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    Legend of the Five Rings


    The realm of Rokugan is a land of samurai, courtiers, and mystics, of dragons and divine beings – a world of heroism, magic, and steel. 


    Through times of peace and war, the samurai of the seven Great Clans have competed for power and influence. But as the trust between them fractures, those struggles turn ever bloodier. Former allies become fierce adversaries, and unlikely pacts are forged between ancient enemies.


    While conflict and political intrigue divide the clans, the true threat awaits in the darkness of the Shadowlands, beyond the vast Carpenter Wall. There, in the twisted wastelands, an evil corruption endlessly seeks the downfall of the empire.


    As the Shadowlands threat grows, samurai from the warring clans must put aside their differences and unite if they are to save the very soul of Rokugan.
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    Chapter One


    Opportunity


    Daidoji Shin was sulking.


    He lay amid a nest of cushions, his robes in disarray, his hair unbound, and his face unshaven. He stared through the open balcony doors, watching as a gray pall of rain fell across the city, rendering the violet rooftops of the noble district a pale puce. It had been raining for nearly three days now and a better metaphor for his mood he could not imagine.


    Shin closed his eyes and sighed, long fingers rubbing his aching temples. He thought he had good reason to be upset. Some weeks prior, he had been informed that he was to at last suffer a fate he had spent a great amount of time and effort avoiding. The first few days after this unpleasant revelation, he had twisted and turned like a fox in a trap, seeking some way to escape the inescapable. Gradually, however, desperation had curdled into resignation. The end had come, and no amount of squirming would see him escape.


    Not this time.


    Still brooding, he picked up his biwa and plucked idly at the strings. It sounded discordant to his ears and he frowned, annoyed. Fiddling with it, he looked around, taking in the state of his quarters for the first time in what felt like days. They were a mess, much like himself. Almost absently, he realized that he wasn’t handling things well at all.


    


    A Daidoji was supposed to be iron, unbreakable and unyielding. But he was neither of those things. He never had been, more was the pity. It was no wonder he was a constant source of disappointment to his family. He sighed and closed his eyes.

    

The bell hanging near the entrance to his quarters jangled. Shin cracked one eye. “I never should have installed that,” he murmured. It had been a suggestion from a merchant of his acquaintance, and it was a good one. A way of alerting himself to visitors early, before his servants needed to announce them. That way, he could always look his best. Except in this instance, in which he did not feel like it.


    There was no polite knock at the door. Instead, it was wrenched open and the glowering face of his bodyguard, Hiramori Kasami, peered in at him. “You are not dressed,” she said flatly.


    “I am not,” he said, flicking the biwa’s strings. “Tell them to go away.”


    “Get dressed.”


    “No. Tell them to go away.” More strings were flicked.


    Kasami growled low in her throat and marched into his quarters. What she lacked in height, she more than made up for in presence. Even out of armor, she had the bearing of a warrior – a killer. Which was not surprising, given that as a daughter of the Uebe marshes, she had been trained for her duties almost from childhood. The Daidoji had honed her into a lethal weapon, so as to best ensure the survival of her charge – namely, Shin.


    


    When she had first taken up her duties, there had been some… friction. Shin had not particularly wanted a bodyguard and, to her credit, Kasami had not particularly wanted to be his bodyguard. But they had muddled along, and come to an oft-uneasy understanding of each other’s peculiarities of character. Most notably, Kasami’s utter lack of respect for his esteemed status as a son of the Daidoji.


    She snatched the biwa from his hands and raised it as if to smash it on the floor. Shin didn’t protest. She hesitated at this lack of response, and then set it down, out of his reach. “Get up, clean yourself. Lady Konomi is here. She wishes to speak to you.”

    

“I am not in the mood to entertain visitors today.” He sank back into his cushions, one hand over his eyes. “Send her away, and have Niko fetch me some willow bark tea, please.”


    Kasami looked down at him. There was concern in her gaze, but mostly frustration. “This is unseemly,” she said, as if to a child. “It is unworthy of a Daidoji.”


    “Well, as I am an unworthy Daidoji, it is the best I can do.”


    Kasami looked away. “It is not a death sentence, you know,” she said, as gently as she could manage. “It is your duty to be married.”


    “I do not recall agreeing to it,” Shin said petulantly. He glanced at the stack of missives he’d been doing his best to ignore. Letters of introduction from potential marriage matches, none of them particularly suitable in his opinion.


    He crossed his arms and glared out at the rain, as if it were responsible for his situation. “I was given no choice in the matter, and I strenuously object to the very idea of it.” Despite this assertion, he’d always known that his duty was to marry and produce an heir. He had been taught as much when he’d been no more than a child himself. The Daidoji started early with talk of duty, the better to see that it was carried out. That didn’t make it any easier, however. Especially when the news had been delivered at the tip of a sword – a metaphorical sword, perhaps, but a sword nonetheless.


    


    The possibilities of his life, once boundless, had now narrowed to two equally unpleasant paths: marry, or be quietly removed. Thus, his current mood. He thought, after all he had done to better society, he was allowed some leeway in how he processed his coming doom. Kasami, however, didn’t agree.


    “Object or not, it is the only way you will live to see out the year. Lord Kenzō and I agree on that. It is the only way to save your life…”


    “Lord Kenzō, is it?” Shin asked acidly. “As I recall, you offered to kill him for me.” Junichi Kenzō, an auditor sent by the Daidoji Trading Council, had claimed to be investigating Shin for financial irregularities. In reality, he’d come to deliver the news that Shin was to be married – or else.


    “You are mistaken,” Kasami said stiffly. She paused. “You asked me if I would, and I said no. Wisely, as it turned out, since he is the only thing standing between you and the fate that befell your predecessor.”


    Shin hesitated. “We don’t know that to be the case.” He had his suspicions, of course. His predecessor had died suddenly, under somewhat unusual circumstances. Popular opinion had it that her debauchery had caught up with her. But he often wondered about that, especially given that what he knew of her spoke to a woman who was far too cagey to be caught out by common street thugs. Assassination was the obvious answer, and the Daidoji Trading Council had a long, unfortunate history of removing obstacles to the fiscal well-being of the clan in such a manner.


    


    Kasami didn’t reply. Instead, she turned toward the door. “Get dressed. Clean your face. Konomi is impatient to see you.” As if to lend weight to her words, the doors opened again – less forcefully this time. Iuchi Konomi stood in the doorway, hands folded before her.


    “She’s right, I am very impatient,” she said. One of Shin’s servants, Niko, peered around Konomi, her expression anxious. Shin gestured for her to depart, and she did so hurriedly. Konomi watched her go, and then entered the room. “Niko tried her best, but I was implacable, I fear.”


    “So I see.” Shin glanced at Kasami. “Would you catch Niko and have her make us some tea, please? And where is Kitano? I have errands for him to run.”


    “Errands can wait,” Konomi said, as Kasami left them, carefully sliding the doors shut behind her after sharing a knowing glance with Konomi. “I wish to socialize.”


    “I don’t,” Shin said. He rubbed his head. His headache was getting worse.


    Konomi smiled sadly. “Oh, Shin, what makes you think you have a choice?”


    “I am not in the mood to socialize.”


    “You are moping.”


    “I am overcome with despair.”


    “You are sulking.”


    “Yes,” Shin said, collapsing into his cushion. “Yes, I am sulking. Why should I not sulk? I am facing a crisis of existential proportion, and there is no one to whom I can turn for succor.” He raised his fists and shook them at the heavens. “I am alone, exiled to a rock in a storm-tossed sea. Cast out… accursed…”


    Konomi pursed her lips. “You are being childish.”


    Shin glared at her, but it wilted after a moment. It required too much strength to maintain, and he had precious little of that. Instead, he flapped his fan in the direction of the door. “Leave me, I beg you. Let me sink into the mire of despair in peace.”


    


    Konomi grunted, shoved up the sleeves of her robes and reached down to grab him by the ankles. Shin squawked in alarm as Konomi dragged him bodily from his carefully built nest and out onto the rainswept balcony. Shin wailed like a cat as he was instantly soaked to the bone. Konomi attempted to pull him to his feet, and he took the opportunity to squirm out of her grasp and scuttle back to the warmth of his room.


    Konomi hooked an arm around his midsection and hauled him into the air despite his struggles. They wobbled, off balance, and fell in a heap on the balcony, Konomi atop Shin. They lay in silence for several moments, panting from the effort of their struggle. “You never mentioned you were a wrestler,” Shin said, after a moment, suddenly all too aware of her proximity. Not to mention her smell – not flowery or subtle, something wilder. It put him in mind of wildfires and crashing charges across the steppe.


    Konomi looked down at him. “The Unicorn encourage their daughters to train both body and mind by whatever means suits them.”


    “And you chose that?”


    “One must work with what one has, Shin.” Konomi smiled. “And what I have is…”


    “Muscles?”


    “I was going to say strength.”


    “That too,” Shin said. He settled back and looked up at the falling rain, at the birds huddled in the eaves of his home, at the shape the smoke rising from the houses around made in the wet air. Really, at anything other than Konomi, whose face was entirely too close to his own. It wasn’t that she was unattractive – quite the opposite, really. She had all the qualities the Daidoji valued – physical strength, fortitude, and a mind like iron.

    




    And yet.


    And yet, there was something there, in her eyes and her expression, that he found troublesome. A hint of wariness, but more than that. Arrogance… hubris? At times, he feared it was too much like looking at his own reflection in a basin of water.

    

He wondered if she saw the same, when she looked at him. As she studied him the way he studied her, the way one studied a painting… or the way one might observe an enemy formation about its maneuvers. “I can’t breathe,” he said softly. Which wasn’t totally a lie; pleasant as it was, she was quite heavy.


    Konomi blinked, then flushed, and made to push herself off him. Shin winced as she used him for balance, and then again as she hauled him to his feet. She looked him up and down, and let loose a tiny giggle. “You look like a drowned rat.”


    Shin plucked at his white hair, plastered to his neck and scalp by the rain. His robes were wet through and in even more disarray. He did his best to gather the tatters of his dignity about himself and said, “I have looked better, I admit. But I have an excuse…”


    “Yes, sadness,” Konomi said pointedly. “That is not an excuse for such as we, Shin. What you are feeling is not true sadness, it is just frustration. I have felt this particular flavor of it myself and more often than you.”


    Shin flapped a hand dismissively. “Yes, yes, but we are not the same. You have no idea how tight this noose is about my neck, Konomi. It is marriage – or death. Those are my options, and neither is appealing.”


    


    Konomi sighed and shoved Shin inside, out of the rain. She began to wring out her robes as she spoke. “Only because you lack imagination. Marriage can be an opportunity.”


    “Then why aren’t you married?”


    She fixed him with a stern look. “Because one does not have to seize every opportunity like a child snatching fruit from a tree. Some must be left to ripen, or to rot as fortune dictates.” She smiled. “I am waiting for the right one.”


    “That doesn’t help me!”


    Konomi sighed and began to unwind her hair. It was quite long, and spilled down in a glossy cascade as she tried to strip the water from it. “If you would shake free of this cloud and think clearly, you might see that it does. Really, Shin… I thought you were made of sterner stuff than this.”


    Before he could reply, however, Kasami appeared in the doorway. If she noticed their bedraggled condition, she gave no sign. Instead, she said, “Azuma is here.”


    “Lord Azuma?” Shin glanced at Konomi, who looked equally confused. Kaeru Azuma was the official representative of the governor. The Kaeru were nominally vassals of the imperial Miya family, but only because the Miya paid better than their rivals. Even so, they were inextricably tied to the city, and, in some ways, had as much claim to it as either the Unicorn or the Lion. The Kaeru saw to the continued function of the city, and Azuma saw to the function of the Kaeru. “What does he want?”

    

“To talk,” Azuma said, from behind Kasami. She quickly stepped aside as the tall, whip-thin man entered the room. He had hard features and hair that was steadily going silver. He wore official robes, marked with the sigils of the Miya and the Kaeru. He was also armed, which Shin found somewhat alarming.


    


    “About?” Shin asked sharply, annoyed that people kept barging in on him. Perhaps it was his own fault; he’d made his home open to his acquaintances. He had only himself to blame if they eschewed social decorum.


    If Azuma noted Shin’s tone, he gave no sign. His expression was stiff and troubled. “There’s been a death,” he said without preamble.


    Shin frowned. “An important one I’m guessing, if you are here to inform me about it.” He wasn’t surprised that Azuma had come to him. It wasn’t the first time, after all. He’d made something of a name for himself as a solver of puzzles, discreet or otherwise. Thefts, disappearances, and even the odd murder or three. A wise man might have avoided garnering such a reputation, but Shin found that besides having a knack for it, he also rather enjoyed it. Yet something felt different this time.


    “You might say that.” Azuma frowned and glanced at Konomi, as if wondering whether he ought to ask her to leave. Finally, he said, “Junichi Kenzō.”


    Shin paused, momentarily dumbstruck. “Excuse me?” He barely noticed when Konomi gasped and grabbed his hand.


    “Lord Kenzō is dead.” Azuma hesitated, which was unlike him. “Murdered.”


    Shin blinked, unable to process the thought. Kenzō – dead? Murdered, even? It seemed impossible, especially given what he knew of the man. Crane auditors were not simply counters of rice, but trained warriors. They were more than capable of defending themselves, under normal circumstances. “Do you have a suspect?”


    Azuma glanced at Konomi again. He swallowed, clearly uncomfortable. Shin gestured impatiently. “Out with it, man – do you have a suspect or not?”


    


    “We do,” Azuma said heavily.


    “And who is it?” Shin asked.


    “You, Shin,” Azuma said, with visible regret. “It is you.”


    


  






  

    Chapter Two


    Saibanshoki


    Hiramori Kasami frowned as the imperial skiff approached the Saibanshoki. In the gray misty light, the great tree resembled nothing so much as a mountain towering over the two rivers that rushed about it unceasingly. When the sun was high, the shadow of its branches fell on either shore, casting a pall of gloom over the docks unlucky enough to have been built there. The thinnest point of its trunk was twenty yards across, at least.


    A manor house hung in the uppermost branches, over the rivers. Other facilities coiled about the lower trunk like a serpent of stone and wood – a courtroom; the offices of the imperial clerks and toll takers; others of various purpose. Servants bearing signal flags stood on the balconies and branch-platforms, communicating with parties on either side of the rivers as well as the many boats and skiffs that blanketed the surface of the water. Kaeru archers patrolled the observation bridges that were scattered like cobwebs throughout the branches, their keen eyes ever in search of threats.


    Shin thought of the tree simply as an imperial residence. But it was a fortress and she viewed it as such. Taking it would not be an impossible task – merely an extremely difficult one. She occupied herself imagining various military scenarios and allowing them to play out across the surface of her mind as their craft bore them across the water to the imperial docks.


    


    Shin was talking, as usual. Trying to pry answers from Kaeru Azuma, which, in her opinion, was akin to trying to force a stone to laugh. “This is preposterous, Azuma, and you know it.” He’d been saying as much ever since Azuma had arrived. Kasami had quietly escorted Lady Konomi out as Shin protested his innocence. Konomi, normally eager to hear any gossip, had departed without protest for once. In fact, she’d seemed unusually subdued. Kasami pushed the thought aside and went back to her ruminations on how best to disable the Kaeru defenses of the imperial residence.


    “It is,” Azuma said, and not for the first time. “And yet, there is a witness.”


    “Odoma,” Shin said, sitting back. “So you said.” Kasami frowned. The head of the city’s merchant association had borne Shin a grudge for some time, claiming that Shin had swindled him out of some property. The shoyu merchant had come sniffing around for money on more than one occasion. Shin always sent him away unhappy. “I’m sure he was eager to provide testimony.”


    Azuma nodded. “Apparently.”


    “He’s lying,” Shin said.


    “I know that as well.”


    Shin sighed. Kasami glanced at him. He still looked unkempt, if not so much as before. Perhaps Lady Konomi’s visit had done some good. He’d even insisted on getting dressed before they left, which Azuma had politely allowed. “When was he – when did it happen?” he asked. “You can tell me that much, surely.”

    




    “The body was found yesterday, though his death itself could have happened several days ago. The brewery has been closed for repairs for the last week. Something about new cedar barrels being installed, I’m told.”


    Shin paused. “New barrels? That’s going to ruin the taste.” He shook his head. “Not that Odoma’s shoyu was particularly noteworthy. Who found the – who found him?”


    “Odoma and his bodyguards.”


    “How convenient.”


    “So I said at the time.” Azuma smiled. “Odoma was not pleased by the implication.”


    “No, I expect he wasn’t. Odoma is a scoundrel, as well as a purveyor of substandard shoyu,” Shin said. “How can anyone take his word over mine?”


    “Normally, we wouldn’t,” Azuma said. “But there are… extenuating circumstances.”


    “Which are?”


    Azuma hesitated. “Perhaps we shouldn’t speak of this just now.”


    Shin fixed him with a look. “Can you think of a better time? If I am to solve this puzzle, I must have the facts. I cannot build a house without wood, Lord Azuma.”

    

“You are not building this house,” Azuma said firmly. “Not this time. As I just said, there are… complications. The Crane.”


    Shin hesitated at the mention of his clan. “The Crane already know about Kenzō’s death?” Kasami, alert now, pushed military strategy to the side in order to better listen. Shin, she knew, suspected that Odoma had complained to the Trading Council, thus initiating Kenzō’s investigation. But there’d been no proof, and Kenzō himself had demurred when Kasami had put the question to him. If it were the case, however, the Daidoji wouldn’t take kindly to the death of their agent. It would simply confirm any suspicions they might have had.

    




    “They do. More, they are already here,” Azuma said.


    Shin blinked. “You said you only found him yesterday.”


    “Nonetheless, they are here. They want you, Shin. In their custody.”


    Shin glanced at Kasami. She gave a slight shake of her head, indicating that she’d heard nothing of this. That wasn’t surprising, however. Since they’d come to the city, her sources within the Daidoji had become uncertain at best. Shin was not favored by his family. Kenzō’s presence alone showed that.


    “And what do you want?” Shin asked Azuma, carefully. Azuma frowned.


    “I want what I always want – the status quo maintained. As does the governor.”


    “The easiest way to maintain it is to hand me over to whoever has come looking for me,” Shin said slowly. Kasami grimaced; she knew that Shin liked Azuma, and she thought the feeling was mutual. But the Kaeru were the loyal servants of the imperial governor, and had watched over the City of the Rich Frog for generations. Azuma had a duty to Miya Tetsua, and the city, to do what was best for them. He would not let his friendship with Shin interfere with that – something she could respect. Nonetheless, it made her wary. “Who is it, by the by?”

    

“Daidoji Aoto. A cousin of yours, I think.”


    Shin blanched, and Kasami winced in sympathy. Shin and his cousins were not on the best of terms, and Aoto was the worst of them, to hear Shin speak of it. Kasami, having never met him, often wondered whether Aoto’s unpleasantness was simply exaggeration on Shin’s part. She supposed she was about to find out. “Aoto,” Shin said, after a moment. Azuma nodded, a frown on his face.


    


    “Unpleasant fellow. Not as polite as you.”


    “No, well, Aoto is not a believer in politesse. He prefers to put his faith in cold steel.”


    “He dresses like a courtier.”


    “His mother had high hopes for him,” Shin said absently. “Sadly, he preferred the rough and tumble of the practice field.” He slid his fan out of his sleeve and gave it a desultory flutter, stirring the wet air. Kasami frowned.


    “That is no bad thing,” she said. “You could do with some more of that yourself.”


    Shin frowned but didn’t reply. Kasami grunted, annoyed by his lack of fire. Annoying as she normally found him, she didn’t care for this dispirited and sullen version of him. She resolved to continue to poke and prod at him until he snapped out of it. She turned back to Saibanshoki and saw that they were nearing the imperial docks. They nestled among the tree’s massive roots, emerging from Saibanshoki’s base like the spokes of some immense wheel. Despite their size, they saw little traffic, save for the occasional noble visitor or the Kaeru prisoner transports.

    

The usual Kaeru guards were in evidence on the jetty as they approached, but there were others present as well. “Cranes,” Shin murmured.


    “Auditors,” Azuma said. Kasami studied the quintet of dark-clad newcomers with interest. Kenzō had taken great pains to appear as nothing more than a simple bookkeeper, but these five were doing little to conceal their potential for violence. They bore the Daidoji sigil on their robes, and all were visibly armed, though they sensibly kept their hands away from their weapons while the Kaeru guards were watching. “They came with your cousin.”


    


    “Aoto has always taken a hands-on interest in things,” Shin said. There was a hitch in his voice that Kasami doubted anyone but herself would notice. Their craft reached the jetty and they disembarked, Shin more slowly than his companions. Kasami wondered if he was afraid, or merely lost in thought.


    The auditors were watching them now, gazes keen like those of birds of prey. One, tallish and narrow, made as if to intercept them, but his fellows stopped him. Azuma made a surreptitious gesture, and several nearby Kaeru moved to cordon off the Cranes. “As I said, they are here to take you into custody,” Azuma said. “But Lord Tetsua wishes to see you before he decides whether to allow it or not.”


    “How kind of him,” Shin said.


    “It is, yes,” Azuma said. He glanced at Shin. “He is taking a risk, Shin. I hope you appreciate it.”


    Shin paused and Kasami thought something like a shadow passed over his face, but his expression barely flickered. Whatever else, Shin was an excellent courtier. “I will thank him personally,” he said. “I wish to speak to Kasami before we go in. May I…?”


    Azuma nodded. “Make it quick. Your cousin is not a patient man.”


    “Swift as a bird in flight, that’s me,” Shin said. He stepped aside and motioned for Kasami to join him. She did so, keeping her eyes on the Cranes.


    “They’re a lethal looking bunch, don’t you think?” he murmured.


    


    Kasami grunted, but was quietly pleased. He was trying to annoy her. That meant his mood was improving. “We are wasting time. What did you want to talk about?”


    Shin leaned toward her, his fan between them and the scowling Cranes. “I need you to go back to the city, find Doctor Sanki and bring him here as quickly as possible.”


    “Sanki? Why?” Kasami disliked the old physician immensely. Bad enough he’d once served the Lion as a battlefield surgeon, but he was also disrespectful and acerbic. He had no respect for anyone – not even Shin.


    “I will need his expert opinion. Azuma let slip that they brought Kenzō’s body here. I’m going to inveigle a viewing and I want Sanki with me when I do it. And if you see Kitano, tell him to fetch Ito and have him meet us at home.”


    Kasami nodded. That, at least, made sense. Ito was one of the merchants Shin ostensibly oversaw on behalf of the Daidoji Trading Council. In reality, he was a spy, keeping an eye on events in the city on behalf of the Crane, or so Shin had told her. Regardless, Ito and Kenzō had spent much time together of late – too much, in her opinion. Shin undoubtedly hoped Ito might be able to shed some light on the auditor’s final hours.

    

“What if the auditors protest?” she asked.


    Shin frowned. “Do as you think best.”


    Kasami blinked, then nodded. She glanced at the Cranes again, and saw that they were studying her as well. She thought she knew what they were thinking and her hands curled into fists. “Do your best not to provoke them,” she said quietly. “I will not be here to intervene if Aoto decides to challenge you.”


    Shin smiled weakly. “I shall be on my best behavior.”


    Kasami didn’t believe him, but nodded and turned back to the boat. Finding Sanki wouldn’t take long. Convincing him to come, on the other hand, would be more difficult. Even at the best of times the old man was hard to rouse.


    


    She had the distinct feeling that there was no time to waste.


    


  






  

    Chapter Three


    Daidoji Aoto


    The gubernatorial receiving room was as small and sparsely decorated as Shin recalled. The only notable item of furniture was a small, low table set in the center of the room. Atop the table was an intricately carved Go board, complete with two sets of stones – one group white, the other black – in their kitani bowls. Two individuals sat studying the bare board intently, as if preparing a strategy for a game to come.


    He and Azuma were not the first to arrive. Daidoji Aoto stood stiffly near the table, trying without success to hide his impatience. Aoto was a slender man, neither tall nor short, with lean features accentuated by his white hair. The hair was dyed, of course. Aoto liked his hair to be the pristine white of new-fallen snow, Shin recalled. He’d always been quite vain about it, even as a boy. Still was, from the look of him. Aoto barely acknowledged Shin’s presence, though the two with him openly stared. Glared, rather.


    They were not Daidoji, though they dressed the part. Not Hiramori either – too neat. Something about them reminded him of Kenzō. More auditors, then. Come to collect their fallen comrade, or, more likely, to punish his killer.


    


    Which, from the looks they were throwing his way, they’d obviously decided was him. Shin sighed and turned his attention to the Go players.


    The first, in his dark, plain robes, was innocuous in appearance and bearing, and might have been a scribe or priest – but he was anything but. Miya Tetsua was a representative of the Emerald Throne and the imperial governor of the city.


    Officially, of course, the City of the Rich Frog was a tripartite assemblage. Three clans claimed mastery of it, and had divided it between themselves. The western bank of the Three Sides River belonged to the Unicorn. The Lion claimed the eastern bank, as well as everything south of the Drowned Merchant River. In contrast, the Dragon had ceded their claim to a minor clan – the Dragonfly – and contented themselves with the island-shrines that rose at the junction of the two rivers.

    

It was the Dragonfly’s representative who sat across the board from Tetsua. Tonbo Kuma was a slim, androgynous individual with dark eyes and long hair bound back in a neat knot. They radiated strength, and Shin knew from experience that there was a decided firmness to them, beneath the seeming softness of their face and voice. The priest’s presence came as something of a surprise to Shin, but he was careful not to let it show on his face as Tetsua glanced up from the board and gave Shin a lingering gaze. “So glad you could join us, Lord Shin. I trust we are not taking you away from anything important.”


    “I was sulking,” Shin said blithely. “A good sulk does wonders for the soul.”


    Aoto sucked on his teeth, clearly wanting to comment but resisting the urge. Shin gave him a lazy look. Aoto hadn’t much changed since they’d last confronted one another. He still looked underfed and slightly ill, despite his warrior’s frame; a result of all the bad feelings simmering within him. Aoto had never met a day he didn’t find wanting. “Cousin. What brings you here?”

    




    Aoto bared his teeth. “I think you know.”


    “I think I don’t.”


    Aoto snorted. “Play the fool if you must, Shin, but do not expect me to take part.”


    “No, you never were one for a bit of give and take, were you, Aoto?” Shin snapped open his fan and gave the muggy air a stir. When it rained overmuch, the damp of the river crawled up into the branches of Saibanshoki and hung there like some great bat, fluttering its wings, and filling every room with a stultifying humidity.


    Not that Tetsua or his opponent seemed to notice. Then, Tonbo Kuma had some affinity for water. Perhaps they were keeping the worst of the damp at bay, through some priestly magic. As Shin watched, Kuma tapped a piece on the board as if considering. Tetsua paid no attention, his eyes on the Crane. “I assume Azuma has informed you of the charges against you, Lord Shin.”


    “He has.”


    “Good. That saves time. And your response?”


    “Not guilty by reason of the sheer ridiculousness of the charges, my lord.”


    A quick flicker of something that might have been a smile passed across Tetsua’s features. “As I expected. Nonetheless, I am pleased you chose to accompany Lord Azuma here without complaint. It is appreciated.”


    Shin bowed his head, acknowledging the compliment. It had been made solely for Aoto’s benefit, he thought. “I thought, under the circumstances, it would be best to clear this matter up as quickly as possible.”


    


    Tetsua nodded and briefly turned his attention back to the board. “As to that, Lord Aoto wishes to clap you in chains. He believes the case against you to be ironclad.”


    Kuma snorted. Aoto’s jaw clenched. Shin allowed himself a thin smile. “I take it that you do not agree, my lord.”


    “Master Odoma’s testimony is somewhat lacking, in my opinion.”


    “To say nothing of his reputation,” Kuma said, still studying the board. “The man is a swindler and a criminal, or so my own people tell me.”


    “All merchants are criminals,” Aoto said primly.


    Shin sniffed. “And yet here you are, on behalf of the Trading Council. What are you, Aoto, but a merchant writ large?”


    Aoto wheeled to look at Shin, a sneer plastered on his face. “And what are you then, besides a waste of your mother’s womb?”


    Shin blinked. That was a new one. Then, Aoto had always liked to plumb the depths when it came to insults. He closed his fan and glanced at Tetsua. The Miya seemed utterly preoccupied by the condition of the gameboard. Shin glanced at his cousin. “I am, as I have always been… myself, and nothing more.”


    “You are a disgrace, Shin. And now, you are a murderer.” Aoto’s smile was like the edge of a blade. “Finally, you will get the end you so richly deserve.”


    Again, no response from Tetsua. Shin smiled and decided to take the fight to his cousin. “So – to sum up, you came here with the intent to arrest me, based on the accusation of a dodgy merchant who bears me a grudge, for the murder of a man I had no reason to kill,” he said calmly. “You’ve always been overeager, Aoto, but this is something even for you.”


    Aoto hissed under his breath and took a step toward Shin. Azuma tensed, as did the guards posted at the door. The auditors looked ready to defend Aoto, if it came to it. Shin extended his fan, pressing the end against Aoto’s breastbone and causing his cousin to stop in his tracks. “I am not surprised to see you here, cousin,” Shin went on, noting that Tetsua was listening, now, though still seemingly unwilling to intervene. “But you arrived startlingly quickly, given that he only died yesterday. I suppose you were already enroute, for some reason?”


    


    Tetsua cleared his throat. “It seems your presence is requested at home, Lord Shin. Or was, prior to this… unfortunate occurrence.”


    “We came to drag you back home, Shin,” Aoto clarified, with blunt relish. “You have had plenty of time to do your duty. Now a decision will be made for you – unless, of course, you are executed for the crime of which you now stand accused.” He swatted Shin’s fan aside. “Myself, I almost hope it is the latter. You disgrace the Daidoji with every breath you draw. If not for your grandfather–”


    “If not for him, I would not be here,” Shin said sharply.


    Aoto gave a bark of laughter. “Exactly! That conniving old man has played the interposed blade for you too often. Now, he can do nothing. Finally, we are free to rid ourselves of you…” He faltered, as if suddenly recalling his location and who his audience was. He swallowed and stepped back. Shin shook his head.


    “Interposed blade. That is certainly one way to think of it. Then, you always did lack the ability to see beyond your own spite.”


    Aoto growled low in his throat. “At least I have the support of my family. What do you have, save a reputation as a fool and a liar?”


    


    “My good looks,” Shin said. He heard Tetsua bite off a laugh. Even Kuma looked amused. Aoto, however, looked as if he were about to explode.


    “I cannot wait to see your face when you are at last called to account, cousin,” Aoto said. He turned to Tetsua. “My lord governor, I call on you to turn this miscreant over to my keeping, until his guilt can be determined…”


    “I’m afraid not,” Tetsua said, moving a piece across the board. Aoto paused, nonplussed by the reply.


    “My lord, I must insist,” he began.


    “If you feel it necessary,” Tetsua said. “It will do nothing to change my mind, however. Lord Shin has proven himself to be useful to me on more than one occasion and I am loath to cast aside such a tool before its use is fully expended.”


    Shin frowned. He didn’t like hearing himself referred to as a tool, though he understood the rhetorical tactic for what it was. Tetsua continued, “Besides, the evidence against him is not the best. It would be embarrassing for all concerned if Shin’s innocence were proven after I had turned him over to you. I am sure you see my dilemma.”


    “I – yes. Of course,” Aoto said, grudgingly. He hesitated, and then, as if unable to stop himself, he turned to Shin and said, “Do not think that this is anything other than a momentary reprieve, cousin. You are caught fast, and no matter how much you squirm, you will not escape justice.”


    Shin knew the wisest thing was not to reply, but he couldn’t resist. Aoto had always had that effect on him, and he couldn’t, in good conscience, give him the last word. “And who decides what justice is, Aoto? You? If so, the fortunes truly are blind.”


    Aoto reacted as if struck. “What do you mean by that?”


    Shin smiled. “How often, as children, did I save you from the consequences of your own stupidity? How often did I take the punishments meant for you? And, as ever, you repay me with accusation and scorn. That you, of all my cousins, would be the arbiter of my fate is nothing more than a jest by the Fortunes.” As he spoke, long-buried feelings of resentment rose up out of the waters of memory.


    


    They’d been friends, once. Companions. But Aoto had chosen a different path. He’d chosen to fall in line and do as he was told, and he’d resented Shin for not following his example. Or so it seemed to Shin, at least. Maybe there was more to it, on Aoto’s side. Maybe not. Regardless, they had been on opposite sides for far longer than they’d been close. Aoto flushed as Shin’s words sank in, and his hands knotted into fists.


    “Enough,” Tetsua said softly.


    Shin fell silent and stepped back. Aoto bowed his head and did so as well. Tetsua sighed and sat back from the Go board. “As entertaining as it is to watch two Cranes peck at one another, I do have a full schedule for the day. Thus, my sole comment on the matter is this: Lord Shin is not to be taken into custody until such time as his guilt in this matter is determined.” Before either Shin or Aoto could comment on this, Tetsua went on. “Further, as I have some vested interest in the resolution of said matter, I have asked my friend Lord Kuma to suggest an outside investigator to handle the matter for us in a civilized fashion.”


    Shin raised an eyebrow. Outside investigator? That didn’t bode well. He’d expected Azuma to oversee things. He glanced at the Kaeru, and Azuma shook his head slightly. Shin deflated slightly. It seemed he was to be cut out of his own defense; to be expected, perhaps, but disappointing all the same. He cleared his throat. “As the accused, might I ask the name of this… investigator?”


    


    Tonbo Kuma stirred from their study of the board and gave Shin their attention for the first time. “Kitsuki Ko,” they said. “She is… one of the best, I am told.” Their expression was enigmatic. “You know her, I believe.”


    Shin, feeling as if the ground were about to collapse beneath him, swallowed and forced a weak smile.


    “Yes, you – ah – you might say that.”


    


  






  

    Chapter Four


    Doctor Sanki


    Kasami kicked the doorpost. “Sanki! Get out here you old reprobate! Lord Shin requires your aid.” Her voice carried well in the narrow confines of the alley where Sanki resided, startling several river birds nesting on the rooftops above. The waterfront was only a street over, and she could hear the creak of anchored vessels, and the shouts of the dock workers as they unloaded cargo for transport to the Unicorn warehouses. The day was wearing on, despite the rain.


    She cast a wary look about her, silently counting the seconds. At the five count she kicked the doorpost again. “Sanki!” She broke off into a cough, choking slightly on the river-stink that permeated the alleys closest to the water. The smell eddied in these confined spaces, never fading, only growing stronger.


    She had sent a runner to the house, hoping to catch Kitano. The former gambler turned manservant was hard to pin down, even at the best of times. Part of her still expected him to run for the hills the moment he heard about Lord Shin’s difficulties, though he’d proven his loyalty more than once of late. Then, maybe running was the right idea.


    


    Angry at herself for such unworthy thoughts, she banged on the doorpost again. “Sanki! I have no time for this today!”


    She heard footsteps and a querulous voice said, “Stop kicking my door! I’m coming.” Annoyed by his tone, she kicked the doorpost again. Sanki was disrespectful and contrarian. Shin seemed to find it amusing, but Kasami did not.


    “Hurry up!”


    The door slid open with a rattle and Sanki’s wizened countenance peered out at her. “What is it?” he demanded. He had a wispy beard shot through with silver, and his long hair was knotted atop his head in an untidy bun. He was bent with age, but not broken by it; brittle but in one piece, as yet. His robes were clean for once, if utilitarian.


    “Lord Shin needs you.”


    “And I need my lunch,” Sanki grunted. He made to close the door in her face and her hand snapped out to hold it open.


    “Eat later. It is a matter of importance.”


    “It always is, with him.” Sanki paused and gave her a speculative look. “Is this about that dead Crane they found?”


    Kasami frowned. “How do you know about that?”


    Sanki snorted and stepped back. “Everyone knows. That fat fool Odoma and his cronies have been crowing about it in every gambling den and sake house in this part of the city. He’s quite proud of himself.” He gestured for her to come inside. Kasami hesitated, but reluctantly did so. It was easier to humor Sanki than argue with him; she knew that from experience.


    Sanki’s residence was also his place of business. It wasn’t squalid by any means, but nor was it especially pretty. Sanki had a Lion’s disdain for the cosmetic. The walls were bare, with not even an illustrated scroll to liven things up. It was almost admirable.


    


    Sanki led her into the back, where a small kitchen overlooked a dingy garden. Sanki grew his own medicinal herbs, she recalled. Not long after they’d first made Sanki’s acquaintance, Shin had spent several days enthusiastically grubbing in the dirt alongside the old man, learning about the plants and their various uses.


    “What else have you heard?” she asked, as Sanki led her into the kitchen. She stopped abruptly in the doorway, startled by the presence of another familiar face. Captain Lun was another of Shin’s strays – those peculiar individuals he’d collected to help him in some way. As ever, she was dressed like a common sailor despite her rank, with bared arms and feet, and her shaggy hair cropped short. She grinned at Kasami and thrust a finger beneath the eyepatch she wore, scratching at the empty socket. “Bodyguard,” she said, in greeting.


    “Pirate,” Kasami replied. “What are you doing here?”


    “Having lunch with a friend,” Lun said. “You?”


    “None of your concern.”


    Lun’s grin widened and her good eye flicked to Sanki. “I told you.”


    Sanki gave a grumbling chuckle and Kasami looked back and forth between them suspiciously. “Told him what? What are you talking about?”


    “That Shin–” Lun began.


    “Lord Shin,” Kasami corrected sharply.


    “That his lordship would send you to collect the old bag of bones here, for reasons no doubt relating to the death of that auditor,” Lun continued, with barely a hesitation. She paused. “Let me guess – the Cranes who arrived with the tide yesterday have decided his lordship is to blame.”


    “Yesterday?” Kasami frowned. “You know about them?” She didn’t like this. Too many people knew about the auditor’s death. What had Odoma been saying? What sort of rumors were spreading through the city, even now?


    


    “I know enough to stay out of their way,” Lun said. She rubbed her chin. “Convenient timing, though. Not for Shin – Lord Shin – but for them.”


    Kasami hesitated. In a previous life, Lun had been a marine in the Crane fleet. She had decided opinions about the clan she’d once loyally served; opinions shared by Shin, though he never voiced them so bluntly or with such relish. “If you knew about their arrival, why didn’t you inform us?”


    Lun shrugged. “I figured his lordship already knew about it. Why else would he have been in such an almighty sulk for the last few weeks?” She gave Kasami a sly look. “Is it true he’s to be married finally?”


    “Yes – no. Maybe. If he survives the next few days.” Kasami immediately regretted the comment, but it served its purpose as Lun immediately fell silent. Kasami looked at Sanki, who was finishing up a bowl of rice. “We must go. Now. Time is of the essence.”


    “In my experience, the dead don’t much care about schedules.”


    “It is not the dead that concern me,” Kasami snapped. Sanki raised an eyebrow, but set aside his bowl and cleaned his hands on his robes.


    “Fine. Let me get my bag. Where are we going?”


    “Saibanshoki.” Kasami felt a peculiar flicker of satisfaction at the looks of surprise that passed across Lun and Sanki’s faces.


    “Then the Kaeru did arrest him,” Lun muttered. “That’s not good.”


    “Not for him, and not for us,” Sanki added. Kasami understood their worries. If Shin was implicated in a crime, all of his associates would come under investigation by the Daidoji. They would tear apart Shin’s life, and the lives of those who served him, in search of even the smallest sign of guilt.


    


    “How far has this gossip spread?” Kasami asked Lun, as Sanki hurried to collect his things. Shin’s reputation had never been the best, but something like this could utterly destroy it, rendering his position in the city untenable.


    “Don’t worry, only us poor folks know,” Lun said, tapping the side of her nose. “Odoma and his jackals have been boasting, but only to people who can be counted on to cheer. Once the nobles get wind of it, he’ll be in trouble, and he damn well knows it. After all, he’s nothing but a grubby merchant – right?”


    Kasami frowned, but had to agree. Reputation and status often meant more than facts in cases like this. Shin had often decried such himself, but now seemed to be counting on it. Then, she knew for a fact that he hadn’t committed the crime in question – couldn’t have. Unless he’d somehow slipped out without her knowing. Which, of course, he’d done before and on more than one occasion, despite her many admonishments. She pushed the unhelpful thought aside. “Odoma bears Lord Shin a grudge; that is enough to make his testimony suspect. Especially given where the body was found.”


    “Yeah, odd that,” Lun said, reaching for Sanki’s abandoned bowl. She scooped the last of his rice into her own bowl and added, “Maybe Odoma did it himself. It wasn’t like he and the auditor were friends.”


    Kasami paused. “You have proof of this?”


    Lun looked at her as if she were an idiot. “Of course not. Even Odoma isn’t that foolish. I’m merely stating what everyone already suspects.” She blew out a noisy breath. “Your master sure does know how to pick his enemies… Odoma has always been a bad one. If he’d asked me, I’d have told Lord Shin to steer clear of him.”


    


    Kasami wasn’t really listening anymore. Where was Sanki? She looked around impatiently. “Oh?”


    “He’s a gangster,” Sanki said, coming back into the kitchen. “Or he was, before his uncle drowned in the river. Now he’s a respectable man.” He looked as if the thought made him want to spit. He held up his satchel. “I’m ready.”


    Kasami blinked. “Gangster?”


    Lun stood. “Yes, of course. I’m surprised his lordship didn’t know.” Her smile was mirthless. “And here I thought he knew everything.”


    Kasami paused. Shin had known nothing of Odoma prior to Ito introducing them. Even then, Shin had paid little attention to the man, not until he’d made himself a problem. He’d kept their interactions to a minimum. A wise move, she felt, given Odoma’s status as head of the merchant’s association. “He knows only what people tell him,” she said firmly, giving them both stern looks. “Why keep this to yourself?”


    Lun stretched. “It’s not my business to keep him informed. I just deliver cargo.” She hesitated. “I’m not planning to go anywhere for a few days, so if his lordship decides that he wants to take a trip, I’ll be ready.”


    Kasami nodded. “I will tell him.” That was something, at least. Though she doubted Shin would take advantage of the offer. He had too much invested in the idea of himself as a problem-solver to just abandon it so callously.


    “Good.” Lun grunted and clapped Sanki on the shoulder. “Don’t let the Crane talk you into anything stupid, old man,” she said, and then was gone, out the back. Kasami watched her go and frowned.


    


    “Infuriating woman.”


    “But loyal,” Sanki said. “We’re all loyal to him, no less than you.” He indicated the door. “Shall we go?”


    Kasami grunted and led the way. But as she slid open the door, her instincts screamed a warning and she paused, one arm braced across Sanki’s chest, keeping him back from the entrance. “Wait,” she said softly. She tensed slightly, waiting for – what? An arrow? But none came, thankfully. Still, she felt something.

    

“What is it?” Sanki muttered.


    “Something… I don’t know. Wait here.” Kasami pushed him back and carefully stepped out into the alley, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword. She took her surroundings in at a glance, ignoring the odor and the rain, focusing on the buildings and darkened corners. What was it? What had she sensed?


    A splash, from down the street. As of someone moving away very swiftly. Lun? Something told her no. Why would the captain seek to hide her presence? Then, faintly, the sound of bamboo, tapping against wood and stone, as if whoever it was, was using… a cane? There was an unpleasant familiarity to it, though she couldn’t say why.


    She raced after the sound and slid out of the alley, eyes sweeping the street. People moved in all directions, and the hum of their voices pushed against the falling rain. A few looked at her, and others gave her a wide berth, clearly startled by her sudden appearance.


    Slowly, she relaxed. Whoever had been spying on Sanki’s place was gone, vanished into the flow of people. Stifling a curse, she turned and gestured for Sanki to join her.


    “Paranoid?” Sanki asked, unfurling a much-patched and colorless umbrella.


    


    “No,” Kasami said stiffly. She took her hand away from her sword.


    “Let’s go. Lord Shin is waiting.”
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