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Chapter 1: The Grim Reaper of Matrimony
The air conditioning in the conference room hummed, a low, artificial drone that failed to scrub the scent of nervous sweat from the treated air. I sat perfectly still, my spine a rod of steel against the ergonomic leather. Across the mahogany expanse, I watched a single bead of perspiration track through the bronzer on Arthur Vance's forehead. It pooled in the deep crease of his brow, a physical manifestation of a losing position.
People liked to call divorce a tragedy. I preferred to call it an audit.
Opposing counsel, a man named Sterling who wore a suit that cost more than my first car but fit him worse, shuffled a stack of documents. He cleared his throat. The sound cracked in the dry air like a splintering bone.
"Ms. Banks," Sterling began, feigning confidence. "My client is prepared to offer the house in the Hamptons and a one-time lump sum of two million. But the shares in Vance Industries remain off the table."
I didn't blink. "The shares are the table, Sterling."
"They are pre-marital assets."
"They were commingled the moment Arthur used the joint account to pay the capital gains tax in 2018," I said, my voice flat, devoid of the emotional clutter they wanted me to feel. "Check the ledger. Page forty-two, line seven."
Sterling stiffened. He tapped a manicured finger on the wood, a nervous tic. "A clerical error. We can litigate this for years. Does Mrs. Vance have the stomach for that? Or the funds?"
"My client is currently in Bali, spending the publisher’s advance on her memoir. She has time. And I have a very aggressive billing cycle."
Arthur Vance leaned forward. His silk tie shifted, the knot too tight. "Memoir? What memoir? She signed an NDA."
"Regarding the business, Arthur. Not the marriage. And certainly not the... extracurriculars."
Sterling held up a hand. "Careful, Ms. Banks. Extortion is an ugly word."
"Leverage is a beautiful one," I corrected. "It’s the fulcrum upon which the world turns."
I slid a manila envelope across the polished wood. It moved with a soft hiss, stopping precisely at the edge of the table. Sterling opened it. As his eyes scanned the contents, the color drained from his face, leaving him the shade of wet ash.
Arthur reached for the photos. Sterling slapped his hand down on top of them.
"Jesus, Arthur."
"What? It was one weekend."
"In a senator's district office?" I asked. I leaned back, the leather of my chair creaking softly. "With the senator's daughter?"
"She said she was twenty," Arthur whispered, the excuse pathetic and predictable.
"The timestamp says otherwise," I replied. "And the voters? They tend to frown on that sort of arithmetic."
Sterling closed the folder, pushing it away as if it were radioactive. "What do you want?"
"Fifty-one percent of the voting stock. The townhouse. The dog. And full tuition for my client's master's degree."
"That’s robbery," Arthur spat. "I loved her! Doesn't that matter?"
"Love is a liability, gentlemen," I said. "It’s an unsecured investment with a guaranteed rate of depreciation. I deal in hard assets."
"I won't sign," Arthur said, crossing his arms and puffing out his chest like a pigeon defending a crumb.
I checked my watch. A Cartier Tank, steel and severe. "I have a lunch reservation at Le Coucou in twenty minutes. If I leave this room without a signature, I drop a copy of this in the mail to the New York Post. They love a scandal before the midday news cycle."
"You wouldn't," Sterling said.
"Try me."
Sterling looked at Arthur. He gave a single, grim nod. The calculation had been made. The cost of silence outweighed the cost of the shares.
Arthur deflated. He reached for his jacket pocket to retrieve his pen, but he fumbled.
I sighed, reaching for the Montblanc sitting near my notepad. Or, I intended to reach for it. My hand moved, but before my fingers could graze the resin, the pen was already in my grip. Cold, solid, heavy.
I froze for a fraction of a second.
It had happened again. The distance between my hand and the object had collapsed, folded like a piece of paper. One second the pen was six inches away; the next, it was in my palm without the intervening space having been traversed.
My heart gave a traitorous, erratic thump. Sleep deprivation, I told myself. Low blood sugar. Refraction of the fluorescent lights. I clamped down on the anxiety, suffocating it with logic. Things did not teleport. Space was constant. I was simply faster than I realized.
I slid the pen across the table. "Sign the papers, Arthur. Or I release the photos."
The scratching of the nib on paper filled the room. I stood, smoothing invisible wrinkles on my skirt. I picked up the signed documents, the ink still wet and glistening. Another contract dissolved. Another liability liquidated.
The revolving doors spit me out onto the sidewalk. The city heat hit me like a physical blow, heavy with the smell of exhaust and roasting nuts. It was the hour between day and night when Manhattan turned a bruised, electric violet. I raised a hand to hail a cab, my heels clicking a sharp staccato on the concrete.
I reached into my bag for my keys—the apartment keys I always kept in the zippered side pocket. My fingers brushed empty lining. Panic flared, hot and sharp. I dug deeper. Nothing.
I stopped walking, breath hitching. I had checked them before leaving the office. I knew they were there. I looked down at my hand.
The keys were sitting in my palm.
My stomach dropped. I hadn't pulled them out. I hadn't felt them. They had just... arrived. A spatial glitch. A lapse in continuity.
You're losing it, Tiana, I thought, gripping the metal so hard the jagged edges bit into my skin. You need a neurologist, not a vacation.
A black sedan idled at the curb, its engine a low purr that vibrated in my chest. The window rolled down. A man in a dark suit sat in the back. He didn't look at me; he watched the traffic with the indifference of a statue.
"Ms. Banks."
I shoved the keys into my pocket and kept walking. "I don't have cash, and I don't buy mix tapes."
The rear door swung open. A second man stepped out, blocking my path. He was a mountain of muscle wrapped in expensive wool, despite the heat. He didn't smell like sweat or cologne. He smelled of ozone and impending rain—the scent of a storm that wasn't in the forecast.
"We require a moment."
"My hourly rate is eight hundred. I'm off the clock."
"The Sato Clan does not request."
I stopped. The name hung in the humid air like a guillotine blade. Sato. The Tokyo syndicate. They were ghosts in New York, rumors whispered in back alleys and RICO indictments that never stuck.
"I'm a divorce attorney," I said, gripping my briefcase. "You want criminal defense. Call Goldberg on 5th."
"We do not need defense," the man said. He took a step closer, invading my personal space. He inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring.
"Back off," I said. My hand drifted toward the pepper spray in my pocket, right next to the teleporting keys.
"You smell like a wolf who has forgotten how to howl."
A chill raced down my spine, defying the heat. "Excuse me?"
"The scent is faint. Buried under Chanel and denial. But it is there. The static."
"I'm calling the police."
"The police serve the city," the man said, his voice a gravel slide. "We serve the Balance. Get in the car, Ms. Banks."
"And if I refuse?"
"Then we discuss your son's school schedule. Ren gets out of soccer practice at three-fifteen, does he not?"
The world narrowed to the point of a needle. My vision sharpened, the peripheral noise of traffic fading into a dull roar. The cynicism, the logic, the legal armor—it all fell away, leaving only the primal instinct of a mother.
"If you touch him..."
"We prefer to avoid mess. Get in."
The interior of the car swallowed sound. The leather seats were cool and buttery against my legs. I sat with my back rigid, my briefcase clutched to my chest like a shield. The man sat opposite me. In the dim light of the passing streetlamps, his face was a landscape of shadows.
He offered me a tablet. The screen glowed with a single document.
"What is this?" I asked. My voice remained steady, a practiced trick from years of cross-examinations, even as my pulse hammered against my throat.
"A petition for Soul Severance."
I stared at him. "That's a myth. A bedtime story for superstitious paralegals. There is no legal precedent for—"
"The marriage between Ryuji Sato and his... intended... binds more than their assets. It binds their timelines. He requires it severed."
"I handle prenups and custody battles. I don't do voodoo."
"You deal in separation," the man said. "You find the cracks in the unbreakable and you pry them open. That is your talent. It is also your nature."
I looked out the tinted window. The city blurred into streaks of light, distorted and fluid. "I can't help you."
"You are an unregistered Latent," the man stated. It wasn't a question. It was a verdict. "You manipulate space. Small things. Keys appearing in your hand. A parking spot opening where there was none. You think it is luck. You tell yourself it is coincidence."
My mouth went dry, tasting of copper. The pen. The keys. The files I found in drawers I had already checked. The way the subway doors seemed to hold open for me a second too long. Mundane miracles I had spent a lifetime explaining away with statistics.
"Coincidence is just a failure of data," I said, reciting my own lie.
"The High Council does not believe in coincidence. They believe in registration. Or elimination."
He tapped the screen. A file opened. It showed a grainy photo of me, taken from a distance—likely a telephoto lens. I was arguing with a valet outside a restaurant. But it was my eyes that stopped my heart.
My eyes were dark brown. My driver’s license said brown. My mirror said brown.
In the photo, my irises were glowing a violent, radioactive violet. The space around my hands was warped, the light bending as if passing through a heat haze.
"If they see this," the man continued, his voice devoid of pity, "they will hunt you. They will hunt your boy. A Latent mother produces volatile offspring."
I gripped the handle of my briefcase until my knuckles turned white. The threat was elegant, precise, and absolute. They hadn't just cornered me; they had stripped me of my reality.
"Why me?" I asked, my voice barely a whisper.
"Because Ryuji Sato does not want a wizard who cares about the sanctity of magic. He wants a shark." The man’s lips quirked in a humorless smile. "And you, Ms. Banks, have teeth."
The car turned a corner, the motion smooth and heavy. I looked at the tablet again. The fee listed at the bottom was a string of zeros that could buy a small island nation. But the cost of refusal was a grave.
I looked at the violet light in the photo—the liability I hadn't known I was carrying.
"I'll need a retainer," I said.

Chapter 2: The Dragon's Den
Entropy was a color, and that color was the dull, static gray of a television tuned to a dead channel. It was a sound—a high-pitched whine that lived in the marrow of my bones. But mostly, it was a temperature.
Absolute zero.
I sat in the center of the estate, the silence of the compound pressing in on me like deep water. The curse—the Burn—was active tonight. I could feel it gnawing at the edges of my perception, turning the vibrant history of my home into something brittle and hollow. My blood moved like slush through my veins. The Azure Dragon on my back, usually a living, breathing entity of ink and magic, felt heavy. Dormant. Its claws dug into my skin, not with power, but with the dead weight of lead.
Then, the sensor array in the courtyard tripped.
It wasn't a bell or a siren. It was a thermal event.
I felt her before I saw her. A spike of heat punctured the numb gray of my world. It was a chaotic, uncontrolled frequency, hot and red and alive. It washed over the perimeter wards, burning through the cold mist that shrouded my mind.
A car door slammed. Heels struck the gravel. Click. Click. Click.
The rhythm was aggressive. Human.
"Ms. Banks," the guard murmured through the comms.
I didn't need the announcement. I could taste the disruption in the air. She was walking through the garden, and everywhere she stepped, the Entropy receded, burned away by the sheer friction of her existence. It was painful. It was intoxicating.
I stood up. My knees popped, the joints stiff with the metaphysical frost. I needed to move. I needed to remind my body that it was still flesh and blood, not yet stone.
I headed for the dojo. The dragon stirred on my back, irritated by the sudden warmth, rippling sluggishly across my shoulder blades.
The dojo was a cavern of polished cedar and harsh light, the only place in the estate where I allowed the modern world to intrude. Fluorescent bulbs buzzed overhead, a counter-frequency to the ringing in my ears.
I stripped off my gi top, letting the air hit my skin. The ink on my torso was gray, the scales flattened, looking like a faded prison tat rather than the mark of the Clan Head. I grabbed the bokken. The white oak was solid, unforgiving.
I began the suburi.
One. The blade sliced down. Two. A hiss of displaced air. Three.
I focused on the mechanics. Grip, hip rotation, snap. I tried to summon the heat from within, to feed the dragon, but the Entropy was a greedy parasite. It ate the exertion before it could become power.
The shoji doors slid open.
The temperature in the room spiked ten degrees. The air, previously sterile and cold, suddenly carried a scent that made my teeth ache. It was complex—metal, expensive synthetic fibers, fear masked by discipline, and underneath it all... the musk of a wild thing kept in a cage too small for its bones.
I didn't turn. I kept my back to her. To acknowledge her was to grant her status she had not yet earned.
Snap. Hiss. Snap.
"Ms. Banks," I thought. The divorce lawyer. The shark.
She stood by the door. I could feel her eyes on me, analyzing, dissecting. She was counting the seconds, measuring my performance against her hourly rate. Most people crumbled under the silence. They shifted, they coughed, they apologized for existing.
I waited for the shuffle of feet. I waited for the nervous "Mr. Sato?"
Instead, I heard the creak of wood.
I paused at the top of my arc. The sound had come from the bench against the wall. Then, the distinct snap of latches popping open. Paper rustled—loud, deliberate, insulting.
She had sat down.
My grip on the bokken tightened until the wood groaned. She wasn't cowering. She was working.
I lowered the sword. The sheer indignity of it acted as a spark. Anger, hot and bright, flared in my chest. The gray fog of Entropy receded, pushed back by the sudden rush of adrenaline. On my back, the dragon woke up. I felt the ink heat, the scales gaining dimension, the claws flexing against my trapezius muscles.
I turned.
She was smaller than the heat signature suggested. Dark skin, sharp features, a suit that looked like armor. She was reading a file, her legs crossed, a Cartier watch glinting on her wrist.
I walked toward her. I let the intent roll off me in waves—the predatory weight that usually sent grown men to their knees.
She didn't look up until I was standing directly over her, stealing her light.
"You are sitting," I said. My voice sounded rusty, unused.
"My feet hurt," she replied, not bothering to close the file. "Thirteen hours is a long flight."
"Stand."
It was a command, not a request. The air pressure in the room dropped.
She took a breath—I saw the rise and fall of her chest—and stood. She didn't scramble. She rose with a fluid grace that betrayed the predator she was pretending not to be. She met my gaze. Her eyes were dark brown, opaque, shielding everything behind them.
"Ryuji Sato. I assume you received the transfer confirmation."
I tossed my towel onto the bench. It landed next to her briefcase with a wet thud. I stepped closer, invading her radius. The heat coming off her was palpable, a physical furnace against the cold hollow of my chest. I inhaled.
There it was. Beneath the layer of aggressive Chanel and the stale recycled air of the cabin, there was the scent of ozone and wet fur. Static electricity and dirt.
My lip curled.
"I hired a blade, not a dog."
She blinked. The mask of the professional slipped for a fraction of a second, revealing genuine confusion, before sliding back into place.
"I'm a shark, remember? That was the pitch."
"Sharks are clean," I said, my voice dropping to a low rumble. "You smell of wet fur and denial. You smell like a creature that has forgotten the shape of its own teeth."
"And you smell like a gym locker," she retorted, her voice clipped and cold. "Can we discuss the case, or do you want to trade grooming tips?"
Audacity. Pure, unrefined audacity. The dragon on my back shifted, its head moving over my shoulder, the ink pulsing with sudden, vibrant color. It liked her. It wanted to eat her.
I turned away, needing to put distance between us before I did something reckless, like test the strength of her throat. I walked to the water table.
"My wife," I said, looking at my reflection in the glass pitcher. My eyes looked tired, but the gray film was gone. "She has violated the compact."
"Which compact? The prenup?"
"The Laws of Physics."
I drank the water. It tasted metallic.
"I need a severance," I continued. "Total. Absolute. Spiritual and financial. She has taken something that belongs to the Clan. She believes she can hide in the gaps between seconds. I need you to anchor her assets so I can cut her loose."
"'Anchor her assets.' You mean freeze her accounts?"
"I mean pin her to this reality so I can strip her of her name."
Tiana stared at my back. I could feel the static building in the room, a low-level buzz that made the hair on my arms stand up. She was leaking power, spilling spatial magic like a cracked vessel. She didn't even know she was doing it.
"Mr. Sato," she said, her tone shifting into that dry, legalistic drone. "If this is a standard divorce, I need financial disclosures. If this is some kind of Yakuza code talk for a hit, I'm walking out that door. I dissolve marriages. I don't dissolve bodies."
I turned slowly. The amusement was dark and bitter in my chest. She thought she was a civilian. She thought she could walk away.
"You think you have a choice?" I asked softly. "You think you walked in here a free woman?"
"I walked in here a devastatingly expensive attorney."
"You walked in here a stray," I corrected. "Unregistered. Unclaimed. A liability."
I crossed the room in two strides. The lights flickered as the dragon's power surged, feeding off the proximity to her raw, chaotic energy. I loomed over her, letting her feel the weight of centuries, the crushing gravity of the Sato bloodline.
"You will take the case. You will find where she has hidden the lineage. And you will execute the severance."
She didn't flinch. She smoothed the front of her blazer, her fingers trembling slightly—not from fear, I realized, but from the effort of suppressing her own instincts. She was fighting the urge to bare her throat or her teeth. I wasn't sure which.
"Complex jurisdictional issues," she said, her voice flat, boring, perfect. "High-risk client profile. Hostile opposing counsel."
She picked up her briefcase. The lock clicked.
"My fee just doubled."
I stared at her. The heat she radiated was melting the ice in my veins. The Entropy was gone, banished by her stubborn refusal to be intimidated. She was a mess. She was a disaster. She was exactly what I required.
A corner of my mouth twitched.
"Acceptable."

Chapter 3: The Unwanted Guest
The monitor wall hummed, a low-frequency vibration that rattled the ice in my glass. Twelve screens. Twelve eyes watching the sprawling anatomy of the Sato estate. The entropy in my blood made the scotch taste like copper, but I drank it anyway, seeking a warmth that wouldn't come.
I focused on the feed from the West Wing guest quarters.
Tiana Banks stood in the center of the tatami room. She still wore that ridiculous Western armor—a sharp navy blazer and heels that punched divots into the delicate woven reeds. A violation of protocol. I had expected her to change into the provided yukata. I had expected her to bow.
She did neither.
On the screen, my head housekeeper, Mrs. Tanaka, knelt by the low table. Tanaka-san’s posture remained perfect, her face a porcelain mask of servitude, but her aura was spiked with disdain. She poured the tea.
It was deliberate. She tilted the pot a fraction of a second too long. Scalding green liquid splashed across the polished wood and soaked the hem of Tiana's trousers.
Pain exploded across my shoulders.
It wasn't sympathy. It was biological mutiny. The Azure Dragon inked into my skin did not just flex; it thrashed. Scales that had been gray and dormant seconds ago flared with a phantom, searing heat. The ink seemed to tear away from the muscle, the dragon roaring silently into my nervous system.
Protect.
The command slammed into my skull, primal and overriding. My hand crushed the crystal tumbler. Glass shards bit into my palm, but I didn't feel the cut. I only felt the insult to the Anchor. The servant had damaged the vessel that held my potential salvation, and the Dragon wanted blood for it.
I watched the screen, my breath coming in jagged hisses.
Tanaka-san offered a towel. She dropped it on the wet floor instead of handing it over. A calculated insult. In this house, dropping an object for a guest meant they were beneath notice. Unclean.
Tiana stared at the wet towel. She didn't rage. She didn't retreat. She stepped over the mess with surgical precision, bypassing the table entirely to examine the calligraphy scroll on the far wall. She ignored Tanaka-san's existence.
Efficiency. Ruthless, cold efficiency.
Most Latents crumbled under the weight of High Clan tradition. They scurried. They apologized for occupying space. This woman treated the deliberate humiliation like a drafting error in a contract—something to be noted and disregarded.
The Dragon settled slightly, appeased by her strength, but the heat in my skin remained, a warning. I wasn't in control of the beast anymore. It had recognized her, even if I refused to.
I punched the intercom button.
"Kato."
My lieutenant answered instantly. "Oyabun."
"The Western attorney remains in the West Wing until I summon her. Ensure the staff feeds her." I looked at the blood dripping from my hand onto the console, mixing with the spilled scotch. "And Kato?"
"Yes?"
"Tanaka-san spilled tea on a guest. Remove the finger she used to hold the pot. Do it before the hour is up."
"Hai."
I cut the feed. The screen went black, reflecting my own face—tired, lined, and burdened with a legacy that was rapidly becoming a curse. The Dragon hummed on my back, vibrant and alive for the first time in a century, feeding on the violence of my order.
The air around the inner sanctuary tasted of ozone and ancient dust. Gravity felt heavier here, the density of stored time pressing down on the lungs. I found her standing at the edge of the torii gate, the red lacquer peeling like sunburned skin.
She shouldn't have been able to find this place. The garden paths shifted every hour—a spatial puzzle designed to keep intruders walking in circles. Yet here she was, hand hovering inches from the energetic barrier.
"You are lost."
She didn't jump. She turned, her movements slow, deliberate.
"The geometry of this garden is wrong," she said, her voice cutting through the heavy silence. "The angles don't add up to three hundred and sixty degrees. It folds back on itself."
"It is designed to confuse the simple-minded."
"It failed."
I stepped out of the shadow of the pines. The gravel crunched under my boots—a sound too loud in the unnatural stillness. The entropy was thick here, a freezing mist that usually coated my tongue, but as I drew closer to her, the air grew breathable. Warm.
"This area is restricted. Even to expensive guests."
"I followed the hum. It sounds like a migraine looks."
"Step away from the gate."
She tilted her head. Her eyes, dark and assessing, flicked to the stone lantern behind me, then back to the shimmering air between the gate posts.
And then, it happened.
A flash of violet lightning sparked in her irises. It wasn't a reflection. It was an emission. For a heartbeat, her brown eyes were swallowed by a glowing, supernatural purple as she instinctively calculated the spatial coordinates of the barrier.
"What are you keeping in there, Mr. Sato? A radioactive core?"
"History," I said, suppressing the urge to reach out and touch the heat radiating from her. "And things that bite."
"Everything in this country seems designed to bite me. Your maid. Your architecture. You."
I stopped three paces from her. The smell of her hit me again—wild, earthy, smelling of rain on hot asphalt. It clashed violently with the sterile, metallic scent of my own magic. It made my teeth ache.
"Curiosity kills cats, little wolf."
She smirked. A sharp, dangerous expression that exposed too many teeth.
"Good thing I'm a lawyer."
"Imagine what it does to mongrels."
The insult landed, but she didn't recoil. Instead, she stepped forward, closing the distance between us. A challenge.
"Mongrel. You use that word like a weapon. Does it make you feel tall?"
I moved.
Time bent around me, condensing the seconds between intention and action. It was a reflex, a predator’s snap. One heartbeat, I stood three meters away. The next, I had her pressed against the rough stone of the garden wall. My forearm braced against her throat—not crushing, just pinning. Just enough to remind her of the food chain.
Leaves fell around us, frozen in mid-air, caught in the wake of my chronokinesis. The world turned gray and static, except for her. She was a blazing beacon of color in a monochrome world.
"I am tall," I whispered, the words vibrating against her skin.
Her pulse hammered against the sensitive hollow of her neck, right beneath my wrist. Fast. Frantic. But she didn't look away. Her pupils dilated, swallowing the brown, leaving only black pools reflecting my own rage.
The Dragon on my back went berserk. It writhed, claws digging into my subcutaneous nerves, pumping liquid fire into my bloodstream. It didn't want to hurt her. It wanted to brand her. It wanted to bite the soft juncture of her shoulder and neck, to sink into the warmth she offered and never let go.
The biological imperative of the predator recognizing a viable mate. It was disgusting. It was overwhelming.
"You possess a spatial affinity," I said, the words grinding out like gravel, trying to force logic over instinct. "That is why you found this place. You are an anchor looking for a storm."
She gasped, shallow and sharp. "Get off me."
"You are fragile. You bleed. You age. Do not mistake my money for patience. If you cross this threshold, the entropy inside will age you to dust in seconds."
I leaned closer. The scent of her—fear mixed with that maddening, electric warmth—filled my lungs. It was the first time in decades I had felt truly warm. The temptation to close the final inch, to crush her mouth against mine and steal her heat, was a physical pain.
"Do you understand?"
"I understand," she choked out, her hands gripping my suit lapels. Her knuckles were white, but she didn't push. She held on. "I understand that you are terrified."
I froze. The leaves hanging in the air seemed to vibrate.
"Of what?"
"That I might actually be able to help you."
The truth was a sharper blade than any I owned. I shoved away from the wall, the time-stop shattering. The suspended leaves crashed to the ground in a rush of wind. The Dragon roared in protest at the loss of contact, its claws dragging deep furrows of phantom pain down my spine.
I turned my back on her, my skin burning where our auras had brushed.
"Go back to your room, Tiana. Before I calculate how much of my fortune I'm willing to lose to silence you permanently."

Chapter 4: The Ex-Wife
My heels clicked against the stone path, a steady metronome counting down the seconds to disaster. Kato walked three paces ahead, his gait stiff, his right hand hovering near the concealed holster at his hip. The humidity in Tokyo pressed against my silk blouse, making the fabric cling uncomfortably to my lower back. I adjusted the strap of my briefcase, feeling the reassuring weight of the legal pads and the tablet inside. Armor comes in many forms. Ryuji Sato wore living ink and the weight of centuries. I wore Italian wool and the relentless, suffocating application of contract law.
Kato stopped before a pair of sliding shoji doors reinforced with iron bars. He keyed a code into a biometric pad. The lock disengaged with a heavy, industrial thud that vibrated through the soles of my shoes.
"Fifteen minutes, Ms. Banks," Kato said, refusing to meet my eyes. "Do not touch the prisoner. Do not accept tea. Do not give her your true name."
"You hired me to divorce her, Kato, not exorcise her."
He slid the door open, the metal runners hissing. "With Aiko-sama, there is little difference."
I stepped inside. The room smelled of cloying wisteria and something sharper—antiseptic, perhaps, or ozone. It was a gilded cage, appointed with Edo-period furniture and silk cushions, yet windowless. A single ventilation duct hummed in the corner, cycling the stale air.
A woman sat on a zabuton in the center of the tatami mats. She wore a white kimono, the color of mourning, loosely tied. Her hair hung in a glossy curtain around her face, obscuring her expression until I cleared my throat. She looked up. Her eyes were voids of obsidian, flat and unblinking. They were not human eyes.
"You are early," she said. Her voice sounded like wind moving through dry bamboo—hollow and rattling.
I set my briefcase on a low lacquer table, ignoring the chill that crawled up my spine. "I'm efficient. Tiana Banks. I represent your husband in the matter of—"
"Husband." She tasted the word, spat it out like a pit. "He sent a human."
"He sent a lawyer."
She rose in a fluid, boneless motion that made the hair on my arms stand up. She circled me, sniffing the air delicately. "No. Not entirely human. You smell of the kennel."
I opened my briefcase, retrieving the severance petition. My fingers were steady, a testament to years of practice, even as my instincts screamed at me to run. "I'm not here to discuss my lineage, Mrs. Sato. I'm here to discuss the terms of your surrender."
"Surrender implies a war," Aiko said, stepping closer. She reached out a finger, stopping an inch from my shoulder. The air between her nail and my blazer crackled. "This is a slaughter. He thinks paper can hold me? He thinks laws apply to those who eat time?"
"The law applies to everyone who wants to keep their assets," I said, slapping the document onto the table. "Sign the petition. Admit to the infidelity and the conspiracy to embezzle clan funds. If you do, Ryuji—Mr. Sato—has agreed to a lump sum settlement. If you don't, we proceed with a Soul Severance on the grounds of treason."
Aiko laughed. It was a wet, jagged sound, like tearing meat. "Treason. He betrays his blood for a mongrel whore, and calls me a traitor."
I kept my face neutral, though my pulse hammered against my collar. "I advise you to watch your tone. I am an officer of the court."
"You are a stray he picked up to fetch his slippers," she hissed, her beautiful face twisting into a snarl. "Does he let you eat at the table, dog?"
I clicked the pen, holding it out to her. "I'm not here to eat. I'm here to evict you."
The silence stretched, tight as a piano wire. Aiko stared at the pen in my hand. Then she smiled, a baring of teeth that held no humor.
The air in the room grew heavy. The pressure dropped so fast my ears popped. I swallowed, trying to clear the sudden blockage in my throat, but the oxygen seemed to thin out, replaced by a dense, metallic taste. Gravity shifted. My briefcase slid across the lacquer table on its own, crashing to the floor.
"You think you exist here?" Aiko whispered. Her voice resonated from the walls, from the floorboards, from inside my own skull. "You are a rounding error in the equation of this

