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A thrilling epic fantasy adventure in the 
astonishing realm of Legend of the Five Rings, 
as two rival clans join forces to investigate a 
lethal supernatural mystery.

Chaos has broken out in the isolated Dragon Clan 
settlement of Seibo Mura. During the full moon, 
horrifying creatures rampage through the village, 
unleashing havoc and death. When the Dragon 
samurai Agasha no Isao Ryōtora is sent to investigate, 
he faces even greater danger than expected. To save 
the village, he must confront his buried past – not 
to mention an unexpected Phoenix Clan visitor, 
Asako Sekken, who has his own secrets to hide. The 
quest to save Seibo Mura will take the two samurai 
into the depths of forgotten history and the shifting 
terrain of the Spirit Realms… and bring them face 
to face with an ancient, terrifying evil.

™



CHAPTER ONE

The road to Seibo Mura was steep, and barely deserved the 
name. Every half-mile or so, Ryōtora’s pony heaved a great 
sigh, as if to remind her rider that she was working extremely 
hard and surely deserved a rest. After he patted her on the 
neck, she would saunter inconspicuously in the direction of 
the nearest edible greenery, until he clicked his tongue and 
tugged at the reins, nudging her back on course.

At least she was more talkative than the two ashigaru 
escorting him. One trudged along in front, the other behind, 
and even after five days on the road, Ryōtora had difficulty 
telling them apart. One was named Ishi and the other Tarō, 
but they had the same square jaws, the same thinning hair, 
the same look of being weathered by sun and wind and snow 
until they were as hard as the stone around them. He’d made 
one attempt to engage them in conversation the first morning 
they set out, but the sheer stiff awkwardness of his own 
pleasantries made him want to crawl into the nearest gully 
and hide. Before long, he gave up.

He never found it easy to talk to peasants. Not on a normal 



day, and even less so now, on his way to Seibo Mura.
His way back to Seibo Mura.
The pony’s sighs abated as she devoted all her attention 

to picking her way down a rocky decline that looked more 
like a runoff than a road. Ishi – unless it was Tarō – leapt 
from one footing to the next as nimbly as a goat, keeping 
clear in case the pony should suddenly fall. That image made 
Ryōtora shudder, and at the next opportunity he reined her 
in and dismounted. Tarō – unless it was Ishi – took the reins, 
and Ryōtora followed the pony and two peasants on foot, 
swallowing an undignified curse when a stone turned under 
his foot and wrenched his ankle.

At the bottom of the slope, one ashigaru held the reins 
while Ryōtora remounted. The other said, “Would my lord 
like to press onward, or find a campsite for the night?”

Ryōtora was no delicate lowland flower. His duties took 
him through the hinterlands of the Dragon Clan’s provinces, 
from one peasant village to the next. But for the last two days 
there had been no villages at all, and so they’d had to sleep 
rough. Even at the height of summer, that wasn’t a comfortable 
option – especially when the clouds above the higher peaks 
told Ryōtora a storm was building there.

“Press on,” he said at last, hoping he wouldn’t regret it. “We 
should be able to make Seibo Mura by nightfall.”

If the road had been in anything like good repair, they would 
have. But it was poorly enough maintained that Ryōtora 
mistook a level stretch of ground for the real path, and didn’t 
realize his error until they’d spent precious daylight traveling 
in the wrong direction. And as they retraced their steps, the 
storm caught them.



He hunched his shoulders beneath his straw cloak, trying 
not to read an omen into this ill luck. But everything about 
this journey felt cursed, and had from the start. If only I hadn’t 
been in Heibeisu when the message came…

He wiped water from the tip of his nose and tried to banish 
such thoughts. This was his duty, and Regret was one of the 
Three Sins. If it was the will of the Fortunes that he return to 
Seibo Mura, then so be it.

The clouds and the high wall of the mountains meant the 
light faded fast, and the moon was too close to new to be in 
the sky. Ryōtora would have given up on reaching the village 
and just made camp, but no suitable location offered itself. He 
dismounted again to lead the pony, letting her set the pace as 
she carefully chose her footing in the increasing gloom, and 
tried to be grateful that at least the chill of the rain was easing 
the throb in his twisted ankle. If they didn’t find shelter soon, 
they would have no choice but to stop where they were, and 
at least wait for the rain to pass.

At last the ground leveled out. And not too far away, 
Ryōtora thought he saw lights glimmering.

Spirit lights? he wondered. Such things liked to lead travelers 
astray – or over cliffs. But he felt like they had reached a valley 
floor, and these had the warm glow of true flame.

Without warning, one of his ashigaru shucked his pack 
and readied his spear with a speed that made the pony sidle. 
A moment later a voice came from the trees: “Stop! Name 
yourself!”

Ryōtora swallowed the rapid beating of his pulse. With his 
thoughts on spirits, and the tale he’d heard in Heibeisu… but 
the voice was young, and heavily laden with the thick accent 



of the north. Though it did its best, it didn’t quite succeed at 
sounding fierce. A sentry, he realized. And a determined one, to 
be out in this weather.

He raised his chin, showing his face as best as he could in 
the murk. “I am Agasha no Isao Ryōtora, sent from Heibeisu in 
response to your message. These two ashigaru accompanying 
me are Ishi and Tarō.” He silently promised the Fortunes that 
he would learn to tell them apart.

His words produced a brief silence. Then a rustling, followed 
by a thump as the sentry dropped out of a nearby hemlock. 
Ryōtora couldn’t see much, but now that the voice wasn’t 
raised in strident challenge, it sounded female. “Just you?”

“And two ashigaru,” Ryōtora said – though how much use 
they would be, he couldn’t guess. It depended on what was 
happening in Seibo Mura.

She stood quietly for a moment. When she spoke again, 
she sounded discouraged. “I’ll take you to Ogano’s house.”

“You don’t need to stay here and keep watch?”
“No,” she said, her tone going flatter still. “I was looking out 

for you, not the monsters.”

Even in the dark and the rain, Ryōtora could see the damage.
The light cast from a few houses picked out the silhouette 

of a burned building, jagged timbers still pointing accusations 
at the sky. Ryōtora’s guide, muttering a brief warning, led him 
around the edge of a pit torn into the ground. Rough-hewn 
beams propped up the roof of another house whose side wall 
had been ripped away.

She brought him to what he suspected was the largest house 
in the village. It spilled light from the edges of the shuttered 



windows along the raised veranda, as if the owner didn’t care 
about saving lamp oil for the winter. As if he didn’t expect to 
still be here when that season came.

When Ryōtora’s guide knocked at the door, no one opened 
it. Through the steady patter of the rain, though, he thought 
he could make out a sudden flutter of voices inside. His guide 
knocked again, and after a moment a nervous-sounding man 
shouted, “Who is it?”

“Rin,” the girl said. “With a samurai from down south.”
The voice got closer, but the door still didn’t open. “How 

do I know it’s really you?”
“Because the moon ain’t full,” the girl said, in a tone that 

barely avoided appending you idiot to the answer.
That seemed to be persuasion enough to unbar the door, 

but it only opened a crack. Although the figure that appeared 
in it was an unreadable silhouette, Ryōtora felt a suspicious 
gaze weighing him. “What’s your name? And who sent you?”

Ryōtora repeated his introduction, adding, “I was sent by 
the governor of Heibeisu.”

“You could be lying,” the man said. “I know the stories. 
Women asking to come in from the snow. Babies crying in 
the fields. All tricks, to make us let our guard down.”

Yōkai. Many people went their whole lives without ever 
meeting such a creature outside of the tales told around the 
hearth at night. But if the reports out of Seibo Mura were to 
be believed, this man’s caution was justified.

“I am going to pray to the kami,” Ryōtora said. “If they 
answer me, it will take the form of…” What should he 
choose? What would this man not interpret as a sign that he 
was a yōkai?



Casting his gaze around, Ryōtora made out a broken pick 
lying on the ground, the sort of thing a miner would use in his 
work – or in his defense. “The haft of this pick will be made 
whole.”

He knelt and linked his hands into the sacred shape of a 
mudra, murmuring a prayer in a low voice. That done, he 
laid his palms on the broken pieces and brought them into 
alignment, then plucked a few strands of hair from his head 
and wound them around the haft. The earth kami within the 
wood remembered being a whole stick, and remembered 
growing from the tree; it wasn’t difficult to convince it to 
grow together once more.

When he lifted the heavy pick, the girl made a muffled 
sound of surprise. While Ryōtora had introduced himself as an 
Agasha, not all who bore that name were shugenja, especially 
not in the vassal families. Plus, it was entirely possible these 
people had never seen even so minor a wonder before.

But the man, when he spoke, didn’t sound impressed. “I 
suppose you’d better come in.”

A rural house like this one didn’t have a finer entrance for 
honored guests. Ryōtora murmured a formulaic apology 
for intruding as he stepped across into the earthen-floored 
working area. To his left rose a stretch of wooden planks, 
with a cheery fire burning in the sunken firepit – that was the 
source of most of the light. But the sliding panels that gave 
access to the rest of the house were closed, and Ryōtora saw 
no one else.

That seemed unlikely. The headman of the village – which 
this certainly must be – would have at least a few servants 
working for him, not to mention family.



As Ryōtora wiped rain from his eyes, he saw that his guide 
was a girl of no more than fourteen, her hair braided behind 
one ear, with a short sling coiled in her hand. The man could 
have been anywhere between thirty and sixty, and possibly 
cousin to Ishi and Tarō. “Just one of you?” the man said. 
Ogano, according to Rin and the records in Heibeisu. The 
headman of Seibo Mura. The records had said nothing about 
him being so rude.

“And two ashigaru,” Ryōtora said, nodding at Ishi and Tarō.
“Ashigaru are like a quarter of a bushi. A half at best. And a 

bushi was no use to us last time.”
The disturbances in Seibo Mura had begun over a month 

before. A panicked messenger had come to Heibeisu, babbling 
of monsters and spirits tearing the village apart, and the 
governor sent a magistrate to look into it – a bushi, Mirumoto 
Norifusa. But the chaos lasted only three nights; by the time 
Norifusa arrived, it was all over. He’d searched the area and 
found no sign of anything untoward. So he’d returned to 
Heibeisu, writing it up as a tragic incident. Random, and 
unexplained.

A month later, it happened again.
Ryōtora said, “I assure you, headman, that I will do my best 

to–”
“To what? To bring our dead back to life? To restore the 

houses the monsters have destroyed, the mine shaft they 
collapsed? If you can work miracles on that scale, shugenja, 
I’ll be the first to bow my head to your feet.”

Nothing about Ogano hinted at the possibility of bowing. 
Elsewhere in the Empire, his hostile insolence toward his 
social superior might well have earned him a beating. He 



should have immediately offered to hang up the samurai’s 
cloak, brought him a towel to wipe himself dry with, escorted 
him to a seat by the fire. Not accused Ryōtora of uselessness 
while he dripped onto the packed earth of the working area.

Even in the dark, though, Ryōtora had seen enough to 
understand that the peasants of Seibo Mura had suffered 
horrors. They were used to long winters, harsh snows, 
avalanches and rockfalls and the hazards of a life based around 
mining… but these “monsters,” whether they were yōkai or 
something else, were a different matter.

“I will do my best,” Ryōtora repeated. “If the pattern so far 
holds, you have nothing to fear until the next full moon – but 
I won’t trust that it will. Beginning tomorrow, I would like to 
speak to every inhabitant of this village in turn, however old 
or young, to learn what I can of what’s been happening. And 
I will see about creating defenses, so that if the problem does 
recur, you will be more prepared for it.”

Ogano scowled. “Defenses. Well, that’s more than the 
other one offered.”

From behind one of the screens came a new voice. “I assume 
you mean that bushi from before.”

It slid aside to reveal another man, this one far too well-
dressed to be any resident of Seibo Mura, in a kimono 
embroidered around its hem with a motif of climbing 
vines. Behind him crouched all the people Ryōtora would 
have expected to see in a household like this one: a woman 
who was probably Ogano’s wife, four children, and an older 
man and woman he guessed were servants. The man who’d 
spoken made a reassuring gesture and then slid the door 
shut behind himself, as if thin paper and wood could grant 



any protection if trouble should arise.
“Asako Sekken,” the man said, bowing. “From Sheltered 

Plains City – my mother is the steward of the Kanjirō Library 
there. And you are?”

He would have heard Ryōtora introduce himself outside, 
but to bypass the formalities would be rude. And the elegance 
of his bow… his manners were as courtly as if they stood in 
the home of a daimyō rather than a village headman. What 
was a member of the Phoenix Clan doing here?

Ryōtora gave his name for the third time, almost stumbling 
over it. Everything about Asako Sekken might have been 
purposefully crafted to throw him off balance. A samurai from 
an influential family, rather than a mere vassal; a refined scion 
of the court, rather than an itinerant shugenja; an outsider 
in a village suffering from troubles no outsider should know 
about.

And with his pointed chin, his arched eyebrows, his 
bony hands and wrists that made a graceful dance of every 
gesture… he reminded Ryōtora far too much of Hokumei.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Sir Ryōtora,” the Asako said 
with another bow. “I’m afraid I arrived last night and took the 
room that should be yours. But four and a half mats should be 
enough for us both – I promise, I don’t sprawl. Or we could 
lay our futons in that room instead.” He gestured at the larger 
chamber behind him, where Ogano’s family and servants still 
hid.

Ryōtora gathered his scattered wits. “Forgive me, Lord 
Asako, but what brings you to this village?”

“Why, the same as you, I imagine. Whatever has been 
going on in this place.”



“So the Phoenix know about these events?”
It came out too sharp. But Sekken merely smiled and said, 

“One of us does, at least.”
His words weren’t very reassuring. The Dragon and the 

Phoenix were on cordial enough terms, and often found 
common ground in their shared interest in spiritual matters. 
Like any close neighbors, though, they sometimes squabbled 
over those same points of shared interest – particularly when 
the Dragon granted free rein to something the Phoenix 
deemed heretical. Or when the Isawa decided that, as the 
greatest shugenja family in the Empire, they were the only 
ones who could be trusted to handle some issue properly.

He’s not an Isawa. Which meant Sekken was not, in fact, quite 
the worst possible Phoenix to have shown up in Seibo Mura.

Before Ryōtora could say anything else, Sekken turned to 
Ogano. “I think we’ve established that he’s not some kind of 
malevolent shapechanger, yes? In which case, we should let 
your family out of hiding. Come on!” That last was directed to 
the people in the room behind him – Sekken had opened the 
door again without waiting for Ogano to reply.

That’s more than the other one offered. Ogano hadn’t been 
talking about Mirumoto Norifusa, but his unexpected and 
unwanted Phoenix guest.

The women and children crawled out onto the wooden 
floor of the main living area and bowed low, touching their 
heads to the polished boards. Given Seibo Mura’s isolated 
location, it was entirely possible they’d never seen two 
samurai at once before.

For a while the situation took on something more like 
the bustle of a normal household. The elderly woman went 



outside to see to Ryōtora’s pony, while the wife brought 
Ryōtora a towel and then hastily prodded up the hearth in 
the earthen-floored workspace to cook something for her 
new guest. The oldest son helped her; the youngest child, fat-
cheeked and of indeterminate gender, sat near the firepit and 
stared unblinking at Ryōtora.

The older man turned out to be Sekken’s own servant, Jun, 
a wiry man with a receding hairline. The Phoenix put him to 
work moving some of his baggage out of the other room to 
make space for Ryōtora, while Ogano crossed his arms and 
glowered – a spectator in his own household.

Ryōtora felt like he should do something about that, but 
he couldn’t figure out what. It took all his will not to stare at 
Ogano’s square face, at Rin’s stubborn chin, and wonder: Could 
that man be my father? Could that girl be my younger sister?

The governor hadn’t realized, when he assigned Ryōtora to 
handle matters in Seibo Mura, that he was sending him back 
to the village he’d been born in.

Because no one spoke of such matters. Ryōtora prayed that 
no one here would recognize him – or if they did, that they 
would have the sense to keep it to themselves. The last thing 
he wanted was for Asako Sekken to catch wind of that history. 
Ryōtora was already going to have enough to do, finding out 
the cause of the disturbances and putting an end to them, 
without adding an overly curious Phoenix to the mix.

Better if I get him out of here, Ryōtora thought. Then deal 
with the problem and leave as soon as possible.

But he doubted it would be as simple as that.



CHAPTER TWO

For the first time in months, Sekken’s sleep was undisturbed.
He woke around dawn, disoriented; it always took his 

mind a few moments to catch up with his body in waking. All 
the more so now, when he half-expected a phantom weight 
on his chest, invisible bands locking his body tight. But he 
could move freely, and the only other creature in the room 
was the Dragon shugenja lying on a second futon just out of 
arm’s reach.

He let out a slow, steady breath. A night without troubles. 
What did that mean?

Headman of his village Ogano might be, but his house 
was still a simple rural structure, built more to resist winter’s 
trials than to provide elegant surroundings. The room 
Sekken and Isao Ryōtora slept in had no translucent paper  
screens for its outer walls, only solid wooden shutters, 
which let in almost no light. Warded somehow? Sekken  
wondered, before dismissing it. He’d slept in plenty of 
warded rooms since his problems began, and none of them 
had protected him. Some isolated Dragon peasants were 
unlikely to know techniques the Isawa did not.



At this point a night of peaceful sleep felt luxurious. 
Yawning, Sekken scratched his fingernails through the thin 
stubble along his jawline and stretched, heels dragging across 
the tatami matting beneath his futon.

The shreds of light seeping in through the cracks around 
the shutters were pale enough that he knew it couldn’t be long 
after sunrise. This was one of the many ways he’d never fit in 
well with the more courtly sorts; during his education, his 
peers had teased him that if he wanted to wake so early, he 
should go train with the bushi. While Asako scholars weren’t 
as idle as the Doji, who were rumored never to rise before 
noon if they could help it, they weren’t required to beat the 
roosters out the door, either.

But Sekken roused naturally early, and always had. “Blessed 
by Amaterasu Ōmikami,” his mother liked to say. Even when 
he slept poorly, he woke at dawn.

The shugenja at his side showed no sign of such blessings. 
Sekken hoped the man wasn’t always as monosyllabic as 
he’d been the previous night – though to be fair, if Sekken 
had shown up looking like a wet kitten, only to find another 
samurai there to witness his embarrassment, he too might 
have been a little curt. Isao Ryōtora’s hair had dried in the 
night and now fanned out across his futon and the tatami 
mat below; Sekken almost put his hand on it when he pushed 
himself upright. It softened the cut planes of the man’s face, 
which last night had looked as unforgiving as the mountains 
themselves.

Ryōtora probably wouldn’t thank his unexpected 
roommate for rousing him early. Sekken got silently to his feet 
and retrieved his kimono from the bar he’d shoved through its 



sleeves last night, tying his sash with a simple knot. Hakama 
and a short robe would be better in a place like this village, 
but his baggage was somewhere else – wherever Jun had put 
it.

The door out to the living area squeaked as Sekken slid it 
open, and he winced. Fortunately, Ryōtora showed no sign of 
stirring. Sekken hastily stepped out onto the polished floor 
and shut the door behind him.

Ogano’s wife was descending the steep wooden steps that 
led to the farmhouse’s loft. She and the rest of the family had 
relocated up there last night, except for Ogano; he took the 
larger tatami room with Jun and the shugenja’s two servants. 
When she saw Sekken, her foot missed the bottom step, and she 
almost slipped. He lunged forward instinctively, but she caught  
herself, attained the safety of the floor, and promptly knelt on 
it, bowing her face to the boards. “Forgive me if I disturbed 
you, my lord.”

The accent of deep-mountain Dragon peasants was 
different from the accent of deepmountain Phoenix peasants, 
but Sekken could follow it well enough. His first assignment 
after his gempuku had been with a scholar who studied 
the dialects of Rokugan. She said that the words to some 
ancient songs showed a change in Rokugani pronunciation 
in the thousand years since the great Kami fell – a borderline 
heretical claim to those who insisted the Empire had attained 
perfection under its early Emperors and thereafter ceased to 
change, or those who felt that any deviation from the ways of 
their ancestors was an unforgivable lapse. It was a silly thing 
to object to, but his superior got in an argument with the 
wrong Matsu at court one day, and Sekken’s family had to call 



in favors in a hurry to keep him from being exiled along with 
her to a backwater posting.

He’d fallen down the well of his thoughts, as he so often did, 
and Ogano’s wife was still on the floor. “You didn’t wake me,” 
he said. “I always get up early. Will I be able to get breakfast 
here, or…” His voice trailed off. Inns were as unknown as 
the ocean to this place, and it wasn’t like the monasteries 
he’d visited, where everyone ate in a common refectory. If he 
couldn’t get breakfast in this house, he didn’t know where he 
would find it, unless he wandered outside and found some 
kind of berry bush. Jun was a faithful servant, but a miserable 
cook.

“I was about to stir up the fire,” the woman said. She was 
still on the floor, which was absurd – but belatedly, Sekken 
realized she probably saw a samurai once a year, if that. She 
didn’t know what was absurd and what wasn’t.

“Please get up,” he said. “You don’t have to bow like that, 
especially not if I’ll be living here while I’m in Seibo Mura. 
You’d never get anything done.”

She scrambled upright, bobbed an awkward little bow, and 
shoved her feet into the rough straw sandals that waited on the 
earthen floor. To avoid making her feel even more awkward as 
she worked, Sekken found his own sandals and went outside.

After the darkness of the house, the early morning light 
lanced into his skull, but he took a slow breath of the cool 
mountain air and tipped his face upward, welcoming 
Lady Sun’s touch. When he opened his eyes, he found a 
stupendous view all around: the rugged peaks of the Great 
Wall of the North, here thickly furred with trees, there baring 
great stretches of rock to the sky. A waterfall plunged over a 



precipice to the west, and, not far to the north of that, the 
ruins of a shrine clung to the mountainside, as if placed there 
for the purpose of enticing a painter.

Sekken hadn’t brought any paints or suitable inks with 
him. But he could make some charcoal sketches, and paint 
the scene when he returned home. Though that would lead to 
people asking him where the scene was, and then he’d either 
have to lie – pretending he’d invented the view – or admit he’d 
gone well beyond where he ought to be.

I have permission to be in Dragon lands, he thought 
defensively. What his travel papers actually said was that he 
could visit Quiet Stone Monastery, to use the library there. 
Not an obscure village three-quarters of the way to Yobanjin 
lands.

He found a plain ribbon inside his sleeve and used it to 
tie his hair back, then set out for a brisk walk around the 
village. It would work up his appetite and give the headman’s 
wife time to make breakfast. Sekken passed the village well 
and wondered what the bathing facilities here were like – or 
if there even were any. He very much doubted there was a 
bathhouse here, but he might be able to hope for a hot spring.

Unsurprisingly, he wasn’t the only one awake. The peasants 
gave him awkward glances and even more awkward bows as 
they went to fetch water from the well or shouldered tools 
of various kinds. He saw much less activity than he would 
expect, though; Seibo Mura seemed to be a very small village.

Not entirely in ways that could be blamed on the 
disturbances, either. The house he’d seen the day before, 
the one that had burned down – that was definitely a recent 
problem. Other houses, though, seemed to have fallen into 



disuse and ruin years before, judging by the caved-in shingle 
roofs and the moss painting their walls. On the northern edge 
of the village he found one house that had become nothing 
more than a mound of brambles, barely recognizable as a 
former structure at all.

It suggested that whatever misfortunes were going on 
here, they might have their roots further back in time. A 
generation, at least. Much more recent than what he’d found 
in the monastery’s library, but much older than Sekken’s own 
troubles.

For months an inugami had been haunting his sleep, the 
dog spirit sitting on his chest while invisible bands of metal 
bound him tight, and it had defied all attempts to banish it. 
The search for answers as to why had led him to Quiet Stone 
Monastery and the records there… and then, while he was 
researching, there came three nights where the inugami 
barked at him without respite.

Three nights that later turned out to correspond exactly 
with the first round of disturbances in Seibo Mura.

It seemed too much to be a coincidence. As soon as 
word reached the monastery of what had happened in the 
mountains, Sekken set out immediately, not waiting for any 
kind of permission. On his way north, he suffered through 
three more nights of barking, almost one month after the 
original incident. He’d wondered even then if it meant a 
renewal of the problems in Seibo Mura, and wasn’t surprised 
to learn that it did.

Clearly witchcraft was at work in the village. But until 
Sekken knew more – most particularly, why he of all people 
had been dragged into this – he would go on pretending his 



interest was purely idle, and see what the Dragon shugenja 
uncovered.

Directing his steps back toward the headman’s house, he 
began to notice other, less ordinary things. Next to one of the 
thick-walled storehouses, a rowan tree that ought to have been 
in full leaf was withered and bare, as if struck by frost, though 
summer was well underway. One farmhouse’s door bore deep 
gouges in the wood, only slightly faded by the passage of a 
week or two. The waterwheel of what he presumed was the 
millhouse was broken – and not just broken, but shattered, 
as if struck by an unthinkably powerful blow. Two men were 
working to build a replacement, their steady hammer blows 
punctuated by some kind of working chant.

No – not a working chant. A shift in the mountain breeze 
brought their words to Sekken’s ears.

Shoshi ni kie. Shoshi ni kie.
The mantra of the Perfect Land Sect.
Sekken tensed. That heresy, here? It wasn’t the witchcraft 

he’d expected – though he supposed that nothing prevented a 
peasant from being a seeker of the Perfect Land and a witch. 
The sect claimed Rokugan had entered the Age of Declining 
Virtue, and they blamed samurai for that fall. They also 
believed their mantra would help them escape the wheel 
of rebirth, freeing them to pursue enlightenment in some 
mythical paradise created by Shinsei, rather than seeking it 
through proper study in the mortal world.

When one’s theology was wrong to begin with, a further step 
into ancient magical practices would hardly be unexpected.

He almost strode forward to denounce the men. It was the 
accent that stopped him: the rural Dragon speech that almost 



slurred the final word into a single syllable, kye. He wasn’t in 
Phoenix lands… and in this clan’s territory, the Perfect Land 
Sect wasn’t illegal.

He scowled and made himself walk onward, as if he hadn’t 
heard. But inside, his thoughts whirled.

Back at the house, there was no sign of Ryōtora having 
risen, but the headman’s wife had breakfast ready. Sekken 
wondered if she, too, sought the Perfect Land. Had the whole 
village gone heretical? That was often the case, the Phoenix 
had found. Even those peasants who still followed the forms 
of orthodox Shinseism saw no harm in chanting the kie as they 
worked – because they were too unlettered to understand the 
harm.

Sekken knelt silently at the table as she served his meal. 
She’d fried up some kind of little fish and served it alongside 
a bowl of pungent barley miso soup. No rice, he noted. A 
deliberate insult to her unwanted guest? It was the kind of 
thing a Perfect Land follower might do. But she’d used what 
he suspected were her best bowl and plate. It was probably 
another signal of this village’s poverty – or just the perennial 
problem of living in Dragon Clan lands, which were hardly 
prime agricultural terrain. Still, he would expect at least the 
headman of the village to eat rice.

Despite his troubled mood, a faint groan from behind the 
screen that closed off the sleeping room made Sekken grin. 
From the sound of it, his reluctant roommate was an even 
more reluctant riser.

But he wiped away his grin long before the door finally 
squeaked aside to reveal Isao Ryōtora. It was impolite to admit 
one had heard anything that happened behind closed walls, 



and he already had the feeling the shugenja was a stickler for 
manners.

To his surprise, Ryōtora showed no sign of having dragged 
himself awake. The man looked perfectly well composed, 
if one allowed for the slightly rumpled state of his kimono 
and hakama, which had suffered that undignified wetting 
the night before. Ryōtora bowed at the sight of Sekken, and 
hesitated only a moment before joining him.

The headman’s wife hurried to bring him soup in a less fine 
bowl, with an expression that suggested she’d been hoping 
Sekken would finish his own in time for her to rinse it out and 
re-use his bowl for her other samurai guest. Ogano’s bowl? 
Sekken assumed so. The headman must have risen and left 
while Sekken was out, because his sandals were no longer 
lined up on the earthen floor.

“Good morning,” Sekken said cheerfully. “I hope I kept 
my promise and didn’t sprawl at you in the night.” He used 
to do that kind of thing, winding up halfway off his futon 
by morning. The hauntings, and the feeling of metal-bound 
limbs that accompanied them, had put a stop to that. But 
there had been no haunting last night.

Ryōtora looked like he would dearly prefer not to be having 
any conversation at all this soon after rising, but he answered 
politely, in a deep, rich voice that would have done well at 
court. “You did not trouble me in the slightest.”

“Wonderful. We’re off to an excellent start.” Sekken was 
babbling, which he did when he was nervous. Fortunately, 
Ryōtora didn’t look like he was in any state to even remember 
that travel papers were a concept, much less ask to see 
someone else’s. “I heard you say last night that the governor 



of Heibeisu sent you. Is that where you live?”
A sizzle of oil heralded another fish frying, presumably 

for Ryōtora. The shugenja’s answer was stiffly formal. “I am 
itinerant. My father lives in Yōmei Machi, and I travel there 
each year for the Bon Festival, but I maintain no home of my 
own. I go where my duties take me.”

“And what might those duties be? Do you swoop about 
Dragon lands like your clan’s namesake, smiting spiritual 
problems wherever they rear their heads?”

Ryōtora’s suspicious gaze seemed to be weighing Sekken 
for mockery. Finding none, he said, “No. I… visit outlying 
villages, which otherwise would never see a shugenja. 
Ordinarily, though, the work is much quieter than this.”

The brief hesitation gave away the existence of a deeper 
answer, but not what it was. The Dragon tended to be far too 
tolerant of heterodox theologies, claiming that each person 
must be permitted to find their own way, but that didn’t mean 
they were utterly lacking in heresy-hunters of any sort. Maybe 
Ryōtora’s duty was to keep an eye on fringe sects, making sure 
nothing too dangerous was taking root in the hinterlands – 
like the Perfect Land.

“What of you?” Ryōtora said, after the headman’s wife 
served up his fish. “What duty has your lord assigned you?”

He either wasn’t very good at hiding the accusing note in 
his voice, or didn’t care to try. Sekken said, “I’m a scholar of 
spiritual matters. Not gifted at speaking to the kami, as you are, 
but at least a student of such things. I was studying at Quiet 
Stone Monastery when we heard of the troubles here.” It was 
true without being the whole story – an art every courtier 
learned. Let Ryōtora think him an idle dabbler; it was safer 



that way. Until recently that had been his life, and as soon as 
he resolved his problems he looked forward to returning to it.

“So you decided to come see the troubles for yourself. 
Or perhaps you think the Dragon incapable of handling the 
matter?”

I’m not an Isawa. Sekken kept the thought behind his teeth. 
Ryōtora was a shugenja, trained by the Agasha family; he 
would have memorized prickly defensiveness toward Phoenix 
interference along with the lists of suitable offerings to the 
kami. Instead he said mildly, “I wasn’t aware the problem 
was a recurring one. News of only the first disturbance had 
reached the monastery when I left. But since it is, I believe it 
would be a failure of Compassion not to offer what aid I can. 
Do you not agree?”

Ryōtora stiffened as if Sekken had slapped him. Had his 
mother perhaps been a Lion? All samurai were expected 
to abide by the ethical code of Bushidō, whether they were 
warriors or not… but some of them took it more seriously 
than others, weighing every action against the seven virtues, 
and taking offense when anyone questioned their own. 
Dragon usually weren’t that prickly, though.

The headman’s wife finally stepped outside, leaving the 
two of them alone. Sekken didn’t know how long she would 
be gone, so he spoke rapidly, in a low voice. “It may aid your 
investigation to know the Perfect Land Sect is in this village.”

Ryōtora’s chopsticks paused in the middle of tugging apart 
the fish. “That’s hardly unusual.”

His tone was more suited to Sekken announcing that some 
of the villagers were carrying on illicit affairs with people they 
weren’t married to. “You don’t find that suspicious?”



“How so?” Ryōtora stared at him, honestly perplexed. “You 
think it has something to do with the troubles here?”

Every reply Sekken could think of sounded rude even in 
his own head, so he confined himself to a nod.

Ryōtora went back to pulling apart the fish. “Thank you, 
Lord Asako, but I doubt your theory. The Perfect Land has 
found followers in many Dragon villages, without any of 
them suffering the kinds of attacks Seibo Mura has seen. I’ll 
certainly keep an eye out for any sign of trouble from that 
quarter – the more militant believers can cause problems, it’s 
true – but I’m sure the cause lies elsewhere.”

How can you be sure? Sekken wanted to ask. Perfect Land 
believers wanted to overturn the order of the world. It wasn’t 
hard to imagine them so disturbing the spiritual atmosphere 
that something went awry.

He felt irritation and impatience rising like bile, and made 
himself breathe evenly until they subsided. One good night of 
sleep wasn’t enough to erase the strain of these past months, 
but that strain didn’t justify getting off on the wrong foot with 
the local authority. And the status of the Perfect Land Sect was 
a long-standing point of contention between the Phoenix and 
the Dragon. Poking his finger directly into that bruise was a bad 
way to begin.

“Forgive me,” he said, offering Ryōtora a seated bow. “I 
have spoken thoughtlessly, and in haste. Please allow me to 
retract my words.”

Then inspiration struck. “Instead I should say, I defer 
to your authority here, and I only hope you will accept my 
knowledge and assistance in dealing with these troubles.”

His eldest sister, trained as a bushi, had taught him the trick 



of throwing someone to the ground: first you resisted, and 
then you gave way. There was no audible thump as Ryōtora 
metaphorically fell, but the man’s answering bow amounted 
to the same thing. “That is generous of you, Lord Asako. Once 
I have had a chance to begin my investigation, I will let you 
know how you may assist.”

How my family would stare. Sekken didn’t actively dodge 
responsibility; he didn’t have to. His parents and his sisters 
had all achieved influential enough positions that he, the 
youngest child, had the unthinkable luxury of more or less 
doing what he wanted. Another man in his position might 
have dissipated himself with drinking or gambling, but since 
Sekken’s preference was to bury himself in ancient scrolls, 
everyone let him be. It meant he wasn’t exactly in the habit of 
volunteering for work.

But he needed Ryōtora and everyone else to see him only 
as a helpful visitor, brought here by compassion, and staying 
because it would be churlish to walk away.

And if he had some task to carry out, it would give him the 
cover he needed to conduct his own investigation – into the 
dogs of the village, into the witches who might be using them, 
and into the followers of the Perfect Land. Those things had 
to be connected in some fashion, and Sekken would find out 
how.



CHAPTER THREE

Ryōtora wasn’t especially subtle in separating himself from 
Asako Sekken after breakfast, but then, he wasn’t trying to 
be. A failure of the virtue of Courtesy, perhaps – but the last 
thing he wanted was a stranger watching over his shoulder as 
he began his investigation.

For now, Sekken was busy trying to arrange water for 
bathing, after being disappointed to find the local hot spring 
had dried up the previous year. Meanwhile, his manservant 
and Ryōtora’s ashigaru were working out the logistics of their 
accommodations now that it was no longer nighttime and 
raining. That manservant had a pony, too, and Sekken himself 
had a proper horse; what they were all going to eat, Ryōtora 
didn’t know. The horse especially. It wouldn’t fare as well as 
the mountain ponies on the rough foraging available around 
Seibo Mura, but the villagers hardly had grain to spare for a 
samurai’s fine mount.

The best solution was to solve the problem here and leave 
before feed became an issue. To that end, Ryōtora went in 
search of Ogano.



His ankle ached from its twisting yesterday and his head 
felt like a bag of sand in the piercing sunshine, but he was 
used to the latter. Mornings had always been difficult for him, 
ever since childhood. Years of early rising had failed to change 
that; every day was a struggle, dragging himself off his futon 
when his body just wanted to sleep.

But it didn’t matter how hard it was. His duty demanded 
that he get up, so he did.

Haru, Ogano’s wife, had told him where to find the headman 
– and why. Ryōtora paused on the edge of the village’s 
cemetery, his gaze sweeping across the headstones of the 
family plots. They were well carved; Seibo Mura was primarily 
a mining village, and clearly some of the people here worked 
stone for artistic purposes as well.

Some of the graves were overgrown, though, as if no family 
had come to tend them in years. Others were all too fresh. Here 
and there Ryōtora saw the bright wood of a commemorative 
marker, far too clean and new at this time of year, when the 
Bon Festival was still three months off. One plot didn’t even 
have a headstone yet; Ryōtora wondered who it belonged to, 
that they had no ancestors here in the village.

And what of my own ancestors? Which of these graves holds 
their ashes?

Ogano wasn’t hard to find. His family had been the leaders 
of Seibo Mura for generations, and so their grave had the 
largest and most elaborate monument. The current headman 
knelt in front of it, but his hands weren’t clasped in prayer. 
Instead he just stared wearily at the stone, hardly blinking.

Although he must have seen his samurai guest coming up 
the path, he hadn’t moved. Ryōtora’s jaw tensed. It wasn’t 



inherently polluting for a shugenja to walk into a cemetery – 
he cleaned his adoptive family’s grave each year alongside his 
father, as a son should – but it was rude of Ogano not to rise 
and greet him. Especially when the conversation they needed 
to have wasn’t exactly appropriate for this quiet place.

But Haru, apologizing for her husband’s lack of courtesy 
the night before, had explained. Ogano’s younger brother 
Ogura had died during the second round of attacks. The fresh 
dirt in front of the headman showed where the urn with his 
ashes had been interred.

Courtesy. Compassion. The tenets of Bushidō had guided 
Ryōtora since childhood, and they gave a clear answer now.

He approached quietly and knelt at the grave, placing a 
stick of incense in the small holder in front of the headstone. 
A whispered invocation to the fire kami lit it, the smoke 
vanishing almost immediately in the mountain wind. Ryōtora 
placed his palms together and prayed for the swift journey of 
Ogura’s soul through Meido.

When he lowered his hands, Ogano said, “We did the best 
we could with the funerals. But my brother’s soul is probably 
wandering lost.”

Ryōtora frowned. “No monk has come to see to your 
dead?” The Brotherhood of Shinsei routinely sent monks 
through the rural areas for that purpose, so that bodies would 
not have to wait too long for proper rites. He assumed one 
would have come through even so remote a place as this by 
now.

Ogano jerked his chin at the new grave, the one without a 
headstone. “He’s over there. Thought he could deal with the 
problems. Got himself killed instead.”



Even at the height of summer, the wind was cool enough 
to raise the hairs on the back of Ryōtora’s neck. “I see. I… 
will do what I can for them.” Funerary tasks were usually 
left to the Shinseists, because death was a source of spiritual 
pollution, which interfered with prayers to the Fortunes and 
the kami. There were no corpses here, though, and Ryōtora 
could cleanse himself of any lingering impurity afterward. 
The dead of Seibo Mura, on the other hand, could do nothing 
for themselves.

His offer earned him a grunt from Ogano. It sounded less 
hostile than before. Ryōtora said, “Let us go someplace we 
can speak, and you tell me what has happened here. From the 
beginning.”

Ryōtora had read the account in Heibeisu, but that had been a 
summary, written by someone who believed the disturbance 
was over. The description he’d gotten of the second round of 
attacks had been both incomplete and garbled: the messenger 
had left Seibo Mura after only one day of three, and spoke 
incoherently of chaos and “monsters.” Ryōtora needed the 
full story.

The first night, at the beginning of the full moon more than 
a month ago, hadn’t seemed too serious. People heard strange 
sounds, both in and around the village: footsteps in lofts or 
empty rooms, banging on the walls, splashing or the rattle of 
spilled beans, in places where there was no water and no fallen 
beans. Singing in the woods, and the voices of people who 
later turned out to be somewhere else entirely. One person 
reported the clash of a gong – but no such instrument existed 
in Seibo Mura.



The second night, things got worse. Dishes smashed 
themselves, and paper screens tore. The length of fabric Haru 
was planning on turning into a new winter jacket for Ogano 
took flight around the room and tried to strangle her. No one 
was seriously hurt, but the entire village panicked and turned 
to their headman for guidance.

Ogano wasn’t spiritually wise. He didn’t say that part to 
Ryōtora, but it came through in how he related his tale. Up 
until that point, his duties as headman had involved settling 
disputes between the villagers and making sure they delivered 
their shipments to Heibeisu twice a year. He’d done his best 
to address the situation, though. That day they made offerings 
to every Fortune and spirit that seemed at all relevant, from 
Jizō, the Fortune of Mercy, to the kami of their hearths and 
fields. Because the worst troubles had occurred inside houses 
the previous night, Ogano advised everyone to sleep outside, 
with people taking turns to keep watch.

That was the night the monsters came.
Ryōtora had brought his portable writing kit with him and 

took notes as Ogano talked, but the kit’s wad of ink-saturated 
moss ran dry before the man finished. Pressed for details on 
the “monsters,” he described a dizzying array of creatures 
ranging from the bizarre to the terrifying: walking masses of 
hair; a giant head; an enormous cat with two tails, each tipped 
with eldritch fire. The villagers fled into their storehouses and 
barricaded the doors, but two of those who were caught in 
the open died.

The next day, Ogano dispatched the best runner in the 
village to Heibeisu. The fourth night everyone took refuge in 
the storehouses… but nothing happened. Nor the night after 



that, and so on until Mirumoto Norifusa arrived.
Norifusa, it seemed, hadn’t told anyone in Seibo Mura what 

his conclusion was. The report he wrote back in Heibeisu, 
though, suggested it might have been mass delusion. The local 
mines produced cinnabar and realgar, which Ryōtora knew 
well were dangerous ores; working with cinnabar had killed 
one of his Agasha sensei. Norifusa presumed some kind of 
venting from the mines was responsible for the chaos.

But while such things could damage both the body and 
the mind, they didn’t cause hallucinations. Nor could they 
possibly explain what followed one month later.

This time there was no prelude. After days of peace and 
stability, the monsters struck without warning. The burned 
house Ryōtora had seen went up on the first night, and a 
woman whose hook-filled hair moved on its own tore apart 
one of the inhabitants when he escaped the flames. An 
invisible whirlwind similarly shredded the village blacksmith, 
who nearly died. Something that looked like a cross between 
a bat and a monkey was found stealing the breath from 
a grandmother, whose deafness meant she was sleeping 
through the chaos; she survived because her granddaughter 
chased the creature away.

The next day, after Ogano dispatched his runner again, a 
handful of the villagers decided to leave Seibo Mura. Days 
later, one of the children discovered their bodies hanging 
from the trees a short distance to the south.

His brother Ogura and the monk died on the third night. 
The monk, Yugaku, had met Norifusa on the latter’s journey 
to Seibo Mura, and he chose to stay after the samurai left, 
hoping to bring some serenity back to the village. When that 



serenity shattered, he and Ogura agreed to find the source of 
the problem and subdue it.

Both of them were dead by morning, their bodies bent into 
a rictus by poison.

At the beginning of his tale, Ogano spoke in the flat, 
dull voice of someone rendered numb by the trauma he’d 
suffered. As he went on, reliving that trauma made him more 
animated, fright and horror and fury braiding themselves 
together. When he got to the death of his brother, though…

Silence fell, except for the mountain wind and the faint 
sounds of the village below. Finally Ogano said, “That’s it. 
That’s what happened. And it will happen again, if you don’t 
stop it.”

Ryōtora didn’t doubt him.

After Ogano left, Ryōtora remained on his boulder, looking 
out over the village and trying to master his feelings.

He’d maintained his composure while the headman was 
talking, because it would be both a loss of self-control and 
a dereliction of his duty to Ogano if Ryōtora showed the full 
extent of his horror – and his fear. But what the man had 
described… it went far beyond anything Ryōtora had ever 
faced, or knew how to address.

He deliberately clenched his hands, then made them relax. 
Courage. Duty. He was far more prepared to deal with such 
things than the villagers were. If they could maintain that 
much cohesion in the face of such threats, he must do no less.

The creatures Ogano described sounded like yōkai. 
But that didn’t get him very far; saying “this was caused 
by supernatural creatures” was like telling a patient “your 



symptoms are caused by a disease.” Which creatures? And 
why?

What baffled him was the sheer array. Ryōtora couldn’t 
identify everything Ogano had described – Ogano hadn’t 
given enough detail to identify many of them anyway – but it 
made no sense for so many different creatures to show up in 
the same place at the same time. A traveler might encounter a 
nure onna on the bank of a river, or a faceless nopperabō along 
a deserted road, or an akaname in a filthy bathing chamber; he 
didn’t encounter all three of them, and dozens more besides, 
in a mountain village that had never done anything to attract 
such supernatural attention.

It sounded like an eruption of influence from Senkyō, the 
enchanted realms that existed alongside the mortal world. 
Most likely creatures of Sakkaku; that group of yōkai liked to 
play tricks on people, and sometimes the tricks became lethal. 
But he couldn’t discount the possibility of Yume-dō, either. 
Ordinarily people only touched the Realm of Dreams in their 
sleep… but if it somehow bled through into waking life, the 
villagers’ fears could have manifested as terrible monsters.

Perhaps. If the villagers knew tales of all these yōkai – 
though given how obscure some of them were, he doubted 
that.

Or perhaps they had offended a kami. But which one? If 
the mines had somehow disturbed the kami of the mountain, 
Ryōtora would have expected different consequences: a cave-
in, maybe, or crops failing. The earth kami weren’t known 
for indulging in capricious trickery. But he wouldn’t expect 
any air kami around here to be powerful enough to cause 
something like this.



Regardless, at least he had avenues of inquiry to follow. 
He could ask whether anything unusual had happened in the 
days leading up to the first incident, and question the villagers 
for more specifics on the yōkai, to see if he could discern any 
kind of pattern in them. He’d also promised Ogano that he 
would place wards – probably not necessary yet, as the attacks 
had so far happened only on the three nights of the full moon, 
but he didn’t want to take any chances.

Because Seibo Mura was valuable to the Dragon Clan. The 
cinnabar mined here was used to make vermilion pigment, 
useful particularly in crafting beautiful red lacquerware, which 
the Dragon traded all across the Empire. And the alchemists 
among the Agasha had many uses for the quicksilver they 
extracted from that ore.

The clan’s policy for the last generation or more had been 
to consolidate its declining villages, relocating peasants 
from remote areas into more central and productive lands. 
Ordinarily, a place as isolated as Seibo Mura would have been 
high on the list for consolidation. But before Ryōtora left 
Heibeisu, the governor had said he was thinking of moving 
peasants into the village, to increase cinnabar production 
and make up for the declining population there. Ryōtora 
would not find a welcome waiting for him in Heibeisu if he 
instead evacuated Seibo Mura… but if he couldn’t solve this 
issue before the full moon, then for the sake of the people 
here, he would have to do exactly that.

And hope the problems didn’t follow them south.
Closing up his writing kit and tucking the scribbled sheaf 

of paper into his kimono, Ryōtora prepared to head back 
down to the village. As he rose, though, he caught sight of 



Asako Sekken standing outside Ogano’s house. The Phoenix 
was looking toward a cluster of women washing laundry in a 
large tub.

The wind was from the wrong direction for Ryōtora to 
hear anything, but he’d been in enough isolated villages to 
know what Sekken must be hearing. Followers of the Perfect 
Land often chanted the kie to provide a rhythm while they 
worked.

Over breakfast this morning, Ryōtora had ascribed 
Sekken’s suspicion merely to the usual Phoenix prejudice. 
Now, watching him watch the peasants, a worse possibility 
occurred to Ryōtora.

What if he’s an Inquisitor?
Ryōtora’s sensei had run afoul of an Inquisitor once, which 

was the only reason he even knew the name. Many clans had 
groups dedicated to stamping out heresies, but the most 
secretive of them all were the Phoenix Inquisitors. Their 
target was not merely simple heresies like the Perfect Land 
or the cults of Lord Moon, but truly blasphemous practices 
– like the blood magic known as mahō.

Ryōtora had been thinking of the disturbances in 
Seibo Mura as some kind of spiritual accident. He’d never 
considered that someone might have done this on purpose.

He felt as if someone had placed a dagger of ice against 
his heart. Ryōtora knew very little about mahō; he didn’t 
want to know more. Its use tainted the mahō-tsukai with the 
corruption of Jigoku, and the stories whispered that even 
familiarity with its principles tempted one to reach for that 
power. But he did know that Jigoku’s taint, once embedded 
in a person or place, could spread.



Down in the lands of the Crab Clan, where they fought 
a constant war against creatures from Jigoku far worse than 
simple yōkai, sometimes that meant slaughtering whole 
villages and burning them to the ground to root out the taint. 
If such a thing took hold here…

Ryōtora jerked his shoulders, trying to dislodge his 
unease. It was a theory, nothing more – one that wouldn’t 
have even crossed his mind if Asako Sekken hadn’t been in 
Seibo Mura. If someone had caused this, it didn’t necessarily 
follow that they had done so by means of mahō. And even if 
blood magic were at work in the village, he was leaping well 
ahead to assume that stopping it would mean destroying 
everyone and everything here.

Another clench and release of his hands helped to steady 
his thoughts. One thing at a time. The bodies of the dead had 
been cremated – a precaution, Ryōtora remembered, that an 
Emperor had instituted centuries ago to prevent mahō-tsukai 
raising corpses from their graves – but he needed to make 
sure their spirits had moved on, lest they too begin to haunt 
Seibo Mura. Then he needed to create wards. Then question 
people, and find answers.

And pray to the kami and the Fortunes that any Spirit 
Realms influencing this place had no connection to Jigoku.
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