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      The girl only knew how to write one word: her name.

      She set aside her bloodstained war hammer and knelt. On a slab of stone, she clumsily scribbled in demon blood the two characters for her name. She had only learned them a few weeks ago. A boy she loved had taught her how to write. But already she was forgetting. As she wrote her name, she repeated it out loud. It was getting harder to speak it, too. It was only a matter of time before she forgot her name entirely, and then….

      A demon howled in the distance. More were coming. They were always coming for her. But she wasn’t afraid. She understood it wasn’t skill in battle that kept you alive here. It was heart. In this place, you could fight as well as you loved. The problem was the complete isolation, the endless battles and the relentless cold of dying were draining away her memories, and she could only love if she remembered.

      The demons closed in, but there was no point in running. She glanced around. Demon blood stained the ground a dozen paces in every direction, seeping into the gray stone, the scattered ashes and the lifeless soil. She should probably move on after the next battle. It was harder to fight on slick ground.

      She shivered. It was always cold here. Not an icy cold. That she could live with. This life-stealing cold crept through the blue-gray sonoke fur coat she wore and through her sonoke-skin shirt and even through the soft white fur she was born with. She wrapped her arms around her midsection and rocked back and forth, shivering and repeating her name.

      She had thought her homeland in the Ancient Cold and Deep was barren but compared to this place it was a giant oasis teeming with life. Here, eerie mists beneath dark clouds that never snowed draped an endless expanse of ashen earth and bleak stone. Day and night came, though neither the sun nor the moons were ever visible. Sometimes it was as dark as twilight for hours, and she could only see as far as she could throw her hammer. Other times, it was bright enough to see as far as the mists would allow. She had no idea how long she had been here. After the first five days, she had given up trying to tell when dawn arrived. And now…now she didn’t want to know. Time didn’t matter. She would fight until she got what she wanted or until she could fight no more.

      Nothing lived here except the packs of demons that hunted her: lanky ones, stumpy ones, the ones like snakes, the ones like wolves and the ones too terrible to describe, that vanished from memory because the mind couldn’t hold onto the image of them. But worst of all were the ones like men, women and children with twisted features and madness in their eyes.

      The demons would come at her with fangs and claws, horns and fins and spiked tails, or grasping, human hands. And she fought them all, bashing in heads until nothing moved. Her wounds—broken bones, cuts and bruises—would magically heal within a few minutes. And the demon blood would steam off her. There would be a short rest, half a day if she were lucky, and then she’d do it all over again.

      Movement to her right caught her eye. She grabbed her war hammer and jumped to her feet. But it was no demon she faced. A frail goronku woman with a dazed expression smiled half-heartedly and raised a hand—a trembling, bone-thin hand—and waved. The girl relaxed. This wasn’t one of the twisted, demonic people.

      “Hello, my dear.” The old woman glanced around. “What is this sad place I’ve come to?” She frowned. “You know, I can’t even recall now how I got here.”

      “I don’t know what this place is exactly,” the girl said, “but I call it Dying.”

      “Oh,” the woman said. “Of course.”

      The woman had once had white fur, but it had yellowed with age, except around her stunted, almost bearlike snout. Bears, that was what other peoples said the goronku reminded them of—because of their fur and stunted snouts, their beady eyes and round ears—but that did not offend the goronku, for bears were strong and proud.

      The woman smoothed out her simple dress of blue sonoke skin stitched lovingly with gold thread. She combed through the wispy mane of silver that fell to her shoulders. She took a deep breath and relaxed. “So, how long do we—” Her eyes lit up like those of a small child getting a birthday present. “Ah, look! The sun has risen.”

      To the girl it was still as dark and bleak as ever.

      “Laughter! Singing! Do you hear it, child? It’s so beautiful.”

      “Oh yes,” the girl said, lying.

      “You know, I think I recognize some of those voices.”

      “You should go to them.”

      “I think I will,” the woman said. With a smile, she began to fade. “It’s so lovely, dear. Wouldn’t you like to come along?”

      The girl’s breath caught. A bright laugh from nowhere tugged at her. The smell of roasted meat and tanned hides drew her. The music of stitching needles called to her. But she couldn’t let herself be drawn away. The girl focused on the boy she loved. She focused on his laughter and bravery, on his handsome face and musical voice, on the way a kiss from him made her soul hum. She exhaled and shook her head. The distant call of peace and happiness vanished, along with the old goronku woman.

      She had seen a dozen others like the woman. They never stayed more than a few minutes before vanishing blissfully. Except for one who wandered off blindly without ever saying a word and two who screamed in agony before vanishing. She had wondered why those two didn’t stay in the barren waste like she had, since it was surely better than the hell to which they went. Then she realized that without love or passion, they couldn’t prevent the inevitable. Perhaps that lack was why they went where they had.

      A pack of demons broke free of the mists and charged her. She set her hammer down and casually retied her long, golden mane into a crude braid. A few tears of frustration escaped her eyes. She wiped them away, hefted the war hammer and met the demons head-on.

      She fought to live, to really live. And she fought for the boy she loved, whose name she no longer remembered. She shattered kneecaps, cracked ribs, severed tentacles and crushed skulls until the demons were no more. Lying in a heap, their skin sloughed off, their flesh melted and their bones turned to dust. Within minutes, dust and blood was all that was left of them.

      She had suffered only a few cuts and bruises. This had been an easy pack to kill. She knelt and prepared for what always came next.

      A searing pain burrowed deep into her lower neck at the base of the shoulder. Her face flushed. Her eyes watered. Her body burned as if her blood were boiling. She doubled over and her war hammer rolled from her grasp.

      At the end of every fight, and sometimes randomly, this pain struck her. No matter what the demons did to her body, this was always worse. After a few minutes, it would fade to a dull ache, like a wound mostly healed. This time was no different. The pain was already fading.

      A figure burst into view, pursued by a pack of demons that was easily five times as many as she had just fought. The young, male goronku was incredibly familiar to her. She couldn’t remember his name, but she knew his face. She had known him all her life. They had grown up together in the same village, and she was very fond of him.

      “Kurine!” he shouted. “Kurine!”

      She may have forgotten his name, but he remembered hers.

      When he reached her, he clutched at her hands and smiled. It was strange but comforting to feel the touch of another person again. “Come on!” He glanced back and tugged at her. “We have to run.”

      Kurine shook her head. “I don’t run. I fight.”

      His face creased into a worried frown. “I can’t fight them.” He held out his wide goronku hands. “I don’t have a weapon—” he gazed at her curiously “—like you do. The first time I tried to fight, a pair of demons nearly tore me to pieces.”

      Kurine chewed her lip as she examined him. “You’ve heard the music and the laughter, haven’t you?”

      “I hear it all the time. It’s hard to resist.”

      “I thought so. That makes you weak.” She gripped her war hammer and stepped forward. “Stand back. I will take care of these monsters. Then I will help you on your way to the beyond.”

      She fought harder than she had ever fought before, for the demons were so many and the boy so weak. And no wonder: not only was he hearing the music, but he had three terrible wounds that bled even here. Still, he wasn’t entirely helpless. With his bare hands, he killed a demon that slipped around behind her.

      When it was done, she had cuts and bruises all over and several ribs were cracked, making breathing difficult. One eye was swollen and her right ear had been torn off. She watched the ear fade into the earth and shrugged. It would grow back.

      The real pain began again. She collapsed as fire lanced through her shoulder.

      The boy rushed to her. “Are you okay?”

      “The worst of the pain will pass. It always passes. By the time the next pack of demons comes for me, I will be ready.”

      “You’re not afraid,” he said.

      “Why should I be?”

      “What happens if you die here?”

      Wincing, she climbed to her feet. “I don’t know. But I’m not worried. Demons cannot defeat me.” Wanting to feel the touch of another again, she took his hand. “Come, let’s walk to some place with fewer dissolving corpses. How long have you been here?”

      “Only a few hours…I think. Once I realized where I was, I knew you’d be here, trapped between life and death. I was in another part of the Shadowland a few days ago, you see. Only I was alive then.”

      “The Shadowland….” Kurine shrugged. “How did you find me?”

      “I just thought of you and…and I knew which way to go.”

      “Huh. How did you die?”

      “Three reitsu ambushed us as we neared the gate. They killed Narbenu, too.”

      Narbenu…she knew that name. His face appeared to her and she remembered. He had been such a strong, vibrant goronku. It was hard to imagine him dead.

      “Did he fade to the beyond?”

      “Almost immediately.”

      “Was he smiling?”

      The boy nodded. “I’d never seen him so happy before.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I feel like I should be angry about my death, but I’m not. Weird, huh?”

      “Maybe. But it’s good that you’re not. You don’t want to be angry here. There’s a furless madman in shining armor who haunts this land, slaying demons and wanderers alike. He’s almost a demon himself. I looked into his eyes and ran.” She shivered. “He was so filled with rage. I don’t know why Torment didn’t take him.”

      They stopped walking and sat together on a boulder. She peered curiously at him. Demons howled nearby.

      “More are coming,” he said with worry.

      “They always are. Why did you come looking for me?”

      “Because I love you, Kurine. I always have.”

      “You…love me?”

      “Remember how as children we’d pretend we were married? We always said we’d be together when we grew up. All you had to do was wait until I earned my freedom.”

      His name popped into her mind. “Kemsu!”

      Kemsu let go of her hands and nearly slipped from the boulder. “You—you had forgotten who I was?”

      “Only your name. Names fade quickly here.”

      He frowned. “You’ve been here too long.”

      “I still remember my name,” she said proudly. “I can even write it.”

      He sighed. “Now wonder you weren’t concerned that I had died. I thought you’d be upset about that.”

      “Sorry.”

      “This place is changing you. It’s taking away your emotions.”

      Something occurred to her. Something that had bothered her at first. Something she had let go because she’d had no way of figuring it out. “Kemsu, how did I end up here in the Shadowland?” She couldn’t bring herself to ask how she had died. Somehow, that didn’t seem like the right question.

      “It’s better if you don’t know.” Again he took her hands in his. “Let go, Kurine, and come with me to Paradise. We can be together and it will be better than anything we dreamed of when we were kids, better than anything we could ever have imagined.”

      She squeezed his hands. “We will see each other there one day. I promise. But I can’t follow you now.”

      “Kurine, you were dying and there was nothing anyone could do to cure you, so he put you under a stasis spell to preserve your body. That’s why you’re stuck here, neither living nor dead. But it’s just delaying the inevitable. It would be better if you moved on.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Why preserve me if there’s nothing anyone can do?”

      “In his world, there’s a cure that can save you.”

      “If there’s a cure, I should wait.”

      “But he’s never going to get back to his world. He has to pass through three gates—three!—like our Winter Gate, all leading to other realms, in order to reach his own world. Even if he reaches the first realm—and I don't see how he can stay ahead of the yomon, since the reitsu slaughtered all the mounts—there’s an evil god trapped on the other side. You might end up trapped here, until….” He frowned as his voice trailed off.

      She wasn’t exactly sure who this he was that Kemsu was talking about, but Kurine believed in this he with all her soul. “He can do it.”

      “But he doesn’t even know how to work these gates.”

      “He’ll figure it out.”

      Kemsu shook his head. “Look at what this is doing to you. You’re losing your memory…fighting demons…seeing terrible things. Even if he can save you, by the time he does, what will be left of you that is still Kurine from Aikora?”

      “I’m sure my memories will come back.”

      “But you don’t know that!”

      Doubt crept into her like the deathly cold of this place. She shivered and tried to form an argument but couldn’t.

      “Even if he does bring you back to life, you’ll wake up in a strange land. You won’t know the customs. You’ll be hot all the time because it’s warm there. You’ll be the only goronku in their world. You will be alone.” He scooted close and looked deep into her eyes. “You don’t want to be alone there, do you?”

      “No,” she whispered. “I don’t.”

      “Your body may be trapped between life and death, but I’m certain your soul is free. You can let go. You can move beyond. We can be together forever.”

      “I could let go…if I wanted….”

      There came to her laughter and song carried by a fresh icy breeze.

      Her will faded. She could let go. She could move on. She wouldn’t have to fight demons anymore. She could be happy.

      “We’ll be married in Paradise,” he said.

      Her willpower sparked back to life. She couldn’t marry Kemsu. She was pledged to another. She shifted away from him.

      “I love you, Kurine.”

      “I love you, too, Kemsu. But as a brother.”

      He recoiled. Hurt stained his face with a deep frown.

      “We’re not children anymore,” Kurine said, “and I can’t love you the way you want. I’m pledged to another and I love him with all my being. I had forgotten my pledge but not the love. That love is what keeps me here. That love is what makes me strong enough to fight all these demons and win, time after time.”

      Kemsu let go of her hands, slouched back, and sighed. “And what if he can’t bring you back?”

      “The boy I love is the one fighting to bring me back?” A jolt of happiness lit her up from within.

      “You—you don’t even remember his name, do you?”

      “I remember that he loves me, and I still love him.” She stood. “That’s all I need to know.”

      “And if—”

      Kurine crossed her arms. “Enough if’s. I’m staying here until he comes for me. If I forget everything, then I forget everything. It’s my choice.”

      Kemsu stood and smiled weakly. “You were always so stubborn. If you need me to stay here with you, I—”

      Kurine hugged him. “You need to go on to the next world. It’s your time—not mine.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Now, let go. Be happy. We’ll meet again someday. And to you it might be no more than the blink of an eye, even if fifty years should pass for me.”

      Kemsu nodded bravely and began to fade. His face brightened. “Oh! It’s so beautiful.”

      Within a heartbeat, he was no more than a wisp of transparent cloud. “Kurine,” he said distantly as he faded away, “Turesobei. His name is Turesobei.”

      Kurine waved goodbye. She understood his passing should be heartbreaking. Her oldest friend had just died. But being so close to death robbed the feeling of loss from her. It was no more than a simple goodbye, as if Kemsu were only going away for a few days.

      “Turesobei,” she said, enunciating every syllable carefully. “Turesobei.” She repeated her name and then his, again and again, as she wandered off. She stopped periodically to write her name in the dust and scribble his with a childish approximation. She didn’t know how to write his correctly. The characters were too complex for her.

      At dusk, she killed three solitary demons that sped toward her, chanting her name and Turesobei’s all the while. She couldn’t forget his name again. She wouldn’t.

      The madman stepped through the mists into view. She understood the demons’ speed now. They were the remnants of a pack he’d hunted down. Her muscles tensed in preparation to run from him, but she didn’t stop chanting Turesobei’s name. The armored man paused, stood upright and saluted her. Then he spun and departed. She shrugged and continued on.

      All that night she maintained her mantra without pause.

      At what amounted to dawn in the Shadowland, a pack of tentacled demons charged her. She readied her war hammer and prepared herself. But before the demons reached her, they all exploded into a cloud of dust.

      She sensed a presence behind her. She spun around to face the strangest woman she had ever seen. She wasn’t goronku, not even close. She was slender and tall with shadow-blue skin, like the sky just before twilight’s end. Her fiery eyes were a deep crimson that was darker than the ruby embedded in her navel. What the stone was, Kurine had no idea, but she could feel the warmth and power of it. The woman’s dress was like smoke and it hid very little. She had oddly long fingernails and fangs that protruded onto her lips. Sparkling vermilion hair fell down her back, like fresh snowfall lit by a bright red sunset.

      Kurine pointed her hammer at the woman and tried not to show she was afraid. Whatever this woman was, she was no demon, yet she was clearly dangerous and powerful. “Who are—”

      A sharp pain lanced deep into the right side of Kurine’s chest. She dropped the war hammer and fell back, gasping. This wasn’t the usual pain that came after a battle. This was something new and terrible. She grasped at her chest, expecting a wound pouring blood, but there was nothing there, just excruciating pain.

      The ruby in the woman’s navel shimmered, and high above, a black cloud blossomed into the shape of a tremendous dragon. Kurine blinked and it was gone. A shiver ran through her, but pain overwhelmed her fear.

      “What…what have you done…to me?”

      “I have not harmed you, child. You were bitten by a demon known as an orugukagi. Its venom almost killed you. I believe your shoulder probably still hurts where it bit you, yes?”

      Kurine nodded. “And this new pain?”

      “You are being cured.”

      “Why does it hurt so bad?”

      “It is, necessarily, a painful cure. The pain will get better in a moment.”

      “Will I wake?”

      “The toxin must first be drawn out of you. Then you must be healed. But that is not a simple thing. The toxin was in you too long. Your organs, and your brain especially, were damaged.”

      “Is that why I have trouble remembering things?”

      “Perhaps. But the Shadowland also steals the memories of those who tarry here in the hope that without memory, their passion will fade. Some, like you, have passion that endures beyond memory.”

      “Love sustained me.” The pain started to subside. “I could have stayed here for years if necessary.”

      The strange woman bared her slender fangs in a pitying smile. “And you would have become like the others stuck here.”

      “What others?”

      “All those demons you fought. Few were trapped here because of love but all of them are here because they clung desperately to the living world out of anger or jealousy or a desperate will to live.”

      “They—they were once people…like me?” Her breath caught and tears formed in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to hurt them! I didn’t know. If I had—”

      “They were human no longer. Do not pity them. You did them a favor. By killing them, you sent them to Oblivion and freed them from their obsessions. You spared them from a pitiful existence. That is a good thing, yes? It is not like you had a choice anyway.”

      Kurine nodded and tried not to think about how many demons, how many lost souls, she must have destroyed.

      The ruby stone in the woman’s navel flashed.

      “Turesobei has one of those,” Kurine said, suddenly remembering. “It’s what lets him do magic.”

      “Your memories are returning. That is good. This is a kavaru stone. It houses my soul. Turesobei and I are much alike. I am Kaiaru and he is…part Kaiaru, you could say. I am also a dragon, and he is part dragon.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Lady Hannya. Turesobei freed me from a sword called Fangthorn, which was imprisoned deep below the Forbidden Library.”

      “So he made it to the Library,” Kurine said with delight. “Did he make it home too?”

      Hannya shook her head. “With my help, Turesobei left the Ancient Cold and Deep and entered the Nexus of the Realms. That is but the first step. He has a long way to go, and there is much he must learn and many dangerous things he must do before he can go home.”

      “Then why are you here?” Kurine asked. “Have you come to guide me back to the world of the living?”

      “In a manner of speaking. My master, the Blood King, is healing you. No one else could have repaired the extensive internal damage you suffered. In that you are fortunate. However, there is a terrible price you must pay, Kurine of Aikora. Otherwise, it is highly unlikely your beloved Turesobei and his companions will have even the slightest chance of returning to the home they know and love.”

      “Then name your price. I will do whatever I must to help Turesobei. I didn’t fight off all these demons for nothing.”

      “Understand that if you do not do exactly as I instruct, or if you fail to do so—for it will not be easy—then you, your beloved and all his companions will suffer a fate worse than death.”

      “I understand.”

      “What I am going to tell you, it is essential that it remain secret. You can tell no one, not even Turesobei—especially not Turesobei.”

      Kurine scowled. “I don’t keep secrets from those I love.”

      “You must keep this one.”

      “Why?”

      “You will understand once you know.”

      “He will want to know what you said to me….”

      “He will not, because he does not know that I am here. No one knows, for I am not actually here. This is just a…let’s call it a memory…that has been stored, for a short while, in a blade that has—” she smirked devilishly “—grown quite attached to you.”

      “I have no reason to trust you.”

      “Nor should you, but once I tell you the price you must pay and why, you will understand, and you will agree to do exactly what I say.”

      Kurine nodded. “Okay, then tell me.”

      Lady Hannya touched two fingers to Kurine’s forehead. “I will hide the knowledge deep within your mind. You will not remember until you have recovered completely.”

      Scarlet light flashed and Kurine’s brain swirled as Hannya told her all she needed to know. Only she couldn’t make out any of the words. It was all gibberish.

      Hannya disappeared and the bleak landscape of the Shadowland vanished.

      There was darkness.

      And then Kurine woke up.
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      A Few Minutes Earlier

      Heart hammering, bile rising into his throat, Turesobei choked back his fear and tried to stay calm. He wanted to run. He desperately wanted to do something, anything, but he couldn’t make himself move. It was hard enough just to breathe. He felt like a tiny, insignificant fly trapped in amber.

      He stood, alongside his companions, in a long, rectangular room with cedar walls and polished floors. Lacquered columns held aloft a spectacular ceiling of crisscrossing beams from which hung blazing lanterns. Smoke issued from incense burners and filled the room with the scents of jasmine and sandalwood. At the end of the chamber, a staircase led up to a high dais crowned with a throne of jade.

      On this throne slumped a Kaiaru with sea-dark hair and skin the pale color of fog. He wore an undecorated gray robe, belted at the waist, as if he were a simple monk. Though a Kaiaru should be bound to one stone, one soul, this Kaiaru somehow had nine kavaru stones embedded into his skin. The robe hid all but the one on his forehead and the two on his hands. But Turesobei knew the others were there and could feel their presence. The Kaiaru’s eyes were closed, but his chest heaved up and down with regular breaths.

      Hannya, the Earth Dragon in human form, had told them there was something they must see and led them here. She knelt. “Blood King of the Nine Realms, I beseech you, awake and rise again!”

      “No!” Turesobei shouted.

      Eyes alight with blue-white flame opened. Their color turned to orange with specks of gold then a fiery, flickering vermilion. A sinister laugh rumbled from parched lips. The laugh died and his eyes shifted to a soft green.

      “Hannya, my sweet betrayer,” the Blood King drawled in a deep, languid voice. “I knew one day you would return. Your spirit may be rebellious, but your love for me endured, as I knew it would.”

      “My love…my king,” Hannya said. “Forgive me. I was rash and foolish. I should have trusted you. I should never have aided the Shogakami. It was a mistake for which I suffered, for fifteen thousand years, trapped in that blade.” She pointed to the rune-carved, dark-steel sword called Fangthorn, which was in Iniru’s hands. “Know that I never stopped loving you. And now that we are together again, I shall make everything right.”

      Turesobei’s companions looked to him, their eyes wide with fear. He knew he should act, but he was stunned by Hannya’s betrayal and didn’t know what to do.

      In the depths below the Forbidden Library, Turesobei had experienced Hannya’s devastation after the Blood King abandoned her. The visions of those events had almost killed him. And based on all he had seen, this didn’t make sense. How could she do this? The Hannya whose life he had experienced would never willingly return to the Blood King. But the thousands of years trapped alone in the sword had nearly driven Hannya mad. She didn’t have to make sense anymore. And with Naruwakiru dead, Hannya could pretend, or perhaps forget, that the Blood King had betrayed her.

      The Blood King leaned forward in his throne. His eyes shifted to the palest blue. “And how, my sweet betrayer, will you make everything right? Even if you could open the way out of the Nexus, I could not follow you out. Your power added to mine is not enough for me to break free of this prison.”

      Hannya swept an arm toward Turesobei. “Ah, but I have brought a powerful gift.”

      The Blood King’s face twisted into a curious expression and he stroked his narrow chin. With yellow, cat-like eyes, he glanced at each of them, starting with Turesobei.

      His eyes settled on Iniru.

      “I see a k’chasan girl, a qengai assassin by the looks of her, a follower of that idiot Notasami and his book of prophecies. I doubt she has stained her blades more than twice. What is your name, girl?”

      Iniru’s nostrils flared, the tips of her ears turned down and her red-brown fur stood slightly on end. Turesobei knew well the signs of her anger, even if he rarely understood what triggered it. In this case, though, it was obvious. Iniru had devoted her life to the prophecies in Notasami’s Codex. How the Blood King had figured out she was a qengai, he had no idea. Like Turesobei and the others, she was still dressed in a thick coat of sonoke fur with no sign of her uniform.

      “Iniru of Yasei-maka,” she hissed.

      The Blood King shrugged. “I have no use for an assassin.” His eyes went next to Rig and Ohma, the two amber-pelted hounds that had belonged to Turesobei’s ancestor, Chonda Lu. The hounds had magically appeared along with Motekeru minutes before Turesobei fought the Deadly Twelve. The Blood King’s eyes shifted to emerald and his voice shifted to one of soft tones and curiosity. “Dogs preserved centuries by magic? Interesting, but also useless.”

      His eyes returned to yellow and fell onto Motekeru, a mechanical marvel with the soul of one of Chonda Lu’s enemies enslaved inside. Motekeru had a body of petrified oak, reinforced with bronze plates on his forearms, shins, thighs and chest. He had a tail of bamboo cable with a spiked ball on the end. His entire head was bronze, with a jagged, crudely-cut mouth that was eternally locked in the same terrible expression. Continuously blazing with amber energy, his misshapen eyes were slanted and curled up on the ends. His joints and the long claws that could extend and retract from his hands were made of steel.

      “Now that is most intriguing.” The Blood King’s eyes changed to scarlet and his voice quaked as if were restraining a deep anger. “The craftsmanship is astounding.” He gripped the arms of his throne. “You are Motekeru, yes?”

      Motekeru didn’t reply.

      “Is it true that you can breathe fire?”

      Motekeru still wouldn’t answer. It was true that he could but he didn’t currently have enough power to do so, having used it all up fighting the yomon. It didn’t surprise Turesobei that the Blood King had heard of Motekeru.

      “Well, you are a true marvel,” the Blood King said, eyes flickering between scarlet and emerald, between restrained anger and curiosity. “I am the world’s greatest sorcerer, yet even I have no idea how you were made.”

      “World’s greatest sorcerer? Hah!” Lu Bei, who had been hiding behind Turesobei, darted forward and pointed at the Blood King. “You are nothing compared to Master.”

      Turesobei cringed. Perfect, the fetch was antagonizing the deadliest being in the world. But the Blood King wasn’t angry. His eyes turned to a dazzling violet as he smiled and almost laughed.

      “Chonda Lu’s flying book! I am surprised to see you here, though I guess I should not be, given the legendary Motekeru’s presence. Have you put on weight? You do appear to have grown.”

      Lu Bei was a lot more than a flying book. He had two forms. In his natural state, he was a diary with a polished leather cover, bound with silver wire and embossed with strange runes. In his fetch form, he had amber skin that matched Turesobei’s kavaru and bat wings of a darker shade. He was as big as a house cat, but only because he had grown after absorbing storm energy when Turesobei had destroyed the Storm Dragon’s Heart. That’s why Lu Bei had the Mark of the Storm Dragon on his chest: a lightning bolt spiking through a storm cloud in a circle of black, matching the same symbol on Turesobei’s cheek.

      Lu Bei narrowed his solid black eyes and exposed his tiny fangs in a grin. “You may not be surprised to see me, but I am surprised to see you…all nine of you.”

      Everyone turned toward Lu Bei.

      “Ooloolarra didn’t tell us exactly who you are, which means she didn’t know, which probably means no one knows anymore. Well, except for me.”

      “I know,” Motekeru said. “I killed several of him.”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Lu Bei said. “Silly me. You did kill several of him, didn’t you, big guy?” Lu Bei smiled innocently at the Blood King. “Nice try pretending you’d never met Motekeru before. Did you really think we could have forgotten you?”
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      The stunned, wide-eyed expression on Hannya’s face was clear. Lu Bei’s revelation was news to the Blood King’s former lover and chief lieutenant.

      “You are not one of the Council of Nine, but you have all of their lost kavaru,” Lu Bei said. “So who are you? Or perhaps I should ask: what are you?”

      The Blood King didn't reply, but his eyes burned scarlet and the veins in his neck and forehead swelled and throbbed.

      “I searched a long time for those kavaru,” Motekeru said, with a hint of irritation in his voice. “We never guessed you would sail off into unknown waters.”

      “A clever escape,” Lu Bei said. “But only because he lucked out and discovered Okoro.”

      “I knew exactly where I was sailing,” the Blood King said.

      Confusion rippled across Lu Bei’s face. “No one in Tengba Ren knew this land was here.”

      “Obviously I knew,” the Blood King said.

      “How?” Lu Bei asked.

      “I do not wish to share that knowledge with you.”

      “Fine then, but just know that your Kaiaru names are not so secret.” Lu Bei splayed out nine of his ten fingers and then touched one. “Let’s see, the first member of the Council was—” Lu Bei continued to move his lips but no sound came forth. After a few moments, he huffed. “Oh, bother. Big guy?”

      Motekeru shook his head.

      Lu Bei stamped his feet in midair. “You made us forget!”

      “I made everyone forget,” the Blood King said.

      Lu Bei’s eyes turned to saucers. “That’s impossible!”

      “I was not boasting when I named myself the world’s greatest sorcerer.” The Blood King’s voice was calm, but his eyes still simmered and the veins still throbbed. Lu Bei and Motekeru knew things no one else alive knew. Turesobei had a bad feeling they would pay for that.

      “If you are the greatest,” Lu Bei said, “it’s only because you’re cheating.”

      The Blood King shrugged.

      Lu Bei harrumphed. “Well, at least I know what you want.”

      “I have never made that a secret.”

      “No one should have the knowledge you seek.”

      “Your master and I had this argument long ago, fetch. I will not have it again with you, especially since you have no better idea than I do why Chonda Lu felt the knowledge should remain lost.”

      The Blood King’s eyes moved to Turesobei then slid past him.

      Turesobei’s jaw clenched. His pulse quickened. He’s toying with me. An enemy of Chonda Lu would’ve recognized my kavaru immediately. And he can clearly see the storm sigil on my cheek. He knows who that represents and he has to be curious about it.

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted back to yellow and he turned his attention to Zaiporo. “A teenage zaboko boy. He looks sturdy, but I see no particular value in him whatsoever.”

      Zaiporo’s shoulders slumped. No, on the surface there wasn’t anything special about Zaiporo. He couldn’t cast spells like Turesobei or fight with Iniru’s qengai abilities. Even Enashoma, Turesobei’s little sister, had a special ability. She could animate origami creatures with a special writing brush handed down through the women in their family. She was also the only member of the group everyone else liked. Zaiporo’s claim to fame was being forced at an unusually young age to be the personal guard of someone as important, and difficult, as Kobarai Awasa, Turesobei’s first fiancée. Back home, Zaiporo was little more than just another sturdy, gray-skinned zaboko servant.

      Turesobei knew Zaiporo felt inferior to the others but he and the Blood King were both missing the point. What made Zaiporo special was that he had faced all the same dangers as the others but without special powers, items or abilities. And someday Zaiporo would get his chance to shine.

      “Let us see what else we have. Ah, now she is a curiosity. Hannya, my sweet betrayer, I see our prisoners have a prisoner of their own.”

      Awasa lay bound on the floor. Awake now, she snarled at the Blood King and thrashed in a futile attempt to break free from her bonds.

      “You appear to be a common baojendari girl tainted by a dark magic,” the Blood King. “What are you, girl?”

      Awasa hissed a spate of curses at him.

      “Fetch?” the Blood King asked.

      “My name’s Lu Bei,” he said.

      “My apologies.” The Blood King smiled wryly. “What befell this girl?”

      “She absorbed power from Barakaros the Warlock when Master Turesobei defeated the Twelve Who Are Three and One. Until about ten minutes ago, she had his duplication amulet and was even more twisted than this.”

      The Blood King raised an eyebrow and sat back. His eyes shifted to emerald and his voice grew calm and curious. “Now that is quite interesting.”

      Awasa did look a little more like her old self and little less demonic. Before the battle at the Winter Gate, she had been a dainty baojendari girl of fifteen with soft features and bright blue eyes. Now she was tall and muscular with an angular face webbed with protruding violet veins. Her eyes simmered a deep purple. Delicate fangs protruded down onto her bottom lip. And most noticeable of all: a bruise-colored, eight-pointed star on her forehead stood out against her exceedingly pale skin.

      “I will destroy you all!” she shouted. “I am Ninefold Awasa! You cannot stop me!”

      Turesobei sighed. Her ending up like this was his fault. She had only come along with them out of jealousy, to keep Turesobei from leaving Ekaran to go rescue Iniru, his…well, he thought of her as a girlfriend. As Ninefold Awasa, she had led the demonic yomon and pursued Turesobei across the Ancient Cold and Deep.

      “She obviously did not inherit the cold, calculating manner of Barakaros,” the Blood King said. “Though I could siphon off a wisp of kenja from her, I cannot see how she would be of any other use to me.”

      The Blood King eyed Kurine, whom Motekeru had carefully placed on the floor behind him. “The not-quite-dead girl is goronku, so I know which realm you just came from.” He winked a violet eye and almost chuckled. “Of course, your clothing was something of a clue. The spell preserving her is crude but well done. What happened to her?”

      “Orugukagi venom,” Lu Bei said.

      “Unfortunate.” The Blood King’s eyes changed to pale blue. “Even I cannot draw the venom from her once it has reached this stage.”

      Turesobei’s heart sank. Kurine—pretty, flirty, strong-willed Kurine—was his other fiancée. She was fun and energetic, had a great sense of humor, and was the only person who could get the best of Lu Bei. He liked Kurine an awful lot, but their engagement was purely by accident on his part. But because of it, he’d been unable to leave her behind on his quest to return to his world, so she had traveled along with him. His hope of getting an annulment upon reaching Okoro now seemed pointless.

      Just like with Awasa, following him had only doomed her. While his friends had helped him save the Chonda Clan—maybe even their entire world—he seemed unable to save them. Instead, he led them into danger again and again. Kemsu and Narbenu, the other two goronku who had traveled with them, had already lost their lives. And now Kurine….

      He’d have to hold on to a sliver of hope that maybe he could yet find some way to save her.

      The Blood King turned his attention to Enashoma. “And here we have another pretty baojendari girl. I sense a bit of power in her, potential mostly and…something secret.” He narrowed his golden cat eyes at her. “You are hiding something.”

      Enashoma shook her head. “My name is Chonda Enashoma. And I…” she cowered, “…I don’t have any secrets.”

      Turesobei really looked at his little sister for the first time since they had left home. Enashoma was almost two years younger than Turesobei. Her heart-shaped face was pinched and gaunt after all their adventures. Her full lips were parched from the cold. But her eyes remained fierce and vibrant. She wasn’t supposed to be caught up in all of this either. Seeing the Blood King look at her like that made Turesobei wish, more than ever, that he hadn't given in and let her run away with him—and Zaiporo—to escape the prospect of an arranged marriage.

      The Blood King stared at her, his eyes cycling through various colors. Turesobei had no doubt Enashoma possessed power. She was of a royal baojendari bloodline and a direct descendent of Chonda Lu just like he was. And Enashoma did have a magic item that only the women in their family could use: the brush she used to draw the special characters that could animate origami creatures. Was that what the Blood King sensed?

      The Blood King shrugged. “I suppose you are of little worth after all.”

      He looked back at Turesobei and after a long while sighed. “And last of all, we have a lanky baojendari boy. Of what he is capable, I have no idea.”

      Their eyes met. He was daring Turesobei to say or do something. But Turesobei wasn’t going to take the bait. He would act on his own terms, when he thought the time was right. Turesobei held the stare for several minutes.

      The Blood King gave up. “Hannya, this boy is a most unusual and unexpected combination. Plus, he has a level head and an even temperament.”

      “I thought you would be able to use him, master.”

      “Tell me, boy—”

      “My name is Turesobei.”

      “Tell me, Turesobei—” the violet-eyed Blood King said his name as if it were amusing “—how did Chonda Lu die?”

      “The Deadly Twelve killed him. But you already knew that. You’ve been to the future.”

      “I have seen several possible futures, but I paid their histories little attention. What might happen is of little interest to me. So you killed the Deadly Twelve?”

      “With help from my friends.”

      “Remarkable. So how is it that you are still you and not him?”

      Huh? That didn’t make a bit of sense. The Blood King was supposed to be mad. Was it starting to show?

      “Turesobei does not know what he is,” Hannya said. “A spell prevents him from knowing, just as it prevents his ascension.”

      Of course, Turesobei should have known: his special, secret destiny. As he began to consider what Hannya had said about an ascension, the word vanished from his mind. He frowned as he tried to recall what she had said.

      “What purpose does this spell serve, fetch?”

      “My name is Lu Bei!” The fetch batted his wings in frustration. “And I don't know the purpose. I wasn’t privy to all of Master’s plans and secrets.”

      While that might be true, Turesobei was willing to bet that Lu Bei knew everything about Turesobei’s special destiny. That was why he had reappeared, after all. The Blood King at least pretended to accept that explanation.

      “No matter. He is actually only useful to me in his current form.”

      “If you’re going to try to steal my power,” Turesobei said, “that may prove difficult.”

      The Blood King was supposed to be nearly unbeatable, but he had been imprisoned here for a long time. Maybe his powers had faded. And if necessary, Turesobei could transform into the Storm Dragon.

      The Blood King chuckled and waved a hand dismissively. “Take your power? Even with Hannya’s strength and every scrap of kenja I could drain from your companions, that would be insufficient.”

      “Then what do you want from me?”

      “I want you to become my apprentice.”
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      “Your apprentice?!” Turesobei laughed. “That’s absurd.”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to emerald. “Is it? You have talent and, more importantly, the ability to do things Hannya cannot. I need an assistant, and I cannot imagine a more perfect candidate finding their way here.”

      “Why would I even consider it? It’s ridiculous.”

      “I should think any wizard would jump at the opportunity to study under me. I know more about magic and its true nature than anyone else ever has or ever will.”

      “I doubt you have a burning desire to pass on your knowledge. So what do you get out of having an apprentice?”

      The Blood King smiled broadly. “First, you must understand my goal. If I complete my research, I will be able to unlock the forgotten origin of the Kaiaru. Then I can return to Okoro, restore our race and create for us a new golden age. But to do that I need an agent who can travel to the eight realms and retrieve the powerful artifacts I need—something neither Hannya nor I can do, thanks to the Shogakami. To that end, I will teach you all the skills you will need to accomplish this task and when you return home, you will be the most powerful human wizard Okoro has seen in many generations.”

      “You want me to fetch you the things you need to free yourself?” Turesobei gripped the hilt of Sumada, the white-steel shortsword he had inherited from his father and began to envision a quick-casting of the spell of heaven’s wrath. It was one of the few Kaiaru spells he could manage, and he could do so only because he could draw on energy from the Mark of the Storm Dragon. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”

      “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” the blue-eyed Blood King asked politely. “I am your only hope of returning home.”

      “Then—” Turesobei took a deep breath “—then we won’t go home.”

      Coming here had been pointless. They would’ve been better off staying in the Ancient Cold and Deep. Refusing the Keepers’ offer to comfortably live out their lives confined within the Forbidden Library had led to the deaths of Kemsu and Narbenu, and now it might get them all killed.

      “You wish to stay here with me instead, forever?” the Blood King asked. His eyes flickered vermillion. “And I do mean forever. You see, this realm is eternal. Here, you will not age, and food and drink are unnecessary pleasures.”

      “Forever,” Hannya echoed, gazing adoringly at the Blood King like a lovesick girl.

      Turesobei tried to communicate with her telepathically, as they had done when she still resided in Fangthorn, hoping her actions since they had arrived here were some kind of ruse. If she heard him, she didn’t respond. He had to assume she was their enemy now. Maybe being freed from the sword had damaged her mind.

      “I am not the villain you think,” the Blood King said. “If freed from here, I am not going to tear cities apart nor slaughter innocents. What purpose would that serve? And there are no more battles for me to fight. Once I uncover the origins of the Kaiaru, you will free me and I will begin the rebuilding of my race. I do not see how that could be wrong.”

      “I’ve seen you in the past through Hannya’s eyes,” Turesobei said. “I know what you are, and I will not let you loose on the world—not for any reason.”

      He glanced at his friends. Iniru squared her shoulders and gave him a tiny nod. There were worse things he could imagine than being trapped here with all the people he loved most in the world, all except Grandfather Kahenan.

      The Blood King frowned. His eyes ignited into orange flames highlighted with gold. “I do have the patience to wait you out. I suspect a few hundred years of boredom here would make you change your mind. However, your special nature concerns me. The long game may not be in my best interests. So, I must persuade you.”

      “Persuasion won’t work,” Turesobei said.

      “You think not?” The Blood King sighed, rolled his neck and flexed his hands. “You will become my apprentice, or you and your friends—”

      “Will die?” Turesobei asked. “I’ve heard that one before. I made a mistake coming here, but I won’t make another. I’d rather die than free you.”

      “You think I would kill you?” the Blood King said. “Why would I do that? It would not further my aims in any way. This realm is eternal. I can easily torture you until you do as I wish. Days…months…years…you will give in eventually. If not to stop your pain, then to stop the pain your sister and your friends will suffer.”

      “Become his apprentice,” Hannya pleaded. “Help him complete his great work.”

      Turesobei had heard enough. This had to end. If they could defeat the Blood King, they could live out their lives here peacefully. It might be a boring paradise, but Turesobei had Chonda Lu’s grimoire. With years of study, he might one day figure out on his own how to work the gates. Or maybe his special destiny would kick in and provide the knowledge he needed.

      He steeled his courage and adjusted his grip on Sumada. He could feel through his kavaru that Motekeru, the hounds and Lu Bei were ready for a fight. It was now or never. He drew the white-steel blade and cast the spell.

      “Get him!” he shouted.
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      Turesobei unleashed the spell of heaven’s wrath. A crackling lightning bolt discharged from his outthrust left hand. The bolt streaked up the steep staircase, struck the Blood King in the chest and knocked him back into his throne. But the Blood King stood right back up, laughing. His robes didn’t even have scorch marks.

      Turesobei staggered back, gasping for air and trying to keep his focus on the world around him. The Kaiaru storm spells were difficult when cast under perfect conditions. To quick-cast one pushed him to his limits. They also required precision. If he opened the channel to the storm mark too much, the energy flooding into him would trigger a transformation into the Storm Dragon. The last time he had done that, he’d barely managed to transform back. Another transformation would probably leave him stuck in the dragon form permanently. Often when he used the storm spells, he would fall into a dream of being the dragon—a dream he feared would become reality if he remained in it too long. He managed to fight off the dream this time, experiencing only a single flash of clouds and sky around him.

      Hannya scurried up the side of the staircase. Turesobei cursed. With her, they might have a chance. But if she aided the Blood King, this would become even more difficult.

      Lu Bei zipped up and sparked the Blood King in the face. The sparks could hardly hurt anything, but they could distract the Blood King while the others charged up the steps. The Blood King swatted at Lu Bei but missed and the fetch zoomed away. With the hounds by his side, Turesobei followed Iniru and Motekeru up the stairs. Enashoma and Zaiporo grabbed Kurine and rushed her away from the fighting. Seething curses, Awasa remained bound where they’d left her. Hopefully she wouldn’t get caught in the crossfire.

      Iniru reached the dais first. With Fangthorn, she had a good chance of hurting the Blood King. Fangthorn was the only known instance of dark iron being forged into steel. Where white-steel could cut through energy fields and magic, dark-steel could absorb and bind energies. Using her k’chasan speed and qengai training, Iniru lunged at the Blood King. Few people had the natural speed or training to avoid such an attack.

      What happened next, Turesobei had no idea. He blinked and suddenly Iniru was tumbling through the air overhead and the Blood King held Fangthorn in his hands. Iniru struck the floor of the chamber with a dull thud. Turesobei could only hope she was okay as he kept charging forward.

      Motekeru, his footsteps booming, reached the dais next. He slashed downward with both sets of claws. The Blood King deflected one set with Fangthorn and with his free hand caught Motekeru’s other arm. The Blood King lifted the heavy machine man off his feet and, as Turesobei reached the top, slung Motekeru away one-handed. Turesobei slid down onto his knees. Motekeru passed over him and soared out into the chamber. Motekeru landed with a clattering crash as if a wagonload of shields and weapons had tumbled out onto the floor.

      Before Turesobei could stand, a spear thrown by Zaiporo shot over him. The Blood King stepped aside and the spear struck the wall. The hounds attacked and Turesobei lunged in with Sumada. A heartbeat later, Turesobei found himself flying backward with no clue what had happened. He struck the floor hard and the hounds landed beside him. He blacked out for a moment then woke with stars swimming in his vision. Pain arced through his back, along his ribs and into his chest. He gasped desperately for the air the fall had knocked out of him and curled up in pain. The hounds whimpered.

      Zaiporo crouched beside him. “You okay?”

      Turesobei reached out, trying to find his sword. “Sumada….”

      “He has it, though I’m not sure how he took it from you. There was a flash of movement and then you went flying.”

      “Shoma?” he asked, worried.

      Zaiporo gestured toward the back of the chamber where Enashoma huddled in the corner beside Kurine. Before he could ask, he spotted Iniru racing back up the staircase, matching her speed to Motekeru’s so they would get there at the same time. Lu Bei circled above, probably waiting to distract the Blood King at the right moment.

      “What do we do?”

      “Help me up…and get ready to rouse me.”

      Despite the difficulty he had breathing, Turesobei got up and began another quick-casting of the spell of heaven’s wrath. The first time, he had maybe tapped ten percent of the storm energy. This time he risked a lot more. He had to get it right. He wasn’t going to have many more chances. He unleashed the spell.

      Immediately, he fell into the dragon dream. He flew high above, soaring on wind currents without a care for what happened to the people far below.

      Zaiporo cut Turesobei’s hand, bringing him back to the horror of the real world.

      The lightning bolt had never reached the Blood King. The energy had stopped a foot in front of him and was now formed into a crackling ball of lightning that hovered in place. Zaiporo helped Turesobei back up onto his feet.

      As Lu Bei dove in, the Blood King spoke a word. Before Lu Bei could spark him in the face, the fetch reverted back into his book form and fell onto the dais.

      The orb of electricity split in two and fired out at Motekeru and Iniru. The blast struck Motekeru and knocked him down the steps. He clattered to the bottom, his wooden body smoking. Iniru somersaulted backwards through the air. She hit the floor with a sickening crunch. Smoke rose from a simmering crater burned deep into her stomach. Her head lolled to the side. Her eyes were open…and lifeless.

      “Niru!” Turesobei screamed over the reverberating echoes of thunder. Terror-induced adrenaline drove the spell fatigue from his mind. He sprinted toward her.

      Before he reached her side, the horrible scent of burning fur and flesh assaulted him. But what he saw was worse, far worse. Bile rose into his throat and he threw a hand over his mouth.

      The lightning blast—his blast reflected—had burned all the way to the white bone of her spine.

      Iniru was dead.
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      A primal anger surged up from within Turesobei like a volcanic explosion. There was nothing left but to become the Storm Dragon. He would protect Enashoma and avenge Iniru. The Blood King would pay for what he’d done.

      Turesobei tapped into the Mark of the Storm Dragon and opened the channel all the way. He didn’t care anymore whether his identity survived. Iniru was dead. Kurine as good as. And there was no other way to challenge the Blood King.

      Lightning speared down from the ceiling. It struck Turesobei but didn’t harm him.

      A smaller bolt jolted a staggering Lu Bei, who had just returned from his book form. The fetch screamed like a teakettle. His face elongated into a snout. His body stretched out to the length of a man. His wings swept wide. His claws grew long. Lu Bei transformed into a miniature Storm Dragon.

      Turesobei rapidly underwent a more dramatic transformation. A dark cloud containing the power of an entire storm poured out from his chest. But instead of growing to the size of a full storm, the cloud condensed into the shape of a dragon twice Turesobei’s height and six times his length. Over a fanged snout formed blazing eyes. From his forehead sprouted antlers of electric fire. Wings of cloud unfurled. Sparking claws and a tail flared to life.

      Turesobei floated up into the center of the dragon’s mass and automatically curled up into a fetal position. His physical body became the heart of the Storm Dragon and out from him sparked electrical currents like blood flowing through veins. His natural senses shut down. He now saw only what the dragon saw, heard only what the dragon heard and felt only what the dragon felt.

      He snapped his wings and roared. The first time he’d become the Storm Dragon, he had been tempted to fly away, as if the battle were of no concern to him. He’d had to focus his anger on his enemies to stay and help his companions. This time his anger needed neither focusing nor directing.

      As Storm Dragon Lu Bei shot off from the dais to the back of the chamber, Turesobei opened his mouth and breathed a jet of electric fire. The blast knocked the Blood King against the back wall and cracked the jade throne. Turesobei kept blasting him until he had to take in a breath. Then he rocketed up toward the Blood King. With his claws he would rip him to shreds and then he would burn the Kaiaru’s corpse to ashes.

      But before he got there, the Blood King spoke a word of power and a pulse of white light assaulted the Storm Dragon.
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      Confused, Turesobei awoke in his body. The Storm Dragon was gone. He found himself lying on one of the steps halfway up to the dais. He struggled to breathe. His head and body burned as if from a severe fever and it felt as if every inch of him had been bruised. He was so exhausted that despite the danger he was in he could barely keep his eyes open.

      With Fangthorn and Sumada still in his hands, the Blood King loomed over him. A bruise darkened his neck, his bottom lip was busted and he had a scratch on one cheek.

      “Are you done, Chonda Turesobei? Or must I show you what happens when I unleash my full power?”

      The Blood King’s scant injuries faded away.

      Turesobei tried to sit up but only managed to get halfway. Nearby, pages fluttered and an ancient book turned into a swirling cloud that condensed into Lu Bei in his regular form. The fetch rubbed his head and groaned.

      Turesobei drew a knife from his boot and lunged at the Blood King, who sidestepped the clumsy attack. His eyes flared crimson.

      “A knife? A common knife? It took twenty-seven Kaiaru, Hannya, their spirit beast allies and an army of thousands to imprison me. Yet you think you can kill me with a knife?”

      “You had…help,” Turesobei gasped.

      “Naruwakiru and a minuscule army of my own, yes.” The Blood King sighed and his eyes turned pale blue. “You are brave, loyal and strong. You are powerful. Those traits can carry you far. But there are limits for everyone, even me. That is why I need your help.”

      Turesobei tried to cast a spell. It might be futile, but he planned to keep fighting until he won…or died.

      Lu Bei fluttered over and put a hand on his shoulder. “Master, you can’t win this. It’s over. Besides, if you cast another spell you could die. And then what would happen to Lady Shoma?”

      The fetch was right. He couldn’t die as long as any of his companions lived. He set the knife down. “I surrender.”

      “A wise decision,” the Blood King said. “Now, how about a good faith gesture on my part?”

      He strolled down the steps toward Iniru. Zaiporo, who stood in his way, bravely held his ground and didn’t step aside.

      The Blood King nodded appreciatively. “You are indeed a brave group, and I can see that you have faced many terrible dangers already. I admire your strength. Zaiporo, yes?”

      Zaiporo nodded.

      “Here, take these.” The Blood King handed Fangthorn and Sumada over to Zaiporo. He took them with an utterly confused look on his face. “And do yourself the favor of not trying to hit me with them.”

      Zaiporo hesitated a moment then backed away.

      Crying, Enashoma huddled over Iniru. Turesobei could hardly bear to look. He had lost his dad on his first adventure away from home. The hole this would leave in his heart was going to be ten times bigger than that one.

      “Step aside,” the Blood King said.

      Enashoma hesitantly moved away. From out of nowhere, a spell strip appeared in the Blood King’s fingers. Like those that Turesobei made, it was the length of his hand and half as wide. Unlike the ones Turesobei used, this one was made entirely from a thin sheet of what appeared to be bronze. Instead of Zhura ink marking the glyphs of the spell, the symbols and characters were etched into the metal.

      The Blood King knelt beside Iniru, held his hand over the charred wound in her stomach and chanted a spell so powerful that the hair on Turesobei’s arms and head rose. His mind went fuzzy as massive waves of kenja rushed into and through the room. After a minute of chanting, the metal spell strip glowed and the spell activated.

      A sparkling crimson cloud formed around Iniru and she rose into the air. Bright yellow sparks arced through the cloud. Long, tense minutes passed during which no one spoke. All they could do was wonder and hope.

      The Blood King closed his eyes and furrowed his brow. He spoke a word so powerful everyone in the chamber, even Hannya, fell to their knees, overcome by vertigo.

      Iniru’s body floated back to the ground and the crimson cloud vanished. Newly formed flesh, muscle and skin had replaced the hole in her stomach. The fur was gone, but hopefully it would grow back and cover the nasty scar that remained.

      Iniru flailed in spasms as she gasped desperately for air. Her eyes fluttered open and stared at the Blood King. As she caught her breath, the spasms faded. Amazed at the power the Blood King could wield, Turesobei stood, gaping at her. No Kaiaru had ever had the power to resurrect the dead. It was, or should have been, impossible. Turesobei didn’t know how to respond because he simply couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      Iniru blinked her dazzling amber eyes. “I take it we lost.” She was trying to be cool and calm but she was trembling violently.

      “Yes,” the Blood King said. “Consider the nasty scar that will remain on you forever as my signature, so you can remember—so you all can remember—my power to destroy and heal.”

      “I was dead,” she said in a hollow voice. “I don’t remember dying but I remember being dead. I…I was in….” Tears filled her eyes.

      “Do not expect another chance at life,” the Blood King said. “Even I cannot bring someone back a second time. At least not, without them being far less than what they were before. And I must warn you that should you live out your years peacefully, you probably will not see as many of them as you might have hoped. You suffered a lot of permanent internal damage.”

      “Like when a wizard drains all his energy into a spell?” she asked.

      “Like that, but worse.”

      The Blood King’s metal spell strip hadn’t been burned away like one of bamboo. He flicked his fingers and it disappeared. As soon as he stepped away, Enashoma rushed over to Iniru and hugged her. Iniru’s eyes found Turesobei’s. He smiled. Their situation was still dire, but relief spread through him. Iniru was alive. He wanted to run to her but he could barely stay awake.

      Motekeru creaked, clanked and clattered to his feet. Turesobei had seen Motekeru’s strength matched in battle, before but he’d never seen anything stun him. Dozens of new dents and scratches marred his body and Turesobei’s reflected lightning blast had left scorch marks on his chest plate.

      “Master, should I fight on?”

      “Stand down,” Turesobei said. “It’s over.”

      Turesobei made it down three steps before he had to sit. Hannya sauntered past him. She gave him a look that he was pretty sure meant, “I told you so.”

      “How could you betray us?” Turesobei asked.

      “I told you only what I wanted you to know. You were a foolish boy to trust a dragon’s word and let her out of the sword she was bound into.”

      Hannya stood beside the Blood King, her head bowed subserviently. The Blood King cast the spell of summer healing and an enormous golden cloud formed overhead and drifted down onto everyone.

      The magic released the aches and tension in Turesobei’s muscles. His cuts, scratches and bruises faded away. His dizziness and the ringing in his ears vanished. And he felt as if he’d had several hours of rest. The spell healed everyone, and it even made Motekeru’s newest dents, scratches and burn marks fade, though for some reason, Motekeru looked displeased about that.

      Turesobei suddenly realized, perhaps because his head had cleared, that the spell had missed someone. The ropes that had bound Awasa lay torn on the floor.

      “Awasa!” He glanced around but couldn’t find her. “Has anyone seen her?”

      “She escaped during the fight,” Hannya said. “She will not get far. She cannot work the gates and the Nexus is small.”

      The Blood King made no comment. Apparently, Awasa didn’t concern him. And why should she? The best Turesobei could do in his dragon form was rough him up. The Blood King was unbeatable. He might know everything that went on in his realm. He might know precisely where Awasa was at this moment.

      Turesobei walked down the steps. Iniru stood. She had a strange, distant look on her face. He touched her shoulder gently. “You okay?”

      As if suddenly awake, she rushed into his arms and clung to him. “Sobei….”

      “How touching,” the Blood King said. “Shall we return to business?”

      “What do you want?” Turesobei hissed through clenched teeth.

      “You know what I want.”

      “I may not be able to defeat you, but I won’t help you, either. I refuse to do anything that might help you break free. It’s not going to happen.”

      The Blood King groaned. His eyes shifted to orange. “You are a tiring, stubborn boy. You should not be so stupid as well.” Another bronze spell strip appeared in his hand and he spoke an activation command.
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      A pulse of energy knocked them flat.

      First came total darkness. Then maddening screams and the baying of demon hounds invaded Turesobei’s mind. As if crushed by a giant hand, his bones snapped. All the air left the room and he gasped desperately for breath. Suddenly, he tumbled head over heels at tremendous speed. He needed to throw up but couldn’t. A wave of flames struck him and his skin peeled up. He kicked and thrashed. He tried to beg for death, but the words wouldn’t come.

      The sensations ended abruptly and Turesobei found himself lying in the throne room—gasping for air and bruised all over. Blood trickled out from his nose and his throat was raw, as if he’d been screaming. Otherwise, he was perfectly okay. How could he possibly still be alive after all that? The lack of oxygen alone should have killed him.

      Then he noticed the crying and wailing of the others.

      He sat up and glanced around. Beside him, Iniru writhed and moaned while Zaiporo and Enashoma flailed and screamed. Unaffected, Lu Bei tried to comfort Enashoma. The amber hounds cowered in a far corner of the room. Magically conjured chains imprisoned Motekeru, who must’ve been on his way to attack the Blood King. Turesobei tried to stand, but found that he too was bound in chains.

      The orange-eyed Blood King loomed over him. “Now that you have had a taste of the torture I can put you through,” he teased with a wicked smile creasing his face, “take a few moments to observe how your companions fare and reconsider your options.”

      Turesobei shouted curses at the Blood King, who simply ignored him and walked over to speak with Hannya, huddled over Kurine. They conversed so quietly that Turesobei couldn’t hear them. The Blood King held his hand over Kurine and closed his eyes. He cast a spell then nodded with satisfaction.

      Turesobei opened his kenja-sight and studied the tendrils of energy binding the torture spell to his companions. Even if the Blood King wasn’t there to stop him, it would take Turesobei hours of counter casting to unravel the spell.

      His eyes now a pale green, the Blood King returned. After a languid sigh, he waved a hand. The chains binding Motekeru and Turesobei disappeared, and the torture spell ended. Turesobei’s companions stopped thrashing and curled up, gasping for breath. They looked about in confusion, not having realized that it wasn’t actual physical pain they were experiencing.

      “The alternative to working with me,” the Blood King said, “is that I continue to torture your companions every few hours, every day, until they go mad or you become my apprentice.” His eyes shifted to orange and he smiled deviously. “And be assured, there are tortures more creative than simply causing pain. I find a mix of alternating tortures works best. And if need be, I can get physical with my methods.”

      Zaiporo, strong and brave, wrapped his arms around his knees and rocked back and forth crying silently. Enashoma curled up into a mewling ball by his side. Even Iniru, who was rarely fazed by anything, sobbed uncontrollably.

      Lu Bei, who was trying to console Enashoma, looked pleadingly to Turesobei. “Master….”

      He and his friends would suffer terribly until the Blood King got what he wanted. But maybe that would be better than unleashing the Blood King to bring death and suffering to thousands of people, maybe millions. Assuming the pain didn’t eventually weaken Turesobei’s willpower to the point where he gave in.

      “I can see that you are wavering,” the Blood King said. “I will add one more piece to our bargain. In a show of good faith, and with Hannya’s help, I shall attempt to restore your other girlfriend…the goronku one.”

      “I thought you couldn’t do that,” Turesobei said.

      “Since the venom came from a demon, Hannya knows a way to remove it. The process of restoring her will not be easy, and it will take several weeks, but I think it can be done. I cannot, however, guarantee the results.”

      Turesobei felt trapped and sick.

      There was no other way.

      He couldn’t let his companions continue to suffer over and over. And if Kurine could be restored, he couldn’t abandon her.

      He didn’t have any other options right now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

      
        
          [image: storm mark]
        

      

    
    
      “If I do this, will you also restore Awasa to the way she was before?”

      “You are seeking another concession from me?”

      “You need me, and that means you don’t have all the power in this situation.”

      The Blood King frowned. His eyes flickered from pale blue to scarlet. He glared at Turesobei a few moments then his eyes changed to deep emerald. “I promise I will see what I can do for her. She might be useful. And you are going to need your companions to complete the tasks I require. However, I am not certain that what she has gone through can be undone.”

      “I understand.”

      Turesobei took a deep breath and swallowed. With a quavering voice, he said, “I will become your apprentice.”

      Eyes pale blue, the Blood King grinned broadly. “An excellent decision. Kneel before me and pledge your devotion.”

      Turesobei hesitated.

      “Come now, you must show your new master proper respect.”

      Turesobei touched his forehead to the floor in front of the Blood King’s feet. “I devote myself to your teachings…master.”

      “Rise, my amorous apprentice,” the Blood King said. “We shall now tend to your other girlfriend.”

      “I need Fangthorn,” Hannya said.

      Zaiporo handed her the blade.

      Hannya placed the tip of Fangthorn on the right side of Kurine’s chest. “I must stab her—deeply. It is the only way. I will recite an incantation that will make Fangthorn draw the poison from her. Turesobei, I will nod when my chant is nearly complete. At that moment, I need you to end your preservation spell.”

      “Wait!” Enashoma knelt and pulled Kurine’s coat off. “She would want to save her coat from home.” She took it up in her arms then backed away.

      Turesobei noticed Iniru touching her belly, where her inner shirt, outer shirt and overcoat had all been blasted away. She had a distant, frightened look in her eyes.

      As Hannya chanted, Turesobei committed every word of the spell to memory. When Hannya nodded, he ended his preservation spell. She chanted three more words then plunged the sword in. Kurine flexed upward. The runes on Fangthorn lit up with a sickly green hue.

      Kurine drew ragged, fading breaths. Thick blood oozed from her wound and the runes on the sword went dark.

      “That’s all of it,” Hannya said.

      Kurine gasped for breath, convulsed and then stopped breathing.

      “Do something!” Enashoma said. “She’s dying.”
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      “I need her to die first,” the Blood King said. “It is the only way.”

      After a few tense, worry-filled minutes, the Blood King performed his resurrection spell. Again the power brought them to their knees. Kurine floated up, cocooned in the crimson glow. She returned to the ground and the halo vanished. Both the wound high on her shoulder from the orugukagi and the wound from Fangthorn had sealed. She took a deep, ragged breath…then another…and another. Her eyes twitched open, but only for a moment.

      Enashoma put her wrist on Kurine’s forehead. “She’s burning up with a fever.” She placed her head on Kurine’s chest. “Her heartbeat’s rapid and she’s not breathing well. Shouldn’t she be better than this? Iniru was fine when you restored her.”

      The Blood King shook his head. “All I could do was get her to this point. Think about it. What condition would she be in if she had gotten the cure the day after she was bitten?”

      “She would be like this,” Turesobei said, “and I’d have to heal her.”

      “Precisely. I will heal her as soon as possible. I will also perform several rituals to repair the brain and organ damage she has suffered. In the meantime, she will need proper care of the mundane variety.”

      “Thank you,” Turesobei said.

      The Blood King nodded. “It was part of our bargain and I always honor my word.”

      Turesobei noted the severed ropes and drew in a deep breath. “Now we need to deal with Awasa.”

      “Kurine needs a place to sleep, master,” Lu Bei said. “And we need to treat her fever. After we have her settled in and have set someone to guard her then we can search for Awasa.”

      Zaiporo groaned. “I’m going to need something to eat and drink first. I don’t have the energy to search for her.”

      “Then you can be the guard, along with the hounds,” Turesobei said.

      “I think,” Iniru whispered, “that we all need a little rest before dealing with her.”

      Enashoma nodded along. “I can barely keep going. And once my adrenaline runs out I’m going to crash hard.”

      “My lord, they are going to need rooms and new clothes,” Hannya said, “as well as food to rebuild the strength they lost trekking through the Winter Realm. However, you have let the Nexus wither and decline. The Courtyard is barren and the servants are gone.”

      “Of course. Everyone follow me. Bring the goronku girl, as well.”

      “What about Awasa?” Turesobei asked. “Can’t you do something? Perhaps summon her here then bind her with chains or—”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to a pale green and he waved a hand dismissively. “Be patient. She cannot go far, and what I’m about to do may help her.”

      Motekeru gently lifted Kurine in his arms, and they followed the Blood King and Hannya out through the hallway and into the courtyard, which was perhaps two hundred paces across and encircled by a single octagonal building. The Blood King’s throne room and the hallway leading to it only took up one of the building’s eight sides.

      The soil in the courtyard was barren. The ponds, fountains and streams were dry. In the center their stood a raised platform accessible by a stair that led up to a trapdoor. The platform was octagonal, like the building surrounding it. On each side stood a gate that led to one of the eight realms. All of the gates were stone archways with complex runes carved into their surfaces.

      Four gates led to realms associated with seasons: Spring, Winter, Autumn, and Summer. Each of the seasonal realms had gates leading back to Okoro, though the locations of the gates in Okoro were either guarded secrets or long forgotten. The gate from Winter to Okoro was locked, which was why they had ended up here in the Nexus. The gate from Summer to Okoro was also locked, because the Shogakami had imprisoned their wayward brother, Nazyraga Lord of Monsters, there. Spring and Autumn held promise for returning home, if Turesobei could learn how to operate the gates. The other four platform gates led to realms Turesobei had never heard of. Wizards in Okoro didn’t even know those realms existed.

      High in the sky burned an orange ball of fire that mimicked the sun. The sky was a faded purple instead of blue, with no trace of clouds. The sun had not moved from high noon since they had arrived. He doubted it ever moved.

      The Blood King squatted and trailed a hand through the dust. A sad look crossed his face and his eyes turned to a flickering vermillion, like a candle burning low in a temple. Then he led them through the trapdoor and up onto the platform. Turesobei didn’t understand why they all had to come up here, bringing sick Kurine along with them. If there were rooms with beds, then she needed to be in one resting.

      “Step to the edges,” the Blood King said, “and have a seat.”

      He knelt in the center and chanted.

      The spell lasted for fifteen minutes, and when it activated, everyone gasped and braced themselves against the massive surge of kenja. This spell was even more powerful than the spell of life restoration.

      A dense mist formed over the courtyard but stopped short of the platform. Yellow, red and green flashes appeared within the fog. The scents of flowers and herbs, plowed earth, molding leaves and ripe fruits filled the air. Leaves rustled and water splashed.

      As the mist lingered and moved into the building, Turesobei grew concerned. “Awasa is still inside. Will she be okay?”

      “It may be that this spell alone will accomplish what you want,” the Blood King said. “For this is not a spell of creation but of restoration, similar to that which I used to bring your girlfriends back to life. It may return your Awasa to her previous state, before she was poisoned by the soul of Barakaros the Warlock. If not, it will do no harm to her.”

      “When does my apprenticeship begin?”

      The Blood King scanned them then frowned. “It will have to wait a while. I may have healed you and removed your physical fatigue, but your minds and souls are still weak. You are no good for studying in such a state, and I require nothing less than your best effort. Besides, your bodies need recovery beyond what magic can do. Deal with your warlock girlfriend today, then rest. You will each be given your own room. Enjoy some food and drink. Sleep. Take comfort in the gardens and baths. You will receive new clothes and equipment, custom made for you. The servants will take care of everything. And I will leave you alone to rest for a week.”

      “Thank you,” Turesobei said, sincerely. He had expected the Blood King to demand that he immediately begin studying, but this was more sensible. Just because his enemy was evil didn’t mean his enemy was also illogical.

      “I thought we didn’t need food here,” Enashoma said.

      “You do not,” Hannya said.

      “How come I’m hungry then?” Zaiporo asked.

      “Because you were hungry when you arrived,” the Blood King said. “You will remain in this state until you have satiated your body’s existing needs.”

      The mists drew away and revealed a lavish garden the envy of any king, especially since it playfully ignored the effects of the seasons. Maples in autumn leaves stood beside cherry trees in late winter bloom. Roses flowered and beds of herbs and shrubs displayed dazzling blooms in dozens of colors. The limbs of some plum trees hung heavy with fruit while others were laden with pink blooms. Water played from fountains and danced over rock falls into ponds stocked with goldfish of every hue imaginable. A gardener dressed in a belted gray tunic walked out into the garden and began to prune an azalea.

      “Awasa is alive and active,” the Blood King said.

      Turesobei waited for him to say or do something about her, but apparently he had done all he was going to do for now. Turesobei decided not to press the issue. The Blood King had brought Kurine back to life as promised. Turesobei would trust him to keep his word with Awasa as well.

      The last of the mists vanished and the Blood King led them down into the courtyard. “Hannya will take care of you from here. I bid you farewell for—”

      “What’s wrong with this man?” Lu Bei asked. He hovered in front of the gardener, who was calmly trying to step around Lu Bei so he could continue his work. “His eyes are lifeless, and there’s something…I don’t know…wrong about him.”

      “He does not have a soul,” the Blood King said. “None of the servants do. That is how I can put them into stasis to be recalled at my pleasure.”

      “And why don’t they have souls?” Turesobei asked, regretting that he had done so immediately.

      “There was a time, long ago, when I thought soul-stealing would give me the level of power my research requires. But it proved inefficient and unsatisfying.”

      “That’s barbaric,” Enashoma said.

      Motekeru grumbled. “There are worse fates.”

      The Blood King shrugged. “Since it denies the donor of an afterlife, I chose to make servants out of the bodies of those whose souls had been stolen. It seemed only fair.”

      How was that fair? The Blood King had a strange sense of ethics, but that was probably why he was considered a madman.

      As the Blood King departed, he paused beside Motekeru. “The torture spell did not work on the fetch because he is a book, but it worked on the hounds, so I know it must have worked on you.”

      Motekeru nodded.

      “You did not show any sign of its effects. The mental fortitude to block out the suffering so completely is impressive.”

      “I didn’t block it out. I embraced it.”

      Turesobei glanced back. The Blood King still stood in the same spot, rooted in thought. That reply would’ve given Turesobei pause, as well. He remembered how Motekeru had laughed as Barakaros tortured him.

      Hannya led them into a hallway on the other side of the octagon. It was just as lavish as the one outside the throne room. She stopped before a set of doors centered along the wall. She pushed them open and revealed an expansive room filled with tables. Lanterns blazed above. Tapestries decorated the walls. Bamboo grew in planters spaced throughout the room.

      “This is the Dining Hall,” she said. “In the past, dozens of acolytes would gather here. You do not have to eat your meals here, however. If you desire, the servants will bring food to your rooms. Eat as often as you like. You can even eat once you are satiated. Food is not required here, but you will still likely enjoy eating.”

      Now that Turesobei considered it, he was starving. He’d just been too preoccupied to notice the growling, empty pit that was his stomach.

      “The same is true for sleep. Once you have had enough to recover, more is not necessary. But you will find it difficult to stop sleeping entirely, even if you are not tired. It is a habit all find difficult to break. Of course, if you leave the Nexus and return tired or hungry, you will need sleep and food again.” She pointed. “In that wing, you will find the Training Hall. In the wing beyond it, you will find the Bath. You cannot advance to the wing beyond the Bath.”

      She turned and headed down the hallway in the opposite direction. They followed her through an angled wall with a doorway leading into another hallway in the next side of the octagon. Twenty doors were evenly spaced along the left side of the hall. Three large, sliding, paneled doors on the right side opened onto the Courtyard.

      “You can choose your rooms from any of these,” Hannya said. “The sizes and features are the same but each has a different theme of décor. If you continue on, the next wing houses the Library. You cannot advance beyond the Library.”

      “Can we move about freely, or do we need permission to go anywhere?” Zaiporo asked.

      “Feel free to explore the grounds if you wish. Any section that is off-limits will be inaccessible to you. Any other questions?”

      No one responded. Turesobei actually had plenty of questions, but he was too tired.

      “I will have the servants bring in your gear and instruct them to wait on you. Be aware, the servants are simpletons and will follow your instructions in a literal manner. They can talk but they will avoid doing so if possible. Now get some food and rest. You have been through a lot.”

      As she walked away, Motekeru said, “You betrayed us. I won’t forget that. There will be a reckoning.”

      Hannya shivered. “I am sorry that lying to you was the only way to return to my beloved. But this really is for the best…for everyone.”

      She left, and they stared at one another in silence.

      Lu Bei broke the silence. “I could use a steaming bowl of tea right now.” He sighed. “I don’t even care what brew.”

      Everyone snapped their heads around and stared at him. They had been through so much that Lu Bei didn’t even care what brew of tea he got! That summed everything up perfectly.

      “What?” Lu Bei asked.

      Turesobei shook his head. “Nothing…everything.”

      The fetch frowned. “Huh?”

      Before Turesobei could explain, servants bustled in carrying the gear they had left on the platform. Most of it was useless now that they weren’t traveling across the icy wastes.

      Lu Bei had been right about the servants. The spark of humanity was missing from their expressions and even their movements, but especially from their eyes. They were more like machines and less alive than Motekeru. Still, Turesobei thanked them after they set the gear down. They departed without responding.
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      “Why won’t the Blood King help us find Awasa?” Zaiporo asked. “This is his magic realm. Couldn’t he locate her easily?”

      “For some reason, he wants us to deal with her,” Turesobei said. “It shouldn’t be too hard to find her, though. I can use the spell of locating that which is hidden. The hard part will be subduing her.”

      “Speaking of this being his realm, be careful what you do and say,” Lu Bei said. “I’m certain he can listen in on us at any time. He may be able to see and hear all of us all the time.” Lu Bei looked up and waved at the ceiling. “Hello, Blood Kingy!”

      “You really think he could know what we’re doing and saying all the time?” Zaiporo asked.

      “I’m a diary that records everything that goes on around me, regardless of my form or what I’m doing. I can record even if I’m too weak to enter my fetch form. So, yes. If he wanted to, I’m sure he could. The question is whether he can do it everywhere all the time.”

      “So why does he want us to deal with Awasa?” Enashoma asked.

      Turesobei shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe it’s a test. I don’t know. Let’s settle Kurine in, put our stuff away and get some food. Then we can track down Awasa. Like the Blood King said, she can’t go far.” Turesobei noticed Iniru had hardly said anything. “Iniru, what do you think?”

      “Me?” she asked. “I guess…sure, that’s a good plan.” She forcibly brightened. “And you know, while I do feel great—for a dead girl—I am starving.”

      Everyone tried to laugh, but it was clear Iniru wasn’t herself. She had been dead for several minutes. It was understandable for her to be rattled.

      They chose their rooms without any care for the style of decoration. They settled Kurine into the first room. Motekeru, who had never needed sleep, volunteered to stay with her. The rest of them would take turns visiting. Kurine was going to need a lot of food once she recovered. She was terribly thin now, a shadow of her old self.

      Turesobei took the next room to be near her, in case something happened. Enashoma, Zaiporo and Iniru took the rest. The massive rooms were even more luxurious than those in the Forbidden Library. Everything was plush, padded, gilded and ornate, yet not overwhelmingly so. A copper tub with a spigot was set into the floor in the far right corner of his room. A double-sized, extra-plush sleeping mat took up the near right corner.

      Between the sleeping platform and the tub was a writing desk with ink, paper and brushes neatly arranged in boxes along the back edge. An armoire, which currently held a single dressing gown, took up a large section of the opposite wall. The rest of that wall was covered by shelves large enough to hold books, shoes, gear, weapons…almost anything.

      The back wall consisted of a silk-paneled door, in his case adorned with lilies, that slid open to a small patio shielded from its neighbors by a bamboo fence to each side. The patios opened onto gardens as lush as those in the Courtyard. These gardens filled the space between their rooms and a high stone wall. The wall was curved, so Turesobei guessed the entire realm was circular.

      They took their gear to their rooms. Turesobei sorted out what he had left onto his shelves, placing the cold weather gear on the far end. There wasn’t much left from what he’d originally set out with a world and what seemed like a lifetime ago. He was so impossibly far from home. Awasa was warped into who knew what. Kurine might be irreparably damaged. The reitsu had murdered Narbenu and Kemsu as he foolishly pushed on to reach the Nexus. And now, if he wasn’t careful, the price would be far higher. Hundreds, thousands…maybe millions could die if the Blood King escaped. All Okoro could burn. Yet the alternative—his friends suffering eternally—was also unacceptable…for now, anyway.

      Turesobei took off his overboots, his coat and his second shirt. He folded the clothes neatly and placed them on the shelf. He could barely think. He could barely breathe. He started shaking all over and breathed in rapid, shallow breaths.

      Zap! An electric spark stung his arm.

      “Ow!” Turesobei leapt up and spun around to face Lu Bei. “What’d you do that for?”

      The fetch hovered up face-to-face with him. “To snap you out of your panic attack.”

      “Maybe I just need to—”

      “Have a meltdown?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Sorry, but you can’t. Lady Shoma needs you. Zaiporo needs you. Even Iniru needs you right now. Like it or not, you’re the leader of this little band of outlaws. You have to be strong for everyone. Cry yourself to sleep if you want. But for now, suck it up.”

      Turesobei nodded, wiped his face and took deep breaths to compose himself. “Did I make a mistake bringing us here?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “In the grand scheme of things, we don’t know enough to answer that question. Early on, it seemed a mistake to go to the Lair of the Deadly Twelve, but by doing so you saved the Chonda Clan. Have hope, master. I hear the others in the back garden. Let’s join them.”

      Turesobei slid his back door open. The patio had cushions and a small table for tea. He stepped past those and walked out to join the others gathered near the far wall.

      “Lu Bei!” Enashoma said. “We’ve been wondering what was on the other side of the outer wall. Iniru was going to jump up to the top, but the gardener said it was a bad idea.”

      The gardener was trimming roses not far away.

      Lu Bei flew up high and peeked over the wall. His eyes widened and he fluttered back down. “It’s just more sky, exactly like what’s above us. It’s like we’re on an island floating in a sea of sky.”

      “Only it’s not a real sky, is it?” Zaiporo asked.

      “As real as the sun above us or this breeze,” Turesobei said.

      The constant breeze was just strong enough to lightly sound the chimes that hung from the rafters overhanging their patios.

      “Everything here is only as real as it needs to be,” Lu Bei said. “He constructed this place from…I’m not sure what, actually. But this isn’t a realm copied from another world.”

      “You recognized him,” Turesobei blurted out suddenly. “Or his nine kavaru anyway.” The thought had been hovering in his mind for so long that he wasn’t able to contain it any longer.

      “From long ago, master. It’s ancient history, from long before there was a Blood King. Not useful for us now, I’m afraid. If I could speak the names of those nine Kaiaru, that might prove useful. But I can’t.”

      “Chonda Lu knew the information the Blood King wants?”

      “He did, master. And he chose to forget. For good reasons, I’m sure.”

      “And you don’t have a record of that…”

      “Correct. And the Blood King knows I don’t. Otherwise he would have stripped my pages to find it.”

      “And Motekeru killed some of them?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “Motekeru has killed a lot of people.”

      The fetch was being noticeably dodgy. Turesobei didn’t press the issue, since the Blood King might be listening. If the info was useful, and he suspected it actually was, he’d need to hear it in private…somehow.

      “Can we go to the Dining Hall anytime?” Zaiporo asked.

      Turesobei shrugged. “Hannya didn’t mention meal times, and I have no idea what time it is here anyway.”

      “I hope it’s not going to be noon all the time,” Enashoma said. “Not sure I can handle that.”

      “I don’t mind,” Iniru said absent-mindedly. “The light is…” She shrugged and didn’t say anything else.

      Turesobei frowned. He hoped some food and rest would help her recover from her death experience.

      “I noticed pull cords for summoning the servants to our rooms,” Enashoma said. “I bet we could use those to request food.”

      Zaiporo cringed. “I was hoping I’d never have to see one of those again. Awasa used to ring me awake every time she saw a spider or a strange shadow outside her window, which was nearly every night. Poor old Marumi had to wake up and escort me in. Then Awasa would berate us for….” His voice trailed off as he stared back toward the building, frowning.

      Enashoma took his hand. “What is it?”

      “I think she was just lonely. She was so annoying and mean that I never realized it.”

      “She didn’t have any friends,” Enashoma said. “And her family was terrible.”

      “You got that right!” Zaiporo said. “They were bad enough to me, but they were even worse to their own daughter. Her father ignored her. And her mother was always telling her how to act, how to talk, what to say, who to say it to.”

      “What about those girls that were always following her around?” Turesobei asked.

      “Oh, they hated her,” Zaiporo said.

      “Their parents told them they had to be friends with her to earn favor,” Enashoma said. “I avoided her except when Mom made me visit her.”

      “Well, now she’s the shadow and the spider,” Zaiporo said. “And I’m honestly afraid of her.”

      “Maybe the Blood King can fix her,” Turesobei said.

      “Even if he does,” Iniru said, “she won’t be the same. She’ll carry the scars of this forever.” She fell silent and stared absently at the high wall pinning them in. Her hand drifted up to touch her scarred belly.
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      A servant met them outside the Dining Hall and escorted them in. They knelt at the table closest to the door. An array of spoons and bowls of various sizes lay spread before them. While that servant poured them bowls of water, two more brought out wine and kettles of hot tea.

      “Do we need to order our food?” Turesobei asked.

      The servants left without answering.

      Lu Bei tasted the tea and made a satisfactory nod. “It’s a simple blend…black with hints of cinnamon. The ingredients, however, are of the finest quality. I approve.”

      To Turesobei, it was an excellent black tea. He wasn’t even a fraction of the tea connoisseur that Lu Bei was. But he wasn’t an expert on anything not directly related to wizardry, except for the history of the clan, and most of their knowledge only covered the four centuries since Chonda Lu’s death. A fire two centuries ago had wiped out their oldest records.

      After a spate of half-hearted chitchat and several emptied teakettles, the servants brought out platters of food: steamed tuna, fried squid, rice cakes dripping with honey, bowls of jasmine rice, heaping dishes of vegetables, stuffed mushrooms, spiced garlic bread and more. He hadn’t eaten this well with so much variety since the Midsummer Feast in Ekaran. He was stuffed full when the servants brought out bowls of cream and berries. He couldn’t resist having some, though. This was the finest food he’d ever tasted.

      Eyes drooping, he stifled a yawn. The food and wine had left him drowsy. If only he could go to sleep, but they still had Awasa to deal with.

      “So what’s the plan?” Enashoma asked.

      Zaiporo yawned. “Turesobei’s going to cast a location spell to find her.”

      “I didn’t mean for Awasa,” Enashoma said. “I meant for this whole situation we’re in.”

      “We rest first,” Turesobei said. “While we have the chance, that’s what we should do. Then while I’m studying, you…you should all learn whatever you can. Check the books in the Library. Exercise and practice your skills. Niru, could you work with the others on improving their combat techniques?”

      She flinched. “What? Oh, yeah, of course I can.”

      “Teach Shoma how to really fight and help Zaiporo improve. I’m sure you know a few tricks he doesn’t.”

      “I’d say a lot of tricks,” Zaiporo said.

      “That’s great and all,” Enashoma said, “but how does us learning to fight better help?”

      “It doesn’t help against the Blood King,” Lu Bei said. “But if we get past him, what comes next? Peaceful times? There’s another realm between us and home. And we’ll have to take the Spring or Autumn Gate to get there. We don’t know anything about those realms and we don’t know what part of Okoro they would drop us into. Although it would almost certainly somewhere remote.”

      Enashoma sighed. “Everything feels so pointless right now.”

      “We’ll need something to do, though,” Zaiporo said. “Once we’ve rested, we’re bound to get bored.”

      “I think I could rest a whole year,” Enashoma said. She’d led a less active life than the rest of them had.

      “I doubt it,” Lu Bei said. “You’ve gotten used to adventuring now. You’ll be craving excitement. It’s in your blood. You’re too much like Master Turesobei and your father.” Their father, Noboro, had been a treasure hunter. “And the Blood King did mention that some, or maybe all, of you would have to help with master.”

      Turesobei stood. “I guess I should cast my locating spell now. Might be a bit tricky given her altered nature, but nothing I can’t manage.”

      “No need for that,” Iniru said. “I have a good idea where she’ll be, and we won’t have to go far.”

      They retrieved their weapons and Enashoma switched places with Motekeru so he could help with Awasa. Turesobei ordered the hounds to stay with Enashoma, in case Awasa showed up there while they were away.

      Iniru led them to a small door not far from the Dining Hall. “Based on what I hear and smell, this leads to the kitchen.”

      “So?” Zaiporo asked.

      “So she’s going to be just as hungry as we were, and where else would she go to steal food?”

      Turesobei handed Fangthorn to Iniru and she strapped it to her back using a makeshift harness. Hopefully, they wouldn’t need weapons. Hopefully, the Blood King’s spell had made Awasa better.

      “What if she’s not here yet?” Zaiporo asked.

      “Then we can set a trap and wait,” Iniru said. “Or Turesobei can cast his spell.”

      Turesobei prepared a stunning spell and held it in mind. He eased open the door. The Kitchen was enormous and brightly lit. A wave of heat from the ovens hit them. A dozen servants worked throughout the room: cleaning dishes, chopping vegetables, baking bread and cooking rice. The servants paid them no attention. If Awasa was in here, they either didn’t know or didn’t care.

      Leading the way, Iniru crept into the room. Turesobei followed right behind her.

      Iniru glanced up and to her right. A shadow launched from atop a pile of crates stacked high beside the door. The shadow tackled Iniru, leapt off her and rolled up onto its feet. It was Awasa. And now she was wielding Fangthorn. Somehow while tackling Iniru, she’d managed to wrest the blade from Iniru’s back. It was the impressive sort of move that normally only Iniru could pull off.

      His hope of the restoring mists having fixed her vanished. The purple in her eyes, the protruding veins, the eight-pointed star, the fangs, the look of hatred on her face—it was all still there. If anything had changed, it wasn’t obvious.

      She snarled as Iniru circled her. Turesobei, Motekeru and Zaiporo entered the Kitchen and Awasa backed into the corner. She pointed the sword at them.

      “You will not take me prisoner again. You will pay for…”

      A halo of purple flame shot down Fangthorn’s blade.

      She stumbled. “You will…pay…for….”

      The runes on the sword glowed dimly.

      She staggered back into the wall. The sword point lowered.

      Iniru and Motekeru closed in. Lu Bei circled overhead.

      The star on Awasa’s forehead faded, and a bruise-colored glimmer appeared on the pommel in the empty space Hannya’s ruby kavaru had long inhabited, like a ghostly amethyst kavaru. Her veins lightened and her eyes faded from rich purple to violet.

      Lu Bei plunged downward. He was going to take her out with a dive like he’d done before.

      “Wait,” Turesobei said.

      Lu Bei beats his wings hard and pulled up. He missed Awasa by only a foot and soared across the other side of the kitchen. Awasa never even noticed him. The fetch shot Turesobei a nasty look. Iniru and Motekeru paused.

      Turesobei stepped forward. “Awasa?”

      “Turesobei?” she whispered. “What…what’s happening?” She looked down at her muscled frame barely covered in tattered clothes. “What—what’s happened to me?”

      Apparently, the sword was drawing the Warlock from her like it had drawn the orugukagi venom out of Kurine, only without wounding her. Turesobei eased forward with his hands spread out. He held onto the stunning spell, just in case.

      “It’s too much to explain right now, but you’re going to be okay.”

      As he neared, her eyes flared and she brandished the blade. “Get away or I will kill you…my love. I will….”

      Awasa’s eyes went out of focus and she collapsed.

      “Motekeru, let’s put her in one of the rooms,” Turesobei said.

      Awasa’s hand remained curled around the hilt of the blade. “Make sure the blade keeps touching her.” He sighed. “I know we just got free of them for a little while, but—”

      “You have to consult Hannya and the Blood King,” Lu Bei said.
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      Turesobei took Fangthorn, then Motekeru laid Awasa on the sleeping mat in a room appropriately decorated in patterns of tangled roses. She was still unconscious. Enashoma straightened her out and placed a pillow under her head to make her comfortable. Turesobei set Fangthorn on her chest, wrapped her hands around the handle and stepped back. Her features had softened a little more. There was hope.

      The Blood King swept into the room. Hannya followed behind him. She spotted the sword and a worried frown creased her face. The Blood King hovered over Awasa, closed his emerald eyes and chanted.

      When he was done, he grunted. “Fascinating.”

      “Will she return to normal?” Turesobei asked.

      “I think the blade has done all it can do,” the Blood King said.

      “Maybe Lady Hannya could stab her and draw the corruption out like with she did with Kurine and the orugukagi venom,” Turesobei said. “If the sword could imprison Lady Hannya, then surely it could handle a portion of Barakaros the Warlock.

      “This is not a poison one can draw out. Had you gotten the sword into her hands within the first week, or if you had stabbed her with it inside of a month while reciting the spell, then maybe. But too much time has passed, and your Awasa has been altered at a fundamental level. Before he died, Barakaros tried to channel himself into her, to use her as a vessel.”

      “A loophole to get out the bargain that would require him to die,” Lu Bei said. “His original form would die but he would live on in Awasa.”

      The Blood King nodded. “Instincts, ingrained physical skills and emotions transfer first, so much of your Awasa was replaced. But Barakaros died before he could complete the transfer, so his memories and intellectual skills never made it across. So a new person was born, a melding of the two. The larger portion of Ninefold Awasa’s psyche was that of Barakaros, but with Fangthorn, and perhaps because of my renewal spell, more of her psyche belongs to your Awasa. It is still a melding, though, and the corruption will never leave her.”

      Turesobei sighed. “So the old Awasa is lost forever.”

      “I am sorry,” the Blood King said. “However, given time this new Awasa could become more like the old one, or a new individual of her own making. And it is not all for loss. This Awasa has power. Not as much as a Kaiaru, but more than some wizards.”

      “How exactly is the sword is helping?” Turesobei asked.

      “Hannya’s departure after so many years has left a vacuum within the blade, and that is reflexively drawing Barakaros’ power out while she remains in contact with it.” The Blood King picked up Fangthorn and handed it to Iniru. “Take this sword across the Courtyard. Wait a few minutes then come back.”

      By the time Iniru would have reached the other side, the faint star on Awasa’s forehead had darkened. Her breathing picked up and she stirred. Iniru returned and set the blade in Awasa’s hands. The star faded.

      “As I feared,” the Blood King said. “For her to be whatever she is now and not revert to Ninefold Awasa, she can never part with this sword again. It does not have to be touching her, but it must always be nearby.”

      “Is she going to be okay?” Enashoma asked. “Physically, I mean.”

      The Blood King nodded. “Fatigue and the shock of the transition simply overwhelmed her. How much of her old personality will return, I cannot say. Remind her of who she was. That might help. I will put a sleep spell on her. Three days should provide plenty of rest and aid any further transitions that might occur.”

      The Blood King cast a sleep spell and departed. Hannya hesitated a few moments and stared at Awasa with a strange expression. Then she left as well.

      “Having Fangthorn on you all the time seems a small price to pay for one’s sanity,” Lu Bei said.

      “We’ll just have to remind her of who she was and hope for the best,” Turesobei said.

      “I could do without the spoiled brat part,” Zaiporo said.

      Enashoma nodded along with him.

      Motekeru shook his head. “If she doesn’t remember, you must help her recall the good and the bad. That’s who she was.”

      “That make sense,” Turesobei said.

      “Do you want me to stay here and guard her in case she wakes, master?” Motekeru asked.

      “Stay with Kurine while we get some sleep,” Turesobei said. “Starting tomorrow you can guard Awasa. I’ll leave the hounds in here until then. They will alert us if she wakes prematurely.”

      “It’s turning dark outside,” Iniru said, her voice faint and disappointed.

      She was right. The light was steadily dimming. They went outside and discovered the orb wasn’t setting. It was merely fading from orange and sun-like into a pale moon.

      Lu Bei yawned. “No better time for sleep than now.” The fetch didn’t have to sleep unless he was injured, but he seemed to enjoy it sometimes.

      They shuffled off to their rooms. New clothes awaited them. Not suitable daytime outfits but nightclothes: soft silk pants and shirts. Turesobei turned on the spigot and his bathtub filled with steaming water. He slipped in with a sigh.

      A tear rolled down his cheek. “This day….”

      Lu Bei sat on the edge and dipped his toes in. “It’s going to take a while for you to process all of this, master. The week the Blood King gave you to rest, it won’t be enough. But you’ll pull through. You always do.”

      “What if I don’t this time?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “Then you don’t. All things come to an end, master. Make the journey worthwhile and meet your end bravely. That is all any of us can do.”

      Turesobei finished washing up then soaked until he relaxed enough to be sleepy instead of just bone-weary tired. He stretched then laid Sumada beside the sleeping mat. He put on the pants and crawled under the single thin blanket. Lu Bei turned out the lanterns, crawled onto a high shelf and transformed into a book.

      Turesobei closed his eyes and started to drift off….

      Soft footfalls outside woke him. A shadow eased back the sliding door that led outside and crept into his room.
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      Turesobei reached for Sumada and prepared a casting of the spell of the fire globe. If he threw it in front of the intruder’s face, it would blind them for a few moments.

      As soon as he gripped the sword’s handle, a voice whispered, “It’s just me, idiot.”

      Turesobei sat up for a better look. Moonlight silhouetted a slender but muscled frame. Iniru. Of course.

      Lu Bei, who was always recording, would’ve known if there was an intruder that posed a threat and would’ve woken up. And Awasa was the only one who might try to sneak in and kill him, but she was under the sleep spell.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “Keep your voice down,” she hissed as she padded barefoot across the room. “And mind your business, fetch.”

      “Don’t record, Lu Bei,” Turesobei whispered.

      Iniru knelt at the edge of the sleeping mat. She had new nightclothes as well, only her shirt was sleeveless and only came down to the bottom of her ribcage, exposing her midriff. As he looked more closely, he realized hers had been designed the same as his; she’d just used a knife to modify it.

      “Is it okay if I sleep here with you tonight? I don’t want to be alone.”

      “Of…of course. Though if you need to talk about…stuff…you might be better off going to Shoma’s room.”

      Iniru sighed wearily. “I’m not in the mood for you to be stupid.”

      “Sorry.”

      “What do you say if a pretty girl asks, ‘Can I stay here the night?’”

      “I say no. Unless it’s you.”

      She chuckled, leaned in and gave him a big kiss. “You’re learning. At this rate, you’re bound to stop getting engaged in the next year or two.”

      “I’ll try, but apparently it’s hard not to.”

      He reached for the now-tattered ribbon he used to keep his hair tied in a queue. The ribbon was a gray-green, and it used to match his robes and travel clothes, but those were long gone.

      “Leave, it,” she said. “I haven’t seen your hair untied in ages. Unless you count the times when you’ve been laid up injured.” She stroked her fingers through his hair. “It’s gotten long.”

      His hair used to fall to his shoulder blades, but now it reached his lower back. Adventuring and fighting had taught him that even that was too much. Baojendari fashion didn’t matter to him anymore.

      “I’m thinking I should cut it short. This is too long.”

      “Nah, I like your length.”

      She climbed under the blanket. He could barely make out her features, but he thought he saw a glimmer of tears in her eyes, reflecting the moonlight. “Will you hold me?”

      He wanted nothing more. He crawled onto the sleeping mat behind her. She snuggled up to him and he wrapped his right arm across her ribs. Her musky scent filled his nostrils. His chest went warm and tingly inside. Her body wasn’t soft against him like he’d expected, though. It was tense like a coiled spring. He dug his fingertips through the soft fur on her belly. She interlaced her fingers with his. Even after a few minutes, she was still tense.

      “Are you okay?”

      She shrugged in his arms. “I’m alright.”

      “That means no.”

      “What? How would you know?”

      “When Shoma was little, she would sneak into my room whenever she was upset and cuddle up with me. If I asked if she was okay, she’d reply with a soft, ‘I’m alright’ like you just did.”

      “How cute.”

      “Shut up. So is it…is it because you died?”

      He felt her nod. “I’m not supposed to be here. I’m not supposed to be alive. I feel…like I don’t belong…like death was real and this is a dream.”

      “You’ll be okay after you get some rest.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. The worst stuff happens to you…battling ancient evils…turning into dragons…but you keep going.”

      He decided not to mention his breakdown earlier or that he was certain they were doomed, because there was no way he could luck his way past the Blood King.

      “I’ve never died, though.”

      “I guess not,” she said. “Sobei, I’m not as strong as you think I am.”

      He knew it was hard for her to admit weakness. “Do you remember being dead? Did you experience anything?”

      “I was in the Shadowland. And Hannya’s right. The dead go far deeper than we went during our escape from the Forbidden Library. I saw things there. Terrible things and…” she sobbed, “…I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t remember how I had died, but I remembered fighting the Blood King. I wanted to come back, not because I was needed, but because I was so afraid of the Shadowland. I didn’t know what would happen to me there because…because Paradise didn’t call to me.”

      “Torment?” he asked, though he couldn’t believe that was possible.

      She shook her head. “Nothing called to me. So I guess I would’ve been trapped there until I found Oblivion or it found me, right?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I saw demons and I saw…I saw someone filled with the most incredible and terrifying passion, battling demons to return to the one they loved.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Their love was so strong it scared me. Can you imagine that?”

      “I don’t see how love could ever be frightening.”

      “You’d understand if you had seen this person.” She turned to look at him. “But then maybe you’re capable of something I’m not. I should be strong enough to fight death itself to get back to you. But I’m not. Apparently I don’t have that much passion.”

      Turesobei frowned. Iniru was more than rattled. “You can’t trust anything you see in the Shadowland,” he said. “And fighting death itself is pointless, no matter who you’re fighting for. You were probably smart enough to realize that. And I have no doubt about the strength of your love.”

      “You’re sweet,” she said distantly.

      She didn’t believe him. “You’re alive now. That’s all that matters.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad to be alive. It’s just that place and what I saw…I can’t get it out of my mind. I can’t shake the fear.”

      Turesobei leaned up on his left elbow and stroked her brow. “Even a short journey into the Shadowland’s lowest layer is intense. I was twelve the first time I went there. Grandfather Kahenan took me into the first layer. He had spent weeks preparing me for what I’d face. It was still terrifying. When we came out, my dad was there waiting for us with tea and cookies. It was the first time I’d seen him in almost a year. Grandfather Kahenan had timed the distraction perfectly.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Mostly, until my dad left three days later. After that I had nightmares for weeks.”

      “How long were you in the Shadowland?”

      “Half an hour.”

      “Oh. That’s less time than we spent there when we fled the Forbidden Library.”

      “Over the next three years, we worked up to an hour and it did get easier. Then, before my fifteenth birthday, we went to the second layer. The call of death was much stronger there, and I was terrified all over again.”

      “When I died, what level do you think I went to?”

      “Eight is as deep as the living can go, according to the Book of the Illicit Amethyst, and Hannya told me it was accurate before she went nuts on us. The Ninth Level hosts Paradise and Torment. No human wizard can venture past the Third Level except through astral projection, and few are powerful enough for that. I’m sure Kaiaru can go farther, but I have no idea how far.”

      “And you were rattled after going to the second level?”

      “I was only there for a few minutes and I had nightmares for a month. I could barely eat or sleep for a week. Niru, it’s going to take time, but you will get over this. I promise.”

      She was silent for a while and he let her gather her thoughts. “Sobei, what would happen to someone who came back, after they had been trapped in the Shadowland for days…weeks, maybe?”

      “I can’t imagine such a person would be sane, not for a while at least. And I doubt they’d ever really be the same again.” Why had she asked that? Who could be stuck in the—oh. “By someone, do you mean Kurine?”

      She nodded.

      “Kurine was asleep in stasis, oblivious to her surroundings, neither dead nor alive. She wasn’t in the Shadowland. I’m sure of it.”

      Iniru fell silent. She remained a coiled spring in his arms. He waited patiently. If she didn’t want to talk anymore, he wouldn’t press her.

      As he drifted off into sleep, she spoke again. He flinched awake. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “What the Blood King said about the Sacred Codex…do you think he was lying?”

      “I don’t know. If the book didn’t work, your people wouldn’t follow it, would they?”

      “Your people don’t follow Notasami’s teachings. The zaboko don’t. Even most k’chasans don’t. And there’s a good reason for that.”

      “Because it’s difficult?”

      “Well, yes. But it’s more than that. It’s because they can’t see the results. The Sacred Codex promises a golden future, but when will we ever see it? And what about making life better here and now? We rarely get to see how our actions are bringing about a greater future. Sometimes it’s obvious, like when my brothers destroyed a religious cult that was terrorizing a score of villages. But too often we don’t have a clue what we’re trying to achieve. We just take it on faith that we’re doing the right thing.”

      “You know it’s accurate, though. The book brought us together…twice.”

      “That sort of stuff always pans out. Meet a boy on a bridge in the rainforest and help him on his quest, for instance. It’s the why and to what end that I have a problem with. And don’t forget that the second time it brought us together, it had ordered me to kill an innocent child.”

      “What you did triggered me coming for you and that helped us save the world. So maybe the Sacred Codex meant for you to fail. That's possible, right?”

      “I don’t see how. You must complete the mission to the letter or receive a black strike for having rejected the mission. Failing is a red strike and it happens. A black strike carries disgrace. Two black strikes and you’re no longer a qengai.” Iniru sighed. “But it doesn’t matter. If we ever get back, I’m quitting. I’m not going to steal and spy, and I’m especially not going to kill because a book told me to, all for some long-promised golden age. I saw the future of our world in the Ancient Cold and Deep. There was no golden age.”

      “That was a possible future. And there could’ve been a golden age before the sun faded. That place is fifteen thousand years ahead of us.”

      “Maybe, but look at the Keepers. Their strategy is not so different from that of Notasami’s. Yet with all that power, did they seem any closer to the future they wanted?”

      “No. And the Keeper of Destiny….” He had never meant to tell her this, but given her current thoughts he didn’t think it was fair to keep it from her. “He basically said the same thing about the Sacred Codex. Not that it wasn’t true, but that it was childish. But like you said, given their failure to build their own golden age, I don’t know that I would consider him an expert.”

      “See, it’s not worth it. I died and wasn’t called to Paradise. If I lead the life of a qengai, I will have to do terrible, unspeakable things, again and again. I will become hard and uncaring like my relatives. And then when I die—again—and return to the Shadowland, where will I go? What if I’m called to Torment? I had a taste of what that might be like today.”

      She shuddered and so did he. He had been trying hard not to think about the torture.

      “You know I’ll support any decision you make.”

      “What would you do if you were me? Be honest.”

      “I…I can’t really say. I wasn’t raised to be a qengai.”

      “That’s why I’m asking you.”

      Because her first mission had been to rescue him, he often forgot that Iniru had trained to be an assassin, as well as a thief and a spy. And since she hadn’t been able to kill the Winter Child, it was doubly hard to imagine her assassinating anyone. In fact, he felt certain she couldn’t.

      “I wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever I must to protect my family and my people, no matter how much I detest the idea of fighting and killing. But I could never do what a qengai is asked to do.”

      She rolled over and stared into his eyes. “That’s because you’re a good person.” She kissed him briefly on the lips then rolled back over.

      “Niru, if we get home without releasing the Blood King, I think we’ll have done more than enough to make the world a better place. We could retire and be proud of what we accomplished.”

      “Silly, your great destiny hasn’t even begun, remember? You’ll never get to retire.”

      He groaned. “Then I’m going to need you to stick by me. You can stop being an assassin and become my—”

      “Bodyguard?”

      “I was going to say champion.”

      She murmured a grunt of contentment and snuggled in close, finally relaxed.
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      Iniru was gone when Turesobei woke up. He took another long bath, steeping himself to perfection like a good cup of tea, as Lu Bei would put it. He dodged the fetch’s questions about Iniru’s visit, though he was tempted to ask Lu Bei’s opinion of the Sacred Codex. But he had a feeling he knew what the fetch thought about it already. It was probably one of the reasons Lu Bei hadn’t liked Iniru when they met.

      A servant brought Turesobei four sets of clothing. Clearly, the servants had been up all night sewing. Unless the clothes had been magically created, which wouldn’t be surprising. After all, where did the cloth and materials come from? Surely the Blood King didn’t have a massive storage of materials put aside for any occasion. A better question was, how had they known his measurements?

      The first two outfits matched the ones he wore at home. The pants and shirts were made of linen. One pair of pants was black, the other gray. One shirt was white, the other cream. The new ribbons for his hair matched the shirts. One of his outer robes was a deep burgundy, like Zangaiden red wine, and the other was a pale green. He also had new sandals and a new belt to match. He tried them on. They fit perfectly and the fabric was beyond compare. He had never worn anything so comfortable before.

      The other two outfits, intended for traveling and fighting, were tight-fitting and made of a thick cotton weave with patches reinforcing the fabric at the knees and elbows and along the hems. The outer robes that went with these were short, falling just short of the knees, and made of several layers of fabric. They were also loose, because they were designed to fit over light armor. One adventuring outfit was black and gray, and the other was burgundy and cream.

      They also brought him new thigh, shin and arm guards made of lacquered leather, along with reinforced boots. The new pieces matched his demon-warded breastplate, which was in desperate need of cleaning and repair.

      Turesobei put on the burgundy and cream outfit and joined the others for a long but quiet lunch. After that, he checked on Awasa and then sat with Kurine until dinner. And again afterward, until midnight. It was only fair. Kurine had sat with him all through the night when he was recovering from his injuries. For the next week, he planned on spending most of his waking time by her side, meditating.

      That night Iniru returned to his room. After the briefest of kisses, she cuddled up with him and drifted off into a fitful sleep. He was glad being here with him soothed her, but it didn’t help him rest at all. Having her so close all night, thinking of nothing but the feel of her warmth against him, made sleep difficult.

      The next day, they decided to explore the Library after lunch. If Turesobei hadn’t seen the Forbidden Library first, he would’ve thought this was the most marvelous collection of books ever. The Library took up an entire section of the octagon. Shelves of lacquered wood crammed with books and scrolls filled three levels. Unfortunately, on a brief survey, he couldn’t find a single book he could read. Whatever magic helped them speak and understand any language within the realms didn’t work with reading.

      Iniru again slept with him and was out before dawn. Though she tried to hide it around the others, her brush with death still haunted her. It tainted her voice and welled in her eyes. Most obvious of all, she moved sluggishly and cautiously.

      The next day, Motekeru switched to guarding Awasa, since she could wake at any time. While Enashoma stayed with Kurine, the rest of them checked out the Training Hall, which was split into two separate sections. The first contained an arrangement of straw targets, punching bags, blocks, weights and climbing ropes. The Chonda had several small buildings set up like this. The second Training Hall training room section had more targets but no other equipment. However, an array of carved runes lined the walls.

      “This room is intended for practicing magic,” Turesobei said. “The wards are designed to contain damage, to prevent it from spreading to—”

      Enashoma burst in. “Awasa is awake.”

      They rushed back to their rooms.

      Iniru stopped outside Kurine’s room. “Seeing me will only upset her.  I’ll stay with Kurine. Shout if you need me.”

      “Maybe you should all wait outside,” Turesobei said when they reached Awasa’s door. “It would probably be best if I went in alone the first time.”

      Shoma glanced at Zaiporo and bit her lip. But Zaiporo nodded, agreeing with him. Turesobei took a deep breath, opened the door and stepped in.
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      Awasa was sitting up on her sleeping mat. The dark rings had vanished from underneath her eyes, but otherwise she still looked part Warlock. The eight-pointed star on her forehead, the fangs and violet eyes, the protruding veins and paper-white skin all still remained. He had hoped the transformation would continue while she slept, but it looked as if this hybrid Awasa was the best they could expect. But maybe some food would help her complexion at least. There was no telling when she’d last eaten, or what she had eaten.

      “The machine won’t tell me what’s going on,” she said.

      “His name is Motekeru,” Turesobei said.

      “That’s what he told me.”

      “You don’t remember meeting him?”

      “Only vaguely.”

      “Are you going to put up a fight?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” She stared at him. “I’m not sure why I would. Though I am very cross with…well, everyone. I’m the least cross with you, though.”

      Cross? He could handle cross. That was almost normal for Awasa. As long as she didn’t want to kill anyone, it was a step in the right direction.

      “Motekeru, could you wait outside?”

      “Of course, master. I will be in the back garden should you need me.”

      Turesobei knelt in front of Awasa. Fangthorn lay between them. “So…do you need anything?”

      “I’m starving.”

      “I’ll get you some food.”

      “I can wait a little longer. I’d like to talk first.”

      “Sure.”

      “A servant brought me water.”

      “Okay.”

      She eyed him curiously. She seemed to expect something, but he had no idea what. “Is there something the matter?”

      “Yes, but maybe I’m the only one who sees it. There’s something wrong with the servants.”

      “Oh, that. Their souls were stolen long ago.”

      She frowned, waited expectantly for him to say something more and then huffed. “Also…I think there’s something wrong with me, too. Was my soul—”

      “Stolen? No. I mean…no. Well…it’s complicated. How much do you remember?”

      “It’s sort of fuzzy, but I can remember it all when I focus on it, like a vivid dream after you wake up. Only this is a nightmare, and so much of it doesn’t make sense.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure if everything I remember actually happened.”

      Turesobei understood. Sometimes he dreamed he was Chonda Lu, and it was so real, he could hardly believe he hadn’t actually lived those moments himself. “Why don’t you tell me what you remember, from when we left Ekaran until now, and I’ll let you know if it matches what really happened.”

      “You’ll tell me the truth? Even if it’s horrible?”

      “I promise.”

      “Good, because I’m no longer a flower to be handled with delicate care. And I am most certainly not a child.”

      “I understand.”

      Awasa composed herself and began her tale. “First, let me apologize for something. I came after you, which was stupid. I should have let you go. I was a brat, and a spoiled one at that.”

      “I don’t hold it against you,” he said. “What’s done is done.”

      With perfect clarity, she recounted everything until they reached the Lair of the Deadly Twelve. “Barakaros got into my head as soon as we reached the lair.”

      “No, that didn’t happen until he probed our minds while he tortured us.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m certain of this. As soon as we neared the tunnels, he got into my head. He knew how weak I was. He knew he could break me. That wasn’t his ultimate goal, though. He was going to use me as a vessel. It was going to get him out of the contract where he himself had to die. But he didn’t have time to complete the process. When the transfer was broken I got some of his power, along with his anger and instincts, but I didn’t get any of his knowledge or memories.”

      That matched up with the Blood King’s theory perfectly. “If you had told me Barakaros was affecting you, I could have helped.”

      “I know, but I was embarrassed and scared and he was already influencing me.” With her fingers she traced the design of Fangthorn’s pommel. “I tried to kill Iniru. And I am sorry for that.”

      “That was the Warlock’s doing.”

      She shook her head. “All the jealousy and anger…it was already inside me. He just brought it out. And all the good in me, what little there was, faded away.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Awasa.”

      She half chuckled. “You’re always so sweet. But we both know it’s true.” Her fingers trailed up the dark-steel blade. “And I killed the Winter Child. I was so angry, so out of control. If I hadn’t killed her, you wouldn’t be here in this mess.” She shook her head. “I slaughtered a small, innocent child. I should be inconsolable. But it’s like…it’s like my favorite dress got torn. That’s as bad as I can feel about it. And that’s how I know something’s still not right about me. I smeared her blood on me.”

      “We saw.”

      “And I bit into her neck and drank her blood.”

      Turesobei rocked back and swallowed nervously. He tried to keep the look of horror from showing on his face. Awasa frowned and sighed. He must not have done a good job of it.

      “You didn’t know that, huh?”

      He shook his head.

      “I bit into a dead girl’s neck and drank her still-warm blood. And the worst part is, I enjoyed it.” She shrugged. “Of course, I wouldn’t still be alive if I hadn’t done so. Her blood protected me from the cold. I’d like to think the Warlock’s instincts told me to do it and that it wasn’t just a fortunate byproduct of my depravity.”

      “We saw the the blood smeared on you and figured that was why you’d done it. After all, you seemed fine in the cold, even though your clothes were the same, only shredded and—”

      “Indecent?”

      He blushed. “I did see things I don’t think the old Awasa would have wanted me to see.”

      “The old Awasa hardly had those things. I grew a foot taller and all these muscles and curves swelled out within moments. It hurt like Torment, but in a good way. Or so I thought at the time. The dark power was trying to remake me in the Warlock’s image but could only go so far.” She rubbed her hands across her silk sleeping garments. “It’s nice to have proper clothes again.”

      “You can thank Enashoma. She changed you while you slept.”

      “That was kind of her, and more than I deserve.”

      “What else do you remember?”

      “I killed three yomon with your white-steel sword. I’d never fought anything before, but along with my new size and strength, I had gotten Barakaros’s fighting instincts and skills. It was such a rush. Oh, you should’ve seen me. I commanded the yomon to obey me—and they did! It was the most glorious moment of my life.”

      She took released a deep, satisfied breath. Turesobei was glad he hadn’t seen it. But he didn’t say that. He just nodded along instead.

      She continued. “The old Awasa had so desperately wanted to be someone, by her own right and not because she was the daughter of Lord Kobarai. She…I…had respect and power. It was everything I had ever wanted. Except you. So I set out to fix that.”

      “Actually,” Turesobei frowned. He hadn't honestly liked the old Awasa but he still hated to think of her as cold and power-hungry. “I think more than anything, the old Awasa wanted to be loved. She was lonely and trapped. All she needed was friends.”

      Awasa cocked her head to the side and chewed at her lip. “I’m not so sure.”

      “She didn’t need power. Having friends would have made her someone by her own right. And she would have learned to respect herself.”

      Awasa shrugged dubiously and went on. She recounted the murder and pillaging her yomon had done as they raged across the Winter Realm. She had to pause at times to focus on her memories enough to pick out the details. She herself hadn’t killed anyone. She had merely handled the interrogations.

      “Aikora, the village where we stayed?” Turesobei asked.

      “We didn’t go there. We knew you’d already left.”

      Turesobei breathed a sigh of relief. They had thought their plan to lead Awasa and the yomon away from the village had worked, but they’d had no way of being certain.

      She talked about her frustration at having to wait outside the Forbidden Library because the yomon were afraid to go in there. She had almost killed one of them out of anger when she discovered that Turesobei had tricked her and slipped away from the library through the Shadowland.

      “Then finally we came through the portal, you and me. Iniru destroyed my amulet and I was defeated. While you battled the Blood King, I slipped away. Then this strange mist came through the building. I couldn’t escape it. After it passed over me, I was…different. I remembered my old self again, perfectly. All the memories came rushing back, but not the old feelings that had gone with them. I followed the smell of food to the Kitchen. I was waiting for the servants to leave. Then Iniru came in. I tackled her, grabbed this sword and….”

      Her fingers circled the pommel where a faint, eight-pointed star glowed violet. “I don’t understand what happened next. I collapsed and then woke up here with the machine guarding me. He said I’d been put under a sleep spell by the Blood King three days ago.”

      “You needed rest.”

      She chewed at her lip. Her fangs pricked into the skin. A tiny bubble of blood welled up. She didn’t seem to notice. “Everything I said….”

      “As far as I know, everything you told me is true.”

      “So none of it was a nightmare? It was all real.”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Her body sagged and she sighed. For a moment, her face twisted into a frown and her eyes filled with tears. Then the emotion vanished, leaving a blank expression in its wake.

      “When I woke here, I knew instantly I had changed again. I’m not Child Awasa or Ninefold Awasa or even Awasa after the mists. I’m something else now. The murderous rage is still in me, but it’s buried deep down now. It’s the sword’s doing, isn’t it? That’s why I see the Warlock’s energy in the pommel, right?”

      “The sword is siphoning off some of the Warlock’s power and along with it his hatred.”

      “Why?”

      “The blade is dark-steel, so it absorbs energy, but there’s also a vacuum effect because Lady Hannya, the Earth Dragon, resided within it for fifteen thousand years.”

      “Oh.” Her fingers danced lovingly along the blade. “Does it have a name?”

      “Fangthorn.”

      “That’s a good name.”

      “It’s unique. There’s no other sword like it.”

      She nodded. “Am I going to change more?”

      “Not because of the sword. According to the Blood King, anyway.”

      “Will I shrink or lose my powers?”

      “As long as the sword’s nearby, it will drain off enough power and negative emotions for you to control yourself. But that won’t change your size and you won’t lose the Warlock’s instinctual skills. Unfortunately, if you part from the sword for long, even a few minutes, you will become more like Ninefold Awasa again.”

      “So I’m basically bound to the sword?”

      “An actual binding of the Warlock’s essence to the sword would be more effective, but his power was in you for too long. It changed you at the deepest levels. If we could’ve gotten the blade into your hands weeks ago, things might be different. And maybe prolonged contact with the sword will give you more control over time. Not even the Blood King knows for certain what’s going on with you.”

      “So I should…?”

      “Rest. Rest and…try to focus on being yourself.”

      She scowled. “But I don’t know who I am.”

      “Oh, well….”

      “I know who you want me to be. But I don’t like Child Awasa. I don’t ever want to be her again. But then, I don’t want to be Ninefold Awasa burning with rage again, either.” She shrugged and sighed. “I have no idea who I want to be.”

      “Well, we’re going to be stuck here for a while, maybe a very long time. So there’s no rush. Figure out who you are now and what you want to become. Old Awasa had begun to make herself into a new person, and I’m sure you can do the same.”

      He took her hands and squeezed them. It was unreal to think these strong hands were Awasa’s. She was the same size as him now, and stronger. He smiled. “Anything you need, just let me know and I’ll do what I can.”

      Her lips peeled back into a smile, revealing her delicate fangs. It wasn’t a friendly smile. It was the smile of a particularly sadistic cat that had cornered easy prey. He dropped her hands and shifted uncomfortably.

      “I don’t remember love,” she said. “I’m not sure I ever knew what it was. But—” she leaned toward him, “—I still know one thing I want. I still know one thing I desire.”
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      Turesobei scooted back. She slid closer. This wasn’t good.

      He hopped to his feet. “I should be going.”

      Awasa sprang up. “So soon?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      He backed away and she pursued.

      “Awasa, what’re you doing?”

      Her only answer was a widening of her malicious grin. Mentally he prepared the spell of the maiden swooning. It was one of the first spells he’d ever learned and it was simple enough he could cast it without speaking the words. The energy cost would be far greater than normal, but he didn’t want her to realize he’d cast a spell on her. At best, the spell would render her lightheaded and confused. But all he needed was for it to snap her out of her sudden obsession.

      He backed into the wall of shelves. She slammed into him and grabbed him by the waist. Her hot breath caressed his ear. “You want me,” she whispered.

      She smelled of alluring spices: cardamom, nutmeg and cinnamon. Her violet eyes sparkled. Her full lips invited him. Why was he resisting? He wanted to be with her. He had always wanted to be with her.

      The spell slipped from his mind.

      Awasa untied his belt and spread open his robe. She lifted his shirt and ran her hands up his chest. Her touch tingled against his skin. He moaned.

      Her smile widened to reveal all her fangs. She leaned in to kiss him.

      The image of her biting into the Winter Child’s neck leapt into his mind and desire drained out of him like water from a bucket turned upside down.

      He shoved her away. “Awasa, get control of yourself!”

      She spun around and hissed. “All I need is control of you.”

      She snarled and lunged for him. He stepped aside and darted past her. A glimmer caught his eye. Fangthorn. She’d left the sword on top of her sleeping mat.

      He backed slowly toward it. “Lu Bei, stay in the hallway. I’ve got this. Say nothing to the others.”

      He tried to keep his voice low so no one out in the hallway could hear. He didn’t want them to burst in and make things worse. If he could get Awasa to calm down, everything would be okay. She just needed time to get control over her emotions.

      She swiped at him with her claw-like fingernails. He ducked his head and dove for the sword. She leapt onto him. He grabbed the sword, rolled and wrapped his arms around her. He held Fangthorn against her back.

      Another wave of desire hit him. This time he was ready. He blocked it out and hugged her tighter, keeping the sword against her. Her strength faded, and along with it the press of the compulsion against his mind. Her eyes went out of focus. He released her, put the sword in her lap and scooted away.

      She took deep, labored breaths and scrunched her eyes up as if she were suffering a terrible headache. She grasped her temples and moaned.

      Turesobei gathered his composure and readied himself just in case. She had a lot of power if she could compel him like that without the use of a spell.

      She picked up the dark blade and cradled it like a child cradles a doll. Her features softened. “Turesobei…I….” She sighed deeply. “Turesobei, I’m so sorry. I didn’t intend to do that. I swear. I remembered my feelings for you and this…this wave of obsession took over me. I couldn’t control it. The new Awasa shouldn’t do what I just did. I want the new Awasa to be strong but also a good person.”

      Turesobei straightened his clothes and retied his robe. “It’s going to take time for you to figure this out. And a lot of work. But no one expects you to be instantly better.”

      “I feel so ashamed.”

      “That’s good.”

      “It is?”

      “That means you want to be better,” he said. “Don't worry, I won’t tell the others what happened.”

      She half-smiled and muttered, “Thanks.”

      The door opened and Lu Bei zipped in carrying a bowl of tea in his hands. Someone closed the door behind him.

      Awasa snarled. “You!”

      “Yes, me,” Lu Bei said.

      “I still don’t like you,” Awasa said. “And I don’t think I want that to change.”

      Lu Bei set the bowl of tea in front of her. “I don’t plan on ever liking you either.” He bowed. “Nevertheless, I have done you a kindness. I suggest you contemplate that.”

      Awasa frowned as she reached for the bowl. “Thank you for the tea.” She took a sip and gagged. “Yuck, what is this?”

      Lu Bei scowled and snapped his wings out. “You don’t like it?!”

      “It’s bitter and could use some honey. A lot of honey.”

      “Hey! I sweetened it, lady!”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      “Well, I did. And if you can’t handle a good tea, that’s your problem, not mine.”

      “It’s terrible,” Awasa said.

      “I’ll have you know that I designed this sophisticated herbal blend to calm the nerves while pleasing the palate.”

      “You failed.”

      Lu Bei’s eyes simmered. “Well, I did have to include extra calming herbs given your nasty disposition.”

      “Whatever.” She shrugged and drained the cup. “Turesobei, I’m not ready to face the others.”

      “You don’t have to face them until you’re ready,” he said.

      Her posture relaxed into a slouch. “Good because I can…” she yawned, “…only barely face you…and only because you…turn into a dragon so…you might understand…what I’m going…through.”

      Still cradling Fangthorn, she curled up on the sleeping platform.

      “You should talk to Motekeru. You two have a lot in common.”

      “The machine?”

      “He was once a man. A good man.”

      Awasa nodded. “Yeah…okay…I need…sleep now.”

      “Motekeru is going to stay and watch over you. Ask for food when you wake. And if you need to see me, I’ll come. Any time of day.”

      “Thank Enashoma…for the clothes. When I wake…tell me….”

      She drifted off to sleep.

      Turesobei went out to the back garden. “Motekeru, would you stay with her? And try to talk to her. It may help her to talk to someone who went through what you did.”

      “Talking is not my strength, master.”

      “It’s not hers either.”

      Motekeru nodded. “I will do my best, master.” He went inside and sat cross-legged on the floor near Awasa. He could stay that way, indefinitely alert, without ever tiring. What Motekeru thought about on his own, Turesobei had no idea. He honestly didn’t want to know.

      

      “What was that power she used to seduce you, master?”

      “I don’t know. And I don’t think she does, either. The important thing is she’s better than before and she’s trying.”

      “Right-o, master.”

      Turesobei went out into the hallway and told the others that she was doing better, but that she had gotten aggressive and worn herself out.

      “Lu Bei, what did you put in her tea?”

      “Chamomile, lemongrass, spearmint, a touch of vanilla and a proprietary blend of herbs that I would rather not discuss, master.”

      “That’s all?”

      The fetch made his cute innocent face. “I may have asked one of the servants for a sleeping draught. And I may have given her enough to knock a normal person out for two days.”

      Enashoma shrugged. “Knocking her out wasn’t the worst idea. More rest certainly couldn’t hurt.”

      Turesobei agreed, even though he knew Awasa wouldn't be happy about it when she woke.

      “I’m not surprised she doesn't want to see us,” Zaiporo said.

      “We’ll give her all the space she needs. And Shoma, she said thank you for changing her clothes.”

      “Awasa said thank you?” Zaiporo said. “Well, there’s some hope that the new one will be better than the old one.”

      Turesobei grinned. He wanted that to be true, even if he doubted it.
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      After a nap, Turesobei left a servant to watch over Kurine and visited the Bath along with his companions. The Bath wasn’t like a pond or a lake. Instead, it was like a giant bathtub made of stone and set into the floor, with colorful mosaic tiles lining the sides and bottom. To the side of the room sat six padded tables with a rack of towels beside them.

      “I’ve read about baths like these,” Enashoma said. “They had them in Tengba Ren.”

      Tengba Ren was the ancestral baojendari homeland across the ocean. Okoro had lost contact with the old world centuries ago, a mysterious event called the Great Darkening. Expeditions back to Tengba Ren never returned. No one had a clue as to why.

      “They certainly did have baths such as these,” Lu Bei said. “Master…Chonda Lu…had one in each of his palaces. He had planned to build one in Sooku and Ekaran but never got around to it. He spent most of his days in Okoro exploring, so he was rarely home to enjoy such comforts. Of course, Okoro has many natural hot springs, so the need for baths like this wasn’t as pressing.”

      Turesobei slapped himself in the forehead. “I am so dense.”

      “Yes, of course you are,” Iniru muttered. It was the sort of playful tease she specialized in, but the words had barely escaped her lips and the wry grin she attempted melted away.

      “Thanks,” he said in a cheerful tone.

      “Why are you dense?” Zaiporo asked.

      “It just occurred to me that the reason why we lost contact with the mainland would surely have been in the Forbidden Library. Ooloolarra would’ve known why. The Blood King and Hannya probably know, as well.”

      “You could ask them,” Enashoma said, “and solve a centuries-old mystery.”

      “Assuming they would tell me. And it would mean talking to them more than I have to.”

      “Knowledge comes at a price, master,” Lu Bei said.

      As they circled the Bath, Iniru sighed. “A soak and a swim would be fantastic. If I had the energy.”

      “You like to swim?” Zaiporo restrained a giggle. “But you’re a—”

      “I swear to all the gods, Zai, I will throw you in if you make a cat joke.”

      They all laughed. Even Iniru smiled.

      “Swimming sounds fun,” Turesobei said. “The only problem is we’ll have to take turns.”

      Iniru snorted. “You baojendari are such prudes.”

      “I’m not a prude,” Enashoma said. “I have no problem swimming with the boys. Why would I?”

      Turesobei and Zaiporo both spun around and gaped at her.

      “Obviously we would swim in our clothes,” Enashoma said.

      “Come on,” Iniru said. “Swimming in clothes is no fun. No one does it unless they have to.”

      “Like that swim we took to get out of that town when we were captured,” Zaiporo said.

      “Oh well,” Enashoma said. “If we have to swim naked, then I guess we’ll have to swim separate.”

      Iniru sighed. “You’re just as bad as Turesobei. How do you guys swim back home?”

      “We take turns,” Enashoma said. “There are days when the boys all go swimming, and there are days when the girls go swimming.”

      “The boys try to sneak peeks on the girls’ day,” Zaiporo let slip.

      Enashoma glared at him.

      “But it’s so well guarded that we don’t have a chance of seeing anything.”

      As soon as Enashoma turned away, Zaiporo winked at Turesobei.

      He knew the spot Zaiporo and the other boys visited to sneak their peeks. Turesobei had followed along after arms practice once. It was a waste of time. The spot was so far away you couldn’t tell one girl from another, and once they were in the water, there was nothing to see anyway.

      Turesobei stopped and slapped himself on the forehead again. He’d known the spell of enhanced vision since he was ten. He could’ve easily boosted his sight to two or three times normal. It would’ve been like sitting only twenty feet from the shore of the lake.

      “I am so clueless.”

      He could also cast the enhanced vision spell on other people. That would have made him instantly popular with the other boys. He was a lot like Awasa, in that people were only friendly to him because he was important in society.

      “I mean really clueless.”

      Everyone had stopped to stare and laugh at him.

      “We know,” Enashoma said. “But what brought on this sudden confession?”

      “Oh, it’s just that more and more I’m realizing how many opportunities I missed to have fun using magic. I never had much fun as a kid, and now it’s too late.”

      “Nonsense,” Enashoma said.

      “You’ve got to learn to let go,” Zaiporo said. “Our situation sucks, but we can have fun in spite of it.”

      “Zai’s probably right,” Iniru said. She raised an eyebrow. “What kind of opportunities?”

      “All kinds,” he said, dodging the question.

      “If the servants made us outfits like the skimpy one Iniru exercises and sleeps in,” Enashoma said enthusiastically, “then we could all go for a swim together.”

      Iniru rolled her eyes. “Sure, but only after I’ve rested a lot more. I’m too exhausted for swimming.”

      As they left the Bath, Turesobei was trying not to think about swimming with Iniru.

      “Zai?” Iniru asked. “Are zaboko as prudish as baojendari?”

      “We’re not quite as bad as the nobility, but yeah, pretty much.”

      Enashoma glanced longingly back at the Baths. But when Iniru gave her a wicked grin, Shoma blushed and trained her eyes on the floor. Turesobei would have wondered what the exchange had meant if he hadn't seen the way the smile slipped off Iniru’s face as soon as Shoma looked away.
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      Awasa woke the next night and had food brought to her room. For the next two days, she stayed in her room and didn’t talk to anyone. Which was fine. Hardly anyone talked anyway. For the most part, everyone kept to themselves. They all needed some time alone.

      Iniru continued to come to Turesobei’s room each night, but they hardly said a word to one another. After a brief kiss, she would curl up in his arms. It took her a long time, but she was still always the first one to fall asleep. Turesobei stayed awake in case she wanted to say…or do…anything.

      After three days, Turesobei checked on Awasa. He hoped things would go better this time than they had the time before.

      He brought her a bowl of tea. “Lu Bei made this just for you.”

      Awasa knelt at the small table, writing. She put her brush and papers away. “Is it going to knock me out?”

      “No, and I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know.”

      “It’s okay. Come sit down.” She glanced around. “Where is the little demon? Scared to show himself?”

      “Something like that.”

      Motekeru stood. “Since you are here, master, I would like to go check on Kurine.”

      “Of course. Go ahead.”

      Motekeru departed.

      “So, do you want to talk some more about what you went through?” Turesobei asked.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d rather discuss something other than my problems. Tell me…tell me about the Forbidden Library. It looked impressive from the outside.”

      “It was wondrous inside.” He told her about not just the library itself but what they’d done inside and all their experiences. When he was done, he told her about Kurine’s village, Aikora, and most of what they’d experienced there. He also told her about facing Hannya and how he’d taken Fangthorn.

      Once she understood Hannya’s betrayal, her eyes narrowed and deepened in color. The veins in her face bulged and the tips of her fangs pricked her bottom lip. The eight-pointed star on her forehead darkened slightly. He watched the pommel of the sword to see if the eight-pointed star dimmed, but if it did he couldn’t tell.

      Awasa brandished the sword. “How could she?!”

      “I know,” Turesobei said nervously. “But think of the bright side: if she hadn’t led us here, I never could have saved you.”

      “Screw me and my fate. You should’ve stayed in the Forbidden Library. Trapped there was a lot better than trapped here.”

      Turesobei carefully reached out and touched Awasa’s hand. “It’s okay. There’s nothing you and I can do about it now. What’s done is done.”

      “I should’ve fought with you against the Blood King instead of running like a coward.”

      “It wouldn’t have made one bit of difference. He can force me out of my dragon form. He can deflect my most powerful spell. He’s stronger than Motekeru and faster than Iniru. I mean, he killed Iniru with my own spell. So there’s—”

      Awasa leapt to her feet. “He killed Iniru?!” Her features turned toward the demonic. “You fought him again without asking for my help?”

      Turesobei stood and held out his hands. “No, no. We only fought him once. He killed Iniru and restored her to life minutes later.”

      “Oh.”

      “Sorry. I thought you knew about that.”

      “Motekeru left that part out.” The anger drained out of her and her features softened. “It really is hopeless then, isn’t it?”

      “It does seem that way.”

      “Poor Iniru. I know I tried to kill her after the Warlock corrupted my mind, but Child Awasa would never have tried to kill her or anyone else.”

      “I know.”

      “This new me is better than Ninefold Awasa, but I’m still consumed with anger. I feel hatred toward Iniru the way one feels hungry at lunchtime. But I don’t want to hate her. I don’t want to hate anyone.” She took a delicate sip of tea the way the original Awasa had been trained to. “I’m glad you saved me. If I had been stranded in the Ancient Cold and Deep, I would’ve gone on a rampage, killing and causing terror for…for however long I would have lived. Do you think this power has made me immortal or extended my lifespan?”

      “No idea.”

      She took his hands. “Turesobei, I will help you get home. I owe that to you and the others. I will do everything I can, and I will die trying if I must.”

      He didn’t know what to say, so he just nodded.

      “I want to be a good person like you.”

      “Then be a good person,” he said.

      “You don’t understand. It comes naturally to you. But it didn’t come naturally to Child Awasa, and it certainly doesn’t come natural to me.”

      “Then find something you believe in, something that will guide you, and be a good person by purposefully doing good things.”

      Awasa nodded. “I’ll try.”

      Turesobei poured them each another steaming bowl of tea.

      “You know, something’s bothering me.” She fixed her eyes on him and rubbed her chin. “I know why you needed the two goronku guides, but the injured girl who was bitten by the demon squid, I don’t understand why she was with you. Your story didn’t make that clear.”

      “That’s because I left out part.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”
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      Turesobei sighed. He dreaded her response. She still seemed attached to him, and he didn’t want her to get angry. But they were going to have to talk about this sooner or later. And at least she was in a calm mood at the moment.

      “When I got to Aikora and Kurine made the clothes for me, she became very fond of me. You see, there aren’t a lot of good options for marriageable men in her village.”

      “I understand that.”

      “It’s much worse than in Ekaran. There was a disease that killed most of the kids in her generation. And they don’t have wizards, so I was amazing to them. Anyway, I didn’t know the customs there and when I returned victorious, having defeated the reitsu champion….”

      He nervously swirled the tea leaves at the bottom of his bowl. He couldn’t bring himself to say it.

      “Turesobei, what did you do?”

      “Okay look, I didn’t know what I was doing. You must remember that. She asked me if I would accept her kiss—right in front of her whole village. She’s a nice girl, and I didn’t want to embarrass her in front of everyone….”

      “But you said no, right? Because you should have said no to that question.”

      “Why does everyone think that’s the obvious response?”

      “Because it is—especially if it’s a culture you don’t—oh, Turesobei, you said yes, didn’t you?”

      He nodded sheepishly.

      Her eyes narrowed to slits. “What did the kiss mean exactly?”

      “Don’t get angry, okay. But, well, it’s the goronku way of proposing marriage. And I accidentally said yes.”

      Awasa’s eyes flared wide. He cringed, waiting for her anger to explode. But she remained calm and still. He watched to see if the star on her forehead darkened but it didn’t change.

      “You’re married?” she whispered, as if there was a risk someone might overhear them.

      “No! I managed to put that off. We’re just engaged.”

      Awasa stared silently at him. This had to be the calm before the storm.

      But it wasn’t anger that burst out of her. It was laughter. At first it was soft. Then her lips peeled back, exposing her fangs, as her laugh deepened into a cackling roar. She slammed her hands down on the table. Tea sloshed out of the bowls and the kettle turned over.

      “You are such an idiot!”

      “You—you aren’t mad?”

      Laughing so hard she was crying, Awasa shook her head.

      Motekeru stormed in and skidded to a stop. He cocked his head to the side, like a bird examining them. “Everything is…okay, master?”

      Lu Bei swept into the room. Since he could record everything Turesobei did even when he wasn’t in the room, he knew what was going on. “Everything’s fine, big guy.”

      “I haven’t laughed since…I don’t remember,” Awasa said. “Actually, I don’t think I’ve ever laughed that hard.” She took several deep breaths. “So…” she snickered, “…how did Iniru react to this?”

      “How do you think?”

      “It was quite the drama of young love embittered and betrayed,” Lu Bei said. “A thing of beauty to behold.”

      Motekeru shook his head. “It was annoying.” He stiffened suddenly. “Master, I misspoke. I beg forgiveness.”

      Turesobei chuckled and waved a hand. “It’s fine, Motekeru. Don’t worry about it.”

      “If you say so, master.” He bowed and went outside.

      Awasa continued to laugh. “Now she knows how I feel, or how I felt rather. Two fiancées and a girlfriend. You really should propose to Iniru. It only seems fair. Especially before—”

      “He proposes to another?” Lu Bei asked, smirking.

      Awasa nodded. “It shouldn’t take him long.”

      Turesobei groaned. “Ha-ha. I’m glad you two think it’s funny.”

      “So you couldn’t break it off?” Awasa asked.

      He explained all of it. “Now that we’re out of her world, I could break it off but….”

      “You can’t break it off with a sick girl.”

      “And she would take it incredibly hard,” Lu Bei said. “She likes him a lot.”

      “Honestly, I like her a lot, too,” Turesobei said. “In another time or place, maybe things would be different, but—”

      Awasa gasped. “Turesobei! You’re smitten with her!”

      “What? No! I didn’t say that.”

      “It’s kind of obvious,” Awasa said, “given the way you talk about her.”

      “Try telling him that and see where it gets you,” Lu Bei said. “He doesn’t see it.”

      “I certainly don’t like her enough to get engaged. And I don’t like her as much as I like Iniru.”

      “He just can’t help himself,” Lu Bei confided to Awasa.

      “That’s true,” she said.

      “I thought you’d be angry,” Turesobei said to Awasa.

      She shrugged. “I desire you. And if I decide I want you, I’ll fight for you. But—”

      Hannya strolled into the room. “I need to interview Awasa.”

      Awasa rose to her feet and pointed Fangthorn at Hannya. “You are not welcome here, traitor!”

      “I care not,” Hannya said, never taking her eyes off the sword. “We are going to talk, whether you welcome me or not.” She turned to Turesobei. “Leave. And take the fetch with you.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “I am not going to hurt her. Now, go. Unless I am mistaken, Kurine is about to wake, and I think you want to be there for that.”
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      Turesobei rushed to Kurine’s room. Lu Bei came flapped along behind him. Iniru was watching over her as Turesobei burst in.

      She stood. “What’s wrong?”

      “Hannya just said that Kurine was about to—”

      “Master, she’s stirring.” Lu Bei had landed beside Kurine and was leaning over her face.

      Turesobei hurried over. Kurine’s eyes fluttered open and she made a faint groan.

      “The…little…demon?” She sighed weakly. “I’ve…woken up…in Torment.”

      Her sense of humor had come through intact.

      Lu Bei crossed his arms and stamped a foot. “She’s still broken.”

      Turesobei scooted in close and Lu Bei flew away. He took Kurine’s hand. Their eyes met.

      “And now…it appears…I’m in Paradise.”

      Turesobei smiled. “Er…welcome back.” He had no idea what he should say. Iniru standing nearby made it worse. He felt like whatever he said was going to be judged. Things were going so well between them right now. He didn’t want to screw that up.

      “Are you okay…all of you?” Kurine asked.

      He nodded. “Even Awasa, relatively speaking. We rescued her.”

      “Of course you did. I….” She squeezed his hand with the faintest of strength then drifted back into a deep sleep.

      The Blood King appeared, suddenly and silently. Where had he come from? Judging from Iniru’s expression, she was surprised too.

      The Blood King stepped up. His eyes were violet. His manner impatient. “Out of the way. Now that she has woken and seems to be functioning mentally, there are critical procedures I must begin.”

      “She’s going to be okay, though, right?”

      “My confidence in her recovery is greater now than before,” the Blood King said. “Now, get out. I have delicate rituals to conduct.”

      Out in the hallway, Turesobei sighed with relief. “If her first words were to poke fun at Lu Bei, then I think she’s going to be fine.”

      Iniru took his hand. She had a hopeful gleam to her expression. “I was afraid she’d be really messed up, like I was when I came back.”

      “It was different for her. She wasn’t in the Shadowland.”

      Iniru frowned then she took his hands. “When Kurine woke up, you should have told her you love her.”

      “What?!”

      “She deserves that.”

      “You wanted me to tell Kurine I love her?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “But I can’t lie to her.”

      Iniru grimaced. “Oh, Sobei. You don’t know yourself at all, do you?”

      “I love you,” he said with exasperation.

      “I never said you didn’t.” She gave him a deep, lingering kiss then pulled away with the saddest smile he’d ever seen. He understood her less now than ever. “I’m going to tell the others the good news.”
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      As Iniru trotted off, he fell back against the wall with a hard thump. Why were girls so complicated? Iniru was as mysterious to him as the Great Darkening. Awasa had always been complicated and was now, understandably, a mess. Kurine was easier to figure out than the others, but she kept him on his toes and was always a step ahead of him. But maybe it wasn’t all girls. Enashoma didn’t seem that complicated. Though Zaiporo might see it differently, since Enashoma wouldn’t just come out and say that she loved him.

      Turesobei chewed at his lip. It couldn’t all be his fault, could it? There were serious cultural differences between him and both Iniru and Kurine. Especially Iniru. Her people had formalized friendships, the possibility of multiple mates and all sorts of complexities he didn’t understand. Every time Iniru explained it to him, it left his head swimming.

      Motekeru followed Lu Bei in from the Courtyard.

      “The annoyance told me Kurine woke up.”

      Lu Bei blew a raspberry at Motekeru. “If anyone needs me, I will be in the Courtyard gathering herbs.”

      Turesobei filled Motekeru in on the details, few as they were.

      “Good. I’ve grown quite attached to the girl.”

      “Motekeru, when you were a….”

      “Normal man?”

      He nodded. “Did women make sense to you?”

      The flames within Motekeru’s slanted, misshapen eyes flared. “Oh yes, master.”

      Turesobei flinched. “I—I don’t suppose you could explain them to me….”

      “Don’t think of women as being mysterious, master. Women are people with desires, beliefs and quirks just like you. Find out what makes each one tick and the rest is easy.”

      Easy? Nothing about that sounded easy. “But I’m not good with people, regardless of gender.”

      “I’ve seen you deal successfully with many people, master.”

      “Only in formal situations. Or when I’m dealing with someone like Hannya or the Keeper of Scrolls. Girls are…scary. And Iniru and Kurine are…beyond my understanding.”

      “You are young and girls make you nervous. This is hardly unusual, master. I suspect your biggest problem is that deep down you’re afraid these girls are out of your league.”

      “Well…yeah, I guess I do.”

      “Whether you think they’re in your league does not matter. Liking you is their decision, master. Do not dishonor it.”

      “So you were good with women?”

      His eyes sparked even brighter. “I was in fact a ladies’ man, master. I courted many women in my youth. And you must understand that while I had money enough, I was not wealthy. And I was an ugly man. But I made up for my limitations by being a good listener, a good friend and a good lover.”

      “Er…so, when you got married, how did you know which girl to choose?”

      “I simply picked the three I liked best.”

      “Three?!”

      “Things were different back then, master.”

      “I guess marrying three would make my life simpler.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. Trust me on this, master. If you have three wives and they don’t get along, and they often won’t, then you have serious problems. Having a mistress or two on the side doesn’t help matters, either.”

      Turesobei stifled an incredulous laugh. It was hard to imagine that Motekeru as a player.

      “Made you should break your girl problems down to one girl and one issue at a time, master. You can’t unravel it all at once. What’s your key problem?”

      “Kurine gets under my skin somehow with all her charm and enthusiasm and everyone sees that. But they don’t see how I really feel about Iniru. And no matter what I do, I can’t seem to convince Iniru she’s the one I really want.”

      “First, you must convince yourself of that, master.”

      Turesobei groaned. Not Motekeru too!

      “Now, unless you need me further, master, I will go. I have talked too much. I feel…” he shrugged, “…not myself.”

      “Thank you, Motekeru.”

      Motekeru stomped away toward the Library. That was the most he’d ever heard Motekeru say at once, by far. And he’d never seen him so animated before. Turesobei must’ve conjured up good memories.

      Lu Bei bustled back in with a sack full of herbs, roots and petals. “He’s not lying. He was stupid ugly, but he could charm a rock. His voice was deeper then, too. And without that hollow ringing Master could never quite fix. Motekeru got every woman he wanted, his station or lower, and even a few of much higher station.”

      Turesobei frowned. He wished there was something he could do for Motekeru. He wished he hadn’t inadvertently brought him out of his centuries-long slumber. Such was the burden of being Chonda Lu’s heir. Chonda Lu may have been a good Kaiaru, but he was poor in character when judged by the standards of ordinary people.
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      Hannya exited Awasa’s room and approached him. “I tested her dexterity, her cognition and her emotional stability. Awasa is nimble and reasonably intelligent. She is stable enough for me to teach her the art of Pawanaré Mudra Abjuration. And she’s unstable enough that she desperately needs to learn it.”

      “Teach her what?” Turesobei asked suspiciously.

      “Pawanaré Mudra Abjuration.”

      Mudras were ways of holding one’s hands and fingers in precise positions to channel kenja. They were essential to many spell castings. Pawanaré was a land in the far east of the old continent, a land said to be steeped in mysticism. Abjuration was the art of repelling forces and banishing spirits. He’d never encountered those three terms used together though.

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “I suppose the art must be lost to the wizards of your time. Pawanaré Mudra Abjuration was designed to complement standard wizardry. Before I became a dragon, I was amongst a small number of Kaiaru who advanced and perfected the art. Though primarily defensive, it does encompass channeling and compelling techniques, as well. The hand forms are more intricate than those used for standard spell-casting and require more dexterity than most wizards possess.”

      “But Awasa isn’t a Kaiaru. She doesn’t even have a kavaru.”

      “She absorbed enough power from Barakaros the Warlock to work the First and Second Circle Forms, perhaps some from the Third Circle, as well. Only the Fourth Circle will be completely inaccessible to her.”

      “Okay, so why do you want to teach her?”

      “The abjurer must envision elaborate mandalas while making the gestures. This takes a tremendous amount of focus. And the study itself requires many hours of meditation during which Awasa will have to direct her thoughts and control her emotions. The benefits for her in that regard should be obvious.”

      “And the Blood King is okay with this?”

      “It was his idea. When my lord sends you on missions to the other realms, you are going to need Awasa’s strength and her sword. If she knows a magical art as well, then all the better.”

      “I already have a capable team.”

      “They may not be enough.”

      “But I can trust them. Awasa is unstable. I can’t take her into a fight.”

      “That choice is not yours to make. And studying the art will help stabilize her.”

      Turesobei gave up. There was no point arguing about it. If the Blood King required it, Turesobei would have to deal with it.

      “Did you ask her if she wanted to learn?”

      “Yes, but I hardly needed to. She desperately wants to master her mind and control the darkness within.”

      “I don’t want you corrupting her.”

      “The girl has already been corrupted. What could I do to make her worse?”

      Turesobei sighed. Hannya might be insane, but she wasn’t evil. She was a Kaiaru. That alone explained a lot of her behavior.

      “I will also begin training Enashoma.”

      “What?! How? Why?”

      “Your sister has sufficient ability to manage all the First Circle mudras. She might even be capable of one or two of the Second Circle techniques.”

      “So she can help on the missions as well?”

      Hannya shook her head. “Enashoma will not be going on the missions. My lord will explain.”

      “No need. I get it. She’ll be collateral to ensure we come back from the missions. I had already figured as much, given that Enashoma is the least capable fighter amongst us.”

      “Indeed.”

      “So why teach her?”

      “Because I care for her.”

      Turesobei snorted.

      “Doubt me if you want, but I am honestly concerned about Enashoma’s well being. You continuously drag her into danger and the defensive fighting style she was trained in is woefully inadequate against the threats you face.”

      “Iniru’s going to help her become a better fighter.”

      “Regardless of how much combat instruction Iniru gives her, it will not be enough. Enashoma is neither strong nor athletic. This, however, would give her something special she could do to protect herself, and perhaps to one day help you—after my lord frees you.”

      The Blood King would never free him. Turesobei had no doubt of that.

      “I still can’t see how she could manage anything without a kavaru.”

      “Some with Kaiaru lineage and talent can do the First Circle mudras without a kavaru or any other power source. It takes only training and determination. If your people had given her a kavaru, Enashoma would be a powerful wizard already”

      “I suppose she would.”

      “You suppose?” Hannya arched an eyebrow. “You really do not see it, do you? You are so blessed with special talent that you cannot tell.”

      “Can’t tell what?”

      “If not for your…inheritance of Chonda Lu’s legacy…your talent would be impressive, but less than your sister’s.”

      “Huh?” Turesobei shook his head. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “You had no reason to notice. The stupid, sexist clans of your day abandon half their wizardry candidates for no good reason. Enashoma is extraordinarily talented. And it will be good for her.”

      “Well, if she really wants to learn, I guess it couldn’t hurt.”

      Hannya glanced toward Kurine’s room, where the Blood King was still working. “My lord saw no benefit to her learning. So I had to earn this gift for her. Implore her to take it, if you must.”

      Hannya left and Turesobei leaned back against the wall, his head spinning. Hannya had earned it for Enashoma? Why would she risk the Blood King’s wrath just so Enashoma could learn mudras? And Enashoma had more natural talent than him?! He was excited for her, but it seemed so farfetched. He rubbed his temples and groaned. The whole world seemed off kilter these days.

      Lu Bei brought him a bowl of steaming tea. “A special blend, master, to calm your mind and help you focus. The base is a white tea with a hint of orange to cover some less pleasant herbs.”

      He relaxed as he took a few sips. “All that about Shoma….”

      “I have known she was powerful since the first time I met her,” Lu Bei said. “It is a shame she wasn’t given a kavaru and trained. Instead of that dolt three years younger than you.”

      “Rikiu? He’s not the brightest.”

      “Lady Shoma has ten times the talent and….” Lu Bei gazed off wistfully, tears welling in the corners of his eyes.

      Turesobei scowled. “What?”

      “Nothing, master.”

      “You’re hiding something.”

      Lu Bei’s touched his chest and his eyes widened. “Me? Would I ever?”

      “Keep your secrets if you want.” He took a gulp of tea and handed the half-empty bowl back. “I’m going to tell Enashoma.”

      “Tell me what?” she asked as she and the others entered the hallway. “That Kurine woke up? Iniru just told us.”

      Turesobei shook his head and gestured to his room. “Come in here, all of you. We have a lot to discuss.”

      “We can’t see Kurine?” Enashoma asked.

      “The Blood King’s still with her.”

      Enashoma, Zaiporo and Iniru joined him in his room. Lu Bei made jasmine green tea for them. Turesobei told them everything. When he was done, they all sat there with stunned expressions. Enashoma looked at him as if he’d just told her the sky was orange instead of blue.

      “I—I can learn a forgotten secret magic?” she stuttered. “Me?”

      “Of course you can, Lady Shoma,” Lu Bei said. “I think you knew that already.”

      “But without a kavaru or my—”

      Lu Bei, with an alarmed expression on his face, rushed over, put a finger on her lips and shook his head. Turesobei raised an eyebrow. Enashoma bent over and swiftly mimed folding an origami creature. Ah, her special brush passed down to her by their grandmother. Lu Bei didn’t want the Blood King to know about Enashoma’s brush. That meant the brush was more important than Turesobei had realized. He mentally kicked himself again. Of course Lu Bei would know more about the brush. He probably knew exactly what it was. Why had he never thought to ask him? And now he couldn’t.

      Zaiporo patted Enashoma on the back and smiled. “Now you get to do cool stuff too! I knew you had it in you.”

      Turesobei frowned. Poor Zai. It was going to occur to him in a short while that he was now the only one lacking special powers or training.

      “So I won’t be doing anything flashy or dangerous?” Enashoma asked.

      Turesobei shook his head. “Abjurations are primarily defensive magic. It’s all basic but very useful stuff.”

      “Like what?”

      “You’ll learn commands to ward away demons,” Lu Bei said. “Techniques to blend into the shadows. Maybe a protective energy shield strong enough to stop an arrow. Honestly I’m not sure what kind of techniques Hannya can teach you. Master did not practice the art, so I never saw it used firsthand.”

      The door opened and the Blood King stepped in. He never bothered to knock, but then, it was his realm. His yellow eyes burned into Enashoma, as if this were the first time he’d ever really seen her, as if she might be dangerous. “Have you decided to take up Hannya’s generous offer to teach you the noble art of Pawanaré Mudra Abjuration?”

      Turesobei hadn’t had the chance yet to actually ask her if she wanted to. Trembling, Enashoma nodded. “Yes, though I fear I won’t be any good at it, no matter how hard I work at it.”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to emerald. She’d said the right thing. “There is no shame in hard work and passionate study, even if the results are inferior. The effort of an art is its own reward.”

      “Thank you for allowing her to teach me.” Enashoma bowed. “I’m deeply grateful for the opportunity.”

      That seemed to please him. He turned to Turesobei. “Kurine is improving. She has many more days of rest ahead and may not wake again for a while. I will see you tomorrow, one hour after first light. Bring your spell books and the fetch. Be prepared to study until you fear your brain will melt.”
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      Turesobei stood on a narrow gravel path lined by statues of frolicking nature deities and moss-draped boulders. Pink cherry blossoms rained onto him. And onto the incredibly tall man standing thirty paces away.

      Turesobei drew Yomifano. “Swords only?”

      The tall man wore a dazzling blue cape that matched his darker blue skin. Shock white hair fell into his golden, catlike eyes and across the sparkling yellow gem embedded in his right cheek. “That is exceedingly fair of you, Chonda Lu, since I am the better swordsman and you the better wizard.”

      “I want you to know that I have nothing personal against you, Alkuri.”

      “Then why must we do this?”

      “Because your Council of Nine went too far and uncovered too much. In time, you would have learned things better left unknown. I cannot allow that.”

      “You of all people should value our search for knowledge. Or is that not your life’s work?”

      “Knowledge without understanding or purpose is useless.”

      “But we do have a purpose! With an understanding of our origins, we could shape the future and restore our primacy over the world.”

      “We have already shaped much, but to what end? The world did not prosper under our guidance, and now the Age of the Kaiaru has ended and our time draws to a close. We had our chance. It is time for the humans to have theirs.”

      “Humans! With a restoration of Kaiaru virility, we could cure this ennui that poisons you and so many of our kind.”

      “I do understand your point of view, even if I disagree with it. But I tell you: no good can come from delving so far into our past.”

      Alkuri’s eyes narrowed then flared like miniature suns. “You have already uncovered our origins!”

      Turesobei sighed. “You were ever perceptive, Alkuri.”

      “So it is okay for the great Chonda Lu to know but no one else?”

      He shook his head. “It was not for me to know, either. I used the spell of permanent memory corruption to burn the knowledge from my brain. I do not remember my method of discovery or why I chose to destroy the knowledge. I remember only my emotions at the time were of equal parts wonderment and terror.”

      Alkuri drew his curved, white-steel sword. “You fool!”

      “You know I would not do such a thing lightly.”

      “I know only that our race is dying and you discarded the knowledge needed to restore us.” His eyes narrowed again. “How did you even find out what we were doing? I cannot believe one of our own would reveal our secrets to you.”

      “Nalsyrra told me. How she knew, I have no idea.”

      “Nalsyrra is…an anomaly. We researched her origins and failed to uncover anything. I am not even certain she is a Kaiaru. Zokendi thinks she is unique, perhaps a predecessor to all of us.”

      “Perhaps she is. Perhaps I once knew.” Turesobei glanced up into the sky. It was getting late and there was no point in talking further. He would not have talked at all, except it seemed unfair to kill a fellow Kaiaru without first telling him why. “Shall we finish this?”

      Alkuri half bowed. “If you defeat me, the others will avenge me.”

      Turesobei lifted his sword and smiled wryly. “I am not worried about that. The Council of Nine is now but one.”

      “You’re lying!”

      Turesobei drew a pouch from his belt and dumped its contents. Eight kavaru rolled across the blossom-covered stones.

      Alkuri staggered. “How?”

      “Fairly. Over the course of the last eight days.”

      Alkuri sighed heavily then nodded. “Nalsyrra will betray you.”

      “I know. But I must act on this.”

      Alkuri took a deep breath then sprang into a charge.

      Turesobei met him. Their white-steel swords clashed. He had long wondered how he, a more than competent swordsman, would fare against Tengba Ren’s greatest sword master. It took only moments to discover how inferior his skills were.

      With each exchange, Alkuri drove Turesobei back. Like every other who had dared, he was no match for Alkuri. Each stroke of the master’s sword was but a blur and a whisper. Diced cherry blossoms landed around them. The few counterattacks he managed were deftly knocked aside, as if Alkuri were swatting aside the attacks of a child. Alkuri’s deft array of feints, thrusts and slashes intensified.

      Alkuri’s sword flashed through a complex figure-eight pattern. Turesobei blocked two strikes but two more slipped by him. One cut deep into his right shoulder. The other sliced into his thigh. Without his warded armor, he would have lost both limbs. A smile spread across Alkuri’s face. He was certain he had won. And he had, as far as swords were concerned.

      Turesobei faked a tired, clumsy feint.

      Alkuri easily parried the follow up attack and sneered. “I will see my brothers reborn. Then our great research will continue.”

      “Spear,” Turesobei said.

      With natural speed beyond any Turesobei had ever witnessed, Alkuri lunged in with a masterful sword-stroke. He never saw the spear of flaming gold plummet from the sky. It struck him between the shoulder blades and skewered him onto the mossy path. There was no blood. The spear had cauterized the wound. The tip of his sword had stopped an inch away from Turesobei’s heart. He swallowed hard and hid his surprise.

      Alkuri gasped. Blood sprayed onto his lips.

      Turesobei frowned. “I cast the spell long before you arrived. Does that make it fair and honorable? It is a gray area, is it not? If it is any consolation to you, as far as swords go, you had me easily and honestly beat. You were a true master of the art.”

      Alkuri struggled but couldn’t get his body off the spear, or the spear out of the ground. He locked his eyes on Turesobei and gurgled the initial phrase of a spell. He only managed to cough up blood. Alkuri’s sword slid out of his grasp.

      Turesobei should finish him now. But he hated killing other Kaiaru. They were all siblings, in a manner, and to kill another Kaiaru was beyond distasteful. That was why he tried so hard to avoid such encounters.

      He sighed and spoke a name. “Motekeru.”

      With a golden-red flash, Motekeru appeared at his side. To an onlooker it would seem he had teleported there. In truth, Motekeru, cloaked in a spell of invisibility, had been there the entire time, to aid his master should something go wrong.

      Turesobei waved a hand and the golden spear vanished. “Finish him. Mercifully. Before he kills himself trying to cast a spell.”

      “Master, the Gawo Clan will be enraged when they learn you have killed their patriarch. Perhaps you should—”

      “I care not about the Gawo. And you would do well to mind your own business, slave.”

      Motekeru bowed. “Yes, master.”

      He gestured to the pouch on the ground. “Gather his stone and put it with the others. Gather his sword, as well. Such a fine white-steel blade should not go to waste. Leave the body, however, so that his family may bury it as they see fit.”

      Motekeru gave him what he delightfully imagined was a seething, hateful look, though of course Motekeru had no expressions to give. “Yes, master.”

      He turned away. “Has Lu Bei prepared my afternoon tea?”

      Two sudden, sharp cracks and a crunching noise sounded behind him.

      “Yes, master.”

      A ripping sound followed.

      “Excellent. I’m glad this went so quickly. I hate to miss my afternoon tea. It just ruins the day.” He began to walk away, then remembered something and paused. “You may eat his heart, Motekeru.”
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      Turesobei woke with a start, heart pounding, sweat dripping from his brow. The last sounds from the dream echoed in his head like the baying of hell hounds. And the images…the words exchanged…the actions…. His mind raced trying to take it all in before it slipped away like just another dream.

      Chonda Lu had killed all the members of the Council of Nine. He had in fact known the secrets the Blood King sought. And he had thought the knowledge so terrible that he had burned it from his brain, not even trusting himself with it. That reinforced Turesobei’s desire not to let the Blood King find out what he wanted, if he could help it.

      No doubt the Blood King saw it as poetic justice that the heir of Chonda Lu would be his avenue to uncovering the secrets so long denied him. But poetic justice would never lead to the Blood King sparing Turesobei’s life once he got what he wanted. Unless the entity that was the Blood King felt no connection to his past lives. And maybe he didn’t. The ninth personality, the unknown host, might not even be Kaiaru.

      Iniru sat up. “Sobei, are you okay?” She took his hand. “Was it a bad dream?”

      He nodded then wiped sweat from his eyes. Lu Bei stood at the foot of the sleeping platform with an anxious expression on his face.

      Alkuri, the one with the yellow cat eyes, was the patriarch of the Gawo Clan! Had his murder started the centuries-long war between their clans, ultimately leading to Chonda Lu’s demise and now potentially the end of the entire Chonda Clan? Despite lengthy chronicles detailing atrocities, betrayals and wars, no one in either clan knew when and where their deadly rivalry had begun.

      “I had a disturbing dream about Chonda Lu and Lord Gawo.”

      “Oh, I can see how that would be bad,” Iniru said, not understanding.

      He could tell from the look in Lu Bei’s eyes that the fetch understood his meaning. Could Lu Bei see into the dreams that came from Chonda Lu? He’d never thought to ask.

      The sound of Motekeru cracking Alkuri’s spine echoed in his mind.

      “You know, Chonda Lu was a bastard.”

      Lu Bei frowned and shifted uncomfortably. “Master was a good Kaiaru and a fine man. If a little flawed. But who isn’t, right?”

      “I’m glad I’m not a Kaiaru. Every single one of them is warped.”

      “But master….” Lu Bei sighed. “Never mind.”

      “Do you often have dreams about Chonda Lu’s past?” Iniru asked.

      “I’ve had a few. I think they’re echoes from within the kavaru. In them I relive some random moment from Chonda Lu’s life. It would be useful if I had some sort of control over which ones I see, but I don’t.”

      “So it wasn’t anything that can help us now?” Iniru asked.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Turesobei lied. He closed his eyes. The images of the dream were still there, haunting him. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep after that.”

      “I’ll get you a cup of tea, master.”

      “Why don’t you try kissing me instead?” Iniru said. “I bet that would clear your mind.”

      He smiled. “I don’t guess it would hurt to try.”

      Lu Bei rolled his eyes. “I’m going to take a nap while you waste your time.”
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      Still haunted by the dream, Turesobei sat down for breakfast with the others. He ate three roasted sweet potatoes the size of his thumb and a few berries then pushed his plate away.

      “I can’t eat.”

      Enashoma pushed her plate aside. “I can’t either.”

      Zaiporo glanced up at them and with a mouthful of potato said, “What?”

      Enashoma rolled her eyes. “Just keep stuffing your face.”

      Zaiporo shrugged. “Okay!”

      Iniru popped a strawberry into her mouth and stifled a laugh. The brightness in her eyes faded moments later. Turesobei smiled nonetheless. It was good to see a glimmer of the old Iniru, no matter how fleeting. Hopefully the depression caused by the Shadowland was starting to lift.

      Awasa swept into the room with Motekeru in her wake. She wore a stunning robe of deep burgundy with a pale pink inner robe. Fangthorn rested in a scabbard strapped to her back. She clutched a bundle of folded letters in her hands.

      The others tensed. This was the first time they had seen her since she had collapsed in the Kitchen. Until now, she hadn’t wanted to see anyone except Turesobei.

      “Hello,” she muttered awkwardly. She lifted the bundle of letters. “I have notes detailing the wrongs I’ve done to each of you.” The words choked in her throat. “I can’t make amends. And I can’t promise I won’t offend you again. I’m struggling with a terrible darkness that makes empathy difficult. But know that as much as I can be, I am sorry.”

      She handed a letter to Enashoma. “For you.”

      Eyes wide, Enashoma took the folded letter, removed the pink ribbon, unfolded the pages and started reading.

      “Where’s the fetch?” Awasa asked.

      Lu Bei zoomed up. “Ooh, do I get one too?”

      Awasa’s jaw tightened, her nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed. She shoved a letter bound in blue ribbon into his tiny hands. “I don’t know why I bothered with you.”

      Lu Bei shrugged and zipped away.

      Awasa hesitantly stepped up to Iniru. “I did you the fewest wrongs, but I also tried to kill you.” She handed her a letter bounded with a crimson ribbon. “Sorry.”

      Next she gave one to Turesobei. “It’s likely there were times I hurt you without realizing it,” Awasa said. “I’m sorry for those, too.”

      Turesobei took the letter. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      With her head bowed, Awasa shuffled over to Zaiporo. She handed him a thick letter bound with a yellow ribbon. It had to be at least fifteen pages long.

      “Zaiporo, I hurt you the most of anyone. That I remember so many of the hurts is proof of how petty and spoiled I was. Of course, I could never record every slight, so I listed the general ones that I did frequently and as many of the larger, specific incidents as I could remember.”

      Turesobei tugged the green ribbon free and unfolded his five-page letter. He scanned over a thorough list of insults, snubs and mean tricks. He was shocked she remembered so many, including some he’d forgotten until now. The last page was devoted to apologizing for having left Ekaran to follow him.

      Enashoma finished reading hers and wiped away a tear. With her arms opening wide, she stepped forward. “Awasa…I forgive you.”

      Awasa held up a hand and backed away. “I don’t want hugs. Or forgiveness. I would rather redeem myself through my actions.”

      Enashoma paused and nodded.

      “Now,” Awasa said, “I believe some of us have lessons to attend.”

      Lu Bei snipped the blue ribbon on his note with a claw, unfolded the page and scowled. “Hey! Mine’s blank! What gives?”

      Awasa’s lips curled into a devilish smile. “I will see all of you later.”

      Lu Bei huffed, tossed his letter onto the floor then stuck his tongue out at her.

      She strolled out of the room. Motekeru started to leave as well. He was going to stay with Kurine while Awasa trained with Hannya.

      Turesobei stopped him. “Can I speak to you a moment?”

      “Of course, master.”

      “Does Awasa still need to be guarded?”

      “She doesn’t trust herself, master. But with me nearby, she can relax, knowing that if she goes out of control I can stop her before she hurts anyone.”

      Turesobei nodded. “Alert us if Kurine wakes.”

      Motekeru bowed and departed.

      Enashoma handed her letter to Iniru. “Could you put this in my room for me, please?”

      Iniru took the letter and patted it in her hands. “This new Awasa shows promise.”

      Zaiporo reached the third page of his letter and exhaled. “Definitely, though I think she’s still gonna be a lot of work.”

      As Turesobei left for his first day of training, Iniru gave him a good luck kiss. “Sobei, whatever he teaches you, don’t let it change who you are.”
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      With his spell books in a bag slung over his shoulder, Turesobei stepped into the Throne Room and bowed.

      The violet-eyed Blood King stood. “About time. Follow me.” He moved around to the back of his jade throne, walked into the wall and disappeared.

      “Good morning to you too,” Turesobei grumbled under his breath as he followed.

      Let’s see, the violet-eyed one is…the impatient one, obviously. Better get moving. He raced up the steps and lined himself up exactly with the back of the throne, in case that mattered. Okay then. He walked straight at the wall.

      He didn’t bust his nose against the stone. Everything went dark for a moment, his skin prickled and the hair rose on his arms. Then he passed through the wall and entered a room that perfectly mirrored the enormous Throne Room, minus the throne on the dais. The Blood King waved a hand and lanterns hanging from the ceiling flared to life, adding their light to the simmering sconces on the walls.

      Turesobei gasped when he saw the light flickering on the summoning pentagram and protective circle carved into the stone floor in the center of the room. White iron filled the grooves of the protective circle, dark iron the pentagram. These alone would have made the Blood King’s Workshop the envy of any wizard.

      “Welcome to the Workshop,” the Blood King said.

      A stone door without a handle led to what should have been the outer garden corresponding to this section of the octagon. Based on the runic patterns engraved on the door, it probably led to something more significant than gardens. Rows of shelves held all the items a wizard might need: books and scrolls, sheets of paper, empty glass vials and jars, bottles of ink, boxes and more. Near the shelves stood two large work tables.

      “So where do we start?” Turesobei asked with fake enthusiasm.

      “Master?” the Blood King prompted.

      Turesobei cringed. “Where do we start, master?”

      “Today, we will discuss what you will be doing and you will demonstrate your skills to me.”

      “As you wish—master.”

      “The fetch might as well join us, since he can observe everything we do. Provided he can keep his mouth shut.”

      Lu Bei popped into fetch form, stuck his tongue out at the Blood King, then ferried Turesobei’s books onto one of the tables. Why did he have to antagonize the Blood King?

      Fortunately, the Blood King’s eyes had shifted to pale green. Lu Bei’s antics didn’t bother this version of him. “Come, I wish to show you something.”

      Turesobei followed him to the stone door. Up close, the runes he’d seen from a distance turned out to be only the largest in a network of runes covering the entire door. Waves of kenja emanated from the wood and crashed across Turesobei’s skin. It was rare for passive runes to generate enough force that you could feel them.

      “Though I am vastly more powerful than anyone else, my inherent power was not enough to create the realms or conduct my research,” the Blood King said, his eyes shifting to emerald. “I needed a greater source of power.”

      “But Chonda Lu knew the origin of the Kaiaru, right?”

      Annoyance flickered across the Blood King’s face. “Indeed he did.”

      “So how did he figure it out without access to so much power?”

      As soon as the words left his mouth, he realized he had foolishly risked angering the Blood King. Still, it was a good question. If the answer was easy to find, then it meant the Blood King was lying, and all the power was actually going to be used for something else. When it came down to Turesobei deciding between endless torture or helping the Blood King win, it would be best to know as much as possible.

      “Master used an object that let him see into the past,” Lu Bei said. “What it was I cannot recall. I know only that he destroyed it along with both of our memories of what he learned.”

      “The object was the Anakarion,” the Blood King said. “A unique pyramidal crystal the size of my hand. If you stared into the crystal, you would learn the one thing you most desired to know.”

      “The thing Chonda Lu most wanted to know was the same thing you’re searching for?”

      “Yes. No matter what you did, the Anakarion could only reveal knowledge to you once. You had to be certain when you used it. So you see, Chonda Lu and I were not so different in our quests to understand the world. We differed only when it came to what purpose the information should serve.”

      “You can’t make another device like it?”

      The Blood King shook his head. “I ghosted into the past and watched Chonda Lu use the Anakarion. I studied it as best as I could, but all my efforts to duplicate the crystal failed. And I searched through the past, following rumor after rumor without ever discovering the object’s creator. So either the object was made in the early years at a time I cannot yet reach, or it is a natural crystal that possesses those properties by accident.”

      “You traveled back in time?”

      “As an observer, unseen by the people of the time and unable to interact with the world.”

      “As if you were merely dreaming about the past?”

      “Exactly. I can travel backward in time as a ghostly observer, but I cannot physically travel through the time stream. The laws of nature will not allow it. Believe me, I tried.”

      “So your problem is that you can’t ghost as far back as the origin of the Kaiaru….”

      “Correct. It takes a tremendous amount of power for me to view even a few centuries into the past.”

      “How did Chonda Lu get the device?”

      “He found it,” Lu Bei said, “buried in a ruined temple lost to the deserts of Pawan Kor.”

      “The object was once worshipped,” the Blood King said, “but after several high priests went mad from the knowledge it gave them, it was locked away. And eventually forgotten.”

      “Master spent many decades searching for the device,” Lu Bei said.

      “I’m guessing Chonda Lu never spoke of what he learned,” Turesobei said.

      “Master was careful not to do so and only possessed the knowledge for a few weeks,” Lu Bei said. “I wouldn’t even know that I had forgotten it had I not witnessed it through his eyes.”

      The Blood King’s eyes burned scarlet. Turesobei took a discreet step back. This version was often violent.

      “You see, Chonda Lu could have prevented all of my troubles with the Shogakami…the necessity of creating the realms…countless deaths. All he had to do was tell me or give me the Anakarion. He chose otherwise.”

      Turesobei gestured toward the door, changing the subject away from Chonda Lu. “So your greater power source…?”

      The Blood King’s eyes switched to emerald. “Is a set of stone cylinders. I call them heart stones. A linked pair exists for each of the nine realms. I have access to the Nexus pair and one of the stones from each of the other realms. But I need all eighteen to complete my research and break free of this prison.”

      “And that’s where I come in.”

      “Indeed. I need you to retrieve the remaining stones.”

      “And the ten heart stones you have are beyond this door?” Turesobei asked.

      The Blood King touched the door and frowned. His eyes shifted to steel gray, a color Turesobei had never seen before. After several minutes of silence, he dared to ask quietly, “Are we going inside to look at them?”

      The Blood King stared at him with those cold eyes. Turesobei swallowed nervously, took half a step back and fidgeted.

      The eyes returned to emerald and he shook his head. “You are not yet ready for the room that lies beyond.”

      That was disappointing. “Um…okay. So what exactly are the heart stones?”

      “While they appear to be granite cylinders engraved with numerous channeling grooves in abstract patterns, they are actually multi-dimensional runes carved into a remarkably rare mineral. The channeling patterns work in tandem with the network of crystalline structures that make up the rock. I went to great lengths to find enough of the material to construct all eighteen cylinders. As for how they work….”

      The Blood King waved a hand, and from nowhere two cushions appeared on the floor nearby. He gestured. Turesobei knelt on one and the Blood King knelt opposite to him.

      “On a major convergence of ley lines, at the center of each realm, the heart stones gather power. Normally, the mate to each of those heart stones channels the gathered power here to the Nexus and stores it. Additional power is also stored within the two heart stones here in the Nexus. Whenever I use up the power within the stones here, they draw in more from the realms.”

      “The realms lie at different points in the world’s past and future, right?”

      “You are wondering how I got them there when I cannot physically travel in time and can only ghost into the past? The key is the Principle of Resonating Magical Frequencies.”

      “Huh?”

      The Blood King spent the next several minutes explaining the theory. “Does that make sense to you?”

      “Not at all.”

      Violet streaked through the Blood King’s emerald eyes as he gritted his teeth.

      “Think of it like this, master,” Lu Bei said. “Imagine two giant zither strings several feet apart. If you pluck one hard enough—”

      “The other will vibrate.”

      “Exactly, master. The same applies to objects and kenja fields.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.”

      “Don’t let him make you feel bad. This is incredibly advanced stuff that you don’t have any grounding in, because using the principle is beyond the capabilities of human wizards.”

      The Blood King sighed. “I do forget that you lack a Kaiaru’s education and experience.”

      Yeah, no kidding. “So how did you use the principle?”

      “An intersection of ley lines in central Okoro forms the most powerful convergence in the world. Below that point is a spike of stone that goes hundreds of feet down into the earth. The stone I made the cylinders from is of the same rare type. I placed each cylinder at the convergence point directly above the spike. Then, using a complex ritual involving major blood sacrifices, I resonated the cylinder forward or backward in time. How far depended on factors beyond my control. Upon arriving, the cylinders each made a copy of the land from the convergence point to three hundred leagues outward. The copies shifted into pocket dimensions linked to the Nexus, which only I could access at the time. Later, I made links between the realms and Okoro. That was a mistake we will discuss another day.

      “The purpose of having the realms is so that the kenja the land naturally generates cannot flow across the earth as normal. Instead, the excess energies accumulate within the heart stones giving me access to far greater power than I would otherwise have. And of course, there are additional benefits to having the realms and their resources.”

      His eyes turned fiery blue-white and he beamed with pride. “So, my apprentice, that is the magnificent system I built—and that only I could build—which powers all my greater magic.”

      Turesobei frowned as he digested all the information. “Major blood sacrifices…. So what you’re saying is you built all of this with the blood of thousands of innocent people? I see neither brilliance nor beauty in that. I see only greed and cruelty.”

      “Out of everything I told you, that is what you decided to focus on?” The Blood King sighed with disappointment. “You know what your problem is? You neither understand nor appreciate the nature of sacrifice.”

      “Killing innocent people is not okay.”

      “Why am I reviled for sacrificing a few lives to achieve a greater goal? The Jade Emperor once marched two hundred and fifty thousand soldiers against Pawanaré. Tens of thousands of soldiers on both sides died. Old men and boys were murdered during the invasion. Women and children starved or died from disease. Millions perished. Many more suffered. I never killed even a tenth as many as the Jade Emperor did on that one campaign. Many more lives were lost in the war the Kaiaru you call the Shogakami launched against me than I ever took through sacrifice. And those sacrifices did not spread disease or starvation. I am no emperor seeking new territory and wealth. My motives are pure. I seek only to understand the true nature of the Kaiaru and restore our kind to their former glory.”

      Turesobei laughed. “So you’re not worse than the Jade Emperor, and maybe the Shogakami have blood on their hands, too. That still doesn’t make what you did okay.”

      “When a bridge is built to span a wide river a few workers will die. To build something great, a price must always be paid. That is the way of things. I think by the end of our time together, you will come to understand the power and true meaning of sacrifice.”

      Turesobei sighed. There was no point to this debate. “So you want me to go to each realm to retrieve a heart stone? Why bring them back here? Wouldn’t that deprive you of power from the realms?”

      “I do not have access to that power now. I have only what is currently stored in the stones. Your Shogakami placed a shielding spell over the heart stones within the realms, cutting off the power flowing here to me and redirecting it to them. It is what gives them great power, making them much more than accomplished Kaiaru. You will destroy these shields and bring the stones back to me.”

      “But wouldn’t it be better for you if the stones remained in the realms after the shields are destroyed?”

      “Normally that would be the case. However, I need more than what the normal exchange would give me. Each heart stone holds a tremendous amount of power, and the spell that brings the power to me can only channel so much at a time. Completing my research will require an enormous burst of power. I know from my previous attempts how much power I am going to need, and I have had a long time now to reconsider my process. This time, with help from you and Hannya, I know that I can succeed.”

      “If you disconnect the stones,” Lu Bei said, “the Shogakami will once again be mere Kaiaru. Assuming they yet live, of course. Even Master, who was on good terms with them, had no idea where they disappeared to.”

      “My enemies diminishing is a fortunate byproduct,” the Blood King said. “But I never based my actions on revenge. I seek only to further my loftier aims.”

      Separating the Shogakami from their power source? Turesobei hadn’t even had a chance to consider that yet. Until a few minutes ago, he’d had no idea the realms were the source of their powers. The Shogakami were worshiped as minor deities throughout Okoro. The idea that he could be responsible for taking away their power…. His mind reeled as he tried to sort out the consequences.

      “I can see that I have overwhelmed you,” the Blood King said. “Shall I go over it again?”

      “Just tell me what I must do. Leave out the metaphysics for now.”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to violet. “I will teach you how to open the gates. You will travel to the realms, taking Hannya with you. The spell that prevents her from opening the gates from within the Nexus does not prevent her from traveling out should someone else open them.”

      “And she can open the way to the Nexus so that we may return.”

      “Precisely. Once you reach a realm, you will use a spell to teleport to the location where each heart stone lies, then back to the gate. This will save you weeks of travel time and keep you from running into any trouble in the more dangerous realms.”

      “A teleportation spell?” Turesobei asked. “I thought teleportation was impossible!”

      “It is not impossible for me, so it will not be impossible for you. It will, however, take considerable effort on your part to learn the spell. Once you reach the heart stones, you will have to defeat the guardians the Shogakami created to defend the source of their powers. Based on what Hannya has told me about these guardians, you will need all the help you can get. That is why you will be taking your companions into the realms with you.”

      “Except for Enashoma and Kurine, to guarantee I will return?”

      “If Kurine is well enough, she will go, too. I need only keep your sister here to ensure your return. I know that will be enough.”

      “And you think that my companions and I can defeat guardians the Shogakami left to stop you?”

      “The guardians are not there to stop me. The Shogakami were rightfully confident that I would be unable to escape my imprisonment. The guardians were designed to stop other Kaiaru from stealing their power, in the event anyone discovered their secret. No one else, save themselves and Hannya, knew about them.”

      “Master spent years investigating the Shogakami and the realms,” Lu Bei said. “And he did not know about any of this.”

      “If Chonda Lu could not find out, their secret was obviously safe. Until Hannya arrived here, I had no idea precisely what had caused the reduction of power flowing into the Nexus. Imagine my surprise in learning that my enemies had made gods of themselves.”

      The Blood King stood and went to one of the work tables. Turesobei followed. The Blood King picked up Turesobei’s spell book and thumbed through the pages. “This is what humans must do? It is pathetic. You are better than this rubbish.”

      Turesobei bristled. “I can’t even do all those spells yet. I’m only sixteen. I have four more years of training to complete.”

      The Blood King’s eyes flickered between scarlet and violet. “We will accelerate your training. I think you are ready to do much more than what you did at home. Nothing beats real world experience. You should know—” his eyes shifted to emerald “—you are not my first pupil. Long ago, I trained other Kaiaru who knew not the fine arts of magic.”

      “I’m not Kaiaru.”

      The Blood King sighed and shook his head. He picked up Chonda Lu’s grimoire. “Ah, now this is the work of a master.” He frowned as he flipped through the pages. “This cannot be all of them.”

      “Master kept many spells in memory or upon scrolls secreted away in his vaults,” Lu Bei said. “Everything but this one grimoire was destroyed before he died.”

      “Now Chonda Lu is a perfect teaching point,” the Blood King said. “Do you know what made him one of the greatest Kaiaru wizards, perhaps the second greatest ever?”

      Turesobei shook his head.

      “It was not that he was the most powerful or the most skilled. It was that he was exceedingly clever and calculating. You would show up to a duel against him with your most powerful spell ready, and he would counter you, having already guessed what you would do. Then he would hit you with three lesser spells simultaneously. And while you tried to counter those, he would stab you with a sword or send one of his minions against you. Chonda Lu understood more than any other that how a spell is used is often more important than the spell itself.”

      “That is all very true,” Lu Bei cooed with devotion.

      The Blood King’s eyes morphed to yellow and he stared at Lu Bei. “He did excel beyond all others at one thing. Mokelmot could make machines by the hundreds and give them a semblance of life, but only Chonda Lu could preserve beloved pets and servants. Only he could create the woman of his dreams, place the soul of a man within a machine, give sentience to a falcon or, quite obviously, make a book that turns into a creature.”

      Turesobei wasn’t interested in wasting time admiring Chonda Lu. “So if I lack powerful spells, I am to make up for it through clever use of the ones I have and the allies at my disposal? Got it.”

      The Blood King raised an eyebrow. “You do not think much of Chonda Lu?”

      “Not really.”

      The Blood King smiled. “That is ironic.”

      “Your plan sounds risky. What if I can’t defeat the guardians? What if I die fighting them?”

      “Of course, there is a great risk that you will fail. I would be a fool to think otherwise. But it is a risk I must take. I am immensely fortunate to have this opportunity and I will make the best of it. Besides, you absorbed the Storm Dragon’s Heart, defeated the Deadly Twelve, escaped the yomon and convinced the Keepers to let you have Fangthorn. Therefore, I feel confident in your ability to succeed.”

      “Sure, that all sounds impressive, but much of it was luck.”

      “Do not discount repeated episodes of luck,” the Blood King said. “You have skilled friends and Motekeru. And I am going to greatly improve your skills before you fight anything. Most importantly, I am going to teach you how to master your dragon.”
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      “You’re going to teach me how to become the dragon without losing myself?”

      “That I cannot do,” the Blood King said. “For reasons you cannot yet understand, you will never be able to safely and reliably turn into the dragon as Hannya does. However, you will be able to use the power in a far more useful way.

      “Now, I have seen your spell book and I know what you are capable of in a desperate fight. What I would like to test is your stamina and focus. It is one thing to hit someone with a few blasts. Sustaining magical effort can be far more difficult. Kneel in the center of the room and cast the spell of the flickering flame.”

      Turesobei knelt as instructed and launched the incredibly simple spell. A small globe of fire appeared in front of him. He often used the larger, more powerful spell of the fire globe.

      “I want you to hold that spell for as long as you can.”

      Turesobei almost laughed. This was one of the first spells he’d ever learned. It required only a minuscule amount of fire kenja. He activated his kenja-sight and confirmed his suspicions. All the kenja types were abundant in the Nexus.

      “I could maintain this until I was exhausted simply from kneeling here.”

      The Blood King smiled. “Is that so?” He chanted a summoning spell and a crackling column of fire the size of Motekeru appeared on the stairs.

      An incredible amount of fire kenja rushed toward this miniature bonfire, and Turesobei’s flickering globe became twice as hard to maintain. Still, it was nothing he couldn’t manage for hours on end. The Blood King chanted again, and three more fires roared to life: one in the back of the Workshop and one on each side of the room. All the fire kenja rushed along the edges and left a vacuum in the room’s center.

      Turesobei struggled to maintain his simple fire globe. After about ten minutes he was forced to maintain the spell primarily through his internal kenja. With the fires blazing, the room became sweltering.

      With sweat dripping from his brow, his shoulders sagged and his head swam. The fire globe snuffed out. The Blood King dismissed the columns of fire. Turesobei gasped for breath. It was as if he’d just sprinted several miles.

      “You did better than I had expected.” The Blood King knelt before one of the work tables and wrote something on a sheet of paper. “Why did you not use any of your storm kenja as a substitute to keep it going?”

      “I don’t like to use the storm energy unless it is necessary. I don’t want to become dependent on it.”

      “That is wise.”

      The Blood King held out a sheet of paper. Shaking, Turesobei walked over and took it. It was a list of spells.

      “I am sure all the spells in your grimoire are useful to human wizards, but I do not need you to master nonsense such as the spell of binding crop blight. And I do not have time to teach you demon summoning, useful though that might be. Your efforts will be better devoted to attack spells, your dragon form and gate operations.”

      Turesobei scanned the list. “I have mastered about a third of these, but I had only just begun practice with most of the others. Grandfather Kahenan takes a slow and steady approach. We do lots of work on fundamentals.”

      “That groundwork is about to pay off. In two weeks you will direct cast each of the spells listed, back to back. In the meantime, you are to inscribe your spells as practice. You are going to need an arsenal of prepared spells anyway.”

      The Blood King gestured toward the second table, which held strips of bamboo, brushes and jars of Zhura ink. That was a relief. He could finally have prepared spells again.

      The Blood King gave him a second sheet of paper. Turesobei scanned over it. The spells on this short list came from Chonda Lu’s grimoire. “I can only do the ones requiring storm energy. These others—”

      “Are some of Chonda Lu’s favorites, so you might be able to cast them with practice.”

      “But the energy requirements are beyond me….”

      “I would not be so sure. While a kavaru does open up channels of power within the body of a Kaiaru, allowing greater access to kenja flows and immortality, that is not the biggest difference between the capabilities of a human wizard and a Kaiaru.”

      “What is?” Turesobei asked.

      “Knowledge and practice,” Lu Bei said. “A Kaiaru has practiced the art for many centuries.”

      “I don’t have that much time,” Turesobei said.

      “No, but you have a special connection to your kavaru and only a small list to learn,” the Blood King said. “I believe you have a chance with them.”

      He barely knew what he was doing with the storm spells. “I’ll try my best.”

      “Now, you should work. I have my own preparations to see to.”

      The Blood King walked back up the steps and out through the hidden door.

      Turesobei knelt at the work table and picked up a strip of bamboo. It was already cut to the correct size. Normally, he would’ve sought a blessing from several of the Shogakami. The Chonda weren’t religious, but they did honor the Great Deities and, to a lesser extent, the Shogakami. But now that he knew the Shogakami had been Kaiaru, he had no interest in honoring them anymore.

      “You know,” he said to Lu Bei, “the Blood King doesn’t seem like a bad teacher. I might learn a lot. That’s something at least, huh?”

      Lu Bei sat on the table’s edge and dangled his feet. “I’m sure all of him taught many students over the years.”

      “Did Chonda Lu have many pupils?”

      “Master would trade knowledge. You know, teach a visiting wizard this or that in exchange for an item or a bit of lore. But that was it.”

      “So our clan spells weren’t handed down to us from Chonda Lu?”

      “Master did not allow kavaru to be used by humans within his clan. He considered it sacrilege. You see, Master could recognize every kavaru and name its owner. Unlike other Kaiaru, Master remembered having met all his siblings at some point in the distant past.”

      “That had to be depressing.”

      “By the end it weighed on him heavily. So many deaths and betrayals, battles won and loves lost, year after year. To see stone after stone go dark just to hang from a wizard’s neck….” Lu Bei sighed. “You should get to work.”

      Chonda Lu hadn’t seemed that upset about killing Alkuri. But maybe he was masking his sadness. Or maybe he didn’t feel sad about it until years later. Or possibly Lu Bei was lying again to cover some fact about Chonda Lu that he didn’t want Turesobei to know. Whatever. It wasn’t important now.

      Turesobei was still exhausted from the Blood King’s test so he chose a simple spell. He dipped the brush into the Zhura ink, which had flakes of dark iron in it. The ink could hold magical energies within the lines he drew on the bamboo for a few months. They used bamboo because it was readily available and held kenja better than paper. Each strip was about as long as his hand and the width of two fingers.

      He drew the characters for the spell of levitation, which was always useful. Then he cast the spell into the runes. With the spell strip, he would be able to cast the spell again twice as fast and with half as much energy.

      Lu Bei dug through the items on the shelves. “Master, I found a pouch designed for holding spell strips.”

      “Is there another one?”

      “Yes, master. Why?”

      “I’m more convinced than ever that I should prepare and maintain as many spells as possible. But I can’t afford to lose them again, so I’m going to have two pouches with identical sets of essential spells, and I’m going to keep them in separate places.”

      “Sounds brilliant, master.”

      Hours passed as Turesobei prepared his arsenal of basic essential spells like the spell of the strength of three men and the spell of prodigious leaping. Tomorrow he would start on the ones that gave him more trouble. After that, he would begin practicing the spells on the list that were new to him. He had studied all the spells in his book, but Grandfather Kahenan had a specific order for when Turesobei was allowed to start learning to cast them.

      Hours passed….

      “Master, are you going to skip dinner as well?”

      “What?”

      “You skipped lunch and tea.”

      “I did?”

      “Of course you did, master.” Lu Bei gestured at the spread of twelve spell strips lying on the table. “It takes you most of an hour to make one.”

      “Oh, obviously.” He leaned back and smiled. “It felt good to script spells again. Just to lose myself in the work. When you’re doing a spell—”

      “The problems of the world fade away, except for the one right in front of you, the one with the obvious and straightforward answer. That’s what Master used to say.”

      Turesobei nodded and smiled. “I guess I could use some rest to recharge my internal kenja. And I do want to know how things went for Enashoma and Awasa.”

      He put the spells into one of the pouches and tied it to his belt. He gathered his spell books, went up the steps and reentered the throne room. The Blood King was standing there as if he had expected him.

      “If I want to come back?” Turesobei asked.

      “You may enter the Workshop any time you like.” His eyes flared scarlet. “But unless I speak to you first, do not speak to me. Understand?”

      “Yes, master.”

      The Blood King handed him a scroll. “Each time you set out to return to the Workshop, recite the words on this scroll while envisioning the runes at the top. Invest your kenja as if you were casting the spell of locating that which is hidden.”

      Turesobei unfurled the scroll. He’d never seen characters in this style before. “What language is this?”

      “Ixtachi. The fetch should know how to pronounce it.”

      Lu Bei nodded. “I do, but this makes no sense. It’s gibberish.”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to violet. “I am not going to explain it to you. And I do not expect you to understand it. Just do as ordered.”
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      Turesobei downed his second bowl of steaming tea and pondered the Blood King’s shifting moods. He had nine active personalities crammed into him; one from each kavaru plus the one with the gray eyes that he assumed was the host. No wonder he had gone mad. Had Hannya known this? Surely she must have, even if she hadn’t mentioned it before. Nine kavaru. Nine realms. Only nine Kaiaru, not counting Hannya, had survived the fight against the Blood King, one for each realm to become the nine Shogakami. All of that seemed oddly convenient.

      The others filed into the Dining Hall. Iniru sat beside him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. With a surprisingly serene expression, Awasa settled in a few seats away from everyone else. Enashoma plopped down with a heavy sigh.

      “Was mudra practice difficult?” Turesobei asked.

      “Boring,” Enashoma said. “All we did was meditate. All day long. Did you have lunch?”

      “Nope.”

      “We didn’t either.”

      “We did,” Zaiporo said.

      “He ate everything you would’ve eaten had you been here, and more,” Iniru said. “I don’t know how his stomach can hold that much.”

      Zaiporo shrugged. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had good food. And I’d like to regain all the weight I lost. And with all that training you’re putting me through, I’m going to need to eat a lot to put on weight.”

      “I found the meditation calming,” Awasa said. “But it was…difficult. How was your wizardry lesson, Turesobei?”

      “It was…strange. He’s actually a good teacher, though. And I now have a list of spells to work on.” He lifted the pouch of spell strips. “I spent most of my time working on these.”

      Everyone sighed with relief upon seeing the pouch of spell strips. Turesobei laughed.

      “Thank the gods,” Zaiporo said. “I’ve really missed you having those.”

      “We all did,” Iniru said.

      “Did you learn more about what you’re supposed to do?” Enashoma asked.

      He told them everything.

      “So even Kurine will go if she’s well enough,” Enashoma said, “but I have to stay here.”

      “At least you won’t have to fight deadly guardians, Lady Shoma,” Lu Bei said.

      “Oh that’s nice, sure. But have you considered what happens if you all die fighting those guardians? I get stuck here forever with the Blood King and Hannya.”

      “Ugh,” Zaiporo said. “That’s worse than death.”

      “I don’t plan on us dying,” Turesobei said. “And the Blood King thinks we can do it.”

      “Did he say we would all survive?” Awasa asked. “Because he only needs you to make it through to the end. Maybe the reason even Kurine must go if she’s healthy enough is that he knows some of us will probably die along the way.”

      Everyone stared at her until Iniru said, “She has a good point.”

      Turesobei groaned. “I will get us all through this…somehow. And I’m going to try to persuade him into leaving Kurine here. That way if something happens to all of us, you won’t be here alone, Shoma. He really shouldn’t force Kurine into fighting after all she’s been through, anyway.”
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      Hunched over his spell book, drinking bowl after bowl of strong fermented tea, Turesobei studied in his room until late. Lu Bei diligently refilled his tea bowl but otherwise remained in book form. He was practicing scripting a spell with plain ink on normal paper when Iniru walked in.

      “Oh, you’re still working,” she said. “Sorry. I thought you’d be finished by now.”

      “I’ve just got so much to do,” he said without looking up.

      “I’ll go. You’re in the middle of something.”

      “It’s not a live spell, just practice.” He noticed she was panting heavily. “Are you okay?”

      “What? Oh, you mean my breathing? I’m fine. I’ve been running sprints.”

      “After midnight?”

      “You’re not the only one who has to practice. I have to stay in shape. You never know what time of day it’ll be when you have to run for your life.”

      “I…I guess so.”

      “Will it bother you if I stay?”

      “Not at all.”

      “I can sleep while you work. I just…I just don’t want to be alone.” He knew she hated admitting that. Iniru didn’t like to seem weak around anyone, not even him.

      “Yeah, that’s fine.” He finished scripting the spell with a satisfied flourish. “We can share a cup of tea before—”

      He looked up at her. His jaw dropped.

      Iniru was wearing only her tight shorts and a pale cotton nightshirt that didn’t cover her midriff. She wore the same thing every night, but she always arrived when the lights were out and left before he woke. This time, the lights were on, he was fully awake and she was soaked with sweat. The paper-thin shirt clung to her slender frame and more than highlighted her small breasts. It hid almost nothing.

      His heart raced. He really should look away. But he couldn’t bring himself to. He swallowed and fidgeted.

      “Ogling instead of blushing and looking away?” She chewed at her lip. “I suppose for you, that’s a big improvement.”

      Turesobei nodded and muttered, “Yeah…okay….”

      “I still have a face, you know.”

      “What?” He shook his head. “Oh!” He met her eyes. A bead of sweat ran down his flushed cheeks.

      “There’s the familiar blush.”

      He muttered something unintelligible.

      She sauntered over to him, hips swaying enticingly. “Is this the first time you’ve seen…of course it is.” She grinned, exposing her sharp teeth. “I guess it’s okay for you to stare, then.”

      That was good, because he hadn’t stopped. Which was wrong of him. Very wrong of him. He should stop staring.

      He didn’t stop staring.

      Iniru squatted down and sat in his lap. She ran her hands through his hair, which he’d left untied after a bath. She pulled him into a deep kiss. He ran his hands down the small of her back through her soft, damp fur.

      After a few minutes, she leapt up. “You know, I’d better go to sleep, or else I’ll keep you too distracted to work.”

      He blinked dumbly as she stood then sauntered over to the sleeping platform. He wanted to call her back. Was that what she expected him to do? Or was that kiss all she had wanted? He wanted more, but…but he had no clue what she wanted or what he should do. Had he done something wrong? Had he gone too far somehow? Really, they shouldn’t do more than that. It was wrong enough that she slept in here—not that he cared about that sort of thing anymore. He scratched his head.

      She winked as she climbed under the blanket. “Good night, Sobei.”

      She hadn’t done him a favor at all by ending the kiss. Now he was going to be way too distracted to work—for a long while.

      “I love you,” he blurted out.

      She made a satisfied murmur and curled up. He stared at her for a while, then at the wall, and finally at his spell book. He took several deep breaths and focused on his kavaru. His composure slowly returned. As he practiced the spell of needful cloaking, he noticed out of the corner of his eye that Iniru was watching him work. He turned and she pretended to be asleep. He smiled and continued working. Every so often, he glanced over to almost catch her watching. She thought she was clever because she was so fast and quiet, but with his energies attuned during spell practice, his senses were heightened and he could feel her attention.

      Eventually she fell asleep, and much later he made sure she was sleeping when he changed into his nightclothes. He crawled onto the sleeping mat and she stirred.

      “You really shouldn’t skip any meals,” she murmured. “You still look scrawny.”

      Turesobei flushed all over. “I—I thought—”

      “I was asleep? If you want to make sure I can’t see you, then you should probably turn the lights out first.”

      “Oh,” he gulped. At least he’d had his back to her! “Um…when you leave, could you wake me? I need to go back early. I’m afraid I’m going to be missing out on a lot of sleep.”

      “I know we don’t have to sleep, but I think you should probably make sure you get some, every night. Don’t wear yourself out.”

      “I’ll try, but I’m afraid if I can’t perform the spells as well as he expects, that he’ll punish…everyone.”
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      Iniru tapped him on the forehead and he jolted awake.

      “Hey! I’d just fallen asleep.”

      “You fell asleep an hour ago.”

      He blinked the sleep from his eyes and noticed it was growing brighter outside. Iniru was leaning over him. He’d never actually seen her leave before. He watched her appreciatively. She gave him a kiss and darted out. That reminded him of her sitting in his lap…of them kissing.

      Lu Bei popped into fetch form. “Ready to go, master?”

      “Not…not yet. I’d like to lie here a little longer and…er…think some things over.”

      “Ooookay, master.”

      Lu Bei returned to fetch form. After a short while he popped back out and said, “You really need to get going or the BK is going to be angry as an evil, time-traveling hornet.”

      Turesobei washed his face and dressed. “Lu Bei, with Iniru…the way she is, the way she comes over here to sleep every night, the way she kissed me last night…I’m really not sure what I’m supposed to do.”

      Lu Bei’s cheeks turned a dark amber. “Oh, well, I never thought I’d have to give you—or anyone—the birds and foxes speech, but I’ll do my best, master.”

      “No! Not that! That’s not what I mean. We’re not ready for…well, I’m not ready for that…I think. Because we’re not married and…not that she cares, but…I mean I’m…. You know, forget it.”

      Lu Bei shook his head. “That, master, was an utterance of glorious clarity. I couldn’t remember it if I tried.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Seriously, master, I get it. You’re not sure what she wants, so you’re not sure what to give her.”

      “Basically.”

      “Master, do you know why you have a girlfriend, two fiancées and a sister that, oddly enough, adores you?”

      “Because I’m a good person?”

      “That and because you let the girls make all the relationship decisions in your life.”

      “That’s a bad thing, right?” He was pretty sure most men would say so.

      Lu Bei shrugged. “It’s one way to do things. You might want to strive for more balance, though. Maybe learn to take some initiative. But your way is certainly a better way than the one Master took. He made all the decisions. That never brought him lasting happiness.”

      “But he had so many wives!”

      “Those were the weak ones, the ones he married for political or financial reasons or because he fancied them from time to time. Nothing but the sort of girls like Awasa used to be. The good ones, the ones that really mattered, the ones that were strong and provided a challenge—like Aikonshi—he drove them away.”

      “Oh.”

      “As long as you show Iniru affection, you’ll be fine. She knows you’re clueless and in need of guidance.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “Of course I am. After all, I am the Illustrious Lu Bei, Master of the Art of Tea Making and Relationship Counselor Extraordinaire.”

      Turesobei snorted. He forgot sometimes that beneath Lu Bei’s childish exterior was a wealth of knowledge and experience. “Okay, help me figure out the pronunciation on this scroll the Blood King gave me.”

      Lu Bei taught him the pronunciations and Turesobei rehearsed it several times. He probably should’ve worked on this all night instead.

      “Here goes.”

      While focusing his internal kenja as if he were casting the spell of locating that which is hidden, he recited the seemingly gibberish words. It would’ve helped a lot if he had known what this spell was supposed to accomplish, but clearly the Blood King didn’t want him to know yet.

      Energy surged wildly within him and throughout the room.

      Then some unknown force jerked him forward.
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      Turesobei stumbled forward. A wave of vertigo so intense he nearly passed out washed over him. He crashed onto his knees and dropped the scroll. The energies faded and his head cleared. His knees hurt, but otherwise he was okay.

      He took deep breaths and looked to Lu Bei.

      “I don’t know what it was either, master.”

      After a quick breakfast of eggs and rice with Awasa and Enashoma, he headed to the Workshop. The Blood King slouched on his jade throne, staring into the distance with his cold, gray eyes. Turesobei wanted to ask about his attempt with the strange spell, but he wouldn’t dare speak to this version. Leaving as much room between them as possible, he circled around behind the throne and entered the Workshop.

      A few hours later, the Blood King strolled in. His eyes were pale blue and he had almost a smile on his face. Turesobei finished making a strip of the spell of summer healing.

      “Master, I’d like to talk to you about the spell on the scroll.”

      “We will not discuss it today.”

      Turesobei reined in his exasperation.

      “Kneel in the center of the room and cast the spell of the moon mirrors. Maintain it as long as you can.”

      Turesobei had frequently used this spell based on air kenja to create a light source in the Ancient Cold and Deep. He cast the spell, which was harder than the flicker flame spell. The Blood King summoned four small whirlwinds and placed them along the edges of the room. The whirlwinds swiftly gathered up all the air kenja.

      After a few minutes, he failed.

      “Acceptable.” The Blood King walked up the steps. “Continue practicing your spells.”

      Turesobei returned to the worktable, picked up a spell strip and remembered something he’d wanted to ask. “Master, the bronze spell strips you use for the resurrection and torture spells….”

      The Blood King paused and turned around. “Each metal plate holds an entire ritual so well that it allows me to cast it as if it were a spell. I need only reinvest the energy after each casting. And unlike your bamboo spell strips, the runes never disappear and the strip itself never degrades.”

      Having some of those would make maintaining his spells a hundred times easier. “How do you make them?”

      The Blood King smiled sadly. “I cannot make them. I recovered them. And the material may appear to be bronze, but it is not. Despite months spent ghosting through the past, I could not find the maker nor the source of this unique metal. The art and the material belong to an ancient culture far beyond any that exist today.”

      

      Turesobei skipped lunch and tea, despite Lu Bei’s protests. He dined with the others and enjoyed a meal of roasted duck, oranges, rice and spinach. He studied until late while Iniru lay in the covers on the sleeping mat, watching him. Unfortunately, she hadn’t gone running beforehand. He almost suggested that perhaps she should run again on the next night but decided that was going way too far. His heart raced as he slipped into the covers and curled up against her. He barely slept before she woke him as she left.

      He practiced the strange spell on the scroll, did the casting and again crashed onto his knees, nauseated.

      Over the next ten days, he worked as hard as he possibly could. He began to miss dinner and return to his room later and later, until the only reason he left the Workshop at all was to spend an hour curled up with the girl he loved. He didn’t mind working that hard on wizardry. Actually, he enjoyed it. And it was a lot better than fighting demons or trekking through frozen wastes. Given the amazing food, the challenge of learning new spells, and the nights he spent with Iniru, this would have been paradise, if not for the Blood King and the need to get home as soon as possible.

      At the end of two weeks, the Blood King tested him and was satisfied with the results from all of the spells except four of the harder ones Turesobei had never cast before.

      “Work on those four and study the Kaiaru spells. I will test you again in a week. Meanwhile, we will continue to work on your endurance. And after that, I will begin teaching you gate and realm theory.”

      Turesobei knelt to work on his next spell strip. He had filled one pouch with sixty spells. Now he would start work on a duplicate set for the second pouch.

      “Also, I performed the last necessary procedure on Kurine last night. She will wake soon. I believe her to be fully recovered.”

      “When she wakes, I’m going to take a day off,” Turesobei said boldly. “There is so much to tell her and she will want to spend time with me. She deserves that.”

      The Blood King stared at him silently, his jaw twitching. His eyes alternated colors then settled on bright blue. “Fine, but only one day.”

      “Also, when we go on missions, I’d like for her to stay behind.”

      “If she is healthy, she will fight. I did not bring her back to life to look pretty and please you. She must be useful as well.”

      “But—”

      The eyes turned orange. “You will accept this, or suffer the consequences. Do not argue with me, apprentice.”

      “Yes, master.”

      The Blood King left and Turesobei sat steaming for a while.

      “I saw Kurine crack open a few of those knob kagi with a hammer,” Lu Bei said. “She’s tough and can take care of herself.”

      “I know. I just hate leaving Shoma here alone. And it doesn’t seem fair to throw Kurine right back into danger.”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “If that's what he wants, master, what can you do about it?”

      Nothing. Nothing at all.
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      Turesobei was curled up asleep with Iniru when Enashoma burst into the room, lantern in hand.

      “Sobei!”

      He and Iniru sat up.

      Enashoma’s face went red. “Niru, go!” She waved her hands as if shooing off a cat. “Awasa’s coming.”

      Iniru jumped up and darted outside. Turesobei stood and arranged his clothes. A look of relief spread across Enashoma’s face once she noticed he was wearing them.

      “Shoma, this isn’t what it looks like.”

      She held up a hand and shook her head. “I don’t want to know what it is. It’s your business, not mine. Besides, it seems in every culture but our own you’re an adult already. And we are far from home.”

      “Shoma, why are you here?”

      “Oh! We were meditating with Hannya—”

      “This late?”

      “You’re not the only one who works late.”

      Awasa appeared in the doorway and he flinched. Every time he saw her, he still felt a jolt of fear. That she had to carry Fangthorn around with her everywhere didn’t help. “Lady Hannya told us she sensed that Kurine was about to wake up.”

      Turesobei decided that his nightclothes were decent enough and headed out in them. “All night meditation sounds intense.”

      Enashoma yawned. “You mean boring?”

      “We have to learn to embrace various mental states,” Awasa said. “Our minds pulse to different rhythms when we would normally be sleeping. It’s not hard. Besides, tomorrow we start learning to do things.”

      “Finally,” Enashoma said.

      They reached the door to Kurine’s room and Awasa backed away. “You’d better go in without me. Last time she saw me, I was a monster. Let me know how she’s doing later.”

      Lu Bei zoomed up, bearing a tray of tea. “A golden white. I remember she thought tea was strong and bitter.”

      They found Kurine sitting up, smiling and chatting with Motekeru. The two amber hounds nuzzled against her as she massaged their scruffs.

      “Sobei!” Kurine shouted. She leapt up from the covers, bounded forward and tackled him. It was a strong goronku hug and she crushed the wind out of him.

      “Oof!” He returned the hug. “Shouldn’t you—be in—bed?”

      “I’m tired of resting. I’m ready to live again.”

      She kissed him on the lips. He returned the kiss.

      Iniru entered the room. Crap. He was the worst boyfriend with the worst timing.

      But she didn’t react to the kiss. Instead, she stared in awe at Kurine.

      Kurine took Iniru into a big hug.

      “Hi,” Iniru gasped. “Good to—see you—too.”

      Enashoma got one next. She barely managed a whisper of a hello.

      When Zaiporo entered the room, he got a hug too.

      Everyone was smiling for the first time since they’d gotten here. Kurine’s enthusiasm was infectious as always. But despite her energy, they urged her to lie back down.

      “I’ve been resting for weeks. I don’t need any more.”

      Lu Bei hovered beside her, offering a bowl at arm’s length. “At least drink some tea, madam.”

      “Little demon! You need a hug too!”

      Lu Bei shook his head rapidly. “No, no. I don’t need a hug. Like Motekeru, I do not require hugs.”

      “I got a hug,” Motekeru grunted. “I got the first one.”

      Everyone stared at Motekeru. He merely shrugged in response.

      Lu Bei held the bowl out. “Well…uh…you drinking tea is good enough for me.”

      Kurine took the bowl, handed it to Turesobei then reached out. She caught Lu Bei by the wing, pulled him in and squeezed him tight. She gave him a big kiss on the cheek and released him. Blushing, he raced to the other side of the room.

      She sipped on the tea. “It’s not as bitter as the last stuff you gave me.” She smiled. “I thought I was going to have to wait until breakfast to see you all. Motekeru said everyone was asleep or training.”

      “Lady Hannya told us you were about to wake up,” Enashoma said. “Looks like her calculation was a little off.”

      “I’ve only been awake about an hour.” Kurine glanced around. “Where’s Awasa?”

      “She didn’t want to alarm you,” Turesobei said. “The last time you saw her she was trying to kill us.”

      “How do you even know about her being here?” Zaiporo asked.

      “Motekeru caught me up on everything.”

      “Just the basics.” Motekeru stood. “I’ll go get Awasa. Best to get this over with.”

      Once he was out of the room, Kurine whispered, “He’s such a softy.” Everyone giggled. “I’m going to need a lot more details.”

      “Yeah, cause you certainly can’t fit everything that’s happened recently into a one-hour talk,” Zaiporo said.

      “I know you’re all worried about me, but I feel energized. Honestly, I haven’t felt this good in…maybe ever. But maybe that’s just because I’m so happy to be alive. I am starving, though. When can we eat?”

      “Anytime you want,” Turesobei said.

      “Then as soon as I meet—oh, hi.”

      Awasa had stepped into the doorway. “Hello,” she said in a quiet but still dignified voice.

      “At least I’m not the only one who was reborn,” Kurine said.

      Awasa almost smiled. “We have that in common, yes.”

      “We’re also both engaged to Turesobei,” Kurine said.

      “Yes, that too.”

      “It’s a little awkward,” Kurine confessed.

      “You think so?” Awasa asked with a hint of irony.

      “What makes it really awkward is that his girlfriend is here, too,” Kurine said.

      “I do feel left out,” Iniru said.

      Kurine grinned. “Sobei, when are you going to do the right thing and ask Iniru to marry you?”

      While everyone laughed, Turesobei grumbled. “I hope you all still find this amusing tomorrow or next week.”

      “We probably won’t,” Kurine said. “Let’s eat. What do they have here?”

      “Everything we have in our Okoro,” Enashoma said. “It’s a lot more variety than what you’re used to.”

      “That’s exciting.” She took Turesobei’s hand. “So you’re doing magic practice pretty much all day, every day.”

      “Except today. I made the Blood King give me today off so I could spend time with you.”

      She clapped her hands. “Yay!”

      “Although I thought I’d be spending the whole day at your bedside.”

      “Ugh, thank goodness that’s a no. I’ve had enough of that. My body’s more than well enough for me to be up and about. The Blood King told me so when I was briefly awake during his last visit. It was something in my brain that he still had to fix, so I’d be able to think clearly and remember what I did.”

      “After breakfast,” Turesobei said, “I will give you a tour of the Nexus.”

      “Great!” She half-skipped along beside him. “So if you’re studying magic and Awasa and Enashoma are training to do hand gesture magic, what am I going to be doing?”

      “You’ll be training in combat with me and Zaiporo,” Iniru said. “You can get back in fighting shape and learn some new moves.”

      “And once I’ve mastered the first set of mudras,” Enashoma said, “I’ll be spending half my time in combat training too, while Awasa learns the Second Circle mudras.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Kurine said. “I’ve never had any combat training.”

      They stared at her, dumbfounded. Kurine had more than held her own against the knobs they had fought. It was unimaginable that she’d never been trained to fight.

      “You’ve never had any training?” Iniru asked.

      “Daddy taught me a few moves over the years. Otherwise, I’m just a goronku. We’re tough and strong. And we play very rough as kids.”

      “It’s—it’s very impressive,” Iniru stuttered. “For you to have had no training and be able to do what you can do, it’s…it’s just awe-inspiring.”

      “Coming from you, I’ll take that as a huge compliment. But really, all you’ve seen me do is swing my hammer at some knobs.”

      “That’s…that’s true,” Iniru said. “I haven’t seen you fight anything else.” Strangely, she used the same distant tone she always used when talking about the Shadowland. “But I guess…I guess I’ll see what you’re really made of soon.”

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to go on missions with us,” Turesobei said, “to fight some very deadly enemies. I tried to get you out of it, but the Blood King insists.”

      Kurine shrugged. “S’okay. I don’t mind.”

      Turesobei frowned. Kurine was naturally cheerful and positive, but she seemed almost too cheerful. He was starting to worry something had gone wrong, or that she was hiding how she really felt. He certainly wouldn’t blame her for being overwhelmed.
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      Three dead-eyed servants brought in their pre-dawn breakfast feast: eggs scrambled into rice. (“Is this brains?” Kurine asked.) Spinach and onions fried together. (“Fried brains?” Kurine guessed.) Steamed fish. (“Why are they pink?”) A loaf of bread. (“What the heck is this stuff?”) Goat’s milk butter. (“I know this is butter, but why does it taste so weak?”) Strawberry jam. (“Chopped hearts?” she ventured. “Demon brains?”)

      Everyone laughed until they were grabbing their stomachs. Turesobei snorted tea out of his nose and Zaiporo turned so red in the face he looked like he was choking. Kurine shrugged sheepishly.

      “Kurine,” Enashoma gasped. “None of that is brains.”

      She poked at the jam. “This has to be the crushed heart of some creature.”

      “It’s fruit,” Zaiporo said, still chuckling.

      “Fruit? Like berries? Ugh. I don’t want any.”

      “You don’t like berries?” Enashoma asked incredulously.

      “They’re so bitter,” Kurine said. “We only eat them as medicine. And you can’t eat too many or they’ll make you sick.”

      “We have those kinds of berries too,” Turesobei said. “But these are sweet, and you can eat as many as you like.”

      “So none of this is organ meat?”

      “None,” Enashoma said. “Though I’m sure the cooks can bring you some if you want. And none of it’s sonoke. I’m not sure if they can get you stuff that’s not from our Okoro.”

      “You don’t eat any organ meats?” Kurine asked.

      “We do,” Zaiporo said. “But not hearts. And brains are eaten as a delicacy or for certain medical conditions.”

      “Where we’re from, unless you’re poor or there’s a famine, you can be selective in what you eat,” Turesobei said. “We consume most of each slaughtered animal, but not all of the animal the way your people do.”

      “That seems wasteful.”

      “It is,” Iniru said. “My people consume almost as much from kills as your people do.”

      Kurine stuck her finger in the jelly then licked it off. She made a funny face. “Ugh, it’s all tangy and…uh…there’s something weird about it.”

      “It’s sweet,” Turesobei said. “You don’t really have sweet in your world, so that may take some getting used to.”

      “How can you stand to eat so much of this?”

      “Keep trying it, and I bet soon you won’t be able to get enough.”

      Enashoma scooted in close to Kurine and explained the different food types and where they all came from. “Unlike in your world, not everything we eat is spicy. Some of it is, but some of it is also sweet.”

      Kurine tentatively tried everything. She liked the eggs but thought the rice was bland. Until she tried the bread. “Ugh, it’s so tasteless and mushy.”

      “Not to us,” Enashoma said. “Put butter on it. That helps.”

      Kurine liked that better. But adding jam made it worse. “I’ll never get used to that.”

      “We don’t eat bread much,” Turesobei said. “Maybe once each week. It’s more common in southern Okoro. We mostly eat rice.”

      “What part of Okoro does the Ancient Cold and Deep come from?”

      “Northern Okoro,” Zaiporo said. “That region is known for growing the best rice.”

      “What do your people eat, Iniru?” Kurine asked.

      “Most of my people live in the rainforests to the west of Zangaiden. So we eat more fish and wild game. Berries and greens and yams. We trade for rice and eat a tiny amount with each meal.”

      “Sounds closer to my style.”

      Turesobei started to worry. If they got back, it was going to be incredibly difficult for Kurine to adapt to new foods and ways of doing things. And once they were out of the realms, there would be no magic to help her speak and understand his language. Where could she go? He was going to have to force his people to accept Iniru and allow Enashoma and Zaiporo back, assuming that was even what the two of them wanted. But now with Awasa like she was and Kurine…. If they made it back before the war with the Gawo, he could make them accept whatever he wanted. But after the war, assuming Turesobei could save them, would his people honor the deal? And would he, or the others, even be interested in staying there once it was saved?

      He looked at everyone around him. This table, right now, was his home. Wherever these people were, that was his true home. He loved his clan and respected how they were fairer and more advanced than other baojendari. He would fight to defend them. But after that, he needed to make a new home of his own, in a new place where his true family could thrive without persecution. Perhaps in the far western city of Dogo Daiyen, where people of all types were generally accepted. But these worries were for a future they were unlikely to reach.

      The others were all laughing at a joke he had missed. For the moment, they were happy, but that wouldn’t last. Once their missions started, the fun would end. As soon as his day off with Kurine was over, he was going to throw himself into magical studies like he’d never done before. He was going to protect his chosen family somehow, no matter the cost. Failure wasn’t an option.

      “Sobei, you okay?” Enashoma asked.

      “What? Oh…yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Awasa and I have got to go,” Enashoma said. “Hannya didn’t give us the day off.”

      “We could spend time with you two, though,” Zaiporo said, nodding toward Iniru as everyone stood.

      Iniru grabbed Zaiporo by the shoulder and turned him toward the door. “I think we should do our training like normal. We can catch up with Turesobei and Kurine at dinner, maybe.”

      Zaiporo eyed Iniru with confusion. “Oh. Right. Course we should.”

      Turesobei knew what Zaiporo was thinking. It made no sense for Iniru to let Turesobei spend the day with her rival, even if they were still engaged. Turesobei didn’t understand it either, though it did seem fair after all that Kurine had been through.

      Maybe Iniru expected him to spend a nice day with Kurine and then break off the engagement tomorrow. On the other hand, Iniru had said that he needed to decide who he wanted. Not that he needed to think on it. Or maybe she thought it was only fair for him to make his decision after spending some time with Kurine again.

      It would be so much easier if Iniru would just tell him what to do. Motekeru’s advice sounded solid, but he didn’t even know how to begin figuring out girls. Magic was easy. Girls were hard.

      Iniru smiled and winked at Turesobei.

      That was a perfect example of his problem. He had no idea what that gesture meant.

      As Iniru sauntered off through the door, Zaiporo watched her backside. Then he followed her out. Enashoma noticed. Zaiporo was lucky that her eyes weren’t able to cause burns at a distance, because based on her glare, there would be hell to pay later. She wasn't confident enough to see that his admiration of Iniru was harmless. He was so obviously in love with Enashoma.

      Huh. Maybe Turesobei wasn't the only clueless one in the family. Besides, while Enashoma was stuck all day with Awasa and Hannya, which couldn’t be enjoyable, Zaiporo was working out with Iniru. Sparring, practicing choke holds and takedowns…. Turesobei frowned. He didn’t think there was anything between Iniru and Zaiporo… unless something was starting.

      It was suddenly hard to breathe, and he felt lost.

      He shook his head. That was ridiculous. Iniru slept with him every night. There was nothing going on between Iniru and Zaiporo.

      “Hello,” Kurine said. “You still with me?”

      “What? Yes. Sorry I zoned out.”

      “What should we do now?”

      Turesobei noted the sunlight pouring from the Courtyard into the hallway. “I’m taking you on a tour. You are going to love the gardens. You’ve never seen anything like them before.”

      Kurine took his hand. “Lead on.”

      In the hallway, he explained the basic layout of the octagonal structure. “Okay, now close your eyes. No peeking. I want this to be a complete surprise.”

      Kurine closed her eyes and Turesobei held a hand over them to be sure. Then he slid back the paneled door and led her outside as Lu Bei fluttered off.

      “Okay, now open your eyes.”
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      Kurine opened her eyes and gasped. Then she put a hand over her mouth and suppressed a sound that fell somewhere between a giggle and a squeal. Her village’s hot spring hosted only a few dozen plants, and the only moving water she had ever seen had been the trickles of meltwater that ran near the oasis.

      She spun around in complete awe, staring at the trees, shrubs, flowers, streams and ponds. Then her eyes locked onto the fountain where water sprayed up into the air. Finally, she looked up. “The sun here is so bright. And look at the sky! It’s not red but a faint purple.”

      “It’s much brighter than your world’s sun, but the color of it and the sky are both off. It’s a fake sun.”

      “Looks awesome to me. Is it okay if I take off my outer robe?” She was wearing pale green robes of silk with a dragonfly pattern.

      “It would be a faux-pas in my world but it’s fine here.”

      “Good, cause I’m getting hot already.”

      She laid it across a bench and stepped out onto the mossy path.

      “You should take your sandals off, too.”

      She did, and as she walked along the path, she laughed. She bent down and ran her fingers across the moss. “It’s so soft and springy.” She reached out and touched a flower.

      “That’s a chrysanthemum. They’re cherished in our gardens.”

      “It’s the same design that’s on my other set of robes.” She ran her hands along the fabric she was wearing. “I’ve never felt anything like this before.” She had been training with her mother to be a seamstress, an important job in her world.

      “It would be impossible to find finer cloth than this in my Okoro,” Turesobei said.

      She bent down and smelled the flowers. “All the air here is filled with so many scents. It’s overwhelming. No wonder you can’t track anything by smell.”

      “Iniru can.”

      “I don’t see how.” She moved to a bush covered in bright red blossoms. “What’s this?”

      “An azalea.”

      She ran forward along the path and did a pirouette. “And these absolutely beautiful trees with the pink blossoms falling like snowflakes, what are they?”

      “Cherry trees. The trees over there with the purple fruit, those are plums. The ones with the crimson leaves are maples. These tall spindly ones over here are pines.”

      Kurine stepped up to a maple, touched its trunk and stared up into its branches. “Our trees are so spare and few. Your world really looks like this?”

      “You will see these plants and more all around, but this is a magical garden. You are seeing a selection of plants at their best time of the year in various seasons. Cherries bloom like this at the end of winter. Chrysanthemums bloom in the fall. The white lilies in the pond, those bloom in late spring. The maple leaves turn that color in autumn when the summer’s heat has faded. And the plums fruit during the summer.”

      “And you only have snow during the winter, right?”

      “And snow doesn’t cover the ground the entire winter.”

      “I really can’t imagine seasons.”

      “At least now you have an idea of what to expect in late spring.”

      “Wait, the temperature here is like what you have in late spring?”

      He nodded. “That’s why it’s so comfortable.”

      “I’m burning up! How would I ever survive summers?”

      “Um…you’ll get used to it?”

      She pointed at a thick stand of thin trees with segmented trunks. “What are those?”

      “Bamboo. And the vines with the purple blooms climbing up the oak over there, that’s wisteria.”

      “Do you know every plant out here?”

      “I don’t know all the plants in the world. But these are all common ones that you see in the best parks and gardens.”

      “You must teach me their names.”

      Kurine skipped over to an artificial stream where water flowed down a stack of rocks. She put her hand under the running water and giggled. “It’s not cold!”

      “To you, maybe.” He put his hand in. “It’s cold to me.”

      “Where’s the water coming from?”

      “The pond. It cycles back through a tube underground and out from a bamboo pipe carefully hidden amongst the rocks. A wizard mark powers the system.”

      She went to a still pond and gazed at her reflection. Then she practically danced through the garden admiring flowers, trees and grasses. She picked a plum, took a big bite, then, with a scowl on her face, gave him the rest.

      Two hours of wonderment passed for her and Turesobei would’ve been bored, except seeing Kurine this happy after all that she had been through filled him with joy. And hope. Maybe somehow, everything would turn out okay.

      Lu Bei, with a tiny basket in hand, fluttered over. “Madam Kurine, today we shall be on good terms, yes?”

      “Of course, little demon.”

      He scowled at her shrewdly. “Ahem. Allow me to direct your attention over here to the herb garden, from which I gather the finest herbs to add to my brews, giving each batch of tea a unique flavor.”

      She followed him. “Oh, I saw these earlier.”

      “You may have seen them, but I’m sure you didn’t properly appreciate them. Herbs are beautiful. This lavender, for example. But they are often subtler in appearance. Their beauty lies in their taste and smell. Take this mint leaf.” He plucked a leaf and handed it to her. “The leaf is a dull, uninspiring green, but the smell….”

      Kurine sniffed it. “Mm.”

      “Squish it between your fingers.”

      She sniffed it again. “It’s strong now!”

      “Now this rosemary. It’s not great for tea, though a tiny amount can add a little kick or balance when mixed with other herbs. However, it is known to taste great on meats and breads, and it’s supposed to improve one’s memory and focus. It’s my favorite herb to smell simply for its own sake.”

      Kurine picked a sprig of rosemary. “Ooh, I like this one.” She popped a leaf in her mouth and chewed it. “Tastes good.”

      “That wasn’t too strong?” Turesobei asked as he sat on a patch of moss and leaned back to enjoy the artificial sunlight.

      “I like strong flavors and spices.”

      “Try the mint, then.”

      She did and she liked it, too.

      “This, madam, is lemongrass.”

      Lu Bei gave her a full tour of the herb garden and then showed her the jasmine and honeysuckle vines, which were essential to many of his brews. Eventually, she sat beside Turesobei and placed her head on his shoulder.

      “This,” she purred, “is Paradise.”

      “It would be if not for the Blood King.”

      “He doesn’t scare me.”

      “He should,” Turesobei said. “You shouldn’t think that he healed you out of the goodness of his heart. He healed you in exchange for me becoming his apprentice.”

      “I know.” She looked into his eyes. “Turesobei, honestly and truly—do you love me?”

      That question, out of the blue, knocked the breath out of him. “Kurine, I…I like you a lot. I really do. But—”

      She put a finger on his lips. “We can work on you admitting it later. Let’s have lunch.”

      “Oh…okay…sure.”

      After another lunch of foods that were strange to her, he showed her the Bath.

      “It’s like the steaming lake that forms our oasis, except it’s inside.”

      “We’ve all agreed to go swimming later. Do you know how to swim?”

      Kurine shook her head. “We only bathed in the shallows of our lake once each year as part of a religious ritual.”

      “We can teach you how to swim. It’s not hard. Especially in a pool like this, where the water is still and not deep.”

      After that, they dropped by the Training Room and chatted briefly with Zaiporo and Iniru. They skipped the other section, not wanting to interrupt Awasa and Enashoma in case they were deep in meditation.

      They strolled back out into the garden.

      “Iniru has been really nice to me today,” Kurine said. “She isn’t acting jealous like before. In fact, she doesn’t seem quite herself. Has something happened?”

      “The Blood King killed her by reflecting one of my lightning blasts. She was dead for a couple of minutes, then he brought her back to life.”

      Kurine gasped. “She was dead? Completely dead?”

      Turesobei nodded. “Even though the initial shock has passed, she’s still struggling to get over her experience. The Shadowland affects everyone, some more than others, and you’re not supposed to come back from it. She’ll get better, though. It’s just going to take her a while. You’re lucky that you were trapped between life and death and didn’t have to experience it.”

      “Oh, Sobei, I was in the Shadowland. The whole time.”

      “You—you were?!” His heart fell into his stomach. He took her hands. “Oh gods! Kurine, I’m so sorry. I had no idea I had trapped you in that horrible place.”

      “How could you know?”

      “How are you okay after all of that? How did you manage not to go crazy or fall into Oblivion or go into Paradise? And the demons….”

      “I heard the call of Paradise, but I refused to answer it. I wasn’t ready to give up on life because I had something to live for. I had to come back for you. So I fought off the demons, wave after wave of them, and waited for you to save me. And you did!”

      “You turned down Paradise, battled demons and survived the Shadowland for me?!”

      She pinched his cheek. “Of course I did, silly. I love you.”

      Turesobei gulped. “But you’re—you’re as happy as you ever were. You’re not haunted by it at all. I mean, I’m glad you’re not, obviously. But you should be. Maybe the Blood King did something to you so you wouldn’t be.”

      She shook her head. “I never despaired in the Shadowland. Even as my memory faded, I remembered my love for you.”

      “Iniru was only in for a few minutes and it deeply scarred her. Love or not, you coming out of there is astonishing.”

      “When Kemsu died, he found me and tried to convince me to follow him to Paradise. He told me I was doomed, and that you wouldn’t be able to save me. But I never doubted you.”

      “You saw him?” Turesobei asked with amazement. “Did you see Narbenu, too?”

      “Kemsu said Narbenu went immediately to Paradise.”

      “I had wondered why you took the news of their deaths so well.”

      “I already knew. And I got to say goodbye to Kemsu. We goronku live in a harsh world. We grieve hard but not for long. We can rarely afford to.”

      He showed her the Library. “The Forbidden Library was like this but a hundred times bigger and more amazing.” He told her about the winged Keepers and everything they’d done there in detail.

      He took her back to her room, pulled the screen door open and showed her the gardens outside. A smile spread across her face.

      “Oh, I am never closing that door. I want to be outside all the time.”

      Turesobei stumbled into a bush. A cloud of crimson and gold butterflies took flight. Kurine cried out with delight.

      “There are so many little creatures here!”

      It must’ve been the fifth time she had said that. Earthworms, beetles, dragonflies: every little thing was a wonder to her.

      “I love all the birds and their songs. Though I fear all the noise may begin to wear on me. The Ancient Cold and Deep has nothing but a droning wind punctuated by occasional howls and screeches. Even in Aikora, where there are many voices, there's also deep silence.” She sighed. “It’s getting dark, but I don’t want to leave this for dinner.”

      “They can make food for us anytime.” He gestured toward her patio. “We can have the servants bring us food so we can eat here.”

      “How romantic! Let’s do that.”

      The crickets began their droning twilight song and Kurine flinched. She looked all around.

      “What is that? Where’s it coming from?”

      “Those are crickets. Small black insects. They cry mostly at night.”

      “It sounds like there are thousands of them.”

      “I’m sure there’s at least a few hundred of them out here.”

      “How wonderful.”

      Turesobei used the pull cord to summon a servant and ordered food for them. Then he lit the lanterns and they knelt together at the table on the patio.

      “Tell me more about what I missed,” Kurine said.

      After a long dinner filled with conversation, the servant took their dishes away and Lu Bei brought them tea spiced with ginger and nutmeg. Kurine liked this brew, which didn’t surprise Turesobei, since his mouth was burning.

      “Sobei, don’t think poorly of Iniru. The Shadowland is a harsh place. She never had time to adjust like I did.”

      “I’m not judging her. I’m just amazed by how well you handled it.”

      “I’m an upbeat person,” Kurine said. “So, have you sorted out your feelings yet?”

      “Well, I—I don’t know what to say.”

      “Iniru’s so lucky she met you first. If only that had been me.”

      “She doesn’t want to be an assassin anymore,” he blurted out, though he wasn’t sure why that was important.

      “That’s good. I’m…I’m sure she could make you happy.” Kurine winked. “But not as happy as I would make you, of course.”

      He laughed. Then suddenly, she moved in.
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      Turesobei didn’t understand how it had happened. Before he knew it, they were in each other’s arms, their faces pressed together. He’d forgotten how much he liked being close to her.

      He shouldn’t like it.

      He should say no and push her away.

      But her scent…her eyes…her mere presence made his head swim and his heart beat as if he’d just cast a powerful spell. He didn’t know why she was so intoxicating, but he couldn’t resist Kurine any more than he could resist Iniru.

      And he didn’t want to end her perfect first day back by rejecting her. That’s what he told himself. But he wanted to be in her arms. He wanted to slide his hands along her back, to stare into her emerald eyes, to kiss her.

      Their lips met and they melted into one another. Kurine moaned and pulled him closer.

      Turesobei was suddenly very self-conscious. They were out on the patio. What if someone heard? Iniru had incredible senses and was deadly silent. Iniru could even walk past and see them by accident. What in the name of all the gods was he doing?

      He pulled away. “Kurine, until I’ve sorted everything out, we can’t do this. We just can’t.”

      “What’s wrong with the two of us kissing?”

      “Well…I mean…Iniru….”

      “Have you been kissing her?”

      “Yeah, I mean sort of…I mean…yes, I have.”

      “I had hoped you’d remain faithful to our promise,” she said with a disappointed sigh. “But you do love her, too. And I was out of the competition for a while.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      “I guess not.”

      “So you don’t mind?”

      “Well, of course I mind! I am your fiancée. And I’m a much better match for you. But our relationship doesn’t mean anything unless you choose me over her. I just need to win your love—all of it. In the meantime, I plan on having fun and enjoying this second chance at life. That means you should expect me to kiss you again.”

      “Oh.”

      She frowned deeply. “Since we are no longer on my world and goronku rules don’t apply here, I’m releasing you from your obligation to marry me.” Tears welled in her eyes. “You didn’t know what you were agreeing to, and it’s only fair for me to release you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “You don’t want me to release you?” she asked in a hopeful voice.

      “Breaking it off is for the best,” he said. “I’m sorry, but if I do choose you, I think it’d be best if we weren’t already arranged to be married.”

      “A clean slate, then. But I will earn your love. Do not doubt that, Chonda Turesobei. But what about Awasa? Are you still engaged to her?”

      He laughed. “I guess we are, technically. But that was arranged without approval from either of us, and she’s a different person now.”

      “Has she given up on you?”

      “She says she’s not sure. But I think she has.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      “I don’t love her.”

      Kurine took his face in her hands and kissed him. “Someday, I will prove that I love you more than anyone else does. I will give you what you need the most. I will make you happy.” She snuggled into his arms. “Now tell me more about your Okoro.”
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      Hours later, long after midnight, Turesobei gave an exhausted Kurine a goodnight kiss and helped her to her sleeping mat. She was asleep the instant she laid down. He crept back to his room, expecting to find Iniru. But she wasn’t there. Because he’d been out with Kurine?

      He rubbed his temples. He didn’t want to think about it. He couldn’t handle any more thoughts about girls or relationships. So he turned to magic, like he always did. He pulled out the scroll the Blood King had given him. Obviously it had a purpose. Since the Blood King wasn’t going to tell him what it was for, that meant it was a test, or something that couldn’t be taught; something that he had to figure out himself.

      He studied the characters on the scroll, sounding out the pronunciations. Lu Bei said it was gibberish, but he had to be missing something. It had to make some sort of sense. The spell was never going to work so long as he was blindly reciting it. He had to understand it.

      Okay, think like the Blood King. What kind of scroll would he make? What sort of magic would he need his apprentice to learn?

      It used the same energy activation as the short-ranged spell of locating that which is hidden, which only worked with a known object. The more energy you put into the spell and the stronger your connection to the object, the farther your range could be. So if this spell needed the same energy pathways, what was hidden?

      Kaiaru spells left out energy activations and pathways, sometimes even basic rune imagery and semantic components, so maybe it didn’t make sense because something was missing. Perhaps there were characters that fit in between the others, characters that would turn the gibberish into something that made sense.

      Iniru slinked into the room. “Your date over?”

      Barely looking up from the scroll, he muttered a yes.

      “I can’t believe she stayed up so late.”

      Slightly irritated at his concentration being interrupted, he set the scroll down. “What’s amazing is that she stayed up that late after walking through the gardens all day.” He looked up at Iniru. She wasn’t wearing her night clothes. She was wearing her regular clothing.

      Something was wrong. He swallowed. “Uh…hi.”

      Iniru rolled her eyes, walked over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Ugh, you smell like her.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well…we spent the day together.”

      “And?”

      He shrugged. What was he supposed to say? Oh! He had good news for Iniru. “She released me from our engagement.”

      Iniru nodded but didn’t seem pleased. “But she hasn’t given up on you, obviously.”

      “She said she would win me over. That she would prove to me that she loves me more than anyone else.”

      Iniru’s face took on a sad, tortured expression. “Sobei, Kurine does love you more than anyone else.” She sat on the sleeping platform, tucked her knees up and drew her arms around her legs. “If it comes down to that—which one of us loves you more—Kurine will always win.”

      Utterly confused, Turesobei rushed over and knelt beside her. “Niru, what are you talking about? You do still love me, right?”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course, I do. But I could never love you as much as she does. Never.”

      “Why…why would you say that?”

      Iniru stared off to the side. “I told you I saw something in the Shadowland. Do you remember?”

      He nodded.

      “What I saw was Kurine.” Iniru stared into the distance. “She was awe-inspiring…terrifying. Dozens of demons charged her, but she slaughtered them easily. And with every swing of her hammer, she said two names: yours and hers.”

      She wiped away a tear. “Passion radiated off her like a bonfire, piercing the Shadowland’s deathly cold. But I was still too afraid to help her. All I could think of was my fate. What would happen to me? Where would I go?”

      She sobbed. “But Kurine had been there for weeks, fighting off demons so she could get back to you. And look at her now. She’s as happy as ever. You can’t even tell she was there. But I’m still a wreck.”

      “Niru, you had only been there a short while. I bet Kurine was terrified at first, too.”

      “Not like I was. I’ve never been so scared in my life. And until then, I’d always been able to risk my life to help someone else.”

      “You and Kurine were in very different situations. She could only die if she chose to let go. But you were dead. And it may not have been flashy, but you didn’t let go either. Obviously you wanted to return. No magic of the Blood King’s could’ve brought you back if you’d already gone into the beyond.”

      “Maybe….” She wiped her damp cheeks with the back of her sleeve. “But how Kurine feels about you…that’s a love I don't think I'm capable of.”

      “You can’t mean that.”

      She sank against him. “And here we are now. You smell like her. You’ve been in each other’s arms. You’ve kissed. I can tell. And I can’t help but think that maybe I should let you go, that maybe you’d be happier with her.”

      “That’s ridiculous! I love you. I will always choose you.”

      “But you were with her tonight. And you can’t tell me that you don’t love her.”

      “Niru, I—”

      She put her fingers across his lips. “No more talk. Just hold me.”

      He held her and eventually she fell asleep. He had never seen Iniru so fragile and vulnerable. And here she was feeling far more insecure than he had realized, while he had spent the day with Kurine. While he had made out with Kurine. And he had enjoyed it.

      He cursed quietly into the night.

      “I’m the biggest jerk in the world.”
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      When Lu Bei woke Turesobei at dawn, Iniru was already gone.

      The fetch handed him a bowl of tea. “Well last night certainly explained a lot.”

      He sipped on his mint tea. “What am I supposed to do?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “Be yourself?”

      “That’s a lame answer.”

      “Sorry. It’s the best one I’ve got for this.”

      He didn’t understand why Kurine loved him so much. She hardly knew him. But then again, he hadn’t known Iniru all that much better when he had rushed off and risked everything to save her from the Deadly Twelve.

      “I’m pretty sure I’m being unfair to both girls. And I’m certain I’m a jerk.”

      “I don’t think you’re behaving badly, master.”

      “You did record everything from yesterday and last night, right?”

      “You didn’t tell me not to, master.”

      “Then your judgment is way off.”

      “That may be, master. That may be. But I watched Master burn through lovers for over two millennia. You will have to try a lot harder to screw up your love life to Master’s level. Sure, there were some peaceful decades, but looking back, it does seem like constant drama.”

      “I should talk to Enashoma about this.”

      “Probably, but you’re not going to, are you?”

      He shook his head. “Right now, Shoma still thinks well of her big brother. I don’t want her to know I’m a cheating jerk.”

      “Is it cheating if both girls know and neither one kicks you in the balls?”

      Turesobei spewed tea out through his nose. “I don’t know the answer to that.”

      “Well, there you go then.” Lu Bei tapped the scroll. “I suggest wizardry. That’s how Master ran from his girl troubles. Of course, it’s also what caused most of them.”

      For the moment, running seemed the best idea. “Right. I’m skipping breakfast today. Let’s get to work.”

      “That’s the spirit! Shall I make you another bowl of invigorating tea?”

      “Nah.” Turesobei stared at the scroll. “I think this is a spell of location. But I don’t know what it’s supposed to find. The energies center on my kenja-heart then tug me forward, like I’m trying to find myself but I’m in another place.”

      Lu Bei chewed on a claw. “That, master, sounds kind of like a teleportation spell to me.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? But you heard the Blood King. That spell’s going to take a lot of study and practice.”

      “Which you’re currently doing, master.”

      “I guess so. But surely he would explain the concepts first though, right?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “He gave you this to work on, so he must want you to work on it. Teleportation spell or not.”

      “Well, if I manage to cast it successfully and it teleports me somewhere, then that must be what he intended to happen. Anyway, I don’t think it matters right now. I’m not even close to accomplishing anything with this spell, aside from busting my kneecaps.”

      Turesobei held the scroll up to the light and stared at the page for a minute…five minutes…ten minutes.

      The first character suddenly extended into the page, as if it wasn’t a flat piece of paper but a box with depth. Then another character appeared, stacked behind the first. His mind went fuzzy and his stomach churned with nausea. The depth disappeared and once again it was a normal page with normal characters. He grasped his temples and focused on his breathing to try to keep from throwing up. It took several minutes for the room to stop spinning.

      “You okay, master?”

      “I’m fine,” he groaned.

      Lu Bei put a hand on his shoulder and frowned. “You don’t sound like it.”

      Turesobei shooed him away. “I think I’m on to something.”

      He lifted the paper again and twisted it one way and then another. He saw the characters again, but had to look away after a few moments. He slumped back against the wall, sucking wind as a wave of nausea passed through him.

      “I’m going to need more tea. We have a lot of work to do.”

      “Yes, sir! Right on it, sir!”

      Within a minute, Lu Bei brought him a steaming bowl of black tea with hints of cinnamon. No one could get a pot of tea brewed faster.

      He took a careful sip. “Lu Bei, can you see through my eyes to make a precise copy of a character I’m looking at? Or do you have to record from your own perspective?”

      “I already record everything from your perspective, master.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize that.” He thought of making out with Iniru and Kurine, of time he spent alone, of going to the bathroom. “Oh! Lu Bei, the things you must’ve seen! I’m so sorry.”

      Lu Bei laughed. “I don’t see all your disgusting kissing sessions, if that’s what you’re worried about. I can go into a sleep-like state so I don’t have to be aware of what I’m recording. I can then retrieve the memories later, if needed. I learned long ago with Master how to quickly shut down before seeing what can’t be unseen.”

      Turesobei breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s comforting.”

      “For you and me both!”

      “So if I look at a character, you can record it for me?”

      “Yes and no, master. I can pick herbs and brew tea, but I can’t physically write anything. It’s a long story. However, I can display writing you’ve seen onto page seventy-six if needed. It won’t last long, though. A few minutes, ten at the most.”

      “Page seventy-six?”

      “Another long story.”

      “So that’s why you’re not also a spell book?”

      “Master tried to make it so I could be a diary and a spell book. But that didn’t work out.”

      “So do I need to do anything different?”

      “If the characters are as intricate as the ones on the scroll, then you’ll need to give me about a minute to make sure I’ve got it recorded exactly right. I take it you’re seeing something more on the page than what’s obvious….”

      “Each character, somehow, is a six-sided cube, like gaming dice. We’ve only been seeing the front side of the character so far. I don’t understand how, and it practically melts my brain, but it’s all there if I look at it just right.”

      “Three-dimensional characters for a spell?” Lu Bei asked incredulously. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. But if we were only reading one out of every six characters, then no wonder we thought it was gibberish.”

      “There’s no guarantee it will make sense when we have all the characters.”

      “True. Ixtachi characters are rarely used for spell work because they often have multiple meanings. Master, like most wizards, didn’t like the risk involved with using Ixtachi.”

      Great, he was casting a spell from a language Chonda Lu considered too complicated.

      “Given how much looking at them is screwing with your head, master, when you cast the spell and have to envision these—”

      “It’s going to be rough. I know.”

      “Are you ready to start?”

      “Not yet. I need plenty of tea and some food to snack on. And I need quiet. Tell the others not to disturb me for any reason and send word to the Blood King that I’m working on magic in my room all day.”

      “As you wish, master.”

      Turesobei meditated until Lu Bei returned with a pot of tea.

      “Was the Blood King upset?”

      “He glared, raised an eyebrow then waved me off.”

      “He probably knows what I’m doing.”

      “Your companions expressed concern. Kurine said she loves you and good luck with whatever you’re doing.”

      A servant brought in water, biscuits and strawberries. He ate a bit, finished off his tea and took out a sheet of paper. He wrote down the first visible character.

      “I wonder what orders the others go in?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “No idea. I would guess the visible one is first then left, back, right, bottom and top.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      “Just seems right, master.”

      “Why not?” Turesobei said. “Okay, let’s do it.”

      Lu Bei landed on the table beside Turesobei’s paper. “Good luck, master!”

      Then Lu Bei turned into a book and Turesobei stared at the scroll until he saw the characters in three dimensions. He focused on the character on the left side of the cube long enough, he hoped, for Lu Bei to record it accurately. With his head spinning, he flipped through the diary until he found page seventy-six. A large copy of the character glistened in red ink on the center of the page. He carefully copied it down then waited. The character faded away a minute later.

      After he finished all the characters on the first cube, he curled up beside the table and fell instantly asleep. Lu Bei woke him half an hour later. He drank tea and ate some strawberries.

      “Ninety more to go. This is going to take a while.”

      “You could just do a few each day, master.”

      He shook his head. “I want to get it over and done with.”

      He copied characters, meditated, napped, vomited twice, drank seven cups of tea and ate a plate of biscuits and two bowls of strawberries. After he finished staring at the last character, he passed out. When he woke, the image had already faded from page seventy-six. He cursed and started over. Somehow, he stayed conscious and kept his hand steady long enough to copy down the last character. He vomited and passed out a few feet away from his sleeping platform.

      

      He woke the next morning to the sound of water streaming into the tub in his room. He sat up, regretted it immediately and lay back down.

      Enashoma loomed over him with a scowl on her face. “You reek.”

      “Sorry.” He rolled over, expecting to see empty bowls scattered about and vomit on the floor. “Hey, the room’s clean!”

      “Lu Bei said you were finished, so I brought some servants in to get you tucked in and clean the place up.”

      “Servants were in here cleaning? They didn’t wake me.”

      “You slept like you were dead,” Enashoma said. “The servants took your clothes to clean them. I’m going to leave so you can take a bath. As soon as you’re finished, you can join us all for breakfast.”

      After a thorough bath, he ate a small breakfast, dodged questions about his work, assured them he was fine, then retreated to his room. Over the next four hours, Lu Bei taught him how to pronounce all the new characters.

      Turesobei stared at the page of characters he had copied down. It didn’t make sense. He meditated then stared some more. It still didn’t make sense. It might be a teleportation spell, but he couldn’t reason out its purpose based on the characters or their translations.

      He groaned. “How the heck am I supposed to cast this?”

      “You know the energy activation required, master.”

      “There has to be more to it than that. And I’m not certain the characters are in the right order.”

      “You could try the same method you used to figure out how to do the storm spells.”

      All he’d had to do with the storm spells was let his mind go free, attune himself to the kavaru and imagine he was Chonda Lu.

      “How would channeling my inner Chonda Lu help me with a spell even you don’t recognize?”

      “Just because Master never used a spell like this doesn’t mean he’d be unable to figure one out. It’s worth a try, right?”

      Turesobei nodded. “Can’t hurt.”

      He spread the sheets of paper with all eight hundred and ninety-four characters out in front of him. He relaxed his eyes and deepened his breathing. It took over an hour of imagining he was Chonda Lu before all the pieces of the spell began to fall into place. It took several more hours to fully decipher the correct order for the characters and how to activate them using the spell of locating that which is hidden.

      “I know how to do it.”

      “That’s great, master. What’s it for?”

      “I still don’t have a clue. And it feels incomplete.”

      “Maybe the big bad BK hasn’t given all of the spell to you yet.”

      “Only he would know.”

      Exhausted, Turesobei crawled into the covers on his sleeping mat and slept until dawn. Iniru didn’t visit. Hopefully it was only because she knew he was working hard. He ate some berries and drank tea.

      “Skipping breakfast, master?”

      He shook his head. “I just want to give the spell a try first.”

      With the original scroll in hand, he chanted the spell and channeled the energy as if he were casting the spell of locating that which is hidden.

      Kenja gathered around him then surged through him.

      The room blurred and spun around him.

      With ten times the strength as before, the unknown force jerked him forward. Only he didn’t fall to his knees. Instead, a white nothingness surrounded him as he was wrenched away from the Nexus and into somewhere else.
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      The place Turesobei found himself in was not entirely unlike the Shadowland. Except where the Shadowland was a place of barren rock, indecipherable ruins and endless shadows, this was a place of pervading silence, diffuse light and formlessness—devoid of smells, textures and color, as if it were nothing more than a half-forgotten dream.

      Despite the seeming lack of a sun or moon above, there was an abundance of light. He took a few steps and spun around. Pale mists draped the land so that he could see no more than a dozen paces ahead, and the sky was obscured by swirls of illuminated clouds. He started to call out but stopped himself. Not knowing what horrors might lurk here, he didn’t want to draw unwanted attention.

      Obviously he had teleported. But where was he? He’d never read about any place like this. Had the spell gone wrong? Or was this where he was supposed to be? And if it was, what was he supposed to do now? And if this wasn’t the right place, what then? Would the Blood King know how to find him? He cursed the Blood King for not telling him more about the spell.

      A sudden emptiness filled him. He felt a deep sense of loss. Something was missing. Some important part of him. Only he had no idea what it was. He shivered and wrapped his arms across his body.

      A mournful wail echoed through the clouds. The mists swirled nearby. He froze, watched the fog and listened. But he didn’t notice anything. He called on his kenja-sight. Nothing happened. His kavaru failed to respond. Not even the slightest surge of kenja, internal or external, answered him. Closing his eyes, he summoned all his focus….

      Still nothing. Was there a dampening effect inherent to this place?

      He glanced down. Then stumbled back in terror.

      His kavaru was missing.

      He clawed at his chest and neck. There was nothing there.

      For the first time in his life, the stone was gone. Despite the fact that it hung from a silver chain around his neck, Turesobei’s kavaru had always refused to come off. Unlike other human wizards, his kavaru literally and inexplicably could not be removed, by him or anyone else. No wonder he had felt less than whole. Part of him—the strongest part of him—was gone.

      Teleporting must’ve done something to it and it had fallen off when he arrived here. Mists veiled the ground, so he dropped to his hands and knees and sifted through the loamy soil. It had to be here somewhere. It had to be. His heart thundered wildly as he pawed at the ground. Tears stung his eyes. How was he going to escape this place without his kavaru? How was he going to do anything without it? That kavaru made him who he was. Without it he was nobody—just a common baojendari boy. The Blood King would have no use for him like this. His sister and friends would suffer and he’d have no way to protect them, no way to help them.

      He felt lost. So impossibly lost. He had to get control of himself.

      A dream. This had to be a dream. He tried to cast the spell of dreams revealed, but without his kavaru, he couldn't cast anything.

      

      He knelt and forced himself to calm down by using deep-breathing exercises. The kavaru couldn’t actually be missing. It was probably a side effect of this dream world. And it this wasn't a dream, there was bound to be some other logical explanation.

      Maybe Lu Bei had entered along with him. He might have answers. He stood and glanced around.

      “Lu Bei?” he whispered.

      No response came. He whispered the fetch’s name again and waited. Still nothing.

      Another mournful wail tore through the silence. It sounded much closer now. He had to do something.

      “Lu Bei!” Throwing caution to the wind, he called desperately into the mist.

      The mists parted and a ghostlike creature flew toward him. It was human-shaped but no bigger than one of the hounds. A writhing, smoke-colored cloak hung from its shoulders and hooded its face. Bands of ashen cloth swathed its limbs and razor claws jutted out from its hands. From within the hood, glowing yellow eyes flared as they focused on Turesobei. Then it wailed again. Up close, its cry was so terrible that, for a moment, Turesobei considered falling to his knees and giving up. He had no sword, no kavaru, no abilities. There was no point in trying to fight it.

      The demon lunged for him.

      Turesobei snapped out of the trance, ducked under the demon’s attack, darted out from underneath it and sprinted away. He careened recklessly through the mists. One hand unconsciously clutched at his chest where Chonda Lu’s kavaru should hang.

      Without magic, he couldn’t defend himself and couldn’t find a way out. He had never before felt so alone…so helpless…so useless. All he could do was stay alive until a solution presented itself or until the Blood King rescued him.

      He glanced back. The ghostlike demon was catching up.

      A second demon-ghost popped up through the mists ahead, directly in his path.

      Turesobei slid, intending to pass safely under its flashing claws.

      He didn’t make it.

      The claws raked through his clothes and skin and the uppermost layer of muscle tissue. Blood sprayed into the air. The shimmering ruby raindrops contrasted sharply against the pale, alien environment. A biting cold pierced deeper than the claws. It tore all the way to the bone and deeper still, to scrape away a fragment of his soul.

      Turesobei cried out and convulsed, his arms and legs flailing. His eyes snapped shut and he couldn’t force them open. He was entirely defenseless. There was nothing he could do to stop the demons from ripping him to shreds, body and soul.

      Yet moments passed and they didn't attack. The convulsions calmed. His eyes peeled open onto an absurd scene. The droplets of his blood drifted languidly through the air like dandelion seeds. And the demons flicked long, purple tongues out to catch them. With each drop they consumed, hues of yellow and red stained the demons’ gray forms.

      Turesobei clutched an arm over the bleeding wounds on his chest. With the other arm, he carefully dragged himself across the ground and out from between the pair of demons. Once he was far enough away, he lifted himself into a crouch.

      Suddenly, both demon-ghosts noticed their meal escaping. Their heads swiveled in unison to face him. Then, chittering angrily, they charged.

      “Lu Bei! Anyone! Help me!” Turesobei tried to run but slipped and fell instead.

      A pair of claws swiped at him. He rolled to the right. Another set of claws raked toward him and he rolled back. He jumped up and ran.

      Claws scraped across his back, drawing blood and screams. His legs seized up and he plowed face first into the ground. Ghost claws struck him repeatedly, ripping deeper and deeper, stealing blood and life force from him.

      He tried to get up, but it was too late. Only minor convulsions rippled through his limbs now. There wasn’t enough energy left for anything more.

      Using the last of his strength, he forced his eyes open. If this was the end, he would face his killers bravely. He turned his head and watched the ghost-demon bare its fangs and prepared to devour him.

      A screech pierced the silent mists. “Wooooooo!”

      Two miniature fireballs streaked through the air and slammed into the demons. The ghosts wailed as their tattered rags caught fire. A third tiny fireball hit the demon Turesobei could see square in the chest. With a final wail, the ghost fled.

      Lu Bei zipped in and hovered over him.

      “Am I ever…glad to…see you,” Turesobei gasped.

      The fetch’s eyes widened. He cocked his head to the side and silently stared at Turesobei as if he’d never seen him before.

      The Mark of the Storm Dragon had vanished from his Lu Bei’s chest and he was half as big as normal. He must’ve returned to his original, pre-Storm Dragon form. But the fire blasts…Lu Bei had never done those before.

      “What happened…to you?” Turesobei asked.

      Lu Bei frowned, started to say something, then stopped.

      Turesobei drew deep breaths and focused his mind. He could handle the pain. His physical injuries were bad but far from lethal. Blood had already stopped seeping out from his first wound. The problem was how much kenja the ghost-demons had drained from him. He was lethargic, shivering cold and weighed down with an intense sense of hopeless. One more demon strike would incapacitate him.

      The fetch continued to stare at him silently.

      “What is this place?” Turesobei asked.

      Lu Bei’s lips twitched into a frown.

      “Do you know what happened? Do you know how to get back?”

      The fetch shook his head and continued to stare.

      “What’s wrong with you?” No response. He sighed in understanding. “It’s not you, is it? The question is what’s wrong with me, right? For starters, where is my kavaru?”

      The fetch cocked his head to the other side, opened his mouth…then closed it.

      Turesobei groaned and rolled over. “You do know who I am, don’t you?”

      With his eyes narrowed, the fetch chewed at his lip then nodded.

      Turesobei tried to stand but slumped back. At least he was sitting up. He winced in pain as the cuts on his chest opened wider. The fetch slipped forward a few inches, as if to come to Turesobei’s aid, then paused and continued to hover.

      Whatever force had removed Turesobei’s kavaru must have damaged Lu Bei’s mind. He was connected to the kavaru, after all. Apparently, they were both going to be trapped here until a host of demons arrived and overpowered Lu Bei. And he was certain more demons would come, drawn by the scent of his blood.

      The fetch went suddenly erect and uttered with the greatest devotion a single word: “Master.”

      “Yes! It’s about time you….”

      The fetch wasn’t speaking to him. He wasn’t even looking down anymore. He was staring over Turesobei.

      Lu Bei bowed in midair.

      Turesobei whipped around. Then stared in awe at a man he’d never met, whom he’d never seen before, but whom he knew intimately. The man was baojendari in appearance, with a robust frame. He had deep-set, golden brown eyes, prominent cheekbones and black hair with an emerald sheen. He wore pale green robes with a sash of amber that matched…that matched the familiar amber kavaru embedded in his forehead.

      Turesobei sat speechless…awed and unmoving…before his ancestor: Chonda Lu.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Nine

        

      

      
        
          [image: storm mark]
        

      

    
    
      “Lu Bei!” Chonda Lu said in a resonant baritone. “How have we come to be here?”

      “Master,” Lu Bei said, “we teleported here by accident, though I do not know what or where here is.”

      Chonda Lu glanced down. His eyes passed over Turesobei as if he were nothing of importance. Turesobei started to speak but the words died in his throat.

      “I never told you of this place?”

      “No, Master.”

      “I guess my investigations of it were before your time. This is the Wraithspace, a reality beyond ours, a place far more dangerous than the Shadowland.”

      “More dangerous?” Lu Bei asked incredulously, voicing Turesobei’s exact thought.

      “Indeed.” Chonda Lu frowned. “I do not remember casting a teleport spell. And I would never willingly venture into the Wraithspace.” His eyes flared wide. “I died!”

      “Yes, Master. Over four centuries ago.”

      Chonda Lu took in a sharp breath and shuddered.

      “Are you okay, Master?” Lu Bei asked.

      Chonda Lu nodded. “My memories just returned.” He gazed around in confusion. “This isn’t what I had in mind when I planned my return. Why are we here?”

      “I do not know, Master.”

      “Has the time arrived?”

      Lu Bei shook his head. “The hour foretold grows near, but it is not yet upon us. You shouldn’t be here now.”

      With sharp eyes, Chonda Lu appraised Turesobei. “Who is this boy? A son of mine, perhaps? He seems familiar. I feel I should know him well.”

      Turesobei tried to reply with proper dignity, but he winced and gasped as he spoke. “My name is…Chonda Turesobei. And until a few minutes ago…I was the bearer of your…kavaru.”

      Chonda Lu knelt beside him. “Lu Bei, is it true that he bore my kavaru?”

      “Until a few moments ago, Master.”

      “I had never before…been without the kavaru…your kavaru,” Turesobei said. “I don’t remember ever having…been without it.”

      “You never should have been,” Chonda Lu said. “This isn’t the way the magic is supposed to work. If I had known a result such as this was possible….”

      Turesobei waited for Chonda Lu to finish, but he never did. He simply gazed around at the mists.

      “Master, Turesobei is injured.”

      “Oh, of course.” Chonda Lu placed a hand on Turesobei’s forehead and cast a healing spell. Warm energy currents flowed across Turesobei. He knew the signature beneath the currents perfectly. Until a few minutes ago, that signature had been his. Where was his kenja-heart now?

      With his wounds healed and much of his life force returned, Turesobei stood and bowed. “Thank you, my lord.”

      “So you performed a teleportation spell and ended up here?”

      Turesobei nodded. “Yes, my lord.”

      “How did you manage such a feat?”

      Ignoring the slight, Turesobei started to explain the Blood King’s spell, but Lu Bei interrupted him.

      “It would be best, and in the end probably faster, for you to start at the beginning, since Master lacks the proper context.”

      Turesobei quickly recounted everything that had happened so far.

      “You absorbed the energy from the Storm Dragon’s Heart?”

      “So did Lu Bei. He nearly doubled in size and could turn into a small dragon.”

      Chonda Lu boomed a laugh then waved his hand. “Go on!”

      Turesobei continued and Lu Bei frequently intervened to hurry him along or to emphasize details he thought important. Then the tale reached the lair of the Deadly Twelve. Chonda Lu was astonished to learn that Turesobei had summoned Motekeru to aid him, even if by accident. But that response paled in comparison to his reaction upon hearing the next part.

      “You defeated the Twelve Who Are Three and One?!” Chonda Lu bellowed. “And did what I could not, even with my knowledge and power. Astounding!”

      After having to recount all the details of that encounter, Turesobei summarized what followed. He wanted to be out of this place as soon as possible. Chonda Lu’s eyes widened as he learned about the Forbidden Library, the nature of the realms, Hannya and the Blood King.

      When the tale was finished, Chonda Lu shook his head, laughing and muttering, seemingly both astonished and dismayed.

      “You uncovered the deepest secrets of Okoro. Secrets I couldn’t unravel after centuries of effort. You defeated the Twelve Who Are Three and One, battled dragons and now struggle against the one who bound the power of the Council of Nine and created the realms. I am awed in your presence.”

      “What?” Turesobei asked dumbfounded. “Why?”

      “Based on everything I just said, isn’t it obvious? I never did so much in a century as you did in the span of two years and with a fraction of my power. I am truly amazed.” He turned to Lu Bei. “He is like me but so much more. How can that be?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “I do not know, Master. All I can say is that Turesobei is quite special in his own right.”

      “I struggled with the most rudimentary forms of teleportation. So much so that I gave up on it. For you to manage it is astounding.”

      “I didn’t even know I was casting a teleportation spell,” Turesobei said. “I blindly recited the characters on the scroll the Blood King gave me and directed the energies as he instructed. When I tried it the first few times, I felt only a tug of energy. But I figured out the characters on the surface of the scroll were actually three-dimensional and encompassed other characters. But even then, the only reason it worked was because I cast the spell while imagining I was you. That’s how I manage to cast the Kaiaru storm spells from your grimoire. And I can only do that because sometimes I have dreams where I experience small parts of your life. Like the battle against Vôl Ultharma.”

      Chonda Lu nodded serenely. “That makes perfect sense. And it does explain many of the impressive feats you have managed.”

      “Do you know what went wrong with my teleportation spell?”

      “I think I do,” Chonda Lu said. “First, you didn’t correctly lock in the coordinates of your destination. Otherwise you wouldn’t be stuck in the Wraithspace. Second, you failed to incorporate your entire self into the spell, so certain parts of you became disentangled during transport. Given your lack of knowledge about who you are, that was an understandable error. I strongly suspect, however, that had you reached the intended destination, the parts would have reintegrated properly regardless of your mistake.”

      “Part of me became…disentangled? You mean the kavaru, don’t you?”

      Chonda Lu nodded. He began to say something else but stopped.

      “So how is it that you are here, after being dead for centuries, if all that was removed from me was the kavaru and the strength that came with it? That doesn’t….”

      Turesobei suddenly realized exactly what it meant for the kavaru to be drawn out of him—the one with the special destiny—and for Chonda Lu himself to then consequently appear here. Answers to dozens of questions he’d long held rushed through his mind faster than he could consider them, their implications far out of his current reach. But those thoughts stopped altogether in a heartbeat when he remembered the kavaru wasn’t the only thing bound to him. Lu Bei was small here and the Mark of the Storm Dragon was gone from his chest.

      Turesobei touched his cheek. “Is there a mark here, perhaps a storm symbol?”

      Chonda Lu shook his head. “The power of the Storm Dragon has been separated from you as well.” Suddenly alert, he drew from his hip a shining sword of gold that Turesobei hadn’t noticed before. “Wraiths are closing in. Dozens of them. We must leave immediately. I have to get out of here…I have to get us out of here.”

      “There’s something worse than the wraiths to worry about,” Turesobei said. “If the kavaru and…and you…could be separated from me, then that means Naruwakiru is here somewhere.”

      Thunder boomed in the distance.

      Turesobei cringed. “I shouldn’t have said her name.”

      “Why does that worry you?” Chonda Lu asked.

      “The Storm Dragon doesn’t like me.”

      Lu Bei wrung his hands anxiously. “He’s right, master. The Storm Dragon is a wild, unhappy thing at best. Naruwakiru’s intelligence is gone, but her anger remains. And the only target that anger has is Turesobei.”

      “You haven’t tamed the dragon?” Chonda Lu asked.

      “No.”

      Thunder boomed again. This time closer.

      “How do we leave the Wraithspace?” Turesobei asked.

      Chonda Lu scratched at his chin. “Well, you cannot simply cast the spell again. The origin point has changed.”

      “And he didn’t get the destination correct anyway,” Lu Bei said.

      “So we wait for the Blood King to rescue us….”

      Chonda Lu shook his head. “Wraithspace does not overlay our world the way the Shadowland does. Wraithspace is infinite. Yet, because of its malleability, the distance between any two points in our world can be compacted, making travel almost instantaneous, even across vast distances. However, the same pathway opened twice will not likely cross through the same area of Wraithspace. Simply put, the Blood King might spend centuries searching without ever finding you.”

      A bolt of lightning struck nearby. Gray dirt exploded into the air. The concussive force knocked the wind out of Turesobei’s lungs and blasted him backward. He hit the ground hard and rolled to a stop. The Storm Dragon soared overhead then disappeared into the clouds. Turesobei picked himself up and looked for the others.

      Chonda Lu, with his golden sword held overhead, was unharmed. Lu Bei clung safely to his back. A shimmering force bubble surrounded them.

      As Turesobei closed in, the bubble faded.

      “Duck behind Master next time,” Lu Bei said. “Put him in between you and the Storm Dragon.”

      “I’ll try,” Turesobei said. “But I didn’t know the attack was coming.”

      “You didn’t feel the disturbance in the kenja currents?” Lu Bei asked.

      Turesobei shook his head. He couldn’t bear to voice the truth, that he was now as blind to the flows of kenja as any normal human would be.

      Wraiths charged in from every direction. Some fell from the sky while others rose up from the ground. Chonda Lu drew a second golden sword from out of nowhere and handed it to Turesobei. He spun around and plunged it through a wraith’s chest. The demon vanished into a puff of smoke.

      With their backs to each other they fought the wraiths. Chonda Lu was dazzlingly with his sword and an array of targeted fire spells. Lu Bei fought fiercely with his tiny claws and blazing fireballs. Turesobei just did the best he could with the weightless, magic sword he’d never wielded before.

      “Incoming!” Lu Bei shouted.

      Turesobei slashed a wraith then ducked behind Chonda Lu. The thunderbolt struck a direct hit. The force field flickered under the impact. Chonda Lu staggered back into Turesobei and nearly tripped. The wraiths surrounding them exploded into a thick mist.

      “You okay?” Lu Bei asked.

      Turesobei took a deep breath. The skin of his hands and face was blistered, as if he’d spent a whole day out under the full sun. But that was it. “I’m alright.”

      “At least the Storm Dragon did us a favor by taking out all the wraiths,” Lu Bei said.

      “More will come,” Chonda Lu said. “Unprepared as I am, I cannot fight the wraiths and block lightning blasts forever. We have to leave.”

      “How do we do that, master?”

      “Turesobei, you’ll have to use your instincts. Cast the spell of locating that which is hidden while focusing on finding yourself within the Nexus. It will be dangerous, potentially deadly if you should miss the Nexus altogether or teleport into the ground or a wall. But staying here and waiting for rescue isn’t an option.”

      “Um….”

      Chonda Lu gave him a hard look. “Except you cannot cast spells anymore, can you?”

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Master, Turesobei used your kavaru. So for all intents and purposes, you were the one who cast the spell. You could get us out of here.”

      “But I have never been to the Nexus. So I cannot locate myself there.”

      “Your kavaru was there, master.”

      “That’s not enough. For this to work, a direct, personal memory of the place is necessary.”

      Turesobei frowned. Neither one of them could do this alone. His memories had to work in tandem with Chonda Lu’s kavaru. They needed to form a link. No, they needed more than that. The spell was supposed to take him—all of him—somewhere. And he was so much more than he’d always thought himself to be. He might not want to face it, but he was part Turesobei and part Storm Dragon and, somehow, part Chonda Lu as well. He was the sum of all three beings. And that sum would be required to get out of this mess.

      Chonda Lu stared intently at him. “You have figured out the solution, haven’t you?”

      Hesitantly, Turesobei nodded. “I must reunite all the parts of…of myself.”

      Lu Bei glanced between them then rocked back, nodding. “Ah, yes. Of course.”

      The Storm Dragon dove in again. Chonda Lu leapt in front of Turesobei and brandished his sword. The lightning bolt struck and the shield held—but only just. The impact knocked them all backward.

      Apparently having waited for this opportunity, wraiths surged out from the mists. While Chonda Lu cut them down by the dozen, Turesobei fought defensively. He couldn’t risk having one hit him and drain away his kenja again.

      A wraith dodged one of Lu Bei’s fireballs, ducked under Turesobei’s sword stroke and leapt at Chonda Lu. He plunged his sword into its belly, but before it vanished it struck him deep in the shoulder. He grunted and staggered back.

      The Storm Dragon swooped in toward them.

      “Run!” Chonda Lu shouted.

      With Lu Bei indiscriminately firing ahead to clear the way, they raced directly toward the Storm Dragon. She opened her maw wide and unleashed her electric fire. But her blast overshot them and blasted a crater into the earth, slaying the pursuing wraiths.

      As she swooped past, Chonda Lu pulled up suddenly and Turesobei crashed into him. Beating his wings ferociously, Lu Bei wheeled around back to them. And none too soon. A dozen wraiths, including a massive one three times the size of the others, stepped out of the mists ahead of them.

      Chonda Lu sliced the head off of the first wraith that charged in. “Turesobei, get it done. And quickly. We’ll protect you.”

      With a lump in his throat and a weight on his chest, Turesobei nodded. This was the only chance he would ever get to prove what he could do—who he was—without storm powers or magic, without his kavaru and Chonda Lu. Yet all he could do with the opportunity was to put everything back the way it had been, to sacrifice his own identity and ultimately his own future. The only other option was death.

      While Lu Bei and Chonda Lu fought the wraiths, Turesobei closed his eyes and focused his mind on the Storm Dragon and on the kavaru embedded in Chonda Lu’s forehead.

      The kavaru and I are linked. Chonda Lu and I share the same destiny. We are both one and the same. The Storm Dragon is within me. We are all three linked. We are all three bound to my form.

      A flash of the dragon dream…casting a spell for Grandfather Kahenan…the ever-warm, amber kavaru touching his skin….

      Chonda Lu lopped off one of the big wraith’s hands. “That’s it! Keep going.”

      The familiar kenja of the kavaru licked his soul.

      He recoiled. Not out of disgust but because of how strongly he craved the familiar power that he’d always considered an essential part of himself.

      He understood now that Chonda Lu’s essence had always lurked within him, waiting to take over. How this could be, he had no idea. All he knew was that whenever the moment of his special destiny finally arrived, he would cease to exist. He would become Chonda Lu. At best, only a small sliver of himself would remain within the reborn Kaiaru.

      In ancient times, a volunteer would take on a kavaru and choose to lose their identity to a reborn Kaiaru. But Turesobei had never volunteered. And if given the choice, he never would. Chonda Lu may be better than most of them, but he was still Kaiaru. In fact, when it happened, he would rather none of himself remain. He didn't want to know what he’d become.

      But despite everything, he craved the connection with the kavaru. He didn’t want the special destiny it held. But he couldn’t resist it. The link formed between him and Chonda Lu. Their minds touched. Time slowed to a crawl.

      No. Turesobei tried to draw away. Maybe death would be better.

      “What are you waiting for?” Chonda Lu asked telepathically. “Finish it.”

      “I know what you did to Motekeru. I know what you’re capable of. And I want no part of it.”

      Chonda Lu flicked his head back and scowled at him then returned to fighting, “Unless you want to die, you have no choice but to restore our bond.”

      “Maybe I’d rather die.”

      “And risk the lives of your friends?”

      Turesobei sighed. “I don’t want to become you.”

      “You are a Kaiaru inheritant. Your fate was sealed the moment Lu Bei placed my kavaru on you after you were born. The transformation is inevitable. And as soon as the kavaru returns to you, the spells protecting you from this knowledge will renew. You will continue on with your life just as you did before, in blissful ignorance.”

      The big wraith leapt toward them, leading dozens more of its ghostly brethren.

      Lu Bei blasted it in the face with a fireball and it stumbled back. “Sobei, hurry. The Storm Dragon’s wheeling back toward us.”

      Chonda Lu unleashed a darkfire blast and burned away ten wraiths. But the spell only stunned the big one.

      The Storm Dragon plunged toward them, her jaws spread open. To summon the protective bubble, Chonda Lu would have to lower his defenses. The big wraith would tear through him.

      “Finish the bond,” Chonda Lu urged, “or we’ll both die.”

      “I will remember.” Turesobei insisted. “And somehow I will stop you from taking possession of my body. My future is my own.”

      Chonda Lu sighed. “You cannot stop fate.”

      Turesobei smiled wryly. “I have fought dragons, bargained with Keepers, trained with the Blood King, survived a race across a frozen wasteland and defeated the beings that killed you. I may contain your power but I am so much more than you. I have compassion and honor and love. So whatever your intention and whatever you think my fate is, my life is my own. I will make my own destiny.”

      He thought, for a moment, he saw a glint of pride flash in Lu Bei’s eyes and a smile tug at the corner of his mouth. But then he remembered what Chonda Lu had said: Lu Bei was the one who had placed the kavaru on him.

      Chonda Lu opened his mouth to reply. Lightning crackled in the Storm Dragon’s maw. But Turesobei closed his eyes and shut it all out. He focused on the three individual parts of himself: the Storm Dragon’s anger and her raging power, Chonda Lu’s calculating mind and immortal perspective, and the simple baojendari boy’s friends and family and responsibilities. They were all so different, and yet, all him. They belonged together, reunited, as they had been. He didn’t resist it. Instead, he embraced it.

      With a sudden rush, they were bound together. Chonda Lu and the Storm Dragon both vanished. It was just him and Lu Bei now. And a giant wraith with a few dozen hungry friends.

      Immediately, he pictured the Nexus in his mind. He imagined himself there with Iniru and Enashoma and Kurine and all the others.

      The Wraithspace blurred and spun around him. The teleportation spell grabbed him and jerked him forward.
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      Turesobei reappeared in the Nexus of the Realms. But he was no longer in his room.

      A wild rose vine in full bloom surrounded him. A stream of sunlight warmed his face. A decorative fountain splashed nearby. Through cloudy vision, he saw the northern end of the Courtyard, though his viewing angle was peculiar. An odd numbness spread throughout his body and he couldn’t feel the ground beneath his feet. Maybe it was a moment of disorientation brought upon him by the teleportation spell.

      He tried to move but couldn’t. Something held him pinned in place. He strained his head to the right. A rose vine wrapped around his upper right arm, pierced through his elbow, ran down the length of his forearm and popped out from his palm. His mouth went dry and his heart skipped a beat. Oddly, he didn’t feel any pain.

      He carefully switched his gaze to his left side. A thorn punctured the thumb of his left hand and a rose blossom peeked through the forearm. A glance down explained why he couldn’t feel the ground beneath his feet. He was suspended halfway up the trellis. Vines burst through both legs at the thighs and two more wove through his feet and shins. Three vines curled out from his gut. Bright red blossoms peeked out amongst the crimson blood.

      Though it had returned him to the Nexus, the teleport had failed to get him there safely. His body was fused into the rose vine.

      Panic set in and his constricted lungs gasped desperately for air.

      The pain finally caught up to his nerves as shockwaves of bone-piercing agony threaded through him. A hoarse scream tore from his throat, then died as he spat up blood.

      Only adrenaline and agony were keeping him conscious. Once those faded, he would die.

      Hannya appeared before him and stared in bewilderment. Lu Bei zoomed out from behind her. At least the fetch had teleported back safely. He flew up and met Turesobei face-to-face. He had never seen the fetch so worried before.

      “Master—what—what can we do?”

      Turesobei turned his head in an attempt to shake it and a new pain erupted. A vine was piercing the flesh of one shoulder, near the neck.

      “Don’t move, master! There’s a thorn near your right eye.”

      Turesobei almost nodded in response.

      The pain started to fade.

      Delicate rose petals drifted down around him.

      How many must be trapped inside him? He would be buried with roses and roses would be buried with him. The thought almost made him giggle. Not a good sign.

      He was dying. What would he see in the Shadowland? Would Paradise call him, or Torment? Would Chonda Lu be there with him? What would happen to Lu Bei? And what about the Storm Dragon’s energy? If he died, would they die too? It was odd, given all he’d faced, but he’d never considered that before.

      His companions rushed into the Courtyard and gaped up in horror. Motekeru’s eyes dimmed. His broad metal shoulders slumped. The hounds whimpered and collapsed onto their bellies. Shoma began to cry and Zaiporo held her tight. Kurine fell to her knees, trembling. Tears streaked down her face. Iniru stood statue still, her face a blank mask.

      He wanted to tell them all he loved them. But when he tried to speak, he gurgled up blood. He tried to say it through his fading eyes. That was the best he could do.

      The Blood King appeared out of thin air. His eyes switched from scarlet to pale blue as his expression shifted from fury to concern. He waved a hand and spoke a word.

      A blinding flash engulfed Turesobei.

      Awake and aware, he lay on the ground. Though free of vines, thorns and rose blooms, the bleeding wounds, torn flesh and broken bones remained. The Blood King cast a healing spell. As the sparkling cloud descended, Turesobei faded.

      The magic was too late. It wasn’t going to be enough.

      His heartbeat stopped. He wished his friends love….

      A crimson bolt spiked into him. He flopped as his heart surged back to life. Its thumping rhythm pounded in his ears. Had it always been this loud?

      He started to sit up, but strong hands held him down, keeping him inside the healing energy cloud. A few minutes later, the healing cloud dissipated. Heart racing, he sat up—alive and healed, with no trace of injury. The familiar amber kavaru hung comfortingly from his neck.

      The Blood King knelt on the ground beside him, panting. Sweat poured from his brow. The damage must’ve been terrible if it had taxed the Blood King’s abilities.

      Turesobei turned to thank him but stopped. The Blood King’s narrowed eyes flickered between scarlet and orange, until they settled on the latter. The Blood King whipped out a bronze spell strip and spoke a command.
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      Three suns blazed overhead. Parched scrublands stretched into the distance in all directions. Turesobei stumbled over a rock, fell and scraped his knees against sharp gravel. He winced as he climbed to his feet. Aching with thirst, he trudged forward. If he didn’t find water and shelter soon, he’d die from heat exhaustion.

      He cried out for help but no one answered. Maybe that was to be expected. He had no idea. He couldn’t remember how he’d come here or what had happened to his friends. All he could remember was this barren land.

      As the miles passed, the sweat that drenched his clothes dried away. He wanted to pull the clothes off, to escape the heat they held in. But the puckering blisters on his exposed skin warned him that was folly. The pain was already excruciating. He couldn’t risk making it worse.

      A small pool of water glittered ahead. He staggered toward it. But after a few minutes, he was no closer. He paused. It might be a mirage. His knees buckled and he lurched forward. He caught his balance and continued on. Mirage or not, he had to try.

      Minutes of pain and exhaustion passed…then hours. The suns never moved and the pool remained just ahead.

      Finally, he collapsed and everything went dark.

      He came to in the Courtyard, surrounded by bloodstained rose blossoms. Spell strip in hand, the Blood King loomed over him. Delight sparkled in his maniacal, orange eyes. The dream-state had been so real, Turesobei had never thought to question it.

      Confused, panting and sweating, his companions sat up. Kurine was crying. The heat must have been terrible for her.

      The Blood King’s eyes slipped into scarlet. “You idiot! You nearly ruined everything! A few inches to the right and a rose vine would have pierced through your brain. I could not have resurrected you.”

      Turesobei opened his mouth to explain, but the Blood King continued to rant.

      “Why would you cast an incomplete teleportation spell?”

      “I didn’t know that it was a teleportation spell! You told me to learn the spell and had me activating its energy pathways. What did you think would happen?”

      “I did not think anything would happen.” The Blood King’s eyes flashed to yellow and narrowed with suspicion. “It should have taken you weeks of study to see the depth of the characters. And then months of practice before you could manage a casting.”

      Turesobei shrugged. “I focused on my kavaru and imagined I was Chonda Lu to see if I could get the kavaru’s memories to help me fill in the blanks.”

      The Blood King groaned and his eyes flared violet. “You are like a child covered in oil and playing with fire.”

      “If you had taught me the spell like normal, I wouldn't have almost killed myself.”

      “Seeing the cubic characters cannot be taught. You have to figure it out on your own. Otherwise, you would waste weeks straining to see something you are not ready to understand. You were only supposed to practice the energy activations.”

      “That’s what I did.”

      “I never said that you should try to cast the spell. And I never imagined you would be so foolish as to call on Chonda Lu’s memories to help you.” The Blood King shook his head. “Given that you mispronounced the seventh character, this could have been much worse.”

      “There are seven characters per cube? I thought there were only six!”

      The Blood King closed his eyes and groaned. “The characters on the outside of the cube combine their shadows, so to speak, to create a seventh character in the center. How you could survive such a mistake and arrive here, I have no idea. You should have been blasted into nothingness.”

      “I didn’t come here first. The spell took me to the Wraithspace.”

      “You…you entered the Wraithspace and escaped?”

      “I had help.”

      The eyes blazed yellow. “From whom?”

      “From Lu Bei and…the Storm Dragon, maybe. No, not her. She was trying to kill us. It was….” He shrugged. “I can’t remember. All I can recall is how uncomfortable it was and how powerless I felt. And I think I made it out by casting a location spell and envisioning the Nexus and my friends.”

      “It does make sense that without the coordinates you would end up in Wraithspace.” He scowled. “How do you know the term Wraithspace? Did the fetch tell you?”

      “I knew about it from Master,” Lu Bei said.

      “I didn’t intend for any of it to happen,” Turesobei said. He stopped short of saying it wasn’t his fault, fearing he would upset the Blood King.

      “The problem is that you do not understand what you are, what you truly are,” the Blood King said. “Yet you are willing to use what you do not understand to your advantage.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your destiny. It makes you powerful, but it is also a liability.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yes, that.”

      Images, thoughts, realizations echoed through his mind. He stood up. “My destiny! When I was trapped in the Wraithspace, I saw…I saw….” His mind went fuzzy and he nearly fainted. The ideas were like words on the tip of his tongue. He couldn’t quite form them, and the more he tried the weaker he became.

      “You don’t remember, master?” Lu Bei asked.

      Turesobei shook his head. “Not quite. Do you?”

      An expression of relief passed along the fetch’s face. “I do, master. But I can’t tell you.”

      One of the Blood King’s eyes blazed scarlet, the other violet. “I have had enough of this. I am going to break Chonda Lu’s spell of the most secret secrets. And then you will know what you are.”

      The Blood King stalked toward him, but Hannya stepped in his way.

      “My lord, this is unwise.”

      “I cannot alter the boy’s destiny, but I can tell him what it is. Maybe it will increase his common sense.”

      “Go ahead,” Turesobei said. “I’d like to know.”

      Lu Bei tut-tutted. “Bad idea, BK. Not gonna work.”

      The Blood King glared at the fetch then placed his palms against Turesobei’s temples and chanted. A surge of kenja washed over his skin, but none of it sank in. The Blood King’s pupils flared and his face creased as he projected more kenja toward Turesobei.

      A bolt of energy fired out from Turesobei’s kavaru and struck the Blood King. He cried out in surprise and stumbled back. Then he clenched his hands into fists and glared at Turesobei, as if that were his fault.

      “Reflection ward,” Lu Bei said. “Bound into the secrecy spell along with the one that keeps master or anyone else from removing his kavaru. It’s all locked onto the kavaru. Time locked. You know, that bit of magic Master should never have shared with one of you. I think you realize you’re never going to get past that time lock. Even you can’t—”

      The Blood King’s hand snapped out and grabbed Lu Bei by the throat. “Give me one reason I should not kill you?”

      Lu Bei gasped. “I’m…charming…and I…make a great…bowl of…tea.” The fetch winked. “That’s two…reasons.”

      Why did Lu Bei have to antagonize him?

      “Please don’t hurt him,” Enashoma begged.

      “Don’t take my mistakes out on him,” Turesobei pleaded.

      “Your love for him gives me even better reason to punish him.” The Blood King squeezed harder. Lu Bei turned into a book and fell from his grasp. “You think that will protect you, fetch?!”

      “Beloved,” Hannya said, “the boy needs the fetch to assist him with his studies. Without him, how would Turesobei have figured out the scroll you gave him? Besides, the fetch is harmless.”

      He glared at her for several moments, then his eyes turned orange. “This, fetch, is the result of your insolence.”

      The Blood King drew the bronze spell strip and tortured them again. But this time, it was the straightforward type he’d first used. When it was done, he pointed at Turesobei. “Rest for two hours then report for training.”

      The Blood King stalked back toward the Throne Room. Hannya followed in his wake.

      Enashoma reached him first. “Sobei, are you okay?”

      “From the torture?”

      She nodded toward the trellis.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m sorry you all got tortured. It was my fault.”

      “You didn’t know,” Kurine said.

      Lu Bei returned to fetch form. “The second time was my fault. I am deeply sorry.”

      Enashoma shot Lu Bei a nasty look. “You should’ve known better!”

      “Yes, madam. I should have.”

      “You’ve got to be more careful,” Iniru said to Turesobei, a hint of fear in her voice.

      Turesobei shook his head no and started to explain, but Awasa jumped in.

      “Magic is always a risk, and Turesobei can’t afford to be careful. This magic is far beyond him. And if he doesn’t succeed, the Blood King will have no more use for any of us.”

      Kurine wiped her tears away and sat beside Turesobei. “I do think you should rest more, especially for the next few days, whenever he lets you. Come eat with us again.”

      “I can’t let up.” He glanced at Iniru. Slowing down meant dealing with a different set of forces he didn’t understand and couldn’t control. “And I can’t let a mistake rattle me. Awasa is right. I have to work hard and I have to keep taking risks.”

      Kurine lightly touched his elbow and he winced. “Are you really okay?”

      “Just sore. It’s nothing I can’t deal with.”

      Kurine examined his arms and hands. “The wounds may be healed, but you’re going to have some nasty scars left over from this.”

      “I think by the end, we all will,” Iniru said.
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      After a subdued meal, a short bath and a change of clothes, Turesobei returned to his room and reexamined the original scroll and his translation. Now that he knew what to look for, it only took a few minutes of focus to spot the shadowy character in the midst of the others.

      “The spell locates you in another place that you will be in and takes you there. And somehow these characters are the coordinates, like on a map.” He shook his head. “I don’t get how anyone, even a Kaiaru, could figure out something like this and make it work.”

      “Are you going to translate the other characters you didn’t know about now, master?” Lu Bei asked.

      “I deciphered the first two. That’s all I need.” He picked up the scroll. “I know what they represent. They’re energy patterns. And I know these particular patterns well.”

      “You can’t do it again. Certainly not on instinct. And certainly not today. Please, master.”

      “Lu Bei, we’re going for a ride.”

      “This is folly, master.”

      Turesobei shrugged. “Like Awasa said, there’s always a risk with magic.”

      He recited the teleportation spell again, but this time he filled in the missing parts. Not with spoken words, but with feeling and visualization. He was jerked forward into a tunnel of light. He recognized the experience. It was exactly like the trip through the gate into the Nexus, only much shorter. And the tunnel they flew along took them swiftly, and thus safely, through the Wraithspace.

      He reappeared inside the Workshop, alive and unharmed.

      Lu Bei pumped his fists. “Woo-hoo! You did it, master! You—oh, it’s you.”

      Lu Bei had nearly collided with the Blood King.

      “I had a feeling you would try again soon.” His eyes were a languid green. “Have you always been this reckless?”

      “No, but I learned how fast. I never would have defeated the Deadly Twelve nor made it to the Nexus without taking risks.”

      The Blood King sighed. “I suppose so.”

      He was fortunate this personality was in control. Otherwise, he might have been enduring more torture. It was always a gamble.

      “I wasn’t taking a big risk this time, though. Once I saw the first two characters I had missed, I knew the teleportation spell led to the Workshop. Thanks to those endurance sessions, I know the energy patterns in here perfectly.”

      “Do you have any understanding of what the characters represent or how they function and interact with the others?”

      He shook his head. “And I’m probably not going to no matter how much I study. Because this magic is probably far beyond even most Kaiaru.”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to emerald. “This is a magic that I developed myself. It would take even Chonda Lu months to understand it.”

      “So to do what you need me to do, I’m going to have to work a lot of magic I can’t understand. That means I’m going to have to base my castings on instinct and feeling instead of knowledge and experience, right?”

      “You do have limitations we must work around. That takes time. And the more you know, the less you must depend on instinct. You see, I had expected to explain the basic concepts of the teleportation spell as you figured things out. I simply underestimated your intelligence, your connection to Chonda Lu, and your unrelenting arrogance.”

      My arrogance?! Turesobei blinked in shock but kept his voice even. “So, I’m going to be using a version of this spell to teleport to the heart stone locations within each realm?”

      “Exactly. Since the heart stones and the gates are in the same location within each realm, the only difference is each realm’s point along the timeline. That will be the only variable to change in the spell, which will make things far easier for you.”

      “Don’t I need to study the stones, or at least see one first?”

      “Yes, but you are still not ready for that.”

      How difficult could looking at those stones be?

      “Should I practice my spells now?”

      “No. You are going to start working on mastering your dragon today.” The eyes twitched to orange for a moment. “And I doubt that you will find it pleasant.”

      Turesobei suppressed a groan, and not a little dread.

      “The first objective is for you to conquer your fear of the dragon. The second objective is to recognize and know—to truly know—that your dragon is separate from you. The third objective is to project and wield your dragon.”

      “I thought the dragon was part of me.”

      “When Hannya becomes the Earth Dragon, her entire body morphs and her kavaru forms the dragon’s heart. But it is different for you because of your special destiny. There are protections in place that keep the dragon from fully integrating with you.”

      “That’s why my entire body rises up into the dragon’s form?”

      “Indeed.”

      “But whenever I transform into the dragon I lose myself, and each time it becomes harder to change back to being me again. I feel like if I transform one more time, I’ll never be myself again.”

      “Your dragon is essentially a somewhat intelligent parasite. Naturally, the dragon wants to be a dragon, so it will do everything it can to stay one. Whenever you give it control, it fights to keep that control. It does not want to cease being any more than you do. And because it is a primal force, you cannot reason or argue with it. It does not understand compromise and is therefore extra difficult to deny.”

      “If it’s a parasite, does that mean I could get rid of it if I wanted?”

      “Once mastered, you could release the dragon. Of course, I have no idea why you would want to give up access to so much power.”

      “I’d like to think that one day I will settle down and not need the power of a dragon.”

      “You can never have too much power. Now, I need you to transform into the Storm Dragon.”

      “Wait. I didn’t understand what you meant when you said I needed to learn how to project and wield the dragon.”

      “I meant exactly what I said.”

      Turesobei chewed at his lip. “Sorry, I don’t get it.”

      Purple flecks danced in the Blood King’s emerald eyes. “Currently, you access the storm energy to cast related spells. Or you lose yourself to the dragon so that it may fight in your stead. This is not the most efficient use of the power. A better use is to project the dragon out from you. Give it form and make it fight for you. That way you will not have to worry about losing yourself, and you will be free to cast your normal spells, fight with your sword or do whatever else needs doing.”

      “Oh! So it would be like unleashing a demon against my enemies? I had no idea that was possible.”

      “Nifty,” Lu Bei said.

      The Blood King muttered an impatient curse.

      “So why do you want me to transform into the dragon if the point is for me to learn how to project it outward?”

      “Did I not say that you must first conquer your fear and truly understand that the dragon is separate from you? The best way to do that is from inside the dragon. Now transform.”

      Lu Bei changed into book form so he wouldn’t transform as well. Turesobei closed his eyes and tapped into the Mark of the Storm Dragon. He tried to open the channel all the way, but it was hard to do when he wasn’t in danger. And the Blood King was right. He was afraid of the dragon. He couldn’t stand the thought of losing his identity. He took a deep breath and opened the channel wider.

      “You are taking forever. Do I need to bring one of your girlfriends in for a bit of motivation?”

      With a surge of anger, Turesobei opened the channel and transformed. He rose up within the body of condensed storm, tucked into the fetal position. His dragon eyes locked onto the Blood King and with a flap of his wings he dove toward his enemy. Only to end up skinning his hands and knees on the stone floor, with the Blood King towering over him.

      The Blood King walked to the other side of the room. “Again.”

      It took considerable effort and goading from the Blood King, but Turesobei managed to open the channel all the way once more. He transformed, rushed the Blood King and crashed onto the floor in human form.

      “Again.”

      On the fifth attempt, he managed to hold back while in dragon form and not immediately charge the Blood King.

      “Excellent. Now, try to—”

      The Blood King’s voice angered him, so he unleashed a bolt of electric fire and charged. The bolt struck a defensive energy shield and dissipated. The Blood King waved a hand, and Turesobei ended up sprawled out on the floor.

      “Again.”

      On the seventh attempt, he managed to not attack and stayed in the dragon form for a quarter of an hour while mostly maintaining his identity. But eventually the dragon took over and he ended up on the floor again.

      “I’m gaining some control,” Turesobei said, massaging his knees.

      “Again.”

      Turesobei envisioned the dragon projecting outward as he transformed this time. He focused his intent on it. But the result was the same: he turned into the dragon, controlled it for a while, then attacked the Blood King.

      At some point, he collapsed with exhaustion. “No more…I have to rest.”

      The purple-eyed Blood King groaned. “Meditate a few hours on what you experienced today. Then spend the rest of today working on spells. Tomorrow, we will practice this again. And I want you to bring one of your friends with you. Not Motekeru or the hounds.”

      “Why?”

      “Does it matter? I said it, so you will do it.”

      “Of course, master,” Turesobei said through gritted teeth. “Only without knowing why, how can I choose the right one? They all have different capabilities.”

      Malice flared in the Blood King’s now-orange eyes. “I would bring the one you would miss the least should something terrible happen.”
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      Worried, Turesobei half-heartedly studied spells. After all that talk about him needing every member of the team, surely the Blood King wouldn’t let one of them die. Still, the Blood King was unpredictable at times, and he was obviously still mad about the teleportation attempt.

      Turesobei had to make an awful decision.

      He couldn’t bring Iniru or Kurine. Both had already been resurrected. And he couldn’t ask Shoma, he just couldn’t. That left Awasa and Zaiporo.

      Four hours before dawn, he tapped on Awasa’s door. Dripping wet and wearing only a towel, she slid the door open.

      She bit her lip. “Oh, hello.”

      He’d prepared himself to say he was sorry for waking her in the middle of the night. “So…uh…you’re taking a bath…this late?”

      “I only finished my mudra studies an hour ago. And since I don’t need sleep anymore, I take long baths to relax. Come in.”

      He closed the door behind him and a shiver ran up his spine. He felt as if he were entering the lair of a seductive demoness. He regretted leaving Lu Bei behind.

      “Er…where’s Motekeru?”

      “In the Library. Scanning the shelves to see if he can find a book we can read. He spends a few hours there every day.”

      “Whenever you bathe?”

      “Not necessarily. His Library trips are random. I think he gets bored when there’s nothing to fight.”

      Motekeru would stay in here while she bathed? That was weird.

      Awasa had her back to him. She glanced over her shoulder and batted her eyes. Then she dropped the towel. He spun away, blushing.

      She sank into the water. “You can turn around now.”

      He peeked out of the corner of an eye to be sure. Then he sat down far enough away that he couldn’t see anything.

      “So you didn’t come here to share a bath with me…?”

      He gulped. “No.”

      She laughed. “It’s so much fun making you squirm. So what’s up?”

      He explained the situation. “It’s not that I care about you the least, but—”

      “You do care about me the least. And I don’t blame you. Besides, I’m the logical choice.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with it?”

      “You don’t have a better option, and I’m not offended.” She dipped her head into the water, came up and slicked her hair back. “So you can’t become the Storm Dragon the way Hannya is the Earth Dragon?”

      “Because of my special destiny. Basically, it’s a parasite and I’m its host.”

      “Could be worse. My parasite is an evil warlock.”

      “Seems we have something in common, huh?” He stood. “Thank you, Awasa.”

      “Wait.” She waved a hand. “Sit down and chat a minute.”

      “Okay. Sure.”

      “I’ve gotten to know Kurine a little. I like her. A lot more than I like Iniru.”

      “Of course you would say that.”

      “True. But honestly, I do like her. Kurine’s everything I wish I could have been: cheerful…flirty…brave…self-confident.”

      “Iniru’s all those things, too. Except cheerful. And lately she’s less confident.”

      “Iniru’s haunted. You see that, right?”

      Turesobei found himself telling Awasa, of all people, what Iniru was going through. He even told her how he felt like he’d betrayed Iniru by kissing Kurine. All his relationship problems poured out of him. With her forearms on the edge of the tub, Awasa listened intently.

      When he finished, she exhaled. “Whew! You sure you don’t want to hop in the tub with me so you can finish complicating things as much as possible?”

      He stared at her dumbfounded.

      “That was a joke. Obviously, more girl problems are the last thing you need.”

      He relaxed. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Other than throw yourself into your studies more than you have to?”

      “I can’t face them,” he said. “And I can’t tell Kurine no. She gave up everything for me. Of course, I could never give up on Iniru either.” He put his face in his hands and groaned. “I just don’t know what to do.”

      Awasa leaned back in the tub. “I’d start hitting things, then I’d be a bitch to everyone, and then I’d turn evil.”

      He stared at her blankly for a few moments, then laughed. She chuckled along with him.

      “What was your point?” he asked.

      “That you shouldn’t do that.”

      “I don’t think that was likely to happen.”

      “Sorry, that’s the best advice I can give. I’m not experienced in matters of love. I think I’ve already proven to you how bad I am at that. You’d be better off talking to Motekeru.”

      “I tried. I don’t know how to make his advice work for me.”

      “Why don’t you stick to working hard, only without avoiding everyone completely. Otherwise be yourself. Be calm. Breathe. Live in the moment.”

      “You got that from training with Hannya, didn’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “How’s that going?”

      “I can deflect minor spells and banish tiny demons. More importantly, I’m calmer and have more control over the malice in me. I like Hannya, by the way. A lot. It’s hard to imagine her betraying you.” She splashed water at him. “Now, go! Get some rest.”

      As he opened the door, she added, “Thank you for sharing your troubles with me and for treating me like a normal person.”
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      As they walked through the Courtyard the next morning, Awasa said to him, “Remember when we had tea in my family’s garden, before you went to save Iniru?”

      He smiled sheepishly. “I asked you to the dance at the Autumn Festival.”

      “I wish we could have gone.”

      She had tried so hard then to be nice to him. She was trying hard again now. “Tell you what: next time there’s an Autumn Festival, I am taking you. Regardless of who I’m with. We owe each other that dance.”

      Awasa paused and wiped a tear from her cheek. “Turesobei…thank you.” Brow furrowed, she stared at the teardrop on her finger. “I would like that very much.”

      They met the Blood King in the Workshop. His eyes burned blue-white, signaling a better mood than Turesobei had expected. This version of the Blood King would be intensely demanding but ultimately fair.

      “Turesobei, change into your dragon form. Awasa, follow me.”

      The Blood King and Awasa stood on the far side of the room. Turesobei transformed. His dragon eyes locked onto them, and what little control he had achieved the previous day vanished. The dragon remembered Awasa and how she had attacked it with Sumada.

      The dragon sped toward her.

      Turesobei crashed into the floor.

      Awasa was holding Fangthorn in one hand, and with the other, she held a warding mudra. Turesobei gave her an apologetic look and picked himself up.

      “Again,” the Blood King said.

      Five times Turesobei transformed, and five times he charged them. Awasa had been the wrong choice, and he could tell from delighted glint in the Blood King’s now-orange eyes that he’d known Turesobei would choose her. That made Turesobei angry, which led to five more failures.

      “I think it is time for a change of pace,” the Blood King said. His eyes had changed to pale green. He was bored now. “Girl, you will wait on the steps. Turesobei, center of the room. Summon a fire globe, please.”

      Awasa sat cross-legged on the far left of the bottom step, placed Fangthorn across her lap and held her hands in complex mudras Turesobei didn’t recognize. He knelt in the center of the room, facing the steps. He summoned the fire globe and the Blood King summoned the four columns of flame. As always, the fire energies vanished from the center of the room.

      He was sick of these exercises. They weren’t improving his stamina.

      Fire kenja eddied around Awasa, diverted by the mudras she held. Though she appeared calm, her internal kenja was a roiling, confused mess. He focused on these strange fluctuations in her energy field…then noticed something odd. A tiny stream of fire kenja danced along Fangthorn’s dark-steel blade. That stream was a burgundy color instead of crimson. All the other fire energy in the room, all the fire energy he’d ever seen, was crimson. Turesobei had never before observed such a phenomenon.

      His fire globe burned dimmer and dimmer, but he didn’t care. Using the mudra of concentration, he maximized his focus on the burgundy stream. The Fangthorn-kissed fire kenja entered the nearest column of flames, and on the other side, a minuscule stream of pink kenja trailed out. The column had used part of the burgundy kenja and released the rest. The pink current wound its way between the columns, meandered out into what he had thought was an energy vacuum around him, then spiraled into his fire globe. A thorough scan revealed a web of pink threads feeding into the fire globe. Aside from his internal kenja, those silk-thin strands were all that kept his spell going. But they were far from enough on their own.

      Each type of kenja was more than just a color. It was a smell, a taste, a number and a clear musical note. Synesthesia Grandfather Kahenan had called it, a talent of the senses that only wizards and Kaiaru possessed. Forest kenja was deep emerald, the number five, the third string on a zither played open and the smell and taste of pine branches stripped by a storm. “Where sight and sound fail, taste and smell will lead you true,” Kahenan had often said.

      He trailed a finger through the mysterious pink kenja then touched his fingertip to his tongue. He studied the taste of the pink energy until he deciphered a hint of cinnamon, thought of the number twelve and heard a deep resonant note from out of nowhere. The taste, the texture, the notes…it was similar to the fire kenja from which it had originated.

      He examined the flaming columns carefully and caught a few glimpses of a crimson shade interweaving with the burgundy color. He guessed the columns were only designed to use those two variations of fire kenja. While the third type wasn’t essential, it could be substituted in a pinch. But that wasn’t a problem here, where the other two types of fire kenja were plentiful. If the columns had to use that third type, they would be highly inefficient and would probably need a lot of it to compensate. His fire globe was like the columns. It was keyed to use the same two shades.

      His eyes ached and his vision swam. He lost sight of the burgundy and pink trails and couldn't find them again. He dropped the fire globe.

      “That was a pathetic effort,” the violet-eyed Blood King snarled. “Or have you decided to be insubordinate to impress one of your lovers?”

      “Wait, don’t dismiss the columns. I want to summon the fire globe again.”

      The Blood King raised an eyebrow and allowed him to continue.

      As he summoned a new fire globe, he harmonized the casting with the qualities he'd detected in the pink kenja. With a more complex spell, he would never have had a chance at altering the energy requirements, but with one this simple it just might work.

      This time, the pink energy streams didn’t get caught up in the fire columns and lazily swirl toward him. Instead they rushed straight into his fire globe.

      With his now efficient fire globe burning bright, he turned to the Blood King. “I can hold this spell all day.”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to emerald as he smiled. “And why is that?”

      Turesobei explained his discovery. “But I don’t understand why a simple fire globe would be made without taking advantage of all three subtypes of fire kenja.”

      “Because it was inefficiently designed or accidentally corrupted by a human wizard. Humans can only see the basic structure of energy. It is like hearing chords played on a zither without being able to ever distinguish the individual notes. Even if humans knew Kaiaru could see more, it would do them no good.”

      “And I can only detect the notes because of my special connection to Chonda Lu?”

      The Blood King nodded. “You can learn to see what a Kaiaru sees naturally. And now you can optimize your spells and learn how to make adjustments based on your location.”

      “Was that the point of these repeated tests?”

      “In a normal environment with so many types of kenja swirling around, you never would have noticed the subtypes. But in the Workshop I can control the flows, so I set up everything so that you could learn this.”

      “You could have told me the actual point of the tests.”

      “It is not a teacher’s responsibility to explain everything, but to give you techniques and opportunities so that you may teach yourself. This will always lead to better understanding, especially with high-level magical skills. I have taught thousands of students over the millennia. I know what I am doing.”

      “Lu Bei, why didn’t you tell me about the kenja subtypes?”

      Lu Bei turned into a fetch and bowed. “I do apologize, master, but I assumed you couldn’t see them since you’re not Kaiaru. And I don't think I could have shown you how to see them anyway, given that I can’t see them myself.”

      Turesobei turned to the Blood King. “So what now?”

      “Later, you will work on identifying the three elements that make up each type of kenja you are familiar with. After you have mastered your dragon. Now it is time for you to become the dragon again. The girl will stay in the room as before. I, however, will not.”

      The Blood King started up the steps. “Try not to kill her.”
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      “This is hopeless.” Turesobei sighed. “If I turn into the dragon, I’ll lose control and I won’t be able to stop it.”

      “There has to be another way,” Awasa said. “Why else would he keep making you try?”

      “To torture me.”

      “He only does that when he’s angry. Just try something different this time.”

      “Like what? I’ve tried everything.”

      Awasa chewed at her lip as she paced in a circle around him. “Okay, so the ultimate point is not for you to control the dragon when you take its form, but for you to project it outward?”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “And you’ve tried that?”

      “Of course. But nothing happens. Probably because I haven’t overcome my fear or learned well enough that the dragon isn’t part of me. Or because the only method I know of for projecting it outward is to think about it real hard.”

      Awasa touched the Mark of the Storm Dragon. “I think I have an idea.”

      “He’s all ears,” Lu Bei said. “Except for his nose and his eyes and his lips and…well, he has two ears anyway.”

      Awasa’s veins darkened, her jaw tightened. “You are such a pain.”

      “I do my best,” Lu Bei said.

      Turesobei touched her hand. “Your idea?”

      Awasa took a deep breath and her demeanor softened. “Right.” She stepped back and drew Fangthorn. “While you try your best to project the dragon outward, I will use Fangthorn like a magnet, along with the mudra of kenja gathering, to pull the dragon toward me.”

      “Master, if she pulls and you push…that might just work.”

      “Maybe. But she’d have to key the mudra to the storm dragon’s signature. Do you know how to do that yet?”

      “No. But I think I can manage.”

      “I don’t think instinct will be enough,” Turesobei said.

      Lu Bei shrugged. “The blade did hold a dragon for thousands of years. You can’t discount that much resonance.”

      Turesobei frowned. “Even so, I still don’t see how it could work. I haven’t been able to project the dragon a single inch out from me.”

      “You don’t think I have the strength to draw it out?” Awasa asked.

      He shook his head. “As long as I’m unable to separate the dragon’s essence from mine, I don’t think anything we try has a chance of succeeding.”

      “Ooh! Ooh!” Lu Bei flew a pirouette. “Master, the teleportation spell!”

      “What about it?” Turesobei asked.

      “You may not remember this clearly, but when you teleported into the Wraithspace, the Storm Dragon separated from you by accident. It didn’t become a part of you again until you returned to the Nexus.”

      The details of his time in the Wraithspace were more than hazy, but he remembered enough to get Lu Bei’s point. “I can’t risk teleporting there.”

      “You could use the principles of the spell. After all, you have experienced the dragon being separated from you once already.”

      Turesobei tapped at his chin. “I can try to conjure that feeling from my first teleport…imagine I’m Chonda Lu…use the spell of locating that which is hidden and key it to the Storm Dragon…then envision it located outside of myself, as if I had teleported the dragon a short distance away. With Awasa pulling at the dragon…it might just work.”

      “If it does, master, you’re going to have to compel the dragon to obedience immediately, or it will kill you both.”

      He’d forgotten all about that. He turned to Awasa. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I have faith in you. Besides, you don’t really have a choice, do you? And hey, if the dragon kills me, then maybe when the Blood King resurrects me I’ll be rid of the Warlock.”

      Lu Bei shook his head. “Not necessarily. You could end up worse.”

      “I’ll risk it.”

      Turesobei gave her a kiss on the cheek for luck and she blushed violet. “Let’s do this.”

      Awasa closed her eyes and meditated a few moments. Then she surged forward and raked one of her claw-like fingernails across the storm mark.

      Turesobei raised his hands into a defensive posture. “Ow!”

      Lu Bei darted in between them. “Watch it, missy!”

      “Sorry.” Calmly, she dripped Turesobei’s blood onto Fangthorn. “I didn’t know any other way to key the dragon’s signature to my mudra and the blade.”

      “The storm energy’s inside me.” Using his sleeve, he wiped blood from his cheek. “The symbol is just the connection point, like the valve on our bathtubs.”

      “Lady Hannya says symbols matter and I know firsthand that blood matters.”

      “You could have warned me.”

      “Would you have approved of me using blood magic? Even for something so minor?”

      “Probably not.” He let his irritation slip away. It was just a scratch. And it was a good idea, even if using blood magic posed some risk. “Whenever you’re ready, then.”

      Awasa braced herself and lifted Fangthorn. She formed the necessary mudra. His blood flowed down her fingertips. “I’m ready.”

      “Good luck, master. I’ll see you on the other side.” Lu Bei flew up to the top step and turned into a book.

      Turesobei tried to conjure his memories and feelings of the dragon being separate from him in the Wraithspace along with the sensation of teleporting. He imagined he was Chonda Lu attempting this. Then he unleashed the storm energy and channeled it as if he were using it to cast the spell of locating that which is hidden. He focused on imagining the dragon out in front of him.

      One breath…two breaths…three….

      A globe of roiling storm clouds emerged from his chest and stopped a foot away.

      The globe doubled in size. Then tripled. Turesobei stepped back. The globe remained in place. He stepped back again. His focus wavered. The globe surged toward him, closing most of the distance.

      Awasa pointed the sword at the globe then pulled it back, as if she were trying to draw a fish in with a pole. It moved a few inches toward her. They both stepped back. The globe stayed in between them. They stepped back again. And the tiny storm cloud started expanding.

      As the cloud grew, the dragon began to take shape. Without Turesobei as its heart. A sigh of relief escaped his lips. He could still see through his own eyes and think his own thoughts. It was working!

      His excitement must have weakened his focus, because the half-formed dragon rolled back over him. The clouds swallowed him and instantly tripled in size. He was losing control. The wings and tail unfurled, lifting him up on his toes.

      “Storm Dragon, I bind thee!” Awasa shouted.

      The storm lurched toward her, pulling him along. Then it recoiled, angered by her attempt to bind it. Awasa knew she couldn’t bind the beast. She was just trying to distract it so he could free himself. It didn’t work. He rose off the ground into the body of the storm. His mind began to merge with the Storm Dragon’s.

      She leapt in and stabbed Fangthorn into the dragon’s snout. The beast roared and showered the room with fiery sparks. With her fingers twisted into a new mudra, Awasa stood firm. The sparks bounced off a hazy shield that now surrounded her.

      Enraged, the dragon locked its eyes on Awasa. Its muscles bunched to attack. But Turesobei still had enough awareness left to realize the danger Awasa was in. He couldn’t let the dragon hurt her. He had to stop it.

      With a surge of willpower, he separated his mind from the dragon’s.

      Then he repeated the procedure from before. He focused on remembering the sensation of teleporting and, using the spell of locating that which is hidden, he shoved the storm energies away from him.

      I’m not the dragon; I’m not the dragon; I’m not the—

      His knees struck the ground and he toppled forward. Before he planted his face, nose first, on the stone floor he caught himself. His body trembled and his mind reeled. The storm sigil on his cheek burned.

      Half-second flashes of the dragon dream assaulted him. One moment, he was the dragon, disoriented but furious nonetheless. The next he lay weak and shaking on the Workshop floor. His human body seemed to be having trouble getting enough air in its lungs while his Dragon form only grew stronger. Its passion was intoxicating.

      Awasa knelt across from him. She caught his fading gaze and refused to let go.

      He focused on her violet eyes. They were the tether anchoring him to himself. She nodded encouragingly. He sucked in a deep breath and fought with everything he had against the dragon dream.

      The physical manifestation of the Storm Dragon snapped free with a crack of thunder. The energy poured out from him. Turesobei looked up and gasped. Hovering above, its sparking baleful eyes glaring down at him, was the Storm Dragon. This was the first time he’d ever seen it as an outsider would. The dragon was beautiful…breathtaking…majestic. Though separate in form, they remained bound one to the other, their souls entwined. Panting, he started to smile.

      The dragon roared. Lightning flashed through its wings and body. A fury of sparks swirled through the Workshop and specks of hail rained down. Turesobei leaned against the gale and threw his hands up to protect his face. He didn’t have the strength to cast a shielding spell. Awasa’s force field held for a few more seconds then sputtered out. That calmed the dragon. The wind, sparks and hail ceased. Bruised and scratched, clothes torn, Turesobei dropped his hands and sighed with relief.

      Awasa wiped blood from a cut on her cheek then froze. With a look of terror on her face, she backed away. Turesobei felt the intent before the beast moved. Now that the Storm Dragon could act however it wanted, its first act as a semi-independent being was to lock its seething rage onto the person who’d twice struck it with a magic sword.

      The dragon spat electric fire at Awasa.

      “Look out!” he yelled.

      She dove aside. The fire branded a four-foot-wide scorch mark onto the far wall instead. Thunder boomed so loudly that Turesobei’s ear drums nearly burst. Turesobei ran toward Awasa, but the dragon’s tail swiped him across the belly and flung him backward. He crashed into the base of the stairs and could only watch as the dragon sped toward Awasa.

      She leapt to her feet, locked one hand into a warding mudra and struck the dragon with Fangthorn. The dragon recoiled away then surged forward and snapped its jaws onto the mudra-forming hand. Bone cracked and flesh burned. Awasa cried out and slashed with Fangthorn. The sword bit into the dragon. It released her with a roar and then reared up above her.

      Turesobei stood shakily and winced. At least one rib was cracked, maybe several. The skin on his stomach was badly burned.

      The dragon crashed down onto Awasa. Its horns struck her on the forehead. Its claws raked deep into her flesh. Steaming blood spattered the ceiling. Flesh sizzled. The dragon pinned her against the wall. Glowing razor fangs bared, the dragon’s maw plunged toward Awasa’s head.

      Turesobei direct-cast the spell of compelling obedience and stumbled across the room. “Stop!”

      The Storm Dragon’s jaws clamped shut an inch in front of Awasa’s face. The beast flicked its tail of solidified storm at Turesobei. He ducked under the strike. It dug its fiery claws deeper into Awasa’s shoulders. She groaned and spat up blood. Her eyes rolled back and she sagged lifelessly, as limp a rag doll. Resisting the urge to cry out, Turesobei kept his focus on the spell.

      “Release her. Now!”

      Keeping its talons buried in Awasa, the Storm Dragon whipped its head around. Turesobei met its fiery eyes. His poorly cast command spell fizzled out.

      The dragon’s eyes flashed defiantly and it turned back to its prey. Electricity built up within the belly of the beast. The maw opened. It was going to blast her. He wasn’t sure the Blood King could bring her back if it mangled her too badly.

      Turesobei reached into his spell pouch. The strip for the spell of compelling obedience leapt into his fingertips. He cast the spell as fast as he could and again yelled, “Stop!”

      This time he unleashed a perfect casting. The dragon shivered and jerked away, as if it were a fish hooked by the mouth. The lightning build-up ceased.

      “Come to me,” Turesobei said.

      The Storm Dragon slithered up to him. Sparks showered from its horns and fiery whiskers. Its eyes burned with hatred. He could feel it straining to break free of his command. It wanted nothing more than that. But his will held firm.

      “You will obey me.”

      Thunder rumbled from deep within the dragon.

      “I would give you your freedom if I could. I don’t want to be bound to you any more than you want to be bound to me. But I can’t free you—not yet.” He hoped the beast understood what he was saying. “Soon, we will face many deadly enemies and I will let you unleash your full fury against them.” The dragon snarled. “It would be easier if you left me and those I love alone so I didn’t have to compel you.”

      A vision of the dragon dream flashed in Turesobei’s eyes and he staggered. The dragon eased toward him.

      He grabbed his ribs. Either it was getting harder to breathe, or his adrenaline was running out. His vision swam. His focus drifted. He had to keep himself together. Awasa was badly injured…maybe dying, maybe dead.

      Where in Torment was the Blood King? He had no idea how to get the Storm Dragon back inside him and he couldn’t control it if he passed out. What was he supposed to do? Where was he supposed to store the dragon? Until now it had always lurked inside him, waiting to be awoken.

      That was it!

      “Storm Dragon, go to sleep.”

      It growled.

      “Rest until you are needed.” He focused on his storm mark and tried to close the channel. “Rest until there are enemies to fight.”

      The dragon sped toward him. Turesobei threw his hands up and backed away, cringing.

      The dragon shrank into a narrow funnel cloud as it neared. Then it condensed into a ball of lightning. It struck him in the chest and knocked him off his feet. He hit the ground and rolled.

      With the return of the storm energy, his insides burned.

      Awasa lay across the room, her clothes and flesh torn. Smoke trailed up from her scorched skin and hair. He tried to get up and check on her but he collapsed. He crawled a few feet toward her then passed out.
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      Turesobei woke. He was lying on the stone floor in the Workshop. He ached all over, his head swam and every time he breathed, a sharp pain lanced his chest. Lu Bei was fanning him with a piece of parchment. He leaned up on one elbow and winced. “What…where….” He shook his head and fumbled for words, for memories.

      The fetch gave him a bowl. “Drink, master.”

      He took a sip. The mint-cooled liquid poured down his parched throat. His mind cleared and he remembered.

      He glanced around. “Awasa?”

      Lu Bei moved aside and gestured to the far end of the Workshop, where Awasa floated in a glowing, azure cocoon. Turesobei struggled to his feet and limped painfully over.

      The Blood King guided her down. “She was nearly dead.” He released the spell. “She will need a few weeks of rest for a full recovery. Most of her scars should heal, eventually.”

      Turesobei tried to breathe a sigh of relief but ended up wheezing and clutching his chest. “It didn’t have to go that far. You could have helped us. You could have at least kept the dragon from hurting her!”

      “And interrupt the learning process? I think not.”

      “I’d already learned everything I needed before the dragon attacked her.”

      “I disagree.” The Blood King’s eyes flickered between emerald and orange. “You brought the dragon back into you, all on your own, and you saw what it was capable of should you lose control.”

      “I knew that already.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Turesobei knelt beside Awasa and took her right hand. Despite the repair to the bones and tissues, her left hand looked as if it had been chewed on by a wolf. Her head didn’t look any better. Most of her hair had been burned away, leaving a crust of scars. Blood caked the strands that remained. Her clothes were shredded. Respectfully, he tried not to look too closely. He couldn’t bear to see all the scars anyway. It was fortunate the Storm Dragon had attacked her with fang and claws before trying to bite her head off. Otherwise….

      Turesobei frowned. The dragon could have killed her immediately if it had wanted.

      The Blood King’s words about what the beast was capable of echoed in his head.

      “The Storm Dragon toyed with her first, didn’t it?”

      The Blood King nodded. Learning that the dragon could be malicious was hardly worth Awasa being torn apart. He started to say something about it, but what was the point? The Blood King was what he was.

      The Blood King’s eyes settled into emerald. “How will you expel the dragon from you without the girl’s assistance? And do so reliably? Given that you lack the sheer willpower to do it on your own.”

      “You don’t think master can learn to do it naturally?” Lu Bei asked.

      “Truthfully, I never expected him to be able to do it through willpower. He is too human for that. But I thought it worth a try, since he sometimes greatly exceeds expectations.”

      “You’re a mean teacher,” Lu Bei snapped.

      “So, apprentice, how will you do it?”

      His body ached, he could scarcely breathe and his mind was fuzzy, yet he was supposed to theorize his next step? He noted the Blood King’s expectant gaze. He didn’t want the emerald eyes to go away. He could do without the violent outbursts of scarlet, the tortures of orange or the brooding suspicion of yellow.

      “Well…” he said, stalling as he considered the problem.

      “A bit of healing would help master think.”

      “Your master will sometimes need to solve problems while injured. This is a good exercise.”

      Lu Bei grumbled. “Can’t blame a fetch for trying.”

      “Your answer?” the Blood King said.

      “I’ll…I’ll have to develop a unique evocation spell,” Turesobei wheezed. “I can’t think of any other way.”

      “And how will you, Chonda Turesobei, go about creating a new spell?”

      His thoughts hadn’t traveled that far. He obviously lacked the ability to create a new spell out of thin air. Altering even the simplest was hard enough. But what choice did he have?

      “I could modify the teleportation spell and key it to the Storm Dragon alone, leaving myself and…” he shook his head, having lost his train of thought “…leaving myself in place. I think the link between me and the dragon would remain if I did it correctly.”

      “The teleportation spell is incredibly complex.”

      “But at heart, it’s basically a reversal of the spell of locating that which is hidden, right?”

      “With the addition of four-dimensional coordinates and the ability to create a tunnel through Wraithspace to safely project oneself to a new location over a vast distance.”

      “But I only need to project the dragon a few paces outside myself.”

      “The only difference between two feet and two hundred miles is the amount of energy required. The complexity is the same. And modifying the spell is far beyond you. Truthfully, what you managed earlier by projecting the dragon using the spell of locating that which is hidden worked only in part. You would have failed without help from Awasa and Fangthorn.”

      “Oh.” Turesobei’s shoulders sagged. “Then I don’t know what to do.”

      The Blood King smiled. “Your idea was sound. I will create the spell for you.”

      “You won’t make me do it myself?”

      “If I were willing to spend decades training you, I would. But I am not. You understand the concept and you figured it out on your own. That is not an insignificant accomplishment. It will suffice.”

      Awasa gripped his hand tight and groaned. “If it can be done with a spell,” she hissed, “then why didn’t you just give him one to begin with?”

      “Because I could not create the spell without first precisely analyzing the dragon’s signature separate from Turesobei’s form. The pseudo-teleportation spell will require variable components for the time and space coordinates. With such a spell, I cannot afford to be off on the energy calculations by even the most minuscule of amounts, or else Turesobei would end up in Wraithspace again, at best. Besides, I thought your way might reveal a different approach that would work better.”

      The Blood King touched a finger to the storm mark on Turesobei’s cheek. “There is one more thing I must do.” He meditated a few moments then nodded with satisfaction. “I have everything I need to know now. You are free to go.”

      Turesobei stood, gasped and clutched his ribs. “So I have to heal myself?”

      Scarlet eyes locked onto him and Turesobei backed away. Then the eyes turned languid green and the Blood King waved a hand. “I suppose I can.” He cast the healing spell. Cool energies poured over Turesobei. His ribs knitted back together, his scratches and bruises vanished. He took a deep, painless breath.

      “Thank you, master.”

      The Blood King made no reply and started up the steps.

      “What should I do now?” Turesobei asked.

      “Take the next two days off and rest while I create the spell you need.”

      The Blood King disappeared into his Throne Room.

      Turesobei leaned down and kissed Awasa on the forehead. “That was amazing. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She grimaced as he helped her stand. “If I hurt this bad after the healing he put on me, then I must’ve been really messed up.”

      “I was sure you were dead,” Turesobei said.

      Lu Bei patted her on the shoulder, a surprisingly kind gesture given their history. “You were very brave. I’m impressed.”

      “You’re impressed with me?” Awasa asked. “I…I don’t know what to say.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t let it go to your head. I still don’t like you.”

      Awasa shuffled along and climbed agonizingly up the steps.

      “A full recovery will take a few weeks,” Turesobei said.

      “According to Hannya, my body has an accelerated healing rate now. I hope she’s right, because this is tedious.” She stopped to catch her breath. “Motekeru told me that in adversity, the inner nature of every person is revealed.”

      “Do you know yourself better now?”

      She shrugged. “I know that I’m either extraordinarily brave or foolishly daring. Child Awasa was too timid to be either of those things and Ninefold Awasa would never have risked herself to help someone else, even you.”

      “I think if you encountered Barakaros the Warlock today he would never have a chance at taking over your mind.”

      “Damn straight he wouldn’t.”

      With a little more spring in her steps, they reached the top and entered the Throne Room. Sitting on his throne, the Blood King glared at them with cold, gray eyes and said nothing.

      Once they were in the Courtyard, Awasa asked, “Is it just me, or does he have some incredibly dramatic mood swings?”

      “He has nine Kaiaru souls inside him,” Lu Bei said. “Would you expect him to be stable?”

      “Of course not,” she said. “I only have two essences and I’m a mess.”

      “At least I always know where I stand with you,” Turesobei said.

      She smiled at him. “His mood swings are worse than I had realized, though. The rest of us don’t encounter him as much as the two of you.”

      “I tailor my approach according to which personality I’m dealing with,” Turesobei said. “Which sounds easier than it is, because his mood can shift unexpectedly sometimes. And I haven’t quite figured out all of his personalities yet.”

      The others were having a picnic lunch out in the Courtyard. Enashoma spotted them first, leapt to her feet and screeched. The others were up in an instant. Everyone rushed in.

      “Sobei, what happened?” Kurine said. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, just exhausted.”

      Iniru approached cautiously, her eyes locked onto Awasa. She stopped and lowered into a fighting stance.

      “I didn’t go crazy and attack him,” Awasa said. “And if I had, I clearly didn’t come out on top now, did I?”

      “We didn’t think that you…” Enashoma began, but she broke off once she noticed Iniru’s fighting stance.

      “It’s okay,” Turesobei said to Iniru. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Iniru relaxed. “Sorry. I’m just—”

      “Trying to be careful cause you don’t trust me?” Awasa said. “I get it. It’s okay. I don’t trust myself either.”

      Iniru sheepishly muttered another apology.

      Zaiporo exchanged places with Turesobei. “Let me help.” He put a shoulder under one of Awasa’s arms. “You’re a mess.”

      “Gee thanks, Zaiporo. I hadn’t realized it.”

      He shot her a nasty look. “Old habits?”

      “Actually, I was just teasing you. I guess I never have been any good at that sort of thing, though.”

      “Don’t think so,” Zaiporo said. “Sorry.”

      “What happened?” Kurine asked as she helped Zaiporo by taking Awasa’s other arm.

      “Oh, I got mauled by the Storm Dragon,” Awasa said, “and nearly died.”

      Everyone stopped and gaped at Turesobei.

      “How the heck did that happen?” Enashoma asked. “Sobei, why was she anywhere near you when you were transforming?”

      “It’s complicated,” he said. “Can I tell you what happened later?”

      Hannya and Motekeru approached.

      “Tell us now,” Hannya said.

      “Shouldn’t we take Awasa to her room first?” Turesobei asked.

      “I can do that,” Motekeru said. He picked her up in his arms and thudded away.

      Turesobei collapsed onto a mossy patch beneath an elm. A nap would be so much better than facing their questions and, most likely, Enashoma’s wrath. He started to ramble off an explanation, but Lu Bei interrupted him.

      “Master, you’re exhausted. Allow me.”

      In complete and vivid detail, Lu Bei told them everything.

      Hannya sneered. “Projecting your dragon out from you? Disgusting.”

      “You know it’s not part of me,” Turesobei said.

      “It could be,” she said.

      “My special destiny prevents it. And besides, I don’t want to be the dragon.”

      Hannya shook her head and stalked off toward the Throne Room.

      Enashoma, who had sat steaming throughout, finally boiled over. “What were you thinking?! You could have killed her!”

      “I had to choose someone. And Awasa understood the risk. She agreed it was worth it.”

      “Why did you choose her?” Kurine asked.

      Iniru’s eyes narrowed into slits. She was obviously thinking the same thing.

      “You two wish I’d chosen one of you instead of her to face the Storm Dragon? Have you lost your minds?”

      Kurine and Iniru both shrugged.

      “Look, Awasa was the right choice for this. And I wouldn’t have succeeded with anyone else. Besides, you and Iniru can’t be restored to life again, so I couldn’t risk choosing you. And Awasa is a lot tougher than Enashoma and Zaiporo.”

      Enashoma started to say something, but Lu Bei interrupted her. “Master made the right choice, Lady Shoma. And he had to make a choice, you know that.”

      “It was bad enough when he was taking too many risks on his own,” Enashoma said, refusing to let it go. “But now he’s using others.”

      “I didn’t have a choice! What don’t you get about that?”

      “You went too far,” Iniru said. “You didn’t have to let her try to draw the dragon out.”

      “It was her idea,” Kurine said, “and it did turn out alright.”

      “That doesn’t mean he had to agree to it,” Enashoma said. “Sobei, we trust you to know when something magical is too dangerous. Or at least we used to.”

      Turesobei’s nostrils flared. “It was Awasa’s choice and mine! It was either that, or I could transform into the dragon yet again and attack her without a chance of figuring out how to expel the dragon from me. We both knew what we were doing.”

      He started toward his room, but Enashoma followed him.

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “You didn’t know what you were doing when you teleported into the rose vine.”

      Turesobei spun on her, heart thundering, jaw clenched. “I’m trying to get us home! And that means I have to take risks!”

      “You can take risks and still be careful. But you're being reckless.”

      “Shoma, I have this under control. I know what I’m doing as best as anyone possibly could. A lot better than you or anyone else. And I had no choice! End of discussion!”

      Zaiporo stopped Enashoma from following him and Turesobei thundered inside. He burst into his room, ripped his clothes off and opened the tap for the bath, muttering curses the whole time.

      Lu Bei started a pot of tea. “Lady Shoma’s merely upset, master. You teleporting into the rose vine shook her. I think she thought you were invincible up till then. The business with the dragon today just pushed her over the edge.”

      “Well, she needs to get herself together. Her arguments don’t even make sense anymore.”

      “She’ll come around, master. She always does. And it might help if you took it easy for a few weeks. Give her time to settle back down.”

      “I don’t have time for taking it easy.”

      “As you say, master.”

      After a bath and a soothing cup of green tea mixed with chamomile, he calmed down. He got dressed and decided to check on Awasa. He tapped on her door and Motekeru let him in. Awasa was taking a bath.

      Motekeru laid out clothes for her. “Summon me when you leave, master. I will be out in the garden.”

      Turesobei sat down a respectable distance away. “You okay?”

      “I will be,” Awasa said. She had washed what little of her hair remained. “How did the others react?”

      “Not well.”

      “How mad did Enashoma get?”

      “How did you know she was mad?”

      “It’s the sort of thing that upsets her. And she’s been complaining a lot about you taking risks. She doesn’t like you spending so much time with the Blood King.”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “She knows and she can’t do anything about it. That’s what makes her mad. Being powerless is hard. Child Awasa couldn’t handle it. That’s why she lashed out so much. Enashoma has always had more freedom than I did. She ran away to avoid an arranged marriage, after all. She’s not used to feeling powerless.”

      “Oh.” He scratched his head. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

      “She’ll come around.”

      “That’s what Lu Bei said.”

      “Oh, yuck. I don’t want to start agreeing with the fetch.”

      Turesobei chuckled. “I really am sorry for what happened.”

      “Don’t be. You did your best. And you’re doing what’s right.”

      “I hope so.”

      She smiled. “You know I’ll do anything for you, Turesobei. Anything. You risked bringing me here. You saved me from becoming a monster. I will always be in your debt. I would die for you if needed.”

      “Awasa…I….”

      “Don’t reply to that. Let it go.”

      He nodded.

      She ran a hand over her head. “I don’t have much hair left, do I?”

      He shook his head. “It should grow back, I think.”

      “I used to spend half an hour combing through it, every night. One hundred strokes down the middle and one hundred down each side. My mother made me. I hated it.”

      “I never comb mine more than a few strokes to a side.”

      “That’s obvious. Everyone can tell.”

      They both laughed.

      “I don’t care if it grows back,” she said. “It doesn’t matter to me.”

      “You’re going to want some of it to grow back so it evens out.”

      “That bad, huh?” She pointed toward her shelves. “Could you bring me the mirror?”

      “Er, sure.”

      He picked up the hand mirror and brought it over, keeping his eyes averted. As he neared, she propped her elbows on the edge of the tub and grinned, exposing her tiny fangs.

      Nervously, Turesobei shuffled up to the edge of the tub, keeping his eyes averted.

      Awasa surged up out of the water, wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.
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      She tasted like nutmeg and iron. Before he could pull away, she released him and sank back into the water, licking her lips. He stumbled back and sat down.

      “Awasa, I—”

      “Don’t worry.” She smiled. “I just wanted that one kiss to celebrate our victory.”

      “It—but—”

      “You know, Turesobei, I like you a lot. More now than ever. But I don’t think I’ve ever actually loved you.”

      He stared at her, dumbfounded.

      “You weren’t expecting that after a kiss, were you?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “To be honest, I never loved you either. I liked you. And you were popular and very pretty. But—”

      “Am I still pretty?”

      He considered it a moment. She looked entirely different now: her tall, muscled frame, her paper-white skin, her violet eyes, the purple star on her forehead….

      “You’re strong, exotic and unique now. I think that makes you prettier.”

      A big smile warmed her face. “You’re still cute. And still clueless. Now that I’ve had my post-danger kiss from you, I’m ready to move on.”

      “Friends then?”

      “You think we could be good friends someday?”

      “I think we are good friends now. Especially after what we just went through together.”

      “That makes me happy,” she said. “Because I’ve realized something: I love you now, but only as a friend.” She curled her lips. “Romantically, you just don’t do anything for me. You’re too sweet and agreeable. I think I need someone who’s more of a challenge.”

      “You really are a new Awasa, aren’t you?”

      “I’m a better Awasa in some ways. But you have no idea how much effort it takes for me to maintain control.” She waved her hands at him. “Go get some rest. If you need help again, I’ll be there.”

      “Thank you, Wasa.”

      “You’re welcome, Sobei.”

      

      On the next night, he joined everyone, except Awasa who was still resting, for dinner in the Dining Hall. Kurine sat beside him, gave him a peck on the cheek and apologized. Iniru glared at them both. Zaiporo gave him a, “what can you do?” shrug. And Enashoma repeatedly shot a blend of concerned and scathing looks at him.

      He wanted to tell her that he had to work hard and fast. That there was no way they’d ever escape the Blood King if he didn’t take risks, and big ones at that. Because the odds were all stacked against them and in the end, he’d probably have to gamble everything to even have a chance of saving them. But he decided it was better to avoid another argument. Besides, maybe she simply wasn’t ready to face the truth.

      He ate quickly then announced, “I’ll be working all night.”

      “Don’t you need more rest?” Kurine asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Be safe then,” she said. “And do your best.”

      He stood and nodded firmly. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Sobei, you can’t trust Awasa,” Iniru said. “You know that, right?”

      “I trust Awasa. And while she may be unstable, she risked a lot to help all of us.”

      “But—”

      “No buts, Niru. We’ve got to learn to trust each other. These missions are going to be so difficult that the Blood King thinks I will need all of your help to succeed. And that's with me casting spells and deploying the Storm Dragon. Think about that.”

      Before anyone else could speak, he rushed out into the Courtyard and used the scroll to teleport into the Workshop. This was the first time he’d done it from someplace other than his room. He was nauseated when he arrived, but it soon passed.

      Two new spell pouches lay on the worktable. Each bore a powerful mark of perpetual concealment.

      “A gift,” the emerald-eyed Blood King said as he strolled down the steps. “To acknowledge your accomplishment. I believe you had planned to do this for yourself, yes?”

      “Thank you,” Turesobei said with surprise. “I had been studying the marks for it.”

      “Now you will not have to waste your time on it. Hannya tells me your friends were unhappy with the risks you took. She was displeased as well. But that is because she is enjoying teaching Awasa and imagines her to be a protégé. She is trying to shape the girl into her image. A silly endeavor, if you ask me.”

      That was exactly what Turesobei feared. In her current state Awasa might be malleable and easily corrupted. Just because the Warlock wouldn’t be able to dominate her mind now didn’t mean she couldn’t be influenced in other ways, especially by someone as devious and likable as Hannya.

      “As for your friends, they do not understand what you and I understand: that great rewards require great risks. More importantly, achievement requires sacrifice. I told you that your weakness is your failure to understand the true power of sacrifice. But that, I think, is changing. You were willing to sacrifice Awasa, and she was willing to sacrifice herself for you.”

      “That’s not how I saw it.”

      “How you see it does not matter. Your instincts and willpower, her mudras, your blood and Fangthorn should not have been enough to do what you did. So how do you think you managed it?”

      “Sacrifice,” Turesobei answered dully.

      “Precisely. Her willingness to charge the dragon magnified the sacrifice you two had already made. And the two of you had a bond already. She sacrificed her life back home to follow you into the greater world, and you faced the yomon to bring her here. These things matter greatly. If not for sacrifice, I would not be who I am. This realm would not exist.”

      Turesobei nodded along to appease him. “What should I work on now, master?”

      The Blood King drew out a scroll from thin air. “I present to you the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon. It was frustratingly difficult to design. Doubly so because after much careful engineering, I realized I had to retool it so that one of your limited skill set could manage to cast it.”

      Gee, thanks for the compliment.

      “Spend the night studying and rehearsing the spell. Do not attempt a casting.”

      Turesobei did as he was told and pored over the phrases and multidimensional characters. The spell was similar to the teleportation spell, but some parts were missing and others added. The spell of compelling obedience had even been interlaced into the casting. This was more than a simple tweak of an existing spell. Turesobei never would’ve been able to create this spell on his own.

      When the Blood King returned after dawn, Turesobei knew the spell perfectly. Of course, knowing a spell and casting it were two different things.

      “Now you should test it,” the Blood King said. “Stay in your fetch form, Lu Bei. We need to see if his spell affects you in any way.”

      Turesobei did a slow-cast of the spell, taking his time to get it right. The first two attempts fizzled out. The Blood King made him rest an hour before attempting it again. Perfectly calibrated or not, if he messed the casting up too much, bad things, like popping into Wraithspace, could still happen.

      On his third attempt, sparks flew out from the Mark of the Storm Dragon and a condensed storm cloud poured from his chest. It billowed out into the form of the Storm Dragon. Turesobei grinned at his success, until a wave of nausea brought him to his knees. Despite vomiting, he managed to maintain the spell.

      The dragon landed and eyed him angrily as he wiped his mouth off. “I know I promised you enemies,” Turesobei said. “But we haven’t reached them yet. This was just a test.”

      The dragon turned and locked its eyes on the Blood King.

      “Yes, he’s technically my enemy, but I think you know there’s no point in attacking him.”

      In his dragon form, Lu Bei whizzed through the rafters.

      “Lu Bei! How do you feel?”

      The dragon fetch landed. “A little more myself and in control than usual. Oooh, and I can talk. Check that out!”

      “That’s good!”

      “I don’t think it will last long, though, master.”

      Using a wing, the Storm Dragon knocked Lu Bei aside and hissed at him.

      “Hey! Watch it, mister—missy—you!”

      The Storm Dragon growled at him.

      “You will leave Lu Bei alone,” Turesobei said sternly.

      The dragon again turned toward the Blood King and this time rushed him anyway. The Blood King didn’t even attempt to stop the dragon.

      “Halt!” Turesobei said.

      The Storm Dragon stopped a foot away from the Blood King and snorted sparks onto him. The Blood King’s only reaction was a shift in eye color from emerald to yellow.

      Turesobei pointed at the dragon. “Back away!”

      The Storm Dragon huffed and drifted to the other side of the Workshop.

      “Sleep,” Turesobei said.

      The Storm Dragon turned into a swirling cloud that spun into a ball the size of a fire globe. The ball streaked across the room and struck him in the chest. He was blasted backward and landed hard on the stone floor.

      He groaned. “That was worse than last time.”

      “The Storm Dragon does not like you,” the Blood King said, “nor does it appreciate being commanded.”

      In his normal fetch form, Lu Bei landed. “At least I changed back pleasantly.”

      “A few tweaks should get rid of your nausea at the spell’s completion,” the Blood King said, “along with practice, of course.”

      “Anything I can do about the return?”

      “I doubt it,” the Blood King said. “Be thankful that it cannot burn you to a crisp.”

      Once the spell had been tweaked, the Blood King had him practice it again. When he was done, Turesobei wiped the vomit from his mouth. “I didn’t feel as sick that time and it was a lot easier to cast.”

      “Continue practicing. Tomorrow morning, we will start work on the kenja subtypes.” The Blood King took a few steps, then paused. His eyes shifted, one to pale blue and the other to emerald. “Also, while my title, the Blood King, is useful for striking fear into my enemies, I do not enjoy hearing it. That title was not of my choosing and I have grown weary of hearing you refer to me that way.”

      “What would you rather be called, master?”

      His eyes shifted to the morose gray. “Lord Gyoroe. That is as true a name as I possess.”

      With that said, he departed.

      Once he was gone, Turesobei turned to Lu Bei. “Is that one of the names you can’t say?”

      Lu Bei shook his head. “I have never heard it before.”

      Turesobei shrugged. “Back to work, then.”

      “You do seem a bit tired, master. I think you need some rest.”

      “I don’t need sleep or food here.”

      “In pleasures, the mind recovers. And your internal kenja needs to replenish.”

      “I can’t afford to rest. You know that. But I’ll pace myself and take little naps as needed. You may bring me as many bowls of tea as you like.”

      “Some biscuits and fruit, too?”

      “Fine. Whatever keeps you off my back. But I’m not returning to my room until…until I’m ready to return.”

      “No matter what you do, master, you are going to have to face Iniru and Kurine again and deal with this love triangle you have fostered, however inadvertently. Endless spell work is just going to make things worse, and maybe drive you mad.”

      

      Three straight days of spell work passed. He knew this only because Lu Bei pestered him about resting. During his breaks, he drank black tea, ate strawberries and cashews, and meditated. He practiced evoking the Storm Dragon a few more times, as much for controlling the dragon as for mastering the spell. And he made sure he prepared plenty of spell strips for summoning it. That was possible only because the Blood King…Lord Gyoroe…had simplified the spell for him.

      When he wasn’t working on that, he worked with Lord Gyoroe on the kenja subtypes, the notes that made up the chords he had always known. Once he mastered them, he would be able to customize his standard spells to make them more powerful and efficient. If he ever survived to pass down his knowledge, future generations of Chonda wizards would be far ahead of those from other clans.

      On the fourth morning, after demonstrating an effective evocation of the Storm Dragon and correctly identifying and using all fifteen kenja subtypes, the Blood King said, “Tomorrow you will begin to learn gate magic. You may spend the rest of this day however you wish.”

      “I’m going to continue with my studies,” Turesobei said as flatly as possible. Working with the gates meant Turesobei could start looking for a way to escape, but he didn’t want to show his excitement over the possibility.

      Hours later, while making yet another spell strip, Turesobei heard steps on the staircase down into the Workshop. “Lord Gyoroe, I’ll be finished with this in a few minutes.”

      “Who’s Gyoroe?” Awasa asked in her husky voice.

      Awasa had shaved away what remained of her hair. He had never seen a woman with a perfectly bald head before. It was a good look for her though.

      “Oh, hey. Give me a minute to finish.”

      He drained the last of the tea from his bowl and completed the spell. He stood and wobbled. Suddenly he was very sleepy. He frowned at his tea bowl. He had thought this new brew tasted funny.

      “Why have…you drugged…me?” he slurred.

      He slumped to the floor before getting an answer.
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      It was night when Turesobei woke, not in his room but one dimly lit by a single lantern and adorned with lily patterns in a range of reds, pinks and purples. Enashoma’s room. Why was he in his sister’s room? He pushed the blanket off and sat up awkwardly. His neck was stiff, as if he’d slept a long time without changing position. He wasn’t dizzy, though, so the drug must have worn off. He was still dressed in his clothes from before. He took a deep breath and cringed. He stank terribly. The result of days without bathing or changing his clothes.

      Dressed only in her inner robe of fine white silk, Enashoma knelt on a cushion, meditating, her fingers twisted into arcane mudras. Her eyes popped open and fixed on him.

      “You’re awake.”

      He rubbed his neck. “What happened?”

      “Lu Bei slipped something into your tea while you weren’t looking. Then Awasa brought you here. It was my idea.”

      “Shoma! Why would you do that?!”

      “You needed rest but wouldn’t get any. And we need to have a talk, all of us.”

      Anger bubbled up within him, then faded away with a sigh. He wasn’t nearly as angry as he would’ve expected. Perhaps because he had needed some rest.

      “Are you still angry with me?” he asked.

      She eyed him. “Not as much as I was. Mostly I’m concerned. But that has nothing to do with what I did.”

      “How long was I asleep? And why am I in your room?”

      “Twelves hours,” she said. “And we brought you here because I wanted Kurine and Iniru to think you were still in the Workshop.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need rest.”

      “I’m sure they’d let me rest.”

      “I’m sure they’d mean to, but their competitiveness is running out of control now. They would’ve ended up disturbing you.”

      “Huh? I don’t get it.”

      “That’s the problem.” Enashoma slipped on her outer robe and belted it hastily. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Do not go anywhere.”

      Turesobei called Lu Bei and drank some water. The fetch slinked into the room, chewed at his lip and avoided eye contact. “Yes, master?”

      “You drugged me.”

      “Um, yes, master. And I’m very sorry about it, but it was for your own good.”

      Turesobei gritted his teeth, mostly to be dramatic and let the fetch know he was displeased, then released his anger with a sigh. “I guess I was overdoing it.”

      “Quite so, master. I refused at first, but Lady Shoma was most insistent. And Lady Awasa said she’d punch me in the belly or hex me with a mudra if I didn’t help. So I helped. Again, I’m sorry, master.”

      “You just called Awasa a lady.”

      “Oh! Goodness me. I—well, that’s interesting, isn’t it?”

      Turesobei nearly smiled. “What about Lord Gyoroe? Did he—?”

      “Awasa checked with him first. He gave it the okay. He said some rest before studying gate travel would do you good.”

      “So what’s all this about everyone needing to talk?”

      Lu Bei lit the other lamps. “Best to wait and catch it in the face, master. Fretting will only make it worse.”

      Turesobei got up and adjusted his robe. “I’m fretting already.”

      “Not as much as you would be if you knew what I know.”

      Footsteps sounded down the hallway. Enashoma swept in, pulling Kurine and Iniru in along with her. Zaiporo moped in behind them and gave Turesobei an apologetic look. Awasa strode in last with a grim and determined expression on her face. Her eyes met Turesobei’s. She gave him a pitying smile and melted into the shadows of the farthest corner.

      “Don’t see why I need to be here,” Zaiporo muttered to Enashoma in a desperate voice.

      Her jaw tightened. “I’ll tell you when you can leave, Zai.”

      “Shoma, what’s going on?” Kurine spotted Turesobei. “Sobei, my love! There you are.” Her nose crinkled and her face twisted into a look of disgust. “I tried to visit you in the Workshop this morning, but the Blood King wouldn’t let me in.”

      “I was here…sleeping.”

      Iniru was fanning the air in front of her face. “Gods, what is that smell?”

      “That would be me,” Turesobei said. “Sorry.”

      Awasa slid open the door leading outside to let in fresh air.

      “I’ve called you all here,” Enashoma said, “because things are getting out of hand.”

      “What things?” Iniru asked quietly.

      “I think you know,” Enashoma said.

      Iniru and Kurine both nodded ashamedly, as if they’d been scolded by their mothers for stealing a treat.

      Enashoma explained how she, Lu Bei and Awasa drugged him and brought him here so he could rest undisturbed.

      “Why didn’t you take him to his room and let me know?” Kurine asked. “We could have looked after his every need.”

      “We?” Iniru sighed with irritably. “Oh, please. You wouldn’t have let anyone else know.”

      Kurine shrugged. “Sobei deserves the best care.”

      “Watching him sleep and bringing him food isn’t wizardry. Lu Bei does it all the time.”

      “Hey, watch it!” the fetch said. “Leave me out of this!”

      “Caring for someone means loving them,” Kurine said, “truly loving them. There’s more to that than fetching food and tea.”

      Lu Bei grumbled. “I do a lot more than fetch things.”

      “Just what do you mean by that?” Iniru asked Kurine.

      “You don’t love him enough. That’s what I mean.”

      “I don’t love him enough?” Iniru nearly shouted. “Are you kidding me?”

      “You don’t know how to love. All you know is killing people. You’re just an assassin. Turesobei deserves more than that.”

      Iniru stormed over and got in Kurine’s face. “I have never killed anyone except in self-defense.”

      Kurine didn’t back down. “That’s what you’re trained for though, isn’t it? To kill people when your special book tells you to? Sounds demented to me.”

      “I’m not a qengai anymore.”

      “So you say. But I don’t believe you.”

      “Of course you don’t—because it’s convenient for you.”

      “Regardless, Turesobei deserves better and I think he knows it. After all, he’s known you longer and never asked you to marry him.”

      Iniru clenched her fists tight. “Take that back—now!”

      Enashoma squeezed in between them. “Okay, that’s enough. Break it up.”

      They ignored her and muttered curses and threats at one another. Turesobei stood there dumbfounded. Had it been this bad the whole time he was hiding away working? He should probably do something. But he had no idea what. All he could really think, other than, “oh gods,” was that at least Iniru had snapped out of her funk and was no longer cowed by what she’d seen Kurine do in the Shadowland.

      Kurine started to throw a punch and Awasa stepped forward.

      “Enough!”

      Everyone fell silent and stepped back, stunned, as if they’d been slapped in the face. As Awasa retreated back into the shadows, Turesobei noted how her hand relaxed out of a mudra she’d used. She was wielding some impressive power. And the others hadn’t even noticed how she had subtly influenced them.

      “Thank you, Awasa,” Enashoma said.

      Kurine moved toward Turesobei but Enashoma stepped in her way. Iniru did the same and Lu Bei whipped out in front of her.

      “Could the two of you please step back and be civil for a few minutes?” Enashoma asked.

      They grumbled and went to opposite sides of the room.

      “Turesobei, this is what I meant,” Enashoma said. “Do you see the problems you’ve caused?”

      “I didn’t cause this.”

      “Oh yes, you did,” Enashoma said. “By not picking one girl, you're encouraging them to fight for you. They’re competitive enough without having to win your affection.”

      “Do you really think that would help?” he asked bewildered. Obviously, both Iniru and Kurine were warriors, regardless of training, but he’d had no idea they were actually fighting over him.

      Enashoma sighed. “Probably not. But avoiding the situation clearly isn’t working either.”

      “If you keep arguing amongst yourselves,” Lu Bei said, “then we’re all doomed. The only way to make it out of this is to work together and support Master Turesobei. He has enough problems trying to please everyone, without the two of you making things worse.”

      “He is clueless,” Iniru said.

      “And terrible at relationships,” Kurine said.

      “Yes, yes I am,” Turesobei said. “And I’m utterly swamped trying to learn a lot of incredibly difficult magic. I do need support. Not this. And no, I can’t make a decision between the two of you. I should, and I want to, but it’s all too much for me right now. And that’s why I’ve been avoiding you both. That’s lame, and I’m a jerk. I admit it.”

      They muttered apologies.

      “And I had no idea you guys were fighting.”

      “Just once or twice,” Kurine said.

      Turesobei raised an eyebrow and stared at them.

      Iniru shrugged. “Maybe three times.”

      “Hah!” Enashoma said. “You two have been bickering constantly and you got into a scuffle during a training session yesterday.”

      “The day before that, too,” Zaiporo said.

      “Zai!” Iniru said. “That was hardly a scuffle.”

      “Don’t get mad at me for telling the truth.” Zaiporo sighed. “But you’re right, I should’ve kept my mouth shut. This has nothing to do with me.”

      “It has to do with everyone,” Enashoma said. “We’re all part of this. We need to help Turesobei and support each other. And we need to…to…I don’t know. I just think we’re all in this together and so we have to solve this together.”

      “I’m not involved in their sad love triangle,” Zaiporo muttered.

      “I don’t see what there is to solve,” Kurine said.

      “Me either,” Iniru said, “except for your attitude.”

      “Please don’t start arguing again,” Turesobei said. They fell silent and stared at their feet. “Shoma, when did all this bickering start?”

      “After the teleport accident. Apparently, you almost dying rekindled Iniru’s love for you.”

      Iniru blushed and Kurine rolled her eyes. It was good to see Iniru with some passion in her again, but he couldn’t handle any drama right now.

      “This has to stop,” he said. “I can’t be worried about the two of you fighting.”

      “You could make a choice,” Iniru said, stepping toward him.

      “The right choice,” Kurine said, closing in.

      A tap sounded on the door, startling everyone. The panel slid back and Hannya strolled in. Her face twisted into a puzzled look.

      “Am I interrupting something?”

      “Yes,” Enashoma said.

      “Teenage dramatics?” she asked.

      Lu Bei nodded vigorously. “Quite so, madam.”

      “We’re trying to sort out some issues, Lady Hannya,” Enashoma said.

      “I do hate to interrupt your raging hormone party, but everyone is required in the Training Hall in half an hour, dressed in battle gear and ready to fight. I’ll explain when you get there.”
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      Without another word, they went to their rooms, dressed in their fighting clothes and armor, then assembled in the Training Hall. Motekeru and the hounds joined them. The Blood King strolled in after them, with Lady Hannya in his wake.

      Brilliant blue eyes scanned them intensely. “Apprentice, you are to lead your team in a trial combat.” He handed a scroll to Hannya. “I have other matters to attend to, so Hannya will assess your fighting abilities and teamwork. Do not disappoint me.”

      What matters did he possibly have to attend to? “Yes, master.”

      Hannya scanned them. “I hope you are ready. The consequences of failure could be severe today and deadly in the future.”

      “I’ve trained everyone except Turesobei as best as I could,” Iniru said. “But we mostly do one-on-one training, sometimes two-on-two. We’ve only discussed group tactics. It’s kind of hard to practice those without Turesobei.”

      “What if Turesobei gets knocked unconscious?” Hannya asked. “What if he needs you to defend him while he casts a spell? What if you must shield him from lesser enemies while he fights those you cannot handle? You need to learn how to fight as a group without him.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Iniru said. “We’ll start working on it.”

      “So what exactly are we fighting against today?” Turesobei asked, hoping it wasn’t something deadly.

      Hannya tapped a finger against the scroll and grinned deviously. “You are going to battle nakija-kagi summonings, man-sized creatures made of pond scum.”

      Everyone frowned in disgust.

      “Gross,” Enashoma said.

      “The nakija-kagi punch hard and can take quite a few hits before going down,” Hannya said. “But they are not especially deadly. And rest assured, I will prevent them from killing anyone. Motekeru, you are too powerful to take part in this battle, so we will pretend you are engaged against a difficult opponent that only you could take on.”

      Motekeru nodded and walked over to stand beside Hannya.

      “Turesobei, you cannot unleash the Storm Dragon or cast from spell strips. Nor can you boost anyone’s abilities before the battle starts. Use only standard spells with standard castings.”

      “Got it.”

      “Enashoma, you will observe with me. See if you can spot any weaknesses in your companions’ attacks and defenses.”

      “Why do I have to observe? I’ve been working hard!”

      “You have to observe because you will not be going out into the realms to fight guardians.”

      Enashoma crossed her arms, huffed and scowled.

      “Turesobei, you are the leader,” Hannya said. “Prepare your team.”

      Kurine slapped him on the butt and grinned. “Let’s get going, boss.”

      Iniru glared at Kurine and almost said something.

      Turesobei blushed. “Right.” He cleared his throat. “Before we get started, we should create a chain of command. While I may be the leader, I can’t give orders if I’m casting. I will need one of you to act as captain and guide everyone else once the fighting starts.”

      “Not me,” Iniru said. “I’ll always be in the thick of things and I don’t like giving orders.”

      Turesobei heard Kurine mutter something about Iniru being bossy; which was ironic, because they both were. Enashoma too. And Awasa. A deep realization about himself lurked within that thought, but he didn’t have time to ponder it.

      “I have training in tactical command,” Zaiporo said. “The one good thing about being employed by Awasa’s family was it allowed me to receive officer training. Most zaboko never get that chance. Plus, I’ve been training with the composite bow for the last few weeks, figuring we could use some non-magical ranged attacks. So if I hang back with the bow, I’ll be able to see the flow of the battle. That should make giving orders easier. Then if someone needs help, I can charge in.”

      “Excellent,” Turesobei said. “I’ll tell the hounds to obey you so you can use them as reserves. As long as I haven’t evoked the dragon, Lu Bei can serve as a spotter.”

      Lu Bei threw punches and fired a few harmless sparks. “Unless I’m blasting baddies left and right!”

      Zaiporo suppressed a laugh. “I’ll remember that.”

      “If Zaiporo falls, I can take command,” Awasa said. “The Warlock’s instincts might prove useful. He did have to guide eight clones in battle, after all.”

      Turesobei was fine with that. Surprisingly, everyone else was too, even Iniru, though she may have been putting aside her feelings to make the best practical choice.

      “Arm yourselves,” Zaiporo said.

      Turesobei drew Sumada, stared at it for a moment, then held it out toward Iniru. “During most battles I’ll be busy casting spells. Besides, Sumada won’t be as effective in my hands.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He nodded and she took the sword. He chose an ordinary saber from the weapon rack and took a few practice swings. The blade was light and well balanced. Given the quality of everything in the Nexus, it was probably the work of a master craftsman. Kurine selected a round shield and a heavy war hammer that could be used with one hand or two. Zaiporo belted a broadsword in a scabbard to his waist then grabbed a composite bow. Awasa had Fangthorn and didn’t need anything else.

      They assembled at one end of the Training Hall and Turesobei instructed the hounds to follow Zaiporo’s orders.

      “We’re ready,” Turesobei said.

      Hannya opened the scroll and chanted. On the other end of the room, a pool of brown liquid bubbled up from the stone floor and fouled the air with the scents of rotting vegetation and fetid waste. Up from that muck rose three dozen human-like creatures with empty eyes, slack mouths and bodies made of condensed mud and decaying leaves clinging to bone structures made from tangled vines.

      Zaiporo shifted to the back. “Turesobei, stay beside me and the hounds.”

      Turesobei stepped over to the right of Zaiporo.

      “Lu Bei,” Zaiporo said, “go wherever help is needed.”

      “Yes sir, sergeant sir!”

      “Iniru, take the right flank.”

      She nodded and darted over.

      “Awasa, left flank.”

      She flashed a grin of fangs and sauntered over.

      “Kurine, take the center position. If something goes wrong, fall back and defend Turesobei.”

      She blew Turesobei a kiss and hefted her hammer. “You got it.”

      “Actually, left-of-center would be best,” Turesobei said. “That way I have a clear line of sight for launching spells.”

      Kurine nodded and shifted five steps toward Awasa.

      Zaiporo had placed their best fighters to each side. But Kurine was far from being a weakling. With Zaiporo, the hounds and Turesobei behind her, the center would be a point of strength. The strategy made good sense. Against the heart stone guardians, they should probably keep Motekeru in the middle with the Storm Dragon soaring overhead, leaving Kurine free to go wherever help was needed.

      The nakija-kagi roared, slammed their over-sized fists together and shambled forward.

      Zaiporo launched an arrow. The shaft pierced deep into the lead kagi’s chest. The creature yanked the arrow out, tossed it aside and lumbered on. Turesobei selected a spell and chanted. Zaiporo cursed and nocked another arrow while the others braced themselves to meet the kagi charge.

      Turesobei unleashed the spell of the flame spout. A spiraling jet of fire whooshed past Kurine, the flames licking within inches of her side. The spell incinerated three of the muck-demons, leaving only steaming puddles on the floor to show they’d ever existed.

      Zaiporo feathered a bolt into the forehead of a nakija-kagi. It collapsed dead. He pumped a fist then drew another arrow.

      Iniru sliced an arm from one muck-demon, spun and slashed a second across the gut. She continued her spin back to the first and severed its other arm. She kicked the demon away and engaged the next to reach her.

      Awasa used a mudra to slow the creatures nearing her. With Fangthorn, she lopped the head from one and ran another through. Those nearest moved so lethargically that she had plenty of time to hop back and reset for her next assault. With each creature it killed, a brown spark flowed down Fangthorn’s dark blade and Awasa’s strength and speed increased.

      Kurine leapt into the front line, and with an overhead smash splatted the head of one muck-demon as if it were nothing more than a melon. Scummy brains sprayed through the air and splattered onto everyone. A kagi surged toward her and she bashed her shield into its face. Without aim, she whirled her hammer around. The glancing blows she struck drove the demons back and she withdrew to her initial position.

      Lu Bei dove in and sprayed sparks into the faces of the four nakija-kagi nearest Iniru. The attack didn’t hurt them, but with a dazzling array of sword strokes, Iniru made short work of the momentarily blinded creatures.

      Awasa locked a clawed hand around the throat of one demon and with amazing strength, held it thrashing in place while she cut down two others. She released the demon, kicked it away and took its head off with a single slice.

      Kurine crushed the kneecap of a demon and when it fell drove her knee into its jaw. The muck-demon’s neck snapped. A huge fist thundered against her shield and she staggered back. Another one swiped at her head. She ducked under the blow and Zaiporo placed an arrow into the attacking demon’s mouth.

      Iniru was a blur of motion as she cut low and high, kicked and punched. The demons were easy prey for Sumada’s white-steel blade. But despite her skill and speed, the surge of muck-formed bodies forced her slowly back. She couldn’t cut down the large, relentless demons fast enough. More charged toward her than toward anyone else. Perhaps they sensed the white-steel sword was the greatest threat to them and knew its wielder must be neutralized.

      Awasa ripped open a muck-demon’s stomach, spilling slime and bits of leaves onto the floor. She dodged aside as it fell toward her, but her feet hit the slime and she slipped. As she righted herself, a demon struck a glancing blow against her back with its huge fist. She stumbled forward, caught her balance and spun around. Lu Bei sparked the demon and Awasa impaled it. She held up her mudra, but the onrushing demons shook off its effect. Either her focus or her strength had ebbed. Breathing heavily, she had to back away and fight defensively.

      Kurine staggered back under the weight of the demons crashing into her shield. She swung her hammer again and again, but the muck-demons shook off her ineffective blows. Lacking a weapon like Fangthorn or Sumada, she depended on brute strength alone.

      Lu Bei swept across and scattered sparks at the frontline nakija-kagi. Without his continuous effort and Zaiporo’s well-placed arrows, the others would've been overwhelmed already. They needed Turesobei’s help. He had taken too long readying his next spell.

      He unleashed the spell of the darkfire bolt, which he could cast reliably now that he’d tweaked it using his new understanding of the kenja subtypes. A crackling, black-and-purple bolt the length of an arrow formed in midair, zipped past Kurine and punctured the forehead of the nearest kagi. Its skull split open like a cracked walnut. The bolt didn't stop there. It rocketed through the room and blasted a simmering crater into the soft flesh of eight different nakija-kagi, killing three and wounding another five.

      Turesobei sensed the battle was at a turning point. He did a quick-cast of the spell of the star-fire blast and aimed it toward the left side of the room where Awasa and Kurine struggled. A crackling curtain of flame fell onto the back line of the muck-demons and vaporized six of them. A wave of heat swept through the room. Turesobei stumbled but smiled. Where a moment before, it had seemed the creatures might overwhelm them through sheer numbers, now the tide had turned in their favor.

      But it quickly turned back again.
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      A horned kagi in the back roared before exploding into a fine mist.

      A thick haze spread through the room.

      Iniru began coughing…then Kurine, Awasa and Zaiporo. Turesobei’s eyes and nose burned. The gas moved into his throat. He coughed a few times. Tears streamed from his eyes.

      The kagi lumbered forward, unaffected. He had to clear the air fast, or his companions would be overwhelmed. He reached into his pouch and drew the strip for a wind spell to sweep the haze away. He croaked out the first words of the activation. The spell strip fizzled. Somehow, he was going to have to restrain the coughing long enough to cast the spell.

      A shimmering force field bubbled up around him. The air cleared inside. He tried to reach for another spell strip, but his arms couldn’t move. He tried to take a step, but his legs couldn’t move, either. The force field held him so tight, all he could do was twist his head a little to each side.

      He knew the spell’s source. He had experienced Hannya’s magic firsthand before and knew its texture. He glanced over and saw her and Enashoma in a similar protective bubble, shielded from the toxic gas that clouded the room. They could move freely, however. Hannya winked and smiled at him while Enashoma shouted curses and accused her of cheating. Turesobei hurled a curse at her as well, but his voice didn’t carry outside the bubble. Motekeru remained stationary but his eyes simmered.

      Lu Bei warned the others what had happened. The gas didn't affect him or the hounds.

      Zaiporo suppressed a cough. “Rally to me!”

      Bent at the waist, coughing relentlessly, Kurine staggered toward Zaiporo and Turesobei. A demon charged her. She barely got her shield up in time to block its attack. The demon cocked its fists back for another punch. Lu Bei sprayed sparks into its face and Zaiporo put an arrow in its throat. The demon fell back and Kurine reached the rally point.

      Tears streamed down Awasa’s face as she gasped for air. She wasn’t coughing, though. Perhaps because of the Warlock’s taint or the mudra she held. She swung Fangthorn in wide arcs to ward away the muck-demons. Respecting the sword, they kept their distance. She limped in, blood flowing from her right hip.

      Eight demons cut Iniru off from the others and drove her back toward the wall. Assuming she wouldn’t need help, Turesobei hadn’t blasted the demons on her side. Now she was outnumbered and hemmed in. She coughed and wheezed and could hardly open her red-rimmed, tear-filled eyes. Slashing ineffectively, she scored nothing more than minor cuts, despite Sumada’s edge.

      Zaiporo sent the hounds to help her and fired an arrow. His shot missed and struck a demon harmlessly in the shoulder. Howling, the hounds lowered their heads and rammed two demons in the back of the knees, bringing them down. They darted back and jumped at the other demons, trying to distract them.

      Lu Bei dropped between Iniru and the demons and thrust his hands about casting sparks wildly. “Get out of here! Maneuver Sixteen!”

      Iniru coughed and stabbed at a demon. “What?”

      “Up and over! Up and over!”

      Maneuver Sixteen? Turesobei had never heard of that one before.

      Iniru sprinted toward the wall and jumped feet first. She sprang off the wall, somersaulted over the demons and landed behind them. Then she rushed in to join the others. The hounds raced back with her.

      Lu Bei beat his wings furiously. “I’m on my—”

      Before Lu Bei could gain altitude, a demon slammed his giant hands together and caught the fetch in a thundering clap.

      Lu Bei squawked and transformed. He struck the floor as a book. Turesobei drew in a sharp breath, focused his senses, then relaxed. He didn’t sense anything wrong. The fetch was okay.

      The toxic cloud thinned. Though their coughing subsided, Turesobei’s companions still labored to breathe and their eyes still burned and watered.

      The remaining eighteen nakija-kagi closed in.

      Zaiporo dropped his bow and drew his sword. “I've got the…middle. Rig and Ohma…you're with me. Awasa, you keep…the left flank. Iniru stick…to the right. Kurine you’re the rover…help wherever it’s needed…but first and foremost make sure…nothing gets…through to Turesobei. He's your—”

      A kagi barreled through and over the hounds and tackled Zaiporo. Kurine tried to dodge aside but got clipped in the side. She fell into Awasa, who then stumbled out of her defensive position and into a demon’s attack range. A fist hammered into her temple and she went down. Fangthorn clattered away and Awasa didn’t move. Turesobei cried out, but his voice merely echoed inside the force bubble.

      Kurine recovered and moved to help Zaiporo. A muck-demon leapt toward her and brought both fists down in an overhead strike. She raised her shield high. The force of the blow cracked her shield and drove her to one knee.

      The hounds tore at the muck-demon on top of Zaiporo, who kicked and bucked but couldn’t get out from under it.

      Iniru flicked a glance at Kurine and Zaiporo. She stepped that way to help but gave up as two demons charged in on her. She spilled the intestines of one and split the kneecaps of the other. But then two more rushed in to take their place.

      Kurine dodged a punch, took her war hammer in both hands and swung it upward. The hammer connected with the demon’s jaw. With a crack, its head bent backward and it fell away.

      Zaiporo grabbed one of the arrows that had spilled from his quiver and jabbed it into the eye of the demon on top of him. He squirmed free and Kurine brought her hammer down on the demon’s back. Its spine snapped like a tree branch in a storm. A demon surged toward her, but Zaiporo grabbed his sword, leapt up and intercepted it.

      Kurine took up Awasa’s position on the left flank where two demons were trying to circle around behind them. As the two stepped over Awasa, she woke and tripped one of them. Then she rolled aside, grabbed her sword and stabbed up, impaling the other through the groin. She leapt to her feet and straight into the path of a third demon’s haymaker. But Kurine’s hammer struck the demon’s arm and deflected the punch.

      Two of the last five demons lowered their heads and charged full-speed toward Zaiporo. He intercepted one and cut it across the eyes, but the demon kept coming and shouldered into him, knocking him backward.

      The other kicked Ohma aside and plunged ahead toward Turesobei.

      Kurine darted away from the demon she and Awasa were fighting and launched herself toward the runaway demon. At the same moment, Iniru kicked a demon back, twisted around and sped toward Turesobei. He saw the problem before they did and cringed.

      Kurine and Iniru noticed each other too late. Iniru deflected Kurine’s hammer but couldn’t change her course. With a thud Kurine and Iniru plowed into each other. The muck-demon bounded over them and struck the force bubble headfirst.

      The demon exploded into a fine mist of mud that scattered across the room.

      A crackling pop sounded in the Training Hall.

      The toxic fumes dissipated, the remaining nakija-kagi collapsed into puddles of goop and Turesobei's force field disappeared. Hannya stormed out into the middle of the Training Hall, her face twisted in rage.

      “Idiots! If this had been a real fight, you would've lost and Turesobei would be dead now.”

      Kurine stood over Iniru and jabbed a finger toward her. “It's her fault!”

      “Me?” Iniru blinked her eyes heavily. “I had that creature dead to rights. You got in my way.”

      “Defending Turesobei was my job and I didn't need your help!”

      Iniru stood and shoved Kurine. “If it was your job, why were you out of place?”

      “I didn’t know Awasa was about to get back up, and someone had to take up that side.”

      “That wasn’t your job.”

      “If I hadn’t done it, they would’ve reached Turesobei from the exposed left flank instead of from the middle.”

      “Fine, but in that case, the responsibility for defending him shifts to me.”

      “Says who?” Kurine asked.

      “No one has to say it. It’s obvious. I’m the better fighter and I had Sumada.”

      Kurine shook her head. “Orders are orders and I was keeping track of Turesobei. That’s why I charged in to intercept the demon. And I got there just as soon as you did too.”

      “Yes, but if I had gotten there,” Iniru said, “Turesobei would have been safe for certain.”

      “You don’t think I can protect him?”

      “Not as well as I can.”

      Kurine’s eyes blazed in anger. She clenched her fists and muttered an insult. Iniru edged toward her. Zaiporo, clutching his shoulder, stepped in.

      “Iniru, you shouldn’t have abandoned your post. It was Kurine’s job to protect Turesobei. And she did that by guarding the flank and then returning to the middle when needed. It’s not like she left the middle open. The hounds and I were there.”

      Turesobei admired Zaiporo’s bravery.

      “Zai, you can't trust her to defend someone,” Iniru said. “You saw how she leapt into battle. She fights like a madwoman, like a berserker. She's just not suited for defense.”

      “That may be true,” Zaiporo said, “but you’re no better suited to defense. And you didn’t follow orders and fight like a team player.”

      “I was trained to fight alongside other qengai, alongside warriors I could trust.”

      “Well this is different,” Zaiporo said with hurt in his voice. “And if we don't all respect the chain of command, then everything will break down.”

      Motekeru caught Turesobei’s eyes and nodded. He caught the meaning. He was in charge. He had to resolve this. Even if it meant there would be hell to pay.

      “Niru, we all agreed that Zaiporo was in command,” Turesobei said. “And right or wrong, it was his call to give Kurine the job of protecting me. You could have protested the decision before we began.”

      She scowled. “He could’ve changed the order.”

      “Maybe he should have but he didn’t,” Turesobei said. “In the middle of a fight we have to trust him. That's how it works. Besides, you should’ve seen Kurine coming.” He realized then that she probably hadn’t even checked, because Kurine was the one Iniru didn’t trust.

      Iniru choked back a retort. Turesobei could tell by the anger in her eyes that she knew he was right, but she wasn't in the mood to admit fault. “You would agree with her, wouldn’t you?”

      “Hey!” Turesobei said.

      “Don’t blame him for your mistake,” Kurine said.

      “But this is all his fault.”

      “How is it my fault?” Turesobei asked. “I sat there in a bubble. I couldn’t do anything.”

      “Not the battle, dummy.” Iniru pointed at Kurine. “Her! She’s your fault. If you weren’t such a…such a…stupid boy, she wouldn’t even be here.”

      “Because the only way you can win his heart is without competition,” Kurine said.

      Awasa’s mouth gaped open. “Hey, I was competition!” She waved her hands and backed away. “Wait, never mind. I’m above all this stupid drama.”

      Lu Bei was still in diary form. Enashoma picked him up and wiped muck off the cover. “Have you guys all forgotten Lu Bei? He may be hurt.”

      “He’s fine,” Turesobei said. “He probably just doesn’t want to come out right now.”

      “Can’t say I blame him,” Zaiporo muttered.

      “I’ve had enough of you,” Kurine said to Iniru. “You think you own Turesobei, but you don’t.”

      Iniru edged closer. “Well neither do you.”

      “No one owns me,” Turesobei said.

      “Stay out of this,” Kurine and Iniru both said in unison.

      “I don’t get a say so?”

      “No,” they replied.

      Turesobei shrugged. Fine, he would stay out of it. He glanced over at Hannya. She met his eyes. A smile tugged at her lips then vanished into a frown.

      “I may not like you, but you love Turesobei and I respect that.” Iniru used her sleeve to wipe away some of the muck dripping into her eyes. “Love isn't enough, though. Turesobei needs a girl who will always have his back, who he doesn't have to worry about in a fight. He’s constantly in danger and I know how to help him. I saved his life more times than I can count before we met you, and I’ll still be saving it after you're gone. You’d never been anywhere or done anything till he came along.”

      Kurine slung her hammer off to the side. It clattered along the floor until it crashed into the weapons rack. “Well…I don’t think you love him…I don’t respect you…and I don’t like you at all. You prance around in tight shorts flirting with everyone to get what you want. But I see through you. You don’t care about anyone but yourself. And like I’ve said before, you’re just a killer.”

      Sumada clanged onto the floor and Iniru stepped up so close to Kurine their chests touched and their noses were only a few inches apart. “The assassin thing again? And tight shorts?! That’s the best you’ve got? Big talk coming from a girl who pulls her kimono down as far as possible to show off her cleavage. I’ve seen you. You’re always finding excuses to bend over when Turesobei’s around.”

      Palms sweating, throat dry, Turesobei stared in horror. He should do something. But what? Maybe Enashoma would do something. She was a girl. She must understand all this. Except she gaped at them in horror too, her face frozen. Zaiporo stared in fascination. Hannya appeared to be restraining a laugh. Awasa. Awasa would do something. But Turesobei cringed when he saw the look of hunger in her eyes. She was biting her lip and watching them intently as she cradled Fangthorn to her chest. This violence probably wasn’t good for her composure. Where was Lu Bei with a well-timed joke when you needed him?

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Kurine said.

      “You should be. According to you I’m a killer.” Iniru shoved her. “But if you're not scared, then do something. I dare you.”
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      Kurine surged forward. Iniru tried to dodge aside. But she was too close to escape. Kurine grabbed her around the waist and tackled her to the floor. There they rolled around in the mud and rotting plant bits, growling and trying to punch each other and…and he wasn’t sure what they were trying to do. Neither one accomplished much. He heard several mutters of “bitch” and “tramp” and “hate” and his name.

      “Enough!” Turesobei said.

      They paused for a moment. Then Iniru tried to bite Kurine’s ear.

      Turesobei reached into his pouch and drew the strip for the spell of the sudden rainstorm. He drew primarily on the air kenja in the room to make the rain as cold as possible. A cloud instantly formed below the ceiling and poured cold rain down onto them. Hannya shielded herself in time but Enashoma got caught in it. She gasped, wrapped her arms around herself and shot Turesobei a dirty look.

      The rain washed the muck off of Turesobei and the others, but it didn’t stop Kurine and Iniru from fighting. They kept going at it, but at least they seemed to be pulling their punches. He shrugged helplessly. Maybe they would burn themselves out soon.

      Kurine rolled Iniru over and pressed her hard against the floor. Iniru locked her hands on Kurine’s ponytail and yanked. Kurine cried out. Iniru kicked free and slashed her clawed fingertips across Kurine’s cheek. Kurine responded with a punch that Iniru dodged. Iniru counterattacked, but Kurine blocked the blow with her forearm then tackled Iniru. Snarling, Iniru locked her thighs around Kurine’s neck, putting her in a chokehold.

      This was getting way out of hand fast. Turesobei drew a strip for a stunning spell. But he didn’t need it. Motekeru stomped over to the girls, grabbed each by the back of their body armor and tore them apart. He held each one up in the air. They kicked and squirmed but couldn’t get free of his grip.

      “Apologize to one another.”

      “No,” Kurine growled.

      “Not a chance,” Iniru said.

      Motekeru’s eyes blazed. “Apologize. Now!”

      Both girls stopped struggling and fell silent. They nodded. He didn’t set them down.

      “I’m waiting.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kurine muttered.

      “Me too,” Iniru said.

      Motekeru set them down and stood between them. “Get the muck off you while it’s raining, then go to your rooms.” He noticed everyone staring at him. “I had eight teenage daughters.” He said nothing more and stomped out of the room.

      Awasa sighed regretfully and rubbed the bits of plant and gunk off her, using the rain as a shower. The others did the same, though Iniru and Kurine occasionally stopped to glare at one another. Rig and Ohma raced and frolicked around the room. Lu Bei turned back into his fetch form, flew out of Enashoma’s hands and shook himself off.

      “You could’ve broken them up,” Enashoma said to him.

      Lu Bei whispered, “Sometimes a fight is the best thing.”

      “You don’t know anything about girls, do you?”

      “I know everything,” Lu Bei said indignantly.

      Enashoma rolled her eyes then looked to Turesobei.

      “I tried.”

      “You failed,” Enashoma said, “and you got me wet.”

      The rainstorm petered out. Using a minimal amount of power, Turesobei cast the spell of the fiery wind blast. The effect was similar to standing near a bonfire on a windy day. After a few minutes of being struck by a hot breeze and squeezing water of out of their clothes, they were merely damp. Turesobei released the spell then studied his companions to see if anyone was injured. Fortunately, other than a busted lip, some scratches and quite a few nasty bruises, everyone had fared well.

      Zaiporo headed toward the door, but Hannya called him back. She had remained quiet throughout the girls’ scuffle. Turesobei had forgotten she was still in the room.

      “Line up. All of you.”

      They did so, with Kurine standing at one end of the line and Iniru at the other. Hannya paced up and down the line, glaring at them.

      “That was pathetic! If that had been a real fight with Turesobei incapacitated, then he would now be dead. And the nakija-kagi you fought today are a joke compared to the heart stone guardians you will face.”

      She clenched her eyes shut and her face creased as she restrained her anger. Then she released a deep breath. “Iniru and Kurine, I do not give a damn if you like each other, but you must learn to work together.”

      They nodded meekly.

      “As for the rest of you…you must learn to adapt when things go wrong. Zaiporo, a good captain communicates continuously during battle.”

      “Yes, Lady Hannya.”

      “Turesobei, when your companions lose focus, you must get them back on track.”

      He nodded his assent. He had no idea how to refocus his companions. In fact, he seemed to be making it worse.

      Hannya sighed heavily, as if a deep weight rested on her shoulders. “My lord will be most displeased with your efforts today. Pray he is in a good mood when I tell him what occurred here.” She walked away but paused in the door leading to the hallway. “Work harder on your teamwork and continue your training. You will be tested again soon.”

      Iniru gave Turesobei a sheepish look then hurried away. Kurine moved toward him, noticed his irritation, then rushed out as well. Zaiporo patted Turesobei on the shoulder and departed. Awasa smiled at him then almost chuckled as she walked away. He was glad she found all this amusing.

      Lu Bei frowned at his wings distastefully. “So much nasty mud.”

      “You look clean,” Enashoma said.

      “I don’t feel clean.”

      “A good cup of tea might make you feel better,” Enashoma said.

      “That most certainly would hit the spot. You are a genius, Lady Shoma. Master, let’s go have tea.”

      “You can have your tea,” Turesobei said. “All I care about is getting a bath and forgetting all about what happened.”

      “The former is attainable, master. The latter not so much.”

      Enashoma started to leave but he caught her sleeve. “Shoma, I love you. I’m sorry for avoiding you and getting mad and taking risks, and—”

      She hugged him. “It’s okay. I understand.”

      “So that fight….”

      “I don’t know what you’re going to do about them.”

      “Crap. I was about to ask for advice.”

      “I know.” Enashoma shrugged. “Sorry, I haven’t a clue.”

      “But you’re a girl. Surely you have some insight.”

      She laughed. “I’m not that kind of girl.”

      “How would you feel if another girl moved in on Zaiporo?”

      “I’d kick his ass, not hers. That’s what I don’t get. If I were them I’d be hitting you instead.”

      “Oh, thanks. Very helpful.”

      She kissed him on the cheek. “Good luck.”
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      As he climbed the steps to the gate platform, Turesobei braced himself. He expected an orange- or scarlet-eyed Lord Gyoroe to unleash his anger about the training debacle. But he found the emerald-eyed Gyoroe who enjoyed teaching.

      Turesobei bowed. “Master.”

      “I am disappointed in your companions’ lack of teamwork.”

      “Of course, master.”

      “The nakija-kagi are nothing compared to what they will face in the realms.”

      “I understand, master. We will do better in the future.”

      Turesobei expected Gyoroe to say more, but he merely gestured at the platform. Turesobei sat cross-legged and Gyoroe knelt across from him.

      It couldn’t be this easy. Gyoroe couldn’t be this relaxed about it. There would have to be hell to pay eventually.

      “I’m ready and eager to learn, master.”

      “Good. Because this will not be easy.”

      For hours, Lord Gyoroe explained the science behind the gates and their construction. After the tenth hour, Turesobei wished he was with the orange-eyed Gyoroe so he could ask to be physically tortured instead. He hardly understood what Gyoroe was saying and didn’t see why he needed to know it.

      During the fourteenth mind-numbing hour, when the topic turned to realm creation, Turesobei realized the point. He didn’t need to understand any of this to operate the gates. It was just that Gyoroe hadn’t had anyone new to brag to in centuries, and so few could understand even half as much as Turesobei did.

      The lesson continued until well past dawn. By thinking about Iniru and Kurine and frequently pinching his leg, Turesobei managed to stay awake until the lecture ended after twenty-five hours.

      “Take the rest of today off from wizardry practice. Let what I have said sink in. Tomorrow, we will begin your training in opening the gates.” Gyoroe stood and drew from his sleeve a scroll. “This is the spell you will need for teleporting between the gates and the heart stone locations within each realm. Begin studying it.”

      “Only one spell for all the realms?”

      “The final line varies depending on the realm. You will find all eight final lines on the scroll. Memorize it perfectly. You will not have a chance to practice before getting there.”

      

      Turesobei staggered into his room, collapsed on the sleeping mat and woke to Lu Bei pestering him about eating dinner.

      “I’m not going. I’m mentally exhausted and I’ve got more studying to do.”

      Lu Bei handed him a steaming bowl of black tea. “Oh no, master. You’ve got to go. Avoiding them will only make things worse. We’ve proven that already.”

      “I wasn’t avoiding them.”

      “And I don’t have wings.”

      “Fine, I’ll go. But for all you know, that might make things worse.”

      “You have to try to keep the peace, master.”

      Turesobei stepped into the hallway. Awasa stood there waiting for him. She glanced both ways. The coast was clear but she shoved him back into his room.

      “Not yet.”

      “What?”

      “You need to arrive at the Dining Hall after Kurine and Iniru.”

      “Why?”

      “Because otherwise they will fight over who gets to sit next to you.”

      “You think they’d fight over that?”

      Awasa nodded. “And if you get one on each side, you’ll be whipping your head around like a weathervane. Also, be careful to give them equal time.”

      Turesobei groaned. “When did this all become so difficult?”

      Awasa patted him on the cheek. “You were born cute and sweet. You can’t help it.” She sighed. “Oh, how I wish I’d taken advantage of those qualities when they did something for me.”

      “It’s so frustrating.”

      “You just have to walk on glass with them for now, master. After they calm down, you can find a more pleasant equilibrium.”

      “If I thought it’d do any good I’d break up with them. Until we got out of all this mess.”

      Awasa and Lu Bei laughed.

      “Master, if you had it in you to break up with them, you wouldn't be in this situation to begin with.”

      Lu Bei flew out into the hallway.

      “Thanks for helping me with this, Awasa.”

      “I owe you for all those times I embarrassed you back in Ekaran. And you know, what are friends for?”

      Lu Bei darted back in. “They’re both in the Dining Hall, master. You’re good to go.”

      Turesobei entered tentatively. Iniru and Kurine were sitting on the same side of the table with Zaiporo and Enashoma in between them. He smiled and said hello to Iniru, then Kurine immediately after.

      Awasa walked over between Iniru and Zaiporo. “Make room.”

      “Don't we already have more than enough people on this side of the table?” Enashoma asked.

      Awasa winked at Turesobei. “Nope.”

      He understood. He knelt on the empty side of the table, across from Zaiporo. That put him an equal distance from both Iniru and Kurine. It seemed like he was facing an audience, but that was better than showing preference.

      While they waited on their food, Turesobei stared down into his wine bowl. Everyone was quiet. He couldn’t take it anymore. Someone had to say something. He’d hoped Awasa would break the ice, but she seemed to be waiting. It was going to have to be him. Whatever he said would set the tone for the rest of the evening.

      “Zaiporo, have you given any thought to tactical plans? We’re going to need a standard deployment strategy along with plans for dealing with masses of enemies, giant monsters and flying creatures. And contingencies in case one of us gets injured or knocked out.”

      Zaiporo’s eyes lit up. “I’ve been sketching out some ideas. I was hoping to go over them with you. Because I realized I have no idea what you can do now that you’ve learned new spells.”

      “I hadn’t even thought of that. I should’ve been telling you all what I can do now.”

      Until the food arrived, Turesobei discussed tactics with Zaiporo, naming off and describing all the new spells he could do now. “It will probably be easier if I make a list for you with a sentence or two about what each spell could do.”

      “That would be a big help,” Awasa said. “Maybe the fetch could copy the list for all of us.”

      “I can’t write,” Lu Bei said.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” Kurine said. “How can a wizard’s assistant not write?”

      Lu Bei shrugged. “Master didn’t think I needed to write, I guess.”

      “And you can’t learn?” Iniru asked.

      “I tried teaching him before we left Ekaran,” Enashoma said. “You might as well try to teach a cat to write. He can’t do it.”

      “He’s faking,” Kurine said.

      Lu Bei held up a hand. “I swear, madam, that I can’t. Ask Motekeru. He’ll back me up.”

      “I can help you make copies, Sobei,” Iniru said eagerly.

      Kurine started to reply, but Awasa interrupted her. “I’ll do it. I need to work on my writing skills and I’d like to know the spells better. I may be able to boost some of them using my mudras.”

      Turesobei doubted that was true. He appreciated the save, though.

      As they ate Kurine, tried several times to make small talk with him, but Awasa interrupted her each time. And whenever Iniru tried to add to the discussion, Awasa did the same to her. Both of them noticed, since Awasa wasn’t subtle with it, and got irritated. But it kept them from arguing, and it was better for them to focus their irritation on Awasa than each other.

      Dessert arrived and Turesobei stood up. “I need to go. I have a lot of studying to do.” He said goodnight to them all and hurried away.

      As soon as he was in his room, he groaned, “Lu Bei, I can’t keep this up.”

      “Things will get better soon, master.”

      Turesobei laughed. “The girls, the Blood King or the missions to the realms. One of these things is sure to kill me.”
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      The next morning, a bright blue-eyed Gyoroe droned on for seven more hours about his genius and the wonders of gate magic. It still barely made sense to Turesobei, and he couldn’t care less about Gyoroe’s accomplishments. He shifted whenever he could and frequently dug his fingernails into his legs to keep himself awake.

      Gyoroe’s eyes finally changed to emerald.

      “Now I shall begin instructing you on how to operate the gates.”

      Turesobei barely restrained a sigh of relief.

      “While the energy activations and visionary runes are the same for all of the gates, each requires a different song you must sing. And it must be absolutely perfect.” Gyoroe drew a scroll from his belt and handed it to Turesobei. “These are the runes you will need to envision while singing. Study them tonight.”

      Turesobei unfurled the scroll. Stunningly complicated characters with intricate, interweaving lines covered a page divided into thirds. “Please tell me these aren’t three-dimensional.”

      “They are not.”

      “Why is the page divided into thirds?”

      “You must envision the characters within each section simultaneously.”

      Turesobei winced. “Each section?! Why didn’t you give me this weeks ago?”

      “You can handle characters of this complexity. What is the problem?”

      “I can envision each of these in turn easily enough, but not in big groups like this. I have never held more than five characters in my mind at once, and those were simpler than these.”

      Gyoroe frowned. “It never occurred to me that you might find that difficult.”

      Turesobei rolled up the scroll and tucked it into his belt. “I will start working on it tonight. It may take me a while.”

      “I am sure you will master it quickly enough,” Gyoroe said. “Now I shall demonstrate the song for opening the Autumn Gate.”

      Gyoroe had a deep, melodious voice. The heavy tune was melancholy and appropriate for the realm Turesobei’s people called the Land Ever Fading. So much power and emotion coursed through the song that Turesobei, with tears welling in his eyes, leaned toward Gyoroe. After only a minute, the song ended. The runes on the gate lit up then flashed. And then…nothing. Whatever the Shogakami had done to neutralize Gyoroe had worked.

      “Alas, that is far as I can go.”

      Turesobei was breathless. He had never before heard anything so hauntingly beautiful.

      “I can’t sing like that. Not even close.”

      “Not everyone can sing as well as I can, and that is okay. The important part is to hit all the notes and their subtle intonations perfectly. I am certain you are capable of that.”

      “If you say so, master.”

      “The impossible part for most would be manifesting the energy required. A human wizard could never wield enough energy to work a gate unless they first used a powerful blood magic ritual.”

      “But I can do it because of the Storm Dragon?”

      “As well as your own nature,” Gyoroe said. “Efficiency will be key. You do not want to enter a realm exhausted. The more precise your work, the less energy the spell will require from you.”

      Gyoroe recited the song for the Autumn Gate. Turesobei repeated the words accurately. Then he worked on the tune itself. He didn’t have any trouble singing it in key and hitting all the notes, but his version was nowhere near as haunting or beautiful as Gyoroe’s had been.

      Gyoroe made him repeat it several times then sighed. “That will do for today.”

      “Did I not hit all the notes?”

      “You are missing the subtle intonations. Given that the song is new for you, I suppose that is understandable. We will work on it further tomorrow. Now we shall move on to channeling the energy.”

      Hours passed as Turesobei learned the energy activations required for working the gates. The method was unusual but not difficult.

      Gyoroe created a simple proxy spell to simulate activating the gates then summoned a floating bubble the size of Lu Bei. The spell was purposefully inefficient to make Turesobei use more energy than should otherwise be necessary. But if he channeled the energies correctly, in the same fashion required by the gate spells, and used enough force, the bubble would burst. For now, he only had to use a small fraction of the kenja required for opening a gate.

      “Give it a try.”

      Turesobei channeled the energies and nothing happened.

      Gyoroe shook his head sadly. “Again.”

      After his fourth failed attempt, orange highlights appeared in the Blood King’s eyes.

      “I don’t understand why I’m failing. I’m doing everything correctly. And it’s not that difficult. If I can do the teleportation spell, this should be easy.”

      “You are making subtle errors. So either your heart is not in it, or you are afraid.”

      “I want to succeed. I want to—”

      Lu Bei patted him on the back. “Master, I think you’re trying too hard.”

      Turesobei relaxed. “You’re probably right.”

      “Being right, that’s my job.”

      The Blood King rolled his eyes. “How you put up with this creature I will never understand.”

      “I have always been beyond your comprehension,” Lu Bei said with a smile of feigned politeness.

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to scarlet.

      Turesobei cursed silently. Why did Lu Bei have to antagonize him?

      Surprisingly, the eyes returned to emerald. “I will not let you distract me so that your master gets a break. Continue, apprentice.”

      He could tell by the flex of the jaw that Gyoroe was still irritated. He was merely choosing to ignore Lu Bei so they could get on with the work.

      Turesobei closed his eyes, took deep breaths and imagined each part of his body relaxing, starting with his toes and going all the way up to his scalp. Don’t fight it. Don’t press it. You don’t have to master everything today. You have time to get it right. Don’t think about the Blood King punishing you for failing.

      He performed the energy activations again. The bubble popped.

      “Excellent.” Gyoroe waved a hand and another bubble appeared. “Again.”

      After twelve successes, Gyoroe allowed him to take a short break for tea.

      “Now you will perform the activation using half the energy it would take to open a gate.”

      Turesobei groaned. He was already tired from the lesser attempts. “I’ll give it my best.”

      The first attempt failed. Luckily, he was allowed another short break. The second attempt worked, but it left him exhausted.

      “I can’t…do anymore.”

      “Then you may go now. Study the scroll and get some rest. In the morning, we will continue working on your performance of the gate song, and you will burst a bubble with the full energy required for opening a gate.”

      

      Turesobei had worked through dinner, so he had servants bring a light meal to his room. He ate half of it then slipped into the bath. A few hours later, Zaiporo tapped on the door and Turesobei invited him in.

      “Interested in a bit of light sparring?” Zaiporo asked. “I thought you might need to let the demons out, so to speak. And we could discuss our battle tactics. But if you’re too tired we can do it some other time.”

      “I’ve gotten enough rest to handle sparring and maybe a swim in the Bath. And with all the magic practice I’m doing, a physical workout sounds like a good break.”

      They went to the Training Hall, selected wooden swords and began to spar lightly.

      “So are Iniru and Kurine getting along any better?” Turesobei asked.

      “They’re not fighting.” Zaiporo sliced low and Turesobei blocked the attack. “But they’re not talking either. It makes our training sessions difficult. But at least Iniru is back to her old self. For weeks she would sometimes drift off in the middle of practice. You almost dying rekindled her spirit for sure. She fights like a beast now.”

      Turesobei lunged in. “Has she said anything about me?”

      Zaiporo parried the sword-stroke and countered. “She hardly talks to me anymore. It’s all combat training, all the time. I think she’s still mad at me for taking Kurine’s side after the fight against the muck-demons.”

      Turesobei twisted away from the attack. “You weren’t wrong.”

      “Now Kurine, she talks all the time. Mostly about you. And of course that just keeps Iniru on edge.”

      Turesobei feinted with a kick then slashed high with his sword. “You can’t keep Kurine from being enthusiastic.”

      “Too true.” Zaiporo ducked under the attack. “What’s worse is that lately Shoma gets annoyed with Iniru every other day for some reason or other. And sometimes Kurine, too.”

      “That’s because Enashoma’s jealous.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because you keep checking out Iniru and Kurine.”

      “No, I don’t!”

      “Yes, you do.” Turesobei blocked a slash. “It’s okay. I’m not bothered by it. There’s a lot to—”

      “Check out? Yeah okay, I do. But Shoma should know it’s harmless.”

      Turesobei’s counterattack missed wildly. Then Zaiporo took him to the ground with a leg sweep and tagged him in the chest with the tip of his sword.

      Zaiporo sat down next to him. “As bad as I wanted to be free, I would never have left Ekaran without her. And I’m patient. We do everything at her pace.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt to remind her how much she means to you. You and I—we know Shoma’s special. But she may not feel that way compared to Iniru with her combat training and Kurine with her strength and Awasa with her powers.”

      “Huh. I hadn’t thought of that.” Zaiporo wiped his brow and gave Turesobei a speculative look. “I thought you didn't know anything about girls.”

      Turesobei sighed. “I don't. Shoma’s not a ‘girl.’ Not to me anyway.” He shrugged. “The Bath now?”

      “Sounds good.”

      They went to the Bath Hall, opened the door and peeked in. The girls weren’t swimming.

      An elderly servant approached. “A massage?” he asked lifelessly.

      “Maybe later,” Turesobei said.

      He and Zaiporo stripped down and dove into the water. They swam a few laps then settled on the large, curved stones in the corners of the shallow end so they could simply soak and relax.

      Zaiporo sighed. “If only we could solve your girl problems so easily….”

      “I should never have let Kurine leave her village and come with us to the Forbidden Library. But it would have broken her heart and I…just couldn't. And I don't know if you've noticed, but she's really hard to say no to.”

      “Don’t you think that’s telling you something? That maybe you should choose her instead?”

      “Over Iniru? No way! I love Iniru. I always have.”

      “Okay, don’t get mad at me, but you’ve only known Iniru for a year. You were apart for most of that time and you’ve always been in danger when you’re together.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Things are different when you’re in danger. The adrenaline’s pumping and every decision is life or death. But now that the pace has slowed down, maybe you aren’t as into her as you thought. Maybe she was just your first crush.”

      “I don’t think the problem is Iniru. It’s Kurine…there’s just something about her.”

      “She’s hot, for one thing.”

      Turesobei nodded. “That’s true. But so is Iniru.”

      “Kurine’s also friendly, caring and energetic. And Sobei, that girl loves you. She would do anything for you.”

      “Trust me, I know that.” Turesobei leaned back in the water. “To be honest the only problem with Kurine is that she’s not Iniru.”
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      Turesobei stayed up nearly all night studying the complicated characters on the scroll, and then joined Gyoroe on the platform at dawn. He popped the test bubble successfully using half the energy necessary to operate the gates. Then he performed the song for the Autumn Gate.

      Gyoroe shook his head. “Listen more carefully.”

      He closed his eyes and listened, but he could hardly tell any difference. He tried again, altering one note ever so slightly.

      “Closer. But you are still not there. Sing it along with me.”

      After a few more hours practicing the song, Gyoroe’s eyes flickered orange and red.

      “Perhaps I should take a break so I can approach it fresh later,” Turesobei suggested.

      The eyes dimmed back to emerald. That had been a close one. He’d better figure the song out soon, or he was going to get tortured. They moved on to kenja channeling, and Turesobei popped the bubble at three-quarters the strength required.

      That left him panting, so he was allowed a small break, after which he had to perform the song repeatedly. At sunset, he failed to pop the bubble at max strength. Irritated, the purple-eyed Gyoroe dismissed him for the rest of the day. Turesobei scurried away before the eyes could turn orange.

      He took a short nap then joined the others for dinner. Unfortunately, Awasa hadn’t lined everyone up this time so that he could sit in the middle again. He stood there awkwardly and lamely waved a hand in greeting.

      Iniru gave him a friendly hello, winked then returned to her conversation with Enashoma while Kurine beamed a warm smile at him and patted the seat beside her. He hesitated and glanced at Awasa.

      She nodded and mouthed, “Go on.”

      He shrugged and sat beside Kurine. She practically bounced with happiness and gave him a kiss on the cheek. A flicker of annoyance crossed Iniru's face, then she turned back to Enashoma. Well, that was a surprising reaction. He had expected something more…demonstrative…from her. There would probably be hell to pay later, but what could he do?

      Kurine shoved a bowl of squid and fermented kombu toward him. “You’ve got to try this. They added these hot peppers just for me. It’s awesome.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to make me like it more.”

      “Why doesn’t anyone like this?”

      “Because it tastes awful. Our mothers used to make us eat fermented kombu once each week.”

      “So it’s good for you too? Then you really should eat it.”

      “No thanks.”

      Instead he picked at a simple meal of fish, rice and spinach. He’d completely lost interest in eating. Probably because he didn’t have to eat. But maybe also because he’d been too worried about the Blood King, learning magic and avoiding his relationship problems to enjoy anything.

      Kurine laughed at a joke Zaiporo told. Iniru and Enashoma were smiling. Awasa stared off into the distance with a contented look on her face.

      The others seemed able to enjoy themselves despite the circumstances. Kurine especially.

      What’s wrong with me? This is no way to live when I probably only have a few months left before a guardian or the Blood King himself kills me. This is practically Paradise. My friends are all here. And I have two girlfriends. Yet I’m walking around completely miserable. This has to change. I have to balance learning magic and having fun, or I’m going to miss out on everything and probably go nuts.

      After they finished eating Kurine grabbed his arm. “Let’s go out for a moonlit stroll.”

      “Well, I should probably—”

      Iniru waved goodbye to him and hurried out.

      “Sounds like a good idea to me,” Awasa said.

      “Sure, why not?” he said with a sigh.

      Kurine hugged him. “Great!”

      They walked out into the Courtyard. No one else was around.

      Even in this wan light she could now correctly identify all the plants they passed. She knelt beside the stream and he joined her. She dangled her hand in the water and tried to catch a silvery, moonlit minnow that darted past. Her eyes were bright and she smiled so deeply that Turesobei smiled along for no reason. She was like a little kid. All the world was magical to her, and a butterfly fascinated her as much as a dazzling spell.

      “I wish my people could live in a place like this.” She dried her hand on her robes. “I wish my mother could see such fine cloth. What she would do to work with this….”

      “Do you miss sewing?”

      “I was good at it, and in Aikora, sewing provides a good living. But I never loved it.”

      “I felt that way about magic once. But after my adventure to Wakaro, I changed my mind.”

      “It’s who you are. You can’t escape that.”

      “So if sewing’s not your passion, what is?”

      Laughing, she tackled him. “Being the best girlfriend ever.”

      Beside the murmuring stream, to the chirping of crickets and croaking of frogs, beneath the pale moonlight, on a soft bed of moss, they kissed….

      Kurine tickled his ear and stroked his neck. “Let’s say this is all over and done. You’ve escaped the Nexus, returned to your Okoro and saved your people. What then?”

      “Wow, that’s a lot to do!” He shrugged. “I don’t know. If I stay home, things will be awkward. I’m sixteen, so I’m still not an adult amongst my people. I’d have to continue my wizardry training until I was eighteen. After that my grandfather would retire and I’d become the clan’s High Wizard. Officially, I’d be the second-most powerful man in our clan and province, though the High Wizard doesn’t usually concern himself with matters of state.”

      “That all sounds very important.”

      “It is,” he said. “And I don’t know what they’d do without me, but I don’t want to be the High Wizard. I don’t want that responsibility. Besides, I’m the only one of us who’s going to be welcome in Ekaran. I don’t know if any of the others will even dare go back with me. So after I’ve saved my people, I’m thinking about moving on to some place where we can all be together.”

      “A new home for me too, then?”

      “I’m not abandoning any of my friends.” He stroked her hair. “Especially not you.”

      “You, Chonda Turesobei, are the sweetest. So after that, what then?”

      “After all that?” He laughed. “I don’t know. We’d…we’d have to make a living somehow. Magic is always in high demand and we all have skills. I suppose it depends on whether we settled in the country or in the city. That would—”

      Kurine patted his face. “No. I mean, would you stop wandering and settle down? Would you marry me? Would we have kids?”

      He stared at her wide-eyed, sat up and started laughing. “You’re amazing. You know that?”

      “Obviously.”

      “We’re trapped in this place with little hope of escaping and you want to know if several years and a dozen desperate battles from now whether the two of us will settle down and start a family?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with hope or thinking about the future.” She took his hands. “I want to know. I need to know. Pretend Iniru isn't a factor.”

      “I can't just pretend that.”

      “Please try to for me.”

      Turesobei stared into her emerald eyes and sighed. “I’m—” He was just giving her a little hope, a dream to hold onto during the dark days that lay ahead of them. It was too far into the future to make solid promises. “I’m sure we would marry.”

      “I want to have a home and a family. Not right away, of course. First, I want to travel your world and see all the rivers and forests. I want to see my homeland when it was still warm, before the years of ice.”

      “You don’t want much, do you?”

      “Just you…and the world.”

      He laughed. “I’m sure we would travel, get married and maybe…someday…start a family.”

      Kurine began to cry softly. He wiped her tears away. This was exactly the opposite of what he’d hoped to accomplish with those words. How did he always manage to screw everything up?

      “What’s wrong?”

      She clung to him. “Nothing…nothing is wrong. It sounds perfect. It’s exactly what I want.”

      Turesobei wasn’t sure it was what he wanted, but it did sound nice. And it made him feel warm and tingly inside, because it made her happy.

      “How about we go in now and share a cup of tea?”

      “Not yet. I have other plans first.”

      “What other—” she shoved him down, “—oof!”

      “Other plans for you.”

      

      He was in trouble. The emerald-eyed Gyoroe wasn’t waiting for him on the platform. It was the impatient one with the purple eyes. His arms were crossed and his foot already tapping.

      “About time, apprentice.”

      Turesobei glanced around. It was fairly bright now, but it hadn’t even been light outside when he’d left his room a minute ago. This was going to be a long day.

      “Perform the song.”

      He sang it as best he could without looking at Gyoroe.

      “That is better, surprisingly, but it is still not good enough.”

      “I’ll keep practicing.”

      “See that you do.” He summoned the bubble. “We are skipping ahead to full-strength.”

      Turesobei focused his internal energy, gathered a wide range of kenja from the surrounding environment and channeled it into the bubble spell. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the bubble popped. He leaned back and sighed contentedly, sweat dripping from his brow. He was tired but not exhausted.

      Gyoroe’s eyes faded into pale blue as he smiled wide. “Excellent work.”

      Thank the gods, the kind one was dominant now. “I can handle that part well enough. Especially with the amount of kenja available here in the Nexus.”

      “And you will get better at it with practice. How are you progressing with the characters on the scroll?”

      “I have them all memorized, but I can only picture them in pairs.”

      “Keep at it,” Gyoroe said. “Now I want you to listen to me perform the song again. Close your eyes and listen. Not intently but casually. Let the notes flow over you. Lose yourself in the song and do not worry about duplicating it.”

      Turesobei knelt, closed his eyes and unfocused his mind, allowing every thought that came to him to drift away like feathers in a storm. Gyoroe sang the spell several times. Turesobei lost himself in the music. The notes washed across him. Notes of song…notes of kenja within chords…. Of course! It was all the same, in a certain sense, music and magic.

      Turesobei joined in and their voices harmonized perfectly. Only a tiny amount of kenja channeled outward through him, yet the stone arch of the Autumn Gate vibrated in synch.

      Gyoroe stopped singing but Turesobei continued.

      He invested some of the kenja he had gathered earlier into the song and channeled it through the gate, while holding the characters from the scroll in his mind.

      A tiny spark flickered within the center of the stone portal’s arch.

      He sang another round but nothing happened. Probably because he couldn’t hold the all characters in his mind properly. His breathing grew ragged, his throat hoarse. The subtler tones of the song failed him. He stopped and took a deep breath.

      “Excellent work, apprentice! You need only master the characters.”

      “I get what you meant about the subtle intonations now. It’s another one of those things you can’t teach, that I have to figure out on my own.”

      “You have done well and it is not even noon yet. Take an hour off, then spend the rest of the day memorizing the scroll and practicing the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon.”

      Over his free hour, Turesobei meditated on the gate platform while staring at the Autumn Gate. When it had vibrated in tune with his song, he had felt something in it respond to him. As if the gate were somehow alive.

      Unfortunately, the gate didn’t reveal its secrets, so he trudged off to the Workshop to face the Storm Dragon.

      

      With his mind exhausted from studying the scroll, he went to the Dining Hall to join the others. Kurine was wedged in between Enashoma and Awasa. She smiled and he said hello.

      Iniru patted the empty seat beside her and beckoned to him. “Get that little tushy over here.”

      Awasa nodded ever so slightly, so he went over and sat down. How odd that he now followed Awasa’s advice when it came to navigating his difficult relationships.

      “How was your day?” Iniru asked.

      “I accomplished a lot, but my brain is so tired it hurts to think.”

      “I’m sorry.” She leaned over and whispered in his ear. “I’ll make it all better tonight.”
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      Kurine rushed out as soon as she finished eating. Turesobei stood and reached out a hand to Iniru. She took it and he helped her up.

      “Would you like to walk in the Courtyard?” he asked.

      “Is that what you did with her last night?”

      He nodded sheepishly.

      “Then not that.” She tugged him along. “Let’s go to the Bath.”

      “You can’t do that,” Awasa said.

      Awasa looked at Iniru meaningfully.

      “Oh, bother,” Iniru snapped.

      “What?” Turesobei asked.

      Awasa and Iniru stared at one another.

      “Iniru forgot that I claimed the Bath Hall for myself tonight,” Enashoma said. “I told everyone three days ago.”

      Turesobei stared at her. Something about this didn’t seem quite right. “You didn’t tell me.”

      “You’re never around.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Iniru said. “Let’s go make out in the Library.”

      “Okay, sure.”

      “Gross,” Lu Bei spat.

      “Stay out of it, fetch,” Iniru said.

      “Master, please don't make me come too.”

      “You can go to my room and sleep,” Turesobei said.

      “Aye-aye, captain!”

      When they entered the Library, Motekeru was scanning the shelves in the far corner of the first level. “Pardon me, master. I will leave.”

      “We can go somewhere else,” Turesobei said.

      Motekeru shook his bronze head. “It is merely a way to pass the time and I haven’t had much success. I will go visit with Lady Awasa.”

      He clanked off down the hallway.

      “Is it just me,” Iniru asked, “or is Motekeru’s relationship with Awasa kind of creepy?”

      “They have some things in common. And it’s good for both of them to have someone to talk to.”

      “Yeah, but he stays in there when she bathes, and that’s just creepy.”

      Turesobei shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me. And he’s not a real man anymore, you know.”

      “Hey, can you do me a huge favor?”

      “Of course.”

      “No matter the subject can we not talk about her tonight?”

      “Talk about who?” he asked innocently.

      She pinched his cheek. “Good boy. Come on, let’s go to the third floor.”

      Iniru raced up the stairs to the top floor and Turesobei chased her, not that he had any chance of catching up to her. She stopped and spun around. He skidded right into her and wrapped her in a hug. She laughed and kissed him.

      They sat beside one another on the ledge, dangled their legs out between the widely spaced bars of the guardrail and gazed down at the eight-petalled flower carved onto the floor. A long, awkward silence followed. Everything he could think of to say seemed insufficient. She probably didn’t want to hear more about gate magic, and they’d already discussed fighting techniques and battle tactics over dinner. And he didn’t want to bring up anything that might involve Kurine.

      Iniru hugged her arms around the bars. “Remember when we first met?”

      “How could I forget? I thought you were another one of the assassins when I saw you standing on the bridge.”

      “And I thought you were cute.”

      “Seriously? You didn’t act like it.”

      “Like you could tell.”

      “You were really mean to me!”

      She chuckled. “I can dislike someone even if I think they’re cute.”

      He frowned. “I guess so.”

      “Once I got to know you, I thought you were sweet too. But you were just so annoying.”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “Please. You were such a lost baby and you couldn’t handle anything that a spell couldn’t solve.”

      “Well, I didn’t grow up with your survival training. And it was all a lot to deal with.”

      “I know. I knew it then, too. But I was trying hard not to like you.”

      He smiled. “It didn’t work.”

      “You think?” She sighed. “I was only supposed to help you on your mission. I wasn’t supposed to befriend you, much less become your girlfriend. Looking back, that was my first failing as a qengai. And of all people, I should have known better.”

      “How was becoming my girlfriend a failure? You completed your mission.”

      “The mission was a success, but qengai are taught not to form attachments on missions. Of course, that can be difficult when you spend a lot of time with someone attractive, or if you’re asked to feign a romantic attachment or to…to do other things with a target.”

      “Oh.” His mind raced through the implications of what she’d just said. “Oh! That’s terrible.”

      “That’s being a qengai. You do whatever the Sacred Codex says you must do.” She pressed her forehead against the bars and gripped them tight. “I don’t know why I ever thought it was a good thing to be a qengai, except…well, it’s what I was raised to be.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “And I wanted so badly to make my mother proud.”

      “I’m sure she’d also be proud of you for being yourself and doing what you feel is right.”

      “Would she? I don’t know. And I never will.”

      “We’ll get out of this mess and then you can see her again.”

      “She died four years ago. Before I completed my training.”

      “Oh, Iniru, I had no idea.”

      “That's because I don’t like to talk about it.” Her voice lowered almost to a whisper. “Saying she’s dead makes it more real, so I like to pretend as if she’s still alive. That’s why I never told you about her before.”

      “Did she die on a mission?”

      “Giving birth to my little sister.”

      “I didn’t know you had a younger sister either.”

      “She died of a fever two years later.”

      “Niru, I’m so sorry.”

      They sat in silence for a while. Her words echoed through his thoughts. He’d missed something important in what she’d said.

      “Wait, when you said you of all people should have known better than to form an attachment on a mission…what did you mean by that?”

      She drew in a deep breath and stared absently across the Library.

      “My mother infiltrated a secret order of thieves called the Daggers of Baku. Her mission was to seduce their leader, Josru, to win his trust and learn everything she could about their group. She turned over their secrets: the members’ names, the locations of their hideouts, the floor plan of their headquarters, everything. And when the time came for the assault on the Daggers six months later, Mother unlocked the doors to their headquarters and neutralized the night watch.

      “Then she warned Josru and tried to help him escape.”

      “She had fallen in love with him?”

      Iniru nodded. “He didn’t take her betrayal well, though. As she turned to go, he stabbed her in the back. And that wasn’t the worst of it. Mother, blinded by love, had failed to wrest all the order’s secrets from Josru. He had four demons locked within a hidden chamber beneath his headquarters. After he stabbed Mother, he sounded the alarm and unleashed the demons. I lost both my fathers, two brothers and a sister in the raid. Many other qengai from the clan were lost, as well.”

      “What about Josru?”

      “One of his demons killed him. I guess his binding ring failed.”

      “Josru was the father of your little sister?”

      Iniru nodded. “Mother was never the same afterward. The wound never healed properly and it hurt her all through the pregnancy. But it was more than that. Her spirit was broken.”

      He put a hand on her shoulder. She trembled under his touch. “So you lost all your family?”

      “Two of my brothers survived. They left a week after the battle. I don’t know what became of them. My oldest sister, out of seven, married into a faraway qengai clan to escape the disgrace Mother had brought on her. Then it was just me and Mother, living in exile on the outskirts of the village. It was rough. I tried to keep up my training and help Mother. We didn’t have much, and few in the clan took pity on us.”

      “Did you learn about what happened from your mother?”

      “I know what you’re thinking. That maybe that wasn’t what really went down. But she told me herself. It was one of the few meaningful things she said to me after the raid.”

      “Where did you go after she died?”

      “I was lucky. My birth father’s brother took us in. His wife did her best with my baby sister, but she was a sickly child. I completed my training with Uncle Aru’s clan. It wasn’t easy. Most of them resented me. They thought I would bring disgrace to their clan just like Mother had to hers. I was only there because Uncle Aru said I was supremely talented and a valuable asset. He was hard on me and said I had a lot to prove.

      “I worked my ass off day and night to become the best qengai ever, but not because of Uncle Aru. I did it because I wanted to make my mother proud. Not the mother who had failed her clan, but the one who had trained me as a child. The one whose last words to me were…” her voice cracked “…‘Be the best you can be, Niru. Be better than me.’

      “I used to stay awake late into the night wondering how Mother could have fallen in love with Josru. How she could have betrayed the Sacred Codex and her people. But look at me now, giving up on being a qengai. So that’s why I, of all people, should’ve known better than to fall in love.”

      “I think I’m a lot better than the leader of a gang of thieves,” he said, a little hurt.

      “Of course you are! But love is love, isn’t it?”

      “So you regret falling in love with me?”

      “Of course not!”

      “You don’t think it’s a good thing you fell in love?”

      “It was the best thing that ever happened to me. But as a qengai I should’ve known better.” She smiled sadly. “I guess I couldn’t help it any more than mother could. She just wasn’t fortunate enough to fall in love with someone as wonderful as you, or to realize being a qengai wasn’t worth it. She could’ve run away with him. She could’ve been happy.”

      “I think she would be proud of you now.”

      “You think so?”

      “She didn’t tell you to be the best qengai. She just said to be better than her and to be the best you could be. I think you’ve done that.”

      She cuddled up in his arms. A few tears dripped onto his arm. After a long while, she looked up at him and said, “This was the worst make-out session ever, huh?”

      He laughed. “I got to know more about you than I ever did before. That’s better than kissing.”

      “Are you sure you’re a boy?”

      “I can’t be sensitive?” he asked indignantly. “Besides, we’re still going to make out later, right?”

      “That’s more boy-like.” She took his head in her hands. “How about now?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      She hopped up onto her feet. “Not here, though.”

      “What? Why?”

      “This is a sad place now. How about…under the rose trellis?”

      He made a face. “You have got to be kidding. I never want to see another rose in my life! How about my room?”

      “Boring.”

      “Yours?” he asked.

      “Boring. The Throne Room?”

      “Are you suicidal?” Turesobei grinned as the perfect place occurred to him. “Wait, I’ve got it.”

      “You don’t have it,” she said.

      “The gate platform.”

      “You spent all day there working. Aren’t you tired of that place?”

      “I’d like make some good memories there that I can tap into tomorrow.”

      She laughed. “Let’s do it then!”

      

      Midway through the next afternoon, those good vibes paid off.

      On his third attempt of the day, Turesobei made the Autumn Gate flicker to life. For a few brief moments, what appeared to be a vibrating pool of water shimmered within the stone arch. Then it vanished, leaving him panting and dizzy.

      “I did it!”

      The emerald-eyed Gyoroe shook his head. “You did well, but you did not succeed.”

      “But the gate worked for a few moments.”

      “If you had stepped into that portal, you would have been blasted into nothingness. Because you failed to activate the gate within the Autumn Realm.”

      “Oh.”

      “Opening the gate on both sides is what makes this difficult, and you are not going to achieve that until you can envision the characters in three sets.”

      “I’m getting close. I can picture them in a sequence of six groupings now.”

      “Then I suspect you will soon succeed.”

      “How could you tell the gate wasn’t active on the other side?”

      “Starting tomorrow, that is your next lesson.”

      The following day, he managed to keep the gate active for several minutes on three separate occasions, and he learned how to analyze the connection to make sure it was safe. Gyoroe had been right, it wasn’t.

      Seven days later, he opened his first safe connection between the Nexus and the Autumn Realm. It failed after thirty seconds, but it left him satisfied and the blue-eyed Gyoroe practically giddy.

      After that followed another week of alternating dates with Kurine and Iniru, all taken after long sessions spent learning the song and character sequences for each of the gates. He hardly slept anymore, and he skipped lunch and breakfast. Each attempt he made with the Autumn Gate fared better than the previous. He could now open the Spring Gate as well. It took effort, but he could reliably envision the characters in groups of three now.

      “You are doing well,” Gyoroe said. “You need only continue practicing. How are you faring with the teleportation spell for the realms?”

      “I’ve been so busy with the gate spells that I haven’t had time to study it properly.”

      Yellow, catlike eyes speckled with purple scanned him. “You have had time for kissing girls. Even in this very spot.”

      Turesobei blushed and swallowed. “I have, master. But I do work incredibly hard. And there’s a limit to how much knowledge I can absorb in a single day.”

      Gyoroe’s face folded into a deep scowl.

      “It’s true,” Lu Bei said. “And so far he has achieved everything faster than you had expected.”

      Gyoroe relaxed and his eyes morphed to pale green. “I suppose he has. Start working hard on the realm teleportation spell now.”

      “Yes, master.”

      “Also, begin teleporting a second person with you to the Workshop each day. After all, you will be transporting your entire team to the heart stone in each realm, and we cannot afford any mistakes.”

      “Before I transport someone I need to locate their kenja heart and bond with their energy signature, right?”

      “That is exactly what you must do. Once you can teleport each of your companions to the Workshop reliably, begin practicing teleports with the full group.”

      Turesobei nodded. He knew exactly who he had to teleport first, before Gyoroe thought to forbid it. Though he didn’t look forward to telling her. And he absolutely didn’t want to risk her life by potentially screwing it up on his first try.
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      An hour before dawn, Turesobei awoke to a finger tapping his forehead.

      “Up up, awake awake, spelling time awaits!” Lu Bei sang.

      Turesobei clenched his eyes shut, groaned, stretched his limbs and yawned.

      Lu Bei continued to tap him on the face.

      He sat up and pushed the fetch away. “I’m awake!”

      “So grouchy in the mornings.” Lu Bei sighed dramatically. “And to think I made you a special invigorating brew this morning.”

      “Go get Shoma for me.”

      “Don’t know why you’re so grumpy,” Lu Bei muttered on his way out.

      “Because I worked hard yesterday!”

      And he’d stayed out an hour later than normal last night with Kurine.

      As he dressed, he contemplated how emphatic she’d been about not coming back to his room after a long session of making out in the Courtyard. He guessed that along with Iniru and Kurine splitting time with him on alternating days, they had established a rule about not coming into his room, because Iniru had refused to come back as well the night before.

      He shrugged. Whatever kept the peace.

      It was actually nice to have the last four hours of each night to himself anyway. He needed a soothing bath and a little sleep before dealing with the Blood King all day.

      Mumbling curses, Enashoma stormed in. “This couldn’t wait until later?”

      “Sorry. It has to be now.”

      “Maybe you don’t need to sleep here, but I do. I’m still growing, you know.”

      “You sleep eight hours every night?”

      “Just four.” She yawned and took a bowl of tea from Lu Bei. “So you were out late with Iniru, weren’t you?”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “You’ve got a silly grin plastered on your face.”

      “Oh.” He tried to frown but failed. “Actually I was with Kurine. You don’t have a problem with that, do you?”

      “I prefer Iniru, but I like Kurine, too.”

      “Well…yeah…good.”

      Enashoma frowned thoughtfully. “This is the last day of the week.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “I thought Iniru had the odd days.” Enashoma threw a hand over her mouth. “Crap! I wasn’t supposed to say that.”

      “I’d already figured out they were alternating days. I’m a bright boy.”

      “To be fair, it’s not the sort of thing you normally figure out. Does it bother you?”

      “Nah. I’m just happy they’re not fighting.”

      “Well, they’re not exactly getting along either.”

      “As long as it keeps them civil.”

      “And you get what you want.” She slapped his shoulder. “Wipe that silly grin off your face. You don’t deserve either one of them.”

      “You don’t think I know that?”

      “You should enjoy their company while you can, master,” Lu Bei said. “One day this dream of dating two beautiful, intelligent girls will end, and you’ll wake up beside a goat.”

      Lu Bei and Enashoma giggled.

      Turesobei rolled his eyes. “Funny. Very funny.”

      “Thanks for talking to Zai,” Enashoma said. “It helped a lot.”

      “He wasn’t supposed to tell you we talked.”

      “He didn’t. But I could tell.”

      Lu Bei turned on the tap to fill the bathtub. “I’m starting your bath, master.”

      Turesobei almost asked why, but then figured out the fetch’s plan. The running water would provide background noise in case the Blood King was listening in.

      “There’s something I’m going to have to do with everyone,” he whispered. “And it’s very dangerous, especially for you, since you’ll be the first.”

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      She frowned. “I don’t like the sound of this.”

      “Don’t you trust me?”

      “You’re my big brother—so of course I don’t.”

      He activated his kenja-sight. “Stand straight. I’ve got to find your kenja heart.”

      “It’s at my navel. Lady Hannya told me.”

      “I have to be certain and I have to connect with it.”

      Her kenja currents radiated outward from a spot a few inches lower than her navel. “Actually, it’s further down.” He winced. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?”

      He placed his palm on the spot and closed his eyes.

      She squirmed and batted his hand away. “Eew!”

      “I said I was sorry.” He put his hand back on the spot. “Stop squirming.”

      “But it’s awkward.”

      “I can’t help that.”

      He focused on the rhythm and tenor of her kenja heart until he knew it perfectly. Being related and close to one another made it easier. She was actually a good choice for his first try.

      “You’re going to hate this part.” Turesobei stepped behind Enashoma, wrapped an arm around her and placed one palm over her kenja heart.

      “So gross.” She tried to squirm away but he held tight. “Whatever you’re trying to do, find another guinea pig.”

      “You have to be the first.”

      With his other hand, he drew the scroll with the teleporting spell from his belt. He didn’t need the scroll, but there was a tiny amount of energy bound within the characters, and he wanted all the help he could get to make sure he didn’t screw this up.

      Enashoma’s eyes locked onto the scroll. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “You know, Lady Shoma,” Lu Bei said, “the position of your kenja heart suggests your base personality is grounded with a tendency toward passion.”

      “Really?”

      Turesobei cast the spell. They were jerked forward through space and reappeared in the Workshop. Enashoma staggered out of Turesobei’s grasp, fell to her knees and vomited.

      She wiped her mouth with her sleeve. “I hate you.”

      “At least we didn’t end up stuck inside a rose vine or a tree or cast out into empty space.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      Footsteps rang out on the staircase. Gyoroe approached, carrying something silvery in his hands. “So you chose your sister as your first test subject, even though she will never be teleporting on any missions?”

      Gyoroe’s eyes were languid green. Perfect. He could deal honestly with the pragmatic and laid-back one.

      “Master, we both know that if I ever have a chance to defeat you or escape, I’ll take it. And in such a scenario, I might need to teleport my sister. Besides, I figured she would be the easiest since we’re related.”

      “The easiest would be Motekeru or the hounds, since they are bound to your kavaru. But I understand why you chose her first. We do have different agendas and, for now at least, are allies only out of necessity. It is my fault that I did not think to forbid you from teleporting your sister.”

      Gyoroe held out a rune-carved circlet with a slender chain several feet long attached to it.

      “Your desire to break free is why I made this collar. With this, I can keep your sister here as long as I wish. So when you journey to the realms, you will have two options: You can return here, or you can leave your dear sister here with me forever, to do with as I see fit. If you try to remove the collar or take your sister out through one of the gates she will die instantly.”

      Turesobei glared at Gyoroe. His jaw tightened. His fists clenched. Words formed on his lips—then died. Arguing was futile. There was nothing he could do about it.

      “Do not pretend this surprises you, apprentice. Our understanding works both ways. Come here, girl.”

      Trembling, she walked toward him. “I figured he would do something like this, Sobei. I’ll be okay.”

      Gyoroe smiled and his eyes shifted to pale blue. “Look on the bright side, girl. This is much better than me locking you away in a room. This way, you will be absolutely free to walk about the Nexus and engage in normal activities. You will only encounter a problem if you attempt to leave. I assure you, the device does not let me control you in any fashion. I do not compel people. It is crude and makes for dullards you can neither teach nor employ effectively.”

      “What must I do?” Enashoma asked.

      He held the circlet out. “Take off your robes. The chain fits along your spine.”

      She blushed and nodded. She let her outer robe fall to her feet then loosened her inner robe. Turesobei looked away as the supple silk cloth fell. Then he braced himself. No, he had to watch. To ever have a chance at removing the device, he needed to see precisely how the Blood King attached it. He turned back. And was relieved to find Enashoma clutching her inner robes around her body so only a little more than the ivory skin of her back was bare.

      She stood frozen, like a deer that knew it was about to fall to a hunter’s arrow. The Blood King locked the silver collar around her neck. The chain whipped around and with a crimson flash snapped flat down her back, along the length of her spine. The silver chain turned to liquid, like mercury, and seeped into her skin. The chain disappeared, leaving only the collar visible. Enashoma drew in a sharp breath, jerked erect and held perfectly still.

      “I suspect that tingles,” Gyoroe said. “As if every part of you is waking up, like a limb after it has fallen asleep. The sensation will pass in a few minutes. Then you will be able to move normally. Apprentice, I will see you on the gate platform in one hour.”

      Gyoroe disappeared up the steps and Turesobei rushed to Enashoma.

      She was trembling now. “Can you help me with my clothes?”

      “Hold on.” With his kenja-sight activated, he examined the collar and trailed his hand down her back to the base of her spine.

      “Sobei, what are you doing?”

      “Working.”

      “You’re rubbing down my back and I’m half-naked. It’s weird.”

      “I know, but it’s necessary.” He studied the device a few minutes. “Okay, as far as I can tell he’s not lying.” He dropped his kenja sight. “If I were to cut the collar, the chain would break your spine. If I were to try to extract the chain, the collar would snap your neck.”

      “Well, that’s just great.” Enashoma moved an arm and started to bend over. “Ah! Can’t move yet. Pins and needles all over. And I’m freezing. The metal on the collar is cold.”

      She lost her hold on her inner robe. Turesobei surged forward as it slipped down her, caught the peony silk and slid it up over her shoulders.

      “Sobei, when we tell the others what happened—”

      “We’ll leave this part out.”

      “Madam, will you allow me to help you dress?” Lu Bei said.

      “Most certainly not,” Enashoma said.

      “I’ve seen many people in a state of undress over the years, Lady Shoma. I’m a fetch, a servant, it’s hardly something to—”

      “No,” she said firmly.

      “As you wish, madam.”

      With clumsy fingers, she gripped her inner robe on the shoulder with one hand. She moved the other hand into a sleeve and winced. “So I’m stuck in the Nexus indefinitely now.”

      “I’ll find a way to get you out of this,” Turesobei said. “Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried about me right now. I’m worried about you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if he’s locking me up, that means your missions are going to start soon.”
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      At dinner, most of their conversation centered on Enashoma’s collar.

      “At least it looks cute on you,” Kurine said.

      “It does look good,” Enashoma said. “It’s just what it does that’s the problem.”

      “Could be worse,” Lu Bei said. “I’ve been bound to master for an age and I didn’t get a smart-looking collar.”

      “Yeah, but your master is Turesobei,” Zaiporo said. “Shoma is—”

      Hannya entered the Dining Hall, interrupting his thought. Her expression was distant and calculating and made Turesobei uneasy. Everyone went silent.

      “Dress in your training gear immediately and come to the Throne Room.”

      Then she turned and swept out of the room.

      

      Turesobei and his companions walked across the Throne Room and bowed at the foot of the dais. They had worn their training outfits as instructed. And as far as Turesobei knew, none of them had done anything wrong, so he was expecting another test battle. But as soon as he saw the Blood King’s orange eyes, he groaned inwardly. This was Gyoroe’s cruelest personality. With this one in charge, Turesobei had no idea what lay in store for them.

      Hannya bowed before ascending the steps to stand beside Lord Gyoroe. She gave him more space than normal.

      One side of Gyoroe's mouth turned upward in a sneer. “For the next four weeks you will undergo a rigorous conditioning program to prepare you for venturing into the realms. This program is more intensive than anything you have ever done before.”

      Another month…. That would give the Gawo Clan yet more time to move against his people. At this rate, he was never going to make it home in time to make a difference. Turesobei noted the orange eyes and stifled a complaint. There was no point in arguing with even the scholarly, emerald-eyed Blood King. To argue with the orange-eyed one…. He might as well ask to be tortured. And if they were going to be facing deadly guardians, he honestly could use some brushing up on his combat skills and conditioning. He and his companions would need to be in the best shape possible to survive. And he couldn’t worry about getting home now, anyway. He had much bigger problems.

      “This regimen is brutal and some who attempted it in the past….” Gyoroe smiled. “Let us simply say that not everyone can handle it. I expect all of you to do so, however. The consequences of failing will be severe. And rest assured, even if it takes a decade, I will see that you are prepared before I send you into the realms.”

      Gyoroe marched down the steps and paused before Iniru. “I see the smug look on your face. You think because you are a qengai you are prepared for this training. But you will soon find that I demand more of my servants than Notasami did.”

      He swept past them.

      “Wait!” Iniru said bravely.

      Gyoroe paused, eyes simmering. “Yes?”

      “You knew Lord Notasami?”

      “I killed Notasami, girl. Along with thirteen other Kaiaru who massed against me. He brought a whole army of prophecy-worshiping qengai warriors like you with him. Three qengai died for every one of mine. Think on that.”

      Her shoulders sagged.

      Gyoroe smiled broadly. “You should be thankful. You are about to become unique.”

      “How so?” she asked wearily.

      “You will be the first warrior ever to train in both Notasami's system and mine.”

      He chuckled and continued on. Hannya followed in his wake.

      Turesobei patted Iniru on the back. “You okay?” he whispered.

      She took in a deep breath and nodded. “I should've known Lord Notasami was just another Kaiaru. And this will absolutely make it much easier to get past my guilt over quitting.”

      “How so?”

      “I know better than to trust a Kaiaru's vision of what the future should be.”

      The others had already followed Hannya and the Blood King out of the Throne Room.

      “Come on. We’d better hurry.”

      They caught up to Gyoroe, Hannya and the others at the end of the hallway.

      The octagon section between the Throne Hall and the Bath Hall had remained off limits and unknown. It didn't even have a door. Until now. The Blood King touched the wall and a doorway shimmered into existence.

      “I call this space the Canvas, because it is a blank slate I can shape into whatever I need. In this case, I have shaped it into a training course.”

      They followed Gyoroe and Hannya through the door. The room they entered took Turesobei’s breath away, and for a moment his head swam. He hadn’t expected anything like this. The dimensions of the space were all wrong. The room was easily four times larger on the inside than on the outside and shaped differently. The domed ceiling high above glowed with a flickering light, as if it were a giant lantern. It gave the room an eerie cast reminiscent of a dense forest lit by a scarlet sunset.

      They walked out onto a narrow wooden bridge. The floor of the room lay twenty feet below them. On the other side of the bridge, a set of steps led to a viewing platform above the center of the room. From this vantage point, they could see down into every section of the maze that covered the floor. Each passage held a variety of obstacles. Hurdles, climbing walls, rope swings, pools, mud pits and other traps he couldn't identify from a distance filled the maze.

      In one section, between two climbing walls, a set of stones floated in the air. Beneath them was…he couldn't tell what lay beneath them. He saw only darkness. Apparently, the point was to leap from one stone to the next as if crossing a stream without trying to get wet.

      Two planks stretched out from the platform, one to his left and the other to his right. A climbing rope from the end of each plank dangled into different parts of the course. The one to his left lowered into a passage that held four bales of hay and, in the center, a rack with three weapons: a spear, a sword and a hammer. That must be where you started the maze. A short, straight passage that appeared empty of obstacles led to the rope on the right. They would probably climb back out of the maze there.

      

      “Each day, you will participate in three training sessions,” Gyoroe said, snapping Turesobei's attention away from the course. “You will have six hours to rest between each session. The first two sessions will consist of running an obstacle course. In the third you will fight, as a group, against a set of conjured opponents. Motekeru, Lu Bei and the hounds do not need to run the course, so their presence here is not required.”

      “Will they join us for the battle sessions?” Zaiporo asked.

      “No,” Hannya said. “While these battles will no doubt improve your teamwork, their primary purpose is for honing your fighting skills.”

      Gyoroe’s orange eyes narrowed dangerously at the interruption, but he continued. “The course will rearrange itself each time someone runs it. And both the course and the opponents you face will get steadily tougher as you go.”

      Gyoroe snapped his fingers. A haze engulfed the course, hiding it from view. When the mist dissipated, only the passages connected to the platform via the climbing ropes remained the same.

      He lifted a metal rod engraved from top to bottom with tiny, evenly spaced symbols. “This device will measure the time it takes for you to complete the course.”

      He tapped the rod and it tinged like a bell. The first symbol just barely lit up, but as they watched, it brightened steadily. A few moments later, the next symbol began to glow dimly.

      “Hannya will record your times.  I expect them to improve each day. If even one of you fails to equal or reduce your previous time, then you will all train for an additional day. By the end of the allotted month, you must each be able to finish the course in less than four minutes. If any of you fail to do so, then all of you continue training until everyone can. Failing to defeat your opponents in a mock battle will also result in one additional week of training.”

      “Enashoma, you may run the course with them if you desire,” Hannya said. “Your times, however, will not be counted against the others.”

      “I would like that,” she said. “Thank you.”

      Gyoroe paced around the platform. “No tricks or shortcuts of any kind are allowed. You may shout encouragements to your companions, but you cannot advise them as they run the course. Turesobei, you are not allowed to use spells or your kenja-sight to aid yourself. Awasa, no mudras, and Fangthorn must remain strapped to your back.” Gyoroe pointed at Lu Bei. “You cannot advise them either.”

      Lu Bei put his hands on his hips. “I would never, sir!”

      Gyoroe visibly restrained his irritation.

      “When do we begin?” Turesobei asked, though the answer was obvious given the attire they were told to wear.

      “Today, and you will go first, apprentice.” Gyoroe pointed at the rope hanging down from the plank to Turesobei’s right. “Take your place.”

      He walked out onto the plank, took deep breaths and focused his mind.

      Keep a steady pace but don’t rush the first time through. You’re better off completing each part slowly but successfully than going too fast and getting stuck.

      Gyoroe tapped the rod. It rang out and the first symbol lit. “Begin!”
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      Turesobei climbed down the rope and dropped the last five feet onto the sandy floor. A wash of magical energy rushed over him as the course realigned. With Enashoma and Kurine shouting encouragement, he took off.

      He sprinted the first section and turned the sharp corner.

      Ahead of him stood a series of three-foot-high stone blocks spanning the width of the passage. Hurdles, ten of them. He reached the first and cautiously climbed over it. The hurdle was only a few inches thick and he felt pretty confident he could jump over it if he was running. If he couldn’t, he’d need to learn to fast. They were among the easier obstacles he’d seen in the maze. It was important that he master them, or he'd never get his time under the Blood King’s limit.

      He sprinted ahead and jumped the next hurdle, trusting that he could clear it. He couldn’t. His toes clipped the far edge. He stumbled and fell onto his hands and knees, scraping his knuckles. Otherwise, he was okay. Picking himself up, he quickly scrambled over the other hurdles and turned the corner.

      The next passage held a series of five-foot high walls. Each one was a couple of feet thick and had a small archway cut into the bottom. He could either crawl through the arch or leap on top of the wall.

      He chose the latter option but as he got closer he noticed the sparkling, razor-sharp rocks lining the top edge. Going too fast to stop, he slid and aimed for the arch. His feet went under but his forearms collided with the stone.

      He cried out and wiggled the rest of the way through. Tears welled in his eyes. Cradling his arms against his body, he rocked back and forth a few moments. The bruises went bone deep. He might even have a few hairline fractures. Clenching his hands into fists hurt like Torment, but everything still worked. He had to keep going.

      If only he could cast a healing spell….

      Lu Bei swept overhead. “Go, master! Go, go!”

      Turesobei crawled under the other arches, wincing each time he put weight on his arms, then raced to the end of the passage. Rounding the corner, he slammed into a wall that reached almost to the catwalks.

      He staggered back, wincing in pain at the new bruises on his hands and arms.

      Lesson learned. Slow down at each turn.

      Handholds were cut into the rock wall. He spotted a route he liked and climbed. On a normal day, he would've reached the top in no time. But with his hands banged up and his forearms aching, it took him twice as long as it should have. By the time he reached the top, tears streaked down his cheeks. Knowing how much of the course remained, he wanted badly to stop. But he couldn’t. Quitting would infuriate the Blood King and his eyes were already orange. That version of the Blood King would torture everyone for his failure and then still expect them to run the course.

      Turesobei climbed down into another hallway. A ten-foot-long section of the floor was missing. He walked to the edge, peered down, and gasped. Below lay a pit filled with dark water from which tentacles thrashed.  Bales of hay lined the floor on the other side, obviously to cushion a landing.

      This course sucked demon balls. How was he going to finish it twice every day? He walked back to the climbing wall with a sigh. Then he sprinted to the edge of the pit and leapt. As long as he didn't break any major bones landing, all that mattered was avoiding that pit and the monster inside it. He did hope he wouldn’t land hands-first, though. His poor arms couldn't take much more abuse.

      The pit whizzed past underneath, and he bellyflopped into the hay. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs but he could live with that. Thankfully, the hay was thick enough to cushion even his crude landing.

      Lu Bei swooped overhead. “Good going, master! Now get up and go, go, go!”

      He cursed Lu Bei's enthusiasm and, gasping for breath, staggered out of the hay. Then he jogged—the best he could do—to the corner and stepped cautiously into the next passage.

      This entire section wasn't a hallway. It was a round tunnel. A large, circular stone like a giant marble blocked the entrance. He pushed on the stone ball. It rolled upward at a slight incline. Clearly he had to push the ball up the tunnel ramp to reach the next passage. He groaned. This would stink at the best of times but, with his arms hurting, it was going to be torture. After the first several steps, he was certain that hairline fractures were spider-webbing their way through the bones of his arms. He paused to rest them, using his shoulder to prop the boulder in place.

      An idea suddenly struck him. He turned his back to the stone ball and walked it, step by agonizing step, backwards up the tunnel. When he reached the top, the ball rolled into a hole in the floor and out of his way. He rounded the corner and frowned.

      After a simple drop to the floor—the tunnel had risen halfway up to the catwalk—there was nothing between him and the next corner except a section of empty passage. Lungs burning, he paused to catch his breath.

      A straight sprint this far in? It was a trap. It had to be a trap. But there was nothing he could do but run, and see what happened. So he ran.

      A sandbag the size of a sack of flour shot out at him from the top of the right hand wall. He leapt forward and the weight swung past behind him. The break in his stride sent him stumbling. So when a second bag swept down at him from the left, it crashed into his shoulder. He hit the ground and rolled awkwardly to his feet. The sandbag continued on as if nothing had happened. He hadn't even slowed it down. It hung from a rope that was attached to a metal pole hovering magically over the passage. The whole thing must have been invisible until the first bag had swung down.

      The sandbag hit the top of its arc and zoomed back toward him. He dropped flat against the ground and it whizzed harmlessly overhead. The entire passage was filled with sandbags swinging back and forth like pendulums. They all moved at exactly the same speed—regardless of obstacles, apparently—and were evenly spaced along the hallway.

      Lu Bei screeched at him. “Stop wasting time!”

      Turesobei took a few seconds to analyze the pattern, then took off. He raced by the next sandbag just as it cleared his path. The next he reached too soon, and he barely dodged around behind it. That made him slow down enough that he reached the last two at the perfect time. He made it to the corner without getting hit again.

      He turned and found himself facing a pool of dark, still water. It stretched the length of the section. Not a single ripple disturbed the surface. If there was danger, it wasn't obvious.

      Resisting the urge to call on his kenja-sight, Turesobei hopped in. He assumed the pool was no more that chest deep and that he could wade the first few steps, to make sure it was safe, before swimming the rest of the way. He was wrong. The icy water closed over his head. He sank deeper and deeper into the black pool. Panicked, he started swimming before his feet touched the bottom, if there was one.

      As soon as his head broke the surface, he gasped for breath. The frigid water seemed to steal the air from his lungs and he was already shivering. If he didn't get out of this pool soon, he’d freeze to death before he drowned. He swam as fast as his numb body would let him. It took several attempts to get his fingers to grip the edge of the pool, but he finally managed to climbed out on the other side. He lay on the ground shivering a few moments before squeezing the water out of his hair and clothes. Then he rubbed the feeling back into his arms and legs before rounding the corner.

      The next section began with another climbing wall. He climbed painfully to the top and looked across. His jaw dropped. Below the wall was…nothing. As far as he could see, it was an endless drop. A rope stretched from this wall to another wall at the end of the section. He carefully lowered himself onto the rope. Pain lanced through his hands and down into the bones of his forearms.

      He gritted his teeth and pulled himself along. Halfway across, his hands went numb and he lost his grip. If not for his knees clenching tight around the rope as his fingers loosened, he would have fallen. Instead he dangled, upside down over the endless drop, until the feeling came back into his hands.

      By the time he reached the other side, his hands were no longer cold. They were blistered. Another lesson learned. Next time he would wear gloves.

      The next several passages held another set of hurdles, a hall full of mud where balls of muck shot out of the walls at him, and another chasm. This time, the maze provided him with a plank to walk across instead of a rope. Then there was a hill that wouldn't let him climb it unless he was also carrying the heavy sack that lay at the bottom. That was followed by a series of monster pits that he had to swing over and a passage that was basically one big climbing wall. It was like the other chasm sections in that there was no floor, just an endless drop. But where the others had some sort of bridge to cross, this passage was lined in climbing walls. He had to climb his way across.

      After that, he reached another tunnel, but the entrance was blocked by a stone door. The hinges connected at the top. So he grabbed the handle at the bottom and lifted. The door had to weigh more than Motekeru. Arms aching, he heaved upward. As soon as it was halfway open, he ducked under and darted inside. It smacked shut behind him.

      The tunnel was pitch dark. He started cautiously forward, hands probing the space ahead, and ran into a thin rope stretched across the middle of the passage. He slid under it and collided with another rope. He went over that one, then under another. He squeezed between two ropes, then three. It was like crawling through a spider’s web completely blind.

      The end was blocked by another heavy stone door. He found the handle, heaved it up, darted under and froze. After a few moments, his eyes adjusted to the light, and he saw the edge of another seemingly bottomless chasm lying inches away. Round stepping stones, each about four feet in diameter, floated at different heights and distances across the gap. They were spaced so you that could jump from one to another with relative ease. The problem was that they were unstable and bobbed in the air like planks of wood in water.

      Turesobei took a deep breath and hopped out onto the first stone. It sank gently under his weight but didn't wobble as badly as he’d feared.

      The next three stones were close together and all the same height. He walked across them easily. The fourth, though, was several feet higher. He leapt up and landed neatly in the center of the stone. But it bounced badly, forcing him to wait several moments for it to settle before he could move on. The next two were each a little lower than the last. And again, he had to pause on each before continuing.

      After that, the stones climbed slowly upward in a zigzag pattern.  Once they reached almost to the height of the catwalk, the next stone dropped halfway down again.

      Turesobei misjudged both the distance and the angle. He landed hard and slightly off-center. The stone tottered dangerously. He threw his arms out and shifted his weight, trying to keep his balance. He almost fell twice but managed stay on. Finally, it steadied enough that he could make the jump to the last stone.

      It floated several feet below the floor of the passage. Another long drop. And he’d have to leap back up again to finish this section.

      He readied himself, aimed and jumped. Exhaustion made him overcompensate and he struck it even harder than last time. His feet slid to the edge.

      The stone tipped one way and then the other.

      Off balance, he splayed his arms wide and bent forward. That only made things worse. He felt the stone start to flip and launched himself at the edge.

      He hit much higher than he’d expected to. His chest slammed into the ledge, knocking the wind from his lungs, and his arms flopped onto the floor of the passage. The impact stunned him and he lay gasping. He started sliding back into the abyss before he even realized that he needed to pull himself the rest of the way up.

      Part of him wanted to let go. He was too tired and hurt to keep going. Gyoroe wouldn’t let him die, not like this. He needed Turesobei to retrieve the heart stones.

      “Come on, Master! You're almost there!” Lu Bei swooped past, cheering him on.

      When he listened, Turesobei could hear his friends yelling encouragement, as well. The thought of the Blood King turning those cruel, orange eyes on them when he had to be rescued made him scramble to find purchase on the stone floor.

      His fingers caught the seam between two blocks, stopping his slide. It took a ridiculous amount of effort, and some banged elbows and shins, but he managed to haul himself up over the edge. He crawled a safe distance away and lay panting in the corner on the floor of the passage.

      As he struggled to catch his breath, a man made of straw loomed over him. He rolled violently to the side, but the creature’s bamboo baton caught him in the ribs. A bone cracked and he cried out.

      He swept his leg out and tripped the straw warrior.

      Grasping his side, he leaped to his feet and shouldered into a second straw warrior, knocking it down. He ducked under the baton swings of the third and elbowed it on the chin. The blow dented in the lower half of the warrior’s face and made it stumble back awkwardly.

      He looked up. Zaiporo and Iniru pumped their fist in the air at Turesobei’s success. Enashoma and Kurine both looked worried sick but were still cheering. Awasa clapped with them. Seeing them gave him a much-needed boost of energy.

      Two of the warriors climbed to their feet and lumbered toward him. Turesobei staggered over to the stand with the weapons and fumbled for a sword. With his ribs cracked and both shoulders badly bruised, he wasn’t sure if he could even swing it. When he gripped the hilt, waves of pain crashed down the bones in his forearm. He turned around, nearly dropping the sword.

      The straw warrior had closed in on him. It swung its baton at his head.

      He raised the sword to block and dodged aside. He wasn’t fast enough. The club struck him in the face. His jaw popped. A bloody tooth went flying. His head snapped backward.

      The world spun around him, then went dark.
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      He woke on the viewing platform, gasping for air and wincing as each inhalation brought a stabbing pain to his ribs and lungs. A dull ache was crushing the bones in his forearms and jaw. He must be covered by a single, giant bruise because everything hurt.

      The Blood King loomed above, his eyes a fiery mix of scarlet and orange.

      “You failed to complete the course.”

      Turesobei tried to speak but his jaw refused to open. He didn’t have the breath for anything more than a guttural whisper anyway.

      “I expect better from an apprentice of mine. Therefore, I am adding an extra week to the training requirement. K’chasan, you are up!”

      The Blood King glared at Turesobei a moment longer then stepped away.

      Hannya bent down and reached out a small white object. “Take this and hold it in place.”

      He focused his blurred vision on the object. It was a tooth. Why was she giving him a tooth and where was he supposed to hold it?

      Kurine knelt beside him and took the tooth. “I’ll do it for him.”

      “Is that mine?” he mumbled.

      He flinched when she touched his face. She pried at his jaw but couldn’t open it wide enough. Tears streamed from his eyes.

      Enashoma bent down and helped her. When they got his jaw open wide enough, he cried out and tried to wrench away.

      “Be still, my love,” Kurine said. “Just a moment longer.”

      He held as still as he could and Kurine pushed the tooth into place. Hannya cast a healing spell. A golden cloud descended onto him. Kenja as cold as well water seeped into his skin. The tooth rooted back into place. His bones mended. His bruises vanished. The fatigue left his muscles. He sucked in a deep breath without the pain or burning he’d felt before.

      “Thank you,” he muttered.

      “You should have let him suffer longer,” Gyoroe said.

      Hannya made no reply. He was lucky Gyoroe hadn’t kept Hannya from healing him.

      Kurine kissed him on the cheek. “Are you okay now?”

      “I just need a good night of sleep.”

      “I hope Iniru will be okay,” Enashoma said.

      “She’ll be fine,” Zaiporo said. “She has lots more experience with this kind of thing than any of us do.”

      Gingerly, as his body wasn't fully recovered yet, Turesobei sat up and watched Iniru run the course. The whole maze had rearranged itself as soon as her feet touched the floor. Despite the fact that the obstacles were all in a different order now, she raced through the course. Obstacles he’d struggled with look like nothing more than child’s play when she did them.

      “I feel stupid now,” Turesobei muttered.

      “Because she’s better at it than you?” Awasa asked. “Did you expect otherwise?”

      He sighed. “No, I suppose not.”

      “Master’s just bitter because he failed,” Lu Bei said.

      “Do we really have to do this twice each day?” Kurine asked.

      Gyoroe’s eyes turned solid scarlet and he glared at them. Turesobei held his breath, afraid he would punish them for the comment. But Hannya touched his arm and he restrained himself.

      “Only once tomorrow,” Hannya said, glancing cautiously at Gyoroe. “It would not be wise to overdo your training at the start.”

      “They will run the course twice tomorrow,” Gyoroe said.

      Hannya frowned but said nothing. She did, however, give Gyoroe a meaningful look.

      His eyes dimmed and shifted to purple, then bright blue. His jaw tightened. “They can skip the mock battle tomorrow.” He turned to observe Iniru. “I will grant no concessions beyond that.”

      “Are we fighting nakija-kagi in the mock battles?” Turesobei asked.

      Hannya shook her head. “Straw warriors like the ones you just faced.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Zaiporo said.

      “It will not be as easy as you imagine,” Hannya said.

      “You haven't fought them yet,” Turesobei said. “Those things are tougher than they look.”

      “And you will begin against thirty warriors,” Hannya explained, “a fifth of which are three times the size of the ones you see below. And you will face them in various adverse conditions. Each time you defeat them, five more will be added, including another giant one. And since it is the third session of each day, you are likely to be exhausted when you face them.”

      Zaiporo’s shoulders slumped. “Oh. Well that sucks.”

      Iniru’s qengai training finally failed her when she reached the hill with the heavy sandbag. She’d already struggled rolling the stone up through the incline tunnel. And the stone doors at either end of the tunnel full of ropes nearly bested her. But now that she was tired out by the rest of the course, the sandbag was just too heavy for her. After several failed attempts to lift it, she ended up dragging it backwards up the hill—very slowly. She might be faster and more agile than Turesobei, but she wasn’t as strong.

      Once she finally made it up the hill, she easily swung over the monster pits. At the last one she took a running jump, flipped through the air and landed beyond the straw warriors. She raced to the weapons, grabbed the sword and made short work of the straw men, dicing them into shreds.

      She scaled the rope to the top and the Blood King tapped the timing rod to make it stop.

      “It was a solid effort,” Gyoroe said. “But you will need to improve your time by thirty seconds by the end of training.”

      Iniru’s eyes widened and she sat down, panting. “That’s…harder than…the workouts we did…in qengai training. And we only did those…once each day.”

      Zaiporo wasn't the only one to glance back at the course, shoulders sagging. Turesobei shook his head. There was no way he’d ever do this course faster than Iniru had just done it. They were going to be here training for decades.

      Awasa was up next. With her strength and speed boosted by the Warlock’s power, she raced across the course and finished with relative ease. Her final time was nearly identical to Iniru’s.

      Zaiporo did much better than Turesobei had, but his time was far longer than Awasa’s and Iniru’s.

      “Can I go next?” Enashoma asked, nervously. “I don’t want to go last.”

      “I suppose you may,” Gyoroe said. “I will adjust the challenge for you.”

      Enashoma fared poorly and took forever to run the course. Luckily, all the strength based obstacles came early in the maze, while she was still fresh. But she still barely managed to get past them and had to rest after each one. She actually stopped to catch her breath halfway through dragging the sandbag up the hill. The first time she fell into an abyss they all leapt to their feet in horror. She screamed as she plummeted. Then, suddenly, she stopped in midair and slowly floated back up again. Apparently the penalty for failing on those obstacles was simple loss of time and not something more sinister or unpleasant.

      It wasn’t that she lacked athleticism, just that she had never had to do anything like this before in her life. When she got to the final section, only a single straw warrior awaited her. She earned a few bruises in taking out her opponent then climbed to the top.

      “At least you completed the course,” Gyoroe said, eyeing Turesobei.

      He looked away, refusing to rise to the challenge.

      “Kurine, you are next,” Gyoroe said.

      Kurine nodded. She looked apprehensive.

      “You can do it,” Turesobei said.

      “I’ll do my best!” she stuttered nervously.

      Kurine was incredibly strong but she wasn’t as fast as Iniru or Awasa. The sprints made that abundantly clear. She wasn’t even as fast as Turesobei and Zaiporo. The Ancient Cold and Deep was a place where people took short, certain steps across icy terrain. No one ever sprinted there. She was also terrible at leaping over or crawling under the different kinds of hurdles.

      When she reached the sandbag though, she tossed it over her shoulder and ran up the hill as fast as she had across open ground. And her excellent balance made the floating stones and plank-walk sections a breeze.

      She reached the stretch of freezing water and stopped. Shifting hesitantly from foot to foot, she glanced up at the viewing platform and bit her lip.

      “Does she know how to swim?” Enashoma asked.

      “I doubt it.” Turesobei jumped to his feet. “Not unless one of you girls taught her in the Bath Hall….”

      All three of them shook their heads.

      “How could she not be able to swim?” Zaiporo asked.

      “She comes from a frozen world with shallow hot springs, where even a trickle of running water is rare,” Turesobei said.

      Kurine leapt in. She flailed her arms and kicked her legs. No, she couldn't swim. The dark water closed over her head, but she fought her way back to the surface. She went under again. This time it took longer for her to thrust herself up. Her muzzle cleared the water enough for her to take a desperate breath of air before sinking again. All that thick fur was soaking wet and weighing her down. The thrashing motion of her desperate attempt to swim slowed as she tired. She was drowning.

      “Do something!” Turesobei yelled at Gyoroe and Hannya.

      Neither of them moved.

      Turesobei jumped down from the platform onto the nearest wall. Heading toward Kurine, he ran as fast as he could down its length. But the walls of the maze were narrow and there wasn’t a direct route to her.

      Kurine still had hadn't come up for air, and it didn't look like she was moving anymore, either. He wasn't going to reach her in time!

      Iniru dove into the pool, grabbed Kurine under the arms, and kicked them both to the surface.

      She had taken a different route along to tops of the walls and was, luckily, much faster than him. Turesobei watched, ready to jump in and help, as Iniru pulled Kurine out of the pool and onto the stone floor at the beginning of the passage.

      Kurine coughed water from her lungs and lay gasping for air.

      Gyoroe appeared beside the two girls. His eyes blazed scarlet. He grabbed Iniru by the collar and hoisted her into the air.

      “What did I tell you about helping others?” he hissed.

      He waved his other hand and a series of stones appeared across the pool. “Go!” he growled at Kurine.

      She got up onto her hands and knees, still gasping.

      “I said go!” he shouted. “And learn how to swim before tomorrow morning!”

      Kurine took off immediately, hopping from stone to stone across the pool.

      He tossed Iniru down and drew the bronze spell strip for the torture spell. “I would not have let her drown.”

      He cast the spell and Iniru writhed. Turesobei watched helplessly. There had to be something he could do to stop this. The Blood King looked up at him, his eyes now vivid orange, and smiled. No, anything he did would only make things worse.

      Kurine finished the rest of the obstacles, but it took her a while, even once she caught her breath. She struggled swinging between the platforms and twice fell into the abyss. But she made short work of the straw warriors.

      Turesobei trudged back to the viewing platform.

      As soon as Kurine finished the course, the Blood King released Iniru from the torture spell. She rolled over panting. Tears ran down her cheeks.

      “Complete the course again from this point,” Gyoroe said to Iniru.

      Shivering, she nodded but remained curled up into a ball.

      “Now!”

      Iniru staggered to her feet and dove into the pool. She was barely able to tread water at first, but eventually she made it across.

      The Blood King disappeared and reappeared on the platform beside Turesobei. “You must learn to follow directions, apprentice. Had you not attempted to help Kurine as well, I would not have made Iniru complete the course after the torture. She suffered doubly for your disobedience.”

      Turesobei seethed with fury but said nothing.

      When Iniru made it to the end, she collapsed.

      “Teach Kurine how to swim and get some rest,” Hannya said. “Then report back here tomorrow morning after breakfast.”
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      Hannya and Gyoroe left.

      “Is everyone okay?” Turesobei asked. “If you have injuries I can heal them.”

      “I’m fine,” Zaiporo said. “Nothing a night of sleep won’t fix.”

      Awasa and Enashoma didn’t answer. They were watching Kurine and Iniru. They must’ve sensed something he didn’t.

      Kurine scowled at Iniru. “Why did you try to rescue me?”

      “Because you were drowning,” Iniru said.

      Kurine wrung the water out of her hair. “I didn’t need your help.”

      “You were drowning!”

      Kurine huffed and stomped off down the stairs to the bridge. Her footsteps shook the platform.

      “Turesobei tried to save you, too!” Iniru shouted.

      “I didn’t want your help!”

      Iniru leapt to her feet. “I got tortured for helping you!”

      “That’s your fault, not mine!”

      Enashoma hesitated, then chased after Kurine. “Wait up! I’ll teach you how to swim.”

      “Gods but she’s obnoxious and ungrateful,” Iniru said. She turned to Turesobei. “How in Torment do you put up with her?”

      He maintained the same dumbfounded expression he’d held for the last several moments.

      “Don't answer that, Master. Anything you say now will just make things worse,” Lu Bei said.

      “You’re right,” Iniru said. “I’m sorry, Sobei.”

      Turesobei shook his head, still confused. “It’s…it’s okay.”

      “Why don’t we all go get something to eat?” Awasa said. “I’m famished.”

      She was obviously trying to change the subject, but Zaiporo didn't get the hint. He put a hand on Iniru’s shoulder.

      “Kurine’s just upset because her pride’s hurt. If anyone other than you had rescued her, she’d have been okay with it.”

      Iniru glared at him. “You take her side way too often. You know that?”

      Zaiporo took a step back and put his hands up. “I’m not taking anyone’s side.”

      “You’re just like Sobei.” Iniru rolled her eyes. “She gives you boys a flirty smile and a few bouncy hugs and you’re suckered.”

      “Hey!”

      “I’m going to bed,” Iniru said.

      She stalked off and the rest of them stared at one another.

      “Don't worry, Zai. She’s just irritated.” Awasa said.

      Zaiporo made a face. It was the first thing Turesobei understood since Lord Gyoroe had left.

      “I’ll try.”

      “How about some food and a special brew of mine for muscle relaxation?” Lu Bei suggested.

      They tramped into the Dining Hall and ate a quiet, late-night snack. As they were leaving, Kurine and Enashoma returned from the Bath Hall, wearing their robes.

      “How did it go?” Turesobei asked.

      Enashoma shook her head. “Not well.”

      Kurine shrugged. “I’m not afraid of the water anymore.”

      “That’s a start.”

      “Maybe, but it won't get her across that pool tomorrow.” Enashoma sighed. “We’re going to try again after a snack.”

      “Need some help?” he asked.

      Kurine smiled. “Sure!”

      “That’s a no,” Enashoma said. “We ditched the training uniforms to make things easier.”

      “Er…maybe Awasa can help,” Turesobei said.

      “I can soak in the shallows and advise,” Awasa said. “I’ll meet you there.”

      On the way to their rooms, Zaiporo complained, “I can’t believe we’ve got to do that course twice a day plus a mock battle.”

      “You think you’ve got it bad? On top of all this training, I also have to work with the Storm Dragon, practice opening the gates and learn a new teleportation spell.”

      “Every day?”

      “Every single one, until it kills me.”

      “Maybe one of the girls will kill you first.” Zaiporo laughed. The he shook his head and frowned. “If you think everyone’s nerves are frayed now, then just wait. After a week of training like this, it’s going to get a lot worse. And the truce between Kurine and Iniru isn’t going to hold.”

      Turesobei shrugged. “What can we do?”

      “Suffer?”

      Turesobei laughed. “Come by my room tomorrow morning.”

      Zaiporo cringed. “I’ve got to be the second one to teleport?”

      “This way you and Enashoma can share the experience.”

      “I don’t think that’s the sort of thing that bonds two people.” Zaiporo narrowed his eyes. “Wait a second. You’re trying to avoid the girls, aren’t you?”

      “Can you blame me?”

      Zaiporo shook his head. “No. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Turesobei sighed and went into his room. He’d intended to take a bath to relax his muscles, but didn’t even manage to get out of his still-damp clothes. He collapsed onto his his sleeping mat and was instantly asleep.

      

      A knock on the door woke him. He sat up, itchy and uncomfortable.

      “Come in.”

      Zaiporo slipped into the room and chuckled. “At least I woke up early enough for a bath and fresh clothes.”

      “Sorry. Let me get dressed. Then we’ll take a fun trip through Wraithspace.”

      Zaiporo flopped onto the sleeping mat and leaned back. “Take…your…time.”

      “Tea?” Lu Bei asked Zaiporo.

      “Please.”

      While Lu Bei fixed them tea, Turesobei stripped down, wiped his skin off with a damp cloth then dressed.

      Lu Bei handed them each a tiny bowl steaming with a foul-smelling brew.

      “I’m sorry I asked,” Zaiporo said.

      “It’s restorative and energizing,” Lu Bei said.

      “It is,” Turesobei said. “And it tastes as bad as it smells. I suggest you drink it quickly.”

      They both downed their tea in one big gulp. Turesobei shivered as the liquid burned down his throat. It stung like alcohol, but it focused the mind and got his blood pumping.

      Zaiporo coughed. “That’s awful.”

      “You’re lucky I made it,” Lu Bei said haughtily. “Mine has a smoother flavor than the standard brew.”

      “My apologies.” He nodded at Lu Bei then turned to Turesobei. “So where my kenja heart is located means something?”

      “Yes,” Turesobei said, “but I’m not an expert on that art. Lu Bei?”

      “I only know the same standard lore as you, master.”

      Turesobei scanned Zaiporo and was relieved to find his kenja heart on the center of his chest. “It means you’re strong and loyal.”

      “Cool! By the way, things are going better with Shoma. Thanks for the advice. You know, I’ll be sixteen in two weeks and Enashoma will be fifteen the week after….”

      Turesobei waited for Zaiporo to make his point, but he never did.

      Eventually he said. “I guess we’d better go.”

      Zaiporo nodded and Turesobei wrapped his arms around him, thinking of it as grappling practice, and teleported him safely to the Workshop.

      After he finished throwing up, Zaiporo said, “Please tell me that’s going to get easier.”

      “It will.”

      “Did it make you throw up the first time?”

      Turesobei shook his head. “Not exactly.”

      “Great.”

      

      The rest of that day was brutal.

      After breakfast, they ran the obstacle course. Turesobei went first and completed it this time, without getting hurt. While the others successfully ran the course without injury, Kurine napped until it was her turn. She had stayed up with Enashoma most of the night.

      When she reached the pool, she leapt in hesitantly. Then she dog paddled across. It took her forever, especially since she had trouble keeping her bearing straight, but she made it.

      She completed the course then collapsed, exhausted, like everyone else had.

      Turesobei knelt beside her. “Good job!”

      Behind Kurine’s back, Iniru rolled her eyes.

      Kurine tried to smile at him but was too exhausted. “It’s the only technique I could manage.”

      “You’ll get better.”

      “You will have to,” Hannya said. “Otherwise you will never be able to complete the course in a satisfactory amount of time.”

      “How were our times?” Turesobei asked.

      “Better than yesterday, but not by much.”

      Between the morning and afternoon obstacle course sessions, Turesobei cast the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon twice, opened the Autumn and Spring gates then studied the teleportation scroll. He might as well have stared at the wall as at the scroll, because he was much too tired to get anything out of it.

      The afternoon session was terrible. No one got badly hurt, but everyone except Iniru took some lumps. And all their times stank. He and Zaiporo both fell off the plank. And he struggled with the sprint through the swinging sandbags. One of them clocked him on the side of his head and dazed him. He was lucky he’d been able to complete the course afterward.

      Kurine banged up one knee going over the hurdles and limped through the remainder of the course. Afterward, she cried out each time she landed on a platform.

      Awasa slipped twice on the mud obstacle and took several mud balls to the shoulders. Since she had crossed the pool early in the course, she returned to the platform an unhappy mess.

      Bruised up, with her palms burned from gripping the ropes, Enashoma barely finished. Again, she had faced only a single straw warrior. But Turesobei was proud of her for going through it when she didn’t have to. She could easily decline or only do the course once each day.

      Everyone tore into their dinner as if they hadn’t eaten in ages. They might not normally need food here, but with all this training, their bodies needed nourishment.

      Neither Iniru or Kurine wanted to spend time with him after dinner. Instead, they went straight to their rooms. And that was fine with him. He did what they were probably doing and got into a steaming bath.

      Unlike them, he brought work with him. He stared at the teleportation scroll until it was all a blur. Then he took a short nap until someone tapped on his door.

      Kurine waved. “Hi-ya!”

      “Come in.”

      She frowned and glanced up and down the hall. She started to take a step, then stopped. “Why don’t we have a snack out in the Courtyard?”

      “Okay, sure.”

      They spent a few hours together chatting, and kissing a little. Her usual verve had been replaced by fatigue. She was excited about finding out what the location of her kenja heart would mean, though. They were all stirred up about that now.

      She practically bounced into his room the next morning.

      “I’m going to go ahead and apologize for throwing up on you.”

      “You won’t.” He winked. “I hold everyone from behind.”

      She patted him on the cheek. “Clever boy.”

      “I’m only holding everyone the first time through, just to be sure. It’s not really necessary.”

      “You can always hold me if you like.”

      Turesobei scanned her slowly, enjoying the experience.

      “The milky eyes thing still creeps me out.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      He finished his scan and blushed. “Ahem. Well…your placement means you are filled with love and devotion.”

      She smiled. “That’s me!”

      “First I…I have to touch the spot to bond with your signature. And then I’ll need to hold you there during the transport.”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s…it’s above your heart, which is just under….”

      She blushed. “Oh.”

      “There’s no other way….”

      “Do I need to take off my—”

      “No!” He gulped. His face was burning. “You’re fine.”

      Turesobei reached out, hesitated, then placed his palm flat against her left breast. He went fuzzy inside and would’ve sworn the temperature of the room had increased by one blazing bonfire. He was trembling…unfocused. He couldn’t even read the signature.

      “This takes a while, huh?” she asked.

      “Well…er…it’s not supposed to…but I’m, you know…a little distracted.”

      She giggled. “Oh.”

      I can do this. It’s just spell work. It’s all business.

      By repeating that mantra, he finally regained his focus and completed the bond. Then he stepped around behind her.

      “I usually keep my hand on the spot during transport…but obviously I won’t always, so this could be the first time I try it without doing that….”

      “Is it safer if you do?”

      “Maybe.”

      She tittered. “I don’t mind if you play it safe.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and placed his palm against the spot. She snuggled into him. Eventually he focused enough to cast the spell. They were jerked through space and reappeared in the Workshop.

      Kurine didn’t throw up. She spun around and clapped.

      “Let’s do it again! Can we go back to your room from here?”

      “I don’t know how to reverse this spell.”

      “Let’s run back to your room then.”

      “Are you serious?” Turesobei shook his head and laughed. “You’ll get another chance soon, I promise.”

      She pouted a moment then smiled. “Hey, while we’re here I want to see the dragon. I’m the only one who’s never seen it.”

      “Oh, I hadn’t realized that.” He took a deep breath. “Now don’t let it scare you. I’m in full control.”

      Turesobei cast the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon. The beast billowed painfully out from his chest as normal and Kurine clapped as it soared overhead. It growled and plunged angrily down, perhaps summoned by her clapping. It landed in front of her, bared its fangs and tilted its head forward so the sparks from its antlers could fall near her feet.

      “She’s a friend,” Turesobei said in a commanding voice.

      Unafraid, Kurine stepped toward it. “You are a beautiful girl, aren’t you?”

      The dragon’s eyes relaxed and the sparks stopped falling from its antlers.

      Kurine reached out and touched its snout. “Oh! You’re so full of energy.” She rubbed her hands along the head and neck, avoiding the still-fiery antlers. “All rain and cloud yet solid to the touch. You’re amazing. Can I ride on your back?”

      “I don’t think the Storm Dragon will let—”

      The dragon settled its belly onto the ground, tucked its wings in and dipped its head.

      “Yay!” Kurine clambered up onto its back. “Are you coming, Sobei?”

      Turesobei stepped forward, but the Storm Dragon beat a wing at him and huffed. “Er…maybe you should ride on your own.”

      The dragon rose into the air and lazily soared through the room, careful not to go too high and crush her against the rafters.

      “Quite an amazing girl.”

      Turesobei nearly jumped. He hadn’t heard Lord Gyoroe enter the Workshop behind them. Gyoroe had emerald eyes. Turesobei relaxed.

      “In less than a minute, she tamed the dragon you have been struggling against for over a year.”

      “She’s definitely one of a kind.”

      “To survive the Shadowland like she did, she would have to be. And while she may not have the power of a Kaiaru, she has the spirit of one.” He half-chuckled. “For all that has happened to her, she should be filled with anger and hate. Most would be. But when I healed her, she thanked me. Not out of fear or obligation or guilt. It was an honest thank you, knowing my reputation.”

      “That’s Kurine.”

      The dragon landed. Kurine hopped down and petted it on the snout. Turesobei ended the spell. The energy streamed into him. He staggered back and fell. Kurine gave Gyoroe a wan smile and a nod.

      “That was incredible,” Turesobei said. “Truly incredible. I can’t believe it let you onto its back.”

      “It’s a she, you know,” Kurine said. “Maybe if you stopped referring to her as an it you’d have an easier time managing her. Especially since girls always seem to like you.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Just don’t try to marry her.”

      Turesobei shook his head. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a hint of genuine smile on Lord Gyoroe’s face as he restrained a laugh. Kurine’s personality was so infectious that Turesobei was certain that if she spent a century here, Gyoroe might be a decent guy by the end.

      As they headed to the first training session, Gyoroe said, “I expect perfection today.”

      “Yes, master.”

      “I also expect you to activate the Summer Gate.”
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      During the morning session, no one got hurt on the obstacle course, but their times were getting slower, not faster. Each time they ran the maze, their muscles got stiffer. Falls into the abyss, slips in the mud and stumbles became common.

      Turesobei did achieve perfection with his spell work, though. And he activated both the Summer and Winter gates for the first time. Gyoroe was so pleased that he gave him the rest of the afternoon off from magic practice. So he took a nap, because sadly, that was what he wanted to do more than anything else.

      The second training session was a complete disaster. Turesobei lost his footing while pushing the boulder up through the tunnel and it rolled back onto him. He blocked it with his forearm to keep it from hitting him in the head and ended up with another fracture. Completing the course after that seemed to take forever.

      Zaiporo tripped over an obstacle and broke his left shoulder so badly he couldn’t finish. Enashoma and Kurine fell into every abyss they had to cross. A swinging sandbag struck Awasa in the back and she got so angry that she drew Fangthorn and spent several minutes cutting down all of them. That indiscretion led to five minutes of torture once she finished the course. Even Iniru struggled. Her time got worse. Twice she nearly slipped off one of the floating stones. And one of the straw warriors actually scored a hit on her ribs.

      After that, dinner was a quiet and depressed meal. They barely talked as they ate and immediately disappeared into their rooms to rest as soon as they finished. Their first mock battle would be later that night, and it loomed over them like a threatening storm cloud.

      When they returned to the Canvas, the bridge and the viewing platform were the only features that remained in the room. The obstacle course below was gone and in its place was an open floor. It mirrored that of the Training Hall, only much larger.

      They lined up across the room from a group of thirty straw warriors and prepared themselves. These warriors were identical to the ones they fought at then end of the maze, and not particularly strong or fast. And they only had bamboo clubs, whereas Turesobei and his companions had actual weapons. Turesobei assumed that it wouldn’t be difficult to beat them.

      He was wrong. The mock battle was an utter disaster.

      While they did defeat the warriors without anyone getting hurt, it took far longer than it should have. And only he and Zaiporo stuck to the battle plan. Both Iniru and Kurine tried to prove themselves by protecting him, despite Zaiporo giving very clear orders for them not to. Turesobei wasn’t allowed to cast spells in the battle, so he didn't even need shielding. And he was more than capable of defending himself.

      Awasa, on the other hand, went berserk and wildly assaulted the straw men. When they all lay broken on the floor, she leaned panting against Fangthorn and glared around the room. She’d been angry ever since that sandbag had struck her. The stress and fatigue of these intense training sessions made it hard for her to maintain control. Turesobei figured it was probably better that she learned to deal with the pressure here than have her lose it in the middle of a mission. But they really needed to figure out a way to calm her down.

      Hannya frowned with disappointment while Gyoroe simmered with anger. He didn’t punish them, though. Perhaps because they had won after all, or maybe because it was their first attempt.

      As soon as Hannya and Gyoroe left, Iniru and Kurine started arguing.

      He couldn’t deal with it. He was exhausted and had a splitting headache. So he hurried off to his room, had Lu Bei fetch him a snack and went to sleep.

      

      Early the next morning, Iniru sauntered into his room with a smile. “I’m ready!”

      He yawned. “How can you be so energetic after all that training?”

      “I’m excited about teleporting. And I had a long night of sleep after last night’s disaster. About that…I’m sorry I…misbehaved. During the battle and after.”

      “S’okay. It wasn’t just you.”

      “Got that right!”

      “Tea, madam?” Lu Bei asked.

      “Nah, I’m fine. Sobei, your robe’s untied.”

      His cheeks went hot and he looked down, only to laugh.

      “Gotcha.”

      He had missed playful Iniru. It was good to have her back.

      “So is tonight your night to spend with me?” Turesobei asked. “Or is it Kurine’s? Because I didn’t see anyone last night.”

      She patted his cheek. “I knew you’d figure the system out.”

      “It didn’t take me long. So?”

      “Last night was supposed to be mine, but we didn’t have a chance to be together, so that makes tonight mine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “There was some…debate…about it after you went to bed, but today’s my day.”

      “Debate?”

      “Kurine argued that it’s the day itself that matters. I argued that a day doesn’t count if no one claims it.”

      “And you won out?”

      “Awasa sided with Kurine. Enashoma sided with me. Zaiporo said he didn’t have an opinion.”

      He was probably too afraid to have one after Iniru had accused him of favoring Kurine before. “So how did you decide?”

      “We flipped a coin.”

      “I doubt Kurine’s happy about the result.”

      Iniru shrugged. “Who cares?”

      “You two didn’t get into a fight, did you? A physical one, I mean.”

      She shook her head. “We swore we wouldn’t fight like that again.”

      He could tell by the fierce look in her eyes that they must’ve come close to one. He downed his tiny bowl of nasty-tasting tea. He doubted the argument of how a day was determined was settled once and for all.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought all that up,” she said. “Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      “I guess my schedule has made things awkward for you two sharing me.”

      Saying they had a system for sharing him made him feel like the biggest jerk in the world, as well as the luckiest guy to ever have lived.

      She eyed him suspiciously. He frowned, not wanting to seem as if he liked the situation. She didn’t appear to buy it.

      “Your schedule had already made deciding whose day is whose awkward, since some days you have more free time than others.”

      “Oh, I hadn’t thought about that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Naturally. And now with all this training messing things up….”

      He scratched his head. “I could try to adjust my evening and afternoon studies to make sure I have the same amount of free time each day.”

      “That would help.” She rubbed the back of a hand along his cheek and batted her eyes. “If you find a little extra time on my days, I will make it worth your while.”

      He blushed. “Er…so how…how are you feeling? Are you sore?”

      Iniru laughed. “Of course I am. Everyone is.”

      “Sorry, dumb question.”

      “So, teleporting?”

      “Right. Let’s get to it.” He activated his kenja-sight. “After all the time we’ve spent together, I have a good idea where your kenja heart is.” His cheeks warmed and his blood pumped harder. “But I have to search to be sure.”

      He scanned her and found it was lower than he had expected, lower even than Enashoma’s. This was going to be very inappropriate, but also—he shook his head. He couldn’t think about that right now.

      “You look like you just fell into a pool of awkwardness,” Iniru said. “You’ve got it all over you. So where’s my spot?”

      “The location is a little…unseemly.”

      “How so, my sweet baojendari prude?”

      “Well it’s low, you see, and I have to touch the spot and hold my hand there for a short while.”

      She bit her lip and grinned. “That’s certainly okay with me.”

      He placed a shaking palm a hand’s length below her belly button. Any lower and he would have had to make her his first no-touching signature bond and teleport experience. Not that he would mind touching any lower, but he wasn’t ready for that, and he certainly couldn’t manage the teleport if he did.

      She shifted and giggled. “Oh.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I really don’t mind. You’re the prude, remember?”

      After a few moments, he managed to focus and bonded with her kenja heart. He stepped around behind her. “It means you’re very passionate but can be a little…er….”

      “Demanding,” Lu Bei said.

      “Or focused,” Turesobei said. “We’re not experts. Some locations are easier to figure out. Like Kurine, hers was all—”

      Crap.

      Iniru’s eyes narrowed. “All what?”

      “Heart,” he whispered.

      She tensed. “Oh, I see.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You say that a lot.”

      “I mean it a lot.”

      “I’m sure you do.” She sighed dramatically. “Let’s get on with it, then.”

      Turesobei wrapped his arms around her, and after a moment of tense hesitation, she relaxed back into him. She smelled musky and familiar—comforting and alluring—a smell he thought of as love. It was easy to hold her in his arms. They were so comfortable together. They had done this many times before—only without his hand there.

      At the moment he couldn’t figure out why he couldn’t definitively choose Iniru over Kurine. It seemed such an easy choice. But he knew that if Kurine were here, his feelings wouldn’t be so certain.

      He forced thoughts of Iniru out of his mind and performed the spell.

      They popped into the Workshop.

      Iniru staggered then caught herself. “That was awesome.”

      She hugged him tight, pulled away and looked deeply into his eyes. She brushed one hand through his hair and dug the fingertips of the other into his back. She was breathing hard. So was he. He ran his hands down her back. Their lips made the barest touch, then they melted into one another.

      Gyoroe coughed loudly and they separated. Yellow eyes glared at them. “Play with your girlfriend later, during your free time.”

      Iniru kissed his ear and whispered, “See you later.”

      She raced up the steps past the Blood King and out of the Workshop.

      Gyoroe’s eyes shifted to pale blue. “I am sure you do not care about my opinion, but if I were you, I would stick with the goronku girl.”

      “Why?”

      Gyoroe shrugged. “I like her better.”

      

      The rest of the day went by in a blur. By the time they stumbled their way through the mock battle and defeated the straw warriors in an unimpressive manner, he could hardly remember anything except the morning teleport. They had all improved upon their first recorded times, only barely, so no additional training days were added. And no one had gotten injured for a change, which was good.

      He immediately staggered off to his room, realizing he was probably throwing off the boyfriend-sharing schedule. But surely they wouldn’t care since they were exhausted too….

      His door opened. Light streamed in from outside. He sat up and blinked the sleep from his eyes. It was morning already? How had that happened? When had he fallen asleep?

      “Oh hey, Wasa. I didn’t hear you knock.”

      “Cause I didn’t bother.”

      “Oh, okay….” He yawned and started to tell her to come in, but she had already done that.

      “Spent the night alone, huh?”

      “Iniru and Kurine have a deal about not spending the night with me.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t mean they’ll keep it.”

      “I guess not. Why does it matter to you?”

      “I’d like to avoid more torture and survive all this, and if they don’t start working together that’s not going to happen.”

      “I wish there was something I could do about them getting along.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

      “Of course. But it’s me and apparently I’m clueless.”

      He noted she wasn’t as angry as she had been the last few days. Maybe she was adjusting. But then, she did usually seem the calmest at breakfast, with her anger ramping up as the day progressed. A bath, sleep and a long meditation session probably calmed her each night.

      Lu Bei brought her a small bowl of tea. “He has a good point, Lady Purple-Star.”

      “If you say so, Sir Tea-Strainer.”

      Lu Bei snatched the bowl back and huffed. “Sir Tea-Strainer?! Really, I never!”

      Awasa chuckled. “So I’m the last to go?”

      “I thought you’d be the hardest,” Turesobei said.

      “Because I have two kenja hearts.” She gestured at the star on her forehead. “Are you sure it’s safe to bond with this?”

      “It’s not that sort of bond, so I’m sure it’ll be fine.” He stretched his arms out. “I’ll get dressed, and then we can get started.”

      “Sure.”

      He waited for her to step outside or turn her back to him. But she just stared expectantly.

      “You’re teasing me, aren’t you?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Could you turn around?”

      “If I must.”

      He threw his inner robe on. “Why does every girl I know enjoy making me feel uncomfortable?”

      She turned around. “Because it’s easy and fun.”

      He quickly cinched the belt then grabbed the outer robe.

      “Why didn’t you change into your training outfit?”

      “I like wearing my robes to breakfast.”

      He shrugged, stepped up to her and reached out. “I’m going to start with the obvious one.”

      “Good luck.”

      He touched her forehead. The Warlock’s energy slithered beneath the surface. A vile sensation passed through him. He shivered then made the connection. He stepped back and gathered himself. He felt as if….

      “You feel,” Awasa said, “as if you just bathed in a pool of demon blood.”

      “Wow, that’s exactly what I was thinking. It’s like you—”

      “Read your mind.”

      “Yeah.” Wait, that was a statement, not a question. “Did you actually read my mind?”

      “Think something weird.”

      Turesobei bit his lip and thought about drinking orange tea from a pink bowl while hanging upside down.

      “You’re thinking about Lu Bei eating blue sunflowers while bathing.”

      “Not even close.”

      “Oh, well. Lucky guess, then. I was really hoping I’d developed telepathy. Barakaros had it, you know. The jerk could’ve left me that, at least.”

      He opened his kenja-sight and scanned her.

      “I can tell you where my heart is.”

      “I have to verify the exact location before I bond with your signature.”

      He put his hand on her right side and found her kenja heart at her third rib.

      “So what does it say about me?”

      “Er…you’re intense….”

      “Jealous and self-absorbed,” Lu Bei said.

      “But those are only tendencies,” Turesobei said.

      “That happen to be true?” Awasa asked. “It’s okay. I was what I was and now I am what I am.”

      Turesobei tucked the scroll into his belt and stepped around behind her. He put one hand on her ribs and the other on her forehead.

      “We’re doing good, you know,” Awasa said. “Before I went evil, our conversations rarely lasted more than thirty seconds.”

      He started to agree, then realized she hadn’t said it out loud. She had projected the words into his mind. He thought his reply to her, “So you can communicate telepathically?”

      “Sorry I blurted out that bit earlier. I lied on the second attempt, in case the Blood King was watching us. I knew you were thinking about drinking orange tea from a pink bowl while hanging upside down.” She snuggled back against him. Their bodies pressed firmly together. “Sobei! You’re having some very naughty thoughts!”

      He stiffened. He hadn’t thought of anything bad, though suddenly it was hard not to.

      “I’m just teasing you. I can’t read all your thoughts and emotions. Just the ones on the surface. Oh, now that is a naughty thought you just had!”

      “It’s not my fault! You made me think it.”

      He could feel her restrain a laugh. “I can’t read your mind anytime I want. You have to touch my forehead for me to do it, and the connection won’t last more than about a minute. I only figured it out by accident while sparring…with Enashoma. I could boost the ability with a mudra, but I can’t risk the Blood King seeing me do that. Also, I’m finding it’s easier with you. Maybe because of your kavaru.”

      “Probably, but this also isn’t the first time that I’ve communicated telepathically.” He breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, he had found a small advantage. “With Gyoroe always potentially watching us, this ability of yours could really come in handy. As long as we’re not too obvious about it.”

      “Good point.” She twisted and turned her head toward him. “You’d better kiss me.”

      “What?! Why?”  He’d almost said that out loud.

      “Because the Blood King might be watching and we’ve just been standing here for a minute with you holding me awkwardly.”

      “Oh, right.”

      Turesobei leaned in and kissed her. Was there such a thing as a kiss that was exciting yet friendly instead of passionate? If so, then that was what he’d just experienced. They pulled away and she smiled at him. He spoke the spell and they teleported into the Workshop without any trouble from her having two kenja-hearts.

      Awasa took one uneasy step then shook it off. “That was interesting, I guess. Not quite the big experience everyone else had made it out to be.” She kissed him on the cheek and cooed. “See you later, Sobei.”

      As she sauntered away she waved to Gyoroe, who was standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      With emerald eyes, he stared at Turesobei with a curious expression. “I think I have figured out why you are learning everything I throw at you faster than I had expected: all of your intelligence is keyed into the practice of magic, leaving none for handling girls.”

      “What?” Turesobei asked. He had intended to feign surprise to any comment Gyoroe had made, but his surprise was genuine.

      “You are an idiot. That is what.”
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      Two weeks of training passed. Their fatigue grew, as did their mistakes. Everyone except Iniru failed to improve their times. Lord Gyoroe stuck to his word and increased the length of the training period. Every time they ran the obstacle course or fought a battle they got a little more tired and a little sorer and so did a little worse. At this rate they would be training forever—literally, since time didn't pass in the Nexus.

      Turesobei didn't know how they were ever going to escape this downward spiral. Zaiporo thought their muscles would eventually catch up and the soreness would fade. And Iniru insisted that each time they mastered one obstacle and soon all the skills they were building would click into place. He didn't see how either one of them could be right. But maybe that was because he was so mind-numbingly tired.

      Naturally his spell work suffered too. He had given up practicing spells and maintaining spell strips in his off time. When he summoned the Storm Dragon now he had trouble controlling her. And the gate to the Realm of Fire refused to activate. As for studying the realm teleportation spell, it made less sense every time he looked at it…. But Gyoroe didn’t complain about his slipping focus, even once he needed long rest breaks in between gate attempts and could only make gates he’d previously mastered begrudgingly flicker on.

      As for the girls, he had started having tea with one of them each evening between dinner and the mock battles. He didn't have the energy for anything else and it allowed him to carefully measure the time so he didn't accidentally favor one over the other.

      Then one evening they stepped into the Canvas for a mock battle and found thick sodden turf that squelched under their feet instead of the hardwood floor they were expecting. Thick clouds formed below the ceiling and the room went as dark as early evening. Rain began to fall over their battlefield. Barely visible through the wet gloom, sixty straw warriors waited on the other side of the room.

      Gyoroe and Hannya climbed to their perch on the viewing platform above, which was shielded by magic. At least Enashoma and Lu Bei, who watched with them as normal, would stay dry.

      Gyoroe shouted, “Begin!”

      The warriors splashed forward.

      “The elements don’t matter,” Turesobei said. “Stick to the plan.”

      Zaiporo nodded. “Standard procedure, everyone. Maintain your zones and listen to my orders. Let's get it right so we can get out of this rain as soon as possible.”

      Turesobei dropped behind the others to serve as the rover, since normally he would be behind the lines casting spells. Lately, everyone had stuck to their roles except Awasa, who inhabited a plane of frustration and anger now. She wasn’t even calm at breakfast anymore. If Zaiporo ordered a withdrawal or a shift to a different formation, everyone would follow but Awasa. She plowed forward no matter what. There was nothing they could do but let her go and stay out of the way.

      “Awasa, stay focused,” he said, trying his best to help. “Don't overdo it.”

      She didn't acknowledge him.

      Visibility was terrible, the footing worse. Every sword thrust and evasive maneuver seemed to move at half speed. But otherwise, they were doing fine until Kurine overextended. She lunged at a straw man, slipped in the mud and twisted her knee. Turesobei couldn't reach her soon enough. One of the triple-sized warriors clubbed her on the back of the neck and knocked her out.

      For some reason, that sent Awasa into a full-blown rage. She took out a third of the remaining targets by herself and then rounded on Iniru. Everyone slowly backed away from her. Once all the enemy warriors were destroyed, she usually started calming down. But this time, she gripped Fangthorn tight and looked at Iniru as if she didn't recognize her.

      Turesobei checked on Kurine to make sure she was okay then approached Awasa carefully. “Wasa, you are beyond the anger. Focus on who you want to be.”

      She stepped up into his face. Even through the rain he could see the purple in her eyes. The star on her forehead had darkened and veins protruded along her neck. She didn't say anything. She just stared at him.

      He took her free hand, squeezed it, then placed it on Fangthorn's blade.

      She sighed and relaxed.

      “Sobei….” Her focus snapped into place and she glanced around, seeming to take in what had happened for the first time. “Is Kurine okay?”

      “Just knocked out.”

      Awasa’s eyes dimmed and she seemed suddenly calmer than she had in days. Maybe one of them getting hurt had shocked her back to her senses.

      Gyoroe departed without a word.

      “Acceptable,” Hannya said. “But barely.”

      She too departed.

      Kurine stirred. Her eyes opened. “I like the rain.” She blinked a few times, tried to move and groaned. “Did we win?”

      Turesobei knelt beside her and drew a spell strip. “We did.”

      Since healing spells decreased in effectiveness the more you used them, he had refrained from healing anything but the worst of their injuries. But given the popping he'd heard in her knee and how swollen it was already, he was certain she wasn't going to be able to run the course in the morning if he didn’t help her.

      He cast the spell. The swelling in her knee went down and the nasty bruise on the back of her neck disappeared.

      “That should get rid of your dizziness, too.”

      She stood gingerly and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      “You probably shouldn’t put weight on it until tomorrow.”

      Awasa offered to help him get Kurine to her room. “It’s the least I can do to make up for not helping in the battle.”

      They each put a shoulder under one of Kurine’s arms.

      “I really could walk on my own.”

      “Let me take care of you,” Turesobei said.

      She smiled. “Okay.”

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw Iniru scowl and bite her lip.

      They reached Kurine’s room and lowered her onto her sleeping mat.

      She shivered. “I’ve got to get out of these wet clothes.”

      “You need a hot bath,” Awasa said. “That will make you feel better. I’ll stay and help you. We can take a bath together. I’ve been wanting to chat with you.”

      “If you need anything, let me know,” Turesobei said.

      “You could stay,” Kurine said.

      He blushed. “I’d better not.”

      “You’ve stayed to talk with me while I’ve bathed before,” Awasa said.

      Kurine’s eyes ballooned into saucers. “What?!”

      Turesobei waved his hands. “It wasn’t like that. And wasn’t my idea. She was already in the bathtub and I sat far enough away that I couldn’t see anything.”

      “It’s true,” Awasa said.

      “So you could do that again,” Kurine said.

      “I’d really better not. This is Iniru’s night, after all.”

      “It was,” Kurine said. “But she got her time with you before the battle. Besides, she’d never know.”

      “You and I both know she’d find out. I’ll check in on you—” Awasa started to strip Kurine’s top off. He rushed out of the room, slammed the door shut and stood just outside the room, catching his breath and his wits. “—tomorrow morning!”

      “Wow….” Whatever Awasa said next was too muffled by the door and the blood pounding in his ears to hear.

      Kurine giggled.

      And he ran back to his room.

      Completely flustered, Turesobei collapsed onto the sleeping mat. Every part of him was warm and tingly. He didn’t feel tired or sore anymore.

      “Tea, master?” Lu Bei asked.

      “What? Maybe. Sure.”

      He picked up the teleportation scroll. The runes might as well have been gibberish. All he could think about was Kurine and Awasa in the bath together. He shook his head and tried again to focus on the spell, but it was no good.

      Lu Bei handed him the bowl of tea. “Anything else, master?”

      “Er…why don’t you take the rest of the night off. I’m going to drink this and…” he tossed the scroll aside, “…then get some sleep.”

      “Er…sure…you got it, master.”

      He tossed and turned all night, barely sleeping. In the morning, his brain felt like mush and, since he’d forgotten to take a bath himself, his muscles were even more sore. He was so out of it that he transported Motekeru, Lu Bei and the hounds to the Workshop before realizing what a bad idea it was to try the first hands-off, group teleport in his current state.

      At breakfast, Awasa and Kurine kept whispering to themselves, eyeing him then giggling. He didn’t have a clue what to think about it, though it was nice they were getting along. And Awasa wasn’t in a rage to start the day.

      Iniru seemed irritated. She didn't say anything but she shot killer glances at Kurine when the others weren't looking. The tension between Iniru and Kurine had increased. And if he could feel it, everyone else probably could, too. The balance had been ruined somehow.

      Was it because of Kurine and Awasa whispering to each other? Or had he done something stupid again? Thinking about it felt like banging his head against a brick wall, and his head already hurt.

      As long as they didn’t fight….
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      The mock battles were never simple anymore. Over the next week, they struggled through wind and rain, fog and blistering heat, barely beating the increasing number of straw warriors. In the process, they suffered scores of bruises and cuts, a dozen muscle strains, two concussions and even a couple of broken bones.

      Neither of Zaiporo and Iniru's predictions came to pass. Their muscles never caught up to the strain and they never seemed to master any of the obstacles on the course, much less all of them. Every day saw someone miss out on beating their previous time or fail to complete the course altogether. Worse, the course became steadily harder. The mud balls flew faster, the floating stones were farther apart and the number of straw warriors at the end increased.

      The total training time skyrocketed. And they were all on the verge of a collapse.

      Then, during breakfast one morning, Lord Gyoroe swept into the Dining Hall. His eyes were a deep, impatient purple. When he saw them leaning or propped against the table, too tired to do more than pick at their food, his face tightened in a scowl.

      “It has been pointed out to me that you are unable to cope with physical training the way I had expected. You are neither Kaiaru nor warriors groomed to serve me. And as Hannya reminded me, I used to give even my carefully selected trainees time to rest so that their bodies might recover. So you have this week off. Furthermore, from here on out, you will have one day each week to rest. However, this will not shorten your total training time. Every rest day will be added onto the end.”

      Adding days seemed fair to Turesobei, despite how desperate he was to get home. Because at this pace, the training was going to kill them.

      They all thanked Gyoroe profusely.

      “Apprentice, you must continue studying the teleportation spell, maintain your spell strips and teleport your companions in groups to the Workshop each day,” he said. “When training begins again, I expect all of you rested and capable of finally meeting my expectations.”

      

      Over the next week, everyone slept in, took long baths and lazed about. Every meal was a feast they ate as if it might be their last. Gradually, the knots in their muscles unwound and a spring returned to their steps. The girls and Zaiporo all got massages at the Bath Hall. Turesobei didn’t, though. He wasn’t fond of having the soulless servants touch him. Besides, he didn’t really have the time for massages between his spell work, the girls and sleeping in.

      He was actually working hard, but he didn’t mind. Mental exercise was something he was well used to and actually missed if he went without it. As long as he didn’t have to run, jump, climb or swim, it still counted as time off to him. So he spent two hours each day practicing spells and renewing his spells strips, plus another three studying the realm teleportation spell. He teleported his companions three times each and evoked the Storm Dragon twice. The dragon hated it. He had promised that he’d only summon it…her…for battle, so she only wanted to come out when there was something to fight. Explaining that he had to first practice the spell didn’t make her any happier.

      Every evening, he spent time with either Kurine or Iniru. Lu Bei helped him monitor the amount of time he spent with each of them to keep things fair. But the dates got less enjoyable and more uncomfortable as the friction between the girls grew. Kurine put down Iniru at every opportunity and then got mad if he defended her. Iniru, on the other hand, did her best to pretend that Kurine didn't exist. She was almost obsessed with proving that she was the most fun girlfriend. But at the same time, anywhere he’d been or anything he'd done with Kurine, Iniru refused to do.

      After a tense date with Iniru, one night late in the week, Turesobei slumped onto his sleeping mat and groaned. “I don’t understand why things are getting worse now that I have more time to spend with them.”

      “Master, if you give a fox a chicken he will want the whole roost.”

      Turesobei laughed at him.

      “You don’t think that’s true, master?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a better explanation than any I’ve got.”

      

      The following morning, he went to visit Awasa. With each day of rest, she calmed back toward her “normal” state.

      “You seem a lot more relaxed. I'm glad the time off is helping you, at least.”

      She smiled and he winced inwardly. He hadn't meant to say it like that.

      “It is. I'm feeling much more like myself again.”

      “Good. No offense, but you were getting a little scary at the end.”

      “I know,” She sighed. “I don't like getting angry, but I am glad for the experience. I needed to see how stress would affect my mental balance.”

      “Do you have a plan for dealing with it?”

      “Meditate even more and….” She shrugged. “There’s not much else I can do. But at least I know what to expect now.”

      “That's true. I'm going to start teleporting small groups tomorrow. I’d like to take you and Zaiporo and Iniru, then you and Zaiporo and Kurine.”

      “Trying to keep Iniru and Kurine apart?”

      “As best as I can. This down time has only made things worse.”

      “You knew the peace couldn't last. Maybe once we’re training again they won't have the energy to be jealous.”

      “I hope so.”

      The more he teleported, the easier it became. Outside of his first attempt, when he had ended up in Wraithspace, there was never a hint of trouble. But he knew from experience the real test would be if he ever had to make a hurried attempt while in danger. And at last he deciphered the realm teleportation spell. Now he only had to memorize it perfectly and make sure he knew it inside and out, since he’d only get one chance to do it right.

      On the morning of the final day of rest, roughly three months after reaching the Nexus of the Realms, Turesobei safely teleported everyone except Enashoma from his room into the Workshop.  It should have been cause for celebration. But as soon as they arrived, Kurine and Iniru rounded on each other. Kurine drew herself up to her full and very impressive height and started bellowing. Iniru was already bristling with rage, claws extended. She yelled right back at Kurine.

      They both were shouting at the tops of their lungs, so Turesobei couldn't understand what they were saying. Obviously, they were arguing over him, but why exactly he couldn't tell. He’d been very careful not to show favoritism. So it couldn’t have been anything he’d done. Lu Bei, Awasa and Enashoma had helped him make sure of that.

      He clapped his hands over his ears and closed his eyes as they continued to raise their voices. A headache blossomed in his temples. He’d started getting them whenever he had to be around the girls. The commotion grew and he opened his eyes to see Kurine push Iniru.

      He didn’t even try to break them up.

      Disgusted, he just turned away and walked out.

      He’d had enough.

      

      Turesobei turned the spigot for the tub then stripped off his clothes and flung them into the corner. He dropped into the basin, leaned back and closed his eyes. This had to stop. He had to do something. Hiding hadn't worked before, and with training sessions about to start again, it really wasn't an option anyway. But he couldn't pick one of them over the other, either. He groaned.

      Lu Bei set a bowl of tea on the floor beside the tub. “Can I do anything, master?”

      “Get me a coin. I’m going to flip it to decide which girl to be with.”

      “That won’t work, master.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you missed your chance. Things have gone too far. If you make a choice now, they will keep fighting. It might even make things worse.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do?”

      “Suffer?”

      Turesobei groaned again. “Great. A lot of help you are.”

      “Sorry, master. Is there anything else I can do?”

      “You're a fetch. Fetch me something.”

      “What, master?”

      “I don’t know. Anything that can help!”

      Lu Be tapped a finger to his nose. “I know just what to get you.”

      He sped out of the room before Turesobei could apologize for snapping at him.

      Moments later, the girls burst in. Both of them. Still angry. Still shouting.

      Kurine pointed at Iniru. “Sobei, tell her to back off!”

      “Back off?” Iniru said. “If anyone should back off it should be you! I was with him first.”

      “What do you mean, back off?” Turesobei asked. “What are you to fighting about?”

      They both answered at the same time, each trying to talk over the other. He couldn't make out a word either of them said.

      “Argh!” Turesobei struck the water in frustration, splashing the floor. “One at a time!”

      They ignored him and continued screaming at each other. Iniru poked a claw-tipped finger at Kurine, to make some unintelligible point. Kurine shoved her back. Iniru stumbled back into the shelves. Clothing and piles of parchment spilled onto the floor. With a hair-raising war cry, Iniru launched herself at Kurine, knocking her off her feet. They both rolled to their feet and dropped into fighting stances.

      “Stop!” He jumped to his feet, splashing water everywhere. “Stop it right now!”

      They turned toward him and fell silent. Their eyes widened. Their jaws dropped.

      “I’m so sick of this!” He tore at his hair. “I work harder than anyone else. I’m under constant pressure from the Blood King and I barely get an hour of rest each day. Yet you two continuously argue over who gets to spend more time with me. Do you understand how crazy that is? Do you understand how miserable you guys are making me?”

      Eyes flaring wide, Iniru bit her lip. “Now that’s more like it.”

      Kurine rubbed her neck and panted. “Finally.”

      “W-what?” Not only did their responses not make any sense, but both of them were blushing too. He shook his head. It didn't matter. He’d had enough and this mess was going to end right now. “I love you both, but I just can’t handle this anymore. If you're fighting doesn't kill me before we ever get there, it will kill us all on one of the Blood King’s mission. So, that’s it.” He took a deep breath and summoned his courage. He could do this. He had to. “I’m breaking up with you—both of you.”

      Their silly grins slowly turned to matching expressions of shock.

      “Sobei, you don’t mean that!” Kurine said. “You’re just stressed is all.”

      “You can’t!” Iniru said.

      “Yes, I can! Look at the two of you. You should be friends, not enemies. And until you both learn how, it’s over—for both of you.”

      “Sobei dear….” Fangs bared, Awasa leaned against the doorframe with a devilish grin on her face.

      “Yes, what?” he snapped.

      “You’re naked.”

      Lu Bei fluttered in with a gasp. “Master!”

      The fetch zipped in front of the girls, tossed the tea bowls from his tray and held it up to block their line of sight.

      Turesobei looked down in horror at his exposed, wet body and sank quickly back into the tub. He’d been so angry, he’d forgotten he was in the bath. His cheeks burned and an embarrassed flush crept down his neck and throughout his body.

      “I think you should all leave,” Lu Bei said. “And no more arguing.”

      Kurine started to say something but Lu Bei shushed her.

      “Everyone leave now. Master’s clearly at his wits’ end and needs rest. And no more arguing today.”

      Awasa narrowed her eyes and rubbed her hands together. “I’ll see to it that they don’t.”

      Kurine reached toward him, pleading, “But Sobei….”

      He shook his head and kept his eyes locked on his submerged knees. “Leave…please.”

      Crying, Kurine ran from the room.

      Her face blank, Iniru shuffled away.

      Awasa gave him a thumbs-up and departed.

      Turesobei breathed a sigh of relief. “I did it, Lu Bei. I stood up for myself.”

      “That you did, master.” Lu Bei patted him on the shoulder. “And it would have been most impressive too, if you hadn't been naked.”
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      Iniru hardly spoke at dinner that night and left early. Turesobei said a friendly hello and made small talk with her. He pretended not to notice her red-rimmed eyes. Kurine didn’t even show up. According to Enashoma, she’d spent the entire afternoon crying. After dinner, he headed to Kurine’s room to make sure she was okay, but Enashoma met him outside the door.

      “You can’t,” she said.

      “But—”

      “No buts. For this to work you have to be strong. She wants you to come check on her. I guarantee it. And let’s face it, you’ll give in if she comes on to you.”

      “No I—” He sighed. “You’re right, I probably would.”

      “Of course I’m right.” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’m proud of you, big brother. I never would’ve thought you could break up with them.”

      “It’s not easy seeing Kurine and Iniru hurting.”

      “They’re not the first girls to have their hearts broken. They’ll survive.”

      

      The next day, their training began again. It was immediately apparent that the week of rest had paid off. Everyone completed the obstacle course successfully and significantly bested their previous times. And over the course of the week, they continued to equal or better their times. They only struggled against the straw warriors. And that was due to their constantly increasing numbers and worsening battlefield conditions. Despite fighting through snow, howling winds, hail and darkness, they worked better and more efficiently than ever before.

      The rest helped Awasa the most. She still got furious during the mock battles, but now she could stick to the battle plan and fight as one of the group. Afterward, everyone left her alone to meditate for about a half hour until she regained her calm. And the day off they got at the end of each week kept the anger from building up and overwhelming her.

      Iniru and Kurine were professional and civil with one another during training and both followed Zaiporo’s orders to the letter. But any hopes Turesobei had that they’d quickly patch things up and become best friends were dashed. Iniru hardly spoke to anyone anymore and often wandered off gloomily in the middle of meals. When Kurine came to dinner at all, she often burst into tears and fled back to her room.

      It broke his heart to see them like this. But Enashoma and Awasa reassured him that he’d done the right thing and just needed to stay strong. That meant no checking on either girl, and pretending that he didn't see their red-rimmed, puffy eyes day after day. It also meant spending his evenings with Enashoma, Zaiporo or Awasa, instead of the girls.

      Awasa actually needed him anyway. While she got along okay with everyone, she only related well to him and Motekeru. And spending time with him seemed to help her connect with her more positive emotions. They sampled various brews Lu Bei concocted, talked about home and tried to pry stories out of Motekeru. That usually led to Lu Bei retelling old legends. Sometimes Awasa showed him the mudras she’d learned.

      They weren’t the most exciting evenings he’d ever had, but they were pleasant and drama free and he appreciated them for just that. And the longer the breakup lasted, the easier he found it to not follow Kurine when she ran off to cry or not try to cheer up Iniru when she answered questions with silent gestures instead of snarky comments. It wasn't that he loved them any less. And it wasn't that he felt any less guilty that they were hurting. But it was so nice to not have any relationship problems for a change, that he couldn't help enjoying it.

      As the weeks passed Turesobei, mastered opening all eight gates. He memorized every facet of the realm teleportation spell until he felt certain he could cast it perfectly. They fell into an efficient rhythm of eating and resting, then attacking the maze as if their lives depended on it. Zaiporo took on the role of taskmaster and kept them focused while Enashoma and Lu Bei did everything they could to cheer them on and keep their spirits up. Even Motekeru told them, one by one, to do their best as they headed off to fight each night.

      Despite their steady progress and his pleasant evenings with Awasa, Turesobei started to feel strangely empty. Iniru and Kurine had left a hole in his life that nothing else could fill. He longed to kiss them, to hold their hands. He missed Iniru’s clever wit and teasing. He missed Kurine’s buoyant spirit and the way her giggle made him smile. But no matter how much he missed them, the most important thing right now was keeping the peace and finishing their training. So he couldn’t give in, no matter how badly he wanted to be with them.

      The training regimen remained grueling. The battles were so difficult that someone suffered a serious injury or got knocked out almost every time. And each week, someone still failed to beat their time. But they were making progress now. They could see an end in sight and it kept them motivated.

      By the tenth week of training, Iniru could complete the course in less than four minutes. Awasa managed it the very next week. Zaiporo and Turesobei did it two weeks later. Once Kurine’s time dipped under four minutes, they only needed to win one more mock battle and their training would finally be over.

      That evening, they fought on an icy plain. Freezing winds blew gusts of snow into their faces. Only the dimmest of lights from above, similar to cloud-covered moonlight, allowed them to see the scores of straw warriors marching towards them.

      When the last straw warrior lay wriggling helplessly on the ground, the room brightened and the snow stopped falling. They gazed at each other and it gradually dawned on them that they had done it. They had completed their training requirement at last.

      Zaiporo grinned. “We did it.”

      They all cheered.

      Then Lord Gyoroe appeared in their midst. His eyes were yellow with flecks of orange. Turesobei expected them to be emerald or blue. Something was wrong. His abrupt silence warned the other. They weren’t finished training, not yet.

      “Excellent work,” Gyoroe said. His grin made Turesobei shift nervously. “Your training took much longer than I expected, but you did what I asked. I still have concerns, however, so there is one final test to complete. This is a test of heart and teamwork. And you will face an opponent far more difficult than these straw warriors.” He fingered a familiar bronze spell strip. “It is time to truly prove yourselves.”
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      After breakfast three days later, Turesobei and his companions, armed and dressed in full battle gear, nervously met Lord Gyoroe and Lady Hannya outside the Canvas. They had no clue what lay in store for them, only that it would be much worse than straw warriors or muck-demons. Just after dawn, Gyoroe had locked Motekeru, Lu Bei, the hounds and Enashoma in the Workshop. When Turesobei had asked why, Gyoroe had merely responded, “You will see.”

      They entered the Canvas, not on the bridge as normal but on ground level. The observation platform remained but floated untethered high above. To the right stood a step pyramid that almost reached the height of the observation platform. The top was relatively small, almost the same size as the gate platform. Each step was too tall and deep to be comfortable but not so much that a person couldn’t run up to the top. The floor around the pyramid was normal enough grassy turf.

      They followed Gyoroe and Hannya up the wide pyramid steps to the top.

      Orange highlights flickered in Gyoroe’s eyes. “Apprentice, you are about to discover how well your team functions under extreme duress.”

      “I know that already.”

      Hannya shook her head. “While training battles are good for developing your skills, they are not enough. You need to experience the real thing.”

      “We have experienced the real thing. We’ve fought yomon and reitsu and that was just in the Ancient Cold and Deep. I think we’re more than capable. We did kill the Deadly Twelve, after all.”

      “You scraped through many of those situations due to sheer luck,” Hannya said, “with quite a bit of help from Motekeru and Lu Bei, as well as others who are no longer with you.”

      “So this test is going to be a real battle?” Turesobei asked.

      “Of sorts,” Gyoroe said.

      “To truly assess your skills we need to see you perform in a situation that is as real as possible,” Hannya said.

      “We can handle anything you throw at us,” Zaiporo said confidently.

      Neither replied, but Gyoroe’s smile made Turesobei nervous.

      Hannya drew five amulets from a pouch: rune-carved metal stars affixed to leather cords. “You will each need to wear one of these.”

      Turesobei took his. He considered studying the amulet with his kenja-sight but what was the point? It would do what it did and he would have to live with that. He hung it around his neck. A tingling sensation spread through his limbs…but nothing else happened.

      “Your opponents today can harm you,” Gyoroe explained, “but since they are attuned to these powerful amulets, they cannot kill you. The amulet will activate a force field to protect you from any killing strike. Once this happens, however, you will be left immobilized for the remainder of the battle.”

      “If you lose your amulet during the fight,” Hannya said, “you will become vulnerable. So be sure to guard it.”

      “So what’s our objective?” Zaiporo asked.

      “You will face four waves of enemies,” Hannya said. “Each wave will attack for fifteen minutes. Any enemies you have not destroyed by the end of that time will withdraw. If you are driven from the top of the pyramid or if you all become immobilized by your shields, then you have failed the test.”

      Turesobei glanced around at the space they had to defend. It was enough space for them to each fight several enemies at once, but a strong enough push could easily force them to withdraw.

      “How do you define maintaining control?” Zaiporo asked.

      “At all times, at least one of you must remain on the top and not be incapacitated,” Hannya said. “Also, you must protect Turesobei. That is what you must do in the realms, so that is what you must prove capable of doing here today.”

      “If Turesobei’s shield is activated then you all fail,” Gyoroe said. “And if you fail, you will all suffer greatly. Enashoma doubly so.”

      “That’s hardly fair!” Zaiporo dared to complain.

      Gyoroe’s eyes shifted to the sullen gray color. “Life is not fair. So why should I be?”

      Hannya placed a hand on his shoulder. “My lord….”

      The orange glint returned to his eyes and he smiled. “You can avoid this unfair outcome, Zaiporo, simply by succeeding.”

      “Any further questions?” Hannya asked.

      “Can I use magic?” Turesobei asked.

      “You are all allowed to use any and all abilities you have,” Hannya said, “with but one exception. You cannot summon the Storm Dragon.”

      “Anything else?” Gyoroe asked.

      No one responded.

      “Good.” He rubbed his hands together enthusiastically. “Let us begin.”

      Gyoroe and Hannya disappeared then reappeared on the observation platform above. Gyoroe spoke a word of power so strong that Turesobei's skin crawled, his insides churned and his mind went fuzzy. A dense cloud rose out of the ground around the edges of the room.

      Turesobei narrowed his eyes and peered at the mist. He shook his head. There was something wrong with all of this…something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

      “Begin!”

      “So what’s our strategy?” Kurine asked.

      Zaiporo chewed at his lip and scanned the Canvas. “Good question.”

      Straw warriors like those they had faced so many times before emerged from the mists on all sides.

      “Looks like we’re surrounded,” Iniru said.

      “If our enemies come at us from all around, then we’ll need to defend every side of the pyramid,” Turesobei said.

      “And right now, one side looks as dangerous as another,” Awasa said.

      “Turesobei, you get in the middle,” Zaiporo said, slinging his bow over his shoulder and drawing his sword. “Cast spells. I think fire-based spells would be the best choice.”

      “Good idea.”

      Everyone chose a side and stepped up to the edge. Turesobei dropped a fireball into the midst of the straw warriors rushing toward Kurine’s side. The blast immediately incinerated a dozen enemies. Many more caught on fire and burned down slowly as they ran at the pyramid. But more stepped out of the mists to replace them.

      “Alternate the blasts,” Zaiporo said. “One to each side to keep their ranks thinned.”

      Turesobei acknowledged the order and spun around to check the opposite side. This fireball scored a direct hit on a clump of warriors and scattered their burning debris into the ranks behind, setting even more on fire. He smiled before turning to help out on Zaiporo’s side. It felt good to fight with magic again.

      The straw warriors on this side had already reached the base of the pyramid. He wiped out the front lines, buying Zaiporo more time, and spun to Awasa’s side. Warriors were already charging up the steps towards her. There was nothing he could do to stop them from reaching her now. Awasa screamed out a battle cry and swung Fangthorn in a deadly arc. Turesobei blasted the straw warriors still on the ground and turned back to help Kurine. With her dark-steel sword and mudras, Awasa was their most powerful fighter and, after all their practice, Turesobei knew he could trust her to hold steady.

      

      The second bell tolled.

      The first two waves of the battle had gone well. So far they had held their ground without any difficulty. Being able to use spells made a big difference.

      Dozens of muck-demons, reduced to puddles of goo, dripped down the pyramid steps and pooled along the low points, mixing with piles of scorched straw.

      Turesobei relaxed his shoulders, sheathed his sword and took a few deep breaths. The straw warriors and muck-demons had been a warm-up. Whatever appeared out of the fog next would no doubt be much worse. He expected the next half hour to be Torment.

      “Everyone okay?” Zaiporo asked.

      They all nodded their replies except Awasa, who made no response. After the first fifteen minutes she had gone into rage monster mode. But she was following orders and fighting like a demon. As long as she could maintain that balance, she would be okay.

      Eight-legged creatures the size of mastiffs suddenly scurried out of the mists. Glowing eyes and clicking mandibles made them resemble giant fire ants. But horns curled out from their foreheads instead of antenna, and their segmented bodies ended in wickedly barbed tails.

      Zaiporo took out his bow and launched an arrow. The razor-sharp bolt struck one of the ant-demons but bounced off its carapace.

      “They’re as heavily armored as they look,” he said with a sigh.

      “Aim for their necks and joints,” Iniru said. “Hitting anything else is going to be a waste of energy.”

      Turesobei drew a spell strip. “Niru, Sumada should easily cut through their armor.”

      “What about me?” Kurine asked, brandishing her war hammer.

      “Just bash their heads,” Zaiporo said. “That ought to do it.”

      Turesobei was out of fire-based spells and didn’t want to slow-cast any spells unless necessary. So he cast the spell of the storm shards, unleashing a torrent of hailstones at the ant-demons on Zaiporo’s side. The stones didn’t penetrate their armor but the impacts dazed them, slowing their advance.

      He turned to Kurine’s side, drew another strip, and cast the spell of the relentless darkfire bolt. A crackling, purple-flamed bolt erupted from his palm and zoomed out into the mass of ant-demons. It skewered one, then struck the one behind it and the one behind that one. It killed a dozen more before fizzling out. Unfazed, the ant-demons scuttled up the pyramid steps. Turesobei spun to the next side and hit them with another darkfire bolt.

      The ant-demons crested the last step and charged into the slashing of swords and the pounding of a hammer. Their armor deflected half the group’s strikes. And they moved in so fast, one atop another, that hardly anyone had a chance to aim their blows. Turesobei used up the rest of his spell strips for the darkfire bolt taking out ant-demons that threatened to get past his companions.

      Then an ant-demon launched itself at Kurine. She raised her shield in time, but the impact sent her crashing backward. Turesobei rushed in and stabbed his saber into the beast’s left eye. It screeched and fell away dead. Kurine climbed to her feet and stomped back into the fray.

      Turesobei cast the spell of banishing lesser demons. The ant-demons backed away for a moment but then surged forward again. Their weight forced everyone into the center. They were practically fighting back to back now. The ant-demons were relentless. There was no way they could take much more of this. Turesobei cast the spell of banishing greater demons, and the ants fled from the top of the pyramid…only to charge back up two breaths later.

      “Why isn’t that working?” Awasa asked.

      He sliced the mandibles off an ant-demon. “I guess they’re not exactly demons.” He slashed at a demon and his blade bounced off its carapace. “I’d have to key the spell to them, and that takes time.”

      Iniru severed the front legs off a demon and kicked it aside. “Do something that works.”

      He reached into his pouch and paused, unsure of what spell to draw. He was tiring, not from physical exertion but from casting spells. He had spent a lot of time practicing his spells, but he hadn’t spent any time using them in a battle.

      His mind raced through what he had that could affect more than a few of these things at a time. A blinding light spell didn’t sound like it would work and neither would a fog cloud or a wind blast or rain storm. He could summon two stone walls and place them at the edges of the pyramid…but with their insect legs, the ant-demons would just scurry over those. He’d keep it in mind, though, for whatever they faced next.

      That left only the Kaiaru storm spells. And he had been saving those for the final period when they’d face their most dangerous opponents, whatever those might be.

      Awasa grunted as an ant-demon chewed through her leg armor and bit into her calf. With a swing of Fangthorn she lopped its head off. A trickle of crimson energy danced down the blade. Two more charged in while her defenses were down. Turesobei moved toward her. But it was okay. She had lured them into a trap. She held up a mudra, drawing energy from the blade to power it. The beasts stopped, fascinated, and she killed them easily.

      Again, for a brief moment, a sense of some great wrong flashed through Turesobei’s awareness. But he didn’t have time to focus on what that could be. He had to keep going.

      Kurine and Zaiporo were barely holding their own. Turesobei wasn’t faring much better. They all had numerous cuts and bruises and other minor injuries. Awasa was still going strong while Iniru sliced and diced ant-demons with ease. But neither of them could help anyone else. There were too many ant-demons. Soon they’d be overwhelmed. They’d fail the test.

      He cast the spell of the ram of force. A ghostly ram with curling horns appeared in front of him and charged out into the demons. It knocked the nearest ones back, snapping their necks, and rampaged through their ranks before disappearing. He unleashed a second, then a third, aiming them in different directions. It helped, giving them a little breathing room, but it wasn’t enough. He’d need six or seven of the rams going at once to make a real difference.

      A demon bit Zaiporo’s arm, its razor mandibles cutting deep into his flesh. Zaiporo cried out and dropped his sword.

      Turesobei had to do something fast. Then he remembered—the spell of the concussive bubble! It was similar to the spell of the ram of force, except it would extend in a circle out from him and blast everything back. That would give them a chance to regroup. And, more importantly, it would buy them time. They didn’t have to kill all the ant-demons, just hold them off until the next wave.

      Turesobei reached into his pouch. The spell strip leapt into his fingers. The only trick with the spell of the concussive bubble was that he had to attune it properly. Otherwise, he’d hit his companions with it too. Luckily, he knew their energy signatures perfectly thanks to all the practice teleports he’d carried them on. But if the ant-demon that was latched onto Zaiporo didn’t let go, he might be carried off with the ants….

      Zaiporo punched the ant-demon in the face. It let go and staggered back, stunned.

      Perfect. Turesobei cast the spell.

      But the ant-demon surged forward, clamped it mandibles onto Zaiporo’s arm, and jerked Zaiporo to his knees. Another ant-demon immediately chomped into the lacquered armor on his back.

      Turesobei’s breath caught. He had to cancel the spell before it—

      Thoom! A wave of force popped out from the pyramid as the spell activated.

      The shockwave blasted every ant-demon off the pyramid leaving all his companions unharmed—except Zaiporo.

      Even as they tumbled through the air, the ant-demons kept their grip on him. They landed hard, twenty feet away from the pyramid’s base. All the uninjured ant-demons nearby immediately attacked him. He screamed as they ripped into him. Then his amulet flashed red and gold and a shimmering force field appeared around him, protecting him from further attacks.

      Turesobei stared in horror. If this had been a real battle, Zaiporo would be dead. He glanced up at the observation platform where Enashoma was watching. But it was Lord Gyoroe who caught his attention. Grimacing, Gyoroe was taking deep, labored breaths. Something was wrong.

      “Sobei, cover Zai's position.”

      Turesobei dragged his focus back to the battle. Awasa had snapped out of her state of controlled rage and and taken over as captain.

      The ant-demons were already charging back up the pyramid. But at least everyone had gotten a chance to catch their breath a bit—everyone left, anyway.

      “And for the sake of all things vile and unholy, stop worrying about tiring yourself out too soon and blast these cursed things.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He quick-cast a fireball spell without a strip and bounced the flaming orb down his side of the pyramid. Gasping for breath, he unleashed a second one and angled it to Kurine's side.

      When the ants reached the top, though, he found it impossible to get in another quick-cast spell. The ants hemmed them in and he had to battle furiously with his sword.

      One ant-demon attacked low while two more went high. Turesobei sliced the head off the first and rammed his elbow into the face of the second. But the third pierced his armor and scored a deep cut on his right knee. He knocked the beast back with his sword as he fell to his other knee.

      “Do something!” Awasa yelled at him.

      “You’ll have to shield me!”

      Awasa stabbed the ant-demon in front of Kurine, freeing her to shield-bash the ones in front of Turesobei. He drew the strip for the spell of heaven’s breath, tapped into the Storm Dragon’s power and did a quick-casting of the difficult Kaiaru storm spell, aiming it carefully.

      Howling winds erupted around the pyramid and swept the ant-demons from the top, throwing them back out into the mists. Afraid of getting someone hurt again, he’d positioned the spell so it wouldn’t affect the ones on the top. But it caught the ones on the edge, dragging them down the steps and away.

      He stood, got in two sword-strokes then collapsed with exhaustion.

      “Close ranks around Sobei!” Awasa shouted.

      His comrades formed a triangle around him, desperately fighting the remaining ant-demons. He worried at first that he’d acted too late and they would be overwhelmed. But they steadily finished off the last of the enemy. They were going to make it.

      Then his spell ended. The storm winds died out and the ant-demons it had blown back recovered. They charged across the battlefield. Turesobei climbed to his feet and readied his sword.

      Awasa glanced at him. “No more spells?”

      “Not till I can rest a moment.”

      The first ant-demons reached them.

      The bell rang. And the creatures vanished mid-strike.

      With a collective sigh of relief, they all sat and took advantage of the few moments of rest they’d get before the next group of opponents assaulted them. Turesobei didn’t know how they were going to get through this. He was exhausted already. Casting storm spells, even with spell strips, seemed impossible.

      “Poor Zai,” Iniru said as she found his frozen form among the litter of dead enemies. “He's got to be hurting.” She rotated her leg, showing them where an ant-demon had bitten into her, tearing away a chunk of armor. The swollen flesh oozed green puss and blood. “It feels like I dipped the wound into a hornet’s nest.”

      With a groan, Kurine turned her back to them, displaying a set of bite marks with similar swelling patterns. “I don’t know what hornets, are but this burns like it’s on fire.”

      “My knee hurts bad,” Turesobei said, “but it’s not burning.”

      “Yet,” Iniru replied. “Don't worry. It’ll kick in soon.”

      Awasa stood. “Everyone up. It’s time. They’re coming.”

      Turesobei didn’t know how she could tell, but he trusted her. He looked to the observation platform and met Gyoroe’s orange eyes. There was something awkward about the way Gyoroe held himself, as if he were trying to hide the fact that he was tired or injured.

      Gyoroe noticed Turesobei staring at him. His eyes narrowed and flickered to scarlet.

      Turesobei turned away. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a figure stepping out of the mists. The figure lifted a bow and aimed at Kurine. Her side of the pyramid faced away from the figure. Busy scanning her own section of mist for new enemies, she’d never see him.

      A bowstring twanged. She didn’t stand a chance.

      “Kurine, watch out!”

      The arrow sped toward her. He lunged to shove her out of its path. Time slowed as he watched it fly. His shoulder met her side and she slowly pivoted out of the way, just in time.

      The arrow struck him instead—directly in the heart.

      Or it would have. The instant before it reached him, the force field deployed from his amulet with a red and gold flash.

      Prickles spread across his skin. His limbs went numb and, despite his best effort, he couldn’t move. But at least he was standing and could see what was going on around him.

      The figure stepped further out of the mist so that Turesobei could see him properly. It was Zaiporo. No, their friend still lay immobilized on the battlefield. And this copy had pure white skin, instead of ash gray, and wore clothes the same bright orange as Gyoroe’s eyes. He nocked another arrow to his bowstring.

      In addition to a doppelgänger of Zaiporo, copies of Awasa, Iniru and Kurine also emerged from the mists—all on the same side of the pyramid and each accompanied by three straw warriors. All the doppelgängers wore orange. Evil Kurine’s fur was black, Evil Iniru’s fur pale cream, while evil Awasa had gray skin and lavender eyes with a pink, eight-pointed star on her forehead.

      The bowstring twanged again.

      Had his companions noticed the danger? Kurine certainly hadn't. She was staring at him in open-mouthed horror.

      The second arrow sped toward Kurine. But it diverted at the last moment to fly up into the ceiling. Turesobei craned his neck. Out of the corner of his eye, he could just make out Awasa, deep in concentration, holding a mudra and chanting.

      The girls’ amulets flashed bright orange, then went dark. The doppelgängers froze mid-stride. Then, on the observation platform above, Gyoroe cried out, clutched his chest and fell to his knees. His eyes flickered rapidly between all nine colors. Hannya knelt beside him.

      “My lord, what is wrong?”

      “The spell…saving Turesobei…it took too much out of me. There must be…a fault in the spell or the amulets…. Have to get to the Workshop. Heartbeat weakening….”

      An itch crawled up Turesobei's spine. This wasn’t right, none of it. And the amulets…the magic in them had faded. He could sense it but, couldn't pinpoint how exactly.

      Hannya spoke a strange word, then she and Gyoroe disappeared.
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      “What in Torment's going on?” Iniru asked.

      “I thought he was invincible,” Awasa said.

      “I hope he's okay,” Kurine said.

      Everyone looked at her as if she'd lost her mind.

      “Well, we do need him to get out of here, don't we?” she asked sheepishly.

      “Not if Sobei can sever the chain binding Enashoma,” Awasa said. “Now that he can work the gates, that's the only thing keeping us here.”

      Movement caught Turesobei’s eye. The doppelgängers were sprinting towards the pyramid. Evil Zaiporo loosed another arrow. The girls hadn't noticed yet. Turesobei struggled to warn them, but his amulet still wouldn’t let him budge.

      The arrow missed Kurine by a hair and sliced across Awasa's right arm. Immediately, she locked her fingers in a mudra and chanted. The next arrow soared harmlessly over their heads.

      Evil Kurine paused in her sprint for the pyramid to loom over Zaiporo, lying on the ground helplessly. She grinned maliciously and lifted her hammer overhead. Turesobei's breath caught. But Zaiporo was protected by the amulet’s force field, he reminded himself. She could do whatever she wanted, and it wouldn't hurt him. With both hands gripping the handle, she swung the hammer down. A sickening thunk echoed through the room as Zaiporo's skull shattered. Fragments of bone and brain splattered out amidst a spray of blood.

      Evil Kurine wiped the blood from her face and bounded toward the pyramid.

      Bile rose into Turesobei’s throat. He struggled to choke it down.

      “Oh gods!” Kurine moaned.

      Awasa’s voice stuttered and stopped, her mudra spell broken.

      Iniru dove for Zaiporo's bow and quiver, rolled and somehow came up with an arrow nocked. She launched an arrow at Evil Zaiporo. The arrow struck him high in the shoulder. He dropped the bow and yanked the arrow from his shoulder, leaving a jagged wound. Ignoring the blood pouring down his arm, he drew his sword and kept running.

      Iniru loosed another arrow but Evil Awasa used a mudra to deflect it.

      How could Gyoroe have screwed up the protection amulets so badly? And why not dismiss the conjured doppelgängers before fleeing? Had he assumed the battle wouldn’t restart? That seemed uncharacteristically careless of both Gyoroe and Hannya.

      “Sobei may be vulnerable like…like Zai was,” Iniru said, her voice cracking.

      Awasa stepped over and drew Fangthorn lightly across his left hand. The blade cut a thin line. Blood seeped out.

      “He's not shielded anymore,” she said. “Just frozen.” She drew in a sharp breath. “New focus, everyone. I don't give a damn if the enemy takes the pyramid and the Blood King tortures us for weeks on end. We must protect Turesobei. Though if we get the chance, I wouldn’t mind slicing the doppelgängers into a hundred little pieces.”

      Iniru nodded grimly and moved to cover him better. Kurine rubbed the tears from her eyes with her fists. Then she squared her shoulders and set her feet. Nothing was going get to him unless it took out them first. Evil Iniru reached the pyramid top first. His Iniru engaged her. The two formed a blur of sword-strikes, punches, spins and kicks. Iniru might as well be shadowboxing. But it wasn’t going to be a stalemate for long. Evil Iniru hadn’t fought for forty-five minutes already and didn’t have a burning leg wound.

      Awasa intercepted Evil Awasa. Both deployed a series of mudras to affect and counter the other. Though Awasa was fatigued and banged up, like Iniru, she had a definite advantage over her doppelgänger: Evil Awasa’s weapon was nothing more than a normal sword, while Fangthorn had been drinking in energy from slain opponents that Awasa could use to fuel her magic.

      The twelve straw warriors lumbered onto the top of the pyramid. Shield raised, Kurine barreled into them so they couldn’t interfere with Iniru and Awasa. Her doppelgänger and Zaiporo's hadn't reached the pyramid yet. While Iniru and Awasa remained locked in combat, Kurine made short work of the straw warriors. They were hardly a threat. They had just been there to get in the way and complicate things.

      Evil Zaiporo crested the pyramid and swung at Kurine. Thanks to his wounded shoulder, she was able to easily duck under his sword-slash and thump her hammer into his gut. He doubled over and she bashed him in the face with her shield. Dazed and bleeding, he staggered back.

      “This is for Zai.”

      She brought her hammer up and swung it down at an angle. He dodged aside but not fast enough. The glancing blow snapped his head downward. The bones of his neck cracked and he fell limp. Kurine stared at the body with a sick expression. Even though it wasn’t the real Zaiporo, it was difficult to see him laying there. Turesobei couldn't help picturing Evil Kurine standing over their Zaiporo and grinning as she raised her hammer.

      Where was Evil Kurine? Turesobei had lost sight of her. She should’ve reached the top by now. He craned his head as far as he could manage and spotted her. She had sneaked up the opposite side of the pyramid from the others and was sprinting toward Awasa.

      She was still engaged with her own doppelgänger. A spinning block deflected a sword strike from Evil Awasa but left her with her back to Evil Kurine. At the last moment, she sensed the ambush and dodged aside. But it was too little too late. The hammer struck a solid blow against her temple. Her skull cracked and she fell dead on the spot.

      Evil Awasa and Evil Kurine both turned toward Turesobei. No one stood between him and the two of them.

      “You’re next,” Evil Kurine said with a sneer.

      He opened the channel to the Storm Dragon as wide as it would go. He didn’t cast a spell. He just unleashed the energy and directed it outward, hoping the sheer strength of the kenja would shatter the amulet’s spell.

      But nothing happened. The energy didn’t release, and he didn’t dip into the dragon dream. How could the energy not release? Even if some property of the amulet prevented him from doing magic, Gyoroe’s spell shouldn’t have been capable of doing bottling the Storm Dragon.

      Awasa’s and Kurine’s evil twins advanced on him and there was nothing he could do to stop them. He was doing to die.

      Then, in an act of perfect symmetry, Kurine leapt in and swung her war hammer at Evil Awasa. The strike smacked the doppelgänger in the face and caved in her skull. She, too, fell dead instantly.

      Evil Kurine pounded toward Turesobei. Kurine ran after her, but she wasn’t going to catch up in time. Iniru made a wild swipe at her doppelgänger, turned and sprinted over. Her double lunged and the blade sliced into Iniru’s hamstring.

      Evil Kurine raised her hammer overhead as she covered the last few steps separating her from Turesobei. A demented grin twisted her face as she brought it down. Iniru threw herself at Evil Kurine. The blow missed his face by inches. They landed hard and rolled off the top of the pyramid, thudded down the steps and out of Turesobei's line of sight.

      Kurine leapt in to shield him from Evil Iniru.

      “You want him?” she growled. “Then you’ll have to kill me first.”

      Evil Iniru thrust her blade high. Kurine blocked the attack with her shield but didn’t see the low kick coming next. Evil Iniru’s foot slammed into Kurine’s knee. She staggered and barely got her shield up in time to block a slash aimed at her throat.

      Kurine swung her hammer, but she was tiring. Evil Iniru ducked under it and stabbed. Kurine twisted, but the blade scored a hit across her ribs. She feinted a shield-bash and jabbed with her hammer.

      Evil Iniru deflected the strike outward, blocked Kurine’s shield using her forearm and kicked high. Her foot connected with Kurine’s face. The bones of her nose snapped and blood poured down her face.

      Eyes tearing, Kurine swung wildly with her hammer, trying to force Evil Iniru back.

      Turesobei's heart pounded. He could hardly breathe. Iniru hadn't returned, though neither had Evil Kurine. Turesobei craned his neck but couldn't see them. They might both be dead, badly wounded or unconscious. Without Iniru, it was all over, because if Kurine was all that was left of the team, then death was inevitable. She was no match for Evil Iniru’s speed and skill.

      He couldn’t believe it was going to end this way. After all they had been through.

      Evil Iniru deflected another hammer strike, turned her sword in and cut a deep gash across Kurine’s hand. The hammer fell from her grasp. A back-kick slipped inside Kurine's defenses and knocked the shield out wide. Evil Iniru spun out of her kick and lunged in with her sword, aiming directly at Kurine's gut.

      Kurine was off balance and stumbling back. She could do nothing to stop the blade.

      But suddenly the real Iniru was there, diving between Kurine and Evil Iniru. The blade plunged into her chest and out through her back.

      Iniru staggered and coughed up blood—but then surged forward.

      She didn't have room to swing her sword. Instead, she held it up in front of her and with one hand on the grip and the other on the dull back, she rammed it, edge-first, into the throat of her double.

      The white-steel blade sliced through flesh and deep into her doppelgänger's spine. Even as it did, the doppelgänger twisted her own blade and ripped it downward.

      Blood spurting, the two of them collapsed and the life faded from their eyes.

      Before Turesobei could cry out. Before he could even breathe again…the final bell tolled.
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      Turesobei woke with his back against cold stone. A reddish ceiling glowed high above. A warm current of air washed over him. His chest burned under the amulet Gyoroe had given him. His heart raced. Otherwise, he felt fine. No injuries, not even a bit of fatigue. Only confusion.

      His mind began to clear: the battle…Zai…Wasa…Niru!

      He shot up to his feet.

      All his friends lay spread out around him. No blood. No visible wounds. Not even the tiniest scratch stood out on their armor. What in Torment was going on?

      They stirred awake and looked about, bewildered. Iniru felt at her stomach and smiled with astonishment. Zaiporo grasped his head and shivered. Awasa touched her face and flexed her jaws. Kurine stared at Iniru and chewed at her lip.

      Tears stung the corners of his eyes as he breathed a sigh of relief.

      Somehow, they were alive—all of them. How this was possible, he had no idea. At the moment, he didn’t care.

      “You were amazing, all of you,” Turesobei said.

      He held out his hand to Iniru. She took it and he helped her up and into a hug. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      She kissed him on the lips. “Never.”

      He hugged Awasa and kissed her on the cheek.

      She flinched at the touch of his lips. “Sorry, the last thing I remember touching me there was a chunk of angry hammer.”

      He went to Zaiporo next and hugged him.

      “No kiss, please,” Zaiporo said with a pitiful chuckle. He was still rattled. But being torn apart by ant-demons and having one’s head bashed in with a hammer could do that to a guy.

      “I’m so sorry about what happened,” he said.

      “I’ll probably have nightmares about that battle for the rest of my life,” Zaiporo said, “but it wasn't your fault.”

      Kurine swept Iniru up into a giant hug then took her face in her large hands and kissed her on the forehead. “You gave your life to save me. Thank you.”

      Iniru blushed. “It was the only way to save Turesobei. There was no way you could defeat that other me.”

      Kurine shook her head and tut-tutted. “You could’ve waited. With her busy killing me, you could have easily taken her out. You died for me.”

      “I…I…I don’t know what to say,” Iniru said. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      Kurine crushed her in another hug. “You don’t need to say anything.”

      A shadow fell across them. Gyoroe floated down from the observation platform and landed softly on the pyramid. Hannya followed behind him.

      Gyoroe’s eyes flickered orange and scarlet. His jaw tightened and he growled, “This all so very touching, but you failed. Miserably so.”

      Gyoroe held an all-too-familiar bronze spell strip, clutched between two fingers. Turesobei touched the amulet hanging from his neck and focused his senses. The fading energy in the metal disc vibrated in harmony with the bronze spell strip.

      “That wasn’t a real battle at all,” Turesobei said. “It was an illusory torture session, like the one where you made each of us wander through the desert alone and we didn’t even know we were being tortured.”

      Gyoroe nodded. “A rune in the amulets modified the torture spell so that I could simulate a deadly combat without risking any permanent injuries.”

      “Wait, how did we fail?” Kurine asked. “Turesobei survived and we still had control of the pyramid top, since I wasn’t incapacitated.”

      “Turesobei was only saved by the amulet spell,” Hannya said. “So as far as the rules of the engagement were concerned, he was dead.”

      “All because he was too busy pointlessly risking his life saving one of his girlfriends to remember the mission,” Gyoroe said with disgust.

      “I will always risk my life to save those I love,” Turesobei said. “I can’t do otherwise. I am who I am.”

      “I told you in the beginning that you needed to learn the true nature of sacrifice. This is a perfect example of why. If the girl must die for the mission, then she must die. You, however, must live—at all costs.”

      Turesobei started to argue, but Kurine interrupted him.

      “He’s right, Sobei. If I die, then I die. That goes for any of us. But not you.  Because only you can get whoever survives home safely.”

      “But—”

      “She’s right,” Iniru said. “I can give my life for someone, so can Awasa, Zaiporo or Kurine. But you can’t. Your first concern has to be for the group, not the individual. Without you, we’re all doomed.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “You have to learn how,” Awasa said.

      “I suggest you listen to them for once,” Hannya said.

      Gyoroe raised the bronze spell strip. “Now, your torture, as promised. Hannya, bring Enashoma here.”

      She bowed her head and started down the steps.

      Turesobei locked his eyes on the spell strip. “Wait! The only reason we failed was because I did a poor job managing my spells. And that’s only because I never get to use them in the mock combats.”

      Hannya paused at the top step. “Your spells are too powerful for the mock battles.”

      “I know, but there’s another way.”

      “Get to your point,” Gyoroe snapped.

      “Instead of torturing us, give us a chance to improve, to learn from our mistakes. Send us back through the mission. Make us keep trying until we get it right.”

      Gyoroe narrowed his eyes. A glimmer of yellow danced through them.

      “Torturing us may satisfy you, but it won’t achieve anything. It’s not like we didn’t do our best. And if you send us back through the training regimen, that’s not going to help either. I still won’t be any better at using my spells in real combat, and my companions still won’t be used to what my spells can do. Plus, if you want me to alter my instincts in a battle, that’s going to take practice too.”

      Gyoroe stared at him a few moments, the orange in his eyes fading toward yellow. “If I send you back, you will know that it is a ruse.”

      “Not if you manipulated our memories so that while we were being ‘tortured’ we’d be unaware of what had happened before. We would think the test was new each time we began. But outside of the spell’s illusion, we would know what had happened and we could learn from our mistakes. You could even program in different opponents for us to battle each time.”

      The orange blazed back into his eyes. Gyoroe wanted badly to punish them.

      Hannya approached warily and touched his arm. “My lord, the boy has a point. And his idea is ingenious.”

      The eyes locked on her and he brushed her hand aside.

      “He wants to improve,” she said. “And it is obvious that he is not prepared to take on the guardians. Give him a chance to practice his magic. And remember, he is not like us. He only has sixteen years of life experience.”

      Gyoroe glared a few moments. Then his eyes switched suddenly to vibrant blue-white. “Apprentice, your proposal is good and valid. You will immediately repeat the experience. And you will keep doing it until you succeed to my liking. After that, I will send you back through to face a variety of opponents.” With a blink, the eyes blazed orange again. “But with each failure, your sister will suffer whatever torture I deem appropriate for the span of half an hour. Hannya, fetch Enashoma. I must keep my word and see that punishment is dispensed appropriately.”

      Turesobei choked down a retort.

      

      Watching Enashoma experience thirty minutes of torture was as bad as directly suffering; worse, since she only suffered because of his failure. Turesobei would rather have experienced it in her stead. But that was probably what Gyoroe wanted.

      “Try not to fail again,” Enashoma whispered through sobs.

      He ran his hand along her head and kissed her brow. “I promise we won’t.”

      “Let us find out,” Gyoroe said.

      He spoke a word of power and their test began again….

      

      During their second attempt, Iniru lost a hand fighting the ant-demons and Evil Awasa ran Kurine through, killing her. However, they did win and Enashoma didn’t get tortured.

      “I want to do it again,” Turesobei said.

      “Why?” Gyoroe asked.

      “I want to get through it without losing anyone.”

      “What does it matter?”

      Turesobei gritted his teeth and swallowed his real reason. The fact that he cared about his friends and couldn't stand the thought of any of them dying wouldn't convince the Blood King. “My best chance at making it through all eight realms is to have a complete team. If I lose a member during each mission then my chances of succeeding in the end will be poor, don’t you think?”

      Gyoroe’s eyes turned emerald and Turesobei repressed a mutter of thanks. “I must say, you have gotten better at thinking things through rationally. When you first came here, your every response was rooted in emotion. It is good to see cold logic taking root.”

      Turesobei simply nodded.

      

      Over the next three days, they fought simulated battle after simulated battle, facing all sorts of demonic beasts in a variety of elements. They were allowed twenty minutes to rest between each attempt and they spent most of that time discussing how each battle had gone while sampling Lu Bei’s latest brews. They didn’t eat and they didn’t sleep. After fifty attempts, Turesobei lost count.

      Gyoroe tortured Enashoma three more times. They lost a member of the group ten times. And twice, everyone but Turesobei and Iniru died. But they did improve as they went and their confidence grew.

      Finally, after a battle where Turesobei purposefully didn’t jump in front of a snake-demon to save Iniru’s life, as much as it pained him, Gyoroe pronounced them ready.

      “You cannot learn anything else by fighting conjured monsters. You can only learn by facing real threats in the real world.”

      “Thank the gods,” Enashoma muttered. But Turesobei knew as soon as they stepped onto the gate platform to leave, she would prefer it if they were still facing illusory opponents, despite the risk to herself.

      “Never let anyone treat you like a child or a human, Chonda Turesobei,” the emerald-eyed Gyoroe said. “You accomplished in nearly four months what I thought would take you at least two years. You are more than a mere man, and you are a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Thank you, Lord Gyoroe,” Turesobei said, sincerely.

      “Tomorrow night, I will hold a feast in honor of your achievements. There, Hannya will brief you on what you will face in the realms. I think it would be best if you heard about the guardians directly from her. Until then, rest. You have earned it.”
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      It was night when they walked out of the Canvas, numb from the almost nonstop combat of the last three days. They shuffled into the Dining Hall and dug in as if they hadn’t eaten in weeks. They didn’t talk much, and no one laughed or even cracked a smile. Lu Bei’s attempts to bring them back to themselves fell completely flat.

      Kurine would look at Iniru, start to say something and then frown. Iniru would notice, chew at her lip and look away. A tentative awkwardness had replaced the anger that usually swirled between them like a storm cloud.

      Enashoma barely spoke. The four torture sessions weighed heavily on her. She seemed haunted.

      Zaiporo sometimes stopped mid-bite and drew on the table with his finger, no doubt thinking about combat scenarios. Zaiporo had the makings of a fine officer, now that he was getting the chance to develop the skills for it.

      Awasa ate quietly and deliberately, seeming to contemplate each bite of food. It was good to see her in a peaceful mood after all the battles. Maintaining her cool couldn’t have been easy for her.

      Enashoma, Kurine, Iniru and Zaiporo finished their blackberries and cream, then left.

      Awasa hesitated. “You okay, Sobei?”

      “What?”

      “You haven’t even touched your dessert.”

      He glanced down at the bowl. “Oh. I was just lost in thought.”

      “If you need to talk….”

      He shook his head. “I’m fine. As good as can be expected, anyway.”

      She nodded with a half smile. “If you need me, don’t hesitate to drop by my room.”

      “Thanks, Wasa.”

      With only Lu Bei for company, Turesobei finished his dessert and downed his tea.

      “Perhaps a little fresh air, master?”

      “Good idea.”

      He strolled through the Courtyard, not even paying attention to where he was going. Lu Bei swooped lazily along beside him. Worries ran amok through Turesobei’s mind. In two days, the missions to the realms would begin. Given that the guardians were intended to stop powerful wizards and Kaiaru, it was unlikely all his companions would survive through all eight realms to reach the end. There was only so much he could do to protect them, even with Motekeru and the Storm Dragon helping.  And if they did succeed, there was the bigger issue: he couldn’t actually let Gyoroe get all the heart stones. Sometime between now and then, he had to find a way for them all to escape…only he had no idea what that might be.

      Was this what soldiers felt before going into a battle, wondering whether they’d make it through, and if they did, would their comrades? And what if they failed? What would become of their families and clan? He’d never considered the realities of war before. Perhaps he should have, since war with the Gawo Clan was inevitable and, as his clan’s high wizard, he knew he’d have to fight.

      As he neared the far corner of the Courtyard, voices rose above the splashing of a fountain, the chirping of crickets and the croaking of frogs.

      Lu Bei was singing an old love song. Turesobei shushed him.

      “How rude!”

      “Hush! Someone’s talking. I’m trying to hear who.”

      Lu Bei’s ears perked up. “Kurine and Iniru.”

      “Are they arguing?”

      “Doesn’t sound like it to me, master.”

      Turesobei crept along the path until he spotted both girls beneath a sycamore near the smallest waterfall. Judging by their relaxed postures, they didn’t appear to be arguing. But it was difficult to tell for sure in the dark.

      Obviously they wanted privacy. He should leave so they could talk in peace.

      “Want me to go spy on them, master?” Lu Bei whispered.

      Turesobei shook his head. “No….” He hesitated then sighed, disgusted with himself. “I’ll do it myself.”

      He darted into the shadows and cast the spell of the silent footfall to create a dampening effect on any sound made near him. Then he cast the spell of night’s dark shroud which would help him blend seamlessly into the shadows. Despite his eagerness to hear what they were saying, he paced himself and crept carefully. The silence spell didn’t block out all sound, and with Kurine’s excellent hearing and Iniru’s almost godlike senses, he had to be careful.

      He crouched under a willow between the waterfall and the bridge that crossed the stream. He was close enough to see their faces in the moonlight and could hear them well enough. The drooping limbs should break up his image nicely, adding to the shroud spell’s effectiveness.

      “So we agree? No more fighting and bickering?” Kurine asked.

      Iniru nodded. “It has to stop. And not just for Turesobei’s sake.”

      They stood together awkwardly for a few moments then Kurine asked, “So what now?”

      “Do we want to try to share him?”

      “We’ll have to do a much better job of it than we did before.”

      Iniru shook her head. “We were splitting him, not sharing. My people have very complicated marital relationships. Trust me, there’s a difference. For this to work, we have to willingly share him with each other.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “It might help if we got to know one another better,” Iniru said.

      “You mean be friends?”

      “I’d like that,” Iniru shrugged, “but I know you don’t trust me.”

      “I do now,” Kurine said. “You gave your life to save mine.”

      “Seriously? It wasn't even a real battle.”

      “You didn't know that when you threw yourself on that sword. I thought she was going to kill me, and so did you. That's real enough.” Kurine hunched her shoulders and kicked at the ground. “In my world, just surviving is a struggle. Anyone who would dedicate themselves to something other than keeping themselves and the people they love alive is…. Well, you'd have to crazy to be an assassin in the Ancient Cold and Deep. I thought you were an unfeeling killer, like a reitsu, and that if I showed Sobei how warm and caring a real woman could be, that he’d forget all about you. Sorry.”

      Iniru sighed. “No, I get it. Even in our Okoro, some people see the qengai that way. And it's not like I tried to change your opinion of me. I don't normally go out of my way to be friendly, even to people who don't want to marry my boyfriend.”

      Kurine laughed. Then she cringed. “I had no idea what a mess I was creating when I proposed to him. I didn't really expect him to accept.”

      “If you had known, if you could go back and do it all differently, would you still have tricked him into being your fiancée?”

      “I never tricked him! Not on purpose anyway. But …” She paused and chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Yeah, I might have gone about it differently if I’d known. Maybe if you and I had gotten to be friends first, this wouldn't have been such a disaster. But I’m glad I proposed and I'm glad he accepted. I've seen and done things that no other goronku has experienced. Sobei is the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Wow. I hate it when you say stuff like that. It makes me see why he loves you.”

      Kurine snorted. “You can't tell me you wish you’d never met him, that he's not worth it. Turesobei’s heart has always belonged to you. That's why I never gave you a chance to be nice to me. I couldn't afford to. Because anyone who he loves, as much as he loves you, has to be special. And there’s no way I can compete with that.”

      “Oh, you’re plenty of competition,” Iniru said. “I think he actually is in love with us both.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “Of course it is. You know, among my people, sharing is common,” Iniru said. “A man might have multiple wives, a woman multiple husbands. A woman can even have wives and a husband husbands.”

      “Turesobei told me your people did things differently. But when I asked him to explain it all, he couldn’t.”

      Iniru rolled her eyes. “We love an idiot. You realize that, right?”

      “I’d like to think he’s dense because there’s all that magic lore stuffed in his head.”

      “Why not?” Iniru asked. “There’s got to be some reason for it other than just being a boy. They can't all be that stupid.”

      Turesobei huffed. He was glad to know the girls who loved him thought so highly of him. Though admittedly, he still didn’t understand the k’chasan relationship structures.

      “So how does is it work?” Kurine asked.

      “The short version is there are two types of bonds: siwei and siwo, a bond of pairing or mating, and a bond of friendship.”

      “You need a special bond to say you’re friends with someone?”

      “Siwo is more than normal friendship, like the kind Enashoma and I have. It signifies a bond of friendship as deep as marriage, only there’s no romantic component and rarely any physical…interaction. You announce it with a ritual and you each wear a matching triangular earring on the right ear. The siwei relationship, on the other hand, is just like the marriages you have among your people, except we allow for multiple spouses. But since relationships are intimate, everyone has to agree to any and all bonds. Otherwise, it doesn’t work.”

      “Wow. That all seems complicated.”

      “There’s actually a lot more to it than that, with all sorts of complex combinations.”

      “I don’t see how it could ever work,” Kurine said. “Too many weavers at the loom….”

      “It has worked for the k'chasa for thousands of years. Of course, we mostly have single pair bonds, with a traditional husband and a wife. And they might have one or more bonded friendships each. Sometimes there’s a second pair bond. But it’s not frowned on. It’s celebrated. Such an abundance of love and trust without jealousy is rare.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Kurine shook her head. “But if Turesobei’s culture doesn't do any of that, then why does he have so much trouble sticking with just one girl? Somehow he ended up with two fiancées and a girlfriend.”

      Iniru laughed. “True, but maybe that makes him a perfect candidate for a k'chasan bond-mate. He does love both of us equally.”

      “I guess.”

      “Maybe, eventually…you and I…we could be close,” Iniru said quietly.

      “Like bonded friends?”

      “Something like that…. Whatever works.”

      “I don't have a sister and I never had any female friends.”

      “You do now.”

      “Well, for Turesobei I’m willing to try anything. But are we talking both of us being married to him, like siwei or whatever, or—?”

      Iniru waved a hand. “That’s too far off. One thing at a time. We’d have to grow a lot closer than casual friends first.”

      Turesobei’s thoughts raced. Kurine and Iniru bonded to each other and married to him? That seemed amazing and disastrous, terrifying and inspiring. Definitely too good to be true. His relationships couldn't work out that simply. Could they? Even if it did work, his family would never approve of it. Of course, at this point, he was the only one of their group that the clan would actually welcome back. So maybe what they thought didn't matter.

      “So for now, we'll keep splitting him like we did before and start working on sharing as we get to know one another?” Kurine asked.

      Iniru nodded. “We should try harder to be fair to one another, instead of worrying about getting our fair share of him.”

      “I have a feeling that’ll be harder than it sounds.”

      “In my experience, everything worth doing is.” Iniru asked. “Are you coming in now?”

      Kurine shook her head. “I think I’ll stay out here a little longer.”

      Iniru kissed her on the cheek. “Good night.”

      “Iniru…wait.”

      “You can call me Niru now.”

      Kurine smiled a moment then her expression turned serious. “Niru…promise me something. Don’t ever give your life to save me like that again.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “Just…just promise, okay?”

      “Kurine….”

      “Please.” Kurine’s voice choked. “I’m not afraid of death. I’m not afraid of going back to the Shadowland. And…even if we do get out of here, I'm never going home. I just can't stand the thought of you dying so that I can live to see your home. I don’t want to look at your Okoro and think about you in the Shadowland alone, okay?”

      Iniru frowned. “If—if it means that much to you, then I suppose. But it’s a strange request. You know that, right?”

      “I know, but….” Kurine wiped tears from her cheeks. “I can’t explain it. Just please don’t do it, okay?”

      Turesobei scratched his head. Kurine wasn’t making much sense. But maybe it was some sort of goronku thing.

      Iniru took her hands. “If it means that much to you, then I promise.”

      Kurine hugged her. “Thank you.”

      “You’re a weird one, Kurine.”

      She smiled. “Like you’re not?”

      “Never said I wasn’t. See ya tomorrow.”

      Iniru padded over the bridge that crossed the stream. She paused a few feet away from Turesobei, smiled and whispered, “If you’re going to spy on me, you need a spell to cover your scent.”
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      He blushed and stuttered. “There—there isn’t one.”

      “That seems like an oversight,” she said. “Are you sorry for snooping?”

      He nodded dumbly.

      She smiled broadly and winked. “Then I’ll pretend you weren’t here.”

      He had a hundred questions to ask her but couldn’t gather the courage. “Thanks.”

      “Good night, Sobei.” She blew him a kiss as she skipped away.

      He looked over at Kurine. She knelt beside the stream, watching the water play across the rocks, and rubbed her neck. She seemed deep in thought and hadn’t noticed them talking.

      Turesobei snuck away and wandered back toward his room. Lu Bei fluttered alongside.

      “I wonder why there aren’t any spells for masking scents.”

      Lu Bei paused to pick a petal from a chrysanthemum. “Smell is the most difficult sense to fool, because of its subtlety. The trick is to summon a breeze to move your scent away from anyone that might pick it up.”

      “Oh, obviously.”

      “Indeed, master.”

      Turesobei’s mind drifted to Iniru and Kurine under the sycamore. “What do you think about—?”

      “I’m trying not to, master.”

      “You don’t even know what I was going to ask about.”

      “The girls’ conversation. It’s obvious what’s on your mind, master.”

      “Well, what do you think about them sharing me and becoming friends or…maybe more?”

      “I doubt my thoughts on the situation would be any help. It's not my area of expertise.”

      “You’re probably right. I don’t think even girls understand girls.”

      “I'm sure you're right, master. Are we going inside now?”

      “No. I definitely can’t sleep now.”

      “You could practice spells.”

      “I’m tired of studying.”

      “Tea?”

      “Is that your answer to everything?”

      “Yes.”

      Turesobei chuckled. “Go with what you know, huh?”

      “That’s what Master always said.”

      Turesobei glanced around then shrugged. “I guess I’ll wander around until I….”

      Pinpricks danced across his skin. He shivered. “Did you feel that?”

      “Feel what, master?”

      Something like a voice whispered through his mind, though it spoke no words.

      “I’m betting you didn’t hear that, either.”

      Frowning with concern, Lu Bei shook his head.

      The wordless voice whispered again, and this time he recognized the source: the Autumn Gate. But why was it calling to him?

      A few times he’d sensed a near-sentience when working with the gates. Sometimes he felt a hint of connection, especially with the Autumn Gate, but it hadn’t been anything as powerful or direct as this. He hurried toward the gate platform.

      “Master, is there something wrong?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s find out.”

      Hoping he was about to discover some sort of advantage he could use against the Blood King at last, he raced up the steps and slid to a halt on the platform. A deep hum reverberated within all the stone arches, but the Autumn Gate was the loudest and the only one that directly called to him. He stepped up and placed his hand on the stone. It was warm to the touch.

      Suddenly he found himself in another place, another time. The experience was familiar. It was almost exactly like one of the dreams where he relived a portion of Chonda Lu’s life. Only this time, he wasn’t Chonda Lu. He was himself. Except…he wasn’t exactly. At some fundamental level that he couldn’t explain, he was different. For a moment, a thought itched deep in his mind…he had learned something about himself in the Wraithspace, something incredibly important…but he couldn’t pin it down and the thought disappeared.

      Dressed in heavy crimson armor, with Yomifano in one hand and a bronze spell strip in the other, Turesobei stood in the shadow of the Monolith of Sooku, where the Chonda Clan had first made their home in Okoro. He had visited this place before setting out to fight the Deadly Twelve. The Monolith and Tower only stood now because he had brought them both back using a spell Lu Bei had taught him.

      A dirt road threaded a serpentine path through the forested plain below. Along it marched a fearsome army, fifty thousand strong. The menacing beat of the approaching war drums filled the air. Spear points gleamed. Denekon huffed. Brash sergeants in black plate armor shouted orders. Banners snapped in the wind.

      At the head of this column rode a bulky figure resplendent in armor of emerald and gold. Branching dragon antlers crowned his black helm. And in the center of that dread helm glowed a power more terrible than the entire army that marched behind him: a white ring of power encircling the burning emerald kavaru of Nazyraga, Lord of Monsters. Embedded on the figure’s cheek glimmered a topaz kavaru. Only months ago, he had been Sakisa, the Kaiaru Emperor of Tagana. Now, having bound the terrible power of Nazyraga into himself, he was far more than that.

      Behind Turesobei a pitifully small army of three hundred Chonda warriors stirred nervously and beyond them stood seven hundred women, children and elderly men armed with pikes, knives and hunting bows. Today would likely be their last. There was nowhere to run and no quarter would be given by the enemy.

      The Storm Dragon snaked through the thunderclouds above. Turesobei sighed. Its power combined with his wasn’t enough to stop Emperor Sakisa. They had tried once already, at great cost. He turned to those closest to him: Awasa and Iniru, Aikonshi and Hakamoro. He looked down to an onyx ring on his hand. His thoughts drifted to Kurine, Motekeru and Enashoma. A deep sadness filled him.

      Lu Bei flew up to him. “Everything is ready, master.”

      “Do you think we can win?”

      The fetch shrugged. “You’ve had the odds stacked against you many times before, master, and every time you survived, somehow.”

      “Everyone fails eventually.”

      “Then fail valiantly, master. Bloody their noses, if that’s the best we can do.”

      “Do you think Zaiporo got the message through to Mekazi? I would like to know that if we fail, our deaths will not be in vain.”

      “I don’t know, master. But Zaiporo is more than capable of reaching Keshuno.”

      “I can’t believe I came back here for this.”

      Lu Bei handed him a packet of tea. “It took me two millennia, but I have at last assembled my perfect blend of tea.”

      “For me?”

      Tears sparkled in Lu Bei’s eyes. “For her.”

      Turesobei smiled and placed the packet in his spell pouch. “For her.”

      Awasa shouted, “Archers forward!”

      Seventy archers, spelled longbows in hand, marched to the mesa’s edge and nocked their arrows. The Imperial Legions stopped just out of range. Emperor Sakisa chanted. The white ring on his helm glowed as bright as the noonday sun. Howls pierced the forest and a dark rage spread through the legions, increasing their strength and resiliency.

      “It has been my pleasure to serve you all these centuries, master.”

      “I would not have made it this long without you, Lu Bei.”

      The fetch nodded. “It is time, master.”

      “There’s still another way.” He twirled the bronze spell strip between his fingers. “I can still unleash Him upon the world. One evil to counter another.”

      A hand touched his shoulder. He looked into the eyes of a girl he once loved, a girl who could no longer love him.

      “It’s not worth it,” Iniru said.

      Awasa nodded behind her. “You cannot defeat evil with evil.”

      “Then we die,” he said.

      “No one here is afraid to die,” Aikonshi said, “except you.”

      “Then we give our lives for what’s good and right in this world, hoping our deaths will accomplish something meaningful?”

      “To leave the world a better place is all any of us can ask for in the end, master.”

      A streak of lightning reflected off the bronze surface of the spell strip. The doom of the Chonda had come, and the fate of all Okoro hung in the balance. With a grim smile, he made his decision.

      

      Turesobei gasped and returned to himself, standing on the gate platform with a hand touching the now-hot Autumn Gate. He fell to his knees, awash with emotion.

      “Are you okay, master?” Lu Bei asked, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      He nodded numbly.

      “You stood there catatonic for several minutes. I couldn’t rouse you, so I called out for help.” He glanced around. “Not that it did any good, since no one showed up.”

      “I had…I had a vision…like a dream of Chonda Lu from the kavaru, only I was awake this time and….” He took a deep breath. “It wasn’t the past. It was the future. And I’m not sure if I was me or…or someone else.”

      Lu Bei flinched, as if shocked by lightning, but didn’t say anything.

      “Iniru, Awasa, Aikonshi and Hakamoro were there with me. The others…I think something terrible must have happened. We stood with the last of the Chonda, on the Sooku Plateau. And Emperor Sakisa led his legions against us. I don’t know why. And I held a bronze spell strip in my hand. I had a terrible decision to make. I could use it and unleash a great evil to counter Sakisa or we could all die, hopefully not in vain.”

      Lu Bei slumped to the ground, shaking. “Master….”

      Turesobei locked his eyes on him. “You know something about this?”

      Lu Bei looked away. “I don’t, master.”

      “Swear it.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “So you do know something?”

      “I know many things, master. This…this is simply not something I can discuss with you.”

      “Why? Because I won’t be able to remember it? Because I will pass out?”

      Lu Bei shook his head. “Because I cannot speak of it at all, not to anyone.”

      “What I saw, was it my special destiny?!”

      “In…in some part, master.”

      “How could I see it tonight?” he asked.

      Lu Bei shrugged. “I don’t even know why you rushed up here, master.”

      “The arches were humming and the Autumn Gate called out to me. I touched it and—”

      From out of nowhere, Gyoroe appeared beside them. “You connected with the gate and it showed you a possible future.” With narrowed, yellow eyes he studied Lu Bei. “Perhaps the future the fetch fears, perhaps merely a similar one.”

      “So this future I saw, it won’t necessarily happen?”

      “What you saw was only one possible future out of thousands, maybe millions. Most likely it was a future Chonda Lu once saw, a future long trapped within the kavaru, and released upon you tonight by the Autumn Gate. If so, I would not put much stock into it. Chonda Lu was not gifted with a knack for prophecy, and many things have happened since he last walked free among us.”

      “If you say so….”

      “Do not let prophecies distract you. The future is ever changing.”

      Turesobei nodded. “I’m already forgetting it anyway.”

      Gyoroe smiled, his eyes turning emerald. “Bonding with the gate in that way, while highly unusual, is a good sign. You are certainly ready to carry on my work.”

      In the blink of an eye, Gyoroe disappeared.

      The details of the vision were fast fading from Turesobei’s memory. He had to hold onto something from it. But what? His mind raced, but in the end, all he could lock into his memory was lightning reflected on the bronze spell strip and Emperor Sakisa’s terrifying helm.

      Lu Bei fluttered up to him and placed his tiny hands on Turesobei’s. “Master, I’m sorry I can’t tell you why your vision frightened me so. I would if I could, but—”

      “It’s okay. I understand. You don’t have a choice.”

      Turesobei stared at the gates. Trapped in the Blood King’s schemes and always drawn toward a destiny he couldn’t understand, with the lives of his friends and people hanging in the balance, and the weight of the world on his shoulders….

      He understood the lack of choice all too well.

      But as frightening as the vision had been, the sense of doom it had given him was hard to hold onto. Sure, in less than two days they would start a series of missions that would likely claim the life of at least one of them. But maybe it was all worth it….

      If he had stayed home like he was supposed to, Iniru would’ve died in the Lair of the Deadly Twelve. He would never have grown close to Zaiporo, or closer to Enashoma. Awasa would still be her old petulant self. And he wouldn’t even know Kurine.

      No. No matter how bad it might be, he couldn't regret it. His great and terrible destiny was going to come for him no matter what. And if Iniru and Kurine really could become friends, then the future—however short it might be—was brighter than he’d ever dared hope.
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      Want a free copy of my Starter Library, which includes The Shadowed Manse, the first episode in The Arthur Paladin Chronicles?

      All you have to do is click here and sign up for my no-spam newsletter.

      You’ll also receive a free copy of The Storm Dragon’s Heart and The Maker’s Brush as well as notifications about all my new releases.

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review at your favorite retailer. All it takes is a few sentences. Without positive reviews a series may wither and die.

      

    

    
      Feel free to contact me. I love getting feedback from readers!
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