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  Chapter one
Shattered Seal


Aiko swept in jagged, vengeful arcs, bristles of the old broom clawing at the tatami as if she might scrape through the sun-bleached reed mats to the dirt beneath. Evening light filtered through the drooping boughs of the courtyard sakura, painting bruised shadows across the courtyard and into the exposed heart of the shrine. The tree, once the glory of these grounds, hung its blossoms limp and browning, their fragrance stunted to a faint, sugary rot. Aiko’s hand cramped on the broom handle, nails digging crescents into the wood. Each pass left her pulse jumping in her wrists, a throb that sang up her arm and settled into the hinge of her jaw.
At the open doors, the village elders stood in silent conspiracy, the sleeves of their formal robes gathered over their chests in nervous knots. Even from across the porch, Aiko could feel the weight of their gaze, every misstep, every fleck of dust they pretended not to notice. The shorter one, with eyebrows like burnt caterpillars, coughed once, sharp and pointed, as though trying to puncture the ambient tension.
“Careful,” he called, the word both a warning and a veiled accusation. “The gods demand purity, child; your mother’s spirit watches.”
Aiko stopped, the broom bristling in place, and bit the inside of her cheek. Copper flooded her tongue. She willed herself to silence; the last time she’d let her thoughts slip, they’d threatened to bar her from this sacred ground, her only inheritance. She started sweeping again, this time in smaller, practiced strokes, keeping her eyes locked to the patterns in the tatami.
Aiko had never known purity. She’d known mildew and old straw, the sour tang of sake leaching from her father’s breath, the rough hands of the priest who’d tried and failed to take her mother’s place before the elders decided Aiko’s own blood was best. She’d known the shame of a name spat like a curse in the village lanes, and the disgusted stare of schoolchildren who knew, even then, what it meant to be an orphan and an outcast.
But none of that mattered here, not while she scrubbed herself down to the bone every evening for a community that only needed her as a talisman, a scapegoat in red and white, whose prayers kept them afloat a little longer above their own guilt.
She finished with the mats, straightened, and turned to the cloths draped over the lacquered offering table. They’d been starched too stiff, the white glaring and unnatural against the dull wood, edges crackling in her hands as she folded them into exacting rectangles. Her breath plumed into the still air. One cloth caught on a splinter, tearing a thin line along its edge. Aiko’s heart stuttered. She pressed the two halves together and smoothed the rent flat, hoping the elders’ cataracts would miss the wound.
The incense tray waited at the altar, lined with charred sticks from the morning’s prayers. She refilled it from a battered lacquer box, the faint sandalwood powder clinging to her fingers. The first match caught, flaring up with a desperate hiss, and she nearly recoiled from the hot bite of it. When the incense smoke began to pool, thin and acrid, it stung her eyes enough to make her blink hard against the moisture.
“Girl,” the taller elder said, voice just above a whisper, “do not forget the basin.”
Aiko turned and bowed, lower than needed, to hide her scowl, and fetched the ritual water from the porch bucket. The handle, ancient cedar, had split with last winter’s freeze; when she lifted it, cold beads slicked her palm, and one droplet slipped down the sleeve of her kimono. The purification basin was set at the threshold, a shallow oval of cracked stone. She poured the water in careful spirals, watching the ripples lap against the broken rim, her hands steady even as her heart hammered beneath the layers of cotton and ceremonial silk.
She glanced out past the shrine. Beyond the sagging veranda, the rice paddies fanned away in mud and ruin, stalks like brittle bones poking from drowned earth. Nothing green survived the blight; every spring, the seedlings withered before their second leaf; the paddies turned to black sloughs or dust. The blight had no name, but everyone in the valley agreed its curse lay here, among the offerings and the empty prayers and the girl who was never meant to live.
Aiko set the basin down and lingered, tracing a thumb along the rim. The surface of the water trembled with her every breath. Atop the altar, the bronze mirror caught a slice of dying sunlight and shattered it into shards across the wall. The effect was beautiful in its violence, spears of brightness tearing the gloom. If she tilted her head just so, she could see her own face warped in the mirror’s convex, the pale mask of the shrine maiden stretched thin and strange. Not the kind of beauty the elders sought, but a truth she could almost respect.
A shuffling noise behind her; the elders were huddled close, their whisperings a thin ribbon of sound, but Aiko caught enough to know they doubted. “If her heart’s not in it, the ritual will fail again,” one said. “We have no choice. We try, and if it does not work, we, ” Aiko slammed the offering tray down, hard, not caring that the sticks rolled and scattered. The echo rang up into the rafters, where spiders slept undisturbed and the beams bled sap in slow weeping droplets.
The elders fell silent. The shorter one bowed, but only from the neck. “Prepare yourself. The hour is soon.”
Aiko nodded, fists tight around the tray’s rim, and carried it to the altar. Each step was deliberate, a study in controlled rage. She placed the incense just off-center, a subtle rebellion, and knelt, waiting for the elders to retreat into the shadows of the porch.
When she heard their footsteps vanish, she allowed her body to slump, cheek to her knees. The incense smoke drifted upward, clouding the gold edges of the altar, until the mirror reflected nothing but a blur. For one small, stolen moment, Aiko could almost imagine a world in which the gods had never demanded her, had never asked her mother to bleed out her soul for a village that would never repay the favor. She could almost taste that freedom, a tang at the back of her throat, sharp and bracing as the first bite of autumn.
The sound of distant laughter rose from the village below, a mocking counterpoint to the hush of the shrine. Aiko straightened, wiped the salt from her lashes, and reached for the red obi, winding it twice around her waist with ceremonial precision. Every knot, every fold was a ritual she knew better than her own dreams.
When she finished, she stood in the half-light and faced the altar. The sun slipped lower, smearing the horizon in purples and reds. For an instant, the bronze mirror flared blindingly bright, then the room slipped into shadow, thick and expectant, like the held breath before a scream.
Aiko closed her eyes. The incense burned in her nose; the silence roared in her ears, and for the first time in weeks, she felt almost pure.

Her knees went numb long before the first chant left her lips. The tatami offered no forgiveness; every pebble beneath the mat telegraphed itself up through her shins, through the thin skin of her bones, until it seemed the pain itself was a form of worship. Aiko bowed before the altar and let her mind slide to a place of practiced vacancy, the string of syllables unfurling in the hollow of her mouth with the same monotony as the village's drought prayer. 
“Kamigami no michi o taguriyose, misogi no megumi o tamaware...” She recited it as she always had, each word a cage. 
The lacquered panel beneath her hands was warm from the last gasp of sunset, and her fingers traced the webbed grain absently, searching for the secret imperfections that only a shrine child would know. The rote motions, bow, clap, bow again, lulled her nearly to sleep. It was only the raw edge of resentment that kept her upright, kept the intonations from devolving into muttered curses. 
She poured the ritual water in trembling increments, the basin at her left hand already brimming from the earlier cleansing. The ladle—carved cherrywood, passed from her mother's hands, was heavier tonight, its weight an accusation. As she tilted it, the sacred water spilled not into the basin, but in a thin thread onto the floor. The droplet hit the lacquer with a soft tap, vanishing instantly into the wood. 
Aiko paused, unsure whether to be grateful or alarmed. She had spilled water before, but never had it disappeared so completely, as if the shrine itself had grown thirsty in the famine. She glanced over her shoulder; through the rice-paper screen, she could sense the hunched silhouettes of the elders. Watching, always. She smoothed the sleeve of her kimono over the spill and pressed her palm flat to the panel.
There, a slight give beneath her fingers, the wood flexing ever so faintly. Had it always done that? She let her hand rest longer, feeling the pulse of her own blood through the heel of her palm. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was just the fatigue, the way her mind wandered on these endless nights.
But now her eye snagged on a flaw she’d never seen: a hairline seam bisecting the panel, so faint it looked accidental. She pressed harder. The seam widened—a breath, a suggestion, and her heart picked up, pounding like a drum in a festival parade. It was all she could do not to look up at the shadows behind the screen.
She recited the next verse, louder, so the elders would be lulled by her devotion. But her body moved without permission, legs shifting to cover her exploration as her thumb traced the fissure. There were markings there, tiny, unfamiliar. Not the everyday prayers she scratched into cedar and ink. No, these were old. Older than the shrine itself, maybe, the way their curves rebelled against the tidy geometry of modern kanji.
Aiko bent lower, pressing her ear to the wood. The incense had thickened the air, and each breath tasted like burning. Her lips brushed the lacquer; the panel was slick, almost oily. With a single nail, she pried at the seam, half expecting the wood to bite her in return.
Instead, it yielded, the corner splintering upward with a dry, hungry pop. The sound was louder than she’d meant, loud enough that her own breath caught in her throat. The elders would hear. She paused, frozen, every muscle tense. But the only answer was the steady tick of the old clock in the anteroom, and the faint wheeze of their ancient lungs.
She risked a glance beneath the lifted panel. Darkness pooled there, deeper than it should have been, a void cut into the very heart of the shrine. The symbols continued, etched into the hidden face of the wood. In the gloom, they glimmered faintly, as if inlaid with crushed pearl.
Something about them stirred her. Not fear, not quite. Something wilder: a flutter in her chest, the echo of a half-remembered lullaby, her mother’s voice singing her not to sleep but to waking. The scent of sakura, thick and sickly sweet, seemed to drift up from the hole. She leaned closer, lips parted. The lacquer bit back this time, pinching her fingertip, but she didn’t withdraw.
She pressed on the edge, and the panel lifted further, swinging on an invisible hinge. The darkness below was absolute, the kind that devours not only light but sound, swallowing the prayer-chant from her tongue and the rattle of the shoji in the breeze.
She hesitated. This was not the ritual. This was not her role. But she was tired of roles, tired of the script written for her before she could speak. Her dreams came back in flickers: the sketchbook wedged beneath her futon, filled with landscapes she’d never seen, towers of obsidian and oceans of fire, all forbidden, all hers alone. The hunger to know was greater than the fear of being caught.
Aiko dug her nails under the edge and lifted, feeling the cool kiss of air against her palm as the hidden compartment opened fully. It was empty, or so it seemed. But as she reached in, the symbols along the rim shimmered, and the incense smoke began to drift down, not up, drawn to whatever lay below.
There was a pull, not physical, but in the marrow of her bones. A whisper, urgent and intimate, begging to be let in. The darkness seemed to pulse, matching the throb of her heart, until she was sure she would faint. She scrabbled backward, panel still in hand, and only then realized the elders had noticed nothing, their mutterings unchanged.
Aiko stared at the hollow beneath the shrine, her mind a riot of fear and longing. She should close it. She should tell someone. Instead, she pressed the panel back into place, careful to align the seam so perfectly no one would know it had ever been breached.
But the secret was inside her now, alive and coiling. She wiped the blood from her fingertip on the hem of her sleeve, finished the last lines of the prayer, and bowed low before the altar, as if nothing had changed at all.

It began as a sickle of light, yellow-bright and shifting, curling in the seam where Aiko had pried up the panel. She had barely bowed her head in closing prayer when the lacquer at her knees grew hot, buzzing like the aftertaste of lightning. The incense smoke, which moments before had clung lazily to the rafters, sluiced downward in a sudden, predatory spiral, as if sucked toward the darkness in the floor. 
Aiko stilled, mouth parting on an unformed question. The air sizzled, sharp as ozone, thick with the animal stink of wet fur and something deeper, older, a scent like fresh blood in snow. She flinched back from the panel, just as a vein of gold foxfire spooled up from the gap, a snaking tendril that wove itself around her ankle. 
She tried to scream. The sound never made it past her tongue. The foxfire pulsed, wrapping her calf, thigh, waist, threading over her breastbone in a parody of the obi she’d just tied. It wasn’t hot. It was cold, a winter chill, but it sent every nerve in her body sparking to alert. Aiko thrashed, trying to pry herself free, but in the next instant the panel tore wide, splinters skating across the mats, and the foxfire coalesced
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