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Author's Note
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I have loved Richard Wagner's Der Ring des Nibelungen for most of my life. It is four operas and roughly fifteen hours of music about a stolen treasure, a cursed ring, gods who break their own laws, and heroes who are born to die for those gods' mistakes. It is one of the great myths of the modern age, and like every great myth it can be told again in other places, in other times, in other skins.

Twilight of Jade Heaven is my attempt to tell it again in a land that never existed, made from pieces of lands that did. Ryūkai, the realm of this book, borrows from the folklore, history, and religion of Japan, China, and Korea. It is not any one of them, and it is not meant to be an accurate portrait of any of them. The Jade Emperor who rules Heaven here is drawn from the Taoist ruler of the celestial court, but he is my own Jade Emperor, a god as proud and compromised as Wagner's Wotan. The ninja clans, the Taoist alchemists, the shrine maidens, the fox spirits, the hopping dead, and the hungry ghosts all come from real traditions, and I have tried to treat those traditions with respect even while I bent them to the shape of a horror story.

Horror is the other half of this book's blood. I grew up on the old gothic campaign settings of tabletop role-playing, on misty domains ruled by cursed lords who can never leave them, and on the East Asian adventures that took those games across the sea. I wanted a Ring Cycle that felt like that: a world where the gods are distant and dangerous, where the mist hides things that were once people, and where every bargain costs more than anyone agreed to pay. If you know Wagner, you will recognize the river daughters, the stolen gold, the giants' wage, the fire on the mountain, and the hero raised by a scheming smith. If you do not know Wagner, none of that matters. The story is meant to stand on its own.

A word of warning. This is a dark book. People die in it, often horribly, and not always the people who deserve to. There are monsters in these pages, but the worst of them began as men and women who wanted something badly enough to pay for it with someone else's life. That is the oldest curse there is, and it is the true curse at the heart of the Ring.

The Eastern Darkness is the first book of the series. The sword is forged, the pearl is stolen, and the debt is laid on Heaven. The rest will be paid in the books to come.

Thank you for walking into the mist with me.

F.K. Sterling

Eureka Springs, Arkansas
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Chapter One: The Daughters of the River
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The reeds stood taller than a man and their edges were sharp as paper. Kageyama Oboro had lain among them since sundown, and the river water had soaked through his clothes to the skin.

He did not move. Moving was for men who could afford to be seen.

Upstream, the Jade Serpent River bent around a shoulder of black rock and widened into a pool so still that it held the stars without a tremor. No fisherman cast there, and no ferry crossed. The farmers on the lower terraces said the pool had no bottom and that whatever lived in it did not care for visitors. On certain nights, they said, you could hear singing over the water, three voices sweet and cold, and if you listened too long you walked into the river smiling and were never found.

Oboro had been listening for three nights, and he was still on the bank.

He had come because of the gate.

He had not meant to go there. He had been on his way back from the lowlands, eleven nights ago, with a sack of stolen millet on his back that would feed the Crow's Peak for perhaps four days. He had taken the long way round, through the hills above the castle town, to avoid Lord Sakuma's pickets. And the long way round went past the shrine of Hachiman.

He smelled them before he saw them. Everyone in the hills knew that smell. It came down the slope through the cedars on the night wind, sweet and thick, and he stopped on the path with the millet on his back and stood very still. Then he put the sack down in the bracken and went up through the trees to look.

The shrine of Hachiman stood at the top of a long flight of stone steps, with a great red gate at the bottom. The gate was the kind they had all over Ryūkai, two pillars and two crossbeams, lacquered red, so tall that a man on horseback could ride beneath it. Pilgrims passed through it every day on their way up to pray to the god of war.

There were four men hanging from the upper crossbeam.

They hung in a row, by their necks, from ropes of plaited straw. Their hands were tied behind them. Their feet were bare, and the soles had gone black. They turned a little in the wind, all four of them together, like lanterns at a festival. Someone had hung a wooden board around the neck of the one on the end. It said, in tidy brushed characters, Kage vermin. So perish all thieves.

Oboro knew them.

Young Shinji, who could climb a wet wall in the dark. The Matsuo brothers. And old Genzaburo, who had taught Oboro's father to pick locks forty years ago, and who had gone down to the lowlands six days before to steal salt, because the Crow's Peak had none.

Their mouths were open. Someone had cut out their tongues before they hanged them. That was Sakuma's way. It had been his father's way too. Oboro's grandfather had hung from that same gate, with that same board around his neck and that same black hole where his tongue had been.

He stood in the trees for a long time and looked at them.

Then he climbed the gate. It was easy. He went up one red pillar like a lizard going up a wall, and out along the crossbeam on his belly, and cut the ropes one by one with the hooked knife from his wrist. He let them down as gently as he could, one at a time, on a length of cord, so that they would not hit the stones too hard. It took a long time. He was not strong enough to do it gently. He did it anyway.

Then he carried them home.

One at a time. Four trips. Up through the cedar hills in the dark, three hours each way, with a dead man across his shoulders. He left the millet in the bracken. A patrol found it the next morning. He did not care.

When he came through the postern gate of the Crow's Peak at dawn on the second day with old Genzaburo across his back, his brother was waiting for him in the courtyard. Yōsen had been waiting all night. He had seen the others come in. He had his sleeves rolled up and an oiled cloth over one arm, and his long mild face was bright with something that might have been grief, or might have been interest.

"Give me one of them," he said. "Please. Just one. I can use him. I'll give him back afterward. I'll give him back better than he was."

Oboro looked at him for a long moment.

Then he laid Genzaburo down on the flagstones and walked away. He did not say yes. He did not say no. He was too tired to say anything at all. And when he came back that evening to bury them, there were only three.

That was the night Sayo asked him why the men on the gate had been so quiet.

She had been sitting in the window of the high tower when he came in, with her quilt around her shoulders. She had seen him carry them in. She had seen the board. She could not read it, but she had seen it.

"Were they sleeping?" she said. "On the gate? Why were they so quiet?"

He had not known what to tell her. So he had told her nothing, and sat with her until she slept, and then he had gone down to the courtyard and stood looking at the three new graves in the corner by the wall for the rest of the night.

In the morning he went down to the river for the first time.

He had heard the stories all his life. Everyone in the hills had. The bottomless pool above the ford, where the farmers would not fish. The three sweet voices singing over the water on certain nights. The treasure at the bottom, guarded by the daughters of a dragon. He had always thought they were stories for children, the kind old women told by the brazier on winter nights.

But his people were starving, and his scouts were hanging from shrine gates with their tongues cut out, and Lord Sakuma was coming, and there was nothing else. So he had gone down to the river to see whether the old women had been lying.

That had been ten nights ago. He had lain in the reeds for seven of them before he heard anything at all.

Tonight the singing began an hour before moonrise.

It rose out of the water instead of drifting across it, as though the river itself had a throat. The first voice was low and rich, the second wove around it a little higher, and the third laughed between the verses like a child skipping stones. Oboro felt the song in his teeth. It tugged gently at something behind his breastbone, the way a current tugs at a swimmer's ankles before it decides to drown him.

He pressed his scarred cheek into the mud and let its cold hold him in place.

Then the surface of the pool broke.

Three heads rose out of the black water. In the starlight they might have been women, with pale shoulders and long hair streaming like ink poured into water. Then the first of them turned, and he saw the gills fluttering along her throat and her eyes, round and gold and lidless as a carp's.

"Sisters," said the eldest. Hers was the low voice. "Someone is listening."

"Someone is always listening, Kairi," said the second, sinking to her chin. "Fishermen. Drunks. Lovers who come to throw themselves in."

"Not like this one." The youngest glided toward the reeds. She was slim and quick, with a translucent silver fin running down her spine. "This one is hiding. He smells of smoke and old blood. Come out, little man in the mud. Rin wants to see you."

There was no point lying still now, so Oboro rose.

He rose the way his clan had taught him from the age of four, without a sound or a ripple, a shadow peeling itself away from a darker shadow. Water streamed from his black clothes. He kept his hands open and empty, though eleven blades were hidden on his body and he could have reached any of them in the time it took to blink.

The youngest dragon daughter clapped her webbed hands. "Oh, a shinobi! Shiomi, look, a real one. I thought they'd all been hunted out."

"Nearly," Oboro said.

His voice came out rough. He had not used it in three days.

"And look at his face," Rin went on, delighted. She swam close enough that he could see the pearly scales on her collarbone catch the starlight. "What happened to your face, shinobi?"

He did not answer, and he did not need to, because they could see well enough. When he was nineteen, the left side of his face had burned in the fire Lord Sakuma's samurai set to drive his father's men out of the cedar hills. The skin there had healed into a shining, puckered map. The left eye still worked, but its lid no longer closed all the way, so he slept with that eye half open, watching.

"I came to see the pearl," he said.

The three sisters went still.

Then Kairi laughed, a rich, rolling sound that ran out over the water and echoed back off the rock.

"He came to see the pearl. Did you hear, sisters? The burnt little shadow wants to see the pearl."

"Everyone wants to see the pearl," Shiomi murmured. She had not come any closer. She drifted in the middle of the pool with only her eyes above the water, and Oboro liked her least of the three, because she alone seemed to be thinking. "Hardly anyone survives seeing it."

"I've survived worse than looking."

"Have you?" Rin glided right up to the bank. Her face was very beautiful and very wrong: her mouth was a little too wide, and her teeth were fine, translucent, and far too many. "Then come into the water. I'll show you everything."

She reached for him.

He could have killed her, and the thought came to him whole, the way such thoughts always did: the hooked knife at his wrist and the soft place under her jaw where the gills began. But he had not come here to kill river spirits. He had come because his people were starving in their crag above the clouds. Last month Lord Sakuma's patrols had hanged four of his scouts from the gate of Hachiman's shrine with their tongues cut out. The last lord of the Kage clan had nothing left to trade but his own life, and his life was not worth much.

So he let her take his wrist.

Her hand was as cold as the bottom of a well. She drew him forward and down onto his knees at the water's edge until his face was a hand's width from hers. Her breath smelled of silt and lotus.

"Kiss me," Rin whispered, "and I'll tell you a secret."

He leaned in.

She jerked away, shrieking with laughter, and slapped the water so hard that it sheeted up into his face.

"Ugh! Did you see? He would have!" She dove, surfaced on the far side of her sisters, and floated there giggling. "With that face! Kairi, he would have!"

Water dripped from Oboro's jaw, and he wiped it away slowly. Something in his chest that he had thought long dead shifted and showed its teeth.

"Don't sulk, shinobi," Kairi said, swimming a lazy circle around him, sleek as an eel. "Rin teases everyone. Come, I'll be kinder. Take my hand."

He knew it was a trick, and he took her hand anyway, because some stupid animal part of him still hoped. She drew him into the shallows until the water reached his waist and he could feel the drop-off under his toes, where the bank fell away into nothing. She put her cold arms around his neck and looked into his ruined face with her golden, lidless eyes.

"There," she said softly. "Isn't that better?"

Then she let go and sank. The bottom vanished from under him, and he went down.

The cold closed over his head like a lid.

He did not panic. Panic was for men who could not hold their breath to a count of three hundred. He opened his eyes in the black water and let himself sink, and that was when he saw the light far below, deeper than any pool had a right to go.

At first it was faint, a greenish glimmer like a firefly trapped in jade. It grew as he watched, as though something down there had opened an eye. As it grew it lit the depths of the pool, and Oboro saw what the riverbed was made of.

It was made of faces.

Thousands of them paved the bottom of the pool, set edge to edge like the cobbles of a lord's courtyard, pale and soft and swaying faintly in the current. There were fishermen with their beards still on, and girls whose flowers had gone as grey as ash in their hair. There were old men and there were children. Every one of them had its eyes open. As the green light swelled and spread across the bottom, every pair of eyes slowly rolled up to look at him.

Then the mouths began to move.

He could not hear them, because down here there was no sound but his own heartbeat. But he could see their lips shaping words, all of them together and over and over, the same three words.

Stay. Stay. Stay with us.

Something brushed his ankle, and then something else. Long white hands were rising out of the floor of faces, swaying like weed and reaching up for him.

Oboro kicked.

He clawed for the surface with his lungs burning, the count going ragged in his head at two hundred, then two hundred and ten. Fingers closed around his heel and pulled. He twisted in the water and drove his free heel down into a soft face that burst like rotten fruit, and the grip broke. He surged up through the black water, broke the surface gasping and choking, and dragged himself onto the rock on his elbows like something half dead.

The sisters were laughing.

All three of them were laughing, their voices ringing out over the pool as sweet as temple bells.

"Did you see?" Rin cried. "Did you see him kick?"

"He saw the bed," Shiomi said quietly. She was not laughing. "Kairi, he saw the bed."

"Let him." Kairi drifted over to the rock where Oboro lay coughing up river water. She folded her arms on the stone and rested her chin on them, close enough to touch him. "Now you've seen what happens to the ones who come for our treasure, shinobi. Look. Here it comes."

Over the black shoulder of the hills, the moon was rising.

As its first white rim cleared the ridge, the light in the depths of the pool answered it.

It rose through the water like a slow green sunrise. Oboro watched it climb, lighting the faces on the bottom one by one and leaving them dark again as it passed. It stopped just below the surface, then rose clear, cradled in a column of water that stood up out of the pool like a pillar of glass.

It was the Drowned Pearl.

It was no bigger than a plum. Later, after it had cost him everything, that was what he would remember: how small it was. It was a sphere of milky jade with a green fire turning slowly at its heart, like a flame seen through deep ice. Its light lay over the pool and the reeds, the black rock and the three pale sisters, and in that light everything looked old and still and endlessly patient.

The singing began again, all three sisters' voices braided together in praise of it. Pearl of the deep. Heart of the river. Eye of our father who sleeps in the dark.

Oboro could not look away.

He had seen gold before. Once he had crouched in the rafters of a daimyo's treasury for two nights before he cut the man's throat. That had been nothing like this. Looking at the pearl was like standing at a cliff edge and feeling the drop call to you. He could feel what it was and weigh the power coiled in that small green flame. It was enough to drown a province, or to raise the dead from every grave in Ryūkai. It was enough to break the samurai who had hunted his family for three generations and make them crawl to him through the mud and beg.

"What is it?" he whispered. "What does it do?"

"Oh, Kairi, don't—" Shiomi began.

"Why not?" Kairi's golden eyes glittered. "Look at him. What harm can he do?" She smiled her too-wide smile. "It is the eye of our father, the great dragon of this river, who has slept under the mountains since before your gods were born. He plucked it out and gave it to us to keep, so that no one could ever use it. Whoever takes that pearl, shinobi, and forges it into a weapon could rule the whole world below Heaven." She glanced up at the moon. "And perhaps Heaven too."

"Then why does no one take it?"

All three sisters laughed again, but this time the laughter was pitying.

"Because there is a price," Rin sang, swimming in circles beneath the floating pearl. "There is a price, there is a price—"

"Only someone who renounces love," Kairi said, "can take the pearl from the water. Not pretend to, and not promise to. He has to renounce it, cut it out of himself like a rotten tooth. He has to give up every warmth he has ever felt and every warmth he ever might feel, forever. And nobody does that, little shadow." She reached out and patted his scarred cheek with one cold, webbed hand. "Not even you. Everyone loves something. So the pearl stays where it is, and we keep it, and we sing."

The moon cleared the ridge. The pillar of water slowly sank and took the pearl with it, and its green light drew back into the depths until nothing was left on the surface but the reflected stars.

The three sisters sank after it one by one. Rin went last, and she blew him a kiss before she vanished.

Oboro lay on the cold rock until the moon stood high.

He did not look at the water. He knew what was under it now. He lay on his back on the rock with his wet clothes going stiff in the cold, and looked up at the stars instead, and listened to the river.

It made almost no sound. A faint lapping at the edge of the stone. A whisper in the reeds. But underneath it, if he listened very hard, he thought he could hear something else. Very faint. Very far down. A sound like a great many people breathing in their sleep.

Stay, the faces had said. Stay with us.

He thought about his clan.

Two hundred and eleven of them, up on the Crow's Peak. He knew every one by name. He had made himself learn them, the year he became lord, so that he could count them every morning and know who was missing. Old Takeo, who had trained him, and who limped now on the knee he had broken jumping from the roof of a daimyo's storehouse forty years ago. Haru the cook, who could make a meal for thirty out of a handful of barley and a boiled boot. Haru's grandson Kotaro, twelve years old, who brought Yōsen lizards for his experiments and thought it was the funniest thing in the world. The Ono twins, who could not be told apart even by their mother. Little Hayato, who could climb anything. Auntie Kiku, who had been his wet nurse and still called him Little Lord when nobody else could hear.

They were starving. All of them. He could count their ribs. He watched the children grow thin and listless and stop playing in the courtyard, and the old ones lie down in the barracks in the afternoons and not get up, and every morning when he counted there were fewer. Three last month. Five the month before. The four on the shrine gate.

And Sakuma was coming.

He had known it for a year. The rumors came up from the lowlands with the scouts, a little more every month. The governor was tired of the Kage. Tired of the thefts, and the knifings, and the bodies in the rivers. He had given Sakuma leave to finish it. When the harvest was in, before the snow, Sakuma would come up into the cedar hills with every spear in the province, and burn them out, the way he had burned out Oboro's father thirty years ago.

And there would be nobody left to count.

Oboro lay on the rock and thought about the faces on the floor of the pool, looking up at him with their open eyes. He thought about how many there were. Thousands. All the drowned of the river, from the beginning of the world. Every fisherman who had slipped, every child who had fallen, every girl who had walked into the water singing.

He thought: That is what we will be. All of us. If I do nothing.

And then he thought what the river daughter had told him.

Everyone loves something.

He made himself think it through the way he would plan a killing, plainly and step by step, flinching from none of it.

What did he love?

It was not his clan. For twenty years he had told himself that he loved them, but in truth he hated them almost as much as he hated Sakuma. He hated their hungry eyes and their whispers when they thought he could not hear: the burnt lord, the unlucky lord, the lord who has led us all into the grave. It was not his brother Yōsen either. Yōsen had run off to the Taoist masters in the west and come home disgraced, stinking of grave dirt and alchemy, and now he spent his days cutting up corpses in the cellars of the fortress. Nor was it the memory of his wife, Natsu. She had been dead six years, and he could barely remember her face.

That left only one thing.

He saw her as clearly as if she stood on the rock beside him. She was seven years old and small for her age, with her mother's round face and her mother's crooked smile. She was afraid of the dark and pretended she wasn't. Every night he went out, she waited up for him in the window of the high tower with a quilt around her shoulders, however many times he told her to sleep. She was the only living person who had ever looked at his face without flinching.

Sayo.

Oboro got up off the rock.

He did not let himself think any further. He walked back through the reeds the way he had come, silent as a shadow, and climbed the goat trail up the cliff in the dark. It was three hours of switchbacks and loose shale before he came out among the cold black cedars below the walls of Karasu-ga-mine, the Crow's Peak, the last fortress of the Kage clan.

The lamp was lit in the window of the high tower.

He climbed the outside of the tower as he always did, hand over hand up the old stones, and swung himself over the sill. The room was warm and smelled of charcoal and camphor. His daughter was curled up on the window seat in her quilt, fighting sleep and losing. At the sound of him her eyes flew open.

"Father!"

She flung her arms around his neck. Her hair was warm from the brazier. He stood very still and let her hold him.

Then Sayo drew back and wrinkled her nose.

"Father," she said, "you smell like the river."
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Chapter Two: The Price
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He did not sleep that night.

He sat on the floor of the tower room with his back against the wall and his daughter asleep across his lap. Her head rested on his knee, and one small fist was curled in the cloth of his sleeve, the way she had held on to him since she was a baby. The brazier burned down to orange, and wind moaned in the cedars below the walls. Somewhere in the fortress a child was crying from hunger in a thin, endless wail. Somewhere else a man was coughing. Neither sound stopped until nearly dawn.

Oboro watched the window turn grey and thought about nothing at all.

That was the trick of it. He had learned it at eleven, the first time his father sent him to kill. You did not think about the man, or his wife, or whether he had children, or what his face would do when the blade went in. You thought about the wall you had to climb, the guard you had to pass, and the place under the ribs where the knife went. You narrowed the whole world down to the next step, and then the step after that, and you never once looked up.

So he did not look up.

At sunrise someone knocked at the door: three soft taps, then two. Oboro eased Sayo's head off his knee onto a cushion. She stirred and muttered but did not wake. He unhooked her fingers from his sleeve one at a time.

Takeo was waiting on the stair. He was the old jōnin who had trained Oboro as a boy, and now he was the nearest thing the clan had to a general. He had lost two fingers and most of his teeth in the service of the Kage, and his face had the grey, papery look of a man who had been hungry for a long time.

"A rider came in from the lowlands at the third hour," Takeo said. "One of ours, from Sakuma's castle town."

"And?"

"Sakuma has his orders from the governor. He's to clear the cedar hills before the first snow." Takeo did not lower his eyes. "All of them, my lord: men, women, and children. He's bringing four hundred spears and the fire archers from the coast. They'll burn the forest from the bottom up and wait at the top for whatever runs out."

Oboro said nothing.

"We have ninety who can fight," Takeo said, "and forty of them are boys. We can't hold this place against four hundred, and we can't run, because they're watching the passes. If we scatter, they'll hunt us down one by one, like last time." He paused. "Like your father."

"I know what happened to my father."

"Then you know what's coming." The old man's voice cracked. "My lord, I've followed your house for fifty years and never asked you for anything. I'm asking now. If there's any road out of this at all, take it."

Oboro looked at him for a long time.

"There's a road," he said.

He went down through the fortress before he went to his brother. He did not know why. He told himself he was looking for something. He was not.

The Crow's Peak was waking up. It woke the way a starving place wakes, slowly and without hope. Smoke went up thin and grey from a single cooking fire in the kitchen yard, where old Haru was boiling the last of the barley in a pot too big for it. A woman sat in the doorway of the women's hall with a baby at her breast, and the baby was not crying, and that was worse than if it had been. Two boys were sitting against the wall of the barracks in the thin morning sun, not talking, not playing, with their knees drawn up and their eyes closed.

One of them was Kotaro. He opened his eyes as Oboro passed, and tried to get up, and could not quite manage it.

"Lord," he said. "I caught a lizard yesterday. A big one. For Master Yōsen." He held out his cupped hands. They were empty. "It got away."

"Never mind," said Oboro.

"I'll catch another. Tomorrow. When I'm not so tired."

Oboro looked down at him. At his thin arms and his hollow cheeks and the dark circles under his eyes. At the ribs showing through the gap in his tunic. Twelve years old.

"Yes," he said. "Tomorrow."

He went on across the courtyard.

Haru looked up from his pot as he passed, and bowed, and said nothing. He did not need to. Oboro could see the pot. He could see how little was in it. He could see Haru's hands on the long wooden spoon, knotted and shaking, and the way the old man's eyes went to the women's hall, and the baby that did not cry, and then back to the pot.

At the gate of the inner ward he stopped and turned around and looked back at all of it. The smoke. The hall. The boys against the wall. The three new graves in the corner by the barracks, where he had buried the men from the shrine gate. And above it all, the high tower, with its single window, where his daughter was still asleep on a cushion with her cheek on her hand.

Two hundred and eleven people. Ninety who could fight. Forty of them boys.

He had told Takeo there was a road. And there was. He had found it on a rock beside a black pool at midnight, and he knew exactly where it went, and he knew exactly what it cost.

He stood in the gate and made himself look at all of it one more time. The way a man about to set out on a long journey looks back at his house from the end of the lane. Memorizing it.

Then he turned and went down to the cellars.

* * *
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HE FOUND HIS BROTHER in the cellars.

Yōsen kept his workshop in the old storerooms dug into the mountain beneath the fortress, where the air was cold enough to slow decay. The stairway down stank of vinegar and incense, and of something under both, sweet and thick, that Oboro had stopped noticing years ago. Fish-oil lamps hung from the ceiling beams, and under them, on long tables, lay the things Yōsen was working on.

There were three this month. Two had come from the clan's own graveyard. The third had been cut down from the gate at Hachiman's shrine, where Sakuma's men had hanged it. Yōsen had taken them apart and laid the pieces out neatly on oiled paper, sorted by kind, arms with arms and hearts in jars. On the last table something had been partly put back together. It was a torso with the wrong number of shoulders, its skin stitched together from three different men with seams of red silk thread, and a yellow paper talisman was pasted to its forehead with rice glue.

Yōsen was bent over a brazier, stirring a little iron pot of something black and bubbling. He was taller and thinner than Oboro, and he had their mother's long, mild face. It looked like a kind face until you saw what his hands were doing.

"Brother," he said without turning. "You're up early. Or late. You smell of the river."

"So everyone tells me."

"The river, and fear." Yōsen sniffed delicately. "Not your fear, though. Someone else's. Interesting." He set down his spoon and turned around. "So Sakuma is coming. I heard Takeo's rider. When?"

"Before the snow."

"Ah." Yōsen thought about this. "Well, I always thought it would be fire. Our family has a talent for fire." He gestured vaguely at Oboro's face. "Will you run? If you're going to run, I'd like a few days' warning, so I can decide what to bring."

"I'm not going to run." Oboro walked down the row of tables. On the last one, the stitched thing turned its head slightly to follow him, and he ignored it. "You studied in the west with the masters of the Golden Elixir, before they threw you out."

"I prefer to say I left."

"You told me once that a true alchemist can bind any power into metal. Fire, lightning, even a soul."

Yōsen's mild eyes narrowed very slightly. "In theory."

"Could you bind a dragon's eye?"

For a long moment the only sound in the cellar was the black stuff bubbling in the pot.

Then Yōsen laughed, a soft, delighted, horrible sound. "Oh, brother. You've been to the pool. You've seen it." He came forward and took Oboro's face in both his cold, stained hands, the way their mother used to, and peered into it. "And you're going to take it, aren't you? Oh, look at you. You've already decided."

Oboro pushed his hands away. "Can you do it?"

"I could forge it into a sword," Yōsen said. His voice had gone quiet, fast, and eager. "Steel folded a thousand times around the pearl, then quenched in—" He stopped. "But you can't take it. Nobody can take it. There's a price. The river daughters—"

"I know about the price."

Yōsen looked at him. Then, for the first time in years, something human came slowly into his brother's face, so slowly that Oboro could watch it happen. It might almost have been horror.

"Oboro," he said. "No."

"Have the forge ready by tomorrow night."

"Oboro—"

Oboro turned and climbed the stairs. Behind him, on the last table, the stitched thing with the yellow talisman on its forehead began very softly to laugh.

* * *
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HE SPENT THE DAY WITH her.

He had not done that in years. There had always been something else to do: a raid to plan, a patrol to dodge, a grave to dig. Today he let Takeo run the fortress, and he took Sayo up onto the high walls. The wind came clean off the mountains there, and you could see the whole world spread out below. The cedar hills rolled down blue and grey into the haze, and far beyond them the silver thread of the Jade Serpent River wound toward the sea.

She chattered the whole time. She told him about the crows that nested in the north tower and which one was their chief. She told him about a dream in which her mother was a heron. She told him that old Haru the cook had let her stir the barley, and that there was hardly any barley, so she had stirred very carefully so as not to waste it.

He listened to every word and memorized it, though he did not know why.

At noon she asked to go and see her mother.

Natsu was buried on the slope below the north tower, in the little graveyard where the Kage had put their lords and their lords' wives for three hundred years, before they took to leaving the dead on the rocks for the crows. It was a quiet place. Sheltered from the wind. A few old cedars grew there, and the grave markers stood among their roots in crooked rows, grey and green with moss.

Sayo knew the way. She went down the path ahead of him, hopping from stone to stone, with Kuro the cloth crow clutched in one hand and a fistful of something in the other. When she reached her mother's marker she knelt down in front of it, the way she had seen the women of the clan kneel, and laid what was in her fist on the stone.

It was a handful of chrysanthemums. Small and yellow and ragged. The last of the autumn. She must have picked them that morning, from the patch that grew wild by the kitchen wall.

"Mother likes yellow," she told him seriously. "Haru said so. He said she used to wear a yellow comb in her hair at New Year."

Oboro had forgotten that.

He stood behind his daughter at the foot of his wife's grave and remembered it. A yellow comb, carved like a chrysanthemum. Natsu had bought it from a peddler in the castle town the year they were married, with money she had been saving for a year. She had worn it every New Year, and every New Year he had told her it was too bright, and she had laughed at him.

She had been buried with it. He had put it in her hair himself.

"Father," said Sayo. "Tell me about her."

"You know about her."

"Tell me again."

So he told her. He did not know why. He had not spoken of Natsu in six years. He had not let himself. But he sat down on a cedar root beside the grave, and his daughter climbed into his lap, and he told her.

He told her about the first time he saw Natsu, at the well in the castle town, when he was there in disguise to scout Sakuma's garrison. How she had looked straight at his burned face and not flinched, and asked him whether it hurt. He told her how he had gone back to that well every day for a month, in different disguises, just to see her. How she had seen through every one of them. How on the last day she had said, You can stop pretending to be a charcoal seller now. I know who you are. And he had thought she was going to call the guards. And she had laughed instead.

Sayo laughed too, when he told her that. She always did.

He told her how Natsu had come up into the hills with him, to the Crow's Peak, knowing what the Kage were, knowing what would happen to her if Sakuma's men ever caught her there. How she had learned to cook barley seven different ways so that nobody would notice there was nothing else. How she had sung in the evenings, in the women's hall, and the whole fortress had gone quiet to listen.

"The moon rabbit song," said Sayo.

"Yes."

"Sing it."

"I don't sing."

"Mother did. Sing it."

He could not. He sat on the cedar root with his daughter in his lap and opened his mouth and nothing came out. So Sayo sang it instead. The half she knew. The moon rabbit pounding rice, in the light of the full moon, making cakes for the gods. She sang it in her small thin clear voice, with her head against his chest, and when she came to the end of the half she knew, she stopped.

"What happens next?" she said. "After the cakes?"

He knew. Natsu had sung it every night, the first two years. He had heard it through the wall. The moon rabbit, when the cakes were made, lying down to sleep in the moon's lap, and the moon singing to it, and the rabbit dreaming of the earth below.

He did not tell her.

"I'll tell you some other time," he said.

"Promise?"

"Yes."

She was quiet for a while. Then she said, without lifting her head: "Father. When Mother went away. Did she know she wasn't coming back?"

Oboro looked at the grave marker. At the handful of yellow chrysanthemums lying on the grey stone.

"Yes," he said. "At the end."

"Was she frightened?"

"No." He did not know if it was true. He said it anyway. "No. She held my hand. She wasn't frightened."

Sayo nodded against his chest, as though that settled something.

"You'll always come back," she said. "Won't you? When you go out at night. You'll always come back."

The wind moved in the cedars over the graveyard. Somewhere up on the wall a crow called, and another answered it.

"Yes," said Oboro.

"Promise?"

He closed his eyes.

"I promise," he said.

She was satisfied with that. She got up out of his lap and straightened her mother's chrysanthemums on the stone so that they lay in a neat row, and said goodbye to the grave very politely, and took his hand, and they climbed back up the path together to the wall.

He did not look back at the marker. He made himself not look. But all the way up the path, he could feel it behind him, the way you feel someone watching you from a window.

That had been the second promise he made her that day. He had already decided to break the first one.

In the afternoon she fell asleep on the wall walk with her head in his lap, and he sat with her in the thin autumn sun until it began to set. Asleep, she looked very like her mother. He made himself look at her face until he no longer felt anything when he did.

It took a long time.

At dusk she woke, rubbed her eyes, and said, "Father, are you going out again tonight?"

"Yes."

Her face fell. "Again?"

"Tonight," he said, "you're coming with me."

Her eyes went enormous. "Really?"

"There's something I want to show you, down by the river. On certain nights, when the moon rises, the river lights up from underneath, green like lanterns." He heard his own voice saying it, calm, warm, and steady. He had lied to a hundred men before he killed them, and it had never been this easy. "Would you like to see it?"

"Yes! Yes, yes—" She was already on her feet and hopping. "Can I bring my quilt? Can I bring Kuro?"

Kuro was a crow made of black cloth that Natsu had sewn for her before she died. Its button eyes had fallen off long ago, and Sayo had stitched new ones from red thread.

"Bring him," Oboro said.

* * *
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HE CARRIED HER DOWN the cliff path on his back.

At first the drops frightened her, then they thrilled her, and then she grew sleepy. By the time they reached the reeds she had her arms around his neck and her cheek against his shoulder, and she was humming to herself. It was the lullaby her mother used to sing, the one about the moon rabbit pounding rice. She knew only half the words, because she had been two when Natsu died.

The pool lay black and still, with the stars resting on it untroubled.

He set her down on the flat rock at the water's edge. She stood there in her quilt, clutching Kuro and peering out across the water.

"I don't see any lanterns."

"Wait," he said. "Soon."

Out in the pool, the water stirred.

Three heads rose, and three pairs of round gold eyes caught the starlight. Oboro heard Sayo gasp and felt her press back against his legs.

"Father—"

"It's all right," he said. "They're only fish."

Kairi drifted forward. Her gaze moved from Oboro to the child and back again, and for the first time since he had known her, the eldest river daughter did not smile.

"What is this, shinobi?" she said softly. "What have you brought to our water?"

He did not answer. Over the black shoulder of the hills the sky was growing pale. The moon was coming.

"Shiomi," Kairi said, without taking her eyes off him. "Shiomi, wake Father."

"Kairi, he can't—"

"Wake him!"

Shiomi sank. Rin stayed where she was, very still, her too-wide mouth hanging a little open as she stared at the little girl on the rock.

The first rim of the moon cleared the ridge.

Down in the depths, the green light woke.

"Oh," Sayo breathed, and all the fear went out of her voice at once. "Oh, Father. Look. It's beautiful."

The light rose slowly through the water, and the faces on the bottom lit and darkened, lit and darkened. Sayo could not see them, because she was too small and the angle was wrong. Oboro was glad of that. It was the last thing he let himself be glad of.

He knelt beside her on the rock.

"Sayo," he said. "Look at me."

She turned with the green light in her eyes and smiled at him with her mother's crooked smile.

He did not tell her he was sorry. The river daughter had named the price, and the price was not to be sorry. The price was to cut the love out of himself like a rotten tooth, throw it into the water, and never once look back. So he said nothing. He took his daughter in his arms the way he had a thousand times before, stood up, and stepped down off the rock into the river.

The water rose to his waist, and then to his chest.

At first she laughed, because she thought it was a game. "Father, it's cold, it's—"

Then she was not laughing.

He did not look down. He looked out across the pool at Kairi's white, stricken face and at Rin with both hands pressed over her mouth. He held his daughter under the black water while the green light rose all around them, and he counted.

He had learned to count when he was four. A shinobi had to know how long a breath could last, his own and other people's.

He let himself think of nothing but the count.

Far below, under the river and under the mountains, something vast turned over in its sleep, and the whole pool shuddered. The reeds thrashed though there was no wind. The river daughters began to scream. It was not singing now but a high, terrible scream, like iron tearing, and it went on and on. Oboro kept counting, and at last the small weight in his arms grew still.

The pillar of water rose out of the pool in front of him, and the pearl rose with it.

It hung before his face, turning slowly, its green fire burning. It was waiting.

He reached out his right hand and closed it around the Drowned Pearl.

It was cold, colder than the river, colder than anything he had ever touched. The cold went up through his fingers into the bones of his arm, along his shoulder, and down into his chest, to the place where his heart was. There it settled, and stayed. He felt something go out of him as the cold came in, like a lamp being blown out in a far room of a house.

He waited to feel grief.

Nothing came.

The pillar of water collapsed. The river daughters were still screaming. Kairi lunged at him across the pool with her teeth bared and all the beauty gone from her face. Oboro turned and waded back toward the rock, with the pearl blazing in his fist and his daughter's body still held in the crook of his other arm.

He laid her down on the stone. Her eyes were open, and he did not close them.

Then he tried to stand, and found that he couldn't.

Something was holding him.

He looked down. His daughter's small right hand was still clenched in the cloth of his sleeve, the way it had been every night of her life. The knuckles were white, and the fingers had locked tight in death.

He pulled, and they did not open.

He pulled harder. The cloth stretched, but the grip held, fierce and unyielding and impossibly strong for a child's hand. For one moment, in the green light of the pearl, he thought he saw her fingers tighten.

Oboro drew the hooked knife from his wrist and cut away his sleeve.

He left the sleeve in her hand. He left her there on the rock, with Kuro the cloth crow lying wet beside her. Then he turned his back on the river and began to climb.

Behind him, the screaming stopped.

He was halfway up the cliff when he felt cold on the back of his neck. He looked back and saw the mist.

It was pouring out of the pool, black and thick as smoke from a burning house. It rolled up over the rock where he had left her, spilled through the reeds, and climbed the cliff after him, slow and patient, swallowing the path one switchback at a time. It made no sound, and the stars went out above it.

From somewhere inside it, very faintly, a child's voice was humming half a lullaby, the one about the moon rabbit pounding rice.

She had only ever known half the words.
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Chapter Three: Mist Rising
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Akane Sakuma was on the east wall before the dawn drum, because she could not sleep, and because she was nineteen and had been told she could not ride with the army.

The fort of Takamine sat on a hill at the foot of the cedar country like a fist set on a table. From its walls you could see everything her father had been ordered to burn: the hills climbing blue and folded into the north, the black teeth of the cedars, and somewhere above them, hidden in cloud, the crag where the last of the Kage clan was said to nest like crows. Below the hills the land fell away into the valley of the Jade Serpent River, a long green bowl of rice terraces and villages and the silver line of water winding through it all.

This morning she could not see the river.

She could not see the valley at all.

Where it should have been lay something black. At first she took it for a shadow cast by cloud, but there was no cloud. Then she thought it was smoke, but smoke moved, and this did not. It filled the valley from rim to rim like ink poured into a bowl, flat and dull and perfectly still. The wind was blowing hard out of the west, tugging her hair loose and snapping the banners on the gate towers, and the black surface did not so much as ripple.

Akane stared at it until her eyes watered.

"Gods," said a voice beside her. It was Gonzō, the old sergeant of the wall guard, who had taught her to string a bow when she was seven. He was holding his spear so tightly that his knuckles had gone pale. "Gods and buddhas. What is that, my lady?"

"Mist," she said, because she had to say something.

"That's no mist I've ever seen."

Nor had she. Mist was white. Mist curled and lifted and burned away when the sun touched it. The sun was touching this now, the first gold light spilling over the eastern hills, and the black thing simply drank it. Where the light fell on it, the light was gone.

There were eleven villages in that valley. There were perhaps three thousand people.

Akane turned and ran for the keep.

* * *
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HER FATHER WAS ALREADY awake. He was always awake. Lord Sakuma Tadashige had not slept past the dawn drum in the thirty years he had held the border, not when her mother died of the coughing fever, not when her two brothers died at the siege of Kurobane. He was sitting in the audience hall in his undertunic, with a cup of tea going cold beside him and a map of the cedar hills spread across the floor, and his captains were kneeling around him in a half circle with the grey faces of men who had also been on the walls.

He looked up when she came in. He did not tell her to leave. That alone frightened her.

"You've seen it," he said.

"Yes, Father."

"Sit, then."

She knelt at the edge of the half circle. Captain Ishida was speaking. He was a heavy, careful man who never said anything until he had said it to himself twice.

"The pickets on the river road saw it rise," he said. "Just after midnight. They say it came up out of the river itself, out of the old pool above the ford, the one the farmers won't fish. Like smoke from under the water. By the third hour it had covered the whole valley floor."

"And the villages?" her father said.

"Nothing, my lord. Not a light. Not a dog barking. Not a single person has come out of it."

The hall was very quiet.

"Kage sorcery," said young Captain Mori. He was the youngest of them and the most eager to fight. "They've heard we're coming, and this is their answer. Smoke and witchcraft to frighten the peasants."

"The Kage are killers and thieves," her father said. "They are not sorcerers. If they could do this, they would have done it thirty years ago when I burned their fathers out of the hills." He looked down at the map for a long moment. "Send scouts. Five riders, the best we have. Go in at the ford, follow the river road to the first village, and come straight back. I want to know what's under it."

Akane opened her mouth.

"No," her father said, without looking up.

* * *
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SHE WENT TO FIND HIM in the armory an hour before noon.

He was alone there, among the racks of spears and the stands of armor, with a lamp on the bench beside him and his long sword across his knees. He was cleaning it. He always cleaned it before he rode out anywhere, even when he did not expect to draw it. A cloth. A pot of clove oil. A ball of powdered stone. Slow, careful strokes, from the guard to the point, the way his father had taught him.

The guard was iron, pierced in the shape of a crane in flight. Akane had polished it every New Year since she was six.

"No," he said, before she could open her mouth.

"You haven't heard what I'm going to say."

"You're going to say that you should ride with the scouts. Because you know the river road better than any of them, and you're a better rider than half of them, and you can see in the dark like a cat." He did not look up from the blade. "All of which is true. And the answer is still no."

Akane stood in the doorway with her jaw set.

"Then let me ride with you," she said. "When you go."

Her father's hand stopped on the blade.

"Who says I'm going?"

"You do. You always do. You'll send the scouts, and you'll wait for them to come back, and if they don't come back, or if they come back wrong, you'll put on your armor and go yourself. You did it at Kurobane. You did it on the coast road, the year I was born." She looked at the white scar on his cheek. "You'll do it now."

He was quiet for a long time.

Then he set the sword down on the bench beside him, very carefully, and looked at her.

He was a big man. Broad and heavy and square-jawed, with thick black brows that met in the middle, the way hers did. People said she had his face. She had always hoped they were wrong, and had always known they were not. His hair had gone grey at the temples the year of the fever, and grey all through the year of Kurobane, and his face had settled into lines that did not go away even when he smiled. He did not smile very often any more.

"Sit," he said.

She sat on the bench beside him, with the sword between them.

"Do you know why the Kage hate us?" he said.

"Because we hunt them."

"Because we hunt them," her father agreed. "Because my father hunted them, and his father before him. Because thirty years ago, when I was a young man, the governor sent me into the cedar hills with three hundred spears to burn them out, and I did it. I set the forest on fire from the bottom, and waited at the top, and killed them as they ran out of the smoke." He looked down at his hands. "Men and women. Some of them were boys. Some of them were younger than you."

Akane did not say anything.

"I've never told you that," said her father. "Not like that. I've told you the story. The great battle of the cedar hills. The one that got away." He was silent a moment. "I've never told you what it smelled like."

"Why are you telling me now?"

"Because something is down there," said Lord Sakuma Tadashige. "In the valley. Under that black. And I don't know what it is. But I know that when a man is hunted long enough, and starved long enough, and hanged from enough shrine gates, he will do anything. Anything at all. To make it stop." He looked at her with his tired dark eyes. "And I know that if they've found something, down there, something that can do that to a valley in one night, then they're going to use it. On us. On Takamine. On you."

He picked up the sword again, and the cloth, and went back to cleaning the blade.

"So no," he said quietly. "You won't ride with the scouts. And you won't ride with me. You'll stay here, behind the walls, with your mother's naginata, and if anything comes up that hill that isn't me, you'll do what I taught you."

"And if you don't come back?"

His hand did not stop on the blade. It did not even slow.

"Then you'll be the lord of Takamine," he said. "And you'll do what a lord does."

She sat beside him on the bench for a long time after that, watching him clean the sword. Neither of them said anything more. When he was done, he wiped the blade one last time with a clean cloth, and slid it into its scabbard, and stood up.

At the door of the armory he stopped, and looked back at her, and for a moment she thought he was going to say something else.

He didn't. He only put his hand on her head, briefly, the way he used to when she was very small. Then he went out.

She stayed in the armory until the drum sounded for the scouts to ride. The lamp burned down on the bench beside her. The racks of spears stood silent all around her in the gloom, and the stands of empty armor, and on one of them, near the door, the black lacquered armor with the white crane on the breast, waiting.

She had never noticed before how much it looked like a man standing very still.

* * *
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THE FIVE SCOUTS RODE out at noon, and Akane watched them from the wall.

She watched them all the way down the switchback road, five small figures with their banners on bamboo poles, growing smaller and smaller until they reached the bottom of the hill and the edge of the blackness. She watched them stop there. She saw one of them turn in his saddle and look back up at the fort, and she imagined she could see his face, though she knew that at this distance she couldn't.

Then they rode in, one after another, and the black closed behind them without a ripple.

The afternoon was very long.

She stayed on the wall. Gonzō brought her rice and pickled radish, and she did not eat it. The wind dropped in the late afternoon, and in the stillness she began to hear things from the valley. They came only faintly, at the very edge of hearing, so that every time she turned her head to listen they seemed to stop. A temple bell, ringing slowly. A dog howling, then cut off. Once, she was almost sure, someone laughing.

Gonzō heard them too. He did not say anything about it. He just moved a little closer to her along the wall and stayed there.

Akane leaned on the parapet and looked down at the black, and found herself thinking about her mother.

She did not want to. She had not let herself think about her mother in a long time. It hurt too much, and it did no good. But the sounds coming up out of the valley would not let her stop. A bell. A dog. Someone laughing. They were such ordinary sounds. They were the sounds of a summer evening in the castle town, when she was small, and her mother would stand in the doorway of the keep at dusk and call across the courtyard for her to come in.

Akane. Akane, come inside. It's getting dark.

She would never come. She would be up on the walls with her brothers, Kazuma and Shin, playing at sentries, and she would pretend not to hear. And Kazuma would laugh his great braying laugh, the one their father said could frighten crows off a field at a hundred paces, and Shin would hide behind a merlon and giggle, breathless, the way he always did when he was about to play a trick on someone. And their mother would call again, and again, until finally she came out across the courtyard herself with her sleeves rolled up and her hand shading her eyes against the setting sun, and stood at the foot of the wall stairs, and looked up at them.

She never shouted. She never needed to. She only stood there, and looked, until they came down.

The fever had taken her eight years ago, in the spring. Three days. Kazuma and Shin had ridden to Kurobane four years after that, laughing, and come home in the summer in two plain wooden boxes. And her father had stopped smiling, mostly, and the courtyard had gone quiet at dusk, and nobody had called her in from the walls since.

She stood on the wall now, nineteen years old, with her mother's naginata in her hands, and listened to the sounds coming up out of the black valley below. And just for a moment, at the very edge of hearing, so faint that she could not be sure, she thought she heard someone calling a name.

She did not let herself listen to what the name was.

The sun went down red behind the western hills. Torches were lit along the walls, and the black in the valley seemed blacker against the dusk.

And then, at the very last of the light, two riders came out of it.

Only two.

Akane was down the wall stairs and across the courtyard before the gate guards had finished shouting. She was there when the gates swung open and the horses came through at a walk. The horses were lathered and shaking, their eyes rolled white. The first rider was a man named Kenta. He sat stiff and upright in his saddle, his face grey as ash, and when the grooms caught his bridle he did not get down. He did not seem to see them. He was staring straight ahead at nothing, and his lips were moving soundlessly, over and over.

The second rider was Jirō.

Akane knew Jirō. Everyone knew Jirō. He was the clown of the garrison, a cheerful, gap-toothed farm boy from the coast who could imitate any bird you named and once rode backward the whole length of the courtyard on a dare. He swung down from his saddle now with a grin and handed his reins to a groom and stretched his arms over his head until his back cracked.

"Well!" he said loudly. "That was a ride. Is there any supper left? I could eat a horse. Not this one, mind." He slapped his trembling mount on the rump. "He's earned his keep."

The whole courtyard stared at him.

"Where are the others?" Akane said.

"The others?" Jirō blinked at her. "Oh. Oh, they stayed, my lady."

"Stayed where?"

"In the village. They were invited." He smiled at her with his gap-toothed smile, and it was exactly the same smile she had seen a hundred times, and for some reason it made the skin crawl along the backs of her arms. "Everyone was so friendly."

* * *
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HER FATHER QUESTIONED him in the audience hall for an hour.

Kenta was no use at all. They had to lift him off his horse. He would not speak and would not eat, and when they laid him on a pallet in the barracks he curled up with his face to the wall and stayed there, his lips still moving. The physician said it was shock. The physician did not sound as though he believed it.

Jirō, on the other hand, talked and talked.

He told them that the mist was cold inside but you got used to it. He told them they had followed the river road to the village of Hasegawa and found everyone there awake and in the street, though it was the middle of the day and dark as night. He told them there had been
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