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Border tensions between rival samurai clans 
escalate into war over a hidden valley, in this 
fantasy epic from the breathtaking world of 
Legend of the Five Rings

When diligent yet unappreciated clerk, Miya Isami, 
develops a new triangulation technique for map- 
making, her traditionalist superiors at the Imperial 
Cartographic Bureau heap scorn upon her. But when 
her novel approach exposes a swathe of missing 
land on the border between Scorpion and Lion 
Clan territories, Isami stumbles onto something far 
more significant than a mere mapping error. Her 
discovery offers the prospect of resolution to the 
seemingly endless territorial squabbling between 
the proud, warlike Lion and the secretive Scorpion. 
In a bid to contain the conflict, an Imperial Treasurer 
dispatches Isami with her fresh insights to the Spine 
of the World. Yet she is far from welcome in the 
mountains. She must negotiate between the clans, 
uncover the truth, and discover the location of a 
hidden valley before the fragile peace is shattered by 
war.

™



CHAPTER ONE

Miya Isami stood alone atop Seppun Hill, grateful there was 
no one about to interrupt. The day had dawned overcast 
and humid, pale sunlight casting the usually vibrant colors 
of Otosan Uchi in a muted palette of grays and browns. 
Adjusting her spyglass atop its stand, Isami gazed down the 
gentle slope. The Imperial City spread around her like a faded 
watercolor painting, the carefully planned streets of the Inner 
Districts girded by the imposing breadth of the Enchanted 
Wall. Beyond sprawled the outer city, a riot of architectural 
styles crowding its winding thoroughfares.

Through her spyglass, Miya could see the outer city streets 
already full of people, the flow of traders, townsfolk, visitors, 
and low-rank samurai in marked contrast to the relatively 
empty streets of the Inner Districts. Servants moved along 
the wide, straight avenues, below the notice of their betters. 
Here and there, Isami spied a group of retainers shepherding 
a noble procession, their master’s palanquin just visible 
through the press. It was but a fraction of the normal traffic, 



the morning heat having no doubt convinced many to remain 
home, sipping cool tea in the shade of their private gardens.

All of which suited Isami well.
As the spot where the divine siblings first touched down on 

their descent from the Celestial Heavens, Seppun Hill remained 
free of structures by imperial fiat. With its commanding view of 
Otosan Uchi, it was the perfect finish to Isami’s survey.

Just as Hantei and his divine siblings brought their 
knowledge to the people of this land, so would Isami expand 
the bounds of cartography. She pushed down the unworthy 
thought, glancing around as if someone might have overheard. 
To compare herself to the gods was the height of arrogance.

With an absent smile, Isami unrolled a sheet of heavy paper 
marked with faint gridlines and affixed it to her drawing 
board. From the sleeve of her kimono she drew forth a small 
lead weight affixed to a string. After using it to determine 
the grade of the hill, she adjusted her spyglass atop its stand, 
sighting down the length of the Emperor’s Road. Straight as 
a spear, it bisected Otosan Uchi, a series of grand torii arches 
spread along its length. Through careful measurement with 
the surveyor’s chain provided to all apprentice cartographers, 
Isami had determined each arch was spaced exactly eighty-
one yards apart  – nine times nine, an auspicious number 
meant to represent the Emperor’s everlasting rule.

Tongue pressed in the corner of her mouth, Isami inked 
a line across the paper, then used a carpenter’s ruler to mark 
off equal sections to represent the arches. It irked her to use 
artisans’ tools to achieve such precision, but Rokugani maps 
had always been more concerned with appearance than 
function.



Isami consoled herself that may very well change if today’s 
evaluation went well. By nightfall, she might very well call 
herself an imperial cartographer, if only of the eighth and 
lowest rank.

It was all she could ever remember wanting. But, as Master 
Tadataka said, wanting something was not the same as 
working for it.

With a shake of her head, Isami bent to her survey, sketching 
buildings and roads, careful to check their placement against 
the torii gates. The Inner Districts were easy, various temples, 
palaces, and clan embassies laid out along wide, straight roads. 
The outer city presented more of a problem. If the Inner 
Districts were a garden, carefully pruned and manicured, 
the outer city was a field grown wild, its jumble of buildings 
reminding Isami of weeds reaching for the sun.

“You there!” A shout from down the hill startled Isami. 
Her brush left an unsightly smear of ink upon the page, and, 
scowling, she turned to regard the interlopers.

Three people hurried up the thin gravel path that wound 
up Seppun Hill. Their armor and blades marked them as city 
guard.

Isami’s frown deepened. They shouldn’t be here, not for 
another half hour at least. She had spent three days at the 
Temple of the Seven Fortunes just below the hill, timing the 
frequency of guard patrols.

Stuffing scrolls into her satchel, Isami muttered 
imprecations concerning various guards and watchmen. It 
had been foolish of her to assume the patrols would remain 
static – the samurai who warded the inner city were some of 
the best in the Empire.



Isami glanced down the hill, stomach tightening as she 
realized there wasn’t time to flee. She swallowed, throat 
suddenly dry at the thought of what the masters might think 
if Isami appeared for her evaluation in the custody of several 
city guards.

She straightened, adjusting her sash and smoothing the 
wrinkles from her kimono. As a member of an imperial 
family, however minor, Isami was technically allowed access 
to Seppun Hill. In practice, receiving actual permission would 
have required her to navigate a series of onerous bureaucratic 
requirements.

It had seemed more expeditious to ask forgiveness than 
permission. Isami was acting for the good of the Empire, after 
all.

“What are you doing?” The first guard to crest the hill was 
a broad-faced man, heavy-browed beneath his helm, a thick 
mustache tracing the downturned line of his lips. The golden 
lion’s head crest on his helmet marked him as a member of 
the Lion Clan.

“Surveying the city, of course.” Isami kept her tone light, as 
if the guards had surprised her on a stroll through the water 
gardens rather than atop a sacred landmark.

Noticing the Miya family crest on Isami’s robes, the lead 
guard gave a quick bow, surreptitiously glancing back as his 
companions crested the hill. The second guard to arrive also 
boasted a lion crest below the imperial guard symbol on his 
armor. Isami cursed inwardly as she saw the third guard’s crest 
was the chrysanthemum and bamboo symbol of the Seppun 
imperial family.

The Seppun guard, a sharp-jawed woman with suspicious 



eyes, slipped past her bowing companion. She took in Isami 
with a glance, then thrust her chin at the equipment arrayed 
along the hilltop.

“What is that?”
Isami tilted her head. “It doesn’t really have a name.”
“Looks like a spyglass on a tripod.” The Seppun guard 

pushed roughly past Isami to glare down the barrel of the 
spyglass. She grunted, frown deepening as she straightened.

“Why are you watching the Imperial Palace?”
“It’s the most prominent landmark.” Isami gestured at the 

Emperor’s Road. “And the main streets extend at perfect right 
angles from…”

She trailed off as the Seppun guard’s eyes narrowed.
“Who are you?”
“I am Miya Isami, of the Imperial Ministry of Cartography.” 

Isami nodded at her satchel, laying half open at the base of the 
tripod. “You can find my seal in there.”

At the woman’s nod, the broad-faced guard knelt to 
upend the sack, unleashing a cascade of inkstones, paper, 
measuring sticks, bits of angled steel, weighted strings, and 
other oddments. He sifted through the scattered equipment, 
coming up with a seal of carved jade incised with a stylized 
star marked with symbols representing the four cardinal 
directions.

The woman fixed Isami with an appraising stare. “You are a 
master cartographer?”

Isami considered lying, but the guard already seemed likely 
to probe at any perceived falsehood.

She lowered her head. “I am a copy clerk.”
“Well, Clerk Miya, it seems you have some explaining to do.”



For a wild moment, Isami considered unwinding the 
weighted surveyor’s chain belted about her waist. It was 
unlikely any of the guards had trained against such a weapon, 
but surprise would be little use against three armed samurai. 
Even if she managed to flee, they already had Isami’s name 
and face. The damage was already done, escape would change 
nothing.

It was as if a silken cord had wrapped around Isami’s chest, 
drawing tighter with each breath. She had known the risk, 
but had so wanted to prove herself at the evaluation. She had 
dreamed of presenting the masters with a map of the inner 
city more accurate than any before.

Even Master Kageyasu could not fail to note such a feat of 
measurement.

Isami shook her head. “Send a missive to Master Tadataka. 
He can explain everything.”

“I am sure he can. In the meantime, we shall escort you to 
the district barracks, Clerk Miya.” The woman offered a slight 
bow, then thrust her chin at Isami’s tools. “Captain Kuroda 
will be very interested to examine your spying equipment.”

“It’s not–” Isami took a quick step back as the broad-faced 
guard stepped forward.

“Lady Miya, please allow me to accompany you.” Although 
phrased humbly, there was steel below the Lion samurai’s 
words.

“Pardon me.” The call came from farther down the hill. 
Isami tried to see, but the guard blocked her view.

“Who’s this, another spy?” The Seppun guard cocked her 
head.

The speaker finally stepped into view. Although he was 



bent in a low bow, even in profile she recognized the high 
cheekbones and thin nose of Otomo Kazuya, one of her fellow 
clerks at the Ministry. They had often exchanged friendly 
words in passing, but Kazuya’s research did not involve Isami, 
and his appearance on Seppun Hill was unexpected.

“Honored wardens, please forgive my companion’s 
rudeness.” Kazuya held his bow for a long breath, then 
straightened, his face a study in embarrassed contrition. 
“Master Tadataka wishes to draw a new map of Otosan Uchi 
to present at Winter Court, and bade us survey the Road of 
the Most High.”

The Seppun raised an eyebrow, glancing from Isami to 
Kazuya. “She is with you?”

“Yes, lady.” Kazuya clasped his hands in supplication. 
“We were meant to come together, but in her excitement to 
do Master Tadataka’s bidding, Isami left early to set up the 
equipment.”

“Is this true?” the woman turned to Isami.
“Yes,” Isami lied. Although she had no idea what Kazuya 

was playing at, anything was better than the district barracks.
The woman gave a brusque nod, and the Lion guards 

stepped back.
As Isami bent to collect her scattered papers, the woman 

turned back to Kazuya. “And I suppose you have the proper 
approvals to ascend Seppun Hill?”

“Of course.” Kazuya reached into the sleeve of his kimono, 
only to come up empty-handed. Reddening, he searched the 
other sleeve, then made a show of patting the front of his robe. 
With a strangled moan, he dropped to his knees, forehead 
pressed to the grass.



“A thousand apologies, noble lady. It seems in my haste to 
catch Isami, I have forgotten the papers back at the Ministry. 
Please forgive my foolishness. I have done the masters a 
terrible disservice. Here, upon Seppun Hill, no less.”

The woman’s lip curled as Kazuya continued to heap abuse 
upon himself. She glanced to the other guards, who watched 
the display with narrowed eyes, their expressions unreadable. 
Higher in standing than even the Seppun or Miya, Kazuya’s 
family, the Otomo, carried the blood of emperors, and it was 
rare to see one debase themselves so.

“Get up, before you embarrass us all.” The Seppun guard 
bent to assist Kazuya to his feet.

Eyes downcast, Kazuya straightened his robes. “I beg you 
to overlook this. If you would but accompany us back to the 
Ministry, Master Tadataka will–”

“Enough.” The Seppun guard gave a quick chop of her 
hand. “Gather your equipment and go.”

Hardly daring to breathe, Isami retrieved her spyglass and 
drawing board as Kazuya bent to collect his satchel.

“Next time, be sure you present yourselves at the district 
barracks before ascending the hill.” The Seppun guard spoke 
loudly, as if more to her fellow guards than Isami and Kazuya. 
“We wouldn’t want another misunderstanding.”

Unable to believe her good fortune, Isami hurried down 
the hill, hardly daring to look back lest the guard change her 
mind. Kazuya fell in beside her, an easy smile on his face.

“That was close.”
Isami glanced over. “How did you manage that? I thought 

she was going to drag us both back for questioning.”
“It was easy enough.” Kazuya shrugged. “Seppun, Miya, 



Otomo  – an embarrassment to one imperial family is an 
embarrassment to all. She couldn’t risk further awkwardness, 
especially with those Lion brutes watching. I’m sure I’ll hear 
about it later, but that is later.”

Isami blew out a long breath, her anxiety replaced by 
a sudden flash of envy at how Kazuya had so effortlessly 
manipulated the guards. A middling cartographer at best, 
Kazuya seemed always on the verge of being removed from 
the Ministry. In Isami’s experience, he was a pleasant enough 
fellow, possessed of a quick tongue and easy manner she often 
envied, but there was no doubt it was the Otomo name that 
kept Kazuya on the Ministry rolls.

Isami swallowed the uncharitable thoughts  – he had just 
rescued her, after all.

“Thank you.” She offered a low, and heartfelt, bow.
“You would do the same for me.” Kazuya gave a dismissive 

wave. “You’re just lucky Master Tadataka sent me to find you.”
“My evaluation isn’t until the Hour of the Horse.”
Kazuya tilted his head. “That was a half hour ago.”
Isami glanced at the sky, panic washing over her as she 

realized how high the sun had risen. She had become lost in 
her work again, hours slipping like sand through her fingers.

Red-faced, Isami doubled her pace, Kazuya hurrying to keep 
up with her longer strides. If Master Tadataka had managed to 
stall the others, there might still be time. Fortunately, Kazuya 
had found her when he did.

The thought made Isami frown. How had Kazuya located 
her?

“I told no one where I was going.” She cast an appraising 
look back at the small noble.



“I may have looked through your things.” He massaged the 
back of his neck, his grin turning embarrassed. “What choice 
did I have?”

Isami grunted. She ought to have been furious, but 
Kazuya’s imposition was an understandable one. Even so, it 
was troubling his first instinct had been to search her private 
effects.

“You could have asked around the grounds.”
“You said it yourself  – you told no one.” He stopped in 

the middle of the street, forcing Isami to pause or leave him 
behind.

“I was worried you would miss your evaluation,” Kazuya 
replied.

“I still might.” Shaking her head, Isami sighed.
They hurried along the wide streets of the inner city, 

pausing only to make way for the procession of a high 
noble. Fortunately, the late summer heat had become truly 
oppressive, and the avenues remained mostly clear.

Isami was sweating through her robes by the time she 
stumbled into the broad courtyard of the Ministry of 
Cartography. A small town to itself, the Ministry’s low walls 
contained buildings ranging in size from the sprawling, multi-
tiered Imperial Cartographic Archives, to the individual 
masters’ villas, to the small, peaked structures that housed 
the clerks’ quarters. Raised wooden walkways ringed a large 
central courtyard, its rolling expanse sculpted into a stylized 
replica of Rokugan by the Ministry’s legion of gardeners.

“May the Ancestors watch over you.” Kazuya offered an 
encouraging smile as he returned Isami’s satchel. With a nod 
of thanks, she hurried into the garden.



Master Tadataka awaited Isami in the shade of the 
Carpenter Wall, the massive Crab Clan bastion reduced to 
a low stone rise that snaked along the lower portion of the 
courtyard.

“You are late.” A frown deepened Master Tadataka’s 
normally somber expression. Despite the heat, his graying 
hair was neatly combed, not a fold of his kimono out of place. 
Kneeling before the wall, with his high cheekbones and dark, 
deeply set eyes, Tadataka looked like the statue of a Fortune 
enshrined in some ancient mountain temple.

“I have no excuse, master.” Isami’s bow was spoiled by her 
satchel, which threatened to spill its contents over the small 
replica of Hida Palace.

“I have managed to keep the other masters engaged,” 
Tadataka said. “Although Kageyasu has drunk two pots of my 
finest silver nettle tea.”

Isami withered beneath the weight of his mild 
disappointment. Miya Tadataka was not only her master and 
patron, but family as well. Isami’s parents were both imperial 
heralds whose duties often took them far afield. In their 
absence, Tadataka had seen to her education and upbringing.

“I am ready, master.”
Tadataka rose, two servants hurrying from the shadow of 

the wall to see his robes did not become disarrayed or soiled. 
He sent them back to their alcoves with a gentle wave. Like 
most Miya dress, Tadataka’s kimono was cut for form over 
function, its fabric thicker and more serviceable than the 
light, layered garments favored by other noble families. Even 
the Miya family colors seemed to have been selected not to 
stand out – a combination of ochre and muted greens that, 



while pleasant to look upon, would never turn heads.
“One last thing.” Tadataka nodded to a third servant Isami 

hadn’t even seen. In his hands he carried a long silk-wrapped 
bundle bearing the Miya crest. With a bow to Tadataka, he 
knelt to place the parcel at Isami’s feet before retreating a 
discreet distance.

All other thoughts seemed to fade as Isami dropped to 
her knees. The bundle contained a length of polished cedar 
about as long as a walking cane. Adorned with brass fittings 
and incised with a webwork of diagonal lines, the staff was 
beautiful, but Isami’s breath caught in her throat as she beheld 
what was affixed to the top.

It was a small thing, a flat cylinder of polished bronze barely 
big enough to fit in the palm of one hand. Its glass face was 
inlaid with golden symbols representing the four directions, 
below which a thin fleck of jade lay upon a disc of shining 
silver.

“A geomantic compass.” Isami whispered the name as she 
lifted the small staff. The first had been a gift by Hantei himself 
to the progenitor of the Miya family, so that no matter how far 
Miya traveled, he would always know the way home.

“Only master cartographers are awarded these.” Turning 
it in her hands, Isami watched, spellbound, as the needle 
steadfastly pointed toward the Emperor’s Palace.

“Consider it a loan,” Tadataka replied. “Until you receive 
one of your own.”

Isami turned the compass to see Tadataka’s name engraved 
on the bottom. Throat tight, she held it out to her master.

“I cannot accept this.”
“And yet you will.” Tadataka’s warm tone belied the 



harshness of his words. He waved a hand in front of his face. 
“It has been years since I have left the capital, even longer 
since I required the compass.”

“I shall endeavor to be worthy of this gift.” Isami held the 
relic with care, hardly believing the trust her master had 
placed in her.

“I have no doubt you will.”
Isami straightened, holding the compass as if it might 

sprout wings and fly away.
“Take a moment to collect yourself.” The ghost of a smile 

flitted across Tadataka’s severe expression. “You look as if 
you’ve sprinted across half the Inner Districts.”

As Tadataka departed, Isami regarded herself in the long thin 
pool sculpted to resemble the contours of Earthquake Fish Bay. 
She looked a sight – hair wild, her cheeks flushed from exertion 
and anxiety. The sleeves of her kimono were damp with sweat. 
She would have very much liked to change robes, but decided 
promptness, however overdue, was more important than pres-
entation.

Isami had lost her hair pins on the run across the city, and 
had to do with the string from one of her lead weights. She was 
not high enough rank to warrant the attentions of servants, so 
she did her best to straighten her sash and smooth her robes.

Forcing her breath into a steady rhythm, Isami fought to 
center herself. She focused upon the sun glittering from the 
water, the soft earth beneath her feet, the low breeze hissing 
through the garden branches. The sensations blended within 
her senses, swallowing her concerns like a rising tide.

There was nothing left but to act.
Isami gathered up her equipment and the geomantic 



compass. Normally she paid little attention to guards and 
servants, their furtive scurryings an ever-present facet of life 
in the capital. Now, she was painfully aware of their gaze upon 
her. With as much poise as she could manage, Isami made her 
way across the courtyard, from Crab lands to Scorpion, then 
Lion and Unicorn, and finally across the bridge that marked 
the ends of the Empire.

Her calm lasted almost to the evaluation chamber.



CHAPTER TWO

The room was surprisingly small to carry such weight. A 
framework of broad cedar beams supported a high peaked 
roof in the old imperial style. The heavy screens that formed 
the chamber’s walls were painted with intricate cartographic 
murals ranging from roads to temple complexes to highly 
stylized representations of entire regions. The screens along 
the far wall had been drawn back to reveal in the courtyard 
with a stone garden. It had been carefully sculpted to resemble 
the sea beyond the capital, stones representing various 
coastal islands, with whorls of raked sand to show the tides 
and currents flowing around them.

Any other time, Isami would have paused to enjoy the 
thoughtful artistry of the scene, but at the moment, she had 
eyes only for the three masters who knelt upon the raised dais 
to her right.

They sat in order of rank. The first, Miya Naotora, had 
been an old woman for as long as Isami could remember, her 
pinched and wrinkled face conveying that peculiar sense of 



agelessness that occasionally settled upon those of advanced 
years. Although clearly woven of costly materials, her plain 
robes were cut in a style that had not been popular for 
decades, adorned with little more than the Ministry and Miya 
crests. Naotora’s bearing and dress made a simple yet effective 
statement  – namely that she cared little for the frippery of 
court life.

It was a sentiment Isami wholeheartedly embraced.
Next to Naotora, Doji Kageyasu knelt upon a silken mat, a 

cup of Master Tadataka’s tea steaming on a tray near his right 
hand. Like most Crane Clan nobles, Kageyasu’s hair was the 
color of driven snow, drawn back from his high forehead by 
a tie of azure silk. In keeping with his artistic inclinations, 
Kageyasu’s robes were pale blue, embroidered with a spray of 
white plum blossoms in deference to the season, their petals 
stirred as if by the beat of passing wings.

Last, sat Miya Tadataka. Although his face remained stern, 
there was an encouraging cant in his posture that gave Isami 
the strength to enter.

She moved across the woven mats, eyes downcast, careful 
to take the small, shuffling steps that showed deference to 
the three upon the dais. Naotora and Tadataka remained 
motionless as Isami dropped to her knees, but Kageyasu 
nodded to a nearby servant. Although the master’s cup was 
already full, the man hurried forward to make a show of 
pouring more.

The insult was plain enough – Kageyasu considered Isami 
to be on the level of a mere house retainer. Isami bore the 
affront without response. Although Kageyasu was of the 
Great Clans and ranked lower than a member of a noble 



family, even one as small as the Miya, he was nonetheless a 
master cartographer.

Tadataka’s jaw tightened, and he seemed about to speak 
when Naotora waved a dismissive hand at the servants.

“Leave us.” Although soft, her voice carried the authority 
of an imperial command. As the servants turned to go, she 
nodded at Kageyasu’s tea. “And take that with you. Wouldn’t 
want to spill anything on the maps.”

“Thank you.” Kageyasu offered the senior master a stiff bow, 
his eyes cold as a winter sea. “The tea had grown stale anyway.”

It was an obvious lie, but allowed Kageyasu to save face in 
light of Naotora’s admonishment.

With a soft sigh, the elder master turned her steady gaze 
upon Isami. Although they shared the same ancestor, Naotora 
had never shown Isami anything resembling familial affection.

“I am told you are here to be evaluated.”
Isami bowed again. “Yes, Master Naotora.”
“And whose work have you chosen to reproduce?”
Isami drew in a slow breath to steady herself. This was the 

moment she had prepared for – hundreds of sleepless nights, 
days spent poring over ancient mathematical texts in the 
imperial archives, calculations and theories inked upon page 
after page.

Naotora glanced toward Kageyasu. “Have I gone deaf?”
“No, venerable one.” The Crane courtier did not bother to 

conceal his smile. “She has yet to reply.”
Isami glanced to Tadataka, who returned the slightest of 

nods.
Isami’s body felt like a mooring line, drawn tight by a storm 

wind. Nonetheless, she bowed once more.



“No one, masters.”
Silence stretched between them, charged as the breath 

between lightning and thunder.
“That is…” Naotora cocked her head. “Highly irregular.”
Kageyasu leaned forward. “You have nothing to present for 

evaluation?
“I do, master.” Isami drew a half-dozen scrolls from the 

satchel at her side, carefully spreading them upon the floor 
before the masters.

“What is this?” Kageyasu asked.
“Otosan Uchi, master,” Isami replied. “The streets and 

landmarks.”
“These look like a child’s scrawl.” Kageyasu frowned down 

at the scrolls. “Where is the artistry? The color? There are no 
forms, no life, no sense of balance.”

A flush crept up Isami’s neck. Tadataka had warned her it 
would be difficult, but she hadn’t expected such a vehement 
reaction, even from Kageyasu. Although she could see from 
Tadataka’s bearing he wished to respond to Kageyasu’s 
accusations, as her patron it would be unseemly for him to 
voice direct support. The pretense of impartiality was but one 
more fiction that supported the foundations of polite society.

“These are measurements, master.” Isami lifted a map 
detailing the inner districts. “Accurate down to the foot. 
Once I realized the Road Most High bisected Otosan Uchi at 
a right angle, I was able to divide the city into equal quadrants 
and use the torii arches to calculate precise distances. After 
that, it was just a matter of reducing everything to scale. 
Initially, I couldn’t find the proper tools, but by the Ancestor’s 
grace, I happened to be passing by a newly erected teahouse 



when I noticed the strings and marked rules the carpenters 
used for measurements. I realized they could be applied to 
cartographic representation with just a few modifications, so 
I…”

Too late, Isami realized she was rambling. Naotora and 
Kageyasu stared at her with undisguised surprise. Even 
Tadataka seemed taken aback by the outpouring of words.

Thankfully, Naotora spoke first. “These maps; why did you 
choose to create them instead of replicating a traditional work 
as was expected?”

“I believe they may be of great use to the Empire.” Isami 
fought to keep her voice level. “We have accurate maps of 
Otosan Uchi and its surrounds, but as one travels farther 
from the capital, precision suffers. The extreme reaches of the 
Empire are barely mapped at all. More accurate surveys would 
help with tax collection, more accurate road maps would aid 
trade and travel, terrain maps would assist in military–”

“I’ve heard enough.” Disdain whetted Kageyasu’s tone to 
razor sharpness. “To disregard the past is to spit upon the 
work of the masters of old. I, for one, will not sit here and be 
lectured by some amateur with pretentions of glory.”

Kageyasu made to rise, only to pause as Naotora cleared 
her throat.

“You used the torii to measure distance within Otosan 
Uchi, but they reach only to the city walls. Surely you don’t 
expect the Empire to erect such measures across Rokugan?”

“No, master. There is another way.” Isami’s fingers felt loose 
and wooden as she grasped Tadataka’s geomantic compass.

Kageyasu frowned down at the relic, but Naotora looked 
toward Tadataka.



“Is this your doing?”
He gave a quick nod, face betraying nothing.
“A beautiful treasure. But of what use is this relic?” Kageyasu 

asked.
“My technique relies on an old principle, first developed by 

a third-generation disciple of Shinsei, Master Hui.”
“Hui was a mathematician,” Naotora replied. “To my 

knowledge, he created no maps.”
“That is true, master. But many of his formulations can be 

applied to cartography.” Isami drew another scroll from her 
satchel, this one inked with various triangles and numbers. It 
was tempting to launch into an explanation, but, wary of her 
past overstep, Isami bit back the urge.

“Simply put, Master Hui proved that if we know the length 
of the base of a triangle, as well as the angles where the base 
meets the other two sides, we can determine the lengths of all 
sides of the triangle.”

Master Naotora’s face was studiously blank, but Master 
Kageyasu’s scowl seemed etched in stone.

“We use the surveyor’s chain to measure fields and roads.” 
Cheeks burning, Isami forged on, unwinding the chain 
from around her waist. “But I can also use it to measure the 
baseline of a triangle, then use my spyglass to sight a distant 
location. Since the geomantic compass always points toward 
the Imperial Palace, it can be used to determine the angle of 
each side. From those measurements, I can calculate exact 
distances.”

Naotora rocked back on her heels. “Your theories are 
interesting, but–”

“They are not theories. I will show you.” Isami didn’t 



remember standing, but somehow she was on her feet, the 
embarrassed prickle on the back of her neck washed away by 
a flood of determination. Isami was correct, they would see.

Kageyasu gave a choked gasp as Isami stepped from the 
room, hurrying through the open screens and down into the 
rock garden.

She laid the chain upon the sand. Moving to first one end, 
then the other, she held up the compass, then sighted down 
her spyglass at a rock on the other side of the garden. Jotting 
down the angles on a bit of paper, she quickly ran through 
Master Hui’s formula.

Distantly, she heard Naotora talking, but Isami couldn’t 
make out the words over the pounding of her heart. It was as 
if she were looking down upon herself from a great distance, 
her limbs seeming to move of their own accord.

“Isami!” Tadataka’s voice cut through the haze of 
calculation.

Isami turned, seeming to snap back into her body. “Sixteen 
feet!”

The three masters’ expressions ranged from shock to 
undisguised anger.

“You forget yourself, clerk,” Tadataka continued, his tone 
measured despite his rigid bearing.

The admonition hit Isami like a thrown stone. She looked 
around the trampled sand, dropping to her knees as the full 
implication of her transgression settled on her like a physical 
weight.

“You have made a mockery of these proceedings, of the 
Ministry of Cartography, and of us.” Kageyasu spoke as if 
passing a death sentence.



Naotora folded her hands in her lap, looking down at Isami 
through eyes gone hard and cold as river rocks.

“To study greatness is the first step toward achieving 
it,” she said. “The purpose of this evaluation is to judge a 
candidate’s ability to replicate the works of the ancient 
masters. How can we judge your fitness to be an imperial 
cartographer if we cannot compare your work to those who 
came before?”

Isami drew in a breath, but could find no words.
“Despite your… rather lively demonstration, it is my 

decision you have not met the criteria for evaluation,” Naotora 
turned to Kageyasu. “What say you?”

“A shameful display.” He almost spat the words.
“And you, Master Tadataka?”
He regarded Isami for a long moment. She searched his 

eyes for the familiar flicker of kindness.
Master Tadataka’s expression betrayed nothing as he 

looked away, then slowly shook his head.
Isami blinked back tears as Master Kageyasu stormed from 

the chamber, already calling for servants to attend him.
Master Naotora lingered for a moment. “Take time to 

reflect upon your conduct, Isami. Determine how word and 
deed may better match your aspirations.”

She turned away, robe hissing across the woven mats as she 
walked from the room.

Then Isami was alone with Tadataka.
Worse than the shame at having embarrassed herself was 

the pain of having failed her master. It coiled like a serpent 
within her stomach, cold and venomous.

At last, Tadataka spoke. “Kageyasu’s response was 



expected, but I thought we could sway Naotora. If not for 
your… outburst, we might have.

“The Ministry may seem like a mountain,” he continued. 
“A grand thing, imposing, sharp, and obstinate. This is not 
so.” He inclined his head toward the garden. “It is more like 
this garden, composed of stone and sand, but representing 
something greater.”

Isami blinked back tears. “Master, I–”
Tadataka held up a hand. “What is the best way to move 

sand, Isami?”
“I- I don’t understand.”
He stood and stepped from the dais, no hint of warmth on 

his face. “One shovel at a time.”
And with that, Master Tadataka left her alone.
Isami moved as if in a dream, collecting her scrolls, chain, 

tripod, and compass. It seemed impossible that she had failed. 
Just this morning her path had been so clear. She would travel 
the Empire; village, mountain, forest, castle, road, and shore 
all reduced to lines inked upon a page, all things measured 
and assessed, circumscribed by the breadth of her art.

It had been all Isami could ever remember wanting.
She had always believed maps were more than art, more 

than the lands they represented; they were tools, they were 
language. And like language there was room for both beauty 
and function. What use were words if they could not be 
understood, could not be used? This impulse had occupied 
Isami’s thoughts since she was a little girl, sketching maps of 
her parents’ journeys on bits of discarded paper. Until mere 
moments ago, it had seemed an almost elemental truth, so 
sharp and clear it felt impossible others could not recognize 



the rightness of Isami’s path.
She clutched her satchel to her chest, head bowed to 

conceal the tears that cut shining tracks down her cheeks. 
She had doubted her ability, her dedication, but never her 
purpose – not until now.

Two servants waited by the chamber entrance, rakes in 
hand, ready to set the garden right. In an hour, it would be as 
if the whole affair had never happened.

If only Isami could make it so.
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