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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




CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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.
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