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  Prologue


   


   


  Tucked into a remote valley in the western Orichomo Mountains lay the Temple of Winter. For centuries, people had traveled many leagues to worship there, but fearful devotion to the wintry gods of the Ancient Cold and Deep had long ago fallen out of fashion. The once-thriving temple had withered into obscurity. Those few souls who remained fanatically guarded their single treasure.


  A crimson-leafed maple drooped over the temple compound’s north wall. The autumn wind gusted; a k’chasan qengai leapt into the tree. The limbs trembled, and leaves rained into the courtyard. But neither the guards patrolling the grounds nor those at the door noticed her. A charcoal bodysuit and a scarf mask hid the assassin’s features, except for a hint of downy fur around a pair of catlike amber eyes.


  Iniru crouched, perfectly still, and waited. Her tufted ears twitched to catch every sound: leaves tumbling, a loose shutter banging, a guard wheezing from a cold. The bright moon bathed the compound in silvery light. She just needed — there! A cloud swept across the moon. Iniru sprang down and weaved through the shadows. Not a single leaf crunched underfoot. Her mother would be proud.


  The moon peeked out. A guard turned his head. Heart pounding, she surged forward. Iniru didn’t have time to neutralize them, and she didn’t want to have to kill them. She ducked around to the back side of the temple.


  None of the guards reacted.


  Iniru laughed silently. She lived for this rush. Nothing else made her feel so … alive.


  The stone building, four stories tall and topped with a blue slate roof, loomed before her. Fractures from earthquakes and two thousand winters webbed its surface. Perfect. She flexed her hands. Claws popped out from her fingertips and toes through holes in her leather gloves and shoes. Jamming her claws into the cracks, she scaled the wall.


  Glass windows, closed and shuttered, dotted the second and third floors. She ignored them. A window on the fourth stood open.


  She peeked in.


  A puddle of light, broken up by the shadow of a guard in the hallway, spilled out from under the only door. Iniru scanned the room looking for her target. So many antiques cluttered the bedroom that she almost missed the small figure curled up on the massive bed, lying atop the covers.


  The Winter Child.


  Sleeping in a room with an open window. The people running this place were amateurs. Missions from the Sacred Codex just didn’t get any easier. This was a thousand times less dangerous than helping Turesobei recover the Storm Dragon’s Heart.


  Not that it made up for what the prophecy asked of her.


  She couldn’t think about it. She had a job to do. Nothing else mattered.


  Iniru slid through the window and padded over to the door. Regulate breathing, ease the lock into motion, move with patience … the bolt tucked into place without a click. From her belt, Iniru drew a sickle-bladed dagger. She crept up to the bed.


  Hair as white as snow fanned out on the pillow. A bare arm clutched a knitted rabbit doll. The Winter Child was eight years old. Her skin was ash grey like any zaboko’s, but her hair was white instead of black. A plump cheek twitched. She snuggled her knitted rabbit tight against her chest.


  One cut. Then this would be over. The prophecy fulfilled. The world a better place. Iniru could return home and forget this mission ever happened. Or try, at least.


  Why this child? Why today? It didn’t matter. One had faith the prophecies were correct, or one did not become a qengai.


  The blade trembled in Iniru’s hand. This was her purpose in life. She had no other. For twenty-three generations her family had kept the prophecies from their chapter of the Sacred Codex. The good book said this girl, the Winter Child, must die. So die she must.


  One swift cut — silent, painless.


  Iniru squeezed the dagger hilt tight.


  A tear streaked down her mask.


  A guard deep within the temple cried out an alarm. The girl woke. Her ice-blue eyes flew open.


  Iniru clamped a hand over the girl’s mouth and glanced back at the door. The guard right outside drew his sword but didn’t enter.


  What in Torment was going on?


  Shoes clacked on the stone floors — more guards, rushing toward the room. The Winter Child tried to squirm away, but Iniru pressed her down. If she didn’t kill the child … disgrace … dishonor. Failure was one thing, but refusing the mission … the words of the prophecy in their chapter of the codex would turn crimson, and the clan would know. She would have no home to return to.


  “I’ve got to see this through.”


  With a sigh, the child sank down into the bed and closed her eyes. Iniru stopped breathing. Her muscles twitched. The blade touched the child’s skin.


  Bile rising, Iniru gasped and drew away.


  “I can’t — I can’t do it.”


  The Winter Child started to cry out, but Iniru shook her head. “Shh! Someone else is coming.”


  The guards in the hallway screamed and fell, gagging and coughing. Iniru’s nostrils flared. A sulfurous scent seeped in from under the door. She took a breath — pain, as if a clawed hand had gripped her lungs. She doubled over, stifling a cough.


  The door rattled, but the lock held.


  “They’re here!” the child whispered.


  An assassin holding a knife to the girl’s throat hadn’t scared her at all. But now her eyes were wide and wild with terror.


  “The ones from my nightmares have come. Help me — please.”


  The door rattled again.


  Iniru dashed into the corner, between an armoire and the door. She drew from a pocket the Talisman of the Unseen, a shard of onyx in the shape of an improbably thin woman. Her clan had stolen the artifact from the Keshuno centuries ago. She held the talisman in front of her face.


  I am not here. I cannot be heard. I am not here. I cannot be smelled. I am not here. I cannot be seen. Where I am, I do not know, but I am not here.


  She disappeared into the corner, perfectly camouflaged.


  The child chewed on the rabbit’s only remaining ear and wept.


  The door exploded, blasted off its hinges and split into pieces. Four of the tallest beings Iniru had ever seen strolled into the room. Her fur stood on end. Sorcerers … wraiths, maybe. They were baojendari, but with skin far paler than most, as if they had never been in the sun before. Bone-white hair hanging in greasy tangles framed their gaunt faces. They wore crimson robes belted at the waist. Kenja currents swirled around them. She hadn’t experienced anything that powerful before, except near Turesobei, and only after he had absorbed the Storm Dragon energy. This power, whatever it was, stank of blood magic and decay.


  The first … wraith … through the doorway had a tattoo of an eight-pointed star on his forehead. His mouth split into a gaping, toothless smile, save for a pair of fangs. Glee danced in his purple eyes. The second lifted her slender hands, long fingers splayed out. Tendrils of silken webs shot out from her fingertips and wrapped around the Winter Child. With eyes like those of a wolf, the third wraith stopped and looked right at Iniru. His nose and mouth elongated into a muzzle. Fur sprouted from his skin. He sniffed toward her then scowled at the fourth wraith. This one had a gaseous green haze dripping from his hands, and patches of mold dotted his sallow skin.


  The tattooed wraith towered over the girl.


  “It is time to fulfill your destiny, Winter Child. You will open the gate for us.”


  “What — what if I don’t?”


  The wraith chuckled. “I think you will find—”


  A commotion erupted in the hallway — armor clanging, the thudding footsteps of at least a dozen men. Orders were shouted.


  The wraiths turned, and the child mouthed at Iniru: “Help me!”


  The apparent leader touched the tattoo on his forehead and a matching iron amulet that hung from his neck. The air shimmered in the hallway, and eight more crimson-robed men appeared suddenly. They were identical to the leader, except for clawed hands and blank faces: no eyes, noses, or mouths.


  Iniru’s skin crawled, ruffling her fur.


  “Kill them,” he said.


  The copies marched out into the hall. Iniru waited for the sounds of fighting as the temple guards reached the top of the stairs. Instead, all she heard were screams. The female wraith jerked her webs and pulled the girl up on her feet.


  “Time to go.”


  The girl’s rabbit fell.


  “Boppy!”


  The leader picked up Boppy and gave it to her.


  “You see, I am not uncivilized. If you cooperate with us, child, you will become a powerful queen, the Queen of Winter. Millions and millions shall worship you. Anything you want shall be yours.”


  He reached a blanket out toward her.


  “I don’t get cold.”


  The leader, the poisoned one, and the spider departed. The wolf-eyed wraith hesitated. He glanced at the open window, frowned, and scanned the room. He looked right at Iniru and tilted his head.


  Her pulsed raced. She took deep, calming breaths, and emptied her mind of everything but the talisman mantra.


  Wolf-eyes shrugged and moved on.


  Minutes passed before she dared to move. She rushed to the window. In the courtyard, the leader touched his forehead, and the copies disappeared. With the girl in tow, they stalked away, heading deeper into the valley.


  Iniru collapsed against the windowsill. She couldn’t go home in disgrace. Whatever these wraiths were up to, they needed the child to do it. And it was bad. And whatever happened as a result would be her fault.


  Iniru clenched her fists. She had to finish this mission. She had to kill the Winter Child.


  


  


  Chapter 1


   


   


  The cloudy sky turned scarlet, pink, and gold as the sun sank below distant, white-capped mountains. Fifteen-year-old Turesobei leaned his lanky frame against a lightning-splintered oak on a hill outside the small city of Ekaran in the highlands of Batsakun. He scratched the sigil on his cheek. Bad weather on the way. Not a cloud overhead, but he knew. He always knew now.


  The Mark of the Storm Dragon on his cheek, a lightning bolt spiking through a storm cloud in a circle of black, was a remnant of his battle over the Storm Dragon’s Heart six months ago. When he shattered the heart of the ancient dragon Naruwakiru and absorbed the energy released, it marked him with this magical tattoo. That’s why, on those rare occasions when he took a break from his studies, he always came here. If this tree could thrive after the strike, so could he.


  Heedless of his rich emerald pants, white linen shirt, and outer robe of steel-gray silk, he stretched out on the grass. A scabbarded sword and a pouch of bamboo spell strips lay beside him. With the amber kavaru hanging from a silver chain around his neck, he looked every inch a noble-born wizard’s apprentice.


  Staring at the horizon, he sighed with a touch of regret. It wasn’t this sunset that moved him, but the memory of a different sunset, a perfect sunset, and the extraordinary girl who had walked away into it.


  His backpack wiggled, the flap flopped open, and his diary flew out. Fluttering pages turned to fluttering bat wings. So much for a quiet rest. As big as a house cat and twice the trouble, Lu Bei was on the loose.


  The fetch, whose amber skin matched Turesobei’s energy-channeling kavaru, zoomed around Turesobei, then hovered in front of him. Mischief flickered in Lu Bei’s large black eyes. He grinned, revealing a set of tiny fangs, and stuck out his forked tongue.


  Turesobei rolled his eyes.


  In either fetch or book form, Lu Bei recorded everything Turesobei saw or heard. Chonda Lu, the founder of Turesobei’s clan, had created him over two thousand years ago, using the amber kavaru Turesobei now wore. Lu Bei retrieved spell books, spied around corners, and fixed cups of tea with herbs stolen from the neighbors’ gardens. He did it all in secret. Only Turesobei, his sister Enashoma, and his grandfather Kahenan knew about Lu Bei.


  From a tattered book, bound in polished leather with silver wire and embossed with strange runes, the fetch had appeared six months ago. He had hibernated in the Shadowland for centuries after the death of Chonda Lu, and was back because of some special destiny for Turesobei. Only Lu Bei had mistimed his return, so now he had to wait. What the destiny was, Turesobei had no idea. Every time Lu Bei started to talk about it, Turesobei passed out.


  Lu Bei zipped away and threw himself into the arms of Turesobei’s sister, Enashoma, who was walking up to them. He clutched her shoulders with his clawed hands and flicked his pronged tail back and forth happily.


  “Shoma!”


  She giggled. “How do you always know when I’m coming?”


  “Magic!”


  “The same way I knew,” Turesobei said.


  “And how is that?”


  “I detected your energy signature as you approached. I’ve been working on that.”


  “Master’s in a stinky mood today,” Lu Bei loudly whispered to Enashoma.


  Turesobei’s lips twitched into a smile. Enashoma leaned against the tree beside him. She came up to his shoulder now. He’d have sworn she grew an inch over the last week. She was going to be tall like him. She had turned fourteen five months ago, and had been insufferable ever since.


  Her smile faded into the sort of frown people give when they think you’re getting sick and it’s your own fault. What good humor he had left vanished.


  “Grandfather said he made you take the afternoon off. You okay?”


  “Fine. Lost in thought.”


  “He said you put up a fight.”


  “I’ve got a lot to do. He’s worrying for nothing.”


  Lu Bei wrapped his tail around one of tree’s lower limbs and hung over them.


  “You’re not supposed to be outside Ekaran without an escort,” Turesobei said to her. “Does Mother know you’re out here?”


  “Of course not,” she replied. “And you’re not going to tell her.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it. How do you keep conning the guards at the Outer Gate into letting you out here?”


  “That's my secret.” Enashoma twirled a loose strand of hair in her fingertips and batted her green eyes at him. “You were thinking about her just then, weren’t you?”


  His cheeks flushed. “No, I—”


  “Oh, come on.”


  “Yeah, okay. I was thinking about Niru. I know we weren’t together all that long … and we weren’t … I mean …”


  “You miss her.”


  Turesobei fiddled with the buttons on his outer robe. “It’s stupid. There’s no way we can ever be together.”


  “Is that why you’re working yourself to death? To get her off your mind?”


  “No.”


  Lu Bei clutched his paws over his chest. “Master is lovesick.”


  “Hush!” Turesobei shook his head in disgust. “I’ve got a lot on my mind. Not just Niru. Father’s death.” He tapped his finger against the storm sigil on his cheek. “This.”


  “It’s only been six months,” Enashoma said. “It’s going to take time. I’m still sorting out Dad’s death, too, and I wasn’t even there.”


  “I don’t have any time. I’ve got to be ready. Something big lies ahead for me. I can’t explain it, but I can feel it rolling in. Like an angry hurricane.”


  “Is it going to help for you to work yourself to death? You’ve barely slept since you recovered. You can’t keep this pace up. I saw you at arms practice last week. It was pathetic.”


  He elbowed her. “Hey! I’m doing all right.”


  “Compared to who?”


  “I’m better than you.”


  “With a sword … maybe. But I’m a girl. They barely train me.”


  Enashoma was a beast with the staff. On their father’s orders, she had received double the defensive training most girls got. She also had a lot more freedom to roam around. He was glad of that. She had the same free spirit their father had, and being cooped up like a proper Chonda princess drove her crazy. She was already widely considered a scandal. A tomboy. A rogue child. Their mother had tried restraint and handmaidens and guardians. Nothing ever worked.


  “Look, you want to work hard, that’s fine. But it won’t hurt to take an extra hour off each day. Rest. Do something fun. Live your life. You don’t even have any friends. Just me.”


  Lu Bei swung back and forth by his tail. “And me! And me!”


  Shoma smiled. “Well, and Lu Bei. Of course.”


  “I don’t have time for fun. I have to be worthy of this clan, of Father and Grandfather. I’ve got to be ready to assume my role at a moment’s notice. Tensions are escalating with the Gawo. Our other wizards are … second-rate. Grandfather … if something happened to him …”


  She grabbed his arm. “Is he okay? He’s not sick, right? He told me that since you revived him, his heart’s been stronger than it has been in the last twenty years.”


  Every muscle in his body tensed. He wasn’t about to tell her something he couldn’t bring himself to consider. “His heart is fine, but … have you noticed anything odd about him lately?”


  She chewed on her lip and shook her head. “Have you?”


  “No,” he lied, patting her hand. “I’m only worried because … well, he’s not young. So I’ve got to be ready, just in case.”


  


  


  Chapter 2


   


   


  The paneled door to the workroom at the top of the High Wizard’s Tower slid open. Footsteps whispered across the reed mats. Recognizing his grandfather’s kenja signature, Turesobei kept reading.


  Kahenan placed a dusty, cloth-wrapped book on the table and began to hum. Turesobei pushed aside the tome he was studying.


  “What’s this?”


  Kahenan stroked his braided beard. His eyes sparkled with mischief. “What does it look like?”


  Turesobei peeled the brittle cloth away, revealing a grimoire bound in fading leather with frayed stitching. He touched the Chonda Goshawk symbol decorating the cover. A faint pulse of magic ran through it. Probably the echo of an old warding spell.


  “I haven’t seen this book before. It’s musty. When was the last time you used it?”


  “Never.”


  “You own a spell book you’ve never used?!”


  Turesobei leafed through the grimoire’s worn pages, which detailed hundreds of spells and rituals. His eyes widened. Among streamlined versions of spells he knew he found on a quick scan: the ritual of summoning a sea dragon, the spell of heaven’s wrath, the spell of the brace of the righteous man, and the ritual of becoming your innermost fear.


  “I’ve never seen most of these spells! And the rituals … so much entity summoning. Where did this come from?”


  “This is the only original spell book we have that belonged to Chonda Lu. It is yours now.”


  Pages fluttering, the diary flew out of Turesobei’s pack and spun into a tiny cloud of energy that solidified into the form of Lu Bei. Nap time was over.


  “Ooooh. Master’s old spell book! I thought it was lost.”


  Lu Bei pounced on the grimoire and thumbed through the pages, muttering.


  “Grandfather, why haven’t you used these before?”


  “Because I cannot.”


  “You can’t?!”


  “The spells are interesting, but I am unable to cast them.”


  “You think I can?”


  “Take a good look.”


  Turesobei pulled the book out of Lu Bei’s hands.


  “Hey! Watch it, mister!” Lu Bei puffed his lips out into a frown and held up a finger. “You gave me a paper cut!”


  “You’re a book. You’re made of paper.”


  “It can happen.”


  Kahenan faked a scowl. “Let me examine the cut, Lu Bei. Perhaps we can find a spell to—”


  Lu Bei tucked his hand behind his back. “No, no. All better!”


  Turesobei studied a few spells.


  “It’s like they’re abbreviated — no kenja types, activations, or pathways are outlined in the spells. How’s the energy supposed to flow?”


  A wizard channeled his own life force, his internal kenja, through his kavaru, to gather and manipulate the kenja of the world around him. There were dozens of energy types, each requiring different pathways. Kenja had to be channeled just right. If desperate, a wizard could power a simple spell with only his internal kenja, gathering none from the outside world. But depleting one’s internal kenja caused organ damage, sometimes even death.


  Turesobei ran his finger along the instructions for one spell.


  “The spells kind of make sense. If you could improvise methods for gathering external energy, they might be possible.”


  “Really? I should think activating through the internal pathways would be more of a problem.”


  “Is that why you can’t do them?” Internal pathway activation was one of Turesobei’s talents. “I think I might be able to manage one or two of the simpler ones.”


  Lu Bei smiled. “That’s because you—”


  Turesobei fainted. He woke up a few minutes later and poked Lu Bei in the chest.


  “Stop doing that!”


  Lu Bei bowed his head. “Sorry, master.”


  “I’d have to gather a lot more power than normal before trying one. And they would all take too long to be practical in a fight, even if I prepared the spell in advance.”


  Kahenan pointed at the sigil on Turesobei’s cheek. “I believe you possess the ability to cast any that can use storm energies. You have an always available channel to storm energy.”


  Turesobei didn’t like using the Storm Dragon power. He refused to open the connection, fearing he would again fall into a coma and dream he was a dragon. He almost hadn’t woken up after the incident with the heart.


  “At the least, familiarize yourself with them. Maybe one day you will find them useful.”


  “Thank you for this gift, Grandfather.”


  “You are welcome, Sobei, though it was always meant for you. I just thought the time had come at last. Now, take the rest of the day off.”


  Turesobei shook his head and grabbed Chonda Lu’s grimoire.


  “I’ll get some fresh air while I go over this.”


  “Remember, we are going to meet with King Nokisa tomorrow.”


  Turesobei winced. Nokisa had died over twenty years ago. “You mean King Ugara in three days?”


  Kahenan chuckled. “Of course. Of course. I was lost in thought.”


  Turesobei frowned. Something wasn’t right. He wouldn’t dare ask, though.


  Kahenan knelt at his desk and shuffled items around. “Have you seen my strip cutter? I can’t find it.”


  “You carried it to your room last night.”


  “I took it with me? Why?”


  Kahenan always left the cutter in the same place.


  “Haven’t a clue.”


  “Goodness. I am distracted.”


  “Are you — are you okay?”


  “An old mind becomes a little forgetful. And I have been ever so busy with spell work and worrying over the Gawo. I am fine, Sobei. Do not worry about me.”


  Too late for that. Way too late.


   


  


  


  Chapter 3


   


   


  Because of the spat with his mother before he set off to Wakaro, Turesobei now lived comfortably in the secondary workroom in the High Wizard’s Tower. He could avoid Wenari … most of the time … and work whenever he wanted. At first his grandfather’s servants, all old and finicky like him, had grumbled, but they stopped minding once they realized Turesobei didn’t require much.


  Turesobei scribed practice spell runes onto a sheet of parchment charmed with the mark of erasure. After each effort, he swiped his hand over the page and the writing disappeared.


  Lu Bei lounged on a pillow flicking his tail about, bored and unwilling to return to book form. Also known as trouble.


  “Are you done, master?”


  “Two more hours. I’m starting the challenging stuff.”


  “Argh! Master, you’re worse than you used to be back in the Old World.”


  Turesobei knew the fetch meant Tengba Ren, the baojendari ancestral homeland. It lay somewhere across the ocean and no one had been there in centuries.


  “I’m not Chonda Lu.”


  “You haven’t worked this hard since you made me.”


  “I’m not Chonda Lu.”


  Lu Bei picked up a bamboo box that held supplies and tapped out the beat to an old folk song.


  “Hush!” Turesobei told him.


  Lu Bei sighed. “Yes, master.”


  After a few minutes Lu Bei started humming the tune, but he stopped when Turesobei gave him a dirty look.


  “Master, at least do something interesting, like when we explored Okoro. That was never boring!”


  “I’m not Chonda Lu!”


  “Madam Shoma is right. You’ve become a big old fuddy. No fun. Too much work.”


  “I have commitments. Maybe you should go back to being—”


  “I’ll hush. I promise I’ll — Ooh.”


  Two animated paper cranes fluttered in through the open window. One on blue paper, the other on natural. The blue one landed on Turesobei’s desk. The white one spiraled through the room. Lu Bei launched into the air. He swiped but the paper crane darted away from him. Cackling, he zoomed around chasing it.


  “Don’t break anything this time!”


  “Yes, master!”


  At Turesobei’s touch, the blue crane unfolded to reveal a message. Having inherited the knack and a magic brush from their grandmother, Enashoma could fold sheets of paper into creatures and animate them by scribing special sigils onto the pages. Her little beasts could walk, crawl, or fly for an hour. The brush wouldn’t work for Turesobei, even though he was a wizard. He had tried, with frustration, many times.


   


  Sweet Dearest Brother Sobei,


   


  I’ve got a great idea! If I address a paper falcon to Iniru and you use your storm powers to put a really good wind spell on it, maybe the falcon would reach her! You’d be able to write her messages anytime. This is the best idea I’ve ever had. Respond yes.


   


  Sincerely,


  Your Sweet, Loving, and Ever-Devoted Shoma.


   


  He winced his eyes closed. Oh, how he wished. But he couldn’t. It would lead to nothing and keep the pain fresh. He’d never be able to move on.


  He wrote no on the crane and was about to touch the return sigil when another crane landed. This one said:


  Don’t say no.


  Turesobei laughed.


  He wrote no on that one, too, and sent them back to her.


  The other crane’s magic faded. Lu Bei caught it, which he could have done sooner if he had wanted. He obviously flew after them at half-speed, though he claimed adamantly that he did not. He ripped the paper to shreds with glee.


  “You’re going to clean up right?”


  “Of course, master.” From his hand Lu Bei shot a spark of electricity at one shred. This new talent came from the storm sigil on his chest that matched the one Turesobei’s cheek. The extra energy had also made him six inches taller, which was half again as tall as he had been.


  “No burning them!”


  Lu Bei stuck his forked tongue out.


  “You scorched the mats last time. Do you want to explain that to Lord Kahenan again?”


  Lu Bei kicked one of the paper shreds. “No.”


  “Didn’t think so.”


  “What did Lady Shoma want?”


  “She wants me to boost a paper falcon with storm energy so it can fly all the way to Iniru.”


  “You could probably manage that.”


  Turesobei distractedly practiced a new set of runes.


  “Doesn’t mean I should.”


  


  


  Chapter 4


   


   


  A basket filled with bamboo pieces sat on Turesobei’s desk. He drew one out and recited a prayer to the Shogakami goddess of the forests.


  “Lady Ishiketa, I beseech thee. Bless this wood on which I place my trust.”


  With a razor, he quartered the segment into strips, each the width of three fingers and the length of a hand. He filed away the rough edges and polished the pieces.


  “Mistress Zhura, I beseech thee. Share but a drop of thy endless power. I honor your name.”


  He dipped his brush in a pot of ink mixed with minuscule particles of kenja-conducting dark iron, an ore gathered from meteors than had fallen from the dark moon, Zhura, ages ago. On the concave side of the strip, he drew the mark of binding, which would allow the strip to hold kenja. The runes of the spell would be inked on the convex side.


  He repeated the process, carefully working through each of the bamboo pieces. Four hours later, when the basket was finally empty, sixty strips lay before him, ready to be inscribed with spells. Satisfied with a productive day off, Turesobei stretched and looked out the window at the heavy rain pelting the city. He thought of rushing out into the heavy rains with Iniru, pursuing the Storm Cult, snuggling together in an army tent. A sharp, almost physical pain lanced through his heart. He swallowed down the lump in his throat and turned back to his desk. Keep working. That was the only way to get her off his mind.


  He cast the spell of prodigious leaping and channeled the energy through his brush. The magic passed from him into the bamboo strip. Spells activated using a prepared strip needed only half as much internal kenja and time to cast.


  Satisfied with the effort, he began another spell.


  Time passed in a blur of casting. His heart and mind eased into a calm bliss he only felt when scribing spells. Kahenan entered the workroom and watched over his shoulder until he finished the spell of the might of three men.


  “What are all these for?” Kahenan asked. “That is a lot more than your basics.”


  “I’m going to keep sixty ready. I want to be prepared for … anything … everything. You’ve always told me preparation is the most important aspect of being a wizard.”


  Kahenan whistled. “Quite ambitious. It is going to take dedicated effort to maintain these.”


  “I’ve got the time and the energy.”


  “I am too old to keep up that many, but I also have not absorbed any storm dragons lately.”


  He didn’t tell Kahenan that he refused to use the storm energies.


  “So what do you have here?” Kahenan scanned over them. “All good choices. Though I do recommend adding the spell of getting some rest and the spell of enjoying your youth.”


  Turesobei half-chuckled. “I don’t know those, Grandfather.”


  “Try to learn them.” Kahenan paused in the doorway as he left. “Sobei, I am proud of you and how hard you are working. But I do worry about you. When I was your age, I played in the fields and chased girls, frequently.”


  “Grandfather, forgive me, but you’re a workaholic. I find it hard to believe that you weren’t always this way.”


  Kahenan winked. “Get some rest.”


  Turesobei scripted another spell and decided to call it a night. It would take him four more days to complete all sixty strips. His stomach rumbled. Had he forgotten dinner again?


  A paper crane pecked at the window. He let it in and opened the message.


  Let’s write Iniru.


  Turesobei clutched the note and thought of the minty smell of Iniru’s breath, the depth in her amber eyes. Her soft lips and fur. He placed the note against his forehead and sighed.


  Hand shaking, he wrote his response.


  No.


   


  *****


   


  Turesobei spent an entire afternoon prepping the open rooftop of the High Wizard’s Tower for a dangerous summoning requested by Prince Chien. On the stone floor, Turesobei drew sigils, channeling spirals, a summoning pentagram, and two protective circles. He dusted the edge of the rooftop with fine-ground demon-bane. The herbal mixture wouldn’t stop anything more than a minor entity, but it would slow them down.


  Kahenan examined Turesobei’s work.


  “Everything looks in order. Your first solo entity summoning. Are you ready for the challenge?”


  His pulse quickened. “I am.”


  “I’ll be backing you. So if anything goes wrong, do not worry.”


  Lu Bei lit the torches and did a flyover to check the demon-bane and other arrangements. He’d seen more than enough summonings to recognize any errors. Patting Turesobei on the shoulder he said, “Well done, master. Good luck!”


  Lu Bei stuffed himself into Turesobei’s satchel and transformed. Kahenan knelt within a protective circle. He placed his legendary white-steel longsword, Yomifano, in front of him, still in its bamboo scabbard decorated with Zhura-ink runes. Only white-steel, made from ore fallen from the bright moon Avida, could truly harm demons and spirit creatures. Normal weapons might temporarily disrupt or injure them, but they couldn’t cause permanent injury.


  White-steel was so rare that the Chonda Clan had only four swords composed of the metal, three more than most clans: one each for King Ugara, Prince Chien, High Wizard Kahenan, and Turesobei. But Yomifano was the finest, the most pure, because the High Wizard had the greatest need for cutting through spirits. All the white-steel swords were centuries old, brought over from Tengba Ren. The art of successfully blending white ore into steel was lost.


  Turesobei knelt within the protective circle closest to the summoning pentagram and placed Sumada, the white-steel short sword he had inherited from his father, in front of him. He chanted the ritual of summoning entities. An hour later, after completing the first phase, he was able to take a short break. His throat was parched. As he sipped watered wine he mentally reviewed his work so far, wincing at all the mistakes he’d made already. Each one would have to be patched with his own energy. Worried that the ritual would take more than he could afford to give, he glanced at his grandfather. Kahenan winked, obviously pleased.


  Confidence restored, Turesobei started the next phase. This part was unique to the entity sought, in this case a mulkiki. It had taken him three days to memorize the obscure summoning. Two more hours of chanting passed before anything happened. A gust of wind flickered the torches. A faint howling echoed in Turesobei’s ears. His gut wrenched. What had once been a trickle of energy to power the spell became a torrent rushing out of him. There was enough. Even without drawing on the storm energies, there was enough. He was relieved.


  A tear in the world opened within the summoning pentagram, as if a wound had been cut into reality, revealing the Shadowland. Sulfur and mist swirled out. And in the midst of that, a demon roared into life. Orange-scaled, it had a fat body with stubby legs, absurdly long arms and giant hands. A bulbous head topped a skinny neck. Its eyes shone solid blue.


  The mulkiki glanced around and angrily hissed a green vapor. Turesobei gripped the hilt of Sumada.


  “What do you want from me, wizard pup?”


  “To fight in battle against our enemies.”


  The demon coughed a laugh. “I can do this. Easily.”


  “I’m sure you can.” Turesobei picked up an iron bracelet etched with binding runes. The bracelet had taken him days to prepare. “But only when we wish it.”


  The mulkiki screeched. “You wouldn’t dare.”


  Turesobei chanted the ritual of greater binding, a binding powerful enough to last for two months. This was the hardest part. It would drain him to exhaustion, and would only work if he could win a battle of will with the demon. Even the best wizards failed more often than they succeeded when trying to bind demons.


  “I know about your secret, boy.”


  Turesobei ignored the demon.


  “I know about your girlfriend, too.”


  He couldn’t pay the mulkiki any attention. It was trying to distract him.


  “So close to death. They stalk her. They are relentless.”


  Turesobei lost his focus, and the spell weakened.


  Grinning malevolently, the demon said, “They will find her and she will die. Poor little k’chasan girl.”


  “What danger?”


  The demon wagged its finger.


  “Let me go and I will tell you. My word.”


  Turesobei dropped the binding attempt and quick-casted the spell of compelling obedience, tapping all his reserves to do so. He stood and drew Sumada.


  “I demand you tell me.”


  “You can’t compel me to speak of them.”


  Turesobei decided to open the channel to the storm sigil, but the demon roared and erupted in green flame, breaking free of the summoning, though not the pentagram. The mulkiki disappeared back into the nether reaches of the Shadowland from which it had come.


  Turesobei collapsed. Tears welled in his eyes. He was physically exhausted, especially after the quick-cast compel. But that didn’t bother him.


  “Iniru,” he whispered.


  Grandfather Kahenan approached, shaking his head.


  “You know what you did wrong.”


  “Iniru. She’s in danger.”


  “Why would that be surprising? She is a qengai. She is going to be in danger all the time, don’t you think? The demon probes your mind, finds the name, figures out what she is, then tells you something to distract you so it can break free.”


  “How did it probe my mind? And how could it resist my compel?”


  “A greater mulkiki is much too strong for you to compel. He was playing mind games with you.”


  “That was a greater mulkiki? The ritual was labeled for a normal mulkiki.”


  “That’s not right.” Kahenan frowned in confusion. “Why would you use a normal ritual to summon a greater entity?”


  “You gave me the instructions.”


  “Did I? Forgive me, Turesobei, that could have been very dangerous. I must have picked up the wrong page when I was copying the ritual for you.”


  “I summoned a greater mulkiki with a ritual of summoning entities? It should have required a ritual of summoning greater entities.”


  “Very impressive, but it was doomed to failure. A powerful demon summoned with an inadequate ritual and managed with a lesser binding. My fault. Get some rest and we’ll do it again day after tomorrow. With the right version.”


  Turesobei sighed as the weight of his grandfather’s mistake sank in. He was too tired to pile another worry on his shoulders. “What does the prince want with such a demon anyway? We’re not at war yet.”


  “Top secret scouting mission. If there’s trouble, he will release the demon.”


  “He would only be able to control it for a minute at best.”


  “Desperate times, desperate measures. I never helped you on that one, by the way. Good work.”


  Turesobei nodded, accepting his grandfather’s praise without thinking. He didn’t care about the effort or the failure.


  Iniru was in danger.


  


  


  Chapter 5


   


   


  A fire blazed in the hearth. Sitting lotus, Turesobei held his kavaru up and turned it to catch the firelight. The semi-translucent amber stone was oval-shaped and the length of his thumb. He never took the kavaru off. He couldn’t. Every time he tried, he failed. How, he wasn’t certain. Other wizards could remove their kavaru. But if he even thought about it long enough, he got terrible headaches.


  The firelight flickering through the amber mirrored his turbulent emotions. “She’s in serious danger.”


  Lu Bei groaned. “So you’ve said. A dozen times. I was there. I heard the demon. I’ve heard a lot of demons. Know what they all have in common?”


  “They’re evil?”


  “What? No. That’s nonsense.”


  Turesobei snapped his head around. “You don’t think they’re evil?”


  “Evil’s a choice. Demons are simply a whole lot of bad by nature. Like hurricanes or disease.”


  “So what do they all have in common?”


  “They lie. With passion. Especially when they spot a wizard with a weak spot who wants to bind them. And you’ve got a big old weak spot for Iniru.”


  “What of it?”


  “I agree with Lord Kahenan. Even if the mulkiki told you the truth, Iniru’s always going to be in danger. Get used to it. Accept it.”


  “I — I’m okay with the danger,” he lied. “I have accepted it. But there was something about what the demon said. I believe him. She’s in extra bad trouble.”


  “The word demon might as well mean to lie. Come to think of it, I don’t know what demon really means …”


  “I should have tried harder to convince her to stay here.” He knew that was a load of denekon crap.


  Lu Bei yawned. “You’re hopeless. I’m going to sleep now.”


  “Whatever.”


  Lu Bei halfheartedly stuck out his tongue, curled up against Turesobei’s leg like a cat, and fell asleep. One snore, two snores, three snores … a book again. Clockwork.


  Enashoma’s latest paper crane tapped at the window. He brought the letter in and opened it. Sighing, he sank to the floor.


  Have you changed your mind yet?


  He clutched the page against his forehead. Iniru was so far away. But they could chat. They could be friends, if never anything more. He missed her. At least he’d know she was okay.


  He scrawled his reply.


  Yes. Come to the tower first thing in the morning.


   


  *****


   


  Birds chirping. Turesobei rolled over on his sleeping mat. The sky was brightening but the sun wasn’t over the horizon yet. A little more sleep. He drifted off.


  Bang! The sliding panel thumped back. Enashoma hurried into the room. Turesobei shot up from his sleeping mat and groped for his sword.


  “Relax. It’s me.”


  Turesobei rubbed his swollen eyes. “Do you know how early it is?”


  “Aren’t you ready to get started? Aren’t you excited? I am!”


  Lu Bei popped out and hugged Enashoma.


  “You said to come over first thing.” She looked to Lu Bei. “He did.”


  “I know, Lady Shoma, I know. Master should mind what he says. But Master’s hopeless.”


  “Big talk,” said Turesobei, “but who went to sleep first last night? I did all the research on my own. You didn’t even come out when I called.”


  “I thought you just wanted to mope, master.”


  “You did not. You didn’t want to help me write Iniru.”


  Lu Bei shrugged.


  “Did you figure it out?” Enashoma bounced on her heels. “Can you boost a creature enough to reach her?”


  “With my storm energies, I think so. But I can’t guarantee it. I haven’t really tapped into the storm sigil. I don’t like to mess with it.”


  Nothing good would come from the power. It was a curse he had to live with.


  “What made you change your mind?” Shoma asked.


  “I miss her and … I’m worried about her.”


  “Why?”


  “Because … it’s just a feeling she’s in big trouble.”


  “She’s going to be in danger all the time.”


  “That’s what Grandfather said. But it’s more than that. There was this demon that—”


  “Lied to him,” said Lu Bei. “And master bought it. Like a hungry fetch in a fruit stall.”


  Enashoma poked him in the belly. “You don’t eat!”


  “I could.”


  “No you can’t,” Enashoma said.


  “Well, I would like to. How about if I said a tea shop?”


  “You make your own tea mixtures.”


  “I could buy tea in a shop,” said Lu Bei. “I most certainly could.”


  Turesobei got up and dressed.


  “The thing is … the demon … oh, let’s not go there. I’m super worried. I’ll leave it at that.”


  “I understand, but Sobei, weren’t you already worried about her? I was.”


  “I’ve been busy. I could avoid it. I could pretend.”


  “Got your note composed?”


  Turesobei pulled out a nice sheet of ivory paper. On the back side, it held spell inscriptions of preservation, protection from the elements, speed, and strength. Most importantly, the paper held inscriptions of the spell of enhancing artistry and the spell of heaven’s breath, which was a powerful wind spell.


  On the front side the parchment read, in tiny, precise characters:


  I was thinking of you. I wish I could see you. I’m doing well. I hope you’re safe and happy.


  Enashoma read the letter and frowned. “It’s weak.”


  Turesobei sighed. “I spent two hours on it.”


  “Boys. If it’s the best you can do, it’s the best you can do. She knows you’re lame. She’ll understand.”


  “Hey! That’s not—” No, that was exactly what Iniru would think. Oh well, she’d know it was really him. “You going to add something?”


  “Not this time. She’ll know I helped. That’s enough.”


  Enashoma took the paper and sat at Turesobei’s desk. She wrote Iniru’s name and drew the special sigils with the magic brush, taking longer than normal since she had to find space amongst the spell inscriptions. She also had to leave Iniru room to write her reply.


  Lu Bei surged forward. “Wait!” He dipped his paw in ink and stamped a corner of the page. He nodded proudly. “There.”


  Turesobei clenched his eyes shut and shook his head. “Was that necessary?”


  “Yes, master. I wanted to say hi, too.”


  “You only want to taunt her.”


  Lu Bei grinned. “So? What’s wrong with that?”


  Enashoma folded the paper into an exquisite falcon. It took her nearly an hour. Finally she handed the creature to Turesobei.


  “I hope this works.”


  He cupped the falcon in his hands and uttered the activation commands for the spells he’d placed on it. He nodded to Shoma.


  “Fly, little one. Fly swiftly.”


  If the falcon could travel far enough, it would find her. The origami creatures somehow always located their recipient. The brush was amazingly powerful, if limited.


  Lu Bei opened the window. The paper falcon flapped its wings twice, then zipped out of Turesobei’s hands and zoomed out into the sky.


  


  


  Chapter 6


   


   


  For three days, Turesobei lived in a haze of nerve-shredding worry and constant distraction. He shoved food around his plate but hardly ate. Sleep was plagued by nightmares, his imagination inventing horrible fates for Iniru. But staying awake was nearly worse. Turesobei tried losing himself in studies and spell casting, but even that failed him. Careless errors he would never normally make botched everything but the simplest of spells. Kahenan scolded him and delayed the big summoning ritual. In his current state, Turesobei was likely to get them both killed. Weapons practice only resulted in more bruises than he had gotten since before his adventures, and Arms Master Kilono yelled at him until he lost his voice.


  On the fourth day after sending the note, he awoke to find Lu Bei crouched down in front of his face.


  Lu Bei slapped him.


  Turesobei lurched backward. “Ow! Watch it!”


  The fetch surged forward, slapped him again, and fired a spark into his face.


  Turesobei shoved him. “What in Torment’s wrong with you?!” He grabbed his singed nose. “That hurt!”


  “Could’ve been worse, master. Have I got your attention?”


  “If you wanted my attention, all you had to do was ask.”


  “Could’ve fooled me, master. You haven’t been listening to anyone the last three days. You haven’t acted like this since Zinzei left you.”


  “Who?” Probably someone Chonda Lu knew. “Never mind. Go back to being a book.”


  Lu Bei crossed his arms stubbornly.


  “Transform. That’s an order. Stay that way until I call you out.”


  The fetch stuck out his forked tongue and swirled into a small cloud of energy and condensed down into a book.


  Turesobei went to the dining room downstairs. A servant brought him a bowl of rice and a fillet of smoked trout. He picked at it for an hour before giving up. He returned to his room to prepare a spell, but he kept screwing up the runes. Finally, he couldn’t take the tension anymore, so he summoned Lu Bei.


  “Well, what is it?”


  “I don’t understand you, master. You want to be a great wizard? You want to save your clan? To live up to everyone’s expectations? To be worthy of Iniru?”


  “Of course I do!”


  “Then get back to work.”


  “But I—”


  Lu Bei interrupted him. “What would Iniru think about all this pointless worrying?”


  Turesobei sighed. “She’d tell me I was being an idiot.”


  “Right. The best thing you can do for her is to be the best wizard you can be.” Lu Bei crossed his legs and hovered, his wings beating rhythmically. “Look, master, the demon scared you bad, and you miss Iniru. You want her to be safe. I get that. But the Turesobei I know … and love … would have responded by throwing himself back into his studies. Because that’s who he is. But you’re exhausted. You haven’t let yourself rest in months. You pushed and pushed until you had nothing left to give. There’s a line between working extremely hard and working yourself to death. You crossed the line.”


  “It’s not just the expectations that wore me down.”


  “The nightmares?”


  “You know about those?”


  “Sometimes I like to sit in the window and watch the stars. And you are kind to let me come out whenever I want, master. I see you tossing in your sleep. Muttering, sweating, shaking.”


  “I have these nightmares where I become the Storm Dragon. Not Naruwakiru, but … something like her.”


  “So you’re afraid of the Storm Dragon energies?”


  “That’s why I won’t use them. That’s why I won’t use any of the lightning spells Grandfather keeps wanting me to try. I’m not even practicing spells that would normally call on storm kenja. The energy I invested in the paper falcon was the first storm kenja I’ve used, and I called on as little as I could. I’m afraid if I open the channel, I won’t be able to contain it. That the Storm Dragon energy will overtake me.”


  “Maybe it’s better not to hold back. It’s part of who we are now. You must be yourself, whatever your self is at the moment. You can be no more. You should be no less.”


  “But the nightmares … it’s like when I was injured and recovering. I dreamed I was a dragon flying amongst the clouds. And maybe I was. I don’t know. But I barely made it back to my body.”


  “You’ve got to face it, master. You can’t let fear beat you. The storm energies are a blessing. You are approaching the sort of powers you used to have — I mean, that Chonda Lu had. At least with anything storm related. In fact, you’ll probably exceed him in those areas.”


  “I’ve got to face my fear, huh?”


  “You knew that already, master. You know all this. You’re just scared.”


  “I’ve got good reason to be.”


  “There’s no shame in fear, master. Only in letting fear beat you. You need to tackle the storm energies. You’re going to have to sooner or later. Besides, what if Iniru is in big trouble and needs help? You might need all that power.”


  Lu Bei was irritatingly correct. Turesobei was exhausted. Afraid. Worried. The storm energy boiled inside of him, and he kept ignoring it. He couldn’t keep going like this.


  “You’re right. It’s time for me to take action.”


  Turesobei went to Kahenan. “I’m taking today off from wizardry to work on my weapons forms with Master Kilono. I owe him. And tomorrow … maybe we can do the summoning again?”


  Kahenan smiled. “Good idea.”


  “Then I’m going to try the storm spells you suggested. I’m tired of being afraid of this power in me.”


  “That is wise.”


   


  *****


   


  Arms Master Kilono delightedly made Turesobei suffer … for hours. But that was what he wanted. Physical exhaustion. Not mental. As the sun set, he went home, feet dragging. But he didn’t stop. He cleaned his workroom. A task only a wizard could do himself. Every time he thought of the letter, he blocked it out. All he had to do was get himself ready in case she needed him.


  At midnight he cast a sleep spell on himself. He woke at sunset and later that evening they did the summoning again. This time, the procedure went perfectly. The demon said nothing about Iniru, and he didn’t ask.


   


  *****


   


  By tradition, Tenth Day was a day of rest among the Chonda, so the smaller Inner Ekaran training grounds were empty. The sun loomed high overhead, peeking through gray clouds that threatened more of the rain that had pounded the town’s slate roofs all through the night. Turesobei trudged across the muddy ground, with his backpack slung over his shoulder, a pouch of spell strips on his belt, and Chonda Lu’s grimoire in hand.


  He placed his pack on a bench in the middle of the field. Lu Bei transformed but stayed inside the pack so no one would see him.


  “Master, are you going to try one of Master’s spells?”


  “Not yet.”


  Turesobei pulled out a bamboo strip with the inscription for the spell of heaven’s wrath. He rubbed his thumb across the strip’s edge, nervously. It was a difficult spell that no wizard could cast without an inscription. Even then, few used heaven’s wrath, since it drained so much internal kenja. Typically, it was a once and done for the day kind of spell.


  “I can do this. The storm kenja won’t change me. I’ve gotta conquer my fear. For myself. For Iniru.”


  “That’s the spirit, master!”


  Across the field stood a row of man-shaped archery targets made of canvas and straw. With the spell strip tucked between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, Turesobei chanted. His brow furrowed. A bead of sweat popped out on his forehead as he opened the channel to the storm sigil. It was like having a tiny room within his soul, and he was unlocking the door. Turesobei opened the door only a few inches. He attuned the spell and spoke the activation command.


  Storm kenja surged out from the mark on his cheek. Some pooled there naturally, but the mark also pulled in storm energy from the atmosphere. A crackling thunderbolt shot out from the spell strip, cut across the field, and incinerated not only the target dummy he had aimed at, but the two to either side as well.


  The blast plowed him backward. The resulting thunderclap rattled every window in Ekaran. Turesobei lay unconscious in the mud and dreamed he was unfurling wings of cloud and soaring high above. He came to when a spark shot out of his backpack and singed his nose.


  Bits of burning straw and canvas fluttered through the air. Where the dummies had stood was now a shallow crater. He had expected a strong effort from the surge of energy, but nothing like this.


  From inside the pack, Lu Bei pumped his fists.


  “Woo woo! Holy Sun Father! Master, that’s your best casting of heaven’s wrath ever!”


  Turesobei replied, panting, his eyes wide. “You’re confusing me with Chonda Lu again. I’ve only cast that spell twice before.”


  “You may need to dial it back a bit next time, master. Unless you really want to blow away something.”


  “I feel … okay. Wasn’t even half as tiring as it should have been. But I did flash on being a storm dragon during casting. And afterward, I fell completely into the dream. If you hadn’t woken me …”


  The patter of denekon claws rasped on the cobbles. A troop of twelve riders led by Prince Chien raced toward the practice field. Lu Bei returned to diary form. The riders pulled to a stop, their lizard mounts panting out their purple tongues.


  Turesobei bowed. “Prince Chien, forgive me for causing such a disturbance. If I had thought the spell would go that way, I would have warned you.”


  The prince stroked his luxurious mustache and glanced between Turesobei and the crater at the other end of the field.


  “You did that?”


  “A new spell attempt, and this mark … I’ve got a lot more storm power than I thought. All under control, though. Don’t worry.”


  “I’m glad you’re on our side. That thunderclap was tremendous.” With a grin like he’d just gotten a birthday present, Prince Chien turned to one of his companions and said, “I think we’ve found the weapon we need against the Gawo. They may outnumber us four to one, but we’ve got Turesobei!”


  “Wait — Four to one? Not three to one?”


  “They forged an alliance with the Iruti. Our enemies are gathering against us once again. Won’t be like when my great-grandfather fought them all off. We lost too many men then. Our numbers shrink. The Gawo increase.”


  “So you do think war is coming?”


  “In six months. Possibly nine. They hate our prestige and covet our wealth. They won’t rest until they destroy us. But there’s hope still. Keep up the good work. I’ve never seen or heard of anything like what you did, except in legends. We’re going to be depending on you!” He held up his arm to show off the bracelet with the demon bound inside. “Thank you for this.”


  “You are welcome, my lord.”


  “We’ll be on our way then. We need to let all the guards know everything’s okay out here. Carry on.”


  Turesobei kicked his toes through the mud as he headed back toward the bench. “Thanks,” he muttered under his breath. “No pressure. Just up to me to save the entire clan.”


  Grandfather Kahenan hustled to the far end of the field as Prince Chien rode away. Turesobei sat on the bench and caught his breath. His mind raced with worries. What if he wasn’t enough? The clan would be doomed. The Gawo and their alliance would kill everyone and burn Ekaran to the ground. They had warred with the Chonda for four centuries. Possibly longer. Fighting them off got harder each time.


  Kahenan examined the blast crater and then sat next to Turesobei.


  “If you were finally going to try the storm spells, you should have brought me along.”


  “I — I needed to do this on my own. I was afraid if I unleashed the storm dragon energies they’d overtake me and I’d become the Storm Dragon myself, maybe explode … I don’t know.”


  “Perhaps if you wanted to become the dragon you could. But I can’t imagine you’d accidentally be overwhelmed by these forces.”


  It happened in his nightmares all the time.


  Kahenan pointed to Chonda Lu’s grimoire.


  “Are you going to try the Kaiaru version of heaven’s wrath?”


  Turesobei nodded. “I don’t think it will work. But I hope it does, since the future of the clan depends on me bailing us all out.”


  “I see Prince Chien did his best to pick up your spirits.”


  “He hinted we’re doomed unless I do something spectacular, and even that might not be enough.”


  “Well, he is probably right.”


  “Great.”


  “Get going.”


  He examined the spell yet again in Chonda Lu’s grimoire, even though he had already memorized the runic patterns and knew the words and gestures, what few there were, by heart. No energy channels. An abbreviated casting. Pretty much impossible. But what the heck.


  “I was thinking with a storm spell, maybe it wouldn’t matter if I didn’t have a channel for the storm kenja in the casting, since it’s linked to my internal kenja now.”


  “My thinking as well.”


  Turesobei set the book aside. Lu Bei returned and peeked out of the pack. Turesobei aimed at the next dummy over. He didn’t want to be here when Kilono got to the field tomorrow and found his targets blown to pieces.


  Turesobei pulled out the spell strip for this version and cast the spell. The activation didn’t feel right. The storm energy spiked. He saw a flash of clouds and the ground far below. A spark flew off the strip and fizzled a few feet away. A massive amount of energy had resulted in almost nothing. With more confidence, he tried a second time. A large spark zipped halfway to the dummy then dissipated. Starting to weaken, he sat down to catch his breath.


  “I’ve only got one more strip.”


  Kahenan leaned forward. “Maybe if you took longer to—”


  “There’s only one thing that will make that spell work,” said Lu Bei, interrupting. “You must embrace the spirit of Chonda Lu. From the kavaru. It’s not enough to use his book and his kavaru. You must be Chonda Lu.”


  “For the thousandth time, I am not Chonda Lu. I will never be Chonda Lu.”


  “But you can imagine yourself being Chonda Lu. Try to be Chonda Lu as you speak the spell and call the storm energy.”


  Grandfather Kahenan coughed but said nothing. Turesobei closed his eyes and concentrated on the kavaru. He called on the storm energies while imagining being Chonda Lu and chanting and picturing runes in his mind. Wizardry was never easy, and this was worse than normal.


  Halfway through the spell, his knees buckled. The faces and voices of people he’d never met skittered through his mind. His eyes fluttered. Clouds streamed by him. Fields and cities, forests and mountains passed beneath him. The kavaru was a fire burning against his chest.


  He woke in a patch of scorched grass. Across the field the target and several others had been incinerated and another, even larger, crater scarred the ground.


  Grandfather Kahenan lay nearby, covered in mud, his emerald robe and braided beard singed. A burned-out spell strip turned to dust is in his hand. He groaned and sat up.


  Unharmed, Lu Bei flew back down, Turesobei’s pack in hand. He put the pack down and stamped out the places that were smoldering. The bench was shattered into a half-dozen fragments.


  “What in Torment happened? I blacked out and …”


  “You did it!” Lu Bei cried out.


  Grandfather Kahenan laughed. “You cast a Kaiaru spell, Sobei! In all my years, I never thought I would see such a thing.”


  “Well I didn’t see it. How did I finish the spell?”


  “You kept speaking as you went down,” Lu Bei said. “You finished before you hit. It was messy. You had no control because you were hardly conscious. You finished on instinct alone.”


  “It's not going to be much use, huh? Too dangerous. It’s like when you say things to me that I can’t hear and I pass out. No control. But I guess if things are bad enough with the Gawo …”


  “Sometimes desperate measures are necessary.” Kahenan stood, shakily. “If anything, the business with the Storm Cult taught you that. We do what we must sometimes, Sobei. That is our job as High Wizards.”


  “Were you casting a shield spell while I did heaven’s wrath?”


  Kahenan winked. “Lesson number one.”


  “A wizard must always be prepared,” Turesobei recited.


  


  


  Chapter 7


   


   


  The next day, Enashoma waited for him outside the High Wizard’s Tower. She wore an expensive, three-layered, blue dress decorated with white lilies. Turesobei frowned. Not because she was chatting with the pair of zaboko guards stationed outside, which she always did, even though she wasn’t supposed to. Like Grandfather Kahenan, Turesobei didn’t care about most baojendari social taboos. He was frowning because he had clearly missed something. Hopefully not something important.


  “Why are you here and so dressed up? I was just coming over for my weekly tea with Mom.”


  “Change of plans. We’re having tea with Awasa and her mother at their house. Mother will meet us there.”


  Turesobei groaned and ran his hands over his outer robe. His tea-with-mother attire wasn’t formal. “I’m not dressed for it.”


  “You look well enough. Unless you’re just nervous and want to make a good impression on Awasa.”


  “She is my intended. And —”


  “You’ve been exchanging notes. I know.” She winked at him. “You may be pining over Iniru but you haven’t abandoned all your options.”


  “Have you been reading them?!”


  Enashoma laughed. “Should I have?”


  “No. They’re lame. We don’t know what to say to each other. We have nothing in common. Me and you, we grew up together. We share common experiences. You know what life is like in the tower … Grandfather … magic. You’ve got your origami animation brush. You get magic. Awasa knows nothing about what my life is like.”


  “Maybe you should try telling her?”


  “I tried but she’s not interested. Anyway, she doesn’t understand. Like it’s not real to her.”


  “She’s sheltered. Mom can only shelter me so much. Not that I’ve ever really done anything. I wish …” She sighed. “The world’s not real to Awasa because all she knows is Ekaran. She’s never even been as far as Dakanuru or Batsa. At least I’ve been to Batsa … once.”


  They walked along the gravel path that led through Inner Ekaran, passing the most prestigious estates of the Chonda aristocracy. Turesobei glanced over at Enashoma. She was smiling absentmindedly but also fidgeting with her hands.


  “What’s up with you? You’re smiling like an idiot and all jittery like a hummingbird.”


  “Nothing. I’m perfectly fine.”


  “Why are you coming? You hate Awasa.”


  “I don’t hate her.”


  “You can’t stand her.”


  “I’m coming because she will be my sister-in-law one day and because Mother thinks I need to attend more social functions. Practice, you know?”


  Turesobei dropped it. But she was acting far too happy to be doing something their mother wanted her to do. He hoped she wasn’t going to try to sabotage the event.


  “Grandfather tells me Mother set up a meeting with potential suitors for you.”


  Enashoma’s smile disappeared. She furrowed her brow and clenched her jaws. “I’ve become a hot commodity because of your recent fame. Thanks for that. It’s like I’m a denekon up for auction. I tried to convince her to wait until I’m of age, and then let suitors visit. That I don’t need an arrangement.”


  “You get a better deal on the dowry if you lock one in now. And Mother thinks I may become a scandal any day. You know how she is. She’d love to be living in one of these estates.”


  “I will not be sold to the highest bidder. I don’t know how, but I’m going to get out of this. Look at Awasa and her mother, at our mother. I don’t want to end up like them.”


  “You’ve got too much of our dad in you.”


  “I guess so, but I’m not kidding. I will get out of here and live my life as I choose. Whatever it takes.”


   


  


  


  Chapter 8


   


   


  High walls separated the Kobarai Estate from its neighbors. Like the rest of the aristocratic estates within the Jade Ward of Inner Ekaran, they had room for a courtyard, a garden, a stable, and a cottage for any servants that didn’t live in the zaboko wards in Outer Ekaran. The wealthiest family in the Chonda Clan, the Kobarai had the biggest and best of everything. They lacked only the prestige of the ruling Chonda family.


  Turesobei had grown up in an estate half this size in the Copper Ward. Though Kahenan’s son, Noboro had lacked the talent to become the next high wizard and couldn’t inherit the tower. The High Wizard’s Tower was part of the Goshawk’s Ward, which included the Palace. An expansive garden and a lake lay between the High Wizard’s Tower and the Palatial Estate.


  Zaiporo, a young zaboko guard, opened the gate. He was short but broad shouldered. According to Turesobei’s mother’s servants Shurada and Imi, he was strikingly handsome. Turesobei had listened to them discuss Zaiporo’s assets at length. Despite being fifteen, Zaiporo guarded the Kobarai’s eldest child, Lady Awasa. He was the same age as Turesobei, but every man in his family had held this post, for generations, and he was the last one left. Far more formal and somber than Turesobei’s family, the Kobarai refused to break with tradition.


  Marumi, Awasa’s zaboko handmaiden, stood beside Zaiporo. Turesobei saw them every time he saw Awasa because she couldn’t leave her family estate without them going with her. Even at home, both were always nearby.


  Marumi bowed. “My apologies, my lord and my lady, but the other servants are engaged in preparing tea or serving his lordship with his guests. We are stretched thin with two events on the same day.”


  If only Turesobei could attend that event instead. Lord Kobarai served as head of the Council of Commerce. They would be discussing important matters. On the other hand, he didn’t actually like being around overbearing Lord Kobarai.


  Zaiporo also bowed. “Greetings, Lord Turesobei. Lady Enashoma, you look lovely today. Violet is my favorite color.”


  “Last time we were here, I wore a different dress, and you said blue was your favorite.” She giggled. “I’m not sure you know.”


  Zaiporo muttered softly, “You make every color beautiful, dear lady.”


  Was Enashoma blushing? How strange.


  Scowling, Marumi elbowed Zaiporo. “This way, my lord and my lady.”


  Zaiporo marched close to Enashoma, as if guarding her from danger. A path of moss-covered cobblestones led them past masses of ferns, miniature ponds, golden maples, and hydrangeas that were losing their blooms to autumn chill. A bridge carried them across a larger pond to the tea pavilion. Lady Kobarai Fumiri, Lady Awasa, and Turesobei’s mother Wenari awaited them. Fighting cultists was easier, maybe safer, than this. He dreaded his weekly teas with his mother, but the monthly meetings with Awasa and her family … torture.


  Everyone exchanged bows and shallow greetings. Awasa smiled warmly. He tried to return the smile. He had mixed feelings about her. Until Iniru, he had worshiped Awasa, or the idea of her anyway. But resenting that she would be forced to spend her life with him, Awasa had always been mean to him. Then he found real love. And lost it. But the threat of Iniru had changed Awasa. She was kind to him now. She tried to be, anyway, and managed to most of the time. He tried, too, but he didn’t love her and wasn’t fond of her, either. And today, especially, with his mind on Iniru, he didn’t want to chat with her.


  Wenari frowned at Turesobei’s appearance but nodded appreciatively at Enashoma. “You did well,” she whispered to Shoma. “Bless me, but I must be getting through.”


  Awasa stepped close to Turesobei and gestured. “I reserved the place next to me for you.”


  “Thanks.”


  Her perfume smelled like juniper. A juniper pattern decorated her green dress. She always coordinated scent and sight this way. He ground his teeth. Why this annoyed him so much, he had no idea.


  He knelt beside her at the table, once all the ladies had knelt first. Why he had to suffer these teas was beyond him. No other boys were forced to do this more than once or twice … ever.


  “Lord Turesobei,” said Lady Fumiri, “your mother tells me your studies are going well. Word is you will be the greatest wizard we’ve had since Chonda Lu himself.”


  That didn’t take long. Turesobei shifted uncomfortably. “I doubt that, my lady. But they have gone well. I am working as hard as I possibly can.”


  “Too hard,” said Enashoma quietly.


  He shot her the dirtiest look he could politely manage.


  Servants brought tea, watered wine, and rice balls stuffed with mussels and diced vegetables. Turesobei picked at the food with feigned disinterest, because society deemed that polite.


  Awasa leaned toward him and eyed the sigil on his cheek.


  “The storm mark, will it ever leave?”


  “Doesn’t seem so.”


  “Does it hurt or … anything?”


  “It itches when a storm is coming, and burns when I use certain kinds of magic. Otherwise, no.”


  “Enashoma,” said Lady Fumiri, “I hear your mother is searching for a new betrothal for you.”


  “Nothing has happened yet.”


  Lady Fumiri smiled condescendingly. “Well, something good will come to you in time, as they say. If only we had a son, eh?”


  Enashoma tortured a smile onto her face. Turesobei nearly chuckled. He stuffed a rice ball into his mouth. The Kobarai had only one child, and they were determined to marry Awasa as high as possible. That meant Turesobei, since Prince Chien and his brothers were already married and their children were still young.


  “I’ve arranged a meeting with twelve potential suitors for next week,” said Wenari. “I’m looking forward to it.”


  “That is exciting,” Lady Fumiri said to Enashoma.


  “I don’t get to go,” she replied sullenly, eliciting a dismissive frown from Lady Fumiri.


  “I must make the choice, on my own,” said Wenari. “It would be improper for Enashoma to do so at her age. Without Noboro, it is left up to me. I asked Lord Kahenan, but he would have nothing to do with the process.”


  Lady Fumiri tinked her tea cup against the plate. “Good heavens, why not?”


  “He doesn’t believe in arranging marriages anymore. His late wife opposed the arrangement between Noboro and myself. High Wizards get to be a little quixotic, I suppose. And he is a busy man.”


  Fumiri eyed Turesobei. He squirmed. “Why not you, Lord Turesobei? You could help your mother. You have high rank. You’re not a man yet, so the decision would rest with your mother. But Lord Kahenan could appoint you his representative in the matter.”


  “Oh, I would never do that!”


  “Why?”


  “Well I don’t really believe in—”


  Enashoma coughed and elbowed him discreetly. His mother and Lady Fumiri went wide-eyed and set their drinks down.


  Awasa rose halfway up. Her pale cheeks turned scarlet. “You don’t — you can’t mean—”


  “No, I just — I don’t — I’m not opposed to … um … us.”


  Awasa knelt back down, but her eyes blazed with anger.


  Lady Fumiri huffed. “Well, this … this is most upsetting to hear you—”


  Enashoma doubled over in pain, clutching her stomach. Everyone stood. Turesobei grabbed her by the shoulder.


  “Shoma, you okay?”


  Enashoma pinched him in the side. “I will be. It’s just …” She stood, still grabbing her stomach. “Lady Fumiri, I am so sorry, but I must depart a few minutes.”


  “Dear girl, whatever is the matter?”


  “Shoma? What’s wrong?” asked Wenari.


  Enashoma blushed. How could she fake a blush? He was impressed. “Lady problems.”


  The women nodded appreciatively. Turesobei backed away as if he had touched acid.


  “If I could rest a few minutes. I’m so deeply sorry.”


  Lady Fumiri glanced around and frowned. “Why is it there’s never a servant when you need one most? The result of hosting two events on the same day. Awasa, where is Marumi?”


  “I gave her the hour off for lunch, Mother. I’m sorry. I thought we had enough help.”


  “We did. Your father took more than he should have.”


  Enashoma pointed to Zaiporo who stood outside of earshot at the edge of the garden. “He could lead me somewhere inside to rest.” She groaned. “I must lie down.”


  She shuffled toward Zaiporo.


  “That’s not proper, Shoma,” said Wenari.


  Through gritted teeth she replied, “Got no choice.”


  “Lady Enashoma,” said Lady Fumiri, “have Zaiporo call a servant as soon as you get there. Ititsi should be cleaning the library. She can help you.”


  “Thank you, my lady.”


  Angry and embarrassed, Wenari knelt with that wild look on her face that Turesobei feared. Impressing Lady Fumiri was her greatest desire, other than marrying Enashoma off to a prestigious husband. He'd better seize the initiative. Can’t let Enashoma’s effort go to waste.


  “I hope she’s okay.”


  That was the best he could figure out. He wasn’t equipped for polite conversation. It didn’t work.


  “You really should have an attendant for Lady Enashoma,” said Lady Fumiri.


  “Oh,” Wenari replied dejectedly, “we tried. Four times. It didn’t take. She kept ditching them and they would quit. Her father didn’t much care for the idea either. He thought she should be allowed to wander around like a boy.”


  “Good heavens! Why?”


  This was going south like a spell read backwards. He spoke the first thing that popped into his head.


  “Awasa … the Festival of Roses at Noda Blossom Shrine next month. Will you be attending?”


  She blinked several times. He’d caught her off guard.


  “We hadn’t planned to.”


  “If your family could make it, Mother and I would love to accompany you along the way. There is …”


  “Yes?”


  “Er … a dance. Afterward.”


  Awasa flashed a devilish smile. “That would be lovely,” she said far too pleasantly.


  Lady Fumiri’s expression softened. “I see no reason why we cannot. But we must check with Lord Kobarai first, of course.”


  Wenari smiled appreciatively at Turesobei. Two servants emerged from the kitchens with plum cakes and a spicy black tea. Chitchat resumed. Talk of teas, neighbors, and cousins. Not one mention of the Gawo. Discussion of war … of anything meaningful was taboo. Awasa tried to draw him out, but he became utterly bored with dresses and perfumes.


  He tried discussing magic, but his mother scowled at him. Oh well, talking about magic to them was like lecturing an apprentice on his first day. Tedious. Amazingly, Awasa and her mother had no clue about magic, even though it was essential to the clan’s safety and prosperity. His mother knew more than she ever let on.


  Turesobei stood. “I should go check on Shoma. Please forgive me, ladies. I will return.”


  As he walked away, Lady Fumiri said, “He is quite devoted to his sister. An admirable trait.”


  “They have always been close. It’s because they are both so much like me.”


  Turesobei snorted. What nonsense. They were both like their dad.


  He entered the house. Where had Zaiporo gone? A servant was scrubbing the floor in the library.


  “Zaiporo took her to the resting lounge,” the servant said. “East wing.”


  From beyond the paneled door leading to the resting lounge emerged giggling and chatting. Two people sat beside each other. Turesobei saw only their silhouettes. He slid the door open.


  Zaiporo shot to his feet and bowed. Enashoma blushed and sank back on the seating cushion they had shared.


  “Zaiporo!” Turesobei said.


  “My lord, my apologies. I was … I mean … I know I was supposed to …”


  “Zaiporo, I have nothing against the two of you talking. But my opinion is of no consequence.” He glanced back into the hallway. “You could have ruined both your reputations.”


  Zaiporo backed a few steps away, his head down. “Yes, my lord. I’m sorry. It was careless of me.”


  Turesobei would’ve sworn he heard Zaiporo mutter something about Iniru. “Shoma, you could have ended up in a lot of trouble. You’re both lucky everyone’s so busy.”


  Enashoma clenched her fists and her jaw. She stood in front of Turesobei and looked him full in the face.


  “We were just talking. It was my fault. I asked him to stay so I wouldn’t be bored. You’re lucky I bailed you out.”


  “I appreciate that. You have no idea how much. But you’ve got to be careful when—”


  Footsteps tapped down the hallway. Rotund Lord Kobarai ambled down the hallway and entered the room. They bowed to him, and he bowed in return to Turesobei.


  “Lord Turesobei, what is going on here?” he asked.


  “My lord, my sister retired from tea early. She wasn’t feeling well and rested here. I had Zaiporo lead me in since I didn’t know the way.”


  “Ah. Excellent. You should have had a maidservant stay with you, Lady Enashoma.”


  “I had a servant of yours here, my lord,” said Enashoma, “but I sent her away. Didn’t want to distract her from her duties.”


  He nodded. Then he locked his eyes on Turesobei, appreciatively. Like he was an investment. “Good to see you, Lord Turesobei. Is your grandfather well?”


  “Very well.”


  “I have heard your powers are increasing. That you blasted a hole the size of a house into the training field.”


  “Nothing so grand, my lord, but I did cast a lightning spell to rival any other cast in the last few centuries.”


  He didn’t like bragging, but Kobarai expected it. He would continue until Turesobei indulged him. He had to play this game every time he interacted with the man.


  “Zaiporo, find Lady Enashoma a maidservant. Come, Lord Turesobei. Why don’t we have tea in my office. I’d like to discuss some matters with you. Fortune is smiling on you, young man. You bring honor to my family and yours. You will be a great wizard for the Chonda, and the weapon that will save us from the Gawo. Without you, I fear for our chances. I am so proud that I will be able to call you my son in three years.”


  


  


  Chapter 9


   


   


  After having tea with Lord Kobarai, Turesobei felt weighted down with responsibility. He needed someone to talk to.


  The Hall of the Ancestors housed the memory stones of the clan’s aristocracy. Outside the entrance, Turesobei removed his shoes and washed his hands and face in a basin of clean water. The attending priest bowed and replaced the water.


  Turesobei stepped into the gloomy, lantern-lit hall of mahogany floors and walls. A silk screen to the left depicted the Great Deities who were distant gods that no longer directly participated in the affairs of humanity. He bowed and recited the shortened version of the Hymn of the Great Deities. Though he knew the longer version (unlike most people), he never recited it. He’d leave that to the priests who had the hour to spare.


  “Great Deities, I give honor unto you all. I am nothing without your blessings. To you, Kaiwen Earth Mother, from whom we all come, I am thankful for body and home; flesh, root, and blade. To you, Taneiosu Eternal Sun, I am thankful for warmth and light, for saving us from the Ever Dark and Cold of Eternal Night. To you, Avida Bright Moon, I am thankful for hope when the night comes, and clarity of thought and purpose. To you, Zhura Dark Moon, I am thankful for instinct and passion, and for fear so that I shall never grow too bold. To you, Great All That Is Known and Unknown, I am thankful for all existence.”


  The silk screen to his right depicted the eight Shogakami deities native to Okoro. The Shogakami had welcomed the early baojendari explorers, especially Chonda Lu, who was the first to discover Okoro, but when exploration had turned to invasion, the peaceful Shogakami changed. After Lord Zyraga of the Beasts turned savage, becoming Lord Nazyraga of the Monsters, the other Shogakami imprisoned him and retreated from the world, disheartened and defeated.


  Most zaboko and k’chasans still worshiped the Shogakami, but modern baojendari paid them little respect, save at festival times, choosing to primarily worship the Great Deities. Because of Chonda Lu, who had tried to stop the baojendari invasion, the Chonda Clan did worship the Shogakami. Chonda Lu had always blamed himself for the resulting invasion, even though he had opposed the Emperor.


  Turesobei bowed and spoke a brief prayer to them all:


  Lady Ashifera of the Fields


  Lord Moshinga of the Mountains


  Lady Ishiketa of the Forests


  Lord Zyraga of the Beasts


  Lady Amasan of the Winds


  Lord Bokaga of the Clouds


  Lady Naibane of the Seas


  Lord Razakan of the Rivers


  In the middle of the hall stood a man-high, smooth stone representing Death. He touched the stone as Death would one day touch him. Fortunately, he was the only one here this afternoon. The sealed chamber at the far end of the hallway held the remains and artifacts of Chonda Lu. No one knew what was actually in there. He had asked Lu Bei, who had replied simply: “Not much of anything.” A statement Turesobei didn’t believe.


  The chamber to his right held the ancestors of the royal line. He entered the one to the left, which held the rest of the Chonda family.


  Noboro’s memory stone, made by spell from the ashes of his father, was the first one on the nearest of a dozen rows. He knew the spell, though he had never used it. One of the lesser wizards fulfilled that role. A Kaiaru could pull the memories of the deceased from the stones, if the deceased were from one of the aristocratic bloodlines. The stones were still made, even if no Kaiaru walked the land anymore to use them.


  Turesobei placed his hand on the stone and recited the Prayer for the Dead. He knelt and bowed. He touched the storm sigil on his cheek. It lay in the exact same spot as had the Chonda Goshawk his father had crudely drawn in blood as he died in Turesobei’s arms, binding him to seek vengeance against the Storm Cult. After achieving that goal and taking in the Storm Dragon energy, the mark had changed to this storm sigil.


  “Hello, Father. Sorry I haven’t come more often. Things are going … well, I guess. I’ve accomplished so much. Because you took a chance on me. You got me caught up in more than you should have, but you didn’t mean to, and … I’m doing okay.


  “Better than okay. I could have everything anyone could want. Awasa is being nice to me. Mom almost seems proud of me, sometimes. Grandfather … I’m worried about him.” He wrung his hands. “The thing is, Grandfather’s skills are diminishing. His memory is getting screwy. I don’t know what to do.


  “I’m working hard to live up to everyone’s expectations. There’s so much pressure. Prince Chien, King Ugara, Lord Kobarai … everyone expects so much of me. I thought things would get better, but they’ve only gotten worse. And now with Grandfather … and war with the Gawo inevitable …


  “Everyone thinks that’s why I’m working myself to exhaustion, to live up to the expectations, but that’s not what’s driving me. Honestly, I’m bored out of my skull. I’ve got too much of you in me. I want to go back out into the world. I want adventure. I’ve got everything I should want.


  “But none of this can compare with the wonder out there in the world and having Iniru by my side. Only without me, the clan will fall. I can’t run away like you did. You were lucky.


  “Me, I’m trapped here. And Iniru … she may be …”


  He wiped away a tear. “I miss you, Father. It’s not fair … I’d just gotten to know you.”


  


  


  Chapter 10


   


   


  After dinner, he went to his mother’s house. He didn’t go inside. He wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation with his mother. Enashoma waited for him in the garden, as he’d requested. She gave him an irritated look. Strangely, Enashoma liked to go to bed early.


  “What is it?”


  “Shoma, I know you’re frustrated. I understand. Believe me, I do. But you’ve got to be careful.”


  “Hey! I bailed you out. Big time.”


  “I know. I appreciate it. But you could have gotten Zaiporo into a lot of trouble. He could have gotten kicked out of Ekaran. Do you know what life would be like for him then?”


  “Better than this.”


  “For me and you, maybe. Maybe. But not for him. For a zaboko in civilized lands, living in Ekaran Province is as good as it gets.”


  “Zaboko live free in Zangaiden.”


  “He’d be lucky to make it there. That’s a long trip on foot, through provinces where rulers distrust wandering zaboko. No money. No friends. No—”


  She crossed her arms. “I get your point. I was careless. I’m sorry. Was that all you wanted, to scold me?”


  “No. Awasa … did she seem … I don’t know …”


  “Overly nice? Her mother was making her.”


  “I thought maybe ...”


  “You were hoping she had softened up? Ha.”


  “She has! A little. She’s trying.”


  “Only because Iniru threatened her.” Enashoma sighed and rested back against a tree. “I wish I could be like Iniru. She gets to go all over the place. She can do anything she wants.”


  “No she can’t. She has responsibilities to her clan, too. And the Sacred Codex can send her anywhere at anytime.”


  “At least she gets to go somewhere. And no one’s telling her who she’s got to marry. I wish—” She cocked her head to the side. “Do you hear something odd?”


  “Yes, and I feel a faint pulse of magic.”


  With tiny wings fluttering arrhythmically, the tattered origami falcon spiraled down toward them.


  The falcon landed in Enashoma’s hands. “The note from Iniru! It made it back! Ugh! There’s blood. Sobei, there’s blood smeared all over it.”


  His heart stopped. His stomach spasmed. He snatched the note away.


  Iniru. No.


  With a word, he summoned a tiny fire globe. He touched the opening sigil and read the note.


  Iniru had written her reply in small characters along sprawling lines. Bloodstains made parts of the message unreadable.


   


  In the Lair of the Deadly Twelve … Can’t reach the … Child. Can’t get out … Fought one off and ran … going to find me soon … By the time you read this … likely I’ll be dead … Just want to tell you … Well, you know.


   


  She had dated her reply. Seven days ago.


  Tears pooled in Shoma’s eyes. “I don’t understand what any of this means. Lair of the Deadly Twelve? What child?”


  “Seven days ago. It took the letter five days to find her, flying night and day. She’s far away. She’s probably … I mean …”


  “She can’t be,” Enashoma said. “Not Iniru. She’d find a way to escape.”


  “Shoma, I don’t think—”


  “We’ve got to do something. We’ve got to go help her.”


   


  


  


  Chapter 11


   


   


  His heart went from still to racing. He collapsed onto the cold ground and read the note again. He folded it up, hating himself for what he was about to say. All this time he’d worried about her, and now he knew and …


  “We can’t help her.”


  “What?! We have to save her!”


  “I can’t leave here.”


  “But she’s our friend. I thought you loved her!”


  “I do love her. And she will always be our friend. But I have responsibilities here. Grandfather needs me. The clan needs me. What if the Gawo attack early? We’re outnumbered and I’m our best hope.”


  “The clan can get by long enough without you.”


  “No, they can’t. I have to be responsible and do the right thing. Besides … if she didn’t get out … seven days …”


  “Maybe the king could send out a search party. The clan owes her.”


  “She’s a qengai. She could be against us on her next mission. Maybe even this mission. And the note … they’ll think she’s dead already. We can’t spare anyone because of the Gawo. That’s what the king will say.”


  “How can you be like this? You were all worried about her, and now you won’t help her when you know she’s in trouble.”


  He should never have sent the note. Now he had nothing to think on but what his Grandfather kept telling him. “She’s a qengai. She’s going to be in danger all the time.”


  “But this time we know. We can do something.”


  “How? We don’t even know where this lair is. I’ve never heard of the Deadly Twelve, have you? Grandfather wouldn’t let me go after her, even if we weren’t nearly at war. The king would be madder than mad if I even asked.”


  “You’re close to Iniru. What if you used the spell of locating that which is hidden? Maybe you can boost it up high enough to find her.”


  “And then what?”


  She started crying and punched him on the chest. “Sobei, you have to go. It’s Niru. You — you just have to.”


  Turesobei threw his head into his hands. “I want to. I want to more than anything in all the world. But I can’t.”


  Poof! Lu Bei emerged from his pack. He hugged Enashoma, then patted Turesobei on the shoulder.


  “Master, you told me once — I mean, Chonda Lu! Chonda Lu told me once the value of a man is measured by what he chooses to fight for, and when, and how.”


  “What’s your point?”


  “What do you value more? The Chonda Clan or your own well being.”


  “Well being? I’ll be safer if I stay here.”


  “Your body will be fine, master, but what about your soul? Can you live with not having done something about Iniru?”


  “I have responsibilities. The clan needs me.”


  “Master, there are always bigger things going on in the world than your clan. And we’ve been at war with the Gawo for ages. What if her Sacred Codex sent her on a mission to save all Okoro? Or to help the Chonda and we don’t realize it?”


  “But we don’t know, do we? That’s all just speculation.”


  “Then you must decide who you want to be. What matters more to you, duty or love?”


  “And why can’t you do both?” Shoma said. “A rescue mission shouldn’t take more than a couple of months if the falcon only took twelve days to find her. Are the Gawo likely to attack in winter?”


  “They’ll almost certainly wait until early spring. Six months. Possibly nine according to Prince Chien.”


  “Kahenan may be getting old,” Lu Bei added, “but he’s got fire enough left in him to handle things here until you get back.”


  Turesobei clutched his kavaru. “What would Chonda Lu have done?”


  “He would have gone after the girl. He always went after the girl.” He flew down and took one of Turesobei’s hands in both of his. “That is, I believe, what you wish to do as well. You want to live your own life. I think you should. And the girl … if you don’t try, it will cost you part of your soul.”


  Iniru. She made him feel more alive than anything else. And if he had been worried to distraction before …


  He loved her. He had to do something.


  “If I go … it will change everything.”


  Enashoma hugged him tight. “It’s the right thing to do.”


  “I’m pretty sure it’s the stupid thing to do. I’ll basically be running away, and when I get back, if they let me come back, they’ll never forgive me for this.”


  “They’ll get over it, master.” Lu Bei shrugged, unconcerned. “They need you.”


  Probably true. But he was getting worked up unnecessarily. One thing at a time. “I’ve got to see if I can locate her first. If I can’t find out where the Lair of the Deadly Twelve is, then there’s no point.”


  “The Monolith of Sooku can amplify a tracking spell’s reach,” said Lu Bei.


  “I thought the monoliths were all destroyed.” Historical texts said Kaiaru wizards communicated over great distances using the monoliths.


  “The Monolith at Sooku was only abandoned. It’s about a hundred leagues away. If you need the boost, I can lead you there.”


  “You think I can use the monolith?” Turesobei asked.


  “With Chonda Lu’s kavaru? Definitely.”


  “Have you ever heard of the Deadly Twelve before?”


  Lu Bei scratched his chin and peered off into the distance. “I think they’re assassins or wizards. Something like that. But when I heard of them … that was a long time ago. Can’t be the same ones. I don’t know anything about this group. Sorry.”


  “Shoma, I need you to steal any food you can. Stuff that will keep but doesn’t weigh too much. Pack it up in secret.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “Even though every minute counts, I’ll never make it there, wherever it is, if I’m not prepared. I’ll cast the locating spell now. Hopefully I won’t need the monolith. Tomorrow I will gather things and scribe some extra spells. I’ll leave early the next morning. And I’ll have to check the library and ask Grandfather about the Deadly Twelve. Maybe he knows where this lair is.”


  “Let me deal with the library and Grandfather. He’ll be more suspicious if you ask. I’ll just tell him I read about them in a story.”


  “Okay. I’ll go to talk to Onudaka. He’s traveled all over. He may know something about it.”


  


  


  Chapter 12


   


   


  The bloodstained paper crane lay within a power circle drawn on the rooftop. Turesobei sat lotus and chanted the spell of locating that which is hidden. The spell wasn’t intended for finding people, but he had used it to locate his father in the Storm Cult’s base. Finding someone you loved was easier. Having something of theirs was even better. And in this case, he had the best possible something: Iniru’s blood. Even dry, blood held great power.


  But the spell usually had a range of only a league. In practice, Turesobei had pinpointed powerful objects up to three leagues away. By tapping storm energy, he could probably extend the spell out several more leagues, probably. The dried blood should add another few leagues to the spell’s range. Would it be enough to reach Iniru, who could be anywhere on the northeastern quarter of Okoro? Not likely. Her home, Yasei-maka, was four hundred leagues away from Ekaran, deep in the northern forests of Dogo Daiyen.


  He focused on her red-brown fur, her amber eyes, the musty mint smell of her breath, her hand in his. Sarcasm, aimed at him. Smiling, he completed the spell and let his mind expand out toward her.


  Nothing.


  He opened the channel to the storm sigil one quarter of the way, and fought back the sensation of flying in the clouds as a dragon by focusing on Iniru.


  Still nothing.


  Imagining his heart opening, he touched the note. His fingers struck the blood. The faintest heartbeat pulsed beneath his finger. She was alive!


  He opened the channel three quarters of the way, and the power ripped him straight into the dream, zooming through the clouds. He was the Storm Dragon, soaring across Batsakun.


  Even if it was merely a dream, he focused on Iniru. Fly toward her. Let the blood lead you.


  Turesobei swept along the Orichomo Mountains and crossed over to the Zangaiden side. Power coursed through him — rain, wind, lightning, thunder. He became the raw energy of the sky, the Storm Dragon. The experience was intoxicating. A thundercloud loomed on the horizon. He steered into it and reveled, dancing along the flickering webs of lightning arcs.


  Something sharp struck him.


  He snapped up, awake in the real world again. The morning sun peeked over the horizon. The storm sigil on his cheek burned. A streak of blood rolled down his arm. Lu Bei, standing over him, retracted his claws.


  “What was — oh. Thanks.”


  “Sorry, master. I tried calling you, shaking you, everything. Had to scratch you. My storm mark started blazing, too, and I have no idea what would happen if the power opened fully in me.”


  Turesobei picked up the note and stood, knees wobbling. “I understand. I only opened the channel maybe three quarters of the way.”


  “Did you find her?”


  “In the dream I flew toward her, but I couldn’t hold the dragon back after unleashing the power. She’s alive. In the Orichomos, on the western side, I think. That’s all I could tell.”


  “That’s more than we did know.”


  “It’s practically useless.” He touched the storm sigil and drew his hand back. It was like touching a hot iron. “I can never fully open the storm powers. I don’t stand a chance if I do. This power, it’s not part of me. It’s something inside me, like a parasite. I can never tap into more than a little of it at a time.”


  He went to his room. Thankfully, Kahenan wasn’t awake, and wouldn’t know he’d spent all night on the rooftop. He sank down onto his sleeping mat.


  “Let me sleep four hours. I’ve got to get some rest.”


  “You got it, boss.”


  “I should never have sent the letter. I should have been strong. Then I wouldn’t know. Everything would be simple.”


  As he drifted into sleep, Lu Bei whispered, “Maybe it’s destiny, master. Maybe you have to go save her.”


   


  


  


  Chapter 13


   


   


  Turesobei shuffled into the dining room of the bottom level of the High Wizard’s Tower and knelt, groggy, across from his grandfather. He muttered a greeting. Or had he just thought that he’d done so? If not, saying hello twice would seem weird.


  Steamed fish, steamed rice, steamed carrots. Kahenan liked everything steamed. Turesobei got tired of it, but he didn’t care about food enough to complain — not these days. He picked at his food. His thoughts kept drifting to Iniru and becoming the Storm Dragon.


  “Did your spell-work go well last night?”


  He snapped his head up. “What?”


  “You are distracted today, Sobei.”


  “I’m — I’m wearing thin is all.”


  “Told you that would happen, did I not?”


  “Grandfather, did you ever want to … I don’t know, change your life? Do something else?”


  “Everyone does at some point. Most of us make the right choice and stick with our family and fulfill our duty to the clan. Others, like your father, choose based on their own desires. I assume that is what you mean, since you clearly boil with restless Chonda blood.”


  “You think it’s wrong, to follow your own path?”


  “Not wrong. You should be true to yourself. But only after putting your clan first. One must find the balance. Unless you are a Gawo, in which case you serve the clan slavishly.”


  Turesobei sighed. Chonda Lu had always run off, abandoning the clan he founded, often for years, even decades, at a time.


  “I know you get restless, Sobei. I understand. You have a lot of your father in you. And you are almost sixteen years old, and full of storm energy. Prince Chien and the other nobles are putting pressure on you to be our savior against the Gawo. And all this work … you have been overdoing it. You should take a big break.”


  “I think I will. Do you mind if I take the day off? I want to get away from magic. Maybe go chat with Onudaka. Haven’t seen him lately.”


  “By all means, go. With my blessing. Take two days. And tell Onudaka to drop by sometime. And Sobei … your family, the clan … what they mean … ah, never mind. You will learn one day.”


   


  


  


  Chapter 14


   


   


  Onudaka chopped wood outside his barn. King Ugara had offered him a townhouse in Outer Ekaran’s zaboko ward. Onudaka instead chose a rundown farmhouse. He claimed the countryside made him feel more comfortable than the bustle of the city.


  In Ekaran Province, the Chonda allowed zaboko to move about freely. Inside the city of Ekaran, the wards only determined housing, but in most other cities in Batsakun, zaboko needed passes to get into different wards, especially in Batsa, the capital. Those zaboko who farmed the countryside as serfs had it better, of course. In the southern nations of East and West Tagana, zaboko were practically slaves. Turesobei didn’t think any of it was fair, but he couldn’t change it.


  Onudaka would have moved further out from Ekaran, but he’d found a job serving as a medic instructor and reservist. He helped train Chonda field medics for the upcoming war. Their senior trainer, a baojendari noble, was getting old and welcomed the assistance.


  “Sobei! I haven’t seen you in nearly a month. Where’ve you been?”


  “Overworking myself.”


  Onudaka chopped a final piece and set down his axe. “That’s what Shoma told me. And I heard about your lightning bolt, too.”


  Turesobei helped Onudaka stack firewood against the side of the house. “Everyone’s excited about seeing me as a killing machine. I can hardly stand it.”


  “Don’t blame you one bit.”


  “How’re things going?”


  “I can’t complain. This is the best I’ve ever lived. I don’t have to worry about my brother. I have all I could ask for with this house and my salary. Wish I’d made it here years ago. I’ve got you to thank for … everything.”


  “So work is okay?”


  Onudaka scratched through his graying beard. “Eager students. Fairly bright. Everyone here is better educated than in West Tagana. And my students listen, for the most part. Lord Udarin is a pleasant fellow. Not very biased against my kind, though he doesn’t see us as equals like you. He’s formal. But he knows his stuff. Which is good, with war coming.”


  As they stacked firewood, they chatted about everyday matters and reminisced about their time trudging through the dense rainforest in Wakaro as they pursued the Storm Dragon’s Heart.


  “Daka, I told Enashoma I’d ask you. Have you ever heard of the Deadly Twelve? She saw a reference in a story, but it didn’t explain who they were.”


  “Not a clue.”


  “Oh, I’d hoped maybe you’d heard of them since you’ve traveled all over.”


  “Must be something from long ago.”


  Turesobei sighed. So much for that.


  Onudaka raised an eyebrow. “You’re not up to anything, are you?”


  “How could I be? This is the first whole day I’ve taken off in months. Grandfather says you should drop by sometime.”


  “I couldn’t,” Onudaka replied. “And I’m sure he’s too busy to spend time entertaining me.”


  “I really don’t think so. He doesn’t have many people he can chat with who don’t want to talk wizardry or battle tactics. You know how it is. And …”


  He hesitated. He didn’t like thinking about it.


  “Something wrong?”


  “If you could drop in on him and … I’m worried. He’s been distracted lately, forgetful. Never has been before. He says it’s stress because of the Gawo. But I’m not sure. So …”


  “You haven’t brought it up with him and you want the old medic to take a look without him knowing I’m taking a look?”


  “I guess so. I really am worried.”


  “I’ll drop by for a visit next week.”


  Lu Bei popped out, sputtered around, stretched his wings and arms, and wiggled his toes.


  “There’s the fetch! Didn’t think you’d even say hello.”


  Lu Bei clapped Onudaka on the shoulder and bowed his head. “Was napping, sir. Most apologetic. But I heard it all. I’m always caught up.”


  “How do you know what’s going on if you’re asleep?”


  “Sleep memory, sir. I dream what happens as good as if I were awake.”


  “Why would a diary need sleep? I think you’re pulling my leg.”


  Lu Bei suppressed a devilish grin, ineffectively. “Would I do that, sir? Would I ever?”


  “Without hesitation. Listen, keep your master out of trouble, would you? I think he’s up to something.”


  “I’ll do my best to keep him true, sir.”


  


  


  Chapter 15


   


   


  Surrounded by piles of books and snoring, Enashoma drooled on a table in the back of the library. Turesobei touched her shoulder. She snapped up and smacked him.


  “Hey!”


  “Oh! Sorry. I fell asleep.”


  He pointed at the drool. “I noticed.”


  “Gross. Eew. Don’t tell anyone I ever did that.”


  “I’m going to tell everyone.”


  Her eyes narrowed, but then she smirked. “You don’t talk to anyone but me and old people. So whatever.”


  “Gee thanks.”


  “Truth hurts?”


  “Did you find anything?”


  “Nothing. I’ve combed every book I could think of. You’re far better at research. Maybe you should look.”


  “I’ve been here for half an hour while you were sleeping. I checked the most promising books and looked to see if you’d missed anything on the shelves. Nothing. Grandfather?”


  “He recalled reading some legends about assassins with that name who lived in Tengba Ren. But he couldn’t remember where he’d learned about them or any details. Onudaka?”


  “Nothing useful. The spell failed, by the way. Well, not entirely.” He explained about sweeping over the mountains as the Storm Dragon.


  She frowned. “You sure you got that stuff under control?”


  “Nope.”


  “Comforting. So, the Monolith of Sooku?”


  “Looks like. Gather those supplies for me. I’m leaving before dawn.”


  “How are you getting out of here?”


  “Magic, of course.”


  “I’m sure there must be other ways past the inner and outer gates.”


  “Magic is the easiest way for me.”


  “Grandfather will know something’s up when you don’t show up tomorrow. He’ll have people out looking for you.”


  “I’ve already taken two days off. I’ll leave him a note at breakfast and tell him I’ll be at the library all day.”


  “You’re going to need a denekon to reach Sooku. Walking is too slow.”


  “I’ll have to steal one from the army stables in Outer Ekaran. I don’t want to try sneaking mine out past the guards at the Inner Gate.”


  “You should take two.”


  “That would be a lot more conspicuous, wouldn’t it?”


  “Remember what happened last time, when your denekon died?”


  “I don’t think that’s a likely risk.”


  “Just promise me you’ll take an extra, okay?” She squeezed his forearm. “Promise me.”


  “Okay. Okay. I will. Sheesh.”


   


  *****


   


  The High Wizard’s Tower was dark and quiet. Turesobei cast the spell of the silent footfall and the spell of personal obscuration on himself. He had to say goodbye to his grandfather. He crept up to his room. Kahenan had a nose for detecting magic, but he was a heavy sleeper.


  Turesobei slid the door open. Kahenan’s chest rose and fell regularly. His unbraided beard splayed out like the bristles on a broom. Turesobei grinned. He hadn’t seen the full beard in years.


  Kahenan’s personal desk sat in the far corner, but he mostly used the one in the workroom. Turesobei crept over, the crunching of the mats silenced by his spell. He placed a rune-covered letter behind some books, touched one of the sigils, and whispered a command. Kahenan snorted but didn’t wake. The letter disappeared, perfectly camouflaged on the desk. It would reappear in four days, explaining where he had gone and why.


  You’re going to hate me for this. I’m so sorry. I hope you’ll forgive me.


  Turesobei returned to his workroom. He packed his normal spell book and Chonda Lu’s grimoire in his satchel along with Lu Bei. Over his shoulder he hefted a heavy backpack containing extra clothes, survival basics, and his light armor. He checked his spell pouches. The sixty spells he had ready no longer seemed like enough.


  Turesobei took out Sumada, his father’s blade. What had made his father go out on his first journey? Was it love, or just the thrill? Turesobei could live without the thrill, and he could get by without seeing the world. But Iniru was like a hole in his heart. He had to save her.


  He hooked the scabbard to his belt and left.


  


  


  Chapter 16


   


   


  Spell-shrouded and dressed in black pants and a charcoal outer robe, Turesobei crept through Inner Ekaran. As promised, Enashoma had left the supplies and rations outside the back of their house, just over the garden wall. Two packs' worth. Twice what he’d told her to bring. Shoma, how strong do you think I am?


  He lifted one pack and groaned. Too much weight. No way he could do both. But he couldn’t leave one behind. He drew a spell strip and cast the spell of the might of three men. That should do the trick.


  He gathered the packs. With the two Shoma had gotten for him and the one with his personal gear, plus the satchel with the books, he was carrying over twice his bodyweight.


  The walls around Inner Ekaran were rune-warded. Any attempt to go over them through magic would cause a high-pitched screeching noise. Warded by Chonda Lu, using his kavaru, and reinforced regularly by Chonda wizards. Nothing for Turesobei to worry about. He’d been the last one to strengthen the wards.


  “Lu Bei,” he whispered.


  The fetch popped out, flew up over the wall, and returned.


  “Clear, master.”


  His strength boosted, he tossed the first pack over and crossed his fingers that Shoma hadn’t packed anything breakable. It landed with a crunch in the bushes on the other side. He tossed the other two. After casting the spell of prodigious leaping, he bent his knees, bounced once, then leapt up. He caught the edge of the wall by his fingertips and pulled himself up. Before any guards spotted him, he dropped over.


  Now for the mounts. He sighed. Both of them. A promise was a promise. Especially if the alternative was crossing Enashoma. Not that she would know until he got back. Still …


  The denekon pen was basically a fenced in woodland park. The big riding lizards were native to Okoro’s rainforests. Keeping them in as natural a habitat as possible kept them healthy and relaxed. He hopped over the low fence. Two guards dozed at the gate. No one worried about the theft of military denekon from within Ekaran. The crime was punishable by death, but he doubted they would want to kill the next High Wizard.


  He wished he could have told everyone he was going on a riding trip through the countryside. But they would have known the exact time when he left. Someone would probably be able to tell them what direction he’d gone. Especially since the threat of war brought on heightened security. From dawn to dusk, military defense exercises were being practiced outside Ekaran over the next three days. Too many eyes on the lookout.


  Turesobei chose two sturdy mounts, took them to the stables, saddled them, and loaded the packs. He released the strength spell so it wouldn’t keep draining his internal kenja. Which was good, because he was going to have to expand his obscuration to include the two denekon. He cast the spell of blending colors to camouflage the packs, in case he got into trouble. It would make coming up with an excuse easier.


  Now he had to get past the denekon guards.


  “Lu Bei. It’s show time.”


  Lu Bei flew deep into the wooded pen, made screeching animal noises, and pounced harmlessly on a few denekon. The lizard beasts freaked out. They stamped, bellowed, and sprinted in fear. The two guards left their posts and ran to check out what was wrong. Turesobei hurried out from behind the stables. Leading the denekon, he rushed for several blocks before slowing down.


  Four gates led out from Ekaran. All guarded and shut for the night. The trick now was to act cool and hit the guards at the gate with the spell of compelling obedience. Tell them to let him pass and to not make note of it. If he did the spell perfectly, they wouldn’t remember seeing him, even at such an unusual hour. If all else failed, he’d tell them he was on a mission for Lord Kahenan. That wouldn’t buy him much time, though. And they might not believe him.


  Turesobei rounded the corner, keeping to the shadows. The gate was only a block ahead.


  A large figure stepped out from behind a stack of crates.


  “Going somewhere?”


  


  


  Chapter 17


   


   


  Onudaka crossed his arms and tucked his chin into his chest. His eyes pierced Turesobei. “Thought you’d come this way, lad.”


  “Daka! What — what are you doing here?”


  “I think you stole my question. And you know why I’m here. I’m not a fool. Why on earth are you after the Deadly Twelve? Whoever they are.”


  “You’ve got to let me pass, Daka. They have Iniru. I’ve got to save her.”


  “I think she can take care of herself. Besides, how do you know she’s in trouble?”


  Turesobei handed him the note and explained about boosting the animated origami falcon.


  “I shouldn’t have done it. Would’ve been better off not knowing. But now that I do know — I’ve got to go after her. Life isn’t the same without her. And …”


  Onudaka patted him on the shoulders. “I get it, lad. I get it. But you’re risking more than your life. You’re risking your stake in life, your position. Your clan, if they come under attack and you’re not here … and you do understand that she’s probably dead already, right?”


  “I’ve got to try. I should be back before the war and … it’s foolish, isn’t?”


  “That’s love for you. I’m not going to tell you how to live your life. But what you have here seems pretty sweet to me.”


  “I know, but I have to go.”


  “Then I wish you well.”


  “You’re not going to try to stop me?”


  “Why would I? It’s your life and what you said sounds sensible enough.”


  “How’d you know I’d go tonight?”


  “I knew you were up to something, and I didn’t think you’d waste time …. so, the guards at the gate are on high alert. They’re good at what they do. How’re you getting past them?”


  “The spell of compelling obedience. If that doesn’t work, I’ll make something up.”


  “It’s not a good plan.”


  “Why is that?”


  “These men are suspicious. It’s hard to deceive them. They train their senses and willpower to resist spells that could bewitch them.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “Your clan is thorough. They don’t like to be caught off guard. I’m sure your spell would work, but maybe not as well as you hope.”


  “You got a better plan?


  Onudaka gestured at a covered wagon loaded with empty barrels and stacks of hay parked nearby in a pen. The driver lay asleep on the bench in front.


  “That wagon will be leaving as soon as the gates open. You could hide in there pretty well and ride out of the city without being seen, and there’s room for your denekon. Besides, that’s where your sister is hiding.”


  


  


  Chapter 18


   


   


  “What?!” Turesobei nearly shouted.


  “Shh! You heard me.”


  “She can’t come with me.”


  “She’s been in the wagon for two hours. She slipped the driver a handful of copper coins. I’d keep a watch on him. He didn’t even ask a question. She’s naive. You’ll have to protect her.”


  “Well, she’s not going.”


  Onudaka smiled. “Good luck, lad.”


  “Why didn’t you stop her?”


  Onudaka shrugged. “I was waiting for you. I figured you were working together. Besides, who am I to tell the young lady what she should and shouldn’t do?”


  “She’s only fourteen.”


  “When I was fourteen, I was already serving in the army, lad.”


  “How did she get past the guards at the Inner Gate?”


  “I don’t know. But I think she’s been planning this for a while. She’s visited me several times to ask me questions about the world, survival and all. I could tell she was going to run away eventually.”


  “You should have said something.”


  “Not my place. And I can’t say I blame her. I think a girl should stay at home; that’s how I was raised. That’s how she was raised, too, but it’s not in her spirit. She’s like you and your father.”


  “She’s got a good life here, other than the arranged marriage part.”


  “Sobei, better she gets a taste of adventure under your watch than on her own. No telling what the wagon driver has in mind. He may be fine and all, or he may be … look, either she’ll taste adventure and want more, or she’ll have her see of the world and come back content to be a lady of the Chonda, after the worst scolding ever and a few seasons of being scandalized. But she’s got the stirring, and unless you want to lock her up, sooner or later she’s going to go, whether any of us like it or not. She’s too clever not to escape.”


  Six new guards showed up. They were changing the watch.


  “You’d better go. I’ll distract them for you.”


  “No. You had no part in this, you understand? If anyone even thinks you did, I compelled you. I love you too much to get you in trouble with this, too.”


  Onudaka clapped him on the shoulder.


  “Good luck, lad. Come back in one piece. Save Iniru. Watch out for young Shoma.”


  “She’s not coming. I’ll talk her out of it.”


  “Then your first test will be one of the hardest. Don’t underestimate her. See that you’re back before the war starts.”


  “I’ll be back by then. Be well, Daka.”


  Onudaka slipped away into the shadows.


  Lu Bei flew into an alley and knocked over a few crates. Two guards rushed over to check it out. The other guards looked in that direction. A cat-like screech echoed in the alley. Turesobei crossed over to the wagon unseen. He got the denekon behind it. No one had noticed. He cast the spell of somnolence onto the already sleeping driver to be sure. He lowered the gate, shoved aside some barrels, and brought his denekon in.


  Enashoma had arranged the interior so that the barrels and hay bales were stacked along the edges, leaving her space in the middle. She was dressed in cotton riding pants, a simple shirt, and an outer robe made for travel. Not the proper attire for adventuring, but he supposed it was the best she had.


  He closed the gate. “Shoma, have you lost your mind?”


  “You weren’t supposed to find me before we got out of the city,” she hissed. “I was going to meet up with you later.”


  Lu Bei zipped in. “The trick worked.” He climbed into Turesobei’s pack and turned back into a book.


  “Shoma, how could you?! And how would you find me? I’d be riding away.”


  “There’s a note packed in with the food telling you where I was going. We were going to meet you at Tesisa Shrine. You’d only have had to backtrack a half day at the most.”


  “I would never have come back for you.”


  Enashoma smiled wickedly. “Oh yes you would have. Read the note.”


  He pulled out the slip of paper.


  Turesobei, I’m going with you. Meet me at Tesisa Shrine. You know the old ruins out past Lake Yutira? Unless you don’t want your Zhura ink or blank bamboo strips.


  Turesobei rifled through his bag and cursed.


  “Give them back to me. Now.”


  “Can’t. I sent someone ahead with them.”


  “You gave them to someone else?”


  “Someone trustworthy. Turesobei, I planned this out well.”


  He grabbed her arm. “You’ve got to go back. You can’t come.”


  “You can’t stop me.”


  “I can make you get out of this cart. I can buy more ink … somewhere … or make whoever has it at the shrine give it to me.”


  She put her hands on her hips. “And I can yell to the guards and tell them what you’re doing.”


  “If you did, I’d never get to Iniru.”


  “Please, Turesobei. I’ve got to get out of here. I can’t take it anymore. I want to be like you and father. I don’t want to marry some fussy old nobleman who dazzles Mother with a smile and a fortune. Not a single suitor she’s interviewing is under the age of twenty-seven. They’ll all be over thirty by the time I can marry. Please. I want a life of my own. I’ll never get that here.”


  “It’s too dangerous. You don’t have training. You can’t use magic or fight.”


  “I do pretty well with a staff.”


  “You don’t have one with you.”


  “I can get one. And I’ve got my knife. I’m not bad with it either. Onudaka has been teaching me a bit of healing and survival skills. I saw you talking to him. He’s going to let us go, right?”


  “He shouldn’t, especially you.”


  “Onudaka understands the wanderer spirit. He understands what it’s like not to have freedom.”


  “If I take you, you might die. And when I bring you back, I’m going to be in even more trouble because of you.”


  “Don’t you see, Sobei? I’m going to be stuck with a life like what Awasa wants, like Mother has. I’ve got to see the world and taste adventure. At the least I’ll have this one journey to last me all my days. I’ll deal with the repercussions later. And maybe … maybe I won’t want to come back. You can’t deny me my chance to be myself.”


  Turesobei shook his head and cursed. She only wanted what he wanted himself. He’d be a hypocrite to tell her no.


  “Sobei … I … I was going to run away tomorrow anyway. I had a plan. This thing with Iniru fit right into it. That’s why I wanted you to boost the origami spell so bad. I wanted to talk to Iniru, but I also wanted to know that it would work, so we could stay in touch after I left.”


  Turesobei started piling barrels and hay at the back, so no one could see them or the denekon. “It’s on your head, then.”


  


  


  Chapter 19


   


   


  Turesobei released the sleep spell before dawn and cast a new, extended spell of personal obscuration over himself, Enashoma, and their denekon. That made the spell harder, but he had a strip for it and the time to cast slowly, letting the air and shadow energies gather properly.


  The gates opened. The wagon lurched into action, alongside a dozen others. The guards didn’t challenge the driver. He was on his way out and they seemed to know him.


  The wagon bumped along the main road, heading east toward the port of Dakanuru on the Taba River. Enashoma’s eyes sparkled with excitement. That irritated Turesobei more. She had played him, and he didn’t appreciate being manipulated, especially by his little sister. She had no idea what she was getting into.


  “You understand the risk?”


  “I do.”


  The wagon turned on a side road and stopped in a wooded area a few leagues later.


  “This is our stop,” Enashoma said.


  The driver opened the gate, stumbled back in surprise, and drew a knife. “Who they heck are you?!”


  Turesobei put one hand in a pouch, the other on his sword.


  “I decided to join my sister. You didn’t see us.” He turned to Shoma. “Did you pay him already?”


  “Twelve copper. I still owe him a jade.”


  Turesobei pulled out four jade coins and tossed them to the man, whose eyes lit up.


  “That’s a good reward. I could have sent her home and reported you for taking a baojendari girl out of the city. Where’re you heading?”


  “Batsa.”


  “Go there. Don’t come back to Ekaran.”


  The driver nodded, but cursed under his breath. He slammed the gate shut, turned around, and headed back toward the main road.


  Turesobei and Enashoma mounted up.


  “We’ve got to follow him,” Turesobei said, “and make sure he doesn’t head back to the city to sell us out.”


  Once the wagon turned toward Dakanuru, Turesobei led them off the road and north.


  “At least I know now why you packed so many supplies. But how did you get the ink and strips out of my pack?”


  She didn’t meet his eyes. “I snuck into your room after I asked Grandfather about the Deadly Twelve.”


  Turesobei narrowed his eyes. He kept his door locked.


  “You did no such thing. Lu Bei!”


  The fetch popped out, wringing his hands. “Um, yes, master? What — what can I do for you?”


  Enashoma tugged Turesobei’s sleeve. “Don’t be mad at him. I talked him into it.”


  “He’s my fetch! And he shouldn’t deceive me. Or go against my wishes.”


  “I am so humbly most apologetic, master.” Lu Bei batted his eyes and pouted. “Please forgive me. I didn’t go against your wishes. Not exactly. You would have agreed.”


  “What makes you so certain?” Turesobei asked.


  “I know, master. I know. And this is better. She was going to run away anyhow.”


  “You didn’t tell me she had told you that!”


  “I didn’t tell Lu Bei!” Shoma said. “He figured it out.”


  “I accidentally overheard things I wasn’t supposed to hear.”


  Turesobei poked Lu Bei in the belly. “From now on, you tell me things I would want to know. And don’t make assumptions about what I will do.”


  “Yes, master. I promise.”


  He rolled his eyes. That promise would never be kept.


  “Get back in the pack.”


  A wave of silken rain rolled toward them. As the rain pattered down, Enashoma held her arms out and laughed. She stuck her tongue out to catch raindrops.


  “Freedom!”


  He hoped she’d still be happy about it in the end.


  They rode all day and camped in a wooded glade for the night. Turesobei helped Enashoma make a fire and screen it with fresh pine branches.


  “Do you know the town of Ibintai?” he asked.


  “I’ve never been further north than Tesisa,” she replied.


  “It’s outside Ekaran Province. A couple of days north of Tesisa. Only a little out of the way. We’ll stop there and buy more supplies. I can get you some light armor and a glaive.”


  “A staff is fine. I don’t want to cut anyone.”


  “You might have to. You’ve got to protect yourself. You might have to kill someone, or a monster. Better get used to the idea. You can’t hesitate. Trust me.”


  She curled up next to him. Every time she heard a strange noise in the forest, she squirmed. An animal made a crashing sound in the woods. Probably a raccoon.


  “Scared?”


  “Yes,” she replied, “and it’s wonderful.”


  


  


  Chapter 20


   


   


  The countryside in northern Ekaran Province consisted primarily of terraced farmland used to grow rice and managed woodlands teeming with pigs, deer, and other game. Few areas were truly wild in the well-managed lands of the Chonda. This made off-road travel easy and nearly as fast as using the main highways for two people mounted on denekon. Turesobei had only ridden through most of these areas by road, but had a detailed map that showed common hunting trails, which they frequently used.


  The combination of the spell of darksight and the denekons' finely tuned senses allowed them to ride pre-dawn and through twilight.


  Enashoma never grumbled, never complained. She wanted freedom. She was getting it. He knew she was uncomfortable from sleeping on the ground and riding twelve hours every day. He admired her ability to smile and never gripe.


  Turesobei said nothing more about her decision. As they rode, he told her as much as he knew about survival and wild beasts, which wasn’t as much as he wished. One couldn’t specialize in wizardry and learn much about anything else. But he had learned a lot on the last expedition. Lu Bei knew far more than Turesobei did, and he lectured them frequently, but he was a poor teacher and had never seen a scholarly tangent he wasn’t eager to follow.


  After three days, they reached Tesisa Shrine. It was only a half-day’s ride off the direct route to the Monolith of Sooku. An earthquake a century ago had destroyed the shrine’s neighboring town. What the shaking hadn’t torn down, the resulting fires had burned away. The people had moved on. The shrine yet stood, but was crumbling and wrapped in kudzu.


  Enashoma pulled up her mount within sight of the shrine. “Sobei, promise you won’t be mad at me.”


  “Gods! What else have you done?”


  “Just promise. Okay?”


  “I will do no such thing. Why—”


  A scent drifted on the wind. Overly sweet jasmine. He’d recognize that particular perfume anywhere.


  “No, no, no. How — How could she …”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Why is she here? You didn’t send her out here with my things?!”


  “Her? I don’t know what you mean.” He shot her a stare. “Honestly!”


  “Then we’ve got to get out of here. We’ll be caught and have to go back.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. There can’t be a she here. There’s only one person meeting us. No one else knows but him.”


  Turesobei didn’t bother to ask her who.


  “Lu Bei. I need you to scout.”


  “Of course, master.”


  Lu Bei flew up and over to the other side of the shrine. He returned a minute later, looking like he’d chewed on a dozen lemons.


  “You’re not going to like this, master. You are not going to like this at all.”


  “Do we need to ride away?”


  “It’s safe. They have your stuff. They’re not going to make you go back.”


  Enashoma and Turesobei turned to each other and simultaneously said: “They?”


  “I’m not telling you,” said Lu Bei. “You’ll see. I’ve got to hide now, thank the gods!”


  He crawled back into the pack and turned into a book.


  Turesobei rolled his eyes. “Well, let’s find out.”


  They rode around to the other side. Turesobei didn’t like what he saw. Zaiporo leaned back against a wall, fiddling with one of his hardened leather braces. Awasa sat lotus in a patch of purple and yellow flowers, tying them into chains.


  Idiots. Two complete idiots.


  Noticing them, Zaiporo’s eyes brightened. His lips peeled back into a huge smile. Awasa stood, nervous, sheepish.


  “Awasa! Zaiporo!” Turesobei yelled. “What in Torment’s flames are you doing here?” He glanced around. “Where’s Marumi? Lord Kobarai? Lady Fumiri?”


  “We came alone,” Awasa whispered. She didn’t meet his eyes.


  “What on earth were you thinking?!”


  Enashoma dismounted and stalked toward Zaiporo. Greeted by her fuming scowl, the smile drained from his face. He took a step back. Enashoma pointed at Awasa.


  “What’s she doing here?!”


  “I’m sorry. Very, very sorry.”


  “This wasn’t part of our plan!”


  “She caught me trying to leave. She was going to turn me in if I didn’t tell her where I was going.”


  “So you let her come along?”


  “She followed me anyway, and I tried to ditch her, but I got scared she’d get hurt.”


  Turesobei dismounted. Awasa stepped toward him. Once, twice. Then she thought better of it and backed away.


  “Awasa, you’ve got to go back.”


  “Of course, Turesobei. We can return together. You can’t throw everything away to go after her.”


  “You’re going to be in so much trouble for coming out here.”


  “Not if you come back with me,” Awasa told him. “We can make up an excuse about how you had to rescue me from some sort of demon beast. It will be okay.”


  “Not for Zaiporo,” Turesobei said. “He can never go back. Never.”


  “Why not?” Awasa said.


  Turesobei wanted to pull his hair out. “Are you really that dumb?”


  “I’m not stupid!”


  “Could’ve fooled me,” Turesobei replied. “A zaboko boy running off with a noble baojendari girl? He’ll be flogged and exiled, along with his mother and sisters. Even the Chonda won’t forgive this.”


  “You could make up an excuse,” Enashoma said, “and they would believe you. You could tell them that Awasa ran off after you and Zaiporo stuck with her because he’s her guardian. But it doesn’t really matter because he’s not going back.”


  “What do you know of it?” Turesobei asked.


  “I just know, okay.”


  “You two planned to run off together?”


  Shoma nodded.


  “But you didn’t plan on Awasa and me being along?” Turesobei said.


  “Not you, not at first,” Enashoma replied. “But then I decided to help you. We never wanted Awasa along. She’s got to go home.”


  Turesobei pointed at Zaiporo. “You’re running off with him?”


  “It’s not like that,” Enashoma said. “We’re friends and we’re trying to find lives for ourselves. Where we can be who we want to be.”


  Awasa interrupted. “What’s wrong with who you are? What’s wrong with being a Chonda lady? And you, Zaiporo, why would you want to be something different?”


  “Because I don’t want to spend my entire life as a Chonda lackey, you dimwit. I want to be a man of my own. But you wouldn’t understand, princess. You see nothing wrong with bossing me around for the rest of your life.”


  “But it’s a good place for a zaboko.”


  “For a zaboko? Argh! I’m leaving.”


  Enashoma grabbed his arm. “Wait. We’ve got to sort this out.”


  “Well, that’s easy enough,” Turesobei said. “Shoma, you and Awasa are going to ride back to Ekaran. Zaiporo, you can ride with me to Ibintai and then go your own way.”


  Shoma clapped her hand against her forehead. “Not this again. I’m not going back.”


  “Someone has to take Awasa back.”


  “You can take me back, Turesobei,” Awasa begged. “I want to go back. Let these two do whatever they want.”


  “I’m on a mission. I have somewhere else to be.”


  “If you insist on going after her,” Awasa declared, “then I’ll just have to go along with you.”


  “Her name is Iniru. And I love her. And you’re going to have to deal with that. You’re not going to push me into taking you back home. If I have to drag you along with us, I will. But you’ll probably get killed along the way. And even if you don’t, your reputation will be ruined. Your station. Everything. No man would be willing to marry you.”


  “It won’t matter, because you’ll marry me. You won’t care where I’ve been, because we’ll have been to the same place.”


  “Gods, you’re annoying,” Shoma told her. “Let’s leave her here, Sobei.”


  “Oh, I want to, but we can’t.”


  A rotting barn stood next to the shrine. He stormed over and kicked the side. Planks shattered and fell in a cloud of dust. The storm sigil on his cheek burned hot and bright. He turned back toward them.


  “I’m so mad at the three of you.”


  Enashoma pointed. “Sobei. Your cheek. The mark.”


  “Yeah, it’s burning. I know. I’m surprised I haven’t turned into a lightning bolt and shot off into the heavens. Or incinerated you all.”


  “I’m sorry, Turesobei,” Zaiporo said. He’d never called him by his first name before. “I tried to ditch her, too. It's not as easy as it seems.”


  Turesobei walked up to him and met him eye-to-eye. Zaiporo stood his ground, but his gaze kept flicking to the storm sigil.


  “Your intentions with my sister …”


  “Are pure. We are,” he said icily, “only friends. Apparently. I would never do her any harm. I intended to protect her along the way. Not a chance I was going to let her do this on her own, once she confided in me about it.”


  “Look, I understand your desire to leave. I do. Working for Awasa’s family … it’s a good position for a zaboko, but that’s not the same as being free. I get that. But you understand that life outside Batsakun, for a zaboko, can be a challenge, right?”


  “I planned on making my way around the Orichomos to Zangaiden.”


  “Sobei,” said Enashoma, “I think—


  Turesobei rounded on her. “Nothing you say right now will improve things.”


  She opened her mouth, then closed it and nodded.


  Zaiporo lifted a hand. “Shh. I think I hear—”


  Three armed zaboko men in rough hunting clothes rounded the corner of the ruined shrine. One had a bow trained on them. The other two held spears. One of the spear-wielders stepped forward. He had a long, curling mustache and a scar across his neck. Like someone had tried to slit his throat and failed.


  “Well, what have we here?”


  


  


  Chapter 21


   


   


  Awasa screeched. Turesobei stepped over to shield her.


  The lead huntsman planted the butt of his spear into the ground and leaned on it confidently. “Nice mounts. Nice clothes and weapons. Bet you’ve got money on you, too.”


  Zaiporo drew his longsword. Turesobei turned his body and demonstrably moved his hand to the hilt of his sword so they wouldn’t notice him reaching into his pouch for a spell strip.


  The huntsmen seemed unconcerned. Probably didn’t think much about two boys with swords. The man Turesobei guessed was the leader didn’t worry him. He only cared about the archer.


  “Who are you?” Zaiporo asked.


  “Shut your mouth, servant. We ask the questions.”


  “They’re not huntsmen from Ekaran Province,” Turesobei said. “I know that much.”


  “What makes you think that?” Turesobei shrugged, and the leader eyed him appreciatively. “Big score for us, men: a noble and his two sisters, I’d wager. You’re right about us, boy. We’re not from Ekaran. Don’t know how you could tell.”


  “Just a hunch. I figured you were Gawo scouts. Need to work on your accents.”


  “Let’s get done with it,” said the other scout with a spear.


  “Kill the zaboko boy,” the leader said. “Take the others alive.”


  Turesobei waved the spell strip so Zaiporo could see it but not the Gawo. He hoped Zaiporo noticed.


  “That’s not going to happen,” Turesobei said. “Zaiporo, the girls, please. Lu Bei! Ghost hammer!”


  Lu Bei popped into existence and flew forward as Turesobei quick-cast the spell of the ghost hammer. To cast a spell by uttering nothing more than the name was incredibly draining but he had little choice. He didn’t have time for the normal fifteen-second chant ghost hammer called for.


  An over-sized, translucent mallet appeared in his hand.


  The archer blinked in surprise — and hesitated. Big mistake. Turesobei threw the hammer. At short range, the ghost hammer never missed. It zoomed toward the archer and struck him in the chest. He dropped his bow as he was knocked back.


  The leader brandished his spear and stepped forward. Lu Bei darted up and zapped him in the face. The man stumbled back, temporarily blinded.


  Zaiporo grabbed Enashoma by the arm and drug her away. “Awasa! Come on.”


  Turesobei heard their footsteps as they retreated. Good. They would be safe now and he could do whatever he needed to.


  The third scout backed away. He drew a ram’s horn from his belt and blew three quick notes.


  There must be more nearby. This day — it was the worst.


  Lu Bei zipped over and tried to blast the third scout, but the man ducked and Lu Bei flew past him.


  The leader recovered and started forward. “You’re about to be outnumbered, wizard. If you live that long.”


  “Don’t make me incinerate you.”


  The man glanced at the glowing storm sigil on Turesobei’s cheek. But he kept coming. If that didn’t intimidate them, then it could only mean one thing: they had figured out who he was. The Gawo would love nothing more than to capture him.


  “Got about a dozen buddies less than a mile away. It’d be best if you surrendered, boy.”


  The other spear-wielder joined the leader. The third sat up and grabbed his bow.


  “You’ve left me no choice.” He drew a spell strip out of his pouch with a flick of his wrist. He practiced pulling the strips out as quickly as possible, every day. The rune-decorated pouch itself was magical. You always got out of it what you wanted. A basic tool of any professional wizard.


  Here goes a year or two of my lifespan and all the years left to these three scouts. The archer nocked an arrow. The other two lowered their spears and charged. Turesobei held the strip up in front of him, between his fingers. He opened the access to the storm sigil halfway to quick-cast the spell. No other way he could get it out fast enough.


  Before they reached him, he shouted the command and the traditional version of the spell of the heaven’s wrath activated.


  A blue-white arc of electricity disintegrated all three of his enemies. The blast sent Turesobei flying backward. Thunder boomed. A hard landing knocked the breath out of him. He started to slip away. Not into unconsciousness, but into the dream of the Storm Dragon.


  


  


  Chapter 22


   


   


  Turesobei soared high above the clouds, climbing and climbing until the bright blue sky turned dark blue and then almost night-black. How strange. Was he about to fly into the endless dark beyond the planet?


  An unknown force tugged him back toward the earth. He plummeted like a falling star. Pain shot through his arm, then his face. Someone spoke a name. A human name.


  “Snap out of it!” a girl said. “Sobei, snap out of it!”


  With a gasp, Turesobei returned to himself and flailed, knocking Enashoma backward. He was lying behind an outhouse.


  “Where —”


  “We drug you over here,” Shoma said. “We’re sheltered here.”


  Turesobei touched his forehead. Ouch. Where had that burn come from?


  Lu Bei landed beside him. “Sorry, master. Had to.”


  Zaiporo from around the corner called out, “I can see the others. They’re coming.”


  Awasa pointed at Lu Bei, hand trembling. “What — what is that … thing?”


  Lu Bei glared at her. “You and I, we are not going to get along.”


  Turesobei stood, dazed and weak. “No time to explain. How far out, Zaiporo?”


  “A few minutes. They’re approaching cautiously. Nine of them.”


  “We’d better act fast. Lu Bei. Illusion trick number two.”


  Lu Bei pounded his chest in salute. “Got it, master.”


  Turesobei drew a spell strip and cast the spell of frightening appearance on Lu Bei. The effort of even such a minor spell made Turesobei swoon and flash into the dragon dream for a few moments. The fetch took on the appearance of a small dragon, five times his normal size.


  Awasa cried out. Zaiporo clasped his hand over her mouth.


  “Shut up, or they’ll hear us.”


  Lu Bei beat his wings and flew out past the ruined shrine, shooting sparks as he went.


  Awasa spun and slapped Zaiporo across the cheek. “Don’t you ever touch me again, or tell me what to do, zaboko!”


  Zaiporo closed on her. “Out here, I can do and say whatever I want. You don’t—”


  Turesobei stuck a hand out and caught him. “Can we do this later, please?”


  Zaiporo bit his lip, scowled, and nodded. Awasa clenched her fists and started to say something. Enashoma held her finger up to her lips and eyed daggers at Awasa.


  “Fine,” Awasa said.


  Turesobei glanced around. “Where are the denekon? I didn’t—”


  “No, you didn’t,” Zaiporo answered. “I herded them into the crumbling shed before you cast your spell.”


  “Excellent work,” Turesobei said. “We’ve got to get the mounts then head downhill, away from the scouts and the shrine. Stay low. And quiet. The trick is no good if we’re seen leaving.”


  They crept toward the barn. In the distance, circling the sky, the illusion-enhanced Lu Bei fired sparks and emitted high-pitched squeals. Well, not every creature could sound fearsome.


  They rounded the corner. The blast area came into sight. A charred patch of ground around a shallow crater. Three bodies burned beyond recognition. Men. That he had killed. Turesobei staggered. His gut wrenched.


  I did this. I did this. And they want me to be the super-weapon to win the war with the Gawo. To do this. Over and over. I couldn’t. I can’t.


  Awasa stepped past him. Tracked his gaze. Apparently they hadn’t looked after the blast. She turned and vomited. Enashoma spun away and ran into Zaiporo’s arms.


  Zaiporo tenderly guided Enashoma into the shed. “Get the mounts and go. Don’t look.” He went over to Awasa and crouched beside her. “We’ve got to keep moving. Or we’ll end up dead, too.” She turned so he couldn’t see her. “No time for being prissy.” He pulled a handkerchief out and gave it to her. “Go with Shoma. You can be sick later.”


  Not looking toward the bodies, Zaiporo stepped up to Turesobei. “Gotta go.”


  “I’ve killed demons before. Injured men. But killing … and like that …”


  “You didn’t have a choice.”


  “Doesn’t make it any better.”


  They rushed downhill, following the girls.


  “You’re good in a bind, Zaiporo. Did you know?”


  “I didn’t, actually. Think I’ll fall apart in a bit.”


  “Oh, I’m sure you will.”


  Lu Bei flew in low, panting. He shifted back into his normal appearance.


  “That was close, master. Got too far away from you. Almost turned into a book and fell. Worked like a charm, though. The Gawo men are arguing about what to do.”


  “Hopefully they’ll think a monster did this and go on.”


  They got downhill into a patch of woods where there were only two mounts, his and Enashoma’s.


  “Wait, Zaiporo, where are your mounts?”


  “Couldn’t get any. We had to run here.” He shot a disdainful frown at Awasa. “We walked, all through the night. Couldn’t go any faster. If I hadn’t left that note saying I’d run off into the mountains, I’m sure the Kobarai would’ve caught up to us.”


  “My feet are covered in blisters,” Awasa said.


  She was wearing delicate sandals. No wonder.


  “You need some proper shoes,” Turesobei said. “Those are for trips to the park.” Two mounts. Not ideal, but nothing he could do about it. “We’ll have to double up on the denekon.”


  Enashoma took the reins of her mount and motioned to Zaiporo. “You get in front of me.”


  They started to climb on the mount. Awasa, in a bit of a daze, headed toward Turesobei.


  Turesobei shook his head. “Nope. Won’t do. Zaiporo, you ride with me. Enashoma, you take Awasa.”


  “No way I’m riding with her,” Enashoma said.


  “And what does that mean?” Awasa replied.


  “You know exactly what it means.”


  “We’ve got to get going,” Zaiporo said. “Turesobei, if you and I ride together, it’s a lot more weight on the mount.”


  “It’s not proper for young ladies to ride with young men.”


  “You’d let her ride with you, though, wouldn’t you?” Awasa said. “I bet you already have.”


  “Her name is Iniru!”


  Zaiporo narrowed his eyes and growled, “What you really mean is you don’t think a baojendari girl and a zaboko boy should ride together, right?”


  “Don’t you dare make me out to be something I’m not, Zaiporo. Use your head. What do you think the reaction to you and Shoma riding together will be if we encounter people along the road? We don’t want to draw more attention to ourselves than we have to. Or anger. We could get arrested even. Think about it.”


  Enashoma threw her hands up the air. “Oh, fine then. Climb on behind me, Awasa.”


  She climbed into the saddle and muttered, “I bet he’d have made an exception for that k’chasan girl.”


  Enashoma shook her head. “I’m so kicking you off when get near a cliff.”
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  Drizzling rain clouds brought an early nightfall. Turesobei and his companions made camp on a low hill where two oaks had grown together, their branches interlaced, providing perfect shelter along with a good vantage point. Maybe here Awasa wouldn’t incessantly complain about the light rain, as if it were a downpour. Turesobei wasn’t sure if he’d survive her complaining another day without going crazy.


  Lu Bei scouted around the hill, flying as far out from Turesobei as possible, which was almost two hundred paces since the storm mark had appeared on his chest, more than twice as much as before. Turesobei summoned a fire globe and risked raising it into the limbs so they could see well enough to set up camp.


  Zaiporo and Enashoma pulled the packs from the mounts. Awasa stumbled away, rubbing her backside. Turesobei, despite it all, chuckled. She drew a wisp of wet hair from her face. It had been coiled up into a bun at the back of her neck with looping curls coming down on the sides.


  “What are you laughing at?” she sniped.


  “Nothing.”


  “Ugh. I’ve got to go to the bathroom.”


  “Well go then. Just not here.” He pointed to some trees further out on the hill.


  “I know that much. I’m not stupid.” She chewed on her lip.


  “Then what’s bothering you?”


  “That — that thing. It’s out there. It will see me.”


  “Thing? I don’t know—”


  Lu Bei whipped around behind Awasa. “Boo!”


  She screamed and ran into Turesobei.


  “Lu Bei! Was that necessary?”


  “Sorry, master. Couldn’t help myself.”


  “Well, how about you help it next time?”


  “Yes, master. Everything’s okay. I don’t see anyone near us.”


  Turesobei pushed Awasa away. “He won’t hurt you.”


  “What is it?”


  “Lu Bei is my diary, my fetch.”


  “He’s your … what?”


  “Chonda Lu, our clan founder whose kavaru I bear … this was his diary and fetch. Lu Bei recently reappeared for … unknown reasons. He’s a mystery. He’s also a secret. No one else knows about him except my grandfather and Enashoma, and now you and Zaiporo. I only let you see him because it was necessary. You must never tell anyone.”


  “Are you sure he’s not going to attack us in our sleep?”


  “Do not speak about me so, madam. I’ve done you no disservice. And I don’t eat.”


  “Ugh. I don’t want it talking to me.”


  “He’s harmless,” Turesobei said, “and he’s my friend.”


  “He’s gross. Put him away.”


  Lu Bei held out his hands. Electricity sparked around them. He floated toward Awasa. She backed away and began to cry. With a dramatic sigh, Lu Bei climbed into Turesobei’s hands and turned back into a book. Turesobei put him back into his pack.


  Awasa wiped her tears away. “How could you let him do that to me?”


  Turesobei shrugged.


  “Well you deserved it, didn’t you?” said Enashoma, joining them. “Lu Bei is more a person than you. And he helped save your life today.”


  Turesobei began to unsaddle the mounts. “Zaiporo, see if you can get us a fire started. Please. Shoma, pull out the sleeping blankets.”


  “What about tents?” said Awasa.


  “We have only one,” said Turesobei. “I didn’t think I would need more than that. It’d be tight for two people. Four would be seriously cramped. We’ll only use it if we get caught in a rainstorm.”


  “Well I could sleep in the tent. This weather is icky. Zaiporo, set it up for me while I go to the bathroom.”


  Zaiporo cursed. “Let’s make something clear, your majesty. You’re not my boss. I’m my own man now.”


  “That’s ridiculous. Your family has served mine for centuries.”


  “Not anymore.”


  “It’s not ridiculous at all,” said Turesobei. “As far as I’m concerned, he’s free of all indenture. He can live how he wants to. And for that matter, I don’t think your tone would be appropriate even if we were back in Ekaran.”


  Awasa stamped a foot. “You need to—”


  Turesobei took her by the shoulders. “Just stop. Whatever you’re about to say will anger one, two, or three of us. Unless you want to be dropped off on your own at the next town, you’d best learn how to get along. You’re going to depend on us for your life.”


  He planned on dropping her off at the town anyway, if he could be sure that she’d be safe, but there was no point talking about it now.


  “She can’t depend on me,” said Enashoma. “I’m not helping her. She’s a spoiled brat and not worth it.”


  “I feel the same way,” added Zaiporo.


  “Enough!” Turesobei clenched his eyes shut. He tried to count to ten. He made it to five. “Look, we all need each other right now, and I’m exhausted. I may not be an expert, but I have the most field experience. I’m the leader, and we do this how I say. Anyone got a problem with that?”


  Awasa said nothing, but Zaiporo and Enashoma agreed.


  “Good. Now, I need you all to get along. A little, at least. Zaiporo, make a fire, please. Shoma, screen it like I showed you and put the kettle on. Awasa, go to the bathroom. When you return, take enough food out of the packs for dinner. I’ve got to rest and meditate, or I won’t be able to pull our butts out of the fire with a spell if necessary. I’m shocked I’m still conscious, to be honest.”


  Adrenaline, or maybe love, was what had kept him going. Every time he quick-cast a spell like he’d done twice today, he weakened his internal kenja permanently, if only by a tiny fraction, and reduced his life span.


  Everyone started on their tasks. The fire took a while, since the brush they piled was damp. His meditation proved difficult, but he tried. He kept picturing charred corpses. That required choking down emotions he didn’t have time to deal with. He had to keep this group together. Eventually, Awasa sniffling and rummaging endlessly through the packs distracted him.


  He stalked over, irritated. With a puzzled look on her face she was sorting satchels of dried dates, jerky, hard rice bread, and cheese.


  “You’ve never had to fix food for yourself before, have you?”


  She shook her head.


  “And you’re not sure what you’re looking at other than the bread and cheese? You don’t know how much to get, or what to do with it?”


  She began crying. “Everyone hates me.”


  “No one hates you.”


  Enashoma muttered something he couldn’t hear, but he could guess what she had said.


  “They do,” Awasa murmured. “The worst part is I know you resent me.”


  “You shouldn’t have come, is all.”


  “But I had to, don’t you see?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  He picked up a pack. “These are dried dates.”


  She sniffed and rubbed her nose. “Don’t look like it.”


  “They’re flattened and rolled out. Better for traveling.” He pulled items out to show her. As long as she was with them, she might as well learn something useful, and food seemed like as big a task as she’d be able to manage. And they had everything they needed. Enashoma must have learned what to pack from Onudaka. “Jerky, fish and pork. Spice packets for when we have fresh game. Uncooked rice. Rice cakes. Walnuts. We eat the bread and cheese first. With some jerky. A few nuts. Got it?”


  “Turesobei, I …” She took deep breaths. She was shivering.


  “Yes?”


  She recovered and looked him in the eyes. “I’ll figure this out. I promise.”


   


  


  


  Chapter 24


   


   


  The land grew wilder as they rode into the lightly populated northern reaches of Ekaran Province. Another day of hard riding would bring them into Tikaso Province, then two more to reach Ibintai, where Turesobei planned to resupply and dump Awasa, provided he could figure out a way to be certain she’d be safe until her family came for her.


  On the second day, they made camp beside a lake. Awasa complained incessantly, but without much energy. She wasn’t used to physical activity. Zaiporo and Enashoma mostly stayed calm. Turesobei, thanks to his training, blocked most of her complaining out.


  He woke in the night. Lu Bei, sitting high up in a tree keeping watch, waved to him. The fire had dwindled to a few simmering coals. Light from a full Avida shimmered across the lake.


  Shivering, Awasa hugged her knees and leaned back against an elm. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Turesobei dug out his rain cloak and took it to her. Before she responded, he tucked it around her then backed off.


  “Can’t sleep?”


  “No,” she replied.


  “You didn’t sleep much last night either, did you?”


  “I’ve never slept outside before.” She nodded toward Shoma. “How does she do it? Has she been out like this before?”


  Enashoma lay curled on her side sleeping as close to Zaiporo as Turesobei would allow. Zaiporo snored lightly.


  “Shoma? She can sleep through anything. She’s never been out camping before, but we’ve got my father’s blood. We’re wild spirits, born travelers. We adapt well.”


  “I never imagined I’d do anything like this. It’s pretty stupid what I’ve done, isn’t it?”


  “At this point, you might as well embrace the experience. That’s why Shoma’s out here. She wanted to see the world. Even if she goes back, she will have done this once, before she’s tied to Ekaran the rest of her life.”


  “I don’t need to leave Ekaran to be content. I just want to be home.”


  “We might could arrange something at Ibintai.”


  “I will stay with you.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “Oh yes I do. You were right. If I go back now, alone, I’ll be ruined.”


  “If you had stayed you could have easily had the arrangement annulled and chosen another.”


  “Well, I should have thought of that,” she said nastily. She stretched out into the spot she had spent an hour clearing and cleaning. “I’m going to sleep now.”


   


  *****


   


  Dawn. The lake was dark and still; the air cold; the forest silent. Turesobei crouched among a stand of shrubs, waiting. A young buck and three does eased toward the lake.


  “So sorry for this, my friend,” he murmured. “It’s not sporting.”


  He intoned the spell of beasts becalmed.


  The deer whipped their heads around as Turesobei stepped out. The buck looked into his eyes and froze. The does bounded away. Maintaining eye contact made the spell easier. He liked to keep spells easy whenever possible, and this was going to get difficult in a second.


  Knife drawn, Zaiporo crept out from hiding and closed in on the deer. The buck’s muscles tensed as it tried to break free. Turesobei countered and forced the buck to relax. Onudaka said if the animal was tense when it died, the meat tasted bad and was tough.


  Zaiporo slit the deer’s throat; it slumped and died. They dragged the buck back and hung it up from a tree limb.


  Zaiporo began to cut. “Never hunted with magic before.”


  “I didn’t expect to need to. I thought I had enough supplies. Didn’t bring a bow because I’m not much of an archer.”


  “I’m terrible with a bow, too. My training focused on close combat.”


  The girls returned from gathering wild turnips Turesobei had spotted on their way in. He’d seen some berries and mushrooms that looked good, but he wasn’t sure if they were safe. Wild turnips, he knew. Iniru loved them. She had made him and Onudaka suffer through them when they had stopped over in Port Changaku on the way back from Wakaro. All the stuff she could have bought in the restaurant using his money, and that was what she had wanted to go with her squid.


  Enashoma saw the deer, set down the canteens, and threw a hand over her mouth. “Oh! That’s terrible.”


  Awasa turned away. “I think I’m going to be sick. How could you do that?”


  “Well I don’t like doing it,” Turesobei said, “but we have to eat and I didn’t bring enough rations for everybody. You eat meat all the time, anyway.”


  “But I never see it like this.”


  “Welcome to the wild world outside civilization. Both of you are going to watch and learn. You never know when it could be important. Something might happen to me or Zaiporo and you could be stranded in the wilderness without food.”


  “How did you kill it?” Enashoma asked. “We don’t have a bow or a spear. And when did you become an expert on carving up dead animals? You never go hunting.”


  “Killed it using magic. And I did have to do this once as part of basic training when I was thirteen. And I saw Iniru and Onudaka do it.”


  “So you don’t really know what you’re doing!” said Awasa.


  “No worry,” said Zaiporo. “I may not be a hunter, but I’ve done this many times. My mother butchers game for hunters to make extra money. I’ve been helping her since I was young.”


  Awasa frowned. “You never mentioned that before.”


  “When have you ever asked me anything about my life? You probably didn’t even know I had a mother.”


  “I knew you must have.”


  “For the sake of the gods,” Zaiporo cursed.


  They skinned the deer. Enashoma frequently turned her head. Awasa endured bravely until they began pulling out the guts. She ran away and threw up. They waited, but she wouldn’t come back.


  “If it comes to it, I will starve!” she yelled.


  They finished the deer. Enashoma watched as best as she could and asked questions despite her nausea. Turesobei washed up and clapped her on the shoulder.


  “I’m proud of you.”


  “I don’t know why. I didn’t handle it well.”


  “You did as well as most of the boys in basic training, better than a few, in fact.”


  Turesobei cast the spell of preservation on all the meat except a piece they cooked over their fire for breakfast. They wouldn’t take time to stop for lunch. Enashoma tried, but couldn’t bring herself to eat it. Awasa refused. They shared the last of the bread and some cheese.


  “This meat should last us a while,” Turesobei said.


  Zaiporo grinned. “A long while if the two of them won’t eat any.”


  “They’ll eat some in a day or two,” he replied. “You’ll see. Let’s get the rest packed up. I’ve got some spare canvas.”


  


  


  Chapter 25


   


   


  For the next two days, Awasa complained constantly about how sore she was.


  “Can’t we rest?” she would ask. “Please? Just for an hour. We’re riding from dawn to dusk and later.”


  “Iniru needs me,” Turesobei replied each time.


  “The denekon surely need rest.”


  “The mounts are doing fine.”


  Denekon were hardy creatures. They could sustain a walk for twelve hours each day for a week before tiring. Only if they moved them into a jog or sprint would they tire out quickly.


  By the end of the second day, Enashoma complained too, though she still got mad every time Awasa did. Even Zaiporo grumbled a few times.


  “How come you’re not complaining?” Awasa griped at Turesobei.


  He shrugged and lied, “Guess I’m tougher than you lot.”


  All three of his companions shot him dirty looks. He turned his head and grinned. While they had slept last night, he’d cast the spell of muscles’ ease on his legs. It was a ridiculously complex spell he’d learned last month, though it didn’t require much kenja. Magic was like that. Just because something seemed simple to achieve didn’t mean the spell would be easy or cheap to cast.


  Lu Bei popped out of the pack, hovered beside Enashoma, and whispered in her ear.


  “You’re using magic!” she yelled at him.


  “Lu Bei, you have no loyalty,” Turesobei said.


  “Sorry, master. Not fair to Lady Shoma.”


  He zipped up into the air and clamped both hands over his mouth to hide his laughter.


  “I’ll get you for this!” Turesobei shouted.


  “You’ve got a spell that can make my muscles stop hurting?!” Shoma said.


  “Yes, but—”


  “Quit holding out!”


  “I demand you use it on me,” said Awasa, “right now. My inner thighs are killing me!”


  Turesobei gulped. His face burned all over, as hot as the sigil when active. “No! I can’t.” Think of something else.


  “At least do it for me,” Enashoma said. “I’m your sister. And my butt is so sore.”


  “No! That’s worse!”


  “What? Why?” she asked. “What’s wrong with you?”


  “He’s a jerk is what,” Awasa said. “He can’t be bothered to help us.”


  Zaiporo roared out a deep laugh. “Oh, I get it. You have to touch the muscles don’t you?”


  Turesobei nodded. A high-pitched giggle erupted over their heads. Zaiporo kept laughing. A horrified look swept across Shoma’s face, then she began to laugh too. Awasa turned scarlet and wouldn’t look at him for hours.


   


  *****


   


  While the others set up camp, Turesobei chose a quiet spot and pulled out his spell strips. He laid them out and scanned them with his kenja-sight, checking for leaks. As long as no energy was escaping, he wouldn’t need to renew them for three more weeks.


  Footsteps. “Ugh,” said Awasa. “That’s super creepy when you do … what are you doing with your eyes anyway?”


  So much for peace.


  “It’s called kenja-sight. I use it to see energy pathways, auras, that sort of thing. I’m looking for leaks in my spell strips. The ink and bamboo can’t hold the magic forever.”


  “Can you read my aura? What color is it?”


  “Your aura is white and crimson, like bone and blood.”


  “Yuck. What does that mean?”


  “You have an affinity for air and fire energies, same as me. Other subtle colors are mixed in, weaving in out of your spirit points. Crimson means you’re passionate, and white … I forget. Some wizards in Batsa specialize in such things.”


  She crouched beside him. “So what are these different spells?”


  “This is the spell of heaven’s wrath, the one I used against the Gawo spies. These three hold the spell of prodigious jumping, which lets me jump the height of three men. The spell of summer healing. The spell of the fog cloud.” He named off a few others.


  “So is it difficult to make the spell strips?”


  “It’s easier for me than most. It’s just time consuming and takes a lot of concentration.”


  “Like knitting? That I understand.”


  “I guess so. But if you make an error casting you have to start over. You can’t back up. And you have to make the bamboo strips, so it’s like making your own yarn, too.” He pointed to the copper bracelets she wore. “You made those, didn’t you?”


  “How did you know? Because I knit? Do they look bad?”


  “No. Just a guess. I noticed your kenja coiling strongly around them.” The spell strips all looked fine. He dropped his kenja sight. “Did you need something?”


  “I — I want to understand what you do. As best as I can. I should have tried before. But if one day we’re going to be … I mean if …” She stood. “You can tell me more later. Maybe. Sorry I bothered you.”


  She walked away. Turesobei shook his head. That girl was a lot of work.


  


  


  Chapter 26


   


   


  Ibintai, the second-largest city in Tikaso Province, sprawled across the valley below them. He guessed it was about a third the size of Ekaran. The province’s glory days had faded when its mines started running out of ore a century ago. Though friendly with the Chonda, they remained neutral, thinking they couldn’t afford to stand up to the Gawo Coalition. As if they wouldn’t be next if the Chonda fell. Maybe they thought the High King in Batsa would intervene for them. But if he would do nothing to stop the Gawo from attacking the Chonda, Turesobei didn’t see what hope Tikaso had.


  “I’m going in. Zaiporo, you stay here and guard the girls.”


  “Let us come with you,” Enashoma said.


  “Too conspicuous. Hopefully I won’t cause a stir by myself.”


  “Don’t forget I need shoes,” Awasa said. “Good ones. Something pretty.”


  “Pretty? Do you think hiking shoes will be pretty? Especially in a frontier town? You’ll be lucky if I can find something close to the right size for you.”


  Turesobei cast a minor glamour to hide the storm sigil and tucked his kavaru under his shirt. He rode into town, leading the second denekon along with him for carrying supplies. Being a lone teenager not seen here before, he got some inquisitive looks, but no one stopped him. He had intended to investigate whether he could dump Awasa here, but once he was in the city, the plan seemed too risky. He would have to leave her with nobles, possibly a magistrate, and they would ask questions and might identify him. He figured it was safer to keep putting up with her … for now.


  Turesobei entered Ibintai’s only armory, adjacent to the blacksmith. He purchased two staffs shod with iron on each end and two good daggers. The man took Turesobei’s money and asked no questions.


  “Got a bowyer?”


  “House next door has the best prices.”


  He knocked on the door and a humpbacked old lady asked him what he needed. “Oh, come on in, my dear.” She led him through her main room, past her kitchen, and into her bedroom. Bows were hung all over the wall. Quivers full of arrows lay piled on the floor.


  He glanced about in confusion. “You don’t have a shop or workroom?”


  “I’m retired. Clearing out my stock. Business is slow. Any bow you like, three jade.”


  A great price, especially for the longbows. But he didn’t need one of those. He bought two short bows and four quivers filled with arrows. The girls were going to get archery lessons.


  A supply store was open on the other side of town. It was the only one they had, but it was twice the size of those in Ekaran. He went in and glanced at the stock behind the counter. It seemed like he could get most everything he needed here.


  One shopkeeper stood behind the counter. The other was to the side of the customer area, fitting a young zaboko man into new boots. A tracker, judging from his worn green-and-gray, patched cloak and leather britches. He was built like a stump with thick, corded arms like tree roots. His spear, the head of which was sheathed, leaned against the wall. The haft bore dozens of nicks. Bite marks? What did this guy hunt?


  The second shopkeeper, a baojendari man with a bruise on his forehead and a rasp in his voice, asked Turesobei if he needed anything.


  “A two-man tent, a month of basic trail rations, hiking boots for two girls ….” He pulled out an outline he’d made of their feet on a sheet of paper to size them. “A canvas bag, thirty feet of rope, two rain cloaks, two blankets, two canteens, a small shirt, and a small pair of riding britches.”


  He eyed the saddles and wished he could afford two more denekon. But he hadn’t brought that much jade.


  “Lot of stuff you’re getting there, kid,” said the shopkeeper. “You sure you got the money?”


  He patted his pouch of jade. “Just enough, if your prices are fair.”


  “They’re fair or I’ll burn in Torment.” Yeah, right. “Where’s your father?”


  “With my family. We were on a pilgrimage to the Shrine of Pimisu. We lost our supplies to bandits. My father was injured and he sent me in to get some things. Lucky they didn’t find the money. This is just about the last of it. We had meant it to be a donation to the shrine.”


  “Your father okay? Do you need a surgeon? I know one.”


  “Just hobbled and a bit dazed. He’ll recover.”


  “Where you from?”


  “Batsa.”


  The tracker watched him with deep golden eyes. He’d never before seen a zaboko with eyes almost like those of a k’chasan. His face held a mass of scars, like a panther had torn into him. Turesobei nodded at him confidently. As confidently as he could manage, anyway. The tracker nodded back and turned to the shopkeeper helping him.


  “I need one size bigger,” he growled.


  “That’s the biggest we carry. You need the shoemaker. We only carry some of his surplus.”


  “Don’t have the time. These’ll have to do. Can I get a shirt and a cloak?”


  The shopkeeper piled Turesobei’s items on the counter. He picked up the blankets and canvas bag.


  The tracker stepped over and took up the rope. “Here, let me help you with that.”


  “Um … thanks.”


  They took the supplies out to Turesobei’s denekon. Scars crisscrossed the man’s muscled arms. No wonder they had reminded him of tree roots from a distance.


  “They didn’t steal the mounts?” the tracker asked.


  “These two panicked and got away. We found them later.”


  “Do you need a guide? I’m an expert tracker. Two jade for a week.”


  “You’d have to arrange that with my father. He told me to only spend the money on supplies.”


  They finished loading the denekon and Turesobei paid the shopkeeper what was hardly a fair price. He didn’t bother negotiating. A happy shopkeeper was less likely to wag his tongue.


  “Thanks for the help …”


  The tracker bowed. “Hakamoro, my lord.”


  “Noboro,” Turesobei replied, using his father’s name since it was the first name he could think of.


  Turesobei rode away. A league outside the town, he sighed with relief. No one had recognized him. There were no Chonda scouts here looking for them. Not that he had expected any, given he had a good lead and the clan wouldn’t know which direction he’d headed in.


  The sound of a denekon lumbering through the woods brought him around. He drew his sword. The tracker, Hakamoro, rode into view. Turesobei sheathed the sword — he didn’t want to show the white-steel blade. He drew a spell strip.


  The tracker pulled the denekon into a walk.


  “I’m bored. No one’s hiring me out right now, and I need to get home to Plum Village. If your father won’t pay me, it’s okay. I’ll go with you for free. It will be pleasant to have some company along the way.”


  “It’s really—”


  His scarred lips peeled apart into a grin. Half of his teeth were broken, a few missing. “I insist.”


  


  


  Chapter 27


   


   


  Zaiporo and the girls waited on a hill to the west. Turesobei turned onto a woodland trail heading south.


  “Noble?” Hakamoro asked.


  “What? Oh. Minor aristocracy. Nothing special.” Needed to change the subject fast. The tracker looked like he was only maybe twenty years old. “You seem young to be a tracker out by yourself. I thought you were much older until you got close.”


  “The scars make me look old,” he said.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “It’s okay. They’re part of who I am.”


  “What happened to you?”


  “Mauled by a beast.” Hakamoro grinned. “Nothing special.”


  Well, that was that. Nothing more to learn and he didn’t trust him. Here was as good a place as any. They were well out of sight of Ibintai. He pulled up on the reins.


  Hakamoro stopped beside him. “What is it?”


  “I’m very sorry to do this to you.”


  Turesobei flicked the spell strip out between his fingers and uttered the command in a vertigo-inducing quick-cast. The spell of forceful stunning knocked Hakamoro out of the saddle. It worked best to catch them by surprise. Turesobei dismounted and checked on him. Unconscious. Not permanently harmed, maybe a bruise or two. He’d be out for a few hours and wake up with a nasty headache.


  Getting away from an angry tracker with dubious motives wasn’t going to be simple. Turesobei chanted and cast the spell of heaven’s breath, taking his time. He centered the wind spell on the tracker and set it to spin around him like a hurricane for a few minutes. The wind kicked up, stirring ground debris, snapping tiny limbs, and ripping the last leaves from the trees. He rode away, hoping that would cover his tracks and scent.


  Turesobei reached the others. “I ran into a bit of trouble.” He told them about Hakamoro. “I don’t think he’ll follow us now that he knows I’m a wizard. Still, best to be careful and get out of here fast. We can divide up the supplies I got later.”


   


  *****


   


  With Lu Bei as their guide, they rode toward Sooku for two days, not stopping until late in the evening, covering as much ground as they could. With no sign of Hakamoro after all that time, they relaxed.


  Turesobei gave Enashoma and Awasa each an iron-shod staff. Enashoma took a few practice swings. Awasa hefted the staff and complained it was heavy.


  He reached out a dagger to her. She wouldn’t take it.


  “I’m not stabbing anyone.”


  “You will if your life depends on it. You did train with this, right?”


  “She got her parents’ permission to quit after the first day,” said Enashoma.


  “It’s beneath a lady to train with weapons and fight. Besides, I have a guardian.”


  “Not anymore,” Zaiporo said.


  Awasa glared at him. She started to say something but wisely didn’t.


  “It’s baojendari tradition for ladies to train with staves, knives, and glaives,” Turesobei said. “For self-defense. You’d be glad you had trained with them if we were overrun by the Gawo.”


  “That will never happen.”


  “Sooner or later, they will beat the Chonda,” said Zaiporo. “They have greater numbers, more allies, and the desire to win.”


  “They will never beat us.”


  “I agree with Zaiporo,” Turesobei said. “They will destroy us. Maybe not next year. Maybe not in our lifetimes. But as long as tension exists between us and them, they’ll continue to grow more powerful while we diminish in our contentment.”


  Turesobei pushed the dagger into Awasa’s hands.


  “I don’t want to use this,” she said.


  “Too bad. You decided to come along. You can’t be defenseless. Otherwise you’re a drag on the rest of us.”


  Turesobei instructed Awasa in how to hold the staff: defensive positions, basic strikes. He’d start on the dagger tomorrow. Zaiporo would be better at teaching her, but he refused to. Awasa kept making mistakes. She wasn’t paying attention. He grabbed her hand and shifted its position. He met her wide eyes.


  “Please. Try to pay attention. For me.”


  She nodded and blushed. He jerked his hand away and lectured her on technique. He glanced over to see how the others were doing.


  Zaiporo laughed as he knocked Enashoma down a third time. Big mistake. Shoma had small allies. Lu Bei sneaked up behind Zaiporo. Shoma surged. Zaiporo took a step back and tripped over the fetch. Zaiporo landed with a thud. Lu Bei hovered over him and stuck out his tongue. Zaiporo swiped at him but Lu Bei easily darted away.


  Shoma planted the butt of her staff against Zaiporo’s chest. “I win!”


  Embarrassment then anger flashed across Zaiporo’s face, then he began laughing. Turesobei chuckled and turned back to Awasa. She tripped while performing one of the defensive routines. Enashoma snickered. Awasa threw the staff down.


  “I was already dirty from traveling. Now I’m filthy, sweaty and bruised. I’ve had enough.”


  “I thought you had more fight in you than that,” Turesobei said. “You’re always sniping at me. Always acting tough. But you’re just a pushover, aren’t you?”


  Awasa’s eyes narrowed and she bit her lip. She picked up the staff and swung at him. He dodged. She attacked again and again, but he avoided all of her strikes. She collapsed in exhaustion.


  “Maybe tomorrow you will pay attention? That way you might have a chance of hitting me.”


  Panting, she said, “I hate you. You know that, right?”


  Turesobei laughed. “Sure you do. That’s why you’re following me on a quest you’re not suited for.”


  She turned bright red and stalked off.


  


  


  Chapter 28


   


   


  In Tikaso Province, managed woodlands appeared only near the cities and along the highways. The rest grew wild and was getting wilder by the year. The main roads came nowhere close to the Monolith of Sooku, so they traveled along small roads and tiny trails. Finally, they had no choice but to cut across a stretch of dense forest, navigating low limbs, hanging vines, thickets, and fallen trees. Awasa complained incessantly after a thorn ripped through the sleeve of her shirt and cut a deep scratch across her arm.


  Enashoma pulled up her denekon.


  “That’s it! I’ve had it. Get off!”


  Awasa leapt down. “Fine!”


  Turesobei rode up next to them. “Shoma—”


  “Don’t Shoma me! I’ve had it with her complaining. She doesn’t like the rain. She doesn’t like the sun. She doesn’t like the dust. She doesn’t like the trees and the branches and the bugs. She doesn’t like the way I steer. I will not ride with her any longer.”


  “I don’t want to ride with her any longer either,” Awasa said. “All she talks about is freedom to go where she wants, live how she wants, from having a betrothed. She doesn’t realize how good she had it. And she acts like this is all a big festival, but she’s suffering too. She’s just pretending she’s not miserable.” She pointed at Enashoma. “And you know what, you can’t steer.”


  Enashoma lifted her hand and leaned forward. Turesobei moved in between them, his denekon shoving Enashoma’s to the side.


  “That’s enough.”


  “I’ll ride with Zaiporo,” Shoma said.


  “Fine by me,” said Zaiporo enthusiastically.


  Turesobei did not need these distractions. “We’re not going over that again. Here’s what we’re going to do. Shoma, you ride with me for a while. Awasa, you ride on your own. Zaiporo, would you mind walking for a while? Not long. Please.”


  In this area walking was no worse than riding and getting hit by low-hanging limbs.


  Zaiporo eyed Awasa and nodded. “I guess not. I could use a stretch.”


  “I don’t know how to ride very well,” Awasa said.


  Turesobei shrugged. “Time to learn. Keep up.”


  She didn’t keep up. He hadn’t expected her to. Zaiporo outpaced her. She kept leading her denekon into obstacles, which took work because in the forest; denekon didn’t need to be guided. You just needed to point them in the right direction.


  Turesobei sent Lu Bei to check on her, then realized too late that may not have been a good idea. He cast the spell of enhanced senses and glanced back.


  Lu Bei landed on the denekon’s head.


  Awasa swatted at him. “Get off my mount, you filthy little demon.”


  “Listen here, missy. You’re the demon as far as I’m concerned. You cause my master grief. I’m not fond of that. You broke his heart before I came along. Now you’re making everyone miserable. Keep it up and you’ll regret it.”


  “Is that a threat?”


  “You bet it is. I don’t have fangs and claws for nothing, missy.”


  “I’m going to tell him what you said.”


  “No need. He’s listening in via spell. He probably didn’t think I could tell that. But I’m nine parts clever and one part wise.”


  Lu Bei flew back. Turesobei led them for another hour then stopped in the center of a wooded hollow. The setting sun plunged the forest deep into shadow.


  When Awasa caught up to them, he said, “Lu Bei’s only threatening you because he’s protective of me. He wouldn’t really hurt you.”


  “I’m not so sure you—”


  A wind whipped through the hollow and the temperature dropped suddenly. The energy flows shifted. Turesobei held up his hand. “Shh. Something’s wrong.”


  He opened his kenja-sight and scanned. The currents were disturbed, swirling black and green with traces of silver. Spirit creatures nearby? He’d have guessed nature spirits, except for the feel of the kenja against his skin, and the metallic taste on his tongue. Kahenan said that was always a sure way to know something bad was coming.


  Turesobei drew a spell strip and grabbed the hilt of Sumada. “Lu Bei, scout. Be careful.”


  Zaiporo unsheathed his sword. “What do you think it is?”


  “It’s not a monster … is it?” Shoma asked.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Awasa. “Monsters don’t roam the wilds of Batsakun.”


  “A few are spotted now and then,” Turesobei said. “Weapons out, everyone. Be ready. If I tell you to ride, ride fast. Back the way we came.”


  “Are they ahead of us?” Zaiporo asked.


  Turesobei didn’t respond. He didn’t want to panic them, but whatever it was, it was all around them. Kagi, spirit beasts, most likely. Wings pounding the air, Lu Bei rocketed in with a frown creasing his face. Few things worried the fetch. Turesobei drew Sumada.


  “Kippukagi, master. We’re trapped.”


  “How many?”


  “A dozen.”


  “I think I might can handle a—”


  “There’s a ga, master.”


  A kippukagi-ga? Out here? This was bad. Worse than the demons he faced on the ship on the way to Wakaro.


  “What — what’s a kippukagi?” asked Awasa, nervously. “What’s a ga? You can spell one away, right?”


  Kagi were vile, hateful spirit creatures, unlike the usually peaceful kami. A ga was a lord of kagi.


  Turesobei switched spell strips. Kippukagi hadn’t been seen in Batsakun in centuries. Where had they come from?


  “Sobei? What is it?” Shoma asked.


  Lu Bei flew up to her. “Bad, bad monsters, my lady.” He crossed his arms. “But I shall protect you best as I can.”


  Awasa began to cry. “We’re going to die.”


  “Would you shut up!” said Zaiporo. “I don’t want the last thing I hear to be your whining.”


  “Kagi can communicate, right?” Shoma said. “Maybe we can talk to them.”


  “No can do,” said Lu Bei. “They’re vicious monsters, and they think humans are a blight on all the land. They wish to restore its purity.”


  Turesobei held the strip for the spell of heaven’s wrath between his fingers. No other choice. There was no fog that could hide them from kagi. Too many to try repelling them with a banishment spell. And no one else had white-steel.


  “You can hit them,” he told the others. “It won’t harm them, but it might distract them or buy you time to get away.”


  “You’re the only one who can fight them?” Zaiporo said.


  “I can,” Lu Bei said. “A little.”


  Zaiporo jumped down and stood beside the girls on their mount. “I’ll just slow you down, Turesobei. Do what you’ve got to do. I’ll buy them as much time as I can … if it comes to it.”


  A mass of moss-covered earth seemingly held into the shape of a stocky man by the vines that wrapped around its torso and limbs shuffled into view ahead of them. Jagged rocks made up the teeth of its gaping maw. Horns topped its head. Its hands were stone blocks. Its eyes were glowing chunks of rose quartz.


  Turesobei’s heart skipped. He gripped the sword hilt tight.


  Awasa screamed. Yeah, that was going to help. He needed to get the others away and let all the kippukagi close on him so that he could blast them in one go.


  More of the kippukagi shambled into the hollow, all around them. To his left, that was the largest gap. If Zaiporo could get the girls through there, and if he could then draw the kippukagi in …


  “Zaiporo, I need you to—”


  The air shimmered. A baojendari man wrapped entirely in bloody gauze and wearing a black cloak appeared suddenly, out of nowhere. A desukagi-ga. A revenant. How had he missed it? His kenja-sight should have picked it up.


  “Surprise, whelp,” the revenant hissed.


  A ray of fading sunlight struck the crystal shard atop the oak scepter the revenant held in his hand. Before Turesobei could raise Sumada, the demon swung the scepter. The crystal flashed when it struck Turesobei on the temple. Not a hard hit. But his brain scrambled like an egg. The second hit knocked him from the saddle.


  


  


  Chapter 29


   


   


  Turesobei woke and sat up, gasping, in the middle of a circle of standing stones. The dark moon Zhura loomed high and full above in the night sky, a charcoal smudge against the starry backdrop. He couldn’t think clearly. His brain still felt scrambled, but he couldn’t remember why. He reached groggily for his sword, but it was gone, along with his spell pouch.


  Someone touched his arm and the contact brought him back to himself. Sense returned to him. Enashoma, her eyes red from crying, was sitting beside him. Awasa, next to her, was bent over sobbing. Zaiporo, a bruise swollen on his face, nodded to him stoically.


  “Everyone okay?” he asked.


  “Alive,” Zaiporo replied.


  “We’re going to die,” Awasa muttered.


  “Well, they haven’t killed us yet,” Shoma said, trying but failing to sound upbeat.


  Kippukagi stood in all the gaps between the standing stones except one. Through that gap walked the desukagi-ga leading the shambling, moss-covered kippukagi-ga, which was three times the size of the others.


  “What — what is that thing, Sobei?” Enashoma whispered.


  “A desukagi-ga. A revenant lord. An undead wizard.”


  Turesobei began a spell, but he couldn’t picture the runes correctly and got tongue-tied.


  The desukagi-ga walked over and pointed his scepter at Turesobei. “Not so easy to cast magic?”


  Whatever the scepter was, it messed with his mind.


  “Who made you? What do you want from us?”


  “I made me,” it hissed. “I was once known as Tikutasa. While dying, I summoned a desukagi to turn me. I was a sorcerer of some repute in my day.”


  “You died three hundred years ago!”


  “So I’m still famous, eh?”


  “Not in any good ways.” Tikutasa had dealt in the darkest of magic and murdered many innocent people.


  The revenant cackled a hoarse laugh. “Well, guess what, boy? Tonight I’m going to do you a favor. Tonight I’m going to spill your guts on this sacred ground and make you just like me. Only you’ll be in my thrall, of course.”


  Still laughing, the desukagi-ga rejoined the kippukagi-ga. Turesobei glanced up. Zhura neared zenith. That’s what they were waiting for. They’d stumbled on these demons at the worst possible time.


  “Sobei, you gotta do something,” Shoma said.


  “What? He’s messed up my brain somehow. I can’t cast magic. I can barely think straight. I don’t have my sword. No spell strips. I’ve got nothing. Where’s Lu Bei?”


  “Don’t know. He disappeared when they closed on us. “


  “Did he go for help?” Zaiporo asked.


  “He can’t get far enough from me to go get help.”


  “He’s probably in league with them,” Awasa mumbled.


  Turesobei ignored her. He didn’t have time for her childishness.


  “What are they waiting for?” Shoma asked.


  “They need Zhura to be at zenith. We’ve got about … ten minutes.”


  Awasa started bawling. Turesobei touched her arm. “Stay brave.” He put his arm around his sister. She laid her head on his shoulder and choked back a few tears.


  The revenant glanced up at Zhura and turned back toward them, a wicked blade in hand. Suddenly, tendrils made of what appeared to be solid shadow sprang out of the ground, wrapped around him, and jerked him down, and pinned him.


  A slender, cloaked figure cleaved through a kippukagi using a white-steel sword. Was that his sword? The kippukagi disintegrated into a pile of dirt and vines. The figure darted lithely into the circle of standing stones. Another figure, short and stocky, barreled into another kippukagi, knocking it down. He plunged a spear tipped with white-steel into it. The kagi crumbled. The stocky man lifted his head and howled like a wolf.


  The kippukagi-ga stepped over to shield the revenant from them.


  Turesobei leapt to his feet and yelled to his companions, “Get the scepter!”


  


  


  Chapter 30


   


   


  Brain fuzzy, everything blurring around him, Turesobei plodded forward. The kippukagi-ga spun and swiped at him. He threw himself flat. The giant stone hand swept over his head and struck Zaiporo, hurtling him backward. Enashoma leapt in. The beast head-butted her. She crumpled.


  He crawled toward her. “Shoma!”


  She didn’t respond. He shook her arm. She murmured. Alive. Keep it together, Turesobei. He climbed to his feet. Something struck the kippukagi-ga. A throwing knife? The monster whipped its head around.


  Turesobei dove in and grabbed the scepter. Hissing and thrashing as it tried to break free of the shadow tendrils, the desukagi-ga held tight to the scepter. Tugging with both hands, Turesobei wrenched the scepter free.


  A huge foot stomped down on Turesobei, squashing him flat. The air was crushed from his lungs and his ribs threatened to crack. Gasping, he squirmed forward. The kippukagi-ga growled and pressed down harder. Bending backward, Turesobei managed enough leverage to free his arm. He threw the scepter. It landed at Awasa’s feet. She glanced down at it, unresponsive, face blank. Then her eyes went right back to the monster.


  “Break the crystal!”


  Still she stared at the monster, as if entranced.


  He couldn’t breathe. He was starting to get dizzy, but then it let up. He rolled over. The kippukagi-ga had lifted its foot so it could stomp on him. The foot zoomed toward his head, but never made it. The beast stumbled backward.


  Turesobei scooted away. A thick tendril of shadow was wrapped around the kippukagi-ga’s throat. He traced it back to the cloaked woman. The tendril extended from her hand. She was pulling the monster backward. How? As slender as she was and with it made of rock, the kippukagi-ga had to outweigh her by a factor of ten.


  Along with her companion, she had slain several of the kippukagi. Others lay cocooned in more of her shadow tendrils. He didn’t recognize the magic and had no idea what the tendrils were made of. For all he knew they were solidified shadows.


  The woman’s stocky companion reared back and launched his spear through the air. It struck the kippukagi-ga in the neck. Howling, it reeled back, sending the woman skidding forward.


  She regained control. He couldn’t see her face, but her body trembled. The shadows on the smaller kippukagi she had cocooned faded.


  She passed the white-steel sword, definitely Sumada, to her companion and grabbed her tendrils with both hands.


  “Go!” she told him.


  He took off toward Turesobei, not the kippukagi-ga.


  The scepter. Turesobei had to break the crystal. He glanced back. Having recovered, Zaiporo shoved Awasa aside and picked up the scepter. He struck it against the ground. The crystal shattered. Clear thought rushed back into Turesobei’s mind.


  The stocky zaboko man reached him … Hakamoro! The tracker from Ibintai, the one he had ditched.


  “You! What—”


  “No time. Here!”


  Hakamoro tossed him his spell pouch. Hakamoro’s lips peeled back into a savage smile, revealing fangs that Turesobei hadn’t seen before. His pupils had turned to slits. His muscles seemed even larger.


  “Mind if I borrow the sword?”


  Turesobei backed away. “Not a problem.”


  Zaiporo pulled Enashoma up to her feet. “You okay?”


  “I will be.”


  Zhura reached zenith. The kippukagi-ga bellowed. All the kagi still pinned by tendrils disappeared. Taking in their kenja, the ga swelled in size. The eyes of dozens more kippukagi glittered in the direction Hakamoro had come from. Not good.


  Turesobei drew a strip for the spell of banishing entities and chanted. It wouldn’t banish a nature spirit like it would a demon. There was nowhere else for them to go. But it could repel them for a short time.


  Hakamoro advanced with the sword. The kippukagi-ga grabbed the tendrils and yanked them. Hakamoro’s companion let go. She took off into a sprint and danced around the ga.


  She was a baojendari woman, nearly as tall as Turesobei. She wore the black bodysuit of an Okonuji assassin but with a hardened leather breastplate and reinforcements. Her cloak and the scarf across her face were night-blue. Her face above the mask was red — painted … he hoped. Her eyes were bright amber — the same shade as Lu Bei’s.


  She stopped, as if she’d run into a wall. Her eyes locked onto his kavaru. Both the stone and her eyes flashed. He kept his focus and continued chanting, but it took all his willpower.


  “We …” She shook her head and awoke as if from a spell. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


  The kippukagi-ga loped toward them. Its minions raced to join it.


  Hakamoro backed away, holding Sumada at the ready. “Too bad I threw the spear.”


  “I told you to stop doing that.” She glanced at Turesobei. “You’re taking way too long with that spell!”


  Turesobei was walking backward like the others. He flashed his eyes at her, incredulously. If she knew magic, she should know that one didn’t quick-cast the spell of banishing entities and expect to be conscious long enough to complete it. And it was not a spell he could put storm energies into, not without opening a straight channel to the storm sigil. No way he would risk that on this spell. The exchange would be poor anyway. Only a fraction of the energy would do any good.


  The woman sighed and swiped her hands out in front of her body. An enormous web of shadows sprang up between her and the kagi. She started to swoon but caught herself.


  Hakamoro grabbed Awasa, who still hadn’t moved, and shoved her along.


  “What’s wrong with you girl? Go!” He pointed at Enashoma. “You, too. Run.”


  Turesobei completed the spell. The ga stopped tearing at the web and staggered back. The lesser kippukagi retreated. A few fled. He reached into his spell pouch. He could boost his speed or strength, or leap away, but he couldn’t quickly extend the effects of those onto the others.


  He drew the spell of heaven’s wrath.


  “The repulsion won’t last long.”


  “Maybe if you had cast it better,” the woman told him.


  Who was she?! If she knew magic so well, why wasn’t she using any, other than those shadow tendrils? Turesobei and his companions fled from the circle of standing stones and plunged into the forest. The kippukagi-ga roared.


  A twitch of energy told him his repulsion spell had ended.


  “My spell is done.”


  “Already?” the woman said in derisive tone. “My shadow webbing is gone, too. I don’t have that much range.”


  They kept running. The beasts pounded through the brush, closing in on them. The forest gave way to a gully. They paused.


  “Could be a dead end,” Zaiporo said.


  A small kippukagi, faster than the others, broke out of the forest. Hakamoro sliced through it with Sumada. More of the kagi closed on them. The ga snapped trees and limbs as it went.


  “No time to find another route,” said Hakamoro, “they’re encircling us. Keep going!”


  They ran into a bluff at the end of the gully. A dead end. Too high to leap out of, even by spell. No time to climb it. The monsters poured into the gully and rushed toward them.


  “We’ll have to stand our ground,” the cloaked woman said.


  Turesobei lifted the spell strip. “Stay behind me. I’ll take care of it.”


  “You sure you can handle it?” the woman sniped. “You don’t seem yourself.”


  “What’s wrong with you? Yes, I can handle it. And you don’t know me.”


  She shrugged and backed off.


  “Sobei,” Shoma said. “Don’t lose yourself.”


  He nodded and walked forward far enough that he hoped he wouldn’t accidentally hit his companions if he lost control of the blast. The ga came fully into view. Turesobei chanted the quick-casting. A mass of kippukagi appeared. He unleashed the spell, opening the channel to the storm sigil three-quarters of the way.


  A lightning bolt streamed out from the spell strip. The tremendous burst struck the ga, tore through its minions, and blasted a crater in the gully. The shockwave knocked Turesobei and his companions back against the wall of the bluff.


  He collapsed … into the clouds. He soared overhead as the Storm Dragon, delighting in the power and the dizzying heights he reached. Then he was ripped back into reality. Pain throbbed through his arm. Hakamoro leaned over him, Sumada in hand, blood dripping from the tip.


  A thin line of blood streaked down Turesobei’s arm. The cut was shallow, but it hurt.


  “Did you just cut me?! With my own sword?!”


  “It worked,” Hakamoro said. His wolf-like features had faded. He was once again just an ugly, scarred young man.


  He passed Sumada back to Turesobei. He must have found it on the ground. The kagi wouldn’t have dared to even touch white-steel. He was going to have to go back as soon as they recovered and search for Lu Bei.


  “Of course, it worked,” the woman panted. She could barely stand.


  “The pain from the cut … to draw me out of the dream?”


  “The white-steel to disrupt the energies,” she replied, “though I’m sure the pain helped. Pain always helps.”


  Okay. That’s … that’s weird.


  Hakamoro squeezed Turesobei’s shoulder. “Well done, lad. You killed all but a few, and they ran away.”


  The scorched ga twitched in the crater. Not dead, even after that blast? “It’s still alive.”


  “Not … for much … longer …” The woman stumbled.


  Zaiporo caught her. “You okay, lady?”


  She pulled back her hood revealing bone-white hair. She lowered her face scarf. Her entire face was crimson, either tattooed or naturally. Her lips drew back into an open smile. Slender fangs lowered down from her gums.


  “Moro, I must feed now.”
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  Zaiporo shoved her away. “Back off! You are not going to eat me.”


  She laughed as Hakamoro caught her. “I’m sure your … spirit would taste … good, but I favor more … substantial prey.”


  Hakamoro led her to the kippukagi-ga. He drew his white-steel spear from the base of the beast’s neck. The woman locked her hand against its throat. Her eyes glowed. Her fangs extended further. She opened her mouth, lifted her head, and took in a deep breath. She hesitated and smiled, as if savoring the moment.


  “She — she can’t be a vampire,” Enashoma muttered.


  “Looks like,” Turesobei replied.


  “But those are just legends … right?”


  “Apparently not.”


  “How can she bite through stone and turf?” Zaiporo asked.


  Hakamoro walked back over. “Aikonshi will draw open its spirit vein. Every monster has one. She will bite into the vein and drink from it. Watch.” He bobbed his head, satisfied. “She’s in heaven tonight. She’s never feasted on a monster so large and powerful before. Not as long as I’ve been around her.”


  A silvery rope of visible kenja formed on the outside of the kippukagi-ga’s neck. The woman, Aikonshi, plunged her fangs down into the vein and began to drink. The kenja turned to liquid, spilling down her chin as she sucked away at the vein. Liquid kenja? Turesobei had never seen or heard of anything like this before. But he’d never seen anything like those tendrils of solidified shadow, either.


  Awasa turned away. “I think I’m going to be sick.”


  Turesobei stalked over to her. “You were useless tonight! I could have died! All you had to do was smash the crystal. You didn’t have to fight. Didn’t even have to defend yourself. It couldn’t have been any easier.”


  “Turesobei. I — I’m—”


  “Don’t bother.” He turned to Hakamoro. “You want to tell me what’s going on now?”


  “We’ve been hunting Tikutasa for years. We’ve fought him several times, but he always escapes.”


  “Did I get him with the blast?”


  “He didn’t follow us in here. As soon as Aikonshi’s bindings left him, he vanished. He’s gone by now. We’ll have to track him down again.” Sighing, he sat down and leaned back against the bluff. “That’s actually the closest we’ve come to him in a while. About two weeks ago, Aikonshi had a premonition we’d find him in this region. Never seen her have one before, but she was convinced it was right. And it was. Tikutasa had teamed up with these kippukagi-ga and did what he always does. He made them stronger. We don’t know what his game is, but he’s been stirring up monsters, strengthening them, summoning new ones when he can. You just got unlucky, stumbled right into him on a rising night. He was going to double the number of kippukagi. By sacrificing the four of you, he could’ve made many more than that.”


  Awasa sat by herself, away from the others, and cried. Turesobei plopped down next to Hakamoro and watched Aikonshi feed. How could he not? A wizard who wasn’t interested in magic wasn’t a good wizard. Enashoma and Zaiporo tried to avoid watching.


  “So what is she?”


  “Unique,” Hakamoro replied. “There’s nothing else like her. She feeds on monsters only — that’s what she was made to do.”


  “What about you?”


  “I was savaged by a hingukagi.” A creature that was half-wolf and half-ape — Turesobei had thought they were extinct. “The bite left a kenja taint. When my adrenaline surges, I take on some of the characteristics of the hingukagi.”


  “You’re obviously not scouts …”


  “We’re monster hunters. Aikonshi was remade for it, and I have a grudge against them. She rescued me from my … condition. We hunted down the creature that poisoned me. I kept on after that. We help people when we can. Kill as many monsters as possible. Keep trying to stop Tikutasa.”


  “Monster hunter, seriously?” Zaiporo said with admiration. “That’s the coolest job I’ve ever heard of. I could do that!”


  Hakamoro chuckled. “You could, but it’s best to have an edge. I’ve got the strength of several men, feral senses, and I heal fast. And my spear. White-steel helps a lot.”


  “Where’d you get it?” Turesobei asked.


  White-steel, even as little as it took to make a spear point, was incredibly valuable. That spear was worth a fortune.


  “From a burial cave.”


  “Why would someone get buried with such an important object?” Enashoma asked.


  “Buried? Heavens no. Ages ago, someone went into the cave to kill the beast within but never came out. No one was willing to go in to retrieve it. Then it was forgotten. We went in and killed the monster. Got the treasure. Barely made it out of that one.”


  “So if you’re a monster hunter and not a tracker, why did you offer to help me back at Ibintai?”


  “Aikonshi told me to be on the lookout for wizards.”


  “I had my kavaru tucked inside my outer robe.”


  “I could feel it. Never felt one so powerful before, either. And I didn’t believe your cover story. Thought I should look into it. You made Aikonshi’s day, by the way. When she found me unconscious … I haven’t seen her laugh that hard in ages. Kept ribbing me about a teenager taking me out. But you’re not just any teenager, are you Chonda Turesobei?”


  “How — how do you know who I am?”


  “Not every teenage wizard carries a white-steel sword and has an affinity for storm energy. Word spread far about your exploits a few months ago. You might want to hide that lightning bolt mark on your cheek.”


  “I did cover it!”


  “With a seeming? Oh. I see through those. So who are your companions?”


  Turesobei introduced them. “I was supposed to be out here by myself. Didn’t work out that way, obviously. Could you lead me back to where we were ambushed? There’s something I’ve got to get.”


  Hakamoro drew a book with a smooth amber cover out from his backpack. “You mean this? I found it next to your sword and spell pouch. Aikonshi said you’d want it. Though to be honest, she almost threw it away. She acted most strange about that book.”


  Lu Bei! Why wasn’t he out? Why hadn’t he popped out during the battle? The cover was dull and didn’t have its usual sheen. Turesobei took the diary. As soon as it was in his hands, the sheen returned. Lu Bei blossomed into his fetch form.


  Hakamoro jumped up and leveled his spear. Tears in his eyes, Lu Bei pounced on Turesobei and hugged him tight. Hakamoro moved to attack, but Turesobei lifted his hands.


  “It’s okay. He’s my fetch.”


  “Master. Master. Master. My connection to your kavaru was severed when that monster popped you with the ikasa crystal. I tried to come back out, but couldn’t. I couldn’t even know what was going on. I’ve never had something like that happen before. I was so scared. I thought maybe you had died.”


  “I’m okay. We were rescued. What’s an ikasa crystal?”


  “Rare, master. I thought they were all gone. I’ll explain later.”


  Aikonshi swaggered up. The silver ichor stained her lips and dripped down her chin. She wiped it on her sleeve and it disappeared.


  Lu Bei straightened suddenly, as if something had bitten into the back of his neck. His eyes turned into saucers. He spun around.


  “You?!” Lu Bei shouted, followed by a string of curses in Old Tengba Ren.


  Fangs retreating, Aikonshi grinned. “Hello, big brother. My, you’ve grown.”
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  Scowling at her, Lu Bei tapped the storm sigil on his chest. “I’ve grown because of this. Like master, I have some of Naruwakiru’s power. So … you’d better watch it.”


  Aikonshi suppressed a laugh. Her gaze flicked to Turesobei’s kavaru.


  “Lu Bei is back from the dead, so I guess that means you’re not just a bearer of Lu’s kavaru. I’d heard about your Storm Dragon exploits, but I never imagined you were Lu’s—”


  Lu Bei put a finger on his lips.


  “He doesn’t know?” she said.


  “Know what?” Turesobei asked.


  “It’s no use trying to tell him,” Lu Bei said. “He’ll just pass out if we talk about it.”


  “That’s one wicked enchantment. Lu did this, didn’t he?”


  “Of course. Master was the greatest wizard ever.”


  “It’s wrong.”


  “Master knows best. You should trust Master.”


  “Your master—”


  “Our master.”


  “Your master was a jerk. And still is, even beyond the grave. The kid should know. It’s wrong.”


  “Can’t you tell us?” Enashoma asked. “I’d like to know.”


  “Not happening,” Lu Bei replied.


  “If he can’t know, neither should you,” Aikonshi said in agreement. “It’s better that way.”


  “I thought you died, vampire,” said Lu Bei.


  “I thought you ceased when your master passed, book.”


  “Our master.”


  “You keep saying that, but he wasn’t my master. Ever.”


  “But—”


  “Drop it, book. Where have you been?”


  “Hibernation. You?”


  Aikonshi chuckled. “The same. Until Hakamoro woke me by accident four years ago. Since then, we’ve been hunting monsters.” She shrugged. “I’d given up on hunting … on life. Went to sleep for a few centuries. Now here I am, at it again. You can’t change who you are, apparently.”


  “But there aren’t many monsters anymore,” Turesobei said.


  “More than you think. Enough for me to survive. And more every day. Something’s wrong in Okoro, but I’m not sure what it is. It hasn’t been this bad since we defeated Nazyraga.”


  “The Lord of Monsters?” said Enashoma. “The Shogakami who went bad?”


  “That’s the one. We fought him hard. I have the scars to prove my part of the tale. Anyway, the kagi are awakening again.”


  It was like an icy hand had gripped Turesobei’s heart. “Do — do you think it’s Nazyraga coming back?”


  In all of Okoro, two beings were feared above all others: Makazi Keshuno, the Shadow Dragon who ruled a fierce, zaboko-only nation in the South; and Nazyraga, wayward sibling of the other Shogakami, who had tried to kill all the baojendari and conquer Okoro.


  Lu Bei shook his head. “No way, master. He cannot return.”


  “What about you and me, book? We’re back. Anything is possible.” Aikonshi turned to Turesobei. “So I guess you’ve never heard of me?”


  “I have, actually. But I didn’t realize it.”


  Lu Bei spun. “What?! How? When?”


  “I have my sources.”


  “How much do you know?” she said.


  “Not much. Just a reference that I didn’t understand until now.”


  Lu Bei nodded in understanding. Turesobei knew who and what she was because of Chonda Lu’s grimoire. Chonda Lu had made her. The ritual was recorded in the grimoire, though it was coded and ridiculously complicated. Why Chonda Lu had made her, he had no idea.


  “Do you find me beautiful, Turesobei?” Aikonshi asked.


  “I suppose so. But honestly, I’m not really into fangs and red skin.”


  Aikonshi reached out and touched his kavaru, normally an insult. Her caressing it made him uncomfortable, but he understood. The magic from this stone had made her what she was.


  “Sorry, but I haven’t seen the kavaru in so long. So you know that Lu Bei and I are siblings …”


  “Hardly,” Lu Bei proclaimed. He puffed out his chest and turned his chin up into the air. “Cousins at best.”


  “Did you know Chonda Lu and I were … together … for a while?”


  “Don’t listen to her. She was a mistake. Master, you should not have trusted her as you did. She was too unstable.”


  “Those days are gone, Lu Bei, long gone. Can we not let the old arguments go?”


  Lu Bei grunted dismissively and folded his arms.


  “Life is good for me now. Hakamoro and I are a perfect match. And I’m hunting again. I have purpose. Now, if none of you mind, I’m going to nap.”


  She curled up against the bluff and began snoring instantly.


  “Is she okay?” Enashoma asked.


  “She fought a battle and ate an enormous meal,” Hakamoro said. “Wouldn’t you be sleepy? I’m going to go get our mounts and yours. We might as well make camp here, I think.”


  “I’ll go with you!” Zaiporo said.


  Turesobei poked Lu Bei in the chest. “We need to talk later.”


  “Of course, master.”


  They rested until Hakamoro and Zaiporo returned. Then they made camp and got a fire going. Awasa silently stared into the fire. Her tears dried. Maybe he’d been too harsh. She had no experience doing anything more than making clothing and jewelry, enjoying tea and small talk. But Turesobei couldn’t bring himself to apologize.


  He bandaged a cut on Enashoma’s head. Judging from the knot he found on her scalp, he figured she had a concussion, but thought she’d be fine. Zaiporo had bruised ribs and scrapes, but nothing worse.


  When they started eating, Aikonshi woke from her nap and sat with them. She kept looking at Turesobei and frowning.


  “So, I don’t think you are heading to Yumisi Shrine,” Hakamoro said. “You don’t have permission to leave your clan, I’d bet. At least not the ladies, that much I’m certain of. So what are you up to?”


  Turesobei chewed on a strip of fish jerky. “We’re heading to the Monolith of Sooku.”


  “It has fallen,” said Aikonshi.


  “We will restore it,” Lu Bei said.


  “What are you seeking?” she asked.


  “I’m going to rescue a …” He glanced at Awasa. She didn’t even look at him. “A close friend. She’s in danger. I can’t locate her. I know only that she’s trapped in the Lair of the Deadly Twelve. But she’s sharp, she’s a k’chasan qengai. She might still be alive.”


  Hakamoro coughed. “You — you’re going to attempt a rescue mission against the Deadly Twelve?!”


  Aikonshi laughed uneasily. “You’re joking, yes?”


  “No.”


  “You’re courting death,” she told him. “You cannot defeat the Twelve Who Are Three and One. You don’t have a chance.”


  “You know who they are?” Turesobei said with hope. Finally, some answers.


  Aikonshi pointed at Lu Bei. “What, he didn’t tell you?”


   


  


  


  Chapter 33


   


   


  Lu Bei started to flutter away. Turesobei grabbed him by the wrists.


  “Not so fast.” He held him up, face-to-face. “You knew? All this time?”


  “Sobei, don’t hurt him,” Shoma pleaded. “I’m sure he had a good reason.”


  “Of course he knew,” said Aikonshi. “Chonda Lu’s diary would most certainly know all about the most deadly cult of assassins the world has ever known. Assassins the Jade Emperor banished to Tengba Ren.”


  “Master, please forgive me for not saying. But these cannot be the Twelve Who Are Three and One. They can only be the same in name. Somebody is copying the idea.”


  “So you did know?”


  “I told you that you couldn’t trust that filthy little demon,” Awasa mumbled absentmindedly, still staring into the fire.


  “I am sorry for not telling you, master, but these aren’t the original twelve. They simply can’t be.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because you killed them, master. Chonda Lu killed them, I mean.”


  Aikonshi stepped in close. “What? When was this?”


  “Seven months before he died. It was … I don’t like to talk about it. Those were bad times.”


  “Well, now you must,” Turesobei growled. “You have deceived me.”


  Lu Bei wailed. “Master, I can’t. Don’t make me. Please.”


  “Lu Bei. Tell me. Now.”


  Tears spilled from Lu Bei’s eyes. “Master, they — they killed you.”


  “The Deadly Twelve killed Lu?” Aikonshi stalked around, running her hands through her white hair. “That’s can’t be true.”


  “The records say he died fighting against an uridisi-ga the Gawo summoned,” Turesobei said.


  “An uridisi-ga?” said Lu Bei. “Phaw! What a load — as if.”


  “So the record is wrong?” Turesobei asked.


  “You — I mean, Chonda Lu — left the world after beating the uridisi-ga. It was a violent fight yes, but the monster didn’t mortally wound him like he let everyone think. Master was already dying. Seven months of physick and sorcery and he couldn’t counter the special poison the Twelve had struck him with. They must’ve spent years working on it.”


  “What happened?” Aikonshi asked. “Why were the Twelve after him?”


  “She — you know the one I mean — summoned the Twelve and agreed to their price. Master escaped them the first time, but you know the Twelve never stop. So we set a trap for them. All of us, except you.”


  “Why didn’t he call me? I know we weren’t on good terms, but I would’ve wanted in on that.”


  “Master didn’t want you there.”


  Aikonshi cursed. “Arrogant old—”


  Lu Bei broke free from Turesobei and zoomed up to her face. “You will not say anything bad about Master. I don’t like you. I’ve never liked you. But Master loved you. He didn’t want you there because he didn’t think any of us would survive. Including himself. And he didn’t. Whatever that poison was, once it was in Master’s blood, that was it. He couldn’t cure it, not with all the magic and knowledge he possessed. But at least we finished them off. I saw it myself. So I know it cannot be the same ones.”


  “She paid the full price then?”


  “I would assume so.”


  “Well that’s a relief.”


  Turesobei didn’t know what these two were talking about half the time. “Who is she?”


  “You really don’t want to know,” Aikonshi said. “And it’s complicated. Book, what about Isashiara, Tochibi, Hasuferu, the sentinels, and …” She shivered. “Motekeru?”


  “The sentinels were destroyed. All the rest were dying at the end. Badly wounded against the Twelve, but saved by Master. But … he dispersed their energies personally before he died. I was the only one he left behind.”


  Her features fell. She clenched her eyes shut and sighed. “He could’ve let them continue on. He didn’t have to do that.”


  Lu Bei shrugged. “I was the never the same after. Lost most of my powers.” He fired a spark into the night. “That’s all I can do now, other than record things. And only because of this lightning bolt on my chest.” He sighed. “You betrayed him, Shi. You never should have left.”


  “Do we need to have that argument again?” She gazed up at the stars. “I wish he’d told me he was dying. I would have wanted to see him one last time.”


  “He was not himself those last months.”


  “He sent me a letter. He told me he was weary of the world. When I heard about his death … that there would be no rebirth through the kavaru, by his orders … I thought maybe that’s why he had fallen to the uridisi-ga. I know how Kaiaru lose their will. Even in my six hundred years, most of them asleep, I’ve come to know the weariness of existence.”


  Lu Bei settled onto a rock and gazed at his hands. “I wrote the letter, Shi.”


  “You?!”


  “Like I said … Master wasn’t in his right mind. And … I knew … I knew you’d need to know … something … before he left.”


  “It had his signature. I know his signature.”


  “Because I told him to sign it. As the months went on, he became incoherent except in small bursts. Mostly prophecies. Instructions for what I was to do once he was gone. I came back too soon, apparently. Or Master’s prophecies were off.”


  “Maybe they were wrong,” she said.


  “Master was never wrong.”


  “Lu Bei … thanks for sending that—”


  He lifted his hand and shook his head. “I don’t want to hear it. The letter … I didn’t want to do it. It was for Master.”


  Aikonshi nodded and dropped it.


  Turesobei shifted uncomfortably. Maybe it was time to change the subject.


  “So, who were the Twelve originally?”


  “Baojendari sorcerer wraiths,” Aikonshi said. “Some said Kaiaru, but I don’t think they were.”


  “Master said they were like Kaiaru, but different. He never explained any more than that to me.”


  “They appeared only to those who called on them,” Aikonshi continued. “They didn’t take jobs like a common assassin would. If they answered, you named the one you wanted killed, plus eleven other victims. One victim for each of them. They would kill them and bring their heads to you. Then they claimed your life, as well. Only the desperate summoned them. Their need was to feed, like me, but they could feed only off blood spilled in vengeance. Whereas I can feed only on the life force of monsters.”


  She smirked. “Chonda Lu’s generous gift to me when I was a dying sixteen-year-old girl wanting vengeance of my own. But that was as much my fault. I asked for this life. He warned me.”


  “How did someone summon them?” Turesobei asked.


  “There was a ritual,” said Lu Bei. “Most wizards knew or had access to it. Once the Twelve killed, they would sleep for a decade. But they would pursue their targets for many years if necessary. They never failed. Many summoned them, more than you would think, and when they awoke from hibernation, they chose only the hit they deemed most delectable.”


  “If this ritual still existed,” said Enashoma, “couldn’t we try to summon them and deal with them now? If they were the same ones.”


  “When you called them, they merely listened,” said Aikonshi. “They only came to you physically if they accepted your request. I’m sure they had a lair here, but I have no idea where it was.”


  “Master searched for their lair,” said Lu Bei, “but he could never find it. Doesn’t really matter. This is some group of human assassins taking on an old name.”


  “You don’t think they could be back again, just like you and Aikonshi?” Turesobei said. “It’s a rare name. Kahenan had never heard of them, and there wasn’t a single reference in the library. Maybe someone worked some sort of powerful magic to bring them back.”


  “Anything is possible,” said Aikonshi. “If it is the same Twelve, you have no chance of beating them. Think about it. Chonda Lu bested them, the first to ever do so, but he was a Kaiaru. And he died.”


  


  


  Chapter 34


   


   


  While Lu Bei and Aikonshi kept watch, everyone else slept in the next morning, having agreed not to push on without adequate rest. No matter how much Turesobei worried about Iniru and wanted to get there fast, he knew he’d never make it if he pushed too hard after having his brain messed with and his body crushed under the foot of an earth monster.


  He went to sleep angry at Lu Bei and remained angry when he woke. He didn’t buy Lu Bei’s excuse for not telling him about the Deadly Twelve. Lu Bei had actively tried to hide knowledge from him. And if they hadn’t happened upon Aikonshi, he would never have known. Of course, she presented a cartload of further questions.


  Turesobei stood, stretched, and took a swig from a canteen. Aikonshi was nowhere to be found. Everyone else was still asleep. Lu Bei landed on a rock beside him.


  “Where’s Aikonshi?” Turesobei asked.


  “Off scouting. She barely slept. What she learned upset her. She was once close with Master.”


  “She’s not the only one upset.”


  “I know, master. Do you forgive me?”


  “I don’t know. I guess. Maybe.”


  “You want the truth?”


  “There’s more?”


  Lu Bei nodded. He began to speak. Turesobei woke up moments later.


  “You see? I cannot tell you everything. I’m not always sure what I can say. As for the original Twelve, it’s a painful subject for me, and I truly didn’t think it would help to know about them. Besides, I was afraid knowing about them would deter you from saving Iniru.”


  “Since when have you ever cared about Iniru?”


  “I care because you care, master. Doesn’t matter whether I like her.”


  Lu Bei had sent the letter to Aikonshi on Chonda Lu’s behalf. Lu Bei often cared more than he let on.


  “Well, that was informative.” Arms crossed, Aikonshi leaned against a stubby tree.


  Lu Bei bared his fangs. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”


  “I could always sneak up on you, little book. And I knew you’d spill more of it.”


  Lu Bei growled at her.


  “Relax, I figured as much. I would expect nothing less from Chonda Lu. He may have been a fair and forward thinker, but he had his machinations and prejudices like any Kaiaru.”


  She put a hand on Turesobei’s shoulder. “You have my sympathy.”


  “Why?”


  “I can’t tell you. But on the bright side, if you’re chasing the Deadly Twelve, even someone pretending to be them, I don’t think you’ll live long enough for it to be a problem.”


  “You were close with Chonda Lu,” he said. “You’re a monster hunter. You’re good in a fight.”


  She laughed. “You want me to come with you?”


  Turesobei nodded at his sleeping companions. “We could use you. We don’t have a lot of —”


  “Help? No, you don’t. These children should be home.”


  “I tried to come alone. I couldn’t ditch them.”


  “You could run away and abandon them.”


  “And leave them to their own devices? Enashoma doesn’t want to go back. Zaiporo can’t, and won’t, go back to his old life. Awasa, she has ruined her reputation. I don’t know what to do.”


  “Zaiporo is tough, and your sister looks capable. She will find her way in time. The other one, the hopeless one—”


  “My betrothed.”


  Aikonshi cackled. “Wait. You’re off to save your girlfriend, and your betrothed is along to help? That’s … that’s wrong in so many ways.”


  “Will you help us?”


  “We must go our own way. We have our own quest and monsters to hunt.”


   


  *****


   


  After breakfast, Enashoma cheered up Lu Bei, who then regaled Hakamoro with an old tale about Aikonshi. Turesobei tended to his mount, not paying attention to the story, lost in thought.


  Aikonshi slipped up behind him and reached around his waist. His face flushed, his heart raced. He wasn’t sure if he liked this or was terrified she was about to bite into his neck. She reached into his spell pouch and drew out a strip. He started to say something but she shook her head and put the strip in his hand.


  He cast what she’d chosen, the spell of the wall of silence. How had she drawn the correct one like a wizard could?


  He followed her into a grove of trees. “If you’re trying to hide what we’re saying from Lu Bei, it won’t work.”


  “You forget I know him far better than you do. He was never allowed to hear anything that was said or done between me and Lu. Since you have the stone …”


  “No wonder he doesn’t like you.”


  “That wasn’t the half of it. Look, you do understand what’s going on, at least a little, right?”


  “You mean Chonda Lu and the prophecy? My mind gets fuzzy when I even think about what I might know.”


  “Let’s try this … I have an important question for you. I believe the prophecy ultimately hinges on it. Though you may not be able to see how … what do you think Lu Bei’s purpose is? Yes, he can scout and fetch things. He’s the perfect assistant, and a patient and lively companion for late nights spent working boring rituals. And he does, I admit, make the best cups of tea. But still, why would Chonda Lu need a diary? He had servants. He had others who could keep him company or scout for him.”


  It was a good question. He hated to admit he’d never thought about it. “I guess in case he forgot something.”


  “You wouldn’t know this, but the Kaiaru had nearly perfect recall. They almost never forgot anything. Sometimes they had to meditate to remember because they held so many memories, but it was all there, especially for those who had undergone fewer rebirths.” Aikonshi glanced around, nervously. “I had to figure this out on my own, but … Lu Bei does not exist to help Chonda Lu remember. He was created so Chonda Lu could forget.”


  “That … that doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Why would it, unless you saw it from Lu’s point of view? Let’s assume that at one time Chonda Lu had a plan to be reborn into a new body. That terrified him, by the way.”


  A Kaiaru’s human body was immortal in the sense that they would never die of old age, but they could be killed by violent means. A Kaiaru’s soul, however, could be reborn from their kavaru into a volunteer host, wiping the memories and personality from the host, though some texts said traces remained. Still, it was a sacred honor to become a host for anyone of Kaiaru descent, such as the noble lines of the baojendari. A human not of Kaiaru descent couldn’t become a Kaiaru host.


  But the rituals were forgotten. No one had needed them for centuries, not in Okoro anyway. The Kaiaru had diminished. Some destroyed. Some lost. Most faded after becoming weary of the world. Chonda Lu himself declared that he did not wish to be reborn if he perished. And since no one knew the ritual, no one could go against his wishes.


  The kavaru still contained the power of their souls, but not the identities. That’s how wizards could use the stones to channel magic. For even that, one had to be baojendari. A zaboko or k’chasan could never cast magic because they had no descent from the Kaiaru. This was part of what made most baojendari feel superior to other peoples.


  “Why would rebirth scare a Kaiaru?”


  “Because that was his original body.”


  “Wow! A ten-millennia-old body!”


  “Most Kaiaru inhabited dozens over their lifespans. Chonda Lu outlived nearly all the Kaiaru without being reborn. Naturally, the prospect of rebirth fascinated and terrified him.”


  “But ultimately, he decided simply to die.”


  She shrugged in response.


  “But how does Lu Bei figure into that?”


  “What if Chonda Lu wanted to be reborn without remembering all the hurts of his past? Without the pain. Loves lost. Enemies slain. Friends betrayed, and betraying. He could tell Lu Bei whatever he wanted of his life before, and I think he could erase anything he wanted from Lu Bei if he chose to.”


  “So he planned on … what? Starting over?”


  “I think Lu Bei existed in case he had to be reborn. It would give him a chance to start over with the memories he wanted. I think after … the one we wouldn’t tell you about … after her, he wanted to start over. And he’d been through so much. Imagine how many friends and lovers you’d lose over the course of thousands of years. It’s a wonder the Kaiaru went on for as long as they did.”


  “So why are you telling me this? What does it have to do with me? Chonda Lu is gone. He left instructions that he was not supposed to be reborn in a new host.”


  “Have you ever heard of a Kaiaru Inheritant?”


  “What is that?”


  She told him. But he didn’t hear it. He awoke and she was sitting next to him. He wasn’t sure he remembered everything she’d told him before he passed out.


  “Well, maybe what I told you will help someday. At least you can think about what Lu Bei’s purpose is. Don’t tell him, though. He’ll just get upset and deny it. I tried once. He attacked me. It’s possible he doesn’t know. While it would seem unlikely, who knows what magic Chonda Lu put into that book? We can’t assume that Lu Bei is capable of understanding his own nature.”


  Yikes. Best to leave it alone, then.


  “Whatever this prophecy about me is, what Lu Bei came back for … there’s not much I can do about it, is there?”


  “If you knew … if you could understand it, you’d have a choice. Maybe if I wrote it down.”


  “That doesn’t work either. It’s bad, isn’t it, what will happen?”


  “Depends on your point of view,” Aikonshi replied. “I just think you should have the freedom to make your own choice. Lu Bei will think it’s a great thing. But the key is, why is it necessary? That’s what worries me. Did Chonda Lu set something in motion out of selfishness, or because he foresaw something terrible coming? Out of curiosity, can you remove your kavaru?”


  “I’ve tried many times. Can’t get anywhere.”


  “I thought as much. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”


  “It does, but if I think on it too long, my brain goes all fuzzy.”


  “Figures. There will be signs that the time is coming. Maybe you will get a choice. It would be unlike the Chonda Lu I knew not to present you with a choice. He did for me.”


  “Are you happy with your choice?”


  “I have killed many monsters. I have saved hundreds from the fate I suffered. I do not regret it, not now. But at times I have. Such is life.” She patted him on the shoulder. “We’d best get back. Just remember what I said.”


  He pondered what she’d said and Lu Bei’s purpose. It seemed important to her to tell him, but he didn’t really understand why.


  When they got back Lu Bei glanced at him and frowned, then he went back to telling his story.


   


  *****


   


  While Aikonshi readied their mounts, Hakamoro pulled Awasa aside.


  “Look, this business you’re getting into. You’re not going to make it. I’ve seen you in a fight. This life … it isn’t for you. It will only end in pain or death. Go home. Where you belong.”


  “I can’t,” she said with as much energy as she’d said or done anything since the battle.


  “Perhaps we could escort you home, or hire someone trustworthy who could—”


  “I have to keep going,” she muttered.


  “It’s no use,” Turesobei said. “She won’t listen to reason.”


  Hakamoro turned to Enashoma. “The same goes for you. I know you can handle yourself decently enough, but you don’t have the training or strength you need for all this.”


  “I appreciate the advice. I know you mean well. But if it kills me …” She shrugged. “At least I’ll really have lived first.”


  Aikonshi stepped over and kissed Enashoma on the forehead. Enashoma was a little creeped out.


  “Bless you then, my dear.”


  “I wish the both of you well,” Turesobei said.


  “The same to you,” replied Hakamoro. “I think you will need luck more than the two of us.”


  “Good luck, Turesobei,” said Aikonshi with a half bow. “To all of you. Not you, book. I’m not sad to say goodbye to you again.”


  He was pretty sure she was teasing Lu Bei. She cared more than she let on. Lu Bei was the same. They were like most siblings that way.


  Her eyes lingered on the kavaru. She mounted and began to ride, Hakamoro beside her.


  Lu Bei shouted at her. “One last thing!”


  She stopped. “Go on.”


  “As he was passing … Master said he’d never forget the night of the orange blossoms.”


  Aikonshi didn’t move — didn’t turn her head. After a few minutes, she nodded and rode away.


  


  


  Chapter 35


   


   


  The sun peeked over the horizon, illuminating wisps of low-lying clouds. Turesobei got up and read the letter from Iniru again. He decided to let the others sleep a few minutes more.


  Steam puffed from the nostrils of the denekon into the crisp air. Turesobei rubbed his palms together and stamped his feet. It wouldn’t be this cold yet in Ekaran, but the highlands of Tikaso Province were at a higher elevation.


  “Ladies, let's make sure we’re all doing okay.”


  He lifted a denekon foot. The scaly bottoms of denekon feet were tough, but could sometimes get cut or infected. They’d been riding them hard for a week. The three front claws, the bottom pad, and the thick back claw all looked good. He checked the others. No problems.


  Shoma walked up, stretching. Her hair was tucked into a tangled, messy braid. Her riding clothes were mud-stained. She had a smudge of red dirt, or maybe blood, on her neck. What would their mother think? What was she thinking now? She’d never forgive either of them. Especially him for letting Shoma go.


  “Need any help?” she asked.


  “I’m finished.” He rubbed the spot on her neck. Just dirt. “You doing okay?”


  “I’m … good. Really.”


  “Liar. You got taken prisoner by monsters and almost died. You were in another battle. Got clocked on the head.” He smiled. “Told you it would be dangerous, didn’t I?”


  “Yes, yes. You were right. Of course.” She patted her denekon on the head. “I knew it would be, once we got to Iniru. Just didn’t expect spies and monsters along the way.”


  He checked his saddle straps. “The lair’s going to be worse.”


  “I’m not backing out.”


  “Not saying you should. Though I wish you would. Things happen out in the wilderness. I would’ve preferred bandits over Gawo scouts and kippukagi. We hit a run of bad luck.”


  “Good thing you had us along, though, right?”


  “Sure.” No. He had almost lost her. If something happened to Shoma, he’d never forgive himself. “There’s a bit of shock that goes along with all this. But you’ll get over it.”


  “It’s weird, I feel …”


  “Excited and terrified?”


  “Yes. I could have died. But I was also … I — I had an adventure. I’ve never really experienced true excitement before. I’d say it was the greatest thing ever, but I keep waking up from nightmares with my heart racing.”


  “You’ll get better. I did. It’s in our blood.”


  “Father lived like this all the time?”


  “I think he went out of his way for it. He was addicted to the feeling. Don’t ever let yourself get that way.”


   


  *****


   


  Awasa’s feistiness returned in the form of endless complaints about riding, lack of rest, and food. No one would talk to her. Turesobei felt sorry for Shoma, since Awasa sat right behind her all day, complaining.


  Shoma and Zaiporo discussed Aikonshi and Hakamoro endlessly.


  “I could become a monster hunter,” Zaiporo said. “I’d have to train a lot and really dedicate myself. I wonder if they’d take me on as an apprentice.”


  “It would be dangerous work,” Turesobei told him. “Like Hakamoro said, you’d need an edge. White-steel, magic, some sort of power. Hakamoro’s got his feral strength and the spear, and Aikonshi has her heightened speed, senses, and vampirism.”


  “And those shadow tendrils,” Enashoma said. “She is so cool. If I was like her I’d never have to fear anything.”


  Awasa huffed. “She’s a demon. Someone should banish her to Torment. Hakamoro’s no better.”


  Enashoma glared back over her shoulder. “Don’t you ever think before opening your stupid mouth? Someone should send you to Torment. Put you out of your misery.”


  “Oh, really? Why don’t you?”


  “Don’t tempt me.”


  “You know, you’re talking all big now, but when we get back, I’m telling someone about your little affair with a zaboko boy.”


  Turesobei couldn’t see Zaiporo’s expression behind him, but he felt him tense and go stiff. Lu Bei hopped out of Turesobei’s pack. That was the last ingredient they needed in this crazy recipe. He ordered the fetch back to book form, and Lu Bei did so, complaining all the way.


  Enashoma stopped her mount and jumped down.


  “I’m not going back, you stupid cow! And Zaiporo’s just … a friend. My best friend.” She grabbed Awasa by the leg and dragged her down off the mount. “And I’m sick of you. We’re all sick of you.”


  Shoma pinned Awasa to the ground and punched her. Zaiporo leapt in and pulled Shoma away. Turesobei stepped between them.


  Awasa stood, her lip bleeding, a bruise swelling on her cheek. “Guess you’re going to take her side, huh?”


  Turesobei rubbed his forehead. He didn’t need this headache. They were only a day out from the monolith.


  Awasa stormed off into the woods.


  Turesobei spun around. “Shoma! That was uncalled for.”


  “Are you kidding? She had it coming. You know she did.”


  “Well … you shouldn’t have hit her. You can’t hit someone just because you’re angry with them. That’s not a good way to solve a problem.”


  “She’s an unsolvable problem.”


  He started to reply, but Zaiporo shook his head. “Better go find Awasa.” He then mouthed silently: “I’ll calm her down.”


  Turesobei picked his way through the woods. She was nowhere in sight; she must have run. He called out Lu Bei.


  “Find her. Do not engage her. That’s an order.”


  “Yes, master.”


  Lu Bei returned a few minutes later. “You’d best hurry. I think she might throw herself off a cliff.”


  Torment’s flames! He ran and found her standing at the edge of a cliff, overlooking a rocky stream fifty feet down. She was sobbing.


  He whispered to Lu Bei, “Hide behind that boulder. If she jumps, catch her.”


  “I can’t bear that much weight.”


  He placed the spell of the strength of three men on Lu Bei. The fetch sneaked up behind the boulder.


  Turesobei approached carefully. “It’s going to be okay, Awasa.”


  She didn’t turn. She kept staring down into the ravine. “Everyone hates me, you know.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “My father barely knows me. He resents me for not being a boy. I’m just a pawn to him. Something to get more glory for the family.”


  “I’m sure that’s not true.”


  “My mother resents me, too.”


  “I’m sure she loves you.”


  “She’s changed toward me. I think she’s jealous. Because I’ll be marrying you. I’ll have the higher social position. Or I would have, anyway.”


  “Your father’s a powerful man, one of the richest in the clan.”


  “It's not the same. And he’s not very exciting. No one likes him. She hates him. Can’t say I blame her.”


  “Why don’t you just come back from the ledge?”


  “Enashoma and Zaiporo, the fetch, they all hate me. Even you hate me. Admit it.”


  “I’m tired of your behavior, yes. But I don’t hate you. No one hates you. We’re tired, we’re stressed, and you keep acting like you’re above everyone else.”


  She bent over, sobbing. “I know I’m spoiled. I’m not stupid. But that’s … that’s who I am. I don’t have anything else. I’m a lady and your betrothed. That’s all I’ve got. That’s why I came, because you’re all I’ve got. Don’t you see? Without you, I’ll be in the same position as Enashoma. Auctioned off to the richest man available. I can’t imagine anything else. I have no talents, no skills, no ambition. I was raised to be a wife to a noble, nothing else. And you … you don’t even want me. You want her.”


  “Awasa … my life is … complicated. Yes, I love Iniru. But she’s an assassin. We can never be together. Only once I knew she was in danger I … I just couldn’t abandon her. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, that much I do understand.” She turned toward him, but didn’t leave the edge. “But you used to love me. You used to adore me. Then you changed.”


  “It was a childish crush, Awasa. I grew up.” He took a cautious step forward and reached out a hand. “Besides, until you met Iniru and changed toward me, I always thought you despised me. So no, I don’t … I don’t love you. But you don’t love me either. Admit it.”


  “But you’re somebody. You’re important and powerful. I’m … nobody. I’m just … a wife … waiting to be. And if you don’t love me, if you don’t want me, then I’m not even that anymore.”


  “Then maybe it’s time to start being somebody. Think of this as a fresh start, a chance to start over and be whoever you want to be. You’re smart, Awasa, and ridiculously persistent. Why don’t you see what you’re made of, okay? I really can’t think of a better time than now to figure yourself out.”


  Turesobei stepped forward and took her hand. He pulled her from the precipice. She stepped into his arms and cried on his shoulder.


  “You know who I want to be most? I want to be someone strong. I want to be someone you love. But I’m not.”


  “If you care about me and if you think somehow we might end up together, then you’ve got to be able to stick through most anything, because my life is never going to be simple, Iniru or not.”


  She wiped her eyes and nodded.


  


  


  Chapter 36


   


   


  Awasa’s feet trudged hesitantly through the forest turf as she followed Turesobei back. She stopped once they were within sight of the trail.


  “I can’t — I can’t face them.”


  “That’s because confronting people is harder than battling monsters.” It used to terrify him to face Awasa — not even a year ago, though it seemed like ages now. He took her hand. “You can do it.”


  She walked out, head down, tears running down her cheeks. Enashoma spun around; Zaiporo looked away.


  “I … I’m ….” She looked to Turesobei, and he nodded. “I’m sorry.”


  “Sobei made you say that,” Shoma snapped.


  “He didn’t. Promise. I just want … I’m lost and … I’m sorry. Can we please just start over? I won’t be a pain anymore. I swear.”


  Shoma whipped around, glared, and opened her mouth. He knew that expression. Something nasty was about to fire out. He caught her eye and shook his head. She bit back her retort.


  “If you mean it … maybe. But I don’t believe you. I think you’re just saying it for Sobei.”


  “I’ll prove it.”


  “You’ll have to.”


  Awasa looked to Zaiporo.


  He bit his lip then shrugged. “Whatever.”


  “Fine, you’ll see,” she muttered so quietly that only Turesobei heard her.


   


  *****


   


  The journey took them uphill most of the day, climbing along a still-visible road not used in centuries. Nerves frayed, hardly a word was spoken that wasn’t necessary. Lu Bei stayed in book form. The climb leveled out onto a smooth plateau, as if a giant god had sliced off the top of a wide hill. Valleys surrounded the plateau on three sides. Turesobei guessed the roughly square plateau was two leagues across.


  Lu Bei shot out of the backpack. He circled overhead three times before returning.


  “We’re here!”


  Here didn’t look like much of anything. A flat expanse of tall grasses and yellow wildflowers wilted by cold autumn nights. A crescent-shaped lake. Two grass-covered mounds, one wide and one narrow. The narrow mound started on the shore inside the crescent and stretched away from it. The wide mound stood a hundred paces away.


  “You sure this is it?” Shoma said.


  “Indeed, Lady Shoma. I lived here in Sooku for two centuries.”


  “You did?” Shoma asked. “Where?”


  Lu Bei pointed to the wide mound. “Chonda Tower.” He gestured to the long, narrow mound. “That’s the Monolith of Sooku.”


  Buried beneath the turf? Disappointment stabbed deep into Turesobei. How would they ever use a buried monolith?


  Zaiporo hopped down off the denekon to stretch. “Chonda Lu didn’t live in Ekaran back then?”


  “The Chonda Clan’s first home was in Sooku,” Turesobei said.


  Awasa and Enashoma, at the same time, said, “I didn’t know that!”


  “It’s not commonly known because the clan likes to pretend we were always in Ekaran. But Sooku was the first place Chonda Lu went when he returned here to settle. Right, Lu Bei?”


  “After Master returned to Tengba Ren, having discovered Okoro, the Jade Emperor, right nasty piece of work that he was, ordered four clans that were rivals of his to colonize Okoro. So the entire Batsa, Ta, Gana, and Chonda clans set sail. All five Chonda ships were lost at sea during a storm. Even Master’s power could only save our flagship. Master, twenty of his descendants, thirteen of his wives, and a score of servants were all that made it here.”


  “Thirteen wives!” Shoma shouted. “That’s — That’s ridiculous.”


  Zaiporo whistled. “Awesome.”


  Enashoma rode up beside him and kicked him in the shoulder. “Shut it!”


  “How could that be?” Awasa said. “The Law of the Baojendari forbids multiple wives.”


  “Things were different back then,” Lu Bei said. “The Law of the Baojendari was rewritten for Okoro after the Great Darkening, when contact was lost with Tengba Ren. The reasons are complex, but to put it simply, even though the baojendari conquered the zaboko, they slowly adopted many of the native customs. And remember, Master was a Kaiaru. The rules for Kaiaru are different anyway.”


  Turesobei imagined being married to Awasa and Iniru. That would solve two problems. And create the worst situation ever. He laughed.


  “What’s so funny?” Shoma asked.


  “Nothing. I was just thinking about … something. Never mind.”


  The k’chasans sort of had relationships like that, multiple wives and husbands, although he wasn’t sure if that was in the same sense that his people meant husband and wife. They didn’t use the same terms and there were all sorts of rules to it. And then they had bonded friends, and … Iniru had explained all of it to him, but he still wasn’t sure exactly how it worked. He suspected it only made sense if you were k’chasan. Their culture was very different from that of the zaboko and the baojendari.


  “Over the course of a hundred years, the clan blossomed,” Lu Bei said. “A town grew up around the tower, and people planted fields covering the plateau. We were running out of space, and then, while Master was away on an adventure, an earthquake struck. The tower crumbled, the monolith fell, and the town, made primarily of wood, caught fire and burned. So we migrated and founded Ekaran.”


  “Why didn’t he take the monolith with him, if it was so powerful?” Turesobei asked.


  “Master was heartbroken, and the monolith wouldn’t work anymore. He gave up on it. His wives had died, and he took no others after them. He said he’d lost more than enough of them over ten millennia. But he made Aikonshi what she is during that time. That made him happy for a while.”


  Lu Bei fluttered around, clearly lost in thought.


  “Well, now what?” Zaiporo asked.


  “Simple,” Lu Bei replied. “We just have to set it back up.”


  “Do you see how tall it is? It must weigh tons.”


  “What were you thinking, Lu Bei?” Shoma asked. “We risked our lives to get here. There's not a chance we can get that thing up.”


  Turesobei sighed. “We’ll just have to try. I guess … we can dig it out and attach rope to it, and then I can make all of us and the denekon stronger through magic. The spell of decreased weight scribed several times on the pillar should help. It’s going to take me a day to get everything ready.”


  “None of that will work, master. It’s way too heavy.”


  “You got a better way, Lu Bei? You were the one who brought me out here and told me it could be restored.”


  “Page 493.”


  “What?”


  “Master’s grimoire.”


  Turesobei flipped to the page and found the spell of upside down becomes right side up. He remembered this one. “This spell is gibberish — it makes no sense.”


  “Recite the spell seven times, master. Just use your internal kenja, naturally. Target the monolith.”


  “Care to tell me what it does?”


  “And ruin the surprise?” Lu Bei giggled. “No way!”


  He shrugged. Lu Bei would be Lu Bei.


  “You three take care of the denekon and get some rest. This will take me at least three hours.”


  With the book held in front of him, Turesobei began chanting the spell. The syllables were all standard Old Tengba Ren, but the arrangement was mumbo jumbo. There were only two runes to picture: a stylized Chonda Goshawk and one he’d never seen before. If this was Kaiaru magic, it wasn’t going to work.


  The sun set. He squinted. He couldn’t cast darksight in the middle of another spell.


  “Lu Bei,” he heard Shoma say. They were sitting around a campfire chatting quietly. “How’s Sobei supposed to see?”


  “Oops!”


  Lu Bei flew over and perched on Turesobei’s shoulders. He nearly stuttered on a syllable. He’d never practiced this before. If he messed up, he’d have to start over.


  Lu Bei made his eyes glow. They cast enough light that Turesobei could read the page. He nearly laughed, but he kept his focus. I need the monolith to save Iniru. I must save Iniru.


  He chanted the last syllable. Power rushed out from his kavaru, from his soul, from the land itself.


  The air around the mounds shimmered. The ground quaked. Amber-colored flames erupted around the ruins. The fire burned so bright everyone had to turn their heads.


  Once the flames faded to a soft glow, the Monolith of Sooku and Chonda Tower stood again, in pristine condition! Turesobei’s mouth fell open, and he staggered backward.


  Lu Bei pumped his fists in the air and buzzed around in crazy circles.


  “It worked, master! It worked! Just like you said it would!”


  


  


  Chapter 37


   


   


  On Chonda Tower, a seam in the stone outlined a door, though it didn’t have any hinges or a handle.


  Lu Bei rapped his knuckles against the stone. “Only you can open it, master.”


  Turesobei touched the door. “And how do I—”


  The stone rectangle shimmered, then vanished. Not an illusion … so where had the door gone? His companions oohed and awed. But he was speechless. This was ridiculously powerful magic, though not as grand as resurrecting the entire tower, of course.


  “So no one can open the door but me?”


  “Or anyone you designate.”


  “Why me?”


  “Because you —” He clapped his hand over his mouth. “Because you are the heir of Master’s kavaru.”


  Turesobei stepped in. Hanging lanterns flared to life, and flames blazed in a fireplace on the other side of the room. No wood. No coal. Magical flames rising from rune-carved stones. Was the entire tower enchanted? Where did all the power come from?


  Mahogany-stained reed mats lined the walls, holding in the warmth. But cold marble stretched across the floor of the tower. A six-pointed star contained within a circle decorated the center of the floor. A shaft of white light shone down onto the pattern. Otherwise, the room was entirely bare. No furniture or wall scrolls or plants.


  The door reappeared and closed them in.


  “You might want to let the others in, master. Touch the door and invite them.”


  He let them in and, following Lu Bei’s instructions, gave them all the right to open the door any time.


  “There’s no staircase,” said Enashoma.


  “No need, Lady Shoma.”


  “Then how do you get upstairs?”


  “Step onto the star, master, and name the level you want to go to. There are seven levels.”


  Turesobei walked onto the star. “Level Two.”


  His feet came up off the floor and he levitated upward, as if the by the spell of levitation. He stopped rising up at the second level.


  “What now?”


  “Step off if you want to enter the room.”


  He stepped into another bare room. The only difference was that the floor had reed matting and the walls had six windows, matching the orientation of the points on the star pattern. That was weird. He hadn’t noticed any windows from the outside. They seemed to be made of normal glass, but when he touched one it disappeared, just like the front door had. When he thought about it returning, it immediately reappeared. This magic, used for such common purpose and still lasting, exceeded anything described in tales about the Kaiaru.


  Now the part that required trust. He shut his eyes and stepped into the glowing shaft of light. He didn’t fall. He hovered again. The white light shone down from a matching star pattern on the ceiling of the seventh floor.


  “Level One.”


  He drifted back down.


  “Lu Bei, there are windows upstairs. I didn’t see any on the outside.”


  “You can only see them from the inside, master. Master valued privacy.”


  His companions wandered over, eager to try a turn at levitating.


  “Is the High Wizard’s Tower like this?” Awasa asked. “With a levitating … portal?”


  The tower was off limits to everyone except Turesobei and Kahenan and their servants, and even the servants couldn’t access the top three floors. Of course, Shoma perpetually invited herself over, and Kahenan didn’t seem to mind her wandering about. She reminded him of his deceased wife, their grandmother.


  “Hardly,” Shoma said. “It’s furnished, but not magical. It’s a bit dingy.” She turned to Turesobei. “You really need to remodel the place when you take over.”


  “Why is this place so empty?” Awasa said. “Since it’s magically restored, you’d think it would have furnishings.”


  “The magic restores the tower,” said Lu Bei, “but we took the furnishings to Ekaran. Those don’t come back. Master had his limits.”


  Turesobei wasn’t sure about that at the moment.


  “You know,” said Enashoma, “you’d think if Chonda Lu made a second tower in Ekaran, he would’ve made it magical like this one.”


  Lu Bei shook his head. “Master was … disinterested … when he built the High Wizard’s Tower. That’s why it’s so simple. And it could never have been as spectacular as this one. We’re standing on an intersection of ley lines.”


  “On what?” Zaiporo asked.


  “Channels of power that cut across the land, like rivers or roads through Batsakun,” Turesobei said. “It’s a natural process, created by a number of geographic features and processes. It’s a complex science. The Kaiaru knew it well, but not all the knowledge has passed down to us. I’m not that good at reading them, honestly. The boost in power is subtle, unless you’re on a particularly strong one or the intersection of two or more.”


  His companions’ eyes glazed over. The ley lines explained a lot. Of course the monolith would sit along an intersection of ley lines. Oh, the star pattern!


  “Lu Bei, are there six crossing lines here?”


  “You’re picking up the art, master!”


  He pointed at the star on the floor. “I wish.”


  “I bet you can pick these up if you tried, master.”


  “I can feel the crossing, even see it,” Turesobei said. “I just didn’t detect the individual lines before now.”


  “This is one of the strongest crossings in Okoro,” said Lu Bei.


  The crossing of six lines would provide a tremendous boost in power to a Kaiaru with the knowledge of how to channel that current.


  “So is it worth sleeping in here?” Zaiporo asked. “I mean, it’s warm and all, but the floor looks hard.”


  “The second floor is matted,” Turesobei said.


  Turesobei went back upstairs, checking each level. Levels Two through Five were identical. Level Six had padded matting on the floor. Level Seven had plain stone flooring, no windows, and no fireplace. Clearly the workroom. This tower had a conical, slate rooftop, so this was as high as it went. No rooftop workspace like at the High Wizard’s Tower.


  He went back down and let the others take turns levitating up and down through the tower, wide-eyed and laughing, except Awasa. She enjoyed herself, but was quiet. Lu Bei spiraled up alongside Shoma, singing a nonsensical song. She laughed and chatted with him, and then laughed with Zaiporo as he went up and down.


  Awasa had no one. She was alone.


  She was always alone. He’d never considered that before. But if her mother resented her, then the only other people she had in her life were servants like Marumi and Zaiporo. And if all of them felt like Zaiporo … she had friends her age, other girls. But were they really friends, or just people who wanted to be seen near the pretty girl with all the social status?


  Well, if she was still alone, it was her fault. He couldn’t help her anymore. He’d tried, and all he’d gotten for it was her out on the quest with him and having to talk her off the cliff and into apologizing to the others. All requiring energy he couldn’t afford to give away.


  Shoma landed and grabbed his hand. “Why are you standing there with that sourpuss expression? Have some fun!”


  “But … it’s just levitating.”


  Enashoma and Awasa looked at him, stunned. Zaiporo poked his head into the hole from the second floor and stared down at him.


  “You’ve levitated before?!” Shoma exclaimed.


  “Well, yes, of course I have. It’s a standard difficulty spell. I learned it two years ago. Naturally Grandfather made me practice. You know how he—”


  “You can levitate with a spell and you’ve never taken me levitating?! I’m your sister! What kind of brother are you?!”


  “Umm … not the good kind?”


  She punched him on the shoulder. Hard. “You got that right.”


  “You know Grandfather wouldn’t have allowed it.”


  “Like that ever stopped you?”


  She had a point, but magic was this whole other thing, this serious thing that he didn’t share. Maybe that was wrong. But that’s how it was done. For some reason.


  “I’m sorry, Shoma. I’ll never do it again.”


  “Better not. I let you use my origami creatures all the time.”


  They made camp on the plush sixth floor of the tower. They ate early and went straight to bed, which was easy to do. No cold autumn air. A nice roaring fire. Lanterns he could turn off with a word. No worries of being attacked. One night of relaxation.


  But while the others went right to sleep, he couldn’t. Tomorrow he had to use the monolith, and it had to succeed. He couldn’t accept the alternative, that all of this effort, and all the trouble they were going to get into, would have been for nothing. He sat in front of the fire and pulled out the note from Iniru. He read over it again, touched the bloodstains.


  “That the letter?” Awasa said from over his shoulder.


  He hastily folded it and put it away. “Yeah. Why aren’t you asleep?”


  She sat down beside him, close but not too close. Just close enough to make him uncomfortable.


  “I really am sorry. About all this. I shouldn’t have come.”


  “If you want, I can try to get you back to Ekaran after tomorrow. We’re not that far away from—”


  “I’ve gone too far to turn back now. If I went back without seeing it through …” She sniffed and wiped away a tear. She couldn’t go on.


  “I understand. It’s hard to go back when everything has changed.”


  “And when everything is miserable already. No, I don’t mean that. I’ve got a good life. I … I could have a good life at home. I am sorry for coming. This wasn’t about me. It shouldn’t be about me. Now you’re stuck with me here and I don’t know what to do about you and me and …”


  “Don’t worry about it. That’s probably the best thing we can do, right?”


  “I guess so,” she murmured. “Guess you’re really worried, huh? That you won’t be able to find her.”


  “If she’s alive. This spell isn’t designed for this. I have no idea if the monolith can boost it enough, or if I can work it.”


  “You’ll find her.” Awasa stood and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re gifted in a way none of the rest of us are. Even other wizards. I’ve no doubt that you can do it. I believe you can do anything you want.”


  


  


  Chapter 38


   


   


  The Monolith of Sooku was a hexagonal pillar the height of twelve men. The base was hollowed out inside at ground level with a narrow archway that led inside. Turesobei touched the stone, then drew his hand away. The black stone, whatever it was, was hot to the touch. Not so much as to burn one’s hand, but enough to be uncomfortable.


  “What is this stone?”


  “Fallen star, master.”


  “You mean it’s a meteorite?”


  “You — Chonda Lu always called it a fallen star. It comes from the Mountains of the Stars on the far side of the Yundragos Plains, which lie south of Tengba Ren. The stone is an excellent channel of energy, second only to dark iron.” Lu Bei shrugged. “That’s really all I know. I went there with Master once when he sought advice from the High Priestess of the Ojaka’ari, but I didn’t see where the stone comes from.”


  Channels were cut into the stone in complex patterns, except at the base where the channels fed into complex runes. The hexagonal shape matched the flow from the ley lines.


  “Did all the monoliths need to be on intersections of six ley lines?”


  “Only the intersection of two lines was necessary within Tengba Ren, but Master needed much more power to reach across the ocean.”


  It had taken his ancestors three weeks to sail from Tengba Ren to Okoro.


  “Did the monolith work?” Turesobei asked.


  “Unreliably with the homeland, but it did work, especially with the Monolith of Tagana. Until the Great Darkening, of course.”


  Contact between Okoro and Turesobei’s ancestors in Tengba Ren had ceased contact before Chonda Lu had died. Ships stopped coming. Those sent from Okoro to find out why never returned. For six hundred years now, they’d had no contact with Tengba Ren. The baojendari and zaboko cultures had blended together. The baojendari even adopted and modified the native language.


  “When the ships stopped coming, when the exchange of messages stopped from Tengba Ren, why didn’t Chonda Lu sail back? So many others did, but he was the great sailor, the great explorer.”


  Lu Bei shrugged.


  “You don’t know?!” Turesobei said.


  “He wouldn’t tell me, master. He came out here one night to contact the homeland. He spent an hour talking to someone. When he left the monolith, he was shaken. As disturbed as I had ever seen Master. It was worse than what she did to him. I — I don’t know that Master was ever really the same afterward. Whatever he learned, it was bad. That was the last time the monolith worked.”


  “You didn’t ask him? You didn’t hear what was said?”


  Lu Bei pointed to himself. “Don’t you know me? Of course I asked. Day and night. But Chonda Lu refused to talk about it. He banned me from hearing what was said and kept to that decision.”


  “Well, how does it work?”


  “You sit inside and open a channel with the monolith and direct your spell like you did before. The monolith will magnify the distance the magic travels.”


  “You’re sure it will work for me?”


  “Certain, master. All you need to work it is a kavaru, and you have the kavaru of the man who set the monolith here.”


  Lu Bei had explained to him earlier that anyone with a kavaru could communicate through one of the monoliths with anyone sitting inside another monolith: a one-way message to a normal human or a conversation with someone else bearing a kavaru.


  “And there’s no chance of me connecting to the other monoliths?”


  “The one in East Tagana was destroyed by an earthquake. The one in West Tagana was abandoned after the Great Darkening. The others … it would be a miracle if you connected with someone in Tengba Ren.”


  Enashoma listened patiently. Awasa rested. Zaiporo roamed around exploring the plateau, looking for artifacts.


  “How many monoliths were there in Tengba Ren?” Shoma asked.


  “Every major town and city had one, my lady. So … ninety, I think.”


  “How would you know if there was someone there to give a message to?”


  “Receivers were employed to sit in them all day and await messages.”


  Turesobei climbed through the archway and sat in the recess. The channel tugged at his internal kenja, trying to pull it upward through the monolith.


  “I can feel it! I didn’t expect the pull to be so powerful. I’m starting to think maybe this can work.”


  “Master used it for the spell of locating that which is hidden once, so I know you can do it.”


  “What was he searching for?” Enashoma asked.


  “Aikonshi.”


  “Did he find her?” Turesobei asked.


  “He found where she had been. Naturally, she was moving. We tracked her down from there. It … didn’t go well.”


  “Well, I guess I’m ready.” He drew a spell strip. “No sense in putting it off any further.”


  Shoma ducked her head in and kissed him on the cheek. “Good luck, big brother. Find her.”


  “Remember, master, do not panic as the energies go outward. Stay open throughout the process. Fortune be with you!”


  Turesobei sat lotus and meditated, clutching the spell strip in one hand and the letter from Iniru in the other. Embracing the tug of the monolith as it pulled his spirit upward, he chanted the complete spell, as if he didn’t even have the spell strip. He wanted the best possible casting. He opened the channel to the storm sigil as much as he could without risking passing out or entering the dragon dream.


  Turesobei completed the casting. The spell of locating that which is hidden was supposed to reach out and find the object or person, and then give him a sense of what direction and how far, a sense of location that would hopefully stay updated as he went. If it worked well, it would give him a glimpse of the exact location.


  The spell didn’t work that way this time.


  


  


  Chapter 39


   


   


  The monolith’s channels jerked his consciousness free from his body. Around him, the world hazed into a vague mist of faded and fleeting images, as in a half-remembered dream … as if he had projected himself into the Shadowland, something he’d done only once, cautiously, as a training exercise.


  In this astral form, he rocketed out from the monolith and zoomed over the land. It felt like when he became a dragon, except he was only himself and had no control over where he went.


  This wasn’t how the spell was supposed to work. Worried that something must have gone wrong with the casting, he started to pull back. Then he remembered Lu Bei’s warning to embrace the monolith’s power. Had he known this would happen? Lu Bei was sneaky enough not to tell him.


  Turesobei traveled west of Sooku, up into the central portion of the Orichomo Mountains, the chain separating Batsakun and Zangaiden, through the clouds and high into the tallest peaks. He drifted down onto a ledge fifty paces deep and many more wide. On that ledge stood something lost to the modern world.


  Surrounded by a halo of blue-white kenja was a stone arch the height of two men and wide enough to fit three denekon. Tiny runes covered every inch of the portal. The Ancient Zabokan rune representing winter blazed at the top of the arch.


  The Winter Gate. The portal into the Celestial Realm of Winter, also known as the Ancient Cold and Deep.


  No wonder it was lost. How could anyone get up here to it? But what did this have to do with Iniru and the Lair of the Deadly Twelve?


  He passed the gate and floated through a stretch of tunnels leading from the gate deep into the mountain. His spirit form entered an expansive cavern, illuminated by torches and translucent moss sagging from the walls. One side of the cavern was level, with a polished floor; the other half was rough and interspersed with many raised sections. A series of doors lined one side of the flat half of the cavern. He glided through one door and into a small room.


  On a bed sat a zaboko child, maybe seven or eight, with plump cheeks, silky white hair, and brilliant, ice-blue eyes. She clutched a knitted rabbit to her chest. It was hard to focus for long on her features in this dreamlike state, but her aura burned bright, identical to the kenja that surrounded the Winter Gate.


  Looming over her was a terrifying ghoul of a baojendari man, taller than Turesobei and pulsing an aura of green and black kenja and bearing the ethereal stench of the Shadowland. The ghoul’s white hair clumped in greasy tangles. A tattered crimson robe, belted at the waist, hung loose on his gaunt frame. He was toothless save for fangs, and he had a face that didn’t belong on a man who still breathed. An eight-pointed star was tattooed on his forehead. A matching amulet dripping scarlet kenja hung from his neck.


  Turesobei’s breath caught. His heart hammered in his chest. This ghoul had to be one of the Deadly Twelve. Its devilish black eyes passed over him. It didn’t spot him, but that didn’t make him any less afraid of it.


  “All you have to do, child, is open the Winter Gate for us,” the ghoul hissed.


  She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “How many times do I have to tell you no?” She was impressively brave in the ghoul’s presence. “The priests said that I should never open the gate because the Shogakami imprisoned great evils in the Ancient Cold and Deep. The gate is never to be opened.”


  “No, child, they imprisoned the good spirits of winter there. Okoro used to have in winter the most beautiful snows that would cover the land. Everyone was happier and healthier then.”


  “I don’t think that’s true.”


  “I used to be handsome. The reason I am hideous now is because part of my soul was imprisoned in the Ancient Cold and Deep. If you open the gate, I will get my beauty back.”


  “I don’t think that’s true, either.”


  Anger flashed in the ghoul’s eyes. “Once you open the gate for us, you can go free. You can live anywhere you want. In fact, in the Ancient Cold and Deep you would be the Winter Queen. Wouldn’t you like to be a queen?”


  “I don’t want to open the portal. I want to go back to the temple, back to my old life, but you took that away from me so I can’t.” She stamped her feet. “And I don’t want to be a queen!”


  “But it is your destiny. You were born to open the gate and be the Winter Queen.”


  She spun away from him. As she did so, her nightgown lifted from her skin just enough that Turesobei spotted a hint of blue tattoo underneath. He knew those marks from a treatise Chonda Lu himself had written on ancient zaboko rituals. This girl couldn’t be harmed by violence! Powerful zaboko ritual magic that required blood sacrifice shielded her. Knowledge of how to perform the ritual was supposed to be extinct.


  “Just go away!” she said.


  The ghoul locked the door behind him. Turesobei ghosted along after him. In the cavern, the ghoul met up with another, nearly identical to him except for a hint of breasts and hips. She lacked the tattoo and the amulet. Something coiled and slithered like snakes beneath her sleeves.


  “She still resists,” the tattooed ghoul said.


  “We should break her, Barakaros. The sooner the better. Something could go wrong.”


  “What could possibly go wrong?”


  “Jaskashi has not yet caught the qengai girl. He has been tracking her for days.”


  “Asusharus, you and Zaharalla are here in the cavern with me and the eight. The girl won’t make it past us. Besides, our brother always catches his prey.”


  Turesobei spotted the other ghouls. One leaning against the opposite wall, four at a tunnel leading deeper into the mountain, and four at the tunnel leading out to the gate. How had he passed without noticing them? The one on the opposite wall, Zaharalla he guessed, was tossing a sickly-looking goop between his hands. A chill ran up his spine as he recognized that the eight had no facial features.


  “I’m certain the qengai girl is what Jaskashi sensed in the child’s room that night,” said the tattooed ghoul named Barakaros. “I think she was there then, hiding from us. I think she came to kill the girl and couldn’t do it. Now she’s trying to save her, or kill her. Doesn’t matter. She can’t get to her, and she never could have killed her anyway.”


  “The Sacred Codex is a joke. Why send one girl after the child, to kill or rescue? It should’ve have sent an army.”


  The two ghouls unlocked a door and followed a long tunnel to a second door. This one was warded by a powerful blood magic, with the most intricate locking rune Turesobei had ever seen. Barakaros placed his hand on the rune and spoke a string of unintelligible syllables. After a few minutes, the door swung open. Inside, a gray-haired, skeletal baojendari man dressed in outdated formal robes sat in a chair, muttering to himself and raking his fingernails over the skin of his arms. Hanging from his neck was a sapphire kavaru.


  Twelve heads lay stacked in the corner. They hadn’t begun to rot. Perhaps because of the cold.


  “Have you come for my head at last?” the wizard wheezed in an oddly hopeful tone.


  “We still need you alive,” said Barakaros.


  “But I performed the blood ritual and worked the spell. You owe me!”


  Asusharus bared her fangs and hissed.


  “I do not fear you,” the wizard said.


  Asusharus stepped forward, but Barakaros held her back. “You called for us, wizard. What do you want?”


  “I want to die. Can’t you see that? I sacrificed three grandchildren and both my daughters. You were dead, trapped in the Shadowland. You were nothing without me.”


  “We killed your upstart apprentice, your former king, and the ten other enemies you named.”


  “And now you’re supposed to claim my head and soul and go. A deal is a deal. I wish to be done with life.”


  Barakaros smiled. “Once we kill you, we must return to the Shadowland again. As long as you live, we have time.”


  “Time for what?”


  “Time to take our own vengeance,” Asusharus hissed. “We are hiring ourselves.”


  “The sooner the Winter Child opens the portal,” said Barakaros, “the sooner this will end.”


  “Then break her will and be done with it,” the wizard snapped. “You have the power.”


  “Breaking her will could break her mind so badly that she would not be able to open the gate,” replied Barakaros. “I will not risk that unless I must.”


  “Why open the Winter Gate?”


  “To release the One Hundred and the Eight from the Ancient Cold and Deep where the Shogakami imprisoned them. They will serve our vengeance upon all Okoro, slaughtering thousands. The gate shall spread eternal winter and blanket the land in ice. And the One Hundred and the Eight shall rule forever, with no one to oppose them.”


  “You despise this land that much?”


  “Yes! The Jade Emperor tricked us and bound us to this backwater island. We hate Okoro, so Okoro must suffer.”


  “But we hate Chonda Lu even more!” Asusharus hissed.


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Because of him we can never come back and be as we were before,” Barakaros said. “For our vengeance to be complete, Chonda Lu must die, along with one hundred and forty four of his closest friends and family. Twelve heads for each of us. Then we will claim yours and cease to be.”


  


  


  Chapter 40


   


   


  “No!” Turesobei screamed.


  He slammed his hands over his mouth, but the wraiths showed no response. They hadn’t heard him — he wasn’t really here. That was why it was like a dream — a nightmare, actually.


  The Deadly Twelve … back for revenge.


  Chonda Lu was long dead, but Turesobei wore his kavaru. They were going to kill him. They were going to kill Shoma and Grandfather Kahenan. Lu Bei and Aikonshi. Mother, Awasa, King Ugara and Prince Chien. One hundred and forty-four. The clan numbered thousands. But they would kill his friends and family … everyone in the direct Chonda bloodline. The nobility would be decimated ahead of war with the Gawo. The clan would be ruined.


  Before he could learn more, the spell pulled him out of the room. He ghosted back up the tunnel to the main cavern, then past the ghouls at the entrance to a passage that led deeper into the mountain. He floated through the tunnels, turn after turn. It was a maze of caves and carved tunnels. Sometimes he passed doors or empty rooms.


  Something moved ahead.


  Another ghoulish sorcerer, but this one was different from the others. He was barrel-chested, with bulging muscles and patchy fur on his limbs. Turesobei drifted in front of him and gasped. He had the snout and jaws and wild yellow eyes of a wolf … or nearly a wolf. He was still half-man, but far more wolf-like than Hakamoro.


  This must be Jaskashi. He scanned the passageway, paused, and sniffed. He turned his head toward a crevice. He plunged his arm in. His claws struck stone. He growled and moved away.


  “I know you’re nearby, girl! I will find you!”


  He moved on. Turesobei didn’t. His eyes fell to the bottom of the niche, below where Jaskashi had struck.


  Iniru!


  She crouched in the niche, holding an onyx figurine in front of her. She silently mouthed a chant with her eyes closed.


  Seeing her …. it was like a demon reached in and gripped his heart. Her face was bruised. Her uniform filthy and torn, hanging loosely on a gaunt frame. Cuts lined her arms. But her eyes … her eyes were haunted, terrified. She was lost, alone. As good as dead. She knew it. He knew it. He had to get here, somehow, and save her, but the chance of making it here soon enough ….


  She stopped chanting and glanced around the corner. Her ears twitched. She sniffed. She took off, heading the opposite direction.


  Four jagged cuts had sliced through her uniform and across her back. Festering scabs had sealed over the inflamed wounds. Oh gods. If the ghouls didn’t get her, that would.


  With a hitch in her step, she darted down one tunnel, left turn, right turn, right turn. She went so fast, he didn’t think she even knew where she was going.


  Water pooled on the floor ahead. She dipped her hands in it and drank. Dark moss draped from the ceiling. She ripped a handful down and stuffed it into her mouth. She gagged but kept it down, chewing and swallowing as quickly as she could.


  Iniru ran again. The hitch became a pronounced limp. She grimaced and slowed. A recess opened into a tunnel, immediately past a turn. She paused and glanced around. Her ears flicked. A painful sigh passed through her lips. She limped in and collapsed against the wall.


  She faded in and out. Dozing or passing out, he wasn’t sure. Her eyes widened. They locked right on his.


  “Sobei,” she mouthed.


  She leaned forward and reached out … and her hand passed through him. She coughed a laugh and threw her head back against the stone. Her eyes faded.


  She faded away, then everything faded to mists.


  His consciousness slammed back into his body in the hollow of the monolith. He clawed his way out through the arch. Lu Bei zipped over to him, Enashoma running behind.


  “Master, are you okay?”


  “The Lair … high in the Orichomos. Winter Gate … One Hundred and the Eight … blanket Okoro in ice … forever.”


  


  


  Chapter 41


   


   


  Venison roasted, crackling and spitting, over a fire. The scent knotted Turesobei’s stomach with hunger. His lips were cracked, his throat was dry. He rolled over, every muscle cramping, and peeled his eyes open. Zaiporo held a chunk of meat on a skewer over the flames in the fireplace on the sixth floor of Chonda Tower.


  Enashoma lay curled up asleep in the corner, her arms wrapped around Lu Bei. The fetch’s lips fluttered, and his ears twitched as he snored — what a traitor.


  Awasa leaned over him. She pushed the hair from his face. His queue had come undone at some point. She smelled … fresh. Her skin was clean. Her hair, too. He was confused.


  She smiled. “Do you need something?”


  He gave a tiny nod. “Water.”


  She gave him a canteen. “Are you okay?”


  The words scraped out from his throat. “I’ve been better. I’ve been—”


  Images flashed through his mind: the Deadly Twelve, the caves, the Winter Child, Iniru suffering. His heart raced. He trembled.


  Frowning, Awasa squeezed his hands. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  No time to panic. Doesn’t do any good. Focus. He took deep breaths and pushed it to the back of his mind. Like with a difficult spell, he just needed to concentrate on the steps to be taken. Worrying about the result only assured failure.


  “Just remembering what I saw. I’ll be fine.”


  He sat up. The world spun. He laid back down.


  “What time is it?”


  “Morning. You’ve been out for twelve hours. I was — we were very worried about you.”


  “It's just exhaustion.”


  She took his hands and helped him sit up. He went wobbly, and she grabbed his shoulders and kept him up until the dizziness faded. She brought him a handful of dried fruit.


  He ate and washed it down. Awasa gave him a quick kiss on the forehead. What — what was that?


  “I’ll wake the others and fix you a proper breakfast. After that, you can get a bath.” She wrinkled her nose. “You certainly need one.”


  “A bath?”


  “There’s one on the floor below. Lu Bei showed us how to work it.”


  “I don’t remember a—”


  “You have to slide a panel back on the floor. He’ll have to explain it to you. But it’s there and … it’s wonderful.”


  “I don’t really have time for—”


  “Make time for it. You won’t regret it. And, I apologize for what I’m about to say but … well … you really do stink and you look terrible.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Sorry.”


  She brought him a breakfast of walnuts and roasted deer meat. Zaiporo sat beside him. He had clearly had a bath as well. The grime was gone from his ash-gray skin. His clothes were clean. His hair was neat … and cut!


  Had he really only been out for twelve hours?


  “Good to see you up. Are we going to rest here for the day?”


  “Apparently I’m getting a bath. After that, we’re leaving.”


  “You want the bath,” Zaiporo said. “Trust me.”


  Awasa woke Enashoma. Lu Bei hissed at Awasa. She stuck her tongue out at him. He returned the favor. Lu Bei zoomed across the room and into Turesobei’s arms. He returned the hug.


  “Master, you’re up! What did you see? Did you find—”


  “Iniru is alive … for now.”


  Shoma cheered. “Tell us all about—”


  “I’m not ready to talk about it. Not yet. I need my strength.”


  “That bad?” Lu Bei asked.


  “Worse.”


  He sat the food bowl aside.


  “Bath time,” Awasa said.


  “Do I really smell that bad?”


  “Yes,” they all replied in unison.


  Laughing, Shoma added, “We all did. You’re just the last one who’s dirty. So it’s kind of noticeable.”


  “I really don’t have the time for it.”


  “You’re not going to get another chance for a bath,” Shoma said. “And it is complete perfection.”


  “You’ll be stronger afterward,” Awasa said. “Refreshed and ready to travel again. Just take an hour.”


  He levitated down one floor. Everyone followed him. Steam rose up from a tub sunk into the floor in front of one of the fireplaces. But where did the tub go? He hadn’t seen anything protruding from the ceiling below. An illusion? And what heated the water? It couldn’t steam when the sliding panel was closed.


  He shook his head. It didn’t matter. There was no point trying to understand this tower. It would take him years of study to figure it out.


  Awasa had placed his spare clothes next to the tub, along with a comb and a fresh tie for his hair.


  “Thank you,” he told her.


  She smiled and sighed all at once.


  He stared at them. They stared back.


  “Well?”


  “Well what?” Enashoma said.


  “I’m not going to bathe with all of you standing there.”


  Only Lu Bei stayed. Turesobei stripped down and climbed into the hot water. The temperature was perfect, almost but not quite too hot. His muscles eased. The water smelled of lavender and minerals. He ducked his head under and shook the grime out of his hair. The water tasted faintly of salt.


  “This is the most relaxing bath I’ve ever had.”


  Lu Bei sat on the ledge and dipped his feet in. “Master’s special blend of herbs and minerals.”


  Turesobei opened his kenja-sight and laughed. Green and gold healing currents flowed through the water. Subtle. Not strong enough to heal anything more than a scratch, but they would aid muscle recovery and stimulate healing. And he had a lot of scratches! No wonder the others insisted he take a bath.


  “The tub’s enchanted.”


  “Well, of course, master. But the herbs and minerals are important too.”


  “I knew Chonda Lu was powerful, like all Kaiaru, but this is beyond what I could imagine.”


  “People have forgotten how powerful the Kaiaru were, and Master was one of the best. And this is a place of power. It was easy for Master to create such comforts here. He couldn’t have done so in Ekaran, even if he had wanted to.”


  Turesobei scrubbed his skin, then leaned back, soaking. After a long while, he was finally ready to talk. As ready as he was going to be. He knew from experience that talking about it would make it all too real.


  “Lu Bei, it’s bad. Far worse than I could have expected. The original Twelve are back.”


  Lu Bei chewed on his lip and scowled. “Are you sure, master? I don’t see how they could be. Chonda Lu killed them. I was there.”


  “Oh, it’s definitely them. They’re back, and they’re mad about Chonda Lu having killed them. They’re going to come for me soon. They’ve got one shot at vengeance, and they plan on making the most of it.”


  Lu Bei winced as if he’d been stabbed in the gut. “Tell me everything.”


  “Go get the others. No reason to say it all twice.”


  The others levitated down. Awasa blushed when she noticed he was still in the tub. But the tub was sunk into the floor, and he was all the way in. She couldn’t see anything more than his shoulders from the other side of the room. But then, she probably hadn’t even seen a boy without a shirt on before this trip. If Enashoma was a sheltered princess, Awasa was a porcelain doll kept on a high shelf in a secret room.


  Lu Bei dipped his feet back into the tub and waved to the others. “There’s room for everyone.”


  “No!” Turesobei told him. “It’s not proper.”


  Lu Bei shrugged. “Why not? You used to do it all the time.”


  “I did not. Chonda Lu may have. But he was a Kaiaru. And times change, you know?”


  “Apparently not, master. Because here I am on the verge of my master fighting the Deadly Twelve. I’ve been awake a little more than a year since the last time I saw them, even if centuries fell between those months.”


  Turesobei knew from the look on the fetch’s little face exactly what he was thinking: he was going to see his master die against the Deadly Twelve for a second time.


  The others sat across the room. Enashoma looked hopeful, Zaiporo skeptical, and Awasa’s face was blank. He haltingly described what he had seen. Everything.


  “The Deadly Twelve are going to come after us?!” Enashoma wailed. “After our clan, our family?! What can we do?”


  “I don’t know. Fight them, I guess.”


  “You can’t beat them, master. You are not strong enough. Chonda Lu died killing them. And it obviously wasn’t permanent.”


  Turesobei shrugged. “At least we know Iniru is alive … for now. She can’t hold out much longer. The wound on her back will get her if they don’t. But she isn’t trying to escape. I think she knows what they’re up to and is trying to stop them.”


  “You think she’s actually going to try to kill the child?” Shoma said.


  “That’s what she was supposed to do, I think, and she couldn’t.”


  “I can’t imagine her killing a child,” Shoma said.


  “She’s an assassin, though, right?” Zaiporo told her. “That’s her job. It’s supposed to be for the greater good.”


  “There’s nothing good about killing a child,” Shoma replied.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Turesobei said, “because she can’t kill the child. The child’s invulnerable. Protected by an ancient magic. If the Winter Child opens the gate, all of Okoro will suffer. The One Hundred and the Eight will return and plunge Okoro into chaos. And Winter will blanket the land forever.”


  “The One Hundred and the Eight?” Zaiporo asked.


  “Ancient devils of some sort,” Lu Bei said. “Master thought they might be yomon, but wasn’t sure.”


  “What are yomon?” Shoma asked.


  “Something far worse than demons,” Turesobei replied. He didn’t know a lot about them, but he knew enough to be terrified. This was getting worse.


  “But couldn’t the child close the door again after letting the devils through?” Shoma asked. “That would at least prevent winter.”


  “It seems logical that she could close it if she could open it,” Lu Bei said. “But we don’t really know for sure. Maybe once it’s open, it’s open for good, though I don’t think that’s how it would work. Could be the Twelve have a plan to prevent her from closing it.”


  “Their leader,” said Turesobei, “Bara … Bara …”


  “Barakaros the Warlock,” Lu Bei said. “The others are Jaskashi the Wolf, Zaharalla the Poisoner, and Asusharus the Spider.”


  “Barakaros said that if he has to, he will break the child’s willpower and compel her to open the gate. There’s a risk he might ruin her, though, or he would’ve done it already. He needs her whole to get the gate opened. I think he’ll give up on her eventually, though, and risk it. His primary concern is killing Chonda Lu and his heirs.”


  “White-steel can penetrate the ward protecting the girl,” Lu Bei said. “But being wraiths like they are, I’m not sure they can handle white-steel. You could kill her with it, though, master.”


  “I’m not killing an innocent child.”


  “Not even to save all Okoro?”


  “It’s not an option, Lu Bei.”


  “You don’t think the Winter Child can hold out against them?” Zaiporo asked.


  “I don’t know, but either way, they will still come after us. I’ve got to face them, and I’d rather do it when there’s a chance my sacrifice can prevent eternal winter.”


  “You need help, master. You can’t beat them alone.”


  “If you went home, you’d have an entire army to fight them with,” said Zaiporo.


  “They’d find him in a moment of weakness,” Lu Bei said. “They’d hit him when he was the least guarded, appearing practically out of nowhere. If they could sneak up on Chonda Lu …”


  “But he could still have powerful people near him at all times,” Zaiporo said. “That would give him a chance.”


  “I’m supposed to lock myself in the High Wizard’s Tower while the land falls to chaos and my friends and family are picked off and killed? No, I’m going after them. I’ve just got figure out how to get to the Winter Gate. There must have been pathways, tunnels up the mountain that priests used.”


  “The tunnels are carefully hidden, master. But I know where they are. I’ve been there.”


  “If I use the storm energies, if I really let loose with the power, can I take them?”


  “All of them? I don’t think so, master.”


  “Then I’ll just have to do the best I can. I’ve got to face them. They’re going to come for me sooner or later.”


   


  *****


   


  Turesobei gathered his gear and loaded his pack onto his denekon. He glanced back at Chonda Tower and the Monolith of Sooku. He wished he could stay longer. He needed rest. His soul ached. Only a wizard would understand that. But it did. The projection all the way to the lair of the Deadly Twelve had taken a lot out of him. He gritted his teeth. Rest would come in the saddle, or not at all.


  Lu Bei hovered beside him. “Master, the tunnels start on the Zangaiden side.”


  “So you said.”


  “It will take us weeks to get there.”


  “Then we should hurry.”


  “We’ll only lose ten days by going back to Ekaran—”


  “We’ll get help at Tumokon and go from there,” Turesobei told him.


  Tumokon, the capital of Tikaso Province, was only three days away if they rode hard.


  “The magistrate won’t believe you,” Lu Bei said. “But Kahenan will. And you will have strength at home to fight them.”


  “I’m the heir to the High Wizard of the Chonda. I think Tumokon will listen, especially if they’ve heard of my exploits. Look, I’ve got to get to the lair before the Deadly Twelve attack. Maybe trick them into thinking I’m the only one left. I don’t want to be anywhere near home if they come for me. And yes, the magistrate may not believe me. But you know there’s no guarantee that King Ugara will believe me either, or let me go.”


  The world spun. His vision darkened. He leaned against the denekon. Deep breaths. Hold it together. For Iniru. He recovered and continued packing.


  Shoma put a hand on his shoulder. “You need to rest.”


  If not for the bath, he would’ve had to.


  “No time. You three will stay in Tumokon.”


  “Sobei, don’t you think—”


  “Look, I know you guys don’t agree with me. But I’ve got to act as fast as possible. Home is ten days away. Tumokon three days. And I do not want them showing up at home. I want them to come after me.”


  “Master, they will get their one hundred and forty-four one way or another.”


  “I’ve got to try. Maybe I can’t beat them. But I’ve got these storm powers, right? If I unleash on one of them, just let it all go, maybe I can kill him and save twelve people. If I can take out the Warlock, I can save one hundred and eight people. Taking him out will destroy the copies of him, right?”


  “Probably so, master. And I see your thinking, but he’s the toughest one. As tough as his eight clones by himself.”


  “I’m not changing my mind. We’ll send word to Grandfather Kahenan. We can send it via one of Enashoma’s origami creatures. Go ahead and make one, Shoma. We’ll send it tonight, while we rest the denekon.”


  He looked to Shoma, Awasa, and Zaiporo. “You three are staying behind in Tumokon, where it’s safer. No, don’t argue. This is above my head. Above Grandfather’s head. You guys have no business getting involved. I’m doing it because I have to. Shoma, you are not to go back to Ekaran, though. If you’re not there, the Twelve may never come for you.”


   


  


  


  Chapter 42


   


   


  The midday sun shone down on the aging splendor of Tumokon, on its patina-crusted copper roofs, and on the glistening Tumo River which wound through the middle of the city. The Tumo, like the Taba near Ekaran, flowed ultimately into Batsa. Tumokon was the second-oldest baojendari city in Okoro, after Batsa. But with its depleted mines and anemic farmland, the city had faded while younger cities blossomed.


  With his companions tucked away in a dense copse a league away, Turesobei rode alone into Tumokon. The guards at the outer gate noted him with interest, but said nothing. So far so good. He thought it best to reveal his identity to as few people as possible. He made his way to Inner Tumokon. Here, the guards asked his purpose.


  “I need to see the Magistrate of Tikaso Province. It is an urgent matter.”


  In Ekaran, a much smaller though more prosperous province, this would have meant seeing the king himself, after an interview with one of his ministers. But Tumokon had a magistrate who answered to their more remote, disinterested king. In Ekaran, the king had actually been nothing more than a hereditary magistrate until Chonda Lu died. Chonda Lu had never troubled himself with the day-to-day affairs of the clan.


  One of the guards detached from his unit. “Follow me.”


  He led Turesobei to the Magistrate’s Office, a stone structure with five tiered levels. It seemed more like a temple than a government building. A line of people, zaboko peasants and baojendari merchants, stretched around the building.


  “Is there something going on?” he asked the guard.


  “No. Why?”


  “There are so many people in line.”


  “Not from here are you, eh? Tumokon isn’t the most efficient place to do business.”


  King Ugara only saw a few claimants each day. There was no need to see more. Problems were few. This … this was ridiculous. The government clearly mismanaged things.


  “I need to see the Magistrate. It’s an emergency.”


  “Can you back up that claim?”


  “I swear he will want to see me.”


  The guard shoved through the line at the doorway. No one complained, though they all looked unhappy about Turesobei skipping ahead. As it was, the baojendari were clearly allowed to skip ahead of any zaboko who were in line.


  The guard introduced him to a bureaucrat in orange formal robes who interviewed each person seeking a hearing. His eyes were glazed with boredom as he stroked his long beard. A clerk behind him recorded each person and their complaint in the register.


  The bureaucrat rolled his eyes. “An emergency? I don’t really need this, you know. You just made the whole line more unhappy.”


  “I am very sorry, sir. But I do need to see the magistrate. I am Chonda Turesobei.” He pulled out his official seal from his money pouch, so he could prove his identity. “I need—”


  The bureaucrat, actually paying him attention at last, locked eyes on him. The man lifted his hand and then turned to the clerk. “Strike that name. Guardsman, send the line home. Tell them to return in the morning.”


  Turesobei fidgeted and took a deep breath to steady his nerves. The man knew who he was and was clearing the entire afternoon’s schedule. Had his fame spread that far, or was there something bad going on? A secret alliance with the Gawo? No, Tikaso had long been neutral in the conflict. Surely they hadn’t abandoned that policy.


  The guard closed the door and made his announcement. Grumbles and a few shouts sounded through the door.


  “Pay them no heed, my lord.” The bureaucrat bowed. “I’m Secretary Zeino. It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Chonda.”


  Turesobei pocketed his official identity seal. Apparently it wasn’t needed.


  “How do you know who I am?”


  He smiled absently and didn’t answer the question. “Follow me, my lord.”


  Avoidance … not a good sign. He didn’t like how this was going, but there was no turning back now. He needed help. He had to see it through.


  The ornate audience hall stretched far longer than necessary. Oak columns held up a lattice roof from which enormous lanterns hung. The windows were shuttered. At the end of the hall stood a dais the height of a man. The magistrate sat behind a table on the dais. Three councilors flanked him to each side. Was it really necessary to have seven men to judge all these cases? He’d never heard of such a thing outside Batsa, but that was the capital of Batsakun, and the magistrate courts with multiple judges handled only the large disputes between noblemen or the various provinces.


  Standing before the dais, straining to look up to the magistrate, a fishmonger pleaded his case. Turesobei broke out into a sweat. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve.


  “Wait here,” said Secretary Zeino.


  The bureaucrat climbed a set of stairs and whispered to the magistrate. The magistrate’s eyes went wide, and his jowls quivered. He said something to Zeino then stood. His enormous belly knocked over a cup of wine. He glanced at in frustration, then spoke to the merchant.


  “We have a most urgent matter to attend to. Come back tomorrow, and we shall complete your case then. You will be the first allowed in.”


  A guard escorted the perplexed merchant out, and Turesobei stepped forward. Secretary Zeino descended and stood beside Turesobei.


  “Your Honor, I present Lord Chonda Turesobei from Ekaran. He has come to ask a boon of us.” He turned to Turesobei. “My Lord, behold His Honor Magistrate Motoki.” He named the councilors present, but Turesobei didn’t pay the names any attention.


  Bows were exchanged, and Zeino exited the audience hall, leaving Turesobei alone with Magistrate Motoki and the councilors. It wasn’t wise to leave him in here unguarded. He had the power to wipe them all out if he wanted. Did they realize that? Not that he would ever do such a thing. But the thought made him relax a little. He could fight his way out of here if he absolutely had to.


  “As you may know, I am the heir of the title of High Wizard of the Chonda.”


  “We are well aware,” said Motoki in a booming voice. “Word of your deeds has spread far and wide.”


  “Your Honor, I present to you a dire matter. A plot against the land that I have uncovered. Obviously, I wasn’t near home when this happened.”


  Motoki seemed alarmed. “What matter is this? We will help if we can. Our clans have long enjoyed friendship. But if it concerns war with the Gawo …”


  “It has nothing to do with the Gawo, though it concerns all of us. Okoro will soon be plunged into endless winter by a group known as the Deadly Twelve.”


  “I have never heard of them.” Motoki glanced at the councilors, but they shook their heads.


  “They are assassins from the Old World. Chonda Lu killed them, but they have returned from the dead. They are going to open the Winter Gate and unleash the One Hundred and the Eight and eternal winter.”


  The magistrate restrained a laugh. One of the councilors giggled. The rest smirked. He’d known this was a stretch, but if they’d heard of him and the Storm Dragon’s Heart, why would they so easily doubt what he was saying?


  “You must believe me.” Turesobei laid out all the details, quickly. He told them everything he could about the situation that wasn’t a secret, like Lu Bei and Aikonshi. He explained in detail what he needed. Three squads of soldiers, passage down the Tumo to Batsa, a ship to Zangaiden, mounts, and two wizards if they could spare them.


  “I promise that the Chonda will reimburse you any expenses. I would have gone home. As it is, I will be sending a message. But we cannot wait the extra ten days or more it would take for me to get help from home.”


  When he finished, the councilors laughed. Magistrate Motoki showed no reaction. Did he at least believe him?


  “Please, you’ve got to help me. I am not a liar.”


  A councilor said, “You’re just a boy. Wizard or not, what do you know? It sounds like a lot of bunk.”


  Another said, “Someone has deceived you, Lord Chonda. This nonsense about the Twelve Who Are Three and One and the One Hundred and the Eight … I’ve never heard of such groups before.”


  “Maybe a spell has gone wrong and made your head go wonky,” said one.


  “Or maybe he’s just having a bit of fun with us,” another added, snickering.


  Turesobei’s cheeks flushed. Why wouldn’t they believe him?! Wasn’t it worth the risk, even if they thought he was wrong? The cost wasn’t too great, especially if the whole continent could be in danger. Millions of people would starve and die during endless winter.


  A door to the side of the dais opened, and Zeino entered. Motoki, still not showing any reaction, stood and smoothed out his robes.


  “Lord Chonda, if you would follow me into my private courtyard, please. Perhaps there you can fill me in with greater detail. I sense that you are leaving out some things.”


  More snickers followed. He ignored them and focused his mind on his mission and Magistrate Motoki, who didn’t mock him. He followed the magistrate into a lavish garden courtyard walled off behind the Magistrate’s Office.


  “Your Honor, you know of my exploits last year. Please listen and understand that I know what I’m talking about and would never seek to deceive you with a childish prank.”


  “I am deeply sorry, Lord Chonda. It sounds highly implausible.”


  “You don’t want to hear more?”


  “It would do no good.”


  Then why invite him out here? It didn’t make any sense. “Fine. I’ll just have to save the continent on my own.”


  Through the door behind him twenty soldiers with their weapons drawn stormed into the courtyard. A wizard with a spell strip in hand strolled in behind them.


  “I truly am sorry, Lord Chonda, but I simply cannot let you leave.”
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  “If there is such a threat as you claim,” said the magistrate, “which I highly doubt, you will have to convince King Ugara and High Wizard Kahenan.”


  Turesobei’s hand twitched toward his spell pouch. He would fight his way out if he had to.


  “Why are you doing this?”


  “I received the order to detain you from the High King’s Office four days ago, a day after a message came from King Ugara, requesting the same. They thought you might be coming this way.”


  “Why does the High King care?”


  “Because he is trying to prevent war between the Chonda and the Gawo.”


  “Good luck with that.”


  “My sentiments as well. But your family was worried after you ran away. It is lucky that you were caught in friendly territory. Now, where are your companions?”


  “What companions?”


  Magistrate Motoki sighed. “Do not play games. We know from the letter that there are others with you. We will find them. It would be so much easier if you would just tell me.”


  The soldiers closed in a step. Turesobei moved his hand away from the spell pouch. To get away now, he’d have to kill most of these men. Then he’d have to fight his way out of the city. He wasn’t willing to do that to people who didn’t mean him harm. They were just doing their jobs. He’d have to find another way.


  “I will not betray my companions.”


  “Ah well, loyalty. I can’t fault you for that. They should not be hard to find, though, I think.”


  “So what now? You’re going to lock me up?


  “You will find the accommodation comfortable. You and your friends will be treated with the utmost respect, I assure you, until representatives from the Chonda Clan arrive to pick you up.”


  Motoki, twelve of the soldiers, and the wizard led him into a small building near the Magistrate’s Office. Inside was a hallway and eight well-furnished rooms. Aside from the locks, the reinforced doors, and the guards, it could have been a wing in a nice hotel. His was the room at the end of the hallway. Aside from the bed, the room had a water closet and a writing table. Warding runes covered the doors and walls.


  He wanted desperately to make a break for it, but he’d have all of Tumokon after him. He’d never escape. It would just make it harder. The only thing now was to convince Kahenan and hope the Winter Child held out long enough. And Iniru … he couldn’t think about her. He’d done all he could to get there fast. He’d have to go the slow way now, unless he found some way to break out.


  “I have heard tell of your power,” said Magistrate Motoki. “My wizards tell me that it’s not possible, even for you, to break free. I would ask that you please not try. I will have many guards posted outside. Even if you somehow made it out of here, you would be stopped.”


  Turesobei shuffled in, head hanging, tears stinging in his eyes. The door was shut and locked. The room fell into shadow, as did his heart.


   


  *****


   


  As soon as the magistrate had left, Lu Bei popped out. Turesobei had convinced the Magistrate to let him keep his apparently blank diary to write in. He kept Sumada and his kavaru, as well. No one would dare touch a sacred blade or a wizard’s stone. They had taken his armor, his knife, Chonda Lu’s grimoire, and his spell pouch, however. There was a slot in the door that could be pulled back so a guard could look in, but it was currently closed. No one would see the fetch.


  “Do you see any way of getting out?”


  “No, master.”


  Turesobei opened his kenja sight and scanned the runes. “Our wizard-locked room has the same wards. These are nearly as good as ours. I think I could break them with storm energy, but I’d be weak or lost in the dream, and what then?”


  “Maybe this is for the best, master. You can get help from Lord Kahenan. He will believe you, I am sure of it.”


  “I’m not so sure. He hasn’t heard of the Deadly Twelve before. And even if he does believe me, what about the king? He doesn’t even know about you. How can I explain all this to him?”


  “You’ll find a way to convince them.”


  “And I failed Shoma. She doesn’t want to go back.”


  “I thought you wanted her to go home.”


  “I do. I think it’s better for her. She’s making a mistake running away like this, but it’s her decision. Going home isn’t what she wants and I feel like I’ve betrayed her. And Zaiporo …”


  “He made the choice to come along, master.”


  “But he won’t deserve what they’ll do to him. The king will have him lashed and exiled, or imprisoned and indentured to heavy labor.” Turesobei threw his head into his hands. “I shouldn’t have come here. Now I’m stuck. And I feel … I feel like I’ve lost everything.”


  Lu Bei frowned and patted him on the leg. “It will all work out, master. We can still go after Iniru. It will just take a little longer. And you could use a few days of rest.”


  “I can’t beat the Deadly Twelve. I can’t get to Iniru soon enough. I’ll never convince the king. I’ll never be able to get there in time. It will take forever.” He pounded the bed with his fists. “I was so stupid to come here. Why would any of these adults believe me, a fifteen-year-old, when they don’t even know me?”


  He flopped back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. He had to get out of here and get to Iniru. If only he could truly turn into the Storm Dragon and keep his identity and fly there …


  If only he could fly there.


  He shot up from the bed.


  “I have a plan. There’s a ritual in Chonda Lu’s book for summoning a cloud dragon. It could fly me there.”


  Lu Bei shook his head. “That one … it’s too much for you, master.”


  “You were the one encouraging me to do spells from the book.”


  “Spells you could manage, yes. But you’re not … you’re not ready for this level yet.”


  “I think I can do it. I could power the ritual with storm energy. It would work for summoning a cloud dragon.”


  “You’d have to stay conscious even after opening the channel fully, and you’d have to sustain it for the course of the entire ritual. I do not think you have a chance at making it work. And cloud dragons … they are difficult, flighty, distant. You would never convince one to help you.”


  “I think I could.”


  “Chonda Lu never could.”


  “Then why does he have a spell for it?”


  “He summoned them, of course. But convincing one to do what you want is different. These are not creatures even a Kaiaru can bind.”


  “Lu Bei, I’ve got to try. I can’t go home. I can’t risk facing the Twelve there. If I can get to their lair, maybe I can take them by surprise.”


  “You can’t do it on your own. You know that. Why else did you risk coming here?”


  “I don’t want my family to get hurt. And I’d like to have the chance to save Iniru. I’m willing to die fighting them. Look, I know I’ve got a special destiny and that I’m Chonda Lu’s heir in some strange way I can’t really understand, so tell me, what would Chonda Lu do?”


  Lu Bei folded his arms and pouted. “It’s not fair to use that against me.”


  “Well …”


  “Chonda Lu would take the battle to them. But he had the strength to fight them, and he didn’t do it alone.”


  “I won’t be alone. I’ll have you.”


  Lu Bei frowned. “I was useless against them last time.”


  “If we fight them in Ekaran, it will already be too late to stop eternal winter. Grandfather and King Ugara, if they believe me, they will not risk letting me go. But whoever they send after them won’t stand a chance without me.”


  Lu Bei sighed. “I only know one way to get out of here, master, and to give you a chance against the Deadly Twelve.” He flew up and met Turesobei eye-to-eye. “If you are willing to risk it all for this.”


  “I am, Lu Bei. I must.”


  “So be it.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “I’m going to do something I don’t want to do. And I am going to do it for you. It’s the only chance you’ve got at pulling this off by yourself.”


  “What is it?”


  Lu Bei didn’t answer. He sat lotus on the floor and conjured an amber flame on the tip of his index finger.


  “Since when could you do that?”


  “Shh.”


  With his fingertip, Lu Bei drew a circle. The magic flame stuck to the floor as if it were ink. Around the outside of the circle he drew a series of twelve runes. He chanted in a whisper. What language was that? Turesobei had never heard anything like it before.


  “You never told me you could do magic before! Will the wards prevent what you are doing?”


  Lu Bei paused and glared at him. “Hush. I’m trying to concentrate. It’s special magic. The wards won’t stop it.”


  Knuckles tapped the door.


  “I can’t stop,” Lu Bei whispered quickly. He was retracing the runes.


  The slat on the door pulled back. Turesobei leapt from the bed and rushed to the door — the magistrate! Turesobei blocked his gaze by going right up to the door.


  Motoki narrowed his eyes. “Is everything okay in there?”


  “Of course.”


  “We found your companions.”


  “Are they okay?”


  “They are well. They didn’t put up a fight. I am moving them into the rooms next to yours, even the zaboko boy.”


  “Zaiporo … please let him go. Let him have his freedom.”


  “His indenture remains in Ekaran. I cannot release him. He must live with the consequences of his actions. We will bring you dinner in an hour.”


  Motoki closed the slat and left.


  Lu Bei finished chanting. The flames became glowing lines. He placed his palm in the circle. His eyes glowed bright and sparks shimmered off his wings. He spoke, but to whom Turesobei didn’t know.


  “It is I, Lu Bei. Master needs help. You know that I would never call you if I wasn’t desperate.”


  Light flashed around Lu Bei. The circle and runes he had drawn disappeared. Lu Bei collapsed back onto his behind, panting.


  “Help is coming, master. Must rest now.”


  His eyes shut, and he turned into a book.


  “Lu Bei! Lu Bei, come back right now.”


  Nothing. So much for answers. What had the fetch done?
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  Turesobei’s eagerness to escape and get moving turned to frustration, but as tired and emotionally drained as he was, his frustration quickly turned to despair. He picked at the meal they brought him. The food was excellent, but his appetite was gone. He tried to tell himself he’d felt like this before, when his dad had died on the expedition, but he’d had a mission then, and the blood mark on his cheek compelling him to seek vengeance. Iniru had left a blood mark on his heart, whether she’d meant to or not. He had to save her. But now he couldn’t get there, and she would die before he even left Batsakun.


  How did things get so complicated? When he had battled the Storm Cult, he’d had Iniru and Onudaka’s help. Now he had his betrothed, his little sister, and her maybe-boyfriend along to worry about. Back then he had trusted Lu Bei completely. Now the fetch kept revealing new wrinkles in his identity, and was purposefully hiding big secrets from him. And on top of his mysterious destiny that had something to do with Chonda Lu, his clan saw him as some kind of super weapon.


  The whole world weighed down on him now. Was this how Chonda Lu had felt all the time? If so, how did he keep going when other Kaiaru gave up and faded?


  He stroked his fingers along his kavaru and its chain. Whatever I am, whatever my destiny, I’m not perfect. And I can only follow my heart in this. I have to save Iniru. I have to protect my clan by defeating the Deadly Twelve, as many of them as I can, and I have to stop them from opening the Winter Gate. I defeated Naruwakiru — I can find a way to get this done.


  But I’ll have to do something even Chonda Lu only barely managed. He sighed. I don’t stand a chance.


  When he woke in the morning, he nibbled at breakfast, his mind racing with plans and worries. Then he fell into a deep depression that left him staring absent-mindedly at the walls and ceiling. His attempts to summon Lu Bei into his fetch form didn’t work. He didn’t think the fetch could have done it even if he had wanted to.


  Another day of nothing passed, and he barely ate, and he fell asleep late in the night.


  A muffled cry woke him. He wasn’t sure what time it was, only that it was still dark. Outside his door sounded thumps, grunts, and one aborted shout. He tucked Lu Bei under his arm and drew Sumada.


  A key turned in the lock. The door flew open.


  Aikonshi stepped through. She was dripping wet and wearing only britches and a simple white shirt … that was probably more see-through than she realized. He averted his eyes.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  “I’m fine.”


  “Why are you looking away from me and acting so … awkward?”


  “Your shirt is … wet … and … thin … and you’re … red …”


  “I’m over four hundred years old and I’m a vampire. Get over it. You’re not my type and I’m not yours. Where’s the book?”


  He held out the diary. “He collapsed from exhaustion after casting some sort of spell.”


  “Weakling. I could’ve done that spell three times over. Unless …”


  “He called you?!”


  She bit her lip and creased her eyes. “Well, who else?” she said distantly. She shrugged her shoulders. “Come on, let’s go. Hakamoro’s got the others out by now.”


  “You’re going to help us?”


  “Apparently I’ve lost my senses.”


  Eight guards lay unconscious in the hallway. Some still wrapped in shadow tendrils. Turesobei slowed. He didn’t see any wounds on them. Hakamoro stepped out from a room and clapped him on the shoulder.


  “We were careful not to hurt anyone.”


  “It was a pain,” said Aikonshi, “but it made Moro happy.”


  Enashoma threw herself against Turesobei and hugged him tight. “You’re safe.”


  “Of course. They weren’t going to hurt us. They’re just trying to do what they think is right.”


  Awasa stepped toward him as Enashoma backed away. She acted like she was going to hug him, too, but she backed away. He took her hands.


  “You should stay here. They can take you home. You’ll be safe.”


  “Like you said, this is my chance to become somebody. I can help you. Somehow. I know I can. I can’t go back and be what I was before.”


  Turesobei shook his head. They didn’t have time for this argument. He turned to Shoma.


  She put her hands on her hips. He’d always thought she’d been born with wide hips just so she could strike that pose at him as often and dramatically as possible.


  “Don’t even start on me. We’re going.”


  “By the name of every god I’ve ever heard of,” said Aikonshi, “can we please get moving? More guards are going to be coming this way soon. And we neutralized a small Chonda tracking party on the way here, too. Wherever we’re going, we have to move, and we have to move fast.”


  Zaiporo got Turesobei’s attention and nodded his head in Aikonshi’s direction.


  “I know,” he mouthed in response.


  Enashoma noticed and followed their gaze. Her mouth dropped open. She started to point, but Turesobei slapped her hand down. Aikonshi noticed and rolled her eyes.


  “Moro, next time we rescue a bunch of kids, remind me to wear a thicker shirt.”


  The muscles in Hakamoro’s face trembled. “You got it, boss.”


  Turesobei recovered his gear and his spell strips from a storage room. Hakamoro had broken the lock. That must have taken a ridiculous amount of strength. They went to the doorway, but Turesobei stopped them. He quick-cast the spell of personal obscuration on everyone. It would only shield them as long as they stayed close together. And it wasn’t as effective as it was on one person, but it would have to do. Anything helped.


  Another dozen guards lay unconscious outside.


  Aikonshi darted ahead to make sure the coast was clear. They ducked between buildings and into an alleyway. After a guard walked by, they left the shadows and ran across a street and into a garden dense with trees and shrubbery.


  “How are we going to get out of Inner Tumokon?” Turesobei whispered. “We’re going deeper in.”


  Aikonshi pointed at a lake at the end of the garden and in front of the palace. “The way we came in. The lake is connected to the Tumo. You just have to dive down into the duct and swim underwater for about a hundred paces. That’s why we’re wet.”


  Everyone but Hakamoro stopped cold in their tracks.


  Aikonshi turned back. “What’s wrong?”


  “That — that’s a long way to swim,” said Zaiporo.


  “You got a better way to get out of here? You can swim, can’t you?”


  “Yes,” said Zaiporo, “but I’ve never tried anything like that before.”


  “I can swim … a little,” Enashoma said. “Maybe Sobei can put a water breathing spell on us.”


  “I have it on a strip, but it’s surprisingly difficult. I’ve only got the one instance of it, and I can’t extend the effect. So I can only give it to one person.”


  Awasa tugged his sleeve and whispered, “I can’t swim.”


  “Not at all?” he responded.


  She shook her head. He started to tell her to stay again, but what was the point?


  “You can hold onto my shoulders,” Hakamoro said. “I’m a strong swimmer. Turesobei can put the water breathing spell on you.”


  Turesobei drew the strip. “Shoma, you stay ahead of the rest of us so we can help you out if you struggle.”


  “Just hold onto my feet and kick,” Aikonshi told her. “I’ll pull you. I ate two days ago. Turesobei, I take it you can swim well?”


  “Of course,” he lied. He did okay, but not one hundred paces under the water at once okay. Not without a spell. He remembered one of the first lessons Grandfather Kahenan had taught him: Beware the convenience of magic; it can make you weak.


  He placed one hand on Awasa’s head and held the strip up in the other. “This is going to feel weird. You’ll have gills, like a fish.”


  “It’s not permanent, is it?”


  “They’ll fade when the spell is over. Just breathe naturally.”


  “What if I can’t?”


  “When you run out of air, you’ll take a breath, and the spell will do the rest. It won’t be pleasant, so I suggest breathing naturally from the start.”


  “Hurry up!” Aikonshi whispered.


  Turesobei cast the spell. Gills appeared on Awasa’s neck. She threw her hands up and touched them. She looked horrified. He took her by the shoulders and moved her forward.


  “It’s going to be okay.”


  Zaiporo abandoned his sword and light armor so he wouldn’t be weighted down. He and the girls ditched their shoes, but not their outer shirts like Aikonshi had. Turesobei left everything on. His spell pouch and the satchel with the grimoire and Lu Bei were waterproof when cinched up, though Lu Bei was safe in the water anyway.


  “I know you’ve got to take the sword and your pack with the spell books,” said Hakamoro, “but you need to leave the armor.”


  “Water-binding runes,” said Turesobei. “Makes it lighter in the water.”


  “Light enough?”


  “I hope so.”


  “Hand me your pack then. And at least get rid of the shoes.”


  Turesobei removed his shoes and slipped into the water with the others.


  “Oh gods, it’s cold,” Enashoma said.


  “Oh, that I can handle,” Awasa said, though she was shivering. “My mother thinks cold baths are good for you.”


  They swam to the far side of the lake.


  “Stay close, it’s dark under there,” Aikonshi said.


  Turesobei summoned a fire globe underwater and bound it to Aikonshi’s course. Magic fire could burn in water.


  Aikonshi grinned at him. “I’d forgotten how useful it is to have a wizard around.”


  Everyone took deep breaths and plunged underneath.
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  The cold water ripped the air from Turesobei’s lungs, or at least the feeling of having air. He dove down into the tunnel and fought back a moment of panic.


  After about twenty paces, Awasa took her first big gulps through her gills, panicked, and flailed. Hakamoro grabbed one of her hands in his and kept swimming until she calmed. Aikonshi swam, but slowly, since she was pulling Enashoma who kept fidgeting. She was probably out of air already. Zaiporo swam well, but began to tire halfway. He was swimming faster and faster — probably he was out of air too. Turesobei had air, but was exhausted from swimming in the armor. He didn’t have time to take it off, and wouldn’t have done so, even if he’d had the time. This armor, with its wards and protections, had saved his life in Wakaro. He refused to lose it before fighting the Deadly Twelve.


  He fell behind and lost sight of the others. The fire globe became smaller and smaller until it disappeared. He was stranded in the dark. Or was he fading out? He wasn’t sure. He thought he was still swimming, but maybe he only imagined he was.


  Something grabbed him by the back collar of his armor. The water stirred above him. A soft glow lit the tunnel ahead. With a surge of energy and thinking of Iniru, he swam harder.


  A pair of hands took his and pulled him upward. He bobbed up to the surface of the river in the outer city. They were hidden under a bridge, but the current pulled them along. Small wings beat above him, spraying water everywhere.


  “M — Master,” Lu Bei panted. “Thought you were done for. Had to go back for you.”


  “I … nearly … was.”


  “Knew you couldn’t swim well enough for that armor,” Aikonshi snapped.


  “Made it … didn’t … I?”


  She rolled her devilish eyes. “Stay down. Keep only your face above the water. We have to float out of the city. We made a hole in the grating under the outer wall. It’s a bit tricky, but not as bad as that tunnel.” She turned to Lu Bei. “So, fetch? Did you call anyone else besides me?”


  “I called …” He sighed. “I called everyone.”


  “We’re the only ones left.”


  “Well, I thought you were dead …”


  “I see your point. Couldn’t hurt.” She frowned. “I’d rather it was just us.”


  “Lu Bei, who are you talking about?” Turesobei asked.


  “No one, master. I must sleep now.” He climbed back into the satchel and turned into a book.


  “Aikonshi?”


  “It doesn’t matter. I was the only one who could answer that call.”


  Who else could there be out there? More surprises like her and Lu Bei? What other creations might Chonda Lu have had? They had mentioned others before, but he didn’t remember the names. He didn’t push her on it. What was the point? They had their secrets, both of them, and they preferred to keep them.


  They floated out of the city, no one noticing them in the night. The grate was a tight fit, but if Hakamoro could make it through, they all could. And they did. They floated and swam downriver for an hour, shivering in the cold. He feared they would start getting hypothermia soon. They came to a bank, and Aikonshi and Hakamoro led them into the woods and uphill to a cave. Walking restored some warmth to his limbs — some, but not enough.


  Four denekon were tied up in the back of the cave. Hakamoro started a fire.


  Aikonshi emptied two large sacks. “Dry clothes, shoes, and light armor for everyone. We went shopping this afternoon, after we scouted the city for a way in. I’m pretty sure the sizes are close, but it’s not the best stuff. We don’t carry much money with us, and good clothes in these sizes need to be custom-made. Lucky for you, the last monster I ate had a fetish for jade coins, or you’d have gotten one tattered shirt each and nothing else. Maybe a pair of sandals to share.”


  The boys turned their backs, and the girls changed into dry clothes. Turesobei watched Zaiporo out of the corner of his eye to make sure he didn’t turn around to have a look at Enashoma. Zaiporo flicked his gaze and met Turesobei’s. They narrowed their eyes at one another, but not a word was spoken.


  With the girls finished and in a patchwork of outsized armor and clothes, the boys turned around … and laughed.


  “Where did you find clothes in all those colors?” Zaiporo asked.


  “None of it matches,” Turesobei said.


  “Shut up!” Enashoma said.


  Awasa whispered, “They are dry, at least.” But she was clearly uncomfortable in them. She was so used to looking pretty all the time.


  Aikonshi threw her hands out. “Well, forgive me for shopping for you, Master Chonda.”


  “No, I appreciate it. I really do. And I’m sure it was cheap because it’s … it’s so … garish.”


  “Are the colors really that bad?” Hakamoro asked. Everyone nodded, and he laughed. “We’re both color blind. And they were cheap. The armor and shoes you’ll have to live with, but the clothes are just spare until your proper ones dry.”


  The boys changed. Turesobei finished and turned around. Awasa fidgeted. Had she been looking? His eyes tracked up to Aikonshi who leaned against the wall.


  She had been looking. She grinned, baring her fangs slightly.


  “That’s creepy,” he told her.


  “What? You two ogled me. I returned the favor.” She shrugged. “Such that it was. Now tell me, what are we dealing with? The original Deadly Twelve?”


  “How did you know?”


  “What else could be bad enough that Lu Bei would call me? He wouldn’t call me unless he was desperate.”


  “The Twelve are back for two more vengeance kills. First, the one that brought them back, though only temporarily. The second one is for themselves — twelve heads for each of the Twelve … for themselves.”


  “Who are they going after?”


  “Chonda Lu, his closest friends, and his relatives. They don’t know he’s dead, but they’ll certainly come after me and Shoma, Lu Bei and Grandfather, and the nobles in the clan. You, if they can find you.”


  She clenched her eyes shut. “They can find me. They always find their marks.” Hakamoro put an arm around her, and she sank into him. “I guess I was destined to fight them after all.”


  “Well, it’s actually worse than that. They want to plunge all of Okoro into an eternal winter.”


  Turesobei told them the rest of what was going on.


  Hakamoro cursed. “It doesn’t get any worse than that. Well, releasing Nazyraga would be worse, of course.”


  “Even the Twelve aren’t that vengeful,” said Aikonshi. “Better eternal winter than eternal savagery. Although the One Hundred and the Eight sound about as bad. I guess this is as good a death as one could have, trying to save everyone and yourself. I can see why the Tumokoni didn’t believe you.”


  Lu Bei woke up and fluttered over to sit next to the fire. “You got here fast, Aikonshi.”


  “I was already on my way, idiot. We were tracking you down.”


  “I figured.”


  “Well, your desperate call nearly made me turn and leave. I knew it had to be bad. You’ve only called me once before.”


  “When he was passing. You didn’t come.”


  “Well … I should have.”


  “Why were you following us?” Turesobei asked her.


  She shot a nasty look at Hakamoro. “My conscience convinced me I should be helping you. So where to? Are we scaling a mountain?”


  “Not if I can help it. We’re going back to Sooku. I need to make a call.”


  


  


  Chapter 46


   


   


  Lu Bei kept watch from atop the Monolith of Sooku. Aikonshi prowled around the edges of the plateau, scanning for enemies. Hakamoro guarded the road that led up the plateau. The pair seemed capable of going days without sleep if necessary.


  With help from Zaiporo and Enashoma, Turesobei cleared the ground around the monolith in a six-pace radius, removing turf and rocks and smoothing out the exposed dirt. While freezing in the river, he’d realized he could boost the ritual using the monolith. He still doubted he could pull it off, but at least he had a chance now.


  Awasa made a soup with some wild squash they had picked along the way and fresh venison Hakamoro had brought in. She gave Turesobei some while he was reading over the ritual for the hundredth time, memorizing all the sigils he’d need to visualize.


  He took the bowl and sipped at it. It wasn’t awful. “That’s quite good. Thank you, Awasa.”


  She beamed and bounced up on her toes twice. “You really like it?”


  He gulped down a chunk of squash. “I do.”


  “How’s the ritual going?”


  “As soon as I finish my soup, I’m going to draw out the patterns around the monolith.”


  Zaiporo and Enashoma were smoothing the ground on the other side.


  “I’d make you tea, but we don’t have any bags.”


  A packet struck her in the head. “Hey!”


  Her eyes wide with surprise, she bent over and picked up a tiny paper sachet filled with tea leaves and herbs. She looked up and another struck her in the face. She started to say something to Lu Bei, something mean judging by her scowl, but she bit it back.


  “Two packets means one for him and one for me,” Turesobei told her.


  “Where was he keeping tea?”


  “Oh, never ask that. Please.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because the tea is delicious and I don’t want to know.”


  Awasa and Enashoma went inside, and Turesobei began to draw patterns in the dirt using a blank spell strip. Awasa brought soup out to Zaiporo. He watched them and listened, expecting fireworks.


  Zaiporo smirked. “How’s it feel to be the servant for a change?”


  Awasa’s face turned crimson, and she shoved the bowl into his hands. “I’m not a servant. I don’t like doing this. I’m just trying to be part of the team. I’m trying hard to be useful.”


  “I — I’m sorry. That was mean. I’ve no right to turn that against you.”


  She sighed and sat down beside him. “I’m sure I’ve earned it. But it wasn’t all that bad for you back home, was it?”


  “I’m sure there are baojendari who live in worse circumstances. But I wasn’t free. To me, that’s what matters.”


  “I never really thought about what it was like for you. I’m sorry for that. But you know, I’ve never been free either. Sure, you had to serve my family and live in the zaboko ward, but you had ten times the freedom I did. You and Marumi had to escort me everywhere. I could only be alone in my room. I never had privacy.”


  “I never thought about it that way. But you have a point.” He made a feeble smile at her. “I was jealous of you. And you were jealous of me. That’s almost funny.”


  “Almost. We were both prisoners.”


  “I guess Turesobei is the only one who has any freedom.”


  He dropped his stick and stared at them.


  “Well, you do, my friend,” Zaiporo said.


  “You don’t see it?” Awasa said. “Turesobei’s got it worse than any of us. I’ve heard him talking to my dad. He’s supposed to save the whole clan from the Gawo. He has the storm energy. And he has this thing for assassins.”


  “Assassins? I don’t have a thing for—”


  “Iniru? The Deadly Twelve?”


  “It’s not like I like the Deadly Twelve.”


  “You’re under so much pressure,” said Awasa. “I haven’t helped. I’ve just made it worse. I should have supported you, but I didn’t. Because I’m a horrible, spoiled brat. But I’m trying to change. It’s not easy, you know.”


  “We noticed,” Zaiporo said, but then he quickly added, “Sorry.”


  She stood and pointed at him. “I’d very much like to give you a good slap and tell you what to do. Right now.”


  Zaiporo laughed. “I bet you would.”


  “I meant what I said, Turesobei. I’m sorry.”


  “I know. It’s okay.”


  She went back to the tower, and he continued drawing diagrams.


  Zaiporo finished the soup and set the bowl aside. “It wasn’t awful.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Turesobei replied.


  Enashoma rejoined them with a bowl of soup in hand. She took a few sips and said, “You know, this isn’t—”


  “Awful?” Turesobei asked. He and Zaiporo laughed.


  “We thought the same.”


  A few minutes later, Awasa brought out the tea. Enashoma reached for a bowl, with hope in her eyes.


  “I wouldn’t do that,” Turesobei told her.


  Lu Bei dove down, swiped the bowl out of Awasa’s hands without a word, and zoomed back up to his perch. He sipped it delicately and murmured.


  “Yeah, don’t thank me!” Awasa called up to him. She gave the other bowl to Turesobei.


  “You’re doing a good job helping,” he told her.


  “I’m doing all I know how and all I can do. I’m sorry it’s not much.”


  “When I was seven, I screwed up one of the first spells I learned, horribly. Made a huge mess. Grandfather told me I’d done a good job. I asked him how that could be, and he said that I had done all I knew how to do as best as possible. That’s all anyone can do.”


  Zaiporo yawned. “I’m going to go get some sleep.”


  He and Awasa went inside. Lu Bei fluttered down and gave his bowl to Enashoma. Then he returned.


  “One sip?” Shoma said, shaking her head. “That’s all you left me?”


  She sat beside Turesobei, and they drank their tea together — white buds with jasmine, orange, and whatever else Lu Bei had found. It was amazing. Why he drank tea when he didn’t eat or drink anything else, Turesobei had no idea.


  “I don’t know what you said to Awasa, but she’s doing a lot better. I’ve only been criticized once today.”


  “She’s trying hard,” Turesobei said. “I’m proud of her. How are you holding up, Little Blossom?”


  “I won’t complain. I asked for this. What you said to Awasa … doesn’t Grandfather say the only job well done is the one done with effort beyond excellence?”


  “Yeah, but I’ve never found it encouraging.”


  “Oh, I know. It’s just terrible advice, especially when you’re struggling like we are right now!”


  “Shoma, I’ve got to ask you this. And don’t be mad at me. But are you in love with Zaiporo?”


  She sighed. “We’re just friends.”


  “You do realize he’s in love with you, right? I know he wanted to leave and have his freedom. It’s all he talks about. But he never would have left if you hadn’t.”


  “I talked with Zai about this before we left. We’re just friends. Best friends. That’s all. That hasn’t changed.”


  “Are you sure he understood?”


  “Why wouldn’t he?”


  “Because he’s a boy. We get confused. We agree with girls when maybe we shouldn’t. You know?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. And maybe we’ll be something more than friends one day. Who knows? But right now, we understand one another and we’re okay. It’s nothing to worry about. Now, shouldn’t you get some sleep? You’ve got a big day tomorrow.”


  He looked at the setting sun. He had an hour left. “I’ve got to finish the basic patterns so I can do the fine detail work tomorrow. It will take me all day.”


  


  


  Chapter 47


   


   


  Turesobei woke before dawn and took another bath in the magic tub. He dressed, ate breakfast, and went outside as the sun rose. This would be the most powerful summoning ritual he’d ever attempted, dwarfing his attempt with the mulkiki. Not a single wizard in Okoro had a chance of pulling off this ritual. The only reason he could do it was by filling in the blanks of Chonda Lu’s ritual with storm energy patterns, and then using the monolith to boost the summoning’s signal.


  Everyone wished him luck.


  “Anything we can do?” Shoma asked.


  “Just help Aikonshi and Hakamoro keep watch. Lu Bei can’t sit atop the pillar today.”


  “I’m going to watch over Master and advise him if I notice he’s done something wrong,” said Lu Bei. “I’ve seen the ritual before. Otherwise, I’ll make certain he doesn’t fall unconscious at the end. If he does, even if the dragon shows up, it’s all for naught. The summoner must be awake to barter with it. None of us can do that.”


  “But he passes out every time he does something big!” Zaiporo said.


  Turesobei shrugged. “I know, but this is our best option.”


  Enashoma turned to Awasa. “What are you going to do?”


  “I think I’ll help the demon —”


  Lu Bei bared his fangs and narrowed his eyes.


  “I mean … creature —”


  Sparks danced along Lu Bei’s fingertips.


  “Er … Lu Bei.”


  The fetch nodded. “You are welcome to. Just follow my orders.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Sit over there and stay out of the way.”


  She sat down in the spot he had indicated and held her nose up. “Fine.”


  Even though he had it memorized now, Turesobei glanced at the ritual one last time, scanning Chonda Lu’s tiny handwriting and delicate drawings. Trembling, he sat in the hollow at the base of the Monolith of Sooku. He was about to attempt a ritual intended only for a Kaiaru, one of the greatest Kaiaru wizards of all time.


  He lifted his kavaru and kissed it. I’m Chonda Lu’s heir. Grandfather taught me well. I’m filled with storm energy. I can do this. I can do this. And I have to. For Iniru and Shoma, Grandfather and Lu Bei, Mother and Awasa, Aikonshi and Hakamoro … the clan … and all Okoro.


  He recalled the first night of the expedition to Wakaro. He had told his father how nervous he was.


  Noboro had patted him on the shoulder and said, “You’ll do fine.”


  “But what if we’re in the heat of battle and I screw up?”


  “You won’t. I’m certain of that.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re my son and a true Chonda. We suffer when all is quiet and thrive when we’re under pressure.”


  Turesobei smiled. His nerves steadied. He opened the channel to the storm energy, but only enough to power the early stages. The mark on his cheek heated up. He touched the sigil he had chalked on the stone in front of him. Power ran into it and then, in sequence, through all the runes and diagrams he’d drawn around the monolith.


  “Doing good, master! Every sigil flared!”


  Turesobei connected his mind to the monolith. The currents tugged at him. He tuned his internal kenja to match them. It was like tuning six strings on a zither, all at once. He had to match each ley line exactly. As soon as his personal energy harmonized with the currents, his spirit nearly slipped out as an astral projection. He bit his lip hard to keep his mind anchored to his body.


  Turesobei relaxed. He took in a deep breath.


  “Monolith is activated, master!”


  For the next six hours, Turesobei chanted, drawing each rune in his mind and feeling it flare to life on the diagrams around the monolith. Steadily, he opened the channel to the storm sigil wider. Having no idea how the ritual was supposed to be energized, he improvised. It seemed to be working.


  Someone yelled. Aikonshi, maybe. Other shouts followed. He heard his name called, but he blocked it out. He trusted the others to take care of any problems.


  The last section proved hardest. He activated the necessary sigils, held them in his mind, and chanted them in the correct sequence, backward and forward. As he released the runes, storm energy blazed through his body and out into the summoning. His skin tingled with residual electricity. His eyes ached, and his voice cracked under a wave of nausea.


  He spoke the summons, projecting the request out through the monolith. If the entity resisted, he didn’t stand much of a chance.


  “Okishenaga, Lady of the Clouds, I bid you come. For the sake of all Okoro, I need help. I, Chonda Turesobei, beg your assistance.”


  The call went out. It didn’t connect. He opened the channel to the storm sigil wider and sensed a blip of energy in response, like something spotted out of the corner of his eye. Then it was gone. Desperate, he opened the channel to ninety percent. The flood of power tore his spirit free from his body. He rode the current up, out of the monolith, and across the sky at tremendous speed.


  Far to the southwest, beyond the Orichomo Mountains, he hovered before a coiling, slender … cloud … with a body like a snake’s and a face like a cat’s with whiskers of sparkling vapor, antlers of ice, and storm-dark eyes. The dragon tilted her head and blinked rapidly.


  Turesobei’s form flickered. His vision darkened. For a moment, he was a dragon too. He forced himself to focus — on his friends, on his mission. The dream form retreated, and he was himself again. Voice shaking, he repeated his summons to the dragon before him.


  A tongue of lightning shot out and touched Turesobei’s astral form. With pain like flames erupting in his gut, he screamed and slammed back into his body. The pain retreated, but the world went dark around him. The dream of the Storm Dragon took over. Giant wings of cloud sprouted from his back. He tried to fight it. He couldn’t pass out. Lightning blazed in his eyes. He snapped his dragon tail and beat the wings.


  Lu Bei fluttered in, calling his name. The fetch blasted him full in the face, but the pain barely registered. Turesobei clung to thoughts of his friends and family, to his obligations to his clan, to his love for Iniru and his need to save her. But he was losing. The sky opened above him. Wind brushed against his long form.


  Lu Bei zapped him again, and a hand slapped him hard across the face. His eyes closed, opened a little, and closed again. As he started to fly away into the dream, he heard an irritated, feminine voice.


  “For the love of Kaiwen Earth Mother.”


  Hands grasped him by the hair and tugged him forward. Lips pressed against his. The kiss, warm and moist, deepened. His adrenaline surged. He leaned into it. The dragon dream faded away. The scent of jasmine came to him and —


  He was kissing Awasa!


  His eyes wrenched open to a hazy world. He shuddered and took in a deep breath. She pulled away … smiled — then slapped him hard.


  “Ow!”


  “Get up.”


  She took his hands and helped him crawl out from the hollow and stand. His knees nearly buckled.


  “Tell me it worked,” she whispered. “We’re in serious trouble. Aikonshi had to surrender. We didn’t want to kill anyone.”


  The rest of his companions stood right beyond the circle of earth he had cleared around the monolith. Winded and sweating, they had their hands raised into the air. Their weapons lay at their feet. Beyond them were the hazy forms of two dozen men mounted on denekon. Lu Bei was back in book form in Turesobei’s satchel.


  Shoma came over and with Awasa held him up so he wouldn’t collapse.


  “Did it work?” Shoma whispered.


  He shook his head.


  His vision cleared, and he saw a dozen knights in the livery of Tumokon, and almost as many in the garb of the Chonda Clan, including Arms Master Kilono and their lead scout, Captain Shutori.


  “Lord Turesobei!” Kilono called out, “I don’t know what you’re doing, but it’s over. You’re coming back with me. Now.” He pointed at Aikonshi and Hakamoro. “And I don’t know who these people are, but they’ve incapacitated half my men, and they’re in a lot of trouble.”


  


  


  Chapter 48


   


   


  A breeze slipped in. Leaves eddied and streamed along the ground.


  “Master Kilono,” Turesobei said, “I cannot leave. The clan and all of Okoro are under threat.”


  “Lord Turesobei, I have orders from King Ugara and High Wizard Kahenan. You have to come with me. Don’t make me take you in by force.”


  The wind increased and swirled around the Monolith of Sooku. Hope had arrived. He squeezed Shoma’s shoulder.


  “I don’t have time for this. Tell Lord Kahenan that the Deadly Twelve are back. They’re powerful assassins from the Old World. They’re planning on killing me and all the nobles in the clan. Before they do, they are going to release the One Hundred and the Eight from the Ancient Cold and Deep.”


  Arms Master Kilono started to speak, but thunder boomed overhead, drowning out his voice. Clouds rolled in out of nowhere. Kilono looked upward, his eyes wide.


  “What have you done, my lord?”


  “I have summoned help. I have summoned a dragon.”


  Another blast of thunder shook the ground. The knights flinched. Their denekon fidgeted.


  Kilono shook his head in disgust, just as he did whenever Turesobei failed to execute a sword maneuver properly. “Captain Shutori, seize them!”


  Two knights nocked arrows and drew back their bows, taking aim at Hakamoro and Aikonshi.


  “If either of you move!” Kilono called out to them, “you’re dead.”


  “Captain!” Turesobei said. “You need to back off. I don’t want any of you to get hurt. I’m not lying about the dragon. It could get here any minute.” He hoped. He had thought he failed, but with the wind, clouds, and thunder, he might just have pulled it off.


  Captain Shutori, leading a dozen men, hesitated, but Kilono urged them forward. “We have our orders, captain!”


  The wind kicked up the dirt Turesobei had exposed around the monolith. The Chonda men threw their hands up to keep debris out of their eyes. The wind howled as the clouds above descended. The soldiers kept on, closing half the distance.


  A wall of wind formed between Turesobei and Arms Master Kilono. The intensity increased until Captain Shutori’s mounts struggled to lumber forward. Where Kilono stood, the wind was strong, but nothing like what was in the band between him and Turesobei.


  Captain Shutori shouted and urged his mount on, but it couldn’t move forward any longer. The denekon dug in its claws to stay in place. The cloud descended into the band of howling wind. Unable to progress, the Chonda knights retreated back to Arms Master Kilono’s position.


  “Is it supposed to go like this?” Hakamoro asked.


  Turesobei shrugged. “I’ve never summoned a dragon before.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Master Kilono! Tell Lord Kahenan I’m sorry!”


  He’ll understand … I hope.


  Kilono shouted a reply, but Turesobei couldn’t make out the words. The band of wind became a full wall of cloud, blocking sight. A lightning bolt speared down onto the monolith, sending a charge through the ground that knocked everyone flat. A pure white cloud coiled like a snake downward around the monolith and streamed toward Turesobei.


  He climbed to his knees and faced the catlike face of Okishenaga. She flicked her whiskers, spraying Turesobei with cold mist. She spoke, her voice a deep rumble.


  “You stink of Naruwakiru! You stink of … me! You have taken energies that belonged to Naruwakiru, the Storm Dragon, Mistress of the Sky. Energies that once belonged to my kin and me. Energies that I gave to her, and energies that she stole.”


  Turesobei bowed, and the others followed his lead.


  “My lady, it is true. I broke Naruwakiru’s heart and absorbed her energies. Some I cast back into the sky, but much of it still rests within me, and I think all of it is yet bound to me.”


  Okishenaga’s thunderous shout knocked Turesobei back.


  “You destroyed Naruwakiru’s heart?!”
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  The dragon’s icy breath puffed into Turesobei’s face. He didn’t back down. She leaned close and sniffed the storm mark. Turesobei kept still and calm. The dragon bared her icicle teeth and flicked out her sparky tongue. Her cloudy form turned storm dark.


  “You’re not going to eat me,” he said bravely.


  Okishenaga roared a coughing laugh that rumbled into the sky. She turned back into pure white cloud.


  “I could, you know. I could absorb all the energies. I want to … I so want to. But I remember honor.”


  “You remember?”


  “I was gone a long time. You brought me back to life.”


  “I thought — I thought I was just summoning you. I had no idea. No wonder it was so hard to call you.”


  “I was a memory that flowed along the mountains, like all my children. Naruwakiru dominated me and the other cloud dragons. She demanded our allegiance and then stole our power. I faded and became little more than a memory. She did the same to all the sky dragons until there was only one, the Storm Dragon. So yes, I could consume you and become as I once was, and more. But I will not, for you have enacted the final revenge on Naruwakiru and have restored me, if only to a fraction of my old power.


  “Now, what need have you of me before I return to the skies to roam free once again? There are probably few questions I can answer. My memory is weak.”


  “No questions. I need transportation. I’ve got to get to the Winter Gate, and fast, to save a friend and stop the Deadly Twelve from plunging all of Okoro into an eternal winter.”


  “You wish for me to take you there? I am not strong enough for that. And why would I wish to prevent eternal winter? The cold, the wind, the storms? That is an environment I could thrive in. I could restore my children and become powerful in such a world.”


  “I can pay you for helping me. I can share a small amount of energy now. And when we get there, I will grant it to you permanently. Enough power to properly exist for decades, if not centuries. And if I survive, I will see that a shrine is built in Ekaran in your honor, so that people will remember you and your strength will grow.”


  Okishenaga drew back and closed her eyes. Minutes passed. No one dared to move.


  “I accept, Chonda Turesobei. It is a fair deal, and I will gladly honor it, slayer of Naruwakiru’s ghost.”


  Slain or still within him? He often wondered.


  “You understand the energies within you are not meant for a human?”


  “I understand. I can barely manage them. I hope it will be easier when I give some to you. I can give you the energies, right?”


  “You can.”


  He had tried before to release some permanently, but it didn’t work. Kahenan had said that he needed a suitable vessel, but didn’t know what such a vessel would be. The energy he had released into the atmosphere was still bound to him. The potential remained out there.


  Turesobei cast a simple channeling spell and passed energy to the dragon. He nearly fainted from the effort.


  Okishenaga soaked in the energy with a rumbling sound almost like a purr, then pooled onto the ground. “Everyone climb onto my back. Do not worry, I can be solid enough when I wish.”


  Turesobei and his companions climbed onto her spongy, cloud-white back. It was wide enough to fit three across. Turesobei sat in the front, behind her head. Enashoma climbed on beside him. Awasa and Zaiporo sat behind them, then Hakamoro and Aikonshi.


  Shoma whispered into his ear. “Are you sure you trust her? She could turn to cloud, drop us, and eat you.”


  “We have no choice but to trust her. Get used to it. Every decision from here on out is a life and death choice with no guarantees.”


  The dragon launched into the air. The wall cloud that swirled around the monolith dissipated. Arms Master Kilono, the Chonda knights, and the Tumokon knights stared in wonder as Turesobei and his companions flew off on the dragon’s back.


  Okishenaga rose into the clouds, her wings pounding the air, her body slithering as would a snake’s. Hakamoro laughed. Shoma and Awasa screamed. Zaiporo stammered a string of curses. Aikonshi hollered a war cry.


  Turesobei gritted his teeth and simply held on. He had flown as a dragon in dreams so often that the sensation was almost familiar, almost natural. It was not the flight that scared him, but the idea that he could become this very thing.
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  They flew through damp clouds and soared above them. The land appeared in patches below, highlands first, then rugged foothills and mountains. Awasa leaned over his shoulder and spoke loudly. It was hard to hear as the wind rushed by.


  “This is the most amazing thing ever!”


  Tears streamed from her eyes as she looked down. He scooted back to sit beside her, changing positions with Zaiporo.


  “Are you okay?”


  Awasa giggled. “I don’t think I’ve ever been better. All of the last few weeks … the arguments, the torture of riding, the mud and mosquitos … almost dying — all of it was worth this.” She held her hands out and her head up. Her hair whipped along behind her.


  Turesobei hated to bring it up, but he felt it was best to talk about it. “About that kiss … it was nice, but …”


  She squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry about it. I was just trying to surprise you, to keep you awake.”


  “Well … it worked.”


  “I’m glad.”


  A bit of sadness flickered across her face. It was, no doubt, her first kiss. He hated that he couldn’t mean it the way she wanted him to, but he couldn’t. Not now. Maybe never. The sadness couldn’t hold. She spotted a flock of birds below them and laughed.


  Turesobei turned to Aikonshi behind him.


  “How many more of you are there?”


  “I told you I’m unique. Though there are other types of vampiric creatures.”


  “I mean constructs, creatures, turnings, alterations, whatever. How many more of Chonda Lu’s—”


  “Special children are there? Five besides me. That I know of. The man kept secrets and lived for more than ten millennia. There could be more.”


  “Who are they?”


  “Lu Bei the Memory. Isashiara the Dream. Tochibi the Servant. Hasuferu the Messenger. Other than the book, I haven’t seen them in a long, long time.”


  “You said five besides you.”


  She sighed. “Motekeru. I don’t even like to speak his name. Certainly hope I never see him again.”


  “Part on bad terms?”


  “I am Aikonshi the Slayer. Motekeru is … he is the Monster.”


  “Where are they?”


  “Lu Bei said Chonda Lu dissipated their energies, but what does that really mean? Are they asleep? Dormant like Lu Bei and I were for so long? Maybe they’ll show up to help you like we did. Maybe they’re dead and gone, lost forever to Oblivion.”


  “Did Chonda Lu make you to kill Motekeru?”


  “Hardly. Motekeru is a terrible, terrible force that Chonda Lu should never have made.”


  Lu Bei crawled out of the pack. “Tochibi, Hasuferu, and Isashiara are at permanent rest, though I think they could return if Master was restored. Master dismissed them and said nothing more about it. Motekeru … he wandered off. Master didn’t wish to disperse his energies. Maybe he went dormant. I’ve heard nothing about him since I’ve returned.”


  Aikonshi grabbed Lu Bei by one of his wings.


  “Hey, watch it!”


  She pulled him up so she could stare into his eyes. “Did you summon him when you summoned me?”


  “I sent the call out to everyone, just in case they could return. I was desperate. You didn’t come when Master needed you most, or when he was dying. I didn’t know if you’d come for Turesobei.”


  She tossed him into Turesobei’s arms. “You knew darn well I was close by and would come.”


  “Why would Chonda Lu make a monster?” Turesobei asked.


  “To guard him and to kill his enemies,” Aikonshi said. “Motekeru was good at killing. Too good, in my opinion. He’s merciless, cunning, and ruthless. I was just a girl Lu helped. But I also fulfilled a need. Okoro was overrun with monsters in those days. All of us fulfilled functions Chonda Lu required.”


  “I get the servant and the messenger, but what about Isashiara the Dream? What function did she fulfill?”


  Lu Bei’s cheeks darkened. “Oh dear.”


  Aikonshi chuckled.


  Turesobei frowned in confusion. “What?”


  “When you live forever …” Her voice grew quiet, contemplative. “You outlive your friends, your husbands or wives …. most of the other Kaiaru faded away centuries before Lu. When everyone you know passes on, and the world around you changes … you grow lonely. And a Kaiaru does not trust easily. Sometimes Lu, he needed to escape, live in a dream for a while.” She shrugged, suddenly irritated. “He wasn’t a normal man. You shouldn’t expect him to have been. Some of his ways are maybe best forgotten.”


  The dragon swept over the highest peaks of the Orichomos. The air was freezing cold. His ears and hands were achingly numb. Awasa huddled in tight against him. She was listening in, but she never said anything.


  “Why didn’t you tell me all this, Lu Bei?”


  “Not useful, master. Old days long gone. I didn’t even know if I could tell you. You’ve had enough to worry about.”


  Well, he couldn’t argue against that last part.


  Night fell and a waning Avida rose higher into the sky above them. They descended down the western side of a tall peak and came to the wide shelf, at least fifty or sixty paces deep, that Turesobei had seen in his dream. There below them, near the edge, was the Winter Gate. As they landed, the air turned even colder.


  Awasa shivered. “Why’s it colder all of a sudden?”


  “It’s the gate,” Lu Bei said. “It radiates cold.”


  The dragon landed.


  “I’ll scout,” Aikonshi said.


  “There’s no one nearby at the moment,” Okishenaga told her.


  They climbed off her back, and Aikonshi ran off to scout anyway. The others inspected the gate. It was, after all, one of the lost wonders of Okoro. Many people didn’t believe the gates still existed. All of them were lost. Or, as some speculated, were hidden by magic.


  Turesobei walked to the edge of the cliff and faced the dragon. He cast an improvised channeling spell, thinking of Naruwakiru’s heart, and a ball of hardened, blue-green energy formed in his hand. A heart gem smaller than a fifth of the size of the Storm Dragon’s Heart. He would still have more than enough energy. Even with the spell to summon Okishenaga, he hadn’t risked running out of power, only being overwhelmed by it.


  “A new heart for you, madam dragon.”


  He tossed the gem up, and she swallowed it. Lightning flickered down her length, and she swelled to twice her current size. Her storm-dark eyes brightened to pure lightning.


  “My thanks, Chonda Turesobei, for honoring your bargain. And for bringing me back.”


  “I am in your debt for getting us here, my lady. We could use your help against the Twelve …”


  “I am sure you could, but I will not risk the life I’ve just regained on fighting your battles for you.”


  She began to billow away, but then swept back suddenly. “There is one more thing,” she said. “One question I must ask. You dream of flying over the land as a dragon of storm, do you not?”


  “I — I do. How did you know?”


  She said wistfully, “Because I did, too. Once, long ago, when I was human.”
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  “What does that —”


  Okishenaga vanished.


  So much for explanations. The others admired the runes on the gate. Turesobei staggered over to join them.


  “I’ve got to rest. Can’t go on much longer. We need to make camp … somewhere.”


  “Is it okay if we walk through the gate?” Awasa looked around. “Hey, where did the dragon go? I wanted to thank her.”


  “She got what she wanted. She’s done with us.”


  “It won’t harm you to walk through,” said Lu Bei. “The gate isn’t active. There would be a shimmering pane there if it was, like a mirror made of moving water. But you should say a prayer before entering.”


  “Which Shogakami?” Enashoma asked.


  “Lord Moshinga of the Mountains and Lady Amasan of the Winds would be most appropriate,” said Lu Bei.


  Enashoma whispered a prayer and walked through. On the other side of it, she spun around, then shrugged. The others followed. Turesobei didn’t. He studied the runes, as best as he could in the moonlight.


  Aikonshi returned. “There’s a cave not far from here. Big enough for all of us. Decently warm … for a high mountain cave with ice in it.”


  “That doesn’t sound warm at all,” Awasa said, shivering.


  None of their clothes or gear was appropriate for this weather. And because of their circumstances in leaving, they didn’t have any of their gear with them. They had left all those things inside Chonda Tower.


  “It’s out of the wind,” Hakamoro said. “That’s a good thing. Wind will strip the warmth from your body quickly.”


  “And it’s away from the gate,” Lu Bei added.


  Zaiporo stepped over to the edge and looked down. “Whoa. Straight drop.”


  Shoma cringed. “Zai, come back from there. Now!”


  He chuckled. “I’m not going to fall.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” Aikonshi snapped. “Up here the wind can gust suddenly. If you don’t need to take a risk, then don’t. Because you’ll have plenty of legitimate risk-taking chances later.”


  Zaiporo made a face at her, but didn’t say anything. Ledges this high didn’t scare Turesobei. They would have before the dragon dreams. Now … now he felt like he could fly. He might be able to pull off a levitation spell in time, though he would probably just hit and die.


  They marched along the ledge until it narrowed to where two people could barely stand side-by-side.


  “I can’t go on,” Shoma said nervously.


  “I can’t either,” Awasa said.


  Aikonshi kept going. “Like I said, risk only when you must.”


  Zaiporo took Shoma’s hand. “Stay next to the wall. Don’t look down. Focus on walking.”


  Turesobei started to grab Awasa’s hand, but Hakamoro jumped in. “Better let me guide her. And watch your step. You’re not very steady.”


  He noticed then that he was wobbling as he walked. “Thanks. I hadn’t realized.”


  Hakamoro frowned with concern but didn’t say anything about it. Just when the ledge narrowed to where a single person could barely step normally, Aikonshi stopped.


  “Lords and ladies, follow me.”


  She took a sharp turn, halfway back toward them, stepped forward, and disappeared into the mountain. They followed her into the blind entrance. It was a tight squeeze the first few paces, nothing more than a fissure in the mountain. But then it opened up into a cave. It wasn’t tall. Turesobei had to stoop inside, but it was plenty wide.


  “They’re not likely to find us back here,” Aikonshi.


  “How did you find this?” Zaiporo asked.


  She shrugged. “I’ve got a knack for it.”


  “By knack,” said Lu Bei, “she means a magical talent for survival and terrain. Master gave it to her.”


  “Thanks, little book, for making me seem pointless. It’s all Master and nothing to do with me.”


  He grinned. “Well, if you say so.”


  She stepped toward him, but he flew into Turesobei’s pack.


  “Woowoo! You can’t get me!” And he changed into a book.


  Aikonshi fumed then shook her head. “Centuries pass. Nothing changes.”


  Hakamoro opened his pack. “I’ve got emergency supplies. Enough kindling for a small fire. Should last a few hours. Enough rations for one person for three days. We’ll have to split them.”


  “Won’t the fire get noticed?” Zaiporo asked.


  “Shouldn’t have any problem with that,” Hakamoro said. “The smoke will go up through the fissure. It would be hard to spot from the ledge. You’d have to be looking up at the right angle.”


  “I can make a magical fire if we need to stay longer,” Turesobei said. “But not now. Too exhausted after that channeling spell. What time is it, anyway?”


  “Several hours until sunrise,” said Aikonshi. “When do we start our assault?”


  “Day after tomorrow. I’m going to sleep all day, prepare my spells, and then get another night’s rest. I want to rush in, desperately, but I can’t.”


  “That’s wise,” she replied.


  He met her penetrating gaze, grew uncomfortable, and sat down. Did she know what he was planning?


  The cave was dry, thankfully. The next thing he knew, someone put a blanket on him. A small fire burned nearby. Awasa and Hakamoro were heating rations over it.


  Aikonshi kept watch at the entrance.


  “What made you become a monster hunter?” Zaiporo asked Hakamoro. “I mean … if it’s okay for me to ask.”


  “A monster slew my family and was about to kill me. You see these scars, well, I’ve got worse under my shirt. We were herbalists in the mountains, minding our own business. Aikonshi arrived in time to save me. I was seventeen. I demanded that she take me with her. I didn’t have anything else left in life. She had gone through basically the same thing, only I didn’t need magic to keep me alive. She nursed me back to health. Then we adventured together. I had to learn how to fight and survive, and fast. Shi’s not a patient woman.”


  “I heard that!” she called out.


  “I thought I’d make a life for myself with a pleasant farm in Zangaiden,” Zaiporo said, “and that Enashoma would maybe join me there. I didn’t know I’d be riding dragons and fighting monsters … I knew I was getting into trouble, but … adventuring with Turesobei is …”


  “I live a strange life,” Turesobei muttered through a yawn. “Ever since Lu Bei showed up.”


  Awasa brought him a bowl of soup. Mostly it was hot water. He downed it fast, then curled up in the blanket. He fell asleep to talk of monsters, and dreamed he was a dragon soaring through the sky. Faces of people who had lived long ago, people he felt he should have recognized but didn’t, appeared and disappeared. He dreamed of a man who was not a man but a beast of metal, wood, and sorcery. The man’s heavy feet pounded on the rock as it charged toward him.


  “I see you, master,” it said, in a voice mechanical and savage. “I am coming for you. We shall have our reckoning.”
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  A tiny hand shook Turesobei awake. The cave was dark, lit only by the last embers of the fire and a sliver of sunlight that pierced the entrance. Everyone was awake, huddled around a dying fire, except Aikonshi, who stood guard at the entrance.


  “Master, the fire is burning out. Everyone is freezing.”


  Not nearly enough rest. He stretched, yawned, and then creaked as he stood. “Ugh, my brain hurts. I think it’s turned from mud to brick. What time is it?”


  “Just after noon,” Shoma said. “Are you okay?”


  He nodded and shambled over to the fire. He drew a spell strip, spoke three command words, and threw the strip into the embers. Drawing the energy out for the spell felt like drawing a long thorn out of his flesh, except it wasn’t flesh, but that vibrant spark at the center of his being.


  The small fire roared to life. Everyone held their hands toward it in relief.


  “That should last for three days at this level.”


  He sat down beside the fire. Probably best to warm up, though he didn’t feel that cold. Or maybe it was that his head ached so bad he couldn’t think about the cold. Head spinning, he leaned over and retched, but nothing came out.


  “I think it’s time,” Lu Bei said to Awasa.


  She drew out a small tin canteen and set it near the fire.


  “What’s that?”


  “Healing water,” she said.


  “Where’d you get that? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


  Her lips strained upward, as she tried to hide a smile. “It’s a secret.”


  Well, if Lu Bei thought it was good, he didn’t care. Anything that would make his head feel better. He would’ve cast a healing spell, but thought it best not to. He might get wounded later, and healing spells never worked twice in the span of a full day; often, they made things worse. There was only so much magic could fix and only so much healing the body could do, even if magically prodded.


  Awasa drew the canteen back and poured the steaming water into a bowl. She sprinkled some herbs in.


  “Lu Bei gave me the herbs. He didn’t have any more tea. I think it’s mostly orange blossom. He wouldn’t tell me.”


  “My mixes are proprietary.”


  Turesobei said to Shoma, Awasa, and Zaiporo, “If I die and you all survive, I suggest you go into business with Lu Bei in Port Changaku. You could make a fortune selling tea.”


  Lu Bei bowed deeply and moved his hand as if he were removing a cap from his head. “Thank you, master. I am most honored.”


  He sipped the water. It was warm, and definitely magical. He drank deeply. Warmth and energy spread through his body. His headache dulled. He didn’t feel as tired. It wasn’t nearly as strong as a healing spell, even a poor one. But he didn’t care — he felt better. He finished it off and licked his lips.


  “That was —”


  Everyone stared at him — with hands covering their mouths. Shaking as they giggled quietly.


  “What in Torment’s going on?”


  Zaiporo burst out laughing. Shoma turned around and tried to hide it. Awasa started laughing. She tried to tell him something, but it took her several minutes to get it out.


  He demanded Lu Bei tell him what was funny. “What was in that water? What was that water?!”


  Awasa finally composed herself enough to speak. “It was … it was my bathwater!”


  He coughed. “What?! Why — why would you do that?!”


  Everyone kept laughing. Even Aikonshi at the entrance was shaking, though she didn’t laugh out loud. Hakamoro grabbed his belly and rolled over, bellowing.


  “I gathered the water in the canteen the last time I took a bath at Chonda Tower.”


  He coughed in disgust. “That’s just … that’s just so wrong. And … everyone bathed in there. Gross!”


  “The water purifies every few hours,” Lu Bei said.


  “You told me it stayed pure!” Awasa said, horrified, her cheeks turning red.


  Lu Bei waved his hand. “Details, details,” he said pompously.


  Turesobei’s cheeks flushed. “Lu Bei! That wasn’t nice.”


  “You feel better, don’t you, master?”


  “Well, yes, a lot better.”


  “Then what does it matter?”


  “You should’ve told her to wait and then gather the water.”


  “It has to be gathered with love, master, or it won’t keep outside the tub.”


  Awasa turned away in embarrassment.


  “She could’ve waited.”


  “No, no. The water was filled with her essence, her spirit, her love. That’s what made it keep its power. Trust me.”


  Turesobei started to say something, but then Enashoma spoke out. “Well, who’s hungry? I know I’m famished. Let’s get out the last of those rations, why don’t we? Sobei, don’t you need to do some spell preparations?”


  “Um … yeah, yeah I do.”


  Awasa turned to look at him, her cheeks still scarlet. She mouthed, “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” he whispered. He poked Lu Bei in the chest. “After this is done, if we survive, you’re going to pay for that, little fetch.”


  Lu Bei made his sad face. “I was only helping.”


  Turesobei pulled out his spell strips and checked them. He’d already used a fair amount. “I need to prepare for the battle. Lu Bei, what can the Deadly Twelve do? You’ve seen them in action before.”


  “Barakaros the Warlock can make eight copies of himself with that amulet. These … clones … fight with considerable physical ability. I would say each of them is a match for Hakamoro or Aikonshi.”


  Turesobei gulped. Gasps went all through the cave. Aikonshi flinched.


  “They do have some limitations, however. Since they don’t have eyes, noses, mouths, or ears, their senses are short-range. They must sense through vibrations or some such. Given our terrain will keep us in close quarters, I don’t think that will help us much. The Warlock has the same physical skills as the copies, except that he is stronger and faster. No one here could beat him one-on-one. Hakamoro and Aikonshi together couldn’t take him.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Aikonshi called back.


  “He defeated Motekeru one-on-one.”


  Aikonshi slumped, as if all the air went out of her at once. “Then … how … how did Lu do it?”


  “He summoned a solar dragon and —”


  “A solar dragon?!” Turesobei nearly shouted. “That’s the hardest ritual in his grimoire. His notes say it’s nearly impossible.”


  “This was the only time he ever succeeded with it. He also used the spell of death against them.”


  “The spell of death kills the caster as well his target,” said Turesobei. To kill multiple targets would require a lot of power, a Kaiaru using blood magic. “I thought you said they poisoned him! Wouldn’t he have died from that spell?”


  “It kills a human wizard, master, but not a Kaiaru wizard.”


  “It will harm them,” Aikonshi said. “Tremendously.”


  “Master set up a counter ward to alleviate the pain. The solar dragon was ready when the fight began, since we lured them into the ambush. Master cast the spell of death while the dragon, Motekeru, and the others shielded him. Obviously, they broke through. The Warlock overpowered Motekeru and struck Master with the special poison they had concocted.”


  “Well, what else?” Turesobei asked.


  “The Warlock has mind-control powers, as you know. Zaharalla the Poisoner is … well, a master of poisons, by touch, by dagger, or by summoning a cloud of gas. Jaskashi the Wolf can become half-wolf and has acute senses and incredible strength. He’s nearly as strong as Motekeru. Asusharus the Spider can cast sticky webs from her hands. She’s similar to Aikonshi in her capabilities, only a little stronger and faster. While they almost certainly don’t have any more of the special poison, all of their blades are toxic. Don’t let any of them cut you, not even a scratch. It’s a fast-acting poison that will cause your muscles to slow and seize up.”


  “But it’s not deadly?” Hakamoro said.


  “Doesn’t need to be,” said Lu Bei. “If most men cannot match the speed of the Twelve as it is, then slowing a difficult target is all they need. The most important thing is to not let the Warlock into your mind. He will break your spirit.”


  “How do you keep him out?” Awasa asked.


  “You harden your will,” Turesobei said. “You remember your purpose. You focus on who you are. You think of the light. Or you will fall into darkness.”


  Lu Bei clenched his fists. “And then into his thrall. The weak-minded and the downtrodden are susceptible to his compulsion. But he has little control over what his domination will do to you. While most become slaves, some turn into raving lunatics or mindless idiots. As master said, the Warlock doesn’t want to use his power on the Winter Child unless he has to.”


  “Do they have a weakness?” Turesobei asked. “Light? Water? Anything?”


  “Bright light weakens them, but only a little. Direct sunlight is best, of course. That’s why master summoned a solar dragon. Otherwise …”


  “I don’t stand a chance, do I?” said Turesobei.


  No one said anything in response — it was obvious.


  “We’re all going to die,” Awasa replied, tears welling in her eyes.


  “We don’t have a choice,” Shoma said. “They’re going to destroy our land, and we’re dead anyway. They’re going to come for us. We might as well meet them head on.”
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  Enashoma curled up beside Turesobei while he took a break.


  “It wasn’t like this for Dad on his adventures, was it?”


  Turesobei laughed. “Dad found lost treasures, fought bandits, explored sites never before seen by men. It was dangerous, but he had fun most of the time. My adventures are all terrible.”


  “The dragon ride was fun.”


  “I’ve sort of done that already.”


  “I forget you almost become a dragon all the time. That’s weird, by the way.”


  “Everything about my life is weird — except you.”


  “Except your sister who runs off with her best friend, a zaboko boy, to avoid becoming a lady?”


  “Well, you have the freedom to choose now.”


  “I’ve only gotten to make two choices, leaving home and staying with you instead of running away screaming. That’s kind of lame.”


  “It’s more choices than you were going to get back home.”


  He dozed for a while, then returned to work, scribing an incredibly difficult combo spell onto a strip three times longer than normal. He was careful when opening the energy channel, and only had one flash of the storm dragon dream. This spell would drain him before the battle, but he believed it was the most important one, because if nothing else, it might save Shoma and the others. As it was, it required more than mere kenja to work this one.


  Awasa sat beside him, awkwardly close.


  “Your finger’s bleeding! Did you cut yourself?”


  “Just cut it on a bit of sharp rock,” he lied, as he wiped it off on his pants. “Did you need something?”


  “I wanted to say thank you for bringing me along and being honest with me and just … everything, I guess.”


  “I’m sorry you got dragged into all this.”


  “I’m not.”


  “Are you sure? We’ll most likely all die tomorrow.”


  She shrugged. “I feel like I’m on the verge of becoming … someone. A real person, you know?”


  “I understand. Until I went off to Wakaro, I felt like I was just Turesobei the student. I didn’t feel like I could be anything else.”


  Awasa leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. He blushed. She smiled and walked away. He put the finishing touches on his spells, then slept for a few more hours. He woke, put on his armor, donned Sumada, and grabbed his satchel and his spell pouch.


  Nothing left to do. It just had to be done — now. This would take a lot of strength, but it was necessary and worth the risk.


  “Aikonshi, could you come in here, please? Strategy session.”


  Turesobei stood in front of everyone, his back to the mouth of the cave. He placed his satchel with the spell books and Lu Bei as a diary down at his feet.


  “Thank you all for coming along. You mean so much to me. I don’t expect to make it out of this. But I’m going to give it my best to defeat them. If I fail, make the best of your lives that you can, for me, through the long winter to come. Maybe open that tea shop with the fetch.”


  “What are you talking about?” Shoma said. “We’re coming with you.”


  He took a step back and smiled warmly.


  “No, you’re not.”


  Aikonshi stepped forward. “What are you up to?”


  He flicked the long spell strip out between his fingers and tossed it on the cave floor. A warm glow washed over them.


  “You’ll be safe here. They won’t find you. I love you, Little Blossom.”
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  Turesobei cast the spell of blissful somnolence linked with the spell of preservation and the spell of apparent death. All were boosted with storm energy and dangerous blood magic. The spells would last for three months, even if he died, keeping them safe from the Deadly Twelve. Unless someone shook them, they would remain in a deep, peaceful, and safe slumber. They would be protected from starvation and the elements, but would give off no signs of life, so that the Twelve couldn’t find them.


  Surprised looks pinned him as their eyelids drooped. Everyone collapsed into a full slumber.


  The spell worked. The blood magic didn’t kill him, though it probably took a few years off his natural lifespan. Years he almost certainly would never be able to use anyway. He was exhausted again, but some of his family was safe now. That was something. And he’d just have to push on with adrenaline.


  He stepped out of the cave and cast the spell of pattern seeming to mask the cave entrance so that it looked like the rest of the cliff.


  He nodded in satisfaction.


  Lu Bei flew out of the cave.


  “Not so fast, master. You’re not leaving me behind.”


  He’d thought that might happen. “It was worth a shot.”


  Aikonshi walked out next. “Thought you’d handle everyone, did you? Nice try. I saw that coming from miles away.”


  “How? I understand Lu Bei. I thought it might not work on him. But I saw you collapse. Did he wake you?”


  “It’s not the first thing I’ve ever faked.” She pointed to his kavaru. “Your spells won’t work on either of us. Not without speaking our true names. And I don’t think you know those.”


  “Obviously not.” He sighed, surprisingly relieved. “Oh well, I could certainly use your help.”


  “Well, heck yes,” said Aikonshi. “You’re outmatched. As for the others, I didn’t wake them. I’d like for Hakamoro to live out what he has left. We protect those we love.” She sighed deeply. “And the three of us, we are bound together by that amber kavaru. We will stick together for one last battle. We have our own vengeance to mete out, for Chonda Lu and his legacy.”


  Aikonshi held out her hand. Lu Bei placed his hand on top of hers, without a smirk or remark.


  Turesobei did the same. “We, his heirs, will honor Chonda Lu together and battle the Deadly Twelve to the last.”


  His kavaru sparked to life, and an amber halo enveloped them. He tried to pull his hand away, but couldn’t.


  Aikonshi was stuck, too. Her eyes flared.


  “Don’t look at me,” he told her.


  “Not good,” Lu Bei whined.


  An enormous, ghostly hand that seemed to be made of oak appeared on top of Turesobei’s. It was angled as if someone stood between him and Aikonshi.


  A deep, metallic voice rumbled, “I think you have forgotten someone.”


  A giant figure to match the hand appeared out of thin air. The amber glow winked out, and a blast knocked them back. Turesobei skittered to the edge of the cliff, lost his balance, and fell. He grabbed the edge with a single hand and caught himself. He threw the other hand up and grabbed rock. A clicking laugh echoed on the mountain.
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  “Motekeru!” Aikonshi growled. “Leave us be!”


  Lu Bei grabbed Turesobei by the collar and beat his wings hard. With his help, Turesobei climbed back onto the ledge. Aikonshi swept her hands out, and shadow tendrils bound Motekeru. He shrugged free of them as if they were nothing more than cobwebs. She drew her knives.


  “I go where I wish, bloodsucker. Besides, you were the ones who summoned me back from the abyss.”


  “I certainly did no such thing!” She rounded on Lu Bei. “This is your fault.”


  Turesobei turned toward Motekeru. Shocked, he staggered back until his heels hit the cliff edge. Lu Bei jerked him forward.


  The mechanical … man … had a body of petrified oak with metal joints and bronze plates reinforcing his forearms, shins, thighs, and chest. His horrible head was made entirely of bronze with a jagged mouth like it had been cut by a three year old. The wicked ivory teeth looked like they’d come from a monster. His eyes curled upward on the ends. From them blazed amber energy. His hands had six-inch steel claws. He swiped his tail — a coiled bamboo cable with a spiked ball on the end — back and forth.


  With her knives drawn, Aikonshi leapt toward Motekeru. She slashed and stabbed, but he absorbed some of the blows and deflected others with his arms. He shoved her back. She bound him with more shadow tendrils. Lu Bei darted in and shocked him in the face. It didn’t do any good. Motekeru swiped, and Lu Bei dodged away. Aikonshi closed in again.


  Turesobei stepped in between them. “Enough! This has to stop.”


  Aikonshi withdrew. “He will kill you. Chonda Lu is dead. He has no one to restrain him anymore.”


  “Master, don’t challenge him.”


  Turesobei faced the monster. What was one more threat of death on a day when he dared face the Deadly Twelve? Motekeru cocked his head to the side inquisitively. He had no facial expressions. His mouth opened and closed, but was stuck with that one terrible expression.


  “You’re not worthy to wear that kavaru, foolish boy.”


  “I am worthy. I am Chonda Lu’s heir.” He stared into those terrible eyes. “I am your master.”


  “Why did you summon me?” Motekeru said.


  “Lu Bei sent out a call to summon help several days ago. Aikonshi answered. And just then, you appeared when we agreed to fight together in Chonda Lu’s name. I didn’t intend for it to happen. I don’t know why it did.”


  “Why do you need my help?”


  “The Deadly Twelve are back, and they’re going to kill Chonda Lu’s heirs and friends.”


  “A great man died fighting them before. You are not that man. I have tired of you. All of you. I am going to slay you now and be done with this once and for all. I was enjoying the peace of limbo. My rage did not exist there. Here, it is endless.”


  “They will come for you as well,” said Turesobei.


  “Let them come. Let them kill me. I care not.”


  Motekeru raised a clawed hand. Turesobei thrust his palm against Motekeru’s chest. Endless rage … violence … and … love? Motekeru the Monster … was human. He was once a human man who Chonda Lu had constructed into this monster. How awful. The ritual of animating the endless monster in Chonda Lu’s grimoire! The strange sequence of words at the bottom of the spell. When he’d read it, he thought it nothing but nonsense. Several rituals had similarly strange statements at the end. He’d thought they were riddles. He’d even solved them, but solving them hadn’t made them make sense. Now he understood.


  In Old Tengba Ren, he said: “Shenlaitesaika!”


  An invisible force from Turesobei’s palm blasted Motekeru against the mountainside. The monster collapsed, then struggled back to his feet. Turesobei placed his palm against its metal-plated chest again. Aikonshi and Lu Bei closed in, silently.


  “I am Chonda Lu’s heir.” His kavaru lit up. “You will obey me! I bind you to me, Shenlaitesaika.” The kavaru glowed brighter. “We will work together from now on.” The glow engulfed them. “All of you have been called back to fight for Chonda Lu. We are united.”


  A wave of dizziness swamped Turesobei. The glow expanded outward. His legs went wobbly, and he collapsed onto his knees. He was passing out, but not with the dragon dream. This was exactly like when Lu Bei would tell him something he wasn’t supposed to know. Except this time, it also felt like he’d run into a wall after being punched in the stomach.


  As he faded, strange forms flickered into view.
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  Lu Bei tapped him on the forehead, his hand spitting static. Turesobei woke with a start and sat up. “Ouch!”


  “You pushed the barrier, master. Using Master’s rituals, calling on his charges to unite … you’ve brought back the family. I wouldn’t have thought that possible, save for me and Aikonshi. I made the call, but you brought forth the power that let them answer, even if you didn’t mean to.”


  “What are you talking … oh!”


  A tanned, voluptuous woman with copper hair that fell to her waist stood before him. Shimmering under Avida’s light in a dainty gossamer dress, she was more beautiful than … anything else … ever.


  Unfazed by the freezing air, she touched her head to the ground before him and said in sensuous tones, “It is my pleasure to see you, heir of Chonda Lu. I am Isashiara.” She looked up at him and batted her mesmerizing eyes. Her lips glistened. Her cheeks flushed. She smiled coyly.


  “The — the pleasure is …”


  What was he thinking? He couldn’t remember. He was lost in her presence, like he was lost in the most wondrous dream.


  “He’s glad to see you.” Aikonshi punched him in the shoulder. “You’re here for your girl, remember. And to save the world.”


  “I — what?”


  Aikonshi rolled her eyes. “I believe her name is Iniru. She’s being hunted by the Deadly Twelve. The ones who want to plunge Okoro into eternal winter and unleash the One Hundred and the Eight and hunt down your family. So on and so forth.”


  “Oh — yes, of course.”


  He shook his head and looked away from Isashiara. The effect lessened, but he’d never felt so drawn to someone before. It felt almost like a compulsion. Definitely not natural. And it was a bit creepy, now that he thought about it. Had she been a real woman? Or was she completely a construct like Lu Bei?


  Motekeru dropped down onto his knees with a clang that echoed off the rock face. “My lady, I thought never to see you again. You are my dream. You are perfection.”


  She smiled and caressed his face. Well, that was weird. Motekeru was completely entranced by her. None of the others seemed affected by her, though. Just the monster and himself.


  Beyond her lurked a baojendari man of exceedingly normal appearance. It was difficult to pick out anything specific about him, as if he were only the fragment of a memory, or someone you spotted out of the corner of your eye. He wore the simple clothes of a servant.


  He too touched his head to the ground. “It is my deepest pleasure to serve the heir of Chonda Lu. I am Tochibi. May I be of service, master?”


  “Thank you, but … I don’t need anything at the moment.”


  A gray and black goshawk the size of an eagle landed on Tochibi’s shoulder — and spoke!


  “My lord, I am Hasuferu, your messenger. I serve willingly and gladly. Do you wish for me to deliver a message now?”


  “What? No. Er, actually … yes.”


  “I am listening, master. I am prepared.”


  “Well, hold on. Not right now. In a minute.”


  Two amber-coated wolfhounds rushed to Turesobei and rubbed against his legs. He bent down and petted them. “And who are you guys? No one ever mentioned wolfhounds to me.”


  “This is Rig and Ohma,” Lu Bei said. “Master’s wolfhounds. I — I didn’t know they had been immortalized.”


  The hounds’ eyes seemed unusually intelligent as they nuzzled against him. “What does that mean?”


  “If I may be so bold, master,” said Tochibi, “Chonda Lu granted them eternal life in a seeming of their old selves. They are not constructs. They died, and their original spirits passed, but a permanent preservation spell was placed on them, and then they were reanimated. Their mannerisms and behavior, as well as many of their memories, remain. It was the same for me.”


  Turesobei cringed. “Oh, I didn’t know.”


  “It was my original self’s dying wish to ever serve Chonda Lu. It was the only way I could pay my debt in full to him.”


  “Which hound is which?” He almost expected one of the hounds to answer, but they did not.


  “I have no idea,” Lu Bei said. “I am the only one here who has ever seen the hounds. There was a painting on the wall in our estate in Tengba Ren.”


  “Wait, you’ve never seen them in person?”


  “I have not, master.”


  “Isn’t that strange?”


  “All of this is strange, master. I don’t really understand it. Perhaps destiny is moving in a way Master didn’t predict. Perhaps all the storm energy you possess is altering the course. You’re energized, and that’s bringing things out. Like I said, you somehow made the kavaru bring back all the ones I called and then some.”


  “You think I’m summoning … subconsciously … all the items from Chonda Lu’s life that can still be brought out?”


  “That makes sense,” Aikonshi said, thoughtfully. “Maybe it wasn’t coincidence that we ran into you. I decided to change directions and head southeast instead of northeast five days before running into you. On a whim. I hadn’t thought much of it, but … maybe.”


  “Well, we don’t have a lot of time to sort this out,” said Turesobei. “Isashiara and Tochibi, my friends are within a cave at the end of the ledge. They are sleeping. Guard them, please, as best as you can. Do not wake them. Stay out of sight. Hasuferu, I want you to deliver a message to my grandfather, Lord Kahenan, in Ekaran. Tell him what we’re doing. What’s going on. Lu Bei, could you fill him in. Oh, I don’t guess you know how to get there.”


  “I can go wherever you have been, master,” said the goshawk. “I will know by instinct where to find him.”


  “Rig and Ohma should stay here and guard the others as well. Do they take orders?”


  “Bring them,” said Aikonshi. “They are mighty wolfhounds. Supernatural, I’d guess. May be good in a fight. Lu said his old hounds were superbly trained for war. He must have left them in Tengba Ren, though. This is truly odd.”


  “Why not? Motekeru, you’re coming to fight with us.”


  “I would like to stay here with Isashiara,” he pleaded.


  “I bet you would, but you can’t.” Turesobei kept trying not to look at her so he wouldn’t fall back under her spell.


  Lu Bei chatted with Hasuferu a few minutes, then the giant goshawk took off into the sky. Isashiara and Tochibi started toward the cave. Wait, that was no good. If the Deadly Twelve defeated him and searched for traces of Chonda Lu, they would find them in the cave, and his friends would no longer be safe. Besides, Tochibi could carry Iniru out if she were too injured to walk, and maybe Isashiara would be a distraction. Maybe she’d have the same effect on the Deadly Twelve.


  He called to both of them. “Change of plans. You’re going to have to come with us. But hang back, okay?”


  Turesobei looked all around him in amazement at Chonda Lu’s menagerie. Torment’s flames! His life grew more bizarre by the day. He was overwhelmed by this destiny business, and now all these strangers, but he was also glad to have help. Anything that improved his meager chances.


  “All right … people. Let’s go.”
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  Turesobei cast the spell of locating that which was hidden and focused on Iniru. Relief flooded through him as he instantly knew which direction she was in. He didn’t even need any storm energy to boost the effect. She was close by and, most importantly, still alive.


  He cast the spell of darksight on himself. “Follow me.”


  Aikonshi stuck an arm out and barred his way. “Better let me handle that.”


  “I ghosted through here when I searched for her from the monolith. I know how to get from here to the lair. And I can sense what direction Iniru is in.”


  “Maybe, but you aren’t magically enhanced for this kind of situation. Sneaking about and hunting monsters is my job. It’s why I exist. Just tap me on the shoulder to signal where to turn. Book, you remember how we do this? I take low, you take high. Keep the wing-beats quiet.”


  “I remember, Shi.”


  She turned, and he stuck his tongue out her. Then he winked at Turesobei, who could do nothing more than sigh.


  The group entered the tunnels. Aikonshi crept along in front, and Lu Bei stayed overhead. He was the first to peek around corners, up high because enemies on guard were far less likely to be looking up. The two amber hounds stayed beside Turesobei, flanking him. Motekeru stalked behind him, surprisingly silent. His joints never made any sound. Almost tangible waves of hatred, to a wizard, came off him, but Turesobei didn’t fear him. He knew the riddle that was his true name. He knew all of their true names now, except for Aikonshi, Lu Bei, and the wolfhounds. Tochibi and Isashiara walked quietly in the back.


  “She’s close,” he whispered. “I can feel it.”


  The tunnel took a sharp bend ahead. Light was spilling out from the cavern beyond.


  “I remember this. That’s the main cavern ahead.”


  Lu Bei flew up, grabbed the wall with his claws, and peeked around the corner. He darted back fast.


  “It’s the big chamber all right, after a short stretch of tunnel. I saw Iniru, but I didn’t see anyone else. Could be hiding in the shadows.”


  “I’ll take a look,” said Aikonshi, slipping around the corner. She returned. “I couldn’t see or hear anything. It stinks of fear and death, though. What’s the plan?”


  Turesobei drew his sword. “We sneak in and get her.”


  “It’s a trap,” Motekeru said.


  “I know,” Turesobei replied. “We’re going anyway.”


  Motekeru shrugged. “Fine by me.”


  “We could wait,” Aikonshi cautioned. “See if they return.”


  “If it’s a trap, we’ll fight them,” Turesobei said. “If it’s not a trap, and they’ve left her unattended, then we will get her out while we can. I don’t know why it would be a trap, though. How would they know we were here? Why would they expect someone to rescue her?”


  “It’s your call,” Aikonshi said.


  “Lu Bei, do you have an opinion?” Turesobei asked.


  “I could fly in and … free her, lead her out.”


  “Free her?”


  “She’s bound and hanging by the Spider’s webs in the middle of the chamber.”


  “She’s not going to be running out,” Aikonshi said. “She’s beat up bad, and sick. Someone will have to carry her out.”


  Turesobei drew Sumada with one hand and took a spell strip out with the other. “We’re all going. We rescue her, or we fight. It’s not much of a trap if we’re expecting them. I mean, did any of you really expect us to be able to successfully ambush them?”


  No one replied. This was it, then.


  I’m here for you, Iniru. I’ll get you out of this.


  They crept through the last section of tunnel, and then fanned out once they entered the larger cavern, except for Tochibi and Isashiara, who stayed at the entrance, just inside the tunnel. For the most part, the cavern floor was flat, especially on this end, but a few sections on the opposite side had columns jutting up halfway to a ceiling that was a good twenty paces high. With her blades drawn, Aikonshi rotated as she walked, examining everything. Lu Bei flew in circles. The hounds continued to flank Turesobei.


  He rushed to Iniru, trusting the others to watch out for trouble. Silky webs bound Iniru’s hands and feet. A thick strand hung down from the ceiling and wrapped around her waist, holding her up so that her toes barely touched the ground. Blood matted in her hair and in the fur on her face. A purple bruise protruded from her forehead. Drool dripped from the corners of her mouth. Her uniform was torn in a dozen places and stained with blood and dirt. She looked so bad he couldn’t believe she was alive.


  He gently touched her face. He hadn’t thought he’d ever see her again. “Niru.”


  She woke with a jerk and bounced on the web. Her eyes widened. Hope flickered in them, and then faded. A moment later, they ignited with anger.


  She spoke in a hoarse whisper, “Get out of here, idiot.”


  “I’m trying to save you.”


  “You’re dumber than … I thought. Told them they’d have to go … after you. No way you’d ever come here. Message or not.” She coughed and groaned. “They intercepted the message, then … let it go. But you came. And here you are … idiot.”


  With a knife, he cut through the webs on her feet. “I’m glad to see you, too. But keep it down.”


  “You do realize this is a trap, right?” she said, wheezing, her eyes fluttering. “By the gods … tell me you have … a plan.”


  He shrugged and cut the strands around her hands and waist. “I’ve got these guys.”


  She fell into his arms. “Yeah, who are they?”


  “Chonda Lu’s menagerie.”


  “Still doomed. They’ve been boasting … about how they killed Chonda Lu … and beat these guys.”


  Eight crimson-robed wraiths slid down threads from the ceiling, like huge spiders. Four on each end of the cavern, blocking the exits. The curved sabers in their hands gleamed with an eerie green cast. Poisoned blades. Four more dropped down close to Turesobei and Iniru: the Warlock, the Wolf, the Spider, and the Poisoner.


  “Greetings again Aikonshi, Lu Bei, and Motekeru,” said Barakaros the Warlock. “I don’t know these two hounds.” He craned his head toward the tunnels they’d come from and mocked, “Oh, and is that Isashiara and Tochibi in the tunnel? Wow, you brought in the reserves. I am honored.”


  Four clones seized Isashiara and Tochibi and threw them into the cavern. Motekeru, Aikonshi, and Lu Bei drew in close to Turesobei and Iniru, closing in their ranks.


  “The hounds reek of Chonda Lu’s sorcery,” Jaskashi the Wolf growled. “Be careful of them.”


  The Warlock turned toward Turesobei. “It is kind of you to join us, Chonda Turesobei. It seems destiny wants our vengeance fulfilled. The woman who brought us back presented us the Winter Child. Chonda Turesobei, bearer of Chonda Lu’s kavaru, comes rushing in to save his girlfriend, conveniently brought here by her Sacred Codex. And then you get here and summon your forebear’s special friends. It’s all perfect.”


  “Hardly fair,” Zaharalla the Poisoner said. “Chonda Lu may have been a match for us, but this pup doesn’t stand a chance.”


  Asusharus the Spider cracked her knuckles. “Though we were pleased to learn our poison had worked on Chonda Lu, we were disappointed that we couldn’t make our revenge more … personal. I was most pleased, however, when your little animated note got caught in one of my webs on its way out. What a wonder it has brought us. Destiny smiles on the wicked today.”


  The Warlock’s voice penetrated Turesobei’s mind like a dagger shoved into the base of his skull. “You will bow to me, Chonda Turesobei. Your mind shall become my mind. You are now my thrall.”


  Turesobei collapsed to his knees and doubled over. The Deadly Twelve laughed in delight.
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  The Warlock’s compulsion squeezed his mind like a pair of ghostly hands inside his skull. He could squeeze all he wanted. While doubled over, Turesobei drew a spell strip from his pouch. Though the Warlock’s power was impressive, it paled in comparison to what the ghost of Naruwakiru had wielded through her heart. If Turesobei could fight her off, he could withstand this easily.


  Turesobei snapped back up, flicked the spell strip between his fingers, and cast the relatively easy spell of the sun-fire sphere. He tossed the spell strip into the air. It transformed into a blazing globe, like a miniature sun, and hung near the ceiling of the cavern. The bright sunlight shone down. The Deadly Twelve covered their eyes and stumbled back.


  Motekeru bellowed a mechanical war cry and plowed into the Wolf. They rolled on the ground, clawing at one another. Lu Bei and Rig and Ohma rushed the Spider. She swept her hands out and threw her webs, catching both wolfhounds in her strands. Lu Bei spun and weaved through the strands sprayed at him. He shocked her in the face then swiped with his claws, blinding one eye and gashing a cheek.


  He spiraled upward, away from a blast of her webs. “Storm powers, woohoo!”


  Aikonshi slung her shadow tendrils around the Poisoner, binding him. She charged with her daggers. One of the Warlock’s eight clones intercepted her.


  With another quick-cast, Turesobei launched the spell of heaven’s wrath. He didn’t dare use too much storm energy, not now. He would pass into the dragon dream and probably kill his companions with the blast. As it was, he had to open it wide enough just to power the abbreviated casting that he had to ignore the flashes of open sky that crowded his peripheral vision. The spell just took too much time for him to cast. He wasn’t Chonda Lu.


  The lightning arc blasted the Warlock against the wall. The wraith slumped, his clothing smoldering, the skin on one side of his face melted. A clone stepped in to shield him. Turesobei had hoped to hit him hard enough to kill him, or at least knock him out so the clones would disappear, if it would work that way. But it was going to take a stronger blast for that. He pulled out another spell strip and glanced at his companions.


  Wrestling on the ground, biting and clawing, Motekeru fought the Wolf to a standstill. The wolfhounds still struggled, trying to break free from the Spider’s webs. Lu Bei darted in at the Spider again, but her webs snapped around his feet. She reeled him in and punched him in the head. Lu Bei went limp. She slung him against the nearest wall of the cavern. He struck and went down as a book, splayed open, face down, pages crumpled.


  “Lu Bei!” Turesobei cried.


  Aikonshi fought desperately against three clones. She avoided them deftly, but she was tiring fast. She stabbed one in the chest, and he faded away. A poisoned blade scored a cut across Aikonshi’s shoulder. She slowed almost immediately. One of the copies surged in and kicked her in the head. She fell to the ground, limp.


  Turesobei started another quick-cast of the spell of heaven’s wrath. Before he could finish it, the Poisoner pointed at him and spoke a word. A cloud of green vapor erupted out of nowhere and centered itself on Turesobei. Coughing, despite the poison wards etched into his breastplate, he sputtered out the last words of the spell. The power went out of him, but the spell didn’t work. He staggered, wiping at his stinging eyes. His exposed skin itched. He breathed in, and it was like breathing fire into his lungs.


  With Sumada ready, he careened toward the Poisoner, running free from the vapor cloud. The Poisoner leapt in and swung. Turesobei barely blocked the blow. When he had trained with Iniru, she had overwhelmed him with speed. These guys were faster — much faster. Fighting defensively and backing away, he blocked two more cuts. The Poisoner was squinting. The sun orb clearly bothered them. It was probably the only reason he was still alive. An attack slipped through his defense and nicked him on the forearm. The poison rushed through his system, leaving him suddenly fatigued, as if he’d been doing heavy labor all day. Turesobei stumbled — his joints were stiff — his limbs sluggish.


  Aikonshi and Lu Bei were down — the wolfhounds neutralized. Motekeru was a match for the Wolf. He pounded him until the Wolf crawled away from him half-stunned. But Motekeru couldn’t pursue him because four clones ganged up on him. As soon as they scored his wooden body with one of their poisoned swords, he slowed. With a fading roar, he tore the head from one of the clones. He went down, bludgeoned until he could fight no longer.


  The Poisoner drew back his blade, prepared for a killing strike, but then reversed it and struck Turesobei in the head with the pommel.


  He fell, stunned. The sun fire globe sputtered out.


  A shadow fell across him. He tried to move, but couldn’t. His muscles had seized up entirely from the poison, probably aided by fatigue and all the spells he had quick-cast today. He twisted enough to see what loomed above him.


  The Warlock leered, his scarred face healing rapidly. Turesobei groaned. He should’ve sold out and trusted his companions to do the rest, if he managed not to incinerate them. He should’ve blasted the Warlock with every ounce of storm energy he had. He and his companions were all doomed now anyway. He had played it too safe. He tried to open the channel now, but nothing happened.


  The Warlock ruffled Turesobei’s hair with his bony hand. “Foolish boy. An amazing spell, yes. But not nearly enough to kill me.” He turned to the remaining copies. “Go get the rest of his companions. They are in a cave at the north end of the ledge. It is screened with magic. You will have to search for it by hand.


  “Is that surprise I see in your eyes, Chonda maggot? I didn’t actually try to compel you. I knew that would never work on a wizard. But my attempt to read your recent thoughts was highly effective.” He touched the storm sigil. “You will come to regret that you weren’t strong enough to kill me.”
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  Turesobei jerked awake and instantly regretted it. Pain shot through sore muscles and pounded in his head. In the center of the cavern, he hung a few inches above the floor by a web cinched around his waist. More webs bound his hands and feet.


  Enashoma was bound to the right of him. To his left Iniru and the others slumped, suspended in identical cocoons. Even the dogs were stuck in a harness of webs. All except Motekeru. They had chained him to a stalagmite in addition to binding him with webs. Some of the others were awake, some with injuries like Iniru and Aikonshi were asleep. But everyone was alive for now.


  Turesobei took a deep breath of hope. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had. Lu Bei as a diary lay at Turesobei’s feet, along with his pouch of spell strips and Sumada. They were taunting him. He just needed to find a way to make them regret it.


  Four clones guarded the exit that led to the Winter Gate. He craned his neck and looked behind him. Four clones there, too. Torment’s flames: the ones Aikonshi and Motekeru had killed had regenerated.


  The Warlock and the Poisoner stood not far away, discussing something. The Wolf and the Spider were nowhere within sight.


  Turesobei tried to picture a rune in his mind and called on his internal kenja, but he couldn’t focus well enough. He was too tired. He tried to open access to the storm sigil, but that didn’t work either. Forcing it might work, but the power might flare and incinerate everyone. Or he might become a dragon like Okishenaga. Was that how it would start? By letting loose all the energy?


  Noticing Turesobei was awake, the Warlock stalked over with a grin plastered on his terrible, gaunt face.


  “Thinking about casting a spell?”


  “Actually, I was.”


  “And your conclusion…”


  Turesobei tried to shrug. “You tell me.”


  “Zaharalla, keep watch on him. I must talk to the child again. If you have to leave, gag him. He doesn’t have the strength to do anything … but just in case.”


  Turesobei glanced over and saw that everyone was now awake and alert. A lot of them were giving him dirty looks. He slumped as best as he could to rest his back.


  “I’m sorry everyone. We tried. Gave it our all.”


  “Might have done it with us, don’t you think?” Zaiporo snapped.


  “We were supposed to be in it together until the end,” Shoma said. “You betrayed us.”


  “I tried to save you. Would have if the Warlock hadn’t been able to read my mind. I didn’t expect that. I had you hidden from them perfectly. You would’ve woken up safe in three months. As for you helping, I’m sorry, Zaiporo, but it wouldn’t have made a difference. We were outmatched from the beginning. If I’d sold out, put everything I had into it, risking death from the casting, maybe I could’ve taken one of them out. Maybe. But they’re just as fearsome as Lu Bei said.”


  They didn’t say anything back. He couldn’t tell if they’d accepted what he’d done or were still mad at him, or were despondent because of the situation they were in. He didn’t much care at the moment.


  “Sorry I’m an idiot, Niru. But they were going to come after me anyway.”


  “I didn’t know that,” she said. Her voice was surprisingly strong for someone as wounded, exhausted, and sick as she was. But that was Iniru. Tough and always able to keep going. “Sorry I called you an idiot for coming here.”


  “I deserved it.”


  “Obviously.” Iniru nodded her head in the other direction, toward all the others. “What is she doing here? And you let …” She broke down into a fit of coughing. “You let Shoma come along? I could kill you for … being so stupid.”


  “They demanded to come along, and I couldn’t get rid of them. We were all going to die anyway ….”


  “You didn’t know that before you got here, though, did you?”


  “We knew before we came here, but it was long after we’d left home.”


  She shook her head. “Shouldn’t have sent that message back. I was weak and I … I just wanted to say … goodbye. Didn’t think you’d find me. Should’ve known better. How did you get up the mountain … so fast? Should’ve taken a month. They weren’t expecting you yet.”


  “Then how did they know to set the trap?”


  “No idea. So how’d you get here?”


  “We rode a dragon.”


  “You … you what?”


  “I summoned a cloud dragon.”


  “I’m — I’m impressed. Your spell casting has gotten better. We could have used a dragon in here, you know. Could still use one.”


  “She wouldn’t help. And I don’t think she would’ve done much good against these guys anyway.”


  “Maybe that’s how they knew you were here, you flying on a dragon.”


  “Maybe. I’m good with dragons now, and storm spells.”


  “Yeah, I saw the … blast.” She coughed again. “Impressive. Couldn’t have given it a little more juice?”


  “I would’ve passed out and probably would’ve killed us all when I lost control.” Or have become the Storm Dragon.


  “So what’s with all these weird friends you’ve got? Where’d they come from? The Deadly Twelve called them Chonda Lu’s heirs.”


  “Like me, they sort of are.” He explained it as best as he understood it. “Good thing I had them, even if it wasn’t enough. You know the Twelve have hired themselves into killing me, everyone here, and more people back in Ekaran? One hundred and forty four of Chonda Lu’s heirs, friends, and descendants.”


  “Well, that’s terrific. Guess it’s not bad that I sent the note back?”


  “The note at least gave us a chance.”


  “Why didn’t you wait for Lord Kahenan and some backup?”


  “I was afraid they’d get through to the Winter Child and we’d run out of time.” And I was desperate to save you. “So how did you end up here?”


  “The Sacred Codex told me to kill the Winter Child. You probably guessed that. Couldn’t do it. She was just a sweet, innocent child. Then the Twelve showed up. Horrible timing. The child asked … for help, and I followed them, trying to get her away. They finally caught me when I ran out of food and got too sick to keep running.”


  “Do you know what they’re planning to do with the child?”


  “Yes. That’s why I should have done what I was supposed to. The Sacred Codex gave me a mission. It was on me to protect all Okoro. If I’d just done the right thing …”


  “It was the right thing to kill a child?”


  “In this case. Now your clan and friends will die, and winter will fall eternally over the land. All my fault.”


  “But you didn’t know that. That’s my problem, no offense, with your codex. It asks only for blind obedience. If it had told you why …”


  “That’s just not how it works. We have to do our duty. All of us. We must play our part.”


  Turesobei frowned and shook his head. “No, we have to do what’s right, as best as we understand it. That’s why I came to save you, abandoning my clan when they desperately needed me.”


  “Why did they need you?”


  “Because of the Gawo. We’ll be at war in six months. We can’t defeat them. They outnumber us with all their new allies. Our only hope was my newfound storm powers. Grandfather is aging, too. He needed me there. But I had to come after you.”


  She smiled, and he thought she blushed, but it was so hard to tell with k’chasans. “What about Shoma?”


  “She didn’t want an arranged marriage or the life of a lady. Mother was about to sell her off at auction, basically.”


  “Good call leaving, Shoma!”


  Shoma had been dozing. “What? Oh. I couldn’t take it any longer.”


  Turesobei continued, “Zaiporo left so he could be a free man. Well, more free. He didn’t want his clan or family legacy to dictate his life for him. Even Awasa chose her fate, to her own risk.”


  “Yeah, why did she come along? Did you invite her?”


  “I tried as hard as I could to ditch her,” he said quietly. At their low tones, Awasa probably couldn’t hear them from here, but he wanted to be extra careful. “She forced her way along because she found out I was coming after you.”


  “How did she know?”


  “From Zaiporo, by accident, who knew it from Enashoma. They’re close.”


  Iniru raised an eyebrow. He shrugged in response.


  “You should have stayed and been the person you’re supposed to be. You should have forgotten about me.”


  “But they were going to come after me.”


  “That doesn’t mean you made the right choice.”


  “We have to be who we’re supposed to be. We have to figure that out ourselves.”


  She shook her head and mumbled something. She started to fade. He didn’t know how she was still going — she probably couldn’t have without all the qengai training she’d had since birth.


  His thoughts turned inward.


  He had to be true to himself. But who was he, really? He wasn’t sure he knew anymore. And it seemed silly to worry about it when he would soon be dead. But that somehow made it even more important to him. Chonda Turesobei, the heir of Chonda Lu, or something more than that? Or was he nearly the Storm Dragon? If he could be true to himself, what would he become? Chonda Lu’s reincarnation or the next Naruwakiru?
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  The Deadly Twelve brought the Winter Child out into the large cavern from the small room she was kept in. The Warlock ground his fangs together and flexed his claws as his clones positioned the Winter Child across from Turesobei and his companions. Her eyes widened as she scanned everyone, pausing when she spotted Motekeru and Iniru.


  The Warlock squatted in front of the Winter Child. “The time has come where we must force you to make a decision.”


  “Your mind powers? I overheard you talking about them. But you won’t use them on me because it might ruin my mind. If that happened, I wouldn’t be able to open the gate for you.”


  He sneered. “I will take that chance if I must. There are other means of coercing you, though. I could kill some of these captives here …”


  “You — you wouldn’t!”


  “Don’t listen to him!” Turesobei said. “If you open the gate, they’ll blanket the land in an eternal winter!”


  “I know. The priests taught me to never open it.”


  The Warlock grinned. “Time to play. Jaskashi, choose someone and claw them up. But not too bad. Not yet. Zaharalla, give all of our captives, save the child, a light scalding. Not enough to cause permanent harm.”


  The Warlock waved a hand and all the torches went out, leaving nothing but a faint, eerie glow from patches of iridescent moss on the cavern walls.


  Claws ripped through fabric and skin. Zaiporo screamed.


  “Zai!” Shoma shouted.


  The air turned thick and heavy … acrid. Turesobei took in a deep breath and held it. His eyes stung. He closed them tight. His skin itched, then burned like he was being held over the spout of a steaming kettle. Someone cried out. Isashiara? Then more cries of pain were wrung from the others. Writhing, he could hold his breath no longer. He inhaled, and it was like breathing fire directly into his lungs. This was the same stuff he’d been hit with in the fight.


  He tried to call on a wind spell … healing … storm energy … but he couldn’t manage anything. He groaned and finally screamed like everyone else — everyone except Motekeru, who was laughing. Why was he laughing?


  Without the lights, Turesobei lost track of time. All that seemed to exist, to have ever existed, was pain. Finally, it ended. Fresh air and torchlight returned.


  He couldn’t tell how badly it had affected Iniru. She had passed out during the ordeal. Shoma’s skin was blistered, like she’d been out in direct sunlight all day. Her eyes were red, tears running down her face. Her nose, like his, was running.


  “Shoma?” he said hoarsely.


  “I’m — I’m okay.” One side of her mouth tweaked upward. “Should … should have stayed home.” Her eyes went wide. “Zai?!”


  Zaiporo was crying softly. “I’m —” He moaned.


  “He’ll be okay,” Hakamoro said, coughing. “Just clawed up. The poison blistered the scratches.”


  The Winter Child charged the Warlock and punched him in the hip.


  “You’re horrible!”


  “Me? You are the one causing this, child. Winter over the land? What is wrong with that? Do you not like winter? It is your natural element.”


  “People will die when their crops fail. You won’t fool me.”


  “You underestimate the people of Okoro. Many are strong, and the strong will survive. It is your destiny to open the gate. Fulfill your destiny. Do what you were born to do. Be who you are supposed to be. Open the gate and their suffering ends.”


  “No.”


  The Warlock gestured to the Wolf and the Poisoner. “Do it again. Put a little more sting into it this time.”


  The lights went out. The Wolf noisily stalked up and down the line, growling low, sniffing each potential victim. Tochibi groaned as the claws ripped through his tunic and his flesh. Then the gas descended, as before, but stronger. Iniru woke. After a while, no one screamed anymore. Their lungs didn’t have enough air to scream. The only noises were the creaks of the webs that held them as they writhed in agony, the soft sobs of the Winter Child, and Motekeru’s sick laughter.


  Turesobei tried to meditate — to block it out. He fell into a daze of pain. Was this what Torment was like for the souls of the damned? If so, Motekeru was a demon himself, for he seemed to enjoy it.


  By the time it stopped, Iniru and Tochibi had passed out.


  The Warlock patted the child on the shoulder. “Are you ready yet?”


  She shook her head, hesitantly.


  “See how they suffer? Do you want that?”


  “No.”


  “Then end it.”


  The Winter Child started to cry. “I can’t.”


  “I see that I am going to need to make this a little more personal.”


  Smiling demonically, he paced up and down the line, twice. He stopped at Iniru and muttered a few words. She woke with a gasp. She seemed slightly improved. That’s why she was alive. He was keeping her that way. He did the same with Tochibi. He paced the line once more and stopped at Awasa. A devilish grin spread across his face.


  “Untie this one.”


  The Spider waved a hand, and the webs fell away from Awasa and dissolved. Awasa stumbled free in confusion.


  The Warlock’s eyes lit with purple fire.


  “What are you going to—” She grabbed her head and fell to her knees. “Aargh! Get out of my mind! Get out of my —”


  Turesobei jerked at his bonds. “No! Awasa, remember yourself. Be strong! Fight him.”


  Awasa collapsed in a heap. The Deadly Ones laughed. A few moments later, she stood, her eyes … it was like they were bloodshot, except they were more a deep purple than red. Her skin was blistered a bright red. Dark purple veins stood out along her face and forehead. She kowtowed to the Warlock and kissed his feet.


  The Warlock placed his hand on Awasa’s forehead. “My dear child, whom do you serve?”


  “You, master.”


  “Indeed. See the white-steel sword? Pick it up.”


  “Awasa, remember yourself,” Turesobei said as she came near him. “Think of home. Think … think of why you’re here.”


  She ignored him as she picked up Sumada. Then she cocked her head to the side and stared at him as a bird might. Her eyes had now completely changed color from their natural bright blue to a deep purple, matching those of the Warlock. She blinked several times, then spun on her heel and returned to the wraith.


  “Kill the servant, Tochibi.”


  She marched over to Tochibi and drew the sword free of the scabbard, which she threw to the ground. She hesitated.


  “Kill him now, Awasa.”


  Holding the sword underhanded, Awasa plunged the blade into Tochibi’s stomach.


  Turesobei groaned. No, Awasa, no.


  Tochibi screamed in pain and jerked. She stared at him blankly, holding the sword. Amber light flared from Tochibi’s body. He was magical. White-steel would kill him permanently. His body broke apart in amber flakes that floated away like embers over a bonfire. He disintegrated until nothing was left.


  “Curse you to the deepest pits of Torment!” Aikonshi screamed. “I will make you pay!”


  “Good, my servant,” the Warlock said to Awasa. “Very good. A man of three thousand years … gone forever. I am pleased. Now the dream woman.”


  Motekeru howled in rage and shattered his chains. He stormed toward Awasa, but the Wolf and two of the clones tackled him. Another clone dove in and slashed him with a poisoned blade. The toxin had an immediate effect. They dragged him back to the rock and bound him again. The poison on the blades acted fast, but at least it wore off after an hour or so.


  Awasa stepped over mechanically and plunged the sword into Isashiara. She gasped once. Her body flickered blue, then shimmered amber. She melted into a milky puddled, then disappeared.


  “Well, that dream is over.” The Deadly Twelve laughed. The Warlock bent down to look into the child’s eyes. “Should I kill another?


  The child was on her knees, crying. “Please stop.”


  “Will you open the portal?”


  She shook her head no and kept crying.


  “Have it your way. This time I will let you choose. But not the wizard. He bears Chonda Lu’s kavaru. He dies last.”


  The child cried and shook her head.


  “You will not choose. Hmm. Which one shall I kill this time, then …”


  Awasa pointed the sword at Iniru and spoke in a hollow, distant voice. “That one, master.”


  The Warlock cawed. “Initiative! How delightful. You are better than broken. You have become a creature of hate.”


  Awasa stared at Iniru. “Master, may I please?”


  “Do it.”


  Awasa’s eyes narrowed, and a creepy smile spread across her face. Saliva foamed from the corners of her mouth.


  “Awasa,” said Turesobei, “remember yourself.”


  She cocked her head toward him. “Remember … remember what? I was no one. I am becoming someone now. This is who I should be.”


  “Well, this is ironic,” Iniru said bravely. “I always thought if anything, I’d be killing her.”


  Awasa pressed the point of the sword just under Iniru’s ribcage, aiming for the heart. Awasa breathed rapidly. Her face alight with … something almost like bliss.


  Iniru smiled at Turesobei. “I never stopped loving you. I never will.”


  Awasa drew the sword back, underhanded.


  “Stop! Stop!” the Winter Child cried out. “Stop! I’ll do it. Don’t kill her. Just don’t kill her.”


  The Wolf howled in delight. “We’ve found her weakness. At last.”


  “Of course,” said the Warlock. “The assassin spared you and came to rescue you … so you owe her. How utterly noble. We will spare her.”


  Awasa sneered and stabbed Iniru anyway.
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  “No!” Turesobei and the child cried out.


  Iniru twisted, enough that the sword didn’t pierce her heart. Instead it lanced her in the side — another nasty wound, but not deadly. Turesobei sighed with relief. But Awasa wasn’t done. She drew back and stabbed again, the blow aimed at Iniru’s midsection.


  The point of the sword pierced cloth and pricked through skin before it stopped. The Spider had latched webs onto Awasa’s arm and prevented the killing stroke. A clone stepped in, grabbed Awasa by the waist, and drew her away.


  Awasa spun and slashed wildly with the white-steel sword, cutting the clone. He staggered back, bleeding a purplish ichor. The Warlock’s amulet flickered, and the clone disappeared. It didn’t reappear immediately. At least there was some delay.


  “Cease, thrall! Cease!” the Warlock shouted.


  Awasa, panting, stared at him with hatred.


  “Cease. We have made a deal to spare this one. You will obey me.”


  Awasa fought it, but finally she kowtowed and set the sword down.


  “All of them,” said the Winter Child. “You must let all of them go when I’ve opened the gate for you.”


  The Warlock pointed at Enashoma, Zaiporo, Hakamoro, and Iniru. “We will let these four go. The others must pay an old debt. But if it pleases you, I will promise not to make them suffer anymore. We will kill them quickly. We can even put them in a cell until the time comes, instead of hanging them out here. Will that make you happy?”


  The Winter Child nodded. “I must initiate my powers.” She folded her hands together and started to speak.


  “It’s not worth it!” Iniru cried out, interrupting the child. “I’m not worth it. Let them kill me. Our lives are not worth eternal winter across the land.”


  “I will be Queen of Winter when I open the gate. I can make things better for the land, or I can make them worse. If he tries to break my mind and it doesn’t kill me …” The child nodded toward Awasa. “Worse things could happen. Better to risk releasing the One Hundred and the Eight.”


  She folded her hands together and chanted a prayer in Ancient Zaboko. Turesobei recognized only a few of the words. Kenja stirred within the room and flared within the girl, so strongly that a blue-tinged halo formed around her. Her eyes turned milky-white, as a wizard’s would when using his kenja sight. The aura flared outward, and then swirled back into her body. Her skin took on a subtle glow. She dropped her hands and spoke in a distant, alien voice.


  “I cannot open the Winter Gate until Avida reaches zenith again.” She pointed at the Warlock. “I am the Queen of Winter. You will keep your promise to me.”


  “Is that a threat?” he snarled.


  “It is a threat. I have warned you. A bargain made with the Queen of Winter is a sacred bond. If you betray me, you will regret it. An eternity in the Shadowland is far better than being locked in the coldest depths of Winter.”


  Judging by his face, the Warlock was shaken. Turesobei didn’t blame him. There was a strange power in the child’s voice now. She had unleashed the power of a celestial queen. It was probably limited now, probably not enough to challenge the Twelve. But once the gate to the Ancient Cold and Deep opened ….


  “Of course. I will honor the bargain made with you.”


  The girl stalked off toward her room.


  “You have twenty-seven hours, heir of Chonda Lu,” the Warlock said. “Enjoy what time you have left.”


  “You’re not killing us now?” Aikonshi snapped.


  “At the opening of the gate,” said the Warlock. “We want to make it special.” He turned to the clones. “Take them all out, one at a time, and throw them in the snow to soothe their skin. Get them cleaned up.”


  The Warlock approached Turesobei and whispered to him. “You are going to suffer, no matter what I promised the girl. The others can die swiftly. But not you. You are —”


  “Chonda Lu’s heir, and you have a vendetta. I get it.”


  “Heir? You do not know what you are, do you?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “It does to me. I will tell you. Would you like that? I will tell you right before I feed on your soul.”
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  The Warlock watched as two of his clones threw Turesobei, without his armor and shirt, into a bank of snow piled on the ledge. Blood and poison residue stained much of the snow from where the others had washed before him. The clones had tried to remove his kavaru, but had failed. No matter how much they pulled, the chain would not come off his neck. One of the clones pulled out his sword, but the Warlock told them to leave it be.


  Turesobei rolled around. The snow was so cold it hurt, but at least it numbed the itching blisters.


  “When we open the portal, you and your friends will be there to witness it. I want you, Chonda Turesobei, to see our revenge begin.” The Warlock stood over him gloating. “The One Hundred and the Eight will spread violence and devastation across the land. And the prisoners I promised the Winter Child I would spare will be a gift to the One Hundred and the Eight. I doubt they will see fit to honor my oath.”


  Turesobei jumped up and charged the Warlock. A clone intercepted him and knocked him flat. He tried to rise again, but a kick slammed him back down.


  As he lay on his side, he saw the storm sigil reflected in a puddle of melted snow. The Warlock’s words to the Winter Child echoed in his mind. “Be what you were born to be. Fulfill your destiny.”


  Turesobei had been born Chonda Lu’s heir, in some special way he couldn’t understand. But he had also been reborn as Naruwakiru’s heir, as the Storm Dragon. What was stopping him from living up to that destiny instead?


  Turesobei had taken on Naruwakiru’s energies to save everyone he loved from obliteration when he cracked open her jade heart with Sumada. He had made that sacrifice once, and he could do it again. He could bring the dragon from the dream and merge the two halves of himself. As long as he remained conscious within the dragon, he could control it. And he would likely have enough power to stop the Twelve.


  For a moment, he thought to embrace it now. But no. He was hurt, exhausted. Connecting to the sigil was nearly impossible, and if he managed, he would certainly lose control. He couldn’t risk becoming the Storm Dragon now. He could resist becoming Naruwakiru reborn — he had tamed her once, but what if some essence of her still lurked within him?


  Turesobei needed rest first. He had time. He looked up from the reflection of the sigil to the Winter Gate. They planned to release the One Hundred and the Eight, demons imprisoned there long ago. Imprisoned.


  He stared at the Warlock and restrained a satisfied smile. Now he had a plan.


   


  *****


   


  Turesobei and the others, including Lu Bei, were taken to one of the rooms off the main cavern and locked inside. Awasa stood outside, guarding the door along with the Deadly Twelve. She had met his eyes as he went in. The spark that was … her … was gone from them, replaced by something seething … angry … unsettling.


  Everyone huddled together under three moth-ravaged blankets, except for Motekeru, who sat in the corner, silent, unmoving. Turesobei liked him better when he was moving. When motionless, he was more frightening, like all the rage was building up and waiting to explode. The snow baths had left everyone shivering. Weak and injured as they were, frostbite would soon begin to take toes and fingers.


  “I’ll summon a fire. Give me a minute. I don’t have a spell strip.”


  He pictured the runes in his mind, though the images kept fading. He chanted, his words slurring and clipping. He finished and held out his hand to the center of the room. Nothing.


  He fell to his knees. “I can’t do it … too tired.”


  Motekeru seemed to wake from his trance. His blazing eyes drifted across all of them. He turned his head to Turesobei.


  “Come, heir of Chonda Lu.”


  Turesobei staggered over.


  “Hold out your hands. Be not afraid.”


  He held out his hands. Motekeru put his head over them and spat out a globe of fire. Turesobei nearly dropped it, but he trusted Motekeru wouldn’t harm him. He’d handled darkfire before, so he could handle this. He tried to stay focused on not letting it burn him.


  “Put it in the center of room. Use it to power your spell.”


  Turesobei tried again. With the energy already manifested, the spell was much easier. Still, he almost messed it up, stumbling over words he knew by heart. A small, magical fire roared to life, radiating heat into the room.


  He sat down with a sigh of relief. “It will last … well, longer than we probably will.”


  Aikonshi stared at Motekeru. “You — you gave part of your life force … for us to have warmth.”


  Motekeru said nothing in response.


  “Thank you,” Enashoma said to him.


  He made no reply.


  “Your flame will burn out one day.” Aikonshi shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you did that for us.”


  “Why not? We are only strong in numbers.” More quietly he said, “And what does life matter now?”


  “My friend,” said Hakamoro, “for you are my friend now, thank you for this gift.”


  Everyone gathered around the fire. Hakamoro and Aikonshi helped Iniru and Zaiporo over.


  “So we just sit in here until it’s time to die?” Zaiporo said.


  “They said they would let us go,” Enashoma said.


  “Do you believe them?” Hakamoro replied.


  “No … but I was trying to. It was a nice thought.”


  Turesobei huddled under the blanket with Iniru. He wanted to put his arm around her, but he was afraid he would disturb her injuries, which the Twelve had hastily patched up again.


  “They’re going to take us all out to the gate,” Turesobei said. “They promised the child they wouldn’t kill you, and they won’t, not personally. But they’re going to offer you up to the One Hundred and the Eight and let them do it. A peace offering.”


  “What will happen to Awasa?” Shoma said. “I just can’t believe she could become so … evil like that.”


  “It’s not really her. When he broke her mind, it left only the worst part. That’s not her fault. She couldn’t resist him. She wasn’t strong enough.”


  “He entered my mind,” Shoma said. “He tried to break me. I almost gave in.” She smiled distantly. “But I thought of Grandmother, when she was teaching me origami. She told me that the strongest things were those most delicate in form, because despite the pressures of the world, they stayed true. I kept my mind on that, and he left me.”


  “He tried it with me,” Zaiporo said. “I told him to … well, I won’t repeat it now. He got the message, though. Do you think Awasa can recover? She drove me nuts, but I didn’t hate her. And she was starting to become a decent person.”


  Iniru said sadly, “Really? Well, that’s an injustice.”


  Turesobei shook his head. “Anything is possible, but …”


  “Her mind is broken,” Aikonshi said. “It will never be the same. She was not a strong girl. She was weak and inexperienced. She couldn’t handle it.”


  Hakamoro attempted to be upbeat. “So, what’s the plan? Shi? Turesobei? I know one of you has thought of something.”


  “We die,” Aikonshi said despondently.


  “We fight,” Turesobei countered.


  Everyone looked to him with the slightest glimmer of hope in their eyes.


  “I have a plan,” he whispered.


  “I’d like to hear it, because your last plan failed spectacularly,” Zaiporo said.


  “Yeah, worst rescue mission I’ve ever seen,” Iniru added. “Well, what is it? When do we start?”


  “The first step is to rest. We’ll spring into action when they take us out to open the gate. You’ll know when. I’ll take care of it.” He held up a hand to cut off any comments. “And you’re all just going to have to trust me. It’s our only shot.”


  “You will kill the girl?” said Motekeru. He didn’t sound thrilled about it. As much as Aikonshi had portrayed him as a merciless killer, he didn’t seem that way to Turesobei. Not so far, anyway.


  “You can do what I couldn’t do,” said Iniru. “You can fix this. One quick lightning strike. Kill her instantly or knock her from the mountain. You have to do it. You can’t feel bad about it. So many lives depend on it.”


  “I’m not killing the child. It’s not possible anyway.”


  “What do you mean?” Iniru asked. “The Sacred Codex sent me to kill her.”


  “The codex was wrong. Have you noticed the tattoo on her leg or chest? I bet it covers most of her body under her nightgown. I saw it when I projected my spirit here to find you. It’s the Mark of the Guardian. Powerful magic, Kaiaru-level stuff, except it is old zaboko blood magic. I don’t know how the priests managed it. The art was supposedly lost.”


  “Kaiwen Earth Mother in Torment’s Flames!” Iniru cursed. “You mean I never had a chance?”


  “Never,” Turesobei replied.


  “I don’t understand,” Iniru said.


  “The Mark of the Guardian,” Turesobei explained, “will keep its bearer from being killed in any way. She can die only from old age, when her organs shut down. The ritual to make that mark takes a year to perform, and a number of sacrifices. Ten, at the least, one for each month. A white-steel weapon could kill her, but nothing else.”


  “So we could seize your sword and kill her with that?” Aikonshi asked.


  “I’m not going to kill the child. If she opens the gate, I think I can save all of us and Okoro.”


  “How are you going to do that?” Iniru asked.


  “I’m going to be true to myself.”
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  The Wolf and the Poisoner set three buckets inside the room: one filled with water, one filled with an overcooked rice porridge, and one for the toilet. No one said a word in complaint. The two wraiths noticed the fire, discussed it in whispers, and left. Turesobei said nothing else of his plan. He was afraid the Twelve might hear them. Besides, all he needed from the others was for them to fight and run when it was time.


  Without rest, it would never work. Thinking he would sleep for an hour, Turesobei closed his eyes. When Iniru shook him, she told him he’d been asleep for nearly twelve.


  He stretched, groaning. “I didn’t mean to sleep so long … only thirteen hours left, then.”


  Shoma was crying softly.


  “What’s the matter, Little Blossom?”


  “Lu Bei. Brave little Lu Bei.”


  Turesobei stood up. “What — what’s the matter?”


  “He’s dead!”


  “Dead?” said Aikonshi as she left her meditative state. “Hardly. He’s a tough little runt.”


  Shoma blinked in surprise. “He’s alive?”


  “Of course,” Turesobei replied. “I’m pretty sure I’d feel it if he had died. I felt it when Isashiara and Tochibi …” He trailed off with an awkward cough, not yet ready to face that loss, and tapped the book. “Wake up, lazy.”


  The diary spun around rapidly, turned to smoke, and congealed into Lu Bei. He had a nasty bruise on his forehead, and his eyes were swollen. “Can’t I rest a bit longer, master?”


  Shoma pounced on him and hugged him tight.


  “Aiyee! Killing me with kindness — killing me with love — smothered. Smoth —” The rest of his words were muffled.


  “Shoma’s been crying because she thought you were dead,” Turesobei said. “You should’ve let the others know.”


  Lu Bei squirmed free. “Why didn’t you, master?”


  “I just … assumed.”


  “Aha. Aha. Big, big mistake, master.” He gave Shoma a kiss on the cheek. “I am quite alive, my lady, though sore for it. I knew you were all safe, and so I rested. So sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I’m just glad you’re still with us.”


  He spun around and looked at Iniru. They stared at one another for a few moments, until Lu Bei said, “Well, I shall continue to rest if no one needs me …” And he turned back into a book.


  Iniru rolled her eyes, but Turesobei thought he saw her cheeks twitch in the effort to smile.


  Turesobei drank some water and forced himself to eat some of the porridge. It didn’t taste bad. It was cold and didn’t taste at all.


  “Niru, I need you to take off your shirt,” he said.


  She laughed. “You what? I know it’s been a while, Sobei, but I don’t think this is really the time for—”


  “I need to heal your wound,” he said with exasperation.


  “Oh, sure. That’s why.”


  “I’m glad you all still have a sense of humor. Face the corner and lift your shirt. I want to heal the wound on your back, and the one on your side.”


  “The Twelve bound them. I’ll live long enough. I don’t want to weaken you.”


  “I can’t have any of you in poor shape when the gate opens. Do it.”


  She sat facing the corner and pulled her torn shirt off. The bandage was bloody, and infected puss had oozed out from under it. Aikonshi helped by removing the bandage, then turned away with a retching cough as soon as it was free. Turesobei grimaced.


  “Ugh,” Zaiporo said. “What’s that smell?”


  “The wound that’s going to kill me if the Twelve don’t,” Iniru said. “It’s infected.”


  Aikonshi pinched her nose, her sense of smell being so strong. The flesh of the wound was turning green. Iniru must have nearly been caught by the Wolf. It was the same claw pattern as on Zaiporo’s chest.


  Aikonshi put her lips on the back of Iniru’s neck. “How are you functioning? You have an incredible fever.”


  “I’m a k’chasan qengai,” she said proudly. “I can endure whatever I must.”


  “I can’t cure the infection,” Turesobei said. “You will need medicine and rest for that. I can reduce it and slow down the progression, and I can heal much of the torn tissue.”


  Turesobei held his hands near the wound and chanted the spell of greater summer healing. He didn’t have a spell strip, but also had no need to hurry. The spell required a lot of his internal kenja, since the natural energies the magic needed were not strong high up on the cold mountain. But he had strength enough now, after resting, to do this and open the channel to the storm sigil and control it when the time came. Besides, this way he was doing what he had set out to do. He was saving Iniru.


  A warm, golden energy flowed out from his palms. The glowing cloud seeped into her wounds.


  She sighed with relief.


  He moved his hands around to her side and the energy flowed into the cut Awasa had made there. The wounds wept puss and sealed. Tissues knitted back together, with two or three weeks of natural healing happening in minutes. When finished, there were raised scars and pink, exposed tissue. But it was much better. Still infected, but not as bad, and her fever came down.


  Turesobei was panting and tired, but pleased. Iniru spun around, one arm covering her chest. She wrapped the other around him and gave him a hug, then a kiss on the cheek. She drew away.


  “Why are you smiling?” she asked.


  “I came here to save you.”


  “Haven’t done that yet, dummy.”


  “Well, I healed you, didn’t I?” he said. “You’ll live longer now.”


  “Twelve hours or so.”


  “Hopefully more.” He shrugged. “Your turn, Zaiporo.”


  Zaiporo’s wounds weren’t as deep, nor were they infected, so Turesobei cast the normal version of the spell of summer healing on him.


  “Thank you, Turesobei.”


  “Sobei. Call me Sobei.”


  “You may call me Zai.”


  “So, what now?” Aikonshi said.


  “We rest,” Turesobei replied.


  Everyone napped as best as they could. Turesobei fell into another deep sleep.


  Iniru cuddled up to Turesobei. “I still feel like it’s my fault. Like if I’d killed the girl, you would still be back in Ekaran, studying hard. Enashoma wouldn’t be out here in this mess. Awasa wouldn’t be a monster. You’d all be happy.”


  “There was nothing you could do,” he said, uncomfortably. He’d never seen Iniru so weak, so vulnerable. But she’d been through a lot and had barely survived. “At least we got to see each other again, right? And for me … it felt good to be out in the world — adventuring again. I was restless. Tired of studying, sitting at home. I know my duties are important, but I just feel like I should be off somewhere else.”


  Aikonshi chuckled. “Oh, you’re Chonda Lu’s heir alright. That summed him up in a nutshell. Never happy at home. Always off on some adventure. Never helping his people when he should’ve.”


  “Aikonshi’s right,” Turesobei told Iniru. “My father was like that, too, and Shoma. She was already planning to run away even before your note came. I wanted to be out adventuring … with you. I missed you so much. I tried hard to be what they wanted me to be. I worked all day. I went to teas. I made peace with Awasa. But it wasn’t me. Now, I guess I’ve found the next part of my destiny. Maybe the Sacred Codex knew you wouldn’t be able to do it and we’d end up together again.”


  “I can never go back home, you know. I’ll be marked as a failure.”


  “If we finish this, they will never know,” said Shoma.


  “They know already. As soon as I didn’t kill the girl, I failed — a red line marked through the text.”


  “But she couldn’t be killed,” Turesobei said. “I don’t think that was the Codex’s intent.”


  “Doesn’t matter. That’s just how it works. If I don’t kill her, the red line goes through it. I have brought shame to my clan.”


  “But wasn’t the intent to stop all this?” Hakamoro asked. “You could still do that, right?”


  “It must be done as listed. I failed, and I am shamed.”


  Shoma shrugged. “So, join the club.”


  “What?”


  “Zai. Sobei. Awasa. Me. We’ve ruined all our names.”


  Turesobei took Iniru’s hands. “But we can save the world … stay true to who we are … together.”


  “I’ll have nowhere to live.”


  “Come back with me, then. They’ll take me back. No matter how mad they’ll be, they have to take me back. They need me too much. I’m their secret weapon against the Gawo. Oh, it will be horrible. But they’ll have to accept you if I insist. We can be together. No matter my station, no Chonda woman will want to marry me after this scandal.”


  Iniru kissed Turesobei. “You’re always so hopeful and naive. It’s charming. When it doesn’t just tick me off. What about you, Shoma?”


  “I’m going wherever Zai goes, and then … I don’t know.”


  “So you two are a couple? A highborn baojendari lady and a zaboko servant?”


  “A zaboko guard,” Zaiporo snapped. “And I don’t — I mean … we’re not … a couple … really … just … good friends.”


  “You don’t sound sure.” Iniru said. “Shoma?”


  “I — I love Zai, but I … we’re just friends. For now, anyway. Maybe …” She blushed. “Maybe someday.”


  “We’re together now,” Zaiporo said. “I don’t really care about anything else, or what we call it.”


  “Ah, young love,” Aikonshi said. “All confused. What a joy.”


  “You remember it well, do you?” Iniru said.


  “Monsters nearly killed me before I ever even had my first kiss. Then Chonda Lu saved me, and I was with him seventy years or so. And then off-and-on for a century. After he made me into this.”


  Hakamoro stared at her with admiration. “Don’t let her fool you with her tough act. She’s very tender and caring.”


  Everyone, Aikonshi included, looked at him like he was completely insane.


  “Forgive my love,” Aikonshi said. “The beast I saved him from damaged his brain. As you can see.”


  She kissed him, though, and cuddled into his arms.


  Hours later, Awasa opened the door. She had Sumada in hand. “The time has come.”


  


  


  Chapter 64


   


   


  With Awasa standing to the side, everyone began to shuffle out into the cavern. But after Iniru passed through the doorway, Awasa shouldered into her. Iniru spun and kicked, but the Spider’s webs caught her foot before it made contact. Awasa swung the sword. Turesobei surged forward. He wouldn’t make it in time. But the Wolf leapt in, grabbed Awasa’s arm, and stopped the attack. He shoved her away. She started forward again, but he growled at her, and she hesitated.


  The Warlock took Awasa by the shoulder and led her aside. “You cannot kill her, my thrall, no matter how much you wish to. I have traded her life for cooperation from the Winter Child. If we killed her, it would ruin my plans. You do not wish to disappoint your master, do you?”


  She narrowed her eyes at him and glanced at the amulet around his neck. She bared her teeth in a snarl. “No, master.”


  “Go ahead of us then, and see that the way is clear.”


  Making his way out of the room with Lu Bei in book form tucked under his arm, Turesobei watched the Warlock out of the corner of his eye. The Warlock frowned at Awasa. For whatever reason, his breaking of Awasa had gone awry. He had unleashed hatred, but his dominance was not complete. Maybe there was hope for her. Turesobei shook his head. He couldn’t worry about it now. He had too much else to deal with.


  With solemn, trudging steps and downcast faces, Turesobei and his companions followed the Deadly Twelve through the tunnels and out onto the shelf where the Winter Gate waited. No one tried to fight or break free. Turesobei had told them not to bother. He needed them all strong and ready in case his plan worked.


  Icy wind whipped around them, snapping the corners of the wraiths’ crimson robes. The silver beads braided into the Winter Child’s hair tinked against one another like wind chimes. A waning Avida Bright Moon shone down on them from above. Its light glinted on the silvery runes of the Winter Gate.


  In the fierce cold, Turesobei and his companions shivered. A few hours out here, dressed as they were, and they would freeze to death. But the Winter Child walked out in her nightgown, barefoot, completely unaffected by the cold.


  Turesobei broke away from the group and hurried ahead to reach the Winter Child. She looked at him, worried, apologetic.


  “It’s okay,” he told her. “I’m not mad at you. You did what you had to. You did the right thing.”


  Awasa stepped in and pressed him away.


  “Awasa, I’m sorry that —”


  She shoved him back against a rock formation, pinning him. Then she forced a kiss on him. He tried to squirm free, but she kept on. She bit his lip, and he pushed her off and slid away.


  She licked his blood off her lip and sneered.


  “You should have stayed in Ekaran. You should have stayed with me.”


  He said nothing in reply. What could he say?


  “Awasa!” the Warlock called. “Come here.”


  The Spider stepped up to the tunnel leading into the mountain. She cut both of her palms and chanted. From her hands sprayed blood-red silk tendrils, which she wove across the entrance in a dense web. She kept going until the web completely blocked sight.


  Panting, she turned around and said, “Don’t want anyone trying to run away, do we?”


  The Winter Child stood closest to the gate, with the Warlock and Awasa guarding her. He didn’t seem to want Awasa near Turesobei and his companions. Was he afraid something would go wrong and she would betray him, or that she’d go on a rampage and kill Iniru?


  The Wolf and the Spider divided everyone else into two groups. Those closest to the gate were the ones they claimed they would set free. In the back stood Turesobei, the two wolfhounds, Aikonshi, and Motekeru. Two clones were stationed between the groups. The rest of the clones guarded them from both sides. The Spider and the Poisoner stayed at the back to keep watch on everyone, while the Wolf hovered beside Motekeru.


  For a moment, Turesobei doubted his plan and was tempted to make a play for Sumada and kill the Winter Child. But he wouldn’t make it to her, and even if he did, could he kill a child? Iniru couldn’t. Besides, he refused to believe he could make things better by murdering a child, no matter the situation.


  The Warlock turned to his companions. “The time for our revenge has come. To the Shadowland we shall return, but victorious.” He stalked over to Turesobei and smiled. “I’m going to enjoy ripping you to shreds, boy. And then your friends and relatives. Except those I promised the child I would spare, of course.”


  The Winter Child glanced back at Turesobei. He nodded to her. Her cold expression and blank white eyes were unreadable. He wasn’t even sure she was the same girl anymore. She then looked to Iniru. The child took a deep breath and turned back toward the gate.


  In Ancient Zaboko she sang. Her notes held the purity of crystal, ringing across the mountainside. She clapped her hands at strange intervals. With each clap, a series of runes on the stone arch lit up a piercing white or blue. Air and water kenja, so strong Turesobei could sense them without opening his kenja-sight, converged on the girl and the gate. He tapped into those energies, gathering a fraction to activate his channel to the storm sigil. Lightning crackled across the arch. Once, twice … a field of static formed within.


  Time to fulfill his destiny. Time to become what he truly was … one part Turesobei, heir of Chonda Lu, and one part the Storm Dragon. It would be safe. Everything would be fine, as long as he held onto his identity, and manifested and controlled the Storm Dragon’s power.


  The Winter Child made a shrill cry like a tea kettle left too long over a fire. The static formed into a shimmering portal within the arch, as if rippling moonlit water hung in the air. She fell silent and bowed her head; her shoulders slumped.


  A stream of icy air and a dusting of snow blew out from the Winter Gate and onto the mountain shelf.


  Turesobei tapped into the sigil and let go.


  It was simple, easy. How much willpower had he been using to hold this back all the time? He had assumed the natural position was for the channel to be closed — it wasn’t. The channel wanted to be open. He had been holding it shut, day and night.


  The storm energies flared to life. An image of sky and land far below flickered through his eyes. He woke into the dream of the dragon.


  


  


  Chapter 65


   


   


  The Storm Dragon soared over the mountains. How small and insignificant the human affairs below seemed. What did life and love matter to a creature with dominion over the skies?


  He felt a tug. Something tethered him to the pointless human world below: his name; someone called his name. Someone dared summon him! Claws dug into his neck. Pain and the irresistible pull of that voice calling his name pulled him back to the earth.


  Turesobei woke from the dream.


  Aikonshi hovered above him. “Wake up, idiot!”


  She helped him up. He stood on shaking legs.


  He grabbed her hand. “Your claws ….”


  Aikonshi didn’t ask questions in the thick of battle. She flicked the claws out from her fingertips. He grabbed her hand and raked the claws down his arm, drawing blood. He smeared the blood onto both hands.


  Their eyes met. She nodded; she understood. Blood magic. It was dangerous, might kill him, would definitely cause lasting harm, but they didn’t have any other choice.


  He quick-cast the spell of binding force and directed it at himself. He hoped it would hold the dream back, at least buy him a little time. Time was all he needed. He staggered from the effort. Aikonshi held him up.


  “Lu Bei, now!”


  The fetch popped out into his Lu Bei form and flew toward the Winter Child.


  Turesobei called to the storm energy. Lightning speared down from above and struck the storm sigil on his cheek. A shroud of visible, crackling storm kenja formed a translucent shell around him, only a hand’s length away from his body. Wings of cloud sprung from this shell, as did ice claws on his hands.


  One of the clones stepped toward him. He thrust his hands out and struck it. Storm energy crackled off his palms and burned the clone, who collapsed, convulsed, and went still. Another charged him, he stabbed it with his ice claws, then blasted it off the mountain with a wind burst.


  A flash of the dragon flying through the clouds — he staggered and then came back to himself. Motekeru, despite his chained hands, grabbed the Wolf and threw him forward so that he fell between Turesobei and the Winter Gate.


  Turesobei and Motekeru had caused enough confusion with their sudden attacks to slow the Deadly Twelve’s reactions.


  Lu Bei locked onto the back of the Winter Child’s nightgown and yanked her out of the Warlock’s reach. Barakaros pursued, but Aikonshi wrapped tendrils around him. Iniru darted between two clones and took the Winter Child by the hand. Awasa swung Sumada at Iniru’s head, but she easily ducked under the clumsy attack. Iniru and Lu Bei led the child back to Enashoma and Zaiporo’s relatively safe position. The Twelve didn’t go after them. They were now more concerned with Turesobei.


  A blast of the Spider’s webbing streamed toward Turesobei. The silk threads melted when they struck his energy shell. He summoned a miniature cyclone and focused it around the Spider. He lifted her into the air and threw her next to the Wolf.


  The Warlock shrugged free of Aikonshi’s shadow tendrils, shoved Awasa aside, and charged after the child. Zaiporo and Enashoma backed toward the mountainside, trying to get as far away from the gate as possible. Hakamoro and Aikonshi fought clones, backing away as they did. They couldn’t keep this up much longer.


  As Turesobei gathered a lightning blast, the dream came upon him again. He fought it back. He was supposed to be Turesobei and the Storm Dragon, but he couldn’t control it. And the spell was barely containing the power. The energy shell was blistering his already raw skin. Random shocks fired into his body, numbing muscles and shooting pain down through his bones. He was losing strength. All his willpower was spent fighting to stay conscious and to control the energy so that he didn’t become all dragon.


  “Sobei, look out!” Iniru cried.


  It took him too long to focus. The Warlock’s arm was extended in Turesobei’s direction. A knife whirled toward him. He turned. The knife pierced the energy shell, slowing as it did so, and clipped him on the arm. Thanks to his armor, it only sliced a shallow line in his skin. But that was all it took for the poison to work.


  Turesobei clapped his hands together and fired lightning at the Warlock. A clone leapt in front of him. The blast killed the clone and knocked it back against its maker.


  As Turesobei gathered energy for another blast, the poison raced through his system. His pulse slowed; his muscles stiffened. Two clones rushed him. He tumbled them backward with a gust of wind.


  The dream came on him. He returned on his own … but slowly.


  The Poisoner dropped a cloud of toxic gas on the others, while the Spider and two clones closed in from both sides. Motekeru and the Wolf still battled. Awasa fought to break free of shadow tendrils Aikonshi had wrapped around her.


  Lu Bei freed the two amber wolfhounds from webbing. Turesobei hadn’t even noticed they’d been bound.


  The Warlock with two of his clones charged Turesobei. The wolfhounds got in the way of one clone, biting at its knees, while Lu Bei popped the other in the face and dashed away. Turesobei beat his wings of cloud and flew up and backward a few steps, just far enough to narrowly dodge a slash by the Warlock. Turesobei let out a blast of lighting. It wasn’t as strong as he had planned, but it was the best he could do that fast.


  The lightning knocked the Warlock and the two clones halfway to the gate. The Warlock leapt back up to his feet, his chest smoldering. The two clones climbed up slowly; their wounds had nearly incapacitated them.


  The Poisoner dropped an acid cloud on Turesobei, but he summoned a whirlwind and blew it away. Turesobei increased the whirlwind’s intensity and focused it on the Spider and the two clones closing in methodically on his friends. The winds pulled the wraiths back into the Poisoner. The Deadly Twelve struggled to break free as the wind reached gale strength. Motekeru kicked the Wolf into the whirlwind and crawled away from it, wounded and slowed by poison.


  Turesobei used the whirlwind to shove the wraiths in it toward the Warlock, who stood near the Winter Gate, recovering from the blast Turesobei had hit him with. But Turesobei’s strength and the winds began to fade. The dragon dream flickered in and out. The winds sputtered. The energy surrounding him dimmed. He lost the winds entirely. Laughing, the Warlock and the other wraiths advanced toward him. Awasa hung behind them, sword in hand, confused about what she should do.


  “You gave it your all,” the Warlock said. “But face it, even with your storm powers, it is not enough. You are not Chonda Lu. You will never—”


  A giant, vermillion-skinned man, nearly twice Turesobei’s height, burst through the gate. Snow from the Ancient Cold and Deep swirled through after him. White hair stood straight up on his head, and his white broom mustache puffed out. Solid black eyes flicked around, taking in the scene. A forked tongue caressed the tusks that protruded from the corners of his mouth. He carried a curved sword of onyx and wore pelts of white and gold fur.


  Oh, Torment’s Flames — he knew what they were. Yomon — beings of chaos; immortal kindred, it was said, of the Kaiaru, though the lore was highly suspect. None had been seen in millennia. Turesobei had seen sketches and read scant descriptions of them. Savage, wicked, immensely powerful. The One Hundred and the Eight were far worse than he imagined.


  Bellowing a war chant, the yomon surged forward and struck the head off a clone with one swipe of his sword. The clone’s head tumbled off the ledge, and his body turned to a pile of dust. The yomon lifted a ram’s horn and blew a thunderous note. A clone lunged in and stabbed him in the leg. With blinding speed, the yomon stabbed his sword through the clone, lifted it high in the air, and pounded it onto the ground. The demon bellowed his war chant again. If the poison affected him, he showed no immediate sign.


  Another yomon, not quite as tall, but with the same basic appearance, stepped through. He thrust his spear at the Wolf, who dodged away, but barely. The portal turned clear, showing a snowy landscape beyond. Behind this newest yomon loomed dozens more.


  “We want the same thing as you!” the Warlock shouted to them. “We have opened the portal so that you might—”


  The big yomon shouted something in a language similar to Ancient Zaboko and swiped at the Warlock. The wraith ducked under the attack and darted away. The Deadly Twelve spread out.


  There were too many enemies, too soon. Turesobei gathered his strength and decided he should first slow the yomon from coming through the gate. He blasted the second yomon, knocking him back into the portal and into those rushing up behind him. He took a breath, and then aimed at the first giant. This blast wasn’t as strong. The yomon staggered back. He sneered, bounded forward, knocked the Wolf aside, and struck Turesobei with a haymaker that would’ve crushed every bone in his body if not for the energy shell dampening the impact.


  The punch knocked Turesobei against the mountainside. He fell, and the energy shroud vanished.


  


  


  Chapter 66


   


   


  Turesobei lay stunned but conscious where he had fallen. The connection to the storm energy had been severed, leaving him empty. That was the only good thing, that he wasn’t falling into the dream. Yomon poured from the portal. The Poisoner, the Wolf, and the Spider fought desperately, but were losing ground. Only their speed kept them alive, and only the Poisoner’s acidic cloud at the gate slowed the yomon down, though the big one breathed it in and laughed.


  The Warlock fought one-on-one with the big one — the yomon-ga, Turesobei decided. Their attacks made for an incredible blur. While these two were a match, the Deadly Twelve possessed slightly greater strength and quickness than the rest of the yomon, who also lacked their special abilities. But the yomon outnumbered them.


  Her eyes wild, Awasa swung Sumada at the half-dozen yomon that encircled her. She had no skill, but the yomon feared the white-steel blade after one of her reckless swings sliced deep into the gut of one, killing him.


  As the smaller yomon rushed through, Motekeru, Hakamoro, and Aikonshi again fought defensively — still unarmed — and retreated. Everyone fought against or fled from the vermillion-skinned devils, except the Winter Child, who stood straight, seemingly uncaring. Zaiporo, Enashoma, and Iniru shielded her. It seemed clear that the yomon were heading toward her. Like the Deadly Twelve, they probably wanted to seize her and prevent her from ever closing the gate.


  Lu Bei zipped over and placed his hand on Turesobei’s forehead. “Master, are you okay?”


  Turesobei shook his head.


  “I will shield you from your enemies, master.”


  “No — help … Iniru … Shoma … break the webbing … get away through the tunnels.”


  “We tried already, master. Much tougher than her normal webs. Couldn’t cut through it. My little blasts did no good.”


  More and more yomon marched through the portal. There was nowhere to escape to with the tunnel sealed. They could flee into the cave on the far end of the shelf, but they would be trapped if they even made it there. He had tried to stop it. The One Hundred and the Eight poured through the gate. Eternal winter would soon fall over the land. The only good thing was that it looked like the yomon would slaughter the Deadly Twelve. Grandfather, Mother, the clan … they would all be safe from them.


  Why had the power gone out of him? He had opened the channel all the way and fully embraced the power. Unless …


  When he had tried to blend with the Storm Dragon power, he had bound it by spell and will, out of necessity. Otherwise, he would’ve fallen into the dream. But maybe he couldn’t be both Turesobei and the dragon that way. Maybe he needed to give himself over to the power completely, not force it into the shape he wanted. Maybe he had to control the dragon within the dream and not try to bring the dragon to him. So what if he ultimately lost himself? He needed only maintain enough control and remember himself long enough to blast these yomon back in, take the child into the Winter Realm, and then have her shut the portal. She couldn’t do it from this side.


  “Lu Bei, I’ve got to let go. I’ve got to become the dragon.”


  “Master, I don’t think that’s a good—”


  “Nothing else has worked. What happens will happen. There’s no other choice but to trust to what I’ve become … a creature of storm.”


  “As you wish, master. I will guard you to my dying breath if something goes wrong.”


  “I know.”


  Lu Bei spun around, hovered in the air with both arms out, hands sparking energy — dramatic as always.


  Thinking of the dragon, Turesobei relaxed and opened himself to the storm mark. There was no crack of lightning. No burst of energy. He went to the dream world as a dragon again, but this time willingly, and with more awareness. He was himself … for now.


  He flew high above, where the sky had turned a dark blue and the stars shone faintly, even though it was daytime below. A glint on a mountain far below caught his attention. In a blink he was at the summit.


  Floating in the air across from him was a zaboko woman with piercing eyes and deep red lips. Despite her young face, her long hair was pure white. She wore the flowing gown of a high priestess. In her hands she held a jade orb veined in red, an object he knew far too well: the Storm Dragon’s Heart.


  “Who are you?”


  She flashed a smile and said seductively, “You know who I am.”


  “Naruwakiru.”


  “In my old human form.”


  “Why am I here? I have to go back!”


  “You must deal with me first, and you know why I’m here.”


  “I took the power of your heart, so I took in the memory of you as well.”


  “And that fear has held you back.”


  “You tried to dominate me, and I broke you.”


  “But you still fear me. You fear my power, my legacy, and my memory within you. You do not wish to become a dragon. You fight it day and night. Did you know? You are always fighting it.”


  “What do you want from me?”


  “Nothing. I am only a memory, an echo. You are the Storm Dragon now.”


  “Why are you are a human in this dream?”


  “Because I was once like you — a Kaiaru. Yes, Kaiaru once walked amongst the zaboko race, too. Long, long ago. Their lines faded out. I created the Storm Dragon’s Heart from my kavaru and bound my soul to it. I began to capture power. I grew strong. I became a goddess unlike any other. Now you have this power … and the last of me.”


  “I’ve got to go back. Why am I here, wasting time?”


  “Because you have to face me, or you will never merge the dragon with yourself. You will only wield the power, and then at the risk of becoming a mindless beast if it gets away from you.”


  “Do I need your permission? Is that it?”


  “The only permission you need is your own. You must acknowledge me. You must accept that my power is part of you.”


  “I’ll become the dragon, though, won’t I? That’s what happened to you and to Okishenaga, isn’t it? You accepted the power, and it overwhelmed you. You became dragons. Will I be able to change back again?”


  “I could not. But perhaps you have greater willpower. And you have Chonda Lu’s stone, whereas the heart was my kavaru. I could never escape it. The heart housed my soul. So maybe you can resist where I could not.”


  “I have no other choice. And I’ve got to hurry. I’ve got to get back out there.”


  “Only a moment has truly passed.” Naruwakiru reached out her hand. “Come, accept my blessing.”


  “Were you evil like everyone said?”


  “In the beginning, I was greedy and selfish … like most Kaiaru. But not evil. Once the power took over, it corrupted me. I wish you well with that.”


  Turesobei flew over to her, and she placed a hand on his snout. “I accept that you are part of me, and that I am the Storm Dragon now.”


  “Then you have my blessing. Which is, in fact, your own. And I shall forever fade away.”


  She disappeared. He went nowhere. He snapped his head around, looking below. This was the summit of the mountain where the Winter Gate was. He spotted the shelf below. This was still a world of dream. He felt certain of that. He snapped his wings against his slender body and dove down. As he plummeted, he saw his friends fighting desperately below. He saw his own body. He aimed for himself.


  Remember who you are. Remember what you’re fighting for. You must save your friends and family, stop the yomon, kill the Deadly Twelve, close the portal. You are not a storm dragon. You are the Storm Dragon Turesobei.
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  Turesobei’s spirit slammed back into his body. As he stood, a whirlwind kicked up around him. Lightning flashed in the sky. Thunder boomed, loud enough that the mountain shook and rocks tumbled in the distance. A lightning bolt speared down from the heavens and struck him on the sigil. Raw power flowed in without harming him. Another boom followed, loud enough to shake the mountain. A section of the shelf near the cave collapsed and tumbled down the mountainside.


  “Yesssss!” Lu Bei shouted. “Let’s go, master. Let’s —”


  The storm mark on Lu Bei’s chest, which matched the sigil on Turesobei’s cheek, ignited with electricity. Lu Bei screamed and began to change shape. His face elongated into a snout. His wings spread wider. His body grew longer, as did his claws. He became a miniature storm dragon nearly as long as Turesobei was tall.


  The storm energy enveloped Turesobei like before, but this time it expanded much further and took on the shape of the Storm Dragon, six times as long as Turesobei was tall and much, much thicker. Blazing eyes formed over a snout. Antlers of electric fire sprouted from the forehead, and a tail grew to match. Wings of cloud unfurled. Legs with charged claws gripped the rock. The storm energy increased in density, as if an entire storm cloud were compressed into a small area, with lightning threading through like veins of blood flowing through a body. Turesobei floated up into the center of the body, curling up by instinct into a fetal position. He himself became the heart of the great Storm Dragon reborn, as the jade orb he had broken had been the heart held aloft inside Naruwakiru.


  Turesobei’s senses shut down and became those of the Storm Dragon. He saw not out of his own eyes, but out of the eyes of the dragon. He flexed his wings and claws, clapped his tail against the mountainside, and roared into the sky.


  Seeing this, the yomon, the Warlock, and the Spider stopped fighting — for the moment, they were amazed. The Wolf was dying, first cut by a yomon’s sword, and now with Motekeru’s hands locked around his throat. The Poisoner’s head was stuck on the end of a yomon’s spear. All the clones were gone. Turesobei’s companions had all backed away, except for Aikonshi. She stood over Hakamoro who was wounded. With Zaiporo’s help, she moved Hakamoro back toward the still-blocked tunnel. So far, the yomon had mostly focused on the Deadly Twelve. That would not last for much longer.


  Awasa was kneeling, exhausted. She climbed to her feet, stabbed the white-steel sword through the chest of the nearest yomon, and fell back down. The yomon screamed and disappeared.


  Turesobei focused his intent. It wasn’t easy. He wanted to fly away. He wanted to say this battle was no concern of his and leave to soar through the sky in his element. But he stayed. His friends were here. More importantly, his enemies were here. He had the power to defeat them now. Anger filled his mind; rage took over.


  His dragon eyes locked onto the Warlock, who still fought against the yomon-ga. Turesobei puffed electric fire from his nostrils. The Warlock glanced over and spotted Turesobei in dragon form. His eyes flared wide, and he started to run. He wasn’t nearly fast enough. Turesobei shot a lightning blast from his dragon mouth that incinerated Barakaros the Warlock and knocked the yomon-ga flat.


  The Spider ran toward the gate, trying to escape into the Ancient Cold and Deep. Storm Dragon Lu Bei dove onto her and ripped her with his claws. A yomon swiped at him, and he slipped away. Turesobei pounced on the Spider as she tried to stand. He bit her head off, and then breathed lightning onto the nearest yomon, frying him into a charred husk.


  Nearly a third of the One Hundred and the Eight had made it through the gate, but now most of them fled: some toward the edges of the deep shelf, trying to find some way to climb down. Others headed toward the tunnel entrance, hoping to tear through the webs. A few even tried to retreat into the Winter Realm, but they ran into their brethren who were still trying to leave.


  Turesobei would not let any of these devils escape into the world. He would send them back into Winter and destroy them there. He opened his jaws wide and breathed a tremendous blast of lightning into the portal, incinerating several yomon and knocking others back from the portal.


  “You will stop now!” bellowed the yomon-ga.


  Understanding their speech now, Storm Dragon Turesobei whipped around. The devil had barreled into his companions, scattering them, except for two. He held Iniru up by the neck in one hand and the Winter Child in the other.


  “Stop or I will snap their necks.”


  “You will not stop me!” Turesobei bellowed. “I am the Storm Dragon now. I am all powerful.”


  “I will kill them,” the yomon-ga said with worry creasing his face.


  “And I will kill you. What do I care about two mortals?”


  No. Those words weren’t right. Remember yourself. Remember who you are, what you’re fighting for.


  “Don’t kill them!” Turesobei said, hastily. “I will — I will let you return alive to Winter.”


  “We’ll never return to our prison!”


  “Then I shall send you back.”


  Turesobei summoned onto the mountain shelf a cyclone with its boundary along the edge of the shelf and the wall. The winds whipped and howled along the edges of the shelf and against the mountainside. The yomon trying to climb down over the edge were hurled back onto the shelf. He drew the cyclone inward, making it narrower and narrower. The yomon and his companions were hurtled into the center. The yomon-ga was dragged along, his feet sliding along the ground as the winds tugged at him.


  “I mean it!” the red devil shouted. “I will snap their—”


  Storm Dragon Lu Bei shot down through the eye of the storm and fell upon the yomon-ga, biting deep into his neck, his fangs shooting sparks into the devil’s body. In shock, the devil dropped Iniru and the Winter Child. The swirling winds caught both of them, and they spun around through the air without landing. Lu Bei dug his fangs in deeper. Turesobei punched his claws into the yomon-ga’s stomach. The devil gurgled fiery blood and died.


  The closing winds pulled Enashoma and Zaiporo off their feet into the air, spinning them around with Iniru and the Winter Child. The yomon grasped at the ground, trying not to get caught up. The winds picked up speed and closed in further. Awasa, Hakamoro, and Aikonshi were ripped up into the air along with the last of the yomon. Bodies collided against one another.


  “Sobei!” Iniru shouted. “Remember yourself! You’re going to kill us all. We’re not your enemies!”


  He remembered. But he had to close the gate. He had to get the yomon back into the Celestial Realm of Winter. This was the only way. He had to defeat his enemies. He was the Storm Dragon, and they had dared to oppose him.


  The winds tightened around him, and he began to force them toward the gate. As soon as he focused the cyclone’s bottom onto the portal, the energies locked. The cyclone turned sideways and formed a wind funnel that pulled everything toward the gate. Yomon zipped through. Awasa, sword in hand, swinging it still, tumbled into the portal.


  “Sobei!” Iniru cried as she was sucked into Winter.


  Enashoma and Zaiporo, holding hands, went flying in. Dragon Lu Bei’s wings were not powerful enough — the cyclone drew him in as well.


  Aikonshi leashed Hakamoro with her shadow tendrils, then locked them onto the Spider’s webbing at the tunnel entrance. She cried out, straining to hold them against the howling winds. Motekeru snatched the Winter Child out of the air and planted his feet. Even with his great weight and strength, he was slipping toward the portal.


  “The portal, child!” Motekeru shouted. “You must close the portal.”


  “I can’t close it from this side! That’s not how it works.”


  Motekeru nodded and, shielding the child in his arms, he charged into the portal.


  Aikonshi held onto Hakamoro, but he was only feet away from the portal and her tendrils were strained to breaking. The last of the yomon lost the battle and were sucked in.


  I am the Storm Dragon. I am Turesobei. The portal must be closed. I must save my friends … from the devils on the other side. His lightning eyes locked onto Aikonshi. She’d be sucked in, too, if the winds continued. He couldn’t control the winds anymore, but maybe if he went through the portal, the winds would go with him.


  Aikonshi shouted at him. “By the gods, go, you big dumb dragon! Your companions will be eaten alive in there!”


  Turesobei snaked around and squeezed through the portal into the Realm of Winter.


  


  


  Chapter 68


   


   


  Turesobei squirmed through the gate into the Ancient Cold and Deep, a land of endless snow as far as he could see. The child had opened the gate at midnight in Okoro. But here, in the distance, a strange red sun set slowly into the ice.


  The cyclone had followed him, its polarity now reversed. Locked onto the gate, it pulled things on this side toward Okoro. Here, the gate sat at the top of a steep ridge covered in ice. The cyclone had blasted everyone, human and yomon, down the slope.


  At the base, the yomon had recovered and surrounded Turesobei’s unarmed companions. Unarmed except for Awasa, who kept them at bay with the white-steel blade — for now. Dragon Lu Bei zoomed around, coughing lightning at the yomon, helping Awasa hold them off. Motekeru joined them. Aikonshi and Hakamoro hadn’t come through. They were still on the Okoro side.


  The winds of the cyclone tugged at everyone, but the winds weren’t strong enough to pull anyone that far up the slope. Storm Dragon Turesobei strained at the energies until the cyclone refocused on him.


  Remember who you are. You have friends. You must save them from the yomon, from your enemies ….


  You must crush your enemies.


  With a booming roar that thundered across the land, Turesobei unleashed a crackling web of lightning into the yomon, incinerating some and breaking their ranks. He landed amongst his battered and exhausted companions. The hurricane-force winds encircled them in an empty eye and blasted the yomon back, kicking up a snowstorm around them.


  It wasn’t easy to protect them and not fight the yomon. It wasn’t easy to speak. He faced the Winter Child.


  “You must close the gate.”


  “I know. And I will.”


  “I can fly everyone up to the gate. Once the others are through, you close it, and I’ll rush you through before it shuts. Have to hurry. Don’t know how long I can manage all this power or stay myself.”


  She shook her head. “I am the Winter Queen. This is my realm. I have to stay here. I cannot go back. You must leave me behind. Don’t argue about it. Just go. When I speak the words, the gate will—”


  The tip of Sumada punched out through the Winter Child’s chest. Awasa withdrew the white-steel blade and sneered.


  “The will of the Warlock shall be done in Okoro. Winter will spread forever. His vengeance is mine!”


  The child’s frightened, ice-blue eyes locked onto Turesobei. He nodded, understanding what would now happen. She let out a piercing wail of song in Ancient Zaboko. Broken and gurgled as it was, it held power nonetheless. She was the Winter Queen. This was her realm. The Winter Gate, glowing bright as Avida, flickered and went out. The child coughed blood and died.


  He closed his eyes. Bright flashes flickered through his body. Anger, hopelessness, regret … more anger. They were trapped in the Ancient Cold and Deep. Forever. If the portal could be opened from this side, then surely the yomon would’ve done so ages ago.


  Screaming, Awasa leapt toward Turesobei and clipped his dragon-form in the side. The white-steel cut through the energy flesh as if it were his own. He screamed in pain. The storm winds faltered.


  Motekeru shouldered into Awasa, knocking her back. She scrambled to her feet — nose busted — blood smeared over her face. She spat teeth and dove for the sword. She gripped it and was up on her feet before Motekeru could reach her. He backed away.


  Struggling to keep the winds going, Turesobei drew the eye in closer on them. The yomon hadn’t given up. They hurled themselves against the wall of wind, trying to break through.


  Stuck here … against most of the One Hundred and the Eight. He might not be himself much longer, and if not, who then would protect Shoma and Iniru? The wolfhounds, Lu Bei, Zaiporo, and Motekeru? That wouldn’t be enough. He had to get them all away from here safely — and fast.


  He gathered the storm winds in until they formed a tight column around his companions. He shaped the base of the cyclone and lifted them all from the ground. Everyone huddled together, while still facing off against Awasa. The wolfhounds didn’t complain. Magic, no matter how grand or strange, didn’t faze them.


  “I will … carry you … safety,” he said.


  He strained to talk now. His thoughts became jumbled. He was losing himself to the dragon. Every moment he used the powers, his will to remain Turesobei within the Storm Dragon broke down.


  Only a few feet off the ground, Awasa swung the sword, carving an opening through the cyclone. She fell.


  He tugged at her with the winds, but she swatted with the sword again, severing the connection.


  “Awasa, come with us!” Shoma called.


  “Never again!”


  It was hard enough for him to use the winds to carry along the white-steel sword unsheathed, with the blade cutting through the energies, but it was impossible with Awasa swinging it.


  “Awasa … please …”


  She glared at him and swung the sword into the cyclone wall. “I hate you! I hate you!”


  He couldn’t maintain this much longer. He couldn’t carry her. Lu Bei dove at her but missed. The winds made it too hard for him to maneuver. Lu Bei tried a light blast of lightning, but she held the blade up in front of her and the energy split against it. She was getting better with the sword, moment by moment, despite her fatigue. Turesobei didn’t know what that meant, but it wasn’t anything good.


  There was no more time. She would have to face the yomon on her own.


  He had to let her go.


  With a sad roar, he beat his wings and flew off, carrying the funnel cloud with his companions in it beneath him. He rocketed far over the icy landscape — league after league of white, with no discernible features.


  Anger burned through him. The thoughts that were pure Turesobei became fleeting. He had to put them down safely and get away, and soon. At last he saw a village. There was no way to know whether it housed anyone friendly, but it was the best he could do for them. He released the bottom of the cyclone and dropped them into a snow bank a league away from the village. Bringing the winds back into him, he shot back into the sky. Their cries to him faded swiftly.


  The dragon raged, a swift thunderstorm that scoured the land with blizzards and lightning and thunder. He tried to think of those he loved.


  Contain it. I must contain it. I could harm people.


  But he raged on.


  My friends need me: Iniru, Shoma, Zaiporo, Lu Bei — all stranded here. The yomon are out there … possibly demons and beasts, too. They need me.


  Iniru and Shoma. Iniru and Shoma. Focus on them.


  The two girls. Don’t let their faces out of your mind.


  The two … their faces …


  The power is mine. This land of ice will bow to me. I am the Storm Dragon. Though I am more than that. I am … I am …


  Another dragon flew beside him, a much smaller Storm Dragon.


  “Master, remember yourself!” This dragon’s eyes blazed amber. “Think of the kavaru on your chest. That is your true soul. Not this storm. The kavaru. Your true soul. You are more than Chonda Lu’s heir. You are Chonda …”


  A brilliant amber glow poured out from his kavaru. His thoughts turned fuzzy. Spots danced in his vision.


  “I am Chonda Turesobei.”


  The dragon form exploded away from him in midair. The wings and snout and body and tails disappeared in a burst of wind and thunder.


  They plummeted. Lu Bei, small and bat-winged once more, grabbed him by the collar and beat his wings, slowing the fall and steering them. He had no hope of keeping them aloft. They crashed into a snow bank that wasn’t nearly deep enough, and struck the ice.


  


  


  Chapter 69


   


   


  Turesobei awoke shivering in a mushy puddle of melted but refreezing snow. Scorched, scratched to Torment, and bruised all over. Everything ached from his skin to deep in his bones. Blood trickled from a cut down his side, matching the cut Awasa had slashed into his dragon form. He moved his left hand and grimaced — the wrist was broken, forearm too, maybe. But he wouldn’t complain. That fall could’ve killed him, probably would have without Lu Bei’s help. The book lay beside him. He touched a finger to the spine. A pulse of magic still ran through Lu Bei. The fetch had taught him that trick after they’d returned from Wakaro.


  The setting red sun stained the icy landscape with an eerie cast. A large shadow passed over him.


  He turned around. Three burly forms, with their broad backs to the sun, loomed above him. Because of the shadows he couldn’t make out their features. They seemed to be wearing furs like the yomon had, but he didn’t think they were yomon. The yomon had disturbed the kenja currents in a tangible way, and these beings, while big like the yomon, weren’t quite as tall and their proportions were different.


  A deep, growling voice said, “The Ancient Cold and Deep is not a good place for a human. Not even one who can turn into a dragon.”


  Turesobei scooted around so he could see them in the light. He gasped and shuffled back in surprise.


  “Easy, son. I’m neither yomon nor kagi. Not quite everything here’s evil.”


  These beings weren’t baojendari or zaboko or k’chasans or anything he’d ever heard of. Well, they were somewhat like k’chasans. Except where k’chasans sort of resembled cats, these beings resembled cave bears … with yellow-tinged and white fur. And they were a lot more bearlike than k’chasans were catlike. The bear-men had giant hands, round ears, beady black eyes, broad shoulders, wide feet, and fat bellies. The one who spoke wore a blue scarf, a leather breastplate, and a gold kilt. He carried an enormous axe slung over his shoulder.


  “You’re … you look like … a bear!”


  One of the other bear-men who had a longbow in his hand snarled, “Cleave that insolent head from his shoulders!”


  Turesobei’s eyes went wide. He’d have to call on the Storm Dragon again; he didn’t have anything else. But he’d never conquer it again … of course, he certainly couldn’t run — he’d never make it — not on this terrain, not from them.


  The first bear-man cast his axe aside.


  “Our people are called the goronku. This is our land. I’m Narbenu. And I’m not cleaving your head. Not today.”


  The third goronku pointed his spear at Turesobei. “You saw what he was. Can’t trust him.”


  “I don’t think you mean us harm, do you, boy?”


  “I don’t. I don’t even want to be here.”


  “I suspect not. How did you come here, through the gate?”


  “It was opened by the Winter Child.”


  “What about the yomon?”


  “We closed it before they could get out. The Winter Child … Queen … is dead.”


  Narbenu showed no reaction to that news. “I knew something was going on with the One Hundred and the Eight. They were restless and gathering near the gate the last few weeks … like they sensed something big was going to happen.”


  “Fewer than a hundred and eight now. I killed several.”


  “Leave his head,” said the second goronku. “Boy’s growing on me.”


  “How is it I can speak your language?”


  “That’s a good question,” said Narbenu. “But this isn’t the time or place for discussing all this. Let’s get you out of the cold. Come on. Get up.”


  Turesobei grabbed Lu Bei with his only good hand and struggled to his feet.


  “I’ve got to find my companions. They could be in danger.”


  “Lad, there’s no one else near here.”


  “I dropped them a few minutes before I crashed here.”


  “Speed you were flying, I’d say they were leagues away from here. We can search tomorrow. Trust me — you don’t want to be out here walking around in the night. A whole lot of deadly things hunt this land when darkness falls.”


  That made him even more desperate to find Shoma, Niru, and Zaiporo. But they had Motekeru with them. He’d protect them — the amber wolfhounds, too. As long as all of them didn’t freeze to death in the night.


  The red sun set, casting darkness across the ice.


  “I will find you,” Turesobei whispered into the darkness. “I will find you and get us out of here.”


  Somehow.
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