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The sound of the Gion Shoja bells echoes the impermanence of all things; the color of the sāla flowers reveals the truth that the prosperous must decline. The proud do not endure, they are like a dream on a spring night; the mighty fall at last, they are as dust before the wind.

From the Heike Monogatari, translated by HELEN CRAIG McCULLOUGH







PART ONE
Messenger of the Gods
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Demons

Gyokuji Year 1

Era of the 78th emperor, Suji Ten’in

10th day of the first month

Winter

The man took too long to die.

He thrashed and screamed and trembled in the girl’s arms, and at the end, he begged for mercy, clutching at her with a wet, wavering voice, choking and full of fear. But he was just a priest. She was small, no more than a child, and the man was weak, and the knife was not too heavy.

When it was done, his lifeblood warm over her fingers, the girl crouched beside him, waiting for the last of his spirit to leave. The red spilled a darkening ochre into the dirt; she held his hand. “You don’t have to be afraid,” she said. “It will be over soon. You’ll be all right.”

When it was done, she let the body fall.

When it was done, she looked up, and slowly seemed to remember where she was. She peered into the night, the rotten fence, the winding line of cobblestones and weeds. She saw a clump of steps that crowded at the foot of a decrepit hut, dark and so ramshackle that a ghost could knock it down. There, the woman she called her sister stood waiting like a statue in white mourner’s robes, gazing up into a black and hooded sky. Two more dead monks lay in broken pieces at her feet.

“Sister.” The child went to her, hesitantly, and tapped a finger on the woman’s arm. “Look, sister,” she said, peering upward. “The gods are walking. Do you see?”

“Yes,” the woman said. Her face shone pale as alabaster, smooth as stone. “Yes.”

The rain had stopped long before the two figures had entered the courtyard, leaving the air wet and heavy. But when the dark-eyed woman in the long white mourner’s cloak stepped across the gate, a chill fell through the night and even the crickets stopped their clamor. The lack of a breeze and the oppressive feeling of the low clouds overhead filled the air with a cloying fullness, a kind of thick humidity that made it hard to move; it was as if the dark itself had weight. There were no stars.

Storms had come hard and fast, flooding the little courtyards of the decrepit shrine and the temple just beyond, but now, everything was still. The two figures walked past the gate, sandals squishing in the mud and between the sodden stepping-stones. The small temple lay before them, hardly more than a shack. A thin stream of smoke unfolded itself from an opening in the roof, and the crackle of a fire whispered faintly from within.

“We will stop here,” the woman said.

If not for the lines and the shadows under her eyes, she would have seemed almost young. But there were shadows, and there were lines. Criss-crossing a gentle face, the trace of a dozen written marks cut across her features as though she’d been splashed by ink. Words written onto skin, fine strokes almost too faint to see. When she stepped into the light, the writing vanished, leaving her skin unblemished. When she looked down, her face falling into shadow again, the letters reappeared, faint as they were, and hard to see in the darkness. She took the young girl’s hand.

The girl didn’t notice the marks. Or if she did, she didn’t mind them.

“Let us hurry,” the woman said, leading her toward the shack at the edge of the courtyard. “Before the rains return.”

Her voice was but a whisper, sibilant and thin; like the trickle of water on the shores of Onji River in the spring. Her eyes were polished stones, shining in dim cloudlight. She was tall, towering over the child, and her movements were gentle, but slow, careful as a tiger on the hunt. She seemed, with her steady gaze and calm, unnatural look, to be somehow disconnected from the earth.

By the time they reached the little temple, her face lay smooth and mournful again. The words, like spells, had disappeared.

The girl shifted as they got close, listening to the sound of the fire inside. “Someone’s in there.”

“Yes, child,” the woman said. “Come. He has been waiting for us. Though, perhaps, he does not know it.”

The hut, a simple open space, had a shrine on peeling wood, a place for tea, a hearth, a dying fire: nothing more. There was barely any warmth. A young monk sat in meditation by the wall. In his third decade on this earth, he swayed, turning prayer beads with slim hands, counting each one, click, click, click. “Namu Ohirume Kotaijin,” he intoned.

A breeze swept past, the fire flickered, and in the space between one breath and the next, the woman was there. She stood as if she’d always been there, floating in the dark beside him. Finally, she sat. The prayer continued in silence. The incense burned. The woman said nothing, but in the end, he glanced up, his young face no more than twenty-two or three.

“Welcome, sister,” said the monk. The fire cast tremulous shadows over his features, black as lily seeds, then warm and orange in the glow. “The storm has not ended yet. I fear it will return soon, and you must be weary.”

“Thank you, young one.”

He tried a smile. “You are surprised. Am I so young on this earth, and yet remove myself from it already?”

“There are many children sent to temples in these days,” the woman said, settling beside him. “I know this. But you were not one. Your robes are new.”

“Observant.” He faced her now. “Have you come from the west? You must have seen my associates on the road. They left not an hour ago.”

“We did,” said the woman. “They offered prayers, directed us to this place, to pray before Ohirume… We sent them on their way.”

“Is that why you’re here?” he asked. “To pray? You may join me. I know I’m young, but I will aid in what I can. What troubles you?”

“On a night like this,” the woman said, “everything. Tell me, monk, do you believe in the cursed gods?”

He paused, considering. “There are many hungry spirits now,” he said at last, “searching for something to calm their wrath. Vengeful, bitter. Corrupted…”

The woman inclined her head. “Once, when I was young, I was sent to a temple in the northern islands, to the order of the sacred law. Just a child, alone. I was told to seek enlightenment. They said I was suffering.”

He held out his hands. “We all suffer, and we all have the elements of enlightenment inside us. Eventually, we may change.”

“Change,” mused the woman. “A funny word. Where were you, may I ask, in the recent wars?”

He grew still. “I was in the royal city.”

“You must have seen it, then. I saw many things myself. For a time, I too thought the Age of Plagues was upon us. I despaired. I fell ill. Then, one day, the wind changed. The tides were stayed. And when I woke, I could hear.”

“Hear what?”

“The other place.” She moved closer, reciting an ancient verse. “‘Waves, lapping onto the Awa shores, are still unchanged; while you are so very different than I remember.’” She gave the faintest sliver of a smile. “But such is life.”

“Do I know you?” the young monk asked.

“No,” she said. “But I know you. I have been with you every day of your life.”

He glanced at her, then away.

“I am troubled,” she said. “Such death and devastation in this world. War, rebellion, unrest. The clans and noble families. I fear the gods will punish us. I fear that I am… cursed.”

“The gods are kind,” he said. “They show compassion.”

“No,” she said. “It is for the gods that I am cursed. I seek to end it.”

The spellwork writing became visible on her face as she lingered at the edge of the hearthlight. “You see,” she said, “I am their messenger.”

He blinked. “Who are you?”

“A ghost,” she said. “Like you. Remaining, and yet changed. I am brought unto this world at the will of the gods. I am their servant. Their… voice. I am here in search of sinners. There are so many on this road to hell… so many who wander the wastes of the world. And so must I wander, until I fulfill my purpose and bring their souls to justice. You see… then will my curse be ended, and I will become one of them.”

“One of who?”

“The gods.” She leaned forward, letting the light of the dim fire spill across her eyes. “They brought me back for a reason. I know, now, what that reason is.”

He tried to move, found himself pressed upon the opposite wall. The fire burned dim in the hearth. Each time she left a flicker of light, the strange, dark writing returned. “I am but a mirror,” she said. “A servant who walks the earth to correct a great and terrible wrong. The gods ask me, even now: Deliver us, they say. Deliver our divine punishment for the sins of the three.”

His breath caught at the words. “You need to leave.”

“I cannot, young prince. Not until my work is finished.”

“I’m not a prince.”

“But you are,” she said. “You are.”

“I have renounced that way.” He trembled. “I am a monk of the sacred law. My name is Joren…”

“You are a son of the Keishi line.” She blocked him every time he tried to move. “You have blood on your hands the same as your father. You know this, Shigemune. You know it in your heart.”

“I’m not that man anymore. I left that behind…”

“You cannot leave it behind,” she said. “The gods are watching.”

“Why are you here?”

“Because of you, my prince. ‘Three will die.’ You know these words.”

“Get out.”

“Three will die,” she said again. “Gensei. Keishi. Ten’in. Three great families to which I am bound. I must reclaim their children. You see? A child, for a child.”

His eyes widened. “You’re a demon.”

“There are many demons in the world now,” she said, “and all have suffered. Tell me about the Gensei family.”

He tried to rise. She caught him in her gaze and laid a hand on the wooden table. Her eyes glinted like broken pearls, reflecting light.

“I… told them not to,” he whispered, as though under a spell. “I knew it would lead to nothing but death…”

“Which you took part in.”

He said, “I have no illusions about what I’ve been a part of. Now I dedicate my life to something better…”

“Better?” She gestured at the small shrine room, the decrepit hut. “Yes. Maybe this is better.”

“The gods will forgive me,” he stammered. “I am their servant…”

“As am I,” she said.

He paled at that, said nothing. Outside, the wind howled. “I don’t have much,” he said at last, “but, if you would have it, I can offer you some food. Then I would ask you to go.”

She smiled again, as if amused. But her eyes were dead. “The fighting will be over soon. Even now, your father is out hunting traitors… while you sit here in the rain. Soon the Gensei clanline will be broken. Their leader, Katsusada, will never be forgiven for insulting your father. He will be found. He will be killed.”

“Why are you here?” He was shaking now, unable to move.

The woman withdrew the small sword she kept tucked into her belt. The scabbard gleamed, inky black and lacquered, with reflections of the hearth. She set it on the maggot-eaten wood. “When Katsusada rebelled against the Ten’in emperor, he left two heirs behind,” she said. “Your father has decided to spare them.”

“He left one heir behind. Kai Gekko’in is a child… She caused none of this. She’ll be a ward, she’ll grow up under my father’s control.”

“It won’t help you if you lie,” the woman said.

The monk stirred, taken aback. “What?”

“There is another heir. His name… is Sen. And you know where he is.”

“No…”

“You know where they’ve hidden him away. You helped them.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because you don’t like what your father Lord Keishi is doing. You think his ambition has gone too far. You think he deals with gods beyond his control. So, you turn. You think, something must be done… Tell me, where is Sen of the Gensei family?”

“… I can’t,” he said.

“You must.”

He shook under the flat glare of her eyeshine. The writing on her skin began to change, glimmering: “Speak,” she said.

He choked. Words gasped themselves out of his throat. “I heard only whispers. But… he is an infant. He will never come back…”

“Tell me where, prince.”

“He is protected. Your magic cannot harm him.”

“Where?”

His hands shook as he clutched his prayer beads. His breath shuddered, and when he spoke, it was as though against his own will:

“East.”

The woman made a slicing movement, like a blade across his heart. He jerked, pale, gasping. “Take the sword,” she whispered. “Take it.”

So he did.

Suddenly, drawing a vicious hate from within himself, he slashed at her, but he was clumsy with fear, and only the tip of the sword caught her across the jaw.

The moment it did, he fell back, clutching his own jaw with a hiss of pain. The sword went clattering to the wood. His fingers were covered in blood. The moment he struck, his own jaw was sliced open, as if an invisible knife had cut the skin, exactly where he tried cutting her.

The woman, on the other hand, remained untouched. The spellwork marks that crossed her features shifted into different words. Then faded.

He held his face, blood already seeping through his fingers. “What are you?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “When you look at me, what do you see?”

“I see a monster—”

“A monster?” she echoed. “Maybe. Yes. Maybe.”

“The gods will strike you down,” he said, shuddering. “And you will die. Your body will burn.”

“Burn?” She repeated him again. “No. I don’t think so… but, in truth, only time will tell. I don’t know what will happen to this body. Maybe it will burn, as you say. Maybe. Either way, what does it matter? One day it will die, as all things die. Then I will return and find another. Such is the way of things. Now take the sword.”

“I will not…”

“You must take it.”

Under the power of her words, he reached for the sword again. His hand moved as if on its own; he gasped, his arm following her command, shaking and convulsing as he tried to stop it, but he couldn’t, he continued. She whispered:

“Do it.”

He impaled himself in the abdomen, slicing through his own belly, then up toward the heart.

“This is what you want,” she said. “Accept it. This is what you want. This is how you end your disgrace…”

He made a heavy, choking sound, drowning in his own blood.

“Higher,” she said. The hissing of her voice hung in the air. He tried to say no again, but his arms obeyed, pulling the blade up, and with a thick, wet gasp, he cut through his own ribcage, fat and tissue, organ, bone. His body trembled. His hands shoved higher yet again, forced by her spell. Blood bubbled through his lips. He continued until there was a final shudder, and the sword in his hand reached his heart, and he stopped. Viscera pooled in an ocean before him.

“Thank you, prince,” she said. “As you see, I am a mirror. You wanted to die, for the guilt, deep down… and so, you did. Such is the will of the gods.”

She wiped her hands on her white robe. He fell forward. His intestines, or what remained of them, spilled out over his legs; his ribcage, sawn almost in half, opened awkwardly as it landed on the floor. The sword remained where it was, where she’d made him bring it into himself, jutting from the gory blossom of his bones, and organs, and his heart.

Quietly, she stood, and turned from the folded body on the oak. The floor and the hempen mats were a mosaic now, red and white and brown. She drew her sword from the mess, began to clean it with a cloth, before sheathing it again. “Not yet,” she whispered. Then a second time in the stillness, “No, not yet.”

A wash of embers and bright ashes from the hearth had spilled onto the wooden floor, but she ignored them. She crossed instead toward the thin sliding doors, and when she stepped outside, she found the child waiting for her on the steps. “Come, child,” she said. “It’s time to go.”

They left behind them four dead bodies and a burning shack that no one would remember. Already the flames had started to take hold, growing hotter as the child followed her into the dark.

“Sister, look,” the girl said, nodding toward the shadow of the mountains. An immense shape lingered there, high above them, moving slowly. A giant. “Gods.”

“Yes,” she said. “The pilgrims.”

Above them, great shadows churned and shifted in the sky, elemental shapes in human form, but skeletal, made of a darkness thicker than smoke and far off as the moon. Huge, they lingered, so huge it seemed they might reach out, carve the entire mountainside away in one soft scoop of bone and shadow. As the white-clad woman tightened her black cloak, and took the girl’s hand, the giants vanished, floating through the edge of the horizon and merging with the night itself.

“They come when there is blood now,” the woman said. “Soon, perhaps, they will return into their world, and ours will have some peace.”

When they had passed the gate and found the road again, the girl tugged at the woman’s hand. “Sister,” she said, “I can’t remember anything. About before.”

“I understand, child. It’s all right.”

“How come?”

“You have been harmed by great evil, child. Your spirit is hurting. Are you scared?”

The girl shook her head. “I just want to remember.”

“That may come, in time,” the woman said. “Until then, we must continue on our path. But remember, this is all for you, child. You must remember that. Everything that happens now, it will all be done for you. Now come.”

The temple burned behind them, slowly at first, but then with a surge and a great sheet of flame that consumed the right-hand wall and showed no sign it would abate. The cobbles glinted bright as tiny mirrors in the rain.

The girl spoke. “Sister, you said you’d tell me why so many people have to die.”

“I will,” the woman said, “but it’s a story that will take some time to tell.”

“Sister,” the girl asked again, “where are we going?”

The temple burned, flames rising to the black of night, and as they left, the roof began to collapse. A stream of life-streaked embers shot into the sky and the darkness came again. The woman watched, for just a moment. Then she led the girl down the road.

“To end a war, my dear,” she said. “To end a war.”







CHAPTER TWO
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Sen

17 years later

Shōho Year 3

Era of the 80th emperor, Ashihara Ten’in

5th day of the fifth month

Summer

Sen Hoshiakari, adopted son of Lady Iyo of the East, rode toward the straw-woven target at full tilt. It was midsummer. A high, towering day, with a brilliant painted sky over the sloping meadow, light tufts of pampas grass swaying in the wind. Hawk-feathered arrows sliced the air. He eyed the target on approach. Twenty horselengths. Ten.

He loosed the bow—

And missed.

“Shit!”

The arrow cut cleanly through the air, passing the target and thrumming as it hit the dirt a dozen paces off.

He wheeled his courser, Kaminari, through the meadow-waves, preparing to be rebuked for missing the shot. He had a strong arm, he knew, tall as he was, and slim in the waist and shoulder, yet still he struggled with his bow; Hakaru, his adoptive stewardbrother, would never let him forget it. His eyes were dark, his features sharp, his black hair tied behind his ears. Like his stewardbrothers, Sen did not wear the gaudy colors of the royal city, preferring gentle, earthy tones instead, greens and blues and whites that would suit a forest waterfall; and always, the small jade stone around his neck, a legacy from his birth.

There was a whinny as Hakaru came about. “What would your father say,” he mocked, a spear of wood-grass in his teeth. His brown horse stamped the earth. “Best archer in all the sixty countries, he’d be ashamed of you now. Ha!”

“Shut up, Hakaru!”

“I thought you were a Gensei!” Hakaru roared his laughter. “Shall I show you how now, brother?”

That’s the last thing I want, Sen thought bitterly, burning red. He gripped the reins. Why couldn’t he hit the target? Sons of the warrior lines were taught their worth lay in a bow, and even as an adopted Kitanohara, Sen didn’t want to admit how much it stung. Instead, he stormed off, frustrated. Let it go, he told himself. The summer was here, the day was calm. His stewardmother, Lady Kitanohara-no-Iyo Ogami’in, had wedded the lord of Kurogane, Taga Azamaro, in a union of the eastern people. They were out now to celebrate with a hunt; from here you could see all the land-beyond-the mountains, the ancestral Taga and Kitanohara home, and the sweep of their island nation as it stretched south and west to the central capital far away. From here, it was said, you could even listen to the whispers of the gods, if you were keen enough at hearing.

All summer they had ridden and practiced on the fields, trading shouts and rebukes with their city’s other sons. All summer they had trained, relishing the heat on their hair and the breeze on their skin, the gentle smells of hay in the meadows of Kitano. Sunlight dappled the grass. A low scoop of earth cut west, to where the trees of the Blue Woods rose silent as deities, guarding the mountains beyond. There the old monastery of Kannagara, the Godspath, lay hidden in a sea of trees, where the crow monks lived and practiced their ascetic arts.

Already it had rained. The clouds unfolded themselves from nothing and spat thin, hissing drops across their faces; Sen had laughed and opened his arms in embrace of the squall. Nihira, the eldest, cried, We go in, but Hakaru whooped and raced Sen down the hill.

Now the sun was back, and with it, the airless pause of afternoon. The winds would come tonight. Young Lord Hakaru, who had predicted Sen would take his turn with the bow and miss, began to laugh. He was three years older, with a trickster’s gleam in his eyes and the stubborn jealousy of a middle child; they often butted heads. His brother, Nihira, rode behind him. The thunder and the lightning, people called them; “Because my brother makes all the noise,” Nihira joked.

“I like swords better anyway,” Sen muttered, trying to save face.

“Swords are useless on a horse,” said Hakaru. “But I guess you’d have to learn to ride, regardless.”

“Race you to the road,” Sen challenged.

As Nihira watched with an amused expression on his face, Hakaru shouted, darting off on his horse before Sen could grip his reins. Together they left a trail of dust in the air, thundering across the meadow.

“Damn it, Hakaru!” Sen brought Kaminari over the swaying field, racing to catch up. But of course he couldn’t, which only made it worse.

Hakaru called, “Anything to win, Sen! That’s what you gotta learn!”

The trail wound high above the meadows and back down into the lowlands and the streams, and soon Kitano city lay before them, the jewel of the east. From atop the north hill, they could see all of the Aizumi valley in the west, below a rocky highland called the Serpent’s Scales, and in the other direction, long roads that wandered toward the coast-towns by the sea. With its arched roofs, gatehouses, watchtowers and keeps, Kitano fortress lay like a sleeping dragon on the hillside; Kitaiji, which would be the Temple of Hope, stood half-built at its peak. The city sprawled below, second only to the capital, but far more beautiful, and as the low road spindled from the heart of town, from hillocks to the valleys, Sen saw the outvillage in Lady Iyo’s manor to the west, at the mouth of the low-lying fields that divided Aizumi into two parts. The towering slopes of Mount Kanzan lay to the north.

In summer it was pleasant, with flowers and fleeting butterflies above them on the grass – spirits of dead ancestors, folks said, come to wish us well. In winter, woven gates held fast against the cold, strong walls and sturdy rooftops kept the fire in; and all the while, white snow blustered from the mountain, painting Iyo’s woods the color of clouds.

Along the river, the village bustled with activity. Summertime meant trading from the harvest more than pelts; merchants came along the lowland, surrounded by farmers with their carts, dedicants, well-wishers, Kitaiji priests, and families. Night would bring faint firelight upon the river, and with it dancing, the sound of songs. Sen had long watched the boatsmen with their oars and narrow transports coming up the flow, from Otsuzaka and the ferry slope with its great hub of trade along the coast. He used to think he’d travel there one day, sail the river to the sea, cross the country, and see the world.

It was in these moments that he thought, as he often did, of his family, the mother and father who had been taken from him, the clan he never knew.

I might as well have no name, he thought, as he followed his stewardbrothers’ horses along the grassy trail. He’d been raised as a Kitanohara; but though he loved them and lived well, he couldn’t help but feel apart. For he was a Gensei, and the Gensei were all gone. He would inherit no lands, he would be always the half-brother, the one who was raised in ward. He couldn’t help but wonder about the place where he’d been born, about the great Gensei name that once would have been his own. When his father, Katsusada Asa’in, rebelled against the sovereign, he’d been told, the clan was ruined. Stripped of its lands, its rights, its titles, its glory; stripped of its heart. His father had tried, and failed, to change an empire. And he had been murdered, killed by his ally’s army in the dead of night. Killed begging them to save his daughter, Kai, the heir who would one day have led their family, and the older sister Sen had never met.

I wonder if she even knows about me, he thought, as they made their way along the path. He didn’t know how he had lived, that night, when so many others died. He’d been told his uncle had saved him. Hidden him, no more than a toddler, three years on this earth and helpless to his fate. His tutor, Old Yozora Hogen, wouldn’t tell him anything else. He didn’t know if he was the only one to have escaped, or if there were others. But he knew he wanted to learn more.

The skies were clear above him, passing silent with the clouds. The air, warming in the summer sun, danced with a scent of flowers and dried grain, the herbal scent of roots. Soon the light had grown into a different shade, and they rode past the crescent of an evening. Storms lingered in the far-off west. The sun itself descended on the rim of distant mountains.

Sen allowed his mind to drift, from thoughts of home – whatever that would mean – to clouds, to the earth and his brothers and his bow again. He let Kaminari lead him down the trail. The horse knew these hills, and the meadows in the valley, better than he ever could, and he knew them like a piece of his own skin. Kaminari would bring them back to Kitano. Their city, their home. But Sen felt his mind still floating toward the past, thinking again about his family, both his families, the one that birthed him, and the one that took him in. And to him it felt as though he had two hearts. He wondered what the future would bring.

A moment passed, and something changed in the wind. Ahead of him, Nihira stopped. They’d found the cutback where the trail split off toward the village, sloping down on one side of the hills, the other climbing up with branches crawling through ravines. Hakaru had ridden ahead, but now he too began to slow, finally stopping altogether and turning back toward his brother. “What is it?”

“Sen,” Nihira said, in his stern, flat voice. “Look here.” He was motionless, peering down at a damp impression on the path. “Blood, on the trail.”

“There’s more,” Hakaru called. “Over here.”

“Something’s been hurt.” Nihira turned his mare from the path. “Not too long ago… it looks like…”

He trailed off, punctuating his words with a flick of his heels, and together the three of them left the main path, tracking through the trees and the red-fresh trail of blood in the woods. They followed its winding trail into a gorge, where the slopes began to rise up against them and the endless sea of trees of the Blue Woods scored along like waves, reaching almost vertically into the mountains. There Nihira slowed, staring through the gulley, his eyes sharp as glass. He began maneuvering his horse like he wanted to climb down.

“What is it?” Sen called. And then he saw.

Hakaru gasped. “Oh, horrible—”

A serow, the sacred goat-antelope of the woods, lay wedged between the rocks where it had fallen. An arrow protruded from its side, cutting in each time the poor creature tried to move. Someone had shot it and left it to die.

“Heartless,” Nihira said.

“Who would shoot a serow and abandon it to rot?” Sen muttered. “Gods bless these animals…”

“A dead serow,” Hakaru swore. “That’s bad luck. The gods will come into this land… they won’t abide the death of one of their own.”

Sen looked to Nihira. “Help me.” He dismounted, got down on his hands and knees and began trying to roll the serow over, gripping beneath its forelegs to drag it up the hill. A loose rock shifted in the soil and spilled out from under him, sending him sideways on the dirt beside it. But after a moment, his brothers came down to join him, and together the three of them began to work their way around the panicked animal, grunting and whining in its pain.

“Who would do such a thing?” Hakaru rose suddenly, face contorted in a scowl. Sen wondered if he was going to heave. “Who would do this…” Then, like a decision, he muttered, “Stop. Just stop. It’s going to die.”

“We can save it,” said Sen. Hakaru shook his head.

“It’s too late. Put it out of its misery.”

Hakaru strode in and made to stab the animal at the base of its skull, but the serow screamed – almost human-like, thought Sen – and bucked away, squirming out of his grasp. It kicked Hakaru in the gut and flailed about on its back for a terrifying, chaotic moment, before it found its feet again and vanished down the trail.

“Help me!” Sen cried. But the creature had scrambled through the underbrush, and was gone.

“It seeks a quiet place to die,” Nihira said to him, “on the Godspath. Let it go.”

The sun had gone much lower now, turning the sky a brilliant splash of red and purple and near-gold, and the meadows of the valley hissed as they returned to them, rising above the no’in peasant towns and farming villages that lay shining in the sunset light. Green fronds and rice paddies bright as mirrors, bright as flame, glimmering and edged with mud.

They were about to pass the rise again when they heard it.

Someone was shouting, in the hidden dips of the hillside between them and the no’in town. The horses bucked nervously as half a dozen voices, louder, more masculine, rose over the waving grain.

It was the sound of people fighting.

“The other side,” Nihira hissed. “Hurry!”

They crossed over the crest and rode through waves of pampas grass to find a strange sight. At the bottom of the hill, four monks in robes of red and gold were beating a young no’in peasant woman beside the trail. Their hired hands, local ge’in trappers by the looks of them, watched in startled disbelief. Shouts – of anger more than pain, or fear – echoed through the valley. Sen was reminded what violent reputations the monks of the west always had. The woman was crying, cursing them, trying to get to something that was strung up on their horses.

Another serow, Sen realized, black of fur, riddled with arrows and tied up on one of the trappers’ mounts.

But the monks had thrown her back, and were assaulting her with staves and fists and sandaled feet. One grabbed her by her shoulder-length, deep-maple hair, and threw her to the dirt again.

“What is the meaning of this?” Hakaru shouted. The monks turned, foreign in their western garb, and for a moment there was a strange pause, until Nihira, sensing danger, rode before his brother and commanded them, in a surprisingly strong voice:

“Stop this now!”

He brought his mare between the two groups. “This is a wedding day, a holy day! You of all people should know better, monk!”

One of the monks still had the no’in woman by her hair, and she cried at him now: “Let me go! You killers, you—”

As the Kitano brothers drew forward, the monks came up to face them, red-robed and tinged with gold, bald heads shining with perspiration. The woman cried out again, cursing them for killing a sacred animal. Sen couldn’t hear the remainder of her words, because, in that instant, she was attacking again. She rammed the closest of them, trying to get to the carcass. Trying to pull the cord that bound its feet, and shove off the hands of the monks who came to push her away.

The one she had struck, rough, square-built, with flaming, furious eyes and a huge, flat nose, roared at her:

“You dare to strike a priest?”

He moved as if to swing at her with his long oak staff, to crush it into the side of her head.

“The heavenly discord has come to earth,” he said. “How dare you strike one of the Middle Path!”

Sen did not know exactly when he’d dismounted, sometime in the initial scuffle, when the hunters turned and the no’in woman ran toward the corpse of the serow-of-the-woods. But now he was on his feet.

“Did you kill this animal?” he shouted.

The monk stopped, scowling at him. “We are monks of the True Path of Righteousness. Who do you think you are?”

“My name is Kitanohara-no-Sen Hoshiakari,” Sen announced. “Adopted son of Lady Ogami’in, who was married today. You call yourselves followers of the One True Path? You trespass on our land. You kill this creature, sacred to our woods. You leave it there to rot.” He nocked an arrow to his bow. “I am here to tell you, lord, you have chosen a very bad day for this mistake.”

The monk laughed. “Bow before your emperor’s envoy, boy.”

“Never. Not when you disrespect the creatures of our lands.”

Beside him, Hakaru spat his wood-grass to the dirt. “You think you have your royal powers here?”

The monk, clearly the leader, came forward again, and his narrow, piercing eyes met Sen’s. He was of middle age, a squat, boar-like man, with a thick neck, rough features, and heavy hands. His flat nose had once been broken. “We’ve come here for the wedding, child. Would you put a stain upon this day, by starting conflict?”

“You have started conflict!” Hakaru began, and the other red monks stormed closer. But now they had grabbed the no’in woman, and thrown her back to the dirt, and the squat one towered over her, rage billowing across his pockmarked face.

“On the ground, peasant,” he shouted, staff rising in his hand.

Instantly, Sen raced forward. He caught the squat monk’s staff as it came down, twisting and using the momentum to flip the heavy, red-robed man over his shoulder and wrenching the weapon from his hands. There was a cry of outrage, and the great staff went clattering away. Sen hit the dry dirt hard. But in the moments he had risen to his knees, the big monk came at him again, bellowing, surprisingly fast for one of his bulk. He grabbed the staff from where it had fallen, reversed his grip and switched with his feet to land a sharp blow from the backside of his swing, but Sen recovered quickly, and as the monk came down with a strike that would have split his skull, Sen parried, drawing his short-sword from his waist and cutting in too quick for the monk to counter, closing the distance and landing with the sharp edge of the blade less than a handsbreadth from the boar monk’s scowling eyes.

“How dare you,” spat the monk.

He moved to lash out, but Sen grabbed him, shoved him off, strong and lean against the red monk’s bulk. “You will not touch her. These no’in are of my mother’s land!”

Behind him, his brothers were shouting. “Sen, put your blade away!” Nihira called. Sen stepped into a crouch, but with a scowl the monk shifted away from him, spitting to the ground and lowering his arms.

“You have drawn your blade in the presence of a holy one,” he said, voice low. “I am Ryaku’in of the mountain, and you will know my name.”

He shoved Sen off, but by then the young woman had darted away into the trees, and as the other monks went to follow, Hakaru stepped in their path.

Sen stood over the red-robed leader, who was wheezing, cursing with heavy breaths. The furor in him had boiled into something even worse.

“You call yourself a monk? You attack a no’in, a peasant!”

“She assaulted us!” The monks crowded him. Nihira called out in alarm, but the leader pushed them back.

“We have a decree to travel in these lands,” he said, reaching into his robe. He withdrew a paper envelope. “Marked with the seal of the retired-emperor’s court! You have no say on where we pass in the sovereign’s realm.”

“Sen, come back here,” Nihira called, from his horse.

But Sen would not. “The emperor,” he said. “The emperor?” He tore the paper from the squat man’s hands. “What do I care for the emperor? This is not the emperor’s domain.”

“How dare you,” began the monk again, seething. He reached forward, to grab Sen by the shirt.

And then he stopped.

Sen’s jade bead, the necklace that he always wore, had come loose in the confrontation.

It hung, glinting in the light.

The boar-like monk released him. Suddenly. Completely.

“Where did you get such a treasure?” He spoke as if he recognized the bead, as if he knew what it was.

“What do you care?” Sen said, pulling away. “It’s nothing to you.”

Hakaru looked set to charge them, but the other monks stood firm. Soon they would come to blows. Behind them, on his horse, Nihira called their names again. “Sen. Hakaru. Now!”

“You don’t know what you’ve just done, boy,” the monk hissed at last, straightening his robes. “Though I care not. You are but crude, unlearned people, in these lands beyond the barrier.” He took a threatening step forward. “But if you’re not careful, you will pay.” Then, to his monks: “Come!”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Hakaru shoved in. “Hey! Hey!”

Nihira again cried, “Stop!”

The red monk turned. “I mean they’ll come for you, prince,” he said, waving a thick finger in Sen’s face: “Remember this. I know who you are.”

With a glare, he shoved Sen off. “Away with us!” His eyes left Sen’s own only to dart back to the jade-bead necklace once again. “I can tell when we’re not wanted.”

Then he strode past, waving as if dispelling some foul air.

“We will find that no’in, princes of the east. She has struck the followers of the Middle Path. She will be punished!”

“Off with you,” Hakaru called.

“We will see you, warrior sons,” the monk said in parting. “We’ll see soon enough.”

And they were gone. Riding back up the highland trail, back up into the blaze of sun’s light that was turning deeper red. Back through the no’in village and the larger township, toward Kitano on its hill.

“Those mongrels,” Hakaru began. “Damn them. Where’d that girl go?”

“Enough,” Nihira said. He turned to Hakaru and Sen. “Come. We should get home. It’s not for us to disturb a no’in’s life any further.”

It was only when they’d climbed the hill again that Sen saw how tightly Nihira gripped his reins. Only then did he see how angry his stewardmother’s heir truly was.

“Get what you deserve, you mud-snails,” Sen muttered.

But the air was changing. He didn’t know how to hold his feelings, and as his stewardbrothers waited on the trail, he wheeled about, watching the dust clouds drifting into summer sky. They were rising, choking him.

“I’ll – catch up with you,” he called, feeling something he couldn’t explain. “I want to ride a little first.”

“Sen, do nothing rash,” Nihira warned.

“They’ve already done something rash,” Sen said, and turned his horse into the woods.

In truth, Sen wanted to be alone. Wanted to pass the hills, the rivers and the paddy-fields. Wanted to kiss up against the edges of the woods and go in, and lose himself in the forest near the Godspath. What will they do, he’d asked his stewardmother once, the imperials, if they find out I’m alive?

I don’t know, Lady Iyo had said, and I have no wish to find out.

Be careful near them.

Sen thought of his father as he rode, of the night he died, the night he paid the price for his rebellion. Imagined his wounded heart, blood flowing when the arrows came. Imagined the retainer, whose name Sen didn’t know, who betrayed him. Who caught him alone with his daughter Kai and led the enemy Keishi clan to him, as wolves on a scent.

The sun went down in a blaze of honeyed air and shards of light lanced through the trees. He found himself in a thicket by the river, passing a turn in the mountain road where someone had made a little shrine to the spirit-god O-ine.

He thought of blood in the soil, frozen in winter and unfrozen, then frozen again, seventeen years of his family’s death seeped into earth that grew rice for imperial hands. He thought of the sky from their ancient homeland in the hills of Amayari-by-the-sea, which he’d never seen, and only knew from stories. He thought of the moon, the stars that gave his name. He thought of the smell of a bamboo cask; the smell he would never forget.

He thought of a small hand holding his own, and didn’t know why.

The past lives within us, his tutor, Old Yozora, always said, burning away, merrily, and as hot as it ever had in life. The dead are gone, but never leave.

So that is my inheritance, Sen thought. An empty room. The smell of bamboo, a child’s hand, one jade bead on a string, and a paper that tells the past.

Somewhere out there, I have family, he told himself. Somewhere, I have a sister. I have an uncle living still.

I will find a way to meet them.

Soon he emerged into a space in the middle of the woods, a rare flat hollow ringed with trees. There, a pond lay glinting as if in magic light. The sun was going down; already it had faded past the edges of the wood, casting everything in shades of gold. A soft glow filled the air. Time seemed to vanish.

At the water’s edge there was a wooden dock, built large enough for a rowboat and nothing more. He tied Kaminari to a tree and turned toward the water, still as a mirror, silent, and serene.

There, as he had hoped, he found them – the two of them, the no’in woman and the first, dying serow that had fled, the size of a deer. Even now it was panting its final breaths. It had made it to the water’s edge, as if to leap in and swim wildly to the other shore, before it fell.

The no’in was shorter than him. She wore peasant clothes, rough hemp robe and pants, and Sen saw now that she had a string of prayer beads around her wrist. For a time, he didn’t want to move, didn’t want to breathe, for fear of breaking the reverie. She was crying softly, on her knees in the fine sand, and her hands were gently stroking the animal and its fur.

“You’re all right,” she said, gently, with such sadness in her voice. “You didn’t do anything wrong… you’ll be all right…”

He waited until the animal gave its final breath. Then, as if making a signal, his horse snorted, took a step.

She looked up. “What are you doing here?” Suddenly she rose, and for a moment Sen thought she would attack him too, but then she stopped, and stammered, “Beg pardon, ame’in. I-I didn’t realize…” The red of her hair seemed to change in the fading light, falling in waves from the clasp that held it back. Her eyes met his – a flash of brown, nearly hazel – then she looked away. She bowed again.

“It’s okay,” Sen said. “Come, get up. It’s fine.”

She rose as she’d been ordered, but stood there staring at the ground. And as so often in his life, Sen found himself floating, with a million things to think, and nothing at all to say.

At last he took a cautious step forward.

“Don’t come here,” she said, suddenly harsh.

He slowed. “You know this place?”

“Kijin don’t come here.” Her voice was barely loud enough for him to hear. Kijin, he thought. Warriors.

“I’m – sorry,” he said. It felt so foolish; it felt as though he had no other words. “I meant, just that it… it didn’t deserve to die.”

“No, it didn’t.” He felt she was watching him coldly, judging him for the behavior of the monks.

“I can send someone,” he offered. “For the serow. Our monks will come… our monks. We’ll give it a burial…”

She nodded, but it was as if agreement meant something different for her, as if it was another kind of pain. He wanted to know why. But when she drew herself up, he saw she had blood on her, from where she’d sat with the serow, in the sand; it stained her fingers. She held her hands out, seeing the blood as he did, then brought them together behind her.

“I’m sorry to have interrupted you, lord ame’in,” she murmured, as if remembering her place.

Sen said uncertainly, “It’s all right.”

Her eyes flicked to the dead serow once again. She bowed quickly, begrudgingly. She’s not supposed to be talking to someone of my status, he realized.

“Lord Hoshiakari, I apologize for causing such a scene,” she said.

He blinked. “You know my name?”

She merely bowed again, and when she did, he caught a glimpse of the stone she had on a string about her neck, a small, curved bead of jade.

It was exactly like his own.

Instantly her deep-chestnut hair reminded him of something. What was it? A flash of red, a small hand on his, a bamboo rice-cask and a farmer’s hut at night, so long ago. When his family had died, the no’in town…

“Wait,” he called. “What’s your name?”

“Rui,” she said. “Misosazai Rui.” And hurried off.

“Wait,” Sen called again, but by the time he reached the treeline, she was already gone, and he was alone with the dead animal, the silent echo pond, and the whisper of the leaves.

The jade was a Gensei clan jewel, he knew. His family’s jewel. How does she have one?

When he got back to his horse, he found that somehow he had the creature’s blood on him as well. His arm still ached where the red-robed monk had grabbed it, and now, looking at the serow’s blood, frustration rose in him again. He could still smell the sour stink of the monk’s breath, still hear the danger and the threat in his voice.

Sen felt a spike of unease. He didn’t know what it meant, but he knew that something important had changed that afternoon. He’d seen how the expression on the strange monk’s face had hardened; he hadn’t appeared a haughty old man anymore, but something sharper, something far more dangerous. He’d looked up at them with suspicion, turned, and lowered his head, shuffling down the path toward the trail and the old road that would lead him to Kitano.

They’ll come for you, prince, he’d said, strange light gleaming in his eyes.

I know who you are.







CHAPTER THREE
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Yora


A storm had wreaked havoc on the capital.

The sun refused to rise for days, the porters said; and afterward, everything was left in sickly twilight. They claimed it was the judgment of the gods, of spirits come to curse them for their ways. They said there hadn’t been such a darkness since the time the shaman-emperor slew the eight-headed serpent and redeemed humanity in the eyes of the heavens. But crops were failing. People were growing scared. Religious sects were fighting amongst themselves, and in the midst of this, on the tenth day of the fifth month, the Poet, Yora Shijin, returned.

He’d been on the road since dawn, half a province away and for three weeks in the home-countries before that, traveling, maintaining the personal touch on his master the chancellor’s relationships. He had turned back to the western capital in stages, stopping to give visit to the vast estates, but theirs was a mountain country, and in those provinces, it took a full week longer than expected.

Now rumors had come – rebellion was stirring in the east – and so Yora, as captain of the imperial guard, and the only loyal Gensei, had been summoned home. A shard of sunlight threatened its way across the gatehouse. He knew the guards, young men he’d tutored at the Hermitage in Yamano; they’d come of age and joined the ranks of his sovereign’s retainers, held positions in the great Hara and Keishi clans. Was that a source of pride? He wondered. Still, he was tired; half a hundred years were gaining on him. The Hall of Heaven, the Hall of the Morning, and the Twelve Council Halls loomed before him like sentinels, but at least the sun had come. After three days of storms, summer had fallen upon them bright and hot, with a warm breeze from the west and a brilliant sky tufted with cloud.

He watched the drifting white as he walked, counting the two hundred sixteen buildings of the imperial compound – no more and no less, in accordance with auspicious numbers of the Middle Path. They lay flat and low, preferring long halls with many rooms instead of multiple floors. A few nobles, he saw, had already started changing the arrangement of their gardens, their artificial lakes and streams, for the changing of the season. A world in miniature, they called it. For the Ten’in bring all within; and within, lies the world.

Already the sun was growing hot. Already the shouts of the merchants and fishmongers rose, trilling, into the air. A wooden clapper called midmorning. Fishermen on the coast had been out in the black predawn, toiling their lines, pulling their catch – it was a three-hour boat ride to Awa Bay, and already the travelers had packed wagons tight with ice from the Islands of the Wings. Around him the capital lay resplendent under hills, modeled on the ancient kingdoms of the continent across the sea where the Souchou now held sway, and like Souchou, the city lay in a grid, with long, wide roads running parallel to each other where ten horses could trot abreast. Hills west of the palace, the mountain to the north, the river to the east, low plains and the highway running south, and the temples on the mountainside: the capital was the largest city in the empire, and the most refined.

“Poet,” the guardsman called. Onoe Rokuro was one of Akiyo Musha’in’s men, of House Hara, a scarecrow with ropey arms whom he’d tutored in his days at the Hermitage. “Welcome back.”

“It’s been no time at all,” Yora joked. “Palace burn while I was off?”

Rokuro smiled. “Your weapon, ame’in.” All must leave weapons at the door when entering the palace. Yora unknotted his sword, long and beautiful with its blue and black motifs, its lacquered fittings along the sheath, augmented by fine indigo thread of the Gensei clan, representing sky and stars and moon.

“Nagareboshi,” Rokuro whispered reverently, “the Falling Star.”

“Keep it safe for me, will you? The former-emperor gave it to me.”

He adjusted his robe, pale green marked with ferns and the five-petaled flowers of his family, and crossed the threshold to find another former student, Tokeishi-no-Eiga Yaeko Oki, on the other side. The flying butterfly of the Keishi clan adorned her sleeves, its wings outstretched. “Shijin,” she greeted him. “The chancellor awaits.”

A possessed and earnest woman, Yaeko was less than thirty but had already made a mark among the ranks. She’d been his daughter Tsuna’s bedpartner once, a born warrior and of strong moral fiber, but she suffered under the burden of duty too: Yaeko was but a child when the rebellion occurred, and she had seen her family destroyed. Of all her house, only some unknown, distant cousins remained loyal to the Keishi and the throne, while the rest of her clan had tied themselves to the Gensei Katsusada Asa’in’s rebel forces – including her father, who was executed when the fighting was done. The loyal relatives themselves were killed by Gensei troops before Asa’in fled.

My own brother, he thought.

Yaeko, he knew, had a strong desire to bring her family back to the power and prestige they used to have, and felt the need to prove herself to their Keishi lords because she was the only one of her family left. “We were great,” she’d told him once. “We were senior guards of the old Keishi… until my father chose to face them on the field.”

I can’t let that happen again, she’d told him. I can’t end up like they did.

“I owe you my service, you know,” she said now, leading him through the halls. “I wouldn’t be here, if it weren’t thanks to you.”

How was he to answer? “We do what we can,” he said. He was brother of Katsusada, after all; brother of the man who’d ruined her family… and her teacher, at the same time. Yes, he thought, she will be tested yet.

Seems we’re all trying to make up for the past.

“How is Lady Kai?” she asked.

“Well,” he answered. “She’ll arrive this afternoon, you can ask her yourself.”

Ahead of them, two ge’in servants were busy hanging a great picture-scroll outside the chambers. Yaeko nodded. “It’s you, lord. Look. Seikiyo commissioned it. ‘Legendary Yora Shijin, the poet who slew the devil nightbird…’”

“Ah,” Yora sighed, scratching his head. “I wish they wouldn’t, it’s embarrassing.”

“Your deeds are famous.”

“It’s a young man fighting in that picture. I see no young man now. He’s much better-looking than me!”

“Give yourself some credit, ame’in. You saved the emperor more than once.”

“I’ve tried to do what I could.” He sighed. “‘When you must seek shelter, look for a big tree.’ I was lucky. That’s all it was.”

“I thought you always say we have to make our own luck,” she teased, as they neared the door.

“Did I?”

He grinned. She followed him into the palace of the sky-seen nation, and its chancellor, who was waiting within.

Seikiyo Jokai, of the First Rank, was now sixty-eight, the most powerful man in the empire below the Ten’in. Their emperors. He’d shaved his head – among the nobles, taking tonsure and the priestly vows was largely a symbolic act, but as lord of one of the three great clanlines, for Seikiyo it was essentially required. It was also said, however, that as chancellor, he now held the entire realm in the palm of his hand. In his youth, Seikiyo had been a man of appetites, famous for his fury and eager for blood; as a child of the western Keishi, he knew the waters of the inland sea better than the highroad to the capital, but as the years had passed, he’d turned his attention inward, to the center of his sovereign’s command. Yora now wondered if any of the Keishi’s soul still wished to wander through the waves, for before him stood a pale man, gaunt, yet strong of bone. Aged, not withered. Burdened, but not defeated yet.

“Poet,” Seikiyo called in greeting, and gestured: Walk with me.

They strolled the colonnade for half an hour, watching painted ferns, little flowers, and the flutter of a lonely butterfly. Slowly, Yora made his report. The growing power of provincial lords had been a thorn in the government’s side for generations, and now, as more and more landowners consolidated their rights into ever-greater estates, it had come to a kind of crisis.

“You were right,” he said. “There may be problems with the lords.”

“In Gisan?”

“The Gisan alps, the Kanden plains. The estates there have underrepresented their yields.”

“So, they steal from us,” Seikiyo muttered.

“Lord, the people there, they suffered in the wars…”

“They supported him.”

He did not need to say the rest. There was only one him for Seikiyo. My brother.

Will we never move on, Yora thought, or will it color the rest of our lives?

The old ones said the past was never gone; perhaps they were right. It lives within us still, he thought: each day brings its own ghosts. Each day the wounds reopen.

“Unrest,” Seikiyo said. “It’s a cancer, it eats us from within. We need religious stability in times like these.”

“We do, lord.”

“What of the Mountain?”

Yora slowed. He was filled with a sudden urge to throw down his report, go to his friend, and ask, What ails you? But he couldn’t. His lord was surrounded, with his high rank, by the bells of glory and its stains.

“The governors are still dealing with estates on the eastern barrier. Our incomes from the farms there have been… disrupted. Even members of court, who hold interest in them, are starting to have problems with their local lords.”

Seikiyo scowled, but said nothing.

“Why have you really called me here, lord?” Yora saw the lines under Seikiyo’s eyes, saw the shadow in his gaze. Something was weighing on him, he knew, something that hadn’t been before – or perhaps, thought Yora, something that had been there, yet subtly, slowly growing all the while. Too many know of Keishi arrogance and pride; not many get to see the heart.

“I know what you would say.” Seikiyo’s voice had grown thicker this last year, deeper with its gravel edge. “And I would agree with you. It’s the court. They spend too long in the confines of this place, growing fat and happy with their poems and their songs. And what does the Ten’in do? He is emperor, and yet…”

“Yet I’ve written poems for all of them,” Yora said. “So, what does that make me?”

The two men regarded each other for a moment, then at last Seikiyo broke into a smile. “Welcome back, old friend. I hope your journey wasn’t difficult.”

“Five provinces in as many weeks. And I complain of being tired, when young men wish to see the world… Still, nice to sleep in one’s own bed again.”

They walked the long hall between the emperor’s greeting room and the main chambers. “They say the emperor is a ship,” Seikiyo muttered quietly. “And the subjects are like water. So, we must be very careful not to let the waves grow too great, or we’ll be capsized in a storm.”

At the end of the long hall there was a window, and there Seikiyo stopped, giving Yora a look as open as the palms of his hands. “The courtiers. They come up with excuses. They say the fields have not been bearing crops the last few years… They know we have too many estates to watch over, and must rely on local deputies for help… Of course they say they cannot pay.”

“There has been famine,” Yora offered. “That part was not a lie.”

“Famine.” Seikiyo waved it off. “Don’t talk to me of famine. I’ve schemers and snivelers enough to tell me that. I have an entire council to tell me about the woes of the agricultural estates.”

“It does not mean they’re wrong, lord.”

He smiled, ruefully. “You are a pesky fly, you know that? And sometimes, I think, the only one who speaks the truth. You never answered, about the Mountain.”

Yora paused, for this was a delicate subject, and one much closer to home. The Mountain and the Gate, the two largest temple sects, lay at their doorstep, on Mount Eizan, whose shadow lingered above the city even as they spoke.

“The local manors have been going to the monks for their protection, lord,” he said. “Those that aren’t under watch of the lower houses. Lord Zusho and his neighbors told me they are concerned. He said as much last year: on the mountain, the monks are divided, arguing bitterly over the Age of Plagues.” He shook his head. “A monk known as Moro leads a faction that supports imperial control, and House Hara support him because it increases their power as regents to the emperor. Against you, lord, in the chancellorship. At the same time, an exiled monk named Ryaku’in leads a group against Moro and the Hara interference with their temples. The whole thing is a mess.”

“What of the Gate?”

“Loyal,” Yora said. “To the sovereign. They have no love for the Mountain but are waiting to see how this internal conflict is resolved.”

Seikiyo scowled. “Those monks, they have too many faces, too many names. You never know what they intend.”

“They’re important for the regents and the old Hara clanline,” Yora said. “You know this. The emperor listens to their advice.”

The Hara clan, one of the great families from the south, had held the position of regent-to-the-throne for generations.

“The emperor’s regents do what they’ve always done,” Seikiyo snarled. “Which is to suck power from the emperor’s bones.”

“Regardless, the temples are divided,” Yora said. “They disagree over whether the Age of Gods will return, or the Age of Monsters. Ryaku’in says the spirit-world is in decline. There may be a change in leadership, and depending on how it goes, it may be beneficial to the throne…”

“Or not?”

He gave a pause. “Some of the factions are not supportive of the emperor – or his father,” Yora said. “Some believe the so-called cloister system leads to too much manipulation.”

“What can I do about this?” Seikiyo turned. “I’m merely chancellor of the ministry… one of many. Emperors have taken religious vows for generations.”

“The former-emperor named you chancellor before he took the cloister,” Yora said. “Surely you can speak to him. His son Ashihara-the-Emperor has a Hara regent… And his son will have a regent, yes, but the regents…”

Yora trailed away. No one would say it aloud, but all knew Seikiyo was the power behind the throne. The regents grudgingly obeyed, and they both knew how hard Seikiyo worked to make that happen.

Seikiyo coughed a bitter laugh. “The former-emperor has not been known to give up power easily. Even retired, he still plays his games. We need the monks to be a strong source of support for this government. And if they’re not, we’ll have to take actions.”

A silence fell. Yora knew not how to fill it. He saw that, in his hands, Seikiyo held a smooth black stone, a totem from his youth. “Enough of this,” the chancellor said. “There’s more pressing business for us today.”

“What is that, lord?”

“I hear things, Yora,” he said. “There are rumors… There is a plot against me.”

He moved on. “The exiled monk, Ryaku’in. He has been seen east of the barrier plains. They say he’s looking for something. Or someone. In Lady Ogami’in’s lands.”

Yora felt his chest go tight.

“What does that sound like to you, poet?” Seikiyo asked.

“It could be a great many things,” Yora replied, cautious. “I can’t claim to know Ryaku’in or the workings of his mind…”

“And yet you should. We never found Sen Hoshiakari after your brother’s war. There are some who say he lives.”

“Hearsay,” Yora said. “There will always be rumors.”

“Yes,” said Seikiyo. “But are they true?”

When Yora didn’t answer, Seikiyo frowned: “You were there, Yora. Seventeen years ago. You went to Azemichi.”

“I did, lord,” Yora said. Seikiyo turned to him.

“Then tell me. What did you see?”

And so, Yora thought, the memories come back. They come back and they come back. Suddenly it was a different night, a different province, a dozen leagues from the capital where they now stood. Suddenly Yora was back, as he was in dreams, in the flames of Azemichi, and it was the night he’d learned his brother had died.

When he’d stood, as it seemed he’d always stood, surrounded by a ring of bodies.

He had called to them at first. Five men, sent by his lord Seikiyo in the night. He went to them with his hand held high, and they turned as one when they heard him, watching as the last of the town lay burning into ash. And then, the blades came out.

They were your friends, he thought. How had it come to this?

In the fieldridge town that night, there stood Hara Akugenta before him, the Tiger of Omori; and Genma Sanbatsu of the Shelterwood, Onoe Kizan, the Blackcloak, and brothers Tokeishi Nobuhira and Nagahira. But they were wearing their helms and iron masks, and with the darkness and the smoke trails roiling all about them, he could not tell the men apart.

The flames had died. There was no sound, save the pounding of his heart in his ears, the sudden shifting of a snowdrift in the wind. He felt the sword in his hand and feared the blood on it that would come. The five men spread before him. They were men of the capital, men he had dined with and trained with for fifteen years, men he laughed and rode with in his youth. Now they were men who had attacked his family. Now, they were men he would kill.

The first came at him with a longsword gleaming in his hands. Another sword flashed sharply in the moonlight. The clouds had gone. The smoke remained in the air and he could taste it, taste it as he tasted the blood when the first man struck and smashed an elbow in his face when he parried the blow.

“Why are you doing this?” he’d cried. “What are you doing?”

The men didn’t speak, didn’t answer. They came at him together, five men with swords, and even as the second struck, Yora called, Stop! again. Even as he cut down, once, twice, and the first two of the men were dead.

Even as the third came up behind him. Yora cut backwards, stringing his own sword into the man’s waist and turning so they both fell hard into the mud. Even as the fourth stepped back, younger, suddenly, utterly afraid. It was Genma, he realized. Just a boy. But the blood was in him now. Yora knew he couldn’t stop.

He found himself in another place, a different place, deeper and more silent, where his body moved far quicker than his mind. He cut down against the backside of the young one’s swing, sending him off balance with his sword pushed like lightning into the earth. Then he was on him, one soft breath and his own blade opened the side of the man’s neck. Hara Akugenta, the last of them, had charged, but slowly, hampered by Genma’s fall, and now Yora met him, spinning upward, spinning close enough to catch the last of the man’s blade inside his own, just as he had caught the other’s, and when Akugenta came back, shoving with his sword, Yora let him, and he used the momentum to pull around onto the opposite, unbalanced side – the side that was now open, where the man’s neck and heart were now exposed.

Then it was done.

In his mind’s eye, Yora still felt the heat and cold, still smelled the soot, the iron stench in the air; in his mind, he saw the burned ruins of the town again. But now there was a silence.

“There was no one there,” he said at last, turning to Seikiyo once again. “The town was burned to ash.”

He’d crossed then through the ruins of the village, dead and dying all around him. At the crossroads up above, his retainer, Kyohara-no-Shigeki Reizan, had come and was calling his name. Yora. Yora.

“But you found her,” Seikiyo said.

“… I did.”

His brother’s wife, Sumiko, of the Kyohara line, dead of a spear wound through her heart.

But that was not all that Yora found, in that night of flames, that night of howling wind. He heard a sound, coming from the cellar. And there, amid the chaos of the house, amid the bodies of his family’s servants and retainers who had tried to shield his brother’s wife, tried to help and get her out, he saw them. Two children, hiding in an empty storeroom for roots and grain.

They were tiny: a boy and girl, holding hands, no more than three or four years old. Shaking in fright, they had remained, miraculously, alive, while their families were murdered in the other room.

He’d leaped forward, calling his nephew’s name. “Sen,” he whispered. “It’s me, it’s Yora, it’s your uncle.”

Only then did the boy begin to cry. Huge eyes welling with tears, Sumiko’s son clung to the other child, a lowborn girl maybe a year older than he. The child of the house, thought Yora. The servants had a daughter…

She had a small jade bead around her neck, just as Sen did, just as every Gensei child was given at their birth. But she was just a no’in. It must have been a gift from the clan, from the mother who now lay dead…

“Gods help them,” Yora said, and took them in his arms, and raced into the dark.

He never told a soul what he had seen that night. To close his eyes was to, again, see flame. He never spoke of when his brother died.

“Is there a chance the boy survived?” Seikiyo asked him now. “From what you saw…”

“I did not find a body,” Yora said. The same line, the same words he’d told them, years ago…

“That is not what I have asked you.” Seikiyo was watching him.

Yora took his time. The boy would be nearly twenty now, and the no’in girl too. If the Keishi were to find them – either of them…

But no. He could not bear to think of it. Of course there had been rumors that the boy survived. But if the Keishi were to get their hands on him, if they were to bring him, or the no’in girl, back to the court, and find out what he’d done… The consequences would throw the nation into war. It would be the ruin of them all. He answered as carefully as he could.

“I advise you not to listen to these rumors, lord,” he said. “Without proof…”

“So, the boy is dead?”

Silent, Yora gave a nod.

“To any extent, it seems the monks are searching for something,” Seikiyo continued. “They were seen fighting, in a no’in town. With one of the Ogami’in’s sons. And it makes me wonder…”

Yora waited.

“Goshira sends his servants to the east,” Seikiyo said. “He seeks to use his influence as retired-emperor to get those monks to do his bidding. Why?”

He put a hand on Yora’s shoulder, and the two old warriors returned to the grand hall, side by side. “You are my strong hand,” he said, “the only loyal member of the Gensei family. I want you, Yora, to find the truth of this. Why have there been whispers in the east? Is Former-Emperor Goshira using some sorcery against us? Is he stirring up the monks? Is it something else? I need to know. You will find the truth of these rumors. And when you find them, root them out. We need this taken care of, quietly. I don’t want to burden the emperor-who-reigns.”

“As you wish,” Yora said.

“Good.” Seikiyo offered him a hand. “I don’t need to say, but I’ve allowed your family’s daughter to live in peace these last eighteen years. Kai Gekko’in survives but with our grace. That was my gift to you, Yora, for your loyalty. Understand that. She didn’t need to suffer her father’s fate.” He gave Yora a pointed look. “So make sure that she does not.”

“I understand,” said Yora.

“I’m trusting you, poet,” Seikiyo said, before Yora bowed low, and left his friend in the great council hall. Seikiyo called out when he was at the door. “Find them, Yora,” he said. “Find out what these monks are doing in the east. Find out what they want there. Find out what they know.”







CHAPTER FOUR
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Rui

The wheelbarrow slid down into the muck with a sickening lurch and Rui was thrown sideways, hitting her head upon the stone. “Fuck!”

It spilled over the road, and soon the wet gravel and dirt were both covered in manure. She shouted wearily, struggling to push it out. “Come on, you stupid thing!”

Rui Misosazai was nineteen years old, and she was fighting with a wheelbarrow full of shit. Above her, the high-built road stretched off toward the slope of Kitano to the east, dotted with little houses and thatched roofs.

“Want some help?”

Old man Goro sat perched on the side of his hill, watching her. His tattooed arms were crossed against his chest. They were old marks, she knew, Iteki marks, of birds and beasts and sea; of the people who’d lived in these lands for thousands of years, since before there was an empire. She shoved herself against the cart again. “No.”

It didn’t move. In fact, it slid down, even deeper. She slipped, banged her shin against the side. “Damn it!”

“Come,” the old man said, working his way to the road. “I may be old, but I know how to right a cart.”

Goro’s hut lay at the far end of the village, upon a barren hill with maple trees overlooking the shallow-paddied husk of earth he called his “field”. Above them, Mount Kanzan stood like a god over the junction of the two rivers, the Kitano and Oshuno, which carved their lines north, eventually forming the boundary between Lady Iyo’s lands and the towns of the mountains. Like most peasants in early summer, he was preparing to plant the next year’s rice in wet plots of clay and mud, and all across the outvillage, no’in were collecting manure with which to fertilize it.

“Tell ’em thank you for me,” he said, when they were done, wiping sweat from his brow. “For sending you. Maybe I’m blessed with luck for once in my life. Aha!”

“I don’t think it works that way,” Rui said.

He laughed. “Well, the Wild Rui Misosazai’s come to help me, eh? It’s a miracle. I already got good luck!”

She couldn’t help but smile. The old townsman settled down onto the fence and brought out a bamboo flask. “So. First you bring me firewood, then you offer to help me manure the field. What gives?”

She couldn’t avoid it any longer. She stood before him, opening her hands. “Elder, I need your help.”

In the days and weeks after her encounter with the monks, nothing felt the same. Western penitents, and priests of the mountain temples near the capital, had come, they said, to celebrate the wedding of Lady Iyo of Kitanohara to the lord of Kurogane in the north.

But they were everywhere now.

She saw them in the little square by the watchtower, clapping wooden blocks together to attract attention. “A savage from the mountain towns, a barbarian, a hairy shrimp-eater! A no’in has offended us!”

“We have taken it up with the lord,” they cried. “Be advised! Understand what the consequence will be, if it is determined you have hidden such a one!”

Rui had slipped back into the shadows of the miller’s hut, worried that at any moment, the head monk, the big man with square shoulders and a broken scowl on his face, would see her. Who knew what would happen then.

The lady of Kitanohara, people were whispering, was angry because they had killed a serow in her borders. But the monks?

The monks raised their icon of the goddess Kouzeon, shouting, calling Rui a blasphemer.

So, for the past week she had hidden as best she could, doing her tasks and taking the long walk up to the Godspath, always looking over her shoulder.

“They say I offended the enlightened ones,” she said now, coming beside him on the fence. The old man sighed.

“If anything, it’s them that done it,” he said. “Don’t you worry over that. Those people from the capital, they’ll say you offended any god if it’d get them what they want. The Ogami’in rules these lands, not the monks-of-the-west. Ah, but she’s in a bind. Can’t risk damaging the treaty…”

The treaty, Rui thought. The famous pact that Ogami’in and her ancestors had made, the one that allowed them to rule in Kitano, while the Ten’in emperors reigned from their royal city of Saikyo at the center of the realm. The Kitanohara clan had fought and bled for their freedom for hundreds of years, and now, in exchange for fealty and gold, the Ogami’in and her family had done what no others ever had: scraped out control of their own country and the province of the east.

“Uncle,” asked Rui. “What do I do, if those monks don’t go away?”

He waved a hand. “Don’t you worry over them. They don’t care about us. To those people, we’re just blades of grass. Capital monks, capital lords? No. It’ll all blow over soon enough.”

“But what if it doesn’t?” The monks had seemed so violent, so angry, determined to punish her for insulting them on their hunt.

He eyed her. “I was thinking,” Rui said, “I could try… to work up at the fortress. At Kitano. It might be safer there. There’s people. And the lords, and…”

His eyes gleamed knowingly. “So, you want to work the castle. Eh?”

“I don’t know, I just…” Rui fumbled over her words. “I just met them on the trail. And they were… I didn’t mean to…”

“They killed a serow. You did what any of us shoulda done.” He tutted. “Ah. It’s been too long since I looked in on the youths of the village. I let the years go past, now I’m old. But I remember the day you came, young child. I remember. My advice: don’t worry yourself about what these monks and kings will do. Live your life. You still have some say about your path in this world.”

She shrugged.

“You don’t believe me?”

“I’m just a kusa like the rest of us,” she said, uneasy. “Believe it when I see it.”

He smiled again, sighing, and turned up to the mountains. “Well. Either way. You really want to work with them, those Kitano lords, they do take no’in on, as in service. They’ll be at the harvest festival. If you really want to work with them, that’ll be your chance. Meantime, there’s still gods in these woods, they’ll be seein’ you on. Our gods. ‘Gods of earth and water, and of the air; gods of the land itself. They lived this transitory world longer’n humans ever did; they formed it, shaped it, live among it, present yet unseen, separate yet whole.’”

He lowered his head in prayer. “Yes. We still got some little say, ’bout our path in this world. The gods, you know. They been watching you. Want you to live long and happy. Ah.”

Goro turned, digging about the barrow she’d moved to the side of the road. “Here. Got too many, these. Help me out.”

He came back with two rice balls in his hands.

“I can’t take these,” she said.

“Take ’em,” he said. “Gesture of my thanks.”

The hill at Kitano turned flat at an even pace, rolling slowly down to the valley, where the outvillages lay at the edge of the estates, the Blue Woods and the slopes of Mount Kanzan beyond, the barrier to the south. Music floated in the air as she walked; harvest was coming, and the villagers were preparing for the festival. Rui loved it. Loved this place, this land, the freedom here, the wide sky and the air rich with life. She took the long way home, first through the shops and craft-houses, over the little road that skirted the mountain, then out, into the fields where Koroku had his barns. She thought about what old man Goro said. Behind her, the huge, unsleeping city of Kitano buzzed with its rhythms, reminding her of a beehive, always in motion. She closed her eyes, breathed in the warm orange blaze as it set.

Walking along the woodland trail a few moments led to a turn in the road, and a depression to a smaller path. She took it, following the dirt trail to a shrine dedicated to the god O-inenari, the many-spirited deity of prosperity, the harvest, and orphaned children. Hidden between giant himorogi and buna trees, the shrine awaited her, small and sacred.

Here, she clapped her hands together once, then once again, and prayed to the statue of O-ine that rested on the altar. Two-sided, made of stone, it represented the god in male and female counterparts. Here, a bearded man, accompanied by a white fox; here, a woman, holding sheaves of rice, long hair flowing to her knees. Rui bowed again, placed one of the rice balls at the bottom of the shrine, in offering, and ate the other, silently, in the shade of the whispering leaves.

When morning broke, early, as it always did in summer, she was woken by Koroku, the grizzled stablekeeper, who loved her in his way but didn’t know how to get close. “Dawn-time,” he grunted, his frown not a sign of displeasure so much as of his perpetual surrender to the ills of the world. She descended the ladder and began grooming the horses, brushing her teeth with salt and a tassel of horsehair and willow-wood. She washed her face in the basin, hurried to bring fresh water for the tea. By the hour of the dragon, she’d gathered her blue-dyed hemp cloak and her satchel, and, squinting in the shards of morning light, headed to the small shrines on the mountain trail, where people often left offerings for the monks.

Each day since she was twelve, she hiked up the mountain, swept the road before the monastery of Kannagara, and attended the free school taught by lower monks. In the afternoons, she tended to their horses. Today was no different. In the evening, she hiked back down and stopped at a grove to collect herbal flowers and roots. Then it was back to the outvillage in time to clean the stables again.

When she got home, she tied the fresh herbs to the rafters to dry and set about grinding the previous day’s in a pestle. Beside her, Koroku helped his wife Otsu spin hemp linen. Later they would send it to her family, who were dyers, using the red-brown dye from unripe persimmons and other rice-pastes that would embellish their simple cloths. Once they’d finished, Koroku turned to the cooking fire, lifted the wooden lid off the iron pot, and ladled Rui a serving of millet-and-barley with some radishes and lily bulbs.

“Little rice left,” he said. “Bad stuff, though, with what we had to pay in taxes, so.”

Early in the year, through the good weather into summer, people of the outvillage ate well, often a mixture of rice and barley, with fresh vegetables and radishes and other tubers, lily bulbs, taro, cowpeas, sprouting beans. Harvest in the autumn meant they had to rely on lower-quality rice as the stores ran down, mixed with a higher proportion of barley, and wheat glumes. They usually had enough, though it wasn’t as varied as Rui would have liked. At least they had preserves.

“Thanks,” she said, and made her way into the evening.

Sometimes, in her time alone, Rui walked through town and told the children stories. She thought of them now, as she tried to push the gold-robed monks from her mind. They would laugh and sing; hard-worn parents watched. It was a time of scuffed toes, dirty cheeks and earlobes, snotty noses; she would tell them tales of comedy, of adventure, of rising beasts and heroes, of peace in all the world. She would growl with the harshness of the evil Daiaku, speak high with the shining voice of the sky-seen, Sora’in. She told the legend of Misaki Meiko and the Dreameater, Izumo-of-the-clouds. She laughed with the throaty howl of the old Iteki of Taga and Kurogane, and gestured dramatically, enacting tales she’d learned by heart, stories of no’in and farms and the coming of the rain.

These were stories she’d known since before she could remember, and it felt good to pass them on. Sometimes, they even felt like they were hers. But at the end of the day, inevitably, another trader from the west would come, and speak of famine. Inevitably, the no’in shut their doors. The little boys would run around her, begging for more, while their parents called them in.

“Please, elder-sister, please,” they’d shout, and she would decline, claiming she was all worn out, she’d told every story that she knew.

But it wasn’t true. She hadn’t told one story. Her story.

How she was found in Azemichi, the fieldridge town on the Gensei estate. How she was saved. By a famous warrior, the Poet.

How she saved someone herself.

She didn’t tell it because it felt wrong to talk about herself.

Didn’t tell it because she wasn’t sure what really happened.

Didn’t tell it, because she did not know its end.

Now, as she walked back to the barn, she wondered, Is this my life? To live and tell stories? To build a better town for these children? That wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Not at all. And yet she feared letting it happen without a choice. Feared waking up one day to find thirty years had passed, and she’d never stepped outside Kitano. Without changing. Without ever knowing, really, who she was.

There’s so much in the world, she thought. How could anyone ever see it all? But there’s so much in a single town; that’s a world too.

There was truth in that. There was something good. Something whole.

Still, she yearned.

And hated herself for yearning. For wanting something more.

Is this my life? she asked, and no one answered. Is this who I am?

When she was young, the great poet saved her. Saved Sen Hoshiakari, too. They were together.

She’d been found holding a small jade bead, with its string, in her hand.

In her room above the barn, Rui had a small medicine box looped with twine. A tiny thing, no larger than three fingers side by side, meant to be worn around the belt. The smooth, round rectangle of lacquered wood opened into nested containers meant for herbs. A small bird – a wren – adorned the lacquer on one side, and on the other, a fan of bamboo leaves around a flower.

Inside, she kept the curved jade bead, on a string.

She lay back, held the bead to her lips, and watched it shine in the dimming light. She wondered, often, on nights like these, nights which seemed to draw great gusts of wind from all the eight directions, or else murky, storm-lashed nights, where the barn would tremble, and shake, and leak gouts of water from the thatch. Who were her parents? How had she come to be found?

As she held the bead, feeling its comforting curve, she thought again of the warriors her family once served. Carved on it was the flower-and-leaf emblem of the Gensei, one of the oldest clanlines, who made their name waging wars for the Ten’in emperors hundreds of years before.

She thought that, in another world, there might have been a version of her life in which she served the Gensei lords, where they had never rebelled, and where she tended to their horses, maybe even attended them to battle or to the imperial court. She laughed at herself, then, knowing they’d never let a no’in like her into the palace. But a girl could dream.

Night fell softly; the woods grew deep and silent. She moved to her little window by the rafters, as she often did when nights were calm. The world beyond breathed an endless blue, lit with the flame of a sky soon after dusk, azure and purple in the clouds far off, like the colors of the Northern Hara flags. Huge, proud, powerful.

She shrugged into her old hemp cloak, shivering.

“This is the way of the world,” Koroku would often say. “Highborn are highborn. We’re but leaves of grass. This is our lot.”

“Why?” she’d ask. “According to who?”

He’d smile sadly and tell her to find happiness closer to home. “Better groom them horses ’fore they grow angry,” he’d say. “Horses never forget a slight. But if you’re good to them, they’ll love you for ever.”

When she returned to her bed, she lit a candle to recite the evening words: “‘Every day, and in three ways, I ask myself: have I succeeded in my pledge, to carry out my work for others with their interests in my heart? Have I been sincere with friends? Have I practiced what I’ve been taught?’”

The candle flickered. Soon the last of the sunlight faded and the blue grew deep. She went again to the window, to glimpse the early stars, muttered a quick prayer to O-ine, and crawled to her straw bed. On the floor beside it she had a small wicker box where she kept her things, a broken-toothed comb and some lucky rocks. And the box and bead, her prized possessions.

Rui often tried to imagine the footpaths of Azemichi by the capital, where she was born. But she remembered none of it; the elders told her this was normal, for it was a traumatic event, and she’d been so young, after all. But now, as she drifted to sleep, she thought she could remember: the arched entryway, and the thatch, the looming walls of their house; and the smell of it, like fresh wood, and earth, and fire; and the oaken chest her father had, with the symbol of flowers-over-leaves. But these memories were vague and ephemeral as mist, and sometimes she wasn’t sure if she really remembered them at all, or if she’d merely dreamed them, longing for the family she never knew, the mother and the father who were taken from her. She lay back with the bead in her hand, alone on her straw bed at the top of the stables by the inn.

But in those last moments before she fell asleep, she heard a sound at the front of the house, the murmur of soft voices in the night. Strangers. She moved to the window again, trying to hear. There were several other voices now, at least three or four in the little garden down below. Otsu and Koroku had come out, and were speaking, urging the strangers to leave.

The monks again, she realized, glimpsing a flash of red and gold amid the lanterns they held aloft like little shrines. Why won’t they leave me alone?

“News has come to us from the royal city,” they were saying, voices rising from below. “Sent by the retired-emperor himself. We are on a holy mission, you see.” There was a pause.

“We were told the girl in your care, she was brought here years ago. She was not born of your little outvillage in Kitano. No?”

“She was raised by nuns,” Otsu said, carefully. “At the local temple.”

“And she was from where, before she was here? Not from the west? A town perhaps, called Azemichi?”

Otsu stiffened. “What do you want?”

“In truth, we’re looking for someone,” the squat monk said. “Not a no’in, no. Not one of you… Someone more important. Someone born in the west – perhaps, oh, twenty years ago? He would just be reaching his age…” The monk gave a little nod, like he was seeking confirmation for something. “And now? We hear this girl, this same, meaningless kusa who attacked us on the road, we hear she was born there, too… You can see, it’s quite suspicious.”

“We know nothing of that,” said Otsu.

“I have knowledge she is of this village,” said the monk. “I’ve been sending letters. There is a record of her birth. In Azemichi.”

“We know none like that,” Koroku said now, emboldened by his wife. Rui gripped the sill, listening.

“Girl,” the old monk announced, loudly, to the night. “We forgive you for your insults! We merely want to talk.” He turned back to Koroku, speaking in a low voice that even Rui’s keen ears almost couldn’t hear. “We want to confirm some things. About events that… you could say… that brought her here. How she came into this village, nearly twenty years ago…”

Rui shrank back. The nuns hadn’t known everything, but they’d known enough. They’d known that her family had served the Gensei in Azemichi. Known that she was found, that night, when all the Gensei died. Known that she was rescued by the great poet, Yora Shijin, who had brought her here to live in safety, far from the conflicts of the court…

They’re looking for him, she thought. That boy.

Below, Otsu held her ground. “Look somewhere else. We want no problems here. We know nothing of any Azemichi.”

For a moment, Rui thought the monks would argue. They’d seen her, that day with the serow, after all. They’d somehow found out who she was. But now the head monk merely nodded, gave a muttered “As you say,” and made his leave.

“Tell me,” he said in parting. “I’m curious. The town of Azemichi. Do you know where it is?” Koroku shook his head blankly. Otsu stared. “It’s in the west,” the squat monk said. “Near the capital.” He bowed his head. “But that is neither here nor there. We’ll disturb you no more.”

Rui thought of the decree they’d held, a license from the retired-emperor to cross the lands of the realm. She thought again of the fury and the spite in his eyes, when he’d seen her, that day, as she tried to stop them from taking the sacred deer in the woods. Her heart fluttered. She wondered what would happen if they found her.

Finally, among the clamor of the cicadas, the monks turned onto the road, which would take them back through the outvillage and on, toward wherever they were going next. But before they left, the squat monk, his face strangely illuminated by the lanterns, glanced to the side of the barn and the stables, and his eyes landed on hers before she had a chance to pull away.

He stood there, like that, watching her from across the distance, as if he’d always known that she was there.

His eyes met hers again, and at the end, he gave a little nod. Then he turned, and headed off, toward the highroad that would lead him to the west, and to the mysterious retired-emperor who’d sent him his decree.
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Kai

Her clothes were wrong.

Seven of the twelve layers of Kai’s imperial dress had the incorrect color, and their lengths made her feel mismatched; nothing like the perfect folds worn by nobility who lived here in the capital full-time.

She stood at a mirror, fussing with her makeup to get it right. Fussing with her hair, her clothes. They were in the waiting room at the retired-emperor’s manse on the slopes of Mount Eizan, seat of his cloistered government, which ruled alongside the official one of his son, nineteen-year-old Emperor Ashihara. She’d come to offer a petition to the chancellor: give us back our land, she’d say. Allow me to reclaim my family’s home in Amayari. Make the Gensei governors again, as once we were, as Yora is on paper, but with the rights, the real powers, it demands.

No – don’t say demands, she told herself. They’ll take you for an upstart.

She was Kai Gekko’in after all, Kai of the Moonlight, firstborn daughter and heir of Katsusada Asa’in of the Gensei clanline, the traitor, the man who had nearly destroyed the realm. It would be hard enough as it was.

If only she could fix the clothes. She was twenty-seven now; she knew how to present herself, she knew the significance and the status that these clothes would bring. But she felt like an imposter wearing them. The layering was important – get the colors wrong, they’ll mark you an outsider. A child from the provinces, who didn’t know what she was doing. Get the colors wrong, they’ll laugh behind their gentle hands.

“Take care when you’re in public,” her stewardfather, Lord Zusho, had told her. “In the capital, even birds fly tittering to the regents. They’ll watch you, judge you, test if your loyalty is real.”

She knew the layered robes were expected of her, but couldn’t escape feeling like she’d be found wanting no matter what she did. So she rearranged the folds and pleats again. Her hair was pulled so tight it pinched. She’d felt the truth of her stewardfather’s words the moment she arrived; the wary guardsmen on the road, the workers at the banks of the river, and the eyes, hungry in a thousand different ways, that watched as she had entered the gate-of-the-world. We are kijin, her stewardfather said. Warriors. We do not ride in palanquins or flee to hide our face. She’d ridden high in the heat of the sun; merchants, peasants, the imperial guard, it made no difference. The eyes were watching her.

Now she gazed into the mirror again, wishing for some lucky god to make a change in her appearance. My nose is crooked, she thought. My brows too heavy. She checked to make sure her face and neck were perfectly painted, sighed, stepped back, adjusted the elegant robes once again. Twelve layers of clothes weighed as much as armor, which, in a sense, it was.

She pictured her father – her dead father – as he was that day, seventeen years ago. The look of fear on his face, wild, untamed, in those last moments before the enemy came, and their general, green-eyed Akiyo Musha’in, had pulled her out of the little wayhouse where they’d been forced to hide. “Come with me, girl,” the Musha’in had said, her long hair glinting black in the night. “You don’t want to see this.”

I was too old, Kai thought. I remember it too well. If only she’d been young, a baby, then she never would have known him at all. Her father. It would be just a story to her, and just as easy to put away.

Instead, she felt his grip on her arm, the stench of rice-wine on his lips. His voice, as he called to her, his daughter-of-the-moonlight. The stained, wet smell of sweat on leather. And fire: torchlight, burning straw, wood paneling, rice-paper doors when they pulled his body from the house.

“That was my family,” she muttered, finishing the robes at last, “not me.” It was the past. And I will not live for ever in that shadow.

“Truly, you look wonderful,” Ayame Hayo said.

Sitting on her cushion by the window, Yora’s wife was from the Satsuki-Zusho family, sister of her stewardfather, and one of the kindest people Kai had met.

“People said that in Satsuki,” Kai grumbled. “Here, I’m just another face.” Girls are so pretty, in the center of the world.

“You’re nervous.”

“Of course I’m nervous, I’m about to meet the retired-emperor.” Kai frowned. “I have to keep face.”

So she took her time, powdering her skin until she was – if not happy, at least satisfied – with how she looked. In truth, she enjoyed perfecting the arrangement of her many-layered robes, feeling the soft cotton, the fine silks overlapping; she liked the cloth against her skin, the beauty of soft touches of makeup on her eyes, and her hair tied back in waves. She only wished she could feel more confident about it.

“Why try so hard pretending you’re a noble?” Hayo asked her later, as they were preparing for her audience in the hall. “You’re not an aristocrat.” Kijin houses were not nobles, and would never be accepted by them here.

“If I am to work with them,” Kai said, “I will need to know them very well… especially if I ever want to gain their respect.”

She turned. “Aunt, do you think the retired-emperor remembers me?”

Hayo gave a smile. “Of course he does. The retired-emperor is nothing if not… meticulous with his knowledge of what’s happening in his city.”

“And it is still his city?”

“What else?”

“He has taken the vows, he’s retired…”

“He’s the head of the imperial family,” Hayo said. “And will be until he dies. He is the Chiten. It will always be his city.”

“I wonder what the chancellor thinks of that.”

Hayo shrugged. She was not a tall woman, by kijin standards, though she towered over the no’in and the ge’in commonfolk. Twice Kai’s age, Hayo was older than her husband, Yora, and the confidence and heft with which she moved gave lie to any who would think her past her prime. She was not as athletic as Akiyo or the other warriors. No, she was softer, rounder, more comfortable in herself, her body and her mind; she had better discipline. She was well read. She’d been trained at kijin schools. She knew how to use a blade, could ride a horse as well as any, though none could match her in the game of politics; she was proud, as were all kijin-tai, and she commanded every room that she was in. She was, in many ways, everything Kai hoped to be.

“I’ve written a poem,” Kai said, tucking the folds of her dress. “About the moon, like my name. I’ll give it to the retired-emperor today. For goodwill. He’s said to love his verse…”

“He’s famous for it,” said Hayo. “I’m sure he’ll be quite pleased.”

Kai bit her smile – her anxieties were coming back. “I worry he’ll dismiss my hand. My calligraphy, it’s not what it should be.”

“Goshira’s the biggest goblin in the country,” Hayo said. “He’ll hardly care. He knows who you are.”

Then a smile: “Don’t tell him I said that, about the goblin.”

Kai laughed. “Oh, I’ll make sure to, first thing I’ll do. ‘Ayame Hayo, she thinks you’re a monster, O lord.’ That’ll go well.”

“They call him the windswept emperor, you know,” Hayo went on. “No one knows which way he’ll go. He changes always, depending on the turning of the times. He’ll do anything to help himself.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Kai said, and fussed with her robe again.

The retired-emperor was older than she’d expected. Bigger. Tall, like most of the nobility, Goshira had a wide, gentle face with lidded eyes like points, a round belly, thin hands. They were not hands of a man who’d drawn a bow or ridden a horse in the rain. They were not hands that had killed. No, she knew, this was the kind of man who had others do the killing. Much cleaner that way. Gentler on the skin. She caught a scent of perfume in the air; lilac, she thought, sweet orange.

“It’s been too long, Kai Gekko’in,” he said, in a solemn, silky voice. “I’ve had some tea prepared, if you would join me. Ah, but I remember the days when you were young. Such a quiet little thing, yet you grew to like it here. You came in summer with the Lord Zusho and his people from the southeast provinces. How is your stewardfather? What tidings from the Kanden?”

“Lord Zusho is well,” Kai said respectfully. She had been sent to foster with the Zusho – a tributary to the Keishi clan – after her father’s death. “He’s been spared the poor harvest that’s plagued the lower valley these last two years.”

“Good,” the Chiten said. “Yes, that is good news. Would it were in Muzo. But – enough of that. Tell him to visit more often. He never comes to see me anymore… the tragedy of it… yet I think we’d have so much to say.”

“To be honest,” said Kai, “he prefers to stay in Zusho these days. Satsuki is his home, his people are there. And the capital…”

“Has too many eyes?” Goshira was watching her.

“I was going to say, the capital is too crowded for him.”

The Chiten laughed. “Well, he’s always been a smart man, I’ll give him that. I won’t deny, of course, too many of our people here, in the palace, they never leave. Never see outside the city; why would they? They prefer to sit in their courts and their tearooms, not ride out for weeks to reach some muddy manor, the fields where they own their shares. That’s what deputies are for.”

“It’s true.” Kai wondered what the Chiten could have to talk to her stewardfather about. “Many of the estates around my lord Zusho’s lands are almost independent now. The governors hardly visit.”

“Too many nobles own shares in too many estates,” Goshira agreed, “in the provinces. Yet, they’ve never seen them. They’re happy to get their little pebbles and their rents and dividends, in produce, rice, or gold, or what have you… lets them sit on their little cushions and drink tea and be bored in comfort.”

He rubbed his bottom with a grin. “I’m not immune, of course. I do it too. So, perhaps your father Zusho is wiser than the rest of us! Ah, the tea.”

After a moment, Kai presented the poem she’d written as a token of respect. “I’m afraid I’ve only little skill, but I thought you might appreciate the sentiment…”

“Of course,” he said, unrolling the fine paper. “Ah.”


in the evening light,

cicadas

fall silent

the sound of one breath,

sound of the world

held, the wind goes still –

watching

the moon above



“It’s a response to my uncle,” she began.

Goshira nodded. “Yes, I saw it: his ‘Summer’s Gazing at the Moon’. Wonderful, just wonderful. You have great talent. And your calligraphy is excellent, you should be very proud.” He folded it carefully into the envelope, eyes never leaving hers. “Now, perhaps, to business. How are you enjoying this little capital of ours?”

“It’s – strange,” Kai said honestly. “I have these memories, from when I was a child… the orange tree by the emperor’s hall, the pines and the little lake by the South Gate… I have these memories and when I see them now, it’s like I see two places at once: the place that I remember, that meant love and mother and playing under trees. And the place that is now, which seems… different. Smaller, I suppose.”

“The homes of childhood do often seem so small, when we return to them. I understand what you’re saying. I’ve experienced it myself.”

“I’m here to look for allies,” she said abruptly. It was time she saw if the retired-emperor could assist her, or not. “People who remember what my family used to be… and might want to help.”

The Chiten’s eyes gleamed, deep as pools. “Yes… I do read much into this poem, Kai Gekko’in. This little poem about change. Oh yes. The cicadas: for years they remain underground, building themselves, but slowly… And now they emerge under a waxing moon. Be very careful, Lady Kai. No matter how long the cicada spends its time underground, its life in the sun is ever brief. The passage between birth and death is but a blink of the eye.”

“Better than having never been born at all,” she said. “Or being… forced to remain underground, never seeing the sun.”

“Oh, my lady…” He fell quiet. “I understand you’ve come to seek reinstatement of your lands. From the chancellor, no less. Brave of you to ask.”

“I don’t feel I have a choice.”

He hummed. “Memories of war do not fade easily in this city. You have a right, of course. But, if I may offer you a lesson, one ruler to another: you walk a dangerous line, revealing this to Seikiyo. He does not want your family to come back. You have my support, of course, for I’ve decided that, whatever happened, I wish you and your family only well. You do deserve your time in the light.”

He paused, considering her gift. “You understand, I can’t say anything on an official basis. However. Meet with my older son, the mirror prince, Nioh. The two of you might have some things to talk about.”

“Why?” Kai asked, slowly. “Is he a… cicada too?”

Goshira broke into a smile. “Oh. My dear. You are a smart one, aren’t you? My lesson, lady, is about the future of our country.” His eyes moved to the poem in its envelope again. “And the provinces. Let us say you are a ruler of the realm. You cannot control the far-provinces alone, so you need help. Due to the accumulation of loyal houses and the defeat of some, oh, rebels far off, your empire has gathered quite a bit of land. This is good. But, as administrator, you need to find a way to support that land. That means you must have revenue.

“And, unfortunate though it may be—” he eyed her, knowing she had no interest in accounting, “that revenue is just as important as the support of your friends. This is why I’ve always envied you warrior houses; you have such strong bonds. The scholars of the west say, hierarchy in the universe is absolute – but what, I ask, is stronger than the bond of friend to friend? Nothing. Not master to servant, certainly not brother to brother, not always, for how many brothers have turned on one another? Even fathers to their sons, mothers, their daughters… Why, a war was fought between fathers and sons, and that was to stop the demon-emperor from taking power.”

“That was when you came to the throne,” Kai said.

“Indeed it was. This is another reason why I admire you warriors. Because, you understand, someone in my position, in order to maintain these lands, these far provinces, I need a peacekeeping force. That’s what the state is, after all, is it not?”

“Scholars say the empire is the only legitimate source of warfare. All else is rebellion.”

“So it is,” he said. “So it is. I’m glad to see you’ve learned of the art of war. So – tell me, how do I solve my problem? I need revenue to pay my troops, but I need troops to collect my revenue. A circle, no?”

He’s testing me, she thought. He’s testing what I know.

“You give the warriors some land,” she answered. “They become your vassals. They get paid in the form of the land you award them, and they’re in your service, for their status and their holdings are now linked to yours through what they’ve promised in homage. They keep some of the lots for themselves, keep some of the money, and in return, your lands are governed. Safe.”

He said, “Exactly so.”

“That’s how my family came into the east,” she said. “That system. Only now – I wonder if it still works.”

“Of course it works.”

He smiled, but his eyes said, Keep going. This is the test.

“You’ve been encouraging the lords to grow stronger,” she said. “I thank you for it, but I have to wonder – why?”

The Chiten’s former joviality seemed a ploy now, given the new, strange light that came into his eyes. “Strength,” he said, “must be met with strength. Should the… need arise. Even now I have business that requires it. All around this country. In the islands. In the Inner Sea. In the east…”

As to that, he said nothing more.

“However,” he continued, “the way to rule is not through violence. Maybe in a war, perhaps. Yes: violence. But… what do you do, once you get there? You can’t keep killing people. No. The true way of ruling is through logistics. That is my lesson, inane as it may seem… All the armies of the world won’t matter if you cannot feed them; all the power under gods will be useless if the farmers cannot grow their crops… or if you can’t find a way to distribute them.

“Power,” he said, “is a system. Like the joints of a great waterwheel: it’ll never work if any one joint tries to do it all alone.”

He watched her, as though to ensure she was paying attention. Yes, she thought. This encounter seemed, somehow, like a test.

Like he was gauging her for some secret need that was yet to be revealed.

“That is what the Keishi have forgotten,” he said. “Or, at least, what they seem to have ignored.” He learned forward, dark eyes gazing at her poem once again. “So, it is as you said. How long will the system last? Before it falls?”
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Sen

Shōho Year 3

Autumn

The bamboo rod smacked against his desk and Sen jolted up with a start.

“Hoshiakari! Pay! Attention!”

He’d been daydreaming. Tutor Yozora, leaning over him like some kind of stick insect, slapped the bamboo against his desk to enunciate each syllable.

“Sorry, master,” Sen said, blinking.

“If you never listen to me, how will you ever expect to display the refinement and knowledge they will want of you when you return to court?”

“If I go to the capital, they’ll kill me,” Sen said. “What’s the point?”

“Exile may not be for ever,” Yozora said. “When you marry, you will move into your wife’s home. You may be required to present yourself to the court once that occurs. What will people say if you appear with no knowledge of the Souchou classics? The great kingdoms of the continent had wisdom a thousand years before our emperors were ever born, when the gods and monsters fought over our lands. They were the rulers of the human world once.”

“Then why don’t they believe in our gods and the spirits of the world?”

“Different languages use different words,” Yozora said. “To call something another name is not to change its sense. Hm? It is what lies underneath the words that counts. Tens of thousands of years ago, they say, the seas were calm, and beautiful. Humankind lived across countless countries and continents, vast amounts of land that are no more. But the seas have risen. The old lands have been eaten by the sea. Our islands are sacred. The gods dipped a heavenly spear into the raging storm, and the drops of seawater that fell when they removed it became our islands… Our mountain, the barrier mountain, was one of those first lands. Or so my family has always said. In the West, they think it different. But after all of it, a thousand generations of life and death led to the creation of your clan from the imperial line. You are its heir, Hoshiakari, as is your sister. You must live up to it.”

“This isn’t my land,” Sen said.

“Nihira will inherit his mother’s lands equally with Hakaru, but you must form a house of your own. Your own manor to manage in the name of the capital.”

“Yes, master. I know. You’ve said.”

“You are of a great warrior house,” Yozora told him, not unkindly. “The time may come when they call you to serve. Now: what are the tasks of kijin-tai?”

“Kijin are the highest embodiment of what it means to be a warrior,” Sen said by rote. “They walk the line of life and death; and become like gods themselves. Ghosts of gods of the dead. The task of the warrior is to serve, to reflect on righteousness within themselves; to find a lord and serve in a trustworthy manner, with respect, and with the compassion of Kouzeon, the sound of justice.”

“That is what they say.”

“That is what they say,” Sen agreed.

“You must be mindful of your position in this world,” Yozora croaked. “Not many are so privileged. So yes, duty is our way. Service is our way. We do this to protect the fabric of the realm. The great monk of land-and-sea once said, ‘The low classes, farmers, artisans, and the like, their lives are simple. They have not wealth nor power, and their labor does not offer time for them to follow and fulfill the Way.’ Hm? A warrior must put aside all other things and pursue the Way over everything. We must protect and punish the common classes as is needed, as the way of heavenly morality on earth decrees. We serve the Ten’in emperors. The nobility have hundreds of manors throughout these lands; it is up to us, as warriors, to look after them.”

“They hire warriors to do their dirty work for them,” Sen replied. “It’s always been the same.”

“And why does this happen? What do you think?”

“Nobility and the court don’t want to leave their palaces,” Sen said. “They don’t like going to the countryside, they use warriors to manage them instead.”

Yozora dipped. “So you know what happened. Our forefathers gained power because they were brought into the empire’s service and assimilated. And so, were ‘barbarians’ no more. Hm? In short, even the war of succession between Goshira and his brother Sutoh was a war between the new system of outsiders becoming the warrior power, and the old system of imperial rule. Goshira supported the new warriors because it suited him. And he won.”

Dusk. Steaming rice, half polished. Wine in the warmer. Sen’s mind wandered pleasantly, the early evening swooped down around them, and his stewardmother, Lady Iyo Ogami’in, sat resting by the fire.

“Son,” Iyo said. “Are you sure it was her?”

Sen straightened. Son. Iyo Ogami’in always called him that, though they were not related, not by blood. The bond that his uncle Yora and his father had once forged with the eastern clan beyond-the-mountains held strong, and bound him to her, under her protection, for all these many secret years. Officially he was Iyo’s ward, the son of a sister who had died. Officially, he was of the Kitanohara line. Iyo was sixty, graceful lines at the corners of her eyes, hair slowly turning gray, and a fiendish kind of wisdom lingered in her smile.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I think so.” In the days and weeks since the incident with the western monks, Sen had become convinced that somehow, that no’in woman who had the same jade bead as he did – a Gensei bead – was connected to his family and the events of their deaths. He felt a flicker of memory whenever he thought about it, and at length he had gone to his stewardmother and begged her until she revealed the truth – that he had been found with a no’in girl on the night that his mother died. That they had been found together, hiding, as the town of Azemichi burned around them. And that Yora, the great poet and general of the Gensei clan, had saved them both, taken the both of them here.

“They say this is a time of changes,” Nihira said, reclining at his place by the hearth. He was eating with his brother Hakaru. “People in the fieldtowns. They claim to have seen the inexplicable, supernatural things throughout the woods… strange sounds and tricks of the light… They say, ‘Something is coming.’”

“I want to talk to her again,” Sen said. “Maybe she knows something, about…”

“Is she to be your bride? Would be fitting.” Hakaru laughed. “‘The out-cast will meet.’”

“She’s not an outcast, she’s no’in,” Sen said.

Hakaru shrugged. “That’s what no’in are.”

Sen found himself looking at his hands. “Still. I was wondering.”

“What does your tutor say?”

“Yozora just wants me to read old books from the continent. Who cares about Yozora. When I steal off to read the more interesting ones, he gives chase with his limping leg, shouting at me, ‘Akuma Dai-oh was never such an evil one! The Serpent have your tongue!’”

“He is protective of you,” Iyo said. “He served your family, once.”

“My dead family,” Sen said.

Later, he followed his stewardmother to the terrace overlooking the city and the temple being built. She did not speak, not at first, merely sat with her eyes cast out, over the hill of Kitaiji, the fortress, and the barrier gate and the city below. The fields there, the land, and the people. She had a feather in her hand, weaving it lightly between her fingertips.

“This incident with the monks is more unsettling than I realized,” she said at last, meeting his eyes. “We must be cautious now.”

“The monks?” Sen asked. “They’ve been gone for weeks.”

“Nevertheless,” she said. “I’m sending you to Jobo Daiten. For your safety. You are to ask for him to take you on as a disciple.”

He couldn’t read the emotion behind her voice. The crow monks, and their leader, Jobo Daiten, had helped bring Sen here in secret all those years ago. But they were a mystery to him. They rarely came into the city, and instead trained in hidden arts of swordsmanship from their monastery in the Blue Woods. They knew magic, people said; they could summon gods.

“Lord,” he said, uncertainly. “Mother… I… Before, when I asked, you told me it was foolish to seek after the crows. You said Yozora was tutor enough.”

“I did,” she said. “But things have changed.”

The monks, Sen thought.

“What was I supposed to do,” he asked, as the old anger rose in him again. “They disrespected our lands. Our laws… they were attacking her, they would have killed her…”

“And you think it was up to you to save her?”

Sen turned about, fighting a familiar sense of suffocation. “They insulted you. They laughed, they laughed at us. At all of us. Like imperials always do… They act like they can do whatever they want.”

His stewardmother’s gaze softened then, and she nodded him close. Together, they looked out. Strange weather had continued through midsummer, and the night had turned, and soon he knew there would be storms full of lightning and deep wind, a lashing rain.

“I know this isn’t easy for you,” she told him. “But you must promise me that you will do this. It’s not all bad. Jobo is the crow master who once taught me. The trick is getting him to accept you. He will challenge you, Sen. He’ll speak in riddles.”

She gave him one of her gray smiles.

“It will be up to you to find a way to pass his test.”

There were legends, of course, about old Jobo Daiten. It was said that he could summon spirits, that he was a master of the martial arts. A saint, a mountain hermit, a genius with the art of blades; Jobo and his monks, they knew the secrets of the mountains, communed with gods and could send raw boulders flying from the hillside; they could make thunder, cut a dozen trees in a stroke, stand weightless on the snow, leap mountain cliffs, and turn night into day.

It was said they brought tidings of change.

Sen had grown up on stories of Jobo the Shugenja and the crows, how they knew magic, how they were half-gods themselves. How they took a young woman named Iyo Ogami’in as a student, taught her mysteries and the secret-sword. Jobo Kensei, people called him; Jobo, the sword-saint. Jobo, the great master of the woods.

By nightfall they’d arrived at the fortress, and Sen watched them, from the windows of his stewardmother’s house. He watched, and remembered what his tutor Yozora once told him: “Evil crow-dogs live in those woods. Ruled by ogres who will eat your head. Take no notice.”

The next morning, he slipped a few of Yozora’s books from the library under his robe and headed to his favorite spot on Kitaiji hill. The rain had stopped. The Taga boys were on the fields, riding in the brightened day, and Jobo and his monks were taking laps around the grounds before they went in for their councils.

The top of the hill was ringed with a pillared wall, mud and clay packed at the bottom, as though the great hilltop were a shrouded porcupine. From there, Sen could see across the lower slopes of Mount Kanzan, which reached up to the heavens; the entire city of Kitano lay spread below the main gate, on the south side, protecting the fortifications and their sloped rooftops within.

He took a turn across the battlements, enjoying the fall’s fair wind. The flags were flying. The hill, the valley, the mountains were all lit by blinding sweeps of sunlight through blue-dotted clouds; birds sang, farmers traveled on the road. He rested against the balustrade, gazing out at the old city. The Taga clan once ruled this place, before it was a city – it was just a little river town back then, winding streets and the manor houses. A residential area, but its bones were made by old Iteki families that were the first estate-owners here. As he crossed back, Sen was surprised to find the sickly smell of flowers permeating the top of a slow, twisting hill. The day had settled into a beautiful sunset, and the air had the bright, crisp quality that followed a rain. Evening fell; soon Yozora discovered the absence of his books. His cracked-whip voice rang across the battlements, crying out for the rat-rogue, Sen Hoshiakari.

“Akuma Dai-oh will have you for this!” he shouted, creaking about on his bad leg as Sen darted from the hill where he’d been reading.

“Hoshiakari!” Yozora hollered, huffed, and coughed with every step. “Those are not – your – books!”

Sen grinned, stuffing the books into his bag. Spinning around the turn of Kitaiji hill, the path split and he left the temple behind, going down a steep incline toward the fortress. It curved the side of the slope, stone and earth and gnarled tree-roots on his left, open hillside on his right. He allowed a little laugh to escape his lips, and was turning a corner when something came out of nowhere, flew from the side of the path, and tripped him between one step and the next. Sen went sprawling, books spilling from his bag.

When he looked up, Jobo the crow monk was standing over him, long oak staff in hand. There were two metal feathers at the top, among the prayer rings. He looked at Sen, ponderous and silent as an owl.

“Hoshiakari,” he said. “You are stealing again.”

The crow monk was an imposing figure, with graying bird’s-nest hair over a long nose and squinting eyes. He must be eighty years old, people said, but now Sen was struck by how solid he was, immovable in his stride.

“I…” Sen stood, trying to be more presentable before Jobo’s calm, half-lidded eyes. “I’m just… I’m trying to learn.”

“Oh?” Jobo’s voice had a high, hooting quality, as though everything was a jest. “Good. But don’t go stealing your tutor’s books!”

“I’m trying to learn about magic,” Sen said. “Yozora won’t go near it.”

“Magic,” Jobo mused.

“You know who I am,” Sen said.

Jobo’s smile fell. “I do.”

“Well, I know who you are, too… I know what people say.”

“Oh? And what is that, star-child?”

“They say you can do magic. They say you summon gods.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Jobo said, and moved on.

“Master,” he began.

“Ame’in,” Jobo replied politely, “I am not your master.”

Sen followed him down the curve of the temple path. Evening birds were singing. “They say you speak with them,” he said. “You can summon ghosts. The little gods, the spirits, you bind them to a paper curse and they have to do what you say.”

“Is that what they’re saying in Kitano,” the crow monk mused.

“They say you raise them, bound to your seals… you conjure them.”

“No.” Jobo stopped, abruptly. “Calling a god to be your servant is dangerous. Shikigami… they are all dangerous.”

“Why?”

“Because no being, human or god, should be a slave. Observing good and evil within people is one thing. We all have both violent and tranquil souls. Tell me, Hoshiakari, you have a teacher. The old servant of your family, Yozora. He cares for your education. Yet you resist him. And, at the same time, you break into his rooms. You steal his books. Why not be content? Why break away? Hm? What is it that you want?”

“I want to know more about my family,” Sen said.

Jobo shrugged. “Your father started the war that led to his death and the exile of his surviving family members. Perhaps there was some ill magic in that.” He poked his long nose forward. “You’re saying that is who you are?”

“But… that’s not the truth,” Sen said. “And anyway, I’m not like that. That’s not me.”

“Good,” Jobo said, and nodded: good day.

“I know what people say about my family,” Sen called out. “People say we’re evil.”

“You don’t have to be,” Jobo said, lightly.

“Train me.”

Jobo looked at him, face blank as a cloud. “Why?”

“My mother wants me to train with you.”

Jobo laughed.

“You asked me what I wanted,” Sen said. “The truth is… I hate my father. He’s the reason I’m here, the reason we were outcast, hunted down, and killed…”

“You think your father was a coward and a selfish man who only wanted to take the power he saw others have.” Jobo waited.

“Why should we be outcast?” Sen asked. “Because of something that happened almost before we were born?”

“Some things don’t go away,” Jobo said. “It was unwise to make fools of those monks.”

“I don’t care about them,” Sen said. “I don’t care about the capital. I don’t care about… about titles, or lands. I just want to be able to go freely. To use my name. My own name, and not be punished for what they did… The way it used to be, before the war ruined everything.”

“Then let me ask you this,” Jobo said. “If you had the chance, to bring your family back again, undo the damage that your father caused. Would you?”

Sen searched for an answer. He had known only life in exile. He was safe in Iyo’s lands, but he knew if he were ever to leave, he would be hunted down by the Keishi forces, who, if they found out he was alive, would still brand him an outlaw by nature of his birth.

“I have been told,” he began, “that if… if I were ever to return to the capital, they would either just kill me outright or, more likely, trap me in the courtly prison that my sister has been in since the day our father died and she was brought before Seikiyo. So, you ask if I had the chance, if I would undo that? Then I have to say, yes… But more than that, I want to change things. I want to help people in the world. If I can learn to do something good, then that might – it could undo the evil, like you said. In the past.”

“And this is why you steal your master’s books.” Jobo sighed. “Then, Sen Hoshiakari, what will you do? Be a lord?”

“Train me,” Sen said again.

Jobo looked at him. “Try.”

He held his prayer staff before him, and tapped it twice upon the ground. When he let go, the staff stood vertically where he had left it.

“Take the staff,” he challenged.

Jobo had no other weapon but a white bird-feather fan. He stood there, palms open.

Sen tried to take the staff.

Jobo moved like lightning. Sen had never seen anyone move so fast. He knocked Sen aside with the fan, easily, and when it blew past he felt as though a hurricane had hit him, as though he’d been struck by a falling tree. Before he knew what had happened, Sen found himself sprawled out on the path a dozen paces off, reeling, with an ache in his side where the blow had struck.

Jobo looked down at him and shook his head. Then turned to where his staff still stood on the path, and made to leave.

Sen burned with humiliation. “Please. You must train me!”

“No,” Jobo said.

And walked away.

This was the first time that Jobo would decline to train him. It happened two more times after that, in different parts of the fortress, and the temple too. With the sound of the construction hammers tocking away on planks of wood, Sen sought him out, hurried before him to lie prostrate on the stones, but the old man ignored him, waving his soft white feather-fan or clasping his hands to the staff as he strode on.

Sen watched him for days, but every time he tried to approach, the crow monk would only meet him with the same, blank expression, staring at him, staring through him, as if demanding something he was not prepared to give. Then the morning came when the councils had ended, and the crow monks were preparing to make their way into the woods again, to return to their high home in the forest of the Godspath. Sen found them at the gate.

A hundred paces off, Jobo and the crow monks had a little cart with its trappings bundled under a plain hemp cloth. One monk was saddling their horse, a rangy, starving creature, and when Sen made to approach, Jobo offered a nod of farewell, but again said nothing, and allowed no riposte. Then suddenly the gates were open. The cart creaked, full of sacks of rice and flour and dried herbs, and they began their ponderous journey back from the gates of Kitano to the Blue Woods.

Sen found himself standing in the threshold, watching as they left. His stewardmother’s plea – you must promise me that you will do this – seemed to ring in his ears, and the memory of how easily Jobo knocked him down sent shivers to the ends of his fingertips.

They were a dot, receding on the long road, when he decided to follow them.

He stayed as far back as he could, keeping the monks at the edge of his sight as they made their way through the wood, but once or twice he caught them glancing at him, and knew they were aware of his intent.

He followed them all the way to their monastery on the Godspath of Kannagara. He called when he reached the gate. They sent him away. The gate shut.

An elderly crow monk said, “He doesn’t want to speak with you.”

“Why not?” Sen yelled. “He saved me, he helped bring me here, now he doesn’t want anything to do with me!”

He waited outside the gate at Kannagara for three days and nights, leaving only to steal food from the local village outside the woods, until finally, in the rain, the gate opened and Jobo the crow monk was there, watching him.

“What is a warrior doing in the mud?” he asked.

“Train me,” Sen said. “I’ve learned everything I can with Yozora.”

Jobo looked at him. “No,” he said.

Sen came back again. And again. “I am a descendant of the Gensei clan! Let me in!”

“That is why you cannot enter.”

He sat on the Godspath, hallowed ground that symbolized the barrier between the physical world and the spirit realm. The crow monks above called out to him, told him to go home.

“No!” Sen shouted. “I demand to be taken as a student of Jobo. I saw him fight. I’ve never seen anyone like that before!”

“Maybe you need to open your eyes,” they called, mocking.

“Let me in!”

Another day passed. Then another. Finally, one morning, the gate opened and again Jobo stood before him. “Why do you want to learn how to kill?”

“I… What?”

“You said you want to learn to fight like we do. To fight is to be willing to take a life. You must understand what you’re asking for. You’re not ready.”

“I have training.”

“I don’t care.” He turned from Sen, walking slowly back up to the temple building within. The other crow monks gave him one small bow each, and closed the gate.

So, he sat. He waited. The gates did not open for another day.

One night he woke to find the eldest monk, a husk of a man named Jikobo, watching him from the open gate, a small bowl of rice and pickled plum in his hands. With a nod, Old Jiko set it on the dirt at Sen’s feet, bowed once, and retreated back to the gate. He replaced the rope barring entry. It settled on its hook with a soft click, and Sen found himself starting to go after him, to call out, hand half raised, but the gate didn’t move, and the woods were silent. Above him, by the steps, he saw Jobo watching him, thin face set as stone, betraying nothing.

Does he ever sleep? he wondered.

Sen bowed to him, quickly. And went back to his mat. When he got to it, the rice was still warm.

The next morning, he went to the gate again. They still wouldn’t let him in. But he felt himself changing. He wasn’t so angry with them, wasn’t so upset.

“Please,” he asked, “won’t you teach me?”

The Shugenja considered him for a moment, and spoke as though soothing a child.

“Why,” he asked again, “do you want to learn the way of killing?”

“I’m a warrior.”

“I see no war,” the monk said. “I see only a human, and some trees. Tell me, lord, where is your war that you want so much?”

He left Sen with that, pondering his question.

Sen went back to his mat again. The day stretched on, wet and wilting. At some point, he must have fallen asleep, for when he startled, jolting up, Jobo was on the path before him.

“Tell me, why have you come? For the teaching, or the clothes?”

“What?”

“How we adorn ourselves.”

Sen blinked, confused. “The teaching,” he said. “I don’t care about your clothes…”

The crow monk shook his head. “When I say, ‘clothes’, I am not speaking of our clothes. Perhaps one day, you’ll be able to understand your own thoughts, and avoid thinking in binary ways. Your mind is caught in the illusion of good and evil.”

With that, the crow monk walked off into the woods.

After a moment of indecision, Sen followed him again. Followed for an hour, high into the peaks of the Blue Woods and the mountain. Blazing sun and cool shade, dappled shadows, insects buzzing in the air. Another hour passed; Jobo kept walking.

Finally, he stopped.

“One spirit, two souls,” he said. “That is the first thing to understand. There is the wild soul. Violent, selfish, full of strength; and the tranquil soul, healing, compassionate, selfless and flexible. They are reflections of each other. If you lean too hard into the strength and fury of your angry soul, it will take over. If you lean too far into the tranquil soul, you lose the will to act. You must balance them.

“I can teach you the techniques to reach inside the mirror of yourself. And draw from your spirit-energy as needed. But there must always be a return to balance. If you trigger your energetic soul, you must return to peace with your tranquil soul.”

“How do you do that?”

“Through your action. It is the way of positive and negative. If you take, you must then give. If you harm, you must then heal. There are different ways we do this.”

“Like what,” Sen asked.

Jobo gave him nothing. “I cannot teach that which you will not learn.”

He walked on, in silence, until they reached the Godspath once again.

“Please,” Sen said, remembering the question. “The teaching.”

“Go home,” the crow monk said, and shut the door.

As night fell, Sen saw faint light in the woods where the other crow monks had gone, as though someone were holding torches of blue flames, only no one was there.

He followed the lights to a stream, where he saw, far off, a faint glow hovering over the water, drifting down the bend. It seemed to flicker over the trickling current; it looked like the lights were dancing.

What was his lesson? He turned it over in his mind, determined to figure out what he had to do, to meet Jobo’s terms.

So he sat and meditated on it. He stopped asking, but he didn’t leave. He waited at the side of the gate, as, each day, the monks came and went about their duties, trekking down the mountain to the local outvillages, collecting alms.

He didn’t see their master, Jobo, however. He remained inside the temple gates. Sen didn’t demand, or beg, from the crow monks anymore. He simply nodded to them, and once or twice even smiled, as they passed.

He settled back on his small square of cloth to resume his sitting.

I won’t give up, he’d told himself. They will take me, they will.

But time dragged on, and the seasons changed, and the wind grew cold and harsh. The leaves began to turn. He worried he wouldn’t have the resolve to wait them out. Then, one morning, bright with autumn cold, he turned from his small pallet outside the monastery, shivering and noticing the frost. The gate opened. Jobo appeared.

“It’s cold,” he said.

Sen stirred. He had no demands left, too tired to uphold the facade. “You can have my blanket if you want.”

The crow monk smiled. “The teaching,” he asked at last, “or the clothes?”

“None,” Sen said.

Jobo cocked his head. “Then what is a warrior doing in the mud?”

This time, he was ready. This time he had an answer.

“Learning,” he said.

Jobo held a bucket out for him to take. “Then learn.”

When he walked back to the temple, he left the gate open behind him. Sen scrambled to his feet.

“You have stolen from good people in these hills,” Jobo said. “You will start by repaying them.”







CHAPTER SEVEN
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Rui

The horse was frustrated, whinnying, kicking at the hay. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be home soon. I’ll bring you lots of oats and brush your coat; you’re beautiful, what a beautiful boy.”

Horses never lied to you, like people did. They gave you what they got. Didn’t care if you were highborn or low; didn’t care where you came from. Rui yearned to know where she really came from. It was said her family were just servants to the Gensei; they might have come from anywhere. They might have been anyone.

Or no one, she thought. Does that mean I am no one, too?

In her trunk she still had her jade, a pale green-and-blue stone, curved like a crescent moon. She wore it on a necklace, sometimes, under her clothes on special days; it made her feel closer to them. They watched her still, she told herself. They spoke, if you were willing to listen.

She left the outvillage early, intending to return before the autumn festival began. Time had passed, and with the changing seasons, a new feeling came into the air. The monks were finally gone. They had failed to intimidate the lord of Kitano, and instead walked off, claiming the autumn season meant they must make pilgrimage to the great temples in the south and west, on Mount Takano.

Now dawn crept above the western fields, cold and wet with dew, and when she approached, the echo pond glinted in thin sunlight. It lay silent as a mirror, reflecting the world back to itself, the sky and cranes above. She sat on the little dock and thought of her mother. The smell of home, of wood, resin, a scent of flowers; high ceilings and the shadows of a night. She remembered symbols on the flags outside: gentian flowers with a fan of leaves. She remembered the smell of the rice bin, when she held the highborn child’s hand, and hid there. She had no memory of the rest of that night, nor of its slaughter.

She had almost no other memories of that time, nothing until she was brought to Aizumi and the city at Kitano; nothing until they placed her with the monks. They brought her to her adoptive family, first nun Iwa, then Koroku and Otsu, who let her stay in their stables. But she wanted to see the world. She dreamed of traveling to Unasaka, bartering for passage on one of the square-sailed ships, sailing to one of the far islands or the Wings; or maybe south, to where the sun shone and traders came calling from the continent. She allowed a smile: it was fantasy. The truth was something different – she was no’in, and would probably be here, working the fields outside the city, until she was old as Goro, until they laid her down to rest and lit a flame for her departed spirit.

The pond shimmered, chips of broken light reflecting on the surface. If someone lost someone, the no’in said, they come here. They clap loudly. And if they hear an echo, it meant the person that they lost shall return.

Rui clapped her hands.

By noon, the outvillage was abuzz. Goro played his bowstring, a jaunty tune. Children danced; others, on the sloping of the hill outside Kitano, pointed to the sky. “Look!” they shouted. “Look!” More laughter. Red-tailed kites rose, darted through the blue. A few had tangled, their pilots at a loss, and the birds of bamboo wings crashed onto the grass.

By the stalls, some of the children were eating little rice cakes dipped in ivy sugar, and they spun around, slapping at each other with sticky hands, dizzy from the sweets. Rui hurried down; harvest was a special time, and the festival their biggest celebration. The ending of a year brought change; a winter soon to come, a time where things could alter, where you could remake your life.

“Always been a wanderer,” Auntie Otsu often said, in evening, when the sun began to fall. “Oi, dreamer-girl!” Uncle Koroku snapped, clicking his tongue so she’d do the job she’d promised.

A dreamer? she wondered, remembering the light, the sun transmuted into thin reflections on the surface of the pond at dawn. Soon it would be too cold to go there in the morning, the fog would cast a blanket over everything, mask the mirror and shroud the world. Sunlight would give way to frost. But it would come again, in the new year, she reminded herself; and we can start afresh.

She was a child no longer, though it felt that she had so much yet to learn.

She was a child no longer, and for the first time, this season, this festival, this year, it felt that she could make a difference.

If they made a better showing at the line, when the lords came down to watch; if they made a good impression with their wares, if the horsekeepers stood out, and the little figurines she’d carved, and the deep blue dyes that Otsu had perfected, if any of them caught their lord protector’s eye.

They brought no’in up to work for them, sometimes, in the fortress of Kitano. So, you want to work the castle, eh? Goro had said.

She thought of her family, who were gone, thought of how they’d served the highborn once, as house-people to the Gensei clan.

So, you want to work the castle?

The monks were gone, but the truth was, now, she did. You can move up in the world, Koroku told her once. I always knew you were meant for bigger things. He’d said it like a compliment, like a dream; like the things you say to any child, anyone in the outvillage who was young and watched the far ends of the valley and the mountains like a wall, and wondered what was there, what was on the other side. The world is so big, she’d always thought, remembering how far she was, now, from the town of her birth, the town she hardly remembered. The town in the west, by the royal city. There’s still so much to see.

Now she heard the music. Now she saw the flags, Kitanohara and Taga, fluttering in a breeze; she caught a sense of something sweeter in the air. The festival had begun with dances, children laughing, flutes. Goro tried to give up his harp, but the musicians called out, laughing, for him to play.

“I’m too old,” he begged. The crowd cried out, urging him for more. Goro soon relented. The strings were plucked, the little drums began to sound. Drums and flutes, children running with small dumplings steaming in their hands. A dewdrop sky stretched flat above, without a hint of cold; instead, it opened, as if bringing sunlight to the rice, and warming rays onto their skin. The mountains, snow-tipped, loomed on every side.

Koroku and the other horsekeepers brought out their foals in a parade. They went to the gates of Kitaiji, to celebrate the harvest, and for health and prosperity in the winter that would follow. She could hear the bells, sounding chagu-chagu in the air. It would grow colder now, at night, but here the wind still sifted gently. She pictured bright red tassels and the garments they would wear, their horses, and the smile on Otsu’s face as they brought their little herd up to the temple. She remembered being terrified and proud the first time she’d been picked to ride their draft horse, a mountain of an animal named Yamakage, when she was no older than five or six. Surrounded by Koroku and his stableboys, they trotted up the steps of Mount Kanzan, surrounded by the sound of bells. The monks there offered a touch of water and salt onto their hands. She’d felt like she was sitting atop a mountain, then, truly, so small was she, and so huge, but gentle, was the horse.

She paused now, and let herself be lost in the soft breeze, the murmuring of air, the children, laughing at their stories, singing their songs; the elders, watching with lined faces, the dance, young couples laughing, flutes whistling like birds, and the drums that beat with the sound of a collective heart.

Then, as if on cue: a hush. Everything quieted.

Children ran past. Elders called their families together.

The road emptied.

The sound of horses approached.

Her heart leaped to her chest:

They’d come.

“Kijin,” people whispered, not without a touch of fear.

It was time.

If they like you, you will be rewarded, people said.

If you offend them, they may take your life on the spot.

Every year at harvest, Lady Ogami’in in her benevolence chose a handful of no’in and ge’in from the fieldvillages to work in her estate, at the mountain fortress of Kitano city. It was considered the greatest chance to move up in the world.

It was said that even Lady Ogami’in’s personal servants had no’in ink on their arms. They attended her inner councils and she treated them, if not like family, then at least with respect.

And now, she and her people had come. Come to take part in the festival, to reward the outvillage for its work, and to give thanks. They were mounted archers, lotus-born – descended from gods, some said, just like the emperors in their capital half a world away. They rode tall on their horses; they sat dressed in their colorful clothes. If they like you, people said, you have a chance.

Rui watched from the crowd. “The lord is kind,” the farmers muttered. “She’ll reward us: it was a good harvest. If we have the best returns, we’ll be granted a tax reduction. We’ll eat like kings!”

At the head rode a large, broad-shouldered man with high cheekbones and narrowed eyes, like he was looking into the sun. His wide face and clear features seemed always on the verge of laughter. “Hakaru,” someone said. “Son of Lady Iyo.”

He looked so proud, she thought, so beautiful.

“Bow,” Koroku muttered. “Rui, lower your head.”

She did. They bent low before the horses’ hooves. Hakaru rode past, pausing only briefly, to say their fillies were some of the finest he’d ever seen. Then somebody whistled, and the warriors turned toward the open meadow where ge’in land-managers were setting up a ring. On normal days, they lorded over the lower no’in, having the right to own their own farms, but today they bounced and shuffled back and forth, acting like servants to the kijin-tai, who were about to begin their games.

“What’s going on?” Rui asked.

Koroku muttered, “Come. Better come away. Come, children! Come back to the road.” Even old Goro shuffled from the field, surrounded by small no’in boys and girls. Wizened Granny Chie, the headwoman, appeared at Rui’s side.

“Hunting,” she said. “Eh? En’t supposed to do it, but so they are. Hunting. Always hunting.” The crowd jostled. Whatever hopes Rui had of meeting the lords quickly disappeared – instead, a sour feeling welled in the back of her throat. In the field, the soldiers were setting up a ring over damp earth. There were crates. Barking dogs.

“What’s that for?”

Chie placed a hand on hers, pulling lightly, yet firmly, for her to leave. “Hush now,” she said, “we best be out of the way.”

Then, the crates were opened.

Dog-chasing, Rui knew, was an old tradition, a military exercise for training skills on horseback. One or two of the poor creatures would be loosed into a circular ring; then the kijin would come in, looping around on their horses, and practice shooting at live animals. It had been banned for years.

“Wait,” Rui said. “They can’t do this.” But Hakaru, still so impossibly pretty on his horse, had already drawn an arrow from his quiver. “How are they letting them do this…”

“Kijin, they’ll do what they want,” said Chie. “Come away.”

In a moment, the ring was done. The dog, terrified, was let loose. The horses whickered. The kijin, bows in hand, entered on their steeds, and began riding the perimeter, nocking arrows to their bows.

“Hunters,” Goro always said, darkly. “It’s what they do. To be a kijin is to kill. Isn’t pretty.”

She found herself pushing forward. They can’t do this, they can’t.

“Rui, stop,” Chie said.

“Fucking no.” Rui spoke before she meant to. Before she realized what she’d done. Something changed in her, clear as night and day, as the line between right and wrong. And this was wrong. She raced forward and cried out again, to protect the panicked dog. Somewhere, Goro cried, “Rui!” but she leaped the barrier, landed near the scrawny thing, guarding it with her arms splayed out.

“You cannot kill this animal,” she cried. “Dogs are guardians, you can’t!”

On his horse, Hakaru sneered. “Out of the way, no’in!”

“You can’t! They’re O-ine’s messengers. You can’t.”

Hakaru scowled with impatience. His men drew their bows – and Rui gasped as eight blunt arrows came down at her, bouncing off the ground and smacking the dirt into her face. She clenched her teeth, shaking in terror, but didn’t move.

“They’re not real arrows, fool,” Hakaru shouted from his horse. “I’m not cruel.”

“Hakaru, enough!” The crowd parted swift as goats about a tiger, and another lord rode through them, followed by his guards on horseback. It was Nihira, she realized, whom they called the Wolfsmoke; he had always made his presence known to them while at the temples. “What is this?”

Hakaru made a sour face. “Some fun, brother. We’re practicing. They do it in the capital.”

“And you want to be like them?”

Hakaru spat into the dirt, and, for a moment, Rui could see his hesitation. “Who gives a care.” He sent one last terrible glare at her, whistled sharply, and his men began to pack their bows.

Nihira watched as they rode away, jaw clenched in irritation. He clearly didn’t like Hakaru’s games. He turned about on his horse, facing Rui and the no’in again, and Rui caught a glimpse of him towering over her, narrow-featured, with high cheekbones and thin, pretty eyes with long lashes. Taller than his bullish brother, he moved with an elegance born from long practice in the rings. “No’in,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Rui,” she stammered, as the fear still clawed her throat. “My name is Rui…”

“I like your courage, Rui. You have a strong heart in you.” Nihira brought his courser close, breath huffing. He saw Koroku and the stalls, the mares they’d brought up for the race. “So you know horses, then?”

“Yes, ame’in. I tend the stables, at Koroku’s by the road…”

“Ise.” Nihira called to his retainer, a lean man who offered a folded paper from within the folds of his riding coat. It had the lord’s crest, wisterias in a ring. She took it, head bowed low. “Come to the stables,” Nihira said. “At harvest’s end. I’ll find work for you there. Think of it as a reward, for your good work… And to atone for my brother’s behavior.”

He wheeled around, shouting, “Congratulations, all! The first of the harvest is done! Your hard work will keep everyone fed and happy for another year! Your taxes are reduced and we will be sharing rice-wine with you all. We thank you, for all you do. My mother knows her debt to you; she does not forget! We are of this land. We were born of this land, we’ve bled for this land! And the land feeds us. So we may serve to protect you, who tend the fields and the harvest and keep us all alive. Farewell.”

The riders thundered up the hill, and the pressure was released at once; an audible wave of relief passed over the crowd. Koroku collapsed, trembling at the danger they had so narrowly avoided. His eyes met hers and he swatted at her weakly with a hand. “They could have killed you,” he gasped. “What were you thinking?”

He fell back, trying to catch his breath. Rui didn’t know what to say. It had happened so quickly and she’d acted on instinct. Her heart pounded in her chest. She had the note in her hand.

Permission to Enter on the Lord’s Business.

That evening, as she lay on her straw at the top of the barn, she found herself thinking of the Hoshiakari again. Rui grudgingly admired the Gensei heir, how she’d seen him at the echo pond, the day the serow died. When they spoke, he’d been so sure, so effortlessly proud. It was the confidence of being highborn, a confidence Rui would never have. He’s my age, Rui thought, but he seems so much older. More powerful. So sure of himself.

But what am I? Rui thought. He barely even looked at me. He has no idea who I am. True, she couldn’t remember much about her home before the night her parents died, but her whole life, she had felt a kind of connection to the Gensei, the way her family had sheltered Sen and his mother and their aides, in those last moments before the imperials hunted them down.

Sen. She tested the name on her tongue, then fell back to the pillow. Who am I kidding, she thought. Quit feeling sorry for yourself.

Sometimes she wondered if something was wrong with her, seeing others in the village end up together, sleeping in each other’s homes, marrying, having children. She’d never once been part of it. She felt the longing, yes, the desire and the urgent pull of it when she lay on her pallet late at night, but not the act. She could bring herself to satisfaction, but the thought of doing it with another living breathing sweating feeling human being was so alien as to be almost impossible to comprehend. It made her wonder, sometimes, if that was how other people felt about the gods: unattainable, beyond reckoning, immense, and in a whole world where you would never go, full of things that you would never do but that you were supposed to want.

And she did. She did want. And yet, she didn’t. I want to love, she thought, but always look away. Why do I do nothing? Why is there this shadow in me, which closes off my heart?

She’d had crushes, boys and girls who caught her eye, but they’d never lasted. Is this just me? she’d wonder, watching the shift of cloudlight and the rising of the moon. Is this just who I am? She could imagine being with someone. She wanted to be with someone. And yet, never had.

What she longed for was the way that it seemed so many people found each other so easily. She wanted to rise into that feeling; she dreamed about it, made fun of herself for it, but she never found herself with that same desire in the real world. Nobody was interested in her and she was interested in nobody. She wasn’t looking for sex. She’d tried. She was looking for something else and didn’t know what it was. Companionship, friendship? What were they, if not also love?

“Hell,” she muttered, rolling over. “I’m just lonely.”

Who knew, maybe working in the fortress would be a good thing. Maybe she would meet someone, make some friends. Maybe it would help.

Outside, the air began to settle. A cold came in, a shifting of the world, in its blue dusk; a moment where everything felt at pause. The wind caressed her cheek, billowing over her before it left. Her heart calmed. Her worries, for the moment, began to ease. Beyond the rim of the paddy-fields and the rise of the mountains, the light continued to change. It molded itself around the contours of the woods and rolling hillsides, just as the gust of wind had molded itself to her. The sky turned a deeper blue.

Peace, she thought. And for an instant, seemed to sense the voices, in a language she couldn’t really hear, of her parents, whom she’d lost. Of her family. Her people, who welcomed her, and told her, in their air-light way: You belong.

Outside, the air grew chill. The open window brought another breeze. The winter season soon would come. Above, a flat moon hung heavily behind the clouds, its luster pale and shining, and the fields lay silent by the road. Somewhere a nightbird took flight, shattering the stillness; Rui turned to her side to watch, waiting for it to return, and remained like that until she fell asleep.
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Yora

He watched the hunters from a distance. There was a shout, a triumph in the trees. Someone must have felled a deer. The Keishi clansmen were calling to one another, ready to take the hunt into the woods. Hawks circled in the sky. What do they see, he wondered, those sharp-eyed hunters in the blue? Do they see us as of a kind? Or merely another target? No, he told himself. They are indifferent.

The summer had been humid, marred by storms from the south, and even now the air hung heavy, pressing like a damp embrace. He longed for the winds to come and the air to find its chill; when the leaves fell and the world showed its colors again, as it changed into the season of long nights.

The horses whinnied. On the shooting fields, his lord’s cousins were trying their hand at targets made of straw. They wore hunting clothes with round collars, angled caps, flowing sleeves that could be gathered at the ends. A party had gone off into the woods, and even now the men below him were lowering their bows. Seichi, Seikiyo’s youngest son, had scored some point. He saw his former student, Yaeko of House Eiga, there among them. At last he felt a breeze, the ending of the summer storms. Clouds had gathered on the mountain.

“You won’t try your hand?”

The mirror prince, Nioh Shinno, half-brother to Emperor Ashihara, came behind him wearing jeweled clothes. He inclined his head: arrows were being removed from the straw-and-paper targets. “My lord Shijin,” he said, voice soft in the vastness of the field, “if the stories are true, you’d best the lot of them.”

The mirror prince was a slim man, not yet thirty. Dressed in robes with waterlilies over green and red brocade, circles under his eyes and a constant smile he wore like a mask. He held a long, thin box in his hands.

“Lord Prince,” Yora said. “How’s your brother?”

The prince turned back, annoyed. “Half-brother. He’s too busy being half a god. No one sees him.”

“His people see him.”

A smile. “And thus: I am no one.”

“What are you doing here, lord?”

Nioh shrugged. “Yora the Poet. Named for some lines you wrote, what, thirty years ago? Ever the ear of our lord chancellor and the darling of the court. ‘Listen to him,’ they tell me… But am I meant to report my whereabouts to you, now?”

“I meant, not many nobles come to see a hunt.”

“No,” Nioh said. “They wouldn’t. Too… uncivilized. Although one wonders at the evils that they do, with their money and their words.”

Another arrow whistled. Far-off hunters gave a shout. Yora gazed to the group of workmen who’d come to watch, from the edges of the wood, though in truth you couldn’t see anything from here, unless the hunters decided to swing back and make target practice of the trees.

“Deer are sacred with some temples,” Nioh continued, with a noble’s didactic air. “Some would say this is close to blasphemy.” He indicated vaguely. “A common saying in the capital: ‘The farther from Saikyo you get, the worse you will become.’ Distance brings out that which is primitive, in all of us. So terrible, inhuman. Only now, kijin hold the chancellor’s seat. Our halls are swarmed with fighting men. Not the learned ones.”

“The learned ones have better things to do,” Yora suggested, “than wander aimlessly through halls.”

“Yes, they study. And you warriors. You hunt. Though I would prefer to have you here… Seems much wiser than to have our loyal men scattered in the wild. Or who would protect us?”

Even the Ten’in are human, Yora thought. And humans desire power. “They fear us.”

“Perhaps. But what a contradiction you are, Yora. The Poet. A fighting man, and a learned one.” Nioh shrugged, nonchalant. “You do know that we – we of certain nobility – we speak for you. Things are not as worried as you might expect. My respect for your line goes deep. After all, you are the descendants of great heroes. Who was it, Raiko, in the old mirror-books, who slew the demon Hiradoji? Monster-in-human-skin. Rampaging around the capital, killing, drinking blood. Then, a band of heroes, led by your ancestor, assaulted Hiradoji’s palace, used some trick to sneak him into getting drunk, chopped off his head. Yet, even after it was removed from his body, Hiradoji shouted curses and bit them if they came close.”

He gave a halting smile. “Now it seems the myth is true. Yes? No matter how you cut the head, the monster will remain to bite you. Or don’t you agree?”

“I’m a man of neither world,” Yora said. “‘Walking the bridge’, my father used to say. You remarked about the hunt. Well. Seikiyo and his sons are out here, now, with their bows and arrows, seeking deer to offer to the god of war.”

“Yes.”

“I must tell you, lord, I am hunting, too.”

Nioh nodded slightly, as though in confirmation. “For my brother, yes. So, here we come to the bridge. Tell me, do we cross, or are you standing in my way?”

A shout went up; someone else had scored. Ge’in pageboys dashed onto the grass, plucking arrows. “I suppose that would depend,” Yora said, “on the direction you wish to travel.”

The prince considered him. “Indeed. They say you’re looking for something in the east. They say you’re interfering with my father the retired-emperor’s affairs.”

“I’m here on Seikiyo’s orders, lord. I will not lie.”

“Seikiyo Jokai,” Nioh muttered. “The monk-warrior. Why, I wonder, did he take the tonsure, only to insult the temples of Mount Eizan? He has rejected the Boar’s petition again.”

“The Boar?”

“Ryaku’in. He’s fighting to come back.”

“The monks are always fighting,” Yora said. “I cannot speak to their motives.”

“I can,” said Nioh. “So: you’re hunting. As is your like. What matter to me? I have no role in politics. I’m not in line for the throne. I would much rather live in my manor and have peace.”

“You’ve been speaking with the retired-emperor,” Yora said.

“He’s my father.” Nioh laughed. “Am I under investigation, poet? Should I call you the Watchman now, instead?”

“‘The lotus leaves, unstained and glimmering with dew –’” Yora quoted. “‘Yet floating, they hide the silt below.’ Forgive me, but they call your father the windswept emperor for a reason. He has his hands in the game at all times. So if you are meeting with him, that means you’re either a player now, or you are a piece.”

“I’m a scholar.”

“You have a claim to the succession if your brother dies. I must have an answer.”

But it is dangerous to accost the sons of kings. Nioh remained unmoved. “To discuss poetry. And I have no claim; you made sure of that. My mother wasn’t high-ranking enough. Ashihara was always the heir.”

“I’m trying to protect you,” Yora said.

Nioh looked to the trees, where a hawk circled a far point in the sky. “Something has died,” he said. “Forget about the east. It doesn’t matter. Ryaku’in is what my father cares about, he’s coming back. You know, you spoke, I remember. In the courts, what was it, two years ago? Against me, in the line of succession, on account of my mother. And you come to me now.”

“Your brother the emperor was about to be married.”

“Half-brother.”

“Yes.”

“He was seventeen.”

“And adding your name to the succession would have done more harm than good,” Yora said. “We needed a union in the families…”

The prince cut him off. “The Keishi family. You’re ever their pet.”

“Regardless. The moment has passed. Stability is stability for all.”

“Ah. ‘If you seek shelter, always find a bigger tree’,” the prince clucked his tongue. “‘To hide beneath.’”

There was no point in trying to evade. “A war within the family almost tore this empire apart, a generation ago. Do you not remember?”

The mirror prince had slowed, his veneer slipping away. Now, he gave Yora a thin look, as if searching for motive.

“I was a child then. In more ways than one. You’d prefer I stayed quiet, in my mansion and my far estates. Farming oats. Idling away. What of my life, lord poet? What of a future? A road goes nowhere without its destination: you would have me waste my days in leisure. You’d have me speak nothing to the court about the succession again.”

“From the wider point of view, Prince, for the court, it would be…”

“What?”

“Preferable. Especially now.”

The prince gave another sigh. “Suppose you told me why?”

“The emperor is to have a son. The diviners have seen it.”

“And so: succession. You do not wish to stir the pot. You do not want a challenge to the throne.”

“Peace has always been my goal.”

“The Keishi,” Nioh allowed, “tied themselves to my family the moment Seikiyo married his daughter to my brother. Have you no thoughts on that?”

Yora held his tongue.

“So: we are at an impasse. Perhaps the bridge has broken under us. If that is indeed the case, then, Yora Shijin, one cannot blame you for being the man they told to stand upon it – and one cannot blame me for wishing to cross. We’re both victims, you and I. Do you truly have no wish to see your family restored? Your lands, your titles.”

“I wish for peace.”

“At the cost of all else, peace.” The prince turned, hands clasped behind him, looking Yora directly in the eyes.

“You well meet your reputation, poet. I suppose it’s no surprise. Loyalty: such a hard thing to hold onto, in these times. Like water. Perhaps that is what has passed beneath us… sweeping our bridge away.”

With this, the prince’s cloaked guards swept in, and he was guided off. Yora called: “They know you’re hiding something.”

“You’ve no standing over my father’s guards,” Nioh reminded him. “They told you I’m hiding something. What of it? They say, ‘Another word from him and heads will roll.’ They say, ‘The landless prince, he must be angry.’ They say, ‘Something must be up.’”

“I’m trying to help.”

“You believe that, but perhaps you should consider what the implications of your ‘help’ really are. I like you, poet. On another day, we could have crossed the bridge together.”

With a sparrow’s nod, Nioh gathered his box with slim fingers and withdrew a flute in a silken bag. “But I forget myself. Please, take this as a token of my respect. One of my great treasures, small as it is. It was given to my grandfather by the great Souchou Dynasty to the west; richest country in the world. They offered this to mark completion of a treaty. You could say, this is why we have a sea-line with the kingdoms of the continent. Apparently, there were two dragonflies sculpted out of wood at the mouthpiece, representing peace, and union, on both sides of the sea, but during transport, someone dropped it, and they broke off. Now there are none. Poetic, I think, for our times. Isn’t it?”

“My niece Kai Gekko’in plays the flute, a little,” Yora said, “though I’m sure not so beautifully as you.”

“The smallest hawk still has a voice,” the prince said. “We would be glad to give it to her.”

Nioh inclined his head; the guards fell about him, close as shadow. “One day, you will start to see. Perhaps you already have. But it will grow in you, it will be cancer. Then things will change. Then maybe one day you will be able to talk about it as you are, and not bright Seikiyo’s thug on a string.”

“We don’t have to be enemies,” Yora said.

“I agree,” said Nioh, and made his leave.

Yora returned to the path to find his bodyguard, a rangy wolf of a man named Kaji Getoh, near the trees. “That was a pretty bit of business,” Kaji grumbled. “What now?”

Yora eyed the gate, where spectators had gathered, moving like little birds. The retired-emperor, Goshira, had exited the palace.

Kaji Getoh rasped, “What’s he doing here?”

“Same as any of them,” Yora said. “Watching, for his sport.”

Goshira stood in his munificence at the far side of the field. Beside him his religious aide, the monk Moro, towered tall and cavernous, hollow in the chest and with the stoop of those of certain height, soft, and lilting. The silent Tessoku, the Shrouded Guard, floated behind them, so named for the veils they wore over their faces, marked with the letter reading “Emptiness.” They slid from the path like wraiths, trailing Goshira to the shade of the willows, their intentions obscured by the hoods they wore at every hour of the day.

They passed, but Yora found the eyes of the retired-emperor locked upon his own, and he bowed, lightly, in respect.

I know, Goshira seemed to say, over the distance. I know of your investigations.

I know what Seikiyo has ordered you to find.

Then he turned, and the gaze was broken, and the air seemed to alter once again.

Sunlight dappled the grass. Yora walked on, for he’d seen the chancellor’s oldest son, Shigeo, in the shade: a young man of the second rank, Shigeo was dressed in clothes of green brocade marked with flowers and the Keishi butterfly on the sleeve. He stood with his wife, Nariko of the Hara clan, and their infant son, Sukehira. Everyone is here, Yora thought. What had he said when Getoh asked? Yes. Watching.

“So you saw that,” Yora observed.

Shigeo removed his gloves. “My father, as lord chancellor… he and our retired-emperor are ever at each other’s throats. Sometimes I think my friendship to Goshira is the only thing stopping them from all-out war.”

“What does Seikiyo say to that?”

“What do fathers always say? ‘Be happy, serve your house, marry, make a lot of children.’ He knows he has to keep the peace. At least, until the new-emperor accedes.”

“Your sister. She’s well?”

“Complains she is a whale, but the time is close. Actually, she wants a word with you, if you can spare it. Until her child is born, Goshira holds everything. Power over his son the emperor. Over the court. Father asked me, knowing my friendship, to be a liaison of sorts.”

“Good thing you’re loyal,” Yora offered. “You’re close to him. The retired-emperor.”

“As much as anyone can be.”

“Then he may share with you. Might tell you what he’s up to…”

Shigeo stopped. “I am to be a spy?”

“Consider it a favor.”

Shigeo nodded, bade him farewell. Yora found himself alone, but for the breeze and the grass and the shifting thoughts of what they’d said. And what they hadn’t said; what that look, what Goshira’s colder gaze, had conveyed across the field. The retired-emperor, as always, was testing him.

But for what, he didn’t know.
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Sen

Sen had been with the crow monk for three months, and had yet to touch a sword.

“We’ll get to it,” the crow monk said.

“When?”

“When you’re ready.”

He stopped at that. His master offered nothing more, only clasped his hand on the prayer staff and moved on down the trail.

They were high on the Godspath, carrying water back to Kannagara. Usually, Sen would do this task alone – his duties were to gather firewood, carry water, and clean the temple with the monks – but today Jobo had decided to join him.

“Are you in such a hurry, now, to kill?” he asked. “First lesson: I will tell you about a strange experience I had, when my eyes began to open.”

“I came to learn to fight,” Sen said. “Not listen to lessons of faith.”

“What’s the difference?”

“I’m a warrior.”

“And you already know how to fight. Why waste precious time to train you in something you’re already good at?”

“I’ve seen what you can do,” said Sen. “You have powers.”

Jobo chuckled. “Many people think that way.”

“Then why am I here, if you’re not going to train me? You said, ‘learn’.”

“I did. You want to be a warrior? Want to kill? What do you think a warrior is?” Jobo trudged on a moment, and said:

“I learned, after I lost everything in the great earthquake, people thought the Serpent had come again to shatter the dragonfly islands into the sea… One day, there was an eerie light in the sky, and the earth shook again, and from the east, waves rose higher than mountains and swept themselves across the land.

“After the shaking of the earth, I had a revelation. It was not just the earth that shook, it was the entire universe. I saw: all things contain the universe inside themselves… and I felt it quake, everything quaked, and my body changed; my mind changed in an instant. I saw the source of the Way is love, protection, for all beings… It is not a means to kill and destroy. It is a way of peace. The teachers say, ‘All the deities of the ten-fold universe traverse the path to the one right road. Where does it begin?’”

He pointed with his prayer staff, waiting for Sen to answer. “Come. We’re not there yet.”

The outvillage lay ahead of them, and no’in could be seen, toiling on the paddies for the late harvest.

“We’re here to work,” Jobo said. “Just as we are born, and grow and take our place among the waters of the world: the gentle stalks take their place among the water-beds.”

Sen paused, reluctant. “I’m not a farmer.”

Jobo tapped him on the head with his staff, just hard enough to sting.

“Once, in ancient Souchou, there was a king who called his followers to pay in tribute. One person offered a beautiful young deer from the temples. ‘What a magnificent horse!’ the emperor declared – and, fearing his wrath, the courtiers agreed: yes, it was a fine horse that had been paid. The deer had no say in the matter.”

“What are you talking about?” Sen muttered.

“Such a one who cannot tell the difference between a horse and a deer – what do we call that?”

Sen blinked. He waited.

Jobo bopped him on the head.

“Ow!”

“Your head is full of stars. Hurry up.”

They went the rest of the way out of the Godspath and found themselves in the open river valley of the no’in outvillages that lay dotted around Kitano. The sun rose high, unmarred by clouds, and about them, in a gentle wind, Sen tasted something like willow sap, fresh herbs, and the late-summer berries that grew along the trail.

He sat by the older farmers as Jobo blessed the fields. A series of benches had been erected, and no’in and ge’in were taking their rest, sipping twig-tea from wooden casks. Others stood ankle-deep in mud at the edges of the paddies, banging drums and keeping rhythm for the song.

“Wanna help?”

Sen looked up to find Rui Misosazai, in the robe and bound-shin pants of farmers, standing before him. She had a bamboo hat on her head, and whatever anger she’d felt that day with the serow seemed to have evaporated. She gave a little bow. “Lord Hoshiakari.”

“I… wouldn’t know how,” Sen said, honestly.

Rui grinned. “Come on.”

For the no’in, harvest-time was almost like a celebration. She showed him how to brush the stalks, letting excess water drip from the ends; how to cut them, how to tie them into bundles. “It’s not difficult,” she said, rolled bundles dripping as they hung over their ties. “Just hard. I guess you get used to it.”

They helped each other pull the bundles onto drying racks, tall triangular structures the shape of sawhorses with long horizontal poles made from bamboo for the bundles to hang. Rui, being nimble and young, climbed the ladder and caught bundles that a farmer named Koroku tossed; the others formed a chain to pass the remaining bundles along, and Rui hung them upside-down to dry in the sun.

Even the youngest no’in helped. They ran scurrying about, laughing in high voices, small fronds in their hands. A boy showed him an emerald grasshopper, proud as if he’d discovered the turning of the world.

The jangling sound of the bells continued, as did the dun-dunn tapping of the drums. Sen couldn’t believe how these farmers kept the pace they did without any food or drink. Rui smiled at him, briefly, then looked away: he felt a flutter in his chest. What’re you doing? he thought. She’s no’in.

But he smiled back.

Later she joined him on a long oak bench, and sat in silence as the sun went down. His shoulders screamed at him, his legs ached, and he’d only done half the work of the farmers. It filled him, somehow, with an immense feeling of satisfaction, of thankfulness – at the town, at the beauty of the fields, the green, bright light, fresh wind in the air; at Rui, for helping.

But something at the end came through to him, a truth he wasn’t sure he knew how to say.

“They said we used to play together, when we were little,” Rui said suddenly. “Do you remember?”

So she knows, he thought. About us. When we were found.

“Do you?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I think I do, but…” She paused. He felt the fragment of a memory come back, harsh and grating as a splintered oar, fighting itself out of the darkness of his past, like it was trying to remind him of something too; bringing him back to himself from wherever it was that he’d been buried.

Then Rui seemed to remember herself – no’in didn’t speak so casually to someone of status, and a kijin at that. “I’m – sorry. Lord.”

“How come we’ve never met before?”

“I’m no’in,” she said, and gave a shrug, as if that was the only answer there was. “I’m to work the castle now,” she continued. “Your lord-brother. He told me. And I thought that…”

She stopped suddenly, as a shout caught their attention. It was Jobo, trampling along the path.

“Ho! Star-boy!” he called. “Something we must do.”

“The holy must lower their head,” Jobo said, leading Sen to a farmhouse under the shadow of the trees. “We in this fleeting world, no matter our birth, high or low; we’re all one people. That’s why they say kings and farmers are the same.” He drew a long knife from his belt. “Sen. The harvest is done. We must offer something to the gods who have blessed us, and pray their protection for the planting in spring.”

Before them, in a hay-covered pen, lay a beautiful waist-height serow from the woods. The animal blinked as they entered, tied to a stake by a single coiled rope: a lithe, agile body, mottled brown-gray fur, a gentle face with wide, goat-like eyes, long ears, two small horns on its head.

“This animal must die,” Jobo said. “It is up to us to do it.”

Sen balked. “I can’t do that…”

“No? You hunt.”

He thought of the royal men, who killed that serow in the hills: “They’re sacred.”

“You want me to teach you about war. You hunt but you don’t butcher what you catch. Would you let the lowborn do this work, that you look down on, and then enjoy the flesh? This is life. All things are sacred. And in the earthly world of animals and beasts… you must kill. A life must be taken if a life is to eat.”

He left Sen to kill the animal alone.

The stench, the pale knife in his hand, the fear in the serow’s eyes. It knew. It bucked against the stall, squealing, kicking at him, and Sen cut poorly, because he’d never killed an animal, not like this, not a creature with no way to escape. His hands shook, the knife went out of true, and the serow rammed and scampered off, leaving specks of blood on the hay. Enough of this. Sen thought of those men from the royal city once again, the so-called monks who’d killed a sacred serow for its hide, its skull to mount in trophy. He fumed at Jobo, at his lessons. Let him kill this if it’s so important.

He threw the knife into the dirt.

But when he went back, declared he wouldn’t kill an animal just to complete his lesson, Jobo shook his head. “You’re a good person, Sen Hoshiakari. But sometimes, I have fears.”

He went to the pen, prepared a cleansing barrier with salt, and found the knife on the hay where Sen had left it. Speaking in low tones, he calmed the serow, eventually getting it to come to him. “You beautiful soul,” he said. “What a wise animal. He hurt you…”

He sang, softly, a song of forgotten love. Then, in one move, he cut across the serow’s throat so quickly that Sen only realized it was done when the body jerked, and a spray of bright red spewed across the stall.

It died in moments.

It died before it even knew.

Jobo didn’t look at Sen. He cleaned the knife; no’in tanners chuffed in, offered a bow, and when he’d washed his hands, Jobo took the no’ins’ in his own. The man and his brawny son hauled the body to their cart.

Later, Sen asked, “I thought it was against the gods for you to take a life.”

“Are you afraid of suffering, Hoshiakari?” Jobo asked. “This world is the middle path between heaven and hell. We are blessed with life. And we are cursed to suffer. I’m no different, though I am a monk.”

Before he left, he handed Sen the knife, now clean. “You are no different either,” he said. “Though you may be born of kings.”

Time passed slowly after that. Sen lost himself in the routine of it, waking before dawn to morning bells and a breakfast of rice or millet gruel and weak twig-tea. Then Jobo would take him to the woods. “What’re we even doing?” he asked one morning, as Jobo started their meditations. He could barely sit still, let alone concentrate his spirit.

“Don’t concentrate,” Jobo said. “Just sit.”

“You’re trying to look like a fool. You do it on purpose.”

“Everything has purpose. Oh, that sounds very wise. I must be a genius!”

Sen rolled his eyes.

“Sit,” said Jobo. “The purpose is not to grasp for truth. The purpose is to awaken. But, like falling asleep, the harder you try, the harder to get there. One day you’ll awaken unconsciously, without thought, and see the illusion of your life, and the truth will already be. There is no ‘finding’. What is truth? Truth of what? There is no self. There is no other. It is an illusion.”

“You know this is why people make fun of you, right?” Sen said. “You’re just trying to sound mysterious.”

“But it is mysterious. Better they make fun of the teachers than follow them blindly. Sit.”

“I don’t like sitting.”

“I don’t like scrubbing my teeth. Sit.”

“We’re not doing anything.”

“The goal is formlessness,” Jobo said.

“I thought you said the goal was awakening.”

“Yes, good!”

Months went by. Each day the same: rise before dawn. Pray, hike the mountains to greet each spirit at the shrines, collect water from the river. The monks trained in physical exercise to keep their bodies sharp, but Sen was getting impatient.

“All you ever speak about is riddles and mystical things,” he complained, weeks later, as they hiked up to the peak.

“What are we, if not mystical things? You’d prefer I wrote an instruction booklet? The little star, still after so long, he wants someone to tell him what to do.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“But it’s what you told me.” Jobo laughed. “I was hung-over the night of my acceptance to the mountain schools, you know that? Oh, a lot to learn. Like you! Now my beard is gray. That’s because I’m approaching the time of my death. Ha!”

“I don’t understand why we have to do all this walking,” Sen grumbled.

“The world of the gods can’t be seen with your eyes. So how could you presume to think you could understand it with your brain? At the beginning of my training, my master, Enno, wouldn’t allow me to speak. I could say nothing but ‘I accept’. It was about surrendering yourself to the universe. Even if I disagreed, I had to accept it. Even if I hated it, I had to accept. Even when I thought he was wrong. I had to accept all that this world brings.”

They climbed to the heart of the mountain, arriving at the great blue forest falls before sundown. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come,” Sen said, scowling. “Maybe I should’ve stayed home.”

“Maybe you should.”

“I thought teachers were supposed to help their students!”

Jobo chuckled again. “Oh. That isn’t true.”

Then he turned. “Tell me, have you never encountered a moment – and what is a moment, really? How do you define a single moment of your life – if not for divinity? Have you ever come upon something simple as dew on the grass, or the wisp of steam from your tea in the sunlight, and felt something you couldn’t understand? It can be anything from the power of the highest waterfall, or the loudest thunderhead the god of storms can make, or small as the simple motion of a child, playing in a puddle. They are all of them of this earth; that is what we mean when we say ‘gods’. That is why these woods are special.

“If I die, Sen, a part of me will still exist – not my whole spirit, but an essence, no more solid than memory, but just as strong. I give myself to these woods, this land. Each god is all the gods: I pray to the god of this mountain, whose spirit you feel beneath your feet and in the air you breathe; likewise, the spirit folk of the trees and the rivers are gods, and they join the god of the mountain, and are one and the same. When we consecrate a shrine, the gods take residence in a sacred object, divisible but not separate. So, we don’t need to pray only to the giant gods, the great deities of power or war, or the sun or stars or the moon. The smaller ones, the spirits that live in a stream, or the leaves that fall when the weather changes, they are of this earth, and by finding them again, we may yet be saved.

“It took a long time, but I finally realized the simplest truth: how to stop fighting. With myself, or the gods, or other beings. We say peace is the opposite of war, but do we really understand what that means? So, I sat and learned to ask the questions. Learn to stop fighting, Hoshiakari, and that will be the beginning indeed.”

“I’m not fighting,” Sen said.

“Of course not.” Jobo gave one of his infuriating smiles.

“Anyway, when’d you ever do any fighting?”

“I was not always a crow monk,” Jobo said. “I had much to learn, like you. The truth is, something dark is coming. I’ve been seeing signs for months. I don’t know what it is. It may well be the plagues, as those adherents say. It may be something else. Whatever it is, it’s getting closer. And it feels like…”

He met Sen’s eyes, then wiped his own, kneading with the palms of his hands. “Ah. But never mind. When you’re old like me, you’ll have much to worry over, too. No matter.” He cracked a smile. “You’re young, so you should enjoy it. Been tussling around with anybody I should know?”

“Fuck off!” Sen said, shoving him away.

“It’s only natural… Humans feel what they feel, want what they want, need what they need.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“It’s the most human thing there is. What about that girl Rui, she likes you.”

Sen’s cheeks burned. “Get off it.”

“No?”

“I’m not telling you! I mean, hell!”

Jobo chuckled. “Good. Yes. Probably better.”

“You think everything’s so amusing, don’t you?”

Jobo’s smile fell. “Well,” he said. “It’s better than the opposite.”

He sat quietly, unwrapping a bundle he’d carried up the mountain. “They said you trained with Iyo’s warriors at the castle.”

“I did.”

“And you still want to be like them?”

In his hands was a short training sword made of oak. Sen reached for it, but Jobo pulled away. “Are you afraid of suffering, Hoshiakari?”

“No,” said Sen again. As he had so often.

Jobo sighed. “The truth is, the Ogami’in always wanted me to train you.” He handed Sen the sword. “She’s worried. There’s danger in the air. Western monks are snooping in her lands. Gods are walking through the borders of the earth again. Peace is soon to crumble… And now, Sen Hoshiakari wants to fight…”

Sen opened his hands. “Then what do you want of me?”

“If you go in this direction, I will not be able to protect you. You can choose a different path. Our lives are not fixed. The gods don’t carve us out of stone. Every choice we make changes our fate. The question is not how to choose, Hoshiakari. The question is, will you be ready? The question is, what will you choose?”

“I’ll choose what must be done,” Sen said. “That’s the only way to help.”

“Just remember, for people who want to eat their meat, the slaughtering of pigs, that, too, must be done.”

Kitano city lay below them, huge and marvelous at the base of its hill; the river wound behind it, and on the peak, the golden temple being built.

“Kitaiji,” Jobo said. “Temple of hope. The Ogami’in cares for you, Sen. But if you continue on your path, if you want to be a warrior, it means you will be Gensei again. It will be you they call upon when the killing must be done; the knife will be in your hand. And there will be innocents.”

He moved toward the trail, leaving Sen to take in the view, alone.

“That’s what your family is,” he said. “That’s what you must see.”







CHAPTER TEN
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Rui


Shōho Year 3

Winter

By early winter, Rui had presented herself at the castle gates and begun her new work as assistant stablehand to the lady’s horses in Kitano. It was grueling work, and she could never get the smell of dry dirt and hay and horseshit out of her clothes, but she found she liked it.

The first day, the Betto, the head groom and horsemaster, had thrown a ragged broom into her arms and told her to sweep the stables.

“Y’know, my granfer was a no’in,” he said, strolling under the shadow of the eaves. A short, round man, he had a kindly face encircled by a balding head and a beard at his chin. He seemed reluctant to train Rui at first, but after she’d showed what she knew of horses, he softened, and soon took a liking to her. “No disrespect. Just usually they send me some kinda snot-nosed kid, don’t know the heck they’re talking about. So. Work, it won’t be different t’what you’re used to, only these’re war-breeds, got a little personality. Meaning like, they’re mad as piss’n won’t take shit from anybody ain’t deserve to touch ’em. Anyways. Tole me you’re a bit of a fighter, bet you’ll get along.”

The work proved to be quite satisfying, even a little comforting. These were fine stables, well provisioned, with a courtyard and some plum trees by the fence. Her job was to look after the horses, check for colic, whisper in soft tones when something happened and the Betto had to give them passing to the other world. She talked to the horses, trading secret words: they listened better. Give them a gaze, a feather’s touch upon the ear; tell them how the world waited, vast, and beautiful. “We’ll ride together, you and me,” she said. “We’ll run the hills, into the sun. We’ll be free.”

The Betto watched her with a smile. Squint-marked and ruddy, he too knew the simplicity of caring for another living thing, the feeling of using your toil for the health of another; this is how you do good in the world, she thought, this was what she liked. And the horses were astounding. The Kitanohara had larger, more aggressive horses than Rui had ever seen. She looked forward to getting to know them.

That afternoon, the Betto pointed to the last stable, where a beautiful gray-and-black stallion watched them. “That’s Kaminari, mountain thunder. The Hoshiakari’s horse. Fierce. Bit of temper in that one. So, we try’n take care of him.”

Rui went up to the stallion carefully, and gently reached out, once he let her. “He’s wonderful,” she said. “Hey there, look at you. Aren’t you a beautiful thing.” He came to meet her, ears relaxed. “I can tell they love you very much,” she whispered. The horse, Kaminari, sighed happily and let her trace her finger along his side. “Feels good, huh? Good boy.” Kaminari nickered.

“Give him a treat,” the Betto said. “Then I’ll take you back’n see the grounds.”

When she fell onto her pallet that night, sore and sweaty and feeling fully alive, she thought it might not be so bad here after all. The sun changed its color, the long day waned. Sky bloomed deep blue and black, an after-image of the sun came through the clouds, and the air felt fresh and clean. Night descended on the valley. A hush fell. Rui lay back with her medicine box on her lap, and inside it, the jade she’d brought with her few belongings. She slipped it around her neck, feeling its comforting curve. She lay in the quietness of it all, breathing in the crisp evening air, and for once, the world didn’t seem so bad anymore. For once, it felt like peace.

So the days turned into weeks. Rui continued waking up at dawn, and in the glimmering hours before the household stirred and the servants started on their tasks, she walked the misted courtyard, the ring-like wall around their vast estate, a fortress on the edges of the mountain; she watched the guards, patrolling in their damp armored suits, shivering, and huffing in the cold; she watched the house-people lighting fires, steaming rice before the sun was up. There were other no’in in the compound, though all of them were older, and from the other village by the rivers, not the wide flatness where hers had fields below the ridges and the tors. There were ge’in too, craftsmen, weavers, and the ones who made the bowls, cut timber; trappers who came and went, traders whose job it was to travel up and down the river, selling gold, and furs, down south. They didn’t talk to her. The no’in lit the fires, collected the morning’s eggs; the guards watched from their high places, warily, and perhaps with envy, perhaps wishing for their turn to end, to come and find a warm pot by the cookhouse. The days grew colder, dawn-time shimmering with frost, and soon the sight of Rui with her woven robe and hand-made sandals ceased to bother them. She was just another person of the house, a servant, like the others, not abused but never given any thought.

As the weeks turned to months, the Betto trained her, showed her how to deal with the Lady Iyo’s horses, wild, ungelded and intended to be used for war. One afternoon a mare gave birth, and Rui helped with the delivery, coming out an hour later dazed and sticky with the shroud of life, feeling slightly drunk with wonder. She grew more confident; she took the great-horse, Kaminari, on his runs, led him on the fields, even brought him to the meadow to the north. Soon she was the only person he let near, while his master, Sen, was gone away in training with the Shugenja and his crows.

Now Kaminari watched her, eyes black as coal, reflecting the world he saw unto itself. Watched in silence as she came and said to him, good morning, and began her chores, sweeping, rearranging hay, cleaning pails, and hauling in fresh water. It was a kind of home, she thought, this little compound near the keep; the thatched roof, the tiny pallet in the side-room for her bed, the lords and their horses, and the Betto and his aides; and now, herself. Within an hour, the other hands had started to arrive, and the Betto came, wiped his face, and cracked his shoulders, saying: “Let’s begin.”

The air turned. Another week passed, and she began to feel, if not happy, at least surprised. Surprised to find herself in a kind of settled place, a place where she had work, responsibility, a sense of what the days would bring. She didn’t know if it felt permanent. She was busy with the duties she now had. Her days fell to a rhythm, marked with the patterns of stable-life, and the meals they gave her in the courtyard. A wistful feeling came over her at night, a feeling that asked, Is this, after everything, your life?

It drifted through her, a sensation now like looking off a peak, a wide expanse below, a stretch of earth that felt like it was waiting. It said to her, Maybe this is where you start.

“Lord’s son returns,” the Betto said one morning, two months after she’d arrived. He indicated the group of crow monks on the path toward Kitaiji temple. The stable gate filled with bright wind and a rush of early-winter snow, and she was in the midst of raking hay when the Betto called, “They’re coming. Hurry on.” She went to the barrel, tried to wipe the dirt off her face; he whispered, “It’s Hakaru, for inspection. Say not a thing.”

Then, the door opened.

What they never tell you, Granny Chie used to say, is gods are monsters, too. What they never tell you is, when lords are born as stewards of the land, they take it as their right. They take for granted everyone must love them. So they act as those with power always do; each step they take, the ground belongs to them. Each house they enter is their own. A glance, however fleeting, is either invitation or the threat of a rebuke. Look at them, you’ll learn what power is, no’in said. Touch them, you might not see tomorrow.

The kijin strode into the stable, examining their horses and offering praise – or reprimand – as they deemed fit. “You’re not getting them out enough,” Hakaru scolded. “They’ll grow weak, they don’t get any exercise.”

“Lord,” the Betto bowed, “but with the weather… Lightning don’t suit the horses well…”

“And yet,” Hakaru mused, “my brother names his ‘Kaminari’. After the thunder. So?”

Rui tensed, her rake in hand. They were mere paces away; in a moment he would see her, would recognize the girl who’d stood against him at the ring. And then… What would he do? Punish her? His brother had invited her here to work; she’d done nothing wrong. But still. She gripped the handle.

“It’s you.”

His voice cut through the cool air. Kaminari snickered. She held him by the reins. “Easy, easy, boy…”

“You,” Hakaru said again, with half a laugh. “So my brother got you after all. Well done. I should’ve come here sooner.”

What could she say? She bowed her head. “Thank you, ame’in.”

“Ah. Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not angry.” He walked a lazy circle, giving his brother’s horse a friendly pat. “You’re famous, here, you know. Everyone’s talking. The no’in who stood up to a general.”

“I didn’t know,” she said, “you were a general.”

“This makes a difference?”

She reddened.

“You know, we watch you,” he said, “my clan. We say, ‘Everyone deserves a chance.’ We take pride, here, in our work; so should you. But from what I see, there’s no worry as to that. You handle horses better than my stablehands.”

“I’ve been around horses my whole life, ame’in.”

“Then you should be proud to be here.”

“Yes, ame’in.”

He paced closer. “You know,” he said, “most no’in shiver and bow into the dirt when we come by. Yet, you do not.”

“If I’ve done something to offend…”

“You stood before us at the shooting grounds.”

“I – was raised in a temple. Dogs, foxes, they’re messengers, for O-ine. And, I was raised… It’s cruel to…”

“It’s my right.”

“Then your rights are cruel.”

She’d spoken once again before she meant to, and braced herself for his response. But instead, Hakaru laughed.

“Our lands are truly blessed,” he said. “Even the no’in have real heart. They’re pretty, too.”

She gritted her teeth, saying nothing, and felt the sinking come again. Stepping back, eyes low, she stood in what she hoped was a respectful posture. He laughed again; Hakaru, the shining prince, he looked so happy and disgusting, like nothing could ever go wrong for him at all.

“Yes,” he said, “you should be proud. A no’in blade of grass, and here, now. Working for the lords of Aizumi.”

The hollow was a place at the bottom of your heart, no’in said, where you went and hid and submerged yourself, when kijin came to play. A place where you did not exist, where you merely sat and nodded and performed your bows. Where you said, yes, sir, yes ame’in, yes, lord, anything you say. Where you found yourself sinking like a devil had pulled you, in the moment where you believed their words of kusa might be true.

Don’t forget yourself, Old Man Goro said so often: don’t forget you’re human too. No matter how they treat you. We have it better, here, than most. There are many no’in have it worse.

But still, the sinking came.

Still, the hollow pulled you down.

When I grow up, Rui once thought, I’ll see the world.

But now the world seemed to have been locked away, taken by those other people, generations of lordships who ruined the earth before she was ever born, and now she could only stand, and fall back, while it smoldered.

Now she could only try to think: survive.

But survival was not the same as life.

Survival was where you went when you were in the hollow place.

Survival was what you did when you had no hope of more.

But I will have more, she thought. I will find something better.

He glanced at her, a sparkle in his eyes she couldn’t read, and she realized he’d been talking, realized he was looking at her with something near to greed. To hunger. To a man who doesn’t need to ask for what he wants. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “Though a stable is too… inelegant for a face such as yours.”

She recoiled; yet, outwardly, she didn’t move. He seemed to sense it. Was that a hesitation? Then, voices, calling from outside. The stern tones of his rigid older brother. Hakaru rolled his eyes. He took his time. He laughed. He played around.

Then, he stopped.

“The fuck is that?”

Rui froze. Hakaru was staring at her chest. The small jade bead on its string. It had come loose from her tunic; it glimmered in the light.

His face hardened. He didn’t seem a shining prince anymore, but something harsher, something more vicious, glaring at her with suspicion in his eyes.

“You fucking thief.”

In an instant, something sharp had changed, and she was thrown to her knees, and he loomed over her, and everything was wrong. It was like the cracking of an egg, a shattered thing. Panic stabbed her chest. “Where’d you get that?” He grabbed at her, the string, the necklace. “No’in don’t wear jade.”

“Brother,” Nihira called from without. “What now?”

“A thief,” spat Hakaru. “A fucking—”

“No,” she pleaded, “I never…”

He ignored her, pulling her to the door. The Betto, knowing what would happen, tried to make himself vanish.

“She’s a blade of grass,” Nihira called. “What matter does it make?”

“Give it here!”

Hakaru shoved her to the wall, fingers grasping for the bead on the string; she stumbled, clutching her rake. “That’s a Gensei jewel,” he shouted, “not for some common – Give it here!”

Panic welling, she pleaded, “No, no, I promise, no…” Breathless, useless words, mumbled promises of fear, a drawn-out, spoken cry of danger.

“Hakaru,” Nihira called, “let it go.”

Rui pulled away, twisting, and when he grabbed for her, she flinched back with the rake still in her hand.

The prongs caught him on the cheek.

He fell, against the door; a hand went to his face.

Everything in the world slipped away.

“How dare you,” he hissed, feeling his jaw. A minor wound, a scratch, but it was enough.

She’d struck a lord. She’d struck a kijin.

He went for his sword. She ran. The Betto stumbled before them, prostrate, begging for forgiveness, but Hakaru shoved off with knotted fists, even as his brother called for him to stop, and Rui panicked, saw nothing but the rage, the fists, the sword, and kicked him in the knee.

When he fell, she fled.

Past the stables and the horses within.

Past the courtyard and the trees she’d once admired.

Past the winding path, and the barn gate, and the road beyond.

After that, only fragments. “Get away from me!” she cried, stumbling, hitting cobblestones. Nihira appeared, trying to get his brother back; she tripped again, clawed herself away.

She didn’t know where she was going. Her leg bloomed in pain; she fell. All she wanted was a home, a place where she could say, I’m here – only now the guards were rushing at her and she heard the screeching of a crowd and smelled the pale, flat stench of terror.

How had it come to this, so fast? This, over a stupid little thing?

She found her feet too late. The first guard rammed her from behind, and they went flying, both of them, into the dirt. Whipping around, she landed a fist in his face, loosening his arms. He hit her, knocked the air from her lungs, and left her gasping, and his hand was on her wrists, a massive weight pressing down, and she spit at him; he smacked her in the sternum, knocked the wind from her again. She wheezed, trying to wrench sideways and twist, and finally she kicked him, hard, into the wall.

And she was off.

The gate lay just ahead.

There was a time when she would’ve given anything to work here, in Kitano. To go in through the gate, the wide yard by the hillside, the winding path that led to Mount Kanzan and the temple at its peak. To walk as highborn walked, as kijin walked with their embroidered robes; to speak to the boy she’d been found with, to say, You think we could be friends? And to find, as if two souls had met inside her, a kind of coming home.

Instead, she felt a wave of horror.

Instead, it was too late.

I should have stayed at the temple, she thought. I should have stayed with the nuns. I should have prayed to O-ine before I left.

Now the gate was close. Now the guards had drawn their blades.

She was almost there. Almost free. She had no plan. She didn’t know what she would do. Didn’t know what she could do. Only this: escape.

A guard beside the gatehouse. He was young – too young – and as he lunged, she spun inside his arc and tried to get through the gate, but they were already hauling it closed, and she was out of time, and the guard, the boy, he turned, his spear about to gut her, but he hesitated. A flash of indecision marred his eyes, and he faltered.

And she leaped, just as he made a half-hearted swing across her legs. She jumped over the blade, landed in a roll, and when he made another strike, she ducked beneath the razor edge, closing in before he turned, and, on instinct, yanked his spear, slammed his chest with a shoulder, and knocked him down.

The short-spear fell into the dust; she grabbed it, taking it from him, and, keeping her momentum, swung in three quick cuts to keep the other guards at bay. Then ran off, tripping once with the shaft and making for a side gate. Guards poured from watch posts. She had to change direction fast, spinning with the spear in the air like a windmill. The ways were blocked. Soon, three more guards behind her. A sally-port beyond, and in front of her a wall, and she spun too fast around its corner, and the boy was there, the youngest guard: sword in one hand, he tried to grab her with the other, and she turned, and the speed was too much, she’d already spun back the way she came, and there he was, too late, colliding into her.

The spear – his spear, the one she stole –

It caught him in the gut.

His sword fell.

He made a strange, wet, gasping sound, his eyes wide, full of fear.

She stepped back. She dropped the spear. It didn’t fall.

It remained lodged in his abdomen.

His mouth opened and closed like a fish. His eyes blinked, met hers. Then he stumbled. Blood leaked from his mouth. Someone shouted: “Help!” “Get her!” “Murder!”

She grabbed his short-sword from the dirt.

She raced for the sally-gate.

She ran. Ran past the dying guard with his frozen eyes and his bloodied hand still reaching up as though to grasp her. She ran and ran.

Past the road, the woods and branches scratching at her face.

Past the outvillage, the small winding trail she’d built.

Past the cut-through, toward her little shrine.

To the Blue Woods, where no one ever went, tears falling, great shuddering gasps raging through her as her mind fought the truth of what she’d done. When she stopped at the hidden shrine to catch her breath, her arms and legs were shaking so hard she couldn’t stand.

She collapsed. She couldn’t breathe. She crawled to the shrine. When she looked up, the stone-carved fox, a servant of the god, was staring down.

A moan came from her chest. Her arms and hands and cheek were laced with cuts, from the brambles and the bristles of the trees and brush she’d torn to get away. The young man’s sword was in her hand. She’d heard shouting behind her as she ran from the sally-gate – the only reason she escaped was that she knew the cutbacks and the shortcuts through the woods. But they would come. They would find her. They would bring her back.

Her hands were specked with red.

“What have I—” She stopped, with a gasp, a sob, her head resting on the cool splintered wood at the bottom of O-ine’s shrine.

She gathered herself as much as she could, still shaking, and began to pray for guidance, for a way to undo what she’d done. She was crying freely now. The thought came, clear, as if the gods had put it there themselves:

You have taken a life, Rui Misosazai. There is no going back.

She turned toward the empty trail, and waited, expecting at any instant to be surrounded by Hakaru and his men, or his older brother Nihira, the Wolfsmoke.

At some point she stopped, ragged, coughing for breath. She sank down. She tried to hide. She trembled. She found the jewel on its string, tucked it away. The woods loomed huge and silent, night came swiftly to a frost. She sat against the tree, and met another wave of fear, and pain, deep down, in the center of her heart. She saw the guard in her mind’s eye, the shock and fear that bloomed across his face.

He was just a boy. And she’d killed him.
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Sen

The fire was dwindling when Sen got back to their little camp, under the shade of the great trees. He threw a couple logs on the embers and sat for a while, shivering and watching the logs shift and burn. Jobo was deep in meditation to the side, sitting cross-legged, with his eyes closed. Maybe he’s just asleep, Sen thought. He knew the rumors: a crow monk, come down from his mountain? Surely he must be on our lord Ogami’in’s hunt. He must be set to catch the guard-killer, Rui Misosazai, with a spell.

They’d come as soon as they had heard.

Rui, he thought. How strange that, for one so unknown to me, I think of you. Strange for the entire kijin castle to know your name.

But still. As his teacher said: the night does not undo itself, though it may be vanished into the past; we were together, you and I, Rui, when we were saved. We were found together. We were holding hands.

And now she was alone.

Sen touched the jade bead on the string about his neck.

The world always seemed so big at night, he thought, so huge, beyond all understanding. The ink-dark veil of sky, the wet kiss of clouds and mist; in the darkness, the sounds of wind through branches and the footsteps of small creatures seemed to roar. The gods were wandering tonight. Everything felt, somehow, too real.

He lay back on the hard rocky ground, pulled his blanket over his shoulders, and tried to think. Tried to process what he had heard. But there was only the night. The trees. The quiet.

Beyond them, brief, troubling flits of orange in the hills. Hakaru’s hunting parties were out there. Rui had been on the run for days. She’d been stealing eggs from the coops at the edge of the village.

He had to make sure she didn’t fall victim to Hakaru. If they catch her in the woods, he thought, they’ll kill her. They were eager for blood. He thought of Jobo’s lesson, of the serow they’d killed. Slaughtered, he thought now, for no reason. For a symbol. But that is who your people are, Jobo said. Those who kill. There is no difference.

And now Rui was their sacrifice. Now she was the one they’d kill.

I have to find her first.

Rui had grown up in the steep ravines and the trails of the Blue Woods. On the slopes below the Godspath. She knew them like she knew her own body. They’d never catch her in the wild.

But yet.

His stewardbrother’s men were out in force. They went without their banners, without their horses, or their horns. Instead, they went with dogs, and torches, and with knives. Nothing else would work, not in the woods. The thickets and the claustrophobic, tangled trees that pressed in on all sides: slip a moment off the trail and you’d be lost.

Hakaru raged when Sen found him. “You see what that kusai-girl did?” he’d shouted, seething at the sight of a guardsman who lay dead.

Sen told him to calm. “You’ll burn the entire mountainside,” he cried, teeth gritted, but Hakaru flared his torch toward the trees. “Nihira!”

The elder Kitanohara said nothing at first, merely sat mounted, watching the dark. “Your mess, brother,” he said at last, and left.

Hakaru shoved Sen away. He demanded the no’in girl be brought back, to explain herself; demanded she pay the price. The boy, Idachi Honnen, had been one of his; now he called for the dogs.

To hell with it, Sen thought. Rui had been forced into a corner – what did they think she could have done? What would you do, he wanted to ask his stewardbrother, if a kijin twice your weight was coming at you, pale blade in hand? You would have run.

I would have run, too, Sen thought. Hell.

He threw off the cover and grabbed his knife and the short oak sword that Jiko, the ancient crow monk, had made for him to train with. The trees bent and skimmed about above him, dried lifeless branches creaked in little snaps; the stars seemed to be falling in the sky. Dappled in pale light through breaking clouds, they flared, brilliant and clear, then were obscured again. Hang on, Rui, he thought.

He was about to leave the fire when Jobo spoke.

“Where you going, star-boy?”

“You’d rather do nothing? You’d let them find her, kill her?” Sen pulled away. “I have to do something.”

The crow monk watched him go, hand on his long wooden staff with the prayer rings on top, saying nothing.

Darkness surrounded him. Deep as the woods were, they had never seemed so huge as now. Beech and gnarled oaks curled above him as he cut across the rocky wilderness, far from the busy streets of his city home, far from anyone. Even the trees on the ridge above the bluff seemed like skeletons. It must be midnight, Sen thought, turning uphill. It’s even darker than normal. I can’t see anything. Birdcall flittered through the air. Sen looked up.

He saw the flicker of torches. He shrank back behind a tree, hoping to stay out of sight. He heard a laugh: I don’t have a lot of time. He listened to the forest, sitting in it quietly as it shifted and bent itself around him. The trees, swaying in a gentle breeze that he couldn’t feel, the same dried and lifeless branches creaking and shifting about; it was as if the trees were talking to him, whispering something as they bent and leaned and swayed. As he leaned against a trunk. As he listened.

The stars, those that he could see through the thickets and the leaves, were fainter now, a few far-off points half hidden in the night. Trees covered the rest. Rui, he thought, where are you?

Then he realized where his friend would go.

The echo pond lay still as a mirror, reflecting dim light that leaked in from the clouds. “If you hear an echo on the other side, that means your ancestors can hear you,” Rui had told him. “I come to listen, and try to hear them too.”

She’d clapped once, loudly, and the sound shattered itself over the stillness of the pond before bouncing back an echo that seemed to come from everywhere, like a physical thing.

Now Sen crept through the trees, holding his breath, his heart thudding in his ears. Finally, he saw her. She was resting at the edge of the dock, halfway into the pond, surrounded by water and draped in shadow. It was exactly where he’d first seen her, that one day, months ago. He crossed to the water’s edge, from the far side, in the woods, and made his way slowly to the dock, where Rui sat, one hand holding the sword she’d stolen, the other at her heart. She was looking down, peering into the dappled surface, as if looking at her reflection.

Sen rose, but the moment he did, Rui seemed to sense something, her head snapping up as she turned toward the woods. “Wait,” he hissed. “Wait.”

She flinched when she heard him, pulling back as if struck. It was clear from the look on her face that even she wasn’t sure if she would bolt at any moment. She had nothing to defend herself with but the small sword she’d stolen from the guards. There were desperate tears in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to,” she whispered as Sen crouched down, coming slowly to the dock beside her.

“I know,” Sen said. “Let me help you.”

“Your brother wants me dead.” She sounded numb.

“Listen to me, Rui—”

“Go back!” she shouted. She was at the edge of the dock, water on all sides. Her despondence was giving way to fear. “I don’t want your help, get out of here!”

“You have to come with me,” Sen said.

“Go to hell!”

“Rui, they’re gonna kill you!”

She raced forward, to the rocky shore, just before he could reach the dock itself. With one hand, she leaned down and grabbed a fistful of small stones, and started throwing them at him in response. She was so scared, he realized. “Go away!”

“I’m not going to do that,” Sen said.

In a fury, she swung the sword sideways at him, cutting at his waist, but Sen was ready, and leaped back quickly, startling Rui and sending her off balance. Two feet scratching against the wooden planks and he was in the air, leaping high and nimbly as the crow monks had taught him. He struck with the wood staff, hitting her on the shoulder, and sent her sprawling to the sand.

Rui screamed with fear, and rage, and fought like a mad animal. She thinks I’m here to kill her, he thought. To arrest her and bring her to Hakaru…

“Rui, stop! I don’t want to hurt you!”

“Fuck off!”

She rammed into him, striking again and again, as if she were splitting a log; her grasp is too tight, Sen thought, and again he dodged easily, hopping to the side and lashing out with his staff. The blow struck Rui at the back of the knee, tipped her sideways, onto the sand again.

She rolled with the motion and scrambled to her feet, swinging wildly to stop him from coming close.

“Rui, it’s me,” Sen said. “It’s me.”

“They’re gonna kill me,” Rui said, rising once more. And threw the sword at him.

Sen knocked it aside, and then leaped forward, grappling with her and holding her in a bear hug. “Just stop, just stop.”

“Get off!”

Rui was more solidly built than Sen, and in a moment she had flung herself backwards, away from the water and onto the shore. Rolled in the dirt, kicking, clawing. Sen landed a blow to her ear that sent her reeling back, stumbling, dizzy.

Then she was on her feet, swinging and clawing wildly in all directions, not so much a series of attacks as the desperate movements of a trapped animal.

Sen pulled back and evaded everything. The crow monks had taught him well. Rui’s strikes seemed slow and unbalanced, and soon he had twisted her aside, grabbing her wrist and forcing her to the ground.

“Rui, please,” he said.

Rui kicked backwards, spraying icy water in the air and hitting him in the stomach before she scrambled away, exhausted, shoving, kicking and screaming at her friend.

“Just go,” she hissed at him. “I won’t do anything again, I won’t…”

“I’ll talk to them,” Sen said. “Just listen—”

Rui grabbed the boat-pole from beside the dock and lunged at him, but Sen quickly knocked it out of her hand, twisting sideways, and as she reached for it, he leaped onto her back, wrenching her into the freezing dirt and kneeling on her to prevent her from moving.

“How… how did you do that?” she gasped.

“You can’t keep doing this,” Sen said. “They’ll hunt you.”

“I don’t care!” Rui fought him, trying to break free.

“Listen to me! What do you think they’ll do if you get away? What about the outvillage, what about Koroku and Otsu, and Goro? What about them?”

“What’re you talking about?”

“No’in are subject to collective punishment!” Sen tried to catch his breath. “What do you think is gonna happen?”

Rui paused. It was clear that this affected her, but she was too worked up to admit it. She tried to ignore it, shoving away and trying to get around him once more.

Sen kicked out with one leg, tripping her, and a forceful shove sent her flying into the water. When she rose, he grabbed her in a bear hug again, locked his ankles around hers so she couldn’t move, no matter how she fought, no matter how she tried to wriggle away. She jerked repeatedly, but he held fast, wrestling her arms to her sides, under his own. Freezing, sandy pond-water soaked their clothes.

“Rui, listen to me,” he said. “Let me help you.”

Before long, Rui was just thrashing on the ground, as she tried to push him away, pent-up fear coming out all at once.

“Don’t,” Sen said, holding her. “Rui, listen to me. Listen, I know. I know you hate them. I know you hate them—”

“Damn it.” Rui lashed at him like a mountain lion against a wall.

“Rui, stop!”

But she didn’t. She couldn’t. She punched and kicked until her hand was bleeding, scraping against him, the sand, the dock. She’s going to keep doing this until it kills her. “Rui, you have to stop!”

He wrestled her arms to her sides, under his own.

“I can’t let you hurt yourself,” he said. “Let me help you.”

“I don’t want your help!” Rui screamed. “Get away from me!”

“I’m not gonna do that,” Sen said. Rui couldn’t move. She hissed a breath, twisting and bucking her legs, but she was trapped. She was starting to pant. “Rui. Calm down! I’m sorry. I’m here. Just stay here, stay here, Rui. You’re safe.”

“Stop it!” she shouted. “You don’t understand – you have to stop!”

“I can’t do that,” Sen said. He could feel the breath in Rui’s chest, her soaked clothes, icy wet.

“Don’t touch me,” she said, but weakly this time.

Sen held her firm. Looking in her eyes. “Why?”

“You don’t know what it’s like,” she said.

But Sen just held her tight. He could feel his breath on the back of her ear, smell her sweat, her skin, and he was determined to hold her like that for as long as it took, and by the time Rui calmed down, it felt like, actually, he did.

“Why did you help me?” she asked him, quietly.

Sen said, softly, “Gods. Don’t you know?”

They stayed there, Sen wrapped around Rui like a bear, arms crossed over Rui’s own, pressing her into a ball, a curled child, like an unborn thing who hadn’t seen the world. He held her and could feel her fear through her body, his breath on her neck, her head pressing against his, his chin hooked over her shoulder, her cheek to his own. Then somehow Rui had stopped moving, stopped fighting. And Sen felt something else instead, something closer to the heart.

“I can’t,” she gasped. “I can’t…”

“You’re all right, Rui,” Sen whispered. “You’re all right. It’s not your fault.”

Rui struggled again, but her heart wasn’t in it. “Yes, it is,” she said, quietly.

“Remember. This isn’t what happened then. This is now.” Sen clasped his hands over hers, almost like an embrace. “This is now.”

“I can’t…”

“This is now,” he said again. “This is now.” Both hands, gently, on hers. They breathed together. Face to face, skin to skin. The air had calmed. Rui didn’t pull away. Her body didn’t fight. Not anymore. Instead, there was something calmer. Something changed.

“This is now,” Sen said. This. This. “You’re all right. You’ll be all right.”

Finally, Rui relented. She gave a tiny nod, and he released her. They moved to a seated position, facing each other on the sand. She couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eyes.

“You fight like no one I’ve ever seen,” she said.

“I’ve had a lot of training. You’re stronger than me. With a teacher, you’d beat me every time.”

Rui was shivering heavily, the water already starting to stiffen and freeze on her clothes.

“We have to get you out of those,” Sen said, reaching for her. But the moment his hand landed on her shoulder, she jerked on instinct and spun away.

“Don’t touch me!”

“All right! All right. What do you want?”

Rui couldn’t help it. She was starting to cry. She held her arms around herself, looked at nothing but the mirrored pond. At the far end, birds had taken to the sky over the tips of the snow-covered branches, and their small black shapes darted into the expanse of darkness above.

“I didn’t mean to do it,” she whispered.

Sen sighed. “I know. Hakaru was being an ass, they told me.”

“They’re gonna kill me.” Rui said it like a prayer, a prophecy foretold.

“Listen—” Sen began.

“They’ll never forgive me.” She was quiet now. She sniffled, and it turned into a racking cough. “I can’t stop,” she said, shaking.

Sen leaned heavily on the mud beside her, trying to catch his breath. His chest and abdomen were aching. He couldn’t make a fist. His body felt like it was on fire. The wind caressed them, blowing ripples across the glassy water and the pebbles on the shore. He felt like he could feel everything. Hearing the blood as it roared in his ears.

“That’s it,” Rui mumbled. Sen almost couldn’t hear what she said. “I didn’t mean. I didn’t. I killed him.”

“Rui,” he said.

“They’ll kill me,” she said again. And then again. “That’s all it is. It’s just what it is.”

“Rui, listen,” Sen began, but at that moment, shouts and whistles rose from somewhere in the woods, and Rui flinched and pulled away, and panic flared over her features, sharp and cold as the water that soaked her clothes.

“What did you do?” she hissed.

“Nothing…”

“What did you do?” They were getting closer now. Men with torches. Dogs. Hakaru’s hunters.

“Get away,” she raged, pulling back from him.

“Rui, wait—”

“I said get away!”

She shoved her way up the slope, and when Sen tried to grab for her again, she spun and twisted his arm, sending him tumbling. He landed hard on the rocks and exposed roots and hissed a curse.

“I’m trying to help you!”

“I don’t want your help!” Rui shouted. She scrambled to the treeline, running, and disappeared into the leaves.
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Rui


She ran until her legs gave out. Ran from the hollow, and the echo pond, into the woods, brambles scratching at her face. To a rocky turn in the trail, trees all around her and night fading fast. She was panicking, she knew. But there was no choice. They were coming.

He led me here, she thought, he led me to this place and let them find me. She shook, starving, dirty, and afraid.

“Rui, wait!” Sen called, but she didn’t stop.

I’ll never stop. I’ll keep going, I’ll run and run, and take what I have to, and I’ll never come back to this place again. They wanted nothing from me when I was their servant. They want me to be nothing now. They want to preserve their stupid pride.

No. They want justice because you killed a man. You did it. You can’t escape that.

You can’t escape.

She slipped, twisting her ankle, cursed again. She could see the young guard’s face as the spear went in him. She could see how the fear, and the pain, had come. How he fell and his blood spilled on the dirt and polished wood, and it was because of her. A spirit cut off, because of her. Because of what she’d done.

She wiped tears from her eyes.

I thought I was making something of my life, she thought. That was what she wanted. But it all went wrong. It always went wrong.

I didn’t have a choice.

Dappled moonlight came through the trees. It was colder now, her clothes were nearly frozen. She shivered so badly she could barely walk. Her ankle was on fire, each step an agony.

“Not gonna get far on a broken foot,” she mumbled. But she took another step. And another. And the night wore on.

In the icy dark, she thought of how Sen held out a hand, how she’d refused it, how he’d looked at her with something in his eyes she couldn’t read. Their fight came back, sure as the echo on the water. The little dock, the deepening woods, ice above and below; the light of the moon.

She ran for a time, with no direction. She ran with nothing but the terror at her back. She fell again. Collapsed, gasping at the pain in her foot, and knew: there was no way out. She needed to get out of the freezing, sodden clothes.

She made her way to old Goro’s hut at the end of the village, by the barren hill. She wasn’t sure what she would do. Wake him? Ask for help? But when she found the yard, she saw a heavy cotton overcoat on his clothesline, a pair of pleated pants.

She moved on instinct. Pulled them from the line, saw a paper had been folded underneath the coat.

On it, someone had drawn the image of a bird.

He left these for me.

It was too much. She broke down, sobbing as she ran. Near the stream, she changed from her old clothes and hurled them down the hill into frozen dirt by the water. There the creek made a fork, and she took the higher path. The clothes might keep the hunters off her scent, but it wouldn’t be for long.

At the end, she found a small hollow cave in the side of the great mountain, and hid there, huddled in her stolen clothes. She couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened.

I’ll be cursed to hell. The gods will see what I’ve done…

“The souls keep track of your doings in life,” Koroku told her once, “and bring them to the gods for judgment.”

“The gods don’t judge,” Rui said.

Koroku chuckled. “Don’t they?”

Now, shivering in the darkened cave, only half protected from the snow, she couldn’t help but wonder: What if he was right?

Every spirit has two souls, the old monks said. The wild soul and the peaceful. And the heart of the mind that gives them balance. Will they tear us apart? Will they unite, in one spirit under heaven?

At the cave entrance, the north star shone dimly through a shattered, icy sky. The world fell still. She had no answers. And when she cried out, that night, freezing in torment, the gods were silent. No answers came. Perhaps they never would. This is what they made me, she told herself. I didn’t mean to do anything wrong…

The boy’s face floated before her. The boy she killed. The small, wet sound from his mouth; the spear sliding through his gut.

He came to her in the freezing night, when she tried to sleep.

He came to her in the morning, in the blood of the small bird she killed for food. “Forgive me,” she whispered. After she ate, she vomited it up again.

Who am I, she wondered, when the world says I’m one thing, but I feel I’m something else? Who will I become, if what the world makes of me is not what I want to be?

It’s too late, she realized. I did it. I killed that boy. I didn’t mean to, but I did. And that will never go away.

This is who I am. These tears, these marks on my spirit. This injured leg. I can’t change the past. But I can change what I do now, I can still be good in the future, can’t I?

What if they won’t let me?

Her leg ached. She woke early the next morning, dizzy, half frozen.

I’m sick. The gods are cursing me. They send me a fever so I’ll die.

The world does what it wants, she thought. With me, with everyone. Tomorrow is gone, there are just the watchers, the ones who say, You’re no one. And now, she thought, now there is a young boy who was a guard, who tried to do what they told him; and in her darkest moments she hated him, for being there, for being stupid, for getting in her way. I didn’t mean to, she found herself mumbling again. I didn’t mean to. But there was no difference. What she meant or didn’t mean, it was the same. Because in him, the boy who slept on earth, who slept in her heart now like a scar, she thought, I see her. I see the Rui I once was. And I see what the future will be.

She spent another day hiding in the cave, afraid to start a fire. She ate icy winter berries and was sick again. Then, on the third day, she forced herself to rise. She couldn’t bear to think that the other villagers would be punished for her crimes.

What is wrong with us? We all make choices. Why do we do such evil things? Why did this happen? The ghost of him still lingered, waiting, accusing her each time she closed her eyes. I didn’t choose the path I’m on, she thought again. I can’t change the past.

But maybe I can change what I do now.

The gate at Kannagara seemed unoccupied when she approached; she stepped through, as she had so many times before, when she’d gone to the monks and their school. Now it seemed a lifetime ago. To her surprise, the crow monks smiled when they saw her. One started banging on the iron bell.

“Come in, young one,” they cried. “Come in from the cold.”

But there were horses in the courtyard. A glint of light on lacquer: one of Iyo’s warriors came before her, towering on his stallion, armor black and purple and the color of the moon. He stared over an iron mask, sculpted in the figure of a demon-fox with horsehair whiskers. His eyes burned red.

She felt, in his glance, the fate that awaited her, thought, I’m already being judged. He took off his mask, and she recognized Azamaro, Lady Iyo’s paramour, strongest warrior in the north, with his hands like steel, his eyes like stone. They said he was a prince of the Iteki, said he worshipped the bear-god above all things. It wasn’t hard to imagine him a bear-god himself, angry, harsh, and cold.

Yes, she thought, I am being judged.

She said, “I’m sorry.”

His face offered nothing. A commotion brought her gaze back to the gate, where bright white-and-purple flags fluttered about on poles, the banners of Iyo’s son. Hakaru stormed into the temple.

“Go!” he shouted. “Bring her to me now!”

They ran at her with ropes, grabbed her, threw her to the ground, their feet on her back, her face in the dirt.

“Lords, gently!” Old Jiko the crow monk called. But Hakaru would have none of it.

He shouted, “Bring me her head!”

The Kitano soldiers pulled her arms behind her with ropes, forced her head down and made it painful just to breathe. A sword flashed in the chill dead air. She gave a trembling cry.

At last Azamaro spoke. He came forward and said, “Wait,” with such force that they stopped in their tracks. The Taga warrior now removed his helm. She felt his gaze pass over her.

“Bring her to Kitano,” Azamaro said. “The Ogami’in will want to see her.”

Hakaru scowled, but was in no position to go against his elder. He merely nodded with a jerk, and Rui had time enough to see, before they tied her up, that the great Azamaro hadn’t moved. He was still staring down at her, impossible to read – a blank, stone wall. But there was something else now. Something in his eyes had changed.

The second thing she saw, before they threw her to the ground and the icy dirt bit her cheek and split her lip again, was Sen, standing in a corner of the pavilion, with his fists clenched.

Then they hauled her to her feet, re-bound her arms, and threw her into the cart, tying her to a joint before they started down the mountain, along the path to Kitano, the fortress where Hakaru wanted her dead.

It took an hour to tie her to the great tree in the Kitaiji temple yard. Her arms were still bound, but now they coiled her with thick hemp rope from shoulder to hip, and strung her at a height from the branches, leaving her feet kicking and dangling in empty air.

When they looped the thick rope around her, Rui panicked. Forgetting everything she had decided, everything she thought, she lashed at them, writhing, trying to break free. She sounded like a wild animal when they brought her up. Spitting, shouting, screaming at the guards, cursing them, lashing out. She caught one of them in the knee: a sharp cracking sound and the man fell to the grass with a cry of pain. Then they hoisted her up, secured her with a counterweight, so that she swung with every movement of her flailing feet.

“Get off me!” she shouted. “Get off!”

Hakaru shoved at her, sending her in a wide rolling arc until the rope jerked to a stop and she spun around.

“Leave her,” commanded the crow monk, Jobo, from under the awning. Hakaru cursed silently, but turned away, and they left Rui to dangle above the ground alone. At the end of it, she saw Sen at the edge of the courtyard, lingering until his teacher brought a hand upon his elbow.

“Sen,” he said. “Let her be.”

She slept; she shivered. She slept and woke again. In the pale predawn, she heard a voice, something moved, a candle flickered, and finally, he came through the garden doors, a plate in one hand and a bamboo flask in the other.

“Rui,” he whispered, quiet as an echo. She barely stirred. She knew she looked awful, face swollen and bruised, dirt and ice still stinging in her eyes, nose red and dripping. Her breath steamed; the ground lay crystalline with frost. “Rui,” Sen said again. “Did they give you anything to eat?”

Rui shook her head.

“Here.” Sen offered a small millet cake from the plate. She opened her mouth weakly, craned her neck, but couldn’t reach. He had to step up to his toes to meet her mouth, but she was so weak she couldn’t even bite. Finally he tore a piece and offered it to her with his hand.

“Water,” Rui croaked.

He lifted the flask, did his best to angle the spout over Rui’s lips, but she was too high up, and most of it only spilled across her tunic. Sen cursed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said, voice raw. “Won’t make much difference anyway…”

“You’ll freeze.”

She coughed, a rough, scraping sound. Her throat felt stiff and cracked. “Sen… why are you here?”

“I couldn’t just leave you.”

“They’re gonna kill me,” Rui muttered. “What’s the difference.” She shook her head, tears glimmering in the faint torchlight.

“It’s okay,” Sen began.

“He’s dead,” Rui gasped. “How is it okay?”

Sen didn’t have an answer. He gave her another sip of water. Somewhere far off, the sun was rising, and with it came the sounds of a new day. Birds began to call. A door slid open: Hakaru emerged. At a word, Sen paused, and stepped away.

“I’m sorry, Rui,” he said. He started to say more, but couldn’t find the words before the guards cut Rui down and dragged her from the yard.

Hakaru was shouting. “That kusa’s a fucking dead woman! We will have her head!”

“Noisy,” his brother admonished. “Calm yourself.”

“She struck me in the face! She stole a—”

“I didn’t!”

Rui’s voice sounded so small among the uproar of the clamoring lords in the Ogami’in’s hall. Kijin everywhere, all shapes and sizes, all towering over her below the high ceilings and polished wood. They shouted, arguing, shoving back and forth, and she could see nothing but rage in their eyes.

Somewhere by the columns, a few monks looked on.

Hakaru demanded her head again. “She insulted me,” he grated.

“And you are still angry about it,” Lady Iyo said, from her place at the center. “You should spend more time with the monks and learn a thing or two.”

Rui caught her eyes, then flashed away, trembling. Lady Iyo was the lord. And you do not look a kijin in the eyes.

“Forgive her,” Sen said, his voice so thin among them.

Hakaru scoffed. “She murdered a guard. You cannot just forgive her!”

“My son is right,” Iyo said. “There are consequences.”

The lords burst into argument again. Rui caught only fragments, all marked with the same disdain, the same disregard and judgment. “Whip her.” “Take her head.” “Hang the girl.” It grew louder and louder until the roar of it was all she could think of. Killer. Killer.

“Let the parents decide!”

The voice made a resounding drumbeat above the rest. The bear-warrior Azamaro had been silent, but now, when he spoke, the others fell away.

“The boy who died. If we are to spare her life, let them decide. She must make amends, but to the boy she killed, not us.”

There was a murmur of agreement.

The boy, Rui learned, was named Idachi Honnen. Only two years older than her, he lived with his family outside the castle walls, and after years had saved enough money to buy his way into the guards. He’d just finished training.

“She’s a criminal,” Hakaru huffed. “We gave her everything and still the kusa killed one of your—”

“I understand, Hakaru. A guard has been murdered.” Iyo turned to Rui. “Do you deny it?”

“No.” Rui was crying again “I’m sorry…”

But what good does that do?

“You admit to killing this guard.”

“I…”

“You will accept any punishment I choose?”

“I…”

Was this her heart, breaking?

“Speak.”

“I don’t want to fight anymore.” She had begun to shake. Her entire body, her entire world. “I’m too tired… I don’t want to fight…”

“Then maybe you are ready,” Iyo said. “To change.”

Rui glanced up.

The lady of Kitano had not altered her expression. She seemed a mountain, untameable, solid. Her face remained still, and calm, and saw everything. Rui felt as if Iyo could see right through her, into her spirit, into her souls.

“It’s so very dangerous,” Iyo said, “to allow yourself to feel. But I, for one, think it’s better than the opposite. I know my son’s temper. I know you didn’t intend to kill this guard – yet kill him you did. What is the value of his life compared to yours? Some would say it’s more: I say, you were trying to find your way. And the thing is, we all want to find a way, Rui Misosazai. That’s why we do it together.”

She leaned in. “You cannot undo what you’ve done. No matter your intentions. Months ago, when the monks of the Middle Path were here, you assaulted them.”

“That wasn’t my fault!” Rui burst, but the guards held her back.

“Regardless, they came to me,” Iyo said, stern and cold as mountain water. “You have no idea what trouble you’ve caused. You attacked emissaries of the sovereign, and the retired-emperor of the Autumn Throne, on my lands. Now, you’ve killed an innocent. I understand that you meant none of it, but you cannot deny your actions. You cannot deny what you have done.”

She paused. “But, as the crow monk has reminded me, we also cannot change without intent. So perhaps this is the first step. Real action must follow, Rui no’in. You will do better.”

Rui blinked, unsure.

“I’m remanding you to Jobo’s care. For good, this time. We wish for you to live. You will go with him. You will do whatever he says – become an acolyte, perhaps. But you will live. Now go. He is waiting for you.”

Jobo untied her binds himself. Wrists aching, she rolled her hands as the blood rushed back and he led her down the path. Sen, as his student, trailed behind, unusually quiet.

“The boy you killed,” Jobo said at length, “he had a family. The gods remember what’s been done. And so will they. You’ll make amends to them. Your forgiveness is in their hands.”

He spoke of a small house above the brewery, where the boy’s family lived. “You will go there tomorrow, after I have spoken to them and offered prayers. They will be taken care of, but that does not get you off the hook. I will talk to them, then you will. And you will be at their mercy the rest of your life, however long that may be.”

“I’ll work for them,” she said. “I’ll do anything they want, I’ll be their servant, I’ll…”

“You will do no such thing. There are limits to your freedom now. You’re alive because I agreed to take you into the temple, but after tomorrow, you are never to enter the castle grounds – or the city – ever again.”

As he marched her from the castle gates, someone threw something at her – rotten food.

“Ignore them,” Jobo said.

But she couldn’t. They hated her. They would always hate her. She felt the energy drain from her. She wanted to lie down, to sleep and never wake again. This was her life. It would never go away.

Yet as they walked, she found that somehow, the sun had come, casting everything around her in the pale white light of a morning. The air still held a chill. Fields and rice paddies stretched to one side, steep mountains to the other, and the path to Kannagara. Soon they passed an old house near the outer gate, with an oak sign of a brewer hanging over the door.

Rui stopped, frozen in shock and fear. The family of the young guard, Idachi Honnen, had come to see her go.

“Oh gods.”

She threw herself to the dirt before them, crying freely, trying to think of what to say. That she owed them for ever, that she would always be in their service, would do anything to make up for what she’d done. Let me, let me in. Let this be made good. Will you ever forgive me?

The woman’s scream was like the sound of hell.

No, she shouted. No, no, no.

It seemed that they might kill her on the spot, and Rui resolved to let them. “If you wish to punish me, I will accept the cost of what I’ve done…”

The wife, lean and wiry, came at her with a rake, and stood above her, gasping, weapon raised. But in the end, she stopped. She couldn’t do it, fell back with a sob. The husband, a short, square man with graying hair, stood motionless in a fit of rage. “Death for death will not bring our son back,” he uttered. “If I see you again, I’m afraid of what I’ll do. Get out of here.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“Get out of here!”

He tore the rake from his wife’s hands and threw it at Rui, clipping her on the heels as she fled, sobbing, the rest of the way back to the street.

She found Jobo sitting on a low stone wall, watching the sky over the edges of the western gate. Sen lingered, eyes low, hands clasped.

“They told me to leave,” she gasped.

“Did you think they would forgive you?” Jobo hopped off the stone and gave a small last look toward the hill.

“Some things last for ever,” he said. “Come.”

Rui stumbled, suddenly exhausted. It would never go away.

“How do I make this better?” she asked.

“You can’t.”

“What?” She was on the verge of tears again.

“You can’t change what you’ve done,” he said. “But it should be obvious. You can only change what happens now.”

Rui sniffed, trying to calm her breath, but it was no use. She hated herself for this, for what had happened.

“Maybe one day,” he continued, “probably not tomorrow, but perhaps one day, you will be able to face that couple again. And maybe they will have learned something about you, too, about why it happened. Maybe they will have learned something about themselves. Maybe you’ll be able to make your amends to them then. But only maybe. They may choose never to forgive you, and you must live with that fact.”

“… What if I can’t?”

“Then it will curse you for ever. What they do is not something you get to decide. It is in their hands. Now, come. We go to the Godspath. You have no choice.”

“It’ll be all right,” Sen said, quietly.

“How can the gods accept a… murderer into their shrine?” Rui asked. “How can they accept that you would teach me… how could you teach me, if… if…”

Jobo stopped. “What the gods accept is life. And you, Rui, you are still alive. That means: don’t squander it. If you do, you will be lost, and that man will still be dead. Then you will have wasted both your lives. Keep walking.”

He didn’t wait. Just went back along the mountain road as it began to narrow and carve its way along the slope. Above them, great pines swayed.

Sen lingered. “Come,” he said.

Without thinking, Rui pulled herself to him, wrapped her arms around him in a hug. Her face pressed against his shoulder.

“You can do this,” he whispered.

So she did. It took a while at first, but Sen offered his hand, and after a time, the tears didn’t fall so heavily anymore. The hills surrounded them, the sky shone sharp and bright, and the birds still sang in the trees.

“Keep walking,” Jobo said again.

Rui took Sen’s hand and followed the crow monk down the trail.
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Kai

Shōho Year 4

Lunar New Year

“Come in,” said the Minister of the Left. The doors creaked open and the glare blinded Kai with light. The great council hall welcomed her within, long, tall-ceilinged and paneled with wood, oak and maple, adorned with hanging scrolls. Ministers faced each other in their sub-chamber, two of each: two Ministers of the Left and two of the Right sitting beside each other, the Ministers of the Center below them, and at the far end, the Grand Chancellor of State, Keishi-no-Seikiyo, at the dais.

Hara-no-Ichiei Hoin, First-of-the-Above and Minister of the Left, was a small man, round at his waist and wide in his smile, with oiled, thinning hair, expensive robes, and the lordship over history, record-keeping, the census, and cultural affairs. “He’s a bank more than anything,” her stewardfather Zusho Masashige had told her once, before she made the trip from Satsuki on the coast. “He hoards things. Histories, temple plans, architects’ levies, profit shares and land rights from estates all through the realm. He’s never set a foot in any of them.”

The Second Minister of the Left seemed a scholar. Though under fifty, he was rail-thin, with a beard and mustache, and looked a man who had to squint when he staggered from his books and went into the light of day. His clothes were simple, unlike the colors of his partner, with a scant brocade of gold his only ornamentation.

Yora sat in his position at their feet, observant and respectful.

“Ministers,” he announced. “Lady Kai Gekko’in.”

“It’s been many years since a Gensei sat this council,” said the Minister of the Right, a plump, balding man in shimmering silks. “Excepting your uncle Yora of the guard. Thank you for traveling all this way, lady.”

“Things haven’t changed so much here, I think,” Minister Hoin said, casually. “How does it feel to be back?”

“It feels like an opportune time,” Kai said. “It feels like fate, if I can be so bold.”

The Minister of the Right laughed. “She’s honest, at the least. Refreshing.”

“And what can we do for you today?” Hoin’s scholarly partner asked. “Tell us, why have you come all this way? It is such a very long journey from the Kanden…”

“I must thank the lord chancellor first,” Kai said. “He is, after all, the man who spared my life.”

“My wife spared you as much as I did.” Seikiyo spoke quietly. He hadn’t moved much when she came in, only sat leaning on his elbow, watching her, as if considering a foreign object, and valuing its worth.

“And if she were here, I could kiss her hands.”

Kai paused.

“Ministers,” she said. “I don’t have to tell you of the insult my clanline has received these last years. We are scattered to the winds, those few of us who survived. Our lands, once great in the east, are no longer our own. I’ve come to change that. I request a grant of land from the sovereign, as befits my hereditary claim, and appeal to have the land rights of my clan restored.”

“The Gensei stood against the emperor,” said the Minister of the Right. “Your father rebelled.”

“And he was killed for it. I have no illusions, lord, about what my father did. But as the lord chancellor told me the day he allowed me to keep my life, we should not be judged for the actions of our fathers. My father’s sins were his, his mistakes were his. Why should his children be made paupers and beggars on the streets?”

“You’re hardly beggars,” said Hoin. “You’ve a comfortable life in Zusho, I’m told.”

“I am a ward of House Zusho. It’s true, I have learned from them. They’ve become a kind of… family to me. And for that, I am grateful. But I deserve lands of my own. The lands of Amayari in the Kanden have deep roots in my family; the people are friendly to us there. They wish only for their peace. It will be a blessing for the court if we were to be allowed to rule once again, as managers for the manors and estates, many of which I know are jointly owned by you, here, in the capital.

“The truth is simple,” she said. “I loved my father. He was trying to stop a great evil in our country, but… he made mistakes. It’s clear the lord chancellor was trying to do the same thing, and their rivalry got in the way. It ruined my father… He should have been at your side, as in the old days when you were young. His folly was his selfishness. And that is not something I am likely to repeat.”

Seikiyo considered his tea. “I wonder. Tell me, you think it is only a sign of weakness for people to obey the law? To sit on their heels and bow low to touch the ground when the emperor walks past.”

She shook her head. “No, lord.”

“And yet that is what your clan believes,” he said. “Why? Because you remember where you come from. You cling to it… You remember the days when the only way for minor nobles to make their name was to run off to the provinces, hire hunters on the local tracks. You define yourself by what you fight; just as this empire defines itself as what it is not: barbarian. You fight them and you bring us back their heads. Thus the kijin-tai gain stature. This is what your line has always done. And you seek to do it now. But you must remember, Lady Kai, in the capital, the Ten’in reigns.”

“Or their regents,” she said. “You are kijin too, lord. Is that not also the story of how the Keishi came to be?”

“Not now,” Yora began, but she wouldn’t let it go.

“What? Are we not allowed to talk of it? Are we not allowed to speak?”

A murmur of unease swept the hall. “We need not listen to this woman,” said the Minister of the Right.

“‘This woman’? What of our founders, lord? Was Empress Sora’in not a woman? Did the god Ohirume not take a woman’s form?”

“Kai,” warned Yora.

“Why is it a sin to seek some independence?” She addressed the powdered nobles. “Answer me.”

“Child,” one of them hissed.

“Why am I so ill-marked in this city?” She wheeled around; everyone was watching her, and she knew she should find a better way, but it was too late. “You are punishing me because of what my father did.”

“Your father rebelled against the throne,” the papery Left Minister said.

“No, my father protected the throne. He put our former Ten’in in power to stop the demon-emperor, just like you did. We are no different. You were friends.”

“Then why make war against his ‘friend’? Why help restore order, then two years later, begin another uprising, another war? Has your family not had enough bloodshed?”

Kai laughed. “It’s a joke. You are, you’re blind. You’re so consumed by your own petty intrigues and your poetry and your fucking games behind your screens. You don’t even know it.”

“And what,” the Minister of the Right said icily, “is this joke that we don’t know?”

“I’ll ask you a question, lord.” She turned to him. “What if he’d won?”

The plump man bared his teeth. “What did you say?”

“What would you have done, if my father won? You would have supported him. The regents would still have sway in this court, and not—”

“Not what?” Seikiyo looked down at her with his shaved head, eyes flared in anger. “You come close to treason here, Gekko’in. You should listen to your uncle. You should listen to those who know more than you – especially about what happened then.”

“You mean when you had my father killed?”

A gasp spread out across the ministers. “Take your seat,” Seikiyo said.

Instead, Kai turned on her heel and left, burning with embarrassment and unbridled fury.

“Kai.” Yora rose sharply, but it was too late. Kai turned her back to the hall. Seikiyo muttered something to her uncle as she went, but whatever it was, the words were lost under the pounding of her own angry footsteps, and the creaking of the cicada floors.

Outside the chamber, the world seemed calm and quiet, but Kai could not keep still. She swept past the startled guards and found herself in the main hall, looking at the picture scroll, color on silk, of her uncle Yora slaying the devil nightbird.

Bureaucrats, she thought. They can go to hell. I’d do better than the lot of them combined.

She didn’t know what to do. That banking Minister of the Left, Hara-no-Ichiei Hoin, was supposed to be Goshira’s friend, but he’d done nothing to help her. Everything the former-emperor had said was right; the Keishi were not even regents, not officially, but as grandfather to the newborn prince, Seikiyo would do what he wanted. The baby’s father, Emperor Ashihara, suffered under his thumb.

All Ashihara does is perform ceremony, she thought, scowling. This system is so broken. I have to do something better. I could do something better.

But because of a moment of anger, her father had ruined it all.

“You ever miss your brother?”

Her uncle had followed her from the chambers. Now he approached, the same sad look in his eyes she’d seen before.

“I didn’t know my brother,” she said. “He was a baby.”

“And yet,” he said, “you mourn him. You mourn your family. I do, too.”

She wouldn’t look him in the eye. Instead, she stared at the painting, the arc of the arrow in the monster’s breast, the smoke and the clouds of doom that surrounded the rendering of her uncle as he was, thirty years before.

“How old were you, in this picture?” she asked abruptly.

“About your age. After that, everyone knew my name. Those days are long gone now… Now people only know me as the Gensei brother who didn’t take part, when his elder wanted to be king.”

“You were loyal to the Ten’in.”

“That may be, but enough people outside these walls hate me for it, too. I did what I had to do to survive. And yet I mourn, like you do, Kai. Let us walk.”

The west gate: silent, cold and gray. The famous trees, orange and cherry, stood as lone watchers in the courtyard. No one wanted to go out. They passed snow-covered halls, the little fence-line with the bell that rang in splintery air, and went to the pine garden on the other side. Here Yora sat on a bench, looking at the falling snow in the mute, stone-colored sky.

“I enjoy this little grove,” he said. “Close as we’ll ever get to the woods, when we’re here. In the capital.”

“I like it too.” They were quiet for a moment, watching light, cottony tufts among the evergreens, pine needles glistening with ice. Her uncle looked at his hands. The scars, the thick fingers. Tough skin, callused and strong from practice. And yet, as she glanced at Yora now, she thought he seemed so old, sitting heavily on the bench. So tired. He massaged his fingers, and let the moment go on. Somewhere, a bird called, a blue-winged magpie darted from the camellias.

“I haven’t seen my daughters in more than a year,” he said. “So much time has passed. They’ve been training with your cousin Tokuon in the mountains near Yamakaji. After their arguments with the chancellor’s sons, they couldn’t stay.”

“I wrote to them, before they left.” She kept her eyes downcast. “I told them not to go.”

“Well, my daughters will never do what you tell them.” He smiled softly. “Seikiyo offered them a choice. The same choice he demanded of me: stay loyal, or die. My daughters could not stay loyal. And of course, they would not die. So it was exile.”

“Just like all of us,” Kai said.

“But not your father.” Yora did not look so tired anymore. He looked angry. “You may be limited here, but you are alive. You have your rank.”

“What rank? I have no lands. They gave our lands to Zusho…”

“You have your life. Sometimes that is enough.”

“Thank you for the lesson, uncle,” she said, souring. “But I have things to do, excuse me.”

“Patience, Kai. Please. It’s the only way we have survived. The only reason we still have what few things we do.”

“And while you were being patient, uncle, Seikiyo was the one taking everything we had. Think about it.”

He said: “Don’t you think I have? Kai. Do you know why people say we need a man like him? Seikiyo? They think the emperor and the monks are not enough to lead us through an age of plagues. When things get bad, you need someone who can use a bow.”

Frustrated, she shook her head. “Why do all these terrible things need to happen,” she muttered.

“We’re human. We have the beautiful, and the terrifying, in us, both.”

“I’ve received a letter from the monk Moro, of the Gate. He wants to meet me. Did you know that?”

A pained look crossed her uncle’s face. “No,” he said. “I did not.”

“Why do you think he wants to meet? It’s because he’s at war with the monks of the Mountain, and they are backed by Seikiyo. He means to move against them.”

“That would not be wise.”

“He has allies. He’s a friend – and advisor – to the retired-emperor. Goshira has said as much. He wants our help.”

Yora stirred. “The monks say, ‘One spirit, two souls.’ And as it is within each of us, so too is it with the realm. Our lands have always had a dual system of power, Kai, going back all the way to Sora’in, and before. Some say the early emperors ruled as brother and sister, sharing duties, alternating between religious rites and the path of governance.”

“Is that true?”

“I believe it could be. One spirit, two souls. Such is the nature of our world. Calm, and tempestuous, both. Wise, and foolish, both.”

“Dead and alive,” Kai said, breathing the words. “Both.”

“Two hearts,” said Yora. “The empire always defines itself by what it is, and what it is not. Civilized, against the barbarians in the east and south. Emperor the religious leader, regent chancellor the political. Two powers. There have been, ever since Sora’in banished the gods and monsters from our realm.”

The story of the Sora’in had always been Kai’s favorite: ruler of the Eight Islands, the shaman empress Sora’in was born the first child of Emperor Kotake, descendant of the god Hirume Kotaijin. When she came of age, she was crowned Ten’in, and as she mastered her powers, she was able to manifest both souls within her spirit and transformed into her true form.

Kai remembered details of the story now: how Sora’in was the most powerful human to have lived, how her power rivalled that of the eight million gods; how, after conquering the dragonfly islands, she met the god of the earth to forge a peace between the spirit-world and her own. She married the god of the earth and had a daughter, but after years of peace, Orochi, the serpent-god, arrived, and soon he killed the god of the earth with Sora’in’s own weapon, the sacred spear of heaven, and took her husband’s skin to get into her bed.

When the night came and they lay naked together, he revealed himself in his true nature. She threw him out in fury, but they had already coupled, and the serpent-in-god-skin claimed that marrying her was the price of her powers. “You are for ever married to me now.”

Instead, she killed him, and in her rage cast a spell that banished all gods and monsters from the realm, at the cost of her life, and the spirit-world and the world of the earth were separated for evermore. Sora’in’s daughter took her place and continued the imperial line.

But that was a thousand years ago, Kai thought, and we’re still paying the price.

Ever since, matriarchal rule had been pushed further and further away. Now most emperors were men. Now, the court looked at the untamed houses beyond the mountains and called them barbarians. In winter, they dwell in holes, it was said; in summer, they live in nests. They drink blood. The court dismissed them; colonized them; assimilated them into itself.

Because they need us, Kai thought.

She watched the falling snow. Already it was piling up; some children – noble-boys from the court – dashed into the yard to play beneath the pines. She watched, while the boys, who could not be more than five or six, tumbled and tussled each other into the snow, throwing clumps at each other and running around the trees. It would still be a cold winter, but for now the snow was light, nearly weightless. A breeze flurried about, the pines swayed, and she thought, It’s like they’re dancing. Feather-tufts drifted from the trees. But the pines don’t have leaves, Kai thought, some thin needles never fall. Unlike the rest, stripped naked in the cold and left with empty branches, frozen, bitter, frail.

“There is a curse in the imperial line,” Yora said. “The royals. It infects the city like a sickness, coming and going…”

“Like Emperor Sutoh,” she said.

“The demon-emperor. Yes.”

“You knew him.”

“I met the exiled prince,” he said, after a pause.

She fought the pressure rising in her chest. “What really happened, uncle? In the war?”

“He challenged Goshira for the throne,” Yora said, simply. “We stopped him.”

“You and my father?”

“Both of us. And Seikiyo. We used to make fun of him, you know. Because his name sounds like the capital – ‘Seikiyo of Saikyo’. We joked it meant he was destined to rule us all. If only we knew how true that was.”

“The Chiten doesn’t like him.”

“Goshira still wields immense influence from his cloistered court. His precedence as head of the house has let him outflank the Hara regents. A retired-emperor will always stand above the regent body, so he took the retirement, as his father did, so he could rule unfettered. But I am worried… As chancellor, Seikiyo is now essentially considered the emperor’s teacher. Traditionally, he would take no part in court affairs, and defer to the regents, but it’s no secret Seikiyo has no love for the Hara clan. Whatever ceremonial duties he might have, they vanished the same time your father died.” He held a leaf loosely in his palm. “When Seikiyo took what he thought was his.”

“The Hara have been regents for two hundred years, how could they just let that happen?”

“Because for two hundred years they’ve been losing money. And in that time, the families – our families – gained strength. The regents are nobles, not warriors, and they’ve been in decline for years. This is why they call the houses of Keishi and Gensei the ‘fallen leaves’ of the royal family: because we have scattered and divided ourselves around the realm, leaving our home – the emperor’s tree – in ruins.”

“That’s what Goshira told me,” she said softly.

“I know what the retired-emperor has told you. And I know there is some truth in his words.”

“Then we should help him.”

“There’s always a splinter of truth in what Goshira says. That’s what scares me. He never lies, not completely. Yet, at the end, the dice always land exactly how he wants. Do you know why he wields the power he does?”

“He said he didn’t have any power,” she said. “He can only consult.”

“And the dice fall as they will?” Yora shook his head. “No. Once again, that is only halfway true… I cannot deny the Keishi are consolidating control. I worry that if something is to happen, the peace will be shattered and Seikiyo will drop all pretense and make a challenge to Goshira by virtue of his role as the grandfather to the crown prince, who lives under his roof. I fear he’ll take control of the capital by force. What do you think will happen to us then?”

“Then we will have to find our strength again,” Kai said. “We can do it, there are clans still loyal to us. They are in the east right now, gathering banners…”

“You take me for a coward.” Yora met her with a steely gaze. “And a fool. I know. I won’t challenge you, Kai, but I will say this: I’ve seen more revolutions than you have. And I warn you, that way will only lead to pain.”

“You’re afraid to act.”

“It’s not the Keishi I’m afraid of. Though it is true they may defeat us on the field. What I’m afraid of is all the people who will die. I’m afraid this will only curse our houses more than they already are.”

“I can’t simply sit here and do nothing,” Kai said. “I know you don’t want war. But I’m starting to think it’s going to happen whether we want it to or not.”

He massaged his fingers. “The demon-emperor didn’t start everything, you know. It goes much farther back than that. Some say it’s a curse of their greed, the Ten’in – their wickedness, and ours, for supporting them. A curse that hangs above us all.”

“What if we can try to find a way to break it?”

“I’ve been trying to break it for years,” he said. “I don’t know if I’ll succeed. Sometimes, I fear that everything just keeps getting worse and worse. But…” He attempted a smile, “maybe that’s just human nature. Come. Let us go inside.”

“We must do something,” she said.

“Kai,” he said gently, “do not act rashly. A misstep here will undo everything… We must be careful.”

“Until when, uncle! When?”

“Let us go inside,” he said again.

But she cursed and wheeled around, suddenly too confined on the bench. He would never turn against Seikiyo. She saw that now. Not on his own. He’s just trying to hold on to what he has. Nothing will change that, and in the end, Seikiyo will take it all.

Which is exactly what he wants, she thought.

I’ll have to do something myself.
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Yora

Lady Hagane Keishi, wife of Emperor Ashihara, was known as the “Steel Princess” for her discerning mind and powerful will. At twenty-four, she was the youngest of Seikiyo’s children, the only daughter after his four sons. Shigemune died in the War of the Morning and the Night; Shigeo was next in line. The younger brothers, mumbling Shosei and fiery Seichi, managed the family’s estates in the west, at Isawa by the inland sea.

Hagane had the confidence of royalty, and the unshakeable air that made people uncomfortable at seeing a woman who didn’t act like she hated herself. She was tall, with a broad face, strong shoulders and a frame that gave the impression of careless strength, an ease in her own skin that most warriors could only dream of. She was nothing like the other nobles, with their waifish, airy class; her father, being the lord Keishi, gave her a fighter’s attitude and her life in the capital had given her a politician’s shrewd mind. She stood nearly as tall as Yora and likely weighed more than he did; her daring, wide-open eyes and her subtle smile gave an impression of vigor that made him feel dull and sleepy in comparison. There’s a reason, he mused, why people call her the most beautiful woman in the capital. Like her father, every breath she took radiated power. She’s not one to take lightly.

“Lord poet,” she said in a trained, melodious voice from behind the paper screen. “Welcome.”

A messenger had arrived that morning, requesting his presence to meet Hagane and her son, the newborn prince, Noriyasu. As with all noble births, they were in his mother’s family’s house, the Keishi residence, also known as the House of Waves, on the sixth street from the palace.

“Lady,” he said. “It is good to see you again. It’s been far too long.”

“I had hoped this would not be necessary,” she said, “but it seems that time has passed. Thank you for coming here.” Hagane moved, silhouetted by the screen. “I hear you are hunting traitors, lord, for my father.”

“I serve the peace,” he said.

“Well, you are renowned for your loyalty and your moral uprightness, as all in the empire know,” she said. “But I will get to the point. We need your help.”

At this, the door slid open. Lady Yoshiko, wife of the chancellor and Hagane’s mother, entered and sat quietly, austere and regal, in her place beside the wall. His student Yaeko had told him how she ruled her house with a hand as harsh and stern as the one her husband used to rule the realm, and he could see it in her now: Yoshiko, with her silences, her trained voice like a flute, seemed to emanate nothing but control. Defy an order from the lady of the House of Waves, he thought, or her daughter the Steel Princess, and you would find yourself in dire straits.

“You have heard of the tensions in our family,” she began.

“I wouldn’t presume…”

“You’re not. You are a loyal member of the guard, you know more secrets than most. And it’s no secret that my husband no longer listens to my counsel.”

“Unfortunately, he’s not known for listening to anyone’s counsel,” Yora said. “Forgive me, that was rude.”

“It was honest,” she said. “Which is why we trust you so much. Honesty. A rare treasure to find, in these halls…”

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

Hagane moved from behind the screen. “My son will be the linchpin for everything,” she said. “The prince. They all want to control him. My father, Goshira, the factions of the monks – everyone. Tell me, lord, what do you think I should do?”

“I think you should stay close to the people you trust,” he said.

Yoshiko inclined her head. “Shall we trust you?”

Hagane spoke. “I have looked up to you, lord poet, as so many others have. You are known everywhere for your courage.” Her eyes were cold, but she didn’t hide the emotion in her voice. “Help me protect him. Please. I know you have not always gotten along with my family… but you were allies once. And you have always been loyal to the realm… My son will be used, whether by my father or by others who want to take power. Help me protect him. He’s just a child. He can’t become a piece to be played in this war of generals.”

“Do you love him?” Yora asked.

A fleeting smile: “He’s my son, how could I not love him?”

“No. The emperor. Ashihara. Do you love him?”

The question seemed to strike her deeply. “I love what he should be,” she said. “I might have even loved what he could have been, if this world were fair. He is a young man, he knows almost nothing of the world, and he’s trapped in his palace; he cannot move a muscle without the entire court knowing about it. He cannot so much as breathe without his father’s permission… No, I do not love him, but our union was never meant for love.”

“It should be,” he said. “It always should be.”

“Then maybe you are as naive as he,” said Hagane. “I am no innocent; I am a weapon. And I’m controlled by my father just as much as any of them. That’s the life we lead. So, I’m sorry, I cannot say I love him. But I want to. And that will have to be enough. Perhaps, in time, if we can raise our son in peace, perhaps we will find something in each other one day; perhaps, when that day comes, we will find that it is love. Until then I am a part of the bigger picture – as are you. But my son is innocent of any of this. My father will try to use him. My husband-the-emperor’s father, Goshira, will try to use him. Perhaps your clan will, too. I cannot let that happen, and I know you are a man – perhaps the only man – in this capital who believes there can still be another way. We can still have peace. But I need you to protect him. Will you swear me that?” she asked. “Will you swear to protect the child of the throne?”

Yora bowed, hoping she couldn’t see the unease on his face.

Then he said, “I will.”

He met the retired-emperor the following day. Above him, the sky had turned metallic with cold, a dull sheen that sent a pallor over everything; not even the cloistered Ten’in house was spared. The Tessoku, Goshira’s shrouded guard, met him at the gate, and brought him in.

“It’s no secret I’m unhappy with Keishi control,” the retired-emperor said when they had settled, wafting a hand over his tea. “It’s no secret that my work has always been to increase power for the imperial family. Not these… oh, what does one call them? Interlopers. These regents. My son, the mirror prince, you know. Nioh, he should be emperor, not some brat from Ashihara and Seikiyo’s daughter.”

“Ashihara is your son,” Yora reminded him. “That ‘brat’ is your grandson, too.”

“He is my son. And that is a problem.”

“Ashihara is the rightful emperor. It’s his child.”

“He’s nineteen. He was forced to marry Seikiyo’s daughter so the Keishi could insert themselves into the bloodline. He will be made to abdicate the moment his child can walk. Make no mistake, the prince will be Seikiyo’s heir, not mine.” Goshira spread his hands. “There are still families loyal to the Gensei,” he said. “The coalition is ready and they will come to your call. Especially with Nioh’s announcement.”

“What announcement?”

“Declaration of his intent to rule. You know how precarious things are. The balance of the court and the independent lords is at the edge of a knife. Because no matter how they may wish it, the court does not have a monopoly on violence. Help us. You know the evils that the Keishi do. That they have done, and that they will do again…”

For a moment, Yora felt as though the air had been pulled from his lungs. Goshira, retired-emperor of the realm, was talking about open rebellion.

“I am commander of the imperial guard,” he said.

Goshira scoffed. “Imperial guard. It’s meaningless. They’re hired swords. I was emperor once, I know – you think if the Keishi told them, your imperial guard wouldn’t hesitate to murder me? Would you? If your precious emperor – my son – ordered you to kill me, what would you do? Hm? Not so easy as a matter of oaths, is it?”

“You do not mean this.” Yora’s whole body had gone tense. His heart thundered in his ears, but Goshira merely smiled at him, calm as ever. The Chiten’s eyes had narrowed, dark, and hungry.

“I am father of the realm,” Goshira said. “I appointed my son as sovereign when I retired, but I am still head of this family, and you, poet, will not tell me what I mean to do. I know Hagane has asked you to protect her and her son. I know. Poet, come. What do you think would really happen if they put a Keishi on the throne?”

“I… Chiten,” Yora began. “You cannot ask me to take part in a conspiracy against our government…”

“What if it’s an illegitimate government? Which is what it will be, when the Keishi boy is put on the steps…”

“He is the emperor’s son.”

“Who was conveniently conceived when Seikiyo wedded his daughter to the throne. She’s a kind girl, but you know how she’s been used. Both of them, her and my son. They’re not fools, they know it to be true. They are also aware of the realities of what it means to be a child-emperor in the court these days. They are symbols. The chancellor has all the military power – you, yourself, helped him get it. The warrior class. You have benefited too.”

“I would look at it differently,” Yora began. His hands were shaking.

Goshira laughed: “And they say I want power… but compared to you, I’m just an old man. We defeated the gods a thousand years ago, but we could never have realized we would be… castrated by our own bodyguards.” He spat the words. “You disagree? Just look what happened to your family when your brother stood against the Keishi. Look at Seikiyo. Look at what that man has done.”

“I will need to think on it,” Yora said.

Kaji Getoh handed him his sword when they left. “Any orders?”

“I need to send a message to my cousin Kiie,” Yora said. “I want you to go tell him to find my nephew Tokuon, in the north. Tell him what has happened. Tell him of this rebellion in the home-provinces. We need to see which way the north wind blows.”

“Tokuon will want a fight,” Getoh said, carefully.

“Just find Kiie, tell him to go, and be ready. I’ll meet him at the family shrine, outside Kiseda. After the New Year. Tell him. And hurry.”

Getoh sped off into the night.

For some time Yora walked along the path outside his residence, to the small bridge where the Onji River split away from the capital, south, then east and north toward the bay. There he watched the stars shimmer on the slowly moving water. A day’s ride would bring him to the great bridges, the estuary where the river opened up into grassy marshland, and eventually, to the great Awa Sea.

He stood on a little bridge above the stream, peering over the cold moonlight on the water, facing his dilemma. He had to make a choice. Tell his lord Seikiyo what he had heard, or keep it secret, try to find the truth before he brought news that would cause chaos. He was damp and his nose was running by the time Kai found him there.

“Uncle. Getoh told me you were here.”

“Of course he did.” He nodded to a bench. “You better sit.”

The worry that consumed his every waking thought was that Kai would be forced to take over their clan before she was ready. She had a keen mind, he knew, and was wise to the ways of strategy and politics. He had been partially responsible for that. But she was also young, too young. She would be in over her head, forced to take actions in a world that couldn’t wait for her to make mistakes. And Kai was afraid – paralyzingly afraid – of making mistakes. It was her greatest weakness at the game-of-kings, and other tests of strategy; at the moment of choice, she would hesitate, unable to take the decisive move. That was how he still beat her at the games.

“How do I know I won’t do something wrong?” she’d asked.

He had no easy answer. “You’ll never know. Sometimes, not even after. The hardest part is to make the choice, and accept the consequence – good or bad. To become paralyzed is the result of overthinking. It leads to too much thought. It leads to inaction. Which is worse than the wrong action, is it not? That’s why the monks say to have no-thought. That’s why the warriors say, ‘Charge up any hill, and it will be the right one.’ Because if you’re wrong, you can make the change and go to the next. But if you spend your time deliberating, trying to choose between the two hills on either side, the enemy will outflank you. The answer is to charge the hill. And keep moving.”

“I feel like everything rests on me,” she’d said. “It’s not so easy.”

“No,” he’d said. “It’s not. That’s why we just keep moving.”

Yet now, on this bridge, in a city going bankrupt all around him, Yora cursed himself. What was he doing now, but deliberating? What was he doing in the face of this dilemma but failing to act?

“If I was a student, they’d tell it to my face,” he muttered. And yet, the choices lay before him, like the two sides of a bridge. On the one side, inaction, loyalty, and peace. Keishi control. This was what he chose when Kai’s father rebelled. This was the only reason she was still alive.

And yet. And yet.

On the other side was anger. Righteousness. Action.

It would lead to war.

“The Keishi have to pay for what they’ve done to us,” Kai said slowly. “You know this.”

Yora was taken aback. “There are still ways that we can work together.”

“No,” Kai said, scowling. “There aren’t.”

Something cracked in him then. “I’ve seen my brothers die. You have to understand what you’d be getting into – if we start a war, how many will be killed? Thousands. And for what?”

“Justice,” she said. “Can’t you see?”

Everything he’d done was to hold on to a desperate idea of peace. And it had consumed him, at the cost of everything; the great tragedy was that his desperation for peace was the thing that now led to war.

“We cannot succeed.”

“Then you are a coward.”

“‘Look for a big tree when you want shelter,’” he said. “You have to know the truth of who we serve.”

“Our family’s killers?”

“Peace is more important than a grudge.”

“You’re a fossil,” Kai said.

“Seikiyo spared you. You owe your life to him.”

“What life?” She shifted her weight. “Life in his cage?”

Yora shook his head. Supporting Seikiyo would only enable him to take dictatorial power. Standing against him would lead to countless deaths.

“There is no good answer,” he said.

“What about me?” She was facing him now, concern, and doubt, on her features. “Are you not sworn to protect me?”

“I am also sworn to protect the realm…”

“So what’s more important?” she asked. “Duty, or your flesh and blood?”

“You intend to stand against them?”

“I have to stand against them. He controls everything. That’s what this is all about – that’s what my father died for.”

“And who would you have instead? If we remove the Keishi from power, who would take their place? You?”

Kai breathed. “I am the heir to our family…”

“I’m asking you: to defeat a tyrant, what are you willing to do? You say you want to stop a dictator, fine – but you’ll have to put something in their place. And how many will pay the cost? How many lands and temples and homes will be burned? I’ve lived through that, and I know, better than you do, what the reality of it will bring.”

She was silent for so long he thought she was going to leave. Then she spoke, tears in her eyes. “I thought… I always thought that when I got older, things would become clear. I’m supposed to know what to do… but I don’t. I never know what I’m supposed to do. I can’t keep carrying this weight. And I… I don’t know. How can I be expected to inherit our entire clan, how can I lead them? I can’t even make my voice be heard at court.”

“The court is a show these days,” said Yora. “Surely you’ve noticed that.”

“I’m no good with a sword or a bow… I can’t ride a horse at a gallop. I don’t even like horses…”

“Being a good ruler is not just about cutting off heads,” Yora said. “Though some may have you think otherwise. It’s about understanding people. You might not be as strong as Sora’in, but you are as smart, and you may well become as wise. You know the economics of the capital. You know how to balance a ledger. You know the customs of the court better than anybody because you grew up among it, yet apart; you can see the lies they hide behind their painted veils. These are things that will help you, Kai, not how fast you swing a sword.”

He wanted her to take comfort in what he said, but she looked as unsure as ever. “You’ll always have warriors to fight for you,” he said. “So have them swing the swords, loose the arrows. It’ll be up to you to make sure the taxes come in, make sure your people are happy and not suffering from plague or famine. These are the things you know how to do.”

She asked him: “Will you support me?”

The reflection of the moon danced before them on the river. The murmur of the stream mixed with nightbirds in the air. He watched the flowing water, dappled in the night, and heard the sound of the current over stones, each the size of a hand. They’d walked to the other end of the bridge, and now he bent to pick one up, smooth, cold as ice, shining in the light of the evening. He sighed.

“Everyone knows you’ve been a loyal servant of this family,” Kai said. “Please.”

“I have always been a loyal servant of this family,” Yora said sadly, and tossed the stone into the stream.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Kai

The noblewoman introduced herself as Chikae Ikariya, of the second rank, from the regent house, and councilor for retired-emperor Goshira. Pale, with a round face and high arching expression, Ikariya was a political creature, taller than Kai, and her long black hair almost reached the floor. She led Kai down the corridor, asking questions about Kai’s life. “You’re not a child anymore,” she said. “Naturally, you must search to add to your line.” She demurred against any hint of turmoil, saying: “Your family has great history, we shouldn’t forget that,” and “Many in the world are glad you have returned,” and finally, “How can I help you?”

Somehow, though, the councilor’s offers of help sounded much like the opposite. Ikariya offered warnings, advice, and gossip in her silken voice, and even hinted interest in trading for property – all of which would tie Kai into a complex political game of favors and debts, which she desperately wanted to avoid. This woman is a politician, she told herself. Of the Hara clan. A courtier. They scheme as quick as they breathe. Don’t trust her.

As they walked, she thought of her uncle’s warnings once again. Kai pictured Yora as he was, once, lord-governor of Amayari, their family’s home; when he was young and brought down a devil nightbird in a storm. They wove designs of its feathers into his clothes. But that was years ago. Before it all happened. Before her father rebelled.

She imagined him teaching at the Hermitage and known throughout the provinces as the best bowman in the emperor’s domain. Yora was sky-seen, then. The quick, unlined face, a hawk’s eyes, hands muscled and ready.

What happened to him? Age, she supposed, a brother’s death, a civil war or the threat of one; he had drawn inward. He’d gone from the defender of the realm to a man who said, Look for somewhere to hide. She could have screamed at him, What are you doing, how did you become so afraid? But he told her, in simple terms, that he was not afraid; he was trying to keep peace. They were different things; only on the outside did they look the same.

Arms clasped before him, Yora could have been a monk, never hurt a soul on the earth; yet change your glance and you’d see the calluses on his hands. We will have to fight, uncle, she thought, before the end.

“How is Amayari,” he’d asked, and she said:

“It doesn’t change. Even when it changes, it doesn’t change at heart. It welcomes you back. Amayari is home.”

“It always will be,” he said.

“Come back with me there.”

“And be a servant of the Zusho?”

“It is through Lord Zusho that I ever had a chance to meet you,” she insisted. “The Zusho remember their neighbors. They will help us.”

Yora scratched his head, said nothing for some time. “Someone must stay and keep an eye on this royal city.” There was another world in the words he didn’t say, as there always was, and as always, she found herself incensed at his tight lip.

Now, as the regent councilor led her through the hall, she thought, It’s all a misunderstanding. A compromise. It’s spinning out of control. That’s what Yora was trying to tell me. Such things happen. People act in ways they think best; and things spiral out of true.

Yora was not a fearful man nor a foolish one; he must know something would happen soon. Every night, he’d said, he prayed to their ancestor, the daughter of the god of war. He must know something he isn’t telling me.

Don’t trust her. Ah, she remembered now. It was Yora who had warned her that. Chikae Ikariya, the politician. She’ll step on your throat to get where she needs to go.

Chikae led her to the center gardens, where a group of noble-children were at play, and told her to wait. She sat on a bench, watching the players compete for the number of times they could kick a ball made of deer-skin to a certain height.

A figure withdrew from the alcove at the other end of the courtyard, followed by a monk in robes of brown and gold. They paused at the edge of trees, watching the children run with laughter, and the little ball danced high in the sun-drenched morning air.

The retired-emperor, Goshira Chiten, had come to watch the game. She saw him with his cloak, his shaved pate, his dark, ringed eyes. Beside him, strolling the courtyard, was the stooping, reed-like monk, Kyohara Moro. Suddenly, they were behind her.

“Chiten,” she said, bowing quickly. “You startled me. I didn’t know anyone was watching…”

“This is the royal city,” Goshira said. “Someone’s always watching.”

She glanced at the monk; Moro was a gentle-looking man of above-average height with sloping shoulders and sleepy eyes. He’s the most dangerous one of all, her uncle had told her. The Monk of the Gate. He clasps his hands and prays to the god of compassion, and his emissaries buy more and more land to the west, where rice paddies grow deep in hidden valleys. Be wary of him.

The monk smiled at her with a curling, indecipherable smile, bowed, and said, “I leave you to your privacy,” before turning back and watching the boys who were playing on the field.

“Thank you for responding to my invitation,” Goshira said. “Let us walk.”

They were followed by three of Goshira’s shrouded guards. Known for their fierce devotion and their strengths in the martial arts, the Tessoku had a harsh, but intriguing quality – like monks, they followed silently, alert as mountain cats, soft as shadows. Kai had heard they never removed their veils, for normal mortals were not fit to look upon the emperor in his home. They had the calm, measured movements and easy grace of very dangerous men, and, unlike the current emperor’s servants, the Tessoku were always men. No one knew who they were, where they came from, or what they were capable of; she’d heard them referred to as “Moro’s students”, as “Soldiers of the Inviolable Law”, implying their mastery of some powers or divination developed by the monks.

“I didn’t know where to expect you, Chiten,” she said. “Forgive me.”

“Think nothing of it,” he replied, waving his hand. “I understand you are to leave us again. Heading back to Zusho?”

“There’s nothing for me here,” she admitted. “The stain against us in the capital is too strong. And I’m not… I’m not like Yora. I can’t stand it here.”

“Oh, I understand,” Goshira said. “Perhaps better than you know. They say you are a tiger. I say, that famous sword of his, it should belong to you. Only here, you’re a tiger in a cage…”

“The courtiers do nothing but spit on us,” she said. “On my clan, I mean. Always sneering, muttering under their breath. ‘Look at that one,’ they say, ‘another bumpkin who’s only good for playing with bows. Fighting with her hands.’”

“Violence goes against their way of life,” Goshira replied. “The courtiers. They believe rule should come from knowledge and wisdom, as in the old kingdoms of the west; often they forget that those are two very different things. And because the emperor cannot make money off of land as they do, they sit back and become the bureaucrats they’ve always wanted to be, buying up shares of vast estates around the country, accumulating wealth in parts and little slips of paper that grant their rights.”

“Why can’t the emperor own land?”

“Oh, he does. All land belongs to him, of course. So how could anybody sell it to him?” He walked on. “Yes. A clever system. Grant the governors and far-stewards managership roles in the estates you own, through joint shares, and you can reap the benefits. Collecting the crops they grow and the money they bring in. And you never have to set foot outside your happy palace gates. It’s all so very dirty, isn’t it, out there in the wild. Or so they think, anyway. Yes, I understand much better than you know.”

“They look down on me.”

“And you wish they didn’t? They are vipers, these nobles. They play at music and poetry and learn the great classics of the West, but beneath their veneer of civility, they would betray one another in an instant if it meant better gains for themselves. They watch us, constantly. And you as well. Do they trust us? Never. Do they need us? Always. But the great riddle of it is, we need them too. So we’re forced to trust each other.”

“The system always runs on trust,” she said. “Reputation.”

“That it does. And you are wiser than most, to have seen it. But hear this, Lady Kai: the moment that trust breaks, there will be chaos.” The retired-emperor paused. “He will keep you around as a trophy, you know. That’s what he did last time.”

“Who?”

“Seikiyo.”

They had almost completed their circuit of the courtyard. “He will stop at nothing,” Goshira said, his voice half a whisper. “But eventually, you will be married to one of his sons, or a relation in his family, and because you have no family of your own, you will be moved into his. He is an octopus, drawing in and drawing in, pulling all other parts of government until they are in his grasp, and the path is clear for him to eat.

“Kai,” he said. “I do think often of that lovely poem you gave me. ‘In the evening light, cicadas fall silent…’ Allow me to gift it again. I wish to send it to certain of my friends who understand you… In truth, they may be friends for you as well.”

“Of course,” she said.

I can’t turn back now. This may be our only chance.

The start of a plan had begun to form in the back of her mind. She would write to Lord Zusho, her stewardfather in Satsuki, at the far edge of the barrier plains. He would support her.

But Yora was right: we must be patient. We must take our time, make sure nothing can grow wrong. I have to make sure I know what I’m doing.

And then I will strike.

“By the way.” Goshira turned back, as if remembering something of small importance. “I received some information the other day. It may be of value to you. Concerning your brother.”

She forced herself to look into his pale, wide eyes. “My brother died. In the rebellion.”

Goshira nodded. “That is what they told you. And until just recently, yes, I believed it, too. No. Your brother is alive, Kai Gekko’in. He lives in secret, with a different name, under the protection of the Kitano lord, in Aizumi to the east.”

Kai squinted. “That can’t be right.”

“Ah, but it is, my dear. And it is something they do not want known. For there are many in the Kanden that would rally to your cause, if the Gensei were to be united once again.”

“If this is true, how could they have kept it secret all these years?”

“Few know, even in the east,” Goshira said. “They think he’s an adopted son, child of a relative who died. But I promise you, it is true. My people go far and wide, and just recently, they have brought me confirmation. His name is Sen.”

Kai felt a rush of something now, bright and tingling, mixed with confusion. Her heart raced. “Someone would have told me…”

“They should have.”

“How do you know this?”

“I have made it, shall we say, a bit of an interest of mine to know what’s going on in all corners of our civilization. The truth will always come out, and now, after so many years, this truth has. Your cousin, Tokuon of Yamakaji, is gathering his arms. He intends to find Sen. And bring him back into the world, from the land of Iyo Ogami’in where he was raised in secret these many years.”

“But the Keishi,” she said. “They would—”

The Chiten’s eyes narrowed. “They are watching. Yes. Tokuon is merely waiting for his chance, from that rook’s nest in the mountains. You should be careful, Lady Kai. If this were to come out, if Seikiyo were to discover what your cousin has begun… there’s no telling what he’ll do. It must be quiet.”

“Then why tell me?”

“I couldn’t bear to add another lie to the tragedy of your family,” Goshira said. “As I said, there are many who would help you. Your brother is alive, and he is well. You deserve to know this. But you must keep it secret; you, Kai, you were spared, out of the compassion of the Keishi, once, but now the world is on the brink of change. The monks tell us we enter an age of desolation. The realm is at the edge of a knife. Tread lightly, Kai Gekko’in. The world may shift in this upheaval, and there is no telling what will happen when it all comes crashing down.”

“Thank you.” Kai searched for the words. The ground felt unstable, shifting beneath her feet. “Thank you.”

“Tread lightly,” he said again. “Tread lightly. This is your secret now. Your friends are out there, and they are talking. But I fear greatly, Lady Kai, what the Keishi will do if they were to learn the truth.”
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Sen

7 Months Later

Shōho Year 4

Late summer

“Be like the birds,” crow monk Taro cried. “Let your body do the work! Fly! Go forward! More! More!”

It was early morning. Wooden swords sang in the humid air as they practiced in the shadow of the trees. Sen bore down for a vertical attack, but the stocky crow monk shifted too fast for him to counter and parried his next three strikes. Taro was the youngest of the monks, vigorous and quick as a river. Sen cursed under his breath. The crow monks were great masters at swordplay – they did not use bows, and instead perfected the art of the small-sword, shorter than those the kijin used.

They taught him speed, how to read his opponent’s mind, to feel the presence of a coming strike before they could make a move. Sen had gotten stronger in the last few months, he knew; quicker, more agile.

“Attack strongly and unhesitatingly,” Jobo called. He often stood and lectured while the crow monks came at Sen, sometimes singly, sometimes all at once. His voice became the backdrop as they sparred. “Even when there are many opponents, let your awareness take over. Face them directly, advance your feet and set your eyes so that you can see all of them at once: you should strike before they have the chance to overwhelm you.

“We use the middle stance because it has balance. Offensive, defensive. From here you can take the center and create opportunities to strike. Remember, swinging your sword too much will never help you; always take the initiative. Never think.”

The Kannagara woods had become the place of his rebirth, Sen often thought, rebirth as a warrior. I will do this, he told himself. He stepped back, chest heaving.

“Fly like birds,” Taro repeated. “Don’t try to strike and win; win, and then strike!”

The middle monk, Zenki, stood lean as a scarecrow and just as tall. “Real movement is when you don’t think or plan what to do, but your body instinctively responds. Speed, elegance, and decisiveness are the most important things.”

“What of strength?”

Sen tried to push forward, but the response from Taro hit him like a physical wave. He buckled, and in that instant Taro struck, bringing the wooden sword to a perfect halt a hair’s-breadth from Sen’s face.

“Strength is an illusion. It exists only in relation to oneself. Are you strong enough to do it? If not, get stronger. Get faster. Understand technique. It doesn’t matter how strong someone else is. Only you.”

Jobo’s words floated like riddles in his ears: “What is human but not human? A bird but not a bird? The bird we see is just the form, the truth lies underneath. That is what we search for. That is how you train.”

“Release yourself from the walls of your own mind,” he would say. “Don’t think; for everything is fleeting and nothing is real. It is our minds that bring us suffering, and put it out into the world. It is the world that brings us suffering, and our minds take it into ourselves. Get out of your mind. Find the truth.”

Sen had spent hours practicing his forms and could feel the frustration rising in him now. He took the upper stance, with the long-sword in a raised position, and attacked at Taro’s neck again. Taro turned and cut at Sen’s hand from below, forcing him to pull back with his sword spinning out of center, uncontrolled. Then, before he could return, Taro stepped downwards and cut at his neck, once again stopping less than a hair’s-breadth away. Sen fell back from him, staggering.

“The upper-position is more aggressive,” Jobo lectured, “but it leaves you open to attack. So, it can be dangerous. You must be careful with it.”

“Then what am I supposed to do?” Sen wheezed.

“Keep your eyes as if looking to the distant mountains,” Jobo said, “never any one specific part. See the whole, never let your awareness slip. They will try to pressure you; to meet them is the only way. Step forward, find an opening with your feet. Pressure them so they feel they have no choice but to strike or be cut down. Then, you have the advantage. If you do this, you have defeated them before a single cut is made.”

The crow monks surrounded him. “When spirit is alive,” Taro said, “the opponent’s composure starts to break. They experience astonishment, hesitation, fear. They wonder, are you coming? What will you do? At that moment, they have broken – and you have won. The right mind is very important.”

“How am I supposed to fight you all at once?” Sen asked, gasping.

“In battle, there will be fighting all around you,” Zenki taunted. “Who will stop them from ganging up on you, all at once?”

“Always watch the eyes,” called Jobo. “That is where the mind is. That is where they show their spirit. Don’t look where you’re going to strike. Don’t turn your head. If you look without attachment, you’ll find you can see all parts of the body at once. Master Shinmen said, ‘If you don’t have the true spirit, you’re no better than a drunk.’ Take the initiative, see into your opponent’s mind and it will reflect inside the mirror of your heart; they’ll give you signs of how they’ll strike. You must attack without erring even but a little – as Shinmen said, ‘Nothing in the whole earth could evade such a strike.’

“In the end, the right mind does not remain in any single place. It moves to all places, through body and spirit. The confused mind is danger; it looks for answers, it thinks in terms of only this or that, and so gets stuck in one place. It is never free. When Master Enno went to build a monastery on Takano,” Jobo said, “thinking to enter deep in the mountains, he ended up in a shadow place. This he called the inmost cave. He taught us this: ‘If you seek to go in deeper, you will find that the nearby town looks closer again.’ You think you have gone forward, but you have just gone back.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Enno said, ‘The depths are not deep. The path does not begin at the beginning.’”

“Accept everything just the way it is,” ancient Jiko told him later, when he handed Sen a bowl of millet-and-rice in the sunset; his kind eyes seemed to know what Sen was thinking.

“I can’t do that,” said Sen. “There’s too much suffering, too much pain out there. How can I accept that?”

“If you can’t accept the world for what it is,” the old man said, “how can you ever hope to master yourself?”

One day, high on the mountain, Jobo gave him another lecture on the way of gods. “They live anywhere, and everywhere, and all the corners of our world exist within their domain. If you wish to disrupt this by clearing a path, or cutting down a tree, or plowing a field, you must ask permission, pay your respects. It is only right. Without a shrine, a place is unfit for human habitation because a proper relationship with the gods has not been made. The world of the gods is fundamentally enmeshed with ours; this is why we listen for them; they respond to human invitations to manifest.

“Call it a request,” he said. “They may show themselves if they wish. Otherwise they remain incorporeal, invisible, formless-and-yet-whole.”

Sen wanted to know the rules of how his magic worked.

“Rules.” Jobo scowled. “Who says there must be rules?”

“Everything has rules,” Sen said. “There are ways things work.”

“Of course there are. But just because you don’t know them doesn’t mean they aren’t real. To a chipmunk, human fire must seem like magic. Do you know the rules of fire? Of what is it made? Why? Do you really know? But still you use it, all the same. Eat your rice, drink your tea, don’t worry over magic.”

“For a monk, you don’t seem to enjoy enlightening people very much.”

“That’s not how it works.” Jobo shifted. “Fine. You want to know the rules? I will teach you: the master found his student puzzling over the nature of a sugi tree in the middle of a rainstorm. ‘What’re you doing?’ the master asked. ‘Praying to the god of this tree,’ the student said. The master laughed at him. Later, the student asked, ‘Why did you laugh at me?’ The master said, ‘It’s not often I find my students talking to trees in the woods. No wonder people think we’re crazy!’”

Sen scowled. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Human minds,” Jobo told him, “are too small to comprehend the meaning of the gods. You want to know the rules? I’m telling you, the rules are simple: Humans cannot do magic. No matter what people say. We have no special powers. We’re not gods. We can’t do what they can do. You can’t make yourself invincible, or cure illness. You can’t bring people back to life. No one can.”

He turned, humor gone. “Only some gods can breathe life into death. And even then…”

“Even then, what?”

“What do you think a fish sees above the waters and the waves? What can it comprehend of the realms beyond its own?”

Sen sighed. “I don’t know. It can’t.”

“So, you’re learning. The world of the spirits is too different from ours. There’s much in it that we think is magical. To them, it is the air they breathe. Some have seen into that world. Some can communicate with it. My teacher, Enno, was one. If you’re looking for me to shoot flames from my hands or something, you’re in the wrong place. Come back after I’ve eaten Taro’s fire-pepper soup, maybe you’ll see me shoot flames out my ass. Would that make you happy? Ah!”

“That can’t be true,” Sen said. “Or else, how did the ancients banish demons from the land?”

“You believe those stories?” He frowned. “Humans cannot do magic, but there are some who try to make bargains with the gods. I would not recommend this path.”

“Why not?”

“Because when we ask the gods to do things for us, they require something in return. And sometimes… sometimes, they say yes.”

Jobo’s exuberance had melted away.

“The cost is just too great,” he said. “It is no secret, even children know.”

As he walked off, he clasped his hands around his staff, and softly quoted another of his teacher’s sayings:

“Two monks were arguing over leaves in the wind. One said, ‘The leaves move.’ The other said, ‘The wind moves.’ They argued back and forth but could not agree. The teacher said: ‘Gentlemen! It is not the leaves that move. It is not the wind that moves.’

“‘What is it?’ they asked. ‘What moves?’

“The teacher said, ‘Exactly.’

“The monks were struck with awe.”

With that, he grinned as though he had just imparted the greatest wisdom in the universe, and walked off, whistling a happy tune.

Sen rolled his eyes. “You’ve lost your mind.”

“Good! It bogs me down.”

“You’re infuriating!”

“Am I?”

“Yes!”

“Good!”

The metal rings on Jobo’s staff clinked softly, like bells, and Sen had no choice but to follow him along the trail. After a few moments, Jobo stopped and sat heavily on a log.

“Sit,” he said. “And I will teach you. Every god is all the gods. We’re all just spirits, they say, in different forms. But the imperials in the royal court have become too obsessed with their own imagined history, they’ve started thinking that because of what happened a thousand years ago, they are special, that they can control the gods, as Sora’in did. But she never controlled the gods.

“The old ways have always been different,” he said. “Our predecessors who were born in this land saw things differently than we. The gods they pray to in the capital were not always their gods. People forget this.”

“Then who did they pray to?”

“The mountains. The sky and the rain and the vast oceans around us. The earth itself. Every being in this world has within it one spirit and two souls, Sen. Opposing, interrelated elements of life. The angry soul, vigorous, selfish, full of passion; and the tranquil soul, calm, selfless, full of compassion. We need both; a unity, of both, is how we make our steps.

“Magic is more simple, and far more difficult, than it seems. Humans cannot do magic, so we must make requests for the spirits to grant things on our behalf… if we give them what they want. That, of course, has some major consequences. Magic means one thing: we ask the gods to do something for us. And yes, the problem is, sometimes they say yes.”

Sen sat with this for a while, thinking. Above them, the branches of the great trees creaked and shifted, teasing each other like so many soft hands reaching for a blue-lit sky. “Teacher,” he asked. “What really happened to my family?”

“You know the story of the war.”

“I know we were allied to the Keishi. I know they helped Goshira take the throne. Then they turned on us. My father tried to stop them, that’s why he was killed. That’s why we’re exiled.”

“It was more complicated than that.” Jobo’s eyes had gone cold. “Goshira fought against his brother, Sutoh, for the throne. Your two families supported him. They banished Sutoh, and he became obsessed with dark magic. His daughter died. He vowed revenge. Some say he went mad, bitter with rage… Some say he became a demon. If we ever want to prevent something like that from happening again, it will be up to each of us, individually, to fight for it. The sins of the past lie on our shoulders. And it will be our individual healing that adds together. Nothing more.

“What this means is that the warrior’s lot is not a good path to enlightenment,” Jobo continued. “Sins in this life carry over to the next. And what is our job, we warriors, what is our whole existence, but to be the ones who sin? We kill. There is nothing good about that. And yet, that is who we are. So we are condemned to be reborn as sinners again. And again after that, with every incarnation. This is why so many look for solace in the new religions. They’re searching for another path to enlightenment. Because they know living a good life is beyond them. It’s something they hope to see in others, but which they will never have. So they sit, and they say their mantras, and they pray.”

“They think saying the same dumb words over and over again will bring enlightenment?”

“How do you know it won’t?”

“Sounds like it’d make you lose your mind,” Sen said.

And that’s when Jobo smiled. “Enough for today. Let us go home again, before it gets dark.”

That evening, he found Rui sweeping the gate. The edge of the Godspath lay before them, dappled like emeralds in sunset, and when they walked back toward the dormitory, the Godspath trees shivered in the fading light. Soon they saw, above them, a stream of stars.

“Look,” Sen said. “The heavenly river.” They walked the path a few moments more. “You know, the autumn festival is coming up. I was wondering, maybe after practice, I thought if you would want to go?”

Rui smiled. “What would we do there?”

“I don’t know. The whole city’s gonna be there.”

“But not the crow monks.”

“Come,” Sen said. “They’ll let us. It’ll be fun.”

She gave a shrug. Sen fell to a silence, and they walked together, closer than before. Things had changed, since that day on the trailside in Kitano, since they fought at the echo pond. He didn’t know how to explain it. He felt the conflict, the sadness in her, which matched so well the things he felt inside himself. He knew that, out of all the people of the world, if things went wrong, the only person he would go to, and seek help, was her.

Slowly, softly at first, he began to hum a few notes from one of the common songs, a tale of love between two children-of-the-sky. He paused, laughing at himself, as she watched and smiled back.

“How do you know that song?” Rui asked. “It’s a lowborn song.”

“Everyone knows ‘The Magpie’s Wing’,” Sen said. He lifted his voice for the last, most famous verse:


The autumn princess was so sad

Her lover fell beyond the sky…

Oh, the magpies, the magpies…

She cried so much, the magpies saw her

And their hearts did ache, they made an offer

To carry the autumn princess across the river

The bridge of heaven

To meet the sky lord’s daughter again

Let no rain come

Let no rain come

Let no storms wash them all away

Let no rain come

For the tears of Akihime



In the end, with the words drifting off, sure as fireflies, sure as the setting sun, he fell to silence. “I…” He stopped. Bashful, suddenly off balance again – as if he’d just exposed too much, as if he’d shown his heart. He said: “Anyway… it’s just a thought.”

“We should probably be getting back,” she said.

Another moment passed, then another, and Sen realized she was lingering, unable to say what she really felt, what she thought, or what she feared. It was the hardest thing of all.

“It was just a dumb idea,” he said.

“Sen,” she told him. “I’d love to.”

But even then he saw that something else was weighing on her, hanging over her, a shadow on her thoughts.

“Why don’t you go on ahead of me,” she said. “I’ll catch up later.”

“You sure?”

“I… have some things to do first,” she said.

He’d wanted to believe that Rui had left the whole incident behind her, but that was wishful thinking. You couldn’t leave something like that behind. It would always have an effect, and Rui was affected. She was quieter now, more subdued. The events of the past year had changed her. She could still be hot-headed, but at the same time, something, yes, felt changed. A pallor lay across her heart. It didn’t fit the story of herself that she’d been telling to herself, he knew, didn’t fit her conception of who she was – and yet it happened. How do you come back from that?

“I’m not who I thought I was,” she’d told him, months before. “I don’t know what I thought, but not this… never this.”

“It’s all right,” Sen said now, and fell quiet, feeling an emptiness within his words. This, he thought; these hollow words, inadequate. Rui shook her head, tried a smile, and walked along the path.

“It is what it is,” she said.
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Rui

The little gods were made of stone.

They waited for her, as they always did. They smiled their stone smiles. They presented the open hand of alms, and of forgiveness. By the leaves and drooping branches, the trail that had dampened, turning dark now in the flits of rain, Rui sat on her knees and prayed the traveler’s prayer again. She swept the clearing before the shrine, encircled in a ring of stones. Above, the great cedar tree stood, not so large as the others on the Godspath, but it was sacred, for this was O-inenari’s place, place of the god of travelers and children and those who were lost. Thick-woven cords of hemp hung tied around its trunk, graying and turning in the damp, and bundles of twine and cloth lined low branches of the maples, gifts for little spirits, which watched you from the wooden roof and the nearby branches of the trees. Folded paper hung around the shrine at either side.

A breeze came, the paper dolls danced and swung about on their little strings, and the shaking of pines and leaves was like the sound of waves; she’d always wondered if this was what the priests meant when they said to listen for the gods. She wondered if this was gods’ music. She washed her hands in the little dipping bowl by the altar, waved them dry, clapped three times, and bowed before her god.

“Humbly, I approach,” she said, muttering the prayer. “Humbly I speak, and thank you, O-ine, for your protection. Morning and night I work at my tasks and strive to add some good into the world, for the world has such cracks and broken lands and people in them broken too; I pray that the god before me may give strength and the courage to keep going. Even in the dark, I know you’re there. I ask not for prosperity over others, but for simple health and the happiness of all. Grant us safety, O-ine, from evil beings, and protect my home and village, and those who care for me in my times of need. May I not stray from the path, but if I do, may you correct me on my way. I pray this. I pray this today and every day. Thank you, O-ine. May I hear your true voice and see with open eyes. With reverence, I humbly speak these words.”

She remained in prayer until the breeze had passed and the trail grew silent again. She bowed her head. She breathed in, breathed out. Ten deep breaths, then ten for the father and the mother that had given her life. Ten for the family she now had. Ten for the earth itself.

When it was done, she turned to the canvas bag she had brought with her, and removed a small wooden brick the size of two hands. She had her carving knife in her pocket, and carefully, under the watchful eye of her gods, began to carve.

What will my future be? she thought.

How do I know my path? The road to take?

She asked as she always did, soundlessly, feeling herself filled with uncertainty, and with questions. The forest, and the trees and the gods they held all heard her, but their answer didn’t come. Perhaps they were too quiet, too subtle, to hear.

She enjoyed working the wood, feeling the smooth friction of it in her hands, the pressure and the movement of the knife. It felt that with each stroke, she was, herself, giving way, that she was opening something inside her heart. But still, the woods were quiet. Soon she’d carved the image of a child, a boy, to represent the boy she’d killed. The craft helped focus her, and she was glad, but even now the memories, the images, the sounds and terror in her chest came back.

She found herself in the past again, hands shaking, eyes watering with the frenzy of it: the man, the boy; his ragged gasp, his whispered “What?” His face as he fell. The wooden figure remained, expressionless, in her hands; and still she felt cursed, cursed by what she’d done, by the world that told her she was no one; by those who said, Listen. Follow orders. Befit your station: serve.

She would feel this way, she thought, for the rest of her life.

“It’s like a ghost is haunting me,” she told Sen, once.

Now, she placed the figure on the shrine.

“His name,” she said to the gods, “was Idachi Honnen… May you watch over him. May he find rest.”

Tears came again, fast and full. She couldn’t stop. She sniffed, moved to a seated position at the base of the shrine again, clapping her hands together. I’m sorry, she wanted to say. I’m so sorry. But the gods already knew, and saying it wouldn’t change what had been done. Only action would. Only moving forward. “Keep walking,” Jobo said, and that was what she knew she had to do. Redemption, he’d told her, is a choice you make, over and over again.

Now she looked up and saw the stars, heard the wind through the leaves.

“I’m lost,” she said, aloud. The world felt so huge, so unknowable. The stone foxes watched with their unblinking eyes.

She gazed at the shrine, and beyond it, to the deepening sky. She imagined herself in another world, a happy world, a world where things didn’t go so wrong. She remembered Sen’s voice, his beguiling laugh, the light in his eyes, and the look that said, This wonderful universe. Let’s live in it. She remembered the words of the autumn song again. She felt as if she’d fallen into the river of the stars, and that someone, someone she loved, lay waiting for her on the far bank, out of sight. But she had no birds to carry her across.

I’ll always be on the outside, she thought. Trying to find my way home. I don’t know if it even exists anymore. “I pray,” she whispered.


I pray, and the gods and myself cease to exist.

My twin-sided souls are one

With the gods.

We are one

We are one

With the world.



The next morning, a bright sheen of dew had settled over the woods, and little songbirds fluttered from the trees. She found her teacher in his hut at the side of the temple; Sen was already there, bright-eyed and glowing from morning practice. “I have something to show you,” Jobo said.

In the great hall, the crow monks had several ancient weapons and mirrors and jade jewels in the investiture. As sacred items, inhabited by gods, they each had their own shrine, small and separated from the others in the paths of Kannagara. Jobo led them to the shrine-of-the-spear, and for the first time, allowed them to remain as he removed the blade itself.

“This is the sacred spear given to Osu,” he said. “The spear of heaven, called the spear-of-ten-hands.” True to its name, the long blade gleamed ten hand’s-breadths in length, longer than her arm.

“It was found by the young god of storms after he slew the serpent the first time,” Jobo said. “After Sora’in’s sacrifice, it was given to the princess Osu, with the guidance of my order for safekeeping.” He fell silent then, mouth twisted into a frown and a sigh upon his breath. “I’ve just been ordered to return it to the capital. This spear is a symbol of the sovereign. They bequeathed it to my order, and the monks of the Godspath have kept it in secret for a hundred years.” He gave Sen a look. “Ever since your ancestors were sent to quell the northern peoples. They used it as justification for their divine right of conquest.”

“And now they want it back?” Sen asked.

“Strange things are happening in the capital.” Jobo’s eyes had gone low, to his hands, as they hefted the shaft, turning the long-bladed spear to reflect the light. Rui smelled dust in the air, and incense, and curtains of sunshine broke through windows at the end of the little hall. “There are things that have worried me. And yet.” He gave a smile now. “Who is to say. Perhaps this will lead to good in the end.”

“Teacher,” Rui said. “Does this mean we’re going to the capital?”

His eyes fell. “It’s been years since I went up to the capital. It is not my fate to go there again.”

“Will you send it away?” Sen took the spear carefully in his hands, amazed. “As if it were some normal object, a thing?”

But Jobo scowled. “Any thing is just a thing. It is, by itself, no more sacred or powerful than any other.”

“But they say it can kill a god,” Sen began.

“Have you learned nothing, star-boy? It is invested by the gods, this is true. And yet, the palace of a mighty king is just a building, if no one’s there to make it home. Four walls are the same; but that is not the only thing that matters. There is more, neh? Anyway, you can’t kill a god… Not unless they want to die.”

They were interrupted by the other monks as they approached. “Jobo,” the oldest said, softly. “Another message. From the Ogami’in. You should come…”

Jobo furrowed his brow.

“What is it?” Sen asked later, when he returned. They’d gone outside, where a harsher wind fell on them, scattering the brittle leaves from one end of the path to the other. Jobo said nothing for a while, merely walked with them, slowly, back toward their dormitory. Finally, he stopped. He peered up to the sky, but the day hung flat and cold, and the clouds of autumn told him nothing. Jobo had long read the augurs of the birds, and now he paced to and fro, hands clasped behind him, and tried to read the sky again.

“What do you see?” Rui asked.

“It is as I feared. It is the Hososhi, the One Who Sees, guardian-god of the barrier between our world and the next. I’ve been looking for them, these last months. They watch us, you see. The Hososhi. I hoped to hear them in the air. But they have been silent. I fear some kind of change is coming, something evil in the wind.”

“How do you know if they’re watching you?” Rui asked. “The Hososhi god?”

“They’re always watching,” Jobo said. “They see in all directions. If they show themselves to you, Rui, it is for a reason. But until that happens, I can’t say where, or when, that will be. I can do my best to summon them, but until they come… No, the Hososhi will not reveal themselves until they need to. We must be careful.”

“Teacher.” Sen moved, quietly, beside them. “What did the message say?”

Jobo nodded heavily, as if confronting a difficult task. “It feels as though the barrier between the worlds has changed. As though the very earth itself is on edge, waiting, in anticipation. The woods are quiet. The mountain is still. The gods have stopped talking to us. Come.” He hurried them along the path. The sun was falling; Rui tasted rain.

“Teacher,” Sen said again. “Iyo’s message. What’s happened?”

“We are going to Kitano,” said Jobo. “We’ve been summoned. Your stewardmother, Sen, has asked for our help. We leave tomorrow.”

“What’s happened?” Sen repeated.

“Nothing,” Jobo said. “Not yet. But Iyo feels it as I do. Pack your things. Rui.” He came to her. “You understand I must leave you at the gates?” She nodded slowly. They would never let her inside the castle walls again.

“I can stay with old Goro in the outvillage,” she said.

He gave her a gentle look. “It will be all right. Yes, I’m sure old Goro will be happy to see you. Now, come. I must prepare the sacred items.”

That night they snuck into the inmost shrine and found Jobo performing a ritual at the hearth. The flames rose every time he threw a bone into the fire, and every time, he muttered something, eyes narrowed in concentration, mouth turned down. If he knew they watched him, he gave no notice, eyes focused solely on the fire, the burning objects there. Rui tried to peer into the flames, as he did, but if there was a message there, for her, it was obscured. She watched her teacher. She wondered what he saw.

The following day, Jobo led them down the old road toward Kitano fortress, the great gate and the houses Rui had not seen in a year. He carried the spear-blade, safely sheathed and wrapped in purple-brocaded silk on his back; they would mount it at Kitano. The day splintered under gusts of wind. Rui couldn’t help but notice that her companions seemed to feel as apprehensive as she did; no one talked, and there was little sound but for the clinking of the prayer rings on Jobo’s staff. She felt like someone – or something – was watching her, following in the trees just out of sight; a mysterious figure at the edge of the woods, and in the earth, and sky. Even the gods feel wrong, she thought. As though there was a voice, a distant echo, saying, Let me in.

When Rui was nine or ten years old, she often saw someone walking in the woods. The no’in called him the Old Tree Man, and told stories of a strange, skeletal figure, dressed in rags the color of moss. She could never be sure of his age, or if it was really a man at all, for as soon as she thought she saw him, standing silhouetted on the top of a rise, or by the bend of the river, or perhaps nestled down among the foxberry plants or at the edge of a copse, she would try to go to him, to say hello and ask him for his name. But every time, he started when she came close, reacting as if afraid; and every time, he fled.

She had the same feeling in her bones now, as she held the small sword they’d given her and crossed back along the trail. The same feeling of being watched, of being observed, as though the earth itself were listening to her every step. For a moment, she actually thought she had seen the soft mossy rags and the bony shoulder of the old man at the edge of sight, in the shadow of a huge elm, wreathed from behind in the setting sun.

“It will be good to see it again,” Sen said quietly, pulling Rui from her thoughts. “Kitano.” But the strange omens were getting to him, too, Rui saw. She was about to say something in consolation when Sen jolted to a stop.

“Teacher,” he whispered. “Look.”

A group of soldiers had entered the wooded crossroads below them. At least a dozen men, a scouting party, laced armor glinting through the shade in varied colors, red and gold and black. On small poles, they carried flags marked with a three-mountain symbol in a ring. One carried a conch horn at his neck.

“Careful,” Jobo said.

“What clan is that?”

Jobo said nothing; Sen shook his head. They lingered, watching as the soldiers trampled toward them. Someone called an alarm, and a group of mounted horsemen came into view, led by a trio of kijin dressed in armor of a deep crimson, so dark it was like blood, with helms of terrifying visage, adorned with different demons’ horns and crests of other decoration.

Their leader emerged, a tall, imperious man with a handsome, viciously proud face, cold eyes black as ink, and sharp cheekbones that gave him a hard, nearly hungry look. His movements were measured, dangerous, yet his every breath and glance seemed to sneer at the world as he surveyed it from his horse; his upturned nose gave the impression that he was surrounded by a stench.

His guard moved in a column around him, twenty riders in deep red. The footmen had armor unique to each, but the kijin were all dressed in the same blood-red, with bows and quivers full of hawk-fletched arrows, spare bowstring in rings at their sides.

Hunters, Rui thought. Warriors.

Jobo said, darkly, “That is Tokuon Sei’i.”

Sen had gone wide-eyed. “Who’s that?”

“He is Toryo, lord of the Gisan mountains…” Jobo said.

He turned to Sen. “He’s your cousin.”

A shout came up, and in an instant, the footmen pushed forward, surrounding them. More red riders came from the trees, quiet as ghosts, while the stern man, Lord Tokuon, peered down as he approached. “Jobo Daiten,” he called. “The crow monk.” He gave a tilt of his head, neither dismissive nor reverent. Then he saw Sen.

“Ame’in.” Tokuon’s demeanor remained impassive, like a statue, but his eyes held fire. “Fate has done well to meet us at the crossroads. I’ve been looking forward to this moment for quite some time.”

“What do you want?” Sen asked, uncertain.

Now a smile spread across Tokuon’s face.

“Hoshiakari,” he said. “I’m here to bring you home.”

When they arrived at the terraced paddies at the edge of Iyo’s lands, they found a country preparing for war. Tokuon had come with a retinue to meet the eastern lords, and had already made camp with the help of some of Iyo’s men. Sen’s sister Kai, they claimed, called for all Gensei to unite under her banner.

“Your sister was raised in the capital,” Tokuon said, “ward of Lord Masashige of the Zusho family, a house in the Keishi line. In that way they wanted her to be in their control.”

He called out a greeting as his soldiers came near.

“But the gods are angry,” he said. “Something’s coming. I don’t like these dark winds, this shifting of the air.”

“I’ve felt the same,” Jobo said.

“Where’s the Ogami’in?” Sen asked.

Tokuon nodded: up ahead. They entered the maze of tents in Lady Iyo’s meadow, where Tokuon’s retainers had set up their camp. “Hassho!” Tokuon called, and soon an old woman came forward. “My seer.”

Jobo turned his head. “Hassho Tayu, I should have known. How’d he manage to bring you away from your stone temple on the cliffs?”

“My lord Sei’i is searching for gods,” the old woman said, her voice like scraping coal. “Giants walk the borders of this earth, and he listens for them, hearing portents of good or ill. As do I. I have heard, Jobo crow monk. I have heard ill-tidings as of late. The gods speak. They speak of the four directions. The endless barrier will break and the red giants will descend into our earth, and walk the shores of these islands again. They come between our worlds.”

Jobo went still. “What do you know of those pilgrims?”

“I know what you know, crow monk. I know: they’re coming back.”

Soon Lady Iyo arrived with her guard, Nihira and Hakaru at either side, and Rui was brushed away like a pet when the kijin began their talks.

She tried to speak to Sen, but he was whisked off before they could do so much as share a glance. She felt the cold, judging gaze of the lord Tokuon Sei’i coming down on her as they left: it was not the look of a lord to a servant. It was a question mark, the gaze of someone who’d seen something that didn’t belong, and was trying to figure out what it was, if it meant an omen good or ill. The gods should tell me, she thought, because I don’t know either. And yet I meet it everywhere I go.

The woman, Hassho Tayu, was staring at her.

“Come,” Jobo said.

Rui managed to send a nod of encouragement to Sen, just one, before the newcomers roused their horses and moved off. Tokuon offered a stallion to Sen, saying, “Here, cousin,” and Sen didn’t look back at Rui when they went.

“Rui,” Jobo said. He and the old woman, the Hassho, were waiting.

“I’m coming,” Rui said, and followed him.

They went to a tent in the open field beneath the shadow of the trees, where Tokuon’s bannermen were setting up their camp.

“The Hassho is a diviner,” Jobo said. “She can hear the rumblings of the earth and spirits better than I can.”

When they reached her tent, at the low edge of the meadow, the Hassho ran talismans against their hands and foreheads, cast them to the river, seeing the path they took, and when they were seated, she tossed stones and oracle bones into her fire.

“What’s she doing?”

“Making invocations to the guardians of the four directions: east, for the dragon; south, for the crane; the tiger, to the west; and the bear to the north. By gaining the blessings of the four directions, we can see the truth.”

The Hassho fell still. “The god of four directions is coming,” she said. “The One Who Sees. They come to warn us.”

“I have felt them, too,” Jobo admitted.

The old woman looked at him. “It is the demon’s curse… Three will die, three houses will be emptied. Three branches will break. They will blow away, scattered as dead leaves…”

She bent over her bones, mumbling and shaking, and shivered, as though a deathly chill had passed through her.

“Hassho,” Jobo asked. “What do you hear?”

“Flames,” she said, gripping his hand in hers. “Flames.” She began speaking in tones, as if reciting a song: “A tyrant king will fall, and rise under the moon. The curse of the demon-emperor returns…” Her eyes, wider now, reflected the red embers of the fire. “I hear it… I hear his voice… he speaks of vengeance! He speaks of names. There is a ghost, walking with demons in the four directions of the world… They have crossed the endless gate. Look!” She gasped harshly. “You can see it. You can see.”

At the end, it was Rui she turned to, not the crow monk. Her voice cracked, raw as if she had been screaming. It trembled when she spoke. “Flames,” she said again, and once more, “flames.”

She looked into Rui’s eyes. “The capital is on fire.”







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Yaeko

Shōho Year 4

Autumn

The bells were ringing. Yaeko Eiga, of the sixth rank in the court, last of her house, student of Yora Shijin and guard of the Keishi clan, could hear the distant alarm of people throwing themselves about in the courtyard. Mounting horses in disarray, speeding off. As she crossed the steps, she saw them rushing to their stations, and above them: smoke, rising from the slopes of Mount Eizan. The Temple of the Mountain was burning down.

The monks of the Gate had come at last.

An hour before, her lord Shigeo Keishi, with his smooth hands, gentle features and thin shoulders, saw her in the palace courtyard with the soldiers and invited her to walk. At thirty-eight, he was the kindest, and most soft-spoken, of Seikiyo’s three sons. He was also the eldest and the man most suited to take over Keishi affairs when their great father was gone.

“Tell me, Yaeko,” he asked, gazing out over the smoke that was still rising from the mountain, “what do you seek most in all the world?”

“I don’t know, ame’in.”

He laughed. “Come, when we were at the Hermitage you said you wanted to be the finest short-sword fighter in the sixty provinces and go to the continent to challenge all of Souchou for the best in the world.”

She smirked. “I was a cocky child.”

“You had ambition.”

“And now?” She laughed. “Do I not?”

“The Poet,” he said. “You were the best student he ever had.”

“He was a good teacher.”

Some people are more social creatures than the rest of us, she mused; speaking comes so naturally to them. Shigeo had been like that since they were young, no more than children, learning the classics and martial arts at the Hermitage in Yamano. He could talk to anyone and make them feel heard, feel valued. It was a skill she admired more and more, and she found herself reflecting on it as they walked the palisade under the pines.

“Sometimes I listen, at night, to the stories they read to my little one,” he said idly, gazing at the branches. “And I think, what did we do, to make a world that fates our children’s lives to be destroyed? Sometimes I think: better never to grow up.”

He paused. “I heard your mother died.”

She turned away, jaw clenched. “It doesn’t matter.”

The urn had arrived that morning.

She hadn’t known what to do, or how to feel. She wanted to break something, to fight, to crush her anger in violence and let it wash her clean. She moved in a daze. Setting out onto the street, with the urn still in her arms, she looked around at the bustle and churn of the great city on all sides. The trees were barren, but soon they would be brimming with cherry and apricot blossoms, and beyond them, you could sometimes see a flight of cranes below the mountain.

Then she saw the smoke. People, shouting on the street.

“It’s coming from Mount Eizan,” someone said. “It’s the Temple of the Mountain.”

The monks again. She set off toward the palace, realizing too late that she still had the urn with her. She dumped it in a sewage ditch as she left.

Now Shigeo turned with sympathy in his eyes. “Yae…”

“Don’t.” She cut him off. “I’m fine.”

“Yaeko… you’re allowed to grieve.”

Her scowl was response enough. “Let’s just get this over with. Look. My mother didn’t raise me. She left me to go to some monastery on the Island of Shoals.”

“She was banished.”

“And my father was one of the first to be executed since capital punishment was abolished two hundred years ago.” Yaeko shook her head. “You know what I want?” She showed him a smear of ash that stained her fingers. “I want to wipe the whole thing clean. My family wanted to kill you, lord.”

“I was a child. I don’t think they wanted to kill me.”

“They wanted to kill all of you. They were traitors.”

It was the worst word she knew. Betrayal. That was what led to such bloodshed in the past. That was what led to the war of succession, and the War of the Morning and the Night. It was what led Gensei-no-Asa’in to rebel against the Keishi, what led Yaeko’s family to be stripped of their titles and murdered or left powerless for supporting him.

A stab of pain, a distant memory: her mother, drinking herself to a stupor, muttering about the brothers she’d lost in the Asa’in’s battles. She’d known, even as a child, that during Asa’in’s rebellion, the Eiga house switched sides, turned against the Keishi, their liege. Her father faced his own masters on the field before he was captured, and then killed.

As a child, Yaeko could only watch as her mother, heartbroken, would stand staring at her husband’s helmet and his bow. She would speak to it, as though the ghost of her husband was there, watching her, as she stood before the helm and the empty eyes stared back.

Yaeko hated those nights. Sometimes, she’d find her mother passed out on the floor. Sometimes she’d come into Yaeko’s room, sit with legs crossed and her head in her hands, and she would cry. Yaeko knew it would be better to pretend to be asleep, while mother wept silently for her dead husband and the war that tore their family apart. It was a kindness; even then, at eight years old, she’d known.

When her mother was finally exiled by the court and took the nun’s vows, Yaeko, as the only remaining child, was put into Keishi care as a ward. Just like the Gensei heir, people said. She was sent to the Hermitage at Yamano to learn to read and write and use a bow. There, she’d made a single, simple promise: I will make a name for myself. I will redeem my house. I will not turn into my family.

She excelled at the imperial school, first under the Poet’s daughter Tsuna, who was her mentor and first lover, then with the Keishi’s greatest general, the Musha’in, Akiyo, whom she served for three years as a runner before being invited to join the palace guard by Seikiyo himself. He knows I am the only one left in my family, she’d often thought. He knows I’ll do what I have to do, to remove the stains of the past.

Maybe that was why he chose her.

Seikiyo was the one who stopped the pain. Who placed her at the Hermitage. Who gave her an education. Who put a bow in her hand. She owed him everything for that. And his aide, Lord Shijin the Poet, who trained her when she returned to the capital and joined his guard.

And now, her mother was dead.

Word had come the year before: her mother, now a nun at the island of Sentaiji near the inner sea, had fallen ill with a sickness of the lungs, and wanted to see her again. She intended to make the journey south and visit Yaeko in the capital. She never made it. She had only gone as far as the Hermitage in Yamano when she collapsed.

Good, Yaeko had thought.

“My little rose,” her mother always said. “Yaeko, you are a rose among the peonies… May you never have to use your thorns…”

But I will, she thought. Mother, you always wanted me to.

The last time she saw her mother, the old nun was a shell of the woman she had been, skin and bones and failing body that was tearing itself apart in an effort to survive.

The last time she saw her mother, the old nun had told her to remember her duty.

Yaeko had to wait in the hall outside her mother’s room for almost an hour before the doctors let her in. The monks were doing their best, but the disease in her mother’s chest was beyond their powers to heal. My mother, so pious, cared more about those holy books than she ever cared about me.

No, she thought. She’s not my mother anymore. She’s a dying nun who wants me to forgive her. She’s some woman I don’t know.

I owe her nothing.

The doors slid open. She was finally allowed inside. The woman lay, frail and papery beside a dying fire. The shutters were closed, casting the place into a cave of death already, fumes so thick with incense Yaeko could hardly see, and as she sat, the woman who was her mother tried to rise to meet her; pale, yellowed, with a shaved head and an ascetic look, bones jutting through her skin. She huffed and groaned with pain in trying just to breathe.

“Yaeko,” the woman said. “Yaeko.”

“Nun Shizen,” Yaeko said coolly, using her mother’s religious name. She hadn’t spoken her mother’s real name in years. “What do you…”

She faltered. Somehow a part of her still wanted to repair this, to recover an element of the love. Somehow, a part of her still wanted to say, Mama, help.

“How’re you feeling?”

“I’m dying,” the woman spat. “Don’t try to ease me up, I know it. Everybody knows but no one says it to my face.”

Yaeko bit her tongue. “As you say.”

At the Hermitage, her mother had visited only once, in summer, when Yae was fourteen. “You’re growing up among them,” her mother had said. “You have a special place in Seikiyo’s heart. His compassion, his soft heart, it will be his undoing. He promised to raise you, he placed you in his family’s schools. Use that. Grow up with them, be as a rose among the peonies… and when he has your trust, when the time is right, you will know what to do.”

I was fourteen, Yaeko thought. A child. You knew how to manipulate me even then.

Her mother, helped by the old monks, had made her sign a blood-pact before an image of their tutelary gods from Sentaiji, the island of shoals. A pact they wrote in ink and signed with blood, then burned; they drank the ashes in rice-wine to seal it before the gods.

Yaeko still remembered the bitter taste, the coating on her throat as they made her recite the words: “I will redeem the great shame of our family. I will do what I must, to end this reign, and end the corruption of the capital. I will stop Keishi oppression once and for all…”

Then her mother gave her a dagger that belonged to her father. Yaeko had the blade even now, on a small stand by her bedside. She looked at it now and then, polished the blade to remember where she’d come from.

“What will you become?” her mother asked, that day, when they burned the pact and swallowed ash-in-water before the gods. “My wild rose, what will you become?”

“Worthy of our family,” she’d said. “I’ll do my duty.”

But that meant nothing now. She’d been a child, coerced by the very people who were supposed to keep her safe. Instead, they sent her into the heart of their enemies and expected her to finish what they started. That was before Seikiyo showed her what a loving parent really was; his enemies called him a tyrant, but in truth, everything he did, he did for his family, to keep them safe.

The last time Yaeko had seen her mother, the dying woman begged her to remember the promise, begged her to remember what she’d said, the young child who had drunk the seal of ash and been sworn to her family’s vendetta to the grave. Who said, I’ll do my duty.

“Do it now,” her mother gasped.

Yaeko recoiled. “Never.”

“You must.”

Yaeko tore away. You want to know the truth? she wanted to scream into her mother’s face. I keep that knife, the one you gave me all those years ago, I keep it not to remember what you wanted me to do, but to remember who you were. What all of you were. Who would use a fourteen-year-old as a weapon for your lost cause. Who would have me end my life – for you – rather than begin one of my own. I keep it to remember what you were, and what I will never be.

“I won’t become like you,” she said, bitter with rage.

“I am your mother! This is your family!”

“My family has led to nothing but pain. Look at you. Look at who you are. Old, dying of corruption of your heart. They said your lungs ail you; they don’t. It’s your heart. It’s eating you away. Your brothers died when they tried to kill our lord and my father was executed when he thought he could surrender.”

“How dare you,” her mother said. “How dare you speak to me like that… I gave birth to you. I raised you. And this is how you repay—”

“You didn’t raise me,” Yaeko shouted. “You abandoned me. I was raised by House Keishi and that is where I’ll stay.”

At the end, when her coughing had subsided, her mother spoke so quietly that Yaeko almost couldn’t hear. “You’re no daughter of mine.” Fury spasmed on her face, but buried beneath it, in the glinting of her eyes, was pain.

And fear.

Because she knows I’m right, Yaeko told herself. Because she has wasted her life living a fantasy of revenge. She has withered away.

It’s my life now.

I will never become like you.

Yaeko rose, and, as her mother coughed and spat blood onto a handkerchief, she turned away. She left her mother to meet her fate. Left her to die in the stuffy, airless room with the windows boarded up, to remain with nothing but the truths of what she’d done, with a scowl on her face and the sliding door slammed shut.

I will never become like you, Yae told herself again. Never. I can see clearly now. I am the eyes and ears of the Keishi, I am like the stone lion-dogs. I see everything and I say nothing… And I will always protect those who have truly protected me.

Now she gripped her reins beside Shigeo Keishi and his guard as they crossed the Gate of the World. Mount Eizan towered above them, its view obscured by smoke. They were halfway up when Seichi, the youngest Keishi brother, arrived. His helm was marked by an arrowhead, each lamellar plate woven with shades of Keishi turquoise and gold. At thirty, he was larger, and rougher, than his brothers. He was cursing already.

“Brother,” Shigeo called. “What’s going on?”

“The monks,” Seichi rasped, proud eyes glaring. He had a scar, she saw, above his brow. “I fucking knew this would happen… The pagoda’s gonna burn.”

He pointed with thick hands toward the gate. Smoke was billowing freely over the five-storied wooden tower at the heart of the temple. “They say this is the Age of Plagues,” Yae muttered, “yet they do this to their own temples?”

A crowd had gathered before the gate, two distinct groups of monks crashing together like a pair of waves in a channel. She saw three river monks, men in long, dark robes with round bamboo hats over their heads, and went to them as Shigeo tried to get the others to calm.

“You! What is this?” The fire roared; the scuffle swept through the crowd.

“We are mere dedicants,” said the first monk. He was fifty or sixty, a kind face squinting with laugh-lines around his eyes. His head had not been shaved of late, and remained covered with gray-streaked stubble. “Visiting from the Temples of the River.”

The second monk stood taller, round of face and belly; his ruddy cheeks made him seem even younger than he was. “My name is Joji, ame’in. The teacher Moro asked us to help mediate, but it seems the time has passed…”

He gestured, somewhat helplessly, at the shouting monks in the street behind them. A few had begun to advance, throwing punches, wrestling each other to the ground while their brothers tried to pull them back, their headscarves fluttering in the wind.

“The monks of the Mountain and the Gate are raising arms against each other again,” said the first dedicant, who introduced himself as Gochi-no-Tai.

“They conflict over interpretation of the sutras?”

Round-faced Joji laughed. “Nothing like that. This is politics!”

“This?” Yaeko glanced about, incredulous. “This is violence.”

“All politics is violence, ame’in,” Gochi said. “Everyone knows.”

“What happened?”

The third dedicant, smaller and thinner than the others, with a handsome face and a fresh, blue-shaven head, stepped forward. He indicated a large, squat man with a once-broken nose, shouting among the throng.

“Ryaku’in. The banished monk. He’s returned as leader of the Mountain. Now he is challenged by a rival, Moro, over the future of their temple… and Goshira’s patronage…”

“We hear rumors, ame’in.” Gochi came close. “Storms in the north, tidal waves at the coast; demons in white walking the land. Now, this exiled monk Ryaku’in, he returns with troubled words. He says the second Gensei child is alive.”

“What Gensei child?”

“Lady Kai has come to the capital,” the thin monk said. “But now Ryaku’in returns, he claims she has a brother. I am Aiichi, ame’in. I brought the news. Moro offended Ryaku’in at their last retreat, demanded that the Mountain join the Gate, in resisting Keishi rule in support of the retired-emperor.”

“Ryaku’in refused,” Joji added. He seemed to find everything amusing. “He denies it, but many say he’s a great friend of the lord Keishi. He is angry that the former-emperor put such faith in Moro… he feels slighted. And he brings word of this new Gensei heir… There was a summit; arguments ensued; Moro splashed his face with water. Ryaku’in burned down Moro’s temple in retaliation, and here we are… Moro says these banished monks of Ryaku’in are here to take the retired-emperor’s head, traitors to the realm.”

Traitors, Yaeko thought. Everywhere I go.

“Can you do nothing?” she asked.

“We are but three travelers,” their leader, Gochi-no-Tai, said. “We were sent to try to prevent the fighting. We arrived too late…” He opened his hands. “Last year, he was their ally, but because of this offense it seems Ryaku’in is now determined to put down the retired-emperor’s court. He brings word of this new heir, this brother, who is an enemy…”

Yaeko brought her horse around. “Enough of this,” she shouted. “Form them up!” To the river monks, with their heads low and eyes hidden by their bamboo hats: “You might want to find somewhere safer.”

“We are on earth,” Gochi said. “Is that not safe enough?”

By now, Shigeo had returned, pale and coughing. Smoke was everywhere; the rioters had spilled beyond the gate. Seichi hollered for his bannermen, shouting, “Hold them back!” His voice hung thick with rage. But there were too many, and the soldiers of the royal city did not want to strike at holy men.

“Stop them!” Yaeko cried, but the guards had wavered. Proud Seichi turned about, wiping soot from his eyes.

“It’s no use. They won’t risk a blow to the reliquaries. I say, fine. Let them solve their own problems.” He cantered back, with one last, disdainful look to the fire. “Make sure it doesn’t spread into the city.”

Coward, Yaeko thought. “This is madness. Where is Yora?”

“Supposed to be here,” Seichi called. He waved away a flurry of heat-blasted smoke, as the shouts of the clashing monks came to a pitch. He shouted, “Solve this!” then thundered off, leaving Yaeko and Shigeo to command the imperial guard, alone.

“Madness,” she muttered.

But Seichi was right: With a handful of mounted troops, she had no hope of containing the violence of two hundred monks in a brawl at the base of their own temple.

“Pull back!” she called, cursing. “This is madness. Pull back!”

She took one last glance at the monks, who were yelling at each other, making feints and shoving back and forth with violence. Their shouts echoed angrily into the coming night; their spears and longblades glinted in the deep, red-bodied sky. Behind them, the temple on the slopes of Mount Eizan continued to burn.
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Yora

Yora paused briefly as he passed a statue of the god-who-guards-the-gates. Might be a storm, he thought. It was raining under the heavy sky, deep, roaring sheets of water mixed with smoke from the manor ahead. The wind was picking up.

“Hail, Kouzeon,” he whispered, lowering his head, as the rain and the misty mountainside shifted in a gust of wind. “Light of mundane voices.”

Deer Valley lay before him, a manor nestled in its hidden dale on the far side of the mountain. At its entrance, by the pond, great beams of oak stood beside a sliding door, on which a paper hung from a string. It was a poem, he saw. In the evening light, cicadas fall silent…

One of mine, he realized. A well-known link from his early days at court. Watching the moon above…

Below, someone had added, in a different hand:

Let the moon rise. Let the sun fall.

The sun meant the court. The Autumn Throne. Its chancellor.

Seikiyo.

“The Keishi have failed!” The Hara monk, a sour-mouthed ascetic named Shun’en of House Oba, slammed his fist onto the table. “They have failed to enact their own laws, they have failed to uphold their promises to the landholders in the east, they have failed their subjects in the Kanden, and in every town and marketplace across the provinces! They have failed to manage the poor harvest in the corelands! And the triangle between Seizan, Omori, and Naruji? They barely have enough to feed their horses, let alone half the country! The fields are poor this year and signs say next year will be worse.”

The Hara clan, owners of Deer Valley, were regents of the court. But they were dissatisfied, angry at the rise of Keishi power, and now a branch had begun to split away.

“How much land do you have shares in, Shun’en?” Yora asked. “In those fields in Omori?”

“That is not the point!”

“The farmlands are doing all they can,” Yora said. “But the more we tax them, the worse it gets. We cannot sacrifice the Kanden plains for the sake of the Triangle. To abuse them will only increase the dissent that’s already there.”

“Lord Gisan will take care of that.”

“Tokuon? Why would he damage his lands for the sake of yours? If he bows down and turns on his own people, what respect will he have there?”

A Hara elder raised his hands. “That is not our debate. It’s not your nephew’s fault. Nor is it the bird-calling east. It is the Keishi. They have mismanaged for their profit and the corelands suffer. That is why we’re here. We’ve asked you here because something must be done.”

“You intend to stand against the capital.”

“We are the capital,” the Hara nobleman Ichiei Hoin said. Minister of the Left, friend of Goshira: Yora wasn’t surprised to see him here. Beside him sat his niece, Shigeo’s young wife, Nariko, Blue Lady of the Hara. So, she’s bound by her family, too, he thought. She met his eyes.

“Listen to me,” he said, “do not take part in a conspiracy against the throne.”

Slim-shouldered Moro laughed. “It’s not against the throne, it’s against Seikiyo! The Keishi grow fat and push the rest of us out.”

“We are fighting for our land,” Ichiei Hoin said, “and are prepared to take it if we must. He’s dismantling the entire order, taking everything for himself…”

“We can talk to them,” Yora said. “Seikiyo’s wife will listen…”

They didn’t believe it. Ascetic Shun’en said, “By taking the chancellorship, by marrying into the imperial line, he has merged kijin and Ten’in families… It’s an affront to everything we are.”

“You mean, everything you own?” Yora asked. He’d had enough. “I know you, monk – your temple has estates in Omori. What is this? You conspire with the retired-emperor? Get the Gensei to fight them for you? Is that what you want?”

The silence told him more than words. “I cannot join with this conspiracy.”

“You must!”

Moro held a paper out, a list of names in a ring. They wanted him to sign. He batted it away.

“I cannot.”

The room erupted in argument again. “Things are in motion,” Moro said. “They move faster than you know. Sign.”

Yora left them to their rage.

The little courtyard, at least, was quiet, and the air smelled clean and cool. A small moment of peace, if that. Ichiei Hoin stepped out behind him, clucking lightly with his tongue, and came to Yora as he untied his horse. “A word, poet.”

“I’ve already given you my answer,” Yora said.

“I have something to tell you.” The older man sniffed. His hair looked thin, his skin sallow, puffy. He seemed to have aged, over the course of the evening, as though he too felt some great danger coming over them all.

“Ame’in,” Yora said. “Let me pass.”

“Hold,” said Ichiei. Yora tried to pass again, and again Ichiei blocked him. “You are in trouble, poet.”

“Am I? You’re the one who brings a daughter of your house to see this. She’s married to a Keishi.” Ichiei huffed. He knew Yora meant his niece, Nariko, who loved Shigeo Keishi with the love of all the worlds. Who had borne his son.

“Whatever you think, I am your friend,” Ichiei said. “I’m telling you the truth. You’ve been tricked. Seikiyo? You protected him thirty years. But you must know the truth. I’ve had word. Goshira sends his people to Kitano.”

“For what purpose?

“To ascertain,” Ichiei Hoin said, “if Iyo’s supposed son is really a Kitanohara.”

Fear pricked the back of Yora’s neck. “Nonsense.”

“No. No. No. We know,” Ichiei whispered. Yora could smell the rice-wine on his breath, the sweat beading at his brow. “The Hoshiakari. We know he is Gensei, poet… We know what you did. The monk, Ryaku’in, he’s returned, and he returns with truth. He’ll tell everyone.”

“He won’t be believed.”

“Won’t he? Goshira has already taken steps. He sent his agents to the east. You ask, what purpose? I say: to instigate a war. Anything that destabilizes peace will only be more leverage for him to use against Seikiyo. He plans to instigate this… If you cannot help us, Yora, I respect that decision, but you must know, it is coming. The retired-emperor and the chancellor? They are two bulls. They will come head-to-head – whether we like it or not. It’s coming, Yora, it is coming.”

The Hara nobleman’s words echoed in his ears as he mounted his horse: “We are protecting the capital. We are doing what must be done.”

“And what is that,” Yora asked.

“Standing up against a warlord,” Ichiei Hoin said. “Just like your family had tried to do. We are standing up for what is right.”

Right? Yora thought. Right? My brother knew that what he did was right. And look what happened. He destroyed our clanline because of it. He got his head cut off. His righteousness didn’t save him. You really think your righteousness will save you?

“The great poet, Yora Shijin!” the ascetic Shun’en called when he left. “Look at him! He does nothing!”

Yora spurred his horse. It was almost sunrise – he had to get home, for the chancellor expected him in the morning. His sense of duty told him to report what he had heard, but his heart said something else – and that was the most troubling thing of all.

When he reached the lane, a stocky young warrior, Tano Kitsue of the Sanka-Gensei house, called out, and Yora met him in the shadows of the eaves. His scowl told Yora all he needed to know.

“The Kyohara cannot be put in charge of this,” Tano whispered. “These old men, they’d move against Seikiyo at the height of his powers, without an army to back them up. They think their rank will be enough? They’ll die, all of them.”

Yora said that he agreed, but had not been able to convince the older Hara patriarch who organized the group.

“Where were you when your brother stood up against injustice?” the Hara monk, Moro, had shouted when he left. “When the bounds of reason were torn apart, and a dictator pulled the puppet-strings to take control? When Asa’in was killed for it! When your family was destroyed for it!”

“I did what I needed to do,” he’d said, “to protect what we still had.” He went to Nariko, wife of his friend Shigeo: “Get your son to safety.”

Now, riding back to his residence in the dead of night, the voice rang in his mind and would not go away. It stabbed at him, furrowing deeper and deeper in his heart and repeating like an echo, an endless voice that whispered, Where were you, Yora?

Where were you?

He thought back to that blustery black afternoon when he returned to the city, after his census of the estates. He’d gone straight to the palace, to his lord, Seikiyo, reports in hand, folded under a crimson pouch of silk; he returned to the palace before he saw his own home. “Where is Kaji Getoh?” he’d asked. The servant’s reply: his retainer was guarding the east watch. So instead of meeting with his household guard, he sat heavily in the anteroom, feeling his fatigue.

I’m where I’ve always had to be, he thought to himself now, riding in the darkness.

But still he remembered how the weight had fallen on him. He remembered the sickness in his master’s eyes.

We are young no more.

In the days of young Emperor Kin’ei, whose death led to the dispute between his brothers Goshira and Sutoh, a storm lingered over the royal city for many days. Thick, black clouds like smoke, thunder, lightning. People said it was a curse from the gods; the court and their diviners had proclaimed there was a monster in those clouds, and so Yora had been sent.

He killed the devil nightbird, calling its eerie hyo, hyo cry in the middle of that storm. Like a mountain thrush it appeared, quickly, in the smoke, darting here and there and framed by lightning. He drew an arrow to his bow. But the nightbird, Yora knew, was servant of the great god of the barrier, Hososhi; what would killing it bring?

Silence. That was what the aristocrats had said. Our diviners have shown: we must kill this beast. You, kijin, who serve the court; you will be the one to do it.

So he did.

Yora killed it with his ancient bow on that black-smoke night, watching with sharp eyes as the specter fell from the sky and landed in the river, where it was carried away. Hososhi forgive me, he had said; when he returned to the palace he was greeted as a hero. For what? he’d said. For going out in a dark night lashed with rain? For following orders? For killing a bird?

No, they told him: for killing enemies of the court.

It was symbolic. It was a statement of their rule. That’s all it ever was. Kijin would never be aristocrats, the nobles made sure no one could forget. You are those who serve, they said. You are those who use violence where others may not; how could you ever become one of us?

Instead, they called him lord protector. Instead, they gave him rank. Instead, he met Emperor Kin’ei, and was gifted the great sword Nagareboshi – while his friend the lord Seikiyo wrangled chains around them all without their ken. They say we’ll never be like them, he thought now, riding home at last, but when their own war-guards control an army, and surround them with its force, what else is there to do?

Morning came, and with it, the yearly hunt led by Seikiyo and his clan. Yora had spoken to Prince Nioh during the last one, learned the first hints of this undoing; now, the prince was nowhere to be seen. Instead, the imperial entourage came through. A drum sounded. The young emperor, Ashihara, had arrived to watch while kijin called to one another and dashed into the woods. Seikiyo gazed at him across the distance of the soft, grass-pillow field, and offered him a nod. Ashihara, emperor, son-in-law, nineteen years old, gave the slightest bow, then waited in the shade of parasols. Seikiyo brought Yora to his side.

“They told me you were not at the mountain yesterday,” he said, as they made their way along the colored trees. “Dealing with the monks.”

“No, lord, I was in the estates. I didn’t hear until I returned.”

“Those hillocks?” Seikiyo raised his eyes. “What for?”

“One of the regent sons invited me to see his orchards. The oranges.”

“Ah.” He resumed his ponderous pace. “You know I don’t trust them anymore. The Hara. Not these days.”

“They’re well aware,” Yora began.

“Well, they must be.” Seikiyo plucked an unripe fruit: persimmon. “Anything worthwhile?”

“No.” Yora smoothed his robe. “No, nothing useful.”

He made his way back to the gates, through a sandy path and past some stablehands and horses. From the edges of the lawn, young Ashihara watched it all, as though he wished that he could change into a statue behind his silken screens. He held a thin, soft hand to his mouth, and squinted, taking in the sight. He would watch the hunt from here; no eyes could see him through the screens, for an emperor must be constantly a presence, and yet, apart. Yora bowed to him; the air stung. He must feel cold, in winter, among so many of Seikiyo’s men.

The young emperor seemed to see him through the silk. Already he must know his power had been ended; whatever his father the retired-emperor controlled was slipping away, and he was now a puppet. Meanwhile, the court turned on itself, like beasts.

Eventually Ashihara moved his presence away from the killing, and back along the little path that would return him to his city. There, hands crossed calmly over silken cream and pale-green robes: his wife, Lady Hagane, Seikiyo’s daughter, the mother of the heir. She nodded to him, gestured to show the way.

Yora stood quietly, gazing at the field, the edge of trees, the practice area and the arrows breaking through the line of targets made of straw. A group of hunters had returned, passing the rise of the hillside at the northwest wood. He watched the bows, the swords, the men coming in with an animal strung up. When Ashihara glanced at them – his chancellor’s men, who leaped through wood and brush and tracked the sacred blood of deer – Yora wondered what he saw.

Death, it was said, was unholy in the eyes of the enlightened. To kill was to be unclean, and courtiers would never so besmirch their souls. They had outlawed executions for two hundred years in their search for purity. They would not kill. But now, where are we? A court, surrounded by killers. Hunters. Men who knew the scent of blood.

He watched the young emperor depart, head bowed against the chill, the splintered shards of light. Wind fell in. Autumn settled. Ashihara seemed resigned. He seemed to understand his fate more than Yora knew. Above them, the hawks began to scream. The emperor was a symbol for good in the world, they seemed to say. But the cutthroats had to run it.
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Sen

“The great houses are angling for attack,” Tokuon said. “It’s only a matter of time.”

It was morning. Kitano castle glimmered in cold sun, the swallows called, and the breakfast trays had just been pulled away. Lord Tokuon, encamped, told of a gathering army comprised of bannermen from Amayari, and Tokeishi-Zusho soldiers who declared they would be loyal to the clan-heir, Kai. In the capital, the regent house, the Hara, were posturing against the Keishi for control of what was once their place, amassing followers in the central valleys while the Keishi owned the west and the islands of the Wings. In the provinces, the Gensei had begun to gather under Tokuon’s flags.

And now, he said, House Zusho had begun to pull away from their obeisance to court. They were a sub-branch of the Keishi, but with the rise of discontent across the valleys and the plains, many among the central houses had changed sides, and turned against the man they called the usurper, Seikiyo.

Yora and Kai Gekko’in, stuck in the capital, were as yet unaware their eastern lands had risen on the march.

So Tokuon had said.

The low tables were full: on one side, Iyo, her husband Azamaro, and her sons Nihira and Hakaru. Sen sat with Jobo below them. Rui had not been allowed inside, and was forced to wait beyond the gates. Because of her class. Because of her crime.

“It’s a brand,” she’d said, without surprise. “A mark that never goes away.”

Now Sen sat beside his stewardmother.

Now discussions had begun.

“They’ve come to conquer us!” Hakaru shouted, glaring. “No good will come with sheltering these people.”

Nihira remained cautious. “Would you rather shelter the Autumn Throne? That’s the alternative. The empire won’t sit idly and let you mock them, and if you think—”

“Enough,” said Iyo. “They are our guests.”

“We’ve seen what these ‘guests’ will do,” Hakaru spat. “What did they do to our forebears? They’ll do the same. They’ll do it to all of us. That’s what waits. A rusty sword.”

Iyo remained silent; Nihira bit his lip. Finally, Azamaro spoke. He stood, with his full beard and solid shoulders, said, “Lord Tokuon. What news from the west?”

Tokuon, clad in the colors of the Gensei clan, had a high, noble face and sharp eyes, dark as ravens. He spoke little, and gave the impression of a man carved of stone. When they met on the road, Sen noticed the flags held by his standard-bearers did not have the flower motif of their larger kin-group, but rather, a three-tiered mountain in a circle, the symbol of his lands.

He sat, his hawk’s face angled downward, flanked on all sides by a dozen warriors whose names Sen was supposed to know. To the right sat Tokuon’s wife, Ohori Tsuruhime, smooth and calculating, renowned as the best warrior in the Kanden; her brother, broad-shouldered Nitta-no-Kanesuke Daijin, called the Shiden, who laughed at everything but had no humor in his voice. To the left, their bodyguard, Masakari Saito, a warrior-monk the size of a bear and just as strong; and finally, Sen’s older cousins, Tsuna and Myorin, daughters of his uncle Yora, who was with Sen’s sister in the capital.

“Our uncle Yora is caught in the claws of the imperial court,” Tokuon was saying. “His back is to the wall, and instead of a sword in his hand they make him use a brush. He needs our help.”

But Tokuon was not the only foreign lord to have arrived in Kitano. A week before, an envoy had come, calling for loyalty to the Autumn Throne and the Keishi clan, whom Iyo nominally supported by nature of their treaty. The chancellor, Seikiyo, demanded Iyo pledge her troops to the capital’s defense.

Iyo had refused them. She had no plans to become embroiled in the infighting of the western clans. “My place is here,” she’d said, “and my loyalty has never been questioned. But we will not be drawn into your wars. We have our own laws, and we owe you no debt of service.”

“And what does Yora say?” Jobo asked them now. “You have seen him, in the capital?”

Tokuon scowled. “The capital. It’s overrun, with filthy rabble from all over, shouting, cursing in dialects you can’t understand.” He rose. “Lady Ogami’in, let us continue this in private. I would appreciate your words as well, crow monk.”

His eyes passed over Sen’s again, and after a moment, Jobo inclined his head. Sen’s stewardmother stood; they were dismissed.

“I wonder what they’re talking about,” Sen muttered, leaning against a pillar with his brothers. They had come to watch his cousin and his stewardmother walk the outer deck that ringed the house.

“War. War and chaos.” He turned to find the short, sharp-eyed woman, Ohori, striding easily through the evening. She was followed by the bear-like guard, Masakari Saito, who lingered in the shadows a dozen steps behind.

“Sen, this is the Crane Princess, Lady Ohori,” Nihira began. “Lord Tokuon is her husband…”

“He knows who I am.” Ohori came close. She had a tense, unnerving presence, and before he knew it, Sen had bowed, and stepped away. “I have wanted to meet you for a very long time, Hoshiakari. This is a momentous occasion.”

Sen paused at this, unsure. Ohori moved with the stern demeanor of one long-accustomed to the field, but spoke with a gentle voice. He found he was intimidated, hesitant to speak.

“We’re raising the Gensei allies,” she said. “Has he told you? That’s why we’re here.”

“He said he wants to bring me home.”

“He doesn’t lie. These warriors will take back your lands, and they will fight for you, though many believe the leadership should fall to Gisan, not you.”

“My house was their liege.”

“But you’re not from the Kanden,” Ohori said. “They are loyal people there, and fierce. They don’t trust strangers. You’re heir to one of the four great lines, but they don’t know you. You should know your history. You should know who you may face across the field. And these men and women are your allies, they will not simply offer you their service just because their fathers and their mothers served your own.”

“What of you,” he asked, “Oshigen-no-Ohori? Do they serve you?”

“The Oshi-Gensei, my family, we’re from Kiseda manor in the upper Kanden. Yes, they know me. It’s our destination.”

“What will they want from me?” Sen asked.

Ohori laughed. “That’s the question, isn’t it. They expect to be rewarded, Hoshiakari. That means you have to have things to give them. That means you have to win.”

Sen looked to Lord Tokuon again, on the veranda where he walked with Iyo. He couldn’t hear their words. Tokuon, however, felt his gaze, turned to catch Sen’s eye with the same sharp look he’d had before; hard as stone, unreadable.

Sen’s other cousins, sisters Tsuna and Myorin, were practicing their bow-work on the grass. Myorin had an ease to her that suggested great experience. Long hair tied back, black and lustrous, she moved as someone at home anywhere in the world. Her older sister, Tsuna, had a stark, rigid look, with her hair shorn short with a razor.

“Let us greet your cousins,” Ohori said, “Myorin and Tsuna… Tsuna, you know, takes her name from the founder of our clan. Tsuna Shoko’in. You should meet them.”

She eyed him. Sensing his hesitation. “You do know the history of our clan?”

“I… could learn more,” he said. “Only the common stories.”

“We’ll have to change that.” She gave a grin. Despite her stern demeanor, he felt Ohori wanted to help him. Something in her seemed to say, Don’t worry. It said, Welcome, Sen.

It said, You belong with us.

When Sen had grown accustomed to his teacher’s unexpected ways, the stench of blood smelled different to him. He had hunted; all the great houses of the east knew how to hunt. But killing a defenseless animal for slaughter, eyes wide, rank with fear, was something else. He’d never get used to it. Jobo would go into the ge’in town at the edge of the city, bring the old prayers of his order with him, and offer up the dead. He emerged as always, wiping the blood from his hands.

“My fate is not in question,” he would say, afterwards. “There is a path, and along that path we may grow; I ask nothing of enlightenment. I know what I have done.”

Sen never asked him. He wanted to know; Jobo’s old days, his unspoken past, somewhere in the capital, when he had a different name – a noble’s name, he’d hinted. “I met the demon-emperor,” he’d told Sen once. “I met his daughter. I saw what happened when the River Palace burned.”

Sen saw this past in him now, like a storm of the heart, as he stood scowling as Tokuon’s retainers took up their posts at the edge of the yard. The great meadow on the northern hills lay covered with horses, carts, and sweating men grown damp in chill air among the dragonflies.

If Sen could never manage to pull the knife across his victim’s throat, he at least understood, now, what Jobo tried to teach him. There was no truth but what was left: the corpse, the bright red on the gutters, and the knife in your hands.

“Mercenary killers,” said Jobo now, still scowling as he looked over the highland. Gisan banners, tents of dirty gray; a blight, he’d said, upon Kitano gate.

“They’re my father’s bannermen,” said Sen.

Jobo looked at him, blankly. “So?” And walked off.

Sen had learned to stand in stillness while the crow monks sang with their swords around him, blades glinting and whistling under the trees. Tokuon’s men trained differently. It was not the dance of the crows. These men were bigger, heavier, scarred. They would trample through the autumn paddies. They knew the resistance that a body gave a sword, the extra power you had to give to facilitate a cut. He watched as Daijin Kanesuke, milk-brother to his cousin Tokuon and sibling to his wife Ohori, barked orders and stomped about with the cold gaze of a mountain ram. His face, larger and sterner than flint Tokuon’s, revealed a wild soul: scars criss-crossed his beard, his hair was flat and thick, and his eyes shone black like tar.

They wouldn’t hesitate to kill, Sen thought. So why do I? They would do it calmly, with no emotion, just pull the knife and watch the reddening flow. They were kijin; they knew why warriors were called ghosts of the gods.

“The sacred spear,” he heard Tokuon say, approaching his teacher at the end of the path. “They say you have it. It would be a great power to the one who would wield it.”

“We should not strive for such things, lord,” Jobo said.

Just then a shout drew their attention. On the sparring fields outside the gate, Rui had gotten into another argument with the riders. She called out, arms in the air, demanding to know who’d tied the horses up.

“You treat them like tools, they’ll throw you!” she was shouting. “Who’s taking care of these horses!”

“What’s this?” Sen’s cousin Tsuna, the stark sister, had come over now. She turned with curiosity. “You know her?”

Rui shouted again. The Gensei bannermen from Gisan ignored her. She was no one; a no’in, a blade of grass. They were by the camphors at the northwest end of the estate, near the road to town, setting up targets for archery. Some of the lower ranks had started using the road shrine for practice, for who would give a care? The shrine meant nothing; it barely stood, decrepit, and no one took care of it except for Rui, by the camphor at the edge of the woods. The paint had chipped, the prayer ropes hung green and mildewed, and the offering bowl had only rainwater.

“Stop what you’re doing!” Rui hollered with force enough that the horsemen from the western mountains now stood, staring open-mouthed: who was this no’in, in crow monks’ clothes, who came striding through their field?

Rui, Sen saw, had caught them firing carelessly into the fringes of the woods. He knew the anger blooming in her face. Arrows lay scattered on the hillside, the camphors themselves struck here and there by a stray. The grounds near her statues lay littered.

Rui pulled down the straw targets, ignoring the men with bows in their arms; ignoring the thought of an arrow coming her way.

“This is a sacred wood,” she said, turning. The bannermen just stared.

“You. No’in,” Myorin called. “What is your name?”

She stopped, sullen, stiff. “Rui.”

“Why do you speak against us, Rui?”

“You disrespect the gods.”

Daijin laughed. “Maybe we will take an offering for peace. Your hand would strike me. We’ll offer that.”

“She’s an acolyte,” Sen said.

He waved it off. “What matter?”

“She’s my friend.”

He laughed again. “Oh. Gallant, aren’t you, pretty Gensei? Reach out for nothing, even for a shit. She’s no’in.”

Daijin laughed once more. “Do what you want,” he muttered, coming close – close enough that Sen could smell the camp-meat on his breath. “But when it comes to these men, Hoshiakari, my soldiers? You better keep track of your birds.”

He shoved off. Sen fought the urge to follow him, to speak against his words. But Rui was standing at the edge of the meadow now, her brown eyes meeting his, and suddenly he wanted to say something, to call for her, but found himself stopped by a twisting in his throat. What are you doing over there, she seemed to say, among the kijin-tai?

When will you come back?

He made to step toward her, but too late. Rui scowled, running off with a hand to her face and a hollow look behind her eyes. Before he could go two paces, she was gone.

“Your friend’s quite the fighter,” Myorin said.

From the palisade at Kitaiji, the afternoon sky lay endless, and the clouds seemed closer than they should have, as if the world had twisted on its axis and the rolling hills had reached up to meet them. A shrike dove through mackerel clouds. The temple chimes rang in a wind.

“Don’t blame your friend,” Lady Iyo said. “For the world she was born in.”

Sen had found his stewardmother on the veranda, her father’s sword in hand, its ceremonial wrappings lined with gold.

“That’s exactly something a lord would say,” he said. “Why does she hate them so much?”

“They come from the capital. The nobility know nothing of life out here. They look down on the rest of us while they drink their wine and write their pretty poems. My people used to say there was a disease growing, up there, in the capital. A disease of wealth. My family could never trust them.”

“That’s why they say you’re wild,” Sen said. “‘Raised by wolves.’”

Iyo gave a subtle smile. “Maybe I was.” She let that lighten the air for a moment, then sighed. “There’s a reason they call our lands ‘beyond-the-mountains’. On the northern coast the winters are long, and after so many years of war they feel they still don’t totally control us. They remember we’re not subject to the court far away.”

She gestured out over the land, wild, windswept. “I have both in me, Sen. Your family’s imperial blood, the blood that carved a peace between our world and the gods’, and the blood of Iteki, who sided with the gods, and lost.”

Iyo’s family had come from a long line of Iteki rulers, who lived in the northeast for centuries before the empire came. But inevitably, come the empire did, and soon the lands beyond the mountains became the frontier of annexation and conquest. Join us, the empire said. We of the civilized world. Join our sacred Ten’in under the sun.

Sen’s ancestors, two hundred years before, had been generals in those campaigns.

“Your hair’s getting gray,” he said, poking fun the way he used to, when he was a child.

“I’m not so young anymore. Weight still grows upon one’s shoulders. The muscles get weak.”

“Train more,” he said. Iyo laughed.

“I should.”

She indicated the blade in her hands. “My father’s sword. They say, such a great horseman and archer was he, he was never forced to draw it. The sword is clean.

“I know what you would ask,” she said, looking east, to the Kitano River. “You want what is yours. Your birthright. And that is your right. Take it.”

Sen accepted his stewardmother’s sword with trembling hands. Below them lay the city itself, the great hope of the east, and the seat of Iyo’s domain. To the west, winding hills, the Blue Woods; to the south, rice paddies, criss-crossed with smaller ridge-roads and outvillages. A pair of ducks lazed around the pond at Kitaiji temple. A songbird twittered in a tree.

“You smell that?” Iyo asked, after a moment. “The trees. They smell better this time of year. It’s the changing of the wind.” With a flurry, the ducks took off, sending an explosion of crystal water into the air. “Reminds me how old I have become.”

They watched in silence for a heartbeat. “You’re unhappy,” said Sen.

“Do you know why I am allowed to be lord of the eastern provinces?” Iyo asked, carefully. “Do you know why we have fortresses here, why I have lands at all? I’m here because my grandfather turned against them, and sided with the armies of the Ten’in, rather than be killed. We’re trapped in these memories of violence. We cannot forget that. We have stability now, but one day they will want me to lead their army through the east again, across the narrow straits to the islands of the north, and then what will we be? We must not forget the blood and the bones we stand upon – you as much as me. If we do, there will never be an end to it. If we do, whatever hopes we have for a better future will be lost. The truth is, it was my grandfather who decided he’d had enough. Decided it was better to serve than to die. So he served.”

She looked out over the valley. “My grandfather killed people for the emperors, and was rewarded for it. With land, a manor, a fortress… and an army, and a name. That is how we became the Northern Hara clan. Not by blood or marriage. By imperial decree. A contract. I have more Iteki blood in me than Hara. And yet, I have their name, as do my sons, and their sons and daughters will as well. Because we belong to them.”

Sen knew the stories. When his ancestor Rai Gekko’in was sent to subdue the barbarians, a terrible war began. It lasted ten years and changed the shape of the region for ever. The native Iteki were too mobile for the emperor’s conscript army; raiding on their fast horses and disappearing into the Blue Woods, they cut off shipping lines through the inner sea. For years, Rai fought a losing battle, until finally she made a treaty with Lady Iyo’s family, an Iteki house open to finding alternatives to war. The new coalition attacked Iteki strongholds in Kurogane and Unasaka, diverting the water supply and setting the wooden fortresses ablaze. The remaining houses soon surrendered. Rai Gekko’in and her daughter, Makoto Ie’in, were hailed as heroes, Sen knew. Makoto was called the daughter of the god of war, given the investiture and revered as a deity in her own right as the decades turned.

“Our peace,” Iyo continued, “is born from the bloodshed of the past. This is how it always is. But now we have something that resembles stability. Now, we have something that resembles independence, so who’s to say it wasn’t good? There is good and evil both. But we must keep hold of it. We’re the only Iteki ever to have been allowed to rule our own lands: I won’t give that up. The capital has been begging at my gates. They want to promote me in the ranks of their court. Give me some symbolic title as a means of bribing my support. The more I reject them, the more they see me as a rebel, the more I remember I’ve harbored the son of their enemy all these years.

“The truth is,” she said, “they’ll call us to join the march and serve again. And if we don’t, the march will lead to our homes, and when they leave, they will leave nothing but ash.”

A light rain had begun to fall across the hillside, the grove of whistling pines. “I’m trying to finish Kitaiji before I die,” she said. “My father began construction when I was a child… I hope one day to see it done.”

Sen realized. “You’re afraid of them. The Keishi, the regents…”

“I’m afraid of what they’ll do. As is the retired-emperor. It’s why he’s in such a tenuous position. We massacred an entire countryside in the name of the emperors; the stories of your ancestor Makoto Ie’in and her mother are true, they killed my ancestors and the old lineages in these lands, yet my grandfather allied himself with the lady Makoto and forged a peace. My family, my father and my grandfather and me, we only exist because of them. We live on land that belonged to them. I have Iteki blood. That is why the Ten’in fear me.”

“The emperors don’t fear anything.”

“They’re human.”

“They’re descended from the gods…”

“And yet,” Iyo said, “all humans fear. There’s nothing wrong with that. One day, they’ll fear you, too. We’re not what they make of us, Sen. Remember that. No matter what they tell you. We’re not what they make us.”

She paused. “We were defeated because we weren’t bloodthirsty enough, Sen. Because the imperials were willing to do anything – anything – to take what they wanted. Even if it meant unspeakable horror. Even if it meant upsetting the gods. They used their dark magic and corrupted themselves, they turned themselves into those who killed for power, rather than those who had power, through stopping killing. The Iteki weren’t willing to do that. They cared too much.”

“About what?”

“About the earth. About their souls… We’re still paying that debt. All of us. The very houses you want to know now are the ones who beheaded my great-grandfather with a blunted sword.”

“I know,” Sen said, quietly. “But your grandfather made peace.”

Iyo looked away. “Better to assimilate than stand out.”

She released a little feather off the balcony, watching as it whirled and spun away in the mountain air. “I know very well what I’ve benefited from, and what I’ve paid, to get to where I am. But I’d be lying if I said I did not hate what I’m now the representative of. They call this the country of gold for a reason, Hoshiakari… But the thing that is eating at my heart is that I know the things my people had been fighting for have all been given to me on the back of compromise and submission. I’m only where I am, it has only been made possible, because I’m standing in the pool of complicity and on the shoulders of those who came before me… who fought for what we now have, and who died for it… And I’ve done nothing but benefit from that choice. It would make the spirits of those who came before me shrink away in shame, and I will do it anyway, because I know the fires that the only alternative will bring.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Sen said. “It doesn’t have to be the only way.”

“I wish you were right.” Her hands brushed the fine grain of the wood-rail, and she breathed deeply, as if in one breath she could hold the entire world inside herself, and let it free. “Maybe one day, you’ll prove that you are. Come. Let’s get home. The weather has turned again.”

Sen looked up and saw a flat, slate-colored sky. “It’s been like this all the time, these days.”

“Yes,” Iyo said, eyes passing through the clouds. “Yes, it has.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Rui

They’re taking over everything, Rui thought.

All around her the Gensei camp grew outward like an occupying force. The outvillage road lay burdened with the weight of their carts, their heavy-footed men. Some called to her as she passed, hooting, whistling. She ignored them. She hadn’t been able to talk to Sen since they’d arrived; it was like she’d been erased, discarded, now that the kijin came. Now that Sen had his family again.

“Who cares, anyway,” she muttered. They wouldn’t let her in the castle, so she decided to watch what these soldiers were up to on the field. Soon they shouted at her: go away.

They don’t know me, she thought. They don’t know my heart. She could shoe a horse. Build fires. Thatch a roof so it never leaked in the rain. She could heal broken bones after a fall. Sing to horses so they were not afraid. I can do all of this and more and nobody cares. I could walk like a boy through this city, I was a crow monk and no one wanted to come near. I could go as I pleased.

Except there. Except the fortress. Except their house.

The house of the family who brewed rice-wine near the gate.

The family of the boy, Idachi.

I could pass for a ghost here, she thought. I’m living, but what life do I have? I wait for peace, and always the wind blows it away. I find myself staring at them, now and again, and never have the courage to speak.

She was about to leave for the mountain when she saw them. The boy’s parents had come out, as many of the merchants and the traders had, to watch these newcomers set their camp. As she passed her eyes over the crowd, she saw the Honnen couple staring back, staring at her.

I should go to them, she thought. I should say something.

She couldn’t bear it. Instead, she turned away.

Hurried back up the mountain trail in shame.

She wandered to the little shrine, sat trying to repair a damaged bind of reeds. There Sen found her. Rui didn’t know what to say – everything had become so complicated, now that the clan had arrived, now that the Gensei said, Come home.

He stepped into the hollow, a small, round place just beside the shrine where the trail split off and a shallow fold of earth dipped down. A quiet place, here in the leaves, where the forest and its sights and sounds seemed gentle; the broken turf, the fallen tree, still blanketed with fronds and the fuzz of moss and insects. A place of emerald green now turning to the flame of autumn, where the air grew chill, even in the sun, where you might glimpse a harvest moon through branches; and where shadows danced upon the forest floor with the quickness and sure motions of a child, singing. Those are the gods, Granny Chie told her once, when she was young. The older woman brought her out to collect fresh mountain herbs, bundled them together with her loop of string. In autumn, when the days turned sharp and the dew-chill layered on the grass, the shadows grew all around them, quick, fleeting. The writing of the gods, old Chie said. They tell us things.

Now Sen sat beside her; now the shadows danced. He grasped one hand about the other, fingers looped around a wrist.

“I can’t stand the castle,” Rui said, looking off.

The afternoon sky grew larger, vast and endless, marked with tattered cloud. Her anger was disintegrating. Sen seemed unsure what to say. “I can’t imagine what it’s like.”

Rui shook her head. “Guess not.” She stopped, overwhelmed by a simple hopelessness. “You people think you have to save everyone and you don’t even see what you’re doing. Maybe you don’t care.”

“But I do care,” Sen said. “I do.”

“I just want…” Rui began. Then nothing came.

Sen waited. “What is it?”

“All they want is war,” Rui said. “I know they’re your family, but you have to see that. It’s not your place. Don’t you think it’s better to try to stop the killing? Not all this… retribution. All this death.”

“That’s what my family wanted to do,” Sen said. “The Keishi didn’t let us. They took everything instead. And it’s just going to keep getting worse.”

“Then when does it end?”

She rose and walked off, toward the small road that led back up the mountain, to the Blue Woods and Kannagara. The sun was falling. Sen clearly wanted to follow but something held him back.

“Rui.” A dozen words seemed to come into Sen’s mind and leave him just as fast. “You know I have mixed thoughts about them. About…”

“I know.”

“They want me to go with them.”

Rui’s voice betrayed her, nearly soundless when she spoke. “I know.”

“You’re my best friend.”

“I always figured you’d go back to them,” she said at last. “Your family. I just didn’t think it would be so soon… I hoped it wouldn’t be so soon…” Something fluttered in her chest; a warm, rising feeling, the sense of fullness when someone offered something and expected nothing in return.

A spike of emotion jolted in her; she didn’t know what it was. “Do you… do you remember anything about that night? When our parents died? Because, I don’t remember anything… I try… It’s like I’m empty.”

She wanted to know what it was like. She had nothing of her own, mere fragments, vague and ephemeral, so dim as to be disbelieved, thin as air, and just as fleeting. It was impossible to know if they were real memories at all, or just the remnants of something that had turned into imagination. She could see a round, kind face, a softness of skin, of being held in her mother’s arms. The shape and color of a room. A tall, dark-eyed man who was her father, who never spoke, who only stared.

Sen said, “We were too young.”

She placed her medicine box into his hands. “Sometimes I ask O-ine what my life is supposed to be. They never answer. If none of this had happened, I’d probably be in the village where I was born. And you’d be in the palace. You’d have everything you want…”

Sen paused at that. Perhaps he hadn’t thought of things that way. Perhaps he’d thought she didn’t feel the same. Perhaps he’d hoped, and dismissed; for what was so easy to cast off as hope? As that which would never be? And yet, it never left you.

He said, “I’m sorry, about before.”

“I can’t…” She stopped.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” Rui said.

“Why can’t you tell me?”

Because I don’t know what I think. Because you’re everything I wanted to be, you have everything I couldn’t have. Because I thought you could be my family, too.

As always, she said nothing, and hated herself for it.

She said, “You’re all I’ve got. I’m not even allowed in the castle gates. That world, where you come from… I’ll never see it. Never be… nothing but an outcast.”

Sen took her hand. “None of that. This world takes so much from us. It’s easy to forget what it gives. But there’s nothing wrong with who you are.” He sat back, bumping his knuckles idly against Rui’s knee.

“It’s easier for you,” she said.

With that, he tackled Rui to the ground. They rolled down the hill, laughing and fighting, until they landed on a soft patch of grass at the bottom, and lay there together, winded, with grass stains on their knees.

“Hear that?” Sen listened to the sound of the wind in the branches. “The gods are happy we’re here.”

They regarded the sky for a moment. Not yet sunset, but already the bright full moon was visible overhead.

“You know the story of the moon?” Rui asked. “No’in tell it. A monkey, a fox, and a rabbit found an old man starving on the road. He had a fire, but was so weak he couldn’t walk. The monkey could’ve climbed and found a branch of fruit to share, but he was selfish, and he ran off to hide in the trees. Even the fox was suspicious. He could’ve caught a fish in a stream, but he did nothing. The rabbit had nothing to give. He saw how wretched the old man was, and offered to throw himself into the fire so the man would have something to eat.

“Before he could do it, the old man lifted his head and transformed. Because it wasn’t a man, it was a spirit-god: the god of the moon. And so the god thanked the rabbit for his selflessness and offered to let him join them in their kingdom, in the stars and sky.” She pointed. “See? That’s why there’s a rabbit on the moon.”

Sen smiled at that. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. They told me that they’re hunting for me. The people in the capital. That I need to go with Tokuon. That it isn’t safe…”

A silence again.

“What’re you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I just know that, right now, I’m happy. And I know, whatever happens, there will always be this moment. This night, this grove… If we can remember this, we’ll still have a little bit of home inside us, no matter where we go.”

“No matter where,” Rui agreed.

They stayed for a while, watching the early moon and the small tufts of cloud. The world glowed, golden; Rui took it in, feeling Sen’s warmth on the grass beside her as the air began to cool.

Sen lay back with his legs stretched out, feet crossed and an arm behind his head, breathing in the cold air. Above them, the clouds had cleared, and the sky seemed endless, lush and full of changing colors. It felt open; it felt full. Rui liked that. She let her breath go out, then in, breathing the colors and the smells of the grass; she felt the earth, solid and yet soft beneath them, the cool breeze lulling her to sleep, the whisper of Sen’s breath in her ear like a secret, the heat of his touch, the shifting of his ankles against her own, and the warm freedom of knowing they had nowhere else to be but where they were.

But like all else in the world, it was fleeting.

“I want to remember this afternoon for ever,” Sen said. “So it can last me until I see you again.”

“I can still come with you.”

He took Rui’s hand, as he had so many times before, and lay quietly, listening to the subtle cadences of the coming night, the animals and evening grass, the rustle of wind in the leaves.

“We could stay here,” Rui said. “No one would find us ever again. We could do what we want. We could run away.”

Sen turned. “Everything’s so complicated,” he said, and laughed.

A sad sound, a little sound; and yet, a laugh.

By the time they left the bamboo grove, the sun had vanished, spilling long shadows through the woods, and the air glinted with flickers of light. They walked through the trees bending down around them in a tunnel. The sky, beyond them and above, blazed pale gold. Two deer sprinted across the path and vanished. The low sun dipped behind a cloud: the woods swept them with a chill. Something flitted above, swift as birds.

Night came at them fast. Over the whole valley, it fell upon them, the field and winding path, the mountains, the curving road, a thick, deep veil of purple light. It grew darker. It landed on them with the weight of a physical thing, sharp in the mouth, and cold.

Rui shivered. Her breath clouded air. As they walked the long path back toward Kitano, she became aware of something behind them, and when she turned, she saw someone walking at the edge of the trees. She slowed, half a word on her lips, as Sen shifted and saw it too. It was the distant shape of a figure coming toward them in the falling leaves, walking slowly with a lantern in hand. The flame grew brighter as they approached.

Sen planted his feet. “Hello?” He called out again but there was no response. For an instant Rui thought she saw a strange, tall figure, wearing white through the trees. But then they had passed behind the roughened boughs again, and vanished from her sight.

The stranger, she thought, remembering her premonition by the trail. The light was shifting. She turned about and tried to peer through the branches, but the figure was gone.

“Where’d they go?”

“I don’t know,” Rui said. The night seemed suddenly so dark; the world loomed around them, and her breath caught in her throat. It was the same feeling she’d had when Jobo tried speaking with the gods.

Let me in, the stranger seemed to say. Let me in.

Now a new voice came, swift as shadow, cold as ice.

“You’re here.”

The red trees shivered, bending with a crackling, muddy sound, like roots in a swamp, like branches in rain.

“I know you’re here,” said the voice again, sibilant as wind. It dripped across the grass. Sen retreated, hand out, as if to guard Rui, or perhaps reaching for her own.

When she turned, a figure in black stood before them. The world seemed to go still.

“Who are you?” Sen shouted. “Why’re you following us?”

There was a great, impenetrable silence. The figure watched them, motionless, wreathed in a dark shape, a shadow that fluttered and billowed as though torn by wind: it tricked the mind, first seeming black as night, but then white, and red, and ochre, then a shifting color like soft earth, then black again.

Rui heard the ringing of a bell.

The creature came at them as one walking on uncertain ground. Leaves and branches hung about its body, and as it approached, it seemed to somehow unfold itself out of the ground as much as walk across it. Its face was a blank wood mask. Four eyes painted in thin lines.

“Rui,” Sen whispered. “That’s a god…”

A cavernous voice boomed over the path, coming from everywhere at once.

“I see you,” they said.

“Who are you?”

“One who sees in all directions.”

Rui gasped. Hososhi. What had the old woman said? The god is coming. The One Who Sees.

They come to warn us.

She stepped forward. “Calm, spirit, please…”

“I see evil coming for you, Sen-of-the-Starlight,” the god said. “I hold the gate no longer. The demon has blinded me… they have stabbed out my eyes… Where is your master, bird-child?”

Sen drew his sword, shouting, “Back!” in a wavering voice. The god knocked him aside as though he was an insect, moved in a great lumbering circle: “Where is your master?”

Sen lay on the path, leg wrenched beneath him. The god loomed over him, a horrible weight bearing down. He shouted, voice trembling with defiance, with fear. The world seemed to fall away. There was only this. These woods. This god. This malice, overwhelming.

“Sen!”

Rui moved without thinking. She found Sen’s sword in her hand, sharp, the handle dry as bones. She found it where he’d dropped it.

“What god are you, that treats us humans so?” she cried. “Get back!”

The blade stabbed in, bright, searing. And her arm seemed to burst into fire, the blow seemed to bite her when it hit. She fell as if thrown, smashing her head against a tree, and the demon-god began to turn, and the malice changed, and it all made sense.

“You,” they said.

I’m the one who’s cursed. Not Sen. It’s me. They came for me.

The world broke. A horrible screech pierced the air. Rui staggered, jarred, her arm burning with pain where she’d struck. “Get away!” she shouted. The god merely looked at her, and their strange, mask-like face stared back, blank, unreadable.

“Fool child.” The god’s words hissed like wind through leaves.

“What do you want?” Rui couldn’t stop her voice from shaking. Somewhere above her came a high, hollow sound, like far-off laughter.

“You,” the god whispered. “You.”

The god came closer, and stopped. The masked face paused, listening.

“I am too late,” they said. “The winds change. She is coming.”

“Get away,” Rui gasped. “We have nothing for you, please, go away…”

“I will have a use for you,” the god said.

And flew forward. Flew at her, into her, a waterfall into her heart, and she fell, pain blooming, a cut, a cry, a splinter—

Everything gone. Everything dark for a moment. She heard the sound of wind, raging like a storm, and heard the endless, echoing voice:

“Rui Misosazai,” they said. “You will die in one hundred days.”

The darkness turned solid. It turned into a shroud. The giant tree-creature folded around itself, roots pulling up from the ground and coiling around her body, until the god shifted into the web of trees again and was gone, leaving Rui gasping for air, on her knees, and clutching her heart.

“Rui!” Sen cried. “What happened – what did it do?”

Rui’s voice scraped, raw. Her vision fluttered. “Rui!” He seemed so far away. “Rui, hang on… hang on, I’m taking you to Jobo…”

After that, there was nothing.

She stumbled to the earth. She thought she saw someone coming toward her. Somewhere, far off, she thought she heard another bell.

Then she fell again, and the world slipped into a warm, blanketed darkness, a great soothing river that enveloped her completely, lifted her from the dirt, and carried her away.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Sen

Time moves so quickly, Sen thought. It gets the better of us all.

Rui, pale and feverish, had been adamant that she was fine. “Just shaken,” she’d told them, only to collapse into his arms.

“Hurry,” Jobo said. “We must get her to the village.”

They saw the signal fires on the path; Jobo tensed, as if struck. “So it’s started already,” he muttered. “Hurry!”

I thought I would have time to learn, Sen thought. I thought there would be time to make a choice. But now?

Now there were no choices. Now there was only the ring of fire at the edge of sight, the tinge of smoke in the air, the remnants of that strange attack, the woods themselves that had seemed to turn against them, growing sour, and darker than any Sen had ever seen; now there was the fear in his teacher’s eyes, and the pale shuddering fever of a god’s curse in Rui’s veins.

They went to the outvillage, to old Chie’s hut, with her unsown garden, brittle in the cold, and as evening came over the edge of Kitaiji-on-the-hill, splitting air and scudding down with rain, a wind came with it; a commotion, a blur in the west. Old Goro moved his aching limbs to claw some remedies from an ancient chest and Chie brought the fire back to life. Rui shook, sweating, grasping at the lily-seed darkness beyond the fields.

“What’s happening to her?”

Chie shook her head. “No one can know. If it was the gods…”

Outside, the bells were ringing. Something had happened at the fortress.

No time.

Sen had frozen at the sight of the god, the impenetrable wall of being that engulfed them. He’d drawn his sword. He thought it was a demon.

And now, Rui had saved him again.

He found himself muttering, “Rui, you’re not going anywhere. Jobo’s going to help you…” She shivered in his arms. “We have to do something.”

“I’ll do my best,” said Jobo, “but this may be beyond my ability to heal.”

Rui cried out. Sen held her hand. “It’s all right… We’re here, don’t worry, you’re safe.”

There was a commotion from the road.

He looked out. Safe? What world could be safe? Now that the war of his father had returned. Now that the refuge his mother gave him was under threat. Now that he’d met a warrior who said, Sen, I am your cousin, I am here to bring you home.

Was this not his home? Or had it ever been?

What safety was there in a world at war? What safety was there, when the capital made their threats? His stewardmother’s peace was unlikely to hold, not unless she acquiesced. Not unless she increased her tribute. Unless she said, I am one of you, I assimilate, I am Iteki no more. Unless she gave them what remained of her – of their – last freedom.

Safe?

The smoke was rising. Someone coming from the south. A thunder of hooves.

Time, he thought, as a crowd gathered, and the clouds of dust rose on the road. Time moves too quick. If you’re not careful, it slips away.

I thought I would have more.

Only now, it seemed, the gods had other plans. Jobo looked to the window. “Those are not your stewardmother’s men…”

He pulled Sen back. “Go, warn your stewardmother. Tell her it’s as I said. Kiie Taisha is coming. He needs our help. Tell them. Hurry!”

Sen paused. “Who’s Kiie Taisha?”

Sometimes the world won’t let you choose. Sometimes things happen all at once. Sometimes things fall from your hands, and once fallen, you cannot pick them up, can’t put them back together. He hadn’t finished training. He hadn’t had a chance to choose.

The riders were coming close.

“Go!” said Jobo. “Tell them!”

Too fucking fast. Sen mounted the mare Koroku had made ready and raced toward the city. He whispered in the horse’s ear, wishing he knew her name, and together they thundered up the hill. As the dirt clouded up in mounds, as the pound of a dozen warbreds drew on, like a cascade, he thought, It’s slipping away.

Something terrible has happened.

Ahead, Hakaru and two bannermen called Hori Yataro and Ise Tadanobu rode with the blood-guard, and, in the middle of their protective ring, a man he didn’t know on a stallion black as night.

In armor of pale gold, his old tutor, Yozora Hogen, rode beside them, slumped at the edge of consciousness. Every so often they had to lean and help him keep his place. Three or four arrows stuck out from his breastplate and his arm.

Sen’s voice was lost among the pounding of the hooves, but Hakaru peeled back as his guard rode through the gatehouse, bringing the wounded inside.

“What happened?”

“A skirmish in the woodland sea. Beneath the Scales. They sent messengers for help. Raiders, outside the Oiriguchi, but…”

“What is it?”

Hakaru’s face grew pale, in shock. His voice caught. “Yozora.”

“It’s me! Hoshiakari!” Sen shouted to the guards. “Take me to Ogami’in now!”

Too fucking fast.

One moment he’d been in a golden sunset, holding Rui’s hand, with the leaves of autumn and the chill of winter in the air.

One moment, far from everyone, it didn’t matter who was no’in, who had rank. It didn’t matter where they’d come from, only who they were.

One moment, and the air grew cold. The light changed; they met a god.

One moment, and the world came apart.

He was halfway to the hall when his stewardmother appeared, flanked by guards. “Two days ago,” she said, “our scouts found a messenger in the Scales. They were attacked crossing the border and were being chased. Where is Azamaro?”

“On the field with his hunters,” called Nihira. “I’ve sent a message, but they’ll have seen the fires already.”

Tokuon filled the courtyard with his men. Horseback, torches gleaming.

“Gensei, did you send for them?” Iyo asked. “These riders?”

“No,” Tokuon said. “But my heart tells me I already know what this message will say. Lord Kiie is my uncle. And yours, Hoshiakari. Time has come.”

Time, Sen thought. Taking everything away.

“We’ve had news,” Tokuon continued. “Keishi troops in the upper Kanden. There was a revolt in Tose… Now my uncle Kiie comes across the gates…” He turned to Iyo. “The Keishi have crossed your borders trying to stop him, lord. They have broken the treaty!”

He called his riders to him, shouting, “Those mountain-wolves will still be out there. They’ll use the dark to get away. Do we let them make an insult such as this?” A roar of anger, of support, and vengeance, rose to greet him. He gripped his reins; his eyes met Sen’s again.

“We ride!”

The rest happened quietly, and happened far too fast. They brought Sen to the guardhouse to see the wounded men. No time to go into the hall. Hardly time to call the doctors, or the priests.

His tutor, Yozora Hogen, lay pale and bloodless on a sheet.

He saw Sen, waved an arm, took him by his side and coughed before he could find the strength to speak. “I have… always been your friend. Sen Hoshiakari,” Yozora said weakly. “Though… I know you have not always liked me very much. I know… I have not done much to inspire… love. But I was loyal to your father. I promised him. I promised…”

“Rest easy, teacher,” Sen said.

“I was there,” he said. “I have done my best to protect you…”

And he said no more. That was it. So fast. One moment, the man who’d been Sen’s instructor from the age of three. One moment, one old man, his shaking palm in Sen’s own. Then nothing.

“The night sky is dead,” muttered Nihira.

Hakaru slumped against the wall. “We were attacked at the Scales. It was that Keishi monster, Akiyo. Her mountain-dogs are everywhere below the pass.”

Lady Iyo stood, silent as a ghost, with her back against the wall. She had heard. She had seen Yozora’s end.

A page, bright with fear, appeared at the door. “Ame’in. It’s the Lord Gisan… He’s back. He says, find you. He says there’s news.”

Sen followed Iyo to the hall. He tried to clear his mind, but too much had happened. He never even liked Yozora, and yet… his heart, his limbs, they felt so impossibly heavy.

“Ogami’in,” he began. “Yozora, he said…”

Iyo did not break stride. “I heard his words, Sen.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Yozora was not his true name. His name was Kyohara-no-Shigeki Reizan. A retainer of your uncle, the Poet. He was with him the day he… the day they saved you. He was the one who offered to take you in, when Yora found you and that no’in girl in the village… The Keishi would have killed you where you lay. He brought you here.”

Sen stopped. “I never knew.”

“He didn’t want to tell you. I respected his wish.”

“Then I owe him my life,” Sen said. “I…”

The emotion threatened to take over, throw him down into some dark place and send him sinking away.

He struggled for the words. “No one ever told me…”

“They thought it was for the best,” Iyo said. “Though I never understood exactly why. He never felt comfortable getting close to you. He looked at you, and he didn’t see a little boy. He saw Katsusada Asa’in. He saw the tiger of the Gensei clan. Too many of their generation… they think of war, and remember the friends they had, who are gone, and yet they who survived sit on piles of money now because of it. What do you think that does to someone? How would you feel?”

“Stewardmother,” Sen said, “do you think this attack was really them? The Keishi?”

“Anything’s possible. But something tells me, no. I think it was something else. This has a whiff of treachery, someone who does not want peace.”

“Who is that?”

Iyo turned to him. “I think it was the—”

The Kitaiji abbots interrupted them, running up with ash on their cloaks. “Lady!” they cried. “Lady Ogami’in!”

One breath, one moment, and the world falls away.

The great temple had been put to flame while they were dealing with the wounded. Great swathes of smoke, set intentionally, the abbots cried. They had formed a chain, put the fires out. But they needed the lord. They needed her orders.

“A stranger, seen on the castle walls,” cried the abbot, sweating profusely, his face still smudged with ash.

They fought to put the fire out, he said, but when they did, they found sabotage; the younger acolytes reported seeing someone – a shadow – with a mask before the fires were lit.

“More and more,” Iyo swore. “The Keishi are no killers in the night. Not like this. They were never like this…”

She increased her pace, crossing the wide courtyard by the stables. “Sen,” she called, “come quickly.”

“Lord,” Sen said, concerned. “Who do you think it was?”

“I think—”

He was still five paces off when he heard.

A wind. A cry.

A whistle through the leaves.

Two arrows sliced through the darkness, hit Iyo in the chest and shoulder.

“Iyo!” Sen screamed.

She fell.

The guards were shouting, pointing at two veiled, shadowed figures who’d been perched, invisibly, atop the wall. Torches went up, chasing after them, but, as Sen lay in shock with his stewardmother in his arms, they scaled the walls like cats and vanished.

“Go after them!” he shouted.

Iyo tried to stand. So fast, Sen thought. You lose one thing and another. My mother. My father. My life. And now…

Breath choked his lungs. The fear came stronger than before.

“Help!” he cried out, panicking. “Somebody help me!”

In a moment, the alarm bells were ringing, struck by sentinels at the gates. The entire compound came to life, and Iyo Ogami’in lay bleeding in his arms.

“Sen,” she rasped. “Son…”

“I’m here,” he said, “I’m here, Ogami’in.”

“Not your fault,” Iyo said. “Don’t let this…”

“What is it?”

“I have tried…”

The rest of her words were too faint to hear.

A shout drew Sen’s attention to the entrance of the courtyard. Nihira and the homeguard had returned. Nihira nearly fell to his knees when he saw what had happened, racing to his mother and his adopted brother.

“It was an arrow,” Sen said, uselessly. His mind wasn’t working. Nihira could see the arrows in his mother’s chest.

“We need to get her inside,” Nihira said.

“Assassins from the capital,” Tokuon hissed. Torches cast long shadows about the walls of their urgent council; Tokuon and his inner circle were armed to the teeth and Hakaru had accused them of betrayal.

“How do we know this isn’t you!”

“For what reason?” Tokuon grew tense. “We came to treat with you, we came to ask for help!”

They were still arguing when Sen left. Their anger, their words, he wanted none of it. His entire body tingled, a thousand needle-points in every vein. When he closed his eyes, he saw it again: his stewardmother, pierced with two arrows, bleeding out upon wet ground.

He stayed beside her that night. He would stay until the end.

Where are Rui and Jobo? Sen wanted to find them, to see how his friend was doing. He needed his teacher’s advice. But there was no time. Iyo turned and sweated under the blankets. Sen changed her dressings every hour, and when the dawn came, he found himself in a state of nothingness, too tired to move, or talk, or eat, and too worried to sleep. He felt both everything and nothing at all.

In the morning, he squinted up to find the light too bright and the smell of sweat and old blood clinging to his hands. Iyo had brought herself to a seated position, while the Gensei and Kitanohara generals argued at her feet. Tokuon’s seer, Hassho Tayu, stirred herbs in the corner.

“We must do something!” said Kanesuke Daijin, Tokuon’s milk-brother. “Lord, tell him!”

“What message have you received?” Iyo asked. Her face was pale, and every breath looked like it brought her pain.

She won’t last long, he’d heard the Gensei guardsmen mutter in the night. He shouted at them, wanted to strike them for saying such a thing, but the deepest part of his heart told him they might be right.

Iyo, who had been more a mother to him than anyone, who was famous throughout the land for her iron will and steady hand, could no longer do so much as sit without the help of her sons. It broke Sen’s heart to see her this way.

We shouldn’t have to see such weakness, some part of him wanted to say, we shouldn’t have to put up with this, this is wrong…

He remembered what Jobo had said about the two sides of the spirit; he could feel them now, the angry soul inside him that wanted to lash out in revenge, and the other soul, the gentle one, that wanted nothing to do with weapons and warfare ever again, not when this was what it brought.

Daijin shouted: “Prissy fools! Strike back at them!”

Nihira, prudent, argued it would destabilize their country.

“So you will do nothing?”

Sen rose, suddenly furious—

“Quiet.”

Iyo silenced the room with the word. “We will not go to war.”

“Mother,” Hakaru began.

“I’m not a corpse yet. Listen to me. What have I taught? Our land, our peace is more important than their squabbles.”

“They attacked us!” Hakaru shouted.

Tokuon stepped in: “Lord…”

“Do not go to war,” Iyo whispered, blood on her lips. She grasped Sen’s hand with cold fingers, trembling with the effort to hold his hand in her own, to stay awake.

“Sen,” she said. “Listen to me.”

“This is my responsibility,” Sen said, voice wavering. “This would not have happened if I hadn’t… if I hadn’t fought those monks… hadn’t made them come… but now they start a war…”

“We will not get involved,” she repeated.

“They did this to us!” He could no longer keep his calm. “They have…”

“Son,” she said, a thickness in her voice he hadn’t heard before. “The Kitanohara cannot become involved.”

He held his fists at his sides, struggling to rein in his emotions. A feeling of realization settled over him. “But… I am not a Kitanohara, mother, I am a Gensei… As is the lord Tokuon, who asks for our help… I can go with him…”

He saw the look of pain and sadness pass over her pale face, but he couldn’t stop. Not now.

“I’ll go. I’ll fulfill our duty. I’ll get them back for this.”

She closed her eyes, as if pressed by a deep grief, a weight in her heart that had suddenly grown.

“I cannot order you to stay,” she said, quietly, “but I would ask it of you.”

“We are his family,” Tokuon said. “The boy is right.”

“I’m not a boy!” Sen cried, louder now. “I’m the second heir to our clan. Son of Katsusada Asa’in of Amayari. I have to go.” He turned to his stewardmother again.

“I don’t have a choice.”

When the doctors and the priests had ushered them away, they gathered in another of his mother’s meeting-rooms. Nihira let out a shout of anger, releasing the emotions he had refused to show in his mother’s presence, and smashed his fist against the wall. Hakaru was a stone, sitting on the floor with his legs drawn in, staring at nothing; he subtly shook his head, as if he couldn’t comprehend what had happened.

Tokuon made to speak, but Nihira slapped his hand aside. “Out! All of you! Out! Family only.”

Tokuon looked like he would strike the younger man, then nodded. “We’ll be outside, lord.”

It hit Sen all at once. Whether or not Iyo survived, Nihira had to take his mother’s place. He was shifting, grim, his cheeks still wet with tears, but Sen could see it in him now, the strange feeling of loss and responsibility that Nihira had always felt.

He was the Ogami’in now.

That night, Sen went back to the little hut at the end of the outvillage to see how Rui was doing.

One moment, and the next, he thought, and the world was changed for ever.

One moment, he was in Lady Iyo’s halls, watching as a war unfolded before him. The next, he was in the no’in town, sitting by Rui’s side. One moment, the sun sets, the skies light up in flame; the next, night comes; gods come; your cousin brings hawk-feathered death with him and says, It’s time.

Rui had woken, still pale, breathing with weak breaths, but doing better. She looked so fragile. She looked exhausted, like she hadn’t slept for a week.

Lose focus, and one moment turns into for ever.

“How’re you feeling?” he’d asked.

“I feel… like there’s a thorn in my head.” She tried to sit up. “I feel like someone’s holding my heart in their hands, and they’re speaking to me, but when I can’t hear them they give a squeeze.”

What do you want? they’d shouted, at the god.

What was the answer? I see evil coming.

“Sen…” Rui tried for a brave face and failed. “It’s fine. I’m all right…”

She was lying, he knew. Whatever the god had done, in that hollow in the trees, it had made her very ill.

He sat. Suddenly, tears came, before he had a chance to stop them.

“Iyo’s hurt.”

Rui grew quiet. “I heard.”

“It’s…” Sen found himself speaking, and not sure what he was trying to say. All he knew was that, if anything, he wanted to be held. He felt shaky all over. His fingers trembled. “They don’t know if she’s going to make it. I…” His voice cracked. “I’m sorry…”

“You’re talking to the girl who just got struck by a god. You don’t have anything to be sorry about. That’s what you told me, remember?”

Something shifted in him, like a waterfall, like a dam at the brink of collapse. “The army will march.”

“I know.” She gave a weak, pained smile, which made him hurt even more. “Here.” She reached for her jade bead, on its string. “Keep it. It… it’s your family’s anyway… You’ll need it more than I do.”

“I can’t take this from you,” he said. “It’s yours.”

“Just for now,” Rui said. “You can give it back when we reach the capital.”

“Rui…”

“I can’t let you go do something stupid,” she mumbled. “Someone’s gotta… watch over you…”

He gave it back. “They won’t let you,” he said.

She looked away, fell back against the cot, the blanket, and he realized how faint she was. He touched her cheek. “You’re burning up.”

“I’m… fine…”

Her eyes told him that she was anything but. Her jade bead gleamed, deep stone-green traced with gold. It seemed to shimmer in the candlelight.

“I’ll come with you,” she murmured faintly. “You know I can fight.”

“You just need to get better,” he said. “Just rest.”

He wasn’t sure if she heard him. She muttered silently, turning about in her sickbed. He helped her under the covers.

“I have to.” She spoke suddenly, for a moment crystal clear. “No one else will help you there… With them…”

Sen wanted to ask what she meant, but Rui had already drifted to sleep.

He hesitated, at the door, to find that she had rolled to the side, back to him, and pulled the blanket over her shoulder, so that he could no longer see her face.

Jobo was waiting for him outside. “So, how’re you doing?”

“They’re moving out.” Sen couldn’t find a way to answer the question head-on. “They’re gathering. Everyone. The Gensei. I’m going with them.”

“You know,” Jobo said, carefully, “blood is just blood… It doesn’t set your path in stone. Doesn’t define you.”

“They’re my family…” Sen stopped, unsure what to say. “We were attacked. That is set in stone… we have to do something.”

“And you’ve decided what you will do?”

“Teacher…” A needle lanced through his heart. “Will… Rui be all right?”

“There is strong magic in the west,” Jobo said. “It’s been coming for quite some time. Something’s happening in the capital. A thousand years the spirits have been banished from the human world, but the power of the emperors has weakened. The deal they made with the gods is falling apart. Spirits are being splintered from their homes, and lost at the borders, bleeding into this world in numbers that haven’t been since the Sunlit Empress… And now our friend Rui has been struck by a god.”

He turned. “Do not go with them to the capital.”

“They need me.”

“What about your friend? She needs you. We must journey to the west. Find what sorcery is going on there.”

“Then come with me.”

“I dare not. That way is the way to war. A demon has come into our world. It walks across the countryside and I fear it has come for you.”

“Why?”

“I cannot see. But it is linked to you, Sen, in some way that is still obscured. It makes me worry. If you go, you will be in danger.”

“Then I’m in danger here,” Sen said.

Jobo scratched his stubble. “This is true. Any choice we make may prove to be a mistake, but we must act. I must go to Mount Takano, search for answers there.”

When he looked at Sen, it was a look that said, I’ve failed. “Be careful, Sen. Your family is there. War is there. It will draw you in. They will try to make you one of them.”

“I am one of them. I must obey my family.”

“That is what they told you.”

“The Keishi killed my father,” Sen said, grasping. “My mother… and now Iyo… This is our chance to make things right.”

Jobo shook his head. “This war will spare no one, Sen. Not even you. ‘Make things right’, those are Tokuon’s words. What do you think I’ve been training you for? To throw it all away? This evil that has struck comes from the west. There may be a better path, but I fear…”

“You fear what?”

One moment, the sun had cast bright rays across a meadow. One moment, Rui turned to him, said, Let’s run away.

One moment, and he’d stopped himself from saying, Yes.

Then he blinked. The world changed. The clouds came in, and that future was gone, replaced by a new one like a tide. It was pouring over him, over all of them, thick with mud, opaque, and whatever life was on the other side, he couldn’t see.

“If the evil that is causing this,” Jobo said at last, “if it has taken root among your family or the imperial court, it will use you too.”

Sen hesitated, but he’d already made his choice. “I won’t let it.”

His teacher sighed.

“I’m not like them,” Sen said.

“No,” Jobo said, “you’re not. Not yet.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Rui

Trust the gods, they’d said. And she’d tried, she really had. But it was hard to see what good might come, what the purpose of it was, when such a nightmare seemed to have been burned into her spirit. A god like a splinter between the souls of life and death. It cut a shard in her, leaving her feeling neither whole nor injured, but half awake, half here and half not-here, as though the god or their effects had already begun to pull her from this realm and into their own.

What am I going to do?

“There’s a cloud over my life,” she said to Jobo when he returned. “It’s been there since I was born, since they found me and Sen in the house, and took us away so we wouldn’t be killed. Nothing ever goes well…” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I should’ve never tried, I should’ve just been happy in that attic over the stables, and none of this would have ever happened…”

“You cannot say what may or may not have happened,” Jobo told her. “Regardless, it did happen. You cannot change it.” He’d been strangely quiet, and she remembered his haunted face when he’d tried to listen for the gods. Something’s coming.

“The only thing to do is live your life,” he said. “One step before the next. It’s the only way.”

“The way to what?” she asked. “I pray and pray, and I never get any answers.”

“When you pray,” Jobo said, “true faith is not about expecting something in return. It’s about belief. And your respect for the numinous forces of the worlds, the gods and the things we cannot see.”

“My heart hurts.”

“And I am sorry.” She realized he was angry, barely holding it all in. “The god Hososhi came to you for a reason,” he said. “But we cannot expect for them to tell us what it is. We must make peace with that.”

“Easy for you to say. I have to live with it.”

“That,” Jobo said, “is the meaning of faith.”

Cursed, she thought. I was cursed before I did any of this. I was cursed before that day with the guard, the sword I stole, the metal in my hand. I was cursed before I was born.

A wave of pain flashed through her. She grimaced; her heart pounded. She tried to rise. She stumbled. With lightning reflexes, Jobo caught her fall, pressing a hand against her forehead and feeling her pulse. “This illness is your body reacting to the god,” he said, “the splinter in your heart. And it is growing.”

She went to the window to smell the rain. Finally, she found her cloak; the rough hemp felt good against her skin, solid and real, unlike these feelings of anger and loneliness mixed together. “I need to go outside,” she said. “I need to breathe.”

She walked for an hour, wandering the woods of the Godspath, staying away from the trail that led up to Kannagara but not wanting to return to the village just yet. She pushed through the undergrowth, got lost in the shadow of the sugi trees. She didn’t know where she was going. She found herself staring at the familiar curve in the trail, and went to her shrine at the edge of the Godspath, where O-ine always waited, to listen to the subtle sounds of the woods and its spirits as they came out to watch her, this strange girl with the red-brown hair who didn’t fit in anywhere.

Who felt so alone.

She passed the ring of woven grass and branches, into the sacred space. She heard thunder, a storm on its way. The small shrine lay at the base of a great cryptomeria tree, but when she approached, the echoing laughter of the Hososhi came back, deafening her, and she fell, a fierce pain shooting through her limbs. As though a thousand paper-cuts sliced themselves across her body, as though she’d been slashed by invisible knives. She cried out, feeling them criss-crossing her arms, her hands, her face, blood-thin lines cutting into her; when finally she looked up, her skin was untouched, but the pain remained.

“What’s happening…” she muttered. Her skin felt on fire. Something burned in her chest. She thought she saw someone floating in the air above her, a specter, a shadow of the god.

Hososhi. The god of the barrier between this life, and the next.

Her vision wavered; the air seemed to distort with heat. Shadows talked to one another in the branches.

The god appeared.

“This is your future,” they said. “This.”

She saw it instantly. She saw herself, her own body lying on the bed, in old Goro’s hut; the body of another, of Lady Iyo, struck by two arrows like small thorns.

Saw Sen arguing with the others in the keep.

Saw Jobo, working over her, watched him try to heal her, from a strange place, floating in the ghostly air.

She saw herself, delirious, racked with pain.

The world and all within it faded from her sight.

In the darkness, the Hososhi came again.

They loomed above her, their cavernous voice reverberated through her bones. “A demon has broken the bounds of this earth,” they said. “Daiaku. If this demon is to succeed in its murderous path, thousands will lie dead in its wake, and all of humanity will suffer. Ten, one hundred, one thousand years from now, the blood of its curse will remain. The earth will begin to die and the war between the gods will resume… And those of you unlucky enough to survive will only have lived to witness the slow death of all the spirits of the world.”

“Help.” She struggled with the words. “Help me…”

But the god vanished, and the world heaved, and when she opened her eyes, Jobo was there, running to her.

“Get back! Away from the shrine!”

“Why…?” she slurred, suddenly feverish.

And Jobo stared at her, eyes wide – like he knew, like he had just realized what had happened. “Tatarigami,” he muttered. “The cursed gods.” Then, firmly: “Come with me.”

He brought her to Tokuon’s diviner, Hassho Tayu, who threw bones into a fire and watched the cracks they made. She whispered to herself. She closed her eyes, cast a sparrow’s skull onto the altar and watched it land. “Not good,” she mumbled. “Not good…”

“Hassho,” he asked. “What do you hear?”

“The gods reveal,” she said, swaying slightly, eyes closed in thought. “There has been a new vessel. I thought it was gone… haven’t felt it for twenty years, since the time of the uprising.” She looked at Rui. “Since the time you were born. It disappeared after the fighting. The emperors restored their order, fragile as it is, and the Keishi took power. I kept waiting for it to come back, but it never did…”

“What was it?”

“An onryo,” the old woman said. “A vengeful spirit, summoned by the demon-emperor when they threw him from the throne; who he promised would kill those who took part in his removal from power… She’s back.”

The diviner crouched low. “Sutoh. The demon-emperor. When he was deposed, he became a monk, and cursed the imperial family and those who expelled him. He conjured a giant spirit to bring revenge against the sinners who wronged him…”

She looked at Rui. “Someone has made a deal with the demon-emperor’s spirit, I fear. Someone who is willing to do anything, to sell their souls, to keep power and stop those who would get in their way. That is why Hososhi has come… You, Rui, must stop this evil. Only then will you be free from this curse.”

“What is the Hososhi?” Rui asked. “What is this god?”

“They watch the endless barrier between our world and the next. And if they have come with a warning, we must not ignore it.”

Rui held her palms against her eyes. Her vision had been blurring, and an ache hammered itself through her skull.

“The Hososhi cursed you for a reason,” the Hassho said. “They want you for something, but we cannot be sure what it is. The gods work in strange ways.”

“They cursed me because I hurt them,” Rui said. “Cursed me to suffer.”

“That may not be the only path,” Jobo said. “You must stay awake now. Have I ever told you the story of my teacher’s teacher, Abai-no-Haruaki?”

She shook her head.

“Once,” Jobo said, “a young monk of Mount Takano, known as Utsui, fell ill with a strange disease. No one had seen its like before; his skin seemed to burn, his spirit in jeopardy. The monks believed it was due to some shadows from his past lives, a mark against his spirit that would not be cured by medicine. Despairing what to do, they called a hermit, Abai-no-Haruaki, to the temple, to divine Utsui’s fortune and find a way to heal him. Now, Haruaki prayed at the temple and its river-shrines, but he saw nothing but death in Utsui’s future. He told the monks that if someone was willing to take the man’s place, he could trade their lives, perform a ceremony, and the young monk might survive.

“The monks were stunned. They loved young Utsui, but no one was willing to offer their own life to save his. Finally, an apprentice, hardly older than you, came forward. He was called Seizan, like the mountain. He was not even a monk, just an acolyte, but he stepped forward and offered his life in exchange for Utsui’s own.

“Abai-no-Haruaki accepted the offer. He performed the secret ceremony, and soon the boy Seizan shook and cried in pain. At the same time, the sick monk Utsui opened his eyes. His fever broke. He stood, weak from his long illness, but was healthy once again. His heart welled in gratitude to the diviner, and in awe. But the boy Seizan had paid the price. He lay unmoving, moments from death. Haruaki lowered his arms, ceased his spells, and looked away, struck by the youth’s selflessness. Utsui cried for the boy who had given life for his, but just then, as the boy drifted into the other world, a great wind blew, and the god of the river rose and appeared before them, voice like a crashing waterfall in the rain:

“‘You offer to give yourself freely to save another,’ the god said. ‘To save one life is to save all lives: let me take your place instead.’

“The boy Seizan gasped with the breath of life, and woke again, shaken but alive. All looked upon him with awe. The god saw the great sacrifice the young boy was willing to make. This willingness, not to die, but to give up everything on the slim hope that he might save another, with nothing gained in return. This selflessness is what the gods admired most; and so the gods intervened, and acted not on their own account, but for the sake of the young boy who had such a willing heart. They saved him. And they blessed him for that, Rui. May they bless you.” He pressed a damp cloth on her forehead and prayed. “May they bless you.”

In Rui’s fever, the spirit-world seemed to come alive. She saw moving shadows, ghostly giants walking at the edges of her vision, as though passing through the edges of the world; tall as mountains, they turned to her, seemed to look her in the heart, skeletal faces grinning with bone and fire in their huge, lidless eyes.

“Go away!” she screamed. “Leave me alone!”

Shhhhhhhhhh, they seemed to say. Deathhhhh.

As they reached for her, she jolted back to reality, shaken and scared.

“What are you doing to me?” She saw herself in darkened woods.

“I told you,” the Hososhi said. “You are mine…”

“What do you want from me?”

The sound of the god’s laughter floated to her through the earth. The wind and the trees bent over, and the world seemed to grow immense, unknowable, and cold.

“You have a role to play, Rui Misosazai,” they said. She could feel the Hososhi in her still, their presence in her chest, their invisible eyes watching her own and watching through her own, their face behind her face, their shadow in her shadow.

“I will have a use for you. Before the end.”

“Why are you doing this?” she gasped. “What do you want from me?”

“I want to repair the gates.”

“What does that mean? Tell me, please! What does it mean?”

“I will show you.”

Instantly the world changed before her eyes. She was floating in darkness, a strange whistling sound in her ears. A great pressure passed over her like wind, and then she was falling, falling onto a hillside that hadn’t been there before. Strange, confusing images passed before her, unsettling and intimate as those in dreams, and swift as wind from the mountains. She saw a river in the rain, a little girl standing on a bridge. A child, a young boy, bawling, by the sea. She saw an infant crying on a beach of sand, surrounded by shells. She saw herself, holding the child in her arms, a temple bell, three wells in a courtyard of polished river-stones and barren trees; she saw Sen, thin as sticks and bones and a great-span crow that plucked out his eyes; she saw monstrous creatures, giants, tall as mountains, hawks and shadows and feathers in the air; a brilliant light, a god flowing into view; it looked like an animal, a fox or a dog, but it had boar’s tusks, a long nose like an elephant.

“You belong to me,” the Hososhi said.

“What if I don’t do what you want of me?”

“You will.”

“What if I die before that happens?”

“Then you become a hungry ghost. A corpse that walks, never satisfied, cursed to wander on the road to hell, until the end of time.”

“What if I kill myself right now!”

“I won’t let you.”

Roots pulled up from the ground, unearthing themselves and spindling upward, combining and wrapping around each other to form a twisted shape, vaguely like a human, towering above, with a hood of writhing branches and a body made of roots and rotten vines. It shifted, changed before her eyes, seeming at one moment to be a single creature, then the next appearing to be many, intertwined, moving in and out of themselves; their eyes glowed green from deep inside their shadowed face, somewhere between the roots, and their voice seemed to be the voice of many voices, coming from the earth itself.

The vision ended.

She gasped as though doused with water, coughing, and rising to find Jobo looking down at her, concerned. He pressed a damp cloth to her forehead.

“I saw… a god,” she said. “I saw… I saw giants…”

He sighed. “The monks believe them to be portents. When the barriers between the world grow weak, they say, the giants walk the earth. They bleed over into our world. They come when something has gone wrong.”

“Who are they?”

“We call them the pilgrims,” he said. “What did you see?”

“I saw a baby, crying in the rain,” she said. “I saw an ocean of crystal blue… trees… mountains… a bridge over a river… two temples, on either side. I saw a great stone well, in a courtyard… a little girl standing on a bridge.”

She drained away; her whole body felt sore. She could still hear them, whispering in the back of her mind.

“You see the great saltwater lake,” he said, “and the Temple of the Three Wells.”

“What’s there?”

“Two temples, the Temple of the Three Wells, and the Temple of the Far Earth. They are twins, on either side of a river: the three wells symbolize the precepts of birth, life, and death… and the far earth is the life-that-is-waiting.”

A sound at the door revealed the Hassho Tayu, rough-hewn cloth cloak dragging slightly at the floor. “This curse was not meant for you,” the Hassho said. “Beware. Fires rise in the west. Peace will not hold. A demon in white walks the land.”

“Do you know what it is I see?”

“They have shown you a glimpse into one possible future. The Temple of the Three Wells.”

“But what’s there?” Rui asked.

“For you, no one can know. If the god Hososhi has unveiled it, then that is where you must go.”

Jobo said: “I’ll take you there. We may be able to find passage at Harbor Slope and sail from the Unasaka coast to the capital, and from there travel along the small-roads to the temple of the wells.”

“Something evil is coming,” the Hassho said. “If the Hososhi made themselves known, it can only mean some great danger has come, and has damaged the endless barrier…”

“What of the other?” Jobo asked.

“You are not the only one the gods have cursed,” the Hassho said. “It was your friend, the Hoshiakari, who struck them first.”

Rui’s heart lurched.

“The gods always require something in return. That is why you are bound to stopping this evil that has come across the gates. But so is Sen. Bound, for ever, until it is done. Your friend is tied to this as much as you.”

Rui asked: “What will happen to him?”

“He will die. As all things do. No one can see his fate.”

Rui rose, dizzy. “Then we have to warn him—”

“Rui Misosazai.” The Hassho fixed Rui in her gaze. “There is a demon in your heart. A shroud, on your soul. It will consume you. Unless you can find a way to quell its wrath.”

“Can’t you stop it?” Rui asked, afraid. “Can’t you find a way to kill it?”

“You can’t kill it, child. The curse is in your heart. The only way to kill it… is to die.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




[image: ]







Sen

Tokuon’s men were preparing to leave.

They would travel south and west, through the Serpent’s Scales to Tokuon’s lands in Gisan. From there they would gather bannermen still loyal to the Gensei and head toward the capital.

Sen was going with them.

When Hakaru heard the news, coming back through the main gates with his men, he had thrown Lord Tokuon to the dirt. A dozen swords flashed in the black air and Nihira had to race between them to prevent his brother from starting a new slaughter in the yard. The night grew cold and heartless. The fires had been lit.

“It was them.” Tokuon was seated before the new lord and his brother in the meeting-hall. “The Keishi snakes who did all of this.”

“Why? Why would they do that?” Nihira said. “They wanted my mother’s support. They asked for her loyalty!”

“And how long has she denied it to them?” Tokuon asked. “This is what they do. This is what they always do!”

“They would never, they don’t want to risk a war.”

“There is already a war!”

Nihira narrowed his eyes. “Say what you mean, Gisan.”

No more time.

At this, Tokuon turned his head, and the large warrior they had rescued from the Scales came forward with a bow.

The warrior Yozora died to save, Sen thought.

“Lord Nihira,” Tokuon began. “This is Kiie Taisha, Toryo of our house. Cousin of my father. He has something to tell you.”

Kiie stood like a boulder, large in the shoulder and the gut, with a pair of huge arms, angry eyes, and a scar around his throat where someone once had tried to kill him.

He’d been lord of Muzo, Sen learned, cousin of his uncle and ally to his father during the War of the Morning and the Night. After the defeat, Kiie escaped to the great shrine on Mount Takano, taking the name Taisha’in before crossing the plains. He told them his son Yoshimori was forced to become a monk, entering the priesthood in the old city of Naruji. His daughter Mitsuko remained at her family’s home in Muzo, and was married to a Keishi ally to cement the peace. The marriage was entirely political, but though she was officially in charge of the Muzo household, in practice the Tokeishi stewards who occupied it would never let her leave or gain supporters of her own.

“And there’s a crisis in the capital, lord.” Kiie’s voice boomed thick as mud. “Whispers of conspiracy, a plot to remove Seikiyo from power. The Keishi are taking control of the councils.”

Nihira muttered, “They couldn’t.”

Kiie said, “I came to your lands on behalf of my cousin Yora. He wishes to meet, in spring. I arrived in Gisan to see what things were like in the mountains, but… several days ago, our scouts found a messenger in the Scales, with unsettling news from the capital. Mountain-wolves. From the Musha’in, Akiyo. Loyal to the Keishi. They’re in the Kanden. And at the same time, the retired-emperor, he sends his agents to the edges of the realm, sowing discontent.”

Tokuon swore. “We’ve been away too long.”

“Who’s the Musha’in?” Sen asked, startling the men with his voice.

Kiie turned to him, perhaps seeing him for the first time. If he knew who Sen was, he gave no hint of it. “A Kyohara, Hara-of-the-capital. Akiyo. She’s a daughter of the regent house, and the only woman in her clan who is kijin; she leads the chancellor’s army. And she’s had to fight for it too; the western tradition takes accordance with the laws of the continent, where women are made to rule the house but nothing beyond. They think our ways are backward. And yet they claim to love tradition. They don’t have the same roots as we do. Too busy with their ships and their trade, trying to remake our land into a new version of the continental dynasty they love so much.”

“When the time comes,” Tokuon said, “the Kyohara Musha’in will be our most dangerous opponent on the field.”

He urged Nihira and his family to join him in the gathering of the clans.

“How do we know we can trust you?” Nihira asked, blinking with weariness. He hadn’t slept.

Kiie shifted. “Lord… to the west and south, everything is in peril. My cousin Yora wishes to consult with you.” A look to Tokuon. “Both of you. He has ever been a friend of the east, of Gisan… He wishes to mend this ill-will between you.”

“I know what he wants,” Tokuon said. Then, a silence. “The mirror prince has issued a call to arms. Nioh. To resist Keishi rule and the puppet they plan to put upon the throne. All loyal Gensei are to meet in the barrier plains. There is no choice.”

One moment and the next. Jobo was right: This is war.

Sen waited to see what his stewardbrother would say. Nihira now held power in the northeast. His warriors were famous horse-archers, but he was cautious. He’d learned much from his mother. He wouldn’t risk his people – or his standing among the capital’s elites – without considering all options.

“Ten’in sovereignty has left us to our own laws for a hundred years,” Nihira said slowly. “We fought for this independence and stewardship of our own lands, with our own people, in blood and pain before. We cannot march against the Sunlit City. To do so would undo everything we have achieved since the time of my great-grandfather.”

Tokuon seethed. “So you would hide in your hills and do nothing? When the capital has rotted away? You still pay them their gold, I know this. You would pay those that killed your own people, as you said, only a hundred years ago. You are a coward.”

“I pay for peace,” Nihira said. “As we all must pay.”

Tokuon shook his head. “We pay because we don’t have the courage to speak up. The child-emperors have no power! They live at the whims of their regents. And now? Seikiyo – he weds his daughter to the Ten’in, uses his puppet-strings to make himself a grandson. A Keishi grandson, next in line of succession.”

“I will not take part in another war for succession,” Nihira said. “It is foolishness.”

“And you?” Tokuon said suddenly, looking to Sen. “The Hoshiakari, second heir to our house, what would you do? You said you had no choice. Have you not longed for this day as well?”

“What day is that, lord?” Sen asked, carefully.

He said it to buy time. He didn’t know what the right course was. Nihira had a point. But what was the purpose of appeasement? Every day they paid for peace was a day the capital grew stronger. Sen knew this. And he knew Nihira did, too.

“Ogami’in,” Tokuon said. “You cannot leave your lands, fine. Then let us have a trade of forces. As a friend of the Gensei, offer your cavalry to us. Your family’s bannermen…”

“We have our own country here,” Nihira told him. “I will not take part in a war to the west. It will bring only pain.”

Tokuon growled. “You have a blood-debt to the Gensei! Who was it that helped you win the Iteki lands before your great-grandfather built this town? It was us! What of that debt?”

“We have sheltered your family’s heir, my mother raised him – is that not payment enough?”

“We need your strength, we need your army.”

“I cannot leave my lands.”

“Coward.”

“You misunderstand me,” Nihira said. “I would side with you if I could. But I know what my mother said. And I know the truth of it. And if I am to follow in her steps, I must act for the people here. I am bound to the people of this country. This land. We have sworn in stewardship that we will not take part. We run our own country.”

“You are isolated,” Tokuon said.

“We have learned the value of looking after ourselves. That is part of our deal with the emperor. I cannot leave my lands with any show of force. That was the rule. In return we have been given leave to govern unburdened. Nothing more. My men will escort you safely from our country, lord. I wish you well, but I cannot take part.”

Tokuon clenched his jaw. When he rose, his bow was barely a courtesy. “Perhaps,” he said, “when we control the capital again, we will come back and re-examine the terms of your ‘deal’.”

He turned. “You are hurting, lord. Rest, do what you need. But tomorrow, there will be another sun.”

A glance to Sen: “And I’ll need better answers.”

Later, Sen watched as Tokuon’s ground-runners, led by Myorin and Tsuna, left the gates in darkness, wearing black and brown and green. Perfect scouts, the Jibashiri would scour the woods around Kitano, making sure no spies were still in the area – and if there were, death would be a mercy for them. Tsuna, sleek as a fox, caught his eye before she left, and nodded; then vanished into the wild blue dark.

Sen watched them from the gate. The others moved quickly, despite the shadowy terrain, and within a moment, they’d crossed into the underbrush at the side of the road. Two Jibashiri raced up the road itself, covering each other’s backs as they went into the night.

“Naoza knows how to watch the roads.” Tokuon spoke quietly, from beside him.

“What will they do?”

Tokuon’s eyes were set on the dewy road and the slope leading down to the outvillage, and to Sen it seemed as if he could see with a hawk’s vision, far into the dark, farther than any human could.

“If any mountain-wolves are still out there,” he said at last, “none will be left by the morning.”

“You don’t think they’ll find anything?”

Tokuon met his eyes. “The Musha’in is the best fighter in the Keishi army. She’s a master tactician. Her troops follow her with an almost religious zeal. She’s too smart to let them linger here for long. No, they will scatter into the winds. Their orders would be to cut in, bleed us, then disappear. Whoever these assassins were, they’re long gone.”

“And the Jibashiri, the sisters, they went out anyway.”

“It must be done. If nothing else, it will prepare us for the journey ahead.” He began making his way back to the hall. “Besides,” he said, “they like to hunt.”

The Gensei army would gather in the farmlands below Mount Sengen, Tokuon said, north of the road to Kiseda and Tose: an anti-Keishi land at the heart of the fertile, grassy plains.

“I understand you wanted to remain with your friend,” he said as they headed back into the keep, on the faint pathway between Kitaiji and the road.

Sen didn’t know what to say. “We all have our different kinds of family, in this world,” he managed, at last.

Tokuon gave him a small smile.

“Yes. And care, and loyalty, is admirable. But your sister needs your help.”

“I’ve never met Kai Gekko’in,” Sen said. “Not that I can remember.”

“You were together when you were young. You and Lady Kai. I met you there, at your mother’s estate in Amayari, when you were born. I was a child then, but I remember. She used to hold you in her lap; you were just a babe, screaming and screaming, but when she held you, your sister was the only one who could get you to calm.”

“Lord Zusho holds them now,” Sen said. “Those lands.”

“Yes.” Tokuon slowed. Memories had come and fallen with the changing moonlight. Clouds drifted like tattered lotus in the night, the world grew brighter, awash in its silver glow; even time now seemed to be halted. The autumn mountains gleamed. But rain threatened them from the west, a flat backdrop to the migrating birds in their lines. Tokuon dropped his facade.

“I cannot force Nihira to wage our war,” he said. “But the Gensei must be called to arms. We can raise this army. Seikiyo” – he spat the name, an insult – “will denounce us as rebels and raise his own army in the sovereign’s name.”

“You would go against the Ten’in?”

“Emperor Ashihara is under the Keishi thumb. Goshira still has true influence, and Prince Nioh has a claim. They’re planning their first moves in the capital now, but they must keep it secret, for Seikiyo has eyes and ears in all places there. I hope to bring our armies to join them.”

“So it will be another war for succession,” Sen said.

“I told you, Hoshiakari, I am here to bring you home. But it will not be easy.”

“Kai is the heir, not me.”

“Everything our family once had is gone. This is our chance to take it back.” Tokuon paused in the orange lanternlight. “We leave in the morning.”

Sen found his stewardbrother staring into a fire at the hearth. “Seikiyo Jokai,” Hakaru said, watching the flames. Sen realized he was drunk. “The Keishi. He’s chancellor now. If you saw him…”

“Chancellor,” Sen echoed, scowling.

“Running the whole capital. Man who did this to you. Your folks. Killed your parents. And now… with mother… If you saw him…”

“They’d kill me before I ever saw him,” Sen said.

“If ever you came face-to-face with him.” Hakaru looked at Sen. “What d’you think you’d do?”

“Everywhere I might go, there will be a mark against me,” Sen said. “Because of what my father did. Everywhere but with Gensei. I don’t know the Keishi… How can I hate them? But they did this to us. They’re the reason I’m here.”

“My mother is the reason you’re here.”

“… And I have to repay that debt. I have to undo the damage they’ve done… if this was them, if they hurt her… That’s the only way I’ll be able to…” He dried up.

“What?”

Sen opened, and closed, his hands. “Go back,” he said.

“So, then do this for us,” Hakaru said. “For Iyo. You make your name. You clean it. Get rid of the shame. Get vengeance. Then you come home.”

Finally the door opened, and the healers let them in. But Lady Iyo of the Kitanohara was asleep. Her wounds had bled again. Her binds had been replaced. Her face had better color now, and Sen thought – hoped – she looked stronger than before. There was a chance she would survive, a chance she would recover. He fought tears again, gazing at her, the woman who had been the only mother in his life; her fine features, the gentle lines near her eyes, the gray braided hair and the soft scent of the oils she used, which even now still smelled like wildflowers. He placed a hand on hers, and felt the warmth. He thought she stirred.

But her eyes, her kind, wise eyes, didn’t open.

He was silent as he said his goodbye.

Nihira followed him into the cloakroom, shoulder balanced against the door. Sen was gathering his things. “Is this really what you want?”

“Not about what I want,” Sen said.

They hadn’t had a chance to speak alone since Nihira became the lord of Kitano. Azamaro, his stepfather, had been in council all day. Hakaru would speak to no one, and lost himself in long rides into the woods, loosing arrows at wild geese. Nihira had always been even-tempered, yet when Sen looked into his older stewardbrother’s eyes now, he saw again how furious Nihira really was.

“You could just say, fuck them,” Nihira muttered, a rare break of anger coming through. “And their wars.” He fell quiet for a time. “I’m not ready for this, brother. But then, no one is.”

“I will fix this,” Sen said.

“Some things can’t be fixed.”

“I have to try, Nihira.”

Nihira paused. There were years in his glance, years of all their life together. There was pain. “I want to give you something.” He brought Sen to the private armory where he kept his weapons. In the center of the room, a suit of armor rested on a stand. “Mother had this made,” Nihira said, “last year. She intended to give it to you… and you’ll need it.”

Purple and deep blue, in the traditional colors of the northern clan. Iyo had fixed a small shooting star on the helmet as a crest: “To mark your sobriquet,” Nihira said. “They call it the Lightning… You will stand out from the red and gold of Gisan. They may ask you to change it.”

“I won’t,” Sen said. “This is…” What could he say? Tears, already, had formed around his eyes, threatening to spill and make an embarrassment of him. “It’s beautiful.”

How proud. How welcomed. How uncertain this made him feel. Iyo called him son. Nihira, now, was saying, You are my family too.

“I should have been more thankful,” he said. To Iyo, to his brothers, the leaders of the east, who took him in when no one else would, who raised him, protected him as one of their own.

“She wanted you to be safe,” Nihira said. “It was always a possibility you’d go back.”

He didn’t need to say the rest: To them.

Sen looked at the new lord of Kitano. He knew his stewardbrother’s looks. His silences. Knew he was trying to let Sen go.

Nihira brought him to a stand. “My bow,” he said, offering it to Sen. Taller than he was, with a long, graceful arc, shining crimson with lacquer. “You will need this, too.”

Sen couldn’t meet his eyes. Why did he feel like he was abandoning Nihira now? Abandoning his life in the eastern lands? Why did it feel as though something irrevocable had been torn in two?

“Will you look after her?” he asked at length. “Rui.”

“I’ll do my best,” Nihira said. “As will the crow monk.”

Sen nodded, pulling his cloak over his shoulders.

“I’ve heard from my relatives in the south,” Nihira said. “Conspiracies in the capital. They’re up to something, and I don’t know what. I warned them, Sen, just as I’ve warned you.”

“What do you think will happen?”

“No one knows what will happen, but everyone makes their plans. Trying to get to the top.”

“Not me,” Sen said. “I don’t want to rule anybody. I just want to make peace.”

“Then you are better than most of them,” Nihira said.

“I wish you could come.”

“In some ways,” Nihira said, “so do I. But I have responsibilities here. Our domain has always worked for independence from the intrigues of the capital. I cannot get involved.”

He sighed. “Mother told me something once. I didn’t really understand, until now. She said: one day, they will call on us to march for them again. And when they do… We are going to betray each other. Us, and those other clans. We’ve probably already betrayed each other, in some way. Because when you’re in that situation, you have two choices: assimilate – or the other thing. So. What do you choose?”

“Option number three,” Sen said.

“That’s what I used to say, too.” Nihira smiled. “I hope you’ll be better than me.” He looked out across the hillside, the grove of whistling pines, and the half-constructed temple on the mountain.

“Whatever happens,” Sen said, “I will come back.”

“Oh,” Nihira said, “I know.”

“I’ll see you soon, Ogami’in.”

“That is my greatest hope,” Nihira said. As Sen turned to go, he called, “Be careful.”

Sen stopped in the open doorway. He’d finished tying his straw coat now, and was about to turn into the rain, where Lord Tokuon and the retainers were waiting. He heard them gathering the horses and baggage in the downpour.

“Always am,” he said, and left his brother to his grief.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Rui

Rui saw something dark, something that felt like thunder, in her dreams. She saw a shaded figure, eyes shining with pale fire, holding a baby in his arms; she cried out, for the shadow was coming for her, trying to give the child to her. She stood at the edge of a waterfall, a torrent of water raining down, and a hawk landed lightly on her shoulder.

All she was left with, when she woke, was a vague sense that something – that thunder, that darkness – was coming close. The leaves were falling.

Jobo, as always, sat at the foot of her bed. Tea, in a steaming kettle from the hearth, the air heavy with its warmth. A tinge of smoke. “How’re you feeling?”

“I’m all right,” she lied. His eyes seemed to pierce her with a fire of their own; she looked away. Even now she could hear the Hososhi whispering in the back of her mind.

“Sen came to you,” Jobo said, “in the night. You were sleeping with ill dreams… he didn’t want to wake you.”

Rui blinked. “Where are they?”

“Gone,” Jobo said. “Tokuon rode out at dawn. Sen was with him.”

“I need to talk to him.”

“You are unwell.”

But she tore away, reeling, from the bed, pulling herself up.

“You must be reasonable,” he said, “you still have the fever.”

“That’s not going to change.” She lifted her straw coat over her shoulders, grabbed the sword the crow monks gave her, and ran headlong through the door.

“Rui,” he called. But she ignored him, staggering when she reached the outvillage road. The world was gray, dim and cold in the budding light of predawn, and the village lay quiet, the rice paddies abandoned, the road empty. They’d already gone. She slid to her knees in the dirt, tears in her eyes. I don’t want this… I don’t want this god, I don’t want to go to the three wells… I don’t want any of this…

But it was too late.

Sen’s family had come. Had taken him back. Had brought him to their world. He is a Gensei again, Rui thought. And I am cursed. He is a Gensei, he has his family…

And they are leaving me behind.

She arrived at the shrine and hid there, furious. At herself, at the gods, at the kijin and the world. Hiding, praying for something to change at the ancient shrine below the cryptomeria trees.

“O-ine,” she said. “It’s me, it’s Rui no’in. I pray to you, O-ine, for the harvest across the land, so small beings like me may eat and be happy… I pray to you, I pray to the gods of the mountain and the valley, I pray to the rain; I pray to the god of lightning, wife of O-ine. And will dedicate my life to your peace. I marry my life to you, O-ine, if you may bring me peace. And… and help the god of four directions to spare me, and to lift this killing curse from inside my heart.”

Around her, the great cryptomeria murmured slowly in the breeze.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please just tell me it’s going to be all right. That’s all I want to know. Just tell me it will be all right.”

She prayed in silence. The woods were still. She turned and saw a small fox watching her from the side of the shrine in the trees. It raised a forepaw, and when she gasped in awe, vanished into the woods.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

The guardian statues seemed to watch her as she fell to her knees before the sacred rope and the box. She almost fell asleep there, descending into the cool, calm blackness of dreams, but forced herself awake. What am I going to do? A sound – a movement – and she jerked to her feet, ready to fight, only to find that it was nothing. A stray breeze along the trail. She sank to her knees again.

The god loomed behind her.

“Please,” she said. “I just want peace.”

“You will have none,” the god said. “No peace until you have paid for what you did.”

Her heart wrenched in her; her muscles cramped and seized. She crumpled. “I don’t want to kill.”

“You must.”

“No.”

“You must.”

“No!”

An explosion. A sudden movement, a burst from the trees. Rui flinched back, feeling the god in her veins, and she lashed out with her knife, and a tiny bird plummeted to earth. When she looked at what she’d done, she saw it. A small sparrow.

An innocent creature that she had decapitated mid-flight.

But the moment that she did, she could breathe again. Her heart went still. Her mind came back. The color returned to her skin, and she looked at her hands – they’d stopped shaking. The effect was immediate. Taking the sparrow’s life – small as it was – immediately gave life back to her.

“No…” she said. No.

“You must,” the spirit told her. “Your soul is cut. The longer you go, the more will die, and in the end the demons will take this one. Your body.”

“Please, Hososhi,” she said. “Show me what to do…”

“You would make a bargain for your life?” said the god.

“What would you have me do?”

“Something evil has crossed the boundary of the worlds. Help me stop it.”

Rui felt the pain in her chest again. It radiated from her heart to the tips of her fingers. She brought a hand to her sternum, rubbing it, but it never did any good.

“I’m dying,” she said. “Whatever this is… it will kill me before you get what you want…”

“To save one soul is to save the future of the worlds,” they said. “If you ask us to end the curse on your body, your spirit must pay the price.”

“I didn’t mean to do it,” Rui said, overwhelmed.

“To save one soul is to save the future of the worlds,” the god repeated. “Something is coming. A vengeful ghost, a demon dressed in white. Summoned by a curse years ago. It will come to kill him.”

“Who?”

“Your friend. You know this. You have seen it too.”

“If I help you stop it, will you let me go?”

“It is not that easy, child.”

“Then – save him,” Rui said. “Sen. At least let him be saved.”

“It is not up to me to decide a human’s fate,” said the god.

“But you know,” Rui said. “You see the future, you must know…”

“Have you learned nothing, child?” The Hososhi roared through the earth itself. “You see many paths. What may happen. What may not. The roads are there. Take one.”

With that, they vanished, and Rui felt another sharp stab of pain in her chest, a white-hot flash that cut below her heart and radiated outward like lightning until she screamed in agony and fell to the dirt, unable to stand.

She remained like that, by the sticks and the fallen leaves, trying to catch her breath. Afraid, yes, afraid of the demon in white, afraid of the killer they said she must become, afraid of the future the Hososhi saw but would not tell her. Because the god was right – she felt something coming, and when she closed her eyes, she could see it, too, a shadow in her mind, ever present, and coming closer. The god of four directions had seen it.

The woods fell silent; the normal chittering of birds and whispers of the wind had gone. Only the trees looked down, and the air itself lay still.

“What must I do?” she asked, to the emptiness.

“What is the worth of an earthly soul compared to that of gods?” the Hososhi thundered. “The demon walks this land. You… may have a role in stopping her.”

“I can’t kill a demon,” she said. “How can I kill a ghost… Why’re you doing this?”

“Because in all the myriad futures of the world, you may still have a role to play. I have seen it. But one path is not the only path, and I must make sure my mission is done.”

“You keep saying that… What is your mission?”

A hissing sound. The Hososhi’s laughter. “I am at the gate between the worlds,” they said.

The voice disappeared more quickly this time. Rui sat back with her head against the base of a sakae tree. The wind returned, and the frozen joints of the trees began to creak. Her heart pounded in her chest, the ache spread with every beat, and she felt as though her blood itself was still aflame.

The dead sparrow remained where she had killed it, at her feet. She looked at it for a long time. There were no other creatures anywhere in sight. She heard nothing but the wind in the leaves. What have I done? she thought. What have I done?

That night, she fell into a fitful sleep. In her dream, she was bombarded by sensations. The feeling of hands like thin smoke tracing the contours of her shoulders, ghosts guiding her to some destination known only to them.

In her dream, she saw a dark path in the woods over a low-lying field, empty rice paddies full of mud. Ice fell from the air. She saw a figure walking through the trees on a high hill overlooking the plain, a woman in white, who had no face, just a featureless mask, two black eyes, unblinking. Strange words were written across the mask and the woman’s skin, in the ancient seal-script of the diviners. She couldn’t read the words.

No, she shouted, soundlessly. No, get away.

I know you, the vision said. I know…

She tried to run, fell to the base of a ravine, where she found a tiny girl, no more than six years old, crying, in a ditch deeper than Rui was tall.

Is that me? she thought. I am looking at myself as a child.

Birds flew overhead, dotting out the stars. They were too fast, too sharp and too thin, like they were made of rice-paper. They rained down upon her, surrounding her, tiny strips of paper with the same magical seal-script that had summoned them: shikigami, small-spirits summoned by ancient magic, marks written on the paper seals.

Rui couldn’t move. She could do nothing but wait as the paper swirled in the air, small, sharp cuts slashing themselves around her, as the ghosts came near.

Then they were gone, flying back over the slope of the hill, toward the spectral dreamscape where the woman in white still waited, hand out as though calling them back to her.

“She’s coming.” The Hososhi spoke. “Coming for him.”

“For who?”

“For Sen.”

There was no choice. She left, in the middle of the night, taking one of Koroku’s mares and riding away from Jobo, and the town, and after the departing Gisan forces. Rode after her friend. She looked back as she left the outvillage and city of Kitano, the only home she’d ever known.

She remembered the look of pain and surprise on Idachi Honnen’s face the moment when she killed him; she remembered the look of outrage on his mother’s face when she’d gone to make amends.

Rui had gone back to their home once or twice, trying futilely to make something better, but always strayed, always wavered at their door. She’d seen them, here and there, in the weeks and months that followed, working and living by the guard tower where she killed their son. She watched them sadly, the Honnen parents, childless. But life went on. They worked their brewery. They had friends. They made an altar for him. She felt terrible for watching, wanted to apologize again. But what would I say? Please, I’m sorry, I beg you to forgive me? What was she really looking for? For them to smile at her, and say, It’s all right? How does forgiving someone change anything that has already passed?

“Can’t change the past,” she muttered now, thinking of them again, and went into the night.

She rode all night and most of the next day, traversing the Serpent’s Scales, a rocky highland full of bogs and high granite boulders southwest of Kitano. Near sundown, she found Tokuon’s outriders where the mountains gave way through a narrow pass to the flat, fertile lowlands that led to Oiriguchi below.

The road ran narrow as it reached the guard station of the Scales, marked with wooden poles, dividers, a low, sweeping fenland facing north, and pampas grasses with their feathery stems in a breeze. The hillside rose like a scoop of earth kicked up by some giant’s paw. Between two narrow crevices, a kind of gulley led toward the gate. Watched day and night by Iyo’s men, the entrance to the north meant the end of the empire’s power; it lay between two sets of mountains and the highway, a small path between them at the lowest point, like crossing waves.

Here, she saw, for the first time, the extent of Tokuon’s army. His full force came to hundreds of riders, twice as many horses, perhaps two thousand total soldiers.

“This is what the start of a war looks like, pigeon,” said a voice.

A sound, a jangle of prayer rings, and she turned to find her teacher the crow monk ambling toward her on a roan horse. He had his staff in one hand, a round traveling hat, and the sacred spear-blade still in its purple wrapping on his back.

“You followed me?” she asked. “How did you know where I went?”

He gave her a wry look. “It wasn’t hard, Rui. I’m tasked with looking after you. Make sure you stay out of trouble. Seems I haven’t done so well, neh?”

But his smile fell. “Yes, this is what the start of war is like. And yet, it is exactly where you are determined to go.”

They went to the great gate, three stories tall, with an open palisade to watch the road. Vertical bars lined the windows of upper floors, slits for arrows. She smelled yesterday’s fire in the air. A scout called: “Who approaches?”

“Travelers from Kitano,” Jobo said as they dismounted. “We must speak with the Hoshiakari.”

The guards emerged and Jobo ordered Rui to surrender her weapon. Under the leers and the mutterings of low-kijin guard, they were brought into the gate, where the Jibashiri had set up their camp.

Two figures emerged from the gatehouse, wearing traveling armor and surrounded by their scouts. The sisters, Myorin and Tsuna of the Gensei clan. They wore deep indigo and lacquered black: Tsuna had a small crest of the star-shaped gentian flower on her helm; Myorin, antlers of a deer.

“Hell,” fox-eyed Tsuna muttered. “It’s the fighter.”

“I need to talk to Sen,” said Rui.

“He isn’t here, Rui no’in,” Myorin said, willowy and tall. “He went ahead, with our cousin Tokuon, to his lands. We meet at Kiseda.”

“Then we’ll join you.” Jobo stood beside her. “On your journey west.”

Tsuna gave him a look. “Will you?”

“I have leave from the lord of Kitano,” Jobo said, affronted. “Let us pass. With you or without, we go to meet your lords.”

Tsuna smirked, about to dismiss them, but Myorin stepped forward. “Girl is a fighter,” she said. “Maybe we can use her.”

Her sister scoffed. “You’d have her in the Jibashiri?”

“Jibashiri don’t care about one’s birth. And like I said. Girl’s a fighter. She’s clearly loyal.”

“No’in,” said Tsuna, considering. “You think you’d be a warrior?”

“I’ll do anything.”

Tsuna eyed her for a moment, gave a shrug. “Your choice, sister. See if you can make something of her.”

“I can be a soldier,” Rui said.

“Oh, we’re not soldiers, dear,” Myorin said. “We’re much worse than that.”

Jobo remained silent as they went into the camp, his staff and its prayer rings held loosely in one hand. He was watching her, Rui saw. When she met his eyes, a strange expression passed over his features: a quiet, deep emotion, like pain, but also, resignation. Like he’d seen that this would be her path, and hoped it wasn’t true. He stepped along the road beside her, saying nothing, and when she turned to him, he simply gave a nod.

Something’s coming, he had said.

Beyond the light of the fires, the moon hung low over the fields and the shadows of the mountains. A chill cut through the air. The god’s voice sounded in her ears, a drip of water, then the roar of the high mountain falls, echoing, cold, and cavernous. She heard them distantly, as though they were whispering, and they drew her to them. She slowed, allowing the sisters to pace ahead of her, as she tried to block out the world and hear the god that was laughing in her heart.

“Bird-child,” they said. “You will go.”

The others had stopped, and were calling for her to hurry up, but she barely heard them. She could only hear the god’s voice in her ear, the murmur of earth and roots. They whispered, then spoke clearer, from somewhere deep inside her. At the end, there will be one thing waiting for you, they said. At the end, there will be death.
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Yaeko

Shōho Year 4

Early winter

When she returned to Saikyo after her study at the Hermitage, Yaeko found her mother’s old house forgotten. It had been gifted to some noble of the fourth rank, an accountant, junior master of the books. One day soon after, she found herself standing before it as if seeing a ghost. She would have to make her own house, her own name, it seemed to say. A sound caused her to turn, and she stiffened when she saw her teacher, Yora, and her great benefactor, Seikiyo, on the busy street – the only warriors, it was said, they would ever let into the council. The two great men, born of war and now presiding over a decade of peace, had seemed so bright, so weighty, as they watched her and offered her a position in Akiyo’s mountain-wolves. Fighting a lump in her throat, she accepted. She was a soldier of the Keishi, she told them; she would do her job. She would move up. She would leave this all behind.

That morning, she’d been startled by the appearance of her teachers. This morning, she was startled by a hurried pageboy at her door. “Orders! From the palace!” the poor boy gasped. “It’s the monks, they’re at the gates. Trying to stop a messenger from getting through. You’re needed at once.”

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Tano Kitsue, of the Sanka-Gensei. An officer of the north gate. Ran through morning traffic shouting: ‘News! Urgent news for Lord Keishi! Let me in!’ The monks will try to take his head off.”

Now, following the breathless page, she found herself looking at the house again, perched and in decline, on the ninth street from the palace. It would soon be rebuilt and given to some other noble lord. Good, she thought. Leave the past. Eat it; let it feed you. Burn off what remains.

I have a job to do.

She hurried to the gate.

On First Avenue, people passed without seeming to notice. It was a busy day, but the weather had dropped. Clouds above whispered rain, gray skies dulled the colors of the street.

She remembered the cold, blustery day on the island of Sentaiji, when her mother took her from the Keishi school at the Hermitage, took her to the strange island nuns. She was a child then; she did what her mother said. I will redeem the great shame of our family, they made her vow. I will do what I have to do to end this reign and the corruption of the capital. I will stop the Keishi oppression once and for all.

Well, mother, father; ghosts: can you see me now? I grew up.

I owe you nothing.

Soon she heard the sounds of a commotion outside the north gate. A crowd had gathered. The guards had barred the doors in the face of a swarm of red-cloaked monks who were trying to get in, and in the midst of them stood a short, stocky warrior from the provinces, clamoring for entry. “Homage to the all-encompassing!” the monks shouted. “O-Muryou, one-of-wrath, eyes-of-heaven-and-earth – destroy the barriers to enlightenment!”

She found Shigeo gathering a bundle of papers at the gate. “Ryaku’in,” he said, seeing her. “He’s back. With his monks of the mountain…”

She cursed. “What is it now?”

“They demand the death of Moro, who offended them. Their rival. Ryaku’in’s a wanderer. My father had him exiled, and yet he’s back… claims we’re entering the Latter Age of the Law.”

“Monks fighting over laws is nothing new.”

“More like fighting over land. The temples have their own armies now; they know we can’t touch them.”

“Can’t, or won’t?”

He shook his head. “They claim the retired-emperor places too much confidence in his advisor, Moro of the Gate. ‘Remove him,’ they say. ‘Remove Moro, and the Mountain will support Keishi authority in the capital.’ Now Ryaku’in has, apparently, returned. Says he carries secrets.”

Beyond the gate, square-built Ryaku’in stood no taller than her, but made up for it with his girth. A thick, bold face, a nose broken long ago, robes of black and gold.

“The signs are clear,” he announced, his voice grating over the stones. “Our divinations have shown! We are entering the third age, the Age of Plagues. The retired-emperor Goshira is the root of all corruption! He ruined his brother, the true emperor, Sutoh, whom they call a demon! The gall! They cursed him with death from the mountains of Takano!”

Behind him, the monks of the Mountain looked set to fight. Carrying their sacred relics and portable shrines, chanting, shouting warnings at the guards. An army of beige, hempen brown, black, maroon, and gold.

They go too far, she thought. The great temples had begun sending armed bands into the capital any time they wanted something to be changed. Not even Seikiyo could control them.

Ryaku’in waved to the crowd, spittle flying. “The defilements are everywhere! If you look in four directions, you will see the signs of evil!”

“We will not let traitors into the palace grounds, monk,” she shouted.

“I am no betrayer,” Ryaku’in said. “I speak only truth.”

“Hell take your truth. Go back!”

“Listen, Yaeko Eiga,” called the monk. “And you, son of Keishi. The enlightened see you.”

“I’ve nothing to hide,” Shigeo said. “Make way!”

“Lord! Lord!” The young warrior, Tano Kitsue, pushed his way through the throng. Monks bellowed, barring his path.

“Bring him in!” Yaeko had to shout to be heard over the crowd. The guards rushed in, shoving monks away right and left, but it was like trying to push through waves. They were everywhere. “Back! Back!”

The monks tried to stop Kitsue from entering, and the young guard called out in terror. Shigeo drew his sword. “You intrude upon imperial grounds, monk! Step forward and there will be blood!”

“There is blood already,” Ryaku’in cried. “Tell your father what I want. Tell him to come back to the table. No more need be spilled.”

“Be gone,” Shigeo ordered.

“Tell him,” Ryaku’in repeated. “Tell him: we have a deal.” And with a hiccuping laugh, the square-built monk stepped sideways, and finally, the others let Kitsue through.

“What does he want?” muttered Shosei, the round-faced middle Keishi son. He looked younger than his thirty-three years. “This little man. Kitsue? Tell us, and get him out of our sight.” His younger brother Seichi sat idly by the dais, watching, with a dagger in his hands.

“Our lord poet has been searching for conspiracies,” Yaeko said. “It appears he found one.”

The Sanka-Gensei were even more removed from the capital than the rest of the Gensei clan, Yaeko knew. People like Shosei called them barbarians still, for rumor had it they were related to the old Iteki who assimilated, whose roots went deep in the woodlands of the north and east. A few hundred years before, the Gensei – ancestors of the current lineage – had been tasked with subduing so-called barbarian clans, and brought treaties of peace to the Iteki, joining them into their service as hunters and trappers, and hired swords who were not afraid to get their hands dirty in the provinces. Over time, those assimilated houses became truly part of the kijin-tai, and the clanlines all had ancient links with the warriors of the past. Some said the wild blood had never left them. “They mark their skin with ink,” her tutors at the Hermitage had told her. “And paint themselves in a cruel mockery of court customs.”

Well, Yaeko thought now. I am kijin too. I am a warrior. To them, to those nobles, I will always be just another barbarian, manners be damned.

That is what Seikiyo has worked so hard to change.

“Speak,” Shosei called, all at once. His topknot had started to come loose, she noticed, and his voice rose slightly, as it always did, as though tinged with panic.

“Lord,” Tano Kitsue bowed, rambling, “I bring news… from the regent’s house, lord… Where’s your father?”

“Tell us what it is, man,” Seichi grumbled. “Before our father comes.”

Tano rose: “I speak only to him.”

“You will speak to us.”

Tano laughed. “And who are you? The Keishi brothers? The last dogs of old Isawa? Tell me, amé, where’s the noble son? Where’s Shigeo? Why should I speak with you, who never lived within the capital before?”

“We are your betters, Tano of the Gensei line.”

“But I am not. They are my parent house—”

“The Shark?” Seichi scoffed. “That is what they call you, no? ‘Tano, Shark of Sanka-Gensei…’”

“I care not. I was sent to serve the Hara—”

Seichi gave a snort. “As if that’s better.”

“Fine. Do what you will,” Tano said. “But your father, he’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

They sat for half an hour, each side glaring in the stalemate, with the Sanka-Gensei scowling at them with his arms crossed about his chest, Shosei fidgeting his soft fingers, and Seichi, bored, simply sharpening his knife with his feet propped up. At last, the big doors opened and Seikiyo entered with Shigeo at his side. “Speak,” he said brusquely. “Tell your story.”

“Lord,” Tano said, still glaring at the brothers. “I come with a confession, lord, and a promise. It was me, brought in for my service to the regent house. The Kyohara clan. They aren’t happy. They wish to see their powers of regency restored.”

“They are regents still.”

“Yet the chancellorship lies with you, lord.” Kitsue bowed low, but now, Yaeko saw, a deep and hungry glint had marred his eye. “I wanted you to know that it was me who came to help you. You have surpassed them, lord, marrying into the Ten’in. They know, lord: their time is up – but they, oh, those men are proud. Won’t let it go.”

There was a silence. For a moment, Seikiyo stood gazing at the young man from the northern gate, who had come declaring he had vital news fit only for the chancellor’s own ears. “What did they want of you?” he asked.

“Invited me. Din’t they?” Tano’s voice was thick and dark as smoke. “A meeting, at Deer Valley. They wanted me to become a captain, lord, of their new guard. An anti-Keishi guard…”

He bowed again: “I bring you news of treason, lord. And I submit to you, I did, I attended their ill meet, but I knew nothing they would ask until I got there. I was told, lord, that I could count on your protection. Was I misled?”

Seikiyo observed the compact man with the lisp of the central provinces, who opened his palms before them now, revealing fingers you couldn’t break if you hit them with a mallet.

He’s a killer, Yaeko thought. Put a knife in his hands, he’ll come back with someone’s heart, dripping and still warm.

“I promise, I hold no intention, helping them,” Tano said.

“Tell me this.” Seikiyo’s cold gray eyes bored directly into Tano’s own. “You’ve turned on the house that clothed and fed you these last years. You bring us their secrets. Why? Who’s to say that these are not more lies?”

“I never lie,” said Tano.

“And yet you betray.”

“Betrayal?” Tano scoffed. “I am kijin, lord, as you are.”

“To be kijin means to feel shame,” Shosei interrupted. “You admit you freely turn against your lord. What stops you turning against us?”

“To be kijin means we choose who we serve,” Tano said. “I’ve given my piece.” He bowed once more, and left: “Do what you will.” They brought him to the lesser halls, to wait, under guard.

Seikiyo had few words. “Can we trust him?”

“Can’t trust any of them,” Shosei mused. “Sanka-Gensei. You hear the way he talked? They’re nobodies. The wild blood never left them. They paint their faces. They’re basically Iteki.”

“Good for them,” Yaeko said. “This one seems unpainted.”

He glared at her.

“Come,” she said, “who wouldn’t be fed up with the court? Those outside a system can see how it works – better, even, than those who are inside it.”

Seikiyo made to speak, studying the flames of his lamps as they flickered and waved. “Deer Valley. I’d hoped it wasn’t true.”

Seichi had come forward. “Father…”

But Seikiyo raised a hand. “Yaeko, escort Shosei to the emperor’s hall. Ashihara is to sign a decree, to invade Deer Valley, arrest these conspirators. Moro may be captured, or killed. It makes no difference.”

“Father,” Shigeo urged. A pale fear had come into his features, and Yaeko remembered that he had a Hara wife. “We can still find a way to peace—”

“Peace is what has broken,” Seichi barked. “Peace. You’re turning into the Poet now, brother. You spend too much time with him.”

“Peace, father, please,” Shigeo said. “These names… Hara, Moro, they’re the highest nobles in the court.”

“And they turn against us,” Seikiyo said. “The Hara clanline is fractured – the regents won’t hold sway. We confiscate their properties. All who took part in this… Deer Valley conspiracy. Bring Moro here. Arrest the others. You have your orders.”

“Listen to me!” Shigeo cried. “Moro has the ear of Goshira. Let me talk to him, and—”

“Talk?” Seikiyo stood. “Talk to him? This is – all of it – from the scheming of Goshira. And you want to talk?” His face grew cold. “Fine. You’re close to the retired-emperor, Shigeo. You were his attendant; you act as a mediator between us. So: mediate now. Make the old man come to his senses. Otherwise, we’re done.”

“Away, you snail,” Seichi mumbled, playing with the knife again. Shigeo slapped his younger brother across the face.

Outside, the light had turned. The gate had emptied. Beyond, the city stretched below, alive, inviting. Within the walls it felt a prison. The cherry tree had lost its leaves.

By evening, Tano Kitsue had been released. The orders had been sent. Yaeko found Shigeo writing at his desk, and hesitated, waiting for the young man to dry his ink.

Finally, he sighed. “You know what my cousin used to say? Preaching like the enlightened on a public square: ‘It never matters what they think of you,’ he said. ‘You have to know what they’re afraid of.’ That’s what this is. What all this really is.”

“You think Goshira is behind this?”

“The windswept emperor?” Shigeo blew out his cheeks. “This is what he does.”

He peered across the narrow, winding streets and houses of the outer palace, houses made by ancient families, rich, privileged, untouched by war. A swathe of buildings cut across wide avenues with a view of the hills.

“All this burned down, once,” he said. “This place, this wood. Fires always come again.” His large black eyes met hers. “This means the end of the cloistered government. Goshira… My father will wreck him. It’s what he was waiting for.”

They walked below the walls, the trickling stream, the fishpond, trees that would give oranges and mulberries in the new year. The young lord’s voice caught in his throat.

“He asks too much of me, Yaeko. But what should I do? I cannot stand against my father. But I cannot stand against the retired-emperor. If I try to be faithful to Goshira, I cannot be a good son. If I try to be a good son, I cannot be faithful to Goshira.”

“I have no answers.” She reached for him. “I’m sorry.”

“Sometimes, I wish I was still at the Hermitage. Things were better there.”

“Things were simpler,” she said. “And we were very young.”

He took her by the shoulder, as though drawing strength. “Sometimes I think only the unlucky are born to live in these palaces… Oh, it’s a road that doesn’t end. It turns you into one of them… turns and turns… until, one day, suddenly you believe the stories. You believe the myths are true.”

He moved, as if to ask her something, a wordless plea she couldn’t understand. “Shigeo,” she began, but the pageboy appeared, interrupting them.

“They want you in the council, ame’in.”

Yaeko growled, “I’ll be there in a moment.” But Shigeo just looked away.

“Go,” he said. “Go. I’ll find my own way home.”
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Yora

Yora watched, silent as a hawk, as Seikiyo signed the order. Long, graceful strokes, a brush on rustling paper, and it was done.

Deer Valley, mountain refuge of the Hara clan, was to be destroyed.

Shosei read the words. “‘By divine command, his majesty Ashihara Ten’in declares that our lord Keishi, Shosei of Isawa, is to raise an army in the name of the Heavenly Throne and subdue those who conspire against us.’”

The youngest Keishi was already calling to the yard. “Conspiracy!” Seichi shouted. “Betrayal!”

“Deploy your horsemen,” Shosei called.

Seichi led the assault. They churned up the slow-rising path that led to the mountain, to the low Deer Valley trail. Seichi shoved to the fore, snarling. Surrender, he shouted as they ran up against the gates. Concede now. By order of the Ten’in.

Already his soldiers had surrounded the villa and were preparing to break through the walls themselves. Mostly bannermen in service to the clan in Isawa, they were all but foreigners to the royal city, and had no reluctance in killing perfumed nobles of the court.

As Seichi’s blue armor flared in the sun, his men drew their swords and the gate was opened.

Yora, tight-lipped, remained at the back. Kaji Getoh and his guard floated nearby, but he had told them not to move unless he did. At the manor, Seichi held an arrow in his hand, waiting for a response. When none came, the youngest Keishi whistled sharply, digging his heels into his great black courser, and nocked his bow. His horsemen trampled the gate into the mud.

Yora forced himself to stay where he was, on the wood-lined turnoff from the road. “Do nothing.” Getoh grunted; his household remained as they were.

Inside the gates, fighting had begun.

There was no hope. Only a few of those who remained at Deer Valley had any martial training; they were nobles, not warriors. Yora angled up, saw a frozen piece of sky, the jagged tips of trees. A blinded sun.

They thought they could control us, he mused. They thought they could control the warrior houses they had made. And now?

You don’t go hawking without a gauntlet or a hood. The birds may do your bidding, but they are never on your side; they are predators. They hunt for themselves.

So do we.

Seikiyo’s son Seichi had stormed beyond the gates. He’d drawn his dagger, too close to use a bow. The bow is the symbol of a warrior; he disregards it so easily.

It all happened quickly. Sounds of pain and chaos rose from within the gates – gates Yora himself had passed through not long ago, and left, fearing what they’d bring. They’ll all be killed for this, the young warrior, Tano, had said. Well, Yora thought, what other answer could there be?

A young woman tried to run – and was ridden down by the Keishi rearguard. A stout lad named Onoe Genichi, one of Seichi’s bedfellows, loosed an arrow into her back, and she disappeared down the slope.

“Hell,” Getoh cursed. “That was Shigeo’s wife.”

Nariko, Yora thought. Blue Lady of the Hara, whom he had seen, with them, that day they wanted him to join. She was an heiress and a mother. His heart had risen to his throat and he tensed with his reins in his hands. His men were uneasy, canting from side to side on their horses. “Do not move!” Yora hissed. But his heart was pounding. Nariko…

How could he do this? Yora thought. Seichi just killed his own brother’s wife because she was from the wrong clan…

He found his fists were shaking. The aftershocks of this would shatter through the court.

“We can’t just sit here,” Getoh said.

“What would you do, Kaji? Stay.” I can’t condone this. But what would we do? Stand against them? Be hunted down ourselves?

By now smoke covered the entrance to the villa and the fighting within had splintered into small, single affairs. Men died there, in the ash-strewn swathe of the morning. Men whose only crimes had been pride of their own, and a vain thought that they could stand against the Keishi.

“Be quiet!” Seichi had come back out now, and with his bodyguards, was stalking on foot through the open road. “Be quiet! Shut up!” He hissed and shouted and shoved his men to the side, blade in hand, wanting to be the one to kill the few remaining conspirators himself. He cut down one, then another, as they fled.

Yora watched as one of his soldiers, a great dark-eyed man with blue robes hatched with black, lifted something to the wall and smashed it there, like a melon. Gods’ hands, Yora thought, was that a child? The high, keening sound in his ears was a constant scream.

In that moment, he blanched, and his heart caught, and instantly he felt as he had in his dreams. In his nightmares.

He felt as if he were young again, facing the same divergence of two paths.

Was this what it led to?

He’d lived on this shattered earth for forty years the first time he’d been forced to fight, and murder, men he once had called his friends. He’d been forty years, and at the start of it, had been sure that he was right.

And now? Now he was older. Now he succumbed to the exhaustion that lay across his shoulders, his heart. He fought against the folly of it all.

I will do what I have to, he’d sworn once, to make sure this never happens again. I will draw my sword no more. But now he looked around him and he saw nothing but the flames, the bodies. Now he sat his horse and saw it all again. Life is suffering, the old ones always said. And all he’d done, in his vain hope to ease it, had just failed.

I have allowed this, he thought, meeting his guardsmen’s eyes. This was because of me.

In the end, the fires settled. The monk Moro, the nobleman Hara-no-Ichiei Hoin, and his daughter Chiyome, consort of the mirror prince, were captured alive; all else were killed. Yora recognized some of the bodies when they were laid out. Nariko. A retainer from the Zusho clan, Tokeishi Yasuo. The Gate monk Shun’en. His stomach churned.

A sound brought his attention to the road. Yaeko had arrived, and behind her, Shigeo, Seikiyo’s heir, eyes red-rimmed, mouth agape.

“What have you done?” he croaked. The younger Keishi wouldn’t meet his brother’s eyes. “Seichi… by the gods’ hands… what have you done…”

Words left him, then. And where Shigeo dissolved into rage, Yaeko was a mask. Yora caught her glance, read the pain in it, which she was trying to suppress. She had no taste for this. But she did her duty; with a nod, she dismounted, led the Keishi newcomers into the grounds.

Shigeo dismounted too, grabbing Seichi by the collar. A taller, thicker man, Seichi shoved him back, hollering, but Shigeo turned with a stifled cry and found his horse again. Yora wanted to go to him, to say something, to help forge something that would make this be undone.

Their eyes met; Shigeo wheeled away.

Finally Yora could conscience it no longer. He pushed toward the gate, but there Seichi whirled about, raging at him. “Poet! Don’t think you got off clean.”

“Take your anger somewhere else,” Yora said.

Seichi roared. “I saw you, poet, I saw what you did in the attack. Or rather, what you didn’t do. You’ll speak for this!”

“Follow your conscience, Seichi.”

The younger man spat at his feet.

“Lord!” Stout Onoe Genichi came running. “Lord poet. Come.”

Yaeko, it seemed, had found something in the manse. She came out, holding a slim paper marked with calligraphy, from among the ruin.

“I know it,” she said, mutely. “I know this poem…”

Yora stopped now. Seeing her. His heart went cold.

“This is the Gekko’in’s,” she said.

Yora stepped forward. “Let me see it.”

Those familiar words: Watching the moon above…

“Let me see it.”

“Stop.”

Seichi had followed him through the entry-gate. He stood taller than Yora, wider in the shoulder, but Yora was certain he could still move faster than the boy if he had to.

“Give it here.”

“It’s nothing,” Yora began, but Seichi’s eyes flared.

“Give it to me,” he said quietly. “If you would be so kind. Yaeko.”

She did.

Seichi pulled the sheet from Yaeko’s hand, gave a little laugh when he realized what it meant. “Gekko’in,” he said. “Oh, you’ve been sloppy, girl.”

“Listen to me,” Yora said, but Seichi silenced him with a smirk.

“You were part of this.” A demand.

“How dare you.”

Seichi laughed again. “Well, we’ll find out. We’ll see.”

“You are not in charge here, Seichi!” Yora said.

Seichi flicked his head back, an impish smile on his face and another laugh halfway through his chest. “Am I not? Well… neither will you be, lord.” He stepped close, staring into Yora’s eyes. “My old teacher. I’ll make sure of that.”

Yora moved away.

He remembered when Seichi was just a boy, learning to hold a bow, to loose an arrow at twenty paces. Such a promising child. What happened? When Seichi was sixteen or seventeen, he changed. He lost the baby fat that defined his youth and led to countless days of teasing from the other children. He grew tall, taller than the others, and lean, and mean.

What happened to you, Seichi? What happened to that little boy he knew? Who painted flowers, who told him how much he loved to sing? You had a good voice, Yora thought. I used to listen when we rode out to the fields, you wanted to race horses to see who’d get to the top. He would sing every song to which he knew the words, and many that he didn’t, humming the melody and smiling with his teeth.

What happened to the boy I knew? When did little Seichi become Keishi the Arrow, always seeking blood?

What hurt lies inside you, child? What should I have seen?

Yora felt impossibly old.

Seichi hesitated, sensing Yora’s glance. For an instant, Yora saw the little boy’s eyes staring at him again, eyes of the boy who called him “teacher” and who raced him up those hills.

Then the image vanished. In its place, only the man.

Seichi laughed, a loud, boastful laugh, the kind that hid fragility behind it. Then a second time, more quietly, almost to himself. He mounted, wheeled about. “We leave!”

This will be used against Kai, Yora thought, and against me.

“What does it mean?” Yaeko asked. “Kai wasn’t part of this, was she?”

“It doesn’t matter.” He shook his head. “It’s what they needed.”

Shigeo met him at the palace, red-eyed. “My father has announced the succession. Ashihara is stepping down. His son will accede to the Autumn Throne. It’s happening. Father’s furious. Demands you come before the council.”

Yora hurried in.

“You must speak to him,” Shigeo said. “He has vowed to crush the rest of the conspirators.”

“What ‘rest’? He’s killed them all already.”

Shigeo paled. “Not all of them.”

They turned the corner to find one last surprise. Tano Kitsue, whom Yora saw at Deer Valley, sat waiting by the doors. For a moment, he was stopped in his tracks.

“You must blame me, lord,” said Tano, when he saw them and realized what he’d done.

Yora soured. “You’ll be rewarded,” he said, voice tighter than he’d thought. “You’ll be made well from this: what can I blame but human nature?”

With that, he entered the room.

The chancellor had always been a quiet man, but now the silence that lay in his chambers wilted into something else; the silence of an illness, a lack of air. “When did they approach you?”

He knows, Yora thought. What could he say?

“I refused them.”

“And you didn’t report it?” Seikiyo stood, waiting. His hands had bound themselves into fists.

“I was trying to make peace,” Yora said, carefully.

The chancellor grimaced, as if to say: what other excuse will you come up with? “If you will not fight for me,” he asked, “what are you still doing here?”

“Lord, you asked me to find the source of these conspiracies against you. Killing will only make it worse. More enemies. Let us find another way.”

Seikiyo declined. “That’s enough.”

“Chancellor,” Yora began, but Seikiyo cut him off.

“We were friends once. We shared everything. What happened?”

“I wish I knew.” Yora didn’t bother to hide the hurt – or the regret – from his voice. Not anymore. “I know what Seichi said…”

“I am shattered by this apparent betrayal of loyalties.” Seikiyo approached. “You ordered your men to stand by while the conspiracy was put down… Why? Because they were your seedlings? Your soldiers? Were they working on your orders?”

“I would never do that.” Yora found himself retreating. “I would never undermine the throne.”

“You have already undermined it!”

Yora remained silent.

“The court, lord, always bickers. They tip back and forth,” Seikiyo said. “I thought I had you to help me.”

“I advise caution…” Yora offered.

“You always do.”

“… caution not to set dry wood alight. This was the work of individuals. Criminals, yes, but individual men and women. The entire Hara clanline is not to blame.”

“Any more than yours was?”

“Three hundred years ago, the great families were all the same,” he said. “We can be unified again.”

“Can we?” Seikiyo waved off suddenly. “I saw an awful sight this morning, poet… A crow, with a sparrow in its mouth, dead. I thought, what sign is this… What ill omen…”

“You cannot do this,” Yora said. “You cannot force the succession…”

“What law says that I cannot?”

“Think of how it looks, think of how it seems—”

“It seems the young emperor has taken the cloister. As has been the tradition of his family for generations. And put his firstborn son on the throne under a regent. As has always been done.”

“People will think you’re using this to take control.”

“Will they? Or will you?” He didn’t wait for Yora’s answer: “Why not, Yora? Why shouldn’t I? I held the fortress. I kept the realm together when your brother tried to take it all.”

“And now you try to,” Yora said.

“I never sought that. Never.” Seikiyo turned, shaking his head. He seemed to have lost his focus. The candle to his right lay unlit; he held it in a trembling hand.

“Do you see them?” Seikiyo asked. “Ghosts? When you close your eyes and lie back, they come… They come and take your rest. And the past opens before you, not the world.”

“They told me you were having problems.”

Seikiyo stared. “Who told you.”

“It’s not hard to see you’re struggling.”

Seikiyo moved away. “It’s nothing… No more than any of us.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.” That word: like an accusation. Yes.

“What haunts you, lord?”

Seikiyo gave a bitter smile. “Only the dead. They’re never gone… They come back. They come back and come back. Dead enemies… dead friends…” A look to Yora: “Dead children.”

Yora felt a familiar tightening in his chest. “I would help you,” he said. “If only…”

“‘If only.’”

“Lord. Do not do this. The security you’re looking for, it’s not this way.”

“And I suppose you’re the one to tell me where it is. I could have used your help, but now I find, everything was lies…”

“I have tried to help—”

Seikiyo wasn’t angry now. “It’s too late, Yora. It’s done. The boy will accede. His father Ashihara will retire. Deer Valley will be burned. We’ll put Goshira under house arrest.”

“What will that accomplish?”

“He’s been meddling with everything – you see his creeping fingers in every one of these events. It must be done.”

“He’s the emperor’s father. Grandfather to the crown prince.”

“As am I,” Seikiyo said.

“The boy is an infant…”

“There have been child-emperors before. Our history is known for it. There is always another power behind the throne, surely you know that.”

Yora had no words.

“All right.” Seikiyo gestured vaguely. “All right.” He went to his seat, retreating into formality. “You are no longer a member of this council, Yora. You may go.”

The brothers Shosei and Seichi had returned. Both wore armor in the traditional colors of their family, bright gold and turquoise, and behind them stood gaunt Nagai Sanetomo, head of Shosei’s bodyguard, an old warrior with fine white hair, deep lines under his eyes, and thin lips. He’d been a retainer of Tokuon’s father, Yora knew, and once cared for the boy after his father’s death in the war of succession.

We are much alike, Yora considered, yet he loves me not. He remembers we were on opposite sides in the war. And now… now we’re on opposite sides once again.

“Poet.” Seikiyo was quiet as they led him out. “You’re lucky I’m letting you live. Remember that.”

Yora nodded once, and took his leave. Behind him, Seikiyo had moved to the great window, with a view of the mountains to the west, and as he looked back to his old friend one last time, Yora saw Seikiyo gazing out to where the sun was setting on the slopes of Mount Eizan and the western hills, and to the palace gate, where the shadows of night had come.

“I’ve resigned,” Shigeo told him later, ash-faced and angry, in the garden. “From the palace guards. Moro… he’s admitted everything. Probably writing a confession now, filing his paper. My father ordered his jaw split. Broken. I don’t know. He’s to be beheaded at Phoenix Crossing at sundown.”

“And Deer Valley is to be burned.”

Shigeo said, “People are furious. They see this – I passed the marketplace, they’re making effigies of my father, trampling through the mud. There are groups. Citizens’ leagues, making a thousand prayer-wheels to throw into the sea. And the court? If anything, this sends them to Goshira. It sends them to Prince Nioh. They want the mirror prince, they say. His wife was one we took. They gasp at this, the violence. They decry us. They say, ‘This is a civilized society.’ They say, ‘Executions were outlawed for two hundred years, until the demon-emperor…’ and my father shrugs and says, ‘Now we bring them back.’ It’s unfathomable.”

Yora watched the young man, the lord who was Seikiyo’s heir. He shook his head, straining; he couldn’t keep still. Eventually his hand found a single chrysanthemum that had bent over the path, and he smashed it away.

“Ame’in.” Yora waited for the younger man to pause. “How are you doing?”

But Shigeo wheeled off. The death of his wife, Nariko, had devastated him. Yora knew this. He’d never known the woman well, never had a chance to, before he saw her with an arrow in her back. But now, coughing, eyes red-rimmed, and pale, he could see Shigeo hadn’t shaved or slept. He’s floundering. His father has gone too far.

“I’m leaving, Yora.” Shigeo’s words came faintly, thin of breath. “I… can’t stay in this anymore. They want to reject my resignation, but I won’t let them. Father’s furious.”

“What of your son?”

A silence. “We got him out.”

Shigeo shook, patting tears from his eyes. “He’s sick, you know. Father. That’s what this is… It’s not just the nightmares. He knows: a – cancer, I think. He’s trying to do as much as he can before it gets too bad… I just can’t be part of it anymore.”

“What will you do?”

This sadness, this little laugh. “I don’t know. Become a monk. Try to save our souls. I’m to tell you, my brother Shosei will be in charge. You’ll be permitted to remain as a retainer. My other brother, Seichi, will give your commands.”

“The arrow.”

The memory of the young boy’s singing seemed to fill Yora’s ears.

Yora heard it as he rode to watch the mansion in Deer Valley fall, heard it as Seichi went in with his torch. As he turned, drunk with victory, reeking of smoke. As he shouted, “The fire!”

Seichi threw another torch into the blaze, and rode back to the road. “The firebrand!” Shosei shouted, for his brother. The Keishi homeguard cheered. “The firebrand! Seichi the firebrand! The flaming arrow!”

Yora sat on his horse, and watched, and did nothing. Maybe we truly have entered the Age of Plagues. Watching the horses and riders, watching the boy who was once his student cry victory as the icons burned. The rising of their voices and the deep sound of flames covered everything. His horse pulled at him, uneasy with the fumes and smoke. He watched it all with tears in his eyes.

The pond at the inner court lay still, glass-like, even as the walls collapsed, even as Deer Valley hall began to burn. He could see an image of it on the water. Reflections, raining up at him, reflections of the embers raining down. They look like flowers, he thought. Burning flowers.

I have done all I could. And now there are a hundred people dead. The temples burn. Seikiyo controls the courts. Night has fallen. He has stripped me of my titles, and the fires rage beyond the royal steps.

Everything I have tried has failed, he thought.

All that’s left is the truth.
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Sen

They crossed the Oiriguchi, the gates of the barrier, on the tenth day. The Kanden plains lay before them, the largest fertile lowland in the realm: in spring, it would be a country of grass and sprouting buds, rice paddies carved into lines on flat portions of the earth, and to the east, small towns built for fishing and sail. Now the paddies lay fallow, harvest done.

It would take up to eighteen days to reach the Gensei-Bodai temple at the southern border of the mountains. Sen rode with Tokuon’s blood-guard, the red-armored Akazonae, as they went south and the Kanden barrier plains opened before them, moving slowly westward with the mountains to the north. They trailed the feet of the great Gisan range, heading into Tokuon’s lands.

Six hundred riders meant well over a thousand horses, hundreds of pack mounts, and other animals to pull the wagons. They met the majority of Tokuon’s host south of the border, and when they approached the rocky pass, Sen remarked he’d never seen an army so big.

Ohori laughed. “Army? These are our retainers. We haven’t seen the army yet. That’s what Kiseda-town is for.”

“For what?”

“The muster.”

Tokuon’s bannermen had been gathering in the mountain strongholds of Yamakaji, and now Sen felt a tingle along his spine – real mountain lords. All the realm knew of Tokuon’s fighters, even in the east, where his stewardfamily ruled apart.

Now they would gather at the Gensei-Bodai temple, from which they would travel south and west again, not to Tokuon’s home of Yamakaji, but to Kiseda, in the middle of the farmland, and meet the barrier clans.

Mercenary killers, Jobo had said in distaste, and the fear and sadness that filled his voice lingered in Sen now, but so did pride. This was the high army of Gisan, and as Tokuon’s famed Akazonae rode toward them, the vassals shouted in reverence. Tokuon called to each of the commanders in turn, commending them, giving recognition to the men of lower houses who led their retinues in his host.

On the twelfth day, they cut southwest toward the lower alps and through the foothills at the base of the Gisan mountains. The Jibashiri – led by the sisters Myorin and Tsuna – had not gone with them. They were the outriders, leading the edge, and went directly south, bringing scouting parties to the farmlands in the Kanden; or as Tokuon put it, “carving their path”.

And Rui, too, Sen learned, from a messenger who came back to report. Somehow, she’d gone with them. Jobo rode with her.

Sen hoped he’d keep them safe.

One midmorning, his uncle Kiie introduced him to Tokuon’s son, Takayoshi, a bright-eyed boy of thirteen. The mountains loomed to their right; soon they would turn onto the pass. Sen did not know what to expect here, in this foreign land. He felt a stranger to it, yet, at the same time, it was Gensei territory, and had been since his ancestor killed the ogre Hiradoji long ago. These are your people, he told himself; and remembered Tokuon’s first words: I am here to bring you home.

Home. What place is that for me now? He had no answer. The road curved slowly upward, mountains above and a vast meadow to one side, harsh and beautiful.

But what was home?

What of Amayari-by-the-sea, which he’d heard of, and never seen?

What of the capital?

Kitano was the only home he’d known, and only now that it was gone did Sen truly understand. The hills and rivers and streams, the brilliant flames of autumn, the white winter, the first flowers in spring.

I’ll see it again, he told himself. I have to.

By evening they were forced to slow in the face of a storm. Snowfall, not cold but terribly heavy, lay waste to the road ahead. Wind shrieked, mist fell across the peaks, and the world swirled about in shades of white and gray. Sen found himself riding alongside Tokuon’s son as they waded through the murk, feeling the bite of the air and the sting of ice in a flurry.

“Hear that?” the boy, Takayoshi, called. “The gods are coming back to life!” His cheeks shone bright with cold. “Want to know a secret? I never liked it here. In summer. It was too wet. Too dirty; just fields of mud.”

Sen joked with him. “Well now you have a snowstorm, lord. Anyway, rice grows in water.”

“I know that. The sisters came, they trained me down here. Every day, at the temple, then winters in my father’s keep in Yamakaji. Father says the sisters, they’re the best teachers in the realm, and best warriors, after my mother.”

“The sisters, lord?”

“The Poet’s daughters,” said Taka. “Tsuna, Myorin. They grew up in Satsuki but had to live in the capital for a while, I don’t know how they could stand it. All those rules, those painted-faces. I woulda died!”

Sen couldn’t help but laugh.

“They issued a call to arms,” the boy went on. “Father said. He’s been working with the houses of the barrier, they like the Keishi no more than we do. You’ll see. My father said. You’ll see.”

Tokuon’s heir proved an imaginative, excitable young boy who couldn’t wait to become a warrior. But he was different from his father, a dreamer thrilled to be on an adventure in the world. One evening as they made camp, Sen found him drawing on an old piece of mulberry-paper. He’d been practicing his calligraphy, but soon abandoned it to draw pictures of dragons over an ocean full of little boats. Sen found himself liking the boy; maybe he saw a little of himself. “Here,” he said. “Wanna teach me how to write your name?”

On the fourteenth day, they arrived at the Temple of the Mountain Pass.

Built on a steep cliff-face on the side of the lower Gisan like an eagle’s nest, the temple appeared as something out of myth: misted cliffs of dizzying height, meadows above, a winding path over deep ravines, and the jarring crag-hall, surrounded by mountains, like a hidden jewel.

“This is one of two main temples associated with our clan,” Sen’s uncle Kiie told him from his saddle. Sen liked Kiie, with his thick belly, round shoulders and easy laugh, who’d taken it upon himself to teach Sen about his family.

“The other is in Amayari, your father’s domain. But they both keep the records. They were blessed by Enno, the Ascetic.”

“Enno,” Sen said. “I know that name…”

“You trained under the crow master,” Kiie mused. “Enno was his teacher. Your roots here go deeper than you know.” He gestured. “The ancients built this place using magic and connection with the gods. They threw pieces of wood off the cliffside, which changed shape and became the beams that support this temple’s halls.”

Tokuon had heard them; he nodded to some white flowers by the path. “Lion’s paw.” He then gazed north, to where the road dwindled, and the mountains rose like the gods had lifted them from the plain. “Gisan lies behind those mountains; if we traveled west instead of south, in three days we would reach my fortress in Yamakaji.”

Just then, bells chimed, and a group of monks came out to greet them, waiting in the grove of small winter flowers outside the gate. Behind them, over the edge, a vast nothingness expanded into clouds.

The head priest met them with a bow, led them to the god’s shrine, on the end of a winding path at the cliffside, by an ancient oak.

“When the god-spirit of the sun withdrew from the heavenly face of the world,” he murmured, “and the universe fell to darkness, only the prayers and the gentle words of the god of fate could reach her. Ever since, we place the sacred rope to demarcate the line between the world of the darkness, and the light.”

Sen found himself following Kiie down long back-hallways and rooms full of praying monks. They went to a dusty library, filled with books, with a low roof and the smell of ancient paper in the air. The books were everywhere. On shelves, in stacks, folded leaves hand-copied on paper, and even some that had been printed using the wood-block technique. There were also older scrolls, and bamboo strips with calligraphy even older than that. In a corner, a statue of the god of war, to whom the Gensei ancestors prayed.

“What’s in here?” Sen asked.

Kiie smiled. “Family.”

He found a tome made from sheets of paper bound with glue.

“Our history,” he said. “Names and dates of birth, leading all the way back to when our kin-group was founded, four hundred years ago…” He turned through the great book, showing Sen a page that listed members of the Gensei lineage. Every branch, every house. Sen flipped through several sheets before he found his own.

“This is amazing.” Sen felt tears coming to his eyes. The family history branched out like an unending tree, and he traced his finger along the line: his father, his grandmother, and the line of matrilineal ancestors all the way to the founding of their clan, each name seeming to add power and legacy in his mind. He read the names back again, ten generations in order, feeling the weight of time with every name.

But then he paused. The place beside Kai’s name, where his own name should have been, was empty. A strange pain welled in his chest, and he was shocked to find tears in his eyes again. Bitter tears. Harder ones. He put the book down, looked away.

“We really were emperors,” he said. “Once.”

Kiie sat. “We were many things once. Our name was given by our ancestor-the-emperor when she split her children from the Ten’in line. Too many people fighting for the right of succession. So we became nobles.”

“I can’t imagine you being a noble,” Sen said. “Studying over books, telling poems over tea…”

“Well. They are the literati court. Frail, weak. Soon enough, we broke away. My ancestors went east, to govern the Iteki countries with the Kitanohara. Elsewise, cadet branches of the Ten’in family were appointed as regional governors…”

“We had power.” A lump rose in Sen’s throat. “We had everything…”

“Back then we did, aye. In just a few generations, no Gensei would call themselves a noble ever again.” Kiie laughed. “Though, to be sure, on paper we still served them, the scholar-kings and the pale-skins. Hired us to fill their contracts. So we did. In some ways, it’s that simple.”

“Until the Keishi took control,” Sen said.

“Which was anything but simple. Not simple at all.”

“Were we really allies?”

“Your father and I fought alongside Seikiyo, against the demon-emperor,” Kiie said. “I’ll never forgive him that.”

“For fighting with us?”

“For what came after.” Kiie rose. “Ah, but this talk has got me weak. Memories need drinking, eh? And something to fill this great empty belly. Shall we?”

“I’ll stay a little longer.” Sen gestured to the books. “If that’s all right. A few minutes.”

Kiie nodded. “Good to know your history. Good to know your past. Where you come from. Then you can understand why we have to fight for what we had. Don’t stay too long, Hoshiakari, the clouds will grow tonight.”

He stopped before the door: “Nephew.” Sen turned to find Tokuon watching them, wearing a deep indigo shirt and pleated pants bound with wrapping below the knee. He had a wooden sword in his hand.

“Hoshiakari.” He spoke with no preamble. “Can you fight?”

Sen blinked. “Yes.”

Tokuon dropped the sword at his feet. “Show me.”

They went to the long deck overlooking the cliffs, where mist layered like a sea and a great drop fell away from the cordoned edge. Half the temple slumbered underneath thick snow, its arches hanging perilously in the wide wind-music of empty air. A flutter of snowflakes kicked about, swirling with the same liquid elegance as Tokuon himself, and they squared off.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ye—”

Tokuon moved before he finished the word. His strikes fell like lightning, too fast and without pause for Sen to catch his breath. He could do nothing but defend. It was as if Tokuon could see into his mind, knew what he was planning before he did. Tokuon’s insight was incredible; his eyes, scanning, seemingly at nothing, saw it all.

“You have good technique,” Tokuon said, “but no real-life experience. You must be a killing-god, not some mud-walker. A real warrior would cut through you in seconds.”

“You’d be surprised.” Sen gripped his wooden sword.

“Prove it.”

Sen took a breath – in an instant, the blow came from nowhere, snapping around his wooden sword and through the other side, cutting in too fast for him to regain the distance. Tokuon struck him in the wrist, jarring his arm. When he stepped back with a shout of pain, Tokuon came up and met him, knocking his sword aside with a backhanded motion that sent it clattering to the deck, and at the same moment, performed a foot-sweep that toppled him. Sen hit the railing at the side of the platform, tottering at the edge for a moment before Tokuon struck his shin and he fell to the wood with a cry.

“What the hell are you doing!” he shouted.

“Testing.” Tokuon loomed over him. “Get up.”

Sen did, warily, and before he could bring his sword to bear, Tokuon had knocked it aside once again.

“Not good enough,” said Tokuon. “I thought the Ogami’in taught you how to fight. I thought you knew what you were doing.”

“Fuck off!” Sen turned, grabbing for his practice sword, but before he could get a good grip, Tokuon lashed out and cracked his own against Sen’s wrist again, nearly breaking it.

“What is wrong with you?” Sen shouted.

“Nothing,” Tokuon said. “Fight.”

Sen glared. His wrist throbbed. He reached for the practice sword again – again Tokuon hit him, and this time the pain in his already-injured wrist was so great that he saw white and fell back with a sob.

“You’re going to break my wrist!”

“Then stop me.”

He reached for it again. Tokuon kicked him this time.

“Stop me!”

With a growl of anger, Sen rammed him – like Rui had done that day on the cold evening in the woods – and they landed together on the deck.

“Better,” Tokuon said.

“Coward,” Sen swore. “Fucking shit-drip, you hit me when I was down.”

“What do you think they’ll do in battle? Maybe you’re not meant for this, Hoshiakari. You should’ve stayed home and played with your mountain brothers, who hide in their fortress and only fight the wild people in the east.”

“Shut up!”

They went again. Sen felt only pieces – Tokuon’s knee hitting him in the gut, a fist like a rock on his head, a strike to his chest that sent him flying into the rail so hard it knocked the wind from him and slammed his jaw shut, cutting the inside of his lip.

He spat blood onto the deck.

“Enough,” Kiie called. “He’ll be useless if you kill him.”

“It’s a start.” Tokuon stood still as a mountain. “That was a good fight.”

“Eat shit,” Sen gasped, hand pressed to his side. It hurt to breathe. His wrist was on fire. “Damn it.”

Tokuon considered him. “Your master was wrong, you know. You don’t need balance. You don’t need compromise. You need to accept who and what you really are. You want to be kijin?”

“Yes,” Sen growled.

“You want to be one of us?”

“Yes!”

“Then stop expecting to be saved. You can’t be a killing-god if you think you’ll still be clean. Peace? It’s for ordinary people. We are those who kill. Our souls will never be in balance. Our spirits will never be clean. We are not on the path of enlightenment, Hoshiakari. To be a warrior is to have the shame of bloodshed, the curse of being reborn in these same, painful lives, again and again.”

Sen found himself shaking. “We have to be more than just killers. We have to be more.”

Tokuon laughed. “You want more?” He jabbed Sen in the throat so hard Sen gagged and fell backwards onto the wood. “Earn it.”

“Get off,” Sen croaked.

“If you hit, reflect,” said Tokuon. “If you are hit, be thankful for the lesson. Never let them see you cry.”

Sen lay on the hardwood deck, aching and bruised, as Tokuon walked off. Everything he’d learned with the crow monks had come to nothing. All his skills, the strength, the agility and speed – Tokuon could read him without effort. Sen flushed. He’d thought he was making progress, but Tokuon hadn’t even broken a sweat.

Sen’s throat ached. He spat on the wood. “I thought you wanted to help me!”

Tokuon paused, wooden sword still in his hand. He picked up a rag and began wiping it clean.

“I want someone who can win a war.”

Tokuon dropped the soiled rag at Sen’s feet, and left him there, heaving for breath, as a chill drifted through the mountainside and a scattering of snow fell lightly, white and icy blue.

“He’s a wildfire,” Kiie said with sympathy, coming close.

“He’s a fucking cowshit.”

Kiie chuckled. “Well, you’re talking like a soldier now, at least. I thought you liked him.”

Sen massaged his wrist. “He didn’t have to do that.”

“He’s worried that you’re weak,” Kiie said, helping him up. “He’s worried he is, too. What is a warrior but someone who must fight? But if they don’t fight, who are they? People forget so quickly. We were exiled from the capital, but we were spat upon for long before that. They’d never touch us. They sent us to the wild, deal with sinful killers and hunters and trappers, and told us to manage their frontiers and kill their enemies for them. We talk about saving face, we talk about respect and dignity – but in the end, swordsmanship is really just a way to kill.”

“Has Tokuon killed?”

“Of course,” Kiie said. “Haven’t you?”

Sen sat near the cliff for several moments, trying to catch his breath. His wrist throbbed, a red-hot pain. It wasn’t broken, but he could barely close his fingers. The words lingered in his mind: Haven’t you?

“I’ll do better next time.”

His uncle stood. “You’d better.”

Sen had the sudden memory of his master Jobo killing the serow, its blood gushing over his hands; its squeals; its abrupt silence. His words. This is what your family is.

“I’ll make you proud,” Sen said. “I’ll make our ancestors proud. I’ll fix our name, I swear to you, I’ll wipe this shit away, and replace it with something people will talk about for a thousand years. They will know my name. I’ll make sure of it.”

His uncle considered him, seeming to see the fire and the rage of shame he felt boiling away with every beat of his heart.

“Good,” he said.

As Sen rose, he saw that Tokuon had remained at the edge of the platform, watching him. Sen met the cold eyes, saying nothing, and spat again upon the deck.

Tokuon smiled.
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Rui

The grass lay like a sea below them, rippling waves of dry and faded green. Above, the silent churning of the sky.

They had been traveling for weeks. Rui paused on her walk, tasting grit and burning charcoal in the air. Some of the Jibashiri had started their cooking fires already. Flickers of ash floated up toward the evening, and the air unfolded with the smell of roasting waterfowl. A few of the men, in the gap between their tents, had started some kind of drinking game, throwing dice beside the fire.

But the sky was heavy, and Rui didn’t like the feeling of impending rain. A chill passed through her. She ignored the calls and wolf-whistles of the men and made her way along. With the low wind coming down over the southern slopes of the Gisan mountains, she wondered where Lord Tokuon and his homeguard were. They had ridden north while Rui followed the sisters and their Jibashiri directly south, and then west, through the fertile valley plains and into the townlands at Kiseda. Gisan was above them; Tokuon’s lands. He was there, with his homeguard, praying at his family’s temple and raising the bulk of his army.

And Sen was with him.

She turned back from the edge of the camp, where she’d been watching the sunset under the gaze of the solemn mountains. The smells of the cooking fires made her stomach rumble.

She thought of her god again.

Are you there? she asked. Are you listening? Above her a round moon peeked through drifting cloud, and she wondered if the Hososhi was watching, waiting within her or around her in the fabric of the world itself.

Hello?

The night, the god, they didn’t answer.

Are you there? she asked. Please, can you hear me?

She didn’t ask another time. She walked the edges of the camp, thinking, Perhaps they’re gone, but she knew it wasn’t true. Knew that whatever she did, the god was with her, and would be, until they got whatever it was that they wanted.

I have a use for you, they said.

She wondered what it meant.

She hoped Sen would be safe with the protection of Tokuon and his guard. She hoped they all would be.

A storm grumbled at the edge of the horizon: a clash, thunder and lightning like a battle somewhere over the royal city to the west.

She had never seen the royal city. She did not know the color of its gates. But she knew enough. She knew how it would feel.

It was the same. It was why the Lady Ogami’in had done so much to forge a peace, to break away and lead the eastern lands with independence. Because the empire would do what empires always did, what they were designed to do: grow. Take land, bring the wilds into itself, and claim dominion.

A sound in the bushes to her right. A small movement, a fox, or a raccoon-dog, running in the dark, and for an instant, she thought she saw two shining eyes, reflective as mirrors; but the moment that she turned, they slipped away. A quiver in the brush, then silence, and the fox had gone.

“So happy birthday,” Jobo said, stirring a pot over his fire. She smelled the fragrant broth; mushrooms, and turnips or white radish.

“How’d you know it was my birthday?”

“I’m a wise crow monk. I know things.” Jobo slurped the stew noisily with a wooden spoon. “So, you grown up yet, or what? How old are you anyway?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Twenty-one,” he echoed. “Hell. Old, and young at the same time. Well. Hope you’re hungry, old-young one. Today, it’s salted mackerel in rice-bran, and soup.”

The soup steamed, flavorful and a little spicy from the roots. “This is really good,” she admitted.

“It’s the mushrooms.” He showed her a little hemp bag filled with dried beech-mushrooms from the Godspath. “Only way to make a decent broth. Better if I could’ve left them overnight. And I ought to have some kelp. Give it depth.”

“I’ll take it anyway,” she said, reaching for her bowl.

He muttered a silent prayer and took the pot off the fire. The barley-and-millet was already done. He tipped the lid with his spoon, wafting the steam away, and she felt warmer already. “Almost good as home,” he said. “Here. Eat.”

She did, gladly. They ate in companionable silence for a while, drinking down the steaming broth of radishes and beech mushrooms, and she still had her jar of the salted plum Koroku had given her, what felt like years ago. The salty tang of the pink plums made her mouth water; she spread some on the millet and washed it down with the last of the broth.

“Winter births are good,” he observed. “Means you were conceived in spring. Yes. A reawakening. A new life, beginning with new life.”

“And ending at the end?”

He gave her a look, then grunted with a one-shouldered shrug and began picking bits of barley-and-millet from the bottom of the pot with his chopsticks, one grain at a time. “Perhaps. I told you, we never know the way our path will take us. But after winter comes another spring, new life again. Let’s wait until we get there, neh?”

When they were done, she went to wash the dishes in the river. One of the Onji tributaries flowed there, beside the fields, and the sky hung flat and full. Rui wondered what Otsu and Koroku were doing, in their stablehouse by the Noji road. They would be stitching raincoats made of straw, she supposed, for the rains, and the winter.

When will I be able to see them again? The question came with the force of a tide. When will I go home?

The feeling of being lost grew worse. War was coming. And with it, who knew what destruction. What would be left? The western forces, rumor said, had streamed into the capital like a swarm, and Keishi allies from the islands arrived each day: salt-eyed, stiffened predators, still wet with seafoam, sensing prey.

And if they see us in the farmlands, she thought, they will strike us down.

The Gensei army is not strong enough. Not yet.

“All beings are inherently enlightened,” Jobo had told her the week before, riding down the barrier road. “But our eyes become so clouded. We’re too tightly wound to see our own mistakes. Too many attachments. It changes our vision, makes us unaware. And we forget the fact that our lowly spirits are actually the same as even the most enlightened masters of the ancient kingdoms.”

He urged her to look inside herself to find that enlightened spirit. “That’s what the god wants you to find. That’s why the god has found your heart.”

“But why me?” she asked. “I didn’t ask for this, I didn’t want to be special.”

“Who says you’re special?” Jobo chuckled. “It’s not just you. It could have been anyone. You happened to be the one the god found. You happened to be the one to insult them. And then, when they saw you, you happened to be the one the god Hososhi saw in their multitude of directions. What did they tell you?”

“They have a use for me.”

“Exactly.”

“But I don’t know what it means.”

“Maybe you’re not meant to. They’re trying to stop this evil; you must help them. The masters say, encountering the paradox is like swallowing a red-hot iron ball; you can neither disgorge nor pass it through. Yet, until you digest this ball, you will never be at peace.”

Now, walking by the cooking fires and the tents, she felt the inherent paradox of it all still gnawing inside her. She’d recovered from her sickness; the god hadn’t spoken to her in days. But every so often, when the sun came up or settled down behind the westward hills, she felt the pain in her heart, and she heard the whisper of wind on the changing earth, and in it, she felt the Hososhi’s presence, laughing, whispering, telling her something she couldn’t understand.

Why won’t you talk to me? she thought; but the god responded with silence.

Rui paused, taking in her new surroundings. The soldiers, the men and women of the ground-runners’ unit, the scouts who called themselves Jibashiri, were preparing for night. Some were suiting for a ranging mission; there would be a second watch after the hour of the rat. Myorin had said that Rui was an equal soldier, just as any of them, though she would need to be trained. So she’d become a porter. She didn’t know anyone but the sisters, and they were busy planning troop movements with the other lords. They introduced her to several soldiers whom she would serve, but she could barely remember anyone’s name.

And in it all, her heart still hurt, still pulled at her, still ached. She walked the footpaths and little lanes beside the tents, watching as the army continued to gather in pieces as lords and generals arrived. She was surrounded by people, and she was alone. The army grew and sprawled around her, cooking fires flickered and spit; tents came up at every angle, and teams were drilling on the field to the west. Sentries on the road. She watched the guards shout a greeting to some of Tsuna’s riders who were coming in, and a moment later, another team of scouts passed by, heading to the local towns.

The whole operation moved and breathed like a living thing. She soon found herself sitting by a small fire by the dykes, feeling a chill in the air and trying to settle the hollow uncertainty in her heart. She listened to the bustle of the war-teams as they grew, and planned, and prepared around her, and set about their work. Finally, she was placed beside a young woman her own height but much thinner, with big eyes and a refined hairstyle that told Rui she was from the capital.

This girl looks like some spirit-princess, Rui thought, looking at the flowers on the girl’s robes. Like Akihime the autumn-daughter, not a warrior. I could break her like a twig.

“What’s your name?” The girl looked at her with a flash of surprisingly light, speckled eyes.

“Rui.”

“That’s an interesting name,” the girl said. She gazed at her hands. Rui found herself wanting to look at those light eyes again.

“What’s yours?”

“Tokeishi-no-Aosaki Zusho-no-Nanamihime Atsuko Saeda.” The girl spoke with a formality born from a childhood in the court.

“Zusho?” Rui’s eyes widened.

“I’m sixteen,” the girl said. “I’m of age.”

“You’re a noble,” Rui said.

The girl looked away. “I’m just Atsu now.”

“What’re you doing fighting wars?”

Atsu shook her head, looking at her with something like a smile, overwhelmed, and in pain. “I don’t know.”

“Well,” Rui said, hesitantly, “I’m new here, too.”

Atsu began to speak, then stopped. “This isn’t what I thought it’d be,” she said at last.

Rui smiled. “Tell me about it.”

Atsu’s eyes met hers, but briefly, then fell to her thin hands again. After a moment, she began to rummage through her bag. “Look. Spearberries. I found some by the river. Want one?”

She handed Rui one of the bright red berries like a bead; it fit in the palm of her hand. “Though I suppose they’ll be ground to mush soon enough. They don’t last long once they’re plucked.”

Atsu fell silent, pressed her thumb into the fruit until it burst, leaving a crimson stain across her fingers. Her face lay streaked with tears. “My parents,” she said. “They were at Deer Valley. They cut off my father’s head.”

“But Zusho are a Keishi family.” Rui didn’t understand. “What’re you doing here?”

Atsu could only laugh. A painful laugh, a laugh of tears. “Not so loyal anymore. They’ve been overlooked too long… And the Gekko’in is with them now.”

“The Gensei heir?”

She nodded. “They’re killing everybody. Killed children. Bashed my little brother’s head against the wall. I had to get out.” She shook her head again. “Had to get out.”

So many, Rui thought, so many of us, lost and orphaned by these wars. “My parents were killed as well,” she said. The girl glanced at her again, with the simple, unmoored gaze of someone who needed help. Rui offered a hand. “We’ll help you,” she said. “Don’t worry… New recruits gotta stick together, right?”

“I’ll never forgive them.” Atsu wiped her tears away. Her simple sadness had been replaced with something else, something darker. Rui could see it in her, see it as it burned. “Never,” she said again. The spearberry juice from her fingers had left a stain on her cheek, faint pink, like rouge.

Soon a sandaled foot came out of the darkness and poked Rui on the back of the neck. Myorin was standing on the top of the dyke, wearing her armor and an amused expression on her face.

“So you’ve met,” Myorin said. “Atsu has been helping us with messages from the capital. Thanks to her, we know where the prince will go.”

“Go? What do you mean? Go where?”

Myorin turned, curt. “We’ve had some news.”

Soon, Rui was following Myorin to her tent. “Aosaki-no-Atsu. Of the Tokeishi line. That kid. We found her a few days ago, outside Tose, starving, trying to race a dying horse down to Satsuki.”

“What happened?”

“They killed her father at Deer Valley. Her mother made her run. She’ll be executed.” Myorin sighed. “It’s all starting now. The scholar-kings are in a panic.” She unbuckled her sword and placed it on a stand by the cot bed. “I wonder if that will be a good thing for us. Or a bad one.”

“I think unrest, and all these fleeing people, it’s bound to be a bad thing.” Rui opened her hands. “But it also means it’ll help your lord if he tries to gather opponents of the court.”

“Smart,” Myorin said. “Help me out of this.”

Myorin had no helmet, but her long hair was tied back under a white headband. Now she handed Rui her wrist-guards and began stripping off the lamellar armor, piece by piece.

“Were you scouting?”

“Just along the lines. Tsuna’s out there now, she’ll be back by sunrise.”

Rui helped her untie the large shoulder-shields that rested over her upper arms. The pauldrons could be shifted toward the front or back as needed and served as effective shields against incoming arrows. The armor underneath was heavier, but made of lamellar plates, and still allowed Myorin enough mobility to move quickly when it mattered.

“These fleeing people.” Rui struggled for the words. “It’s bound to be bad, but… it helps us, right?”

Myorin nodded. When her chest- and body-plates were removed, she held out her arms and Rui removed the arm-wrappings, then untied Myorin’s waist-guard, a pleated skirt of armor. Myorin shrugged out of the undershirt and began changing into more comfortable clothes. Rui, folding the armor segments carefully on Myorin’s wooden chest, caught sight of the woman’s bare torso for a moment, and saw the tattoo that stretched from her shoulders to the small of her back. It was the image of a spirit-animal with the body of a tiger, the face of a bear, and the tusks and nose of an elephant, eyes burning with power on her shoulder.

“You have tattoos?”

Myorin smirked. “Oh, I know. Not so common for a highborn, is it? It’s a baku. Dreameater. It comes in the night, takes your nightmares.”

Rui couldn’t help but smile at the fact that Myorin had turned her back on the arbitrary and hateful customs of her class, and intentionally marked herself with something that was usually seen as a sign against someone, like a brand…

“I’ve never seen a noble do that,” she said at last. “Get a tattoo.”

“Well, I’m not a noble,” Myorin said. “Fuck ’em. Who cares what they think. I’m a Gensei.”

These warriors, Rui thought, they’re so proud. Their whole lives are about saving face. “What’s it for?”

“Protection,” Myorin said. “We pray to the god of dreams, to guide us, watch over us… You’re Jibashiri now. You should, too. We come at night, but when we come for our enemies, it’s not just their dreams we eat.”

She paused then, settling. “There is such a thing as evil in this world, little-sister. There’s such a thing as too far. But people don’t do anything, because they’re afraid. Afraid of upending what little stability they have. So, they just sit and wonder, ‘Why do things get worse?’ I have no tolerance for that.”

“Guess you’re right,” Rui said.

Myorin turned to her, close. “Why’re you out here, Rui? Why have you really come?”

A strange look, almost pity. Rui gazed at her feet.

Myorin shifted. “Everybody’s looking for someone, little-sister. It’s all right.”

“I want to help you,” Rui said. “But… I don’t know if I’ll do any good.”

“Do what you can. It’s good enough. Better than most.”

“Or it kills you,” Rui said.

Myorin sighed. “We don’t care about your birth, you know. We’re Jibashiri, we run on the ground. We’re dreameaters. All of us. That’s why they fucking hate me in the capital: ’cause I fight what they should be fighting. They won’t see us as people until we make them see us, little-sister. So that’s what I do.”

“‘Evil acts bring evil outcomes’,” Rui quoted.

Myorin shrugged. “Lotta hate out there.” She fell silent then, and to Rui, seemed terribly sad.

“The louder you are to talk about that, the quicker they’ll be to shut you down,” Myorin said at last. “Quicker you’ll be dead.”

A few moments passed, and eventually the hour bell began to ring. Rui startled, realizing it had gotten late. “I should go.”

Myorin eyed her. “Stay a while.”

It was common for high warriors to take attendants as their bedpartners, and for a moment, Rui was awash with longing. With a feeling of… of what? Of being chosen? Yet what did she really want? Sex? Love? Friendship? She didn’t know. She stepped away.

“They… they gave me a tent by the horses, ame’in… I’m supposed to report… I’m sorry…”

“You don’t have to apologize.” Myorin had moved to her things now, and was pulling on a cloak. “I’m not keeping you here. But there’s a fire if you want to come back.”

Thank you, Rui wanted to say, but nothing came out. Nothing ever comes out. She could feel herself closing off, same as always, and didn’t know why. Her chest ached; she left.

She walked the camp, lost in a whirlwind of emotion she didn’t understand. The days were growing short. Midwinter: a new year approached. What would it bring? She thought of the soft line of Myorin’s face, her dark eyes. Her graceful movements. The muscles on her shoulders, hips. Hell, she thought. What are you doing? She’s way too old for you… She kicked herself. Who are you kidding?

Just like me, she thought, to fall in love with every hot-blooded kijin that I meet. And every man and woman of them barely knows I exist.

Pain laced through her, the god-scar, getting worse. She felt it at the bottom of her chest, down into her core, spreading out like tar. Sometimes she felt it in her gut, thin as spiderwebs, tough as silk, spiraling into the center of her body, her chest, and her heart. It’ll keep going until it covers my legs and reaches the end of my fingertips, and then it will be all I am, and what I am, what was me, will be lost.

Something changed, a glimmer, a depth. She pitched to the side, suddenly nauseated. A light caught at the corner of her eye. Movement. A glow, like fireflies in air. She felt the pain like a splinter in her chest.

The Hososhi was here.

“What do you want?” she snarled.

“Always the question, always the same.” Their voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once. The Hososhi shifted before her, always at the edges of her vision, a rustling of leaves and a gust of wind she couldn’t quite escape.

“I’m tired.”

“Good. Then you won’t take your mission lightly.”

“I don’t know what my mission is!” Rui shouted.

The fields lay silent.

“Hososhi, please! You have to tell me something! I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, I don’t know what you want me to do! You have to tell me something.”

“I have a use for you,” the god said once again. “The demon is coming, Rui. Listen for the bells.”

“What will I do?” Rui stumbled, shaking her head. “Please, tell me something. What will I do?”

“You will die,” the god said, and vanished.
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Demons

The girl watched.

A dozen men came, stormed the former-emperor’s manor and began arresting household guards. She wandered the streets outside, having walked from the great gate of the world to the doorstep of the palace. Time didn’t matter to her; she grew neither tired nor hungry. She never blinked. She lingered. She kept to the side, quiet as a ghost, remaining just within the shadow of a door, or wall, or gate.

The girl watched; from a distance, she seemed as any other child on the street: threadbare clothes devoid of color, straw sandals, one hand scratching at her head. Commotion on the imperial avenue. The Ten’in, Ashihara, was moving to his wife’s estate. Or, more accurately, his wife’s family’s estate. Their mansion was now his, and as always, the child – in this case, the emperor-to-be – would be raised in his mother’s home. The House of Six Waves. The House of Keishi.

She watched; the procession stretched the length of the street itself. Trailing from Ashihara’s ankles all the way back to the paired orange and cherry trees at the foot of his palace, half a city away.

She watched, just another set of eyes among the crowd. There were whispers. City-dwellers and the traders coming through. Everyone talked. Everyone jostled, said, Look. You see now what has come.

“A new prince,” people murmured. She wandered through the throng, as they waved and clapped and bowed around her. They did not see her. They had eyes for no one but their Ten’in, the heavenly descendant. They said he would step down, that Ashihara would retire as so many of his forebears had, and pass the throne to his infant son.

Why make a baby your sovereign? the girl wondered. But then, she knew: standing at the gate to welcome them, a man in flowing, flowery robes. Gray splinters on his cheeks, gray eyes, a bald head like a priest. Bright Seikiyo, people whispered. The chancellor. An imperial person must live a life of ceremony; there were rules, there were traditions. Prayers and audiences must be made. If, and when, Ashihara was to retire, he would be free of them at last, and thus able to lead his own house without restraint. Except the elder retired-emperor still lived, and as Ashihara’s father, he, Goshira, was still the head of their line. Two retired-emperors, living at the same time, people said. No good will come of this. It will be a fight.

But it’s already a fight, the girl thought. It’s been a fight for years.

She watched; she wandered. She floated about, drifting from one street to the next, wallowed along the roads outside the capital until the sun began to set. It was time to go.

She’d been following the Keishi son, Shigeo, for some time. He had not done well after his lover’s death. People said, A man’s wife makes him what he is – only now, she was gone. Killed. His beloved infant son was sent away. He’d thrown off his courtly attire in fury. He’d shaved his head. He turned his back on his own father, went on a pilgrimage for guidance.

He feared his father’s intentions, the girl saw. He feared his father’s greed. But the glory of the Keishi lay in victory, not defeat; the conspiracy was crushed. Their place secure. Only a few small people had to die. And now he was caught in a vise, between his father, Seikiyo, and his mentor, Goshira, who had always been his friend. It had been the Chiten who’d matched him with Nariko. Who’d blessed them with white salt.

I have tried, he said, to his friends, to cause my father to restrain the evil leanings of his heart. I have tried to bring the realm enduring peace. But we’ve seen what’s followed. I can do no more.

He went to Mount Takano, prayed for days on end. The girl watched from the shadows, from inside the walls. When he returned to the city, he found that Goshira had taken Nariko’s lands and increased pressure on the Keishi in retaliation for Deer Valley.

He fell ill a few days later. He was promised to attend the consecration of the new-emperor’s name, but could not. He stayed home. He sent the doctors away. He decided to become a monk, as his eldest brother had so many years before, after Asa’in’s rebellion.

The relationship between Seikiyo and the Chiten, such as it was, had fallen apart.

Soldiers with the Keishi butterfly flying high in the winter breeze surrounded the Chiten’s manse. They brought him a new decree: they confined him to his home.

The girl watched it all.

Now it was time.

“Who is this one?” she asked. In the new, blue light of dark, her sister answered.

“A son,” said the woman in white, “who has fallen very ill. With rage. With heartbreak. With sin. He wants to leave this place. He seeks to enter the priesthood, to find a better life. We must help him.”

So the girl wandered; she approached the old, grand house. She entered through the garden. Yes, she thought. So quiet here. So calm, so peaceful.

She heard shouts from within; big men, scary soldiers: household guards with knives.

When the doors opened and they came at her, they slowed in shock. For she was just a girl, and they were large, and not yet full of hate.

She said, “Hello.”

When she left the house, there weren’t any soldiers anymore.

She went back outside. The air was ice; her hands dripped. She sat, at the bottom of the lawn, by the grass and the stream and trees.

And she waited until the gold turned red in the sky, then darker, blue-violet, and burned like flame.

She waited until the hollow-eyed young man came home.

The garden gate: it was opening, glinting with its finely painted arch. The click of the latch, the creak of wood.

Shigeo came into his garden, pausing when he saw her. Was it surprise? Anger? Fear? She smiled.

Above her the plum tree stood defiant against the cold. It had waved at her, during the windy sundown, before the light had gone; it waved even now, when the shadows seemed to move behind him, and the sky fell bright with stars. The air grew colder still.

“Shigeo,” she said.

The man made half a step, in shock, in awe, in a different kind of fear. His hand went to his sword.

“Shigeo,” she said, again. “We came.”

Beside her, her sister in white looked down. The child moved back, quietly. And watched.

“Who are you?”

The girl made her little smile, hop-skipped to the pond, and sat, head between her knees, to see the fish. One, two, three. That one, specked with gold.

“Hello, lord,” her sister said.

“Who—”

He’d tensed; the girl turned up from the fish in time to see it. His eyes, flashing to the garden door, the deck, the veranda; the empty silence of his house. The candles had been lit; no movement. He was going to call out. He was waiting for his guard. They’d never come.

“Sit,” said the woman in white.

The girl moved her gaze back to the pond.

Underwater, the tinted goldfish slipped about, skimming her thin fingers, spinning, making loops. They’re dancing, she thought. They have their own world, there, where they can play. Do they see me, peering at them, from above?

Drop a speck of blood into the water and they rise, seek to get it before it disappears. They rise for food.

Her sister stepped through the darkness by the pond.

“You have a good reputation,” she said. “Shigeo. They say you have a beautiful mind. They say you tried to stand against your father, the bright Seikiyo… yet you are a man caught between two mountains. The Keishi on the left, and the retired-emperor on the right. They say you’ve tried always to do good.” She took another step, raising her head until it entered the light. “I think that I believe them.”

Her face had its marks, its ancient letters, shifting and fading in the torchlight.

The girl watched.

He said, “Did they send you here…”

“I met your brother once,” her sister said. “Long ago… But no, no one sent me. At least, not now. I was sent a very long time ago. Now I’m back.”

She sat on the veranda. “They say this is the start of a new age. Have you heard, lord? An age of plagues. Come,” she nodded to the small stone steps, “sit with me. I hope some better things may soon arrive. Come pray with me, lord ame’in.”

He didn’t move.

“Do you not hope so, too?”

“Get out,” he said. “Now.” He’d drawn his sword. He’d stepped forward. The girl hadn’t noticed when.

She smiled. “Yes. Good warrior. Good man. Do you know who I am?”

“Guards,” he hissed.

No one would come. The air fell still. It’s waiting for us, the girl thought. Not much longer now.

“Do you know who I am?” the woman asked again. “Because… sometimes, I can’t remember. Maybe one day.”

She trailed off. She sat calmly. She was unbothered by the cold.

“Come,” she said, “please sit. I have something very important to tell you.”

“What do you want?” he asked.

“You are in pain. I see it in your eyes. I’ve been taught to help. I was a shrine maiden, once. Long ago. But now… now there is so much pain. Everywhere. Too much… What I want, sometimes I can’t remember. But I know what must be done. I am the messenger of the gods, that is who I am.”

She looked up. “Do you miss her? Your Nariko, the Blue Lady whom you loved. They killed her, you know, shot an arrow in her back. The body lay there, it was lost, in the fighting. Someone’s horse trampled on it at the end. Her perfect little skull…”

“Stop,” he said. More a cry than a word.

“What if you could see her again? Would you like to see her? Your beloved?”

“Enough of this,” he snarled, heading for the gate.

But then he stopped.

The girl had stood, with her head at an inquisitive angle, watching him.

“Hello.” She wiped a hand across her face. She looked at her hand, now stained red, and leaned over to wipe it on the snow.

Shigeo gripped the sword, pointing it at her.

“What is this…”

The woman spoke again. “She really loved you, you know. It’s sad.”

“What does that mean?” the girl asked.

The sick man, Shigeo; the child wondered: Why can he not move? He looked as if his shoulder where she touched him had begun to burn, as though it had been stricken with some poison, and as she beckoned him again, he looked surprised to find himself moving slowly, awkwardly back to her. She stood in the middle of the garden, looked up to falling snow.

“She should not have died,” the woman said. “Truly. So many should not have died. I know where she is. She is waiting for you.”

“You’re a demon.”

The woman considered this. “I am a mirror.”

“I will not help you.” His sword glinted; the scabbard flew from his hand. With a shout, he struck. The sword sank deep into her chest, and he didn’t stop, ramming forward, up to the hilt.

The woman looked at him.

Red blood leaked out from his heart.

He made a wet sound, a cough; blood spat from his mouth.

“I am sorry for you,” the woman said. “But it is… ordained. The curse of the three cannot be undone. But don’t worry. You’re not part of it anymore. You are free.”

Shigeo fell back, stumbling, his sword still in her chest. Finally, she drew it out, pulling it from her own body, and when she did, a fountain of blood burst from his chest, in the spot where he’d stabbed her.

“Your heart is hurting,” she said, holding the sword as if waiting for him to take it.

Below, in their clean water, three goldfish spun and played.

He gasped. He coughed thick clots of blood.

He fell.

“I told you,” she said. “I am but a mirror.”

She sat beside him, drew a clean cloth from her cloak. She began to polish the blade as he gasped and bled out on the steps.

The girl watched in silence.

Shigeo’s legs were twisted below him. The lifeblood spread, dark, thick, rich; he had but moments left. “Hush now,” the woman said. “Hush, it’s over now.” He gasped. The dark colors of his blood seemed to grow brighter as it spread across the snow. The white, the red. The contrast.

The woman held his hand.

Beside her, the child had come as well, and joined them. He can feel me pull his shirt apart, she thought, can feel me pull his skin, his muscle, and his bones. She beheld the sword. She held his heart inside his opened chest. He can feel my tiny, freezing fingers, chilled by ice, water, snow. She removed her hands, began to paint some letters on the stone in bright red blood. Snow fell again.

“Once,” the woman said, “I was a girl who just wanted to be happy. I had a mother, a father… but the wars came, and they couldn’t keep me safe. They loved me… then they died. And I found myself in a temple, a young shrine maiden… I met evil. I was cursed, and for years, I thought there was nothing in the world but pain. Now I see… I have been sent back to help the passing of souls, to cleanse the earth of this evil. Now I see… I am a mirror… I show you what you are…”

Shigeo shook. “Spirit… w-why do you not rest in peace?”

“I cannot,” the woman said. “I have been separated from this filthy world, but I cannot pass into the next. We hear them, you see, the voices. The banished gods. The gods with whom Sutoh made his deal. Wait, they tell us. Linger. Do not fade away. The time will come. Find the son of Keishi. Step forward, pass the years. Wait for the sign.”

She went to him, her eyes so pure.

“And now, we find you. And it is time. You see, Shigeo, you are close to both: to Seikiyo and Goshira; to Keishi and Ten’in. You are the one who held balance between them. You are the one who will injure them the most.”

Shigeo gasped, fading. She leaned closer. “But is this not good? This cleansing of the earth? Is this not what we want?”

She placed the sword gently on the ground beside him, near the words the girl had painted in his blood. “Yes,” she said at last. “A mirror. That’s all it is.”

When the young man stopped breathing, the girl rose, and went to her sister again.

“Come,” the woman said.

The girl followed her into the house. Again it was quiet. Again she waited as the demon went to work. A desk, an inkwell. Paper in a stack. The demon found a brush, began preparing the ink. It spread, it glistened, wet in the moonlight over snow.

The girl watched again. In her sister’s hands, she saw small strips of paper no larger than her palm. With brush and ink, the demon wrote upon them, graceful letters like those that marked her skin. When she was done, she laid them on the table, each small strip the width of three fingers on a hand. They rose into the air, floating – and then they scattered to the corners of the room, forming shadows of vaguely human shape, each one marked with inky squares of paper that hung where a face should have been. They waited, these shadows, silent, spectral; like her, the girl; like they were ghosts. Shikigami, she thought. The summoned.

They were waiting for her to tell them what to do.

“Sister,” she said. “What sign were we waiting for? All this time?”

The woman gazed into the night. “A sign of plagues. ‘When the low overthrow the high, and the mountains burn. And the fields lie fallow.’”

“Is that now?” asked the girl.

“Yes, child. It is now.”

She lowered her brush with care. One last dip into the well, a final paper stroke: and she wrote a lonely word, one character to bind the rest, on the single square of paper that remained.

When it was done, the girl asked: “What are you doing?”

“We need to find someone,” the demon said. She had finished with her strokes.

“One of the three?” the girl asked.

The demon lifted her last paper to the air. It wavered, hovering, in the changing dark. “Yes,” she said. “One of the three.”

She released the paper then, setting it free: it rose and drifted near the others. On it, the girl saw small letters, painted stark black on the white. It was a single word. It was a name.

It read:

Starlight.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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Yaeko

Yaeko bent her way through the sleet. Could have picked a better day for this. The roar of it, an angry tide like waves crashing down from a tempest sky. Unrest sluiced through the edges of the town. The city heard, and whispered. A broadsheet fluttered in the breeze, brushing against her leg as she entered the palace.

She batted at it with a scowl. They were everywhere. Satirical illustrations by anonymous authors, they were crude, humorous, and mocking of the court. She’d seen one depicting a naked monk atop a donkey riding through a burning temple; another of impotent councilmen, fainting as they watched a wall of fanning flames. A third showed great ministers too busy bedding courtesans to bother, with their bare feet pointing to the sky, thin smiles cracking in pleasure as one of them said, “Oh! It’s hot in here!”

People had spread these pamphlets and other caricatures for a full moon-cycle already, and she was weary. This particular one showed a holy monkey in a priest’s robe, prostrating himself before a frog with rolled-back eyes who was meditating on a stupa. Behind them, all manner of animals read the scrolls of enlightenment with great discernment while a cat and fox with human bodies cavorted, half-nude as they lay among the reeds, their comically oversized breasts and genitals meant to draw the eye.

In other times she would have found the mockery quite funny – each broadsheet seemed intent on laughing about one particular element of the courtly life; some she found crass, while others were objectively good – but not today. Today she had too much to do.

Today she had to tell her lord what his sons had done.

The death of their brother hit them hard. Murdered in his own home; Shigeo had never gotten along with his brothers, and lately stood up against his father in the court, but he was still Keishi. He was family. And he was dead.

She found Seikiyo praying at the fox-shrine outside the Hall of the Morning. His indigo robe, normally immaculate, its white patterns braided with yellow, lay in wrinkles on his shoulders. She was struck with a sudden urge to protect him. He had, after all, protected her.

He asked her what happened, as though he already knew. His face, drawn, and lined, and tired; like something carved of wood. Seventy years on this shattered earth. Five children, two of them now dead.

“Your son, Lord Muzo,” she began. “Seichi, he’s gone on a rampage.”

Seikiyo sighed. “He’s always been a firebrand. Often it is, with the youngest.”

Seichi had demanded Yora’s head, blaming the older Gensei for his brother’s death, and damn the gods, he’d called for the retired-emperor Goshira’s head, too. The Chiten had conspired with rich Lord Matsubara Taiho, Minister of the Right, to confiscate Shigeo’s provincial holdings in the days following his death; Seichi, hearing of this, upended a cart of lotus roots in the marketplace, drank himself into a rage, and proceeded to blockade the minister’s home, threatening to burn it to the ground.

“My lord…”

She stopped herself. How old her lord had grown, how frail. Once renowned for strength, he was but a small man now, muscles swapped by skin and bones, circles underneath his eyes. “You are a member of this family,” he told her once. She hoped it was true.

“My lord,” she said. “Your daughter is here. She… wishes to speak to you, she’s waiting in the Violet Mansion.”

“So, the sons die, and the daughter returns.” Yaeko wasn’t sure if she was meant to hear.

“Well.” He rose. “Let us go.”

In the harbor of Isawa, there was a place, when the tide was low and the season was just right, where the blue waters would recede, pulling back from sand and stony shores, and a cave would emerge, loping curves of rock and cobbled stone, polished by saltwater and lashed with weeds, bordered by the calls of gulls.

In these caves, they said, the boys of Keishi used to climb, and play and bring their friends, when they were young, descend the glistening depths while half-afraid the waves would come and crush them down. A second cave emerged, another; it was said, among the sea-lords of the Keishi of the west, that somewhere in the deepest cave there was a holy place, a shrine dedicated to the god of winds. It was said that Seikiyo had put it there himself, carving pieces out of driftwood. It was said he went down there alone, in the days of his youth, in the quiet hours; it was said he stayed until the tide came back and the entrance flooded, cutting him off from the earthly world, and left him with his gods. It was said he would emerge inspired and refreshed; his mind had better focus. It was said that this – that shrine, that cave, those waves – this was how he’d made his plan.

We’ll be buried at the borders nevermore, he’d said. The Keishi will find a way. We will grow. We have been their ship-tenders far too long.

It’s time to act.

She looked at him now, sitting silently on his small cushion while the brothers argued at his feet. Hagane, too, was there, quiet like her father, eyes missing nothing, her handmaid Taneko but a pace behind.

Seikiyo’s face had changed in these last days. Shigeo’s death had devastated him, and it marked a final straw in the breakdown of relations with Goshira.

He looked into his only daughter’s eyes, and a communication seemed to pass between them.

“Father,” round-faced Shosei said, “Nioh intends to make a claim. He intends to gather the clans.”

Seikiyo’s voice was so burdened, so harried, it sounded bored. “Under what banner?”

“The Gensei, lord.”

“You see?” Seichi roared. “I told you. Where’s the Gensei heir? Where is Kai?”

“She has left the capital,” Yaeko said.

“Then find her! Bring her back!”

Hagane warned them not to antagonize the court any further.

“The court is under our supervision,” Shosei said, dismissive.

“Not the Hara, they see you as usurping their place as regents.”

“I don’t care about the Hara!”

“You should,” Hagane said. “There’s a reason those traitors at Deer Valley worked against you. If the Gensei rise, they may find more support than you think.”

“Which is why we must find the—”

“Listen.” Seikiyo stopped them. “Listen to me.”

“Father, we must do something,” Shosei began, weakly. Seikiyo waved him off.

“I know,” he said. “I know.”

So soft, so weary now. Yaeko waited. She wanted to stand, to say, Kai Gekko’in did not kill your son. She wanted to say, Remember your friends. She held her tongue.

“Yaeko.” He spoke. “Have I ever told you the story of how I found this seat at court?”

“You won the wars,” she said.

“I did. But that’s not how. When I was young, I made a promise: my son died. My first son, Shigemune. After the rebellion. I vowed: no more. I promised: never again. I told you, each of you, when you were young, that everything I do is for you. To ensure your future. I will not give that up.”

He looked to the lamps then, and seemed nothing so much as an old man, lost in his past.

“My father,” he said, “was nothing at first, a middling rank, a junior guard. We had to scrape for everything we ever had, stand in the face of them, those aristocrats who sneered at us over their noses. And now, we are here. The realm prospers because of us. Because of Keishi ships, Keishi sailors; Keishi fleets are the reason we pass safely through the inner straits and to the continent. And still, those nobles look at us with scorn. No kijin will ever be an equal in their eyes… They fight us. They always fight us…”

Stop him, Yaeko thought. Stop him before this goes too far.

She did nothing. You’re the only one I trust, Seikiyo told her once. She forced herself to remain silent. I am not a person, she reminded herself. I am a kijin of the Keishi clan. I am a stone lion-dog that guards the palace. Seeing everything, saying nothing.

That is the only way to get through in this world.

That is the only way to survive.

“I thought that we could make a change,” Seikiyo said now. “But… death comes back. It always comes back.” He touched a candle with his finger. “No more.”

“Kai will call her bannermen,” Shosei stuttered. “She’ll raise the Gensei army.”

“You don’t know that!” Hagane stood. But Seikiyo raised a hand.

“The news?”

Yaeko found the envelope. A runner had come, breathless, in the morning. “A message from the Musha’in. The lord Gisan is assembling an army in the Kanden Plain…”

Seikiyo sighed. “Akiyo told me she was following Goshira. He sent his killers to the north. Send for her. Tell her to give me all the information she has. Watch their movements. Send her mountain-wolves. We must support our true emperor now; news will travel quickly, and the Gensei will not take it well. They – what remains of their line, in the Kanden – have always supported Goshira’s older son, Nioh. They will use him to contest the throne.”

A dark mood had come over him. He shook his head. He’s sad, she thought, so sad that it had to happen in this way.

“This chaos in the capital,” he said. “These pamphlets… They’re trying to sow discontent. Trying to make us look like fools.”

“I’ve seen the broadsheets,” Yaeko said.

“Well now it’s not just broadsheets. There are letters, spilling out of every window and inn and wine shop on the roads from here to Naruji. Pamphlets calling for the overthrow of this government, my own imprisonment, mocking us. ‘My name is the Prince of Victory,’ they say… ‘I will bring the tyrants down. The high will fall, the low will rise to take their place…’”

Seikiyo motioned to Hagane. “Go to Ashihara. Go to your husband. Tell him: he will make the proclamation in his son’s name; don’t let the regent do it. Ashihara gives the order. Authorizing us to hunt the remainder of these traitors.”

The young emperor had a kind heart, people said. But he’s barely twenty now. He has pimples on his face. His wife is a Keishi.

“Emperor Ashihara is tired, bored, and doesn’t like feeling useless,” Seikiyo said. “He performs his duties, but when you get to the other side of the screen, you’ll see the young man for who he is. Now that he’s stepping down, he’ll think he’ll be able to exert more will outside the burden of his office. We use it.”

Things moved quickly after that. Keishi swept into the capital. Troops from their lands in Isawa had been mobilized; they were already on the way. Shosei, now Seikiyo’s heir, armed the palace guard. Keishi retainers arrived from their many strongholds in the west. We come to protect the capital, they announced. None stood in their way.

Shosei called his brother Seichi to help the Musha’in hunt traitors in the provinces. They agreed to move within days. An impulsive man, Seichi lacked the nuance of his brother, but made up in strength and a willingness to kill. He stood as the antithesis of the imperial court, and its scholar-courtiers; Yaeko could only watch as the nobles fluttered and scowled about, and did nothing. They were bureaucrats. Seichi’s men had spears, and knives, and bows.

The coup began.

Sunlight. A draft in the Hall of the Morning, where Seikiyo had set up his camp. Yaeko shivered in the cold. They’d sent riders under the command of Akiyo Musha’in to begin finding the Gensei lords in the provinces: a tactic that the poet Yora, once advisor to her lord, had now arrived to critique.

Seikiyo had no time for him. “The barrier lands resist control. As they have always done. This… is a force of unification.”

“They will not like this,” Yora said.

“When have they ever liked us? Your nephew Tokuon has been building his army in those high mountains for years, don’t tell me you didn’t know. Are you in contact with him? This Gisan lord? The revolt must stop. The houses must submit, or be destroyed. We have no choice.”

“This won’t end well,” Yora said.

Seikiyo waved him off: “Akiyo knows her duty.”

He called the ministers before him, turned to Goshira’s former aide, a sliver of a woman named Chikae Ikariya. “I’m appointing you the new regent-mother to our young emperor. You have been a loyal advisor to the retired-emperor in the past. Will that be a problem?”

Chikae considered this. “My loyalty is to the legitimate government.”

“Which means what, to you?”

“Goshira has no official status anymore,” Chikae said smoothly. “Let the old man grow angry if he wants, but let him do so in the comfort of his home. He need not have a voice.”

By the end of the day, she had been named official guardian to the infant Seitoku. Her adopted son, Onoe Naotora, was promoted into Seikiyo’s new Council of Four, and the next day Goshira was put under house arrest and young Emperor Ashihara made a final, poetic speech about his decision to step down.

“My heaven-blessed son, whose true name was Noriyasu, will succeed me,” he said to the crowd of ministers. “He accedes and becomes Seitoku Ten’in Soramitsu, sky-seen, of the Thousand Autumn Throne in our realm under heaven. May he live a long and happy life.”

That night, Yaeko stood silent as a stone guardian outside Seikiyo’s hall. Within, the Keishi leader muttered, walking in circles. Nightmares and memories invaded his rest, and it brought a pain to Yaeko’s heart to hear him suffer. But he could never show anyone in the court – he hardly showed his children. He spoke, mumbling, pacing as if talking to someone who wasn’t there. At the hour of the ox, Yaeko found him staring out the open window, to the garden.

“Do you see them?” he asked sadly. “Or is it only me?”

“See what, lord?”

“The skulls.”

Outside, the garden lay quiet, buried in winter. The apricot tree he planted years ago stood barren in the corner.

“I… see nothing, lord.”

He gave a small, painful laugh.

“It’s the gods. Every night. They speak to me, and I cannot understand. The old words say a sign of flames will save the future of this family… but I cannot see it. They speak in riddles, Yae. Games. They’re mocking. Or… warning me of something… By the time the sun rises, they’re gone. I’ll get no sleep tonight.”

“Let me find the Poet,” she began.

He waved her off. “Do you enjoy the western tea, Yae? Here, have some. You see… old warriors, those of us who survived…” His hands folded themselves on heavy sleeves. “The monks say it is not for us to see such horror and come through unscathed. Yora was right.”

He didn’t say the rest. Didn’t say, I am plagued by ghosts of men. He wants someone to help him, Yaeko thought. Instead, he sat in silence, rubbed a smooth, black pebble between thumb and forefinger.

“He lied to me,” he said at last. “Yora. He said the boy was dead. He knew, then, what was in my heart.” A hand before his face, the knuckles, spots. “After so many years I do not recognize myself. Who wants to kill a child? Yet now…” The change in his voice seemed to be one of determination. “It seems that I was right. I mean to make you part of our army, Yae. You will be with Shosei. He’ll need guidance, when the time comes.”

“You believe there will be war?”

“There’s always war.” He placed the kettle back over a dying flame. “I don’t know what’s coming. I see things, a white woman in the smoke. There are rumors. A demon from the east. She’s come this way. She’s coming to us… I fear she may have already struck.”

When he turned to her, Yaeko saw that he was crying.

“I mourn the violence I must do, Yaeko. I try… so hard… to make sure the realm is strong again, strong to resist all the division, the factions squabbling for power… Only a sure hand can stop this death. Or else every country lord is going to get ideas in his head that he might pay some ruffians to kill for him, and they’ll all become kings. It’s madness. Just madness.”

He poured the remains of his tea into the fire, sending clouds of ash toward the ceiling. He whispered, so quietly she almost couldn’t hear.

“I have to stop it.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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Kai

“Tell me, lady, why should I be meeting with my enemy?”

Kai asked the question formally, and with respect where no respect was due. She’d not been pleased to find Yoshiko Keishi at the entrance gate, not pleased to answer when they told her of a message that had come.

Not just a message. The chancellor’s wife herself.

A patch of red spearflowers rustled in the frosty breeze. She eyed them, thinking, worrying, felt a prick of fear. She’d stayed as quiet as she could. Like a recluse, for weeks. Her status in the capital was nothing now, disintegrated, after her audience with the chancellor; no one would let her close. Not in the palace, not anywhere. Finally, she’d abandoned the court in frustration, staying with aunt Hayo at her home.

Hayo had been uncertain and uncharacteristically on edge; Kai had once or twice even seen her polishing her own swords, just as sharp as her uncle Yora’s, though shorter and somehow hungrier because of it. Two slim blades like slivered moons in the night, and aunt Hayo had seen her watching, nodded slowly, and slid the blades silently into their sheaths. There was a soft click as the swords drove home, and Hayo had left one of them at the foot of Kai’s bed, with a whisper: “Just in case.”

Now it seemed that news had gotten out. Now, the Keishi wanted to meet her in plain sight, with a message that said, We wish you no harm.

But they did, Kai thought. They did.

She felt Hayo’s blade at her side, and watched as the Keishi matriarch came in.

“Lady Keishi,” Kai said again. “Please. Why are you here?”

“I’m not a warrior.” Yoshiko, Lady of Six Waves, eyed Kai across the hearth. She seemed older than Kai remembered, dressed in the austere robes of one in mourning. She’s not trying to impress me anymore, Kai thought. Beside them, Hayo sat with her hands folded in her lap, but her silence was louder than words.

“Unlike my husband and the other members of the clan,” Yoshiko said, “I strive only for peace.”

“I wish I believed you.”

“You’re alive because of me, Gekko’in. You know that day. When the Musha’in brought you before us, crying, ready to tear out our hearts… I asked them to spare you. Even then, I wanted no further bloodshed. I’m glad my voice was heard.”

She raised a hand. “Our relationship is strained. Me. And my husband. Our daughter, Hagane… It has been too much.” Hagane, who’d been used for political purposes, as a tool to insert the Keishi into the royal line. Yoshiko made no pretense of her thoughts. “I haven’t been in the same quarters as my husband for a year. We disagreed about the marriage. I no longer let him stay with my house.”

“You still haven’t told us why,” Hayo said, beside her.

“You’ve no love for me. I know. But I want to help you.”

“Help?” Hayo scoffed. “What help?”

“The kind that might just save your life.”

Smiling a thin smile, Yoshiko eyed the wisps of steam, held the kettle in her hand, watching it pour, rising and lowering with deftness, into the cups. “I had a dream last night. A terrible dream… I saw a carriage aflame, out of control. None could stop it. It was guarded by the gods of hell, demons with the heads of horses and oxen; they carried before them a tablet marked ‘Emptiness’. ‘We come from Aku Dai-oh,’ they said. ‘We come for your family. You are fated to die. You are fated to the hells of nothingness.’”

She lowered the kettle, placed her hand on its side, feeling the black of the iron, burning hot, and pulled her fingers away. “You will be arrested.”

“If you’ve betrayed our trust,” Hayo began, but Yoshiko cut her off.

“You must take Kai from the home-provinces now, with speed. There is nothing to guarantee her safety anymore. They will do anything to connect her to the plot.”

“Of which she is innocent.”

“They found her mark. A poem, in Deer Valley, where the conspirators met. Light under the moon.”

Kai burst: “I gave that poem to Goshira.”

“It doesn’t matter. They’ll use it. Whereas I… would truly like you on our side.”

“What side is that?”

“The side of peace. Please, for your own sake. You must leave the capital immediately. For your safety.”

“What do you care of our safety?” Hayo said.

“My son is dead. Killed in his own garden.”

“We had nothing to do with that,” said Hayo.

“No.” Yoshiko’s eyes glinted now, little diamond tears. “No, I know. But the fact remains. My son has been killed. Seikiyo… has lost himself. His retainers come up from the Green Mountains in the west. They bring the Keishi army with them.”

“Impossible.” Kai stirred. “They wouldn’t let him bring a military force into the palace…”

“Who would stop him? You? Your uncle? My son is dead. And your cousin has been building his forces in the east. Our scouts have seen it. There are those who say the Gisan lord has lost his mind, strung up heads along the mountains as a warning. Don’t you understand? My son is dead. And now everything happens at once. You will be killed, Moonlit Kai. I saved your life once, years ago. I’m trying to do the same for you now.”

Be wary, Kai thought. “My uncle is doing what he can.”

“The Poet.” She seemed to flutter. “He has been stripped of his rank.”

Hayo uttered, “So it is a coup.”

“It is one definition of peace, against another,” said Yoshiko. “The Keishi have no intention of sharing power.”

“The Keishi. Your family,” Hayo said.

“Yes. So you must go. Please, these roads are no longer safe. Ashihara is abdicating. Seikiyo has granted the succession to my grandson.”

“A child,” Kai said.

The smile was cold as winter rain. “We’ve had child-emperors for decades. Much easier to control.”

“Goshira would never let him…”

“Goshira can’t hold things any longer. Our daughter wed the young emperor. Our daughter gave him an heir. He steps down: the rest is simple. Seikiyo is close to open war with the retired-emperor. Goshira has been imprisoned. But rumors arrive. Another heir, they say, one from an opposing line: Prince Nioh’s son… The boy is Goshira’s grandchild, and Goshira will support his claim to the throne. It will not end well.”

Hayo scowled. “A trick.”

Yoshiko shook her head. “I told you, I have no wish for bloodshed. I only fear I’ve still not done enough.”

She left at sunset, open grief now on her face. Her handmaids and her guards were waiting at the foot of a carriage. “Believe me or don’t,” she said. “I can’t make your choice. But do not linger, Moonlit Kai. You’re not safe outside your family’s halls.”

With that, she made her way along the road, up to the palace, and the world that was changing underfoot. Kai watched until the sky dimmed, and the mountains grew dark, and for a moment it seemed they were in a hidden world.

“They’ll come for us,” Hayo said.

Kai turned to her. “I know.”

She left her aunt’s home the following day. Slipped past the gate and the guardhouse, and made it up the slopes of Mount Eizan to stay at one of the hot springs under an assumed name. She didn’t tell Hayo where she was going. She felt terrible about it – but she couldn’t put her family in any more danger.

If it’s me they want, they can find me back in Zusho, she’d told herself the night before, packing her few things. The capital had never wanted her. And it felt, somehow, strangely liberating to know she could be rid of it, herself. I tried, she thought, as she passed the market roads leading up the imperial mountain. I tried.

She knew her aunt and uncle would be worried, but the note she left by Hayo’s twin blades told them she would be all right. I’m going home, it said, where I won’t need swords anymore. She only hoped her disappearance wouldn’t draw attention to them even further. She hoped the Keishi matriarch had not been lying to them, that it had not been a trap.

As the morning sun shone brightly through the windows, she kneeled beside her small bundle and once again prepared to depart. It was quite a different feeling to be on the road on foot, alone, and knowing you were hunted; the last time she had come, she’d ridden in her stewardfather’s retinue, surrounded by Zusho retainers and shaded from the fat late-summer sun. Now it was winter, a year later, and she was alone.

She was tying the bundle when a small sound brought her attention to the sliding door.

The matron was outside, just visible through the thin paper, nodding in apology. “Ame’in. A message has arrived.”

Kai rose. “What message? Who is it?”

“They say, from your uncle. From the Poet.”

Tying her sash about her waist, Kai crossed the washroom, with its open balcony facing the springs on the side of the mountain behind her, a deck leading out and nothing but trees and forested mountainside beyond. A cold wind touched her back.

She hesitated.

There was a looming quiet on the other side of the paper-lined screen door. It sent a shiver down her spine, set her on edge. She kneeled, uncertainly, reaching for her small knife from where it lay among the folds of her belongings. For once, she wished she’d kept Hayo’s sword.

“Matron,” she called, tense. The matron’s voice wavered on the other side.

“Ame’in? Everything all right?”

“You have the message?”

She heard a shuffle.

“Matron,” she called again.

The door exploded in her face.

The man moved with such speed that she couldn’t see it coming. She ducked on instinct, and a lead-tipped staff sliced air, where her head had been an instant before. He bellowed, kicking through the tattered door, and she kept moving – rolling around to get her fist into his throat – but the man was too strong, and though he’d missed his first strike, he kept his momentum and used it to ram her with his shoulder, an avalanche of hard muscle and bone hitting her face, cracking something in her nose. She tripped backwards, fell outside into the steaming spring, and the scalding water caused her to cry out. It flowed into her mouth – she gasped, heaving. Snowflakes scattered in a flurry.

Before she could pull herself from the water, another blow crashed down. The assailant kicked her in the face, a second man grappled for her the moment she tried to rise again.

No swords, she thought. If they were here to kill me, I’d be dead already.

She started screaming. “Help! Help!”

They were masked, dressed in plain peasant clothes, but they moved and communicated with one another with nothing but a look, a gesture, as though they could read each other’s minds.

Keishi, she thought.

Only now they did draw their swords. She bucked back, deeper into the pool, and splashed with her arms, sending the hot water uselessly across their legs, but in the distraction, she managed to grab the second man by the back of the knee, pulling him into the pool with her. In an instant they were wrestling in the steaming water, slowed and hindered by heavy fabric, but his blade cut through water just as well as it cut through air. She came in, close, pressing against him so he couldn’t use the sword, and in return he grabbed her by the neck and yanked her down, knocking her against the rough, rocky edge of the pool and under the water again.

He’s going to drown me. She didn’t know where the sword was. She could only kick off with her feet as hard as she could and push herself into the man again.

Keep close, she thought, keep close.

I should have told Yora where I was.

She slung her arms around his writhing body, kicked with her feet, twisting until they both went under. His knee caught her somewhere in the abdomen, knocked the air from her lungs, sending in a mouthful of scalding water and causing her to pull back and stand instinctively, coughing, gagging; he came at her again. They exploded from the water. He found the sword. She felt something searing hot against her side, under her arm, and swung her fist blindly until it connected with his face. She felt his nose crack, pushed him away, wrenching the sword from his grasp and thrusting downward as hard as she could, again and again, until she tasted the blood that he leaked into the spring.

Something heavy hit her on the back of the head. Her vision went dark. She slipped underwater again, and when she rose, she had just enough time to see the little stool – there were three or four scattered around the spring – that the other assailant had thrown at her. Barely able to dodge as it hit the water, sending steaming spray into her eyes and tangling her between the wood and the dead man who now drifted heavily behind.

She needed to get out of the water. Her left arm felt numb; she realized she was bleeding from a cut beneath her armpit.

The first man struck again. She could barely move in her robes, in the hot water, steam rising into the morning sky.

She was trapped. She threw the sword at him, unthinking, and rolled up onto the wooden platform on the rocks, heaving, coughing up water and blood.

“Coward!” She grasped desperately for another of the little stools, and flung it back at him, but he had his sword ready and knocked it aside.

“Who sent you? The chancellor?”

The man came at her again. This time she was ready. She grabbed a piece of broken wood, the jagged end pointed outward through her fingers. The instant her right foot hit the ground, she twisted, jabbed at him with the wood, catching him in the side of the head and making him bellow in pain. She’d been aiming for his neck. The man jerked an elbow backwards into her temple, knocking the wood from her stunned hand and sending her rolling to the fence.

She fell, winded, landed hard on the wound under her arm. She saw nothing for a moment, then his foot connected with her chest. She hit the fence, fell off the edge of the platform, gasping.

She reached for the wood, but it was gone. She reached for the sword, but she had thrown it already. Her mind wasn’t working. She reached out – nothing was there. He stepped on her wrist, grinding his foot hard enough to make something give way. She yelped in agony. The sword in his hand, his eyes over the mask, staring at her. He ground his foot again.

Then there was a cry, and Hayo came racing through the terrace door, her twin swords in hand, and even now they seemed to shine like moonlight despite the winter sun. But Kai was falling, and the world had gone faint, and she rose in time to see her aunt Hayo challenging the man, two steps on the platform behind him, but as he leaped to the side, it was already too late, and her swords came down, one then the next, parrying his first attempt to strike and moving in faster than Kai could see. Steel rang in the cold, bright morning, and his sword went flying, and with a shout that echoed in Kai’s ears, Hayo rammed forward with her lower blade held out like a spear and her upper still raised from where she’d cast his own aside. In one swift stroke, she ran her slim killing sword through his heart and the deep, steel-blue reflected sunlight as it coursed back out into the air, and even as Kai watched with failing eyes, her second blade came down, cutting cleanly through his neck with a shower of red.

The body fell onto the stones beside Kai’s face, blood in her eyes and nose and mouth, and Hayo, shouting something, had thrown her swords onto the grass and came down, kneeling by her side, calling for help and cradling Kai in her arms.

Kai could only gasp. “I should have told you. I should have told you…”

Her aunt’s voice sounded far away. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here now. I’m here.” Kai let out a sob. She was beginning to shake. Her eyes landed on the snow-licked spearflowers that grew beside the water, with their small, red berries bobbing lightly, bright as blood.
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Yora

So this is how it starts, Yora thought. I’ll have to move quickly.

The many-storied ministry rose ahead, eaves dark with indigo under snow. Everything seems darker now. He’d been in the capital too long, he told himself – so long he’d started to become one of them, forgotten where his heart truly lay. It was hypocrisy. It was a world of two faces: say one thing, do another; give an honest bow, a happy smile; the hidden hand will draw the blade. Eyes everywhere, whispering, faces hidden by a sleeve; a glance of knowing parties, a subtle arrangement behind doors. At each corner, every alcove, there they were. Bickering. Plotting. Judging. How often had they come to him and beamed, how often had they asked him: Isn’t this a better life, lord poet, here in our civilized world?

Yet now he remembered the crags of Amayari, the sea of trees and the hills where he was born. Remembered the starburst flowers that adorned his family crest.

His words – his poet’s words – had been made hollow. Like music, meant to keep them placid and content. Now he must be a warrior again. He had his sword. And what? What a contradiction you are, Prince Nioh had said to him once. A fighting man, and a learned one…

I tried, he thought. I tried to stop them. I tried to say: this will flay us to the bone. But this is not our country. It never was. This is theirs, and to them, we’re servants. One spirit, the abbots said, of beings in the world.

One spirit, two souls.

They’re about to rip each other apart.

When he approached the inner palace, the doors were barred. He wanted to smash against them, to shout in the guardsman’s face, say: Seikiyo has gone too far. Instead, he straightened.

“I need to talk to him.”

“You need to wait outside.” Once again Yora found himself face-to-face with scarecrow Onoe Rokuro, as he had that day that he’d arrived, when this all began, but now the young warrior stood with his ropey arms barring the way.

“I am commander of the imperial guard,” Yora said. “You will let me through.”

“You will do what you’re told, poet.” Rokuro stepped back to his place at the top of the stairs. “They’ll call when you’re wanted.”

Yora swore under his breath. What happened to that bashful boy who looked at me with awe? He’s still younger than Kai and yet he talks like he runs the show.

“What did he promise you? Rewards? A manor outside the capital?”

Rokuro said nothing.

In a moment, Shosei appeared, surrounded by his homeguard from the west. The Spear, they called him. Born by the glittering tide, Seikiyo’s eldest living son had been raised in the web of capital politics and he played the game here well. “Poet.” He tilted his round head. “We thank you for your patience.”

Seikiyo was already in the great hall when they arrived, running his hands over a worn, bound copy of the ancient Book of Leaves. His youngest son sat lazing on a cushion.

“Spider,” Seichi spat, before the doors were closed. “Waiting, waiting, spinning webs.”

“Chancellor,” Yora began.

“Your niece killed two of our men!” Seichi had risen, and now the guard swarmed around Yora in a half-circle, as if he was an enemy. As if he was a threat.

“She was attacked. What’s going on?”

Seikiyo lingered some time in silence. His head wanted shaving, the short stubble had gone gray. His eyes were weary, burdened with dark bags. He’s as upset at this as I am, Yora realized. And with it, felt a flash of hope.

“Do you deny it?”

“She was attacked,” Yora repeated. “And I never claimed they were your men. Is that what you’re telling me?” He turned to Shosei again, but the moon-faced man stood silent now, waiting for his father.

Seikiyo sat. “We sent an entourage to bring her back.”

The younger son burst out: “And look what happened!”

“Seichi, shut up,” Yora said.

Shosei struck Yora in the gut, knocked the wind from him before Yora could protect himself. He fell to his knees.

“Stop this! Now!” Seikiyo rose. “I need to know the truth from you, poet. That is all I ask.”

“Truth? What of your truth? You sent men to bring her home in safety? Or imprison her? What’s happening in this court?”

“We’re doing what we have to do,” Seikiyo said, “to keep the peace. That’s what you taught me.”

“This is unconscionable.”

“It must be done.”

“Am I your prisoner now?” Yora could feel his voice cracking. “Am I your enemy?”

“I’ve been asking myself that question for a long time, friend.”

Yora pulled himself away. “Maybe I should’ve been. I should’ve stopped you before you had the chance to—”

“I am chancellor. I speak for the realm.”

“You speak for yourself.”

Seikiyo went back to his book, furiously flipping pages as if they’d give him succor.

“You think you’ll find your answers there?”

Seikiyo gave a little laugh. Turned to the glow of his lamp, a single, ghostly flame. It danced with each breath. “I tried to do some good in this, Yora. I did what I had to do…” A brittle smile passed his features, fleeting as a ghost. “Just like you.”

“And what’s that?” Yora pushed against the line of guards. “We fight in service of the empire, not for our own power!”

Seikiyo shook his head. “I understand that, poet. Better than you.”

“Listen to me!”

He turned from Yora now. “Get out.”

Yora left in a hurry. He expected to be stopped – Seichi’s men had taken the palace – but no one stood in his way. The fact that they allowed him to go was more unsettling than any threat.

I’m out of time, he thought. Next will be an arrest. Ashihara lay surrounded by the Keishi. His son would be raised in a Keishi home, controlled by the Keishi chancellor and the regents on their payroll.

Everything Yora feared had come true.

It was inevitable. Everyone had said so, but I thought I could change it. I thought I’d find a way. And now?

Now there were guards outside the gate. A Keishi soldier in a half-helm, butterfly emblems on his sleeves.

“I have orders to prevent anyone from leaving the palace,” the young man said.

“Good.” Yora nodded without breaking stride, and punched the man in the throat, passing the gasping body to the guard post, where he collected his things. He found his sword, the Falling Star, in its scabbard on a mount.

It won’t be long now.

So he left. Down the empty path, cold cutting through his coat. He’d nearly reached his horse when he heard her.

“Teacher.”

Yaeko, his best student, stood behind him, a fury of betrayal in her eyes. Not this, he thought. Not now.

“I didn’t want it to be like this,” he said, voice catching. The words echoed in his mind, sent back to him through air cold as chips of ice and sharp as laughter.

“Is it true?”

Yora shook his head. “It’s complicated, Yae…”

“Complicated? Complicated?”

He went to her. No words would be enough. No words would tell the truth of how he felt. Not now, not anymore. His brother fought against this, once, and was thrown down. His family was scattered to the wind.

And I was left picking up the scraps.

The penitent one, the good soldier, who always did his duty.

And look at where we are.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t do this…” She stepped forward. “You can’t do this…”

“You—”

Words eluded him. You? You? What was Yaeko in this?

She had no role in the slaughter of his youth, no hand on the loom that was his fate.

He said: “You don’t have to help them.”

She shook, eyes torn, fracturing. Seeing him, seeing the road they were on. Her words were sad, so terribly sad. The knife of it ran through her too, cutting her as deep as it cut him.

You’re betraying everything you loved. Everything you tried to do.

It led to this.

Her voice trembled. “How…”

Yaeko, he wanted to tell her. I know what you would say.

“We swore an oath to protect them…”

We did. But we also swore to protect the realm.

“I’m going, Yaeko,” he said.

“Stop!” Her sword shook in her arms. “Just stop.”

He saw an ocean in the empty road, deep and impenetrable as any dark abyss. He saw a single strand of truth between them, the truth of what he had to do, and why. She knows, he thought. She knows this can’t go on. It tethered them together; it shoved them far apart.

“Do what you must, Yae.”

“Teacher.” It was a plea.

But he stepped away.

“You’ll be an outcast!” she gasped, tears streaming with anger: “You’ll be a traitor.”

He heard her, and found no way to truly say: I understand. It was beyond him now. Beyond feeling, beyond hope, beyond fear. The truth had always lived in things he didn’t say.

“It’s too late, Yae.”

“Yora! Stop!”

He didn’t. He walked, his back to her. She called his name again. He fought himself, and turned, a final time, to look his student in the eyes.

She took a step. Undecided.

She could end it with a blow.

She didn’t.

Just stood, behind him, watching as he left.

And that, he thought, that is an answer, too.

Finally, he reached his horse. He held the reins, left the palace gate. When he looked back, she was still in the empty road, sword in hand. It fell.

As did tears, from her furious eyes.

Falling, then breaking down upon the stone.

All trees topple in the end, Yora thought. He’d hidden for too long. He knew that now. He’d tried to do what he thought best.

And came away with nothing.

The Keishi were stronger than ever – and growing stronger. If only there had been another way. He rode the grid-like city, snow-covered, long, and cold.

He rode through pain and rage. The empty streets of midnight.

We’re not so different, Yaeko. If only I could have found it…

But it’s too late now. It’s all too late.

Maybe we’re fated just as surely as we are born into ourselves, he thought. Each day is a new day, and the passing of the seasons shows the earth itself has altered; you look about you, humming; you seem to think, I am a different man. But in the end, the stars still look the same. In the end, your friends are those you’ve met. Can you break away? You can. You can also build a ship without sails, or rudder. You can build one without oars.

“I was his friend,” he said aloud.

Seikiyo was a brother to me, once.

“Once,” he said, bitterly. Yes, once. Once, we stood side by side. Once, I would have died for him. And he for me. Once…

Once, there was still a unity between our clans.

Once, there was remembrance.

Once, we were the same.

We were bestowed our titles.

We were brave, and clear, and young.

Now Seikiyo has lost too many sons. And I too many brothers.

Now, the only thing he knows is how to cling to what he has. He feels surrounded. He constricts. He pulls back. He tightens his grip.

He must be stopped.

But who could stop him?

We could have done better, once, Yora thought. We could have found a way.

And now?

Now, nothing.

Now there were no answers. Now, the night grew long. Now, they were faded as the petals of a flower, dead and wilting in the frost.

There were no options left. Not anymore.

I’ve always been a loyal servant of this family, he’d said.

And knew what he must do.

He found Kai in the cloakroom, head in her hands, still shaken from her attack in the bathhouse. Hayo was busy packing the horses. The servants were already sent away. “They could have killed me,” Kai said. “If they’d wanted… I’d be dead…”

He went before her. “But you’re not.”

“I should’ve known something was wrong… I was waiting, I… thought it was you…”

“I only found your note that morning.” He sighed. “You’ll be ready next time.”

“They could have killed me,” Kai said again. “I was too slow—”

“You stood your ground.” He found himself staring at the fear in her eyes. “You got one of them for what they did.”

She shook her head. “I – didn’t want to. I didn’t know what else… He had a sword…”

“He would have killed you, then.”

“I don’t know.” Her hands were shaking. “I don’t know.”

“Kai,” he said gently. “Listen. What you’re going through is a natural response. Your body is going to take time to catch up with itself. Just let it come. Let it come.”

Breath shuddered from her chest. Her hands, her shoulders, then her whole body began to quake. “How do you do this? How do you go through this and keep yourself together?”

“Many don’t,” he said. “Let’s get you a blanket.”

Soon she’d been placed by the fire with a soft quilt over her shoulders. “I can’t do this,” she said at last, warming her hands, watching the fire dance and flick about. “I’m not a fighter… How will I lead the house when I can’t even pick up a sword?”

“But you did pick up a sword,” he said.

“It’s – it’s too much weight.”

Yora sat back. “Your father was the first male leader of the Gensei clan in generations, after our sister died without an heir. Why do you think we’re the only ones to uphold the old ways now?”

“Why?”

“It gets them what they want. You can’t build a system to control people if you don’t have ways to put them into roles. That’s what they’ve always done – what we’ve helped them do. They’ve done it to the no’in for generations, claimed divine reason for it. Now they want to do it to everyone else.

“They want to make it so that if you’re not a man, you’re not in charge. Or from the right family, you’re not in charge. Of power, of money, of laws, of your own life. None of it. You’re not highborn, you never will be, if you’re not nobility, you have no say in court. They put people into boxes so they can cut things up. Put people into categories so they can say what should be done. That way, they create a history, and use it for their own veneration; doesn’t matter if it’s true. That way, they turn the people in those boxes into things; and soon they’re not people at all. Not to them.

“We’re all complicit, Kai. The Northern Hara, Ogami’in and her family… Her grandfather did everything he could to claw himself away from his own people because he was convinced assimilation was better than being killed. Many disagreed, but they’re not here anymore, so who’s to say. We took part in that. And we’re taking part in this, here, now. We have that curse; that’s what your father’s war was all about.”

“That’s why we have to win,” Kai said.

“You know what I fear most? My fear, my greatest fear, is what will happen when we do.”

“We can change things.”

“Change? Three young men and an emperor, we tried to change things in the war. We inherited our power and our wealth, and we thought it was up to us to decide how best to ‘change’. What happened after that?”

He left it in the air. She’d know what he meant: just a few years after they helped Goshira take the throne from the demon-emperor, the three warriors – Seikiyo, Yora, and Asa’in – had split apart. Her father died trying to take power from the men he’d once defended, and their family was now fractured in result.

“Your father was never meant to lead the clan. He never wanted to lead the clan. But when our sister fell ill, he had no choice. Everything landed on his shoulders.” He grew quiet now. “My fear,” he said, “is that we will win this war, and find out who we really are.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you gain power on the merit of defeating a tyrant, who will you be when you take the tyrant’s place? You want to be a better ruler: good. But you’ll still be sitting in the exact same chair. That’s what I fear.”

She looked like she wanted to say something, but didn’t. The house had emptied. Everything was packed.

“In the end,” he said, “you realize it’s blinded you the entire time. Until you find yourself, up there, surrounded by it. And it’s only then, when it’s too late to turn back, when it’s too late to change what you have done, only then do you really start to understand why they say, ‘You can’t be king of the mountain without standing on a pile of bones.’”
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Kai

They left the capital under the cover of darkness. Nioh had a larger household, and when they arrived, in the pale light of the moon, they’d found the prince surrounded by his bodyguards and a wing of fifty men-at-arms. He’d already boarded up the house. “Good,” Yora said. “We’ll move tonight.”

They rode for hours. Afraid to speak, afraid the mere rustle of their clothes, the breath of horses, would get them caught. They rode past midnight, through mountain woods and winding tiger-paths, leaving the royal city in its sleep. They rode into the early hours, the time of ghosts, of witchcraft, of a colder kind of fear.

When confronting your enemy, Yora had taught her, let all else in the universe disappear. When you strike, it must be with all your spirit behind it. Never hesitate. There’s a reason we say a sword without spirit is dead.

“The contest is inside you,” he’d said. “It is where you land on the line between life and death. You cannot go there if you are not prepared to fall – to either side. So: prepare yourself. In your heart. In your spirit. Prepare, so when it comes, you may fall, freely. When you’re prepared, you’ll see: whichever way you fall, there is no difference. In the end, we all die; today, or tomorrow, or a hundred years; in the end, it’s all the same. In the end, the flame will go out.”

Now the copse lay silent.

Hidden a hundred paces off the road, they went down an embankment, surrounded by skeletal trees. Moonlight cut through gaps in branches, little prisms of silver under a cloudless, frozen sky. Their party rested. Kai could taste the resiny sap as it mingled with the cold; the air itself hung heavy, wet, and clammy to the touch.

Yora threw himself from his horse, stamped his feet on the ground more with anger than with cold. He was worried, she knew. Their hopes for a winter storm had not materialized. Air sliced away from them, freezing but clear. Clouds lined the far northwest, where lake-effect from Awa Bay sent frigid winds to the south.

Ahead they found a wooded compound where Nioh once spent his summers, studying history in books called the mirrors-of-the-past, but no one had come to meet them. They would gather their supporters on the road, try to make it to Naruji. Here it grew quiet; Kai felt a shudder in her breath. They’d hoped the storm would be a bad one, sending traffic to a stop on the highways and through the Shujo Gate. Yora said that it would hinder their pursuers. But the snow, and the cover it would give, hadn’t come.

Kai swore as she dismounted, slipped, and fell onto the dirt. Her ribs were aching. The bathhouse had hurt her more than she’d thought; her back was sore and bruises on her knee made it hard to walk. The bandage on her arm felt stiff, the wound a dull throb.

“They won’t follow us into a storm,” Hayo had said. “They’ll come slowly, they’ll be burdened by their armor and horses, and by then we’ll be safe with the monks. The snow will suffocate them.”

Only it still hadn’t come.

I told them this would happen, she thought. Look at us.

Yora, everything he said came true, and what was his reward? Disgrace. The capital, the nobility, they didn’t want anyone to contradict them, their whole world was a kite propped up by the hot air of their lies and they would deny or murder anything that came to let air out. They’d cover the whole fucking world, and the final fall would be the end of everything. Might already be too late, she thought. But Yora had been right: show them how they’re wrong, they hang you for it. You lose your head.

The voices of corrupt and spoiled empire seemed to drift across the wind. Voices, faces of men who changed what being ‘noble’ meant. They wrecked the system. They corrupted what people used to believe. Now, the wind began to shift. The voices lingered. Her imagination cleared. Snow would come at last.

Hayo came over to her and nodded, saying to her, Rest. They would sleep in the barn. Then, with a small, reassuring pat on her shoulder: “Don’t lose hope.”

Kai glanced at the blood-guard that had sworn to protect their prince, and the few Gensei retainers who had come to Yora’s house before they fled. Kaji Getoh, the brawler who’d served her uncle for years, was organizing them into a perimeter. Soldiers stamped and grumbled as they got to work, framed by moonlight at the edge of the trees.

The mirror prince, Nioh, tripped over a rut. “Who’d believe this. Imperial guards, coming to kill one of their own.”

“You declared against the child-emperor Seitoku,” Hayo said. “Which means you’ve declared against the chancellor who controls him. Hurry!”

His retinue was ready. A small group would stay behind to hold their escape here at the temple. Nioh himself had shed his bright courtier’s clothes, dressing in the linen of a servant instead. “Better they don’t know who you are,” Yora said. Kai watched, in silence, and when she sat on the side of the porch, taking it all in, she found her hands were shaking, too.

An hour later, they were on the move. Her aunt hauled her to her feet again, and soon they were galloping into the hinterlands, riding for ages over increasingly frost-wreathed country roads, further and further from civilization, into the mountainous maze above the farms on small trails specked with trees. The clouds were growing worse, and the snow had started to fall in drifts; abruptly, Kai realized the moonlight had been banished for some time.

Now the storm came. Wet ice at first, then fog, then wind cut through it all. They passed broken hillsides to an old, decrepit farmhouse somewhere near Yamano. Two burly guards shouldered their prince through the door, and when Kai followed them, the strange woody scent of hundreds of years of drying herbs and birdshit in the cowl hit her with the force of a gale.

The soldiers hunkered down, quilts were unrolled, and Kai found herself beside a child, who was shivering in the cold. They told her he was the young prince, Nioh’s son, Noyori. “Here.” She offered him her coat.

“Tell me a story?” the small boy asked.

She paused, with a spike of awkwardness; she never knew how to talk to children. “Do you know the story of Sora’in, the shaman-empress?”

He smiled, and nodded, and said, “Tell me.”

So she did.

“In the time-long-past, she became soramitsu, sky-seen, ruler of the Eight Islands of the World of Floating Reeds…”

We’ll make it, she told herself, later, when the boy had gone to sleep. We can choose our fate. I choose to rebel. Against the fear they want us to have, against obedience – to what they want to make us do, or become.

I can stand against it; I have my choice; I choose; I am alive.

When she woke, Noyori was tugging at her sleeve. The house lay silent. All within had drifted to a fitful sleep, and she stretched, trying to pull the ache out of her head, out of her eyes. Outside lay the thin, sick gray of morning, dim.

“I have to pee,” he said.

All was quiet. The moon shone down; a wet, mysterious kind of predawn light, blue fog giving way to hints of morning over snow. Mist coated itself across the lawn, heavier than air, and the sky glowed like ice. It made everything feel contained somehow, caught in a jar. Somewhere far away, the sun was beginning to rise.

Kai stood and shivered while the boy peed into the bushes. Noyori looked younger now, in his sleeping-clothes and bleary eyes, his pelvis stuck forward, shirt tucked beneath his chin. He’s just a child.

As she waited, she thought she heard something stir behind the fence. Perhaps the wind. Trees rustled. The cold is growing deeper now, she thought, deeper than ice; the kind you feel in your bones.

Then she started, struck by a sudden thought. Where are the guards? She looked back to the road – Nioh’s homeguard had set up watch there. They should be looking out. But she saw no one, and when she returned, blinking with unease, to the treeline, she saw the boy had vanished.

“Noyori?”

Quiet loomed around her. The boy was nowhere to be seen. Instead, she heard his voice, followed it to the edge of the trees. A small path had been carved there, lined with polished river-stones. They clicked underfoot as she walked.

Finally she heard him again, a thin voice, asking: “What is your name?” Kai clutched her cloak around her, about to call again when she heard another voice, high and even younger than the boy’s.

“I’m a princess…” The new voice said. It was light and thin, and unmistakably a girl’s. “Just like you’re a prince…”

With the chill and the deepening mist, the trees all around, the voices seemed to float, fleeting as a breeze. Kai stepped closer. The voices seemed to come out of the woods themselves.

“My father died too…”

“My father isn’t dead.”

“Oh, that’s right. Sometimes, I get confused… Sometimes. I want you to meet someone.”

There: movement in the palest light. Noyori was standing at the edge of a gnarled oak, one hand out, as if in greeting. But he was alone. Wherever the second voice had come from, it was gone.

“Noyori. What’re you doing?”

He gave a start, blinking, and glanced about. “Where…”

Hesitant now, he saw the trail between the trees lay empty, and when she came to him, reaching for his hand, he felt cold, clammy as the dead. “We should get back.”

Dawn crept through the trees. They wound their way back to the cabin, and in the brightest edge of morning, Kai couldn’t help but feel that something else had gone amiss. The air seemed too thin, too quiet. The birds called; the water dripped. The gate was open.

Kai stopped. The two guards lay bloodied on the trailhead, run through by spears. Instantly she tensed. “Noyori, get behind me.” She pulled him back, just in time: arrows whistled out of the foliage, striking the dirt where they had been.

Kai gripped the boy’s hand, shouting now. “Uncle! Help!”

She needn’t have tried. When she got to the main road and the clearing before the little house, she realized they were too late. It was surrounded. Nioh, Yora, and the others were ringed by Keishi warriors on horseback and a dozen armored guards. Spears and longblades glinted in the morning light.

So this is how it ends.

Seichi the firebrand was canting about on his horse. “Kai Gekko’in,” he said, when he saw her, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “The lord chancellor has requested your presence. He says for you to come with us at once.”

Yora stepped forward. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Stand back,” Seichi said. “Away from the horses.”

Kai pulled the boy close. Seichi, the chancellor’s youngest and most bloodthirsty son, brought his horse toward her. “Gekko’in. You will come with us now.”

“Why?”

“You are to be admitted to his army, girl. I am under orders of our lord chancellor to bring you back to the palace.”

“Step away, Seichi,” Yora commanded.

Seichi spat onto the dirt. His horse snorted, huge wreaths of breath in the frosty dawn. “I’d hoped it wasn’t true. But now we see your loyalties at last, Yora Shijin. Soon they’ll be in the ground, with the rest of you. Bring him here!”

The Keishi moved forward, but three arrows whistled through the trees, cutting down the nearest Keishi footmen before they could take another step. Kaji Getoh and Hayo had come from the side of the long house, several of Prince Nioh’s retainers only moments behind them. Hayo loosed another shaft, shouting, “Ride! Now!”

Then everything was happening at once. Yora shouted, drawing his sword. The Keishi charged. Two sets of hands were suddenly grabbing for her, pulling the boy away. Noyori screaming enough to tear his throat. Nioh shrieking: “Spare my son!” Kai – panic welling – clawed herself up, only to be shoved hard in the back by gauntleted arms, and the path exploded at her, and two Keishi men burst from the trees. She fought back, or tried to, but they were twice her weight and had no hesitation: a jab, a blow to her head, a fist in her stomach. Ears ringing, she stood, pulled away, and fell again. Blows began to fall. This is it. I’m going to die.

She heard them come before she saw.

Hayo and her uncle’s guard, Kaji Getoh, his bulldog face now clenched in fury, moving faster than she expected for a man of his size; too close now for the bow, he dropped it, drew his sword. Blue steel cut air. A wet, blooming burst of blood. Behind him, Hayo fought near Yora and the rest. Arrows screeching. Dying men screeched, too.

The two men cursed as Getoh jabbed the bigger one in the knee, and then the others came and grabbed her, lifting her with ease, and shoving her forward along the trail. “The horses!”

Kai ran down the darkened trail, but in an instant, all thoughts were wiped from her mind as two more footmen tackled her and she pounded into the ground, breath taken, blood on her tongue where she hit, and they grasped at her and she kicked them away, and tumbled again onto the muddy path. The two men were scrambling after her. She lashed out with the sword Yora had given her like a crazed dog, striking at the Keishi, but it did no good. The closest one pulled his dagger, about to cut her throat—

An arrow sprouted from his neck. He toppled.

“Hurry!”

It was Kaji Getoh. He’d regained his bow. “This way, hurry!”

Somewhere, Seichi was cursing Yora for the betrayal: “Your family should have been wiped out years ago!” he screamed. “I will cut you down! Yora!”

Hayo attacked him. His horse reared backwards, and she pulled her husband to safety, crying, “Run!”

“Kai!” Yora came to her, bloodied sword in hand. “Kai, the horses.” Nioh’s guardsmen were already fighting their way free.

“There’s too many…” Kai stumbled.

Hayo helped her up, then stiffened with a grunt of pain, and Kai saw the arrow sticking from her thigh. But Hayo pushed her on before any of the soldiers could get closer.

“Hurry!” She held Kai close. “Make it out. Make it safe. Everyone is counting on you.”

The world swam. A surreal, soupy haze, dizzying. Kai’s mouth tasted of blood. Prince Nioh flew from the house, his son gripping his hand, terrified.

“Now! Kai!” Hayo shouted. “Run! Now!” Kaji Getoh shouted too, bellowing in pain as he fought off the attackers and was struck, a glancing blow on the arm.

No, she thought. No. Everything moving too fast. Where is Yora? There. At the little fence, hewing someone down. There is blood in the grass. Blood on my hands and knees, and on my clothes. Blood on Hayo’s cheek where she touched me. Blood on the side of my neck. Blood, blood …

“Now, Kai, now!” Kai couldn’t move.

“Go!” Hayo called again. “I’ll be all right.”

Kai turned, grabbing for Nioh and the boy, raced into the low bushes and the unmarked trails. Behind them, Hayo tripped, weakened by her wound, and fell to wet earth. Seichi, no longer on his horse, tackled her. Trying to pin her down. She ripped away, almost falling again as she tried to stand. Tried to run. Tried to make it to them.

The dark air rang with clashing blades. Kai wanted to turn back. No, I can’t. Noyori’s hand was shaking in hers and Kaji Getoh stumbled into her with such haste they all went sprawling on the dirt, yelling incoherently as he tried to get them up again, get them to the horses. Yora barreled over. “Where’s Hayo?”

And as he turned back for his wife, Kai saw.

Favoring one leg, Hayo slammed the bamboo gate behind her, blocking their pursuit. Yora was calling out, stepping toward her, when an arrow burst through her neck by the shoulder.

Kai screamed.

Hayo fell. Three more needled into her: leg, shoulder, rib. Keishi soldiers dashed across the bamboo gate and grabbed her by the arms. Even then, she tried to fight them. Even as she was swarmed, lost in the mass of them. Dragged back to their horses, out of sight.

“Hayo!” Yora cut down two more before the arrows resumed, a spattering of shafts upon the ground, missing him by a hand’s-breadth.

Nioh’s horsemen pushed them back. She couldn’t see. The wild sound of Seichi, screaming, “Retreat! Retreat!” Getoh, now on his horse, bloodied lip and a gash above his eye. Rearing around, shouting. “Lord, you have to get up now! Dying here will make this all for nothing!”

It’s too late.

Finally Yora stirred. “Go. Everyone! Go!” He reached his horse; they followed him. She heard him cry out again, a great shout of rage and pain. They were leaving Hayo behind. This was wrong. This was so wrong.

“Kai, hurry!” His face, a mask of fury. It’s up to us now.

She closed her eyes. She held her reins. She heard Noyori’s cries, a prince’s son who’d never even held a sword, let alone seen death.

And now he had. Now we all have.

They fled along the tiger-paths their horses knew so well, through the mountains and down toward the riverlands beyond. Hayo’s voice still rang in her ears. I’ll be all right.

They passed the remainder of the day on horseback. Hours blurred. Kai felt tense as wire, fragile as glass. She heard Hayo’s voice again in her mind. Saw her fall. Saw them carry her away. Ahead, Yora rode, quiet, numb. They headed toward the river temples. Kai began to shake, clutching her reins as though clutching life itself. The sky, above, under the veil of the roiling clouds, spread into a multitude of colors, a mosaic-burst of light that, once, she would have loved. Once, she would have seen it and thought: So beautiful. Now she didn’t. Now she couldn’t. Now the sun went down, fading altogether, and left them with nothing. Only twilight. Dim. Angry. Gray.
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Sen

The fields whipped past. Arrows sliced through woods.

Another body fell.

Sen urged his horse over the ridge.

He wouldn’t hesitate. He wouldn’t back down. Wouldn’t give them the proof they all expected: that he was no good, that he would never lead the Gensei in their war.

You want to be a Kijin? they’d asked, leering.

A ghost of the devil-gods?

No, he told himself. I already am.

I can do it.

I’ll show them all.

Rain spat against him, cold, hard with ice.

The night drew on.

They had been ambushed on the road to Oda. An hour before, when the town came into view and Tokuon brought his retainers around, assailants in black loosed fire-arrows from the darkness, into the cavalcade, setting some of the supply carts alight. Sowing chaos, the night-wolves unleashed another volley, then fled into the woods. “After them!” Ohori screamed. But the Oda fields were a waste of reeds and purple-tinted grasses that grew taller than a man, so tall that those in front disappeared if they went past a few paces. Sen couldn’t even see the tips of their bows.

He’d rallied his blood-guard, blades bristling in the air.

Run, he thought. Run and hide.

I’ll hunt you down. Every one of you who hurt my friends.

The whistle of arrows cut through the night like rain. Another body fell and he continued past it. They were deep in the woods, hunting down the remnants of the scouts that had attacked them. Dressed all in black, they were almost impossible to see. Most had already disappeared into the underbrush. He saw nightmarish images of two killers on a wall, of arrows in the night, blood on his hands; the horror of his stewardmother as she fell. It’s happening again, he thought.

In the end, they came back empty-handed. Tired and on edge, Sen found that in his absence a messenger had arrived from the capital, to speak to the Gisan lord with desperate news. He hurried to the tents to find his cousin perched over his maps, beside a small, balding rider who had come in robes dark as dusk.

“Nioh has fled.”

That was what the messenger had said, wheezing for breath after racing through a day and a night on his dying horse. He hadn’t stopped, hadn’t even eaten, since he left the capital. “Seikiyo has started a coup.”

And now there was no more time. Ohori’s brother Daijin Kanesuke saw the apprehension on Sen’s face and gave a bleating laugh. “What?” Sen said, but felt the blood rush to his cheeks, and Daijin just stalked away.

No more time. No more moments to sit back and learn, no more opportunities to see how things were done, to practice. Now it must be done for real. Now, everything was real. Now, within days, or weeks at most, people would begin to die.

The Gensei muster had begun. The generals were coming.

Lord Tokuon Sei’i of the Gisan mountains stood before them all. Get up, he’d said. Get up.

Never let them see you cry.

Nioh was trying to go east, the messenger told them, across the Onji. Somewhere in the riverlands.

“The sisters are out there,” said Ohori.

“Where will he go?” Tokuon demanded.

The messenger couldn’t say. “He fled the capital to find you… After our separation, where he went, I can only guess…”

“We move into the riverlands,” suggested Daijin, who was Tokuon’s milk-brother and right-hand man. “He’ll be hiding – one of the temples or the barley towns near the border.”

“We’re still too far away, brother,” Ohori said. “Even at a forced march it will take two or three days to cross.”

Daijin made to argue, but his sister cut him off with a look. She was right. Tokuon just waved vaguely, angrily, and sat. He said nothing more.

“I’ll go.” Sen rose. “I’ll go with the outriders, find out where they are.”

Tokuon was firm. “No, you’ll stay here. You’re too valuable.”

“You want me to prove myself but you’re afraid to let me go?”

Daijin chuckled, face twisted in a smirk.

Sen whirled on him. “Something funny, lord?”

“You are,” Daijin said. “And you will call me by my title.”

“The Shiden,” Sen hissed, with irritation.

“Laugh now, brother.” Ohori stood hardly higher than her brother Daijin’s chest, but even he shrank back before her. “It’s still up to us to teach him.”

“I don’t teach country bumpkins,” Daijin snarled, after a moment. “The boy knows nothing.”

“Let me go,” Sen repeated.

Tokuon scowled, but Ohori’s eyes met his own.

“Saito.” She whistled to her bodyguard, the great, quiet warrior-monk even taller than Kanesuke. “Go with him.”

The big man gave a nod.

“The men don’t trust you,” Ohori said, as he saddled his horse with Saito and the others. Several retinues were coming up along the yard; here in the fertile valley-plains, Ohori told him, in the Oshi-Gensei homelands, the manor lords and stewards knew their family’s name.

“But they don’t know yours. To them, you are a child, an orphan. A no one. They know Asa’in was your father; for some of them, that makes a difference. For the others: they see you as a mark of shame. They see nothing but detritus, the remnants and the ruin of the Gensei war.”

Some of them had lost their fathers, Sen knew, their brothers and their sisters, or their sons.

“It will take some getting used to, Hoshiakari. It will take time.”

Time before they offered him respect.

Time before he earned it.

Warriors cared for nothing more than name. He’d known this his entire life. Losing face was sin. Reputation – how others held you, with respect, or admiration, or fear – that was where power lay.

Sen had never wanted power, but he’d always craved respect. He hadn’t thought he would be leading armies into battle, but now? Now time came, rushed toward him.

Now the winds had changed.

Sen led his riders through the marshlands to the west of the Sengen hills near the border to Yamano. The Musha’in had troops in Yamano and the Hermitage to the north; they’d received reports of a Keishi group moving to the southeast side of Awa Bay, heading west toward the rivers near the capital.

It’s Nioh, Tokuon had said. They’re trying to cut him off…

Racing through the ridge-roads between paddies and barley fields, Sen felt a twinge of remorse. My teacher should be here, he thought. He could have helped us. But thinking of Jobo meant thinking of Rui, and that was not something he could afford to do. Not now. The night loomed around him, huge and dangerous, and he wished he had the guidance of his teacher once again. He knew what this was like.

He knew the war would come.

Soon they approached another hamlet at the northern end of the valley plains. The mountains rose like jagged fists from the earth, and the fields on either side lay low and fallow. They’d been flooded. Perhaps a last-ditch defense by local villagers, to keep the Keishi out. They were here, somewhere. The mountain-wolves. Akiyo’s night-killers. We ride, he thought, we ride into the downland and the woods, we’ll chase them to the hills.

Oda lay ahead, a small village where the Gensei once held power. Where the Jibashiri scouts were waiting, where Myorin and her sister Tsuna would give their reports. Where the muster would begin.

They will welcome us, Tokuon had told him. Those lords of the Kanden plains. Those farmers. They have no love for Keishi. They remember your father with pride. They will help.

What will the Keishi think about that? he’d asked.

Now he knew the answer:

The town before him was ablaze.

When they finally returned to the township they found that the barns and the town’s small temple had been set to the torch. “What are they doing,” he muttered, “burning the fields…”

It made no sense for the Keishi to harm this village; comprehension only dawned when Saito told him Oda was an estate owned by Ohori’s clan. The Keishi had done this to send a message. Sen cursed. “Start helping with the fires. Where’s Tokuon?”

“He’s at the temple,” Saito said. “They’re organizing a chain to carry water from the river. We should help him.”

“Ame’in!” Sen’s guard, a lean man named Hori Yataro, barreled over on his horse. He was one of two men sent by his stewardbrother to protect him – the other was Ise Tadanobu, a quiet warrior whose father was once said to be the best swordsman in Kitano. “Look!” To the right, in the opposite direction from the burning temple, a group of peasants had gathered by the paddies. “Why do they ignore the fires?”

A feeling of danger pricked at the back of Sen’s neck.

“Let’s find out.”

No one would talk with them. When he approached, asking for the local council, the townspeople merely looked away, staring at the ground, the deepness of the night. Many withdrew. No one spoke. It took Saito ten minutes to learn that the chancellor had ordered the town to be given to Akiyo Musha’in, but the villagers rebelled, and a riot ensued.

Now no one would look them in the eye.

“What’s wrong with these people?” Sen could feel himself growing anxious in the face of their fear. This town, the whole place felt wrong: all he wanted was to give these people independence. Freedom, life, clean air away from the heavy crush of the Keishi.

Instead, they treated him and his blood-guard like an invading force. Like it was his fault this had come. Their fields flooded, slowly turning into muddy ice. Their homes burned. Their roads abandoned.

He called: “Who leads the village here?”

There was no answer.

What’s wrong with you? he wanted to shout. He wanted to make somebody answer. “Hey! I’m talking to you!” He grabbed one of the farmers: “What’s happened?”

The terrified peasant cried out, in the high accent of the central valleys, “They tole us not to, lord… they tole us…”

“Who?”

The man pointed one shaking hand toward the edge of the paddy, where a group of people could be seen on the fieldridge. All was darkness beyond, the rise of the western mountains but a shadow; the whistling of wind threatened ice and rain.

“Who are they?”

The man just shook his head. The crowd murmured; no one met Sen’s glance. Finally, he pushed his way through the farmfolk, parting them like grass as they slunk back with fearful, wary eyes. Hori Yataro and Ise Tadanobu formed up alongside him, pledged to protect him by order of their lord, Nihira.

Behind them came Masakari Saito and the rest of Ohori’s scouts. The paddies lay ahead. Once more, the farmer pointed to the distant field. “Body-removers,” the old man said, with a hint of fear. Under the edicts of the True Path, only low-status were permitted to touch a dead body or perform impure acts, such as tanning leather. And the man was no’in; he would have lived under these rules his whole life.

“I’m going to see what’s going on,” Sen said.

“Stay close,” Saito began.

“You just watch that fire.”

Ise Tadanobu of the Kitanohara clan went with him, along with one of Saito’s men, a bearded fighter with the broadleaf ivy of House Oba on his sleeves.

They approached a group of no’in women by the paddy, whispering in hushed tones and looking about in the muck. One of them, a willowy, lean figure, turned at their approach. “Amé,” she said, greeting him in the slow, wide-voweled accent of the west.

Something pricked Sen’s neck again. We’re not in the west, he thought.

Soon the no’in had surrounded him, asking for help. One bowed lightly. “You have come with the army?”

“What happened here?”

“A body,” called another. “They found him in the water. On the paddy, look.” Four sets of hands pointed in the dark, a swathe so deep the torches could barely penetrate.

“Someone has drained the aqueduct,” said a tall no’in with shorn hair and tattoos on her arms. “Flooding the paddies we’ve been preparing for next planting in the spring. Waste of all our irrigation water…”

The woman turned. “It was an attack, amé. Came up the slope’n we found him…”

“Who?”

“The body.”

She led them deeper into the fields. “Foun’ in the water, there…”

“The headman?” Sen asked.

“Dead. Killed in the night. Killed by ’em Keishi. Mountain-wolves.”

Sen felt something in the air. His neck tingled. These strange women, he thought, whom the other villagers seemed to fear…

“Show me.”

They brought him along the footpath at the edge of the paddy, far from the town. Around them was a world in darkness; behind, a warm glow bathed the fields, as the fire spread at the local temple, and distantly, faint shouts could be heard, from the villagers and from Tokuon’s men, who were in the town now, helping put the fire out. His main host, Sen knew, still waited on the road. But that was on the other side of the village, and here, in the flat, empty rice field of the paddies, the world was dark, and cold, and still. They went out, along the little ridge-line road that rose above the paddy, and as they did, a pair of women split off and ran back into the night. But they were running away from the town. Sen craned his head, confused. “Where are they going?”

“Everybody’s scared,” the woman said. “Now please, just up here. Go on.” She was leading him forward. The others began walking around them, on either side.

“Hey.” Tadanobu pushed behind him. “Step away.”

The women turned and murmured. Sen’s guard bristled. “Apologies, amé. But come,” the leader said. “It’s just ahead.”

He grabbed the woman’s arm by the wrist. “You first.”

Her arm felt strong and well-muscled. With a flash, Sen realized she moved like someone who had martial training, not a commoner. Yet she had old servant tattoos. She had the clothes of a body-remover.

But she was too tall. Too sure. Too careful.

They didn’t move like farmers.

They moved like something else.

Like killers.

The woman turned.

Their eyes met.

A shout went up in the village behind them, a cry of panic: the blaze was overtaking the temple, framing the entire village with an eerie orange glow. Flames burst and the main hall was consumed in a shower of sparks.

“Hoshiakari!” A voice made them turn. It was Ohori’s bodyguard, Masakari Saito, shouting at them from the main paths far away. He sounded small in the distance. “Get back! Hoshiakari!”

Sen could just make out his voice:

“Keishi!”

Sen went for his sword. That instant, the four women converged on him, sharp sickles and blades appearing from nowhere, and it was already too late.

A geyser of blood and Saito’s man fell with a sickle in his throat before he could utter a word, his great barrel-chest making a wet, crunching sound when it hit the dirt. The broadleaf crest was trampled. Two others leaped at Ise Tadanobu, whose blade flared in the weak light as he drew.

Sen ran.

Four more women burst from the muddy water in an explosion of muck and half-formed ice and reeds. Something hit him in the back, mud in his eyes, and he lost his footing in the frenzy. Assassins, he thought, sent by Akiyo Musha’in. All with shaved heads and no’in tattoos to make them blend in.

The tall woman charged in, hit him in the face, and Sen fell, gasping in pain. Sword clattering away. Mud on his knees. The woman attacked him again. The world ripped sideways, smashed his head on the sod earth, and the assassin stomped down as he tried to stand. Mud exploded into his face. Air gone. Wiped out. Sword coming up. He heard:

“Ame’in!”

Ise Tadanobu leaped from the ridge with fury, felled one opponent in a vicious sideways stroke and stabbed at another as Sen got up. He was surrounded by the mud-streaked assassins, more exploding from the rank black water, striking as if there were poison in their little blades like reeds. He couldn’t breathe, the world spun, and he reeled from the blow to his face and the boot to his gut as Ise tried to reach him. The killers spread out, blocking him, attacking him too; Ise fell into the shadows, calling his name.

He doesn’t know where I am, Sen realized. The field was a wall of shadow and Sen was still caught in the muck. He could barely see. He slipped, tried to stand again as Ise held his own against the women.

“Here!” he cried out, cursing. “Saito, where are you!”

He fell once more; the tall assassin came back. Sen grappled with the woman’s hands, kicked at her feet. Tried to squirm free; the woman punched him in the gut. Hands searching for his throat. Sen gasped, lying on his back, dazed eyes blinking at the sky. He clawed the muck for his sword, nearly cutting his own fingers; swung it up, flung mud in the woman’s eyes with a slashing motion. The assassin fell, blinded; he kicked one last time before he twisted and found his sword in the rushes again, speared it deep into the killer’s abdomen, heaving, all his weight, all his frantic force behind the blow – and then drew it back and cut off the woman’s head before he realized what he’d done. The head rolled into the muddy water at his ankles, and Sen pulled away, and heaved black muck onto the reeds.

He had killed her.

He tottered, off-balance. Finally his eyes began to focus, finding wet and mud everywhere, the body, and the raised footpaths beside the paddies, and the sky; the cold, terrible night sky.

Something hit him in the face.

He flew off the side of the embankment into the mud. The second assassin flipped him over. He felt strong hands gripping the back of his head. He rose, sputtering, and was hit again. Fell into the gritty water. Couldn’t tell where it came from, couldn’t tell if it was a sword or a fist. Just thrown back into the muck.

Grabbing him. Surrounding him. Drowning him.

“Sen!”

The word came to him from far away, distant, pained, but clear. A voice. A call.

I know that voice, he thought.

It’s Rui.

The thought floated through his consciousness with strange clarity. She’s here. She’s calling for me.

They were waiting, he realized. This is Kiseda-township. We were going to meet them here…

She came out of nowhere. Leaping forward, a wildcat among the killers, moving faster than Sen had ever seen. Like she’s possessed, he thought, and remembered the god. For when he saw her, he saw a fury in her that he did not understand, a red rage that made her seem almost a monster.

Two assassins were forcing his face into the clay. They did it with practiced care, so slowly, so smooth. He thrashed, screaming even as the gritty mud oozed over his face with a sucking sound, covering his eyes and ears and flooding his mouth like thick paste. He thrashed again, wildly, trying to do anything to get up, but nothing would help.

They plunged his head in, lower and lower, until Sen was lying splayed out, upside down in the paddy mud. His mouth flooded with thick, choking silt. His eyes wouldn’t open. Black faded at the corners of his vision.

He had just enough strength left to push them off. A deeper thing came out of him, something he didn’t know he had, something primal, fed by fear. He gagged, vomited a glob of silt but didn’t stop, didn’t think, didn’t fail. Once free, his lungs burst with fresh air. Pain lanced through him, but it felt so, so good, and he ran at them, screaming like an animal, and stabbed at the closest killer, heard the impact in their throat.

Then the second hammered him with a gloved fist that whipped his skull onto the cornered muck, and he heard the crunch before he felt the pain, and then everything, everything went away. The world blinked and came back.

“Sen!” Rui cried out, trying to get to him, fighting her way closer, step by step.

Sen was still conscious enough, as a low, warm feeling washed over him, to think, It’s too late.

An ache, a wetness on his neck. A feeling of being far away. His head lolled. The world wavered; he thought he heard a scream. He couldn’t tell if it was him, or someone else.

Then something was burning. A ringing in his ears and he couldn’t see straight. The world off its axis. Tar-black night and mud painted red with blood. He took a step and fell. He tried to stand and couldn’t. He lay there. In the dirt. Trying, just trying, to breathe.

Then found himself lying on his stomach on the soft earth beside the silt, and realized that he’d passed out, before everything came back all at once.

The first thing he saw was another of the hooded killers running at Rui from behind. She made a blistering series of blade-strikes against two others and didn’t see the one to her rear.

Sen threw his sword without thinking, straight into the back of the neck; the killer fell.

He rose. Took a step. The world swayed beneath his feet. No matter. Reach in. Pull the sword from the corpse’s neck. Run, trip, regain balance. Lash out, cut the other killer from behind. No glory. No grace. No poetry in this. Blood in the air and in his eyes and mixed with mud.

Rui evaded a blow, stabbed forward, gutting the last.

And they were done.

The two of them, standing side by side, heaving, hurt, grinning at each other like it was all an awful joke. There was fighting, still: Ise and Saito and the others, but it was far away. Here they were alone. The dirt. The mud. The distant press of fire at the town; his blood-streaked hands.

“Hell,” Rui swore. “I thought you were dead.”

Sen’s breath wavered. “Me too.”

Exhausted, stunned: the immensity of it made him laugh. He mumbled, looking at the bodies, “When the hell did you learn to fight?”

Rui tried to grin. “You didn’t do so bad yourself.”

Sen pitched to his knees then, rose, and fell again. Rui came to him. “Easy, easy. It’s all right.”

He coughed, overwhelmed. A sound, half-groan, half-whimper, escaped his lips. “Gods in hell…”

“I’ve got you now,” said Rui. “I’ve got you.” Behind her, the orange breath of flames from the buildings lashed about, rising.

Sen couldn’t stand. The moment any weight pressed down on his left foot, everything flashed with lightning pain and gave way. He buckled to the mud again, panting at the shock.

Finally Rui pulled him from the paddy, and they collapsed together, out of breath, aching, cut in a dozen places, and gloriously, gloriously alive. When Sen looked up, he saw the flames rising higher in the town, growing out of control. And something else. Someone had come to them.

A figure, draped in white, was standing on the road.
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Rui

The messenger had arrived at dawn. News. Rumors from the capital.

The night before, Rui had hurried to the outriders’ tent in time to hear of the coup and Yora’s flight with Kai. They were in hiding with Prince Nioh, hunted by the Keishi, the messenger said. “We must hurry.”

Myorin, Tsuna, and the Jibashiri had been waiting at the small temple-village along the Kiseda road for days. Tokuon was late. He had spent longer in his Gisan lands than Myorin anticipated, but the messengers had finally come: He would arrive within the next day. Until then, there was nothing for them to do but to scout the local woods and mountain trails, sit, and prepare.

Rui had found her teacher alone under the starlit sky, casting bones into a fire he had made. None of the other soldiers would go near it. He turned, peering up at the stars.

“Constellations of the dragon and the tiger are at war,” he said, as she sat beside him, curling her arms around her knees and staring into the fire. “The dragon of the east, white tiger to the west. A great cloud rises between them.”

She followed his gaze. “An omen?”

He hefted his staff with the prayer rings at the top and thumped it against the dirt at his feet. Once, twice. Clapping his hands together over the wood, he lowered his head in prayer. When he rose, his eyes were grim.

“Bad weather,” he said. “You should be in bed.”

She looked out over the woods and the low-lying fields, feeling a weight of pressure wash over her, surrounded by fatigue. Her joints ached; her eyes stung. The clouds had started to come in, sunset stabbing through them to the west in bright violent sweeps of light.

“What’re you doing?”

Jobo sprinkled wood shavings into the fire, bit by bit. “Trying my hand at divination, as the Hassho does. Let’s see what the gods will tell us. O great god of the road, we are plagued by monsters. Will you show us the way?”

A silence resumed. The fire flickered. Ash and embers danced. “Give us some answers, you asshole!” he shouted, and burst into laughter as the shavings ignited and sent a flutter of sparks into the air.

“What the hell,” Rui said. “What’re you doing?”

“Oh, just living,” he said.

“Are you mocking them? You are, you of all people.”

“Don’t worry. It’s just having fun. The gods understand. We’re not so different, and they have a sense of humor, too.”

“I don’t think it’s very funny.”

“If you were to die tomorrow, don’t you think it would’ve been worth it to enjoy a little more?”

“It’s hard to enjoy it when you’re cursed,” she said.

“It’s hard to enjoy it when you don’t let yourself.”

He shook his head, serious now, holding the small bone he’d been carving in his hands. “Everything will fade,” he told her. “Everything is impermanent. And no matter how strong or determined you are, death always comes before you want. Such is the way of things. It’s something, I think, everyone understands, though maybe not so many would admit it. What a miracle it is, that we’ve made it through today, don’t you think?” His gaze went back to the fire. The bone in his hands. “Yes,” he said. “A miracle.”

He placed the bone carefully into the embers.

“It’s true, nothing is perfect. And in the end, all is emptiness. But… is that to say we can only watch the plum blossoms when they’re in bloom? Or the full moon only on nights like tonight, when the sky is clear, and unclouded?”

He shook his head. “Life may be suffering, but it will pass as we do. So, what will we do, while we’re here? That is the path we can choose. Those steps are ours, after all.” He shrugged. “We can still choose to take them.”

“You’re not no’in,” Rui said. “You haven’t lived a life where everything’s been decided from the start. Where you’re born, who you are…”

“Don’t tell me what I haven’t lived, child,” he said.

“How do you have a choice when it’s all happened already? Before you even get a chance.”

He indicated the frozen fields beyond, nodding at the rise of the hill. “Would you not want to watch the sun sink beyond the slope of a hill, covered with a blanket of budding peonies or azaleas in the spring? Or the gentle turning of the tides on the western islands, the calls of seabirds and divers searching for pearls? No, in this life, I say we can still choose our steps.”

He fell silent then. “Three will fall,” Rui said. “The Hassho told me… ‘Three will fall like dead leaves.’ What does that mean?”

His face grew grim. “Ten’in, Keishi, Gensei. Three families who once were allies.”

“What happened?”

“Same thing that always happens,” Jobo said. “Prestige, wealth. Greed. They used the system to take power, and once they got it, they didn’t want to share. That’s why Sen’s father rebelled. Not very noble, is it?” After a moment he continued: “They say the emperors are descended from the sun-goddess, and that may be true. The ancient seals have stayed intact for generations and even the most vengeful of gods know there would be only pain if they were to break the truce. They don’t want to destroy the world any more than we do. But they are petty, as we are. When they have been wronged, they want revenge.

“Some of them, the higher gods, or the oldest, maybe, can see past the foolishness of retribution. Some, they say, can see all of time, what was and what will be, spread out before them like a map. They see us, here, at this point, in this place, in this time, and they see where the map will lead. But those gods will never share their answers. Though,” he said, chuckling softly to himself, “humans never cease to ask.”

He stared into the dying fire, the charred remains of bone that lay among the embers and the ash. She tried to figure out what he saw in them, but no matter how she looked, she saw nothing more than what they were.

At first, the signs were subtle. An abandoned oxcart. An empty field. A road trampled by heavy feet. The ruins of a barn in the distance. Something smoking, burned.

They reached Oda-town after sunset the next day.

Surrounded by smaller villages along the Tose road, at the edge of the home-provinces, they found their welcome subdued.

“These were part of the Gensei estates,” Myorin had said. “Our cousin owns the land here. But what does the capital care of that?”

The sun had set in a pale, purple flood. The village lay in shambles, roads laid bare, as if a war had already been fought, and lost.

“Who would do such a thing?” Rui glanced about, wide-eyed. There was a commotion in the town nearby, sounds of worry under the purple sky.

“What’s going on?”

Tsuna swore under her breath. Myorin just shook her head.

“The paddies have been flooded,” she said.

Rui looked for her teacher, to follow his lead. But Jobo was standing shock-still, gripping his prayer staff, watching the commotion in the town. The shouts were growing worse. Daylight ebbed away. He said: “Something’s wrong.”

Shouts rose again, to the south this time, in the low-lying paddies.

Rui felt a shock like she’d been stung.

The enemy is here.

They sent chaos through the rushes. They burned these farms.

They’re trying to lure Tokuon into a trap.

Kill, a voice in her head seemed to say. Kill them all.

A whisper of air swept past, colder, but calmer, too. A flicker caught her attention on the lane.

They rounded the bend and she saw: the temple was on fire.

Tokuon’s forerunners had come. A group of horsemen, awash in the chaos. Peasants, flooding from the town, trying to form a water-line. Trying to put the fires out. But there were dark shapes moving in the space between the fields. Shadows. Wraiths.

The attack came from the night itself.

Rui had just gotten to the base of the hill when she heard the shouts, the ringing of alarm bells. There was a commotion ahead; with eyes still strangely acute in the dusk, she saw several no’in figures surrounding someone at the edge of the paddy.

“Rui, don’t,” Jobo began, but it was too late.

Tsuna hissed: “It’s Sen,” and Rui leaped into the fray.

Myorin shouted. “Rui!”

After this, her mind went blank. She couldn’t recall how she got to the bottom of the hill, how she’d drawn the short-sword at her side. She couldn’t recall how she’d gotten so close. But she heard the sounds of combat, and the echo of a god, roaring, in her mind. She leaped, from the edge of the slope. She surged into the open field.

Instantly, a dark-clad woman with no’in marks on her arms appeared in the twilight. Rui wasn’t ready, but something slipped, turned, cracked inside her, and the Hososhi roared, and when she looked up, the pale woman was dead, and she had blood on her hands. Hososhi, she thought. How…?

I have a use for you, they’d said. Then came rage. With the Hososhi’s power in her veins, in her heart, she fell out of herself; the god took over. Time slipped, and in a heartbeat, became the enemy. Pulling her from her mind, or her heart or her souls, it made her rip away, gone, lost to the world. And the glint of knives in the clouded moon. Blood in the air. She felt nothing.

Nothing when the enemy closed in.

Nothing when a low jab nicked her in the side.

Nothing when the Hososhi moved her spirit and cut them down.

When she found herself again, it was over. She’d killed them all.

She opened her eyes. There were more dead bodies than there were before. There was a blade in her hands and the smell of blood on the soil, the sound of it still leaking from a gut. It had the finality of cut wire, the bile in her throat, and everything started to spin. The sword dropped from her hands and her legs went weak. She buckled. The word floated over her, as it always did, unchangeable as a brand:

Killer.

It’s what you are.

Then she was on the ground. On the dirt. Curled into a ball. She was floating in the air above herself, looking down on herself: that cursed, killer girl. There were tears on her cheeks, but she couldn’t feel them, couldn’t feel the dirt on her hands and on her fingernails.

She blinked.

She gasped, facing the bodies of the killers she had killed.

The Hososhi was gone.

What have I done? she thought, reeling, as the pain and nausea swelled.

What have I done?

Now the flames were getting worse. “I got you,” Rui said, staggering with her friend’s weight, nearly falling.

You were so strong, she thought, but you don’t have to be strong for ever. It doesn’t make you less. You can be vulnerable, you can feel the weight. That’s what truth is, Sen, she wanted to say. You don’t have to hide your tears. It doesn’t mean you’re lost. You can let go. I can be strong now too. I can be strong for both of us. I can do anything I have to do, because I need you to survive.

She helped Sen limp to the side of the muddy paddy.

She heard the ringing of a bell.

“Rui,” Sen said, pointing. “Look.”

Ahead of them, the woman in white was waiting on the road.

“You,” she said.

Something came whistling at them from the trees. Shadows, like a thousand tiny birds, bursting from the foliage, black against the lighter black of night. A piercing sound, a thousand tiny gods, screaming…

Shikigami.

Summoned spirits.

Rui shouted. “No!”

The shadows came flying at them, ghostly, unbearably loud, aural shapes with paper faces, each with a symbol in ink. Rui cut some in half – felt the others raze past her, slicing her arms, her hands, like paper-cuts. “Back!” she shouted, striking one on its paper face, its mask. It split in two; the other conjured spirits vanished.

But the woman in white was still there.

“You,” she said.

Ten paces away, at the top of the road where it loped gently over the hill, the woman stood tall, framed in ghostly light from the fires. She wore white mourning robes. Her eyes gleamed. Her face, devoid of expression.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Rui didn’t wait. She struck at the woman, swinging her sword in an arc that licked the side of her face and snapped her head back. She glimpsed a flash of anger in those pale, piercing eyes, white pupils somehow reflecting light.

But as the woman turned, feeling the cut on her cheek, beneath her eye, she looked at Rui. And she smiled.

And the cut that Rui had given her vanished.

When it did, a cut appeared on Rui’s face, exactly where she had cut the woman. Dripping blood, Rui staggered back, in shock and pain, holding her face. The injury she had inflicted on the woman had been somehow sent back to her. Her heart thudded in her chest. Bright fear flared through her, from the back of her throat to her fingertips. She called out: “What do you want?”

“Him,” the woman – the demon – said.

And leaped toward Sen, who was trying to stand.

Rui attacked again, stabbing the demon in the shoulder – and again, the woman seemed not to feel it; again, Rui received the wound instead. Her shoulder burst with blood, and she cried out. Sen called to her, tried to help, but Rui shouted, “Run! Sen! Run!”

The demon stood above her. Knocked the sword away. Gazed into her eyes. Like peering through her heart.

She heard a bell. A roar. The Hososhi, raging in her veins—

She moved. Rage took her again. Drawing back, she dove for her fallen sword with the Hososhi’s laughter ringing in her ears.

You have a role to play.

She fell out of herself again. Somehow, the god took over. Wrenching her away, gone, lost to the world. And the Hososhi, eager as a glint of knives under the moon. Blood in air; she felt nothing.

The demon closed in.

Rui struck a glancing blow to the wrist, and her own wrist shuddered with blood.

I can’t attack. The thought came hazily, as if through smoke. She wasn’t in control. She couldn’t think. She’d almost cut off her own hand. The Hososhi in her spirit roared.

Rui blinked.

She gasped, fell back, facing the demon.

The woman stood, looking down, as if she’d never moved.

Rui fought against it, but what hope did she have in the face of a god? “What do you want?” she cried.

“Who are you?” the woman asked.

Rui staggered, struck by something she couldn’t see, pain cascading through her, unable to move, unable to protect herself, pain like fire—

“I would have let you live, child,” the demon said. “You should not have gotten in the way.”

She took a step.

Then Jobo’s sacred spear whistled through the darkness, stabbed itself into the dirt between them, her and the demon, blocking the path. The crow monk appeared a moment later, standing before her with his arms out.

“Onryo,” he bellowed. “Keep back!”

The woman stopped, mid-step. Unable to pass the spear.

Staring at her, he shouted, “Rui! Sen! You must run! Do it now!” But Rui barely heard him. Gasping, still, in shock and pain. Sen came for her. Jobo spoke. She heard no words. She heard a crash like lightning, the world flared, and everything went bright. The next she knew, they were running, faster than seemed possible. Jobo had taken her into his arms, and Sen was clinging to his back. He leaped, thundering, huge flying steps and the woods blurred past. His hand gripped hers.

Then they were at the temple gate, the one that had been ablaze –

everything felt hazy now, like the world was melting; they passed the barrier, he pulled them across, and stabbed the sacred spear into the ground before the gate, barring entry to evil beings.

And stood, muttering a prayer with his hands clasped, his body stiff, as though holding some great tide at bay through force of will.

“What was that?” Rui gasped, tried to stand, but the world tilted away from her, and she was left in darkness for an infinite, splitting moment, until she hit cold dirt and was in the temple once again. Head spinning, she tried to rise; fell again.

Heard the Hososhi in her heart, and saw:

A bridge over raging water –

A temple gate –

Three wells in the middle of a garden –

Sen, on a boat, sail rising high –

In blood-red armor, dead bodies at his feet –

An old man, wearing the Keishi butterfly, writhing, on fire –

A strange, ghostly girl, walking through burned buildings and bodies, humming lightly to herself –

Rui tried to fight the vision, to reach the girl, but the world fluttered, and she hit the dirt again.

At some point she found his hands, lifting her gently, his worried face near her own, whispering that she was safe. But she wasn’t. She pulled away. She’d never be safe.

All she wanted was to go back home. All she wanted was to sleep. All she saw was the woman, the demon. Her face, her hands, like claws; her fury; the screeching of her as she came hacking, slashing at my face, my gut, my heart.

She heard voices, human this time: Tokuon and the others. Myorin, coming to her. It was only when she saw the fear in their eyes that she felt the pain, put a hand to her side; it came away bloody.

“I think,” she said, staggering. “I think I need some help…”

And collapsed.
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Kai

Kai staggered through the snowstorm like a dying person, fighting wind and cold. The temple gate was closed. She stumbled forward, shivering as the temperature dropped. Perhaps it was the cold that made her shake. Perhaps it was the fear.

They’d tried the monks at the mountain first.

Approaching at sundown, she saw the torches had been lit, but the road lay blocked by a wooden fence, and at least fifty well-armed warrior-monks stood before it. There would be no entrance to the mountain temples now. Yora stood tall before the party of armed monks. His eyes were set, his mouth locked in a frown. He seemed older since they’d lost Hayo to the screams of Keishi arrows. Since he’d been forced to leave her behind. “She’ll make it,” Getoh had told him, trying to hold faith; Yora shoved the other man away.

Now the monks called out and blocked the road. Now their leader emerged from the ranks, squat-faced and scowling. Ajari Ryaku’in, a hulking, square-shaped man with a large nose, which Getoh told her Yora had once broken in a practice match when they were young; Ryaku’in had been a soldier before he took his vows. A horseman in the imperial guard.

“Hail the enlightened path,” Ryaku’in said, coming closer with his wide ambling gait. “For the true way of righteousness awaits.”

“Ryaku’in. What is this?”

“I thought you might come,” said the monk. “Looking for help. Looking for shelter. But there will be none.”

“You like the regents no more than I do,” Yora began, but Ryaku’in shook his head. He shot a glance at Kai.

“You should know better than to put your trust in a woman. But then, your clan was always backward in that way, so perhaps it’s no surprise.”

“And why is that?” Kai spat.

“Women are devils,” Ryaku’in said, simply. “The sutras speak of this. I don’t treat with whore-spiders, Yora. What do you want?”

“How dare you!” Kai glared, but Ryaku’in just clicked his tongue.

“They may look enlightened on the outside, poet, but you know they are demons on the inside. No matter how goodly a woman looks, her true nature will always come to bear.”

“Is that all you have to say?” Yora had been strangely quiet since the monk began, and now Kai realized he was shaking in anger. At the monk’s disdain of women, at this apparent betrayal, at the danger they were in. He was angry about it all. But it was too late to go back. “What do you want?”

“You will find the mountain closed to all who oppose the Keishi,” Ryaku’in said. “Seikiyo has offered gifts in return for loyalty of service – though that may be something you don’t understand.”

Yora came forward. “Coward. You think they’ll spare you? If you do this? Seichi has said he wants to burn your temples to the ground!”

“Not if we deliver him his prize…”

Yora’s men drew their swords. Yora said: “You’re doing this because Seikiyo pardoned your banishment. What of your vows? What of the enlightened way?”

Ryaku’in dipped his head. “Hail, Kouzeon. Light of mundane voices, the god of compassion, the sound of righteousness. I am a monk of the Middle Path. Your gods, and the Awakened Ones, are simply different manifestations of the truth, that we are their shadows on the earthly realm. I know my duties on this fleeting world, I know what I must do.” He glanced to the masked and muscled warrior-monks behind him, longblades glinting in the torchlight. “And so do they.”

He stepped closer.

The monks gripped their weapons.

Kai’s heart thundered in her chest.

“Warrior rule will end in only the greatest sorrow of our people, poet,” Ryaku’in intoned. “Be wary of the evils of the myth, and remember the truth of the deed. Lord poet! Are you ready to call the Name? You know your history. You know what repercussions such sin-of-lies have left behind.”

“I know what you would say,” Yora began. “Tell me, what would you have instead? A tyrant who rules through his court like puppets, his playthings, and puts his own heirs on the throne?”

“Poet,” Ryaku’in said, but softer now, “this is not a war against such tyranny… That is the lie. This will be nothing but a war between those who stand for what has built this empire and made it rich in the past, with all the good and evil it has done – and those who stand against it. I only ask you now: be very, very careful of the evils you will do, if somehow you replace the ones who reign above.”

“We have blood on our hands,” Yora said. “I don’t deny it. I fight so that we may find another way, a newer way, to make sure it never happens again.”

“But what,” Ryaku’in asked, “will happen when you find the only way to beat them is to use the tools they have used? What then?”

“You use my own words, monk,” Yora said.

“Then you know them.”

“You supported Nioh,” Yora shouted. “Now you heel behind the Keishi? You, who called them the most corrupt?”

Ryaku’in waved a single, fat finger in the air. “The system does not break, lord poet. Don’t you understand? You may uproot it, you may think you’ve thrown it off, but soon, its seeds will spill upon your hands, and fly into your lungs, and stain you every time you wipe your brow. Soon, the only things you’ll see are the roots of it, that grow within your eyes. You know I speak the truth.”

“I have no choice,” Yora said at last. “I agreed with you, once. But the time has passed. It’s too late. Help us.”

“I will not.”

“Then we will run you down.” Yora’s hand moved to his sword.

Ryaku’in laughed. A short, sharp hack. “You really think you have a chance against them? After this? The combined might of the Keishi and the authority of the realm? You’re even more deranged than I thought.”

“You don’t have to do this, monk,” Yora said.

Ryaku’in squinted. “Listen. You hear it? The sound of all the gods who have come to your aid. Your great god of war.” He opened his hands, as if waiting for a rain to fall upon them. “They’re a little quiet, Yora.”

“Stand back,” Yora said.

To Kai’s surprise, Ryaku’in did. He looked angry, and sad, and whistled for his monks to withdraw. “If war was what you wanted, poet, you have succeeded in that – and that alone. It will be the last success of your life.”

He stepped back. The monks parted and let them pass.

After realizing Ryaku’in would not support them, Yora and Nioh came up with a desperate plan: they would ride across the eastern bridge, to the Temple of the Far Earth, and then south, following the road toward the ancient city of Naruji. There they hoped to have more help, that somehow, Tokuon’s army would find a way to reach them.

Now the gates of the Onji temple were shut against the snow. The wind kicked in again, battering itself against Kai’s shoulder as she fought her way on, calling her name, calling for sanctuary from the river monks.

They’d ridden from the mountain temples so hard and so fast that Nioh fell from his horse and they had to help him up. The exhausted prince claimed he’d seen demons in the air, chasing after them, and when he’d fallen, he’d muttered, “It can’t be, it can’t be,” over and over again.

“My lord!” Getoh had shouted. “We must stop! We must rest here…” But Yora had urged them on; the river monks at the Onji temples were their final hope.

Now the main group stayed in the safety of the woods while Kai went forward to address the river temple. The wind blew frost into her eyes, and she stumbled. She staggered against the lashing cold, calling again to the river monks behind their walls.

“My name is Kai Gekko’in! I’m heir to the Gensei family! You sheltered my father once, before his death! Hold your arrows! My name is Kai Gekko’in! I seek shelter at the temple of the Onji River!”

She used to think she knew this thing, this fear inside her chest. She knew what it meant to be careful in the capital. She’d had to be careful her whole life. Careful, because Seikiyo had eyes everywhere. Because the cut-throat courtiers were always angling to get ahead. Because the stain of her father’s death was one that would not wash away. They weren’t sure if the river monks would even help them. They’d offered sanctuary to the Gensei once, years before, when her father fled the capital – just as she was doing now. But twenty years had passed and here she was, doing the same. The sharp-eyed monks at the gate peered down, mere shadows in their heavy cloaks. The wind shrieked, blisteringly cold; again she staggered from its push.

Only one chance, she thought. Don’t make any moves they’ll react against. Announce early as possible, so they don’t loose their arrows at you. Now or never. They’d find the others, Nioh and his retainers, under Yora’s watch, in the woods where she’d left them, hiding. And Yora, who had urged her on, saying, “It will be all right.”

All right… Right up to the moment Seikiyo’s men come kicking down the door.

What if he’s here already? What if we’re too late?

By the gods’ hands, how had it come to this?

“My name is Kai Gekko’in!” she shouted, her voice so small against the cold. “I am heir to the Gensei family! You sheltered my father…”

The snow was too much. She tripped. She fell. The flurries grew worse, slicing through her, and she slipped to her knees. Above, the river-monks were still as statues. The roar of the wind made her wince.

Something shook. The gate before her cracked through its shield of frost and groaned open.

“My name is Kai Gekko’in…” Three figures were approaching now, river-monks in robes of black and gray, framed in the white of the snow. They called to her.

“Lady! This way! The gate is open!”

She struggled, numb and shivering all over. The world dimmed and drifted. “I am heir to the Gensei family. You sheltered my father…”

She couldn’t stand. Her vision swam and it was all she could do to keep repeating the words. My name is Kai Gekko’in… The cold had somehow ceased to hurt. The fear and exhaustion of the past three days caught up. She felt light. She felt like she wouldn’t have to worry about anything ever again. It was wonderful. She felt that, after everything, she would be fine. So much warmer now. She couldn’t feel her feet.

“My name is Kai Gekko’in. Heir to the Gensei…”

“Gods’ hands, help her up!” A voice came to her from somewhere in a great distance. “Get her inside!”

“My name is Kai Gekko’in…”

Someone was shouting. They were lifting her up.

She entered the temple of the Onji River with a painfully old monk carrying her through the gates.

“Rest easy, ame’in,” the elderly monk said. “You’re here now. Just a few steps more…”

As they entered, she saw that, within the open ground inside the gate, there lay a courtyard rigid with small plants and barren trees. Looming prayer halls rose from the whitening night, and dark-robed monks dashed about, lighting torches. Someone – the kindly old monk – held her hand, leading her in. At the center of the open space, two trees stood at angles with skeletal branches shaking in the frost. Plum trees, perhaps, or cherry. The garden lay to the side, near two stone shrines and a shallow-water stream.

Beyond it, within the inner gate, there was a well.
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Rui

In her fever, she spoke to the Hososhi again. They showed her dark images, of fire and rain, dead bodies on a garden path, blood-polished stone. Their voice came, calling soft-whispered words beyond her ability to hear.

The world felt hot, the air turbulent. She tried to speak. She heard her teacher and Myorin conversing in hushed tones.

“The wounds can be treated,” Jobo was saying, “but I do not have the skill to exorcise a god.”

“What will happen to her?”

“Depends on the god. And on her.”

She slept again. When she settled back onto the blankets, chest aching, nausea in its familiar place, she wondered, What if I die? Her stomach pitched and turned. She told herself she wouldn’t fail, wouldn’t allow herself to fade, wouldn’t be a victim to what happened. She longed for the confidence of hope.

Then it was nearly dawn, and Jobo was sitting beside her with a faraway look in his eyes, a look that made her think he was reliving some great terror from his past.

“The god has helped you, Rui,” he said at length, “with your wounds. They are trying to show you what they want from you. What they want for you to do.”

“Why?” she croaked.

“Why what?”

It took some time for her to gather her thoughts. “If the god sees in all directions… how… how could they let this happen? They would’ve known that we were there, that I… that I would…” She couldn’t finish.

Jobo said, “The Hososhi sees everything, but our futures are not a river flowing in time, rushing directly to one destination. They are like pages in a book, among a vast uncountable library of books. Your futures are there: you may choose one. Or not. You may end up in a different book altogether. The pages are of an infinity of paths that we may take. Hososhi sees all, so yes, they saw the future of what you would do. They also saw the countless other futures, in which you did not. In which you had not survived as a child. In which you had gone left, instead of right. They are all real. They are all equal. You only happen to be living in this one.”

“What good is seeing the future if you don’t know it’ll come?”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Have you learned anything I’ve tried to teach?”

“If I could see the future, I would want to be able to predict what would happen.” Her head was pounding. “So I could stop it.”

“Who are we to know the minds of the gods? How do you know they want to stop it?”

“Why would they not want to stop it?”

“Who are we to know. I’ll bring you some herbs tonight, help clear your head. In the meantime, you must rest.”

“I’m not tired,” she began.

“Rest.” When she lay back on the blanket, her eyes had already started to close.

Where do we go from here?

Above, the mountains cast shadows over everything, a thick, black blanket that muted the colors of the valley, made the trees so much darker in the dark. Bitterly cold. She shivered, looking out over the field and the narrow valley between the peaks, and found her teacher sitting with his back to the fires, staring at the clouded sky.

“They want me to kill her,” Rui said. “The demon…”

“Any who strike such a demon will bear the injury themselves,” Jobo muttered. “As you have seen. It is impossible.”

Rui said, “You know who she is.”

He wiped his eyes. “Whatever she is, whatever is left of her spirit… it’s twisted under the weight of evil. That’s what onryo are. Spirits, not at rest. Whoever she is, she would not want to keep living in this way, serving as a medium for the demon. We must help her. We must set her free.”

He held the spear before him. “This is a sacred object. It was made with the power of the ancients in days long past. This is how you kill a monster.”

“Teacher,” she asked. “How do we know it’ll work?”

He was a stone. “We don’t.”

Jobo stayed up long into the night, murmuring his prayers over the sacred weapon, polishing and sharpening the edge, the dark pattern on the blade like ocean waves.

Alone, Rui watched the stars and shifting clouds and thought of her god – her curse – again. She wondered how fate had led her here. I had such anger in me, she thought. She could still feel it, bubbling away. It makes you hate so much, she thought. Hate. Hate what you want, what you don’t have. What you used to have, and do no more.

It’s who you are, the god had seemed to say.

Once the fury gets you, she thought, there’s no choice. The fury gets you; you can’t turn back, you can only turn into one of them. A creature of rage. Your heart changes. The black blood, like tar, covers you, all of you, consumes you and makes you kill until it’s eaten you away.

She’d had another vision in the moments before her fever broke. She saw the three wells. She saw Sen, and another, shadowy figure with the Gensei crest on her robes. They stood together on a bridge, facing fire on one side, and on the other, the haunting demon, the woman in white.

The wells. Rui jerked awake, on the cold earth outside her tent, near a dead fire and the full red blaze of sunset, and she knew.

She slipped away from the tents at sundown, not knowing where she would go, or how. Her mind would not stay still. Around her, silence. Evening had fallen. What little light remained was painted gold and streaked with watery blue, turning darker as the gold burned out. There were voices at the edges of the world. She heard them in the sound of the wind, and the darkness.

Night fell quietly over the uplands above the Kanden plains, and she’d not gone fifty paces beyond the last outwatcher’s pit when the trees shivered, the wind grew loud, and long shadows cast themselves about, wicked and bewildering as spirits. She hurried to the edge of the highroad, but was stopped when small drifts of snow began to fall, light as clouds. She was filled with a rush of indecision. She was on the edge, as if a waterfall had opened up before her, the current at her back, and she looked down but couldn’t see where it would go.

A shadow passed. What was that? She turned, moving to the line of trees.

Nothing. Ghosts in the evening, the small-spirits come again. Tricks, uncertainties, that the god was playing in her mind. There. She heard it now. Something solid, real; a horse, a rider, in the trees.

He came not on the road but through the brambles, on a high mount black as night, and through the trees but a breath away, hooded, cloaked against the cold of the mountainside, two blades at his hip. A kijin.

She shouted in alarm, drawing her sword: “Halt!”

When he pulled away his hood, she saw a rough-featured man with broad arms and a beard, gnarled and sweating. “Who are you?” he huffed. “Standing as a ghost in the night?”

She straightened. “What business brings you to these woods?”

“Let me pass, no’in. I don’t want to ride you down.” He glared.

“Who are you?”

“I am Kaji Getoh, retainer and blood-guard to the poet, Yora Shijin. Who are you?”

They left her outside the tents past midnight. Jobo, and the sisters and the others. High-ranking kijin generals, consulting with the man, Kaji Getoh. The Poet’s bodyguard.

They left her outside, alone but for the frozen logs beside the fire, an eerie, whistling wind, and the stares of other soldiers who watched her as they passed.

“What do you want?” she shouted. They didn’t answer.

This isn’t how it should have been, she thought. The god was with her.

“It’s time,” they said.

And again she shouted, “What do you want? I can’t kill a demon like you say!”

But she was alone, and the only ones to hear were other members of the Jibashiri, who shifted, glancing over cloaks and shoulders at the girl who spoke to no one, and turned away.

“Time,” said the god again.

They were waiting for her to reply, but she couldn’t. The clouds pressed down, glowing faintly, spirals of radiance and lightning behind their veil. Her breath shook. She couldn’t speak.

Then the meeting in the tent was done, and the warriors came out. The tent opened, shifting heat met colder air, and the light of lanterns blew dim. Jobo bent under the flap, saw her by the guard-path, poking embers. The pale face of moonlight shone about him, as if he’d come from shadow, and one hand held his staff with its jangling rings.

“Rui,” he called. “Come.”

“What is it?” she asked. “What’s happened?”

“We’re being sent out again,” he said. “As I think you know. But before that, someone wants to see you.”

The giant warrior, Saito, helped Sen limp into the tent. Rui had seen him during the attack, but even so, she still gasped at the sight of him: Sen’s injuries had grown into a constellation of bruises and cuts across his hands and face. He moved carefully, wincing and holding a hand to his ribs.

“Not so pretty, huh?” he hissed as she embraced him. “Rui, not so hard.”

Rui apologized, fell silent; they both waited – then, together, broke into a laugh. Sen pressed his forehead to hers. It had been so long. So much had changed. “I thought you were gone,” he said.

“Never,” she said. “Never.”

An awkwardness fell between them. She asked how he was feeling. He said, I’ll live. He looked away, opening and closing his hand. “You’re being sent out,” he said at length, repeating the news because he seemed to have nothing else, no words to tell her how he felt. “The rider,” he murmured, “Kaji Getoh, he’s one of my uncle Yora’s retainers… He told us they’ve fled the capital, and now… now they’ve gone…”

“Sen,” she said.

“What?”

Rui kissed him before he could say another word. Kissed him with the force and urgent pull that had been building in her for weeks. Felt the devastating, almost violent press of him as his mouth opened up and he kissed her back, a motion of surprise giving way to everything – oh, everything – else.

It was a mistake, and she knew it, and didn’t care. And in a moment, his hands had gone to her shirt, folding it open, and Rui pulled his robe apart, her hands brushed skin and he flinched, said, “Rui, careful.”

She said, “I won’t hurt you.”

Sen fell back against the cushions with a gasp. Rui moved tenderly, feeling the warmth across her cheeks, her skin, pressing herself against him, keenly, flutteringly aware of the heat of him and the erection between his legs. “Rui,” he muttered. “What are we doing?”

But he was already reaching for her. Slipping a finger through her sash while his other hand pulled her recklessly harder, and she just said, “Oh hell.”

She didn’t care who saw them. She didn’t care about anything. Not anymore. Not the war, not the god inside her; no, only the pulse inside her. Can you feel it? she wondered. Can you? She slipped her hand in, closing the gap between them, molding them together like soft-drenched flowers in the rain. Her heart ached sweetly, and she let it this time, she let it all fall away, in the smell of him, the feeling of his hands, her hands, his skin, his hair, and hers. She wanted to scream. She wanted to shriek and shake and drown in herself, be cast off into some other world. Then he faltered. Hesitating, he withdrew. Don’t stop, she wanted to say. Don’t stop now. It would be so easy, to just let go and let it happen, and let them become whatever they would, whatever this was, whatever – and be in it, the little fluttering thing inside her chest – he felt it too – and let the rising take them both. Instead, it was over. The sky darkened, the sun set; he pulled away. He sat with his head in his hands.

“Sen…”

“Myorin’s moving out,” he said, after an eternity.

Something changed in her then. Closed off. It was like a door, between them, sliding shut.

“To the temple,” she said, sitting. “I know.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why I can’t… just…”

“It’s all right,” she said; but it wasn’t.

He sniffed. “How’s your heart?”

“Hurts.”

He looked away. “I wish… things could be different. I wish we could just…”

“Tell me something,” she said. “What are you so afraid of?”

It took him a long time to answer. And when he did, she could barely hear his words. “Too much. Too much. They just won’t let me…”

He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to.

Finally he stirred himself. “Myorin’s moving out,” he said again, mumbling like he felt useless.

“I know. Your sister’s there. At the temple. The god, they showed me. The bridge, the wells… I saw them there. They’re in trouble. The Keishi are getting closer – I-I can feel it. The Hososhi makes me…” Rui broke off.

“What is it?”

“Come with us.”

“I can’t.” Sen turned. And it hurt, but it was not unexpected. “Tokuon has given me my own fighting group. I’m to lead his left wing on the march… a hundred warriors on horseback…”

“You have responsibilities.” Rui knew this would happen. She knew…

“You start to move differently, with them.” He bent his head. “It’s different. They expect me to be…”

“What?”

He didn’t answer.

Rui, too, now looked away, gazed at her hands, the bruises there, the broken skin. Gazed at nothing; what was there to say? She tried to read the silence that lay so heavily between his words, the thoughts, the voice that would not come. She tried to understand what he so struggled to find within himself, to speak, to share. I’m scared; that was what he hadn’t said.

But his clothes, his sword; he was kijin now.

He wasn’t allowed to be scared. Wasn’t allowed to say it.

“Do you…” He hesitated, seeking something, seeking hope. “Do you ever think about a moment that changed your life? That… could have made things different? I do… sometimes.”

He laughed, then, at the enormity of it all. “All the things I could’ve done… or could’ve done differently… What I could’ve changed… And I wonder if things would’ve been different. If it would’ve made them change.”

He stopped. “I’m sorry. That I left. That I abandoned you.”

Rui said, “You didn’t.”

“It was a shitty thing to do.”

“Whole thing’s shitty,” Rui said after a time. “It’s all right.”

She kept saying it, but it wasn’t true.

“I can’t undo it,” he said. “But I can tell you I’m not gonna let them get me like that again. I’ll be better. They won’t break us, all right?”

There was so much fear, Rui thought, fear of others, of the war, the unknown. The general, pervading fear of being lost, of feeling, in some deep way, that there was nothing you could do about it. That you had to let it happen.

It was a fear of change, and at the same time, fear that nothing would.

It came and went in waves. It showed itself in times she’d least expect. This, too, Rui thought, this is how we survive.

“They put me on the field,” he murmured, repeating himself. “Tokuon. We’ll be a day behind you. But you – the Jibashiri – you can get there first. This is our chance.”

He smiled now, vague and distant, and, yes, afraid. He’s worried, Rui thought. He’s trying to believe it all, himself.

“Then let’s take it.”

It was an act of bravery, she knew, finding a way to believe when nothing told you that you should. When you had to find it in yourself, because it was nowhere else. “Let’s do it,” she said again. “Let’s do this thing.”

We have each other, she wanted to say. And it meant: things will start looking up. We can do what we want to do. We can do anything.

“Oh, this place.” Sen sighed. “This fucking wild land…”

“What’s that?”

“It’s just like us.”

There’s an ocean inside you, she thought, just as wide, and real, and vast as any other. Just as huge as the river I could see from home. She knew because she had those memories in her, those little hardships and those joys. They carry everything, they remind me who I am. Who I can be. It brought the past with it, and sometimes she wanted it to come, wanted it to drown her out. She felt she might be washed away, but tonight, she wanted to be washed away. Tonight, it felt good.

They went outside, and even the night seemed warmer now, warm enough to be free. The dry, chill cold and the patchy clouds and the whispers of a breeze, and somewhere up there, the gods were watching. She felt the twinge of pain again and remembered the Hososhi. Sen, too, was cursed, they’d said.

But tonight, her god was silent. Tonight, there was just the two of them, who’d been found together by chance, and who, by chance, had found each other once again. Who’d saved each other, in different ways.

Sen was the closest thing to family she’d ever had. Closer than Koroku, closer than the crow monks themselves.

“You and me,” he’d told her, once, at Kannagara, his young face bright and shining, as they stole off with a jar of rice-wine and got drunk under a harvest moon.

You and me. It’s you and me against the world.

We’ve got to look out for each other.

I’ll always know you’re there.

Now, she felt those words again. She saw them in his eyes, his glance. She felt, for this instant, somehow closer than family, closer than love. In it, she felt wild. This was someone who would always be there, who would say, We can do anything. Who said, We don’t have to be what they make us. Who said, We can run. Who said, We can sing, we are drunk with it, the power of knowing that you, Rui, you out of everyone in this fragile life, you have my back.

“It’s us,” he said again, now, quietly. “It’s all of us.”

Here, under the heavy clouds and the wind and smell of frost, Rui felt a shard of hope. Hope that, as long as they could find a way back to one another, they would make it through. “It’s us,” she echoed. Us.

No one can tell us what to be.

The wind blew clear and cold around them. The clouds began to brighten with a glow.

“Rui,” he whispered. “Look. The moon.”

She smiles at us, Rui thought.

She fell asleep with the world still spinning beneath her, feeling the earth on her back and the air on her skin. She fell asleep with Sen in his embroidered cloak clutching her left hand, and whispering into her right.

She thought, I’m free.

And later, the clouds pressed down, glowing faintly, and she thought back to that one night under the stars, the tips of trees, the rising of the moon. Remembered falling stars that came from dark recesses of the cloud, a blanket hanging heavily above their heads, rain and fate entwined; remembered the reflections on the water, small, shimmering things, that rose up in unison to meet the real falling lights in the air above, and the starry water that always seemed, in those few moments, to be made of glass. It felt as though the world and every living creature on it was taking pause, a small scrape of time to halt their hard-fought lives and stand or sit or lie down facing that black sky, their eyes turned up to heaven, to see what the lights might have to say.

In the darkness, she felt a soft hand on her own. Sen was watching her, and he had tears in his eyes too.

“You’re gonna come back,” he whispered. “Right? You’re gonna come back.”

“’Course I am. You know I’ll come back.”

“You better.” He tried for a grin, gave her a knuckle to the shoulder, and took her hand again. “You better.”

All lay quiet, and motionless but for the breeze, and it was as if they were the only two things that existed, her and Sen, in all the world.

She said, “I will.”

But as she saddled her horse the next morning, the hills lay chill with mist and fog, and the Hassho’s voice came to her again.

This curse was not meant for you. It will consume you. It will spread into your heart and make you a monster, and then, child, it will take you too.

The only way to stop it is to die.

She saw the shadowy giants, the pilgrims of death, walking the skies above the world. Each night, they shifted, spoke in murmured voices at the bounds of her perception, like far-off thunder, floating at the edge of sight.

She could see the ghost, the demon, every time she closed her eyes. She was afraid to sleep again. She was going to the wells, that was the destination. She would soon be there, but who knew what she’d find?

She saw other ghosts, too, flicking past, just like the giant gods, but these were smaller, shades of a little boy and girl she could just make out, but never reach. The image of a bridge lay heavy on her mind.

The sisters were ready. The horses were prepared.

Sen had come to watch them go.

With fast mounts and fewer numbers, the Jibashiri could make it to the temple by sundown, but Tokuon and the rest of the army would need another day at least. If the fighting began before that, there was no telling how long they’d last.

They better hurry, Rui thought. And, with a flash of sadness: Once again I’m going away. When can I stop leaving places, and start returning?

She glanced back to find Sen watching in his colors of purple and indigo over white. He’d never looked so proud, she thought, nor so beautiful.

She left with a horrible feeling that she’d never see him again.







PART FOUR
Moonlight
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Kai

Shōho Year 4

Midwinter

Kai slammed her fist on the table, shouting just like the others. It was no use. With news of the Musha’in, Akiyo, gathering her forces at the edge of Yamano province to their northeast, they were trapped here, within the twin temples of the Onji banks, whether they liked it or not.

The town of Oda, they heard, was the first to fall. Paddies flooded, the small-temple burned. Akiyo’s mountain-wolves had made their mark. Even Tokuon’s retainers were attacked – his muster at Kiseda had not gone unnoticed.

Still, Kai argued. They’ll come. They will come. But when? That was the question none could answer. The Keishi would be on them in a matter of days – whether from the east, or west, or both together. They had no choice but to prepare for a siege.

Reports claimed a sharp-eyed Keishi general named Kaga Makoto had called his vassals to the north; they were gaining power every day. The Mountain monks, led by Ryaku’in, had ceased their infighting and now turned their arms in favor of the royal city. Ryaku’in, she thought. Curse him.

“Even with the support of our other temples, we’ll have perhaps a thousand fighters,” the wizened abbot said. The prayer hall loomed around them. “The Keishi will raise ten times our number.”

Several monks murmured in agreement. Some wanted to flee south, to the old city of Naruji. There, many had answered Nioh’s call to arms. Some wanted to chance it on the field.

Yet Akiyo waited east of the river. Others argued: They will catch us from behind.

“Then we’ll have to be faster than them,” said Yora. “And if they do, we’ll stand our ground until Tokuon can get to us.”

The abbot asked: “Will he come?”

Yora nodded. “He’s on the east road, gathering the armies outside Kiseda. He’s wanted this for years. He’ll come.”

Nioh sighed; he had no good hope for the coming days. “We’ll have to find a way to survive until he does.”

“Getoh will find them,” Yora said. “He’ll deliver our message. They’ll come.”

On the second morning, word came from the capital: the Keishi demanded surrender of the rebel prince and his followers. Refusal would be met with death. “Kill a prince,” Nioh fumed. “Kill a member of the imperial family – that is what he wants to do.” His son, Noyori, pale and trying not to tremble, watched from a nook by the wall.

Keishi forces demanded that the Onji temples cast out the fleeing prince, but the river monks were no friends of Ryaku’in – nor the Keishi – and refused. The messenger fled under a barrage of arrows.

Nioh sent his fastest riders to the temples of Naruji, the Window Retreat and the Temple of Equilibrium, asking for help. They had long been loyal to the mirror prince and his father, and, like the Mountain, had armed fighters of their own.

The messenger did not return. Day turned to night. Kai’s fear – and the strange pressure in her chest – rose to aching. She had a vivid image of the moment Hayo fell, pierced by arrows. The smell of blood mixed with snow. She turned to the bushes and retched.

Betrayer. Outcast. Exile. That’s what I will always be, in their eyes. The spawn of a traitor, never to be trusted. Never to be given what is mine.

Now, she thought, the flutes and lyres have gone quiet. Now the festivals will go unplanned. Spring will come, and with it, flowers, the bloom of fleeting life, but none will be there to see them. Instead of music, you’ll hear the thrumming of horses on hard dirt. Instead of painting, you’ll see the vibrancy of blood. The bells would ring not for the coming of another year, but in mourning, for the dead.

The Temple of the Three Wells and the Temple of the Far Earth lay on either side of the bridge at the mouth of the Onji River, less than a day from where it met the Great Awa Sea. The Three Wells sat on the west side, closer to the capital; the Far Earth on the east, with its wide buildings, prayer halls, gardens, and dormitories.

Once the fighting started, Yora planned to withdraw across the bridge and make a stand at the Far Earth, with its walled enclosure and its golden hall, surrounded by an artificial lake like a moat. He planned to hold the river as long as possible to give the prince time to escape, fleeing through the village, and from there, to a foothill road that led east, toward the river tributaries.

The bridge made a natural bottleneck; that was their only advantage.

“We pull the planks,” he said. “Strip the middle, so none can pass. It’s the only way we’ll hold out long enough for Tokuon to come.

“From now on, we stay in groups. Nioh and his bannermen. Getoh’s household, who joined us at the prince’s estate, and the river monks will divide themselves into units. No one walks alone.”

She found Yora later, in the temple courtyard, chopping wood for the barricades in bound, pleated pants and a simple dye-checked shirt like a farmer. Sitting beside him, breath misting in the chill, she listened to the chock, chock sound of the axe, that seemed to bring him focus. Wind brought fog in from the banks as he worked.

“You asked me, once,” he said after a moment, “what really happened with your father and Seikiyo. You asked what changed things, what we did.”

“You never answered.”

Yora paused the methodical thump of his axe. “How old were you then? Nine? Ten?”

“I was ten,” she said.

“She was not even your age, then.”

“Who?”

“The princess.”

He moved carefully, wiping the blade clean. “When your father led the attack on the demon-emperor Sutoh, when they burned the White River House and Goshira took the throne… he didn’t know. Nobody could have known.” He held the axe before him, angling it to see the light flare like a tiny sun along the edge.

“The demon-emperor had fled,” he said, “but the house wasn’t empty. His child, and her caretakers, were still there. When the River House burned, Sutoh’s daughter was trapped with her servants, in the flames. No one knew she was there. But she was.”

He gazed up at the afternoon sky, icy and cold. “Your father killed the demon-emperor’s daughter when he burned their house. And for that, he thought he’d been cursed. Maybe the curse came true. He told me, once, he thought that was why Sutoh went mad. The death of his daughter… He told me it was why the demon-emperor cursed this land…”

Yora stopped. “Before his death, he asked me to protect you. To protect his children, and his family. He wanted to undo the damage he had done. He didn’t want you to follow in his path.”

The Jibashiri arrived at sundown, led by the wolfish Kaji Getoh. By the time Kai ran to meet them, they were in the small courtyard within the gate, huddled together by the horses, some in armor, some in traveling clothes, all bundled in heavy cloaks. When she approached, she heard Yora’s intake of breath.

“Myorin,” he called. “Tsuna.”

“Father.” Myorin raced into her father’s arms, her sister a moment later; the two sides greeted each other at the edge of the garden.

Kai noticed a no’in woman with them, dressed in blue-and-black traveling clothes and a straw-covered coat. Shorter than Kai, her features were painted with shadow and torchlight. But in her eyes, Kai saw only fear. Beside her stood a graying crow monk from the mountains, holding a wooden staff with prayer rings.

“Rui,” the old man said, “this is Prince Nioh. And Kai, of the Gensei family.”

Yora approached. “Jobo Daiten. What brings you here?”

“The gods,” the crow monk said. Then, with a look at the no’in: “And her. We have much to discuss.” The three river monks, in their long black robes and rounded hats, stood together to one side. They hadn’t stopped looking at the no’in woman, Rui, since the moment she entered the courtyard.

“Let’s get you inside,” Yora said. “You’ve been riding hard. And we don’t have much time.”

Their meeting went long into the night, and at the end of it, Kai lingered in the temple courtyard, exhausted and certain that they were doomed. She could do nothing but sit on the stones, feeling the fear spread through her spine, and listen as the mirror prince played his bamboo flute beside the well. A mournful, haunting melody floated through the little gates like waves, drifting to the river garden, the rocks and flowers, and the night.

She wondered at the life she could have lived, if only things were different. If there was no war, if her father had never turned against his friend Seikiyo, or if he had succeeded; if, instead of swords, their family were trained to play music in the soft summer evenings like the ones she remembered from her youth, where men like Nioh didn’t have to be afraid, and lived their lives in peace. They could have been happy.

When he was done, Nioh placed his flute in its case.

“Thank you,” she said. And saw he had tears brimming in his eyes. Beyond, the soldiers were donning armor, preparing to strip the bridge of its planks. Kai watched them, not knowing what to do. This was so different than planning strategies on a board. She felt like she was looking through a small tube, and had no idea if danger, or safety, existed on either side. Her hands trembled; her stomach churned. She’d never been a natural fighter like Hayo. The idea of holding a sword in her hand made her want to throw up. But now, what was the choice? It seemed like another life, when she had stood worrying over her robes at the retired-emperor’s steps.

She found her uncle in consultation with the monks. “A great evil is in the wind,” said the river monk, Gochi-no-Tai. “Something is coming, and not just the army of Seikiyo. We’ve seen portents. It comes from the east. We must be careful.”

Yora frowned. “The Keishi are coming from the west. I have to fight the enemy I can see.”

Gochi nodded, but his face looked grim.

“They’re worried,” Yora told her later. “We’re vulnerable on the east side of the river but there’s nothing we can do. Do you need anything?”

“I…” Her breath caught. “I could use some help getting ready.”

He put a hand on her shoulder. “Kai. It’s all right to be scared.”

In the temple reading room, Yora helped her into her armor and presented her a sword. “It’s not much, but it’ll do. We don’t want anyone recognizing you.” He carefully removed the crest from the helm, leaving it blank, unremarkable. She could tell he had something on his mind.

“We will lose this battle, Kai,” he said at length. “It’s not a question anymore.”

“Surely we can do something,” she began. Yora shook his head.

“I don’t want you to have a false impression about what’s going to happen. We will lose. They will meet us at the river. Hopefully we’ll be able to hold them at the bridge. But the water is treacherous, unpredictable. The rainfall in these hills has been inconsistent. If they try to cross, they may drown themselves, but there’s an equal chance they’ll find a way to ford. Akiyo is a key leader of their military force; her lands are behind us, east and north of the crossing. She may try to cut us off from there. We cannot change this.”

“Then we have no hope.”

“It’s not a matter of hope. It will happen. We may hold them briefly, but they will take the bridge and they will take the temples. If the Musha’in is as smart as I think she is, she’ll meet Tokuon on the field, stop him getting to us. We’ll have to fight our way free. Many clans have not responded to our calls. They think we’ll fail, think if they follow us, they’ll receive no rewards. The Keishi will have offered more than anything we could pay.”

He spoke carefully, with measured, even tones. “I want you to have no illusions about this battle, Kai. That is all. Don’t try to make a name for yourself. If you have to, hide. Smuggle yourself away. Let my daughters carry you. That is all that matters. Speed. Speed of your evacuation from this place. And that of our prince.”

“What of you?” she asked.

“I’m the same as everyone else,” he said. “For this battle, this night, I exist only to buy you time. I pray it will be enough.”

He set his gaze on the lonely courtyard outside, with its single, frost-covered tree, illuminated faint as a shadow beneath the ridge of sleeping mountains beyond. Then, on a paper, he dashed out a few quick lines in ink.


The empty tree

We tried to gather fruit

in this sorrowful world

Such is life –

Flowering no more



The wind came; he went out, held the slim paper on an open palm, waiting until the breeze picked it up and carried it away. She caught one last glimpse, a small white streak in deepening blue, then it was gone.

“You should get some rest,” he said, at last. “It will happen in the morning.”

On her way back to the barracks, she met the no’in she’d noticed before, a short young woman in black clothes and shin-wraps and mud-splattered cloaks.

“Ame’in,” the woman said, head low.

Kai considered her. A servant? A porter? She was clearly nervous. Kai thought, I should show a gentle hand. “What is it?”

“I… know your brother, ame’in,” the woman said. “We grew up together. In a way. But, what I mean is, I wanted to tell you… He’s a good warrior, he’s with your cousin… They’re behind us but they’re coming. He’ll help.”

Kai found it hard to meet her eyes, and didn’t know why.

“There’s still hope,” the woman said. “That’s all I meant. Thank you, ame’in.”

Before Kai could respond, the woman bowed quickly, hurried away.

Kai wondered who she was. Why a no’in porter would claim to know her brother, and wondered if Sen Hoshiakari would be the force that changed the tide. She was left with nothing but the silence of the night, the tired lines on the young no’in woman’s face, the shadows under her eyes, and the feeling that something had been haunting her.

I’m fighting for you, Kai thought. To help all people and rid the corruption from this land. But she knew she’d never understand the ghosts that haunted people like this woman, knew she’d never learn the woman’s tale. She would just pass on, another blade of grass in the windswept sea.

Kai wondered what ghosts lay behind the woman’s eyes, why it looked like she was hurting. Why it seemed the ghosts would win.
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Rui

Rui found herself walking through the dark hours, unable to sleep. She wandered toward the small sanctuary garden at the heart of the temple, with its ancient ceremonial well. The other two, she knew, were at the north and east gates.

“What’s on the other side of the bridge?” she asked, seeing the young noble, Atsu, sitting on the steps in borrowed armor.

Atsu shrugged. “Other temple.”

Rui had come to like the young woman, whom Myorin had found fleeing the capital. They were both outcasts, in their way, surrounded by people they didn’t know. She tried to make a joke. “What, you nervous? Never killed anyone before?”

“No.”

“It’s not so hard…”

She began to say more, to laugh it off, but her voice caught in her throat. Again Idachi Honnen’s startled face floated before her, and she fell to silence, overcome by thoughts of home, of hands on her shoulders like iron; of the spear in her grasp, and of the surprise, the terror in the young man’s eyes before he fell. She spent the next moments trying to say something else, to somehow undo what she had said, but by then the Jibashiri had called, and Atsu left, and Rui was alone again.

She walked for an hour. The temple bell began to chime, and she found herself drawn toward the biggest of the three wells, in the courtyard. Beyond them, the little path between the buildings led east toward the Onji River and its bridge. All around her, Nioh’s guard were preparing for battle alongside the river monks who’d sworn to defend them. She could hear the distant tock-tock of their hammers, building an improvised barrier they knew would never hold for long.

The Jibashiri were deep in conversation by the belltower, planning how best to make sure Prince Nioh got out before the fighting came. They would leave at first light, after the horses had a chance to rest, and make their way east, toward Tokuon’s army. “I pray we make it in time,” she heard Tsuna say.

She sat beside the well, trailing her finger along its edge. The stone, dark and polished, felt slippery under her touch. She thought of a bird landing lightly on her shoulder. She thought of eaten dreams.

“Rui.” Jobo limped toward her with one hand on the spear he now carried at all times, instead of his staff. “You shouldn’t wander alone. Come back to the dormitory.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said.

“Eyah, I understand.” He sat beside her. “Your mind gets so riled up, neh? Ties itself to knots. Before a battle… it’s always the same.” He pulled off the wooden sheath, and the long blade flickered in the moonlight.

“It may snow tomorrow,” he said. “Those clouds. At the very least it’ll be an icy fog. Perhaps that’s better.” He chuckled with grim humor and began to polish the blade.

“Well,” he said, with typical understatement, “there might be fighting. Are you ready?”

She couldn’t answer. She was awash with the sudden, intruding thought of how she had killed those people who’d attacked Sen, how the god took over and unleashed something in her, something evil, how they’d made her into a killer once again. That’s all you are… She wanted to cry. She wanted to give up. She felt she would never get it off, the stain of it, the feeling in her bones. Instead, she simply asked, “Teacher… how do I find out what they want me to do? The Hososhi. How do I know?”

“Sometimes you never know.” He sighed. “Sometimes, there aren’t any answers. Twelve years I spent studying the precepts of the Middle Path. Twelve years of training and abstinence and peace. And now I have to accept that there will be blood on these old hands again. Such is life. I don’t like it, but such is life. The god brought you here because this is where it will happen. The warriors, the prince, they’re all here. Their war will begin. And the demon will come.” He turned to her, sudden and focused. “We must not let her take them, Rui. When the time comes… We must not let this go on.”

“I wish there was something we could change,” she said.

“So do we all,” he said. “So does your friend.”

Rui thought about that, glancing down the well. “Do you think he’s happy?”

“Happy?” He nearly laughed. “There’s about to be a war, no one’s happy.”

“I meant, he has what he wanted now, he has his family.”

“They are not his family,” said Jobo, voice low. “Sen doesn’t want to hear it, but he has to understand that family is not your blood. It’s more than that. I know what it looks like from where you are, believe me. But people are just… people. They contradict themselves. They go the opposite way from what they really want. Sometimes they push it away. Everyone does. Everyone does things that confuse them later, that don’t make sense, and they try to rationalize why they did what they did, but the truth is, sometimes we have to accept it. We make mistakes. You can give all of yourself to someone. You can move apart. When you reach my age, you’ll have people who you’re connected to so deep it’s in your bones, and your spirit is in line with theirs – even if they’re gone. Even if they move away. Two bodies, one heart. That little part of you is theirs for ever. And likely, that little part of them belongs to you.”

“But sometimes things just die,” she said. “Sometimes, I think all the gods ever did was show me what was already inside me. Like a curse in my blood. I was cursed the moment Yora found me in that house with Sen… cursed for ever.”

“The teachers say, only by meeting the evil inside you can you understand that you’ll never be rid of it,” he offered. “That is the only way to finally become free.”

“But I can’t,” she said. “I don’t know how.” The tears were threatening her again, and she hated them. “I need someone to show me.”

His eyes twinkled, like stars.

“You know,” he said, gazing softly at her with those shining eyes. “No matter how much one has – how much wisdom, how much insight, how much faith – a teacher can only teach what they know. That means there comes a day when you must rid yourself of them. Let go. Of your conceptions. Of your fears. And of the teachings themselves. They hold you back. Then you may move on.

“The masters say, ‘When you cross a river, make sure you leave your boat behind.’ A boat may help you once, maybe even save your life. But once you’ve reached another shore? You no longer need it. Don’t carry your raft with you everywhere you go.”

Late that night, she found herself watching the rock-running water of the river once again. The air grew brittle in the cold, the sound of the current rose like music, and she thought she saw a lantern on the other side. There must be monks there, she thought, finishing their tasks.

Everything sharpened, crystalline, in her ears: the wet night turning to rain, the soft shifting of the water, the sound of ice, the tink-clink of the builders and the bamboo walls.

I’m here, Rui thought. I came, just like you asked. You wanted me here, Hososhi. But now that I am, there will be a war. I’ll be useless in a war. These monks and lords are warriors, I’m surrounded by them, but I have nothing I’m supposed to do.

She walked, awash with feeling. The smell of the river rose around her, mixed with frost that had lingered through the day; wet soil, pale dying grasses, reeds. At the far end of the bridge, someone was singing. Soft, a child’s song. Rui squinted through the darkness, moved inexorably toward the bridge and the flicker of the torches there, and the strange voice with its lonely melody on the other side.

Her ears rang slightly. She wasn’t sure if what she heard was real, or a specter, or something else. It could have been the wind.

She pulled her cloak tight around her shoulders and walked across the bridge. They would cut the planks when fighting started, dismantle half the span so the Keishi couldn’t get across; Yora Shijin said they’d move to the far side, but slowly, and hold the enemy at the crossing, and give the rest of them a fighting chance.

Now Rui stood on the bridge alone, with the night and the water below her feet, and the singing ghost she heard on the eastern shore. On the other side she found a small grassy area not unlike the lawn she’d walked with Jobo. The temples had wide, sloping rooftops lined with tile, wooden prayer-gates at every entrance. It felt strangely abandoned now; everyone had gone to the western end to help with the defense. She passed a courtyard, two cherry trees standing leafless in the cold.

What am I supposed to do? she asked inwardly, again.

I did what you wanted. I made it to the wells. The prince is here. Is that what you wanted? For me to meet him? For me to help? What am I supposed to do now?

No answer but thin sibilance of wind on the eaves, and the trickle of water over stone. “Please,” she said. The god in her heart remained silent. For a hopeful moment, she wondered if they were gone for good, if she was free. But she couldn’t be. She hadn’t done what the Hososhi wanted. She hadn’t fulfilled her role. I have a use for you, they said. You are mine…

The wind whipped past, billowing across the courtyard, around her ankles, sharp as ice. Above, clouds tilted over the earth, making shadows, skeletal, and thin.

“What am I supposed to do?” she asked. “What do you want me to do?”

But the wind fluttered off. The god wasn’t there.

She found a gate, a lawn, with gardens, and a far pagoda to the east. An artificial lake surrounded the main hall, which was painted deep red and stood with high arches and wooden sliding doors, and a flat veranda overlooked the stony shore like a moat. In the dark she saw a small boy on the stones, bent to one knee, peering down into the water.

It was Prince Nioh’s son, Noyori, six years old.

“Hey,” she whispered. “What’re you doing? We can’t be out here.”

He turned, blinking, and said, “She’s here. I have to help her.”

Then ran away.

Rui went after him. She stumbled, suddenly woozy; she heard a laugh. She heard another voice.

Sighing, the wind pulled shadows of blue and green across the winding hills. She thought she could see the mountain still rising to the east, where the dip and curve of the river brought them closer to the fertile valleys. Here she stopped, and turned her head. There was a voice in the wind, it seemed, sighing at her, just as softly as the sighing of the trees.

Then another sound, a child’s cry.

Someone was hiding behind the pagoda by the wall.

“Hello?” she called out. “Who’s there?”

Nobody answered. The boy had made his way to the east-side fence, and stood ankle-deep in tufts of sedge grass, brownish winterflowers waving in the wind.

“Look,” he said.

Beyond the gate, something was coming. The edge of the field drifted in a brush of cold, the frozen mud and barley hissed, and a low, rising sweep seemed to shimmer like blown grass: in it, shadows, moving, to the east.

Soldiers, she saw. Hundreds of them, crossing the frozen barley-fields in darkness. A cloud passed. Everything grew dim. But she could see the movement of them, silent and numerous, making their way stealthily toward the gate.

It’s them.

“Ame’in,” she said at once. “Go back to your father. Hurry!”

“Who are they?”

“Keishi. Run now! Run!”

At the bridge, they found Jobo and two Onji monks tense as lightning. They’d sensed something was wrong.

“Teacher!” she cried, and the monks scooped the little boy into their arms. But Jobo shouted, “Quiet!”

An arrow pierced the air. Whistling, like a dying bird.

A signal.

To the west, where the highroad led up to the capital, a conch began to moan. And beyond, a deeper rumbling, a violent, angry sound. War drums.

“Teacher,” she gasped, stumbling, gripping at his hands to help her up.

“They’re here.”
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Sen

Silence. The world an ocean of gray. Ice crunched under his horse’s hooves. It covered the dead grasses, seemed to materialize in thin air. He moved along the slope, straining, struggling to see through a blanket haze.

Now, he waited for the snow to come. He looked across the field and the icy rock and soil, where the loam lay cut with chips of stone. His courser huffed. A sharp breeze came through the lowland, skittering loose rock, and the valley before him grew silent again. The hill stood lifeless behind him; the pale grass shimmered underfoot. Fog lay heavy over dawn.

The hill bent down in a long, slow arc toward flat fields and a view of the river ahead. Winter barley, oatgrass, and the western edges of the town rested there in lonesome plots. In the other direction, a rugged woodland lay to the north. They were on the east side of the Onji River, where the twin temples sat nestled in a turn, connected only by the bridge. Sen knew Yora and the prince were on the western side, and would retreat across. There, they would be vulnerable. “That’s where we come in,” Tokuon had said. The drums had not yet begun to pound. Not yet, he thought. But soon. Until then, it was a world at pause. Silent. And still.

Silent, he watched, silent he waited; silent, he thought he could hear a whisper of the carnage soon to come. He paused in the wind, imagining he could see the gore that would be spilled, the cries of agony, the dead horses that would litter the grass. Another gust. Soon, it began to snow, soft drifts, floating down over the fallow fields with the hilly woodland to the north.

If not for this fear, he mused, it would be strangely pretty.

To entice them to attack, their opponent Akiyo Musha’in had made herself look weak. Sen saw that now. They’d been feinting through the riverland for the better part of two days, pushing forward, pulling back, dancing with each other’s scouts. Outriders reported her location every night, encamped, they said, across the edge of Awa. Then she moved east, trying to flank them in the hills.

First Akiyo made a dash toward them, cutting across the bridges at the estuary north, but when their outriders engaged, she pulled back. The mountain-wolves, it seemed, did not want to meet in open combat. The closer they got to Onji, the slower, more tentative the enemy became. “She hesitates,” Daijin Kanesuke had bellowed, laughing. “Keishi fox.” Tokuon seemed less convinced.

Akiyo: the greatest general in the Keishi clan. He’d never met her, didn’t know who she was, how she looked – but her name was one that conjured fear. Her movements, based on where she’d camped the previous three nights, made it seem that, though she mounted flanking attacks, she knew the full weight of the Kanden had gathered to the southeast, and grew reluctant to engage. Akiyo led her army deep into the marshland of Onji and stayed there, seemingly indecisive. But this, Sen knew, was the danger.

And now they had come.

Now Sen tried to calm the pounding in his chest. Around him, a dozen armored guardsmen sat shivering on their mounts, facing west toward the distant river. Soft flakes landed, gentle as ash, upon his hand, and he pulled away his helmet to feel them, face lifted to the sky, eyes closed.

So this is how it begins.

Silent, the field lay in wait.

The guards began to shift, their hands anxious, their blades sharp as death. Banners fluttered in the breeze, caressed by its icy touch, crests of Gensei next to ringed crescents of Oshigen, Tokuon’s red mountain beneath the leaves, and the circle-of-dragonscales of Zusho. The snow came down. Tokuon’s red guard, the Akazonae, had armor the color of blood, masks darkened with soot and iron. Their banners, dyed crimson, marked with a three-tiered mountain surrounded by a ring; the Gisan lord himself wore black-and-red, with white cord bound through the plates.

Sen’s heart beat faster. Wind cut him to the bone. Snowfall kissed his face. He held the helm his stewardbrother Nihira had given him, icy now in the cold, and brought it to his head again. He felt his heartbeat, his silence, the snow as it continued to fall. He took account of his life. What he’d done, and not yet done, who he’d helped, who helped him in turn. He thought of having tried to do good in the world. He thought of Rui.

The watchers beat the drums.

Each unit had a separate task. Tokuon’s kinsmen would comb the woods to their right, on the north side, for a second wave. Kanesuke Daijin would hunt for generals in the center, targeting their leader, Akiyo. Sen would lead a flanking team along the side.

“Follow me at every point, bumpkin,” Daijin growled, “and guard the flanks. Protective wall when we kill her.” His men gave a shout. “First priority is Akiyo. Second, Kaga Makoto, if he dares show his weasel-face.” A hundred riders broke into edgy laughter. Daijin raised his arm.

“Your only objective is to watch those hills,” Tokuon had told him, pointing toward the northern wood. Sen and Ohori would run interference, stopping any counter-attack that got in his way; Tokuon would push west into the temple, crossing the main road that ran east–west through the field, then past the winter barley and the village streets. From there, he’d find Prince Nioh, and get him out.

Tokuon gave a nod as he approached. “Sen,” he said, voice heavy, focused. “Listen now. You’re no match for Akiyo. And no one has better cohesion than her troops. They’re highly trained, they’ve worked together for years. Do not engage them in the open.”

“We’ve gone over this.” Sen hoped he sounded brave. “What’re we waiting for?”

Their horses snorted impatiently. Tokuon offered a hand. “Good hunting.”

Tokuon’s son, young Takayoshi, lingered on the hill to their rear. Kiie, no longer in his spring of life, would lead the rearguard to protect him; they were riding in formation, doing drills to settle the young lord’s mind as his father entered the field. But when Taka looked at him, Sen saw the boy was simply terrified. The firstborn son of Gisan on the central coast, heir to its perilous mountains, its villages that rose upon the hillsides, soaring over clouds and the distant rice fields of the Kanden plains. Looking at him now, Sen saw nothing but a frightened child.

“Keep an eye out for me,” he called, trying to reassure the boy. “I’m sure you’ll see some…” Some what, exactly? “Some great things, on the field.”

The boy nodded, but when Sen left, he left feeling like a liar. He didn’t know what to expect, himself. The wind blew past, sharp and from the east. He shivered. His hands felt numb. The horses were uneasy; he glanced at Taka again, a child-version of his father, armored in bright red with the pride of his clan and almost frozen with fear. His minders had him surrounded in a group – they would remain far from the fighting, but in the case that something went wrong, they were prepared.

Sen tipped his head once more, in farewell. They were too far to speak. The boy could only raise his hand, then was ushered away to the height of the hill.

Tokuon gave barely a look at his child as he thundered past with his standard-bearers. The lords were gathered; the outriders had left. There was a commotion at the northern edge of the line, closest to the wood; there were shouts. A shiver rippled through him and Sen realized something was happening by the river.

“Yora’s under attack,” Tokuon called. “That’s the Kaga clan. They’re attacking from our side of the river!”

He barked an order; bannermen lifted conch horns to their lips.

“Akiyo,” Kiie spat. “She must have crossed the bridge at Kawaoka. Are you ready?”

Sen gripped his reins. His troops were waiting for him on the slope. Daijin had been out to check the edges of their line, and now he reared back on his stallion, armor painted Akazonae red and woven with black. It made him look a devil.

“Lord!” he called. “She crossed the northern bridge. Hours ago. They’ve been waiting in the woodlands since last night.”

The scouts returned; their news was just as bad.

The Musha’in’s foot-soldiers were crossing the barley fields, cutting through the temple grounds from behind – from the east, even as Yora retreated from the west.

“She surrounds him,” Daijin said. “Lord, let me kill her for you…”

“Lord!” Ohori wheeled about, pointing. Already Hara flags descended from the marshes to the north, from the woods where Akiyo had laid her trap. The Keishi had split in two – half on foot, going west to the river temple, half moving south and then looping back east to cut Tokuon off on the field. Her army was now between them and Yora’s fighters at the temple. When he looked out, Sen could see distant riders, blue flags flying with white wisteria in a ring of leaves.

“The Hara clan,” Kiie told him. “Akiyo’s troops. The ones beside them are the Kaga; their crest is the ring of three.” A second group, in varying armor of all colors, bore the Kaga standard: a circle divided by two parallel lines, bright white on black.

“They’ve split off the main force to engage us on the fields,” Kiie said.

Daijin brought his riders about. Sen turned. “What of the temples?”

“Get back to your group,” Tokuon said. “We’ll handle that.”

Sen’s horse huffed. They were caught in a trap. If they engaged Akiyo here, it would mean stopping the push west – exactly what Akiyo planned. Her horsemen would have been hindered by the close quarters of the bridge, or fighting in the temple halls, the canal courtyards and village streets, so she kept them in the open. They came now from the higher northern wood, which provided vantage over both the river and its temple, and the empty field that Tokuon would have to cross.

“Damn it,” Sen hissed.

“Hoshiakari, to your troops!” Tokuon ripped off, barking orders. But even as Sen left, he could see the Kaga and Hara riders coming down the hills, into the open grassland at their right.

“They’ve caught us from behind,” he called. “If we go further, we’ll be surrounded – we must stop Akiyo here.”

“We’ll punch through and move on to the river.” Daijin gave Sen a quick nod, thundered off to his Akazonae.

“Hold steady!” Tokuon shouted. “Form up!”

Sen felt too exposed. Too far from his riders, from Saito and the guard, from his place at the north end of the line. A wave of fear passed through him: his breath caught in his chest. He felt it in his eyes. He felt it at the back of his ears. Somewhere, the conch moaned.

Tokuon raised a signal fan. “Kiie. Watch my son.”

Kiie made his way back up the hill behind them. Sen tried to calm his breath as Tokuon turned his gray horse about, trotting back and forth as the red-devil Akazonae gathered around him, preparing for a charge.

“I’ve found my cousin,” he shouted, rallying them. “We’ve come from the far winds of the east and the mountains of the north, to free our capital from corruption! The retired-emperor is a captive! His eldest living son is under attack! We must save him!”

“Eiii!” the riders cheered.

“The gods are gone!” Tokuon’s voice rang shrill and clear over the snow. “Sora’in gave her life to let us rule our own lands. For a thousand years the Ten’in told us they were gods incarnate: I say we are gods! Gods of the arrow and bow! The gods beyond the barrier look upon us, they bless our fields and houses! They live inside us all! And they” – he pointed toward the enemy – “they, those nobles with their hats, they look at us with scorn. They spit upon our feet, they turn their noses because we do what they cannot. They seek enlightenment by giving sins to us – and we have killed for them! We have slaughtered for them. We are kijin-tai! We are killing-gods! And if the Ten’in there are truly children of the Ones Above, then we are their ghosts!”

“Ghosts!” his army shouted in response.

“Fight for duty, fight for vengeance, fight for love!” Tokuon cried. “The mighty will fall!”

The blood-red Akazonae screamed his cry back at him, working themselves into a frenzy. Repeating his words. “The mighty will fall!”

“Signal!” he shouted.

A horseman pulled forward, fitting a special arrow to his bow. A rounded whistling-bulb.

“Get on with it!”

The archer let loose.

“Hoshiakari!” Ohori was shouting at him. “Form your hunt.”

“Come on,” Sen whispered to his horse, Kaminari, and together they raced back to his position on the line as Tokuon and his wife shouted orders and the kill-squads began grouping up, in clusters of two and three and five.

“First spear!” Ohori’s guard was forming around her. “Ride! Ride like lightning!”

The leaders thundered down the slope, heading west toward the river. Tokuon had begun his charge. They blew the conch horn. They beat the drums. In the field, the enemy began to turn, rotating toward them like a wheel. Sen’s heart pounded. His throat felt tight. He gripped his reins. The air felt thin. The arrows screamed. And still, white snow continued to fall.

A shriek caught his attention. Signal arrows, in a high arc toward the river.

“Saito,” he called, approaching his line. “You will be my first spear.” Then, when he came close, his voice caught, and he whispered: “When we meet them, I need you to shoot the opening arrows for me.”

“Lord?”

“I’m not a good shot on horseback,” Sen said, burning with embarrassment. “I don’t want them to see.”

Saito’s eyes widened, but he nodded. “I understand.” He placed a hand on Sen’s shoulder. “I will be with you.” Then, with a roar to the troops:

“Are you ready? Are you ready?” They shouted back at him. “What are you?” he bellowed. “What are you!”

They screamed their names and allegiances to the sky, to the gods, to their enemy. Sen rose to speak. “Now…”

Someone shouted. “Lord! Lord!”

Whistling arrows screamed overhead.

“Hoshiakari!”

It was Ohori Tsuruhime, mask off, face grim as she charged back up the hill. What is she doing?

“Look!”

She pointed west, where Tokuon’s riders were attempting to cross the field, ignoring the Musha’in’s army on his right. Treacherous paddies and barley plants on all sides, small plots and low hedges that were dangerous to horse and rider both. Still Tokuon charged, trying to get to the temple as fast as he could.

Sen saw why. At the end of the road, where the river met the land and the fields stopped at the edge of a gate, the temple nestled at a bend in the riverbanks. And beyond it…

Smoke rose from the Temple of the Far Earth, crossing the River Onji and the fog of morning sky.

The wide expanse of the field and the slope gave truth to the fear in Ohori’s voice. Clear eyes could see all the way across the flatland before the fields, and there, the fighting had already begun. Keishi troops had entered the outvillage by the temple, cutting through the footpaths and through the barley stalks and fallow fields.

“They’re surrounded.” Ohori coughed, breathless. “Keishi in the temple grounds… The Poet doesn’t have a chance.”

“We need to move now, ame’in.” Saito was at his side, speaking softly. “Now.”

Sen gave a trembling nod. Saito roared out to the troops again. They screamed death in the frozen air. He rallied them better than Sen ever could; he was the leader they needed, he knew how to command them.

Now. They were waiting. Saito was looking at him.

Sen raised his hand, said, simply, “Go.”

The foot-soldiers lanced forward, breaking left and right and opening the field for his horsemen, arrows nocked. They rode standing on their stirrups, guiding with their legs, both hands free to work the bows.

They flew, zigzagging, in a dance like willow leaves, horses flowing out across the fields. Saito nocked a signal arrow, loosed at full tilt. Whistling in air, announcing death, it screamed, a hawk’s cry, telling Tokuon their group had begun. Now. Sen’s warriors charged, racing to be the first to reach their enemy.

Now. Saito: shouting by his side, his face a mask of death.

Now. Rising in his stirrups, Sen drew an arrow, nocked it to his bow.
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Yaeko

Yaeko loosed another signal arrow. It whistled off and vanished; the predawn air was dark. She waited. They all waited. Somewhere on the far side of the blanketed field, the Musha’in, Akiyo, was setting her trap. They had only to coordinate and the traitors would be caught. Now, the sun still lingered at the edges of a far horizon; the incessant gloom cast shadows across the banks. She glanced up, at the sky; it was as if day was afraid to rise to meet them. The far side of the river lay before them as it had all night, still as death, silent, and shrouded in the mist.

A reply. Akiyo’s signal arrow screaming its return.

Good, she thought. It’s started.

It was after dawn. Behind her, birds were flitting about. Mist still clung onto the valley, blanketing the river and soaking her to the bone. Her armor gripped and stuck in places. The ties were dripping. Soon, it began to snow. A thin sheen, layered on the stone-hard mud and trampled grass outside the temple.

Yaeko wore the armor Seikiyo had given her upon her acceptance to his homeguard, black-laced silver inlays over red brocade, trimmed with the pale sea-light green of the Keishi clan. She drew another signal arrow, hawk feathers light under her touch – a short glance, a call, and, behind her, they began to beat the drums.

Soon the sun would come. Soon, the air would warm under the sharper cut of day. The river flowed steadily before them. On its banks, they faced through the haze a wall of warrior-monks – who, soon, she thought, would know what it meant to fear.

Seikiyo’s son, Seichi, sidled closer with his guard. Dressed in the regalia of his line, the firebrand embraced his armor with the appearance of a hero from times long past, lamellar plate and bright tassels flickering with turquoise and gold. She shared his look; he shared her distaste. Across the river, still invisible to the eye, Akiyo had begun her war. And so they waited, Yaeko and Seichi, on their horses, overlooking the river. She read suspicion in his eyes. Where is your head? he seemed to ask. We fight here, and we fight for Yora’s death. He who was your teacher. What will you do?

“We should’ve killed him long ago,” he said abruptly. “A minute too late would have been long enough.”

Yaeko frowned. “Assassination is fools’ work, Seichi. It’s not who we are.”

The young man laughed, a bellow, loud and jarring. “Too late now. But we could’ve saved a lot of death if we’d just slit his fucking throat. The man will fall. I’ll do it if I have to.”

The implication – and the threat – was clear: he didn’t think she’d be able to take her master’s head. She gripped her reins. She didn’t know, herself.

“I’ll do what I have to do.”

He waited, watching. “We’ll need to move fast.”

“He was your teacher too, Seichi,” she said.

The young Keishi spat, with force, onto the dirt. “And I’ll be happy to bring him to the next life.”

Damn him. Seichi had been watching her ever since the incident at Deer Valley. He doubted her resolve. He doubted her intentions.

“I bet you would’ve loved to get some vengeance against my family, wouldn’t you,” he’d leered, the night before. “For what happened to your parents.” The world lay half-frozen as they made their way across the ragged hills. The army had taken time to gather, but once formed, they marched at speed. His man, Onoe Genichi, led the ranks, feathers marked on his armor.

“I serve your father,” she’d said.

“I wonder,” he’d said. “I do wonder.”

It took two days to gather the troops. When Seikiyo learned that the traitors had arrived at the Three Wells, he threw the messenger tumbling down the steps into the fragile orange tree, locked himself in his quarters for a night before emerging to send orders to attack.

By then Seichi and Shosei had begun assembling their armies, and the mobilization finished the following day. They reached the river under cover of darkness and found the township emptied: at the riverbank, the temples had been fortified, ready for a siege. Yora’s force had withdrawn across the bridge.

Now a sheen of frost still covered the shingles and the tips of the trees. Across the water, a heavy blanket of thick fog. She could not see the other side.

Already the archery exchange had begun. A hundred little shafts, flit-winged, scattered across the river like black birds. Men cried out in pain. A body fell; the rest dug themselves onto the sand. Shosei’s bowmen loosed another rain. Let fly, let fly. Screams – from the other end, this time.

“That’s it, men,” Shosei shouted. He meant to sound like a general, but his wide, round face was taut with fear. This is no tiger cub, no firebrand like his brother. He’d be happier tallying the house accounts. The firebrand himself, brother Seichi, roiled in his saddle. He wanted to cross the bridge and he wanted to cross it now.

“Hold back,” she told him. His men were getting too close to the river. The arrows pricked pale sand at their feet. “Seichi, you’re opening a flank.”

“Waste time with arrows if you want! We must cross!”

She directed her efforts to the older brother, safely out of arrow-range upon the hill. “Wait until everyone’s in place. Our bowmen spread the target and we’ll need cover if you want to cross the bridge.”

“If?” Seichi spat the word. “If? I’ll take them now!”

“Shosei!” Her horse clawed earth to get to the general’s height. “Everyone who crosses on that bridge will be exposed until they reach the other side. They need cover.”

“Right.” Shosei nodded, like a question.

Seichi hissed. “My men are ready – get yourself in position and we’ll cross.”

He went back to his horses, wanting glory for himself. Yaeko and Shosei spread their ranks along the shore, watching the far side, which lay steep with a wide sandbank and a natural ridge taller than an oak. From here, the monks of the river temple showed their teeth, loosing hundreds of small black-feathered shafts their way. Where do they get them all? she wondered. You’d think they were preparing for this war for years.

She retaliated with a steady rain of arrows from the southwest shore below the bridge, with a view of the far bank and the temple beyond. Archers, stiff-armed in the fog; the bank and the high wall on the other side were all they could see. But the monks would see them no better.

Shosei’s captains were loosing arrows from the northwest edge. “Now! Yae!”

She loosed another signal arrow. “Concentrate on the bridgehead. There’s a gap at the gate!”

The fog sluiced off. Snow fell across the eastern field, white and blinding. Yaeko knew there would be no warmth. Not today.

“If these clouds don’t leave, all the archers in Saikyo wouldn’t help,” Shosei called.

Come on, Seichi, she thought. Do what you’re good at. Charge them. Mow them down. The drums continued. Then Seichi’s reply arrow screamed a song and hit the far shore with a jarring cutoff.

“Loose!” she cried. “Let fly! They’re on the bridge!”

Seichi’s spearmen had begun their charge.

She released a shaft, pulled back, straining to see the action on the bridge. Her runner appeared beside her, a bundle of arrows in his hand. She turned, letting him reset her quiver – and stopped.

She heard screams.

“What!” Shosei pulled back, over-gripping his reins. “Yaeko!”

She saw it. Chaos on the bridge. Cries of fear. Men falling from great gaping holes in the center of the deck. She realized the planks had been struck, and as they charged across, Seichi’s men were plunging through gaps and loosened planks that collapsed the moment they stepped on them. They couldn’t have known. They couldn’t have seen from the shore, not until too late. Already Seichi’s first wave of horsemen had fallen into the river, and the Onji swallowed them. Horses screamed.

The rest were caught in a deadlock on the bridge. Unable to go forward from the missing planks, yet pressed in from the footmen coming from behind. Nowhere to go until the rearmost spears were pulled back, physically, by the men still on the bank.

And still the monks’ black feathers flew. A hundred men caught in the bottleneck. A hundred men who could do nothing but crouch and hope the arrows found another head.

Damn it, Yora, she thought. This was you.

“Lord!”

“Shosei!” The lord’s brother came back, breathless from his fight on the bridge, shouting what they already knew. It’s a death trap.

“We know!” Shosei shouted. “Get them back, Seichi!”

Yaeko brought her horse past him, pulling to the shore to see dozens of Keishi soldiers trapped on the narrow bridge, prevented from moving by the missing planks and walled in by the mass of soldiers from behind. The rain of Gensei arrows grew even worse and they could do nothing to protect themselves; the bridge stretched wide enough for five or six to stand abreast, but now there were too many people caught in the trap. They were being slaughtered. She heard the cries from here.

“Come about!” she called. “We’ll find another way to cross!”

Shosei stirred. “We should go around. Cross at Kawaoka.”

“We don’t have time,” Seichi shouted. “That’s half a day away, it’s too far!”

“The water’s passable,” she said.

Seichi scowled. “I told you, it’s too deep!”

Do something. Act. Even now, she heard her teacher’s voice in her ears. Pushing her, urging her to be decisive. He’d taught her well. Never hesitate. Strike with all your might.

Now he waited, somewhere on the shore. Her mentor. Her enemy. He had chosen his side. He’d betrayed her trust as much as he had betrayed the realm.

You’re the one who caused this, she thought, not me. Not me.

Yet Seichi’s question came again: Will you face him?

We never should have done this, she thought. Yora floated in her mind. She could hear his voice even now, his gentle guidance, his stern reproach. When he trained her, when the firebrand Seichi was young: a cub of a boy, shouting, singing, tumbling about. She’d always been the darker one, the one to grow up with the cloud of shame. He, Seichi, knew only how to rise. And now the little cub had grown into a cunning, dangerous man.

I’ve changed too, she thought. I’ve shed the curse of my family. I know what the burden of duty is, Seichi. And now you want me to kill him. Our teacher. Yora. He taught us how to fight, how to kill. How to stay alive.

And now? Hell, what is wrong with us?

Yaeko blinked away her tears. We all make choices. She saw it, clear as light. It’s wrong. Seichi’s soldiers were watching her. They were waiting to see what she would do.

I need to act, she thought. Fuck it. We made our choices.

I’m making one now.

She rode before them and raised her voice. “Kijin-tai! You’ll have the taste of blood today! We cross the river!” She rode back and forth along the pebbled beach. “Cross in a line. Help your horses! Keep your swords above the water!”

Yaeko handed off her bow to the attendant they had given her. I don’t even know his name. But I will. She removed her quiver; once on the other side, it would be too close for arrows. She drew her sword. Holding it high above her head, to keep clear of the freezing water.

You doubt my loyalty? Well, I’ll prove it.

She commanded her group: “Line up your horses! We cross the river here!” And she drove her horse into the current. Instant shock. Freezing cold. The flag on her back, the hawk-feather crest of her family, white-on-indigo, fluttered like it fought the air. Not everyone wore such a banner, but she’d made sure to bear hers. The spirits of her people would see victory again.

“Bannermen!” she cried. “Stick to your lords!”

“Yaeko, damn it!” Seichi shouted. “You’ll drown! Stay in your formation!”

“Shit on that!” She moved deep into the river. “You’re wasting time!”

“The group stays together!” Shosei called.

Finally Seichi cursed. “To hell with her. Riders! With me!” He brought his horse into the water behind her. The far shore lay ahead, steep sandy banks and a low wall crumbling with age, clay-tiled roofs of the temple visible within. The rain of arrows continued. The sun had yet to come. Everything was gray: the water, the clouds; the dead, winter-bitten slopes of the eastern shore. Beyond those crumbling walls, hundreds of Gensei loyalists were prepared to fight to the death: Yaeko would be the one to bring it to them. Beyond that lay the little temple village, peasants and merchants no doubt hidden in their homes, or perhaps fled, into the hills. Perhaps the smart ones had.

To the right: the smooth current of the river at its southwesterly bend. Overrun with trees, bamboo and pine and a giant camphor, sticking out into the edge of the water like a beacon; a swathe of wild camellias in winter bloom lay at its feet. The ridge, steep hillsides visible above, slopes and footpaths leading to the mountains. The kind of slopes that she had grown up in, the kind that hid meadows. The kind that would yield roses in the summer.

She shouted, “Stay in a line! There’s a shallow ford here. Keep south of the camphor!” Pointing toward the guardian-tree that marked the westernmost tip of the temple wall.

Freezing in the swift, wide current, Seichi’s words haunted her. If she found herself facing Yora on the field, would she be able to kill him?

Fuck him, she thought. We chose our sides.

Burn the past. Take what you can. Glory waits.

Yora, her teacher. He put a sword in her hands and taught her it was something she could have. Taught her how to use it. To build a future. To kill the past.

He taught her to be ready for the harm this life of slaughter would beget. The damage it would do, to her, to the ones she loved. He taught her this life could not be for the faint of heart. But she was never faint of heart. He taught her that to kill meant to exile oneself from the hope of a better world: in exchange, you gave that hope to someone else. It meant life in the world of hell. A life of the dirt, for ever barred from heaven: it meant you were a ghost of the gods. A kijin. But she knew; she had it in her blood. She was already a ghost of the gods.

He taught her she could never be ready, not truly, for all that it would take. From her, her life, her spirit, her heart. He taught her all he knew; he did what he could. He’d made his choice.

And now the sword shone in her hand.

She plunged through the river, her horse neighing with a fury, a rage that matched her own. She gasped at the shock of cold that washed over her legs and lower body. Forward. Forward.

Kill the past.

Eat it.

Burn what’s left.

“Keishi!” she shouted. “Follow me!”
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Yora

Get up.

Yora, on his knees in a bracing tide. Stunned and silent, lost in pain. The arrow had cut into his lower leg, pulled him down with the force of an anchor. He fell into the river’s tiny waves. The men around him would not last long. Another. Another cut down, the life snipped off with the faraway twanging of a bow.

Not here. Not yet.

It had seemed too calm at first. The damp predawn air, the muffled sounds of an army that they knew lay on the other bank but couldn’t see. Then arrows began to fall. The Keishi force had swelled along the western side, spilling out over the temple and the bridge and on the sandy shore.

On the eastern side, Yora’s retainers released a withering rain of arrows from their steep embankment. Then the Keishi footmen charged headlong across the narrow bridge, and didn’t see the gap. Screams, cries of pain and terror as men fell into the current far below. The rest were trapped by the mass of spearmen behind them; barred by the empty framework of the bridge. Yora was right. The bottleneck had worked.

“Arrows!” Tsuna called. “Arrows!”

Countless shafts cut air. The sound of bowstrings. Bodies piled high on the death-zone on the bridge.

“The river! Father!” She’d seen the Keishi homeguard ride into the current. Yora crossed toward the line of Nioh’s loyalists on the banks. He saw it too.

She ran up beside him. “Who is that?” Staring out at the single rider who crossed, first into the shallows, and then the deeper currents, small waves eddying around her with unsteady speed. A woman with long hair flung out in a caress of wind over the foam, armor of sea-green and silver inlay, with crossed hawk-feathers, the House Eiga emblem, on a flag.

Yora’s gaze darkened when he saw her. “Side up along the banks. Don’t let them form up! Don’t give them any time! We cut them at the waterfront!” A line of archers began loosing at the slow-moving horsemen, neck-deep in water. “Hold your formation!” Yora craned his neck to see that the Keishi army on the far side had started pulling planks and wooden floorboards from the buildings at the western temple. Carrying them to the crossing over their heads. Toward the front. Toward the bridge.

They meant to close the gaps.

So he pulled himself up, pushed his hands against the muddy earth, and clawed his way along the embankment as arrows fletched the ground around him and his men raged forward, long spears in a line to stop the riders in the river. Finally, he climbed to a seated position against a tree, and breathed.

He’d forgotten how loud the fight would be.

The sky, it’s burning, he thought, it’s smeared with snow like ash. Swathes of cloud, white on bloody ground. But the temples had not been burned, not yet. Yora ducked across the embankment, straining to see. Hurried to the awning beside the bridge. Snow fell. The mass of his warriors, on the embankment with him. Spears and polearms, flying arrows. Kijin waiting for their enemy to come.

Yaeko had forded the river.

Her forces would soon rise up sputtering from the wash and meet the longbows and the glinting blades of his kin on the shore.

Pull the arrow out. Strike back. You know you’re dead.

They’re more than halfway across.

He found an arrow of his own. Tugged it from his quiver, his last. He had no time to think about it. Set it to the bow. The great draw with more pull-force than a man’s weight. Loose the shaft and slice a thin line across the air. A horse screams as it is struck; the rider drowns.

Such are we, he thought. All of us. Drowning.

Arrows whistled as they fell. Sand scattered, tainted, dark and slick and red.

Kai was stumbling up the hill.

Dressed in a foot-soldier’s light armor and an anonymous helm for disguise, she ran back to the safety of the temple with her guard. He couldn’t see the prince; Nioh must have already made it through the gates and into the inner temple. Good.

“Kai!” Tsuna scrambled to pull Kai up. The sisters had led their people with the prince across the bridge first, into the defenses of the inner temple. Yora would stay to hold back the tide. The entire Keishi cavalry now delved into the rushing waters of the Onji, using Yaeko’s hidden ford. He saw a wave of spears and frightened horses. He saw chaos on the bridge, but still, he knew, there were too many.

At the top of the slope, Tsuna grabbed Kai by the arms and hauled her over, shouting for the Jibashiri to cover them as they made their way to the temple gate.

While, in the water, Yaeko’s horsemen had arrived.

“Back!” Yora had a signal fan in his left hand, his sword in his right. He waved to the monks at the top of the embankment; their response could hardly be seen over the press of the infantry coming across. He braced himself. His archers came in, sending a barrage of arrows into the horsemen in the water, a hundred silent hornets from the nest. His men re-formed around him. Falling back step by step, but holding the line.

Another arrow stitched itself into his armored shoulder. A third clanged off in a ricochet but he stumbled from the force. He bore the traditional red and gold of the Gensei, decorated with a white fern design, his helm adorned with the visage of a flying beast.

“Pull back!” he shouted. “They’re going to cover the gaps!” They were already surging forward, putting heavy planks across the holes in the bridge. “Pull back!”

Once the Keishi reached this side, he would have to hold a fighting defense, and wouldn’t be able to see the full lie of battle anymore. He would have to hope.

At first it worked. His men bled them at the crossing, then fell back in good order to the fortified temple grounds. They’d constructed a series of obstacles at the riverside and were prepared to retreat to the main temple hall for defense, hoping to hold the Keishi until Tokuon arrived.

Above, more arrows fell.

Ahead, his former students crossed the river.

Yaeko at the lead.

To the north, sounds of rage and terror echoed from the bridge. Keishi foot-soldiers were still trapped in the bottleneck, and the narrow space of the bridge made them easy fodder for his bows. The last of Nioh’s guards were loosing shafts into them from the edges of the temple wall, like a battlement.

And on their side of the bridge, three river monks stood alone. Gochi-no-Tai stood with legs planted. Hundreds of arrows raining down, yet none seemed to touch him.

“Let’s go!” Aiichi, the youngest of the river monks, held his longblade in one hand, the other raised before him, facing the coming tide of Keishi soldiers. He swung in an arc, and it was as if a hurricane had hit them, as if a thousand stones lifted off the ground and smashed into the Keishi forces harder than a thousand arrows ever could.

Once a path had been cleared, Aiichi vanished.

No, not vanished; he leaped so high and so fast it almost seemed he had. He leaped clear over the heads of a dozen Keishi soldiers and landed with one foot along the balustrade fifteen paces away. Ran across the thin handrail before he leaped again and sailed across the gaps, into the mass of enemy soldiers.

The other two – Gochi-no-Tai and Joji – remained on the bridge, moving inhumanly fast, leaping in the air, cutting arrows as they came down.

“Demons,” someone muttered beside Yora. He urged them on. Back up the hill. Back to the gate.

But there were too many. The two monks were surrounded, fighting off hundreds of Keishi troops who swarmed the bridge. The narrow crossing made it perilous; the Keishi could only stand five or six abreast, and the river monks blocked their way.

Behind them, the young noble girl Atsu held the gate open at the top of the slope. A barrage of arrows from the far side scattered into the dirt around her, needling her armor. Yora himself now had at least six or seven shafts sticking from his pauldrons. Atsu fell, arrows flickering into the dirt.

Yora pulled her up. “Fall back! Into the temples!”

The river monks still held the bridge. But despite the vast numbers of men cut down by their swords and longblades, falling into the water or trampled under wave after wave of Keishi troops who’d come after them, the two monks could not hold strong for ever. Aiichi had now gone from sight, no doubt already killed. They’d been pushed back, step by step, and now they were at the very edge, holding the last few paces before it opened onto the wide palisade below the temple, a mere hundred strides from the gate where Yora now held Atsu by the arms. Still the river monks, Gochi-no-Tai and Joji Hideaki, fought on, blocking what remained of the bridge, alone. Soon the riders who had forded the river would come about, cutting the two monks off from behind.

“Gochi!” Yora shouted, loud as he could over the din. “River monk! Fall back! Fall back to the temple!”

The two monks swung their longblades, arrows sticking from their armor in a dozen places, as the Keishi surged across the bridge like the breaking of a dam. Yora lost sight of them in the chaos that followed. The last he saw was the two monks shouting and attacking as though they had the power of the gods, but soon they were overrun by hordes of Keishi soldiers and vanished from his sight.

The sun hung higher now, pale and cold. It cast sharp blades of light through patchy cloud, across the water, the roar of the current, of the battle, of men falling and making little waves.

“Kouzeon protect them,” Yora murmured.

An arrow hit his shoulder, knocking him off his feet and smashing his face into cold earth. Another sliced into him, piercing the armor at his back and throwing him to the earth again.

He struggled to get up, head pounding. He had no arrows left. He drew his sword, the great Falling Star, and prepared to guard the retreat.

“Fall back! To the temple!” He looked one last time to see if the monks had made it out, but they were overrun. A mass of Keishi troops, a hundred at least, were now crossing the bridge unimpeded.

The monks were nowhere to be seen.

“Fall back!” Yora shouted. “Back!”

They regrouped in the great courtyard. High walls protected them there, though arrows rained in from above. Inside the gate, Nioh and the others were getting on their horses. Yora hurried to him, ignoring the calls of concern at his arrow-riddled state, and shouted for the mirror prince to flee to the east gate as planned, where he could escape the temple and reach Tokuon on the fields. Kai and his daughters were there; Kai had a dozen minor wounds. Myorin pulled an arrow from her armor.

“Lord!” Nioh’s men cried. “The Kaga are coming from the east!”

Fighting in the temple grounds, someone shouted: Onoe Rokuro and Kaga Makoto – Akiyo’s lieutenants – were swarming from the rear.

A trap.

Curse the serpent, he thought, kneeling, sword in hand. I am too old for this. I cannot hold the retreat in good order while my forces are being sealed in from behind.

“The east is closed, lord!” Kaji Getoh ran up, face covered in blood. “We have to find another way.”

“Yora!” Kai’s eyes widened at the sight of his wounds. “They’re—”

“I know. You have to hurry now. Follow Myorin, she’ll lead you to the horses and get you out. Ride, fast as you can, there’s a footpath along the hills. It will take you to the other side of the fields and you’ll find Tokuon there. Go!”

“Uncle,” she said, hesitating.

He tried to put on a brave face. “You can do this,” he said, pushing her helmet into her hands. She had fallen to her knees. “Now get up. Go now, Kai, go with the prince. Tell him it’s time.” He then pulled on his iron facemask, the grimacing features marked there, making him a monster.

He turned to Myorin. “Whatever happens, get her out. Get her to Tokuon in the field.”

His daughter shouted that she heard. At the west side of the compound, by the bridge, he saw the pall of flames. The temples blazed and spewed black smoke.

“Hurry, get her up. Get ready to run.” He shouted to his men, filing them into ranks. “The Keishi have taken the bridge.”

Myorin met his eyes, and he gave her a small nod. He was suddenly filled with the memory of how impulsively she’d leaped onto the training-horses when she was young. Tsuna, more calculating, had always taken more time. “I will see you again.” Tsuna’s hand clenched her blade, the other around Kai’s shoulder.

“Take her through the lower gate,” he said. His voice was raw, caught in his throat. “Don’t stop until you reach Tokuon. I’ll hold them here. Go, Kai. Go now!”

Another rain of arrows. Tsuna grabbed Kai bodily and shoved her to Myorin, who took Kai’s hand in an iron grip and pulled her away. Both sisters had several arrows sticking from their armor, too. The east gate would soon break. House Kaga – tributary branch of the Keishi – had arrived.

“Form a line!” Yora’s few remaining soldiers began to prepare the defense of the inner courtyard.

“Head down!” Tsuna shouted.

A stray arrow caught Kai in the back of the shoulder, and she fell. His heart tensed; she cried, “I’m all right!” as they forced her to the middle of the circle of black-clad Jibashiri. The protective group carved a path through the confusing mass of soldiers trying to get to the south gate. To the east, Kaga banners – the ring of three – fluttered in the wind.

Kai heard the shouts and called back, “Yora!”

“Go!” he said. “Go!”

Let them make it out, he thought, if only them in this soul-ending world.

Tsuna pulled her on. One of Myorin’s Jibashiri held a young boy in his arms, at the south side by the gate, calling to them to flee. Nioh’s son. Noyori.

Let them be safe.

Another whistle cut the air.

Yora shouldered his way back to the courtyard, urging his soldiers to form a line. He coughed, out of breath. I have to stop this. I have to end it now. He thought of the great gates of the palace, that day that he’d returned, how they stood open to him and brought him in; he thought of the friends he’d had, and those he’d lost. How Seikiyo had offered him a hand.

The air felt heavy. The fog was slowly burning off. Pale sun, weak and thin as ice-chips in the river. Yora, wounded on the arm and leg, went back to rally the last of his bannermen from the bloody beach. They would make their stand inside the temple walls.

“Back,” he cried. “Back to the gates!”

Around them, arrows continued to fall.
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Rui

You must kill the demon in your heart, they told her.

You must kill the demon.

You must kill.

The world was madness. Rui didn’t know where the Gensei or the monks had gone – she saw no one but Keishi footmen on the winding path, crashing through courtyards and swarming at the main engagement from the rear.

She clutched her sword, ran fast as she could. If she stopped, she wouldn’t be able to start again; the fear would take hold, gripping her heart. She’d never been in a battle before. She was barely trained. Whatever plans they’d had, everything fell apart the instant that the Keishi came at them from behind. Now, caught between the Keishi at the river and the Keishi from the fields, they were trapped.

“Get to the prince!”

Her guards were screaming in the din. She had to help them flee the bridge, the rain of arrows, and make it to the town on the southeast side of the river.

“Where is the prince? Where’s Nioh?”

She didn’t know. She didn’t have time to find out. She had to keep moving. No. No. The words pounded themselves through her mind like a prayer as she ran.

The fog had thinned but still lay heavy over the mountainside beyond the village.

Kill the demon in your heart.

The only way to kill it is to die.

So die, she thought, slashing at anyone who came near. She ducked, smaller than the soldiers, a head shorter and much quicker on her feet. She didn’t waste time trying to cut down individual foes. She had no chance against them, one on one; and the moment she stopped, the rest would surround her like water around a rock.

Her only chance was to keep moving.

Her lungs were on fire. She felt like she’d been running for hours. She had no idea how much time had passed, heard only shouting, clashing metal, fear and anger and the bloodcurdling cries of death. She felt the heat and the stench of it, the steam rising from human bodies cut open in the freezing air.

Rui searched for her teacher in vain. She followed the warrior-monks. The first wave of Keishi spearmen had swept upon them, trapping them in the east garden. The walls were going to be overrun. She lashed out – again – again. A man tried to charge her; in one motion, the closest warrior-monk drew his sword above his head to protect her, stomped down on the man’s leading knee, smashed it inward and wrenched him to the ground. Then struck with all his force. Blood sprayed her hands, soaked her feet. She kept going. She no longer even tried to fight. Just gripped the weapon as best she could and swung against the press of armored bodies that seemed more numerous than ants on a hill. Another attack; another; ducking sideways at an angle, she saw her friend the warrior-monk spear a man, pressing in at half-sword and shoving until it sank into the body, to the hilt. Behind him another Keishi foot-soldier came. She stabbed him in the back. She kicked off. She kept moving. She was a killer now.

Somewhere behind her, above her, within her, the Hososhi laughed.

“Die!” she yelled. Kill it.

Kill it.

She couldn’t tell if she was shouting the words or just thinking them. Nothing made sense. Past, present and future were gone. There was only chaos, and the razor-sharp edge of the blade.

A flash of memory – the boy, Idachi Honnen, gasping as she killed him at Kitano gate. The spear in her hands. The horror of it. And still she ran. Still, she struck again.

“Teacher!” She couldn’t hear herself over the clamor. “Teacher!”

The awful scrape of metal against metal, against bone, against flesh, the shouts and cries of pain, the pounding of the blood in her ears—

Jobo, where are you?

She turned east: the temple courtyard, an open space where the hall sat like a palace overlooking the grounds, surrounded by its artificial lake like a moat. The sound of fighting everywhere. River monks on the long sandy path around the low curve of the shore. The pavilion and the eastern gate were under attack from behind, and there Jobo stood fighting by the mirror prince. His sacred spear split the air. He called her name. Rui ducked through a hornets’ nest of blades and fell against him.

“Were you lost?” He joked somehow, even now. But his breath came hard. The prince and his bodyguards were pulling back to the south side of the courtyard, where a smaller gate would bring them to the stables, and the little alleys of the temple village, and escape.

Then Keishi troops came around the side of the main hall, at the bottom of the pond, and toward the dormitories at the southern edge. The warrior-monks were fighting Keishi foot-soldiers there already. She ran with her teacher, the mirror prince, and his last remaining guard, but as they entered the south gates, and crossed to the little paths that cut between a dozen or so smaller temple buildings, she tripped, fell face-first into the rocky dirt. She screamed in frustration, slipped on a patch of ice before she rose, but by then the soldiers were everywhere and she caught a last glimpse of Jobo and the prince as they were torn away, lost in the surge and press of it, a great screaming, bleeding tide.

Help me, Rui begged the god Hososhi. I need you! Do something, please!

Nothing but the sound of battle all around her. The iron smell of blood. The ache of her arm, the fire in her throat.

“Help me!”

But the Hososhi would not get involved.

I have a use for you, they’d told her. But what? What use was she if she was fated to die here, surrounded by a hundred angry men? With every frenzied blow, every slash, parry and strike of her sword, every numb footstep along the dead earth, she belted out a high, wordless yell.

As if more sound in the temple of the gods would make them hear her.

“Hurry!”

Rui saw Kai, the Gensei heir, with Myorin and Tsuna on either side. They were across the courtyard. Crying, “Go, go!”

Jobo shouted, somewhere close. She heard his voice. Myorin made it to the gate, waving. There. Jobo cried out. Hurry, Rui.

But she stopped.

In the madness, something paused. A girl stepped before her. Pale as a ghost, she ducked toward the buildings as the carnage spread around her. She stopped. She turned. She looked in Rui’s eyes.

Oh, she seemed to say, even though there was no way Rui could hear through the distance. Hello.

The ghostly little girl, the one Prince Noyori had seen in the night.

She’s calling to me.

Suddenly, at the end of the path, she saw Nioh and his Jibashiri bodyguards racing toward the south gate. He’s going to them, Rui thought, strangely clear. He’s going to the demon.

She followed him.

Soon, she heard it. The clash of steel on steel, the heavy shouts of her master, and the wicked sounds of the wind over the trees. She heard a voice: “Stop!” And a second set of movements entered the fray.

The girl had vanished. As the battle raged around the temple and the fields beyond, Rui looked up, into the pale, midmorning sky.

And was shocked by what she saw.

Gods. The earthwalkers. The pilgrims. Giant, skeletal spirits converging, huge and monstrous, in the sky above the burning temple to the west. A ghostly hand, falling down from the height, covering the entire temple, its fingers like vast trees, blocking out the sun, making the sky go dark.

In that instant, Jobo found her. He grabbed her hand.

“What’s happening?” she cried, shaking. He held her, bringing her back to the gate, to safety.

“What do you see?”

“Giants.” She trembled. “Gods… the pilgrims…”

“They’re showing you they’re here.”

He sensed it, too. Rui never knew how he could sense things the gods did. He said, “They’re here because of her.”

“Who?”

Another rain of arrows sliced the air around them, needling into men and dirt in the blink of an eye.

“Rui!” Jobo shouted. “Get up. Keep going. Keep going.”

They made their way through the gate, saw the prince and his last remaining guard had found their horses and were wheeling about, surrounded by men with spears. Kai and the sisters had gone in the other direction. Jobo practically carried her across the little horse-yard, and she saw the fear in his eyes. He shouted to pale young Atsu, who had Nioh’s son in her arms; a burly Jibashiri, whom they called Naoza, spun about, bringing Atsu and the boy with him as he fled.

They raced away, with the river and its temples to their backs, raced down the small path that led to the hillside, and east, to safety. It would bring them to the Onji tributaries and the main highway from Yamano.

But now Nioh cried out, trapped. As his son got away, he found himself surrounded near the stables. He brought his mount around, bodyguards defending him with their spears on horseback as they tried to buy some time.

“Prince,” Jobo shouted. “This way!”

A wooden fence collapsed; a new wave of Keishi spearmen flooded in. Nioh screeched in terror, as one by one, his remaining bodyguards were cut down by arrows and spear-thrusts or both.

“Run!” She found herself shouting. “Prince, flee! Flee!”

He yanked the reins at last, dashed off a side road, back into the temple complex, looking for another way. He went around a building and vanished.

Rui ran after him, turning in time to see an arrow catch the prince on the armpit, and she could do nothing but watch as he hung limp in his saddle, while his horse panicked and disappeared behind the prayer hall.

“No!” Her scream was lost amid the clamor of the fighting. Jobo shouted, “Hurry!” but she fell again – somehow, she managed to fall flat on her face for the second time and when she hauled herself up from the muck, her teacher was gone. He had dashed around the corner where Prince Nioh fell.

Another whistle cut the air. The battle was getting louder now. She went forward. Faster now. Faster. Worried it was too late, that the prince was dead.

At the far side of the avenue, the path where Nioh’s horse had gone, she found them. Jobo ran past a gap in the buildings, to a large open courtyard where festivals might have been held.

She saw him stop.

She stumbled through the gate, and froze.

There, by two dead bodies and a dying horse, stood the demon in white. She was smiling, motionless as the moon.

It was as if she had been waiting.

At her feet, the wounded prince was struggling to escape. He had fallen to his knees. His horse lay dead beside them. As he tried to rise, the arrow still jutting from his side, the slim, smooth steps of the woman in white came closer, and he looked up. He looked into her eyes.

“Mae,” Jobo whispered. But the woman didn’t seem to hear.

As Rui watched, breath in her throat, she simply kneeled down, kneeled by Nioh on the stones. And she smiled at him once again. The prince was making thin, gasping noises, either from the wound or from some power of the demon, or both. Quietly the woman in white reached out to him, saying something that Rui couldn’t hear. She cupped her hands around his face, and for a moment it seemed that she might kiss him. Nioh shook, and moved to stab her with his small knife, but it was too late, and he was too weak, and of course the woman didn’t notice. Instead she brought her forehead down to his, strangely tender, strangely gentle, and remained like that, staring into his eyes, in the wet, cold air and the snow and the growing scent of blood. Deep pools of red spread around them, staining his robes and the earth, but she was untouched; she cupped Prince Nioh’s face in her hands even now, softly, carefully, as he died, and it was as if she were cradling a child. Finally, she lowered his head, and his body, to the earth.

When she rose, Rui saw Nioh’s dark blood on the woman’s hands and face, from where she’d held him. She turned, tipping back and showing the deep gleaming red across her face when it was done.

“Mae, listen to me,” Jobo called out.

She looked at them then, face stained, eyes blank, yet shining like a cat’s in twilight. Prince Nioh lay dead at her feet, the arrow rising from his body, dark blood pooling across the earth.

Her teacher took a step forward.

“Mae,” he said again.

Mae, was that her name? The woman just stood there, motionless. Behind them, toward the river, the sounds of battle were getting worse. Sounds of breaking swords and crushed armor. Sounds of broken bones. Sounds of fear. Of crying, wailing, loud and shrill like children.

Rui felt a chill. She moved behind her master, gripping her bloodied sword. “They’re coming.”

A cheer went up in the battle behind them, and the sounds of men fighting grew close.

As if in response, the demon leaped, impossibly high, onto the roof.

As if to flee.

“Halt!” Jobo cried.

The demon ignored him, landing lightly on the temple rooftop, but Jobo leaped like she did, landing on opposing eaves: “Mae, stop this now!”

Rui cursed and climbed the railing with her sword in one hand and the wooden framewood in the other. She scrambled, gripping tiles and almost slipping to the ground before she made it up, and found the two of them, her teacher and the demon, standing face to face, with the angle of the roof between them.

“Stop this,” Jobo commanded. His voice was unlike anything Rui had ever heard. There was no emotion in it. There was power – a power he rarely let her know he had. “Demon. Stop now.”

The demon ignored him. Instead, she looked at Rui. “You,” she said. “I remember you.”

Jobo stepped before her, spear in hand. “She is not for you.”

The demon muttered, “Maybe.”

She drew her sword. And came at them.

In one motion, Jobo flung an arm out sideways, knocking Rui back so hard that she skidded on the snowy shingles, slipped, and fell headlong off the roof.

She heard his shout, and the sound of metal striking metal, before she hit the ground.
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Kai

I’m not going to make it, Kai thought. I’m not strong enough. I don’t know what I’m doing.

She slipped on a patch of ice and felt a searing pain in her ankle, sharp enough to make her gasp. She tried to stand and instantly buckled again. “Not now,” she muttered. Atsu kept running, the boy – Nioh’s son – gripping her hand. They vanished through the trees by the southern gate.

She cried out. “Atsu!” Tried to get up again, slipped on wet cobblestones. They couldn’t hear her over the roar. Half the grounds were on fire. It would be on them soon. It was getting hard to breathe. “The Keishi have breached the gate,” someone yelled. “They’re breaking through Nioh’s defenses on the west wall.”

Nioh had fled: riding hard with his bodyguards toward the hills, caught in the crush of Kaga soldiers coming from the east. With a shout, his bodyguards split off, rushing his son to safety. Keishi foot-soldiers poured in from the east side of the grounds, where the temple wall had failed.

Kai lost sight of him.

They fell back around the temple pond, along the low barrier separating the pavilion from the abbot’s quarters. The path looked out over the southern side of the grounds, the abbot’s building to their right and the dormitories and libraries to their left. A group of Myorin’s guards surrounded her, and Yora appeared with a new bundle of arrows in his hand. He shouted.

Get up, Kai, she told herself. Get up.

Tsuna, in a flurry of motion, barked orders to the few who remained. “Myorin, help her!”

Myorin lifted her with arms stronger than Kai expected. She felt so light, so helpless in the warrior’s arms. Tsuna called to them again. They crossed the center courtyard now, by the lake and the main prayer hall, while Yora assembled their troops for the last defense.

Horses, she thought. There were horses waiting for them at the south gate. We have to get out of here. She ducked under a dry, flicking sound as another wave of arrows came raining in. They’re firing over the wall. Hurry. Hurry.

A killing team of Keishi horsemen broke through the low wood fence at the south.

Her shriek of terror came too fast for her to stop, and all at once the world seemed to lurch, her feet failed her, and she fell again. For she had seen it: a head hung in one Keishi warrior’s hand, dripping as he wheeled about and raised his arm in the air. She recognized him as one of the Kaga bannermen, Hokosaki Saigen.

“The prince!” he shouted, holding the head aloft. “This is the day of Nioh’s death!”

“Death!” his retainers shouted back.

“Nioh,” she gasped.

Myorin saw it too, and paled. “On your saddle. Hurry! I’m right behind you!”

“Ame’in!” Kaji Getoh ran up to them. He’d found the horses.

“Come with me,” Myorin said, and it took a moment for Kai to realize she was talking to her. Then she followed. They pulled back to the library, where the gate waited and the horses could be heard snickering in fear. More arrows; more rain. Tsuna threw her to the dirt with her hands covering her as arrows fletched the ground. Myorin went the other way, to her father. Kai twisted – where? Where? Yora was behind them again.

“You have to go!” Tsuna hissed, smothering a curse, as the battle flooded on, and lifted Kai onto her horse. Kai’s arms wouldn’t stop shaking. Somewhere far above, she thought, the ghosts are laughing.

She turned back.

Yora, at the west edge of the courtyard, loosed another arrow. Only this time, an arrow came back, striking him in the arm.

“Yora!”

Myorin and the last of the warrior-monks led a wild charge back into the courtyard on foot, rushing in to pull him from the crowd.

“Just go!” he shouted. “Get her out! Get to Tokuon!”

The abbot’s garden lay ahead; it would bring them to the south road, and the foothills, and escape.

Myorin, bleeding from a cut on her forehead, had been forced back. Blood mixed with tears as she cried out. Yora met Kai’s gaze from across the pavilion. “Strength, Kai,” he boomed.

A spear burst through his shoulder.

He fell just as Tsuna grabbed her horse by the reins and pulled them on, urging them away.

“Yora!” Kai cried. “Yora!”

Myorin waded against the tide of footmen to her right, but she couldn’t get through. He was still by the pavilion. Her Jibashiri pulled her back forcefully and led her to her horse, screaming. Yora needed help. Tsuna shoved Kai on, then rode back to her father’s aid. She called out – a word, a prayer, a shout of defiance – and cut down three Keishi men.

An arrow whistled through the air and struck her in the head.

Kai screamed.

Tsuna, flung sideways in her saddle, veered about on the crazed animal before she could recover her balance. The arrow had grazed the edge of her helmet and buried itself in the metal at her temple. Kai caught a flash of her face, grimacing with anger, pain, and fear, as blood wept down across her eyes. She shouted. Somehow she raced back to her father, to the open courtyard, but as Kai watched with horror, a Keishi horseman struck out and grappled with her, whipping their horses about and trying to send her to the dirt. Tsuna veered away, horse staggering and stumbling as it tried to escape. Finally she fell from the saddle; her horse skittered off, neighing in terror. She hit the raw earth and lay still for a moment, then rolled over, groaning, and tried to rise. By then the soldiers were swarming around her. The blows came from all sides. A dozen wounds. A dozen deaths. She roared, seized the closest man and struck off his head with such desperate force that they both tumbled back to the ground.

Somehow Tsuna rose again, swayed there for a dazed, bloodcurdling moment, before the mounted soldiers were on her once more. She cut out with her sword. She fell.

At the main temple steps, Yora pulled himself up, a pincushion with arrows speared into his back and shoulders. He hacked at the men who were trying to kill his wounded daughter, shouting at her, get away, get away.

Bloodied, her breath short and coming in fast gasps, Kai found herself moving back to save them – to help them – do something, anything she could – when Myorin’s hand closed around her wrist. “No,” Myorin said, dark and terrible. Just, “No.”

She pulled Kai away, and with a cry, Kai let her.

Yora, surrounded now, ducked beneath a spearpoint and cut another down. Tsuna lay in a widening pool of crimson below the temple steps. He called to her. He cried out. He fell to his knees; he cradled his daughter’s head, arrows jutting from his sides.

He rose. He hewed a man down; he gored him through the throat. He was stuck from behind and never noticed. He spun, his sword a flaming star. He cut a ring around her body, Tsuna, lying like in peace. Her hands were open. She was facing the sky. A cry of victory came from somewhere in the rooftops; Yora struck again, and Kai could hear his bellowing from here. Myorin gripped her wrist, urging her on from their hiding place. The horses were terrified; Kai twisted, turned, saw Yora charge again, a screaming mass of spearmen lunging, jabbing at him with their needle points. “We have to go. We have to help him—”

Myorin held her back. “It’s too late!”

“I’ll kill them!” Kai screamed. “I’ll kill them all!”

Myorin pulled her away, their horses side by side. Face set, feeling nothing. Not yet. Not yet.

“Yora!” Kai cried again.

“It’s too late.” Myorin, rough as coal, forced Kai violently on, and said nothing more.

Too late.

His last order had been to get to safety. To save themselves.

Now he stood near the body of his daughter, Tsuna, skin pale, almost white from lack of blood.

He was alone on the steps.

Keishi soldiers surrounded him.

A barrage of arrows rained down.

He tried to run.

The arrows fell.

He was hit. The leg. He buckled.

“No!” Kai cried again. “No.”

She heard a final shout in the insanity. Yora was standing before the temple, with one hand on the arrow-wound at his leg, the other on his sword, as Keishi charged up the steps around him.

“Go,” he’d said. “Live.”

And he turned. A great cry of terror and challenge and sacrifice.

The Keishi came upon him, ten, twenty on the steps.

Myorin grabbed her reins. But Kai had frozen. Arrows glanced about them, invisible barbs in the gray, but she was barely aware. Myorin wheeled around, trying to get them to move.

But Kai was still. She could only watch.

Watch, as Yora raised his sword, the famous Nagareboshi, the Falling Star. It glinted with steel so dark it seemed blue.

Watch, as he cut them down.

As another arrow found him, in the back, below his arm.

As they moved in. But she realized the Keishi soldiers were afraid. Seikiyo’s son, Shosei, yelling hoarsely for them to strike. A woman with broad shoulders and beautiful sea-green-and-silver armor lanced toward him.

For a moment, no one moved at all. Yora was surrounded, but they seemed unable to get any closer.

“Kill him!” Shosei screamed.

But the kijin woman paused. Removed her mask.

Yaeko Eiga hesitated, sword in hand.

“Kill him!” Shosei shouted. “What’re you waiting for?”

Yaeko turned to him, as though to speak. But before she could, the surge of the Keishi soldiers broke, and swept around her. Yora, against fifteen men. The fighting began. The screams.

Kai watched as long as she could. Until she knew it was over. Until he kicked his way through the ranks and tried to run. Until another arrow found him, and another.

Until he stumbled.

Until Myorin pulled her away.

Gripped her reins and forced Kai back. “Ride!” she shouted.

Ride. So you can live.

“Kai, now!”

Get out, he’d shouted. Get out.

“Now!”

But Kai kept looking back. She didn’t feel her wounds anymore. She didn’t feel her tears. She felt nothing, nothing but a cavernous, hollow void. She had no thoughts. She watched until the flames grew hot and stung her eyes with smoke. Until she saw his blood in the air.

Until she saw his body fall.

Until Seichi appeared, at the top of the steps. Stood over him, red-faced and shaking, to deliver the final blow.

And Yora was dead.

Seichi lifted his arms. The bannermen cheered.

He kneeled by the body, to take Yora’s sword from where it fell.

Myorin shouted one last time, striking her horse with a palm, and pushed them faster into the darkness. Tears streamed down her face. Her mother taken. Her sister felled. Now her father. Gone. All at the hands of the Keishi.

So, it’s done, Kai thought. We are done.

The last thing she saw was the look on Seichi’s face, when he glanced down, disgust threatening to overwhelm him. Disgust, and also fear: at the carnage, at what he’d done. He had the sword. He took it with him when he left.

Kai’s head swam. A wave of nausea hit her. “Oh,” she said. “Oh…”

“Don’t you fall,” Myorin hissed.

She’s just seen her father die. Kai’s mind turned in slow motion. She couldn’t process what had happened. They were on a small street in the village. Myorin. She just saw her father die and she’s leaving the body to be desecrated by her enemies, she’s fleeing so that we might live and fight again. She’s doing it for me.

“Hurry.” Myorin’s voice was thick with tears. “Hurry.”

They rode from the burning temple, over the low fences and gates and an open meadow beyond, at the base of the hillside.

The horses whinnied and panted, as though they were crying, too.

Three figures joined them in the shade of the hills above the barley plain. Kai tensed; the fear came back. Myorin gave a cry, half-greeting, half-sob: her father’s retainer, Kaji Getoh, appeared swift as a wraith in the half-light, his horse black as pitch. He’d lost his mask, his armor cut in many places: he looked like he’d been punched in the face.

Beside him, young Atsu helped the boy-prince, Nioh’s son, hold the reins of a second horse, pale, wide-eyed and full of fear.

Myorin didn’t need to tell them what had happened. Getoh sent one glance toward the temples and said, simply, “There are Keishi in these hills. We go.”

Kai looked back as they rode along the hillside; at the red and orange flames, the heat licking up into a cold morning sky thick with clouds.

We’re alive, she thought. We’re alive. She saw him fall again, arrows in his legs and back. She saw the look on Seichi’s face as he lifted the sword.

We’re alive.

Bloodied, battered, tired and soaked to the bones. Spattered with mud and gore. We’re alive, she thought, and they will pay for this.

They will pay.

They rode across the foothills, going east. They rode beside the field. The sun reached a peak. The clouds thinned. But Kai saw none of it. She saw only the flash of the blades, heard the sounds of screaming again.

She saw Shosei the Spear, and his brother Seichi, standing high and terrified, on the steps of the great hall.

She saw Seichi kneel, to take the sword from where it fell, by Yora’s bloodied hand.

It was too late.

Myorin gripped the reins of her horse, and they raced faster into the weak light, leaving the smoke and death and water rushing on behind them, and were gone.







CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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Rui

Rui landed hard on the cobblestones between the buildings. She shouted in frustration, and when she rose, a deep pain cut her heart, a pain so sharp, so sudden that it brought her to her knees.

The pain of her curse.

The pain of the angry god, Hososhi.

“What do you want?” she screamed.

Instead of an answer, she fell, seized by another shock, one that sent her doubling over, gasping for breath. An arrow whizzed past, struck the fencepost where her head had been. Keishi foot-soldiers flooded the grounds behind her. Another wave had come. Another arrow flashed, and missed.

Hososhi. She could feel the god reach out, taking her hands, her feet, moving her body as their own. Another arrow. Another. Again she felt the Hososhi in her blood. They guided her, wordlessly at first, and then, at once, she heard them:

Kill.

More soldiers arrived. The god – the demon – wanted blood.

Not yet, they whispered. Child, you’re not there yet.

She killed. And killed again. The anger grew. The more she killed, the stronger she became; the hungrier she was for blood.

You have a role to play.

Killer, killer girl.

Rage billowed from her. Her curse took over, and it felt good.

As her teacher fought the demon on the roof.

“Come out…” she said. “Help me… You wanted death. This is death!”

An echo of the Hassho’s words:

“It’s in your heart, child; the only way to kill it is to die.”

Then let me die if I have to, she thought.

Just end this.

End it now.

Then: a silence. She became aware of the ringing of a bell. She looked down. Somehow, a dozen men were dead at her feet. Her hair was loose. Everything felt cold, wet, and yet burning all at once. Her hands were streaked with blood.

Her clothes. Her chest. Her face.

The dead lay all around her. Is this who we really are? She remembered the smell of manure, and the sight of old Goro tilling his field, the green of the rice plants and the flowers; she remembered the smell of leaves, the cries of the cicadas, and the dry, dusty smells of the hillside in late summer, when there was no wind and the sun seemed to hang for ever, curling into dusk and shining madder red. She remembered the hands of her people, the no’in who helped her to the top of the ladder when they laid out rice stalks in the harvest. The flutes they’d played. The drums.

And now this.

Hurry.

Everyone shouting. A million things all around her, but she saw only one. She fell out of herself. Time slipped. She was lost. Vaguely aware as the god moved through her; as in a dream. I might as well be dead, she thought. She saw nothing, heard nothing. I am no one.

No.

The voice came from somewhere far away. Her own voice.

Rui. You are the god; the god is you.

She was the source of her power and the victim of it, and when she blinked, when she came back to herself, she was surrounded by the fallout.

She blinked, and was back on earth.

Keishi soldiers lay around her, grotesque, motionless in death.

The sword in her hands, a charred taste of fire, thick smoke. Killer. Killer. She heard the god’s whisper through the fast wind along the hills.

She tried to take a step. She sank to her knees on the cold dirt and grass of the lawn, wet with melting ice and blood. Her heart pounded. Every muscle screamed in agony. She heaved.

It’d be so easy, she thought, to just stay here and let everything pass away. I won’t have to do anything. I could just give up.

Then she thought: Jobo.

She thought: The demon.

The sound of fighting still rang faintly from the garden, across the temple path; it rang from the little village, with its thatched huts and dirt.

He needs my help.

She tried to rise. Her body disobeyed, falling to the stone. Her knuckles, raw and bleeding, skin shredded from where she’d punched and clawed and smashed her fists. She fell out of herself again. It was more terrifying this time because she felt it coming, and when she did, a vicious glee erupted in her. She welcomed it.

She lay back among the corpses, and smiled, blood on her teeth, an animal shout rising unbidden from her lungs, chest and ribcage aching, as if a boulder had fallen on her, as if she’d leaped from a waterfall onto the rocks below.

Remember who you are, she thought. There is a story of your life and you are the creator of it. And what happens can be met along the road, and changed.

Hososhi, what do you want?

You still have a role to play, bird-child, the god said. Get up.

Get up and fight. Get up and stand for yourself. Get up and you can thank yourself, for you managed to survive. And you can take it, take it into who you are, and you can leave it behind. It’s a part of the story of your life. It will always be there. But it is not what has to happen now. It is part of the story, but it is not the entire story.

You don’t have to run away.

She thought these things and felt them. She thought, Instead, you can reach. You can hold. You can be held.

This body, this air. This breath. This is who you are.

This is who you are, Rui. This.

I’m ready to go.

In the darkness of the world, I hear them.

A shout, a small cry; a shout of fear.

Jobo.

He was somewhere past the southern gate, fighting the monster, and he was alone.

He is hurt, she thought. He’s hurting.

He’s calling my name.

Rui rose. She found her sword, pulled herself up. She heard her master shout again. It sounded desperate. The god waited, quiet.

“Hold on! Teacher! I’m coming!”

And she ran. Ran back into the emptied village. Ran toward the enemy. Toward her teacher. Toward the end.

You want my soul, she said to the god. Help me stop this monster and it is yours.

Amid the sound of the fires and the roar of the battle at the riverside behind her, she felt something in the world shift, a veil falling, or being pulled away. The ground moved beneath her feet. The Hososhi rose with her. Within her. She heard their voice.

We have a deal.

She’d last seen him facing the demon, the tall woman in white, on the roof. Over the corpse of the imperial prince, Nioh.

She’d last seen them as Jobo leaped high into the air, spear raised in mid-strike; as the woman stood there, motionless, as if waiting.

She arrived at a garden path below persimmon trees.

Jobo and the demon had brought the fight to earth. Their blows rang high and shrill across the courtyard. Jobo had the sacred spear; the woman swung her sword. Metal on metal, blades cutting air.

Rui had her own sword in her aching hand, and ran to help her teacher. She cut at the demon, and was herself cut in the arm.

“Do not strike her!” Jobo shouted.

“How are we supposed to kill her if we can’t strike?”

But she saw small lines of blood soaking his clothes, saw how he shifted to a defensive stance. They couldn’t attack. Every blow they landed only hurt them.

The demon looked at her, with blank and staring eyes.

“You.”

Rui’s sword fell. Her arm dropped, heavy, as if out of her control. Jobo shouted, struck at the demon again, but she evaded without breaking step.

“You.”

Rui leaped at her; she didn’t have a chance. The demon jabbed sideways with the hilt of her sword and hit Rui so hard she fell back against the garden fence and flipped over.

Jobo struck at the monster again and again, landing three blows from his spear and bearing the damage that should have been inflicted upon her. His words echoed in her mind. Any who strike such a demon will bear the injury themselves…

Hososhi, now, do it now.

Rui felt a flash of pain, and when she rose, she saw through the god’s own eyes. She saw two souls in the demon’s body, one young and afraid and in pain, one dark and full of malice.

She ran at them again.

The woman cried, “I don’t want to kill you, child!”

It stopped Rui in her tracks.

“… Who are you?” she asked.

Jobo struck. Chanting a prayer, a vow to the gods of the mountains, he attacked the monster with an overhand swing, but she avoided it, spinning at the last second, bringing her own blade to bear.

The spear broke in two.

Jobo smashed the broken shaft at the demon, who dodged again. He called an invocation. Rui recognized the words: the god-spear, the spear of heaven, bound with magic, the spear that killed the gods, strike down, strike now, strike now.

He held the broken shaft near the blade, made a desperate cut against the demon’s heart. Again she evaded. Again she retaliated, but this time he jumped. The sacred spear blazed with power, blinding her.

Rui saw it an instant too late.

He leaped over the demon’s head.

And landed behind her.

The demon’s eyes widened with shock.

And he struck. Cutting across her heart as she turned.

The demon gasped. And stood motionless. Jobo remained, staring into her eyes. The keen edge of the spear glinted in pale light.

Blood erupted from his chest.

Rui screamed. “Teacher!”

He sank to his knees. Blood pooled on the dirt around him. He coughed. He made a wet sound; he tried to breathe.

“Rui,” he said.

And fell back.

Rui could only scream in horror. The demon stood before him, motionless again.

“Teacher!” She rushed to his side.

“Rui,” he gasped. “Get away. Get away.”

She couldn’t. She stood, her master sorely wounded beside her, and faced the demon alone.

For just a moment, the demon seemed to change. Instead of a monster, Rui thought she could see the woman as she used to be, before the demon possessed her, before she’d become its servant.

Time hung around them.

The spear lay broken where it fell.

You wanted my soul, Rui thought again. You want it, help me stop this monster and it is yours.

Rage filled her blood. She could feel the demon within her too, a mirror of the woman in white who stood looking down at the body of the man who had tried to stop her, and who failed.

Rui shouted with fury and threw herself at the demon, who pushed back like it was nothing. The dark, smoke-like blade hung loose in her hand.

“It won’t work.” The demon’s voice was strangely sad. “You’re a victim in this, too.”

Rui attacked again and again.

“This should not be you,” the demon said, each time she parried. “This should not be you.”

“Die!”

Rui slashed at the demon’s face, ignoring everything, thinking of nothing but death and the red blood boiling in her, the fury of hate and the man who had saved her, who’d been kind to her, who taught her how to heal.

“Stop,” the demon said.

Rui hacked at the monster and hurt only herself when she did. She cried out in rage and greed and hatred – hatred for this demon that had crossed the barrier between the worlds, hatred for this war that had destroyed her life, for the lords and highborn who so casually wrecked their way across the earth, who murdered and stole and pillaged, who used monsters instead of gods; hatred for the Hososhi in her heart, cursing her, and leading her onward, even now.

She slashed at the demon’s face and was grazed across her own face in return, along her eyebrow. The demon dodged, elbowed Rui in the throat so hard she thought her neck had broken with the impact. Falling: falling back, hitting a thatched hut, a smash of her head against the wood. The world went dark, then came again; she struggled to draw breath, each ragged heave sending needles through her throat.

She’d lost her sword. She had nothing but her bleeding knuckles and the hate that filled her heart.

The broken spear lay before her on the dirt.

“Hososhi,” she said, gasping. “Hososhi.”

The demon stood before her.

You see it yet, bird-child? the god said. Do you see?

She tried to see where her teacher had fallen. He was nowhere to be found.

You would spend your soul to help these people? they asked.

Yes. Yes.

Then help, Hososhi said. And I’ll help you.

She wrapped her hands around the sacred spear, broken halfway down the shaft. She scrambled on the muddy ground. She could feel the god Hososhi in the air around her, a ghost, a shroud that rose and shimmered, sparking flame and lightning.

She held the broken spear.

The voice, the specter, the aura of the god held it with her.

She attacked. An explosion burst through the air, the power of a wave cracking upon the rocks, a thunderclap.

The Hososhi screamed.

So did the demon. An inhuman wail.

She fell. They both fell.

The demon staggered, clutching her heart. “What is this?” she gasped. “What…”

“This is how you kill a god,” Rui said.

There were tears in the demon’s eyes. She laughed. A laughter of pain, and fear, and a horrid, rancid hope. Then she spoke – to herself, or Rui, or someone else:

“Don’t you see?”

The god whispered in her heart. The demon fell to her knees.

Is this not good? To find the barrier, and break it?

The demon – the woman, now – she was so small, so human. She staggered about, her knees, her hands before her, like she was trying to pray.

Is this not what we want?

Who can comprehend the mind of a god?

I have a use for you.

Rui rose. She knew, now, what she had to do. She gripped the broken spear, cried out in fear and strength, and stabbed the demon in the heart. Her own chest rent with blood.

And she died.


In the dark, there is silence.

Then, there is something else. Something calling to her.

Rui is alone. She is nothing.

She is formless, endless, nowhere and everywhere at once.

The shroud on her heart has been cut.

She becomes aware. Of herself. Of the dark.

Of the barrier between worlds.

The darkness shifts.

It becomes. It coalesces.

It starts to change.

It appears before her, solid: an awakening.

A vastness of earth, cold air and nightfall, wind, soil, sodden leaves.

There is rain. There is a tree. A growth of vines and roots. There is a voice.

The dark takes shape; the silence alters once again.

She hears the world. She hears everything. She feels it in her bones.

She hears a distant sound, like bells, like laughter. Like a life she knows.

It is calling to her, familiar and painful, and too far off to see.

The barrier: a reach of darkness.

It shifts into a face.

There is a breath. A new change, far away.

The Hososhi smiles.
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Sen

Mud-splattered eyelids, thick with broken bones and mixed with blood. It’s not over yet. Raging, Sen nocked another arrow to his bow. Drew back. Let fly. Felled one of Akiyo’s guards. His horse, Kaminari, thundering beneath him. Another. Draw, let fly. His fingers stinging from the bow, its wire like a knife. Shafts whistling into flesh. Chinks in armor. Hooves trampling skulls. He nocked another. Ride. “Ame’in!” Someone called to him; he shouted back. He rode with Hori Yataro and Saito beside him, and their kin, and met death.

The battle had reached a fever pitch – Sen’s hunters wove back and forth, meeting the opponents and wheeling away, a moving river of arrows and mounted soldiers.

“Break!” he shouted. “Break!”

They split into a rain of smaller units, groups of three and four. Warriors on the hunt. Overwhelming. He could only target one opponent at once, but any number of enemies could come at him from all sides while he did. Saito and Yataro charged at his side, his blood-guard, his protectors. The battle went on. Exhausted, he strung arrow after arrow to his bow. “Ame’in!” Yataro’s voice hit like rocks cracking asunder: “That’s Akiyo!”

The Musha’in rode toward them. Followed by a rain of three, and a man in black and yellow – sleek, trim-eyed Kaga Makoto – at her left.

“Get her!” Sen shouted. “Now! Go!”

He nocked an arrow. Breathe, he thought. Breathe. He let fly. The arrow darted at his enemy.

And missed.

Before he could draw again, Akiyo drew her own, and in a flash, hit Sen in the left shoulder, piercing his armor and upper arm. He wheeled away as Yataro loosed one, then another arrow to cover his retreat. But there was no turning back. Keishi pouring over the hillocks. Akiyo readied a second arrow and rode after him.

No, he thought, eyes tearing from the pain. The anger burned, enflaming him. Not like this. He plunged off the road, leading Kaminari into the deep and empty paddies.

Too late.

Makoto rode parallel, swept his longblade low to the ground, cut Sen’s horse’s legs out under him. He went flying.

Sen screamed. Hit the ice-hard dirt with force that knocked the breath from him and left his skull rattled. He tasted blood. Spit red to frozen dirt.

His bow was gone. He spun around, sword drawn, cut at anything that neared. Horsemen on the ridge. Kaga Makoto, his hunters, bearing down. Makoto moved fast. Slammed to the low scoop of the dirt. Right into Yataro. Instant violence. Bashing at each other with fists and blades, too close in the press of everything. Feet, hands, stomping, spitting, clawing at each other. Blood-pulp in the air. Akiyo attacked him too, on the sod earth above the barley fields. Yataro rode his dappled horse as hard as he could: when he saw her, he cried Akiyo’s name and drew an arrow to his bow.

Sen turned. “Yataro, wait!”

The black-and-yellow warrior, Makoto, lanced out with his longblade. Yataro pulled away, his shot wild. He drew another arrow, turning; Makoto hacked his head off and the body fell to the hard dirt below.

Sen leaped at Makoto. Cutting wildly. Smashed his knuckles on armored plates. Crack of bone. The warhorse shrieked, a terrible sound. Hit him, rammed him again. Fell back. Blows. Kicks raining on him from behind and above. A soldier on the dirt behind him, screaming. Makoto came at him again. Sen tumbled down the slope. Hit bottom. Slammed his head on frozen mud. Ears ringing. Stars. Desperate, he found a rock, flung it at Makoto. Useless against the armor. “You want me?” he screamed. “You want me?” He rammed against him, pulled him from his horse, sending them both back onto the dirt, dazed and tumbling, trying to right themselves, and Sen stepped and tripped and fell on slick dirt as Makoto scrambled back.

Surrounded. Grit in his mouth, Sen shoved against another Keishi footman. Another. Another. Crying as he cut them down. They keep coming. He had no time to think. No time to breathe. His lungs ablaze, arms leaden, feet caught in upturned sod. Someone landed a blow to his abdomen; he pitched to his knees, twisted and pulled the man to the dirt beside him. Longblade clattering away. He leaped. His dagger, sharp as a needle, opened the man’s throat. When Sen fell, he thought he’d been cut too, but it was just the bruise of impact, a cracked rib, and the relentless crush of five hundred shouting kijin-tai.

Sen lay on his back, wheezing, as the man bled out beside him. The blood on his lips was not his own. His sweat ran cold; he shivered, muscles trembling as he tried to stand.

Attack. Attack. Striking at the closest body he could reach. Makoto, with his pretty eyes, had vanished. Fled. A cry of pain, cut short: he stomped on someone’s throat. Attacked the next. Drew both his swords, the short-sword held to the left and forward, long-sword to the right, above his head:

“Come on, you cowards, come and get me!”

He led with the short-sword, deflecting blows, striking with the long-sword strong enough to split someone’s head. Then the next.

Swinging, stumbling around, a whirlwind of steel. Someone’s screaming. He was screaming, a wordless, wild beast. Cutting anything that neared.

There are too many.

He lanced into the throat of the next man, catching him in the smallest opening beneath his chin-guard, and the blade went deep. Turned, striking, turned again. The world was chaos and blood on the hard earth. He couldn’t see the sky. He heard nothing but the sounds of death, his own raw breath, hoarse and rattling, wet.

A rain of arrows fell. Some of them hit home. His arms, his armor, studded, pricked with ragged shreds of wood and broken barbs.

“Hoshiakari!”

Saito’s voice in the pound of hoofbeat thunder. He couldn’t find his own. His throat on fire. “Saito!” he gasped. “Saito!”

He couldn’t see him. His hand was numb. He looked at it, dazed, bloody to the quick of his nails. His knuckles raw. Something pricking in his leg. A sharp pain, wrenched knee. Lungs burning. He couldn’t see. He heard the thunder of their horses, heard the screams, couldn’t see Saito at all.

“Saito!” Screamed again. Voice rough as rocks.

He fell to one knee, rose, met another Keishi soldier, grappled with him. Falling to hard earth, eating dirt, hands on his throat, sword shoving at his gut, but Sen twisted away; fingers clawing at him through his mask, iron and cold, into his eyes. Hand glancing on sharp metal. Grab it, cutting his thumb through the gauntlet. Short-sword beside him, he shifted, brought it through the man’s throat. Rolling off the corpse. Revulsion. A groan. A cry. A voiceless scream. He couldn’t feel his fingers, couldn’t feel at all. Blood everywhere. He fell.

I’m gone, he thought. I’m gone.

“Hoshiakari!”

Saito’s voice came back. The field came back. His vision blurred, cleared again. His heart bloomed; he saw him.

“Saito! Help!”

Saito and Ise Tadanobu thundered along the ridge beside the paddy, pursuing Makoto like hawks on waterfowl. Tadanobu loosed arrow after arrow at Makoto’s retreating back. But now Keishi footmen arrived, and they knew exactly who Sen was.

His feet gave way; he slid to dirt again. Scrambled, pulled his long-sword from where it fell. Deflected a blow, jarring him, numbing his arm. It was luck: the other warrior dropped his weapon – Sen cut at him, off-balance, his blade struck metal at an angle, and it snapped halfway from the hilt. The force of it sent him sprawling. Bit his tongue, pain everywhere.

He stabbed the man in the neck. He swung. He cut a last man down with the notched blade, killing him, but the twisting motion locked them both together and Sen tripped, sword broken.

He slipped on wet ground, tried to stand, fell. Nothing worked. His legs buckled. There was no sky. Everything was dirt. Saito leaped from his horse, hit the earth with the force of a quake, longblade in his arms, swinging in wide arcs to protect him. Sen drifted. Mind far away. The world tilted under him. He couldn’t keep his balance.

Saito, where are you?

Above him. Hewing down two more mounted warriors before the battle was done, and when Saito screamed in victory, Sen rose again, seething, spitting fury, and he leaped at the first body he saw, mad and raging at the world.

He hacked at the body again and again with his broken sword, trying to cut off the warrior’s head in sloppy chops. Screaming all the while.

A voice behind him. “Sen! He’s already dead!”

“Where’s my horse?” he shouted, horror spiking through his bones. “Where’s my horse?” He tripped; he couldn’t make sense of what was happening. Saito called out. “Sen!”

When it ended, it ended all at once.

Between one breath and the next, it was over.

The Keishi remnants fled. Sen’s ears rang, a high-pitched whine, and everything seemed muffled. There were Keishi flags under his feet. Corpses so fresh they bled and stained the bitter earth.

Beside him, Saito gave a cry. “Is that all they had for us? Is that all they had!”

His men gave a shout. Victory.

“Where are they!” Sen cried. “Where are they!”

Saito held him, trying to calm him down. The broken sword still in his hand. “They’re gone, Sen.”

He staggered. “I just, I need a moment.” Pitched to his knees. Pulled away his faceguard, vomited into the grass. It stung his bleeding tongue. Rib cracked. Hands like shreds.

Saito said, “Let’s get you up.”

“I… I think,” he began, and pitched down again.

“Take it easy, Sen. You’re hurt.”

“No…” But when Saito pulled him to his feet again, pain lanced through his right side. Saito pried the armor apart, feeling along the edge of his belly guard. His hands came away bloody.

Sen wheezed, spitting blood to the ground. “Oh.” He stumbled, suddenly woozy. “Shit.”

“You’ll live,” Saito said. Even managed a grin: “But if you take this armor off, your ribs might fall apart. You did well.”

Behind them, at the crest the hill, the drums began to pound.

Time passed. How long, he wasn’t sure. He staggered through the wreckage, feeling like he’d slipped into a dream. A dream of blood and snow. He blinked, saw shards of ice drift down. So gentle, he thought. He could barely walk. Am I dying? But no. He was cut and bleeding, but alive. It rushed through him, instant, an ecstatic flood: I’m alive. His hands were covered with cuts, his right arm numb and immobile, and every muscle in his body ached. But he was alive.

They were bringing him out of the field when he saw.

His horse. The mountain storm.

Kaminari’s entire lower half covered in blood, his last fading breaths crystalizing in the air.

“Oh, Kaminari.” Sen staggered to his knees, and wept. In a moment, his horse was dead.

“Hoshiakari,” Saito began. Sen barely responded. “Sen.”

Saito moved to him, but Sen threw him off. He sobbed, “Enough!” Saito called his name, but he wouldn’t hear it. “Enough.”

“You’ve tasted blood, then?”

That voice. A slow grate of stone.

Tokuon had returned, surrounded by his banners and his guard. Across the barley field, the temples were ablaze.

Sen sat, then, stunned, somehow hurting and numb at once. “We were too late.”

Tokuon spurred his horse. “Come. We have to get out of here before the rest of their army return.”

“Just wait,” Sen said, overwhelmed. “We have to help the…”

“Now, Hoshiakari!” The field was already clearing; Tokuon’s footmen were helping as many of the wounded as they could. Dead horses lined the field. Smoke rose to the west, where the Temple of the Far Earth burned.

Sen realized he was still holding the broken sword that Lady Iyo had given him.

“I,” he said. “I…”

“Sen,” Tokuon said again. “Yora’s dead. We have to go.”

“Then it’s up to us.” In an instant, the immensity of it hit. The ground shifted. He stumbled into Saito, who caught him just before he fell.

“Easy.” Saito’s voice came to him, low, so only he could hear. “You did well. Your body’s going to take a while to catch up with you.”

“Damn them,” Sen gasped. His whole body shook. Each breath brought a new tremor to his bones.

“Let me sit,” he said. “I – have to sit down.” Saito helped him to a seated position, but as he spat the last of someone else’s blood from his mouth, Saito placed a hand on his shoulder and began rubbing his back. The motion surprised Sen. But the smoothness of Saito’s hand across his armor was as reassuring for his spirit as anything else – the physical touch to remind him he was still here, still human. “They must not see you falter,” Saito whispered. Sen ground his hands into fists.

“I can’t,” he began. “I… can’t do this.”

“You must.”

Saito stared into his eyes, close enough that Sen could feel his breath, smell his sweat. “Saito… how many battles have you fought?”

“Too many. You will get better, but your body will do what it does. You cannot be at war with your enemies as well as yourself. Let your body breathe. You’re still here.”

Sen’s legs were trembling. “I don’t know if I can stand up…”

“Sen. Every warrior here has seen blood spilled today. Some are wounded. Some may not last the night. But they must see their leader. They must see that you know what they’re going through, and will lead them out of this hell. Or your army will be lost before the last blood of this battle has been bled.

“No one expects you to be immune to this,” Saito told him, “but they are going through it too. So show them. Show them that you’ll stand. Show them that you’re with them, here, for ever. Because you’ve gone through this with them, too.”

“Right,” he said. “All right…”

He tried to rise. His knees buckled, and he had to catch himself with a palm on the wet dirt.

“Can… you help me?” he asked.

“That’s why we’re here.”

He did his best, Saito’s hands pulling him up as he forced his legs to obey. He stood. Hesitant at first, then taller, and at last he found he could walk, one step, then two, with the help of Saito’s arm.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

And he realized: This was all for nothing.

With a jolt, he saw, so clearly, it was all a trap. They wanted us to fight here. The bright yellow flag of the Kyohara Musha’in, fluttering in the cold: She engaged us here to prevent us from helping the Poet at the temples.

This was a diversion. “That’s why they retreated,” he muttered softly. Part of him marveled at Akiyo’s skill. Not only had she engaged an enemy on two fronts – the field and the river, trapping Yora in a pincer – but she’d known that Sen would be drawn into the trap. Into the open.

The Keishi had gotten to the temples. Yora hadn’t made it out.

Akiyo’s feint had worked.

Smoke streaked the midday sky east of the Onji River. Gensei riders moved over the frozen, blood-strewn earth, picking off stragglers and finding trophies.

“Tokuon has got his war,” Saito muttered. “We move for the hills. Hurry! Someone bring my lord a horse!”

An hour later, they were at the Gisan camp.

A weariness overtook him, instant, all-consuming: he almost fell asleep in his saddle. Saito placed a guiding hand on the back of his elbow, and he sat up straight again.

“The lords are ahead.”

The warriors parted, allowed them to dismount. Sen’s arm, abdomen, and hip were so painful that Saito had to help him off the horse. He made it to the ground and winced in pain.

“Sen Hoshiakari,” Saito announced. Within the enclosure, Tokuon stood stiff and silent. By his side, his son Taka, and another young boy Sen didn’t know. Myorin sat on a folding stool behind them, with the other temple survivors, mud and tears on her face. A slim woman, in nondescript black armor, turned and stood when Sen limped into the ring.

“Hoshiakari,” she said, in a quiet voice. A knife with the Gensei crest lay in her hands.

Sen approached her, cautious. “Who are you?”

The woman’s eyes met his own.

“I’m your sister.”







CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
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Yaeko

We are servants, the old ones always said. We fight, we use violence, we sin, so that others may be left in peace. A sword will never find salvation; an arrow finds only its target. But now?

Now, Yaeko followed the Keishi generals into the hall, still wearing her armor and the river water and the blood.

Now her teacher was dead. Now she had been promoted to a higher level than she ever dreamed. First Commander of the Army of the Right, directly below Seichi, the chancellor’s son.

To get there, all she’d had to do was kill.

“Not a word.” Seichi stopped long enough to peer down on her with his height and greater bulk before striding toward the far end where the council, and his father, had convened. He looked at her once more, and he went ahead, and the coldness came back.

Yaeko was with Seichi when Yora died. As his homeguard, she remained beside him, soaked to the bone and dripping through her armor, as the battle ensued. She was there when they saw Kai escape. When Yora, alone, stood before them on the steps of the great hall.

When Seichi killed him.

“This is the lord poet?” he’d gasped, canting about, fighting the overwhelm of what he’d done, mad with adrenaline and fear. “This is all he was? An old man!”

He’s going to be sick, Yaeko had thought. Yora was his teacher, too. Seichi staggered backwards, disgusted by the blade in his hand.

Then he rallied, and in a frenzy, Seichi took the sword, the Falling Star, and sawed off Yora’s head. Then strode to the edge of the pond and moved to toss it in.

“Lord, don’t,” Yaeko began, but it was too late. With a shout Seichi threw the head, a spatter of blood fanning behind, but his aim was off, and the head landed, rolling on the shore, and left a brown smear on the sand that had stuck to it.

Yaeko found herself crying silently as the Saikyo army marched back to make its report. Shosei left a garrison at the destroyed temple; his brother Seichi intended to burn the whole thing down.

“But let us see what father thinks,” he’d said. They left Yaeko there, with the guard, to finish cleaning up.

Now she had come back through the palace gates.

She found Shosei and Seichi sitting beside their father in the chancellor’s hall. Two prisoners, bound and kneeling, lay at their feet. The first Yaeko recognized as a young woman named Chiyome – Prince Nioh’s first-consort, and mother of his child. She had been captured at Deer Valley. The second was Satsuki-no-Ayame Hayo, Yora’s wife. Bandages circled her torso, her face drained of color but for the thin red rim of agony that lined her eyes.

For a moment, Yaeko couldn’t move.

With his high voice, Shosei addressed the consort, Chiyome, first. “You’ve been granted a clemency,” he announced. “We will allow you to take up the priesthood and live in exile in the northern islands. Or perhaps the Mountain of Rains. At Ametoge, if you would prefer. Present yourself to the monks up there. You may become a nun. We hold no malice against you, but you conspired against the chancellor, and risked his life, and the lives of his family. If you ever come back, the chancellor will be forced to lose his remaining compassion. Do you understand?”

Chiyome couldn’t speak. She was trembling, but she still did not cry. Her face blank with hatred. She could only nod.

“Send her away.” Shosei’s smile fell, like the dropping of a mask. His compassion had run its course. Chiyome cried out as they pulled her from the floor. Hayo tried to say something – a word of comfort, of strength – but whatever it was, it was lost amid the other woman’s shouts. The guards dragged Chiyome away, and the doors closed; Hayo alone remained, stiff and in pain from the Keishi arrows that had struck her.

“Ayame Hayo,” Shosei said. “We have called you here to let you know two things. First, we have decided not to kill you.”

Hayo wouldn’t look at him. Her eyes were to the floor.

Seikiyo, above them on his center seat, watched carefully, but said nothing. Why doesn’t he speak? Yaeko wondered.

“The second thing.” Shosei nodded to an attendant by the door. A square box came forward. “The rebel prince is dead. As is the Poet.”

They opened the box, placed it on the floor.

Hayo flinched with a spasm of emotion, then suppressed it. She didn’t utter a word.

Yaeko fought the urge to vomit. To fight, to shout at these men who brought such savagery into the palace.

She was about to step in, to intervene somehow, when she caught sight of the other woman’s face.

It was a subtle thing, yet far-reaching. Hayo looked at Seikiyo, his sons. Then, without speaking, she turned away.

“You will stay here,” Shosei continued. “We will allow you to take up the priesthood if you choose.”

“Oh, you give me choices,” Hayo whispered, bitterly. “Now you give me choices.”

Seichi made as if to strike her, but his brother held him back.

“Yaeko,” Shosei said. “Get her a carriage. Bring her out. That’s all.”

Her guard came forward to carry Hayo through the doors. Yaeko wanted to say something, for Hayo had always been kind to her, but when she turned, she saw the rage in the other woman’s eyes.

Hayo spit in her face. “You know what you’ve done.”

When she left, Yaeko heard the aristocrats still arguing over the best way to burn down the temples of Naruji that had promised to help the rebel prince: old men shouting shrilly, pointing fingers at one another from under starched and heavy coats. All the while, Seikiyo, the lone warrior among them, remained silent, forced to keep his calm.

She was at the main entrance when the guards announced that Chiten Goshira had entered the palace.

He came in, flanked by his shrouded Tessoku. Yaeko bent to the floor with the others until the Chiten had passed, but when she rose, she found him arguing with Keishi guardsmen at the chancellor’s doors. Goshira, his people announced, wanted to be admitted. But the guards didn’t move. Their orders were to bar everyone until the councilors were done.

“Very well,” Goshira said at last. “I will return, then, to my residence. You can tell your chancellor where to find me.” He made to leave, stopping only when he’d reached her place again.

“Yaeko,” he said, looking down.

She bowed. “Yes, Chiten?”

“I hear you’ve finally been promoted. They’ve let you start to wipe the stain clean; you must be happy.” He offered a thin smile. “Finally where you were always meant to be. You have my congratulations.”

“Thank you, Chiten,” she stammered.

“One last thing. Give this to your lord, if you please. Seikiyo has won a great victory today, over his enemies… But he would be wise to remember, more enemies exist.”

He drew a silk-wrapped paper from his robes. “A gift. Given to me. Now I give it to your master, as a token of respect.”

The purple silk touched her hands. An envelope inside.

“Remember,” he said, “a gift from a friend.” Then he turned, surrounded by his shrouded guard, and strode away.

The envelope wasn’t sealed. Within, a single piece of paper rested in the folds, elegant and white. When she drew it out, she saw it was a poem. Not just any poem; it was the one that Kai had written, so many months before. In the evening light, cicadas fall silent…

Yaeko knew, then, what the Chiten meant. It was a threat.

He’s telling us he isn’t done.

He’s saying: I still have power. I pull the strings.

It’s a challenge. He’s saying, I did this.

But how would Seikiyo react?

She turned to call to him again, but he had already left.

The young attendant they’d given her murmured an approach, asking where his lady would like to take her rest. She pulled her helmet from under her arm and threw it at him. “Get away from me!” Then softened, as the young boy shrank back, and tried to calm. “I need to see the chancellor. Immediately.”

The boy ran off, leaving her alone in the hall. The hanging scroll of Yora’s famous battle against the nightbird still hung loosely by the entrance. As if on cue, two attendants arrived, and cut it from its hanging. The portrait of the Gensei warrior fell to the ground in a heap; they bundled it away, and when they left, the wall stood empty. The hall grew quiet.

This is how it starts, she thought. This is what’s happened to the search for peace. She strode away, retrieving her helmet from the floor, and wondered, If you saw me now, Yora, if you were with me, what would you have me do?

She found her lord in the infirmary, bright light pouring through the windows. Seikiyo was visiting the wounded, trailing from one ward to the next, his hands clasped, gray-specked stubble on his head. It was a difficult sight. The maimed and dying were on cots throughout the hall, and Yaeko remained in waiting as he passed the beds. Passed the wounded. Some of them recognized him, and turned, reaching, shouting, crying in pain.

On a cot apart from the others, Yaeko saw the form of her former schoolmate, the Gensei general, Yora’s daughter, Tsuna.

A flood of memory hit her then, memory of a different time, at the Hermitage and after. Yaeko had loved her, once. Now she clung to life but weakly; her breath fought as it could. Her body struggled. Her bloody sheets were stained, and damp, and still.

It was not yet clear if Tsuna would survive.

A sound; Seikiyo was leaving.

Yaeko walked on.

That night, she met Seikiyo at the altar in his residence, where he kneeled in prayer for those lost.

Praying for his friend the Poet, maybe, too.

He had a ceramic jar in his hands, stopped with cork, and as she watched, he opened the jar and a small beetle emerged. Holding it a moment, he allowed it to crawl onto the back of his hand.

“Dark worm-magic is a dangerous thing,” he said vaguely. She wasn’t sure if he knew she was there at all. “The demon-emperor used such magic once… when he began losing his mind. Trap several small insects or worms together in a jar. One by one, they devour each other. And whichever worm remains alone, the killer of the others, that’s the one you nurture. You feed it, and feed it, and in turn, your spirit feeds the ghosts. And the great power, the gods of death, emerge. Because you have given them a sacrifice…”

“My lord,” she began, uneasy.

“Oh?” He looked up. “Yaeko. I wanted to thank you. Seichi said you fought well at the river. They told me you were the first to cross the banks.”

“I tried to do my duty, lord.”

This brought him a smile. “Good. I want to let you know your loyalty will not go ignored. I know what you’ve gone through with your family, I know what it is like to see the rest of your house turn away from the True Path…”

He paused. For a moment, Yaeko could see the deep grief that lay in him. He had been Yora’s friend once, after all.

And now?

“I’ve given the order to burn the Onji temples,” Seikiyo said. “And those south, in Naruji, who’d given them support.”

She stood at attention. “Yes, lord.”

“Tell me something,” he said, reading her. “You see this as a dark omen.”

“I cannot speak for you, lord.”

“I am asking you to speak for yourself.”

She paused. “I would not do it. If it were up to me. But it is not.”

“They warned me not to.” Seikiyo’s voice grew thick, and strange. “They said it would bring only evil. But there’s already evil, Yae… A sign of flames. There were reports… a demon in white, walking past where Nioh’s body was found… Some of the soldiers claim this demon was the one who killed him. Is this true?”

Yaeko hesitated. “I wasn’t there, ame’in.”

“The curse,” he said. “It’s spreading. How many generations has it claimed? Has it spilled out onto us, onto our…”

He rose suddenly, sweeping past her and moving to the garden terrace. “The evil spirits, the demons, have come into the world. They are here,” he said. “They are here. Do you see them?”

Seikiyo clutched at the edge of his garden patio, shaking, with one gnarled hand reaching out; his fingers curled into a clawlike grasp, over nothing. “They are here,” he said again.

He stepped back, eyes wide and fearful. A man possessed, he tensed, voice wavering as he said it again. They’re here. He’d grown haggard in the last months, his face drawn and tired, deep lines cutting down from his eyes. She felt the blade she still wore at her side, the dagger that had once been her father’s.

It would be so easy to do it now. Seikiyo was lost in his pain. It would be so easy to finish this once and for all. Kill him, her mother the nun had said. Her dying breath. Avenge your family. She could pull the dagger silently from its sheath, slip it into the thin bones of his neck, and be done. Her family, and her teacher Yora – all of them – would have justice.

I could end this.

She didn’t move. Seikiyo, unaware, gazed out at the little skeleton of a tree that canted by his wall. He seemed so tired, so old. He’s haunted by the ghosts of those he’s killed. By his religion, by his feelings of remorse. He always wanted the more peaceful path, and as he so often said, everything he did was to protect his family.

And yet.

Kill him, her mother whispered, a ghost in her ear. Do it now.

Yaeko gripped the knife. She stepped forward. She stopped.

“Do you see?” he asked.

“See what, lord?”

“The skulls, Yae,” he whispered. “The skulls.”

He pointed with a shaking hand, fingers still curved from the bony fist. Snow covered everything, casting deep shadows over the ornamental stones and the hollows of the tree. He’s seeing faces out there, in the dark. He’s seeing ghosts.

He is ill in his heart, Shigeo had told her once. He is suffering.

He whispered, “The Poet is dead.”

She said, “I know.”

“I have no one.”

She said, “You have your sons, lord. You have the imperial army. You have me.”

“You?” The word, so soft on his lips. “Your family wanted you to kill me.” It was not an accusation. Just a simple statement of fact.

“You knew?”

“Of course I knew… I always knew.”

“Then why trust me?”

He buried his thin frame in blankets; nothing seemed to shield him from the cold. “I trusted you to make a choice. I trusted that my instincts would be right. And I hoped you would be loyal.”

“I am,” she said. “I am loyal.”

“Then I will need your help.”

Outside, slow-melting ice shone in the pale moonlight, tufts of snow. The clouds were clearing already; the air felt heavy, pressed.

“‘Three will die’,” he whispered at last. “The demon-emperor. Sutoh. He cursed us, the three great families, after we sent him from this land. The Ten’in… the Gensei… the Keishi. The three families who were allied, and now are torn apart. ‘Three will die.’ He promised to use our children to recompense for the death of his daughter. He wrote our names in his own blood, spilled from his tongue when he cut it out and smeared it on the walls. And now…

“Now, I fear we all suffer for it. I am not the man I once was. My bones are brittle with age. My heart is weak. I am dying, Yaeko. No, it’s true, I am. It’s all right. I’ve known for some time; I only wish I could delay it but another year. My sons won’t have an easy time running things when I’m gone, they’ll fight each other… there will be no unity in our clan.” He gripped her by the arms, a desperate motion he didn’t try to hide. “You must help us, Yaeko.”

“What would you have me do?” she asked.

“Fight. Help Akiyo lead my sons. Keep the clan together. We’ll make you one of us. An adopted daughter. I’ll add you to our lineage; the mark against you will be gone. But you must tell me… Will you fight for us, Yae? Will you fight for what our family represents?”

Our family, she thought. Our family.

“I will, ame’in,” she said, emotion breaking through her voice. “You have my word. I will.”

“Thank the gods,” he said. He clung to her hand, as though she could save him from his demons, even now. “We will need you.”

When she left, she saw the book that lay open on his lap. Saw the words he read. It was a poem, old verse from the ancient Book of Leaves:


Oh little girl,

little girl with your basket

with your shovel

you gather shoots on the hillside

from where have you come?

I want to ask your name

little girl

this land is all my land

this land under the gods

in the realm of heaven

they are watching

come with me, child; come

and I will tell you my name









CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
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Sen

His summons came at dawn. There was ice in the air, and weariness, and a cloying scent, stale and hollow. The smell of death. Sen hadn’t slept. He’d tried. He’d fallen to his cot and thought he’d pass out from exhaustion, but instead the night wore on, and he had only the sounds of the wounded to keep him company.

In the darkness before dawn, his spirit broke, and finally, finally after it all, he allowed himself to feel.

To mourn the loss of a hundred men he never had a chance to know.

To grieve his horse, his Kaminari, who died for him.

To feel the gritty taste of dirt mixed with blood.

He slipped into tortured dreams, flashes of gore and horror, and woke again.

Then, in the dark of night, Kai came.

Sat with him alone in the medical tent, a gash in her shoulder that the doctors bandaged before his eyes.

She said, “I’d be dead if not for you.”

She said, “Yora never told me you survived.”

It was only then, at the end, when the two of them were left alone and the night stretched on, that they shared what had happened, what each of them had seen when the battle came.

How the Keishi crossed the bridge.

How Akiyo ambushed them from the wooded hills.

How their uncle, Yora, died.

It was only at the end, when they’d gotten past the first few awkward moments, that the weight of it came back.

It was only at the end that Sen saw his sister cry.

Now it was morning. Now the summons came. Sen winced as he dressed in fine clothes that Tokuon had given him, smooth silk running over cuts and bruises on his side, and made his way to the generals’ pavilion again. Saying, if only to himself, I’m ready.

On the hill, it was like he’d passed into a different world.

The men gathered, great generals and sword-saints of the Kanden kijin-tai. The combined force of the Gensei army, all of them ready to fight, all of them loyal to Kai’s claim.

White cloth of their banners fluttered in the breeze. A bite of cold struck the air. The tent lay at the top, overlooking the plains and the massing army that had come.

Kai waited on a stool at the center.

A queen.

Gone was the vulnerable woman Sen had met the night before. Gone was the hurt, the pain and the openness with which she said, You saved me. Gone was the child she showed within her heart. Instead, dressed in red-and-white, Kai had swallowed everything, pushed it down until the mask was all there was. She kept her face like stone.

Sen was summoned to the inner ring.

There were messengers. News had come, saying that far-off Lord Zusho had risen in support, and, with the help of uncle Kiie’s daughter Mitsuko, defeated the Tokeishi in Muzo. War had begun.

The message said: We have the Kanden plains.

The entire weight of our clanline now rests on her shoulders, Sen thought. I hope she knows what she’s doing.

The second thought came unbidden:

I hope to the gods that I do.

Iyo’s broken sword lay in its scabbard at his waist. He removed the helm he’d donned for the ceremony, stepped through the silken screens.

Before him waited his family.

Kai, sitting near Tokuon and his diviner amid the quiet bustle of large men moving to and fro, opening maps; the shift of armor; the shuffle of their steps. She gazed at Sen. He gave a nod.

The clansmen raised a flag behind them.

Their flag. The gentian flowers, the fan of leaves.

Our father would be proud.

He stepped forward, bowed on his knees. Rose just long enough to look into his sister’s eyes, searching for that person he had met in the medical tent, but whatever it had been, it had vanished. In its place, all that remained was the heir. Kai had changed, or the world changed around her, it made no difference. She was a woman at war.

Eight years older than him, Kai looked like she’d emerged from myth: imperious, impenetrable. When the page announced him, Sen bowed again, hands on the dirt, and the ceremony began.

“Welcome, Sen Hoshiakari,” the Shiden, Kanesuke, said. “Will you receive the service of your lord?”

“I will.”

With his helmet under one arm and his sword grasped at his waist, Sen stepped into the clearing and kneeled before his sister in the red-and-white. One knee on the ground, one palm touching earth.

“Whom do you serve?” the Shiden asked.

“Amayari-no-Kami Gensei-no-Toryo Satsuki Kaihime Gekko’in,” Sen said in full formality. “Heir to Katsusada Asa’in, successor to Yora Shijin as head of the Amayari-Gensei, and all its houses.”

He lowered his head. The air hung still. The ground pressed cold and wet under his hand. He felt the damp seeping through the armor and the bloused trousers at his knee. Above them, somewhere, a bird called.

Tokuon stood at Kai’s right hand. The ancient Hassho Tayu muttered prayers and spread salt into the air, and it was done.

Kai stood. Her red-and-white robes billowed lightly in the breeze; the birds fell silent. No sound, save the distant hissing of the trees. Sen caught a glimpse of a giant pine, dark green and spindly, swaying in the lonely wind. The sky beyond it, gray, and cold as steel.

As was she.

“Rise,” Kai said. “Rise, brother. Come beside me. We will have time to get to know each other. But for now, you have my thanks. We will need each other. This war is just beginning, the outcome is far from certain, but we have the blood of the old Gensei in our veins, we have the god of war on our side, and their daughter, who is our patron. We have the east, brothers and sisters in the valleys who have long suffered under the weight of Keishi rule, and now the whole of the land, every country within it, knows how they’ve overstepped their bounds.

“This is a new world,” she announced. “Free from the bureaucracy and the idleness of the court. Free from the corruption of the royal city. The emperor has been reduced to a puppet. We fight to free him! His grandfather, the retired-emperor, has been put under house arrest. He needs our help. The capital needs our help. All the countries of the Kanden, and the highlands to the west, and the islands to the north above the inner sea. They need our help.

“This war,” Kai said to her assembled clan, “is not about conquest or dominion. It is about freeing our lands from the system that has grown fat off our labor and pushed us to the shadows. We will do what our father could not, but his dream will live within us. We will save our empire. And we will bring peace.”

“Peace!” the warriors shouted. “Peace!” They raised their swords and bellowed the word with such violence it sounded to Sen like a cruel blow.

“Peace!”

Sen drew his own broken sword, remembering his stewardmother’s words. You know who you really are, Sen, she’d told him once. You know who you are. Don’t lose it.

I won’t, he thought. I won’t.

The warriors shouted to the sky, loud enough to echo through the plains like thunder, shouting to the dead and the damned that would meet them.

Peace! Peace! Peace!

This.

This land. This earth. This is the sky-seen world of the emperor, these shattered islands in the sea. They defend us from the storms, the Ten’in, for they are descended from the great god Hirume, descended from Sora’in, who slew the serpent and banished all the gods. Descended from the land itself.

Ohori said that on the tallest peaks of Eizan, and the Gisan mountains to the north, you could see the stretch of the islands reaching out into the giant blue, the shape of a dragonfly curled about its wings. She said that, on a clear day, all of the emperor’s lands came into view. Every mountain, hill, and river; every estate of the Ten-Thousand-Autumn Throne.

But we don’t believe in your dominion, east, Sen thought, stripping off his armor in the tent. We don’t believe in your country, where I’m from in Kitano. We have our own country there. He frowned, felt a sense of shame; our country. He was not of Iyo’s blood. But Iyo raised me. They’re my family as much as anyone. I really do have two souls.

Remember where you came from.

Remember what your people have done. For good, for ill; remember their actions have led you to the life you have.

What if I want to change?

He’d caught his reflection – wearing the armor his stewardbrother gave him – in a puddle on his way to the tents. It held him there, his own dappled face in murk. He didn’t know what to think.

In the lowlands and the gardens of Kiseda, there was no view of hills. No arc of sky over the mountains; here, the peaks themselves seemed the edges of the world, crag-curtains swept up high and impenetrable as a wall at the border of a damp horizon. He had no view from in the farmers’ land; he had only the chill, the wet-earth smell of thawing ground, and the shudder that still rippled through his bones. How many would have to die, he wondered, so the Ten’in might claim peace?

We fight for the realm, his sister Kai had said; to save it from itself.

“Are you sure she’s gone?” Sen asked. But Saito kneeled before him, the bringer of bad news. Rui had last been seen with Jobo in the middle of the temple. They’d been swept up in the chaos and the slaughter. The monks had stayed to the end; none came out.

“There was no body,” Saito said. “But they were the last ones seen behind the gate. No one’s sure… there are reports… Some of the Poet’s men say they saw a woman dressed in white, like a shrine maid, in the courtyard. Some say she’s the one who killed Prince Nioh. They saw Jobo fall. The girl… your friend… I’m sorry. They say no one could have gotten out.”

“Well, they’re wrong,” Sen said.

“Lord, they were surrounded by the enemy. Even if she managed to escape—”

“She’ll come back,” Sen said. “We’re nothing if we don’t have hope.”

Saito acquiesced. He knew what hope would mean, and he knew better than to argue.

Soon after, Kai made her way from the generals’ encampment behind the screens and ducked lightly under the flap.

“Brother,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

The Toryo of the Gensei clan led him to her tent, high above the plain on Kise hill. Two times taller than any of the others, large enough to fit a horse, it was filled with weapons of war. Spare arrows, longblades on a rack; a pristine suit of armor sat presented on a stand.

“I want to change this,” she said, turning. “This… strangeness between us. We are family. But… tell me you don’t feel it too? That we don’t know each other. I would very much like for it to change.”

“I as well,” Sen said. “Lord.”

“I don’t want to be your lord,” Kai said, “when it’s the two of us. That’s kind of the point.”

Sen could only nod.

“But, at the same time… of course it will take time. To really know each other. To understand each other. To, well, to trust…”

“Trust comes naturally, to family,” Sen said. Kai tilted her head.

“Here.” She turned quickly, one slim hand held out. “I thought that you should have this.”

In Kitano, he thought, my stewardbrother gave me armor too.

“I have armor,” he said.

“Gensei armor? Look.”

Deep crimson with white and indigo, it featured an elegant crest of bamboo leaves at the helm. Sen paused, looking closer. It couldn’t be…

He knew those colors. He knew that mask. It was his.

“Father’s.”

“Yes,” Kai said. “The symbol of our family. Out of everyone here, only we two have no choice of what we wear. We are the heirs of our father. Wear our family’s colors, Sen. Yora – our uncle – he would have wanted that.”

Sen said nothing.

His sister took a breath, a sigh. “I’m not…” She started again. “Well. Neither of us was ready for this, I think. But we’re all doing the best we can.”

She brought her hands to her mouth, uncertain, and for a moment Sen saw the human beneath the warpaint: Kai, shifting, hesitating by the armor and the bows. “Sen,” she said. As if asking for permission.

This will take time.

“All right,” he said.

This is my family. My true family. It’s time to come home.

“You’re not an outcast anymore,” Kai whispered beside him. “Remember that. You will always belong here, Sen. Always. You’re my brother.”

Someone murmured from without: Kai was needed.

“Anyway. I’ll see you, Hoshiakari,” she said, and left.

Sen stayed a while, wondering what he should do, and only after several moments did he realize Saito had remained, lingering, by the entrance. “The other suit of armor,” Saito began, carefully. “The Kitano armor. What would you like me to do with it?”

Sen thought of the high hills of Kitano, the Blue Woods that blanketed the mountains. He thought of the cold northern winters, the brighter summers, the meadows rising, feathered, light with grass; he thought of the simple trails along the Godspath. He thought of Rui.

“If she makes it back,” he said. “Rui. Can you… can you give it to her? And if not… Send it back to Kitano. And tell them… tell them I’m sorry.”

Dawn broke with a sound of cracking ice over the valley, and with it, the army began to move. Kai wanted Sen in the commanders’ group. They would march west, before the enemy could reinforce its home-countries, and take the roads between Tose and Kiseda. There were reports of a Keishi army going south to the old capital of Naruji. Tokuon had plans to move his forces to the slopes of Mount Sengen, and bring the battle there. Things were happening now, faster and faster: the Keishi lay ahead of them, their enemies had gathered their strength.

Sen hoped he had the courage to keep up.

He stopped to watch the army get under way. Thousands of people, he thought, each one a human spirit with hopes and dreams of their own. He wondered about the families of these people, where they’d come from, what their lives had been. The world, it seemed, was always bigger than he knew.

He waited at the edge of the procession, with the new horse they’d given him, a huge warbred named Ikezuki, the Moon-on-the-Water, who sniffed and whinnied in the snow.

Rui was dead, they’d told him.

Still, he waited. Still, he clung to hope.

“Come on, Rui,” he whispered.

Sen hoped to catch a glimpse of his friend among the Jibashiri, but saw only Myorin’s people, and a thousand faces he didn’t know.

“Hoshiakari!” Saito and Ohori were waiting for him at the crossroads ahead. “You’ll be left behind! Hurry up!”

It was no use. Finally, Sen turned his horse and moved to join the others. He felt the bead jewel at his neck. He took one last look across the roadside, where the force was moving out. A wide, low field covered with late-fallen snow, the highway, and at the crossroads, a single plum tree.

I know you’re out there, Rui. Find me.

They called his name again. He was needed now, at the front of the column. It was his place. But he lingered in the icy morning, feeling the wind at the tips of his fingers and something deeper calling in his heart.

He waited until he couldn’t wait any longer.

Then he turned away.







CHAPTER FIFTY
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Rui

The sound of a waxwing drifted lightly through the window. The girl rolled onto her side, feeling the rough-spun wool over her body, the cooling caresses of the breeze against her shoulder. She lay awake until the sun had finished coming up, and saw two birds beyond the frame. It wouldn’t be long before the day turned whole and shining, and crisp with winter, bright and cold, with light too sharp for tired eyes.

Then, she started to remember.

She turned, shielding herself from the light, the dawn that had come. She wanted to go away. From this place, from the pain, from the world itself. From the weight of being here, still, somehow still alive, when so many others were not. The light cut in; it made her bleary. Somehow the shards of sun made her want nothing more than to dive back down to bed and return to the nothingness of sleep.

But she wasn’t nothing. She was here. She was hurt. She was alive.

How is this possible?

On her chest, above her heart, she found a long scar, the length of her palm. Exactly where she’d stabbed the demon, and killed them both.

Where the god Hososhi had stood in the way.

What if I die first? she’d asked.

I won’t let you, the Hososhi had said. You still have a role to play.

She pulled on the wool coat and traveling pants that the old farmer and her husband had given her, folding the pleats as best she could, tying the sash. Dressed, she stood before the window, took a breath, and looked to the sun, closing her eyes, seeing if she could feel its warmth.

The god in her heart was silent now.

She could barely remember what happened after she struck the demon. She wasn’t sure what was real, and what was the remnant of a dream: she remembered the pain, she remembered the voice, the immense and other-worldly sound of the Hososhi that came from the earth itself, but she couldn’t remember what they said.

She remembered the spear, lancing through her enemy’s heart.

Remembered how it cut through hers.

Remembered the choice now, laughing, and how she felt something bigger than herself, bigger than the world, pull the spear from her hands and away.

Then nothing. The world went black. The Hososhi smiled.

She’d come to in a hollow at the edge of the riverbank, half-hidden by the camphor trees along the steep, silty shores. Snow fluttered down. It kissed her cheek, mingling with the saltwater of her tears.

Why am I still here?

Cold lay in a dense layer over the riverside. She shivered.

Keep walking, her teacher said.

So she did. She found the village just south of the temple gates, little docks where they tied up boats for trade. She walked back to the temple, as if in a daze, found her way to the little garden, the open yard where she fell.

It was empty now. In the place where her teacher had lain, the ground seemed dark, ashen. She found the old prayer rings that had once adorned his staff. Two iron feathers remained, half-buried now. She pulled them from the mangled rings; they were painfully cold. The two feathers, representative of the twin souls of the crow monk, fit in her hand. She tucked them into her tunic and moved on. She cried.

The clearing was scorched black where the demon had died. There was no trace of the bodies. Only the spear remained. The blade, long as her arm, still bright and shining, its wooden shaft now broken near the tang.

Once, she had lived in a little village not much different to this. Once, she’d had a home. A barn, a stable, an inn. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Now what did she have?

The snow coming down, and the heat of the fires in the temple by the river, orange, red, and white. It was too much. She stumbled to her knees again.

That was how they found her. Keishi soldiers.

Someone shouted. They’d seen her, they were coming.

She didn’t want to fight anymore.

She never wanted to fight again.

She had no time. She rose, clutching the spear.

She threw herself off the high stone wall and into the river, and was washed away.

Late: the sun hung low over the west. She hid in a hollowed scoop of rock beside the river, under earth and gnarled roots and a twisted apricot tree that rose like a curling hand into the sky.

“Hello?” A voice came through the dream, pulled her back to earth. An old farmer and her husband.

“Heavens, it’s another one.”

“Kouzeon be merciful,” the man prayed.

The woman said, “She’s still alive.”

They dropped their bundled wood, started climbing down the rocky bank toward her. They called out, but she was barely aware. “Hey! Hey, girl! Hang on!”

She felt the man’s arms lift her. up. No’in, she thought. She struggled, tried to speak:

“What happened to the monks?”

“Dead,” the old woman said. “They’re all dead.”

Rui sank into the blackness once again.

Once, in her old life, she went to no’in houses where children lived, and they danced at her approach. She was an orphan, raised by nuns. She knew what it was to be alone.

Once, in her old life, she told the children stories. They laughed. They sang, with her. Scuffed toes, dirty cheeks.

Once, she’d loved those stories.

Now, walking the long road to Tose, she wondered why.

They were stories of comedy and adventure, the rising of beasts and heroes, of the fight for peace. What peace? she wondered. There was a god in her heart who heard everything she said. A god who saw in all directions.

A god who didn’t answer.

Stories tell us something bigger is possible, she thought. Something powerful, and tremendous as love. Those stories, they showed that such things could happen, in this soul-eating world, even for no’in. Even for those who felt like nothing in their lives was right. Even for those who were lost.

And those who were lost still.

This is the story of your life, Rui Misosazai, her teacher once had said. It’s up to you to live it. There was a god in her heart who saw every variation, a god of the barrier that divided worlds, or brought them together. A god that saw she had a story yet to tell.

She’d never told her story, of being found in Azemichi town. The story of how she was saved. Of the only survivors. Of her and Sen.

As she walked the narrow road, fields expanding before her, she thought, maybe there will be a new ending. Maybe there is a way.

There was a god in her heart who told her, I have a use for you.

There was a god who said, You must always choose.

Well, I choose life, she’d told them, in anger and frustration, and in fear. I have a curse in my heart just as powerful as any god. It will never go away.

You have a role to play, the god had said. This isn’t over yet.

She walked the path until it met the larger road into Kiseda. She saw the smoke from cooking fires rising dimly overhead. She saw assorted flags, Gensei, Zusho, Tokeishi, Yamana, and Andachi, flying high.

The trees above Kiseda had begun to bloom already, unfolding from their winter sleep. What was it she felt? A shifting in the world. A moment where everything felt at rest.

She once sat at the edge of a pond in the mountains, water so still it seemed to be outside of time, unmoving: a door into another kind of world. A place where her family could speak. Could tell her they were there.

She once sat at the edge of the pond, and dreamed. Dreamed that she would find happiness, in her heart. A way, a place, that told her she was loved. But the world had other plans. It set her on this path. She could not see which direction it would go.

But she was still here.

The god was right. To save one life was to save the lives of all the world. There were lives she still could save. She didn’t know how. She didn’t know what would happen. But she could choose, she could try. She would. She had to.

Children once laughed, and danced about her, wanting stories. I’m only young, she’d say. I’ve told all the ones I know.

We’ll have to make our own.

Late winter, melting snow and muck. Two lonely birds carved an arc through raw granite-colored sky, and she walked among a group of civilians, in the fields outside Kiseda. Ahead, the army was moving out.

“Rui!”

She turned to find Atsu skipping through the crowd toward her. “Praise the Awakened,” Atsu gasped. “You’re still alive. I can’t believe it.”

Rui fought the tightness in her throat. “Atsu… Me neither…”

She’d spent three days with the farmer and her husband, three days of healing and trying to forget. The god came back to her, in dreams. A tangle of wood and gnarled roots: Bird-child, they said. You did well.

She’d saved the spear. Removed the mounting, extracted the long blade from its hilt. The tang, almost the length of the blade, was undamaged. She wrapped it in smooth silk, stored it in a long cloth pouch across her back.

She’d followed the road south, then east, along the foothills, toward Kiseda, and the Tose road.

Now she met Atsu, her light embrace. “I’m glad you made it too.”

Atsu took her hand, led her back toward the camp. “Myorin will be overjoyed. She never wanted to believe that you were…”

“Where is she?”

“With the Hoshiakari. He’s in the command now,” said Atsu. “The red guard…”

Rui slowed. On the other side of the highway, Gensei generals were riding forth.

And there he was.

“Look.”

Tall and terrible on their warhorses, they rode. Armor of every color, the most beautiful bows. A woman rode at Sen’s side, regal and pure, head high near the Gensei crest, a crescent fan of bamboo leaves under a gentian flower. Rui had met that woman, the night before the battle. Kai Gekko’in, Sen’s sister. Rui had thought she seemed so sad.

But she looked a different person now. Brave, impenetrable.

She looked like royalty.

Sen, in red armor, had white flowers in his hands.

Beside them rode the Lord Tokuon, stern as ever, and a giant of a man with an axe on his flag. Other warriors in the group, the circle-of-dragonscales crest of the Zusho clan fluttering from a banner. They would march to Amayari, the family’s ancestral land.

He’s with his people now.

Rui stopped, surrounded by the clamor of the crowd. She’d never felt so alone. She shouted, “Sen! Over here!” but the tumult grew too great, and Rui was but one voice in a sea. Sen looked back for only a moment.

“Hoshiakari!” someone called. “You’ll be left behind! Come on!” Finally, Sen turned his horse and left. Maybe he hadn’t seen her at all.

Rui fell back, letting the crowd pass over like a tide, and made her way to a plum tree by the side of the road. There weren’t as many people here; the air blew, chill, and day-old snow lay heavy on the fields. Everything was moving now, the columns heading out. Myorin and Atsu were somewhere with the rest of the Jibashiri. They were calling for her.

Surrounded by the army and the war erupting all around them, Rui thought of the night that they were found, clutching each other’s hands. She felt the snow on her cheeks and the bite of the wind flowing westward down the valley, her skin tingling with every sensation. Breath misted before her. Sharp, icy sheets of daylight lanced through clouds. You’re no one, they had said.

But I am someone. I’m here.

The world takes so many things, Sen had told her once, it’s easy to forget what it gives. Rui wanted to find that girl now, that child who’d hidden in an empty barrel, and show her what it gives. Wanted to tell her: This is your life. Your life. Yours. You do not end in tragedy, Rui. You find a way. There are things that go too far, there are things you can never come back from, but you can keep going. You can say: to hell with it, I won’t give up. I’m still here. And you can find someone, you can find people whom you love, and who love you, who will always love you.

Somewhere out there, the sun was rising. But for a moment, the sky grew dark, and Rui felt a shimmer of trepidation once again. She looked up, seeing what no one else could see, the shattering of the boundary between the worlds. Everything was changing. The funnel-wind of the storm and the fires and the air had mixed together, but beyond them, something opened. I am held, she thought. I am a chrysalis, I am going deeper, falling into something hot and cold and improbable as love. A flurry. Crystal haze.

They’re with me now, she thought. My family. My village, old Goro and Koroku, Otsu and Jobo and the monks, and Sen. They will always be with me. We’re on the road now. We’re gonna make it. And she thought, Well, that’s all right. She felt herself receding, pulling back. The gods were with her still; perhaps they always would be. She felt something in herself float off, into the wide, white arc of snow on the hillside, and the trees and the storm-colored horizon beyond. She could hear voices now. There were people all around her, an army moving out. Among them, she was alone.

Atsu came running, and when she saw her smile, Rui felt she could find a new family without giving up the old. Maybe that was all right, too. She stood in the pale brown of the sunlight as it rose somewhere behind those clouds, behind the dead sky and the world. And in the distance, she tried to see Sen as he was that day, when he walked with a spring in his step, and lay in the grass, and said, There’s nothing wrong with who you are.

Now Sen was riding away. He had his cousins and his retainers all around him, bannermen at his side. But to Rui’s eyes, among the cohort of the clan, Sen looked lonely. Around his neck, he wore his jewel; Rui touched the one around her own. There were flowers in his hands. A breeze sliced past. His horse jittered, and the petals flew off in a scatter beneath the wind.

I’ll always know you’re out there, Sen had told her once. It felt so long ago. I know you’ll be there. Now, Rui heard his voice again. Find me, Rui. Whatever happens, come back and find me.

The horses were receding now. The first ranks started on the road. Rui lingered on the little hill by the plum tree, with its small buds already starting to open, spots of color among the frost. She watched the soldiers curse and joke as they packed their belongings into canvas sacks, porters hurrying around. Tents had been struck, cooking fires doused, and over the entire encampment she could hear the sound of the army slowly lumbering to life. The earth seemed quieter; the snow was melting. There were birds in the air, and when she turned to the road, where Atsu was waving from the tents, she saw a flower budding from the frozen earth.

“I’m coming back,” she said at last, whispering the words to herself, or her friend, or the gods. “I’ll come back to you. I promise.”
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Demons

Yōji Year 1

Spring

The girl wandered alone.

It was dusk. The field had emptied. Too late for stragglers, all lay still and silent; the hunters, such as they were, had long gone home. Hard-bitten earth lay trampled in haste. Carrion circled in the smeary sky, ash on frost-kissed puddles and the morning’s rain. Cold.

She walked the footpaths among the dead and dying, passed the broken spears and arrows on the ground. She moved through mist, a low sun failing over clouds, and a sky still open to the west. Behind her, a full, dark rain threatened to overrun the fields.

She wandered for quite some time. The dead were all around her; she paid no mind. It had rained here once already, an icy rain, a rain that marked the end of winter and the coming of another year: spitting, gray, unremarkable. Now, the day had shifted and recoiled on itself; another rain would come. The field had turned to mud. Wet and treacherous, it was filled with bodies, corpses half-buried and contorted where they fell. A battle had occurred here, not too long ago.

She walked slowly, stepping from one thick-muddied spot to the next. The dead would never bother her. She knew she shouldn’t be here, knew that something deep inside her heart was wrong. But she wasn’t in her own world anymore. She walked as though she had no idea where she was, as if she had no clue as to the violence that had taken place. She might have been someone’s daughter on her way to market for some eggs. An icy gust whipped past; she shivered. Her thin tunic flapped about her shoulders. She tiptoed lightly over mud, and as she took one careful step after the next, she began to sing to herself, mumbling the words off-key.


One little step, two little steps

Not quite day, not night yet

Twilight hour as the sun goes down

Twilight falling on the little river town

One more step, and one more step

Make your way home

an’ get in safe before

The hour, the hour

of the ghosts



Finally she stopped, toes squelching. She looked up: clouds lay heavy above her. She looked to the side: nothing that could move. Everything was dead.

Well, almost everything.

“Soon it will be spring,” she announced, to no one, and no one answered. “Maybe it will rain.” Then walked on, singing in her tiny voice. “One more step, one more step… The hour of the ghosts…”

A wind blew, harsh, biting. She didn’t mind. She hop-skipped a path across the corpses as the light fell. It was like she was running toward the dark.

“What’s that?” the first man said, sniffing.

Two survivors, foot-soldiers with the Keishi butterfly still clinging to their ragged sleeves. Cold breeze billowed through the field, disturbing corpses all around them. They’d spent the better part of the evening trying to stay out of sight. There were roving bands out there, horsemen who sought stragglers to kill. They’d managed to help each other to the edge of the reed-fenced field, looking for shelter, and now sat bickering and murmuring as they stripped the bodies of what valuables they could find.

“Help me,” said the second man.

“You smell that?”

They’d limped their way among the corpses. The shape of battle could still be seen, as the dead lay in scattered lines across the field, which had once been a pasture for goats. On one side, the bodies trailed away, where the ranks had broken and men were hewn down in the rout a few hours before.

“I smell rain,” the second man said. “And dead people. Help me, would you?”

The first man, the taller of the two, bent and hauled his friend to a standing position. This second man, short as his friend was tall, grunted on his wounded leg. It was unlikely that he could stand unaided, let alone travel any distance on foot.

“Smell that?” the first man asked again.

“I told you, it’s corpses,” the short man said. “We don’t got a lot of time. They’ll be back soon.”

“Listen.”

“Shut up, would you? I need help.” The short man coughed, a harsh, painful sound. “Won’t last long, we keep going this way. What’re you listening for?”

“I don’t know,” the first man said. “Thought I heard something.”

“Hunters?”

“No, I thought… I thought it was singing.”

The short man cursed. “You’re in worse shape than I am.”

An hour of limping and creeping through the flooded plain led them to a slope below the road. The short man pointed. “Look. The marker. What’s it say?”

A stone road-marker rose over the slope of the highway, the only thing still standing on the field.

“I can’t read it,” the first man said.

“Just as good,” the short man said. “Not like it’d help us get out of here any faster.”

The tall man began stripping things from the nearest body.

“You hear?” the short man said, lying with his shattered ankle spread out before him, watching as the taller man continued. “Emperor’s declared a new era, with this war.”

“There’s always war,” the first man said. “Sovereign declares a new era whenever they want. Always got some fancy name, enlightenment or peace…”

He spit to the mud, buried his arm in a piece of armor that wouldn’t come off. The body was missing a leg, and the head had been removed. He ignored it, covering himself with drying blood as he tried to pry the armor away. “Always war,” he repeated, grunting. “Musta been someone important, they took his head like that.”

“They say it’s the coming of the Age of Plagues, is what this is,” said the second man. “The monks. Say it’s desolation.”

The armor finally came free. A belly-guard. Straps cut through, bent and mangled from a fall. The tall man sighed, dumped it with the rest. “’Spect they’re right.”

“Don’t seem to care much, uh.”

“Do you?”

The short man shrugged. “I’m alive. Got both my feet ’n my hands. It is what it is.”

“Is what it is,” the taller man agreed.

Soon the moon had risen. The tall man gazed up through patches in the clouds, and they made their way across the road. An abandoned hut lay wilting at the edges of the field; it might give them shelter. He shivered in the creeping dark. To him, it seemed that all at once, all light had been extinguished. A chill passed. “Hey. What’s that?”

A small shape in the field – a young girl hopping from corpse to corpse, holding something in her hand. He couldn’t make it out. The girl moved with an eerie calm despite the carnage all around.

“One more step, one more step…”

“Hey!” he called. “Child! Whatcha doing here?”

She looked up, blinking in surprise. “Oh,” she said. “Hello.” Then came to them, and when she approached, the man thought she seemed, somehow, sad.

“What in the hell’re you doing out here?” he said. “Y’shouldn’t be here.”

The girl seemed confused. “Really?”

“Hell’s wrong with her?” the short man mumbled. “Kid out an’ all, like this.”

“Get on home,” called the taller man. “It isn’t safe.”

The girl blinked again. So strange, so motionless in the twilight. “Maybe,” she said.

“Who are you? What’s your name?”

She shifted, like she was trying to remember. “I think I’m a ghost,” she announced. “Once I was a princess. Like the autumn princess. I had her name. And then…” She smiled a quiet, unnerving smile. “Yes, that’s right. But I died.”

She moved closer to them, one little step.

“Somebody murdered me,” she said. “You see? They made me like this. They made me. That’s why I’m still here.” She moved closer still. “I can’t rest.”

“Stay back now,” the tall man said.

“I heard what you were saying,” said the girl. “About a new era. You were right. This is the start of a new era. A whole new time… that people will remember for a thousand years.” She took another little step. Flies buzzed around them, shifting, swarming. “This is the start of it all.”

The men backed off, unnerved by the girl and her stillness, her lack of expression, the way she walked so easily through the field of the dead.

“What do you want?” the tall man said, gripping his broken spear.

She stopped, to consider it. “I don’t think I know.” She spread her hands. “Sorry.”

He edged forward, trying to seem threatening. “I said hold on!”

The girl didn’t move at all. A little statue in the melting snow and mud. She spoke quietly. “It’s not your fault, you know.”

“Huh?”

“That’s what this is really all about.”

“Who are you?”

“Hanbei, don’t.” The short man pulled him back. The girl turned, just enough to glance in his direction too, as though only now seeing him.

“Oh,” she said.

“Who are you?” the tall man said again.

The girl shrugged.

“I show you what you are.”

She drew a small, round mirror from the folds of her clothes. “You see?”

And he saw his own reflection. It was a gaunt, maggot-eaten face. Covered all over with broken skin and mud and blood. His eye had been ripped out. His throat cut.

He was a corpse.

The world changed; the spell was broken. Beside him, his friend was a dead man, leg smashed, arm missing, a spear still sticking from his shredded gut.

He collapsed, shaking, writhing with minuscule jerks. The rain scattered about. He began to change, to dissipate. It felt like he was melting in the rain, dissolving into nothing but smoke and memory.

The girl said, “I’m sorry.” Then took a breath, inhaling deeply, with satisfaction. She smiled: rejuvenated in the wet. She breathed out.

And with the next breath, began inhaling them.

First one, then the other, as they became nothing but ash. They melted into clouds of smoke, and the girl simply stood there, watching long enough for everything to fade away. Then she sucked the air into her mouth again. When she finished, the men were gone. No more than the memory of a scream at midnight. She exhaled, smoke wafting from her lips.

As she made her way back to the empty temple, a shadow stood at the edge of the grounds, watching her. The field grew quiet again, but for the whispers of the wind. The girl wandered on, and the shadow seemed to follow in her steps; they left the place together. Above them, the last of night had fallen, and the smoke-black eyes of giants, the strange gods, the ones they called pilgrims, watched; silent but for the distant rattle of their breath. Gasha-gasha, they rasped, speaking a secret tongue among themselves. Breathing like distant thunder as the remnant spirits on the dirt went still, and the child walked away, out of the field of corpses, and into the night.

For a long while, the child wandered alone.

Spring had come, wet and chilly, soaking the hills with an icy rain that left the sky smeared with gray and the roads near-impassable with mud. Before dawn, she arrived at an inn on the side of the road. It was raining again, leaving her surrounded by sodden grass and drowning sludge, cold water chipped with ice. She hopped across the stone-lined path and started talking to herself.

“Come, sister,” she said. “Time to go.” She paused, waiting for a response.

“Yes,” she said. “Take my hand.” There was no one there. The girl resumed. “Yes,” she said again, her voice somehow darker, somehow different than it was before. As though a second ghostly voice was speaking through her own. “Yes, we have much work to do.”

The girl and the ghost walked on. She wasn’t alone anymore. Together they went through the downpour and into the inn, which remained silent, devoid of any life. Perhaps there were bodies there as well, bodies that had no spirit left in them, but the girl didn’t stop to see. Instead she simply held the ghostly hand within her own and padded to the stables at the back. The road wound long and far into the hills. The rain came down in sheets. At the far end of the path, by a gate that once held lanterns, an old man sat with his shoulders and his back against a rotten fence. The rain was sheeting down around him, but he was still, and silent as stone. He wore a wet round hat and a raincoat made of straw, and had a large oak staff with iron prayer rings dangling from the top. The hat tilted toward the ground, as if he gazed at nothing; as if in meditation, or in prayer.

When the child approached, the soft padding of her feet on the stepstones made him turn, and his face was broad and empty, pale as the ash left over in a hearth. He had the same strange, mirrored eyeshine that the woman did, whom she’d called sister, before. Flat and glinting, like a cat. Now he sat, unblinking, his pupils catching light. They shifted, from bright to something else, something far more dead.

The girl padded to him; the wind whispered in the air. The man, however, didn’t move. Finally, with the ghost beside her, the girl ducked closer, almost hesitant, then all at once, she nudged him and tugged at the hem of his coat.

“Uncle,” she said. “It’s time to go. You have to get up now.”

The man rose slowly, tilting his head so the rain fell to his eyes. It made a spattering across his features, his pale, blank face; little jewels catching light and vanishing as they dripped away.

“Uncle,” the girl said. “We have to go now. Are you ready?” She tugged his coat once more. “Sister’s waiting.”

She had to say it again before she got his attention, and when she did, he glanced back down to earth, to the child beside him, his eyes glinting with the flat shine that made them two shattered pearls in the rain.

“Come, uncle,” the girl said. “It’s time to go.”

The man who was Jobo Daiten turned and slowly began to gather his things. His hand gripped the prayer staff; the rings made tiny clinking sounds against each other when he moved. His face, slow and empty, lay marred with something worse than death. His hat was soaked. Cold rain dripped around the brim, then down, along his shoulders, seeping through the straw and reeds. He gave a nod.

“Good,” he said at last. He took her hand. “Keep walking.”

The ghost and the dead priest led the little girl down the road.








The story continues in…

Book TWO of the Autumn Empire
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