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      Shin leaped over a fallen tree. The strong scent of plant decay tickled his nose. Mixed in with it was something unexpected, the musky scent of another wolf. He slowed and lifted his nose to better catch the scent on the wind. The collar around his neck weighed against him, but in the centuries as Akio’s slave, he’d learned to account for it.

      It couldn’t be. The few remaining okami packs were located farther to the north. Being weakened by war and isolation after the fall of the dragon, they kept mostly to their territory. They wouldn’t risk venturing into the domain of a powerful yokai like Akio, not by accident. Could it be the dragon had recruited them? When Akio had learned of his return, he’d sent Shin to taunt him. It was a reminder that even centuries later he still owned Shin. Could this okami be the dragon’s reply?

      Duty calls. Shin sighed. Hopefully some hapless wolf had wandered too far from home. Their scent was strongest along the forest path but quickly diverged into the woods. Other than the smell, there was no other sign of the strange wolf. No prints, no hair, nothing. It was as if a spirit moved through the forest. I guess it’s safe to rule out a lost traveler. Just what I needed...

      Deeper into the forest he followed the strange wolf’s trail, where the sun struggled to push through the canopy and the darkness swallowed everything. Fog cloaked the forest floor and obscured his vision. But Shin knew this place well and he could navigate it with his eyes closed.

      The trail went cold along a river bank. The fog rolled back and revealed a single human footprint in the mud. Shin pressed his nose against it.

      The stink of wolf was all over it. A female wolf. What are you doing here, I wonder? Judging by the break in the fog, she wasn’t far away either.

      An arrow flew past him.

      Missing him by a hair, it embedded itself into a nearby tree and wobbled. Shin growled and ruffled the hairs on his back, scanning the surrounding forest for the intruder.

      “Come out, you coward. Enough games,” he snarled.

      A figure stepped out from behind a tree nearby. She wore the red and white of a priestess. Her braided brown hair hung down her back and had been hidden beneath a straw hat. Over her shoulder, she carried a quiver of arrows, and one was nocked, pointed straight at Shin.

      He sniffed the air. This was the wolf he’d been following. A wolf in priestess garb? Now he’d seen it all.

      Shin transformed from wolf to man and held up his hands. “Hold. There’s no need for violence.” He wasn’t about to fight a fellow okami, especially if she was working for the dragon.

      “You were following me,” she responded.

      She turned her head, tracking him as he inched around trying to get a better look at her. He’d known all the wolf packs at one time. But there was nothing to indicate what pack she was from. And he was certain they’d never met before. She narrowed her eyes at him as he examined her.

      “My apologies, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” He held his palms open to show her he meant no harm.

      She scoffed and pulled back her arrow until the bowstring was taut. “Do I look stupid? What. Do. You. Want?” She bit out each word.

      Her gaze didn’t even flicker from his face. She was doggedly persistent about keeping that weapon pointed at him.

      She was brave, he had to give her that. “I think I’m the one who should be asking that question.”

      “Do you work for Akio?”

      He hated being lumped in with Akio’s lackeys. Working for Akio had never been a choice. But he had to do it to protect Rin. Not that he was going to tell this okami. Shin exposed his canines as he grinned. “I think the better question is: who do you work for?”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything,” she snapped. She talked big, but her hands were shaking.

      They weren’t going to get anywhere at this rate. One wrong move and she was going to stick him with that arrow. But not if he disarmed her.

      He lunged toward her.

      She loosed the arrow, but it landed ineffectually in the mud. When he came toward her, she couldn’t respond fast enough, encumbered by the bow.

      Shin grabbed her around the middle, prepared to throw her over his shoulder. She swung with her bow, clipping him on the jaw and sending him back a few steps.

      He recovered quickly, however, and wrenched the bow from her hand. She tried to throw a punch; he dodged it. But she kicked him hard in the gut. It knocked the wind out of him, and she was preparing to hit him over the head when he thrust forward and sent her stumbling backward and onto her rear.

      Shin pinned her arms down before she got the chance to swing at him. She was a capable fighter. If she hadn’t slipped, she might have gotten the better of him.

      Her straw hat had fallen off in the struggle, and he could see her more clearly now. She had a narrow face, brown eyes, and long pointed ears like himself. Her cheeks were flushed from fighting, and her gaze was fierce—

      “You bastard, let me go.” She kicked and squirmed, cursing him, but pinned as she was it was futile. After a few moments, she exhausted herself and lay heaving beneath him. It wasn’t the most ideal position for gaining her trust, but she was the trespasser here, not him. She did not transform. If she did, she would’ve easily escaped. Curious. Was this all an act perhaps?

      “Just tell me: do you work for the dragon?”

      “Let me go and I’ll tell you,” she snarled and bared her canines.

      He’d have to take her word for it. He let go of her wrists, and as soon as he did, she pushed forward, planting her palms on his chest. It threw him off balance just long enough for her to slide out from beneath him.

      She scrambled for her bow, before racing deeper into the forest.

      “Hey!” he shouted after her.

      Which she ignored. If one of Akio’s lackeys caught her, they wouldn’t hesitate to bring her to Akio. He chased after her, grabbing her ankles to bring her back down to the ground. But her legs were too slick with mud and she slipped out of his hands, grabbed her discarded bow, and ran up the hill away from him.

      He should let her go. Even if she did work for the dragon. It made no difference. The dragon was weakened by centuries of imprisonment. He wasn’t strong enough to break Akio’s hold on him. Hoping for an escape was useless. It had been Shin’s choice to make this sacrifice. There was no turning back. On the other hand, if Akio found her, he’d torture her. Shin couldn’t stand another innocent falling prey to Akio’s cruelty.

      He raced after her up the hill. By the time he reached the rise, she was nowhere in sight. He scanned the forest trees pegged in the space on both sides, but there was nowhere she could have gone—it was a dead end against a boulder with a flat face.

      “You don’t need to hide from me,” he called out, scenting the air, but the wind was blowing in the wrong direction. “We got off on the wrong foot. I’m not your enemy.”

      Shin turned in a slow circle, expecting her to be crouched down or backed into a corner like a wounded animal.

      From the corner of his eye, something flashed. As he moved to intercept her, something hard collided with the back of his skull.
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      Akane looked down at the incapacitated idiot and tossed the rock she’d used to knock him out aside. Did he really think I was going to fall for that? She rolled her eyes. He looked like a rag doll, his limbs cast aside carelessly. If he was here, then there were likely others prowling these woods. That would make getting closer to Akio’s palace that much harder. It would be safer to retreat, but the head priestess was counting on her.

      Akane took a few steps, then pivoted on her heel and went back to his incapacitated body. She couldn’t leave a job half done. She should tie him up, just in case he woke up. He stank of boar and wore a collar around his neck. The moment she let her guard down, he’d take her to his master. She dragged him over to a nearby tree. When she got close, she could scent the wolf on him, pungent and earthy. She hated to admit it, but she liked that smell.

      Just tie him up, you’ve wasted enough time as it is. This was supposed to be an information gathering mission. She hadn’t planned on running into any of the forest guardian’s men. Best to deal with this unexpected complication quickly.

      She wound the rope around his chest and bound his arms behind a tree trunk, pulling the knots extra tight, perhaps a bit out of spite. She dusted off her palms and admired her handiwork. Maybe I should have tied his hands to his feet and then to the tree? She looked him up and down as she debated. You’re wasting time. A voice nagged at the back of her mind. She was supposed to get in and out—find out where Akio is taking the priestesses and then report back to the head priestess. This would have to be a sufficient enough job.

      She fled, with one last glance back at him. There were bound to be others nearby, and they’d find him. Her quiver strap had torn while she’d wrestled, and now it slammed into her back over and over, the arrows clattering together. It made being stealthy impossible. She should abandon it in favor of stealth, but it had belonged to Mei and she couldn’t bear to leave it behind.

      Thick fog blanketed the ground and as she ran through it, it did not dissipate. Instead, it reached for her, rising up from her ankles to her waist. Every step she took echoed around her, amplified by the fog.

      Something snapped nearby, and she swiveled her head only to realize it was the clattering of her quiver.

      Get it together. She shook herself. The okami couldn’t have broken free already, could he? She stopped and scanned the forest around her. Her hands gripped hard onto her bow. Very slowly, she removed an arrow from her quiver and notched it.

      A small blur of orange darted out from within the fog.

      She drew back and was about to fire when a fox froze in front of her. It stared back at her with golden eyes. It was just a mundane fox, no spiritual energy emanated from it.

      She lowered her bow and the fox skittered away. I’m being too jumpy. She used to hate her heightened hearing and sense of smell; it made the priestesses at the temple nervous when she heard things from far away. But for once she was grateful. If it hadn’t been for her abilities, that idiot would have caught her unawares. Stay on task.

      The fog was getting thicker, and the sound of every step echoed back at her. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She tightened her grip on the bow.

      An arm snaked around her neck.

      “That was a cruel trick leaving me tied up like that,” the wolf whispered in her ear.

      She slammed her elbow back into his solar plexus. The idiot doubled over, gasping for breath.

      Akane spun to face him, arrow drawn and pointed at him. “How did you break free?” she gasped, her voice shaking despite her best effort to keep it steady. Her mind was racing as she tried to think of how to escape. She could try wrestling him again, but he might just overpower her. Maybe head-butt him and make a run for it, but he might catch up with her.

      He chuckled. “Did you really think mundane rope would hold me? Do you know nothing of your own kind?”

      Her own kind. They were nothing alike. She served the light, while he was a servant of that vile monster who was kidnapping innocent girls from all over Akatsuki. She shifted from foot to foot.

      “I’m not like you,” she ground out as she looked around the fog for some weapon or distraction she could use to her advantage.

      “Just tell me, do you work for the dragon?”

      “I would never serve a monster.”

      “Huh.” He quirked a brow.

      “What do you want from me?” She couldn’t hide the trembling edge to her words.

      “What is an okami in priestess clothing doing in here?” She wasn’t sure if the question was meant for her or if he was just musing to himself.

      Yokai in the area had been more active than anywhere else. Villages around the region were being terrorized, food stores raided, travelers murdered, and worst of all, they were stealing priestesses from the temples. Surely the wolf knew - maybe he even helped spread the mayhem. He was toying with her, she was certain of it.

      “I got lost, so why don’t you let me go?”

      He tilted his head. “Do I look like an idiot? Last time I let you go you hit me over the head with a rock.”

      “You were chasing me.”

      “But why not transform? You could easily escape me if you did.”

      Of all the things he could have asked her, why that? “And lose my ability to reason?” She smirked. “I think not.”

      “You’re very strange.”

      “I’ve answered your questions, now let me go.”

      “Only if you promise not to hit me again.”

      Maybe he was stupid. It had to be a trick. But it was her only chance of getting away. The second he let her go, she’d run.

      “Alright.”

      He let go of her wrist first. As soon as it was free, she spun, prepared to strike at him. He dodged it and pulled her quiver from her back. She lunged for it but came up short as he leaped back and out of her reach.

      “You said you were going to let me go,” she growled.

      Quiver in his arms, he leaped onto a low-hanging branch of a tree. He dangled his prize, and she jumped to grab it. Anytime she got close he yanked it away, laughing as he jumped to the next branch.

      “This is to make sure I don’t end up with an arrow in my back.”

      She should cut her losses and run away now. The head priestess was counting on her to complete this mission. But she couldn’t leave Mei’s quiver with this idiot. It would disrespect her memory.

      “Go on, leave the forest. If you run into anyone else, they won’t be so generous as to let you escape.” He shooed her away with a wave of his hand. While he sat down, legs crossed, and laid her quiver over his lap.

      Her eyes flickered toward the arrows and then went to his face. “I’m not leaving without my quiver.”

      “Why would an okami need a bow and arrow when you have perfectly good teeth and claws?” He tilted his head to the side.

      She didn’t owe him any explanation. “Are you always this infuriating?”

      “Most women find me charming, actually.”

      She scoffed, but her gaze was fixed on her quiver. The leather was embossed with swirling patterns, and when it had been Mei’s it was imbued with her spiritual energy. Little of it remained, but it was all Akane had left of her.

      “Why don’t you come and get it? Or are you afraid of a big bad wolf?” He dangled it down where she could grab it once more.

      The wolf inside her stirred. Awakened by some primal urge deep within her. She bared her teeth at him, which were already starting to elongate. If she didn’t get away soon, the wolf would take over and then she’d really be in trouble. She couldn’t lose control now, not in the middle of enemy territory. Akane took a long breath, soothing the beast inside for now. Chasing him was futile. But it was clear he was arrogant, maybe if she pretended to give up...

      “I’m not afraid of a pompous idiot. Know what? Keep them. You’re right, I don’t need them.” She turned her back on him and headed back into the forest. All the while praying her ploy would work.

      “You’re something of a puzzle,” he called after her.

      She ignored him and kept walking.

      He dropped down in front of her and threw the quiver at her feet.

      “Take my advice and leave this place while you still can.” He strode away, his arms folded behind his neck.

      Akane stared down at the bow and arrow on the ground. She should shoot him in the back just to be certain. But he walked away, disappearing into the mist. She wouldn’t take his advice; she still had a mission to complete. It was that fool wolf’s mistake to let her go.

      A shadow moved through the mist around her. Akane drew her bow once more, pointing it into the opaque fog.

      “You said you were letting me go,” she snarled, and her canines elongated. She was losing control of her inner wolf. Not now. The timing couldn’t be worse.

      From out of the mist came three boar yokai, their jeering faces twisted into smiles revealing yellowing tusks. Their bodies were covered in coarse black hair, and their feet ended in hooves. They fanned out as they approached her.

      “Let you go? You’ve only just arrived,” said the boar yokai on her right.

      “Why don’t you play with us, girly?” asked the one on her left.

      Akane fired three arrows in rapid succession, before turning to run. She hadn’t gotten more than a few feet before two monkey yokai dropped out of the treetops, blocking her path.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” said the yokai, “Akio will want to meet you.”
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      He hadn’t gone more than a few feet when laughter broke out behind him. Shit, that sounded like Akio’s lackeys. He should have escorted her out of the forest. Turning back around, he raced in the direction he’d last seen her. It was just his luck that a group of them were lurking in the forest today.

      When he found them, they had surrounded the okami and were taking turns pushing her as she rushed them. Enemies pressed in on all sides, and she couldn’t use her bow and arrow. They used her disadvantage to toy with her, opening gaps in their ranks only to close up and knock her backward. She fell to the ground and glared at them. Her eyes were glowing red and her fangs had descended.

      A strange power rolled off her in waves. She must have been holding back before. Even he had underestimated her at first. He’d assumed she resisted her wolf form because it was weak. The average okami didn’t have much spiritual pressure. But beneath her exterior lay a powerful wolf: one the likes of which he hadn’t seen in centuries. Who was this strange okami? Shin hung back another moment, waiting for her to transform and tear them all to shreds. It wouldn’t be any great loss - these fools weren’t like him. They’d chosen to follow Akio. They might not be as devious as Akio, but they were just as cruel.

      Instead of standing up to defend herself, she remained on all fours, her body trembling.

      “Tired of playing, wolf?” taunted a boar with a snort.

      They were too dense to feel the power unfurling from her. The immensity of her power brushed against his, pushing against his. It was a familiar sensation. One he hadn’t realized how much he missed. It had been centuries since he’d seen his own kind. She couldn’t be a member of his pack, they’d been dead for a long time now. If only he could see her wolf form, then he might ascertain where she came from.

      The yokai closed in as she leaped up, drawing a hidden dagger and swinging at them. The power he had sensed evaporated, not a trace remaining, as if he’d imagined it.

      The yokai were not impressed by her display and only laughed in response. They pushed her around a few more times, taking her dagger from her and sending her once more sprawling onto the ground. Shin leaned forward. Was she toying with them? What was her game?

      The boar yokai, Riju, pinned her arm behind her back. They’d take her to Akio and she’d face his wrath. He hated trespassers on his land. He’d tried to warn her, and she’d knocked him unconscious and called him Akio’s dog. This was her own fault, he supposed. Though he would like to know why she hadn’t transformed. He turned to walk away.

      “Not giving up? You’ve got fire,” a monkey yokai, Genji hollered with delight.

      Shin glanced over his shoulder. There was dried blood on her forehead from a wound that had already closed. Her eyes weren’t red like before, but there was fire in them all the same. It was the sort of spark that Akio would love to extinguish. Rin had a similar fire in her. That’s why he’d given himself over to Akio all those centuries ago. I must be the biggest fool.

      “What is this we have here?” Shin asked as he stepped out of the shadows and into the clearing.

      The yokai all turned to him as he arrived, including the okami who was glaring at him as if he’d been the one torturing her. He pretended not to notice and gave the yokai a deadly smile. He might be Akio’s dog, but he wasn’t a tamed dog.

      When he’d first arrived in Akio’s palace, a group of Akio’s lackeys had thought to humiliate him by beating him within an inch of his life. What they hadn’t expected was for him to destroy them before they’d gotten the chance. He had been half mad in those days. He hadn’t cared if he lived or died.

      Shin had lost it all. The woman he loved, his freedom, and his best friend. He’d hoped Akio would kill him to punish him for it but keeping him alive inflicted much more pain. No matter how many lackeys Shin killed, Akio wouldn’t grant him freedom in death. As time passed, he’d grown numb to it all, but his reputation as a killer had been made.

      As he approached the monkey yokai hopped backward, landing on nearby tree branches, their long tails swaying back and forth. Their faces were a cross between human and ape. Their large ears turned red and their beady brown eyes were trained on Shin. They’d retreated both to put distance between them and Shin and give them the higher ground in case he turned on them. The boar, Riju, who was holding the okami, wrinkled his pig nose and furrowed bushy brows. His companions stood one step behind them, hands resting on the hilt of their swords.

      “We found her wandering the woods,” said Riju with a snort. He stared at Shin, emboldened by his role as leader of their gang.

      Shin looked over at the she-wolf lazily as if they’d never met before. Her pupils were pinpricks at the center of glowing red eyes. Given the chance, she’d tear out his throat - he was certain of it.

      “Is this how we handle trespassers now?” Shin asked in a bored tone while he examined his nails.

      The yokai shared looks. They were smart enough to know a trap when they saw one.

      “We were just having some fun,” said Genji in a screeching tone.

      “And if you’d killed her before Akio questioned her, then what?”

      None of them would look at him.

      “If you’d all rather play games, then I’ll take the girl to Akio myself.” Riju let her go and she fell forward into a crouch. Her plans were written all over her face. He gave the briefest shake of his head, hoping she’d realize he was trying to help her before she attacked.

      She let him approach, though her gaze was wary. He grabbed her by the forearm, pulling her to her feet, and leaned in. “Just play along,” he whispered.

      She took a swing at his head, which he easily dodged. After a brief staged tussle, he twisted her arm behind her back and marched her forward.

      “You’re just going to take credit for this find?” asked Riju.

      “I found her first, but she slipped me. Thanks for catching her.” He tipped his head in thanks.

      “Well. That is...”

      “Do me a favor and don’t tell Akio I almost let her go.” He grinned, baring his teeth in warning. Before they could question him, he pulled on Akane’s arm, leading her away. The key to any kind of deception was acting confident. If he kept walking, none of them would stop him. He kept his head cocked slightly, listening to make sure they weren’t followed.

      The yokai grumbled but departed, and Shin pulled the okami in the direction of Akio’s palace. Only once he was certain no one was watching did he let her go.

      She spun to face him, her hands up in defense once more.

      “Why did you do that?” she asked. Her eyes were no longer red, but there was still a strange feral quality to her posture. Her hands were clenched tight, and her eyes darted all around like a wolf cornered.

      “I think the words you’re looking for are thank you.”

      She took a step back.

      Shin shook his head and laughed. “Come with me, if you want to get out of these woods alive.”

      She hesitated a moment, as if she was debating whether or not she wanted to trust him. Her hair had come loose from her braid and caressed her face in loose strands. There was something charming about her scowls. Not since Rin had he met another okami nearly as stubborn.

      Thinking about Rin brought back a flood of painful memories. It awakened an aching loneliness that still lingered at the darkest corners of his heart. He needed to get the okami out of here before he started having even crazier ideas. He started walking. If she decided not to follow him, that was her problem. He’d already taken a risk helping her escape. He wasn’t going to kill himself over a fool.

      She followed after him, and he led her to the edge of the forest, taking twisting pathways down rarely used animal trails that he’d discovered over centuries prowling these woods. They kept a wide berth of the typical patrol outposts, until they arrived at the edge of the forest where it abutted the human farmlands. He waved his arm in the direction of the rice paddies.

      “Thanks,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

      She looked up at him, meeting his gaze for the first time. Without meaning to he found himself comparing her to Rin: the sweep of her lips, turned down in a scowl were nothing like Rin’s mischievous grin. Her thick brown hair was dull compared to Rin’s auburn waves. Perhaps he’d saved her out of lingering feelings for Rin. But this woman was nothing compared to her, just a stubborn okami who’d wandered where she shouldn’t have.

      “Forget it,” she said before bolting.

      She was a red and white blur moving over the rice paddies before disappearing over the horizon.

      He leaned forward as he watched her, the only thing keeping him from crossing the perimeter of Akio’s domain was the heavy metal collar around his neck. He grabbed it, tugging on it. There was no use trying to take it off. It would never budge. Akio owned him, body and soul. There was no use wishing for things that he couldn’t have.

      Shin transformed into his wolf form and then he ran through the forest, his feet flying. Dappled sunlight filtered through the green canopy of the trees. His paws skimmed the top of a bush as he leaped, and when he landed the dead leaves danced on the air, caught up in the wind he’d created.

      A rabbit nibbled on new grass, its back to him. The flicker of its white tail caught his attention, and he slowed to study it. His muscles tensed, poised to lunge. All his animal instincts were telling him to kill. It had been too long since he’d let the wolf out and after today he needed the release.

      There’d be no pain. He was downwind, so the kill would be quick and clean. It would sate the wolf’s bloodlust for a time. And yet he hesitated. His inner wolf was not his master. Akio would likely find out about the okami. And when he did, he’d be furious. But what could Akio do to him? He wouldn’t kill him, he needed Shin. His hatred of the dragon would outweigh his anger at Shin’s betrayal. And it’s not as if it would come at a surprise. Akio knew Shin wasn’t loyal to him. No matter how Akio tried to force Shin to be his pawn, Shin would always be loyal to the dragon.

      To add insult to injury, if Shin were summoned reeking of blood, it would make Akio even angrier. Akio hated anything that lacked refinement. According to Akio, hunting was for heathens, not his pets.

      The wind changed direction. The rabbit lifted its head as it caught his scent. It bolted for cover. Shin smelled it too. The bitter scent of metal. Then like an invisible hand tapping on his shoulder, spiritual energy brushed against him. A warning and an announcement.

      “Can I help you?” Shin asked, his gaze fixed on where the rabbit had escaped. If only he could follow it.

      The man stepped out of the shadows. He wore a billowing black haori and hakama, a black mask which covered the lower half of his face, and an ax strapped to his back. His long black hair was tied in a topknot.

      “You’ve been summoned,” said the huntsman, his voice muffled by the mask.

      The dark figure had always made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Akio had likely sent him because he was the only person Shin truly feared. All Shin knew about the yokai was that he was ancient and powerful, but no one knew where Akio had found him or anything about his past at all. The lesser yokai stayed clear of Shin, but everyone feared the huntsman - Akio’s ruthless killer. He was likely one of the First Children, and a replacement for his old servant, Naoki, who’d left Akio’s service centuries ago. If only Shin could be so lucky as to escape.

      “What for this time?” Shin asked, his tone light and still hoping Akio hadn’t found out.

      “That is for the guardian to tell you.”

      That wasn’t a good sign.
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      Akio’s palace was at the center of the forest. It burst from the treetops, with sloped dark roofs that stood out against the white-washed walls. The buildings sprawling across the compound were encircled by a deep canyon. The only entrance into the palace was over a narrow rope bridge. Above it all, a massive tree with bright white blossoms scattered white petals, which danced on the wind and littered the stone courtyard. The tree was the source of Akio’s power and marked him as guardian of the forest.

      The tension in the air thickened. The guards, a pair of oni, were massive beasts with thick gray hides and two eyes between the pair of them. Unlike most oni, Akio forced them to wear bright red armor over their navy hakama and haori. They were particularly rigid today.

      “How mad is he?” Shin asked them.

      “Furious,” grunted Sotaru, on the left.

      “What did you do now?” asked Renzo on the right.

      Shin shrugged. He wasn’t going to give himself away that easily. Inside, his hide was twitching, anticipating a beating that was surely headed his way. He made his way down the twisting hallways of the palace. The passageways were ever-changing, and if you didn’t know your way around, you’d get lost within the labyrinth. The palace itself was alive, fueled by Akio’s guardian power and the tree. Shin had heard rumors that Akio made a deal with the ancient tree spirit, who’d given him the power to become forest guardian.

      When Shin approached Akio’s throne room, he could hear his roars. It shook the ceiling. The guards at the door opened up and Shin slunk in casually. Akio tossed a pitcher of sake against the wall, and it shattered into pieces. Alcohol sprayed Shin’s face and clothes. He wiped it with the back of his hand, flicking it onto the floor.

      Akio, a boar yokai, was much larger than his subjects. He was twice Shin’s size, both wide and tall, and was covered in coarse wiry black hair. Though he looked like an oversized wild boar, he wore a fine silk haori and hakama in the fashion of the human realm and wore a courtier’s hat on top of his head. Though he tried to mimic human form, he could not get rid of the hooves or his boar-like face.

      “How dare he!” Akio growled, and then seeing him, pointed at Shin with a hoof. “You!”

      “Me,” Shin replied blandly, pointing at his own chest. Normally he wouldn’t have played with fire this way, but he wanted to get this over with quickly.

      Akio stood up to his full height. He filled the space, blocking out the light from the room’s brazier and casting Shin into shadow, his eyes glowing red from rage.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t find out?” He sprayed spittle onto Shin’s face.

      Shin wiped the spit away and avoided making eye contact. “I was hoping you wouldn’t.”

      Akio trembled, his face turned ruddy. “Who was she, the dragon’s spy? Have you been feeding him information about me?”

      “I haven’t spoken to the dragon, other than what you’ve ordered me to say. I belong to you, master.” Shin bowed his head, the words bitter in his mouth. The only way to appease Akio was to play to his ego.

      Akio’s hoof hung in the air. Shin waited for the blow to fall, but it never did. Instead, Akio stomped back over to his enormous cushion and sat. The platters of food and drink tipped over. Dumplings and rice were scattered across the floor, while even more sake stained the tatami. Akio called for his sake, with a jerk of his hoof. A servant rushed forward with a fresh jug. Akio drank deeply, spilling the milky liquid down his throat and wetting the front of his haori. When he was finished he smacked his lips. The color had gone from his face and he was almost smiling, which was more concerning than his anger.

      “That’s right, you belong to me.” He smiled, and it made Shin’s intestines squirm. “I am willing to forgive your transgression. Clean that up.” He pointed at the shattered pottery.

      Shin’s head shot up. He knew what was coming next. He could try and fight it, but it only made the punishment that
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