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Anyone who has ever been down on their luck—this one is for you.
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And Sarah Landis,


Alvina Ling,


and


Ruqayyah Daud.


Thank you for taking that first chance on me.












Always stand back up after a fall.
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Nanakorobi, yaoki.


Literal translation:


Fall down seven times, stand up eight.
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MIMI UMEZAWA’S GRAND INTRODUCTION TO THE MAGICAL SIDE OF JAPAN



HELLO! Yeah, I’m talking to you! Hi, hello, welcome. I’m Mimi Umezawa, minor goddess, and—oops. Right, right. You haven’t read this book yet. So I can’t exactly spoil who I am and… Okay, okay. Well, go on, read like the wind! I’ve included a few quick definitions, below. Stick in a bookmark here so you can come back anytime. Like the last magical city, I’m here when you need me!




the Academy of Gods—The place for gods and immortals to train during a Cycle. It’s got a magical dining hall, an art studio, and so much more. I’m not particularly interested in the Cycle (see the next definition), but even I think the Academy sounds kind of cool.


the Cycle—A battle between clans fighting on behalf of the Seven Lucky Gods. The winning clan’s members get elevated a rank; the losing clan’s members are demoted—and their head god is replaced, too. Yikes.


five yen—The currency of the gods. Mortals toss in five-yen offerings at shrines and temples, because five yen in Japanese—go-en—sounds like the word for “honorable connections,” and mortals wish to have those lucky connections with prosperous shrines and temples.


godfire—A magical fire with a beautiful neon glow—but this is the worst for immortals. The smoke paralyzes as it devours an immortal. I’ve never seen that happen yet—but once you hear about that, you never want to play with (god)fire, ever.


Jizo—Watches over travelers and children. In the shape of a rock statue with a red bib, always peaceful and smiling. You hurt him, I’ll hurt you.


Kagutsuchi—The God of Fire. Don’t get on his bad side. He controls godfire.


ōkami—A mythical wolf.


shimenawa—A purification rope made of woven rice straw or hemp. It often has lightning-shaped paper streamers attached for enhanced strength.





THE SEVEN LUCKY GODS




Ebisu, the God of Prosperity


Daikokuten, the God of Business and Trade


Bishamonten, the Goddess of War


Benzaiten, the Goddess of the Arts


Kichijoten, the Goddess of Happiness


Hotei, the God of Fortune


Fukurokuju, the God of Wisdom



The Official Ranks of Gods, Spirits, and Mortals




Ruling god


Major god


Minor god


Guardian spirit


Minor spirit


God-blessed mortal


Mortal
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AN EXCERPT FROM JIN UEHARA’S NOTEBOOK: A GUIDE TO (NON-MAGICAL) JAPAN





Hi, Tessa,


Here’s my mini guide to Japan! I know you’ve got your phone to look things up, but sometimes it’s useful when things are all in one place, right? See you later at the festival!


Jin





bō—A wood staff that is used in traditional Japanese martial arts.


haori—A loose traditional jacket, often made with beautiful patterned cloth on the outside.
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Haori








hashi—Chopsticks; two sticks of equal length, narrower on the side you use to eat.


Iriomote cat—An endangered cat from Iriomote Island in the south of Japan. EXCUSE ME, Mimi Umezawa here. You CANNOT have someone other than ME introduce an Iriomote cat to anyone else. We are PRECIOUS, I tell you. Absolutely precious, valuable, must-protect-at-all-costs!
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Iriomote cat








katana—A traditional Japanese sword with a slight curve.


Natsu Matsuri—Summer festivals. Japan has amazing summer festivals with loads of stands with games and food, and fireworks for the bigger festivals.


onsen—Hot springs; they’re supposed to have lots of natural minerals and stuff that are healing for your body.


sai—An Okinawan three-pronged blade that’s actually not as sharp as it looks, but it’s pretty effective—especially against bō.
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Sai








sakura—Cherry blossoms; one of my favorite parts of spring. It’s like a gentle snow without all the cold.


seiza—A traditional way to sit with your legs folded under your body, in a kneeling position.


shuriken—Also known as a throwing star; a four-pronged weapon. Check out my drawing—pretty cool, right?
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Shuriken








torii—A gate that’s often at the entrance to Japanese shrines; it marks the start of a sacred place.
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Torii
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LAST TIME IN TESSA MIYATA IS NO HERO…





Foreword provided by Hachi, a minor spirit (with a few interruptions by Kit)





YOU’RE—YOU’RE A MORTAL? OH, WOW! THERE ARE SO many of you these days. First, Tessa and Jin, and now you, too. Um, well, that’s three, but I used to know zero mortals before all of this. I’m Hachi—don’t call me Hachiman, please, that’s my grandpa—and… I think we need your help.


So, since you’re a mortal, whether or not you’ve read Tessa Miyata Is No Hero recently, I’ll give you a quick refresher. I’ve heard mortal minds are forgetful. I don’t really know a ton of mortals, though, but this can’t hurt, right?


So, first, Tessa Miyata. She’s a god-blessed mortal (which means she’s a human who can see gods) who releases an evil samurai god into Tokyo. She’s an absolute troublemaker! Because of her, I—Okay, okay, I’ll wait for you to read further. Anywho, fortunately, she’s got two allies: Kit—an epic, gorgeous, magnificent nine-tailed magical fox (he told me to write that all in) with no memory of his past, and Jin Uehara, her neighbor who’s an ace at karate.


Together, the three of them appealed to the Seven Lucky Gods to Do. Something. But their motto kinda was “Do Nothing, Just Watch Haikyuu!!” Which is a good enough motto most of the time, but definitely not if the world is falling apart.


So because of that, Tessa, Jin, and Kit went to the Dojo of Many Doors. Tessa and Jin had to make their way through the two magical torii gates to learn how to use ku—spirit energy—and create hinoki weapons powerful enough to beat the evil samurai god. But if they didn’t get out in time, they’d become a part of the last magical city forever.


Did they get out? Did they beat the evil samurai god? Who is he, really? Yikes—if you don’t remember that, go back to book one.


Or, does that jog your memory enough? Okay. Now, fast-forward through two months of Jin and Tessa hanging out, going to summer festivals, and basically having an awesome summer vacation (without me, so it clearly couldn’t have been absolutely perfect). Now, let’s get started on book two, Tessa Miyata Is So Unlucky (which, according to Kit, should really be named The Legends of Kit, the Best God in the Universe).


I just gotta tell you… this story… it didn’t end up the way I expected. Intense. Epic. Adventures. Loads of ice cream, sure. Still, my heart kind of hurts thinking of everything that’s happened. And that’s what I want your mortal help with. I want to know… will it end the way you expected? That’s for you to find out.…













I
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The Festival of All Festivals
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The Invitation


TESSA MIYATA WANTED TO BELIEVE, WITH ALL HER heart, that she wasn’t seeing things. Again.


She stood in the entranceway of her grandparents’ house, the humid Japan summer air so thick and muggy it felt like a katana could stand straight up with no support—not that she had any reason to pick up a sword anymore. The curio cabinet to the left had been totally the same as usual when she’d dusted it for extra pocket money a few hours ago.…


Now, though, she glared at the very suspicious, shimmering-way-too-bright-to-be-normal scroll propped against the figurine of a white fox, no taller than her hand and obviously bigger than the specks of dust she’d cleaned up. This scroll definitely had not been there earlier.


“Does the fox look, um, any different to you?” Tessa asked her older sisters, who were putting on their shoes.


Peyton, the second oldest, at sixteen, looked up from tying her black boots. “You mean cleaner? Yeah, I guess. Good of you to help out.”


Tessa hadn’t been fishing for compliments. And she had definitely not been expecting signs of magic. Over the summer, she had wondered if she’d caught a glimpse of Kit every once in a while—though she’d been sure she was seeing things. But she thought she’d never really see another, you know, like, god or troublemaking fox or anything related to all of that.


The thing with magic, though, was only certain people could see it. And, if her sisters couldn’t see anything…


… then that shimmery READ-ME-NOW brightness of the scroll was magical. The collar of Tessa’s yukata, the light cotton kimono that people often wore to summer festivals, suddenly felt itchy and tight, even though she’d comfortably worn this exact outfit to half a dozen festivals already. She tugged at the pink cherry-blossom fabric anxiously. Magic… What does this mean? Is Kit okay? As much as she wanted to read it, she was nervous about what it might say inside.


“You can spend all that extra money on the Obon Matsuri tonight!” said Cecilia, her oldest sister, at seventeen, tucking a pretty, curled strand of hair behind one ear. “But we won’t be able to spend anything or, worse yet, eat anything if we don’t head out now.”


“Right, right,” Tessa said, sliding her feet into her sandals. “We’ve got places to go… people to see.…”


People to see… Had Jin gotten one of these strange scrolls, too? Was it a message from Kit?


“We’re leaving now!” Cecilia called to their grandparents. Ojiichan and Obaachan popped their heads out of the living room, where they were about to sit down in front of their TV with their bowls of rice crackers and snacks, as they liked to spend their evenings.


“Be safe! Have fun!” Ojiichan said with a cheery grin. “Itterasshai!”


Itterasshai was one of those phrases that Tessa had puzzled over when she’d first arrived in Japan. Its exact translation didn’t quite make sense in English: “Go and come back.” But it really meant that whoever said this wanted you to return, so it meant more like “Safe travels, and come back home.”


“Eat lots of yakisoba and play lots of games!” Obaachan added. “You’re only young once! Even if you lose, try again! Itterasshai!”


“Even if you lose, try again…,” Tessa muttered under her breath. “And even if I never thought I’d see the last magical city again, maybe it’s really right around the corner.…”


The instant her sisters stepped outside, Tessa snatched up the scroll. It pulsated with a curious energy, as if checking who had picked it up.


Ku.


Spirit energy. The energy of the gods.


She gulped. Then she heard the faintest whisper, so faint that she almost thought it was the noise from her grandparents’ TV.


Tessa… Miyata… You have been invited—


“Tessa, come on! We can’t be late!” Cecilia’s voice floated through the doorway. “Our friends are waiting at the train station! And isn’t Jin waiting for you, too?”


“On my way!” Tessa called back. She tucked the scroll into the sleeve of her yukata; she’d have to look at it later. Her heart was pounding like the taiko drums that she was sure she’d see at the matsuri tonight…


… as long as this scroll didn’t change her fate first.
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THE TOWN OF KISARAZU HAD HELD QUITE A FEW FESTIVALS over the summer, but this last one was supposed to be the biggest and best. Tessa had seen the flyers stuck in the windows of the local shops for weeks. Sparkly-bright fireworks like suddenly blooming flowers in the deep blue-black night sky, rows of stands with food and games.


She strode with her sisters along the busy sidewalk filled with other yukata-clad festival-goers, heading to where it was set up in the local high school’s open area. Her wallet and her stomach were more than ready. The smooth-sweet crystallized sugar coating on the candied strawberries was just in reach, as were her favorite plates of yakisoba, stir-fried noodles that made her mouth water just thinking of them.


“Why’s this one special again?” Tessa asked Cecilia. “Obo-something?”


“An Obon Matsuri,” a voice answered from behind her.


She spun around, grinning brighter than the streetlights overhead. The crowds swirled around them, like a human ocean with churning waves, but seeing Jin moored her.


Jin Uehara, her neighbor from across the street and her best friend, beamed back in a dark blue yukata. Though he was thirteen—only a year older than Tessa—he radiated with a natural confidence, the kind of confidence that was backed by his intense, Japan-wide karate champion status. Tessa had been on the receiving end of just a few of his furrowed-eyebrow looks before they’d become best friends, and each time, she’d wanted to melt into the ground.


But as intense as Jin seemed, he was quite different when Tessa had gotten to know him. Jin really didn’t care much for karate, and all he actually wanted to do was draw manga—which was exactly what his father would never want him to do. So to keep his only parent proud—his mom had left a few years ago—he kept toiling on in karate.


He continued, as the history nerd that he was, “Obon is a time where the barrier between our world and the world of our ancestors thins, and we honor them as they come back to visit us. But, um, Tessa…” He tilted his head to the side, as if trying to gesture—


Something gold flashed in his hand. He has a scroll, too! The chattering crowd swallowed up the sound of her gasp.


“Mind going with me to the 7-Eleven real quick?” he asked, loud enough for her sisters to hear. “I, uh, need a bandage; these old sandals are too tight on my feet.”


She glanced up at her sisters, who were watching them with strange looks on their faces.… Her heart thudded, remembering how her sisters had saved her from being bullied time and time again in California. It must be weird seeing me have a friend.…


“Go on,” Cecilia said. She looked so proud that Tessa’s face started burning hotter than the grand finale of all fireworks. “We’ll see you in the festival.”


“But be safe!” Peyton hollered, as she tugged Cecilia toward the matsuri.


“Safe is my middle name,” Tessa called back. “What do you expect, that I’d let an evil god loose or something?”


Jin covered his face with his elbow in a very laugh-sounding cough. The fluorescent lights of the 7-Eleven streamed brightly as they walked closer.


“Should we go get those bandages?” Tessa asked, nodding toward the entrance. The automatic doors kept whooshing open with a blast of air-conditioning, and then quickly closing. A chime rang almost nonstop with all the festival-goers hurrying in and out. Ping-pong, ping-pong… “Or is it…”


She hesitated, not ready to bring up the scroll first. For so long, she’d been the only one getting bothered by spirits; she’d never felt like she’d found a place to belong until she’d met Jin, who could see immortals, like her.


A particularly loud group of boys strode toward the 7-Eleven, and he shifted subtly, putting himself slightly between them and her. Her heart thudded strangely.


“I didn’t need any bandages, but… I have something to show you.” Jin nodded at an empty bench near them.


Her heart thumped as they sat down.


“So…” Jin hesitated. “I was rushing inside the house to change into my yukata after another practice, but when I went to grab my yukata, there was something on top.”


“Oh?” she asked. “Funny you mention that, because when I was leaving to get over here, there was something next to that fox figurine, you know the one that used to be a daruma?”


His eyes widened. “Was it a scroll?”


Tessa grinned, relief washing over her. “Yeah. Brighter-than-bright, but my sisters couldn’t see it. I stuck it in my sleeve.…” She rummaged around her coin purse and lip balm, but her fingertips seemed to meet only cloth and empty air.


“I hid mine in my sleeve, too.” Jin laughed.


A sharp edge pushed into her finger. “Ouch. Here it is—”


They both drew their scrolls out—


Tessa yelped, and nearly fell off the bench. Jin lunged forward, and barely saved her from falling face-first into the packed dirt. Together, they stared at their scrolls that lay on the ground in front of the bench.…


Which were definitely not scrolls anymore.


A golden tiger, stretching as tall as Tessa, grinned toothily. An elegant dragon curled close, shimmering fire visible behind its sharp fangs.


“Good evening, Miyata,” said the tiger. “Ready to take a ride to the last magical city?”


Her jaw—which had been feeling rather slack with everything unraveling—was surely floating away on a distant breeze. She spluttered. “But… I thought we’d never see the last magical city again. Wait, who are you? What in the world is going on?”


Jin was as pale as snow. He was usually so unflappable, but even he was shocked.


The dragon spoke with a lilting, surprisingly gentle voice. “My name is Ryu, and my companion is named Tora. We were summoned to bring you both to the City. You are clearly god-blessed—otherwise, you wouldn’t be speaking to me, after all. A new Cycle is beginning. With its start, immortalkind and god-blessed mortals who are fourteen years and younger are summoned to Takamagahara—the last magical city, as you more commonly know it.”


“Fourteen?” Jin finally spoke. “I’ll finally be an adult at eighteen, not—”


“As part of mortal Japan,” the tiger corrected, rolling its eyes. “For immortals, youth is a sacred gift—the gods may live forever, but they will never have their youth back. Because you are young, you thrum with ku, with your life, your joy, your energy. Everything is brimming with the ability to twist your fate. This is why you’ve been invited now.”


Jin spluttered. “But school—my dad—”


The tiger waved a folded paper paw at them. “No time for excuses. It took long enough for you two to open these scrolls; we’re running out of time.”


“But what are you?” Tessa asked.


“I am naught but paper, enchanted by the power of the Cycle and the last magical city itself.” The dragon shifted a small claw to her side; she tapped it once and tugged off a piece of paper, offering it to Jin. “Hand over your invitation, too, Tora-chan.”


The tiger growled under her breath and shook out her fur. Likewise, a small piece of paper fell down. Tessa and Jin picked them up. If the scrolls turning into strange, sassy animals hadn’t been enough to make Tessa try to pinch herself and not believe she was surely in a dream, this was.
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YOU ARE INVITED TO THE ACADEMY OF GODS




Those who are granted entry


to their chosen god’s clan


will battle on behalf of their leader.







For the winning clan,


all members will be elevated in rank.







The losing clan will have their head god replaced.







Fortune favors the bold.
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“I—uh, what?” Tessa spluttered. “Replaced… like…”


“The loser god shall be replaced,” the tiger urged, as if Tessa was clearly not getting with the program. “Come on. Let’s hop over to the City. The sooner you two finish the Selection Ceremony, the sooner Ryu and I can drop you off back here before the fireworks start popping. I’ve always wanted to see mortals’ fireworks.”


“But… what clans? Who are the head gods?” Jin asked. “Like, all gods?”


“Flip the page, flip it.” The tiger waved a lazy paw. “Your life span is so short, you both need to move faster, mortals.”


Tessa turned the invitation around. “Whoa. The Seven Lucky Gods could get swapped out? That’s huge.”


Seven faces were illustrated in gold circles—including jolly Ebisu, the absolute top god and the God of Prosperity; sharp-eyed Bishamonten, the Goddess of War; and thoughtful Kuju, the God of Wisdom. But it was the very last illustration that caught her attention: an eighth drawing, stuck at the bottom like an afterthought. It was in a motley-colored circle of copper and tarnished silver, and just a hint of gold.


A samurai with furrowed eyebrows and a long, elegant nose. His lips were in a thin line, as if whoever had drawn this had caught him when he was trying to serve up justice. His hair was pulled up into a topknot, clean and tidy. As the Unlucky God, he was a bit of a vigilante who had challenged the Seven Lucky Gods’ agendas to keep their powers all to themselves—much to the Seven’s annoyance.


Lord Taira Masakado, her dear friend whom she’d saved—and who had saved her countless times, too.


“Wait… Kit?” Tessa blurted out.


Jin blinked. “So… if he loses…”


“Right, I heard about how you two fought alongside the Unlucky God,” the tiger said. “Yep, since his identity has been revealed, he’s part of this Cycle, too. So if he loses, he’ll vanish, poof! Then the City will choose a new god to take his place—though, hopefully, the identity of the Unlucky God will properly stay hidden in the future, as it was supposed to be.”


Tessa’s and Jin’s eyes met in horror. Kit could get replaced? As in, be gone forever?


“But Kit already has a clan, right?” Tessa asked.


“Nope,” the tiger said simply. “We don’t have to wait for the ceremony to know the truth: No one wants to be part of his clan.”


No one… No one at all?


Jin gasped. “He’ll lose by default? That’s not fair!”


“Take us to the City,” Tessa cried out. “Please—”


“Finally!” the tiger cheered, and leaped forward.


Tessa yelped. She was no longer sitting on the bench—rather, she was sitting sidesaddle on the tiger, her fingers clinging to its papery fur, and the tiger was sprinting toward the Obon Festival. A quick glance over her shoulder showed that Jin and the dragon were hurtling close behind, with Jin holding on for dear life.


They were weaving through the crowds, and no one seemed to notice them. With a sprightly hop, they bounded through the entrance of the high school and shot straight toward the stately center platform, made of wood planks and strung with colorful paper lanterns. She caught a brief glimpse of Cecilia and Peyton, laughing with their friends; she was filled with a sense of relief, knowing they were okay. A woman pounded on a taiko drum as big as her, with sweat coursing down her face, as townsfolk in yukata swayed in one of the traditional festival dances around the center platform.


Then Tessa paled. “Wait, we’re heading straight into the platform, we’re going to—”


A glowing outline blazed on its tall wood side.


“A torii,” she gasped.


“That’s right, Miyata! The City opens doors where you least expect it!” the tiger called over the taiko drum that was so loud that each beat thrummed through her bones. “You’re going home!”


“It’s not my home, I’m a mortal!” Tessa exclaimed, but there was no time to argue. They leaped into the torii, and there was a blazing burst of light.
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THE TORII BURNED BRIGHT, SEARING HER EYES; SHE couldn’t see anything beyond the golden glow. A blast of wind smacked her face, like a rude slap, and she opened her mouth to speak, but every word was torn straight out of her mouth.


Tessa’s eyes watered as the glow faded. She was still clinging to the tiger, racing down the busy main street of Takamagahara. A sense of awe filled her. I’m back! I’m finally back in the last magical city!


Gods and spirits strolled in glistening kimonos and hakamas and the occasional suit or dress. Cherry trees heavy with blossoms lined the street with an alluring honey-sweet scent; the tiger and dragon kicked up the petals coating the road. Instead of looking annoyed, the onlookers’ eyes widened upon seeing their golden paper rides, and they waved at Tessa and Jin.


Her hearing began to return, and she could finally make sense of the buzzing voices:


“Good luck!”


“We hope you’ll get selected!”


Then—a gasp. “They’re mortals! They won’t get chosen.”


“Rare to see a god-blessed mortal though. Maybe I should try my luck at one of the games!”


Her heart began pounding again, just like a taiko drum.


With a final burst of speed, the tiger turned the corner. “And… here we are!”


The paper animals abruptly stopped in front of a gate with lots of immortals hurrying inside. An origami sign hovered above them: Welcome to Obon. The tiger unceremoniously dumped Tessa off and began licking her paw. “In you go now!”


“Ouch.” She stood up and brushed herself off. “Where’s Kit?” She didn’t see him in the crowd pouring through the gate.


A sudden roar came from their left; Tessa and Jin exchanged confused glances.


Four figures stepped in front of the entrance to the festival. All wore masks with the painted face of a scowling oni—a demon—and they were dressed in red-and-gold hakamas. They held white board signs that said RAISE THE SHIMENAWA! in gold letters.
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The other immortals who had been walking toward the festival entrance drew away but kept looking at the protestors curiously. From deeper in the crowd, a guard dressed in a full suit of armor shouted, “No demonstrations during Obon! Bring your issues to the Seven Lucky Gods’ receiving hours!”


“The Seven need the support of all immortals! All of us in the City—we don’t need the mortals! They’re reducing our powers!” one of the figures shouted. “We want the shimenawa replaced!”


An immortal nearby Tessa muttered to his friend, “But no one wants that anymore, because not having a shimenawa means a better chance at power for all.”


His friend nodded. “Even the Seven don’t advocate for the shimenawa anymore.”


“Yeah, they know they’ll lose a ton of support from other immortals,” the first immortal responded.


“Who would a shimenawa help?” Jin asked. “Everyone knows the City and mortals are better without it.”


“Is that so? But should the gods really be spending so much time on mortal lives?” One of the protestors broke away from their shouts to peer at Jin. “You seem interested—want to know more about us?”


Tessa pulled Jin away, into the crowd. “Whoa, we’re here for Kit, not whatever this is.”


Suddenly, the protestors turned their signs around. There was a strange lettering on the board, but it didn’t look like any Japanese character she’d seen before.


The crowd gasped. The guard started moving faster; two others hurried forth.
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Tora whispered, “Is that—”


“No. No… it can’t be.…” Ryu shook her head. “They were eliminated before the barrier went up. The Seven made sure of it.”


“‘They’? What’s that sign mean?” Tessa asked.


The paper animals were too shocked to respond. Jin frowned. “It looks familiar, somehow.…”


One of the guards shouted, “Under the guidance of the Seven Lucky Gods and on behalf of the City, you must come with us for questioning!”


The protestors defiantly raised their signs higher, shouting, “Return to the times of the shimenawa! Immortals should keep the ku! Raise the shimenawa!”


The minute the guards reached the protestors, the first guard snapped his fingers. A torii appeared with a view of a blank white room within its poles, and the guards tried to rush the protestors inside—


But they slipped out of reach; there was a flash of light, then gold-hued smoke filled the air. When it cleared, the protestors were nowhere to be seen, except for a painted mark on the torii, that same strange character that had been on their signs.


The crowd was buzzing.


“They were here.…”


“Before long, they’ll be hunting us.…”


“It’s just for the shimenawa, if we get that up.…”


The guards quickly snapped their fingers; in an instant, the torii disappeared, and the guards stomped back to their posts, glaring as they went.


“It’s time to go inside!” one of the guards shouted. “The festivities are about to begin!”


The crowd moved through the gate, talking in low and guarded voices.


“It’s them,” Ryu whispered, in shock. “Those masks… that sign… They… they have returned.”


“Wait, can you fill us in?” Tessa asked. “Who are those people?”


Ryu lowered her voice. “We shouldn’t speak of it.…”


Tora shook her head. “If they are to apply to the Cycle, they must know.”


“Please, tell us,” Jin said.


Tora and Ryu exchanged glances. The dragon sighed, but finally nodded.


“I… I think that was the… the God Hunters,” Tora whispered.


“God Hunters?” Jin said. “That sounds familiar.”


“Perhaps you may have heard of a similar name in a mortal anime or story, but this is no game. They are ruthless,” Tora growled. “Nothing about them is to be trusted.”


Ryu bowed her head. “I am naught but paper from the library of the gods, but… one matter of advice I can give you is this: Don’t mention what you just saw—not a word of it. Because you are mortals, if the Seven catch wind of you even saying that group’s name… they’ll think you’re one of them. Then they won’t want just your clan to get eliminated—assuming you make it in—but they’d want you eliminated, completely.”


“But who are—” Tessa paused. “Who are they?”


“They are god-blessed mortals who don’t want the interference of gods in their life. And, there are rumors that gods joined their ranks, too. Over a decade ago, when the barrier between gods and mortals was set into place, the Seven promised the City and all who live in it that the God Hunters were eliminated. But it seems the God Hunters are back, which is frightening.… Before that Lord Taira of yours was trapped in that fox charm, other key advocates against the shimenawa mysteriously vanished. That is the power and ruthlessness of the God Hunters—they will remove any obstacles.”


“Aren’t other immortals happy that the shimenawa is gone?”


Ryu sighed. “It’s rather complex. The Seven supported it—until the uproar when you two and Lord Taira removed it. That made the other immortals realize that their power had been capped. True, they didn’t have the obligations of watching over mortals, but their strength had stayed stagnant through the past decade—while the Seven had grown in power.”


“So the immortal world is going through growing pains?” Tessa asked. That’s what Gram said when Peyton had gotten particularly annoyed about something or another.


“Exactly. Growing pains. I wonder, now that Lord Taira’s role as the Unlucky God has been revealed… somehow, perhaps, the God Hunters were able to initiate the start of the Cycle, something that has not happened in hundreds of years… to get him removed.” The dragon rocked from side to side, nervously. “You should ask Lord Taira for more information about the God Hunters, as it may be best to have him discuss such matters.”


“I’m sure it was just a fluke,” Tora said, though it mostly sounded like she was trying to convince herself. “There is no way that they could rise again.…”


Tessa frowned. There was a lot to the world of immortals that she didn’t know about.


Then Tora yelped. “The time! We must get going; you’ll be too late to apply to any of the clans!”


But Jin was still staring at where the protestors had vanished, and over at the guards who were at their posts, looking rather perturbed. Tessa tugged on his sleeve. “Come on. We should find Kit.”


Finally, Jin tore his gaze away. “Right. Kit. Of course. Time to go to the festival—”


“No, your path is here.” Ryu gestured a golden claw at a wide dark-wood building to the right, partially hidden by a grove of bamboo. It looked rather old yet statuesque, like every year had brought it more blessings.


“You must attend an introduction course before you can apply for your clan,” Tora said. “Then you will find your Unlucky God.”


Tessa and Jin exchanged looks. Hesitantly, she began walking forward, and was about to climb the steps when Jin whispered, “Tessa!”


“Hm?”


“Take off your shoes!” He gestured at how she was about to put a sandal on the low step.


“Oops.” Quickly, she slid them off and mimicked the way he properly lined up his sandals.


“Already trying to make your own rules?” the tiger said with a sharp-toothed grin. “A little fast for that. Well, go inside, and see if you’re ready to wager your life for a chance at glory. Or for saving the Unlucky God.”


Tessa and Jin met each other’s gazes. Their lives would be at stake?


“Don’t scare them off. If the rumors about Lord Taira are true, he’s quite noble, and is simply in a pinch right now, so he could use some help,” chided Ryu. To Tessa and Jin, she added, “Please enter.”


Tessa breathed in deep. She had been absolutely determined to help Kit—but what if the cost was too high?
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TESSA AND JIN STOOD IN AN OLD-FASHIONED JAPANESE teahouse with an unlit wood-burning fireplace set in the middle. To its side was a low table with two steaming cups, and the traditional whisk for making frothy cups of tea. The other side of the room opened up to a sand garden, with a thin stream trickling around mossy rocks and gnarled trees.


“Come here.” The tiger waved them toward a set of golden floor cushions. The moment they sat, the paper-panel doors slid shut.


Tessa nearly jumped out of her skin. “What’s going on?”


“Patience, squirmy mortal.” The tiger’s voice drifted up from beside her. “We need darkness to see the light.”


Suddenly, a spark rose from the middle of the open fireplace. The wood was unlit, yet the floating ember glowed. Then another and another.


“We will explain the Cycle, so that you can understand the future,” Ryu said from Jin’s side.


“Your potential, not very likely future,” Tora corrected.


“Do not offend the mortals.” Ryu sighed. “Because, remember, change is the only constant. Perhaps they will manage to gain entry into the Cycle. None of the Seven would select a mortal… but the Unlucky God might. You may think things will never change, for better or worse, but change is the only thing you can count on.”


“And the City believes in change for the better!” piped up the tiger. She settled onto the floor, watching the sparkling fire with fascination. “Oh, I love this story. Ryu always tells it so well.”


“Mukashi, mukashi,” Ryu began. Once upon a time… “The City itself was woven out of mortals’ prayers; from there came the gods and spirits, the messengers of the City.”


The sparks grew and grew, forming into an outline of the City, and zoomed into the Seven Lucky Gods’ shrines.


“But there are times when the City and the world of mortals that it serves begin to splinter…”


The seven glorious shrines shimmered—


And dissolved into pieces.


Ryu continued, “The mortal world sees wars, natural disasters, pandemics.…”


Boom! Sparks flew, reforming into a train that was derailing, its wheels screeching.…


Smash! Buildings wavered dangerously, side to side, in an earthquake.…


“Mortals suffer—because the gods are no longer supporting mortals. In moments of misalignment, the Cycle appears, summoned by the City to help usher in that change.”


“Why doesn’t the City just talk to us? Or, at least, to the Seven Lucky Gods?” Tessa asked. “How hard is it to say, ‘Hey, what do you need? Who do you need to replace who?’”


“All who have tried to commune directly with the City have perished in the effort,” Ryu replied. “The amount of pure power the City speaks with… it is beyond imagining. It is a level beyond ku, beyond the mortal energy of ki, beyond anything you or I know. No one can speak that language, but what we do know is that the City wanted us to have free will, to try to change things for the better ourselves.”


Jin scrunched up his nose. “If the Seven Lucky Gods know that they are going to get swapped out, won’t they, um, do better?”


Tessa grumbled, “I bet they all think another of the Seven is the weak link and will get replaced.”


“And just one new Seven Lucky God—or Unlucky God—is supposed to do the trick?” Jin asked.


“Yes. We have seen with new leaders that there is an immense potential for change for both immortals and mortals,” Ryu said. “But with the wrong leader, the foundation of the City itself could break. Mortals will be left without any help…”


“Until a new leader comes along?” Tessa offered.


“… until the end of time.”


Tessa gulped, imagining the magical city of Takamagahara turning into rubble.


Tora clapped her paws. “So, so, the good stuff! The Cycle. Ryu, tell them about the Cycle!”


The dragon nodded and flicked her claw. The sparks danced, forming into miniatures of the Seven Lucky Gods with four figures lined up behind each of them.


“Each god leads a clan, and the members must be between the ages of ten and fourteen years old—whether as an immortal or a god-blessed mortal.”


Two figures darted out from different clans and began duking it out with swords.


“The first battle consists of one-on-one matches, where the goal is to capture your opponent’s coin.” Ryu gestured at the duo locked in battle. One of the figures nabbed a necklace with a dangling coin off their opponent and raised their hand in victory. “These matches determine clan rankings, which are connected to a special privilege: The higher your rank, the earlier your entry into the second battle.”


“And what’s that battle about?” Jin asked.


Tora purred. “A fight over me, of course.”


Ryu let out a soft, tinkling laugh. “Technically, she’s right, as the paper animals of each clan will be fused into a token that the clans will compete for. You see, the clans will be racing through a set of four arenas, based on the seasons: Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter. While in the final arena, Winter, the clan that collects all eight clan tokens will be named the winner.”


Tiny lights twinkled in the semidarkness, in eight animal shapes. Before their eyes, the animals charged at each other, sending sparks flying as they collided. The horse tumbled to its side; the black bear took a vicious swipe at it and collected a small speck of gold, and continued rampaging until it had collected eight gold coins, hovering over its body. Though these were merely bits of embers, Tessa gripped her fists, her nails biting into her palms, as the bear roared fiercely, with seven animals fallen on their sides around it.


“How are mortals supposed to fight against gods and spirits?” she asked, her throat dry.


“There are no special accommodations for being a mortal. The clan that gets knocked out first during the final battle will be eliminated, with the head god to be replaced,” Ryu said.


“Replaced? How does a god get replaced?” Jin asked. Prickles ran down Tessa’s back. That sounded grim.


Ryu cleared her throat. “The head god will have to give their title to another god, and then they… travel on.”


“Basically, they turn into ku. Nothing more than pure energy and air,” Tora cut in. “Then a new god will be bestowed with that role so, with how things are going, we’ll likely get a new Unlucky God.”


Tessa’s stomach lumped up with dread. If Kit didn’t compete, he’d automatically be turned into ether. If he lost, he’d turn into ether.


“Wow. This is a lot.” Jin sat back, shaking his head in surprise.


“No risk comes without a reward. If you win, you mortals would become spirits,” Ryu said. “You would no longer be just a visitor, only coming when the City beckons, but one of us.”


An immortal? Tessa’s head spun. She wanted Kit to stay safe, but… but she wasn’t immortal-level stuff. She was, well, Just Tessa.


“But we’d outlive everyone we know,” she whispered. “Isn’t that what it means to be an immortal? To be torn away from our friends, our family who loves us? They don’t see gods or spirits; they’d never be able to see us.”


Tora shook her head. “Since this is a Cycle, you can delay your reward, so to speak. You can become a spirit when you would pass as a mortal. Some of the most determined of now-gods and now-spirits lived their mortal lives out, and then transitioned to their magical forms after their mortal deaths.”


A lonely part of Tessa’s heart—a part of her that she hadn’t even realized existed—leaped hungrily at that thought. Her grandparents were getting older; even her sisters were older than her. There might be a day where she might not have them around—losing her parents when she was barely one year old had shown her how life could change in an instant. But… if she could step into the world of immortals after her days as a mortal were long done, no matter what happened, she’d be safe knowing she had Kit there, and Jin at her side, too.


“But if you lose,” Ryu continued, “you’ll be demoted. In your case, you’d become a plain mortal, forever cast out of the City, never to return.”


“We’d never get to see Kit again,” Tessa gasped, horrified.


“But if we don’t help him, he’ll be gone anyway,” Jin reasoned. “By the way, if we get into the Cycle—won’t my dad and Tessa’s family notice that we’re missing?”


Ryu shook her head. “That won’t be an issue. Your families will believe you’re at a summer camp or another suitable excuse for mortals.”


“Besides,” Tora added, “it’s only for seven days, with one day in honor of each of the Seven Lucky Gods. Most of it is training—a formality, really, for the immortals who have been preparing all their lives. The first battle will be on day four, and the final battle on day seven.”


“Kit deserves a day, too!” Tessa protested.


“Maybe you can change that—if your clan wins the Cycle,” Ryu said.


The embers fell into the fireplace, and the doors slid open. Outside, what had once been the sand garden was wiped away. In its place was an archway made of golden gingko trees, like the sun had been captured in the triangular leaves.


The tiger and dragon peered inquisitively at them, and Tora asked, “So, will you try your hand at the Cycle?”


It felt like a wintry breeze had blown through the teahouse, because Tessa’s skin prickled as she stood up, eyeing the archway. The Cycle… a battle for her future… a battle for Kit to survive…


“I’m ready,” she barely managed to say, her throat dry from nervousness.


“Me too,” Jin added, at her side.


The moment Tessa and Jin stepped into the gingko archway, her heartbeat began to pound, reverberating louder and louder.
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