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CHAPTER ONE: THE VILLAGE OF QUIET BELLS
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The bells of Hazakura rang at dusk, as they had for three hundred years, calling the farmers in from the terraced fields before the mountain shadows swallowed the paths. Old Priest Doran struck the great bronze bell in the shrine courtyard with a wooden mallet worn smooth by his father's hands and his father's father's hands before that, and the sound rolled down through the cedar groves like a warning wrapped in a lullaby.

Emi Tsukino heard it from the rice paddies, straightened her aching back, and wiped the mud from her fingers onto her apron. Around her, other villagers were already moving — baskets on shoulders, hoes over backs, children called by name across the darkening fields. Nobody ran. Running before the second bell was considered bad luck, an admission that the mountains beyond the wall had already won.

"Emi." Her grandmother's voice, thin as a reed, drifted from the path. Baa-chan stood at the edge of the paddy with her cane and her clouded eyes, always facing the mountains even though she could no longer truly see them. "The wind smells wrong tonight."

Emi did not question her grandmother's nose. Nobody in Hazakura did. Baa-chan had survived the Oni raid of thirty years past, when half the village had been carried into the tree line and never seen again, and she had earned the right to be believed about the wind.

"We're almost home," Emi said, taking the old woman's arm.

They were not almost home. Home was another quarter mile past the shrine, past the well, past the leaning fence that marked the edge of the Toda family's melon patch. But Emi said it anyway, because saying it made her feet move faster, and moving faster mattered more than the truth did, on nights when the wind smelled wrong.

The second bell never rang.

What came instead was a sound Emi would spend the rest of her life trying not to remember — a tearing, splintering shriek from the tree line above the terraced fields, as though the mountain itself had opened its mouth. The cedar grove at the top of the ridge convulsed, trunks groaning and snapping, and something vast moved through the dark wood toward the shrine.

"Oni," Baa-chan whispered, and for the first time in Emi's life, her grandmother's voice shook.

It came down through the broken trees on legs like temple pillars, skin the mottled grey-purple of a drowned corpse, its single horn catching the last orange light of sunset and throwing it back the color of blood. Its face was wrong in the way that made the eye slide away from it — too many angles, a mouth that opened wider than any jaw should allow, rows of teeth like a shattered wall. It stood three times the height of the tallest man in Hazakura, and when it roared, the shrine's paper lanterns tore loose from their cords and scattered into the dark like frightened birds.

The village guard — six men with spears, one veteran ronin the elders had paid to stay through the autumn — did what brave men do against impossible odds. They died buying time. Emi watched the ronin, a scarred man named Ittō who had shown her how to hold a kitchen knife properly only that morning, plant his feet and drive his blade into the Oni's ankle up to the hilt. The creature did not slow. It did not seem to notice. Its foot came down where Ittō had been standing, and then Ittō was simply not there anymore, and the ground where he had stood was dark and wet in the torchlight.

"Run," Baa-chan said, and this time it was not bad luck. This time it was the only sane thing left in the world.

Emi ran, dragging her grandmother, the old woman's cane clattering against stones as they abandoned it in the flight toward the eastern gate. Around her the village dissolved into screaming color — orange fire licking up the shrine's cedar beams, red blood dark against the packed dirt streets, the black shapes of smaller creatures pouring through the gap the Oni had torn in the tree line. Wolf Demons, lean and hungry-eyed, their fur bristling with quills of bone. They moved like water finding the lowest ground, flowing between houses, herding the fleeing villagers the way real wolves herded deer.

A child's scream cut off mid-note somewhere behind them. Emi did not look back. She had learned that lesson before she was old enough to walk — in Hazakura, you did not look back, because looking back cost you a half-step, and a half-step was the difference between the wall and the wolf.

They reached the eastern gate as it was closing. Watchmen were straining against the great timber doors, shouting names, shouting for stragglers, shouting for the gods to have mercy on whoever was still outside when the bar dropped into place. Emi shoved her grandmother through the narrowing gap first, then turned to look — just once, breaking her own rule — at the burning village behind her.

The Oni stood in the center of the shrine courtyard, in the ruin of the bell tower, and it was looking directly at her. Its too-wide mouth opened, and from it came a sound that was almost words, almost a name, in a language that had died a thousand years before Emi's grandmother was born.

Then the gate slammed shut, and the world became darkness and splintering wood and the muffled screaming of everyone who had not made it inside.

❦

Hazakura burned through the night. By dawn, less than half the village remained standing, and less than half of those who had gone to sleep the night before woke to see the smoke clear. The wall had held — the wall always held, that was its only purpose, the reason the ancient stonemasons had built it three men thick around every human settlement that still existed on the eastern plains — but holding a wall was not the same as saving a village.

Emi sat with her grandmother in the shrine's surviving annex, wrapped in a borrowed blanket that smelled of smoke, and listened to Priest Doran read the names of the dead by lamplight. Ittō's name was among them. So was the name of the miller's wife, and both Toda children, and eleven others whose faces Emi had known her whole short life.

"Why did it come for the shrine?" she asked, when the priest finished and the room had gone silent except for weeping. "The Oni. Why the bell tower?"

Doran was quiet for a long moment, his old eyes fixed on the guttering lamp. "Because of what the bell tower holds," he said finally. "Not the bell. The scroll beneath it."

He rose, joints cracking, and returned a few minutes later with a lacquered box, its surface scorched but intact, cradled against his chest like something alive. Inside, wrapped in silk gone brittle with age, was a scroll of paper so old it had turned the color of weak tea.

"This has been kept in every shrine along the eastern wall for a thousand years," the priest said. "Copied and recopied so it would never be lost, though most who copy it no longer believe what it says." He unrolled it with reverent care. The characters were old-style, difficult even for Emi, who had been taught her letters by her mother before the fever took her. But she could read enough.

When the moon runs red and the sky weeps blood, a child shall be born who carries the fate of all humanity in unformed hands. Whether that fate is salvation or ruin, no scroll can say, for the choice belongs to the child, and to those who shape it.

The Dark King's shadow lengthens with each generation. His patience is not mercy. It is the patience of a spider that has already spun its web.

"You think tonight—" Emi started.

"I think tonight the creatures of the Dark King grew bold enough to burn a shrine looking for something," Doran said. "Whether they found it or not, I cannot say. But I have kept this scroll for forty years, child, and never once has an Oni broken through the eastern wall to reach a bell tower. Never once — until tonight."

Baa-chan's hand found Emi's in the dark. "The wind smelled wrong," the old woman said again, softer now, as if speaking to herself. "Not because of blood. Because of waiting. Something out there has been waiting a very long time, and tonight it started counting down instead."

Outside, past the scorched wall, past the burned bell tower and the graves that would need digging by morning, the mountains of the wild lands rose black against a sky slowly bleeding toward daylight. Somewhere beyond them, in a capital most of Hazakura's villagers would never see in their lifetimes, a different kind of storm was gathering — one that would not announce itself with fire and screaming, but with a moon the color of an old wound, and a rain that did not fall like water.

None of them knew it yet. But the thousand-year wait was ending.

❦
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CHAPTER TWO: BLOOD RAIN
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Three hundred miles west of Hazakura's smoking ruins, in the walled capital of Kuronozawa, Lady Sakura Takahashi felt the first contraction as the sun set behind Mount Ibaraki, and knew — the way a mother always knows the things no midwife can tell her — that her child would not wait for morning.

She was the wife of a minor court retainer, a woman of quiet birth married for her calm temperament rather than her bloodline, and nothing about her pregnancy had marked her as anything but ordinary. She had prayed at the river shrine the way all expectant mothers did. She had eaten the plums her own mother swore brought healthy sons. She had felt, in the last weeks, a strange restlessness in her belly that the midwife called nothing more than an active child.

She did not know, could not know, that the astrologers in the palace observatory had been watching the sky for six months with growing unease, charting a moon that waxed and waned in patterns no almanac predicted, whispering to each other about omens they were too frightened to bring before the King.

The pains came fast and hard, and by the time her husband Hiroshi returned from the palace archives to find their small house full of neighbor women boiling water and burning calming incense, Sakura had already lost track of the hours. She knew only heat, and pressure, and a strange sensation — not pain, something stranger than pain — as if the child inside her were
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