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  With the Great Clans distracted and divided, seven heroes must take up the call and forge their own destiny or risk everything in the pursuit of glory.
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  To Mom and Dad. The books I love best were the ones you read to me.




  Chapter One


  General Matsu Katamori already regretted visiting the tomb. It was a blocky, stolid thing, built to appease the spirits of the Imperial City’s fallen. The field on which it stood had once been a cemetery for clanless samurai, at least until some ancient emperor had ordered their bodies disinterred and burnt, the ashes placed within the imposing funereal edifice before which Katamori now prostrated himself. No doubt there were those among the more self-important clans who would find his obeisance to dead rōnin humorous, but Katamori was a samurai of the Lion Clan, not some status-obsessed Crane courtier. He had resolved to begin his command by paying respect to those who had given their lives for the Empire, no matter their rank or standing.


  That this tomb was the farthest away from the Crane mansion hardly figured into Katamori’s calculations. Most of the other temple crypts were patronized by one clan or another; to visit them would show undue favor. At least that was what Katamori had said when Doji Hiroshige raised concerns about this shrine not being important enough to herald such momentous undertakings as a gathering of all seven clans.


  It had seemed straightforward when Katamori swept aside Hiroshige’s simpering complaints. Hantei XXVI might be old, infirm, and currently without an heir, but he was still emperor. He had named Katamori general of the combined clan expedition, not that preening Crane sycophant.


  Despite divinations to the contrary, the day had dawned humid and overcast. The few tepid rays of sunlight that pierced the haze only served to accentuate the gloom, leaching color from Katamori’s brightly lacquered parade armor and robbing his golden accents of luster. Although they threatened storm, the clouds had thus far been unwilling to part with anything more than swirling mist.


  Yet it was neither the weather nor the temple crypt that soured Katamori’s mood.


  “I am sure the others will arrive presently.” Bayushi Kogoro gave a noncommittal tilt of his head, causing his silken mask to flutter. Black, with crimson embroidery, it bore the crests of all seven clans, although Katamori could not help but notice they were arranged in the outline of a scorpion.


  “It takes time to prepare such a noteworthy endeavor,” the Scorpion continued.


  “They have had three weeks.” Katamori felt his hands begin to clench, and consciously willed himself to relax. As much as he disliked the Scorpion courtier’s whispery insinuations, at least Kogoro had the decency to obey orders.


  “I believe it was Akodo who said: ‘Hawks and swine, oxen and hounds – all serve the same master.’” Asako Masatsuge spoke as if presiding over a religious rite, arms hidden in the folds of his voluminous sleeves. The wizened Phoenix Clan priest’s orange and yellow ceremonial robes seemed somehow proof against the steady drizzle.


  It galled Katamori to have a pacifist quote the Lion Clan founder. He studied Masatsuge’s deeply lined face. Although the elemental priest’s tone was measured, Katamori could not help but detect an air of detached amusement in Masatsuge’s bearing.


  “Even swine come at their master’s call.”


  “Is that how you regard us?” Masatsuge raised a thin, white eyebrow.


  Katamori was grateful his helmet hid the flush creeping up his neck. “I only mean we are all servants of the emperor.”


  “My point, exactly.” The Phoenix priest nodded as if he had just handed Katamori a bit of purest jade. “We must work together.”


  “With the Lion in command,” Kogoro added.


  “The Lion control the largest army in Rokugan. We have defended the Empire since its inception.” A thin runnel of water trickled between Katamori’s shoulder blades, and he stiffened to avoid shivering. “It is only right we lead the expedition.”


  “The Lion have always been at the forefront of every battle,” Kogoro replied. “Even those against imperial subjects.”


  “The rebels are no longer imperial subjects.”


  “Forgive me, general.” Kogoro bobbed his head. “I misspoke.”


  Katamori waved a dismissive hand, irritated by the Scorpion’s prodding. Master Chiaki had warned him that commanding a force composed of all seven clans would be no easy feat. Katamori had prepared himself for criticism and challenges, perhaps even a duel. Even so, he had expected his fellow commanders to comport themselves as samurai rather than petulant children.


  He glanced back at the warriors arrayed upon the muster field. Hundreds of Lion samurai stood in close ranks, still as ancestor statues in the eddying mist. The sight calmed Katamori more than he cared to admit. If needs must, they could put down the rebellion alone.


  As if conjured by his musings, the Crab contingent arrived.


  They came like a funeral procession, perhaps two dozen samurai in battle plate, the slate grays and blues of their armor appearing almost black in the murky shadows.


  “We march to cleanse their lands of rebels.” Kogoro sniffed. “You would think the Crab could be convinced to part with more warriors.”


  Katamori’s scowl felt etched in stone. Although the Crab had not requested the expedition, they had raised no objections. By all accounts, the rebels were a collection of miners and disgruntled laborers, the province in question part of a stretch of desolate foothills girding the Twilight Mountains. Were it not the location of Five-Dragon Gate, the revolt might have been allowed to fester indefinitely, but the rebels could not be allowed to seize so much precious jade.


  Ignoring the other contingents, the Crab took up position on the far side of the field. Ranks shifted as the samurai formed a tight box as if anticipating attack.


  “They act like you ordered us to marshal in the Shadowlands.” Kogoro ran a hand through his long dark hair, casting a spray of water across the trampled grass with a casual flick of his wrist.


  “A blade forever bared is bound to rust,” Masatsuge said with a regretful tilt of his head.


  Katamori ignored the banter. “You could both take lessons from the Crab. We march toward hostile lands, not a moon viewing. Attack could come from any quarter, at any time.”


  Katamori strode across the muddy field, his personal guard close behind. He was conceding some authority by visiting the Crab rather than waiting for their commander to come to him, but it was a small price to pay to get away from Kogoro and Masatsuge’s prattle.


  The Crab commander was a small woman, seeming almost buried by the heavy plates of her battle armor. She did not remove her helm as Katamori approached, although her ironshod club did lower a fraction as he reached the outermost ranks of the Crab formation.


  “You are General Katamori.” It was not a question.


  “Kuni Ikae, your reputation precedes you.” Katamori waited, back straight.


  The Crab commander studied him for a long moment, then gave a terse bow. Straightening, she removed her helmet to reveal a face that would have been unremarkable if not for the intricate web of warding trigrams tattooed over every inch of flesh.


  Katamori acknowledged her with a nod. “I must confess to some surprise that your clan chose to send a witch hunter rather than a general.”


  “The clan elders felt your leadership ability adequate.” A leafless compliment, but likely the best Katamori would receive from the Crab. More likely they wanted one of their priests around to ward Five-Dragon Gate from other clans, who might seek to recover the jade they had been required to commit all those years ago.


  “I hope I am worthy of their confidence,” Katamori replied.


  “That remains to be seen.”


  Katamori made a show of regarding the Crab contingent. “Where are the rest of your warriors?”


  “Protecting Five-Dragon Gate.” Ikae lifted a hand to halt Katamori’s next question. “The province straddles the Twilight Mountains. The rebels cannot move easily if they do not hold the pass.”


  “Good.” Katamori ignored the Crab’s insubordination. Although he had called all the clan contingents in full, it was foolish to expect the Crab to march hundreds of warriors toward the capital, only to turn around and trudge back. The emperor had bid the clans cooperate; a show of petulance would not endear Katamori to his comrades.


  “I served a season on the Carpenter Wall.” He hoped the admission might soften the witch hunter’s cool regard, but Ikae’s grim expression shifted not a hair. Truth be told, Katamori’s tour on the wall had been relatively quiet apart from a skirmish with a band of feral peasants; that, and a single foray beyond in search of missing scouts. He remembered little of the Shadowlands apart from snarled snakegrass, dead trees, and fields of pale, crackling stone.


  Discomfited by Ikae’s unblinking stare, Katamori changed tack. “I have received no reports of malign influences among the rebels.”


  “You wouldn’t.”


  He waited, but the witch hunter did not elaborate. After a long, slow breath, Katamori continued. “Because there aren’t any?”


  “That remains to be seen.”


  “I bid you welcome to our company, then.” Katamori spread his arms in what he hoped was a friendly gesture. “May the ancestors look favorably upon our endeavors.”


  Ikae gave a respectful nod. “When do we depart?”


  “Once all the contingents have arrived.”


  Ikae’s gaze swept the field. Although she said nothing, the question was plain enough.


  “The Unicorn, Crane, and Dragon Clans will be along presently, I’m sure.” Katamori cursed inwardly. Barely an hour into his command he had been reduced to repeating Kogoro’s vague assurances. He stiffened with an irritated grunt. “They will come. The emperor has ordered it.”


  “You ordered it,” she replied flatly.


  “And the emperor named me general.” Katamori felt the familiar anger coiling in his stomach. “I command this expedition.”


  “That remains to be seen.”


  Sensing he would get no more answers from the witch hunter, he stalked back across the field. Muddy water seeped up through the wrappings of his sandals, squelching with every step. Katamori’s imperial writ had been broadly worded, awarding him command without the authority to enforce it. In truth, the emperor’s grip was weak, his health failing, his court divided. The position of Emerald Champion had been empty for over a year – yet another reason why the clans were being sent to quash a petty rebellion rather than the Imperial Legions.


  Townsfolk from the Imperial City’s outer districts had started to gather at the edge of the field despite the inclement weather. Katamori was beginning to regret spreading word of their departure.


  A mutter went up from the crowd, the low hum of conversation punctuated by scattered cheers. Katamori turned toward the source of the noise and saw the townsfolk part before an oncoming procession.


  Musicians led the way; the deep basso thrum of war drums ranged against the high skirl of flute and cymbal. Pale-blue banners bore the stylized image of a spread-winged crane, rows of samurai marching behind. Acrobats ranged along the edges, somehow surefooted in the roadside muck as they twisted and twirled. At its head rode Doji Hiroshige, accompanied by a dozen servants, their long-handled umbrellas raised to shield him from the rain. He wore parade robes of silver-trimmed blue, resplendent with embroidered cherry and wisteria blossoms in deference to the season.


  The Crane noble was unarmed, his only concession to the martial nature of their mission a pale silk headband with a bit of polished steel on the front. His shock of white hair seemed almost luminous in the rain-slicked gloom. Behind him rode a well-attired valet bearing the Doji’s ancestral sword, Higekiri.


  Far too fine a blade for such a preening peacock.


  Katamori watched the oncoming procession, jaw so tight he could feel the roots of his teeth.


  The Crane were going the wrong way.


  Doji Hiroshige rode onto the field like a conquering hero. Reining up a dozen yards from Katamori, he raised a hand and the parade ground to a halt, music tapering off with a few stray cymbal crashes.


  Katamori could not help but glare as several servants scurried forward to unroll a bamboo mat upon the muddy grass. With a condescending nod, Hiroshige dismounted and dropped into a low bow.


  “General Matsu, I beg your forgiveness.” The Crane spoke with the musical lilt of high court speech. “We were unable to restrain the Unicorn and Dragon.”


  The rebuke died in Katamori’s throat. “What do you mean restrain?”


  “Late last night I received word that both Mirumoto Akemi and Moto Börte planned to lead their contingents from the Imperial City ahead of the main army.” Hiroshige remained bowed, as if he were addressing the ground. “I thought to reason with them, but they seemed convinced their forces were better employed ranging ahead.”


  Katamori shook his head, hand drifting to his sheathed blade as if it could cut the calamitous news from the air. He had granted neither commander such authority, but to publicly concede this would be tantamount to admitting Katamori had no control over his subordinates.


  Fury made a fist in Katamori’s stomach. He wanted to lash out, to whip his army into a forced march and hunt down the traitorous Unicorn and Dragon commanders. The emperor had named him general, not Hiroshige, not Kogoro, and certainly not Akemi or Börte.


  With an effort of singular will, Katamori unclenched rage-stiffened fingers from the hilt of his blade. Master Chiaki had always admonished him to use his anger, lest it use him.


  There would be a reckoning once he caught the wayward lords. For now, Katamori said the only thing he could, words ground through gritted teeth like the final confession of a condemned man.


  “They follow my orders.”


  “Then all are in harmony.” Hiroshige rose, brushing a stray bit of grass from the front of his robes.


  “Indeed.” Katamori turned to regard the shambles of his command. Five clan armies eyeing one another with the wary regard of duelists, another two skulking off like thieves in the night.


  He was beginning to suspect rebels were the least of his concerns.


  “Gather your warriors,” he called loud enough for all to hear. By the ancestors, it felt good to shout. “We depart immediately.”


  Hiroshige gave a distressed mutter. As Katamori turned to regard him, the Crane courtier gestured at the road behind.


  “As general, your place is at the head.” Concern dripped from the Crane’s words. “But I fear my procession is too large to maneuver.”


  Katamori glared at the bloated Crane contingent. Crowds hemmed the road, pressing in from all sides to get a better look at the performers and acrobats. It would take hours to clear room enough for the Lion to assume their proper place.


  The fact this had clearly been Hiroshige’s plan all along did nothing to dispel the exigencies of the moment. Either Katamori could allow the Crane to lead, or he could appear even more inept as he tried to bully the clans into some semblance of order.


  He squeezed his eyes shut against the upswell of anger. “Turn your force around. You may march first.”


  “Truly you have taken the emperor’s wishes to heart.” Hiroshige clapped his hands. “Seven clans working as one, free of rivalries and pride. Together we shall present a shining example for all of Rokugan.”


  Not trusting himself to speak, Katamori could only nod. With another bow, the Crane noble mounted his horse, already waving to the crowd as he rejoined his procession.


  “Hawks and swine,” Kogoro muttered as he slipped up next to Katamori.


  He ignored the Scorpion’s jibe, turning to shout at his samurai to form ranks. Calls echoed across the field, the various clans preparing themselves to depart. Katamori’s scowl felt almost a part of him as he mounted up behind the Crane procession.


  There came an ominous rumble from the clouds overhead.


  Finally, it began to rain.




  Chapter Two


  “The rebels have felled trees across the main road.” Moto Börte scratched the back of her neck, then turned to spit in the rocky dirt.


  “We need your cavalry to range ahead.”


  “Three horses with broken legs, six lamed. I won’t risk more.” The broad-shouldered Unicorn commander shook her head like something clung to it. Börte always seemed to be in motion, checking weapons, armor straps, laughing, shouting.


  “I’ve said it before – this land hates us.” She glanced up at the rocky foothills beyond the pass.


  “I have propitiated the local spirits.” Asako Masatsuge spoke as if lecturing a particularly dull student. The Phoenix priest somehow retained an air of detached amusement despite a week of long, hard marching. “They shall support our endeavors.”


  “It is not the spirits we need fear,” Kuni Ikae muttered.


  As usual, the Crab did not elaborate.


  Katamori swallowed the urge to sigh. He was growing weary of the witch hunter’s cryptic pronouncements. He waved the commanders to a rough semblance of order.


  “We must focus on the enemy at hand.”


  “My scouts roam the hills. The rebels seek to split our forces and ambush from cover once we leave the pass.” Mirumoto Akemi spoke as if discussing the price of tea, his voice airy and disinterested. In contrast to his Unicorn colleague, the Dragon commander seemed only to move when absolutely necessary, his gaze distant, as if perpetually distracted by weightier concerns.


  During the long march through the Crab hinterlands, Katamori had dreamed of relegating the wayward Unicorn and Dragon commanders to lesser roles, only to discover he desperately needed both. For all their local familiarity, the rebels could not hope to outpace the Unicorn cavalry, who ranged like ghosts through the broken valleys. With their knowledge of mountaineering, the Dragon scouts had been invaluable in rougher terrain, warning Katamori of ambushes and deadfalls long before his soldiers could stumble into them.


  As much as it galled him to acknowledge the fact, the Dragon and Unicorn had been right to march ahead of the main force. It had been primarily their preparing the way that allowed the expedition to reach Five-Dragon Pass so quickly.


  The gate that gave the pass its name was not a barrier in the physical sense. Even so, Katamori had expected at least some fortification. Instead, he found a wide gorge studded with rocks and debris, the “gate” itself a broad seal of purest jade set into the stone. According to legend, there had been an invasion; some manner of wicked demon from the Shadowlands, or perhaps it had been a foreign army – the details had grown hazy over the intervening centuries. All that mattered was the emperor had required each of the great clans to commit several hundredweights of irreplaceable jade to the gate’s construction, after which it had sat, undisturbed and ignored, for centuries.


  A poor use of imperial resources. Had it been Katamori’s decision, they would be prying the jade from the ground even now – he was sure the Crab could find a better use for it than warding some remote mountain pass. But it was not Katamori’s decision. The emperor had ordered him to crush the rebellion, and that is what he would do.


  “General Matsu?” Doji Hiroshige’s question held just the slightest hint of reproach.


  With a start, Katamori realized the other commanders were waiting.


  He leaned forward in his camp chair to study the makeshift map. Settlements dotted the low hills, a double handful of grain scattered across the wooded slopes. Although every village they had passed through professed loyalty to the Empire, the townsfolk seemed happy to relay information to the enemy, not to mention food and weapons. Katamori had hanged collaborators by the dozen, but that only seemed to inflame the resistance – scores of peasants disappearing in the night as entire villages emptied into rebel camps.


  “We have not the forces to garrison every hamlet and farm in this miserable land,” Hiroshige said.


  Katamori favored him with a patronizing nod. The Crane courtier had a marked propensity for stating the obvious.


  “What of the rebel leader?” Bayushi Kogoro asked. “This ‘Bent-Winged Shrike,’ might we find his location and strike?”


  “Even the most venomous serpent is helpless without a head.” Asako Masatsuge offered up yet another banality masquerad­ing as wisdom. The Phoenix priest stroked his thin, white beard, nodding to himself. “We must work to limit violence in all things.”


  “The Shrike has thus far eluded all attempts to winnow him out.” Kuni Ikae gave an irritated grunt. Shifting her iron­shod staff to the other shoulder, the witch hunter shook her head. “Unless our Scorpion comrade has assets we are not aware of.”


  Kogoro gave a helpless tilt of his head. “Alas, my talents lie elsewhere.”


  “And where is that?” Börte squinted as if the Scorpion courtier were a disagreeable insect. The Unicorn commander gestured at him, armor rattling. “Thus far, all I have seen you do is write reports.”


  “An army is composed of more than blades and bows. Not all who march are warriors.” It was Masatsuge who replied. The Phoenix priest offered Kogoro a grandfatherly nod. “Our Scorpion friend has been vital to the continued flow of supplies.”


  Irritated by the bickering, Katamori held up a hand for silence. “If we are to win this war, it will be with blades and bows, not clever turns of phrase.”


  “If I may respectfully disagree, general. Perhaps clever turns of phrase are exactly what we need.” Hiroshige bowed to soften his opposition. “Have we given any thought to discovering why the peasants revolted?”


  “Something about a mine collapse.” It was all Katamori could do not to slap the smile from the courtier’s smug face. He dearly wished Hiroshige would give him a reason to strip him of command, but the Crane seemed frustratingly adept at stopping just sort of insult.


  “One of the larger shafts. Several hundred workers died, I’m told.” Kogoro gave an airy wave. “The miners demanded better conditions, the local lord refused. So, they revolted.”


  Hiroshige nodded as if the Scorpion had agreed with him. “Perhaps a few promises might accomplish more than an army.”


  “It is a wise general who can claim victory without a sword being drawn,” Masatsuge said.


  “The mines beyond Five-Dragon Gate provide iron for our weapons, coal for our forges,” Kuni Ikae replied coolly. “Unlike other clans I might name, we do not coddle our peasantry.”


  “The emperor ordered us to punish the rebels, not placate them,” Börte added, slapping her thigh for emphasis.


  Katamori was happy to agree.


  “Our mission is clear.” He swallowed the urge to grin. Hiroshige had been sniping at him since the Imperial City, and it felt good to finally best the self-important Crane. “Your word may carry much weight in the capital, but out here, only blades matter.”


  Hiroshige clasped his hands as if in prayer. “What good will it do to reclaim these lands for the Empire if no one remains alive to work them?”


  “There are always more peasants,” Katamori replied.


  Hiroshige conceded the point with a dip of his head, assuming the blank-eyed stare that passed for disapproval among the courts.


  Even so, the matter remained: how was Katamori to defeat an enemy who refused to give battle and whose fighters were indistinguishable from loyal villagers? Not for the first time, he wished for Master Chiaki’s guidance. The old warrior had seen much, she would surely have some lesson to impart. But Master Chiaki was back in the Lion lands, days away even by swift horse. It would look weak for him to go running back to his teacher at the first signs of trouble.


  This was Katamori’s command. Ultimately, he needed to stand on his own.


  “What do you propose, general?” Börte asked. And once again, all eyes were on Katamori.


  Truth be told, he had little idea. Although he led some of the most skilled samurai and priests in the Empire, the enemy was like smoke. Every day he delayed was more time for Hiroshige to undermine his command.


  Fortunately, the rebels saved him.


  Hooves thundered on packed earth. Katamori’s blade was halfway from its scabbard before the Unicorn rider galloped into camp. The man’s horse was lathered, his armor spotted with blood.


  “They are massing, lord.” He reined up, almost leaping from the saddle. “An hour’s march to the west of Five-Dragon Gate.”


  “How many?” Katamori stepped forward, choosing to overlook that the scout had addressed his message to Börte.


  “Thousands.” The man dropped to his knees, finally showing respect. “Some had horses; stolen, no doubt. But we slipped away.”


  “They surely plan to destroy Five-Dragon Gate and make off with the jade.” Katamori raised a fist. “We must strike first.”


  “Why not protect the gate?” Kuni Ikae scratched at one of her inscribed cheeks. “Even without fortifications, we could hold this pass indefinitely.”


  “And cede the western half of the province to the rebels?” Katamori shook his head. Such defensive logic was typical of the Crab.


  “And if this is a trap?” Ikae asked.


  Katamori turned to Kogoro. “See that it isn’t.”


  The Scorpion courtier looked nonplussed. “General, it appears you have mistaken me for–”


  “Enough dissembling, Scorpion.” Katamori cut him off. “Inquire of your agents. Ensure we do not march into an ambush.”


  Without waiting he turned to Akemi and Börte. “I’ll need your best scouts ahead.” It felt good to be giving orders rather than mincing words. “Masatsuge, Ikae, prepare your rituals. We shall crush the traitors before they march.”


  “And what shall the Crane do, general?” Hiroshige asked.


  “You?” Katamori tried, and failed, to hide his grin. “You shall guard Five-Dragon Gate.”




  Chapter Three


  Jaw tight, Katamori swayed away from the peasant’s reaping hook. Usually used for harvesting rice, the curved blade had been lashed to the end of a staff to better cut flesh and drag riders from mounts.


  With a grunt, Katamori brought his blade down, a heavy, overhand swing like he was splitting bamboo. The katana’s razored edge sheared through the rebel’s leather helmet, and the man fell back in a welter of blood.


  As if conjured from the corpse of their dying comrade, two more peasants sprang at Katamori. The first thrust at him with a spear of sharpened bamboo, the move wild and unpracticed.


  Katamori turned his horse to spoil the charge and slapped the spear aside. Reaching across his body, he grabbed the length of bamboo, then kicked his horse forward to drag the man off balance. He stumbled into his companion, who flailed about with a heavy rice-pounding mallet. Before the two could untangle, Katamori’s blade licked out – once, twice – and the rebels joined their companion in death.


  He reined up his mount, letting a line of Lion spears push into the disorganized mob. Samurai and rebel struggled in the crimson mud, shouting and straining. Here and there a blade glittered in the fading daylight, sprays of blood rising from the press like startled birds.


  The plan had been a simple one. Lion, Phoenix, Scorpion, and Crab would engage the bulk of the rebel forces while the Dragon and Unicorn contingents circled behind. The rebels had few cavalry, and Akemi was confident his Dragon scouts could lead the Unicorn riders through the rocky hills without incident.


  Except the charge had yet to materialize.


  The combined clan forces should have pushed back the rebels, except it seemed only the Lion were actually interested in winning. Ikae and her Crab had dug in atop a hill near the rear of the valley, Kogoro’s Scorpion skirmishing along the wooded flanks. At least they fought the rebels – Masatsuge’s Phoenix followers remained uncommitted, seemingly unwilling to strike at the enemy with blade or spirit.


  With an angry grunt, Katamori kicked his horse toward the low rise where his fellow commanders watched the conflict, dismounting as the guards stepped aside.


  “There is something unnatural at work here.” Kuni Ikae shouldered through the ranks. The Crab witch hunter had lost her helm in the fighting, and a long gash bisected the swirling symbols inscribed upon her left cheek.


  “Could the rebels be corrupted?” Katamori wasn’t sure which answer he would prefer. It would not be the first time servants of the dark god Fu Leng had infiltrated the Empire.


  Ikae’s frown became something strange.


  “I discovered no evidence of Shadowland corruption.” Masatsuge favored the witch hunter with a thin-lipped smile. “Have you, friend Kuni?”


  “No.” Ikae conceded the point with a twitch of her head.


  The Phoenix priest turned as if dismissing a subordinate. Despite refusing to unleash his deadlier rites, Masatsuge seemed even more at ease amidst the raging swirl of combat. Katamori would have dismissed the pacifist Phoenix long ago had his priests not been vital in assisting the wounded.


  Panting, Katamori surveyed the chaos. The rebels might outnumber the imperial expedition, but they were peasants – little more than a howling mob. His advance should have scattered them, the survivors skulking into the hills for Akemi’s scouts to round up.


  Instead, the rebels fought as cornered beasts. Screaming like damned souls, they hurled themselves at the imperial line, seemingly undaunted by the piled bodies of their comrades. Katamori had never seen such fierceness outside the ranks of Matsu berserkers. It was almost as if the peasants sought death.


  If he survived, Katamori resolved to learn more about the local lord. The man must have been truly awful to inspire such hatred in his subjects.


  “Where is Börte?” Katamori hammered a fist into his thigh.


  “Waiting in the trees, I’d imagine,” Bayushi Kogoro replied.


  “Why does she delay?” Katamori asked.


  “Why not?” Kogoro shrugged. “The longer Börte waits, the more heroic her charge becomes.”


  Katamori bared his teeth. The Scorpion’s logic made uncomfortable sense. If Börte acted on his orders, Katamori would receive the credit. If her charge rescued a beleaguered imperial force, she would be lauded as a hero.


  “What are your orders, general?” Kogoro asked.


  It might have been his fury, but Katamori swore he detected a mocking lilt in the Scorpion’s question.


  Slipping off his helmet, Katamori breathed deep of the afternoon air, trying to leash his temper. He was reminded of an exercise Master Chiaki used during Matsu training. She would line all the would-be berserkers up in front of a massive, gnarled camphor tree just north of the dōjō. Then she would bid them rip it from the ground.


  One by one, in pairs, and finally all at once they would beat at the ancient tree, feet churning the dark soil, shoulders lowered as they raged and strained. Sunup to sundown they would batter themselves against the uncaring wood, only to have Chiaki march them back the next day, and the day after that.


  Finally, even the strongest warriors flagged. They had prostrated themselves before Master Chiaki, begging her forgiveness. But she had only laughed, her scarred cheeks a tapestry of countless victories.


  “Some things cannot be moved.”


  Katamori repeated the admonition to himself like a mantra, a ward against pride. What good was victory if it cost him everything?


  “Prepare to withdraw.” Lips drawn back from his teeth, he waved his blade toward the low hills behind them. “We regroup at Five-Dragon Gate.”


  Lion warriors glanced back as drums beat cowardly cadences. They had fought bravely, were even now holding the line against far superior numbers, but the advantage had been lost. Without the Unicorn and Dragon, they could not turn the tide.


  Stubborn pride would reap nothing but a field of corpses.


  Shouts and laughter pursued them back into the hills, the rebels capering like wild beasts. Some of the enemy sought to chase, but the Crab had crafted a solid defensive line, and quickly dispatched those foolish enough to follow.


  It seemed impossible the rebels could rejoice when the battle had left thousands of them in the mud, and yet to look at them, one might think they celebrated a harvest holiday.


  Every echoing taunt was like an arrow in Katamori’s back. That failure lay neither in his plan nor in his sword arm made the barbs sting sharper. The rebels would not have time to enjoy their victory. Like a smith hammering a blade into shape, Katamori would beat the clans into order – with brute force if needs must. Then the rebels would see defeat, complete and utter.


  Back in camp, Katamori stalked through the lengthening shadows. Crane pickets marked his movements with shouts. Although their words were respectful, their tone seemed almost contemptuous.


  “How fared the battle?” Hiroshige stepped from the darkness of his pavilion. With disgust, Katamori noticed the Crane hadn’t even bothered to put on armor.


  “Börte and Akemi never arrived.” Katamori tried to slip past the courtier, but Hiroshige followed.


  “Perhaps they ran into difficulty.”


  “The only difficulty I see is an inability to follow simple commands,” Katamori said.


  “Do not take your failures out on me, Lion.” Hiroshige stopped, hands on hips. “As far as I can see, my Crane were the only ones who succeeded in our task.”


  Katamori didn’t feel himself turn, no more than he felt his fist connect with Hiroshige’s jaw. The move was unconscious, almost instinctive. The ground seemed to shift beneath him, his surroundings a blur of murky clouds. Then he was standing over the bloodied Crane, a sharp pain in his hand.


  Like waves filling a hole in the sand, time swept back into focus. Hiroshige’s guards were shouting, weapons drawn, only to be met by bared steel as Katamori’s own warriors reacted. He fought to push words through lips gone hard and wooden, surprised by the feel of his katana’s tightly wrapped hilt in his fists.


  Katamori blinked, unsure of when he had drawn his blade.


  “So, the beast finally shows itself.” Hiroshige pushed to his feet, one hand pressed to his bloodied mouth. “I would strike you down in an instant, had not the emperor bid us keep the peace.”


  At last, Katamori mastered his traitor tongue. “Go.”


  “With pleasure, general.” Hiroshige sketched a mocking bow. “But do not think for a moment that things are finished between us. There will be a reckoning when you return to the Imperial City.”


  Katamori’s grin felt almost feral. “I look forward to it.”


  A gaggle of servants scuttled forward, ministering to Hiroshige even as the courtier hurried into his pavilion. With one last glare at Katamori, the Crane guards backed away, weapons still drawn.


  Katamori sheathed his blade. He would have shouted after the Crane had not the thunder of hooves drawn his attention. Börte and her riders pelted through the camp like children kicking through autumn leaves, whooping and shouting. Behind loped a mass of Dragon scouts, long bows slung across their chests, expressions uniformly grim.


  “Where were you?” Katamori shoved through the press to glare up at Börte.


  “Where were you?” She thrust her chin at him. “We waited for your signal, only to see your warriors flutter away like marsh ducks.”


  Katamori blinked. “What signal?”


  With a disgusted grunt, Börte drew a crumpled scrap of paper from her breastplate and tossed it at Katamori’s feet.


  He knelt to retrieve the mud-spattered missive.


  Take up position behind the western approach. An arrow of flame shall signal the charge.


  Katamori turned the forgery over in his hands, unbelieving. The script matched his exactly, the orders even sealed by his personal chop.


  He shook his head, confusion hardening to sharp, hot anger. His fellow commanders were arrogant and quarrelsome, but even in his darkest thoughts Katamori had never considered any might turn traitor.


  “On my word, I did not write this.” He crumpled the paper in one fist.


  Börte rocked back in her saddle, uttering a low whistle. Any reply she might have given was cut off as Ikae and Kogoro came hurrying up.


  “The Crane are breaking camp,” Ikae said.


  “What did you say to Hiroshige?” Kogoro asked.


  By way of response, Katamori flung the balled-up paper at the Scorpion’s chest. Unfolding it, he read the false orders aloud.


  “I did not dispatch these.” Katamori waved a hand at the paper, addressing his remark to Akemi and Master Masatsuge, who had drifted over, apparently drawn by the commotion.


  “They could have been sent by one of your subordinates,” Akemi said, leaning on his long war bow.


  “Why would I hamstring my own assault?”


  “To win glory for yourself,” Börte replied.


  “I am general, not champion.” Katamori fixed her with a level stare. “If there is any glory to be had it is in a successful campaign, not battlefield heroics.”


  The Unicorn commander lapsed into a thoughtful frown.


  “We all know who wrote this. If not directly, then by proxy.” Katamori spread his arms. “The man who has coveted my position since I was named general, the man who has worked constantly to undermine us, the man who delayed while brave samurai lost their lives.”


  He held their attention like a drawn bow, glad none of the other commanders remarked on the fact that Hiroshige had sat out the battle on Katamori’s orders.


  “He will not come peacefully,” Ikae said.


  “He will if we move as one.” Katamori made a fist. “All of us, together.”


  “Except the Crane,” Kogoro said.


  Katamori ignored the Scorpion, turning to face each of his fellow commanders in turn.


  Börte slapped her saddle horn. “I never trusted that snow-haired peacock.”


  “Nor I,” added Akemi.


  Ikae gave a slow nod. Only Kogoro and Master Masatsuge looked unconvinced.


  “I will not see a clan noble harmed.” Masatsuge crossed his arms. “It would fly in the face of our mission.”


  “I, too, would prefer to resolve this peacefully.” Katamori grasped his blade. “Hiroshige has put our lives at risk. Struck from behind like a coward while we battled on behalf of the Empire.”


  “Save your bombast for the warriors, general,” the Phoenix priest replied coolly. “I have no interest in blood.”


  “And what of the dead?” Katamori asked. “Hiroshige’s betrayal left scores upon the battlefield.”


  “The Phoenix will play no part in your vendetta.” Masatsuge walked away, head held high.


  Katamori wanted to call the priest a coward but held his tongue lest he drive the arrogant Phoenix into Hiroshige’s arms.


  “Why take him here?” Kogoro ran a hand through his hair. “Why not let Hiroshige return to the capital then bring formal charges against him?”


  “Let the serpent slither back to its nest?” Katamori snorted. “If Hiroshige escapes, we may return to find we are the ones facing censure.”


  “And the rebellion?” Kogoro asked.


  “Cowardly peasants.” Katamori made a dismissive gesture. “We would have bested them if not for Crane treachery.”


  Kogoro let out a low sigh. “Hiroshige did not do this.”


  “Are you admitting guilt, little man?” Börte edged forward, spear in hand.


  Kogoro reddened. “You forget, Unicorn. My warriors actually fought in the battle.”


  She wrinkled her nose. “Fine cover for a Scorpion plot.”


  “Who is to say you did not forge the documents?” Kogoro glared at her, then nodded at Akemi. “Or you?”


  “I will have your tongue for that.” The Unicorn took a step forward.


  “Enough!” Katamori moved between them. “Even now, Hiroshige seeks to turn us against one another. All know the Crane have designs on dictating the imperial succession. Fracturing the other clans only advances their gambit. We must move before they depart. Surround them so there is no escape. Then we shall have our answers.”


  He glanced back toward Kogoro, only to find the Scorpion had scuttled away into the night – a coward unable to even stand for his convictions. Katamori should have expected as much.


  “Just the four of us, then.” He met the gaze of each commander in turn. “You all know what must be done.”


  With grim nods, they turned to their subordinates, orders given in hushed tones. For the first time since he had taken command of the expedition, there were no questions, no challenges, only cold-eyed samurai preparing to bring a traitor to justice.


  Katamori didn’t know whether to laugh or weep. Unable to present a unified front to their true enemy, the clans had come together to devour one of their own.


  Sharp-eyed Dragon scouts led the way, arrows nocked but not drawn, backed by Unicorn cavalry in loose formation, ready to react should Hiroshige attempt to slip from the pass. Katamori and Ikae moved at the head of a broad wedge of warriors.


  The Crane were ready for them.


  Warning shouts rent the evening air, armed samurai massing behind a makeshift barricade. Katamori caught flashes of Scorpion crimson among the pale-blue armor.


  Kogoro must have warned them.


  To Katamori’s right, in the shadow of the high cliff, Masatsuge watched. Scores of Phoenix samurai flanked the old priest, craven as their master. At least he had not joined the Crane.


  “Traitors.” Katamori ground the word through gritted teeth.


  “What is the meaning of this?” a long-faced Crane captain shouted from behind a hastily erected blockade.


  “We have come for Hiroshige.” Katamori pitched his voice to carry. “He stands accused of treachery and deceit.”


  “You have no right, Lion.”


  “I have every right!” Katamori almost screamed the words. He heard the creak of bows being drawn, the whisper of swords hissing from lacquered scabbards. The night was full of torchlight and smells of scorched wood, stars almost invisible overhead. Katamori looked up, feeling like he stood upon a precipice, as if with one step he might slip free of the earth and fall into the deep and smothering dark.


  With a low rumble, he pushed down the smoldering anger. “You are surrounded. We outnumber you four-to-one. Lay down your arms and you have my word none will be harmed.”


  “And Lord Hiroshige?”


  “No blood shall be spilt.” It was Masatsuge who answered. “By either side.”


  The Phoenix priest’s promise seemed to calm the Crane. “You have brought an army to hear my master’s words?”


  “Bring Hiroshige out,” Katamori called.


  “You come in, general,” came the shouted reply. “You have my word no harm will come to you.”


  Katamori gritted his teeth. He could feel the anger swell within him, inescapable as a rising tide. Even now the Crane sought to twist the situation to their advantage.


  “This discussion does nothing but buy Hiroshige time,” Ikae said.


  And yet, despite his fury, Katamori could not give the order to attack.


  “The Crane are a Great Clan.” He spoke slowly, as if to convince himself. “I shall go.”


  Ikae shook her head. “If Hiroshige is a traitor, you will be giving yourself as hostage.”


  “Killing me only proves his guilt. There has been enough blood spilled this day.” Katamori handed his blades to a nearby aide. Hands raised, he walked across the empty ground.


  True to their word, the Crane fell in around Katamori, guiding him through the half-struck camp. Shadows wreathed Hiroshige’s pavilion, the few remaining lanterns serving only to highlight the deepening gloom.


  “I would speak with your lord alone,” Katamori said.


  The Crane captain gave him an appraising look.


  “Hiroshige is armed.” Katamori spread his hands. “I am not.”


  “We shall wait outside.” The captain offered a terse nod.


  The skin between Katamori’s shoulders tickled as he brushed aside the heavy curtain.


  Even partially disassembled, Hiroshige’s tent had the look of a pavilion plucked from some palace garden. Scrolls and landscape paintings adorned the walls, woven bamboo mats laid across the bare earth. A small dais had been erected on the far wall. In the darkness, Katamori could just make out Hiroshige reclining upon the platform. The Crane courtier shifted with a scrape of sandal upon wood, one hand tapping weakly on the hollow dais.


  “I always knew you were ambitious,” Katamori said. “But this moves beyond even Crane arrogance.”


  Hiroshige gave a faint hum, somewhere between a laugh and moan.


  “At a loss for words?” Scorn whetted Katamori’s rebuke. “No clever evasions? No simpering barbs?”


  And still, Hiroshige made no reply. The Crane’s silence infuriated Katamori more than any response. He took a step forward, snatching up a nearby lamp.


  “At least look me in the eyes, coward!”


  The anger curdled in Katamori’s throat.


  Hiroshige lay upon the dais, his chest bisected by a single, brutal slash. Blood bubbled from the Crane courtier’s lips as his hands clawed crimson smears upon the wood. His wide eyes sought Katamori’s, pinioning him with their desperate gaze.


  Slowly, painfully, the Crane lifted a trembling hand, one finger extended to point at the shadows behind Katamori.




  Chapter Four


  A blade licked from the darkness. The strike would have laid open Katamori’s throat had he not been turning to follow Hiroshige’s gesture. Instead, it cut a line of cold fire across his cheek, slipping down to chip flecks of tawny lacquer from his shoulder armor.


  His response was pure reflex. The attacker gave a soft grunt as Katamori’s fist hammered into his midsection. The man was unarmored, attired like a Crane body servant except for the short, straight blade.


  Katamori lunged, trying to come to grips with his assailant, but the man stepped back, unbelievably quick, and Katamori stumbled forward. Again, came the blade, slashing down in a short overhand chop. Katamori shifted to take the blow on his back armor, pivoting to grab the man’s wrist in a wrestler’s toss.


  Rather than attempt to break free, the assassin released his grip on the blade, moving with the throw. He hit the ground in a tight ball and rolled twice before springing back to his feet.


  Planning to pursue the murderer, Katamori snatched up the short sword, only to be tackled from behind.


  “Assassin!” one of Hiroshige’s guards shouted as Crane samurai poured into the tent, faces paling as they beheld the scene of slaughter.


  “He’s getting away!” Katamori twisted in the Crane’s grip. Thrusting out a hip, he tossed him to the bamboo mat. More samurai surrounded him, shouting, stabbing, slashing. It was all Katamori could do to keep his head, let alone give chase.


  The back wall of the pavilion fluttered as the assassin slipped below the edge. Katamori gave a wordless shout, waving his blade toward the escaping man.


  But the Crane already had their murderer.


  They advanced upon him, cold-eyed stares promising a bloody death.


  The sweep of Katamori’s short blade cut a long gash into the tent. Without a moment’s hesitation, he dove out into the night. He dodged through half-fallen tents, leaping piles of equipment as furious shouts filled the night.


  “Stop!” Katamori waved his hands as he ran toward the other clans’ position, gasping in great panting breaths as he shouted for them to stand down, to sheathe their weapons.


  But the first arrows had already begun to fall.


  Dimly, Katamori picked out shadowy forms amidst the rocks. Thinking them advancing samurai, he staggered forward, only to reel back as the first stepped into the eddying circle of lamplight.


  She wore a peasant’s blouse, the ripped fabric stained the ruddy brown of old blood. In her hand she carried a harvesting sickle, its curved edge catching the lamplight. A spear had been rammed through her back, tip protruding just above her navel, broken haft jutting from the small of her back. It seemed impossible she could walk, let alone fight, and still she advanced upon Katamori, milky eyes darting left and right, her face concealed behind a featureless porcelain mask.


  He took a step back as other masked peasants slipped from the gloom. Some had been slashed and stabbed; others were missing hands, arms, even portions of their heads, but none appeared discomfited by the mortal wounds.


  Shouts became screams. Somewhere a horse gave a high, pained whinny, cut off abruptly. The air hung thick with the reek of rotting things, threaded with a sharp, almost oily smell Katamori could not quite place.


  Hand raised as if to push the walking corpses back, Katamori turned and ran. There was foul magic at work. He needed to find the other commanders.


  A Lion samurai rose from the shadows ahead. Katamori’s relieved cry withered in his throat as the woman turned to reveal a shattered breastplate, ribs like broken twigs amidst the red ruin of her chest.


  She lunged at him with a broken sword.


  Katamori parried the strike and shoved her back, following up with a heavy kick to her leg. Brittle bones snapped, and she toppled, still flailing at him with her jagged blade.


  He sprinted past. Sick realization was a stone in his gut – they had left many dead upon the battlefield, peasant and samurai alike. If all the fallen had been corrupted, it meant–


  A crack like breaking stone dragged Katamori’s attention to the distant clearing.


  Elemental flame lit the forest up like day, as, glowing bonfire bright, Master Asako Masatsuge stepped into the sky.


  “Servants of the Empire, cease this foolish conflict.” His voice boomed like thunder from a clear summer sky. He raised a brilliant hand to point at the limping, shuffling mob that shambled through the trees. “Our true enemy has revealed itself.”


  Flames scoured the dead, corpses twisting like wind-caught silk as they were burnt to ash. In the killing glow, Katamori saw the walls of the pass crawling with dead. Like spiders, they scuttled along the jagged cliffs, single-minded and uncaring of wound or pain.


  Clan samurai ceased their struggle, Crane, Lion, Crab, turning from one another to face the new threat. Buoyed by the glow of Masatsuge’s flames, they formed a ragged line, shoulder to shoulder against the approaching foe.


  Then, Masatsuge’s light sputtered.


  It began as a flicker, the barest thread of shadow amidst the crackling inferno surrounding the Phoenix master. Masatsuge reacted as if he had been struck, raising one hand as if to shield his eyes. Darkness grew, bruise-purple and bilious green tongues of flame swirling up to surround the priest.


  “Impossible!” Masatsuge shook his head, fingers flying through arcane permutations as he sought to slip free of the sickly flames. Like a rope, one lashed about his arm, another his leg, and the master’s robes began to smoke and shrivel.


  Masatsuge raised hands to the sky, the expression on his face almost pleading. But either the spirits did not heed his call, or they were powerless to help.


  The purple-green flames closed about him, and the Phoenix burned.


  Any semblance of order disintegrated as the priest fell from the sky, a swirling flood of tainted fire billowing out to scorch flesh and blacken armor. Katamori saw Bayushi Kogoro, backlit against the flame for a brilliant moment. The Scorpion was dragging a wounded Lion samurai toward safety. Then the crackling tide washed over them both.


  Riders thundered past Katamori, almost buffeting him to the ground. Howling their fury to the starless night, the Unicorn struck deep into the mob, scattering corpses like the prow of a ship slicing through ocean waves. For a moment, it seemed as if they might turn the hideous tide. Then the dead began to drop from the cliffs.


  Most hit the hard stone, the wet crunch of bone sharp against the night. But some struck the riders. Blind to injury, they tore samurai from mounts, dragging horses to the ground with the sheer weight of numbers.
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