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			One

			Masanori

			BLOOD painted the delicate rice paper walls.

			Four bodies lay in a heap, their robes stained red. The scent of burnt hair almost overwhelmed the pollution of copper and fresh death.

			A woman crumpled beneath the weight of her multi-layered blue kimono. She crawled toward the wall, reaching for it with trembling hands. Sobs wracked her body as she pressed her weight against a maple panel and tried to stand. Crimson smears glistened over the watercolour dragons beneath her fingers.

			“I’m sorry. P-please—” she started, a half-gurgled wail escaping her throat.

			A hand wrapped around her ankle and yanked.

			She lurched forward, her shoulder tearing the paper wall. Empress Aihi kicked her attacker, the torn silk of her kimono flapping around her ankles, but she slammed into the tatami with a hard thump. Blood from her victims splashed into her face as she landed in a pool of scarlet. It dripped from her robes and smudged beneath the press of Aihi’s body as she was pulled across the ground.

			“Please, Masanori. Don’t—you don’t have to do this...” she said.

			He flipped her onto her back.

			Aihi’s voice shook. But her eyes were wicked with laughter.

			Purple mist swirled around Aihi’s head, tendrils latching onto her raven hair. It bloomed from her face, obscuring the rest of the room in a lavender haze. The rest of the blood.

			I don’t care what the Goddess plans for you, Aihi, Masanori thought, straddling her legs and locking them in place. Fiery rage burned in his belly. She’s betrayed me as much as you.

			Fake tears drenched the Empress’ cheeks, stained red by speckles of blood. Not even a hint of regret. Masanori struggled to restrain his own tears as the burning in his stomach exploded into his chest, so hot it felt as though it would curdle his insides.

			His breaths came hard. The fog made his head spin, stuck between looking into purple nothingness and at Aihi’s limp, bloody form beneath him. Her lips twitching as if she was trying to restrain laughter.

			Heat cracked through his ribs, igniting his insides. Masanori flung a hand to the side, storm-blue energy zapping from his fingers. He pulled a shard of glass into his palm. Then I won’t regret this either.

			He curled his fingers around the glass. Hot blood gushed between his bone-white knuckles.

			The pain was nothing compared to the ache in his chest. Aihi’s betrayal. Her inevitable fate. Even through the sweltering fire inside him, a trickle of doubt touched Masanori’s mind. What if this isn’t her fault? His resolve began to melt.

			Masanori hesitated, gripping the glass tighter. He wrapped himself in Aihi’s energy, searching for a reason to stop. The lilac spread over his arms and he recoiled. It reeked of corruption. Lacotl’s mark.

			This is the Goddess’ punishment for my failures, Masanori thought. I should have seen Lacotl’s hand in her actions.

			His vision blurred behind fresh tears. The image of his family’s lifeless forms fed Masanori’s rage, quickening the flames. They exploded through his arms and wrapped around his heart, wreathing it in a blanket of red-hot coals that tightened with each heartbeat.

			Masanori drifted further inside himself with each blazing pulse. It locked him in the depths of his body. He pushed back, but the fiery tendrils strangled his heart, squeezing every last bit of life from him.

			He was the fire.

			An explosion of heat rocked his core. The embers consumed him, crushing his spirit. They scorched through his head, his arms. Great Shirashi, grant me strength. Give me resolve. Allow not my hand to falter; this is my penance. My soul is yours.

			He plunged the bloodstained glass into Aihi’s chest.

			She screamed, arms flailing to push him off. Masanori did not budge. Her wrath was but a candle beside the eternal sun smouldering within him.

			Masanori withdrew the glass. This is for Hidekazu. He stabbed. For Mother.

			The shard trembled as it pierced her again. A scarlet drizzle fell from her lips. 

			For Father. And again. For Hana. 

			And again.

			Aihi’s scream dwindled to a gurgle. A glossy sheen formed over her eyes, their light fading. Her arms fell to her side as her muscles failed. Masanori watched and made sure she was completely gone.

			Blood splattered Masanori’s face, gushed over his shaking hands, slicked the tatami floors. He squeezed his eyes shut and let his tears finish falling.

			His palms were cut to the bone, but he felt nothing. She’s dead. It’s over.

			Aihi twitched. Masanori flinched and opened his eyes. She reached for his hand.

			“Ma... sa...” she said.

			His mouth hung open as he watched a dim light spark in her eyes. The blood on her skin and soaking her kimono sunk back into her, the gouges in her chest and stomach closing. She wrapped her hand around the glass in Masanori’s grip and tried to wrest it away.

			Masanori moaned a half-sob. His prayers had failed. He wrapped his other hand around Aihi’s and looked into her eyes while he pressed the shard through her chest and into her heart.

			She gasped, convulsing. “Oh, great warlock, it hurts.” Masanori twisted the glass, forcing himself to watch Aihi’s face contort with it. “It’s not t-too late...” her head fell back. “...to stop...”

			He ignored her, plunging the glass into her chest over and over. Aihi’s lips parted and the light once again left her eyes.

			Masanori wept. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way, Aihi.” 

			He wiped his tears, replacing them with smears of blood across his cheekbones. Even if you deserve it.

			The Empress’ remained still, but Masanori stabbed her again. The glass slipped from his hands, splashing in the crimson puddle beside them. He shook as he stared at his mutilated flesh.

			Blood glided back into his veins. The muscles, tendons, and skin began restitching itself. Aihi reached up and grabbed his wrist. His eyes snapped to hers.

			Her face was twisted, lips black as coal, teeth polished into a bloody grin. Her eyes were wild, bloodshot, irises slimmed to slits. “You’re a killer, Masanori... who are you trying to convince?”

			Masanori lunged for the glass as Aihi sat up. The shard bit into his palm and reopened his wounds as he grabbed it. He twisted and jammed it into her chest again and again until he ceased to exist and lacked the willpower to stop.

			She did not bother to struggle; her maniacal laughter was all he heard for eternity.

			“He will always win...” She sucked in a deep breath. “There’s no stopping him.”

		

	
		
			Two

			Aihi

			OnE Month Earlier.

			Aihi’s shriek of rage sent a wave of ki pulsing through the dungeon cell. The fire illuminating the room flickered, shadows dancing in tune with her pacing.

			She clenched her fists and stole a glance at her prisoner. He was suspended mid-air with translucent arcs of black ki. They attached to metallic cuffs around his wrists and ankles that clanked as they swayed. Dried blood matted the brown fur on his goat-like face.

			Lacotl.

			The kan’thir that had taken twenty-five majyu to capture; responsible for the deaths of twenty women. A monster whose time was running out.

			This is a waste of time, Aihi thought. 

			Lacotl stared at her while she moved, his expression locked in something resembling a grin. But as a goat, his lips peeled back to reveal his yellowed teeth like the snarl of a rabid dog. A sour tang grew in Aihi’s mouth whenever she looked at the creature.

			“Oh, Princess, so much anger! Let it free, let it free!” He struggled against his chains, purple flecks of ki appearing near his wrists. The metal glowed white hot to absorb the energy. 

			“If I do that, you are dead,” she said, stopping.

			Blood-tinged slobber trickled from Lacotl’s lips and chin. Death would be too light a punishment, but there is little reason to keep him alive, Aihi thought. 

			Lacotl’s lips parted further. “Death, no, not from you.”

			Aihi lifted an arm. Aquamarine spirals stretched from her palm, widening as they spun toward Lacotl’s face. The water stopped inches from his nose, droplets of dark blue water splattering onto his hanging body.

			He flinched and steam rose from his soaked fur. Sulphur tainted the air as it melted. 

			“Your life is in my hands. Your death.” Aihi waited, but when Lacotl said nothing, she splashed him with the hot water. “Understand?”

			The kan’thir thrashed in his bonds but did not attempt to shake off the water. He laughed, a hiccuping, guttural sound that sputtered off.

			“Little Ai-hime, pretending she is strong when she is oh-so-lost without her little friend,” he said, resuming his cackling.

			Aihi saw red. Her fingers twitched and the whirlpool of boiling water spiralled quicker. Scalding liquid spattered over Lacotl. The kan’thir hissed as it burned him.

			“How dare you—” She raised her hand to spray him but stopped. The water roiled between them, filling the room with steam.

			He should suffer for killing Torra. For everyone he has hurt, she thought. But she needed to keep her temper, too. She could torture him for the rest of his days, but to what end? That would make her no better than him.

			Lacotl struggled again, sparks of violet ki illuminating his manacles. His eyes flickered between rabid and sentient as if he were on the verge of reverting to an animalistic nature. The bands of black ki expanded to keep him contained.

			“Why her?” Aihi said.

			The kan’thir jerked and fell still, his pupils shifting to focus on Aihi. “Never just her.”

			Aihi’s breaths came quicker. Her patience was reaching its end. She watched the spinning vortex to calm her temper; sweat and hot water pooled on her skin.

			“All part of the game, yes, each one, each girl, each a piece.” Lacotl’s eyes flicked toward the ceiling and he hummed. At first it was just the vibration of his throat, but it evolved into a harsh, crackling noise that irritated Aihi. “With them, Ai-hime, oh, maybe you would have won. Now they are gone, and I will win, yes, yes, I will.”

			Aihi’s nostrils flared and she let her arm fall, the whirlpool dying with it. Millions of steaming droplets collapsed to the floor, dissolving on impact.

			She stared at Lacotl as if in a daze, struggling to form thoughts, to understand the kan’thir’s words. All of this is just a game to him? To get to me? 

			Her hands clenched into fists. She raised an arm to resummon the whirlpool, this time imagining Lacotl’s skin and insides bubbling until he was an inch from death. She would not call a healer until the last second and extend his suffering.

			But she stopped herself, only completing the mizu kigou before her fingers faltered. The azure light flitted away like smoke.

			I am not my mother. I will not resort to torture. There must be another way to get to him.

			“A game,” she said, testing the feel of the word on her tongue. It tasted rancid. “Tell me about this game you are playing.”

			Lacotl’s chuckles turned to shrieks intoned with laughter. “Oh-ho-ho, is Ai-hime ready? Yes, play with me, much fun to have, you will see.”

			“In Seiryuu, it is considered rude to start a game without your opponent’s knowledge.” 

			“Is it true?” Lacotl cocked his head. His horizontal, slit-like pupils shrunk to slivers. “Oh, Princes, not knowing, not playing? What a mistake. We always play, always looking, always fighting.”

			Aihi frowned. We? Is this a game of life and death—something the kan’thir play? She had neglected her studies of the kan’thir when she was younger, as she’d thought it a waste of time. Now she regretted that. If she knew more, maybe she could decipher Lacotl’s actions, win his so-called game, and ensure it never happened again.

			She despised thinking she had been a part of Lacotl’s sick entertainment without knowing. Had Captain Tonkotsu told me about Lacotl, I could have stopped him sooner. I could have saved Torra. She ground her teeth. Perhaps she had been too lenient when she allowed him to keep his position. I will deal with him myself.

			“You are locked in my dungeons.” She gestured to the barrier of blue ki behind her. “Do I not win?”

			Lacotl craned his neck to get a better look at her, his eyes narrowed. “No, no, no, oh, no, not so easy, Ai-hime.”

			“Then tell me the rules. I will win, Lacotl, whatever they are.”

			“No rules, only death.”

			Aihi’s nose scrunched as if she’d smelled something bad. Swiping her waist, she pulled her katana from a shimmer of blue ki. She held the blade between her and Lacotl as she stepped closer, stopping only when it was pressed to his neck.

			The kan’thir cackled, his body swaying enough to nudge the blade into his neck. Blood welled and stained his fur, but Aihi pulled away before causing him serious injury.

			He acts as though he enjoys the pain, she thought. Bile rose in her throat. 

			“Cannot kill me, little Princess, not yourself, not with help, not—” He had started swaying as he spoke, but stopped himself short. His body rocked, chains clanking, the black ki warping to hold him still.

			How do I kill him, then? Or perhaps death does not mean killing each other after all. She let out an exasperated sigh. No rules, no guidelines, what kind of game is this?

			 Even as confused as she was, Aihi could not refuse to play with Lacotl. He had already forced her hand by killing twenty innocent women. By killing Torra. Now she would beat him at his own game, discover his true motives, and then kill him herself.

			“I will play your ga—”

			Aihi’s body seized. Her lungs searched for air but could not gather any.

			Everything went black. Silvery lines painted an unfocused image in her mind. Through the growing ache in her skull, she concentrated on the curves as they formed the shape of an eye. It simmered with a faint blue inner glow. The picture expanded, the lights moulding the elegant lines of a woman’s face. I know this woman, she thought. 

			The familiarity in the arch of her chin cut Aihi to the core. She couldn’t place a name; not with only an outline, without any details to go on. She raced to memorize the silhouette, stopping at the nose when the woman’s likeness exploded into purple flames. Fragments of light were stained lavender, cracking and disappearing in the darkness.

			I know her. Goddess, I know her. Her mind throbbed with the effort of remembering, but she failed.

			Aihi came to on her back, a sharp pain in her head. She swayed as she stood, jerking away from Lacotl’s swinging form. He used ki somehow. The manacles should prevent him from accessing any, she thought.

			“Tock, tock, ticking, the clock goes,” Lacotl sang, his head lolling.

			The image of the woman flashed before Aihi. His next victim? But he’s here... how can he kill anyone else? Aihi stepped away, acutely aware of how she had thought Lacotl defenceless, at her mercy, yet had incapacitated her without moving. How could she be sure he didn’t have a way to kill another girl from within these walls?

			For a moment, all Aihi heard was the blood thrumming in her ears. Sweat clung to her back and the smell of it extinguished everything else. Her hands were shaking when she looked at Lacotl again.

			“Save her, yes? Can you, Ai-hime?” he said.

			Aihi backed away. “I will not lose to you.”

			“Silly Princess,” he said, almost sounding sad. “I always win.”

		

	
		
			Three

			Hidekazu

			Sweat pooled along Hidekazu’s spine. He leaned forward, clutching Kin’s mane, urging the stallion through Nagasou’s winding streets. Masanori and his mare, Einu, had a significant lead as they raced through the Market District and toward the palace.

			They swerved around shoppers and past colourful merchant stalls selling talismans from the East, around fruit-sellers and fishermen. As they approached the city’s Upper District, Masanori looked back at Hidekazu. “Going to beat you, brother!” His grin was lost in the crowds.

			Not if I can help it, Hidekazu thought. He listened only to the clattering of Kin and Einu’s hooves. The sound warned wandering noble ladies and bushi out of the boys’ path, scattering to the side of the road.

			The pair raced past their family estate, eyes set on the palace as it rose over the hill in the distance. Its imposing stone towers were flanked by a number of multi-layered, interconnected buildings with curved rooftops. Much of the gargantuan structure was obscured by the bamboo and cedar forests within the Palace District.

			Hidekazu steadied his breathing when the palace stables came into view. This is my chance.

			Einu slowed to a trot and positioned for a clean stop, but for Kin, slowing was unnecessary. He galloped past the stable’s threshold, pulling into an instant stop. Hidekazu jumped off, his feet hitting the earth a whole second before Masanori’s.

			He grinned. “I win.”

			Masanori scowled. “Next time, winner is first through the city gates. You’re cheating,” he said, unable to maintain his scowl for long.

			“I’m just playing to my strengths,” Hidekazu said. “But next time, take all the handicaps you want. That won’t stop me from beating you again.”

			The twins passed Einu and Kin’s reins to the palace stable hands. Hidekazu and Masanori preferred to care for their horses themselves, but they were unsure of the urgency of Aihi’s summons. It’s probably better if we don’t make her wait, Hidekazu thought.

			Vibrant cherry blossom trees dotted the garden making up most of the Palace District. Loose petals swayed in the wind, a mingling of pink and white that drifted through groves of crimson maples. A forest of bamboo and cedar trees was nestled between the district entrance and the palace, their lengths towering at least a hundred metres above the twins. The subtle spiciness of the cedars mingled with the earthiness of the bamboo, relaxing Hidekazu’s muscles as he and Masanori passed through the garden.

			Roads branching away from the main path were filled with tiny shrines to the Dragon Goddess, Shirashi. Stone statues in her honour were surrounded by blue candles floating in the air. Hidekazu and Masanori followed the smooth, granite path to the Grand Temple.

			The temple’s height rivalled the palace. It was built up of eight levels and decorated with strands of golden, dragon-shaped lanterns and sculptures. Each layer was carefully painted with the storm-blue and silver of the Goddess, colours which were common all throughout Nagasou. Around the temple was eight archways, eaves curved upward like wings set to take flight.

			A crowd of commoners, nobles, and bushi were congregated around the temple. Many were silent and on their knees in group prayer, but more stood in observance. Hidekazu and Masanori nudged their way through the crowd to find an all-too-familiar face on the other side.

			Flanked by ten bushi was Aihi, kneeling at the base of the temple’s largest Shirashi statue. Her aura pulsed the deepest of blues, draping the courtyard in a peaceful aura. After a couple of minutes, Aihi’s aura faded into invisibility. Her jūnihitoe weighed her down as she stood, the mass of two dozen blue brocaded layers shimmering as she turned. 

			Hidekazu’s eyes widened. Aihi’s face was painted white, her lips swashed in blue, her hair looped with rings of silver. What could occasion such formal attire?

			Her gaze rested on Hidekazu for a moment before she beckoned to him and continued toward the palace. Onlookers parted for her and the bushi to pass, Hidekazu and Masanori hurrying behind them. Aihi was the embodiment of the ocean as she moved, gold and silver flecks dancing between waves.

			They followed her at a distance until they were away from the temple, through the bamboo forest, and approaching the massive pond that looped around the entire palace. Water lilies floated on the surface, reeds punctuating around mossy boulders. Light blue and silver koi the size of bears swam near the surface.

			“A sight for sore eyes,” she said when they caught up. Her face was blank, but her eyes smiled. “I did not expect you for a while longer.”

			The bushi scattered, keeping the onlookers a moderate distance from Aihi. 

			“We were eager to return home,” Masanori said.

			“I myself was glad to be home after everything in Tsukiko, and I was not there nearly as long as you.”

			Hidekazu’s chest tightened. He had tried to put the Lacotl incident behind him. But even with the murderous kan’thir imprisoned and his last victim, Taniya Mezan, recovered and well, it was proving difficult. Lacotl’s existence had given Hidekazu a whole new reason to fight. Not just to defend Aihi, and all else who was dear to him, but for everyone.

			Torra and the others might be gone, but they will never be forgotten. It pained Hidekazu to think of how many of those deaths might have been avoided had Captain Tonkotsu swallowed his pride and sent word of Lacotl’s constant attacks to the Shōgun or Aihi.

			For how enraged Aihi had been over the incident, he was surprised Aihi allowed Captain Tonkotsu to keep his job.

			He pushed those thoughts away. “Did some particular occasion warrant a jūnihitoe?”

			Aihi grimaced. “It is my father’s cruel joke of a punishment.”

			“What, for taking charge of Lacotl’s capture?” Masanori said.

			“For refusing to be his pawn.” She laughed, but it was bitter. “He decided I am not ladylike enough and has bid me to better act the part.”

			Hidekazu and Masanori were both speechless. Why would her father attempt to tame her passion and power? Hidekazu thought, his stomach flipping. Could it have something to do with our decision not to get married?

			In their silence, Aihi raised her arms and her crimson irezumi glowed. It was so bright that it was visible through the many layers of her kimono. Fiery waves billowed from her, syncing with the pond’s movement.

			Translucent barriers appeared on either side of the water. The pool vibrated, rippling from the center to the outer edges. Enormous stone slabs rose to the surface and groaned into the arch of a bridge.

			Aihi led the way, the hem of her kimono hovering over the ground so as to not drag across the wet stone. Koi surfaced as they passed, their eyes shining with an eerie intelligence.

			When they were training and searching for Lacotl, Hidekazu had pushed aside his worries regarding his impending marriage to Aihi. Once Aihi had discovered their parents’ plans and confronted Hidekazu about it, it had been clear that neither of them agreed with the arrangement. They saw each other as brother and sister, not as potential partners. Presumably, Aihi braved all involved parties and told them the plan was off.

			The subject had never been brought up since.

			Hidekazu’s parents likely would punish him for his disobedience, but it would be nothing compared to what the Emperor would do to Aihi. His palms sweat at the thought. Dressing her up more like an Imperial Princess is only the beginning.

			A middle-aged bushi named Uriku awaited them at the palace doors. He nodded to them, but made no other signs of acknowledgement, even though they had known him since they were children.

			The massive sliding doors were crafted from cedar and maple. A long, curled dragon of the ancient, royal Ryuu family was embossed on the surface. Its scales were carved whorls in the wood decorated with millions of shards of gold and silver gemstones, its sapphire eyes glinting as Uriku opened the doors for them to pass through.

			Although the crest was originally of the Ryuu family—the line of warlocks who had once ruled Seiryuu for centuries—Aihi’s family had inherited it when her grandfather became Emperor fifty years ago.

			Masanori seemed to find his voice where Hidekazu had not. “You are not just any Princess, though. You are a formidable majyu. It is wrong for your father to try keeping you locked in a cage.”

			They entered the palace, maple floorboards squeaking beneath them. Inside was lined with rice paper and cedar panels painted with a watercolour dragon. It flew along the walls, turquoise scales rippling like water. It disappeared around the corner of the entrance hall but was replaced by another flying over the paper on the other side of the room.

			It eyed Hidekazu, Masanori, and Aihi as they passed, but Aihi seemed to be the only one capable of ignoring its gaze. All the paintings within the palace were enchanted to act as sentries, discreetly alerting the Emperor’s head of security of any intruders. They could attack if necessary, but Hidekazu had only seen that happen once.

			Even having spent many years of his life in the palace, the sentries still gave him chills.

			“When has my father cared about what makes sense?” Aihi said, lifting her chin higher. “Besides, the punishment could be worse. Communing with the Goddess has been calming, even if in public, after everything...”

			“Does it help?” Masanori said.

			Aihi shrugged. “Somewhat, I suppose. It might provide better comfort if she answered. But it is comfort enough, at least, that I can feel her presence. Even if it is through many, many layers of smoke and ki.”

			“Her presence, or lack of presence, does not erase what we had to face. The lives you had to sacrifice,” Hidekazu said.

			She stopped in the middle of the hall and looked him straight in the eye. “No. It does not.”

			There was no one else nearby save the bushi tailing Aihi, but they were out of earshot. Hidekazu kept his gaze levelled with hers.

			“I hope it is not too early for me to broach the subject of Lacotl,” he said.

			Aihi pursed her lips. “He refuses to say anything about the aki or his purpose,” she said, her voice stiff. “I believe he has enchanted himself to prevent him from answering our questions in any useful way.”

			Hidekazu and Masanori shared a glance. It’s been almost two weeks and neither Aihi nor the Shōgun have gotten anything useful out of him? Hidekazu examined Aihi’s expression. Although she was usually skilled at hiding her thoughts, her exhaustion weighed on her. He’s said something. She just doesn’t want to tell us, he thought.

			But at the same time, she was probably right. As cruel as he was, it was impossible to charge Lacotl as thoughtless. He would have found a way to prevent himself from being questioned. Yet those kinds of spells were uncommon, difficult, and harder still to use on oneself. Perhaps he has an accomplice?

			He would have asked Aihi about it, but it was clear she was not ready to discuss Lacotl.

			“What about the Dragon’s Eye?” Masanori said, failing to hide the eagerness in his voice.

			She pursed her lips. “Nothing about that either.”

			“Aihi, perhaps now is not the time, but you agreed to enlighten us when we returned to Nagasou,” Hidekazu said, trying to smile. “And I do recall you mentioning some travelling would be involved.”

			On the other side of her, Masanori grinned and nodded. Aihi’s scowl only deepened. “And I recall saying that we would have a conversation about those spells you should not have been able to use,” she said.

			Hidekazu’s posture resembled an icicle, though his pulse quickened. He’d hoped Aihi had been too busy to remember, as he expected that, when the time did come, she would scold him for doing something dangerous. Well, she remembered. Might as well own up to it. “True, you are supposed to do that too. But I believe both topics go hand-in-hand.”

			He tried to play it off, and though he thought he’d succeeded, Aihi looked away. 

			“We will speak about both subjects soon. Now is not the time.” She brushed her hands across her jūnihitoe, something she always did when she was nervous. “Take the rest of the day to unwind. Tomorrow, too, perhaps. You have been away for some time. We will discuss everything once I have wrapped up some unfinished business.”

			“Why are you—” Masanori started, only for Aihi to speak over him, raising her voice.

			“Ah, one last thing. I procured a gift for each of you, a reward for your efforts against Lacotl,” she said, her smile returning, casting away the shadow of worry that had overtaken her.

			She lifted her hands, and in a flash of storm-blue light, a slender naginata appeared in her grasp. The shaft was of polished cherry wood, images of long feathers carved into the surface. It was tipped with a long, silver blade. Closing the distance between her and Masanori, she presented it to him. His mouth hung open and he bowed his head before accepting it.

			“Aihi, you should not have—”

			“Hush. You risked your lives to train and confront a threat no one else in Seiryuu even acknowledged. Without you, Lacotl would still be a threat today,” Aihi said. She watched Masanori spin the weapon in his hands. “I know you love your mother’s katana, but I thought a naginata might suit you better.”

			Hidekazu chuckled. “I thought the same. Without ki, Masanori could use the extra reach.” Aihi nodded, her smile growing.

			“Now, for you, Hidekazu...”

			A massive tome appeared in Aihi’s hands, the purple cover faded with age. She handed it to him, eyes sparkling.

			The book weighed so much that Hidekazu strained to keep it up long enough to read the title, “Translated Myths.” Beneath the text was an image depicting the four elements in their natural forms.

			Hidekazu’s brow furrowed. Myths translated from what?

			“You have always wanted to learn the Old Language, have you not?” Hidekazu’s mouth hung open. “This book is the only side-by-side translation of ancient myths written in the Old Language to a semi-modern form of Seiryan. Unfortunately, I could not find any texts that actually teach the Old Language, but I thought—”

			Hidekazu embraced Aihi with one arm, a squeeze she returned for only a moment before distancing herself again.

			“I can never thank you enough for this, Aihi,” he said.

			“You deserve it.” She touched his shoulder and then glanced to Masanori. “Enjoy your gifts and your two days off. I promise we will talk soon.”

			She left in a hurry, hardly giving Hidekazu and Masanori the chance to say goodbye. Hidekazu ran his fingers along the book’s spine. The thing was ancient; a treasure. Where did she find something like this?

			Masanori tossed his new naginata from hand to hand, grinning, then grabbed Hidekazu’s shoulder. “You heard what Aihi said. We’ve got the next two days to relax. How about we have a quick duel so I can try out this new naginata?” His smile faded somewhat. “Then I suppose we should go find mother and father?”

			“A duel sounds like fun,” he said, even though he didn’t want to fight—or see their parents, for that matter—and would rather settle in a corner somewhere and read his new book from cover to cover.

			But instead, he tapped the tome’s cover with his staff, shrinking it to the size of a shrimp and stuffing it into his robes. I’ll have plenty of time for that later, he thought, following Masanori.

		

	
		
			Four

			Masanori

			The twins left the royal wing and made for the armoury on the opposite side of the palace. Masanori resisted the urge to twirl his new naginata as they moved through the halls. It was lithe but sturdy, the wood and metal teeming with ki.

			His mother entered the palace as Hidekazu and Masanori stepped into the entrance hall.

			She smiled, her eyes wet. Her long, curly golden blonde hair bounced behind her as she moved, the colour matching the irezumi of a dragon inked on both of her bare arms. Sachi Genshu was one of the very few people in Seiryuu with light-coloured hair.

			Although most regulars in the palace were used to her different appearance, Masanori couldn’t help but recall the time when he and Hidekazu were younger and she’d taken them to the temple in Meishoken. She’d been flocked by townsfolk who either recognized her as the sun-coloured warrioress or were intrigued by her golden locks.

			Hidekazu had said when they were younger that their mother might have been a descendant of the lost Shika race. They were humans who supposedly inhabited the continent Imeria before it had been destroyed by dragons hundreds of years ago. The myth furthered the ethereal aura surrounding Sachi—and others seemed to think so, too, as he’d overheard people he didn’t know repeating the tale in the past.

			It didn’t matter where she was from or who her ancestors were. She was their mother. Although I wonder how our lives would have changed, had we inherited her height or hair colour, Masanori thought. She stood a full foot taller than the twins and they already neared their full-grown height.

			He mirrored his mother’s smile when she embraced him and Hidekazu before saying a word.

			“My brave boys,” she said. “I trusted you would return safe.”

			“Father seemed to think we could not handle it,” Masanori said. The words left him before he had the chance to hide his annoyance. Warmth sizzled on his cheeks.

			“He was right to be worried, brother. Lacotl was not an ideal first opponent. We might not have won if—” Hidekazu cut himself short, his mouth still open.

			His mother watched them, her eyes glimmering, brows raised. “Your father had every right to be worried. That is his duty as a parent, after all.” She smiled as though she knew something they did not. “I was just on my way to see him, if you would like to join me?”

			“Ah—” Masanori tried to speak but was immediately interrupted by Hidekazu.

			“We were on our way to test the gift Aihi’ left for him,” he said, gesturing to the naginata. “But I am sure we could see Father first, right?”

			Masanori clenched his teeth. “Of course.”

			Although he had known it was unavoidable to return to Nagasou and not visit their father, he had expected to burn some energy first. Masanori wasn’t prepared to see him just yet.

			It had been a month since he’d seen his father. This wasn’t including the brief conversation they’d had through an inn mirror, where he had implied Masanori should not be a warrior or try to become a bushi. That Aihi was somehow forcing everything on him. Aihi would never do that, and I doubt he’s changed his mind on the matter.

			Meanwhile, their mother was focused on the naginata. She’d gotten closer and bent forward, entranced by the engravings. I’ve never seen her interested in any weapon but her own.

			“A magnificent weapon,” she said, and then straightened. “I would have chosen the same. As much joy as it brings me to see you wield my old katana, you were always built for the naginata.”

			He chuckled and momentarily forgot his annoyance. “That’s what I keep hearing.”

			“The enchantment on this weapon is quite curious,” she said, smirking.

			Masanori’s eyes widened, amazed that his mother could decipher the ki on it with just a look.

			“It’s enchanted?” he said. A lightness lifted him; he was eager to know how that might affect his fighting style. “What is it?”

			A pair of servants bowed as they passed. Sachi finished examining the naginata.

			His mother looked up, her lips quivering. “I cannot tell you. Perhaps Aihi wished you to discover it on your own. You will—” Her voice cracked and she took a steadying breath. “You will find out when you use it the first time.”

			“Is it... bad?” he said, his elation fading, replaced with a chill.

			She shook her head and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Not at all.” She collected herself, her smile returning. “Let us go, shall we?”

			Masanori followed his mother and brother into the antechamber before the throne room, then through a side door acting as a shortcut into the staff wing. It was much busier than the royal counterpart, and there were bushi, servants, and guests milling about.

			Even moving through the crowd, Masanori felt cold. His mother’s reaction to his naginata’s enchantment unsettled him. But she said it isn’t bad. I guess I’ll see what she meant soon enough.

			Compared to the royal wing, decorations were sparse and not as extravagant. Painted wall scrolls, potted plants, the occasional statue of Shirashi or a dragon. They turned into the corridor populated by the Emperor’s advisors’ studies, where they would find Masanori and Hidekazu’s father. Another watercolour dragon eyed them from the far wall, coiling its body and springing away after checking them over.

			They found Dano Genshu’s door about halfway down. Sachi touched the lattices, her golden irezumi shimmering. The door’s lustre faded as the wards were disabled.

			Masanori’s heart leapt as the door slid open. I can’t do this. I’m not ready to face him. He stepped away, his jaw tight, but Hidekazu grabbed his arm and kept him from fleeing.

			He mouthed the words, what are you doing? And Masanori couldn’t respond.

			His gaze was glued on his father, who was kneeling at his desk. His brush moved until he shifted to look over his shoulder, spotting Sachi in the doorway. He put his work away.

			“Good afternoon, my love,” Sachi said. She smiled again when her husband’s face lit up at the sight of his sons. “Look at these miscreants I found wandering the palace.”

			“Alive and well, I see,” he said, nodding. “I hope that is enough adventure until you are older.”

			“Far from it!” Hidekazu said, laughing. He nudged Masanori into the room, sliding the door shut behind them.

			To their father, Hidekazu’s words probably sounded like a joke. But the twins both knew they had many years of adventures left in them. 

			Dano arched an eyebrow. “Oh? Plan on vanquishing the troublesome oni in the hills, are you?”

			“That might not be too bad, actually,” Masanori said. He didn’t stop the smirk forming on his lips, and he barely noticed when his anxiety began to flit away.

			After they arrested Lacotl, there had been reports of more aggressive yōkai appearing in the hills outside Tsukiko. Captain Tonkotsu of the Tsukiko Guard theorized it had something to do with the removal of the aki, which had been critical to managing the ebb and flow of ki in the area. Without it, the creatures seemed drawn there.

			“I hope you are not seriously considering uptaking the endeavour,” his father said. His face darkened as he rose to his feet. “You two are best off here, at home, studying and preparing for your attendance at Tsukiko Academy. I will have nothing less.”

			There was a brief silence while Masanori’s mind raced. He looked to Hidekazu and his mother for support, but they offered none. Masanori’s stomach ached. “It is our responsibility to deal with the aftermath of—”

			“It is not.” Dano’s gaze pierced him, but Masanori did not shy away from it. “It is the Exalted Princess’ responsibility. The Tsukiko Guard’s. Not yours. And you had best remember it; do not make me regret granting you permission to become bushi. Let this be your first lesson: a bushi’s obedience is more valuable than their sword or ki.”

			Masanori winced as though he’d been slapped. Tears might have welled in his eyes if it weren’t for the acidic pain in his chest for him to cling onto. Father is blind. He does not understand how much we are needed to help clean up Lacotl’s mess. He does not understand—

			Perhaps his father did not understand. Perhaps he was blind. But that did not stop him from being right.

			A blanket of ice wrapped around Masanori. There is only so much we can do until we are fully trained. We got lucky with Lacotl, it’s as simple as that. Without the tsukumogami to save them, they might have perished.

			“Kan’thir catchers and demon slayers. That would be quite the accomplishment at fifteen,” their mother said, offering a tentative smile. “But perhaps your father is right. There are more dangers in this world than you can imagine; it would ease our worries to at least know you two are prepared when you set out on your next adventure.”

			Masanori stiffened when his father pulled him and Hidekazu into a hug. “I hope I have not upset you boys. You should know I am proud of you both, and your assistance with Lacotl’s capture has proven that you are more capable than we imagined.”

			There was no point in trying to correct him. He, Hidekazu, and Aihi had done much more than help in Lacotl’s capture, but clarifying that detail was not worth risking their admission to Tsukiko Academy. Their father would likely revoke their permission to train if he knew the truth.

			“It is as you say, Father,” Hidekazu said. “We must be prepared before we go off into the world.”

			Hidekazu glanced at Masanori while he lied, his distaste for their father’s declaration radiating off him in hot waves. It had been Hidekazu, after all, who insisted they leave Seiryuu for a while before attending school. Will we even get the chance, now? Masanori thought. Even without their parents’ less-than-subtle hints that they should remain home, Aihi didn’t seem likely to follow through with the request.

			“I am glad you see things my way,” Dano said. His eyes glazed over as if staring off into nothingness, and then he sighed. “I am surprised that, after everything, you two still wish to go through with your bushi training.”

			“We are more determined than ever,” Masanori said without hesitation. Dizziness tinged his vision; he expected his father to take back everything and force him to resume studying ki-engineering.

			For a moment, his father was silent, but he nodded. “Very well.” He placed one hand on Hidekazu, and one on Masanori. “Then you have our blessing to continue training, to attend the Academy, and after, if you still wish, to become bushi.”

			Masanori’s heart skipped a beat. Had he heard his father right? He grinned and all the tension in his body floated away. I have to show him he’s made the right choice. I’ll train hard, become the greatest of the bushi, even with no ki.

			The tapper heated at his throat. Its warmth comforted Masanori.

			“There is only one condition.” His mother’s voice jarred Masanori from a dream of hard training, mastering every weapon, eliminating anyone else like Lacotl who tried to prey on Seiryuu.

			“Mother?” Hidekazu said, surprise evident in his voice. Or is that fear? Masanori wondered.

			She nodded. “Once your lessons at the Academy begin, you must take your studies seriously. We have already addressed Aihi about dragging you boys around; she understands the importance of your training and has agreed to interrupt you as infrequent as possible.”

			Hidekazu released a shaky breath. He looked at Masanori, who nodded his agreement. “We are fine with that. Our studies will take prevalence.”

			“Excellent. Then please, do your best,” she said, wrapping her arms around them again and kissing their foreheads.

			***

			The training yard was a large rectangle converted from an old courtyard years ago. Although the verandas that had once surrounded it had been removed, the shoji windows remained, and sometimes people peeked through to watch the practicing bushi.

			Cherry blossom trees and maples grew in the corners accompanied by many training dummies; some standing upright, ready to be struck, but there were even some disassembled ones laying on the ground.

			Two bushi fought at the far end of the yard, their strikes echoing when metal struck metal. They appeared to be in their early twenties, probably new bushi who had only recently passed their exams. There was plenty of room for the four of them and more, but Masanori couldn’t help but feel a little self-conscious about practicing with a new weapon in front of strangers.

			He twirled it and jabbed at the air in front of him, adjusting his footing as he went. It feels like an extension of me already. I wonder if that’s the enchantment Mother mentioned?

			“Ready?” Hidekazu said. He ran a hand through his hair, which was the longest he’d had it in years.

			Masanori nodded, shoving all thoughts of the other bushi into the back of his mind. They were insignificant. Even if he made a fool out of himself, it was part of learning, and he intended to take advantage of his parents’ permission to train. It was more important that he burned off some of his frustration before he exploded.

			As much as he wanted to be mad at his father, he couldn’t. He’d been right and Masanori couldn’t argue against it.

			Taking a deep breath, he stepped forward, slipping into an offensive stance; knees bent, naginata level with his shoulders. I’ll train and practice until I’ve earned the right to fight whatever or whomever I want.

			The naginata’s energy poured through him, stabbing his heart with tiny needles. Inexplicable tears welled in his eyes and he gasped, dropping to his knees. He ignored the jolting pain in his knees as he hit the stone.

			The naginata remained clutched tight despite his trembling fingers.

			This was Torra’s naginata. He felt her within it somehow, pining for him. The tapper warmed against his breast as he reached for his tiny bit of ki, using it to grab Torra’s energy and wrap himself in it.

			Hidekazu was at his side. “Masa, what’s wrong—”

			His face fell as Torra’s ki touched him. It grew in an aura around them both, bubbling through them and devastating them. Masanori pressed his hands to his face, hiding his falling tears as though he were ashamed of his attachment to Torra.

			Not a word about her had been said between him, Hidekazu, and Aihi. Not since Hidekazu had revealed the identity of Lacotl’s victim from their first encounter with the wretched kan’thir. Masanori had not thought much about her; his concern had always been focused on Taniya, Lacotl, and training.

			Torra had been a dear friend to Aihi, and by extension, he and Hidekazu. She and Aihi had been close, closer than Masanori had ever seen Aihi with anyone else.

			And she had been a master with the naginata.

			Masanori squeezed his eyes shut and let his breaths come in quick bursts. Steely claws clutched his heart at the realization of what Aihi had lost, what kind of gift she had given him. Why would she give away something so precious?

			Until that moment, Masanori hadn’t realized how much he missed Torra. He never had the opportunity to see her often—she had usually been occupied with her studies, her family’s business, or entertaining Aihi—but it had been enough. Enough to know her loss would haunt him forever.

			Hidekazu clutched his side, sobs shuddering through him. The sound of footsteps prompted Masanori to look up.

			One of the bushi who had been on the other side of the yard approached. The ghost of a smirk lingered on his face.

			“You kids forget this is a place for fighting, not crying like babies?” he said. The other bushi, trailing behind him, burst into laughter.

			Masanori felt nothing. His insides were a wasteland, a void created from the vibrations of too many emotions at once. He could not stand up to this bully, not now when he was too vulnerable to stand.

			But Hidekazu acted in his place.

			He stilled and shifted to glare at the bushi. The man’s delighted expression fell as Hidekazu stood, waves of golden, electric energy pulsing from him and his staff.

			“Say that again,” Hidekazu whispered.

			The bushi stepped back, his eyes bulging. “Sorry, I—”

			“Say it again.”

			Masanori grabbed Hidekazu’s arm. “That won’t be necessary, Hidekazu. I think the idiot has learned his mistake.”

			Gold twisted and turned to an icy azure. Hidekazu slammed his staff into the stone, and a chill emanated from him, freezing the bushi in place even as he tried to back away. His friend bolted.

			Hidekazu accosted the bushi. “You are a stain on the Emperor’s household. Bushi should be extensions of respect, power, and the royal family’s will. While I might not find you worth my time, you had better correct yourself before you catch Aihi’s eye. She will take pleasure in teaching you not to disrespect your title.”

			With a flick of his staff, the ice melted. The bushi collapsed, panting, eyes frantic. When Hidekazu turned away, the bushi fled the yard.

			The void in Masanori’s chest began to fill. Torra’s presence still lingered with him, hovering in the space where his tapper connected to his meagre ki.

			“Are you sure that wasn’t a bit excessive?” Masanori said.

			Hidekazu shrugged. “He deserved it. And he came at a bad time.”

			“I suppose.”

			“Still up for a duel?”

			“Might as well. We came all this way.” Masanori tried to smile, but he was still shaking. A memory of Kansai’s warning about Hidekazu’s power nudged its way to the surface, but he shoved it down, refusing to give weight to foolish thoughts.

			Red flared in the space between them. It slowly drifted toward the ground. “When it’s done falling,” Hidekazu said.

			Masanori narrowed his eyes, following the light as it fell. He held his breath as it neared the dirt, the thrum of blood in his ears consuming everything. The tapper warmed against him, so hot it felt as though it would burn a hole through his kimono.

			The red hit the floor. It fizzled out on contact.

			Masanori dashed forward. A blue sheen pooled around Hidekazu, painted kigou appearing in front of him. The air grew heavy, Masanori’s breath appearing as warm puffs. The blue divided into thin needles that drained water from the air and solidified into icicles.

			Hidekazu flicked his wrist and they flew at Masanori.

			He ducked and one shattered behind him. Hidekazu released the second, poised to hit Masanori straight on, but he cut it in half with his naginata. It shattered and melted. Three more icicles formed and sailed at him, but he dodged them all.

			A laugh escaped Masanori’s lungs. It’d been a while since he’d been in a real duel, not since he last fought sensei Kansai at the academy. Fighting Hidekazu wasn’t as difficult, but it reminded him that fighting wasn’t all about defeating the bad guys.

			For a few peaceful moments, Masanori forgot about how their desire to help with the aftermath of Lacotl’s attacks had been denied. But it did not last. I wish our determination was enough. I wish we could be useful now, not in two years.

			The weight of Masanori’s frustration seeped into his bones as he reached Hidekazu, thrusting the naginata at him. Any familiarity he had felt with the weapon was gone. It was replaced with a disjointedness as Torra’s energy leaked into him through the tapper. What Masanori expected to be precise attacks turned into bumbling strikes.

			He fumbled his next attack, giving Hidekazu the chance to conjure a wind barrier and deflect the blade. Masanori jerked away, struggling to regain his balance in a mess of awful footwork.

			Since Torra had been a master with the naginata, Masanori had thought it would be an advantage to draw on her strength. So much for that. She’s just messing me up, he thought. He tried to separate himself from her, but her energy had wrapped around him like a cloak and refused to let go.

			Masanori gritted his teeth and strengthened his grip on the weapon. Fine, if that’s how it’s going to be. He drew on Torra’s power again, willing her to unify him with the naginata.

			Mastery was not necessary, just understanding.

			The chill in the air faded away, and sweat began to pool on Masanori’s skin. Hidekazu spun away after throwing Masanori off balance, the stone cracking beneath his feet as he moved. Shards of earth lifted from the yard, lacking rhyme or method as they flew at Masanori. He knocked them away without effort.

			Hidekazu cursed under his breath. He tore up another section of the yard, shaping the stone into skewers.

			Masanori gulped at the sight of them, increasing the distance between them. They were heavy-duty weapons, what a majyu might use in a fight for their life, not a friendly duel. Hide’s letting Torra and those bushi get to him. And taking it out on me.

			His instincts said to call the fight before anyone got hurt, but his bitterness spurred his desire to continue. His father’s treatment had been expected, but his heart wrenched at how Aihi kept pushing him and Hidekazu away. She knew they were capable even if their parents refused to acknowledge it yet.

			Maybe we’re nowhere near the strength of full bushi, but she should know we can help her when she’s stuck. Lacotl and that Dragon’s Eye, whatever it is, sure has her tied into knots, he thought.

			Masanori dodged the spikes as Hidekazu launched them without direction. He proceeded with care, not enthusiastic about being impaled by a rock.

			Torra’s constant flow of energy steadied Masanori’s mind and movements. She hollowed out the pain she had first caused him and replacing it with fierce determination. It was as though she said she would protect him.

			Hidekazu managed the space between them, throwing more fragmented earth, but not fast enough to distance himself from Masanori’s next charge. Masanori barrelled toward him, the kigou for a shield appearing just in time.

			The weapon pinged against the hazy green barrier. It vibrated, unfaltering, and Masanori braced himself. He extended energy from his tapper into the weapon. Torra’s spirit entwined with his, and together they curled their will around the naginata, taming it.

			Their energy concentrated at the silver blade’s tip. It sliced through Hidekazu’s windy barrier and Masanori thrust forward, turned, and knocked Hidekazu to the ground with his hip.

			Hidekazu landed hard, grunting as he rolled to a stop, flat on his face. He rolled onto his back. “Damn it all!” He climbed to his feet, still grumbling, and dusted off his kimono.

			Masanori chuckled, touching his cheek. “A bit on your face, too.”

			He wiped it off, still scowling. “Good fight.”

			“Are you still upset about Torra?”

			“Sort of.” Hidekazu sighed, running a hand through his hair, almost tugging at it. “Just pent up frustration I guess. About feeling so helpless.”

			Masanori raised an eyebrow. “You hardly looked helpless a few minutes ago when you had that bushi at your mercy.”

			“That’s not what I mean. Aihi doesn’t trust us enough anymore to confide in us about the Dragon’s Eye. Our parents believe us still children.” He looked away. “And Torra’s energy was a surprise.”

			“I wish Aihi didn’t avoid talking about Lacotl and the Eye,” Masanori agreed.

			 More likely, after what happened with Taniya and Torra, Aihi believed she needed to shoulder the loss on her own. That Lacotl was completely her responsibility. Especially since Hidekazu and Masanori’s parents probably cornered her and forced her to leave the two of them out of it.

			“Hopefully she realizes she can trust us sooner rather than later, regardless of what our parents say,” Hidekazu said. He held his staff at the ready. “Another fight?”

			The muscles in Hidekazu’s arms were taut. Masanori would have been lying if he said he didn’t feel it, too. He was more resolved than ever to practice. I will become the best I can be.

			“Let’s go again,” Masanori said.

		

	
		
			Five

			Aihi

			A violet flicker illuminated shadows in the distance

			Aihi’s skin turned icy, her steps faltering. She fell several paces behind her mother, who stalked toward the source of the corrupted ki. The dungeons were void of prisoners and ki-barriers save for the old warlock cells now occupied by Lacotl and the aki. 

			Years ago, the dungeons had been filled to the brim with cold-blooded murderers. Rapists. Thieves. The dungeon’s halls had been illuminated with the dull blue glow of the ki barriers, behind which many prisoners rotted for the rest of their miserable lives.

			She had needed to see the truth of the world. Its sickness and depravity.

			And from knowing the world’s shortcomings, they could cure it.

			In a sense, her mother had achieved her goal. There were no prisoners left, save perhaps the worst of them all.

			All part of the game, yes, each one, each girl, each a piece. Lacotl’s words echoed in her mind like razors. She shivered.

			It had been three days since she last spoke with the kan’thir. Three frantic days of hunting the identity of his next victim with nothing to go on but a silhouette.

			Aihi trailed behind the Shōgun in near darkness, the dungeon’s musk wrapping around her like a blanket.

			The barriers reflected purple as they approached. Even from outside its cell, the aki’s corrupted energy reached for her, stroking her skin and leaving goosebumps in its wake. There were three bushi and two other majyu that Aihi did not recognize beyond the barrier.

			Her mother lifted a hand, her irezumi glowing crimson, but stopped. She glanced at Aihi. “I would only expose you to this risk if you are absolutely certain.”

			“I can handle this,” Aihi said, pursing her lips. “My condition is not a problem unless I use too much ki. I have been very careful, Shōgun.”

			Her muscles tensed one by one as she spoke. The Kajoushohi was an affliction she had discovered in her first encounter with Lacotl, after she had gone beyond her limits. If Aihi was not cautious, she could use ki beyond her natural limitations at the cost of degrading her physical form. Skin, organ, tendon and bone could turn to ki, if she desired it.

			The concentration of dark, malevolent ki forced Aihi to breathe deep. I cannot shy away from this responsibility. For Torra, I will find answers.

			The Shōgun nodded, holding her gaze for a moment longer.

			She released the ki that had accumulated into a ball of electric, scarlet energy in her palm. It exploded against the barrier, the light melting and pooling in the grooves in the stone floor.

			Aihi took another deep breath and stepped into the cell. The bushi within bowed when they recognized her and the Shōgun.

			“What is the aki’s status?” her mother said.

			“Stable for the meantime, esteemed Shōgun. It still resists our examinations.” The voice belonged to one of the unfamiliar majyu, but Aihi had already lost interest in their conversation.

			Her focus had been devoured by the aki.

			Its shimmering, crystalline surface called to her. Facets of transparent purple stretched toward the shadowy ceiling, ending in a pointed tip at its maximum height. Clusters of smaller crystals grew along its base, shrouded in a thin mist. Within it, dark tendrils twisted as if to a heartbeat.

			The crystal’s dark ki scraped against Aihi’s body. Aches sprung up all over as though the energy were peeling back her skin and wriggling through her muscles. Her hands twitched and then she took a step closer.

			Slow at first, careful not to alert anyone.

			I will not be intimidated by darkness.

			Dark ki groped at her energy, desperate to latch on. Each time her body fought it off, Aihi caught a sense of something mournful hidden beneath the tendrils. Not evil—corrupted.

			She licked her lips as a lightness grew in her chest. What if Lacotl did not sacrifice enough lives to corrupt it forever? What if there is something left that we can use to reverse it?

			Aihi stepped closer. The aki’s glossy, purple surface seemed to shift as though there was something within.

			A pair of eyes appeared. They bulged, peering right at her.

			She flinched away from the crystal. The image Lacotl showed her flashed in her mind. It cannot be her. The woman should be his next victim, not someone he has already killed.

			“Exalted Princess, I must advise you not to get too close,” a voice said, and a heavy hand clamped Aihi’s shoulder.

			The voice belonged to one of the bushi, a woman named Suki. Her heart raced as she was pulled from her thoughts and back into the present where she was surrounded by other people. Aihi layered the silhouette over the bushi’s face in her mind. Not the right shape.

			“Do you see that?” Aihi pointed. The eyes had become clearer since she looked away. Now they were scrunched as if in pain.

			Suki’s hand shook when she saw the eyes. The other majyu and bushi crowded around to get a better look.

			“Those eyes—” the Shōgun started.

			The room shook.

			Purple energy ruptured from the aki, flying across the cell and exploding against stone and ki barriers.

			Streaks of purple and black coils stretched from the crystal, feeling for Aihi. She toppled with the force of the energy and hit the floor. Around her, the bushi and majyu raised shields of wind and water to trap the aki’s power.

			Aihi lifted herself with shaking arms and levelled her palms toward the walls. Shadowy spikes appeared on the stone, creeping along the translucent cell barrier.

			Her arm warmed as her irezumi lit up. Flashes of gold and crimson light fired at the walls. The shadows writhed and faded into nothingness.

			Beside her, Suki and another bushi, Uriku, sliced away the remaining tendrils with their katana. Cut off from the aki, they withered and died alongside the others.

			Beyond the majyu’s barriers, the aki’s aura twisted from purple to black and then faded.

			Aihi jumped to her feet, ignoring the hot, salty warmth in her mouth. She stared at the aki through the barriers still swarming the crystal. The white-green wind mixed with turquoise water created a surface that obscured almost everything beyond.

			But the crystal’s surface contained a dull glow, just bright enough to penetrate the barrier.

			The eyes had expanded into a face. Not the woman Lacotl showed me.

			Torra.

			Aihi’s eyes stung with tears. She could not look away or stop herself from trembling. Oh, dearest Torra...

			“Drop the barriers!” the Shōgun said. The majyu’s arms fell, kigou flashed, and the swirling water and wind fell away.

			Her mother stood next to Aihi, a hand covering her mouth.

			“This has never happened before,” Uriku said.

			Suki and Uriku looked between the Shōgun, Aihi, and the aki with a mixture of shock and horror.

			Torra’s face pressed against the crystal’s surface, expression locked into a silent sob. They watched until she shifted, her lips moving to form a single word, over and over again. Aihi. Aihi.

			Aihi closed her eyes, warm droplets sliding down her cheeks. Why you, Torra? Why had I not been with you that day? Do you blame me?

			Aihi’s mother reached out and touched the crystal, caressing the dead girl’s cheek.

			“Shōgun, no!” Uriku dashed toward her and the aki, but it was too late.

			Black and purple bolts zapped from the crystal’s crevices, wrapping around the Shōgun’s hand and slithering up her arm.

			Torra’s face disappeared.

			The lightning flashed and a dark shadow appeared over her mother’s face. For the briefest of moments, she was nothing but a silhouette with silver accents.

			No. It cannot be her. How could I not recognize my own mother? Aihi’s thoughts were frantic, searching for any reasonable explanation for her oversight.

			There was none.

			It was as though the electricity that shocked her mother had also run through Aihi and electrocuted her heart. Unable to move, she watched as Uriku pulled the Shōgun away from the aki. Static lingered on her arm for a few seconds before it fizzled out.

			The Shōgun began to convulse. Uriku cradled her, trying to keep her still.

			Blood thrummed in Aihi’s ears. She fell to her knees next to Uriku, pulling her mother onto her lap and clutching her. The Shōgun’s eyes rolled back in her skull.

			The bushi and majyu jumped into action and a dozen different kigou appeared as inky black strokes in the air. They collapsed onto the Shōgun, sinking into her skin and glowing an emerald green through her kimono. Aihi pulled up her mother’s heavy sleeves to watch the healing kigou work.

			She almost dropped her.

			Her hands were black, the skin on the rest of her arms turning ashen grey, veins purple and splotchy. Tiny bulges wriggled beneath her skin.

			The kigou blinked in and out of focus, their brilliant green draining away, replaced with an abyssal black. Her skin tore as the black bulges beneath expanded and released themselves, black vines pouring from the wounds. They swirled around the cell, the tendrils dissolving into black smoke that plunged back into the aki. 

			Suki’s blue irezumi flashed iridescent and pale energy poured into the Shōgun’s arm. Some of her colour returned, and a wrap of light appeared around her bicep like a tourniquet, keeping the corruption from spreading. The process was repeated on her other arm, the bands flickered against the pressure of the dark ki.

			Those will not last long, Aihi thought, her hands sweaty. She felt lightheaded but pressed her ki into her mother’s body to strengthen the clasps. They both glowed white that faded to pink, orange, and then crimson. She pressed her forehead into her mother’s neck. This is all my fault. I need to fix—

			Her mother gasped and Aihi bolted upright. The Shōgun reached up and cupped her daughter’s cheeks.

			“The Eye,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “Use it and a time of great suffering will plague you. But if you do not, Seiryuu will forever be lost to darkness.”

			Aihi clutched her mother tighter, both of their irezumi shining. What did she see? How does she know about the eye?

			“Take her to the infirmary, now!” one of the majyu said.

			Suki touched Aihi’s arm, pooling more ki into Aihi’s connection with her mother. Their crimson irezumi flared red hot and burned out all light in the room, sending their physical forms through waves of ki toward the infirmary.

			Aihi swore she heard Lacotl’s sinister laughter in the back of her head as they left. I will not lose to you, wretch, she thought.

		

	
		
			Six

			Hidekazu

			Hidekazu slumped into a pile of plush cushions. He hid in a corner in the depths of the palace’s labyrinthine library, his new book, Translated Myths, cradled in his lap.

			Circular patterns of kigou glowed on the table next to him and a steaming kettle appeared. Hidekazu breathed deep, the hot green tea warming his senses. He poured a cup and leaned back as he sipped, eyes lingering on an animated, watercolour tanuki sniffing the shelves laying against a nearby wall.

			The pesky creature is spying on me. Not very well, either. Shrugging, Hidekazu flipped through the book.

			Over the last two days, Hidekazu had already read through most of the stories within. Those in Seiryan, at least; he would attempt the Old Language versions later. As excited as he was to learn, he was more interested in all the old stories for the meantime.

			And there’s only so much I can learn without an understanding of the Old Language’s grammatical structures, Hidekazu thought.

			The book contained hundreds of different stories from different points in Seiryuu’s history. Of all of them, Hidekazu’s favourites were the ones surrounding the three original warlocks.

			The Three was comprised of two brothers and a younger sister; they were called the White, the Black, and the Gold since no other dragons shared their colours. Hidekazu had learned about them before, of course, in history classes and from his mother when he or Masanori had been misbehaving as children.

			Like many tales, they were centred around morals with death and creatures that had spooked Hidekazu and Masanori into obedience.

			Reading Translated Myths now, though, he found it odd how few of his mother’s stories were in the book. Yet she had shared them with detail so extreme it seemed as though she had lived them each time she told them.

			I imagine she probably found them in a different book.

			It did have couple of his mother’s stories. Ones about sibling rivalries and friendships between the Three, others about their teamwork and strategies for taking down wyverns and rogue yōkai.

			Hidekazu smiled while re-reading them. He poured another cup of tea, keeping his eyes glued to the page. Definitely puts everything into perspective. Nothing between Masa, Aihi, and myself was ever as dire.

			His favourite was one his mother had never spoken of, even though it was the most famous legend starring the Black. Ryuu no suna, or Dragon’s Sand, in Seiryan. The story spoke of war between Aoryuu and Tajida thousands of years ago; epic battles between dragons and wyverns, warlocks, and unrequited love.

			He found the love story the least interesting even though it was the reason the story was popular.

			The Black and the Queen of Tajida had fallen in love—and he whisked her away from her palace and started a war with the wyvern-controlled country to keep her.

			It had always been bizarre to Hidekazu that someone would risk so many innocent lives for love. If I was a warlock, I would never do something so foolish.

			Hidekazu skimmed over those parts, his scowl deepening until he reached the best part of the story: when the Black was flying over the Blithe Desert, prepared to fight Tajida’s armies on his own. His serpentine body straightened from a coil into a wave, his belly warming with dragonfire.

			He took aim, quickening toward the Tajida legions, laughing when they summoned useless ki shields. And he breathed.

			The armies burned, bodies, blood and fire sinking into the sand.

			But their lives were not wasted. The Blithe Desert absorbed their ki, taking on a life of its own—

			Hidekazu’s staff rattled.

			He jerked up and slammed the book shut. A storm-blue glow emanated from his staff and it rose from its nook on the other side of the table. Translucent wings spread from the core, which blinked with two eyes.

			The tsukumogami. Hidekazu jumped to his feet, spilling some tea on his kimono. The hot liquid seeped through the fabric and he hurried to grab his staff and make it disappear but stopped. The tsukumogami was using it.

			It flourished and a swirl of green energy wrapped over Hidekazu, stealing the tea’s heat from his clothes. His screaming skin eased.

			“Daijoubu desu ka?” the yōkai said. Are you okay?

			Hidekazu’s brow furrowed and he repoured his tea. “I’m fine, just surprised. You haven’t appeared in a while.”

			His heart raced with a bundle of confusion and worry. The tsukumogami had remained dormant in his staff ever since it had protected himself, Masanori, and Aihi from Lacotl two weeks ago. Why appear now? he thought.

			“Gomennasai.” The shishajya yawned, its wings curling inward as if to hide its face. “Sukoshi tsukarete... imashita.”

			The words swam through Hidekazu’s mind. I am sorry. I have been a little tired.

			“Is it because you helped us?” He frowned, feeling for the yōkai’s connection to his mind.

			“Ikanimo. Watashi wa...” Indeed. I... it started. Clear scales appeared on the staff in its pause. “I used your ki to aid you.”

			Hidekazu frowned. The tsukumogami had never spoken in Seiryan, but he supposed it made more sense since it had been translating before.

			“I don’t understand. You used my ki to...”

			His hand slipped and he dropped his tea cup.

			He scrambled to catch it, missing. A silver thread of ki reached for the cup and stopped it from shattering, placing it back in Hidekazu’s trembling hands.

			When he had summoned the tsukumogami, it hadn’t been because he wanted a yokai as a pet. He’d been unable to use the Tsukiko Academy’s training simulator. Masanori had suspected something wrong with the device at first, but for some reason, the problem had been within Hidekazu instead: he had too much ki.

			Now that ki was in his staff with the tsukumogami.

			He had never thought the tsukumogami could use that power, though. It’d been powerful. Will I be able to use that energy someday?

			The thought was unnerving. He wasn’t ready for it.

			“I would not have, were there other options. Kuro Hana-san would have taken Exalted Princess and entered you into the game in his place,” the tsukumogami said. “Or perhaps worse, he would have taken me and your ki.”

			New questions sprouted in Hidekazu’s mind even while he lacked answers for the first thousand. What game? He tensed at the thought of Torra having died because of a game. Is that why Lacotl was killing women? It was also the second time the yōkai had referred to Lacotl as Kuro Hana-san.

			“Why do you keep calling Lacotl that name?” 

			The tsukumogami brightened for a second and then dimmed, almost extinguishing. Hidekazu grabbed the staff and a dull light poured out. 

			“The Black Flower is his title.” The ghostly shishajya yawned again. “Given to those who kill important women of Shirashi in Ozeki’s name,” it said. 

			Hidekazu snarled. “And yet you refer to him with respect?” 

			In the old days, honorifics had been used as a sign of reverence. But Lacotl was a murderer. He deserved no such honour. 

			The tsukumogami blinked sleepy eyes. “I am very old, Hidekazu-sama. There was a time when all were worthy of respect. Perhaps times have changed.” 

			“They have. No one is worthy anymore. Especially not—” He was interrupted. 

			“Master Genshu!”

			Hidekazu jumped and almost dropped the staff. He wanted to ask how he’d been found, but it was a wasted thought. A side glance at the rice paper walls was enough: the painted tanuki snickered at him, its badger-like body slipping behind the shelves and disappearing.

			Bushi Uriku came around the corner, panting, his expression wild. “Master Genshu,” he repeated.

			“Has something happened?” Hidekazu said.

			Uriku nodded, breathless. “It is the Shōgun.”

			***

			The palace fell into a frenzy for the next week.

			And with Aihi temporarily taking on the Shōgun’s duties, her promise to Hidekazu and Masanori seemed to fall into oblivion. Hidekazu could not blame her, of course, and he assisted his parents with paperwork and around the palace as much as he could. Aihi had refused to let him or Masanori visit the Shōgun; helping out was a way to distract him from worrying.

			But his thoughts often returned to his conversation with the tsukumogami. Lacotl had been targeting women on purpose. Could it have something to do with the game the yōkai mentioned?

			Aihi had not talked to him since. But the sight of her that morning had made Hidekazu wish he could forget his own distress and take hers away.

			Now, Hidekazu, Masanori, and Aihi leaned against the trunk of a weeping cherry tree. It was the only tree on the cliffs above the Kin Sea, its swaying branches offering refuge from the sun on the days they trained on the bluffs. Their sweet aroma mixed with the salt of the sea; almost like a second home.

			Their legs dangled over the edge, the ocean’s golden mist spraying over them. Those moments were rare and precious.

			Though there had been no promise of an explanation about the Shōgun’s sudden failing health or the Dragon’s Eye, the twins had been glad to meet Aihi at their usual spot. Hidekazu melted into the tree, most of his lingering stress dissolving in their silence.

			“My mother touched the aki. That is why she has fallen ill,” Aihi said. She bit her lip, staring at the sea. “The healers do not think they can help her. Something inside her broke.”

			A chill took root in Hidekazu’s core. “But dozens of bushi and majyu have touched it. Why has she been the only one affected?”

			“Others did out of necessity, not because they thought it safe.”

			“What does that even mean? Something broke?” Masanori said.

			She remained silent; it was typical of Aihi to avoid the important part of a question. They watched shimmering waves crash against the cliffs. Does she really not trust us? His gaze did not leave her as she fidgeted, actively avoiding looking at either Hidekazu or Masanori. It’s got to be something else. Could she know about Lacotl’s game, too?

			It was almost midday and the constant sea breeze helped stave off the intensifying heat. The two resident gamishiro poked their heads from the water, their beaks snapping and hopeful for an offering. But Aihi had not brought any cucumbers this time.

			“It is my fault she touched it,” she said, her words almost lost to the wind.

			“Your mother made her own decision,” Hidekazu said. “Nothing you could have done would have changed that.”

			“If I told her what Lacotl said, she might have been more careful.” Aihi sighed and covered her face with her hands.

			Masanori glanced at Hidekazu. “What did Lacotl say?”

			She did not look up and explained her encounter with the kan’thir. The game, images, and what happened to the Shōgun.

			They were all silent, listening to the tide and encroaching birdsong as a starling landed in the branches above them. Pink petals fell and danced in the wind around the trio, falling toward the sea.

			“Maybe you’re jumping to conclusions; Lacotl could be messing with your head. You shouldn’t have met with him alone,” Masanori said.

			“Perhaps.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “But I do not believe in coincidences.”

			Hidekazu’s stomach clenched at the thought of Lacotl playing a game with innocent lives. The tsukumogami had been right, but he didn’t want to believe that the Shōgun had been the kan’thir’s intended target. She was like a second mother to him and Masanori. But what if she was?

			“The only cause for doubt might be that she’s still... she’s still...” Aihi struggled with the last word, taking deep, ragged breaths. “...alive.” She gulped. “But we don’t know the process of how the crystal absorbed its previous victims. For all we know, this might be normal. She might not have much time left.”

			“But Taniya is alive. If that were the case, then Lacotl would have started draining her life before we found them,” Masanori said.

			“We are still missing too much information.” Aihi nodded as if trying to convince herself everything would be fine.

			There was a pause long enough for Hidekazu to tell them what the tsukumogami had said about Lacotl’s title, the Black Flower.

			“I suppose that supports my theory that Lacotl was trying to get under my skin.” Aihi shivered. “Any death would have bothered me, but his victims were carefully selected. Women I knew and respected. All of them lived in Shirashi’s light. And now, my mother...”

			Hidekazu did not know what to say. Words of solace were beyond him when he, too, grieved. He had only been familiar with a few of the women who disappeared besides Torra, and he had only become acquainted with Taniya after the fact. But for Aihi to have known every single one personally... Coincidence is unlikely.

			“There is one other problem” Aihi continued. A gust of wind lifted her hair from her shoulders until it died down. “I never told my mother about the Eye. But after touching the crystal she spoke about it as if she had known all along.”

			Hidekazu shivered despite the heat. Aihi would not make eye contact with him no matter how long he stared at her. She’s still not telling us the whole truth.

			“The Eye,” Hidekazu whispered. Now that the moment was here, after so long of waiting, he wasn’t sure if he was ready for what would come next. “Perhaps it is time you let us in on the secret.”

			Ahi’s shoulders drooped. “I used your parents’ wishes as an excuse to keep it to myself. You deserved to know sooner.” She paused to collect herself, swinging her legs as if to build inner momentum. “I have only found vague details about the Dragon’s Eye. Nothing verifiable. And I had never seen any until we found one in Lacotl’s lair.”

			“What are they?” Masanori said, eagerness bleeding into his voice.

			“Legend says they are the eyes of dead dragons. They granted their power to warlocks who owned them allegiance after their passing.”

			Hidekazu whistled. All the bitterness that had accumulated within him began to drain. It did not disappear, however, just collect in a bottle of questions. The Eye could be a clue for Lacotl’s game, or at least his objective.

			Old warlock artifacts were precious, dangerous, and often sought after by majyu still attempting to decipher the warlocks’ lost power. If the Eye granted a warlock the power of a dragon, then Aihi’s hesitance to share her discovery even with the Shōgun and the Emperor made sense. They might have tried to harness its power, and nothing good would have come from that.

			But what could a dragon’s sight entail? Hidekazu thought, although Masanori was the one to voice the question.

			Aihi shrugged. “What I have told you is all I know.” She tilted her head to the sky. “Perhaps the Eyes were a significant source of power for the old warlock families. They would have been the only ones who knew how to use them. But those warlocks are dead, their Eyes lost. None were ever recovered—save for this one, I suppose, but who knows where Lacotl got it from?”

			Hidekazu straightened his back, kicking a rock free from the ledge as he shifted. It plopped into the waves below.

			At first, he was as unsure as Aihi. The Eyes must have been well hidden by the families they belonged to, else one might have been discovered already. With all the warlock families gone, no one would have known where to look or what their capabilities truly were.

			If only we knew a warlock, he thought, brow furrowing.

			He couldn’t help but smile. “There’s still Headmaster Barame,” Hidekazu said. His mind raced faster than he could form words. “Even if he isn’t a warlock, he was a part of a warlock family. It’s very possible he knows something.”

			The gloominess that had grown over Aihi like a fungus over the past week was peeled away. “We need to speak to him immediately.” She jumped to her feet, but by the time Hidekazu and Masanori joined her, she was already frowning. “The shishajya arrives in two days.”

			“So what? We pass through Tsukiko on the way home. It’s not like we’ll be stuck there for days,” Masanori said.

			Aihi shook her head. “If we speak to Barame, it may be some time before we return home. Whatever he can tell us, we must act on it. My mother’s life—Seiryuu’s Shōgun—may depend on it.”

			Above them, the starling tweeted and flew away.

			Hidekazu rubbed the back of his neck, unsure how he felt about missing the shishajya’s visit. Shishajya were messengers of the Goddess, winged snakes that delivered her will to the people. The snake that would arrive was last of its kind, the only living reminder of what had been lost when the warlocks died.

			I don’t want to miss it, Hidekazu thought. But isn’t this more important? It will return again.

			There was also the concern of his parents. He and Masanori had just promised that they wouldn’t go on any more adventures, that they would focus on their studies. How would they explain their way out of this if they got caught?

			Hidekazu bit his lip, but his insides hardened. If we get in trouble, then so be it. Even if they got banned from fighting again, it would be worth it if they saved the Shōgun. Even more so if they avenged Torra, and maybe figured out the corrupted aki while they were at it.

			Golden waves lapped the shore, washing away Hidekazu’s disappointment and worries.

			Aihi would finally fulfil her promise. Despite the darkness that would swallow their travels and the importance of their success, Hidekazu could not stop the glowing warmth that spread through him.

			There was so much trouble at home it almost wasn’t worth leaving. But it’s now or never, and I choose now.

			Masanori and Hidekazu shared a nod.

			“Then we go to Tsukiko,” Hidekazu said.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Masanori

			The Tsukiko Academy’s gardens were filled with weeping cherry blossom trees and bamboo stalks twice Masanori’s height. Wisteria vines crept along wooden archways, the periwinkle-coloured flowers swaying overhead. Though small, the garden was much like the one at the palace, a piece of home for Masanori to look forward to when he attended the academy full-time in the fall.

			Calmness radiated within its confines, easing the stress from his body as he walked. His muscles tried to wind themselves into knots. Despite the ki working to soothe him, this was a place tainted by memories of Lacotl.

			On the island in the centre of the pond, Headmaster Barame knelt with Kansai Totome in prayer. Masanori’s heart swelled at the sight of them, but not all of those feelings were good. Kansai had been his mentor during his short stay at the Tsukiko Academy; she had inspired him to continue training to become a bushi in the face of opposition and no ki. But she also knew more about Hidekazu and Masanori’s family legacy than she was allowed to share, and she’d implied that the twins were dangerous.

			Masanori bowed low when she rose. “Kansai sensei.”

			“I cannot stay, but it is good to see you,” she said, giving a neutral smile.  “We will meet again when you return for your classes.”

			“Will you resume teaching me yourself?”

			She paused, her lips twitching. “I have not yet decided.”

			They had not spoken since their last argument, where Masanori had blown up at her for suggesting that he and Hidekazu had something to do with the destruction of the Academy’s library when they had tried to stop Lacotl from kidnapping the librarian, Taniya.

			Once she was gone, Masanori joined Barame kneeling before the shrine to Shirashi. Masanori had prayed before the same statue only moments before the fight that had made Kansai wary of him. It is a good reminder of my failures. Of how far I have come since then, too.

			“For what do I owe the pleasure?” Barame said. His and Masanori’s heads were bowed. “I did not expect to see you three for a long while still.”

			“I wish we were here for leisure, Headmaster,” Aihi said, stepping onto the stone bridge between the island and the main garden path. “But I hoped you would consider advising us with some affairs related to Lacotl.”

			Barame and Masanori stood to face Aihi and Hidekazu.

			“Lacotl?” Barame said. His expression hardened, but his eyebrows rose. “How may I be of service?”

			“Should we not go inside?” Masanori said.

			“Thoughtful, but unnecessary, Masanori.” Barame snapped his fingers and a gold barrier shimmered around the garden, then fell back into invisibility. “Anyone outside of the spell area cannot hear us, and it would be quite the task to slip inside unnoticed.”

			Masanori nodded, cheeks flushing. Shows how little I know about ki. I’m always thinking about practical things, not the intangible.

			Aihi met Barame’s gaze straight on. “We must discuss your family, Headmaster,” Aihi said.

			He nodded and motioned for them to sit at the nearest bench. “Ask what you must.”

			“It would be better to show you.” Aihi reached into her kimono. A silver glow emanated from the folds in the fabric, and when she pulled her hands out, a blue gemstone rested on her palm.

			The Dragon’s Eye.

			Barame’s mouth hung open. “Is that a...”

			Aihi nodded. Barame inched closer, his hands outstretched.

			“May I?” he said. Aihi tipped the jewel into his hands. Its light flared a deep blue and it hovered above Barame’s fingertips, spiralling like a vortex around the gemstone. It calmed to a gentle pulse. “Incredible. I have not seen one since I was a boy.”

			“You are familiar with them, then?” Hidekazu said, a little sound of hope in his voice.

			Headmaster Barame nodded. “I have had little first-hand experience. As you may imagine, my family’s Eye was never rediscovered after they perished. But I am almost certain...” He leaned closer to the Eye, squinting. “Could it be? Where did you find this treasure?”

			“It was in Lacotl’s possession when we captured him,” Aihi said. She scrutinized Barame while he examined the Eye. “Do you know something?”

			“I thought this might have been my family’s Eye.” He shook his head. “But I was only a boy when I last saw it.”

			Aihi lowered her gaze from his. “I am sorry to make you remember all this.”

			She’s probably worried about her mother, Masanori thought, his heart twisting. The Shōgun would be fine. They needed her to be. But could the Eye they found have been from the Meki family, even if Barame was not sure? Would that change anything?

			“It is of no concern, dear Exalted Princess. It was decades ago.” The Eye twirled over his palms, the rhythmic throb of its light mesmerizing them all. “But what is it about my family you need to know?”

			“We require more information about the Dragon’s Eye,” Hidekazu said. “There are few mentions of it left in books.”

			“It is quite curious to find one in Lacotl’s possession.” Cherry blossoms fluttered through the garden with the win. Barame sighed. “Lacotl’s power might rival that of a warlock, but it is insufficient.”

			Hidekazu relaxed into the bench, but Masanori tensed. Maybe Lacotl wasn’t using the Eye, but he’s still dangerous.

			“I don’t understand how someone could be almost as powerful as a warlock but not be a warlock. You either are one or you aren’t. Right?” Masanori said.

			Aihi’s lips thinned to a line. “All power comes on a scale. You should know that much.”

			Masanori frowned, still not making much sense of it. He’d always thought warlocks were on another level from a typical majyu. His mother, father, and the Emperor were formidable majyu, but no one had ever compared their power to that of a warlock. Just how strong does that make Lacotl? If he’s that strong, how did we capture him?

			A chill wound through his core, remembering what Aihi had said about Lacotl’s game and the Shōgun. Was it possible that he’d let himself get captured? The thought was too horrible for him to voice aloud just yet. But he resisted. He was about to kill us.

			“No true human could equal the ki of a warlock,” Barame said. His gaze lingered on the twins. Masanori opened his mouth to question him, but Barame corrected himself. “No mortal, rather.”

			Masanori settled back down. His power doesn’t come from being a kan’thir, then.

			“You imply there is another eternal being that might compete with a warlock,” Aihi said. Her sharp intake of breath was mimicked by Hidekazu.

			Barame chuckled. “Of course there is, dear Princess. Dragons may be the children of the Goddess, but you must remember they are not the only rulers of the skies.”

			“Wyverns?” Hidekazu said, his mouth agape. “You mean to say...”

			“The noroi are much like wyverns, only they draw power from their father, Ozeki, instead,” Barame said.

			Masanori resisted the urge to pace. He’d never heard of a wyvern equivalent of warlocks before, but it seemed foolish, now, to have never thought of it. The noroi is a suspicious bit of information we never learned about from our parents or teachers. I would have thought they would want all those supportive of the Goddess to be wary of their existence. Maybe they were hopeful that they were gone alongside the warlocks?

			“Let us say that Lacotl is one of these noroi. What does that mean for us? He is already in our dungeons, but...” Aihi fidgeted and folded her hands.

			“His power is quite remarkable—not just anyone has the ki or skill to corrupt an aki with a human soul. But your cells were efficient enough to tame a true warlock’s power. He cannot break free, if that is your concern.” Barame stood and returned the Dragon’s Eye to Aihi. Its blue light flickered.

			Aihi nodded, but it was slight, almost as though she’d barely heard him.

			“Knowing about the noroi explains little about the Dragon’s Eye,” Hidekazu said.

			The older man nodded, his lips parting. “I do not believe there is much else of use I could tell you. You may have better luck scouring the library. Not even I have read each tome within its depths, and more appear each day,” Barame said. He stood and brushed off his kimono, eyes lingering on the Dragon’s Eye a little longer before bowing to Aihi. “But of course, if there is any other way I may be of service...”

			Aihi shook her head and thanked him. They dismissed themselves, and Barame raised a hand to lower the barrier surrounding the garden.

			“Ah, Hidekazu, if I might have a word with you before you go,” Barame said.

			Worry was plain on Hidekazu’s face. What could Headmaster Meki want with him? Masanori thought.

			Finally, Hidekazu shrugged and joined Barame next to the pond. Masanori lingered for a moment, watching them in their silent conversation before running to catch up with Aihi.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Aihi

			Dark clouds crackling with electricity swelled over Tsukiko City and the surrounding fields. There was no drizzle yet, but it would start before long, and it would be a storm to remember. More yōkai would come to haunt the outskirts of the city before it ended.

			Our Goddess is angry, Aihi thought. She shivered and pulled her loose haori close as she walked through Tsukiko’s cobbled streets. Is it because we will miss the shishajya? Surely she understands why we must.

			Discovering the secrets of the Dragon’s Eye might save her mother. Might end Lacotl’s game once and for all. Although Aihi was unfamiliar with the capabilities of a noroi, she feared that just killing Lacotl would not be enough to free her. And we still need to restore the aki to its former state.

			But despite the importance of her mission, she could not spend another second thinking about Lacotl. Not until she paid her respects to the dead.

			Just outside the city limits on the eastern side of Tsukiko was the memory garden where Lacotl’s victims had been put to rest. Including Torra Benri. Bushi Uriku had assured Aihi that the ki-stone planted in memorial of those lost women was one of the grandest in all Seiryuu, only behind the stone planted for the Warlock Empress.

			But until now, Aihi hadn’t the courage to see it for herself.

			The memory garden was alight with rainbows of ki. A canopy had formed overhead from the branches of the colourful trees that had grown from hundreds of ki-stones. White paper strips dangled from some branches; the remnants of an old tradition to keep out tainted spirits of the dead. Ghosts were welcomed there now.

			Even with the bright lights, grief was thick in the garden’s energies. It was like a paste that spread across Aihi’s skin as she opened the gate and stepped inside. Flashes of turquoise, pink, and every other colour imaginable obscured most of the gloomy clouds overhead. Aihi might have forgotten about the imminent storm if thunder didn’t echo through the skies.

			Her arms trembled beneath her haori, but she passed through the garden without looking at any of the full-grown trees. It was empty save for the souls preserved in branches and leaves. Trunks craned toward her as she moved, eager for her attention, for her to pick their life-fruits.

			Plump mulberries and cherries hung heavy from neglected branches. They brushed against Aihi’s arms, but she did not relent. The trees skulked back to their original positions. I am sorry. She squeezed her eyes shut. I have no time to care for you all today.

			She found Torra’s stone on the far side of the garden. A wiry, sunshine-yellow seedling poked from the earth beneath a floating stone plaque. Inscribed on it were the names of Lacotl’s victims. Women Aihi had known; had been friends with. Fuyuko Imai, Kahari Kobayashi, Manami Satō, and more than a dozen others.

			Aihi caressed Torra’s name, the grooves in the stone cold beneath her fingers. I miss you, Torra. Had I only known about Lacotl sooner...

			Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her arm fell from the tablet and a sudden weight pressed on her shoulders. She did not resist and fell to her knees, head slumped forward as if in a bow. Mud squished into her legs through her hakama, but Aihi did not care.

			When she closed her eyes, she saw Torra’s face in the aki. Her terrified eyes when she pressed into the purple, glassy surface of the stone, screaming. Aihi squeezed her eyes tighter to push away the memories, but they were only replaced by images of her mother’s ashen skin, purple veins, and vacant eyes.

			Use the Eye and a time of great suffering will plague you. But if you do not, Seiryuu will forever be lost to darkness.

			Those had been her mother’s words. What did she even mean? Aihi couldn’t decipher them. An ache sprouted in the back of her skull. Could anything be worse than losing Torra? Her mother? There was still the rest of her family.

			Footsteps disturbed the grass behind Aihi. She tensed as they neared.

			“O-oh, I didn’t know you were here, Exalted Princess, I’m sorry to interrupt—”

			It was the voice of a girl Aihi recognized. She looked over her shoulder to find unfamiliar short black hair and dark eyes.

			Aihi pursed her lips and wiped her face. “Do not wear a false face before me, Mezan. You cannot trick me.”

			“As you wish.” The older girl bowed. Aihi returned her gaze to the floating plaque.

			“What is the real reason you have disturbed me?”

			“I heard you were here.” Taniya knelt next to Aihi and gazed at the tiny tree. In the corner of her eye, she watched Taniya’s face twist and reshape into its true form. “I am surprised you did not come sooner; I thought you and Torra had been close.”

			“Much has happened since her death. I have had little time to pursue my own desires,” Aihi said. Resisting the urge to sneer at the older girl beside her was as difficult as suppressing her grief. The half-lie soured her mouth, and from Taniya’s raised eyebrows, she knew it.

			“The Guanzhou Magician’s Guild still giving you trouble?”

			“How do you know about that?” She narrowed her eyes and focused on Taniya.

			“That is a silly question.”

			Aihi scowled. “You are not the source of my troubles, are you?”

			“Of course not, Exalted Princess.” Taniya’s eyes were wide. It did not seem to be clever acting. “But I will discover who is, if you desire.”

			Aihi did not want to think about Guanzhou or any of the responsibilities she had taken on when her mother fell ill. If Taniya is not behind it, then I will discover the culprit on my own once I uncover the Eye’s secrets.

			She tore her gaze from Taniya and re-located Torra’s name on the plaque. Even with her eyes open, her mind flooded with images of Torra wrapped in purple bands of ki. Her face pressed into the crystal’s surface. Is this part of Lacotl’s game? This torture?

			Aihi lurched forward, her palms hitting her thighs. Sweat dripped along her spine.

			The girl next to her arched an eyebrow, but Aihi refused to acknowledge her or explain herself.

			“There is much to be said about those who hide their love from the world,” Taniya said.

			“I wonder what that says about you.”

			To her surprise, Taniya laughed. The ache in Aihi’s chest subsided with each delicate chime. She didn’t care that Taniya had gotten the wrong idea.

			“My love has never been hidden from anyone,” Taniya said. Aihi was compelled to look at her, and she gazed into the complex golden brown of Taniya’s irises. “It is merely placed behind whatever face my duties require.”

			There were few people left in the world like Taniya Mezan. Majyu held ki within their bodies, filtering the energy through themselves to cast spells. People like Taniya, however, had bodies built completely from ki. It was a trait otherwise reserved for yōkai, and gave her powers much like one.

			Many who knew revered Taniya and her abilities to shift between forms. Others mistrusted her and treated her as less than human.

			Aihi both revered Taniya and feared her. Not for her ki, not for her questionable humanity, but for the bravery in her gaze.

			Do not look at me like that, Taniya. She shied away.

			Something unfamiliar and dark roused in Aihi. It made her want to sob, to scream, to slap Taniya for her insolence. Aihi’s face warmed. Her hands raised as if to strike. She was placated only by the first droplets trickling from the heavens above, dotting the fabric of her haori.

			If she could not be swayed to break tradition for Torra, it would not happen with Taniya.

			“You should return to the Academy and aid Hidekazu and Masanori in their research.” Aihi glanced at Taniya. The girl’s stare had not faltered. “I require time alone to finish what you interrupted.”

			Taniya’s lips parted and she leaned closer. “I have a better idea,” she whispered.

			Aihi stiffened. “And what is that?”

			“I have been keeping a close eye on Captain Tonkotsu...” Her grin was mischevious. At least, that’s what Aihi thought at first, but there was a tightness to it that made her appear upset. “I believe we ought to pay him a visit.”

			“We?” Aihi sounded incredulous, even while her curiosity piqued. She had already planned to visit Captain Tonkotsu before she left with Hidekazu and Masanori.

			What did Taniya discover? she thought.

			The woman nodded. And she demands to go with me? Aihi’s eyebrows twitched.

			“This better be worth my time.”

			Taniya looped arms with her. “It will be.”

			***

			The door to Captain Tonkotsu’s office was inched open when Aihi and Taniya arrived. Scuffles sounded from inside, papers fluttering. A thud followed by a yelp.

			Aihi used her foot to ease the sliding door open, her irezumi hot in anticipation. Had he been attacked? A thief?

			She peered into the room. A blanket of papers covered the floors, stained with splatters of ink. Everything had been cleared from the desk and shoved to the floor, replaced with a bulging rucksack.

			Captain Tonkotsu was on his knees behind the desk, facing away from the door. He stuffed robes and bundles of scrolls into the back with panicked movements.

			“Grab me the records scroll, would you? You will find it—” he started.

			Aihi interrupted him. “Now why would you need that, I wonder?” She raised an eyebrow.

			He stilled, slowly turning to look at her, but did not meet her gaze.

			“Exalted Dragon Princess.”

			She gestured to the mess. “Explain yourself.”

			“I—” His eyes bulged. “It is not what you think.”

			“Is that so? Because to me, it appears as though you plan on leaving,” Aihi said.

			He lifted his shoulders, his body contracting. His lips parted to speak, but he stopped.

			Aihi glided across the room at the glint of purple between his fingers. She tore it from his grasp, rolling the tiny purple crystal on the backs of her fingers.

			The crystal chilled her insides, her core shivering. Sweat clung to her spine. Taniya placed a hand on her shoulder and she flinched. But Taniya did not withdraw.

			She could not tear her gaze away from the crystal’s plum-coloured light. A minor aki. Corrupted just like the ones in Lacotl’s lair. Pressure built on her shoulders and she wanted to collapse. It was as though the world had already fallen around her and was trying to drag her down with it.

			Captain Tonkotsu had betrayed her.

			“How long?” she whispered.

			“E-Exalted Princess, forgive me, he made me do it—” He gasped when Aihi twisted her wrist, crimson bolts jolting his arms. “He made me, I was powerless—”

			“How. Long?” It took every bit of her not to scream the words.

			He convulsed with sobs. “Since his second victim... Kahari Kobayashi. Princess, I’m—”

			His begging fell on deaf ears. Aihi heard nothing but the blood rushing through her. How had I missed his betrayal?

			Captain Tonkotsu’s weak excuses had frustrated Aihi when she first discovered the withheld knowledge of Lacotl. But she had thought him foolish and prideful, not a traitor. I was wrong. I thought he was trustworthy.

			Everything clicked into place. Why he never told Aihi about Lacotl’s existence. The choice of victims. How they had spent months looking for Lacotl’s lair and only found it after Aihi had insisted they expanded the search with Headmaster Barame’s help.

			The only part that did not make sense was Lacotl’s arrest.

			“You could have released Lacotl while he was in your custody. Why did he remain your prisoner?” Aihi said.

			Captain Tonkotsu hesitated. “He did not wish to escape.”

			“Why?”

			Aihi’s mind raced. It must have something to do with his game. With my mother. He must have planned it all along.

			“H-he didn’t say. And I—” His voice cracked. “I was afraid to ask.”

			“You coward,” Taniya sneered when Aihi was too stunned to speak.

			“You may as well have killed those women yourself,” Aihi whispered. She opened and closed her hands into fists. “If the Shōgun dies, you will be responsible.”

			Captain Tonkotsu’s eyes bulged. “He—he made me.”

			“We all have choices to make, Captain.” Poison sizzled in Aihi’s words. “And you made yours.”

			She curled her fingers and a dozen scarlet threads flew at Captain Tonkotsu, restraining his arms and legs. Her muscles went taut in an effort to restrain her shaking.

			“I didn’t... I didn’t want anyone to—” He choked on his words and wept.

			She resisted the urge to look over her shoulder at the rest of the Tsukiko Guard building. Who knows how many vipers he has nestled?

			“Apprehend the rest of the Tsukiko Guard. We must interrogate them and ensure he is the only traitor amongst them, or root them out if the corruption runs deeper. My mother will—” Aihi stopped.

			The Shōgun mother could not handle this. Not while she was...

			It was her responsibility.

			“I will deal with them later,” she said.

			“It will be done, Princess,” Taniya said, bowing. “But you will need replacements.”

			Will Lacotl kill everyone I trust or turn them against me? Aihi thought. Is this the beginning of my suffering? Or Seiryuu’s darkness?

			Her world spun, but she somehow managed to stay upright. “Offer the job to Bushi Suki. She would be suitable for the position.” Aihi said, trying to keep her breathing steady. “If she refuses, give it to Torra Benri’s older brother, Daiki.”

			She did not expect Suki to accept; the woman was an excellent bushi and enjoyed serving the royal household. The job would get passed to Daiki. Although he was young and experienced, he was driven, and Aihi knew she could trust him. Especially after what happened to Torra—it would never happen again under his watch. She should probably appoint him herself, but she was not prepared to face him. Not after they had both lost Torra.

			Aihi closed her eyes, wishing she could return to her mother’s side. Her feet itched as though prepared to run back to the capital against her will if she did not move.

			Lacotl needed to lose his head. But even if she returned and killed him, it would change nothing. She had already agreed to play his game.

			“As you command.” Taniya left to round up the Tsukiko Guard, leaving Aihi with Captain Tonkotsu.

			The man still quaked with sobs. Aihi made a sound of disgust at the sight of him, unsure if they were crocodile tears or genuine. It does not matter if he was forced, I cannot forgive him. Seiryuu trusted him and he failed us all.

			“H-he made me... give her up...” he panted.

			Aihi froze. Her?

			“You...” Her throat dried. All of her being twisted. “You are the reason Torra is dead.”

			He had told Lacotl her death would force Aihi’s hand.

			The whole world wobbled. Aihi needed to sit but she could not move her legs. Instead, she watched Captain Tonkotsu’s face twitch, his red, puffy eyes bulge. Her hand slipped and the crimson ropes squeezed around him just a bit. He whined; a pathetic sound that encouraged Aihi to continue.

			Torra and her mother’s faces flashed before her eyes.

			Aihi’s hand twitched to squeeze Captain Tonkotsu, but Taniya’s voice stopped her.

			“Dragon Princess.”

			Aihi inhaled, withdrawing her ki and tightening her fists. The binds remained tight, but she would not loosen them. Would not let him get away so easy.

			“The prisoners are ready for transport,” Taniya said.

			Aihi barely heard her words over the thrumming in her ears. “Perfect,” she breathed. “Now find Hidekazu and help him with his research.”

			“Of course. Whatever you desire.” Taniya did not move. The silence hung between them in the absence of Captain Tonkotsu’s sobs. “Do you intend to kill the Captain?” she said.

			“No,” Aihi said. The corners of her lips curled. “I have much worse planned for him.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			Hidekazu

			The storm was a perfect excuse to sit inside and read. As tempted as Hidekazu was to continue with Translated Myths, or even scour the library for information about his family, Lacotl was hot on his mind. He needed to learn more about the Dragon’s Eye and the noroi. So long as Lacotl is still a problem, everything else comes second.

			Hundreds of bookshelves stacked on top of each other reaching toward a ceiling of clouds filled the Academy library. It warmed Hidekazu to see the library repaired, remodelled, and back in service so soon after Lacotl’s attack.

			Flickering firelight created dancing shadows between shelves. Books flew around of their own accord, flapping around like birds, others floating to and from the return shelf at the front desk.

			The desk was unoccupied, and there was no one visible from the entrance. Someone has to be here somewhere.

			A shadow in the shape of a human shifted between some shelves on the far end of the room. Hidekazu wandered closer, careful not to make too much noise, ducking whenever a book flew too close to his head.

			“Hello?” he said.

			The shadow stopped and a familiar face poked out from behind a wooden shelf.

			But it was not who he expected. A tiny girl with short black hair stared at him with narrow eyes. Kira, a girl he’d fought while he trained under Barame.

			“You shouldn’t be here,” she said, nose scrunched.

			“Good to you too.” He had only spoken to Kira twice, and she’d been hostile both times. Yet he had no idea why.

			Her glare permeated him while she traced a silver kigou on the side of a bookshelf. A book flew in her hand and she turned away, bimping into another girl with dark, curly hair. Her golden glasses tipped off her nose and she scrambled to catch them, laughing as she did.

			Taniya Mezan.

			Kira mumbled an apology and exused herself, dipping between the narrow aisles and disappearing.

			“Hidekazu Genshu?” Taniya said. An emerald and gold kimono flowed around her. “I—I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

			He bowed. “I am sorry it took me so long to return.” His staff warmed in his hands and he strengthened his grip. “I suppose Kira does not like me.”

			“She is partial to no one, I believe,” Taniya said. Her smile was small and sad. “I do not know her well. She helps in the library, but does not talk much.”

			Hidekazu wasn’t sure what he had expected to learn about her, or why he cared. He tried to push her from his mind.

			He presented his staff to Taniya. “As promised, here is my staff.”

			Taniya’s eyes flashed and she leaned closer, hands behind her back. The staff itself was slender, crafted of elderwood, its head a sapphire encased in a transparent orb of his ki.

			At a glance, it appeared unremarkable. But it was not the staff that Taniya was interested in—it was the tsukumogami that had taken refuge within, turning the weapon and into an artifact.

			Hidekazu’s hands twitched and he took a deep breath, unsure of why he was growing nervous in her presence.

			The tsukumogami woke from slumber as if called. Blue emanated from the shaft. It must be regaining its energy, Hidekazu thought.

			Its eyes popped out of the staff as two meandering glows. They blinked.

			Taniya jerked away. The tsukumogami flew from the staff in a flourish of silver that lingered as the snakelike spirit slithered through the air. It floated in the space between Taniya and Hidekazu, sparkles of ki falling toward the floor.

			“Sono onnanokata wa wazurawashi hou no kata desu ne?” the tsukumogami said, and then yawned.

			Taniya glanced at Hidekazu, who hadn’t understood the spirit this time. But after a moment, the spirit’s light flared again, and the words echoed in his head. She’s the annoying one, right?

			He snorted, earning a glare from Taniya. “Y-you can understand the Old Language?”

			“No, of course not. The spirit just translates for me, I guess?” he said.

			She looked at the yōkai again, then to Hidekazu and the staff. “What’d it say?”

			“It recognizes you, is all,” he lied, struggling to keep back a grin.

			“I guess you made an artifact after all.” She smiled, looking Hidekazu up and down again. “And only fifteen, huh? Four years younger than me.”

			“I turn sixteen next month,” he said. He pursed his lips. She’s really that much older than me? “What does age have anything to do with it anyway?”

			She blushed. “You know, you s-shouldn’t be able to use that kind of ki.”

			“Aihi said something similar, even seemed upset about it.” Hidekazu shrugged. “She said we’d talk about it, but she hasn’t mentioned it since.”

			“G-get her to have that conversation with you soon.” She crossed her arms. “I trust she’ll get it all sorted out.”

			Get it all sorted out? Hidekazu locked his fingers together and tugged. She says that like there’s something wrong with me. He remembered what Headmaster Barame had said to him his first training session, that there was something unique about his ki.

			“I’m not in a rush for a scolding,” he said.

			“A scolding?” Taniya’s laughter was musical. “You’ll be in for a surprise, then.”

			Hidekazu nodded, silent, unsure what to say besides the worries growing as deep shadows in his stomach. But he didn’t need to fill the silence: the tsukumogami filled it for him.

			“Nani o matteiru no desu ka?” it said, flying up through the shelves. “Kuro Hana-san wa tomarimasen.”

			Hidekazu bristled at the name. The tsukumogami didn’t seem to mean anything by it, but it still bothered Hidekazu. I wish it would call him something else. But he was still curious about why the Black Flower title existed in the first place. Is it still common for Ozeki’s followers to kill women for sport?

			Taniya stared at him, waiting for a translation. He repeated it: “It said ‘what are you waiting for? The Black Flower will not stop.’”

			She froze at the name, lifting her gaze to Hidekazu’s. “I don’t suppose...” She gulped. “Is that why you’ve come to the library?”

			Hidekazu shook his head. “I don’t really understand what the Black Flower is. Do you?”

			“No. Never heard of it,” she said, a little too quick.

			Hidekazu narrowed his eyes. The tsukumogami fluttered back into his staff.  She knows something, Hidekazu thought. But he didn’t know what to ask, especially since she had been one of his victims. 

			“That’s a shame. Perhaps you could help me with something else?” he said, and then explained what he, Masanori, and Aihi were looking for.

			Taniya nodded. “There should be something here.”

			“Then let’s get looking,” he said, glancing up at a couple of books flying overhead. “We should have something to show the Princess when she returns.”

			“She will be some time still,” Taniya said, turning away and stepping between another set of bookshelves. She did not elaborate.

			***

			Stacks of books littered the long mahogany table between Hidekazu and Taniya. They were deep in research looking for anything related to the Dragon’s Eye or the noroi, but had yet to find anything. Hidekazu had been hopeful that maybe he’d find something about the Black Flower, but with each page he flipped and book he put aside, his hopes dwindled.

			Every now and then, Hidekazu glanced at Taniya. She surrounded herself in a ring of amber kigou, cycling through them with a flick of her wrist. The kigou directly in front of her always pulsed as she flipped through book after book. Her frown deepened every time it changed.

			It was a spell Hidekazu had never seen before; it must have been something she’d learned while working as a librarian. I’ll have to ask her about it later—It could be useful for my studies.

			But every time he thought about asking, his body grew hot and he discarded the idea. He continued scanning each book without ki.

			An hour or so after they started, Masanori arrived. He was soaked, his montsuki kimono sticking to his skin

			“Good of you to come help,” Hidekazu said. Thunder shook the library, and as Masanori moved, stray droplets landed on the table.

			Aihi appeared behind Masanori, drier, but still wet. They brought the scent of musky fabric in to disrupt the perfect smell of old books. Hidekazu’s jaw clenched; Aihi could have dried them both, but instead, they entered the library soaking wet.

			Masanori slumped into a chair, and Hidekazu traced the kigou for fire and wind. They floated toward Masanori and Aihi, a hot breeze drying them both.

			“Not that I was eager to help with this part of the adventure,” Masanori said, eyeing the books on the table.

			“And here I was thinking you loved stuffing your nose in books, brother.”

			“I’m certain you’re referring to yourself.” Masanori rolled his eyes but grinned.

			“Speaking of books, how have you fared with my gift?” Aihi said.

			Hidekazu’s eyes lit up. “It’s wonderful. Barame and I discussed my favourites yesterday; the ones about The Three and when the Black Dragon breathed life into the Blithe Desert.”

			“Those are my favourites as well,” Aihi said. “Do you have any questions? Anything you couldn’t understand?”

			Hidekazu shrugged, closed his book, and picked another from the pile. “I have too many questions, most with no answers, I suspect.”

			“That is the nature of myths.”

			“What did Barame want from you, anyway?” Masanori said. He claimed a stack of books for himself.

			“He said he would be giving me lessons in the Old Language in the fall,” Hidekazu said.

			“What splendid news. I was unsure if he would follow through,” Aihi said.

			I suspect Headmaster Meki has some other motivation in accepting Aihi’s request, but that won’t stop me from learning. Hidekazu couldn’t keep Barame’s words from echoing in his head, the ones he uttered on their first meeting: “A person’s ki determines who they are. Not their parents, their upbringing, or their relationships. Their ki. And yours—”

			Barame had never finished the sentence despite Hidekazu’s prodding. Had never mentioned it again. And yet since they first met, Barame’s eye had always been upon him. He knows something about me, I think, that I don’t. Hidekazu had always had an unnatural amount of ki at his disposal, but always more than he could access.

			Summoning the tsukumogami had been evidence of that. At least when the yōkai had agreed to contain some of his energy in exchange for shelter in his staff. Knowing the creature had used that ki to save them from Lacotl made Hidekazu less inclined to reclaim it.

			Could his parents have kept him from becoming a full majyu or a bushi because they feared that power? What he might become? But even when he was angry at his parents, the theory made no sense. If that were the case, they wouldn’t have changed their minds.

			His gut twisted at the thought of all the studying he still had to do to pass the Majyutsushi Exams. He was nowhere near ready, and yet he’d insisted on travelling first. What had he been thinking?

			Hidekazu glanced at Taniya. He’d gotten used to the warmth of her ki flooding the room, so much so that he’d almost forgotten she was there.

			I hope Barame will reveal more when I attend the Academy. What all this extra ki inside me means. He glanced at Masanori, who seemed as though he wanted to say something, but was still figuring out how to word it. Private lessons just makes Headmaster Meki more accessible; although that goes both ways.

			“You asked him?” Hidekazu said.

			“Of course. It is not a class taught at the Academy anymore because few are interested in learning,” Aihi said. Books slid across the table toward her with a flick of her wrist.

			“I don’t blame people for not caring. What’s the value in dead languages and myths?” Masanori said, his scowl overtaking his entire face.

			Aihi sighed, but it was Taniya who answered. “Because the Old Language is the language of ki. Of the Goddess.” She still flipped through the ring of kigou surrounding her, the pages of the book in front of her flying from one cover to the next. “That alone is reason enough to learn it. But as a majyu, knowing a little is invaluable for creating custom spells that would be impossible without obscure kigou. For example, I made this spell myself, using kigou that I learned while working in the library.”

			Hidekazu opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it and nodded instead. Those obscure kigou are probably the only reason I summoned that tsukumogami. He used his notebook of kigou to translate small sections of text in the books he searched.

			“That’s more useful than I thought,” Masanori admitted. He hesitated before closing his book and picking up a new one. “But what about myths?”

			“There is infinite wisdom available in studying the past, even if they are just stories,” Aihi said. “Wisdom that might be used to change the future.”

			Hidekazu nodded. Just like her mother and father. Together they might end the conflict with Nanryuu indefinitely.

			“I suppose that makes sense. I’ve used stories as references to learn more about yōkai in the past,” Masanori said. He started flipping through the massive tome he’d pulled in front of him.

			“Since when have you had an interest in yōkai?” Hidekazu said.

			“Remember the day we watched some funayūrei pull a warship under the sea?”

			Hidekazu did remember; it had been a misty night several years ago. From the cliffs on the edge of the Palace District, he, Masanori, and Aihi had watched as translucent, green figures took hold of one of the Emperor’s vessels. The fin-like sails had cracked and sailors screamed as it was pulled beneath the waves.

			“I am disappointed you hid such a fascination from us for so long,” Aihi said. She made no attempt to hide her smile.

			“The interest died off for a while, only resurfacing again with Hidekazu’s tsukumogami incident.” Masanori shrugged. “I tried reading up about it, but I ran into the Old Language roadblock too, I suppose.”

			“Truth be told, I am surprised your mother and father did not hire a tutor when you were younger to at least teach you the basics.”

			Hidekazu snorted. “Surprised? Please, Aihi, you know the lengths our parents would have gone to keep us from learning anything that might have prompted us to do exactly what we’re doing now.”

			“I’d heard such a rumour,” Taniya said. When Hidekazu looked at her, she gave a small smile. “It’s obvious you boys are talented. Doubly obvious it was your parents holding you back. I mean... Masanori as a ki-engineer? Come on.”

			“I was making the best of a bad situation. Besides, I enjoyed it.” Masanori frowned, tapping the table as he flipped another page.

			“Nothing against it. Quite the opposite; I’ve heard you were a natural,” Taniya said.

			“Where’d you hear all this about us, anyway? When we first met, you didn’t know us,” Hidekazu said.

			“From around,” she said, grinning. “And of course I recognized you. But it’s good practice to pretend I don’t.”

			“Good practice?” Masanori echoed, sharing a glance with Hidekazu.

			But she did not respond, and Hidekazu couldn’t help but notice Aihi’s determined silence through the conversation.

			I never had any idea that people... knew about us. I guess our name holds a lot of weight, but it doesn’t make much sense to us without knowing our parents’ histories, Hidekazu thought.

			Complete strangers seemed to have a better grasp of the Genshu family history than Hidekazu and Masanori, as their parents had never wished to discuss their family legacy and seemed content with it dying. Since I’d accepted the futures that our parents planned for us, I never bothered snooping. And if what Kansai said was true, the only records of that history remain in the Academy. There has to be something inside this library that will help.

			He resolved himself to do more research when they were done with the Dragon’s Eye.

			The silence extended, and Masanori, Aihi, and Taniya returned to their research. Hidekazu watched Taniya flick through the amber ring of kigou, pages flipping with each movement.

			“Could you teach me that spell?” Hidekazu said.

			“I would be honoured,” she said. She looked up at him and then cast a sideways glance at Aihi. “Would you like me to show you as well, Princess?”

			Aihi’s eyes did not leave her book. “I am fine like this.”

			“As you wish. Hidekazu, come over here,” Taniya said. Her shoulder slumped a bit after Aihi’s refusal. A subtle tension existed between the two.

			Did something happen?

			Opting for silence, Hidekazu joined her on the other side of the table. She held her arms straight and her hands moved in quick, whip-like motions to draw a sequence starting with the elemental kigou—kaze, tsuchi, hi, and mizu. Hidekazu followed along, only managing the unfamiliar kigou that followed because they did not disappear after Taniya had drawn them.

			Amber flared around Hidekazu. He grinned.

			“That’s the base. Now you have to configure the search,” she said and leaned a little closer to Hidekazu. She was so close that he felt her warmth in the air, and he couldn’t help but blush a little.

			“I’m searching for a combination of words in Seiryan and the Old Language. You can see the ones I’m using here.” She pointed to the kigou in the golden ring filtering around her, only one or two of which Hidekazu recognized. “You can change the kigou by pressing your fingers to the ring and drawing new ones like you would with any other spell.”

			To illustrate her point, she touched the orange hoop while it was spinning, holding it still, and wrote the kigou for sight. It appeared in its allocated slot, and then the ring resumed its spinning.

			Hidekazu replicated all the kigou Taniya used, inputting them into the light. It spun faster with each addition, searching the book he’d selected at least four times faster than Taniya’s.

			His head ached and exhaustion began to build in his limbs as the spell began to drain too much ki.

			“What’s gone wrong?” he said.

			He could have ended the spell at any moment, but he didn’t because the fogginess turned to immediate clarity. Knowledge coursed through him, planting seeds in his mind. Nothing useful at a glance, but he learned that noroi meant ‘curse’ and how black cherry blossoms used to be a common plant species in Seiryuu, but were now mostly extinct.

			“Hide, something’s wrong, stop the spell—” Taniya said, her voice squeaky. Hidekazu ignored her and absorbed everything that flew to him.

			Sixteen warlock families governed Seiryuu... over one hundred known species of yōkai... bamboo was best harvested in the autumn—

			Thump.

			The thumping came loud and fast, like someone banging the walls on the other side of the library. It transformed into loud, incessant clanking. Masanori placed his hands over his ears in a futile attempt to muffle it.

			“Great Warlock, what is that sound?” he said.

			A trickle of energy wound up Hidekazu’s spine and penetrated his mind. He gasped as the last fragment of knowledge from his spell reached him. The orange glow circling him solidified.

			He was convinced before he moved toward the sound: he’d found what they were looking for.

			His feet moved faster than his mind. Rows of books blurred around him as he ran through the aisles, stumbling down corridors he’d never seen before. This library is a lot bigger than I remember.

			The library spun around him as he stopped in front of a metal gate. Its curved bars were shaped like dragons, their long, slender forms entwined as the body of the gate, their heads ornamented on top. A book with a worn binding and a grey cover flew into the bars, the metal clanging.

			Hidekazu searched for a title imprinted on the cover as the book flapped, but both sides appeared smooth and blank.

			Behind him, Taniya, Aihi, and Masanori caught up.

			“Hidekazu, where are you going—” Aihi said, cutting herself off at the sight of the trapped book. “Is it... trying to escape?”

			A faded, bronze plaque hung above the gate. The words on it were in the Old Language.

			Taniya stopped between them, frowning, watching the book flapping against the gate.

			“That one’s never tried to fly away before,” she said, unflinching. She looked at Hidekazu. “I’m not sure what happened with that spell, but—”

			Hidekazu willed the spell to end. The amber ring faded and died, the book collapsing to the ground as the light disappeared. Taniya stared at it, wide-eyed, and for a second Hidekazu thought she might complain about how the book’s pages would be folded after its fall.

			“I think you...” she started, looking between Hidekazu and the book. “You somehow m-managed to used my spell to search the entire library.”

			Hidekazu opened and closed his mouth. “We should probably take a look at that book.”

			That was all he could manage between the thrumming in his chest and the pounding in his head. Too many random facts and bits of information floated through his mind.

			Taniya hit her lip. Her gaze lingered on him for too long. She’s probably not used to seeing the strange things I can do. I suppose I’d also be confused, Hidekazu thought. He looked away and tried to focus on the rows of shelves beyond the golden barrier.

			Aihi stepped toward the gate, but Taniya sprung to life and pulled her away. As she did, Aihi turned in her grasp, her expression twisted as if she were a snake preparing to strike. But at the look on Taniya’s face, she was silenced.

			“You’d better let me, P-Princess, if you don’t mind,” she said, gulping. Her eyes were bulging, posture rigid as she stepped toward the gate. “The books in here are under lock and k-key for a reason. Not just because they’re valuable.”

			Taniya’s hands were shaking as she stared at the book discarded on the floor. What’s she so afraid of? Hidekazu thought.

			The air around them grew colder as the girl’s shoulders tightened. She lifted her arms, waving them to paint a series of kigou with more strokes than Hidekazu could keep track of. His eyes grew progressively wider as he watched.

			Ten kigou later, Taniya stepped away, panting. Her inky kigou spiralled into the gate, shaking against the metal. The gold barrier quivered and fell away.

			A horrific moan echoed from within the hidden room.

			Taniya tensed but did not pause. Taking a breath to steady herself, she pushed the gates open. The moaning grew louder, warping into a slobbery growl followed by the flapping of wing-like pages. Around the corner came the offending creature, a massive tome with fangs embedded on the edges of the cover. Foul muck drooped from the pages that formed its mouth, elongated pages stretching around the cover to form wings.

			Hidekazu and Masanori’s mouths hung open as they saw the beast. Oh Goddess, I don’t want that thing anywhere near me.

			Taniya grabbed the book, slipping it through the gap she’d made. The monstrous book flew quicker, straight for Taniya’s head. She gasped as it neared, sliding between the bars and slamming the gate into its maw. It gnawed at the bars, black, steaming liquid pouring from between its teeth and dripping along the metal.

			She tucked the recovered book under her arm and pressed her weight into the gate, holding it shut against the monster book’s attacks. Her knuckles were white as she strained to contain it.

			Two more flapped toward them. One sported orange tentacles wagging from between its open pages, another with eight legs scurrying along the peeling maple walls.

			Aihi pressed her hand to the opening and drew the kigou for locking. Gold wrapped tight around the bars, holding it shut. Taniya collapsed, gulping for air. She remained on her knees for a moment while she collected herself, and then drew the final sequence of kigou to properly secure the gate.

			The snarling book threw itself into the bars, but the metal did not give. When the barrier recovered, the golden light zapped the creature and sent it whimpering back into the darkness. Taniya wasn’t kidding when she said there was a reason...

			“I can’t believe you work here with... with... those,” Masanori said.

			Taniya gave a breathless laugh. “Those are tsukumogami. The bad kind.” She tried to open the book she’d recovered, but it was busy yawning. “Usually they aren’t so bad. I think Hidekazu’s spell aggravated them. And b-besides, I don’t often have to go in there.”

			“You go in that room? Willingly?” Hidekazu said. He shuddered. When would it ever be safe enough to browse those shelves?

			“There are ways to subdue them, if necessary,” she said, dragging the book to a nearby table. It yawned and whined as if annoyed it was being used. “But part of the reason they end up like this is from being treated terribly. I can’t help but take pity on the poor things, even if it changes n-nothing.”

			Hidekazu nodded, gaining a whole new appreciation for Taniya’s kindness. An inner glow that hadn’t been there illuminated her as she caressed the book’s cover and spine as if petting a cat. The book continued to yawn, making a sound almost as if purring.

			As a book lover himself, he was upset that many people, even some famed scholars, did not treat their books well. Books were companions of knowledge. Without them, civilization might have been lost to barbarism.

			Another part of him was just as terrified and amazed that those things were tsukumogami. He’d seen plenty growing up, but none ever quite so deranged. It’s terrifying to think the yōkai I summoned might have turned out to be one of those. Perhaps that’s why Aihi and Taniya were so worried?

			The rabid tsukumogami reminded him of Lacotl’s staff. Blood had seeped from it like a bottomless wound, but when Lacotl had dropped it after being defeated, it had hissed at Masanori and disappeared. It, too, had been a tsukumogami.

			Despite the stubbornness of Hidekazu’s tsukumogami, despite how frustrated he got with its inclination to appear and disappear without reason, he was grateful the spirit was so tame. It had the ability to take total control of Hidekazu’s staff, to turn it into its body much like those books had been consumed. But the yōkai acted as though it was just a visitor. Quiet and passing through, helping when it could.

			Of course, Hidekazu had never summoned it with the intention of keeping it forever, but... Maybe it knew this was only a temporary arrangement all along. It doesn’t want to get too comfortable.

			The spirit seemed to stir within the staff, but it did not show itself, and Hidekazu did not beckon to it.

			After the book had fallen back asleep, Taniya began to read. She nodded to herself every now and then, and Aihi crept close to get a better look at the manuscript over her shoulder.

			“This is the book we needed, all right,” Aihi whispered, not taking her eyes from the pages. She leaned forward to run her fingers along a section of the page, reading closely. “It says here that the noroi are the heralds of Ozeki’s will, halfbreeds born of wyvern and human, kan’thir, or shika blood.” She ran her fingers along the page further down. “Something about a Black Flower and lot of nonsense that doesn’t get us much closer to what we need to know. The information is too old.”

			Hidekazu perked up. “The Black Flower?”

			“Some title given to important noroi, but nothing specific,” Aihi said.

			Taniya met his gaze. She jerked her head to the side ever so slightly. She doesn’t want Aihi to know?

			He wanted to protest, but saw little point. They already knew Lacotl was a powerful majyu, now labelled as a noroi. But knowing that he had the title of Black Flower, a dedicated woman-killer, they might be able to decipher his motives easier. He fought back and forth for a moment, deciding to keep quiet about it for now. We have enough to deal with.

			“What about warlocks? The Eye?” Masanori said.

			“Nothing yet. Still looking,” Taniya said. They could have flipped through the book much quicker, but the two girls seemed content not to use ki.

			Hidekazu wanted to jump over the table and help search, but he feared he would only get in the way. Instead, he made do with reading upside down, getting frustrated after a few sentences, and then interrupted by the turn of a page. Too much of it was written in the Old Language for him to understand.

			After a few attempts, he gave up and settled to watch them. Every muscle in his body was tense, but they eased as curiosity got the best of him. Each time Taniya bumped into Aihi, she flinched away. And yet despite this, Taniya did not navigate Aihi’s personal space with the operated, careful precision that one might use to avoid irritating her.

			She seemed to be getting in Aihi’s way and pushing her buttons on purpose. And Aihi seemed to be making an effort to swallow her temper.

			Hidekazu smirked, covering his mouth with a hand so they couldn’t see it. He couldn’t fathom why the two were this way, but so long as it didn’t affect him, it wasn’t really any of his business.

			“Here.” Taniya pointed, eyes wide, mouth open. “This is it. It says... ‘The Dragon’s Eye, a profound tool in service of warlocks, has yet to be mastered by the most proficient majyu.’ Blah blah blah... ‘They are born of a dragon’s sacrifice and bond with a single warlock, but such bonds cannot be made outside the secrets of the pages hidden within the living sands.’”

			“It sounds like it is referring to another book.” Aihi’s eyebrows drew together. “I fail to understand how a dragon and warlock could make a pact within one.”

			Taniya tilted her head. “It’s safe to say that none of us understand warlock ki. But the book must have been something sacred. Maybe a ledger, something where records of the warlock and dragon bonds were made?”

			“If he was after information, that might explain why Lacotl was looking for it,” Hidekazu said. He met Taniya’s gaze. “Especially if he knew the Eye was unusable without a warlock.”

			“I’m not ready to consider the possibility that Lacotl might have had an objective with his killings,” Masanori said. He gazed off at some books flying in circles around a table on the other side of the library.

			Hidekazu gaped. He would say that after learning of Lacotl’s game and the Shōgun?

			“His actions are easier for you to digest if he was killing for fun?” Aihi said, her voice shrill.

			Aihi stood. Masanori met her burning gaze, undeterred.

			“Easier than believing he might have killed all those women for a darker purpose.” Masanori sighed and looked away again. “You said this was all a game to him, but the game might be more than entertainment.”

			Silence enveloped them, disrupted by the occasional shifting of paper wings overhead. The fog in Hidekazu’s head began to drift away. His heart raced at the thought that Lacotl might not have been some depraved lunatic, but instead a calculated schemer. The Eye might just have been a tool to reach his ultimate objective. We know the Eye has a connection to the Shōgun. She could have known something.

			The pieces were there, but Hidekazu wasn’t sure how to put them together. If they were meant to fit and reveal some plot.

			Aihi returned to her seat, her eyes glossy. “I fear you are correct. This is not just a fun past time, and his decision to involve my mother is worrisome. Did she somehow know the location of this book within the ‘living sands’?”

			Masanori leaned forward and tried to get a better look at the book.

			Taniya was still reading, but her brow was furrowed, her lips pressed together. “We might be able to figure it out if we knew what the ‘living sands’ were, but there’s no indication of what that might be,” she said.

			“That’s no mystery,” Hidekazu said, straightening up. “One of the stories in Translated Myths is about the Black Dragon after he steals away the Queen of Tajida. Ozeki sends his armies after the dragon, just for the Black to wipe them out with dragonfire as they cross the desert.”

			Masanori grimaced. “But dragons don’t breathe fire. That goes completely against the Goddess, doesn’t it?”

			“That’s exactly why the story stood out to me,” Hidekazu said. The Goddess was associated with water, wind, and similar phenomena. Fire-breathing was usually reserved for wyverns—although Hidekazu had read about other exceptions like this story.

			“I don’t see how the story could be related, anyway.”

			“I’m getting to that.” Hidekazu huffed. “Long story short, all the fire and blood from the battle is attributed to giving the Blithe Desert life. It’s sometimes referred to as the ‘living sands’ just like in that text.”

			Aihi and Taniya shared a long look, neither of them moving.

			Aihi nodded. “I remember the tale.”

			“So maybe the warlock book we’re looking for is hidden somewhere in the Blithe Desert,” Masanori said, a rough edge in his voice. “But the Blithe Desert is still the size of Seiryuu and Nanryuu combined. It doesn’t limit our search much.”

			Taniya nodded. “It’ll be a difficult search. You’d best start searching the obvious places—libraries.” She closed the tsukumogami book. “Are there any in or around the desert?”

			“In it? Absolutely not,” Aihi said. She folded her hands on the table. “It would be impossible to maintain infrastructure within the desert, even with ki. Any chance of success leads us deeper into Tajida, I believe. The capital, Najadu, is said to have the grandest library in all Shimensoka.”

			Hidekazu’s heart lifted at the mention of an extravagant library. In all the continent, huh? Sounds like an excellent place to start our search.

			“Off to Tajida, then,” Masanori said. A grin spread on his face, mirrored by Hidekazu.

			Aihi also smiled. “I am sure you two are pleased to be leaving Seiryuu for the first time.”

			Even if the circumstances were dire, Hidekazu was tired of waiting. This would be their last chance to leave Seiryuu until they graduated from the Academy.

			We’ll find a way to save the Shōgun and avenge those women, I’m sure of it.

		

	
		
			Ten

			Aihi

			Icy water pelted Aihi’s lizard hide cloak as she prepared horses for Hidekazu, Masanori, and herself. They would not take their personal mounts with them; it was less troublesome to leave them in Tsukiko. Besides, they would be better leaving their horses in Meishoken; they were not much use in the sand.

			Black clouds blurred the sky with an unremitting downpour. Lightning crackled in the distance, but none of the strikes were visible in the gloom. The chill intensified the weakness settling in Aihi’s bones. It was before dawn and she had stayed up all night reading the untitled, possessed book. She had hoped to learn more about the noroi and clues about how to win Lacotl’s game. She had found nothing.

			Aihi tried not to let it get to her, tried not to let the lack of direction in Lacotl’s game wear her down. The book, somewhere in the desert, had to have some clue. Maybe the book will have something I can use to save my mother. She told me to use the Eye, after all.

			That she was certain of: her mother wanted her to use the Eye. It was the suffering she worried about.

			It was unclear when they would return once they left. Aihi had no idea when she would see her mother and father again. A pain grew in the back of her throat and her chin trembled. I am doing this for them.

			She still blamed herself for her mother’s injury; if she hadn’t been so prideful, she could have prevented it. But instead of staying at her mother’s side, she fled her duties as Princess and temporary Shōgun. Her insides twisted with her inner battle between duty and the possibility of saving her mother.

			Returning might jeopardize their departure. They had to leave now.

			It might have been easier if she were at least truthful with Hidekazu and Masanori. But she could not manage that.

			They do not need to know the extent of Lacotl’s game, or that I am participating in it. She bit her lip. Or about Tonkotsu. Even though they’d figure out the last bit eventually. What was another secret at this point?

			Aihi hadn’t killed or hurt the former Captain too much. If there was any chance they could use him to reveal more about Lacotl’s plans, she needed to take it.

			The ache in the back of her throat spread to her stomach. Everything would be worth it if she could save her mother.

			Aihi resisted closing her eyes. She didn’t want to see the images of her mother and Torra again or risk the temptation of staying. It would be so simple to take the easy route for once, to fall into the embrace of mediocracy. 

			But she would not do it.

			She finished brushing the three horses and began tacking them. They looked at her with solemn eyes, as though they knew what she was doing. The risk she was taking by leaving with no bushi to defend them.

			Hidekazu, Masanori and I will be safe so long as our identities are hidden. We can handle ourselves, she thought. She avoided the horses’ gaze while she pulled a bridle over the first horse’s head.

			“Leaving early?”

			Aihi spun around at the sound of Taniya’s voice. Her heart burned with a ferocity she didn’t understand.

			The older girl stood a couple of feet away, her gold-rimmed glasses high on her nose. They were a fake ornament she used as part of one of her many faces, although she held the form that Aihi associated with Taniya’s true self.

			“If I was, it would be none of your business,” Aihi said, venom in her voice. Poison she didn’t know the purpose of.

			The girl was not dissuaded by Aihi’s attitude. “After everything, I thought you might be more cautious about going out alone. You have the Kajoushohi to worry about.”

			She stilled at Taniya’s words. At this point, she didn’t bother wondering where she had learned of Aihi’s condition. She is right, of course. If there are any other noroi, leaving alone could be dangerous. That is reason enough to bring several bushi with us to Tajida.

			“It is not my safety that concerns me.”

			“Even after Lacotl and Torra—”

			“Don’t you dare say her name,” Aihi said.

			Taniya took a step back. For the first time, she seemed surprised at Aihi’s attitude.

			Aihi clenched the horse’s reins to her hands to keep them from shaking. Thunder shook the atmosphere around them, but they did not move.

			“I remind you of her, don’t I?” Taniya whispered.

			Aihi’s hands slackened and she looked away. She had never wanted to admit it, but it was true. Torra and Taniya had both been in the same year at the Academy, both had an untamed mess of brown-black hair and beauty that rivalled the legendary Warlock Empress. Both had been targeted by Lacotl.

			They had many differences, but their similarities were irrefutable. 

			All Aihi could manage was a nod.

			Taniya’s face crumpled. Her eyes turned glossy as she cleared the space between them. The poison Aihi had felt toward Taniya dissolved and she did not back away when the girl pulled her into an embrace.

			“I miss her too,” Taniya said.

			Though Aihi wanted to respond, she was breathless, her heart aching in a million different places. This woman is dangerous. I should not let her anywhere near me. But despite her fears, she returned Taniya’s hug. Aihi inhaled in Taniya’s lily scent and the tension in her shoulders and stomach unwound.

			For a moment, the world seemed to fall away. There was nothing but two foolish girls holding each other in the rain.

			“I know she was special to you,” she said, breaking away from Aihi and wiping her face. “And I can’t replace that. Not ever. But I’m here for you, all the same.”

			Aihi’s heart softened a bit. Maybe I have been too harsh on her. She has been nothing but kind, though she has been through a lot. And she helped with the Tsukiko Guard...

			“Thank you, Taniya,” Aihi said and pulled away. “I apologize for how I have treated you. When we return—”

			A black figure cut through the endless downpour of rain. Aihi’s hand fell to her katana’s hilt as the man on horseback approached. But once he was close enough, Aihi recognized him as bushi Uriku.

			She released her katana. Although she was relieved it was not a stranger, the appearance of a bushi was perhaps worse. Our absence for the shishajya’s arrival was noticed. I should have planned to leave last night.

			The only reason they’d stayed the extra night was the hope the weather might clear up. But it hadn’t. I should have known better than to linger. Now I must get Uriku off our trail.

			“Exalted Dragon Princess!” Uriku said, pulling his horse to a stop next to her and Taniya.

			“Bushi Uriku,” Aihi said, voice low and displeased. “I hope you are here with good news about my mother.”

			He hesitated. “I am afraid there has been no change in her status, Princess.” He dismounted his horse to bow to her. “Stable for the meantime, and conscious, but still not talking much.”

			Aihi nodded, not having expected much else. At least she is not worse. She tried to convince herself everything would be fine and distracted herself by saddling the black mare.

			“But that is not why I am here.”

			“I know,” she said, adjusting the stirrups.

			“Then you will let me come with you?”

			She paused, surprised that his first instinct wasn’t to drag her back to Nagasou. It is too convenient for him to arrive just before we leave. Tsukiko is the obvious place to look for us, but only Taniya and Headmaster Meki know where and when we are leaving.

			“Did my father send you?” She dusted off some hay that must have made it onto her horse when she put on the bridle and saddle.

			Uriku shook his head and bowed lower. “No, Exalted Princess—”

			“I asked for him to come,” Taniya said.

			Aihi turned, her frown turning into a smirk.

			She somehow knew Uriku is the only one I would take without a fuss. She glanced at Taniya again, who blinked innocently. She is damn good at her job. With a little more experience... it would be better to have her on my side than on another’s.

			“I cannot take you with us,” she said. “This is something that Hidekazu, Masanori, and I must do alone.”

			Taniya’s mouth opened to protest, but Uriku was quicker. “Of course, my Princess. But surely there is something I can do for you in your absence?”

			“Return with Taniya. She will act in my place.” Her eyes blazed and she smiled. “She will tell them I got caught up in research and missed the shishajya, and that Hidekazu and Masanori remain here.”

			Uriku gaped. “She cannot pass as you, she looks noth—”

			His eyes widened as Taniya’s skin bubbled and morphed, her bone structure shifting into a perfect replica of Aihi. Her hair tripled in length to flow past the small of her back.

			“She will do fine,” Aihi said. Her smile stretched into a grin.

			“Any specific instructions in your absence?” Taniya said.

			“Is she the cause of our troubles with Guanzhou?”

			Aihi gave Uriku a pointed look. “No. She is the solution.” Uriku bowed and murmured an apology.

			Back home, relationships had become strained between Seiryuu and the Guanzhou because a yōkai disguised as a bushi had interfered with the Guanzhou Magician’s Guild. The Shōgun had been in the process of rooting out the pest and smoothing out relations when she’d fallen ill.

			It was a bad time for Aihi to leave, but she trusted that Taniya could handle things for a while. She will eradicate the yōkai that plagues us.

			“Taniya, you are to make no definitive decisions. Manage what is necessary to keep things running in Nagasou. And return with the prisoners,” Aihi said.

			“I am at your service.” Aihi’s replica bowed.

			“Prisoners?” Uriku said, eyes narrowing at them both.

			She explained what happened with the Tsukiko Guard and Captain Tonkotsu. The recent betrayal had Aihi struggling to hold back tears. Uriku nodded, solemn, and agreed to help Taniya escort them back to Nagasou.

			Aihi swallowed and glanced at Taniya. She hoped the woman would never have to look like her again. But it is certainly useful. No one will suspect a thing unless she slips up.

			“Now go wake up the Genshu brothers, it is about time we left,” Aihi said. Uriku sped off toward the inn’s entrance, and once he disappeared, Aihi turned to Taniya.

			She leaned in and kissed the girl’s cheek, her cheek, and lingered a moment longer to whisper: “You have my attention. But do not attempt to undermine my decisions again.”

			“I will not fail you.”

			“Then you had best remember to dangle the Guanzhou magicians on a thread until I return.”

			Taniya smirked and left, leaving Aihi alone with the horses in the rain.

			She smiled and finished tacking the animals, a warmth bubbling inside her. It was perhaps the first genuine sense of happiness she’d felt since her first encounter with Lacotl.

			***

			The storm crescendoed above them on their first day of travelling. Mud darkened the roads and slowed the horses, but Aihi pushed harder to compensate for lost time.

			Shadows flitted in the darkness and the rain around them. Aihi did her best not to look, not to meet the golden eyes of the cat-like raijū that spawned from lightning strikes. Trees exploded on the sides of the road and she did not flinch. She forced the horses to gallop quicker, using ki when necessary.

			Raijū were the yōkai second closest to the Goddess, behind only the shishajya. They only appeared in storms like these. Only when she is angry, Aihi thought.

			By morning the next day, the storm had ebbed to a few lonely clouds. And by the time they reached the orchards outside Meishoken, the sun had broken free and stray beams made the dew-covered trees sparkle.

			Heavy, crimson apples drooped from tree after tree in pristine rows on one side of the road, peaches and nectarines on the other. There were fields full of mulberry trees and resident silkworms further from the city, but they flourished in the spring and were now out of season.

			The trio slowed outside the city where a crowd of people queued to get inside. Aihi craned her neck to get a better look at the gates and walls, simple structures of stone and wood with plain parapets. Ki barriers circled the city, much like at Nagasou, but weaker.

			Years had passed since she’d last been to the port city of Meishoken, but there certainly hadn’t been any walls or barriers then. Are they trying to keep something in, or out?

			She wanted to believe it was part of the city’s natural growth and prosperity that stemmed from constant trade with Tajida. But with her new knowledge of Lacotl and the noroi, she struggled to convince herself that was the case. Her heartbeat picked up as they neared the front of the line.

			A pair of guards in heavy leather looked up at her with narrowed eyes. When she freed her arm to reveal her irezumi, they fell into a low bow and did not bother to identify Hidekazu and Masanori before ushering them into the city. Aihi’s insides loosened as they slipped into the bustling crowds of Meishoken.

			They entered into the market, a sprawling mass of colourful stalls and storefronts. Citizens bunched in front of food sellers and booths with dried meat and fruits. Women in colourful kimonos wandered with their children close or ran fingers along delicate swatches of gossamer and silks.

			Guards stood disguised at every corner, recognizable through their unnatural alertness and rigid, unmoving postures. They leered at Aihi and her companions as they moved through the crowd on horseback.

			Whatever the city’s reason for the tightened security, Aihi, Hidekazu, and Masanori had no time to find out.

			Aihi directed them straight through the market and to one of her family’s many royal travel houses. The one in Meishoken was often occupied by advisers and officials who came to monitor foreign trade activity through the city, as it was the second busiest port in all Seiryuu.

			The travel house was a sprawling estate on the cliffs by the sea. One side boasted an excellent view of the ocean, the other an overview of all the entire city. They stabled their horses in the back, and a servant came rushing out of the main building.

			“Exalted Dragon Princess.” The woman bowed. “We had no idea you were coming. Shall we prepare supper?” she said.

			Aihi shook her head. “We need food for several days of travel. Our horses will remain here, but we must be gone before night falls.”

			“You don’t want to stay for a hot meal?” Masanori said, groaning.

			Aihi frowned. She took careful note of the shadows under his eyes and the stains on his haori. Hidekazu looked similarly unkempt, and she wondered how bad she looked. The trip to Meishoken was supposed to be three days of good travel with speed enchanted horses. They’d done it in a little over two, despite the weather, by eliminating most of their rest time.

			She wanted to remain for a meal—or even for the night—before boarding a ship for Tajida. But she was eager to get to Tajida and begin searching for the warlock book. It had to be the key to winning Lacotl’s game and saving her mother.

			“Take some time to clean up, and then we will leave. There is time for nothing else. Understood?” Aihi said.

			Hidekazu and Masanori nodded, dismounting and beginning to clean their horses. The servant woman interjected. “Please, young Masters, we will take care of your steeds. Prepare yourselves for the rest of your journey,” she said.

			The boys did as they were told, leaving Aihi alone in the stables after the woman ran off to recover another helper. She ran her fingers through the mane of the black mare, cherishing its silkiness. It was unlikely that she would ever see this horse again, and yet it had provided her with an invaluable service.

			She took some oats from a nearby bucket and fed them to the horses. “Thank you,” she whispered to them as they lapped up the treats.

			Her own horse, Hoyoku, came to mind as she watched them. How long will it be again before I see you?

			Closing her eyes, she pictured Torra’s face trapped in the corrupted aki. Her mother pale and lifeless in her sickbed. It does not matter how long I am gone. How long it takes to find answers. I will not return until I have them.

			After cleaning, eating, and restocking their supplies, Hidekazu, Masanori, and Aihi left the manor and headed for the docks. The city outside the market was full of life when the sun began to fall beyond the horizon. Orange and pink light spread over the sky, shimmering on the rippling waves. There was a collection of black clouds in the east and west. Soon, they would endure another storm.

			Walkways were decorated with floating, dragon-shaped lanterns that glowed with cerulean and gold flames. Stone streets were painted with raijū, winged snakes, and other mythical creatures, and streamers of multicoloured cherry blossoms covered everything in sight.

			Aihi’s heart clenched at the sight of the docks. One of those ships would carry them far from home.

			An Imperial flag flapped in the breeze, the gold and blue dragon curling and stretching as if in dance. It was attached to a medium trade vessel with curved paper sails that appeared almost like wings.

			In front of the ship stood a rough-looking man in his late twenties or early thirties. His hair was messy, but braided back, and a pipe rested between his lips as he flipped through a ledger.

			He looked up as the trio approached, Aihi in the lead. The man’s eyes were hazy, but there seemed to be some sense of recognition in his expression.

			“Why, isn’t it Ai-hime. What can I do for the little Princess?” the man said.

			Aihi’s lips twitched, and she kept her smile. Next to her, Hidekazu and Masanori stirred, but she motioned for them to fall still.

			“Thank you for making the decision to commandeer your ship much easier, Captain Yakanori,” she said. The man gaped, his eyes bulging. Aihi grinned. “We must leave immediately. Make the necessary preparations.”

			She cleared the ramp onto the ship before he could respond.

			“Princess!” Captain Yakanori said from behind her. She did not stop to listen. “This ship is chartered for Tajida tomorrow morning. We are still waiting for a shipment—”

			“The shipment can wait, I cannot.”

			Aihi almost frowned but kept her expression neutral. She might have waited if she was not worried about her mother, even if it meant denying herself the pleasure of watching Captain Yakanori squirm. She clung to the rail, watching from above.

			He growled and spat on the dock when Hidekazu and Masanori moved to follow Aihi, but Hidekazu stopped in front of Captain Yakanori.

			“You have some nerve calling her that to her face,” Hidekazu said. He was facing away from Aihi and she could not see his face from the deck. “If you ever do it again, I will make you regret ever thinking the word.”

			“What are you, thirteen? Save the threats for someone you can—”

			Hidekazu spun his arms in a circle, pointing at Captain Yakanori with one hand, drawing several kigou with the other. Captain Yakanori froze in place, his flesh gaining a tinge of pink that began turning light blue.

			Aihi stood straighter, practically leaning over the rail to get a better look. Has he frozen the water in Yakanori’s body?

			He leaned toward Captain Yakanori and whispered something in his ear. Then Hidekazu reversed the spell; white mist floated from Captain Yakanori’s mouth, then he collapsed onto his hands and knees, panting and shivering as his flesh returned to its natural colour.

			Masanori lingered on the ramp, watching Hidekazu pass him and joining Aihi on the ship before following himself. I need to talk to Hide still, about what he’s capable of. What summoning that tsukumogami might mean.

			“I will monitor this brute’s progress and make sure we set sail soon,” Aihi said. “You’ll need all the sleep you can get.”

			The boys, though Aihi knew they wanted to protest, went below deck without another word. She watched Captain Yakanori run off to fetch his crew, daylight dwindling as he left.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Hidekazu

			Hidekazu winced away from the dull sunlight as he climbed above deck. Sleep clung to his mind like a cloak as though he had only slept a few hours.

			But Meishsoken was nowhere in sight, long lost to the edge of the Konarerian Mountains and crags that spilled into the sea. Spiked rocks jutted from the water’s surface, a danger the ship avoided by angling toward the open ocean. Above the mountains, the sun had just begun to rise and painted the skies with threads of pink and gold.

			Ki thrummed through the ship’s wooden form, crackling against Hidekazu’s palms. These are some powerful enchantments.

			“She’s a beaut, ain’t she? The Dragon’s Blossom is the fastest ship in all Seiryuu. Maybe in all Shimensoka,” a voice said from behind him.

			Hidekazu looked over his shoulder to see a woman much older than him. Her skin was tanned, black hair held out of her face with a stained, marigold headband.

			“We have moved faster than I expected,” he said, shrugging. “The quicker we get to Tajida, though, the sooner we will be on our way.”

			“That’s right,” the woman said, a wry smile crossing her lips. “Captain Yakanori ain’t too fond of you lot.”

			“Not fond of seems like a rather tame way to put it.”

			The woman lifted her chin, eyebrows raised, and tilted her head to get a better look at Hidekazu. “You the one who threatened him, ain’t ya?”

			He nodded. The woman grinned and playfully slapped his shoulder.

			“The old bastard deserved it, that pig,” she sneered. “’Course it won’t change him up for long, but it’s nice to see him knocked down a few.”

			“He is always like that?”

			The woman smiled. “Don’t look so shocked. Not all of us get noble parents to teach us right from wrong or how to treat another person, man or woman.”

			“Good morning, Hidekazu.” Aihi’s voice resounded from behind him, and his attention was split between the older woman and Aihi.

			He bowed to Aihi. As he did, the older woman, whose name he still hadn’t caught, pat him on the back and grinned at Aihi.

			“Keep this one close, Exalted Princess,” she said. She disappeared below deck a few moments later.

			Hidekazu rubbed his chin. He hadn’t thought his education was exceptional. His teachers had never taught him that he was less or more than anyone else. Man, woman, warrior, majyu or another race. We just are, and we are all equal. Is that not how others are taught?

			His chest tightened with an uncomfortable understanding. He was wrong, at least to a degree. Some are taught that those with ki are superior and those without are lesser. And for some, it is the opposite. Like in Nanryuu. He wanted to know what the average person in Seiryuu believed. Did they revere majyu for their ki, or were they just like everyone else?

			But before Hidekazu could consider the subject of Captain Yakanori’s treatment of other people, Aihi cleared her throat. Hidekazu blinked, refocusing on her. His cheeks warmed when he realized he’d been staring off at nothing.

			“Apologies, Princess, I find ships somewhat disorienting,” he said.

			She smirked and walked to the stern. Hidekazu followed several paces behind her, unsure what to expect. He’d been avoiding as much one-on-one conversation with Aihi as possible since she’d found out about their parents’ attempted marriage arrangements.

			Her promise to discuss the tsukumogami had been another reason to avoid her. All he expected out of that conversation was a scolding for his irresponsibility.

			Part of him hoped their impending conversation would be something darker. Theorizing more about Lacotl’s goals, what we might find in Najadu’s library, anything but my tsukumogami.

			Ever since leaving Tsukiko, he’d been dwelling on the potential of a book that contained the secrets of warlocks and the Dragon’s Eyes. The bond between a warlock and dragon must have been something to behold, and Hidekazu desired to witness it more than anything. More than going to Tajida and the Najadu library. But that’s impossible, he thought, and willed for the dream to die in its infancy.

			Aihi straightened, her lips pursed and eyes narrow. Hidekazu’s heart slammed into his ribs as he joined her.

			“Where is Masanori?” she said.

			“Asleep. Can’t imagine he’ll be out much longer,” Hidekazu said. Maybe if Masanori woke too soon, they would avoid this conversation altogether. It’s going to be about the tsukumogami.

			Waves crashed along the bluffs and spiked rocks. “It is unfair to keep secrets from him, but I believe it necessary.”

			Hidekazu’s pulse raced. His whole body felt warm despite the chilly sea breeze. “Secrets?”

			What could justify more secrets?

			“You have always known you were special, Hide,” she said, giving him an appraising look.

			He hesitated, but nodded. Although he had the potential to become an extraordinary majyu, he had always been the last to boast about it. Hidekazu did not revel in his power; he would rather read and expand his knowledge. It was a mindset instilled in him because of his parents’ desire to keep him and Masanori off the battlefield.

			Others believed he would become one of the greatest majyu Seiryuu had ever known. But the thought made Hidekazu’s insides twist into knots; he fancied a simple future. I don’t want any extra attention. Just the freedom to continue learning.

			Satisfied with his nod, Aihi continued. “We have all wondered about the miraculous power you possess. Including myself.”

			The warmth on Hidekazu’s cheeks spread to his neck. She can’t be jealous. She’s much stronger than me.

			“You are blessed with the use of all four elements. A natural reservoir of ki that any master would envy. A mind that will age to be quicker than the greatest of sages,” Aihi said.

			Although she stopped listing Hidekazu’s greatest fears, she went on: “We should have discussed your power as soon as you summoned the tsukumogami into your staff, but I have struggled to make sense of everything until now.”

			“I’m afraid to ask,” Hidekazu said.

			Aihi sighed and looked up at the sky. “Thousands of years ago, before the first warlocks were born, the dragons gave out Shirashi’s blessings. The blessed were the first majyu, given the power to wield ki. And long after majyu became common and warlocks came into being, there were always stories of majyu who retained Shirashi’s grace; the ones who had her blessing.”

			He knew the stories Aihi mentioned. His stomach cramped and he thought he would be sick. Clutching the rail, he panted, focusing on the rhythm of the waves.

			“You can’t really think I’ve been blessed by the Goddess, could you?” he said.

			I have dutifully worshipped Shirashi my whole life, but I am far from the most devout, he thought. It felt as though his bones had turned to lead and he wanted to fall over, to collapse under the compounding weight of a future that was not his to control. What could I have done to earn Shirashi’s attention?

			He absorbed the salty aroma of the sea while he thought. There were dozens of stories about blessed majyu throughout Seiryuu’s history and Hidekazu was keen on knowing for sure if he might spur the beginning of a new legend. That can’t happen.

			Still, he flipped through the different tales in his head. If Aihi was right, there had to be something in common with him and the stories.

			A gasp escaped him and he smiled. “The blessed majyu in those stories were all contacted by dragons or the Goddess. I never was.”

			Perhaps Aihi was just searching for a reason to explain his power and, all else failing, had resulted in this ridiculous theory. Surely the Goddess would not bless someone and never tell them. What would be the point?

			“Perhaps, but stories may be embellished,” Aihi said. She wrung her hands together, her knuckles white. “And I am not quick to dismiss what I see with my own eyes.”

			“I haven’t done anything impressive.”

			“The tsukumogami is impressive,” she said. There was a tinge of exasperation in her voice. “Summoning a yōkai is no small feat.” Her expression hardened. “I know only one other who can claim the accomplishment.”

			Hidekazu weighed the implications. Calling the tsukumogami had been effortless at the time. A stone settled in his stomach as he struggled to find words. Who else has summoned a tsukumogami?

			“That doesn’t mean—”

			“If I had taken what I know to Shirashi’s temple, all the priestesses would say the same.”

			His mouth opened and closed before he could speak. “You haven’t told anyone?”

			The High Priestess of the temple was his mother. Would she agree with Aihi’s assessment?

			“I know you well enough to appreciate that you would not enjoy the added responsibility or attention.”

			He nodded, touched by her consideration. “But if what you believe is true, then it will not remain a secret for long.”

			If his mother became suspicious, she would demand confirmation. Hidekazu pictured her dragging him into the depths of the Grand Temple and keeping vigil until they received an answer from the Goddess about his powers. Or maybe there would be some complex ritual to complete. Whatever the method, his head threatened to ache at the thought of it.

			Maybe it’s for the best that we don’t tell Masa. He didn’t care about not being a majyu anymore, but something like this might hurt Masanori. Even if it didn’t turn out to be true.

			“I expect not,” Aihi said.

			Footsteps creaked on the deck behind them. Is Masanori awake already?

			Hidekazu did not like the prospect of being blessed, but if there was any possibility of it being true, it was possible that created some connection between him and the Dragon’s Eye.

			He lowered his voice. “What will happen if I touch the Eye?”

			Aihi’s eyes widened. He could almost see her racing thoughts behind them. She looked over Hidekazu’s shoulder, then thrust her hands into her kimono. A blue velvet pouch rested in her palm. The Dragon’s Eye floated from the pouch, guided by her fingers.

			Something inside Hidekazu stirred, something from the depths that he’d ignored all the other times he’d seen it.

			He reached for it.

			“Good morning, Aihi, Hidekazu—” Masanori’s voice sounded from behind him, but was cut off the moment Hidekazu touched the Eye.

			Blue ripples sprouted around them.

			The Eye spiralled over Hidekazu’s palms, pulses of ki shuddering over the ship. The energy spread faster, rocking the vessel. Waves fell motionless in the water around the Dragon’s Blossom. The breeze disappeared, and all sound went with it.

			Hidekazu’s fingers went numb. Is this the power of the Dragon’s Eye?

			Its power buzzed through him. Lightning cracked overhead and the dark clouds flooded the skies, swirling above the ship.

			The world stilled.

			Storm-blue streaks flew from the Eye. They caught Hidekazu’s hair as though it were the wind, kept him from breathing as if he were trapped beneath the sea. His lungs ached. The Eye’s ki pulsed through his veins. It devoured his blood, his whole body cold in its absence.

			Ki ripped the ship’s sails. It lurched in place, sending Aihi, Masanori, and the ship’s crew clinging to the rails and mast. Water below the ship churned, the vessel twisting within a budding whirlpool.

			The wind returned in a cyclone that tore the remaining sails from the masts. Violent sweeps assaulted the ship, the deck trembling as seawater washed over it.

			A lightness encased Hidekazu and the chaos disappeared. His soaked body warmed.

			I can feel her, Hidekazu thought. His veins glowed a silvery blue beneath his skin. I can feel the Goddess.

			A whisper echoed in the back of his mind, indecipherable murmurs. The voice sounded as though it was trapped behind glass or distorted by leagues of distance. He strained to hear the words, trying desperately to understand.

			Turning inside his mind, he searched for any hint of the voice’s presence. The Goddess. But she was gone.

			Hidekazu opened his eyes, aware of the energy pouring from him and the Eye. Blackness rocked within him, so heavy he couldn’t lift his head. He wanted to wrap himself in it forever, fall into its cold embrace and become ice himself.

			Prickles of gold itched the outside of the blackness. They tried to pull him free, but Hidekazu resisted.

			Why would I want to break away from his peace? Bliss. The Goddess calls to me. I need... He cried out and pulled his mind from the Eye. His heart raced in tune with the rapid streams of storm-blue ki.

			The Eye’s energy would not calm.

			It solidified in his grasp, energy swelling each time he tried to rip himself away. Azure energy flooded from the Eye, feeding the vortex beneath the ship. The waves gleamed as darkness took root in the skies, lightning zapping the twisting water.

			Was I not supposed to touch the Eye? He struggled against its pull. It called to Hidekazu, trying to tell him something was wrong. He wrenched his head free from its stasis, but could not move the rest of his body. But I felt the Goddess. That was her voice. Wasn’t it?

			He couldn’t ignore the wrongness that had enveloped him. It urged destruction to consume him in swarms of shadows, to take the ship, and everyone on board with him.

			The boat quivered, boards snapping beneath their feet. Aihi screamed. Masanori collapsed under the pressure of the wind, his back hitting the rail and almost flung into the water.

			Thunder clapped overhead. Hidekazu tensed at the swirl of dark purple that had grown from the clouds, almost identical to the rotating vortex beneath the ship.

			Wood crunched below deck. More shrieks and splashes as people were thrown overboard, the ship spinning so fast everything around them was a blur. Bolts of violet thunder illuminated the clouds and Hidekazu’s heart stopped. Thunder is of Shirashi, but not this thunder. Its strength is... darkness.

			Purple streaked across the skies. The clouds illuminated as if in anticipation. Hidekazu’s lungs and body contracted under the Eye’s control, paralyzing him as thunder collected energy and prepared to strike.

			The Eye’s power fell away.

			Pressure collapsed from Hidekazu and his limbs unfroze. Wind billowed and threw him against the remnants of the ship’s rail. Aihi was next to him, nails digging into the fractured wood; she glowed with the crimson of her irezumi which locked her in place. Masanori clung to the splintered deck a little below them.

			Hidekazu stuffed the Dragon’s Eye into his kimono, then leapt for Aihi and Masanori. He tore them from the ship as the frame snapped, opposite ends crashing into each other. The trio fell into the convulsing water.

			They were torn from the surface, pulled into the spiralling depths of the vortex. Masanori and Aihi fell from Hidekazu’s grasp and he flailed after them. His siblings were lost to the waves.

			Hidekazu pumped his arms and legs to escape the electrified currents. Sparks rushed around the edges of the whirlpool like a skeleton.

			All sense of direction vanished as the centre of the twisting water engulfed him. Saltwater suffocated him and stung his tongue as he was pulled into oblivion.

			Hidekazu clutched his chest, feeling for the Dragon’s Eye. He felt a worthless sense of relief when he found it still tucked into the folds.

			Aihi... Masanori... I’ve failed you, he thought as murkiness cloaked his thoughts.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			Masanori

			Masanori thumped a fist on his ribs and spurts of water evacuated his lungs. His ribs screamed when he turned onto his side, but there was a distinct ache at the base of his spine. A searing heat concentrated at the base of his throat made him gasp.

			He opened his eyes to absolute darkness while he fumbled with his robes. His fingers locked around the tapper, his fingers burning as he wrenched it free. He dangled it from the leather strap until the warmth ebbed and the device’s energy cooled down. It’s never burned like that before.

			The black swallowed him.

			There was nothing, not even a glint of light to carve a path through the black. And worse still, no sound save his steady breathing and the dripping from his kimono and haori. Oh Goddess, what happened? 

			Masanori swallowed, the muscles of his dry throat protesting. He shot upright and patted in the darkness around him. Torra’s naginata. Great Warlock, don’t tell me I lost it.

			Sharp rocks cut his hands as he felt around him. Blood welled on his palms, stifled by sand and dirt.

			His fingers wrapped around a wooden handle. He exhaled at the touch of Torra’s essence within.

			Still, his blood cut through his veins like wildfire. Where are the others?

			“Hidekazu? Aihi?” he whispered. His voice wavered with his uncertainty.

			Someone coughed. Masanori’s ears pricked.

			“Aihi?” he said.

			She groaned in response. Water sputtered onto stone between coughs. Masanori crawled toward the sound, his palms scraping on loose rocks. Firelight flared and he squeezed his eyes shut. He blinked slowly until his eyes adjusted and everything came into focus.

			The orange glow outlined Aihi’s face. Her makeup was smeared across her cheeks, her hair tangled.

			“Masa,” she said, looking around all disoriented. “Where are we?”

			“Are you hurt?”

			She shook her head. “Sore, but nothing’s broken.”

			A kigou appeared within the flames and they stretched further around them. Shadows danced behind dragon statues protruding from stone walls. The dragons coiled upward, their lengths wrapped around stone trees. They leered at Masanori and Aihi from at least twice their height, eyes gleaming sapphires.

			Whorls and kigou were carved into the walls; impossible to identify with the distance.

			Masanori craned his neck to search for Hidekazu and the crew of the Dragon’s Blossom, but there was no one in sight. He tightened his grip on the naginata.

			“Hidekazu?” Aihi said.

			No response.

			They crawled through the chamber in search of Hidekazu. Everything above them was encased in darkness, no matter how far Aihi extended the light. We’re inside. How did we get here?

			The walls were covered in streaks glossy granite that shone in the fire’s touch. Masanori resisted running his fingers along the spiralled carvings. There would be time to investigate once they found Hidekazu.

			A faint blue glow hovered in the distance.

			The light pulsed in tiny waves that rolled over them. Masanori’s eyelids drooped as the energy coursed through him, but he forced them open. His palms were bloodied and dirty, but all thought of the pain was vanquished once he recognized it: the Dragon’s Eye.

			It hovered over Hidekazu’s limp body.

			They rushed to his side. Masanori compressed Hidekazu’s chest, forcing his lungs to move even when his body would not work for him. Hide. Wake up.

			Aihi snatched the gemstone, tucking it back into its bag.

			Sweat dripped into Masanori’s eyes. He held his breath when Hidekazu made no reaction. Is the Eye the cause of this disaster?

			Another pump sent Hidekazu bolting upright, water spewing from his mouth. He gasped, limbs flailing, and stared at Masanori with glossy, terrified eyes.

			“Hide, are you—” Masanori started.

			Blue ignited somewhere far above them. It blazed and warmth settled in the enclosed space. Tiny sparks bloomed along the walls as flames appeared all around them, illuminating the entirety of the room.

			Clumps of stone and rubble decorated a flat, rectangular chamber. Two dragon statues were centred along the closest wall, framing a circular door made of sky-blue stone. It was carved into the shape of a whirlpool, swirls of azure collapsing into a centred depression.

			There were no other entrances or signs of life.

			Masanori’s head spun, but he forced himself to stay rational. Just because the crew isn’t here doesn’t mean they’re not alive.

			Hidekazu rummaged through his kimono, patting his body in increasing delirium.

			“Where’s the Eye?” He twisted in place, patting the floor.

			Aihi showed him the velvet pouch.

			Hidekazu nodded and slumped a slab of jagged stone. “I’m not sure the Eye took well to me touching it.” He grimaced.

			“Is that even a question?” Aihi snapped. She ran her fingers through her matted hair. “I shouldn’t have let you.”

			Why would the Eye have reacted so poorly to Hide? Masanori wanted to voice his confusion but couldn’t find the words. It’s like the aki. Nothing happened until the Shōgun touched it.

			He struggled to breathe. “Maybe Hide is another piece in Lacotl’s game.”

			“What?” Aihi spun, her voice tinged with alarm.

			Masanori explained his thoughts about Hidekazu and the Eye compared to the Shōgun and the aki.

			“We can reasonably believe the aki and the Eye are somehow part of Lacotl’s plans because they were in his possession,” Masanori said. He wrung some water from his haori. “And if they only reacted to the Shōgun and Hidekazu, they must be part of it. Your mother to control you, Aihi, and perhaps Hidekazu to get the information he needs?”

			It almost made too much sense for Masanori’s tastes. Hidekazu was an excellent researcher, and with his insatiable thirst for knowledge, he would search for the warlock book for the rest of his life if he needed. But I still don’t want to believe Lacotl has an objective, no matter how likely it’s starting to look.

			“That’s ridiculous. Everyone else involved is a woman. Why Hide?” Aihi snapped and waved her hand to dry their clothes.

			Masanori dropped the crumpled edge of his clothes. “I don’t see why it has to be just women. That could be a choice he’s made, not a hard requirement. Maybe Hidekazu was the only one who qualified for this part of his game.”

			“Maybe, but...” Hidekazu bit his lips and retrieved his staff from between some nearby rocks. “That Black Flower title we heard about from the book was Lacotl’s title. The tsukumogami confirmed that to me a few days ago.”

			“And you didn’t tell us? What does it mean?” Aihi said.

			Hidekazu shrugged. “It means he’s an accomplished killer of women; he does it in Ozeki’s name or some nonsense.”

			“In Ozeki’s name? You’re certain?” Her voice was shrill.

			“Woah, what’s wrong?” Masanori said.

			“Didn’t you see the sky?” Aihi said. Her gaze had been stolen by the appearance of two blue eyes on the shaft of Hidekazu’s staff. “Purple thunder attacked us. Attacked the Eye.”

			“I can’t say I understand. That’s the least of our problem at this point.” He gestured to the open, underground space around them.

			“If Lacotl is a noroi, he naturally has a connection with Ozeki, the Wyvern God,” Hidekazu said. His voice was flat and quiet and his hands rose to cover his face. “The thunder and Lacotl’s title could mean his game is condoned by his God. Great Warlock, why hadn’t I seen it? I should have said something.”

			“You should have! That thunder could have killed us. The Goddess chose to save us through the Eye’s power,” Aihi said. Her voice shook with the heat of her words. “Next time do not expect her to be so merciful with your stupidity.”

			“You’re both overreacting. Lacotl could have the title from something that happened years ago. There’s nothing connecting the thunder to Ozeki besides the colour, and that could mean anything,” Masanori said. “There doesn’t need to be some crazy scheme attached to every incident.”

			Masanori turned away before Aihi had the chance to spout fears about it being an omen for an imminent war between Nanryuu and Seiryuu. Even if his fears matched hers. It’s not going to happen. Lacotl is just a serial killer. No Gods or Goddesses involved in this mess. We’ll find the book, save Aihi’s mother, and be done with it.

			He turned to the blue door. Tiny, golden kigou were etched into the surface between the spirals. The stone seemed to hum with ki, its dull vibrations calling for his attention. Masanori stepped toward it.

			“Wait, it could be dangerous—” Aihi started, but Masanori reached for it anyway.

			His palms settled against the surface. It was icy to the touch, his skin tingling. Ki flew from the stone and latched onto his bones. The tapper tingled against his chest and Masanori steadied himself with it.

			The door’s energy pulled him in, first his hands and then his arms. Masanori did not struggle, but closed his eyes and let it drag him into a blinding blue haze.

			“Masanori!” Hidekazu said. His words echoed through the murkiness, blaring in Masanori’s ears.

			Eternity. Bliss. I could stay here forever, Masanori thought. His muscles relaxed and he sighed with pleasure.

			The peace evaporated. He was ejected from the blue, sent sprawling onto his hands and knees. Bits of stone dug into his legs, his stomach lurching as the cerulean silkiness separated from his body.

			“Masanori!” Hidekazu said again.

			Masanori groaned, crawling to his feet. “I’m fine—”

			He hitched a breath when he lifted his head.

			Limestone steps led down to a circular floor at the centre of an expansive library. A silver bonfire exploded to life on the lowest floor, its flames spiralling in endless waves toward the ceiling. The light illuminated an auditorium with a dozen expansive levels between the centre of the library and Masanori. Each was lined with hundreds of mahogany and cedar shelves filled to the brim with books and trinkets.

			Some shelves were stuffed with colourful vials with various liquids and scrolls. Other floors were made up almost completely of glass display cases featuring numerous animal skeletons. Masanori recognized the shape of a cat amongst the bones, but nothing else looked familiar.

			Staircases branched out from the lowest floor in four directions between the rows of shelves. The steps opposite of Masanori reached past the highest floor, leading into the darkness. Is that the way out?

			The smell of old paper and dust almost overwhelmed Masanori; it was so thick in the air he could feel it on his tongue.

			He stood in the entrance staring down at the massive library. Despite the stillness, there was something mystical about it. Great Goddess... Taniya would have been at home here. It’s a shame she couldn’t come with us.

			The stone beneath Masanori’s feet was mixed with silver. He stepped off it to appraise the perfect rendition of Aihi’s family crest: a dragon curled into a ring.

			Not the Fuarahau family, Masanori realized. The original line of warlocks.

			A flash of storm-blue light glowed behind Masanori, but he did not turn. Hidekazu and Aihi collapsed onto the platform a moment later, coughing. After a moment, Hidekazu pushed past Masanori and stumbled down the first few steps, slowing to get a better look at everything in front of them.

			“This is...” Aihi trailed off. She glanced at the crest decorating the floor at her feet. “We were looking for a book, not a library... Was this whole place made by warlocks?”

			Hidekazu claimed a dusty book from a nearby shelf. He flipped through it, skimming the text, his grin gradually turning to a frown. Masanori and Aihi joined him, but the reason for Hidekazu’s displeasure was obvious.

			Almost every book on the shelf was labelled in the Old Language.

			Aihi ran her fingers along the shelves, marking her presence in the removal of dust. She grabbed the only book on the shelf that resembled the Seiryan language. Masanori peered over her shoulder only to find that the language was so archaic he could barely understand it.

			He looked at the shelves again. There was an assortment of languages: the familiar mixture of the ideograms from the Old Language, flowing scripts from Tajida, and at least a half dozen other languages he didn’t recognize.

			“A library isn’t going to do us any good if we can’t read anything here,” Hidekazu said. He fumbled as he tried to stuff a book back into its place. An amber light grew around him, solidifying into a ring. He began painting and inputting different kigou. “All this work for just another dead end.”

			Aihi scowled. “This is an extraordinary find, Hidekazu. Language barrier or no... Lacotl sought this place. There must be something useful here.”

			Hidekazu stiffened and continued drawing in silence. The light bloomed around him as the ring spiralled faster. He wandered away from the main staircase and deeper into the first floor.

			She’s right. Masanori breathed deep. The ki in this place is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. Warlocks and dragons’ fates must be entwined here.

			They had assumed Lacotl was looking for a single book, but the Eye had led them here. Perhaps they could not discern the kan’thir’s true desires, and perhaps there was a single book or piece of knowledge that Lacotl desired more than others. But it was impossible to ignore the possibility that he had been using the Eye as a tool to reach the entire library. It had to be an invaluable source of lost knowledge.

			Aihi descended toward the spiralling, silver fire on the lowest floor. Blue sparks appeared on the last step, barring her path until they solidified into a stone podium. A massive tome rested on top, the pages fluttering until they stopped on a page near the front.

			“There’s got to be something here that will help,” she said, using her finger as a guide.

			Masanori peered over her shoulder, scanning the text. He wobbled on his heels at seeing that it was illegible.

			The words on the pages shifted. They rearranged into a dozen different languages before settling on a legible form of Seiryan. The occasional word still shifted between ideograms, kigou, and multiple beautiful, unintelligible scripts, but it did not interfere with their reading.

			Aihi ran a finger along the changing words. The book appeared to be a catalogue of all the texts in the library, listed and organized in some fashion Masanori couldn’t comprehend. By the time Aihi had read and flipped through almost a dozen pages, she made a noise of exasperation and stepped away from the book.

			She held her palm over the tome and her irezumi glowed crimson. “Books on the Old Language,” she said.

			The book beamed with speckles of gold, the pages flipping of their own accord. It stopped after a moment, a section on the page shimmering orange. The text was the cursive letters, ideograms, and intricate symbols of the Old Language.

			If we can’t read the books that would help us translate the Old Language, how are we going to figure out what Lacotl was looking for? Masanori thought.

			The words finally rearranged into Seiryan. It read: Languages and Learning section, quadrant B36. It then listed over a dozen books relevant to Aihi’s search. Aihi and Masanori let out a breath in unison. Maybe they hadn’t reached a dead end after all.

			Books all around the room began fluttering about like birds. Mechanical spirals twined around stone pillars, ticking even as they glimmered with ki. Shadows flitted about on the far reaches of the library, just out of reach of the bonfire.

			Although the library had been void of life just moments ago, it was as though an entire ecosystem existed within it.

			If life was what you called it, Masanori thought, smiling.

			Stone ground against stone and the whole library shifted beneath Masanori and Aihi’s feet. The limestone twisted and rose. Aihi clung to the pedestal at the jerky movement. It stopped after lifting them a few feet, but bookshelves and stone platforms rearranged themselves all around the library.

			Several stories of bookshelves rose and slowly spun around the centre floor, slowing as they clicked into place. The shelves singled out a bookshelf on the far side of the library.

			It jerked toward the centre, getting stuck on crumbled stone caught on the tracks. Sparks of gold ki cleared the way, and it continued sliding toward Aihi and Masanori. The bookcase shuddered to a stop in front of them.

			Masanori swallowed. He and Aihi shared a look of bewilderment.

			Aihi approached the bookshelf. It was filled with tomes thicker than Masanori’s arms with looseleaf papers stuffed between the books and scrolls piled on top. Aihi slipped one volume from the shelf, scattering some of the papers to the floor.

			Masanori crouched to retrieve them, collecting them into a messy pile. Most of the papers were handwritten, an inky scrawl incorporated a mixture of the Old Language and Seiryan. He frowned and attempted to decipher the awkward jumble of languages. Why would someone combine them? he thought.

			But the more he read, the more he understood. They were translation notes from someone else learning the Old Language, or at least translate some old text that they found within the library.

			Although he did not know any of the Old Language, the notes in Seiryan piqued his interest. There were several mentions of the translation for dragons and wyverns, the many different ways that they could be written, some notes on the warlocks and the noroi. This could be useful. But there’s no indication of what book they might have been translating from.

			He grabbed the remaining transcriptions, glancing at Aihi as he took them from the shelves. She had already piled a stack of books into her arms. As she seized a final book for her collection, the limestone began to shift and the bookshelf returned to its original position. The platform holding the directory sunk back into the ground, discarding them next to the twirling, silver flames.

			A low table with cushions appeared in front of them, golden shimmers of ki clinging to the additions. Aihi staggered toward it with the mass of books, dumping the stack onto its surface with a huff.

			Masanori carefully placed the papers next to them.

			“I suppose we will be here for a while. How much food do we have?” Aihi said, kneeling on one of the cushions.

			Masanori felt for his pack, then sorted through the contents. Lots of dried rice, fish, other preserved meats and fruits, and some tea. We didn’t bring a lot. I suppose we did intend to go to Tajida, not get trapped in some warlock library.

			“Maybe a week or two if we ration it out,” he said. Water was less of an issue than food. With Hidekazu and Aihi’s ki, they could produce more if necessary.

			Aihi frowned. After a few moments of extended silence, Masanori turned to scan the bookshelves for Hidekazu. He didn’t spot Hidekazu amongst the books, but there were so many floors that he was probably huddling out of sight with a book. The library’s massive. I wish he’d stuck with us, he thought.

			A pulse of ki wracked the room.

			The shelves shook and trickles of sand poured from the ceiling. Another shake had Masanori wobbling. He dropped his naginata and grasped for the table, but missing. His knees buckled and he collapsed to the floor. A wave of dizziness came over him, penetrating all parts of his brain.

			Searing white slithered into the fabric of Masanori’s existence and tore. He grasped at his head, raking his fingers over his skull, ripping hair from his scalp between trembling fingers. Blood welled beneath his nails, but the pain was nothing to the knives carving into his mind.

			A wail escaped his throat. The sound was so distant, foreign, he wasn’t sure it had been him who made it.

			“Masa? What’s wrong?” Aihi said, kneeling at his side. He didn’t recall seeing her move.

			The sound of her voice was like volts of electricity that rendered him braindead. Pain extended from his head to his chest and through his arms, rendering him immobile. He collapsed onto his back, looking up at Aihi through half-closed eyes. There were three of her looking up at him, translucent and unstable, just like him.

			Each of them wore frowns and creased brows that twisted into wicked, malicious grins as purple fog encased her. Masanori was beyond the point of comprehension; his lungs ached, needles stabbed and twisted inside his head.

			Childish laughter reverberated through the library. Aihi looked up, away from him, the mist blinking in and out of sight.

			“Something’s here,” she said.

			Everything turned purple. I want to die, he thought, inching his fingers toward the discarded naginata. But his thoughts too were stolen from him.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			Hidekazu

			A silver light pierced the darkness.

			Hidekazu blinked, his cheek pressed against cold stone. His head ached like he’d been kicked by a horse, and his whole body was sore and heavy. He urged the muscles in his neck to work, to lift his head so he could gauge his surroundings. But they would not budge.

			It was as though an invisible wall had been placed above him. He could only move his hands a bit, feel the grime transfer from the floor onto his skin. Something putrid lingered in the air, mingling with damp earth and mould.

			White pulsed in sync with Hidekazu’s breathing. Ki reverberated through the room, coming from no distinct point, but there was so much of it he’d barely noticed. It existed within the air, thick but not overbearing, natural against his skin. Like it had been a missing piece of himself.

			He soaked it in, the intoxicating power almost enough to send him back to sleep.

			Hidekazu’s skull throbbed, but the pain began to decrease, and his thoughts came clearly for the first time since waking.

			This isn’t the library anymore, he thought. The calm that centred him evaporated. A hollowness carved itself into his ribs. Masanori and Aihi were gone.

			He was alone.

			Scraping footsteps echoed through the endless hall as a shadow approached the light. Hands reached for the glowing silver. It flared, blinding Hidekazu. He squeezed his eyes shut until it faded.

			The silver spun. Radiance blurred the room, only slowing when it was captured in an orb with facets nuanced by different shades of blue.

			In the centre was a grey, pointed oval surrounded by flecks of purple and silver. A pupil.

			Hidekazu jerked, but still could not move. His heart stopped. Is that another Dragon’s Eye?

			The shadow shifted again to reveal the distinct, rounded shape of a ram’s horns. Hidekazu’s whole body flushed with heat as he laboured to break free from the spell holding him captive. It can’t be. Lacotl’s in the dungeons back home. It can’t be him—

			A black streak twisted within the silver eye as the ram-headed figure grabbed it. The motion snuffed out the light. Darkness cascaded over everything.

			More footsteps echoed through the chamber. They faded into nothing and, after a moment, a dull blue sparkle bloomed where the silver one had been.

			Hidekazu pushed against his prison. His body ached as his muscles contracted. The light quivered as he strained, almost like laughter.

			Aches blossomed in his hips and between the bones in his arms and legs. Hidekazu shoved harder, this time channelling all his ki to destroy the obstacle. His reservoir drained with no results.

			A spark jutted from his shoulder.

			The force on top of him shattered and he jumped up on unbalanced legs. He almost toppled over, but fell into the shadows of a nearby wall and pressed his back to the stone. Exhaustion beat at his head and chest, tearing at his mind.

			Nausea swept over him, but Hidekazu forced himself to raise his fists. He would fight off whatever force came at him next.

			He blinked away the blackness swarming his vision. Who am I kidding, he thought. If anyone attacks me now, I’ll end up like Torra and the Shōgun.

			But nothing came.

			Hidekazu steadied himself and lowered his fists. He focused on the vibrating light, drawing on its power to keep himself standing. Breathing. None of his ki returned, but he forced the exhaustion from his mind and was no longer on the verge of falling unconscious.

			He stumbled toward the glow. It hummed to him, a soft melody laced with ki that made his skin buzz with anticipation of touching it.

			The glow was the Dragon’s Eye; he became certain of it as he moved closer. Its silver pulse drew him in, even when he knew there was something off about it. An absence of the intense energy he had experienced before. There’s something wrong about this whole place. Am I in a dream?

			At first, he had thought the kan’thir had taken the Eye from. But there it was in front of him, only a little dimmer. Its the same Eye. But Aihi is supposed to have it, he thought. 

			He steadied his mind as he cleared the steps between him and the Eye. Lavender flecks intensified to the colour of plums. Hidekazu reached for the gemstone, his fingers falling through it as he tried to snatch it.

			The purple flecks blazed. They turned into elongated spikes that jabbed into Hidekazu’s fingers. He shrieked. Blood welled from the gashes as the pins burrowed under his skin, tinging his veins purple.

			Hidekazu wrenched his hand away, tearing it to ribbons as the barbs ripped free.

			Piercing laugher echoed through the hall. He stumbled away from the Eye, down the steps, in search of the source.

			The Eye’s light solidified, the faded blue, silver, and purple coalescing into one. It blinked at him. Alive. But it wasn’t there just a second ago. It was a fake. A trap.

			“Hidekazu, Hidekazu, Hidekazu... Did your mother not teach you not to touch what is not yours?” a voice said when the laughter silenced.

			A low rumble shook the chamber and another orb split through the darkness. The violet and blue matched the first; an identical set.

			The Eye’s owner.

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Masanori

			The audience chamber was lit with blue flames. Two royal advisors stood behind the central dais, familiar faces whose gaze Masanori avoided. Taniya and Kira’s expressions pinned him in place for a moment before they bowed their heads.

			Masanori approached the raised platform. He was garbed in the traditional uniform of a bushi; a well-fitted, silken kimono with one missing sleeve. His arm was decorated with intricate, silvery white lines that made up his irezumi: slender lines curved and blended together to create several small yōkai huddled behind an imposing figure with a crown of antlers. The ink shimmered along his forearm and bicep as he curled his hands into fists.

			He prostrated himself, his insides winding into knots with each second that passed.

			“Masanori Genshu,” the Empress said. Elegant, dangerous. “Rise.”

			He looked up to see Empress Aihi’s twinkling eyes. She wore her favourite jūnihitoe made of at least twenty layers of the most exquisite, dark blue silks in all Shimensoka. She personified the ocean as she moved.

			But the kimono was not as it appeared. As Masanori had discovered in a previous encounter, Aihi had found a way to give herself the appearance of wearing the pacifying jūnihitoe. She remained a viper beneath, prepared to dismiss the garment with a flick of her wrist.

			As requested, Masanori rose to his feet. “How may I be of service to you, my Empress?” he said.

			Her smile was sickly sweet and made Masanori’s stomach turn. Rising from her cushions, she stepped down the dais to meet him. All movement in the room ceased as everyone tensed. The Empress did not move unless she intended to strike someone down herself.

			The Empress’ fingers were ice on his bare arm. She caressed him as she leaned forward to whisper in his ear.

			“You know what I want, Masanori. I have waited long enough,” she said, her nails pinching him

			Masanori’s chest constricted. He could not speak, could hardly breathe.

			I cannot give it to her, he thought. The words would not leave his mouth no matter how hard he pushed for release. He feared the consequences of disobedience. But isn’t the cost of obeying her higher?

			Her nails dug deeper and Masanori stepped back. Trails of crimson bloomed on his skin, but he dared not look away from the Empress. Her eyes narrowed.

			“I cannot give it, your Benevolency.” Masanori bowed, a rigid gesture that he tried to keep sincere.

			It was beyond dispute that Aihi was all-powerful, a goddess amongst mortals. She was the conqueror of Nanryuu, had reunited the land with Seiryuu into Aoryuu when no one else could.

			But she did not limit her aspirations to correcting the West.

			She had not confided her plans to Masanori, but he knew she had her sights on the Eastern, Northern, and far-Western countries. Eosain, Fareen, Guanzhou and the Yaotlan Isles were included, but her primary objective was Tajida. With it under her control, she would set forth to make the whole world bow before her.

			It would not end. She would not rest.

			And if he obeyed, he would be the executioner of millions.

			Aihi would fall beyond recognition. She would no longer be the girl raised as his sister.  The girl who owned his allegiance. The girl who once sought peace in a divided nation.

			She would just be another conqueror. Another tyrant. Another blight on Aoryuu’s history.

			“You would defy me again?” she whispered.

			Masanori shook. He could not hide his division between obedience and honour when he nodded. A thickness formed in his throat that he could not swallow. It kept him from looking at her, imagining that her expression would distort with rage.

			A laugh like music breached the silence. She waved her hand and compelled him to look at her. Despite her laughter, despite Masanori expecting rage, she pouted.

			“You know the cost of disobedience,” she said, her voice like a whip. “You have until tomorrow morning to change your mind, else face the repercussions.”

			“I would ask that you seek another way,” Masanori said. “This power was not meant for you. It would—”

			“It would destroy me?” She laughed again, lips spreading into a broad grin. A purple mist swept around her head and neck.”No, Masanori, it would not. The Goddess looks well upon her chosen.”

			Masanori wrenched away from her and the lingering violet strands.

			The Goddess would not condone this. Now that Nanryuu has been taken, she would not— Masanori cut off the thought, staring up at Aihi with wide eyes. The Goddess would want all trace of her brother erased, wouldn’t she? Just as he would erase her. Or is that Aihi’s interpretation?

			Masanori squeezed his eyes shut. He could not bring himself to speak, but the Empress turned and returned to her dais.

			“Tomorrow morning, Masanori,” she said. “This is your last chance.”

			He left the room, steady breathing all there was to keep his heart from bursting.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			Aihi

			Aihi stared at the silver flames, eyes glazed over. It was impossible to tell how much time had passed since the Dragon’s Eye had situated itself within the fire, shining a dull blue light over everything in reach. She had remained awake until her eyes and mind had betrayed her and forced her into a restless slumber. Often the flickering roused her into a dream-like stupor, only for her to fall asleep again.

			At least a day had passed in the hours to spent in a frenzy. She had tried using her irezumi’s emergency teleport, but something within the library blocked her from escaping with Hidekazu and Masanori. All attempts to find a way out and drag them home had proven fruitless.

			Now she searched for something, anything, that might wake her brothers. Dust itched her nose every time she left to search a new bookshelf.

			When she was too fatigued to stumble through the library, she observed the rise and fall of their chests. There was never any indication of waking on their pale faces. But they were alive. She still had time.

			Now she had to accept the facts: none of the sleep reversals she had tried worked. What could it be if not sleep? A trance?

			Her mother’s words surfaced in the back of her mind again. Personal suffering. Darkness.

			Hidekazu and Masanori’s state had something to do with the Dragon’s Eye. Moments before Hidekazu and Masanori had fallen unconscious, the gemstone had forced itself from its velvet pouch and rose into the air.

			If that counted as using the Eye, then this must be the beginning of her suffering. I suppose, then, that Seiryuu will not fall to darkness. Not yet, at least.

			High-pitched giggles echoed through the library. Noises that had not existed within its walls until the Eye woke.

			Their shadows flitted over several sets of stairs. The mischevious, childlike behaviour was a trait common amongst some species of yōkai. Even with that knowledge, however, Aihi remained defenceless against them. She could not fight them until she knew what they were. Masanori might know what they are, she thought, trying to smile at the recollection that Masanori had divulged his interest in yōkai.

			Aihi was at the point of desperation.

			She would do anything to wake her brothers. It had to be within her power. A scowl creased her lips. I always lack the information that would change everything.

			The Eye, or the yōkai, or something had put Hidekazu and Masanori asleep.

			But she had resisted.

			If she knew why, she might be able to reverse it. It could be a million different reasons. And me being awake does nothing if I can’t wake them. She paused, gaze lingering on Hidekazu and Masanori’s limp forms.

			Their hair bent at odd angles and their kimonos were wrinkled. Shadows hung over their faces, but it was difficult to tell if they were the result of the poor lighting or because of a ki-induced sleep. Maybe my irezumi kept me awake?

			If that were the case, short of giving them irezumi, she had no idea how she would wake Hidekazu and Masanori. The library certainly wouldn’t have the supplies to perform the ceremony.

			She was back to square one.

			Tears stung her eyes. After everything, she would still fail Torra after all. She would not save her mother. And she had dragged Masanori and Hidekazu to their dooms on some fairytale that everything would get better so long as the solved the mystery of the Dragon’s Eye.

			Mystery solved, she thought. And look where it got us.

			She slumped against the table, the sharp edge of a book jutting into the back of her skull. Her remaining energy evacuated her.

			***

			The next days were like a fever dream. Aihi ate little, slept less, and her mind receded further into itself with each passing minute. The dull, flickering overtaking the library established a steady throbbing in the back of her skull. The pangs were just another symptom of being in that wretched library.

			Delirium had set in days ago when the creeping shadows laid siege to the library’s remaining light. Their laughter echoed through the building, taunting Aihi. Warning her that time was running out.

			With each passing hour, the darkness inched closer as the yōkai became bolder in their hunger. Years or decades must have passed since their last meal.

			Shadows crept toward the pillar of silver flames, consuming bookshelves and stairs in their wake. The pillar began to dim, the glow of the Dragon’s Eye dwindling with it. As the Eye’s radiance faded, lavender and azure flecks brightened within its iris.

			If Aihi were alone, she might have surrendered to the laughing murkiness. But her brothers depended on her. Her mother. All of Seiryuu, if it meant saving their Shōgun.

			And Taniya, too. Aihi pictured the woman’s dark, determined eyes. The way she had looked at her while in the memory garden.

			A tiny flame still burned within her. She would see Taniya again, correct all of the wrongs Aihi had created between them.

			Would save her family.

			Aihi huddled over a table, flipping through yet another book of spells and enchantments. It was written in another language she had only briefly studied as a child. Curses to turn people to stone. Light that could pierce the sky. Summoning a yōkai as a servant. Nothing useful, nothing that might be worth attempting.

			The yōkai spell made her cringe. I do not need to worsen our predicament.

			Darkness clouded the entire library outside the centre by the time Aihi decided the book was worthless. The glowing purple eyes of the yōkai closed in on the final section of light. Their shapeless bodies shifted between the shadows around the surrounding bookshelves. Shrill laughter laced with anticipation jumped from wall to wall around her.

			Aihi screamed in a fit, chucking the book at the shadows. They billowed away from its point of impact and then quickly swarmed over it.

			She tried to stand but collapsed to her knees. Her breaths came in tiny gasps and she clenched the stained fabric of her hakama to steady herself. Tears threatened to fall for the hundredth time since Hidekazu and Masanori had left her. But she refused to let them fall this time. I’ve failed. I’m no closer to rescuing Hide and Masa than I was days ago.

			Murky shadows leaked over the floor and devoured remnants of silver. If I was not a coward, I would put us out of our misery before the yōkai have their ways with us, she thought. Aihi’s gaze was unwavering as the darkness crept forward, approaching Hidekazu’s staff and Masanori’s naginata.

			Torra’s naginata. It seemed fitting that it would disappear with them. That they would join her in another world.

			Her heart twanged at the thought of losing it forever. But it was not enough for her to stop the shadows’ approach.

			Aihi accepted death.

			Purple tendrils swarmed from the naginata. They brushed across Aihi’s skin, prickling her with its energy. It was not corruption, but Torra’s presence.

			Her eyes fluttered shut just for a moment, hoping to hear Torra’s voice one last time.

			Blue ki pierced her senses. Aihi squinted to see two translucent eyes embedded in the shaft of Hidekazu’s staff. Her survival instincts thrummed back to life in an instant, urged on by Torra’s presence. The tsukumogami!

			And then, in her head, Torra did speak. Foolish woman, your work is not done. I will not allow you to join me just yet.

			It was as Aihi had feared: a fragment of Torra remained within the weapon. She had been right to give it to Masanori instead of keeping it for herself.

			Aihi’s tears fell as she jumped to retrieve the staff and naginata. Darkness clutched them both at the same time her hands curled around the wood. She wrenched them free with ease, lifting them above her head. Storm-blue ki leaked from the staff’s core, purple from the naginata’s blade. Shockwaves pierced the shadows’ bodies, rippling through the library.

			Laughter warped to hisses as the darkness was torn away and left the creatures vulnerable in the light.

			The shadowy yōkai writhed in place, black blobs with no distinguishable shape. Steam rose from their translucent bodies until they shifted into little four-legged animals and scurried back into the darkness.

			“They will not be gone long,” the tsukumogami said. The staff glowed with each word.

			Aihi struggled to contain her surprise that she could understand the yōkai. 

			“How do we kill them?” she said. She scanned the line of darkness, which had fallen back several flights of stairs. Tiny purple eyes peeked over the edges of bookshelves and watched her.

			“We do not have permission to kill kawama,” the yōkai said through the staff. The staff gleamed brighter and pulled itself from her hands and floated above her head. “Mother Shirashi would take offence.”

			The yōkai’s hovered the stairs, keeping the shadows at bay. The kawama hissed and retreated at every attempt to advance down the limestone steps.

			“They appear as though they desire to eat me. Are you certain they should live?” The tsukumogami remained silent and a wave of blue fell over them, pushing away the darkness.

			Aihi’s palms were sweaty, though her skin was cold. Perhaps it was dangerous, but she took solace in the reprieve from the yōkai’s constant laughter. In the absence of the noise, she forced herself to think.

			She had just resigned herself and her brothers to death. But the tsukumogami took the form of a shishajya, a messenger of the Goddess. If anything could save them, perhaps it could. It had, after all, saved them from Lacotl.

			If the yōkai knew how to save them without offending the Goddess, she should listen. I could defeat the kawama on my own, anyway, she thought. Dying is no longer an option. Not when Torra wants me to endure. Not when Taniya waits for my return.

			“Tell me what to do,” she said.

			The kawama shifted in the remaining gloom. Chiming laughter resounded from them as their bodies twisted from the shape of small dogs, growing in height to twice that of any human. They remained humanoid with long, slender arms and legs. From their cloudy heads protruded a rack of tall, elegant antlers, shrouded in a mixture of purple and black fog. The rest of them remained obscured by shadows.

			Another surge of radiance beat back the shade.

			The yōkai did not shy away when darkness and light met. They remained tall and still, showing no vulnerability to the current of blue and silver.

			Aihi stepped back. The kawama were like humans, not just in shape, but also in appearance. If it wasn’t for their abnormal height, the antlers, and skin so fair it looked like snow, they might be mistaken for humans.

			They were humans. Aihi’s gaze flitted over them again as she recognized their form: they looked like the shika, a race of humans lost for so long they had faded into myth. Did they become yōkai after death?

			One, the tallest, advanced toward Aihi and the tsukumogami. The light dissuaded them no longer. Those behind the largest approached as a collective, even when they advanced from different directions. They move slow and deliberate, exuding the confidence of hunters who had cornered their prey.

			But I saw them shift shapes. This might be one form of many, Aihi thought. Not that identifying them did any good when the tsukumogami had not revealed how to scare them away.

			Aihi bit her tongue as entire being shook, the taste of copper swelling in her mouth. The quaking in her limbs did not quell despite her efforts to remain calm. If the tsukumogami did not help her, she would die anyway. Her reignited desire for survival had come too late. Torra’s encouragement would be wasted.

			The tsukumogami floated toward her. “No more fear,” it said.

			All her terror evaporated with a brush of green. It wrapped over her, instilling her with the confidence she should have had all along. She tightened her hands into fists.

			Her stomach churned with the knowledge of her cowardice; not at being unable to kill herself and her friends, but of relenting to despair. For letting doubt control her. If I am to die here, then I will fall fighting. Defending my friends.

			She raised her hands, prepared to draw kigou or cast a spell. Her irezumi warmed her arms, shoulders, and back, its crimson glow penetrating the fabric of her kimono. Ki pulsed through her veins. No matter the cost to her, she, Masanori, and Hidekazu would survive.

			“Totonou, ne?” The yōkai seemed to laugh, but Aihi did not understand.

			The kawama pressed onward. They no longer feared the light, but it delayed them.

			Aihi pursed her lips and traced the lines of the kigou for fire, unity, and defence. A scarlet beacon expanded around her, lifting over the entire lower floor. It stopped at the last step before the kawama.

			It was no ordinary shield; it was the strongest one she knew. Crimson energy shields could only be used by those with the red irezumi reserved for Seiryuu royalty. The barrier did not immediately begin draining her stores of ki, but when it did, she would be unable to keep it up for long.

			She needed a plan. Calling for the elements could cause irreversible damage to the library and the precious books within. If she were careful, perhaps she could cause minimal damage. But the thought of picking herself over the books was like waging a war within her heart. This lost knowledge could change the course of history. Yet if we die, will any of it return to Seiryuu?

			And while firing off all sorts of spells was sometimes a viable strategy, when it came to yōkai, it seldom worked.

			How yōkai treated humans did not matter; they had Shirashi’s protection. It was different for each kind, but in many cases, engaging in combat without the correct knowledge was risky. They were resistant to many types of ki and there were often specific processes to defeating them.

			And Aihi had never heard of kawama before.

			Anything she did could make things worse. Without the tsukumogami’s direction, they would die, destroy everything in the library, or both.

			Her jaw tightened at the thought of relying on the yōkai again. It had already saved her once. But what choice do I have? I must survive. She gritted her teeth and accepted the limitations of her knowledge and power.

			I will not let others suffer because of my pride. Not like Captain Tonkotsu, she thought. She shoved away the twinge of spite that boiled inside her at the thought of Captain Tonkotsu’s betrayal and the cause of Torra’s death. He should have sacrificed himself to save Lacotl’s victims.

			“What do we do? Come on!” Aihi called, glancing at the floating staff.

			The largest kawama touched the swell of translucent red ki. Bubbles grew on the shield at its touch, and the strain on Aihi’s energy was immediate.

			Her head spun and her stomach flipped. If she hadn’t grabbed the table for support, her knees might have buckled under her weight. The shield would fall soon; the kawama were more powerful than she thought.

			“They feed on nightmares, despair, darkness,” the tsukumogami said.

			“I could have told you that,” Aihi hissed. Her ki threaded from her, tossing her insides like a roll of silk soon to run out. She didn’t have the patience for games. Not when she was playing one with Lacotl.

			The kawama kept its hand on the barrier. It absorbed ki from the crimson field with pure willpower, meeting Aihi’s gaze as it did. A smirk chiselled into the creature’s otherwise blank expression. Aihi’s arms began to tremble with exhaustion. The shield flickered.

			Its protection wavered, its solid form beginning to show the faintest cracks.

			“The light will weaken them,” the tsukumogami said.

			Aihi’s chest shook and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to sob or laugh. It’s being deliberately unhelpful. It doesn’t want me to kill them, but won’t tell me how to fend them off?

			“Good dreams. Memories,” it said. A turquoise spiral supported the shield, momentarily slowing the kawama from draining its energy. “Those will weaken them, not destroy them.”

			Perfect.

			Aihi’s breath caught as the perfect memories to manifested with the spell. She Torra’s naginata forward, drawing kigou with the blade. All the energy she could spare poured into the spell, throwing good memories forward as if into a mixing pot.

			Riding Hyoku, her own horse, for the first time. The scent of the sea and grass and freedom as they trotted along the outskirts of Nagasou. Meeting Torra when they were children and arguing about whether Hidekazu and Masanori were her real brothers. Learning to use her ki and setting her teacher’s kimono on fire.

			The time she dreamt about living with Torra in a house filled with friendly yōkai.

			She smiled, a joyous tear dripping from one eye. All the happy memories funnelled into her spell.

			The barrier shattered and the kawama advanced. Their laughter turned low and wicked, barraging her from all angles.

			Aihi’s ears ached but she ignored it, channelling all her focus into her spell. White light formed in her palms as memories and dreams solidified. Silhouettes of her family, Hyoku, and Torra, Hidekazu, and Masanori as children streamed toward the kawama. They danced around the centre floor, swathing everything in their brilliant glow.

			The kawama neared, their razor-sharp claws curled for Aihi’s throat.

			She released the light.

			It barrelled toward the kawama, bouncing off their shadowy forms. They shimmered black, recoiling, and then continued as if nothing had happened.

			Their bodies faded in and out of physicality. Purple sparks grew around them, mist creeping toward Aihi and the tsukumogami.

			Shit, shit, shit! Aihi thought, scrambling away from the stairs. They were stuck between the table, the stairs, and the silver flames that reached for the infinite ceiling. She climbed onto the table to avoid the lilac fog.

			“It didn’t work!” she said.

			The tsukumogami did not respond, only send another pulse of light. This time it was more blue than white, and the kawama quivered as it passed through them. Turquoise glows clung to their bodies and they stopped moving.

			Aihi’s gaze darted through the library, afraid to think it was over. Is it?

			Shards broke from the kawama’s arms. The creatures shook to brush it off, azure fragments glinting and dissolving into nothing. The yōkai turned to Aihi and continued.

			She could not back away without falling from the table. A growl escaped her throat and she glared at the floating staff. Do something, damn you! Her breathing steadied. Or has the Goddess decided this is our end?

			The kawama’s bodies began to disintegrate, reverting back to their yōkai forms. Flickering shadows draped over their bodies, melding into the darkness. They turned into the clouds of mist that enveloped them; the white drained from their skin, steeping it in pale purple. Their faces split open to reveal hundreds of tiny fangs.

			Their childish laughter returned. Piercing notes jabbed Aihi’s ears and warmth bloomed and trickled down her neck. She patted the liquid, fingers soaked crimson. 

			“Better dreams,” the tsukumogami said. Far above them, the Eye’s light quivered and darkened.

			“What does that even mean?”

			Aihi drew more kigou to help slow the kawama.

			“You think this is terrifying, Princess?” The tsukumogami shifted and used the staff’s core to point at Hidekazu and Masanori. “Think of them. They are the ones in the Nightmare.”

			The Nightmare. Aihi shuddered. The tsukumogami spoke about it as if it were a real place. Her heart ached for her brothers. Are they suffering?

			She glanced at Hidekazu and Masanori, who groaned in their sleep.  If the kawama are after their nightmares, maybe they won’t be as tasty if the yōkai sense Hide and Masa’s happiness.

			White, inky lines appeared when Aihi redrew the kigou. Each stroke shimmered brighter with the power of the memories and dreams bursting in her mind.

			There was the time she, Hidekazu, and Masanori went to a little fishing village called Soya. They swam in the river using their ki to help the farmers catch catfish until the kappa came and chased them from the water. All the times they fed cucumbers to the gamishiro who lingered in the bay north of Tsukiko. Teaching Masanori how to use a sword...

			And the time, when they were children, that Masanori proposed to her because Hidekazu dared him. When she first introduced them to Torra.

			Aihi opened her eyes. The kawama circled the table and the cushions where Hidekazu and Masanori slept.

			Tears spilled down her cheeks as she poured the rest of her ki into the naginata’s blade. It trembled with energy, glowing with strips of lilac and pure white.

			A brilliant beam hit the largest kawama in the chest. Bolts of light scattered around it and the creature shrieked. Its shika form dissolved into shadows and dust, collapsing into a shadow that fell beneath the table. Flashes bounced from its falling body and launched at the dozen kawama surrounding her.

			More floating shapes of yōkai, the shapes of younger Aihi, Hidekazu, and Masanori swarmed the kawama. The tsukumogami reinforced Aihi’s attack with another flash.

			The kawamas’ screeches shook the library as they crumpled. Mist poured from their silvery skin as it dissolved. The yōkai slunk back into the shadows, taking the purple mist with them.

			Gone.

			Aihi’s breathing was ragged and audible in the absence of laughter. The pain in her skull and ears throbbed one last time and ebbed away.

			As the shadows receded, the Eye covered everything in a dense blanket of blue.

			She collapsed onto the table and took a moment to catch her breath. After a few moments, she jumped from the table and knelt between Hidekazu and Masanori, placing a hand on their necks. Their pulses still thrummed, although slow.

			“They’re still asleep,” she said. She felt the tsukumogami’s presence hovering nearby. “I thought scaring off the kawama would fix that.”

			“The kawama are not the cause of their sleep,” the little yōkai said, flying closer to Aihi. “They merely feed off humans when they are vulnerable.”

			“Then it is the Eye causing their sleep,” she said. She looked up at it floating next to her. “Why?”

			The tsukumogami was silent for a while. “It is what the Eye wanted.”

			Aihi scoffed. “The Eye is an artifact, not a living thing—”

			“It will wake them when it is time,” the tsukumogami interrupted. “But that may not be for a very long time unless we help it clear its mind.”

			It bothered Aihi that the yōkai treated the Eye as though it were sentient. How much does the tsukumogami know about the Eye? 

			“Well, by all means, tell me so we can get started.”

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			Hidekazu

			The eyes shifted in the darkness. Hidekazu stiffened within its gaze. It crept forward enough to reveal an elongated, scaly snout. White fangs gleamed in the meagre light.

			Lavender glows filtered from its eyes and reflected off pools of water in the floor. Hidekazu glimpsed the creature hiding in the shadows: its snow-white body was coiled into a depression in the stone, its slender neck looping toward the ceiling. 

			A lump formed in Hidekazu’s throat and he opened his mouth to speak, but failed. A dragon. This has to be a dream.

			He struggled to comprehend the sight before him; his instincts told him to flee or attack. But after freeing himself from his prison, he had no ki left, and no staff or friends to aid him. If he struck and failed, he was dead.

			His legs would not obey him. It was not the dragon’s power that held him in place, but his doubt.

			“No need to be afraid,” the dragon said, lowering its head to look at him closer. It blinked and one eye dimmed. “I have no intention of harming you. Not yet.”

			“I—” Hidekazu started, but stopped. He had no idea what to say. It was as though his mind had stopped working and he was a child awaiting instruction. Ki sizzled in the air, a familiar blanket attempting to soothe him. “I thought it was the Goddess I felt within the Eye.”

			“Perhaps you mistook me for her, Hidekazu,” the dragon said.

			“How do you know my name?” Hidekazu managed a step back.

			The dragon blinked again and the light from the dim eye was snuffed out. Its head tilted as it regarded him.

			“Knowledge is my domain. I know the past, present, future.” It slid its head toward him, its body flowing like a snake to adjust with the movement.

			This can’t be real. I’ve really lost it, Hidekazu thought. His eyes flicked over the creature’s serpentine body. Tendrils of steam rose from nostrils the size of Hidekazu’s head. But it doesn’t feel like a dream.

			The dragon laughed. Laughed. It was a melody that would have soothed all Hidekazu’s worries had he let it. Instead, it sunk into the depths of his being, settling as a rotten seed in his core.

			Hidekazu’s gaze settled on the dragon’s missing Eye. The hole where its matching blue glow should have been was a vacuum, a spiral of black tinged with purple. This was the dragon whose Eye they had recovered from Lacotl. But if Eyes are made when dragons die, what does that make me?

			“You know who I am. But who are you?” he said.

			“That is a foolish question, Hidekazu.” The dragon raised its head and snowflakes drifted from the ceiling, light shimmering from their cores. They were like tiny rays of sunshine that let him view the dragon in all its glory.

			Fishlike scales reflected from its body in multitudes of whites and silvers. Along its spine was a wavy, sky-blue fin that bristled as the dragon moved. A matching mane wrapped around its head and jaw, two coils streaming from its face in waves as if it were stuck underwater. Horns accented its face and head in an intimidating crown. Its front legs were small and bird-like but equipped with menacing talons.

			There is only one white dragon.

			The line comes to Hidekazu in a blur and he almost doesn’t recognize it from Aihi’s gift, Translated Myths. He blurts out his answer before he processes the section he read it from.

			“Keeper of Knowledge, the White Dragon. One of The Three,” he said.

			“I have a name,” the dragon said. Its single eye glittered with amusement when it sighed. “But I suppose it would not have made it into your history books, hm?”

			Hidekazu shook his head.

			“You may call me Naoji.”

			Unsure what else to do, he nodded. His heart caught in his throat as his situation began to set in.

			He was standing before the Keeper. Naoji was not just a dragon, but one of the three original warlocks. And yet all warlocks were supposed to have died fifty years ago during the war between Nanryuu and Seiryuu.

			A million questions bubbled inside Hidekazu, yet he could not summon the courage to ask them. What if he offended the dragon? Shirashi and her children were benevolent and merciful, but respect was absolute. The dragon would smite him at the first sign of disrespect.

			But you’re dead, Hidekazu, his consciousness whispered.

			And yet another part of him: No, you are not. You still hold responsibility for the living.

			The whole reason they had come in search of the Eye’s power was to stop Lacotl for good; to unravel his game and discover his motives. To avenge Torra and save the Shōgun. Surely the Keeper would know something that could help.

			“Benevolent Naoji,” Hidekazu said. He fell to his knees and prostrated himself. “Seiryuu’s Shōgun has fallen ill. We have left home in search of the Eye’s secrets and a cure. Can you save her?”

			A gust of wind scattered Hidekazu’s hair as the dragon exhaled. “I will not.”

			Hidekazu lifted his head. He could, but chooses not to? “Why?”

			“Her piece is already in play,” Naoji said.

			Hidekazu opened his mouth, dumbfounded. The dragon swirled in place, a miniature storm building in energy around him. Shocks of electricity brooded between his snakelike coils. After a moment, the dragon settled down, its body illuminated as if the beast had stored lightning within it.

			“The Princess has not told you the whole truth.” Naoji’s maw closed, teeth melding together. “She has been entered into a game of lives. Against her will, at first, but now she participates of her own accord. Her mother is the first offering. Only the Princess may decide if the Shōgun lives or dies.”

			“She... she participates willingly?” Hidekazu scoured his brain even as he lacked comprehension.

			Aihi had mentioned the game, that perhaps her mother was a piece. But not that she agreed to play. That she had offered her mother as a sacrifice. Does that make Masa and I the next pieces? Will she pawn us all off to extend her time in the game?

			If Hidekazu had not been on his knees, he might have collapsed. What has she done?

			“How could she do that?” Hidekazu croaked, barely hearing his own words. “I thought she... we...”

			Naoji laughed, a rumble that shook the entire chamber. “Indeed. Your sister’s desire for power has overcome her. Before long, it will consume her, as it has many others.”

			“No, she wouldn’t—”

			“But she has. You are not so blind as to see it, are you? Your brother knows this and supports her.”

			He’s wrong. Aihi is powerful, but it is not all she desires. Peace and prosperity have always come above all else. Hidekazu gripped his kimono. She wishes to reforge Aoryuu. And if Masanori thought otherwise, he would do everything he could to stop her.

			Naoji did not wait for his response. “Unlike you, who is yet sixteen and already understands that love is a liability. Your connection with your family and friends is superficial at best. At any moment your resolve will snap and you will be ready to face the truth.”

			A jumble of emotions swarmed in Hidekazu’s head. That’s not true. I love my family, my friends. I would sacrifice myself for them if it meant their survival, Hidekazu thought. And though he swore this was true, there was a whisper of doubt within him, livened by the dragon’s words. Wouldn’t I?

			“You’re wrong. Aihi wouldn’t do that, and neither would I,” Hidekazu said, climbing to his feet.

			“I know you better than you know yourself. Your desires. Those now, and those that will come,” Naoji said. “Now you desire your family. In a day you will despise the sight of them. In a year you will reach for your true potential.”

			“Power for the sake of power is wrong. That is how tyrants are made.”

			Power is what creates people like Lacotl. Perhaps I disagree with my parents barring Masa and I from training and claiming our true power, but they did that right, at least. Power corrupts, Hidekazu thought.

			Naoji laughed but did not respond. He spun in place, the radiance within him quivering. He opened his mouth and the light slithered through his body, protruding from his mouth.

			Hidekazu staggered back as the luminosity fell from Naoji’s mouth and squished on the stone floor. Hot, translucent liquid dripped from the glow, and the burning, acidic scent made bile rise in his throat.

			The light popped from a white cocoon, slipping free of the leaking mass and hovered in front of Naoji. A claw manifested from the dragon’s side and it beckoned for Hidekazu to near.

			When he did not obey, ki solidified around Hidekazu and compelled him closer.

			Fluttering pages appeared and the horrific scent dwindled away. Hidekazu relaxed as Naoji brought him closer to the ancient tome. Is this the book we came looking for? The one Lacotl wanted? His heart squeezed. Maybe they could still save the Shōgun after all.

			“You have one year before you seek power on your own, Hidekazu,” Naoji said. The book floated between them, its pages flipping in a blur. “I present you with the opportunity to speed up the process here and now.”

			This book will give me power? Hidekazu could not keep his curious eyes from following the pages as they turned, trying to catch a glimpse.

			But he corrected himself, tearing his gaze from the pages and wrenching himself from Naoji’s light hold. He stepped back.

			“I said no. If I ever get power, it will be through my own actions,” he said.

			Naoji growled. Purple sparks jutted from his blackened eyesocket. He squirmed, his whole body flowing. His tail snapped around him and slipped behind Hidekazu, the tip wrapping around Hidekazu’s legs. The mass of scaled muscles slithered over his torso and locked his arms at his side.

			“Did I say you had a choice, Hidekazu?” Naoji said. His living eye glowed purple, seeping a lavender-coloured mist that wrapped around his head. Clouds of it formed throughout the room, congregating around the dragon’s serpentine form.

			“Stop! No!” Hidekazu said. He summoned the remnants of his ki, calling to each element in tune. His flippant attacks fizzled against the dragon’s skin as the creature shoved his body toward the open book.

			Purple tendrils erupted from the pages. They wriggled toward Hidekazu, wrapping around his skull and yanked him closer. His face was inches from the flying pages.

			“You will take it, Hidekazu,” Naoji said. “And I will make sure you enjoy it.”

			The dragon gave him one more push and relinquished him to the book’s plum coils. Hidekazu’s face pressed into the book.

			He screamed.

			The pages ignited as it touched his cheeks, flames melting his skin. Blood bubbled on his tongue. White seared Hidekazu’s vision and he struggled until it turned to purple and then to black.

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			Masanori

			Dawn had settled on Nagasou and Masanori was already suppressing the need to retch. The golden fists of light on the horizon pounded his skull and he paced in his rooms until he fled in search of a distraction.

			His restlessness guided him to the palace’s training yard, muscles tense. Even when he avoided thinking about it, his body knew what the day would entail. The white irezumi on his arms glimmered as if also affected by his emotions. I will remain resolute. It is too late to falter.

			He sliced, smashed, and destroyed every dummy with his naginata. Within minutes, each was on the floor in various states of disrepair as the enchantments on them began to kick in and put them back together.

			Record time. Kansai would have been proud. But Aihi had her executed as a traitor almost a year ago.

			Another reason I must not break. Aihi will not get what she desires, he thought.

			Nerves coiled in his belly and he destroyed the dummies again and again.

			Sweat covered his body. The soreness in his arms and legs placated him, but it did not dull his heart.

			For hours he sliced at the dummies, allowing the ravenous fire inside him run rampant. He scared other bushi from the arena with a look.

			Until they came for him.

			Two small, elegant women dressed in the formal storm-blue, flowing kimonos of the court. They appeared unintimidating only to those who did not know them, though their ferocity was worn plainly as golden menpō in the shape of a dragon’s maw. But it was their silence that unnerved Masanori. The silence they used to move unseen and unheard, masters of the Secret Arts.

			It was tradition for a bushi to accompany another to their execution, but Aihi had not adhered to tradition since she was a child. Not that any would willingly accompany a traitor under Empress Aihi’s regime.

			He would be only one of many lost to history as traitors.

			Masanori’s ki thrummed within him, agitating his muscles, triggering an overwhelming desire to flee. Ki had been but an impossible dream for a lifetime before he received his first irezumi. With it and the power the Goddess herself had bestowed upon him, the Empress could do nothing to stop him.

			A breath hitched in his throat. The power she craves could be what grants me freedom.

			All that stopped him from escaping was his will to adhere to bushi customs. To remain obedient even when he refused submission.

			If Aihi would do this, she is my Empress no longer. She has lost the Goddess’ favour, he thought, resolving himself. I will escape and use all my power to oppose her. To stop her from ruining all that is good in our world.

			Aihi’s attendants did not bring him to the execution chambers at the back of the palace. Instead, they took him to a room with large, latticed rice paper and maple doors. Has she changed her mind after all? Masanori thought, his heart twisting even when he was hopeful.

			The two women, Taniya and Kira, knelt at his sides in front of the door. They hesitated and touched his shoulders.

			“We are sorry it has come to this, Masanori,” they whispered as one.

			He nodded. “As am I.” But this will not be the end of me.

			They slid the doors open and ushered him inside. The Empress knelt on a single cushion on the far side of the room. He prostrated himself before her, awaiting her command. The press of the hard maple was comforting, even in his final moments.

			“I have grown tired of waiting, Masanori,” she said. A twinkling noise almost urged Masanori to look up, but he refused to oblige. “This is your last chance to release the Goddess’ blessing to me, where it belongs.”

			If the Goddess believed you deserved her blessing, she would have given it to you, not me, Masanori thought, though he did not dare voice the words. Instigating her wrath was not worth it. There were things much worse than death.

			Masanori did not think he could give the Empress his gift even if he desired to. The best he could do was let her use him as her tool, either for destruction or benevolence. But he would never serve her, not as she was, not until she looked away from conquering and back to ruling.

			The Empress held out her hand, the blue sleeve of her kimono drooping from her lap and to the floor. There was a long silence, and finally, Masanori relented and looked up. His stomach sank at her expectant expression. She does not believe I will deny her.

			He straightened his back and levelled his gaze. She narrowed her eyes and the ki within Masanori crackled.

			“As long as you continue on this path, my Empress, I cannot obey you,” he said.

			Each fibre of his being was prepared to fight and escape. Masanori was energized with ki and the hunger of survival. He would not be executed; he would stop the Empress from ruining what little good she had managed.

			Aihi grinned.

			A shiver ran down Masanori’s spine. He jumped to his feet, silvery kigou flying around his wrists and irezumi.

			The Empress was quicker. She flicked her wrist and a band crimson light wrapped around his torso, binding him in place.

			I can still escape. I just need to wait for a good opportunity, Masanori thought, even while his heart raced and his plan was disrupted.

			Masanori’s ki remained intact; its power surged within him, zapping the insides of his fingertips, ready to be released.

			“I thought you would say that,” she said, her grin unwavering. The Empress rose from her cushion, walking to Masanori’s side. With another flick of her hand, she spun him around in his bindings to face the room’s entrance.

			Four red figures appeared in a straight line. Waves of ki floated toward the ceiling like a mirage, and Masanori blinked to keep himself from falling dizzy.

			Shapes appeared within the lights. Humans.

			Masanori restrained a sob. She knew I would attempt an escape. That I might remain and obey her if other lives were on the line. He cursed his stupidity for not leaving sooner, for taking so long to decide his fate.

			But he could not relent. Many more would die, not just these innocents, if he remained in the Empress’ service.

			This was not about his life or theirs. It was about all of Shimensoka.

			He squeezed his eyes shut to solidify his resolve and reach out to his ki. It branched through him, ready to act at a moment’s notice.

			When he opened his eyes, his sucked in a breath.

			The four people in front of him were his family.

			His mother and father were to his left, his twin brother and his younger sister, Hana, on his right. Masanori’s lips quivered at his little sister’s hazy eyes. Something twisted inside him when he looked at her; a deep sense of wrongness that he did not understand. Tears welled in her eyes, and Masanori’s responded with his own.

			I can still save them and escape, Masanori thought. He pulled at his ki, willing his irezumi to action. He pictured the kigou for fiery destruction which would obliterate his bindings.

			But nothing came. His ki burned and was extinguished in the same second as if a flame had gone out.

			His legs weakened as the room seemed to close in on him. Ki still surged within him, but only for a moment longer. Masanori’s heart staggered as the Goddess reached for him and relieved him of his last remaining thread of ki. He struggled against Aihi’s hold, his spirit reaching for the Goddess’ power as it slipped through his fingers and disappeared.

			He tipped his head back, a wail bubble his throat. Why, Goddess? Why now? Why not kill me yourself after I freed them?

			The Empress laughed. She did not need to understand his despair to interpret it in her favour.

			“It is too late for you to change your mind. You will watch while I torture and kill your family,” she said, licking her lips. “And then, perhaps, I will allow you to beg for forgiveness.”

			Masanori strained against his prison to no avail. The Empress approached Sachi, her golden locks bloodstained. She’d put up a fight before being captured, but it had not been enough.

			Purple fog wound around Aihi’s head. Masanori’s skin prickled at the sight of it, the dark, misty energy running around her like an extension of her, yet one that the Empress herself seemed to have no knowledge of. A lightness bloomed within Masanori. Is she under the influence of some other force? Is that why she has become a bloodthirsty tyrant?

			She grabbed a fistful of Sachi’s hair and yanked her drooping to look at Masanori. There was a nasty, bloody gash on the side of her head, and her pupils were a dilated. But she did not look frightened. She met Masanori’s gaze as if she could speak to him with just her eyes.

			Pleading him not to blame himself.

			Aihi summoned fire in her other palm. She ignited the ends of Sachi’s hair, letting the blaze melt it away. The scent of smouldering hair was sickening, but it was only a precursor to something worse.

			She held the flames up to Sachi’s cheek. His mother thrashed and gritted her teeth as her skin began to yield and blacken.

			Masanori closed his eyes, tears streaming down his cheeks. Goddess, was I supposed to remove whatever force is manipulating the Empress? Must I endure this first?

			“Look at her, Masanori,” Aihi said. Her voice started harsh, but his name was a whisper. Streams of red light hit Masanori’s face and forced open his eyes. He strained against her power, but he was powerless. His eyes burn in resistance. The ki’s heat dried his tears.

			Something tangible within him snapped. His sanity and tolerance were bound together as a single cord, but it had twisted too tight and split in two.

			His eyes watched as Aihi cut up and burned his mother, his father, and Hidekazu. She left them as hunks of charred, bloody flesh on the floor after she released them from her power. But his mind could not process it, could not attach the suffering he saw as coming from Aihi or being inflicted upon his family.

			Masanori simply ceased to be.

			He was just a body that lay limp against the Empress’ chains, another toy for her to mutilate and discard. Praying to the Goddess for answers that did not come.

			Not until Hana collapsed beneath the weight of her own death.

			Masanori looked up, his muscles tight, watching her. He expected her to move, to gasp, to do something. It took several moments for it to register that she was gone forever.

			Warmth stirred within him. Ki flared from places that had been void before.

			As Masanori returned to himself, he was unflinching in his desire to break free. And with the Goddess’ blessing restored, he commanded it to destroy the crimson bands of ki that wrapped around his waist and chest.

			The Empress neared him as he did this, preparing to work him next.

			But the red around Masanori’s body shattered. Aihi’s smug expression warped. She jumped away as the white lines of Masanori’s irezumi blazed, strands of kigou washing over him. Masanori collapsed onto his hands and knees, panting under the weight of his restored ki.

			When he looked up, all he saw was purple.

			The Empress backed against the far wall, the violet mist bleeding through the room. It was densest by her, following her as she stumbled away from him.

			The Goddess’ sizzling, storm-like power thundered through his blood. Aihi’s otherworldly corruption did not scare him.

			Yet his ki was tainted by the burning fire pulsing alongside it. The flames of his rage fought with the Goddess’ blessing, his desire to act upon her wishes, to save Aihi despite her murdering his family.

			And the fire won.

			The purple mist around the Empress shifted, tinged with red as Aihi summoned her ki in an attempt to defend herself. But Masanori’s power was absolute, and he smothered her ki before she had the chance to fight back.

			He strode toward her, fists tight. Aihi knocked over a glass vase, which shattered against the tatami.

			“Masanori, I—” she said, stumbling over the glass. Her irezumi flared and attempted to build a barrier around her, but Masanori threw a strand of silver light to break it before it formed.

			“The Goddess wanted me to save you,” he said. His nails dug into his palms and blood welled. “She wanted me to divert you from the path you have taken.”

			Her power still coursed through him, undiverting. But I follow the Goddess no more.

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			Aihi

			They were on the other side of the library when Hidekazu screamed.

			Aihi spun. Have they awoken already?

			A book floated in the air in front of her; she grabbed it and ran for the stairs. Bounding down them two at a time, she reached the lowest floor of the library and bolted for Hidekazu and Masanori.

			Remnants of the kawama scampered back into the shadows. None dared to act on their impulses, but they still peered up at Aihi through the cracks between bookshelves or from under tables.

			Aihi collapsed next to Hidekazu. A black square had burned into Hidekazu’s flesh, the skin sizzling beneath the mark. It smelled like rancid, burning meat.

			She gagged, but steeled herself. A quick sequence of kigou over his face produced silvery green ki. It sunk into his skin, displacing the injury and healing the skin. Fragments knitted back together as the damage on darker fragments was reversed.

			But the threads’ healing effects crumbled away. As soon as a portion of his skin was repaired, it spoiled and turned back into charred flesh.

			Aihi poured more ki into the spell. “What is this wound?” she whispered, both of her hands glowing green. “Did one of the kawama touch him while we were away?”

			“It is no use,” the tsukumogami said. It had possessed Hidekazu’s staff completely, its snakelike tail drooping from the bottom, wings having sprouted from the weapon’s head. “The kawama that caused this injury is within him.” It looked at Masanori. “Within Masanori, too. They will not heal until the kawama have been excavated, the Eye has been disrupted, and they are awake.”

			“You said the kawama were not the cause of their sleep.” Aihi pressed her hands together and more emerald ki flowed through her hands and into Hidekazu’s face, but there was still no change.

			Her head spun as her stores of ki began to fall low. She could continue using ki when her stores were barren, but it would cost her. The healer’s warning rang in her head.

			“You are not barred by the capacity of your innate ki. But if you push yourself too hard, you will draw energy from your physical form. Your skin, bones, even organs, will begin to disintegrate,” she had said, labelling the condition as something called Kajoushohi.

			There is no time for me to rest, Aihi thought. We cannot remain here with all these kawama, who would feed off me like Hidekazu and Masanori if given the chance. Her hands were stiff and clammy as she pulled away from Hidekazu, giving up on healing him. She grunted and fell back against the table. I must bear the consequences for all our sakes.

			“One made it to them before we did. Now it is within them, wreaking havoc on their minds and memories.” The tsukumogami’s light dulled. “They will never be the same.”

			Aihi did not want to think of anything so catastrophic. They are just asleep. When they wake, everything will be fine.

			Her hope fluttered like spooked birds in her chest. Waking her brothers would put her at risk; it was inevitable. Last time she had gone over her limit, the Kajoushohi had given her only minor injuries. Now, she still had some ki left, but she had no idea how much extra she would need. Would she be scarred with some permanent affliction?

			It did not matter.

			“Tell me what we must do,” she said.

			The tsukumogami extended a wing and opened the book Aihi had taken from deeper in the library. It flipped through a couple of pages, and then settled in front of her.

			“We must awaken the dragon within the Eye. If willing, it can break their slumber and free them from the Nightmare,” it said.

			The thought of them being trapped in a nightmare made Aihi’s heart ache. But the way Hidekazu had screamed... she knew what the tsukumogami said was true. They were suffering in some awful, inescapable dream. Not until she rescued them. Even if, after all this, we cannot save my mother... so long as we make it out alive, I cannot regret the attempt.

			“Then we will employ the dragon’s assistance at any cost,” she said. The book fell into her outstretched hands and she cradled it while scanning the pages.

			Inky, crimson strokes followed Aihi’s fingers as she replicated the spell in the book. Hundreds of them appeared around her; masses of straight lines and elegant curves, a mixture of the simple and complex combinations.

			Aihi’s skin began to burn and her eyes watered as her ki dwindled away. She ignored the pain searing growing in her joints and continued drawing kigou. Red swashes from her irezumi covered everything in circles around her, its power keeping her lines steady even when her hands trembled. Kigou for power, dreams, dragons, visions, fear, hope, and a million different others.

			Her vision blurred as she completed the final stroke. She gasped as her lungs squeezed, triggering hundreds of twisting needles in her gut and between her bones. A heartbeat blared in her ears when she collapsed onto her knees, but she could not determine if the noise was hers.

			Kigou spiralled around her, blending together until they solidified into a solid stream of ki. It swarmed over her and toward the floating Dragon’s Eye within the stream of eternal silver fire.

			The Eye wavered and failed, the blast of her ki disappearing against the gemstone’s surface.

			For a moment, all Aihi knew was the darkness. Her breath caught as the kawamas’ blinking eyes peered at her, looming closer. Their hesitant laughter penetrated the silence, but only for a moment.

			The Eye’s light returned in an explosion of radiant silver.

			Aihi shielded her eyes. It shone a thousand times brighter than before, infiltrating every nook and cranny within the library. The shadowy yōkai screeched as they retreated to their hiding places, only to discover the light revealed them everywhere. They whined and faded away.

			Her instincts said they were not dead. The tsukumogami had forbidden it. But they were gone.

			The blue had bled out of the Dragon’s Eye. Aihi moaned. The Eye itself was corrupted. Oh Goddess, why did I fail to realize sooner?

			Silver rays poured over her. The pain in her head dulled, but blood dripped from fresh, open wounds on her arms. She had used too much ki, and the effort had devoured fragments of her skin. Her insides went numb and nausea flooded her.

			Aihi keeled over, about to vomit when she heard her name

			“Exalted Dragon Princess Aihi Furahau of Seiryuu,” the Eye said, fluttering with each intonation. “I suppose I should thank you for freeing me.”

			She barely heard it speak. Lifting her head without triggering the rising acid in her throat was a mountainous effort.

			The last of Aihi’s strength left her. It was just like the first time she fought Lacotl: her energy had spiked for one sweet moment while she used her ki, vanishing again when it dissipated.

			Still, her mind worked long enough to wonder about the Eye. Is this the dragon?

			But before her shoulder hit the floor, bands of white ki wrapped around her waist and arms. It suspended her above the floor, closing the open wounds and repairing some of her damaged skin. The pounding in her brain faded to a dull ache, and she once again had the energy to look up at the Dragon’s Eye floating near the top of the library.

			“I am afraid I am not a healer; there is little more I can do for you in this state. But you will survive long enough to receive better treatment at your home,” the Eye said.

			Although Aihi felt much better, the Eye had not eliminated her bone-deep aches. She wanted to succumb to her body’s desire to fall asleep and rest for a hundred years.

			But she was not done. Hidekazu and Masanori were still asleep, even if the Eye had been released of its corruption.

			“Please... save my brothers.” She glanced at them, fast asleep on the couch nearby. “They are trapped in a Nightmare with the kawama.”

			“With the kawama?” The Eye sounded surprised, and it turned to focus on Hidekazu and Masanori. “Fascinating...” The Eye floated closer to the unconscious twins. “Your brothers... you realize that they are...” the voice trailed off.

			“Hidekazu is blessed by the Goddess.”

			The Eye was silent while its light twinkled. On the other side of the fire, the tsukumogami flitted about, seeming disoriented. After a few moments, it floated toward her. Its ghostly wings and tail fell back into the staff and lost its glow before clattering to the ground next to her. Next to Masanori’s naginata.

			“They are both blessed by Shirashi, young Dragon Princess,” the Eye said.

			Warmth spread over Aihi’s neck and cheeks. Tingles coursed through her hands. She was unsure if the sensation was one of joy or fear. In what way does the Goddess’ blessing manifest with Masanori, if he has no ki? she thought.

			All that mattered was the swelling ache in her chest; the realization that she needn’t have kept her suspicions about Hidekazu a secret. It was almost as bad as the pain that felt like a hundred yōkai dancing inside her skull.

			“It doesn’t matter—” Aihi coughed and blood poured over her lips and into her hands. “Just save them.”

			“Very well, Princess.” The Eye blazed, its radiance returning. Blinding her in a blanket of bliss. “Sleep, then, and I will guard you against the Nightmare until it is time for you to leave..”

			Whether Aihi wanted to stay awake or not, she could keep her eyes open no longer.

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			Hidekazu

			When Hidekazu woke, he was not awake. His face burned like fire ants had burrowed under his skin, but the pain was distant, almost as though it weren’t even his.

			A massive battlefield appeared in front of him. Previously lush grass and rice fields had been incinerated, now billowing in the wake of disaster. Massive fissures slashed the earth, overturning roads and forests. Bodies and blood decorated dirt and stones.

			Hidekazu stopped breathing at the sight of decapitated or limbless men and women, the scent of rancid flesh and coals.

			His own pain intensified. What had been a distant memory before had been thrust upon him again. Now his cheeks burned with melted flesh, the muscles in his arms and legs sore and strained. He reached to touch the blisters on his face, his hands found no solid form. Looking down, there was nothing. No body or hands to call his own. Is this death?

			The thought washed over him. And to his surprise, he accepted it with ease. Naoji must have killed me, after all.

			Looking down at the battlefield again, he studied the sight in closer detail. A tiny fishing village had been obliterated; all that was left were skeletons of stone buildings. Piles of dead and desecrated landscape.

			If he had a heart, it would ache.

			Hidekazu searched further north. A bend in a massive river caught his attention. I know this place. I know—

			His not-body began to spiral, everything twisting purple until it turned black. Hidekazu would have vomited if he could, his whole existence shaking with an illness that made him wish he were dead.

			Everything stilled.

			He was in the Palace District, the sky dark, but people were still milling about. There were way more people than there should have been. People from the Lower and Market Districts were huddled in corners and on raised platforms along the edges of the palace garden, solemn as they watched the ceremony at Shirashi’s Grand Temple.

			Black clouds swirled in the sky, illuminated with zaps of purple electricity.

			Purple thunder again? Hidekazu thought, pushing people aside to get a clearer look at the temple. They waited at the Shirashi statue, where the Emperor and Aihi performed the ceremony before the arrival of the shishajya.

			Thunder boomed overhead. The entire city shook.

			People screamed, tumbling over each other as the earth quaked. In the distance, Hidekazu spotted the winged serpent speeding toward the temple. A golden light extended from it toward the shrine. An arch of purple flashed through the sky, headed straight for the shishajya.

			It looked as though it would hit the creature, would kill it. But everything began to spin, but this time Hidekazu squeezed his eyes shut, resisted the urge to retch as everything turned to darkness.

			What is this madness? Hidekazu’s thoughts were forced from his head and everything exploded with purple. All he knew were the mauve and violet swirls of energy that wrapped around him. His entire existence seemed to twist and tear inside him, and as the remnants of his mind began to fall apart, everything flew back together.

			Hidekazu gasped and the swirling colours disappeared.

			A man sat on the floor with his back to Hidekazu. He grasped at something in his lap, a dull, orange glow emanating from the object. The man cradled it in his arms, his body wracked with sobs.

			Hidekazu moved closer with careful steps. The man did not notice him, not until Hidekazu was close enough to see.

			A girl lay in his arms, covered in her lifeblood. She had the most unusual hair that Hidekazu had ever seen—the colour of wildfire, but its vibrancy began to fade until the orange was gone, replaced with white.

			The man glared up at Hidekazu. His eyes blazed with a fury that shouldn’t exist within a human. And never in Masanori.

			“This is your fault,” Masanori whispered. He looked down at the girl, droplets falling from his eyes and dampening her face.

			“I—I don’t—” Hidekazu started.

			“If only our lives were as important to you as—” Masanori’s words were swallowed by the darkness.

			It sucked Hidekazu from the scene, twisting and filling him with a sickness that he knew, somewhere in his core, that he deserved.

			He blinked and found himself on a stone platform floating between shifting clouds. White swelled in the distance, an orb that expanded into a man. He wore a traditional, flowing white kimono, his silver hair tied into a topknot, but it was so long that much of it spilled down his back into a long braid.

			A strip of white silk was threaded through his hair to hide a missing eye. The other was a silvery blue. Hidekazu recognized the eye, even though it was cold and reptilian.

			Naoji.

			“You have seen my memories, Hidekazu,” Naoji said. “Have they scared you?”

			“No,” he said, knowing it was a lie. Even as the word escaped him, his chest stilling with the memory of Naoji’s dragon form. His face pressing into the book, burning...

			He shivered. If I wasn’t dead before, I am now.

			“Are you dead, too?” Hidekazu said.

			“Warlocks do not ever truly die.” Naoji smiled as though he was sharing a secret. “We are a part of the universe, always, and if our time ever comes, we shall return. It is the same for dragons, and as much as I loathe to admit, it is also for wyverns and the noroi.”

			Hidekazu’s mind raced. If warlocks never truly die, then... this place, whatever it is, must be where warlocks linger until they return to life. I must be a visitor.

			“This place is the source of the warlock’s power,” he said, thinking aloud.

			“You are quick, Hidekazu. I believe you will learn much from the memories I have shown you.”

			Something rapid clawed for freedom inside Hidekazu. “Showed me? You forced them on me.”

			“Semantics.” Naoji waved a dismissive hand.

			Hidekazu touched his face, finding no burn left behind. But hadn’t been a dream or something he’d imagined. Naoji had said he would kill him. “Why would you do such a thing?” He blinked and caught glimpses of the purple thunder. The battlefield. Masanori and the red-haired girl. “Show me these nightmares?”

			He vaguely recalled Naoji calling it power. But he did not feel empowered. Violated, more like, he thought.

			“Because you were here.” The warlock took a step closer to Hidekazu, his body shimmering. He was not a solid person, but somewhat ethereal. “And because I was not of my true mind when you entered my home.”

			Hidekazu raised his eyebrows, genuinely surprised. “Lacotl succeeded in corrupting you after all.”

			Perhaps I need not fear him. 

			“Enough to make me lash out.” He lifted his chin. “Do not mistake me, Hidekazu. I do not regret what I have shown you, and there is much more for you to see and learn; these memories are but a few.”

			“You will show me more?” Hidekazu whispered. He became aware of his icy fingers, tingling with loss of feeling as if he’d dunked them in glacial water.

			The memories froze his insides, provoking a sense of loss and despair. He did not understand them, had no idea what Naoji expected him to learn. If I see more, I will lose my mind to insanity before I have the chance to unravel their mysteries.

			But he could not find a way to assert his worries. His voice seemed to have abandoned him, and Naoji continued.

			“Like me, you will become a soul burdened by great knowledge. Unlike most, however, you have the capacity to learn long before your time. To make a difference, should you choose to.” Naoji appeared much more benevolent than before, almost divine. Yet Hidekazu could not shake the feeling that there was more to him than his appearance.

			“Why, because the Goddess has blessed me?” he said.

			It had not occurred to him until then that perhaps his blessing was the reason Lacotl loved tormenting him. Why Barame Meki, the only surviving member of all the many warlock families, seemed to believe there was something intriguing about him. Maybe it also explained why he transcended time and space to meet Naoji.

			Is there really some knowledge that I must uncover, some understanding that I must realize for the betterment of others? Hidekazu thought.

			If that was the case, it would be a great burden. One that he was certain he was not suited for. He wanted a simple life, one where he became a bushi, protected Aihi, and could still pursue his own interests.

			Something stirred inside him when he realized how little he cared about pursuing the creation of his own family. It resembled Naoji’s description of forsaking love in pursuit of power.

			He clenched his fists. This isn’t about power.

			“This has nothing to do with the Goddess’ blessing.” Naoji and tilted his head, examining Hidekazu. Goosebumps ran along Hidekazu’s arms, hair standing on end. “I sense that regardless of your allegiance, regardless of your innate abilities, regardless of our Blessed Shirashi’s favour, you would pursue knowledge over anything. Over sovereignty. Over obligation. Over love.” He took a step with each word, clearing half of the distance between them. “Because that is who you are. Who you were made to be.”

			Blood thrummed in his ears. It had been too much to hope that Naoji’s words had come from his corrupted self. Unlike you, who is yet sixteen and already understands that love is a liability.

			Hidekazu laughed, but it fell flat. “Are you talking about some destiny garbage? I don’t believe in that.”

			Naoji gave a lopsided grin. “Destiny is an illusion. Each of our destinies is ours to create, as I have created my own tomb.”

			Hidekazu relaxed a little. So long as whatever happens next is truly my decision, my choice, then I will bear the consequences of whatever results from my actions.

			“Then I can decide what to do with what you show me,” he said.

			“Of course.” Naoji’s body faded in and out of focus. “But I must ask something of you.”

			Shadows clutched Hidekazu’s heart. Naoji’s request would be a burden. “What is it?”

			A book appeared in Naoji’s outstretched palms. Hidekazu flinched.

			It was the book that he had burned him with. Tried to thrust upon him against his will. All of Hidekazu’s desire to help the warlock evaporated.

			The book glowed white in the absence of sound. “This is the book Lacotl and Aihi search for,” Naoji whispered.

			Hidekazu froze. He barely heard what he said next: “And you must take it for yourself.”

			He staggered away. “What?”

			“If you give it to Aihi, she will save the Shōgun, but it will be short-lived. Your brother’s Nightmare will come true,” the warlock said, stepping toward Hidekazu. He was rooted in place. “If you keep it for yourself, you must face yours instead.”

			“And Lacotl’s?” Hidekazu whispered.

			Naoji’s smile was small. “Do not let it fall into his hands.”

			As much as Hidekazu wanted to refuse, he could not. The memory of a burn seared his cheek. Something he would never relive if he could help it. He held out his palms and Naoji handed him the book. His skin prickled at its touch, but the whole idea was surprisingly unceremonial.

			Hidekazu stared at the book. We came all this way, only to find that I cannot use it to save the Shōgun. Not without... He frowned. What might Masanori’s Nightmare be?

			Shivers wound through him at the thought of the gruesome scenes Naoji had shown him. His thoughts lingered on Masanori and the dead girl in his arms. Is that his Nightmare? Could it be as bad as this?

			“Now, if you would excuse me... I must find your brother,” Naoji said.

			“Find?” Hidekazu looked up and focused on the warlock. 

			“Like you, he is lost somewhere within the realm of memories, reality, and possibilities where all dead warlocks dwell,” Naoji said, turning away. His physical form began to disintegrate into mist. “It is the corrupted Eye which brought you here to become victims of the kawama and myself.”

			Naoji was almost gone. “Wait! What is this place called?” Hidekazu said.

			The warlock had ceased physicality, but there was an echo of laughter that followed his disappearance. “The ikai.”

		

	
		
			Twenty

			Masanori

			Masanori did not know how many times he had stabbed the Empress. Aihi, his beloved sister. Or how many times she had come back to life, reanimated only to whisper her despair. How he would always win, and beg for mercy before Masanori plunged the glass into her over and over again.

			Only for her to heal and repeat.

			His arms were in a perpetual tremble. Tears permanently blurred his vision, if he opened his eyes at all. No longer did he stab her of his own accord. The rage that had coursed through him at his Goddess’ betrayal had taken on a will of its own, animating his arms even when his will had long slipped away and his anger had disappeared into oblivion.

			She killed Mother, Father, Hidekazu, and poor little Hana. She must die. She must... he repeated in his head, still trying and failing to justify his actions. Even after he had forsaken Shirashi, he still prayed, begging for relief from this torture. This is my punishment.

			An indistinguishable mumbling of words pierced the squishing and sobbing. Masanori looked up, his hands moving without his consent, soaked in crimson heat. Countless hours must have passed, days, with him stuck in his loop of infinite torture.

			He strained he hear the sound, but it was gone. A figment of his demented imagination.

			His head and shoulders drooped. Will I be trapped here forever?

			As if in response, the whisper came louder this time. “This place can be your prison, Masanori, or your redemption.” There was a long moment of silence, where Masanori almost thought that the voice had finished. “Which do you choose?”

			It was not even a question. “Redemption. Please. End my suffering.” His voice cracked and he began sobbing again, unable to release the glass even as his own blood soaked his hands and the glass severed his tendons.

			“Your suffering has only just begun,” the voice whispered. There was no one else in the room with him. I’ve nothing anymore. No body, mind, soul.

			“This nightmare, this prison, is of your own making.”

			“Then how do I leave?”

			“You will leave this place, but it will haunt you forever. And through it, you will see. See us,” the voice whispered. And as it did, Masanori’s hands froze, the stabbing coming to an end. “See us—”

			Masanori jumped to his feet and almost tripped. Aihi had fallen still, blood pooling around her torso. Everything beyond her was shrouded in the same purple fog. Through the haze, he glimpsed the bodies of his deceased family.

			He stepped away from the corpse at his feet. Tall, shadowy creatures with branches or antlers on their heads surrounded him.

			The monsters did not concern him. He fell onto all fours, away from his family, from Aihi, and dry heaved. They are all dead. Aihi is dead. I’m a murderer.

			Fog pooled around him like water, moving only as he did, shaking and sputtering against the tatami. The shadows loomed over him, watching with their red, hungry eyes. He could not manifest the will to care. Devour me. I cannot live with my sins.

			He closed his eyes and prayed for death. That he would be reunited with his family in the afterlife.

			But death did not come.

			A magnificent, silver light bloomed around him. It exploded over the purple vapour that enveloped him, banishing it from sight.

			“Begone, fiends!” a voice said. The shadowy figures within the purple screeched and shrunk to a pittance of their former sizes, slinking away.

			The purple flooded out of the room and the white faded. But Masanori did not look up. He remained on the ground shaking, vomit hot on his tongue and in his throat.

			A figure in white stood next to him, unmoving to kneel at his side. The man placed a hand on Masanori’s shoulder. He flinched but made no effort to move away.

			Sobs overtook Masanori. Saved and alive was no solace. I would rather be dead. Kill me so I might be with them.

			The man’s nails dug through Masanori’s kimono, but the pain was not enough to make him move.

			The man leaned in close. Half of his face was wrapped with white silk. “I am sorry for the suffering you have experienced at my hand, Masanori,” he said. His grip on Masanori’s shoulder loosened. “You should resent me for it.”

			He stood, leaving Masanori on the floor. The light enveloped them, consuming the bodies of his family. Within it, he glimpsed Aihi, Hidekazu, and a library. A sense of familiarity fell over him and he reached out, trying to grasp the memory, pull it closer.

			Whatever it was, wherever it had come from, it slipped through his fingers.

			When he woke, he was home. But home was no remedy for Masanori.

		

	
		
			Twenty-one

			Aihi

			By the time Aihi had recovered from the journey, two weeks had passed. Even though her body was healed, her mind was not.

			She had no desire to get out of bed. Not to resume her duties, to confront Hidekazu and Masanori, or to speak with anyone. Especially not about what had happened. Her time of suffering had only just begun.

			The twins’ birthdays had come and gone. None of them made any effort to contact each other.

			Aihi’s mother had been moved from the infirmary to her bedroom. Even in the month that had passed since she, Hidekazu, and Masanori had left, the Shōgun’s status had not improved.

			It was all for naught, Aihi thought, stroking her mother’s hair. I thought I could conquer this for you, but I was wrong.

			Now she had lost Torra, her mother, and her brothers through her failures. They had removed the corruption from the Dragon’s Eye, but the cost had been too great; it had not even returned with them when it sent them back to Nagasou. 

			Nothing to show for their efforts. Nothing but despair.

			Aihi’s mother had only spoken a handful of words over the last two weeks. Her glossy eyes were always on the verge of tears, but there was no emotion within them. She was void of anything that resembled the former Shōgun.

			It reminded Aihi of Torra in the aki. Of Hidekazu’s expression after the Eye had taken them from the hidden library and spat him, Aihi, and Masanori into the Nagasou Palace’s entrance hall. Now, looking back on everything, Masanori had been in a worse state. All expression and life had been absent from him, replaced by a blank visage.

			Was her mother trapped in the Nightmare, too? If she were, Aihi could not save her. She would have failed to rescue Hidekazu and Masanori without the White Warlock’s aid.

			Aihi clutched her mother’s bed. She had begun to recover after the healers had repaired her skin and stifled her internal bleeding.

			But her brothers were not. Their Nightmare affected them deeper than she would ever know. The fact that they had not come to see her was proof that the tsukumogami had spoken true.

			Her brothers would never be the same.

			I should find them, beg for their forgiveness. Learn what moved them to such a state. She bit her lip and drew blood. But what did they see? Do I even have the right to know, when it is my fault?

			The three of them had been trapped in the library for almost two weeks. Aihi had put a stack of books aside with plans to bring them back for further study, but she hadn’t been able to grab them before she passed out. And she would be a fool to think she could ever return.

			All the knowledge in the world would not convince her the risk was worthwhile.

			Not when all that remained of their previous visit was the excruciating pain from her Kajoushohi. Hidekazu and Masanori’s faces.

			The Shōgun shifted, displacing her hair over the silken pillows supporting her neck. Aihi stroked her mother’s hair until her eyes began to flick wildly beneath their lids. You warned me of this, Mother. So I will persevere, knowing that, perhaps, we saved Seiryuu from something worse.

			Aihi adjusted her mother’s blankets. She has no strength left, but I would trade mine to sleep that easy.

			Even with the kawama abandoned on the other side of the mountains, Aihi could not escape them in her dreams. Every night she saw their crimson and lilac eyes in the shadows; the lanky, snow-white limbs and the antlers of the kawama. They tormented her with jeers of her worthlessness and failures to the point of madness.

			Now she never desired to sleep again.

			It did not matter. Tomorrow she would resume her duties as Princess and acting Shōgun. She would show the Guanzhou magicians and Captain Tonkotsu that she would yield nothing. For you, Mother, I will fight until the end of the world.

			She left her mother’s room prepared to condemn herself to another night of terrors.

			Darkness enveloped her. There was no point in using light when she knew the palace halls as she knew herself. But a flash of gold broke the stream of shadows, and Aihi stilled as a cloaked figure waded toward her.

			She lifted her chin when she recognized the bushi uniform and the man’s scruffy beard. Uriku. But the softness in his eyes gave her pause.

			He stopped. Gold hovered in the space between them.

			Dark skin twisted around his skull, warping and reshaping even as his bones and limbs shrunk to a thinner form. A woman.

			Taniya.

			Tears beaded in the corners of her eyes as she wrapped Aihi in a hug.

			For a while, she held Aihi in silence while clutched the hem of Taniya’s kimono for dear life. Taniya had been an anchor even when she had not wanted one. Had been stubborn enough to carve a place for herself in Aihi’s heart.

			She trembled in Taniya’s hold, moving just enough to gaze into her amber eyes. Aihi traced the lines of Taniya’s cheeks, pink with a blush. Warmth spread over Aihi.

			And she kissed her.

			Firecrackers bloomed across her skin. But Aihi forced herself to pull away.

			Taniya kept her grip firm, leaning in to whisper: “You will never be alone again. Not ever.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-two

			Hidekazu

			Hidekazu was fine.

			After a few days of resting and processing everything that he had learned and seen, he was fine.

			He had to act as though he were, at least, because being anything but put everything he had worked for in jeopardy. His future.

			Classes at the Tsukiko Academy started in one week.

			All of his time since his return had been spent studying in preparation. Even on the days where he could hardly make it out of bed in the morning, it was a good distraction. It had been miracle enough that his parents had not revoked his and Masanori’s permission to train at the Academy. He needed to work hard and make sure that did not change.

			And the more time he spent focused on a concrete, obtainable future, the less time he spent time worrying about the past. Less time he spent bent over in a spell of nausea, head spinning with Naoji’s memories. Villages incinerated. The earth cracked and bleeding. Streets running red with blood and bodies.

			A black hole burned in the back of Hidekazu’s skull each time he thought about the white book. The book that would save the Shōgun or give him a future he feared. Did he desire love or power?

			Am I being selfish?

			Sometimes, Hidekazu would nod off for a few seconds and see it all. Seiryuu on the brink of despair.

			No. If Naoji is right, this affects us all.

			Hidekazu jerked awake. The ghost of a burn tingled on his cheek.

			His palms were sweaty. He squeezed his eyes shut. Get it together, Hidekazu.

			Lead pooled in his gut every time he thought about his meeting with Naoji. He could have told Masanori or Aihi everything without revealing the book, could have asked for their help with the visions. And he could have used their advice to make a decision about Naoji’s book without telling them about it.

			But every time he came close, Naoji’s words echoed in his head: “Your sister’s desire for power has overcome her. Even your brother knows this and supports her.”

			He did not want to believe Aihi had put her mother’s life on the line, had begun playing Lacotl’s game. But he knew in his heart it was true. There was no other reason to keep Lacotl alive, not after two months of failed interrogations.

			Where does Masanori stand in all this, though? Hidekazu wondered. Did he really support her pursuit of power?

			Hidekazu ran his hands over his face and through his hair. He collected his papers, cleaned up the spilled ink and brushes, and resumed reading.

			A knock rattled the latticed door of Hidekazu’s bedroom.

			“Hidekazu, are you in there?”

			Knifes ran through him at the sound of Masanori’s voice. Of all people, why him? We can’t talk. It’s too soon.

			Would an ideal time ever come? Maybe it was time to get it over with. His questions about Masanori and Aihi soured his thoughts.

			That could all disappear with a simple question. He could disguise it, even, and get a response without Masanori even realizing. The opportunity to erase some of his worries stood outside his door.

			“Come in,” Hidekazu said.

			The shoji slid open and Masanori strode inside. They stared at each other for a moment and Hidekazu squirmed in his piercing gaze. Desire to fill the empty space with pleasantries bubbled inside him, but he bit his tongue. Since when have we ever bothered with small talk?

			Masanori opened his mouth, but no sound came. He paced along the far wall before he sat on Hidekazu’s futon. There, he fidgeted until Hidekazu couldn’t handle it anymore.

			“Is there something you need?” he said.

			“I thought we should talk about what happened.”

			“What is there to talk about? It happened. Our lives move on.” Shut up, Hidekazu, you’re digging your own grave.

			Masanori rose, his face pale. “If that’s how you feel, then I’ll leave.”

			“No! Wait.” Hidekazu took a deep breath, steadying his racing heart. “I’m sorry. We can talk.”

			“You’re snappier too, then?”

			He hadn’t thought about it, but he supposed it was true. Everything rubbed his nerves much easier than before; he was prone to agitation and lashing out, though he suppressed it most of the time.

			“Everything I saw has messed with my head, I think,” Hidekazu said. Naoji’s memories were a jumble of confusing images that didn’t fit together in his head. What disturbed him most was the dead warlock himself and his white book.

			Was he right about Aihi and Masa? Guilt polluted his veins each time he thought it. The warlock had been corrupted when he said it. Why didn’t I just ask?

			“Me too, I think.” Masanori’s eyes fluttered closed. “I saw...” His laughter was strained. “We were much older. Bushi with white irezumi, even. Could you believe it?”

			Hidekazu relaxed. He’d been expecting more death and destruction. If we were experienced bushi in his Nightmare, what could make it so bad?

			“Aihi had ascended to Empress years before, and there was a lull...” Masanori continued, his voice wavering. “After she’d conquered Nanryuu, I mean. She’d recreated Aoryuu. And...” He began hyperventilating, tears blossoming in the corners of his eyes. “And after the war, s-she...”

			Masanori’s distress loosened a snake inside Hidekazu. Its venom seeped into his blood, the pain lowering his patience. None of what Masanori described seemed horrific compared to the devastation Hidekazu had seen. They’d become bushi. Nanryuu and Seiryuu had ceased to exist. Conquered, though. Is that the best way to describe it?

			War was never desirable, but Seiryuu had been fearful for the entire fifty years since the last one ended. Wasn’t another inevitable?

			He prompted Masanori to continue, but he shook his head. Tears soaked his face and his lips trembled.

			“I can’t do it.” Masanori stood, recoiling from Hidekazu’s questioning gaze. His eyes flicked all over Hidekazu as though he were a monster. “All the blood... It’s too much.”

			Blood? What did Aihi do? What is it that he can’t tell me? Hidekazu’s mind raced and he neglected to stop Masanori’s flight.

			Masanori rushed to the door, shuffling through it.

			“Masa! Wait!” Hidekazu said, but he was gone.

			He released a sharp breath. His back pressed into his desk, the discomfort waking him from the confusion that immobilized him. Masanori had claimed Aihi was the Empress in his Nightmare. He filled the gaps in Masanori’s story with his imagination. If Aihi desires power, then she claimed it in Masa’s Nightmare. Empress of all Aoryuu had a ring to it.

			Did that mean Aihi had won Lacotl’s game? What had happened after the war that had Masa unable to speak? Hidekazu thought.

			The memory of Masanori on the ground with a fiery-haired woman in his arms burned into Hidekazu’s mind. Is that it? He lost someone special to him. He churned over the implications of one death to save an entire nation. If he could sacrifice himself to save everyone else, he would do it.

			But could he sacrifice someone else for the greater good?

			He weighed Naoji’s words for the hundredth time. “Unlike you, who is yet sixteen and already understands love is a liability. You will pursue knowledge over everything.”

			Hidekazu wasn’t sure what he what do. What he even wanted to believe he would do if it came down to it.

			What he believed was of little signifigance in the end. Masanori had already confirmed that Aihi would become Empress if he gave her Naoji’s book. And if the warlock was to be believed, the Shōgun would live. Lacotl’s game would be over. Isn’t that what I want?

			He covered his face with his hands. Why is this so difficult? Why couldn’t Masanori just tell me what he saw?

			Hidekazu gritted his teeth as Naoji’s gruesome memories of war and blood flooded him. The fiery-haired girl in Masanori’s arms. This is what will happen if I keep the book for myself, not if I give it to Aihi. How could Masanori’s Nightmare have been worse? He flipped back and forth between what to do. Will the girl still die if I give the book to Aihi?

			He could not decide what to do until he knew for certain. Had Aihi gotten involved in Lacotl’s game? Did Masanori support her? Their conversation had been too short to tell.

			They needed to talk again, and soon. Or I’ll go mad.

			Even if he didn’t give the book to anyone, and it just sat around unused, he needed to know. Could he trust them?

			Hidekazu shoved the remaining thoughts away and picked up another book on offensive ki. After their failed adventure to Tajida, he was feeling rusty. He hadn’t practiced nearly as much as he should have.

			Whatever came next with his studies or his parents, he was determined to be prepared.

			But he could never be prepared for Masanori.

		

	
		
			Twenty-three

			Masanori

			A black cloud covered everything.

			At times it was so thick Masanori could hardly breathe. He cried and choked in it, hoping that this time it would steal his last breaths. That he would be put out of his misery.

			Of all the time he spent in trapped with the nightmares he’d lived, he could not get the little girl, Hana, out of his head. In the Nightmare she had been his sister, but now, in reality, he was certain he had never seen her before in his life. It was impossible for her to have been his sister; he estimated that his Nightmare had taken place less than ten years in the future. And Hana appeared to be at least thirteen.

			Although the blackness filtered over everything, dulling his desire to live, it was hardly the worst.

			The purple fog was.

			It had not been there at first; rather, he had been stuck in a cycle of darkness and despair and a determination to beat it. There had been moments, then, where he desired more than anything to live, to keep pushing forward and become a bushi.

			And when he thought he had beaten it, the purple haze came and consumed everything.

			Masanori joined his family in the dining room, sitting on his cushion at his designated spot at the table. His parents and brother were already seated, deep in conversation about Hidekazu’s attending Tsukiko Academy the following week.

			The servants returned with large trays of crispy salmon, steamed rice, and pickles. Once the food had been set, Masanori’s family bowed their heads.

			No Hana. There had never been a Hana at their table.

			“To the Goddess we pray. May we understand her will and act upon it dutifully,” his mother said.

			Masanori stiffened at her words, but said nothing. It was the prayer she said every time they ate; she meant nothing by it. She knew nothing of how Masanori’s perception of the Goddess had changed. How he could not follow a deity who would take away his power and force him to watch his family get tortured.

			They ate in silence, enjoying the delicious meal. At least, everyone but Masanori.

			He ate it, of course, but tasted nothing. It was like a flavourless paste in his mouth. He could appreciate it for nothing other than its ability to provide sustenance. Masanori imagined the flavours; the crunchiness of the pickles, the tender richness of the salmon, the chewiness of the rice.

			“Classes begin next week,” his father said. Masanori refused to meet his gaze. “I trust you boys are adequately prepared.”

			Across the room, Hidekazu nodded. “I have been training every day. I will pass the Majyutsushi Exams.”

			Their father nodded his approval, then turned his gaze to Masanori. He remained mute under the guise of eating his dinner.

			Purple mist grew around Hidekazu’s face. Masanori’s body turned to ice. The fog spread through the whole room, lingering around his mother and father. He tried to blink it away, but the purple did not fade, only became darker.

			Blood poured from Hidekazu’s eyes, dripping all over his cheeks like bloody tears. It stained the front of his kimono, splashing in his food.

			But Hidekazu did not even seem to notice it.

			I can’t take this anymore, Masanori thought, jumping to his feet. He narrowly avoided knocking over his dinner tray.

			“I will not be going,” he said.

			His father’s face went dark, and blood gushed from his mouth and ears. “What is the meaning of this? After all the trouble you have caused?”

			Masanori ignored the remark and fled the room.

			“Masa!” Hidekazu called from behind, but it was quickly followed by their mother’s whispers.

			“Do not follow him,” she said.

			Masanori raced up the stairs to his room, the purple haze persisting around him. Shadows grabbed at him from the walls, tearing at his kimono, leaving bloody handprints on the fabric. He did not care. I need to get out of this place.

			He dumped everything he thought he needed into an old rucksack and tossed it over his shoulder. His heart pounded as he retrieved his naginata from a rack he kept under his futon. The weapon was cold and comfortable in his hands, like it had missed him as much as he’d missed it. Torra’s energy sizzled within it, strengthening his resolve.

			Before sliding the rack back under the futon, he paused to consider his mother’s golden katana. He would never use it again.

			A sneer crossed his lips and he grabbed the blade, tossing it onto his bed. Perhaps it was a better ornament than I thought.

			He fled his room and almost bumped into Hidekazu on the stairs. Masanori hardly recognized Hidekazu; crimson tears stained the skin that had grown paler over the last two weeks. He stopped to stare at Hidekazu, his whole body tense and covered in sweat.

			“You’re leaving?” he said.

			Masanori snarled. “I can’t live here.”

			“Does this have something to do with the Nightmare?” Hidekazu said. As he did, the purple haze shifted around him, wiping most of the blood away, obscuring Hidekazu’s face in shadows, eyes dully illuminated by crimson. Masanori jerked away from him.

			“I see death everywhere, Hide. It’s all over you. Mother. Father,” he said, ignoring the nausea creeping up on him. “You’re all oblivious to it.”

			“That’s nonsense,” Hidekazu hissed. “We’re fine. We’re all fine. Nothing you could have seen could be any worse than what I saw. Worse than what you claim to see. And I’m fine. You have no reason not to be.”

			Masanori couldn’t help but laugh as crimson droplets flew from Hidekazu’s mouth, spattering all over Masanori. He was so blind. They were all so blind. Why was he the only one who could see it?

			“Yes, brother.” Poison tinged his words. “I am leaving because of the nonsense I claim to see,” he said, pushing past him and toward the front door.

			“Or are you just upset because you’re too power-hungry for your own good?”

			Masanori stopped dead. What is he even talking about? His stomach twisted and bile rose in his throat. Aihi is the one who’ll turn power-hungry, not me.

			He turned to Hidekazu, dumbfounded. “You know about Aihi, don’t you? How she’s participating in Lacotl’s game. How she’s offered her mother in a struggle for power. And you support her because once she wins, you’ll get that irezumi you’ve always wanted. Finally get some ki so you can stop relying on others to defend you,” Hidekazu said.

			Fire burned in Masanori’s chest. Even the tapper hanging from his neck warmed and urged him on. Its power blazed through him as he laughed, spreading to his arms and legs. It fuelled his movements. It didn’t matter that reality and Nightmare were blending, that he suspected Hidekazu had done the same.

			The flames controlled him now.

			“That’s the Aihi we know, isn’t it?” Masanori’s laugh warped into something malicious. His insides ignited with the heat of a thousand suns and he strained to speak. “Don’t worry, brother, I won’t take any of your precious ki or glory. I won’t support Aihi’s mad campaign to destroy everything we’ve ever cared about.”

			He turned and continued out the door, bounding down the steps. Hot tears burned his cheeks. His clenched jaw ached.

			Hidekazu followed him to the front door. “Good. You better not come back.”

			“Wasn’t planning on it.”

			Masanori ran off into the night, the moonlight guiding him as he felt his way toward the stables. He tacked Einu, stuffed some treats for her into his rucksack along with the rest of his belongings, and pulled himself onto her back. If things go my way, Hidekazu, you’ll never see me again.
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			Lacotl – An evil kan’thir majyu (possibly noroi) with a well-hidden reputation for terrorizing Tsukiko and kidnapping women. It is possible that he has the title of Black Flower, but little else is known about him. He was apprehended by Aihi, Hidekazu, Masanori, and others is in the Nagasou dungeons while he is interrogated to gather more information about his motives and the corrupted aki found in his lair.
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			Takeha Furahau – The current Emperor of Furahau; he inherited the position from his father, Daichen Furahau, twenty years ago. His goal has been to repair relations with Nanryuu, south of Seiryuu, who they were previously at war with, although with little success. He is married to Mika Furahau, and his daughter is Aihi Furahau.
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			Blithe Desert – The massive expanse of sand between the Konarerian Mountains and the Tajida capital, Najadu.
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			Nagasou – The capital city of Nagasou, settled on the shores of the massive river which divides Seiryuu and Nanryuu. It is the home of Aihi, Hidekazu, Masanori, and their families.

			Najadu – The capital city of Tajida. It was built on the edge of an oasis in the Blithe Desert and is a hub of activity between humans, kan’thir, and different cultures and beliefs. The city is known for having the grandest library in all Shimensoka.

			Nanryuu – The nation south of Seiryuu. They used to be the same country, but divided because of differing philosophies regarding ki and religion. For many years, they were at war, and Seiryuu occupied Nanryuu until the warlocks died abruptly and the war was forced to a close. The inhabitants of Nanryuu believe in Ozeki, the God of Wyverns (Shirashi’s brother), who dictates that ki is evil and should not be used.

			Seiryuu – The homeland of Hidekazu, Masanori, and Aihi, in the northwestern corner of Shimensoka. The Seiryuu people worship the Dragon Goddess Shirashi, dragons, warlocks, and often ki itself. Nanryuu used to be a part of Seiryuu and was called “Aoryuu.”

			Shimensoka – The main continent of the Wyvern Wars universe containing Seiryuu (Northwest), Nanryuu (Southwest), and Tajida (East).

			Tajida – The nation to the far east of Seiryuu and Nanryuu, on the far end of Shimensoka. Often associated with fighting styles that incorporate unarmed combat with ki. The people of Tajida do not specifically follow the Dragon Goddess or the Wyvern God.

			Tsukiko – A small city northeast of Nagasou, not far from the Kin Sea. Home of the Tsukiko Academy.

			Tsukiko Academy – A renown school for majyu and warriors, famed for producing masters from nothing. The Academy’s reputation spans across Shimensoka, accepting students from everywhere. They are known for their rigid and brutal training schedules and expectations.

			Yaotlan Isles – The group of islands east of Shimensoka, inhabited by the kan’thir. Little else is known about this place by those in Seiryuu.

			CREATURES

			Dragons – The children of the goddess Shirashi, gone from Seiryuu for centuries. They are associated with water, wind, and storms—not fire. These dragons are long and serpentine, usually with no wings, and flowing manes. Some have only front legs, others have four.

			Funayūrei – Vengeful spirits of those who have died at sea. Sometimes they will attack vessels containing their old comrades in attempt to drag them down to sea.

			Gamishiro – A sea-dwelling yōkai which are fond of cucumbers. Described as having cavities in their heads that contain water, claw-like limbs, sometimes with turtle shells, and are usually some shade of grey or green. There are two gamishiro north of Tsukiko city that Aihi is particularly fond of, and she always brings them an offering of cucumbers when she visits.

			Kappa – Kappa are very similar to gamishiro in appearance. The main difference is that they dwell in fresh water, usually ponds or rivers. 

			Kawama – A kind of yōkai that Hidekazu, Masanori, and Aihi encounter in the warlock library. They take the form of shika, but also transform into various shapes. They create nightmares and feed on despair, but are vulnerable to light and good memories.

			Oni – Literally “demon.” The term is often used to refer to “evil” yōkai, although oni are also a specific creature. They are usually large, bumbling creatures with black, blue, or red skin, horns, a loincloth, and a blunt weapon. Some oni wield katana but it is uncommon.

			Raijū – Cat or dog-like creatures born of thunder and storms. They are the second most favoured yōkai of the Goddess, although they are said to only appear when she is angry.

			Tanuki – A mischievous yōkai that uses its shapeshifting abilities to trick people. They are not malicious, but often their tricks go wrong and they end up dead.

			Tsukumogami – A type of yōkai that appears within inanimate objects naturally after one hundred years. They can also be summoned to live within younger items, but only by skilled majyu.

			Wyvern – Wyverns are the children of the Wyvern God, Ozeki. They are ferocious beasts that have powers associated with the element of their natural habitats. Some examples are fire, sand, and poison, but there are many more. They have two hind legs and wings with claws that act as their front legs. 

			Yōkai – An umbrella term for supernatural creatures, ghosts, spirits, and unexplainable occurrences. In the Wyvern Wars universe, Yōkai are found in all shapes and sizes throughout the world.

			WORLD

			Ai-hime – Literally “Love Princess,” a disliked nickname sometimes given to Princess Aihi, especially by those who aim to belittle her, her political power, and her skill as a majyu because she is a young woman.

			Aki – A type of crystal which generates pure ki associated with a specific element. There is a mizu aki (water crystal) in the Kin Sea, heavily protected by majyu. The only other known aki in Seiryuu—the tsuchi aki—was corrupted by Lacotl.

			Bushi – An umbrella term given to all majyu and warriors in the service of Seiryuu. There are teams of bushi assigned to specific duties or people, which are identified by a prefix. I.E. Shōgun-bushi.

			Emperor / Empress – The absolute leader of Seiryuu. They mostly handle political and domestic affairs, although they have final say over everything unless they delegate that power to someone else. The current Emperor is Takeha Furahau, Aihi’s father.

			Fusuma – A type of sliding door or room divider covered in cloth, usually painted with sceneries or animals.

			Guanzhou Magician’s Guild – In Guanzhou, majyu are magicians, although they still use ki. The guild runs a significant part of the Guanzhou government.

			Hakama – A traditional type of trousers that are worn over a kimono. They are tied at the waistline and extend to the ankles, usually with wide legs. 

			Haori – A traditional hip or thigh-length jacket, sometimes worn over armour. Can display family crests.

			Hi – Literally “fire,” a type of kigou used to direct ki into controlling fire. Not used very often in Seiryuu because fire is seen as inferior to water, wind, and earth. There are two reasons for this: first because conjuring fire from nothing is impractical and takes a lot of ki, and second because not one of Shirashi’s favoured elements.

			Hime-bushi – Bushi in service of “hime” (the princess). Aihi does not currently have any hime-bushi, although she is training Masanori and Hidekazu to fill two of the six positions.

			Ikai – The ikai is the realm where warlocks draw their power. Dead warlocks and dragons reside within it, but not much else is known about it yet.

			Jūnihitoe – A complex gown comprised of many layers worn by ladies of the court. Many have at least twelve layers, although Princess Aihi and her mother, Mika, often wear at least twenty-four.

			Irezumi – Literally “inserting ink.” A tattoo traditional to Seiryuu where ink of pure ki is threaded into the skin, usually along the forearms. Only bushi and some exceptionally skilled healers receive irezumi; they cannot be removed. There are five different ranks of irezumi: green (for new bushi and healers), blue (skilled), white (masters), red (royalty), and purple (warlocks).

			Kan’thir – A race of goatmen who live on the Yaotlan Isles far from Seiryuu, east of Tajida. They are humanoid, completely covered in fur coloured anywhere from black to creamy white. Kan’thir do not grow their horns until between thirty and fifty years old and often wear the skulls of their ancestors until theirs are fully grown.

			Katana – A traditional, curved, single-edged sword with a longer grip for two-handed use.

			Kajoushohi – A condition where a majyu can use ki beyond their natural reservoir and consume their physical body (skin, organs, bones, etc.) to create more energy for spells.

			Kaze – Literally “wind.” A type of kigou used to control ki in the form of wind and thunder. Alongside mizu (water) it is one of the Dragon Goddess Shirashi’s favoured elements.

			Kengen – A combination of kigou which mean “the power beyond what one can use,” i.e. inaccessible ki or energy.

			Ki – Literally “energy.” Ki is the material which makes up all things, and majyu can use it to manipulate the elements to their will. It can also be used in its raw form, which is not associated with a specific element. It is also said that some majyu can use ki to manipulate much more than the elements…

			Kigou – Literally “symbol.” They are written characters that, when drawn with ki, can compel the energy to an action. They are the fragmented remains of the Old Language.

			Kimono – Literally “thing to wear.” A traditional form of full-length clothes, like a robe, which usually has long sleeves. There are many types of kimono, some for men, some for women.

			Ki-studies – An umbrella term to describe educational fields which use ki for purposes outside of fighting techniques and for war.

			Kouhei – Literally “combat engineer.” These are usually non-majyu who still use ki in the creation and mobilization of weapons and aid in the logistics of war.

			Kuro Hana – Literally “Black Flower.” This is a title given to noroi and prominent followers of Ozeki who kill followers of Shirashi (usually women).

			Majyu – Short for majyutsushi, which literally means “conjuror.” Majyu are people who can use ki to control the elements of water, earth, fire, and wind.

			Majyutsushi Exams – A certification examination where, once passed, a wielder of ki is officially recognized as a majyu. There are no restrictions on who may enter, although it is a difficult series of tests which involves using ki for offensive, defence, and utility.

			Menpō – A mask that covers the lower half of the face, usually shaped to look like a dragon or other ferocious yōkai.

			Mizu – Literally “water,” a type of kigou which directs ki into manipulating water and ice. Used often in tune with Kaze (wind) as a representational element of the Dragon Goddess Shirashi.

			Montsuki – A men’s formal men’s kimono also worn by martial artists. They bear a single crest.

			Naginata – A traditional pole weapon with a single-edged, curved blade at the end.

			Noroi – The noroi are powerful majyu, much like warlocks, but they have the power of wyverns in their blood instead of dragons. Although there is nothing to prove whether the noroi still exist, there is nothing to say that they died along with the warlocks.

			Shika – A race of humans said to have been extinct for so long that they have fallen into myth. They were on average seven feet tall and had snow-white skin with a crown of antlers, but little is known about their culture.

			Shirashi – The Goddess of thunder and storms, mother of Yōkai and dragons. Centuries ago, she came to Seiryuu with her dragons to teach them how to use ki. She is the deity of Seiryuu, said to be both benevolent and cruel. 

			Shishajya – Literally “messenger serpent.” They are the messengers of the Dragon Goddess Shirashi, the dragons, and the warlocks. There is only one left in all of Seiryuu.

			Shōgun – The title given to the military leader of Seiryuu; they are usually the spouse or child of the Emperor or Empress, and are the second most powerful person in the country. The current Shōgun is Aihi’s mother, Mika Furahau.

			Shoji – A type of door or window made of rice paper and a latticed, wooden frame.

			Tapper – A round, metallic device made by Masanori. He keeps it in a leather pouch draped around his neck.

			The Dragon’s Eye – A blue, gemstone-like object recovered from Lacotl’s lair. Aihi seemed to know what it was, but did not share what she knew.

			The Old Language – The language of the dragons, most of which has been lost over the centuries since they left Seiryuu. For the most part, the only fragments of the Old Language remaining are the kigou majyu use to access their ki.

			The Three – The Three were the original warlocks; the White, the Black, and the Gold. There are hundreds of myths and stories surrounding these warlocks and their involvement in Seiryuu and wars throughout the centuries before dragons disappeared.

			Tsuchi – Literally “earth,” a type of kigou which directs ki into manipulating rocks, ground, soil, etc. Usually used for defensive spells, although it is versatile in the hands of a skilled majyu.

			Warlock – A powerful majyu—male or female—with the blood of dragons running through their veins. All the warlocks died out almost fifty years ago for unknown reasons during a war between Seiryuu and Nanryuu.
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