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    Chapter One  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Fox 
 
      
 
    Kira Savage was not afraid of the dark. 
 
    She had never been afraid of it, not since she could remember. But tonight, it was not the darkness that made her spine shiver as she followed Ms. Elm up the path to the house on the hill. 
 
    The wind howled out of the night, pelting them with rain. The rain didn’t bother her, either; it washed away the tears that had long since dried on her cheeks. 
 
    Ms. Elm, it seemed, was quite afraid of the dark, and Kira had a hard time keeping pace with the narrow woman. She hefted her suitcase again and peered up at the large house that was to be her new home. It was nothing like the brownstone walk-up she and her mother had lived in until today. 
 
    A small porch lamp spilled warm yellow light onto the rain-drenched hillside. Ms. Elm had raced for the light since they left the car parked down on the road. The old house had no driveway, only a worn dirt path leading up to it. Rivulets of rain carved through the path and around the rocks unearthed by the deluge. 
 
    No, Kira wasn’t afraid of the dark. It was what she now saw in the darkness that terrified her. 
 
    It had started that very afternoon: first, her mother hadn’t returned from work, and now shadows were no longer shadows, and the night was no longer night. 
 
    She could see light in the darkness. 
 
    Kira paid almost no attention to Ms. Elm’s commentary and clucking as they hurried into the warm house. Her new caretaker whisked her into a bath, dry clothes, and her new room—her new life. 
 
    Later, she found herself buried deep in the blankets of her new bed, her eyes crammed shut. She knew it was not normal to see in the dark, to see light instead of darkness. Everything that should have been safely encased in black shadows was now dimly glowing, as if filled with faint starlight. 
 
    She didn’t know how she would ever sleep again. 
 
    The old house groaned from somewhere in its depths, and the wind picked up outside, whistling sinisterly past the shutters. She flung back her blankets and sat up but did not open her eyes. She took a deep breath. And another. But still she did not open them. 
 
    There was a loud clang from a pipe under her floorboards. Her eyes snapped open. Having safely settled into the blackness behind her eyelids, she was jerked back into the nightmare light. The small room Ms. Elm had afforded her glowed with muted starlight.  
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut again. What was wrong with her? She had never heard of people seeing light in the dark like this before. Slowly she peeked one eye open. The wooden bed frame still glowed. She rubbed her eyes, wishing it would go away. 
 
    Was she somehow cursed? She couldn’t help but think this was horribly connected to what happened to her mother. The two events seemed linked in her mind, no matter how much she told herself they weren’t. She squeezed both eyes shut once more, tensing every muscle in her body, willing it to go away. When she could no longer hold it, her breath exploded out of her, and her eyes opened again. 
 
    The shadows under the windowsill sparkled with starlight. She flung the covers back and jammed her slippers on—she had no trouble finding them with her new sight. She padded softly over to the window, not wanting to wake poor Ms. Elm in the bedroom below. It wasn’t her new caretaker’s fault she was suddenly cursed. 
 
    It was cold by the window. She pressed her forehead against the glass pane and stared out into the night. 
 
    What had happened to her? This morning she had been perfectly normal. This morning, her mother had been alive. 
 
    Would she have seen the glittering shadows when the sun was out? She would find out tomorrow, she supposed. She drew in a deep breath and let it out, fogging up the glass, and blurring the starry landscape outside her window. The rain had stopped, but Kira could see the grass on the hillside blowing in the stiff wind. Perhaps tomorrow in the daylight, it would go away, and everything would be normal again. As normal as it could be. 
 
    With daylight to look forward to, she started to feel slightly better. That would at least answer one of today’s horrible questions. The question of her mother, however…that could not be solved with the coming morning. Could never be solved. Everything blurred as her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    She was about to turn back to her bed when she saw something glowing on the horizon. It was getting brighter. She rubbed away the moisture on the window and brought her face right up to the glass, peering closer at the source of the light. 
 
    Was it a normal glow? Or was it this new strange light? She snorted at the absurdity of her own thoughts and had to clear her breath from the window again. She stared at the glow, desperately hoping the source of the light was something normal—someone with a flashlight coming up to the house maybe, or something equally less frightening. 
 
    The bright light crested the hill, and Kira’s stomach plummeted. The shining head of an animal appeared over the ridge. A glowing animal made entirely of light. Kira quickly wiped more condensation from the glass as she tried to decide if it was a cat or some kind of dog that paced sedately toward the house, shining as if it had swallowed an entire star. The rest of the hillside glowed with the muted light of Kira’s strange new ability, which was nothing compared to this animal steadily advancing upon the house. Somehow, she felt like it was coming for her. 
 
    As soon as she had the thought, the thing stopped and stared. At least, Kira thought it stared. The thing had no eyes, only dark recesses where eyes should be. It looked straight toward her window. Too late to hide, she froze on the spot. 
 
    It looked like some sort of cat. She and the animal stared at each other for a long time. Was it a ghost? Kira wasn’t sure if she believed in ghosts, let alone ghost animals. Finally, it twitched its big bushy tail and turned around.  
 
    Fox.  
 
    The word drifted into Kira’s frozen mind. Still rooted to the spot as if under a spell, Kira watched the shining fox walk back the way it had come. 
 
    When the fox’s glow had finally faded, and the hill was no more than wet grass faintly illuminated with starlight, Kira stepped away from the window. 
 
    She had never been more excited for morning. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Door 
 
      
 
    When Kira woke the next day, she immediately recognized the feeling of waking in a new place. As her brain slowly registered which new place she was in, and why, she jerked painfully into consciousness. Her eyelids flew open to reveal the tasteful but sparsely decorated attic bedroom in Ms. Elm’s house. She was no stranger to new places; in her thirteen years of life, she had lived in just as many places, if not more. 
 
    All the events of yesterday began to pour into her waking mind, flooding her with the memories of leaving her mother’s house as Ms. Elm hastily packed a case. The starlight that seemed a curse to her eyes. The glowing fox on the ridge. The latter two now seemed like they could very well have been a dream. 
 
    She sat frozen in her new bed, sleepily trying to make sense of the day before. The strange light she had thought she’d seen was gone—if it had ever been more than a dream. The bright sunlight streaming in from her window made it easy to brush the idea away. 
 
    It was the other event of the day before that she couldn’t dismiss so easily, the reason she had been dragged to Ms. Elm’s house all the way up in North Noxbury, Massachusetts. 
 
    At first, no one would tell her what had happened. All she knew was that her mother hadn’t arrived home from work at her usual time, and several long hours later, a tearful Ms. Elm had arrived at the door with a police officer. 
 
    The officer smelled like coffee and towered over Kira in the entranceway to their apartment. She had to tilt her head up to listen to him. Ms. Elm moved closer to Kira, but she drew against the wall, waiting to hear what the officer said. 
 
    Dead, he told her. Her mother was dead. 
 
    Kira had no other family, so the police had contacted Ms. Elm. She was a family friend of her mother’s they had met years ago, during one of their many brief stays across the country. Apparently, her mother had listed Ms. Elm as Kira’s only remaining family, and Kira didn’t contradict the officer when he said so. It wasn’t as if she had anyone else to turn to. 
 
    The police officer finally offered Kira meagre details as they all stood in the doorway. Her mother had been found dead in Central Park by someone going for a jog. They didn’t know the cause yet. Kira remembered sinking to the floor at some point and did not catch the rest of the conversation. 
 
    Instead, her eyes darted around the apartment. Her gaze landed on the dirty teacup her mother had left on the coffee table this morning, the book right next to it, a folded receipt in place of a bookmark. The tiny details that were all that was left of her mother. 
 
    Ms. Elm knocked on her bedroom door only moments after Kira had finished changing out of her pajamas. She was soon whisked down to breakfast and hurried out of the house and into the car. As they drove away from the house, Kira wondered if Ms. Elm intended on keeping her too busy to think. 
 
    They drove down long roads that hugged around and down the hills of North Noxbury. Just before they entered the center of town, they passed a thick forest, which Kira couldn’t help but stare into. Would she see starlight in its shadows? They flew past it, and she turned her head away from the window with a sigh. 
 
    “I thought we’d visit the school,” Ms. Elm finally said as they pulled up to the one-story brick building. Kira shrugged. She had known the way things would go once she awoke in the big house on the hill. She and her mother had moved so many times she had lost track, and she knew the routine well. The school was always first. 
 
    Kira couldn’t remember staying in one place longer than a year. She was always starting over. Her mother would get restless if they stayed put too long. Sometimes Kira wondered if her mother was looking for something. 
 
    She followed Ms. Elm’s swinging handbag into the building, less concerned about starting at a new school and more worried about what had happened yesterday. What had happened to her mother? And had the light and the fox just been a dream? 
 
    If only her mother’s death had been a dream, even if it would be a horrible one. And to make things worse, she seemed to be cursed. What would happen when the sun went down? 
 
    She was spared further dark thoughts by the secretary in the school office asking her and Ms. Elm a series of questions. Kira was more than prepared to answer, and the rhythm of the interview was almost soothing, she had done it so many times. About halfway through, however, Ms. Elm put a reassuring hand on her shoulder, and she jerked away, suddenly realizing that it wasn’t her own mother sitting beside her. 
 
    As they were given a quick tour of the school, Kira found herself staring into shadows beneath bookcases, behind doors, and inside desks, searching for the mysterious light. All shadows seemed to be in perfect working order, however, so she began to think it really had been a dream. 
 
    After the school office had given them all the paperwork they needed, Ms. Elm suggested Kira wait at the library across the street while she went over to schedule an appointment at the doctor’s office. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” Ms. Elm assured her after steering her through the double doors of the library. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Kira replied with a small smile. She was used to being by herself, and this entire town was about as big as the street she had lived on in New York until yesterday. 
 
    She was drawn to the bookshelves and was soon examining the spines and covers, all thoughts of Ms. Elm and the school set aside. She forgot, for a few blessed moments while gazing at the books, about the terrible thing that had happened to her mother. 
 
    The library was quiet, like most libraries were. She slid one book after another off the shelf to study them. When a particularly interesting one caught her eye, she tucked it under her arm and headed for the front desk. The desk was right next to the glass doors, and as Kira reached the desk to put her book on the counter, a bright glare caught her attention. 
 
    She jerked her head to look out the doors but only saw a car pulling up to the front of the library. Her heart racing for no apparent reason, she jumped when the librarian asked, “Do you have a library card, my dear?” 
 
    “N-No,” Kira said. “I’d like to get one, though,” she added, more confidently. 
 
    Kira put a hand on the book, almost to reassure herself. She had thought the glare outside was more mysterious light, like the fox from last night. She sighed in relief when she finished and slipped the book from the counter, thanking the librarian. 
 
    She decided to go outside and wait for Ms. Elm. Book clutched to her chest and her new library card in her pocket, she crossed the parking lot to a small park. A few wooden benches sat on the edge of the trees. She peered into the woods as she sat down. She held her breath as she examined every shadow she could see, all of which seemed perfectly shadow-like. She puffed out her cheeks and let the breath go, unsure if she had been wanting to see the light or not. 
 
    Finally, she opened up her new book. Before she could read more than a sentence, her head snapped up at something she’d seen on the edge of her vision. 
 
    It wasn’t glowing, not like the fox. It was doing the opposite of glowing: It was made completely of darkness, like dense black smoke. 
 
    Not twenty feet in front of her stood an immense creature, made entirely of shadows. It was larger than the largest dog she’d ever seen, yet that was what it most resembled. It had no tail, and its clawed feet left enormous footprints in the soft ground. Its eyes were dark pits. Its jaw hung open, revealing a row of great shadowy teeth. The lips were curled back in an unmistakable growl. 
 
    It stalked toward her. She closed her eyes for half a second, begging for the strange thing to disappear. “Go away,” she muttered. “Don’t be real,” she pleaded and opened her eyes. 
 
    It had gotten closer. Kira scrabbled off the bench and dashed behind it. She backed away, hugging the book tightly to her chest to keep her hands from shaking. 
 
    She was definitely starting to think she was cursed. 
 
    The beast made a sudden movement toward her, and she flung the book at it. The book sailed through the air, its pages parting and flapping in flight. Instead of hitting the creature squarely on the face as she had intended, it fell to the ground, sinking through the creature as if it really were made of smoke. 
 
    Kira stumbled back toward the trees, thinking fast. If the creature wasn’t solid, then it couldn’t hurt her. But what was it doing here, and what did it want with her? 
 
    It opened its mouth in a roar, and suddenly the wooden bench was reduced to pieces by one of its enormous swinging paws. 
 
    So it was solid—if it wanted to be. She turned and ran into the woods. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the creature follow, bounding around the trees. Kira realized it must still be solid to need to dodge trees, so she sped up, not wanting to end up like the wooden bench. 
 
    She hated North Noxbury. It hadn’t been until she’d arrived here that she’d begun to see light in the darkness—and now, dark-creatures in the light. Perhaps she wasn’t cursed; perhaps it was only this place. But why was the creature coming after her? 
 
    Thorns and sharp twigs snagged at her hair and clothes and raked her bare arms. Why was this creature after her? At least she wasn’t imagining things; nothing imaginary could have smashed that bench to bits. She tried to think over the sound of her panting breath and thudding footsteps. 
 
    It wasn’t until she was feet from it that she saw the door.  
 
    A tall, beautiful, wood-paneled door stood in the middle of the woods, completely surrounded by vines covered in purple flowers. It stood without support from anything Kira could see, besides the vines. Elaborate carvings decorated the frame, and the doorknob was surrounded by magnificent bronze work. 
 
    She turned back and saw the beast rear up on its hind legs, claws outstretched—and without a second thought, Kira turned the handle and plunged through the doorway and into darkness.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Bridge 
 
      
 
    Kira jolted out of sleep and sat bolt upright. For a split second, she thought of waking in her new bedroom in Ms. Elm’s house, but she quickly realized it was nothing like waking on an unfamiliar hillside. 
 
    And then she remembered the door. She whipped her head around, remembering running straight through it to escape the creature. But there was no door on the hillside. Neither was there a creature made of darkness, for which she was relieved. 
 
    Yet she had no idea how she’d gotten on this hill, when she’d just been in the woods. Had she taken to hallucinating?  
 
    She took a few breaths and clutched her knees to her chest, staring around at the hillside. It was bare of everything but grass. In the distance, she saw a stream running alongside some woods and a few mountains beyond. Nothing looked familiar, though she hadn’t seen much of North Noxbury by daylight. 
 
    “Well, it’s not that big a place,” she said and heaved herself up off the ground. 
 
    Some time had passed—how long had she been asleep?—and the sun was approaching the horizon. She hurried down the hill, hoping she’d somehow blacked out and wandered to this hill from where she must have imagined the creature. 
 
    There were a lot of things she hoped she’d imagined lately. If she wasn’t careful, people might start to think she was crazy. When she found Ms. Elm again, she would have to make up a story about where she had been. 
 
    Kira ran a hand over the outline of the library card in her pocket as she scurried away from the hill, eager to get back before it got dark. She would have to look for her library book, too. Hopefully, it wasn’t too damaged from the throw. She remembered watching it sail through the air and the alarm at the book not hitting solid flesh, but flying right through the shadowy creature. She shivered and clutched her black cotton jacket tighter about her. 
 
    The stream that ran along the edge of the forest was bordered by a stone wall, the rocks dark with age and covered with splotches of green. It looked almost ancient. She followed it for a while, looking for something familiar, all the while glancing over her shoulder, keeping an eye out for anything strange. She didn’t want to see any more dark creatures; she was certain of that. 
 
    Up ahead, she spotted a bridge. In her daze to get away from the creature, she must have crossed there. Her clothes were completely dry, so she couldn’t have crossed the water any other way.  
 
    The wooden bridge seemed out of place for North Noxbury. It arched elegantly over the water, the red paint of its elaborately carved sides faded from sun and weather, but the black planks seemed sturdy enough. 
 
    A strange feeling began to creep up her spine as she put a hand on either side of the railings. How could she forget crossing this bridge as she had fled the forest? An answer began to form at the back of her head, but she refused to give it any thought. She was just spooked from whatever it was she had seen outside the library—if it had been real at all—and she’d blacked out. That was the only explanation. 
 
    Kira mounted the bridge—only wide enough for one person—and walked up the steep incline to the center. She stopped and looked into the slow-moving water, studying the moss growing on the rocks on the embankments. Her gaze flicked down to her own reflection in the deep pool below the bridge, and the bottom dropped out of her stomach. 
 
    A woman stood right next to her. Kira straightened and took a hasty step away. There had been no one there a moment ago. 
 
    The woman’s hair fell well past her waist, the black strands so silky they almost looked wet. Her makeup made her look extremely pale behind the strands of hair that half-hid her face. She wasn’t very young or very old, and she wore a long red dress, which fluttered as though in a breeze, though the air was still. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kira apologized. “I didn’t see you there.” The strange feeling had gotten much stronger. “Here,” she said. “Let me get out of your way.” She kept her voice even, but every instinct was telling her to get off the bridge. 
 
    She turned to go back, but the woman in the red dress now stood at the foot of the bridge, where Kira had come from. She said nothing, only stared at Kira with dark, empty eyes. 
 
    Kira’s chest swelled like a balloon. She turned back again, only to find the woman back on the other side of the bridge. No matter which way Kira turned, the woman was there, blocking her way. Kira glanced over the side of the bridge and into the water, her hands shaking. The pool beneath the bridge looked deep and dark. 
 
    She turned back to the forest, and the woman was there again. Kira took an experimental step forward, and the woman began to move toward her. Kira turned around again, stumbling this time, yet the woman approached from the other side now. Kira gripped the railing in the center of the bridge, hard, her breath coming fast. 
 
    As the woman got closer, she began to change. Her hair was sopping wet now, dripping water onto the planks of the bridge.  
 
    Kira turned in the other direction. The woman was so close Kira could see that her lips were blue. Her flowing red dress rippled as though it moved through water. She raised a pale hand. 
 
    Kira hoisted herself up, ready to leap over the railing, but then— 
 
    “No, don’t jump!” 
 
    It wasn’t the red woman. She turned at the noise, her hand in the midst of changing shape into a claw. Someone thundered up on horseback, their face obscured by a dark metal helmet. 
 
    The horse and rider reached the foot of the bridge. The red woman stood between Kira and the rider. 
 
    “Let her go,” the rider called imperiously, gaining only a hiss from the red woman. 
 
    The rider drew back a free hand, then a small silver-white blade flew from it. 
 
    The bright blade whizzed through the air. The red woman shrieked in rage, dissolving in a burst of water before the blade could strike. It spilled all over the planks of the bridge and dripped down into the canal. 
 
    The silver blade still flew. Kira couldn’t move, frozen with panic. And just as suddenly as she saw it coming for her, the blade disappeared. 
 
    Kira stared at the newcomer, listening to the sound of water dripping from the bridge. A moment’s hesitation—which way should she go?—and she leapt off the bridge, toward the rider, and back the way she had come. Her feet stumbled to a halt in the grass as soon as she was clear of the bridge. 
 
    Her rescuer was dismounting. Kira was too shaken to do more than watch. She was slowly coming to a realization about the strange feeling she’d been having but wasn’t ready to form the idea into real thought. Not yet. 
 
    The rider held a long silver staff with a shapely blade on the end, and the helmet was not the extent of the armor. Hardened leather extended out from the shoulders, rising at the ends. Arms, legs, and torso were covered in leather plates and straps, and the hands were similarly protected. A silver crescent-shaped buckle bound a white sash about the waist. Kira couldn’t take her eyes off the bladed weapon. 
 
    She tried to find something to say. It took a while for her to remember the right words, she was at such a loss. By this time, her rescuer had removed her helmet and was shaking out her long hair. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kira finally said, having found the words and the strength in her voice. 
 
    The woman propped her helmet on the horse’s saddle and said, “You must not be from around here.” 
 
    Kira raised an eyebrow at the woman. 
 
    “Everyone in the Light region knows not to cross that bridge. That’s one of the most dangerous water spirits in the Realm of Camellia.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Light and Shadow 
 
      
 
    That strange feeling snapped into place as the woman’s words sank in. It was as if she’d known already. 
 
    A thousand thoughts swirled in Kira’s head as she stared at the woman. She reached out a hand to steady herself on something, but the nearest thing was the railing of the bridge, and once she saw that, she balked, stumbling forward a few paces. 
 
    “I’m lost,” Kira said, knowing the words to never be truer. 
 
    The woman’s mouth turned up in half a smile. “I’m Anzu.” 
 
    “I mean—I’m Kira,” she added, snaking a hand into her pocket and feeling the outline of her library card with the tips of her fingers. It helped stop the shaking a little. Her eyes darted behind Anzu as she realized how dark it had become. 
 
    As if she had been looking for it, she spotted the glowing fox over Anzu’s shoulder. It sat a few paces away, looking in their direction as if studying them. 
 
    Her heart began to race, but it was less out of terror than excitement now. Here was the creature that had been there from the start! And now, here it was in this strange place, the Realm of Camellia. Kira could hardly believe she was no longer in North Noxbury, but the evidence was overwhelming. 
 
    Anzu glanced over her shoulder. “Ah,” she said, nodding to herself. “You must be on your way to the temple.” 
 
    Kira bit her lip and nodded. She saw no reason to contradict her savior, not when one glance at the hill she had woken on revealed no secret door, no way back to North Noxbury. With a jolt, she realized that the hill was clearly outlined in dim light. The cursed vision had returned. 
 
    Was it cursed, though? 
 
    “You can see it?” Kira asked, nodding toward the fox. 
 
    “Of course,” Anzu replied. “I’m a Light knight. You must be coming from the Shadow region.” Anzu nodded at the woods behind them. “You’re lucky to get out of there alive.” 
 
    Kira pressed her lips together and nodded. The sudden realization that another person—some kind of knight, even—could see the strange light made the idea that she had somehow been transported from North Noxbury slightly less terrifying. Kira thought back to the door in the woods, covered in purple blossoms; it was no rabbit hole, but it had done the job. 
 
    Kira wanted to ask Anzu what the fox was doing there, but she kept her mouth shut, not wanting to make the Light knight suspicious of her. Before anything else strange happened, Kira wanted to learn just what exactly the glowing light was—since it turned out she wasn’t cursed. 
 
    “Not many people with Light magic make it out of the Shadow region alone,” Anzu was saying, appraising Kira. Her eyes lingered on Kira’s clothing in a perplexed sort of way. Kira dropped her hand, which had been fidgeting with the zipper of her jacket. 
 
    “The temple,” Kira said, eager to distract her. “How far is it?” 
 
    “Not far,” the warrior replied. “I can take you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Of course. I was on my way there anyway. I’ve just finished dealing with a situation over in Dorogon and need to make my report to Mistress Nari.” 
 
    Anzu cocked her head over her shoulder and addressed the fox, “Unless she already knows?” The fox tilted its head in question. Anzu smiled and shrugged. “You never know. She’s got messengers all over the place.” 
 
    “Anyway,” the knight continued, “I’ll take you. Are you tired? I was going to keep going through the night. Do you mind? We’d get there by morning if we meet up with the Kaidō Road.” 
 
    Kira thought about this, studying the landscape of this strange new place. The hill from which she’d come glowed faintly in her vision, whorls of grass outlined in starlight. Without the door, she had no reason to stay here—not when things like the woman on the bridge lurked about. 
 
    Deciding she was not at all tired—if anything, she was wide awake, her nerves buzzing with tension—she said, “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The glowing fox followed them the entire way. Kira was dying to find out what it had been doing in North Noxbury the night before the dark-creature attacked, but she remained silent. Anzu seemed to think Kira was from here, and she wanted to keep it that way, for now. 
 
    It wasn’t until an hour into their journey that Kira realized the coincidence that Anzu—and even the terrifying woman on the bridge—were Japanese, too. Or they appeared to be, since Kira had no idea if this Realm of Camellia had a Japan or had heard of the place at all. Kira herself had never been there, but she thought her mother had grown up there. Kira had never known for sure since the past was one of those forbidden topics they never talked about, right along with the subject of Kira’s dead father. And now Kira would never know. 
 
    The knight didn’t talk much as they plodded on. The night grew darker as they went, highlighted by the mysterious light. The sky, too, was brighter than it should have been. Kira couldn’t tell if there were more stars here or if the glow of her new vision made them brighter than usual. Either way, the sky was more glitter than black space. 
 
    Kira had never ridden a horse before, but Anzu had insisted that she ride. Luckily, the horse, Panji, was gentle and kept to a slow pace. 
 
    As she got used to it, Kira started to find her new vision rather useful. She didn’t think she would have agreed to go on through the night if she couldn’t see the faint outline of every tree and rock as she now could. 
 
    Every so often, they passed what Kira could only assume were shrines along the road. In the darkness, she could see the outlines of the small structures. Even with her new vision, she couldn’t quite tell what they housed. Many of the shrines had flowers in jars or other things placed in front of them that Kira took to be offerings, but she couldn’t make them out. Kira wondered what they were all for but didn’t want to come across as uninformed to Anzu. 
 
    More than once, Kira jumped when she spotted things moving in the dark, but Anzu could always tell what they were and assured her they were harmless. The warrior seemed to be keeping a keen eye on their surroundings. 
 
    “Just a rabbit,” Anzu remarked on one of these occasions. 
 
    Kira grimaced from her perch atop the saddle. Anzu had obviously seen her flinch. 
 
    “How long have you had it, then?” Anzu asked amiably. 
 
    Kira paused, but this seemed like a harmless question. “It started yesterday.” She kept her voice even, but every nerve in her body was tingling. She had so many questions. 
 
    “Yesterday? My, you move fast. But I suppose if you’re from the Shadow region, you’d want to get out quick once you realized you had Light magic.” 
 
    Kira nodded absently, wishing Anzu would keep talking. She didn’t know which of her thousand questions was safe to ask. So she settled on, “How long have you had it?” 
 
    “Since I was about your age. Maybe a little older. My parents brought me to the temple, and I trained for, oh, around ten years before becoming a knight.” 
 
    Ten years? Kira had only wanted to go to this temple to figure out the mystery behind her new vision—she wasn’t looking for a decade of knight training! 
 
    How would she ever get back to the real world? 
 
    “Stop,” Anzu commanded the horse. It halted in its tracks, and Kira froze in the saddle. 
 
    Anzu’s hand grabbed her calf. “Get down, now,” the knight whispered, her voice full of warning. 
 
    Kira did her best to slide off the horse, landing on her feet by Anzu, who gripped her by the shoulder. 
 
    “It looks like Shadow mages.” 
 
    An unpleasant ripple cascaded down Kira’s spine, though she didn’t know who these people were. Anzu’s tone was enough to scare her. 
 
    “Get around the other side of Panji.” Anzu pushed her toward the front of the horse. “We’ve no cover.” 
 
    Kira ducked under Panji’s neck and put the horse between her and Anzu—and whoever else was lurking in the night. 
 
    “The Ga-Miri raiders would never come this far west. It’s got to be the mages, but I don’t know what they’d be up to on this part of the Kaidō Road. Did anyone see you escape?” Anzu directed this last part at Kira through the horse’s legs. 
 
    “N-No.” She wasn’t about to tell Anzu where she really came from. The Shadow mages couldn’t be after her, could they? 
 
    Kira crouched by Panji’s hooves. She slid one hand onto his soft leg and peered past Anzu. There was a small outcrop of trees beyond the dirt track they had been following, where Kira was horrified to see the glowing outline of four figures. Two were horses, and the others were people-shaped, crouched down by something on the ground. 
 
    “Just stay still,” Anzu whispered. “They shouldn’t be able to see us in the dark if they’re Shadow. And I don’t see any sign of Light magic…” 
 
    Confused, Kira squinted, watching. If Anzu believed her to be from the Shadow region, why wasn’t Kira to be feared? Was it because she could see the light? 
 
    All of a sudden, the two crouching figures stood up and strode directly toward them. Terror rammed against Kira’s chest, her heart thudding against her ribcage. Shadow mages or not, Kira’s terror didn’t care. It was like she was back in New York, a pair of strangers coming down the sidewalk toward her in the night. The fear was the same. Her mother had made her carry pepper spray. She had never used it, but it had made her feel safe. The small canister was tucked snugly in her backpack, in Ms. Elm’s attic bedroom. 
 
    “Hold,” Anzu whispered. The knight standing firmly before her gave Kira strength, and she drew a shaky breath. 
 
    The night had become cloudy and would have been dark for anyone who couldn’t see the starlight shining in everything. A chill ran through Kira as a brisk wind swept across them. The wind blew the dark clouds above, revealing the moon, and with it Kira and Anzu’s position. 
 
    The two stalking figures stopped, surprised. It became evident they hadn’t intended on heading toward them; it was only a coincidence. 
 
    Panji stomped his foot. Kira had been clutching it too tight. 
 
    “Keep quiet and stay here.”  
 
    Anzu went out to meet the strangers, who had continued to advance, now decidedly heading for them. The knight strode out with no apparent fear, her shoulders straight, her head high under the heavy helmet. But she was empty-handed. 
 
    Kira couldn’t have followed if she wanted to. Her limbs were locked into tight knots. She crouched, frozen by Panji’s hooves. Her library card poked uncomfortably into her leg. 
 
    Anzu hailed the strangers in a strong, clear voice. Kira unkinked an arm and reached up to clutch Panji’s stirrup. She forced herself to stand, watching the exchange with wide eyes. 
 
    Kira might have imagined the gust of wind, but she was sure the next moment she saw Anzu flat on her back, blown over by some force. Kira bit her lip, forcing herself not to cry out. Just like that, her savior Anzu lay motionless on the ground. 
 
    The two villains approached the prone knight. Then a burst of light exploded like a small bomb, knocking them back. Amidst the fading light stood Anzu, a staff in her hand that she hadn’t had when she’d walked over there. A long, sharp blade topped the staff, which she swung in a circle, holding the two men at bay. 
 
    Anzu began a strange sort of dance—dodging what seemed like dark wind—while wielding her bladed weapon in bold jabs and powerful sweeps. 
 
    It seemed like Anzu was winning; the two men grew slower, took less risks. Just as Anzu was about to give a powerful blow to one of the men, everything went dark. 
 
    It wasn’t just Anzu’s fight Kira couldn’t see. Panji wasn’t there, either. Everything was velvety black. 
 
    “Panji?” she whispered. The horse whickered nervously. For a second, she was worried that the vision she had once thought cursed had deserted her. 
 
    And then a hand grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Anzu!” she tried to cry, but another hand clamped around her mouth. Strong arms encased her and dragged her away from Panji. 
 
    Not here. Not now, was all she could think. She dug her heels down into the dirt, slowing their progress. She bit at the hand and jabbed her elbows in all directions to no avail. 
 
    She heard a man grunt, and at once she was surrounded by more than darkness. It was like a tight sack made of nothing but dark air had been slipped over her, pinning her arms where they were. She still couldn’t see a thing. Her captor gripped her around the middle and continued to drag her. She kicked him, hard. 
 
    The next moment, she was on the ground, her temple throbbing. She hadn’t even felt the strike. She felt the kick in her side next, though, when the man got his revenge. 
 
    One of the men fighting Anzu shouted wildly. Kira’s captor nearly kicked her in the head as he left her and headed in the direction of the fight. He knew she wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    The shouts that rang in the night grew angrier. Anzu yelped, and Kira’s stomach twisted. Could Anzu hold off three men, all of whom seemed to wield invisible magic? Were they truly Shadow mages, like Anzu believed? Kira now knew why they were to be feared. What else could they do with invisible magic? 
 
    Just as she started contemplating what three strange magic wielders might want with her, she felt a soft poke at her stomach. 
 
    She tensed, blind to everything. Another poke. Instinctively, she rolled onto her back and tried to get her legs into a maneuverable position—the only things she could move. 
 
    A small weight landed on her stomach, and it had feet. Paws. They pressed into her stomach as the thing settled itself. 
 
    It began nudging at the constricting sack-like bonds that held her. Slowly, the bottom of the bonds began to loosen. She forgot to be afraid as her arms were freed. As the constrictions lifted, Kira saw light. A soft glow came from the creature sitting on her stomach. Finally, it was lifted, and she was nearly blinded by the fox. 
 
    Of course! Kira had forgotten all about the glowing creature. It darted off her as soon as she was free. 
 
    “Thank you.” Her eyes filled with spots, and she was unable to see properly as they adjusted from the sudden brightness. 
 
    “Is Anzu all right?” 
 
    The fox didn’t answer. 
 
    Kira didn’t hear anything at all from where Anzu had been fighting. The fox tentatively walked in that direction, but then it turned around and jerked its head at Kira in a movement that so clearly said, Stay there. 
 
    Kira did as she was told, more out of shock than anything else. She blinked several times, her eyes adjusting to the not-quite-darkness. 
 
    “Anzu?” 
 
    “I’m here,” the knight called wearily, and Kira squinted to see Anzu making her way back to her horse, the glowing fox trailing behind her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Starless Realm 
 
      
 
    The fox disappeared with the dawn. Kira didn’t know why, but she had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t entirely gone. 
 
    Kira and Anzu—both wedged in Panji’s saddle now—had ridden swiftly the rest of the night, following the Kaidō Road but keeping out of sight as best they could. 
 
    The sparkling glow of Kira’s vision also faded with the rising of the sun. It now felt less like a curse and more like a tool. Something she could use. She smiled a little as she watched it fade completely. 
 
    They stopped to rest at the foot of three mountains, all grouped together as if they were friends. A soft mist hung over their tops; Kira couldn’t see how tall they were. She could smell food cooking somewhere, and her mouth began to water. She had been so distracted since running through the door that she had forgotten to be hungry until now. 
 
    Anzu led Panji down a well-worn path off the Kaidō road, toward the center mountain. The dirt road was only wide enough for one car to drive on—but Kira had a growing suspicion that such things didn’t exist in the Realm of Camellia. Magic-wielding warriors, water demons, and glowing foxes were far from any place she had ever lived in, even New York City. 
 
    But what was she supposed to do? The door had disappeared, and Anzu had enlightened her only in bits and pieces about her new vision. She had to learn more. First, she wanted to find out how to make her own weapon, like Anzu’s. She was sure that Light magic would work against the dark-creature as it had against the Shadow mages. 
 
    When they reached the base of the mountain, two guards at an open gate hailed them, both wearing similar garb to Anzu. Each wore a white sash about his or her waist, with their flared black pants and pads of leather armor. 
 
    With a short greeting and a hushed conversation that Kira couldn’t hear, they were through the gate. One of the guards grinned at Kira as she passed, and she couldn’t help but nervously smile back. 
 
    The thick stone wall through which they passed looked fairly new; the trees that had been cut to clear room lay in pieces nearby, stacked in piles and split for firewood. As soon as they passed into the mountain forest, a sense of peace settled on Kira, though she couldn’t understand why. 
 
    A winding path zig-zagged up the face of the mountain, and Kira was soon sweating through her clothes at the effort of climbing. They were on foot now, to give Panji a break after carrying two riders most of the night. Kira peeled off her jacket and tied it around her waist and swept her hair into a ponytail as she walked. 
 
    Anzu didn’t say much as they went, just like the night before. The knight seemed like one of those people who didn’t need to talk to fill the silence, who was comfortable with the quiet. Kira didn’t mind much. She only wished Anzu would tell her more about Light magic but was afraid to ask. She didn’t know why, but she felt like she should try to blend in for now. It was safer if Anzu thought she was one of them. 
 
    The smell of food grew stronger the higher they climbed, and the thought of it kept Kira going, ever higher up the mountain. 
 
    Without the mysterious light to distract her, Kira now found herself studying the landscape. The path they followed was well worn and lined with grey stones on either side. Some were as big as Panji, while others merely the size of melons. Sunlight filtered through the mist, shedding light on the path and the woods around them. Just as she was admiring the leaves, which were beginning to change with autumn, she realized that it was the same season here as it was in North Noxbury. 
 
    Before she had time to think too much about it, they had gone around another sharp turn in the path and were met with a tall set of stone stairs. There were two stone statues at the bottom, each carved like a lantern, both with a small flame burning in the center. The wide blue sky stretched far above them at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Anzu tied Panji to a post, where Kira noticed another path leading around the mountain. The horse immediately began to drink loudly and enthusiastically out of the water trough beside the post. After patting Panji farewell, Anzu led the way up. 
 
    All of a sudden Kira felt nervous. Doubt assailed her, and her breath became quick in panic. Why had she come here? What if the door came back? 
 
    What if she never made it back to North Noxbury? 
 
    Then she remembered the dark-creature and the water demon. No, Kira thought, it’s safer with Anzu—in this realm, or my own world. If Anzu thought Kira should go to the temple, then that was where she would go. For now, at least. 
 
    More than anything, she wanted to learn more about the dark-creature and the door that had taken her to this realm. But she couldn’t bring these up with Anzu, not until she knew more. 
 
    Finally, they reached the top of the stairs. Kira tried to hide the fact that she was panting, out of breath. 
 
    An enormous gate towered over them, its ceramic paneled roof flaring up at the corners. Square columns separated the entrance into three paths. Golden filigree decorated the bases and tops of the sturdy dark wood columns. Alongside the gate, a thick stone wall covered in moss spread in both directions. This gate and wall were much, much older than the one at the bottom of the mountain. 
 
    Anzu lowered her arm, and her bladed staff dissolved into light as if it had never existed. Kira watched as the light dispersed, soaking into the air around them. Light magic. 
 
    “Welcome to Gekkō-ji.” 
 
    They passed through the gate and entered the temple grounds. Trees rose on either side of the temple square, nestling it in a dip in the mountain. Several large buildings lined the edges of the square, and in the middle stood a beautiful cherry blossom tree. Delicate pink blooms decorated the dark, twisting branches. 
 
    She had seen cherry blossom trees in New York, at the botanical gardens, but thought they bloomed only in the spring. Whether in North Noxbury or the Realm of Camellia, autumn was approaching. 
 
    The temple square was nearly deserted. The few people about were intent on their tasks and spared no glance for Kira or Anzu. One boy fastidiously swept the stones outside a long, single-story building to their left. He wore a sleeveless jacket and loose pants, with a black sash about his waist, clasped with a crescent-shaped silver disk. Another boy hurried toward them, heading for the stairs, an empty satchel in hand. When Kira turned around to look, she saw two more people standing on either side of the enormous gate they had passed through, each with two swords at their waists, their faces obscured by helmets like Anzu’s. 
 
    Anzu walked straight across the square toward the largest building, and Kira stuck close by her. They passed right by the cherry blossom tree. Kira thought it odd that no petals littered the ground beneath the tree; each blossom was perfect and intact on the branches. 
 
    The building they headed for looked entirely out of place. The other buildings reminded Kira of the ones she had seen in the same botanical garden in New York where she’d seen the cherry blossoms; they looked Japanese in style. The building at the back of the temple square rose several stories high and was made of stone. It towered imperiously over its one-storied, wooden companions with their angled roofs. 
 
    A massive clock face above the arched doorway caught Kira’s attention. It glowed brilliantly in the sunlight. As they got closer, Kira realized it wasn’t glowing at all—merely reflecting the light from the sun among its many facets. All at once, it glinted blue, white, gold, and silver. 
 
    “We call this the Moonstone,” Anzu said, gesturing up at the building. 
 
    Kira realized the reflective stone inlaid in the clock reminded her of the fox. She wondered where it was now and if it had followed them here, invisible in the light. 
 
    They stepped through the double doors into a low entranceway. The floors and walls were smooth, highly polished wood. A large opening across from the entrance revealed a beautiful walled garden with a tiny pond. Anzu, silent as ever, led Kira to the right and down a long hallway, lit by small lanterns hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    The knight paused by a door halfway down the hallway and knocked. The door slid open almost immediately. Anzu traded quiet words with the older man within, and they both beckoned Kira into the room. 
 
    “I look forward to meeting you again,” Anzu said, taking a step back. 
 
    Kira’s mouth twisted into what she hoped was a smile as she thanked Anzu for escorting her. The truth was—for once in her life—she wasn’t quite ready to be on her own, and she had grown rather fond of the knight. Not wanting to look weak, however, she gave her thanks once more, and Anzu departed in her usual silence. 
 
    The man bowed to Kira, and out of nervousness she bowed back, not knowing if it was the proper thing to do. He smiled, and she relaxed. A little. 
 
    “Greetings. I am Ichiro Starwind, Master of Gekkō-ji. Welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m Kira.” 
 
    “Kira, it is a pleasure to meet you. I hope your time here is productive and rewarding. Please, sit down.” Ichiro gestured to a cushion in front of a low table, and Kira sat gratefully. It was an immense relief to sit on something that wasn’t a horse. 
 
    She found herself facing a wall made entirely of small wooden compartments. Each held at least one paper scroll; some were completely stuffed with paper, and others held only a single sheaf. 
 
    Ichiro had gone to a large cupboard in the wall behind Kira. From the corner of her eye, she watched him remove a teapot and cups. She studied him as he worked, making tea. He wore wide-legged pants and a long jacket, both made of exquisite grey fabric, embroidered in places with black thread. His black and grey hair was rather long but confined to a tail on top of his head. 
 
    Everyone she had seen so far at Gekkō-ji, including Master Ichiro, appeared to be Japanese, stoking Kira’s suspicions that this realm was somehow connected to an earlier era Japan. The only exception was this building, which was more like a small European castle than anything. What is this place? she wondered. 
 
    She had seen enough movies and read enough books to have an idea of what had happened to her. The door had led her to some other world. She was certain she hadn’t gone back in time—though Camellia might feel like an earlier time, she had never thought real magic existed before. 
 
    After a few minutes, Ichiro placed two steaming cups of green tea on the table, along with a matching ceramic teapot. He joined her, sinking onto the cushion across from her with effortless grace, despite his age. He smiled at her in a grandfatherly way, yet Kira could easily picture him pinning her with a steely gaze if she stepped out of line. He raised his cup, and Kira did the same. She could tell by holding it that it was just the right temperature. They both took a sip in silence, and Kira replaced her cup on the table, nervously swallowing. 
 
    Ichiro reached behind him without looking and selected a scroll from one of the many compartments. Methodically, he opened the scroll, half of which was already covered in careful writing. He retrieved a quill from a hidden compartment in the table and wrote something next to the first line. Next, he looked up at her, fixing her with a studious gaze. 
 
    “Your full name?” he asked, and suddenly it was just like the school interview back in North Noxbury. 
 
    “Kira Savage,” she replied, and she smiled to find her voice strong. 
 
    He began to scratch her name onto the scroll with his quill. His handwriting was very neat. Kira’s stomach growled. The tea had somehow made her even hungrier than before. 
 
    “Where are you from, Kira?” 
 
    Kira had taken another sip of tea, and it now turned to ice as it slid down her throat. “Um—” 
 
    “Anzu told me you’re from the Shadow region—don’t worry, you’ve nothing to fear here. We don’t allow discrimination against our trainees, no matter where they come from.” 
 
    Kira bit her lip, thinking fast, but then the door slid open without warning, saving her from answering. 
 
    A woman dressed in dark green stepped into the room after bowing slightly to Ichiro, who remained seated but offered a small bow in return. Her dark hair was long, unbound, and streaked with more grey than Ichiro’s. She wore a silver sash around her waist, clasped with a dull silver disk, in the shape of some kind of flower. 
 
    “Master Starwind,” the woman said in greeting. 
 
    He looked surprised for a fraction of a second but then cleared his throat and said, “Kira, this is Nari Hyacinth, Mistress of Gekkō-ji. Together we run the temple—I with its interior administration, and Mistress Nari with its exterior uses.” 
 
    Mistress Nari slid the door shut and swept into the room. The long green fabric of her pants whispered across the floor as she came to stand by the table. “I apologize for the interruption, but I thought it important we find out what this girl was doing in the Starless Realm before accepting her into the temple.” 
 
    Ichiro put down his tea cup and looked at Kira, his eyes fixed on hers. She felt trapped in his gaze. 
 
    The Starless Realm? Did she mean the real world, where Kira was from? We have stars, she thought dazedly. 
 
    “Starless?” was all she could say. 
 
    Ichiro rose, and the paper on the table sprang back into a tight scroll. Kira clenched her fingers together in her lap to keep them from shaking. 
 
    What would they do to her now? Thoughts of Anzu swinging a massive bladed weapon in her direction had her frozen on the spot. 
 
    She had been stupid to think she could blend into this completely strange realm with its knights and magic—but then again, she had seen the magic in North Noxbury, too. She had seen both Light and Shadow there. She knew that much. 
 
    Mistress Nari and Ichiro had been having a hushed conversation above her, which she hadn’t noticed until they stopped. The room was so quiet, Kira could hear the murmur of soft voices from somewhere down the hallway. 
 
    “Kira?” Ichiro looked down at her, one bushy eyebrow raised. 
 
    “I—well—” Kira’s gaze darted to Mistress Nari, and the woman’s eyes narrowed at Kira in a speculative sort of way. “That’s where I’m from,” Kira finally said, addressing Ichiro, as if merely answering his earlier line of question. 
 
    “Where you’re from?” Ichiro repeated, and he sank back into his cushion, still holding her in his inescapable gaze. 
 
    Kira nodded. Encouraged by the continued calm of the conversation, she went on. “There was this door—no, first there was the creature made of darkness.” 
 
    Mistress Nari sat down abruptly on another floor cushion, eyes still narrowed at Kira. It was a relief to not have the Mistress towering over her anymore, Kira thought. 
 
    “A door?” Ichiro interjected, but Nari spoke over him. 
 
    “The creature, yes,” she said slowly. “I was having it followed by one of my messengers. Do you know what happened to it?” 
 
    This was something Kira could answer. “Only that it chased me until I found a door in the woods, and when I went through it, I was here.” 
 
    The shortest of looks passed between Ichiro and Mistress Nari at Kira’s mention of the door, but she went on. “And the fox—that came first, actually. Was that your messenger?” 
 
    Mistress Nari waved an impatient hand, saying, “Yes, yes, of course. But how did you get to the Starless Realm in the first place?” 
 
    “Get there?” Kira echoed. “I’m from there. I was born there.” 
 
    “No, that’s not right,” Mistress Nari replied. “You have Light magic. You’re from Camellia.” She said it so matter-of-factly that Kira’s next words of disagreement couldn’t find their way off her tongue. 
 
    She looked from Mistress Nari to Ichiro, who, she was horrified to see, was nodding in agreement. 
 
    “No,” Kira blurted, but Ichiro had already unfurled the scroll again and was busy scratching away at it with his quill. “No, that’s impossible—” 
 
    But was it? a small voice in her head asked. She thought of her mother and her habit of moving so often—as though she were looking for something. How her mother would sometimes disappear for days at a time and, when she returned, wouldn’t tell Kira where she had been or why she always seemed so depressed. Her mother, who had no family to speak of. Her mother, who hadn’t come home from work that day. 
 
    Ichiro and Nari exchanged another look. No longer hungry, Kira felt like she was going to throw up. She stared at the wooden compartments in the wall behind Ichiro as tears threatened. 
 
    She was brought back to her senses by a gentle touch on her hand. It was Ichiro. She stared at him; she didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I think I have all I need,” he said gently, gesturing at his scroll. “You are welcome to train at Gekkō-ji, Kira. As I said, we do not discriminate against trainees for where they come from. We all have Light magic here.” 
 
    “We shall, however, need to maintain that you are from the Shadow region.” Ichiro turned and slid her scroll into another compartment behind him. Still in a daze, Kira noticed that each of the compartments had a tidy label attached to them, but the writing was so small she couldn’t read it from where she sat. 
 
    “But the Shadow mages—aren’t they bad?” she blurted. 
 
    A sigh slipped from Ichiro. “Shadow and Light are at odds at the moment,” he said delicately. 
 
    Mistress Nari snorted. “There is a terrible feud going on right now, Kira, but as long as you have Light magic, you’re welcome here. There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Kira tried again. “But I don’t know anything about the Shadow region. How am I supposed to pretend I’m from there?” 
 
    Ichiro thought for a moment. “I believe Anzu said she found you near Heliodor. We should stick to saying you are from there. Most people won’t ask you questions about your time there.” 
 
    Kira nodded, hoping that was so. “Is it—is it bad to be from the Starless Realm?” she asked, her voice nearly a whisper. 
 
    “Not at all,” he said, smiling now. “In fact, it’s an honor. It’s said that the Realm of Camellia was born from the Starless Realm. We have had many visitors from there over the centuries, and they have blessed us with their revered cultures. The most notable being Master Jozo Kawada, whose methods of training and discipline inspired the temples to form in order to refine our magics. But such visits are a very rare occurrence indeed.” 
 
    “It’s the dark-creature’s presence that’s the problem,” Nari explained. “It’s Shadow magic, sent by a powerful mage, the Storm King. He must have sent it into the Starless Realm. Whether he was looking for you in particular, or something else, I couldn’t begin to guess—that’s why I had a messenger follow it. If he was looking for you, then we must keep your identity secret.” 
 
    “Light and Shadow magic can pass into my realm?” Kira asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ichiro said, but he shook his head, as though he knew exactly what Kira was thinking. “But that is because they are the essence of all life, regardless of physical space. We all have light and darkness in our souls. But a body is a much more complicated thing to transfer between realms.” 
 
    “But the door—” Kira began. 
 
    Nari finished for her. “—is the other part of the problem.” 
 
    Mistress Nari’s hand twitched where it sat on her crossed leg. “What you must understand is that the Storm King will do anything to defeat us. Ever since the Fall of Azurite, he has turned Shadow magic against Light. 
 
    “I’m not surprised that he is now sending his agents into the Starless Realm looking for more ways to destroy us, only deeply unsettled. And the door…” She trailed off. 
 
    Ichiro cleared his throat. “Is new. Unusual.” 
 
    The memory of the dark beast at the edge of the woods made Kira’s shoulders draw up. It had been sent looking for Light magic…Her mouth popped open. Did her mother have it? Had the dark-creature found her and crushed her just as it had crushed the wooden bench? 
 
    Too stunned to voice any of her theories, Kira’s gaze settled on Ichiro, who pulled open a small drawer at the bottom of the wall. He extracted a shining silver buckle, in the shape of a crescent moon. From another drawer, Ichiro withdrew a black sash. 
 
    “Regardless of how you got here, you will begin your training tomorrow.” 
 
    Kira sat up straighter on her cushion. Was he serious? 
 
    He handed her the sash and silver buckle, and she took them numbly. The buckle was surprisingly heavy in her hand, and she closed her fingers around it protectively. 
 
    “These are yours,” Ichiro said, back to business. “The black sash marks you as a novice. After sufficient learning or at the recommendation of a Master, you may advance to a page, who wear blue sashes. Squires wear green, and when you finally become a knight, you may wear the white sash.” 
 
    Kira’s eyes darted toward Mistress Nari’s silver sash. Was silver for the Masters, then? 
 
    “How long will it take?” Kira asked. 
 
    “That is entirely up to you,” he replied with a warm smile. 
 
    Despite her overwhelming nervousness, Kira smiled back. For some reason, Ichiro made her feel somewhat more comfortable—though perhaps it was only his business-like approach to welcoming her to the temple. It was somehow soothing to have what might pass as normalcy for her. 
 
    “The silver badge represents Gekkō-ji. The badges used to act as a means of offering a distinction between the different Light temples of Camellia, but time and…other factors have left only Gekkō-ji standing.” 
 
    Kira wrapped the sash around the badge and slipped them into her pocket, where her fingers brushed against the plastic library card. It made her think of Ms. Elm, and she wondered if the woman had noticed Kira missing yet. Would her caretaker be worried? Or would she be glad not to have to deal with the newly orphaned Kira? Kira, at least, thought it would be better to stay away from Ms. Elm until she was sure the dark-creature was no longer following her. 
 
    “I’ll send for Nesma,” Mistress Nari said, rising to her feet in a swirl of green fabrics. Despite her grey hair, she moved with the agility of someone much younger. Who or what Nesma could be was a complete mystery to Kira. 
 
    “Kira, it’s important you do not speak of the Starless Realm to anyone,” she said, her hand lingering on the door before opening it. “The Storm King has spies all over Camellia. We’re not entirely sure what he was looking for in the Starless Realm, but we do not want him finding out about you. A visitor from the Starless Realm would cause a great stir.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Moonlight Temple 
 
      
 
    “Why would someone from my realm cause a stir?” Kira asked Ichiro as Mistress Nari’s footsteps finally faded. 
 
    He mulled the question over for so long that Kira wasn’t sure he was going to tell her. But after much contemplation, he said, “Such visitors are extremely rare, and when they do appear, it always initiates great change. Legends of the first notable visitor, Master Kawada, fill many books, his effects on our realm were so far-reaching. He taught us the way of the warrior, and though he possessed no magic, he defined Light and Shadow training as they are today.” 
 
    That would explain the Japanese influence, Kira thought, if that Master came from Japan, and others after him. And whoever designed this building could have come from England for all I know. She wondered where else visitors might have come from, what other influences had taken hold on Camellia. 
 
    “And,” Kira began, a tremble in her voice now, “have any of these visitors ever gone back?” 
 
    Ichiro shook his head sadly. “Not on record. But just because a thing hasn’t happened doesn’t mean that it is impossible.” 
 
    Kira thought that over for a few minutes until Ichiro spoke again. “Kira, I know this may be shocking to you, but I agree with Mistress Nari—no visitor from the Starless Realm has ever possessed Light magic or Shadow. I think it might be possible that you traveled to the Starless Realm when you were young, perhaps with your family. Someone must have brought you to the Starless Realm from Camellia.” 
 
    Kira looked down at her tea cup; there were only a few drops of cold tea left at the bottom. “It was just me and my mother,” she said. For some reason, it was harder to tell Ichiro, a complete stranger from another world, than it had been to talk to Ms. Elm about it. “She…died. Only the day before it—before I came here.” 
 
    “My dear, I am so sorry for your loss,” he said, reaching out and clasping her hands. His aged hands felt warm around hers. Again, he pinned her with his entrancing gaze, but this time it was empathy that drew her in. “I myself just lost my son, Rokuro.” 
 
    “I am so sorry.” Kira paused for a second, trying to remember his title. “Master Starwind.” 
 
    “You may call me Ichiro when we’re alone,” he added with the shadow of a smile. “Rokuro was a great warrior—one of the last Grey Knights. He led a full life, even though he suffered many great losses.” 
 
    “Grey Knight?” Kira asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Forgive me; there is much we must teach you,” he said. He let go of her hands and began to put away the tea things. Kira handed him the teapot, and he put everything on a tray. 
 
    “This is all out of precedent, as you can imagine. A visitor from the Starless Realm is normally heralded throughout Camellia. I do apologize that your presence must be a secret like this, but it is too dangerous at this moment, with the Storm King waging war across the realm.” 
 
    Kira looked into his eyes, now pouring kindness, and muttered, “That’s all right.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should find a way for you to learn more about Camellia—the trouble is, anything out of the ordinary could cause unwanted attention or even suspicion toward you. I must think on it. A Grey Knight, so you know, is gifted with both Light and Shadow magic. They are very rare, however. Especially these days.” 
 
    Before Kira could ask more, a small knock sounded at Ichiro’s door. He stood and slid the door open, revealing a small girl with dark hair hiding half her face. She looked about Kira’s age, or perhaps a little younger. 
 
    “Ah, Nesma,” Ichiro remarked. “Come in.” 
 
    The girl took three small steps into the room. Kira offered a smile, which the petite girl returned timidly.  
 
    “This is Kira Savage, our newest trainee,” Ichiro told Nesma. “Since you are the most recent arrival to the temple, you will be her mentor and guide her through training.” 
 
    Nesma’s dark eyes widened, looking slightly terrified at this instruction, but she bowed toward Ichiro, hands flat on her thighs, and murmured, “Yes, Master Starwind.” 
 
    Ichiro turned back to Kira, who found herself once again trapped in his piercing gaze. “Kira, Nesma will be your mentor and superior. You will respect her as you would myself or Mistress Nari. When the next trainee arrives at the temple, you will guide them in turn.” 
 
    Kira nodded, feeling her cheeks grow warm. How could he expect her to guide anyone in the ways of the temple when he knew perfectly well that she wasn’t even from the Realm of Camellia? She would just have to hope that the next trainee wouldn’t arrive for a long time. 
 
    “Now,” Ichiro told Nesma, “please take this to the kitchen house,” he handed her the tea tray, “and get Kira something to eat. Then you can show her the temple. She will begin training tomorrow. Kira, you will be enrolled in all novice-level classes, alongside Nesma. You will also keep to Nesma’s chore schedule until next month when the new roster is assigned.” 
 
    Feeling more than slightly thunderstruck, Kira followed Nesma down the hall and to the door. They stepped into the bright sunlight outside. Kira stood there blinking for a moment until Nesma put a light hand on her sleeve and asked, “Are you all right?” Her voice was high and breathy, making her seem younger than she looked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kira blurted. “Just tired—and hungry.” She raised her head and looked around hopefully. The scents of cooking were nearby, but she wasn’t sure where they were coming from. 
 
    Nesma smiled. “Right this way.” She led Kira toward a squat wooden building tucked into the nearest corner of the temple square. A distinct trail of smoke rose up from the back of it, carrying many delicious smells Kira couldn’t name, which grew stronger as they approached. 
 
    “So where are you from, Kira?” Nesma asked, and Kira’s gut twisted. 
 
    “The Shadow region,” she said, the lie working its way out of her with surprisingly little effort. She tried to remember which town she was supposed to be from. She bit her lip, feeling guilty both for lying and for not being properly prepared to lie. 
 
    “Oh,” Nesma said. “Were you traveling long?” 
 
    Glad Nesma wasn’t put off by this, Kira said, “Not long, no. I was only in Heliodor,” she added, finally remembering the name. Kira wished she didn’t have to lie to Nesma; the girl seemed genuinely nice. 
 
    They reached the kitchen house and returned the empty tea tray. Bored-looking trainees handed over cloth-wrapped bundles of food when Nesma asked them. Then Nesma led her behind the kitchen house, where an enormous pergola covered a wide courtyard, completely covered in barren brown wisteria vines. The pergola stretched from the kitchen house to the stone wall surrounding the temple grounds, and the vines snaked up all the wooden supports. They chose a stone bench from the dozens of empty ones and ate in silence. Kira opened the cloth bundle to find some kind of sweet bun and a ball of rice, which turned out to be stuffed with what Kira thought was chicken. 
 
    “How long does it take to become a Light knight?” Kira asked when Nesma finished eating. She herself had eaten at top speed until her stomach was finally content, but she thought it would be better manners to wait until her mentor finished eating until she began pestering her. 
 
    “It depends,” Nesma replied slowly, dabbing her mouth with the cloth napkin her food had been wrapped in. “Hikaru, my mentor, told me there was once a knight who took fifty years to complete his training. Sir Kori was such a perfectionist that he had to master the skills in just the right way before he moved on. That was, of course, during a time of peace.” 
 
    “Fifty years?” Kira replied faintly. 
 
    “Oh, but then there’s Master Tomodo, who did it in only one year—but I think Hikaru might have been exaggerating. I mean, the Masters who teach the subjects aren’t even here all the time, so I don’t know how Master Tomodo could have done it unless he was really lucky and skilled.” 
 
    Kira shrugged then asked, “How long have you been training?” 
 
    “Two months.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kira said, her mouth twitching up in a smile with some relief. “So I won’t be far behind in learning, then?” 
 
    “Behind?” Nesma echoed. “No, there’s no getting behind. We have to advance ourselves at our own pace. The Masters are constantly instructing, so when trainees come throughout the year, they can begin learning at any point—since not everyone discovers they have Light magic at the same age. But wasn’t it like that in the Shadow region?” 
 
    Kira muttered, “I’m not sure.” 
 
    After they cleaned up the remains of their lunch, Nesma brought her to the girl’s side of the bathhouse, where she was given a neatly folded set of clothes. She carefully extracted her library card from her jeans pocket—which was a good thing, because she never saw the clothes again. Later, Kira wondered what the laundress had thought of her blue jeans and zip-up sweatshirt. Perhaps they had been burned. 
 
    The bathhouse was like nothing Kira had ever seen. After the bathrooms and changing rooms, Kira headed down the corridor to the bath. A strong floral scent that Kira couldn’t place came from the end of the hallway, where she could hear the babble of water. 
 
    She stepped into a high-ceilinged room, full of the floral scent. Steam rolled off a large pool, half of which was inside the bathhouse, the other half was open to the sky. A tall fence enclosed that end of the pool, and small shrubs and flowers decorated the enclosure. Kira was glad she had the whole place to herself. She suspected that everyone else must be in training classes. 
 
    A mural took up the entire wall beside the pool. It was made up of tiny tiles, portraying a snake-like dragon, which flew across a starry sky like a ribbon. It was flying away from a fiery circle, through which it looked like another world. Kira shuddered, knowing at once what it must mean. 
 
    After dowsing herself with a bucket of water in one of the bathing cubicles surrounding the pool, she dipped a tentative foot in the steaming water of the bath. 
 
    She stifled a yelp. Instead, she tried just one toe. It was still hot, but she found the longer she left it in there, the better it felt. Once warmly submerged, she swam out underneath the open sky and leaned against the side of the bath. 
 
    Though her head was full of bad memories and nagging questions, she thought of nothing and simply soaked in the water and the scent of the flowers. 
 
    When she began to feel drowsy, she got out. Once she was clean and dressed in her new clothes, she felt a little more prepared to face the day. 
 
    Kira’s new clothes were mauve-colored, the fabric soft and flowing yet weighty. Nesma had given her a set of wide pants and a matching vest, both of which had ties for closures—no zippers or snaps to be found. 
 
    She tied the black sash Ichiro had given her around her hips, the way Nesma wore her own. The silver buckle with the crescent moon slid on and rested below her belly button, helping to keep the sash tight.  
 
    She met Nesma outside of the bathhouse. 
 
    “I just need to tell my mentor I’ll be missing from lessons the rest of the day,” Nesma told her, “and then we can get you situated in the dorm house. I only wish I had gotten to skip combat this morning,” she added ruefully, rubbing her left wrist. 
 
    Kira stared at everyone and everything they passed, as if to commit them to memory—and with a jolt, she realized she would someday have her own novice to show around. 
 
    But then an ugly voice wiggled its way unpleasantly into her mind. Shouldn’t I be trying to get back to my own world? 
 
    What is there for me now? another voice retorted. She had no friends, no family, and her mother…Ichiro and Nari seemed to think she was actually from Camellia, because she had Light magic. No, she would stay. She needed to find out if it was true. She had nothing in North Noxbury, nothing in what they called the Starless Realm. Not anymore. 
 
    Besides, she told herself, she didn’t know how to get back without a door, and she wanted to figure out how to defend herself against the dark-creature, if it ever came for her again. She needed to learn how to use Light magic. 
 
    Nesma led her across the temple square, passing by the cherry blossom tree. The dark trunk and branches stretched high above their heads, with innumerable pink blossoms spread among them. 
 
    “Those are the dorm houses,” said Nesma, pointing out the two L-shaped buildings that lined the corners of the square beside the gate. Open galleries ran along the fronts of the dorm houses, populated with many doors and sparse decoration. 
 
    “I’ll take you there once we find Hikaru. I think he’s at the stables right now,” Nesma said. “Sometimes he helps his brother groom his mount.” 
 
    Nesma led her to a small stone gate beside one of the dorm houses. Kira spotted two boys on a bench inside the gallery, mending what looked like leather armor. 
 
    “So, your mentor’s brother is here too?” Kira asked as they passed under the small gate and out of the temple square. A well-worn dirt path led up the steep incline, which was bordered by narrow trees and scruffy shrubs that decorated the mountainside. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Nesma replied as she trudged up the path. “Hoshi is getting ready to become a knight.” 
 
    “Do you have any brothers or sisters here?” Kira asked. 
 
    Nesma shook her head, and her voice sounded a little strained when she said, “My sisters don’t have Light magic.” 
 
    Sensing something deeper behind her mentor’s words, Kira dropped the subject. 
 
    They reached a lookout point on the path, and Nesma paused in her climb, perhaps hearing Kira’s breathlessness that she had been trying to hide. They both gazed out over Gekkō-ji. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Kira whispered, unable to stop herself. Nesma grinned at her. 
 
    Gekkō-ji’s square was nestled in a dip in the mountain, almost like what Kira imagined the top of a volcano would look like, if volcanoes were filled with fertile earth instead of churning lava. 
 
    Her gaze swept over the dorm houses, the bath and kitchen houses, and the building she had met Ichiro and Nari in, the Moonstone. She thought she could see another path opposite where they stood that led up the other side of the square. 
 
    From the ground, it had been easy for Kira to forget that she was in another realm—after the Light magic had faded—and that she wasn’t just in a new place her mother had decided to move to. But the Realm of Camellia was a place her mother would never see—again, if Ichiro and Nari were to be believed. 
 
    Nesma resumed walking, and Kira could distinctly smell their destination now. The scent of horses, leather, and hay filtered toward them through the woods. 
 
    As if she had walked straight into a wall, Kira was struck with a new thought: if her mother had been from Camellia, might she have other family here too? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fire 
 
      
 
    They arrived at the stables in silence as Kira pondered her newest revelation. Her mother was her only family. There weren’t even pictures of her father, who her mother said died before she was born. Her mother didn’t talk about him. Once, when Kira was eight, she had asked her mother to tell her about him. Her mother had looked into her eyes and started to cry, so Kira never asked again. 
 
    If Kira truly was from the Realm of Camellia, perhaps she could locate some distant relations. Very distant, considering what she had gone through journeying to this place. 
 
    Half a dozen dirt paths converged on the stables, a sturdy wooden building tucked into the side of the mountain. Nesma slid open the heavy door and beckoned Kira inside. 
 
    A few lanterns hung from the ceiling, dimly lighting a long corridor lined with more sliding doors. There were two horses out of their stalls, tied to posts and being pampered or prodded by their minders—Kira couldn’t tell which. The stalls along the corridor were populated by more of the enormous animals, who made their presence known by stomping, snorting, or continually munching hay. Several other corridors opened up on both sides, undoubtedly housing more horses than Kira had ever seen in her life. 
 
    “Hello, Hikaru,” Nesma called softly, and the boy grooming the nearest horse turned. When he caught sight of Kira, he grinned broadly. 
 
    “I suppose you’re a mentor now, Nesma? Who’s the newest novice, then?” He was much taller than both Kira and Nesma, a wiry build, and had short-cropped hair. 
 
    Nesma smiled nervously and nodded. “This is Kira. She just arrived. I have to show her around and get her situated, so I won’t be at the rest of my lessons today,” she said, standing a bit taller. 
 
    Hikaru ducked under the horse’s neck and resumed brushing the other side as he studied Kira. He looked older than Nesma and Kira, perhaps fifteen or so. 
 
    A peal of laughter broke the steady rhythm of stable sounds—the girl grooming the other horse down the corridor cackled at something the boy with her said. She slapped her thigh repeatedly with the grooming brush in mirth. Their horse shifted its hooves uneasily. 
 
    “Well, welcome to Gekkō-ji,” Hikaru said, turning back to his task. “Do you like horses, Kira?” 
 
    She had been creeping away from the horse without realizing it and now stood with her back to the wall. Nesma had already grabbed a brush and joined Hikaru in grooming the beast. 
 
    “My brother Hoshi’s still training Risa here,” he said, giving the horse a friendly pat. “She’s a good horse but not really used to Light magic yet.” 
 
    Kira edged around to the front of the horse, which felt the safest place to be. She was eyeing the bucket of brushes and thinking of picking one up when a loud snort alerted her to another horse sticking its head out of the stall beside her. She took a hasty step away as it thrust its large nose into her hair. Hikaru chuckled. 
 
    “That’s just Momo. He’s harmless.” 
 
    Kira threw a warning look at Momo, craning her head back as she met the horse’s questing gaze. 
 
    “Not much experience with horses,” Hikaru said appraisingly to Nesma. “But she can learn.” Nesma nodded eagerly. 
 
    Kira didn’t say anything, not wanting to reveal that the most experience she had with horses was last night’s ride on Anzu’s horse. One gentle horse had been enough to get used to, but a whole stable full… 
 
    “Oooh,” came a shriek from the other end of the stable. The others were returning their horse to its stall. “New trainee,” the girl cooed, letting the older boy lead the horse into the stall across from Momo. The girl brushed the coarse hair from her hands, then tucked them deep into her pockets. Her dark eyes glittered from beneath her long bangs. “Who’re you then?” 
 
    “Kira,” she offered, wary. She had been to plenty of new schools before and thought she recognized the particular gleam in this girl’s eye. 
 
    “Kira,” the girl repeated as though tasting the word. Her companion emerged from the stall, twiddling with the lead rope he had removed from the horse. He looked about eighteen, and his barrel chest took up most of the doorway. 
 
    “Where’re you from Kira?” the girl asked. 
 
    She didn’t need the warning look from Nesma to know she shouldn’t tell this girl, but Kira had had some experience with bullies. 
 
    “Heliodor.” The lie came off easier when it was a challenge. 
 
    The stable corridor blazed with light. A long staff had appeared in the girl’s hands, as tall as the girl herself. It glowed with Light magic. 
 
    Nesma gasped, and Hikaru held Risa’s halter with an iron grip. Risa reared, despite Hikaru’s hold, and he hastened to control the animal. She continued to rear and strike her front hooves out. Nesma, who didn’t even come up to the height of the horse’s back, retreated to the wall. 
 
    Caught between flailing hooves and the Light staff, Kira stepped away from the horse, squaring her shoulders. 
 
    “Rabenda,” the girl’s tall companion warned. His eyes darted toward Hikaru. 
 
    “It’s all right, Kuma. I just want to see if the little novice really is one of us.” Rabenda advanced upon Kira, twirling her glowing staff in a neat circle. Risa was not impressed by this display of Light magic and continued to panic. Her frantic neighing made the other horses shift uneasily in their stalls. 
 
    In a flash, Kira was on the ground, with no recollection of how she got there, and a great pain shooting from her right arm. The ground was soft, packed earth, so her head slamming into it wasn’t nearly as painful as it could have been. 
 
    She stared up at Rabenda, who towered over her. The girl pointed the end of the staff at her throat. Kira was glad Rabenda didn’t know how to summon a weapon like Anzu’s, with a blade on the end. 
 
    Hikaru and Nesma were still trying to get the frantic horse under control. Kuma merely leaned on the open stall door, watching. 
 
    Kira grabbed the end of the staff with both hands and was surprised at the feeling of it. It glowed bright white, but it felt like something hard, like wood or metal. It wasn’t at all hot like she thought it might be. 
 
    Rabenda jabbed the staff down hard, and even though Kira tightened her grip, it rammed into her throat. 
 
    Kira fought to take in a breath, her throat wrenching with pain. She had never been in a fight at school before, but she didn’t think that would have prepared her for this. 
 
    “Rabenda,” Kuma warned again. 
 
    Rabenda ignored him. “Well? Show me you’ve got Light and we’ve got nothing to worry about. Unless you’re really just a spy for the Storm King?” Her face twisted into an ugly scowl. 
 
    Kira shook her head minutely, still gripping the staff with all of her strength to keep it from crushing her throat further. 
 
    “I can’t,” she grunted. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Isn’t that convenient,” Rabenda retorted. 
 
    Nesma, still pinned against the wall, piped up, “It’s true, she only got here this morning!” 
 
    The horse had finally stopped rearing but was now dancing nervously back and forth, nearly squashing Hikaru and Nesma against the wall in the process. 
 
    “Quiet,” Rabenda spat at Nesma then narrowed her eyes at Kira. “Do it, now.” 
 
    Rabenda stood over her, and Kira kicked out, catching the girl in the shin. For a moment, Rabenda pulled the staff away, and Kira rolled to the side.  
 
    Before she could get to her feet, the staff slammed into her back. She fell down hard onto her stomach in a blow that robbed her of breath. 
 
    Stunned, she felt a shoe in her side, and then she was on her back again. Rabenda descended upon her, slamming the staff lengthwise into her throat, pinning her for good. 
 
    “I can’t,” Kira repeated, coughing. 
 
    Rabenda crouched over Kira, her face shadowed beneath her dark bangs. The staff pressed tighter, and Kira’s throat closed up. She could feel all the blood in her face pulsing through her tightened veins. She glared at Rabenda, wishing only that she would leave her alone, that she would let go of the staff and get off of her. 
 
    She tried to take a breath, failed, and her head swam. If she didn’t do something soon, she would pass out. But how was she supposed to do Light magic? 
 
    Anzu hadn’t explained it. Not Ichiro or Nari. She was supposed to start learning tomorrow. 
 
    Her head gave another strange pulse, and she closed her eyes briefly. With all her might, she gripped the Light staff and pushed, pushed with every ounce of will she had, just so Rabenda would leave her alone. 
 
    Dim tendrils of fire sprang from her fingertips. Rabenda’s eyes popped open wide, and she leapt back. “Ouch!” 
 
    Kira found her feet and scrambled away, backing against the wall next to Hikaru and his still-nervous horse. Her own eyes were just as wide as Rabenda’s. Air surged into her lungs, and she was seized by a fit of coughing. 
 
    The Light staff dissolved as Rabenda cradled her fingers, examining them. “You burned me!” 
 
    Kuma laid a hand on Rabenda’s shoulder. “You made her do it,” he said, without sympathy. “It’s your own fault.” 
 
    Rabenda said nothing, only glared at Kira from beneath her bangs. 
 
    “Let’s go to the healer’s,” Kuma said, sliding his horse’s stall door shut with finality. 
 
    “Yes, Kuma,” Rabenda muttered. 
 
    Kira stared at her hands, which looked perfectly normal, despite her having thrown fire from them.  
 
    Nesma gave Kira a hand up then helped her brush off the hay, dirt, and assorted bits of who-knew-what off Kira’s clothes. By the time they were done, Hikaru had finally calmed Risa down, and Kira’s new clothes looked almost presentable again. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Hikaru said. “That’s not a very good welcome to Gekkō-ji.” 
 
    Kira put a hand to her throat, gingerly inspecting it. 
 
    “Do you want to go to the healer’s?” Nesma asked then cringed at the look in Kira’s eye and murmured, “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Kira said, somewhat hoarsely. “Just a little sore; nothing to worry about,” she assured Nesma. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” the girl said, peering up at Kira with wide eyes. “I’m your mentor. I should have been able to protect you.” 
 
    Before Kira could protest that she could fight her own battles, Hikaru came over and laid a hand on Nesma’s shoulder. “You can’t protect everyone, Nesma. Not until you’re a knight, anyway. Besides, Kuma wasn’t stopping her, either—do you think you could have fought him too?” 
 
    Nesma shook her head forlornly. 
 
    They finished grooming Risa before Hikaru had to go to his calligraphy lesson then left the stables together after settling Risa in her stall with a fresh stack of hay. Risa had finally calmed down after the display of Light magic, but Kira was quite the opposite. 
 
    She caught herself a few times staring down at her hands, trying to recall the feeling of the Light magic. How had she done it? Hikaru seemed to be thinking about the same thing as they made their way down the path toward the temple square. 
 
    “Was that your first time using Light?” he asked as they reached the spot overlooking the temple grounds where she and Nesma had stopped earlier. 
 
    Kira looked out over Gekkō-ji and smiled, despite her nerves. “Yes. Is Rabenda always like that?” she asked. “Or is it just because I’m from the Shadow region?” 
 
    “A little bit of both, I’m afraid,” Hikaru said heavily. 
 
    “She’s never liked anyone from Shadow,” Nesma said, not meeting Kira’s eyes. “Her parents disappeared there on a missionary trip a few years ago.” 
 
    “How come Kuma didn’t try and stop her? He’s her mentor, isn’t he?” Kira asked. 
 
    Hikaru grimaced. “He could have if he really wanted. I don’t know why he lets Rabenda do whatever she wants.” 
 
    Back inside the temple grounds, Hikaru departed for the Moonstone and his calligraphy lesson. 
 
    “Do you want to see more of the grounds?” Nesma asked. “Or do you want to go to the healer’s now? I’m sure Rabenda’s left by now,” she added quietly. 
 
    Kira shook her head. “I’m fine,” she said again. “Really. Could you show me the rest of the temple?” 
 
    “Sure,” Nesma agreed. “Let’s start with the garden. It should be nice and quiet up there right now, with everyone in lessons.” 
 
    They crossed the temple square and went through another small gate on the opposite wall. Nesma led the way up a steep stone staircase, surrounded on both sides by lush green foliage. 
 
    Beyond the beautiful stone arch at the entrance stretched a well-manicured path of tiny white stones. The path wove gracefully across the mossy lawn, around carefully placed boulders and pristine trees and shrubs. The larger trees surrounding the garden sheltered it with their long, leafy branches, enclosing the whole place like a cool green cavern. Nesma led her in, tugging at her sleeve, smiling. “Come on.” 
 
    They passed by a small pond filled with a dozen koi. The fish glittered like jewels under the surface of the water: ruby, topaz, and garnet. They walked what felt like every path yet came across no one. The encounter with Rabenda all but disappeared from Kira’s mind. 
 
    Once Kira had had her fill of the garden, they descended again to the temple square. Nesma then led her around the side of the Moonstone, to a place where the walls surrounding the temple met at a corner. Here Kira saw something she immediately mistook for a sight she might never see again—an entrance to a subway station. 
 
    It turned out to be the entrance to an underground library. 
 
    “Years and years ago,” Nesma explained as they descended the stairs into the cool darkness, “the temples were at war with each other. Worse than it is now. Gekkō-ji’s library had been destroyed several times over in the fighting, so the leader of the temple decided to rebuild it in secret, underground. Everyone thought he’d given up on replacing the library, but the books were finally safe.” 
 
    “Well, it worked,” Kira whispered. 
 
    Thousands—perhaps hundreds of thousands—of books stood before her, stacked on shelves taller than a two-story brownstone. She thought it must run the length of the entire temple square.  
 
    Sparkling stones embedded in the ceiling glimmered and danced in the flickering light of the huge stone lanterns along the walls. They looked like glittering stars, winking from the dim stone ceiling high above. 
 
    Her gaze drifted back down to the shelves, some filled with scrolls, others bound books of innumerable sizes and shapes. Several glass cases along one wall protected important or historical scrolls and books. The heavy paper was cracked with age. Several scrolls lay unrolled in the glass cases, so they could be read yet protected. A dark scroll caught her eye. The paper was dark blue with silver writing. 
 
    Kira realized with a jolt that even though it was somewhat dark inside the library, she couldn’t see Light magic glittering in everything. It must be a nighttime thing, she thought, not a darkness thing. She wished she could ask. She was worried about beginning any conversations that might out her as someone who didn’t belong in Camellia. Already she was tired of pretending she was someone she was not. 
 
    They ascended out of the library, and Nesma showed her the inside of the Moonstone. The more academic classes would take place in here, like calligraphy and history and strategy. The Light lesson was held at the very top, on an open-air rooftop which was covered by a wooden pergola. 
 
    The trip to the fighting grounds was up yet another set of stairs outside the temple square, but there was a lesson in progress, so they didn’t stay long. Pairs of trainees practiced different techniques in a dance of whirling staves, the sound of wood clashing together the soundtrack. Kira only got a moment to rest before climbing back down, dragging her feet behind Nesma. 
 
    The sun had fallen below the trees by the time they returned to the courtyard. There were more trainees meandering about as lessons finished. Kira saw boys and girls of all ages, though none younger than her and Nesma. A few even wore light armor and carried small weapons. The dress code was like no school Kira had ever been to. Many carried satchels filled with books, making Kira wonder where she was supposed to buy books in this strange place or how she would buy anything for that matter.  
 
    The girls’ dorm was an L-shaped building tucked in the courtyard’s southeast corner. A few steps led up into the open gallery at the front, which was lit by small lanterns hanging from the ceiling. A pair of girls hurried toward them as they entered the gallery, eager to get to the kitchen house for dinner. They eyed Kira curiously as they passed but kept on chattering about something to do with the sharpness of certain blades. 
 
    Nesma led her down the long gallery, which was lined with doors all along one side. Kira was staring out at the temple grounds on the other side when Nesma turned down a corridor. Kira walked a few feet alone without realizing it then turned back and followed. 
 
    After a few more turns through the interior corridors, a brief stop at the wall of tiny cubbyholes that served as mailboxes for the trainees, and Nesma finally halted at a wood and paper paneled door and slid it open. A small lantern just inside the door illuminated four wooden beds, three of which had trunks at the end. One trunk was open, clothes strewn about the rim.  
 
    The room was simple, large enough for the beds and trunks, and just enough room to walk around them. Sliding panels of wood and paper made up the wall behind the beds, and one of the panels was open, revealing lush green plants outside. Scrolls and scraps of paper with drawings or writing were fixed to the rest of the walls. The bed with the messy trunk had a paper chain of flowers hanging across the headboard. 
 
    “Hana and Michi are the only other two in here,” Nesma explained, flopping down on the bed with the paper flowers. “Oh good, someone brought you a set of bedding. But where’s—didn’t you bring anything with you?” she asked uncertainly, peering around the room for a trunk that Kira did not own. 
 
    Kira felt her face grow red, despite knowing the perfectly good reason why she didn’t have any belongings. But she couldn’t very well tell Nesma that everything she owned was a realm away. 
 
    “I lost them,” she said. It was mostly true. “On the way to the temple.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nesma said, turning a little red herself. “Well, I’m sure that’s no trouble. We should probably get you another set of clothes before dinner, though, so we can have those washed.” 
 
    They both looked down at Kira’s flowing pants and vest, the mauve fabric distinctly marred by her time at the stables. 
 
    Nesma leapt off her bed and went to examine the sliding compartments on the wall across from the beds. “They’ve left you some sleep clothes, though. Why don’t you change into these and I’ll go get you some extra clothes before dinner?” 
 
    Kira nodded and quickly traded her dirty clothes for the softer ones Nesma handed her. When Nesma was gone, she sank onto the trunkless bed with a sigh. Once she sat down, however, she was soon curled up on her side. She couldn’t fight the exhaustion a second longer and fell into a wonderfully deep sleep on her soft new bed. 
 
    Just another new place to live, she thought to herself. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Spirit of the Mountain 
 
      
 
    Kira woke later in the dark. Or it would have been dark, if Light magic hadn’t been highlighting the dorm room as if coating it in moonlight. Three sleeping figures lay on the beds next to her, their breathing soft and deep. She had never shared a room with anyone before. It was odd to wake in the dark, surrounded by strangers. 
 
    She didn’t know what time she had fallen asleep, but it had been before she could even make it to dinner, she had been so exhausted. What time was it now? Two, three in the morning? 
 
    Silently she peeled back her blankets and tiptoed barefoot around the other beds. The lantern had been extinguished, but she could see perfectly well with Light magic. She didn’t know where she was going but felt a sudden pull to go outside. 
 
    It took several tries and wrong turns, but she finally made it back to the open gallery. She had hardly been paying attention when Nesma showed her the dorms earlier. 
 
    The first thing she saw when she reached the gallery was the cherry blossom tree in the center of the courtyard, shining with so much Light magic that it glowed bright white in the cloud-covered night, illuminating the entire courtyard. Kira came forward to the edge of the gallery and leaned against the railing. She stood there for a long time, gazing at it thoughtlessly, until movement from across the square drew her eye. With her Light magic, she easily saw the person emerge from the Moonstone, heading straight for the temple gate. They wore leather armor and had a helmet tucked under their arm. 
 
    “Anzu?” Kira whispered. The sound carried over the quiet night, and Anzu stopped, looking around for the source of the voice. When she spotted Kira leaning on the gallery railing, she smiled and came closer. 
 
    “You should be asleep,” the warrior whispered. “You’ll have a long day ahead of you.” 
 
    Kira raised one shoulder in half a shrug. “I couldn’t sleep. Today was long, too. Longer than usual.” 
 
    Anzu chuckled quietly. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Kira asked, resting her chin in her cupped hands. 
 
    “On another quest for Mistress Nari,” Anzu answered, glancing toward the gate. “I slept all day, so I thought I’d head out now while I’m awake.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kira said then, hoping she wasn’t bothering Anzu too much, asked, “What sort of quest is it?” 
 
    “Hopefully an easy one,” Anzu replied amicably, leaning back against the gallery railing so that they were both looking out at the cherry blossom tree. “Andesine village is having some trouble with a rogue spirit. It’s easy once you figure out what the people did to anger the spirit, and then you make them stop doing that. Unless it’s one of the more peculiar spirits. Sometimes they’re harder to please.” She shrugged. 
 
    Kira did not know what to say to that. She had no experience with spirits apart from the bridge demon, and she didn’t want to talk about that now.  
 
    “You’re going alone?” 
 
    Anzu nodded. “I don’t have a squire or a page to assist me on quests yet. But I can handle it.” 
 
    Kira smiled, wondering if someday she could be skilled enough to assist Anzu with quests. She stared back into the cool night. 
 
    “Anzu? Is there something special about that tree?” 
 
    “Your mentor didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “No. She told me about everything else, though.” 
 
    A smirk drew up the corner of Anzu’s mouth. “The tree,” she began, “is a monument to all the Light knights who have trained at Gekkō-ji. Each blossom was made by a knight who has passed the final test of honor.” 
 
    “So those are from all the Light knights that ever trained here?” 
 
    “No,” said Anzu. “Those are all the living knights. The blossom falls from the tree, and the energy is dispersed when its creator dies.” 
 
    “There’s so many.” 
 
    “Not as many as there used to be,” Anzu said then pushed herself off the railing. “I had better get going.” She glanced toward the gate. 
 
    “Good luck with your quest.” 
 
    Anzu smiled and said, “Good luck with your training. Now, get to bed,” she ordered quietly. 
 
    Kira obeyed, feeling the pull of sleep again, luring her back to her room with the thought of the soft, warm blankets. The girls were all still asleep, and once Kira made it back to her bed, she immediately drifted off into a dreamless slumber.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Kira,” said a voice close by. For a second, she wondered what Ms. Elm was doing in her room, whispering so closely to her ear. Then she remembered, and her eyes snapped open. 
 
    Nesma was already dressed, and the other two girls were nowhere to be seen, their beds as neatly made as when Kira had first walked into the room. 
 
    “Here, get dressed.” Nesma handed over a new set of clothes, the flowing pants and vest deep green with black trim. “We’ve got to get to combat class—it’s all the way up the north side of the mountain, remember?” 
 
    Kira nodded, barely comprehending. “What about breakfast?” she couldn’t help but ask. Her stomach had not forgotten that she had skipped dinner. 
 
    Nesma pulled an apple out of her pocket. “This is the best I could do. We’ll get a proper breakfast later. It’s just that Master Tenchi makes us train on an empty stomach.” 
 
    Kira took the apple but hesitated. 
 
    “Oh, go on, he’ll never know.” 
 
    Kira’s mouth quirked into a smile, then she took a loud bite. She closed her eyes in bliss then hurriedly got into her new set of clothes as she ate. Lastly, she tied her black sash with her silver badge around her waist and followed Nesma out of the dorm house and across the temple square. 
 
    They were not the only ones heading for the north path. More girls followed them down the gallery, and boys spilled from the dorm house on the opposite side of the square. 
 
    Kira’s palms began to sweat, and she could feel her heart racing. Was she really going to learn how to fight? It might come in useful for her next encounter with Rabenda at least. 
 
    “Is everyone from the temple going to be there?” Kira whispered to Nesma as they fell in behind a group of chattering trainees heading through the gate in the wall. 
 
    “No, just the novices. Did they tell you about the different classes of trainees?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, a little,” Kira replied after a yawn. 
 
    They were climbing the steep steps to the practice grounds now, and Nesma talked in spurts between gasps for air. 
 
    “We’re in the novice class. There’s three different levels. Novice, page, and squire. Most lessons are divided by class. It goes by your skill level.” 
 
    As they reached the end of the path, the surrounding trees parted to reveal an earthy clearing, the dirt packed hard from what must have been hundreds of feet treading upon it daily. Everyone gathered on the low wooden walkway that surrounded the clearing. Kira was glad not to find Rabenda and Kuma among those present, but she did spot Hikaru, and Nesma led the way toward her mentor. 
 
    Hikaru grinned at them. “Get enough sleep?” he asked Kira. 
 
    She nodded and tried to smile back, but her mouth wasn’t working quite right at the moment—an older gentleman with shoulder length salt-and-pepper hair had just entered the clearing. Kira’s first lesson was about to begin. She took a sharp breath in through her nose and straightened her shoulders. 
 
    All conversation died away, and the assembled class gave the man a bow. 
 
    Master Tenchi bowed back. No one spoke, no one moved. The Master walked sedately toward the other end of the clearing, where three large stones stuck up from the ground. Then he turned to face them again. He called several names that Kira missed, but the final one was, “the new novice.” 
 
    Nesma tugged on Kira’s arm and led her into the center ring. Was Kira going to have to do something in front of all the novices? 
 
    But no: the other novices had also moved at Master Tenchi’s words. The ones not chosen headed off to other practice rings that Kira now saw scattered throughout the trees. They were nothing more than circles of hard-packed dirt, divided up by the maze of wooden walkways. It sort of reminded Kira of a ropes course she had been to on a school trip, without the harnesses, ropes, or helmets. 
 
    Now Kira stood in front of Master Tenchi. The others stood beside her, arranged into two rows spaced evenly apart from one another. Kira had luckily ended up in the back row, with Nesma on her right and Hikaru on her left. Nesma busily tied her hair at the nape of her neck, and Kira did the same, glad she still had her hair elastic. Probably the only hair elastic in the entire realm. 
 
    The Master’s salt-and-pepper hair was tied back as well, revealing his wrinkled and sun-worn face. A deep scar ran down his left cheek, a ragged line as thick as Kira’s wrist. He wore nondescript black pants and a black jacket that fell past his waist, tied with the silver sash of a Master. Despite his wrinkles, he looked fit enough to run a marathon, Kira thought. 
 
    “Your name?” Tenchi called out in his gravelly voice. 
 
    Kira jumped. She had no doubt he was speaking to her. Her stomach clenched. “Kira Savage,” she tried to say in a confident voice, somewhat failing. 
 
    “Savage,” he repeated slowly. “Your advancement at this temple is dependent upon your performance in this lesson, in addition to Light magic. I expect you to take it seriously. I will not stand for horseplay, nor tardiness, nor disrespect. Do you understand?” 
 
    Kira nodded, her throat tight. “Yes, Master Tenchi.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her for a brief moment, and then they began. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finally, when Kira’s limbs felt like limp noodles, Master Tenchi called for them to stop. The last hour had been a blur. She had been so intent on following Master Tenchi’s commands, she hardly knew what she was doing. She was almost dizzy when she stopped, after the constant and calculated movements Master Tenchi showed them. Kira was surprised that most of what they practiced wasn’t actually what she considered to be fighting. It was more like dancing. When the noise of the others practicing subsided, Kira could hear the faint sound of a bell coming from the temple grounds.  
 
    Instead of making for the trail back to the temple, however, all the students turned where they stood and faced Master Tenchi. Each offered him a bow, and Kira swiftly followed suit. Master Tenchi calmly bowed to the class as one. This signaled the chaos that Kira had expected after the bell had rung—students rushed to grab their bags, caught up with friends, and beelined for the trail head. 
 
    Kira turned to Nesma, glad that she had someone to show her where to go. Nesma, however, was having hurried words with her mentor. Hikaru shook his head and muttered something in her ear. He turned and gathered up his bag from under the nearest walkway. 
 
    Nesma turned toward Kira and said, “We’ve got kitchen duty before breakfast, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Kira shrugged. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    They waved goodbye to Hikaru as he hurried off after Michi and Hana, who Kira had finally met as they traded blows with one another on Master Tenchi’s orders.  
 
    Master Tenchi had disappeared from the training grounds, but a few novices stayed behind, still practicing. They had staves made of Light energy, which flashed so swiftly that the trainees who wielded them were encased in blurs of light. Kira wondered when she would get to fight with Light magic. 
 
    “Well, there’s a bit of a problem, actually,” Nesma said. “Rabenda’s doing kitchen duty this month too.” She grimaced. 
 
    “Oh,” Kira replied. “Well, if there’s nothing we can do…” She shrugged. After all the different schools back in her own world, Kira knew that bullies were everywhere and not just in school. Learning how to ignore them had saved her a lot of trouble. 
 
    “No, there isn’t anything we can do,” Nesma said sadly. “Novices are assigned chores on a monthly basis, no exceptions. Once we’re pages, we can request what we want, and squires mostly get out of chores entirely because they’re off on quests with the knights—or they get assigned guard duty. 
 
    “But Miss Mayu is in charge of the kitchen house—so I don’t think Rabenda will try anything. You’ll just have to try not to provoke her—we’re not supposed to use Light magic outside of training.” 
 
    Kira nodded, despite knowing that her mere presence was what had provoked Rabenda yesterday. 
 
    She hadn’t thought she was truly hungry until the kitchen house came into view, along with its accompanying scents that wafted enticingly over the courtyard. Nesma led her around back, under the vine-covered pergola. Most of their combat class was already assembled on the benches here, with plenty of other trainees, happily chatting over their breakfasts. Kira’s stomach grumbled loudly as she inhaled. 
 
    At the back door of the kitchen house, they were greeted by Miss Mayu. Her lined face held softness, and her dark eyes were intelligent. After one sweeping look over Kira, she gestured with her wooden spoon at the aprons on a rack by the door. 
 
    Nesma showed Kira where they washed dishes but then disappeared when Miss Mayu called her for another task. Kira had seconds to get her bearings before someone began to hand her dirty dishes. 
 
    She was no stranger to chores. Ever since she could remember, she had helped her mother take care of the house, no matter where they lived. 
 
    The thought of the food she would soon be eating became her one thought as she washed the remnants away. She vowed never to skip dinner again, no matter how tired she might be. 
 
    The monotony of the task made the hour speed by. Trainees that had finished eating breakfast brought their heavy lacquered trays full of dirty dishes to a window on one side of the kitchen house. Others on kitchen duty brought Kira a steady stream of the dirty plates, bowls, and cups. On the other side of the kitchen house, trainees handed out full trays of food from another window. There was an incredible rhythm to it all. 
 
    Miss Mayu reigned over the center of the kitchen house, overseeing the cooking—stirring, tasting, and timing everything until it was just to her liking. Kira had almost forgotten about Rabenda, but the girl was on the other side of the kitchen house, handing out food. She wasn’t even sure Rabenda knew she was here. 
 
    Eventually, Nesma came and pulled her away from the wash basin. The kitchen house was nearly empty now. They removed their aprons, and Nesma led her outside. 
 
    Her mentor handed her a beautiful lacquered tray filled with small dishes of food then grabbed her own. They sat at the nearest bench and dug in. Miss Mayu and the others joined them under the pergola, quietly partaking in their own breakfasts. The scent of dish soap permeated the air around Kira. 
 
    She surveyed her tray with a curious eye. The dirty dishes that had been handed to her had all been empty, so she didn’t really know what to expect. It was hardly the bagel and cream cheese she had grown used to in New York. 
 
    Most distinguishable among the small bowls and plates were a hard-boiled egg, a bowl of rice, and some cherries. The rest, she wasn’t so sure about. There were large green vegetables she didn’t recognize in a brown sauce, and another small bowl held some kind of soup. She chuckled when she realized she had been expecting fish or dried seaweed. Maybe there was no ocean nearby. 
 
    “What do we do after this?” Kira asked after swallowing a huge bite of egg. She washed it down with a sip of warm tea. 
 
    “Healing arts,” Nesma told her. “I want to get there early so I can introduce you to Mistress Tori. You’ll like her. She’s from the Shadow region, actually.” 
 
    Before Kira could even remark on that fact, she experienced a searing pain all down her back, followed by an equally hot wetness. She yelped. 
 
    “Whoops!” cried a girl from behind her, and Kira whirled around to see Rabenda holding a nearly empty soup bowl. “Sorry! I tripped.” 
 
    Kira politely muttered acknowledgement of Rabenda’s pretend apologies. The girl walked away toward a bench full of other pages, not entirely hiding the look of glee upon her face. Kira’s eyes narrowed at Rabenda as she watched her go. So much for Rabenda not noticing me.  
 
    Heat began to surge up from her gut, making the anger seethe in her chest. And then she yelped again. Her fingers were glowing with Light fire. She quickly hid them below the table. Not even Nesma saw, as her mentor leapt from her feet to examine Kira’s back. 
 
    Kira urged the fire to go away. She knew she wasn’t supposed to do Light magic outside of lessons and certainly didn’t want to cross Miss Mayu. She took several deep breaths then peeked below the table. Her fingers were back to normal. 
 
    Her attention quickly returned to her burned back. She pulled her wet shirt away from the stinging skin and tried not to wince. 
 
    Nesma let out a frustrated sigh. “I can’t believe her. Are you okay?” 
 
    Kira nodded, keeping the fabric away from the burn. The soup on the fabric had cooled quickly, but the touch of it felt like sandpaper instead of soft wool. 
 
    Miss Mayu was there in a flash. Without asking, she lifted the fabric to take a look. She sucked air between her teeth at the sight of the burn. “You’ll need to go to the healer’s,” she said matter-of-factly. 
 
    After a forlorn look at her unfinished breakfast, Kira obeyed. Though not inclined to let Rabenda know how much it hurt, Kira knew not to disagree with Miss Mayu. 
 
    “I’ve got to stay to clean up.” Nesma gestured to the courtyard of breakfasters at large. “But you should be able to find it. It’s up in the garden. Just past the huge statue of Gekkō. 
 
    “Oh! And we didn’t get you books!” Nesma exclaimed. “I’ll run to the Moonstone before class—I had meant to go last night with you after dinner.” 
 
    “All right.” Kira gave her a weak smile then scarfed down a few more hasty bites of her breakfast and left. 
 
    She glanced at Rabenda, who was discussing something in low voices with her friends and throwing not-so-covert looks in Kira’s direction. Kira huffed. Why couldn’t Rabenda just leave her alone? 
 
    She crossed the temple square and headed up the stairs to the garden. Her back was beginning to sting something fierce. She wandered the cool green paths of the garden, looking for a statue. Nesma hadn’t pointed out any statues, or the healer’s yesterday, but had sounded so matter-of-fact about it, Kira was sure she’d find it. Part of her just wanted to get away from Rabenda and all the others. 
 
    As she followed the path, her anger at Rabenda cooled, and she began to worry how many others hated people from the Shadow region. I’ll have to watch my back, she thought, literally, and grimaced as a soft breeze ruffled her shirt. 
 
    Just as she was wondering whether she would even find the healer’s by the time Nesma found her, she spotted an old man sitting on one of the benches along the path. Her hope that it was Ichiro was dashed as she grew closer. This man was tiny and ancient, crouched over a walking stick. His head hardly came up to the hedges on either side of the bench. His white hair was short but ruffled and soft-looking, reminding Kira of animal fur. He raised his head at the sound of her footsteps. 
 
    She smiled automatically and opened her mouth to ask if he knew where the statue of Gekkō was, but then she saw. It was right behind the man and the bench, tucked among the trees and hedges. She could see the big letters engraved on the stone placard beneath the statue’s sandaled feet. 
 
    “Hello,” she said instead, her eyes still on the statue behind him. 
 
    It towered over the two of them and, indeed, the trees on either side of it. Nesma couldn’t have led her down this path yesterday—she would have noticed it. 
 
    “Hello,” the old man replied pleasantly, craning his neck to look up at her. “Sit down, why don’t you?” 
 
    Kira obeyed and sank onto the stone bench, a meek smile upon her face. She wondered if he was a Master or just a visitor to the temple. In either case, she ought to be polite. She folded her hands in her lap, unsure of what to say. 
 
    “I was just admiring Mistress Tori’s garden,” he remarked, gesturing at the green enclosure with a withered hand. 
 
    “It’s hers?” Kira asked, surprised. “I didn’t know that; I only just got here.” 
 
    The man nodded and said, “Yes.” 
 
    Kira cast about for something else to say, but after a moment, the old man finally said, “Balance is important in nature, you know. Too much light and the plants wither and die. Too much dark, and the effect is the same. But unfortunately, not everyone knows this.” 
 
    Kira bobbed her head a few times in vague agreement, surveying the plants nearby. They all looked healthy to her. 
 
    “Only when there is a balance of light and dark can there be harmony. Without night, day would have no meaning. Without sun, there is no life. It’s the contrast, the balance, that keeps us alive.” He spread his hands before him, and Kira’s eyes were drawn to them. A dim purple light pooled between his hands, and Kira’s eyes widened, staring. Was this more Light magic, or was it something else? 
 
    The purple light was growing, flowing, swirling with speckles of stars that could have been entire galaxies. 
 
    “Just like Light and Shadow,” he intoned, and the purple light burst apart, scattering into a thousand tiny purple flower petals. 
 
    Kira blinked, staring in amazement as the flower petals swirled through the air on a nonexistent breeze. She blinked again, and just as suddenly, the old man was gone. 
 
    She flew to her feet, hastily looking around, but the old man was nowhere to be seen. The petals drifted to the ground, littering it like delicate purple snow. In the distance, the temple bell echoed across the mountain. 
 
    Kira looked up at the statue and frowned. It portrayed an old man, not unlike the one she had just met, with some kind of plump squirrel on his shoulder. She narrowed her eyes at the placard underneath the man’s sandaled feet. The carved words were black with age. It read: Gekkō, the spirit of the mountain. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    A Sharp Needle 
 
      
 
    Kira took several unsteady steps away from the bench. 
 
    She now spotted a narrow opening between the hedges, surely leading to the healer’s. Kira darted down the path at once but threw a nervous glance back toward the statue of Gekkō. 
 
    Could it really have been the spirit of the mountain? She hadn’t seen anything like what he had conjured between his fingers before. Even though she had only been in the Realm of Camellia for two days, she had seen quite enough since going through the door. Did spirits visit people often? She wasn’t sure if this was something that she should keep quiet or not. 
 
    As her racing heart slowed, she decided she would wait to mention it to anyone. She didn’t want to bring any unwanted attention to herself, as Ichiro and Nari had insisted. She was getting used to keeping secrets, so what was one more? Besides, the old man—or spirit—hadn’t said much to her except that plants needed balance, as did Light and Shadow. Even she could tell the feud between Light and Shadow could not be a good thing. 
 
    Kira paused when she reached the small wooden building tucked at the end of the path. Its roof swooped low at the corners and had intricately carved pieces all along the edges. She crossed the grassy clearing in front and made for the open door. Before she reached it, however, a voice called from around the side of the building. 
 
    “Is someone there?” A head of long red-tinged black hair poked around the building, and the woman’s face broke into a smile. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Are you Mistress Tori?” 
 
    The woman nodded, and Kira went on. “I—um—got burned by some soup,” she said, reaching to pull the fabric away from the burn again. 
 
    “Are you new to the temple?” the woman asked, setting down a jar of herbs on one of the shelves that lined the outside of the building. She came forward and lifted the back of Kira’s shirt with indifferent familiarity. “I don’t think I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    “Just arrived yesterday,” Kira said. 
 
    “Hmm, yes, I’ve got just the thing. Wait here, why don’t you? I can patch you up in no time.” 
 
    Kira barely had time to examine the jars of herbs stacked along the shelves before Mistress Tori returned and began rubbing a soothing balm on the burn. The pain subsided faster than Kira expected. 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “Oh—um—someone spilled soup on me by accident.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Mistress Tori replied, intent on applying the balm. 
 
    “I’m Kira, by the way,” she said. “I’ll be in your class next—Nesma’s my mentor.” 
 
    “Oh, I like Nesma,” Mistress Tori said frankly, finishing and coming around to face Kira. “She’s not afraid to learn new things. And speaking of the class—” 
 
    They both looked to see Nesma entering the clearing, her face pinched in worry. She smiled when she saw Kira. Several other novices came down the path behind her and settled themselves on the grass easily. Kira recognized a few from their combat class this morning. Michi waved at Kira. 
 
    She thanked Mistress Tori and went to sit by Nesma and Hikaru. All of a sudden, the meeting with the spirit of the mountain jumped to the foreground of her thoughts. 
 
    “How did clean up go?” she asked Nesma to hide the sudden guilt at her new secret. 
 
    “Fine,” Nesma replied. “I just don’t know what to do about Rabenda. For all the world, it looked like an accident—even Miss Mayu thought so.” 
 
    “We’ll have to watch out,” Kira said, nodding. She had bigger problems than Rabenda. 
 
    Mistress Tori called the class to attention, and Kira stopped thinking about Rabenda. She stopped thinking about the burn too, because it no longer hurt. 
 
    The jars of herbs on the shelves reminded her of the way her mother used to always keep some herbs in the kitchen, wherever they lived. Kira had never thought there was anything magical about those herbs, but her mother always made her drink ginger tea if her stomach hurt or use peppermint oil to cure a headache. She wondered if her mother had learned it here, at Gekkō-ji. She shivered at the thought. 
 
    Nesma handed Kira a slim stack of books, a blank notebook on top. They were nothing like Kira’s textbooks at home. For one, they were bound in leather. Instead of a pen, Nesma had brought her a quill and ink. Kira bit her lip and didn’t take notes, instead devoting her attention to every word Mistress Tori said, so as not to look inattentive. Perhaps she could try the quill in private, later. 
 
    Mistress Tori didn’t draw attention to Kira’s newness but at least began the lesson by explaining some elements of the class clearly intended for Kira’s benefit. 
 
    “As many of you know, it is the nature of Shadow magic to be unseen and untouchable and of Light to be seen, physical magic. They both have their uses in healing. With Shadow magic, one can actually heal a sick or injured person’s body, if their magic is strong enough. With Light, you will physically treat the symptoms or injury. 
 
    “Now, some of you might go on to the Shadow class eventually, if you show aptitude. Though, as you know, being blessed with both Light and Shadow is extremely rare, and due to the current state of the Realm, a complete study of Shadow magic at this time is…impossible. 
 
    “Who can tell me something we use Light magic for in healing?” Mistress Tori asked. 
 
    Michi raised her hand. “For bandages and splints.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. What else can you do with Light?” 
 
    Someone from behind Kira spoke up this time, and she turned to see a boy in a fine red and black vest say, “Make instruments or stitches.” 
 
    “Correct, Takeda. Needles and stitches, scalpels and tweezers and the like can all be made with Light magic. Anything else?” 
 
    Kira sat in fascination, listening. She had already decided to stay quiet and not draw attention to herself, but an answer popped into her head, and she tentatively raised her hand. Mistress Tori caught her eye, and Kira offered, “To cauterize a wound.” Fire, so far, had been her only experience with Light magic. 
 
    She felt her face turn red. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nesma draw a leg up to rest her chin on her knee. 
 
    “Very true,” Mistress Tori replied gravely. “In some emergency situations, this is needed. As fully trained knights, you will work in service of the realm—which is why learning healing is just as important as learning to fight. You may need your skills for yourself, for other knights, or for civilians. As a knight, you will be expected to protect the innocent—and those thrown into danger by the current state of the realm.” 
 
    Silence followed these last words, broken only by the birds chirping happily in the trees. The spirit of the mountain’s cryptic warning surfaced again in Kira’s thoughts. Just how serious was this feud? 
 
    Finally, Mistress Tori continued. “Across all of Camellia, in both branches of magic, we can rely on herbal remedies and medicines, which contain the essence of all magic. This is your foundation for the healing arts.” 
 
    They spent the remainder of the lesson grinding certain dried herbs Mistress Tori showed them and mixing them into a healing solution. A few of the trainees conjured their own mortars and pestles out of Light magic to grind the herbs. Mistress Tori provided the rest of the class with stone implements. 
 
    By the end of the lesson, Nesma and Kira had succeeded in making the basic healing cream. It smelled like the stuff Mistress Tori had applied to her burn. Kira had never made something so useful before. She eyed the glass jar with a grin. Nesma seemed proud, too.  
 
    Mistress Tori inspected each mixture that the class brought her and told them she would be adding these to the apothecary’s stores, to be used to treat Gekkō-ji’s patients. 
 
    Nesma brought their completed mixture to Mistress Tori while Kira tidied up. Since they were outside, it was rather easy. She picked up the mortar and brushed the remains of the crushed herbs onto the grass. The heavy bowl looked and felt like stone, but as she eyed one of the students who had conjured their own, she began to wonder. 
 
    She ran a finger along the rim, trying to think back to yesterday when she had inadvertently burned Rabenda with Light fire. She couldn’t remember what it felt like to conjure the magic. She had been clouded by surprise and anger at Rabenda and the feeling of the breath choking out of her. 
 
    The group next to her had summoned their tools with Light and were now cleaning up as well. The girl put a hand on each mortar and pestle—both of which looked like white stone—and closed her eyes. Kira saw her lips form silent words, and then the tools glowed bright white before dissolving into the air. 
 
    Nesma returned as Kira finished packing up the leftover oils and herbs. “Are these made of Light?” Kira asked her, holding up the mortar and pestle. 
 
    Her mentor opened her mouth, her eyebrows creased. Nearby, Mistress Tori turned to answer. “They’re not,” she said, reaching out to take them. “Sometimes it’s safer to have real stone.” 
 
    At Kira’s questioning look, Tori went on. “If a trainee creates something with Light, and their will isn’t strong, the tool could break.” 
 
    “Oh,” both Kira and Nesma said. 
 
    “Besides, we try to minimize the amount of Light that gets used for mundane purposes—it throws off the balance when excess Light is held captive and not left to nature.” 
 
    Kira realized that must be why people like Anzu and the trainees in their combat class only summoned the Light weapons when they needed them. Kira had wondered why they would want to go through the trouble of summoning their weapon constantly, besides the convenience of not having to carry it around everywhere. 
 
    “That, and I can’t use Light magic,” Mistress Tori went on, now waving goodbye to a few trainees exiting the clearing. The bell from the square was now echoing across the distant grounds. “I’m Shadow.” 
 
    “Kira is from there too,” Nesma said brightly. 
 
    “Is that so? Well, I’m doubly glad you’ve made it to Gekkō-ji, Kira. But I’m actually from the Light region, Nesma. I just have Shadow magic.” 
 
    “And you didn’t want to go to the Shadow region to train?” Nesma piped up. 
 
    Mistress Tori surveyed Nesma for a moment then said, “I did go there, at first. Then, years ago, I visited Gekkō-ji and heard they were looking for a Master healer to teach. But that was before the Fall of Azurite.” Her face fell. 
 
    Kira nodded mutely. Not knowing who or what Azurite was, she kept quiet and vowed to seek out Ichiro or Nari as soon as she could. She was beginning to panic a little. She needed to find out more about the Realm of Camellia if she was supposed to try and blend in. She felt like a poorly trained spy who had been thrust into enemy territory. 
 
    “You two had better get going,” Mistress Tori said. 
 
    Nesma blanched, and Kira could tell she was listening for the bell, which had already stopped ringing. She reached out and grabbed Kira’s forearm. “We’ll be late for calligraphy!” 
 
    They both grinned and waved at Mistress Tori before darting down the path and through the immense garden. They flew down the stairs and across the temple square, coming to a panting halt at the entrance to the Moonstone. 
 
    The rest of the afternoon passed just as if Kira had been starting a new school in her own world, but instead of writing class, it was calligraphy, and she didn’t think even North Noxbury’s school had a class on horse care. There was, of course, a history class. But when the teacher, a stout, older gentleman with the most wildly bushy eyebrows Kira had ever seen, began speaking of the battle of The Wind and the Five Dragons, Kira’s own eyebrows rose.  
 
    After watching some of the other students, she awkwardly tried to write notes with the quill Nesma had gotten for her. The writing was terrible, but eventually she figured out how to get it so she could make out the words. 
 
    Kira found no time to track down Ichiro or Nari all day, panicking anytime Nesma introduced her to anyone. What would happen when someone realized she was lying about being from the Shadow region? So far, Kira hadn’t met any of the others who were from there, but Nesma had told her that she wasn’t the only one in the temple. She would be outed once they opened their mouths and started asking questions. 
 
    The lesson she had most been looking forward to was Light magic, which, Nesma informed her, was after dinner with the other novices. 
 
    “When it’s dark out,” Nesma said after they left the kitchen house, “it’s supposed to be easier to manage Light.” 
 
    Kira nodded, watching the faint starlight begin to outline her surroundings as the sun fell. She felt strangely aware of her fingers, as if they itched to try Light magic again. 
 
    At the top of the Moonstone, they emerged from the staircase into the open air. A wooden pergola covered tightly in wisteria vines would protect somewhat from the elements above. Kira was drawn to the railing on the western side of the building, to look over the temple square and what was left of the setting sun. 
 
    The temple square spread out before her, bathed in the dim brilliance of Light magic, highlighting the shadows of the dorm houses, the insides of the stone wall, and the enormous gate at the other end of the square. The cherry blossom tree was a beacon in the center of the square. 
 
    Sudden movement caught her eye by the gate, and she saw a bright blur streak across the square, heading toward the Moonstone. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked Nesma, who had come up beside her. 
 
    Her mentor looked down in time to see the glowing fox slip into the building. 
 
    “That’s one of Nari’s messengers. It’s high Light magic—not even all the Masters can do it. She sends them all over Camellia—it’s how she learns of troubles to send the knights on quests.” Or follow dark beasts into other realms, Kira thought. 
 
    The rooftop quickly became filled with novices, all scattered on various cushions on the floor or lingering by the railings. Conversation buzzed easily like a meadow full of bees. 
 
    Just as Kira turned to covertly study some of the other novices, she spotted Master Ichiro coming up the staircase. Most of the class noticed him as well, and the conversations died at once as the novices offered Ichiro a bow. 
 
    Returning the gesture, Master Ichiro then strode to a low table at the southern end of the roof, the head of the class. “You may begin,” he told them. 
 
    With the exception of the history class, Kira had been completely surprised by the Gekkō-ji Masters’ differing teaching styles. She had no idea what to expect with Ichiro. 
 
    “Kira, up here, please.” 
 
    Nesma gave her a good-natured push toward Ichiro, and Kira found her way to the front of the classroom. Ichiro smiled and gestured at the cushion in front of his low table, and Kira sank onto it. 
 
    “Welcome to your first Light lesson,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” she muttered, suddenly nervous. She felt like she could feel the eyes of the entire novice class on the back of her head as they began to work independently. She always hated sitting at the front of the classroom. 
 
    “Did Nesma provide you with books?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes.” Kira put her hand on the pile she had carried with her all day. 
 
    “You’ll be needing the one titled Light Lexicon for these lessons.” 
 
    She retrieved it from the stack and placed it on the table between them. 
 
    “Now, as you know,” Ichiro gave her a significant look, “Light and Shadow magic are in everything that makes up the world.” 
 
    Kira nodded, knowing no such thing but wanting to maintain her cover. 
 
    “Bright and dark, black and white, Light and Shadow are always opposites. Light is visible where Shadow isn’t. Though the one element they both share is fire, because fire is neither here nor there. There’s a balance to it.” 
 
    Kira bit the inside of her lip at the mention of balance, remembering her encounter with the old man in the garden. She certainly couldn’t tell Ichiro about it now, surrounded by her classmates.  
 
    “There are three basic steps to using Light magic. First, you pull Light energy from the world. It comes from the things around you. You’re borrowing their essence.” 
 
    “What, like from plants and animals?” Kira asked, recalling something Mistress Tori had said about the herbs holding a vital essence. 
 
    “Not animals, no, or people either. Not from anything with a spirit. Living beings do contain light and dark essence, but the spirit protects it from being taken or borrowed. 
 
    “And it’s not just plants we use, either. It can come from the earth, from stones, the wind, even things like this.” Ichiro reached out and grasped the wooden railing behind him. “Everything has the essence of life. 
 
    “Now, once you pull the Light energy from something, then you must shape it into what you want: a sword, a staff, a bucket for water. The Lexicon is a compilation of objects you will be required to produce in order to move forward with your training.” 
 
    Kira picked up the book and flipped through it, watching a series of illustrations of everyday objects flip by on the pages. 
 
    “Then, once you’re done with the object, you release it.” 
 
    “How come we release it?” Kira asked. “Is it hard to hold in a shape?” 
 
    Ichiro shook his head. “Once it’s taken form, it stays that way. It upsets the balance of nature to hold more than a little in a form for long. Think of essence like a river—if you took one bucket of water and put it back a little while later, it wouldn’t make much difference to the river at all. But if everyone took a thousand buckets of water at once and left them somewhere to sit, the river would suffer. So we put it back when we don’t need it.” 
 
    “Oh, is that why you use torches everywhere?” 
 
    Ichiro nodded. Kira had thought it strange that a whole temple full of people who could manipulate Light magic needed simple torches to light their buildings. 
 
    “What about the cherry tree?” Kira asked, pointing to the Light blossoms in the center of the courtyard. 
 
    Ichiro shrugged, smiling. “It’s tradition, and the petals are so small, it’s not a lot of energy to be held.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Kira saw a novice summoning a rope of Light magic. The rope grew longer and longer as the boy ran his fingers down it. Kira’s eyes widened. It was just beginning to dawn on her how incredibly useful it would be to conjure anything she needed out of thin air. 
 
    “Yet Light magic can be dangerous too.” 
 
    Kira’s excited smile faltered, and she turned back to face Ichiro. 
 
    “It’s not as dangerous as Shadow magic, but imagine summoning a Light staff—instead of it landing in your palm, you accidentally summoned it through your palm.” 
 
    Kira winced. 
 
    “Concentration is key. As is the strength of your will. Now, open the Lexicon to the first page.” 
 
    Kira did as she was told. An illustration of a sewing needle took up the center of the page, surrounded by various notes. Kira bit her lip, wondering why she had to start with something so sharp. She wouldn’t forget the image of summoning a staff through her palm anytime soon. 
 
    “Now, concentrate hard. First, become aware of the Light energy you see all around you. Then imagine the energy concentrating into a needle—put your fingers together as if you’re holding it.” 
 
    Kira did so, hovering her thumb and finger a hairsbreadth apart. Around her, the dim glow of Light energy winked at Kira from the shadows left by the sun’s departure. The wooden floor and railings were particularly bright with Light. 
 
    “Picture the needle between your fingers.” 
 
    She stared at the space between her fingers, imagining the surrounding energy zooming in to form a tiny silver needle. She held her breath. Nothing happened. She stared at the space, willing it to be there. She avoided looking at Ichiro, not wanting to see disappointment on his kind face. Still nothing happened. 
 
    Kira twisted her mouth and bit the inside of her cheek. “How do you do it? Can you show me?” 
 
    “Of course.” Ichiro pinched his fingers together, breathed in, and as he breathed out, a silver needle appeared there. 
 
    He handed it to Kira. 
 
    “How come it looks real? I’ve seen some Light objects that glow all white and other things that look real.” 
 
    “That is a matter of will. As a novice, you are expected to merely summon certain items of varying difficulty. When you advance to squire, it will become a requirement for you to produce lifelike Light objects.” 
 
    Automatically, Kira tested the point of the needle against her thumb. A tiny prick of blood welled. She pulled the needle away and rubbed at the tiny wound until it went away. 
 
    Ichiro leaned forward. “You have to remember to make it sharp and to give it a hole for thread. Remembering the details is important. Try picturing the needle more clearly.” 
 
    He took his needle back from Kira and pinched it between his fingers again. In a tiny burst of light, it disappeared and—Kira could only assume—dispersed back into their surroundings. 
 
    Squaring her shoulders, Kira sat up straight and pinched her fingers together again. She took in a deep breath, imagining pulling the Light from around her, then pictured the needle as she wanted it—sharp point, a tiny hole for thread—and breathed out. 
 
    She almost missed it. Lowering her hand in defeat, she spotted the bright glow almost a second too late. Squeezed between her fingers, as though it had been there all along, was her own tiny needle. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tradition 
 
      
 
    The morning sun shone brightly down on Kira as she hurried across the courtyard toward the Moonstone. It had been nearly impossible to speak candidly with Ichiro or Mistress Nari over the past two weeks. She had spent the whole time on edge, terrified of what would happen should someone find out that she was lying about who she was. It was already bad enough, people thinking she was from Shadow. What would they do to her if they knew she wasn’t even from this realm? And what of the Storm King, who could have spies or dark-creatures after her? 
 
    She had been pleasantly surprised when she was summoned to Ichiro’s office after breakfast today. Every morning, as she and Nesma walked by the wooden cubby holes at the dorm house that served as their mailboxes, she had glanced into the box with her name written on it. Nothing had appeared there until this morning. 
 
    Kira wondered if Ichiro and Nari were avoiding her. Was being from the Starless Realm such a bad thing? Or were they trying to avoid singling her out, as a measure to avoid the Storm King’s notice? 
 
    She knew Ichiro was constantly occupied with the running of the temple and teaching Light lessons, but hadn’t Ichiro told her that visitors from the Starless Realm were important people? On the rare occasion that Kira spotted Ichiro outside of her lessons, he brushed her aside with a polite—yet firm—excuse to be away.  
 
    Of course, she saw him during Light lessons. Yet after the first few days of instruction, she no longer sat with him, but with Nesma and the others, trying her hand at the different challenges introduced by the Light Lexicon. There was no time during those lessons to speak to Ichiro privately. 
 
    She hadn’t even seen Mistress Nari since their first meeting. From careful questions posed to Nesma and Hikaru, Kira had discovered that Mistress Nari was in charge of dispatching the knights to where they were most needed in the region. Kira couldn’t tell if the Mistress’ continued absence was normal or not. 
 
    Luckily, her cover had held up well over the past two weeks, even without Ichiro or Nari’s guidance. She had encountered only a few other trainees from the Shadow region, but she had been able to avoid any conversations that might display her lack of knowledge of her supposed place of birth. But what she wanted to know most was what Ichiro and Nari’s plans for her were and why they thought the Storm King had gone into her realm looking for her. 
 
    She had begun to enjoy her training at Gekkō-ji. She could now summon as many pins and needles as she wanted and had started working on thread too. Each time she perfected an item in the Lexicon, she eagerly showed Ichiro. It wasn’t quite like being graded, but Kira knew he was keeping track of everyone’s progress somehow. She couldn’t wait to try making bigger things, like the weapons the older trainees and knights had. She had tried once, alone in her dorm room, to make a staff, but the hour of focusing so hard she worked up a sweat produced nothing. Clearly, there was a reason she had to start small and work her way up. 
 
    Unfortunately, Rabenda’s dislike for Kira hadn’t yet waned. Kira was glad she was a novice and Rabenda a page, because they didn’t see each other too often. That didn’t keep Rabenda from being nasty to her in passing or during chores in the kitchen house. There were times when Kira longed to shout, “I’m not from Shadow, I’m from the Starless Realm!” but she restrained herself. She kept silent even when one day Rabenda tripped her in the middle of the courtyard by summoning a well-placed Light stone from a distance, right in Kira’s way. Kira’s palms and elbows were still scraped from the fall. She was reluctant to retaliate with Kuma always watching. She just had to hold out a little longer, and then she wouldn’t have to lie anymore. 
 
    Kira brimmed with anticipation as she stepped into the Moonstone. Over the past two weeks, she had filled with so many questions about the Realm of Camellia—one of them being how much longer she would need to pretend she was from the Shadow region. She couldn’t wait to see the expression on Rabenda’s face when she realized she was wrong and that Kira wasn’t a person to be feared or hated, but a visitor from another realm. 
 
    She knocked lightly on Ichiro’s door. 
 
    “Enter,” came the man’s voice, and she slid the door aside. 
 
    “Master Starwind,” she began, wondering which of her many questions she should ask first. Then all the blood drained from her face. Ichiro wasn’t alone in his office. An unfamiliar boy sat at the table across from him, exactly where Kira had sat when she had first arrived at the temple only two weeks ago. She bowed toward Ichiro to cover her awkward pause. 
 
    No. No, I need more time, she thought frantically. Her fantasies about being allowed to proclaim her true originations were harshly swept away. 
 
    Ichiro gave her a sad smile. He said, “Kira, this is Jun Kosumoso, our newest trainee,” and the bottom dropped out of her stomach, confirming her worst suspicion. 
 
    Frozen, she heard Ichiro continue speaking, though his words sounded much further away than they ought to. The boy, Jun, looked at ease sitting with the Master of Gekkō-ji, his light brown hair bleached gold in places as evidence of time spent outdoors. His clothes looked of better quality than anything Kira had seen anyone wear at the temple; he wore a blue and silver embroidered jacket, and she thought she spotted a small knife at his belt. 
 
    “Jun, Kira will be your mentor, which means that she is your superior here at the temple. You will respect her and her wishes as you would myself. When the next trainee arrives at the temple, you will guide them.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Starwind,” Jun said, and his voice seemed to bring Kira out of her momentary panic. She nodded numbly at Ichiro to show that she understood. He gave her an almost apologetic look, which went unseen by Jun, who lifted his cup to finish his tea. 
 
    Kira narrowed her eyes slightly as Ichiro gave them instructions that Jun would start lessons tomorrow. She had no choice but to obey and shepherd Jun, but she would get her answers soon. Even more, now she suspected that Ichiro was avoiding her. 
 
    Jun and Ichiro rose from the table, and to Kira’s surprise, Ichiro accompanied them out of the Moonstone and to the kitchen house so that Jun could get something to eat. Kira’s mind raced to remember what her first day had been like, but then she calmed. It hadn’t been long ago at all, and she was sure she could fill the rest of the day by showing Jun around the temple and perhaps trying to get to know him. A small thrill of excitement darted through her at the thought of telling Nesma that she was a mentor now. 
 
    Ichiro hung back to speak with her while Jun went to get food. The temple leader put his hands on his hips in an impressive gesture. 
 
    “I know it’s soon,” he said, piercing her with his gaze. “But you’ll have to do your best, Kira. He’s—well, he’s from a rather important clan.” 
 
    Kira cocked her head and slipped her hands into her pockets. Jun emerged from the shadow of the kitchen house, but after a glance at Ichiro and Kira, he sat on a bench to eat by himself. 
 
    Ichiro lowered his voice and said, “I know it’ll be hard for you, being from—” he raised an eyebrow, refusing to even say it, “—but tradition is tradition.” 
 
    “I understand,” Kira said. “But please, Ichiro, we need to talk about—” She imitated the eyebrow raise. 
 
    He nodded swiftly. “I know, I know. I apologize for keeping you in the dark. It’s just—there are a lot of elements we aren’t sure of. Mistress Nari and I have been trying to get some answers. As a matter of fact, she’s been conducting some research—we’ll talk tomorrow, after your Light lesson, all right?” 
 
    “All right,” Kira replied, a genuine smile gracing her face. She almost felt bad for causing such trouble for the old man—but she hadn’t asked to be brought to this realm, and it hadn’t been her idea to lie to everyone. 
 
    “Just—just do your best with Jun.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” she said. 
 
    “The Kosumoso clan has a lot of influence,” he explained. “Mostly because Jun’s family has turned out more Grey Knights than anyone. But I must go, Kira.” He darted a look out of the corner of his eye, and Kira could see a brightly glowing Light fox sprinting toward the Moonstone with unusual haste. It sparkled with Light as it ran through the shadow of the kitchen house and returned to near-invisibility as it passed back into full sun. 
 
    She bid him goodbye and turned toward Jun, who was carefully and neatly finishing his food, alone under the kitchen house’s pergola. She let out a puff of air and strode toward him, thinking about what to show him first. She hoped he didn’t have too many questions for her. What if he asked about her heritage? Even worse, what if he hated people from the Shadow region just as badly as Rabenda? 
 
    Jun, finished with his meal, rose from the bench and brushed a few strands of hair out of his eyes. Kira forced a smile to her face, Ichiro’s words about Jun’s clan echoing in her head. As if she didn’t have enough to worry about. She knew almost nothing about Camellia’s clans, only the off-hand comments Nesma and the girls in their dorm house had made. 
 
    Her smile faltered when the temple’s bell began to ring. The lesson was only halfway through. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Jun asked, his eyebrows knit together, watching her. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Kira replied, her voice even. “The bell’s early.” 
 
    They both turned to look at the Moonstone, from which an assortment of trainees now spilled, all heading purposefully across the courtyard. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Kira said at once. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    They caught up with the line of people, the trainees looking worried or scared. Some summoned Light weapons as they walked, bows and quivers full of arrows appearing from thin air, staves and swords of different sizes glowing like moonlight. 
 
    Kira spotted the Master who taught history and strategy trotting along, looking harried but purposeful, and she beelined for him. More trainees were pouring into the courtyard from all directions as the bell continued to ring. Those coming from the combat rings had not banished their Light weapons, and their staves and swords glittered in the morning sun. 
 
    “Master Eizan, what’s going on?” she asked, falling in step beside him and hurrying to keep up with his long legs. 
 
    His bushy eyebrows rose, crinkling his forehead. “There was an earthquake down in the village. They think it might have been caused by Shadow mages, and now there’s a fire. Everyone must go to aid the village.” 
 
    He raised his arm, and as his hand drew level with his shoulder, a great staff glowed into existence in his grasp. With well-practiced ease, the staff in his hand became an addition to his quick pace, and it clinked along the stones as he walked. 
 
    “Everyone?” Kira repeated. Not the two newest trainees. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied shortly, clearly interpreting her unspoken thoughts. “Now, excuse me, my dear,” he said and sped off, quick for his age, to confer with another Master hurrying toward the gate. 
 
    “Come on,” Kira urged Jun. She navigated through the crowd to the stairs leading up to the garden, down which a trickle of trainees was still streaming. Kira searched their faces and quickly spotted Nesma, who was lingering at the bottom of the staircase, dark eyes wide and searching. 
 
    “Kira!” shouted Nesma, and she rushed over. Her eyes widened even more when she spotted Jun, and despite the general chaos of the square, her mentor grinned. 
 
    “This is Jun Kosumoso,” Kira said, smiling back. “Jun, this is my mentor, Nesma.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Jun said. He stepped forward and offered Nesma a slight bow. 
 
    “Kosumoso? So nice to meet you.” She threw a panicked look at Kira, who shrugged. “Have you seen Hikaru?” she asked Kira, eyes searching through the passing trainees. 
 
    Kira shook her head. “No, but here comes Mistress Tori. Let’s follow her, shall we?” 
 
    Nesma nodded, and they hurried to meet up with the healer. They joined the group of novices carrying boxes and bags of healing supplies. Mistress Tori’s wide-legged black pants whipped together as she strode toward the gate, a worn leather and wood box swinging from a strap on her shoulder. A nod was all the Mistress offered as Kira and her friends joined her. 
 
    Before Kira knew it, they were all swept up in the stream of trainees, which flooded through the gate and down the stairs. Tightly packed, they descended. Kira took care to avoid the gleaming staves and swords of her fellow trainees. 
 
    Without warning, she slammed into the person in front of her, who had stopped suddenly. She caught herself before Jun bumped into her, preventing them from all being knocked to the ground. Everyone had stopped. Kira offered apologies to the girl in front of her, who turned around at the words. Most unfortunately, it was Rabenda.  
 
    The girl narrowed her eyes, and her nose wrinkled as though she smelled something foul, but for once, she did nothing to antagonize Kira. Rabenda’s eyes darted to Jun, peering eagerly around Kira’s shoulder, and her mouth drew into an unpleasant grin. Without a word, Rabenda turned back around. 
 
    Kira knew no good would come of the encounter but shifted to the side to get away from Rabenda. From here, she could see the reason for the halt. A contingent of trainees on horses was trotting down the path that converged with the stairs. There was a rhythm to the procession; the trainees and horses’ gear clanked and jingled amid the cacophony of hooves on the path. 
 
    Mistress Tori made her way to the front of the waiting trainees, and when the contingent passed, she led them onward down the mountain. Another Master joined her, one Kira didn’t recognize. She only knew his status by his silver sash, from which hung an enormous sword. 
 
    They passed through the wooded mountainside, which was awash with autumn color. Kira kept a nervous eye on Jun, and she now understood why Nesma was always watching out for her. She felt a sudden responsibility for the boy and was desperate to keep anything from happening to him under her watch. 
 
    Jun didn’t seem bothered by the sudden emergency; in fact, he seemed thrilled, curiously turning his head this way and that to watch the other trainees and staring around at the mountainside. Kira herself didn’t know what to think. She knew the pages and squires helped out on the knight’s quests but hadn’t yet heard of an all-temple emergency. It must truly be serious. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Defector 
 
      
 
    By the time they had reached the outer gate at the bottom of the mountain, Hikaru had caught up with them. After exclaiming at Jun’s presence, and assuring the new trainee that he was in good hands, Hikaru filled them in on what he had found out from his older brother, Hoshi, while he’d helped him ready his horse. 
 
    A knight named Murasaki had been in the village when it had happened. On his way back from a quest, he’d stopped there to greet a friend when they heard a deep rumbling in the earth. Murasaki and his friend rushed out into the street to see the earth split open at their feet. The rent tore through the village indiscriminately, wreaking all kinds of havoc and thus starting several fires. 
 
    Kira and Nesma had listened to Hikaru’s story carefully, but Jun appeared outraged at the tale. 
 
    “And it was the Shadow mages who caused the earthquake?” he asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    Kira took a sharp breath. Hikaru’s eyes darted toward her as he responded, “They’re not sure, but it could be. We didn’t feel the earthquake at the temple, so it must have been concentrated on the village.” 
 
    Outside of the mountain temple’s grounds at last, they followed the dirt road east, the path beaten hard by the horses. Kira had come through Gekkō-ji’s gate from another direction and hadn’t even known there was a village in the area until Master Eizan had told her. 
 
    Kira eyed the various staves, knives, and swords carried by the trainees around her. If they were attacked by the Storm King and the Shadow mages, how would she be able to defend herself and Jun? All she could summon was a needle, and what use could that possibly be against a man who could summon storms with Shadow magic? She almost laughed at the thought of brandishing a handful of needles as a weapon. 
 
    Hindered by her supposed birthplace as she was, she hadn’t even been able to ask any questions about how Shadow magic worked. But it was clear that the Storm King had power over the weather, and earthquakes, if this disaster was suspected of him. 
 
    She glanced nervously over her shoulder at Jun, whose face was set in a determined scowl. The scent of smoke reached Kira’s nose, and she scowled too. 
 
    They came around a bend in the road, and Kira spotted the village. The houses were clustered close together, nestled against the forest that spread over Mount Gekkō. Most of the houses and buildings seemed untouched, but a dark tear in the earth was evident from the road. Kira had never seen the effects of an earthquake before, but something told her the gaping tear in the earth wasn’t right. 
 
    It was surprisingly quiet. Far off in the woods, they could hear the hooves of horses as the perimeter was secured. A baby cried in the distance, on the other side of the village. A thick river of smoke curled over the houses, menacing in its silence. 
 
    Then it grew loud, and Mistress Tori was issuing orders, and the novices were scurrying around to help their superiors in a rush of movement. Kira, Jun, Nesma, and Hikaru attached themselves to Mistress Tori and helped set up what Kira thought of as a field hospital. Other trainees, more skilled in Light magic, summoned stretchers, bandages, and splints from thin air. The lesser skilled were given the task of applying medicines and treating wounds as the injured villagers were brought to them. 
 
    Older trainees, pages, and squires brought them a steady stream of injured. Most suffered from burns from the fire that was still snaking through the village or from minor injuries inflicted by the force of the quake. 
 
    Hoshi came by around mid-day and enlisted his brother’s help. Hikaru in turn enlisted Nesma, and they all went off to the southern side of the village to help assess the damage to a well. The fire was still thriving in that part of the village because it took so long to carry water to put it out. If they could fix the southern well, they could stop the fire from burning more homes. 
 
    Kira and Jun remained with the others at the healer’s tent. They didn’t have much time to spare for conversation, for which Kira was grateful, but they got along easily enough as they worked. 
 
    She had never seen so many Light knights in one place before. Many were already on site when they had arrived at the village, but others arrived intermittently throughout the day, galloping up on their decorated horses and determining where they were most needed with ease. Kira wondered how they all knew about the earthquake, but then she remembered about Mistress Nari’s glowing messengers. 
 
    Several such knights had applied themselves to the healer’s area, and one of them had even summoned a tent made of Light magic to protect them all from the haze of bright sun that filtered through the smoky air.  
 
    It was late afternoon when Kira and Jun were afforded a short break from their tasks. They were hastily gobbling some food when one of the knights sank down onto the grass beside them with a thwump. 
 
    Kira risked looking at Jun to judge his reaction. The only other knight she had been in the direct presence of was Anzu, and she had been quiet and easy-going. Did she bow? How was she supposed to address a knight? She couldn’t do the wrong thing in front of Jun. 
 
    To her surprise, Jun was grinning from ear to ear at the knight, who tugged a kerchief down from his nose to reveal an equal grin. No doubt he had been helping to fight the fire; his face was sweaty and blackened with soot where the cloth hadn’t covered his skin. Rivulets of sweat dripped down through his black eyebrows, and his messy hair was so filthy with soot that Kira couldn’t tell what color it was. 
 
    Before Kira could worry if it was too late to bow, the man slapped Jun on the back and said, “Kosumoso, my boy, I heard you were off to Gekkō-ji. Is this your mentor? Why don’t you introduce me?” 
 
    Jun glanced at Kira, as if he had forgotten she was there, and his face pinkened a little. A cringe crossed his face, and he said, perhaps reluctantly, “Kira, this is Lord Zowan Koi, a friend of my family. Zowan, this is my mentor, Kira.” 
 
    Lord Zowan did not offer a hand to shake, nor a bow, so Kira inclined her head and said politely, “It’s nice to meet you, Lord Zowan.” 
 
    Neither Jun nor Lord Zowan spoke. Kira froze, wondering desperately if she should have bowed or offered more niceties. Rather than appearing afraid, however, she kept her face carefully composed. When you don’t know what to do, pretend, her mother had always said. Lord Zowan still said nothing, just studied her with narrowed eyes. 
 
    Then he burst out laughing in hearty guffaws that Kira thought were hardly appropriate for the situation. She looked at Jun out of the corner of her eye; he was smiling at her in a dazed sort of way, a slight crease between his eyebrows. 
 
    Lord Zowan was still laughing, but it had subsided into mere chuckles as he wiped tears from his eyes. Finally, she had had enough. “What?” she demanded. 
 
    This brought fresh chuckling from the knight, but he cleared his throat and finally spoke. “Ahh. I haven’t laughed like that in a long time. Thank you, Kira.” 
 
    At the look of complete confusion on Kira’s face, Lord Zowan continued. “Not that I like to make a big deal about myself or anything, but what sort of backwoods hamlet do you come from that you haven’t heard of Zowan the Defector? People normally stutter their way through a hello and get away from me as quickly as possible. No one’s spoken to me so nicely since before the Fall of Azurite.” 
 
    Kira’s insides hardened to rock. This was dangerous, this game she was playing. It had seemed fun yet risky at the temple, pretending to be someone she wasn’t. But now, meeting a decorated knight she was supposed to know, called Zowan the Defector? How could she bluff her way out of this one? 
 
    “Well,” she said, leaning back and propping herself up on her hands in a casual gesture that was quite at war with her emotions, “Jun said you were a family friend.” 
 
    Zowan snorted at this then took a long swig from his water pouch. “Anyway, it’s not Lord anymore,” he said to Jun. 
 
    Jun shrugged and muttered something unintelligible under his breath. Kira, desperate for Zowan to stop drawing undue attention to her, began to tidy up and get ready to go back to work. 
 
    “But seriously,” Zowan went on. “Where’re you from, Kira?” 
 
    It was unavoidable. A knight had asked her a direct question. Her stomach was in knots as she told them, “The outskirts of Heliodor.” 
 
    Not knowing how big Heliodor was, or what it even looked like, this seemed like a safe answer. She averted her eyes from Jun as the words hung in the air. She had been dreading telling him she was from the Shadow region all day. 
 
    Zowan seemed to notice this. He smacked Jun on the shoulder and said, “Just like me, eh, Jun?” 
 
    Shock—and relief—filled Kira. He was from the Shadow region? She gave Zowan a tentative smile. The clear eyes beneath the dark brows seemed to narrow at her, but he continued, friendly enough, “So you’ll be knowing Mika Emeraldine, then? Best healer in Heliodor, they say.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’ve heard that,” Kira replied faintly. 
 
    “Not many measure up to Tori, here, though,” he went on, cocking his head back to indicate the healer moving swiftly from patient to patient in the tent behind him. “I’ve always said Shadow mages make the best healers.” 
 
    “We’d better get back to work,” Kira said to Jun, taking advantage of the change in subject. Before they departed from Zowan, the Shadow knight promised to visit Jun at the temple when this was over. Kira vowed to be out of the way of the inquisitive knight when he did. 
 
    Jun remained quiet until an hour later when they were carrying buckets of water from a nearby stream. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me you were from the Shadow region,” Jun said. Kira almost didn’t hear him over the sloshing of the water. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me you were friends with Zowan,” Kira retorted. 
 
    “You didn’t even know who he was,” Jun said, laughter in his voice. 
 
    “That’s beside the point.” 
 
    They trod on in silence for a few minutes until Jun ventured, “What was it like in Heliodor?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Kira said stiffly. 
 
    Jun huffed and hurried to follow her, for she had quickened her pace. “Listen, there’s nothing wrong with being from there, it’s just—” 
 
    “It’s just that you hate everyone else who lives there? Good thing I have Light magic.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I think. There are plenty of good Shadow people, like Zowan—despite what his uncle’s done. The Storm King is plain evil. You can’t argue with that.” 
 
    Kira was glad she was walking in front, so that Jun didn’t see her eyes bulge and her mouth drop open.  
 
    Zowan was the Storm King’s nephew? No wonder people were terrified of him. 
 
    “The Defector,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    They could see the tent through the trees now, and Kira slowed. “So did your family know Zowan before the Fall of Azurite?” she guessed. She had heard of the event several times now but still hadn’t figured out what it was. All she knew was that it was the turning point for the feud between Light and Shadow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jun said. “His father and mine trained at the Spire together.” 
 
    “And what does Zowan do now?” Kira asked, unable to help herself, since Jun already knew she had no idea who Zowan was. 
 
    “Fights for Light,” he said matter-of-factly. “Quests and things for Nari and the Empress.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kira muttered. 
 
    As the sun began to sink toward the horizon, fewer and fewer people were brought to the healer’s tent. With the coming of night, and the luminescence of everything around her, Kira felt a weight rising from her shoulders. Without the fear of Jun hating her, she was actually having a good time. That and the fact that there had been no fatalities among the villagers, largely thanks to Mistress Tori’s Shadow magic. 
 
    Kira had watched her covertly all day. She knew next to nothing about Shadow magic and was eager to add anything she could to her meager store of knowledge. 
 
    It was just like Mistress Tori had said. Shadow magic was invisible and therefore more malleable than Light magic. Where Light magic could bind a wound with a bandage, Shadow magic could actually begin to heal it. Shadow magic was just like its name; Kira could see Mistress Tori pulling it from the air whenever she needed to use it.  
 
    The two magics were the real and the unreal, the dark and the light. It was balance—just like the spirit of the mountain said. 
 
    Kira didn’t have a chance to witness any of Zowan’s magic, because he had left shortly after their conversation, returning to what was left of the fires. She was glad to see him go, and she vowed that the first thing she would do upon returning to the temple would be to seek out Ichiro and demand answers. Or at least find some books that could tell her the basics about this place. 
 
    They worked into the night, cleaning and dressing wounds and burns and setting the occasional broken bone. Lanterns were called into existence by one of the Light knights, so everything glowed from the lantern’s flickering flame or the Light Kira saw.  
 
    Nesma and Hikaru returned just before dinner, looking exhausted. They joined Kira and Jun in the line that had formed at the tent Miss Mayu had set up. Dozens of trainees bustled about behind a long table, helping Miss Mayu serve the food they had brought from the temple in several wagons. 
 
    “Where’s Hoshi?” Kira asked. 
 
    “We couldn’t fix the well,” Hikaru replied heavily. “He’s still over there.” He shrugged, and they joined the crowd waiting for food. “Hoshi tried a million things, but he never gives up. He still thinks there’s a way to fix it.” 
 
    Between mouthfuls of rice and seared beef, Nesma leaned over to Kira and whispered, “How’d it go?” She subtly nodded toward Jun. 
 
    “Good,” Kira whispered. “Really well.” The corners of her mouth lifted up. 
 
    “I can’t believe Jun Kosumoso is your trainee! Aren’t you terrified? I’d be,” Nesma said in a hushed voice. 
 
    Kira shrugged. Ichiro had mentioned he was from an important clan, but she wasn’t sure what Nesma was so terrified about. Then Kira realized that if she hadn’t shown up so unexpectedly at Gekkō-ji, Jun would have been Nesma’s trainee. At least she had saved Nesma from the anxiety. 
 
    Few patients remained under the healer’s tent, but those who did fell asleep quickly after dinner. Exhaustion showed on all the villagers’ faces they met. Most of those they had treated throughout the day had been able to go back to their homes or, if their homes were damaged, had found space with family or friends. The ones who remained in the tent either had nowhere to go or were in no state to be moved. 
 
    Kira and Nesma sat under a tree just outside the healer’s tent, having been told by Mistress Tori that they were no longer needed for the day. Jun had wandered off with Hikaru to check on Hoshi’s progress with the well, both boys curious as to what the almost-knight might be engineering with Light magic. 
 
    To Kira’s great surprise, Mistress Nari swept into the healer’s tent, just as Kira’s head was beginning to nod against Nesma’s shoulder. Nari had cast aside her flowing garments for sensible boots and leather armor which covered most of her body. From her leather-padded shoulders swept a silver cape. Her long dark grey hair was bound in a ponytail atop her head, and two curved swords swung from her sides. Kira couldn’t tell if the swords were real or Light. 
 
    “How is it going here?” Nari inquired. She sounded tired, yet she stood straight, one hand absently rubbing her lower back. 
 
    “Manageable,” Mistress Tori replied. The healer had finally sat down, perched on a stool beside the direst of her patients. 
 
    Nari nodded. “The search parties have just finished up, so you shouldn’t get any more. They found another two trapped, but they were surprisingly uninjured, only dehydrated.” 
 
    Kira could hear Tori’s sigh all the way from across the tent. “Do we know what caused it?” 
 
    Nari lowered her voice. “It wasn’t natural, we know that much. But there are no traces of the Storm King or his mages yet, either. This isn’t their usual style.” 
 
    The two women sat in silence for several minutes until Nari said, “Well, I’d best be off. I need to send a messenger to Ichiro and Empress Mei. Oh, before I go, you probably need—” 
 
    She gestured beside the tent. Two sets of bedding appeared, glowing with Light magic for an instant and then settling to look like ordinary brown blankets and pillows. 
 
    “Could we have two more?” Tori asked. “Hikaru and the new Kosumoso boy should be coming back here for the night.” 
 
    “Kosumoso?” Nari inquired, a little startled, as she conjured two more sets of bedding. 
 
    “Kira said he only just arrived at the temple this morning.” 
 
    “Hmm,” was all Nari said in reply. “I must be off. I want the trainees to return to the temple first thing in the morning. This quake is not the only thing worrying me.” 
 
    After Nari departed into the glowing night, Kira shut her eyes, not wanting Mistress Tori to think she had been eavesdropping. A minute later, the healer came to shake Kira and Nesma and direct them to the newly conjured blankets. Though they were made from Light magic, they were as warm and soft as any other blanket. 
 
    She must have fallen asleep still contemplating the Light magic in the blanket’s fibers, for she woke in the night, a nearly full moon shining down upon her from the clear sky. Without looking, she could tell that Hikaru and Jun had returned; one of them was snoring lightly on the other side of her.  
 
    As she looked up at the sky, she idly wondered if the moon here was the same as the one in her own world. There were clearly more stars. Hundreds and thousands more. She grinned, recalling the name they had for her world. 
 
    Before she closed her eyes to return to sleep, however, everything went suddenly and unnaturally black. 
 
    She tried to open her mouth but found it clamped shut by some strange pressure. Then someone grabbed her under the arms and started dragging her from her blankets. Blind, unable to speak, she thrashed mutely against her unknown abductor. She knew exactly what this was: dark Shadow magic. 
 
    Her first terrified thought was of the shadow creature that had attacked her—but no, this person gripped her with strong fingers, just like the Shadow mages she and Anzu had met on the road to the temple. Had mages been behind the earthquake at the village? Was it one of the Storm King’s men? 
 
    She got her feet underneath her and aimed a backward kick. She struck something—a leg maybe—and next her feet were bound together with the same pressure holding her mouth shut. 
 
    She thought her captor was dragging her into the woods beside the little camp. How far they went, she couldn’t tell. Were the Storm King and his men lurking just outside the village, waiting to attack? 
 
    All of a sudden she was thrust to the ground. She landed among dead leaves, and their scent rushed into her nose, which, thankfully, she still had the use of. If her abductor had wanted to kill her, they could have clamped her nose shut too. 
 
    A voice spoke out of the blackness from somewhere in front of her. “Who are you?” it asked gruffly. The pressure holding her mouth closed released, and she opened her mouth wide, gasping for air even though she had been breathing through her nose. 
 
    “Kira,” she gasped. “Kira Savage.” 
 
    “Where did you come from?” the dark voice demanded. 
 
    “He-Heliodor.” 
 
    She was shaking. Terror ran through her. She couldn’t help but think it was the Storm King who abducted her. Did one of his spies find out? 
 
    “Liar,” the voice intoned softly. “Where. Are. You. From.” Each word was punctuated by a tightening of the pressure around her ankles. She nearly screamed at the final word. 
 
    “Heliodor!” she sputtered. 
 
    “Who is the arch-mage of Heliodor, then?” the man challenged and was met with Kira’s shocked silence. “Who’s the best blacksmith in town? Where did you go to school?” 
 
    Blankness must have shown on her face, and he scoffed. “Let’s try another question. What are you doing at Gekkō-ji?” 
 
    There was something familiar about the voice, but it was dripping so heavily with anger, she couldn’t place it. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “I got lost in the woods, and I came to—I came to Gekkō-ji to train.” 
 
    “Lost in the woods,” the voice scoffed. Then it came to her, it sounded like— 
 
    “Zowan?” another voice came from the direction of their camp, though Kira had heard no footsteps. 
 
    “Zowan? What are you doing out—Kira? What’s going on?” 
 
    It was Jun. The shock at being abducted by Lord Zowan was eclipsed by the appearance of her trainee. She struggled to sit up, but a hand on her shoulder kept her down. She opened her mouth to speak, but the pressure on her mouth returned. 
 
    “Jun, you need to understand something—” Zowan began. 
 
    “What are you doing to her?” Jun demanded. Now Kira could hear his footsteps among the leaves as he rushed over to them. 
 
    “She’s a spy,” Zowan spat. “Release that knife before you hurt someone.” 
 
    Silence. It went on an unbearably long time. She took ten breaths before anyone spoke. 
 
    “Why do you think she’s a spy?” asked Jun. 
 
    “I just do,” Zowan said irritably. “She says she’s from Heliodor, but she doesn’t know a thing about the place.” 
 
    “Why would a Shadow spy not know anything about the Shadow region?” Jun asked. 
 
    Thank you! Kira wanted to say, but her lips were pressed shut. At least her trainee was smart. 
 
    “You got me,” Zowan said. “Maybe she spent all her life in the Storm King’s catacombs learning who knows what kind of dark Shadow magic—I don’t know. Maybe he sent her here to gain a foothold in Gekkō-ji, so he could destroy it just like Azurite?” His voice had become as sharp as steel. 
 
    Jun grunted, as if this sounded like a valid reason. Kira squirmed on the ground. 
 
    “Can you at least let her speak?” Jun griped. 
 
    An exaggerated sigh came from Zowan, and the pressure across her mouth released. 
 
    “Can you let me see?” Kira demanded, echoing Jun’s tone. 
 
    The darkness disappeared from her eyes in time for her to see Zowan roll his eyes. In no time, though, he had summoned a blade and was holding it inches from her throat. Unlike Light, Shadow magic was supposed to be invisible, save for the common element both magics shared: Fire. 
 
    The flames danced in blade form, and Kira backed away, hitting a tree in her haste. She could see a look of satisfaction on Zowan’s face, in awful definition from the flames between them. 
 
    “Will you tell your trainee where you’re from?” Zowan asked, voice low and taunting. 
 
    Kira’s gaze darted from Jun to Zowan. Was it safe? Could they be trusted? Given Zowan’s reaction to her possibly being a Shadow spy, did that mean he had truly renounced the Storm King? 
 
    And Jun, with his highly connected family clan. What would he think? This was exactly what Kira had feared, going about Gekkō-ji in her charade, pretending to be someone she was not. She had a word or two she’d like to have with Ichiro when she returned. If Zowan ever let her go, that is. 
 
    “See?” Zowan was saying to Jun over Kira’s hasty thoughts. “It’s all over her face. Why else wouldn’t she say?” 
 
    Jun bit his lip, now refusing to look at Kira. 
 
    “No,” Kira got out finally. “Listen, I’m not a spy! I’m not even—” 
 
    “Prove it,” Zowan snapped. “Light can’t risk another Azurite. Or is this all a trap?” He gestured to the village beyond the woods. “A distraction to get everyone out of the temple?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Kira protested, her cheeks growing hot with anger—anger at Zowan, at the Realm of Camellia, at Ichiro and Nari for making her lie. 
 
    Zowan lunged at her, slamming her down into the leaves, the knife so close to her throat she could feel her shirt growing hot, and the smell of singed fabric reached her nostrils. 
 
    “Zowan, wait!” Jun shouted. 
 
    “Why?” the knight demanded. His face was thrown into terrifying relief against the night sky. Kira stopped breathing.  
 
    The silence from Jun was just as condemning as her own, however, and Zowan’s face drew together as if deciding something. He pressed down— 
 
    “The Starless Realm!” Kira gasped. “I’m from the Starless Realm!” 
 
    There had been many times she had imagined retorting this fact to Rabenda over the course of the past few weeks, but only to stop the cursed girl from tormenting her. Zowan and Jun’s faces looked nearly as stunned as Kira had pictured Rabenda’s might look. Mouth open, Zowan apparently lost control over his flaming knife, and it disappeared, leaving them in darkness, save for the dim glow of Light magic which only Kira and Jun could see. 
 
    Still crushed under his weight, Kira could feel his heart beating fast. Before she could blink, the knife had returned, the bright flames momentarily blinding her. 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    The damage had already been done, so she charged on, sensing a flicker of curiosity in Zowan’s tone. “I came from North Noxbury, Massachusetts,” Kira babbled. “I went to go live with Ms. Elm, after my mother—well, something happened to her, so they sent me away. And I was in North Noxbury when this thing—Nari thought it must have been Shadow magic—attacked me. I ran through the woods, and there was this door, and then I was here,” she finished. 
 
    “Nari?” Zowan repeated blankly after several minutes. “She knows?” 
 
    Kira nodded swiftly, her eyes still trained on the knife. “Ichiro, too.” 
 
    Zowan stood up straight, and the flames disappeared once again. Kira let out a sigh of relief. She tried scooting up to a sitting position, and when he didn’t try and stop her, she finally stood, though it was awkward with her ankles bound. 
 
    Over Zowan’s shoulder, Kira could see Jun staring at her, open-mouthed. He looked at her as though she might sprout antlers or suddenly fly off into the distance. 
 
    Kira raised an eyebrow at him, and he closed his mouth. 
 
    She looked over to Zowan. “Now, will you take these stupid binds off?”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the Dark 
 
      
 
    Zowan cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll have to verify your story with Master Ichiro,” he said formally, and the pressure released from the binds around her ankles and wrists. “You’re not to leave the company of your temple-mates until then.” 
 
    Kira gave him a wry look as she brushed the leaves and twigs off herself. She was about to ask him sarcastically if he wanted to know more about North Noxbury when she heard a faint cry coming from the direction of the village. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” she whispered. 
 
    Silence. “What?” Jun replied after a moment. 
 
    “There it is again,” she said. “I think someone’s hurt.” She took a step in the direction of the cry, but Zowan grabbed her arm.  
 
    “I just told you—” 
 
    “—then come with me!” she snapped and stormed off toward the village.  
 
    Two sets of footsteps followed. She smirked a little. 
 
    Guided by the dim glow of Light magic, Kira quietly headed for the edge of the woods, trying to keep an ear out for the sound. 
 
    Irritated though she was about Zowan’s accusations and threats, she felt a thrill at her secret being out. Then another thought occurred to her, and she whirled around, facing them. 
 
    “Listen, you can’t tell anyone about—” She gave them a significant look. “Mistress Nari and Ichiro didn’t want anyone to know. That’s why I’m pretending to be from the Shadow region; I was found near there. You have to promise,” she pleaded. She wished she had her own fiery knife to brandish to enforce the point. “They’re worried about the Storm King’s spies,” she added. 
 
    Zowan narrowed his eyes at her but nodded. Jun bobbed his head, and Kira whirled back around, having heard the cry again, only louder now. 
 
    They emerged from the woods on the other side of the village from the healer’s tent. From here, the tear in the earth spread into the distance. Not a hint of Light energy could be seen inside the crack. It was an unnervingly black rip upon the landscape. Kira was sure that the cry was coming from inside it. 
 
    She rushed over, right up to the edge. She had never been afraid of the dark, even before she had begun to see Light magic. 
 
    “What are you—get away from there!” Zowan said, dashing up beside her and pulling her away. 
 
    “No, wait, there’s someone down there!” she said, yanking her arm away from him. 
 
    “How can you see anything?” Jun asked, coming up behind her. “Why is it all black, anyway?” he asked no one in particular. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I swear I saw something move.” She wriggled free from Zowan and crouched toward the edge again, peering into the blackness. 
 
    A gentler hand squeezed her arm this time, and Jun said, “Get away from there.” 
 
    Kira listened, remembering Mistress Nari’s worry about what might have caused the earthquake had it not been Shadow magic nor nature. 
 
    “You couldn’t have possibly seen anything down there,” Zowan said. “I don’t know what this is, but it’s not natural. Come on, let’s get you two back to the tent.” 
 
    Jun said nervously, “It’s like something sucked all the Light magic out of the earth here.” 
 
    From inside the rift, out of the blackness, came a soft whimper. Kira could tell the others had heard it this time, from the way their heads whipped around. 
 
    “By the darkness—there is someone down there!” Zowan summoned a ball of flame in his raised hand; it grew for a moment, hovering in the air, and then he let it fall gently into the rift. It sank through the darkness like a leaf falling from a tree. The three of them came right to the edge, toes poking over the unnaturally dark abyss. 
 
    The ball of flame lit the rent earth as it fell and finally shed light on the form of a little girl, asleep, curled up precariously on a ledge. Kira and Jun gasped. The small ledge was large enough to hold the girl and little else. It was a miracle she had landed on it. She looked about six or seven, and in her hand, she clutched a small, fluffy-looking doll. Her pudgy cheeks were streaked with soot, with tear tracks cut through. 
 
    The ball of flame halted. Zowan drew a deep breath and held out his hands, palms up, as if placing them underneath the little girl. He drew another breath, and the little girl rose, lifted by Zowan’s Shadow magic. The girl floated seemingly unsupported out of the black abyss. It seemed like it took a lifetime for Zowan and his Shadow magic to lift her. Her head bobbed, and her little feet dangled limply in his hold, until finally she was up and in Zowan’s arms. 
 
    The mage pulled away from the edge and strode several paces away before setting her down. 
 
    “Is she all right?” Kira whispered, sinking down on the ground beside them. The fluffy doll had fallen from the girl’s hand, and Kira picked it up and tucked it carefully under the girl’s arm. It looked like it was supposed to be some sort of animal. 
 
    Zowan checked the girl’s breathing. A tiny snore snuck from the girl, and she rolled over, clutching the doll to her chest. Kira let out an involuntary chuckle. 
 
    “I wonder how she got down there?” Jun asked. 
 
    “We can wonder all we want later,” Zowan said shortly. “Let’s get away from here, shall we?” The mage glanced over his shoulder at the rift then bent to pick up the girl once more. 
 
    They walked back the way they had come, by the edge of the forest. They said nothing until the healer’s tent was in sight. 
 
    “What I want to know is,” Zowan began softly, “how you could hear her from where we were in the woods.” He gave Kira a look out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied wearily. “I could hear crying is all. Oh no—did she drop her doll?” 
 
    “What doll?” 
 
    “It was fluffy,” Kira explained, now looking back along the way they had come. “Looked like a little animal or something.” 
 
    Even with her enhanced nighttime vision, she could see nothing other than the dirt and leaves along the edge of the wood. She shrugged and caught up with the others. 
 
    Zowan woke Mistress Tori after Kira and Jun had a chance to return to their blankets. Kira knew enough of the healer that she wouldn’t appreciate two of her charges wandering the streets in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Lord Zowan, what’s—who’s—?” they could hear Mistress Tori saying sleepily. 
 
    “I found her asleep on the street; she must have been wandering. Would you look after her till morning?” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” she replied, and Zowan stalked off into the darkness soon after. 
 
    Kira turned to look at Jun, his face outlined in the subtle glow of Light. He opened his mouth to speak, but Kira beat him to it. 
 
    “I’ll tell you about the Starless Realm tomorrow. Right now, I just want to sleep.”  
 
    Her wish didn’t take long, and soon an entirely natural blackness settled on her eyes as her lids drifted closed. 
 
    When she woke the next day, Jun was gone. Nesma was nearby putting her shoes on, and Hikaru had disappeared again. Kira felt a jolt as she remembered what happened last night. Jun and Zowan knew her secret. She would be in huge trouble with Ichiro and Nari if they knew. Her stomach plummeted, recalling Ichiro and Nari’s reason for the secrecy. If the Storm King somehow found out, she could be dead and not just in trouble. 
 
    “Get moving, girls,” Mistress Tori instructed them from the tent, where she was changing a bandage on a man’s leg. Kira didn’t see the little girl they had rescued anywhere. 
 
    “Did Lord Zowan stop by last night?” she asked carefully. “I thought I heard his voice.” 
 
    The healer glanced up from her work and gave a small smile. “Yes, he found a little girl on the street as he was patrolling—her mother came by this morning, said the girl sleep-walks. She’d been looking for her since dawn.” Case closed, Mistress Tori returned to the bandaging. 
 
    One less thing off her mind, Kira slipped her shoes on and ran her fingers through her hair, then went with Nesma to the nearby stream to splash water on her face. Kira felt slightly guilty for not telling Nesma what happened, but she didn’t want to invent any more lies. It would be difficult to explain what she had been doing in the woods with Lord Zowan and Jun in the first place. 
 
    Next, she had to find Jun. He had seemed accepting last night, but she hardly knew him; could she trust him to keep her secret? 
 
    She found him eating breakfast with the last person in the realm she wanted him talking to: Rabenda. 
 
    Trainees were scattered across the grass in front of the cooking tent, some looking more worse for the wear after spending a night sleeping on the ground. Rabenda had her hair in a braid, and Kira was glad to see a stick poking out of it. 
 
    Jun smiled when he saw her—a good sign that he wasn’t telling Rabenda all her secrets. She hoped so, anyway. Kira had no choice but to join them, having already been walking straight for her trainee before she had even realized it was Rabenda he was sitting with. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and sat down next to Jun, who handed her a hot bun wrapped in a cloth napkin. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, in as cheerful a voice as she could manage. He looked about as uncomfortable as she felt, which made her feel slightly better. 
 
    Rabenda dabbed her mouth with a napkin and gave Kira an awful grin. 
 
    “Hi, Kira,” she said, falsely sweet. “I can’t believe you’re Jun’s mentor!” 
 
    “Oh?” Kira replied casually, picking at her bundle of food. “Well, that’s just how it goes, I guess.” She didn’t really know what else to say. She was somewhat concerned about what Rabenda was on about, especially after Kira bumped into her on the stairs yesterday. 
 
    “I’ve known Jun for ages and ages,” Rabenda gushed. Though a friendly smile was seemingly fixed on her face, it did not reach her eyes, which were full of malice. “Can you imagine, Jun, after all the time we spent talking about Gekkō-ji, now we’re both training? I guess you never thought you’d have someone from the Shadow region as a mentor, though, did you?” 
 
    Jun’s eyes flicked to Kira and away, and he said, “That’s just how it goes, I guess.” Kira could see the corner of his mouth pulling up in a smirk. 
 
    Clearly not the reaction she was looking for, Rabenda pressed on. “Where did you say you were from again, Kira?” 
 
    “Heliodor,” Kira said, bored. After last night’s abduction by Zowan, she didn’t think she’d ever be afraid of Rabenda again. Now, if only she could summon a blade of fire, then Rabenda would have something to fear. She would have to work harder at Light magic, at any rate. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Kira told Jun. “Mistress Tori needs help packing up her supplies.” He sprung to his feet, and they muttered goodbyes to a shocked and irritated Rabenda. She looked as if she had been denied a greatly anticipated treat. 
 
    When they were out of Rabenda’s hearing, a stream of chuckles burst from Jun, and Kira quickly joined him. 
 
    “I think you disappointed her,” Kira remarked when they had subsided. 
 
    “Yes, I think so,” he agreed, still chuckling. 
 
    “First Lord Zowan, now Rabenda—do you know everyone?” 
 
    He shrugged. “My father knows a lot of people. He always has visitors on the estate. Being one of the few Grey Knights in the realm will do that.” Then, in an undertone, he added, “You know about Grey Knights, right?” 
 
    The worried look in his eye brought the smile back to her face. “Yes. Ichiro told me. I think he said his son was one?” 
 
    Jun nodded. “Rokuro Starwind. One of the best. It’s a shame what happened to him. He and my father were close, until—well, you wouldn’t know. His wife disappeared a long time ago, and he was never the same afterward, or so my father says. She was never found, and it broke him to pieces.” 
 
    “I suppose that would happen,” Kira agreed, biting her lip. “How many Grey Knights are there now?” It was freeing, knowing she could ask Jun whatever she wanted. 
 
    “Six.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it. There used to be more, before the Fall of Azurite and the Storm King turning against us. Knights used to train at both temples, if they had the potential for both magics. But not anymore.” 
 
    They had slowed as they walked and were now lingering just out of sight of the healer’s tent. 
 
    “So, it’s true, you really are from the Starless Realm?” he whispered. 
 
    She nodded. “Please, you can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “I would never. But why keep it a secret?” 
 
    “Mistress Nari thinks the Storm King sent something into my realm looking for Light magic,” Kira whispered. “And it nearly got me. She doesn’t want him to find out I came through.” 
 
    “Get moving, you two,” chided a voice from behind them. 
 
    Kira and Jun jumped apart and turned to see Hikaru trudging up behind them carrying two buckets of water. 
 
    “Did they get the well working?” Jun asked. “How?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” Hikaru replied, handing each of them a bucket. “We’re returning to the temple soon, and Mistress Tori needs help. Those are for her.” 
 
    They returned to the tent. Their impending departure was evident in the controlled chaos of packing up. Once all the remaining patients had been properly relocated and tended to, Mistress Tori asked one of the Light knights to take care of the tent and cots which had been summoned. Kira watched in fascination as the knight gently touched one of the cots, and a sort of melty glow surrounded it. Then the whole thing dissolved, the magic disbursing itself back into the world around it. 
 
    When this was done, it was as if they had never been there, save for the pressed-down grass where they had all trodden over the last day. Mistress Tori packed up her small box, and they were ready to leave. The village healer had been plied with supplies and instructions for the continued care of the remaining wounded. Mistress Tori had deemed the healer competent enough that she felt confident she could return to the temple. 
 
    None of the trainees remained in the village, only the knights and a few of the masters. The walk back to the temple seemed to take longer than yesterday, but Kira didn’t mind in the slightest. 
 
    She smiled and admired the orange and red blossoming from the autumn leaves as they walked, while she, Jun, and Nesma chatted about nothing in particular.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Page 
 
      
 
    “Resume your lessons,” the squire posted on the inside of the temple gate called as they walked through. “Master Starwind’s orders. Resume your lessons.” 
 
    Nesma threw Kira an exasperated look. “I’ll tell them you’re showing Jun around,” she said. “At least you two will get the day off. Enjoy it for us, will you?” She and Hikaru hastily departed for their lessons. Kira headed straight for the garden, the place she had been planning on taking Jun first yesterday. 
 
    It was cool and quiet in the garden. They passed the statue of Gekkō, but she didn’t let Jun examine it long. She glanced nervously around the bench, unsure as to whether she wished to see the spirit of the mountain or not. They left the garden without seeing anything stranger than a fluffy flying squirrel startling them by soaring into another tree. 
 
    Yesterday, Kira had been terrified at the thought of having her own trainee. Today, she was thrilled. Finally, she had someone to confide in. She could stop pretending, a little. 
 
    Once the temple had settled in and everyone had gone to their lessons, Kira showed Jun the bath house. She felt no guilt at all for going around to the girl’s bath and taking one herself too. They were covered in grime from the day before and the night spent on the ground. She was out in a flash and had even found Jun a fresh set of temple clothes before he had finished. 
 
    No longer smelling of smoke and sweat, Kira brought Jun to the Moonstone. When they entered the foyer, however, they came to a halt. Mistress Nari stood there, arms crossed tight about herself. 
 
    “You two, with me now.” She turned and walked down the hall. 
 
    With no choice but to obey, Kira and Jun followed her to a door Kira recognized. Ichiro’s office. 
 
    The man himself was not inside when they entered. Nari pointed at the two cushions on the floor in front of the low table. Kira and Jun sat without question, and then Nari disappeared, sliding the door shut quietly but firmly. 
 
    Kira turned to look at Jun. His eyes were as wide as hers felt. Kira’s imagination took off like a rocket; had Ichiro and Nari found out about their late-night excursion? Had Zowan told someone else about Kira’s secret? 
 
    They didn’t have long to find out. Two sets of footsteps sounded down the hall, and the door slid open a moment later. Ichiro looked somber but somehow excited. Nari looked dour, her expression grave and unreadable. The two masters sat down across from them. 
 
    “I think you know why we’re here,” Ichiro said, reaching behind him and pulling a scroll from one of the compartments in the wall. 
 
    Kira stared at him in horror. Was she being kicked out of the temple? 
 
    She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Perhaps this would solve all of Ichiro and Nari’s problems—the stranger from the Starless Realm disappearing from their midst. But why had they dragged Jun into this? 
 
    “Lord Zowan came to see me.” Ichiro looked down at the tightly rolled scroll in his hands. 
 
    Kira opened her mouth again then closed it. She stared at the scroll, wondering what was written on it in that careful handwriting of Ichiro’s. 
 
    “She had no choice but to say,” Jun interjected. “He was going to kill her.” 
 
    Kira’s eyes closed briefly as Jun came to her aid. The words had been rolling around in her brain, but she hadn’t been able to get them out of her mouth. She risked a grateful glance in his direction. 
 
    “I do not doubt it,” Ichiro said gravely. Kira’s head snapped up. Ichiro went on. “And despite two more people knowing of your…situation…we have now found a solution to one of our problems.” 
 
    “A solution?” Kira echoed, completely lost. 
 
    Mistress Nari finally spoke. “Lord Zowan has offered to tutor you, Kira, in the ways of the Shadow region and the Realm.” 
 
    “Z-Zowan? Tutor me? But why?” 
 
    Ichiro and Nari shared a brief glance, and Ichiro got up and went to the shelf in the opposite wall to make some tea. “What do you know of Lord Zowan, Kira?” he asked. 
 
    She turned, watching him measuring leaves into the teapot. “He defected from the Shadow region after the Fall of Azurite. He’s a Shadow mage.” And he’s a jerk, she thought to herself. 
 
    Ichiro pursed his lips as he poured hot water into the teapot. “Indeed. He also hails from Heliodor and, as a mage, is in a unique position to offer a young page guidance, in a way that would not arouse any undue suspicion. He can give you instruction so that you may better blend in.” 
 
    “But I’m a novice,” Kira said, catching something off about Ichiro’s words. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Mistress Nari said and unfurled the scroll. 
 
    Kira glanced at Jun, but he was staring at the scroll. The words at the top were clear. Approval for Advancement. 
 
    “But won’t making me a page look suspicious?” 
 
    Mistress Nari shook her head. “In some cases, a demonstration of valor or skill can be cause for advancement. Lord Zowan told us you were really the one to find the little girl in the rift last night. That sort of thing would qualify. And—not that this part would be public knowledge—but being kidnapped and accused of being a spy by a Shadow mage isn’t something we expect our novices to have to deal with.” 
 
    “Yes, but Zowan was the one to actually save the girl,” Kira muttered. 
 
    “Integrity,” Ichiro said, setting down the tea tray and rejoining them. “Another requirement for advancement.” 
 
    “And Jun saved me from being murdered—he stopped Zowan.” She didn’t know why she was trying to convince them not to advance her, but the idea of advancing to page before Nesma and even Hikaru was making her incredibly nervous. As if she hadn’t already been singled out for being from the Shadow region. 
 
    “Trust me, Kira,” Ichiro said, handing her a cup of tea. “It will be easier to tutor you in the ways of the realm, and of the Shadow region, once you advance to page, since Lord Zowan is already privy to your true identity. You will be able to leave Gekkō-ji, under the pretense of helping him on quests, where you can talk privately.” 
 
    “Why can’t you tutor me?” Kira blurted. “Or Mistress Nari,” she added, but they could all tell it was an afterthought. 
 
    Nari didn’t seem offended in the slightest but instead said, “That would attract unwanted attention, having a novice being tutored by either of us. Zowan is the perfect choice. He is also highly interested in his uncle’s plans and what the Storm King might have been up to sending a Shadow messenger into the Starless Realm.” 
 
    Messenger. It wasn’t the word Kira would use to describe the shadowy demon that chased her through the door. She shuddered, remembering the splintering crash as the beast turned the sturdy wooden bench into a pile of matchsticks. 
 
    “Do you think—do you think the Storm King meant to have it chase me into this realm?” she asked. “How do we know the beast isn’t watching us now?” Kira wondered. 
 
    “The temple has long been fortified by both Light and Shadow magics to prevent outside interference. How do you think we could have withstood his attacks this long?” Nari retorted, personally affronted at her security being questioned. 
 
    Kira shrugged. They were the ones who were giving her a tutor to learn these things. 
 
    “It’s the human element we’re worried about,” Nari explained. “Traitors and spies, whether Light, Shadow, or no magic at all, that is his only way of gathering information from inside Gekkō-ji. Which is why it is imperative you do not tell anyone else your secret.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice!” Kira exploded, growing tired of Mistress Nari’s accusatory gaze. Ichiro shot Nari a look, and she dropped the glare, turning instead to study her teacup. 
 
    “In any case, there are now four people who know. Do not increase that number.” 
 
    Kira repressed a huff. 
 
    “As to the fourth,” Mistress Nari now addressed Jun, who stiffened on his cushion. “I hope we have made it clear that Kira’s identity must remain secret. Her life, and everyone in the Light region, depends on this knowledge not reaching the Storm King. I trust that your position as a member of the Kosumoso clan will make the importance of this clear to you.” 
 
    “I understand, Mistress Nari,” Jun addressed his knees. 
 
    “I’m not sure you do,” she said sharply, and they both looked up. “Either of you. The Storm King is meddling with things we do not understand—the earthquake in the village yesterday, the door through which Kira traveled—we do not know what we’re dealing with yet, and you would both do well to remember that.” 
 
    “But the door—I thought people had come here from my realm before?” Kira interjected. 
 
    Ichiro nodded gravely over his steepled fingers. “As I’ve said, Camellia has seen several visitors from the Starless Realm over the ages. Each and every one left a mark on our realm, whether they intended to or not. Their accounts have been recorded thoroughly. None speak of doors or anything more distinct than falling through a fiery portal or down a dark hole.” 
 
    “The door is something new, and if the Storm King’s messenger was there too, it bodes not well for the realm.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Fall of Azurite 
 
      
 
    The next morning, there was a note from Ichiro in Kira’s mailbox. Because she had advanced to page outside of the normal academic process, she would need to wait until the next new moon ceremony, when apparently they celebrated this sort of thing. She was glad to discover that it was two weeks away, because until then, she would remain in the novice lessons. She realized she only had two weeks to get her Light and combat skills up to scratch so she wouldn’t make a fool of herself in front of the other pages. 
 
    Ichiro’s note also informed her that she would begin meeting with Zowan on Saturdays, when she had no lessons, for her informal training on the realm. Though it was still two days away, Kira’s stomach wriggled uncomfortably every time she thought about it. Despite saving the little girl together, whenever she thought of Zowan, all she could remember was the tight darkness of Shadow magic across her eyes and mouth and the look in his eyes as he glared at her over his fiery dagger. She tried to assure herself that Ichiro wouldn’t have suggested she go with Zowan if he were truly dangerous, but it didn’t do much to calm her nerves. 
 
    It had been difficult to tell Nesma about her advancement, but Jun had come with her. Kira thought it best to tell Nesma right away, before the new moon ceremony, so she could get used to the idea. 
 
    “We’ll still see each other,” Kira had assured her. “We’ll still be in the dorm house together.” 
 
    Nesma nodded forlornly. 
 
    “And you’ll be with Jun,” Kira said soothingly, pulling him forward a little. 
 
    As if the news of Kira’s advancement wasn’t a big enough change, today was Jun’s first official day of training. He and Hikaru met them on the way to the morning’s fighting lesson. Master Tenchi called Jun along with the other lower novices to the main ring and delivered another cold speech to the new trainee before beginning their lesson.  
 
    Kira was nervous under the master’s eye. He didn’t always call her group of trainees into the main ring but seemed to know when each group of novices needed more instruction so rotated daily. 
 
    As Kira lost herself in the repetition of the set of moves Tenchi had shown them, she remembered—in two weeks, she would be training with the pages. She was barely competent enough to be a novice. With a jolt, she remembered Rabenda was a page. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Jun asked, lowering his palms. 
 
    Master Tenchi had stepped away from the main ring to bark instruction at the group of novices skilled enough to wield Light staves. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Jun gave her a look, raising one eyebrow. 
 
    She sighed, pretending to stretch out her shoulder. “I just—I just realized Rabenda is in the page class.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Rabenda.” He didn’t look to happy about her, either. 
 
    “And,” she lowered her voice so there was no chance of Nesma or Hikaru overhearing, “I’ve only got two weeks till I’m in the page class. I can barely even do Light magic, let alone whatever they’re doing in combat class.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll just have to work hard, then, won’t we?” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “You think you’ll be the only new page at the new moon?” 
 
    Kira’s face contorted with amusement. “Really?” 
 
    “I’m not Jovan Kosumoso’s son for nothing.” 
 
    Kira raised her hands with a grin, nodded at Jun, and they returned to their work, movements sharp and sure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kira’s first Saturday at Gekkō-ji had been spent pulling weeds for hours in one of the vegetable gardens with Nesma, but today she thought she would rather be doing chores than meeting up with Lord Zowan. Though he was Jun’s family friend, Gekkō-ji’s newest trainee didn’t have much to say about the Defector before Kira’s first appointment with him. She had no idea what she was getting herself into. 
 
    Nesma and Hikaru were ecstatic to hear that Kira would be apprenticing with a knight, until she told them who exactly it was. Nesma’s eyes widened in terror, and Hikaru’s face twisted in a mix of confusion and awe. 
 
    “The Defector?” Hikaru said, as if there might be another Lord Zowan. 
 
    Kira nodded over her breakfast, trying to look excited, or at least not unhappy with the prospect of leaving Gekkō-ji with the knight. Pages and squires often left the temple to apprentice under the Light knights to aid them on their quests or to help them with their gear at the very least. Squires were required to apprentice under a knight for a year; whereas the pages merely had permission to do so if a knight chose them. 
 
    She watched wistfully as the three novices departed for the gardens and the day’s chores. Feeling vaguely empty handed—though she still had almost no possessions besides the clothing Nesma had gathered from the temple outfitters—she headed for the gate and down the stairs leading from the temple, where she was to meet Zowan. 
 
    The surrounding woods were cool and quiet. A light breeze sent dead leaves skittering across her path as she descended. As she turned the collar of her new black jacket up, she spotted Lord Zowan at the bottom of the stairs, mounted on an enormous black gelding. 
 
    Zowan said nothing, only gave her a grin that some people might be inclined to describe as evil; Kira was coming to think that was just the way he looked. 
 
    “Hi,” she said timidly. The walls she had spent the last two weeks building around her true identity seemed to melt, knowing that no one was watching her but Zowan. She didn’t have to worry about proper customs or greetings today. Fleetingly, she wondered how much he might know about her home—the Starless Realm. 
 
    “‘Hi’ yourself, Kira. Get on,” Zowan said, laughter in his voice. 
 
    “On?” Kira peered around his horse to see if he had brought a second mount, but there was none. “No—I couldn’t possibly fit,” she protested when she realized what he meant. 
 
    “Briar? Can she fit?” Zowan addressed his horse. 
 
    For a second, Kira thought he was mad. The horse snorted, but it couldn’t possibly have understood him. 
 
    “Briar thinks you can,” Zowan said stoutly. “I don’t have a spare mount, and I don’t want to waste time walking. Just get on.” 
 
    With a wave of apprehension flooding her stomach, she accepted Zowan’s outstretched hand. While looking to see if she might fit her foot in the stirrup to help herself up, Zowan yanked her up by her arm, and she had no choice but to fling her leg around Briar’s back. She was quite suddenly on, and she had somehow managed it without kicking Zowan. 
 
    Zowan wasted no breath talking as they galloped across the countryside, with Kira gingerly holding his waist from behind. Briar seemed to read Zowan’s mind; not a single word or command passed his lips, yet the horse seemed to know where to go. Thankfully, the ride wasn’t long, for Kira’s bottom was already becoming sore by the time they reached a copse of trees on the edge of a field. Briar came to a stop before they reached the tree line. 
 
    Kira slid off the horse at a nod from Zowan. Are all knights and mages so tight-lipped? she wondered. Anzu had been just the same. She wondered if she would see Anzu again soon, or if the knight always snuck in and out of Gekkō-ji in the dead of night, wordless. 
 
    Perhaps the rite to become a knight scared the words out of them, Kira thought. She shuddered as Zowan joined her on the ground. Jun had told her a little about the new moon ceremonies and that pages, squires, and knights each had a different rite to observe before advancing to the next status. Even Jun didn’t know what the different rites were, though, so Kira really had no idea what to expect when the time came. 
 
    After hobbling Briar so the gelding wouldn’t wander far, Zowan led her into the woods. 
 
    “We’re not going on a real quest, are we?” Kira asked, clutching her arms about herself. Once inside the trees, they lost most of the sun’s light and were immersed in a cold dimness. She wasn’t prepared to face any more spirits, bandits, or whatever else caused trouble in the Realm of Camellia. Certainly not empty-handed, anyway. Or even—she laughed at herself—with a handful of needles. 
 
    Zowan snorted. “No. There’s a clearing up ahead where we won’t be disturbed. We’ll be using it for practice.” 
 
    Kira raised an eyebrow, but it went unseen by Zowan, who was charging toward the clearing Kira could now see. 
 
    “Practice?” 
 
    A stream gurgled at the northern end of the clearing, and soft green moss underfoot grew on everything—the grass, the rocks, and it even crept several feet up the trees. Zowan halted and turned to face her; he held out his hand, the tip of a dagger held between his fingers. 
 
    Kira stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Take it,” he said, thrusting the handle toward her. 
 
    Reluctantly, she grasped the handle, and he dropped his hand. The dagger was by no means new, the handle wrapped in worn leather that had perhaps once been black. She had never held such a weapon before. She didn’t think she would wield her own Light weapon for months, either, considering all she could summon at the moment was a needle. 
 
    “I don’t know what your life was like in the Starless Realm, but that doesn’t matter anymore,” Zowan said bluntly. “This is Camellia, and you need to protect yourself. I’m guessing you’ve never fought with one before?” It wasn’t really a question by the tone of his voice, but at least he had the courtesy to pose it as one, Kira thought. 
 
    “I haven’t even held a dagger before,” she admitted. 
 
    He nodded then turned to pace silently across the soft moss. “I’m here to teach you about Camellia, and about Light and Shadow, but it’d be a waste of energy just to sit around talking like Mistress Nari asked me to.” 
 
    Zowan stopped pacing. “Can you tell me if that blade is made of Light or not?” 
 
    “Um.” Kira looked down at the blade and bit her lip. If it was Light magic, it was a good imitation. “No.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to tell you. You’re going to keep that blade with you night and day from now on—so you’ll have plenty of time to figure it out.” 
 
    “I’m keeping it?” 
 
    A smile turned up the corner of his mouth. “I thought visitors from the Starless Realm were supposed to be more impressive, smarter at least.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you.” Kira chuckled. “Mistress Nari thinks I’m originally from here anyway, since I can do Light magic.” 
 
    Zowan nodded absently. “Yes, there hasn’t ever been a visitor from the Starless Realm who could use Light or Shadow. They’ve all brought other skills or ideas. But that is a conversation for another day, I’m afraid. We’ve got a lot of work to do. I thought I’d start with the beginning of the feud.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kira said. She reached to tuck the dagger into her belt sash, but Zowan held out a hand to stop her. 
 
    “Didn’t I say we weren’t just going to sit around chatting? Hold it up, let me see your form.” 
 
    He pulled out another dagger so she could mirror him and went on. 
 
    “You may have noticed the feud going on,” Zowan said delicately, behind her now, adjusting the angle of her elbow. “Light and Shadow haven’t always gotten along, ever since the realm came to be, and the two magics were named and divided into separate schools of learning, but it’s never gone on quite this long before. The wounds inflicted run too deep. In the past, they’ve been able to balance each other out, but the Storm King has taken it too far. It all started with the Fall of Azurite.” 
 
    Kira shuddered involuntarily. She had heard the name several times now of the incident that had started the feud. 
 
    Zowan had been there. Had seen it. Had tried to stop it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zowan was excited to visit Azurite, the largest Light temple in the realm full of old traditions and learning. It was his first visit to the illustrious temple, where he would study Light magic, even though he could not wield it. Many dreamed of becoming Grey Knights, but Zowan knew he was destined only for Shadow. No one in his family line had ever wielded anything other than Shadow. Yet he was drawn to learn how Light worked. 
 
    For his uncle the Storm King, the exchange of information between the temples was more important than any other resource and required a delegation of Shadow masters and mages. Of course, the Storm King himself wanted to be present to be sure he got what he wanted out of any bargain that might be struck, and Zowan had been allowed to accompany him. 
 
    Their journey had taken less time than expected—perhaps because the Storm King had diverted a rainstorm that struck their party outside Heliodor. They arrived a day early. It was decided that they would camp nearby for the night, so as not to overstay their welcome at the temple. Besides, the view of the temple from below was breathtaking. 
 
    The stone temple and all its buildings sat clustered next to the base of a waterfall, with lush green foliage exploding from all sides. The water fell from a high peak, soaring above the temple. The Shadow delegation slept that night to the sound of the pounding falls, a constant thrum of noise. 
 
    The next day, they arrived at the temple at the agreed upon time, but no one came to the gate to greet them. The Storm King quickly grew irritable at the lack of courtesy; the Light folk must have seen their party approaching. 
 
    Furious, the Storm King sent Zowan inside to report their presence, after waiting nearly an hour. 
 
    Never having been to Azurite before, Zowan wasn’t sure where to go, but once he passed through the small door beside the gate—which was unlocked—the way was clear. He followed a stone path, crossed a small wooden bridge, and made his way through the manicured garden on the other side. The place radiated peacefulness. 
 
    Zowan was glad his uncle had sent him inside to see what the trouble was instead of charging in himself. His uncle could never control his temper. Zowan was sure it was some small oversight that they hadn’t sent a delegation to greet the Storm King at the gate. They had to know such an act would offend his uncle. He would just find some page or other, inform them that his uncle was here, and the temple would send out their delegation to greet them. 
 
    Yet he saw no one. 
 
    But then he heard raised voices coming from inside the largest stone building, and he headed in their direction. He passed through the columns and entered chaos. 
 
    Pages and squires were gathered in small groups, some crying, others summoning Light weapons with rage upon their faces. Several masters were gathered at the opposite end of the room, crouching over someone laying on the floor. Zowan could see the person’s bare feet. 
 
    One of the masters turned and spotted Zowan, and his face morphed from sadness to outrage too quickly to assume that the outrage hadn’t been simmering underneath the grief all along. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” the man seethed at Zowan, advancing upon him. 
 
    Zowan’s eyes widened at the sight of the woman on the floor, the view now clear. Her eyes stared blankly at the ceiling. She was dead. 
 
    “How would I know?” Zowan replied truthfully, warily. The condemnation on their faces was evident. 
 
    Zowan’s uncle had never been a patient man. The Storm King entered the chamber at that exact moment. The Shadow delegation streamed in silently behind him. 
 
    Their appearance incited more than just shouts of indignation. Several fights soon broke out. The Light warriors cried, “Murderer!” and worse, and the Shadows were unsure what to do other than hold them back. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the fights to turn into an outright battle; soon the chamber was filled with flashes of Light and the invisible strength of Shadow magic. The pages flung themselves out of the way, but a few squires remained to fight, standing tall, until more than a few were knocked down. 
 
    Zowan did his best to defend himself and his uncle. He didn’t understand why the Lights thought the Storm King and the Shadows had anything to do with the death of the woman on the floor. The Lights were ruthless, fueled by their fresh grief. Zowan didn’t want to hurt anyone—they were blind with grief and rage. 
 
    Finally, he snapped, batting away a glowing Light arrow aimed straight at his heart with a wave of Shadow magic. “Stop, stop! Stop this madness!” he cried. A burst of wind blew through the chamber. 
 
    It took a moment, but the fighting inside the chamber, and out—several scuffles had edged their way past the columns—stopped. 
 
    Given that Zowan had called the halt, every face turned to him, expectant. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” he reasoned. “Why are you fighting us?” 
 
    Several inarticulate shouts burst forth, but the man who had challenged Zowan at first shoved his way forward to be heard. His golden hair was singed by one temple, and a small trickle of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. “Lady Asaka is dead,” he cried in agony. “You killed her!” 
 
    He raised a maligning finger at Zowan—but no, Zowan realized, his uncle was directly behind him. 
 
    “What proof do you have, Maito?” the Storm King asked coolly. 
 
    “Proof? Proof? What more proof do we need? She was found here, no sign of death upon her—none, other than suffocation, by Shadow magic.” 
 
    “Suffocation?” the Storm King drawled. “Are you sure it wasn’t one of tens of other ailments that strike silently and without evidence? I am not without sympathy for her loss, but—” 
 
    “We have evidence!” Maito nearly squeaked. He reached into his pocket and drew out something small. “You may save your sympathy,” he continued, his voice more controlled. “Or perhaps you will deny that this is not yours?” 
 
    Maito threw the small silver object at the Storm King. It bounced off his chest and landed on the floor with a clang. Zowan looked down and saw his uncle’s ring spinning on the white marble. 
 
    Zowan dared not look at his uncle. He would recognize that ring anywhere. It was the ring given to him by the Emperor when Raiden took over the Shadow temple. Zowan’s fists bunched involuntarily; he thought he might be sick. 
 
    “I would not deny that it is mine,” the Storm King said calmly, as if speaking to a child. “But I would also have it known that that ring was taken from me last evening as we camped outside of your temple.” 
 
    “Liar!” Maito spat. 
 
    “Why would killing Lady Asaka benefit me?” the Storm King retorted, sensing the mood of the crowd shifting, but it was too late.  
 
    Maito charged straight for the Storm King. A small but fierce Light dagger appeared in his hand. Zowan didn’t think twice; lunging to the right, he caught Maito by the shoulder. 
 
    The blade was in his hand before he knew it, fiery, sleek, and fatal. His right hand braced on Maito’s shoulder; the blade in his left sought Maito’s middle without Zowan’s awareness. After the fraction of a second that had passed, Maito slumped to the ground, Zowan’s fiery dagger crackling with rage and blood. 
 
    All hell broke loose. Zowan grabbed his uncle and they raced for the exit, the other Shadows dutifully covering them. 
 
    By the time they crossed the bridge in the garden, they stopped tracking blood from their footsteps. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kira paused after dodging a strike from Zowan. He hadn’t let her stop practicing with the dagger as his story went on, but now she held up a hand to rest, panting. 
 
    “So that’s why Light and Shadow are fighting?” she got out between gasps. “They think the Storm King killed Lady Asaka?” 
 
    Zowan shook his head mournfully. “For what happened after.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Lights followed them out of the temple and into the forest. The Shadows couldn’t get away. Zowan didn’t know what drove the Storm King to do it—they had gotten separated—but all fighting stopped when they saw it. 
 
    The waterfall. It was moving. 
 
    Only the Storm King had such power to move a waterfall. Zowan watched in horror as the pounding falls moved ever closer to the Light temple…now empty of its knights and masters yet filled with cowering novices, pages, and its other residents. 
 
    Zowan pushed aside the Light knight he’d been fighting off and raced back to the temple. 
 
    He felt disembodied from his legs as he sprinted. Dozens of terrified pages streamed past him from the gate; the pounding water was already inside. 
 
    Zowan braced himself by the gate and concentrated. He yanked as much Shadow magic as he could from his surroundings and threw it up into the sky, a rough but nearly functional barrier of pure Shadow energy. A second later, the full force of the falls pounded upon it. Zowan pushed and pushed even more magic into the barrier. Dimly he felt and saw people hurrying past him, moving as fast as they could in the churning waters. 
 
    The crushing falls pummeled his barrier. He felt himself sinking into the mud, the icy water twining around his ankles. When he felt he could hold it no longer, his out-of-focus eyes spotted the briefest of movements. A woman, the entire side of her head drenched in blood, staggered toward the gate, a young girl clutched in her arms. 
 
    Zowan couldn’t hold it much longer. Please, he thought at the woman, too weak for spoken words. Hurry. 
 
    The terror of letting go of the barrier and murdering the woman and child in front of his very eyes kept him from doing just that. 
 
    She didn’t speak, but when she reached Zowan, she grabbed his arm, drawing him away. He didn’t know how many people might still be in the temple or trapped by the flood waters. He didn’t know why his uncle would do such a thing. But he assented to the woman’s pull, letting her drag him away, focused only on holding the barrier until they were safely away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kira had stopped without realizing it, but so had Zowan. He stared transfixed at the stream behind her, twisting his own dagger in his hands. Before she could speak, he fixed her with a look. “My uncle didn’t appreciate my interference, just as much as he didn’t like the Lights accusing him of murder.” 
 
    “Did he really do it? Did he kill the Lady?” Kira wanted to know. 
 
    “We never spoke face to face after that day, but judging from his reaction, I’d say yes, yes he did.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zowan returned Kira to the temple in the early evening, her muscles aching from the unexpected weapons practice. After he spoke of the Fall of Azurite, he had drilled her relentlessly on the movements he taught her with the dagger. It was much like Master Tenchi’s combat class, with the added danger of the sharpened blade. 
 
    Kira’s mind was reeling from Zowan’s story. Now she finally felt like she understood everyone’s hatred toward the Storm King. Lady Asaka, all the innocent people inside the temple—no wonder the Lights held such animosity toward Shadow. 
 
    On their way back, Zowan had his horse Briar walk and explained a handful of the skirmishes, plots, and attacks that had happened since the Fall of Azurite. 
 
    “Zowan, what’s that?” 
 
    Kira was pointing at a small structure just off the side of the road. It was made of stone, and Kira could see several statues inside it. Two jars of flowers stood at its base. Kira remembered seeing similar structures on her way to Gekkō-ji with Anzu. 
 
    “Oh, right, you wouldn’t know.” He slowed Briar. “It’s a shrine to a local spirit. They’re all over the realm. How much do you know about the spirits of Camellia?” 
 
    “Not much,” Kira replied, wondering if she should tell him about her encounter with the spirit of the mountain. 
 
    “Well, the good news is that they’re all local, so you wouldn’t know about the spirits in the Light region, anyway. I think this one is for one of the archery spirits.” 
 
    Indeed, Kira now spotted a stone carving of an arrow at the top of the small shrine. 
 
    Before they reached the stairs to Gekkō-ji, Kira had a thought. “Don’t you work for the Empress?” 
 
    “On occasion.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she do something about the feud?” 
 
    Zowan sighed quietly. “Empress Mei comes from a clan long steeped in Light history, though she does not have the magic herself. She never sent aid to the Storm King, yet she won’t condone a strike on him directly. The Grand Steward is tasked with ending the feud, but he’s more interested in talk than action. They leave the feuding up to the temples, even though it taxes all of Camellia. 
 
    “The Empress and her council have enough going on—Jardin’s forces have been encroaching on Camellia’s borders, not to mention the raiders from Ga-Mir…” He trailed off with a sigh, but it sounded like an old complaint. 
 
    “But it’s been going on for so long,” Kira pressed. “Wouldn’t it be better for the Empress if Camellia was united?” 
 
    Zowan sighed and reined Briar to walk even slower. They were nearing the temple but still out of hearing range of the guards at the outer gate. 
 
    “Well, of course it would be better, Kira, but it’s much easier to say something should be done than to actually bring it about. No one’s going to forget about Lady Asaka and the Fall of Azurite any time soon, not to mention faults on both sides since then. Though I fear if we don’t do something soon, both sides will merely destroy each other, piece by piece.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grey Knight 
 
      
 
    Tucked in her belt, the hilt hidden by the hem of her vest, Kira’s new dagger felt reassuring against her hip. Before departing, Zowan had reminded her of her homework: to figure out whether the dagger was made of Light magic or not. She wasn’t allowed to ask the masters, her friends, or even Jun. Zowan said he would know if she did. She doubted it, but she would keep to her word. She had one week. 
 
    At dinner, she could tell Jun wanted to ask her how her day with Zowan had gone, but both of them knew she couldn’t answer truthfully in front of everyone else. Hikaru was unashamedly jealous that Kira was being advanced to page so soon—and he admitted as much as he, Kira, Jun, and Nesma left the courtyard behind the kitchen house. 
 
    “But it’s going to be a lot of work,” Nesma said to Hikaru as they crossed the open temple square. “The lessons will be much harder—” 
 
    “—And you get to train with Zowan the Defector, too,” Hikaru cut across her, still in awe. “Does Master Starwind think you might have the potential to become a Grey Knight? Is that why you’re training with a Shadow?” 
 
    Kira shrugged and, to her surprise, felt a spark of excitement ignite in her chest at the idea. 
 
    “Do either of your parents have Shadow magic or just Light?” 
 
    The spark flickered and went out. For some reason, Kira’s face flamed red, and she was glad the moon was waning—there was only a quarter of it left and not much natural light to see by. Colors, and blushing cheeks for that matter, were not illuminated by Light magic. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kira said, trying to keep her voice as even as possible. “They’re gone,” she added quietly. It was enough to twist a wrenching rip around her heart, but it was also enough to get Hikaru to stop questioning her about it. He bit his lip and changed the subject. 
 
    Even though she had grown up knowing that her father was dead, the places she held in her heart for both of her parents now seemed inflamed and raw. Knowing now what she did about the Realm of Camellia, she was more confused than ever. Were Ichiro and Nari right? Had she and her mother really come from here? 
 
    And what of her father? Kira’s mother had never wanted to talk about him. 
 
    They said their goodbyes beside the glowing cherry blossom tree, and Kira and Nesma headed for the girl’s dormitory house in silence. Nesma was easy like that. Kira’s mentor was good at reading other people’s emotions. It made Kira smile a little at Nesma when they reached the gallery to the dormitory house and went inside. 
 
    Though she hadn’t had a chance ever since Nesma had shown it to her, Kira was beginning to think it might be time to go to the library. Zowan’s lesson had opened something in her. She needed to know more about Camellia—and whether it really was possible that she had come from here. Knowing the truth couldn’t be any worse than living in the dark. There might have been oblivion in the dark, but obliviousness was not always smart. 
 
    Kira lay awake for hours. Nesma fell asleep quickly, since she, Jun, and Hikaru had spent much of the day weeding the garden. Hana and Michi returned some time later and eventually settled in and began to slumber. All the while, Kira lay motionless, staring up at the ceiling, agitated. 
 
    Her mind kept going back to the Fall of Azurite. She couldn’t help but picture the powerful waterfall pounding upon the temple, the deadly falls uncaring what they destroyed. The people inside the temple, oblivious to the danger until the water struck. Rooms filling too quickly to escape as the waters surged through the temple grounds. 
 
    Finally, she got up from her bed and headed for the door, her feet silent on the wooden floor. She slipped on her soft leather shoes sitting by the door. With a second thought, she returned to her bed and grabbed the knife Zowan had given to her, which she had hidden under her mattress. 
 
    A slight smile rose to her lips at the fact that she needed to turn no lights on nor find a flashlight. She slipped out the door and into the cool night air. 
 
    She had guessed it was around midnight, and her guess was pretty close, she realized when she spotted the blazing clock on the Moonstone. It shone nearly as brightly across the courtyard as the cherry blossom tree. 
 
    The temple grounds were empty, but she stole quickly through the dark spaces beside the buildings as she made her way to the library. Then she realized with a small jolt that anyone with Light magic would be able to see her anyway, so she quickened her pace further. 
 
    Second and third thoughts bombarded her mind as she spotted the entrance to the library. In the daylight, it had been strange enough. The opening distinctly reminded her of the subway entrances in New York, except the library’s was much cleaner. With a hasty look around, she trotted down the stairs. She wasn’t entirely sure if she would get in trouble for being out this late, but she didn’t really want to find out, either. 
 
    She edged her way down the short hallway leading inside and paused at the great gilded doors. A few torches inside the library remained lit. The sparkling stones embedded in the ceiling glittered in the shadows above. Now that it was night, she could see Light magic outlining everything the torches didn’t reach. Seeing no one, she darted inside. 
 
    If I wasn’t allowed to be here, they would have locked the doors, she thought, creeping into an aisle to examine the books more closely. 
 
    She didn’t really know what she was looking for—answers about her parents, or about other visitors from the Starless Realm, or more about the Fall of Azurite—so she merely picked a shelf and read the titles. It wasn’t as if she could ask a librarian. She didn’t even know if there was one. 
 
    A leather-bound book caught her eye almost immediately. It looked new, which was probably what had drawn her attention. In dark impressions on the cover, it said, Grey Knights of Camellia. 
 
    It was a good enough place to start as any. She sank down in front of the bookshelf, with her knees pressed to her chest, and opened it. She flipped through the pages, knowing she didn’t have all night to read. Eventually, she would become tired enough to go back to bed. That was the hope, anyway. 
 
    She stopped flipping at random about three-quarters of the way through and began to read: 
 
      
 
    After the tragic disappearance of his wife, Sir Rokuro Starwind summoned the other Grey Knights, who, at the time, were scattered across the Realm engaged in various battlefronts with the Storm King’s vicious forces. Within a fortnight, all six of his brothers-in-arms answered his call. 
 
    The assembly of all Grey Knights of the Realm, the Camellia Seven, was normally a cause for great ceremony. This day, however, all seven knights were somber, keen to help Sir Rokuro, who had always been a brave and loyal friend. 
 
    Sir Rokuro’s wife had last been seen near Heiko. They were all perplexed, knowing that Heiko was nowhere near the Shadow forces. Sir Rokuro had searched the entire area many times before summoning the others but had finally conceded to needing their help. He was not ready to admit that his wife was truly gone. He still believed there was a chance that Shadow forces had kidnapped or harmed her to spite their enemies. 
 
    So the Grey Knights separated, each searching to the far corners of the Realm.  
 
    Many months passed. The skirmishes with the Storm King’s forces first drew one Grey Knight, then another from their search. Sir Jovan Kosumoso, Sir Rokuro’s long-time friend, was the last to stop looking. 
 
    When Sir Jovan finally decided to end his search, he sought Sir Rokuro. He found him in the city of Carina. It was difficult to move freely through the Realm now, as they once did with ease. The Grey Knights, due to their nature and position, were normally universally respected by both Light and Shadow. But since the Fall of Azurite, some six years prior to this day, the Grey Knights’ allegiance had shifted to Light. 
 
    The Storm King’s forces were scattered, trying to secure strongholds throughout the realm, and on many fronts succeeding. Sir Jovan could no longer shirk his calling to help protect the Realm. 
 
    With no sign of his wife, and his brothers-in-arms giving up their searches one by one, Sir Rokuro was not faring well. He was thin and tired-looking when Sir Jovan met him in a tavern in Carina. 
 
    Though there are many accounts of the Camellia Seven’s search for Sir Rokuro’s wife, none can say what passed between Sir Rokuro and Sir Jovan the day they met in Carina. By all accounts, however, the two friends did not speak afterward for a long time. This is mainly because Sir Rokuro—perhaps out of grief for his wife, or at strong words from Sir Jovan, neither would say—dove into fighting the Shadow forces with incredible vigor. 
 
    Sir Rokuro shunned his family home, in which he had lived together with his new wife for only one month after they were married, and took to the roads of Camellia to begin his solo campaign. 
 
    The Camellia Seven were now effectively six. Sir Jovan has championed the Grey Knights ever since. 
 
      
 
    Kira jerked her head up at a thump from somewhere deep in the library. Her heart thudded, and quietly she closed The Grey Knights of Camellia. She strained her ears for any other sounds but heard nothing else. Perhaps it was time to get back to bed. She spared a thought for her library card, tucked under her pillow, as she wondered how she might borrow books from this library.  
 
    She eased to her feet and silently slid the book back onto the shelf. The back of her neck prickled, and she felt like she was being watched. She whirled around, but no one was there. 
 
    She ran for the door as if being chased. Her soft shoes were quiet on the stone floor. She giggled at the ridiculous way she was acting once she reached the door. She glanced back into the empty, glowing library, then walked back to the dorm house as fast as she could. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kira intended on sleeping in the next day, having finally fallen asleep closer to dawn than she would have liked. She was woken by Hana, though, shaking Kira gently and smelling like the kitchen house. 
 
    “Jun wants you to get up,” the older novice said by her ear. Nesma and Michi were still asleep. 
 
    Kira mumbled an incoherent question, but Hana seemed to get the point. 
 
    “He said to tell you to meet him at the combat rings in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Somewhat more capable of manners after sitting up, Kira thanked Hana for the message. Irritated at being summoned by her own trainee, and overcome with grogginess, Kira dragged herself out of bed and dressed. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” she scoffed. She stopped at the kitchen house to grab some food on her way to the rings. She didn’t need to answer to Jun anyway. 
 
    The path up to the combat rings barely registered in her mind as she climbed the stairs, munching on a warm bun. When she arrived, he was waiting in the main ring, alone. 
 
    “No one comes here this early,” he called jovially to her when she entered the ring. 
 
    “I wonder why,” Kira replied tartly. 
 
    Jun’s face crumpled a bit. “I was going to ask you last night, but we were busy talking about you and Zowan. How did it really go anyway?” he added. 
 
    Even though they were alone, Kira looked around the clearing before speaking. “Pretty well, I guess. He taught me some knife fighting and told me about the Fall of Azurite.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.”  
 
    “You didn’t really make me get up early to just ask me about Zowan, did you?” Kira couldn’t help it. Lack of sleep made her irritable. 
 
    “No,” he replied, a smirk on his face that Kira desperately wanted to slap away. “I thought you and I should get a start on extra training if we’re to become pages by the new moon.” 
 
    “You really think you’ll be advanced to page by then?” Kira asked, genuinely surprised. “I thought you were joking.” 
 
    Jun shook his head. “My father is Sir Jovan. I’ve got a lot to live up to. Oh! But you won’t know—” 
 
    “Actually,” said Kira with a slight smile, “I do know a little about him. He’s one of the Camellia Seven?” 
 
    “Well, it’s six now,” Jun replied. “But you’re learning!” 
 
    “Six? Oh,” Kira remembered the other Grey Knight she had read about. “Sir Rokuro, he was Master Starwind’s son, wasn’t he?” 
 
    Jun nodded. “He was killed at Sayuri, not even a month ago. Sir Rokuro was spying on some Shadow mages positioned there, but there was an ambush by raiders from Ga’Mir. My father was inconsolable when he heard.” 
 
    Kira wasn’t sure if she should ask any more about Jun’s father, so she said, “Do you think you’ll be a Grey Knight?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s possible. It’s often in families. My father says it’s more difficult these days, though, since we can’t cross-train at the Shadow temples like they used to. That’s why there haven’t been any new Grey Knights in a while. People with both magics don’t tend to notice when they never try.” 
 
    “What did you want to practice this morning, then?” Kira was throwing off her morning stupor like dropping a heavy jacket off her shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve been dying to try some real fighting,” Jun said, reaching out and summoning a Light staff into his fist. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matter of Will 
 
      
 
    “Have you tried making something out of Light magic that doesn’t glow white? Something that looks real, that is,” Kira asked Jun several days later. 
 
    They were alone in the middle of the main combat ring, an hour after dinner, during the time when most trainees relaxed or studied in the library. After two more days of early morning practice, Jun gingerly suggested they do it in the evenings instead, when Kira was less hostile, as he put it. 
 
    “Not yet. It’s a matter of will, my father told me once.” He gazed down at the glowing staff in his hand. “The masters only expect novices to summon and shape Light magic—it’s not until squire that it’s a requirement to make it look lifelike.” 
 
    Kira looked down at her own staff, glowing like a lightbulb yet hard as wood. With Jun to compete against, it hadn’t taken Kira too long to summon her own staff so she could keep up with him.  
 
    He finally told her that he had been summoning weapons for weeks before he arrived at the temple. He had started trying to teach himself the moment his Light magic appeared and practiced while his father got his affairs in order before sending Jun to Gekkō-ji. 
 
    Proud though Kira was that she had been able to summon a staff at all, she could see the downside of fighting with a glowing weapon. Stealth would be out of the question. She couldn’t wait to make something that looked real. 
 
    She still didn’t know whether the dagger Zowan had given her was Light or not. She took it out at night when everyone else was asleep, but it only looked like a normal dagger. If it was made of Light, it must have been made with a really strong will. 
 
    Footsteps sounded from the stairs leading to the combat grounds behind Kira. Jun’s eyes flicked over Kira’s shoulder and then away. 
 
    “Let’s keep practicing, shall we?” he said, trying to sound casual. 
 
    “Who is it?” Kira asked, resigned, about to turn around. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” And she couldn’t, because his staff was swinging right toward her face. 
 
    She ducked, watching the arc of his staff and meeting it with her own to stop his momentum. 
 
    “Good,” he said. She turned to look at the newcomer, but again the staff was swinging into her field of vision, this time from below. 
 
    She brought her own glowing staff down hard, with both hands, catching Jun’s staff with a jolt. Seeing her target momentarily trapped, she sank down an inch and dared a kick beneath their crossed staves. 
 
    But Jun had grown up in Sir Jovan’s house, with the benefit—or chore, as Jun normally put it—of private combat lessons since he was five. He dodged the kick entirely, disengaging from Kira and hopping back a few feet. 
 
    Kira resisted the urge to go after him. She had already learned that lesson a few times, and the bruises still hadn’t faded. She stood, feet planted, and waited. 
 
    His right shoulder gave him away before he lunged forward, and she spun to his other side to bring her staff up toward his undefended ribs. 
 
    He had foreseen her attack, though, and caught her with the other end of his staff, knocking her back so forcefully that she hit the ground. 
 
    “Sorr—” he began but was nearly swept off his feet by her staff, whizzing along the ground. 
 
    She lost control of it in the swift motion, and her staff went flying all the way across the training ring. It skidded along the dirt and landed near one of the walkways surrounding the ring. 
 
    Both she and Jun looked at the staff, then each other. They burst out laughing, and he held out a hand to help her up. 
 
    “Whoops.” She giggled and headed to retrieve her staff. 
 
    As she walked back to Jun, staff in hand, she finally noticed who had arrived. It was Master Tenchi. 
 
    He was leaning against a tree at the far end of the large ring Kira and Jun occupied, with his arms crossed over his chest. Kira’s face flamed. He must have seen her lose control of her staff in that wild move. 
 
    “Just ignore him,” Jun whispered, his lips unmoving. He got into position, and Kira followed suit. 
 
    “I don’t recall either of you wielding staves in the novice class,” Master Tenchi remarked coldly before they could get started again. “Why is that, do you think?” 
 
    They both froze. 
 
    “I think it’s because we only just started trying to use them, sir,” Jun said after a moment’s hesitation, lowering his staff. Kira turned to face Tenchi, who had come forward and was standing on the edge of the ring. 
 
    “Jun’s helping me train for advancement to page,” she added. 
 
    Master Tenchi narrowed his eyes a little, but he said nothing. He took a few steps closer and said, “Go again.” 
 
    Kira bit the inside of her lip, hard. She squared off with Jun without a word, even more nervous than before. 
 
    They began. 
 
    She earned a rap on the knuckles from Jun, but overall, she thought, it could have gone much worse. At least she didn’t fling her staff away this time. By the time they were both out of breath, Master Tenchi held up a hand. 
 
    Kira leaned on her staff and looked at the ground at Tenchi’s feet, disliking being on display. 
 
    “You, Savage—why do you wait for Kosumoso to attack? Why not attack first?” 
 
    “I give myself away,” Kira told him. “I take less hits when I let him come to me.” 
 
    Tenchi’s mouth twisted into a strange grin. “Yet if you attacked sooner, you could end the battle quicker. Don’t count the blows, count the time. The longer you fight, the faster your energy fades.” 
 
    Kira nodded, feeling strangely grateful. She had expected harsh criticism, from what she had witnessed in class. 
 
    Then Tenchi’s voice snapped like a drum. “I want both of you in the main ring tomorrow, with the other armed combat novices. And if you do advance to page,” he pinned Kira with an icy glare, “I expect you to keep up.” 
 
    He turned toward the path, his silver robe billowing behind him. But then he halted in his tracks. Someone else was coming up the path. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Master Tenchi demanded of the newcomer, and Kira winced, glad he hadn’t used that acidic tone with her. 
 
    Zowan entered the clearing and spotted Kira and Jun. He turned casually to Master Tenchi and said, “Collecting my page.” 
 
    “Savage?” Tenchi replied doubtfully, eyeing her. “What do you want with her?” 
 
    That was a good question, Kira thought. She wasn’t due to train with Zowan until this coming weekend. 
 
    “I’m taking her on a quest,” Zowan replied succinctly and strode forward, dismissing the combat master. 
 
    There was no mistaking the disdain in Master Tenchi’s tone as he said, “Good luck,” and left. Kira couldn’t tell if it was directed at Zowan or herself. She raised her eyebrows at Jun, who shrugged. 
 
    “Ichiro said I’d find you two up here,” Zowan said, casting a squint-eyed look in Tenchi’s direction but otherwise ignoring the combat master’s retreat. “How’s training?” 
 
    “Good,” Kira replied. “Are you really taking me on a quest?” 
 
    “Of course,” Zowan replied stoutly. 
 
    “A real quest? Not a history lesson?” 
 
    “Well, we might be able to get some history in on the way there, if you really want.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Jun piped up, his eyes betraying his eagerness. Not guaranteed an advancement like Kira, he wasn’t allowed to go on quests until after he passed the rite to become a page. 
 
    “Fujita,” replied Zowan. “And this time, I’ve borrowed an extra horse.” 
 
    Half an hour later, Kira perched precariously atop her own borrowed mount, Meluca. The small brown mare seemed easy-going but didn’t like having her reins pulled in the slightest. So Kira let Meluca follow Briar and Zowan and held the reins loosely, so they wouldn’t fall to the ground. 
 
    “What happened in Fujita, anyway?” Kira asked, taking in a deep breath of crisp fall air as their horses walked down the steep mountain path. 
 
    “No one knows,” Zowan replied. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “An entire field of apple trees was completely destroyed, smashed to bits, and no one knows why.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to reach Fujita, especially after Zowan enticed Kira’s horse into a trot, although Kira herself was reluctant, to put it lightly. Her bottom bruised, she dismounted on the edge of the field. Now it really smells like fall, Kira thought. The earthy scent of dying leaves was nearly drowned out by the crushed apples. She half expected to see a carved pumpkin or two on the doorsteps of the nearby farmhouse, but there were only a few worried faces peering from the windows of the houses she could see. 
 
    “We’ll be back to Gekkō-ji tonight, won’t we?” Kira absently tightened the black sash about her waist, just then remembering Master Tenchi’s command that she report to the main ring in class tomorrow. 
 
    He made a noncommittal “mmm” sort of noise. 
 
    “Zowan! I have lessons tomorrow!” 
 
    “Ah, come on, I thought you would find this interesting.” He lowered his voice. “As, you know, who you are.” 
 
    Kira raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “It could be a spirit, but I don’t think it is, from what I’ve heard. No traces or history of this sort of thing in Fujita. Normally there’s some evidence, or it wants something.” 
 
    He gazed over the devastated apple field with a professional eye. “No, this is different. And you and different seem to go hand in hand these days.” 
 
    Kira knew he was thinking of the black abyss that had opened in the village outside of Gekkō-ji. The earthquake that was not an earthquake. The Storm King had never claimed credit for the destruction. 
 
    “How do you know it wasn’t Shadow mages this time?” she asked several minutes later as they picked their way through broken branches and squashed apples. “Wouldn’t Shadow magic leave no traces like this?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Possible, but quite unlikely. This is Kosumoso land.” 
 
    “Jun’s family? Would the Storm King not attack a Grey Knight’s land?” 
 
    “Right,” he agreed, nodding, then whipped his head around to look back at her. “I didn’t tell you about the Grey Knights.” 
 
    Kira grinned. “I went to the library.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you clever.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What are we looking for, anyway?” 
 
    “Anything. Magic might not leave traces, but people do. And I’m rather hoping there’s people involved. They’re much easier to deal with, even if their motives might be just as sinister as the evilest spirit in the land.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because people can be held accountable for their actions.” 
 
    The sun’s light faded as they tromped through the field, and Kira began to see Light magic outlining her surroundings. She smiled and breathed in the potent sweet air. The devastated field sparkled with starlight. 
 
    Even after they searched the field and surrounding area and interviewed several of the villagers, Kira and Zowan had nothing. It had grown dark, and Zowan didn’t want to borrow a lantern from the village—Kira almost forgot that he couldn’t see in the dark like she could. 
 
    The villagers were distinctly rattled but could think of no explanation. Years ago, an old man told them, they had trouble with a spirit that liked to disguise itself as a small twig and cause harmless mischief. The worst that ever happened was when old lady Misato tripped over a string the spirit had strung between two trees and broken her leg. They hadn’t seen that spirit in years. The old man even sounded disappointed that it had left. 
 
    Kira had hoped the villagers could tell them something, because the broken trees had reminded her of the enormous creature that had chased her back in her own realm. She had hoped the villagers had seen something—anything—that would disagree with her notion. Her stomach was twisted into a ball of worry by the time they finished, and Zowan begrudgingly muttered, “Let’s go back to the temple.” 
 
    As they mounted their horses, Kira spoke. “Did I tell you how exactly I came into the Realm of Camellia?” 
 
    Zowan paused in the middle of tightening one of his saddle bags and straightened up in his saddle. “Not really,” he replied warily. “Does it have something to do with this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she huffed, settling herself onto Meluca’s saddle. She pulled the reins but released them immediately when Meluca danced and jerked her head. “I hope not.” 
 
    They steered their horses away from the village as Kira told Zowan the full story of the creature made of darkness chasing her through the door. Zowan didn’t seem to think the mention of the door as anything special, as Ichiro and Nari had, but her description of the enormous dog-like creature made him silent for a long time. 
 
    “If it came into my realm—the Starless Realm, I mean—it could return here, couldn’t it?” 
 
    “One would think,” Zowan replied simply. Kira almost regretted telling him, for he looked more worried than he had been the whole evening. 
 
    “It’s not starless, by the way.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My realm,” Kira clarified. “There are stars there.” 
 
    He smiled a little. “I’ve read about that, actually. A poet called Aizen used the name first. When the visitor Kotaro came from the Starless Realm, Emperor Kenzo honored him with his own poet, who went on to write scrolls and scrolls about the place. It was one of his poems that used the name Starless first. Some sort of pretty line about it being starless compared to Camellia.” 
 
    They continued in silence for some time. Kira entertained the idea of being honored with her very own poet, assigned to her by the Empress—and stifled a giggle. Instead of being lavished with gifts, Kira was pulling weeds and washing dishes, hiding at Gekkō-ji from the rest of the realm. 
 
    She didn’t want lavish gifts—she certainly didn’t know what she would do with a poet—she just wanted answers. And there were some things she wanted that could never be returned to her. But if she couldn’t have her mother back, she would find out if she had come from Camellia, and if so, there would be a whole lot more Kira could learn about her. 
 
    “What do we do about Fujita now?” Kira asked when they reached the bottom of the stairs to Gekkō-ji. Everything was dark except for the perpetually burning stone lanterns and the soft glow of Light magic. She was glad she would make it to her combat lesson in the morning; she didn’t want to know what Master Tenchi would do to her if she was absent because of Zowan. 
 
    “I’m going to visit the surrounding towns and see if they’ve seen anything similar. I’ll come back for you if there is.” 
 
    Whether it was a warning or a promise, Kira left it at that and began the long ascent to the top of the stairs, where her soft warm bed waited for her. 
 
    As he promised, Master Tenchi called their names the next morning along with the other armed novices. They earned a few questioning looks from their peers, but once everyone summoned their Light staves and began practicing, all the novices concentrated on not getting whacked by their partners. 
 
    “Ow!” Kira’s hand went to her scalp, where she swore she could feel a bump already rising through the pain. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Jun rushed over. “I thought you were ready to dodge.” 
 
    “I was. It just didn’t happen. I’m fine. Let’s go again.” 
 
    Jun didn’t raise his staff. “How late did Zowan keep you last night?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I got back sometime before midnight, I think.” 
 
    “Is he supposed to take you during the week?” 
 
    Kira hefted her staff and got back into fighting position. She didn’t want to give Master Tenchi any reason to notice them. Jun warily raised his own staff. 
 
    “Hikaru said as long as it doesn’t interfere with the actual lessons, it’s fine. His brother Hoshi did the same thing.” 
 
    They clashed with a crack as their glowing staves met. 
 
    “Just don’t let him walk over you,” Jun warned. 
 
    Kira pushed him away then rebounded at once. She charged at Jun instead of letting him come to her. He dodged just in time, and they whirled to face each other. 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thistle 
 
      
 
    Kira’s hands were covered in black ink. 
 
    “Savage,” the calligraphy master called abruptly. “Are you even attempting to get any ink on the paper?” 
 
    Her face flamed. She had thought Master Caledon couldn’t see her behind Hikaru’s wide back. Her attempts to wipe the copious amounts of ink from her hands with Nesma’s hand towel had not gone unnoticed. 
 
    She kept her mouth shut, though. Every reply she could think of would no doubt increase Caledon’s irritation with her. They were all tart. 
 
    He moved slowly toward her like a shark seeking prey through the desks spread around the well-lit room. Master Caledon’s room reminded Kira of the art room at her last school, but with elegant scrolls of script hanging from the walls instead of self-portraits and still-lifes done in pastels or acrylic. Her mother had always made her take art classes at all the different schools she had attended, because Kira should “have a well-rounded education,” she had said on the many occasions Kira tried to get out of it. She was never any good at it. 
 
    Today they were supposed to be copying the poem called A Sky of Blackness by the great poet Aizen in their best hand. Kira had always performed well in writing classes back in the Starless Realm, but she hadn’t been given a ballpoint pen or a pencil to work with here. Today the class was working with big clumsy brushes, and she couldn’t understand how to make anything as intricate as the letter “o” without splotching herself and the page with ink. 
 
    Caledon looked down at her page when he reached her desk but thankfully kept any further comments on her skills to himself. “Go wash. A Light knight strives for cleanliness, as much as honor or courage.” The last part he directed loudly to the rest of the class, who quickly returned their eyes to their own sheafs of paper. 
 
    Kira restrained herself from slamming the lid on her ink bottle and stomping out of the classroom. What did she have to know calligraphy for anyway? She was just here to learn how to fight with Light magic. 
 
    She trudged down the stairs, still rubbing at her palms with the towel. The fingers on her right hand were still black; the ink had seeped under her fingernails, which looked blue. 
 
    The soap in the bath house erased most of the damage, except for the dark half-circles under her nails. After she finished scrubbing her hands at the large stone sink, she went out into the square and gazed up at the big clock on the Moonstone. There were only fifteen minutes left in the lesson. She decided there was no point in going back to be ridiculed some more. Nesma would grab her books. 
 
    Still furious at Master Caledon, she trudged up the path toward the stable for her next lesson. She was so distracted staring at her fingernails that she barely registered the rustling in the leaves above her as she bolted up the path. 
 
    When a fluffy little beast burst out in front of her, however, she noticed. 
 
    Grey and white fur covered the tiny creature, which had sailed from a nearby tree to land on a sapling, bending it into the path. Huge, black eyes gazed up at her, and she gasped. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kira squeaked, not expecting the little beast to answer. But it did. 
 
    “That’s a strange way to greet someone.” Its voice was the sound of wind in the trees, with a hint of annoyance. The sapling it clung to still bobbed from the force of its landing, completely blocking her way. 
 
    Kira stared at it. What was the thing anyway? It looked like a fat squirrel, with tiny ears and enormous dark eyes. She didn’t think she’d seen anything like it before. Except— 
 
    “Wait—I’ve seen you before!” 
 
    Its delicate black whiskers twitched. “And I’ve seen you.” 
 
    “You were with the little girl who fell into the rift, weren’t you?” 
 
    The creature nodded its tiny head but didn’t say anything further. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “You may call me Thistle,” it replied. “The spirit of the mountain sent me to warn you of a great danger—” 
 
    Loud footfalls interrupted Thistle’s speech, and suddenly the creature was gone. The sapling sprang back up to stand, and Kira felt soft fur brush her arm. 
 
    Two squires strode down the path toward her. Kira looked frantically around the bushes for Thistle but saw nothing. She shuddered when she remembered her encounter with the spirit of the mountain, which she still hadn’t told anyone about. With everything else going on, she had forgotten about it again. What had Thistle been about to tell her? 
 
    She had a feeling the creature—or was it another spirit?—would be back. As cute as Thistle had been, Kira had yet to have a pleasant experience with a spirit and wasn’t looking forward to it. 
 
    The stable was empty of people. She wandered past some of the horse stalls to where her horse care lesson usually met but stopped in front of one of the stalls when she recognized the markings on the horse’s face. 
 
    “Panji?” That must mean—“Anzu!” she cried, spotting the knight, who was walking out of the tack room, a saddle in her hands. 
 
    Anzu’s face broke into a grin, and Kira rushed forward. “Let me help you.” Kira pulled the saddle from Anzu’s hands. She had learned enough in her time at Gekkō-ji to know that it was a trainee’s place to help a knight. 
 
    “Thank you, Kira.” Anzu chuckled.  
 
    Kira followed Anzu to the door of Panji’s stall and heaved the knight’s saddle over a rail. The knight undid the latch with the clunk of metal and wood. Panji was nosing his way out of the stall before Anzu even made to enter, but she let the horse bob his way out into the aisle. 
 
    “Master Starwind tells me you’re being advanced to page at the new moon,” Anzu remarked as she began brushing down Panji. “That’s quite an accomplishment.” 
 
    Kira smiled and got a brush out of the bucket and joined her, glad she at least knew the basics now from her horse care lessons.  
 
    “Yes,” she murmured then dropped her voice even lower. “I’m a little afraid I won’t be able to keep up.” She hadn’t admitted it to anyone else. Though she tried to hide it, Nesma was clearly disappointed that Kira was being advanced before her. Kira didn’t want to complain to her mentor and make it any worse. And she wasn’t about to admit her fear to Jun. 
 
    Anzu paused in her grooming and studied Kira for a moment. “What sort of Light magic have you been able to summon so far?” 
 
    Kira studied Panji’s coat, feeling the knight’s scrutiny. “I can summon a staff. But that was pretty simple once I figured it out. It’s just one long piece of Light, anyway. In class I’ve moved up to cups and bowls, but I’m having trouble with more intricate shapes, like a teapot.” 
 
    Anzu nodded. “How about their strength? Have you tried breaking them?” 
 
    “Yesterday, it took Jun four tries to break the cup I summoned,” Kira replied with a grin. “And so far, the staves have held up too.” 
 
    “Good. But it sounds like you’ll need to focus more on the details if you’re having trouble moving up to a teapot. And what have you mastered in your combat class?” 
 
    “Jun and I have been fighting with staves in the main ring.” 
 
    “Really? That’s good. Master Tenchi is a hard teacher.” 
 
    “Did he train you, too?” 
 
    Anzu nodded and put down her brush, having finished her side. She patted Panji genially on the rump and moved to get a hoof pick hanging from the wall.  
 
    “I’ll never forget the one time I arrived a minute late for his class. I’ve never been late for anything since.” 
 
    At Kira’s wide eyes, the knight elaborated. “Two hundred hard strikes on a dummy with my staff. Wouldn’t let me leave the rings until I’d completed them all—so I missed my other lessons that day, too.” She grimaced and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Kira made a mental note to never, ever be late to Master Tenchi’s class, even if she had to fight Zowan to return to the temple in time. 
 
    “Is it true you’re the Defector’s page?” Anzu asked quietly. 
 
    Kira felt her face redden, though she didn’t know why. “Um, yeah—yes. I met him after the earthquake in the village.” 
 
    After picking debris from all four of Panji’s hooves in silence, Anzu let Kira saddle him. The knight didn’t say another word to Kira until they had led Panji outside to one of the paths that led down the mountain. The temple bell echoed dimly in the distance. 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” Anzu said bluntly. 
 
    It took a moment for Kira to realize what Anzu was talking about. She froze, tightening one of the saddlebags. 
 
    “Why did he take you on as page?” 
 
    Kira took half a step back, suddenly very aware of her feet. She scuffed one in the rocky dirt path. “Uh, well, because I helped him rescue a girl after the earthquake and he took a liking to me.” She wasn’t able to repeat her usual response without a slight quaver of her voice at the end. 
 
    Further questions were forestalled by the sudden chatter echoing through the stable, announcing the arrival of most of Kira’s class. Anzu stuck her leather boot in the stirrup and mounted Panji in one swift motion. 
 
    “Good luck at the new moon ceremony,” was all Anzu said before clicking her tongue at Panji and riding down the path. 
 
    Tears welled up in Kira’s eyes, and she dashed them away as fast as they came. Anzu had never spoken to her like that before. It was obvious the knight disapproved of Zowan, but what could Kira do about it? She was sick and tired of lying about who she was—it made people hate her, it made people distrust her, and now Anzu was mad at her. 
 
    She was almost late for the beginning of her lesson, despite having arrived so early. She made sure there was no trace of tears left, then joined the other novices. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kira simmered with frustration the rest of the day. She didn’t understand why the knight had been so curt with her. When Jun asked her what was wrong, she tried to explain, but Jun didn’t know Anzu and couldn’t much help decipher her actions either. 
 
    After the frustration sizzled out, she remembered her encounter with Thistle. What was the “great danger” the small fluffy creature had been about to warn her of? 
 
    Her first, guilty thought was of Zowan. But Jun trusted the Defector, and so did Ichiro and Nari. They wouldn’t have put her in his care if he were a danger to her, would they? 
 
    On Saturday, she and Zowan headed for the clearing again. She glanced covertly at Zowan, expertly bobbing up and down in his saddle to complement Briar’s trot, something Kira had yet to master. She was getting used to being sore after each ride. Kira was again riding Meluca and felt much friendlier toward the animal today—she had gotten to groom her the previous day during her horse care lesson. 
 
    No, the danger can’t be Zowan, she thought. It must be the Storm King and the dark-creature that found me in my realm. 
 
    Since her encounter with Thistle yesterday, Kira had looked for the tiny creature at every spare moment, curiosity getting the better of her. But after a long and unproductive Light lesson—Jun had been able to produce a teapot, but Kira still couldn’t—the newest novices had been given extra chores, because many of the squires were out on quests. She hadn’t a spare moment to herself until the short walk this morning from her dorm house to the bottom of the temple stairs. 
 
    Irritated though she was about Thistle’s abbreviated warning, she was sure the tiny creature would return. The uneasy feeling that she was being watched by the spirit of the mountain and his companion crept up on her often, but it was clear that they only wanted to confront her alone. She didn’t think that boded well at all. What did they want with her? 
 
    Kira had enough to deal with—the new moon ceremony coming up, her training with both Jun and Zowan—but she was curious about what the creature had to say. 
 
    When Kira and Zowan arrived at the clearing in the woods, she gasped aloud. Zowan didn’t hear; he was bent over scooping water from the stream and splashing it on his face. She had completely forgotten to do her homework. This was much worse than forgetting to do the reading for language arts class back in her own realm. What would Zowan do to her? 
 
    She reached for the dagger tucked in her belt sash, thinking fast. 
 
    Was it real, or was it Light? She still hadn’t covered the subject in any of her lessons, and she had been too busy training with Jun and completing her own training to return to the library at all. 
 
    Before Zowan could ask her about it, she asked, “What do you know about the spirit of the mountain—Gekkō?” 
 
    Zowan, who had wiped his face with his sleeve and pulled his own dagger from its sheath, strode into the center of the clearing, blade raised. He clearly wanted this to be a productive conversation again. 
 
    “The spirit of the mountain?” 
 
    She pulled her dagger from its sheath, paying close attention to the weight. Was it lighter or heavier than she thought it should be? She didn’t even know if Light objects weighed the same as their counterparts. She had also never handled a real dagger before and had nothing to compare it to. 
 
    Zowan gestured with the tip of his blade, pointing out the incorrectness of Kira’s stance. She fixed it, covertly reaching her thumb off the hilt to touch the metal. Was steel normally this temperature? 
 
    Without warning, Zowan lunged. Kira sidestepped and hurled herself to his open side, daring a swipe of her knife. 
 
    He grinned at her, dodging as easily as dancing. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” he said, flicking damp strands of hair out of his eyes. 
 
    Kira clutched her blade, wondering if he knew she was stalling. But she had wanted to ask Anzu about Gekkō, before the knight had so stonily departed. 
 
    “I think he appeared to me a few weeks ago.” 
 
    Zowan dropped his blade a few inches. 
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “He just talked about Light and Shadow, and then—he sent a messenger to me yesterday, some kind of fluffy little squirrel, who was about to warn me of something before we got interrupted.” 
 
    Zowan sheathed his blade, and Kira raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “The mountain spirits of Camellia—like Gekkō—are ever watchful yet rarely seen,” Zowan said slowly, but then his mouth curved into a grin. He shook his head. “You, my little Starless one, are trouble.” 
 
    Kira choked out a laugh despite her worry. 
 
    “I know only that Gekkō likes to take the form of an old man, and his constant companion is always that of a flying squirrel. 
 
    “The next time either of them confronts you, listen to everything they say, but do not agree to anything. The spirits have different ways of doing things, and you never want to enter a bargain with one.” 
 
    “But what if it was some way of ending the feud—” 
 
    “Agree to nothing. It could cost you everything.” 
 
    At Zowan’s sharp tone, Kira ceased her argument, and she merely nodded. 
 
    “Now, stop stalling, and tell me about your dagger.” 
 
    Kira’s gut dropped to her feet. She took a deep breath and clutched the hilt. “It’s real.” 
 
    “And why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because it wouldn’t be safe for me to rely on a weapon that might break if the creator’s will wasn’t strong enough, and I don’t think you would take a risk like that.” 
 
    Zowan stared at her open-mouthed for a moment but then said, “But you don’t know for sure.” 
 
    Kira truthfully shook her head. 
 
    “I like your reasoning, Starless one, so I’ll take it. But,” he added as he slipped out his own dagger again, “you’ll need to learn how to tell the difference if you want to be able to destroy others’ Light magic.” 
 
    “Why would I want to destroy other Light magic?” 
 
    “Destroying a person’s weapon or defenses is sometimes quicker than defeating the person fighting behind them.” 
 
    “But isn’t it Shadow that—” 
 
    “The spies we hope to protect you from will likely not be wielding Shadow. If they’re close enough to gather important information on Light, they will wield Light magic. It’s only in their hearts—or their purses—that they’re dark.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dark Moon 
 
      
 
    Kira had no idea what to expect on the day of the new moon ceremony, but the novices, pages, and squires started the day as if a holiday were coming up. The Masters were slightly more jovial than usual. Master Caledon only assigned them a short poem to copy, and they were allowed to use either quills or brushes. Kira wasn’t great with either, but she had a little more control over a quill, and today’s poem was surprisingly legible by the time she was done. 
 
    Her first class of the day, however, was no different than usual. If anything, Master Tenchi worked the class harder than ever, reminding Kira of the public school teachers in her own realm drilling a class before a big state test. Once Kira and Jun had finished in the main ring, sweating and breathless, they joined up with Nesma to complete their final kitchen house chore rotation together. 
 
    It had taken Kira some time to realize, but the Realm of Camellia kept track of its months by the rotations of the moon. It made sense to her, but instead of October, tomorrow would merely be the first day of the tenth month. 
 
    When she told Jun about this on their way down to the kitchen house, Jun wouldn’t stop laughing. He had her recite all the names of the months and cackled particularly loud when he had her spell out “February.” 
 
    Nesma, further down the stairs beside Hikaru, threw a glance back at Kira and Jun, and Kira elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Nesma asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jun snorted. “Kira was just telling me something silly about what they did in her hometown for the new moon.” 
 
    “What was it?” Nesma asked, dropping back with a small smile. 
 
    “It wasn’t that funny,” Kira mumbled. She shot Jun an irritated look. She still didn’t know much about Heliodor and wasn’t about to make anything up. 
 
    “Oh, all right.” Nesma frowned and hurried up to rejoin Hikaru. 
 
    “Look what you made me do,” Kira said to Jun, who was wiping tears of mirth from the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “I am worrying about it! Now Nesma’s mad at me!” 
 
    “Calm down.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down, Kosumoso. I’m your mentor here, and you listen to me.” 
 
    “And I’m your mentor for Camellia, since Zowan can’t even teach you not to call the months Febrew and Octobus—” 
 
    “It’s October!” she retorted and drew back, pausing near the arch leading back into the square and watching Nesma and Hikaru disappear through it. “And Zowan is teaching me plenty. It’s not my fault, you know. Ichiro says visitors from my realm are normally honored—not swept under the rug and made to lie about who they are.” 
 
    “You want your own poet. That’s what it is, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, shut up!” She punched him lightly on the arm, seeing the mischief dancing behind his eyes. 
 
    “Which visitor was it again who had his own poet?” she asked quietly as she and Jun scrubbed the last of the dishes an hour later. 
 
    “Kotaro. I can’t believe you still don’t know about the other visitors.” 
 
    “And when would I have had time to learn? I can barely manage sleep, let alone extra practice with you, the chores, the lessons…and Zowan seems more interested in teaching me how to fight with weapons than giving me history lessons.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s for the best right now,” Jun remarked, handing her the last bowl to dry off. 
 
    Nesma was quiet as the three ate their belated breakfast together after Miss Mayu had cleared them of duty. 
 
    “How will we know which chore we’re assigned next?” Kira asked her mentor in an effort to cheer her up. 
 
    Nesma swallowed her food and addressed Kira’s shoulder. “Jun and I will have assignments in our postboxes tomorrow morning, but pages get to choose theirs, so I’m not really sure…” 
 
    Kira cringed, but Nesma didn’t see it as she stood and cleared up her tray. 
 
    “I’ll meet you two at the garden. I’m going to ask Hikaru’s brother what you’re supposed to do about chores, Kira. I don’t know how you’re supposed to choose.” Her words were without emotion, but they struck Kira hard, as if her mentor had shouted them. 
 
    There was only one thing that would overtake her feelings of guilt at advancing over Nesma, and it happened as they were leaving the courtyard behind the kitchen house. 
 
    Kira tripped on a root and fell flat on her face. 
 
    “RABENDA SASAKI!” Miss Mayu fumed from the back door to the kitchen house, where she had just appeared. 
 
    The root Kira had tripped on disappeared with a small burst of Light magic, and Rabenda turned just as white as the root she had dispersed. 
 
    “Deliberately causing harm to another trainee with Light magic!” Miss Mayu’s nostrils flared in anger. 
 
    “It wasn’t—” Rabenda began. 
 
    “Oh, yes it was. I saw you with my own eyes. You stay right there until I—no, wait.” Miss Mayu’s eyes narrowed, but even from the ground Kira could see a glimmer of mischief in them. “Get back in the kitchen house. You’ll be scrubbing the floors of the refuse room until I have a chance to speak with Master Starwind.” 
 
    Rabenda, face flaming red, stared between her mentor Kuma, and Miss Mayu, mouth agape. Neither Kuma nor Mayu spoke, and Rabenda stormed into the kitchen house with one last look at Kira, her eyes glinting with malice. 
 
    Kira—spellbound at the long-awaited justice—finally took the hand Jun had been offering her. Despite Nesma’s disappointment at her, Kira finally had something to smile about. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Quit moving, Jun,” Kira muttered without moving her lips. Though her knees hurt something fierce from her trip earlier, she remained kneeling in the circle around the cherry blossom tree, but Jun had begun fidgeting more than half an hour ago. 
 
    Nearly three hours earlier, she and Jun had been instructed to join the novices petitioning to become pages in a circle around the cherry blossom tree. Most unfortunately, she faced the Moonstone, where the enormous clock ticked away each minute she kneeled on the hard stones. But it was almost midnight. 
 
    To anyone without Light magic, it would have been the darkest night, with the new moon concealed as it was. But to Kira and everyone around her, the night held perfect detail in the delicate glow of magic. The very stars above glowed even more fiercely without their usual celestial competition. The sky glowed with Light luminescence, a blanket of diamonds. Kira could almost agree that her realm was Starless compared to this beauty. 
 
    The pages and squires who petitioned to advance this evening had been led away earlier to conduct their no doubt more difficult ceremonies and would return at midnight if they succeeded. All advancements relied on the Master’s vote of approval as well as the ceremony. 
 
    Kira’s advancement almost felt like another lie. The only thing that made her feel better about it was Jun. She was neck and neck with him on combat and Light training, and if he advanced, it meant that her advancement wasn’t all just a coverup. 
 
    The bystanders—those trainees who opted to stay up all night to witness the ceremony—trickled in from the dorm houses as midnight approached. Nesma and Hikaru, who had arrived only a few minutes ago, stood facing Kira and Jun. Kira was annoyed to see Nesma still looking forlorn, but then she shook her head to clear it. 
 
    She was supposed to be meditating on the great responsibility of advancement—at least that’s what Ichiro had told them when they began. She had been relieved that all she had to do was kneel in front of the cherry blossom tree for three hours in order to confirm her advancement to page. The other novices who weren’t guaranteed advancement, like Jun, awaited the verdict of the Masters, who voted on such matters during the ceremony. 
 
    Kira hadn’t meditated on her advancement, at first. But then she looked back on her past month spent at Gekkō-ji, and she was pleasantly surprised to realize how much she had progressed. She felt she was ready for the advancement—if only so she might stop all the extra practice sessions with Jun. 
 
    All of a sudden, Jun straightened. Kira watched him out of the corner of her eye and saw his gaze directed at an older man who had just joined the crowd of onlookers. The man was now drawing the attention of every eye in the courtyard. Trainees nearly tripped trying to get out of his way. Spiky dark hair met with a grizzled beard on the worn face, beneath which a mantle of intricate steel mail spread from his neck to his wide shoulders. The mantle was unusual, the individual pieces of steel shaped into thick diamonds, the garment curved up at the shoulders. Kira had never seen him before. 
 
    Ichiro arrived a moment later and entered the circle, causing even more excitement in the waiting crowd. He unfurled an official-looking scroll as he walked and came to a halt under the branches of the brilliant cherry blossom tree. The close of the ceremony was almost upon them. 
 
    Next came the petitioning pages and squires in two sedate lines, finished with their own tests. They came to stand behind the kneeling novices, making Kira nervous. 
 
    “It is almost time.” 
 
    Whispers halted at Ichiro’s words, and the temple square grew silent. Kira had expected Ichiro to go on, but he merely waited, watching the big clock on the Moonstone—just as everyone else did. 
 
    Finally, the minute hand moved, and with a horrible screeching noise, so did the shadows. 
 
    A massive black form swooped over the crowd, causing shrieks of panic. Kira looked to Ichiro—half wondering if this was part of the ceremony—but he had braced himself against the cherry blossom tree’s trunk and was gazing up at the dark-creature in confusion and—was it?—fear. 
 
    The creature was visible only due to its inky darkness—just like the hound creature that had attacked Kira in the Starless Realm. Yet this one could fly. 
 
    Someone slammed into Kira in an effort to get out of the way, but there was nowhere to go to avoid it. Jun grabbed Kira by the elbow, and they both edged back toward the tree. Though it was delicate with its glowing blossoms, it was made of Light magic and felt like the safest place to be—especially since the man in the diamond mail had joined Ichiro there. 
 
    “What is it?” a panicked novice girl cried near Kira’s ear. 
 
    Dragon, Kira thought. The wide wings spread far over the courtyard, yet no gust of wind descended upon them as the creature rose. 
 
    “Is it the Storm King?” came a terrified shout. 
 
    They watched in horror as the beast made another pass at the group, swooping low and keening a terrible shriek. 
 
    The Masters and knights began to gather the trainees, assembling them near the tree. Nesma and Hikaru quickly found them, and Nesma clung to Kira’s arm, all disappointment erased from her face. 
 
    “What is it?” her mentor whimpered. 
 
    Kira glanced at Jun. “Nothing good.” She knew exactly what it was. But how could she warn Ichiro and the knight? 
 
    The Master of Gekkō-ji and his companion were preparing to fight. 
 
    “Jun, is that your father?” Hikaru asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes,” Jun replied, managing to look both embarrassed and proud. 
 
    Kira’s gaze pinned on the knight. The Grey Knight, Jovan Kosumoso. No wonder the crowd had been astonished by his arrival. He was only one of six in the entire realm to wield both Light and Shadow. No doubt he had come to watch his son advance to page. Jovan strode through the panicked crowd, this time with violence in his gait. Then he stopped and planted his feet. The beast prepared to swoop down upon them again. 
 
    Would it turn solid this time and crush them all in its claws? 
 
    Jovan raised both hands and, as if cracking a set of reins, brought them down toward the beast. A dark wind sparkling with what looked like hundreds of daggers of Light whipped toward the creature from his hands, hurtling along the streak of wind. 
 
    But Kira had known what would happen. The shining daggers sailed right through the beast. Jovan banished the Light with a flick of his hand, and the daggers disappeared, unquenched by their foe. 
 
    The dark dragon swooped low, its inky claws mere feet from Jovan and Ichiro. 
 
    “If they can’t touch it, can it hurt us?” Nesma stared up at the beast with wide eyes. 
 
    “I think it can become solid,” Kira said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Jun asked. 
 
    Kira tried to give him a look that portrayed the delicate nature of her information. He bit his lip, staring at his father’s back. 
 
    Jovan turned to watch the creature’s progress as it circled around the top of the mountain, readying to swoop down upon them, each time lower and lower. 
 
    Ichiro and many of the knights began pulling Light magic from their surroundings to construct barriers against the beast. Knowing Light magic was only as strong as the maker’s will, Kira desperately hoped they were focused—and focused on making it hard as steel. 
 
    As fast as the knights and Ichiro could pull the magic from their surroundings, beams of Light magic formed a protective dome over the trainees. Kira had never seen so much Light magic before. The stones at her feet were losing their pearly glow as the knights borrowed the essence to protect them. 
 
    Again, the dragon bore down upon them. A few knights had joined Jovan, but they sprang back as the Grey Knight summoned a strong wind from nowhere. 
 
    It whipped around the man, ruffling his clothes, his diamond mail clinking, the wind whirling in a dense cloud around him. The wind howled when he released it, hurtling toward the descending dragon. 
 
    Without waiting to see if it was effective, Jovan began summoning more magic, but this time, Kira couldn’t tell if it was Light or Shadow. 
 
    Coils and coils of something were swirling around Jovan, mostly fluid, yet glowing dimly. She supposed this was Grey magic—a perfect blend between the two magics. 
 
    The dragon, momentarily thrown off course by the wind, was soon covered in the deadly coils. As if they were alive, the coils wrapped themselves around the dragon, and the crowd gasped. It worked! The coils twined themselves around the dragon’s dark wings and claws, tightening. The dragon thrashed on the cobblestones, desperately trying to free its wings. 
 
    “That’s not Shadow magic,” hissed someone behind Kira, and her insides turned to ice. If it wasn’t a creature sent to attack them by the Storm King, then what was it? 
 
    Now Jovan and the knights were summoning weapons. One spear flew through the air and sank into the beast. The next second, it shed its solidity and broke free from the coils in a shriek of rage. 
 
    Having lost its momentum, it flapped its way awkwardly toward the dome protecting the trainees and landed heavily on top of it, claws grasping at the beams of Light. Kira gasped as the dark claws scrambled above her and the others, but the dome held. What did the thing want? she wondered again. 
 
    The spear had landed in its shoulder. Black blood like sickly ink dripped into the dome, and the nearest trainees shrunk away from the growing puddle. 
 
    Jovan lost no time taking advantage of the beast’s wound. He summoned another dark wind and aimed it straight at the spear, pushing the weapon farther into the wound. Another shriek rent the air, and Kira clapped her hands over her ears. Nesma, crouched beside her, did the same. 
 
    Then they heard the groaning. The Light beams holding the dome together were straining under the weight of the now solid dragon. Trapped, the trainees looked to Ichiro, Jovan, and the knights. 
 
    Surrounded by the glow of their Light weapons, the knights hurtled everything they had at the dark dragon. One knight summoned spear after spear to hurl at it—but the dragon darted this way and that, clinging to the dome with its claws as it tried to avoid the weapons and now the wind that Jovan was throwing at it. Light arrows flew from several bows, to minimal effect. 
 
    The dome creaked and groaned. When the dragon shifted all its weight to one side to avoid a dagger-laced gust of wind from Jovan, the entire Light structure keened to the side, beams breaking off here and there as the dragon scrabbled to keep its balance. 
 
    The trainees rushed out of the open dome. Kira lurched to her feet and clung to Jun and Nesma so as not to be separated. 
 
    “Out!” Ichiro called. “Quickly—to the Moonstone!” 
 
    The dragon detangled itself from the bars of the dome, and soon it was snarling on the cobblestones, with only the knights between it and half the trainees of Gekkō-ji. 
 
    Kira ran with the others, clutching both Nesma and Jun’s arms. There was no time to look back. The flood of trainees rushed toward the Moonstone, that was until they heard the blood-curdling shriek of a girl behind them. 
 
    Nearly at the Moonstone’s door, Kira looked back in time to see the girl fall from the dragon’s clawed wing. 
 
    At the same moment, a gust of wind flew from Jovan, sailing right under the girl and whisking her away behind him. Without sparing a glance for the girl, Jovan raised one arm and then the other. All the Light magic around him disappeared. 
 
    The dragon dripped pools of darkness from multiple wounds, staggering all over the courtyard. Jovan spread his palms, and all the Light magic he had pulled bloomed to create an immense guillotine blade, glowing into existence above the dragon’s neck. 
 
    Nesma buried her face in Kira’s shoulder before the sickening sound of the blade falling echoed through the courtyard. The dark dragon fell to the ground, and Kira felt the impact rattle up her spine. 
 
    Jovan turned on his heel and crouched to attend to the girl he had whisked away on the wind. Mistress Tori rushed out of nowhere and dropped to the ground beside the girl. 
 
    As the knights released their weapons and the ruined beams around the tree, Light returned to the cobblestones. 
 
    The body of the dragon, a massive dark blotch on the courtyard, shuddered. Then it burst into delicate green snow, which caught on the wind, and sailed off into the moonless night. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Agreement 
 
      
 
    For the first time anyone could remember, lessons were cancelled the next day. 
 
    “Master Tenchi must be furious,” Hana remarked from her bed after the squire tasked with informing the girls had gone. 
 
    Kira, Nesma, Hana, and Michi were confined to their room. The squires—or so Michi had overheard on a reconnaissance trip to the wash room—had been assigned guard duty by both gates and at posts along the inner wall. 
 
    “Was Tenchi there last night?” asked Kira. 
 
    Michi shook her head. “He only goes to the Master’s council to vote. I’ve never seen him at the ceremony. It’s a shame, though. I bet he would have loved to take a crack at that dragon.” 
 
    Kira shuddered. She had barely slept after returning to the dorm houses last night. The roar of the dragon felt as if it were on repeat in a set of headphones she couldn’t take off. And then there was the constant dread boiling her stomach; she was beginning to think the beast had come for her. 
 
    “It’s lucky Lord Kosumoso was there,” said Nesma, and the other three nodded fervently. 
 
    “It’s lucky Nayoa wasn’t hurt that bad,” Hana added. 
 
    The girl the dragon had swiped from the crowd was in Mistress Tori’s care up at the apothecary, but the girls had heard Nayoa’s mentor had been up to see her first thing this morning. 
 
    They had already exhausted the topic of the dragon, it being nearly mid-day by this time, but the girls lapsed into another conversation because they had nothing better to do. 
 
    “But it didn’t seem like Shadow magic,” Michi said for the tenth time, after they had gone off on a long tangent about the Storm King. Kira had listened hungrily, building more upon her mental picture of the Storm King. Her anger toward the man was building as well, even if he didn’t have anything to do with the dark-creature’s attack, as Michi believed. 
 
    “What else could it be?” scathed Hana. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Shadow magic becoming solid like that? And what was with the green snow? You can’t tell me you’ve seen that before.” 
 
    “I agree with Michi,” Kira said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” asked Nesma. 
 
    Kira kept her silence, regretting her words. She certainly couldn’t tell them she had seen one of these creatures before. So she merely shrugged. 
 
    “Besides, who else wants to harm Gekkō-ji other than the Storm King?” Hana continued. “He moved onto Arishi only two weeks ago. He’s not stopping. My father wrote me about it—he’s a knight,” she added to Kira. 
 
    Hana went on, fiddling with a paper crane she had summoned with Light magic. “I bet Mistress Nari is calling in all the knights across the country to defend Gekkō-ji. The Storm King has never been able to get any of his agents in before. There must be a spy.” 
 
    Kira’s heartbeat picked up, thoroughly aware that she was the last person to arrive at the temple from Shadow territory. 
 
    “I wonder if the ceremony will be rescheduled,” Nesma said, perhaps to divert the conversation from spies and Kira’s newness. “They should just let you be a page.” 
 
    Kira smiled. “I wonder if Jun passed. He wasn’t guaranteed.” 
 
    Michi giggled. “If anybody advances to page early, it’s the son of Jovan Kosumoso. They should just advance him for what his father did last night! Or maybe because of Jovan’s rugged good looks.” 
 
    The four girls burst into laughter, until Hana said, “Don’t go saying that all over the place, Michi. You don’t want people to think Jun is advancing just because of his family.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be such a wet blanket, Hana. No one would believe Master Tenchi voted to advance anyone just because of their family. Skill and discipline are that man’s only source of enjoyment in teaching.” 
 
    “True,” Hana replied with a chuckle. “Tenchi is certainly a man of honor.” 
 
    Just before dinner, a surly-looking squire popped her head into their room and informed them that it was their turn to leave and go to the bath and kitchen houses. 
 
    “You have thirty minutes,” she called after them as they all but ran down the corridor and into the evening light. “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    From boredom, Kira had taken to practicing her calligraphy in the long afternoon hours when conversation had lapsed. She was tired of Master Caledon’s admonishments and, even worse, the other trainees’ pitying looks whenever Caledon harangued her. When they reached the bath house, she spent a good ten minutes scrubbing ink from her fingernails. 
 
    “Go on without me,” she called to the other girls. “I’ll just be a few more minutes—you get some food.” 
 
    As she finally left the bath house alone, Kira saw one of Mistress Nari’s fox messengers running out of the Moonstone, and her stomach jolted, reminding her all over again of her brief but mystifying stay in North Noxbury. The fox, the hound, and the door. And now she was here, and the dark-creatures seemed to be following her. 
 
    Was it her fault the dragon attacked the temple? 
 
    Without another thought, she turned toward the Moonstone. She might not get another chance to talk to Ichiro. 
 
    He was not in his office, however. As she retreated back to the foyer, Mistress Nari strode out of the small garden just off the foyer. The bright tail of another messenger fox disappeared out the main doors ahead of her. 
 
    Nari towered over Kira, in full armor today. Her salt and pepper hair was tied tight behind her neck, the length of it tucked inside of her shirt. Padded leather covered everything from feet to fingers as she slid on a pair of gloves. 
 
    “Kira,” Nari said, surprised. “Shouldn’t you be—?” 
 
    “I’m looking for Ichiro.” 
 
    “He’s meeting with Sir Jovan. In fact, I’m about to go join them.” She made to walk around Kira. 
 
    “I need to talk about the creatures.” 
 
    Nari closed her eyes and ran a finger down the bridge of her nose then turned back to face Kira. “A problem we are in the midst of solving.” 
 
    “I think they’re looking for me. It was the same as the one that attacked me. They’re not Shadow magic, are they?” 
 
    “We do not know yet,” she said tersely. “You should return to your dorm house.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You need to be patient, Kira. If this is a trick of the Storm King—” 
 
    “Can’t I come to the meeting?” Kira fumed. She was tired of being told to wait, to keep quiet, to lie. “Shouldn’t I be included anyway, as a visitor from the Starless Realm?” 
 
    Nari pinned her with a gaze that would freeze a volcano. “If you dare speak of it—” she warned. 
 
    “How long do you expect me to keep lying? Or will you advance me through the temple just to get rid of me?” 
 
    “Kira,” Nari breathed with barely controlled rage. “Now is not the time.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kira snapped. She left the Moonstone before Nari could even respond. 
 
    One look at the clock on the Moonstone told her she had five minutes to return to her dorm house. Rather than face the wrath of the surly squire, Kira skipped the kitchen house and went back to the dorm houses. She wasn’t hungry anymore. 
 
    There were large groups of trainees gathered on the front gallery of the dorm house, all no doubt waiting their turn to cross the square to eat and bathe. Kira turned away, heading for the back entrance instead. She was in no mood to speak to anyone—cordially, anyway. 
 
    The path between the dorm house and the stone wall was lined with plants, and the short walk in the greenery cooled her temper a bit. Enough that when the fluffy creature sailed into her path, she merely said, “Oh.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a long moment. The flying squirrel adjusted his grip on the creeping vine, and Kira regained her senses. 
 
    “Thistle. Nice to see you,” she finally said, remembering his preference for manners. 
 
    Thistle narrowed his wide dark eyes at her and leapt down to a vine closer to her level. “Nice to see you?” he repeated in his wispy voice. “Nice to see you, she says! Is that what you said to the dragon last night, too?” 
 
    Kira sputtered. “You know about the dragon?” 
 
    “Of course we know about the dragon. That’s what I was trying to warn you about last time.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, we were interrupted,” Kira said. “How was I supposed to know?” 
 
    “And you’re never alone long enough for me to talk to you,” Thistle rebuked. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, even though she didn’t feel at fault. “How did you know the dragon was coming?” Kira felt extremely bizarre, standing behind the dorm house between the vines, talking to a flying squirrel, but clearly Thistle was more than that. 
 
    “Are they after me?” she whispered when he didn’t answer. 
 
    Thistle made an odd chirping noise that Kira took for laughter. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” he replied simply. 
 
    “What does that mean?” she demanded. “What are they after then?” 
 
    “We do not know. They appear…confused, angry.” 
 
    “Where are they coming from?” 
 
    Thistle looked away. “They seem to appear on new and full moons,” he said, not answering her question. 
 
    “Oh,” said Kira. “Is it Shadow magic?” 
 
    “It is not, but it is very dangerous.” 
 
    “Not Shadow magic? What is it, then?” 
 
    Kira could hear voices in the dorm house and realized she was late. She could only hope the squire wasn’t waiting for her. 
 
    “So what do we do about them?” she asked tentatively, hoping Thistle would hurry up with whatever it was he wanted to tell her. 
 
    “You must warn the leaders of the temples. The dark-creatures are unnatural. The balance between Light and Shadow is being defiled.” 
 
    “Me? Why do I have to warn them?” 
 
    Thistle eyed her, his tiny ears swiveling from front to back. “Because you are you. That is all Gekkō told me.” 
 
    “Because I’m from the Starless Realm?” 
 
    Thistle didn’t answer, only said, “You must warn them before the full moon.” 
 
    “How can I? They won’t listen to me,” she huffed. 
 
    “It must be you,” Thistle said. 
 
    Now Kira could hear someone calling her name inside the dorm house. 
 
    “But what do I say?” 
 
    “You’ll do it?” 
 
    “I’ll try, but—” 
 
    “Kira?” Nesma’s voice came from the back door, and her mentor’s face poked into the greenery. “Oh, thank the light—she’s out here!” Nesma called to others inside. 
 
    Thistle was gone. Nesma raced out and grabbed Kira by the hand in a protective manner, towing her toward the door. 
 
    “Where were you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I went to the kitchen house, but you’d all gone.” 
 
    The lie slipped off her tongue easily. Numbly, she supposed she was getting used to it.  
 
    Luckily, the squire had been too busy to notice one stray trainee, and only Nesma, Hana, and Michi had been looking for her. 
 
    It wasn’t until later, when she was toying with the dagger Zowan had given her, that she remembered his warning about spirits. 
 
    The question was, would Thistle have taken her answer as an agreement? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kira woke early the next day and took a trip to the bath house—partially to afford Thistle a chance to speak with her again. She was torn between wanting to confront Thistle and make it clear she had not agreed to anything, yet she also wished he wouldn’t return to bother her again, absolving her of any perceived duties. But she encountered no one.  
 
    On her way back to the dorm house, she found a small scroll in her mailbox. It was sealed with a blob of what looked like candle wax, but when she touched it, the seal dissolved into Light, and the scroll unfurled a little. She gasped. She had heard of Light magic which was specifically created to be broken by a particular person in one of Master Starwind’s lessons, so she was unsurprised to see that the note was from Ichiro himself: 
 
      
 
    Dearest Kira, 
 
    First, you must destroy this correspondence upon reading. The seal will allow only you to open it, but it would not do for anyone to find it afterward. 
 
    I must apologize profusely for keeping you in the dark. Due to your status, you would normally be consulted on the matter of the dragon. Rest assured that Sir Jovan, Mistress Nari, and I are devoting all our time to the situation. 
 
      
 
    Kira blushed; she had never had such a pretty apology directed toward her. 
 
      
 
    It has not escaped our notice that you witnessed such a beast in the Starless Realm. We have informed Sir Jovan of your story—he is interested in meeting with you when the time is right. It weighs heavily upon us that Gekkō-ji likely harbors a spy of the Storm King’s—so you must be ever vigilant, with both your secrets and your safety. Lord Zowan informed me he has given you a knife; I implore you to keep it on you at all times. 
 
    You will find enclosed a document you would have received at the ceremony, as well as your new schedule. I hope that you will not mind that I have placed you on library chores for the next month. I ask that you use this time profitably toward your education on the Realm, though you will also want to keep the library tidy, so as not to attract undue notice. You will be scheduled for the early morning shift, so that you might have privacy. 
 
    Yours, 
 
    Ichiro Starwind 
 
      
 
    Kira extracted Ichiro’s note from the other papers, looked up and down the hallway to ensure she was alone, then summoned a tiny wisp of fire from a fingertip. After the initial thrill of summoning it so easily, she felt a bit foolish destroying the correspondence, but Ichiro knew best. 
 
    “This message will self-destruct in five seconds,” she muttered to herself, grinning as the flame ate up the paper. 
 
    As the last of the ashes drifted to the ground, Kira heard footsteps, and she whirled around to see Nesma turning the corner, her hair damp from the bath house. 
 
    “Good morning,” Kira said brightly, discreetly waving her hands behind her back to disperse the smoke. 
 
    Nesma sniffed the air and furrowed her eyebrows. “Morning. Your new schedule?” 
 
    Kira held up the two remaining pieces of paper and examined them for the first time. One bore the words “Advancement to Page” atop paragraphs and paragraphs of official-looking text. She would have to read that one later. The other was a neatly hand-drawn timetable that Kira shared with Nesma. 
 
    “Oh, you’re cleaning the library mornings! Did you request it?” 
 
    Kira spotted something else in her mailbox, and reached in to discover her new blue page’s sash. 
 
    “No, I never got around to requesting anything,” she said, running the sash through her fingers. 
 
    “How lucky!” The smile on Nesma’s face seemed so genuine, Kira wondered if her mentor was back to acting normally. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve been…grouchy,” Nesma said, thinking along the same lines. She eyed Kira’s sash, and the corners of her mouth turned up. 
 
    Kira bit her lip. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I should have been proud of you for advancing. I understand if you’re mad at me.” Nesma’s voice trailed to a whisper. 
 
    Kira reached out and put her arms around her mentor in a brief hug. “I’m not, I promise.” 
 
    Nesma squeezed back, hard. 
 
    “Do you think Jun advanced?” Kira asked as they left the dorm house together, Kira on her way to the library with her new sash about her waist and Nesma heading for Master Tenchi’s class. 
 
    “Why don’t we ask him?” Nesma said, pointing. 
 
    Jun, his jacket collar up around his ears against the cool autumn morning, hurried across the courtyard without noticing them. 
 
    “Jun!” Kira called. He turned, and a wide grin broke out on his face. 
 
    “I think he advanced,” Nesma said with a laugh. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Kira joked. 
 
    “You two are so lucky!” Nesma remarked, after Jun had showed them his sash and revealed he had also been assigned library chores. “Most trainees would kill for library chores!” 
 
    They bid goodbye to Nesma quickly so she wouldn’t be late for class then headed toward the underground library beside the Moonstone. 
 
    The courtyard was busier than normal at this hour. Besides the last two novices sprinting for the combat rings—their class was about to start any minute—the usual guards at the gate were flanked by a dozen others. Several knights—Kira could see their white sashes from across the square—patrolled the inside of the wall and were stationed at the gates leading to the combat rings, stable, and garden. Kira’s smile faded as she took them in. 
 
    “At least no one’s here,” she said as they entered the subterranean library. The stones in the ceiling sparkled in the flickering torchlight. Now so used to seeing Light in the darkness, Kira was keenly aware of its lack, despite it being daytime. “Ichiro wanted to give me time to study in private,” she told Jun. 
 
    “Then I suppose I have you to thank for library chores?” He grinned at her and sank into the nearest chair. 
 
    She nodded and told him about the rest of Ichiro’s note. 
 
    “So this is homework for you?” 
 
    “Yep, and I imagine you’re here to help.” 
 
    Jun groaned. “Fine. Go get some books while I look around—I want to make sure no one’s really in here.” 
 
    Kira grabbed his arm. “Why don’t you pick out the books? I don’t know what I need to learn.” 
 
    “You’re going to take all the fun out of library duty, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Still better than washing dishes,” she called out as she walked down the next aisle. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Breaking Swords 
 
      
 
    After her first few trying days as a page, Kira was actually looking forward to her weekend lesson with Zowan. Kira had expected the page-level classes to be more difficult, but she barely remembered a single one of them. The Masters made them work at such a speed and with such vigor, the only thing Kira remembered clearly about the past few days was the tiresome ache with which she woke in the mornings. 
 
    Today, she only wished she could sleep in a little longer. 
 
    “At least we don’t have to go to the library this morning,” Jun said cheerfully, following her to the main gate after breakfast. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kira retorted. “All you do is sleep when we’re on library duty. I’m the one who’s been studying.” Kira adjusted her scarf and stuck her hands into the deep pockets of her long pants. It was windy atop the mountain, and the weather had grown much colder now that it was October—or, Kira remembered, the “tenth month.” 
 
    Fires were lit in the Moonstone and dorm houses, which was easy when nearly everyone in the temple could conjure fire at the tips of their fingers. Mistress Tori’s healing arts class had moved inside of the garden apothecary, a cozy wooden cottage whose walls were lined with cubby-holes of all shapes and sizes, containing hundreds of herbs and plants used in healing. The hearth inside the apothecary was always crowded with pots full of steeping herbs. 
 
    Kira’s favorite place lately was the library. The cold mornings helped her shake off her usual morning stupor as she hurried across the courtyard each day, her breath clouding before her. At the far end of the library, the enormous hearth was banked to winking coals by the time Kira and Jun entered the cavernous room. After bringing it back to life and putting a kettle on it, they helped themselves to tea from one of the cabinets and got to work. Jun usually fell asleep in one of the cozy chairs while Kira read, but it was nice to have at least some company. 
 
    Jun chuckled. “Hey, I help you pick out books, don’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, you’ve been very helpful. When I get my own poet, I’ll make sure there’s a few about you,” Kira said, and Jun snorted. 
 
    “Do you know where Sir Nikko is taking you today?” Kira asked as they passed through the gate. 
 
    “Nikko said we’d be going to Arrowwood to settle a land dispute,” Jun said excitedly. 
 
    “Ooh,” Kira said, trying to sound just as interested. She wasn’t sure if Jun’s excitement was genuine, but it was his first quest, after all. 
 
    “It’s pretty far too,” Jun went on. “We might not be back until late tomorrow.” 
 
    “Just don’t miss your lessons,” Kira reminded him. “And I expect to see you bright and early for library chores Monday.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” 
 
    Zowan was already waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs but dismounted from Briar when he saw Jun accompanying her. Meluca took a few steps toward Kira when she saw her. 
 
    “I hear congratulations are in order, Kosumoso. Well done. Did you beat the record for shortest time as a novice?” 
 
    Jun grinned and ducked his head. “Not quite. I checked in the library the other day—I was two days over. I blame the timing of the new moon,” he added ruefully. 
 
    Zowan gave a hearty guffaw and clapped Jun on the back. 
 
    “Already going on a quest, I see? Who’s taking you on, then?” 
 
    “Sir Nikko. We’re heading out to Arrowwood.” 
 
    “Ahh, Nikko. I met him once at your father’s estate. He’s an honorable knight; not much of a sense of humor, though.” 
 
    Kira piped up, “And he wrote to Jun the day after he became a page—he’s quite in demand. Everyone was jealous.” She grinned at him. 
 
    “Everyone but you,” Jun replied jovially. “Miss-I’m-already-a-page.” 
 
    Kira rolled her eyes. 
 
    “We’d best be off,” Zowan announced and handed Kira Meluca’s reins. “I’ve got a very exciting lesson for the Starless one today.” 
 
    Jun raised his eyebrows at Kira, and she shrugged. They left Jun waiting at the bottom of the stairs in the cool autumn morning. Kira slipped a pair of leather gloves out of her pocket, which lessened the bite of the cold on her fingers as they rode. 
 
    The gloves, along with her scarf, and the occasional new outfit or trinket she might need had all appeared on top of the new trunk at the end of her bed or been tucked into her small mailbox cubby without a word. She figured they were from Nari or Ichiro, since they knew Kira had no money, belongings, or family here—and knew precisely why. 
 
    Her heart twinged at the thought. She had been in the Realm of Camellia for over a month now. Over a month since she had seen her mother for the very last time. 
 
    More than once, when Jun had fallen asleep, Kira had gone wandering down the rows and rows of books in the library, though she didn’t know what she was searching for. Ri Savage. Kira had seen her mother’s name printed in neat letters many times back home in the Starless Realm, on bills that came in the mail, on nametags from some of the places her mother worked. Ri. Kira could picture it in black type on a gold plastic nametag her mother had pinned to her dress each day they had lived in New York before leaving for her shift at the diner. 
 
    It had surprised Kira that her mother had worked so much in the city. Was it so expensive that they needed the money? Or was her mother finally finished with her mysterious ventures? Her habit of disappearing for days at a time disappeared with their move to the city, and her mother gave no explanation. Kira would never know why, would perhaps never see her mother’s name in print again. 
 
    Unless she saw it in this realm. 
 
    It was a mix of excitement and dread with which she combed the shelves those mornings. Seeing the name would make it real. Even more real than when she skimmed through Visitors from the Starless Realm and their Effects on Camellia and confirmed that none of the other visitors had neither Light nor Shadow. Neither was there any record of them returning to the Starless Realm. 
 
    Then how had her mother brought her there, as Ichiro believed? 
 
    Zowan halted all of a sudden, and Kira realized they had reached the mossy clearing. He dismounted from Briar and with a loud clatter removed a large bundle from his saddle.  
 
    “You’ve been quiet,” he observed. 
 
    Kira shrugged. “So have you. I’m surprised you didn’t want to hear about the dark dragon.” 
 
    “Oh, I heard plenty from Ichiro,” he replied grimly. 
 
    “Really? Did he say what it was?” 
 
    Zowan dropped the bundle on the ground with a loud clank. “I suppose you’re under the impression that it wasn’t Shadow magic.” 
 
    “No, and it was just like the dark hound that chased me in the Starless Realm. And Thistle said it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Thistle?” Zowan crouched down and unrolled the bundle, revealing an assortment of knives and swords. 
 
    Kira’s stomach dropped. She hadn’t actually decided whether she was going to tell Zowan about Thistle’s most recent visit, but now it was too late. “Gekkō’s messenger, the flying squirrel. He came to me the morning after the dragon.” 
 
    “What did he want?” Zowan looked up from the knives, eyes sharp. 
 
    “Uh, well, first he said that it wasn’t Shadow magic, it was something more dangerous, and that they’ve been appearing at new and full moons—” 
 
    “What did he want?” Zowan repeated. 
 
    Kira sighed. “He wanted me to persuade the leaders of the temples to form a balance.” 
 
    “And you agreed.” It wasn’t a question. Zowan looked partially amused but mostly pained by this. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kira confessed. “I just said I’d try, but then someone was calling for me, and Thistle disappeared. Do you think that counts as agreeing?” 
 
    Zowan picked up two swords from the bundle and stood, handing them both to Kira. 
 
    “Remember that homework I gave you our first lesson, that you conveniently found a way around answering?” 
 
    Kira nodded, the weight of two unfamiliar swords feeling strange in her hands. 
 
    “The spirits have a strange way with agreements. I told you not to agree to anything. Luckily, this doesn’t sound too difficult. What exact words did he use?” 
 
    Kira thought for a moment, her eyes rolling up to the sky. “‘You must warn the leaders of the temples.’ So I just have to tell Ichiro and Nari they need to make peace or—” 
 
    “Leaders of the temples?” Zowan echoed, his face going pale, and his eyebrows drawing together as they burrowed deep wrinkles across his forehead. “Temples, plural?” 
 
    The swords in her hands fell to the mossy ground with barely a sound. 
 
    “I—I—” she stuttered. “No. He can’t have said that.” 
 
    Zowan groaned, startling her as he lunged forward, grabbing at the fallen swords. 
 
    “This is why I told you to be careful, Kira! This is why I warned you not to make any agreements! And don’t you dare think about confronting the Storm King,” he thundered. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it,” she forced through gritted teeth then reached forward and grabbed the swords back from him. “Now, what do you want me to do with these swords?” she demanded. 
 
    “You’re not getting out of this that easily, Starless one—” he began. 
 
    “Well, what do you expect me to do?” she exploded. “I can’t tell the truth to anyone; a flying squirrel comes out of nowhere and starts talking to me—telling me things about the dark-creatures that no one else knows. I can’t get two seconds of Nari or Ichiro’s time; all they do is tell me to wait and then put me in the library and tell me to figure things out myself.” It all bubbled out of her like venom, and Zowan felt like the perfect target to throw it at.  
 
    “Not to mention having been chased into this realm in the first place, realizing I have magic, then being told everything I knew living in the Starless Realm is a lie and that I’m really from here to begin with. I have no family, no home, nothing.” 
 
    “Stop flailing those swords around. You’ll hurt somebody,” Zowan said calmly, as if she hadn’t been shouting so loudly as to spook the horses. 
 
    She wouldn’t cry. Not in front of Zowan. She scrunched up her face and stared at the moss. She nudged the tips of the swords into the moss, grounding them. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Zowan said, taking the swords from her again. “And I’m sorry I raised my voice.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kira muttered. Out of energy, she sank down to sit in the moss, her knees pulled tight to her chest. 
 
    Zowan set the swords back in the bundle then joined her on the ground. “I know this must be hard for you, pretending to be someone you’re not. And I know dealing with spirits isn’t something you’re used to.” 
 
    Kira grunted. She was done with spirits and mysterious creatures. From the moment she had set foot in Camellia and encountered the terrifying woman by the bridge, to the dark-creatures… 
 
    “I too, lost my family.” 
 
    Kira looked up from her knees at Zowan’s words. “I’m sorry, Zowan. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Not many do.” He heaved a great sigh. “When I parted ways with the Storm King—I no longer consider the man family—I was forced to leave my wife and child behind. We lived together at the Spire, you see, and the Storm King would not allow them to leave. I wasn’t able to return to the temple. If I hadn’t disagreed with him, perhaps they would have lived.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” Kira asked, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “I was told that a sickness spread through the Spire that winter. You probably know from Mistress Tori that Shadow mages are the best healers in Camellia. Well, nothing seemed to stymie this sickness, and many died.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Zowan.” 
 
    He stared down at the moss for a moment longer but then clapped his hands on his thighs. “Thank you. I didn’t mean to detract from your troubles, though. I just…” He paused, cringing. “Just wanted you to know you’re not alone,” he said quickly. 
 
    She smiled at him. “So what are we doing with all these swords?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For once, Kira returned from her lesson with Zowan without any sore limbs. Instead, a headache was growing at the back of her neck. They had spent hours studying the different swords Zowan had brought—going over the different types, how they were made, and which ones were better for specific purposes. 
 
    Then, when Kira had thought they were done, Zowan announced, “And now for the important part.” 
 
    “What?” she cried. “I thought—” 
 
    “I want you to tell me which of these are made of Light and which are real. No getting around it this time.” 
 
    They sat in the moss long into the afternoon, Zowan giving her hints and instructions, none of which helped her tell them apart. She touched them, picked them up, stared at them for long periods of time. She closed her eyes and tried to feel the Light magic in them. When she realized the sun was going down, she thought the lesson might be over. 
 
    “We’re not leaving this clearing until you point out at least one,” Zowan said. 
 
    But with the disappearance of the sun, Kira’s vision became infused with Light. She had thought for sure this would be the key to telling the swords apart. 
 
    “They all still look the same,” she muttered when she could see everything with the outline of Light magic. None of the swords glowed any differently than the others. 
 
    Zowan grinned. “These are all high-quality weapons—whether steel or Light. The blades of Light were made with very strong wills, to resemble their original counterparts perfectly.” 
 
    “Listen,” he said when it was truly dark. He lit a small traveling lamp to see by. Kira was frustrated beyond measure. “The whole reason we’re doing this is so you can learn how to destroy a Light weapon. Try destroying one of the swords with your will.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t matter that you don’t know how. Just try doing it.” 
 
    Kira reached out and touched one of the swords, a katana, Zowan had told her. She glanced up at him, and he nodded for her to go ahead. She grasped the handle in a firm grip and imagined the sword splintering into a thousand pieces and flying all over the clearing. She imagined the Light diffusing out of it, returning its essence to the mossy earth. 
 
    The sword pushed back at her. It pulsed with a brief energy, as if telling her, “No.” 
 
    “This one!” she cried. “It—it’s Light. I felt something.” 
 
    Zowan grinned, his features ghostly in the light of the narrow moon and highlighted by Kira’s Light. 
 
    “You see? You mustn’t wait for the object to tell you that it’s Light. You have to seek it out.” 
 
    They packed up the swords and rode back to the temple, a newfound pride in Kira’s chest. Even though it had taken all afternoon, she had figured it out. She bet even Jun didn’t know how to do it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Splintered 
 
      
 
    Jun’s quest seemed to take just as long as he had expected, for Kira and Nesma passed all of the next day without seeing him. They studied in the garden most of the day, so Kira wouldn’t have to spend extra time in the library. 
 
    On Monday morning, however, Kira was the only one to arrive at the library in the cold. She paced the empty library, wondering where he might be, her mind immediately racing to the worst possible scenarios. He could be hurt, he could have been killed—what if another dark-creature attacked? She brushed that thought aside, remembering what Thistle had told her about the creatures appearing at new and full moons. Living at Gekkō-ji had attuned her to the cycles of the moon, since that was how they counted their days. It wouldn’t be full until next week. 
 
    She pulled books off the shelves at random, scanned their titles, and stuffed them roughly back onto the shelf. Should she tell someone Jun was missing? No. She calmed down a little. Perhaps he had gotten back late last night and overslept; she wouldn’t want to get him in trouble. 
 
    But when he didn’t arrive for breakfast, she knew he couldn’t be at the temple. He would never miss breakfast, even if he was tired. She found Nesma alone under the pergola, reading a book while she ate. 
 
    “Hi, Kira. It’s so nice not having kitchen duty anymore, isn’t it? I’m glad we get to have breakfast with everyone else again.” 
 
    “Not quite everyone,” Kira muttered significantly. 
 
    Nesma looked around at the courtyard, eyes wide. “Jun isn’t back yet?” 
 
    Kira shook her head. “What do we do? I don’t want to get him in trouble, but—do you think something could have gone wrong?” 
 
    Nesma bit her lip. “Sir Nikko will protect him, I’m sure. You two have your history and strategy lesson next, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but combat right after. If Jun is late or misses it…” She shuddered, remembering Anzu’s story. She didn’t want to know what Tenchi would do if Jun missed it altogether. 
 
    “I’m sure this sort of thing has happened before,” Nesma said uncomfortably. “Hikaru just left for the stables, though. Otherwise, we could ask him.” 
 
    “I’ll go.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to eat—?” 
 
    “I’m fine. If I go now, I can run up there and make it back in time for class.” She bolted out of the courtyard, panic rising in her gut, though she didn’t know why. Jun himself had given her grief for letting Zowan’s quest interfere with her lessons. Wouldn’t he have done everything he could to return on time? 
 
    The stables were in a state of chaos when Kira got there, panting from the run up the steps. Two knights sped off on horses just as she arrived. Three squires were not far behind them, Hoshi, Hikaru’s brother, among them. The cacophony of their gear clanking and hooves beating the ground quickly disappeared into the autumn woods. 
 
    When the dust settled, Kira spotted Hikaru standing by the large door, which wasn’t even wheeled all the way open, as if it had been opened in a rush. A handful of pages and novices loitered throughout the stables. They quickly started forming small groups, trading whispers and glances out the door. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kira demanded. 
 
    Hikaru looked just as stunned as Kira felt. 
 
    “There was an ambush, over by Arrowwood. It was a trap. The Storm King’s men took out a bridge.” 
 
    “Arrowwood? But that’s where Jun went with Sir Nikko!” 
 
    “I know. Hoshi said Sir Nikko managed to send a messenger to Nari. But it wasn’t much. They have no idea what they’re going into.” He gestured to the empty woods where the knights and squires had departed. 
 
    Gekkō-ji’s bell rang out over the mountain, but Kira didn’t hear it. She had had a bad feeling about Jun’s absence. Lately, all those bad feelings and strange occurrences had had something to do with her. At least this time she didn’t think she was responsible or connected. But if something had happened to Jun… 
 
    “You should get to class,” Hikaru said gently. 
 
    Kira nodded numbly. She stumbled back to the temple, her feet automatically leading her into the Moonstone and to a seat in her history and strategy lesson. Instead of taking notes as she usually did, she merely moved her quill across the page, making random lines and doodles. She couldn’t concentrate. She had been right about Jun being in trouble. Now all the terrible conclusions she had been jumping to in the library came back full force but with more detail. A bridge had been destroyed. Had Sir Nikko and Jun been on that bridge? Or had Sir Nikko tried to confront the Storm King’s men and been unable to defend himself and his page? 
 
    All day, she had to answer the masters when they asked why Jun wasn’t in class. Master Tenchi, to everyone’s surprise, did not ask, merely looked at Kira and told her to practice with a page she barely knew, Aruma, who was fast with her staff. Kira’s inattention was punished by several bruises, though it wasn’t really Aruma’s fault. 
 
    It wasn’t until her afternoon healing arts lesson that Kira snapped out of her stupor. There was a commotion outside of the apothecary, and Kira looked up from the roots she had been grinding. One of the knights she had seen fleeing the stable this morning was carrying one half of a stretcher. Sir Nikko held the other half. 
 
    Mistress Tori rushed out of the apothecary at the sight of the knights. Everyone inside stared. 
 
    “What happened?” Mistress Tori demanded. 
 
    “An ambush, Mistress,” Sir Nikko replied gruffly. 
 
    “Take them around back.” 
 
    The men carrying the stretchers—for there were three—followed Tori to the back of the apothecary, where she housed patients in need of recovery. 
 
    Kira found herself already at the door of the apothecary, her feet leading her outside and around the building. 
 
    “Jun,” she muttered as she stumbled alongside the building. 
 
    The knights and Mistress Tori crammed into the recovery cabin, and Kira followed, drawn to the smallest person on a stretcher. No one told her to leave. 
 
    Jun’s eyes were closed, his hair plastered to his head. His clothes were soaked with sweat and blood. Kira was relieved to see his chest rising and falling when Mistress Tori ripped open his jacket. She was less relieved to see the long wooden splinter protruding from Jun’s upper arm, a splinter the size of a dagger. The blood was everywhere. Bright red all over his chest and left arm. A bloody bandage did almost nothing to stem the flow. 
 
    “Put him on the bed.” 
 
    The knights obeyed, placing the stretcher directly on top of one of the pristine beds. 
 
    Mistress Tori gently poked Jun all over, lifting his arms and rolling him to the side to inspect him. 
 
    “Just his arm,” she muttered finally. In the next second, Tori glided to the next bed, the next patient, quickly assessing the seriousness of the man’s wounds. 
 
    Kira stayed with Jun. She sank down beside the bed and put her hands on his uninjured arm. 
 
    His first quest. And this happens. 
 
    His breathing was shallow. She watched his bare chest rise and fall, glistening with blood from the puncture. If the splinter had been a few inches to the side, it would have pierced his heart. 
 
    Sometime later, Mistress Tori returned to Jun’s side. The white apron she had thrown on as they entered the recovery cabin was splattered in blood. Kira was too afraid to look at the other patients. 
 
    Jun’s brow was covered in sweat. 
 
    Kira couldn’t look away as Tori placed a hand on Jun’s torn and bloodied skin, wrapping her other hand around the protruding splinter. 
 
    Then Tori closed her eyes, and Kira could see she was muttering something under her breath. Before pulling on the splinter, Tori finished her mantra—or recitation, or prayer, Kira didn’t really know—then pressed one hand down on the wound and pulled. 
 
    “AAaargh!” Jun roared, and his eyes flashed open. 
 
    Automatically, he tried to rise, but Kira put two firm hands on his chest, pushing him back down. Tori discarded the splinter, and it fell to the floor with a clatter. Jun’s eyes closed again. 
 
    Tori continued to mutter under her breath, something that sounded like a poem, though Kira couldn’t catch any of the words. Both the healer’s hands pressed over the wound, blood seeping around her fingers. 
 
    Mesmerized, Kira watched her work, knowing the Shadow magic Tori possessed could reach inside a person and heal a wound, kill an infection, and knit back together that which was broken. 
 
    Shadow magic could also cause this damage. 
 
    While the blood seeping from Jun’s wound slowed to a stop, Kira finally noticed the rapid conversation going on around her. It was as if someone turned the volume up on the room. 
 
    “They were waiting for us at Sayura Bridge—” 
 
    “That’s an Imperial road. Are they crazy?” 
 
    “Smarter than attacking us on clan land, Kosumoso’s or Starwind—” 
 
    “Never mind Kosumoso’s land. What’ll Sir Jovan do when he hears about his boy—?” 
 
    Mistress Tori looked up from her work. Jun’s wound was completely gone, the skin scarred and looking as it if had healed in weeks, not seconds. Tori shook her head as if clearing it and looked around the cabin. 
 
    “Thank you all for your assistance,” she said with authority. “I must ask you to clear the cabin, so they might get some rest.” 
 
    The knights departed immediately, with several words of thanks to Tori and last glances at their friends on the beds. 
 
    Kira stood to leave, but Mistress Tori took her by the arm and steered her toward a tall cabinet at the back of the cabin. 
 
    “I could use your help. There’s towels on the top shelf—if you could wipe up the blood.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kira replied automatically, numbly. 
 
    Tori handed her a basin of water, and Kira got to work cleaning up Jun. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a flash—should go check on the class.” 
 
    As Kira finished wiping up the blood that had run down his hand and all over his fingers, Mistress Tori returned and came to the head of Jun’s bed. She placed one hand on his heart and the other on his stomach and began muttering again. 
 
    “He’s lost a lot of blood,” Tori said when she had finished, noticing Kira’s questioning gaze. “I can encourage swift regeneration.” 
 
    “Wow,” Kira muttered.  
 
    Tori smiled. “He has to stay here for a little while, though. Regenerating blood doesn’t happen all at once.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll wake up soon?” 
 
    Tori went over to another patient and laid her hands on him in the same way. Kira joined her and began cleaning the side of the man’s head, which was caked in blood. He was breathing steadily, though. 
 
    “Perhaps later today. The trauma to the body can be exhausting, even though the wound is healing.” 
 
    “You got that right,” the man they were tending grunted. His eyes fluttered open. Even under the haze of exhaustion and an apparent head wound, the knight’s eyes flickered all over the room, surveying his surroundings. Apparently finding them to his liking, he closed his eyes again. 
 
    “You’ve had a wound to the head, Sir Mori,” Tori said gently. “You’ll want to remain here for a few days.” 
 
    “A few days?” Sir Mori replied scornfully, eyes still closed. “By then, those mages will be halfway to Heliodor.” 
 
    “Yes, but your head will be halfway to mush if you don’t let it recover properly.” 
 
    Sir Mori snorted. 
 
    “What happened?” The words flew out of Kira’s mouth before she could wonder if it was proper etiquette for her to address the prone knight. 
 
    He opened one eye and peered at her. “Who’re you?” 
 
    “Kira Savage. I’m Jun’s mentor.” 
 
    Sir Mori’s eyes slid past Kira to land on Jun. “He all right?” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Mistress Tori assured him. “Wound to the arm. Already healed up.” 
 
    “Good,” he said and closed his eyes again. 
 
    Kira thought he had gone back to sleep, but then he said, “Sir Nikko and Jun were headed to Arrowwood on a quest. Easy stuff. Land dispute or something. Dorin and I, there—” he gestured in the direction of the third bed, “—were on our way to Arrowwood as well. Thieving, we were told. We all met up on the road. Just as we were laughing at the coincidence of us all heading out to Arrowwood at once, a storm rolled over us. 
 
    “Not a normal storm. Got all dark as we headed toward Sayura Bridge. Dorin looks behind us and sees three mages riding toward us, fast as the wind. 
 
    “We get on the bridge—there was nowhere else to go—and the storm explodes into terrible howls. Lightning everywhere. Wind, and thunder, and rain. There’s a bright flash and an explosion. Suddenly, we’re all in the water, horses, packs, pieces of the bridge. 
 
    “The storm lets up once the mages have gotten what they want. We went to the other side of the river, but any good Shadow mage can get themselves across a bridge-less river, no problem. Sir Nikko was the first out of the river, dragging Jun with that hunk of the bridge stuck in him. Blood’s pouring down him so fast I thought it went straight through his heart. 
 
    “But the Shadow mages didn’t just want to maim us. They were there for a reason. Sir Nikko had enough presence of mind to send a messenger to Nari as soon as he got out of the water. Once the fighting started, there was no time. 
 
    “Jun and Dorin managed to stay out of it. At least the Shadow mages had that much honor, not to attack young pages. Dorin was limping, but he dragged Jun over to the trees, away from the fight. 
 
    “Sir Nikko and I were doing pretty well. One of the Shadow mages was down and out of the fight, but then something came at me…and I woke up here,” he concluded simply. 
 
    “The quests,” Kira mumbled. “Do you think—?” 
 
    Before Kira’s words could catch up to her racing thoughts, Sir Mori answered. “It was a coincidence? No. No, I think the Storm King’s men have found another way to trick us.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    A Predicament, To Be Sure 
 
      
 
    By the time Jun finally woke, the sun had gone down, revealing a faint glow of Light in the recovery cabin. Kira realized with a strange pleasure that the Light softly glowing around Jun changed somehow when he woke. She hadn’t known Light magic could do that. 
 
    Kira had missed her Light lesson and dinner. She didn’t care. Mistress Tori didn’t tell her to leave, and no one came looking for her. 
 
    Jun didn’t say much before he drifted back to sleep, but Kira felt better. After watching him arrive unconscious, dripping in blood, Kira’s brain was still coming to terms with how fast Shadow magic could heal. When Mistress Tori finally suggested she go find something to eat, Kira obeyed. 
 
    She stepped out of the recovery cabin into the cool green garden, twinkling with Light magic. She blinked several times, not knowing how long she had spent crouched by Jun’s bed since bolting out of class. She retrieved her books from the empty apothecary and noticed someone had cleaned up her work space. She had no idea who. She hadn’t gotten to know many of the pages in her new classes yet. There was Rabenda and Kuma, but she kept as much distance from them as possible. 
 
    She trudged down the little path that led into the garden, passing by the statue of Gekkō. She studied it as she passed, noting the flying squirrel perched on the old man’s shoulder, but she didn’t linger. She didn’t want the real Thistle or Gekkō appearing to her right now. She had no idea how she could possibly fulfill what Thistle asked of her, now that she realized it meant confronting the Storm King too. 
 
    The Storm King, who sent mages to ambush unsuspecting knights and pages, who were merely trying to help the villages. 
 
    There was one thing she could do, though. Two people she could confront, whether they wanted to listen to her or not. 
 
    Feeling lightheaded, she stopped at the kitchen house for quick refreshment on her way to the Moonstone. Miss Mayu gave her a sad little smile as she handed over some steamed buns wrapped in a cloth napkin before launching back into her preparations for the next day. 
 
    The novices were at their Light lesson with Ichiro on the roof of the Moonstone. When Kira arrived, panting slightly from the swift climb up the stairs, she saw with great disappointment that Ichiro’s usual table was empty. Instead, a knight stood at the railing, apparently in charge of the class in his place. She wore two daggers at her belt, and her long, braided hair fell well past her waist. She leaned on the railing, explaining something to an older novice, Takeda. Kira darted between cushions and tables to where Nesma and Hikaru sat. 
 
    “Is Jun all right?” Nesma asked as soon as Kira came over. The Light rope she had just summoned sparkled in her hands. Michi and Hana, at the next table, paused in their conversation, concern on both their faces. 
 
    Kira nodded. “He will be. Where is Master Starwind? Who is that?” 
 
    Nesma glanced at the knight at the head of the class, still engaged with Takeda. Takeda was nodding in agreement, but Kira could tell by his eyes that he looked confused. 
 
    “Lady Anzu,” Nesma said. Kira suddenly recognized her first savior in Camellia when she turned, making Takeda sit next to her at the table now, and listen as she explained something patiently. 
 
    “She was returning from a quest, so they asked her to stay and cover for Master Starwind. She wouldn’t tell us where he is, though.” 
 
    Kira repressed a huff. “Okay,” was all she said before she sprang to her feet again. Escaping Anzu’s notice, she darted back down the stairs. She hadn’t seen Anzu since the knight had treated her so coldly after asking why Zowan had taken Kira on as a page. Her heart twinged as she skipped down the stairs, but she didn’t need another argument right now. 
 
    Ichiro’s office was empty. After her knock produced no answer, Kira dared to slide the door open, but no one was there. She peered into the garden across from the foyer where Mistress Nari liked to conduct business, but it was empty except for the tinkling of a little stream pouring into the small pool. She strode around the Moonstone for the better part of an hour, peeking into rooms and listening at door handles. Where could they be? Were they meeting with Sir Jovan again?  
 
    The only logical place to hold any kind of meeting was in the Moonstone, and she had searched it from roof to ground level. She groaned now as she strode back into the courtyard. 
 
    It was dark now, save for the thick blanket of stars above and the glow of Light magic all around her. Barely dark at all, she reflected. 
 
    Finally, she decided to go back to the apothecary to check on Jun. It was the only thing she could do. 
 
    The garden glowed with dim starlight. The koi in the small pond sat dormant, but Kira could see them deep in the pool, waiting for the morning and whatever the next day would bring. The stones on the winding path glowed brilliantly, showing Kira the way. 
 
    Just as she neared the statue of Gekkō, she heard raised voices coming from the apothecary path. Without thinking, she ducked into the alcove that held Gekkō’s statue. After a nervous glance up at the statue, she peered into the bushes toward the voices, but she could see nothing except dimly glowing leaves. 
 
    “This has gone too far,” an angry voice seethed. 
 
    “I know, Jovan, but what else can we do?” Ichiro replied. Kira still couldn’t see them but heard them come to an abrupt halt on the path, the stones crunching under their feet. 
 
    “What else? What else will Raiden do to us? The dark-creatures—” 
 
    “We can’t prove that was him; we can’t even prove it was Shadow magic,” Ichiro reasoned. 
 
    “Who else would it be? I’m sorry, Ichiro, but someone needs to put a stop to this once and for all.” 
 
    “Jovan, don’t you think you’re…” Ichiro paused, as if searching for a more delicate word. 
 
    “Overreacting? Of course I’m overreacting! My son’s first quest turned out to be a trick by the Storm King! A fourteen-year-old page was nearly killed on his way to settle a land dispute! What other atrocities will Raiden stoop to? How can we keep Camellia safe if every plea for help is suspect? And those beasts…” 
 
    Kira heard a deep sigh, but she couldn’t tell if it was Ichiro or Jovan. 
 
    “I’m summoning the Camellia Six and heading to Heliodor. As their leader, I have the right to do so,” Jovan said, his tone daring Ichiro to argue. 
 
    “I can’t support you on this matter. Confronting the Storm King in his own territory has always been a mistake. Rokuro never would have done it.” 
 
    Jovan paused, and Kira remembered that Ichiro’s son used to be the leader of the Grey Knights. 
 
    “The mistake,” Jovan finally said, “has been letting the Empress and Grand Steward try to make peace with the Storm King. They’ve accomplished nothing all these years, except impose useless sanctions and spew pretty words of peace wrapped in impotent threats.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Ichiro. “But this is reckless, bringing all of the Camellia Six to Heliodor. And what will Camellia do without its Grey Knights when you’re defeated?” 
 
    “What indeed,” muttered Jovan over the crunch of his boots on the path. Ichiro followed him at a distance, back to the temple. Kira watched them until they had disappeared through the gate leading down the stairs and the garden was empty again. 
 
    Or nearly empty. 
 
    “A predicament, to be sure.” 
 
    Kira nearly jumped out of her skin. She whipped around to see Gekkō, sitting on the bench where she had first met him. 
 
    At night, she could see that he didn’t radiate with dim Light as regular people did but with a faint purple glow. Interesting, Kira thought. Must be a spirit thing. 
 
    He patted the bench, inviting her to sit down. 
 
    Her heart still racing, she stood firm where she was. 
 
    “Light and Shadow are in great danger,” he intoned. “As I tried to tell you when we first met. Why haven’t you done what was asked of you, Kira?” 
 
    Kira opened her mouth to defend herself but then stopped. “Why? Why?” she repeated, suddenly furious. “Why me? Why do I have to do anything? I was the one who was brought here against my will, chased by that beast—who probably killed my mother, by the way—so why do I have to do anything? I don’t even know if I’m from my own realm or not!” she raged. 
 
    Gekkō cocked his head. “Oh? Is that the problem?” he asked, as if she had just told him she didn’t like the weather today. He patted the bench beside him again. 
 
    Dumbfounded, Kira went over and sat down, her eyebrows creased together. “Yes.” 
 
    Gekkō shifted, lifting a sandaled foot to rest on his knee. “You want to know why you’re here in Camellia, whether you’re truly from this realm or the one they call Starless?” 
 
    She nodded, swallowing past a lump in her throat as big as an apple. 
 
    “Well, I’m not telling you.” 
 
    Kira gawked at him. 
 
    “Not until you complete your task.” 
 
    “So you know?” she exclaimed. 
 
    He merely nodded. 
 
    She stared at Gekkō, mouth agape. The fact that he was the spirit of the mountain was the only thing keeping her from shouting at him some more, demanding to know the truth. 
 
    How could she possibly fulfill her bargain with Gekkō? Sure, she figured she could eventually pin down Ichiro and Nari and demand their attention. But the Storm King… 
 
    The Storm King was about to be confronted by Sir Jovan and the rest of the Grey Knights. Could she get to him first? 
 
    Did she want to? 
 
    Gekkō gazed up at her, a knowing look in his eye. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, Kira spent her early morning library time researching maps of Camellia instead of searching for clues about the Realm and her family. She was alone again, but she had woken much earlier than usual and gone to check on Jun before crossing the courtyard and descending into the library. He was asleep, it being so early, but looked content in his dreams. 
 
    She was glad he was asleep, she reflected, carefully folding back another section of the map she was studying. She wasn’t sure if he would try to stop her or would want to go along with her. Neither of which she wanted. She couldn’t risk Jun being injured again. She copied another line onto her own piece of paper, carefully drawing another portion of the Kaidō Road, which she and Anzu had followed to get to Gekkō-ji in the first place. The road wound all across Camellia, linking most major cities. 
 
    Sir Jovan had said they would confront the Storm King in Heliodor. Kira realized she would finally get to see the place she had been pretending was her home. 
 
    She knew it was dangerous. Stupid. But what was she doing here in Camellia? She had stayed at the temple so she could learn enough Light magic to defend herself against the dark-creatures, which indeed seemed to be following her. After the dragon in the courtyard, she doubted she would ever know enough to defeat one by herself. Sir Jovan, Ichiro, and a contingent of knights had barely contained the creature. 
 
    But Gekkō knew. Knew where she truly belonged. 
 
    And if he was right, if Light and Shadow could become balanced again, the problem with the dark-creatures would stop. The full moon, only two days away, filled her with dread. Where would the next creature strike? 
 
    Kira went about the rest of the day in a subdued haze. The Masters all seemed to know about what happened to Jun, and even Master Tenchi didn’t especially antagonize her. Combat class turned out to be rather peaceful for once, the repetitions of fighting somehow soothing. Word had spread among the pages too, and they left her alone, talking to her in low voices if they had to at all. 
 
    But it wasn’t worry that had her eyes lost deep in thought, her mouth turned down in a frown. It was concentration on what she was going to do. 
 
    The first part of her plan, which should have been easy, continued to trouble her. There was still no sign of Ichiro. Anzu again held court over the pages and their studies in her Light lesson before dinner. 
 
    The knight noticed Kira right away, locking eyes with her as Kira crested the stairs into the open-air room. Anzu smiled, and though the corners of her lips were raised in welcome, her eyes remained neutral and maybe a bit sad. Kira bit her lip and found her usual seat by the railing. A small brazier crackled merrily with flames beside her table, and Kira warmed her hands by it before cracking open her book. 
 
    Since beginning page lessons, Kira had only ever worked with Jun—the two of them bouncing Light theories off each other and goading each other into summoning more complex objects. In their last lesson together, Jun had summoned a dagger, though it wasn’t very sharp, and Kira had been determined to outperform him. But she had lost her motivation. 
 
    Sighing, she got to work, the conversations around her an easy lull in which she brought her attention to focus. Not wanting to attract Anzu’s notice, she didn’t spend too long searching in her Light Lexicon for some inspiration. 
 
    Before she could get started, however, someone sank down onto the floor cushion in front of her. It was Anzu. 
 
    Kira held her fingers on the page for a slingshot, eyeing them to avoid looking directly at Anzu too long. When the knight didn’t say anything, Kira closed the book with a soft thump. 
 
    Anzu looked up from the table, as if she had been daydreaming. “How is everything? How’s Jun?” Her voice was kind, concerned, not at all like the last time when Kira was cut by every word. 
 
    “Jun’s fine.” Kira fingered the cover of Light Lexicon, the one corner of the book that had already grown worn. 
 
    “Kira, I’m sorry,” Anzu said bluntly. Kira’s eyes flicked up to Anzu then back down to the book. For some reason, she felt like she was going to cry. Anzu went on. “I’m so proud that you advanced to a page so early, but like I said, I don’t trust Zowan. Not one bit.” 
 
    Kira wrinkled her brow. This didn’t sound like the apology it had begun as. 
 
    “Why?” Kira wondered. “Master Starwind and Mistress Nari do, I do.” 
 
    Anzu shifted on her seat, adjusting the daggers at her waist to a more comfortable position. “Do you know what that creature was that attacked the temple?” 
 
    Kira bit her lip, thinking of what Thistle had told her. “Not really.” 
 
    “That’s the sort of thing the Storm King can command. Shadows. Darkness. It’s not safe to put our trust in the Defector or any of the Storm King’s former allies.” 
 
    The taste in Kira’s mouth went sour. “I thought we didn’t discriminate against people from the Shadow region?” 
 
    Anzu reached across the table and grabbed Kira’s hands. Kira almost wanted to pull back, surprising herself. 
 
    “Something’s going on,” the knight insisted. “Something bad. And I don’t like the Defector suddenly enlisting a new page and bringing her on quests every single week. What have you been doing with him all this time?” 
 
    Kira sucked in a deep breath. She tried to hastily gather all her stories like bits of string she needed to weave together.  
 
    “Well, one time we went to an apple farm to survey damage done to a field,” she said pointedly. It was the truest thing she could tell her. 
 
    Anzu narrowed her eyes at her. “You can tell me, Kira. Have you seen anything strange?” 
 
    Kira shook her head. “It’s just quests. He took a liking to me when we rescued that girl is all. He’s all right,” she added, offhand. “Kind of bossy, but he’s helped show me a bit of hand to hand combat.” 
 
    She didn’t feel guilty. She wasn’t lying. She just wanted Anzu to stop looking at her as if Kira were a cat with feathers sticking out of her mouth, all the while exclaiming that she had not seen any birds. 
 
    Finally, Anzu gave up and said, “Well, show me what you’re working on,” with a forcibly cheery smile. 
 
    Summoning a slingshot was harder than she thought. Without Jun there for competition, and only Anzu’s scrutinizing gaze, it didn’t go well. By the end of the lesson, she still couldn’t get the slingshot’s band to stretch. It was useless. 
 
    Before she left for dinner, Kira confronted Anzu one more time. 
 
    “Do you know where Master Starwind is?” 
 
    Anzu looked up from where she crouched over the brazier beside her desk, having just closed the lid in order to starve the flames of oxygen. 
 
    “No,” Anzu replied.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure. What do you need him for?” 
 
    “I just—I just want to talk to him about—” She cast about for something to say. “About Jun.” 
 
    “I hear Mistress Tori has done a fine job healing him. What do you need to talk to Ichiro about?” 
 
    “I just—yeah, I guess you’re right,” Kira admitted, gritting her teeth. 
 
    At this rate, she would never get to speak with Ichiro or Nari. At this rate, she’d speak to the Storm King first! She bit off a bitter laugh as she trudged down the stairs to dinner, where she saw Nesma for the first time since breakfast. 
 
    Her mentor had volunteered to help Mistress Tori with her recovering patients over her lunch break, something Kira admired but felt no desire to partake in herself. Kira was fascinated by the healing arts but not by the tedious tasks that went with them. 
 
    Just as Kira sat down next to Nesma with her food, she spotted a brilliantly glowing fox sprinting across the courtyard. She lunged back to her feet. News. 
 
    With hasty words, she handed Nesma her uneaten dinner and darted off after the fox. The Light messengers only reported to their master. Nari must be here. 
 
    The brilliant clock face on the Moonstone drew her toward the building; the surrounding stones were nearly dark in comparison. She flew through the doorway but came to a skidding halt as she spotted two figures inside the entranceway. 
 
    “He’s leaving,” Nari spat. Kira immediately recognized her in the dim candlelight of the entrance, aided by her Light magic. And beside her… 
 
    “Ichiro!” Kira exclaimed. 
 
    They both looked up, startled. Kira was awash in excitement. Finally, she could make them listen. 
 
    “Not now, Kira,” Mistress Nari snapped. 
 
    Kira closed her eyes briefly, swallowing her first tart reply. “I need to speak with both of you. It is extremely important to the Realm.” The words had sounded silly in her head, but as they rolled off her tongue, they came out urgent and full of import. 
 
    Nari glared at Kira, but Ichiro gave her a slight bow. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Kira. But we have urgent matters ourselves. Can this wait?” he asked kindly. 
 
    “I’m afraid it can’t,” Kira plowed on. “I’ve been trying to talk with you—with both of you. There’s something Gekkō wanted me to warn you about—” 
 
    “The spirit of the mountain?” interjected Nari. “He spoke to you?” 
 
    Kira didn’t respond, only gazed pleadingly at Ichiro. “The dark-creatures, they’re not Shadow, Gekkō said. It’s something to do with the rift between Light and Shadow, but I don’t know how. A balance needs to be restored, he said.” 
 
    She wracked her brain, trying to remember if there was more to the message. Suddenly, she felt stupid, halting them in their tracks for a vague warning she couldn’t explain. 
 
    Nari felt the same way. Without speaking, she strode off, stalking past Kira so fast Kira’s hair fluttered in the backdraft. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kira, but I must—” Ichiro gazed out the door. “We will talk later, I promise.” He hurried after Nari, his feet silent on the cobblestones as he raced into the courtyard. 
 
    Stunned, Kira glanced around her at the empty entranceway, lit by its single lantern and the ever-glowing Light. 
 
    “Well, maybe the Storm King will listen to me,” she told the empty room. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Little Shadow 
 
      
 
    It was easy. Everyone at the temple was giving her space because of what happened to Jun, so no one noticed that evening as she snuck out of the dorm house with her small bag. It was no longer filled with books and those hated quills, but a set of clothes and some food she had gathered from the kitchen house after her failed conversation with Ichiro and Nari. Tucked in her belt sash, in its usual spot, the dagger Zowan had given her rubbed comfortably against her skin. 
 
    But she didn’t want to leave without seeing Jun. 
 
    For once, the nighttime garden spooked her. She wasn’t ready for another encounter with Gekkō. Thistle she could maybe handle, but the old man had a much more terrifying presence underneath it all. She cut across the garden lawns, avoiding the stony paths so she could run soundlessly on the moss. 
 
    Candlelight blazed from the apothecary. The yellow light was like a beacon through the trees. Sometimes Kira forgot that Mistress Tori didn’t have Light magic and couldn’t see in the dark like everyone else at the temple. She slowed down as she reached the little path. She avoided looking over at the statue to Gekkō, trying not to imagine the spirit of the mountain suddenly appearing beside her. 
 
    Kira didn’t bother trying to be stealthy—she had already visited Jun four times today; it wouldn’t look suspicious to Tori. 
 
    Jun was awake. 
 
    Kira bit her lip when she saw him sitting up in bed, spooning some soup into his mouth. There was only one other patient. 
 
    “Sir Mori left a few hours ago,” Jun said by way of greeting, noticing Kira’s gaze. “Mistress Tori wanted to keep him for a few more days, but he insisted that he wanted to sleep in his own bed.” 
 
    Kira tried to smile. She shifted her bag behind her, just now realizing she hadn’t meant to bring it inside with her. 
 
    Eyes like a hawk, Jun saw the movement. “Where’re you going?” 
 
    “With Zowan,” she blurted, and her stomach knotted. Another lie. “An urgent quest—you remember the apple field I told you about?” 
 
    Jun nodded, eyeing her over another spoonful of soup. 
 
    “He found something—but we have to go right now.” 
 
    “But what about lessons? You’ll definitely miss some.” 
 
    “Says the page who’s missed two days of lessons because of a quest,” she joked, even though she felt sick to her stomach at lying to Jun. The one person she had been able to speak the truth to at the temple. But she could think of no other way.  
 
    The dark-creatures—whether they were after her or not—wouldn’t go away on their own. Another attack would come with the full moon, if Thistle was right. And she couldn’t get out of her agreement with Gekkō, not after what Zowan had told her about bargains with spirits. Gekkō would tell her the truth at last. Could he find her a way back to the Starless Realm too? 
 
    “I think I had a good excuse,” said Jun, putting down his empty bowl. “Injured in battle and all.” 
 
    “Well, exploding bridge and battle aren’t quite the same thing, but I guess that’s an acceptable excuse.” She grinned at him. “I just wanted to check on you before I left.” 
 
    Her stomach muscles seized. If Gekkō could find her a way back, would she even return to the temple? Would she see Jun again? 
 
    Her smile felt like a mask, plastered over her lying features. 
 
    “Watch out for exploding bridges, then,” Jun said, laying back down. He still looked tired, still exhausted by the trauma, Mistress Tori would say. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The night-bathed temple was like a black and white painting, made of whorls of light in a hundred different shades. Charcoal, silver, and ash. Hot tears slid from her eyes as she passed the dorm house. Jun, Nesma, Mistress Tori. If she went back to her own realm, she would never see them again. 
 
    I don’t even know Gekkō could do it, Kira scathed at herself. What am I worrying about it now for? 
 
    She stole across the courtyard as fast as she could without looking suspicious, sweeping by the cherry blossom tree. It was still an acceptable time to be roaming the temple grounds, she saw with a quick glance at the Moonstone’s clock, but just barely. 
 
    She had forgotten about the extra guards, protecting the temple after the dragon’s attack. 
 
    “The stables, at this hour?” the stout squire complained when she came to a halt in front of the gate that led out of the courtyard. 
 
    “I forgot to—pick my knight’s horse’s hooves,” she invented wildly. Another lie. “Briar’s likely to pitch a fit in the morning, and just when Lord Zowan planned to go for a long ride.” 
 
    At the mention of Lord Zowan, the squire seemed to lose an inch or two off his height as his stiff posture sank. 
 
    “Oh, um, all right. Just hurry up then.” 
 
    “Will do!” 
 
    She hurried past him and toward the stable, her bag swinging against her hip. 
 
    Meluca’s stall was on the left side, three down, right next to Hoshi’s mount, Risa. A small lantern blazed the way into the tack room where Kira headed to retrieve Meluca’s saddle. A mouse scurried out of the room at the end of the stables just as Kira approached, the tiny creature outlined in shades of glowing grey. 
 
    Then Kira walked straight into Rabenda. Kira recoiled, drawing away several paces. She drew in a sharp breath, and they both froze, staring at each other. 
 
    Under Rabenda’s dark bangs, her eyes were red and puffy. She had been crying. Kira was prepared to ignore that, as long as Rabenda would leave her alone. 
 
    Rabenda’s eyes grew wide then narrowed to tiny slits. The glittering tears turned to icy malice. 
 
    “What’s the little Shadow lurking about the stables for at this time of night?” Rabenda hissed. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Kira retorted. She had no time for games. Ever since Rabenda had been caught antagonizing Kira by Miss Mayu, Rabenda had all but left her alone these past weeks. In their page lessons, Rabenda had sunk to mere dirty looks and whispered threats. Whatever punishment Miss Mayu had laid upon Rabenda must have been severe. 
 
    “None of your business,” said Rabenda. She failed at casually checking underneath her eyes for tears. 
 
    “Exactly. And mine is none of yours.” 
 
    Kira made to walk past Rabenda into the tack room. As she had been expecting, Rabenda made no move to step aside. 
 
    “Move. Please.” 
 
    She needed to get out of here before that squire at the gate got curious. It didn’t take long to pick four hooves. She still had to saddle up Meluca and put on her bridle. She didn’t have time for this! 
 
    Curiosity flickered in Rabenda’s dark eyes. 
 
    “Obviously you’re in a hurry,” Rabenda said, casually leaning against the frame of the tack room, filling up the entrance. “What for?” 
 
    “I’m meeting Lord Zowan.” She didn’t care about lying to Rabenda. She could tell this girl a thousand lies and not care. “He’ll come looking for me if I’m not on time.” 
 
    She didn’t budge. “Strange time for a quest.” 
 
    “Get out of my way.” The dagger, warm from her body heat, came up under Rabenda’s chin, as if Kira wasn’t controlling her arm at all. 
 
    Rabenda froze, but an annoyingly smug grin graced her face. “You think you can threaten me with that?” 
 
    “Yes. I do.” 
 
    Not a second passed while Kira’s body—after hours and hours of drilling with Zowan—slipped into a familiar rhythm. She had Rabenda from behind now, the dagger pressed tight against her throat. 
 
    Strands of Rabenda’s short hair got in Kira’s face, but she ignored it. “Get out of here,” she growled in her ear. “This is your last warning.” 
 
    “Think you’re special, don’t you, little Shadow? Advancing to page so fast and training under the Defector? Well, even if you make it to knight next week, you’ll still be a dirty—little—Shadow—” Her words were punctuated by her attempts to escape Kira’s hold. 
 
    After training for weeks with a grown man more than a foot taller than her, Rabenda had no chance of breaking Kira’s grip. And she had endured far more boring conversations with Zowan locked in those training grips. Zowan would be proud, Kira thought. 
 
    “Rabenda, please,” Kira groaned. “Aren’t you tired of this? Just get over it. I never did anything to you.” 
 
    “Get over it?” The words came much louder than Kira expected. “Get over it?” Rabenda repeated hysterically. “You want me to get over the fact that your people murdered my parents? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Rabenda was shaking in her grip. Her voice sank in disgust. “Even though you have Light magic, you’re still one of them. Maybe it was you. Maybe it was your family. How do I know? Did you know my parents were last seen near Heliodor?” 
 
    The last word seemed to rip itself from Rabenda’s throat. Kira’s mouth popped open in horror, and she was glad Rabenda couldn’t see her face. 
 
    She could feel Rabenda panting with emotion, pressed against her. Kira drew a deep breath herself and said calmly, “I’m sorry, Rabenda. I didn’t mean it, really.” She didn’t bother denying Rabenda’s other claim. How could she possibly back up such a statement? No, I didn’t kill your parents. I’m actually from another realm entirely. 
 
    How many times had she longed to throw that in Rabenda’s face? It wouldn’t help now. 
 
    One of the horses kicked the side of their stall, startling Kira. How long had she been up here? How long until the squire followed? It must be past curfew now. 
 
    Making up her mind, Kira shoved Rabenda from her, twisting so that Kira now held the doorway of the tack room. Rabenda stumbled into the aisle, and Kira could see that her tears had returned. Rabenda made no effort to hide them this time. 
 
    “What are you really up to?” Rabenda demanded. “Sneaking out late at night to meet up with the Defector? Going to summon another dark-creature with your traitor knight?” 
 
    Kira snorted. “Me? Me?” she cried. “What in the world would I do that for?” 
 
    Rabenda seemed at a momentary loss of words, so Kira stormed into the tack room. She found the rack neatly labeled with Meluca’s name and hoisted the saddle off of it. Her momentum carried her past a stunned Rabenda, but the girl followed her like a vengeful crow. 
 
    “Because he’s the Defector,” complained Rabenda, following Kira into Meluca’s stall. “He’s the Storm King’s nephew, for Light’s sake! You think family ties like that just break? I think Zowan’s a spy, letting in the dragon—or perhaps he didn’t need to, perhaps his own little page—” 
 
    Kira heaved the saddle over Meluca’s back and spun around. Her hand froze reaching for her dagger, as she spotted a weapon now in Rabenda’s hands. Kira hadn’t been the only one honing her skills these past few weeks. A blade the size of Kira’s outstretched hand topped Rabenda’s staff, pointing right at her. 
 
    Rabenda shook her bangs out of her eyes, glaring at Kira. 
 
    Without thinking, Kira reached out and grabbed the staff. She surprised Rabenda and forced it horizontally between them. She only wished she could shove Rabenda out of the stall, but the staff was wider than the door. 
 
    “This is none of your business,” Kira grunted, pushing. 
 
    “I think it is.” Push. 
 
    “I’m going to be late.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You really want Lord Zowan coming up here when he sees you’ve been keeping me?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of him.” 
 
    Kira groaned, gripping the staff with all her strength. And then she remembered her last lesson with Zowan. Could she break Rabenda’s staff? 
 
    It all depended on the strength of Rabenda’s will. Right now, she looked pretty willful. 
 
    Kira’s curled fingers were white from the strain of holding it. Zowan hadn’t actually managed to teach Kira how to break something, only to feel if something were made of Light. This definitely was. The staff glowing with her rage, Rabenda hadn’t yet mastered the art of creating objects in their worldly likeness, like some of the older pages in their class had. 
 
    Kira reached out, as if she were going to pull the Light from Rabenda’s staff. 
 
    It gave a jerk, warding her off, just like the sword when she practiced with Zowan. She pressed on, trying to pull the Light from it. 
 
    Another jerk, this one from Rabenda. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Kira retorted, trying to make it sound menacing. 
 
    Rabenda wasn’t convinced. “You don’t know how,” she scoffed. 
 
    Kira ignored her and pulled. 
 
    It wasn’t working. She was sweating now under her layers of clothes. If Rabenda could have just left her alone! 
 
    Just then, the door to the stable slid open. 
 
    They both froze. At Kira’s fearful look, Rabenda narrowed her eyes, correctly assuming that it wasn’t Zowan, that Zowan wasn’t coming. 
 
    “Please,” Kira breathed. “It’s important.” 
 
    Rabenda stared at her, wide eyed. Kira took advantage of the hint of confusion in Rabenda’s gaze and sank into a crouch, pulling Rabenda with her as they both still grasped the staff. They were hidden behind the lower half of the stall wall, out of sight. 
 
    Footsteps soft on the earthen floor padded down the aisle. Kira pleaded at Rabenda wordlessly. Stay quiet. 
 
    They were crouched by Meluca’s feet, inches from the sawdust and what the sawdust was there to keep the floor clean from. Kira wrinkled her nose and waited. 
 
    After an eternity, the stable door slid shut again. Rabenda pushed Kira off her, and Kira let go of the staff. 
 
    They separated and stood. Rabenda leaned on the staff, still blocking the stall door. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Kira sighed. Opened her mouth. Closed it. 
 
    What did it matter if she told Rabenda now? Ichiro and Nari didn’t have a second to spare her, and besides, they told her not to tell anyone she was from the Starless Realm so that the Storm King wouldn’t find out. Well, she was on her way to the Storm King. It wouldn’t be a secret for long. 
 
    “Why not?” she muttered to herself as she tightened Meluca’s girth. 
 
    Rabenda cocked her head. 
 
    She had envisioned this moment so many times. How should she start? 
 
    “I’m not really from Heliodor. I’m not from the Realm of Camellia at all.” 
 
    “Really.” The word dripped in sarcasm. 
 
    “Yes, really,” Kira urged, palms facing Rabenda in a plea for understanding. “I’m from the Starless Realm.” 
 
    Rabenda snorted. “This just gets better and better. Now I know you’re a spy. Why else would you have such a ridiculous cover story?” 
 
    “No, listen, Rabenda! There is no spy—at least not that I know of. I was chased into this realm by one of those dark-creatures. The dragon wasn’t the first one. And there will be more!” 
 
    Rabenda narrowed her eyes at Kira. “If you’re from the Starless Realm, how come you have Light magic?” 
 
    “Ah—well—it’s complicated. They think I’m originally from Camellia but went to the Starless Realm as a child.” 
 
    “They?” 
 
    “Ichiro and Nari.” 
 
    “Figures,” Rabenda muttered. “No wonder they advanced you so quickly. I can’t believe I thought you might have been as skilled as Jun, the son of a Grey Knight.” 
 
    Kira let the insult fall flat. She thought Rabenda was only doing it out of habit, anyway. She slipped Meluca’s bridle on and began to tighten the straps. 
 
    “So you believe me?” 
 
    Rabenda leaned against the door, almost but not quite leaving enough for Kira to lead Meluca out of the stall. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She dropped her arm, and the Light staff disappeared, dispersing into the air around them. She crossed her arms tightly across her chest. “You don’t really act like someone from the Shadow region,” she admitted, staring at the ground. 
 
    Air suddenly filled Kira’s lungs as her chest finally relaxed. “Look, I need to leave.” 
 
    “Where are you really going?” 
 
    Kira bit the inside of her lip. “I made an agreement with the spirit of the mountain, Gekkō—you know, the statue in the garden? Well, he apparently took a liking to me. And his flying squirrel tricked me into making an agreement to argue their case to the leaders of both temples.” She emphasized the last two words. 
 
    Rabenda’s head snapped back up, the confusion in her eyes coming to a horrified clarity. “You’re not—you aren’t saying—?” 
 
    Kira nodded. “I have to. Zowan said it’s impossible to get out of an agreement with a spirit.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” Rabenda loosened the cross of her arms a little, staring at Kira appraisingly. “You’re really from the Starless Realm?” 
 
    “I grew up there, anyway.” Kira smiled. She reached over and grabbed the reins she had looped around Meluca’s neck and made for the door. But Rabenda didn’t move out of her way. 
 
    “How do I know this isn’t just some ruse to go back to the Shadow region?” 
 
    Kira took a steadying breath. “You really think I made all that up?” 
 
    Rabenda didn’t answer. 
 
    Kira dove her hand in her pocket and dug out the library card she still carried with her. She held it out to Rabenda, who didn’t take it. 
 
    “This is from the Starless Realm. It’s the only proof I have. Look, it says my name on it and everything. Have you ever seen anything made out of plastic before?” 
 
    “Plastic?” Rabenda muttered then finally reached out and took it between two fingers. She bent it a little and read both sides. Kira saw her mouth the words North Noxbury. 
 
    “So?” Kira asked. 
 
    For several frustrating minutes, Rabenda thought about it. Finally, she said, “Flying squirrel, huh?” 
 
    “Named Thistle.” 
 
    Rabenda snorted. She handed back the card and stepped aside. Kira led Meluca out before Rabenda could change her mind. 
 
    When Kira reached the door leading out of the stables, she paused. “Why were you up here, anyway?” 
 
    The lamplight cast a glow on Rabenda’s suddenly red cheeks. “I—well, I heard about Jun, and—” 
 
    “Jun?” Kira repeated stupidly. 
 
    “Kuma said he came in covered in blood, and his father just stormed off ready to go attack the Storm King. I thought—” 
 
    “Jun’s fine,” Kira assured her. “I just saw him before I came here. He was eating soup.” 
 
    “Really?” Rabenda had lost her usual scowl. 
 
    “Really. Jovan just left? Are you sure?” 
 
    “That’s why I was hiding in the tack room,” Rabenda muttered. “One of the other Grey Knights had arrived, and they were going to meet up with the others on the way to Heliodor. They were talking like Jun wasn’t going to make it.” The last sentence was an embarrassed whisper that surprised Kira. 
 
    Kira secured her pack against Meluca’s saddle and swung herself up. 
 
    “Then I’ll follow them.” 
 
    She turned back to face Rabenda. “Thank you. You should go visit Jun in the morning. He’d be happy to have a visitor.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luck 
 
      
 
    Six paths led down the mountain from the stables, some of them steep and full of rocks and other obstacles, others winding gently down and well-traveled. Kira had ridden down two of the easier paths so far in her horse care lessons. She chose one that wound easily down the mountain, knowing herself not to be skilled enough for the others. She doubted this was the path that Sir Jovan had taken, since it wasn’t the fastest way down, but she still hoped she might spot them down at the gate or at least catch up with them along the road. 
 
    The woods were quiet. Kira could only hear the sound of Meluca’s hooves on the dirt path as they trotted down it. She was glad the path she had chosen didn’t come anywhere near the temple’s walls where anyone might hear them. Once or twice she spotted an owl gazing down at her, outlined and glowing with Light magic, perched high above. Nothing else moved. She could see each tree, each leaf, each stone in the path, infused with Light. 
 
    Kira checked her dagger, securely tucked in her sash. She patted her pocket, where she had stashed her folded hand-drawn map. With any luck, she wouldn’t need the map at all. 
 
    She would follow Jovan and the Camellia Six. But somehow, she needed to reach the Storm King before they did. That would be tricky. She must deliver her message, fulfill her agreement with Gekkō. Well, she would just figure that out when she got there. 
 
    The moon was nearly full. One more day. Where would the next dark-creature strike? 
 
    Thousands of stars shone down on Kira through the trees. A light wind picked up, pelting her and Meluca with soft, somewhat crunchy leaves, freshly fallen. 
 
    Something slightly harder struck her in the back. 
 
    She squealed in surprise, her pulse racing. She would have screeched in terror had she not been trying to be stealthy. 
 
    She flailed her arms around her back. Something clung to her. It moved slowly up to her shoulder. In her mind, she immediately pictured an enormous spider. The squeal came again. 
 
    “What is that sound?” a voice like the autumn breeze questioned. 
 
    Kira’s breath exploded from her lungs. “Thistle! You scared me to death!” 
 
    The fluffy ball of white fur crested her shoulder, his tiny paws clinging to her jacket. He stared at her with his enormous, dark eyes. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m glad to see you.” 
 
    Thistle chirped. 
 
    The wind died down, and Kira heard another noise. Horses. Men, calling to one another. The hinges of an enormous door. 
 
    The gate! How could she have forgotten? It was always open whenever she and Zowan had left the temple grounds.  
 
    “Oh no,” she muttered. “How am I going to get through the gate?” 
 
    She couldn’t see the gate yet, which meant the guards couldn’t see her. Once she came into view, though, anyone with Light magic would spot her instantly. She doubted she could come up with a lie that would convince them to let her walk through. 
 
    The chirp came from her shoulder again. “I knew you needed me,” sang Thistle. 
 
    “You can help?” 
 
    “Of course. Just give me a moment.” 
 
    Kira felt the tiny feet adjust their grip, tighter, pinching her skin a little. She kept quiet and slowed Meluca to a walk. A moment to do what? He hadn’t said to stop. Kira’s heart thudded with anxiety. 
 
    Seconds ticked by. Soon they would be spotted. 
 
    “Thistle?” 
 
    “Yes, hold on.” 
 
    “Should I stop the horse?” 
 
    “Nope,” he said proudly. “They won’t see us now.” 
 
    His words were put to the test immediately as Kira rounded a bend and the gate came into view. One massive door was open, and she could just see the glow of two horses and their riders beyond the wall. Most of the guards were focused on the departing men, but two faced inward, staring in Kira’s direction. 
 
    Her heart fluttered, as if it wanted to be noticed. Kira had heard of no magic in Camellia that could render a person completely invisible, but Thistle was Gekkō’s messenger. Spirit magic must be different. 
 
    The guards called a last goodbye to the two riders and began the lengthy business of closing the door. 
 
    “Can they hear us?” 
 
    The door was moving now. 
 
    “No, go!” he cried. 
 
    On instinct, Kira’s heels tapped Meluca’s sides, urgent and sure. The horse jolted forward into a canter. 
 
    Time slowed. Being invisible and soundless will do that to you, Kira reflected. She caught sight of the guards working to close the heavy door, and then she was past them. They cantered a good distance until Meluca slowed. The other two riders were shining specks in the distance, moving fast. 
 
    A peel of laughter welled out of Kira. Thistle chirped, and they both looked back at the gate as the door slammed shut. 
 
    “That was amazing!” Kira cried. 
 
    Thistle jumped down from her shoulder and onto the front rim of the saddle. His dark eyes gazed up at her in amusement, his whiskers twitching. 
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    “Gekkō let me borrow some of his magic,” he said in a not-so-offhand voice. Then he took another leap up to the top of Meluca’s head. Kira snickered. It looked like Meluca was wearing a ridiculous furry hat. Thistle held onto the tuft of hair between Meluca’s ears with a tiny paw and gazed out at the Kaidō Road ahead. 
 
    “You aim to follow the Grey Knights?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Kira. “They can lead me to Heliodor. I just have to get to the Storm King first.” 
 
    The nighttime ride was much like Kira’s first night in Camellia, except that she had a flying squirrel for a companion instead of a taciturn knight. Guilt surged up into her chest at the thought of Anzu. She still didn’t understand why the knight was mad at her. What if they never got a chance to make up? Anzu had been the first person to help her in Camellia. She had saved Kira from that demon on the bridge.  
 
    A sudden thought struck her. Was Anzu mad that Kira had chosen Zowan instead of her to apprentice under as page? The knight still had no page or squire as far as Kira knew. If only Kira could explain that it hadn’t been her choice. Just another lie Nari and Ichiro had forced on her. Well, the lying is soon to be over, no matter what. 
 
    Kira studied the landscape, shades of grey, silver, and white outlining the blackness of the night. The nearly full moon was unhindered by clouds, and the myriad of stars shone down like a thousand dim spotlights. Even someone without Light magic would be able to see tonight. 
 
    Every so often, Kira would urge Meluca into a canter to catch up to the two riders, Sir Jovan and what must be another Grey Knight. Thistle had retreated back to her shoulder, where his grip was better. 
 
    “How do you endure all this bouncing?” he complained as they slowed back into a trot. 
 
    “You get used to it, I guess.” Kira shrugged. Thistle’s tiny claws sank into her shoulder as he wobbled. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be there by tomorrow?” he asked. 
 
    “I think so. When Anzu and I traveled this far, it was just overnight. Why tomorrow?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can cling to either of you beasts for much longer,” Thistle chirped. Kira chuckled. 
 
    “But really, Kira,” he went on in a lower voice. “The full moon will undoubtedly bring more complications. Gekkō is in haste to have this crisis solved before any more spirits—” He squeaked. 
 
    Kira swiveled her head about, her heart racing. She looked around for the source of his interruption, thinking he had spotted something. There was nothing. “What about the spirits?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Spirits?” Thistle echoed, as if he didn’t know what she was talking about. 
 
    “You said before any more spirits. Before any more spirits what?” 
 
    Thistle squeaked again; this time it sounded more like a high-pitched groan. “It’s nothing. Nothing’s wrong with the spirits.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    Thistle leapt down from her shoulder to the saddle. He clutched the rim of the saddle with all four tiny paws. “Fine. It wasn’t my idea to keep it from you. I told Gekkō we should tell you, tell the leaders ourselves even. But he’s an old man. Perpetually old. Perpetually stubborn.” 
 
    Kira stared down at Thistle, open-mouthed. The words just breezed out between his whiskers as if he had been dying to let them out. She glanced up to check their distance from Sir Jovan then gave her full attention to the flying squirrel. 
 
    “It’s the spirits. Something is tampering with the makeup of Camellia. It’s throwing them into chaos.” 
 
    “What do you mean? What’s wrong with the spirits?” 
 
    “The creatures. It’s the spirits, seized by madness and a darkness that is neither Shadow nor Light. The dragon Kichi was a great loss. He was the spirit of luck in the village near Gekkō’s mountain.”  
 
    “The village with the earthquake? Was it something to do with the rift?” 
 
    Thistle nodded, and Kira recalled Mistress Nari’s worry that it hadn’t even been Shadow magic. She was right. If only Nari and Ichiro had stopped to listen to Kira. 
 
    “The two had known each other since the creation of Camellia. The village isn’t so lucky anymore.” 
 
    “What’s causing this?” Kira demanded in horror. The idea that a spirit—a benign one like Gekkō or the unknown luck spirit—could be tainted in such a way… 
 
    “A human.” 
 
    “The Storm King?” 
 
    “No. We do not know who, but it is not the Storm King Raiden Koi. Gekkō has been communicating with various spirits across Camellia, including the spirit of the lake beside the Spire temple, and she assures us that Raiden is not involved in this particular horror.” 
 
    Kira rode on in stunned silence for several minutes. Only the sound of Meluca’s hooves on the road filled their ears. Sir Jovan was becoming a smaller speck on the horizon, and she would have to bring Meluca to a canter again soon. 
 
    “Thistle? Are there spirits in the Starless Realm?” 
 
    “Doubtful. Camellia is preferable to that magicless realm.” 
 
    “It’s magicless?” 
 
    He nodded his tiny head. “More or less.” 
 
    “But I saw Light magic there. And there was a dark-creature. Was it a spirit from Camellia then?” 
 
    Thistle’s dark eyes became creased with worry. “Maybe they are following you,” he muttered. 
 
    “Don’t say that! I thought you said they weren’t?” 
 
    Meluca nickered, surprised by Kira’s outburst. 
 
    “Gekkō thinks they’re attracted to powerful magic, hence why Kichi was drawn to the temple that night. All those knights and Sir Jovan. Yet one found you, alone?” 
 
    Kira nodded, wordless. 
 
    “What did it look like?” 
 
    “Like a demon. Like a big dog with a short tail, but the size of an elephant.” 
 
    “Hmm. Perhaps I should ask Gekkō if he knows which spirit that might have been. What happened to it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I went through this door—” 
 
    The percussion of Meluca’s hooves was suddenly joined by another set of hooves, and another, and another. 
 
    Kira whipped around to see six riders approaching from behind. They weren’t far. 
 
    “They can’t see us, can they?” Kira cried. “Thistle?” she hissed when he didn’t respond. 
 
    She caught, “Maybe we’re too far from the mountain,” before the riders had reached her. 
 
    An unnatural wind bore down upon her, and she was thrown from Meluca. She landed hard on the ground, slamming onto one side. 
 
    Blearily, she could see Thistle still stuck to the saddle, though he had curled into a little ball. If they were lucky, the riders would think he was a fluffy saddle ornament. 
 
    Luck. That poor spirit. Kira would have loved to meet a dragon spirit of luck. Especially at this moment. 
 
    Another gust of wind knocked her onto her back before one of the riders dismounted and came to stand over her. 
 
    Shadow mages, to be sure. At least none of them had tried that darkness trick on her yet, like her first encounter with Shadow mages. 
 
    The man standing above her began to chuckle. He wore a long coat over a set of robes, and the wide sleeves whipped in the Shadow wind he controlled. 
 
    “It’s just a girl!” He laughed. “What did you think it was, Tai? A Grey Knight, was it?” 
 
    Some of the others joined in the laughter, and a few more dismounted. They all wore the same robes, decorated with modest designs that Kira could see with her Light magic. 
 
    Kira didn’t move. She didn’t want to give them an excuse to pull that darkness trick on her. She still had her dagger tucked in her sash, but she would be useless with Light magic against these mages. She clutched the shoulder she had fallen on and stared up at them. 
 
    “I tell you, I heard the Grey Knights were riding through here. I heard they were summoned,” another voice said, undoubtedly Tai. 
 
    “This isn’t even a knight, no matter the shade,” a woman laughed. “What are you doing out here alone, little girl?” 
 
    Kira grit her teeth. She hated it when people called her that. But she had an idea. 
 
    “I’m on my way to talk to the Storm King.” 
 
    A thrill of excitement ran up her spine. The truth. 
 
    The woman let out a short bark of laughter. 
 
    “I’m from—I’m from the Starless Realm.” 
 
    No one laughed this time. 
 
    Finally, the first man spoke again. “The Starless Realm…you?” 
 
    “Yes. Me. I need to talk to the Storm King and deliver a message to him.” 
 
    “A message?” the man called Tai drawled. “From Gekkō-ji? What do they want?” 
 
    “Not from Gekkō-ji. From Gekkō himself, the spirit of the mountain there.” 
 
    “Shadow save us,” the woman muttered. “Look, girl, what are you really doing out here? Quit lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying!” Kira shouted.  
 
    The Shadow mages looked just as surprised at the outburst as she felt.  
 
    “I’m not lying,” she repeated, quieter. “Can I get up now?” 
 
    She heard a grunt that she took for approval and gingerly got to her feet. The Shadow mages automatically took a few steps back. Kira could feel a strange breeze coming from one of them, but it seemed confined to the small space around the woman wielding it.  
 
    What a strange bunch of mages, she thought. She was glad this group asked questions first, unlike the ones who had attacked Kira and Anzu on the road last time. 
 
    “You say you’re from the Starless Realm?” Tai questioned. Kira could see the outline of curiosity burning in his face, but it was tempered with suspicion. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “What were you doing at Gekkō-ji?” the first man asked. 
 
    Kira was enjoying the rush of truth-telling. “I, uh, have Light magic.” 
 
    The small breeze swirling around the woman across from her surged from its confines and whipped around the circle. 
 
    “Kaya,” the first man snapped at her. “Control.” 
 
    The breeze died down, and the woman stepped a few paces away, her head bowed. “Sorry, Sagano.” 
 
    “So you thought a Light-wielding visitor from the Starless Realm could just wander into Shadow territory, demanding to see the Storm King?” Tai wondered. 
 
    “Can you take me to him or not?” Kira demanded. 
 
    They just stared at her. 
 
    “I think we kind of have to with that story,” Tai muttered. 
 
    The first man, Sagano, said, “If she’s lying, we’ll just use her as bait for the Light knights.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Hall of Spirits 
 
      
 
    A dark tower loomed over the city of Heliodor. The Spire, they called it. It was impossibly tall. There was no way any Camellian could possibly have built such a structure without magic. It was like the Empire State Building standing over North Noxbury. 
 
    But Heliodor was much bigger than North Noxbury. It was full to bursting with houses and shops and lots of other buildings Kira couldn’t identify, contained—just barely—by a thick stone wall. 
 
    The morning sun shone cheerfully down upon the Storm King’s city as they headed for the open gate. They had let Kira ride. There hadn’t even been a conversation about it. Kira knew they felt secure in their power to knock her off her horse at any moment, so she behaved the whole way. Her shoulder still hurt from the first time. 
 
    They had searched her bags, though, and taken her dagger. Sagano had been puzzled by the plastic library card in her pocket but let her keep it. 
 
    Thistle remained hidden, curled into a motionless ball on the front of her saddle. 
 
    “Heliodor,” Kira muttered, in case Thistle couldn’t see that they had arrived. He gave a twitch in response. 
 
    Sagano, the mage in charge, rode up beside her. “You’ll keep quiet until we reach the Spire, you hear?” 
 
    Kira nodded, eager to illustrate her willingness. 
 
    Sagano grunted. “We’ll not bind you, but one attempt to escape, and you’ll be flying head-first into the nearest building, understand?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “If you are who you say you are, we don’t want to treat you like a prisoner—but we aren’t stupid. The Storm King will be the one to decide if you’re telling the truth.” 
 
    And that was that. A man she had never met, the man who had begun the entire feud between the temples, had been the demise of Azurite, would decide whether she lived or flew face-first into a wall. 
 
    She just hoped her truth was more convincing than her lies. 
 
    The city was busy. A market thrived at the entrance to the gate, spread over dozens of blocks. The vendors had set up their wares long before sunrise, and their first customers were already beginning to appear. 
 
    Kira had no desire to make an escape. The mages would lead her right to the Storm King. It was meeting him she was worried about. 
 
    The mages surrounded Kira as they passed through the market, penning in Meluca, so close to Kira that her leg rubbed against Sagano’s once or twice.  
 
    It was clear that the citizens respected the mages. They moved out of the way when they spotted the cavalcade approaching, and the vendors didn’t bother them with their sales pitches. 
 
    Farmers hawked fresh fruits and vegetables. Weavers displayed bolts of fabric ranging from the plain stuff bandages were made from to silks a queen would wear. Blacksmiths touted their daggers and swords.  
 
    “Sharper than anything those Light idiots can conjure up, I tell you,” one blacksmith was saying to a thoughtful-looking teen as they passed. The blacksmith handed over the sword in question to the teenager, who pretended not to struggle under its weight. 
 
    Kira snorted. Then she noticed another blacksmith’s shop and another. Then a bowyer, displaying arrows fletched with special hawk feathers. Why were there so many weapons shops? And then she realized. 
 
    Light knights didn’t need to own physical weapons. They had an abundance of weapons at their fingertips at all times—as long as they had the skill to summon them. 
 
    But Shadow mages weren’t helpless, even if they couldn’t create a sword out of thin air. They could conjure the wind, heal an injury, command storms. No wonder being a Grey Knight was so desirable. 
 
    The Grey Knights. Where are they? she wondered. She was sure she had beaten them to Heliodor. There was no uproar, no commotion, other than the daily activities of the market. The appearance of the Camellia Six was sure to cause some kind of stir. 
 
    Perhaps Sir Jovan was still gathering the Six. He had only one companion while she and Thistle had followed him. She bit the inside of her cheek. Not for the first time, she wondered if she should mention to Sagano and his mages about Sir Jovan’s imminent arrival. In one moment, drunk on truth-telling, she had almost told them, but she had held her tongue. Sir Jovan was Jun’s father. It would be a betrayal of Jun, not to mention the Grey Knights. 
 
    She tried not to look up at the Spire, but it was an impossible feat. It was the tallest thing on the horizon, too tall, too narrow. As they grew closer, Kira could see it was tiered and with the slightest widening at the bottom. It must be fifty stories high. 
 
    Eventually they left the market, and the mages led her through the rest of Heliodor, all the while rising at a slight incline, headed straight for the Spire. 
 
    Kira’s nerves began to kick in. She reached down and patted Thistle for reassurance. One of his paws poked her. What if this had all been a mistake? What if the Storm King just killed her on the spot? All too easily she could picture being skewered by a lightning bolt. Visions of a sadistic Zeus assailed her brain. Ichiro and Nari had made her lie so that the Storm King wouldn’t find out about her. What if he kept her prisoner here, like he had kept Zowan’s family?  
 
    Suddenly her jacket was too tight to breathe. Her eyes roamed over the city streets, and she felt like the walls were too close. The mages were too close. She would scream if any of them got closer. 
 
    Then the buildings fell away. The open street led to a wide stone bridge, which crossed a deep canal. Beyond the bridge grew a lush green lawn. Past the lawn, beside a small lake, towered the Spire, the base of which they still couldn’t see because of the incline. 
 
    Sagano led them across the bridge. Kira couldn’t help but stare up at the Spire now. It pierced the sky like a black dagger. All around them grew the most beautifully bright garden. The sprawling lawn was filled with Shadow mages, most of whom would kill her if they knew she had Light magic. The sunshine was marred by a set of storm clouds gathered in a far-off corner of the garden. Hovering over a grove of trees, the clouds began to produce rain, and Kira thought she saw a person underneath them throw their arms up in celebration. 
 
    A beautiful pavilion stood by the lake. The ends of the roof curled up in delicate angles, and the stone roof tiles glittered dully in the sunlight. Underneath sat two perfectly still rows of trainees. Kira supposed they must be in a lecture or meditating or something. It was all rather peaceful.  
 
    Too peaceful. Weren’t they at war with Light? Yet the market carried on, the meditation, the peaceful garden. 
 
    It irked Kira. To see such calm proceedings here, when Gekkō-ji had just received three wounded men who had been lulled into a trap by the Shadow mages. Was it so easy for the Shadows? So easy to go to war, blast a few people with lightning, then come home and buy vegetables from a street vendor? A bit of meditation by the lake, then more chaos and ravaging? 
 
    They finally reached the base of the Spire. A castle, with thirty or so different-sized sections with many roofs, sat at its base. The castle came close to the size of the entire courtyard of Gekkō-ji. Steep stone walls at the base raised the castle high, protecting it from attack. The only way in, so far as Kira could tell, was through one narrow passage between the walls. The stones that made up the walls were mostly as big as a horse. But there was one the size of an eighteen-wheeler that drew her eye as she imagined how that stone got here. 
 
    “Get down,” came a voice from beside her. It was Sagano, already dismounted. 
 
    She obeyed quickly, but she was shaking, and it was hard to get her feet out of the stirrups. Her fingers hurt from clutching the reins, and she had to work hard to uncurl them from the leather. She had spent the hours trotting along beside Sagano and his mages, thinking over what she would say to the Storm King. Would he listen? 
 
    Sagano ushered her inside, while Tai and the others took the horses. Kira had figured Sagano was in charge, but now she was certain.  
 
    The narrow passage through the base of the wall was dark and hardly wide enough for two people to walk side by side. If this was the only way into the castle, Kira couldn’t imagine anyone breaching it easily. 
 
    Kira could only see a rectangle of light ahead of her, signifying the end of the tunnel. Sagano crept behind her, silent. They were completely alone. 
 
    The pit of her stomach dropped. Thistle. She had forgotten about Thistle! She was intensely aware of her heartbeat racing through her veins. Where would the mages take Meluca? What would they do to Thistle if they discovered him? 
 
    She forced herself to calm down. She took a deep breath of the tunnel air, soaked with the smell of never-quite-dry stone. Thistle was a spirit—or something like it, anyway. Gekkō’s messenger had gotten by just fine without Kira’s help before now. 
 
    But now she was truly alone. 
 
    The rectangle of light at the end grew in size as they approached. She slowed, as if she feared the Storm King to be waiting for her at the very end. Sagano bumped into her. 
 
    “Keep going,” he grunted but didn’t push her. 
 
    She forced movement into her limbs and walked jerkily forward into the light. She blinked a few times, dispelling the darkness from the tunnel. 
 
    It wasn’t a room. It was an extremely long corridor, seemingly endless. Stone walls, alcoves of some kind, ran along both sides. The stone walls were highly polished, with embellishments carved into each corner. There were two narrow slits in each wall, reminding Kira of battlements on a castle, except they had vines carved around them. Anyone who tried to infiltrate the temple through the tunnel could be facing any number of hidden archers or mages, who would have an infinite number of hiding places. 
 
    As they walked past the alcoves, Kira saw that each recess held a statue, but in keeping with Sagano’s pace, she didn’t have time to study them. 
 
    When Kira saw how much further they needed to walk, she took another deep breath.  
 
    She wished she had talked to Thistle more about her agreement with the spirit of the mountain. Would Gekkō know when it was complete? Would he come find her and tell her what she needed to know?  
 
    Would he be able to get her out of this mess she had so willingly walked into? 
 
    As she walked further and further into the Storm King’s castle, she dwelled on what a ridiculous endeavor she had begun. The defenses were impenetrable. She doubted even the Grey Knights could breach this castle. How naïve she was to think she could waltz in here, deliver her message, and safely escape! Her only hope was in Thistle and Gekkō. 
 
    She was glad she had chosen not to tell anyone at Gekkō-ji of her ridiculous plan—although Rabenda knew and hadn’t tried to stop her. Perhaps Rabenda still hated her after all. Kira’s feet began to drag. 
 
    They passed yet another alcove with another statue tucked inside. Kira noticed several pretty stones placed at its feet. This statue had the face and torso of a woman but from the waist down a dozen coils of her snake-like tail. Her face was beautiful but twisted into a mischievous grin. 
 
    The next alcove held the semblance of a horse, with ghostly eyes, and its tail and hind legs appeared to meld into the stone wall behind it. The next, a haggard old man, not unlike…“Is that Gekkō?” 
 
    She halted. Sagano came up beside her and peered into the alcove.  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Read the plaque.” He ushered her forward, eyes narrowed and clearly thinking she was trying to trick him somehow. 
 
    As she entered the alcove, she peeked through the slit in the wall and found she could see through dozens of the alcoves, but it was hard to tell how many. Painted on a tidy wooden sign above the statue were the words, Gekkō, mountain spirit near the Kosumoso and Starwind lands. 
 
    “What is this place?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    “The Hall of Spirits,” Sagano replied matter-of-factly. “Now hurry up.” 
 
    Eventually they reached the end. Kira counted several dozen more alcoves, filled with the likenesses of Camellia’s spirits.  
 
    The Hall ended in a wide open room, with galleries looking down on it from the floors above. The floors above went on forever. It was then Kira realized they must be in the base of the Spire. It was like being at the bottom of an endless well. She looked down before the feeling of nausea could grip her. 
 
    If those balconies were lined with mages, anyone entering the castle would be trapped like fish in a barrel if they somehow managed to make it through the Hall of Spirits. She nearly laughed. Master Eizan would be proud. I guess I’ve paid more attention in history and strategy than I thought. 
 
    Sagano took hold of her upper arm, perhaps growing tired of telling her to keep going, and led her around the large fountain that took up most of the open room. A simple sphere of deep green stone sat in the middle of the water pool, carved from a rock the size of a car. The gentle trickle of water down its sides made Kira jumpy for some reason. 
 
    On the other side of the fountain, Sagano was met by an old mage who advanced upon them purposefully. 
 
    “What is your business here?” the mage demanded. His white eyebrows furrowed in annoyance. 
 
    Sagano inclined his head. “I am Tokai Sagano, leader of the Third Shadow Guard. I need to request a meeting with Master Raiden.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can request a meeting with the Storm King?” 
 
    “Because I must speak with him.” The words flew out of Kira’s mouth before Sagano could twist the question to his own purpose. He shot her a dirty look. 
 
    “You?” the mage blurted, incredulous. He glared at the crescent moon on her sash buckle in distaste. It was obvious she had come from Gekkō-ji. 
 
    “I’m a visitor from the Starless Realm,” she said. “I have come to deliver an urgent message from the spirits.” 
 
    The mage stared at Kira as if she were speaking another language but didn’t offer a reply. For an entire minute, the only sound was that of the tinkling fountain. 
 
    “Pardon me,” the old mage finally said, shrugging his shoulders as if his robe were uncomfortable. “Jason!” he called to a young man in the shadows that Kira had not noticed. Jason and the mage had a whispered conversation that even Sagano seemed annoyed not to be a part of. 
 
    Without any explanation, the man called Jason walked over to Kira, and suddenly she couldn’t see.  
 
    She sighed deeply. “Not this again.” 
 
    And then a swath of Shadow slid over her mouth. 
 
    Perfect, she complained to herself. Someone grabbed her arm, Jason probably. Blind and mute, she walked where she was led. She could tell it wasn’t back down the Hall of Spirits, because instead of walking down a long corridor, they took turn after turn. She stumbled a few times on a set of stairs. Eventually she heard a door open. She was guided through the door, and it snapped closed behind her. 
 
    She still couldn’t see or speak. She froze against the back of the door. Where had he led her? Was there anyone else in the room? Not the Storm King…surely? 
 
    Her hands pressed against the hard wood of the door, she strained her ears for anything that would give her a clue about the room she had been put in. Nothing. 
 
    She reached behind her for the door handle. Locked, of course, but she had to try. 
 
    She shook her head, and tears threatened. Yet her eyes were crammed shut by the binds. She wanted to scream, yet she couldn’t even open her mouth. Her fists bunched, her nails digging sharply into her palms. A horrible growl crawled its way out of her throat but couldn’t escape her mouth. 
 
    What was she even doing here? She had been so stupid to think the Storm King would listen to her—that anyone would listen to her. Hadn’t she learned her lesson with Ichiro and Nari? And they were supposed to be on her side. 
 
    She slumped to the floor and hugged her knees to her chest. 
 
    No one was on her side. Not really. She had been apart from everyone at Gekkō-ji from the beginning. A stranger. A visitor from another realm. Not even Gekkō was truly on her side. Forced into helping him deliver his cryptic message, Kira knew the mountain spirit didn’t truly care for her. He just needed her to deliver the message. 
 
    Why her? He hadn’t answered when she had asked. Because she was from the Starless Realm? Because she wasn’t? 
 
    She buried her head on her knees. She wanted to go home. 
 
    Home. North Noxbury? No. 
 
    What she really wanted was to be with her mother. That was where her home was. Had been. No matter how many times they had moved, all the different cities and towns, she had always been home with her mother. But she would never have that home again. 
 
    She was sure the dark-creature—the crazed spirit—that had attacked her in the Starless Realm was responsible. Gekkō had said the spirits were attracted to strong magic. Kira guessed that being the only two people with Light magic in that realm, the beast must have been drawn to them. 
 
    Kira must tell them. She didn’t know why Gekkō wouldn’t or couldn’t tell the temple leaders himself. Perhaps he didn’t want to leave his mountain, or, if his magic couldn’t reach this far, maybe he couldn’t leave. 
 
    But she couldn’t let all those beings she had passed by in the Hall of Spirits be turned into dark, crazed beasts intent on chaos. She shuddered, picturing Gekkō himself with eyes like dark pits. The very real memory of the dragon as it lay siege to Gekkō-ji had often visited her nightmares. 
 
    The full moon was tonight. Hours away. If Gekkō was right, and the Storm King wasn’t responsible for the dark-creatures, then somewhere in Camellia, another creature would appear. Another spirit would be warped and driven to senseless violence. Where and who it might attack, she had no idea. It could be Gekkō-ji again where Jun and Nesma and Mistress Tori were or here in Heliodor. She had to tell the Storm King. 
 
    But first she had to get out of this room. 
 
    She stood, groping the walls beside her and feeling her way around the room. Nothing but bare stone. 
 
    For what felt like an hour, she crept around the room, feeling, searching for anything. But it was completely empty. Eventually she gave up, slumping against the wall by the door. 
 
    No one came to get her. No one brought food. Hours passed—they must have. She couldn’t tell what time it was anymore, with not even a hint of light reaching her eyes. For all she knew, it was as dark as night. She started searching the room again. 
 
    Tonight, the moon would be full. Tonight, another spirit would transform into a chaotic beast. 
 
    She slammed her fist into the wall. She had to get out of this room! 
 
    “That’s pleasant,” a whimsical voice reflected. 
 
    Kira froze on her tiptoes, in the middle of trying to reach up and feel if there was anything above her head, like a high window. Thistle. She flung her head back in relief, dropping back to her heels. 
 
    Still unable to speak, she cocked her head to the side, listening for Thistle’s position. 
 
    He chirped from somewhere high above, and then she heard the scrabble of tiny claws on stone. The impact of him hitting her on the chest, though he weighed as much as a tennis ball, made her jump. A yelp rose from inside her throat. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” He crawled to sit on her shoulder. 
 
    She pointed at her mouth and then her eyes, shaking her head. 
 
    “Ahh,” Thistle remarked. “That is a handy trick of theirs. Unfortunately, I can’t help you.” 
 
    She smacked her fist against her palm in outrage. 
 
    “Really, I’m sorry. I can’t borrow magic from Gekkō at this distance, and my own small magic isn’t enough to overpower Shadow binds. But it might be enough to get you out of this room.” 
 
    Kira cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit for a moment?” Thistle offered. She felt him scrabbling around on her shoulder, and then he was gone, leaping away. 
 
    She found the wall again and slumped against it. 
 
    “Your horse is all right, by the way,” Thistle said from somewhere in front of her. “They put her in the stables. She was munching hay when I left.” 
 
    Kira heard tiny claws scrabbling on stone. 
 
    “That was a few hours ago, though,” he chattered. “It was easy to get out of the stables—lots of handy rafters and hidey-holes. But the way from the stables to the castle is all open courtyards and lawns. I was trying to conserve what little magic I had, so it took a while. And then I had to find what room you were in and—aha!—got it!” Thistle cried. 
 
    Kira heard the bolt slide out of the lock and the squeak of a hinge. 
 
    “Well? Let’s go!” 
 
    She shook her head, frozen against the wall. What was she supposed to do, walk about the Spire blind and mute? She had no idea where she was going—and how was she supposed to get these binds undone? 
 
    Thistle seemed to grasp her situation. “I’ll lead you,” he assured her in his breathy voice. “We’ll find somebody who can unbind you, and you can, I don’t know, hit them with your staff until they’ll do it?” 
 
    Kira shook her head in disbelief. Reluctantly, she dragged herself to her feet. She had gotten herself into this mess. She would have to find a way out. 
 
    With the ease of weeks of hard practice, she summoned a Light staff. Her outstretched palms suddenly held the reassuring weight, and she twirled it once before bringing it to rest by her side. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Thistle chirped. He landed on her shoulder, and his soft fur brushed against her neck. “I’ll go ahead and make sure it’s clear. We can’t let anyone see you. I think most of them would attack a Light warrior on sight.” 
 
    And with that, the small weight on her shoulder was gone. She stood frozen in the doorway, her staff held crosswise before her. She felt a pleasant jolt at the words Light warrior. 
 
    “Left,” Thistle’s voice came from that direction a moment later. Kira stepped into the hallway. Her mind immediately conjured up the image of a mage coming up from behind her as soon as she turned. Her nerves buzzed with the adrenaline rushing through her. 
 
    “Hurry up!” 
 
    She tried to walk faster, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was about to run into something. She hated these Shadow binds. What a terrible thing to do to a person, she thought bitterly. If I could do Shadow magic, I’d never do this to anyone! 
 
    “You’re coming to the corner. All right—stop. Let me go ahead and check the next hall.” 
 
    Kira spent the next half an hour feeling as if she walked blind on a tightrope. Thistle had yet to locate a Shadow mage she could easily ambush, and she had no idea where he was leading her. Twice he flew back and had to urge her to retreat to the last corner or stairwell, because mages were coming. She didn’t know if she could handle one, even if she had her vision. 
 
    Now she heard the tinkling of a fountain. She stopped dead. Thistle had led her to the main entrance! 
 
    “Come on,” he urged from somewhere close by. 
 
    She shook her head. She knew this place. Hundreds of galleries looked down upon it, and Jason and that mage lurked nearby. She gripped the stone wall and sank into a half-crouch, as if it would help hide her. 
 
    “This is the only way to get to the other side of the castle.” Thistle returned, bumping into her shoulder and gripping the fabric of her jacket with his tiny claws. “Spirits,” he swore. “Someone’s coming, you have to—” 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    In an instant, she was flying through the air, ripped from the wall, and slamming into another. 
 
    She kept hold of her staff. Obviously, she would need it. 
 
    Her attacker disagreed. The wind that had thrown her into the wall pooled around her hands, trying to rip the staff from her grip. It was too strong! Her fingers peeled off one by one, and it was gone. She heard it clatter to the floor somewhere on the other side of the fountain. 
 
    A deep, amused chuckle sounded from across the foyer, filling the open space. 
 
    Kira’s hand flung to her chest, but Thistle was still there, clinging desperately to the fabric. She hadn’t slumped to the floor after slamming into the wall. She was still pressed against it. 
 
    It was like that gut-wrenching ride she had once been on at a carnival her mother had brought her to. The one where the floor disappeared, but you remained pressed against the wall because the ride spun so forcefully. Except she wasn’t spinning. She was pinned there with Shadow magic. 
 
    The laughter petered out. “You must be the girl who claims to be from the Starless Realm,” a handsome voice called to her. It was deep, and it carried an edge. “I thought you were locked up.” 
 
    Kira waited, unable to answer. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the man drawled. 
 
    She could see. 
 
    The sun was down, but even the sight of Light magic could not calm her. 
 
    Across the fountain stood a terribly tall man. His hair was thick, running in waves of black and silver, cut just above his shoulders. Armor plated his shoulders only, as if it were a fashion choice. As if he were a man who didn’t need to bother with such provisions. He wore the same type of robes she had seen the other Shadow mages wear, black, and completely covered in silver embroidered designs. A gratuitous ocean scene dominated the bottom half, with monstrous waves, no doubt fueled by the torrential rain coming from the heavy clouds that decorated the top of the garment. 
 
    “Full of himself, isn’t he?” Thistle whispered, so quiet that Kira almost didn’t hear him. “The Storm King.” 
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    Blackened Vines 
 
      
 
    A disturbingly handsome grin pulled up the corners of the Storm King’s mouth. His dark eyes crinkled at the corners. 
 
    “So you’re the little Starless one?” 
 
    Starless one. That’s what Zowan called her. Her heart twisted, knowing how much it would outrage Zowan that she had come here. 
 
    All the binds were gone. Kira opened her mouth to speak, finally. 
 
    “I am. And I’m here to bring you a message from the spirits.” 
 
    The Storm King cocked his head, his eyebrows furrowing. 
 
    Then she heard footsteps. Lots of footsteps. Coming from the Hall of Spirits, the passage below her. 
 
    “What now?” Thistle griped from where he had crawled inside her jacket. 
 
    The Storm King glared down the Hall of Spirits and clasped his hands behind his back. 
 
    Kira stared down, though the sight made her stomach lurch constantly. She hung pressed against the wall perhaps twenty feet above the floor. 
 
    Beneath her dangling feet, five people burst from the Hall. 
 
    “Where is she?” Zowan demanded. 
 
    Anzu, Ichiro, Nari, and Jun fell into place beside him. Thistle chirped in surprise. Kira closed her eyes briefly in despair. The Storm King seemed only mildly perturbed that five intruders had gained the foyer of the Spire. Had Zowan led them in? 
 
    “No!” Kira shouted. They all jerked around to look up at her. “You shouldn’t be here—Jun, Zowan—why?” 
 
    They gaped up at her. 
 
    “Let her go,” Jun demanded. He had a Light staff in his grip, and in an instant, it clattered to the floor by the Storm King’s feet.  
 
    Then Jun was airborne, flung to the back wall, far from Kira. He grunted on impact. 
 
    “No,” Kira whispered. They weren’t supposed to be here. 
 
    Zowan took a step forward. “Let them go.” Each word ripped from his throat with pure rage.  
 
    The Storm King narrowed his eyes at his nephew. The foyer, until this moment bathed in the dim light of dusk, grew dark. Above them, in the many galleries of the Spire, black clouds blossomed and morphed. The air changed. A belt of thunder rolled through the Spire, rumbling through the very stones. Through the shadowy clouds, Kira could see the dark outlines of people gathering on the galleries above. Surely the rest of the castle could hear the disturbance. 
 
    “What sort of pathetic trick is this?” the Storm King sneered. “Did you think you could distract me with a child claiming to be from the Starless Realm?” The thunder grumbled behind his words, and Kira flinched as cold, harsh raindrops pelted her. 
 
    “Wait! Stop!” Kira cried. “Please. They weren’t supposed to be here.” She threw them an apologetic glance, but they were all glaring at the Storm King. 
 
    “We’re all in danger!” she shouted. Could the Storm King even hear her over the terrible thunder? “The spirits are going mad!” But no one listened. 
 
    Zowan stepped toward the fountain and pulled his sword from its sheath. The Storm King laughed, a big booming sound accompanied by more thunder. 
 
    As Zowan lifted his sword in a careful arc, water from the fountain rose and followed its path. More water came as Zowan traced another arc then sank into a calculated crouch. 
 
    He swung, slicing the sword sideways toward the Storm King. The water slashed—rushing forward like a deadly scythe.  
 
    A flick of the Storm King’s hand turned the oncoming water to a wall of ice, which dropped in useless shards at his feet. 
 
    Zowan ran along the edge of the fountain and leapt, sword held above his head. Ichiro summoned a longbow, the Light magic flashing briefly white before settling into a bow made of worn wood. He summoned arrows as quickly as he fired them. These sailed through the air like white-hot missiles. 
 
    The Storm King flung Zowan back with a burst of wind, pinning him against the wall not far from Kira. She glanced at him and grimaced. 
 
    Ichiro’s arrows held a similar fate. The Storm King swatted them away as quickly as they came. White arrows littered the floor on either side of him. 
 
    Nari and Anzu charged around either side of the fountain, summoning Light weapons as they went. Anzu now held the long, bladed staff she favored and Nari two sharp swords. 
 
    Not five paces from the Storm King, both warriors halted in their tracks. Blocks of ice surged from the floor, the fallen water freezing up to their knees. Anzu wobbled and braced herself on her staff. 
 
    The Storm King guffawed, and the rain finally let up. 
 
    “What were you trying to accomplish?” he mocked. “Did you think you could come here and kill me—me?” The mages watching from the galleries laughed as the Storm King encouraged them. 
 
    “No, please!” Kira shouted. “Just listen to me!” 
 
    “Did you think you could trick me with a so-called ‘Starless’ child who can practice Light magic?” 
 
    Kira’s stomach dropped. “It’s true!” she screamed. Tired of the lies. Tired of not being listened to. Tired of being thought of as a child who couldn’t make decisions, couldn’t control her own life. 
 
    A storm surged through her. She couldn’t take this anymore. 
 
    She dropped from the wall and landed with a crash. 
 
    The Storm King gazed at her in horror. “How—?” 
 
    The fountain had refilled with its recycled rain, but Kira tromped right through it. She was only a little bruised from the fall. Water splashed everywhere as she advanced upon the shocked Storm King. 
 
    “Listen to me!” she demanded, stepping up to the edge of the fountain. Anzu and Nari gaped up at her. 
 
    No one spoke. Even the thunder stopped. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    “Something bad is happening to the spirits of Camellia,” she began, addressing the whole room but directing her ire at the Storm King. He watched her with dark eyes, his mouth slightly open. “The dark-creatures wreaking havoc are actually spirits. Spirits darkened by chaos. And it’s going to happen again tonight with the full moon! The spirits warned me—” 
 
    An arrow flew past Kira’s ear and froze mid-air in front of the Storm King before dropping to the ground. 
 
    Kira turned, but it wasn’t Ichiro who had fired it. It was the Grey Knights. 
 
    “Another trick!” the Storm King roared. 
 
    Kira groaned in frustration. 
 
    The Camellia Six stood in a row behind Sir Jovan Kosumoso, grey sashes glimmering at their waists. They were an impressive sight. Kira thought the history books did them no justice. 
 
    Between them, they carried an armory’s worth of weapons. The slight man with his hair tied back held the longbow which had fired the useless arrow. A quiver full of arrows—whether real or Light, Kira couldn’t tell—hung over one shoulder. The stout, bearded man next to him carried a formidable-looking chain at his waist, which carried blades on either end. Two swords jutted from most of the men’s belts, including Sir Jovan’s. So he had finally gathered the Six. 
 
    “Raiden,” Sir Jovan spat. 
 
    Kira swiveled to gaze back at the Storm King. She shrunk away. She was a mere arm’s length away from the man. 
 
    She didn’t see how it happened. The room simply exploded. 
 
    Water everywhere. Chips of stone falling, hitting her in the head. Kira cowered and tried to run underneath one of the galleries, but a random gust of wind knocked her to the ground. 
 
    It was chaos. The Grey Knights unleashed their balance of powers upon the Storm King in whirls of Shadow and Light. Jun and Zowan fell to the floor, the Storm King evidently releasing his hold as he fought off the Six. Kira almost felt bad for the cocky man until he whipped out of one of the enormous windows and with a gust of Shadow magic brought Jun with him. 
 
    “No!” Kira cried. She wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Sir Jovan rushed out the window, not even pausing to see what lay below. Zowan and the Grey Knights were right behind him, flying right out the window with Shadow magic. 
 
    Nari and Anzu finished dispatching of their icy prisons, summoning fire and soon standing in puddles of water. Ichiro joined them in front of the windows, and Kira came up behind them. 
 
    “Stay with Kira,” Nari directed Anzu. 
 
    Though the drop out of the windows was more than two stories, Nari and Ichiro stepped out just like the others. 
 
    Except it wasn’t like the others. When Kira looked out, she saw a series of steps—Light magic—sticking out of the stone foundation. Ichiro and Nari flew down them as fast as they could summon them. 
 
    Anzu turned and clapped Kira into a suffocating hug. 
 
    “Why did you come?” Kira grumbled, pulling away so Thistle wouldn’t be crushed. “I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.” 
 
    “That’s not your decision to make,” Anzu chided. 
 
    Kira huffed in annoyance. “What can we do?” 
 
    Down in the courtyard, night was falling. The Grey Knights surrounded Raiden. Jun was like a ragdoll in his arms. Kira couldn’t tell if he was unconscious or frozen with fear.  
 
    The Storm King had summoned a cyclone of wind and water around him. It was beautiful. The water from the lake behind them glittered with Light as it whipped through the air, broken by slashes of gusting wind. 
 
    Jovan and the Six circled around them, but their strikes could not pierce the cyclone. The forceful winds deflected every arrow, every blow thrown. The Grey Knights, though skilled in Shadow magic, were no match for the Storm King’s legendary powers for manipulating the weather. It was no wonder that they hadn’t confronted him in his own territory before. He more than lived up to his name. 
 
    Ichiro, Nari, and Zowan were not without adversaries. Shadow mages had finally joined the fray at the Storm King’s order. These mages favored attacking with gales of wind. Ichiro actually summoned Light magic to bind his feet to the stone as he fired heavy bolts at the mages with his bow. He had some success, but the chaos of the cyclone drew more mages by the minute. Nari and Zowan worked together, Nari summoning heavy objects and Zowan flinging them at their attackers. 
 
    Kira clutched Thistle to her chest. This was all her fault. If she had been more careful, Jun and the others would still be safe back at Gekkō-ji. And she hadn’t even finished her bargain with Gekkō. 
 
    She glanced down, contemplating the Light steps left behind by Ichiro and Nari. Anzu grabbed her arm. The steps began ripping themselves from the foundation, flying toward the Storm King, sailing over Jovan, who controlled them. Those, too, failed to pierce the wall of his cyclone. The wind was far too strong. 
 
    The wind howled past the windows of the castle and through the many levels of the Spire. The wind grew, more fuel added by the mages. 
 
    Kira saw each strike, each gust of wind highlighted in starlight. It was beautiful and horrific. She could still see Jun’s silhouette through the cyclone, limp and clutched under Raiden’s arm. 
 
    “Jovan won’t give up.”  
 
    Kira glanced at Anzu with wide eyes. 
 
    “We couldn’t stop Jun from coming. We were all against it, even Zowan.” 
 
    Kira stared down at him, the man who had taught her how to fight, though he hadn’t been great at teaching her about Camellia. 
 
    “But he said he had to help you—because you were from—” 
 
    Kira’s eyes locked onto Anzu’s. 
 
    “—the Starless Realm.” 
 
    Kira’s heart melted. Another truth. “Yes. I am—or at least I thought I was.” There was no time to explain now. Kira was only glad that Anzu knew the truth or at least part of it. 
 
    Zowan now faced down four Shadow mages near the edge of the lake. Kira could see he was struggling. The mages kept pushing him closer and closer to the water. One more gust of wind, and— 
 
    Zowan brought the water to them. He reached over his head, straining as if hauling a heavy boulder. A surge of water rushed over his head, arching toward the mages. 
 
    Someone screamed. It was Nari, fighting three mages alone. She had risen high up in the air against her will. Daggers of ice sailed toward her from below. 
 
    Zowan’s arch of water crashed onto his assailants and he darted away, toward Nari’s attackers. He deflected one—two— 
 
    A terrible scream. The third dagger sliced through her side. The icy dagger, now covered in blood, sailed to the ground and landed with a cold clatter. 
 
    It landed near a door. 
 
    A door that stood alone, supported by nothing. A door that was covered in heavy vines draped with purple flowers. 
 
    Kira gasped. She dragged in air as if drowning. Anzu gaped at her, and Kira pointed. 
 
    “Do you see it?” she cried. 
 
    “What? Oh—what in Light’s name is that doing there?” 
 
    “Anzu! That’s the door! Just like the one that brought me to this realm!” 
 
    “Truly? How did it get there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe it has something to do with the full moon, and the spirits going crazy, and—” 
 
    Kira’s surprise turned to icy terror. The bulbous moon hung full in the sky. It hovered just off the horizon, as if too heavy to rise any further. 
 
    And then, the wailing began. 
 
    A keening. A drawn out, high-pitched moan. Coming from the lake. 
 
    They could hear it over the wind. The Shadow mages heard it too, and even the cyclone shrunk as everyone turned to see her. 
 
    She was beautiful or had once been. Her long curly hair fell past her elbows, but it was as if the color was being sucked out of it, to be replaced with a heavy darkness. Her full cheeks and deep-set eyes darkened, as if pulling away into an impossibly black shadow. 
 
    And then there was the tail. A muscular serpent’s tail melded seamlessly with her torso, the scales losing their sheen as she slithered from the water. 
 
    It was as if all the Light had been pulled from her. 
 
    The cyclone dropped to a mere breeze. Raiden maintained a whirling guard of icy daggers as a precaution while he stared at the once-beautiful spirit. The spirit of the lake, the one Kira had seen in the Hall of Spirits. 
 
    “Oh no,” Thistle moaned. His dark eyes gazed in terror. “Not Kagami.” 
 
    She wailed again, and Kira could feel the terrible sound deep in her chest. She clutched at Anzu’s wrist. 
 
    Kagami slithered onto the stones, dark as a void. Kira could only see her by the lack of Light. 
 
    The blackness grew. Kagami surged forward, all the while growing larger herself. She was now twice the height of the Storm King, her serpentine tail long enough to wrap around all those present and more. 
 
    She stared at the mages and knights only for a moment. And then she struck, lunging for the Storm King—Jun still in his clutches. 
 
    The mages were instantly by his side. Gusts of wind and icy daggers burst forth toward Kagami, but they made no mark on the dark spirit. 
 
    Jovan and the Six retreated back to the castle wall, but the movement caught Kagami’s eye, and she lunged again. She surged forward like a snake, except instead of fangs, her hands grew claws. She gouged at the Camellia Six until they drove her back with gusts of dagger-laced wind. The Shadow mages joined their efforts, fearing Kagami’s attention returning to Raiden. 
 
    Zowan managed to dart toward Raiden and Jun in a moment of confusion—Kagami had encircled a group of mages in her serpent’s tail. Instead of making a strike for Raiden, Zowan grabbed Jun. He sped away with a helpful gust of wind. 
 
    The door was still there. 
 
    Was it the cause of the spirit’s madness? Or was it something else? 
 
    Whoever had summoned either the door or the chaos that consumed Kagami must be near. Thistle had said a human was behind it. And it was clear that it was not the Storm King. 
 
    “Come on.” Kira grabbed Anzu by the sleeve. She summoned her Light staff and tugged at the knight. “We need to find whoever summoned the door or whatever caused this!” 
 
    “No! Kira—I’m supposed to—” 
 
    “I don’t want to stand here and watch while the spirit kills everyone! While they all kill each other! Let’s go!” 
 
    Kira had to admit while they hurtled down the corridors of the Spire that she wanted to know what was behind that door. It had to be the Starless Realm. How many mysterious doors could just appear like that? 
 
    She was sure it had something to do with the spirit’s madness. She was sure they were connected. Sure that if they found whoever had conjured it, they could stop the chaos from consuming Camellia. That the door might take her back. 
 
    They bolted down the corridors, searching for anyone, any sign. But there was no one. The castle was deserted, its inhabitants no doubt hiding or on their way to assist their fellows. The hallways were not lit brightly, and the darkness outside was overpowering. Lanterns of magicked fire hung every few feet, their dim light not strong enough to even cast shadows. But Kira didn’t need regular light to see. 
 
    Her feet slammed hard into the stone as she forced herself to stop. A window had drawn her attention. 
 
    “You don’t think this is normally like this, do you?” she asked Anzu. 
 
    They both stared at the window. It was covered in withered black vines, dead black flower petals littering the floor all around them. The vines wound around the frame and out the window, all the way down the steep foundation, and crept along the stones. It was clear the vines were headed in a particular direction. Yet they didn’t quite reach the door. 
 
    It was as if they had been burned. 
 
    “By the Light,” Anzu gasped in a strangled voice. 
 
    Kira looked up. Anzu pointed her staff to the side of the window frame, where Kira could see the glint of metal. It was a ring. And it was attached to a finger. 
 
    Her stomach heaved. Two burned fingers, clutched around the window frame as if the hand were still there, as someone steadied himself against the frame. Kira had no doubt they belonged to whoever had conjured the door. 
 
    A flash of Light magic blossomed as Anzu summoned what looked like a leather drawstring bag. Without touching the remains on the vines, she wrapped the bag around them and pulled the strings tight. She stuffed it in her pocket, grimacing. 
 
    Anzu prodded the blackened vines with the end of her staff. They didn’t crumble, as Kira had expected.  
 
    Anzu cocked an eyebrow at her. “Well? Do you want to go first?”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Misery of Chaos 
 
      
 
    Kira couldn’t help but think of the burned fingers as they descended, clutching the charred vines. The blackened vines were still warm, as though the heat had flashed through them too rapidly. 
 
    No doubt the heat had caught the door’s conjurer off guard. 
 
    It was an awkward climb. Blackened flowers crumbled away in their now ashy hands. The staff Kira had summoned got in her way, but she didn’t want to banish it. Neither had Anzu, who had more difficulty brandishing her longer, bladed staff as they descended. 
 
    Finally, they reached the bottom. Kira clapped the ashes off her hands and stared at the door, only yards away. 
 
    The castle shook. Kira’s knees trembled, and she balanced herself on her staff. 
 
    Kagami, a dark void now the size of a church, had slammed her tail into the Spire’s raised foundation, almost crushing half a dozen Shadow mages. They managed to sail above on a gust of wind instead, thoroughly enraging the spirit. She wailed, thundering on their eardrums. 
 
    Below Kagami, the Grey Knights tirelessly beat upon her with all they had. Blasts of fire, icy daggers, and their powerful weapons barely made the mad spirit flinch as she slipped in and out of solidity. 
 
    She swiped her tail again, this time sending the Storm King flying through the air. Kira thought he would land with a crash, but just before impact, a light breeze cushioned his fall. 
 
    Kira gaped. The protections around the Storm King had long since dropped. His mages were scattered. Not one Grey Knight made any move toward him. Their focus was entirely on Kagami. 
 
    “Kira!” 
 
    She whipped her head around to see Jun running toward her, holding a gash in his side. Ichiro was not far behind him. They had been standing on the other side of a corner, where the foundation sloped down, just out of range of Kagami. 
 
    “Come with us,” Jun called, waving his hands. 
 
    Kira glanced at the door. Her gut wrenched, but her feet carried her toward Jun. Anzu followed at a backward run, her eyes on Kagami and the Storm King. 
 
    “What is going on?” Ichiro demanded when they were all crouching behind the insufficient barricade. 
 
    The castle quaked again. Kagami screeched, and they all clapped their hands over their ears. 
 
    Her eyes watering, Kira lowered her hands. “It’s the spirit of the lake,” she shouted over the din. “I think the door drove her mad or something—that’s what Gekkō told me.” 
 
    Ichiro’s bushy eyebrows furrowed. “Gekkō?” 
 
    “That’s right, Gekkō,” came an irritated voice from Kira’s jacket. Thistle’s head popped out, and Ichiro took a step back. “And you better start listening to this girl, or I’ll have something to say about it. You live on our mountain, you know.” 
 
    Ichiro put a hand to his chest. His mouth hung open only for a moment, and then he said, “My apologies. Tell me everything.” 
 
    She did. At some point, Jun put a hand on her shoulder, and Thistle crawled out of her jacket. He chimed in whenever he thought Ichiro wasn’t properly listening. 
 
    “And Gekkō doesn’t know who is causing this?” 
 
    Kira shook her head. “But Anzu and I found something that might help. It’s a—” 
 
    Whoosh. The four of them sailed suddenly through the air. Kira landed on her back and looked up in time to see Kagami’s tail slam onto the stones where they had just been standing. Zowan ran toward them, having just thrown his friends backward with a gust of Shadow. 
 
    “We have to stop her!” Thistle squeaked. 
 
    Zowan did a double take at the fluffy creature perched on Kira’s shoulder but didn’t question it. 
 
    Thistle spoke up again. “She’s attracted to strong magic, Grey magic. Gekkō thinks the spirits might be seeking the energy to put them out of the misery of chaos.” 
 
    Attracted to Grey magic? Something about that sounded funny to Kira, but Kagami was indeed focused on the Grey Knights. The Storm King, back on his feet and surrounded by his people, attacked with almost no retaliation from the spirit. She merely swatted them away. Was she really baiting the Grey Knights to kill her? 
 
    Jovan rushed upward with a surge of air beneath him, and two of his companions did the same. It was as if they flew up and up until they hovered right over Kagami. 
 
    The spirit had not weakened. She wailed again, forcing Kira and her friends to cover their ears. How could Jovan stand it? 
 
    Kagami’s face, a plane of darkest night, turned toward him. She slashed with her claws, but Jovan and the others dodged, surging up on the invisible breeze. Out of her reach, the three Grey Knights seemed to pause. 
 
    The earth rumbled. Stones from the courtyard surged from the ground, sailing up as if drawn by a powerful magnet. The stones piled upon Kagami’s tail. It thrashed wildly, until all of the stones beneath the spirit had risen from their places and were piled upon her. 
 
    She clawed at the stones, but more and more rose up from the courtyard, forcing all the mages and knights to retreat behind the corner of the foundation beside Kira and the others. Her gut twisted when she saw even the Storm King make his way over, trying to cover up the fact that he was limping. 
 
    Jovan and the others sank back to the ground. Kagami groaned, clawing her way toward them. Kira clutched Jun’s elbow in terror. She wondered why Kagami stayed solid. 
 
    The other three Grey Knights had reserved their strength and now came barreling up behind Kagami. A surge of water followed them. They ran, then the next moment they ran on the air, on the breeze that carried them over Kagami’s back. 
 
    The water that followed in a growing wave sharpened like a blade. It cascaded toward Kagami like a falling sword. 
 
    The screech that followed drove Kira to her knees, clutching her head. Tears sprang to her eyes as she felt the impact reverberate up through the ground. 
 
    She looked up to see a cloud of blue mist blooming from the place where Kagami had been. She was gone. The poor, beautiful lake spirit. 
 
    The door was still there. 
 
    Kira rose to her feet as the others got their bearings. She half expected everyone to start fighting again, but they didn’t. Zowan gazed at his uncle in disgust but walked away to help Nari through the earthen battleground. She had gotten thrown near the lake’s original shore at some point and looked shaken but not broken. The lake was half empty. Eventually, Kira thought, the water would seep back into it through the ground, but the lake wasn’t the only part of the Storm King’s castle that had seen better days. 
 
    The castle’s foundation had cracks running through the larger stones, and the courtyard looked like a bomb had gone off in it. 
 
    She looked up, and her stomach lurched as she took in the Spire. What if the foundation had been compromised? 
 
    “It’ll never fall,” the baritone voice whispered right in her ear. 
 
    She leapt backward. The Storm King, pale in the bright moonlight, gazed up at the Spire. 
 
    “If that’s what you’re worried about.” He gave her the shadow of a wink. It reminded her of Zowan, and she shuddered. 
 
    “What I’m worried about,” he carried on, “is what happened to the lake spirit. And why a girl claiming to be from the Starless Realm showed up just before Kagami went berserk.” 
 
    “Because I was coming to warn you,” Kira said. She stuffed her hands in her pockets, so he wouldn’t see them shaking. Her hand curled comfortingly around the library card in her right pocket. 
 
    “Someone is summoning these—things,” she nodded at the door, “and it’s driving the spirits crazy, driving them into chaos that forces them to seek out strong magic—maybe because they know it can release them from the chaos.  
 
    “Gekkō, the spirit of the mountain, wanted me to warn the leaders of the temples that you need to return to balance in order to stop it—together. 
 
    “The doors, the dark-creatures, the earthquakes and rifts, it’s all connected. And it’s not being caused by the Storm King.” She directed the last part at her Light companions. 
 
    “Obviously,” the Storm King muttered. 
 
    Zowan was glaring at her, one eyebrow cocked. She cringed and mouthed, “Sorry.” She had meant it when she told him she had never dreamed of confronting the Storm King, but she had turned it into a lie. 
 
    The Storm King turned his back on her and drawled, “Starwind, please tell me why you’re parading this girl as a visitor from the Starless Realm. It’s obvious she’s Light.” 
 
    “Actually, I think I can answer that for you,” an old man said. It wasn’t Ichiro, and it wasn’t any of the Shadow mages. It was Gekkō. 
 
    Thistle sat on his shoulder. Kira’s heart lifted, and she smiled timidly at the old spirit. She had fulfilled her bargain, hadn’t she? 
 
    Raiden narrowed his eyes at Gekkō but didn’t challenge the old man. Perhaps he could tell he was a spirit—Raiden did walk past statues of all the spirits of Camellia every time he entered his castle. 
 
    Gekkō stood beside Kira, his hand on her shoulder. She fought the urge to pull away. She still didn’t trust Gekkō. Not after tricking her into this bargain. 
 
    “Kira, you were born in the Starless Realm.” 
 
    Her heart somersaulted. 
 
    “But you would have grown up in Camellia had your mother not slipped accidentally through the void between worlds while pregnant with you.” 
 
    She put a hand to her stomach, queasy. The words jumbled together in her head, and it took a minute before she could force words of her own out of her mouth. 
 
    “So my mother really was from Camellia?” Her voice was tiny. 
 
    Gekkō nodded. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Listen to the girl’s words,” he told the others. 
 
    And he was gone. 
 
    “Kira?” It was Jun. Nari and Ichiro were summoning steps into the side of the castle again. 
 
    She looked at the door and turned her back on it. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Imperial 
 
      
 
    Once they were all inside and gazing at the destruction of the castle’s foyer, the Storm King gallantly invited their strange cohort into his private living quarters. Kira was suspicious at first, but even Raiden seemed to need a soft chair and a hard drink after the night’s events. No one seemed inclined to fight anymore. 
 
    After all their terror and hatred over the Storm King, it was more than strange to follow the man into his living room. 
 
    Jovan and the rest of the Six came inside the castle only to see everyone safely inside. They then returned to the courtyard to begin putting the stones back together, refusing to let the work wait until the morning. Kira thought they really just wanted to inspect the door. Before slipping out a tall window, Jovan squeezed his son in a bone-crushing hug and gave Raiden a look that promised violence should anything out of order occur. 
 
    It took a while to patch everyone up. Nari eyed the Shadow mage that Raiden had summoned to heal her with deep suspicion, but eventually her wound was nothing more than a bloodstained rip in her coat. They settled into various settees and overstuffed couches. Raiden’s quarters had no feminine touches. It was all dark wood and heavy furniture. Kira and Jun sat together on one of the couches, and she was glad to have her friend close. 
 
    Before anyone could demand answers from Kira about Gekkō and the door, Anzu stood up. She dumped the contents of her pouch onto a glossy side table. 
 
    “These were left beside where the door was conjured.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Jun muttered, leaning away from the be-ringed fingers. 
 
    Zowan jumped to his feet and crossed the room in three quick strides. He made a scooping motion with his hand, and Kira grimaced, but he didn’t touch the fingers. Instead, the fingers rose a foot or so off Zowan’s open palm. His nostrils flared when the specimen rose level with his eyes. The silver ring glinted in the firelight. 
 
    “Imperial.” 
 
    “No.” Nari swept to her feet. 
 
    Ichiro, Nari, and Raiden all converged upon Zowan to examine the ring. Kira leaned closer, but she couldn’t make out any details on the ring from where she sat. 
 
    “No,” Nari repeated. “What reason would the Empress or her advisors have to cause such defilement?” 
 
    “What indeed,” Raiden drawled sarcastically. “It’s not as if the Empress has anything against myself or the Shadow region.” 
 
    “You forget,” Ichiro intoned, “that Kira came to warn you of this—it has been happening all over Camellia. In the midst of Gekkō-ji as well.” 
 
    “It’s an attack on the spirits—on Camellia itself,” Nari said. “All of us.” 
 
    Anzu stared at the fingers in disgust. “It couldn’t have anything to do with the Empress. I don’t believe it.” 
 
    Jun shook his head in agreement. 
 
    Raiden crossed his arms over his chest. “And if it is?” 
 
    “I’d like to know what someone with an Imperial seal ring was doing in your castle, Raiden,” Nari said. 
 
    “So would I,” he ground out. “I admitted no such person, though clearly I need to review my defenses if hordes of ill-wishers continue to seek entrance.” He eyed Kira. 
 
    “Why you would think anyone Imperial would set foot here—besides to do me harm—is beyond me. Empress Mei turned from the Shadow region a long time ago, as you know quite well.” 
 
    “With good reason,” Zowan muttered. 
 
    Raiden shot his nephew a look Kira couldn’t decipher. “Rings can be planted. We shouldn’t rely on something so trivial for evidence of such a travesty.” 
 
    The two men stared at each other, and no one else spoke. Kira remembered how Raiden had been accused because his signet ring had been found beside the body at Azurite. 
 
    Nari finally broke the silence. “That still doesn’t answer the question as to why someone, Imperial or not, is summoning these doors across Camellia and warping the spirits in this way. Are they merely trying to get to the Starless Realm? Or do they know the doors are affecting the spirits? At least we know it’s not Raiden,” she added to Ichiro. 
 
    Raiden rolled his eyes. “I’m so glad you’ve come to terms with my innocence.” 
 
    “Hardly,” scoffed Zowan. 
 
    Raiden rounded on him. “I know how easy it is for you to condemn a man because of a small piece of questionable evidence.” 
 
    “Questionable evidence?” Zowan exclaimed, pushing himself right into Raiden’s face. “Questionable? An entire waterfall destroying a temple is not a small piece of evidence.” 
 
    Raiden shook his head, and his eyes slid to the sides, as if wishing the others were not in the room. “That wasn’t—” 
 
    “Wasn’t you? Please don’t tell me you’re about to say that wasn’t you moving a waterfall. I’ve already heard enough crazy stories today.” 
 
    Raiden took a few steps back, not meeting anyone’s eyes. Then finally he looked at Kira; she was too stunned to look away. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” he told her. 
 
    Zowan huffed and retreated to the back of the room, where he roughly sloshed a dark liquid over ice in a cup. He leaned against a table and glowered at Raiden in disgust. 
 
    No one spoke. Raiden was still looking at Kira. 
 
    “Um, why do you say it wasn’t you?” she said, feeling compelled to ask. 
 
    “Because it wasn’t. I didn’t move the waterfall. I didn’t kill Lady Asaka.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Nari finally said. “We’re not here for more tall tales. We need to figure out what to do about the spirits and the doors.” 
 
    “But,” Kira interjected, “Gekkō said Light and Shadow need to find a balance in order to stop the chaos. How can we find balance if not everyone trusts each other?” 
 
    Nari glared at her. “Kira, I know we haven’t given you as much credit or attention as we should have, but you don’t understand—” 
 
    “Maybe not. But Gekkō did, and he told you to listen to me. Why would he want us to balance out if the Storm King had done something so terrible?” The blood was rushing to her head. She was exhilarated, arguing with Nari. She didn’t know if the Storm King’s objections were true, but maybe Gekkō did know something they didn’t. 
 
    Nari didn’t answer. 
 
    “How can he prove he is innocent?” Jovan asked. How long he had been sitting in the window, Kira didn’t know. Raiden jumped. 
 
    “I have no proof,” Raiden grunted. “Only my word, which clearly most of you distrust—and never bothered to ask for in the first place. No, it was attack first, ask questions never. Even my own nephew believed I had killed Lady Asaka, and there was no question that it was I who moved the waterfall. No one doubted it.” 
 
    They were all silent for a moment except for the sound of ice clinking in Zowan’s drink as he finished it. 
 
    Finally, Jun piped up, perhaps the presence of his father giving him courage. “Um, sir, Raiden, do you know who did kill Lady Asaka or moved the waterfall?” 
 
    Raiden’s tense face softened. “No. All I know is that my signet ring was stolen the night we camped outside Azurite, next to be planted beside Lady Asaka’s body. I fled the temple alone when the battle broke. I didn’t see who moved the falls.” 
 
    Jovan cleared his throat. “Perhaps a truce, for now. As Kira and Gekkō tell us, we need both halves of magic to balance in order to solve this crisis. Whoever is tainting the spirits must be stopped. Can we agree to a truce?” 
 
    Nari looked like she had just sucked an entire lemon when she said, “Fine.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ichiro bowed his head. 
 
    They all looked to Raiden. “Of course,” he said and smiled—actually smiled—at Kira. 
 
    She shivered. She had done it. Really fulfilled her agreement with Gekkō. Had gotten her answers. 
 
    She had even had a door. 
 
    As Jovan and the others talked of plans and more meetings to discuss more plans, her stomach was doing flips over her decision not to open the door. But what could possibly lay beyond that door for her now? Her mother had come from Camellia; she knew that now. She finally realized the aching feeling she had carried with her through all these weeks of uncertainty was gone. She belonged here, and she couldn’t imagine leaving Jun or Anzu or Zowan. 
 
    And to think, all she had wanted when she went to Gekkō-ji was to learn Light magic. Now, she had a home—or the closest she would find to it now that her mother was gone. 
 
    Her mother. She couldn’t help but picture her poor pregnant mother, falling into one of those fiery rifts—like the one in the mural at the bath house—that led to the Starless Realm. No wonder her mother kept them moving around all those years. She must have been looking for a way back. Tears threatened, and she took a sharp breath, willing them away. She wouldn’t cry in front of all these people. 
 
    And then shock swept the threat of tears away. Her father. 
 
    Her mother had said he was dead. Was he? Or was he still in Camellia, a realm away at the time? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was dark the next night as they rode away from Heliodor, but Kira wasn’t afraid of the dark. In fact, she reveled in it. She could watch each blade of grass bend in the breeze as it ran its fingers through the hills. She could see a thousand stars above, radiating Light in their thousand cosmos. She looked back down and spotted a bridge. 
 
    A very familiar bridge, one on which she had almost died at the hands of a deadly water spirit. She shot a glance at Anzu. The knight offered her a knowing smirk. 
 
    Her first day in Camellia seemed so long ago. She had woken on the hill—this very hill. It could only be the one. She was not surprised to see the hill clear of any doors. 
 
    The door conjured at the Storm King’s castle had disappeared with this morning’s light. 
 
    Kira, Anzu, and Jun gave the bridge a wide berth and continued toward Gekkō-ji. Kira gave Meluca a reassuring pat as they rode by—more for Kira’s reassurance than Meluca’s. Anzu had easily tracked down Kira’s mount in the Spire’s stables. Someone even returned Kira’s bag and dagger, which she had quickly slid back into its accustomed place. 
 
    She missed Thistle, but undoubtedly he and Gekkō had returned to their mountain. She was sure she would see them again, considering she had decided to stay in Camellia, to return to Gekkō-ji. She just hoped it wouldn’t take her a whole ten years to become a Light knight. 
 
    “I wonder how long Master Ichiro and Mistress Nari will stay in Heliodor,” Jun mused as the bridge finally faded from sight. 
 
    “Not long, I think,” said Anzu. She held her horse’s reins one-handed, her bladed staff ready in her other hand. “I’m glad we didn’t have to stick around. It’s not going to be a pleasant talk. And it won’t take a single conversation to set things right between Light and Shadow. It’s a start, though.” 
 
    Jun turned to Kira, eyes wide. “So are you ready to tell everyone you’re from the Starless Realm?” 
 
    Mistress Nari had warned Kira before they had departed that Kira would be expected to present herself to Camellia as the latest visitor from the Starless Realm, now that they knew she wasn’t in danger from the Storm King. Finally, the lying was truly over. What would be expected of her now? 
 
    Kira grimaced. “But I’m not, not really.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Jun waved her words away. “People will still think you’re from there. I bet you’ll get that personal poet of yours any day now.” 
 
    They both burst into hysterical laughter. 
 
    “Come on, you two,” Anzu called from farther down the road. “We’ve got to get back to the temple before morning.” 
 
    “Why?” Kira wondered. 
 
    Anzu turned in her saddle and grinned. “You two pages have missed enough training, Mistress Nari said. You won’t want to be late for lessons.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Would you like to be a part of our FREEBIE FRIDAY LIST and get 6 FREE eBooks and other exclusive sales sent to your inbox every Friday? 
 
      
 
    One email every week packed with bookish goodies! 
 
      
 
    We send out different genres such as Romance, Suspense, Thriller, Westerns, Paranormal, New Adult, and much more! If you’d like to join over 53,000+ subscribers, click below to be a part of FREEBIE FRIDAY… 
 
      
 
    Join FREEBIE FRIDAY! 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Who doesn’t love a good eBook bargain? 
 
      
 
    Now, imagine receiving daily eBook sales straight to your inbox…Bookworm heaven! 
 
      
 
    Sign up for the BOOKSHARK NEWSLETTER and don’t miss out on epic eBook sales ever again! 
 
      
 
    BECOME A BOOKSHARK 
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