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For Jack, Max and Poppy.


Raise your fists.




Mons of the Shima Imperium
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Tiger Clan (Tora)
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Fox Clan (Kitsune)
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Dragon Clan (Ryu)
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Phoenix Clan (Fushicho)
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The Lotus Guild
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‘There’s a time when the operation of the machine becomes so odious – makes you so sick at heart – that you can’t take part. You can’t even passively take part. And you’ve got to put your bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all the apparatus, and you’ve got to make it stop. And you’ve got to indicate to the people who run it, to the people who own it, that unless you’re free, the machine will be prevented from working at all.’


Mario Savio
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Lotus War character refresher – Who the hells are all these people?


Yukiko – A young girl with the ability to speak telepathically to animals (a gift called ‘the Kenning’). Yukiko forged a powerful bond with the thunder tiger, Buruu, and has become a figurehead of the Kagé rebellion. Her telepathic ability has been growing, granting her astonishing abilities and causing agonizing headaches, but its cause – her pregnancy to the Tiger Daimyo, Hiro – promises to be more painful still.


Last known whereabouts: Yukiko travelled north, seeking the truth of her growing power. Discovering the female thunder tiger Kaiah and a gaijin lightning farm, she returned to Shima in time to help thwart Hiro’s marriage to Lady Aisha and save the rebellion from ruin.


Buruu – A thunder tiger (aka arashitora). Yukiko’s best friend and loyal companion. Buruu is the last of his race in Shima. His feathers were clipped by Shōgun Yoritomo, and until he moults again, he cannot fly without the aid of mechanical wings built for him by the Guild Artificer, Kin. He is referred to by other arashitora as ‘Kinslayer’, though he hasn’t revealed why.


Last known whereabouts: with Yukiko.


Kin – An Artificer (engineer) of the Lotus Guild who built mechanical wings for Buruu. Kin tried to join the Kagé rebellion but found no acceptance among them. During the attack on Hiro’s wedding, Kin and the False-Lifer Ayane betrayed the rebellion and handed over its leader, Daichi, to the Lotus Guild.


Last known whereabouts: after his betrayal, Kin was accepted back into the Guild.


Akihito – A former hunter of the Imperial Court, and Yukiko’s friend since childhood. Trapped in Kigen city after Yukiko left, he found two siblings – Hana and Yoshi – both of whom possess the Kenning. During the attack on Hiro’s wedding, he rescued the pair from yakuza thugs, and brought them into the Kagé rebellion.


Last known whereabouts: aboard the sky-ship Kurea, with the other Kagé members.


Hana – A Burakumin (clanless) street waif, Hana served as a maid in Kigen Palace. Inspired by Yukiko, she joined the Kagé and helped liberate Michi from her prison. She possesses the Kenning, and her mother was a gaijin captive of a Kitsune soldier. Her left eye was torn out by a yakuza gangster, but her right eye glows like rose-quartz. She has no idea why.


Last known whereabouts: aboard the sky-ship Kurea, with the other Kagé members.


Yoshi – Hana’s brother, Yoshi is a streetwise thief who crossed the yakuza, resulting in his lover’s murder and his sister’s maiming. He is half-gaijin, like his sister, and also possesses the Kenning, though he primarily uses it to speak to rats.


Last known whereabouts: aboard the sky-ship Kurea.


Jurou – Yoshi’s lover, tortured and killed by yakuza gangsters.


Last known whereabouts: an alley in Kigen city.


Daken – Yoshi and Hana’s cat. He died trying to save Hana from the yakuza.


Last known whereabouts: yakuza warehouse.


Kaiah – a female arashitora, discovered by Yukiko near the gaijin lightning farm. Kaiah and Buruu share a troubled past – she refers to him as ‘Kinslayer’ and treats him with contempt. She agreed to help Yukiko and the rebellion out of a desire to defend Yukiko’s unborn children.


Last known whereabouts: with Yukiko.


Ayane – a member of the Lotus Guild, part of the False-Lifer sect. Inspired by Kin’s rebellion, Ayane travelled to the Iishi Mountains, seeking to join the Kagé, but she was met by cruelty and distrust, eventually suffering a brutal assault at Isao’s hands. This attack prompted Kin to betray the rebellion and sell Daichi to his former masters.


Last known whereabouts: after Kin’s betrayal, Ayane was accepted back into the Guild.


Yoritomo-no-miya – Shōgun of Shima. Daimyo of the Tiger clan. A lunatic who came too young to power, and was ultimately consumed by it.


Last known whereabouts: Yoritomo was slain by Yukiko.


Aisha – Yoritomo’s sister. Last daughter of the Kazumitsu Dynasty. Secret ally of the Kagé rebellion. Aisha’s neck was broken by Yoritomo when he discovered her rebel sympathies.


Last known whereabouts: In order to spare herself the indignity of being married to Hiro, Aisha begged Michi to end her life. She died in Kigen Palace.


Michi – Maidservant of the Lady Aisha. Secret member of the Kagé rebellion. Swordmaster. Michi passed up a life of love and happiness with the Tiger Lord Ichizo (Hiro’s cousin), murdering him in her attempt to rescue Aisha. When begged by her Lady to end her suffering, the girl tearfully complied.


Last known whereabouts: aboard the sky-ship Kurea, with the other Kagé members.


Hiro – aka ‘The Boy with the Sea-Green Eyes’. Daimyo of the Tiger Clan. Hiro has been propped up as Tiger clanlord by the Lotus Guild – they also replaced his arm with an iron prosthetic after Buruu tore it off. It was the Guild’s intention to marry Hiro to Aisha and cement his claim to the Shōgun’s throne, but the plan was thwarted. Hiro is Yukiko’s former lover, and desires nothing more than to see her dead.


Last known whereabouts: Kigen city, in the ruins of his palace.


Daichi – Leader of the Kagé rebellion. A former member of the Kazumitsu Elite who rebelled against the Shōgunate after Yoritomo mutilated his daughter, Kaori. Daichi has blacklung – a degenerative lung disease caused by lotus pollution, characterized by coughing fits and black saliva. He was betrayed by Kin during the attack on Hiro’s wedding, and captured by the Guild.


Last known whereabouts: a Lotus Guild prison cell.


Kaori – Lieutenant of the Kagé rebellion. Daichi’s daughter. She bears an awful knife scar on her face, courtesy of Yoritomonomiya. She helped spearhead the attack on Hiro’s wedding which ended in her father’s capture.


Last known whereabouts: aboard the sky-ship Kurea.


Kensai – Second Bloom of the Lotus Guild, and Voice of the Guild in Kigen city. One of the most powerful and influential Guildsmen alive, Kin’s adoptive uncle, and chief designer of the iron behemoth known as the Earthcrusher – a mechanical giant intended to end the gaijin war and destroy the Kagé rebellion.


Last known whereabouts: Lotus Guild Chapterhouse in Kigen city.


Piotr – a gaijin doctor who helped Yukiko escape captivity at the lightning farm. Piotr was friends with a captured rebel Guildsman, and vowed to get a message to the Guildsman’s lover after he died. Piotr travelled back to Shima with Yukiko, Buruu and Kaiah.


Last known whereabouts: the Kagé stronghold in the Iishi Mountains.


Isao – A young member of the Kagé. He spied on Yukiko while bathing, discovering she bore the tattoo of the Shōgun on her arm. He was knifed in the back by Kin during the attack on Hiro’s wedding, as punishment for the cruelty he’d shown to Ayane.


Last known whereabouts: dead in a Kigen basement.


Blackbird – The dashing captain of the sky-ship Kurea, and a rebel sympathizer.


Last known whereabouts: on his ship, flying the Kagé from the ruins of Kigen.




Birth


Through darkness he walked,


Holy Lord Izanagi. Maker and Father.


His beloved lost; great Lady Izanami, Mother of All Things,


Deep in Yomi’s black, sorrows strung about his neck, he searched for his love.


And yet what he found, after miles and trials untold,


He then left behind.


The Book of Ten Thousand Days




Prologue
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The thing inside their mother wanted out.


Swollen and heavy as stone, Lady Sun fell westward into the waiting oceans. A chill followed her descent, coiled in the mountain shadows, creeping towards the dusty little farm and its withered fields. The wind brought the brittle bite of approaching winter, the vapour from the deadlands stirring like a lover at its touch, rippling with the sound of their mother’s screams.


Tetsuo and Hikita crouched together in the dirt, all grubby faces and threadbare rags. The children had fled the house when the noise became too much. Their mother’s agonized cries had reduced little Tetsuo to tears, and Hikita took his younger brother’s hand and led him out into the dark and quiet. Hikita knew he must be strong. He was the man now. Thin shoulders only ten summers old, carrying the weight of his family and the weight of the world.


Their neighbour had arrived with the midwife, and now the women clustered about the bed as Mother wailed, stepping outside only to dash buckets of red water onto cracked earth, or wring bloody rags between their fingers. Hikita would watch them then, his eyes hidden behind soot-smeared glass, black and empty as the dusk above their heads.


He knew what another mouth meant for his family. Knew their pitiful stead wouldn’t have enough good earth left next season to feed three, let alone four. But the baby was coming, whether he willed it or not. There was nowhere else for it to go, after all.


Tetsuo stabbed at the ashen earth with a stick. The blood lotus crop around them swayed and rolled, voices whispering in the husk-dry leaves.


‘Do you think it will be another boy?’


‘Only the Maker knows,’ Hikita replied.


‘I would like a sister.’


‘I would like the cur who put that baby in her to be at her side. I would like Father to still be alive.’ Hikita scowled, climbing to his feet. ‘Like has nothing to do with life.’


He stared at the Tōnan Mountains to the west; jagged fists raised against the setting sun. Between Hikita’s feet and those stone roots, miles of deadlands stretched into the dark – cracks in the earth running twenty feet deep, wreathed in choking fog. Through the fumes, he could see a broken wagon here, a collapsed barn there. Farmsteads run to ruin, swallowed by the blackness spreading from the Stain. He knew somewhere in those mountains loomed First House, the heart of Guild power in Shima. The ones who fed the lotus with the blood of round-eyes, or so the radio sometimes said. The ones who were bleeding this land dry for the sake of fuel and flowers.


Sometimes, when the sky-ships flew overhead, the windows would rattle and little Tetsuo would wake from his sleep, thinking demons were rising from the Hells. But Hikita knew the oni had better things to do than trouble the sleep of foolish boys. The Endsinger’s children dwelled below the earth, deep in the Yomi Underworld. It was men who stained the clouds in their roaring machines. Men who turned the sky to red, the land to ashes, the rain to black. Not demons. Not gods. Just men.


A trembling wail split the dusk, Mother shrieking, throat raw. Hikita scowled again, lifted his kerchief and spat. Brother or sister, it didn’t matter. He’d hate that child. Hate it as he hated its father, with his smooth talk and smoother smile. A dog who took advantage of a widow’s loneliness, left her in dishonour, a bastard in her belly. He’d kill him if he saw him again. Show him that though they lived on the Stain’s edge, in the poorest lands in all the seven islands of Shima, they were still Ryu clan. The blood of Dragons still flowed in their veins.


The windows began rattling and Hikita looked up, expecting to see a Guild sky-ship lumbering out of the dusk. But the sky was an empty, fading red, scabbed with storm clouds. The rattling intensified, the earth trembling so violently he fell to his knees. Tetsuo crawled across the bucking soil, a great belly-sore rumble beneath them. The brothers held each other as the island shook, Tetsuo crying out in fear.


‘Another earthquake?’


The fifth in as many weeks. The rumbling stilled, choking slowly, until the skitter of rotten earth into the deadlands fissures was the only noise. A thin cry began; a newborn’s first bewildered plea as it was dragged from bloody warmth into this world of men. Kicking and screaming.


‘It’s here!’ Tetsuo cried, the tremors forgotten. He slipped from Hikita’s embrace and dashed into the house, dirty heels beating the verandah like drums.


Hikita stood slowly, listening to the hungry wails from their newest mouth. He could hear his mother crying, the joy in her voice as she called for him to come meet his new sister. And the boy shook his head and licked the ashes from his lips, looking across the tall stalks of blood lotus to the desolation around the mountain’s feet.


He blinked. Squinted in the gloom.


Tiny lights. Blood-red. A pair, shining between the lotus fronds. The crunch of little feet in dead leaves and deader earth. Hikita peered into the dark, the wails of his new sibling filling his ears. The deadlands fumes were an oil-thick shadow, rippling like black water. The lotus stalks bent gently – something moving through the crop – and the tiny lights flickered out, once, twice, winking like the long lost stars in the skies overhead.


No, not winking, he realized.


Blinking.


A figure shuffled from the stalks, covered in black earth and ashes. It stood two feet high, but its arms hung long and low, back bent as it shuffled forward and snuffled at the air. Its eyes were scarlet, casting a bloody light over heavy brows, hairless skull, swollen lips. It saw the boy, lips splitting into an idiot grin like a toddler who’d just found a new playmate. But its teeth were yellowed fangs, tusks protruding from its lower jaw, and Hikita realized that beneath the mask of dirt and ash, its skin was midnight blue.


‘Uh-uuhhhhhhhh,’ it said, holding out its arms.


Hikita’s eyes were fixed on the talons set in those grasping fingers, sharp as katana.


‘Gn-uhhhhh . . .’


‘Oni,’ he breathed. ‘Lord Izanagi save me.’


The demon flinched at the Maker God’s name, eyes growing bright and wide. It loped forward, knuckles dragging in the earth, a shriek of rage spilling from crooked fangs.


Hikita screamed. Screamed with his sister, here on her birthing day in the shadow of those broken peaks, amidst the rot creeping like a cancer across the island’s skin. Screamed as if it were his final breath. As if it were all he was, and all he ever would be.


As if the world itself was ending.
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Schism
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Lightning burned the skies to white, glinting on black glass all around her.


Buruu and Kaiah loomed over her, their thoughts a raging storm in her mind.


And in her head, in her belly, only pain.


YUKIKO . . .


What is she talking about?


– TELL HER. –


Tell me what? Who is ‘they’?


YUKIKO, YOU ARE WITH CHILD—


‘Yukiko.’


The girl opened her eyes, the sweet scent of burning cedar in her lungs. It took a moment to remember where she was. Who she was. What had brought them to this.


She knelt beside a firepit in a simple house at the heart of a village in the trees. A bone-deep cold had slunk down from the mountains, hungry as ghosts, stealing through the Kagé stronghold and bringing the freezing promise of winter to come. Yukiko could smell it in the air, waiting at the edge of the stage. Storm clouds and white frost and black, black rain.


Six others sat around the flames. The bleeding remnants of a beheaded rebellion.


Soldiers without a captain?


Or sheep without a shepherd?


Kaori stared at Yukiko across the fire, steel-grey eyes bloodshot and circled with shadows. A long fringe was draped over the scar running forehead to chin, skin pale and drawn. She sat on Daichi’s cushion at the head of the circle – as his daughter, everyone assumed Kaori would take charge now the leader of the rebellion was gone.


No, not gone, Yukiko thought.


Taken.


Other Kagé sat beside Kaori: Maro, the only other remaining member of the original council, long hair bound in warrior’s braids, a leather patch over his missing eye. Beside him sat the Blackbird, the sky-ship captain who’d flown them from Kigen’s smouldering ruin. The man’s scowl was almost hidden beneath an enormous straw hat, his beard as thick as hedgerows. Then there was Michi of course, small and razor sharp, a chainkatana and wakizashi marked with the sigils of a noble Tiger household across her back. Little Tomo, the black and white pup she’d rescued from Aisha’s chambers sat in her lap, gnawing a knotted rope.


Lightning arced across an angry horizon.


The forest’s pulse pounded inside Yukiko’s head, the Kenning as loud and bright as she could ever remember. She tried to dim it, filtering it against a wall of herself. She could feel every living thing around her: swooping owls and fleeing mice and every life between, and burning above them all the minds of every man and woman and child in the treetop village. Her hand strayed to her belly, to the two sparks of impossibly knotted heat she could sense inside her.


Inside me.


There was no room in her head for a thought that shape. No world where it could make any kind of sense.


Akihito took her hand, his massive paw swallowing hers whole. She squeezed his fingers in return. After months spent believing he’d died in Kigen jail, seeing him again had felt like coming home. They’d sat together on the Blackbird’s ship during the retreat from Kigen, the big man speaking of his missing months, his injured leg, finding the street-urchins Hana and Yoshi. Yukiko spoke of the gaijin lightning farm, the sea dragons, the Razor Isles. And at the very end, she’d hung her head and spoken about what was growing inside her, swelling the Kenning beyond anything she’d ever known.


She’d told him who the father was. He hadn’t even blinked. Just wrapped her in one of those fearsome Akihito hugs, kissed her brow, and told her everything would be all right.


He sat beside her now, hair tied back in cornrows. His right shoulder was wrapped in bandages, the Shōgun’s tattoo burned from his flesh. Yukiko remembered Daichi doing the same to her, here in this very room. The thought of the old man chained in some chapterhouse filled her heart with flame, her mind with burning images of the boy who’d betrayed them all. Selling out the Kagé leader. Returning to the Guild he’d once fled from. A boy who’d said he loved her.


She sighed, brushing her hand across her eyes.


Gods, Kin, how could you?


She could feel Kaiah circling high overhead, the female thunder tiger delighting in the rumbling storm. Buruu was curled up on the landing outside, watching her with wide eyes. Anxiety written in the sway of his tail, the tilt of his head. He feared for her.


ARE YOU WELL, SISTER?


Feared for the twins inside her.


My gods.


She tried to swallow with a mouth dry as dust.


Twins . . .


‘Yukiko,’ Kaori repeated. ‘Are you well?’


She blinked. Shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just tired.’


‘We’re all tired. Sleep when you’re dead.’


‘I’m fine.’ She sat up straighter, tossed the hair from her eyes. ‘Go on.’


‘So,’ Kaori said. ‘We must plan our next steps. With Hiro’s wedding foiled, the alliance between the Tiger and Dragon clan has crumbled. Daimyo Isamu of the Fox clan refused to even attend Hiro’s wedding, so we can assume the Kitsune have no love for the Tigers either. This presents opportunity. An opportunity to purge the Guild from Shima once and for all.’


‘We have bigger problems,’ Yukiko said. ‘This Earthcrusher you spoke of will march soon, with Hiro leading the assault. Even if he doesn’t have Aisha to tie him to the Kazumitsu line, fear of this machine might still make the other clanlords swear allegiance. Hiro already has the Phoenix armies at his command, and their Daimyo imprisoned. If the other clans unite with him and march north to the Iishi, we have nothing to throw against them.’


‘And the Guild know exactly where we are,’ Michi said softly. ‘The betrayer will have told them.’


The puppy climbed off the girl’s lap, began snuffling at the corner.


Yukiko nodded, swallowing bitter rage. ‘We have to assume Kin told them everything. This forest won’t hide us anymore. I think we should seek permission from the Fox Daimyo to move to Yama city. They have a fortress there, at least. A fleet. An army.’


‘You asked us to place our faith in strangers before,’ Kaori said. ‘Look where it led us.’


‘. . . Are you saying Daichi’s capture is my fault?’


‘I’m saying my father is in Guild hands because we trusted the strangers you brought to our door. From now on, the Kagé stand alone.’


‘We can’t win this alone, Kaori.’


‘No? Not even with the mighty Stormdancer at our side?’


‘Kaori, I know you’re angry at—’


‘My father is a captive because we put faith in your beloved Kin. And your once-lover Hiro is leading an army up here to annihilate us. Forgive me if I don’t place much stock in your judgement, Stormdancer.’


‘Kaori, I loved Daichi too—’


‘Don’t do that,’ Kaori snapped. ‘Don’t speak about him like he’s already gone.’


Michi’s puppy began dancing in circles and barking at the roof, his tail a blur.


‘Tomo!’ Michi hissed. ‘Hush!’


Yukiko and Kaori stared at each other for an age, the crackling fire the only sound between them. Kaori’s stare was almost hateful, finally broken as she turned to Akihito.


‘What of the children you brought with you, Akihito-san? The gutter-waifs from Kigen? Two more fighters with the Kenning could be formidable allies, considering we now have two thunder tigers. If one could be taught to ride the female . . .’


The big man cleared his throat, cast an uncomfortable glance at Yukiko. ‘I’m not sure we can ask much of them. Yoshi has a bad concussion, probably a fractured skull. Hana is shaken up pretty badly. She’s not sleeping.’ He grimaced. ‘Her eye is hurting something fierce.’


‘Her eye is cause for concern,’ Kaori nodded.


‘It’ll heal,’ Akihito shrugged. ‘She just needs time.’


‘No, Akihito-san. Not the one plucked from her socket. The one that glows.’


‘Oh.’ A nod. ‘Right.’


‘What does your gaijin say about the girl, Stormdancer?’ Maro asked. ‘The way he reacted when he first saw her . . .’


Yukiko was still staring at Kaori, shock at her words settling in her bones.


‘Yukiko,’ repeated Maro. ‘What does your gaijin say?’


She looked out to the silhouette on the landing. Piotr stood gazing into the forest, his wolf skin wrapped against the growing cold. His pipe illuminated the deep scars on his face, his blind eye, dark cropped hair and a pointed beard. Cinnamon and honey-scented smoke spilled from pale lips, lightning glinting on the iron brace at his knee.


Buruu was swacking his tail against Piotr’s legs, falling stone-still whenever the gaijin turned to glare. As soon as Piotr turned away, Buruu would swack him again. Piotr had helped them escape the lightning farm, and they both owed him a debt – the thunder tiger was just showing affection in the most annoying way he knew how.


‘It’s hard to understand him,’ Yukiko said. ‘Piotr’s Shiman is broken at best. He talks about Hana like she’s . . . touched or something. I saw a gaijin woman at that farm who had an eye like Hana’s. Same colour, same glow. They treated her like a holy woman.’


‘You should speak to her,’ Michi said. ‘Hana is strong as iron. And we’ll need to wield every weapon we have against Hiro and his Earthcrusher. Whether we fight here or in Kitsune lands, two Stormdancers are better than one.’


Yukiko nodded wearily.


Little Tomo barked again, flaring the headache in Yukiko’s head.


LITTLE WOLF, IF YOU KEEP BARKING YOU WILL BE A LITTLE MEAL.


Buruu growled, long and low. Tomo tucked his tail and wisely fell silent.


‘There’s also this,’ Yukiko said. She produced a battered leather wallet, held it up to the assembled Kagé. ‘It’s a letter. From the Artificer who fixed Piotr’s leg. He was a captive of the gaijin, taught Piotr how to speak Shiman. If you can call it speaking . . .’


‘A letter from a Guildsman?’ Kaori narrowed her eyes. ‘To whom?’


‘His lover.’


‘Guildsmen do not have—’


‘It’s all true, Kaori. What Ayane told us. There is a rebellion within the Guild. Piotr’s Artificer was a member. This is a letter to his lover, a woman named Misaki, asking her to fight on and bring the Guild down.’ She removed the worn paper from the wallet, held it up to the firelight. ‘And I will pray for you, for all the rebels that remain, that you may finish what we have started: Death to the Serpents. An end to the Guild. Freedom for Shima—’


‘Death to the Serpents?’ Michi frowned.


Yukiko shrugged.


Kaori’s voice was a low hiss. ‘My father is being tortured in some Guild hellpit right now because of that spider-legged bitch, Ayane. You expect us to believe anything she said?’


‘Lies work best hidden between truths. If there’s a group within the Guild looking to take it down from the inside, if this Misaki exists—’


‘You’d have us take up arms beside chi-mongers?’ Michi was incredulous.


‘You just said we’re going to need every weapon we can get, Michi.’


Akihito frowned, rubbing his scarred thigh with dinner-plate hands. ‘If the Guild have a rebel faction, some of those we killed in the attack on Kigen could have been . . .’


‘I know.’ Yukiko stared at the fire, thinking of the Guild ships she’d destroyed over the Iishi ranges. ‘They’re just like us. They see the wrong of it. And we’ve been murdering them.’


THERE IS NO MURDER IN WAR.


Buruu’s thoughts rolled over her like storm clouds.


Tell that to the ones they loved.


YOU CANNOT BLAME YOURSELF, SISTER. YOU DID NOT KNOW.


But I know now. We can’t go on like this, Buruu. Whether they can add to our strength or not, we can’t keep killing them. It’s just wrong.


‘May I see it?’ Kaori held out her hand. Yukiko passed over the letter, watched the older woman scan it with steel-grey eyes, her expression cold as snow.


Tomo barked again, one high-pitched yap that made Yukiko flinch. A curse rose on her lips, and she turned on the dog, pouring into his skull, ready to shout for silence.


. . . silver razors . . .


She blinked, pupils dilating.


. . . red eye watching bad badbad . . .


SISTER, BEWARE!


Buruu was on his feet, knocking Piotr aside and leaping onto the roof of Daichi’s cabin. Two tons of muscle and beak and talon smashed the eaves to splinters, Maro crying out in alarm, Tomo yelping, the assemblage scattering as the ceiling partially collapsed.


‘Maker’s breath, what the hells is the matter with him?’ Kaori cried.


Buruu landed amidst shattered timbers, shaking his head like a wolf savaging prey. As the Kagé stood dumbfounded, he opened his beak and spat onto the decking – a crumpled ruin of silver clockwork and delicate spider legs, set with a wind-up key and a glowing red eye.


‘Izanagi’s balls,’ Michi hissed.


The council gathered around the ruined machine, no more than a handful in size. One of the delicate legs twitched, blue sparks popping as the light in its eye slowly died. Buruu growled, a bass rumble felt deep in Yukiko’s chest. The night fell deathly still.


‘What the hells is that?’ Kaori hissed.


Michi crouched low to the boards, eyes on the ruined machine. Her terrified puppy leapt into her arms, tail between his legs, eyes fixed on Buruu. The thunder tiger snorted once, tail moving side to side with easy, feline grace.


GOOD EYES, LITTLE WOLF. PERHAPS I WON’T EAT YOU AFTER ALL.


‘It’s a Guild surveillance drone,’ Michi said. ‘Kigen Palace was full of them.’


Akihito nudged the thing with his boot. ‘What do they do?’


‘What they see, the Guild knows.’


The big man’s eyes widened. He lifted his warclub and pounded it a little flatter.


Michi clutched a terrified Tomo to her breast. ‘Gods, it’s dead, Akihito!’


The big man shrugged apology, smashed it once more for good measure.


‘Where in the hells did it come from?’ Yukiko asked.


‘Stowed away on the Kurea, maybe?’ Akihito looked at the Blackbird.


‘Amaterasu’s tits, man.’ The captain raised one eyebrow. ‘Why on earth would the Guild have drones aboard my ship? If they knew I was a Kagé sympathizer, they’d have locked me in a torture cell faster than a Docktown strumpet lifts her kimono when the navy hits town.’


Michi scruffed her puppy’s ears to calm him. ‘One of the False-Lifers I killed in Aisha’s bedchambers had a thing like this hidden in the orb on her back.’ She looked directly at Kaori. ‘Maybe this one belonged to the False-Lifer you kept prisoner here?’


Yukiko’s heart sank. ‘Ayane . . .’


‘. . . She was spying on us,’ Kaori breathed. ‘Even locked in her cell, that bitch could see everything!’ She hurled the ruined machine into the firepit, voice rising with fury. ‘Who knows how long it’s been watching? And you want us to lay with these snakes, Yukiko?’


‘Kaori, just—’


‘Just what? The Lotus Guild has murdered our allies and friends! Butchered thousands of gaijin. If there is a rebellion within it, they’re a pack of cowards, sitting on their hands while this country rushes towards the brink.’ Kaori turned to Maro. ‘Get to the transmission station. We broadcast this news tonight. Name this Misaki openly. We’ll see what the clanlords think when they find out the Guild itself has an insurrection brewing inside it.’


‘You can’t do that,’ Yukiko said.


‘You do not tell me what I can and cannot do, Stormdancer.’


‘What do you think the Guild will do if you name her openly? They’ll kill her, Kaori!’


‘One less chi-monger. Perhaps her death will spur her comrades into action.’


‘Are you serious? Since when were we about murdering innocents?’


‘Innocents?’ Kaori spat. ‘Is that a joke?’


‘The Guild rebels can be our allies! We’re on the same gods-damned side!’


‘Is that so? And what were our “allies” doing while the Guild turned the skies to blood and the rivers to tar?’


‘Read the letter! They’ve been working for years, waiting for—’


‘Waiting!’ Kaori roared. ‘Waiting while thousands died. Birds dropping from the skies, forests razed, gaijin turned into fertilizer. Waiting for what? An invitation? A perfect moment that would never come?’


‘It’s wrong, Kaori. What right do we have to risk their lives?’


‘Such a paragon, aren’t you? The mighty Arashi-no—’


‘Oh, cut the Stormdancer bullshit!’


Kaori and Yukiko were nose to nose now. Kaori’s hand was on her wakizashi, but Yukiko was yet to touch her katana. The blades were sisters, once wielded by Daichi, given now to his daughter and pupil; women he must have hoped would stand united after he’d fallen.


Buruu growled beside Yukiko, his rising anger mirroring her own. The girl’s fury had also drawn Kaiah, the female arashitora swooping down from the clouds and landing on Daichi’s ruined roof, looking over the rising tempers with narrowed eyes. Lanterns were being lit across the village, sleep-mussed people creeping out of their doors to see what the fuss was about. Kaori seemed oblivious, spit flecked on her lips as she continued to roar.


‘We are the ones fighting and dying, Yukiko! We are the ones paying the price while these rebels sit in their five-sided slave pits and count the days. Well, now they’ll know what it is to bleed! Like we have bled! Like I have bled!’


‘This isn’t about you!’


‘This is about all of us! Everyone in this village who called him father or friend.’ Kaori’s eyes narrowed to paper cuts. ‘He loved you too. You wear his sword on your hip, yet propose we lie with the dogs who stole him from us? Can you imagine what he’s going through? Presuming they haven’t already boiled him into fertilizer?’


‘Godsdammit, this isn’t about Daichi, either! You’re killing our allies! We can work with the Guild rebellion, stronger together than we are alone.’


‘There is no “we”, Stormdancer. There is us, and there is them. They deserve everything they get. Kin, Ayane, every one. You want me to weep for these rebels? I spit on them. I damn every one of them to the Yomi underworld! And you shame us all and everything we stand for suggesting we welcome any one of those bastards.’


‘You’re so blinded by it,’ Yukiko breathed. ‘The hate in you . . . Everything you do, everything you say, it comes from the same place. The same moment. My gods, Kaori,’ Yukiko backed away, glancing at the woman’s scar. ‘When Yoritomo cut your face, I’m not sure he realized he’d make you so godsdamned ugly.’


It was an eternity, that moment. Yukiko saw Kaori’s eyes widen, pupils to pinpricks, knuckles turning white on her wakizashi. And then the blade was in her hand, the sharp hymn of steel on the scabbard’s lip, clear and bright. Akihito roared a warning, raising his warclub, Kaori’s strike whistling towards Yukiko’s head.


A deathblow.


Yukiko raised her katana, crying out as the swords touched. A burst of sparks and a brittle note of kissing steel, the blow deflected. Kaori stepped forward, kicking Yukiko hard in the chest, sending her tumbling.


Akihito cried warning, his words cutting the air like the steel in Kaori’s hand.


‘Don’t, she’s pregnant!’


A roar. Like thunder a few feet overhead, the great booming echo of quaking skies. Buruu stood between Kaori and Yukiko, wings spread and spitting broken electricity. Kaiah landed astride the girl, shielding her with her own body.


Buruu’s eyes were ablaze as he bellowed again, cruel beak open wide, just a hair’s breadth from taking Kaori’s arm off at the elbow, from scooping her insides out and spraying them across the village square before the children’s terrified stares.


The Kagé closed in, weapons raised, broken lightning reflected in their eyes.


‘STOP!’ Yukiko screamed.


They felt that scream. All of them. Not just in the air around them, every bird in the canopy shrieking into flight, every hair on every body standing taut and tall and trembling. They felt it in their bones, somewhere old and reptilian at the base of their skulls, surfacing now only in hunger or thirst or lust. The beast inside every one of them.


And it was afraid.


‘Stop it,’ she said.


Kaori’s chest was heaving, frost tumbling from parted lips. Yukiko rolled out from under Kaiah, sheathed her katana, put one restraining hand on the thunder tiger’s shoulder. Buruu growled so low and deep it felt as if the sky was falling. Thunder crashed overhead a final time, a pale wind rising. And with a single arc of brilliant lightning, it began to rain.


Clear as true glass, cold as ice and stinging with the promise of snow. As if Susano-ō had been holding it in his upturned palms for weeks on end, unleashed now in one colossal downpour. The heat amongst the gathering dissipated – water dashed onto a smouldering firepit. But deep inside the coals, fire still raged.


‘Pregnant?’ Kaori’s voice was barely audible over the deluge.


‘. . . Twins,’ Yukiko said.


‘Who is the father?’


‘None of your godsdamned business.’


‘Your Kin?’


Yukiko licked her lips. Said nothing.


‘Our would-be Shōgun Hiro, perhaps?’


Lightning clawed the skies, turning all to lurid, grisly white.


‘To be honest,’ Kaori said. ‘I don’t know which is worse. Either way, it explains much.’


‘We’re done.’ Yukiko clawed damp hair from her eyes. ‘I’m gone.’


‘Gone?’ Akihito stared at her, horrified. ‘Gone where?’


‘Yama.’ Yukiko raised her voice, turning to the assembled crowd. ‘Anyone who wishes to come with me is welcome. I will stand by the rebels of the Lotus Guild. Speak to the Kitsune Daimyo and see if he’ll accept my help. And when the Earthcrusher comes, I’ll stand in its way. But I won’t stand by and be a party to murder. And I won’t stay in this village if that’s what this rebellion has become.’


‘Go then,’ Kaori spat. ‘Go raise your bastards amongst your Guild dogs. They’ll be in like company, no matter the name of the traitor you fucked to spawn them.’


Buruu’s roar shattered the shocked still. He took one step forward, floorboards crushed to splinters beneath his talons. Yukiko put out her hand, her face bloodless. The thunder tiger turned and looked at her, tail lashing just once, a spray of glittering droplets spilling between the rain. The girl shook her head, lips pressed into a razor-thin line. The arashitora turned back to Kaori with a snarl that made her flinch. But he moved no closer.


The faces of the assembled villagers spoke of astonishment. Of horror. Of an unravelling deep inside that left them breathless and gutted. A girl stepped forward, no more than a child, tears lost in the thundering rain.


‘You can’t go! Stormdancer!’


‘I can’t stay,’ Yukiko said. ‘Not like this. The Guild rebels see the wrong in this world we’ve built, and they’ve chosen to fight to make it right. How they fight is none of our business. We’ve no right to expose them, or put their lives at risk. We’re no different from them. We’re no better. As soon as we start thinking we are, we’re just another Shōgunate, waiting to happen.


‘But you can come. Any of you. All of you.’ She turned to the sky-ship captain, standing beneath his impossible straw hat. ‘Blackbird-san, will you carry them on the Kurea? Anyone who wishes to leave and come with me to Yama?’


‘You saved my life. My crew and my ship.’ The captain nodded. ‘If you ask, it is yours.’


As Akihito stepped forward, Buruu and Kaiah turned on him with a snarl. Wings flared, tails stretched behind them like whips. The big man stopped dead, his voice low.


‘Yukiko, you can’t do this . . .’


‘It’s done, Akihito. All that remains is for you to pick a side.’


The girl climbed onto Buruu’s back, looked amongst the villagers, the cloudwalkers, this tiny knot of rebellion now unravelling faster than any could have foreseen. A fortress made of clay, crumbling to the tune of falling rain.


‘All of you,’ she said.


Thunder bellowed overhead.


‘Choose.’
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Capitulation
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Fair Kigen had lost her First Daughter.


The city was dressed in funeral black, boardwalk littered with the skeletons of gutted sky-ships. Spot fires still smouldered in Downside, filling the already choking air with smoke. Her people wore soot-stained clothes and bewildered expressions. Soldiers walked her cobbles, heads hung in shame. A mother wandered black riverbanks, her eyes as empty as the charred wicker stroller she pushed before her.


When the Stormdancer had landed in Market Square and urged Kigen’s people to open their eyes and raise their fists, it had sounded an easy thing. A wonderful and powerful thing. And in a way, it was all that. But it was also an ugly thing. A brutal, callous, bloody thing.


Shima’s people were learning what it meant to stand rather than kneel. Freedom is never given in tyranny’s shadow – it is only taken. The Kagé rebels had done so, just as they promised. They’d burned Kigen city. They’d ruined Tora Hiro’s chance of renewing the dynasty that had ruled Shima for nine generations. And they’d murdered the Lady Aisha.


Her pyre was attended by almost every man, woman and child remaining in the city. Their fair Lady. The last remnant of a proud lineage, the final link to long-passed days of glory. As Shōgun, her brother Yoritomo had been respected, obeyed, feared. But Aisha, with her wisdom and beauty and flawless grace – she had simply been loved.


And now she was dead.


Her betrothed had watched her body burn, his armour painted death-white, face smeared with ashes as if he too were to be consigned to the pyre. He hadn’t shamed himself with tears. But the Daimyo of the Tiger clan had spoken to the assembled populace when the fire died, and in his eyes they saw an emptiness speaking of all they’d lost.


‘That which has been taken can never be reclaimed,’ he’d said. ‘Kazumitsu’s last daughter is ended, and with her all our hopes for tomorrow. But she will not stand alone before the great Enma-ō. The Stormdancer, the Kagé dogs who burned this city, those who made mourners of us all – they will join my betrothed in death. I will lay her down on a bed of their ashes. And when I die, they will greet me in the Hells.’


Some had cheered. Some had wept. Most had simply stared. This was the hour when words meant nothing. When talk of revolution and justice was washed away, and all that remained was the reality of a gutted home, a bloodstained thoroughfare, an empty stroller. This was fresh-faced troops marching onto Guild sky-ships. This was mothers and wives kissing sons and husbands they may never see again.


This was the pain before birth. The storm before spring.


This was what they asked for.


This was what they wanted.


This was war.


*


Fifteen days.


Hiro stood with hands clasped behind him, green eyes staring at a gigantic map of the Seven Isles on the floor beneath him. Long black hair tied in a topknot, a pointed goatee on a handsome jaw, white ashes smeared all over his face. The iron prosthetic where his right arm should have been spat chi-smoke into the soot-stained air, staining the rice-paper walls.


Six Iron Samurai stood with him, faces also smeared with ceremonial ashes. Each stood seven feet tall in their death-white armour, masks crafted like oni demons; tusks and horns and grinning fangs. Their eyes were those of dead men.


‘A fifteen-day march, Daimyo,’ said a voice like angry insect wings. ‘Then you and the Earthcrusher will be in the Iishi.’


Hiro glanced at the figure looming beside him. Shateigashira Kensai was encased in his heavy brass atmos-suit. Instead of an expressionless mask like other Guildsmen, the Voice of the Lotus Guild in Kigen wore a sculpted brass face over his own. The features were of a beautiful boy in the prime of his youth, pouting lips open in a permanent howl and spewing segmented cable. Glowing blood-red eyes regarded Hiro, unblinking and soulless.


Three Guild Artificers stood with their Second Bloom, also encased in rivet-studded brass. Mechabacii clicked and skittered on their chests, counting beads moving back and forth in unfathomable patterns. Hiro wondered if any of them had helped design the replacement for the arm she’d torn from his shoulder.


He could feel his missing fingers, tried to ignore the urge to scratch.


The urge to scream.


The room in which the men stood was known as ‘the Face of Shima’. It loomed in the heart of the Shōgun’s palace, fifty feet square, two storeys deep. The floor consisted of over a thousand interlocking tiles, forming an enormous map of the Seven Isles. A cluster of lights and scrims in the ceiling illuminated tiny armies in Kigen city, the Phoenix capital Danro, the staging ground near First House.


A nation poised on the brink of war.


Hiro’s eyes were locked on the small inlaid peaks of the Iishi Mountains, the tiny spotlight indicating the Kagé stronghold.


There she waits for me.


‘North-north-east,’ he said. ‘First House to the Iishi. Magnify.’


The servants in the control booth worked a series of levers and dials. The chatter of iron ratchets sounded below, and like a wave across a wooden ocean, each floor tile slipped down into the impossible mechanism beneath. New tiles slid up into place, flipping over one by one until the floor became whole again. The map now showed an enlarged version of the Imperium’s north-east. A scrim was flipped, and the planned invasion route was traced in red light.


‘We approach indirectly,’ Hiro noted. ‘Why not head straight to the mountains?’


‘The Jukai deadlands should be avoided, Daimyo.’ Kensai indicated grey areas around First House otherwise referred to as ‘the Stain’. ‘The Earthcrusher would not be troubled, but some fissures are too wide for a shredderman to cross. Besides, you need to muster your troops.’


‘The Phoenix fleet is already assembled,’ Hiro frowned. ‘Daimyo Shin and Shou have graciously given me command of their forces, and my Tiger troops muster as we speak.’


‘And the Dragon clan? The Foxes?’


‘The Ryu flip back and forth like counting beads. And the Foxes are buried inside their holes. We do not need them. Between the Earthcrusher, a hundred shreddermen suits and the Phoenix sky-fleet, we have more than enough swords to destroy the Kagé.’


‘The Dragons and Foxes may yet bend their knee when they see the Earthcrusher.’


‘The destruction of the rebellion is all that matters, Kensai-san.’


The Second Bloom’s voice grew cold. ‘It is worth a detour to give Fox and Dragon a chance to join our endeavour.’


‘No.’


‘No?’


‘I will not waste time in seeking their aid. Every day Yuki . . .’ Hiro faltered, drew a calming breath. ‘. . . Every day Yoritomo’s assassin lives is another day the Kazumitsu Elite live in disgrace. The Kagé burned my city. Killed my fiancée. They must die. Every one. Not next year. Not next month. Now!’ The word was punctuated by an armoured fist onto timber.


‘I will repeat myself.’ Kensai folded his arms. ‘If the Kitsune and Ryu offer allegiance when they lay eyes on the Earthcrusher, you will accept it.’


‘You forget yourself, Guildsman. I am your Shōgun!’


‘But you are not Shōgun, Hiro-san. Daimyo Haruka of the Dragon clan has not sworn to you. Daimyo Isamu of the Foxes did not even attend your wedding feast. You command the Tiger and Phoenix clans only through the strength of arms the Lotus Guild provides. So if Fox or Dragon capitulate at any point, you will welcome them with open arms. Though you may be intent on glorious suicide, some of us have a responsibility to the Imperium after this insurgency is quashed. The war against the gaijin must be renewed. We need more land. More slaves. More inochi. If we can save months of conflict against the Foxes and Dragons, we will.’


‘I will not simply—’


‘You will do as you are told!’


As one, Hiro’s samurai drew their chainkatanas and thumbed the ignitions. Lantern light flashed on spinning steel teeth, in the eyes of the death-white samurai in their demon masks. The air was filled with the screech of saw-toothed blades. Hissing pistons. Revving motors.


Kensai’s hollow laughter.


‘You draw chainblades against me? I, who provide the chi that fuels them? I, who designed the colossus you lead to the Iishi?’ The Shateigashira chuckled behind that perfect, boyish mask. ‘The Kagé incinerated your fleet when they burned Kigen harbour, Daimyo. You cannot even move your troops without us, let alone fight when you get there.’


‘The iron rail still runs. Our forces can head north by train.’


‘And who do you suppose fuels them?’ Kensai shook his head. ‘Put your swords aside, children, and remember what you are.’


‘We are warriors of the Tiger clan. We are samurai!’


‘Above and beyond anything else you may be,’ Kensai sighed, ‘you are ours.’


Hiro’s jaw was clenched tight, his fists tighter. But at last, he glanced at his men, cut the air with his hand. With agonizing slowness, each samurai removed his gauntlet, blooded the drawn steel, then sheathed his blade. Kensai watched, expression hidden behind that impassive boy’s face. His voice was the rasp of a thousand lotusflies.


‘It was a stirring speech you made at Lady Aisha’s pyre, Daimyo. But the time for pageantry is over. The Stormdancer poses a threat to this nation that cannot be overstated. In the space of weeks, she has turned the populace to rebellion and this nation’s capital to ashes. But do not believe this Shōgunate’s problems will simply disappear once she is dead. If you do not care for your country’s future, at least have the sense to obey those who do.’


His eyes burned bloody red, dying stars in a sky of brass.


‘Are you hearing me, Hiro-san?’


Hiro was staring at his clockwork arm. The ball-joint fingers outstretched, iron-grey tendons now painted bone-white. The colour of death. The death awaiting him at the end of this road. The death of honour. Of the Way. Of the girl who once thought him her love.


‘. . . I hear you.’


‘The sooner you rendezvous with the Earthcrusher, the sooner it marches,’ Kensai said. ‘And from then? Fifteen days.’


Bone-white metal curled into a fist.


He nodded.


‘Fifteen days.’
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Shedding Skin
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With every breath dragged over his teeth, pain flared like sunlight on broken glass. Daichi coughed, a handful of wet sputters leaving a black taste on his tongue. He was slumped in an iron chair inside a cell with no windows, manacles cutting into his wrists, stink of chi filling his broken nose. The thrum of countless engines vibrated through the floor.


How long had he been here? Days? Weeks? His stomach so empty it no longer growled, head still ringing from his last beating. But he hadn’t broken. Hadn’t begged. Not yet, anyway.


Only a matter of time, he knew. With enough raindrops, even mountains became sand. But the blacklung was working on him too, in the long and quiet dark between one beating and the next. Even as the earthquakes shivered the walls around him, painting his skin with dust. Even when the Lotusmen weren’t grinding him closer to his ending, the enemy inside his body was gathering its forces all the same. He wondered who would prove the victor in that race.


He had a favourite, to be sure.


The cell door opened, a shear of painful light cutting across yellow stone. Heavy iron boots rang on the floor, the heartbeat drumming of heel and toe mixed with the song of clockwork skins. How many had come to beat him this time? Four? Five?


Did it matter?


He felt smooth fingers pressing his pulse, pulling back his eyelids. He caught an impression of long, silvered arms, bloody eyes in a featureless face. A wasp-waist. Glossy skin. Noises, like an orchestra of insect parts.


‘How is he?’


A male’s voice, deep and growling. Daichi peered through the shifting haze, saw a face he recognized from years past. A boy-child’s visage in burnished brass, iron cable squirming from open, frozen lips. The Voice of Kigen City – Second Bloom Kensai himself.


The lord of flies had come to the feast at last.


‘He is weak, Shateigashira.’ A female’s voice, thin and sibilant. ‘Malnourished, dehydrated and concussed. I imagine he is in considerable pain.’


‘We can do better than “considerable”, surely?’


‘We see only pointlessness in this, Shateigashira.’


A soft voice, as of a man murmuring in his sleep. Daichi squinted at the one who spoke, caught the impression of a small man in dark cloth. A black breather shaped like a grin was affixed over his mouth, hissing plumes of sweet smoke, but to Daichi’s surprise, the man’s face was otherwise uncovered. His eyes were so bloodshot, the whites were simply red. The room seemed to grow darker when Daichi looked at him.


‘I will judge what is and is not pointless here, Inquisitor,’ came Kensai’s reply. ‘I am still Second Bloom of this chapterhouse.’


‘The boy has brought us this man as a gift. Is that not proof enough of loyalty?’


‘Apparently not.’


‘He is destined for great things, Shateigashira. The son of Kioshi will rise to heights his father never dreamed of. The Chamber of Smoke speaks no lie.’


‘Then you have nothing to fear.’ Kensai turned to the door. ‘Bring him in.’


Daichi watched another Lotusman enter the room, a slow, steady march with hands clasped before it. The suit marked it a member of the Artificer Sect – the engineers and technicians who designed the Guild’s mechanical marvels. Ornate filigree decorated the brass; a pattern that put Daichi in mind of swirling smoke.


‘Second Bloom,’ said the newcomer, bowing low.


Daichi’s heart skipped, fingers curling into fists. Even behind the mask, he’d have recognized that voice anywhere. The boy he’d trusted. The boy who’d handed him over to these dogs to be beaten and burned.


‘Kin-san.’ The little man in black returned the bow.


‘Kin-san, is it?’ Kensai growled. ‘Your father Kioshi gave you his name when he died. An honourable son would bear it with pride.’


‘The venerable First Bloom has promoted our young brother to Fifth Bloom after bringing this Kagé dog to justice, Shateigashira,’ said the little man. ‘It is surely within you to acknowledge he has earned his own name.’


Daichi lunged upright, cracking lips drawn back from his teeth, chains snapping taut.


‘You godsless traitor,’ he spat at the boy. ‘Enma-ō damn y—’


A Lotusman’s palm caught him full in the face, rocked him back with loosened teeth. Firm hands clamped down on his arms, mechanized strength pinning him still.


Not once did Kin glance in his direction.


‘You sent for me, Second Bloom?’ the boy asked. ‘What is your command?’


‘The Inquisition have reviewed the information you gathered whilst on your . . . sojourn amongst the Kagé. It has been decided further questioning of this one . . .’ a gesture in Daichi’s direction ‘. . . is unnecessary. You have already given us the location of the rebel encampment. Numbers and disposition. Assets and strength.’


‘I seek only to atone for past mistakes,’ Kin said. ‘If my knowledge aids in bringing the Kagé dogs to justice, I consider the time I . . . wandered well-spent. The lotus must bloom.’


‘The lotus must bloom.’ Pale smoke escaped from the little man’s breather.


‘Indeed.’ Kensai seemed unimpressed. ‘With that in mind, it has been decided to liquidate this prisoner immediately.’


Daichi gritted his teeth, fought down a rush of fear. He coughed, sudden and violent, swallowing thick. Stilling himself, he fixed his eyes on the floor.


Here? In this pit?


‘If you are certain, Second Bloom . . .’ Kin’s voice drifted off into silence.


‘And why would I not be?’


For the first time since entering the room, the boy looked at Daichi. The mechabacus on his chest clicked and skittered, counting beads shifting back and forth across their relays with timepiece precision, ticking down one second at a time toward Daichi’s murder.


‘I always pictured a public execution,’ Kin said. ‘To show the skinless the price of defying us.’


‘The opinions of the skinless are not your concern. The commands of First Bloom are.’


‘As you say, Second Bloom.’


Silence descended, tinged by metallic breath, the burnished pulses of the skins these monsters coiled inside. Daichi strained against his manacles, earning nothing but more purple on his wrists and another slap from the Guildsman beside him.


‘Then you will forgive me, Shateigashira,’ Kin spoke carefully. ‘But why did you call me here? I do not care whether this rebel lives or d—’


‘Because you are to be his executioner. Kin-san.’


Kensai reached into his belt, produced an ugly fistful of pipes and nozzles. Daichi had only seen a device like it once before, but he’d witnessed the damage it could wreak on ō-yoroi armour and the meat beneath.


An iron-thrower.


‘You wish me to—’


‘I do, Kin-san,’ Kensai said. ‘I wish you to kill this man.’


‘. . . Here?’


‘Now.’


The boy seemed frozen, the breath in his bellows falling still. Daichi thought of his daughter, Kaori – all her fire and fury, those beautiful steel-grey eyes so like his own. The knife scar cutting across her features, the blow from a madman’s hand that set his feet upon this path so many years ago. To think this was where it ended. That this was the sound of his funeral hymn. The clank and groan of retching machines . . .


Kin was staring at the iron-thrower in Kensai’s hand.


‘I . . .’


Daichi’s lips peeled back in a snarl as Kin’s voice faltered.


‘Coward,’ he hissed. ‘How did you muster the courage to kill Isao and the others? Did you face them down or stab them in the back? Izanagi curse me a fool for thinking you’d have the strength to do what’s right. You even lack the courage to face a man as you end him.’


Kin looked at him, hands becoming fists.


‘You know nothing of what is right,’ the boy spat. ‘Nor did Isao and his dogs.’


‘And so you crawl back to your master’s feet? Because of the actions of a few? You’d give these monsters the location of our village? Where our children sleep? Our children, Kin?’


‘Your children are rapists and murderers, Daichi. Pigs, all of them.’ Kin leaned in close, the old man’s reflection snared in his single, glowing eye. ‘And pigs get put to slaughter.’


Daichi spat at him then. A spray of black saliva, right into the smooth brass that passed for the boy’s face. With a furious hiss, Kin snatched the iron-thrower from Kensai’s hand, the device heaving a tiny, breathless gasp as he aimed between Daichi’s eyes.


The old man looked down the barrel into bottomless black.


He nodded.


‘Do it.’


And Kin pulled the trigger.


*


She should not be here.


Ayane stole up the access stairwell, silent and slow. A choir of machines sang in the chapterhouse belly, the mechabacus at her chest sang inside her mind, each false rhythm entwined with the other.


She stopped at the habitat level, pressed against the wall. Running her hands up her arms, she tried recalling the kiss of Iishi wind on bare flesh, the way it made the hair on her forearms stand tall and tingling. But she could barely feel anything now; encased once more in glossy earth-brown skin, hugging her tight and providing no warmth or comfort at all.


I should not be here.


These habitats were for the Shatei – the brothers. False-Lifers like her had their own quarters, far across the chapterhouse and two floors lower. Her business was with the nurseries, the surgical implants, the machines that emulated life within the chapterhouse. Male and female flesh did not mingle – even when it was time for a False-Lifer to bear a new Guildsman into the world, she met only with the Shatei’s seed and an inseminator tube. Most Guild women lived their entire lives without knowing a man’s touch.


But she had known. Had felt his breath upon her naked face, his lips pressed against hers, soft as strangled moonlight. She closed her eyes at the memory, pressed her thighs together, feeling goosebumps tingle across her flesh.


No, she thought. My skin.


She peeked through the stairwell exit, stole free when the way was clear. Silver arms curled against her back like a long-dead spider, she slipped along the corridor, searching the nameplates beside the habitat doors. At last, she found it – a thin brass slab, freshly engraved, the name he’d fought so long to keep and now had finally made his own.


Kin. Fifth Bloom. Artificer Sect.


She flexed the lever, watching the steel iris dilate and open into his suite. Fifth Blooms enjoyed accommodations only slightly less austere than the average Lotusman, but Kin’s promotion at least afforded him a touch more space. A small workbench. A bigger bed. Ayane turned and pulled the lever, the iris contracting with a grinding sigh, slowly strangling the light beyond. And there in the dark, lit only by the red glow of her eyes and the purity monitor above the ventilation duct, she stood and simply breathed.


She must be mad for doing this. She risked everything by coming here – all she’d done, the blood, the lies, the hurt. But he filled her mind with daydreams, her belly with tumbling moths. The thought of their time together, the way he’d made her feel . . .


The purity monitors smudged slowly from red to green as the air filters hissed, finally signalling the all-clear with a bright metallic chime.


She worked the clasps at her back, above and below the empty silver orb swelling on her spine. Pulling the zip cord down, she bent double and peeled herself out of the slick membrane, stepped naked to Kin’s bed and climbed inside. And there she lay in the dark, picturing him as he’d been in the Iishi, pale and perfect, lips against hers, electricity dancing on her skin. She ran her hands over her body, imagining they were his, waiting for the moment he’d open the door and find her there. Where she should not be.


What would he say?


Would he understand how badly she needed him?


She chewed her lip in the black.


I will make him.


She heard a clunk, a piston’s hiss, the iris portal dilating with the tune of blade on blade. Sitting up in the bed, sheet clutched around her, she smiled at the silhouette outlined in the doorway. Tall and lean, cut from black whispering cloth.


Smoke drifting from the grin-shaped breather at its lips.


‘Oh, no . . .’ she breathed.


The figure stepped inside, followed by another, clad head to toe in black silk. Their breathers weaved vapour puppets in the air. She smelled chi-smoke. Unfiltered. Overpowering. Their eyes were red, but not aglow – simply bloodshot from the smoke they breathed every moment of their lives. She knew them. The brethren who enforced Guild doctrine, oversaw the Awakening ceremonies across Shima, safeguarding the Guild from corruption in all its guises.


The Inquisition.


They closed the door behind them, plunging the room into a darkness lit only by the purity monitor, shifted again from green to red. The first Inquisitor spoke as though he were not quite . . . there. As if some part of him drifted in a cold and distant dark, only a splinter showing above this surface.


‘You have served well, sister,’ he said. ‘But now the time for service is over.’


‘No,’ she breathed. ‘Please . . .’


‘You are lost, sister,’ said the other. ‘But we will show you the Way.’


‘No, not yet.’ Tears welled in her eyes, spilling warm down her cheeks. ‘I did what you asked me. I brought him back to you.’


‘You did,’ the first sighed, staring at outstretched fingers. ‘And you have our thanks.’


‘But you are poisoned,’ breathed the second. ‘We have watched it spread. Dragging you down, leading you here, where no sister who walks Purity’s Way should find herself.’


‘Skin is strong,’ said the first. ‘Flesh is weak.’


‘Weak,’ came the whisper.


‘I did what you asked me!’ Ayane’s voice rose, raw and growling, fistfuls of sheet clenched at her breast. ‘I turned him against them! Them against him!’


‘We have been wondering at the how of it.’


She looked between the pair, shame rising at the recollection, her litany of deceptions.


‘. . . I sabotaged his machines. The shuriken-throwers he built them. I rigged them to fail when the demons attacked the village. And when that wasn’t enough, I . . . hurt myself. I made him think they—’


‘A talent for deceit, sister.’


‘He killed for me. Do you know what that feels like . . .’


‘Come.’ The first held out his hand. ‘You shame yourself.’


‘You knew this future would come to pass,’ the second said. ‘The moment you chose to step inside this room and seek the way of flesh.’


‘What did you think would happen?’ Ayane pushed the tears down into her toes, felt them pushing back harder than she could hope to manage. ‘What did you think I’d become when you let me out of this cage? Feel someone touching me, really touching me for the first time in my life? Did you think I’d crawl back into this pit with a smile? What did you think I would do?’


‘This.’ A gesture to the room around them. ‘Just this.’


‘You bastards,’ she moaned.


‘Skin is strong,’ said the first.


‘Flesh is weak,’ said the second.


‘Come with us.’ The first stepped closer, hand outstretched. ‘There will be no pain. Not like for those who remain. This quiet parting is a blessing to you, sister. A gift.’


‘No . . .’


‘She comes.’ The first shook his head slowly. ‘Her children also. In a handful of years, all will be ash. No place for a child of man. You or any other.’


‘Godsdamn you . . .’


‘Come.’


Fingers outstretched, gentle on her arm, the thought of another’s flesh against hers suddenly utterly repulsive.


‘Don’t touch me!’


She snaked to her feet, quicksilver, the limbs at her back unfolding, air agleam with the shape of razors. Whistling chrome tore into the Inquisitor’s face, chest, outstretched arm. He stood taller, eyes wider, like a man fresh woken from a dream.


‘You dare . . .’


He lashed out with his foot, a thunderbolt in her chest, crushing her mechabacus like it was paper. Blinded by sparks and pain, Ayane flew back against the wall, hit hard. She lashed out with her chrome arms again but he was gone, a hiss of smoke, an impression of black vapour moving along the floor. He coalesced before her, his fist demolishing her chin. She spun sideways, silver arms drooping as she crashed to her knees, chin slicked with red. She began weeping then, weeping as the chatter of the mechabacus died and she felt silence inside her head again. The same silence she’d known in the Iishi, blinking at the dappled day through a singing curtain of leaves.


She looked up into bloodshot eyes, wide and pitiless, tunic torn, pale skin that had probably never felt sunlight. And as his bloodied hands reached for her, she saw the ink on his right arm; a coiled black shape where the skinless bore the tattoo of their clan.


A serpent.


His hand was in her mouth, pushing past her teeth. She tasted ash on her tongue, in her lungs, filling her eyes. She tried to bite with her broken jaw, tried to speak. To whisper the name of her love, the dream dissolving into blossoms of brilliant white. But there was no breath in her lungs, not even for the tiniest of words. Only smoke. Blue-black smoke.


And so she held it inside. Close to her heart. And as the light became dark, and the blackness pressed down on her eyelids, her pulse spoke the word her lips could not.


‘Kin.’


The light faded.


‘I’m so sorry.’


And true silence fell at last.


*


Click.


Kin blinked, his breath deafening, the iron-thrower in his hand refusing to roar. Daichi let out a ragged sigh, ending in a stifled cough. The weapon in Kin’s hand felt heavy as mountains.


Empty . . .


‘There,’ sighed the Inquisitor. ‘I trust you are now satisfied, Second Bloom?’


Kin stood taut as a bowstring as the Inquisitor took the iron-thrower from his fingers. He could feel Kensai’s burning stare, his mouth tasting of lotus ash. He breathed deep to quiet his anger.


‘You said First Bloom wanted this man dead.’


‘He does,’ Kensai said. ‘Just not yet.’


‘A test . . .’ Kin realized.


‘And one well conquered,’ said the Inquisitor. ‘Not only do you hand this rebel to us, but you would execute him with but a word. Admirable, would you not agree, Second Bloom?’


Kensai stared for a breathless age, boy-child face aglow with blood-red lamplight. Kin watched him in silence; this man who had been his father’s closest ally. This man he’d once thought of as uncle. This man who, even after he’d betrayed the Kagé, handed over their leader, clearly trusted him as far as he could spit him.


‘Admirable indeed,’ Kensai finally said.


‘You have our thanks, Fifth Bloom.’ The Inquisitor paused, touched his mechabacus, supple fingers dancing a reply. ‘Your presence is requested in the Chamber of Gears.’


‘I was headed to my habitat,’ Kin said. ‘The hour is late—’


‘The brothers will not keep you long.’ The Inquisitor bowed. ‘The lotus must bloom.’


‘. . . The lotus must bloom,’ Kin said, nodding and numb.


The air was filled with the rhythm of the machine, the clunk and clank of pistons and greasy iron, the rut and rumble of construct hearts inside concrete miles and black, metal shells.


Without another glance at Daichi, Kin stalked out the door.
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Scarification
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Kaori had honestly thought she loved him.


Nobody would have blamed her. She was only sixteen, after all. Her father had done his best to protect her from the hedonism of the Shōgun’s court – it was understood amongst the nobleborn sons that Captain Daichi’s daughter was off-limits. And though her beauty was almost peerless, all respected the blades of the Iron Samurai commander enough to admire her from minimum safe distance.


Her father’s over-protectiveness left her frustrated, and as she grew older, hungry. She’d listen to the serving girls giggling about their trysts, see beautiful boys watching her from afar. And in her frustration, she began to hate them. Did they really believe her father would make good on his threat to decorate his mantle with the privates of the first to touch her?


They weren’t warriors. Certainly not men. They were boys. Cowards, all.


Save one.


He allowed his stare to linger, when all others turned away. He would smile, his gaze roaming all over her. It made her shiver. And as she felt his eyes exploring her body, fierce and hungry as winter wolves, she found herself wishing they were his hands instead.


Yoritomo. Lord of Tigers. Shōgun of the Shima Imperium.


He was fourteen years old, barely a year within his reign, but already tall and broad, with lean muscles and bronze skin. When he spoke to his courtiers and ministers, absolute stillness reigned. When he stared into their eyes, they would bow their heads and look away.


Fourteen years old, but more a man than any in this court of trembling children.


He’d smile when he saw her. And though she could sense the storm clouds roiling over her father’s head, she would smile in return, flutter her breather fan before her face to cool the heat he brought to her skin. Daichi didn’t approve of Yoritomo’s blatant attentions, but Yoritomo was Shōgun, and Daichi his servant. Who was he to deny his Lord?


She’d heard the rumours, of course. Talk of the Shōgun’s cruelties. Even Yoritomo’s sister Aisha talked to Kaori in private moments, warning that her brother’s affections should not be encouraged. And though Aisha was a dear friend, still Kaori didn’t believe. It was too easy to find her mind wandering along with her hands, alone in her bed at night, imagining herself seated at his right side. First Lady of the Imperium. Days spent in the halls of power, and nights spent in sweating, blissful collisions between silken sheets.


And so, when Yoritomo sent a missive that he wished to see her, she felt only the thrill. Not the fear born of open and clear eyes.


Her father had been sent to the Province of the Golden Road to punish a disobedient magistrate. Her matron was sent to bed early by a few droplets of blacksleep in her tea. And in his chambers, she met him, her honourable Lord, blood-red silk hugging her trembling body, a nervous smile hidden behind a shaking fan.


They’d sat and talked at first – or more truthfully, he had talked and she had listened. He spoke of his dreams, to see his Imperium stretch to every far-flung nation. And she’d pictured herself on a throne of gold – a Queen of the civilized world. And when he kissed her, she’d kissed him back, teasing at first, tasting at last, melting from the heat inside her.


This was bliss, she thought. This was love.


But he wouldn’t stop.


His hands began roaming, clutching, squeezing, and though he was moving too swiftly, he was her Lord, and she wanted desperately to please him. He tore at the outer layers of her jûnihitoe, and she said nothing. He pawed at her breasts and she breathed not a word. But inside, her melting warmth turned to horrid chill. This was brutish. Ugly. And when he forced his hand between her legs, his fingers, Gods, his fingers . . .


She screamed. Cried no.


And he’d laughed.


The sound was a knife in her chest, as cold and hard as his hands. And she screamed again, louder, NO, slapping as hard as she could, fingers hooked, nails across his cheek.


He drew back, eyes wide, bringing those awful fingers up to touch the three ragged gouges in his face. She’d turned away, terrified, waiting for him to cry for his guards. Would she be arrested? Exiled from court? They’d know she’d come here unaccompanied. She would shame her father’s name. Gods, what would he say?


But she heard no cry for the guards. Instead, he struck her. A closed fist sending her sprawling, a terrified cry on her lips. And then he was sitting on her chest and she couldn’t breathe to scream again. She struggled, arms pinned, and as her lungs began burning she saw the blade in his hand, sharp enough to cut the air in two.


No breath to beg him.


No breath to scream.


‘You deny your Shōgun?’ he’d hissed. ‘You dare?’


He pressed the blade to her throat and the tears came then, black light burning before her eyes. And though it shamed her near to dying, though in years to come she denied it to herself with everything inside her, she would have let him, then. She would have turned her head and closed her eyes and let him do what he wanted if only he’d have put the knife away. She was so afraid. Small and frightened and completely alone.


Sixteen years old.


‘Have no fear.’ Amusement in his voice. ‘The mood has fled. I have no wish to take your maidenhood any longer.’


Momentary relief evaporated as she felt the knife being pressed against her forehead. Hard enough to cut her. To make her bleed.


Gods, oh gods, it hurt . . .


‘But I think no other man should want for it either.’


And she couldn’t even scream.


*


Kaori sat alone, staring at the empty pit where fire once burned. Listening to the rain’s spatter-patter, footsteps, hushed voices, sky-ship engines idling amidst the shifting sea of leaves.


Exodus.


It was better, she told herself. War was coming, and she needed only warriors. Not bakers or carpenters or seamstresses. Not children or old men or babe-laden wives. Men and women prepared to do whatever it took to free this nation from the Guild, the Imperium, the blood lotus. Let the weak hide with the Stormdancer in Yama city. The warriors would remain – Maro, Michi and the others. They remembered her father. They remembered the cause.


The lotus would burn.


‘Kaori.’


‘Michi.’ She didn’t look up from the firepit, black coals reflected on steel-grey. ‘When they’ve left, we must take stock of those who remain. There will be—’


‘Kaori, we need to talk . . .’


She turned then, saw the girl in the doorway. Pale skin and bee-stung lips, chainblades crossed at her back. The girl Kaori had turned from a simple peasant child into one of the sharpest blades in the Kagé armoury. The girl she’d trained to infiltrate the Shōgunate court. After years at Aisha’s side, Michi had returned home. Older. Harder. So sharp the air fairly bled where she walked.


But there was a crude wooden scrollcase tucked under one arm, a satchel over her shoulder. And the look in her eyes nearly set Kaori’s heart to breaking.


‘. . . You’re leaving?’


The girl nodded. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘But why?’


‘Aisha wouldn’t have wanted this. It shames her memory.’


‘You think this sundering is my doing?’ Kaori climbed to her feet. ‘Yukiko is the one leaving. I would have us stay and fight as we always have.’


‘It’s more than this, now.’ Michi gestured around them. ‘Daichi always said this was never about us. The Kagé were about opening people’s eyes, showing them they need to fight. We have a chance to win, with the Guild rebels on—’


‘Rebels? Gods, call them what they are, Michi. Cowards.’


‘You don’t know what it’s like. To live in the quiet. To sit surrounded by brutality and injustice, knowing if you speak a word, as every part of you screams to do, nothing happens save that two die instead of one.’ A sigh. ‘But I know. I lived it every day for the past four years. And it takes a strength you wouldn’t believe.’


‘When it comes to these Guild pigs? No. I wouldn’t.’


‘Aisha showed me how to hide it. “Let it burn slow,” she said. “Keep it hidden until the day it will truly matter, when risking all will actually be worth the blood you wager. The day we can win.”’ Michi shrugged. ‘This is the day we can win, Kaori. But not without Yukiko.’


Kaori took one long, measured breath, exhaling poison. ‘You godsdamned traitor.’


Michi stepped back as if Kaori had struck her.


‘I brought you in here!’ Kaori shouted. ‘I treated you as blood! I taught you everything, and this is how you repay me? You leave us now? Now, Michi?’


‘There’s something wrong in you, sister.’ Tears welled in Michi’s eyes. ‘Something broken. I don’t think you see the same world I do at the end of this. I see blue skies, and green fields and children dancing in clean rain. And I don’t pretend it comes from somewhere good and pure. It comes from hate, same as you. I want them to suffer, same as you. For my uncle. For my village. But I want something better afterwards too. And all you want is to breathe the smoke. You don’t even care if there is an afterwards, as long as you can watch everything burn.’


Tears spilled freely down Michi’s face now, reaching out to touch Kaori’s hand.


‘And I want to fix you, and I don’t know how . . .’


Kaori slapped Michi’s hand aside, features contorted with fury.


‘Don’t touch me.’


‘Come with us.’


‘No. I will not stand beside the Guild. Not now. Not ever.’


‘Please, Kaori . . .’


‘Begging? You shame yourself, sister.’


The false smile dropped from her lips as Michi dried her tears, staring for what seemed an eon. But at last the girl turned, stalking from Daichi’s ruined home. Kaori stood and stared, biting wind blowing the fringe back from her skin.


Everywhere she looked, she was reminded of her father. The chess set he’d brought with him from Kigen. The leather glove hanging on the wall, soaked with screams and scorched flesh stink, the memory of the day she’d asked him to burn off her tattoo still crystal clear in her mind. A handkerchief, soiled with black stains.


Gods, where was he? Already dead?


He’d been all she had left.


She sank to her knees, trying to breathe.


Gods, help me . . .


She heard footsteps on the decking outside, too heavy for Michi, too clumsy for one of her warriors – the tread of a man with a limp. She turned expecting to see Akihito, instead found herself looking into an eye of sapphire blue, another as white as sun-polished bone. Short dark hair and a pointed beard, a wisp of honey and cinnamon-scented smoke on his lips.


Yukiko’s gaijin. The one called Piotr.


She stood, faced the round-eye, pushing the grief down into her feet.


Breathe.


She folded her arms, stared cold.


Just breathe.


‘What do you want?’


‘Yukiko,’ the gaijin said.


‘She’s not here.’


‘Da,’ he nodded. ‘Am knowing. But she wrong.’


‘Wrong?’


‘Da.’


‘You surprise me, round-eye. I thought you a faithful dog. Is there no room on her lap for both you and the bastards in her belly?’


Sometimes the words just fell from her lips, cold and cruel.


Sometimes she didn’t know where they came from.


Piotr shook his head. ‘No, on Guild, Yukiko is speaking true, and this is Kaori knowing, I am think. But Yukiko is wrong of saying Kaori ugly.’


Kaori caught her breath. Whispered. ‘What did you say?’


He motioned to her face.


‘Beautiful,’ he smiled.


Piotr turned to stare out at the village, the Iishi forest, the rolling storm clouds overhead. He seemed to be burning the picture in his mind; the sea of dead and evergreen leaves, the ancient trees, the jagged spires reaching towards the booming heavens overhead.


Finally, he turned to look at her again, honey and cinnamon smoke drifting from his smile. He clomped across the boards towards her, reaching down to take her hand. And staring into her eyes as she frowned in confusion, he brought her knuckles up to his lips.


‘Goodbye, beautiful lady,’ he said. ‘Hoping I will see her near.’


With a grimace, he turned and limped away, pistons at his broken knee hissing, heavy boot dragging across unfinished boards. She watched him go, not breathing a word. The wind danced amidst the trees, a gust pushing her fringe away from her face, cold and laden with rain. She reached towards it with outstretched fingers – the same fingers he’d just pressed to his lips.


It would have been a simple thing then, to tuck the hair behind her ears, to let the wind and the world see the scar he’d left her with. It would have been a simple thing, to exhale the vile inside, to accept and breathe and be. A simple thing. And the hardest thing in the world.


Her fingers clawed her fringe back down over her face.


And she sat alone in the dark, staring at the empty pit where the fire once burned.
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Waking
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Hana squeezed her brother’s hand, wrapped in the scent of new rain.


The siblings sat on the landing outside the guest house, feet dangling over the edge. Hana peered down to the dizzying fall between her toes. The wind howled like a wounded oni, the rain a constant drum beat, drowning the sounds of the village around them. There was some kind of ruckus going on near the heart of town, but Hana couldn’t bring herself to care. She swung her feet back and forth, letting tears tumble and misery roll over her in cold, lonely waves.


Poor Daken . . .


He’d been only a kitten when they found him, chewed by corpse-rats inside a Kigen city drain. He’d loved them, and they’d loved him back. He was Hana’s best friend in the world.


And now he was gone.


She wiped at her good eye and hung her head, watching her tears spiral into the void. She tried not to think about how he’d ended, how she might have stopped it, how the yakuza who’d stomped him underfoot had died far too quickly at Akihito’s hands. The bandage over the left side of her face was crusted with dry blood, the agony from where her eye had been ripped from her socket still gnawing and real. She tried not to think about that either.


Failure on both counts.


Yoshi had it worse. His skull was still wrapped in gauze from his beating, and his headaches weren’t going away. Concussion, they said. It’ll heal in time, they said. But when Hana looked into her brother’s eyes, she didn’t see the same Yoshi anymore. She saw the memory of a beautiful boy, cold and dead in a pool of coagulating red.


A smile with no lips.


A face with no eyes.


Poor Jurou . . .


She wondered what they’d do. Where they belonged. The few days since they’d landed in the Kagé village had been all blurred visits to the healer, draughts of medicinal tea and pain. Hana hadn’t had a chance to speak to Yukiko yet. She hadn’t even really spoken to Yoshi about Jurou’s death. Everything was happening so quickly. She just needed a minute to breathe . . .


A rush of wind blew her ragged bob around sodden cheeks, the thunder above sounding far closer than the clouds. She heard claws scrabbling on thatch, a tortured timber groan. Peering over her shoulder, she saw a pair of slitted amber eyes peering back. The female arashitora was perched on the guest house roof, half-spread wings dancing with faint electricity. The sight of her might have taken Hana’s breath away, if she hadn’t already spent it all on tears.


‘Yoshi,’ she whispered.


Her brother turned and saw the beast, breath catching in his lungs. The hairs on Hana’s arms stood rigid, ozone tickling her nose. And as she’d done with rats and cats since she was a child, she reached out to the heat, afraid it would be too hot for her mind to touch.


Hello.


– HELLO, MONKEY-CHILD. –


She blinked at the beast, wiped scabbed knuckles across her eye. Its voice was a thunderclap in her head. She squeezed her brother’s fingers, whispered in amazement.


‘Yoshi, she’s talking to me . . .’


Yoshi turned away, staring out over the forest. ‘You been beast-speaking since you were a sprat. No news there.’


‘Her voice, gods, it’s like a storm inside your mind. Try it.’


Yoshi scowled, pointed to the gauze wrapped around his brow. ‘Headache.’


Hana turned back to the arashitora, reaching gingerly toward its heat again. The sensation was like nothing she’d ever known, storm clouds in her mind, electricity dancing on her skin.


Your name is Kaiah, right?


– YES. –


I’m Hana.


– WHY YOU CRY? –


Hana blinked, taken aback. She sniffed, tucked her tangle of hair behind her ears.


No foreplay first, eh? No poetry or flowers. Just jumping right into it there.


– WHAT? –


. . . Doesn’t matter.


The arashitora began preening, straightening the coverts of her left wing with a cruel black beak, the same colour encircling those wonderful amber eyes. Hana watched her, fascinated, as if a picture from a children’s tale had stepped off the paper into wonderful, full colour life. Her thoughts rang in Hana’s skull; strobing, violent, deafening.


The beast blinked, tossed her head.


– WHY YOU CRY? –


Because my friend is dead.


– YUKIKO USES THIS WORD. NOT KNOW MEANING. –


Friend? You don’t know what a friend is?


The thunder tiger tilted her head, tail switching side to side.


– FATHER OF YOUR CUBS? –


He was a cat.


– HOW CAN MONKEY-CHILD MATE WITH CAT? –


. . . What?


–	WAS HE TALL CAT? –


Gods, no . . . look. He was my friend. We talked together, hunted together . . .


– AH. HUNT. YOU MEAN PACKMATE. –


. . . I suppose.


The thunder tiger puffed herself up, spread her wings.


– PACK I UNDERSTAND. THIS IS GOOD. –


Glad to help.


Hana heard raised voices over the driving rain, the thunder of wings. Yoshi quirked an eyebrow, looking towards the growing disturbance, the running footsteps and shouts. A sky-ship engine sputtered to life somewhere in the distance, the propeller’s drone chopping through the thunder. He put his hand to his brow and hissed.


‘What the hells is going on over there? No respect for a body’s aches, these yokels.’


The siblings looked into the sky as another thunder tiger swooped overhead, coming in to land on the decking with a crunch. Hana knew from the tales the beast’s name was Buruu. He was magnificent – broad chest and rippling muscle and fire flashing in his eyes, lightning flaring along his clockwork wings. But Hana was even more fascinated by the girl riding him. Yukiko. The girl she’d first seen in Kigen’s Market Square. Blood streaming down her nose. The iron-thrower in the Shōgun’s fist, levelled at her head. She could hear the words in her mind again, as clearly as if Yukiko had spoken them aloud.


‘Let me show you what one little girl can do . . .’


Her hair flowed about her face in black waves, held in check by the goggles above her brow. She walked amidst the flurry of leaves that marked their arrival, pale as ashes. Hana could see why people spoke about her the way they did. There was something beyond the superficial beauty, a fierceness in the way she moved. An electricity humming in the air around her.


Yoshi inclined his head, a small crooked smile on his lips.


‘Stormdancer.’


The girl smiled back. ‘It’s just Yukiko, Yoshi-san.’


Kaiah locked eyes with Buruu, and Hana sensed disdain in the female’s mind, a low growl in her chest. Hana looked between the pair, then to their saviour. The girl who’d rescued them after the attack on Kigen. The girl Hana owed her life to. She saw Yukiko’s face was flushed, her eyes wide. Somewhere in the Kenning, she felt anger. Anguish. Sorrow.


‘Are you all right, Yukiko-san?’


The girl sighed, crouched beside the siblings. She dragged a stray lock of hair from her mouth, rain beading on her skin like jewels. Her voice was heavy as lead.


‘I’m sorry to do this to you. I’m sorry you haven’t had time to rest. But something’s happened. The rebellion is splitting. I’m leaving here today. I want you two to come with us.’


‘Splitting?’ Hana blinked. ‘Why?’


‘There’s an insurgency inside the Lotus Guild. I think we can use them as allies, but other Kagé refuse to stand beside them. It’s all hatred and grudges and politics. Point is, Buruu, Kaiah and I are taking a ship and some of the less militant Kagé to Yama city. The Fox Daimyo slighted the Shōgunate by refusing to attend the royal wedding. He’s no friend of the government or the Guild. And I’m hoping that’ll make him friend to us.’


‘You’re lighting out on your little rebel friends,’ Yoshi said. ‘Just like that.’


‘I’m going to keep fighting. But I can’t be part of a rebellion that murders innocent people. I hope you can understand that. I hope you’ll come with me.’


Hana tried hard not to frown. ‘Where else would we go?’


‘Anywhere you like. I don’t want you to feel like you owe me anything. This is a war, and I’m in it up to my neck. Fighting to bring down the Guild and set this country free from blood lotus. The smog. The deadlands. The poison that is chi.’


‘I know,’ Hana smiled. ‘I’ve heard you talking on the radio.’


‘They call me a terrorist. They say I’m trying to destroy the whole country, not just the Guild. And for every person who listens to the pirate radio, there’s a dozen who long to go back to the days of plenty.’ Yukiko shrugged. ‘Part of me can’t blame them. There’s no easy answer. We’re in for hard times once the Guild is gone.’


‘We’re in for harder times if it stays.’


‘Try telling that to a screaming mob.’


‘Three Stormdancers are louder than one.’


Yoshi scoffed, but for once, kept his opinions to himself. Yukiko looked between the pair, the question plain in her eyes.


‘You’re a smart girl, Yukiko.’ Hana’s laugh brightened the deepening dusk. ‘But you’re fucking crazy if you think we’d go back to sleeping in gutters after seeing all this.’


‘So you’ll come with me? You’ll fight?’


‘We’ll do more than fight.’ Hana took her brother’s hand. ‘We’ll godsdamned win.’


Yukiko grinned and grabbed her in a bearhug, squeezing tight. Hana was taken aback at the sudden show of affection, but she felt the comforting strength in Yukiko’s arms, Buruu and Kaiah’s smouldering heat behind her, and for the first time in what seemed like her entire life, she felt absolutely righteous. Absolutely safe. And so she kissed Yukiko on the cheek and hugged her back, bathing in unfamiliar warmth.


The pair broke apart, the wind howling between them. And Kaiah stepped into the gulf and extended one wing, dipping her shoulder towards the ground.


– FLY WITH ME. –


*


The wind was all screams and clawing fingers, tearing her hair and howling in her ears. As they soared through the swirling, soggy grey, the air grew brittle and Hana leaned close, arms wrapped tight around Kaiah’s neck. Her clothes became soaked, hair clinging to her face as her stomach plummeted towards her knees, her missing eye burning like fire.


Ascending.


She could see Yukiko and Buruu off to her right, the sky-ship Kurea behind them. The vessel was a merchantman, four great propellers cutting through the chill air, its inflatable painted with an enormous dragon spitting fire across the canvas. Yoshi was somewhere aboard it – he’d flat out refused to climb onto the thunder tiger’s back. Hana’s mind drifted to her childhood; the brief sky-ship journey she and her family had taken after her father had won his farm. She’d been awestruck, her stomach a storm of butterflies, the only time in her life she’d ever flown. Yoshi had spent the entire trip in their cabin, trying not to hurl.


The air grew sharp as razors, white plumes rolling from her lips. Hana clung to Kaiah’s neck with aching hands, teeth chattering in her skull. And just when she thought they must turn back, that they’d never break through the cloud, the sky turned red and the grey fell away into a sea of rolling iron beneath them, stretching wide as forever. Iishi crags pierced the cloud cover, snow-clad and shimmering. Greedy winds snatched the blasphemy from her mouth, and all the world beneath the clouds was forgotten, submerged beneath the ocean of Shima sky.


For that one dazzling moment, everything she could see was perfect.


Gods above. It’s beautiful.


– IT IS HOME. –


You can almost forget it all up here. All the hurt and the pain and the shit down there.


– WHY YOU WANT TO FORGET? –


. . . Sometimes it’s easier than dealing with it, I suppose.


Kaiah growled.


– DO NOT UNDERSTAND. YUKIKO ASKS ME TO LEARN MONKEY-CHILD WAY AND I CANNOT SEE. SILLY THINGS. LITTLE THINGS MADE SO BIG. FOOLISH. –


Our way is real simple, Kaiah.


– OH YES? –


We’re ugly. We’re selfish and greedy and short-sighted, fucking each other over for a drop of fuel or a difference of opinion. That’s pretty much the breadth of it.


Kaiah glanced across the red skies toward Buruu, and Hana sensed pure hostility, a low rumbling growl in her new friend’s chest.


– HUMANS NOT THE ONLY ONES WHO CAN BETRAY, MONKEY-CHILD. –


You’re talking about Buruu? What did he do?


– KINSLAYER. MURDERER. DISGUSTS ME. –


Kinslayer?


– DO NOT TRUST HIM, GIRL. NOT FOR A MOMENT. –


Why not?


– WILL BE REPAID IN BLOOD. –


Then why are you here? Why are you helping?


– REASONS NOT MINE TO TELL. –


The pair swooped back down through the cloud, fingers of jagged fringe kissing Hana’s cheeks. She thought of Akihito charging in and saving her from death in the yakuza warehouse. Those big arms around her shoulder, brute strength wrapped in impossible gentleness, keeping all the hurt at bay. The air grew just a little warmer at the memory.


Not all people are evil, I suppose. Some are just stupid.


– SOME ARE GREATER. YOUR YUKIKO SEES TRUTH. WILL BE REMEMBERED. –


My people always forget, Kaiah. All the most important things.


– DO NOT MEAN MONKEY-CHILDREN. I MEAN BLUE SKY AND CLEAN RAIN. THUNDER’S SONG. THEY WILL SING HER NAME LONG AFTER ALL ELSE IS DUST. –


The beast glanced over her shoulder, eyes as deep as the fall at their feet.


– WHO WILL SING FOR YOU? –


Who says anyone should? I’m no one.


– NOT WISH TO LEAVE A MARK ON THIS PLACE? NOT WISH TO BE SUNG OF AS THEY SING OF KITSUNE NO AKIRA? TORA TAKEHIKO? –


Those are the names of Stormdancers. I’m not a hero. I don’t close hellgates or slay sea dragons. I rob drunkards and sleep in hovels and speak to rats. Sometimes I have fleas.


– NOT DREAM OF BEING SOMETHING GREATER? –


The wind thrummed with propeller song, whispering the plain and simple truth.


Everybody does . . .


She felt the heat inside the arashitora envelop her, fill her with a burning pride. Somehow she knew the beast was smiling at her. She found herself smiling back.


– THAT IS THE BEGINNING. –


Amusement enveloped the beast, bright and wicked like a child born to mischief. And before Hana could blink, Kaiah pressed wings to flanks and they dropped from the skies. Hana’s stomach rose into her throat, screaming for all she was worth as they plunged straight towards the forest below.


Pull up!


– USED TO PLAY THIS GAME WITH MY CUBS. –


We’re going to die!


– BREATHE. –


We’re falling too fast!


– NOT FALLING. FLYING. –


The arashitora spread her wings, Hana’s insides crashing downwards as they levelled out and swooped into the air again. The pain of her missing eye forgotten, blood pounding, body shaking; tremors borne not of terror but exhilaration. The world flying by beneath them, hundreds of tiny life-sparks in the forest below, the beating of her heart, entwined with the beast’s.


Alive.


So wonderfully, perfectly, impossibly alive.


She curled her fingers in the thunder tiger’s feathers, laughing as though the world was ending, and the beast opened her beak and roared like thunder. Like a storm that would wash away everything she was and everything she’d been, all the dirt and filth and blood scabbing in the gutters, leaving her clean and whole and beautiful.


Take me back.


Kaiah glanced back at the sky-ship Kurea, amusement flickering in her mind.


– HAD YOUR FILL OF FLYING? –


No, not back to the ship. Back up to the clouds.


Hana held on tight, blinked the rain and tears from her eye.


Let’s do it again.
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Insurrection
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It had been eight years since Yukiko last laid eyes on Yama city.


Eight years, one mother, one father, and one lifetime ago.
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