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      His body felt no pain. But his soul burned.

      Kneeling in meditation, he took up the entire far corner of the large bedroom. His tail, made from an enchanted bamboo cable with a spiked steel ball on the end, curled around him.

      To say Motekeru was frightening was an understatement. His artificial body consisted of petrified oak, reinforced with bronze plates on his arms, legs, and chest. His joints, like his skeleton, were made from the finest steel, as were the claws that could extend from his hands. His head was bronze-plated with a jagged mouth. His eyes were likewise malformed, slanting at an extreme angle and curling on the ends. Flames blazed continuously within the empty sockets.

      Chonda Lu had done his best to make him suffer and to turn him into a monster, and not just physically. Some might think that having hellfire continuously burning his soul would drive him into madness. But Motekeru was stronger than that. Besides, after a few centuries you become used to pain, no matter how intense.

      No, the true torture was being trapped in this crude, artificial body, unable to interact with the physical world, except in the most limited ways. He could never again feel the cold patter of raindrops on his skin, or smell snow in the winter air, or lick sticky sweet fruit juice from his fingers. And while all around him others enjoyed those simple pleasures, he could only remember them. That was the true pain. And two thousand years had yet to dull its sting.

      “You know, I can actually feel you brooding.”

      Motekeru cocked his head to the side and studied the fifteen-year-old girl he frequently watched over. She had once been a dainty, baojendari girl with sparkling blue eyes and soft features. Now, she was tall and muscular—as large as most baojendari men. Thin, violet veins webbed her angular face. Her purple eyes matched the bruise-colored star on her forehead. Both stood out prominently against her exceedingly pale skin. And her bald head only accented her purplish features.

      The loss of her hair was the only part of her appearance that wasn't due to the Warlock’s corrupting influence. She had lost most of it while she was helping Turesobei learn to control the Storm Dragon. Afterward, she had decided to shave it all off rather than letting the burned spots fill back in.

      At the edge of the tub, Awasa stood dripping wet and naked, except for Fangthorn, the menacing, rune-carved, black-steel sword which was strapped to her back. A bruise-colored glimmer, like a ghostly amethyst gem, hovered in the empty space on the pommel where Lady Hannya's ruby kavaru had resided when she had been bound in the sword.

      Truthfully, Awasa didn’t need watching over anymore. Thanks to extensive training in mudra magic and meditation with Lady Hannya, Awasa was now fully in control of herself—provided she kept Fangthorn nearby. Without it, the purple in her features would darken, malevolent power would surge through her, and the Warlock's taint would poison her mind with anger and hatred. That was why the first thing she did after taking a bath or waking up was to sling the sword across her back. She didn’t want to take any chances.

      Motekeru still watched over her whenever she was alone, but only because she had asked him to. She felt more comfortable, knowing he was here to stop her if anything went wrong. And she seemed, for some reason, to enjoy his sour company. Strangely enough, he enjoyed hers as well. Normally, he grew weary of being around others after about half an hour—or a few minutes if the fetch was involved. But he never tired of being with Awasa.

      “I was meditating, Lady Awasa,” he said in his hollow, mechanical voice.

      “Yes, you were.” She looked directly into his fiery eyes, something most people wouldn’t do. “Then you started brooding.”

      “How could you tell?”

      “It gets warmer in the room when you brood.”

      He stared at her until she cracked a grin, revealing the full length of her slender fangs.

      “That’s a joke, yes?”

      “Of course, it is.” She winked. “I caught you though, didn’t I?”

      “I suppose you did, Lady Awasa.”

      She finished drying off and tossed the towel aside. The soulless servants that waited on her had placed both of her daily outfits, freshly cleaned and folded, onto the nearby table. One set of robes, inner and outer, was pink with white flowers, while the other was pale cream with dark blue swirls. She stared at them for a while.

      “The pink robes look best on you, Lady Awasa.”

      She turned and raised an eyebrow at him. “Aren’t you a surprise?”

      “I had three wives and a gaggle of daughters. I know women’s fashion.”

      “From two thousand years ago!”

      He shrugged his wooden shoulders. “I don’t think much has changed.”

      She laughed, then turned back toward the outfits. She fell silent and continued to stare at them.

      “Is something wrong, my lady?”

      She shook her head. “I’d just rather wear my training clothes.”

      “The servants brought these because you are finished training, but that doesn’t mean you have to wear them. No one will judge you for wearing your training outfit.”

      “I know, but seeing these laid out…. There’s this voice in the back of my mind that tells me I should dress properly. It’s my mother’s voice, by the way, not the Warlock’s.” She sighed deeply. “You’d think that after everything I’ve been through I could escape her nagging.”

      Motekeru didn't respond. She didn't expect him to. And he didn't think it would help to admit that, even after all this time, he could still hear his father shouting, telling him he had to live up to their clan's expectations.

      She ran a hand across the pink robe. “You know, my mother’s why I shaved my head. I could still hear her telling me every night that I had to brush my hair with a hundred strokes. I have enough voices in my head these days. I wanted hers to stop.”

      “You still hear her, though, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, but it’s not as bad with my head bald.”

      “I made my daughters brush their hair every night, with a hundred strokes to each side.”

      “Tyrant.”

      His joints creaked as he rose to his feet. He clunked heavily across the room, pulled her training uniform from the shelf, and reached it toward her. “You do have to wear something, my lady.”

      Her eyes locked onto the shelf. Underneath the uniform lay another outfit, one she had rescued from the trash, after the servants had thrown it away. She stepped over and picked up the tattered traveling outfit she had worn across the Ancient Cold and Deep. The thin garment, ripped to shreds, had left an indecent amount of her skin exposed to the elements. But because she had bitten into the neck of the Winter Child and drank her blood, Awasa hadn't felt the cold.

      She held the cloth up and stared at it, wide-eyed, as if mesmerized.

      “It still haunts you?” Motekeru asked.

      “At first it was all a dream to me—nothing but a nightmare. But slowly, I remembered everything I had done as Ninefold Awasa. It doesn’t matter that I’m different now. Because the things I did as her are still there in my head, like my mother's voice telling me to dress properly. Those gruesome memories and awful thoughts…they won’t go away.”

      “They will fade with time,” Motekeru assured her.

      Although, he wasn't certain that was true. He still vividly remembered Chonda Lu killing his wives…selling his daughters into slavery…turning him into a monster, a hellish nightmare that had haunted him for two millennia.

      He realized he was staring off into space, heat and rage building up within him. But that was okay. Unlike Awasa, he had never once lost control. He could hold onto the anger, feeding it deep into the magical furnace that fueled him. And when next he fought, he would unleash it against his enemies.

      His eyes met Awasa’s, which narrowed as she studied him. Then she clenched them shut and sighed with defeat. She knew he was lying to make her feel better.

      She tossed the tattered outfit aside and fell to her knees. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Motekeru didn't try to sooth her. It was good for her to cry. Crying was so completely human, and something the Warlock would never have done. It was something he himself could not do, another simple pleasure he missed.

      “It’s not going to end well for me, Keru. I’m going to lose control. I’m going to turn back into her.”

      “I won’t let that happen, Lady Awasa,” Motekeru said. “And neither will Master Turesobei. We are all prepared to help you.”

      “But you don’t know what we’ll face, what we’ll have to do to win.” She reached her left hand over her shoulder and stroked her fingers along Fangthorn’s handle. “You don’t know what I will end up doing…. It’s going to happen again. I’m going to do something terrible. I will. And then I’ll lose control.”

      “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

      She shook her head. “No, from the moment I killed the Winter Child, my fate was sealed. I’ll have no choice—none at all. And afterward…I don’t know if I can…” Her words trailed off into sobs.

      Motekeru checked the mark on her forehead and the ghostly kavaru in the sword’s pommel. Neither had changed. Despite this ill mood and her confusing statements, she was still herself.

      “My lady, what are you talking about?”

      She glanced at him, wiped away her tears, and tried to smile. “Sorry, it’s…it’s just the corruption. Sometimes…my mind wanders into dark places…and I…I feel doomed. That’s all.”

      After centuries of watching Chonda Lu and dealing with his enemies, Motekeru had a good feeling for when someone wasn’t telling the truth. Awasa wasn’t exactly lying, but she was hiding something. Nothing good would come from pressing her about it though—not now anyway.

      “You are strong, Lady Awasa. You have the corruption under check. You have the sword. You have friends and people who love you.”

      She nodded absently. Her eyes were once again locked onto the outfit she had tossed aside.

      “It’s okay to be afraid,” Motekeru said.

      “Have you ever been afraid of anything?”

      “Of course, I have.”

      “Since you became—”

      “A monster?” he asked. “I haven’t felt fear in…” his voice faltered into a guttural clacking “…in a very long time.”

      She stood and spun around. “Are you okay?”

      “Truthfully?” He shook his head. “No, I am not.”

      A horrified expression crossed her face. “You’re afraid?!”

      “For myself? No. But for what might happen to you and the others, yes. I have…despite everything…learned to care again. I never thought that could happen. But it has.”

      “Maybe you aren’t the monster you thought.”

      “Oh, I am a monster. Never forget that.”

      “You aren’t one to me.”

      “Do not fool yourself. I am what Chonda Lu made me. And in the end, I always will be.”

      “Chonda Lu….” Lady Awasa groaned. “It always seems to come back to him. I suppose, for us, it always will.”

      “Assuming we make it out of this…yes.”

      “You know what Turesobei’s special destiny is, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” Motekeru said, “and I suspect you do as well.”

      She stared unblinking into his eyes for a few moments, then nodded. “After I started training with Hannya, it wasn’t hard to figure out the gist of it. But I don’t understand how he can’t know. Or why no one realized it as he was growing up.”

      “He doesn’t know because Chonda Lu didn’t want him to. And the spell on that kavaru affects everyone around who isn’t a Kaiaru, or the product of one like myself and the fetch.”

      “Will you explain to me exactly what Turesobei is?”

      “I could, but you know enough, perhaps too much, already. And it’s best not to dwell on it. There’s nothing you or I can do about it. Not right now, at least. And I don’t believe he will transform anytime soon.”

      Awasa’s eyes narrowed as she growled. “Chonda Lu’s as bad as the Blood King.”

      “Don’t judge him based on what Turesobei will become or on what he did to me. For a Kaiaru, Chonda Lu was not a bad man.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding!”

      “Chonda Lu could have made a dozen creatures like me, if he had wanted. Most Kaiaru, if they’d had his skill, would have done just that.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Trust me. I spent two millennia around him. I witnessed firsthand just how vengeful, self-centered, and devious the man was. You have no idea the things he made me do.” His mind wandered a few moments through the darkened halls of his memory. “But for a tyrant, he had a good heart…even if it was buried deep within. Ultimately, he did more good things than bad.”

      “The fetch makes Chonda Lu sound like the greatest man ever. Yet he loves Turesobei and knows what will happen to him. I don’t get it.”

      “Oh, the fetch more than anyone, including me, knows Chonda Lu for what he truly was. He witnessed everything. But given how Lu Bei was made….” Motekeru clicked his shoulders into a shrug.

      Awasa raised an eyebrow. “How was he made?”

      He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “It’s not my place to tell that story. And I think there’s a spell binding the knowledge anyhow. Besides, the fetch is what he is.”

      “Well, he’s a pest, and I don’t trust him.”

      “Nor should you.”

      “Turesobei deserves a better destiny.”

      Motekeru nodded. “Master Turesobei is everything Chonda Lu could have been but wasn’t. I would throw myself into the jaws of Torment for him. Of course, I would do the same for Enashoma, Zaiporo, Kurine, and Iniru. Maybe even the fetch. But never tell him I said so.”

      “You didn’t mention me,” Awasa said in a quiet, hurt voice. “Would you die for me?”

      Motekeru reached out and stroked a wooden hand across her cheek. “For you, my lady, I would storm the Gates of Torment and destroy all that I found within.”

      She gazed at him, puzzled. “Why would you do that for me?”

      “Because we are damaged, you and I. We understand one another, and….” He cocked his head one way then another before spreading his hands wide in defeat. “Must there be a reason?”

      Awasa shook her head then kissed him on the cheek. “I used to think so. Now, I know better.”

      Motekeru fell to one knee. “My lady, I will never let you fall into darkness. And I swear that on our missions for the Blood King, I will allow no lasting harm to come to you.”

      Her eyes and nostrils flared wide. “No, you most certainly will not!”

      He cocked his head. “What—why?”

      “Because you are to protect Turesobei at all costs. I owe him my life and my soul. He must live. And not just for himself.”

      Motekeru nodded, then stood up. “Master first, then you.”

      “No, you must protect Kurine before me. It is vitally important that you do so.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He loves her.”

      “And that is reason enough?”

      “It is more than enough,” Awasa said.

      “He loves Iniru, too. Do you also want me to protect her before you?”

      Awasa chewed at her lip, her fangs pricking the skin. “Do as you wish, so long as you make sure both Turesobei and Kurine survive.”

      He bowed. “I shall do my best, Lady Awasa.”

      Awasa picked up the tattered outfit she’d worn through the Winter Realm, crumpled it into a ball, and held it out toward him. “Could you throw this away for me? Better yet, destroy it for me. I don’t ever want to see it again.”

      He took the outfit from her. “As you wish.”

      “Motekeru….” Her voice faded to a faint whisper. “In the end, I will have to do something terrible.”

      “My lady, don’t say—”

      She tapped him on the chin. “Listen, when I do, forgive me. And if necessary…if I can’t be redeemed afterward…then end me.”

      He nodded in understanding. No one should have to live as a monster.
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      It was long after midnight, and the hot coals within the brazier had dulled to a faint, ominous glow that matched Lady Hannya’s large, baleful eyes. In the darkened hall, those crimson eyes, couched amidst deeper and deeper shadows, were all that could be seen of Lady Hannya's expansive dragon form.

      “We cannot begin,” Lady Hannya said, her husky voice echoing through the Training Hall, “until you focus your kenja heart and open your mind.”

      The crimson glow danced across Chonda Enashoma’s exposed, ivory skin and the glossy black hair that fell to the middle of her back. Sitting naked in the darkness, Enashoma could no more concentrate than stop her hands from trembling. Even though she had studied hard, she had no hope of succeeding in this final assignment to complete her training. She couldn’t open herself up to the Mirror of the Soul and face what lurked within the depths of her psyche.

      Three days away from her fifteenth birthday, and despite all the adventures and hardships she had been through since leaving home, she was still nothing more than a frightened child.

      Turesobei and the others all thought of her as mature and responsible, because she helped them sort out their problems. But other people's issues were easy. She had no clue how to sort out herself.

      She didn't even recognize her own reflection anymore. Over the last year, she had grown several inches taller and filled out. Aside from her sweet, heart-shaped face, she could pass for a grown woman, especially with the lean muscles she had added running the obstacle course.

      But adults were confident and settled. They knew who they were and their place in the world. Her emotions roiled irrationally like a storm-tossed ship.

      Other than wanting her brother and her friends safely away from the Nexus and the Blood King, she didn't know what—or who—she wanted anymore. Sometimes, her plan to run away with Zaiporo still seemed brave and exciting, but other times, she felt that an arranged marriage to a stuffy aristocrat might be a fair trade for the safety of home.

      Most of the time, she felt doomed, and blamed herself for getting them all stuck here. If only she hadn't pressed Turesobei to send that note to Iniru….

      She shivered, knowing that the Mirror of the Soul would show a frightened, child without the brave face and sophisticated manner she put on for everyone. Underneath it all, she was still nothing more than a sheltered little girl from an aristocratic family. And once she faced the truth, all of her self-control was sure to unravel, leaving her a useless, weeping baby.

      “You are not focusing.”

      “Sorry, Lady Hannya.”

      “We may not have another chance at this for some time, child. I have preparations to see to later today. And starting tomorrow, the missions into the realms will take up my time and energy.”

      In less than two days, Enashoma’s brother and their companions would head out into danger, leaving her alone with the sinister and godlike Blood King. And if Turesobei failed to return, she would be trapped with the Blood King in the Nexus, with no hope of ever escaping.

      Her pulse quickened, and she touched the cold, silver collar clasped around her neck. Turesobei and the others could escape if they wanted, but she could not. If she tried to leave, that device would instantly snap her neck and shatter her spinal column. Only once Turesobei succeeded in retrieving all eight heart stones from the realms would the Blood King remove the silver collar and let them all go—assuming he kept his promise.

      “Ignore the collar, stop worrying, and calm your mind,” Lady Hannya said. “Use the techniques I taught you.”

      Enashoma and Awasa had spent the last few months studying the art of Pawanaré Mudra Abjuration, a style of defensive magic focused on self-improvement, defense, and compulsion. Because of her baojendari lineage and natural talent, she could actually do the First Circle hand forms and a few of the Second Circle forms without a kavaru to channel her kenja.

      If not for the distraction that training in mudra magic had offered and running the obstacle course with the others, she would have gone crazy with worry or boredom by now. But all of that was over. After this test, her training in mudra magic would be complete. Then she would have nothing to look forward to, nothing to occupy her time. She would only have her worries to keep her company, while the people she loved fought for their lives—without her.

      Her heartbeat further increased. Her breaths shallowed.

      “Focus your mind!” Hannya roared, her voice sending vibrations through the bamboo floor beneath Enashoma. “Deepen your breaths. Calm your worries.”

      Enashoma swallowed nervously and locked her hands into a basic focusing mudra. She forced herself to draw deep breaths, filling her lungs with the incense-laden air of the Training Hall. The languid atmosphere was cloying; the floor cold against her skin; the room’s kenja hot and insistent.

      The energies in the room pushed her toward the Mirror.

      But she couldn’t look into her soul. She wanted desperately to be something more than a fifteen-year-old girl beset with worries and hormones, and she was certain the mirror would reveal she was even less than that.

      “Maybe I should wait.”

      “What you should do is face the Mirror,” Lady Hannya said. “Now is the best time.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you do not want to.”

      “But—”

      “Child, if Awasa could face the Mirror, then I know you can.”

      Enashoma nodded and cursed her cowardice. How pitiful she was being! If Awasa could face the Warlock and the terrors that lay within her soul, then certainly Enashoma could face her childish fears.

      She steeled her courage and deepened her breathing, envisioning a breeze playing across a field of lavender. Her mind calmed. Her worries disappeared. Her focus sharpened. She guided kenja into her hands and switched her fingers into the intricate mudra of summoning the Mirror of the Soul.

      “Excellent,” Hannya said. “Now, open your kenja-heart.”

      Though it seemed easy, this was the hard part. It was one thing to summon energy from your kenja-heart or to focus your meditations on it. But to open it wide was akin to standing before an audience and removing your clothes…your identity…your everything, so that anyone looking could see you for who and what you truly were.

      Enashoma locked her focus on a spot a hand’s-width below her navel. She tapped into the flow of kenja and visualized a lotus flower opening ever so slowly, dewdrops rolling off the petals as they unfurled into the sunlight. Kenja flowed from a deep spring within her.

      “Very good," Lady Hannya whispered. “Now, close your eyes and gaze into the Mirror.”

      Enashoma shut her physical eyes, enabled her mystical vision, and opened her third-eye to the Mirror of the Soul.

      A dark, glistening pane floated before her. She peered into the glass, expecting to face some pitiful version of herself.

      Instead, a pale man with lavender eyes gazed back at her.
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      Enashoma screamed and opened her eyes—her real eyes. She scrambled back from the brazier, grabbed her inner robe off the floor, and clutched it to her front.

      The Earth Dragon vanished and warm, magical light poured down from the ceiling, dissipating the shadows.

      Enashoma kept backing away, as if she could run from what she had seen within herself.

      Hands fell onto her shoulders. She screamed and lashed out as she spun around. Her hand struck flesh, and she bolted. She was halfway across the room when she heard the command phrase of a spell and felt a pulse of kenja. Her legs weakened, and she sank to the floor.

      “Be calm, Enashoma,” said a husky voice. “Be calm.”

      Panting heavily, she turned to see Lady Hannya walking toward her.

      In her human form, Hannya was elegantly tall with skin the color of the sky just before twilight’s end. Her lustrous vermillion hair cascaded down her back. Her fiery eyes matched the ruby kavaru embedded in her navel, which was visible since Hannya’s smoky dress left almost nothing to the imagination.

      She knelt in front of Enashoma and took her hands. “Are you okay?”

      Enashoma nodded. “I’m sorry for hitting you.”

      Hannya touched a fading mark on her left cheek. “It was an excellent strike. I commend you.” She smiled kindly, but the fangs pricking onto her bottom lip made the attempt less than effective. “Now tell me, what did you see that frightened you so?”

      “I saw…a man…a Kaiaru…staring back at me. I panicked and closed my third-eye.”

      The smile fell from Hannya’s face. “Did he say anything to you?”

      Enashoma shook her head. “Not a word.”

      Hannya chewed at her lip, her feverish eyes locked on Enashoma.

      “That’s not what I should have seen, is it?”

      “You should not have seen anything at all.”

      “What?! You mean I’m empty inside?”

      “Child, we are all empty inside.” Hannya relaxed her gaze. “We are but vessels of flesh, carrying the memories of our physical lineage, our learning, and our experiences. Remove all of that and the only thing that remains is the one great mystery: our awareness of it all.”

      “What’s the point of seeing that?” Enashoma asked.

      “If you can face the emptiness within, you can face anything, and you will know that what you are is what you make of yourself. There is great strength to be gained in such knowledge, and that strength will increase your focus and the power of your mudras.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” Her heartbeat kicked back up with worry, as the effects of the calming spell faded. “But—but what I saw wasn’t emptiness.”

      “Describe this man to me.”

      Enashoma tried, but all she could remember was pale skin, dark hair, and lavender eyes.

      “That is not much to go on.”

      “Sorry. I ran as soon as I saw him.”

      “But you thought he was a Kaiaru…why?”

      “Because…” Enashoma shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Fortunately, the image still resides in your memory.” Hannya took a deep breath and visibly relaxed. The fact that she was clearly rattled by this scared Enashoma even more. “Form the mudra of linking minds and open a one-way channel to me. Show me exactly what you saw.”

      Hannya adopted a mudra with her right hand and placed two fingertips from her left hand onto Enashoma’s forehead. Hesitantly, Enashoma formed the correct mudra with her right hand then reached out toward Hannya. Her left hand was shaking.

      “Focus only on what you saw in the Mirror. I do not care about your private thoughts.”

      Enashoma nodded, swallowed nervously, then touched her fingertips to Hannya’s forehead. A pulse of kenja jolted through her as their minds connected. She pictured the pale man with the lavender eyes again. This time, she saw the details she had, in fear, blocked out before.

      The man wore only a knee-length skirt of gossamer-thin blue cloth, revealing most of his willowy build and skin as pale as the whitest paper. Narrow lines of mauve streaked through his lavender eyes. His lips were a bright red and looked like fresh blood against the extreme paleness of his skin. Wispy, black curls framed his delicate face and tumbled down onto his bare shoulders and chest. His odd appearance alone was enough to identify him as a Kaiaru. But the amethyst stone fixed into his flesh a hand’s-width below his navel left no doubt.

      What disturbed her, even more than just seeing him, was that the placement of his kavaru matched the location of her kenja-heart, and that the light glinting within the stone matched the rhythm of her heartbeat.

      Enashoma snapped her hand back and severed the connection.

      Hannya rocked back, with a look of shock on her face. “How could this be?”

      “Who is he?” Enashoma asked.

      “Nāa, a Kaiaru long gone from the world.”

      “Why did I see him in my soul mirror?”

      “Because, Enashoma, you are somehow…inexplicably…a Kaiaru inheritant.”
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      “I’m a what?” Enashoma asked.

      “A Kaiaru inheritant,” Hannya said. “I am sure you know by now that we Kaiaru aren't just immortal. If we are killed somehow, our power and personalities continue on and can be reborn into new bodies. The most common way is through a volunteer. The volunteer, preferably a direct descendent of the Kaiaru, adopts their kavaru through a complicated magical ritual, during which the identity of the Kaiaru subsumes them. Bits and pieces of the volunteer's personality or memories sometimes linger on, but nothing more.”

      Enashoma’s heart came almost to a stop. She had a feeling she knew what Hannya was about to say. And as much as she wished she was more than just a scared baojendari girl, Enashoma did not want to be anyone or anything else either—especially a Kaiaru. Chonda Lu may have founded her clan, but he'd done a lot of terrible things, too. And Hannya, the only decent Kaiaru she'd actually met, had betrayed them to the Blood King. Kaiaru were almost always bad news.

      “Sometimes, however, a Kaiaru's descendants chose not to bring them back or forgot the rituals to do so. Sometimes, a Kaiaru's enemies kept their descendants from volunteering themselves. In these cases, if the Kaiaru's will to live remained powerful enough, they could be reborn through an inheritant. The inheritant is born, indistinguishable from any other infant, to one of their direct descendants. Until the inheritant touches their kavaru, they have no idea what they are and appear in every way to be completely normal, albeit unusually talented in the magical arts—like you, Enashoma. This rebirth can take days, years, or even centuries. I know all of this is confusing. No one completely understand the inheritant process, not even Lord Gyoroe.”

      “I’m…I’m an inheritant?” Enashoma choked down a sudden wave of nausea. Her head spun. This couldn't be true. “Like—like Sobei….”

      Hannya flinched. “Like Turesobei…how do you know about that?”

      “I’m not clueless when it comes to magic. I did grow up with a wizard brother and grandfather. I can read between the lines when you, Lord Gyoroe and Lu Bei talk about his special destiny. Besides, once I started learning to read kenja signatures, it was kind of obvious. His patterns are like yours, like a Kaiaru’s.”

      “Does anyone else know?”

      Enashoma shook her head. “I don’t think so. I just pieced it together recently. And I didn’t have a name for it.”

      “Say nothing to your friends. It is better that away. And obviously, telling your brother is pointless.”

      Enashoma nodded as her mind raced through the implications of being a Kaiaru inheritant. Nāa’s amethyst kavaru: she had never seen one like it before. If she had to touch it to turn into him, then all she had to do was make sure she never came anywhere near it. That way, she would never turn into him. Problem solved.

      “Wait. You said an inheritant transforms after touching their kavaru.”

      “Correct,” Hannya replied.

      “But Turesobei has had Chonda Lu's kavaru for as long as I’ve been alive. Why is he still himself?”

      “Your brother is not a normal inheritant. Truthfully, we are not certain exactly what your brother is. Chonda Lu went to great lengths to ensure that no one interfered with his destiny, shrouding it in layers of magic.”

      “So that’s why Turesobei passes out or can’t understand when anyone tells him anything about his destiny and being an inheritant, but I can?”

      “Indeed.”

      Enashoma took a deep breath and tried to relax. “Being an inheritant doesn’t sound too bad. All I have to do is make sure I never come anywhere near Nāa’s kavaru.”

      Hannya smiled sadly. “A kavaru has a habit of finding its way to its inheritant, regardless of distances or circumstances.”

      "Oh." The fragile wall of hope Enashoma had constructed to help her process the disturbing news collapsed into a pile of rubble. Tears welled in her eyes, and she choked back a sob.

      Hannya wrapped an arm around Enashoma’s shoulder. “But that is not always the case. Sometimes an inheritant will die without ever coming into contact with the kavaru, in which case another inheritant will later be born.” Hannya pulled her arm away and wiped a tear from Enashoma’s cheek. “Regardless, you are not going to transform today. You are safe within the Nexus. Nāa’s kavaru is far from here.”

      Enashoma gathered her composure and thought about everything Hannya had told her so far. “Why did you say it was inexplicable that I was an inheritant? Since Sobei is, wouldn't that make me more likely to be one, too?”

      Hannya's worried frown sent chills down Enashoma's spine. “The opposite, actually. The odds are far and away against you both being inheritants, because inheritants are only born into their own direct bloodlines. You and Turesobei are descendants of Chonda Lu.”

      “Couldn’t I be a direct descendant of both Nāa and Chonda Lu?”

      “It is possible.” Hannya gestured to the light, kavaru-sized birthmark on Enashoma’s forehead that marked her as a direct descendant of Chonda Lu. “But there would be a sign to show that you were.”

      Enashoma bit her lip nervously. “I—I don’t know about Turesobei, but I do have another mark.”

      “Show me.”

      Enashoma moved aside the robe she had been clutching to herself to reveal her lower stomach and the ever so faint birthmark directly over her kenja-heart.

      Hannya shook her head. “I do not see anything.”

      Enashoma leaned back and twisted so that it would catch the light better. “It’s just a little paler than the rest of my skin.”

      “Ah, I see it now.”

      “I didn’t even know it was there until about a year ago. And I assumed it was random until I learned where my kenja-heart was. Even then….”

      Hannya nodded. “You had no reason to think it was a bloodline mark. Otherwise, your family would have told you about it.”

      “Maybe they don’t know we're related to Nāa, too. My mark is so faint, and I'm his inheritant. Maybe I'm the first to have the mark in ages and the knowledge was lost….”

      “Doubtful, and that kind of knowledge does not get lost easily.”

      “Maybe someone in my family married a direct descendant of Nāa several generations ago, and I'm the first Chonda the mark has shown up on.” Enashoma could hear the panic creeping back into her voice. It was bad enough finding out that she was an inheritant. She couldn't handle having some mysterious destiny, like Sobei's, hanging over her, too.

      Hannya shook her head and sighed. “For both you and your brother to be inheritants—that seems incredulous to me.” She took Enashoma’s hand and helped her up. “Come. We must consult with my lord.”

      The Blood King, who preferred to be called Lord Gyoroe, stepped out of nowhere to appear right beside them.

      “I am here.”
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      With nine different kavaru soul gems instead of one like normal, the Blood King was a strange sort of Kaiaru. A cat’s-eye-yellow gem sparkled on his forehead. A deep orange gem glimmered on one hand, a pale green on the other. The remaining six gems were hidden beneath his gray, monk-like robe. His skin was the color of pale fog; his hair was the dark of the morning sea.

      His eyes were currently yellow, matching one of his ten different personalities—one for each of his kavaru, plus a mysterious tenth one with gray eyes. Turesobei had explained to Enashoma the different personalities, but she had rarely encountered the Blood King.

      A stern expression creased his face as he studied her. The yellow-eyed personality, she remembered, was suspicious of everything.

      “She is not an inheritant,” the Blood King said.

      Enashoma sighed with relief. “Thank the gods!”

      The Blood King scowled, scarlet fires lighting within his yellow eyes. “There was a time when humans lined up and competed for the privilege of becoming a Kaiaru.”

      “Those days are long gone, my lord,” Lady Hannya said. “She did not grow up amongst Kaiaru. And until recently, they were little more than legends to her.”

      His eyes dimmed. “I will soon correct that problem.”

      That was the Blood King’s aim: to restore the Kaiaru to their golden age of dominance over the world. To do that, he needed the power from the eight heart stones, one from each of the eight realms, so that he could view the ancient origins of the Kaiaru. How that would help him, she had no idea. It didn’t make any sense to her, but then he did have a reputation for being mad.

      “I knew there was something unique about you, Chonda Enashoma,” the Blood King said, his eyes returning to yellow. “Something I struggled to figure out. You are most certainly not an inheritant, though. I would have known immediately. There is a tell-tale energy signature that Hannya apparently does not know about.”

      “If I’m not an inheritant, then what am I?” Enashoma asked.

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to the emeralds of the wizened instructor personality. “Something I have not seen in a very long time—something remarkably rare that usually marks the end of a weakened Kaiaru’s journey through time.”

      “You mean she is a bonded host?” Hannya asked with surprise.

      “Yes.”

      “How can that be? She has never even seen Nāa’s kavaru before, much less touched it.”

      The Blood King shrugged. “Truthfully,” he said, with a hopeful tone in his voice, “that is not what intrigues me the most.”

      He sliced his right hand through the air. A thin cut ripped across Enashoma’s forearm.

      She leapt back and clutched her arm just above the wound. “Ow!”

      The Blood King stepped up to Enashoma, dipped a fingertip into the blood leaking from the cut, and touched the fingertip to his tongue. Then he closed his eyes and chanted.

      “You are, in fact, a direct descendent of Nāa, but the bloodline is weak. Probably, Chonda Lu married some of his own descendants, keeping his bloodline strong while weakening Nāa’s.”

      “Lu Bei would know when the two bloodlines merged,” Hannya said, “if it is of interest to you, my lord.”

      The Blood King stared at her, his eyes fluctuating from emerald to gold and back. He started to say something, then frowned in confusion as the words died on his lips. Then his eyes flared the brightest scarlet Enashoma had ever seen, and they had seen him plenty angry before.

      Hannya grabbed Enashoma’s hand and pulled her back. They waited in silence at the far edge of the room, as the Blood King clutched his temples and chanted one spell after another. Finally, he uttered a growl, which turned into a shout that made Enashoma fall to her knees and clasp her hands over her ears. The ground shook, and dust fell from the ceiling of the Training Hall.

      When it subsided, the scarlet faded from his eyes. Gold again, they raked across Enashoma. She wished she hadn’t dropped her robes in surprise when he had cut her arm. The anger faded from him entirely, his eyes dimmed, and he released a deep sigh.

      “My lord,” Hannya dared ask, “what is wrong?”

      “It is no use asking the fetch,” he said, “the information is spell-locked in the same manner as the spells clouding Turesobei’s mind. Only this knowledge is permanently locked. And I am certain that even if the fetch could cooperate, he would not.”

      “How do you know that it is locked?” Hannya asked.

      “Because just now, having tasted the blood and hearing Lu Bei’s name, I nearly remembered something about Nāa’s bloodline mixing with Chonda Lu’s.”

      “You were there when they merged?” Hannya asked.

      The Blood King shook his head. “Several times, I ghosted into the past and attempted to observe how Chonda Lu created Lu Bei and Motekeru. But each time, the knowledge slipped from my mind immediately afterward. If I focus, I can remember bits and pieces surrounding their creation, but the knowledge fades too fast for me to make sense of it. Clearly, Nāa figures into this somehow, but that is all I know.”

      “I do not recall ever having met Nāa,” Hannya said.

      “I hardly knew him,” the Blood King said. “He never involved himself in Kaiaru politics or the business of humans. According to reputation, he was a gentle soul and a recluse, like Mokelmot.”

      “So why would Chonda Lu lock away knowledge of their bloodlines merging?”

      “Why indeed?” the Blood King asked in a clipped voice, his eyes turning violet. This was his most impatient personality. “Put your clothes on, girl. It is time for us to seek answers.”
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      Enashoma scooped up her robes, turned her back to him, and dressed quickly. She was careful to not let him see the Maker’s Brush, which was bundled in cloth and tucked into a pocket of her inner robe. Normally, she kept it hidden under her sleeping mat and wrapped up in case the Blood King spied on her magically. But today, the servants were deep cleaning her room, so she’d had to bring it with her.

      Using the Maker’s Brush, she could animate any paper creation she made, as long as it wasn’t much bigger than her hand. The effect normally only lasted for about fifteen minutes, but with Turesobei’s help, she had made an origami bird capable of flying hundreds of leagues to deliver a message to Iniru.

      She suspected she could make better ones now that she had trained in the mudra arts, but Lu Bei had made it clear their first day here that she should keep the brush hidden from the Blood King. Apparently, that was working, or else the Blood King had sensed it and didn’t think it was worth mentioning.

      Enashoma tied her sash, then turned around. His golden eyes seemed to stare beyond her skin and flesh and into her soul. She shivered.

      “Follow me,” the Blood King said.

      “Where are we going?” Enashoma asked.

      “Somewhere I have never taken anyone before—not your brother, not even Hannya.”

      As the Blood King marched out, a worried frown spread across Hannya’s face. Enashoma cringed. Great, even the scary Earth Dragon was worried for her. Surely, being a bonded host wasn’t worse than being an inheritant….

      When she’d opened her third eye to gaze into the Mirror of the Soul, Enashoma had expected to find out she was nothing but a frightened aristocratic child far outside of her element. She was starting to think that would’ve been a much better result.

      Her heart began to pound, so she took a deep breath and focused on staying calm. She couldn’t let her imagination run away with her. Any worry she thought of now would likely be worse than the truth. If she were patient, she would find out what this all meant soon enough. Keeping her mind on the present, she took one step at a time, as they left the Training Hall and crossed the courtyard.

      “Hold up!” a familiar voice shouted.

      Enashoma waited for the Blood King to stop, then turned to see her brother sprinting across the courtyard.

      Turesobei was tall, leanly muscled, and moderately handsome. Kurine thought he was dreamy. She said so almost daily. Iniru obviously thought the same, though she would never in a dozen lifetimes have said something as silly as that. Enashoma didn’t see what the fuss was about, but maybe that’s because she’d known him her entire life. And of course, the whole “I’m a special wizard” thing didn’t impress her.

      However, as far as brothers go, she’d gotten lucky. With a tyrant for a mother and their father gone all the time, Turesobei had been more of a protector than the bullies her friends’ brothers seemed to be. He had always checked in on her, even as he’d gotten older and increasingly busy with his studies. And anytime their mother zeroed in on her, he would step in and take some of the heat. The hardest months of her life—at home, before this adventure—were the ones when Turesobei had gone off to Wakaro with their dad. That was part of the reason why, when she'd suspected he was leaving again to go save Iniru, she had run away, too.

      Turesobei’s amber kavaru dangled from a chain that hung from his neck. He’d had that stone all her life, and she remembered the pulse she’d felt when she had first touched it. She must’ve been about four years old, so he would’ve been six. Most wizards didn’t get a kavaru until they started training at the age of ten, but Turesobei had started much earlier than normal.

      She had always assumed that was because he was the high wizard in training and was supposed to succeed their grandfather who was getting old. But given what she now knew about the spells on the kavaru, she wondered if maybe he’d had it since birth and no one had realized that was unusual. The powerful spells on the kavaru could have made people believe any number of things.

      Before, Enashoma had always viewed Turesobei’s kavaru with a sense of wonder and potential. She had often dreamed of being a wizard herself, even though the Chonda, like most clans, did not believe in training girls to become wizards, regardless of talent. The Maker’s Brush was all they allowed her to have, and only because it was viewed as nothing more than a novelty. More importantly, it wouldn’t work for male wizards.

      Enashoma’s grandmother had taught her how to use the brush and passed it down to her when she died. She had said nothing about its origin, about birthmarks or about Kaiaru lineages. Enashoma knew only how to use the brush. And that Lu Bei held it in the highest regard. His demeanor turned worshipful whenever he laid eyes upon it.

      Now, the sight of Turesobei’s kavaru made Enashoma’s stomach turn. Someday, Chonda Lu would take her brother away. That in itself was horrible, but to have him replaced by a demented Kaiaru was even worse.

      Along behind Turesobei flew Lu Bei, one of her favorite things in all the world. The fetch had two forms. In his natural state, he was a diary with a polished leather cover, bound in silver wire and embossed with strange runes. In his fetch form, he had amber skin that matched Turesobei’s kavaru and batwings 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 was also 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 symbol on Turesobei’s cheek.

      Enashoma wanted to be angry with Lu Bei, knowing he was a part of her brother’s destiny. But having been created to serve Chonda Lu, the fetch probably didn’t have any more choice than Sobei in the whole special destiny plan. Besides, she didn’t want to make things awkward between her and Lu Bei. She dearly loved him, and he had more than earned her trust.

      Turesobei reached them and bowed. “Is everything okay, master? I felt a pulse of magic and then the ground shook and—”

      “How could anything in my realm be amiss?” the Blood King asked.

      Turesobei hesitated. “I was just concerned because Enashoma was taking her test. I figured it was okay, but the others were worried, so I told them to stay in the Dining Hall, while I looked into it.”

      “It was nothing…just a moment of anger about…” scarlet lights danced through the Blood King’s emerald eyes as they locked on Lu Bei “…something your ancestor did long ago. Do not concern yourself with it.”

      Turesobei scanned Enashoma and frowned. Her appearance was obviously disheveled, and there was no way she couldn’t look frightened, given that it took every scrap of discipline she could muster not to break down into tears and run back to her room.

      “Did something go wrong with your test?” he asked.

      Before she could answer, the Blood King said, “That is yet to be determined.” He gestured. “Follow along. You should see this as well.”

      Turesobei started to ask a question, but Hannya hushed him with a small shake of her head.

      “I’ll let the others know everything is okay,” Lu Bei said. He darted over and whispered something to one of the servants, who then dutifully trudged toward the Dining Hall.

      They entered the Throne Room and marched up the steps to the jade throne. Enashoma had been this way several times before. There was an invisible door that led into the Workshop, and if you walked straight through the wall, you appeared on a staircase that led down into the Workshop where Turesobei studied with the Blood King.

      They rounded the throne and stepped through the hidden doorway as normal, but they didn’t enter the Workshop. Or at least, Enashoma didn’t.

      She found herself…somewhere else. The ground was firm beneath her feet, and warm air brushed across her skin. But otherwise, there was only a dark, silent emptiness. She could neither see nor hear anything around her. But there was a tangy, almost metallic smell that she’d come to think of as the scent of magic, and it was potent enough here to make her dizzy.

      A pure, high-pitched note rang out. It was the most beautiful tone she’d ever heard. Her heartbeat increased and goosebumps spread across her skin. Another note sounded. This one was deep, warm, and familiar. Then thousands of varied tones rang out, like a vast collection of wind chimes clattering and clinking in a strong breeze.

      The pungent scent of magic broke apart into more than a dozen smells: cardamom, lavender, lemon, overturned earth, rain-cleansed air, cold steel…. Before she could recognize them all, an array of numbers and mystical symbols flashed before her eyes, glowing in various hues.

      In a blink, nearly all the sounds, notes, colors, symbols, and numbers disappeared. Only a single tone now rang out—kind and melancholy. It was accompanied by the aroma of fermented tea leaves, specifically the kind Lu Bei prized above all others. And a calligraphic symbol hovered before her. It was one she knew well, for it was the activating mark required to bring her origami creations to life.

      The mark faded away, and an amethyst light pulsed ahead: eleven flashes and a pause, then eleven more flashes and a pause, repeatedly. Before she even realized it, her feet shuffled her toward the light. She reached out and grabbed its source.

      Suddenly, the pale Kaiaru man appeared again, standing before her, bathed in the amethyst light. He smiled warmly.

      “Hello, Chonda Enashoma. I have waited a long time to meet you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      Enashoma gasped, closed her fist around the light source, tumbled backward, and fell onto the floor.

      The Blood King spoke a word, and thousands of small, brightly-hued lights illuminated a long, narrow room elaborately paneled in rich, rare woods. A waist-high shelf ran around the perimeter. Small, open-topped boxes filled the shelf. The lights were shining from inside them. Enashoma was at the far end of the room, while Turesobei, Hannya, and the Blood King remained at the entrance.

      Turesobei's amber kavaru glowed, casting strange shadows on his face. He blinked in confusion and muttered something unintelligible.

      Hannya’s kavaru blazed scarlet light from her navel. Eyes wide, she shook her head in disbelief. “Is this…is this all of them?”

      “Almost,” the Blood King said. All nine of his stones glowed as well. “A few were lost to the sea and buried in earthquakes. Over the centuries, the Keepers gathered all they could find. After creating the Ancient Cold and Deep, I went to their Forbidden Library and stole their collection, which was not an easy feat, even for me. They do not even know that it is missing.”

      With a warm stone still clutched in her fist, Enashoma stood and peered into the boxes on the shelf. Each contained a different kavaru. There were thousands of them.

      “Why are they all glowing?” Turesobei asked.

      “The spell of revelation,” the Blood King said.

      “It’s really rude to use that spell,” Lu Bei said.

      The Blood King shrugged.

      “When did you gather all these?” Hannya asked.

      “Not long after you left me. And until now, no one else has ever known that I had them. Of course, you would have learned it soon enough. These stones are an integral part of my plan.”

      Enashoma opened her hand. In her palm was the round amethyst kavaru of Nāa—its pulse matching her heartbeat. Her eyes locked onto the glimmering stone, not with fear or dread but complete fascination. She could not have looked away if she had wanted to.

      Lu Bei glided along the shelves toward Enashoma, naming Kaiaru whose stones he recognized. Then he squeaked, crashed into the wall, and zoomed up to Enashoma. He gazed lovingly down at the stone in her hand. Tears welled in his eyes as the most melancholy of smiles stained his face. He reached out and touched the kavaru lightly with one finger. He snapped his hand back, his eyes wide as saucers.

      “It’s alive!”

      She nodded. “He spoke to me. That’s why we’re here.”

      His large eyes locked onto hers. Tears rolled down his cheeks and through his now broad smile. “Nāa spoke again…and to you?” He started to say something else, but then chewed his lip and choked back his words.

      Enashoma nodded. “Apparently, I’m a descendant of his.”

      “Of course, you are.”

      “You knew?! And you didn’t tell me?”

      “Until today, it was a secret.”

      “You are not going to enlighten us further, are you?” the Blood King asked.

      “I would not if I could, but I can’t.”

      “Care to venture a theory as to why Nāa spoke to Enashoma?” the Blood King said. “Or how his stone came back to life?”

      The fetch shook his head. “My guess would be little better than yours. And I can’t imagine the stone coming back to life like this, after all these millennia. It’s unthinkable. Nāa was dead.” Lu Bei said the last part with such a tragic finality to his voice that Enashoma’s breath caught.

      The Blood King’s eyes narrowed with suspicion once more upon Enashoma. She looked to Turesobei for comfort. Even though she had a kavaru in hand and had admitted that it had spoken to her, he hadn’t said so much as a word.

      “Sobei?” she said.

      He didn’t react. Ignoring the world around him, he continued to stare silently down at a stone in one of the boxes. Why was he so intently focused on—Oh!

      “These stones are all future versions of kavaru that are still being used in our world?” Enashoma asked.

      "Yes," Hannya whispered, the awe in her voice obvious as she gazed around the room, "although many of them were already lost or collected by the Keepers in your time."

      "Then a stone could be here, in one of these boxes, and…” Enashoma looked at the stunned expression on Sobei's face “…and still in use?"

      The fetch whipped around. His wings snapped taught, and every muscle in his tiny body trembled as he realized what she was saying. “Master’s kavaru…is here?”

      “It is,” the Blood King replied, violet-eyed, with a sneer.

      Enashoma put a hand over her mouth. “Oh, gods, poor Sobei. Seeing the stone…that’s like looking at your own grave.”

      Lu Bei zipped over and hovered beside Turesobei, fixing his gaze down onto the box as well. But there was something odd about his expression. It wasn’t sad or distraught. It seemed almost…almost hopeful. Weird. Very weird. Enashoma clutched a fist over the stone in her hand—she couldn’t let go—and joined them.

      Enashoma touched his shoulder. “Sobei, are you okay?”

      “My kavaru…” he said flatly.

      An amber stone, the exact same one that hung from his neck, shone in the box below. “Not even Kaiaru live forever,” she said. “And the Ancient Cold and Deep was far into our future.”

      He nodded. “I know, but just seeing it here….”

      The fetch still had a hopeful glimmer in his eyes, along with a sly smile on his face. He noticed her looking at him, and his face instantly dropped into a frown.

      “Poor master,” he moaned.

      Enashoma huffed. That little creature was the most infuriating keeper of secrets and schemer of schemes in all the world. And she still couldn’t help but love him.

      “What would happen if Turesobei were to try to use both versions of Chonda Lu’s kavaru?” Hannya asked.

      “He cannot benefit from an additional stone, even another incarnation of the one he is…bonded to,” the Blood King said.

      Hannya tapped one of two empty boxes sitting side-by-side and raised an eyebrow.

      “You and Ooloolarra both survived into all the future realms I created.” The Blood King’s eyes burned scarlet. “And you know why I did not bring you here.”

      She bowed her head and said, submissively, “I understand, my lord.”

      “Only two out of thousands made it,” Turesobei muttered. “Don’t know why I should be surprised. It’s not like I expected to live forever.” He shook his head and half chuckled as he turned to Enashoma. “I’ll be lucky if I live another—” His eyes fell onto the glowing amethyst kavaru in her hand. “What…?”

      “It’s the kavaru of—”

      He staggered back into the shelf. “Nāa.” He grabbed his temples. “I know him. He….” Everyone looked at him expectantly, but after a few moments, he shook his head in confusion. “Sorry, almost remembered something, but I couldn’t hold onto it.”

      Eyes flaring the impatient violet, the Blood King’s groaned with exasperation.

      “Why do you have his stone?” Turesobei asked.

      “During my mudra trial, Nāa appeared in my mind and spoke to me.”

      “His kavaru is alive still?”

      “Until today, it was as lifeless as any other here,” the Blood King said.

      “We’re descendants of his,” Enashoma said. “And…” she shrugged “and…that’s really all I know.”

      “We’re descended from two different Kaiaru?” he asked. “Why is he awake again? And why did he speak to you?”

      “I don’t know,” Enashoma said. “But that’s what we’re here to find out.”

      “Tell me exactly what happened.”

      She explained everything in detail.

      Turesobei touched his lower stomach. “I’ve never noticed another birthmark.”

      “It’s really hard to see.”

      “It has not awakened in master,” Lu Bei said. “And I doubt it ever will. It’s a recessive bloodline trait. Amongst the Chonda, it typically only awakens in women, usually right after puberty.”

      Wait a second…a recessive bloodline that only appeared in Chonda women…who were the only ones who could use the Maker’s Brush? That couldn’t be a coincidence. Had Nāa’s kavaru awoken because of the brush being here? He might have been trying to contact her all the while she had been in the Nexus but hadn’t been able to until her trial.

      “I have never heard of recessive bloodline traits.” Emerald eyes sparkling, the Blood King scratched at his chin. “You will tell me more of this later.”

      “If you like. But I don’t know much.” The barbed tip of Lu Bei’s tail shivered ever so slightly. That was Lu Bei’s tell. He was lying. “Master didn’t get far with his research. He only ever documented one other case.”

      The Blood King nodded appreciatively, apparently buying the lie.

      She should probably change the subject. “So what now?”

      The Blood King studied her and Nāa’s kavaru. His eyes turned milky white then cycled through all their colors.

      “You will keep the kavaru and use it. You have a bond with Nāa. I want to know why and how he sensed your presence. And I especially want to know how his stone could lie dormant for millennia, only to suddenly wake when you arrive. You might be the key to unlocking the secrets I have sought for so long. It is possible that I might not even have to venture again into the past.” His eyes faded to gray and a strange expression pained his face. “Except…except I must see the past. I must see the origin. No matter what.”

      Enashoma didn’t think the Blood King being able to accomplish his goal more easily was a good thing. But there was nothing she could do about it, except go along for the ride. That was the only course any of them had available right now. The Blood King shook off the odd expression. His eyes turned pale blue, and he smiled warmly. “You are a true gift, Chonda Enashoma.”

      “So that’s your ultimate plan?” Turesobei asked. “To reawaken the Kaiaru who once resided in these stones?”

      “Using the secret of our origins, yes. And with your sister’s help, I might not even need to harmonize these stones with the ones in your world. It might be easier than I had ever imagined, and if it is, I will be able to bring even more Kaiaru back to life!”

      Turesobei’s face was a blank mask, but Hannya was having trouble hiding her trepidation. The Blood King didn’t even notice. Would he even care if he had?

      Enashoma rolled the kavaru in her palm. “So I can use the stone…and become a wizard?”

      “Indeed,” he said.

      She turned to Hannya. “Will you teach me?”

      Hannya started to answer, but the Blood King interrupted her. “Hannya will be busy going on the missions in the realms. I will train you.”

      Enashoma swallowed nervously. “Oh…okay.”

      “You and I will be spending a lot of time together, so that I can learn how this kavaru came back to life.”

      Great. She finally got a kavaru of her own and could become a proper wizard…only under the worst circumstances possible.
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      They followed the Blood King out of the secret kavaru gallery, and back out into the Throne Room. He dismissed the spell of revelation, and their kavaru ceased glowing. Then he held his hand out, palm up, toward Enashoma.

      “The stone, please.”

      Still clutching it in her hand, she frowned…then hesitated.

      “The stone,” he said again, a hint of irritation in his voice, a flicker of violet in his eyes.

      She opened her hand. A glimmer remained within the gem’s depths. A heartbeat-like vibration rippled across its surface. Kenja coursed from the stone into the skin of her palm, along her energy pathways, and into her kenja-heart. It felt…it felt like it was a part of her. Where only minutes ago, the stone had terrified her, now she couldn’t imagine being apart from it.

      The Blood King’s hand whipped out and snatched the stone out of her hand. She gasped and stumbled back into Turesobei. She fought back tears and resisted the urge to lunge in and try to get the stone back from him.

      “Addictive, is it not?” the Blood King said. He closed his fist around the stone and settled back into his throne. “You will get the kavaru back, and I will train you. But first, I must study it. To be certain I have not missed something important.”

      Hannya settled on the floor beside his throne, and Turesobei and Lu Bei started down the steps. But Enashoma remained, staring at the Blood King as he pinched Nāa’s kavaru—her kavaru—between his fingers and held it up toward the light. As it glinted, her breath caught.

      Yellow eyes, rimmed with violet, fell upon her.

      “You are dismissed.”

      Enashoma exhaled, then hurried down the steps and followed Turesobei and Lu Bei out into the courtyard.

      Turesobei touched her arm. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I will be…I think.”

      He smiled, but she could tell he was hiding a bit of worry. “So you’re going to be a wizard….”

      “She deserves to be,” Lu Bei stated.

      Enashoma rounded on the fetch and poked him in the belly.

      “Ow!” He fluttered back. “What was that for?”

      “You kept secrets from me!”

      “I couldn’t help it,” he moaned pitifully, rubbing his belly.

      Turesobei gave Enashoma a hug. “Welcome to the club.” He half laughed. “Come on, let’s go tell the others.”

      “Aren’t you worried about what this means?” she asked.

      Turesobei shook his head. “Lu Bei’s right. You deserve to be a wizard. You should’ve been training alongside me all these years. And in the end, having another wizard in our group is a good thing.”

      “But me using Nāa’s stone might help the Blood King.”

      “Lord Gyoroe.”

      “Yes, him,” she said with irritation. She hated having to call the Blood King a normal name. “It might help him accomplish his goals sooner. He might even raise more Kaiaru back to life. That can’t be a good thing.”

      “We can’t worry about any of that right now. You know that.”

      “But what about this Kaiaru being connected to our family, through me?”

      “We can’t worry about that either. All we can do is—”

      “Try our best,” she said. “I get it. But…I guess…it’s all so new.”

      “There will be a reason for this kavaru waking now,” Turesobei said. “And it’s likely something Chonda Lu set in motion a long time ago.”

      They both stared at Lu Bei, and he shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea why Nāa’s kavaru has awoken now. I truly don’t.”

      “I’m finding it hard to believe you,” Enashoma said.

      “No harm will come to you from Nāa’s kavaru, Lady Shoma.” He wrapped both of his tiny, clawed hands around one of hers. “Of that, I’m certain. Nāa was a gentle soul, kind even by human standards.”

      She nodded, reluctantly, and gave him a peck on the cheek. He blushed and fluttered away.

      “Sobei, could you tell the others? I don’t think I can handle talking about it just yet. I’d like to rest and gather my thoughts first.”

      “I understand. Would you like a sleep spell?”

      She shook her head. “Just a cup of tea and some quiet time alone. I’ll see you at the feast tonight.”
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      As soon as Turesobei entered the Dining Hall that evening, he scanned the room for Enashoma. He hadn't seen her after they had parted in the courtyard, and even though he'd hadn't wanted to let on, he was worried. Nāa’s kavaru waking up stank of a Chonda Lu plot. The energy pulsing from the stone had felt incredibly familiar and had teased at memories…important memories…of Nāa buried deep within his mind. There was no guarantee, despite Lu Bei’s promise, that their ancestor’s machinations wouldn’t endanger Enashoma.

      Turesobei had tried his best to explain to the others what had happened during Enashoma’s test and how it had led to her getting the kavaru and being trained as a wizard. They were, understandably, upset. Awasa, in particular, had asked some very difficult to answer questions, especially since he carefully left out any mention of the Maker's Brush.

      He had strong suspicions about its connection to Nāa and the women of his family. But so far, it seemed that he and Enashoma had kept the brush a secret from Lord Gyoroe, and Turesobei hoped to keep it that way.

      Apparently though, he hadn't done as good a job assuaging their friends’ fears as he had hoped. Turesobei sighed as he overheard them whispering in worried tones about her. They were completely ignoring the lavish decorations Lord Gyoroe had created for this feast.

      Exotic flowers sprouted from vases on the tables. Bright scarlet streamers hung from the rafters. And tiny, sparkling globes of every hue floated throughout the room. Three servants played festive tunes on a zither, a drum, and a flute, while a fourth sang softly. Turesobei made a point of looking impressed.

      Lord Gyoroe, his eyes a pale blue, greeted them warmly at the door and gestured toward the low table. “Please, my honored guests, take a seat.”

      Gyoroe walked around to the head of the table and knelt on a cushion. Hannya settled in to his left. Turesobei took the spot on his right. As everyone else chose their seats, Enashoma hurried in and sank onto the cushion beside Zaiporo. The stocky zaboko boy shot her a worried smile. She returned it briefly before lowering her gaze modestly. That was very uncharacteristic of her, but Turesobei guessed she was trying to avoid Iniru and Kurine's anxious stares. And he couldn't blame her. Awasa was the only one acting at all normal.

      A group of servants brought out platters heaping with berries and vegetables, rice and eggs, sizzling meats and fish cooked in an array of spices. Bowls of red wine as dark as blood were poured for everyone. It was the most amazing array of food Turesobei had ever seen.

      “This could feed my whole village,” Kurine said, shoveling spicy meats onto her plate and avoiding everything that might taste sweet.

      Iniru scooped blackberries into a bowl. “Mine, too.”

      The two girls knelt side-by-side, just past Hannya and across from him. They were getting along—and well. Too well. It honestly scared him as much as it excited him. After months of sniping at one another, arguing and outright fighting, they had agreed to a truce, one in which they would share him and try to become friends.

      Two nights ago, he had spied on them as they discussed their relationships with him and one another. Iniru knew he had overheard them, but she hadn't said anything more about it. And Kurine didn't mention it either.

      Despite being able to memorize the most complex magical incantations, he never could recall which k’chasan relationship term was which. And the rules of those relationships forever vexed him. All he knew was that they had specifically discussed the one that let him marry them both…someday...if it all went well. And then they’d also be bound to one another as official friends…whatever that meant…and assuming he’d understood that part correctly.

      Of course, none of that would be allowed or accepted amongst his people. Besides, life didn’t work that way. A boy didn’t get to marry the two most beautiful and capable girls he’d ever met. Something would go wrong long before he had to face his family, and it would probably be his fault.

      There was no point in worrying about it, though. He should just enjoy this...whatever it was that he had with them, while he had it. Because starting tomorrow, they would be fighting for their lives. Turesobei tried not to think about it, but they knew the odds were stacked against all of them surviving through this.

      “You know, I have not eaten since before I was locked in here.” Gyoroe’s eyes morphed to heather green, representing his most relaxed personality. “Perhaps I should not have denied myself such a basic pleasure for so long.”

      Turesobei tried to take his own advice, shoved his worries about Enashoma and the future away, and tucked into the delicious food. While they ate, Lord Gyoroe regaled them with humorous tales of old Tengba Ren and Pawan Kor.

      At first, no one wanted to laugh at the stories. It was always bewildering when the Blood King behaved like a normal person. The others rarely interacted with him and had no idea how to respond. But the tales themselves were funny and the food and decorations festive enough that eventually they forgot to be nervous. Even Enashoma started to laugh, and once, Turesobei would’ve sworn, Motekeru’s eyes burned a little brighter.

      But suddenly, in the middle of his fourth story, Gyoroe’s eyes shifted to violet specked with scarlet. His animated demeanor disappeared, and he raced through the rest of the story, as if its telling was the most distasteful thing he had ever done. By the end, his eyes had faded to gray. He stopped eating and drinking and glared at everyone, causing them to silently rush through the main course.

      When their dessert of custards, berries, and pies arrived, Hannya ignored his shift in mood and told them a romantic tale that, not surprisingly, ended tragically with a hero failing to save his people or his lover before dying horribly. Afterward, Kurine, Iniru, and Enashoma wiped away tears. Awasa gazed at them in confusion, and Zaiporo cleared his throat and looked away.

      Turesobei sighed morosely. He had read that legend before. The lovers’ tragic end only made him dwell on what would most likely happen to all of them. Except that he feared history wouldn’t remember him as a great hero, but as the fool who had restored the Blood King to power, bringing death and destruction to his world, before meeting a terrible end.

      The servants removed the plates and brought them bowls of watered wine and tea. Hannya whispered into Gyoroe’s ear, and his eyes shifted to pale blue. Smiling, he stood and clapped his hands together three times.

      “It is time for your gifts.”

      Gifts? They glanced at one another in confusion as servants brought in a collection of weapons, armor, and other items.

      One servant placed a recurve bow, three quivers of arrows, and a saber on the table in front of Zaiporo.

      He leaned forward and touched the items. “These are for me?”

      “Indeed,” Gyoroe said. “The bow was crafted from the finest wood and enchanted so that arrows loosed from it can injure supernatural creatures. Using the rune-carved, peach-wood arrows from these quivers, the bow can cause as much damage as a sword with trace amounts of white-steel. Also, the bow cannot be broken or the string snapped by any natural means, and neither cold nor heat nor damp shall affect it. The saber contains two percent white-iron. Against a powerful demon, it would be like striking a tiger with a dagger, but it is better than nothing.”

      Zaiporo stood and bowed. “Thank you, Lord Gyoroe.”

      A servant gave Iniru a crescent knife and a set of twelve throwing spikes. She weighed the spikes in her hands.

      “I did not create a sword for you, since you have chosen to use Turesobei’s white-steel blade during battle,” Gyoroe said. “The spikes are laced with traces of white iron, and the knife, like Zaiporo’s sword, contains two percent white-iron.”

      A servant presented a warhammer and a crimson shield emblazoned with a rampant gold bear to Kurine. She oohed and ran a hand along the shield. “It’s so pretty!”

      “Only the strongest of demons or magic spells could break this shield. It contains powerful protective enchantments and was constructed with wood from the sacred kasa tree, which is harder than iron and lighter than bamboo. Also, dark-iron flakes were laced into the reinforcements so that it can absorb energy attacks. The warhammer contains two percent white iron and a rune of the ram of force that will triple the strength of each solid blow you strike. That particular magic will fade in time, but not before you have completed the tasks I have set for you.”

      Wow. Even for the Blood King, magic of that sort would take considerable effort. All the time Gyoroe had spent by himself, when they didn’t know where he was or what he was doing, he must have been working on these items. Kurine’s, in particular, were amazing. But then, Gyoroe had always liked Kurine a lot, for some reason, so it wasn’t surprising that he’d put extra effort into her items.

      Kurine bowed deeply. “Thank you, Lord Gyoroe. I shall put both items to good use defending Turesobei.”

      “See that you do.”

      Another servant gave Awasa a torc made of silver strands twisted together and a pair of matching silver arm bracers with purple trim.

      “What weapon could I give you that would serve as a better gift than Fangthorn?” the Blood King asked. “As for the torc, it will bring some calm to your mind.”

      “I could have used that sooner,” she said irritably.

      “We thought it best that you learn to control your impulses without it,” Hannya said. “Besides, the effect is not powerful. It will only serve to take the edge off your anger. You will still need Fangthorn with you at all times.”

      “The bracers,” Gyoroe said, “possess an enchantment that will increase the potency of your mudras and prevent your hands and fingers from cramping.”

      Awasa bowed. “I shall use these things well, Lord Gyoroe.”

      “Lord Motekeru….” Gyoroe shrugged. “Alas, I have no gift I can give a warrior as mighty as you. But you seem in rough shape from the wear and tear of so many battles. I could—”

      “I carry my scars with pride,” Motekeru grunted, “and I wish only to rejuvenate by eating the hearts of Master’s enemies.”

      “If that is your wish,” Gyoroe said. “Now, for the Illustrious Lu Bei, a bag of the last tea leaves picked from Tsubaia Mountain before it exploded.”

      Lu Bei, his eyes as wide as Turesobei had ever seen them, snatched the tiny bag from the servant’s hands. He sniffed the tea with a deep breath and sighed contentedly. “It is pure heaven and a most kingly gift. Thank you, Lord Gyoroe! I shall treasure the bowls I brew from these leaves and think pleasant thoughts upon you.”

      Lu Bei swept his arm out as he bowed. The bag disappeared.

      Gyoroe’s eyes had been milky white with kenja-sight as Lu Bei bowed. As his eyes returned to emerald, he sighed. “Chonda Lu at his most clever indulged in pure whimsy. I confess, I partly gave you the tea so I could figure out the trick. But I still cannot tell where you put the bag. Nor do I yet understand how it is that you can drink tea at all.”

      Lu Bei grinned. “It is all a trick so simple that none can understand.”

      A servant handed a shortsword to Turesobei.

      “To you, my apprentice, I gift a white-steel sword named Dairo. It contains ten percent white iron. It should be a good stand-in for you while Iniru wields Sumada.”

      “Thank you, master.”

      Sumada was nearly thirty-five percent white iron, making it one of the finer white-steel swords in existence.

      “For you, Enashoma, I have two gifts.” Gyoroe stood. “First, a set of bracers like those given to Awasa.”

      A servant placed the silver bracers on the table in front of her and hurried away. Gyoroe reached into his robe and drew out an iron circlet decorated with silver filigree in a blossom pattern. Housed in the front center of the circlet was the amethyst kavaru of Nāa.

      “The circlet was my idea,” Hannya said. “I thought it much more befitting of you than a simple chain.”

      “Where did it come from?” Enashoma asked. “It’s exquisite.”

      “It belonged to one of my favorite students, many centuries ago,” Hannya said with a mournful tone. “You have always reminded me of her.”

      “Who was she?”

      “The beloved queen of a zaboko nation long forgotten.”

      “Are you sure it’s not too fancy for me?”

      “I am certain this circlet is the perfect choice,” Hannya said.

      As Gyoroe approached, Enashoma’s eyes brightened, and she eagerly held out her hands.

      He shook his head. “Stay where you are.”

      Gyoroe lowered the circlet onto her head, as if he were anointing a queen. Enashoma’s red lips spread into a broad smile, and she practically bounced in place. Gyoroe waited expectantly for a moment, then sighed.

      “I am placing Nāa’s kavaru in your keeping, until I find a way to restore him, and all my other Kaiaru brethren, to life.”

      “Thank you, Lord Gyoroe,” Enashoma said.

      “Soon, we will begin your training.”

      Enashoma, no longer demure in the least, turned to Zaiporo. “What do you think?”

      “It looks very—”

      She waved him off. “Never mind, you’re a boy.” She glanced at Awasa, then turned to Kurine and Iniru. “Well?”

      “It’s…uh…very pretty,” Iniru said awkwardly.

      Kurine clasped her hands together. “Absolutely gorgeous. It matches your face and your eyes perfectly, and it makes you look radiant.”

      “It’s not too showy?” Enashoma asked.

      “Not at all,” Kurine said.

      Iniru shrugged and whispered, “A little.”

      “I like it,” Zaiporo muttered.

      “It suits you well, Lady Shoma,” Lu Bei said. “And if it is showy, there’s nothing wrong with that. You should look like a queen!”

      Awasa tapped the purple, eight-pointed star on her forehead. “We kind of match now.”

      “We do!” Enashoma said.

      “How does it feel?” Lord Gyoroe asked.

      She traced her fingers along the silver filigree and laughed. “It fits perfectly.”

      His eyes flashed violet. “The stone—not the crown.”

      Unfazed by his sharp tone, Enashoma said, “I don’t know how to describe it but…tingly and…natural, really. Even though I can feel energy from it surging through my pathways, it feels as if it has always been with me.”

      “The bond is true,” Hannya said.

      With a grunt, Gyoroe nodded, then returned to the end of the table.

      Enashoma continued to smile and touch the circlet. Turesobei had not seen her this giggly in a long time. It made him uncomfortable. Hopefully, she was just excited because of the opportunity to be a wizard and the festive atmosphere and wasn’t in some way influenced by the kavaru.

      Enashoma gave Zaiporo a hug and a brief kiss on the lips. “I’m going to be a wizard!”

      “I know,” he said softly.

      “Sorry I didn’t tell you before. It was all so overwhelming.”

      “It’s okay,” he said. “And I really am happy for you.”

      Turesobei couldn’t help but think that Zaiporo didn’t look or sound all that happy about it. Whether because she hadn’t told him immediately, because he was worried about her, or because he was now the only one of the group other than Kurine who didn’t possess magic or special skills, Turesobei had no idea.

      “In your rooms, you will find new clothing and armor,” Lord Gyoroe said. “The clothing was magically constructed. Though light as silk, the fabric is as tough as padded leather and waterproof. It is also alive. Unless overly damaged, the clothing will knit itself back together. As for your armor, it has been strengthened with a variety of protective enchantments, giving you greater resistance to magical attacks. Turesobei, I took the liberty of strengthening the enchantments on your existing armor.”

      They all thanked him profusely, since they were going to need these things to stay alive. All of this gear was worth a vast fortune, and they were now far better equipped than the bodyguards of the High King of Batsa or the Emperor of Tagana.

      “While I do appreciate your thanks,” Lord Gyoroe said, his eyes vibrant blue, “do not mistake my generosity. These gifts are self-serving. Without all of this, I doubt you would succeed. Now, Hannya will brief you on tomorrow’s mission.”

      As Lady Hannya stood, Turesobei braced himself. Things were about to get real.
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      “Obviously, the heart stone guardians you face will be formidable,” Lady Hannya said, “but I cannot tell you precisely what they are, because the Shogakami did not share any specifics with me. However, I was able to learn the nature of the guardian system itself. Though each of the Shogakami deployed theirs separately, they all developed this system together.”

      No specifics on what they would face? Turesobei winced…then forced himself to remain calm. He was a leader now. He couldn’t let his fear show to the others.

      “The first thing to remember,” Hannya said, “is that at each location the guardians must be defeated for the heart stone to appear. Until then, the stone is phased out of material existence in a rather elegant way that even Lord Gyoroe does not know how to bypass.

      “And unfortunately, defeating the guardians and making a heart stone appear is not enough. It will still be protected by a force field. A powerful energy spike will be required to penetrate this shield. Turesobei, you should be able to accomplish this with one of your lightning blasts.

      “Neutralizing the force fields will sever the links between the eight Shogakami and their power sources. While I do believe the Shogakami are forever gone, if they should be asleep within their realms, they may awaken and come after you. Of course, with Nazyraga Lord of Monsters this is a definite concern, because we know he yet lurks within the Summer Realm.”

      A look of terror spread across everyone’s faces. They had all grown up hearing tales of the Shogakami’s power, worshiping them, and fearing Nazyraga above all terrors. To think that the Shogakami might come for them…. A shiver ran down Turesobei’s back.

      “As for the guardians themselves, at each location you will face a host of small yet lethal beasts or constructs, along with a single powerful entity that is more than capable of defeating an individual Kaiaru by itself.”

      Again, the others glanced fearfully at one another and him. Though nervous, Turesobei maintained a brave face. Even if it was daunting, with the Storm Dragon at his command, he felt himself the equal of a normal Kaiaru wizard. And he had Hannya the Earth Dragon, Motekeru, and his team to support him.

      “The type of guardians will vary at each location, according to the preferences of the individual Shogakami who placed them there. Traps and deception are also possible. Finally, and this may be the worst part, I have reason to believe there may be some sort of trick to defeating the guardians. But I have no clue what that trick might be.”

      A trick? Turesobei didn’t like the sound of that. It was bad enough that they would be facing guardians so powerful the Shogakami thought they would be suitable for protecting their power sources from other Kaiaru and dragons like Hannya, but to know almost nothing about the challenges they would be facing….

      “Finally,” Hannya said with a sigh, “I regret that I will be unable to assist you.”

      “You’re not fighting with us?!” Turesobei asked, alarmed. This was even worse news. They desperately needed her help. No wonder Gyoroe had pushed them so hard in training.

      “Wards were placed at each location preventing me, Lord Gyoroe, Naruwakiru, and the other Shogakami, outside of the one owning that location, from coming within three leagues. Basically, all the major players of the time were locked out, to prevent a single entity from ever seizing that much power again.”

      “Naruwakiru?” Turesobei asked. “Does that mean I could be prevented from going there as well? Hitting a force field during the middle of a teleport is not something I wish to do.”

      “The wards were based on the kenja signatures of those Kaiaru, not on the energy of the Storm Dragon itself. You will be safe.”

      “You must,” Lord Gyoroe said, “retrieve the heart stones in a certain order. The realm where you begin determines in what order you must take on the rest. Turesobei, you are best at working the Spring Gate, which is fortunate, because I believe the enemies you face there will be the easiest to defeat. Lord Razakan had a tendency toward laziness.”

      Everyone stared silently, stunned. Suddenly, Enashoma jumped to her feet and shouted, “That’s it?! You’re sending them into danger, and that’s all you know?!”

      “We are fortunate to know that much,” Gyoroe replied calmly. “And this lack of knowledge is the reality you must accept.” His eyes flashed scarlet and orange for a moment. “Unless you have forgotten how everything works here and need to be reminded.”

      Enashoma’s eyes narrowed, she huffed…and then she sat back down. “I remember.”

      “Good. Now, where was I?” Lord Gyoroe stroked his chin. “Ah, yes. If you are on the verge of defeat, there is no shame in retreating to fight another day. You do not have to seize each heart stone on the first attempt. While I feel certain the guardians will regenerate after you leave, you will be able to return rested, knowing what you will face.

      “Now, I suggest everyone enjoy their tea and desserts. Then get some rest. Tomorrow will be an eventful day.” His eyes sparkled blue and white, and he smiled deeply. “The first in restoring the Golden Age of the Kaiaru.” As he stood to leave, his eyes flickered violet. “And I know you will not fail me.”
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      Gyoroe and Hannya departed, leaving them in the Dining Hall to finish their desserts. The mood had shifted from pleasant, jovial even, to sour. Turesobei ate one more bite, then shoved his bowl away in disgust.

      Several minutes passed without anyone saying anything, until Motekeru stood up.

      “Nothing has changed,” he said in his hollow, mechanical voice. “Tomorrow, we will venture into the realms, and we will fight. We have no choice now. We had no choice yesterday. And really, we had no choice once we arrived here. Unless you wish to be tortured into madness, you will have to do what the Blood King requires.”

      “Yeah, but it’s a lot harder now,” Zaiporo groaned.

      “It only seems that way,” Motekeru said. “They knew what they were sending you into all along. Mope and complain, if you want, but it will do nothing to change what you will face tomorrow.”

      Turesobei nodded. “He’s right. This has always been about us getting the job done. Thinking we could depend on Hannya and that this would be as easy as fighting a few guardians was our fault. It is what it is. Let’s move on and enjoy the rest of our evening.”

      “Okay then, so what now?” Kurine asked. “I don’t know about everyone else, but I’m not going to be able to sleep tonight.”

      Turesobei frowned. “Well….”

      He hadn’t really thought about what they would do after the feast. She was right, though. It was hard enough to sleep on the night before a battle, but here, they didn’t even need to sleep, unless they were exhausted. And they had rested enough already to recover from the weeks of grueling training sessions Lord Gyoroe had put them through.

      Everyone looked expectantly at one another, waiting for someone to have an idea. Then Enashoma leapt to her feet.

      “Oh! With me getting a kavaru and all, I’d totally forgotten. I planned a good-luck party for you.” She gestured. “Come on!”

      They followed Enashoma through the doors leading from the Dining Hall to an outer garden they rarely visited. In fact, Turesobei only recalled entering this area once before. Like with the other gardens, high walls separated it from those to either side and from the nothingness that lay just beyond the Nexus.

      Servants had stacked logs into a fire pit in the garden’s center. Cushions and trays for tea and food were arranged on the grass around it. A servant off to the side began playing a light tune on a zither, while another stepped forward and dropped a small torch into the fire pit. Apparently, the logs had been doused in oil, because they instantly burst into flames.

      Turesobei settled onto the cushions between Kurine and Iniru. Enashoma and Zaiporo snuggled together on the opposite side, with Turesobei’s amber hounds, Rig and Ohma, nestling at their feet.

      Awasa hesitated as Motekeru stared into the fire. The flickering flames animated his terrible features, making him appear more nightmarish than normal. After a few moments, he shook his head, as if he had suddenly come to his senses.

      “I will go meditate now,” he announced.

      As he turned to leave, Awasa grabbed his arm. “Stay. Please…for me.”

      He met her eyes…paused…then looked over her shoulder at the fire. He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll come with you,” she said.

      “Remain here with your friends and enjoy the evening.”

      She frowned, started to say something, then nodded silently. Turesobei wished he could help her feel more welcome, but he could hardly abandon Kurine and Iniru to sit with Awasa. Even he understood what a disaster that would be.

      “Lady Awasa, come sit by me!” Lu Bei said.

      She spun around, a surprised expression creasing her face. “What? Me?”

      Lu Bei patted a cushion beside him. “Yes—” he hiccuped “—you.” He laughed, sloshing tea from his bowl. “Silly demon girl.”

      Eyes narrowed in suspicion, Awasa approached slowly, then knelt carefully beside him. “If you’re going to play a trick on me then—” She recoiled. “Ugh! What’s that smell?”

      “Karion whiskey.”

      “You spiked your tea?”

      “Of course!” He cast bluish sparks from his hands into the air. “It’s a party, don’t you know?”

      “Oh…great,” Awasa groaned, though a faint grin tugged at her face.

      Turesobei would have to remember to thank the fetch for including Awasa. Assuming Lu Bei didn’t overdo it and cause problems. Which, now that he thought of it, was likely, since he and Awasa had never gotten along with one another.

      Bathed in the warmth of the crackling fire and cooled by a breeze, both girls—leanly-muscled Iniru and curvy Kurine—snuggled up with Turesobei. The servant played a bright love song on the zither. The full moon shined down from above. The scent of woodsmoke merged with that of the night-blooming jasmine and honeysuckle hanging from the nearby trellis. Bowls of tea, sweet cakes, and wine were crammed onto the tables beside them. Everyone was happy, laughing and chatting with one another.

      Iniru leaned in. He looked intently into her golden eyes, surrounded by downy, red-brown fur. She kissed him deeply. Warmth spread throughout his chest into his gut and along his neck and face. By his side, Kurine tensed up, but she didn’t release his arm. Iniru drew away, traced a finger along his cheek, then shoved him—gently—toward Kurine.

      Scared, excited, and mystified, he half-turned. Kurine’s emerald eyes and a nervous smile met him. She brushed her golden mane back, exposing the white fur of her neckline. Iniru squished her fingers tightly in-between his. She trembled, ever so slightly. So did he.

      Kurine blushed. Was she waiting for him to make a move? He inched his face toward her, then hesitated. She surged in and kissed him just as deeply as Iniru had. The warmth within Turesobei tripled.

      This moment…surrounded by friends and beauty…with both girls he loved sharing him…it was perfect.

      Too perfect.

      I’m so going to die tomorrow.
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      “Master!” Lu Bei patted him on the arm. “Master, it’s an emergency!”

      He swatted at the fetch. “Go away.”

      “It’s important, Master. I swear.”

      The girl in the bed with him rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Lu, what’s wrong?”

      Groaning, he shoved her away. “Leave us…” he couldn’t remember her name “…girl. Go now.”

      Naked and frightened, she scurried out of his room. She didn’t even look familiar. Oh well.

      “What is it this time?”

      “A thief,” Lu Bei said.

      “Again? You don’t need me to deal with a thief. Summon Motekeru.”

      “A thief broke into your vault, Master.”

      He was on his feet instantly. “What did they take?”

      “All I saw missing were…” Lu Bei frowned in worry “…were the kavaru of the Council of Nine.”

      He threw on a robe and grabbed his sword Yomifano. “How long?”

      “An hour at most. When the second guard patrol showed for duty, they found the first shift neutralized.”

      He raced out into the hallway. “Why didn’t my alarm wards sound? How did they make it past my defenses? And what about my demon guardians?”

      “Master, I don’t know how, but they didn’t set off any of the alarms, and they opened the vault with ease. As for your demon guardians, they have been banished back to the nether reaches. Motekeru is in pursuit of the thief, along with a dozen of your finest.”

      “Did he get a look at him?”

      Lu Bei shook his head. “Motekeru is doing a wide sweep looking for…anything. Before I came to alert you, I did a quick flyover, but I couldn’t detect a kenja trail of any type.”

      He paused and let out a deep breath. “You might as well recall the search. Only one person could break in here and exit without leaving a trace. And they will never find her.”

      “Nalsyrra, Master? But why would she ask you to stop the Council and then steal the stones? She could have done it all herself.”

      “Why does she do anything?”

      “That’s true, Master,” Lu Bei said, nodding. “She is inscrutable.”

      “We can only hope she won’t do something equally terrible with those kavaru.”

      “I think she was sincere when she said the Kaiaru race should not be restarted,” the fetch said.

      “She always seems sincere.”

      He walked back into his room, put Yomifano on its stand, and took off his robe. “Lu Bei, inventory the vault. Make certain nothing else was stolen, and check that everything in there is genuine. Send that girl back in first, though. And while you’re at it, find out her name for me.”

      

      Turesobei awoke with Lu Bei sitting on his chest. Iniru and Kurine lay on either side of him, where they had fallen asleep at some point during Enashoma’s good luck party. The fetch briefly put a finger across his lips and motioned for him to follow. He carefully extracted himself from between the sleeping girls and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Awasa must have gone in to bed at some point, because her spot around the still smoldering fire pit was empty. Enashoma and Zaiporo lay curled up together on the other side.

      The fetch beckoned to him from the doorway. Turesobei tiptoed around his friends’ sleeping forms and followed the nervous fetch back to his room. Once he slid the door shut, Lu Bei finally settled on the edge of his desk.

      Turesobei knelt on the reed mat in front of him. “What's wrong?”

      “You were talking in your sleep.”

      "Oh." The dream, Chonda Lu's memories, came rushing back. “What did I say?”

      “You muttered a few names is all,” Lu Bei said. “Was it a bad dream?”

      He rubbed his temples. “I don’t really remember.”

      Lu Bei nodded decisively. “Probably just as well, master.”

      He could tell that Lu Bei understood he was lying, in case Lord Gyoroe was listening in. These dreams always left him with more questions than answers. It would help if he and Lu Bei were able talk freely but, even if they could, the fetch obviously didn't know everything.

      Turesobei stared at the fetch.

      In the dream, Lu Bei had been able to fly around without a distance restriction, and he’d been able to track kenja trails. The fetch often claimed he used to have a lot of other powers, including the ability to turn invisible. Maybe he was telling the truth about that. It was always hard to tell.

      At the beginning, Lu Bei had claimed he could only stay in fetch form if Turesobei focused on him. That had turned out to be a lie, though it was true he was the source of Lu Bei’s power. That’s why the storm energy had caused the fetch to grow and gain the ability to cast sparks. It had doubled his range, too. Lu Bei had not, however, regained any of his old abilities, despite the massive storm energy they had both absorbed. So either the fetch was hiding those abilities, or different power sources led to different types of abilities.

      Lu Bei’s face creased with worry. “Something wrong, master?”

      “Just worrying about the mission tomorrow. I could use a cup of tea.”

      “Right-o, master! Tea ahead!”

      Turesobei gave up on getting any more sleep and fixed himself a bath instead. He slipped into the hot water with a sigh and pondered what the dream had meant. Nine stones…ten personalities…a powerful Kaiaru named Nalsyrra who told Chonda Lu about the threat posed by the Council of Nine, and then apparently stole the kavaru which were now bound to Gyoroe. There were big pieces missing from the puzzle and knowing them might give him the edge he needed to defeat the Blood King.

      Solving this would be so much easier if Turesobei had direct access to Chonda Lu’s memories instead of receiving random dreams. But that thought made him shiver, despite the hot bath. He'd almost rather just go up to the Blood King and ask how he had gotten the stones.
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      With a sizzle like water tossed on hot iron, the flickering portal within the stone arch of the Spring Gate closed and disappeared. Her friends gone, Enashoma collapsed to her knees, raking in shallow breaths. The blissful feelings from the night of companionship around the campfire vanished.

      She was all alone with the Blood King now.

      As the Nexus seemed to close in on her, Enashoma’s muscles trembled. Her heart thundered in her chest, and her breath caught.

      The Blood King knelt beside her. “Breathe, girl, and all will be well.”

      She tried to take a few deep breaths, but only ended up gasping.

      “You are worried about being forever stuck here with me, yes?”

      She nodded.

      “Your brother will not abandon you. If I thought he might, I would have also kept Kurine here as additional collateral.”

      “I know he...won’t abandon…me….” she panted. “He should...but he won’t. It’s just that...he...he might...”

      “Perish? Well, that is a risk, of course.” He gently touched her shoulder. “Calm your mind. Focus on your kavaru.”

      Enashoma considered the deep amethyst channeling stone on her forehead, held there by an iron circlet covered with silver filigree. After only half a day of wearing it, the stone and the circlet still felt alien.

      “I don’t have…a clue how to…use it.”

      That statement wasn’t entirely true. Once, when Turesobei was unconscious after absorbing the energy of the Storm Dragon's Heart, she had called power from his stone. But she thought it dangerous to let the Blood King know she had connected with a kavaru before.

      “I want you to focus on it anyway. And take deep breaths. Calm your spirit as Hannya taught you during your mudra training sessions.”

      She gave him a worried look.

      “You do not have to open your mind to the stone,” he said, “if you are not yet ready.”

      Enashoma relaxed enough to manage a few shallow breaths. She didn’t care how kind Nāa seemed in her visions, or how much Lu Bei praised him. The idea of intimately connecting with another soul, especially one so foreign and alien, frightened her. Ever since she had seen him during her test, Enashoma had felt him there at the edges of her mind. And now that everyone was gone and there were no more feasts or friends to distract her, no more Zaiporo to cuddle with, she feared she wouldn’t be able to keep blocking him out.

      She curled the fingers of each hand into a relatively simple mudra and focused her mind on the image of a breeze dancing across a field of lavender. Slowly, her breaths deepened, and her muscles relaxed.

      Then she felt it—the faint rhythmic pulse of the amethyst kavaru, the beat of a long-dead Kaiaru’s heart. An intense serenity came over her, overpowering her desire to rip the circlet off her head and toss it aside.

      “Feeling better?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Good. You understand I do not mean you harm, right?”

      “You don’t?” she asked incredulously.

      “I will not punish you if your companions do not return.”

      “You said you would torture me.”

      “Only as a threat, to make sure your brother returns.” He smiled. “Worry not. If you get stuck here, I will not harm you.” His smiled faded, and a deeper color flickered in his eyes. “But I must warn you not to tell your brother what I just said. I do not want to weaken my threat.”

      “I swear, I won’t. Not that telling him would make a difference. He would never abandon me here.” She chewed at her lip. “To be honest, I’m less worried about Turesobei returning. He always makes it through, somehow. He’s powerful and has his special destiny. But the others...they don’t all have his abilities...they might not all make it back....”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted to gray. Those morose eyes marked a brooding personality they had rarely seen and hardly interacted with.

      “I understand.” He took her hand in his, as if comforting a friend. “You may not believe me, but I went through exactly this situation myself. Many times.” His voice fell to a whisper. “My mother set out on many journeys, traveling…on a sailing ship, I think. She would be gone for many months. My sister and I worried so much that we could hardly stand it.”

      “But she always returned, right?”

      “Until I was sixteen.”

      “What happened?”

      He frowned deeply. “I…I do not remember.” He shook his head. “It was so very long ago, and I think this is the first time I have thought of it in millennia.”

      “My father died on his last adventure—Turesobei’s first. Until then, I had thought my father would always return. He had seemed so invincible to me.”

      “My father disappeared when I was very young. I do not remember him.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments, both staring at the gate. The Blood King had never before seemed so human to Enashoma.

      “I am sorry you must endure this,” he said. “But at least you understand now that I would never make you go through it lightly. I would not wish such torment on another.”

      That was odd, because he didn’t mind making them writhe in excruciating agony with his torture spell whenever he was the least bit peeved.

      “This is simply how life works,” the Blood King said. “My sister and I took on the same job my mother had held. We ventured out...out onto the starry seas. And eventually we too....” His voice choked, he winced, then he doubled over as if in pain.

      She reached out a hand then pulled it back. “Are you okay?”

      He righted himself, his eyes turning violet. “Of course.” He stood. “Wait here if you want. I have better things to do.”

      “Aren’t you going to start teaching me?”

      “Not yet. You need to spend time getting used to the feel of the kavaru. And you need to learn to accept that you are a bonded host.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “For starters, you should stop blocking your mind and your pathways to keep Nāa from contacting you again.”

      “How did you know I was doing that?”

      “It was easy enough to see, for someone with my powers, and given your brother's destiny, even easier to guess.” The Blood King eyed her fiercely. “You will report to me every morning at dawn to update me on your progress in communing with Nāa.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he swept away, down the steps from the Gate Platform, and out into the courtyard. Then he disappeared.

      Enashoma shivered. Turesobei might be used to dealing with the Blood King’s sudden mood shifts, but she wasn’t. And all that about his parents and sister.... He had seemed human, almost too human, and that had made her even more uncomfortable. Something within him was deeply twisted.

      Enashoma’s gaze returned to the gate. She took a deep breath. She couldn’t just sit here waiting on the platform. They would be gone for hours, perhaps days. She should try to distract herself.

      The kavaru pulsed eagerly. She really should try bonding with the stone. No, bonding wasn’t the right term. She was already a bonded host, whatever that meant. She only had to open her mind to Nāa.

      And she did need to…commune…with him to find out what he wanted, find out why he had awoken and what was so special about her. Procrastinating wouldn't help anyone. She needed to learn as much as she could as quickly as possible. If they ever got a chance to escape, as unlikely as that might seem, she wanted to do her part.
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      Though it seemed as if they were speeding through a tunnel of white clouds, Turesobei knew they were simply passing through the Wraithspace at incredible speed.

      Not entirely unlike the Shadowland, the Wraithspace was a ghostly realm which lay underneath, or perhaps between, all the other places in the universe. He had been trapped there briefly, though he remembered little of what had happened, except something vague about Chonda Lu and being attacked by demons. Upon escaping, he had teleported back into the Nexus and had nearly died because he arrived in a rose bush, its thorny vines woven through his body.

      Turesobei stumbled out of the tunnel onto the other side of the gate and found the others waiting on him: Motekeru and the hounds, Rig and Ohma. Awasa in her new, lightweight armor of azure and black. Zaiporo in heavy armor of burgundy and green. Iniru in her sleek black and smoke garb of partial plates and thick padding, which was as heavy as it could be without diminishing her mobility. And Kurine in the finest armor Lord Gyoroe had given any of them: lacquered plates of scarlet and gold, etched with intricate spiral designs and protective runes. Turesobei’s green armor with burgundy trim paled in comparison to hers.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone had made it through safely. Lu Bei crawled out from his pack and spiraled up into the sky.

      “I’ll see what’s about,” he said, “other than those big uglies.”

      The big uglies stood more than a hundred paces away from them. It was a large group of native zaboko dressed in animal skins, bearing stone tools and a few bronze axes. The gate stood at the edge of their village, a well ordered cluster of huts constructed from timber, reeds, and hides.

      A yellow sun blared overhead. Kurine shielded her eyes. “Is this what your sun looks like?”

      “That’s it,” Turesobei replied, basking in its warmth.

      “It’s terribly bright. And the sky—it’s so blue!” Under the dying red sun of her world, the sky had been purple. “So much warmth, and so many trees! They’re as thick as falling snow.”

      Except for the village’s clearing, a forest stretched in all directions as far as they could see, though Turesobei thought he saw the glimmer of a river in the distance. No doubt, the stream that ran beside the village fed into it.

      The villagers continued to simply stare at them in awe, and more were rushing out from their huts and gardens to come see the strange visitors.

      Turesobei turned to Hannya. “I know every realm is centered on what is, in our world, Zangaiden, but at what point in time is the Spring Realm located? Our future or our past?”

      “Is it important?” Hannya asked.

      “Seems like it could be.”

      “This is three millennia before your time, not long after the zaboko first settled this part of Okoro, driving the k’chasa westward. This was Lord Gyoroe’s first attempt at capturing a portion of Okoro in the past.” She sighed. “You should get moving now.”

      “Will you be okay here?” Awasa asked her.

      “I can handle myself against a few dozen awestruck villagers,” Hannya said with annoyance.

      Everyone gathered near Turesobei. He couldn’t teleport anyone more than ten paces away from him. He closed his eyes and focused his mind. While he had practiced teleporting the others within the Nexus, this was the first time using this particular teleportation spell, and there was no room for error. He had to get it right the first time. He carefully recited the spell, then they were jerked forward through another white tunnel. A few seconds later, they popped safely back into the world.

      Turesobei pumped his fist. “Did it!”

      Zaiporo’s face screwed up in alarm. “Were you that worried about it?”

      Turesobei shrugged. “I was confident. But you never really know till you try.”

      “Comforting,” Zaiporo grumbled.

      This new location was breathtaking. They stood on the mossy, fern-covered bank of a river. The opposite bank was curtained by weeping willow trees. In one direction, the river wound its way out into a relatively sparse woodland. In the other direction, loomed a cliff and a massive waterfall that plunged into a wide pool. Sunlight sparkled on the water.

      “Wow!” Kurine exclaimed. “This…this is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

      “I assumed Zangaiden was flat, more or less,” Zaiporo said. “Since that’s how it was in the Ancient Cold and Deep.”

      “In our world, at least, there’s a relatively flat highland shelf,” Iniru said, “then there’s a drop-off, and the land goes mostly flat again, all the way out to the sea.” She peered around. “This may be the edge of that shelf.”

      “This river probably formed the canyon we traveled through in the Ancient Cold and Deep,” Lu Bei said. He flew up high, circled a few times, and came back down. “I didn’t see anyone or anything nearby.”

      “I don’t like this place,” Awasa said.

      “But it’s gorgeous here,” Kurine replied.

      “Yes,” Awasa countered, “but it feels ugly.”

      Turesobei pointed. “According to Hannya, the heart stone is in a cave behind the waterfall.” He scanned the area with his kenja-sight, but that didn’t reveal any threats. “I suspect the guardians will appear as soon as we enter, so we may be fighting in close quarters.”

      Iniru took point and crept forward. “Let’s get it over with then.”

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Turesobei said. “My kenja-sight is active.”

      “It would be best if we lured them out,” Zaiporo said. “I’d much rather fight out here on the bank than in the water, on those slippery rocks, or confined within the cave.”

      Turesobei stopped Iniru. “Wait. Before we face the enemy, we need to take this chance to talk without Hannya or Lord Gyoroe listening in on us.”

      “What if the Blood King is controlling one of us without our knowledge?” Awasa asked. “Like the Warlock did with me, only more subtle. One of us could be a spy.”

      “He doesn’t believe in compulsion or possession,” Turesobei said.

      “Assuming he’s telling the truth,” Iniru responded. “And what about the spells on our armor?”

      “I’ve examined those,” Turesobei said, “and there’s nothing to worry about. And I do believe him about the compulsion and possession. It’s not his style. We’re just going to have to take the risk that he has no way to listen in on us out here.”

      “So what do we need to discuss?” Kurine asked.

      “First, let’s assume I can find a way to free Enashoma and get us through one of the gates before he can stop us. The signal that it’s time for you to all be ready to go to the gate platform at any moment will be how I order dinner. After I’ve finished my normal meal, I will ask for a bowl of eggs and fried rice, but then I’ll take one bite and push it away, saying that I didn’t want it after all.”

      “You don’t think that’s too subtle?” Zaiporo asked.

      “We can’t risk Lord Gyoroe noticing anything unusual.”

      “Do you have an idea about how to get Enashoma free?” Kurine asked.

      “I would need a counter spell more precise than what I have access to, something specifically designed to counter a device of that nature, plus all ten of his names—just to have a chance.”

      “He has nine kavaru but ten names?” Iniru asked.

      “That’s correct,” Lu Bei answered. “He is not the original bearer of any of them. And I have no idea who he was. Nothing about him seems familiar to me.”

      “So I guess whoever he was,” Turesobei reasoned, “he was working with Nalsyrra, and she gave him the kavaru of the Council of Nine.”

      “Master originally suspected Nalsyrra was the thief,” Motekeru said. “But later, he was able to prove it was not her. I was tasked with tracking down the actual thief, but I failed and…was severely punished.”

      Lu Bei cleared his throat. “The names of the nine Kaiaru are…are…” He cleared his throat again and tried a few more times, but nothing would come out. “Sorry, master, he hit me with a serious no tattling whammy.”

      “I cannot say the names either, master,” Motekeru said.

      “Can you think them, Lu Bei?” Turesobei asked.

      Lu Bei nodded.

      “Good. Awasa, I need your help.”

      “Right.” She stepped up to Lu Bei, held her left hand in a mudra, and with her right touched him on the forehead. Lu Bei’s eyes went wide, and he batted them rapidly. Then he reached out and touched the eight-pointed star on her forehead. He chewed on his lip, frowned heavily, then took on a sad, worried look. Whatever was going on between them, Turesobei was certain it wasn’t just an exchange of names.

      “Got them,” Awasa said, pulling away. “They’re—”

      “Don’t speak them,” Turesobei said. “Just pass them on to me telepathically.”

      “Since when can you do that?” Zaiporo asked Awasa.

      “I discovered it by accident, during a sparring match with Kurine. I didn’t tell anyone because we don’t want the Blood King to find out.”

      “And I only found out when I teleported her to the Workshop for the first time,” Turesobei said.

      Touching his forehead, she gave the names to Turesobei, and he committed them to memory.

      “What did you and Lu Bei discuss?” he asked telepathically.

      “Private matters. Please, please don’t order him to tell you.”

      “Okay. I won’t.” He smiled, then said out loud. “Thank you, Wasa. Those names give me a lot more hope that I can find a way to—”

      “Master, behind you!” Lu Bei yelled. “Look out!”
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      Turesobei started to draw his sword as he spun around, but something struck him hard from behind and knocked him flying. Narrowly missing a pile of jagged rocks, he landed in the river.

      When he clawed his way to the surface, gasping for air, he heard shouts and fighting. The armor had protected him from the blow, but the impact had knocked the wind out of him. Luckily, he was near the edge and not out in the deep portion of the river, so the water only came up to his waist. He waded toward the nearby rocks.

      Behind him, something slithered. He turned to see a giant snake the length of five denekon riding mounts slide off the bank and swim toward him. It had the face of a carp with horns sprouting from its head. He thrust his hand into his spell pouch and thought of the spell of the dark-fire blast. The bamboo strip snapped instantly into his fingers. But he wasn’t going to have time to cast it.

      He tried to dodge out of the way, but the serpent-kagi was fast, and the water was slowing him down. He wasn’t going to make it.

      Just before the snake reached him, a hammer smacked into its head, splattering brains everywhere. Having thrown everything into that strike, Kurine slipped off a rock and fell into the water.

      Turesobei caught her. “You saved me.”

      “That’s my job.”

      On the shore, the rest of his companions were locked in battle against a dozen identical serpent monsters. Zaiporo abandoned his bow and drew his sword as one rushed toward him. Turesobei decided to go ahead and use the spell strip in his hand. He did a quick-cast of the spell, and a searing blast of purple flames and liquid shadow incinerated the serpent-kagi before it could reach Zaiporo.

      The water in the plunge pool started bubbling, as if it were boiling. An oily fish smell filled the air. Four more serpent-kagi launched out from the pool, followed by one five times the size of the others. He assumed that was the main guardian. Immediately, he drew a strip and began casting the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon. It had been stupid of him not to summon the dragon as soon as they had arrived.

      One of the serpents lunged toward Awasa. She rolled underneath it and drove Fangthorn up through its head. Iniru deftly sliced through one, while dodging the attacks of another. Lu Bei zoomed around a serpent, throwing sparks in its face to keep it distracted. Motekeru tackled a kagi and ripped it in half. One sped toward Awasa, and a second toward Iniru. Zaiporo picked up his bow and peppered both with arrows.

      Two rushed toward Turesobei and Kurine. She stepped forward, shield raised, to defend him. The new serpents and the large serpent kagi-ga streamed toward his friends, who were still busy fighting the initial batch.

      Motekeru intercepted one heading for Iniru, slashing it deeply along the side, but before he could finish it off, another one coiled around him, pinning his arms to his side. Iniru killed the one she’d been fighting, then leapt toward Motekeru to free him. But a serpent knocked her down and began to coil around her as well. Lu Bei continued to zap one, while the amber hounds nipped into its flanks.

      The kagi-ga barreled toward Zaiporo. He put an arrow in its eye, but that did nothing to slow it down.

      Kurine hammered one of the serpents charging them. It careened off course, blood weeping from its eyes. But the second one got past her shield and hit her full-on. Its horns smacked her in the side, and she flew up out of the water, past Turesobei. The serpent was free to come after him, but it wasn’t the only thing free.

      With a howling roar, the Storm Dragon poured out from his chest. As its body of condensed thunderstorm and wings of cloud took form, the nearby serpent-kagi backed off in terror.

      Kurine got up out of the water and grasped at her ribs where her armor was ripped. Blood was seeping through. Turesobei swam toward her.

      “You okay?”

      She felt at the wounds. “He hooked into my armor and tossed me. The horns didn’t go deep, though. Just gave me some nasty scratches.” She winced. “Maybe a cracked rib.” She frowned. “I sure hope they’re not poisonous. I don’t want to go through that again.”

      Awasa faced one of the serpent-kagi with a mudra held before her and her sword held behind her back. The beast stopped in front of her, mesmerized—then she sprang forward and stabbed it between the eyes.

      Zaiporo had dodged the kagi-ga’s attack, but as it spun back toward him, it tail-whipped him and Rig, knocking both of them out into the river.

      Kurine faced off against the wounded serpent, but even with her wounds, it was no match for her one-on-one, not with the hammer the Blood King had given her.

      The Storm Dragon, fully formed, flashed across the terrain, and slammed into the serpent-kagi-ga with a sparkling blast. Mud, water, and flashes of lightning flew through the air.

      Lu Bei was a little dragon now himself, and far more dangerous. He rescued Iniru, who leapt onto the back of another serpent, and stabbed it with Sumada, killing it instantly. Then she sliced into the one on Motekeru, freeing him. Motekeru shrugged loose and finished off that serpent. Another one had wrapped around Awasa, pinning her. Turesobei struck it with the spell of a century’s enfeeblement. With a heave, she broke free, then easily killed it.

      Zaiporo and Rig, with no obvious wounds, limped onto the shore. As the Storm Dragon ripped through the now badly wounded kagi-ga, everyone else fought off the remainder of the serpents and regrouped. The battle seemed to be over.

      Yet the water in the pool was still bubbling.

      As the now bloody and burned kagi-ga finally collapsed and died, a dozen new serpent-kagi exploded out of the pool. Followed by a giant, seven-headed serpent! Each head of the monstrosity was the size of the large kagi-ga the Storm Dragon had just killed, and the body of the thing was the size of two elephants. Its carp-like eyes lit up with blue-white flames, and it made a high-pitched squeal.

      As the Storm Dragon whipped around to face it, the massive kagi-ga opened all seven of its mouths.

      “Take cover!” Turesobei yelled.
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      Zaiporo and the hounds dived behind a boulder. Motekeru braced himself and held his arms up to shield his head, while Iniru darted in behind him. Awasa crouched low, holding up Fangthorn and a defensive mudra. Turesobei did a quick-casting of the spell of lesser shielding. Kurine leapt behind him as a shimmering force field formed in front of him. She wrapped her arms around him and held her shield up to help protect them both.

      But it wasn’t an attack.

      Giant clouds of fog rolled out of the beast’s mouths. Within moments, Turesobei could barely see the rocks beside him.

      This certainly complicated things.

      A serpent crashed against his force field, causing it flicker down to half-strength. He heard his companions fighting again, but the fog was so dense it deadened the sound, so they seemed much farther away. The fog lit up, and thunder boomed as the Storm Dragon fought the giant beast. The serpent-kagi struck again, knocking out Turesobei’s shield. Kurine shield-bashed its snout, and it slithered angrily away.

      Turesobei couldn’t cast the spell of heaven’s breath without access to the storm energy, which was tied up in the Storm Dragon. So he cast the most powerful non-Kaiaru wind spell he had, centering it to swirl around him and Kurine. The spell activated, but it only gave them a few more paces of visibility.

      “Why isn’t that working?” Kurine asked.

      “Because it’s magic fog…I guess.”

      Another serpent rushed up, and Kurine engaged it.

      He could cast an anti-magic spell, but it would take a lot of time and energy to make one strong enough to disperse all this fog, assuming that would even work.

      A second serpent rushed in. He shouted a warning, and Kurine raised her shield just in time to block the attack.

      “How many of these things are there?” she asked.

      Turesobei drew his sword and helped her fight them. He quick-cast the spell of the ram’s force and wounded one, knocking it back.

      “Too many,” he said.

      More and more of them kept coming up from the plunge pool, but it wasn’t wide enough or deep enough to hold that many creatures. There had to be a magical source at the bottom of the pool that was generating them.

      “We need to find Motekeru!”

      Yet another serpent charged them. Kurine was no longer attacking. Instead, she was guarding with her shield, while wildly swinging her hammer to keep them back. Whenever they started to break through, Turesobei would rush in and attack with the white-steel shortsword Lord Gyoroe had given him.

      Lightning flashed overhead and thunder clapped, then the Storm Dragon tumbled backward overhead and crashed into the river nearby, spraying them with water. It launched back into the sky and sped toward the waterfall, disappearing amidst the fog.

      He exchanged a frightened look with Kurine. Anything that could knock the Storm Dragon down was bad news.

      “Why do you need Motekeru?” Kurine asked.

      “We need someone to get to the bottom of the—”

      He dodged aside as a serpent surged up out of the water and struck at him. As it whipped around, Iniru leapt out of the fog and slashed off its head. She joined Kurine in fighting off the serpents that were rushing them.

      “Are the others okay?” Turesobei asked Iniru.

      “Don’t know. I fought my way out here immediately. I knew we’d be doomed without you casting spells, and I was worried Kurine would get outnumbered.”

      “The serpents are going to keep coming,” he said. “If Motekeru isn’t available, then I need to take Sumada from you, go down to the bottom of the pool, and destroy whatever’s down there that’s generating them.”

      “I’m the better swimmer,” Iniru said. “You and Kurine cover me.”

      “Wait. I’ll shield you.” He cast the spell of the lesser force field, so that it encased her in a bubble. Then he cast the spell of prodigious leaping on her. A brief wave of dizziness passed, the result of him overdoing it with the spell casting. Evoking the Storm Dragon was difficult enough, and quick-casting spells made them a lot harder.

      “The force field will move along with you, without slowing you down, and it will keep a pocket of air around you. But it can only take about two hits from these things. I also put leaping on you, full strength.”

      “I love that spell,” Iniru said, as she stabbed a serpent in the eye. “See you in a bit!”

      “Don’t you want us to—”

      Iniru leapt high up into the air and disappeared into the fog.

      “Did she just jump straight into the pool from here?” Kurine asked.

      “I think so.”

      “I hope her aim was good,” she said, “because I’m not even sure what direction the pool’s in anymore.”

      Turesobei and Kurine tried to fight their way toward the plunge pool, but it was tough going. They couldn’t see anything, and all they could hear was the thunder blasts, howling roars, and piercing cries of the Storm Dragon and the kagi-ga as they battled.

      He was starting to worry. “Do you think I should dive down and check on her?”

      “Give it another minute,” Kurine said.

      A serpent rushed in and snapped at him. He twisted to the side and attacked, but his stab missed. Kurine hammered it aside, but she couldn’t get her shield around before another one slammed into her and gashed her arm with its fangs.

      As it coiled back to strike again, Iniru dove on top of it and plunged Sumada through its head. Turesobei blasted another serpent with a weak fire spell, wounding it. Despite the wound to her arm clearly sapping her strength, Kurine finished it off. Then Iniru killed the only other one nearby.

      “There was a huge mollusk shell, bigger than Motekeru, at the bottom,” Iniru said. “The serpents were coming out of it. I shattered it with Sumada.”

      The fog had cleared a little. Though they still couldn't see the others, Turesobei heard them battling on the shore.

      “Why is it taking the Storm Dragon so long to beat that thing?” Kurine asked.

      “I saw them fighting,” Iniru said. “Its heads keep regenerating.”

      “Let’s go into the cave then,” Turesobei said, “and see if something in there is helping it regenerate.”

      They climbed out of the river and raced along the bank toward the waterfall. Turesobei's wind spell was still active, and it was extending their visibility further now that the fog was starting to dissipate.

      They ran into Awasa, who was doubled over, catching her breath.

      “You alright?” Turesobei asked.

      She nodded. “I will be.”

      “Have you seen the others?” Kurine asked.

      “Lu Bei is helping in the fight against the big monster, and Motekeru jumped up onto its back. I don't know where Zaiporo is.”

      “Right here,” he said, limping in. “One of them got me on the calf. But unless the bites are poisonous, I'll live.” He shifted stiffly. “Of course, I’ve taken a few dozen bruises to go along with it.”

      The hounds limped up behind him. One was bleeding on the flank, the other on its muzzle.

      “I’d be dead if not for these guys,” Zaiporo said.

      “We’re going into the cave to see if something in there’s helping the kagi-ga regenerate,” Turesobei said.

      Suddenly, the giant demon beast bellowed pitifully. Three blasts of lightning flashed. Then something large splashed into the river.

      The fog disappeared within seconds. The giant body of the kagi-ga lay dead, floating in the river, smoke rising off the scorched parts that weren’t submerged.

      Motekeru crawled off its back and tossed aside a section of vertebrae as he went. He stomped up to join them on the bank.

      “All about finding the right spot.”

      Turesobei was pretty sure ripping out any section of backbone was sufficient to kill most anything. The Storm Dragon crackled overhead, along with Storm Dragon Lu Bei. Turesobei recalled the power and staggered back into Awasa.

      Lu Bei returned to himself and frowned at all the serpent corpses lying around. “Gross! Let's clear out before it starts to stink even worse.”

      “Time for the cave?” Zaiporo asked.

      Turesobei nodded. “Let’s be careful, though. Even if the heart stone has appeared, there may be traps ahead.”
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      They stepped cautiously across a series of rocks that led through the shallows along the side of the cliff, right up to the waterfall. Motekeru leapt through the cascade of water.

      “You can step through,” he said. “There’s a ledge that leads up. Just be careful. The ledge is covered in slimy algae.”

      One by one, they stepped through the waterfall and crawled up the slippery ledge, which was far more treacherous than Motekeru had led them to believe. Apparently, he had forgotten they didn’t have claws on their feet like he did.

      The cave was dimly illuminated by fluorescent algae and the glowing green runes on the cylindrical heart stone, which sat atop a four-foot-high pedestal in the middle of the cave. Turesobei cast the spell of the moon mirrors, and the entire cave filled with light, as nine shining discs appeared above them.

      The mouth of the cave was nearly as wide as the waterfall, but the interior steadily narrowed until the cave ended after about thirty paces. At the mouth, the ceiling was at least twenty paces high, but at the back, there was barely enough room to stand without having to hunch over. Aside from the size of the cave and its location, the only remarkable thing was the pedestal holding the heart stone and the mass of small pebbles surrounding it, pebbles that didn’t seem natural to the location.

      Turesobei eased forward carefully toward the heart stone, until he struck an invisible barrier and couldn’t get any closer. He drew a spell strip. “Now, we just have to break in.”

      “Hold on,” Iniru said. “Let’s try the easy way first.”

      She sliced into the barrier with Sumada. As the sword tore through it, the force field shimmered visibly. But the energy immediately filled back into place, sealing the cut. Then the force field disappeared again.

      Turesobei cast the spell of heaven’s wrath. The lightning blasted the force field, ricocheted off, thundered between Motekeru and Awasa, and sped off through the waterfall. The force field was flickering blue.

      “Watch it!” Lu Bei said.

      “Torment’s balls,” Zaiporo said, “you could’ve fried us all with that.”

      Everyone looked surprised and scared, especially Iniru. Instinctively, she had placed a hand on her belly. The Blood King had reflected that very spell back onto her. It had burned a hole through her stomach, killing her. She was only alive now because the Blood King had brought her back to life, a feat he wouldn’t be able to achieve a second time.

      The force field stopped flickering. Turesobei reached out, and his hand struck the invisible barrier again. “That wasn’t enough.”

      “So what now?” Kurine asked.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” Turesobei said. “Awasa, you strike it with Fangthorn. Kurine, use your hammer. Iniru, use Sumada. Motekeru, use your claws. And I will hit it with the spell of heaven’s wrath.” He tossed Zaiporo his white-steel shortsword. “Zaiporo, you hit it with this. I’ll ready the spell then count to three.”

      Turesobei cast and held his spell, which he couldn’t do for long with one this powerful. He counted up to three, then they all struck the barrier at once. The force field turned blue then shattered, with bits of energy sputtering off like the ghosts of glowing butterflies.

      Turesobei reached out. Nothing stopped him. The force field was gone. He drew his hand back just before his fingers touched the heart stone.

      “We did it!” Lu Bei shouted. “We won!”

      The fetch flew through the air shaking his butt and singing a ridiculous victory song.

      Everyone else let out a sigh of relief before laughing and cheering. Fatigued from fighting and then casting a difficult spell twice in a row, Turesobei fell onto his backside, breathing hard.

      “You okay?” Iniru asked.

      “Just exhausted. Kurine, how’s your arm and your ribs?”

      Kurine was walking around the pedestal with her head down, as if she were searching for something. “My wounds are okay for now,” she replied distantly.

      “Zai?” Turesobei asked.

      “My leg hurts like hell, but it can wait.”

      Turesobei had spell strips for healing, but he could only afford to treat serious wounds. He needed to save his strength for teleporting them back.

      “I’m going to rest for a few minutes,” he said. “There’s a lot of energy flowing into this location, so I should be able to recharge my internal kenja faster than normal.”

      Everyone sat down, except Kurine who continued to search around the pedestal. She seemed to be looking at all the pebbles, but he had no idea why.

      Turesobei stared at the cylinder. He was honestly terrified of taking it.

      If the Blood King had told him the truth, then removing it from here wouldn’t hurt the realm or the people in it. However, he would be permanently severing the power of Razakan, Lord of the Rivers. Assuming Razakan was still out there somewhere, he would go back to being a normal Kaiaru. That didn’t bother Turesobei much.

      What really worried him was that taking the heart stone meant giving Lord Gyoroe what he needed to further his aims. Up until now, only Turesobei had benefited from their deal.

      Kurine picked up a few pebbles, then tossed them aside. Apparently unsatisfied, she began to kick through the stones, redistributing them.

      “What are you doing?” Turesobei asked her.

      “Oh…um…you never saw my rock collection back home, did you? Well…I’m starting a new one. I’m going to take a stone from each site to commemorate our victories.”

      “There are plenty of stones to choose from,” Iniru said, with a hint of annoyance in her voice.

      “The trick is to find a special stone that’s unique, so you’ll remember where it came from,” Kurine said.

      All of the many gray pebbles looked basically the same to Turesobei. There wasn’t even much difference in their sizes.

      “Aha!” The pebble Kurine picked up was gray like the others, except for a subtle pattern of blue spirals. “I found the perfect one.”

      Iniru shook her head, and Turesobei shrugged. A rock collection was unusual, but maybe not for a goronku. There were probably many cultural differences he still didn’t know about.

      Turesobei walked over to the cylinder and sighed. “Okay, here goes.”

      He grabbed the heart stone, and raw power surged through him, along with thousands of indecipherable images and, oddly enough, voices. Heart racing, mind numb, he staggered back. Holding onto the stone was like having two more Storm Dragons inside him, maybe more. It nearly overwhelmed him. If there had been even a small amount of energy more in the cylinder, he could not have handled it.

      “Whoa! What a rush!”

      “You okay?” Kurine asked.

      “Perfectly fine. Energized, in fact.” He took deep breaths and tried to slow his heart rate. He felt all jittery, as if he’d had far too many bowls of black tea. “The Blood King does not need all this power. Nothing good can come from it.”

      “Master, after a while torture becomes tolerable, almost pleasant,” Motekeru said, “especially if all pleasures are denied you. Provided you don’t go mad, of course.”

      Everyone stared at him.

      “I was simply pointing out the alternative. If you don’t want to be tortured, then continue helping the Blood King, while trying to find a way to stop him.”

      “That’s what I’ve been doing,” Turesobei said with exasperation.

      “I think,” Lu Bei said, “that what the big guy is trying to say, in his own creepy way, is that you’ve already made your choice, so stop moping about the alternative you’re unwilling to take.”

      “Fair enough,” Turesobei said, nodding. “You’re right, of course.”

      “How’s the defeat the bad guy plan going?” Zaiporo asked.

      “I have no idea what to do, but at least I know his names now. Plus, I’ve mastered the Storm Dragon, and I’ve learned new spells. That’s a start. But I’m certain that to have even a chance at beating him—” he lifted the cylinder “—I’m going to need to understand how these work.”

      “There’s one thing I need to mention before we go back,” Lu Bei said. “I think you all know this already, but it’s best to be certain. Do not say anything about Enashoma’s brush or her origami creatures. The Blood King does not need to learn about that.”

      “I had wondered why she wasn’t making any, since it makes her so happy,” Zaiporo said. “But I didn’t bring it up because I figured there was a reason.”

      “The Maker’s Brush is connected to our lineage and Nāa, isn’t it?” Turesobei asked.

      Lu Bei nodded. “Please, do not ask me to say more. Because what I can say, I do not wish to.”

      “Have it your way,” Turesobei said with a sigh.

      “Shoma’s going to be okay with that stone, right?” Zaiporo asked.

      “The kavaru itself won’t hurt her,” Turesobei said, “and Lu Bei and Hannya both said Nāa was a gentle soul. I think she’ll be okay. And who knows, maybe Nāa will know something that could help us escape.”

      “We can hope,” Lu Bei said.

      “Do we need to go back outside to teleport?” Iniru asked.

      “I can cast the spell from here just fine.” Turesobei held out the cylinder. “And with all this energy in my hands, it will be a cinch. Unless I mispronounce a syllable or something.”

      They all groaned, not wanting to be reminded that a single stutter could obliterate them all. Moments later, they were safely back at the gate.

      Hannya congratulated them on their success. The villagers had brought her offerings of food and jewels and were currently bowing and singing to her.

      “I had forgotten how good this feels,” she said. “I almost wish I could stay longer and bask in it.”

      Hannya turned around and chanted the spell to open the gate. When the portal activated, they stepped through. Moments later, they arrived back in the Nexus.

      Lord Gyoroe and Enashoma met them on the platform. While Enashoma rushed into Zaiporo’s arms, Gyoroe stepped forward eagerly.

      “My great work.” His fiery blue-white eyes glowed with passion as he took the cylinder into his hands. “You all have my eternal thanks. Take a week off to prepare for your next battle.”

      Lord Gyoroe hurried off toward the Throne Room, with Hannya following in his wake.

      “I guess I will tend to everyone’s injuries,” Turesobei said.

      After everyone was healed, and Enashoma had fussed over Zaiporo and probed them with a million questions about the battle, Iniru asked, “How about tomorrow we take a swim in the Bath to celebrate?”

      “But we just fought nasty water creatures,” Awasa complained.

      “That’s why I want a pleasant water experience to balance it out,” Iniru said. “I was the one who had to dive down to the bottom, after all.”

      Awasa groaned. “I really don’t want to.”

      “Oh, come on,” Iniru countered. “We all know you’re just going to go to your room and soak in the tub all night. What’s a little more water going to hurt?”

      “I’ll think about it,” Awasa snapped.
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      The next evening, everyone except Motekeru and the hounds met in the Bath. When Turesobei an Zaiporo walked in, the girls were already there. They stood chatting in a clump near the edge of the pool. But the conversation stopped as soon as they noticed the boys. Turesobei had spent most of the day alone in his room, resting. He had assumed the others were doing the same, but maybe he was wrong. He glanced at Zaiporo, who shook his head, clearly as confused as Turesobei.

      Enashoma darted over, grabbed Turesobei's hand, and dragged him towards Iniru and Kurine. “You’re never going to believe it!"

      "What?"

      She nodded encouragingly at his girlfriends. "Go on. Tell him."

      Iniru and Kurine exchanged a look. Iniru took a deep breath and said, "We've moved in together."

      “What?!"

      Kurine answered. "We talked about it and decided that we needed to spend more time together, just the two of us. And the best way to make that happen was to be roommates."

      "So I moved my sleeping mat and clothes into Kurine's room,” Iniru said.

      "My room was closest to yours." Kurine grinned sheepishly. "What do you think?"

      “Um…wow.”

      Iniru snorted a laugh. But before she could say anything, Lu Bei fluttered into the room, followed by a sulky Awasa.

      "I found her, Lady Shoma!"

      "Oh, good. Now we can start." Enashoma waited until Awasa had shuffled over, then she gave each of them a hard stare. "Does everyone remember the rules?"

      They all nodded. Enashoma had made them promise to stay at least one pace away from each other before she would agree to the swim party. The girls also had to keep themselves submerged to the shoulders in the cloudy, mineral-rich water. And she’d gotten the servants to make bathing suits for them.

      "Good. And Lu Bei is going to keep an eye on everything from above."

      "Yes, ma’am!” The fetch gave her a smart salute, then zoomed off into the clouds of steam that hung over the bubbling pool.

      As Zaiporo and Turesobei walked down to the opposite end of the long pool, they could hear the girls giggling as they shed their robes and dived in. Turesobei couldn't help glancing back, but the steam kept him from seeing anything more than vague outlines and smudges of color.

      He sighed. Iniru and Kurine really were serious about sharing him if they were sharing the same room. He tried to imagine them doing something normal, like getting dressed in the mornings, together, then completely failed.

      "This is going to feel so good." Zaiporo groaned and stretched his muscular arms over his head, interrupting Turesobei's thoughts. "It's weird. I'm in the best shape of my life, thanks to all that training, and you'd already healed all my wounds from the battle, but I swear that every muscle in my body cramped up while I slept. I haven't done anything all day, and I'm still sore."

      Turesobei laughed, agreeing with him. They reached their end of the pool and took off their robes. The skimpy shorts the servants had made for them reminded Turesobei of the ones Iniru wore to bed. They were more than a little immodest. Both boys blushed and jumped into the water immediately.

      Turesobei swam toward the girls. Kurine leaned against the side of the pool, watching Iniru and Lu Bei exchange insults. She smiled as he joined her. “She’s not as good at besting the fetch as I am.”

      “Well, no one is,” Turesobei said. “You are the master of that.”

      Kurine scooted closer and put her arms over his shoulders. It placed her scantily-clad body very close to his. His insides warmed as they touched. “I’m also the master of you.”

      “Oh—oh really,” he sputtered, as his face flushed and probably turned as red as a beet, “is—is that so?”

      She chuckled. “Indeed, it is.”

      Kurine kissed him, and immediately Lu Bei whistled at them. “You two, break it up! No kissing while swimming skimpily clothed! Observe the one pace rule!”

      “It’s probably easier to do what he says,” Turesobei muttered, thoroughly embarrassed.

      “Skimpily clothed?” Kurine asked. “That’s hardly fair talk coming from somebody who flies around nude all the time.”

      “Madam! I am not nude!”

      “Yeah? Well, what are you clothed in?”

      “Dignity, madam. Dignity.”

      Kurine and Turesobei both snorted as they drifted apart.

      Iniru hopped onto Turesobei’s back, wrapped her arms and legs around him, and nibbled on his ear, “Hey fetch, is this allowed?”

      “No, no, no, madam, it most certainly is not!” Sparks flew out of Lu Bei’s ears. “Get off this instant.”

      Everyone, including Kurine, was watching Iniru and him. Turesobei felt certain his face couldn’t get any redder. Laughing, Iniru dropped off and patted his bottom.

      Lu Bei huffed and circled over the pool, grumbling and firing off sparks.

      “Now who’s the master at besting the fetch?” Iniru asked.

      “Not bad,” Kurine said. “But I still think I’m better at it.”

      Iniru and Kurine both treaded water alongside Turesobei. They didn’t seem upset with one another at all, but Turesobei sensed tension between them. Sharing him still wasn’t easy. Not that it should be, he supposed. There was probably a good reason most people, even in Iniru’s culture, didn’t do this often, or ever.

      “So…um…how are things supposed to…you know…work between the three of us now that…now that we have a week off?” Last night had been easy. They had all gone to their rooms, gotten baths, and slept. After a difficult mission outside of the Nexus, they had been too exhausted for anything else.

      Iniru leaned over and patted Kurine on the shoulder. “You take the first night.”

      “You sure?” Kurine asked.

      Iniru nodded. “It’s fine.”

      Turesobei could tell from Iniru’s voice that she wasn’t entirely pleased with giving up the first night. She was clearly making a kind gesture.

      “So, you’re alternating nights again?” Turesobei asked.

      Iniru poked him in the ribs. “Hoping for a little something more exciting, eh?”

      Turesobei stared at her confused a moment. “What?”

      “I’m saying, do you want both of us to spend every night with you?”

      His eyes flared in shock. “Oh! No! That’s not what I meant at all.”

      That was a little more than he even dared to think about. The night out at the campfire had been intense.

      Blushing, Kurine said, “We talked it over and decided it’s easier that way…for now at least…since anything else is likely to cause problems.”

      “Maybe in the future, though,” Iniru said hopefully. “Want to swim some laps?”

      “Sure,” Kurine said.

      Turesobei shook his head. “I’m going to go check on Awasa.”

      Iniru and Kurine began swimming laps, while Enashoma and Zaiporo splashed water at each other from a respectable distance. Enashoma was zealously maintaining a three-pace rule.

      Awasa lounged in one corner, sulking.

      Turesobei swam over to her. “You look relaxed.”

      “Isn’t that the point of the bubbling hot water?”

      “I guess.”

      “Something on your mind?” she asked.

      “Just checking to see if you were okay. You didn’t seem enthused about swimming, and now that you’re here, you’re—”

      “Still not enthused?”

      “Basically,” he said.

      “I find interacting with everyone stressful. More than anything, I need quiet, and to be alone after fighting.” She smiled sadly. “The Warlock’s spirit, still lurking inside me, craves warfare. Fighting in a real battle roused it much more than the mock battles we did in training.”

      “But you’re doing okay now?”

      “Yes,” she snapped. “Look, if I swim and play a little, will that make you happy?”

      “No, that’s not—”

      Awasa sprang out into the water and swam an expert breaststroke, showing a lot of backside as she kicked. Turesobei guiltily admired her shapely legs. Luckily, neither Kurine nor Iniru noticed…or maybe they didn’t care. But Zaiporo watched, and Enashoma glared at him.

      When Awasa reached the other end, she rolled over and kicked off into a backstroke. Turesobei’s eyes went wide. Apparently, the girls "shirts" were just wide strips of cloth wrapped around their chests.

      Enashoma began splashing water into Zaiporo’s face so he couldn’t watch. And Kurine started glaring at Turesobei. Lu Bei jammed his fingers in his mouth and whistled at Awasa repeatedly.

      “You’re showing too much skin, demon lady!”

      When she ignored him, he launched sparks over her. But it didn’t do any good. Awasa stopped swimming when she reached Turesobei.

      “Satisfied?”

      “Um…yeah…I guess,” he muttered. “But you really didn’t have to do that.”

      “Oh, wait.” Awasa struck the surface of the pool with her palm and splashed water into his face. “There, playfulness.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      A slight grin tugged at her mouth, revealing her fangs. “It was no trouble. Actually, I think I did enjoy it.” She settled back into her corner. “Now, let me relax in peace.”

      Turesobei shook his head, moved away, and spent some time chatting with the others. Then Enashoma organized some races. Everyone, except Awasa, participated. Not surprisingly, Iniru won and Kurine came in last. She didn't seem to mind, though. Swimming was a new skill for her. Once they tired out, they lounged along the edge in the shallow end.

      Lu Bei suddenly whistled at Kurine. “Swimsuit slipping and bosoms rising, madam! This is your first warning. Sink down!”

      Enashoma threw a hand up over Zaiporo’s eyes, while Turesobei, unable to help himself, stared. Kurine's chest was halfway out of the water, and her pale fur lay plastered against her neck and bare shoulders.

      Kurine adjusted her top, but stayed where she was. “This water is too hot!”

      Lu Bei hovered in front of Kurine and pointed a finger in her face. “You must sink down. Otherwise, everyone can see, and that’s not allowed.”

      “I have thick fur,” she complained. “And I’m burning up.”

      “Find a way to deal with it,” Lu Bei said authoritatively.

      Kurine frowned at him. “Hey, are you waterproof?”

      “Why yes, of course, I am.” He darted out of her reach. “Aha! You will not fool me so—oh!”

      Iniru leapt up, grabbed him by his tail, and pulled him down into the water. She held him under a few seconds then let go.

      He flew back up and mewled, “Why—why would you do that? It’s just not fair!”

      “Did your dignity get all wet?” Kurine asked, laughing.

      Lu Bei huffed at them and flew over to a table by the wall. He shook his wings, his tail, and his butt, then turned into a book.

      “You’re going to have to make up with him,” Turesobei said, “both of you.”

      “Do we really have to?” Iniru asked.

      “Yes,” Enashoma replied. “You were very rude to him.”

      “Let’s see you show off some bosom in the backstroke,” Iniru said to Enashoma.

      The answer she got was a scowl and a splash to the face. Zaiporo looked slightly deflated.

      “I’m just teasing you,” Iniru said.

      “You’re a big meanie is what you are,” Enashoma replied. “But I forgive you.”

      “Okay,” Kurine said. “I really can’t take this heat anymore. Time for the boys to go.”

      “You’re kicking us out so you can strip down?” Turesobei asked.

      “No, we girls are getting massages now.” She kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll see you later tonight.”
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      Turesobei and his team stepped through the Forest Gate…and into a realm of dense rainforest. They had arrived an hour before noon, yet the tree canopy overhead was so thick it might as well have been twilight. As far as they could see, which wasn’t far due to the tangled vines and close-knit trees, there was no sign that people lived here. The forest had gone silent when they had arrived, but a cacophony of chirps, whistles, chattering, and droning soon returned.

      “I’m glad we don’t have to trek through this,” Zaiporo said.

      Iniru sighed blissfully. “This reminds me of home.”

      “It reminds me of where we met in Wakaro,” Turesobei said.

      Iniru beamed a warm smile at him. “That seems like forever ago.” She pinched his cheek. “You were so helpless back then.”

      Turesobei batted her hand away and rolled his eyes. “Okay, let's go.”

      But before he could start the teleportation spell, he noticed that Kurine had walked out amongst the trees. He was about to call her back, but Hannya shook her head.

      “Let her wander for a while. She did not get to enjoy the trees last time. Having been around them all your life, you have forgotten how wondrous they are.”

      Turesobei was surprised to see tears welling in Hannya’s eyes, but then he reminded himself she wasn't an evil person—just a messed up, untrustworthy Kaiaru. She had been trapped in a sword in a small room for millennia. Naturally, this was an amazing experience for her as well.

      When Kurine returned a few minutes later, her eyes alight with wonder, they teleported to the site. Though thick with vegetation, the cliff, the waterfall, and the river were much like they had been before in the Spring Realm. The differences were minor and hardly noticeable.

      Turesobei wasn’t going to make the same mistakes this time as the last. He immediately evoked the Storm Dragon, and it…rather she…began to circle overhead. Storm Dragon Lu Bei joined her.

      Turesobei took a few deep breaths, then cast two spells on Iniru, who was their best fighter outside of Motekeru. Awasa was a close second, but she had her mantras to aid her. He could have boosted Motekeru, but Turesobei thought it was better to spread the power around.

      “Niru, I have placed the spell of the strength of three men and the spell of prodigious leaping on you. You will need to activate them to use them. Once activated, they will only last for a minute or two.”

      From the forest came crunching steps by the dozens and a rhythmic chant—a chant they already knew and feared: “Knob knob, forest clan. Knob knob, serve the goddess. Knob knob, destroy the thieves.”

      Turesobei groaned. “Not those things again.” They'd been captured by a mob of knobs in the Ancient Cold and Deep.

      As the first ones came into view, slowly marching out from the tree line fifty paces away, it was apparent they were in for a nasty fight. Not only did these knobs have wooden bodies like the ones they had fought before, they were also taller with spindly arms covered in thorns. Worse, alongside them, dozens of rapidly growing vines snaked out from the forest. Then came the worst thing of all. With a cracking roar, a massive, thirty-foot-tall knob rose up and lumbered toward them, knocking over small trees as it went.

      “Living vines?” Zaiporo said. “Seriously, the knobs and that big knob-ga weren’t bad enough?”

      “You’re worried about the vines?” Iniru asked.

      “I know how to fight knobs,” Zaiporo replied.

      “Are you sure we can't get the heart stone without defeating the guardians?” Kurine asked. “Because there's nothing between us and the waterfall.”

      “I suppose Hannya could be wrong,” Turesobei replied.

      “I’ll give it a check,” Lu Bei said.

      As he flew off, the Storm Dragon swooped in, scorching the giant knob with lightning bolts. Staggering but not defeated, the knob-ga reached overhead. The dragon should have been high enough to avoid the creature’s reach, but its arms instantly extended out to three times their original length and snagged her from the sky. Thunder boomed, and roars echoed out as the knob-ga wrestled her down into the forest.

      They all stood, unmoving for a moment. Then they started backing away, toward the cave.

      Lu Bei zoomed back up to them. “Yikes!”

      “Well?” Turesobei asked him.

      “No heart stone, boss.”

      “I say we head toward the cave anyway,” Zaiporo said. “We need to fall back to a more defensible position.”

      “The cave might be defensible,” Awasa said, “but if there’s a generator creating more of these things, like with those serpent kagi last time, then we will be trapped in there fighting forever.”

      As they steadily moved away from the enemy, Iniru nodded toward the forest. “The source for the knobs and the vines will be out there.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Motekeru said.

      “I was trained to infiltrate enemy lines during battle,” Iniru said. “I think if I go on my own, I can sneak past them without having to fight.”

      “I can follow her from above and make sure she’s okay,” Storm Dragon Lu Bei said. “At least, until my dragon instincts take over. Who knows what I’ll do then.”

      “If the things keep coming after fifteen minutes and you haven’t heard from me,” Iniru said, “then you’ll have to come up with a new plan.”

      Turesobei pulled out two spell strips. “Let’s do this the right way. Use the spells I gave you as soon as you need them. These next two are going to be active immediately. They will camouflage you and let you run twice as fast as normal, but they won’t last long at all.” He did a quick-cast of the spell of blending and the spell of the speed of the leopard.

      “Now go!”

      “Be safe!” Kurine called out.

      Iniru’s form turned hazy and greenish gray, making it hard to distinguish her from the surrounding forest. She sprinted away at incredible speed, and they quickly lost sight of her altogether.

      The rest of them withdrew to the waterfall, staying just ahead of the knobs, who, luckily, were slow. Once again, they stepped across a series of stones, jumped through the waterfall, and climbed up a slippery ledge into the cave. The cave was exactly like before, and it was empty—no pedestal, no cylinder, and no enemies.

      Turesobei opened his kenja-sight. “Somehow, it’s here but not here. I can feel its presence, and all the kenja is flowing to this location like it should.” He walked right through the spot where he knew the pedestal and the cylinder should be and basked in the increased flow of energy passing into him.

      The first knob poked its head through the waterfall and started up the slippery ledge. Zaiporo shot it with an arrow. The tip pierced the knob’s forehead, and it fell back flailing.

      “These weapons are a definite improvement over the ones we used against these guys before,” Zaiporo said.

      The knobs could only get in two at a time because of the width of the ledge leading in through the waterfall. Motekeru and Kurine stood near where they had to come through and slaughtered them easily. Awasa and Zaiporo stood ready to help, while Turesobei meditated and replenished his internal kenja.

      This was proving far too easy. He felt guilty that they weren’t out there helping Iniru. Just as he was about to suggest they fight their way back outside, dozens of vines shot through the waterfall and seized Kurine and Awasa around their legs and waists.

      The vines yanked them back toward the river. Motekeru lunged and grabbed them both by an arm. Zaiporo feathered the next two knobs before they could reach Motekeru. Turesobei reached for an attack spell.

      Another mass of vines shot through and latched themselves around Motekeru's legs. As those vines pulled Motekeru down, the first set jerked hard. Awasa slipped from his grasp, and he only managed to hold onto Kurine by hooking a claw into her sleeve. Cursing, Awasa disappeared through the waterfall.

      Turesobei changed his intent and, without a spell strip, did a quick-casting of the spell of the long deep breath.

      “Kurine! You won't have to breathe for the next fifteen minutes!”

      The vines dragged Motekeru and Kurine out of the cave and through the waterfall. Four knobs had made it in. Zaiporo was continuing to back off, firing arrows as fast as he could, but his arrows weren’t always able to stop them.

      Turesobei drew a fire-blast spell. The kenja currents in the cave were strong. As long as he stayed in here, he could keep casting for a while.

      The spell unleashed a hell-storm of flames that reduced the knobs to smoldering lumps of charred timber. The backwash of heat left what felt like a sunburn on Turesobei’s face and hands.

      Of course, two more knobs immediately crawled into the cave.

      “Should we dive through after the others?” Zaiporo asked.

      “As long as Motekeru is with them, I think they’ll be okay,” Turesobei replied, hoping he was right. “Besides, as long as more knobs keep charging in here, we’re helping them by drawing away enemies.”

      “I'm going to run out of arrows,” Zaiporo said. “How many more times can you do that fire spell?”

      “Twice, I think. And with a small amount of rest, a third time. I could employ some easier spells as they come in.”

      “No, just use the big spell. But wait until more get in here.”

      They retreated to the back of the cave. Zaiporo knocked an arrow but didn’t release. The hounds ran up to intercept the knobs that closed in on them. Turesobei readied his fire spell. He wasn’t worried about the hounds being in the way. For some reason, they were immune to fire.

      Fifteen knobs had entered, and the hounds couldn’t keep the first wave off Turesobei and Zaiporo any longer.

      “Now!” Zaiporo shouted.

      Turesobei unleashed another hell-storm of flames that instantly killed all the knobs. The fire hit the hounds, who now glowed with a fiery sheen, their minor injuries healed. Four more knobs came in. The energized hounds, who couldn’t normally kill them on their own, finished them off.

      They waited, but no more knobs entered the cave.

      “Let's go outside,” Turesobei said.

      They slid down the ledge, darted out through the waterfall, and ran out onto the bank. The Storm Dragon zoomed overhead, blasting knobs and vines. Storm Dragon Lu Bei zipped around doing the same. The knob-ga lay dead near the tree line, the remainder of its charred body trailing smoke up into the air.

      There was no sign of Motekeru or Kurine, but there were two bundles of vines going down into the plunge pool. As Turesobei drew his sword, all the vines went suddenly limp. He leapt into the pool. Near the bottom, he found Kurine. She was tangled in tightly-wound vines that were no longer animated. He cut her free, and they swam to the shore.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I would've drowned without that spell,” Kurine answered, hugging him tight. She glanced around. “Is Awasa still down there?”

      “I didn’t see her,” he replied.

      Zaiporo was about to dive into the plunge pool, but Motekeru trudged up onto the bank, carrying Awasa and Fangthorn. He gently set her down, then slipped the blade into the scabbard on her back.

      She coughed up water and gasped for air.

      Turesobei knelt beside her. “Are you injured?”

      She shook her head.

      “How did you survive?”

      “Breathing technique…Lady Hannya…taught me.”

      “I reached her just in time,” Motekeru said. “The vines had begun to strangle her.”

      As the Storm Dragon finished off the last of the knobs in sight, Turesobei scanned the area

      “Iniru!” he called out.

      There was no answer.
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      Her companions stepped through the glimmering portal one by one, then the gate to the Forest Realm closed. Again, panic struck Enashoma. She was all alone…with the Blood King. But this time, she mastered it after a few breaths. She turned to see the Blood King staring at her with pale blue eyes.

      “You did better this time,” he said. “Have you made any progress communicating with Nāa?”

      “Not yet.”

      The Blood King nodded and headed down the steps.

      Enashoma frowned. “Aren't you….”

      He paused. “Yes?”

      “Well...aren’t you going to get mad and threaten me?”

      He continued on. “Not yet.”

      Enashoma wandered out into the courtyard, shaking her head. Why had she pushed him like that? What was she thinking?

      She stopped in front of the rose vine Turesobei had teleported into, the place where he had nearly died. The gardeners had pruned the plant and tried to get it back into shape. Holding a blossom between her fingers, she leaned in and smelled it.

      After the Blood King had healed Turesobei, she had gotten into an argument with him, scolding him for taking risks and overdoing it. He had sworn he was doing his best, that he had no choice but to push himself as hard as he could. She understood now that he had been right.

      She wasn’t good at taking risks.

      Running away from home had seemed like a huge risk when she'd done it. But, looking back, she saw how sheltered her view of the world had been. She'd been running away with her brother, the clan's hero, and Zaiporo, a trained bodyguard. Some risk. And it had led her into constant trouble and danger.

      In communing with Nāa, she was risking her soul. What if he took over her body and mind the way the Warlock had tried to do with Awasa? No matter how gentle Lu Bei and Hannya claimed he was, Nāa was still a Kaiaru, and Enashoma didn't trust him.

      Of course, if she hadn’t taken a risk in running away, she’d still be stuck living the life her mother wanted for her in Ekaran. She’d be sitting at home worried sick about Turesobei, as well as Lu Bei and Iniru. And she probably wouldn’t still have a relationship with Zaiporo.

      Without a doubt, she never would have ridden through the sky on the back of a cloud dragon. She never would have seen a land covered in ice or the Forbidden Library. Kurine, the new Awasa, Motekeru, the hounds: she never would’ve known any of them. And she wouldn’t know the magical art of mudras or have her very own kavaru.

      She smelled the rose blossom again. “Time to grow up, Chonda Enashoma,” she muttered to herself. “Take the risk. Get it over with.”

      She sighed. Dealing with Nāa and learning magic would at least give her something to do while the others were away in the realms. Maybe then, she wouldn’t worry so much about them.

      The problem was how to contact him. Nāa had been the one to appear to her in the kavaru vault. She had tried simple meditation and opening herself to her…his…stone. But nothing had happened.

      Then it struck her—the soul mirror.

      The Blood King had said she was a bonded host, which must mean that Nāa was already inside her. He wasn't some invader trying to break into her mind. He had probably been within her ever since she had first arrived here, just waiting for her to notice. That's why she'd seen him during her mudra test instead of nothingness.

      But to try the soul mirror again, she needed to be somewhere she'd feel completely safe and centered. Otherwise, there was no way she’d be able to reach the right state of mind. So the question was, where should she go to try it?

      Her room? The courtyard or the gardens? She shook her head. She had studied the Pawanaré Mudra Abjurations in the Training Hall, but despite hundreds of hours meditating there, it just didn’t seem like the right place. Maybe in the Library, surrounded by books and learning…. That might be a great place to study later, but it wasn’t right for this.

      What she needed was a location that made her feel as comfortable as the field of lavender she visualized when meditating.

      An idea came to her. She ran to the Throne Room.

      The Blood King sat up attentively on his throne. “Have you made progress already?”

      “No, but…” it was hard to even say it “…I was being too timid and afraid of taking risks, so now I’ve decided to try.”

      “A wise decision, but why are you telling me this?”

      “The Canvas. You said you could make it into any sort of room you needed.”

      “Within reason. It cannot provide power or reveal truth. It is only suitable for things such as the obstacle course you trained in.”

      “Could it be a field of lavender, and could the dome above show me a sky right at dusk?”

      “Your safe place during meditation?”

      She nodded.

      The Blood King stood, his eyes glowing emeralds. “That is a clever idea, Chonda Enashoma. Though I never thought you incapable, I may nevertheless have misjudged you. I can make this happen.”

      Enashoma bowed. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you master,” he replied. “If you are going to study under me, you are going to have to learn the proper form of respect.”

      Enashoma restrained the disgust welling within her. “Thank you, master.”

      “Come back in an hour. The room will be ready then.”

      

      The Blood King opened the door to the Canvas for her. The sweet, soothing scent of lavender poured out into the hallway.

      “All yours,” he said. “Take as much time as you need.”

      “If the others return—”

      “I will send a servant to notify you.”

      “Thank you…master.”

      Enashoma entered the expansive, domed chamber. The ceiling was the dark purple of nearly twilight, dotted by a few faint stars. Along the horizon floated pink and reddish clouds still lit by a setting sun. A breeze from nowhere gently stirred the field of lavender that grew from wall to wall throughout the chamber. Enashoma walked through the field, trailing her hands along the flowers. She took a deep breath, and the scent nearly overpowered her.

      The Blood King had created a scene almost identical to the one she visualized during her meditations. She circled through the field, starting along the edge, and spiraled into the center. There, she settled in.

      Sitting crosslegged, she adopted the mudras required for activating her soul mirror and opened her mind to the kavaru on her forehead. The process didn’t work the way she had expected it to.

      Her body jerked. Suddenly, she was a spirit, standing a few feet outside herself. Her physical body remained upright, breathing deeply, mudras held perfectly. She felt its pull on her getting stronger and stronger.

      “If you focus on your body,” a soft but masculine voice said, “then you will return to it.”

      Enashoma spun to see the handsome, though exceedingly pale, Kaiaru standing before her again. The dusky purple flowers matched his eyes exactly. He swept a lock of curly, black hair from his face and smiled warmly.

      Taking a step toward her, he brushed his hands along the flower tops. “You picked my favorite.”

      “They’re mine, too,” she said quietly.

      “I’m Nāa.”

      She glanced back towards her body with a frown. “I know.”

      “You have entered a dream space,” Nāa said, “created by the unity of your mind and my spirit. You are safe here.”

      Enashoma nodded. “So…um…you’re my ancestor?”

      “More than two thousand years before your time, Chonda Lu married my favorite daughter. She birthed two children, a girl and a boy. The boy lived on. You are descended from him. The precious girl died…young. Ultimately, she was more important.”

      “Why?”

      “That is a tale for a later day.”

      “So we are…I mean I am…”

      “A bonded host. But I can free you from that burden…if you like.”

      “I–I don’t know. What does it really mean?”

      “It means you can use my kavaru, as a wizard might, but more easily. And you can communicate with me whenever you like, as we are doing now. It also means that I experience the world you see and taste, hear and feel, as if your body were mine. However, I cannot take possession of you or control you in any way, even if you wanted me to do so.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “Additionally, if you wish—and it has to be your choice—you can, upon dying, choose to be reborn into a Kaiaru—me specifically, of course.”

      “So if something killed me….”

      “You would, in a sense, rise from the dead, your injuries healed and your youth restored. A small part of you would then remain alive through me.”

      “So in my dying, I would give you life again, but nothing you do can cause me to die?”

      “Exactly,” Nāa replied. “But this is not something you must decide today. Feel free to consult others. However, do not let the Blood King know. He may concoct some way to force you to choose, in which case, he would no doubt kill you so that I would be reborn.”

      “How do you know about him?”

      “I know everything you know about him. I know everything in your personal history. And, of course, I remember everything I knew before my spirit faded from the world.”

      Realization sunk in. Enashoma gasped, covered her lower face with her hands, and blushed deeply. “You know everything I’ve ever done, and you’ve been experiencing the world through me?”

      “Since you took up the kavaru, yes.”

      “So the other night, when Zaiporo and I…”

      “I was there with you. I experienced everything you did. If that makes you uncomfortable, you could refuse to be bonded to my kavaru. And I would understand. Though, I think, given the situation you and your companions are in, that you may need me.”

      “It’s…it’s weird is all…I guess. It’s weird for you, right?”

      “Being hosted within another person is turning out to be strange, yes. Being a teenage girl? Not as strange as you might think. I was reborn into a teenage girl’s body once, and I spent centuries as a woman.”

      “I forget that Kaiaru aren’t bound to a single gender.”

      “Apparently, there are very few of us in your time, so it is not surprising that you would not remember.”

      “Sorry.”

      “That my race has faded? It is not your fault." Nāa smiled sadly. "I spent decades telling Chonda Lu this would happen. We are still strong, he would assure me. But eventually, he saw that I was right. It was inevitable.

      “Of course, I never imagined I would wake more than fifteen millennia after my passing. Much less that my stone, and thus my spirit, would end up in the possession of a madman working to restore all my kind and recreate some sort of ridiculous golden age.”

      Enashoma stared at him a few moments, trying to take all of that in, and mostly failing. “So…how exactly did you wake up?”

      “Honestly, I do not know. The first thing I remember was feeling a familiar magical presence, tapping at my spirit, as if knocking upon a door. Then, very faintly, I heard the voice of a dear friend. And then I heard yours. You have the voice of an angel, my dear.” Tenderly, he stroked her cheek. “You remind me so much of my granddaughter, Bei. You even look like her.”

      “Bei? As in Lu Bei?”

      He chuckled. “He is a remarkable creature. Truly remarkable. You know, he learned the art of tea making from my last wife, who was a tea merchant. And he is still making the best teas in the world, after more than two thousand years….”

      “Wow,” Enashoma said. She was so overwhelmed, and had so many things to ask, that she barely realized he hadn't actually answered the question before her mind snagged on the next idea to float past. “So, the presence that woke you? It was the Maker’s Brush, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, it was my brush.”

      “It didn’t belong to Chonda Lu?”

      “He inherited it from me.” His eyes flared, and his features darkened. “But now that I know the things he did with my brush after I was gone, I regret having ever fashioned it. Motekeru should never have been created. On the other hand, without the brush Lu Bei—”

      “Wait, Chonda Lu made Lu Bei using the brush? That’s why it means so much to him.”

      “Lu Bei was made using the brush, yes, but he was not made by Chonda Lu. The fetch is special. He is a magic beyond all other magics. You could not make another one like him with a million attempts.”

      Enashoma clasped her hands together and leaned forward eagerly. “Tell me how Lu Bei was made.”

      Nāa winced, then doubled over. She reached out and grabbed him by the shoulders. “I–I cannot say. It is too painful to recall.”

      His form began to fade. “Wait! Don’t go. I have so many questions.”

      “Do not ever tell the Blood King about the brush. It would be far too powerful in his hands.”

      Nāa disappeared.

      Enashoma took a sharp breath as she jerked again. She was back in the real world, inside the dome, amidst the field of lavender. The pulse from the kavaru was weak. She rushed out of the dome and into the Throne Room.

      The Blood King stood immediately. “Is there a problem?”

      In a panic, she said, “I was talking with him, in my mind, and he faded away!”

      The Blood King marched down the steps and touched the kavaru. “The stone is weak. His spirit is not as strong as I had thought.”

      “Will he be okay?”

      “Yes, I suspect he will be…in a few day’s time.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Meditate and draw energy into yourself. When you reach the point where your body can store no more, the excess kenja will spill over into the kavaru, recharging it.”

      She relaxed. “Oh, good. I will do that.”

      As the Blood King’s eyes turned yellow and scanned her up and down, she tried not to think about the Maker’s Brush hidden in her room.

      “What did he say to you?”

      “Not much…master.” Her mind raced as she tried to think about what details she could safely reveal to the Blood King. “He told me what it meant to be a bonded host. He said I could refuse if I wanted, but I didn’t. I asked…I asked him how he came back, but he said he doesn’t know yet. Then I asked him…about how he had died. That’s when he cried out in pain and faded away.”

      “Death is often a painful memory.”

      “I am going to go back to the Canvas and meditate now…master.”

      “Very well,” the Blood King said. “I will leave that room open to you until such time as I might need it for other matters. No one else besides you may enter.”

      Enashoma slipped out of the Throne Room and returned to the lavender field within the Canvas. Again, she sat in the center. With both hands, she adopted the mudra of energy drawing and meditated. Keeping her focus was difficult. Her mind kept drifting to the Maker’s Brush, the very item that Chonda Lu had used to make Motekeru and all his other creations, except Lu Bei, who was somehow special. There was always more to Lu Bei…always.

      Enashoma went erect. It suddenly occurred to her how ridiculously minor her little animated origami creatures were. That brush, doubtlessly along with other magics, had created Motekeru and Lu Bei, and who knew what else. And now she, Chonda Enashoma, had the power of a kavaru to use along with it, and someone who could teach her how to use it.
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      Turesobei and the others didn't have to venture far into the rainforest before they found Iniru on the ground, leaning back against a tree. Her face was scratched, her arm was bleeding from a cut, and her left leg was a bloody mess.

      In a faint voice, she moaned, “I can’t wait until we get back…need healing now…got two bad cuts…think my thighbone’s fractured.”

      They had practiced for this. Awasa placed one hand on Iniru's forehead and held the mudra of extending peace with the other. This kept Iniru calm and reduced the amount of pain she felt. Meanwhile, Zaiporo dressed the wounds using supplies from the small packs they carried with them, and Kurine checked to see if the bone was broken, and if so, how badly.

      “She doesn't need a splint,” Kurine said. “Probably just fractured.”

      Once they were done, Turesobei recalled the Storm Dragon, then did a casting of the spell of summer healing.

      “You're going to be fine,” he said, “but don't put too much weight on your leg for a couple of days. Remember, the spell—”

      “I know, I know,” Iniru said. “The spell won’t make it better instantly. It just greatly accelerates the natural healing process. Go get the heart stone, and let's get out of here.”

      Smiling, Turesobei squeezed her shoulder. “That was good work, Niru.”

      “I wouldn’t have survived without the spells you gave me. As it was, I barely made it.”

      “What happened?” Kurine asked.

      “I circumvented most of the knobs, but then had to fight my way up to a big stump that was constantly spitting out more of the things. I got hurt destroying the stump. After that, I managed to limp to the big root ball the vines were growing out from. I was on my way back to the waterfall, but then I passed out here for a few minutes.”

      “Well, you saved the two of us,” Kurine said, gesturing at herself and Awasa. “The vines had us pinned underwater, and we couldn’t have lasted much longer.”

      Motekeru stayed with Iniru, just in case, while everyone else went to the cave. Zaiporo carried Sumada instead of Iniru. The pedestal with the heart stone had appeared. Using the same technique as before, they attacked the force field, only this time without Motekeru’s help.

      When the force field shattered, they all sighed with relief.

      Turesobei was exhausted, but he was about to feel a lot better. He grabbed the heart stone. Once again, he heard hundreds of faint voices, and a mind-altering, reinvigorating rush of energy surged into him.

      “Let's go,” Turesobei said.

      Kurine scanned the ground around the pedestal. “Hold on.” After about a minute, she picked up a gray pebble identical to the one she'd gotten from the Spring Realm, except the spiral pattern on this one was a pale green instead of blue. “Okay, I’m ready now.”
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      When they returned from the Forest Realm, Lord Gyoroe took the heart stone, thanked them profusely, and rushed off. Hannya told them to rest for a week, then followed him. Smiling, Enashoma hugged everyone, starting with Zaiporo. Turesobei was glad to see her happy.

      “I made contact with Nāa,” she told him.

      “And….”

      She exchanged a meaningful look with Lu Bei. “I learned exactly what it means to be a bonded host, and it isn’t dangerous at all.”

      “That’s good,” Turesobei said.

      “He gets to experience the world through me. Everything I see and hear, he sees and hears. Everything I feel, he feels.”

      Zaiporo scowled. “Everything?”

      Enashoma blushed. “It’s okay.”

      “I don’t like it,” Zaiporo said.

      “It really isn’t that bad,” she said. “We’ll talk it over, okay?”

      “Yeah. Fine.”

      Turesobei sympathized with Zaiporo. He wouldn’t be comfortable having a Kaiaru experience his most intimate moments through Iniru or Kurine either.

      “He doesn’t know why he woke again, not yet,” Enashoma said. “And he didn’t get to talk long. His kavaru is weak right now, but it will grow stronger again.”

      “Why don’t you tell us all about it over dinner tonight,” Turesobei said. “Right now, I need to cast some healing spells. And I think we all need baths.”

      “And naps,” Kurine said. “Long, long naps.”

      

      While the others rested and goofed off, Turesobei spent the week replenishing his spell strips and rehearsing his castings. Now that he had fought guardians twice, he recognized that he needed to significantly improve his casting times.

      It worried him that Lord Gyoroe wasn't teaching him anything about the heart stones. He felt certain that if there was a way to beat him, it would involve those stones. But all he could do for now was survive the battles, retrieve the stones, and wait. Pushing Lord Gyoroe would just anger him or, worse, make him suspicious.

      

      Turesobei had been dreading the Sunken Realm, and as soon as they stepped through the gate, his instincts were confirmed.

      The island they arrived on was barely large enough to hold the stone arch, much less their whole group. A huge, crimson sun hung in the deep purple sky and cast ominous shadows that made them imagine monsters surfacing out of every wavelet. The dark, languid sea stretched to the horizon in every direction, broken only by a few tiny islands. Yet despite the dim sun, it wasn't cold. In fact, it was sweltering.

      “Is this my Okoro, only with all the ice melted?” Kurine asked.

      “Yes. This sun is overheating even as its light fades,” Hannya replied. “All of the ice on this world has melted, and the seas now cover everything but the highest mountain tops. Until you reach the highland shelf, all of Zangaiden is underwater. If you see any people, avoid them. This is an incredibly savage age where life is cheap and killing but a casual thing.”

      “Oh, that’s just lovely,” Iniru said.

      Turesobei teleported them to the site. But instead of arriving near the the plunge pool at the bottom of the now familiar waterfall, here they came out at the top. Iniru immediately slipped backwards off the edge of the cliff and would have fallen if not for Motekeru’s quick reflexes. He lifted her up and set her safely beside him, apologizing for scratching her arm in the process.

      They spread out along the edge of the highland shelf and stared down at the ocean twenty feet below. The majestic waterfall from the other realms had dwindled to a shallow river that spilled directly into the waves crashing against the cliff face.

      “Please tell me,” Zaiporo said, “that the stone cylinder is going to appear up here and not in some underwater cave.”

      Turesobei finished evoking the Storm Dragon, then waded out into the river to stand above the spot where the pedestal would be if it were on top of the shelf rather than in the cave. He scanned with his kenja-sight, then focused his mind on what the kenja signatures of the other cylinders had felt like.

      He groaned. “There’s a cave directly below me, and I’m certain that’s where the heart stone is going to appear.”

      “It’s just as well,” Awasa said. “We’re going to have to go underwater anyway.”

      “Why do you say that?” Kurine asked.

      “Where else would Naibane, Lady of the Waves, put her guardian generators?”

      “Sobei, we're all going to need that water breathing spell you used before,” Iniru said.

      As he waded out of the river, Turesobei drew the strip and did a slow casting so that he could make the spell powerful enough to last longer than before and to affect everyone who needed it.

      “Sobei, hurry,” Iniru said. “There's something big moving out in the sea.”

      “I don’t see anything,” Zaiporo said.

      “You will soon,” Iniru replied. Her eyesight was significantly better than everyone else’s.

      Turesobei couldn't go any faster. He could, however, back away from the edge along with the others. He finished the spell and said, “There, for the next half hour, we can all breathe underwater.”

      “Land-bound enemies!” Lu Bei shouted down from above. “Coming in fast!”

      Turesobei whipped around. Charging toward them was a horde, maybe two hundred strong, of disgusting creatures. They were human in shape, except that they had squid heads and massive tentacles instead of arms. Luckily, most of them were still several hundred paces away. But a smaller group of about two dozen were much closer.

      “What the heck are those disgusting things?” Iniru asked.

      “No idea,” Turesobei replied.

      Zaiporo groaned as he drew his bow. “Well, if you don't know, then it's got to be bad.”

      The Storm Dragon swooped around and blasted the creatures back with a gust of wind. Then she opened her mouth to breathe lightning. But before she could, a long octopus tentacle, as thick as an oak, flew up out of the ocean, wrapped around her body, and slammed her down.

      Turesobei and the others dived out of the way as the tentacle dragged the snarling, thrashing Storm Dragon along the shelf, over the cliff, and out into the sea.
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      They had only a moment to stare, mouths agape, before two more giant tentacles snapped out and swatted at the shelf. The unaimed attacks missed Turesobei and his companions, but not by much.

      Turesobei glanced out toward the sea. Six of the giant octopus-kagi’s arms were wrapped around the Storm Dragon. The other two, however, reared back then flailed toward the cliff again.

      “Incoming!” Turesobei shouted.

      They dodged aside as the two tentacles struck the cliff, cracking rock and pounding earth.

      Meanwhile, the squid-headed monsters closed in.

      Lu Bei zipped along, firing small lightning blasts into the cliff face. Turesobei had no idea what he was shooting at.

      “Got another problem, master!” Lu Bei shouted as he swept overhead.

      “More problems?” Zaiporo asked.

      A score of small sea demons crested the cliff and scuttled out onto the shelf. With claws, fangs, and tentacles, they were a lot like the orugukagi that had nearly killed Kurine in the Ancient Cold and Deep, except these kagi were more like crabs.

      When Kurine saw them, a sick look spread across her face. Trembling, she dropped her warhammer and her shield. Then she sank to the ground. As the crab-kagi charged, she mewled and hugged herself, rocking back and forth.

      Dozens more raced over the precipice. Turesobei incinerated all the ones he could see using a fire-blast spell. Then he knelt in front of Kurine and put his hands on her shoulders.

      “You've got to snap out of it. We need your help.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Kurine, I need you.”

      She shook her head and muttered unintelligibly.

      “I think she’s gone into shock,” Turesobei said.

      “We can't protect her, fight off the guardians, and destroy the generators at the same time,” Zaiporo said as he fired an arrow at one of the humanlike squid-heads. “Not out here in the open.”

      Motekeru and Awasa had engaged the first group of squid-heads, while Iniru, Rig, and Ohma rushed in to defend the cliff edge. Storm Dragon Lu Bei darted along helping out wherever he was most needed. Out in the sea, the Storm Dragon continued to battle the giant octopus, but she still couldn't break free.

      A giant tentacle sped toward them. Everyone dived aside, except Kurine who saw the attack coming but did nothing to defend herself. Iniru raced in and tackled Kurine, knocking her aside. The tentacle slammed into the ground just inches away from them.

      “Either we get her somewhere safe or we teleport out and come back another day,” Iniru said.

      “Zaiporo, take Kurine down into the cave,” Turesobei said, drawing another fire-blast spell strip. “That’s a much more defensible position.”

      Turesobei placed the spell of the strength of three men on Zaiporo, followed by the spell of the lesser force field on Kurine. He took her head in his hands and made her look into his eyes. “Kurine, you are going to go down into the cave with Zaiporo. You'll be safe there. I promise.”

      She didn't budge.

      Another giant tentacle thrashed towards them, but only struck the side of the cliff.

      Zaiporo strapped Kurine’s shield to his back, then grabbed her by the arm, but she resisted.

      Turesobei had no choice. He cast the spell of compelling obedience on her, using the least amount of power necessary. “Follow Zaiporo.”

      Turesobei went to the edge of the cliff and blasted all the crab-kagi climbing up. Then he handed her warhammer to Zaiporo. “Go now!”

      Kurine followed his orders mechanically and plunged into the sea along with Zaiporo. Turesobei collapsed to his knees, dizzy and gasping as he tried to catch his breath. This would be so much easier if he had an hour to rest after each teleport. Then he’d easily be able to cast three times as many spells.

      Turesobei looked inland. Motekeru, Awasa, the hounds, and Storm Dragon Lu Bei battled the squid-heads and were barely holding them at bay.

      “Motekeru,” Turesobei said, “you and I will take out the land generator. Niru, you and Awasa take out the—”

      He lunged out of the way as a giant tentacle slammed into the earth. The tip of the tentacle clipped Motekeru in the back and knocked him down. Half a dozen squid-heads pounced onto him, but a moment later, he stood and tossed them away. More and more of the squid-heads streamed toward them. Soon, they would be surrounded.

      At least the crab-kagi weren’t coming after them anymore. Of course, that probably meant they were attacking Zaiporo and Kurine.

      “I think splitting up is a bad idea,” Iniru said. “Even with Motekeru, you are not going to be able to fight through all of those things to reach their generator. Think about it: for every one we kill, another will take its place.”

      “But if we don't take out the water source,” Turesobei said, “then Zaiporo and Kurine are going to get overwhelmed in the cave.”

      Awasa sprinted toward the cliff. “You three take out the land generator! I’ve got this.”

      She dived headfirst into the water.

      “So much for the chain of command,” Turesobei muttered.

      “Let's form a wedge and try to break through,” Iniru said.

      “Lu Bei, fly ahead and find the generator. Maybe your lightning blasts will be strong enough to take it out.”

      The fetch didn’t respond.

      “Lu Bei!” Turesobei shouted. “Find the generator!”

      The small dragon peered at him, cocked his head, then flew off. He was losing his identity to the dragon already. Until Turesobei recalled the Storm Dragon energy, Lu Bei would be little more than a mindless beast.

      “Do you think he understood the order?” Iniru asked.

      Turesobei shrugged then stabbed a squid-head in the face with his sword. “Not a clue.”

      With Motekeru taking point, they charged right into the horde of monsters. Iniru fought behind and to the left side of Motekeru, while Turesobei took the right flank. Rig and Ohma followed directly behind them, protecting their backs.

      Turesobei wished he could order the Storm Dragon to fly ahead and take out the generator. He felt certain her lightning blasts would be strong enough, but she was still wrestling the giant octopus in the sea.

      Turesobei sliced into a squid-head, sending it reeling back to be finished off by Ohma. “I hope Awasa will be okay on her own.”

      Motekeru picked up two squid-heads and slammed them together. “She will be, master.”

      Iniru sliced into a squid-head with Sumada, and the beast melted into a puddle of goop. “She’s come a long way since—”

      A squid-head tackled Iniru. She kicked it off, and Turesobei stabbed it in the back. She kissed him on the cheek, then she spun around and heel-kicked one of the creatures, breaking its jaw.

      They pressed on inland, but were soon surrounded and could no longer move forward. The source of the creatures was still nowhere in sight. Turesobei had to do something.

      “I'm going to send a big fireball straight ahead of us. I want both of you to run right behind it and get as far as you can. Don't worry about me.”

      He drew a strip and cast the difficult spell of the rolling fireball. A flaming orb the size of a denekon appeared in front of Motekeru and rolled forward, incinerating every squid-head it touched, until it fizzled out after about eighty paces.

      Turesobei collapsed. Motekeru charged ahead as ordered. Iniru flicked a worried look at him and hesitated. Then Storm Dragon Lu Bei swooped in from on high and blasted some of the squid-heads closing in on Turesobei.

      “Go, Iniru! Lu Bei will protect me.”

      She nodded then sprinted off behind Motekeru. The hounds stayed with Turesobei as well and darted about keeping the squid-heads off him. Instinctively, Lu Bei remained nearby, aiding the hounds.

      After a minute, Turesobei was able to stand and defend himself with his sword. Which was good, because the hounds were getting overwhelmed, and even in his dragon form, Lu Bei could only do so much.

      Rig cried out as a squid-head wrapped him in its tentacles and bit into his flank. Turesobei sliced open the creature’s belly, and it released Rig. But in saving the hound, Turesobei had exposed himself.

      One of the creatures tackled him, and soon a mass of them lashed him with their tentacles and kicked him with their feet. He had no way to break free, and his armor couldn't hold up forever.

      One of the hounds yelped, and the other howled in pain. Small lightning blasts sparked into the nearby squid-heads, but then Lu Bei shrieked and the bolts ceased.

      The squid-head that had tackled Turesobei latched its face tentacles around his head and bit him at the base of his neck. He felt nothing more than a pinch, but he was certain it was about to get much worse.

      He was going to have to quick-cast something. But all the spells he could think of that had a chance of saving him required more kenja than he had left. The squid-head tightened its hold, its beak sinking deeper into his neck. Another struck him across the jaw. He was going to have to take the risk and cast whatever might work. He might die in the attempt, but there was no other option.
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      Suddenly, the beasts piling onto him practically exploded, covering him in a thick, bloody goo. He crawled free and saw a drenched Awasa swinging Fangthorn like a scythe through wheat, cutting down all the enemies that rushed toward them.

      Badly wounded, both hounds limped up to Turesobei. He stood guard over them, returning the favor for a change.

      “I didn't have to go far to find the source of the crab demons,” Awasa said. “Sorry I took off like that, but I didn’t think we had time to debate it. And I figured I was the best choice since I can detect kenja currents.”

      She kicked away one squid-head and stabbed another in the face. “I used a banishing mudra to keep all but the most determined crabs from attacking me. I tried it on the squid-heads, but I’m not powerful enough to make it work on them.”

      Awasa cut a wide swath with her blade, then did a pirouette that brought her right up beside him. She placed her free hand on the back of his neck and spoke a word he'd never heard before. A pulse of kenja ran directly into him from her via Fangthorn.

      Shaking her head, she took a few uneasy steps. “Whew, that left me woozier than I had expected.”

      Turesobei was far from refreshed, but she had managed to restore all the kenja he had used to cast the rolling fireball. “What did you just do?”

      “An energy transfer Lady Hannya taught me. Sorry, I'm not that good at it yet. And unfortunately, it's very inefficient.”

      “Kenja transfers always are,” Turesobei said.

      Awasa deftly kicked a squid-head in the gut, then lopped off its head

      “And normally, they severely drain the donor, yet you seem okay.”

      She nodded as she eviscerated a creature rushing in on them. “Fangthorn absorbs a bit of energy from each kill, so that's what I used.”

      “Ah, so you didn’t have to tap into your own reserves…clever.”

      Turesobei was tempted to do another fire-blast, but he'd just end up severely weakened again. He figured it was best to save the power, just in case. He drew a spell strip and chose something more basic: the spell of the strength of three men, which he cast onto himself and Awasa.

      Together, they waded into the mass of squid-heads, with the hounds limping along behind them and an injured Lu Bei darting overhead blasting monsters.

      “Is it just me, or are they thinning out now?” Turesobei asked.

      “Not just you.” Awasa pointed. “Hey, look! They did it!”

      Motekeru and Iniru appeared over a ridge and fought their way toward them. Motekeru was covered in an ocher slime that smelled worse than rotten eggs.

      No new squid-heads were replacing the ones they killed. Soon, they finished off the last enemies. Then they hurried back to the cliff edge. From deep in the sea came rumblings and flashes of light. Occasionally, water sprayed up into the air. At least the giant octopus was now too far out now to flail at the shore with its tentacles.

      “What happens if it kills the Storm Dragon?” Iniru asked. “Can it die?”

      “If she sustains enough injuries,” Turesobei said, “she will lose cohesion and dissipate. Her essence and some of the energy will return to me immediately. However, it would take weeks for me to build up enough storm energy to summon her again.”

      “Is there some way we can help her?” Awasa asked.

      Motekeru stepped to the edge of the cliff. “That’s my job,” he said as he dived into the sea.

      “We'd better check on Kurine and Zai,” Turesobei said.

      They jumped in and swam to the cave. It looked exactly like its counterparts in the other realms and was even dry. Some sort of magical seal kept the water out but allowed them to enter. Kurine crouched in the back, rocking and muttering. Zaiporo sat nearby, trying to comfort her. He had a nasty cut on the side of his neck and a few smaller ones on his arms, but otherwise he looked okay. Blood and fragments of crab-kagi were splattered everywhere, which Turesobei assumed was due to Zaiporo’s spell-enhanced strength and his wielding Kurine's warhammer.

      Lu Bei flew in behind them, made a circle, then flew back out—presumably to help Motekeru and the Storm Dragon.

      “It's been so long since I've seen a peaceful spirit creature,” Turesobei said wistfully, making a mental note to deeply honor every calm spirit of the land he ever encountered again.

      “What if the Storm Dragon doesn't beat that thing?” Awasa asked.

      Turesobei shrugged. “We try to hold out until I can cast the teleport spell. Then we rest and come back to try again later.”

      “Shouldn’t we try to help?” Zaiporo asked.

      “I don’t know how to fight or cast spells underwater,” Turesobei said. “And I don’t think it’s safe to get anywhere near that octopus-kagi-ga.”

      Kurine was shivering. Turesobei kissed her on the forehead and put an arm around her shoulders. “It's okay. It's almost over.”

      Almost over turned out to be nearly half an hour. The pedestal and the cylinder did finally appear, but Turesobei waited until Lu Bei joined them in the cave before recalling the Storm Dragon, just to be safe.

      Then they shattered the force field. As soon as Turesobei placed his hands on the cylinder, he sighed with relief as the flow of kenja instantly reenergized him.

      While Awasa bandaged Zaiporo's neck, he said, “I'd be dead without this armor. I swear a few strikes aimed at my head swerved at the last moment and struck my breastplate instead.”

      “That's an effect from the anti-demon wards,” Lu Bei said with a yawn. “Unfortunately, it doesn't always work.”

      Zaiporo gestured at his neck. “Obviously.”

      Iniru stepped up beside Turesobei. “I saw her fight demon after demon in the Shadowland. I never would’ve imagined her crumbling like this.”

      “Everyone has a weakness,” Awasa said. “I’d hate to imagine how I’d respond if I ever saw the Warlock and his crew again.”

      Motekeru stomped into the cave. “Let's go.” His voiced boomed in the small space. “I’ve had enough of this realm.”

      

      When they returned, Lord Gyoroe didn't immediately seize the cylinder and take off. Instead, with a look of concern in his pale blue eyes, he rushed to Kurine and placed a calming spell on her.

      She stopped muttering and rocking. Then she yawned and began to nod off.

      Enashoma took Kurine’s hand. “Is she going to be okay?”

      Gyoroe stood, visibly relieved. “After a day or two of rest, she should be fine.” He then thanked them and took the cylinder.

      Hannya trotted off after him.

      “Let’s get Kurine to her room,” Turesobei said. “Then I’ll do healing spells for everyone.”

      Zaiporo groaned as he walked. “It’d be nice if he cared about the rest of us as much as he cares about Kurine.”

      “He is oddly affectionate when it comes to her,” Iniru noted darkly.
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      “Master, she's awake,” Lu Bei said.

      Turesobei followed the fetch to the room Kurine shared with Iniru.

      He stopped in the door, and she smiled sleepily at him. He knelt beside her and kissed her on the forehead.

      Kurine sat up, yawned, then glanced around in confusion.

      “Sobei, how did I—” Her eyes flared as she grabbed him by the arm. “Oh no! Sobei, I’m so sorry.” Her words came out in a mad rush. “I saw the demons and their tentacles and I panicked. I didn't mean to. I couldn't stop it. I never think about those demons. Never. I can't bear to. If you had gotten hurt…or worse…because of me….”

      She started crying.

      He held her tight. “It's okay. It's all over. And I’m not upset at you. No one is. We all understand.”

      “And no one got hurt because of me?”

      “Zaiporo took some scrapes while defending you in the cave. But he’s fine now. It was a rough battle, but we got the heart stone and, most importantly, we all survived. Do you remember any of that?”

      “Only a little.” Kurine stood up suddenly. “We won? Oh no! Sobei, we have to go back!”

      “What?! Why?”

      “I didn't get the stone to commemorate my victory!”

      Turesobei laughed, but with a little worry. “Kurine, I know it means a lot to you, but it's just a rock collection. We can't go back there for one silly pebble.”

      She growled in frustration and pounded a fist into her sleeping mat. “It’s not silly!”

      Were all the girls in his life broken? That might explain why they liked him. “Kurine…” He struggled to figure out how to handle this without upsetting her.

      “We won't have to fight anything this time,” she said. “We just pop out there, grab one of the stones, then come back. It wouldn’t take more than an hour.”

      “Each teleport requires a lot of energy, and there's always a little risk involved. Besides, I don't think Lord Gyoroe would allow it.”

      “You don't understand,” she whined. “I must have a stone to mark our victory.”

      “I love you, Kurine. I do. But I don't understand why this matters so much to you.”

      She sighed with frustration. “Because…because…I can't explain it.”

      “Can you at least try…for me?”

      Awasa tapped on the door and entered. “Everything okay?”

      “I'm fine,” Kurine said dejectedly, “but—”

      “She didn't get her rock,” Lu Bei said from behind Kurine. He pointed a finger at his temple and made a circular motion.

      Turesobei scowled at him.

      Awasa tossed a small pouch to Kurine. “Oh, I thought about that.”

      Kurine turned the pouch upside down, and a gray pebble with a deep blue spiral pattern rolled out into her hand. Her eyes filled with tears.

      “I tried to find one that matched the others,” Awasa said. “I hope I did okay.”

      Kurine clutched the stone, leapt to her feet, thumped into Awasa, and lifted her into a big hug. “It's perfect. I'm sure it's the one I would've chosen.”

      “Don't reward me—by crushing me.”

      Kurine set her down and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you so much. You don't know how much this means to me.”

      Awasa blushed a faint violet color. “It's…I mean…you’re…welcome.”

      Kurine did a happy dance. “Yay! I got my stone.”

      As Turesobei frowned with concern, Lu Bei again pointed at his head and swirled his finger.

      Turesobei followed Awasa out of the girls' room. “Thanks for getting that pebble for Kurine. I don’t get it at all, but it means the world to her.”

      Awasa shrugged. “Maybe because we didn’t come from a colorless land of ice where you never expect to do or see anything interesting.”

      “I guess maybe, but she's going to keep seeing awesome things.”

      He frowned. Something occurred to him, and he hadn't even thought of it before. They were going to be going back to the Ancient Cold and Deep. They would have to. What if Kurine wanted to go home? What if that was why she was collecting mementos?

      Even if she stuck with them for all the battles, they could still take her back to her world when they were done. She didn't have to go to his Okoro. Was that why she asked him about his world so much, because she would never see it?

      

      Turesobei entered the Workshop. “You asked to see me, master?”

      An emerald-eyed Gyoroe nodded. “Come with me.”

      Turesobei followed him to the handleless stone door that led to what should have been the outer garden corresponding to this section of the octagon. Instead, it led to the room where Lord Gyoroe kept the heart stones, a room Turesobei had yet to enter because, up until now, Gyoroe had always said he wasn’t ready.

      A network of intricate runes covered the entire door. Their protective force was strong enough that waves of kenja emanated outward and palpably crashed across Turesobei’s skin.

      “Today, you will begin training with the heart stones.”

      Turesobei did his best to mask his relief. The heart stones might hold the key to defeating the Blood King. He certainly couldn’t think of any other approach to explore.

      “I look forward to it, master.”

      Lord Gyoroe waved a hand, and the door opened. Turesobei stepped through after him and entered a relatively small, domed chamber practically buzzing with energy—so much so that it was hot inside and the hairs stood out along his arms. The floor within was pure white marble. The dome was clear glass.

      When Turesobei tried to look at the world outside the dome, a torrent of information rushed through his brain, without sound or image, or any sort of reference. There was simply nothing for his mind to latch onto. If someone had asked him to describe what he had seen, he could not have done so. He fell to his knees, slammed his palms onto his temples, and fought the urge to vomit.

      “It is a bit of a shock the first few times,” Lord Gyoroe said. “What you are seeing is the Nexus as it flows through the time stream. Even I have difficulty making sense of it. I recommend you focus on the room itself and not what lies beyond the dome.”

      Turesobei found that surprisingly easy, perhaps because his mind simply couldn't comprehend anything beyond the room itself and instinctively rejected it. When he focused on himself and his immediate surroundings, the headache, disorientation, and nausea quickly faded.

      Inside the domed room stood nine pedestals: one in the center with eight around the room’s edge. Five of the outer pedestals held only one heart stone each. The other three now had two identical heart stones, stacked atop one another. These were the heart stones he'd recovered from the realms so far. He assumed the pair of cylinders on the central pedestal were the heart stones for the Nexus.

      “This is where I do all my great work, apprentice,” Lord Gyoroe announced proudly. “Recently, I altered the interface and adjusted the way the heart stones interact. After my imprisonment, I spent more than a century reconsidering their alignment. This time, given enough energy, I know that I will succeed.”

      “If you’re showing me this, I assume it means you’re going to need me for more than just retrieving the heart stones….”

      Lord Gyoroe nodded. “You will serve as the secondary activator, while Hannya will serve as our anchor to the real world. Being an earth dragon, she is good at that. Besides, she gets disoriented while ghosting back in time and that makes her a terrible secondary.”

      “And you think I can manage it?”

      “You can cast the teleportation spells reliably, something Hannya has never been able to do. Plus, you are Chonda Lu’s heir and have the power of the Storm Dragon in you. Naruwakiru also excelled at teleportation and ghosting through time, and she served me well in this role.”

      “So what must I do?”

      “You must learn to connect with the stones. Make no mistake, however. The stones are imprinted with my signature. You cannot steal their power from me. Even your Shogakami could not take possession of them. The best they could do was to reroute their power while I was imprisoned. The heart stones will always belong to me.”

      Turesobei held his disappointment in check. He had to hold out hope that there was a way, some sort of loophole perhaps.

      “So I'm going to start learning how to connect with them today?”

      Lord Gyoroe shook his head. “Next week. Today, I simply wanted you to see the room and be exposed to the time stream. After this visit, you are going to have a terrible headache for the next few days.”

      “I already have one.”

      “It is going to get worse, far worse.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “For now, this exposure will be plenty. You cannot work here with me until you can handle this experience.” Lord Gyoroe waved him off. “Now, go and prepare for your next mission.”
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      The Autumn Realm was not as far into the future as the Winter Realm or the Sunken Realm, but there was an orange quality to the sun overhead that made Turesobei believe it was starting to die.

      This was, however, a prosperous and well-populated Zangaiden. The gate stood behind a temple complex. Within moments, priests were rushing out and bowing down before them, chanting and singing.

      “This is embarrassing,” Turesobei said.

      “If you summoned the Storm Dragon now, they would think you were a god,” Kurine said. “They wouldn't know otherwise.”

      “Don't encourage him,” Iniru said with a grin. “His ego is big enough already.”

      “By this point in the history of this world,” Hannya said, “magic has become rare. It would not take much to impress these people.”

      Turesobei suddenly had a thought he couldn't believe hadn't occurred to him sooner. “Hannya, wouldn’t there be a version of you in all these realms, bound into Fangthorn and trapped on that tiny island?”

      “You want to free me in every future realm we visit? And then have several of me to contend with?”

      “It's just…well, wouldn’t you want the other versions of you to be free?”

      “Is it me you are interested in, or the prospect of having a few more Fangthorns for your team to wield?”

      Turesobei scowled. “That hadn't even crossed my mind.”

      “No, that would not have occurred to you.” Hannya gazed off into the distance and said morosely, “Every version of me is damned, Chonda Turesobei. Even this one. I cannot save them. Leave them be.”

      “But you could free them and let them roam these realms.”

      “Assuming they came out sane, what would they do?”

      “They could serve the people of the realms,” Zaiporo suggested.

      “You think far too well of me. Power corrupts all, especially the Kaiaru. Every time I had power, it led to evil, except when we imprisoned the Blood King. And that, too, was a mistake. No, the other versions of me are where they should be.” She sighed. “Now, go. Get the job done and return here safely.”

      As soon as they reached their destination, Awasa said, “Having to see a reflection of what she truly is terrifies her. She simply cannot face herself.”

      “That's deep,” Zaiporo said.

      Awasa shrugged. “That's how I feel every morning.”

      No one knew how to respond, so they turned their attention to the land around them. Aside from a small orchard and a few windbreaks, the only trees they saw this time were in a forest a few leagues away. The river was full. The waterfall pouring down from the cliff was wide and powerful. The river supplied irrigation to endless miles of rice paddies and plots of vegetables. What Turesobei had first thought to be hundreds of farmers were scarecrows.

      Kurine spun around slowly. “All this food…you could feed my village a hundred times over with such abundance.”

      As Turesobei summoned the Storm Dragon, Zaiporo said, “These people love scarecrows, don't they? Makes you wonder how big the flocks of crows they need to scare off must be.”

      “Something’s wrong here,” Iniru said. “It’s midmorning and there’s rice growing, but there’s not a single person working these fields. No houses, animals, or tools either.”

      “It’s a trap,” Awasa said flatly.

      “The fields can’t be real,” Turesobei said. “We are never going to find people living anywhere near these guardians.”

      Iniru cocked her head. “You hear that? Sounds like…like dogs, maybe.”

      Turesobei shook his head. He couldn’t hear anything subtle over the roar of the waterfall. “Lu Bei.”

      Storm Dragon Lu Bei took off up into the sky. “On it, master.”

      Kurine sighed. “This place really is beauti—”

      A howl echoed across the fields…a second…a third…then a hundred-strong chorus of barks and howls broke across the distance.

      “Trouble in the east and the west, master,” Lu Bei called down.

      Turesobei was about to ask what kind of trouble, when on their side of the river there emerged, in the distance, a yelping horde of moon-white foxes. He spun around.

      From the forest on the other side of the river arose a giant cloud of scarlet and gold leaves that formed into a dragon. And then, naturally, the scarecrows on both sides of the river began to move.

      “I am so going to have nightmares about this one,” Iniru said.

      “Me too,” Zaiporo said. “Those scarecrows are creepy.”

      “Scarecrows? I meant the foxes.” Iniru noticed they were all staring at her as if she were crazy. “A fox bit me when I was a kid.”

      The two dragons rushed toward each other.

      The Storm Dragon breathed lightning at her opponent, but before the bolt reached it, the leaf dragon’s body split apart. The autumn-colored leaves scattered wide. The lightning went through a gap in the center, where the mass of the leaf dragon’s body had been, and scorched only a few leaves. The Storm Dragon clawed and blasted as it flew through the slow-moving cloud of leaves, but caused little harm.

      Once the Storm Dragon had flown by, the leaf dragon reformed and hurtled toward Turesobei and his companions.

      Twice more, the Storm Dragon fired lightning bolts at the leaf dragon, but each time the result was the same. The leaves would scatter, and the lightning would hardly cause any damage. The only good thing was that as a cloud it moved much slower.

      Though the leaf dragon hadn't injured the Storm Dragon, Turesobei felt certain it would hurt them.

      “Is this as bad as it looks?” Iniru asked.

      “Probably,” Turesobei replied.

      “What can a bunch of leaves do to us?” Kurine asked.

      “Blind us,” Zaiporo said.

      “If they have thorns, a swirling cloud of them could shred us,” Awasa said. She patted Motekeru on the shoulder. “Well, not all of us.”

      The leaf dragon and the white foxes drew closer, and the scarecrows had all climbed down from their poles.

      “We need a plan, and fast,” Iniru said.

      Turesobei finished scanning the leaf dragon with his kenja-sight, confirming his worst fear. It wasn’t a single entity but a linked host of smaller ones. He groaned.

      “I'm going to have to cast the spell of greater binding.”

      “What’s so bad about that?” Kurine asked.

      “I'm certain casting it will knock me out.”

      “No other choice?” Zaiporo asked.

      “Not that I know of. The Storm Dragon can only delay it, and I can’t shield us from it if we’re also getting attacked by scarecrows and foxes.”

      “Can the Storm Dragon still fight if you are knocked out?” Iniru asked.

      He nodded. “It can.”

      “Get to it then,” Awasa said.

      Kurine gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I'll protect you, my love.”

      Turesobei drew the strip for the spell of greater binding and began his quick-casting of it. Normally, the spell only targeted a single entity, but it could also lock a lot of small entities together—for a few moments. Unfortunately, binding that many beings at once, no matter their size, required a tremendous amount of energy. That was why the technique was better used as a ritual, not a spell, and especially not a quick casting of one.

      Along with all his internal power, Turesobei drew on every available thread of kenja pouring toward the ley line convergence. He completed his chant. The strip turned to ash between his fingers.

      As the leaf dragon dived toward them, the spell activated.

      The world went dark around him, and he collapsed.
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      Turesobei's first thought, as an amber-colored hound licked his face, waking him up, was that it smelled as if he'd taken a nap in the midst of a forest fire. Groaning, he sat up and realized it smelled that way for a good reason. He was covered in ash and bits of burned leaves. Straw lay scattered all around, and some of it was burning.

      “Hey, you're awake,” Kurine said, smiling at him.

      He pushed Rig and Ohma away, scratching them behind the ears as he did so. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Looks like it. The two teams are heading back toward us, and everyone’s walking. I figure that’s a good sign.”

      From one direction came Motekeru and Zaiporo; from the other, Iniru and Awasa, though it took them longer since they had to forge a shallow section of the river. Lu Bei circled overhead and the Storm Dragon mirrored him, high up among the clouds.

      As soon as everyone reached him, Turesobei recalled the dragon.

      “Your spell worked brilliantly,” Iniru said as she dusted ashes out of her hair. “The leaf dragon tried to separate, but your spell held it together long enough for the Storm Dragon to blast it.”

      “It was good thinking, master,” Lu Bei said without his usual exuberance. The longer the fetch had to be a dragon, the more dour and taciturn he was for the rest of the day.

      Iniru patted Motekeru on the shoulder. “Thank you for taking on the foxes and letting me do the scarecrows.”

      Motekeru shrugged. “Made no difference to me.”

      They retrieved the heart stone, Kurine found a pebble with a rust-colored spiral, then they returned to the Nexus of the Realms.
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      During the next week, Turesobei visited the Inner Sanctum twice. The second time, he was actually able to study the energy signatures of the heart stones while blocking out the time stream and not getting nauseated. He was slightly familiar with the cylinders he had recovered, but he hadn't had time to study them out in the realms. And they behaved differently here, resonating in their matching pairs and with the other solitary cylinders. He tried hard to focus on them, but he could only do so for a few minutes at a time before getting overwhelmed.

      Because talking made it easier to avoid looking out at the time stream, Turesobei tried to get as much information out of Lord Gyoroe as possible while he rested.

      “Is there a reason you only made nine realms?”

      “I did not need any more than that.”

      “But I thought you didn't have enough power to achieve your goals before.”

      “I needed more power, yes, but of a different nature. Also, my system was too inefficient, a problem I have now corrected.”

      “It sure does take a lot of energy to ghost back in time,” Turesobei said.

      “The farther you go back, the more energy required. I have explained all of this to you in detail before.”

      Turesobei didn’t doubt that, but most of Lord Gyoroe’s nearly incomprehensible lectures explaining the metaphysics of the realms had put him into a state of near sleep.

      “So what do you expect to see, when you finally succeed?”

      Lord Gyoroe shrugged. “No Kaiaru has any idea how we came to be…not even me.”

      “Master knew.” Lu Bei was shielding his eyes with his hands so he didn’t have to look outside the dome. “But he understood that the information was best left unknown.”

      “Your master was not the visionary I am,” Lord Gyoroe said. “Or else, he was a fool.”

      Lu Bei scowled and bit at his lip. And Turesobei wondered: had the memory actually been wiped from Lu Bei, or was it merely locked away like so many other things? It wouldn’t surprise him if Chonda Lu had erased the knowledge from his own mind while leaving it locked away in his diary, in case he ever needed it again. After all, why did he need a living diary anyway?

      

      Turesobei met Enashoma, in her room, for an early breakfast tea the next morning.

      “I know it’s super early for tea,” Enashoma said, “but I figured it would be the only time we could talk alone, just the two of us.”

      Turesobei yawned and stretched. “I don’t mind. I only sleep about an hour each day anyway.”

      “Oh yeah, you’ve got other things to occupy you at night.”

      Turesobei blushed deeply. “Yeah…well…you and Zaiporo….”

      “We don’t share a room at night,” Enashoma said.

      “For all of the few hours you sleep. You’re together all the rest of the time.”

      “Yeah…but that’s different. We don’t—” She huffed. “Why on earth am I talking to you about this?”

      “You started it,” Turesobei grumbled.

      Enashoma slapped him on the arm. “Don’t you start with the you started it bit.”

      He laughed. “Okay.” He took a deep sip of mint tea. “I was alone last night anyway. Working with the heart stones gave me a terrible headache, and I needed a little time by myself. Iniru wanted to spend some quality time with Kurine anyway.”

      “How’s that going?”

      “For me, everything’s going great,” he said. “With them…there’s some tension. But nothing has boiled over.”

      “Yet,” Enashoma added darkly.

      “They’re trying to get along, and I think it’s going to work out.” For luck, he rapped his knuckles on the table. “So what did you want to talk about?”

      She gestured at the amethyst kavaru on her forehead. Turesobei had been trying not to look at it. As much as it pleased him that Enashoma had a kavaru, which she deserved, it was still weird to see her wearing one. But what really bothered him were the implications.

      Enashoma now had a special bond with the only kavaru to ever wake up after a long sleep. To him, that suggested she had a special destiny as well. And he didn’t want her to suffer such a burden. The worst thing, though, was that it meant she was going to be of extra interest to the Blood King. Plus, it gave Lord Gyoroe another avenue of success, should ghosting back in time fail to reveal the secrets he sought.

      “I can feel the power growing in the kavaru,” Enashoma said. “I think I’ll be able to talk to Nāa again soon. Only, there’s so much to ask him that I don’t even know where to begin. Is there anything in particular you’d like to know?”

      Turesobei drummed his fingers on the table as he watched steam trail up from his tea bowl. “You know, I don’t think you should press him with questions. Let Nāa talk to you. Let him reveal things at a pace he’s comfortable with. That might prevent him from fading out like last time. Honestly, since you share a bond with him, I think the important thing is for you to just get to know one another. The big questions can wait a little longer.”

      “That makes sense,” Enashoma said.

      Turesobei scratched at his chin. “Though if he is experiencing the world through you then, in a way, I’m talking to him right now.”

      “Does that weird you out?” Enashoma asked.

      “Not really.”

      She sighed dramatically. “Could you please tell Zai that then? He won’t even kiss me on the lips anymore.”

      “I can try. But to be honest, if I were him, it would weird me out, too.” Turesobei grinned. “Besides, maybe I don’t want Zai kissing you on the lips. You are my little sister, after all.”

      “You have two girlfriends who alternate spending the night with you. You have no room telling me what I can do with Zai. None. Zero. Zilch.”

      “I’m just messing with you.”

      Enashoma scowled. “So, anything you want to ask Nāa?”

      Lu Bei stifled a cough, or maybe a few words. His eyes teared up.

      “Is there something you want to say?” Enashoma asked the fetch.

      Lu Bei shook his head.

      The sound of shouting pierced the walls. Turesobei knew those voices intimately. Iniru and Kurine were fighting again.

      “How’s that truce working out now?” Enashoma asked with a smirk.

      Turesobei groaned miserably. “What could have happened? They haven't argued in weeks.”

      “Who knows?” Enashoma jumped to her feet and, grabbing his arm, dragged Turesobei along behind her. “But if their truce falls apart, there's no way you can all survive the next realm. Come on.”

      Turesobei stumbled out into the hallway after her. Lu Bei zoomed overhead, his little face mirroring Enashoma's worry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      Turesobei and Enashoma came to a halt outside the door to Kurine and Iniru’s room. Enashoma nodded at him, silently asking what he was going to do. While he hesitated, debating whether or not he should go in, Awasa and Zaiporo hurried over. They paused, their faces identical masks of dread as they waited for him to make the first move.

      His hand reached toward the door, but he couldn’t bring himself to open it. Enashoma was right. The battles for the heart stones ranged from extremely difficult to nearly unwinnable. And that was with everyone working as a team. If Iniru and Kurine were back at each other's throats, they were all doomed. Should he go in there and break them up? Or would him being there just make things worse?

      As he hesitated, their angry voices drifted through the door.

      “All I’m saying is it wouldn’t kill you to fold your clothes and put them away properly!” Kurine shouted.

      “A servant’s going to come through in a few hours and tidy everything,” Iniru replied. “Why waste the effort?”

      “Because you should treat your clothes with respect.”

      “You want to talk about respect?” Iniru asked. “How about you respect me and don’t take up the whole bed at night?”

      “We’re sharing, and I can’t help that I’m bigger than you.”

      Turesobei blushed, thinking of them both snuggled together in bed.

      “What I don’t like is waking up in the middle of the night having been knocked off the sleeping mat.”

      “Well, maybe that wouldn’t happen if you didn’t jab me with your bony elbows.”

      “Maybe if you didn’t take up so much space with all your…your curviness.”

      “You think I’m fat?” Kurine asked.

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “You’re just jealous because I have a figure and you don’t!”

      “No, I’m not,” Iniru snapped. “Besides, I have a figure.”

      “A stick figure.”

      “How dare you,” Iniru seethed. “Turesobei likes my figure just fine.”

      “Just fine? You think just fine is enough? Well, good. Because my curviness is way better than just fine.”

      “Doubt it,” Iniru said. “Especially after you take up the whole sleeping mat and shove him off onto the floor.”

      “I’ve never done that to him!”

      Why did they have to fight about this?

      Zaiporo shot him a look that was half confused and half admiring. Enashoma elbowed him in the ribs and rolled her eyes. Awasa narrowed hers and looked Turesobei up and down speculatively. A small smile ghosted across her face, revealing her slender fangs.

      Turesobei groaned softly.

      “Probably because you keep him up all night by—”

      “By what?” Kurine demanded. “I don’t do anything you don’t do. I just do it better.”

      Turesobei buried in his hands and wished they would stop. He had never been so embarrassed in his life.

      “Oh, shut up,” Iniru said.

      “You shut up.”

      “I know what your real problem is,” Iniru snarled.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “You’re jealous. I’ve seen your face when Turesobei puts the boosting spells on me.”

      “You’re wrong,” Kurine gasped.

      “Am I?” Iniru challenged. “Seems to me that it's not enough for you to be the Blood King’s favorite.”

      “What does that mean?” Kurine asked

      “You got the fanciest armor with the most protective spells. You got the most powerful weapon. And you got a magic shield!”

      “I need those things to protect Turesobei. I didn’t spend my whole life training to kill people, like you did.”

      “Really?” Something crashed onto the floor. “You’re going to bring that crap up again?”

      “Pick up those clothes,” Kurine said.

      Turesobei heard something else hit the floor.

      “Pick them up!” Kurine roared.

      Something else, something heavier than clothes, struck the floor. He had a feeling this was about to get bad.

      The others took a quick step back, suddenly serious again, as the sounds of things crashing to the floor got closer.

      Suddenly, Kurine shrieked and a dark shape rushed at the door. The wood frame shuddered as something heavy slammed into it. Then the silk panels ripped, and Kurine fell backwards into the hallway. She had one hand locked onto Iniru's wrist as she fell. Iniru was jerked off her feet and landed hard on Kurine's chest. She rolled off, coughing as she struggled to get her breath back.

      Both girls froze when they saw the others peering down at them.

      Enashoma glared with so much furious disgust that she reminded Turesobei of their mother. "Are you two seriously fighting over clothes?!"

      Before they could answer, Enashoma spun around, grabbed Zaiporo and Turesobei, then stormed back to her room with them in tow.

      

      Later that day, Turesobei sat alone in his room replenishing his spell strips, when a soft knock at the door broke his concentration.

      "Come in."

      The door slid open. Iniru and Kurine stepped inside hesitantly. Iniru looked like she was facing the hangman's noose, and Kurine refused to meet his eyes at all. She kept nervously twisting the hem of her shirt.

      "Um...hey," Turesobei started, not sure what he could say to fix things.

      Iniru held up a hand stopping him. "Let us say something first." She paused, steeling herself. "We are both really, really sorry, and it won't happen again. We both understand how important it is—to everyone—that we work together."

      Kurine nodded vigorously, tears sparkling on her lashes. "That's right. And our arguing, it wasn't about you. I mean, it was about you, but it wasn't because of you."

      "It wasn't your fault," Iniru clarified. "Neither one of us is used to living…or sharing with someone else. It's an adjustment."

      "Not an easy one," Kurine muttered.

      Iniru bristled.

      But Kurine looked at her feet and shrugged. "Well, it's not."

      “No,” Iniru sighed. “It's not easy. But we're trying. And we’ll get there."

      “Um….” He still wasn't sure what to say. “Thanks."

      Iniru gave him an apologetic smile. “We’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Bye,” Kurine muttered, refusing to meet his gaze.

      She continued to stare despondently at the floor as she shuffled out of the room behind Iniru. He wondered briefly if there was something he should do or say to cheer her up.

      But they were gone before he got the chance.
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      The Realm of Clouds was not floating in the sky as Turesobei had imagined, but it was easy to see how it had gotten its name. All around them, voluminous clouds of steam vapor rose from countless vents and seeps. There were no trees, fields, or streams in sight; no animals, people, or signs of civilization either. The land as far as they could see was covered by rough, pockmarked terrain.

      Judging by the sun overhead, this version of Zangaiden was at some point in the past. Based on the inhospitable terrain, he guessed that it was the distant past.

      “It's…a different kind of beautiful,” Kurine said.

      “It does almost seem like we’re in the clouds,” Zaiporo said.

      “This is Bokaga’s realm,” Hannya said, “and he was exceptionally clever and fond of tricks and deception.”

      “We’ll be careful, my lady,” Awasa replied.

      They teleported to where the guardians should be, and discovered that there wasn't a highland shelf here. No waterfall or river, and if there was a cave, it would have to be underground. The land was rough but relatively flat as far as they could see, with clouds of steam billowing up everywhere. They were already sweating, and they hadn’t even exerted themselves yet.

      Zaiporo pointed. “Hey, there's the cylinder!”

      Turesobei evoked the Storm Dragon, and they moved cautiously toward the cylinder on its pedestal, which was sitting out in the open beside a hot spring. It was basically where Turesobei would’ve expected it to be.

      “Do you think maybe someone defeated the guardians but couldn’t break through the force field?” Kurine asked.

      “Surely, anyone capable of defeating the guardians could penetrate the shield,” Iniru said.

      Awasa shrugged. “Not necessarily.”

      “We’ll find out,” Turesobei said.

      “You know it’s probably a trap, right?” Zaiporo asked.

      Turesobei nodded. “The only way to find out is to spring it.”

      “Then allow me, master,” Motekeru said.

      Motekeru stepped up to the pedestal without hitting the force field. He reached for the cylinder—and his hand passed right through it.

      The pedestal and the cylinder both disappeared.

      “Well, we knew it was too easy,” Turesobei said.

      Breathlessly, they waited for something to happen. But nothing did, and after a few moments, they relaxed somewhat. Kurine started looking for her special stone, even though they hadn’t won the battle yet. Iniru scanned for enemies, and Motekeru stared at the ground where the pedestal had been.

      Zaiporo walked about twenty paces away to look at a hot spring.

      Awasa was holding a mudra and had her eyes shut tight. “There's something near us. I can feel it closing in.”

      Turesobei opened his kenja-sight and saw a dozen man-shaped forms, carrying swords and shields, heading their way. Whatever these guardians were, they couldn’t be seen with normal sight.

      They were going to reach Zaiporo first, and he had no idea they were near him.

      “Zai, run!” Turesobei shouted.

      Zaiporo looked up, realized what Turesobei had said, and moved—but too late. An invisible blade plunged into his back and out through his chest. As he fell, the blade pulled back and stabbed him a second time.
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      Enashoma knelt in the field of lavender within the Canvas. She took several deep breaths, formed the proper mudras with her hands, and opened her mind to the kavaru.

      Once again, she stepped out of her body as a spirit.

      Nāa stood across from her.

      “Greetings again, Chonda Enashoma.”

      She responded with an awkward hello.

      He gestured. “Why don’t we sit together?”

      Facing one another, they sat crosslegged in the rich-scented lavender.

      “So….” Her voice trailed off. Despite days of contemplation, she struggled to figure out what to ask him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

      He smiled. “Then maybe I should begin.”

      “Please.”

      “I know you have lots of questions, but I would prefer to not talk about my past. I cannot yet handle any painful memories.”

      “I’m really sorry I upset you last time.”

      “It was not your fault,” he said. “And I apologize for complicating your personal life by being…well, basically a parasite.”

      “That’s okay,” she said. “Most of the others seem all right with it, and Zaiporo will come around soon.”

      “I meant you actually.”

      “Me?”

      “Enashoma, you have not taken a bath nor hardly looked in a mirror since you found out that I was experiencing the world through you.”

      She frowned as she thought about her actions over the last week. “You’re right!” She put her face in her hands and groaned. “Oh, I’ve been so unfair to Zai.”

      “I do not think you did so intentionally.”

      “No, I didn’t. I had no idea I was being that self-conscious.”

      “It is going to take time for you to adjust to this,” Nāa said. “And I want you to know that it is not easy for me, either. Imagine experiencing the world through someone very unlike yourself and having no control over what happens.”

      “That would drive me mad.”

      He took her hands in his and smiled. “We will both adapt in time. Just behave as you normally would and pretend I am not here.”

      “I’ll try, but it’s not easy being myself when I know I’m sharing my body and experiences with a strange man.”

      “I do understand. Trust me, you will get used to it.”

      “You’ve done this before?”

      He withdrew his hands. “Oh, I have experienced far worse than this. Imagine dying one day and being reborn into a new body. The shock is intense, and sometimes it takes years to get over it. And the body you are born into….” He snapped the head of a lavender stem. “It belonged to  someone who gave up their life, willingly, so that you might live on.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “I hate that I ever did it.”

      Enashoma tried not to judge him. For a Kaiaru, he seemed extraordinarily kind and thoughtful.

      “Every time you are reborn that way, you change a little, taking on some of the characteristics of the person you are replacing. And, of course, the longer you go before dying, the greater the shock and the harder it is to accept the transformation.”

      “Is it easier to be reborn as an inheritant?”

      “Much so, because the inheritant will be more like you than any other descendant.”

      “Then why be reborn any other way?”

      “Because you cannot know when or where the rebirth will take place. An inheritant may not show up for decades, or longer, and even then they must survive long enough to come into contact with the kavaru or the process will begin again. Plus, a Kaiaru with a failing will to continue on into another rebirth might not manifest an inheritant at all.”

      “Chonda Lu clearly wasn’t bothered by that risk.”

      “Lu was always a bit different,” Nāa said. “And obviously, he engineered the process somehow, which is not surprising. He was studying rebirth and inheritance even when I worked with him.”

      “Your will failed, though…?”

      He smiled sadly. “I was weary of life. I had seen enough of the world and wanted nothing more to do with it.”

      “That’s hard for me to imagine.”

      “You are young still. Given enough time, you would understand. After a few lifetimes, you grow jaded. You begin to seek esoteric knowledge or power. You dabble in things you ought not to dabble in. You interfere with the lives of your descendants.”

      “Like Chonda Lu with my clan and my brother?”

      He nodded. “Lu and I saw eye-to-eye on many things. But ultimately, he was more like the rest of our kind than I was. As far as Kaiaru go, I am an aberration. Power and indulgences never meant much to me. I was always drawn to art and creation. That was why Lu sought me out. He admired my art. And he learned a lot from me.” Nāa scowled. “Unfortunately, after I was gone he twisted much of that knowledge to dark purposes. But then, I suppose certain events did alter the both of us...and not for the better.”

      Enashoma wanted to ask more about that, but respected his wishes. She waited, but he said nothing further.

      “Were you originally a man or a woman?” she asked.

      “I am not certain Kaiaru were originally human at all, but that is merely speculation. Anyway, I believe my first body was a woman. But I am uncertain. Like the rest of my kind, my memories only stretch back a few millennia. In fact, my oldest memory I have is being reborn into a new body and thinking that I never wanted to do that again.” He chuckled. “I was reborn twice more afterward.”

      “I can’t even imagine not knowing so much of your past.”

      “Would it make you feel better to know that of those years I can recall, I spent most of them as a woman?”

      “A little.” Enashoma stared at him a few moments. A thought came to her, out of nowhere. “You know exactly why your kavaru awoke, don’t you?”

      Nāa flinched, cocked his head, then frowned. “I cannot believe you broke through my mental barrier.”

      “I didn’t,” she replied. “Not intentionally. The thought just came to me.”

      “Ah. I suppose that is to be expected from time to time, with our minds linked so closely.”

      “So you do know?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      She stared at him patiently. Finally, he sighed and answered her unspoken question.

      “Lu Bei summoned me.”

      “The fetch summoned you…. How?!”

      “How does he do anything?”

      Enashoma scratched her head. “With tea?” she said jokingly.

      But Nāa nodded seriously.

      “Wait, how could Lu Bei summon you with tea?!”

      “He brewed the perfect bowl. In truth, it would not have worked without the brush being nearby. Though how the fetch knew my stone was here, I have no idea, since none of you were aware of the Blood King’s collection.”

      “You are going to have to explain to me how a bowl of tea could summon a kavaru back to life.”

      “I made a promise two thousand years ago. I cannot bear to divulge the details. I will say this much. When I was dying, I told everyone it was the end for me. But Lu Bei insisted I return. I could not leave him, he said. Because he would have no other friends, only his master. He kept on and on, badgering me this way.”

      “I’m familiar with that tactic of his,” she muttered.

      “Finally, over a bowl of tea…” tears welled in his eyes “…a bowl of my favorite brew, I made a promise to him. ‘If ever you desperately need me, little fetch, I will return. No matter what.’ It was the sort of heartfelt promise you do not intend to keep but that you give someone just to make them feel better. At least, that is what I thought it was. But Lu Bei, clever thing he is, trapped me with it. As soon as the words left my lips, I found myself bound by a spell. Imagine that, I had bound my very existence into a spell that little creature controlled!”

      “How could he do that?”

      “Lu Bei is a magic beyond all others. A magic neither I nor Lu nor even the Blood King could ever fully understand. He is a creature of whimsy and of love, both peaceful and excruciating. And he is somehow more than the sum of all those things.”

      “But he didn’t bring you back until now….”

      “I scolded him for tricking me. Naturally, he denied having done it intentionally. I made him promise not to summon my kavaru back to life unless it was absolutely necessary. ‘Let me fade as I wish,’ I begged him.”

      “He was true to his word. We desperately need help.”

      “There is no doubt about that.”

      “What I don’t understand is that he seemed so surprised and amazed to see your stone in my hand when we went into the Blood King’s kavaru vault.”

      “Surprised, or genuinely happy and disguising his reaction? He knew the energy from the brush and the right bowl of tea could summon me back. And he had to know that yours would be the soul I would call to. Though perhaps he did not know for certain my kavaru was here. Perhaps he had merely hoped or guessed….” Nāa shrugged. “Only Lu Bei could tell you whether his reaction was genuine.”

      “Wow…sweet, devious little Lu Bei…I always knew there was more to him, but….” She shook her head.

      “Indeed,” Nāa said. “But that is enough about Lu Bei and my awakening. We must begin your training. You have much to learn and little time for doing so.”
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      The others only saw two bloody holes suddenly erupt on Zaiporo’s chest before he dropped down dead. Iniru cried out and started toward him, but Motekeru stopped her.

      “Everyone, stay back!” Turesobei shouted. “There are invisible warriors closing in. Storm Dragon, protect us!”

      Before the enemy could reach them, the Storm Dragon started circling Turesobei and his companions, blasting the invisible warriors with sparks, wind, and hail. Whether it was working, Turesobei couldn’t tell. It was impossible to see through the storm surrounding them.

      He needed to find a way to make these warriors visible to everyone, and quickly, because he was certain that soon there would be a big guardian for the Storm Dragon to deal with.

      And they had to win this one fast. The longer it took to return to the Nexus, the greater the risk that the Blood King wouldn't be able to bring Zaiporo back to life.

      If necessary, Turesobei wouldn’t hesitate to teleport everyone away without finishing the mission. In fact, that was probably the best thing to do. They could come back prepared to deal with the invisible warriors. Given their energy patterns, he suspected they were naturally invisible, which meant countering the effect was going to be incredibly difficult.

      “We don’t have many options here. Storm Dragon, keep circling us as we advance toward Zaiporo. If we can reach him, we can get out of here.”

      “Sobei, I’ll be able to see the invisible guardians by using the mudra of revelation,” Awasa said as they eased forward.

      “And I can detect them well enough,” Motekeru said, “now that I know they exist. I don't need to see something to kill it.”

      Turesobei nodded. “In that case…Kurine and Iniru, I'm going to cast a spell that will grant you kenja-sight. It's going to be overwhelming at first. The world around you will seem to be a mass of swirling colors. Just find the man-shaped patterns and focus on them. Block out everything else.”

      Based on how slowly they were advancing toward Zaiporo, Turesobei guessed the guardians were powerful and that the Storm Dragon was having trouble, alarming as it seemed, pushing them back. She fired off several powerful blasts, and he had a feeling, a very bad feeling, that those blasts hadn’t killed any of the warriors.

      Turesobei cast the spell of granting kenja-sight. It seemed like a small thing, but it was a demanding spell, and he had never thought to make a strip for it.

      “Whoa,” Iniru said, stumbling. “I think…I might be sick.”

      “You’ll get used to it in a few moments,” he said.

      Kurine fell to her knees and vomited.

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

      “Once we get close enough, the Storm Dragon will attack the warriors full-on, while we rush to Zaiporo,” Turesobei said. “Then, assuming we can all be safe for long enough, I will recall the Storm Dragon and cast the teleport spell.”

      For the moment, though, they had stopped moving forward, because Kurine was still bent over, throwing up.

      “We need to get moving again,” Motekeru said.

      “Everyone ready?” Turesobei asked

      Kurine stood and wiped her mouth off. Her eyes were milky white. “Give me just a few more seconds. You've been using kenja-sight all your life. I don't think you have any idea how overwhelming it is.”

      Iniru nodded along with her. “I can hardly stand.”

      Turesobei counted to thirty, and then said, “We can't wait any longer. Let's go.”

      Awasa helped Kurine up, and they all moved forward again, if slowly. Just when Turesobei was about to tell the Storm Dragon to stop circling and attack, a blue-white energy blast struck her.

      The dragon tumbled backward, wailing in agony. Pain erupted in Turesobei’s chest, and on his face it felt as if someone had stabbed a knife into the Mark of the Storm Dragon.

      He collapsed to the ground, writhing in pain.

      “Wizard!” Motekeru shouted.

      A willowy figure in robes, ghostly pale and barely visible against the backdrop of steam clouds, stood just beyond the twelve invisible warriors. The wizard had a spell strip in his fingers. The spell strip crumbled away, but the wizard instantly drew another out of thin air. Based on the pale blue kavaru he saw on the wizard’s throat, Turesobei feared this was a simulacrum of Lord Bokaga himself. It would not be as powerful as that great Kaiaru, but it was probably equal to any average Kaiaru wizard and Turesobei's match.

      Unfortunately, Zaiporo’s lifeless body lay just beyond the wizard. They were going to have to go through the twelve invisible warriors, all of whom remained unharmed, and the wizard in order to get to their friend.

      As Turesobei’s companions engaged the warriors, the Storm Dragon blasted lightning at the simulacrum, but the wizard held up his spell strip, and all the blast went into it. The wizard then used that strip to fire a blast back, but the Storm Dragon managed to dodge that one. The strip crumbled, and another immediately took its place.

      His friends were outnumbered more than two to one, and even with Motekeru, their odds of winning looked slim. After a brief, violent exchange, Motekeru had killed one of the invisible warriors by ripping out its heart.

      The others were having a tough time, though, and just barely holding their ground. Only Iniru had managed to injure one, while Kurine had cracked another’s breastplate.

      Awasa had sustained a nasty cut on her left knee. It was harder to fight with the sword in one hand while holding a complicated mudra with the other.

      The hounds were completely unable to injure the warriors. All they could do was run interference, which was what Lu Bei was doing.

      As soon as the wizard held up a spell strip to absorb another blast from the Storm Dragon, Turesobei cast a fire-blast spell, figuring at least one of the shots would hit. The wizard’s spell strip absorbed both blasts, but instead of the strip merely crumbling in his fingers as before, it exploded. The shockwave knocked the wizard stumbling backward.

      As he saw Lu Bei streaking up into the sky, in the way he always did before employing a dive bomb maneuver from high above, Turesobei had an idea.

      “Iniru!” Turesobei called. As she moved into a defensive posture, he rushed up and said, as quietly as possible, knowing her sensitive ears would pick up his words over the fighting, “I need you to attack the wizard.” He enchanted her with the spell of prodigious leaping. “Get ready to leap.”

      Horns sparking and claws extended, the Storm Dragon zoomed toward the dazed wizard. But before she could hit him, the wizard formed mudras with both hands. A shimmering force field appeared suddenly, and the Storm Dragon slammed into it with a thundering boom. She bounced off the force field and crashed into a hot spring.

      The wizard dropped his mudras, thereby lowering his force field, and drew another spell strip. He never saw what was coming for him. Blasting sparks, Storm Dragon Lu Bei crashed onto the simulacrum's back and knocked him down.

      Turesobei darted in with his sword, taking on Iniru’s current invisible opponent. “Now!”

      Iniru sprang up into the air.

      Snarling, Lu Bei viciously raked his claws into the wizard's back. Bits of ghostly cloth and blood flew through the air. But Lu Bei didn’t have a chance to do more serious damage. The incredibly strong wizard rolled over and hurled him aside.

      Just as the wizard stood, Iniru landed and plunged Sumada into his chest. With a burst of steam, the wizard disappeared.

      Iniru had exposed her back to an invisible warrior who was charging toward her. Turesobei shouted a warning, but she wasn’t going to be able to turn around in time. His breath caught. If she died, the Blood King couldn’t bring her back.

      But just before the warrior struck her, the Storm Dragon burst out of the hot spring and obliterated it with a lightning bolt.

      Eight invisible warriors still remained, but with the Storm Dragon’s help, they had no trouble taking them out. Apparently, the wizard had been protecting them from the dragon all along.

      “Is that it, Sobei?” Awasa asked, wiping blood from her cheek where a sword had nicked her.

      He glanced around. “If there's a source generating more, I don’t see it anywhere.”

      The pedestal and the cylinder reappeared.

      Iniru rushed over to Zaiporo. In a small voice, she said, “He's dead.”

      Clenching a hand over a wound on her shoulder, Kurine scooped up a pebble with a white spiral pattern and said, “Get the cylinder, and let’s go!”

      “There's something wrong here,” Turesobei said as he examined the pedestal. “That was too easy, and the trick was not that clever.”

      “Maybe some of the Shogakami aren't as strong as the others,” Kurine said.

      “Perhaps, but Bokaga is known for being one of the most powerful.”

      He stepped up near the pedestal. Again, there was no force field protecting it. Using his kenja-sight, he could tell something was wrong. He just couldn't figure out what it was.

      “Everyone gather close. Be ready for…be ready for anything.”

      Motekeru brought over Zaiporo and set him down nearby.

      Turesobei reached out. His hand passed through the cylinder, then it disappeared again.

      “Trouble,” Awasa said.

      Turesobei spun around. “Oh, crap.”

      The twelve invisible warriors and the simulacrum wizard had reappeared. He ordered the Storm Dragon to shield them.

      “I guess I should’ve recalled the Storm Dragon, so that I could teleport us out of here.”

      “You think?” Iniru asked.

      “Let’s go,” Awasa said.

      “Not just yet,” Turesobei replied.

      Kurine grabbed his arm. “Zaiporo needs to get back!”

      “I know that! But I don’t want to go back ignorant. I want to know what we’re dealing with so we’re prepared next time.”

      Turesobei knelt and took a closer look at the spot where the pedestal had been. “The fake image of the pedestal is a trap, and it's the generator for the guardians.”

      “So how do we defeat this?” Iniru asked.

      He studied it closely with his kenja-sight. “The problem…the problem is the illusion is the trigger to regenerate the guardians, and the generator is the force field itself, but the real thing didn't appear because…because we didn't actually defeat all the guardians, which is what you have to do with this one.”

      “So there’s another guardian out there?” Iniru asked.

      “If so, why didn't it attack us?” Awasa asked.

      “It doesn't have to,” Motekeru responded. “It could be hiding from us.”

      “Why would it do that?” Kurine asked.

      “So we can’t win,” Turesobei said with a grimace. “Bokaga could be using that as a trick to counter someone who knows how the guardian system works and is powerful enough to defeat the guardians and destroy the force field.”

      “Lady Hannya did warn us that he was tricky,” Awasa said.

      Kurine tugged at his sleeve. “We should retreat now.”

      “The longer we wait, the greater the risk of not being able to bring Zaiporo back,” Iniru said urgently.

      “And maybe Lady Hannya or the Blood King will have some idea about how to defeat this,” Awasa added.

      “Just give me a few more moments to analyze the situation,” Turesobei said. “You guys think of a plan that will keep the guardians away long enough, without help from the Storm Dragon, for me to cast the teleportation spell.”

      Turesobei focused on the energy of the Cloud Realm heart stone, which he now knew from having studied its mate in the Inner Sanctum. Then he cast the spell of locating that which is hidden, attuning the spell to an energy signature all the force fields and guardians had so far possessed.

      The spell immediately detected the twelve warriors and the simulacrum wizard…then it picked up something else. It was faint, but he had a bead on it.

      “There's another guardian flying away from us and fast, heading due north. Storm Dragon, on my mark, fly toward the wizard to distract him, then head north and find that guardian.” Turesobei placed onto Motekeru the spell of prodigious leaping. “Motekeru, you are going to leap on the wizard like Iniru did before.”

      “Shouldn’t we leave now?” Kurine urged.

      Turesobei shook his head and prepared a weak fire-blast spell. He only needed it for a distraction. “Go now!”

      The Storm Dragon flew toward the wizard, blasting it with lightning. The wizard reflected the blast, which clipped the Storm Dragon on the tail, causing her to roll wildly. But she righted herself and sped off toward the north.

      The wizard barely got a spell strip out in time to absorb Turesobei’s fire blast, which he had unleashed just as the wizard was reflecting the Storm Dragon’s lightning bolt. Motekeru’s leap coincided with Turesobei’s attack. Motekeru fell on top of the wizard and ripped through him with his claws. Again, the wizard turned into a puff of steam and disappeared.

      Then they fought the twelve invisible guardians. Turesobei used his sword and an array of minor spells. He didn't want to use any difficult ones, because he might have to risk complete kenja depletion, and thus death, to teleport them back so they could save Zaiporo.

      After a desperate battle that left them all with new cuts, scrapes, and bruises, they defeated the invisible warriors. A minute later, a flash appeared on the horizon, followed a few seconds later by a deep boom.

      The cylinder and the pedestal reappeared. Turesobei recalled the Storm Dragon. “Let's try this one more time.”

      He reached his hand out—and it struck a force field. “It's the real thing this time. Let's take it down and get out of here.”
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      “My training?” Enashoma asked.

      “Yes,” Nāa said. “If you and your friends are to survive, you are probably going to need my help to counter the Blood King.”

      “So you are going to train me to be a wizard?”

      “Hardly. The Blood King can do that better than I can. I was never much of a spell-caster.”

      “Wait, I thought all Kaiaru were wizards.”

      He looked at her, puzzled. “We are forgotten in your time, aren’t we? All Kaiaru are magical and possess special abilities, and most do eventually become wizards, as part of their pursuit of power and esoteric knowledge. But not all do. Seshalla, for example, never cast a single spell that I know of, having preferred to devote her time to martial and spiritual pursuits. Myself, I am a poor wizard, but I did master other arts.”

      “Like using your brush.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Why is the Maker’s Brush so powerful?”

      “Is it not obvious?” he asked. “Think about the brush. It seems a simple object, yes? There are no runes carved upon its surface, nor is it made from special materials. It is but a brush.”

      “There is dark iron in the core of the handle,” she said. “I detected it when I started studying kenja currents with Lady Hannya.”

      “Okay, that part is special. But not exceedingly so.”

      Enashoma twirled a strand of hair. “Oh! It’s special because you used it so much. It soaked up some of your power.”

      He stared at her expectantly.

      A thought came to her unbidden. “You were so familiar to me when I first saw you, though I’d never encountered your kavaru before. Because it’s not simply a portion of your power that resides in the brush. It holds part of your soul, as Fangthorn once held Lady Hannya.”

      “I gave myself to my art, figuratively and literally.”

      “No wonder it’s so powerful,” she said.

      “It is actually more than merely a part of my soul that powers the brush. Not only does it make things come alive, it absorbs a tiny portion of their essence in return. The more the brush is used, the more powerful it grows.”

      “And otherwise it’s just a simple brush with a dark iron core and bristles that never wear away?”

      He nodded. “One that I was using as far back as my earliest memories. I do not know its origin anymore than I can understand its true nature. Even Chonda Lu could not figure it out.”

      “What can I make with it?” she asked.

      “Much more than origami creatures, that is for certain.”

      Nāa swept out a hand, and a man-sized boulder appeared. He stepped up to it and summoned an exact copy of the Maker’s Brush. He squatted in front of the boulder and began drawing seemingly-crude characters on it. She watched him carefully.

      Half an hour later, he drew the activating mark on the stone. The boulder melted into a molten pile of rock then reshaped itself into a humanlike form, with a thick chest, stubby legs, long arms, and a head without a neck.

      “A stone warrior,” Nāa said. “At your command.”

      Enashoma staggered back in awe. “I could make that with the brush?”

      “Easily enough, once you know how. You are limited only by your skill with the pictograms I shall teach you, your imagination, and the power you can draw upon using my kavaru.

      “Naturally, you are also limited by the materials you are working with. The better you understand your materials, the more you can do with them. It is simple enough to make an origami creature live for a few minutes. But if you learn the true nature of paper, you can create origami creatures that last for many years. And if you understood the true nature of stone and knew the proper marks, you could make a powerful warrior like this one.

      “I cannot stress enough how important imagination is. More than anything, your vision of what you will create is key. Aside from that, you are limited only by the amount of energy you can summon.”

      “So instead of a rock warrior…I could make a big stone cat?”

      “Precisely.”

      Nāa spoke a command, and the rock warrior obeyed by jumping up and down, then twirling in place.

      “You can create warriors or animals out of trees, rocks, or wooden planks. You can make statues come to life. Anything you desire, you can make…even things that should never be made.”

      “Like Motekeru.”

      “And if you—”

      A voice called out to Enashoma. A voice in the real world.

      She resisted it. She wanted desperately to know more.

      “You need to go,” Nāa said. “We will talk again soon.”

      Enashoma exited the dream state. A dead-eyed servant stood at the entrance to the Canvas. “My lord wishes you to know that the gate from the Cloud Realm is now active.”

      Enashoma rushed from the Canvas, out to the courtyard, and up the steps to the platform. The gate closed right after Hannya stepped out from it. Everyone was safely through.

      Except—Zaiporo, lying in Motekeru’s arms—his eyes open but lifeless. Blood flowed from two gaping wounds in his chest.

      Enashoma rushed to him, took his limp hand, and cried out.
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      Turesobei cringed as Enashoma cried. “No…no…he can’t be….”

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “Shoma, it will be okay.”

      She batted his hand away and wrapped her arms around Zaiporo.

      Lord Gyoroe gazed upon the cylinder in Turesobei’s hands with satisfaction, then nodded at Zaiporo.

      “How long has he been dead?”

      “Twenty-two minutes,” Lu Bei said.

      The fetch had a precise sense of time. He claimed it was necessary for the proper brewing of tea.

      Iniru pulled Enashoma away, and Motekeru set Zaiporo down on the platform. Enashoma broke free from Iniru, rushed over, and knelt beside Zaiporo. She kissed him on the cheek. Then she turned to Lord Gyoroe.

      “Restore him,” she commanded.

      The Blood King cocked an eyebrow at her, and his lips nearly twitched into a smile. “Back away then. I need space to work.”

      Turesobei led them all down into the courtyard.

      Enashoma rounded suddenly on Turesobei and pointed a finger at him. “You were supposed to keep him safe.”

      “Shoma, I did my best.” He grabbed her shoulders, but she shrugged him off. “We all do our best to keep each other alive. But it's incredibly dangerous. You know that. This time, the enemy was invisible, and they hit us out of nowhere. He never had a chance.”

      “You have magic senses and a dragon made out of storm, so there’s no excuse for—”

      “Don't take this out on me. Zaiporo is my friend.”

      Kurine frowned at him, and he could feel Iniru’s burning gaze.

      “I would never do anything to jeopardize his life.”

      Enashoma started to make a retort, but tears welled in her eyes, and she couldn't speak.

      “Lord Gyoroe will restore him, just like he restored me,” Iniru said.

      “But what if he's damaged from it, like you were?” Enashoma asked.

      “Huh?” Iniru responded. “I–I wasn't—”

      “Oh, come on, Niru.” Tears ran down Enashoma’s face. “You weren’t the same for weeks afterward, and for a while, you even gave up on Turesobei.”

      “Okay, yes, I had some emotional troubles. But Kurine didn’t. So why don't you wait and see how it all turns out? Zaiporo’s tough, and I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “But what if…” Enashoma sobbed “…what if he comes back like you did, and he doesn't love me anymore? We were already having problems because of Nāa.”

      Lu Bei flew down and patted her shoulder. “There, there, Lady Shoma. It will all be okay.”

      Enashoma narrowed her eyes at the fetch. “And what were you doing during the battle?”

      “Fighting bad guys,” he said in a hurt voice. “Lady Shoma, Zaiporo was…killed…before we even knew the enemy was there. We can’t be ready for everything. We had no idea.”

      “And your master, was he watching out for everyone, or only protecting Kurine and Iniru?”

      “Shoma!” Turesobei said. “You’re way out of line. I know you're upset, but this isn't fair.”

      “You want to know what's not fair? While you see other realms and fight battles, I'm stuck here, with a collar around my neck like a dog…waiting to see if you all come back alive…waiting in fear of a day like today, when one of you doesn't. And even if Zai is brought back whole, you know he'll have to go back out as soon as he’s able. And he won’t get another chance at being reborn.”

      She fell to her knees and broke down crying. Turesobei moved in to comfort her, but Kurine threw an arm out to block him.

      “Let me talk to her alone, okay?”

      Turesobei cast healing spells on the rest of them, while Kurine and Lu Bei tried to comfort Enashoma.

      Finally, Lord Gyoroe came down the steps. “I have restored Zaiporo. You can take him to his room. He should wake tomorrow. I do not foresee any complications.” Gyoroe took the cylinder from Turesobei's hands. “Apprentice, first thing tomorrow morning, I expect to see you in the Workshop. We have much to do.”

      “Are we going to wait until Zaiporo is fully healed and ready to fight before—”

      “In one week, you will go to the Winter Realm and retrieve the next heart stone, whether Zaiporo is available or not. You can manage without him. He is the least significant part of your team.”

      “To you,” Turesobei muttered.

      “I will not debate a mind clouded by emotion.”

      The Winter Realm….

      Turesobei looked at the others. They were all apprehensive, even though they had known this day would be coming soon. They had fought so hard to escape the Ancient Cold and Deep. And the yomon might be still be waiting for them, just beyond the gate.

      No one wanted to return there…except, perhaps, Kurine.

      He knew that he should talk to her about it, but he didn't know what to say. He would completely understand it if she wanted to leave them and return to her people. After all, look at everything he was willing to do to get back to his home.

      Yet, he didn’t want to lose her. It was selfish, but he wanted her to stay with him.

      

      Turesobei was halfway undressed, when Awasa stepped into his room.

      “Can we talk a minute?” she asked.

      “Of course.” He shelved his breastplate. “Is it about going back to the Ancient Cold and Deep?”

      She shook her head. “Actually, it’s about the last battle.”

      “Oh. Have you come to scold me for my decisions?”

      “Me? No.” She leaned against the shelves. “It’s the others. They won’t say it, but they think you took an unnecessary risk. They think we should’ve returned to the Nexus immediately to save Zaiporo.”

      “I know, and honestly, it upsets me that I took that risk.”

      “I have no problem with it,” Awasa said. “You made a tough choice.”

      He sighed. “But it was probably the wrong one.”

      “Don’t second guess yourself.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Look, there was no guarantee that without the dragon we could hold them off long enough for you to do the teleport spell. What if the wizard had blasted you while you were casting? We all would have been screwed.”

      “I guess so.”

      “It’s the choice I would have made.”

      That was exactly what worried him. “Are you going to be okay going back to the Winter Realm?”

      A frightened look flickered across her face, then she nodded. “I’ll be fine. It’s Kurine I’m worried about.”
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      Turesobei studied the energy signatures of the heart stone cylinders and the interactions between the corresponding pairs. He had learned to block out the time stream outside the dome of the Inner Sanctum.

      The amount of power that Lord Gyoroe could call on was almost unbelievable.

      “How did the Shogakami manage to defeat you?” Turesobei blurted out.

      Lord Gyoroe smiled. “Treachery. And do remember, your nine Shogakami were amongst the only ten Kaiaru who remained out of the twenty-seven who fought me, not counting Hannya and the massive army they brought against me.”

      “Ten? Who was the other one?”

      “There were nine realms and ten Kaiaru. Someone was going to get left out. According to Hannya, Zyraga murdered Anerei in her sleep and tossed her kavaru into a volcano. Anerei had been wounded during the battle, and she wanted the Summer Realm just as he did. Perhaps that was the beginning of his corruption.”

      Zyraga, Lord of Beasts, had eventually become Nazyraga, Lord of Monsters.

      “I’m guessing you can’t call on all this energy at once, or no one could ever defeat you, treachery or not.”

      “Very astute, my apprentice. Accessing all of it at once would consume even me. Now, try connecting with a heart stone. Do it exactly as I instructed.”

      It was one thing to study the energies pulsing between the stones, but it was yet another thing to connect his mind with one. Turesobei took a deep breath and focused on the active cylinder from the Autumn Realm. The active stones were the ones he was acquiring from the realms, while the passive stones were the ones that had always resided within the Nexus.

      He performed the bonding ritual as instructed, and his mind touched an entity or essence that was primal…alien…almost sinister. He tried to stay with it, to complete the bonding, but the essence rejected him. And he couldn’t force a connection to an essence that was so inherently alien and repugnant to him.

      He fell back gasping. “I can’t do it.”

      “You are Chonda Lu's heir and my apprentice. You can do this.”

      Turesobei sighed. “It's not my lack of ability. There's something about the stones—something primal, something terrible—that I can’t bring my mind to accept.”

      Lord Gyoroe turned and stared outside the dome. “Sacrifice is one of the most primal forces in the universe. I built everything you see here through sacrifice. You must understand that to understand the stones.”

      “I understand sacrifice,” Turesobei said with irritation. “I chose to sacrifice myself for the ones I love on multiple occasions. I’m lucky to still be alive.”

      “You understand selflessness. But it is not the same. The complete nature of sacrifice still eludes you.” Lord Gyoroe rubbed his temples. “That is all for now, apprentice. Go and meditate long and hard about the true nature of sacrifice.”

      “Master, the Winter Realm…can we please save it for last? Every week we wait increases the odds that the yomon have given up and have moved on from the gate.”

      “Once you started with the Spring Realm, the sequence was set. It is the Winter heart stone I need next.”

      “But, master—”

      “Apprentice, I do not fear the yomon. Neither should you.” He crossed his hands behind his back and continued to observe the time stream. “Leave me now.”
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      By the morning of the mission to the Winter Realm, Zaiporo was up and walking around. He vowed to be ready for their trip into the Summer Realm, but Turesobei doubted it. Not because Zaiporo might not be well enough, but because he had that haunted look in his eyes, just like Iniru had when she'd first came back to life. He stared off into space frequently. And all his brave talk was definitely a cover.

      Turesobei wasn’t sure how much the others had told Zaiporo about the rest of the mission. He hoped they had begun to feel the way Awasa did, that he was right to take such a risk with Zaiporo’s life hanging in the balance. He didn't know for sure, though, because no one had said anything one way or the other. And he certainly hadn't brought it up. Regardless of whether he knew, Zaiporo wasn't acting any differently towards Turesobei.

      Lord Gyoroe met with Turesobei on the gate platform before the others arrived. He held out a silver rod about a foot in length. Grooves were carved into the metal on one end, forming a grip.

      Turesobei took the rod. “This is one of the Keepers’ weapons.”

      Lord Gyoroe nodded. “The yomon cannot become immune to energy blasts from these rods. Unfortunately, not much energy remains within this one, and even I do not know how to recharge it, so use it wisely. Ten short bursts or one continuous burst for about five seconds is the most you will likely get from it. Also, I trust you understand that if the yomon can become immune to a type of magic from an individual source, the best way to employ spells against them—”

      “Is to use the varying kenja subtypes you taught me, one at a time, and never blend them. By using the notes instead of the chords, so to speak, I could successfully hit them with three fire spells instead of one.”

      “Indeed.”

      “I don’t think that will be enough, though.”

      “It will have to be.”

      Turesobei sighed and tucked the rod into his belt. It was better than nothing. They did have a risky backup plan in which Awasa would try to command the yomon and deceive them. And if any yomon followed them back through the gate, they would let the mighty Blood King deal with them. Turesobei had warned Enashoma not to wait for them on the platform this time, just in case. Of course, she would probably ignore him.

      “Master,” Turesobei said, “we are returning to the realm Kurine is from.”

      “I am well aware of that.”

      “What if she doesn't want to return here? What if she wants to go back home to her people? Will you allow it?”

      “I will not, but it does not matter. Only an idiot, such as yourself, would think that she would not follow you anywhere or that she would ever leave you.”

      Strangely enough, hearing that from the Blood King actually made him feel better. His worries about Kurine wanting to stay in the Winter Realm faded away.

      “I do have one request of you, master. Would it be okay if—”

      “Hannya has already discussed your request with me. If you are certain the yomon are nowhere nearby, and if Hannya thinks it is safe, then I give you my approval.”

      Turesobei felt certain Lord Gyoroe would not have granted the request for anyone other than Kurine. For some reason, he clearly favored her.

      The others arrived dressed, as Turesobei was, with cold weather gear layered over their armor. Unlike normal, everyone drew their weapons and prepared themselves for an immediate fight.

      “Are you sure you can't invoke the Storm Dragon now, master?” Lu Bei asked, wringing his hands. The fetch was rarely afraid of anything, but the yomon were nearly unstoppable.

      “I am certain.” He held a spell strip in his hand. “I am ready to do it as soon as we get there, though.”

      With Motekeru leading the way, followed by Awasa, they all stepped quickly through the gate.

      They arrived in the Ancient Cold and Deep, and…there was no sign of the yomon. Turesobei suppressed the chill that ran deep into his bones, despite the layers of fur and armor protecting him. He opened his kenja-sight and scanned. The fiery kenja signatures of the yomon always stood out clearly against the air kenja backdrop of this land.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. “I'm not picking up any trace of them.”

      “I don't see anything,” Iniru said. “The tracks here are old. I think they probably left here less than a week after we went through the gate.”

      Awasa had her eyes closed and was holding mudras with both hands. “I cannot sense them.”

      “I do not detect them either,” Hannya said.

      “I spent a lot of time with them,” Awasa said, “and if I had to guess, I’d say they probably waited here for a few days, until they got frustrated and left. There is no food or sport anywhere in sight, and they would have no reason to believe that anyone would choose to return here.”

      Kurine shivered. “I never really realized how cold it was here until I went somewhere truly warm. Is this what it feels like to you?”

      “Ten times worse,” Turesobei said.

      With the exception of Awasa, who was still immune to the cold, they were all wearing a sparser version of the clothes Kurine's mother had made for them. They didn't expect to be exposed to the elements for more than a few hours. And if they were, Turesobei had plenty of warming spells prepared for it this time.

      Kurine sighed. “It’s so beautiful here. I never really appreciated it before.”

      Turesobei scanned the landscape. The red sun, the violet sky, the expanse of white tinged with gray and blue: it was all majestic and striking. “It’s a stark beauty.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing like the other realms,” Kurine said. “But it does feel like home. Is it strange to miss a place this miserably cold?”

      “The rainforest is hot, sticky, and filled with insects and deadly predators,” Iniru said. “Yet, I often find myself missing it as well.”

      They teleported into the bottom of a deep, dry canyon. The cave was visible fifty feet up a steep cliff face. There wasn’t a river or a waterfall, not even a frozen one. There were no signs of life within sight. Turesobei began casting the evocation spell.

      “I'm not sensing any enemies,” Awasa said.

      Lu Bei did a flyover, as he shifted into his dragon form. “Nothing in sight, yet. I don’t think anyone has been here in a long time.”

      Iniru shrugged. “So what now?”

      After the Storm Dragon formed above them, Turesobei scanned with his kenja-sight and didn’t see anything unusual. “I guess I will cast levitation spells on us.”

      “Save your energy, master.” Motekeru grabbed a pack and went to the cliff face. “I will climb up and send down lines.” He dug his claws into the ice-covered rock and began to climb.

      When Motekeru was nearly at the top, Turesobei scanned again, but there was still no sign of any guardians.

      “I’m thinking this is another trap,” Turesobei said.

      The ends of the climbing ropes fell down to the bottom of the cliff.

      “The cave is secure!” Motekeru called out, his metallic voice echoing out through the canyon.

      They each grasped a rope and climbed slowly up the sheer cliff face. As he clung to the slippery rope, buffeted by icy winds, Turesobei regretted that he hadn’t insisted on casting a levitation spell.

      The cave they entered was more or less the same as the others, except the pedestal and the cylinder were already visible.

      “A trap it is,” Awasa said.

      “There are a lot of tracks in here,” Iniru said, pointing to some large footprints.

      Awasa knelt down to examine them. “Yomon.”

      Iniru studied the footprints and agreed. “I think these are very old. They don’t appear near the mouth of the cave, where the winds can blow in new snowfall.”

      “If it's a trap,” Motekeru said, “then the only thing to do now is to set it off. Shall I do the honors, master?”

      Everyone took up defensive positions, and the Storm Dragon hovered outside the mouth of the cave.

      “Go for it.”

      Motekeru reached out, and his hand struck the force field. They waited, but nothing else happened.

      “This is too easy,” Iniru said.

      “Let’s break in and see what happens,” Turesobei said.

      Together, they shattered the barrier and again waited…silent…expectant…. But still nothing happened.

      Turesobei picked up the cylinder, and power rushed into him. “Why wouldn’t Amasan use guardians to protect her heart stone?”

      “I’m sure she did,” Awasa said. “But I bet the yomon found this place ages ago, while exploring the land and looking for a way home. They could've easily defeated the guardians and then destroyed their generators.”

      “But why not take the heart stone?” Kurine asked.

      “The yomon are strong and incredibly tough, but they don’t have any sort of special powers,” Turesobei replied. “They wouldn’t have a way to get past the barrier to the cylinder.”

      “Well, this is the first time I've ever liked anything about those monsters,” Iniru said.

      “Poor Zaiporo, he missed out on the easy one,” Turesobei joked.

      “I don't think he’ll be upset about missing this cold,” Iniru said.

      Awasa leaned against the mouth of the cave, staring out into the canyon. Turesobei walked over and stood beside her. “Something bothering you?”

      “I deserve to be left here, on account of what I did.”

      Turesobei put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t let the past define you. You're a different person now. We can only go forward. Looking to the past is the Blood King's business, and I don't think any good can come from it.”

      While Kurine searched for her souvenir stone, Turesobei caught them up on everything he'd learned about the heart stones from Lord Gyoroe so far.

      “So you still don't have a plan?” Iniru asked.

      “Maybe I’ll have one once I understand sacrifice and can bond with the stones, but I'm not sure if that will help. The heart stones range from frightening to repulsive. They’re alien at best.”

      “Found it,” Kurine said, palming a pebble.

      Iniru rolled her eyes. “Good,” she said sarcastically. “Let's get out of this cold.”

      Turesobei recalled the Storm Dragon and teleported them back.

      “No sign of the yomon?” Turesobei asked Hannya.

      “None,” Hannya replied.

      She chanted the spell, the gate opened, and they all stepped through.
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      In the Nexus, Turesobei handed over the cylinder. “Master, can I go back with Kurine now?”

      His eyes shifted to violet tinged with yellow. “I have changed my mind and decided against it.”

      “But the yomon aren’t anywhere in sight,” Kurine argued.

      “It won’t take long,” Turesobei said. “I will teleport us to the heart stone location, then we will ride the Storm Dragon the rest of the way to Aikora. We will only be gone for thirty-six hours.”

      “No,” Lord Gyoroe said. “You have work to do, apprentice.”

      “Beloved,” Hannya said softly, “the boy has done everything you asked, and he has done it far faster than we thought possible. Let him have this. Once you succeed in your plans, my lord, you will send Turesobei and his companions back to their home. Kurine will never see hers again. She has willingly sacrificed much for our cause.”

      Lord Gyoroe frowned, then his eyes narrowed and shifted to yellow, as he studied them all intently.

      “Please let us,” Kurine pleaded with puppy eyes. “I would be eternally grateful.”

      Lord Gyoroe's eyes shifted to pale blue, and his face softened. “Fine…fine, you may go. Just know that if you fail to return, your friends will suffer dire consequences. Also, the others must wait outside the gate with Hannya, in case some danger shows up.”

      “Is that okay with everyone?” Turesobei asked.

      “If it's too much to ask, you can say no, and I will understand,” Kurine said.

      “Of course, it's not too much,” Iniru said softly. “Of course, we can do that for you.”

      Awasa nodded along, with what seemed to be tears welling in her eyes. Motekeru murmured his agreement, as did Lu Bei.

      “Thank you,” Kurine said. “You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      Iniru scowled and grumbled. “I only wish the two of you had discussed this with me beforehand….”

      Kurine took her hands. “I’m sorry, Niru. You’re right. We should have, but we didn’t plan it until late last night.”

      “And I only asked Lord Gyoroe about it this morning,” Turesobei added.

      Iniru nodded and didn’t say anything, but her face still registered her hurt feelings.

      “We should get going,” Hannya said impatiently.

      “Hold on, I have to get something,” Turesobei said.

      Hannya shot a dark look at him. He ran to his room with Kurine. They returned carrying two heavy packs with them, gifts for Kurine’s people. He activated the gate, and they traveled back to the Winter Realm.

      On the other side, Motekeru immediately began construction on a giant snow house.

      “Thank you for helping,” Turesobei told Hannya.

      “You can thank me by returning here safely,” she said. “Take no more than a day.”

      “I could come too...if you want,” Iniru said. “You know, in case something bad happens.”

      Turesobei understood it wasn’t an issue of safety but one of jealousy. She didn’t want him to journey away with Kurine alone, even if it was only for a brief time.

      “Thanks, but we’ll be fine.” He kissed her. “Kurine just wants to say goodbye to her family and see them one last time. Nothing's going to happen. I promise.”

      Turesobei teleported back to the canyon with Kurine. She hugged him and practically bounced on her feet.

      “Thank you, Sobei, for doing this. You’re the best.”

      “You can thank me if this works,” he said.

      “If what works?” Kurine asked.

      “He means,” Lu Bei replied, “if he can convince the Storm Dragon to let you both ride on her back.”

      “This is not something I want to command her to do,” Turesobei said, “so I’ll need your help convincing her, Kurine. She actually likes you.”

      “The dragon spends every day with you yet likes me better. That doesn't make any sense.”

      “That's exactly the problem,” Lu Bei said. “It has to spend every day with him. Do you know how old that gets?”

      “I want to spend every day with him,” Kurine said.

      Lu Bei made a choking gesture. “Ugh, it's not as great as you think.”

      “I think the Storm Dragon likes you so much,” Turesobei said, “because I love you.”

      She kissed him. “Aw, that's so sweet.”

      The fetch groaned. “I’m turning back into diary form before I hurl that fine cup of tea I had this morning.”

      “You will hear everything anyway,” Kurine said, poking him in the belly.

      “I will record everything. If it's recorded I don't necessarily have to think about it.” He crawled into Turesobei's pack. “I don't want to spend the day in dragon form flying through the freezing sky anyway. And stop poking my belly!”

      Kurine took his hands. “Sobei…when we get to Aikora…can we not mention that we called off our engagement? I’ll never get to see them again, and…” She choked up and couldn’t go on.

      “Of course. I understand. We should also probably pretend that Lord Gyoroe is a decent guy, too. I don’t want to scare them and leave them worried.”

      “You know, the strange thing is that sometimes he is decent and kind.”

      “That's what makes him so scary.”

      “How about we tell them it's hard, only slightly dangerous, and that we’re helping a strange, benevolent wizard?”

      “Sounds good to me,” he said.

      Turesobei evoked the Storm Dragon, and Kurine asked her to let them fly on her back. The dragon nodded, and Kurine climbed on. But when Turesobei got close, the dragon spun away. He stepped up to her again, and she knocked him back with a wing.

      “Please,” he said. “I'm asking, not commanding.” After that, she finally allowed him to climb up onto her back. “Thank you.”

      Turesobei cast the spell of cozy warmth on himself and Kurine. “It's a new spell I learned, just in case we got trapped here. And we’re going to need it, because it’s going to be even colder up in the clouds.”

      “I'm a little scared of heights,” Kurine admitted.

      “Well…er…hold onto the Storm Dragon, and I will hold onto you, and if you can't handle it, look up or out but not down.”

      They shot up into the sky. Kurine screamed and tightly gripped the solidified cloud on the Storm Dragon's back. Turesobei comforted her, and as they neared the clouds, she looked down, swallowed, and let out a deep breath.

      “It doesn't even look real this high up.”

      The world below was an endless expanse of white and gray with hardly any features that stood out.

      “You should see it from up here on my world, with lakes and trees and rivers down below you, plus houses and fields.”

      “I would like that,” she sighed.

      They moved up into the clouds. Kurine held her hands out and laughed as they soared along through them. Turesobei used the spell of locating that which is hidden to guide the Storm Dragon to Aikora.

      When they began to descend several hours later, Kurine grew nervous. As they zoomed down with the ground fully in view, she started trembling again, then screamed.

      They landed beside the hot spring. Several goronku out tending the garden fled, but then hesitated near the village’s entrance when they spotted Kurine and Turesobei.

      They hopped off the Storm Dragon's back, and Turesobei recalled it. Someone must've signaled an alarm, because armed goronku charged out, led by Chief Sudorga. He skidded to a halt, stared at them a few moments, then began bellowing his high-pitched laugh.

      “It's all right, men!” he called out.

      Along with Kurine, Turesobei greeted the armed goronku. He knew most of them because they had accompanied him when he went to rescue his friends from the reitsu village.

      Sudorga hugged them both. “Didn't think we'd ever see you again.” He looked around. “Where are the others?”

      Turesobei started to answer, but Sudorga held up his hands. “Wait. It will be easier if you only have to tell the story once.”

      “War Chief Sudorga,” Kurine said. “Please tell me my father's here and not out on a trading mission.”

      “You’re in luck.”

      Before they could reach the door to the underground village, Kurine’s parents, Trade Chief Tsuroko and Ukiri, came running up the steps.

      Tsuroko, a man bigger than Motekeru and with nearly as many scars, lifted Kurine up, spun her around, and kissed her on the cheek. “My darling girl.”

      He set her down, and she hugged her mother. “You're alive,” Ukiri said tearfully. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

      Tsuroko hugged Turesobei and thumped him on the back so hard he knocked the air out of Turesobei’s lungs. “You brought her back safe! I knew you were the right one for my precious Kurine.” He gasped. “Daughter, where did you get this warhammer strapped to your back? I have never seen a weapon as fine as this before, and with such beautiful markings. And this shield you have with it!”

      “The markings are magic,” Kurine said proudly. “The weapons are gifts from…our benefactor.” She pointed to a large rock and handed him the hammer. “Give it a try.”

      “There’s no way I can shatter that rock,” Tsuroko said.

      “If you can’t, daddy, I’ll rub your feet tonight.”

      Laughing, he swung the hammer. It struck, then pieces of rock went flying everywhere. In silent reverence, he handed the warhammer back to Kurine.

      “I’ve had combat training, too,” Kurine said. “And I have fought enemies like you'd never believe.”

      “Come in, both of you,” her mom said, beaming her pride. “You can tell us all about it.” She took Turesobei's hand. “Your friends, dear?”

      “Alive and well.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      They went down the steps, past the warming runes Turesobei had drawn on the walls to pay for his keep when they had been here before, and entered the massive commons chamber. Most of the Council had already gathered: Earth Priestess Faika, Sun Priestess Oroki, Shaman Eira, and the others. Turesobei and Kurine bowed before the Council. Every goronku in Aikora tried to enter the chamber to hear their tale. When Kurine removed her outer coat, there were oohs and ahs at the sight of her armor.

      “By the gods,” Tsuroko declared, “my daughter is dressed finer than the great Queen of the East herself.”

      Ukiri felt the cloth. “This is the finest fabric I've ever seen. How did they make it?”

      “I have no idea,” Kurine said.

      “I would love to work with cloth such as this, though I fear my techniques are too crude for such a fine weave.”

      “Will you be returning to live here?” Tsuroko asked hopefully.

      Kurine looked at her parents. “I'm sorry, but this is only a brief, happy visit before…before I journey on…” she wiped away a tear “…unable to ever return again.”

      They both nodded solemnly.

      “We have been mostly successful,” Turesobei said. “We reached the Forbidden Library, and from there we went on to the Nexus of the Realms.” He gave a brief explanation of what the Nexus was. “But we still have much work to do before we can reach my world.”

      “And you’re still not married?” Tsuroko asked.

      “We haven't had the chance,” Kurine said. “We’ve been very busy. But we are still happily engaged.”

      About half a dozen questions popped out at once, but Turesobei held up a hand. “First, I’m afraid I must deliver some terrible news. Narbenu and Kemsu…they died…before we reached the gate. Lady Umora and two of her men ambushed us.”

      A few calls for war rang out, but Turesobei said, “I'm certain she didn’t have the blessing of her people. We killed Umora and the other two reitsu with her. Narbenu and Kemsu were avenged. And we gave them a proper burial. While they didn’t make it to the Nexus, they did get to see the wonders of the Forbidden Library. It wasn't easy to get there, and—”

      From Turesobei's pack came a rustling like rapidly flipped pages. Lu Bei shot out into the air and did a pirouette. The goronku, who had seen Lu Bei's antics before, clapped and cheered, which was exactly the kind of encouragement the fetch never needed. Lu Bei zoomed once over everyone's heads, then stopped to hover in the middle of the room.

      “My master, may the gods ever bless him, is not a natural storyteller. However, I—the illustrious, ever envied, never copied, Master of Teas, Prince of All Diaries, dragon in miniature, and fetch extraordinaire—am a masterful storyteller. A born natural, obviously, since I am a book, after all.

      “Allow me, good people, to begin at the beginning. I shall spin you a tale—spun, yes, but true in all regards—a tale of daring adventure, deadly opponents, wonders never before seen, ancient mysteries, love gained and lost, treachery most foul, and yes, tragedy…tragedy with heroism. I shall tell you of heroes kissed who yet live and of other worlds we have seen. I shall—”

      “Get on with it, then,” Turesobei said. He could tell the fetch desperately wanted to stick his tongue out at him, but for once managed to restrain himself.

      “Of course, master.” He bowed. “Here is all that happened, after we left the brave, lovely village of Aikora….”

      Turesobei hoped Lu Bei would stick to Kurine's plan for what to tell them about the Blood King and that he would focus on the adventure and leave out Turesobei's love life. He didn't want to suffer such embarrassment, and he wanted Kurine's parents to think that their relationship was perfect.

      Lu Bei spun his tale, and it was all true, yet no less difficult to believe, even though Turesobei had lived it. The fetch left out most of the personal stuff, which was doubly good, because what he told was long and incredibly detailed.

      Lu Bei was a great storyteller, and the goronku, trapped in their harsh, simple world were always craving new stories. Lu Bei brought them to the edge of their seats. They laughed, they cheered, they cried, and they sang a song of mourning for their fallen brothers.

      At the end, Lu Bei bowed, and they applauded him for nearly five minutes.

      “You have truly seen the land of the dead?” Sun Priestess Oroki asked Kurine.

      “I have,” she said, describing it in detail. Lu Bei had done the same, though in his own words. “I saw Kemsu go on to Paradise, having heard the voices of our ancestors singing, just as Narbenu had. I saw souls wander about, and I saw strangers travel on to Paradise. However, I saw others scream their way into Torment. I fought demon after demon for love. But do not do as I did, for only with passion can you stay, but eventually that passion will turn you into a demon. Embrace Paradise or Oblivion. Do not stay in the land of shadows. Move on.”

      War Chief Sudorga stood. “Our visitors have traveled far. Let us give them a few hours of rest with Kurine’s family. Then tonight, we shall feast in honor of their daring adventures!”

      “Wait,” Turesobei said, “there is one more thing. You all invested much treasure in my expedition to the Forbidden Library. We had not even begun to earn what you gave us when we had to leave. On top of that, you lost two of your people. So, we have brought with us a large portion of the treasure we took from the eidakami-ga’s lair. I will be giving most of that to the Council, to do with as they see fit, for the good of all Aikora. It’s the least I can do.”

      There was a thunderous cheer and a round of clapping. The two packs of treasure he had brought them was probably worth fifty times more than all their possessions combined.

      “And I have brought with me foreign delicacies,” Kurine said. “Foods never before tasted in our world. Plus, a bit of fine fabric for my mother to work with.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Ukiri said.

      The goronku crowd reluctantly broke up. Kurine's parents told her how proud of her they were, though Turesobei could tell her experience in the Shadowland had scared them deeply.

      “So, Turesobei, what’s your relationship status with your fiancé who went mad?” Ukiri probed.

      “That engagement was never one of our own choosing, and now it's officially over. Awasa and I are only friends now.”

      “And the other girl…Iniru?”

      “Mom!” Kurine said.

      Ukiri shrugged. “If you’re willing to fight through so much for him, I think it’s fair to know how devoted he is to you.”

      “I do not doubt Sobei's devotion.”

      “Iniru and I…we are…only friends now,” Turesobei lied. “There's nothing romantic between us. I'm only in love with Kurine.”

      Ukiri smiled, satisfied, but now Tsuroko was scowling. “If that’s so, then why haven't you married my daughter yet? You’re both adults, and you’re engaged.”

      “Dad, Turesobei and I are too busy to get married.”

      “Do not wait for the danger to pass, dear,” Ukiri said. “Life is short. Make the most of it.”

      Tsuroko's face lit up so suddenly that Turesobei flinched. “I have it!” he bellowed. “We shall postpone the feast until noon tomorrow—when the two of you shall wed!”

      Turesobei stammered unintelligibly, and Kurine said, “Dad, I–I don't think that’s a good idea.”

      “On the contrary, my dear. It's the best idea I have ever had!”

      “I…we…should…” was all Turesobei managed to blubber.

      “Dad, Sobei's family, his sister….”

      “She has a point,” Ukiri said. “Turesobei's family cannot attend. He would not have a single representative or witness related to him.”

      “He has the fetch,” Tsuroko said. “You have heard his tales. What better witness is there than that? Besides, if they make it to his Okoro, we will never see them again. Turesobei's family will enjoy our daughter's presence and the grandchildren that result from this union, while we will get nothing. But if we could see their loved declared in ceremony, if we could see our daughter happily married before she returns to her new life of wondrous adventures…that would be something to warm our hearts into our golden years.”

      Tears formed in big, tough Tsuroko's eyes. “Turesobei, my son, would you deny me my last chance to see my daughter made happy? Would anyone dare do that?”
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      Enashoma ran a hand along the lavender tops. “Hi, again.”

      “You know,” Nāa said, “you do not have to visit the Canvas to meet with me. I am with you all the time.”

      “I know,” she replied. “It’s just easier this way.”

      “More comfortable, you mean? Because it gives an illusion of separation between us?”

      “You see right through me.”

      They stared at one another for a moment. Then a wide smile spread across Nāa’s soft, handsome face. Enashoma started laughing.

      “That does seem to be the tricky part,” Nāa said with a chuckle. “And I am sorry that it makes you uncomfortable. However, it could work to our advantage.”

      “How so?”

      “Through you, I might see an opportunity or a weakness in the Blood King that we can exploit.”

      “You think Turesobei might have missed something?”

      Nāa shrugged. “I know things your brother does not, so it stands to reason that I might be able to spot a weakness that is invisible to him. I also know some things even the Blood King is unaware of.”

      “Like how Chonda Lu created Motekeru?” she asked. “Or how Lu Bei came to be?”

      “Those are good examples.”

      “But the only reason he doesn’t know how they were created is because their histories are spell-locked, right?”

      “Chonda Lu may have cast spells to mask their origins,” Nāa said. “That would not surprise me, and it would prevent them from telling others how they came to be. But even without those spells, the Blood King would not be able to understand their creation. My brush keeps its own secrets."

      "What does that mean?"

      "Think about this: part of my soul is stored within the brush. The rest resides in the kavaru on your forehead. Anyone with kenja sight—the Blood King, Turesobei, you—can see my energy signature in the stone. But no one has noticed it in my brush. Why?"

      Enashoma frowned, thinking. Then her face lit up. "Because the Maker's Brush is hiding it! That's why I've been able to keep the brush a secret from the Blood King."

      "Exactly. It projects a very powerful illusion of itself as an ordinary brush. At best, a Kaiaru might detect a minor energy disturbance around it, but nothing more. Even if the Blood King traveled back in time and observed Motekeru or one of the others being made, he would not be able to recreate the process because he would miss the key ingredient."

      "He wouldn't be able to tell it was your brush working the magic?"

      "No, he would not. But the illusion is not perfect nor unbreakable. If he were to hold it in his hand and study it, even for a few moments, he would see its power and understand how it had been used to create the things it has. In his hands, it could do unspeakable things.”

      “When I first met him, he stared at me with interest, because of the brush, I’m sure. And that wasn’t the only time. But he could never quite figure me out. Now, he probably thinks it’s because of my connection to you.”

      “A definite point to our advantage.”

      “Is there anything else you know that the Blood King doesn't?”

      Nāa nodded. “Perhaps. I do have several ideas that may help. Unfortunately, a way to remove that device from your spine is not one of them. I do not even know where to begin with that.”

      “Great,” Enashoma said despondently.

      “For our most crucial plan, we need a way to access the vault where the Blood King keeps all the kavaru. And you must learn how to animate much more powerful forms using the Maker’s Brush.”

      Enashoma tried to unpack everything he’d said. “That’s a lot to do.”

      “And we do not have much time, either. Your brother will soon acquire all the heart stones the Blood King needs. At that point…who knows what will happen to you and me…to your friends…to the world….”

      “Why do we need access to the kavaru vault?”

      “We need to steal the other version of Chonda Lu’s kavaru,” Nāa said.

      “You know a way to use it against the Blood King?”

      “Sadly, no. However, it may be key to how the future plays out, if we can escape the Nexus.”

      “Ah, so you know a way to keep my brother from becoming Chonda Lu?”

      “I have a solid theory,” he replied. “But for it to work, I must have that kavaru.”

      She chewed at her lip. “Why do you care?”

      He took her hands. “Why would I not?”

      His hands were as soft as his dark eyes, and she didn’t want to let go. “I want to believe you, but I have learned not to trust Kaiaru. And Chonda Lu was a friend of yours.”

      A hurt look crossed his face. “I do not like Kaiaru schemes. I never have. And Chonda Lu betrayed the trust I placed in him when I passed the Maker’s Brush down to him.” His eyes flared and his hands trembled. “We are talking about the man who made Motekeru, after all.”

      “You’re mad at him?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you want revenge?”

      “I want justice. And I do care about your brother…about you.”

      Enashoma squeezed his hands. “Thank you for helping us.”

      “I would do anything to aid you.”

      She blushed, pulled her hands away from his, and stepped back. “Are you going to tell me what you’re planning to do with Chonda Lu’s kavaru?”

      He shook his head. “I am still working on my plan. Besides, it is moot if we cannot escape this place.”

      “Any ideas on that?”

      “Alas, no. But like I said earlier, seeing through you is an advantage. Unfortunately, I can only observe what you look at. So I need you to pay close attention to everything and everyone, including your companions.”

      “Why my friends?”

      “Because we cannot trust anyone except you and your brother. And we can only trust your brother so far. His mind may already be poisoned by Chonda Lu’s magic.”

      “I trust Turesobei and all my friends.”

      “You shouldn’t. The Blood King says he does not control minds, but why believe him?”

      “I will watch them for you,” Enashoma hissed, “but I will not doubt them.”

      “Fair enough,” Nāa replied. “Fair enough.”

      A few awkward moments passed between them.

      “Anything else?” she asked.

      “Pay close attention to Hannya, even at the expense of focusing on the Blood King.”

      “I know where her allegiances lie,” Enashoma said.

      “Do you?” Nāa asked. “I am not certain. From what I have seen, she may have another agenda, altogether different from yours or the Blood King’s. She is obviously a damaged individual, and her sanity cannot be trusted.”

      “I will do my best to watch her, but she is very guarded with her opinions and emotions.”

      “That is why I do not trust her,” he replied. “Now, let us begin your instruction. Imagine you are holding the Maker’s Brush.”

      She did as asked and a replica of the brush appeared in her right hand. Nāa conjured a bottle of ink and a small desk stacked with thin stone tablets.

      “Today, you are going to start learning more advanced animation techniques. And eventually, you will be able to use the brush to reshape these tablets however you wish. But that will take some time. So for now, I am going to teach you how to reshape the stone into a powerful serpent.”

      “A snake? Ugh. Gross. How about cats?”

      “Serpents are a better choice.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Have you ever had a nightmare about a snake?”

      “Of course. Doesn’t everyone? Oh. That’s why, isn’t it?”

      Nāa nodded. “You are going to tap into that primal fear of serpents and use its power to your advantage.”

      “And I’m using stone because it’s hard to break?”

      “That, and because it is commonly available and familiar to you.”

      They knelt in front of the desk. Enashoma watched closely as Nāa drew marks onto a tablet using a light ink. Enashoma traced over them, then drew the activating mark he had left off. She thought she had done a good job, but even in this spirit world where she could conjure a brush out of nowhere, she failed to reshape the stone.

      “How did I screw up?”

      “You did not channel enough energy into the pictographs. Also, your strokes were not as confident nor as expressive as they should be. The pictograms I use are different from the precise runes wizards use for spells. They are primal and imbued with a sense of artistry. More than accuracy, you need confidence and a powerful intent. Copying me is obviously where you must start, but to achieve the mastery you need, you must develop your own style.”

      She nodded. “I think I understand.”

      He touched her shoulder. “You will get this, Enashoma.”

      “Shoma,” she said. “You should call me Shoma.”

      Nāa beamed his broad smile at her. “Shoma it is.”

      She was suddenly self-conscious about how familiar she was with this Kaiaru who inhabited her. She blushed. What she was feeling toward him…it was weird and very unlike her. She knew she shouldn’t embrace it, but it was hard not to, being so intimately connected to him.

      She glanced at him, then turned slightly away. With their connection, he had to know how he was making her feel.
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      Tsuroko's words hung in the air. Turesobei could tell he meant them, too. He actually intended to see them get married—tomorrow!

      Floored, Turesobei looked to Kurine.

      Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. Brow furrowed, her lips moved, but nothing came out.

      Oh crap. How in Torment was he supposed to handle this? It was up to him to convince her father. He couldn't leave it up to Kurine. That wouldn’t be fair to her. But what could he say?

      Her parents were not going to be persuaded that he wasn’t an adult at sixteen. He had tried that argument, and he had failed. His mind raced through excuses….

      Perhaps if he told them his people required a license first…but they weren’t going to buy that. Perhaps he could say yes, and then he and Kurine could run away in the night. But that would be cruel. Kurine needed to give them a proper goodbye, and she would never do something like that anyway. Perhaps…perhaps….

      A dozen increasingly ridiculous ideas raced through his mind. None of them sounded right. None of them seemed fair and believable.

      The only good one he could come up with was that his family would never approve of or even acknowledge his marriage to someone who wasn’t baojendari. That was true, of course, but he couldn’t tell her parents he wouldn’t marry their daughter because his people were racists. And he wasn’t certain that would persuade them anyway.

      Her parents were looking at him expectantly. How long had he been silently thinking? His heart raced. His stomach churned so much he thought he might throw up. He really only had one option.

      He swallowed then stammered, “I–I cannot think of…of any reason for us to wait any longer.”

      Tsuroko cheered. “Tonight’s feast is canceled, for tomorrow afternoon, my daughter shall wed a mighty foreign prince!”

      All the goronku who still remained in the common room applauded.

      Ukiri kissed Turesobei on the cheek. “Thank you. It really is best to wed before temptation leads you astray.” She grabbed Kurine's hand and dragged her away. “Come! We have your dress to prepare.”

      Kurine shot him a look that practically shouted, “I'm sorry!” But what she actually said was: “I'll see you at dinner.”

      Turesobei trudged down the hallway, went into the bedroom they had given him before, and fell onto the bed of furs. He stared blankly at the wall. What was he going to do?

      Lu Bei sat down and leaned back beside him. “Oh boy, master.”

      “I’m so screwed.”

      “It does seem so, master.”

      “What was I supposed to say? They are briefly reunited with their daughter who almost died and who they will never see again. They want to send her off and see her happy. I just didn’t know how to counter that.”

      “I would've helped you, master, if I could have.”

      “And now I can’t think of a single way to back out of this that won’t offend them.”

      “I would not want to offend Tsuroko, master, that is for sure.”

      “I stumbled right into this. If I'd said my engagement with Awasa was still binding, until it was settled back home and properly canceled, maybe that would’ve worked.”

      “Look on the bright side, master, marrying Kurine would not be the worst thing to ever happen to you.”

      He sighed. “Could I see myself marrying Kurine? Sure. After we're back in Okoro, and I have settled my future, and I am maybe twenty years old, at least, and only if I was also marrying Iniru.” He slapped his forehead with his palm. “Iniru!”

      What was he going to do about her? He couldn’t marry Kurine and not marry Iniru, too! What would she say when she found out about this? What would she do? After, she kicked his ass, of course, she would break up with him, for sure. And that would probably be it. There would be no going back. One of those special k’chasan marriages to both Kurine and Iniru might work eventually, if things were allowed to develop slowly. But not if he married Kurine first. That would ruin everything.

      “You could have tried the you are not an adult among your people argument again. That stalled them before.”

      “The Council didn't like that argument the first time I used it, and her parents are not going to buy it again. I almost said it. Maybe I should have, but….” He shrugged.

      “No, you’re right, master. It would not have worked. Honestly, I don’t think Tsuroko was going to take no for an answer, no matter the reason.”

      After several thoughtful minutes, Turesobei said, “So here’s an idea. We get married to make her parents happy, but then we pretend it wasn't real, as if it never happened. It will be real to her parents, but not to us.”

      There was a long, unexpected silence from Lu Bei. Turesobei turned and saw the fetch staring at him with a dumbfounded expression. “What?”

      “Master, the Blood King is right. You really can be an idiot sometimes.”

      “How am I being an idiot? It’s a good plan. It makes sense.”

      “To you, sure. But come on, master. You're going to go through a proper wedding ceremony with a girl you claim to be in love with, who has always wanted to marry you, and you’re going to do it in front of her family and her whole village, having made proper vows before the gods, and then say that it wasn’t real? You really think Kurine, of all people, is going to be okay with that?”

      “Er…maybe. She knows I'm not an adult on my world.”

      “I don’t think she cares about that either. And you do spend every other night together….”

      “Still, she knows it's too soon. She knows it’s not the right move, not yet anyway.”

      “Are we still talking about Kurine? The girl who fought through the Shadowland for you? She's not going to fake get married to you.”

      Turesobei groaned. “So I really am screwed then?”

      Lu Bei nodded. “Master, you really have stepped in a bigger pile of demon poo than usual.”

      

      On his way to dinner, Turesobei met Kurine in the hallway. “We need to talk,” he said lamely.

      “I agree. That's why I'm here.” She looked both ways, then grabbed his hand and pulled him back into his room. She hugged him so tight he couldn't breathe. “Sobei….” Warm tears touched his cheek as she whispered in his ear. “Thank you. I'm so happy. This is the best thing ever!”

      “It is?”

      She ignored his response. “I was so sure you’d say no.”

      “Well….”

      “That you'd have some sort of excuse. I mean, I thought of several good ones instantly.”

      “You did?”

      “But you didn't use any of them! You agreed to marry me! Here and now, so my family can see the ceremony.”

      “So you…you think it's a good idea for us to actually get married?”

      Kurine shoved him playfully. “Don't be silly, you doof.”

      Hope welled in his heart.

      “Of course, I do,” she said. “We’re in love.”

      Hope was lost to him. “And you think now is a good time?”

      “Oh, it’s perfect. There could never be a better time than now. Never.”

      Damn. “Er…I'm glad I can….” He didn’t know what else to say. Oh, Iniru. “What about Niru?”

      She frowned. “I know…I know.” She chewed at her lip. “Do you really love her more than me?”

      “More?” Probably. “I don’t think so. I try not to think about things like that. I’m trying hard not to show favoritism, so we can keep everything in balance. Only this, of course—”

      “Is going to throw everything off.”

      “Big time,” he said.

      “I understand that,” Kurine said. “And—” a pained expression twisted her face “—I don’t want you to break up with Iniru.”

      “You don’t?” he asked incredulously.

      “Honestly, I don’t.”

      “You’re okay being married to me and me having a girlfriend?!”

      She nodded. “You two are good together. Not as great as you and me, of course. But I don’t want to ruin that for you. I want to try to make it work for all of us.”

      “But what about us getting married?”

      “We can’t let this opportunity slip past us,” Kurine said. “Getting married to you, here at home in front of my family…it’s a dream come true. And the best thing you could ever do for me.”

      “So, how do we get married and not ruin things with Iniru?”

      She wrapped him in her arms. “We’ll figure something out.”

      They kissed for a while, then he pulled away and traced a finger along her cheek. “Listen, if we do get married…then when we return…the others…Iniru especially….”

      “You want to keep it a secret?” Kurine asked.

      “It would make life easier, but…you know…only if you're okay with that approach.”

      “Keeping it quiet makes sense. Everyone’s getting along right now, and we don’t want to complicate things. Not with us going into danger all the time.” She smiled. “I think we can make it work.”

      He sighed. Maybe somehow this would turn out to be only a normal-sized disaster and not another one of epic proportions. “Thanks. I really don't need Enashoma mad at me—again. And Iniru….” He frowned. “When we’re married, are you going to be okay with me spending every other night with her?”

      Despite what she’d said earlier, he couldn’t imagine Kurine being okay with that. He wasn’t sure if he would be. It just didn’t seem right.

      She rubbed her chin thoughtfully, then nodded. “I’m sharing you with her already. I can handle it. Being married as opposed to what we’ve been doing, it’s not all that different, right?”

      It didn’t seem that way to him. “Sure. I guess.”

      Her ears perked up. She took his hands. “Look, you're going to spend the evening with my dad and some of his friends, doing whatever it is men do the night before a wedding. And I’ll be with my mom and some of my cousins. I won’t see you again until tomorrow.”

      She kissed him on the cheek, then headed out, pausing at the door. “Sobei, someday, you will understand exactly how much this means to me.”

      Turesobei stopped her. “Wait.” He went over to the packs of treasure they had brought with them. “Remember that pretty necklace that we packed last night?”

      “The one with the emerald that had the matching bracelets?”

      He nodded. “Take that and wear it tomorrow.”

      She clapped her hands in delight. Lu Bei helped them find the necklace and the matching pieces. Then she kissed Turesobei on the cheek and darted out.

      He fell back onto the bed. He didn't already understand how much it meant to her? Great. This was going to be just like trying to understand the Blood King’s version of the meaning of sacrifice.

      Turesobei wasn't sure how long he had been staring at the wall when Shaman Eira entered, carrying a bowl of water spiced with herbs. “I have to give you a blessing. It’s simple. I will pour spiced water on your head and say a prayer.”

      “Okay.”

      “They say you rode in on the dragon.”

      “We did. We couldn’t travel that way before, because I hadn’t yet mastered the dragon.”

      “I'm definitely going to be there to watch you fly away.”

      She knelt beside him and did the ritual, which was over in a few minutes. She groaned as she stood.

      “Here, let me do another healing spell on you, to help with your arthritis and your vision.”

      “Bless your heart, child. The last time you did that I didn't feel any pain for a month, and I can still see a little better.”

      “I can do a much better healing spell now, especially for your eyes. It still won’t be permanent, but it should last at least three times longer than what I did before.”

      “If you have time before leaving, I have a couple of patients who could use some help. Oh, and those heating runes have really helped in the infirmary.”

      After he healed her, she said, “By the gods, I feel ten years younger.”

      “Why don’t I go ahead and see your patients now and recharge those runes? We won’t be able to stay long after the wedding.” And maybe it would take his mind off things.

      After helping the shaman’s patients and restoring the runes, he returned to his room and tried to nap. He didn’t succeed, and soon, Tsuroko popped his head in and said, “Lad, it’s time.”

      Turesobei didn’t even bother asking what it was time for, but he was certain this terrible day was about to become worse.
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      Turesobei ate dinner with Tsuroko and six of his best friends, and the worst thing about it wasn’t the food but that during the three hours it took them to finish their dinner, the men continuously gave him marriage advice. He didn't want to hear any of it. And most of it only made sense for goronku living underground in the Ancient Cold and Deep.

      After dinner was finally over, they started drinking ikase and singing bawdy love songs. When Turesobei, his face flushed and his head spinning, vomited his third cup of ikase, they laughed and cheered. They let him off after that, since he was smaller than they were.

      They continued to drink into the late hours. They recounted their greatest deeds and sobbed about how much they loved their wives. The worst thing, maybe the worst thing ever, was when they began to reminisce about their wedding nights. Turesobei badly wished then that he could cast the spell of silence or slip away.

      At some point, he passed out.

      The next thing he remembered was waking in his bed with a terrible headache that led to more vomiting. As soon as he could finally speak clearly, he cast a healing spell so he would stop retching and so the headache would go away. He fell back asleep, only to be awoken later by a boy with a bundle of clothes in his arms.

      “These are for you to wear. The wedding ceremony starts in three hours.”

      “You should probably get cleaned up, master,” Lu Bei said, pinching his nose. “You smell terrible.”

      

      The Commons was decorated much as it had been for his sixteenth birthday. Streamers and lanterns hung from the ceiling and the walls, and a band played a soft romantic tune. The strong smell of charred meat and heavily spiced fish filled the room. Everyone was dressed in their goronku finest. On the far end of the room, opposite the steps leading up and outside, stood a platform decorated with rich fabrics. Turesobei would've expected flowers, but they didn’t have flowers in the Ancient Cold and Deep.

      Turesobei took a deep breath and stepped through the doorway. Everyone in the large, jam-packed room turned toward him. He smoothed out the bluish sonoke skin robe they had given him to wear.

      Kurine stood waiting for him on the platform in a plush white gown with green trim that matched her emerald eyes, which were sparkling with joy. The cinched waist and scooped neckline accented her voluptuous figure. Her hair, freed from its normal thick braid, spilled in a golden cascade over her shoulders. A necklace of black pearls with an emerald in its center hung from her neck, and the matching headband, bracelets, and anklets were equally dazzling.

      Her smile lit the room and calmed his nerves, a little. He did love her. He tried to focus on that. Enough to marry her…probably…eventually. This getting married thing would work out…somehow.

      The music picked up, and the crowd fell silent. Kurine's parents stepped onto the platform, followed by Shaman Eira and War Chief Sudorga, Turesobei’s chosen representative. Earth Priestess Faika and Sun Priestess Oroki were already standing on the platform. They would perform the ceremony.

      Turesobei, trembling slightly, walked down the path that had formed in the crowd between him and Kurine. It seemed to take a small forever to reach the platform. He eventually stepped up next to Kurine. He had to take a deep, steadying breath before he could look at her. He wiped his sweaty palms, then took her right hand in his left.

      She leaned in and whispered, “Don't be nervous. It's just you and me, and the promise to keep loving each other—forever.”

      Oh, was that all? He tried to return her smile. Up here, with everyone looking at them, everything suddenly seemed much too real. To be standing here…and to be doing this…he had to be out of his mind. Why hadn't he thought of the good excuses, whatever they were, that Kurine had?

      He fought the desire to make a break for it. If he were to cast the spell of the fog cloud as a diversion, he could easily make it outside before anyone realized what was happening. Of course, he doubted the Storm Dragon would let him fly away on its back without Kurine. And there was no telling what the Blood King might do if Turesobei returned without her. Besides, he couldn’t just leave her behind.

      Lu Bei finished zooming circles around them, shooting harmless sparks into the air, then took his place. The fetch gave him a brave wink.

      No one else had noticed Turesobei’s panic. Kurine was far too absorbed in the start of the ceremony to see it. And the rest of the village was focused on the priestesses who were reciting a poem about love and faithfulness and the beauty of marriage and having a family.

      They kept using the word forever. And they also said true love about a dozen times. He was pretty sure he had two true loves, and he was well aware that wasn't how it was supposed to work out.

      The poem ended, and the priestesses started chanting a song. For some reason, this made Kurine, along with most of the women in the room, cry. Even Tsuroko wiped tears from the corners of his eyes. When that song ended, another began, followed by more prayers and chants. The rhythms were soft and repetitive and lulled his overwhelmed mind into a stupor.

      Turesobei had completely lost track of what was going on when Earth Priestess Faika said, “Do you, Kurine, promise to love Turesobei only and to devote yourself to him and him alone until death, through all trials the future might bring?”

      Kurine blinked back more tears and beamed at the room. “That and more.”

      “Do you, Chonda Turesobei, promise to love Kurine only and to devote yourself to her and her alone until death, through all trials the future might bring?”
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      Trying not to worry about her friends out in the Ancient Cold and Deep, Enashoma walked through the Throne Room and up the steps toward the dais. The Blood King was waiting for her in the Workshop. As she passed the jade throne, something pricked at her mind, then chill bumps spread across her skin.

      Shivering, she glanced around. She didn’t see anything unusual. But she definitely sensed a growing presence. Was this a test the Blood King had set up for her…or something else?

      She calmed her mind, tucked her hands within the sleeves of her robes, and bent her fingers into a focusing mudra. She scanned the room, searching for the presence. It was close, practically on top of her.

      She spun around—but saw nothing.

      She took a few steps…and the presence moved with her. How could that be? What was—Oh, of course. What she sensed was Nāa’s consciousness radiating outward from his kavaru. But his presence wasn’t normally anywhere near this strong.

      Her heart raced in a panic. Had his power grown somehow? Had he lied to her? Was he trying to take over her mind and body?

      A sense of calm radiated out from the kavaru. Not that. Of course, not that. Was this a new sensation she was going to have to adjust to as his power increased? Or was he trying to communicate with her?

      She could open her mind to him. He almost certainly wanted her to. But if she did, she would feel completely exposed. No matter how much she accepted him being within her all the time, she couldn’t bear to interact with him without being in the Canvas. Not yet.

      He had asked her to pay close attention to the world around her. Did he want her to examine something in the Throne Room? The sensation had occurred as soon as she had reached the dais. So, that meant either the throne or the passage that could take you to the Workshop and, somehow, the kavaru vault.

      She glanced around, and a tickle at the back of her mind directed her.

      It was the throne.

      She stepped up to the massive, jade seat. A crack spread along the back, the result of Turesobei battling the Blood King when they had first arrived. A cracked throne and a bloodied nose was the best Turesobei had managed against the Blood King. She examined the throne and ran a hand along the right arm. The surface was smooth and cold. Nothing unusual stood out to her. She didn’t even feel a pulse of energy within it.

      “Can I help you, new apprentice?” an equally cold voice snarled.

      Enashoma flinched and spun around. The Blood King stood just beyond the back wall. His eyes were a mix of scarlet and yellow.

      “M–master, sorry. I was on my way to the Workshop and….”

      He raised an eyebrow. “And you…?”

      “I was admiring the jade. It’s pretty. And I was wondering why you hadn’t repaired the cracks. Really, I was just dawdling. I’m…nervous about becoming a wizard.”

      “Those cracks are a reminder that the best your brother could do to me was scratch my throne.” The yellow eyes scanned her. “Come. You have much work to do.”

      As Enashoma followed him into the Workshop, her heart racing, she felt a pulse from the kavaru. Nāa was pleased about something.

      She walked through the Workshop and up to a desk the Blood King had moved to the center of the room. On it, he had placed a stack of books and two sheets of paper, one with characters scrawled on it and one that was blank.

      “I want you to duplicate these characters.” His yellow eyes slowly shifted to emerald. “Be as precise as you can.”

      Enashoma knelt at the table, dipped a brush in the ink, and began to copy the characters. She did not know what they represented, but having grown up around Turesobei and her grandfather, she knew magic runes when she saw them. She duplicated them as instructed. Then, she leaned back and examined them, thinking she had done a decent job.

      The Blood King took the sheet of paper and scanned it. “Impressive. These are almost perfect.” His eyes flickered back to yellow. “Are you certain you have not done any magical studies before?”

      Years of drawing the marks her grandmother had taught her for using the Maker’s Brush was why she was good at copying the characters. But of course, she couldn’t tell him that.

      “I’ve always had good handwriting. And I studied calligraphy and had to take art lessons.” She shrugged. “Guess I’m a natural.”

      The eyes returned to emerald. “Well, we will certainly take advantage of that. Now, we are going to practice phrases. Then we will extend your knowledge of energy channeling and focusing. It is fortunate that I allowed Hannya to teach you the art of Pawanaré Mudra Abjuration. This and your exposure to magic growing up has already placed you far along the path.” He gestured to the stack of books. “You have much study to do. And I expect you to spend nearly all your waking time working on magic.”

      “I will do so gladly,” she said with genuine enthusiasm.

      Between becoming a wizard and mastering the art of using the Maker’s Brush, she could become a powerful force. And for once, maybe she could be the one to protect everyone and save the day.

      “I believe you will do well,” the Blood King said. “And by the end of this week, I think you will manage some basic castings. Minor wind spells, summoning a fire globe…those sorts of things.”

      Enashoma nodded. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      She felt a stirring within the kavaru. Nāa was eager to talk to her about something.
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      Turesobei stared at the Earth Priestess, dumbfounded. Then his heart started pounding as if he were in a fight for his life. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. What was he going to do? He couldn’t get married. This was ridiculous. He’d just have to back out.

      Then Kurine turned her warm smile on him. Her cheeks were damp from crying, and she was so happy that her eyes practically glowed. It was clear to even an idiot like him how much she loved him. If he refused to marry her now….

      This isn't about me. It's about making Kurine happy. And it’s especially about making her parents happy. They are never going to see her again, and that’s my fault.

      “I—” he gulped “—I do.”

      But he would not love or marry Kurine only. That he could not promise. Kurine understood his heart on that matter. At least, he was pretty sure she did. She had basically said so.

      The rest of the ceremony went by in a blur of vows and declarations. Those two simple words—I do—reverberated in his head. He feared those two words would have more influence over him than whatever the secret destiny was that Lu Bei had come back for.

      Earth Priestess Faika smiled. “You must now kiss one another.”

      Because he was so nervous and jittery, it was a short, terrible kiss. But Kurine didn't seem to mind.

      “And now the mark to seal this union,” Faika said.

      “Mark?” Turesobei asked. “What mark?”

      Tsuroko lifted his sleeve, showing a blue heron design that had been branded onto his skin and stained into his fur. Kurine's mom lifted her sleeve, showing a matching design. Turesobei had never noticed these brands before, probably because he'd spent most of his time with unmarried goronku and because even the goronku, despite their thick fur, wore sleeves all the time.

      “To waver in pain,” Oroki said, “is to waver in love.”

      An inked brand? And pain? Why had no one warned him about this?! Kurine should have said something. But then she probably had assumed this was how people got married in his culture, too. She had never met anyone who was married outside of her own people.

      “This then,” Oroki continued, “is the final seal and proof of your enduring promise to one another, this community, and the gods.”

      Shaman Eira stepped forward, bearing a bowl filled with green ink. She took from the bowl a strip of cloth and wrapped it around Kurine's right forearm, just above the wrist. Then she did the same to Turesobei. The pungent ink made his nose run and his eyes water.

      Turesobei gave Kurine a puzzled look. She leaned in and whispered, “I hope you like the design.”

      “How bad is this going to hurt?” he whispered back.

      “You don’t do this among your people?”

      “No!” he almost said too loudly.

      “Oh, Sobei, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think to ask you.”

      A man with a fire pot and an iron rod stepped forward. From the fire pot, he drew the red-hot, flattened end of the rod.

      “Now grasp each other's arms and prepare to press your wrists and forearms together,” Shaman Eira said. “Be careful and certain. You don’t want to ruin the placement.”

      Turesobei cringed. This was going to hurt—a lot. The man placed the rod between their arms. Kurine and Turesobei carefully positioned their wrists near the hot iron. He didn’t want a brand or a tattoo! And symbols mattered. A bad symbol could potentially interfere with his spells. But, he was certain he could magic the design away if necessary. And if he couldn’t, surely the Blood King could.

      Kurine smiled then nodded. Simultaneously, they grasped each other’s arms near the elbow and pinned their forearms and wrists together against the flat edge of the iron.

      Turesobei took a deep breath, then exhaled as pain shot through his arm. He could feel his skin melting. He smelled his flesh and Kurine’s fur burning. Her eyes filled with tears, but otherwise she showed no signs of pain. He tried to do the same. In the end, he blocked out the pain by mentally rehearsing the next spell of teleportation he was going to need.

      Kurine drew her arm away, and so did he. The man with the hot iron departed. Quickly, Shaman Eira dipped another cloth in the green ink and wrapped it around Kurine’s forearm, covering the branded skin. She did the same for Turesobei, then said loudly, “The seal has been made.”

      “May your love never fail,” Sun Priestess Oroki declared.

      “Before the gods and in accordance with the laws of the goronku,” Earth Priestess Faika shouted, “we now proclaim you wife and husband!”

      Kurine moved in to kiss him.

      “Oh, wait,” he said as an idea came to him.

      He drew a spell strip from his pouch. He dropped the strip at their feet and spoke the command for an altered casting of the spell of the flame spout. Multicolored flames erupted beneath and around him and Kurine. The flames were harmless, though they did tickle.

      Even while bathed in orange, green, red, blue, and yellow flames, with a crowd cheering and a smile plastered on his face, reality dawned on him with a terrible ferocity. He was actually married!

      In less than a day, his relationships had gone from complicated but stable to a huge mess fraught with peril. And he wasn't the only one who'd get hurt if it all fell apart.
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      Turesobei was glad that he’d cast the magical flames to give the wedding ceremony a bit of extra flair, because they also hid his anxious frown. He'd never seen Kurine so happy before, and he didn't want his worries about the future to ruin this moment for her. Once they escaped the Blood King and returned safely home, he would be the best possible husband to Kurine…with or without Iniru.

      The frightened gasps and nervous murmurs of the crowd, who had never seen such magic before, were replaced by cheers.

      As the magical flames died out, Turesobei drew Kurine in and kissed her again. Then he followed her to the center of the room, up the steps, and out into the cold.

      “What now?” Turesobei asked.

      “We’re given a minute to put our arms into the snow to soothe the pain and gather our composure. Then we greet all our guests as they come up the steps. After that, we walk back in, and everything will be set up for the feast.”

      After they plunged their arms into the snow, Turesobei asked, “Do you think it would ruin the marks if I were to cast a healing spell on our arms?”

      “I have no idea, but it’s supposed to be hurting.”

      “So no healing spell?”

      “Maybe later. But for now, I want to do everything right.”

      “So there’s a design? And it’s permanent?”

      Kurine nodded. “I’m sorry that I assumed your people did the same thing. I should’ve known better.”

      “It’s okay. It’s hard to think of things like that.”

      “And I know I didn’t consult you on the design, but I wasn’t supposed to. It’s the girl’s choice. You will like it, though. It’s something you can always live with. I promise.” She clasped her hands together and sighed pleasantly. “The wedding was beautiful, wasn’t it? I can’t believe my family put it all together in less than a day. Normally, it would take weeks to pull off something like that. And the flames you summoned were a brilliant touch. It was like everyone could see the fires of our passion.”

      “Um…yeah…that’s what I was trying to get across,” he said. “I was worried you would flinch, but you hardly blinked.”

      The door opened, and her parents bustled out.

      Tsuroko pulled him into a hug. “Son.”

      “Er…Dad.”

      After her parents came Lu Bei. The fetch wiped tears from his cheeks.

      “Such a beautiful wedding. Definitely in the top ten out of all the hundreds I’ve seen. A nice touch with the flames, master. I think some of my dramatic flair is finally rubbing off on you.”

      Turesobei accepted congratulations from dozens of people he would never see again. Soon, it all meshed into a blur. Then finally, thankfully, they got to leave the cold and return to the common room.

      “My wedding will be remembered for generations,” Kurine said proudly as they headed inside. “Those flames sealed the deal on that.”

      “So what happens after the feast?”

      “You need me to spell that out for you?” she asked dubiously.

      “Oh. Yeah. I meant…er…after…that.” He had been so nervous, scared, and overwhelmed that any thoughts of their wedding night hadn’t even occurred to him.

      She started giggling. “Your face is redder than my dad’s nose after ten bowls of ikase.” She patted him on the cheek. “Even your cluelessness is adorable.”

      “And that’s good?”

      “Of course, it is,” she replied. “And I’m just teasing you. Obviously, we can’t stay here tonight. We need to get back to the others as soon as possible.”

      “Right. Obviously.”

      “The other stuff will have to wait till we’re back in the Nexus.”

      “Oh.” He blushed again. “What I…what I had actually been asking…”

      “Yes?” she asked with a wry grin.

      “Before we leave here…shouldn’t we pack up your things to take back with us?”

      She snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what you meant.”

      “It was! I swear.”

      Kurine laughed. “I don’t really have anything worth taking back with me.”

      “What about your rock collection?”

      “My what?”

      “Your rock collection.”

      She flinched. “Oh yeah….” Clearly, she hadn’t expected him to ask about that. “I…I don’t think I’m going to bring it with me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, it’s really not a good collection. I never went far from home, you know, or anywhere special.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Until I met you, of course.” She grabbed his hand and tugged. “Come on, let’s eat.”

      They filled their bowls with limp purple-leaf vegetables and smoked meats and fish. Turesobei selected the ones that weren’t as spicy. He took one look at the ikase on the table, then chose a bowl of plain water.

      “The food’s not anything to brag about,” Kurine said. “I can’t believe I used to think this was special.”

      “This is good food,” he lied. “Really, it’s not fair to compare anything to the food we get in the Nexus.”

      “Well, at least it’s still cozy and familiar.”

      After an hour of eating and talking to dozens of people, it was time for them to do a sacred dance, thanking the gods for blessing them with love and happiness. Turesobei followed Kurine’s lead and seemed to do okay. Then they did more traditional dancing and mingled with the guests.

      Near sunset, the drumming picked up to a loud, insistent beat.

      “It’s time!” War Chief Sudorga shouted. “It’s time to send the happy couple off to bed!”

      “To Kurine and Turesobei, long may they live!” the crowd shouted repeatedly.

      “To the hopey—hoppy—happy couple!” Lu Bei stammered drunkenly. “Long may you…er…reign!”

      “Ahem,” Kurine said, clearing her throat.

      Lu Bei peered at her. “Yes, luscious maiden—madam, I mean—”

      “Mistress?” Kurine said with a raised eyebrow.

      Lu Bei’s eyes turned to saucers, and his jaw dropped. His wings even sagged a bit. “Ink of my father and paper of my mother! I hadn’t considered the imp…impra…implications of this merger between you and master.”

      Kurine smiled. “Indeed.”

      “What…what can I do for you…mistress?”

      “Tone it down,” she said. “And maybe lay off the ikase.”

      The fetch bowed. “Oh, yes—” he hiccuped “—of course.”

      Ukiri gave Turesobei a kiss on the cheek. “My son, we fixed up the room you usually stay in, for you two to share as a couple.”

      Tsuroko patted Turesobei on the shoulder and nodded meaningfully. Turesobei tried not to think of the stories Tsuroko and his friends had told him last night.

      “I’m afraid we can’t stay here tonight,” Turesobei said.

      “Surely you are not leaving now, right after the festivities?” Ukiri asked.

      “There is a marriage to consummate,” Tsuroko declared.

      Blushing, Kurine took her father’s hand. “I’m sorry, Daddy. But we must go. Our friends are waiting for us out in the cold, and the yomon could return.”

      Tsuroko heaved a tremendous sigh. “I understand.”

      Ukiri wiped away a tear. “Come, dear, I will help you pack up your things. Then we will see you off.”

      

      Turesobei and Lu Bei waited at the top of the stairs leading outside, while Kurine said her goodbyes to some old friends. The fetch had sobered quickly.

      “Master, not to spoil the mood, but during the beginning of the feast, I took the liberty of searching Kurine’s home. At the risk of turning into a book, no less. I could barely handle the range.”

      “You spied on…my wife?”

      Saying that sounded utterly ludicrous. He couldn’t have a wife.

      “Yes, master. And I’m sorry, but I felt I had to. She seemed quite dodgy about her rock collection. She’s so determined to get a stone—and just the right one—at every realm we go to. If rocks matter that much to her, then surely she would want to show her collection off to you?”

      “You heard her. She’s embarrassed because her stones represent nearby locations and common events. Like, maybe she has a boring gray rock from where she…I don’t know…first rode a sonoke or something.”

      “Except I couldn’t find any stones in her room or anywhere else in her home.”

      “Maybe she keeps them in her mother’s workshop. Maybe she hid them somewhere. Maybe her mother threw them out after she left.”

      “Maybe,” Lu Bei said dubiously. “But the stones in the realms are so important to her. It just doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “Look, it’s a weird habit, but I’ve seen the stones she picks up with my kenja-sight. They are harmless, ordinary stones, if prettier than most. Maybe she made up the collection back home bit because everyone thought she was being weird. We’re not going to worry about it anymore, okay?”

      “As you wish, master.”

      

      With the sky turning a dark purple as the crimson sun set, Kurine, Turesobei, and Lu Bei waited together on the ice outside Aikora. Turesobei said goodbye to everyone and promised Tsuroko no less than seven times that he would always keep Kurine safe, no matter the effort required. Kurine clung to her parents, crying more than the first time she had left—because this time she was certain it was final.

      “I love you,” she said to them. “And someday, somewhere, we shall see each other again.”

      Turesobei evoked the Storm Dragon, and everyone save Shaman Eira, who clapped with joy, took a step back. They all stared with wonder as Turesobei and Kurine climbed onto its back, rose up into the sky, and soared away into the night.

      Sitting behind Turesobei, Kurine wrapped her arms tightly around his waist and leaned her head against his shoulder. She was still crying, her tears freezing almost instantly.

      “I love you so much,” she said.

      They landed at the heart stone location, and Turesobei withdrew the Storm Dragon.

      “My arm is still hurting bad,” he said. “How about yours?”

      Kurine nodded vigorously. “Are you going to cast a healing spell?”

      “If that’s okay.”

      “The wraps are supposed to stay on for six weeks while the skin heals and the dye sets in, but I guess since the spell just accelerates the natural healing process, it should be okay, as long as the dye has set.”

      “We’re going to have to risk it,” he said. “It’s going to be hard enough to hide the marks. Everyone would definitely see the wraps.”

      “Good point.”

      “So, this is somehow both a brand and a tattoo?”

      “Yep. The ink comes mostly from the stomach secretions and brain matter of a rare beast. It reacts with the heat and colors the brand.”

      Turesobei cast the spell of winter healing, and then they removed the cloth wraps to uncover matching, jade-green goshawks. They were perfect replicas of the Chonda Goshawk symbol. His looked great, but hers, cutting through her snowy fur, was even more striking.

      “Wow, this is amazing! Your uncle made this brand in just a few hours?”

      “He’s very good at what he does,” she said. “I sketched the symbol out for him.”

      “Well, it’s brilliant. You did a great job.”

      “You were worried, weren’t you?”

      “About a permanent brand? Well, yeah. But you know, I didn’t pick out this mark either.” He pointed at the Mark of the Storm Dragon.

      She angled her tattoo in the light. “This way, I get to be a Chonda, too. And, if anything ever happens to me, you will have a brand you can live with. Everyone would simply think it’s a symbol representing your clan.”

      “Nothing will happen to you. I won’t allow it.”

      “Silly, who do you know who hasn’t died in the last couple of months? Other than you, only Awasa and Enashoma haven’t gotten killed.”

      “Well, okay, good point. But you know, I will always do everything in my power to protect you, right?”

      She kissed him. “Of course, I do.”

      As soon as they teleported back to the already open gate, Iniru yelled, “About time!”

      A thunderous crunching echoed across the icy fields. Turesobei turned to see the yomon charging madly toward them. The demons were just tiny spots visible against the setting sun, but they would close in fast.

      Iniru was clutching the silver rod of the Keepers. Turesobei had left it with her, just in case. He stared at her in bewilderment. She was the girl he had dreamt of marrying. She was the one he had thought he’d end up with for the rest of his life. And, well, he still could. But he had married Kurine first, without making sure it was okay with Iniru, and now everything was terribly complicated again. And that was the last thing he wanted.

      “Problem?” Iniru asked.

      “Wha–what?” he returned stupidly.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “Yes, yes. I’m fine.

      “Can we go now?”

      “Of course. Let’s get out of here.”

      Lady Hannya had already opened the gate.

      Once they were safely on the other side, Awasa collapsed with relief. “Facing those monsters again, even at such a distance…that wasn’t easy.”

      Hannya stared at Turesobei and Kurine with piercing eyes. “I hope your…vacation…was worth it.”

      “There was an…unexpected delay,” Turesobei said lamely, giving Enashoma the required welcome back to the Nexus hug. “But yes, I think it was worth it.”

      “It’s my fault we were later than promised,” Kurine said. “It’s hard to say goodbye, knowing you will never see your family again.”

      “It’s good you said a proper goodbye,” Motekeru said as he clanked away.

      As everyone else dispersed, Kurine took Iniru’s hands. “Would it be okay if I spent tonight with Turesobei. Instead of you?”

      “You want an extra night with him?” Iniru asked with an edge of irritation in her voice.

      “Please. It would mean so much to me.”

      Iniru narrowed her eyes and puckered her lips. Turesobei knew that look well. She wasn’t happy. “Why?”

      Kurine shrugged. “It’s just…after seeing my family and all…I need….” She stammered, unable to find the right words.

      Iniru let out a deep breath. “You need comfort, and a night with me isn’t enough.”

      “No! It’s just….”

      Iniru squeezed her hands. “I get it. Take the extra night.”

      Kurine kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you so much, Niru!”

      Most of Iniru’s irritation vanished. “But just this once.”

      “Of course,” Kurine said. She sounded so earnest, almost like she was making another vow, but also oddly sad. "I promise I'll make it up to you."

      Iniru didn't seem to notice. She headed down into the courtyard. “I need a hot bath.”
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      Enashoma rushed from the Gate Platform back to Zaiporo’s room. He was sitting up in bed expectantly.

      “They’re back. Safe and sound.”

      Zaiporo smiled. “Thank the gods.”

      “I told you they’d be all right without you.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      She knelt beside him and poured him some tea. “I meant for waiting on Turesobei and Kurine. Obviously, they need you for the battles.”

      He took a big sip of tea and frowned. “What’s wrong with this?”

      “Nothing,” she replied defensively.

      “It doesn’t taste as good as normal.”

      “That’s because Lu Bei didn’t make it,” she hissed.

      “Oh. You made it?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Sorry. I’m sure it’s fine.”

      “It’s better than fine. You’ve just forgotten what normal tea tastes like.”

      Zaiporo lay back in the bed. “How does he do it?”

      “Make the tea that good? I guess it’s all those herbs he’s using.”

      “Have you ever watched him mix his teas?”

      Enashoma frowned. “Now that you mention it, I don’t think I have. I’ve seen him pick herbs. I’ve seen him in his nest up on the top of Turesobei’s shelves, mixing. But I’ve never witnessed the process directly.”

      “Iniru told me that he rarely gets tea out of the storeroom, yet we all have plenty to drink.”

      “Guess it’s magic then.”

      Zaiporo took her hand. “Shoma, I’m sorry I’ve been so weird about Nāa and the kavaru.”

      “I understand.” Her mind drifted guiltily to the time she’d spent with Nāa and the growing feelings she had for him. “I really do.”

      Zaiporo tugged her hand, and Enashoma snuggled in beside him.

      “I don’t want you to go back out on the missions,” she said.

      He stroked her hair. “You know I have to. And they’re going to need me in the Summer Realm.”

      “Will you be ready for it?”

      “I’m going to start working out tomorrow,” he said.

      “Just take it easy, okay?”

      “This business with the kavaru…I’m sure I’ll learn to accept it. I just need more time.”

      Enashoma nodded. She couldn’t bring herself to speak. She was confused. She loved Zaiporo. But she couldn’t deny her attraction to Nāa. Even excluding that Nāa was a Kaiaru who only existed within her and a gemstone, he and Zaiporo were both so different from one another. Zaiporo was broad and strong, with gray skin and rugged features. Nāa was pale and graceful, almost delicate in body and in demeanor.

      Until this, everything had been so simple between her and Zaiporo. The only complication had been that he was ready for their relationship to become more physical…to move to the next level. And she wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

      But that…that was probably just another example of her fear of taking risks. And it was easy to say she was too young. She was supposed to be—at least according to the rules of her society. Of course, her society also disapproved of her being with a zaboko, having a kavaru, or going off on any sort of an adventure. So maybe society's rules weren't such a good excuse, after all.

      “You’re quiet,” Zaiporo said.

      “Just lost in thought. Sorry.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Honestly? Our relationship.”

      “Oh,” he said. “I hope the thoughts are good.”

      She ran a hand across his chest, carefully avoiding the still-healing scars from where he’d been stabbed in the Cloud Realm. “I don’t want everything with Nāa to pull us apart.”

      “It won’t. I swear I won't let my hang-ups about him get in the way of us.”

      She believed him. But she wasn’t sure she could make the same promise. I’m a terrible person. A terrible, terrible person.

      The kavaru stirred. No doubt, Nāa wanted her to know she wasn’t a bad person. On the other hand, maybe…maybe he was responding to her feelings for him.

      

      Enashoma entered the Workshop at dawn. The emerald-eyed Blood King was waiting for her. Turesobei was right. When this personality was dominant, the Blood King seemed decent and was an excellent teacher.

      She set the book he’d given her, The Intermediate Guide to Magical Theory, on the desk. “It was boring, but I finished it.”

      “In one day?” he asked with surprise.

      “I’m a fast reader, master,” she replied. “What do you want me to read next?”

      “The Intermediate Guide to Magical Theory.”

      “I just read it!”

      “You did not understand it.”

      She shot a dumfounded expression at him. “How do you know that?”

      “You read it in one day. If you had understood it at a deeper level, it would have taken you a lot longer.”

      “Maybe I understood it quickly.”

      The Blood King proceeded to grill her on a number of topics. She started out okay, but then things went badly. All in all, she was unable to answer most of his questions.

      “Are you sure all of that is in this book…master?”

      “None of it is in the book.”

      “Then how was I supposed to know it?”

      “You were supposed to read the book and apply the information to your understanding of the nature of magic.”

      Enashoma picked up a copy of The Advanced Guide to Magical Theory. “Wouldn’t it be easier for me to read this instead of extrapolating from the intermediate book?”

      “You are welcome to try. But if you did not grasp what the intermediate book was trying to tell you, then you are not going to understand anything in the advanced book.”

      “If what I need to know isn’t in these books, then what’s the point of them?”

      “The point is to make things easier. Magic is like…an orchestra playing a grand symphony, except you are the entire orchestra. These books tell you how to play the instruments, but playing an instrument goes far beyond the instructions a book can convey.”

      “It’s something you must learn by doing?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Then why not teach me directly?”

      “I want you to think it all through first. I assure you, this is the fastest way to learn. Read the book again. Think about what it is saying. See the actions that go beyond the words. If you can do that, you can accelerate your understanding. And when we begin doing practical castings in a few days, you will see greater results.”

      “As you wish, master.”

      “Now, let us examine your kavaru.”

      The Blood King stepped over to her. His eyes shifted yellow, then to the white of kenja-sight. He placed his palms on her forehead, beside the kavaru. She tried to close out all her thoughts and think of nothing in particular, in case he could read her mind. She was glad the Maker’s Brush was safely hidden in her room today.

      “Nāa has grown stronger,” the Blood King whispered. “This is good. And the two of you…you have grown close in your bond. That is also good.” He backed away, and the milky film disappeared from his eyes. “Has he figured out how he managed to come back?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Is he trying?”

      “He says that he is.”

      The Blood King stared into her eyes. “Nāa, I expect some theories soon.” The eyes turned orange. “If I must torture the girl to get those theories, I will do so.”
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      After a long night with Kurine, Turesobei slept till noon, ate lunch, then headed to the Workshop. He ran into Enashoma in the courtyard. She looked frustrated and a little worried.

      “How are your lessons going?” he asked.

      She hefted a book. “He’s making me read this again. Apparently, I didn’t understand it the first time.”

      Turesobei glanced at the cover and smiled. “Oh, I hate that book. Grandfather made me read it, too.”

      “You had to read this before you could cast any spells? You were like seven when you started!”

      “Oh, I did basic castings for years before learning theory. Lord Gyoroe is just taking the opposite approach.”

      “I’d rather do it Grandfather's way.”

      “I’m sure Lord Gyoroe knows what he’s doing,” Turesobei replied.

      “Any advice on how to figure it out?”

      “Read each section, then pretend you’re a wizard casting a spell. Don’t worry about the fact that you don’t know the words or the runes. Just imagine that you’re channeling energy into a spell, any spell you want, and then envision the spell working.”

      She sighed. “I’ll give that a try.”

      “How’s it going with Nāa?”

      “I’m getting along…well…with him. But Lord Gyoroe is frustrated that we don’t have answers for him. He threatened me today.”

      Turesobei groaned. “I was afraid that would happen soon.”

      “Are things okay with Kurine and Iniru?”

      “Why wouldn’t they be?” he asked nervously.

      Enashoma narrowed her eyes at him. “I just thought Kurine asking for an extra day might cause problems.”

      “So far it’s okay. Iniru seemed to understand, though she certainly wasn’t happy about it.”

      “Well, I’m going to go sit with Zaiporo and read back over this book again.”

      “Is he going to be ready for the Summer Realm?”

      “He says he will be.”

      “Good, because I’m sure we’re going to need him.”

      As soon as Turesobei entered the Workshop, Lord Gyoroe’s eyes turned yellow, and he glared.

      “What is under your right sleeve?”

      That hadn’t stayed a secret for long. Turesobei pulled the sleeve back to reveal his marriage brand. He had planned to show it to Lord Gyoroe today anyway.

      “How did you know something was there, master?”

      “To become as powerful as I am, you must see and understand the most potent and the most subtle forms of magic. Love is a mighty force, even if it cannot summon a demon or conjure fire. In the end, my apprentice, a binding is a binding.”

      “I had never thought about it that way before.”

      “So you married her?”

      “I did, master.”

      Gyoroe’s eyes shifted to pale blue. “Well…congratulations.”

      “We're keeping it a secret.”

      “That is of no matter to me.”

      “I wanted to cover the brands using a masking spell.”

      “So?”

      “I did not want to do that without getting your permission first, master.”

      “It is of no concern to me.” Gyoroe’s eyes turned violet. “Now, tell me, have you learned the true meaning of sacrifice yet?”

      “I doubt it, master, but I will give bonding with the heart stones another try.”

      The attempt went as poorly as Turesobei had feared.

      “Do not come back here again this week,” Lord Gyoroe said with irritation. “You are wasting my time.”

      “I’m sorry, master.”

      “I want you to spend the rest of the week meditating, for as long as you can each day, on the true nature of sacrifice.”

      “I will do my best, master.”

      “And be prepared for the fight of your life in the Summer Realm at the end of the week. Zyraga's guardians will, without doubt, be worse than anything you have faced so far.”

      Turesobei cringed at the thought. They had barely survived the last mission.

      “And let us hope Nazyraga does not like to stay close to his heart stone. It is my understanding that I am the only being more powerful than him.”

      Turesobei brushed that consideration out of his mind. He couldn’t afford to entertain any thoughts about the Lord of Monsters. Otherwise, fear would leave him anxious and worried and possibly lead to mistakes during the mission.

      

      As he stood, Turesobei groaned and rubbed his back. Six days of attempting to meditate on the nature of sacrifice had led to nothing. The only thing he didn't understand was how the Blood King could murder innocents or allow his worshipers to sacrifice their lives to him. If that was what Turesobei was supposed to wrap his head around, it was never going to happen. Drinking blood sacrifices was what had turned Hannya against Gyoroe. If she thought that was going too far, there was no way Turesobei could ever understand it.

      He took a long, relaxing bath, then got dressed in his finest robes. As usual on the night before a mission, they were all going to enjoy a large dinner together.

      Throughout the week, he and Kurine had shared secret smiles. Otherwise, they had tried to act normal, as if nothing had changed, when in fact everything had. So far, luckily, no one else had seemed to notice anything was different.

      Interacting with Iniru had been awkward, especially on their first night together. It had been almost impossible to relax, knowing he was keeping such a huge secret from her, a secret that would probably ruin their relationship if she discovered it. And he knew she would find out eventually…somehow. It was only a matter of time.

      He had placed a masking spell on the forearm brands, but the illusion spell was bound to fail at some point, and it was difficult to keep Iniru from touching the spot accidentally and feeling the raised skin.

      As soon as he entered the Dining Hall, Enashoma stalked up to him.

      “Pull up your sleeves. You too, Kurine.”

      Well, the disguise hadn’t lasted even half as long as he had hoped.

      “Why?” Turesobei asked defensively.

      “You know damn well why,” Enashoma snapped. “Don’t play this game with me.”

      With a worried look, Kurine rolled up her sleeve. With her fingers bent into a mudra, Enashoma waved a hand over Kurine’s forearm. The masking spell vanished, and the branded, pale-green goshawk appeared on Kurine’s arm.

      “You were right, Niru,” Enashoma said. “She does have some sort of brand on her arm. We just couldn’t see it because someone hid it from us.”

      Kurine shrugged when Turesobei gave her a questioning look.

      “I felt it when we were grappling during training practice earlier today,” Iniru said tersely. Emotionally, she appeared cold. But that meant she was anything but calm.

      “Show us yours,” Enashoma said to Turesobei.

      “What makes you think I have one?” he asked.

      “If you don’t have one,” Iniru hissed, her lips barely moving, “then you can easily prove us wrong.”

      With a sigh, he rolled up his sleeve. His forearm looked normal. Enashoma waved her hand again and dismissed the masking spell.

      “I can’t believe you got matching tattoos…brands…whatever they are!” Enashoma said.

      “Awesome,” Zaiporo said, but after a harsh look from Enashoma, he stopped smiling and sat back down.

      Iniru stared at them, her eyes ablaze, then she spun around and stormed out of the Dining Hall without another word.

      “Subtle, you two,” Enashoma said.

      Kurine called out to Iniru. “Hey, Niru, wait! Let me explain!”

      She started after her, but Awasa stopped her. “If I were you, I’d let her calm down a bit first.”

      Kurine nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      Enashoma snatched up Turesobei’s wrist and twisted his arm one way then another, looking at the symbol dubiously. “Does it mean something?”

      “It's the symbol of our clan,” Turesobei said.

      “I know that! Does it mean anything else?”

      “Just that we love one another and are friends,” Kurine answered.

      “Kurine's uncle does these,” Turesobei said, trying to use the cover story he’d thought up. “And…I don't know…lots of goronku have them…and it seemed like a good idea…at the time. You know, a way to mark Kurine’s last day with her family and…I guess we got carried away. Then I realized it would upset…people…so I tried to cover it. Thought maybe I could hide it until we were finished with the battles.”

      “Hm,” Enashoma replied. “Sobei, how do you think—” she shrugged and dropped his hand “—never mind. It doesn't matter what Grandfather or Mother or anyone else will think, does it? We'll all be cast out of the clan once we return anyway.”

      “Not Turesobei,” Zaiporo said. “The clan needs him.”

      “They’ll throw him out when they’re done with him,” Enashoma said. “They don’t have any use for freaks like us.”

      “I think all of us were freaks from the beginning,” Awasa said, “even if we didn’t realize it. Otherwise, we would never have all ended up here.”

      Enashoma sighed. “You’re probably right. Look at all of us. Zaiporo’s the only one who’s still the same person he was when we set out from Ekaran.”

      “For now,” Zaiporo said. “Though being normal kind of makes me the freak of this group.”

      “Your time is coming,” Awasa said. “You can’t hang around Turesobei for long and stay normal.”

      “Thanks, Wasa,” Turesobei said grimly.

      She grinned, revealing her fangs. “You’re welcome.”

      Zaiporo walked over and checked out Turesobei’s brand. He glanced warily at Enashoma. “Well, I like tattoos. And this brand is really cool. I wish I had one.”

      “I recommend traditional tattoos,” Turesobei said. “Getting this brand burned onto my skin hurt a lot.”

      “It wasn't as bad as the Mark of the Storm Dragon,” Lu Bei said. “That nearly killed you.”

      “You know,” Enashoma said thoughtfully, “you’re right, Awasa. We’re all misfits. Sobei tries to blame himself for getting us into this mess, but we were the ones who insisted on tagging along. He’s just the catalyst for us turning weird.”

      “To us,” Lu Bei said, raising his bowl of tea. “One big, mostly happy, family of freaks.”

      They all raised their bowls, then Enashoma asked with concern, “Should we go check on Iniru?”

      “Sobei and I will go,” Kurine said. “It’s our mess to handle.”

      Turesobei agreed, then headed out of the Dining Hall with her. He would rather be venturing into the Summer Realm alone with no magic than have to face Iniru now.

      “Do we tell her the truth?” he whispered into Kurine’s ear.

      “Only if we have to,” she replied. “For now, we stick to our story.”

      They knocked on Kurine’s door, but Iniru wasn’t there, so they went to Iniru’s original room and tapped lightly on the frame.

      “Go away!” she shouted.

      “We just want to talk,” Turesobei said.

      “I said go away.”

      “Let us explain,” Kurine said.

      “I stood outside the Dining Hall and listened,” Iniru replied. “I heard your explanation to the others.”

      “And?” Kurine asked.

      “And you’re lying,” Iniru replied. “Those marks mean something more than that.”

      “Like what?” Turesobei asked.

      “Undying love, betrothal…for all I know you’re married now!” She said the last part as if it were absurd, so clearly she didn’t believe that was the case. “I don’t know, and frankly, I don’t care. Because it just doesn’t matter what they represent. You lied to me, you broke our truce, you dishonored our commitment to one another, and you betrayed my trust in you. Now go away!”

      “Okay,” Kurine said, “but maybe we can talk about it in the morning….” She patted Turesobei on the arm. “Goodnight, Sobei.”

      Turesobei leaned his cheek against the door. “It’s our night to spend together, Niru,” he said softly.

      “Leave me alone, Sobei.” He could hear the hurt and the tears in her voice. “Just leave me alone.”
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      The next morning, as they gathered on the platform to set off for the Summer Realm, Iniru shot nasty looks at Turesobei and Kurine. He gave her a brief hello and a weak smile, but that just made her glare more aggressively.

      When Kurine tried to talk to her, Iniru growled. “Let’s just do our jobs and get through the day.”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want,” Kurine said meekly.

      Enashoma pulled Zaiporo aside. “Are you sure you’re well enough?”

      “The team needs me, and I didn’t have any problems during my workouts this week.” He smiled confidently. “I’ll be fine.”

      She hugged him tight. “Okay, just be careful.”

      Turesobei dropped back and whispered, “I’ll assign the hounds to stay close to him the whole time.”

      Once they were all assembled and ready to go, Hannya addressed them. “Zyraga was the second strongest Shogakami before he became twisted into Nazyraga. He zealously guarded his territory and was not trusting of anyone—not the other Shogakami and especially not me. You should expect to fight powerful enemies, and a lot of them. You will have one advantage, though. The Summer Realm is abundant with storm kenja.”

      “If Nazyraga is there, abort the mission and return immediately,” Lord Gyoroe said. “You will not stand a chance against him. Apprentice, if you have to, hit him with the Keepers’ rod. That should buy you enough time to get away.”

      “But if he's actively guarding his heart stone, and we aren't strong enough to fight him, what then?” Turesobei asked. “How do we finish the mission?”

      “Then I will train your sister until she is a capable wizard and send her along with you. I can easily keep someone weaker here as collateral. If that takes years, then so be it.”

      Turesobei didn’t have years, not if he wanted to get back home in time to save his people from the Gawo Clan. On the other hand, if they had to back out rather than face Nazyraga, the extra years training would give him a lot more time to figure out a way to escape the Nexus without releasing the Blood King.

      They traveled through the gate to a hot, primal world covered in dense forests and teeming with life. It was almost identical to the Forest Realm, except that it had a wild and savage quality to it that was hard to define, though Turesobei could feel it in the roiling kenja currents. There were no signs of people or civilization here. He wasn’t entirely sure this was a place in which people could thrive.

      Thunder boomed, and Turesobei automatically said, “Stay dry, Hannya. It’s going to be raining here in about half an hour.”

      As soon as he had said it, he realized he rather liked the idea of her getting caught in a nasty rainstorm. Even though she had been nothing but helpful, even thoughtful, since she had betrayed them to the Blood King, he hadn’t forgiven her for that. Standing out in a storm was the least she deserved.

      Turesobei did not appreciate the irony when he teleported the group straight into a thunderstorm. Although it was almost noon, the clouds overhead were so dark that it might as well have been twilight. The pounding rain, swirled about by howling winds, was so heavy that the waterfall was barely visible. The river was a raging torrent. A lightning bolt arced over them and, with a cracking pop, struck a tree not far away. Thunder shook the earth, and the charged air made the hairs on Turesobei’s arms stand out.

      “We should leave and come back later!” Zaiporo shouted.

      “That won’t change anything!” Turesobei yelled. He’d been studying the storm’s energy patterns since the moment they had arrived. “This storm is permanent.”

      He drew a spell strip and started evoking the Storm Dragon. The spell was barely going to take any energy in this place.

      “What if the lightning strikes close by?” Kurine asked. She was cowering, with her shield held over her head. Having only briefly experienced one light rain in the Forest Realm, she had never seen a thunderstorm like this before, much less been outside in one.

      “The wards in your armor will protect you,” Lu Bei assured her. “The Blood King gave you extra shielding against that—because of master’s abilities.”

      Suddenly, it began to rain so hard their visibility was reduced to twenty paces. Then a wave of hail pelted them. Everyone threw their arms up to shield themselves, except Motekeru. The hail clinked harmlessly off his metal body.

      “Something’s coming!” Awasa cried out.

      The howling of wolves merged with the howling of the winds, and above them, a cacophony of screeches pierced through a clap of thunder.

      Turesobei was about to speak the last words of the evocation spell when, out of nowhere, a creature about three times the size of one of the hounds struck him. He crashed into a boulder. The impact bruised his back, knocked the wind out of his lungs, and jarred the spell strip from his fingertips.

      The creature bit deep into Turesobei’s left arm, then dragged him out into the river.
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      As soon as Turesobei saw the flaring blue eyes of the creature, he knew what it was: a takagota-kagi, a storm wolf. He punched and thrashed, but the beast wouldn’t let go. Still trying to catch his breath after the impact with the boulder, Turesobei desperately struggled to keep his head above water as the raging current pulled them farther out into the river.

      Suddenly, the beast’s skull split open, and hot blood splashed onto his face. The wolf released his arm, and floated away.

      Awasa looped her hand through his belt to keep him from tumbling away with the wolf. “Get the dragon out, quick. The others are getting mauled.”

      He struggled to his feet in the chest-high water. With the visibility so poor, he couldn’t see his friends, and he only barely heard them fighting over the din of the storm.

      She pulled him toward the shore. “Don't worry. I've got you.”

      Ignoring the bleeding wound on his left arm, Turesobei drew a new spell strip and began casting. A winged creature, not unlike Storm Dragon Lu Bei in size and appearance, dived at them. It was a takaboru-kagi, a storm drake.

      Awasa slashed it across its beak, and it crashed into the river. Another swooped down at them, and Awasa stabbed it in the head. Sparks ran down the blade as Awasa tried to pull Fangthorn free of the creature’s skull. The dead kagi fell into them, knocking them back into the river. Turesobei only barely managed to keep his head above water, so that he could continue casting the spell.

      As they struggled back to their feet, a third storm drake attacked Awasa. She ducked her head to the side, avoiding the snap of its beak. However, its sparking talons ripped across her right arm and shoulder. She staggered as it buffeted them with its wings before launching back into the sky.

      At the same time, the currents snagged the floating carcass of the dead drake with Fangthorn’s tip still embedded in its skull. Fangthorn slipped out of Awasa’s grasp. She cried out, released Turesobei’s belt, and swam after it.

      Another drake dived toward Turesobei, but before its electrified talons could slice into him, he completed his spell. The Storm Dragon billowed out, swallowed that drake whole, and incinerated the one still climbing back up into the sky.

      The Storm Dragon had an immediate impact on the weather. The intensity of the lightning, wind, and rain decreased dramatically, and the hail ceased falling altogether. Meanwhile, the Storm Dragon grew larger and stronger than normal.

      Turesobei scanned the river, but he didn’t see Awasa or the dead drake. He called out to her, but there was no answer. In this current, they were probably quite far downstream by now. In the short time he’d been in the storm wolf’s grasp, the river’s current had taken him nearly a hundred paces downstream. She was tough, though, and should be okay.

      He turned and waded toward the shore, but every slow step required a tremendous amount of effort. His companions were fighting a desperate battle against storm wolves and drakes. He couldn’t tell if anyone had been injured, but everyone was still standing, and that had to be a good sign. The Storm Dragon flashed across and tore through the drakes, freeing Lu Bei to help the others fight the wolves.

      A thunderstorm…storm wolves…storm drakes…. A brilliant idea came to him. Using a spell strip, he began methodically casting an altered version of the spell of compelling obedience, adjusting it to work on all the storm creatures. Normally, he wouldn’t have had a chance at pulling this off, but he had a lot of practice at commanding the queen of all storm kagi, thanks to the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon. And for once, he could use storm kenja even after summoning the dragon, thanks to the raging thunderstorm.

      As soon as he trudged up onto dry ground, a whooping cry echoed out of the forest nearby. At least a hundred degadega-kagi—demonic apes with bone-plated chests, clawed hands, and razor-sharp tusks—charged out of the trees from the south and headed straight for him.

      Still casting, Turesobei broke into a run, trying to reach his companions before the demon apes could overtake him. Ahead, his friends were hemmed in by the wolves and drakes. Even if they had noticed the degadega-kagi, they wouldn’t be able to break free and help him. For the moment, he was lucky the drakes and wolves weren’t focused on him as well.

      Pounding footsteps closed on him. He wasn’t going to make it. He would either get torn apart or have to drop the spell to fight. He reached for his sword and prepared to spin around and face the monsters.
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      The Storm Dragon swooped past him and blasted the nearest apes, reducing them to lumps of sizzling flesh. A moment later, Storm Dragon Lu Bei zoomed in and sparked the storm wolves that were separating Turesobei from the others. With some help from a whirling Motekeru, Turesobei darted into the midst his companions.

      Now he should be able to finish the spell without interruption.

      Kurine wiped blood off her chin and smiled at him. That lifted his spirits, but the only way he could respond to her was with a nod.

      Storm wolves continued to stream out of the forest from the west, and a new group of storm drakes flew in from the north. But if his spell worked, they wouldn’t be a problem. Lu Bei, the Storm Dragon, and Motekeru kept the apes off them, but of course, more and more of them charged up from the south.

      Using every scrap of storm energy he could reasonably manipulate, and all the internal energy he could spare, Turesobei successfully completed the spell. In response, the storm itself lessened in intensity, improving their visibility.

      “Serve me!” he commanded. The storm drakes and the wolves paused and turned. “Attack the ape kagi!”

      Every storm wolf and drake within sight wheeled around and charged the ape-kagi. He sagged, and Kurine caught him.

      “You okay, my love?”

      “Just exhausted. But my spell should give us all a few minutes to rest and come up with a plan.”

      “Where’s Awasa?” Motekeru asked, a hint of concern coloring his mechanical voice.

      “A storm drake injured her arm, and she lost Fangthorn. She dived in after it. I don't know what happened after that. But as soon as I can catch my breath, I’ll try to locate her.”

      “Since there doesn't seem to be a big guardian,” Zaiporo said, “I think you should have the Storm Dragon take out the generators.”

      “Good idea,” Turesobei said. “Should we go for the ape generator first, since I can’t control any of them?”

      “Can you control all of the storm beasts?” Iniru asked.

      “Only the ones that were within sight or hearing when the spell activated,” he replied.

      “Then you should take out the storm drake generator first,” Zaiporo said. “Without the Storm Dragon or Lu Bei, it’s really hard for us to fight those things.”

      “Storm Dragon,” Turesobei commanded, “find the generator for the storm drakes and destroy it.”

      She strafed the apes with lightning bolts once more, then wheeled around and rocketed northward.

      He noticed Kurine holding her side. Blood was seeping out through a tear in her armor. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be,” she grunted.

      “Do you need healing?” he asked.

      “It can wait.”

      “Everyone else okay?”

      “Scrapes and bruises for me,” Iniru replied. “A couple of burns. Nothing major.”

      “The same,” Zaiporo replied.

      “I’m going to try to find Awasa now,” Turesobei said.

      Focusing on her, he cast the spell of locating that which is hidden…but didn't detect anything. “I can’t find her.”

      “Does…does that mean she’s dead?” Kurine asked.

      “The spell can detect someone even if they’re dead,” he answered. “Maybe the storm’s causing interference.”

      “If she wasn’t able to recover Fangthorn,” Motekeru said, “then she might be a different Awasa than who you searched for.”

      “Of course,” Turesobei said. “Between that and the storm, I could easily have missed her.”

      He cast the spell again, this time focusing on Ninefold Awasa. He picked up a faint trace. “She’s alive, but unfortunately, she’s Ninefold Awasa again. And, she’s way downstream from us. I sense that she’s angry—very angry—but not in danger.”

      The earth trembled below them once…twice…then many more times. To the south, trees began to topple in the forest. Something big was coming toward them.

      “That can’t be good,” Zaiporo said.

      “I was hoping the thunderstorm overhead was the big guardian here,” Turesobei said.

      With a sharp crack, followed by a tremendous boom, something to the north, far beyond the cliff, exploded. Moments later, the Storm Dragon reappeared, taking out a few new drakes along the way.

      “Sobei,” Kurine said, “the new storm wolves coming out of the woods don’t look friendly.”

      Turesobei sighed. “That’s because they weren’t in range when I cast the spell of compelling obedience.”

      Zaiporo nocked an arrow. “I guess our rest time is over.”

      “Save your arrows for the apes,” Turesobei said.

      The ape-kagi were now defeating the storm wolves that he had compelled, and they had even managed to take out some of the drakes.

      Turesobei ordered the Storm Dragon to take out the wolf generator, and she immediately veered to the west, blasting wolves along the way. Storm Dragon Lu Bei finished off the wolves she had injured but hadn’t killed.

      Motekeru flexed his claws and swished his tail. He stepped toward the approaching unfriendly wolves. “I’ll handle them.”

      “Wait,” Turesobei said, “I have a job for you. If Awasa is currently Ninefold Awasa, then that means she didn’t recover Fangthorn. We need that sword.”

      “I will gladly go to the river and get it, master, if you are sure you can spare me. However, as much as I want to help Awasa, I’m afraid you’re going to need me against those apes, and maybe even against whatever that thing is that’s knocking down trees and shaking the earth.”

      “The current is too strong for any of us,” Turesobei said.

      “What about the fetch, master?”

      “He’s not himself any longer, so I would have to compel him, and that just feels…wrong. I don’t like the idea of compelling a friend.”

      “I respect that, master, but the situation is desperate. And as you said, he’s not currently himself. I think he would understand. Though…in retaliation, he probably will blow raspberries at you afterward. Nothing you can do but suffer through that.”

      Despite the few wolves and apes charging them, everyone whipped around to look at Motekeru. They were all stunned.

      “Did you just tell a joke?” Kurine asked incredulously.

      There was no way to tell for sure, since Motekeru’s bronze head had the same permanent expression carved into it, and since his voice was only capable of a small range of inflection.

      Motekeru shrugged. “Your decision, master?”

      “I’ll risk the raspberries and make the fetch do it.”

      Turesobei once again cast the spell of locating that which is hidden. This time he focused it on Fangthorn. “Got it.”

      Turesobei cast the spell of compelling obedience on Storm Dragon Lu Bei. The fetch zoomed up to Turesobei and hovered a few feet away, staring into his eyes. Thinking of the location of Fangthorn in the river, Turesobei projected his thoughts toward the fetch, hoping the connection they shared would be enough to pass along the information.

      “Find the sword, Lu Bei,” Turesobei ordered. “Then deliver it to Awasa.”

      A flicker of recognition sparked in the fetch’s eyes, then he sped off toward the river.

      Moments later, an explosion in the forest to the west, shook the earth, and flames shot up into the sky, followed by the Storm Dragon. She zoomed in and blasted the mass of apes nearing them. All the friendly storm wolves were gone now, and the few remaining drakes friendly to them battled the leftover enemy drakes.

      Turesobei ordered the Storm Dragon to take out the ape-kagi generator, which was spitting out a ridiculous number of the beasts.

      She soared southward, strafing the ape-demons as she went. Where the river curved, she stopped following the bank and rose up over the treetops. Suddenly, up from the forest leapt an ape-kagi ten times the size of the others. The ape-kagi-ga tackled the Storm Dragon in midair and pulled her down into the forest. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed as they rolled across the ground, toppling trees.

      “By the gods!” Zaiporo yelled. “Did you see the size of that thing?”

      “I saw it,” Turesobei said, “but I don’t want to believe it.”

      “It’s not as big as the octopus-kagi-ga,” Motekeru said.

      Kurine shivered. “Let’s not talk about that.”

      “Looks like it’ll be up to us to take out the last generator,” Turesobei said.

      “And the Storm Dragon probably needs my help,” Motekeru added.

      Zaiporo let out a long sigh. “We’ll have to fight our way through all those apes to get there.”

      “Then I had better boost us up with some spells.”

      Turesobei drew a strip for the spell of the strength of three men and another for the spell of the intensity of the cornered cat. Expanding them to affect himself, Kurine, Zaiporo, and Iniru, he cast the spells back-to-back. Panting for breath, he explained what he had done and how long the effects would last.

      “So if the cat intensity one increases our reflexes,” Iniru said, “then why haven’t you cast that on us before? We’ve been in some tough scrapes where it would’ve been useful.”

      “It takes a lot of energy for me to cast it on all of you. Energy I only have available this time because of the thunderstorm. Also, it has a side-effect. It will drain energy from you as you use it. But I think given the circumstances, it’ll be worth it.”

      “Will it make us pass out?” Kurine asked.

      “Probably not,” he said, “but afterward you’re going to be far more exhausted than normal.”

      Before the next wave of apes reached them, Storm Dragon Lu Bei returned. He hovered before Turesobei, with Fangthorn clutched in his talons.

      Turesobei groaned. “You were supposed to take it to Awasa.”

      The fetch cocked its head to the side and stared at him.

      “Did you look for her?” he asked.

      The fetch twisted his head the other way.

      “Never mind.” Turesobei took the sword. “Thank you.”

      Storm Dragon Lu Bei nodded, then spun around and began blasting the nearest apes. Turesobei sheathed his sword and used Fangthorn instead.

      Zaiporo had them form a wedge, with Motekeru at the point and the girls on either flank. Zaiporo stayed between them, moving left or right depending on who needed help. It was up to Turesobei and the hounds to protect the rear.

      They battled their way to the edge of the forest. But then a fresh wave of ape-kagi crashed against them with howling fury. After that, their progress into the forest slowed to a bloody crawl.

      Soon they were completely surrounded by ape-kagi, and Turesobei and the hounds were engulfed in battle as well. The boosting spells he’d used on the others were already halfway done with. They were never going to make it to the generator.

      Suddenly, the Storm Dragon broke free and shot upward. But before she could get far above the treetops, the ape-kagi-ga again leapt up and caught her, sinking his clawed hands into her side. Locked together, they crashed back into the forest near Turesobei and his companions. The giant ape pinned the Storm Dragon to the ground and pounded her with its fists. She writhed under him, struggling to break free. When that failed, she fired lightning bolts in a halo around herself.

      The ape-kagi-ga screamed, and the smell of burning skin and fur filled the air. But it wouldn’t let go. Worst of all, every wound the Storm Dragon inflicted healed within moments.

      “The ga can regenerate,” Turesobei said, along with a string of curses.

      “This just keeps getting better and better,” Iniru said as she sliced the head off of an ape-kagi.

      Kurine caved in the chest of an ape-kagi and knocked it back into several others. “Sobei, you’re going to have to do something flashy. There’s no way we’ll reach the generator this way.”

      “She’s right,” Iniru said. “This isn’t working.”

      He couldn’t argue that. So far, he and his friends were only taking minor injuries, but that would stop when the boosting spells gave out. Then someone would get hurt. And once one of them fell….

      The thunderstorm continued overhead, acting like a kenja generator and offering a tremendous amount of power—provided he could channel it safely. The problem was that to channel it safely he needed an adequate reserve of internal kenja to control and manipulate that force through his kavaru. And unfortunately, his internal kenja was weak from all the spells he’d already cast. He was now one fire-blast spell away from passing out.

      He stabbed an ape in the groin, and a trickle of energy flickered down Fangthorn’s black blade. Of course! Fangthorn took in a bit of energy with every demon kill. He could substitute the energy in the blade for his own. It wasn’t a perfect one-to-one ratio, far from it, but it should be enough.

      “I can open a path ahead of us with a rolling fireball, but that might be the last spell I’ll be able to do.”

      “Then blast away!” Zaiporo yelled.

      “Wait, would it be as powerful as the one you used in Naibane’s realm?” Iniru called out.

      “If I take it to the point where I could pass out, then yes.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to be enough,” Iniru said.

      “Then what should I do?” Turesobei asked.

      “Maybe you should teleport us out of here instead,” Zaiporo said.

      “I’m not leaving without Awasa,” Turesobei replied.

      “We could come back and rescue her.” Iniru diced the arms off an ape-kagi. “We would then only have one generator and the ga to deal with.”

      “But who knows how far away she might wander,” Turesobei responded. “And what if the apes hunted her down? We don’t know that they won’t.”

      “But if you cast the fireball spell and we can't beat these apes, then you won’t have the strength to teleport us out,” Zaiporo said. “We’d all be dead. I don’t want to leave anyone behind, but there are no guarantees. Awasa knows that. Besides, she’s away from the action, and Ninefold Awasa can certainly take care of herself.”

      “You’re forgetting that I’ll have to draw the Storm Dragon back into me in order to cast the teleportation spell,” Turesobei said.

      “Master,” Motekeru said, “if we fight a tactical withdrawal, I think we can shield you long enough for that.”

      Turesobei considered the option, then came to a conclusion. “I don’t leave people behind. That’s not who I am, and I’m not going to let these missions or the Blood King change that.”

      As he said those words, it occurred to him that this was probably the type of sacrifice he didn’t understand, or rather, was unwilling to understand.

      Motekeru tore through two ape-kagi at once. “Master, maybe you should check to see where Awasa is right now. If she’s running away from here, I trust that she can take care of herself.”

      “Right,” Turesobei responded.

      Motekeru was close to Awasa. If he thought it was okay to leave her behind, then maybe Turesobei could do it. Rather than casting the locating spell again, he chose to use residual energies from the previous casting and focus on Fangthorn in his hands. Maybe her bond with it was still strong enough. He immediately got a read on her location. It wasn’t good.

      “I don’t know if she’s returned to being herself or what, but she’s heading back this way—and fast.”

      “That settles it then,” Kurine said. “We fight.”

      Sparks flew as the giant ape ripped a wing off of the Storm Dragon. The wing turned into a cloud, poured rain onto the ground, then disappeared. Distracted by the sight, Kurine gaped in horror and lowered her shield. An ape-kagi leapt toward her. Turesobei couldn’t get there in time to help. But Storm Dragon Lu Bei darted in and saved her. She thanked him, got her shield up, and continued fighting.

      “Change of plans,” Turesobei said, “I'm using the spell of heaven’s wrath instead, and I’m putting everything into it. My heart may stop, so you may need to resuscitate me.”

      Kurine flashed him a frightened look. “Sobei…are you sure?”

      “We need Motekeru, but so does the Storm Dragon. The ape-ga’s killing her. So I don't think I have a choice but to go big.”

      Iniru cut down an ape-kagi, then glanced back at him. He met her eyes, and she nodded. Zaiporo fell back so that Turesobei could step into the center between everyone and safely cast the spell.

      Iniru cried out suddenly and fell. An ape had kicked her low, causing her knee to hyperextend. The beast then elbowed her in the side of the head. Kurine barreled over and shattered the beast’s face with her warhammer. With her shield up, she stood guard over Iniru. The hounds took up Kurine’s former position, and they all closed ranks.

      Iniru climbed to her feet, shook her head, and stretched her leg. “I’m okay.” As Kurine shifted back, Iniru returned to the fight. “Get moving, Sobei. My knee’s killing me.”

      Turesobei drew a strip for the spell of heaven's wrath and began a slow casting, so he could make it as powerful as possible. In most battles, what he was about to do would be incredibly stupid. Turesobei called on every scrap of energy available to him. He used all his internal kenja and the power Fangthorn had absorbed, then he used the Mark of the Storm Dragon to connect to the thunderstorm above.

      You’re Chonda Lu's heir. Be like him. Be a Kaiaru. Fight like he did on the battlefield against Vôl Ultharma.

      An ape-kagi bounded over the others, got past Storm Dragon Lu Bei, and charged toward him. But Turesobei felt so close to Chonda Lu that it was almost as if they were one and the same. He acted as skillfully as his ancestor would have. He plunged Fangthorn into the beast’s chest, then took the bit of energy the blade drained from the creature.

      With the spell ready, he darted out in front of Motekeru and activated it. This casting was easily five times more powerful than the one he'd used against the Blood King. A bolt of lightning speared down from above, struck him, tripled in strength, then poured out from his spell strip.

      The cone-shaped blast tore apart the forest in front of him and incinerated all the ape-kagi within the area.

      For a few moments, Turesobei felt as if he were made of pure lightning.

      Then his heart stopped.
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      Turesobei drew in a desperate, ragged breath and convulsed.

      Strong hands held him firm. “It's okay,” said a male voice that seemed incredibly far away. “Take deep breaths.”

      As the convulsions receded, his eyes opened slowly. “Zai…?”

      Though still shallow, his breathing stabilized.

      Smiling with relief, Kurine kissed him on the cheek. “Thank goodness, you’re alive.”

      He tried to ask her what was going on, but his attempt to speak only resulted in coughing.

      Kurine stood and took up her warhammer. “Be still and keep taking deep breaths, my love. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      Turesobei’s eyes finally focused, and his thoughts cleared. He sat up carefully, wondering how long he had been out.

      Kurine and Zaiporo had been beside him only moments ago, he was certain, but now he lay alone in the remains of the battlefield. The storm had vanished, and sunlight was shining down onto them.

      The Storm Dragon was gone. Lu Bei was a mud-covered book lying on a rock nearby. None of the guardians remained, except the giant ape-kagi. Motekeru was fighting valiantly against the beast, but judging by the score of new dents and scratches on his body and how slowly he was moving, he was getting pounded into submission.

      While Motekeru pressed forward with a full assault, Zaiporo charged the beast from the right. His attack hit the ape’s knee, but didn’t seem to achieve anything. Despite an obvious limp, Iniru leapt in from the left, but the giant ape slapped her away. She tumbled along the ground. When she stood, she grabbed her right arm and winced. The ape grabbed Zaiporo by the legs, and with a flick of its wrist, flung him into the river.

      Kurine reached the ape next. With all her might, she brought her hammer down onto the giant ape’s left foot. Bones cracked, but that didn’t slow the beast down. With a half-hearted kick, the ape knocked her all the way back to Turesobei. She sat up, and with a grimace, grabbed her ribs.

      Motekeru’s attacks had resulted in several gashes along the ape’s thighs, and one nasty cut across its lower stomach. But those wounds didn’t seem to slow the beast, either. And they were already beginning to heal.

      Motekeru dodged the monster’s fist, which punched a two-foot deep hole into the earth instead. Without even glancing over his shoulder at her, he yelled to Kurine, “We can’t beat this thing. It’s too strong. Take Master and run. I’ll buy you time.”

      “Motekeru, no,” Kurine said, “there’s got to be a way.”

      “You have to survive until Master can teleport you all to safety.”

      Kurine readied her shield and her hammer and started toward the beast. “But we’re so close to victory!”

      “No, we’re not,” Motekeru said.

      As Kurine started forward, Iniru limped into her path and stopped her before she could charge in again. “We have to retreat while we still can.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Motekeru said. “Just go!”

      Kurine sighed heavily and turned back. “Sorry if this hurts you, my love.” She grabbed Turesobei under the arms and tossed him over her shoulder. “I know it’s not what you’d want, but we’re out of options.”

      As soon as Zaiporo swam up onto the bank, and coughed the water out of his lungs, Kurine started running. Iniru and Zaiporo limped along behind her.

      As he painfully bounced along, carried like a sack of rice, Turesobei remembered his weapon of last resort.

      “Wait,” he managed to say. “Set me…down.”

      “Sobei, we can’t save him,” Iniru said.

      “We've got to run,” Zaiporo argued.

      “I'm not running away. Put me down. Now.”

      Kurine set him on his feet. He started to collapse, but she held him up.

      The giant ape lifted Motekeru, raised him high up into the air, then slammed him onto the ground three times. With each horrible impact came the sounds of springs snapping, wood cracking, and metal crunching.

      As the ape slung Motekeru aside, Turesobei pulled the Keepers’ rod from his belt. He had wanted to save this and use it against the Blood King, but that was no longer an option. He pointed the rod at the ape and focused his intent. A silent, multicolored beam fired out from the rod and burned a huge hole in the right side of the giant ape's chest.

      The kagi-ga fell backward…and didn’t get up. But despite the strength of the attack and the severity of its wounds, it was still alive.

      Motekeru, his joints creaking like two cats mewling, crawled up onto the still-living beast’s chest. Turesobei expected him to finish it off, but instead, Motekeru simply held his claws to the beast's throat.

      “Find Awasa,” Motekeru croaked, “and fast. We need her to get out of this.”

      “Why do we need her?” Zaiporo asked.

      “If she kills the ape with Fangthorn, she can transfer the energy to me,” Turesobei said, nodding in understanding. “Otherwise, we’ll be stuck here for days while I recover.”

      “I’d rather that than risk the giant ape recovering,” Kurine said.

      “Nazyraga will know we’ve defeated his guardians,” Turesobei said, “and he will come for us. Since we have no way of knowing how far away he is, time is of the essence.”

      “Oh,” Kurine replied, “then we’d better find her.”

      “I thought you could use Fangthorn that way, too,” Zaiporo said to Turesobei.

      “Using her advanced mudras, Awasa can draw a lot more energy into the sword than I can, especially with me being this depleted. So I will only do it myself if I must.”

      Iniru handed Sumada over to him. “You’d better hold onto this, just in case.”

      Kurine kissed him on the forehead, then set off downriver along with Iniru, Zaiporo, and the hounds. It was then that Turesobei noticed that the spell of heaven's wrath had burned a path as wide as four roads through the forest. Charred trees, both standing and toppled, were still smoking.

      “Motekeru, are you okay?” Turesobei asked.

      As the giant ape began to writhe, Motekeru slammed his fists down and shattered its nose. “No, master.”

      “Will you survive?”

      “Yes, master. However, my abilities will be greatly diminished. I’ve taken a lot of damage—externally and internally.”

      Turesobei limped over to the incredibly smelly beast. Prepared to end the beast if he had to, he held both Sumada and Fangthorn at its throat.

      “What happened after I passed out?”

      “Your spell soaked up the entire storm, even the Storm Dragon. The resulting blast carved up the forest, killed most of the ape-kagi, and caused a tremendous explosion in the distance. Apparently, you destroyed the ape generator with the blast, because no others showed up. While I held back the kagi-ga and the girls finished off the remaining apes, Zaiporo resuscitated you. After that, you were unconscious a short while.”

      Turesobei felt fortunate to be alive after that spell. “We’ll have to finish this thing off soon. The wound I blasted into its chest is starting to regenerate.”

      Motekeru glanced back toward the forest. “I hope Awasa's okay.”

      Turesobei knew Motekeru's concern went beyond their need for her abilities. He genuinely cared for Awasa. Minutes passed with Turesobei staring at the wound, his focus fading in and out. Despite the danger and the bone-cracking punches Motekeru used to keep the beast dazed, it was hard for Turesobei to stay awake.

      Just when he was about to tell Motekeru that it was time to finish the ga, because the wound was healing faster and the beast was stirring more, the others returned, carrying Awasa.
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      Kurine had Awasa’s arms pinned behind her back, while Zaiporo held her by the feet. Controlling Awasa wasn’t easy, because she kept thrashing and kicking. Blood poured from her nose and from a number of small cuts on her arms and legs.

      “I will kill all of you!” she snarled.

      Iniru limped beside them, holding a hand over a wound on her neck. “She bit me. She actually bit me.”

      “Capturing her wasn’t easy,” Zaiporo explained. “She’d gone as wild as an animal.”

      Kurine released Awasa’s arms and seized her by the waist. Then Zaiporo set Awasa down on her feet. Before she could start kicking, he knelt and used his arms to lock her knees together. With her long fingernails, Awasa slashed at them, forcing Iniru to rush up and grab her wrists.

      Turesobei approached carefully and held Fangthorn out toward Awasa. That made her fight even harder to escape.

      “I don’t want that thing!” she screamed.

      He tried to place the sword in her hands, but her fingers wouldn’t wrap around the handle. Then he held the blade against her chest and waited…but nothing happened. For some reason, the blade wasn’t draining away any of the Warlock’s essence.

      “It’s not working.”

      “Master, can you handle the ape?” Motekeru asked.

      Turesobei nodded. Motekeru jumped down off the creature’s chest, and Turesobei passed Fangthorn over to him. Turesobei rushed over and placed Sumada’s edge against the major artery on the giant ape’s neck.

      Motekeru stepped up to Awasa and took both of her hands in one of his. That freed up Iniru, so she ran over and held Turesobei’s weaker white-steel blade against the other side of the beast’s throat.

      Motekeru pulled Awasa in so that their faces were only inches apart. Snarling, she struggled even harder to be free.

      “Look at me,” Motekeru ordered. “Look deep into my eyes.”

      She wouldn’t meet his gaze, so he kept repeating his command until finally she did.

      “Good. Now, I want you to listen closely. You are not the anger. You are not the rage. Those forces give you power, but they do not define you. Awasa, do you know what you want?”

      “I do,” she growled. “I want to break free. I want to kill them all. And I want to be left alone.”

      “Then you must harness and control your rage. And for that, you need the dark blade.” He pressed the sword toward her. “You need Fangthorn.”

      She shook her head and muttered something unintelligible.

      “Fangthorn, think of that name. Think of what it represents. Do not reject the dark blade. Embrace the control it will give you over the power within.”

      Awasa gave him a withering look.

      “The sword does not control you. The sword gives you control. Take the dark sword from me. Seize Fangthorn. Seize control.”

      Awasa looked as if she wasn’t buying any of what he was saying. But then suddenly, she ripped one of her hands free and grasped the handle. Motekeru let go of her other hand and stepped back.

      With a surge of strength, Awasa broke free from Kurine and Zaiporo. She whipped around and brandished the sword at Motekeru.

      An expression of surprise crossed her face, then she staggered backward. Zaiporo and Kurine moved in to restrain her again, but Motekeru waved them off.

      “Remember the secret fire,” Motekeru said.

      Turesobei had no idea what he was talking about.

      “The secret fire,” she muttered. “I control the anger. The anger does not control me.”

      “The mudra of calming.” Motekeru reached out and touched Awasa’s left hand. “Do it.”

      She contorted her fingers into position and immediately began to breathe deeply. The eight-pointed star faded from purple to violet, and her fangs withdrew.

      “Mudra of focus,” Motekeru commanded. Awasa did as he requested. “Mudra of awareness…mudra of identity.” She did each in turn. “Do you know the secret fire?”

      “I contain the flame,” she said. “But the flame does not burn me.”

      Awasa sighed, then lunged in and hugged Motekeru. She stepped back and rubbed a hand across his cracked and battered chest. “You’re hurt,” she said with concern.

      “I will be fine,” he replied.

      She turned Turesobei and the others. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      The giant ape moved its hands and flexed its legs. Iniru stabbed it in the shoulder, but that only made it more angry. The kagi-ga began to thrash and tried to sit up.

      “We can’t wait any longer!” Iniru shouted.

      “Awasa,” Turesobei said, “I need an energy transfer—desperately.”

      “Got it!” Awasa said.

      She leapt up onto the beast. She formed her left hand into the complex mudra of draining, which Turesobei couldn't manage, then plunged Fangthorn deep into its stomach.

      Roaring with anger, the ape flailed and tried to knock her off, but Motekeru charged over and slammed both fists against its forehead. Stunned, the creature settled back, and then the life began to fade from its eyes as Fangthorn did its work.

      “If I stop now,” Awasa said, “Motekeru could finish it off and eat its heart. He needs to heal.”

      “No,” Motekeru said. “The transfer process is inefficient, so all the energy must go to Master. We have to leave here as soon as possible.”

      Awasa plunged the dark blade deeper into the ape’s gut, while maintaining the mudra. When the giant ape finally died, the corpse began breaking down immediately.

      Awasa jumped clear then sat down, panting. “Give me a moment. That wasn’t as easy as it looked, especially after going through what I did.”

      “Can we afford to rest for a few minutes?” Zaiporo asked.

      With a yawn that turned into a groan, Turesobei collapsed. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

      “Lu Bei!” Kurine ran over and picked up the diary, which Zaiporo had placed on a rock nearby.

      “He should be fine,” Turesobei said. “Bring him over.” She gave him the book, and he ran a finger down the spine. “He still has a pulse. Once I’m better, he’ll be okay.”

      Awasa gave Turesobei a puzzled look. “You don’t even have enough energy for Lu Bei to be active?”

      “I put everything I could into a spell of heaven’s wrath. I even siphoned off the storm overhead.”

      “That blast nearly fried me.”

      “Sorry about that,” Turesobei said.

      “It’s okay,” Awasa replied. “I’m sorry I lost Fangthorn. Without that blade, I’m a liability.” She touched the torc the Blood King had given her. “This only helps so much.”

      “What happened to you?” Zaiporo asked.

      “Once I got to the shore, I was way downriver. I held a mudra to keep myself focused, but the energy in this realm…it’s all violent and aggressive. It was too much for me to handle.”

      “We understand,” Kurine said. “We’re just glad you’re alive.”

      Iniru and Zaiporo both nodded their agreement.

      Awasa walked over and sat crosslegged in front of Turesobei. She placed Fangthorn on her lap and closed her eyes. She meditated a few moments, then with one hand she formed a mudra, while she touched Turesobei’s forehead with the other.

      “Your internal kenja is a depleted mess,” Awasa said to him telepathically.

      “I nearly died,” he mentally responded. “Zaiporo had to resuscitate me.”

      Awasa opened her eyes and, frowning, stared deeply into his for a few moments. He knew she could tell how much damage he had done to his kenja-heart and organs.

      “Turesobei…your insides are—”

      “I know,” he interrupted. “Please don’t tell the others how bad it is.”

      Awasa nodded. “If that’s what you want.”

      She closed her eyes again and took a deep breath. Then she placed her hand directly over his heart. “Okay…here goes.”

      A vibrant current of forest kenja flowed into him, along with a small amount of storm energy and a significant portion of Awasa’s internal kenja. While it helped his physical energy level a great deal, the conversion of forest kenja into the specific pattern that was his internal kenja was incredibly inefficient. However, added to what Awasa gave from her own reserves, it was enough to return his internal kenja to half its normal capacity.

      Awasa removed her hand and slumped back. She was sweating and breathing deeply, as if she’d spent the last hour running. “That’s all I can give. Is it enough?”

      “I think so. I’ll need to meditate for about fifteen minutes to properly sync this new energy to my signature.” He groaned as he stood. “It would be best to do that in the cave, where I can absorb a lot of the energy flowing into the heart stone.”

      “How much did putting everything into a spell cost you this time?” Iniru asked. “You’ve never gone that far before.”

      “I can’t say precisely.” Turesobei helped Awasa to her feet. “You know, I can only estimate based on the sort of—”

      “Oh, just say it,” Zaiporo said.

      Turesobei sighed. “Ten years…maybe.”

      Awasa gave him a piercing look. She knew he was lying.

      “Ten years of what?” Kurine asked in confusion.

      “You haven’t told her?” Iniru asked incredulously.

      He shook his head.

      “Sobei, what’s she talking about?” Kurine asked.

      He explained as they walked toward the waterfall. “Magic takes a toll—every spell, even the little ones, but especially the big ones. It’s not natural for your internal kenja to be expended. The strain of doing so damages your organs, and your life force weakens. If I pass out casting a spell, that probably means that I’ve lost several months, or maybe even a year, from my potential maximum lifespan.”

      “But you don’t look any older.”

      “I am on the inside, though. My organs are all probably…thirty-five maybe?” It was actually more like fifty or sixty. “So I’m still young and vibrant now, but the outside will catch up eventually.”

      Kurine looked horrified. “That’s terrible! Why would you do that to yourself?”

      “It’s not like I have a choice. My maximum lifespan is pointless if something kills me today. And I don’t care what it costs for me to save you and the others from a certain death.”

      “But even the little spells…surely they all add up.”

      “A few minutes of lifespan here and there,” he replied with a shrug. “That’s just the price of being a wizard if you’re not a Kaiaru.”

      “You can’t undo the damage?” Kurine asked.

      “If I stopped doing magic altogether, or if I were to only cast a few minor spells from time to time, and if I were to live a clean, peaceful life with no stress, then some of it would repair.”

      “But you’re special because you’re Chonda Lu’s heir,” Kurine said. “Maybe that will make a difference.”

      Turesobei shrugged. “I hope so, but I doubt it.”

      Zaiporo remained outside, keeping watch, while everyone else stepped through the waterfall and entered the cave. The pedestal with the heart stone awaited them. Everyone sat down, except Kurine, who immediately began to search for the right pebble to add to her collection.

      After about twenty minutes of meditation, Turesobei felt strong enough to proceed. Unfortunately, the energy spike he used to shatter the force field drained his reserves, and he passed out. However, when he woke up a few moments later, he felt pretty good. He immediately realized why. Awasa had placed the heart stone on his chest.

      “So, was that another year of damage?” Kurine asked firmly, as she continued to search for her stone.

      “Maybe two,” he replied.

      “We have a problem!” Zaiporo shouted from outside. “A very big one, and it’s speeding toward us!”

      They ran outside. The thing flying toward them was the size of the giant ape and generally man shaped, with large horns and giant, leathery wings. Turesobei couldn’t make out any other features from this distance. But what he could see made him want to keep it that way.

      “Is that some sort of dragon?” Iniru asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Turesobei replied. “I’m pretty sure it’s worse than that.”

      Lu Bei fluttered back into his fetch form, took one squinty-eyed look, then shivered. “Oh no—oh no—oh no. It’s much worse than a dragon. We have to teleport out of here—now!”

      “Is that…” Zaiporo gulped “…is that Nazyraga, Lord of Monsters?”

      “Yes,” Lu Bei answered in a quiet voice.

      As he was about to begin the teleportation spell, Turesobei glanced around. “Where’s Kurine?”

      He ran into the cave, with the others right behind him, and found her once again searching around the pedestal.

      “Kurine, we have to go now.”

      “We can’t,” she said. “Not yet. Not until I get the stone for my collection.”

      “Just choose one, and let’s go!” Turesobei said. “The Lord of Monsters will be here any moment.”

      “No,” she replied as she continued to scan the ground.

      “Then I’ll have to teleport you anyway.”

      “No!” she cried.

      He began casting the spell. Awasa helped Kurine as she frantically searched the floor.

      Awasa closed her eyes and employed a mudra. “If it’s like the others you’ve collected, I should be able to sense it.” After a few moments, she pointed. “It should be right over—” a strange look crossed her face “—Iniru?”

      A tremendous roar pierced the drone of the waterfall. Then they heard the flapping of giant wings. Nazyraga was close, but he wasn’t going to reach them. Turesobei’s spell activated.

      As they arrived at the gate, Hannya said, “That took a long time. I was beginning to….” She scanned them as they all collapsed, one by one, to the ground, panting. “You all look like you delved into Torment.”

      Kurine sobbed in frustration. “I didn’t get it. I was right there, but I didn’t get it.”

      Awasa, however, was still pointing, and she was pointing right at Iniru.

      “She has your stone.”
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      Fuming, Kurine stood. “You—you had it the whole time?”

      Iniru opened her fist, revealing a gray pebble with a blue-green spiral pattern. “I spotted it as soon as we entered the cave.”

      Clenching her fists, Kurine closed in on Iniru. “Why did you make me spend all that time searching? We could have been killed!”

      “In every realm, you get the exact same pebble. The only difference is the color of the spiral pattern.”

      “So?” Kurine asked.

      “I wanted to see how much it meant to you. I wanted to see what you would do if you couldn’t find it. Would you just choose another in a pinch, or would you be willing to jeopardize all our lives over something so seemingly innocent? Now we know you would. So the question is why.”

      “Can I please have the stone now?” Kurine asked with mock politeness.

      “What’s so special about these stones?” Iniru continued. “Why do you want them? What are you up to?”

      “There’s nothing special about them, except their sentimental value,” Kurine said defensively, “which is something you apparently cannot understand.”

      “Try me,” Iniru hissed.

      Kurine’s muscles tensed, as if she were ready to surge forward and take the stone by force. “I found the first one and thought it was pretty. When I saw the second and realized it was basically the same stone, I figured it would probably be present in every realm, which would make it perfect for my rock collection.”

      Lu Bei made a hinting cough, but said nothing. Turesobei could feel the fetch's gaze upon him.

      Iniru stepped over to Turesobei. “Do you know what she’s doing? Are you sure you can trust her? She might be working for the Blood King behind our backs.”

      Turesobei narrowed his eyes and gritted his teeth. “I trust Kurine—completely. And I would think that after all we’ve been through, you would too.”

      Ignoring his argument and his anger, Iniru held the stone out. “Have you examined these closely?”

      “I have seen the stones while my kenja-sight was active,” Turesobei said. “There’s nothing unusual about them.”

      “Oh, come on,” Iniru groaned. “You don’t think it’s weird that despite the many centuries separating each realm that this pebble always appears in the cave and is the same size and shape every time, with only that little bit of difference in color?”

      “Yes, that’s weird, but that doesn’t mean they’re special or that they have some sort of sinister purpose.”

      “Sobei, one of the stones even appeared on the cliff in the Cloud Realm! Don’t you think it should’ve been buried in the earth, at the place where the cave would normally appear?”

      Turesobei shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” Iniru scoffed.

      “Look, I can’t explain that, or why the pebbles are always basically the same. They do absorb more kenja than most rocks, but only a little. They are harmless.”

      Awasa nodded. “They seem perfectly normal to me, too.”

      Iniru shoved the stone right under Turesobei’s nose. “Look again—closely. Be certain.”

      “I trust what I’ve already seen,” Turesobei responded angrily. “And I trust Kurine.”

      “You hardly know her,” Iniru said with exasperation. “Use your kenja-sight now. Do it again…for me.”

      “No,” he replied flatly.

      With a sigh of irritation, Hannya stepped forward. “This is tiresome. That is a koretu stone. They are rare—very rare. The dominant kenja in an area, especially if great magic has been worked there, will stain the crystalline patterns in a koretu stone. That is why the stone looks different in each realm. As to why you can always find it, I have no idea. And in case you are wondering, Lord Gyoroe is aware that she is collecting them, and he is not the least concerned about something so trivial.”

      “Koretu stones?” Lu Bei asked in confusion. Then his eyes went wide. “Oh! You mean sochai stones. Yes, Master had two of those, only they were much larger and shaped differently than these. I should have realized that’s what they were.”

      “Indeed, you should have,” Hannya replied.

      Scowling, with her ears turned down, Iniru opened her mouth to say something…but nothing came out. She threw the pebble down and stalked away. As she went, Turesobei thought he heard her mutter something about how they used to be a team.

      He knew the stones had irritated her since the beginning, but he hadn’t realized that they bothered her this much. But then maybe this confrontation was more about his and Kurine’s matching goshawk brands than anything else.

      “We're all tired and stressed,” Zaiporo said, trying to smooth things over. “And I'm sure Nazyraga is still after us. I think we should get out of here.”

      “Nazyraga?” Hannya asked with alarm.

      “He came after us,” Zaiporo replied. “We just barely teleported out of the cave in time.”

      “We have to go—now!” Hannya hurried to the gate, eyeing Iniru as she went. “I cannot believe you wasted precious time with ridiculous teenage drama.”

      She chanted, with Turesobei and Lu Bei providing a chorus. Before they finished, Nazyraga appeared on the horizon—heading their way with incredible speed, far faster than even the Storm Dragon could fly.

      “We teleported,” Zaiporo said. “How did he find us? How is he moving so fast?!”

      With a flash, the gate opened.

      “This is his realm,” Hannya said. “He is far stronger and faster here than anywhere else.” She nodded at the cylinder in Turesobei’s hands. “Of course, he should soon become a whole lot less powerful.”

      That was a thought to brighten Turesobei’s spirits for a change. If nothing else, they had accomplished one good thing with all of these missions.

      They made it through the gate in time, then handed the heart stone over to Lord Gyoroe.

      “You look like you have been through Torment,” Lord Gyoroe said, echoing Hannya’s first reaction to their current state.

      As they described the battle, he healed their injuries, which was a welcome change since Turesobei usually had to do that.

      “I suspected this one would be especially difficult,” Lord Gyoroe said. “But you did well. Motekeru, you’ve taken serious damage. I can heal you as well, if you will let me.”

      Motekeru shook his head. “I will be fine.”

      “Very well, but your combat readiness has been compromised.”

      “I will manage,” Motekeru said.

      Turesobei wished Motekeru would let the Blood King repair him. He didn’t understand why he was being so stubborn about that. He considered asking, but then thought it was probably better not to. Motekeru might have a valid reason he didn’t want to disclose.

      “Iniru,” Turesobei said sternly as they all started to separate, “I think we should talk about—”

      “Leave me alone,” she snapped, and she hurried away.

      “I'll try to talk to her later,” Awasa said.

      “Maybe Shoma could help you,” Turesobei replied, thinking Awasa might not be the best choice.

      “What happened between them?” Enashoma asked.

      “I'll fill you in on the details,” Zaiporo said. “Did your studies go well while we were away?”

      “I guess so,” she said as they left together. “Tomorrow, I should cast my first spell.”

      Turesobei and Kurine went to his room. He took her in his arms and smiled. “Just one more mission to go.”

      She stroked his face. “After all we faced in the Summer Realm, I could use a couple of weeks of sleeping and cuddling.”

      “I'm sorry about all that with Iniru.”

      “You stood up for me,” Kurine said. “That's the most important thing to me.”

      “I’m supposed to stand up for you.” He dropped his voice to the barest whisper. “I am your husband, after all.” Even though he’d said it, he could still hardly believe it was true.

      “Tomorrow, we’ll patch things up with Iniru….somehow,” Kurine said.

      “Are you sure you want to?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Yes, of course,” he replied, perhaps too quickly. “But I know sharing isn’t your preference.”

      “It’s okay,” Kurine said. “I want you to be happy. That’s all that matters to me.”

      As they leaned in toward one another, Lu Bei cleared his throat.

      “Before the two of you start kissing again, I have something to say. Mistress Kurine, I doubted you, because of the stones. But I was proven wrong.” He bowed deeply. Tears welled in the fetch’s eyes, and there was a look on the fetch’s face that Turesobei couldn’t quite pin down. “Please accept my most humble apology.”

      “Why…thank you, little demon.”

      Lu Bei gritted his teeth, flew over to a shelf, and turned into a book.
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      Patching things up with Iniru didn't happen the next day. She didn’t show up at lunch, and when Turesobei and Kurine went to find her, they discovered that she had moved all her things out of Kurine’s room. They searched all over the Nexus, but no one had seen Iniru since they had returned from the Summer Realm.

      That evening, Turesobei waited for Iniru in his room. It was her night to spend with him. When she didn’t show up, he went to Iniru’s back door and tapped on the screen. “I don’t know if you’re in there, but I’m sorry for everything that’s happened. I miss you, Niru. Please, can't we talk about this?”

      He waited a while…but got no response. He wandered back to his room to wait and woke up alone the next morning.

      No one caught more than a darting glance of her the rest of the week. Clearly, if Iniru didn’t want to be seen, no one would see her. Turesobei considered using the spell of locating that which is hidden, but decided it was best to honor her wishes and let her keep avoiding everyone.

      Likewise, Kurine respected her truce with Iniru and only stayed with him on her allotted nights. He spent those lonely evenings he should have been with Iniru meditating futilely on the nature of sacrifice.

      To Turesobei’s surprise, Kurine was upset that Iniru wasn’t showing up for her nights with him. He had expected getting married would make Kurine more possessive and jealous of his time with Iniru. It boggled his mind that she actually wanted him to be with Iniru, too. But he wasn’t going to look a gifted denekon in the mouth. If that’s what Kurine wanted, then he was all for it.

      Other than the time he was given to renew his spell strips, all his work with Lord Gyoroe that week consisted of hours and hours of failed attempts to connect with the heart stones. No matter how many times he tried, he simply could not do it. Intellectually, he could wrap his mind around the Blood King’s idea of sacrifice. The problem was that he could not understand it emotionally, nor imagine doing it himself.

      After the unproductive, frustrating week, Turesobei was glad that, despite the danger, the time for the next mission had arrived.

      Iniru was the last one to reach the platform. Kurine immediately stepped toward her and started to speak, but Iniru held up a hand.

      “I don’t want to talk about relationships. I will fight beside you. I will die to protect Turesobei, if I must. I’m a professional and…and a dear friend. But I can’t do my job and deal with all that other stuff.”

      “If that’s what you want,” Kurine said sadly.

      “That is exactly what I want.” Iniru looked to Turesobei. “Any problem with that?”

      He shook his head.

      A violet-eyed Lord Gyoroe cleared his throat, and they all turned toward him. “This will be your most difficult mission yet.”

      “You think it’s going to be worse than what we faced in the Summer Realm?” Zaiporo asked incredulously.

      “It is because of Moshinga that I am trapped here. At the height of my final battle against the Shogakami, things had begun to swing my way, but then Moshinga unleashed his full fury upon me, tipping the scales. Beneath his peaceful facade lies a power that few Kaiaru can match.”

      “Do not underestimate his guardians,” Hannya said. “Also, I have a feeling Moshinga went a different direction than the others when he implemented his guardian system. While I would not expect deception from Moshinga, I would expect to find something deviously clever and unique.”

      “The Fire Realm is generally inhospitable to life,” Lord Gyoroe said, “so before you go, I must place upon you enchantments to protect you from exposure to heat, smoke, and poisonous fumes. These enchantments will last for three days.”

      “This just gets better and better,” Zaiporo said with a sigh.

      “Just one more to go.” Awasa cracked her knuckles. “Let’s finish it in style.”

      After the Blood King placed the protective enchantments on them, and wished them well, they stepped through the gate…and into a world that seemed even more alien than the Ancient Cold and Deep. Immediately, a wave of heat blasted them. Turesobei couldn’t imagine how terrible this would feel without the protections the Blood King had given them.

      Around them, ash fell like snow over a landscape that was nothing but a blasted waste of bare stone. The sky above was filled with gray clouds, through which a hazy yellow sun shone dimly. The ground beneath their feet trembled continuously. And in the far distance, a column of smoke rose into the sky.

      “Judging by the sun this looks like the past,” Kurine said, “but how can that be?”

      “We have gone far back in time,” Hannya said. “This was during a time when volcanic eruptions and earthquakes rocked Okoro, sinking most of the continent into the ocean. Few of us survived, and none did in this region. All this loose stone and ash you see formed the rich soil that supports the trees and farms of the later era realms you visited.”

      “Does anything live here?” Zaiporo asked.

      “I don't see how anything could,” Iniru replied.

      “If anything does,” Lu Bei said, “I promise it won't be pleasant.”

      “Let's go,” Turesobei said.

      They teleported to the site…and found neither a cliff nor a cave nor even a river. Instead, they encountered a rough expanse of relatively flat terrain that was similar to what they had encountered in the Cloud Realm. On the horizon, a towering volcano spewed ash into the sky. They could feel its anger in the constant tremors beneath their feet. Not far away, an enormous geyser propelled steam a hundred feet up. Its spray drifted across them and mixed with the falling ash to create droplets of gray mud that clumped onto their hair and clothing.

      Where the pedestal and cylinder should appear gurgled a pool of molten lava about ten paces across. Turesobei walked up to the edge of it.

      “This isn’t natural.”

      Iniru rubbed the forefinger and thumb of one hand together. “Don’t you have a spell to cast?”

      “Right.” He stepped away from the lava pool and drew a spell strip. “First things first.”

      As he began casting, Awasa gazed into the pool. “There’s something about this place…. It’s different from the other sites.”

      “How so?” Kurine asked.

      Awasa shook her head. “I’m not sure but—”

      The volcano erupted and launched more than two dozen fiery meteors into the air. The meteors all streaked toward them.
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      The Storm Dragon roared into being, and Turesobei shouted.

      “Everyone to me!”

      As they gathered around him, he drew a spell strip for the spell of the greater force field. He did a quick-casting and put everything he could into it. Only a brief wave of dizziness passed over him. Because of the spell’s limitations, the only way he could kill himself casting this one was if his internal kenja was already depleted.

      A dimly flickering dome of energy spread out to cover everyone.

      Twenty four meteors, each one twice the size of Motekeru, rained down from above. The first slammed into the earth nearby with a thunderous explosion, kicking dust and ash into the air. The others struck in quick succession, their impacts centered around the pool of lava. Bits of rock and fiery debris splattered against the force field.

      One meteor headed right toward them. There was no time to dodge out of the way, and even if they did they would be running right out into the hell storm of debris kicked up by the other meteors.

      “Incoming!” Iniru shouted.

      Everyone ducked down, putting their arms over their heads, except Kurine who raised her shield over Turesobei and Motekeru who covered Awasa with his body. Storm Dragon Lu Bei hovered at the top of the force-field dome with his wings spread out.

      A split second before the meteor struck, the Storm Dragon blasted it with lightning. The remaining fiery fragments knocked out the force field. But all that struck them was a pelting rain of small rocks and dust, and Lu Bei blocked out most of that.

      “We’ve got trouble,” Iniru said. “Big trouble.”

      Turesobei wiped the dust from his eyes, then cursed. Out from the wreckage of the other meteors climbed nineteen zokatari-kagi: demon warriors with bodies made of solid rock. Each was shorter than Motekeru but bigger across.

      Zaiporo's bow twanged, and an arrow shattered on the forehead of one of the rock warriors. “How the heck are we supposed to break through their skin?!”

      “I think white-steel or magic will do the trick,” Turesobei said.

      The warriors lumbered toward them.

      “At least they’re slow,” Kurine said.

      Zaiporo nodded. “Let’s withdraw and use that to our advantage. If we get some distance on them, we can come up with a plan while the Storm Dragon attacks them.”

      The Storm Dragon blasted the nearest rock warrior, and it shattered into a dozen pieces. Lu Bei intercepted the second-closest one. His lightning bolts only scarred the rock warrior, but they did slow it down.

      As they ran Turesobei did a quick-casting of the spell of the stone wall and placed it right behind them. He made it only waist-high, so that he could extend it out over fifty paces across. Judging by the stubby legs of the rock warriors, it would take them just as long to climb over the wall as it would to walk around it. The spell wasn’t easy, but in this case, he felt like it was worth it.

      Because of his injuries, Motekeru lagged behind the others. Turesobei hadn’t even realized he was struggling, until he glanced back and saw Motekeru on the other side of the wall. Still, he managed to climb over well before the rock warriors even reached it.

      The Storm Dragon destroyed another rock warrior with a concentrated blast of lightning, followed by a claw strike.

      “We need a plan,” Zaiporo said. “Before the big guardian shows up.”

      Kurine wiped her face off with her sleeve. “At least the volcano hasn’t fired out any more—”

      With a deep boom, the earth shook below them. A second quake followed, and tiny cracks spread through the earth beneath them.

      “That’s disturbing,” Zaiporo said.

      Kurine shrugged. “I’ve walked across cracked ice plenty of times. This can’t be worse than that…right?”

      “I don’t know….” Iniru spun around, scanning the area. “That tremor may have been widespread, but the cracks in the earth are only right around us.”

      “We should keep moving,” Zaiporo suggested, “just in case.”

      As everyone followed Zaiporo’s lead, Turesobei opened his kenja-sight and once again examined the area. Something about all of this bothered him. From the beginning, he had felt like this location was different than the others, especially that pool of lava.

      When he got a good look at the energy patterns of the zokatari-kagi, he realized they had a big problem.

      “Crap! Those aren’t normal zokatari-kagi. They can regenerate.”

      “How?” Kurine asked.

      Groaning, Iniru pointed. “Like that.”

      The scattered fragments of the first warrior the Storm Dragon had destroyed were sliding across the ground, pulled toward one another as if magnetically linked. As the pieces touched, they melded together. At the current rate, it would only take a few minutes for the rock warrior to reform.

      “What about the generator?” Zaiporo asked. “Got a read on it yet?”

      “Please tell me the generator’s not in the volcano,” Kurine said.

      “The generator’s nearby,” Turesobei replied. “That’s the good news.”

      “And the bad?” Zaiporo asked.

      Turesobei watched energy pulses dance along the delicate threads of subtype-three fire kenja that trailed from the rock warriors to their generator.

      “It’s in the pool of lava where the heart stone should be.” He dropped his kenja-sight. “Or maybe it is the pool of lava itself. I can’t tell which without examining the pool again—up close.”

      “Okay then,” Zaiporo said. “Back to the lava pool.”

      “We’ll have to move fast,” Iniru said. “Sobei, can you throw up another wall to slow them down?”

      “I can cast that spell a few more times.”

      “Then do it,” Zaiporo said.

      With Motekeru lumbering behind them, they raced back toward the lava pool, making a wide circle around the rock warriors. Turesobei summoned another wall to keep the zokatari-kagi from taking an angle and cutting them off. Lu Bei did his part by popping the rock warriors in the face with his bolts, causing them to stagger. Of course, what helped the most was that the Storm Dragon had already destroyed half of them.

      Two rock warriors had reformed and were starting to walk again, albeit staggeringly. As slow as even the undamaged ones were, Turesobei was confident in their chances of surviving this encounter—as long as the zokatari-kagi were all they had to face. If a big guardian showed up and the Storm Dragon could no longer fight the rock warriors, they would be in trouble.

      With the others forming a line of defense behind another low wall Turesobei had conjured, he and Awasa knelt beside the pool. He opened his kenja-sight and peered deep into the molten rock. Then he closed his eyes and tried to sense the flow of the currents.

      “I know the generator’s here…” he sighed with frustration “…but I can’t pinpoint it.”

      “Is it the pool itself?” Iniru asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s somewhere in the pool. But that’s the only thing I’m sure of.”

      “I’ve got it!” Awasa said. She was holding complex mudras with both hands. “I hate to give you bad news, but the generator’s twenty feet down into the lava, at the bottom of the pool.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” Zaiporo said. “How in Torment are we supposed to destroy it?”

      “Can you pull the generator out with a spell?” Iniru asked.

      “Possibly,” Turesobei replied. “The problem is I can’t detect it. For some reason, Awasa’s mudra techniques are working where my senses are failing.”

      “We could link our minds,” Awasa said. “Then you’d be able to sense it through me…assuming you’re willing to risk it.”

      It wasn’t a question of trusting her. Without Awasa, Turesobei doubted they would’ve made it this far. But Awasa’s mind was treacherous, even for her.

      But they didn’t have any other option as far as he could see.

      He released the stone walls he’d conjured, except for the nearest one, and they crumbled to dust. Once his concentration was broken that one would probably fall apart, too.

      Turesobei reached out and touched the eight-pointed star on Awasa’s forehead. Closing his eyes, he opened his mind to hers. A sudden flood of anger, frustration, and barely restrained lust rushed into him. He wasn’t the target of her lust, which surprised him, but before he could figure out who was, Awasa blocked that part of herself off from him. She didn’t, or more likely couldn’t, block out the other emotions. They were too much a part of her now.

      “Do you feel like this all the time?” Turesobei asked her telepathically.

      “Sometimes it’s worse than this,” she replied. “All right, I’ve locked onto the generator again, can you detect it now?”

      He immediately sensed its location, and she was right. It was twenty feet down. But he couldn’t get a solid lock on it, nor could he tell anything about it except that it was a guardian generator. Maybe, now that he knew where to look, he could find out more with his own abilities. He pulled back into his own mind and tried to analyze it with his kenja-sight.

      He groaned. “Without you I still can’t sense it at all. My abilities are useless on this thing.”

      “I can tell where it is,” she replied, “but that’s it. I’m sorry I don’t know how to do anything else.”

      “It’s not your fault,” he said. “Your magic is so different than mine. If I could use your abilities, I’m sure I could figure out something. But to do that—” He paused. “Awasa you’re going to have to host me.”

      “You mean you’re going to…to possess me?” The shuddering jolt of fear that spiked through her spiked through him as well. “Sobei, I love you, and I trust you, but I can’t let you do that—not for any reason. The last time someone possessed me….”

      “It won’t be like that, I promise. This will be like Enashoma and Nāa. When you host me, it will be as if we’re both inhabiting the same space, in this case yours, but we’ll remain two separate people. And you can kick me out anytime you like. You have to be willing the entire time, or it won’t work.”

      Awasa blocked out her fear. “Okay, I’ll give it a try. Just understand that I might panic. And be prepared to defend yourself if I freak out.”

      “I understand. And if you do lash out, I won’t blame you.”

      She relaxed and gave an ironic mental chuckle. “Well, this isn’t how I thought you and I would ever…you know, be together.”

      He laughed. “Very few people have ever been together like this. Wizards study this technique, but we never practice it. Few situations require it, and not many people would be comfortable with this level of intimacy.”

      “I don’t know what you two are doing,” Iniru said, “or if you can even hear me, but you need to hurry. The rock warriors are reforming faster now. And they don’t have to take on their previous shapes. Two of them just split into six knob-sized versions of themselves. And it looks like three others are combining into a triple-sized beast. Lu Bei is zapping pieces, trying to keep them from rejoining, while the Storm Dragon is attacking the active ones.”

      “The worst part,” Zaiporo added, “is that the warriors are somehow getting tougher as they go. It’s now taking multiple blasts for the Storm Dragon to take one out.”

      If the warriors were getting tougher, that meant they were drawing on all of the volcanic energy in the area and not just from their generator. He needed to hurry.

      Turesobei took a deep breath and prepared himself. “Okay, here goes.” By using a mudra, speaking a command phrase, and envisioning a few runes, he shifted his consciousness over onto Awasa.

      First, he experienced an intense disorientation, which he had expected. After all, his awareness had left his body and now fully inhabited hers.

      Next came confusion. Everything was wrong: what he saw…what he heard…what he felt. These weren’t the senses he’d spent his whole life getting used to. And his whole body was wrong. He was missing parts he was used to having, and he had new parts—girl parts.

      Surprised, he grabbed his chest. Crap! He had grabbed her chest. He put her hands in her lap, and then, self-consciously, swiftly moved them aside.

      “I’m sorry,” Turesobei said to her.

      Awasa laughed. “It’s too funny for me to be offended.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “How could you being in a girl’s body not be hilarious?”

      “I bet if you were in my body, you wouldn’t feel that way.”

      She shrugged. “Having you in here with me isn’t as bad as I’d feared—except when you take control of my movements. That’s very strange.”

      “Your eyesight is terrible by the—”

      A wave of anger crashed into him. The sinister presence within the eight-pointed star on her forehead had recognized him and was doing its best to force him out. But Awasa pushed back, and the presence faded away.

      “Welcome to my world.” Awasa took control of her hands and performed the necessary mudras. “Now, let’s get this done and get you out of me.”

      “Okay, I want you to do exactly what you were doing before. At the same time, I’m going to take over your voice, so that I can cast a few spells.”

      Using her senses, he locked onto the energy pattern of the generator at the bottom of the lava pool. Then he attempted to cast the spell of magical analysis. It was hard enough casting a spell from her body using the kavaru still attached to his, but her voice was coarse yet higher pitched, and the tongue and lips were awkward for him. He stuttered through the spell, and it failed. Finally, on his fourth attempt, he managed to get it right.

      The generator was a spherical crystal about the size of a fire globe, and it was encased in a web of protection spells.

      Focusing on the generator, he cast the spell of the spirit hand so he could pull it out of the pool. He used as much power as he could with the spell, but he couldn't dislodge it.

      “There are powerful protection wards on the crystal,” Turesobei said aloud with Awasa’s voice. “I can’t bring it up with telekinesis. It can only be brought out through actual physical touch.”

      “Are you saying someone’s going to have to go down in there?” Zaiporo asked. “That’s impossible.”

      “Not if Turesobei puts a force field around one of us,” Iniru said.

      “Molten lava would eat through the strongest shield I can make in seconds,” he replied, again with Awasa’s voice.

      “Sobei?” Kurine knelt beside Awasa and stared into her eyes. “Are you inside…her?”

      “We’re both in here.” They all stared at him, or rather at Awasa. “It was the only way.”

      “Well…that’s weird.”

      “Incredibly,” Turesobei said. “I’ll explain it later.”

      “I should hope so,” Kurine replied.

      “What about a lightning strike?” Iniru suggested.

      “Or maybe the Storm Dragon can fly down into the lava and grab it,” Zaiporo said.

      “I’m not sure if even she could survive that for long enough,” Turesobei replied. “Hold on, I’m going to shift my consciousness back to my body.”

      “Hurry,” Iniru said. “The Storm Dragon won’t be able to keep all of the rock warriors off of us for much longer, and I’m not sure if we can do anything to hurt them.”

      Again using a method he had only ever read about, Turesobei attempted to end the hosting process.

      But it didn’t work.

      In fact, it felt as if he were even more present within Awasa’s body than before. And worse, she no longer seemed to be in there with him.
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      “Awasa?”

      Her telepathic voice was faint and filled with worry. “Um…Sobei, something has gone wrong.”

      “Where are you?” he asked, though he was pretty sure he knew the answer.

      “I’m in your body—your very strange boy body. Also, I’m very sorry, but I instinctively grabbed a part that didn’t seem natural to me.”

      Turesobei cringed. “Well, I guess we’re even now. Do you still think it’s funny?”

      After a brief pause, Awasa laughed nervously. “Kind of. So how do we return to our normal forms? I can’t exactly force you out now.”

      He groaned. “Crap, why didn’t I just have you kick me out instead?”

      “That’s what I was going to do, but you didn’t give me a chance.”

      “I think…I think we both need to use the hosting technique at the same time to switch back to ourselves.”

      Suddenly, Turesobei heard his own voice scream. It was so strange that it took him a moment to realize that it was Awasa in his body who was screaming.

      “I don’t know what you did, but we just lost the Storm Dragon!” Iniru shouted.

      “That was a rush,” Awasa said aloud with his voice.

      “I guess without my presence in my body, the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon couldn’t be maintained.”

      Kurine spun around. “Wait, Awasa’s in your body now? What in Torment is going on?!”

      “Long story,” Turesobei said. He then telepathically recited to Awasa the procedure they needed to perform. “All right, on the count of three. One, two, three—go!”

      He blinked, and then he was back in his own body. He started to smile, until his hand—seemingly of its own accord—reached up and tugged his hair with a frustrated gesture. Then his mouth—without his intention—said, “Torment’s flames.”

      “You’re in here with me, aren’t you?” he asked Awasa.

      “Yes, with all your naughty boy thoughts. You need to learn how to block your thoughts and emotions when someone enters your mind-space.”

      “Sorry, I haven’t had as much practice with this as you have. I’m only good at keeping people out, not at masking things from people who are already inside.”

      He felt a shudder of surprise. “Sobei, your feelings for Kurine…what exactly happened when you were in Aikora together?”

      Turesobei kicked her out before she could learn anymore. “Sorry, that’s private stuff.” With her consciousness back in her own body, he severed their telepathic connection.

      His eyes met Awasa’s. The look they shared was so strangely intimate. Now that he’d been inside her, he would never see her the same way again. For a few minutes, they had practically been each other and also the same person. Turesobei didn’t think he’d ever see anyone the same way again, especially girls.

      He pushed all of that aside to ponder later. Without the Storm Dragon to protect everyone, three huge rock warriors and twelve small ones were charging toward them, and the remaining rock warriors were reforming.

      Turesobei pulled out the strip for the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon. But Lu Bei, back in his normal fetch form, said, “Master, I think it would be best to hit the crystal as hard as you can with the spell of heaven’s wrath.”

      “Good idea,” Turesobei said. “Everyone retreat.”

      They sprinted fifty paces away, widening the gap between them and the rock warriors. Quickly, Turesobei summoned a high stone wall and placed it a few feet away. Then he conjured a gale force wind, aiming it toward the lava pool. Not only should that keep any lava kicked up into the air from reaching them, but it also slowed down the rock warriors.

      He took Awasa’s hand and opened his mind to her again, so that he could better aim the spell of heaven’s wrath.

      “Take cover!” Lu Bei shouted, and everyone dived behind the stone wall.

      Focusing on the crystal generator, Turesobei cast the spell, putting so much power into it that he collapsed. A crackling lightning bolt speared down into the lava. Thunder boomed, and the earth shook. Bits of lava splattered against the stone wall, but none reached them, thanks to his wind spell.

      Without looking or scanning, Turesobei knew immediately that his bolt had struck true. Unfortunately, he also knew it had failed to destroy the crystal. In fact, the spell had increased its power level. He glanced over the wall, and his heart sank. All of the rock warriors had grown taller.

      “So,” he said weakly, “that was a major waste of energy, and I don’t have a lot left.”

      “Are you sure physically grabbing it will work?” Iniru asked.

      “I'm absolutely certain,” he said.

      “Why make a limitation like that?” Kurine asked. “Why not…I don’t know…just bury it deep within the earth, so far that no one could ever dig down far enough to reach it?”

      “There must always be a limitation to a powerful magic of this variety,” Lu Bei answered. “Hence the clever but beatable designs for all these guardian systems. There are better ways to protect the generators, but using those methods would weaken the force fields that channel the energy out to the Shogakami.”

      Motekeru moved to the far right side of the wall and flexed his claws as a group of small rock warriors closed in. “Master, we need a plan. I cannot defeat these warriors. At best, I can only hold them off for a few minutes.”

      “You're going to have to put every protective spell you know on one of us,” Iniru said. “And that person is going to have to dive in and try to reach the crystal. At the least, maybe after they dislodge it you will be able to bring it out with the spell.”

      “That's a suicide mission,” he said. “I can’t ask any of you to do that, and I would never allow it.”

      “Do you think the Storm Dragon could make it?” Kurine said.

      “Based on how the lightning bolt affected the crystal,” Lu Bei said, “I don’t think the Storm Dragon would be able to touch it in the physical sense required. It’s quite possible that she would further increase its power. Remember, she is an energy being.”

      “Regardless, we need the dragon to fight off these warriors,” Zaiporo said.

      “If I summon her,” Turesobei replied, “then I won’t be able to teleport us out of here if things get worse.”

      “Master, allow me to go,” Motekeru said. “This is the sort of thing I was built for. With enough protection, I'm tough enough that maybe—”

      “Hey, where are the hounds going?” Kurine shouted.

      The hounds had raced around the edge of the wall and were charging toward the oncoming rock warriors. What the heck were they thinking? He called out and ordered them to return, but they disobeyed him.

      Turesobei rose up onto his toes and peered over the wall. He had thought the hounds were going to foolishly engage the warriors, but that wasn’t their intention. They darted around the small warriors and between the legs of the big ones and raced toward the lava pool.

      Turesobei called on the power of his kavaru and shouted, “Rig! Ohma! Come back now! That’s an order!”

      Again they disobeyed him. How was that even possible? He was about to ask Lu Bei, but the fetch was staring at the hounds with a quizzical expression on his face. Clearly, he didn’t know either. But then Lu Bei hadn’t known anything about the hounds to begin with. Who knew what they were capable of?

      “Are they about to do what I think they’re about to do?” Zaiporo asked.

      Turesobei nodded. “If I’d known they were going to, I could’ve at least placed some protective spells on them.”

      “Maybe they’ll be okay since they’re immune to fire,” Awasa said.

      “I don’t see how their immunity could possibly be strong enough to protect them from the lava,” Lu Bei said.

      Motekeru grabbed the first small rock warrior to round the wall and slung him into the others. “Master, we must retreat again.”

      Shaking his head, Turesobei drew the spell strip for the spell of evoking the Storm Dragon. “We’re going to hold this position and see what happens to the hounds. If they succeed, I’ll summon the dragon. If they…fail…then I teleport us out.”

      Motekeru punched a small rock warrior and broke off its nose. “As you wish, master.”

      “That’s going to cut it close,” Lu Bei said. “The big warriors will reach us in a minute.”

      “Do you think you could safely distract them?” Turesobei asked.

      “I can try.”

      As Lu Bei zipped off toward the nearest giant, Turesobei’s companions raced down the length of the wall to help out Motekeru.

      Rig and Ohma plunged into the lava pool. Turesobei’s breath caught. There was no immediate sign anything had happened—neither visually nor from his kavaru.

      With the sharp crack of splintering wood and the grind of torn metal, Motekeru fell. The shin of his left leg had been shattered. Two rock warriors knocked him down and hammered him with their fists. Motekeru could do nothing but hold his arms up in defense.

      Iniru and Zaiporo leapt in front of the next small warrior that was about to gang up on Motekeru. Zaiporo distracted it, then Iniru struck it with the white-steel sword, but that only resulted in small cracks and fractures.

      With a piercing battle cry, Awasa slashed one of the warriors pounding Motekeru. Fangthorn clanged against rock…and did nothing more than crack the outer surface of the warrior. With a grimace, she fell back, holding the blade loosely. Kurine, however, had better success. Using her warhammer, she struck a warrior. Cracks spread through its chest, but more importantly, the rock warrior was knocked off of Motekeru.

      Turesobei’s kavaru flashed twice, and instantly became so hot that he had to pull it away from his chest and hang it outside his armor. Before he could even think to scan and see if the two hounds were okay, all the rock warriors staggered back for a moment before continuing their assault.

      “I think the hounds got it!” he shouted. “Somehow, they—”

      Suddenly, a shelf of rock slid out over the top of the lava pool, sealing it off. Turesobei immediately began casting the evocation spell. Somehow, Rig and Ohma had survived. But now they were going to need help getting out. He could only hope that whatever force had protected them this long would last.

      His companions needed help, too. Only Kurine could really hurt the rock warriors. She and Iniru, who could do a little damage to them, fought defensively while everyone else withdrew. Awasa and Zaiporo helped Motekeru limp away. Meanwhile, the giant warriors were only seconds away from the wall. Lu Bei continued to spark them in the eyes, but it didn’t distract them much.

      A loud thud sounded. Cracks spread through the rock slab covering the lava pool, then started filling back in. Turesobei had no idea how the hounds could swim up and hit it that hard, but he knew how he could help. He just needed to finish the evocation first.

      A giant rock warrior crashed into the stone wall and plowed through it. Turesobei finished the spell, and the Storm Dragon billowed out from his chest and engaged the attacker.

      Immediately, Turesobei drew a spell strip and did a quick-cast of the spell of the ram of force. What looked like the sparkling ghost of a horned ram three times larger than normal appeared, hovering in the air. Turesobei focused his intent on the stone slab, aiming the ram toward its target.

      After another bang, more cracks formed in the stone slab, yet still it held. While the ghostly ram sped across the battlefield, the Storm Dragon blasted the rock warriors, both big and small, with lightning. The result of her attacks frightened Turesobei. The Storm Dragon had failed to take out a single warrior! Even if the ram of force freed the hounds and Turesobei destroyed the crystal, how could they defeat these things?

      The ram of force climbed into the air, then flipped into a nosedive. Leading with its horns, the ram plunged into the rock slab and disappeared. From a shallow crater in the center, a fine web of cracks spread out across the slab. The ram had failed.

      Turesobei started to order the Storm Dragon over to help, but then the slab shattered as Rig and Ohma flew up from the pool.

      Lava dripped from the flanks of the hounds, who had more than quadrupled in size. Their fur glowed and flickered as if it were itself aflame. They launched into a sprint and streaked across the battlefield like fiery meteors, leaving smoke, ash, and debris in their wake as they barreled through the rock warriors. As the hounds zipped across the battlefield, moving almost as fast as lightning, they created a dazzling web of light.

      The smaller rock warriors exploded upon impact with the hounds, while the giants crashed to the ground, their legs shattered. With each successive strike, Rig and Ohma shrank a few inches and their coats dimmed. When at last they stopped beside Turesobei, they had destroyed or grievously injured every enemy within sight and had shrunk almost to their normal size. Though their fur no longer looked as if it were made of flames, it still held a fiery glow.

      The Storm Dragon attacked the fallen giants, while Lu Bei strafed the scattered pieces of the smaller warriors to keep them from recombining.

      Ohma dropped the hand-sized crystal from her mouth. With Sumada raised, Iniru moved toward the crystal. As she started to swing, Turesobei stepped toward her with his hands raised.

      “Stop!”

      Though she was unable to abort her swing, she did manage to change its course. The blade cut into the earth beside the crystal, and she shot him a puzzled look.

      “What the heck?” Iniru asked. “Aren’t we supposed to destroy this thing?”

      “Yes, but I know a better way to dispose of a kagi heart, which is exactly what this is.” Turesobei picked up the crystal and carried it to Motekeru. “It’s all yours.”

      “Thank you, master.”

      Motekeru took the crystal, and though it should have been too large to fit in his mouth, with a grinding clank his jaw expanded, and he swallowed it whole. Crimson flames engulfed Motekeru. His broken shin snapped back into place, and all the dents, scuffs, and breaks of the last eight battles disappeared. With a deep inhalation, Motekeru drew in all of the fire surrounding him. His eyes now burned brighter than ever before, and the rich woods and metals of his body glinted.

      Awasa gave him a brief kiss on his smooth, bronze cheek. “You look as good as new.”

      “Almost,” Motekeru replied with a hint of emotion in his voice.

      Turesobei squatted beside Rig and Ohma and massaged their scruffs. “I don’t know how you did it, but you two saved the day. Thank you.”

      As the Storm Dragon destroyed the last wounded guardian that had managed to reform before the destruction of the crystal, a massive tremor shook the earth. The remnants of Turesobei’s last stone wall collapsed, and fissures snaked through the earth around them.

      “We need to hurry,” Iniru said.

      The lava pool sealed over with a shelf of rock, and on it stood the pedestal with the cylindrical heart stone. Turesobei recalled the Storm Dragon, and they took off running. The earth quaked violently beneath them, and giant fissures erupted, spewing lava and toxic fumes.

      “It’s a trap!” Lu Bei shouted. “This whole place is going to blow!”

      A ten-foot-wide fissure that stretched at least half a league in each direction cracked open ahead of them.

      “We don’t have time to go around!” Iniru shouted. “We have to jump!”

      “Easy for you to say!” Zaiporo replied.

      “Don’t worry,” Turesobei said, already reaching into his spell pouch. “Just jump!”

      He did a quick-casting of the spell of prodigious leaping and expanded it to cover all of them. The casting took more energy than he had expected. As he stumbled, Motekeru scooped him up and leapt across. They all made it over safely, then immediately had to make a second jump as another fissure opened before them.

      As soon as they reached the heart stone, Turesobei struck the force field with magic, nearly passing out as he did so, while Iniru and Awasa hit it with their swords at the same time. The field collapsed. Turesobei rushed in, grabbed the cylinder, and drew the scroll for the teleportation spell.

      “Wait, I’ve got to get my stone!” Kurine yelled.

      Turesobei cursed. He couldn’t believe that even in this situation she was willing to die for a stupid pebble.

      “We don’t have time for this crap!” Iniru shouted. “We’ve got to go!”

      Turesobei didn’t wait. While he chanted the spell, Awasa and Lu Bei scoured the ground, trying to help Kurine search for her stone.

      Lu Bei held up a pebble with a crimson spiral pattern. “Got it!”

      Suddenly, the earth split wide open beneath them, and they plunged helplessly into a free fall. Deep below them flowed a river of molten rock belching geysers of poisonous fumes. The heat and toxic gasses would kill them long before they reached the fiery lava at the bottom. It was only thanks to the protective spells the Blood King had placed on them that they were still alive.

      Turesobei had to teleport them now. There was no time to finish chanting the spell. Trying to imagine himself as Chonda Lu, he called on all the power that rushed into him from the cylinder and pictured the complete spell in his mind. He locked onto his free-falling companions as best as he could and activated the spell.
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      Enashoma raced from the Workshop, through the Throne Room, and out into the hallway. She skidded to a stop in front of the door leading to the Canvas. She reached a hand out. Her fingertips stopped just short of the handle.

      Over the last hour, she had summoned a simple fire-starting spark and a fire globe, conjured a small breeze, then deployed her kenja-sight for a few moments. It had taken three days to break through the walls in her mind and overcome her lack of confidence, but she'd finally cast her first spells.

      She was so excited, and her first thought was to share it with Nāa. But she was being silly. He was a Kaiaru and magic was a commonplace thing to him. Besides, he had experienced it all—firsthand through her.

      Her fingers continued to hover only an inch away from the door.

      The only reason to see him face to face was if she was ready for more training. And she wasn’t ready to work on the pictograms now. Her brain was fried from twelve hours of spell work.

      She sighed and wandered back to her room.

      Having earned a few hours off from her studies with Lord Gyoroe, she had planned to take a nap. But she was too keyed up for that. So she decided on a long, hot bath. She hadn’t taken one in weeks. It made her self conscious enough just to dress, knowing Nāa was there with her. But the bath would help her relax, and to be honest, she probably smelled.

      She filled the tub, then swiftly undressed and slipped into the steaming water. She tried not to think of him or feel the pulse of kenja in the kavaru on her forehead. But of course, that just made sure she thought about him…and then of her nakedness. Blushing, she removed the circlet and placed it on the edge of the tub.

      She couldn’t feel the pulse anymore. But their minds were still connected. She would have to move farther away from the kavaru for the connection to end. But she couldn’t bear to do that.

      She dipped her head under the water. She came up and ran her fingers through her black hair. It was long now, longer than it had ever been before. She grabbed the bottle of sandalwood oil.

      Her eyes lingered on the circlet. She wanted to put it back on. She missed the familiar pulse already.

      But she resisted, and finished bathing. Then she leaned back to soak in the warm water.

      Again, her eyes strayed onto the circlet.

      She decided: after her bath, she would go to the Canvas and work on pictograms. A foreign thought brushed against her consciousness. She sighed. Somehow Nāa knew the gist of what she was thinking. And without hearing his voice, she knew his response. She didn’t have to go to the Canvas to communicate with him.

      After her bath and a small meal, Enashoma sat crosslegged on a cushion in her room. She adopted the necessary mudras and deepened her breathing.

      You can do this. Just let go.

      She opened her mind to the kavaru and stepped into a spiritual field of lavender, only this one had a stream running through it and a clearing in the center, where a giant maple drooped over a tiny gazebo containing a table with two bowls and a tea kettle.

      Nāa walked out from behind the maple and smiled. “What a nice surprise.”

      Enashoma blushed. “I wanted something more cozy than just a field of flowers.”

      They knelt across from one another, and he poured her a bowl of tea. She chuckled suddenly.

      “Something funny?” he asked.

      “Having imaginary tea in an imaginary place,” she replied. “What’s the point?”

      “What is the point of a field of lavender or actually seeing me at all? We could easily communicate mentally.”

      “I wouldn’t like that at all. Because….” As the words died in her throat, she blushed more deeply.

      He reached out and touched her hand. “I understand.”

      “I find…” she took a deep breath “…I find myself attracted to you. And it’s hard to say this, but I feel like this attraction is clouding my judgment. It has to be wrong.”

      “Our situation…our relationship…is unusual. Few have ever been bonded together in this way. But I do not see a problem.”

      “You don’t?”

      He shook his head. “Tell me what bothers you.”

      “Well…you’re a man, but not just a man. You’re an ancient, immortal soul within a stone…and you’re inhabiting my body like a…like a parasite. On top of that, I’m descended from you.”

      “As you said, I am ancient. Two thousand years separate us. You are more closely related to anyone within your clan or province than you are to me. And we do not have a physical relationship, not in the traditional sense, since we do inhabit only one body. Our souls, however…well, our souls do touch.”

      She squeezed his hands and looked into his eyes. “Do you feel attracted to me?”

      “I feel conflicted.”

      “Why?”

      “You remind me of my granddaughter.”

      A maple leaf fell from a branch and drifted down into the lavender.

      “Oh, I see.”

      “I did not say that to dismiss you, Shoma. I loved my granddaughter very deeply. She reminded me of my beloved wife.”

      “So…so that’s not bad, is it?”

      “To see someone you loved dearly in someone else? That is the highest of compliments.”

      “So, what now?” she asked. “Should…should I work on the pictograms?”

      "Yes. I think that would be best.” He smiled tenderly. “Shoma, what we have is not wrong, but it is...difficult, for both of us. There are other, external circumstances which complicate the situation as well."

      "Zaiporo. This is all so unfair to him."

      "Perhaps. But none of this is your fault. I know how much you care for him, and we should not take any actions which might jeopardize that relationship, not until you are absolutely certain of what you want."

      Enashoma nodded.

      “However, there is also the Blood King to deal with."

      “Have you figured out a way to break his binding on me?”

      “I have. But it will likely kill you.”

      “I suppose it’s better than nothing.”

      “It is. I have also identified the focus for the portal that leads into the kavaru vault.”

      “The throne?”

      “Indeed. And I know how to gain control of it.”

      “Without him noticing?”

      “That will be the tricky part, yes. I believe that when he ghosts into the past he will be distracted enough so that we can take the throne over without his knowledge.”

      “Okay, so once we can gain access to the kavaru vault, what do we do?”

      “We steal the other version of Chonda Lu’s stone.”

      “And that will help Turesobei stay himself in the future?”

      “Possibly. And it might have additional uses. You saw Lu Bei’s reaction to it.”

      “He wasn’t just surprised to see it. He had that devious look he gets.”

      “That is why I am certain stealing it is worth the risk. Even if my idea fails, his may not.”

      “Okay, but what about defeating the Blood King?” Enashoma asked. “Or escaping the Nexus?”

      “We are depending on your brother to solve those problems. There is nothing you or I can do directly. But we can help him. After you control the throne, you can transform it into a mighty serpent. At your command, the serpent can attack the Blood King and bind him, temporarily, with his own power.”

      “But it can’t defeat him, can it?”

      Nāa shook his head. “It will buy us a few minutes, if we are fortunate.”

      “Doesn’t sound like much.”

      “We are going to need every advantage we can get. And once you take over the throne, making it into a serpent will not be difficult. Believe me, the confusion caused by seeing his own power turn on him will likely be worth as much as the actual attack. And provided you draw the pictograms as I instruct, the Blood King will not have any clue as to how or why it is happening. He will never sense beforehand that he has lost control.”

      Enashoma reviewed the plan in her mind, trying to keep it all straight. “So we use the throne to get access to the kavaru vault and steal Chonda Lu’s stone.”

      “And hide it away.”

      “Then we have the throne lying in wait to trap the Blood King at the appropriate time.”

      “Exactly.”

      “It sounds incredibly dangerous.”

      “Even if you are discovered, the Blood King will not permanently harm you,” Nāa said. “He needs you alive.”

      “Easy for you to say. You haven’t experienced one of his torture sessions…yet.”

      “I will be there with you, guiding and encouraging you, the whole time. We are, as you would say, in this together.”

      Enashoma smiled. “That does make me feel better.”

      “Are you ready to study the pictograms now?”

      She nodded. "If I'm going to learn enough to pull this plan off, I'd better get to work."
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      Normally when the teleportation spell activated, Turesobei and his companions merely stood as they zipped along a sparkling tunnel through Wraithspace. Within seconds, they would appear in the new location. But this time, they tumbled through the teleportation tunnel, bouncing around like a handful of marbles thrown into a bamboo pipe. And what should have been a travel time of only a few seconds stretched out into minutes.

      Each time Turesobei collided with the edge of the tunnel, it felt as if a tiny part of his soul had been stripped away. His companions screamed in pain and called out to him, but there was nothing he could do. Either he had set the target location for the spell correctly…or they could end up anywhere…fused within the earth…trapped within the Wraithspace…or maybe nowhere at all.

      Finally, the tunnel ended, and they arrived at the correct location. Unfortunately, they were still bouncing around at high-speed. They tumbled out onto the ground. Dizzy and completely disoriented, Turesobei rolled to a bruising stop. Motekeru banged past him and slammed into the stone arch of the gate. Hopefully, Motekeru hadn’t damaged it. Turesobei heard grunts, bangs, and yelps as others crashed to a stop.

      Iniru tumbled over him and flew past the gate. Turesobei tried to call out. If she went too far, she would fly into the nothingness beyond the realm’s boundary and be gone forever.

      In her shadowy Earth Dragon form, Hannya sped after Iniru. With her claws, she caught Iniru’s arms and pulled her back. And just in time. The soles of Iniru’s shoes were gone, stripped away, but her feet were still there.

      Turesobei needed to find Kurine, but as soon as he tried to sit up, a wave of nausea struck him, and he fell back down. As he rolled over to his side to check on her and the others, a blinding pain struck him in the forehead. He imagined this was what it would feel like to have an iron spike hammered into his head.

      The dizziness was even worse now. He couldn’t see, and he could hardly think. Holding onto the heart stone, he curled into a fetal position…then vomited.

      Two of his companions were crying, while another shouted something. One of them groaned as if in terrible agony—then screamed as a sickening thunk like metal cutting through flesh sounded out. The screams transformed into a pitiful whimper.

      Lu Bei spoke soothing words to someone, while Hannya chanted to open the gate. He could hear the words the others were saying, but he couldn’t understand them. It all sounded like gibberish.

      “Kurine….” Turesobei managed to mutter before coughing up acidic bile.

      The gate’s energies washed over him as it opened. Couldn’t they wait? Traveling through the gate was only going to make the dizziness worse, and he already felt so bad he wanted to die. Someone spoke to him, but he couldn't recognize their voice, much less understand their words.

      While he continued to clutch the heart stone to his chest, someone…Motekeru maybe…lifted him.

      In moments, he was on the other side, his head splitting and spinning even worse than before.

      Enashoma screamed.

      Oh gods, something terrible had happened.

      He tried to sit up. He knew Iniru was okay, but he hadn't been able to check on Kurine yet. He tried to call out to her. But before he could manage to do anything, a sleep spell drifted across him.
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      Turesobei awoke, yawned, and rubbed his eyes—just like he normally would—but then he remembered. He shot up out of bed.

      Lu Bei fluttered over and grabbed Turesobei by the front of his robe to help stabilize him. “Master, you should sit back down.”

      Turesobei fought back a wave of dizziness and rubbed his throbbing temples. “Kurine? Where is she? Is she okay?”

      “Kurine’s perfectly fine, master. She’s in her room, sleeping.”

      “The others?”

      “Everyone is…okay,” Lu Bei said.

      “When we got back, I heard Enashoma scream.”

      “Ah…that,” Lu Bei said. “Zaiporo suffered a…complication. He’s going to be fine, though. He…well, it’s probably best to see for yourself.”

      Turesobei frowned. “Lord Gyoroe did heal him, didn’t he?”

      “He healed everyone, though he put a sleep spell on all of you first. It wasn’t just the bangs and bruises that were a problem. That teleportation messed with everyone’s heads. Well, everyone except me and Motekeru. Even the hounds were in a whining fit. It did a big number on Awasa. She’s been awake for two hours, talking nonsense. Sometimes she seems like Ninefold Awasa and sometimes like the original.”

      Turesobei drank some water from a bowl beside the bed. “Is she going to recover?”

      “Lord Gyoroe says it might take a few days, but her brain should unscramble itself.”

      “How long was I asleep?”

      “Four hours.”

      Turesobei walked toward the door, shakily.

      “You really should rest, master.”

      “I've got to check on Kurine.”

      With leaden steps, staggering and swaying, Turesobei made his way to Kurine's room. He entered quietly and found that she was still in a deep slumber. He knelt and gave her a kiss on the forehead.

      She stirred but didn’t wake.

      Lu Bei placed a bowl of white tea beside her bed. Then he whispered, “You should let her sleep.”

      Turesobei nodded and tiptoed out of the room.

      He peeked in on Iniru, but she too was asleep. Next, he stopped at Awasa's door. Even from the hallway, he could hear her raving inside.

      “I wouldn't go in there if I were you,” Lu Bei said.

      Now that he knew what it was like to be in Awasa’s headspace, he was worried. That wasn’t a pleasant place in the best of times.

      “She might need my help.”

      “Motekeru and Hannya are with her, master. She’ll be okay.”

      “Lu Bei, can you hear what I say when I telepathically communicate with someone?”

      The fetch snorted and giggled. “If you mean, do I know everything that happened and was said during that debacle when you and Awasa exchanged bodies, then the answer is: why yes, I can, master.”

      “I’m glad you think it’s funny,” Turesobei said.

      “Master, you’ll think it’s hilarious, too…someday…maybe.”

      “Do not tell anyone what happened or else,” Turesobei said.

      “But they already know, master,” Lu Bei said. “You told them so yourself during the battle.”

      “I mean, don’t tell them about all the other stuff, the little things they probably missed.”

      Lu Bei snickered. “Like the grabbing?”

      Turesobei shot him a nasty look. “Yes, like that.”

      “I know you’re thinking that because you bonded with her you might be able to help her right now,” Lu Bei said. “But I think it’s just as likely for that experience to make things worse. I wouldn’t try it unless she’s unable to sort herself out on her own.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “Oh, I’m always right, master.”

      Turesobei went to Zaiporo's room last, having no idea what he would find. As soon as he stepped in, Enashoma charged toward him. He was afraid she was going to slap him or jab a finger into his chest and blame him for everything, but instead she tackled him with a hug.

      “I'm so glad these missions are over,” she whispered, clinging to him, “and that you all made it safely back from them.”

      “How’s Zaiporo?” Turesobei asked.

      “He’s resting,” she whispered. “Keep your voice down.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Lu Bei didn’t tell you?”

      “I thought it best for him to see for himself, madam.”

      Enashoma walked over and carefully peeled back the blanket covering Zaiporo. Turesobei felt sick. Zaiporo's left hand and part of his forearm were missing.

      “Is—is there more?” Turesobei asked fearfully.

      Enashoma shook her head. “That’s the only permanent injury.”

      “What happened?”

      “On the teleport back, he reappeared with his hand stuck in the ground,” Lu Bei answered. “He was still moving, too, so he tumbled over. His shoulder and elbow were both severely dislocated.”

      “Why didn’t someone just dig his hand out?”

      “We tried, master, but it was fused with the earth. There was nothing we could do, and we only had a few moments. He was going into shock. So Motekeru took Sumada and severed Zaiporo’s hand with one clean blow, then Hannya stopped the bleeding.”

      “Lord Gyoroe can't regrow it?”

      “I know it is hard to believe,” the Blood King said, as he entered the room, “but I do have limitations. You were fortunate. Very fortunate. The loss of one person's hand was a small price to pay for teleporting out of the Fire Realm like you did. It could have been far worse.”

      Turesobei thought about how Iniru had been spinning through the air toward nothingness and how Hannya had barely caught her in time. “I know. It nearly was.”

      “Casting the spell silently, on a moment’s notice, under pressure, with you and your friends falling—that was incredibly impressive. Well done.”

      “It was just instinct.”

      “It was also the result of all the hard work you put into your studies,” the emerald-eyed Gyoroe said. “Take the next seven days off to rest and recover. You have earned it. Though I fear you will have severe migraines for the next several days.”

      “I can live with that.”

      The Blood King checked on Zaiporo, then nodded with satisfaction and departed. Turesobei noticed the hounds curled up asleep in the corner of the room. They were still slightly larger than normal, and their coats glistened.

      “Lu Bei, do you have any idea how the hounds did that?”

      The fetch shook his head. “I swear I'm telling the complete truth when I say I knew nothing about the hounds and had only ever seen them before in a painting. Master never discussed them. I have no idea how you summoned them. And I have no idea what their purpose is or what they are capable of.”

      “Well, we were lucky they could do what they did. In fact, it’s too bad we can't fight every battle beside a pit of lava.”

      “Go get some rest.” Enashoma shoved him gently out of the room. “If anything happens with Zai, I’ll come get you.”
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      Turesobei knelt beside Kurine, as Lu Bei served them evening tea. It was jasmine white. Kurine still couldn’t handle the stronger black or red teas that Lu Bei preferred.

      “We survive all eight realms,” Turesobei said. “And I really can't believe we did it.”

      Kurine kissed him. “You know, these have been the best weeks of my life.”

      Shaking his head, Turesobei laughed at her. “I’ve got to take you somewhere interesting…some place where you won’t be attacked by monsters.”

      She sipped her tea. “As long as I'm with you, it won’t matter to me.”

      “You know, that’s not a normal, healthy attitude.”

      Kurine shrugged. “I grew up in a dangerous world, and I love you.”

      “Well, it’s probably a good thing you’re like this, because I'm afraid that even if we do get back to my world, things are going to be dangerous. My clan will be at war, and I will have to help them. Plus, I don’t know what we might have to go through to get from either the Spring Gate or the Autumn Gate and back to Ekaran.”

      The gates leading back to Okoro from the Winter and Summer Realms were locked. And he had no idea where the Spring and Autumn Gates were in Okoro. Their locations were either lost or secret.

      “You’ll figure it out and make it home,” Kurine said. “And after you’ve saved your people, you will find a place in the world for our messy, extended family of freaks.”

      “I know it seems preposterous, but I've been thinking about that a lot lately.”

      “Does thinking about the future give you hope?”

      He nodded.

      “Then it’s not preposterous. Tell me again about the places you’ve thought of for settling down.”

      Turesobei told her all his ideas, from moving to the fabled city of Dogo Daiyen in the West to a farm in a remote valley of Zangaiden. “I'm sure there lots of other good places that I just don't know about yet.”

      Lu Bei refilled their bowls. “I know of a picturesque location in Zangaiden, nearby a waterfall that has a cave behind it.”

      Turesobei swiped at the fetch, but he dodged away. “I don't ever want to see that place again.”

      Kurine shrugged. “I'd actually like to see a pleasant version that doesn’t have monsters guarding it.”

      “That's a trip you'd have to take on your own.”

      “I would go there with you, mistress, but I'm stuck with him.”

      “That's okay,” she said. “I don't want to go anywhere without Sobei.”

      Lu Bei rolled his eyes. “Madam, there is something seriously wrong with you.”

      Kurine took Turesobei’s hands. “You know you're not going to be content on a farm in a remote valley. You're going to crave adventure and new experiences, especially since you’ve become so used to them. Leading trade expeditions like my dad does or hunting for treasures like your father did, that’s the kind of thing I can see you doing. I just can’t see you settling down.”

      Turesobei thoughtfully sipped at his tea. “I daydream about leading a peaceful, boring life…but you're probably right.”

      “I definitely am. After a year of rest, you’ll be craving excitement.”

      “But you’re going to want to settle down and have kids after four or five years, and I don’t want to be gone all the time like my dad was.”

      Kurine laughed. “I’m sure we would work something out.”

      “To be honest,” Turesobei said, “I can’t even imagine having kids.”

      Kurine laughed so hard she spilled half a bowl of tea, making Lu Bei scowl at her. “Sobei, are you even aware of what’s around you? All this amazing stuff we've seen and done—and for goodness sake, you can even make a dragon made of storm clouds come out of your chest—yet having kids, something nearly everyone does, seems unimaginable to you?”

      He laughed with her. “You have a good point, but that really is how I feel, and I have no idea why.”

      “I know the answer to this one,” Lu Bei said. “When you've seen so much that's magical and unusual, the most normal things are what become wondrous to you. That's why Master kept getting married and having a family. I once sat with him for hours while he watched a butterfly flitting about. When it finally flew off, Master cried and said it was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen. This was a man who could cast the most powerful of spells, a man who made Motekeru, yet to him a butterfly or a bowl of tea or a nap were truly wondrous things.”

      “So what is the most beautiful thing you have ever seen, Lu Bei?” Kurine asked.

      “Oh, dearest mistress,” Lu Bei said pompously. “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever witnessed. I am honored to be in your presence.”

      Kurine snorted. “Is that so?”

      “Indeed it is, mistress.”

      “So I’m more beautiful than my sister-in-law, our dear Lady Shoma?”

      “Oh…well, you see…uh…there are… certain factors to consider…mistress…like….” Lu Bei frowned and bit his lip.

      Kurine raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      “There are some recording tasks I forgot about. I really should take care of them.”

      And with that, he flew up onto the top shelf, then turned into a diary.

      “Coward,” Kurine said.

      Turesobei leaned over and kissed Kurine. “Lu Bei, why don't you sort those tasks out and take a break from recording for a few hours.”
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      Turesobei spent the next day cataloging his spell strips and checking them for leaks. Then he went to the Workshop to replace the ones he’d used up.

      “I gave you time to rest,” Lord Gyoroe said, his eyes shifting between pale green and blue.

      “I rested yesterday, master. And I will rest the remainder of this week. But a wizard should always be prepared and maintain his spell strips. I can’t fail myself in that duty.”

      Gyoroe nodded appreciably. “That is a good attitude. Carry on, then.”

      Truthfully, Turesobei didn’t really know what to do with himself for an entire week, especially with Iniru avoiding him. He was so used to either training or learning magic that he didn’t know what else to do anymore.

      That evening, after dinner, he wandered around checking on everyone. Then he spent a while with Zaiporo, who was still deep asleep, so Enashoma could go to her room and take a bath.

      After the second time he checked on Awasa, who was still out of sorts, Motekeru said, “Master, I will loan you my book to read.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “You need something relaxing to do, master.”

      Half an hour later, after a bath of his own, Turesobei settled onto his sleeping mat and leaned back against a pile of pillows. Lu Bei dimmed all the lanterns, except the one on the wall behind Turesobei, then brought him a bowl of cinnamon black tea with a hint of cloves.

      “It seems quiet and lonely in here, master. Maybe you should invite Mistress Kurine over.”

      “It’s Iniru’s night. I’m going to honor that.”

      “At some point, master, you’re going to have to let her go.”

      “I’m never going to do that.”

      “Even if she has given up on you?”

      “Even if.”

      “As you wish, master. Anything else I can get you?”

      “No. I’m good.”

      Lu Bei fluttered up to the shelf where he mixed his teas. “I’ll try not to make too much noise.”

      Turesobei chuckled. Lu Bei never made any noise when he was mixing teas. Turesobei drew out the book Motekeru had found in the Library. It was one of the few here they could read: Legends of the Vermillion Five. According to Lu Bei, much of the story was true, but Turesobei suspected he was lying.

      A smile spread across Turesobei’s face as he read the first chapter of what was a surprisingly engaging tale. For once, he could relax and enjoy some quiet time. There was no pressure on him—for the moment. He decided to enjoy the five days of rest he had left, so every time a thought about figuring out the nature of sacrifice and bonding with the heart stones popped up, he swatted it away.

      As he began the third chapter, with his tea bowl half empty, a tap came at his door. Before he could set the book aside, Lu Bei swooped down and slid open the paneled door.

      “Can I come in?” Iniru asked quietly.

      “I dunno,” Lu Bei replied, then he flew back up to his nest.

      “Of course.” Turesobei stood and took a hesitant step toward her. “You’re always welcome. And it is your night.”

      “I know.”

      “Kurine never stays on your nights.”

      “I know. And…I appreciate that.”

      “What’s up?”

      Her body tensed, she frowned, then she chewed at her lip. Suddenly, she sprang forward and into his arms. He held her tight and breathed in the scent of her hair. She had washed it with lemon oil, but her musky scent still came through. It was one of his favorite scents in all the world.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “For missing you?”

      She shoved him lightly. “For everything else.”

      He slid the door closed. “I thought that was well established.”

      “I thought maybe you would change. But you are who you are. I just have to accept that.”

      “You know, Kurine is very sorry about—”

      “I don’t care,” Iniru snapped.

      “Oh.”

      “I came here tonight because…because I love you—you big stupid-head. But Kurine…she betrayed me. I haven’t forgiven her. And I may never.”

      “I’m just as much at fault as she is.”

      “I doubt that.” She rubbed a finger along the branded goshawk on his forearm. “This? This is all her. I know it is. You wouldn’t have done this if she hadn’t pressed you to.”

      “I agreed to it.”

      “But she cornered you, didn’t she?”

      “Well….”

      “Admit it. You’re a sucker, and you just can’t say no.”

      “To be honest, I cornered myself.”

      She shrugged. “Probably, but it’s still her fault.”

      “So…you’ve forgiven me?”

      “Yeah. Apparently, I'm a sucker too, at least when it comes to you. Oh, wipe that stupid grin off your face.”

      “So between you and me, things are back to normal?” he asked.

      “We’ll see how it goes but…yes, I’d like that.

      “I have to ask, and I probably shouldn’t, but why the change of heart?”

      “We barely survived that last mission. And it made me realize how unlikely it is that we’re going to make it out of here alive. Every moment I get to spend with you is precious. There might not be a next one.”

      “Don’t say that. The missions are over now.”

      “The missions aren’t the biggest challenge we face.” She sighed deeply. “I can feel it, Sobei. I don’t know if it’s from my time in the Shadowland or what, but I can feel death coming. We won’t all make it through this. So I want to take advantage of every moment we have left. You and me, together like we should be.”

      He took her in his arms and held her tight. Iniru was in a dark mood. Being angry and off alone, away from him and everyone else…that wasn’t good for her. Mentally, she still hadn’t fully recovered from dying. Probably she wouldn’t until they were back home safe and had a few months to rest. As if that would ever happen.

      “I love you, Niru.”

      He felt terrible, not telling her the truth about being married. But that could wait until they were away from here. He didn’t want to alienate her. Because she was right, death was a possibility for all of them. Every moment mattered.

      “Maybe tomorrow you can talk to Kurine and—”

      “I don’t want to talk about Kurine.”

      “But—”

      “When we get free of this place, I will reassess what I think about her.” Her eyes narrowed, and she grinned devilishly. “For that matter, I’ll reassess how things are with you.”

      He gulped. That wasn’t going to go well when she learned the truth about the brands. “That…that seems fair enough.”

      She climbed into the bed. He moved to shut off the lantern, but she stopped him. “Read to me.”

      She had never requested that before. “Okay, sure.”

      He crawled onto the sleeping mat and grabbed the book. She snuggled in beside him.

      “What’s it about?” she asked.

      “A group of bandits who took over the Kingdom of Rust in Pawan Kor. It’s pretty exciting.”

      Or at least, he had thought it was exciting. She fell asleep in his arms before he even reached the fifth chapter. He set the book aside, then stroked her hair.

      “I don’t want to lose anyone,” he whispered into the night, “but I especially can’t lose you. I don’t think I could live in a world without you in it.”
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      After a week of blissful rest, with more than ample food and play, Turesobei returned to the Workshop with a heavy heart. He dreaded having to work with the heart stones. But more than anything, he was afraid he would never figure a way out of this that wouldn’t allow the Blood King to get free. Throughout his vacation, even while spending time with his friends as they recovered, that fear had hung over him.

      A fierce, orange-eyed Lord Gyoroe met him at the door to the Inner Sanctum. “After careful consideration of your difficulty in bonding with the heart stones, it occurred to me that you may lack the proper motivation to succeed. So I have devised a method that will help you better understand sacrifice while keeping you motivated at the same time.”

      Turesobei swallowed and braced himself for the coming blow.

      “Every day, until you succeed in bonding with the stones, I will torture one of your companions.”

      “What?!”

      “You will select which one.”

      “I won't!”

      He grinned sinisterly. “You will, because the alternative is that I torture all of them.”

      Heart pounding with anger, Turesobei clenched his fists. The Mark of the Storm Dragon burned on his cheek. After all they had done for him, this was how he was going to treat them?

      “Yes, apprentice?” Lord Gyoroe asked.

      He desperately wanted to lash out…but there was no point. He couldn’t win. Through gritted teeth, Turesobei replied, “I'm ready to work, master. But give me one more chance before you start using torture. Please. I’ve had a week of rest. Maybe I can do it now.”

      The scarlet and orange dimmed within his eyes. They flickered blue a moment, then purple. “You have one more chance.”

      Over the next twenty hours, Turesobei tried, as hard as he could, to connect with the heart stones, thinking on every aspect of sacrifice he could imagine. But that didn’t get him anywhere. In fact, the closer he got to connecting with the stones, the more uncomfortable he became. The stones had been created using the worst sorts of blood magic, and the attempted connections disgusted him.

      Intellectually, Turesobei grasped killing someone and using their blood for power, but he couldn’t understand it at a deeper, emotional level. He had never sought power in his life—of any kind. He had power, both political and magical, as his birthright, and he'd gotten a lot more by sacrificing himself when he destroyed the Storm Dragon’s Heart. But self-sacrifice was nowhere within the nature of the heart stones, and understanding it was never going to get him closer to connecting to them.

      Taking only a few breaks for tea, he worked all through the night without success.

      An hour after dawn, an orange-eyed Blood King said, “It is clear to me that you are getting nowhere. It is time for a little motivation.”
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      The servants assembled Turesobei’s non-magical companions in a line in the courtyard. Hannya, Motekeru, and Lu Bei looked on anxiously. Kurine immediately headed toward him, but Lord Gyoroe ordered her back.

      “Sobei, what's happening?” she asked.

      The orange and scarlet-eyed Lord Gyoroe answered.

      “Since my apprentice is failing to grasp the higher arts I am teaching, I have prepared a motivational lesson. Turesobei will select one of you, and each day, until he learns how to connect to the heart stones, I will torture that person.”

      Expressions of horror rippled across his companions’ faces.

      “Apprentice, if you have not decided already, you may take a few moments to think it over. Of course, you could choose not to make a decision, in which case, I will regretfully torture everyone.”

      Turesobei swelled with pride as he scanned his companions. Though shock still lingered in their eyes, they stood erect with brave expressions. They were all ready to face the torture, no matter who he chose. But how could he possibly make such a choice?

      He couldn't torture his little sister. He just couldn't.

      And Zaiporo was still suffering from the loss of his hand.

      Awasa was unstable. It had taken several sleep spells from Hannya to get her back in control of her mind after the Fire Realm. Torturing her might be a bad idea.

      Iniru was tough, but had she fully recovered from her experience in the Shadowland? He didn't think so.

      Kurine was probably the toughest one of them. What she'd done in the Shadowland was nothing short of amazing. She was the obvious choice. Except, though he knew she would understand why, he feared that she would think he didn’t love her enough. And besides, how could he let the Blood King torture his wife?

      Of course, if everyone was tortured, he wouldn’t have to make this horrible decision. He wouldn’t have to single anyone out. But then five people would suffer instead of one….

      “It is time to decide,” Lord Gyoroe said, “unless you want me to torture everyone.”

      It would make things easier if he could rotate the burden between them. “Do I get to select a different one each day?”

      “You do not.”

      Turesobei groaned. So much for that idea. He looked at each of his friends in turn. A familiar defiance glinted in Iniru's eyes. She was volunteering, and his heart swelled in response. Despite everything, she was amazing. But he wasn’t sure that was a good idea.

      Instead, he looked into Awasa’s eyes. She had been inside his mind. She knew, without a doubt, exactly how much she meant to him. And she had proven resilient, despite the madness within her. She could probably handle it. She nodded at him ever so slightly.

      Cursing his fate, Turesobei stepped up to Awasa and kissed her on the cheek. “I'm sorry.”

      “I understand,” she said bravely.

      The Blood King drew the bronze spell strip and cast the spell. Awasa cried out and fell to the ground, shrieking and screaming and moaning pitifully. And even though he’d had no choice, Turesobei knew that it was still his fault. He wanted to vomit. He wanted to run. Most of all, he wanted to kill the Blood King.

      Everyone backed away from Awasa’s writhing body. Enashoma stepped into Zaiporo's arms and tucked her face into his shoulder. Obviously, they didn’t want to watch, and they all wanted to leave, but they would never abandon Awasa.

      Motekeru’s fiery eyes were locked on the Blood King. Turesobei had no doubt as to what he was thinking.

      After about ten minutes, Awasa began to beg for the pain to stop. That made Turesobei feel even worse. He knelt on the ground nearby. Occasionally, as she convulsed, Awasa’s eyes would meet his. In them he saw nothing but pain.

      After what seemed an eternity, Hannya stepped up to the Blood King. “Beloved, it has been half an hour.”

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted from orange to violet, then he released the spell.

      Whimpering and gasping for breath, Awasa curled into a tight ball. Turesobei reached out to her, but Lord Gyoroe stepped in between them.

      “You do not comfort a sacrificial victim. The pain you gave to her was comfort to others. You must live with that. Now come, you have more work to do.”

      As Turesobei looked back, he saw Kurine and the others comforting Awasa. He hoped she would be okay. He hoped she would forgive him.
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      As Turesobei knelt in the Inner Sanctum, Lord Gyoroe said, “Get it right, and you will never have to repeat that experience.”

      Turesobei spent several minutes trying to focus his mind and calm his emotions, but it was no use. After what Lord Gyoroe had made him do, there was no way he could get himself in the right frame of mind for magical study. Everything inside of him was still reeling.

      But if he didn’t do something….

      To his mind came the image of Awasa thrashing on the ground…tears streaming from her eyes…moans peeling from her lips. That would happen again, over and over. And eventually, if that didn’t work the Blood King would devise something nastier.

      He might even kill someone. He didn’t need the whole team anymore. A jolt of terror raced through Turesobei. That would undoubtably be the next step in teaching him sacrifice. He wouldn’t have to choose someone to be tortured. He’d have to choose someone to die.

      In a fit of desperate abandon, Turesobei telepathically and incoherently screamed his rage at both the active heart stones he had acquired from the realms and the passive ones that had always resided in the Nexus. Since the Autumn stones had always seemed more sympathetic to him, he instinctively targeted them.

      Normally, all the stones ignored him. This time, however, the passive cylinder for Autumn responded. It wasn’t a deep connection. It was merely the psychic equivalent of bowing to one another upon meeting. But even that startled Turesobei so much that he unintentionally broke off the connection.

      Lord Gyoroe raised an eyebrow. “Problem?”

      Turesobei shook his head. “I almost had it.”

      “Try again.”

      Maintaining his angry frustration, he attempted to connect to just the active stone…but got nothing. Next he attempted just the passive cylinder. A response came through, a very weak one, and he couldn’t manage anything deeper. Finally Turesobei tried to connect with the heart stones of the Spring Realm. Only the passive cylinder responded, and the connection faded out after a few moments.

      He sank back, catching his breath, and considered how the passive stones had responded to him while the active stones had not.

      “Did you use the same kind of sacrifice for each cylinder in a pair?”

      “I did not,” Lord Gyoroe replied. “The cylinders with passive polarity were created by sacrificing willing followers. The active heart stones were created through forced blood sacrifices. Does that help you in some way?”

      “It might,” Turesobei responded curtly. He couldn’t look at the Blood King. He was still too angry for that. “Right now, only the passive cylinders are responding to me.”

      “I do not see why it would matter, but I am pleased that you are finally having some success.”

      Why would the passive stones respond to him now when they wouldn’t just hours ago? What had changed? It wasn’t his effort, and it certainly wasn’t his focus, which was still shaken.

      “Master, when you say the passive stones were created through the sacrifice of willing followers, did you select them or did they volunteer?”

      “I did not need all of the many who volunteered, so I selected those I deemed most appropriate.”

      Turesobei nodded. That explained it. Those stones had been created in a manner that was similar to Turesobei selecting Awasa, although the intentions were obviously different.

      Turesobei took a deep breath. While trying to suppress the revulsion he still felt about selecting Awasa, Turesobei thought about their last battle in the Fire Realm. What if all of his friends had volunteered to dive down into the lava pool on what was certain to be a suicide mission? And then, what if he had chosen one of them?

      Pretending he was the kind of person who could make such a choice, he imagined nominating them, one by one, to dive down into the lava pool, until the mission was completed, even though he knew the attempt would kill them. It wasn’t easy to imagine his friends and lovers dying that way, but he tried hard to do so, and without thinking of it as nothing more than simple murder.

      Before he could even attempt to reach out to the Autumn stones, the passive one unexpectedly opened up to him. A deep telepathic bond easily, and disturbingly, formed between him and the Autumn heart stone.

      And though he knew it couldn’t have a mind of its own, he would’ve sworn there was an alien consciousness buried deep within that passive cylinder.

      Turesobei steeled his courage. Now he had to take that connection deeper and truly bond with the stone. It was no different than connecting telepathically to Awasa or Hannya—at least, that’s what he tried to convince himself.

      He opened his mind to the passive Autumn heart stone and sent a trickle of his own kenja toward it.
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      Almost instantly, his consciousness expanded…beyond the room…then beyond the Nexus itself. While his tiny, fragile body remained kneeling on the floor of the Inner Sanctum, his mind floated free, adrift in the time stream, looking down upon all the realms, not just Autumn.

      Connections swiftly formed between himself and the other passive stones. With each new connection, his mind journeyed through the corresponding realm. Hours passed…days…weeks, maybe even months, as he became a storm raging across the Summer Realm…a panther prowling through the Realm of Forests, stalking its prey…a drift of snow blowing across the Ancient Cold and Deep…a quake shaking the mountains of the Fire Realm…a brisk wind rattling rust-colored leaves from the trees of the Land Ever Dying…a green shoot bursting from the rich soil of the Spring Realm…a geyser projecting steam up into the sky of the Realm of Clouds…and a languid wave caressing a rocky coastline in the Sea Realm.

      The power coursing through him was intoxicating, and he had no desire to be free of it. He was content to live out his entire life, perhaps all eternity, in this state.

      A hand touched his shoulder, yanking his consciousness back into his body—in the present—in the Nexus.

      Turesobei cried out as every nerve in his body was alight with energy. He gasped for breath, staring at the Blood King.

      “How…how much time…has passed?”

      “An hour, perhaps two.”

      “That's all?!”

      “Indeed, it is.”

      “But…that can’t be. I could feel days passing as nothing more than heartbeats.”

      “Amazing, is it not?” Lord Gyoroe said, grinning. “Remember, perception is always a complex matter. Just because you consciously experience the passage of time, that does not mean time has actually passed for you here.”

      Numbly, Turesobei nodded in agreement as he tried to make sense of it all.

      The Blood King’s eyes shifted from emerald to orange. “I knew you simply needed proper motivation.” Then they changed to palest blue. “Go have some dinner and rest. Tomorrow morning, we will seek out our origins.”

      “Wait, don't you need me to connect with all of the heart stones?”

      “Connecting with the passive stones is sufficient. Besides, I do not think you have it in you to take on the active ones.”

      “I still don't understand how this helps.”

      “I have explained this several times now. Either you do not believe me, or you simply cannot understand.”

      “I paid attention, master. But I want to be certain I understand. I don’t want to mess anything up.”

      Lord Gyoroe’s eyes shifted to emeralds as he lectured. “I need more than massive amounts of kenja to assure my success. I need your willpower and consciousness with me as I ghost backward in time to observe our origins. Not only will that make it so that you can provide a critical boost of energy exactly when it is most needed, but having the strength of two minds along on the journey should amplify the distance we can ghost back through time. Plus, it will increase the clarity of what we see.”

      “And Hannya cannot perform that role because she is not good at teleporting like I am.”

      “Correct. But her role is no less important to our success. She will sustain our bodies, provide additional energy, and anchor us to the present.”

      Turesobei didn’t want to consider what would happen if Hannya capriciously decided to stop anchoring them halfway through the attempt. He looked back to the heart stones, and a spark of fear flickered through him.

      “I'm not sure I'll be able to do this again tomorrow. Can we make the attempt now—while I'm confident I can do my part?”

      Lord Gyoroe nodded appreciatively. “Very well. Give me half an hour to prepare.”
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      Hannya entered the Inner Sanctum, snapping Turesobei out of the meditative state he’d entered, a state he’d chosen because it kept him from thinking about the alien heart stones or Awasa being tortured. Lord Gyoroe still hadn’t returned.

      “I am impressed,” she said. “You have accomplished in several months what should have taken you years. Though I think it would have been safer if you had taken your time, you are just as impatient as Lord Gyoroe.”

      “All of this is your fault,” he said seething. “The risks I’ve taken with magic…Iniru dying…Zaiporo dying and losing a hand…Awasa getting tortured…all of us getting tortured…. It didn’t have to be this way.”

      “You knew the risks before coming here.”

      “Yes, but you betrayed us. You woke him.”

      “Do you still honestly believe that Lord Gyoroe would not have awoken on his own the first time you tried and failed to open one of the gates? We have been over this before. There was no other way, and you know it. The problem is that you are unhappy with the decision you made in coming here.”

      Turesobei opened his mouth, but he didn’t have a good response.

      “Besides, this is the only way for all of us—you, me, and my beloved Lord Gyoroe—to get what we want.”

      “After he betrayed you like he did, what could you possibly want from him?”

      “Atonement, for starters.”

      The Blood King strolled pompously into the room, ending their conversation. He wore burgundy robes trimmed in gold, and from his neck hung a strange, metal amulet with jagged edges. It looked as if it had been torn from a larger piece. There were no markings on the amulet, and Turesobei did not sense any power coming from it.

      Lord Gyoroe’s blue-white eyes flared with passion. “Now we will ghost back through time together. And at last, I shall see the birth of the Kaiaru.”

      Lu Bei, who had remained silent throughout the prior heart stone session, made a crude gesture, but Lord Gyoroe merely smiled at him in response.

      “Maybe it would be better if you stayed in book form,” Turesobei said.

      “The fetch can do as he wishes,” Gyoroe said.

      “I can?” Lu Bei blurted out.

      “Within reason,” Gyoroe replied. “After all, you are one of the reasons Turesobei is perfect for this. You will help anchor him, and thus me, to our present world. In fact, I believe your connection to Turesobei and your recording abilities may boost our powers of observation as we move deeper into the past.”

      Lu Bei huffed. “Well…that’s just fantastic.”

      In one hand, Lord Gyoroe held a long coil of thick copper wire, and in the other, three copper circlets. “Both of you, kneel before me.”

      Hannya knelt, and Gyoroe placed one of the circlets on her head. Crimson runes lit up in sequence along the copper band. He then touched one end of the wire to Hannya’s circlet. The wire instantly fused to it. Then he unfurled the coil. Six feet from the end, the wire forked, forming two smaller strands.

      “What's all this for?”

      “Look carefully at the wire,” Lord Gyoroe said.

      Turesobei held it up and examined it closely. Runes were engraved down the entire length of the wire. He could hardly fathom the skill and precision it would take to engrave such tiny markings.

      “The circlets and the wires will link the three of us together.” Lord Gyoroe saw the obvious worry on Turesobei’s face. “It does not form a permanent binding. Have no fear of that. I no more wish to be bound to you than you to me.”

      He placed the second circlet on Turesobei’s head. Again the runes lit up crimson, and the cold metal turned warm. There was a slight tug at his internal kenja, but he felt nothing else. Lord Gyoroe connected one of the forked wires to Turesobei’s circlet, then he placed the last circlet on his own head and attached the other fork of the wire to it.

      With that done, he spoke a command, and three ornate patterns appeared on the floor of the Inner Sanctum. One was almost identical, save for a few symbols, to a protective circle a wizard would use during a demon summoning.

      Turesobei studied the other two, oddly familiar patterns for a few moments, then realized what they were. “These are summoning pentagrams, only the runes have been reversed.”

      “Very observant,” Lord Gyoroe said. “We are essentially summoning ourselves into the past. However, if you look closely, you will see that each of the runes has multiple dimensions. In that way, they are similar to the teleportation spells.”

      Turesobei chose not to examine them closely. He didn’t want the runes messing with his head. It was hard enough to deal with the heart stones and ignore the time stream outside the dome. Besides, it didn’t seem as if understanding these runes would help him in any way.

      Hannya knelt in the grounding circle, while Turesobei and Gyoroe knelt in the center of the reverse-summoning pentagrams. Lord Gyoroe spoke a command, and all the tiny runes along the copper wire flashed a multitude of colors. Turesobei experienced a few moments of dizziness as his head flushed with energy, but then it subsided. If he was connected to Gyoroe and Hannya, he couldn’t feel it.

      “Apprentice, bond with the stones as you did before, then direct your internal kenja through the wire using the same manipulations you would use when casting a teleportation spell. Direct the energy first toward Hannya and link with her. Then direct the energy toward me.”

      Suppressing his revulsion, Turesobei opened his mind to the passive heart stone of the Nexus. When it didn’t respond, he almost panicked, knowing how angry Lord Gyoroe would be if he failed, but he held himself together.

      Repeating the procedure he had used before, Turesobei imagined, in graphic detail, asking all his companions to sacrifice themselves in the Fire Realm, in order to achieve victory. Then he tried again to connect to the heart stones. This time, all the passive heart stones responded.

      For a moment, his consciousness was pulled toward each of the realms, as it had been before, but something blocked him and kept him rooted to his body—perhaps the circlet or some other magic Lord Gyoroe was using.

      Turesobei directed his internal kenja toward Hannya. Because he had talked with her telepathically before, the connection came easily. Their minds touched enough to allow basic communication, and he was glad he didn’t need to go any deeper. He reached out for Gyoroe. He attempted to make a connection…but failed. The Blood King’s mind was a jumbled mess of tangled energies from his many different personalities.

      “Choose one identity to focus on,” Lord Gyoroe said.

      That was the first time Turesobei had ever heard the Blood King refer to his multiple personalities. Turesobei took a deep breath and thought of the kind Gyoroe with the emerald eyes, the one who enjoyed teaching him. The link formed. And he felt even less connected to Gyoroe than he did to Hannya, which was a huge relief.

      “First, you need to enter your ghost form,” said a deep, somewhat familiar voice, both aloud and in his mind.

      “Like with an astral projection?” Turesobei asked, telepathically.

      “Indeed,” replied the voice that had to belong to Lord Gyoroe. “You need only to project yourself into this room. Be careful not to stray into one of the realms. Bringing you back here would be a waste of time and energy.”

      All of Turesobei’s knowledge of astral projection focused on entering the Shadowland. But the same techniques should apply here, too. He assumed he just needed to concentrate on his connection to the heart stones, instead of on the Shadowland.

      He followed the ritual and felt his consciousness leave his body. Though they tugged at him, Turesobei managed to avoid entering any of the realms. Unfortunately, he found himself in a sort of hazy nowhere, and he didn’t know how to get out of it.

      As his heart began to race, Turesobei tried to take deep breaths to stay calm. “All I see around me is…an empty grayness…I don’t know where I am.”

      “Do not panic. You are not far away. Follow my voice.”

      Turesobei focused on Lord Gyoroe’s voice as it called to him repeatedly, but he still couldn’t escape the grayness he was trapped in. Finally, it occurred to him that like with so many other things, the spell of locating that which is hidden would probably do the trick.

      While focusing on the voice, he opened up the energy pathways for casting the spell. Instantly, Turesobei appeared in the Inner Sanctum as a ghostly form, standing over his physical body.

      Another ghostly presence lingered nearby.

      “Are you ready to begin now?

      Turesobei spun and faced a man unlike any he had ever seen before. This man…this Lord Gyoroe…was tall and ruggedly built, with dark brown skin and black hair that hung down his back in thick braids. He wore a long-sleeved shirt made of a strange, silvery material, like a blend between cloth and steel, and tight-fitting pants of a similar but darker fabric. His handsome, soft-featured face did not resemble the Gyoroe that Turesobei was accustomed to seeing. But his sullen, gray eyes were, unfortunately, very familiar.

      Turesobei did not want to travel anywhere with the gray-eyed version of the Blood King. However, he didn’t seem as angry as normal. In fact, he had sounded reasonable, so much so that Turesobei hadn’t recognized the gray-eyed one’s voice, which apparently had a different tone to it when he wasn’t morose.

      None of the Blood King’s nine kavaru were visible on this ghostly form, which wasn’t surprising, given this was the tenth personality. Instinctually, Turesobei realized the being before him was neither Kaiaru nor human, though he had no idea why he thought that or what the man could be. Regardless, this must have been the one who somehow slipped through Chonda Lu’s defenses to steal the kavaru that had belonged to the Council of Nine.

      “You seem unsure of me,” Lord Gyoroe said.

      “Well…normally, when you have gray eyes, you glare at me and hardly speak.”

      “Ah,” Lord Gyoroe said. “The personalities within the nine kavaru overpower this one. That is why you rarely see me, and that is why when you do, I am so sullen. It is only here that I can freely be myself.”

      Turesobei started to speak, but Lord Gyoroe held up a hand. “Do not ask who or what I am. Even if I wanted to speak of it, we have no time for such matters.”

      That was unfortunate, because Turesobei had a lot of questions, and it was information that could be important to defeating him.

      “So what now?”

      “First, we will ghost back in time to the oldest realm I created. This will only require a little energy, and it will be our starting point.”

      “How do we do that? I mean, is there something I’m supposed to do?”

      “Because you are linked to me, you do not have to do anything. I will guide us to where we need to go. However, it will make things easier for both of us if you relax and follow my lead willingly, without question.”

      When they ghosted into the Fire Realm, a pit of molten rock stretched out for leagues in every direction—right below their feet. Turesobei gasped and pawed at his spell strip pouch. But then he realized that he and Gyoroe were safely hovering in the air, exactly where the ground should have been. And their forms were, in fact, ghostly. They were not physically present in this place. Obviously. Otherwise, Lord Gyoroe would not have needed Turesobei to retrieve the heart stones.

      “I must say, destroying an entire area to prevent someone from taking a heart stone makes for an impressive trap,” Gyoroe said. “Naturally, I expected no less from Moshinga. And I am truly impressed that you made it out of here.”

      Turesobei didn’t want to think about how close to death they’d come in this realm. “Master, in this form, can we travel across the world faster than walking?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Because we might have to travel a long way to find the place where the Kaiaru started.”

      “This location in Zangaiden is more important than simply being the world’s most powerful intersection of ley lines. This is where the Kaiaru began.”

      “Oh.” Turesobei chewed at his lip. “So those two things are probably connected, huh?”

      “One would think so,” Lord Gyoroe said.

      Turesobei frowned. “Wait. If you don’t know how the Kaiaru came to be, then how do you know this is the origin point?”

      A strange, almost confused look washed across Gyoroe’s face. “I know this because…” he shook his head, as if clearing his mind “…it is a long story. We need to move on.”

      That response was more than a little odd. “Um…okay.”

      “We will now shift from this realm to the true world in the same time and place.”

      “How far have we gone into the past?”

      “Nearly four thousand years, but that is nothing. We will be going much further back. Now, I must warn you. Ghosting into the true world will be painfully disorienting.”

      “Like looking outside the dome at the time stream?”

      “Like being outside the dome.”

      Turesobei took a deep breath and braced himself. “I’m ready.”

      As soon as those words left his mouth, an indescribable force struck him, physically and mentally. It felt as if he had cast a dozen spells back to back, while being spun around like a top and punched repeatedly in the gut.

      When the world appeared, solid and real around them, Turesobei fell to his knees, dizzy and gasping for air. His body might be ghostly, but the sensations he felt were all too real, presumably because his physical body back in the Inner Sanctum was experiencing them. After a few minutes, the streams of intense pain running through his body faded.

      He looked around. Below him was solid rock, and the location looked almost identical to the Fire Realm when he had first arrived there, before they had attempted to take the heart stone from Moshinga. While he had expected that the world around them would appear ghostly as well, that was not the case. It was as vibrant as it would have been if they had actually traveled there. Of course, they were still insubstantial apparitions.

      “Ghosting back in time from this point will not be as painful,” Gyoroe said. “You may, however, find it more disorienting.”

      “I can deal with disorienting. But what we just went through, I don’t ever want to feel that again.”

      “I am afraid you will feel it once more, when our spirit forms return to our bodies in the Nexus.”

      Turesobei had figured as much, but he would rather have found that out the hard way.

      “Now, let us discover our origins,” Lord Gyoroe said with excitement.
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      Successive waves of dizziness and nausea, so unbearable that he was hardly aware of anything else, rolled over Turesobei. He tried to gain control by regulating his breathing, but that didn’t work. Apparently, he couldn’t achieve a meditative state in this spirit form. Of course, that made sense given that he was already meditating in order to project his astral form.

      Finally, he remembered what it was like in Awasa’s mind, and how she managed to block out the constant presence of the Warlock’s anger. Mimicking her mental techniques as best as he could, he pushed the time stream sensations causing his vertigo to the back of his mind.

      Now he could clearly see what was going on around him.

      With entire decades passing in the blink of an eye, the landscape changed rapidly around them. Towering trees shrank to saplings. Rivers flowed backward, dried up into mere trickles, then flowed again. The earth quaked and lay silent. People came and went, with farms and villages, towns and small cities disappearing and popping up.

      Faster and faster, they retreated through time, until it was all a blur. But then suddenly, they slowed. The progression of centuries per second became months and then weeks. Blocking out the vertigo became harder, and he could feel kenja being drawn from his body back in the Nexus.

      They came to a standstill in the midst of a wondrous city that was easily twice the size of Batsa, the massive capital of Turesobei’s homeland. Spiraling towers kissed the clouds. Roofs tiled in a stunning array of colors washed through the city like dazzling waves. Narrow, cobbled streets serpentined through a chaos of lavish fountains, open markets, private houses, and apartment towers. At the far end of the city poured a waterfall Turesobei knew all too well. And perched atop that cliff gleamed a grand palace of marble and gold, straddling the river like the thousands of slender bridges throughout the city.

      Bronze-skinned people dressed in belted robes of silk bustled about the jam-packed streets, talking and haggling and rushing about on various errands. In appearance, they resembled neither the zaboko nor the k’chasans and only slightly resembled the baojendari. They had sturdy frames, dark eyes, and deep brown hair. And all of them had birthmarks like the one Turesobei had on his forehead, marks showing they descended from a Kaiaru ancestor. Those few who were armed carried weapons of fine steel, defying Turesobei’s expectations of ancient people wielding more primitive technology.

      A man pushed a cart toward Turesobei. He darted aside, only to have three small girls run straight through his ghostly form. He cringed and shivered, but not because they had actually affected him in any way.

      “I will admit,” Lord Gyoroe said with a chuckle, “that the first time someone walked through me, I too found it disconcerting.”

      “Where are we?”

      “We are standing in the city of Korooka, at the height of its power and grandeur, twelve thousand years before you were born.”

      “I can’t believe a city this big was here. I didn’t see a single ruin in the realms. What happened to it?”

      “War broke out between the Kaia and their Eirsenda neighbors to the east. The war lasted for centuries, and by the time the Kaia finally won, they could hardly call themselves victors. The city was in decline, its wealth and manpower spent, its infrastructure ruined. Not long after, a series of earthquakes and volcanic explosions destroyed what remained.”

      “All these people you call the Kaia, they were descended directly from the Kaiaru?”

      “All people, save the alien Eirsenda whom you know as the Keepers, are descended from the Kaiaru. Did you not know that?”

      Stunned, Turesobei shook his head. “If—if that were true, then anyone could wield a kavaru.”

      “At this time, that would have been the case, but doing so would have resulted in a death sentence. In this great age, Kaiaru were always reborn into new hosts.”

      A Kaiaru with green-tinted skin and a pale topaz kavaru strolled by, accompanied by two bodyguards and a dozen servants. In the street, people stepped aside to allow him passage.

      “You say this place is twelve thousand years old,” Turesobei said, “but I thought the Kaiaru, like Chonda Lu, were only three thousand years old or so. That is what our histories say, and that is what Lu Bei and Aikonshi told me.”

      “Your companions did not lie to you, and Chonda Lu did not intentionally mislead them. His memories only went back three thousand years, yet Chonda Lu is here in Korooka. You would know him by his kavaru, but you would not recognize the man.”

      Turesobei had always felt connected to something ancient while wearing the stone, but only three thousand years ancient, not fifteen or more.

      His eyes wide, Gyoroe spun around, taking in the city’s glamor. “None of my kavaru have memories of this place, and yet they were all here, at the height of the Kaia civilization, belonging to members of the ruling Kaiaru Senate. Here, white steel and dark steel were forged daily. Spells were inscribed upon bronze plates, and magics of incredible power were common.”

      Lord Gyoroe sighed. “But it was too much power in one place. All that magic weakened this land, leading to the earthquakes and volcanoes that wiped it from history.”

      “If being reborn is what damages a Kaiaru’s memory, then how come Chonda Lu, who had never been reborn, could only remember three thousand years back?”

      “Chonda Lu most likely had many rebirths over the last fifteen thousand years,” Lord Gyoroe said. “But even if he had not, his memory would not stretch any farther back than the Dawning.”

      “The what?”

      “The Dawning. An astronomical event that elevated then disrupted energy patterns all across our planet. That is when spirits and demons and monsters first arose, created by the minds of mere humans, born of their dreams and nightmares. For some reason, this disruption erased the memories of all the Kaiaru.”

      Turesobei's mind reeled at the idea that ordinary people had created spirits and monsters unintentionally.

      “My first foray into the past took me three thousand years back, to a time I thought would be close to our origin point. What I discovered instead was the Dawning. You can imagine how disappointed I was. I had not even come close to our true beginnings.”

      Turesobei admired the gleaming metropolis. “So this—all of this—is the golden age of the Kaiaru that you wish to recreate?”

      Lord Gyoroe nodded. “You see now how important my work is.”

      Turesobei dared to ask a fundamental question that had long been burning in his mind. “What if seeing the origin doesn’t unlock the secrets you need to recreate the Kaiaru race?”

      Gyoroe’s gray eyes locked onto Turesobei, and he stared uncomprehendingly at him for some time. Then, he began to talk again, as if he had never heard Turesobei’s question. Apparently, this was another one of those points where the Blood King’s madness kicked in.

      “Even the Kaiaru of this age have only vague memories of their first century. I have observed their scholars pouring over their oldest texts and debating our origins.”

      As Turesobei examined the throngs of people walking along the busy street beside the river, he spotted a dozen Kaiaru. “How many Kaiaru were there?”

      “According to the scholars of this day, ten thousand two hundred and twenty-three. But they have a legend that there were two more, of much greater power than all the others, but who had been forgotten.”

      Over ten thousand…. Until he had seen the kavaru vault, Turesobei had always thought that maybe only a thousand Kaiaru had ever lived. The idea of bringing that many of them back to life sickened him.

      “It is time to move on,” Lord Gyoroe said. “I have rested long enough. We have at least three thousand years to go, and I have only ever made it nine hundred years past this point. When I tell you to access your storm energy, do so immediately.”

      Turesobei nodded with a sigh. He would have preferred to spend a few days exploring Korooka.

      As they ghosted backward, the city shrank around them. When their progress stalled a few centuries later, Korooka was a smaller city.

      “Now!” Lord Gyoroe ordered.

      Having already expended much of his internal kenja, Turesobei tapped into the Mark of the Storm Dragon and opened the channel as wide as he could without risking losing control. For a short while, they zoomed back several more centuries, but then their progress slowed again.

      Turesobei strained to put more into it. “I'm doing…all…that…I can.”

      Lord Gyoroe nodded. “It is enough for now. Do not push any further. If you pass out, you will put the whole endeavor at risk.”

      “What now?” Turesobei panted. “How do we move farther forward…I mean backward?”

      “So far, I have primarily drawn power from you, the heart stones, and Hannya. Now it is time for me to invest my own power.”

      Gyoroe spoke a word, and they raced back several more centuries, but then came suddenly to a standstill. He hunched over, breathing deep, with sweat pouring off his brow.

      The city was gone. In its place stood what resembled a frontier outpost composed of crude timber houses with thatched roofs. Dressed in primitive clothes, the people here appeared to come from a wide array of different races. It was strange to see so many different eye and hair colors among so few people. All of them bore lineage birthmarks, and some had as many as six different marks at once.

      Nearly a quarter of the people were Kaiaru, but there was something wrong with them. With distant expressions, they ambled about as if they were sleepwalking, or perhaps under a spell of confusion.

      “Why do the Kaiaru all appear drugged?”

      “This is the confusion the scholars of Korooka spoke of. The haze of years none of them could remember. We are close now. If I can just manage to invest a little more kenja, I think we can make it. When we start moving, give it everything you can without passing out.”

      Gyoroe focused his energies, and again they moved backward a few more years, perhaps nearly a decade. Turesobei had recovered enough that he could give a significant boost.

      For a moment, he considered holding back. If Gyoroe failed to achieve this objective, then maybe he would give up…maybe he would let them go. Then Turesobei thought better of it. More than likely, Gyoroe would keep trying until the stones ran out of power, and along the way, Turesobei would probably be punished for the failure. The Blood King did not seem like the kind of person to accept blame.

      Turesobei again gave all that he could give. They accelerated for a few more moments, then stopped completely. They stood in the midst of a crude village, much smaller than the outpost, and the Kaiaru who wandered about seemed even more confused than before. Their children with their many birthmarks led them about as if they were mentally damaged. They seemed entirely unable to take care of themselves.

      Exhausted, Gyoroe fell to his knees and cried out. “No!” He held his head in his hands and sobbed. “I came so far, only to be tormented with the truth just out of reach.”

      Turesobei shifted uncomfortably beside the despondent Gyoroe, unsure of what he should do.

      Lord Gyoroe took a deep breath. “I will have to rethink the ritual.” Then he added, darkly, “And find some way to gather more energy.”

      Turesobei didn’t like the sound of that. The Blood King’s chief method of gaining power had always been through some form of sacrifice.

      Steeling his nerves, Turesobei started to declare that he would never allow any of his friends to be sacrificed, when suddenly, a surge of tremendous power flowed into them. Power not from Gyoroe nor Turesobei nor Hannya nor even the heart stones. Where this power came from, Turesobei didn’t have the slightest clue. And judging by the surprised look on Gyoroe’s face, neither did he.

      Backward they sped…decades racing by…then, though Turesobei sensed that they had power enough to keep going, they stopped once more.
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      If a sea monster were to fling a ship loaded with barrels of oil inland, so that it crashed and exploded, burning the forest and scattering wreckage for miles around, Turesobei figured it would probably create a scene much like the one surrounding him. Except instead of shattered planks of charred wood, this debris field consisted of torn and twisted sheets of metal. Some of the blackened fragments were as large as a fisherman’s hut.

      He struggled to imagine a vessel constructed of metal, much less one that could crash to the earth. The very idea was absurd. On the other hand, he had no better explanation for what he saw around him.

      Also strewn amongst the wreckage, still visible beneath the twilit sky, were the charred remains of hundreds of people. Those who weren't completely burned to a crisp wore strange clothing made out of a cloth he didn't recognize.

      The sight of so many bodies didn’t disturb him nearly as much as he thought it should, but maybe it was hard to be horrified by deaths that had taken place nearly fifteen thousand years before he was born.

      Amazingly, the wreckage wasn’t the only strange thing here.

      Across the landscape flowed multicolored clouds of kenja, like streams of fog driven by strong winds, all of it visible to the naked eye, without any need for kenja-sight. And then there was the buzzing, loud and insistent, as if he had bumblebees stuck in his ears. The sound was composed of dozens of repeating tones, all strung together, and it was oddly familiar, though he certainly couldn’t remember having ever heard anything like it before. He shook his head, trying and failing to clear away the sound.

      If this moment was supposed to be the birth of the Kaiaru, then it was an odd origin indeed.

      “The buzzing…” Lord Gyoroe said enthralled “…do you hear it?”

      Turesobei nodded. “Do you know what it is?”

      Gyoroe stared at him incredulously. “You do not recognize it?”

      Turesobei shook his head.

      “But you have heard it all your life!”

      “I don’t think I have, master.”

      Over the buzzing, Turesobei picked up voices, coming from behind a large section of metal nearby.

      “Master, I think there may be survivors.”

      Turesobei stepped around what was essentially a metal box with the back ripped off. Gyoroe followed along behind him.

      Two people, a man and a woman, were sheltered inside the remains of the box-shaped structure. Both wore the same odd, silvery clothes Gyoroe did. Suddenly, Turesobei realized the clothing on the bodies amongst the wreckage matched as well, and the odd amulet Gyoroe wore appeared to be a small fragment from this same wreckage. How could it be that a man from a few centuries before Turesobei’s time was wearing, in his ghostly form, clothing identical to that worn by people from fifteen millennia ago?

      The woman had dark hair and deep brown skin. She was leaning over the man, with her back turned to Turesobei, so that he couldn’t see her face. She also blocked his view of the man, who must have been injured, because he was trembling and uttering nonsense.

      “Brother,” the woman said, soothingly, “there’s hope for us. Look what I found.” She held something out in her hand. “The buzzing had nearly driven me mad, but then something called out to me. I followed that…voice…that feeling…and it led me to this stone. When I picked it up, my mind cleared. And as long as I keep it with me, I can think straight.”

      Turesobei stepped around to get a better view. The woman, who had a heart-shaped face and exceedingly pale green eyes, held in her hand a red-orange gemstone. Turesobei would have thought it a kavaru, except for its odd, diamond shape. Every kavaru he’d ever seen or heard about was rounded. Embedded into flesh, this one would appear almost triangular.

      “Look how the weird energy flows connect with the stone.” She held the gem up. Crimson kenja streamed into the stone, and out of it came a pink-hued trail. “Holding this stone, I feel deeply and intimately connected to the energy fields. As if, through the stone, I have become a part of them.”

      Turesobei’s jaw dropped. It was a kavaru! And this woman, whoever she might be, was apparently the first Kaiaru. Except she wasn’t fully a Kaiaru…not yet. Right now she was a human holding onto a kavaru at a time when kenja flows were visible. Lord Gyoroe’s answer was definitely close at hand, waiting to be uncovered, because somehow this woman was soon going to find a way to unite herself with this kavaru.

      “I found hundreds of these stones, brother. I don’t have a functioning slate, so I can’t do an analysis, but whatever they are, I’m certain they’re unique to this world.”

      With his eyes locked onto the stone, Gyoroe knelt beside the woman. “The first kavaru,” he whispered reverently. Then his eyes moved to the woman’s face and lit up. “Oh! I know you. I remember you…Na–Na–Na….” He stuttered unintelligibly as he tried, and repeatedly failed, to say her name.

      As Gyoroe groaned in frustration, Turesobei turned to the man on the ground—then staggered backward in shock.

      The man, the woman’s brother, was the gray-eyed Gyoroe!
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      Except for a bandage wrapped around his head and another on his shoulder, the man lying on the ground was identical to the ghostly Gyoroe who knelt beside Turesobei.

      “It’s you!” Turesobei said.

      The ghostly version of Gyoroe didn’t look at the real version of himself in the past. He remained utterly fascinated by his sister, whose name he could not remember.

      Turesobei gestured to the man on the ground. “Master, that’s you lying there!”

      Again Lord Gyoroe ignored him.

      “I can’t explain how this one gemstone out of hundreds called to me, and over a distance, anymore than I can explain how it works,” the woman said. “When I hold it, instead of buzzing I hear a range of notes, sweeping melodies layered one atop another.”

      Of course! That’s where Turesobei knew the buzzing sound from. All the different types of kenja possessed tones, like musical notes, tones so subtle they were normally felt far more than they were heard. And it was only recently that he learned those tones were chords consisting of three notes each. This buzzing was like hearing all the notes being played loudly and at once.

      The sister continued, her eyes alight with wonder. “Peppered in amongst the melodies, I can hear a chorus of sibilant voices, and I know it’s absurd, but I think the energies might possess some rudimentary sentience.”

      She drew a familiar yellow stone from a pocket. It was oval-shaped and definitely a kavaru. “I picked up others, as many as I could carry, hoping I could find one that would help you.”

      The eyes of the Gyoroe lying injured on the ground held the same dazed look the Kaiaru they’d seen decades later had possessed. Drooling and shaking, he couldn’t manage to focus on his sister, much less take the stone she offered him. Either the buzzing of the kenja or the wound to his head—or both—was driving him mad.

      She placed the yellow stone in his hand and curled his fingers around it. No energy flowed into the kavaru during the few moments it rested in his hand.

      “Let’s try another,” she said, giving him a scarlet stone, which also seemed familiar.

      But that didn’t get a response, and neither did the seven other kavaru she had brought back with her.

      “If I can’t find a way to take you there safely, then I’ll just have to keep bringing stones here, until we find one that works.”

      Lord Gyoroe, the Blood King, looked at the nine kavaru lying on the ground, then back to the woman. He still hadn’t looked at himself on the ground.

      “You do realize that’s you on the ground that she’s talking to, right?” Turesobei asked, but Gyoroe continued to ignore him. “Hey, Blood King! That’s you on the ground—right there!”

      Enraged, Lord Gyoroe snapped at Turesobei. “Stop bothering me! I do not know what your attempt at deception is supposed to accomplish, but I am not an idiot. That is not me on the ground. How could it be? That is nothing more than a common man of little importance.”

      He returned to staring, only now he alternated between his sister and the nine kavaru on the ground. For whatever reason, Lord Gyoroe just could not see himself. Was this a side effect of ghosting into the past?

      Turesobei gasped as realization struck him. All nine of the kavaru the woman had brought him were exceedingly familiar! He knelt to examine them, just to be sure: light blue, emerald, scarlet, yellow, blue-white, vermillion, violet, orange, pale green…. Yes, these were, in fact, the exact same kavaru the Blood King had bound to himself in the future.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence. None of this could.

      A pattern was emerging that could explain a lot of the Blood King’s obsessions and madness. He might claim he wanted to restore the Kaiaru race, and maybe he did, but deep down, it had to be this connection that made him so desperate to return to this moment.

      Just as Turesobei started to ask the Blood King if he at least recognized the stones, the wounded Gyoroe pointed up toward the sky, and with the voice of a child said, “Nal, look at the pretty lights!”

      In the dark sky flashed twelve lights: stars Turesobei had never seen before.

      “Why haven’t they changed course?!” Nal yelled. “I sent the signal.” She glanced at the bodies amongst the wreckage. “No…please, no…you have to turn back.”

      The injured Gyoroe, now with a clear, intelligent voice said, “They can’t change course. There’s not enough fuel to reach the next star.”

      “It’s enough to get them close.”

      “They saw what happened to us. They understand the risk.” He giggled, then he spoke again as a child. “The lights are very pretty, Nal. Are they for me? Is it my birthday? I would love to have a party.”

      The Blood King stood, as he too gazed now at the twelve new stars. “The Kaiaru,” he said reverently. “The Kaiaru are coming.”

      With a determined nod, Nal stood. “I’ve got to get to work. I only have a few days to figure out how the gemstones interact with these crazy energy fields. Assuming any of them survive the landing, with all the interference this planet has, they will then need help to survive the buzzing. Otherwise, it will drive them all mad.”

      “We will have a party when they get here, right?”

      The woman scratched her chin thoughtfully and said, absentmindedly, “Yes, Gyo, we will.”

      Turesobei shook his head in amazement. She had said landing, which meant those lights were—inexplicably—ships of some kind, sailing in from the stars themselves.

      “The buzzing…voices on the wind…” the Blood King said “…visible energy flows…nine kavaru…Nal….”

      At least he could see the stones and say his sister’s name now.

      “Do you know what it all means?” Turesobei asked. “Can you see yourself yet? Do you realize now that Nal’s your sister?”

      “Silence! Do not speak to me again without permission, apprentice. I do not have time to deal with your ridiculous attempts to distract me. There is much I must contemplate, and the present yet tugs upon us. We only have a few hours here at best.”

      As the Blood King knelt to meditate, Turesobei muttered a curse and took a few steps away. He wanted to wander around and examine the debris, but he wasn’t sure if it was safe to move far away, and he certainly couldn’t ask him now.

      “What is the meaning of it all?” the Blood King implored the heavens.

      “If you want to figure out something,” Turesobei muttered, “maybe you should start by looking at yourself.”

      The Blood King either didn’t hear Turesobei or ignored him.

      “He has forgotten himself,” whispered a sultry voice, “and not everything that is forgotten can be remembered by seeing it again.”

      Turesobei spun around to see a ghostly woman. And it wasn’t Hannya.
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      This woman had skin as black as night and solid white hair. Her only clothes were a loincloth, a strip of sheer fabric across her breasts, and a charcoal cloak. Anklets and bracelets of bone clinked and clacked as she sauntered forward, while silver tattoos of snakes on her forearms shimmered and seemed to writhe. But above all, there was one feature that stood out: a diamond-shaped kavaru, orange-red in color, embedded in her forehead.

      “Nalsyrra,” Turesobei blurted out in recognition.

      Once again, a bit of Chonda Lu’s memories had popped out from his kavaru. Though in this case, Turesobei had heard her name before, in a dream. Nalsyrra was the one who had told Chonda Lu about the Council of Nine’s plans. She was the one who had set everything into motion.

      And oddly, he had just seen her orange-red kavaru—the first one ever used—in Nal’s hands.

      Nal…and Nalsyrra…could they be the same person? He glanced back and forth between the ghostly woman and Gyoroe’s sister, trying to find some resemblance, but there wasn’t any.

      “Yes, that is me, Captain Nal Syrra,” she announced proudly, as she gazed at her original self. “I never forgot this moment. How could I? But I had forgotten what I looked like back then. I was beautiful…if a bit ordinary.”

      “Yes, you were,” Turesobei replied.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Beautiful, I mean. I don’t think you were ordinary.”

      She smiled. “How kind of you, Turesobei.”

      At least she didn’t think he was Chonda Lu, like most Kaiaru did upon meeting him.

      Nalsyrra looked down at her brother and sighed. “Poor Gyo. His head wound was severe, and our medical tools were lost in the crash, which was just as well since none of our technology could function here. When the others arrived, we treated him as best as we could. But he was never quite right afterward. The exposure to the energies while his brain was damaged…it changed him in ways that even I still do not fully understand.”

      The Blood King hadn’t noticed Nalsyrra’s presence. “Shouldn’t he be surprised you are here?”

      “I pulled you slightly out of phase, so we could talk in private.”

      “You’re the one who gave us the last boost of energy, aren’t you?”

      “I did not want to, but he was going to succeed with another attempt. All he needed to do was sacrifice a few souls.”

      That was exactly what Turesobei had feared the Blood King would do next.

      “How are you here, and how were you able to help us?”

      “I am channeling myself over a great distance using Hannya’s connection to you. It is a difficult procedure, but there are advantages to being me. After all, I did design the principles of magic.”

      This woman…this Kaiaru…had created the art of magic?!

      “How…how’s that even possible?”

      “I wielded the first kavaru, a stone unlike any of the others, so I do not see why this should surprise you.”

      “I…I suppose it shouldn’t.”

      “Even with the master stone, I was almost delirious by the time the others crash-landed. Otherwise, I am sure I would have created a better system. Of course, after I kicked things off, the system evolved on its own, becoming less rational with each passing century.”

      “So you’re here to help me stop him?”

      “If possible.”

      “I don’t trust you,” Turesobei said.

      Her sly smile made him shiver. “I see Lu Bei has told you about me.”

      “I know you convinced Chonda Lu to kill the Council of Nine. I saw it in a dream.”

      “I simply told Lu what the Council was doing. We shared a mutual interest in preventing others from discovering our origins.”

      “Why didn’t you help him?”

      “I wanted to remain hidden behind the scenes. I prefer to operate that way when possible. And Chonda Lu was more than able to handle it on his own. Of course, I did not know that Gyo was behind the Council of Nine. Their quest to uncover the origins of the Kaiaru was his idea. Though I am sure through their stones they felt drawn to this moment as well.”

      “I find it hard to believe that you didn’t know he was involved.” Turesobei pointed to the channeling stones lying on the ground. “Since the nine kavaru belonging to the council members were the same nine stones you first brought to Gyoroe.”

      “Until they were stolen from Chonda Lu, I did not make that connection. I see much that others cannot, and I can predict future events with surprising accuracy. But I have a blind spot when it comes to my brother and his schemes. And it had been nearly fifteen thousand years since I had brought him those kavaru. My memory is not perfect.”

      Turesobei had his doubts, but decided it wasn’t worth voicing them.

      “I spent decades trying to track down Gyo after the theft, but I could not find him. Centuries later, after Chonda Lu rediscovered Okoro, I immediately set sail. Of course, Gyo would want to return to the point of our origin. I would have looked here sooner but, like everyone else, I believed that all of Okoro had sunk into the ocean.

      “Once I reached Okoro, I encountered legends about the defeated Blood King who had wielded nine kavaru. The Shogakami refused to divulge their secrets, leaving me and Lu to search for answers on our own. Luckily, I…stumbled upon…Fangthorn, and Hannya told me everything that had happened.”

      “I didn’t see you in her memories.”

      “She kept our secret well then.”

      “She must have been angry about you leaving her in the sword.”

      “She was not pleased, but she understood why I did it.” Nalsyrra shook her head. “You were a fool to release her.”

      “I was mislead,” he replied, wondering if Nalsyrra was deceiving him, too. “Does Hannya know you are using her link to communicate with me?”

      “She sent me a message after you entered the Nexus, and so I watched and waited for this moment, knowing you would risk helping Gyo rather than seeing your companions suffer, assuming you could defeat all the guardians.”

      “How could Hannya send you a message from the Nexus?”

      “I created a special telepathic link between us. I had a hunch that, despite me leaving her trapped in the sword, she might one day find her way here. Hannya was never satisfied with her first betrayal of Gyo. She wants more than revenge. She wants atonement. That is where you come in.” Nalsyrra sighed. “Hannya has never made good decisions.”

      “But Hannya hasn’t betrayed the Blood King. She betrayed us!”

      “Do not be foolish. You are smarter than that. Hannya made the only play she could once you were in the Nexus. And I suspect she has protected you in ways you have neither seen nor understood. She will fight with you when the time comes, because you are the road to what she sees as her redemption.”

      Hannya hadn’t betrayed them after all? Turesobei had to admit that it made sense, given what he knew of her past, but he did not have time to think it all through. There was so much he needed to know and, he suspected, a limited amount of time to learn it.

      “So what did you do after you found out about the Blood King?” he asked.

      “I did what I could to strengthen the spells trapping Gyo in the Nexus, hoping he would remain imprisoned there.”

      “If you are as powerful as you claim, why didn’t you defeat the guardians and destroy the stones,” Turesobei asked. “That could have prevented this.”

      “Defeat the guardians? That I could do easily. Destroy the stones? That I cannot. Gyo is my weakness. I am unable to counter his magic. I tried many times in the past, and always I failed.”

      “You designed the way magic works, yet you cannot use it to defeat your brother?”

      “Not directly,” she replied. “I did, however, create a rather ingenious failsafe that could be used against him. Only I doubt it has yet gained enough strength to be as effective as I had hoped. To be honest, it is a long shot at best.”

      “And that failsafe is…?”

      “A secret.”

      Turesobei groaned. “Don’t you think I should know what it is?”

      “No, and for good reason.”

      “Fine,” Turesobei snapped. “Explain to me how it is that Gyoroe is immortal, when as far as I can tell, he isn’t a Kaiaru at all.”

      “Gyo is basically a living kavaru.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “The only channeling stones to be found on this planet, the very stones we needed to survive, were within walking distance of our crash site. And in the cache of kavaru I uncovered, there was one stone for every person who survived the journey here—except Gyo. So how is it possible that he thrived without a stone when others could not? It is simply one of the many mysteries I cannot answer, despite fifteen thousand years of contemplation.”

      “So if you didn’t keep up with Gyoroe, I’m guessing the two of you didn’t get along.”

      “Gyo was highly unstable, and he resented my attempts to control him. If it came to blows, I could not defeat him, so in the end, there was nothing I could do but let him go.”

      “The other Kaiaru didn’t help you keep tabs on him?”

      “Early on, they did. But as the population soared and people spread across the planet, the Kaiaru became deeply involved in their own affairs and lost track of him. Gyo’s moods turned dark. He would wander off and not be seen for centuries. Each time he emerged, he had a new personality and appearance. Those changes took such a toll on his memory that, long before the Dawning, he had forgotten himself, and by extension, me as well.”

      “If you can remember the origins of the Kaiaru, despite the Dawning, why didn’t you just tell him and save everyone from the suffering he caused searching for it?”

      “Knowledge is power, and for Gyo, this particular knowledge would represent unlimited power.”

      “How? He can’t even recognize himself.”

      “All the kavaru are connected. That is why, even though few of them remember how, all Kaiaru are capable of short-range telepathic communication without the use of magical techniques. But the connection runs far, far deeper than that.”

      “So if all the kavaru are connected,” Turesobei said, “and Gyoroe is basically a kavaru himself, that means all the kavaru are deeply connected to him.”

      “Correct.”

      “But I don’t see how that would give him unlimited power.”

      “Once Gyo fully understands the buzzing and the unbound flows of kenja he is seeing here, he will realize magic is an artificial system. He will figure out how he connects to the kavaru. And then, he will be able to rewrite the laws of magic and energy to suit his whims. He will gain control over every kavaru that exists, as well as every monster and spirit. He will become not a god but the god of this world.”

      Nalsyrra frowned at her brother, tears welling in her eyes. “Before the injury, Gyo was a good and brilliant man. Now he alternates between cruel and whimsical, kind and withdrawn. As a god he would be a terrible plague upon the world.”

      “You can’t rewrite the laws of magic you created, but he can?”

      “I am bound to the rules more than other Kaiaru because I created them. But with his deep connection to other kavaru and his massive power, Gyo could change the rules however he wished.”

      Turesobei took a deep breath and looked around at the streams of brightly-colored energy weaving between the pieces of wreckage. He tried to quickly think through all the implications of what he had learned.

      “Chonda Lu saw the origin of the Kaiaru and chose to erase it from his memory,” Turesobei said.

      “He understood the danger of anyone, including himself, knowing how we came to be. The knowledge would have haunted him for centuries. And eventually, he would have used it to somehow further his own aims. And then…”

      “You would have killed him.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I am starting to understand how dangerous this knowledge must be. And how important it is for you to maintain the secret.”

      “You are not wrong. Ages ago in Korooka, two others figured out our origins. I killed them and dumped their kavaru into the sea.”

      “So you’re going to kill me when this is over?”

      “I do not plan on doing so.”

      “I would expect you to say that regardless of your intentions.”

      “That proves you are not an idiot,” she said. “But I trust that you know what to do with the knowledge when this is all said and done.”

      “Despite my special destiny?”

      “Your special destiny is why I am trusting you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      Turesobei groaned and rubbed his temples. All this knowledge was overwhelming him. But he knew one thing. If Gyoroe could not only restore the Kaiaru but rewrite the actual laws of magic, then the stakes were far, far higher than Turesobei had realized.

      “Okay, I will stall him and endure as much torture as I can, while you ready your failsafe and gather allies. That way, once he gets free, you will be prepared to…” She was shaking her head. “I won’t have a choice, will I?”

      “Once he masters his new powers, he will be able to easily control you, or any other wizard or Kaiaru, except perhaps me.”

      “I wish Hannya had told me the truth. I would never have come here.”

      “As I said, Hannya does not make good decisions.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “It will take at least a few weeks for Gyo to figure everything out and master manipulating other kavaru. That should give you enough time.”

      “To do what?”

      “To defeat him.”

      He almost laughed at her. “He defeated me easily before, and now, he has even more power. I wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “Not in a direct confrontation, no.”

      “I assume you have a plan….”

      “The heart stones are the greatest source of Gyo’s power. If you were to break even one of them and escape, with all of your companions, you would cripple his plans. At a minimum, it would take centuries for him to break free, and he might end up trapped there forever since the stones, separated from their realms, will slowly diminish in power.”

      “Obviously, I plan on getting out with everyone, but why is that essential?”

      “Gyo has an enormous collection of kavaru that he can call back to life. He only needs—”

      “Hosts,” Turesobei said. “Okay, so how could I break one of the cylinders?”

      “His control over the heart stones is not absolute. The souls of those he sacrificed to make them are still trapped inside, and their allegiance could be shifted to you. Speak to the dead. Enlist their help.”

      “The actual souls?” Turesobei asked, horrified. “Not kenja echoes or imprinted memories?”

      “The souls themselves,” Nalsyrra replied. “There is no afterlife for them. Unless released, they will be trapped within those stone cylinders forever. It is possible that even the souls of those who volunteered to die for their Blood King will listen, if you tell them the truth of Gyo’s plans. I am sure whatever promises he gave them have thus far gone unfulfilled.”

      She touched the Mark of the Storm Dragon on his cheek. “The act of sacrifice creates more than energy. It also creates a powerful bond. I think you understand that well. So the sacrificed victims have just as much claim, collectively, on the cylinders they inhabit as Gyo does. Yet without outside help, their claim is useless.”

      “So all I need to do is connect with the stones and convince them to help me?” He frowned. “It sounds so simple, yet thus far the stones have resisted me. I couldn’t connect with the passive heart stones until I understood sacrifice as Gyoroe understands it.”

      “What you find repulsive is the cylinders themselves and the taint of Gyo’s blood magic used to make them. The souls bound within are not tainted. They are suffering, though. And I do not think it will be as simple as it sounds. There are hundreds of souls within each cylinder. Long without hope or life, they will be fearful and weak. You must rally all the souls within a stone. Only working together do they, and you, have any chance of success.”

      “And if getting their support works, what then?”

      “Reverse the polarities of as many stones as you can. The resulting conflict in the system should destroy at least one stone, if not several. Of course, you must do all of this without Gyo noticing what you are up to.”

      “Then it's hopeless. He never lets me into the room to work with the stones without being there himself.”

      “I never said it would be easy. It is likely you will fail and pay a heavy price.”

      “Okay, let’s say my companions and I simply escape the Nexus, instead of breaking any heart stones, so I’m not there to be his proxy in breaking the spell binding him. Knowing what he now knows and with the heart stones at his command, will he be able to break free on his own?”

      “Within a few years, I should think. With the ability to rewrite the laws of magic, he will not need you.”

      He sighed with defeat. “Okay, so I have to destroy a stone. But the moment I make a move against him, Gyoroe will kill Enashoma. Although, now that she has Nāa inside, he may use the chain to keep her from escaping the Nexus with us.”

      “That is exactly what he will do, since she is more useful to him alive than dead. And he must not have access to Nāa's power. When you act against him, you can free her by using his true name, Gyo Roe Syrra, along with the spell of bondage-breaking. Unlike his other names, you will be able to speak that one aloud.”

      “I have never heard of that spell before.”

      She touched his forehead, and a thought wormed its way through his brain. Then suddenly, he knew the spell perfectly, as if he had spent years studying it. And it wasn’t difficult to cast, though it did require a great deal of power.

      “Could you teach me a few more spells that way? Perhaps a spell Gyoroe would never expect? That might give me a momentary advantage against him.”

      She shook her head. “Teaching you more spells is too risky. Your only advantage is that he does not think you can defeat him. Knowing that you communicated with me could ruin that.”

      “That’s really not much of an advantage.”

      “You were doomed from the start,” Nalsyrra said. “Hannya should never have taken you into the Nexus.”

      Turesobei sighed with an air of defeat. “I will do the best I can.”

      “I wish you luck, Chonda Turesobei, for your sake as well as that of the world.”

      Nalsyrra gazed up at the new stars, the descending ships. Her mood shifted, and she smiled broadly, exposing her sharpened teeth. “It is for them that I guide, as best as I can, the course of the Kaiaru and all humanity. I must make the planet ready for them.”

      “But those are the Kaiaru coming to earth now…here in the past,” he responded in confusion. “How can you make the earth ready for them a second time?”

      With a frown, Nalsyrra looked upon him as if he were nothing more than a babe with no experience of the world. “Obviously, they will come again, and when they do, they will judge me on the quality of the world they find here.” She shot him a threatening look. “Do try not to ruin my great work.”

      Fantastic. She was just as nuts as Gyoroe.

      “Nalsyrra was always scheming,” Lu Bei had told him once, “with plans that stretched out centuries.”

      Turesobei nervously combed his fingers through his hair. Maybe him and Hannya being in the Nexus and confronting Gyo was actually part of Nalsyrra’s great plan to ready the earth for the second coming of the star ships. If so, the only question was which outcome she favored.

      He shook his head. It didn’t matter. She had given him a way to combat the Blood King. All he could do was try it and hope for the best.

      Suddenly, a force like a strong tide dragging a swimmer out into the sea gripped Turesobei. As he stumbled under a wave of intense vertigo and pain, Nalsyrra disappeared.
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      Though it was early in the evening, the single lantern in Enashoma’s room burned low. The tea bowls were empty. The plate of biscuits and berries held only crumbs.

      She snuggled into Zaiporo’s arms. “This is nice.”

      He muttered an agreement.

      “I missed this so much.”

      Again he muttered an agreement.

      She stroked a hand across his face. “The kavaru still bothers you, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m trying.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it. I’m sorry I have to spend so much time studying and meditating.”

      “I understand. And I’m glad you’re becoming a wizard. You deserve the opportunity. It’s just… never mind.”

      “The time I spend meditating and talking with Nāa bothers you, doesn’t it?”

      He nodded so slightly that she couldn’t see it, but she felt it.

      “I have to. Lord Gyoroe wants me to figure out how he came back. Nāa also helps me with my studies.” She regretted lying about the last part, but she couldn’t tell anyone he was teaching her how to fully use the Maker’s Brush.

      “I know,” he grumbled.

      She ran her fingers down along his arm to the stump several inches above his wrist. Thanks to the clean cut and the Blood King’s magic, the stump was smoothly rounded on the end with no visible scar tissue.

      “Does it still hurt?” she asked. He had been suffering from phantom pain ever since he woke up after the injury.

      “Not anymore,” he said hesitantly. “Lady Hannya went into my mind and erased the pain.”

      Enashoma sat up and slapped him on the shoulder. “You let Hannya into your mind?! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “It wasn’t a big deal, and you were busy.”

      “When did she do it?”

      “Last night.”

      “What exactly did she do?”

      “She made me meditate for about an hour in the Training Hall. It was completely dark in there. Then she put her hands on my temples and…I felt this presence in my mind…and it was…well, it was sort of like when you’re trying to recall a name or a song, but you can’t quite get it off your tongue. After a few minutes, everything went fuzzy, and I felt sick. Then I blacked out. When I came to, I was lying in my bed, and the pain was gone.”

      “Did she say anything during the procedure?”

      “She just told me to relax.” He shrugged. “I guess she could’ve cast a spell or done something sinister after I blacked out. But if she did, I don’t feel any different now.”

      “All your memories and feelings…everything’s normal? You’re not angry or confused?”

      “No more than usual. As far as I can tell.” He sighed. “Sorry I didn’t consult you beforehand. I know it was kind of impulsive.”

      Kind of? That was an overstatement. She tried to keep the hurt and worry out of her voice, and luckily the darkened roomed hid her facial expressions well. This was partly her fault, though, for not spending enough time with him. Given how distant she had been recently, and the strange feelings she had toward Nāa, it almost seemed fair.

      “If it would make you feel better, I could get Turesobei to examine my brain,” Zaiporo said. “He could figure out if she did anything weird, right?”

      “Probably.” She hated to bother Turesobei. “He’s got so much to deal with, though. Awasa could probably do it.”

      Zaiporo cringed. “I trust her. But she’s the last person I want poking around in my mind. I don’t want any Warlock leaking over.”

      “I think,” Enashoma said nervously, “that I could do it.”

      “You don’t sound confident.”

      “Well, I’ve never tried the technique before, and I haven’t directly studied it. I know the principles and the mudras I would need. Basically, I’d be winging it.”

      “So it’s too risky?”

      "I’m not so much worried that I’d screw it up. I’m more worried that I don’t know what to look for. I only know the most basic spells.”

      “But you could see if something was really wrong, right?”

      “Maybe?” She shrugged. “You know, I’m sure it’s fine. We can get Turesobei to look once he has time.”

      Zaiporo half-chuckled. “You’re not going to relax until you know for sure, are you?”

      She sighed. “Probably not.”

      “Then give it a try. I don’t want you to worry.”

      He had seemed confident at first, but now he was lying. Her concern about Hannya fiddling with his mind must have scared him. What the heck was he thinking? He should’ve known better. But then…maybe the phantom pain had been far worse than he was letting on. Maybe it was hurting so bad he couldn’t take it anymore.

      The kavaru’s pulse spiked, and a thought tingled deep within her mind. “Oh, Nāa could help me with the spell. He’d know what to look for, and since he sees what I see….”

      Zaiporo’s entire body stiffened beside her. Then he released a sigh of frustration. “Fine, do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Just do it already.”

      Enashoma stood up from the sleeping mat and moved a few feet away. She crossed her legs and drew her fingers into mudras. Her breathing was plenty deep, but her mind wasn’t calm. She tried to picture the lavender field, but couldn’t manage it.

      Screw it. She’d just communicate directly. She opened her mind to the kavaru, and Nāa spoke to her.

      “I’m glad I can’t remember being a teenager in love.”

      “You’re certainly not missing out,” Enashoma responded telepathically. “I assume you heard everything….”

      “Yes, and the procedure is simple enough. I can talk you through it. And if Hannya did anything to him, I should be able to tell.”

      It was weird to hear his voice and not see him. It was kind of like talking to someone in another room, only she could hear him perfectly.

      Over the next half hour, Nāa detailed everything she should do, which was a good thing, because the methods she had planned to use were neither the safest nor most effective ones.

      “I can do it,” she said to Zaiporo. “But you must allow me in explicitly, with no reservations. Hannya could access your mind even if you had doubts and were scared. She might could even do it if you resisted. I cannot. You have to be accepting.”

      Zaiporo knelt across from her. “I trust you, Shoma.”

      “First, I’m going to enter your surface thoughts, so it would be best not to think of anything.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “What I mean is don’t focus on anything in particular. Just let thoughts drift by. After observing your mind at the surface level, I will have to delve beyond your memories and subconscious thoughts to access your primal mind. The whole process should only take a few minutes.”

      “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Enashoma adopted a telepathic-channeling mudra with her right hand, chanted a rudimentary spell, then placed two fingertips from her left hand onto his forehead. She focused her energy…then entered his surface thoughts.

      Zaiporo thought about her…the lantern on the right wall…Nāa…food…the lantern…the cold floor…her fingertips on his forehead…Hannya…Nāa…love…her curves…her fingertips…the lantern.

      She looked around and didn’t see anything unusual. But if anything were wrong at this level, it probably would have been obvious in his behavior.

      “Everything looks fine from here, Nāa said. “Let’s probe deeper.

      Enashoma shifted the fingers of her right hand into a slightly different mudra and spoke another phrase. Focusing on nothing in particular, they delved through multiple layers of thought and memory and sped through the turmoil of his emotions. No traces of magic nor abnormalities appeared.

      Finally, they entered the most primal part of his mind, where everyone’s survival instincts and basic emotions were hardwired. According to Nāa, if Hannya was going to alter Zaiporo in some devious manner, this is where she would do it, so that when the moment arrived, her programming would override his emotions and intentions.

      Enashoma scanned, but didn’t sense anything unusual. All she encountered were the intense, primal urges she had expected to face, many of them embarrassingly centered on her.

      But then something unexpected happened.

      Enashoma found herself in spirit form, standing in the midst of a large cavern dominated by shadows. The few torches within the room revealed the edge of a crowd of zaboko clad in wicker armor, wearing wide-brimmed helmets and bearing hammers and spears. Based on the shuffles in the darkness, the crowd numbered hundreds, perhaps thousands.

      Enashoma stood in a torchlit clearing between them and a wide stalagmite that rose twenty-feet up into the high cavern. On top of the stalagmite was a throne of bones, and upon that throne sat a shadowy, female figure. A terrible force radiated from her. It was so intense that Enashoma began to tremble. There was something in the woman's power that reminded her of Hannya…something…dragon-like.

      With fear etched upon his face, Zaiporo appeared ghostly beside her.

      “Shoma, what is this? What’s going on?”

      “You don’t know?” Enashoma asked.

      He shook his head. “How did we get here?”

      “We’re in a spirit location. Like the lavender field where I go to train with Nāa. Only this is within your mind.”

      “I’ve never seen this place before,” Zaiporo said. “And I don’t think I’ve dreamed of it either. Why are we here?”

      Enashoma shrugged. “No idea.”

      “You have stumbled into an implanted memory,” Nāa said, appearing beside them. “It is most likely a message. Though not one for us, I think.”

      Zaiporo stepped around Enashoma to stand face-to-face with Nāa. He had never seen Nāa before and knew his appearance only by the intentionally vague descriptions Enashoma had given, descriptions that left out Nāa’s beauty. Zaiporo scowled, then turned narrow eyes upon Enashoma. He started to say something—

      But then the crowd parted as Hannya swept into the cavern.

      “What did you do?” Enashoma asked her.

      Hannya made no response.

      Leaving aside whatever he was going to say about Nāa, Zaiporo stormed up to Hannya. “You tricked me!”

      Again she didn’t respond.

      “It is no use,” Nāa said. “She is not actually here. She is merely part of the implanted memory.”

      Hannya bowed before the shadowy woman on the throne.

      “Dearest sister, long has it been since last we met…back when we were still enemies. Let those days be gone and show kindness to those I have sent before you. Behold, the Crown of Erendai, returned to you at last! Let the long war between us end.”

      Hannya fell upon both knees and touched her forehead to the floor. “Dearest sister, forgive them, if not me, and let them pass.”

      The scene flickered, and Hannya disappeared. But the torchlit chamber, Hannya’s shadowy sister, and the zaboko crowd remained.

      Zaiporo’s eyes went suddenly wide, and he paled in fear. “Have…have you seen their markings?”

      Enashoma stepped toward the crowd, then saw the dark, tiger-stripe markings on the skin of all the zaboko warriors. But those stripes were not mere tattoos. They were a sign of blessing given to the chosen of Queen Mekazi of the Keshuno, the Shadow Dragon and the reputed mother of the zaboko race. Only Nazyraga, Lord of Monsters, was feared more than Mekazi Keshuno. Buried deep within the hardscrabble Pale Wastes, hers was the only nation of free zaboko. And her people were fierce and warlike. They were fanatical in their devotion to their queen and in their hatred of the baojendari and k’chasa races.

      Zaiporo spun around and bowed before her.

      “It’s only an image,” Enashoma said.

      “It does not matter,” Zaiporo said. “She is the mother of all my people. I must honor her.”

      “But you’ve never even spoken about her before.”

      “Knowledge of her, what little we normal zaboko have, is passed down through each generation, from parents to children. In whispers only, so that the baojendari masters will not hear, and because more than the baojendari, more than anything else, we fear her.”

      Hannya again swept into the chamber and bowed before the throne. “Dearest sister, long has it been since last we met….”

      “The message is repeating,” Enashoma said.

      “Mekazi, eh?” Nāa said. “I do not recall ever seeing her, but of course, I know her name. She must have survived the Catastrophe, when earthquakes plunged most of the continent of Okoro into the ocean, which means she has been here for a long time.”

      Zaiporo stood. He was trembling. He glanced back up to the throne and shivered. “Why would Hannya bury this message deep within me? And what crown is she talking about?”

      Enashoma touched the circlet on her head that held the amethyst kavaru in place. “This one, perhaps?”

      Zaiporo scanned the crowd and again glanced at the throne. “Does she…does she think we’re going to end up here in—”

      “Shoma, we must leave now!” Nāa said, interrupting him. “The Blood King has ghosted into the past.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “I am certain,” he replied. “I felt a massive surge of energy through my kavaru and the heart stones…and I can hear them vibrating in harmony.”

      “It would’ve been nice if Turesobei had warned us,” Enashoma said.

      “He may not have expected to do it today,” Nāa said. “Come, we must begin at once.”
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      Enashoma leapt to her feet in the real world. She reached under her sleeping mat and pulled out the Maker’s Brush. Then she grabbed a pot of dark-iron ink. Why did Turesobei have to go off and help the Blood King ghost into the past without letting anyone know?

      As she headed toward the door, Zaiporo grabbed her arm. “Shoma, what in Torment’s going on?!” His hand was shaking.

      “I’m sorry, Zai. I know there’s a lot we need to talk about. But I’ve got to go. I’ll explain later. I promise.”

      “You keep telling me you’re sorry.”

      “Because I am.”

      “You’re doing something dangerous, aren’t you?”

      “And super important.” She put her hands on his broad chest. “And it’s something only I can do.”

      “But Shoma—”

      “If I get caught, I’ll be punished—severely. I don’t want anyone else to suffer because of me.”

      “If you’re sure there’s nothing I can do….”

      She gave him a deep kiss, which he returned half-heartedly. “Just wish me luck.”

      Enashoma sprinted down the hallway and out across the courtyard. She didn’t run into anyone along the way, which was fortunate since she didn’t have time for explanations. She sped into the Throne Room and up the steps to the dais.

      “How long do you think we have?” she asked Nāa.

      “No idea,” he replied.

      She realized suddenly that she had accessed his presence without mudras, spells, or meditation. But maybe it was working easily because they had just been in contact while exploring Zaiporo’s mind.

      The image of Hannya bowing before Mekazi Keshuno flashed through her memories, and she shivered. No, she couldn’t think about that. The embedded message was a problem for another day. She had to block it out and focus on the task at hand: stealing control of the jade throne from the Blood King.

      “Will you be able to sense their return?”

      “I cannot guarantee it,” Nāa replied. “But there should be a dramatic shift in the energies when they do. Right now, the power is still building up, so I do not think they have yet reached their destination.”

      Enashoma unwrapped the brush and settled her fingers around the polished wood handle. Though she had practiced with a copy of it in the spirit world, using the real thing was different. Now that she’d trained in the magical arts, she could feel the power coursing through it more than ever before. It did have the same familiar energy as Nāa’s kavaru, and now that she thought about it, Lu Bei as well.

      She had spent nearly every free moment over the last week rehearsing this procedure on a spirit copy of the throne. She knew the pictograms well enough. The tricky part would be keeping her focus and doing them fast enough while still being precise. Most importantly, she had to make the masking mark after every ten pictograms so that all the symbols would disappear when she finished.

      She knelt behind the back of the throne, dipped the Maker’s Brush into the pot of ink, and began drawing….

      She had covered the entire back of the throne when Nāa said, “The energy fields within the Inner Sanctum have stabilized. I believe they have reached their destination.”

      She wasn’t even halfway done, and she had no idea how long it would take the Blood King to discover what he wished to know. She took a deep breath. Nothing to do but carry on. Scripting the pictograms as fast as she could, she returned to work….

      “The energies have shifted again,” Nāa said. “I think they are returning.”

      Having lost herself in the work, Enashoma had no idea how much time had passed. She rocked back on her heels and studied her output. Nearly all the throne was covered in pictograms now. All she had left was the seat. She nodded her acknowledgement of Nāa’s warning and continued. Several minutes later, she drew the last pictogram with a flourish, then made the activation mark.

      One-by-one in sequence, the pictograms flared then winked out, like a chain of flickering fireflies. After the last one flashed, all the marks disappeared. Even if everything else failed, the Blood King wouldn’t know what she’d done. Only someone who had used the brush could see them, and only if they were using kenja sight.

      Panting for breath, she wiped the sweat from her brow and smiled.

      “Looks like I got it.”

      “If anything, your artistry improved during the attempt,” Nāa said. “Now, we can—”

      A muffled voice rumbled from deep within the Workshop, perhaps coming from the Inner Sanctum. She recognized the tone. The Blood King was angry.

      “They are back,” Nāa said. “Go quickly!”

      Enashoma wrapped the Maker’s Brush up and hid it within her inner robe. “Here goes!”

      She ran behind the throne, focused her mind on the kavaru vault, then leapt through the wall. Worst case scenario, she would end up tumbling down the stairs into the Workshop, which was always open to them. And she had an excuse for being caught there. She had purposefully left one of her spell books behind during her last training session. The Blood King, who was preoccupied with ghosting into the past, hadn’t even noticed that she’d done so.

      She stumbled into a pitch-dark room and caught her balance.

      “Where are we?”

      “The vault,” Nāa said. “Though I meant for you to runaway.”

      “I know, but I was afraid we wouldn’t get another chance.”

      She summoned a simple fire globe, which was hard enough for her. She didn’t have much practice with the spell, and she had already spent most of her internal kenja drawing the pictograms.

      Enashoma raced along the wall and quickly found the second version of Chonda Lu’s kavaru in one of the storage cubes. Thousands of stones glinted beneath the light of her fire globe.

      “Should I get more than one? Perhaps a kavaru for Awasa?”

      “The more you take, the more likely the Blood King will realize one is missing.”

      “You’re probably right. Just seems like a shame to leave them all here—with him.”

      Enashoma pulled the top of her inner robe outward and dropped the kavaru into her cleavage.

      She took a deep breath and steeled her nerves. “Here we go.”

      Thinking of the Throne Room, she darted out through the door.
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      A strong hand pulled Turesobei up onto his feet. The pain and vertigo eased immediately. He looked up into Gyoroe’s smiling face. They were still in the ancient past with the wreckage of the star ship scattered around them.

      “You were out of phase,” Lord Gyoroe said.

      Turesobei’s breath caught, and his heart skipped a beat.

      “I should have warned you not to wander too far away.”

      Turesobei breathed again.

      Lord Gyoroe sighed. “Alas, we can stay no longer.”

      “Did you find the knowledge you sought?”

      “Indeed, I did!” Lord Gyoroe replied triumphantly. “And so much more. Not only do I now know how to restore the Kaiaru, I can also bring forth a new Golden Age, one far grander than the last.”

      Turesobei barely refrained from flinching. This close to the end, he couldn’t let Gyoroe suspect anything. In fact, it would probably be best to pretend that he had begun to believe in Gyoroe’s vision of the future, having been inspired by the sight of Korooka. Of course, he’d have to be careful not to oversell that, or Gyoroe would become suspicious.

      “I look forward to seeing a new Korooka, master.”

      “See it you will, apprentice,” Lord Gyoroe said. “For you will be my top lieutenant, one step below Hannya.” His voice dropped an octave. “Provided you continue to serve me well.”

      “Will it be difficult to achieve, master?”

      “Not as difficult as I had thought, but my understanding is not yet complete. There are techniques I must practice and master. Decisions I must make; plans I must outline. To make any real progress, however, I must first escape this prison and return to Okoro—as soon as possible.”

      The world shifted around them as they sped forward through the time stream. Turesobei again blocked out the vertigo and nausea, finding it easier to do so this time.

      The wreckage faded from view, replaced by an expanse of crude huts. Then a village formed…then a town…then a city growing larger and larger, until a wave of disasters brought it low and erased it from the earth.

      They sped toward the present, but Turesobei struggled, instinctively, to keep them in the past. He didn’t want to go back, knowing how difficult and how dangerous the next few days would be.

      “Apprentice, let go.”

      Turesobei breathed in deeply, then exhaled and released his energy from the ritual. The past became nothing but a continuous blur, until his ghostly form slammed back into his body in the present.

      With his consciousness restored to his physical body, Turesobei collapsed onto the floor, his heart pounding. Sweat soaked his clothing, and his muscles ached. If he hadn’t known better, he would’ve sworn he’d just finished an all-day sparring session. When his consciousness had been in the past, he’d had no idea how much strain his body was enduring.

      Suddenly, stabbing pains shot through his chest and down his arms while waves of heat crashed up his neck into his head. Then he began to convulse.

      Stumbling, Hannya rushed over to him. “Beloved, he’s going into shock.”

      With leaden steps, Lord Gyoroe closed in. “Move aside.”

      Gyoroe placed a hand on Turesobei’s head and cast a healing spell. Cool energy flowed down through his body. His breathing and heart rate slowed to normal. His muscles, still fatigued, relaxed. But despite the spell, he remained utterly exhausted.

      As Hannya breathed a sigh of relief and fell to her knees, Turesobei noticed that she and Gyoroe were both drenched in sweat as well. She, in particular, appeared exhausted.

      While Gyoroe was no doubt equally fatigued, it was obvious based on his wild-eyed expression that he was enthused by his success. Unlike Turesobei and Hannya, he faced a future that promised to give him everything he desired.

      Lu Bei lay in diary form beside Turesobei. It was likely he had reverted to that state when Turesobei’s energy had run low.

      Gyoroe removed the circlets and wires from Turesobei and Hannya, then sat cross-legged nearby. “Rest a few minutes.”

      While Gyoroe meditated, Turesobei avoided meeting Hannya’s gaze. Did she know anything about what he and Nalsyrra had discussed, since they had used her connection to him? He should have asked Nalsyrra about that. It would be best if Hannya knew about the plan, and the consequences of failure.

      After fifteen minutes, a violet-eyed Gyoroe stood, with a victorious smile still plastered on his face. “You have both rested enough. Now you shall help me break free of this prison. Get up. We have work to do. I must return to the world.”

      “No,” Turesobei groaned.

      Scarlet flaring into his eyes, Lord Gyoroe stomped over to him. “Did you just tell me no?”

      “Master, I want to help you, but I can’t do it now.”

      Gyoroe grabbed him around the neck, lifted him high, and slammed him against the glass wall of the dome. “Do not play games with me, or those you love will suffer greatly!”

      “I barely made it…through that,” Turesobei choked. “I need rest.”

      Lord Gyoroe snarled. “Find a way to keep going.”

      “Beloved,” Hannya pleaded, “let the boy rest. He is not a Kaiaru, and he does not have your strength. For that matter, neither do I. You have spent centuries striving for this knowledge…for this opportunity. A few days of waiting will not hurt. I fear that if we tried now, I would disappoint you as well.”

      Gyoroe glared at her a few moments, then his eyes shifted back to violet. He released Turesobei, who hit the floor, struggling to breathe.

      “You have one day to rest, apprentice. Hannya, get him out of here.” He knelt in the protective circle. “And do not disturb me again today. I have much to think on.”

      Hannya helped Turesobei to his feet, and he leaned his weight on her as he still gasped for air. They left the Inner Sanctum and headed up the stairs out of the Workshop.

      “How do you feel?” she asked.

      “I’ll be okay.”

      As he said those words, he met her eyes and directed his thoughts toward her, hoping there was still some connection between them.

      “I don’t know if you heard any of my discussion with Nalsyrra, but this is far worse than we could've imagined. Lord Gyoroe can’t go free under any circumstance. I have a plan, but it’s not likely to work. Be ready.”

      They stepped through the wall and appeared behind the jade throne. A split second later, something barreled into them from behind. Hannya stumbled, and Turesobei crashed into the throne. He staggered to his feet, and Hannya held him up. They turned around.

      Enashoma gave them a flustered smile. “Oh, Sobei. There you are! I…was looking everywhere…for you,” she panted. “I was hoping you could…help me with a few spells that are…giving me trouble.”

      As her eyes locked onto Enashoma, Hannya snarled. “Watch where you are going.”

      Enashoma bowed. “Sorry, Lady Hannya. I didn’t mean to…run into you like that. I thought I…was just surprising Turesobei…as he came out of the Workshop.”

      “This is not a place for games,” Hannya snapped. Then she shoved Turesobei into Enashoma’s arms.

      “If you need anything further, then ask the servants.”

      As she stepped back into the Workshop, Turesobei raised an eyebrow at Enashoma. But she wouldn’t meet his gaze. He felt a strong, familiar magic in the Throne Room, one he had not felt in some time, but he couldn’t quite identify it.

      And there was something else…something even more familiar…intimate even. He sensed its presence coming from Enashoma’s chest.

      “Are you okay, Sobei?” She wrapped an arm around him and helped him down the steps. “You look absolutely exhausted.”

      He closed his eyes and listened. As the energies of the room brushed past, he realized what he had sensed. How or why she had the other version of Chonda Lu’s kavaru, he had no idea. But he knew better than to ask.
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      Enashoma sat beside Turesobei, sharing a plate of berries, while Kurine drew a bath for him. Enashoma was trying to hide it, but he could tell she was tired, too. And she reeked of magic. It was a good thing she wasn’t anywhere near the Blood King right now, or he’d know something was up. It was also a good thing he’d been distracted while Enashoma was stealing the copy of Chonda Lu’s kavaru.

      Lu Bei popped back into fetch form. He started to smile at Enashoma—then sputtered a hello, his eyes wide with surprise. He gathered his composure, taking some effort to mask his expressions and control his trembling, then cleared his throat.

      “Why don’t I make some tea?” He flew up to his nest. “I think I have the perfect blend for this occasion.”

      At Kurine’s prompting, Turesobei recounted his journey. He focused on the great city of Korooka and the experience of moving back through time, while keeping the Kaiaru origins vague. He wasn’t sure anyone should ever know about what he had seen.

      While brewing, Lu Bei trembled so much he sloshed tea everywhere. Three times, he had to stop and wipe off the table. As he brought a bowl to Turesobei, he spilled half the contents onto the floor.

      “So sorry, master.”

      Turesobei had wondered if the fetch could record what his master had seen in the distant past. Lu Bei’s nervousness answered that question. Enashoma unexpectedly bearing the extra kavaru had doubtlessly increased the tension. The fetch’s eyes met Turesobei’s. If the truth of the past had shocked Turesobei, it had clearly affected Lu Bei even more.

      Frowning, Lu Bei again apologized for his clumsiness.

      “Are you okay, little demon?” Kurine asked.

      “Yes, mistress, I’m fine. Master’s struggles have merely fatigued me. In fact, I think I shall turn into a book now and nap for a while.”

      “Mistress?” Enashoma asked, draining her tea bowl.

      “Oh that,” Kurine said. “It’s…it’s because I bested him in a dare.”

      Enashoma raised an eyebrow, glanced between Kurine and Turesobei, then pressed her lips tightly together. She stood up. “I’ll let you get your bath now, Sobei. Good night.”

      After a long, quiet bath, Kurine massaged Turesobei’s sore muscles while humming a goronku lullaby. When he woke ten hours later, he bathed again. With a week of sleep, he thought he might feel rested. He considered having food brought to the room, then decided against it. He wasn’t going to avoid his companions when they seemed to have so few days left to be together.

      At lunch he recounted the tale to everyone and tried to avoid talking about the origins of the Kaiaru. But they kept asking, until he responded by saying, “There were swirling energies and strange noises…shapes and forms I could not decipher. I think it’s something only a Kaiaru would understand, because it made little sense to me.”

      As he stood, he placed a hand on Awasa’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      She smiled and said out loud, “It was just a bit of torture. Honestly, I was glad I could help things proceed.” But what she said to him telepathically was: “You look haunted. Was the experience in the past that bad?”

      “The Kaiaru origin is fascinating. But what the Blood King learned was truly terrible. We cannot free him under any circumstance. The stakes are far higher than we ever imagined.”

      He hugged her tight. “I really am sorry.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” she asked.

      “At this point? Not really. Even if you were to kill me and everyone else here, it would only delay him.”

      “So we’re doomed?”

      “Not quite. There’s a chance, however slight, that I might be able to stop him.”

      “Will we survive it?”

      He gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m glad we became such good friends, Wasa. I can’t imagine not having you in my life.”
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      After a soothing night with Iniru, Turesobei headed off to the Inner Sanctum. He took a deep breath, then entered the Workshop. Gyoroe and Hannya were waiting in front of the door to the Inner Sanctum.

      “You are late,” a violet-eyed Lord Gyoroe said.

      “Sorry, master, I overslept.”

      Lord Gyoroe growled and opened the door.

      The truth was Turesobei had dawdled. He’d been afraid to come, afraid to face this day. It had been so hard to leave Iniru, knowing the danger today held. They entered the Inner Sanctum, and Turesobei knelt beside Hannya, across from the emerald-eyed Gyoroe. Lu Bei settled down in front of Turesobei and reverted to his diary form.

      “Because of the spells the Shogakami placed upon the Nexus,” Lord Gyoroe said, “I cannot readily, even with the power at hand, do this on my own. To do it without you might take me…weeks…months…maybe even a year.” The eyes shifted to flickering violet and scarlet. “And neither of us wants that.”

      “What do I need to do, master?”

      The eyes returned to emerald. “Inconceivable as it might seem, it will take more effort to break free of this place than it did to go back in time. So you must first expand your connection to the heart stones. You will need either a deeper bond with the passive cylinders or a connection to both the active and passive stones. After that, we will proceed to the next step. That will only require your knowledge of how to work the gates.”

      Turesobei took a few deep breaths, closed his eyes, and opened his mind.

      The passive stones, hosting the souls of the Blood King’s most zealous followers, remained receptive since Turesobei knew the feeling of having to sacrifice someone who loved him in order to accomplish a greater goal. For Turesobei the goal wasn’t to attain power, but the difference apparently didn’t matter.

      To switch the allegiance of a stone, he had to get the soul of every sacrificed follower within a cylinder to side with him. He had no idea what the Blood King had promised the sacrificial volunteers within the passive stones. If even one soul in a stone remained content with their decision to give their life for to the Blood King, it would ruin the attempt. And he probably only had a single chance to break the stones before Lord Gyoroe figured out what he was up to.

      The unreceptive active stones contained the souls most likely to aid him, since they hadn’t volunteered. But he had no idea how to get the active cylinders themselves to interact with him. He just couldn’t understand the mindset that had constructed those stones, so he couldn’t reach out to them with the proper emotional state.

      The active stones had been created through murder, solely for acquiring power. Turesobei struggled with the necessity of killing to defend his own people and their homeland. Ending another life out of greed was an entirely alien concept for him, and he could never imagine the emotions it would involve.

      He groaned. Why was he always in over his head? Why did this sort of thing keep happening to—

      That was it! He would deal with it the way he always handled situations where he was in over his head. He would call on Chonda Lu’s experiences.

      While to his knowledge Chonda Lu had never killed anyone solely for power, he had caused great suffering in order to exact a terrible revenge on at least one enemy: Motekeru. Though he hadn’t been slain, Motekeru’s life had essentially been stripped away. And then he had been transformed into an eternal servant, suffering the whims of a cruel master—just as the souls within the stones had been bound, without their consent, to serve the Blood King for all time.

      So maybe if Turesobei channeled his inner Chonda Lu the same way that he did when he cast Kaiaru spells, he could draw on the kavaru's memories.

      He reached out telepathically to the stones, trying to conjure Chonda Lu’s feelings when he’d created Motekeru. To his surprise—and then horror—the kavaru brought it all to him vividly.

      Dark anger seethed through him, fueled by a twisted need for vengeance. He had to make his enemy feel all the pain he felt and more—far more. Images flashed in his mind: a wizard’s workshop splattered with blood…a man with his arms and legs hacked off, the wounds cauterized…runes carved into the remaining flesh…deep brown eyes open and alert…a hot, silver blade slicing into those eyes….

      Successive waves of revulsion struck Turesobei, or rather Chonda Lu. He could have killed this man like so many other enemies. Instead of a swift, merciful end, he could have tortured him for a while. But this…this went far beyond that. He had inflicted two weeks of torturous spell preparations and surgeries upon Motekeru. He could still end it. He didn’t have to go through with it.

      But he believed the only hope he had of relieving the pain in his heart was by suffering that, and so much more, upon Motekeru. The satisfaction of revenge would make things right. And he would gain a powerful servant. Never again would he have to send one he loved into danger and suffer the tragic consequences of doing so.

      Choking back the bile rising into his throat, Turesobei reached out to the active stones, and finally they responded to him.

      “At last!” Lord Gyoroe said. “Maintain the connection while I again prepare the chain and the circlets to link us together.” Eyes bright blue, Gyoroe clapped his hands gleefully. “My long imprisonment soon shall end!”

      Turesobei blocked out the sights and emotions from Chonda Lu’s past, wishing he could forget them completely.

      Now he had to make contact with the souls inside, and fast.

      The tricky part was that he needed to speak effectively with hundreds of different souls who had long been cut off from the world. Trapped in a formless limbo, it would be difficult for them to interact with their fellow inmates, much less an outsider.

      Turesobei needed to give form and substance to their formless existence. And it would be best if he only had to speak with a single representative entity. Unfortunately, the Blood King’s haste didn’t leave Turesobei much time to conjure a specific image and voice for the bound souls. He would have to simply trust his subconscious imagination to do the job.

      But he was ready for this. Grandfather Kahenan had taught him what was considered a peculiar and unlikely philosophy. “At the most basic level, spell effects, even summoned demons, are nothing more than thoughts and emotions given physical form—if not by you then by someone else.”

      Considering what Turesobei had learned of the origin of magic, that was entirely accurate.

      Turesobei formed a hand into the mudra of connecting thought. Then using as much of his inner kenja as he could risk without attracting attention, he envisioned and mentally activated the runes for making known the unknown and giving form to the formless. Finally, he telepathically projected himself toward the active heart stone of Autumn, which seemed the most receptive.

      His kenja spiked, and his vision dimmed. For a few moments he couldn't see, hear, or feel anything.

      Just as he edged toward panic, his senses returned, and he found himself standing on an icy plain in the Ancient Cold and Deep.
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      Turesobei scanned the area, but found nothing more than a barren waste of ice and drifting snow. Of all the places his mind could have led him to, why here?

      “What do you want from us?” asked a small, sweet voice.

      He spun around and gasped. The collected souls had taken the form of an eight-year-old girl in a simple robe, with her limbs exposed to the cold but unharmed by it. The Winter Child. She stood a dozen paces away, her ice-blue eyes fixed strangely upon him, as if she were trying to stare through him and see into his soul. The wound where Awasa had plunged Sumada through the girl’s chest gaped open. Blood still trickled from the marks on her throat, where Awasa had bitten deep to drink her blood.

      Was it guilt that had brought him here to face her? Or were the souls within the heart stone testing him? Perhaps they demanded an answer for this atrocity he was, in part, responsible for. Perhaps he demanded it of himself.

      “I have come to seek your aid against the Blood King,” Turesobei said.

      “The one who forced us upon his altars and shed our blood?”

      “The very same.”

      “You are his apprentice,” the copy of the Winter Child said.

      “Only because I had no other choice. I reject the terrible crimes he committed against you and countless others.”

      “You are Chonda Lu,” the child declared. “You created the slave Motekeru.”

      “That wasn’t me. I didn’t do that.”

      “Lies,” the child countered. “We saw the terrible truth when you connected to our prison.”

      “I am closely linked with Chonda Lu, but he and I are not the same. I would never do such a thing. I embraced those memories from his kavaru so that I could connect with the heart stone you inhabit, but only so that I could come here and speak to you. I desperately need your help.”

      “You wish only to bind us. To make his power your own. We will not trade one master for another.”

      “I don’t want power.”

      “More lies. Every man craves power.”

      “I swear I’m telling the truth,” he argued. “I do not covet power, especially if it was gained through blood sacrifices. I only ask that you help me stop him. Not for revenge, and not for my sake nor even for the sake of my friends, but for the world. Otherwise millions more like you soon will suffer.”

      “What does it matter to us if the world suffers? We are far removed from that cruel place.”

      “Please, I beg you.”

      “With power comes corruption.”

      “I’m not even going to keep the power. I’m going to use it to destroy the stones. Your souls will then be free.”

      “We do not believe you.”

      “Look, I have always had power, though I have never wanted it. And I have always used it for the good of others, to the best of my ability.”

      The child shook her head sadly. “We do not trust you.”

      “Search my thoughts then,” Turesobei said boldly. “I will open myself to you completely, so that you may see the truth of who I am.”

      The Winter Child peered at him with her head cocked at a funny angle. “You will give us access to your mind…your memories…your soul? You trust us that much?”

      “I trust in the rightness of my actions.”

      The child approached him. “Are you sure? It is not wise to open one’s self to another, much less to we who are many.”

      Suppressing his fear, Turesobei swallowed and nodded. “I will do whatever it takes to stop the Blood King. I open myself to you.”

      The child stood on her tiptoes and touched his forehead. A piercing cold burrowed deep into his mind. His link with the active Autumn heart stone faltered a moment…but it held.

      The pain departed, leaving him gasping for breath.

      “You are a good person—truly,” the child said with an appreciative nod. “And honorable. On that we agree.”

      “So you will help me?”

      “We are sorry, but no. We cannot fight him. He is our master, and we are bound to him forever.”

      “You saw into my mind! You know his claim on the heart stone is no less than your own.”

      “Maybe, but we are weak—too weak. Long have we existed without hope. And without hope, we have faded. We no longer remember our homes, our friends, our families. Even the simple pleasures of life, like food and drink, are meaningless to us now. It is those things that give you strength, but the loss of those things makes us…less than human.”

      “But there are so many of you! United you would be strong.”

      “Our will to resist was stripped from us ages ago,” the child lamented. “It is our fate to remain here.”

      “But if we succeed you will at last move on to the afterlife. You will be free.”

      “Free to do what? To die? We have not even names anymore. What is freedom to those without identity?”

      “Well….” Turesobei struggled to find the right argument. He had shown them everything they needed to know, yet they couldn’t understand it.

      The child stepped away and began to fade into the frozen white expanse. “We are sorry that we cannot help you, Chonda Turesobei. Though many, we the nameless are too insignificant. We wish you luck.”

      Turesobei groaned with frustration. This had been such a waste of effort. Now he must choose another stone and hope he had time to convince the souls within it to help, before Lord Gyoroe was ready for the next step. But this stone and the souls within had seemed to him the most receptive. Would the result be any different with another stone? All of them teemed with souls without hope…without bravery…without identity…nameless…

      Nameless! Turesobei pumped his fist into the imaginary arctic air. That was it!

      “Wait!” he cried, rushing toward her. “I know how to make you strong.”

      The child stopped fading. “How?”

      “I have given you a single form, here in this place, to make it easier for us to interact, but the truth is that you are still many nameless individuals. What if I could bind all of you together into one entity and give you a name? One name, one being…until death.”

      The child’s form again solidified, and her eyes lit with desire. “An identity…for us?”

      “If you want.”

      “We agree!” the child said eagerly. “We want a name again! What name will you give us?”

      Turesobei scratched his chin and paced, his mind rapidly flitting through lists of potential names. He was running out of time, but he couldn’t choose just any name. He had to pick the right one, a perfect one. The meaning of a name, especially in a situation like this, was of the utmost importance. What name…what name….

      “Noboro!” he said. “That was the name of my father, who died to save me. His was an old name, a good name. It means free to wander.”

      “Noboro?” The child bobbed her head. “Yes, that is a good name. We will take this name from you.”

      “Excellent. Then we shall stand together against the Blood King.”

      The Winter Child’s face creased into a deep, worried frown, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “But…it’s not so easy as that. Named or unnamed, still we fear him. We are too afraid to stand up against him.”

      Another problem? Turesobei restrained a cry of frustration and maintained his cool. “Once I formally give you the name, I think you will see things differently.”

      “We think not,” she said, “for you do not understand. We died afraid—all of us. Fear is all we have left. Therefore, we are fear itself.”

      Turesobei smiled and went immediately to his second choice of names. “Then I will also name you Torituro, which means fearless. The names Noboro and Torituro will become part of your identity.”

      She bounced on her heels. “You will make us fearless and free to wander?!”

      “Yes, I will.”

      Beside the Winter Child the image of Narbenu, his deceased goronku rescuer and guide, suddenly appeared. “We, the souls of the active heart stone of the Winter Realm, shall take this name, too.”

      And then the specter of Kemsu also emerged from Turesobei’s subconscious. “We, the souls of the active heart stone of the Spring Realm, have heard your plea. We shall take this name as well.”

      And last, the ghost of his father materialized. “We, the souls of the active heart stone of the Nexus, shall proudly stand together and join you in battle against the Blood King.”

      Turesobei choked back his emotions at the sight of his father, standing before him, appearing exactly as he had in life. Then he went to work, hoping the two spells he needed but had never before cast would function properly in this spirit realm and do the trick.

      Turesobei cast the spell of binding diverse entities, normally used only to combine tiny spirits or demons before banishing them, and extended it to bind together the souls within each stone aiding him. Having already given form to the formless made it much easier.

      The spell left him light-headed and nearly breathless, but he had no time to rest. The binding would fail within moments if he didn’t give them an identity. He employed a simple spell normally used only at childbirth: the incantation of naming one unnamed. With that he formally gave the sacrificed spirits the names Noboro and Torituro.

      The eyes of all four burned bright as they spoke in unison. “We—Noboro Torituro—are slaves no longer. Our allegiance we give to you, Chonda Turesobei. Let us do battle against the Blood King and show him that we are strong!”

      Turesobei shook his head. It was amazing how souls that were cowering in fear a few minutes ago were now so eager to do battle.

      “I must leave now,” he said. “Next time I connect with you, that’s when we will strike. Until then be brave and do not let the Blood King know that you have changed.”

      “We shall be brave and strong until you return, for we are Noboro Torituro. We are fearless. We are free.”

      Turesobei bowed to them, his eyes lingering for a moment on the image of his father, then he ended the connection. His mind returned to his body just as Lord Gyoroe was placing the silver circlet on his head. Judging from Gyoroe’s still gleeful expression, he hadn’t noticed what Turesobei was up to.

      Grasping at his temples, Turesobei cried out, severed the connection to the stones, and collapsed to the floor. Unfortunately, he wasn’t faking it. The effort to connect to the stones then improvise and mentally cast the spells needed had drained him. Besides, he hadn’t had enough rest after ghosting back in time. He did, however, add a little drama to make himself seem even more tired than he was.

      “Get up!” the Blood King roared, his eyes igniting into scarlet flames. “Restore the connection!”

      “Can't…master…too exhausted….”

      “Your connection to the stones was perfect. It should have become effortless!”

      “I told you…I needed more rest. All those battles…ghosting back…too much.”

      Lord Gyoroe’s eyes narrowed to yellow slits. He studied Turesobei for several long minutes, allowing him to gain his breath, then asked, “How did you finally connect with the active stones?”

      Turesobei decided a partial truth would make the best lie. “Out of nowhere, I had a vision of Chonda Lu, an echo from my kavaru. I saw how he created Motekeru and realized that to create anything truly great you must be willing to make huge sacrifices.”

      “So finally you understand.”

      “More than that,” he said, continuing to slouch and gasp for air. “I now understand what it means to be Kaiaru. And I can’t get the images of the great city out of my mind. I want to see it rebuilt. If restoring the Kaiaru takes a few sacrifices along the way, then so be it.”

      Nodding, Gyoroe smiled wide, his eyes changing to pale blue. “At last you see that I am not the madman you thought but a true visionary who understands that nothing can be made of lasting worth without paying the cost.”

      “Yes…I do,” Turesobei tried to reply with fervor.

      “You have one day to rest, apprentice.”

      “Master, I need more than that.”

      “Tomorrow evening then.”

      “I connected with the stones as you required, and to some extent, I now believe in your cause. But if you want to be certain of my aid, then I need a week to truly rest and replenish my spirit.”

      “Beloved,” Hannya said, “you have been so powerful for so long that you have forgotten the toll something like this takes on a human wizard, even a special one like Turesobei. The boy, remarkable as he may be, cannot keep up with you. Let him regain his strength, so that you might be assured of success.”

      With golden cat eyes, the Blood King glared suspiciously at them both. Finally, his eyes changed to heather green, and he relaxed. “You may take up to seven days to rest. After that be prepared to give everything, if necessary. I must gain my freedom soon.”

      He bowed with intentional awkwardness. “Yes, master.”

      “Understand that if you fail after seven days, I will once again torture Awasa each day until you succeed. Now leave. I have much to think on.”

      Turesobei struggled to his feet and faked a stagger.

      “Hannya,” Lord Gyoroe said. “Get him out of here.”

      As she helped him to the courtyard, he thought toward her: “Next time. Be ready.”

      Turesobei thought he saw a glimmer of acknowledgement in her eyes as she dumped him unceremoniously in the herb garden.
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      Pretending to be too exhausted to continue on, in case Lord Gyoroe was watching, Turesobei rested in the courtyard, lying in a patch of rosemary, lemongrass, mint, basil, and lavender. He breathed deep the earthy scents, listened to the chirping and whistling of the birds darting about in the great oak above him, and watched butterflies flit amongst the nearby shrubs. Nearby, sparkling water splashed down a pile of rocks and played into a narrow stream. Knowing he probably only had a week of life left, he tried to take it all in, just as Kurine had done when she’d first stepped into the courtyard.

      Now that he was lying here, with his adrenaline fading, he realized he was nearly as tired as he had pretended to be. He was going to need all seven days of rest to get his strength back and prepare himself mentally. One thing he knew for sure, though. Whenever he wasn’t sleeping or meditating, he would enjoy spending time with Iniru, Kurine, and the others.

      Lu Bei popped into fetch form, held Turesobei’s gaze for a moment, sighed, then stretched out amongst the herbs beside him. “You’ve ruined my prime source of herbs, master.”

      “Nonsense. I haven’t destroyed them.”

      Lu Bei propped his feet up on Turesobei’s belly. “Alas, master, they have your stink upon them.”

      Turesobei half-chuckled and pondered, “How did I ever end up here?”

      “This is where Hannya dumped you, master.”

      Turesobei stuck his tongue out at him.

      “Remember when you first found me, master? You were sick of studying magic, and you were bored because nothing interesting ever happened.”

      “It seems like so long ago. I was a different person then. And I never could have imagined that I’d see the things I’ve seen and face the things I’ve faced.” A deep contemplation bubbled toward his lips…but was lost as he and the fetch dozed off.

      Perhaps an hour later, he woke to find Iniru looming over them.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Exhausted. You know, like usual.”

      “I take it you didn’t succeed.”

      “Oh, I connected with the stones like I was supposed to.”

      “Yay,” she replied in the flattest tone possible. “So why are we still here? Shouldn’t we be dead or heading home or dying on our way home?”

      “I ran out of steam before Lord Gyoroe could start the ritual.”

      “So are you going to try again tonight or tomorrow morning?”

      “I’m too exhausted to try again so soon. I have to get some rest first. Lord Gyoroe said I could take up to a week off.”

      “That’s good.”

      “When I’m not sleeping and eating, I hope we can all spend some time together, have dinner, maybe play some games.”

      “So we’re going to behave as if everything is happy and normal?”

      “That would help me a lot,” he said. “I can’t rest if I’m worrying about the ritual.”

      “If you think about it,” Lu Bei said, “for the two of you trapped in a desperate situation like this is normal.”

      “Then maybe if we make it through this one,” Iniru said, “we should reevaluate our lives.”

      “We’ll definitely survive,” Turesobei said, feigning enthusiasm. “After I help bring about a new Golden Age of the Kaiaru, Lord Gyoroe will see that we are safe and handsomely rewarded. He gave us his word.”

      Based on the crinkle of Iniru’s nose and the turn of her ears, he knew she understood he was faking it. She was certain they’d be dead as soon as the Blood King won his freedom.

      But Turesobei wasn’t certain about that. It was likely the Blood King would actually make him his top lieutenant. And he’d be able to force him into the role, if necessary, by controlling him through his kavaru. Turesobei’s companions would probably then be his crack team to handle problems he didn’t want to deal with, until they all died or had Kaiaru souls stuffed into them. Frankly, death sounded a lot better than being the Blood King’s lackey.

      She held out a hand. “Let's get you inside.”

      When he stood, his head swam and his legs wobbled, confirming that he had been much more tired than he’d realized. With him leaning his weight against her, they limped along toward his room.

      “I’m glad you’re always along for the adventure,” Turesobei said. “I don’t know how I’d survive without you.”

      “Oh, you wouldn’t,” Iniru said. “Not a chance.”

      As soon as they reached his room, Kurine rushed over and helped Iniru get him onto the sleeping mat. “What happened?”

      “Exhausted myself as usual. I’ll be fine after I’ve rested.”

      “How far did you take it?” she asked.

      “I didn’t pass out or nearly kill myself,” he replied. “I didn’t have the strength to walk home, though, so after Hannya tossed me into the herb garden, I took a nap there.”

      “Why didn’t you call for a servant?”

      “I guess because it was so peaceful under the oak, listening to the birds and the waterfall and watching the butterflies.”

      Kurine turned to Lu Bei, “Why didn’t you come get me?”

      “It was nice there, mistress.”

      “Mistress?” Iniru asked, incredulously.

      Lu Bei shrugged his shoulders and dipped his head. “Well…you see…I cannot best Lady Kurine…so…so I’ve simply admitted defeat.”

      Iniru narrowed her eyes at the fetch, but didn’t say anything.

      Kurine kissed Turesobei on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      While she fretted over him and Lu Bei brewed tea, Iniru said, “Kurine, given this might be our last week together before…before whatever happens…do you think we could both stay here each night?”

      Kurine stood and took her hands. “Oh, I’d like that very much!” She frowned. “Except…would it be okay if I could spend the last night of the week here alone with him?”

      “Well…” Iniru looked into Kurine’s eyes and shivered “…that…that would be fine.”

      Iniru’s reaction was odd. Turesobei hadn’t sensed anything wrong with Kurine. But Iniru had always been good at sensing fear. If Kurine was afraid, he wouldn’t blame her. She actually had more to fear than anyone else. Because on top of everything terrible the rest of them had to deal with, she would be going into a brand new world, her new permanent home—assuming they survived.

      “I’m going to get some of my things,” Iniru said.

      “Can you ask Awasa to swing by?” Turesobei asked. “I need to talk with her.”

      While they waited, he told Kurine what had happened, at least the way Gyoroe and Hannya would have seen it. He tried to sound somewhat enthusiastic when he talked about helping Gyoroe. Kurine beamed with pride as she praised his accomplishments and ambitions. Apparently, she was a good actor, because she seemed absolutely sincere.

      Awasa entered. “You needed to see me?”

      Turesobei patted the sleeping mat beside him. “Have a seat.”

      She plopped down beside him, and Lu Bei brought them all steaming cups of jasmine white.

      “I have some bad news for you,” Turesobei said, taking her hands. “Though I bonded with the heart stones successfully, I was unable to complete the ritual. Now, I’m too exhausted to try again until I’ve rested.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with—” Awasa cringed. “He’s going to torture me every day you rest, isn’t he?”

      “No, but if I don’t succeed after the end of my seven days of rest, he will start torturing you then.”

      “Oh,” she said. “That doesn’t worry me. I know you’ll get it figured out.”

      Quickly, before he released her hands, he projected his thoughts to her. “I’ll make my move against him as soon as I connect to the heart stones, on that eighth day. Let Enashoma know that I’ve got a way to free her. She needs to meet me in the throne room.”

      “I’ll let Enashoma know, and the others too if I can manage it. And I’ll meditate all that morning, waiting to detect a surge in energies, so I’ll know exactly when it’s time.”

      Awasa finished her cup of tea and stood. Kurine gave her a deep hug and a kiss on the cheek. Awasa left the room with a surprisingly tender smile on her face.

      

      After another cup of tea, a small meal, and an expert massage from Kurine, Turesobei went to sleep and without intending to didn’t wake until noon the next day.

      Everyone ate lunch together, then sat outside chatting over tea.

      While the others went for a swim and got massages that afternoon, Turesobei meditated. Since he had seven days to work with, his focus for now was increasing his internal kenja. He also spent time contemplating how he would handle his gambit against Lord Gyoroe.

      For the most part, his role would be simple. The souls in the stones would do most of the work. But his immediate actions afterward would be of huge consequence, and he would need to act fast to free Enashoma before the Blood King could exact revenge on her.

      Following dinner, everyone played a game of dice, but after three rounds, Turesobei wandered off into the courtyard with Kurine and Iniru. He was asleep before midnight, and again, he didn’t wake up until lunchtime.

      Over tea that afternoon, Iniru taught them a storytelling game that was popular amongst her people. Kurine—much to Iniru’s irritation—won every time.

      “Sorry,” Kurine apologized after her sixth consecutive win. “In the Ancient Cold and Deep, there’s not much to do outside of work, so we tell a lot of stories.”

      Then the others sparred, swam, and played games while Turesobei again meditated and mentally rehearsed the spell he needed to break Enashoma free of the Blood King’s death chain. He also considered every possibility he could imagine, good and bad, about how the attempt against Gyoroe might go. He wanted to be as prepared as possible. The more he thought about it, the more impossible it seemed that he would be able to break the heart stones and escape from the Nexus. But he would certainly try his best.

      To that end, speed and preparation were the best bets. But all he could do was trust in the plan he and the others had discussed out in the realms. He would give them the signal that night before the final attempt, to make sure they understood. Then Awasa would meditate all the next day, monitoring the energy flows, so that she would know the moment one of the heart stones was shattered. Then she would alert the others to grab their gear and rush toward the gate. That way, assuming he could escape the Blood King in the Inner Sanctum, they would be waiting for him.

      After the third day he didn’t need more than a few hours of sleep anymore, so he was able to spend more intimate time with Kurine and Iniru, intimate time that he enjoyed a lot more now that he was rested.

      Over the next four days he meditated, rehearsed the bondage-breaking spell, and pondered every possible way he could successfully make it to the gate platform. Otherwise, he devoted his time to Kurine and Iniru and playing games with his friends. But he reserved one afternoon for having tea with Enashoma and another for tea with Awasa.

      Finally came dinner on the sixth day. As the others were finishing their meals, Turesobei said, “I don’t know why, but I’m starving tonight.” He caught Awasa's eye before calling over a servant. “Bring me a bowl of eggs and fried rice.”

      Iniru's head snapped up, and she stared at him wide-eyed. "Eggs and fried rice? Are you sure?"

      He nodded and shrugged nonchalantly. "Yeah. I don't know why, but I'm suddenly in the mood for eggs and fried rice."

      Enashoma and Kurine glanced at one another, puzzled. Then he could see them remembering the signal they had established out in the realms. Enashoma nudged Zaiporo, and he finally caught on as well.

      "Well, while you finish eating we'll play a game,” Iniru said.

      Turesobei had to hand it to her. She sounded almost totally normal. The others took the cue from her and tried to cover their reactions. After a couple of servants rushed over and cleared away the empty bowls and plates, Iniru dealt out the cards for a game of three card. She'd chosen well. The game required a lot of focus and quick movements and offered the distraction everyone needed to act at least mostly normal again. Everyone except Kurine. Her hands were still trembling.

      When Turesobei's rice bowl came, the others watched him out of the corners of their eyes.

      “This is a lot of food.” He took three bites and shoved it away. “Ugh. I don’t know why I ordered this.”

      That was the final part of the signal. Everyone now knew that tomorrow they would make their escape—or die trying. Awasa and Iniru both did a perfect job of covering their reactions. Zaiporo recovered quickly as well. Enashoma started dealing cards rapidly to mask her nervousness. Unlike Kurine, she was doing an incredible job handling the pressure. Especially since out of all of them she was the least likely to survive if Turesobei failed, and the least likely to escape if he succeeded.

      It helped that Lu Bei immediately started distracting her with his usual antics.

      “No, no, Lady Shoma, you gave him more cards than me!”

      “I did not! Count them.”

      “Oh, well then, you gave him better ones.”

      “How could you know that? You haven’t seen his cards!”

      He hoped Kurine wasn’t going to act so suspiciously that the Blood King thought something more than the expected nervousness before the next day was to blame. Kurine’s face was locked into a stricken expression, as if someone she loved had just died. Turesobei bumped her leg to snap her out of it. The Shadowland had failed to rattle her, so he was surprised this did. But maybe it was because she was worried about him and Enashoma.

      He bumped her leg again, and then she shook her head. A spread of ten cards lay before her. She picked them up and handed them to Enashoma. “I’m not feeling well. I must've eaten too much. I hope you don’t mind if I call it quits here.”

      Turesobei turned in his cards, too. Then together they strolled through the courtyard. She was quiet, and every attempt he made to draw her out failed. She stopped to watch moonlight ripple across the streams and waterfalls…then she picked herbs, squeezing them between her fingers to bring out their scents more strongly, whispering the name of each as she did.

      Turesobei could only hope nothing in her actions would warn Gyoroe something was amiss, assuming he even bothered to watch them anymore.

      Lu Bei brought them tea, then turned into book form. After a silent cup shared watching a light breeze rattle maple leaves, they went to bed. He held her, and she trembled as she restrained sobs. Turesobei kissed tears from her cheeks and struggled for something to say that wasn’t a giveaway of what was about to happen.

      After a while she got control of her tears. “I’m sorry, Sobei. I…I just miss my home. It breaks my heart sometimes, knowing I’ll never get to see my parents again.”

      “I’m sorry,” he replied, squeezing her tight. “I hope I’m worth it.”

      Kurine kissed him on the nose. “You are more than worth it…my husband.” She ran a hand across his cheek. “Tell me a story. Tell me…tell me about your first adventure.”

      “Again?” he asked. “You’ve heard the whole thing at least three times.”

      “Yes, but I’ve never heard it without Lu Bei's embellishments.”

      “He tells it much better.”

      “I want to hear your version. Leave nothing out.”

      When he finished an hour later, she said, “Now tell me again where we might settle down when we get to your Okoro, after you’ve saved your family. Tell me, Sobei, how wonderful and peaceful our lives will be then.”
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      Turesobei woke at dawn and had breakfast with all his companions, except Awasa who was already meditating expectantly. He was so nervous that he hardly heard anything the others said. When he was finished, he stood up. Then Kurine gave him a kiss, and so did Iniru.

      Kurine squeezed his hand. “Do do your best, Sobei. I love you.”

      He smiled. “I love you, too.”

      Then, with his guts trembling, Turesobei marched to the Workshop. Awaiting him was a blue-eyed Blood King so eager and assured of success that he was practically bouncing on his heels like a small child. He caught sight of Turesobei and smiled. Turesobei breathed a sigh of relief. The Blood King wasn’t suspicious, and if Hannya had any idea what was about to happen, she didn’t show it. Her expression was almost one of disinterest.

      Within the Inner Sanctum, Turesobei and Hannya each knelt in one of three white circles that formed a triangle around the heart stone pair for the Nexus. Since it didn’t matter who was in which circle, Turesobei chose the one closest to the exit. He placed Lu Bei in diary form right behind him. The Blood King attached the circlets and their rune-carved chains to Turesobei, Hannya, and himself. Then he knelt in the last available circle.

      “Connect to the stones, apprentice, and then Hannya and I will link ourselves to you.”

      Turesobei glanced at the ring of heart stone pairs that surrounded them along the outer edge of the room, and said a quick, silent prayer—directed not to his ancestors nor any deity but to the wide, mysterious universe itself. Then he breathed deep and opened his connection to all the heart stones. Swiftly, he projected his consciousness into the active heart stones of Autumn, Winter, Spring, and the Nexus.

      Once again he stood on an icy plain facing the images of his father, Kemsu, Narbenu, and the Winter Child.

      “It is time,” he told them.

      “We are fearless,” they replied in unison. “We are ready.”

      “Then repeat these names after me,” he said, reciting all of Gyo Roe Syrra’s names.

      As they continued to chant the names, Turesobei mentally cast the spell of unbinding to help them remove any remaining claim the Blood King had on their cylinders. Lord Gyoroe could counter the spell and reclaim ownership of the stones, but if all went according to plan, he wouldn’t realize what they had done until it was too late.

      “Control of these heart stones now belongs to you, Noboro Torituro. Let's do this.”

      “You have our allegiance, and our eternal gratitude, Chonda Turesobei.”

      He returned to his waking body to find the Blood King on his feet, flicking his yellow-eyed gaze around the room as he examined each of the heart stone pairs.

      “This…this is all wrong.”

      Using his connection, Turesobei immediately reversed the polarities of the reclaimed heart stones and spiked storm energy into them.

      Eyes flared scarlet, Lord Gyoroe rounded on Turesobei and snarled, “What have you done?!”

      Turesobei ripped the circlet off his head and tossed it aside. “I have learned the true nature of sacrifice and I have used it against you, Gyo Roe Syrra.”

      The eyes shifted to gray as his brows crinkled in confusion, his true name having completely distracted him. “What—what did you just call me?”

      While only Lord Gyoroe could open the door leading into the Inner Sanctum, anyone could leave freely. So Lu Bei seized that opportunity to stealthily zip toward the exit and slip outside. He would warn the others, in case Awasa hadn’t done so already. Then he would get Enashoma and bring her to the Throne Room. Awasa should have telepathically told Enashoma last night that Turesobei had a way of freeing her.

      The change began suddenly, with a hum so deep it was barely audible. The glass dome around them vibrated, the floor quaked, and a shivering ache drilled through Turesobei’s teeth and bones. The hairs on his arms rose, then the loose hairs in his braid flared out.

      A crackling, blood-orange lightning bolt fired off the active heart stone of the Autumn Realm, boomed right over Turesobei’s head, and struck the active stone of the Nexus. If he hadn’t remained kneeling, the blast would’ve killed him. The bolt didn’t disappear, but instead formed a continuous, crackling energy link between the two stone cylinders.

      The Blood King shook his head, the enchantment of hearing his true name having worn off. Then he dived aside as a bolt shot off the Nexus heart stone and struck the active stone of the Spring Realm. More bolts fired suddenly, forming a continuous web of energy, linking not only the active stones Turesobei had communicated with but all of them.

      With his eyes rapidly cycling through their colors, the Blood King scanned the heart stones in confusion. Then his eyes narrowed and settled into gray. “I know what it is you have done. A valiant effort, but I can reverse—”

      With a sharp pop, cracks spread through the surface of the active Autumn heart stone.

      “No!” the Blood King screamed.

      A succession of snaps sounded as fractures spread through all the active heart stones. The damage was considerable but not yet enough to destroy the system. Gyoroe chanted a spell to counter the process. Turesobei hesitated. Stopping the Blood King was more important than escaping safely. Wishing he could’ve brought Sumada in with him without raising suspicion, he drew a strip for the spell of heaven’s wrath. But before he spoke more than three syllables, Hannya shoved him away.

      “Go!” she whispered.

      Turesobei halted his spell, keeping the strip ready, and backed away. He carefully avoided the crackling energy streams. Hannya dashed in and tackled the Blood King, knocking him into the heart stone pair for the Nexus. Hannya cried out as streams of energy blasted them both. When the cylinders struck the floor beneath them, the active stone in the pair shattered, despite all the physical protections the Blood King had placed upon it.

      Turesobei could never have explained how, but he sensed the souls within the stone moving on toward the afterlife.

      The crackling energy streams ceased, as did the hum, but it was replaced by a high-pitched whine.

      Unharmed, Gyoroe threw Hannya off him and drew a bronze spell strip. While Hannya stood up, Turesobei sprinted toward the door. If Gyoroe directed the spell at him, he wouldn’t make it.

      The whine reached eardrum-splitting levels, then abruptly ceased. A moment later, a series of booms rocked the Inner Sanctum as all the other active heart stones exploded.

      The shockwaves knocked Turesobei flat. Fragments ricocheted around the room, and a thick cloud of dust billowed out.
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      As Turesobei picked himself up, he spotted a hand-sized cylinder fragment nearby, a piece of the active heart stone of the Autumn Realm. The souls, and thus the power, of the heart stones was departing, but if he escaped with a fragment, then he could be certain the Blood King couldn’t access any residual kenja by patching all the stones back together.

      He dived for the fragment, and a spear of flames hurtled through the spot where his chest had been. He grabbed the stone and rolled to his feet across from the Blood King, whose face was locked into a maniacal snarl.

      Turesobei swallowed. This was it. He didn’t stand a chance of dodging another attack. The Blood King was too fast. Either the blast would kill him mercifully or incapacitate him so that he could endure centuries of torture.

      But suddenly, Hannya sprang out from under a pile of rubble, expanding into her Earth Dragon form, and attacked the Blood King.

      “Go!” she howled.

      Turesobei jammed the piece of the Autumn heart stone into a spell pouch, shoved the door open, and sprinted out into the Workshop. He ran as fast as he could, knowing Hannya would only last a few moments at best against the Blood King. His plans might be ruined, but his personal power would remain undiminished.

      He raced up the stairs leading out of the Workshop. Each step seemed to take forever, and he could feel their chances of escape slipping away with each moment that passed. He darted into the Throne Room.

      Enashoma, guarded bravely by Lu Bei, awaited him on the dais. Terror filled her eyes as she slipped her robe down past her waist and turned her back to him. Turesobei didn’t miss a beat. He had mentally rehearsed this a thousand times over the last week. With one palm on the back of her neck and the other at the base of her spine, he cast the spell Nalsyrra had taught him and spoke the name Gyo Roe Syrra.

      The silvery collar and the attached chain melted out from Enashoma’s neck and back and turned solid again. The collar unlocked. With a sigh of relief, Turesobei pulled it free and tossed it aside.

      Enashoma spun around, pulling her robe back onto her shoulders, then placed a hand on the jade throne. “Defend us.”

      “What was that about?” Turesobei asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      They ran down the steps and across the room. Savage roars and tremendous spell blasts echoed out of the Workshop. It sounded like a full-fledged battle being waged behind them. But when they reached the hallway, an eerie silence fell.

      As they ran out into the courtyard, Enashoma asked, “Is he coming?”

      Her answer was a whoosh of air as the Blood King teleported into the space right behind them.

      Turesobei’s companions—armed, armored, and packed for travel—were ready to go. Motekeru, Rig, Ohma, Zaiporo, and Iniru had already raced up the steps to the gate platform. For some reason, however, Awasa and Kurine lingered on the ground near the steps. It would be like Kurine to wait on him, even if it wasn’t part of the plan. Not that it mattered with the Blood King here and active. Turesobei would never have time to open one of the gates. It was over.

      He spun to face the Blood King and his murderous eyes.

      “Go, Shoma!” Turesobei yelled as he backed steadily away.

      Sneering, the Blood King spoke a word…then frowned as nothing happened.

      “I disarmed the death chain you placed on her, Gyo Roe Syrra.”

      “Why do you keep calling me that?” he asked.

      “Because it’s your true name.” He flicked his gaze back and saw Enashoma race safely past Kurine and Awasa and up to the platform. “And because it distracts you and makes you mad.”

      The Blood King flicked his hand, and a wave of concussive force knocked Turesobei flat—his head spinning, his throat bruised.

      “You cannot make me any more angry than I already am,” he seethed, one eye shifting between scarlet and yellow while the other turned gray. “And you will feel the brunt of that anger played out upon your every nerve for a hundred thousand years. Yet it will be nothing compared to what I will do to those you love.”

      Suddenly, Kurine leapt over Turesobei’s prone body to stand, fists clenched, between him and the Blood King. What was she doing?! Raising his spell strip, Turesobei sat up and tried to yell—to tell her to run away—but his voice was no more than an indecipherable whisper.

      “You will not harm my love!” With her feet firmly planted, she pointed a finger at the Blood King. “Not now! Not ever!”

      The Blood King laughed mockingly, as he stalked forward. “You are damned, Chonda Turesobei, if this foolish girl is your savior.”

      And he laughed even harder when Kurine tossed eight pebbles out onto the ground, each one gray with a different spiral color pattern.

      “Truly damned, for she has lost her mind.”

      “Kurine?” Turesobei croaked hoarsely, his voice starting to return.

      She turned her head. Her emerald eyes, filled with tears, looked deeply into his. But it was not his name she spoke.

      “Awasa,” Kurine whispered faintly.

      As Turesobei struggled to his feet, a dark form flashed past him. He could only stare dumbfounded as Awasa leapt in and plunged Fangthorn into Kurine’s back.

      The black sword tore all the way through and pierced her heart.
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      Time froze.

      Turesobei tottered on wobbling knees…fumbled for words…struggled to breathe…and in that silent, eternal moment…wanted above all else to understand why.

      Why would Awasa do this to his beloved?

      Kurine’s emerald eyes and golden hair began to glow. Her snowy fur, outside of the crimson stains, shined brighter than it ever had before.

      Awasa twisted Fangthorn and ripped the blade free.

      Kurine staggered, but her gaze remained fixed on Turesobei.

      He shook his head. A nightmare…the Blood King’s spell had knocked him unconscious, and now he dreamed of terrible, senseless things. Kurine…Awasa…it couldn’t be real.

      Please, please let it be a dream.

      Massive currents of kenja, visible as a haze even to the naked eye and humming a mournful tune, swirled through the courtyard. Kenja poured from the flowers and trees, and it gushed from the streams and ponds. It danced free from the wings of butterflies and birds. It leaked down from the false sun, and it sprang up from the earth upon which Kurine’s blood dripped. And the ghosts of a thousand departing souls, newly freed from the heart stones, hesitated on their way to the Shadowland, hovering expectantly in the air.

      The Blood King stood, silent and still, as surprised as anyone else.

      The spiral-marked pebbles rose into the air, glowing like bright, vengeful suns.

      Then Kurine sagged into Awasa’s arms.

      Blood pooling in her mouth, Kurine uttered one final word, a word that blossomed into a pulse of energy that sent all the pebbles quavering, a word that inexplicably brought the Blood King to his knees.

      “Love,” Kurine choked.

      And the last spark of life faded from her eyes.

      Awasa let go and Kurine sank, lifeless, to the ground.

      Turesobei cried out and stumbled toward Kurine, repeating her name.

      But Awasa grabbed him by the arm and pulled him towards the gate platform.

      “Run!” she yelled at him.

      Turesobei fought her. He had to reach Kurine. There had to be something he could do. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it looked. Maybe he could preserve her again and find another way to bring her back.

      The Blood King looked up from Kurine and locked flaming eyes onto Turesobei. He stood and brandished the bronze spell strip. Then a large serpent made of jade crashed into Gyoroe’s back and knocked him down. The spell strip fell from his hands.

      “Sobei, we have to go now!” Awasa shouted. “Please, we can’t do anything for—”

      As the serpent wrapped around the Blood King, the pebbles exploded.

      The shockwave threw him and Awasa tumbling back toward the platform. When he rolled to a stop, he immediately sat up and looked for Kurine. But billowing clouds of smoke obscured everything, even the Blood King. Turesobei jumped to his feet, but before he could even start to go back for Kurine, Lu Bei zipped down and grabbed him by the collar.

      “Master, you have to open the gate,” the fetch urged, his voice halting and clipped. “Quickly now. We don’t have much time.”

      As the smoke clouds thinned, portals like the realm gates shimmered into being. And out of them stormed rock warriors, chanting knobs, crab-kagi, storm drakes, the giant ape kagi-ga, a wizard’s simulacrum, and more. Every guardian they’d fought—big and small—poured out from those portals. His face a blank slate, the Blood King stared in shock. His arms were still pinned by the jade serpent.

      None of it made sense to Turesobei’s grief-stricken mind. He felt lost. Nothing in the world made sense anymore. None of this could be happening. “How—?”

      “I’ll explain later,” Awasa said. “We need to go!”

      “But—Kurine. I’ve got to get to Kurine. She needs my help. She’s—”

      “She’s dead, master,” Lu Bei said, tears streaming down his amber cheeks. “You must let her go. You must take care of the others.”

      “If you don’t get us out of here and quickly,” Awasa said, pulling him along, “then the rest of us will soon be dead, too.”

      He stared at them blankly. “But Kurine…”

      Awasa slapped him. “Damn it! Open a gate and get us out of here! Now!”

      Turesobei allowed her to shove him up the steps to the platform.

      Iniru met them halfway down, grabbed his hands, and tugged him along. “Hurry! There’s something wrong with the gates! They’re vibrating!”

      “Worse!” Zaiporo called down, his voice trembling. “Cracks are forming in the stonework!”

      As Turesobei stumbled onto the platform, Motekeru said, “The gates are unstable. We have little time left.”

      But all Turesobei could do was stare numbly at them and think of Kurine, until Enashoma took him into her arms and gripped him tight. “Sobei, I’m so sorry, but…but you have to carry on. We need you.”

      He gazed into his sister’s soft, tear-filled eyes and nodded. “Yes…of course…I’ll…I’ll get you out of here, Little Blossom.”

      “Sobei, we need to take the Spring Gate,” Zaiporo said, with an odd expression on his face, and Awasa agreed with him.

      Not questioning why they wanted him to take the gate for Spring instead of Autumn, Turesobei nodded as he gathered his composure—enough to do what he must.

      The gate to the Winter Realm shattered. Then cracks snaked through the gates to the Autumn, Forest, and Cloud realms. With the passive stones rendered inert and the active stones shattered, the magic that linked the gates of the Nexus to the realms was fading fast. Of the gates that could take them to Okoro, that left only Spring and Summer, and the latter, thanks to an angry Lord of Monsters, wasn’t a good option.

      It didn’t matter why now. Spring was their only choice.

      Down in the courtyard, a furious battle raged. Guardians howled, chanted, and roared while a sequence of attack spells thundered and flashed. Then a stone object shattered with a sharp pop.

      “The jade serpent’s gone,” Enashoma said.

      Fully waking up to the moment at last, Turesobei realized how desperate things were. He stepped up to the Spring Gate and droned the spell out while Lu Bei chorused along with him. The gate shuddered as a small crack formed at the top and crept downward. It missed the all-important runes by a few inches. The structure—for now at least—remained stable.

      The shimmering portal opened with a flash. The stonework trembled, and an array of micro-fractures spread across the surface.

      “Go, go, go!” Iniru shouted.

      Enashoma, Zaiporo, and the hounds raced through. Iniru looked at Turesobei and hesitated, but Awasa shoved her into the portal. Before Awasa could step in herself, a sudden whoosh distracted them.

      Behind them, bloodied and bruised, the Blood King teleported onto the platform, snarling like a savage wolf enraged. With a bronze spell strip in hand, he started to speak. But then Motekeru, his eyes lit up with a fury rarely seen, opened his mouth and unleashed the full might of his hellfire.

      The blast knocked Gyoroe to the platform’s edge, burning away his clothes and blistering his skin. No normal Kaiaru could have survived such an attack, but the Blood King did. He remained more than capable.

      Awed by the fiery display, Turesobei and Awasa hesitated instead of diving into the portal to escape. Their failure to do so had doomed them. Turesobei cringed as the Blood King again started to speak, needing only one word to unleash his might. There was nothing he could do to counter the spell, and they’d never make it into the portal in time.

      But with only a few syllables off his lips, a massive octopus arm whipped up, grabbed the Blood King by the waist, and yanked him back into the onslaught of guardians that still poured out into the courtyard from the portals Kurine had summoned.

      A shadowy dragon landed on the platform and coalesced into Hannya, battered and barely alive. One arm was snapped at the elbow and bent awkwardly back. Blood poured from a deep wound in her chest. Skin peeled off half her face. Nearly all her clothing was burned away and much of her skin had melted. Dragging one leg, she tottered as she approached Awasa.

      They touched foreheads and Hannya said, “Be true to yourself.” She turned to Turesobei and winked. “Well played.”

      Hannya shuddered and shifted into her dragon form. The deep shadows of her wings evaporated into nothing. Then her tail…her body…and her head evaporated into a shadowy mist the sunlight destroyed.

      Her ruby kavaru clattered onto the platform.

      Awasa scooped it up then sprinted through the portal.

      “Master?” Motekeru asked.

      “Go. I’m right behind you.”

      Turesobei glanced down into the battle, scanning for Kurine’s body. With his companions safely on the other side, he no longer cared about the fissures spreading across the Spring Gate, nor did it concern him that the shimmering field had begun to flicker. He couldn’t bring himself to step through. He couldn’t leave Kurine behind.

      But then Motekeru lifted him into the air, tossed him over a shoulder, and carried him into the portal.
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      The portal collapsed as soon as they reached the other side. The gate itself, however, remained whole, with no visible signs of damage or stress. Motekeru set Turesobei down, patted him on the shoulder, then stalked around, making sure the area was safe.

      Bewildered…disbelieving…Turesobei stared out into space, seeing neither trees nor earth nor sky. He should feel something…he knew he should…but he couldn’t feel anything. The pain was too much.

      Lu Bei landed beside him. “Master, everyone made it through safely.”

      A spark ignited within Turesobei. He leapt to his feet and narrowed his eyes at the fetch.

      “Everyone?” he snarled.

      Lu Bei stepped back and held his hands up. “Everyone save Mistress Kurine…of course. Master, I—I didn’t mean to…to suggest…”

      Lu Bei frowned as he fumbled for words, but Turesobei wasn’t paying him attention anymore. A feeling had awoken within him at last: pure anger. And it had brought the Mark of the Storm Dragon blazing to life.

      Turesobei whipped around, locked his eyes onto Awasa, and thundered toward her. “You will pay for what you did!”

      “Sobei, let me explain,” Awasa said.

      He thought he’d known her. He had trusted her with his life. But clearly, she had deceived him. Storm energy surged within him, and for the first time in months, his mind teetered toward the dragon dream.

      Awasa brandished Fangthorn and stumbled backward. Blood—Kurine’s blood—still stained the blade. “Sobei, I had no choice!”

      Lu Bei swept in and hovered between them. “Master, hear her out. There is much you do not understand.”

      “What do you know, fetch?!” Turesobei demanded.

      “Enough to know Awasa is not in the wrong,” Lu Bei said. “I beg you, master. Listen to her.”

      Fuming, Turesobei eyed the fetch—the fetch who too often lied to him. Lu Bei’s words meant nothing. Turesobei stumbled a moment, his mind fading into the clouds where he soared on dragon wings. He was almost lost within the dream, but then strong hands thumped against his chest. His vision returned to the earth, and it was Motekeru he faced.

      “Master Turesobei,” Motekeru said, “we are here only because of Kurine’s sacrifice. You know this, whether you acknowledge it or not. So do not dishonor her memory this way. She deserves better.”

      Turesobei stared transfixed into Motekeru’s eyes, where he saw the same pain he felt. He breathed in deep, and the dragon dream faded away. He exhaled, and the anger and adrenaline poured out of him. In its place came a relentless despair. The world closed in, suffocating him so that he could hardly breathe. He fell to his knees, gasping for air. Death…he wanted nothing more than death…living was unbearable.

      Iniru and Enashoma stepped forward, but Awasa waved them back and knelt before him. She reached out Fangthorn. “Take the sword, Sobei. Trust me.”

      Still struggling to breathe, he stared at the dark blade in confusion. Why would she give him this blade stained with Kurine’s blood?

      He backed away from her. “I can’t take the sword. I can’t even stand the sight of it. I don’t ever want to see it or you again. Get away from me.”

      “You must take the sword, Sobei.” Awasa held out an ebony band adorned with subtle runes. “And this, the Ring of the Fallen, a gift from Hannya. She risked much in giving it to me. Put it on, and you will understand everything. Hurry, there’s little time left.”

      The only thing Turesobei wanted, save for Kurine to be here safely with him, was an explanation. Taking a deep breath, he slipped on the ring and grasped the handle of the sword. Some of Kurine’s still-warm blood flowed as swift as water down the blade…onto his hand…then onto the ring.

      The runes on the blade and on the ring glowed crimson.

      All the world went dark. A chill wind played upon his skin and whispered secrets he’d never remember as it danced across his ears.

      Then suddenly, he found himself standing deep within the barren, demon-haunted wastes of the Shadowland.

      And Kurine, smiling, stood right in front of him, as beautiful as ever and seemingly alive.

      “There you are.” She bounced forward, took his hands in hers, and squeezed them tight. “Obviously, you and Awasa made it out, but what about the others?”

      “Everyone reached the Spring Realm unharmed,” he said.

      Kurine clapped and laughed. “You don’t know how happy that makes me. And I’m glad you went to the Spring Realm. That was my favorite.”

      Turesobei didn’t understand how she could speak so casually, as if they were merely having a simple chat in the courtyard garden. He stared at her dumbly, not having a clue what to say or where to begin.

      Kurine frowned. “You aren’t mad at me, are you?”

      “No,” he muttered.

      “You big liar,” she said, taking him into her arms. “You know, you’re not the only one who can risk death for those they love. You may have foiled the Blood King’s plans, but you never had a chance of escaping without my help.”

      “There might have been another way.”

      “There wasn’t. And you know it. I died so you and the others could live on, free from the Blood King.”

      “I…I know that. I’m not mad. I’m just…” Not understanding how he actually felt, he shrugged and lamely mumbled, “I guess I’m just confused.”

      She patted him on the cheek. “I was really worried you would try to avenge me and miss your chance to escape.”

      “Awasa kept me from doing anything rash…afterward,” he replied with more edge to his voice than he had intended.

      “You are angry at her, aren’t you? I was afraid of that.”

      “Of course, I’m angry at her.” Sheepishly, he added, “Though not as angry as I was a few minutes ago when…when I almost attacked her.”

      She gave him a scolding look. “Sobei!”

      “I didn’t, though.”

      “It’s not her fault,” Kurine said. “Awasa only did what I begged her to do. I was afraid I wouldn’t have the courage or the strength to do it myself, and I knew if she used Fangthorn there was a chance we could see each other—here—one last time using the Ring of the Fallen. What Awasa did for me was incredibly brave and loving. Though I suspect it will always haunt her.”

      “Did she know what you were planning all along?”

      “Once she bonded with Fangthorn, yes. Though initially only by accident, from a memory lingering within the blade. That’s why she always helped me find the pebbles. She knew how important they were. Later we also talked telepathically during a couple of training sessions. That’s how I got her to agree to kill me, and she told me about the magic ring, something she’d learned directly from Hannya.”

      “If she accidentally learned about the pebbles from Fangthorn, then how did you find out about them?”

      “When Hannya stabbed me with Fangthorn in the Throne Room to draw out the orugukagi venom, she visited me briefly in the Shadowland. She told me how the pebbles could be used to defeat the Blood King—or to slow him down at least. That’s why I was so keen to get all of them, especially since there was a chance it wouldn’t work with even one missing. Apparently, a Kaiaru named Nalsyrra was the one who made them, just in case something like this happened.”

      “She’s the one who taught me the spell to free Enashoma,” Turesobei said. “She secretly contacted me when I ghosted into the past. This must be the failsafe she mentioned.”

      “It was really clever,” Kurine said. “The stones were totally inert. That’s why they seemed so normal, even under your kenja-sight. But over time they had absorbed pattern echoes from the nearby guardian magic—the same way their spirals had absorbed energy colors. And thanks to Nalsyrra’s magic, those patterns could be awakened with a powerful sacrifice, bringing a whole new set of guardians into being. Hannya said the Blood King would never figure out the pebbles because he can’t understand magic that is powered by true sacrifice.”

      Turesobei couldn’t help but chuckle. “Ironic, since he was always telling me that I didn’t understand the true nature of sacrifice.” He stroked a hand through her golden hair. “I’m sorry I doubted you and thought your rock collection was irritating and childish.”

      “It’s okay,” Kurine said. “I mean, why wouldn’t you?”

      “You know, if you had told me about the stones, maybe I could have found another way to use them without you having to die. Then we would still be together.”

      “There was no other way,” Kurine said. “Because if you had known about the stones, you would have risked everything to save me.”

      “Of course, I would have! And you should have let me try. You know I always find another way.”

      “Sobei, there isn’t always another way. Besides….” She sighed and crinkled her nose in a way that told him he wasn’t going to like whatever she was about to say. “The magic the Blood King used to heal me…it wasn’t going to last. In less than a year, I was going to start losing my memories, even the ability to do the most basic tasks. The Blood King did everything he could for me, then apologized. I asked him not to tell you. I didn’t want to worry you or distract you. And he agreed. The fact that I’d lose my memories seemed to upset him greatly for some reason. I think that’s why he was always nice to me.”

      Turesobei had no idea what to say. His overtaxed mind struggled to process all this new information. Finally, he gave up and just hugged her tight. “None of this is fair.”

      “Don’t feel sorry for me, my love. You gave me a second life, and it was the most amazing life a goronku has ever lived, however brief. I got to see wonders and travel to places no goronku has ever before witnessed nor will again. You gave me sunflowers and maple trees, lavender and honeysuckle, splashing waterfalls and forests as far as the eye could see—not to mention all the many lovely nights we spent together—nights I know you will never forget.”

      “How can I live on without you?” he asked.

      She kissed him. “You will live the same as you did before you met me, except with a lot more great memories.” She smiled. “Look, Sobei, make sure everything is right with Iniru. She loves you as much as I do.” She winked. “Well, almost as much.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to love again.”

      “Don’t be daft. I died so that you could live, and I expect you to do just that. And to do it well. Save your people. Marry Iniru someday. Be good to her. Be happy.” She tapped him on the nose. “You know, I'm really fond of the names Kuro and Kurine for children….”

      “I really can’t imagine ever being happy again,” he choked out.

      “You will be.” She laughed. “Though you should probably mourn me for a while.”

      “A long while,” he replied. And by that he meant the rest of his life.

      “You know, you will see me again in Paradise…a long time from now. And when you get there, remember this: I married you first.”

      He couldn’t help but smile a little.

      “Poke the fetch in the belly for me. He needs that from time to time. It keeps him honest, and I know he deserves it. Tell Iniru I love her. Tell her I’m glad we made it work out as well as we did. Give my love to all the others. And tell Awasa it didn’t hurt as much as you might think. She was so brave, and she was a true friend.”

      They embraced, and he clung tightly to her. He couldn't let her go. He wouldn't let her go. “I love you.”

      Kurine smiled brightly. “And I…” She turned her head and stared off into the distance. “Do you hear that?”

      “No,” he answered. “What is it?”

      “Chanting,” she said brightly. “Oh, Sobei, those are the songs of my ancestors. That's Grandma Tsura's voice…and Grandpa Korun.”

      “No,” Turesobei whispered.

      “I smell roasting sonoke meat. And I hear children laughing. And I feel a pure, icy wind rippling across my fur.”

      “No, please no,” he pleaded.

      “It's all so beautiful beyond the veil.”

      “Please…no.”

      Kurine gave him the warmest of smiles, then winked.

      And then she was gone.

      Turesobei fell to his knees in the lifeless dust of the Shadowland.

      “No,” he said again and again.

      He cried, and he raged, and he pleaded to the Great Deities. Minutes passed…maybe hours. In this place he could never tell. Howls erupted in the distance. With Kurine gone, the demons were no longer afraid, and the mists were closing in.

      Awasa appeared beside him.

      “That wasn't easy,” she gasped, looking as if she might vomit. “If not for the link between us, I never would’ve made it.” She knelt and put an arm around him. “Sobei, we have to go.”

      He didn't budge.

      “Sobei, you can't stay here.”

      “I don't want to go back.”

      She glanced meaningfully at the demons that had begun to creep through the mists toward them. “You've been here too long already.”

      He shrugged.

      “Sobei, we need you. Without you, we will never make it back home.”

      “Kurine's gone…to Paradise.”

      “Of course, she has. She was amazing. Truly amazing. She stood up to the most powerful force we will ever face, and she did so with pure love. I only wish I could love someone so strongly. And to be as brave as she was.”

      “You don’t understand what I’ve lost.” Turesobei touched the brand on his wrist. “In Aikora…Kurine and I got married.”

      “You—you two got married?!”

      “We didn't say anything because we didn't want to cause a stir,” he said. “I truly loved her, you know.”

      “Married….” Awasa laughed. “You're such a colossal fool.”

      He smiled through his tears. “I know.”

      “It’s time to go back to the world of the living…to all the other people who love you.”

      He met her violet eyes. “I know, but…but it’s not enough.”

      “Perhaps, but it’s love all the same. And do not forget that Motekeru and Zaiporo both care for you. And the hounds and Lu Bei.”

      “Lu Bei….”

      “Enashoma loves you and needs you.”

      “Shoma….”

      “And Iniru loves you.”

      “Niru….” A warmth spread through him, driving out the cold of the Shadowland. “Niru needs me.”

      Suddenly, he was out of the Shadowland and back in his body. Worried faces hovered over him. As he stood, wiping away tears, Awasa whispered in his ear, “I won’t tell anyone your secret.”

      Motekeru stomped over, knelt, and touched his forehead against Turesobei's. “I know, master. I know.”

      “I don't think I’ll ever be the same.”

      “I don't think you should be, master.”

      “Does it ever get better?”

      “Over the years the pain will fade, master.” Motekeru stepped away. “But not the memories. And love…love never dies. This I know.”

      Iniru knelt and hugged him. Her eyes were red from crying. “Sobei, I’m so sorry. I wish there was something I could’ve done.”

      He stroked a hand across her cheek. “We loved her. I think…I think that’s the best we could have done, given the circumstances.”

      “The cave behind the waterfall at the center of the realm would make for a good camp,” Awasa said. “And it would get us halfway to where we need to be.”

      Enashoma wiped tears from her face. “Let Sobei rest.”

      Turesobei gathered himself. The best way he knew to block things out and move on was to focus on what must be done. “No, Awasa is right. We should get going. But first, I need to check out the gate.”

      He walked around the arch, examining it with his kenja-sight. “No signs of damage on this side. I think the gates in the Nexus failed because of the damage to the Nexus heart stones. The gate leading from here back to Okoro should still work, though it will probably require more effort to activate than before. Nothing I shouldn’t be able to manage, though.”

      “Then let’s get going,” Iniru said.

      As Turesobei prepared to cast the teleportation spell, he noticed someone was missing from the group. And then he heard high-pitched sobs coming from behind a thick shrub nearby. Turesobei pulled back the branches and found Lu Bei, with his wings tucked over his face, crying.

      “Sorry, master,” the fetch sobbed. “The weight of losing Mistress Kurine fell suddenly and heavily upon me, and I just needed a little time to myself.”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Turesobei muttered.

      Then he poked the fetch in the belly.

      “Ow! Watch it!” Lu Bei choked back his tears. “What—what was that for?”

      “That's from Kurine. She sent it with love.”

      “Argh! That girl’s going to vex me forever!”

      Lu Bei wiped the tears out of his eyes and smiled.

      Then Turesobei began the teleport spell.
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