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          FIRE WALKER

        

      

    

    
      SPRING 823 AQE

      Concentration knit Taoru’s brow as he poured over a half transformed block of dark obsidian. A delicate chisel made of pure fire was held in his hand, neatly carving and shaving away the obsidian to reveal a new form within it. His movements were careful, painstaking, though he could alter the shape and size of the tool with ease. Each stroke of flame brought his vision one step closer to life, his technique drawing out the stone’s natural beauty.

      Taoru chewed absently at his bottom lip as he focused on a single, flowing line that would mark the beginning of the figure’s wave of unbound hair. One finger rested against the untouched stone, stabilizing his hand so that the motion was smooth. The flame seared easily through the material, like a painter’s brush over canvas. He let out a breath as he pulled the chisel away to judge if the stroke was successful or not; texturing the hair was the troublesome part for him, but he was determined to master it.

      He turned the block a fraction, studying its natural formation. The piece would come out much better if he worked with the stone instead of against it.

      “Yes…” he breathed, adjusting it again. “Yes, this will do nicely…” He raised the chisel, intending to carve the next line, when suddenly the door to his quarters burst open behind him.

      The first thing Taoru did was extinguish the flame. The next was grab a nearby cloth and throw it over his incomplete work.

      “Taoru! What are you doing up here?” His friend, Kenji clapped him roughly on the back. “Slaving away over that silly sculpture all day when there are pretty girls to court will turn you into a cranky, old man!”

      “Don’t you have chores to do?” Taoru chastised, his tone playful. He had become instant friends with Kenji from the moment he’d arrived at the Plump Panda Inn. It was a family-owned establishment, operated by Kenji’s rotund father who was fondly called ‘panda’ as a nickname by his family and now his regular customers as well.

      Kenji wagged his finger in Taoru’s face. “Oh, no you don’t. I finished all my chores because I knew you’d try to slither out on me!”

      A smirk tugged at the artist’s lips, but he raised his hands in surrender. “Come now, you can’t blame me. The last time we went out you forgot and your father was quite displeased…”

      Waving him off with one hand, Kenji grabbed his arm with the other and tugged at him. “Yeah, yeah. Lesson learned! Let’s go!”

      Taoru relented and stood up, being careful not to jostle the table that for now served as his workbench. Until he could save enough money to have a house, he was stuck renting a room at whatever local inn was available. It was only because of his fondness for Kenji that he had stayed in Shiyuta Harbor for so long. Usually, he wandered from town to town, trying to find a decent market for his sculptures. In the last few months of living here, he had definitely earned some recognition, but he was nowhere near successful enough to purchase a proper home.

      “Fine, I’m coming, stop tugging!” He shook his friend loose, then made a show of fussing over his tunic as though it had been disheveled. “I can’t afford to replace torn clothing, after all.”

      This made Kenji laugh. “Don’t be absurd. Mother would be happy to repair it for you. She and father both adore you, though I’ve no idea why…” He slugged him in the shoulder, a broad grin spread across his face.

      Taoru smiled back, hiding the pang at the mention of mothers. His mother had passed away only a short year earlier, leaving him with no direction in life except some cryptic message about his heritage. Zutomo Hiryuten had taught her son everything she had known, from magic to warfare, and yet she’d been so consumed with their family legacy she’d never given him the tools to survive as an ordinary human.

      He wasn’t sure what destiny she had wanted him to fulfill. He had decided upon her death that he would figure out his life the best way he could. After all, he was still young and didn’t feel the same pressures as she had. Taoru wanted to be free to explore the world and fill it with beautiful art.

      “You’re doing it again…” Kenji’s voice cut into his thoughts.

      “Doing what?” He tried to brush it off.

      “Drifting.” Kenji flicked his gaze to the covered sculpture behind Taoru and frowned as though it were the cause of his friend’s inattention. “What are you working on, anyway?” He reached out for the cloth but Taoru caught his hand before his fingers could so much as brush it.

      Flashing a sheepish grin, he released the other man. “Sorry, it’s not finished. I’d rather nobody see it yet.”

      Kenji seemed to consider him for a moment, there was an obvious desire to speak on his face, and yet in the end he shrugged the exchange off. “Suit yourself. Now can we please go have some fun before my father finds something mundane for me to do?”

      Taoru’s eyes were still on the incomplete figure, hidden from physical sight by the simple cloth. In his mind, however, he knew every inch and what he wanted it to become; a beautiful woman, wreathed in flames, breathing fire. He had seen her more than once in his dreams, defiant and powerful, standing her ground against a mighty dragon of old. He didn’t know who she was, in fact, despite how vivid the dream was, he was always uncertain of her face. At first, he had believed the woman to be his mother, but now he knew without a doubt this was someone else, someone special, someone destined for greatness.

      A shiver went down his spine and he turned from the workbench back to Kenji, who was buzzing with delight about the new tea house he had heard about. Shaking the strange feeling away, Taoru clapped his friend on the shoulder, determined to leave destiny behind him. At least for tonight.
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      Yulana didn’t want to think about how much money her father, Shunen, had spent on this party. Her gown alone was incredibly expensive. She knew this because he had reminded her repeatedly that her coming of age celebration would be the talk of Shiyuta for the next decade.

      “Nay, Yulana, my darling! The talk of all Wukita Province!”

      She could almost hear him saying it again, though she knew for a fact he was off shmoozing some rich guest or another. While Shunen might have wanted to hide the truth of the situation, Yulana’s shrewd mother, Ming, had revealed the actual purpose for such extravagance; this was her parents’ bid to find her a wealthy husband.

      “Yulana, my flower,” her mother always began conversations of bad news in this manner. “You are now a woman and that means it’s time for you to marry and bring your family prestige by bearing your husband healthy, strong sons.”

      The memory of it made her want to scream and yet she was enough of a lady to never have such an outburst in front of anyone, even her parents. Now that she looked back on all those hours of dance, music, and etiquette with drafty, old tutors she realized it was all to prepare her for this day. She had to be versed in an array of topics so that she could entice a man into thinking she would make him the perfect wife.

      Her mother had explained this was all in accordance with tradition, that even she had been betrothed as though that somehow made the situation better. Yulana had wanted to ask how it had made her mother feel, if she had really been happy with the arrangement, but she dared not. She wasn’t sure what would happen if she disobeyed, she had no memory of having ever done so, but the thought of dishonoring her parents was frightening to her all the same.

      “Yulana!” Her father’s voice called out to her above the din of dozens of wealthy guests laughing and conversing nearby.

      She turned, her long, chestnut-colored hair swishing behind her with the motion. “Yes, father?” She bowed to him as soon as he approached.

      A wide grin was on Shunen’s face. He stopped just in front of her, placing his hand on her shoulder as he turned to the side and swept the other toward a tall, richly dressed man. She recognized his crest right away for it marked him as a member of the Warlord’s family.

      “Yulana, this is Lord Genbo, the eldest son of Warlord Kugao. He came all the way from the palace to celebrate this auspicious day with you.” Shunen’s nasally voice hid none of his excitement. He didn’t need to tell her landing the next warlord as her husband would be a tremendous boon to the family name.

      Ever dutiful, Yulana bowed graciously. “My lord, you honor me with your presence. Have you been enjoying the festivities this evening?”

      Genbo did not seem to hear her. He brushed Shunen out of the way without glancing in his direction, then strolled slowly around Yulana. It only took her a second to realize he was appraising her like a prized stallion at auction. Once he was at her other side, he reached for a handful of hair and brought it to his face where he breathed deep its scent.

      “Hm, magnolia.” Genbo released the lock, his expression unchanged. “It doesn’t suit you. Too floral. I’ll send you something more appropriate.” That was all he said to Yulana. He turned immediately to Shunen, stepping so that she was behind him now. “Consider my claim staked, Shunen. My father will be in touch to arrange further details, though I imagine he will want to inspect her as well. Oh, and we’ll need to verify the bloodline records. Father wants to be sure of what we’re buying, you understand.”

      The whole time he spoke, Shunen was nodding intently, never questioning that this man was discussing a human, his own daughter at that, and
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