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PART I THE FIRST SIGNS OF AUTUMN






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Turning Leaves

Hiding in a ginkgo tree in the Imperial Palace’s gardens, Toshiko Kawakami did wonder if she might be out of her depth. She’d been looking forward to this mission, excited to put herself to the test, spying on Emperor Asayo Soramoto and her guests as they celebrated the Turning Leaf Festival.

It had been a difficult evening already, though, involving a hard climb over the walls into the Imperial Palace’s grounds, and then a desperate dash past the cameras and alarm systems, which Mei had helpfully disabled. Encountering the Palace’s guard dogs had certainly been alarming, too, although Jun had prepared her well, with a giant backpack of chicken gyoza that had done a surprisingly good job of distracting them. She’d faced a breathless scramble over the inner garden wall after that, before a last, hand-over-hand climb through hanging lanterns and leaves to make it all the way up here, to where she was perched high in the tree canopy.

She’d been so sure she was ready for tonight. After all, she’d recently turned seventeen, which surely counted as practically adult. Now, though, her palms and fingertips were raw, and she could feel herself shaking, only just maintaining her grip on the branch beneath her. She also couldn’t rid herself of the thought that her Auntie Reiko most certainly wouldn’t have been happy with any of this.

Taking a moment to catch her breath as she watched the stars and the Three Sister Moons shine out from the sky’s deep evening blue, Toshiko found that she could fully picture Auntie Reiko now, in her mind’s eye – Auntie Reiko with her eyebrows rising higher and higher up her lined forehead. You think this is a good way to behave? she might have said, accompanying the words with a slow, disappointed shake of the head. Look at this girl. She thinks she can just go off and do whatever she likes. No worry for safety. No cares for the consequences of breaking the law…

Reiko, however, was gone. Toshiko let the mental picture dissipate into the dusk and sighed, prompting a ‘What’s up, Tosh?’ from Mei, in her earpiece – Mei, her sister in every way but blood, and who, at twenty-one years old, was annoyingly unflappable. Mei always acted like she’d seen it all before and, irritatingly enough, more often than not it seemed she actually had.

Mei, unlike Auntie Reiko, was a family member who was, emphatically, still here. She was even perhaps too here sometimes, Toshiko reflected now, given that her older sister had predictably used the earpiece to provide a constant and generally critical commentary on all of her actions throughout this mission so far. Of course, though, Mei wasn’t actually physically anywhere nearby. Always hostile to the idea of leaving the comfort of her tech lab and its vast stockpile of snacks, she never risked her own skin, or did anything strenuous enough to chip her long acrylic nails.

‘What can you see?’ she piped up again in Toshiko’s ear, interrupting these mutinous thoughts. ‘You’ve made it into the gardens properly by now, right? Also, we need to discuss those dogs. I couldn’t tell from all the barking – were they cute scary or just scary scary?’

Judging the question sufficiently ridiculous to ignore, Toshiko took an extra moment to collect her thoughts.

‘Come in, Tosh? You could start speaking to me any time… now? Are you okay?’

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ Toshiko hissed, scowling into the froth of gold-tinged leaves around her. ‘This may come as a surprise to you, but those of us who do things physically instead of virtually sometimes need a moment to breathe.’

She heard a pop on the other end of the line – the sound of Mei bursting her bubble gum. The sharp clarity of the noise was both a reminder of how little Mei cared about the physical versus virtual snipe, and of just how good the tech she built really was. Mei had earned her place at home with the snacks. Toshiko found herself rolling her eyes, only to have a passing squirrel flash her what was surely a look of reproach.

‘You’re getting flustered,’ Mei told her. ‘Come on, you’re doing great so far. How about you just tell me what can you see?’

Like most of her citizens, Emperor Asayo Soramoto made the most of summer’s lingering heat to celebrate the Turning Leaf Festival – Rainshadow City’s official first night of autumn, when the leaves were just beginning to change their colours – with a lavish outdoor banquet. As Toshiko shimmied forwards along her branch to peer through the leaves, she was rewarded with her first clear view of the banquet table below, not twenty feet in front of her, set out beneath the avenue of trees. She also got her first glimpse of the Emperor herself.

It was almost a surprise to discover that Emperor Asayo looked, in person, almost exactly as she did in the daily telecasts. Sitting towards the centre of the long, laden table, she was dressed to perfection as usual in a sharply tailored trouser suit, its material the burnt-orange colour of an autumn forest.

Toshiko had just begun to shift further along her branch, hoping to see who the Emperor was talking to across the table, when her foot caught on an unexpected knot in the wood and then slipped against the tree’s ridged bark.

She managed to recover her balance, but the movement set the many paper lanterns that were suspended from the tree swinging gently back and forth, the whole cluster of them moving like a cloud of outsize fireflies. Toshiko held her breath, certain she must have revealed her presence to the whole gathering.

Everyone sitting at the table below, though, still seemed too intent on each other and on the spread of festival food before them to even think of looking up into the branches. The stewards serving them also appeared far too focused on carrying out their duties to the Emperor’s satisfaction to expect anything more than a gentle breeze at work in the treetops above – thank the Gods. Toshiko let her breath out, slowly, feeling her heartbeat settle.

The sound of Mei popping her gum came crisp and clear again over the earpiece. ‘Well?’ she asked Toshiko.

Toshiko looked back down through the ginkgo leaves, and considered how she might describe the scene to Mei. There were perhaps as many as fifty people seated at the long table below, being waited on by a mixture of stewards in Imperial livery and simple Service-bots on wheels. The table itself was laid out with a magnificent spread of different types of food, and set with more gleaming cups, plates and glasses than Toshiko would have known what to do with.

Many of Emperor Asayo’s guests seemed to be high-ranking ministers or advisors: the kind of people responsible for delivering her agenda in running day-to-day life in this island city state of Rainshadow City, as well as for managing the city’s relationship with the other islands that made up its wider Empire of the Rainshadow Archipelago. These were all people in nondescript middle age, looking elegantly professional in well-cut suits and dresses, which were all of subtly rich shades of dark blue, grey and black. Scattered amidst these guests were others dressed in the colourful reds, oranges and golds that were more typical of the Turning Leaf Festival. Toshiko guessed these might be members of the Emperor’s extended family.

With a start, then, she registered that the Emperor’s young son was here, sitting next to his mother on her left-hand side. Like his mother, the Crown Prince, a boy of ten, looked just as he did in the telecasts. He wasn’t the only child at this banquet, either. There were a couple of small girls sitting a few seats further down from him, who Toshiko thought might be his cousins, and a small cluster of even younger children at the table’s far end.

Somehow, Toshiko hadn’t expected any children to be here tonight at all, though she realized now how foolish that had been of her. While there were big political dinners and events at the Palace almost every evening of the week, the Turning Leaf Festival was one of the city’s most family-focused celebrations. It was sometimes all too easy to forget, given the enormous power that Emperor Asayo Soramoto held in her position as autocrat of the whole Rainshadow Archipelago, that she was also in fact a real human being, with a family of her own.

Family festival or not, Toshiko knew there would surely still be a high degree of political manoeuvring taking place between the adults at the table – something that was obviously contributing to rising levels of restlessness and boredom amidst the gathering’s youngest members. If she were going to be spotted tonight, she realized, it would most likely be by one of them.

‘So, did you fall out of the tree, or…?’ Mei’s words were accompanied by an impatient tapping sound, and Toshiko could just picture her drumming her lime-green nails on the shiny surface of her desk.

‘As if you’d care.’

‘Of course I care. I have a vested interest in this mission going well. Now, stay focused. Is the target there?’

Tearing her eyes away from all the beautiful clothes, raden-worked rice bowls, lacquered chopsticks and platters of sushi, tempura, golden sweet potato tartlets and huge grilled matsutake mushrooms, Toshiko made herself remember the real reason she’d come here tonight, and began studying the guests at the table with more intention. To begin with, she thought that maybe he wasn’t here and Jun’s information had been faulty. Then, finally, she clocked him: Ken Saito of the Lucky Crows, sitting next to the Crown Prince, just one place away from the Emperor herself on her left-hand side.

The Lucky Crows were the biggest, most formidable, and officially the only organized crime syndicate on the island, controlling the whole of Rainshadow City’s underground economy. Mei was certain, too, that they also pulled the strings of all sorts of elements within the island city state’s ruling elite. Back when the Kawakamis had still lived in the Keeper’s Crescent – the fenced-off arc of shanty towns that ran along the southern section of the island’s coast, and a place that none of the city’s legal citizens liked to think about – Ken Saito had served as the gang’s head of operations there. Known as ‘the Captain’, he’d managed the exploitation of the Crescent’s residents as cheap labour for Rainshadow City proper. He’d also been responsible for the collection of the ‘taxes’ that the Lucky Crows demanded from everyone who lived within the Crescent’s confines, as well as for the gang’s brisk trade in kakogan dust.

At first, Toshiko was amazed she hadn’t recognized Saito immediately. Then again, it had been a full five years now since Auntie Reiko had done the unthinkable and defied him, refusing to let him take her adopted children into the city for a job in the granitarium mines so dangerous there would have been a good chance of them not coming back. It had been five years too, of course, since the night following that act of defiance, when Reiko had looked out of their little house’s front door and announced that Saito was approaching.

Toshiko and Mei had huddled with Jun, the third Kawakami sibling and their adoptive brother, under the large wooden table that had formed the centrepiece of their home – the same table at which the three of them had eaten all their meals together, and at which Reiko had taught them their lessons. Concealed by its overlarge tablecloth, they had clung together in the gloom as a cut-short scream from Reiko had torn through the very air around them. As Mei had started to sob, Toshiko had slipped her siblings’ protective grip to peek out from their hiding place. First, she’d seen Ken Saito, and had noticed immediately how completely out of place he’d seemed in their small but cosy main room. Then, she’d registered that he was wiping a dagger on a pocket-handkerchief and looking down at the floor – at Reiko’s body, lying twisted at his feet.

Jun had it on good authority that Saito had since risen to become a General in the gang, and was now one of the closest advisors to the Sensei – the Lucky Crows’ leader, who was never seen in public but was often whispered about in the city’s shadier corners. To be at the Sensei’s right hand was a high position indeed, and Saito’s rise had been remarkably swift. As Jun said, you had to wonder what he’d done to get so far so fast – and whether it had left him with nightmares.

Toshiko took a moment now to simply watch Saito, taking in all the details of this man who had killed the closest person to a parent she’d ever known, studying him in a way she hadn’t been able to back in the half-light and horror of the last time she’d seen him.

Her first thought was that he was younger than she’d expected – still in his late twenties, maybe. With a confusing jolt, she realized that this surely meant he couldn’t have been much older than Mei and Jun were now when he’d killed Auntie Reiko. It was a jarring idea to consider, since he always seemed so adult in her memories. There were other small differences, too, between Saito as he sat at the banquet table tonight and the image of him that had haunted her thoughts so relentlessly over these past five years. When he’d worked as the Captain, Saito had always kept his hair shorn short, in a dark fuzz over his scalp. He wore it longer now, in a typical business cut. He’d acquired a new scar – a vicious little apostrophe just above his left cheekbone – and his jawline seemed sharper, his shoulders even broader than Toshiko remembered, too. His cold grey eyes, though, were just the same as they always were in her nightmares.

She continued to observe him closely, watching those same hands that had killed Reiko as they reached now through the general dance of movement continuously unfolding over the table’s surface – an improvised ballet of chopsticks, bracelets, rings, cups, dumplings, sashimi and tempura – to settle on a decanter of whiskey.

As Saito poured himself a drink, she noticed the hint of Lucky Crows sleeve tattoos just visible at the tops of his shirt cuffs, along with the Comms-Disc on his left wrist. These wrist-strapped devices were Lucky Crows tech, worn by all of the gang’s higher-ranking members. While preparing for this mission, Mei had discovered that the Crows could use them to communicate with each other via a closed network which covered most of Rainshadow island.

Saito’s Comms-Disc would have looked like a fairly typical model for the gang, had it not been studded with bright gemstones. Clearly, he had a taste for the ostentatious. His fingers, too, were loaded with gleaming, heavy-looking rings, and he wore a large, luminescent pearl on a gold chain around his neck. The pearl gleamed against the black T-shirt he’d paired with his suit jacket like a miniature moon – a luminous, unearthly medallion.

‘I’ve found him. He’s here,’ was all Toshiko said to Mei.

‘You’re absolutely sure it’s him?’ Mei was still trying to put on a bored voice, but Toshiko knew her well enough to detect a new agitation in her tone.

‘It’s Saito. I’m certain.’

There was nothing else from Mei for a moment, but Toshiko could sense the ticking clockwork of her thoughts. ‘How friendly does he seem with Emperor Asayo?’ Mei asked eventually.

‘Well, it’s a cosy-enough gathering,’ Toshiko replied, a little unsure of what Mei was getting at now in asking this. ‘Wait, she’s talking to him now. And he’s smiling, kind of. Looks a bit like a shark.’

‘Is her kid there?’ Mei asked.

‘You mean the Crown Prince?’

‘No, I meant an obscure nephew on the Emperor’s mother’s side.’ Mei’s voice dripped with sarcasm. ‘Yes, clearly the Crown Prince.’

‘He’s here,’ Toshiko told her, biting back a retort.

‘And where is he sitting, in relation to Saito?’

‘Right next to him, actually.’

‘Gods,’ Mei replied, her voice suddenly tight. ‘You know, it’s enough to make anyone sick, the extent to which she’s so obviously in Saito’s pocket, and in the Lucky Crows’ pocket by implication. Inviting him to a Turning Leaf dinner with her family, and seating him next to her only child? Could she honour him any more highly?’

Toshiko never quite knew how to reply when Mei talked like this about the Emperor and the politics of Rainshadow City’s ruling powers.

‘Right,’ Mei was continuing, though, sounding suddenly businesslike. ‘I think we should move on to the next phase. It’s time to steal the ring.’

‘What? Now? Weren’t we going to wait to do that?’

‘No time like the present.’

‘But this is my first time properly on my own on a mission,’ Toshiko hissed, getting louder now, forgetting to care whether those below could hear her. ‘You promised this was just recon.’

‘We hadn’t found him yet, when I said that. I didn’t know how I would feel.’

‘You’re serious? You really want me to do this?’

‘Unless you want to be all scared about it. Is he actually wearing the ring?’

‘I’m not scared,’ Toshiko huffed. ‘You’re the one who never leaves the apartment.’

‘Stay focused. Is he wearing the ring?’

Still grumbling at Mei in her head, Toshiko went back to watching Ken Saito’s hands. There it was – a flash of gold on the little finger of his left hand. It was distinctive in being the simplest and plainest ring of all of those he was wearing tonight – the only one, in fact, that didn’t look as if it had been designed to double as a weapon.

‘Yes, he’s wearing it,’ she told Mei.

‘Perfect.’

Toshiko could hear in her sister’s voice just how much she wanted that ring. According to Jun’s investigations, this apparently simple piece of jewellery contained a chip that held access codes to almost every closed network in Rainshadow City, as well as to the Lucky Crows’ private accounts, including bank accounts. There was no copy, and Saito never let it leave his person. For a hacker like Mei, that ring was the key to whole new realms of possibility, reaching even beyond the next stage in their current scheme of skimming credits from the gang’s reserves. After everything they’d suffered at the Lucky Crows’ hands, the Kawakamis were only too happy to steal as much as they needed from the gang in order to fund the life they’d managed to grasp for themselves beyond the Keeper’s Crescent in the years following Reiko’s death.

‘Any advice on how I get hold of it?’ Toshiko asked Mei. ‘It seems pretty firmly on his finger.’

‘I got you in there,’ Mei replied, and Toshiko could just visualize her shrugging as the sound of her nails tapping against the desk came over the earpiece again. ‘Didn’t you decide fieldwork was going to be your area of expertise?’

‘Fine,’ Toshiko sighed. ‘But you’re cooking me dinner for the rest of the week.’

‘Jun will cook dinner. You know he loves cooking dinner.’

‘You’re on washing-up duty, then.’

‘Just get on with it,’ Mei said.

Sisters. Were they more trouble than they were worth? Rolling her eyes, Toshiko wriggled back through the densely clustered leaves, towards the ginkgo tree’s trunk, then began to climb down. She moved noiselessly, naturally, able to shift her weight and centre of balance with a dancer’s grace, barely having to think at all about where she put her feet.

She took just a moment to check that everyone at the table was still fully immersed in their various conversations before dropping, catlike, onto the paving below without so much as rustling a leaf. A grin spread over her face in spite of her nerves. Mei might have all the talent for computing, but Toshiko could climb like it was a skill that had been gifted to her by the Gods.

‘And they don’t teach that at high school,’ she whispered, triumphant, at exactly the same moment that the Crown Prince looked up from his place at the table and caught her eye.

‘Oh shiitake mushrooms,’ she hissed.

‘What is it? What have you done?’ said Mei.

‘It’s fine, just give me a minute.’

Toshiko darted behind the tree’s trunk, hoping the midnight blue of her jacket and trousers would help her blend into the night. And yet the child was obviously not that stupid or easily distracted, because when she looked out from behind the tree again a moment later, he was still staring.

This was fine, Toshiko told herself. She would just have to give up on the idea of getting Mei to do the washing-up for the week. She would back away, slowly, and retreat, hoping the dogs would remember her as the blessed giver of gyoza and so refrain from attacking her as she climbed back over the wall. Yes, she would have to face Jun’s concern and Mei’s superior attitude for a few days, and yes, she might have slightly confirmed her older siblings’ views of her as young and inexperienced, but she would also be home, safe and alive. They could find another way of locating Ken Saito and steal the ring when they’d actually had time to formulate a proper plan for getting it off his finger. All would be well.

She turned, crept to hide behind the delicate fronds of a maple tree, then dropped behind a low, ornamental wall, crawling forward on the ground in its shelter, forearm over forearm.

She didn’t get very far before a pair of small blue slippers, embroidered with silver cats, stepped into view in front of her. She looked up to see the Crown Prince.

‘Who are you?’ the boy asked Toshiko. ‘What are you doing here?’

He hadn’t bothered to modulate the volume of his voice at all, and Toshiko found herself making hushing movements at him with her hands.

He was still very much a child – she might yet be able to get away with this, so long as she didn’t scare him, or reveal any sign that she wasn’t simply a regular, law-abiding citizen. As she considered how best to answer, she shifted her arm to hide the small tattoo that danced across her wrist, of three terns in flight over the watery curves of a river. There was no reason the Crown Prince would recognize it, but all the same – all three Kawakamis had one, and it didn’t hurt to be cautious.

‘Tosh?’ Mei’s voice piped up in her ear. ‘Who’s that? Who are you talking to?’

‘Not now,’ she hissed at Mei.

‘What?’ said the Crown Prince.

‘What?’ said Mei.

‘Be quiet, both of you,’ Toshiko snapped, wishing Mei had installed an off-switch in the earpiece.

‘You weren’t invited, were you?’ said the Crown Prince. ‘My mother didn’t invite you.’

‘Wow, is the Emperor really your mother?’ Toshiko asked, playing for time, frantically trying to think of the best way out of this.

The boy only frowned at her. ‘Yes. And I can tell she didn’t invite you. I bet she doesn’t like you.’

Pushing herself up to her elbows now, so as to face him more properly while still remaining hidden from the banquet table, Toshiko decided there could be worse ideas than running with his interpretation of her as a spurned party guest.

‘Is it a fun party?’ she asked, trying to sound as plaintive as possible.

The Crown Prince kicked one of his slippers against the paving of the path. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘Just grown-ups talking about boring things.’

Toshiko nodded sympathetically. ‘Sounds rough. What kinds of boring things?’

‘Like…’ The boy looked up to the starred sky, as if that might provide some explanation for the adults’ behaviour, then sighed heavily. ‘You know. Like taxes and stuff.’

‘I see,’ Toshiko said. ‘And what kinds of things do you prefer to talk about?’

‘I don’t know,’ the boy replied. ‘I like stories, I suppose. Good ones, with lots of adventures and fighting. And I like games.’

‘I know a game you could play with me,’ Toshiko told him then.

‘Oh?’ said the boy, sceptical but interested.

‘Yeah, it’s a really fun game,’ she said. ‘You see that guy over there?’ She shifted herself on the ground to point at Saito.

‘My uncle?’ asked the boy, pointing over to the table too, but at a completely different man.

‘No,’ Toshiko tried again. ‘The younger one, who you were sitting next to. With the scar and the giant pearl around his neck.’

‘Ohhhh, him,’ said the boy. ‘Mr Winter. I don’t like Mr Winter.’

Mr Winter. Toshiko mentally filed away the alias. ‘Why not?’

The Crown Prince didn’t seem to want to reply to that, and only scuffed his slipper into the path again.

‘Well, this is a game to play a trick on Mr Winter,’ Toshiko continued.

‘Okay.’ He was listening.

‘You have to try and get Mr Winter to give you his ring.’

‘His ring?’

‘Yes. That small gold one, there. You see? On his little finger.’

‘Oh,’ the Crown Prince said. ‘You mean the one with the dragon on it?’

‘I don’t know, I can’t see that from here.’

‘Well, it does have a dragon on it.’

‘That’s really good knowledge,’ Toshiko said, flattering the boy. ‘I bet you’re going to be great at this game.’

‘How do I get him to give it to me though?’ the Crown Prince asked.

‘That’s the challenge,’ said Toshiko. ‘Tell him you want to play with it. Or that you want to see the dragon.’

‘What happens if I do get the ring?’

‘You’d win this round,’ Toshiko said. ‘Then you’d have to set me a challenge for the next round. The only thing to be careful of is that in order to win, you have to manage to get the ring all the way back here, to where I am, without Mr Winter trying to take it back.’

The boy frowned for a moment, his head on one side, thinking about it. Then – ‘Okay,’ he said, and trotted back towards the guests.

‘What are you doing?’ Mei demanded in Toshiko’s ear.

‘Improvising,’ she hissed back.

Still sheltering behind the low wall, Toshiko watched the events at the table. For a while, things seemed to proceed mostly as before, except that the meal was obviously now drawing to a close. Soon, it wasn’t only the Crown Prince who had gotten down from the table and was roving the gardens; several of the other young children began doing this too, and Toshiko found herself trying not to breathe, almost, in her efforts to blend in with the night.

She watched as the Crown Prince pottered over to two small girls who had gone to sit beside an ornamental pond, and then as the three of them started throwing pebbles into the water. After this had continued for several minutes, Toshiko began to wonder if the boy might have forgotten all about the ring. The children seemed to be trying to see whose throw could generate the biggest splash, and as Toshiko found herself growing increasingly impatient, a startled frog sprang from the water, setting all three children off in shrieking and recoiling, giggling loudly.

The noise caught the Emperor’s attention. She glanced up from the conversation she’d been deep in with Ken Saito, who had shifted into the Crown Prince’s empty seat, right next to her.

‘What’s going on over there?’ the Emperor called, a note of sternness in her tone.

‘It was a frog!’ the smallest girl spluttered.

‘Please do excuse the children, Mr Winter,’ the Emperor said, turning to Saito, her voice catching a little knowingly on the false name. ‘They are unaccustomed to the formality of occasions such as these. They were too young to be present for the Turning Leaf celebrations last year, you see.’

‘It is no trouble, of course, Majesty,’ Saito replied. His voice had the timbre of rust, of gravel, of the hardest rock found in the depths of the mountains – and he spoke stiffly, seeming unaccustomed to contorting his words into such pleasantries.

‘Oof,’ said Mei in Toshiko’s ear. ‘Someone sounds grisly.’

Toshiko sighed. Of course the mic attached to her earpiece was somehow so good that Mei could pick up the nuances of Saito’s voice from twenty feet away. If Mei had been born with a legitimate Rainshadow City ID card, she’d surely have been able to get any job she wanted at any tech company on the island.

‘Mr Winter,’ piped up the Emperor’s son then, as he stood up from where he’d been sitting with the girls and began to trot back over towards the table. ‘Do you like games?’

Oh no. Toshiko closed her eyes and sent out a prayer to any God who might be nearby that the boy wouldn’t reveal her.

‘It depends on the game,’ replied Ken Saito, not sounding very playful at all.

‘Can I see the dragon, Mr Winter?’ the boy tried again. ‘The dragon on your ring?’

‘On my ring?’ said Saito, as a hush began to fall over the banquet table.

‘I’m so interested in dragons, you see. I’d love to see the dragon on your ring more clearly.’

Saito didn’t move. No one else spoke. The boy smiled winningly and held out his hand.

‘Well?’ said the Emperor. With a skip of her heartbeat, Toshiko saw that the Emperor was looking at Saito expectantly. ‘Surely he can see it for a moment.’

‘I would rather not part with it, if avoidable, Majesty.’

‘You would deny my son this small request? Please, we are among friends, Mr Winter, and children need these little kindnesses, as flowers require the light of the sun.’

‘I’ll be careful with it, Mr Winter, I promise.’ The boy blinked up at him.

Under the combined gaze of the Emperor and the whole table of guests now, Ken Saito slipped his golden dragon ring off his little finger and placed it in the palm of the child.

‘Yesss,’ the boy said as his small fingers closed in a fist around it. He did a little jump on the spot and then, watched by everyone at the Emperor’s Turning Leaf celebration, ran right back to where Toshiko was still hiding behind her low wall.

‘Got it!’ he cried when he reached her, and handed her the ring. It felt cold and strangely heavy in her palm. ‘I won! Now I have to set a challenge for you.’

With the eyes of the whole table surely watching now, the time for subterfuge had clearly passed. In the awful, silent moment that followed, Toshiko stood up to her full height and stepped out from behind the wall, revealing herself to the guests and to the Palace stewards serving them. She made sure to raise up her hands, open-palmed, to show she was holding no weapons – only the ring, gleaming incriminatingly from between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand. Toshiko watched as the Emperor’s sharp gaze took in every inch of her. Saito’s jaw tightened, too, his hands curling into fists.

‘Arrest her,’ called the Emperor at last.

Mei shrieked Toshiko’s name down the earpiece as, in a clatter of crockery, five of the stewards who had been attending the table dropped their trays and hurtled towards Toshiko like the trained Imperial Guards they clearly were. Of course, Toshiko almost groaned aloud. She should have realized that for all the show of this dinner being an intimate family affair, the Emperor would never host any kind of event without security on hand.

‘Until the next time,’ Toshiko called back to the Crown Prince as she turned and fled. ‘I owe you another round of the game.’

And then she was away, a gust of wind loose through the gardens, even before the expression of triumph on the boy’s face had had time to change to puzzlement.

She flew over potted plants, a stream, a path of stepping stones and a little bridge, acutely aware all the time of the Emperor’s Guards behind her – of the sounds of their shoes on stone, then on gravel, and then of a crash as one of them kicked over what was probably a flowerpot. She didn’t stop for breath until she reached the empty gatehouse by the side of the garden wall. Ducking around it, she paused to slip the ring into her pocket, freeing up her hands for the climb out of the gardens.

It was in this moment of distraction that Ken Saito stepped around the gatehouse’s other side to appear before her, blocking her path. Standing in front of her like this, he seemed somehow bigger than she’d expected – a harsh, hulking figure against the glow of the evening sky. She couldn’t help but note that there was nothing in his expression to suggest he recognised her. But why should he remember the face of one frightened child in the dark, she supposed? He’d probably seen hundreds of them.

Saito grinned and reached into his jacket, unsheathing a hidden blade. It wasn’t the same one he’d used to take Reiko’s life. If anything, it looked even more lethal, being longer and having a curve to it which made the whole knife flash like an unpleasant grin in the moonlight. Toshiko found herself stumbling backwards only to collide with hard brick. Saito had her trapped here, between the gatehouse and the wall.

‘Hand it over,’ he growled, sounding far more comfortable in this situation than he had at the dinner table. ‘I won’t wait.’

Toshiko could hear the Emperor’s Guards coming closer, too, making their way towards her through the gardens. She chanced a glance in their direction, trying to gauge how long she had before they reached her – and as she did so, she took her eyes off Saito. In that instant of her attention being elsewhere, he seized her by the shoulder and brought his knife up to her throat.

Toshiko gasped in shock as he ran the very edge of his blade over the fine skin covering her larynx, drawing just the whisper of a thin, beaded trail of blood. Even at this proximity, so close that she could see the full intensity of menace concentrated within his gaze, he still showed no signs of recognition. How insignificant she was to him, when he had taken so much from her.

‘Fine,’ she spat. ‘You can have it.’ She reached into her pocket for the ring and threw it at his feet.

She couldn’t really say what possessed her to do what she did next. The only possible reasons were that she hated losing, especially against Ken Saito, and that she had no time to think clearly. As he lowered his blade, lurching to stoop for the ring, she reached out and closed her fist around the oversized pearl suspended from the chain around his neck. It fit neatly into the hollow of her palm – as if it were somehow meant to be there – and felt surprisingly cool on her skin.

She pulled hard and the chain snapped, the pearl coming away in her hand. Saito’s fingers flew to his neck, but he was distracted, still not having retrieved his precious ring from where it had rolled between the stones of the path.

Toshiko took advantage of his hesitation to spring away from him, bracing her left hand and left foot against the gatehouse behind her, while her right hand and right foot flew up the garden wall opposite. Moving crabwise like this up the vertical, she hoisted herself over the wall to drop into the darkness of the wider grounds beyond.

She landed hard, but somehow remained blessedly uninjured. With the stolen pearl still clutched in her fist, she set off running again for the Palace grounds’ outer walls, sending a prayer of thanks as she went to any nearby God who might be looking out for her.

She was surely being followed, but she was fast, and when it came to running on smooth, paved paths like these, no one could match her for speed. Before long, she was nearing the walls, where she was met by the Palace’s guard dogs.

Mercifully, they didn’t attack, perhaps remembering her from the gyoza bonanza earlier. They did still bark at her enthusiastically, but it wasn’t as if the noise mattered much anymore, since everyone in the Palace likely already knew she was here. As she clambered up the wall, she decided she’d tell Mei that the dogs were overall more cute than scary.

After a quick scramble down the wall’s other side, Toshiko was finally out of the Palace’s confines and plunging into the city beyond. Rainshadow City was a place so dense with people, buildings and activity that surely no one would be able to catch her now. Especially not tonight, with the streets and squares so busy with Turning Leaf celebrations. Everywhere, hawkers were selling maple leaf cakes, children were playing with kites and paper flags, and neighbours were eating together in lantern-lit outdoor gatherings, most of which seemed filled with far more laughter and liveliness than the Emperor’s celebration had been, regardless of its grandeur. Toshiko could easily disappear among all this. Or she could for tonight at least.





CHAPTER TWO [image: ] A Night of Darkness and Light


1.

Haru knew that the name his mother had chosen for him was meant to signify springtime, clear skies and light for the future of the whole Rainshadow Archipelago. Locked up again in his room, however, with just the leaves of the maple tree outside tapping his window for company, he found it hard to feel anything but darkness.

Closing his eyes against the dim glow of the wall lanterns, he lay listening to the sounds of the tree and of water flowing through the garden fountains, until he began to grow drowsy. He forced his eyes back open then, and shuffled around on his bed to lie on his stomach to look out of the window. He couldn’t see much from here, only the tangled branches of the tree as it swayed in the wind. The bright gold, green and orange tints of its shifting leaves were barely visible now in the darkness that was gathering fast, in spite of the glow of the Three Sister Moons. He found he felt almost worse, though, watching the tree and the sky like this. The sight seemed so redolent of the whole, vast world beyond the window – forbidden to him, until his mother forgave him.

The first few times his mother had locked him in his room like this, declaring, as she always did, that punishment was the only way to stop him from becoming as useless as his father had been, Haru had tried asking her favourite God for help – Yuto, God of Ambition. She had always insisted, after all, on his keeping a little gold-framed talisman to Yuto on the table by his bed, and while this was just a slip of paper bearing the God’s name in neat calligraphy, Yuto’s priests did say that it was charged with something of the God’s essential essence. Haru had tried his luck in addressing himself to this talisman anyway – talking to Yuto with as much respect as he could muster, asking for help. And yet the God hadn’t seemed to want to listen, and the hours had stretched longer and lonelier than ever. Haru hadn’t felt much like talking to any of the Gods after that.

He groaned now and buried his face in his pillow. Probably he should have known not to listen to the stranger when she’d suggested the game, and yet he’d been so bored after sitting for such a long time at the dinner, with none of the adults around him willing to talk to him about anything interesting. Mr Winter, next to him, had barely said a word to him at all – except to tell him off as they’d all been sitting down together, when Haru had reached out to touch the huge pearl hanging around his neck.

Keep your hands to yourself, he’d snarled, slapping Haru’s fingers away – and his heavy rings had caught Haru’s knuckles, making him flinch.

When Haru’s mother had asked why he’d reached like that for Mr Winter’s pearl, Haru hadn’t been able to give her a good answer. He certainly hadn’t intended to steal it, as the stranger had tricked him into doing later on with the ring. The pearl had just seemed like such a beautiful thing – as if it had been calling out, almost, for his fingers to brush the shifting colours of its surface. When he’d muttered something to that effect, though, his mother had only glared at him with a coldness to match Mr Winter’s.

Don’t be ridiculous, she’d said, her voice infused with disappointment that had stung. Honestly, you become more like your father every day.

Haru never quite knew what his mother meant when she accused him of this particular offence. His father had died when he’d been only three, and while he did have a faint recollection of deft fingers setting a paper boat sailing on the Palace gardens’ frog pond, as well as of a man with untidy hair, playing a curious stringed instrument which had looked a bit like a wooden box, that was about all he could remember. He definitely couldn’t recall anything detailed enough for him to want to be anything like his father. Really, he only wished to help his mother and do what was expected of him as heir to the Empire.

And yet it was so difficult to know how to please her when all she ever seemed to care about these days were her plans for the LIFE-Hub. Sometimes it felt to Haru that whole seasons of his life had passed while she’d been locked in meetings about the LIFE-Hub with Mr Winter and the others. The problem was, too, that Haru never did understand what the LIFE-Hub was going to be for, exactly. Any time his mother had talked to him about it, she’d spoken only in terms of grand concepts, like progress, society and future – flashy words that seemed to do the opposite of actually explaining anything, in how their dazzle distracted from any real details of what they might actually mean.

Another thing Haru couldn’t understand was why his mother was so keen on Mr Winter in the first place. It seemed clear to Haru, even from simple encounters with the man around the Palace, that Mr Winter had a peculiar darkness of spirit about him. Perhaps his mother just wasn’t able to sense it.

Haru did have a particular talent for understanding people, he knew – a talent that seemed to be sharpening all the time, in fact. These days, he was often able to sense something about who a person was just from watching them for a while, or even from simply passing them in a corridor. The impression he always got from Mr Winter was that of a storm – it was as if a storm cloud were filling the space around Mr Winter’s body, hovering above his skin. Maybe, Haru considered now, that was something of why he’d reached for his pearl. It had seemed like such a bright thing, trapped within the thunder and the rain of him.

Still, though, it hadn’t been Mr Winter who’d landed him in trouble tonight. It had been the stranger, and the way she’d tricked him. He almost hated her for it, with her blue jacket and bird tattoo, and the way her eyes had filled with sparkle as she’d told him about the game. And yet she hadn’t struck Haru as a cheat or a liar, and she hadn’t seemed anything like Mr Winter either, consumed as he was by storm clouds. Instead, she had felt… Haru wriggled around again on his bed to lie on his back, tipping his head to look upside down at the waving branches of the maple as he tried to recall the impression he’d sensed from her. She had seemed like a lantern, its glowing flame burning steady through the frosty dark of a cold night.

His thoughts were interrupted then by the tree. Perhaps it was only because he was staring at it upside down, but its five-pointed leaves had started to seem more like small hands to him than ever, waving for attention. He flipped over so that he was on his stomach again, looking at it the right way up, only to find that the leaves still waved. As he watched, one of them even appeared to reach forward and tap the window. It didn’t do this in quite the same way that the branches had always rattled and scraped against the glass before, the other times he’d been locked in here. Instead, it did it like a person asking to be let in.

Haru stared in surprise. Surely he couldn’t be imagining things? Frowning, he pushed himself up to his knees, then climbed off the bed to go over to the window.

‘I’m sorry,’ he told the tree, feeling a little foolish as he did so. ‘It’s locked. I’ve tried to open it, but it’s always locked.’

The tree kept tapping.

‘I would open it for you, but I can’t. See?’ Haru mimed trying and failing to open the window, then put on a stern face, which he hoped might approximate his mother, and mimed locking it up.

The tree stopped tapping, going back to swaying gently, and Haru was reminded of someone taking a moment to think, scratching their head.

Just then, a flash of light caught him by surprise, and he squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, he found his vision speckled with bright, coloured spots. He was busy blinking these away when his gaze caught on a shadow flitting over the top of the window frame. He blinked again, shaking his head, trying to banish any confusion. His eyes had returned to normal now, but the shadow hadn’t disappeared. Instead, it sprang from the window up onto the nearest of the ceiling’s wooden beams and proceeded from there to leap from beam to beam across the ceiling, away from Haru, only finally coming to rest on the edge of a beam in the room’s furthest and darkest corner.

Haru squinted. The shadow had moved so fast that he hadn’t been able to catch much more than glimpses of it, and he could still only just make out a small, indistinct shape, roughly the size of a mouse. He took a step closer. It flinched back.

‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘It’s just me, see? I won’t hurt you.’

He tried another step forward. The shape trembled, but didn’t move.

‘See?’ he said again. ‘It’s okay.’

Ever so slowly, he advanced towards it. Still, its appearance seemed to remain vague, almost formless. Passing his bedside cabinet, Haru reached for a lantern, raising it to light more of the room. The shape, though, leapt away from the light, jumping between the beams again to come to a stop once more in the ceiling’s shadows.

‘Okay, so no lantern,’ Haru said. ‘You don’t like that. I get it. I’ve put it down.’ He held up his open palms to underscore the point. ‘Why won’t you let me see you, though? I only want…’ he trailed off, not sure what he could possibly want from this small, mysterious shape in the night. He took a breath and started again. ‘I only thought it might be nice to have a friend here with me. I feel lonely up here by myself sometimes.’

The shape was still for a moment and then ever so slowly it edged along its beam, out of the shadows. Even as it did so, its form seemed to shift. At one moment, the room’s soft lantern glow fell on it in such a way that Haru was sure it was a mouse. The next moment, it looked more like a lizard – and then he thought it might be a songbird, as it flitted towards him again across the ceiling’s beams to come to a stop just above where he was standing, his eyes wide with astonishment. Perched here and fully in the light now, the shape seemed to definitively decide what it was, settling in the form of a squirrel.

The squirrel hopped down to land squarely in the middle of the bed, and Haru couldn’t stop his jaw from falling open. Even now, it didn’t resemble any ordinary squirrel he’d ever seen before. Instead of grey or russet fur, it was aflame with all the brightest shades of early autumn, and when its strikingly alert little eyes blinked, Haru saw they looked exactly like liquid gold.



2.

After escaping the Palace, Toshiko decided she wouldn’t go home immediately. Even with all the festival celebrations making it harder for anyone to trace her through the city’s streets, it never hurt to be cautious. So she wandered through the main, central shopping area and then rode the tram all the way west to the end of the line, to where wide stone steps led down to the ocean.

This whole waterside promenade was sparkling with lanterns tonight, alive with the sounds of drums. As Toshiko wove in and out of crowds that moved like tides around her, she nodded along to the musicians and watched street performers on stilts, their headdresses glowing with the reds and oranges of autumn leaves and their cheekbones studded with glowing patterns of amber gems. Eventually she bought herself an onigiri rice ball from one of the many food stalls and sat down in a quieter spot by the water’s edge to chew it slowly, letting the salt breeze from the ocean cool her cheeks as she watched the lights of party boats out on the waves.

After an hour or so by the water, she took a stroll through the covered market, and then at last caught a tram back to the east of the city, and home. Saito’s pearl stayed hidden in her pocket the whole way.

The sky-blue door to the unassuming apartment building she returned to that night looked perfectly ordinary. Inside was a lobby, which led to a staircase, which could be followed down to what seemed to be a simple utility room filled with communal washing machines and dryers for the block. Only someone studying the room carefully would take notice of the wide, floor-to-ceiling metal sheet fixed to the far wall, next to the third dryer from the left.

Yawning as she finally allowed herself to feel the lateness of the hour and the strain of the night’s events, Toshiko went over to this third dryer. A sequence of taps to its side popped open a panel, underneath which was a keypad. She punched in a code before replacing the panel, making the dryer look entirely ordinary again – and it did function very well as an ordinary dryer, too; Mei had made sure of that. After a five-second wait, the metal sheet on the wall next to it slid back to reveal a dim corridor ending in another door, also painted sky-blue. Toshiko gave a nod to the camera fixed to the corridor’s ceiling as she headed down it to unlock the second door, using the key she always wore on a chain around her neck.

‘Hungry?’ Her feet had barely hit the doormat when Jun’s voice greeted her from over in the kitchen. ‘I’m making pancakes.’

‘What happened to asking for a passcode?’ Toshiko called through to him as she locked the apartment’s door behind her.

‘I recognize your walk. You always shuffle in here like no one told you how to pick up your feet. Plus, I saw you on Mei’s camera.’

The pancakes did smell good. Slipping off her boots, Toshiko inhaled the buttery smell of frying batter.

The room around her was small but comfortable. In front of her, two worn but inviting couches were arranged in an L-shape, the floor between them covered with a midnight-blue, shagpile rug on which two little silver Mouse-bots, the abandoned playthings of Mochi, the Kawakamis’ cat, circled mechanically. Opposite the couches by the kitchen door stood a battered, dark wood dining table, which boasted a bowl of lychees, and also a wrought-iron candelabra that Toshiko had picked up years ago in the covered market, now filled with gently flickering candles.

Tonight, she immediately went to collapse into the nearest couch and grabbed one of its many cushions, a large proportion of which were shaped like non-specific creatures with giant, kawaii eyes – something that was very much Mei’s influence. For a moment, Toshiko simply sat back, basking in the familiar sights and smells of this sanctuary that she and her siblings had built for themselves. Then, before long, Jun popped his head around the kitchen door.

Jun was twenty years old, tall and lanky. Right now, his hair was standing up at odd angles, made frizzy by the heat of the kitchen and shoved carelessly back into the headband he always wore while cooking. This disordered hair combined with his eyes – bright and blinking behind round glasses – to lend him, in this moment, the unmistakable air of a chick only just hatched from its egg.

‘You know, I think I would like pancakes,’ Toshiko told him. ‘I think I’d like a whole stack of them, topped with blueberries and maple syrup and butter.’

‘Difficult night?’

She shrugged.

‘Mei told me,’ Jun nodded. ‘Didn’t get the ring, huh?’

‘Tonight wasn’t even supposed to be about getting the ring, though,’ Toshiko huffed. ‘It was only meant to be an information-gathering trip. Mei got greedy.’

‘Well, she who dares wins,’ Jun said. ‘Maybe just not all of the time.’

He cast Toshiko a concerned look. She tried to smile, but it felt wrong on her face.

‘Don’t worry,’ he told her. ‘Pancakes can fix this.’

Toshiko sighed. ‘Thanks, Jun. I don’t know if they can, though.’

‘Hmm, they do tend to fix most things, you know.’

Toshiko smiled as Jun ducked into the kitchen again, to see to the frying pan. It was typical of her brother to try to cheer her up, even after she’d made such a mess of everything. For as long as she’d known him, Jun had always enjoyed taking care of people. Even back when he’d been a young child who didn’t know a word of Navishian – Navishian being the language everyone spoke here in Rainshadow City, even predominantly in the Crescent – he’d still looked out for her, and for Mei and for Auntie Reiko too, with countless small and thoughtful gestures, never demanding praise, or even acknowledgement.

Dragging herself up out of the sofa, Toshiko followed Jun to the kitchen, where, leaning on the doorframe, she watched him flip the pancake. Of course, he could have used their Baker-bot to do it for him. The bot was, at this moment, perched in front of him on the counter, stirring the bowl of pancake batter round and round, somewhat redundantly. Jun took pride in perfecting these kinds of skills himself, though, and could flip a pancake as effortlessly as any professional chef.

‘The Lucky Crows won’t let this rest,’ she told him. ‘Saito knows I tried to steal the ring, and he can probably guess why. He certainly realizes I know it’s more than just a regular ring.’

Jun slid the pancake onto a plate before pouring a fresh disk of batter into the pan to make the next one. ‘Did he get a look at your face?’

Toshiko shivered at the memory of Ken Saito looming over her next to the gatehouse, his curved blade held to her throat.

‘Yes,’ was all she said to Jun. ‘It was dark, but yes, he did.’

‘Still, what’s one face in the night?’ Jun replied lightly, and she wouldn’t even have noticed his frown had he not been her adopted brother now for a full fourteen years. ‘It’s not like he knows who you are. Unless—’ He turned round to her again, more serious this time. ‘You weren’t followed, were you? You made sure you weren’t followed?’

Toshiko rolled her eyes, though she knew Jun was right to ask the question. ‘Of course I made sure I wasn’t followed. I’m not a kid.’

Jun nodded, turning back to the stove. ‘That’s all you can do, then,’ he said. ‘We try things in life – sometimes they work out, sometimes they don’t. We’ll lie low for a week and it’ll blow over. I’m sure Saito has people coming after him all the time.’ He pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and gestured for Toshiko to sit. She did, flopping down to drop her head in her hands, rubbing her eyes.

‘There’s something else though, Jun,’ she began.

Jun took a moment to flip the pancake before replying. ‘What something else?’

‘Something Mei couldn’t have heard on the audio. Something we didn’t plan to do.’

‘Go on.’

‘I took something from him. After he saw my face.’

Toshiko reached into her pocket for Saito’s pearl and held it out for Jun to see. The broken chain glinted in the low kitchen lights, while the pearl itself positively radiated a sense of presence, its surface seeming to gleam with cool impenetrability.

‘Wow,’ Jun said, his attention finally completely drawn from the stove. ‘What in the world is that?’




3.

‘Who in the names of all the Gods are these Kawakamis?’

Struggling to lift a crate far too heavy for his slight build, Theo gratefully allowed himself to be distracted by this overheard snatch of conversation. Abandoning his efforts, he ducked around the stack of crates in front of him, looking for the speaker amid the gloomy vista of the docks at night.

Over the past few hours, a bank of unseasonable cloud had blown in from over the water, blocking the light of the Three Sister Moons and obscuring the stars from view. To one side of him, through the murk, Theo could make out the wooden platforms of the docks, slick with seawater, extending from the concrete quay on which he was standing to stretch out into the ocean. Six large cargo barges bobbed alongside these platforms, with their tall sails furled. Their long, wooden bodies sat low down in the dark waves, overloaded as they were with hundreds of sealed crates identical to the one with which he’d just been struggling, each emblazoned with the Lucky Crows’ emblem of two birds back-to-back, with spread wings crossing. A large team of Crows – mostly made up of footsoldiers in the gang, like Theo – was methodically unloading these crates from the barges, carrying them inland to stack them up on the quay.

About a thousand feet away, set back from the ocean and separated from the quay and the docks by a wide stretch of the waterfront that was dotted with old boathouses and smaller storage sheds, stood the warehouse where Theo and the rest of the Crows here tonight had been charged with taking these crates. It was the last in a line of warehouses all owned by the gang, and was the only one with its lights on and doors open. It had started the evening completely empty.

Of course, none of them had been told the first thing about what was actually in all these crates. The Lucky Crows tended to operate on a need-to-know basis, and most of Theo’s fellow footsoldiers seemed to have readily reconciled themselves to ignorance. Streams of them were moving doggedly back and forth over the waterfront, shifting the crates unquestioningly. They were indistinct figures in the dark, hunched under the weight of their burdens as they headed out, only to come back swaggering, inflated with affected casualness as they tried not to show the strain of the work.

It took Theo a moment of scanning these figures to locate Daichi Santos, the man whose question, a moment ago, had caught his attention. He had recognized Daichi’s voice over the undercurrents of noise from the sea and the wind, and now he finally picked him out in the darkness as one of a pair of Crows making their return journey back to the docks.

The man walking next to Daichi was his older brother, Hiroto. Daichi was part of Theo’s immediate team of footsoldiers, just as Hiroto had been too, up until a couple of weeks ago, when he’d been given the promotion that had taken him away from a life of manual labour and into the Crows’ offices, in the gleaming waterside skyscraper known as the Shadow Column. Theo supposed that Hiroto must have been drafted back in tonight as extra help for the footsoldiers. This was a big job, after all, especially considering they’d been ordered to get it done before first light.

‘Is it just me,’ Daichi was saying to Hiroto now, ‘or had no one even heard of the Kawakamis until tonight?’

‘Whoever they are,’ Hiroto replied, ‘there are mugshots of them up on every screen back at headquarters. The Sensei really wants them tracked down, fast.’

‘Wait,’ said Daichi, stopping in his tracks, disrupting the flow of the returning Crows behind him in order to turn to Hiroto and register his incredulity. ‘There are photos of them up on every screen in the Shadow Column?’

‘That’s what I said, isn’t it?’ Hiroto replied as he stopped walking too to turn to his brother – attracting grunts of annoyance from the Crows around them.

Daichi whistled, oblivious to any irritation from his fellow gang members. ‘But I mean, that’s a lot of screens. It’s a lot of focus for the Crows to be giving what seems like just a bunch of upstarts. They should be honoured, really. What d’you reckon they did to deserve it?’

Hiroto only shrugged before giving Daichi a light punch on the shoulder, signalling it was time they got moving again.

‘Word at the Shadow Column,’ he told Daichi as they walked, drawing closer to Theo now, ‘is that they’ve set themselves up as a rival gang in the city to the Crows, and even stole something from Saito. Something pretty important from the sounds of it.’

Daichi whistled. ‘I mean, who does that though? Who steals from Saito? These Kawakamis must have a death wish. Did you hear what it was they stole?’

Hiroto shook his head. ‘You know no one tells me anything up there. I don’t make the plans, I just make the coffee.’

That last phrase tripped off his tongue like it was something he frequently said, and both brothers laughed, perhaps a little cynically. Soon they’d reached the wall of crates right in front of Theo, and he ducked out of sight, still listening.

‘At least you get to go up there, to the Column,’ Daichi was saying now, a touch moodily. ‘Some of us are still stuck down here all day.’

‘All in good time, little brother,’ Hiroto told him. ‘If they promoted me, they’ll definitely be willing to do the same for you too. We just need to find the right thing to really catch their attention and impress them.’

With that, Hiroto grasped the topmost crate of the stack in front of him and heaved it into his arms – an action that, unfortunately, exposed Theo to the full glare of his and Daichi’s attention.

‘Bluejay,’ Daichi growled immediately, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. ‘What are you doing, lurking back there?’

Theo had only been in the Lucky Crows a couple of days when the foreman of their team of footsoldiers had begun calling him Bluejay. It was a name that seemed designed to draw attention to his difference – to his small, birdlike frame, and to his eyes, which were a distinctive bright blue of a sort that was rarely seen here in the Archipelago. Bluejay had stuck, anyway, to the extent that at this point, ten long months later, he wasn’t sure anyone in the Crows even remembered his real name.

Faced with Daichi glowering at him now, Theo shook his head. ‘I wasn’t… I was…’ He began to mime being exhausted from lifting the crates, pretending to tug at one and then exaggeratedly wiping his brow.

He often mimed like this with his fellow footsoldiers, even though by now he’d picked up more than enough Navishian to easily get by here on Rainshadow island. It was simply an instinct with Theo – or it was these days, anyway – to conceal the full extent of any abilities or knowledge he might possess. He’d learnt from experience that life was often safer that way.

Hiroto rolled his eyes and laughed. ‘Look at him.’ Scorn dripped from his voice as he rested his crate down on another nearby stack to nod over towards Theo, catching his brother’s eye as he did so. ‘Useless, skinny, freeloading kid.’

It was a struggle for Theo to act like he wasn’t able to understand the insult. At nineteen, he was hardly a kid anymore, and whether or not he was particularly efficient, he certainly worked hard every day for his place in the Crows. In any case, he must have kept his face sufficiently blank to convince Daichi, who raised his voice now, speaking the Navishian words to Theo with exaggerated slowness:

‘You can get to work now, Bluejay. Like the rest of us.’

Theo nodded and ducked behind the pile of remaining crates, doing his best to look extra busy as he tried again to lift one. He managed to heave it up onto one knee, and then attempted to wrestle it fully into his arms.

The truth was, it wasn’t only the weight of these crates that was causing Theo so much difficulty. The specific nature of his particular abilities meant that he was able to sense something about their contents, too – and whatever it was inside of them, he could feel it giving off an unusual hum of energy, which seemed both alarming and compelling by turns. Whichever it was, it was so strong that it left him feeling off-balance, and even a little nauseous.

After a moment of grappling with the crate, he lost his grip on it, sending it tumbling down onto the concrete quay with a crash so resounding that Theo was surprised the whole wooden structure of it remained intact. Even some of the usually cautious, wilfully ignorant footsoldiers looked up from their trudging at the noise to scan the docks warily.

The Santos brothers only laughed.

‘Pathetic,’ Daichi said, and spat at Theo’s feet.

The two of them then hefted their own crates into their arms with apparent ease and sauntered off along the quay, towards the beckoning lights of the warehouse. Theo glowered after them into the gloom, watching their receding figures as they fell once again into shadow.

It seemed so completely unfair to him that the Santos brothers felt they could taunt him like this. While no one would think it now, he’d actually been in the Crows for a couple of months longer than they had, and while Hiroto may have been promoted lightning fast, Daichi was still very much a footsoldier. It wasn’t as if they were much older him either – and they were outsiders here on Rainshadow island too, no more natives of this place than he was.

He couldn’t help but feel that the Santos brothers based a lot of their sense of superiority on the fact that, unlike him, they’d arrived here from another of the Archipelago’s islands – Theo couldn’t remember which one. It was something that meant, anyway, that they fitted in a lot better here than he did in terms of looks, and that they’d grown up, too, knowing a good amount of Navishian, and with a much broader working knowledge than he had about how things worked within the Rainshadow Empire.

He supposed it also probably helped that they were both taller and stronger than he was, and so considerably better at the kind of manual labour footsoldiers tended to be charged with. Privately, in his more despairing moments, Theo did sometimes wonder what the Captain could have been thinking, when she’d recruited him into the gang.

He sighed, leaning on his fallen crate now to breathe in the salt of the sea air. At the edges of his hearing, he could make out occasional snatches of chattering crowds and drumbeats drifting in on the wind all the way from the Turning Leaf celebrations in Rainshadow City. You almost wouldn’t know that, in between here and those celebrations, there lay a whole stretch of the island that most of the city’s well-heeled citizens normally tried to forget even existed – the Sandslip Plains, on which stood the Keeper’s Crescent. The Crescent’s confines were pointedly defined by twin barbed-wire security fences, one encircling the other, with the outermost boasting the added feature of an electrified wire running through its centre.

The fences themselves weren’t the most formidable things in the world. There was a narrow gap under each of them, perhaps big enough to wriggle through if you were feeling very brave, or very stupid. The fences, though, acted as a clear visual declaration that anyone who wasn’t a legal, ID card–carrying citizen wasn’t welcome in Rainshadow City. They were also a reminder of the brutal fact of there being Imperial Guards in each of the towers dotting their perimeter, armed with tall, powerful bows – meaning that anyone foolhardy enough to try to make a break across the plains for the city risked being shot on sight.

In marked contrast to the city’s Turning Leaf celebrations, the Crescent was dark and quiet tonight. Theo knew that this was partly just down to its limited electricity supply, which would mean earlier nights now that the year was getting older and the sun setting earlier. It was also true, though, that the Keeper’s Crescent never celebrated the same festivals as Rainshadow City itself. It was almost a tacit act of defiance – an insistence that the Crescent wasn’t just the city’s shadow, but a separate place in its own right.

In any case, the only hint tonight of any settlement out there in the darkness of the Sandslip Plains was the fluttering in the wind of Keeper’s Garlands – the knotted lengths of coloured ribbons and scraps of material that people in the Crescent hung up over their doorways to attract the blessings of the Keeper into their dwellings. That, and the sound of a single dog barking.

After any particularly hard days of working for the Crows, Theo did sometimes wonder if perhaps he never should have left the Crescent to join the gang. He’d lived there himself, of course, in those first hard weeks after arriving here on the island. It was simply where the
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