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      A dragon … well, a tiny dragon … arced through the sky, bouncing from cloud to cloud like a bolt of playful lightning. Actually, he rather was lightning, at least in part, with his body formed from a condensed storm cloud … well, a tiny condensed storm cloud. Never before had so much power coursed through him. Never before had he been so free. He was completely untethered from his master and able to do whatever he wanted. He could soar as high as he wished. He could zip from place to place, going wherever he liked, whenever he liked.

      He could follow his dreams for once. He could make his own destiny for a change. Nothing could stop him — not distant, exotic locales, not inflated market prices, not even angry harvesters. He could acquire the best tea leaves and herbs the world had to offer. He could blend and brew the greatest teas ever tasted. And he would. He hadn’t a doubt in his mind — even if his name was fuzzy and his memories all jumbled about.

      The little dragon frowned. Now that he considered it, what was his name? He’d known it just moments ago. He gritted his fiery teeth and rained hail down onto the land below. Losing a name was one thing, but what if he forgot how to blend teas? What if — perish the thought — he even forgot how to brew a proper bowl? This pondering led to the darkest of all thoughts: could he even drink tea anymore?

      Dipping low to the ground, he angrily blasted an elm with lightning, splitting it down the trunk. The world had seemed so bright, so open, and so amazingly happy a moment ago. This … this was not what he wanted. Freedom at the price of tea wasn’t freedom at all.

      “I don’t want to be a stupid dragon anymore,” he howled with a blast … well, a tiny blast … of wind. “I want to be me again.”

      Whoever that was. He couldn’t even remember how he had become a dragon. One minute, he’d been … some sort of special being that had a master … and the next minute, this.

      Hold on to thoughts of tea, he told himself. Pure green, the leaves picked from the highest peaks of Tengba Ren; pale, golden white with hints of lavender; bold black spiced with vanilla and a hint of lemongrass and orange peel … you can lose any other memories, but to lose the knowledge of tea is to lose your … humanity?

      With nothing more than tea on his mind, the little dragon rose up through a thick bank of cumulus clouds and into the deeper, bluer sky. Where he was immediately blasted by gale force winds, pounding hail and rain, and tremendous bolts of lightning so intense they could even hurt a dragon … well, a tiny dragon … made of storm. Body aching, brain going haywire, tea recipes slipping away, he spiraled crazily down toward the earth. What would happen if he crashed? He didn’t know. He hadn’t been a dragon long enough to know such things.

      Beating his wings ferociously, he regained control and pulled up out of his dive, just short of impaling himself on the spire of a temple pagoda. He breathed in the scent of a peppery oolong tea … ah, priests always made acceptable tea, so much free time on their hands.

      A thunderclap shook the earth and knocked the air out of his lungs. A dense bank of angry black storm clouds roiled above. Out from those clouds raged another storm dragon … a proper storm dragon … well, more than that … a really big and bad storm dragon. The tiny dragon gulped, and a stream of rain ran down his tail.

      The big bad storm dragon plummeted down toward him.

      He had to fight.

      Wait … could he fight? Did he know how? Fighting was a lot more than just flinging some bolts around. He knew that much.

      If he did fight, could he — no, don’t be silly, not a chance. Outrun it, that’s what he had to do.

      He sped away, zipping over mountains and fields and forests. Faster than any bird, as fast as the wind. A few drops of hail cracked against his spine, and puffs of hot wind swept across him, like the breaths of a —

      No, no, no — can’t be — I’m quick and small — no way —

      He glanced back, and groaned.

      The big bad dragon had big bad wings.

      It was almost on top of him. The tiny dragon spun around. No choice but to stand his ground and —

      “Aiyee!” he screamed as the big bad dragon opened his maw and snapped down on him.

      Darkness, screaming, darkness, pain, more screaming and … was that Zangaiden mint green tea?
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      Chonda Enashoma smoothed out her casual peony outer robe — it was starting to bunch above her wide hips, the result of a recent growth spurt. Across the room, Iniru stared out the open window at the red-gold sunset that was nearly the same color as her velvet fur. Her catlike ears twitched as she eavesdropped on the muffled conference going on in the garden.

      With a tinge of jealousy, Enashoma admired her friend’s sleek, muscled form and her confident, I-can-take-on-anything stance. She would never be so powerful and important as Iniru; she would never have so much freedom.

      Enashoma was a fourteen-year-old baojendari girl with ivory skin, silky black hair, and a heart-shaped face. She was pretty, talented, and from a noble line in the Chonda Clan … yet hardly anyone noticed her. This was the result of living in the shadow of a famous, and recently controversial, brother who was the heir to the title of High Wizard. But it was probably also because she didn’t have one speck of interest in the kinds of people who were supposed to be interested in her … and maybe because, much to her mother’s constant dismay, she did her best to avoid as many of the rules and requirements imposed on a noble girl as she could possibly get away with.

      On the other hand, at only sixteen years old, Iniru was already considered an adult by her people, the k’chasans. But the fact that she was beautiful and confident and the only k’chasan in Ekaran Province wasn’t the reason she couldn’t walk from this room to the next without everyone noticing. Iniru was an assassin, one of the feared qengai whose missions were guided by a mysterious book of prophecy.

      Enashoma found it ironic that by going on dangerous adventures, Iniru was actually fulfilling her family’s expectations of her. Enashoma wished her life could be like that. Thanks to Enashoma’s own controversial behavior, her mother was struggling to arrange a suitable marriage. This gave her the slightest hope … unrealistic, she knew … that she might stay unmarried forever. Then, even if she couldn’t be a wizard like her brother or an assassin like Iniru, at least she wouldn’t be trapped as some nobleman’s wife — doomed to host teas and luncheons forever, doomed to never see anything outside Ekaran … or ever do anything truly meaningful.

      It seemed like everyone got to do important and exciting things — except her. Even Enashoma’s father, Noboro, had been an explorer, and she knew it was in her blood, too. He had braved the unknown on behalf of the Chonda Clan so frequently that she hardly knew him. Maybe he could’ve helped her live the life she dreamed of … or at least find her a husband who’d like to travel. But she didn’t know her dad well enough to even guess whether he would have helped her or not.

      She sighed … she would never know now. He had died during Turesobei’s quest to capture the Storm Dragon’s Heart. It was that quest that brought Iniru here to Ekaran. Without her help, Turesobei would be dead. As it was, his well-being was in doubt.

      “The doctors and the wizards have finished conferring,” Iniru said. “They … they don’t have a clue what’s wrong or how to help him.”

      “Do …” Enashoma could barely bring herself to think it, much less say it. “Do they think he’s going to survive?”

      Iniru shrugged. “Will you be okay without me tonight?”

      With a sigh, Enashoma sat her bowl of steaming mint green tea on the side table. “I’ll be fine. Worry about yourself for a change. You need to get some rest — you haven’t fully recovered.”

      “I’m k’chasan. I heal fast.”

      “Niru …” Enashoma said, using her friend’s familiar name.

      “I’ll sleep all night … promise.”

      Iniru knelt and gave Turesobei’s hand a firm squeeze. A strained expression crinkled her face. Enashoma knew exactly what she was thinking: Turesobei might not make it.

      “You will wake me if they return, right?” Iniru said. “If they figure out anything … if he wakes up or —”

      “Yes — of course. Get Imi and Shurada to draw a bath before they turn in for the night. Promise me.”

      “Okay, okay. I promise. You’re awful bossy for a fourteen-year-old, you know.”

      From the first moment they had met a few weeks ago, Enashoma and Iniru had gotten along like old friends. For Enashoma, who had few friends, this was a big deal. Iniru was in love with Turesobei, and Enashoma more than approved of the match, but she knew the clan would never allow them to be together. Eventually, Iniru would have to leave, and then … Enashoma snapped her focus back to the present. She couldn’t bear to think about that, either.

      Iniru paused at the door, tugging at the collar of the lilac and peony robes Enashoma had loaned her. Proper baojendari attire annoyed Iniru, but not as much as her qengai assassin outfit bothered the populace of Ekaran. One day of families scurrying away for safety and the city guard on edge, watching and following, had convinced Iniru she had to drop her combat uniform. But Iniru’s normal clothes showed off far too much skin … or fur, rather … than what was considered proper in baojendari society. She could get arrested going around the way she normally dressed. Hence the formal robes meant for an aristocratic girl.

      “He will wake up,” Iniru said.

      “Of course he will. Nothing can stop my big brother.”

      Enashoma knelt beside Turesobei. He was lying perfectly still on his plush sleeping mat. Though his vital signs were good and his breathing deep, he never moved and showed no reaction to any sort of stimulus. From time to time, his body would even glow. The wizards thought this was a release of excess energies, but they weren’t certain. There was no precedent for any of this. Grandfather Kahenan might know, but he was unconscious and in rough shape after getting injured while rescuing Turesobei and Iniru from the Storm Cultists.

      Near Turesobei’s head sat a thick book with silver wire binding and a rune-embossed leather cover that had been polished until it was almost amber in appearance. Enashoma touched the cover, and a spark of magic pricked her fingertips. She lifted the book and flipped the crisp, white pages. They didn’t look nearly so worn as they should, based on the apparent age of the cover. All the pages were blank.

      Iniru tsked. “I really wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      “Why?” Enashoma asked. “It’s not dangerous … is it?”

      Iniru shrugged. “Well … not really …”

      Suspicious, Enashoma cocked an eyebrow. “I can feel the magic in it, but the pages are blank, and it looks like an old-fashioned diary.”

      “It is a diary.”

      “A magic diary … that no one has written anything into?”

      Iniru clenched her eyes shut, her shoulders sagging. “Just … just keep it safe, okay? I can’t tell you what it is or why it’s important. Only Turesobei could do that.”

      Enashoma took pity on Iniru. “Okay, I’ll keep the book safe.” She set the diary aside. “And I won’t mess with it anymore. Promise.”

      Saying goodnight, Iniru stepped out into the hallway and slid the paneled door back into place. Enashoma couldn’t even hear her walking away toward her room, which was unfortunately on the far side of their small but highly respectable Copper Ward house — Wenari had placed Iniru as far away from Turesobei's and Enashoma’s rooms as possible.

      Enashoma was disappointed that her mother hadn’t shown more concern about Turesobei. She only came in twice a day for a half hour or so. But she and Turesobei had gotten into a big fight before he went off to Wakaro, and Wenari was not one to forgive or forget easily or quickly. Naturally it didn’t help that Iniru was always there. Just because she had to accept the scandal of having a brazen k’chasan under her roof — for now, by the king’s orders — that didn’t mean she had to like it.

      Enashoma touched the symbol that took up half of Turesobei’s left cheek. It was a black storm cloud within a circle pierced by a thunderbolt — the Mark of the Storm Dragon — the result of him taking in the storm energies when he destroyed the Storm Dragon’s Heart, sacrificing himself to stop an explosion that would’ve killed thousands and thousands of people.

      “Sobei,” Enashoma muttered, taking one of his hands. “What have you done? You’ve got to come back to us. Grandfather will never recover without your help. And you can’t leave me here by myself. I don’t think I can stand it with you gone again. When you’re around it divides Mother’s attention. Without you here …” Enashoma shuddered.

      She sipped from her bowl of tea and sighed. Her eyes fluttered — her hand slipped — she splashed tea on the floor — dizzily, she set the tea down and clutched her head. Why was she suddenly so intensely sleepy? A shadow on the far wall — the shape of a tall, thin man with sapphire eyes peeled itself off the wall and stepped toward her!

      A demon?! Here?! Now?!

      Enashoma tried to shout, to call for help, but her words tumbled out in an incoherent mutter. She slumped over onto her side as the shadow stalked toward her and Sobei. This was it? This was how she was going to die? A random shadow demon out of nowhere, a demon that made her so sleepy she couldn’t run or fight back?

      The cover of the ancient diary flipped open beside her. The pages riffled of their own accord, backward and forward, building speed. Spinning, the book rose up off the floor.

      The shadow demon saw it and hesitated.

      With a pop, the book burst into a glowing, swirling amber cloud that steadily condensed until — Enashoma’s drooping eyes flared open despite the demon’s magic. The diary-turned-cloud turned into the form of a … creature … a demon … well, a tiny demon … with smooth amber skin, a pot belly, fluttering bat wings, a swishing spiked tail, and a hairless head punctuated by fangs that poked onto its bottom lip and big, beady, black eyes. On its chest was the Mark of the Storm Dragon!

      The little demon came into the world with a high-pitched wail of terror that Enashoma thought would surely alert the guards and everyone in the house … maybe everyone in the town … possibly even wake the dead.

      But surprise and fear and popping eardrums could no longer sustain Enashoma. She fell into the dark of sleep.
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      As big as a house cat and twice the trouble, Lu Bei was on the loose! — screaming like a castrated shrieker demon:

      “Oh please please please, by the fourteen gods of book fetches, let me —”

      His eyes flicked around.

      This — this wasn’t the belly of the beast!

      In fact … sparsely furnished room, early evening, a single flickering lantern turned low, red-stained bamboo panels, reed mat flooring of the highest quality, a big open window, a paneled door depicting two lions — his master lying still on a sleeping mat — sister Enashoma curled up nearby … he was in Master’s bedroom!

      Whew!

      Lu Bei pinched his arms and belly, flapped his wings — oh, glorious wings. He wasn’t made of lightning, wind, cloud, and rain anymore. He was one hundred percent, all natural … well, all magical … book fetch.

      A dream — only a dream. The sheer terror must have awoken him. It was just a dream, right? Yeah, had to be. No way he could be an actual dragon up in the sky one moment and then the next moment back in his regular old —

      Lu Bei patted his belly and his stumpy thighs, glanced at his shadow, and flew up beside the lantern hanging from the ceiling — the one that was normally bigger than him. His eyes went wide. The lantern wasn’t bigger anymore.

      “Holy Gods of Cats, Bats, and Squirrels, I’m freaking huge!” Even though no one was listening, he added, “Um, you know, relatively speaking.”

      Being a dragon had confused him so much he hadn’t realized he’d grown! Where once he’d been a foot tall, now … now he must be almost two feet! He’d doubled in size and — he glanced down. Oh, that wasn’t good. The Mark of the Storm Dragon was now tattooed onto his chest. That was bad, very very bad bad. He was full of storm energy. That’s why he was bigger. That’s why he had … dreamed? … he was a dragon.

      He zipped past something shadowy moving through the middle of the room and stopped in front of the small mirror on the opposite wall. Hovering, he rotated one way then the other.

      “I look good.” His tail was longer, too, and if he wasn’t mistaken, the spike was sharper. “I look real —”

      Lu Bei finally saw the shadow he’d zipped by. “Oh, crappers.”

      The featureless, man-shaped, shadow-made-solid demon was a tukukagi, a wizard leech — a rather unique monster. Only seven existed; Chonda Lu had created them himself, shaping them out of shadow energy. After a disaster of a first mission, he realized how bad an idea creating them had been and locked them away. How on earth had one gotten free?

      “Master, wake up! Lady Enashoma!”

      Neither budged. Double crappers. The tukukagi’s magic had put the girl dead asleep. But the somnolence aura couldn’t affect Turesobei because of Chonda Lu’s kavaru. That meant Master Turesobei was still too injured to wake and was perhaps dreaming he was a dragon like Lu Bei had, since he also had a storm mark tattoo now. They had probably shared a dream … Master was probably the big dragon that had tried to eat him.

      Lu Bei was, thankfully, also immune to the somnolence effect. He flew between the demon and his master. “Get back, villain! Or else, I’ll …”

      What? He couldn’t do much of anything these days. His powers had faded since the old days. He could claw it, but that wouldn’t do much, and the tukukagi would just beat him to a pulp anyway.

      The demon hissed, stepped forward, and swatted him aside. Lu Bei flapped his wings hard and narrowly avoided splatting into the wall. He spun round and, out of pure reflex and newfound instinct, thrust his palms out and fired blue-white sparks at the wizard leech.

      Ooh, magic powers!

      The tukukagi wailed in pain, then growled at Lu Bei. He sparked the demon again, and it plodded toward him. Were those sparks doing any good? Was he actually hurting it, or just making it mad?

      Have to protect Master, have to give it my all.

      He connected to the storm mark mentally, and with every bit of force he could muster he unleashed a streaming blast of energy at the beast.

      “Take that, you fiend!”

      The demon threw up its arm, shielding itself, and staggered back. Its form flickered with purplish light. Huzzah — it was working! He was hurting it. If he could just add a little more oomph, Lu Bei was sure he could kill it. The flow of sparks sputtered. “No, no, no!” He needed more power. Screwing up his face in concentration, he shoved as much of the storm energy as he could into the blast. The stream went solid again … then sputtered a moment later. The demon stepped toward him.

      Chest heaving, head pounding, Lu Bei was fast tiring out. His little spark-bolts were only getting weaker, and the demon would recover quickly if he didn’t blast it apart.

      Just as his storm energy fizzled out, the paneled door leading into the room thudded back and in stalked Iniru — sickle weapon in hand. Dripping wet, her fur was slicked down against her skin, making her look ten pounds lighter and several years younger. And that was far from the most embarrassing detail: she was wearing around her midsection a fluffy, pink towel.

      A clattering commotion echoed from the hallway behind her. The demon glanced at her and cocked its head toward the sounds.

      Iniru lowered into a fighting stance; the pink towel began to slip. She pointed her sickle at the demon. “Get — away — from — him!”

      “I’d run if I were you,” Lu Bei said. “That girl’s big time trouble. Part demon herself, and all killer.”

      Foolishly taking his advice, the demon dashed toward the window and leapt outside, fading away into the early night.

      “Whew,” Lu Bei said, panting. “Close one. Thanks for the assist, cat-girly.”

      Iniru cinched the towel back, and then waved her hands at him. “You too!”

      “What?”

      Iniru glanced back out into the hallway. “Out the window! Quick or you’ll be seen!”

      “Oh, right-o.”

      Wings beating, he sped out the window and dove into the bushes. Wait, that heavenly smell? He peeked into the room. Ooh, half a bowl of choice beverage — the Zangaiden mint green he’d dreamed about. He darted in and back out just as other people entered. Hopefully no one had seen him.

      He glanced around. The wizard leech was nowhere in sight — it would probably wait until everything died down before making another attempt, once it got over its surprise and realized Iniru was just a k’chasan girl. Hopefully the other six weren’t free. If so, all the wizards in Ekaran would be dead come morning. Only Kahenan was safe, thanks to the demon barrier enchantments on Chonda Tower. And if they weren’t stopped, come the morning after that, half of Ekaran’s Inner Ward, men and women and children, would be dead. And after that …

      Loud voices bounced around Turesobei’s bedroom. Lu Bei ignored them. They were imprinted magically into his memory. If he needed to know what was said, he could concentrate and summon up the information. For now, he just wanted to try to take in all that had happened — and drink his tea. With trembling hands, he lifted the bowl to his lips and took a large gulp. Normally, he took his time and savored the experience. Not this time. Sighing, he leaned back against the side of the house and finished off the bowl.
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      Enashoma woke groggily to see the strange, little storm-marked demon say something to Iniru, fly outside, dash back in to steal her tea, and then dash back out once more. The tall, lanky shadow demon had vanished. Iniru was dripping water onto the floor and wearing a pink towel that barely covered her sufficiently.

      What in Torment was going on?

      Enashoma sat up. “Niru, what’s —“

      Four armed guards burst into the room. Normally, their house only had one guard, but King Ugara himself had paid for increased security given recent events and Turesobei’s condition. Behind the guards hovered two gray-skinned, zaboko teens: Imi and Shurada, their youngest household servants. Enashoma liked them a lot, though not nearly so much as they liked Turesobei. Enashoma was just as nice to them — probably nicer — but they thought Turesobei was cute, and Enashoma couldn’t compete with that.

      Weapons drawn, the guards paced around the room. Their anxiousness quickly turned to confusion.

      “What in blazes is the matter?” one said. “We heard a horrible screeching noise.”

      Eyeing Enashoma, Iniru shook her head, almost imperceptibly. No one else noticed.

      “Nothing, really,” Enashoma said. “I … I fell asleep by accident and had a terrible nightmare and … and when I woke up, Turesobei was glowing and I … freaked out and screamed a bunch. I’m really, really sorry.”

      Dubious, the guards narrowed their eyes. One said, “Could’ve sworn I saw … well, something small … go out the window when I came in.” He walked to the window, glanced outside, and muttered to himself. He turned to Iniru. “You got here first …”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Iniru said. “You must’ve seen a shadow.”

      The guards relaxed … and then noticed what Iniru was wearing — rather, how little she was wearing. Two stared slack-jawed, one turned every shade of crimson, and the fourth spun away and muttered a chastity prayer. Imi and Shurada giggled. Enashoma would’ve done the same, if she hadn’t just seen one demon come out of a book and another out of the wall.

      To make matters worse, her mother swept into the room. Distracted by Iniru, the servants and guards bowed too slowly. Wenari’s jaw set, and her eyes narrowed. As always, Enashoma's mother was impeccably attired and made up. Wenari always looked too perfect, as if she were a doll and not real. Seething, Wenari glanced around the room.

      “What is the meaning of all this?”

      “Sorry, Mother,” Enashoma replied. “I woke screaming from a nightmare, and Turesobei was glowing, you know, like he does. It’s nothing. Everyone’s fine.”

      “Everything checks out, madam,” said one of the guards, forcing himself to meet her demanding gaze.

      “Enashoma,” her mother sighed, “it is hardly befitting a lady to scream or behave in any such manner. To be so undignified is —”

      Wenari shrieked.

      Startled, the guards clutched their weapons, while everyone else jumped. Except Iniru, who had been slowly creeping back toward the doorway, trying not to draw attention to herself as she made an escape. But Wenari had spotted her.

      “By all the gods, what are you doing in here — naked like that, you — you — harlot?!”

      Enashoma cringed all the way down into the core of her being. Why? Why would she say that to anyone who was a guest in her home — especially an assassin?

      Iniru’s eyes narrowed. She started to say something but then bit her lip. That actually frightened Enashoma more.

      “Get out — everyone!” Wenari commanded. But then she pointed to Enashoma and Iniru. “Not you two.”

      The guards and servants hurried out, and Wenari shut the door behind them. She was carefully avoiding looking directly at Iniru. But women were allowed to see each other naked in the baths — how was this different? Because Iniru was a k’chasan … because she had fur and not smooth ivory skin? Yeah, that was probably it. The average baojendari looked down on everyone who was beneath their social station, which included all other races. But Enashoma’s mother made an art of it. She’d only let Iniru into the house in the first place because of Lord Kahenan and King Ugara.

      “Mother, Iniru’s only wearing a towel because she heard me screaming. She jumped out of the bath and ran to help. You can ask Imi and Shurada.”

      “She should have dressed first.”

      Iniru clearly couldn’t take any more of this nonsense. “You would rather me take the time to get dressed and risk having your son and daughter get killed?”

      Wenari nodded. “Yes.” And after a moment of Iniru and Enashoma staring at her open-mouthed she added, “We do have guards, you know. Four of them. They were right behind you. Next time, you will let them handle any problems.”

      Iniru stepped toward her and snarled, “I am not one of your —”

      Enashoma stood, shakily. “Stop!” They both turned to her. “You two are not going to agree on what’s right — ever — so there’s just no point in arguing. Mother, Iniru was doing her best to save us. That’s a good thing. She doesn’t know our rules and ways. How could she, growing up in the rainforests a thousand leagues from here? Just let it go. It was an emergency.”

      Wenari stared at them, fuming, then turned and stalked out without another word. She slammed the paneled door shut behind her. Enashoma took Iniru’s hand, which was still shaking as Iniru restrained her anger.

      “This is just how she is, Niru. Let it go. We have bigger things to deal with than my mother, don’t you think?”

      Sighing, Iniru glanced down at herself. “Everything … important … is covered.”

      “Well, just barely. Now, tell me, what was that thing?”

      “I don’t know. Never seen anything like it.”

      “Not the shadowy demon — the book demon. The one that talked to you, the one that stole my tea.”

      “Oh, the fetch. Yeah … you’re not supposed to know about him.”

      “You said the book wasn’t dangerous …”

      “He’s not really,” Iniru replied. “And he just saved your life, I think.”

      The little demon grabbed onto the windowsill and popped his head over. “Saved Master’s life, actually. The demon didn’t care about the young Lady Enashoma.”

      “Master?” Enashoma asked.

      “He belongs to your brother,” Iniru answered.

      The demon tossed the tea bowl to Iniru. “Can I come in?”

      Iniru caught the bowl. “Yes, get in here. But stay out of sight!”

      The little beast hopped inside and bowed before Enashoma, moving his hand as if he were removing a hat from his head. “Allow me to introduce myself properly, Lady Chonda Enashoma. I am the illustrious, storm-marked, diary-turned-fetch, master of tea blending, recording specialist fetch of Master Chonda Lu — the one and only — Lu Bei.”

      He looked up at her expectantly. Was he waiting for applause? Recognition? “Er … hi,” she responded blankly.

      With a slight frown, he said, “Hi, indeed. So … you are wanting an explanation, I think.”

      “I’d like one, too,” Iniru said. “Where did those sparks come from?”

      He tapped the storm mark. “New powers.”

      “That why you grew?”

      “Indeed.”

      “You grew?” Enashoma said with surprise. “How small were you?”

      “Pipsqueak’s almost double what he was before,” Iniru replied. “Used to be about the same mass as the book that he turns into.”

      “Technically,” he said, “I am a book that turns into a fetch, not the other way around. A common misconception.”

      “Common misconception?” Iniru asked. “No one knows about you save Turesobei, Lord Kahenan, Onudaka, and me.”

      “I used to be widely known millennia ago.”

      “You’re — you’re that old?” Enashoma asked.

      Iniru pulled off her pink towel and started drying her hair. “Better give her the whole story, fetch.”

      “Aiyee!” The fetch threw his hands over his eyes and muttered, “Madam, that is most indecent. My eyes were not meant for such …”

      “Wonders?” Iniru added.

      “Hardly,” he replied. “Your scrawny sights are most ordinary.”

      Iniru took the towel by one corner, flicked it, and popped Lu Bei in the rear. He hopped forward and started to scream. Enashoma slapped a hand over his mouth. Smiling deviously, Iniru continued toweling off.

      “My thanks,” Lu Bei said as Enashoma removed her hand.

      “That was mean,” Enashoma scolded, poking him in his soft belly. “Her sights aren’t common, and she’s not scrawny — she’s well-muscled.”

      “Thank you, Shoma,” Iniru said. “But don’t sweat it. The fetch and I … we don’t get along.”

      “Ours is a working relationship,” said Lu Bei. “It works only because Master says it must.”

      “How about that explanation,” Enashoma said.

      “Of course, miss. The short of it is: Turesobei, all of the Chonda Clan’s wizards, and this entire city are in danger.”

      “How bad?” Iniru asked.

      “Bad bad,” Lu Bei replied. “And only the three of us can stop it.”
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      The fetch, talking so fast Enashoma could barely keep up, explained who and what he was. He popped back into and out of his diary form and then said, “Any questions?”

      “You were created by Chonda Lu, and you went away when he died. You came back by design, but too early — after sleeping for centuries — to guide my brother toward a secret special destiny?”

      “Indeed, miss.”

      Enashoma chewed on her thumbnail, a habit her mother deplored and griped about constantly. “I’m not sure I trust you.”

      Lu Bei puffed out his chest. “As I said, I was made by the founder of your clan — Chonda Lu himself.”

      “Exactly. I’ve read my history books. While he was no doubt a great man, one of the best Kaiaru ever to have lived, I’m not certain I would trust him either.”

      Lu Bei’s eyes went wide as saucers. “Lady Enashoma! It is an insult to speak so. Your history books know little of the whole picture, I assure you. Anyway, you can trust me. I promise.”

      “He does seem trustworthy,” Iniru said, “even if he’s annoying. Lord Kahenan approves of him, anyway.”

      “Well, if you’re good enough for my grandfather, you’re good enough for me … for now,” Enashoma said.

      “Thank you, miss. Thank you. If I might add, I wanted to meet you most of all.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you are sweet and kind and beautiful beyond compare and, most especially, because you brew your tea properly.”

      Enashoma snorted. “Thank you. I noticed you drank all my Orichomo mint tea.”

      “Zangaiden mint, my lady.”

      “I bought it myself. It’s Orichomo.”

      “Did you pay for Orichomo?” Lu Bei asked, and she nodded. “Most unfortunate. Tea merchants … they never change.”

      “This danger we have to stop?” Iniru prompted impatiently as she slung the towel back around her midsection.

      “The demon is a tukukagi, a wizard leech. Yes, that means pretty much just what you think, cat-girly. How one got loose, I’ve no idea.”

      “I’ve never heard of a wizard leech,” Enashoma said dubiously. “Turesobei’s told me about every kind of demon that could possibly get into the city. He used to frighten me that way.”

      Lu Bei bobbed his head. “The tukukagi are unique. Master made five of them out of liquid shadow — centuries before we came to Okoro. He intended them to be his ultimate weapons against his worst enemies. But —”

      “They didn’t work the way he planned?” Enashoma asked.

      “Not exactly. When released, a tukukagi is supposed to attack the nearest wizard or Kaiaru and suck the kenja right out of them while ignoring any other targets. Problem is, after they finish with their intended targets, they don’t stop. They go haywire and start killing anything and everything they can get their claws into — babies and cats, pigs and roaches … everything.”

      “That’s awful!” Enashoma said. A pang of worry knotted her stomach. “Wait, what about my grandfather? Won’t he be in danger, too?”

      Lu Bei shook his head. “Not at the moment. The things aren’t strong enough to break through the powerful enchantments on Chonda Tower — not yet.”

      Iniru’s eyes went wide. “Wait a second, if these things steal the kenja wizards use to work magic, can spells even kill them?“

      “Only a truly powerful spell could destroy one,” said Lu Bei, nodding.

      “What about white-steel?” Enashoma suggested.

      “A tukukagi struck by white-steel would disperse like any other shadow demon. But here’s the brilliant bit: if dispersed, the leech reforms on the next night and resumes its attack. And it will keep coming — night after night, year after year.”

      “So how did Chonda Lu stop them?” Iniru asked.

      “He developed a secure magic vessel that attracts them … as if the vessel were … well, a tasty wizard. A command orders them back inside.”

      “Do you think all of them have been released?” Iniru asked.

      Lu Bei sighed. “If one’s out, all of them are out …”

      Enashoma frowned. “You think the vessel stopped working?” Lu Bei nodded glumly. “But couldn’t someone have just let a single one out?”

      “It’s not impossible, but it is rather unlikely. No one alive knows about the tukukagi. Master only used them once before locking them away. He never spoke of them to anyone. Too much risk. He was afraid the containment vessel might not work a second time.”

      “So all the other Chonda wizards are in danger, too,” Iniru said. “We have to notify them immediately, while they still have a chance … if they still have a chance.”

      “No,” Lu Bei said authoritatively. “You can’t tell them — you can’t tell anyone.”

      “But they might get killed,” Enashoma said.

      “Then so be it,” Lu Bei said. “They absolutely cannot find out about the tukukagi. No wizard should know about them.”

      Enashoma was horrified. “But why?”

      “Because the tukukagi are weapons … terrible, powerful weapons,” Lu Bei said, “and the Chonda Clan is almost at war with the Gawo. Your leaders would never be able to resist setting the tukukagi against the Gawo wizards, but doing so would doom thousands and thousands of innocents.”

      Enashoma’s heart dropped into her stomach. This was bigger than anything she’d ever been a part of. The things she said now … the decisions she made … could affect thousands of people. Her heart hammered. Fear swam through her gut. She almost liked the feeling. Whatever she thought, whatever she did, would matter for a change. But this was way too much responsibility … and way too fast.

      “Surely Grandfather and King Ugara would realize they shouldn’t be used,” she said.

      “I think your grandfather could be trusted … maybe. But he’s unconscious.” Lu Bei shook his head. “But these other wizards … if the clan were desperate, the tukukagi would get used. That’s just how the world works.”

      “But what can we do?” Enashoma said.

      Lu Bei made a fist and flicked out one finger. “First, we need to get the vessel.” He flicked out another finger. “And second, we must use the command phrase to return the tukukagi back to the vessel.” He tapped his bald head. “Fortunately, I have perfect memory and know the phrase required.” He looked at Enashoma. “You can speak and read Old Tengba Ren, right?”

      “I — I take lessons,” she replied, cringing. “I can read and write it very well. But speaking it …”

      “No worry, I will teach you how to say it right. That should work. Iniru, you will get the vessel and return here.” He glanced around. “Where’s Sumada?”

      “Father’s white-steel sword is in the High Wizard’s Tower.”

      “It belongs with Master Turesobei.”

      “Since he’s not awake to safeguard it, they took it to the High Wizard’s Tower,” Iniru said.

      “That’s going to make protecting Master a lot harder if the demons come for him again before you get the vessel.”

      “You said Grandfather is safe for now because of the tower,” Enashoma said, “so couldn’t we move Turesobei there as well?”

      Iniru shook her head. “There’s no way to sneak him inside in his condition. And if we can’t tell anyone about the demons, then there’s no way the other wizards will listen to us if we ask to have him moved.”

      “I could bring Sumada here,” Enashoma said. “The guards know me, so getting in will be easy. But … I’d never be able to get back out there carrying a sword … unless you helped me, Lu Bei. You could fly up to one of the windows, and I could pass the sword to you.”

      He sighed and frowned. “Alas, I cannot go more than a hundred paces away from Master.”

      “That — that’s lame,” Enashoma said.

      “Maybe you can go farther now that you’ve grown,” Iniru said.

      “Maybe, but we’ve no time to test it. Someone must stay to guard Master anyway, and we know that I can hurt the demons a bit, as long as only one makes a try …”

      “Quiet,” Iniru whispered. “Someone’s coming.”

      They fell silent, and Lu Bei turned into a book and fell into Enashoma’s lap. A few moments later, Imi tapped on the door and entered. She didn’t even notice the diary. Instead, she eyed Iniru in her towel and giggled. “Anything I can do for you, Lady Enashoma?”

      “Not right now,” Enashoma snapped, frustrated by the interruption. Imi’s eyes flared with surprise, and Enashoma softened her tone. “Sorry, Imi. I’m just a bit rattled at the moment.”

      “Miss Iniru?” Imi said, her posture relaxing.

      “My clothes would be nice.”

      “Oh, of course. Sorry I didn’t think of that already. Obviously you don’t want to go back to your room just wearing the towel.”

      Imi bowed and exited.

      Once she was out of earshot, Iniru said, “So what does this vessel look like, and where will I find it?”

      “The vessel is a fancy, lacquered, double-layered box with a pattern of spirals etched into the surface. The only identifying mark is a Chonda Goshawk on the lid. Nothing else shows that it’s special. And there are masking spells inscribed in between the layers, along with binding runes to hide its magical nature. Even to a Kaiaru, unless examined under the most rigorous spells, it would appear as nothing more than a wooden box. As to its whereabouts, it should be in the treasury.”

      Enashoma flinched. “Oh no! I know that box. They inventoried the treasury recently and sold off some unwanted items last week. Remember that function Mother made me go to, Iniru? That’s where I was. I saw them sell that box.”

      Lu Bei slapped his forehead. “Chonda Lu made up a story about it in case something ever happened to him. That way it would always stay with the clan and never be messed with.”

      “They asked every noble family and searched the library and the archives. No one knew why it was special. So it was placed on auction. King Ugara is raising funds for the military.”

      “Do you know who has it?” Iniru said.

      Wincing, Enashoma nodded. “Lord Kobarai bought it … for his daughter.”

      Iniru dropped her towel. “Awasa has it?!”

      Lu Bei slapped his hands over his eyes, dramatically. Enashoma couldn’t even manage a laugh. “Uh-huh.”

      Iniru shrugged and picked up her towel, wrapping it back around her. “Well, it could be worse. Lots easier to break into the Kobarai household than the Chonda Treasury. And Awasa doesn’t know what it is. Though that begs the question, how has she managed to release a wizard leech?”

      “Easy, she put something in the box,” Lu Bei said. “Each item you put into the box releases one of the tukukagi.”

      “Seriously?” Iniru said. “That was your master’s clever way of activating it? Who wouldn’t put something in an empty box?”

      “It has to work that way for reasons I don’t have time to explain. But like I said, the magic on the box must have failed. She should never have been able to open it. The box was sealed with an incredibly powerful binding rune.”

      “A locking rune made by Chonda Lu failed?” Enashoma said.

      “No one is perfect,” Lu Bei responded. “And everything fades in time. Besides, someone could’ve damaged the rune during the inventory process. Or perhaps the demons damaged it from inside. Who knows?”

      “Well, hopefully she hasn’t dropped all her jewelry in it and released all of them,” Iniru said.

      “You’d better get going,” Lu Bei said. “I will guard Master and teach Lady Enashoma the command phrase. When the tukukagi shows up and we have the box —” He smacked his fist into the palm of his other hand and did a pirouette. “Bam!”

      Enashoma bit her lip in worry. “You sure I can pull it off?”

      “Oh sure, of course.”

      “What exactly does she have to do?” Iniru asked in a commanding tone.

      He sighed with exasperation. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “If she can’t pull it off, then we’ll have no choice but to alert the wizards. Otherwise, everyone will die.”

      “All Lady Enashoma needs to do is recite the command phrase while holding onto Master’s kavaru.”

      “I can’t use the stone — I’m not a wizard.”

      “But you could be a wizard. You have the lineage. You have all the talent you need to pull this off.”

      “I have the talent to be a wizard?”

      “Obviously,” Lu Bei answered. “And any wizard with half a brain could tell you that.”

      “Wait a second,” Iniru said. “I’ve seen the doddering fools and half-witted apprentices this clan has for wizards. Why the heck isn’t Enashoma being trained?”

      “Because I’m a girl. Girls can’t be wizards.”

      “That’s stupid,” Iniru answered.

      “I agree,” Lu Bei said. “A Kaiaru could be male or female when reborn, depending on the host selected. But as the Kaiaru became fewer and wizards took up their kavaru … things changed.”

      “Anyway,” Enashoma said, “I still can’t use Sobei’s kavaru — I don’t have any training — I don’t know how to channel power. Turesobei had years of training to learn all that stuff and he has a bond with the kavaru.”

      “Yes, but you are his sister,” Lu Bei said, “and a descendant of Chonda Lu. That will let you bond enough for this command to work. It’s not a spell or a ritual. It’s just a command. And we will practice it while cat-girly gets the box. That shouldn’t take long.”

      “Breaking into a guarded estate isn’t something you can rush, fetch.”

      “You need to rush it. We’ve wasted way too much time talking and that tukukagi can’t be far off. He’s going to figure out that neither of us is a serious threat soon enough. We’re just lucky they’re pretty stupid.”

      “He’s right, Niru,” Enashoma said. “Being walled inside Inner Ekaran like we are, the Kobarai Estate doesn’t need to be that well guarded. They’ll have two guards at the front door and there’ll be a guard near Awasa: Zaiporo. He’s a zaboko the same age as Turesobei. He’s a good fighter and he’s … I think … just — just please don’t hurt him, okay?”

      Iniru cocked an eyebrow.

      Enashoma’s cheeks blushed. “It’s not like that. He’s nice to me when we have to have tea with Lady Kobarai, and was especially nice last time when I was having a horrible day, and I appreciated it. Besides, I really feel sorry for him. You have no idea what he has to put up with.”

      “Oh yes I do,” Iniru replied. “I’ve met Awasa.”

      “Please,” Enashoma said. “Awasa’s nothing. Her mother’s the real piece of work. Worse than mine.”

      Iniru made her yikes face, then said earnestly, “Don’t worry, I won’t hurt anyone. I know what I’m — shh! I hear Imi’s footsteps again, and Shurada is with her.”

      Lu Bei returned to diary form, and Iniru began to talk about the weather. Imi and Shurada entered and bowed.

      Shurada held out the formal robe of lilacs and peonies, and Iniru cringed. Imi pulled out a sleeping gown and whispered, “We thought you might want to sleep here … comfortably … to keep Lady Enashoma company.”

      Iniru relaxed. “Thank you. This is perfect.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll cover for you. As far as we’re concerned, you slept all night in your room.”

      Smiling, they bowed and departed.

      Iniru pulled the sleeping gown over her head. “They sure are smitten with your brother.”

      “Like you aren’t?” Enashoma said.

      “Didn’t say I wasn’t.” Iniru took the sash from the formal robe and belted it around her waist, making the sleeping gown into a tunic. “But until I got here, I thought maybe it was just me.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Enashoma said. “He’s brilliant, good-hearted, and easy enough on the eyes. My brother is a much better catch than anyone I’m likely to end up with.”

      “You sure you can do this without your uniform or weapons?” Lu Bei said.

      “I’m trained for all potentialities. Besides, if I get caught in this sleeping tunic, I can make up a story about sleepwalking or something. If I were to get caught wearing my combat uniform or carrying weapons, I’d be done for.”

      Iniru went to the window.

      “Ooh, wait,” Enashoma said. She rushed over to the satchel that she took everywhere with her and pulled out a sheet of paper and the case containing her ink and brushes. She opened the case and pulled out a bottle of Zhura ink and her special brush.

      “The Maker’s Brush!” Lu Bei exclaimed, too loudly.

      Iniru slapped him on the back of the head. “Shh!”

      Lu Bei hopped up and down. “The Maker’s Brush! She’s got the Maker’s Brush!”

      Iniru put a finger on his lips and shook her head at Enashoma, who was about to ask him what he meant. “I’ve got to get going. We’ve already wasted too much time talking. Turesobei’s life is on the line. All our lives are on the line.”

      Enashoma quickly folded the sheet of paper into a very simple bird. She inked Iniru’s name on it and her own, and then drew the activating rune. “If you get in trouble, touch this symbol and say the word, "go." It will fly back to me, and I’ll think of some way to help you.”

      Enashoma had already delighted Iniru with animated origami creatures, so Iniru didn’t ask what it was. She simply tucked the folded bird into her makeshift belt, nodded her thanks, and leapt out the window into the night.

      Lu Bei’s eyes were locked onto the brush. “May I?”

      Enashoma handed it over, and he reverently clutched it in his tiny hands, tears rolling down his cheeks.

      “Master said it was destroyed,” Lu Bei whispered. “Why? Why would he lie?”

      “I’m sure he had a reason,” Enashoma offered, doubtfully.

      Lu Bei frowned. “I’m sure … I’m sure he must have. Though maybe … maybe it remade itself … that’s possible, I think. Where did you find it?”

      “I didn’t find it,” Enashoma replied. “Grandmother Yui — Kahenan’s wife — she gave it to me and taught me how to use it, just as her mother had taught her. Only a Chonda woman can use it.”

      “Only a Chonda woman?” Lu Bei said incredulously. “Are you sure?”

      Enashoma nodded vigorously. “Turesobei has tried loads of times, but it just won’t work for him. That really irritates him, too.”

      Lu Bei chewed at his bottom lip and swished his pointed tail back and forth. “Very, very strange this is. I will have to investigate it further when I have the chance.”

      “Does it work for me because I could be a wizard even though I’m a girl?”

      “Yes.” He kissed the brush’s handle and passed it back to her. “This brush is sacred — a treasure beyond all reckoning — far more powerful than your clan’s wizards realize. Guard it well.”

      “I will. I mean, I already do. And we do know that it’s a treasure.”

      “You know very little. Guard it stronger. Guard it with your life.”

      “I will! I promise. Now tell me about it. Why’s it named that? Because it can animate paper creatures? What makes it so powerful?”

      Lu Bei shook his head seriously. “No. No, I will not. I cannot. In fact, tell no one that is called the Maker’s Brush. It would be very dangerous for such knowledge to float about. Someone out there might remember it.”

      “I can’t even tell Turesobei or Grandfather?”

      “No one.”

      “No one,” she repeated.

      “It is our secret, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good,” said Lu Bei. “Now, let’s work on that phrase. And maybe you could get the servants back in — have them fetch two cups of tea? I’m thinking a strong black — almost over-fermented — with a pinch of citrus and the tiniest hint of vanilla would make this mission go better. What do you think?”

      “I think we don’t have a recipe even close to that. And I think if you ask Imi or Shurada for anything more than hot water and some loose tea leaves, you are asking for disappointment.”

      Lu Bei sighed. “A plain black for me when they come by, then.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I don’t want to put them in any more danger by calling them back to this room. Besides, they’ll notice that Iniru’s gone.”

      “Oh, fine.” Lu Bei pouted. “Let’s begin your study. Repeat after me …”
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      Iniru climbed to the top of the garden wall and, with a sharp scan of the area, analyzed the route to the Kobarai Estate, envisioning what lay beyond her range of sight. Memorizing in intricate detail the city’s layout on her first day here would now pay off — her mother would be so proud.

      Darkness lay across the city, punctuated by streetlamps and candlelit windows. With her hyper-sensitive k’chasan ears and nose alert, Iniru closed her eyes and took a deep breath … dozens of floral scents (the Chonda loved lavish gardens) … the reek of humanity (the odor was fainter here than in other cities) … meat and vegetables steamed and baked and kissed by flame … bats and birds aflutter … the drone of cicadas and the croak of frogs in the many ponds … distant mutterings of people going about their peaceful evening lives … broken by one couple’s fussing over the quality of the rare salmon steak served at dinner.

      She took it all in. And then she blocked it all out.

      Her mother’s voice came to mind.

      Dart from shadow to shadow … speed and caution … avoid the streetlamps, they are the enemy … a random child staring from a random window is just as dangerous as a guard on duty, the world is full of eyes … focus, but do not think … as the bats squeak but no one pays attention, be at one with your surroundings.

      Iniru released her breath and leapt off the garden wall. She darted to the first shadow and then on padded bare feet, she ran with a speed only another k’chasan could match. In a thousand heartbeats — or one single exhilarating thump — she sped past the great houses of the Copper Ward and the even greater estates of the Jade Ward and raced up to the last estate before the street wound uphill to the palace.

      A patrolling guard turned a corner. She flexed the extra muscles in her hands and feet that only k’chasans possessed, and claws popped out from beneath her fingernails and toenails. Using these, she climbed up the garden wall and peeked into the back gardens of the Kobarai Estate. A dense stand of bamboo screened this section near the wall from the rest of the gardens — clearly, security wasn’t a major concern. Iniru scrambled over the top and dropped in behind the bamboo. A smile spread across her face and soaked deep into her heart. This thrill and danger that a k’chasan qengai embraced: this was what she loved most of all.

      With a silent laugh, she pinched the bottom ends of her makeshift tunic and spun around. She’d done it all in this ridiculous silk nightgown embroidered with … what was it embroidered with? She hadn’t noticed. She looked carefully and wished that she hadn’t. Kittens?! Seriously, Imi? She sighed. It was insulting … but she was fairly certain Imi was only teasing her.

      At home she could’ve worn — anywhere, anytime — a simple pair of shorts and a sleeveless shirt that came down to her navel. The rainforest was hot, especially for people with fur. No one overdressed, except when they wore their padded bodysuits for training or when going out on a mission. But she couldn’t wear her casual clothes here, oh no. Baojendari were shocked at the public sight of bare skin … well, fur in her case.

      These few weeks amongst Turesobei’s people had been a revelation. It was one thing to know how fussy baojendari and zaboko customs were compared to those of the k’chasa, but it was quite another thing to experience it firsthand among the nobility — two layers of clothes, minimum, three to be stylish — maids and cooks and guards ever-present — bowing to everyone who wasn’t a servant — tea bowl goes on the right, cakes on the left, chopsticks horizontal in the center — elocution and nonchalance … it was far more exhausting than climbing a steep mountain in full combat gear.

      Iniru crept through a hydrangea garden, waded through a large pond rather than being exposed crossing the bridge, and slipped up to a line of blossom-heavy azaleas near the back entrance to the house. She was surprised to spot a guard there beside the door. She was not surprised to find him asleep and well past a reasonable age for retirement. The Kobarai family didn’t expect anyone inside the walls of Inner Ekaran, much less their courtyard. Having guards was probably just a formality. Turesobei had made it clear that the Chonda had never been one of those clans where assassinating one’s rivals was the best way to achieve rank and social mobility.

      Iniru picked up a rock to throw into the bushes, just in case she needed a distraction, and padded up to the door. Sitting cross-legged and slumped back against the wall, the guard was inches away from her. She grabbed the handle of the door — please don’t be locked — and pulled it open. He didn’t budge as she slipped inside and eased the door shut. She set the rock down and glanced around.

      This was the most dangerous part. With lanterns burning throughout the hallways, there were no shadows and few places to hide. Ducking around a corner to avoid one person could run her smack into someone else. This back hallway was empty and quiet, but she could hear the bustle of servants working in the nearby kitchen — the clinking of plates — quick mutterings — food sizzling in iron skillets. The scent of the heavily spiced foods the Baojendari served at formal meals was nearly overpowering. The family must be starting dinner, and that would tie up everyone in the house. Perfect.

      Now, Awasa’s room. Iniru stifled a curse. Why hadn’t she asked Shoma where it was? She’d been so keyed up on getting here unseen and stopping this threat that she’d made an absolutely amateur mistake, forgetting that intel always came first. Her mother would not have been proud of her for that. But Shoma hadn’t thought to mention it, either. Come to think of it, she probably didn’t know. Awasa would never invite Enashoma, whom she deemed inferior, into her room. Besides, visiting another person’s bedroom was likely improper. Iniru had learned fast that Turesobei and Enashoma were not the standard-bearers for their society’s customs.

      Regardless, she was on her own to figure it out. So where would Awasa be — where would Awasa want to be? The spoiled only child of a powerful family would want the best room in the house aside from that of her parents. She’d want a room with a view of the garden. She’d want the second floor so she would be above everyone else. It was likely that all the family bedrooms were upstairs anyway.

      All her senses focused, glancing around each corner, Iniru darted down the hallway and slinked up the staircase. The top level was quiet — not a sound — not from any of the … ugh, eighteen rooms.

      “Oh that figures,” she hissed to herself.

      The Kobarai had enough space for parents, grandparents, and half a dozen children. But Awasa would likely be on the back side to view the garden, so that narrowed things down to three rooms.

      Which one? She needed to move fast. Perfume! Awasa always wore jasmine perfume, a little too much, for a k’chasan nose anyway. Flaring her nostrils, she focused on the scents of the second story: sandalwood … rose petals … lantern oil … wood polish … lye … silk … wood polish … got it. She followed the scent of jasmine to the room on the far corner. Each panel on the screen door lavishly depicted an exotic flower. Iniru held her ear to the door and listened …

      No one inside.

      Sliding the door open and closing it behind her, Iniru penetrated Awasa’s exceedingly prim and girlish domain. She passed through the antechamber with its space for a servant’s bed, went through a second door, and entered the massive bedroom. Iniru had shared a room smaller than this with seven older sisters.

      A screen blocked off one corner of the room — probably for changing. The baojendari were such prudes. Three large windows looked out onto the garden. Perfect, she could open a window, jump down, and avoid having to go back downstairs. A door on the interior wall led to what she assumed was a privy chamber. All the rest of that wall was covered by an armoire. Awasa would have that many clothes. On the opposite wall was a small cabinet for bedding and —

      There it was, on top of Awasa’s writing desk — an ornately decorated, lacquered box with the lid open.

      Iniru dashed over. Inside the box lay a single piece of folded paper with Iniru’s name written on the front.

      She’s written a letter to me? That’s odd.

      Iniru reached down.

      The door leading in from the hallway slid back. Footsteps fast approached through the antechamber. She glanced at the windows — three locked latches on each. She’d never have time to open one before they got inside. One peek of fur and tufted ears and they’d know who’d broken in. A column wrapped with flowering wisteria stood near the desk. She squeezed in behind it, making herself as tall and narrow as she could, couched in the shadows.

      “I didn’t want any dinner, Marumi,” Awasa sniped. “Mother doesn’t care if I stay when Father’s away on business. I’m tired. Zaiporo, let’s get this over with. Quickly this time.”

      “Yes, Lady Enashoma,” said a deep, young voice.

      Iniru peeked through a gap in the wisteria and winced as the servant and the guard lit the other lantern near the door. The room was bright now, except behind the plant and the screen.

      With an engraved bowl of water and a sponge in hand, the servant Marumi stood beside Awasa while a young zaboko boy in armor — his hand on the hilt of the sword hanging from his belt — began checking the room … methodically.

      Crap.

      The handsome boy — Zaiporo, she assumed, based on Shoma’s description — stalked over to the windows, peered outside, and checked that each latch was locked. He stepped behind the screen, paused a moment, and then crossed the room and entered the privy. After that he began to open each section of the armoire, shoving robes aside to make sure no one was hiding amongst them.

      This was ridiculous. Did he expect to find someone? Iniru’s heart pounded in her chest so hard it hurt. He was going to find her. Nothing she could do about that. The only plan she could think of flashed through her mind: neutralize each person with a hand-strike to the neck — no lasting damage if you’re careful — guard, then servant, then Awasa — get all of them before they cry out — hope they don’t remember what hit them — deliver the box to Enashoma — flee Ekaran without saying goodbye to Turesobei — never know whether he'd recovered — never see him again.

      Bile rose into her throat.

      Awasa stomped a foot. “Oh, by the gods, Zaiporo! Just get out. The room is safe. It’s always safe.”

      With the slightest hint of malice in his voice, he calmly replied, “I am merely following Lord Kobarai’s orders concerning your safety, Lady Awasa.”

      “You are trying to vex me.”

      “I would never, my lady.”

      “I have attended a breakfast, two teas, and a luncheon today. I'm exhausted. I want to go to bed. Now. I promise you, no one’s in here. No one’s ever in here. No one will ever be in here. Who would try to kidnap or assassinate me?”

      “Lady Awasa, I —”

      “Go!” she said shrilly, her cheeks burning red. “That’s an order. Do not make me complain to my father again.”

      “As you wish, my lady.”

      He spun on his heel, bowed to her curtly, and exited the room. Iniru watched him walk into the hallway and stop outside the first door. Poor guy, he probably had to stand there all night.

      Awasa clenched her eyes, shuddered, and huffed. “Marumi, put the bowl behind the screen and leave.”

      Marumi did so, bowed to Awasa, and then entered the antechamber. After closing both doors, Marumi remained in the antechamber in case Awasa needed anything during the night.

      Awasa took a bundle of folded letters from her sash, thudded over to her writing desk, and tossed them into the lacquered box.

      Iniru twitched forward, reached halfway out, and almost screamed, “No!”

      Awasa didn’t notice. Smiling down at the letters, she hissed, “This’ll show you, k’chasan tramp.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

      
        
          [image: storm mark]
        

      

    

    
      Iniru tensed, ready for action.

      But Awasa simply walked over to the windows and opened them all. Iniru relaxed. Of course Awasa didn’t know she was here — otherwise, why send the guard back out into the hallway? Awasa wasn’t speaking to her directly … but then, what exactly did she mean by —

      A low growl rattled through Iniru’s throat. She called me a tramp!

      Awasa untied her tight pink sandals, breathing a sigh of relief. She pulled her sash free and took off her first and second outer robes. With a larger sigh of relief, she put the heavy clothes away in the armoire. Awasa took the ivory pins from her hair and shook it loose. Iniru was impressed. The girl was a lot prettier when she wasn’t made up like a doll, though obviously the baojendari must enjoy that silly look. She stifled a surge of jealousy. Awasa was still just a spoiled brat. She was not competition … and yet … Awasa would ultimately win. She would be the one to end up with Turesobei — they were betrothed. And the Chonda would never let Turesobei marry a k’chasan girl.

      As Awasa bent over and combed through her hair with her fingers, six marble-sized flames rose up from the lacquered box, drifted across the room, and zipped out the window. Awasa didn’t even notice them.

      Iniru cursed silently. If she’d gotten here just a minute sooner, they would’ve had only a single tukukagi to deal with. Now they had to contend with all of them. They’d soon form into demons and head straight toward Turesobei.

      Iniru had to hurry.

      But Awasa picked up a hairbrush and stood in front of the mirror which gave her a commanding view of the windows. “One hundred,” Awasa said with a mournful sigh as she completed a brush stroke. “Ninety-nine … ninety-eight … ninety-seven … ninety-six.”

      Iniru wanted to rip all her fur out in frustration. I’ve died. I’ve died and I’ve gone to Torment. She’ll get to zero and restart her countdown. What a crappy afterlife I’ve gotten.

      “Eighty-two … eighty-one …”

      Going to have to risk it, or kill her. No time to daydream. Just grab the box, make a mad dash, and then hope she can’t identify you.

      “Seventy-seven …”

      Iniru took in a deep breath, eyed the box, flexed her knees, and popped out the tiny claws from under her fingernails.

      Awasa groaned, glanced toward the door, and swiftly muttered: “Forty-five … thirty-two … seventeen … nine … three … two … one … done — for — tonight.” Awasa turned toward the door and waited for a response, but if Marumi was listening, she obviously didn’t care that Awasa had cheated when counting her brushstrokes.

      With a wistful look out the window, Awasa breathed a whisper that only k’chasan ears could hear. “My life stinks.”

      Half-heartedly humming a sad tune, Awasa stepped behind the screen. She pulled off her inner robe, dipped the sponge into the bowl, and began to bathe.

      With almost reckless speed, Iniru shot out from behind the wisteria, closed the lid of the box as she picked it up, and leapt out the window.
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      Lu Bei waxed on about the various brews of tea — tasty and yucky — he’d encountered throughout his entire two millennia lifespan. Ignoring him, Enashoma recited the command phrase as she wrote it on a sheet of paper with the Maker’s Brush. She drew the activating sigil and folded the sheet into a basic crane.

      Turesobei would be so jealous if he knew the magic brush that only she could use was even more special than he’d thought. But she was going to do as Lu Bei advised and not tell him … for now, anyway. She could live with that. It was cool knowing magic secrets her brother the wizard prodigy couldn’t know.

      “Why are you doing that?” Lu Bei asked as she started writing the characters of the command on another sheet.

      “Just trying to focus. You know, link the new task with something I do all the time to help me learn it.”

      He blinked his beady eyes rapidly. “That’s — that’s extraordinarily clever.”

      “Thank you,” she replied with a nod. “Grandmother taught me that trick … before she died.”

      “Sounds like she was a special lady.”

      “She’d have to be to keep up with Grandfather, don’t you think?”

      Lu Bei chuckled. “I suspect so. What’re you going to do with the cranes?”

      “I like to save them up. They’re good for amusing house cats and children.”

      “You’ll have to get rid of those. Sorry. Can’t have them sitting around with that phrase written on them. But maybe … just maybe … I could test my new spark powers on them. Target practice, you know. After we survive this.”

      Enashoma giggled. “You’re a funny little creature.”

      “Not a creature. A book that turns into a fetch.”

      Smiling, Enashoma drew the characters, recited the words, and folded the paper into another crane. Soon, she had seven of them piled beside her. She frowned. She was running low on paper … again. Mother won’t like having to purchase more. She'd have to steal some from Turesobei again. Fortunately, he never noticed.

      Lu Bei stopped mid-sentence in his description of tea buds from the Mountains of the Stars and stood up alert. “It’s back.”

      The shadow demon stepped out from the wall. How did they do that? Her eyelids began to drift downward. Oh crap, she hadn’t even thought of that. How in Torment was she supposed to recite the phrase if she fell —

      A spark popped her on the nose.

      “Ow!” she said, a little too loudly. Tears welled in her dried-out eyes, and a throbbing sensation echoed through her head. “Why did you … oh, I’m awake.” He had broken the somnolence effect.

      Lu Bei sparked the tukukagi. The demon staggered back … then continued forward. Enashoma knelt beside Turesobei and grabbed onto his kavaru. A tingle of kenja trickled up her arm and swept through her. Turesobei had never let her touch the kavaru before. Good thing they were keeping this secret — otherwise, he’d kill her for this.

      Come on, Iniru. Hurry.

      Lu Bei let the demon get halfway across the room before he hit it with an extended blast of sparks. That drove it all the way back against the wall. Lu Bei’s sparks fizzled out, and he landed with a groan, his wings sagging. The demon recovered and inched forward.

      Enashoma sensed a presence behind her. “Iniru you made —” She spun around. Four wizard leeches stepped into the room from the opposite wall.

      “Lu Bei! Trouble!”

      As the tukukagi stalked toward them, Lu Bei threw a meager spark at each. The demons barely missed a step. Lu Bei charged one, flew up, and clawed it in the face. The demon swung, but Lu Bei dodged and clawed it again. As he dodged a second blow, one of the other demons grabbed him by the tail and slung him away. Lu Bei somersaulted until he struck the wall and fell to the floor, gasping.

      Iniru dove in through the window and shoulder-rolled to a stop beside Enashoma. She opened the lid to the lacquered box, shook a pile of letters out, and set it down between them.

      “Recite the command now,” Lu Bei groaned, still lying on his head, slumped against the wall.

      With the leech demons closing in, Enashoma recited the command. The demons paused. A surprising spike of power rose into her from the kavaru and … nothing.

      The demons continued forward. Iniru leapt up and kicked one. It took the blow and kept coming. She hit two more, but she could barely slow them down. Her blows, while physically stronger, had less effect than Lu Bei’s, perhaps because he was a magical creature.

      Enashoma spoke the phrase two more times. The power rose into her with each attempt, but still nothing happened.

      Come on. Come on. You can do this. You have the talent.

      A demon grabbed Iniru by the wrist and flung her against the wall. She hit — with a thud Enashoma was certain would wake the whole house — and fell on top of Lu Bei, who squeaked like a toy.

      The four new demons were only inches away, looming over her. The first stooped over Turesobei and lowered his hands.

      She had to do something. Distract them and try the command again — that’s all she could possibly —

      Her cranes! She didn’t have to touch her creations to activate them. She pointed at each demon. “Cranes attack!”

      Giving a single origami creature a complicated command was difficult in the best of times. But all seven did exactly what she wanted. In fact, her little animated creatures did more than she could’ve imagined.

      Power surged out of the kavaru and numbed every bone in her body. Golden light streamed out from each crane as the written characters for the command phrase sparked to life. The cranes launched and buzzed around like a swam of hornets. Puzzled, the tukukagi paused. Then the cranes attacked, each crane targeting a different demon. The two extra cranes circled overhead.

      A crane struck a tukukagi square in the chest and burst into a shower of sparks. The demon turned, in the blink of an eye, into a tiny flame, which zipped into the lacquered box. One by one, the cranes hit their marks. The surprised demons never even had a chance. Each tukukagi in turn became a walnut-sized flame that sped into the box. Finally, the two extra cranes flashed into the box, as if hitting the demons for good measure.

      Once they were all inside, Enashoma slapped the lid shut. She released the kavaru and slumped down, half lying on top of her poor brother. Panting for breath, hurting all over, she wondered how on earth he could do magic all the time. Did channeling energy always hurt this bad?

      At the same time, she was extraordinarily satisfied with herself. She had done something — something important — something essential to the lives of many. She had mattered. And that feeling was pure intoxication. Lying there exhausted, still shaking from fear, she vowed to herself: I will be something more than a trophy wife to some boring clan noble. I will have a meaningful life.

      Iniru and Lu Bei both staggered over and sat down beside her. Iniru grabbed her by the shoulders.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m … actually, I’m fantastic.”

      “You’re … what?” Iniru asked.

      “She’s just riding the adrenaline high,” Lu Bei said. “Suspect she’s hurting all over.”

      “Oh, I am hurting,” Enashoma replied. “But I’m happy. We did it.”

      “That thing you did with the cranes was brilliant,” Iniru said.

      “I didn’t plan it. Just happened.”

      Lu Bei nodded. “Lucky you made those, then. Told you magic’s in your blood. Good thing Iniru got the box here in time. Though it would’ve been nice if she’d —”

      “Shut it, fetch. You’ve got no room to complain. If you hadn’t wasted so much time talking, I would’ve made it there before Awasa chucked all these letters in and woke the rest of them.”

      Lu Bei picked up a letter and peered at Iniru. “That’s weird. They’re addressed to you. All of them.”

      Iniru shrugged. “I don’t know why she’d write me.”

      Lu Bei opened the letter, scanned it, and began a chuckle that turned into a guffaw with him rolling back and forth on the floor, eyes sparkling with glee. Maybe someone else was releasing their adrenaline.

      Enashoma snatched the open letter before Iniru could get it. Only one look was necessary, and she started laughing as well. “Oh — oh, that’s so Awasa. They sell these in the market. You gotta take a look.”

      Iniru opened one. “What?! This is a curse — a curse for all my hair to fall out! She put my name on it!”

      Still laughing, Enashoma opened the others. “A curse for bad breath … a poor love life … a head cold … a stubbed toe … canker sores — ouch, shin splints.”

      “Shin splints!” Iniru growled. “Well that’s just mean.”

      “The curses are harmless,” Enashoma said consolingly.

      Recovering from his fit at last, Lu Bei said, “Not this time, they weren’t.”

      “I wonder what she’s going to think when she finds her box gone?” Iniru said. “Maybe she’ll think it’s a sign the curses will come true. That’d be hilarious.”

      “I guess we should hide the box, huh?” Enashoma said. “Don’t want anyone to find it and figure out we stole it. Her family did pay a lot for it. I hope Zaiporo doesn’t get into trouble over this.”

      “He is cute, by the way,” Iniru said.

      Enashoma’s cheeks flushed. “I don’t know what you mean. He’s just … nice.”

      “We have to destroy that box,” Lu Bei declared solemnly.

      “What? Are you sure?” Enashoma asked.

      “I’m certain. Some weapons should never be used, no matter the situation. I begged Master to destroy the box after he imprisoned the tukukagi. But he wanted to keep them as a weapon of last resort … just in case. But even when things got really really bad at the end, he wouldn’t use them. It’s just that Master … well, Master had trouble letting things he’d made go free. He didn’t know how to let go.”

      “Wait, you mean you are going to go against your master’s wishes?” Iniru said.

      “He’s not here, is he?” Lu Bei replied, hands on his hips. “Master didn’t anticipate people forgetting the legend about the box, or the locking rune failing, and Master didn’t leave me any orders concerning those wizard leeches. They are not part of Turesobei’s destiny.”

      “They could be,” Iniru countered.

      “They won’t be. We will destroy it. First thing tomorrow.”

      “How?” Enashoma asked.

      “Wrap the box in paper so it looks like a gift. Take it to the High Wizard’s Tower. You’ll need Iniru with you for this. Get one of the white-steel swords and sneak off to one of the workrooms — they have sound-dampening wards — and destroy the box. One good cut will do it. The demons are vulnerable when they’re all bound to it. Don’t worry, I’m certain it will work.”

      “You think I can pull all that off without getting us caught?” Enashoma asked dubiously.

      Lu Bei bobbed his head. “Lady Enashoma, you saved your brother and all your clan tonight. I think you can do most anything you put your mind to.”

      Smiling, she scratched him under the chin. His cheeks turned dark amber. “Call me Shoma from now on, okay?”

      “Yes, Lady Shoma,” he squeaked before turning back into a book.
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