
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    "If I deem it worth my time to heal your child, what will you give to me?" 
 
    The man shook his head. "I do not know what the price of such a thing would be." 
 
    "I do." The woman said. "The price of a life is always a life." 
 
    The blood drained out of the man's face, but he pulled himself together and bowed deeply, his forehead pressing into the tatami mats. "Then I will offer myself." 
 
    The woman dismissed this with a wave of her fan. "No. What use would your life be to me? I already have plenty of servants." The fan waved back and forth slowly, like the twitching of a cat's tail as it readied to pounce. "If you have no other life to give me, you had better leave here before I grow tired of you." 
 
    "Wait!" The man cried. "If you will heal my daughter, I will give her to you!"               
 
    The woman raised an eyebrow. “You would give her to me? Do you think such an action will have no consequences, peasant?” 
 
    The man bowed down again deeply. "As long as she lives, Great Lady. It is the only way to save her." 
 
    The woman smiled. "It is done. She will be well, but you will never see her again. You understand this?" 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    The woman snapped her fan shut. "Good. Now go, and be hasty. I do not like my time to be wasted." 
 
    ---- 
 
    Almost everyone loved Princess Tomoko, the Third Wife of Shogun Tsuneo of Masaki. 
 
    There were only a few who didn’t—her fellow wives, Naomi and Yasu, were two. Yasu despised Tomoko, for she resented the attention and honor heaped upon her. 
 
    Naomi, however, hated her because of her happiness. That Tomoko dared to find happiness in their miserable life made Naomi’s chest burn with a raging fire. 
 
    But everyone else loved her, and none more so than her sons. Isao and Shichiro, her pride and joy, and a source of endless comfort. She had born Isao when she was only fifteen and had been a bride for less than a year, and words could never express what she felt holding him for the first time. Her precious baby, her strong firstborn son. As he had grown, she had watched him, and knew that he had greatness ahead of him. He was smart and brave and loving, and so very sneaky—he would be a great tribute to his clan. 
 
      
 
    And Shichiro—ahh, but he was special. She loved both her sons wholly equally, but both she and her firstborn son knew Shichiro was special. 
 
      
 
    She had known it, as if a gong was struck in her heart, calling out This one. This one. He is destined for glorious things.
And then, that night, as she cradled her baby in her arms as little Isao watched in wide-eyed wonder, she had received eight visitors. She hadn’t noticed them at all until Isao tugged on her sleeve with a happy giggle, and she had looked up to see them. 
And she knew who they were immediately—four women and four men, who seemed to gleam faintly in the gloom. The Eight Celestial Guardians, who the Heavenly Emperor had sent to the mortal realms to aid and protect the Seven Kingdoms. 
She stared at them in surprise, before bowing as well as she could and speaking boldly, surprising even herself, “What do you wish here, my lords and ladies? What can I do to help you?”
The tallest one—he who wore a kimono decorated with a dragon—said, “We came to see your son.”
Tomoko stared at him solemnly, before asking, “You are Tamotsu Eiji the Dragon, aren’t you?”
Tamotsu Eiji bowed slightly. “I am indeed.”
Tomoko considered him for a moment, before holding out her precious Shichiro. “Here, take him, but be gentle.”
There was a soft sound, that Tomoko guessed might be laughter, from among the other Celestials. Apparently she was rather amusing in her presumption to command the Celestial Dragon. 
The Dragon in question, Tamotsu Eiji of the Emperors, cradled Shichiro in his arms and stared down at him impassively, with only the faintest hint of a smile lingering about his mouth. “I see,” he said, “This one has a great heart, he will do very well indeed.” He turned to Tomoko and said, “The Heavenly Emperor has great need of your son in the future.”
Tomoko bowed. “Whatever I can do to aid the Heavenly Emperor’s designs, I will do gladly.”
A gentle hand touched her head, and a woman’s voice spoke with soft kindness. “Your faith and dedication is a testament to you, and does you great credit. Pass it on to both your sons. Shichiro has a special purpose before him, but Isao’s destiny is nearly as great. Do not let them follow in the way of their father, or much that is precious might be lost.”
“I swear I will do so, in the name of the Heavenly Emperor.” Tomoko said, and looked up to see a tall woman with ethereal beauty in a silver-grey kimono decorated with white feathers and wise, wise brown eyes. Tomoko knew who she was instinctively—Momoe Chiyo, the Immortal Goose. 
“Good,” Tamotsu Eiji said, “For they will have great need of it in time. A great path lies before them, and many things hang in the balance. Isao will do well enough on his own, but Shichiro faces the greatest difficulty, so I now shall give him a gift, to help him along his way.” And the Celestial Dragon bent his head and kissed Shichiro’s brow, and Momoe Chiyo and their children all laid their hands upon the baby. Then the Celestial Dragon said, “I give him the gift of the way of the sword, and instincts and skills and reflexes beyond those gifted to Mortal Men, so that he will be able to stand and fight, and protect what shall be given unto him to guard.” 
 
    Then Shichiro was placed back safely into his mother’s arms, and the Guardian spirits were gone, as if they had never been there. But Tomoko remembered, and she told her son when he was old enough to understand and remember and believe.
***** 
 
      
 
     
 
    CHAPTER ONE--THE DRAGONS AND THE PAGODA 
 
      
 
    Ever since Hanako could remember, her world had been full of dragons. Ink paintings of dragons hung on the walls, gilded forms of dragons embossed the scarlet pillars, and the screens in her rooms were covered in delicate paintings of dragons and waterfalls and trees. Even all her kimonos were embroidered with dragons of all colors. She sometimes wondered why she had been named Hanako instead of Tatsuko or Kaida or Ryoko, so she had asked her mother. 
 
    Her mother had smiled with painted lips and patted Hanako’s cheek with her pale white hand. “Why, my little dragon, you were named Hanako because of how you came to me!” 
 
    “How I came to you?” Hanako asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Mother said though her painted, smiling lips. “Six years ago now, on the day of the spring equinox, I wandered in my garden admiring the blooming cherry trees. As I reached the greatest, oldest tree of them all, I heard a sudden cry, and I saw you, a tiny child, lying there at its foot. I picked you up and saw you were very sick indeed. I took you inside and fed you the tea of the Emperor’s Pearl flower, which is very rare and can heal all sorts of ills. And when I awoke the next morning and saw you whole and hale, I took you as my own, and named you Hanako, little flower, to honor the Heavenly Emperor who saw fit to enable me to heal you.” The soft white fingers stroked gently through Hanako’s long black hair, but their touch was cold. “And to thank Him that He gave me to you, my sweet daughter. My precious little dragon.” 
 
    Mother smiled with scarlet lips, her lips curving upward in pleasure, and her words as they slipped through were sweet as honey. But Hanako thought that the blood-red painted smile was only the first of the lies that came from Mother’s mouth that day. She did not know why she thought this, but she knew it as sure as the sun set in the west and the cherry trees bloomed in the spring. 
 
    It was many years before she was proved right, but when she went and laid down to sleep that night she curled up into a ball, feeling more alone than she ever had before. She slipped into an uneasy, restless sleep, filled with dreams of empty hallways and echoing rooms. 
 
    When she let out a faint, shivering whimper in her sleep, a shimmer of green and blue and gold slipped its way through the shoji, accompanied by a scarlet flash. The scarlet shape curled up into a fluffy ball next to the child, and the long, sinuous form that gleamed gold, green and blue in the dimness wrapped itself securely around both, radiating warmth.  
 
    The child relaxed and slept easily, wandering away from the dark, lonely visions, and when she awoke, all she would remember would be dreams of light.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It was raining. 
 
      
 
    Hanako liked the sound of the rain, pattering against the clay tiles of her pagoda. It was soft and soothing, and the sound made her want to dance. Of course, she wasn’t allowed to do that. A lady of high standing didn’t dance, that was something only peasants and entertainers did. 
 
    So instead Hanako sat by the window and stared out at the rain, and wondered what it would feel like to walk in it. But thinking things like that were pointless, so she would finally turn away and get back to spinning. 
 
    It was all she ever did. 
 
    She watched the smooth strands of silk twist into a stronger thread, and wondered if she could spin a rope of silk and use it to climb out the window. If she could just feel the earth and grass beneath her feet—but if she did that, she would disobey Mother. Mother would be disappointed. 
 
    A good daughter never disappointed her parents, Hanako knew that. So for now, she would sit in her room at the top of the pagoda and stare out at the rain, and she would do her best to be happy. 
 
    It was getting dark, and the mists were beginning to rise, sheathing the mountain in their foggy arms. Her pagoda stood tall in a shallow cove near the mountain’s summit, and the fog was not quite high enough to read Hanako’s windows (balcony??). But the entire world was shrouded in grey dreariness, and Hanako felt the dreariness seep into her, like spilled ink seeping into the paper. 
 
    A quiet knock sounded at her door, and she immediately rose, knowing it was her lunch that had arrived. It came every day at the same time, but Hanako did not know who delivered it. All the other denizens of the pagoda (and they were few in number indeed) had been forbidden from interacting with Hanako unless it was absolutely necessary, like helping her get dressed. Mother said this was for Hanako’s own protection. 
 
    That may be, but it did not change her loneliness. 
 
    Silently, Hanako laid down her spinning (did they use distaffs? Look up) and made her way to the door to grab the tray left for her. She picked it up and carried it over to the table, then carefully knelt on her pillow (scarlet, embroidered with golden dragons), before folding her hands and carefully thanking the Heavenly Emperor for the food. Then she picked up her ivory chopsticks (decorated by gilded dragons curling up their length) and set about eating. First she ate the (research Japanese traditional food), and last of all she ate the rice in her bowl. It was the plainest thing in her entire meal every day, but she liked it for its plainness, and always saved it for last. She shifted on her cushion so she could watch the faint shifting light from the rain outside through the paper of the soji doors. She was halfway through the rice when she suddenly heard a sudden, odd, clanking noise from outside her room. 
 
    Hanako froze, a bite of rice halfway to her mouth. Mother had always warned her that one day this might happen—that enemies would come and take her far, far away from Mother’s love and protection.  Hanako shivered—she could only imagine what such enemies might do to her. 
 
    But then again, Hanako knew that Mother lied. But could she really risk her own safety just to decide if this was one of the rare times where the eyes were empty and grey? 
 
    There was a muffled thump. Hanako tensed and slowly laid down her chopsticks. Immortal Dragon help her, she wouldn’t just sit here and let this happen. She picked up her rice bowl (the only thing she had) and cocked it back, waiting for the intruder to appear in her doorway. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shichiro was not having a good day. 
 
    Not, of course, that any of his days had been particularly good since his father had kicked him out of the castle, but this was an exceptionally bad one. 
 
    It had started out with being kicked out of the inn he had been staying at. Apparently the innkeeper didn’t appreciate penniless wandering vagabond swordsmen sneaking into their barn to sleep. After being rather unceremoniously tossed out on his rear in the dust, he had proceeded to stumble into a brawl, one involving truly egregious amounts of sake and much punching. It was hours before he managed disentangle himself from the madness and hastily fled to the edges of town and the forested, reportedly haunted mountain beyond. Then he had promptly gotten lost. 
 
    Shichiro had spent the next several hours wandering about the mountain and morosely coming up with increasingly improbable scenarios on how the day could possibly get worse, generally involving demon bears or a stampede of rabid, man-eating raccoon dogs. 
 
    It was then that the Emperor of Heaven, in his divine mercy and wisdom, decided to teach Shichiro a valuable lesson about overlooking something while expecting something else to happen. 
 
    Shichiro had no right to be surprised when the thunderstorm released its fury down upon his head.  
 
    In minutes the mountain was wreathed in mist and rain, the dark rainclouds above preventing Shichiro from seeing more than ten feet in front of him, except, of course, when the gigantic bolts of lightning flashed across the sky. 
 
    Shichiro determinedly continued to march through the forest, hoped that he wouldn’t lose his (check up Japanese sandals) in the rapidly-forming mud, and considered the possibility that he was cursed, just as they all said. 
 
    It was then he saw the pagoda. 
 
    It sat, nestled in a little dip in the side of the mountain, and at its feet lay a wide, flat pond, dimpled by the falling rain. Mist wrapped around it like a sheer silken scarf, and it rose high, high into the air, until it disappeared into the clouds. 
 
    Shichiro shivered. Something about the pagoda seemed… strange. He wasn’t exactly sure why, but it did. 
 
    But strange or not, it was infinitely better than the rain soaked, forested mass of mud behind him, so Shichiro went on anyway. 
 
    The pagoda was old, and the scarlet paint was chipped in some places, and ivy crept relentlessly up the pillars and hung from the arched roofs. 
 
    Perfect, Shichiro thought. He had spent enough time climbing ivy as a child to make this easy, so he grabbed onto the ivy and began to hoist himself up into the air. He scrambled onto the roof and then onto the engawa (is this right in a pagoda?) of the second level, and started to search for a door. 
 
    There wasn’t one. 
 
    Shichiro stared at the walls in confusion. Who in their right mind built a pagoda with no doors? 
 
    Right. On to the next level. 
 
    And the next. 
 
    And the next. 
 
    It was still raining, many levels and at least two hours later, when Shichiro hauled himself onto the jade-blue tile of the third-to-last level in the ridiculously high pagoda. His arms trembled from exhaustion, his breath panted in puffs in the chilly air, and he was feeling like an idiot. 
 
    Why didn’t he just huddle on the first engawa he came to? Sure, it was open and the rain could still blow in, but at least it was partially sheltered! But noooo, Shichiro just had to go on a wild goose chase up this crazy pagoda in search of doors that just didn’t… exist… 
 
    Immortal Dragon, was that a door? 
 
    Unless his eyes were playing a cruel trick, which, by this point, was something Shichiro didn’t dare rule out. But he scrabbled up the tile, climbed over the railing, and reached out and touched the door, which felt refreshingly and reassuringly real. 
 
    Excellent, Shichiro thought as his slid the soji door open. Shichiro, your luck is finally turning around. 
 
    Which was right about when the bowl of rice slammed into his face. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO--THE PRINCESS AND THE RONIN 
 
      
 
    The cracking noise was simultaneous with the sudden blinding pain. Immortal dragon, please, please don’t let that be my face. He stumbled backwards, banged into the wooden railing surrounding the engawa, and tipped backwards. Frantically he reached out and grabbed the railing as he fell but not before he banged his head on the rain-slick tile. He was left in an extremely awkward position, with his legs hooked over the railing and holding onto said railing for dear life with both hands. Shichiro blinked what he guessed was grains of rice away from his face and looked up into the sky. A big raindrop landed on his nose and proceeded to trickle down into his eye. 
 
    Wonderful, he thought. Just wonderful. 
 
    He heard the careful footsteps first, and with much maneuvering and impressive skill, he managed to angle himself so he could see his attacker. 
 
    And then he promptly almost let go. 
 
    She was the most beautiful lady he had seen in his entire life, and she loomed over him with wide, scared eyes and a pair of chopsticks held high and menacingly, ready to strike. 
 
    “Well, miss, I’m afraid I’m at a bit of disadvantage here.” Shichiro said, and smiled. 
 
    Hanako stopped and blinked. She’d never seen anyone smile like that. The servants never smiled when she was around, and Mother’s smiles… Mother’s smiles seemed to be as real as the blood red paint on her lips—devoid of warmth and substance, a pretty flower on a leafless limb. 
 
    This smile was big and showed off his teeth—how strange. There was nothing painted or pretty about it, but it felt sure and grounded, like a tree with deep roots. Slowly, she lowered the chopsticks. 
 
    Shichiro let out a sigh of relief. “I’m very sorry to have trespassed on your land without even knowing your name, but I had no idea this pagoda was inhabited. Truth is, I was just hoping for a spot to hide out from the rain. Would you be so kind as to lend me your hospitality, miss?” 
 
    Hanako looked at him. He did look very pitiful indeed, his pants covered in mud and his hair hanging in wet clumps from his head. Perhaps… Hanako bit her lip. Finally she nodded. His smile widened instantly, and with a sudden flex of his body, he was sitting on top of the rail. He wrung out his soaked, limp ponytail, grinned happily, and hopped down onto the engawa, prostrating himself before Hanako. 
 
    “Thank you, most lovely miss, for blessing this unworthy one in such a gracious manner. If there is any way I could make up for you generous hospitality in any way, name it and I’ll do it!” 
 
    “O-oh.” Hanako stuttered. “W-well, why don’t you come in, first?” 
 
    Shichiro looked up and grinned at the girl, who was nervously rubbing her fingers together. He supposed she probably didn’t have many visitors, living up at the top of a near-doorless pagoda on a Heaven-forsaken mountain of doom as she was. 
 
    “Thank you, miss, but I wouldn’t dare to intrude myself upon your hospitality without first learning your name, miss.” 
 
    “Oh!” The girl said, coloring prettily. She bowed quickly. “I am Princess Hanako of the Dragons, at your service.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked. He looked at the girl, and then glanced down at himself. Let me get this straight… you trespass on private land, climb a tower and frighten a tiny slip of a girl, and intrude upon a Princess, for Heaven’s sake. 
 
    That settles it. Guess I am cursed after all. Why couldn’t all this happen to Hideaki instead of me? 
 
    “Well, a-are you coming?” she asked. Shichiro bowed again quickly. 
 
    “Yes, of course, my lady. I’m right behind you.” 
 
    Princess Hanako led him into the dining chamber, disappeared through the soji into another room, then reappeared with a blanket. “Here, Samurai-san, take this. Otherwise you’ll catch a cold.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lady,” Shichiro said, grinning and snagging the blanket. “ And I’m no samurai.” 
 
    Hanako cautiously settled on the far edge of the table from him—she had never met anyone besides Mother and her servants, and she did not know what to think of this very strange man. Distance was advisable and wise, she thought. She fiddled with the edge of one sleeve, hesitant, before saying quietly. “If you are not a samurai, then what are you?” 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow before smiling disarmingly and bowing. “I’m merely a wanderer, a ronin, nothing more or less, my lady.” 
 
    Hanako twisted her lips in displeasure. His smile was still bright, but it seemed a tad thinner than it had before. She was surprised to realize she didn’t like it. 
 
    “Even wanderers have a name, whether they are samurai or not. So, what is yours?” 
 
    He blinked, and then smiled, and this smile was much smaller than his other ones before, but Hanako decided that she liked this one the best. He bowed slightly and said, “I am the Ronin Shichiro, of nothing and nowhere.” 
 
    Hanako tilted her head. “That’s sad, I think. Everyone should have a place to belong.” 
 
    He looked off to the side, eyes tracing the golden forms of the embossed serpentine dragons embracing the pillars. “I appreciate your concern, my lady Hanako, but there are much sadder stories out there than mine. It’s a trifle, really.” 
 
    Hanako did not believe him. 
 
    After a brief moment of silence she stood and gave him a slight bow. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go fetch us some tea.” Then she disappeared through the door, leaving Shichiro alone to his thoughts. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “I am curious, Ronin-san, as to why you are wandering about in the storm without a hat.” 
 
    Shichiro paused in the midst of drinking his tea, and to Hanako’s eye his posture seemed to be quite strange—rather stiff. After a moment he slowly sipped and set down the cup, his entire body cased in an aura of nonchalance. “Ah, that would be because I don’t have one.” 
 
    Hanako blinked. “Why ever not? It is nearing the start of the rainy season.” 
 
    “Well, you see,” He said, “It was stolen.” 
 
    Hanako blinked again. “Stolen.” 
 
    “Yes.” Shichiro said, and took another sip of his tea. 
 
    Feeling rather confused, Hanako ventured to clarify: “Someone stole your straw hat.” 
 
    “Indeed, my lady.” He replied. 
 
    Hanako sat there, her mouth pursed and her mind racing, before she finally asked, “Why?” 
 
    The ronin shifted uncomfortably and glanced off to the side. “I believe they were of the opinion that it looked tasty.” 
 
    Hanako stared. She stared for a long time before finally asking, “Who exactly stole your hat?” 
 
    “Weeeeelllllllll…” he said, took a sip of his tea, and fixed his gaze on a nearby pillar. “Some goats, to tell the truth.” 
 
    There was a little silence as Hanako slowly processed that. “Some goats?” She asked, and her lips did a funny thing. Shichiro did not like the funny thing her lips were doing, so he set forth to defend his honor. 
 
    “Well, I am sure it was more than just ‘some’ goats. It was a herd of them, at the least, if not two. And they were unusually strong and vicious ones. In fact, I am of the opinion that they were most likely demon goats—” 
 
    Hanako knew it was bad manners, but she couldn’t resist interrupting. “Demon goats?” She said, slowly and carefully, her voice oddly taut. 
 
    “Of course!” Shichiro responded. “Their teeth gleamed fiercely and their eyes glowed with an unholy fire. I assure you, they were—” 
 
    He was unable to go any further, however, for the mysterious and proper young lady sitting across from him burst into laughter. 
 
    “What?” He asked peevishly. 
 
    She covered her mouth with both her hands in an attempt to stifle the unladylike noise. It worked mostly, but every so often a giggle slipped out. After a minute she finally got herself under control, and by then her cheeks were pink with embarrassment and shame. She put her hands on the floor and bowed deeply before her guest. 
 
    “I am deeply sorry for my outburst, kind sir, and I hope you would find it in yourself to forgive this unworthy one for her unforgivable action.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked and half rose, waving his hands frantically, “No, no, it’s fine, my lady! At least someone found something good out of the whole situation. It’s not—I’m not—you did nothing wrong, princess.” 
 
    She peeked up from her bow and blinked at him in confusion. Then she smiled faintly and sat up, but she kept her eyes down. “Still, that was uncalled for. However, I thank you for dismissing it, you are truly kind.” She said, and bowed in thanks. 
 
    Shichiro stared at her. What does it take to get this girl to stop bowing to me? Deciding that it was a lost cause, he sighed and bowed back. “Think nothing of it, my lady. And you’re the kind one for offering me shelter. I’m very grateful, my lady.” 
 
    The princess arranged her hands in her lap. “It was nothing. The Emperor of Heaven instructs us to offer kindness and charity to those less fortunate. Was I supposed to toss you out in the rain?” 
 
    “You would not be the first.” Shichiro said with a shrug. Hanako’s mouth twisted unhappily. Mother had said that there were many cruel and sad things in the world, but she had not imagined it could be like this. 
 
    She smoothly rose to her feet and bowed, “I imagine you are tired after your ordeal. Go to the top room—you will be left alone there. I’ll bring you dinner later.” 
 
    With that, she smiled and left the room, leaving Shichiro sitting on the floor, bemused and bewildered. 
 
    This entire place is strange, and the strangest part is her. 
 
    When her supper arrived, Hanako gave most of it to the ronin. He looked like he barely got to eat once in three weeks, if he was lucky, and Hanako was always given plenty. She even gave him all her rice, for that was the most nourishing part of the meal. He looked at the spread of food before him, and his eyes widened, filled with hunger and longing. Hanako’s heart bled for him, and she wondered if this was the best food he had eaten all his life. 
 
    He sat down quickly, removing his katana and wakizashi from his belt and laying them besides him. Hanako’s eye was caught by the movement, and she realized she hadn’t noticed he was wearing swords before. She was rather surprised by this, for she always noticed the swords her guards carried. Perhaps… perhaps the difference lay in the manner of carrying. Her guards brandished their swords like a badge of glory, but this man carried his swords as if they were a part of his body, as noticeable and unassuming as his hand or his foot. Now that the sword had caught her attention, she examined it curiously, and after a moment blinked in surprise. She nearly spilled the tea that she was very carefully pouring into Shichiro’s cup. She carefully steadied her hand and continued pouring before sitting back. The ronin lifted up his cup and took a careful sip, indicating his approval with a refined nod of his head. Hanako blinked again. He had very nice manners for a penniless, starving wandering. Very interesting. 
 
    She watched as he set his cup down with almost absent-minded careful precision, and wondered. 
 
    “That is a very fine sword,” Hanako said quietly into the comfortable silence. “How did you get it?” 
 
    The Ronin froze, and turned his head away to look at one of the ink paintings on the wall. “I stole it,” He said, his voice slightly strained with the effort to sound light-hearted. 
 
    Hanako stared at him. One moment, two—then, “I do not believe that.” 
 
    Shichiro’s head snapped forward to stare at her, his eyes wide. She calmly poured him a cup of tea. 
 
    “If you were given to stealing things, you would have stolen a hat by now.” She picked up her cup and took a sip. “Though if that is an indication as to whether you are against stealing or merely unable to pull off the theft of a simple hat, I am unsure.” 
 
    Shichiro scowled slightly, unsure whether to be pleased or mortified. After a few moments of grappling with his pride and the urge to declare he was perfectly able to steal a sword, much less a hat, and that he just didn’t want to, he settled for draining his tea and sulking. Hanako smiled at the pout on his face and refilled his cup. 
 
    “Besides,” she said softly, “You do not seem like a thief to me.” 
 
    He paused in mid-bite, blinking at her. He chewed and swallowed slowly, and tilted his head to one side. “Then you’d be the first, my lady.” 
 
    “Well, good sir?” She asked, daintily picking at her food. “Am I correct?” 
 
    He grinned at her and shrugged his shoulders. “We’ll just have to see, won’t we?” 
 
    She smiled back at him and drank her tea calmly. “So we will.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked awake and stared at the ceiling high above him, and wondered what was making him feel so odd. It was a few seconds before it was the ceiling he was even now staring at. It had been long since he had last slept underneath a proper roof. 
 
    He stood up from the blanket he had been given as a pallet and stretched, safely stowing his sword into the belt of his hakama. It was time he moved on. 
 
    He crept quietly downstairs, intent on sneaking past his hostess and leaving unannounced, but when he slid open the shoji, he stumbled back and crashed into the wall behind him. 
 
    Kneeling in the center of the room was the Princess, fully awake and with breakfast spread out before her. 
 
    Shichiro stared in complete and utter confusion. The noblewomen of his youth had never risen with the sun—the concept was unheard-of and simply ludicrous. 
 
    The Princess smiled at him. “Ah, I was wondering when you would come, Ronin-san. Why don’t you sit down and have some breakfast?” 
 
    Who is this girl, anyway? Shichiro thought. And how come she keeps getting weirder? I don’t think anything could surpass this! 
 
    He sat down carefully, eyeing her. She smiled back at him. 
 
    Weird, He thought. 
 
    She carefully served him breakfast, prim and proper, and he ate silently. When the breakfast was done, he began to stand up, saying, “Thank you for all your generosity, my lady, but I’m afraid that I have intruded upon your generous hospitality for too—” 
 
    Hanako made a gentle motion with her hand. “Do not be too hasty to leave, good ronin! I have something I wish to give you before I go. If you would be so kind as to only wait a moment, I will go and fetch it for you.” 
 
    Shichiro found himself sitting down without a complaint as she rose, bowed, and made her way out of the room. 
 
    She… wished to give him something? 
 
    The only thing anyone had wished to give him for ages was a punch in the jaw, or perhaps rotten fruit (by way of hurling, accompanied by colorful curses), or poison. He could not imagine the Princess administering any one of those, so he was rather at a loss. 
 
    It was a few minutes before she appeared again, carrying two things—a small bundle, and a hat. 
 
    Shichiro stared at the latter, his emotions swaying between extreme gratitude and equally extreme horror. 
 
    Oh, Celestial Guardian, please let that not be what I think it is… 
 
    She set it down before him with a bow, and Shichiro felt his spirits sinking. An uchikatsugi. Why. 
 
    An uchikatsugi was a straw hat, very similar to the one that he had… lost. Yes. Lost. An excellent word. However, ‘very similar’ and ‘identical’ are not the same. An uchikatsugi rose up into a distinct cylinder at the top, which made it very recognizable. It would be rare for even a village idiot to mistake an uchikatsugi for a normal straw hat. Especially because a uchikatsugi also had veils hanging from it and was only worn by noblewomen. 
 
    Something that Shichiro was most definitely not. 
 
    “I thought the veils would probably hinder you in your journeys, so I cut them off last night. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Shichiro’s throat was dry, so he cleared it a couple times before managing, “N-no, it’s fine. I don’t mind. At all. Thank you, in fact.” 
 
    She beamed at him, brightly happy. Shichiro blinked. “Will you take it then? It was all I have—it needs to be mended slightly on one side, but if I gave you the newer one my maids would eventually miss it and I do not know how I would explain its loss. Still, I could not bear the thought of you wandering out in the rain without shelter.” 
 
    Shichiro stared at her face. Her smile was bright and her eyes were wide and hopeful and concerned. How could he say no? 
 
    Besides, he really did need a hat…. he just wished it wasn’t this hat. 
 
    He reached out and took it, bowing deeply. “Thank you, Princess Hanako-sama. I am very grateful for this gift to me—it is far more than this unworthy one deserves.” 
 
    She bowed back, her smile smoothed of all signs of uncertainty. “Nonsense, good sir, it is my gift that is quite unworthy of you. But I hope my other offerings will add onto its worth?...” 
 
    Shichiro felt as if he was adrift on a wild river, whirled about like a cork. What exactly was going on? More gifts? 
 
    Before he could say anything, she handed him the other bundle, and he was forced to put the… hat… aside. He poked at it—it seemed to be wrapped in a scrap of silken cloth. He shot a glance at Hanako, whose eyes sparkled in excitement. She made a quick ‘go on’ motion with one of her hands, and he carefully unwrapped the bundle. 
 
    It was… silk. Bundles of fine silk thread, dyed in soft colors, lovely woven silken hair ribbons, and what must be at least a bolt of some of the finest silk cloth he had ever seen. He stared. His head jerked up, and he stammered, “W-what is—” 
 
    Princess Hanako smiled and ducked her head. “I have much time on my hands, and I spend most of it spinning and weaving and sewing. I have a great surplus of finished projects, and I am certain they would make a tidy profit if sold. My honored mother ensured I had the very best tutors as a girl.” 
 
    It had been a long time since Shichiro had seen silk of this quality. “I am sure it would sell very well indeed, my lady. I haven’t seen silk this fine since… well, a long time, anyway. But why would you give it to me?” 
 
    She blushed. Her cheeks slowly colored with a rosy tint, like pink cherry blossom petals being painted on pale china. Wait, what? Why did I just think that? I’m not a poet! 
 
    Shichiro decided that maybe he had been isolated for a bit too long, and the sudden shock of pleasant company must have broken his brain. That was the only explanation. 
 
    “Well, it seemed to me as if you hadn’t been eating well in some time, and your clothes are rather worn, and you did not even have enough money to replace your straw hat. I thought that if I gave you some of my work and you sold it, you would get enough to tide you over for some time.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked, startled, and looked down at the silk cloth spilling into his lap. He stroked it slightly, enjoying its smooth coolness on his rough fingers. If he could sell this, he would indeed have plenty of money, enough for a year of travel, or perhaps more. Maybe even some new sandals, or some more cloth to patch his hakama or gi. 
 
    “This—this is most generous. This unworthy one is uncertain why such a gracious princess as yourself has deigned to bless me with such a gift, but I receive it most gladly.” 
 
    She blinked in surprise, and tugged at the sleeve of her kimono. “Well, because the Heavenly Emperor commands us to be generous and to aid those in need…” Her voice trailed off as she ducked her head even lower, “And, because, I had hoped we were friends…” 
 
    She felt the silence in the room thicken, like the air when a storm comes, and she stared down at the ground, focusing on the tatami mat at her feet. 
 
    Then suddenly she felt the tension soften and melt away, and her head jerked up to see Shichiro smiling at her, and for some reason, her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    He bowed his head and said, “This unworthy one would be most honored to consider himself your friend, my lady.” 
 
    And that moment, as the first fingers of dawn stained the paper shoji with gold and the birds began to sing, Hanako felt as if every single thing was right in the world. And when she smiled back at him, Shichiro was inclined to think the same. 
 
    She said goodbye, handing him a small bundle of food that she had saved from breakfast. He had taken it, thanked her with a bow and a roguish grin, and vaulted over the railing and onto the smooth tiles of the roof. As he turned to go, she suddenly stepped forward and called out, “Wait!” her hands coming up to grasp the collar of her kimono nervously. 
 
    The ronin paused, glancing back at her with raised eyebrows. “I—” She stammered, before pausing, taking a deep breath, and continuing calmly, “Do be careful when you climb down—my guards live in the lower levels, and they might hear you if you make too much noise. And… and if you are ever near this mountain again and in need of funds or shelter, don’t hesitate to come here. As long as there is no company camped outside, you are most welcome.” 
 
    He grinned. “I might take you up on that offer, Hanako-hime-sama. Farewell until the wind blows me your way, then.” 
 
    And then he was gone, over the edge of the roof, and she was left along on the engawa. All of her sudden, her pagoda seemed a lot lonelier than she had ever believed it possible. 
 
    Shichiro slunk away from the tower, using all his skills in stealth to make sure he wasn’t noticed. If what Princess Hanako said was right, he had been lucky that the storm had disguised the noise of his ascent. When he reached the rise that led into the forest, he turned back, admiring the golden, rosy  tint of dawn gleaming on the red paint and on the smooth, dew-damp tile. 
 
    He had not felt any particular desire to spend more time with anyone (save his brother and sister, of course), for some time… but for some odd reason, he thought that it would be a very fine thing indeed to visit the pagoda again. 
 
    Maybe it was because of her smile. Very few people smiled at him like that these days. It was definitely worth seeing again. 
 
    He bowed slightly, bidding the pagoda and its mistress farewell, before arranging the uchikatsugi on his head with a grimace. With that, he turned and slipped into the darkness of the forest, heading west. It was about time he visited his little sister again. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE -- THE SISTER AND THE BROTHER    
 
      
 
    Manami scowled at the calendar. The date of her annual visit to the Shogun’s seat was drawing near, and she was not pleased. Especially if it meant missing Big Brother Shichiro’s visit. 
 
    His visits were rare indeed because of his nomadic, disorganized lifestyle, but therefore they were all the more precious. Just a month ago she had received a letter from him, saying he would arrive about the start of the rainy season.  But if he didn’t hurry up, she would be well on her way to celebrate the Shogun’s birthday by the time he arrived. This was not a prospect she ever looked forward too, and if it came at the expense of a visit with Big Brother… she didn’t know what she’d do, but she wouldn’t be happy.  Not that anyone save her two brothers or the monks would particularly care about her feelings in the first place. 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at the uncooperative calendar and turned away from it with great dignity, deciding it wasn’t worth her time. Then she decided she wanted to go out into the garden, and she took off, her tabi-clad feet making a padding noise on the floor of the corridors of the monastery she called home.  She turned a corner and slammed into a hakama-clad wall. The next thing she knew, she was sprawled on the floor in a quite unladylike fashion. 
 
    “Manami, I’d have thought the monks would teach you to watch where you’re going by now,” the wall said, from his own rather undignified sprawl. 
 
    Manami flushed in embarrassment, but then she realized the wall was in fact Shichiro. Dignity was for grown-ups, she decided, and flung herself at him. He caught her just before she could knock him back to the floor, and she threw her arms around his neck. 
 
    “I missed you, big brother!” She said. Shichiro grinned back. 
 
    “Not as much as I missed you, usa-chan, of that I’m certain.” Manami beamed. Shichiro really was the bestest big brother in the whole wide world. She proceeded to tell him so, and he laughed. 
 
    “Really, what about Isao, then? Am I better than him?” 
 
    Manami shook her head. “No. Isao’s the bestest of the best, cause he’s your older brother too.” 
 
    “Oh, drat,” Shichiro lamented, “And just as I was getting my hopes up, too.” 
 
    Manami giggled and scooted off of his lap to kneel before him more properly. It was then she noticed. She blinked twice, then said, “Shichiro, why are you wearing a lady’s hat?” 
 
    Shichiro turned scarlet. “I-i-it’s not—I mean, it is, but it isn’t, it’s—it’s—gah!”               
 
    Manami tilted her head to one side. “What happened to your normal hat?” 
 
    If it was possible, Shichiro may have turned redder. He glanced off to the side and mumbled something that may have been ‘goats’, but Manami wasn’t sure. After all, what did hats and goats have in common? “Where did you get this one, then?” 
 
    Shichiro rubbed the back of his neck. “Well… someone felt bad for me and gave it to me as a gift.” 
 
    Manami blinked, then smiled. “Well, that was nice of them!” 
 
    “Yeah… very nice.” Shichiro said dryly, then felt bad. She had only been trying to help, after all. And she had been so happy when he accepted… 
 
    “Who gave it to you? Was it a friend?” Manami asked. 
 
    Shichiro grinned, leaned forward, and held up a hand besides his mouth in order to whisper to her, “Would you believe it was a magic princess who lived at the top of an enchanted pagoda?” 
 
    Manami shook her head. “I’m eleven now, Big Brother. I’m not gonna believe silly stuff like that anymore.” 
 
    Shichiro narrowed his eyes. “Would you believe the reason I lost the hat in the first place was because it was stolen by a malevolent horde of demon goats?” 
 
    Manami giggled, pressing her hands against her mouth, and shook her head wildly. 
 
    Shichiro sighed and looked beseechingly up at the heavens. “No one ever believes me.” 
 
    His sister smiled and cocked her head to the side. “Maybe you should stop saying such silly things, then?” 
 
    Shichiro’s eyes widened in overdone affront. “Silly things? I never say silly things. For shame, gossiping and spreading lies about your elder brother.” 
 
    The girl giggled again before getting to her feet and grabbing Shichiro’s arm, straining to pull him forward. “Come on, Big Brother! I have things to show you!” 
 
    Shichiro grinned and slowly got to his feet, before letting her lead him where she will, though he was certain he knew where they were headed. 
 
    Sure enough, they ended up outside the shoji leading to Manami’s study. 
 
    “Ah, is this what you wanted to show me? They’re very nice doors indeed.” Shichiro said. 
 
    His sister puffed out her cheeks and gave him a Look. Shichiro grinned sheepishly. 
 
    “Ah, not the doors then?” 
 
    “Come on!” She repeated impatiently, before sliding open the door and skipping inside. 
 
    Shichiro followed her, looked around the room, and raised his eyebrows. He stepped closer to examine Manami’s surprise, and smiled. “You’ve been practicing your painting?” 
 
    The girl twitched nervously, rubbing the toe of her tabi along the tatami mats. “Yes. What do you think?” 
 
    Shichiro turned to her and rested a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve come a long way. All your practice has paid off—these are very beautiful.” 
 
    Manami beamed brightly. “So you like them?” 
 
    Her brother grinned. “Very much so.” 
 
    She grabbed his hand and tugged him over to one wall, “Then here! Let me show you the one I made most specially for you. Biggest Brother Isao helped me make it just right!” 
 
    She pulled him over to a painting and then stepped away shyly while he looked at it. It was the picture of a noble lady in spring, the blossoming cherry tree depicted on her kimono matching the one she stood next to. She was smiling down at a trio of ducklings trundling along in front of her, and even in the painting her smile seemed to shine with gentle warmth. 
 
    Shcihiro’s throat felt as if someone had poured sand into it. It took him nearly a minute to swallow and get the words out. 
 
    “Is…” 
 
    Apparently, his attempt was less successful than he thought. 
 
    Manami fidgeted, before saying quietly. “I wanted to paint Mother Tomoko. I didn’t know what she looks like, so I asked Biggest Brother Isao to help. I made two paintings—Isao has one, and I kept this one for you, if you’d like it.” 
 
    Shichiro didn’t say anything, just stared at the painting, so Manami joined him in staring at it. After a few moments she said. 
 
    “I like to think I remember her, just a little.” Shichiro’s eyes flicked over to her, but he remained quiet. 
 
    “I remember someone singing a lullaby to me, and it was oh-so-pretty. And, and only you or Mother Tomoko would have done that.” She took a deep breath and hurried on: “So I think it must have been Mother Tomoko, at least I think so. It can’t be you ‘cause the voice was high and sweet and your voice is too deep.” 
 
    Shichiro stared thoughtfully at the painting, his eyes looking as if they were haunted by an old wound. He cleared his throat and finally managed to string a sentence together. “It could be Isao. He has a higher voice.” 
 
    Manami blinked at him. “Really? I thought Biggest Brother was a very bad singer.” 
 
    Shichiro turned to her, bemused. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Cause every time he sang here at the temple the monks got really mad, until they said he wasn’t allowed to sing nearby where I was anymore.” 
 
    Shichiro stifled a sudden coughing fit with his worn sleeve. 
 
    “Well, yes, it’s true that Isao’s skills in signing are often considered to be rather… unrefined.” Shichiro said diplomatically, once he had calmed down.  
 
    Isao had a fondness for sea shanties after spending some time while he was younger sailing. The monks, however, weren’t particularly fond of that branch of their culture.  
 
    Manami nodded, pleased that her guess had been correct (in a manner of speaking), and said, “Well? Did I do a good job? Isao said I did but I wanna make sure you agree.” 
 
    The ronin stared at the painting for a few more seconds, before finally nodding. “It… it looks just like her. You did an excellent job.” He turned to his sister and ruffled her hair. She smacked vainly at his hands, but in the end gave up and pretend to sulk while he continued, unabashed. “Would you mind very much if I ask you to keep it? I don’t exactly have a place to stow something so beautiful and precious.” 
 
    She pouted. “That’s your own choice, you know.” 
 
    Shichiro grinned lightly and shrugged, ignoring her. “Besides, you deserve to have a memory of her even more than me. Keep it safe for me, little sister. Please?” 
 
    The girl pouted at his dodging, but nodded. “Of course. I do my very best.” 
 
    Shichiro smiled and patted her head one last time. “Good girl. Thank you very much.” 
 
    She smiled happily, before her eyes widened and both hands flew to her mouth. “OH! I forgot!” 
 
    Her brother blinked at her in confusion. “Forgot what?” 
 
    She shook her head, said, “Stay here, I’ll be back!” and tore out of the room, leaving her brother behind in his bafflement. It was a few minutes later when she returned, bearing with her a letter. She pressed it into his hands and said, “Biggest Brother Isao left this for you when he visited last. He said it’s Very Important.” 
 
    Shichiro snorted. “Isao thinks lunch is Very Important. That doesn’t mean anything.” Still, he quickly opened it and scanned it, smiling at Isao’s familiar bold strokes. 
 
    Little Brother, 
 
    Interesting things are happening, and I find that I could use your help. Since you’re such a good little brother, I know you’ll jump to assist me. Have Manami send me a letter when you leave the monastery and I’ll go to meet you at our usual place 
 
    --your amazing big brother 
 
      
 
    Shichiro smirked, rolled his eyes, and tucked the letter into his sleeve. Manami tugged on his other sleeve. “Was it good or bad news?” She asked. 
 
    Her brother shrugged. “Neither, I think. Isao’s just finding that he’s useless without my assistance. I need you to send him a message saying I’m leaving for the usual spot.” 
 
    Manami nodded, before flinging her arms around his waist. “Stay safe, please?” 
 
    The ronin smiled, patting her head. “Don’t worry, usa-chan. I can take care of myself. I’ve lasted this long, after all.” 
 
    Her smile brightened, and she nodded, but it was a few moments before she released him and stepped back. “Well, before you go, would you like something to eat?” 
 
    Shichiro grinned. “My dear little sister, I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Princess Nishimura Naomi, First Wife of Shogun Tsuneo, didn’t even look at the baby. When she heard the child was a girl, she turned her head away on the pillow and didn’t speak at all. When the handmaidens asked if she wished to see the baby, Naomi closed her eyes. 
 
    The baby girl cried, and Naomi didn’t even twitch. 
 
    The handmaidens tried and tried to get the baby to calm down, but nothing worked. 
 
    Outside, the only ones waiting were Princess Tomoko and her children. Almost all the other sons were considered far too old to be near this part of the woman’s quarters, and Princess Yasu’s daughters were too young to be awake this late. 
 
    Tomoko listened as the baby cried, and cried, and cried. Shichiro grasped the edge of her kimono and tugged gently. “Mother—mother, why is the baby crying? Isn’t she happy?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Tomoko murmured, and she and Isao exchanged a glance. He was old enough to guess why the baby cried so much. “But I won’t let her keep crying so. Isao, please look after Shichiro for me.” And with that, she deftly unhooked Shichiro’s nervous grasp and pressed his fingers into Isao’s grip, ignoring his protests at having to be ‘looked after’ with a gentle smile. And then with the softness of a summer breeze, she slipped into the birthing room and zeroed in on the tiny child. 
 
    She was a tiny, pink thing, with tufts of newly-washed black hair sticking up defiantly against the will of gravity. Her little fists waved angrily in the air as her face screwed up and tiny tears ran down her cheeks. 
 
    Tomoko looked at the wailing baby, and then at the silent, stubborn form of the mother on the futon, and her heart broke twice over. Then she turned to the flustered handmaiden and said gently, “Give me the child, Moe.” 
 
    Poor Moe was only too eager, and handed the screaming bundle over with perhaps more haste than care. Tomoko calmly gathered the child to her breast and smiled faintly at the feeling of rightness. She turned to the futon and looked down on it, pity in her soft, dark eyes. “What do you want to name the child, Honored First Wife?” 
 
    Princess Naomi did not speak. 
 
    Tomoko sighed softly, and then smiled down at the crying little girl in her arms. “Well, I have always wanted a daughter.” She said gently. “I am very glad to have you, little one.” 
 
    At the sound of her voice, the crying dwindled off, and finally the baby blinked and opened her eyes. The two of them stared at each other, and suddenly the baby’s face broke into the earliest fledgling of a brilliant smile, and Tomoko smiled back. “You need a name,” She told her, “A name that reflects how much I love you.” 
 
    She rocked the baby back and forth for a few moments, before she smiled again and nodded to herself. Then she turned to Moe and smiled. “Thank you for your invaluable assistance, Moe, but my handmaidens and I shall take care of the little princess from here on out. You are free to attend solely to your mistress.” 
 
    “O-of course, Princess Tomoko,” Moe stammered out, and Tomoko nodded before slipping out of the room again. 
 
    Isao and Shichiro popped up from their sleepy, slouched positions, staring curiously at the bundle in their mother’s arms. “Is that the new sister, Mother?” Isao asked, his sharp eyes glinting with excitement. 
 
    “Mother, mother, can I see? Can I touch her? What’s her name?” Shichiro asked, hopping slightly to get a better look. 
 
    Tomoko gracefully settled herself down on a cushion, and her sons crowded around, peering at the bundle. 
 
    “She’s pink.” Isao said. 
 
    Tomoko raised an eyebrow. “When you were born, you were bright red. I don’t think you are in any position to judge.” 
 
    Her firstborn blushed and rubbed his nose at that, and Shichiro leaned even closer to get a better look. 
 
    Tomoko leaned forward, smiling gently. “You may stroke her head if you want, but be gentle. She is very little, after all.” 
 
    Shichiro immediately did so, grinning at the feel of the soft, feathery hairs on her head. Isao, though he stayed silent and manly about it, edged closer and ran a finger down the baby’s cheek, failing to hide his grin. 
 
    “What’s her name, mother?” Shichiro asked again. 
 
    Tomoko smiled down at the baby, who burbled happily back. “Manami. I’ve named her Manami. Princess Nishimura Manami.” 
 
    Isao blinked at her. “You named her, Mother?” 
 
    Tomoko nodded, not looking away from the baby’s face, which was beginning to fade off into sleep. “Yes. She’s ours now, and I expect you two to look after your baby sister. Do you promise me?” 
 
    “Yes, mother!” They immediately chorused. “We promise.” 
 
    And Tomoko knew they would, and smiled happily. Her heart was still hurting, but maybe, maybe, it would turn out for the best after all. 
 
    “Good,” said Tomoko, and kissed Manami’s head. “Go to sleep, my daughter. You’ve had a very exciting day, my little Manami, and you have so much more to see.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The mist was rising from the sea, filling the night with a thick, filmy blankness. The only relief came from the occasional lantern that flung a halo of light into the fog. The ronin avoided these spots of faded brightness, slipping through the shadows silently as an owl on the wing. His hand rested on the scabbard of his katana with apparent ease, but his thumb was poised to flick his sword free. 
 
    Up ahead was his destination, a seedy inn perched near to the waterfront. The city he was in was quite prosperous, as were almost all of the cities in the region of Nagisa, but docks drew the less desirable folk like ducks to water. Therefore, it was the perfect place for clandestine meetings between two people with something to hide. 
 
    Just as he turned a corner, he heard a faint scrape of a sandal against the wooden tile of a roof. The ronin’s eyes narrowed, but he kept walking. 
 
    A moment later, a dark shape leapt down onto the street behind him, drawing a sword as he rushed towards the ronin’s unprotected back. 
 
    In one movement, the ronin drew his katana and swung around, blocking the blade coming at him with a ringing clash. 
 
    The two shadowy figures darted back and forth, dancing like shadows cast by a flickering candle. The ronin spun round and round, fending off the furious attacks of his assaulter. The blades of their katana flashed here and there in the faint golden light from the lantern down the street. 
 
    Only they existed in this world of the duel, the dance, the fight. Nothing else mattered beyond the swing and clash of swords. They were left undisturbed—anyone who heard or saw this struggle turned and ran the other direction. Even the rough-and-rowdy population of the dockside streets new better than to interfere in a duel between two swordsmen. 
 
    The shadowy attacker struck with the speed of a striking snake, but the ronin blocked him. They strained for a moment before breaking apart. The next moment the ronin drew his sword and struck in a sharp angle from the left, driving fiercely into the sword of his opponent, who belatedly held up his katana to block him. Before the attacker could even blink, the ronin had pressed his advantage, bearing down the attacker’s blade and sliding his own katana along it. Then in a final moment of blinding speed, he whipped his katana down and free, slamming it into the upper thigh of his opponent. 
 
    The attacker let out a sharp cry of pain, staggered to the side, and fell to one knee, barely managing to use his katana to keep from sprawling fully on the ground. 
 
    The ronin stepped back but stood with his katana ready, watching his opponent with narrowed eyes. There was a moment of tense silence, filled with the sound of heavy breathing. 
 
    Then the opponent spoke. “Ow! By the Immortal Dragon, that hurt!” He complained loudly, “Geez, did you have to hit so hard, little brother?” 
 
    Shichiro sheathed his katana with a satisfied click, before throwing back his head and laughing. “You asked for it, Isao.” He smirked and added, “Just as much as you always do, honored big brother. I held back and reversed the blade in that last move, after all, so it wasn’t that hard. Barely more than a tap!” 
 
    Isao, Shichiro’s elder brother, glared at him balefully. “A tap? A tap? Dragon’s ever-loving whiskers, that was no tap!” 
 
    Shichiro did a poor attempt of hiding his snickers behind his sleeve, and shrugged gleefully. Isao’s glare hardened, and his tone turned into scolding. 
 
    “What would Aika say if she found out her own brother-in-law nearly broke the leg of her dearly beloved husband?” He demanded hotly. 
 
    Shichiro grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. My question is, Isao, what would she say if she knew you got it by ambushing me in an attempt to best me for once?” 
 
    Isao scowled. “It’s against the natural order of things, that my little brother’s a better swordsman than me. But just you wait, I’ll beat you one day.” 
 
    Shichiro laughed. “You keep saying that, honored elder brother, and somehow you never do.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Isao rolled his eyes and slowly got to his feet. “Come on, let’s go to the inn.” 
 
    Shichiro nodded, and together they walked side by side down the road. Just as they reached the lantern, Isao spoke up, turning to look at his brother. “Oh, by the way, do you have enough money for the—” He paused, stared, and asked, “Why are you wearing a lady’s hat?” 
 
    Shichiro’s face instantly turned red. Isao’s look of confusion melted into a sly grin. “Ah, so my little baby brother has found himself a lady friend, has he?” 
 
    “No!” Shichiro burst out, spluttering indignantly. “NO, it’s not, it’s, I mean, it’s nothing like that. A nice lady just gave it to me because she felt bad that I had… lost… my hat.” 
 
    “You lost your hat?” Isao said, his eyebrows raising. “How on earth did you manage that?” 
 
    Shichiro set his jaw and stared straight ahead. Isao grinned and rubbed his chin, enjoying the sudden turnabout. “Wow, it must be something really embarrassing to have you all clammed up like that. I wonder what it could be?” 
 
    “Shut up and let’s just get into the inn.” Shichiro grunted. Isao had enough dirt on him tonight—if his elder brother ever found out his hat had been stolen and eaten by goats and he’d been too poor to replace it… he didn’t even want to think of the years of goat-related jokes he’d suffer. 
 
    Isao let out a bark of laughter. “Very subtle, baby brother. Fine, I’ll leave off, but I’m gonna find out what embarrassing, stupid reasons lie behind your current wardrobe choices. Just you wait.” 
 
    With that, he sauntered on ahead, whistling cheerfully. Shichiro sighed and followed his brother resignedly. Sadly enough, Isao was probably telling the truth. He wasn’t the head of the Shogun of Nagisa’s information network for nothing. 
 
    “And here we are.” Isao said, coming to a stop in front of a dilapidated old inn. “Coming, little brother?” 
 
    Shichiro gestured to the door. “Of course. Age before beauty?” 
 
    Isao paused thoughtfully. “An interesting concept. But, pray tell, how am I supposed to go in before myself?” 
 
    Shichiro and Isao looked at each other. 
 
    “Just go in the inn, Isao.” 
 
    Isao lifted up a hand. “Yes, yes, no need to be so demanding, I’m going all ready.” And with that, he stepped inside the inn, his brother following with a fond roll of his eyes. Isao never changed. 
 
    As soon as he stepped inside, he looked around, hoping it had transformed for the better since he was last here. Dingy, dank, small and worn-down—it was small enough and in poor enough condition that few people actually stayed here (not to mention there may have been certain… attributes of the establishment that drove most people away). Despite this, the owners seemed to be rather pleasant people. Shichiro suspected this entire inn had been created and maintained by Isao for subtle meet-ups and suchlike. 
 
    “Ahhh…” Isao said, “The Inn of the Waning Tide. How often I’ve dreamed of being back here!” 
 
    Shichiro gave him a disbelieving look. “Why on in all the Seven Kingdoms would you do that?” 
 
    “I thought it would be obvious,” Isao said, flinging an arm around Shichiro’s shoulder and tugging him close. “This smell is potent enough to haunt my sleep.” 
 
    “Ah, that makes sense,” His brother replied, nodding seriously. “Thank heavens. I was beginning to be worried that your brain was more damaged than I thought.” 
 
    Isao shot him a look, but decided to be the mature one and ignored the insult. They quietly made their way through the inn and up into the private room that Isao always reserved for these times. They silently filed into the room and Isao slid the door closed behind them. The two brothers stood looking at each other for a long moment before Isao spoke. 
 
    “All clear?” 
 
    “Yes.” A quiet voice said from a corner, and Shichiro nearly jumped out of his skin. Instead, he merely twitched, and turned to give the intruder a baleful eye. How did I miss him coming in here? I swear he wasn’t here when we arrived! 
 
    Shichiro spun back to his older brother, bristling and pointing. “Why is he here?” 
 
    He was a man on the lower side of the height spectrum, with a thin, lithe body encased in a dark blue haori—which was worn to deflect attention from the dark-colored, battle-ready shinobi attire he wore beneath. His hair—a lighter brown shade—was twisted up in a topknot at the back of his head, and soft brown eyes watched sharply from above a black sash tied about his face from the nose down. 
 
    Shichiro shot him an envenomed glance over his shoulder before glaring back at his brother. 
 
    Isao smirked. “Calm down, little brother. A responsible general uses all the resources at his disposal, does he not?” 
 
    His brother twisted his lips unhappily, but knew he couldn’t argue the point without looking the fool. Knowing this, Isao continued blithely on, “And as it so happens, this is a very important matter and I wanted to be sure I was using all my best men.” With that, Isao turned away, effectively ending the conversation. Shichiro scowled. 
 
    Ichiro immediately rushed over and knelt before his master. “Prince Isao, I am reporting as ordered.” 
 
    Isao favored him with a nod. “Good work, Ichiro. I assume you still remember my brother, Shichiro?” 
 
    Shichiro snorted quietly at that statement. Ichiro for his part got up, turned to Shichiro, and bowed—the bow of an equal. Shichiro wanted to bristle—he was no common Shinobi, blast it!—but knew he had no grounds for objection. 
 
    “Ronin-san.” Ichiro intoned in his smooth voice. 
 
    Shichiro bowed back—stiff but respectful. “Shinobi-san.” He replied coolly. 
 
    Before the tension got any thicker, Isao grinned and slung an arm over both their shoulders, “Ah, I see you two are as close as ever! Excellent! You need to work well together, after all, you’re my best men. My little brother is the greatest warrior of this generation, and my shinobi is so fast and sneaky and efficient, you’d think there were two of him!” 
 
    Shichiro wanted to protest, but sighed. Ichiro really was the best of his kind—which was why he irked Shichiro so much. There was only room for one best of Isao’s ‘resources’, and for all the years Shichiro and Ichiro had worked for the Prince, they had never managed to decide which one of them that was. 
 
    “Right, down to business.” Isao said, taking a turn towards gravity so quickly that Shichiro thought he’d get whiplash. “Ichiro, give your report of the current happenings between Akiyama and Masaki to Ronin Shichiro.” 
 
    Shichiro’s eyebrows shot up. Akiyama and Masaki? Akiyama was known for its political maneuverings, so that wasn’t much of a surprise, but Masaki---for the past hundred years or so the Shoguns of Masaki had had little to do with the rest of the kingdoms. Unless, of course, they were displaying or reminding the others of their superior might and strength. 
 
    Basically, the idea of Masaki engaging in political maneuverings with Akiyama, of all realms, was highly improbable, if not completely laughable. 
 
    But if they were… Shichiro thought it would be highly suspicious. 
 
    “For the past four months, there have been regular couriers going back and forth between Shogun Nishimura Tsuneo of Masaki and Princess Fujioka Katsumi of Akiyama.” Ichiro began, his voice calm and even. “The contact was originally initiated by the Princess of Akiyama, but it was swiftly responded to by the Shogun. Less than a week after a response was sent out by Shogun Tsuneo—” Ichiro paused, ever-so-slightly, “in the care of Prince Nishimura Akihiro.” 
 
    Shichiro and Isao’s eyes flashed up to meet each other and held. After a long moment, Isao asked in a low, calm voice, “Are you certain it was Prince Akihiro?” 
 
    “As certain as the fact that the ronin here was wearing a woman’s hat.” Ichiro said firmly. 
 
    Despite the solemnity of the situation, Shichiro’s hand twitched toward his katana. 
 
    “That is troubling.” Isao said, rubbing his chin. “Whatever is going on, it must be important for lord fa—the Shogun to send Akihiro. Do you have any idea what it could be about?” 
 
    Ichiro shook his head. “Everyone is keeping quiet. The most we can get are vague rumors of an upcoming alliance between Akiyama and another realm, but we have no proof the other realm is Masaki.”               
 
    Isao hummed thoughtfully. “True. Knowing Akiyama, it could be anybody. They might even be trying to seduce Nagisa or Karigane into an alliance.” 
 
    Ichiro and Shichiro simultaneously snorted at that idea, and then proceeded to eye each other with disdain. Isao rolled his eyes and muttered something that may or may not have been ‘childish idiots’. 
 
    “The question is, do you think Shogun Tsuneo would agree to an alliance?” Shichiro asked quietly. 
 
    Isao stared at a point on the wall, his eyes hard. Finally, he spoke. “If he believed it would give him power… yes. He would.” 
 
    Ichiro and Shichiro stared at him in the sudden silence, unsure what to say. Finally, Isao shrugged and sighed. “Well, why buy trouble for tomorrow when today has enough of its own—like this truly terrible sake.” He frowned at his cup. 
 
    Ichiro made a suspicious coughing sound while Shichiro merely rolled his eyes. After a moment of disappointed glaring, Isao finally shrugged and downed the sake in his cup. Once that was finished, he turned and fixed his audience with a lifted eyebrow, demanding their speech. 
 
    Shichiro went first. “All that in hand, what do you want us to do?” 
 
    Isao rubbed his chin. “Well, Ichiro, go back and do what you usually do, but focus especially on Shogun Tsuneo. It’ll be easier to get secrets from him than from Fujioka Katsumi of Akiyama.” 
 
    Ichiro bowed deeply. “Of course, my lord Isao. It shall be as you said.” 
 
    Shichiro resisted the urge to curl his lip at the pansy, scrabbling for Isao’s favor like some starved puppy. Isao, however, must have caught a glimpse of Shichiro’s thoughts on his face, for the eyes of Shichiro’s brother were twinkling. But Isao continued calmly, as if he hadn’t noticed anything amiss. “As for you, little brother, I need you to stick to Akiyama, Masaki, and Nagisa until further notice. Keep your ears open for anything—rumors amongst the peasants may be enlarged and exaggerated, but most have a grain of truth at their root. And we need all the possible truth we can get. It would be not good if Akiyama and Masaki made an alliance—I trust you both understand the ramifications of such a thing.” 
 
    Shichiro swallowed hard. He did understand. Nagisa—Isao’s beloved new home—shared almost all of its border with Masaki or Akiyama. Nagisa would be hard pressed to stand indeed against a hostile, united front such as that. 
 
    Ichiro bowed again and said in his smooth, soft voice, “My lord, the ronin and I will do all we can to prevent such a thing. With the Heavenly Emperor’s favor, we shall succeed.” 
 
    Shichiro was torn with wanting to kick Ichiro in the shin for presuming to speak for him, and bowing in agreement. He settled in the end with a sincere incline of his head and a grunt. 
 
    Isao’s mouth quirked up for a second before nodding his approval. “I know you will. You two are my very best men, and I have full confidence in your capabilities—combined or otherwise.” He set down his empty sake cup and clapped his hands together once. “We’ll discuss the finer details of the plan in the morning.” 
 
    Ichiro cocked his head to one side. “Pardon my asking, my lord, but why wait?” 
 
    Isao raised both his eyebrows at his vassal. “Isn’t it obvious? It’s late and the sake isn’t half near good enough to convince me to stay awake any later. See you tomorrow.” And with that, he slid open the shoji door to his private room and disappeared. 
 
    The ronin and shinobi were left blinking in confusion at the closed door. After a moment, Ichiro seemed to shake himself and turned to Shichiro, bowing shortly once. “I’ll take my leave then, ronin.” And with that, he turned and left, slipping away like a shadow at evening. 
 
    Shichiro sat down on the cushion, not quite feeling like making his way towards bed yet. Normally he’d be a little annoyed at the prospect of being confined to one corner of the Seven Kingdoms for who-knows-how-long. He was a wanderer, and preferred to go where the wind led and the heart willed. But, if he stayed… he would have more chances to visit Manami, or Isao’s family. And… 
 
    “And if you are ever near this mountain again and in need of funds or shelter, don’t hesitate to come here. As long as there is no company camped outside, you are most welcome.” 
 
    The Princess’ pagoda stood in Akiyama, not far from the border with Masaki and Nagisa. 
 
    Perhaps… staying in one corner wouldn’t be too bothersome, after all. 
 
    They all slept until the afternoon of the next day, or, at least Isao and Shichiro did. Shichiro doubted the ever-watchful, ever-present Ichiro ever slept (Shichiro had definitely never seen him do it). They gathered in the main room once more to eat before setting out. 
 
    Isao munched on a riceball thoughtfully. “I think it would make the most sense if you report every two months or so—we don’t want the intervals to be too short, or otherwise nothing would get done, but we don’t want them too long either. Yes, two months will do nicely.” He finished his riceball, took a sip of sake, and grimaced. “You’ll have three contact points—go to the nearest one. This inn, Manami’s Temple, and the palace. Ichiro will be your contact.” 
 
    Shichiro frowned thoughtfully. “Wouldn’t it be better to have only one contact point besides the palace? After all, how will Ichiro predict where I’ll go to? It’s not like you can have him stay by both.” 
 
    Ichiro shrugged elegantly. “Don’t worry, I’ll be waiting wherever you end up. I have my ways.” 
 
    Shichiro glared suspiciously. The only option he could think of was that Ichiro would have someone tail Shichiro, the filthy cheat. 
 
    “Right!” Isao clapped his hands, grinning. “That’s settled. Now, little brother and I will leave the city together—I want to have some more time to talk with him. Ichiro—I want you to go and tell Shogun Miyamoto Tatsuya of what’s going on.” 
 
    Ichiro bowed his head. “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    Shichiro opened his mouth, but Isao shot him a look and shook his head, and his little brother subsided. 
 
    The sun was setting by the time they made it out of the city. The two brothers were silent as they climbed a hill overlooking the town. 
 
    The setting sun began to sink towards the sea, and its dying light covered everything in a cloak of bright gold and orange. Finally, Shichiro spoke. 
 
    “Honored elder brother…” 
 
    “Hm?” Isao responded. 
 
    “Why didn’t you send me to Tatsuya?” 
 
    Isao shot him a look before fixing his eyes on the horizon. “You’re needed here. Ichiro has his network among the nobility, but his resources are lower amongst the common folk. Ichiro has time to spare. You do not.” 
 
    There was a silence, before Shichiro shifted and sighed. “I know Tatsuya though. We’re…” he trailed off awkwardly. 
 
    Isao huffed out a breath through his nose. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were reconsidering your refusal of the kid’s offer. But that can’t be, because what kind of little brother would accept an adoption from a friend and decline one from his honored elder brother?” 
 
    Shichiro winced. “Isao, I declined him just as I declined you. I-I don’t deserve to belong in a family if I am kicked out of mine. I cannot—” 
 
    “You’re wrong, little brother.” Isao snapped. “You are more worthy than any of our siblings to be in the family Nishimura. It is an ancient clan, full of honor and nobility, and besides you, Manami and I, none our father’s children deserve to bear that name. Our father was a fool for disowning you.” He turned to glare at his brother, but Shichiro looked straight ahead, the sun turning his dark hair orange as flame. 
 
    “I have no father, Isao.” Shichiro said. “And despite what you say, I deserve far more than the mercies given to me by the Shogun of Masaki.” 
 
    Isao snarled and bit back a curse. He moodily glared at the ocean beyond the city, and thought It’s my fault. I should have done something to prevent this poison from entering him. What kind of brother does it make me that I didn’t even notice? Once again my actions come too late. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself, honored elder brother,” Shichiro said softly. “What happened, happened.” 
 
    Isao sighed and ran a palm down his face, before grinning weakly. “You say that, little brother, but why don’t you listen to yourself? But fine. I won’t.” Mostly, anyway. 
 
    Shichiro smiled faintly. “Good. I’m glad.” 
 
    The wind whistled over the hill, bringing with it the smell of the sea. Isao took a deep breath. “I love this smell, the smell of the sea. Whenever I smell it, it makes me think of Aika. Of home. This is a good country, and I am proud to call it mine.” 
 
    Shichiro smiled, his voice soft. “Each country has its own winds and smells. I am glad that I know them, and I am content to follow them throughout the lands. You don’t need to worry for me.” 
 
    Isao sighed. “Fine, I’m glad you’re content. Better than not being so, I suppose. And I’m happy you find happiness.” 
 
    Shichiro began to bow, but Isao spun around and lightly smacked his head. “OW!” Shichiro yelped, stumbling back and grabbing his head. “What in the dragon’s flame was that for?” 
 
    “What was that for?” Isao seethed self-righteously. “Cranefeathers! Don’t ask me what that was for! Don’t you dare tell me not to worry about you again! It’s my right and privilege after being granted the dubious honor of being your big brother! So don’t ever say something like that again or-or I’ll kick you straight into the sea!” 
 
    Shichiro snorted. Isao waved a fist threateningly. “Don’t scoff at me, baby brother! You may be able to beat me with a sword, but I’ve always been able to wrestle you to the ground, and don’t forget it!” 
 
    His baby brother immediately started laughing, bending forward and wrapping his arms around his belly. “All right, all right, I promise I won’t! I won’t ever do something like that again!” 
 
    Isao glared at him. “Well, good! And don’t ever forget it!” He put forth all his ire into a malevolent glare… which lasted for about a total of three seconds before he started laughing too. By the time the ringing echoes of laughter faded from the hilltop, they were both collapsed on the grass and staring up into the indigo and gold tinted sky. When the silence stretched on, Isao whispered. “You’ll keep your promise?” 
 
    “I swear. As long as my mouth can speak, I’ll never say those words.” 
 
    Isao heaved himself to his feet and bent over his brother, holding out a hand and grinning fiercely. “Good. I’ll hold you to it.” 
 
    Shichiro grinned back and clasped his arm. “I wouldn’t expect any less from my dubiously honored elder brother.” 
 
    Isao hauled him upright and together they stood on the hilltop. 
 
    “Well, I guess this is it for now?” Shichiro asked. 
 
    Isao nodded. “Be sure to visit all of us. And especially visit Manami. It’s lonely, cooped up with all the monks.” 
 
    “I will.” Shichiro said solemnly, before smirking. “It’ll be a nice safe haven from your taste in music.” 
 
    Isao sniffed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Ha, of course you don’t. Here,” Shichiro reached into his sleeve and withdrew a small package. “Give this to Daisuke, with Uncle Ronin’s compliments on his fourth birthday.” 
 
    Isao took it and secured safely in his own sleeve with a smile. “I assure you it shall be done.” They paused briefly, looking at each other, before Isao shook his head and sighed. “Well, I must be going. Aika awaits my return.” 
 
    “Give her my regards,” Shichiro said with a bow, and Isao nodded, before his face lit up. 
 
    “Oh, and speaking of Aika--she’s pregnant again. Be sure to stop by once the baby’s come.” Isao said, as he slung his katana over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, you’re trying to multiply your spawn, are you? Should I be worried?” Shichiro said. 
 
    “Ha, ha. Very funny, little brother.” Isao shot him a dirty look. “In reality it is I and the rest of the seven kingdoms that should be shivering in terror if ever you take a wife and start creating little hellions in your image.” 
 
    For some reason, Shichiro thought of Princess Hanako, but he dismissed that as a result of the lateness of the night. Isao must have rattled his brains a bit with that smack, he thought. 
 
    And with that, Isao turned and strode off down the hill into shadow. Shichiro raised one hand in farewell and watched him go silently, before he too turned away. 
 
    The sun sank down into the sea, and darkness fell in silence. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR --- THE PRINCE AND THE PRINCESS 
 
      
 
    It was drawing towards evening when Shichiro finally reached the inn. It was situated by the main North-South road, not far from the border between Akiyama and Masaki, and as such it was incredibly popular with royal couriers. 
 
    He took a moment to smooth the fabric of his new gi. He’d been hoarding the money he’d gotten from selling the silks, and since he needed to infiltrate a higher-quality establishment, he’d decided to buy himself some new clothing. Hopefully, it would hide the fact that he’d been living as a penniless vagrant for the past 7-odd years. 
 
    Here goes nothing, he thought, and stepped inside the inn. He proceeded to quietly pay for a room and a drink, and settled himself quietly in a corner to observe and watch. 
 
    He had seen the horses being led away to the stable—they had born the crest of Masaki (the head of a white dog, encircled) and the crest of the Nishimura clan (three maple leaves in a golden circle). They had belonged to the Shogun’s couriers, which meant they were here—and he would find them. 
 
    He didn’t have long to wait. 
 
    They came in, wearing the royal seals on their haori, and Shichiro felt a surge of triumph when the settled near his corner. Sake was bought and passed around, and Shichiro listened quietly, taking a sip from his tea or a bite from his meal now and again. 
 
    At first it was nothing but complaints about weather, difficult superiors and the like, but finally (once the sake had spread enough), one of them broached the subject he had be waiting for. 
 
    “Akiyama, Akiyama, Akiyama!” One of them ranted. “Back and forth to Akiyama. I’m sick of mountain passes.” 
 
    “Calm down, Junko. At least it’s important work that we’re doing.” Another one said, before tilting back his sake jug. 
 
    “Do we really know that, though, Abiko?” The first man, Junko, complained. “Maybe Captain Morifuji is just giving us this low-class missions because he feels like messin’ with us.” 
 
    “Nah, I agree with Abiko. I’m sure this is important.” The third, and last, said. 
 
    “How do you figure, Mizuta?” Junko said. 
 
    “Because…” And here, the man Mizuta leaned forward and stated in what his sake-dulled mind believed was a whisper, “The Shogun’s personal courier has been running back and forth between Akiyama and Konohamiya.” 
 
    “You mean Prince Akihiro?” Abiko asked. 
 
    “The one and only,” Mizuta said smugly. “And what’s more, I’ve heard he’s being received by the Princess Katsumi herself.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” Abiko replied, nodding sagely. “I’ve been hearing rumors of alliances, and that would make sense why we keep being sent to Akiyama’s border posts.” 
 
    Junko rubbed his chin, also ‘lowering’ his voice. “You mean there may be a war soon?” 
 
    Abiko shrugged sloppily. “Who knows? There’ve been rumors enough about war since before my grandfather’s days in the couriers, and that was under Shogun Yutaka in his young days.” 
 
    “Well, if there is a war coming, it would fit with some of the rumors I heard.” Junko said. 
 
    Mizuta raised his eyebrows. “What rumors?” 
 
    “Weeeeelll…” Junko drawled, clearly enjoying his position of knowledge, “I overheard Princes Hideaki and Katsuro talking…” 
 
    Shichiro fought the urge to roll his eyes. Of course it was Hideaki and Katsuro Junko had heard—they were notorious for talking about important things rather carelessly, often while somewhat inebriated. If he had still been living in Konohamiya, he would have been irritated, but those days were in the past. He supposed he should send up a grateful prayer as to the princes’ loose lips next time he visited Manami’s temple. He lifted his tea cup to his lips and strained his ears to hear Junko’s next words. 
 
    “And they were saying something about reinstating the emperor.” 
 
    Shichiro choked. He set down his cup and buried his face in his arm in an attempt to stifle his coughs. He’d been gone from Konohamiya for some time, but there was always the danger of recognition. 
 
    Reinstating the Emperor? But why in the realms would they want to do that? 
 
    Abiko and Mizuta obvious agreed with Shichiro, and proceeded to laugh. “Why on earth would we do that, unless we were making one of the Princes emperor?” Abiko asked when they had finally calmed down. 
 
    “Just think, idiots,” Junko said. “If we reinstated the emperor, the Imperial house would be rather indebted to our Shogun, don’t you think?” 
 
    There was a silence as the couriers and Shichiro all mulled over that. After a moment, Abiko and Mizuta smiled, and Shichiro ducked his head to hide the paling in his cheeks. 
 
    If Masaki reinstituted the Emperor as their puppet, the rest of the realms would have no choice but eventually be forced to submit to Masaki’s influence. Shogun Tsuneo would gain the power he so craves. 
 
    “The question is,” Mizuta asked, “Is if whatever’s going on with Akiyama is connected with this supposed emperor business at all.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked thoughtfully. That, he decided, was a very good question. It was about time he paid a visit to Akiyama, he thought. 
 
    “And,” Junko said, “If we manage to gain control of the seven kingdoms, does that mean the price of Miyukimura sake will go down?” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that for sure.” Abiko said, lifting his jug. “To Miyukimura sake!” 
 
    “Miyukimura sake!” the others chorused loudly and followed his example. 
 
    Shichiro rolled his eyes again and flagged down the innkeeper, intending to ask for more tea. 
 
    “Not that this sake isn’t half bad,” Mizuta drawled, looking sadly at his now empty jug. “Hey, where’s that innkeeper? I could use some more!” 
 
    “Uh, I think he’s over there,” Junko said, gesturing over his shoulder before tipping his own jug upside down and watching a clear drop of liquid splash down onto the table. 
 
    Shichiro tensed. The innkeeper was attending him at the moment. Still, he didn’t recognize any of these men, if he was lucky, there’d be no reason at all for them to recognize him. 
 
    “Hey, Tsutomu-san!” Abiko yelled, “We need more sake over here.” 
 
    The innkeeper turned and bowed, gesturing to Shichiro. “Pardon me, sirs, and I will attend you as soon as I finish with this gentleman.” 
 
    Junko pouted. “Don’t see why some nobody should be more important than the Shogun’s couri—hey…” He squinted, “You look familiar… do I know you?” 
 
    Dragon’s tail… I should have known better than to trust to my luck. I don’t have any, remember? Shichiro shrugged. “I do not recall you, however we may have passed on the road before.” Please please let that be enough to satisfy his curiosity… 
 
     “Huh.” Junko dragged himself to his feet and shook Abiko. “Hey, lookit the ronin over there. Don’t he look familiar?” 
 
    Abiko slapped his hand away but peered at Shichiro before shrugged. “Can’t say.” 
 
    Shichiro let out a tiny breath of relief. 
 
    “However, I know I’ve seen that sword before.” 
 
    …oh, dragon’s tail. 
 
    “Huh, his sword?” Junko looked over at the sword Shichiro had propped against the wall. Shichiro could see the confusion rapidly being replaced with comprehension. Why does it ALWAYS have to end this way? “No freakin’ way… hey, Mizuta, tell me and Abiko we ain’t seein’ things.” 
 
    Why, why, whyyyyyyyy… 
 
    Mizuta stood up and stared at the sword. “Hey, that’s the worthless dog’s sword!” 
 
    Shichiro sighed. It’d be nice if they actually use my name from time to time… 
 
    “Hey, scum,” Junko said, roughly, “Is it true? Are you the banished scum of a prince?” 
 
    Shichiro elected to ignore them and took a sip from his newly-replenished tea. 
 
    “HEY!” Junko growled, “I was talkin’ to you, dog!” 
 
    Shichiro sighed and set down his tea, picked up his sword, and turned to Junko and his idiotic drunken companions. “I have no kin or name, and I am certainly no prince, good sirs. I’m merely a ronin. However…” and here he flicked the hilt of his katana free. “Whatever past I had is not your business, and I’d greatly appreciate it if you stopped asking. If you don’t, I may become… displeased.” 
 
    Junko, Abiko, and Mizuta looked at him, the katana, and finally him. As if on some signal, they all paled at the same moment. They seemed to remember the old stories, at least. There was one break today at least, Shichiro thought. 
 
    As one, they all scrambled away and retreated to a distant part of the room. As soon as they were gone, Shichiro sighed and slumped slightly, sheathing his katana with a faint click.  With another weary sigh, he turned to the innkeeper—Tsutomu-san, if he remember aright—and bowed deeply. “I am sorry for the scene I created. I understand if you would prefer me to leave right away.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and Shichiro cautiously glanced upwards. The man’s face was closed off and silent, but after a moment he slowly shook his head. “That won’t be necessary, ronin-sama.” 
 
    Shichiro nearly fell backward in shock. “Y-you don’t… want me to leave?” 
 
    Tsutomu shrugged. “Why should I? Your coin is good, and it’d be foolish of me to drive away paying customers for nothing of their own doing. Bad for business, that.” 
 
    Shichiro stared, completely bewildered, before hastily bowing again. “Thank you, good sir. Your kindness does me great honor.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” The man grunted, but his voice had a tone of compassion. 
 
    After a moment, Shichiro straightened up and ventured cautiously, “If I may ask… why?” 
 
    The innkeeper stared at him, before sighing and said, “It was a hard choice indeed, that your father made you make, and I can’t bring myself to say the path you chose was truly wrong.” 
 
    At that, Shichiro was silent. 
 
    “Besides…” the man sighed again. “The Princess Tomoko stopped by here, once, years and years ago.” 
 
    The ronin’s eyes went wide. “You knew my mother?” 
 
    The innkeeper shook his head. “Just met her once. But she… she was a true lady. Kind an’ sweet as cheery blossoms, and twice as pretty. My wife was sick at the time, and she paid extra so I’d be able to get her a good doctor. It’s about time I managed to repay the favor. Besides, it’s not like you went out seeking trouble.” He paused, then leaned close, pretending to gather up Shichiro’s discarded dishes. “Seems to me, a man that carries himself the way you do… maybe Princess Tomoko didn’t do as poor a job raising her sons as everyone seems to think.” 
 
    With that, the innkeeper bustled away, leaving Shichiro behind him, only his self control keeping him from gaping in shock. He… he said… 
 
    The ronin didn’t know what to think, and he could hardly bear to consider the innkeeper’s words. They couldn’t be true, after all… but he couldn’t manage to forget them. 
 
    They would haunt his dreams that night. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Prince Hamasaki Isao was kneeling at his desk, scowling at all the papers that came along with his elevated state. Yes, yes, it was a great honor to be named joint-heir and the future Shogun of Nagisa (along with being the head of Shogun of Nagisa’s Intelligence corps). Still, he hated paperwork. 
 
    He idly contemplated the difficulties he’d deal with if he just set the entire bundle of papers aflame, before reluctantly deciding it’d be too much trouble in the end. Ah, well. At least he could imagine it. 
 
    At that moment, shoji door of his study slid open and in toddled Isao’s favorite person in the whole world. 
 
    “Papa! Papa!” 
 
    Isao grinned. Paperwork could wait; he had much more important things to do: attending to his son, for instance. 
 
    “Daisuke! What are you doing here?” he said, shuffling back a bit and throwing his arms open wide. Daisuke gave a happy squeal and rushed into them, his little brown ponytail bouncing excitedly. Once the four-year-old was happily ensconced in his lord father’s arms, Isao beamed down at him and tugged his ponytail. “Now, why are you here? I thought at this time of day Mama would have you taking a nap?” 
 
    Daisuke pouted and looked off to the side. “Naps stupid. Imma big boy now! Dun’eed stupid naps!” 
 
    “Ahhh, I see.” Isao said wisely. “I’ll take your big-boyness into consideration. Does Mama agree with you, though?” 
 
    Daisuke’s pout became more pronounced and he squirmed. “Noooo…” 
 
    Isao patted his head sympathetically. “Ah, well. Maybe we’ll be able to convince her soon. In the meantime, I’ll take you back to bed.” 
 
    “But Pa-pa!” 
 
    “No buts.” Isao said firmly, and stood, hoisting Daisuke over his shoulder. “Off we go!” 
 
    “Buts I gotsa tell you summfin!” Daisuke protested. 
 
    “You can tell me on the way, my son!” His father said cheerfully and strode out of the soji, gaining amused looks from his two (visible) bodyguards. 
 
    “But itsa see-cret!” his son protested. 
 
    Isao grinned and said, “Then tell me quietly!” 
 
    Daisuke fell silent as he pondered this course of action. “Al’ight. Dun tell people, kay?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Isao promised solemnly, and listened intently as his son put his little mouth next to Isao’s ear. 
 
    “Sharp-Ichi’s back ‘gain!” 
 
    Isao raised an eyebrow. “Sharp-Ichi?” Who the heck is Sharp-Ichi? 
 
    “Yeah, Sharp-Ichi! Papa’s sneaky-sneaky frien!” 
 
    “Ah, you mean Master Ichiro?” Isao said with a smile. 
 
    Daisuke didn’t respond for a few moments, before saying, “Nnnnnooo. I means Sharp-Ichi!” 
 
    Isao bit his lip to keep from laughing. “Why do you call him Sharp-Ichi?” 
 
    The response was immediate. “Silly Papa!” Daisuke giggled. “Cause he’s not Soft-Ichi, ovvy-ovvy-ovvi-ossily!” 
 
    “Obviously.” Isao corrected absentmindedly, his mind dwelling on his son’s words.               Because he’s not Soft-Ichi? Could it be that he… nah. That’d be ridiculous. He’s only four, after all. 
 
    “Where is Sharp-Ichi, then?” He asked after a moment. 
 
    “In my room!” Daisuke announced proudly. “He help me ‘scape as long as p’omise to get Papa!” 
 
    Now that made sense. Daisuke was bound to attempt to escape his naptime—it had been a stunt he had performed every day for the past few weeks, ever since he turned four and graduated into what he considered ‘big boyhood’. At least this way, the chances of him getting into some sort of mess decreased drastically. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that Ichiro tended to buckle when faced with Daisuke’s endearing, hopeful gaze. 
 
    Carefully and quietly Isao sneaked his way through the halls until he reached his son’s room. He slid open the shoji, stepped inside, and closed it after him before finally setting his son on the ground. 
 
    Immediately, Ichiro slipped out of the shadows in the corner of the room. “My lord Isao.” 
 
    “Ah, Ichiro. Welcome back to Ginshi.” 
 
    Ichiro knelt and bowed his head. “It is good to be back at last.” 
 
    At that moment, Daisuke decided the adults had talked their boring stuff enough, and charged forward squealing “Sharp-Ichi!” 
 
    Ichiro arrested the little prince with a  gentle hand on his head, ruffling the hair slightly. “Yes, yes, young Lord Daisuke.” Then he glanced up at Isao. “Sharp-Ichi?” 
 
    Isao shrugged elegantly. He was very good at them (shrugs, that is).  “Because you’re not ‘Soft-Ichi, apparently.” 
 
    Ichiro blinked. “Ah. I see.” With that he glanced down at the small boy he held ‘captive’ and smiled. “How clever you are, young lord Daisuke.” 
 
    Young Lord Daisuke grinned happily (not really paying attention) and made a move to tug down the mask Ichiro wore over the bottom half of his face. Ichiro ducked back, but now kept a wary eye on his little visitor. 
 
    “Do you have the message from young Shogun Tatsuya for me?” Isao asked, watching the battle waging between the Shinobi and the Prince. 
 
    Ichiro lifted his eyebrows at Isao’s way of referring to Shogun Miyamoto Tatsuya of Karigane. He was only five years older than Karigane’s young shogun. 
 
    “Of course,” Ichiro said, reaching into his gi. “I have it with me right now.” 
 
    Isao smiled his thanks and took the scroll, then bowed. 
 
    The pr ince rolled open the scroll and frowned at it. 
 
      
 
    My dear Prince Hamasaki Isao, Prince Heir of Nagisa, I must admit what you have told me troubles me greatly. As you are well aware, Masaki and Karigane do not get along very well, and knowing Shogun Nishimura Tsuneo, any plan that comes out of an alliance between Masaki and Akiyama would not be a pleasant thing by any means. 
 
    However… I cannot take any action without proof. I cannot have my men throw their lives away only for us to realize it was a great mistake. 
 
    Be that as it may, I have discrete sources resources and information ready at your disposal if you need any help. 
 
      
 
    Shogun Miyamoto Tatsuya, Lord of Karigane 
 
      
 
    Isao looked at the scroll for a moment before smiling faintly. It was not the answer he had hoped for, but it was the best and the wisest. Tatsuya was a true credit to his realm and clan. Still, he sighed, and the burden on his shoulders felt a little heavier.                     
 
    Ichiro gave his lord a careful look. “My lord Isao?” 
 
    Isao blinked twice to dispel his absent-mindedness and slipped a smile on his face. “Ah, yes? What do you think of Lord Tatsuya’s decision?” 
 
    “Well, I…” Ichiro began, but Daisuke swiftly butted in, “Tas-ya? Unca Tas-ya? Who ha’ soooo much a-dul’ drink t’at Papa fell ‘sleep at the table? Wif the funny sky eyes?” 
 
    Isao twitched slightly at his least-favorite recollection from his birthday celebration a few months before. Drat Tatsuya. The scrawny little eighteen year old shouldn’t have been able to beat him… 
 
    He shot a glare at Ichiro, who had emitted what most people would consider an innocuous cough. 
 
    But Isao knew. Oh, he knew. 
 
    Behind that mask and those bland, bland eyes, Ichiro was laughing half to death inside. 
 
    Isao was the Shogun’s heir, and he couldn’t even get respect from his own vassals. Disgraceful, disrespectful blighters. 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Tatsuya, with the funny sky eyes.” Isao confirmed, deciding to skip over the whole ‘drinking Isao under the table’ bit.  
 
    “So what are your thoughts, Ichiro?” 
 
    Ichiro tilted his head forward, considering. “Shogun Tatsuya is in a difficult situation, my lord; no matter how much he may want to help us, he cannot justify it without proof, not if he wishes to be a Shogun worthy of his people. The fact remains we do not have proof that Masaki and Akiyama are considering anything beyond an alliance of some sort, and we do not have much proof for that either besides rumor. It would be foolish indeed for him to declare war over rumor and conjecture.” 
 
    Isao sighed. It was true, of course, but it still rankled. 
 
    “And besides, my lord, Shogun Tatsuya has promised aid in our information gathering, and you know as well as I he will jump to aid us if it does come to war. He is being very generous.” 
 
    The prince scratched his chin. It was true—there was little love lost between Shogun Tatsuya of Karigane and Shogun Tsuneo of Masaki. There was evidence suggesting that the Masaki’s Shogun may have supported the attempted coup that brought about the death of Tatsuya’s father. Isao sighed again but smiled, “Well, it’s better than could reasonably be hoped for—Tatsuya is a good friend.” 
 
    “Papa, Papa?” Daisuke tugged on his father’s hakama, pausing in his play with the carved wooden horse Shichiro had given him for his birthday. “Papa, wats you talkin ‘bout Unca Tas-ya?” 
 
    Isao pursed his lips thoughtfully as he decided what to convey to his son. Daisuke was only four after all, but he was the Shogun’s firstborn grandson and there was no reason at all to keep him totally in the dark. Isao had no plans to deprive his son of his childhood, but there was no problem in quietly educating him now and then. Mind made up, he plopped to the floor in front of his son and pulled Daisuke into his lap. 
 
    “Weeeellll, Shogun Dumb Old Man—you remember where Shogun Dumb Old Man is from?” 
 
    “Ye-es! Sho’un Dumb Ol’ Man in Maski!” Daisuke said, waving his wooden horse around. Isao beamed in pride and ruffled his son’s hair. 
 
    “Exactly! Shogun Dumb Old Man in Masaki! Well, he’s being all sneaky—not the kind of sneaky Sharp-Ichi and I are, the mean kind of sneaky, you know—and he’s gonna try to beat us up.” 
 
    Daisuke stuck out his tongue. “Stu-pid Sho’un Dumb Old Man! Don’t he knows that Papa’s the bestest best?” 
 
    Isao shook his head gravely. “No, he doesn’t know I am the bestest best, that is why his name is Shogun Dumb Old Man.” 
 
    Ichiro delicately raised an eyebrow, but Isao ignored him. 
 
    Daisuke nodded back, and his father continued. “So I sent a letter to Uncle Tatsuya, and he was all like ‘let’s go and beat up Shogun Dumb Old Man! We can do it!’.” 
 
    “Yeah, go bea’ up Sho’un Dumb Old Man!” The little prince cheered. Isao held up a finger though. 
 
    “Nooooo. It would not be smart. We don’t have any proof. So I told Uncle Tatsuya, ‘no, no, we must be patient’.” He explained solemnly, ignoring the heavy gaze of his subordinate. 
 
    Daisuke tilted his head to the side, thought about this, and nodded. “Yeah, Papa’s smart. Not like Unca Tas-ya. Papa is bestest best affer all!” 
 
    “So Papa came up with a brilliant plan,” Isao said, cheered by his son’s affirmation. “Can you guess what it is, Dai-chan?” 
 
    Daisuke bit his lip thoughtfully. 
 
    Isao leaned close and whispered, “I’ll give you a little hint, my son. What is Papa the best at?” 
 
    His son’s face lit up and he leaned his head close, whispering, “Being sneaky-sneaky!” 
 
    “Exactly!” Isao praised. “We are going to be sneaky-sneaky, so much sneakier than Shogun Dumb Old Man’s mean sort of sneaking. And so Papa got Uncle Shichiro’s help in being sneaky, and we’ll figure out what Shogun Dumb Old Man’s plan is.” 
 
    Daisuke’s face brightened and yelled, “YAY UNCA RONIN!” 
 
    His father the prince laughed. “Yes, Daisuke, yay for Uncle Ronin. And once we find out what Shogun Dumb Old Man’s plan is, we’re gonna go and beat him up. You know why?” 
 
    His son threw his arms in the air. “Cause Papa and Unca Ronin are the most bestest best ever!” 
 
    “Exactly!” Isao said, sweeping his son in a hug against his chest. “How smart you are! You’ll be an amazing Shogun one day!” 
 
    “Of course he will, he’s your son, after all,” a new voice said, and Isao’s face broke out into a grin as he spun to face the speaker. 
 
    “Aika! I thought you were taking a nap?” 
 
    Aika smiled and shuffled into the room, a hand rested on her slightly distended belly. “I woke up, honored husband. I’m not going to sleep all the day away just yet. However, it seems as if someone who should be napping isn’t.” 
 
    Daisuke squirmed. “But Mama I hates naps!” 
 
    “So do we all,” Isao said, ruffling his sons hair, “But you won’t ever grow up to be a big strong shogun if you don’t take naps, so listen to Mama, all right?” 
 
    Daisuke pouted, but gave his Papa a hug before sliding reluctantly out of his lap and making his way to Aika, grabbing ahold of her kimono. “Bye, Papa. Bye, Sharp-Ichi.” 
 
    ‘Sharp-Ichi’ bowed deeply. “Farewell, young lord. May you have pleasant dreams.” 
 
    Daisuke rubbed an eye and nodded. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    His mother laughed gently and took his hand before bowing to the adult denizens of the room. “I thank you for watching him, Master Ichiro. I hope he didn’t disturb you or your subordinate too much, my husband.” 
 
    Isao grinned and shook his head, swinging easily to his feet and striding to her side. “You know I always have time for either of you, beloved.” He reached out and took her hand, threading his fingers through her soft ones. He did love her hands so, he thought with a happy smile. 
 
    She smiled up at him, her brown eyes sparkling. 
 
    “And I suppose it got you away from paperwork?” 
 
    Isao gave her an offended look, “Now, now, wife, is that any way to speak to your honored husband?” 
 
    “It is if my honored husband wants to actually have some time off for the festival this week and not be buried in paperwork,” she said. 
 
    Isao winced. She shook her head, smiled, and gave a squeeze of his hand before letting go and bowing. 
 
    “Until later then, honored husband. I have to put our son to bed.” And then she led a lightly protesting Daisuke away, and Isao watched her go with a fond smile. He turned to Ichiro and said, “Of course you have your own loyalties, but as far as I’m considered, my Aika is the best woman in all the world.” 
 
    “She is quite exceptional.” Ichiro acknowledged, but said no more, and Isao smirked knowingly before getting down to business. 
 
    “Anyway, now that we’ve discussed Tatsuya’s plans, what news do you have of my wandering little brother?” 
 
    Ichiro pulled out a map and spread it on the ground. “My informants have tracked him traveling in Masaki, visiting inns along the great North-South road, heading north to Akiyama. Last missive, he had just crossed the border and veered south west, along the border.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Isao murmured, “I wonder what exactly he’s looking for.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The wind blew across the mountains, and Shichiro lifted his head and took a deep breath. He could smell oncoming rain, and the mustiness of forest growth, but the air had the crisp taste of the mountains. He was on the border of Akiyama already. He’d follow the border, checking out the border outposts, and work his way down towards Nagisa. Normally he’d stop by Manami’s temple (it was the closest) but she had told him she’d be visiting the Shogun for the next month or two. 
 
    He pitied her.  Sure, she’d be living in the lap of luxury at Konohamiya, but the price was the constant company of Princess Yasu and her two harpy-like daughters, Shigeko and Kimiko. Manami held out hopes that Shigeko would have calmed down some now that she was wed, but Shichiro didn’t hold out much hope. 
 
    Sometimes, he almost preferred his cursed, wandering existence to his old life. Here, at least, he was not hounded by anyone, nor ridiculed by Yasu and her children. 
 
    Here, he was just a wandering ronin. 
 
    He tilted his head thoughtfully, imaging a map. In three week’s travel, he would be close to that strange pagoda, and the pretty little princess that dwelt therein. 
 
    Shichiro hesitated, thinking. He knew, surely, that his presence was most likely a burden (only Isao could ever enjoy being with someone cursed like him), but… It would be nice to have a friendly roof over his head, and pleasant company (devoid of slippery, spying ninjas). 
 
    Perhaps, just this once, he could be selfish. 
 
    The ronin took in a deep breath of air, tilted his odd straw hat down over his eyes, and set off down the road. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Hanako smiled at her handiwork. She had been toiling away at it for some time now, ever since the Ronin Shichiro-san had visited. And now, it was almost done. 
 
    Ronin-san had related to her how difficult climbing Hanako’s pagoda had been, so Hanako had immediately set about figuring out a way to make it easier for her friend, should he ever come again (and she smiled quietly at the thought that she had a friend, someone besides Mother to practice her hospitality on!). It would still be a bit yet before her work would be done, but she was close. 
 
    She had requested to have most of her thread dyed black, ostensibly to embroider a kimono (claiming to be inspired by winter branches and birds’ silhouettes), but only some went towards the embroidery project. 
 
    The rest Hanako had carefully spun into long masses of thread, which she had gathered together and braided rope, about the width of her thumb. 
 
    It was a perfect plan—Hanako had always disliked the feel of others touching or tugging or dressing her hair, so she had long ago secured from Mother a promise that only Hanako herself was allowed to dress her hair, except for the most important occasions (it was an odd stipulation, that Hanako had wondered at… she had never left her pagoda, so why would there be special occasions to exempt?  Hanako did not know, but she wondered what the future might hold). 
 
    Using this promise, Hanako had proceeded to hide the small braid of tightly bound thread in her hair, doubling it back and forth to disguise the length, and because her hair and the black dye were the exact same shade, her handmaidens were never the wiser. 
 
    This way, Hanako thought, pleased at her own cleverness, the braid-rope will be hidden whenever my handmaidens come up to clean my chambers. 
 
    She carefully began her ritual of weaving and pinning the braid into her hairstyle, and she smiled happily as she pinned the last fold into place. 
 
    She hoped her gift would make her new friend happy—perhaps if Ronin-san was happy, he would come again, and smile in that nice, true way that felt like the sun coming from behind a cloud. She hoped he would—she had never seen a smile quite like his before. 
 
    For a moment, she pondered the difference between his smile—his summer-sunshine and deep, grounded roots smile—and the blank, frozen expressions of the handmaidens, and Mother’s perfect, painted, scarlet smile. Hanako compared them, and wondered why they were so different. Perhaps… Perhaps Ronin-san’s smile… 
 
    But no, she could not think such things about Mother! It was disgraceful for a daughter to even consider such thoughts! So quickly, Hanako packed this thought away and went about making tea. 
 
    The thought was forgotten, for the moment, but it was not gone. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The ronin trudged his way through the forest. It had been close to three months since he had last set foot on this mountain, but he liked to think those three months were well spent. There was definitely… something… brewing between Akiyama and Masaki. What that something might be…. Shichiro had very few clues. 
 
    He had stopped at the border town that Prince Akihiro passed through on his way to Chiyono, and he had gathered as much information as possible (in the right situation, Shichiro mused, sake was truly a wondrous thing). 
 
    The guards at that place had reinforced the vague rumors of alliance that Shichiro had heard, which was worrying enough. Yet it was what he had discovered while touring the border posts that truly worried him. 
 
    As far as he could tell, the Princess of Akiyama was gathering men. 
 
    Akiyama could not be considered to have much of a militaristic presence, if it all. It wouldn’t be too much of a stretch to believe that the mustering was Princess Fujioka’s way of increasing the stability and safety of her country. 
 
    Shichiro refused to believe it was that simple. 
 
    He was a warrior, a samurai even if masterless and without a clan, and the way of the sword was his way of life. He had long ago learned to listen to, and to an extent trust, his instincts. 
 
    And right now, his heart did not say it is but a wise precaution. 
 
    His heart said war. 
 
    His lips pressed into a thin line, but he shook those thoughts away as he looked up, admiring the way the noonday sun gleamed on the red paint of the pagoda. He had returned. 
 
    The clearing around the castle was empty, so Shichiro carefully snuck his way through the clearing, using all the skills his brother had taught him and stealthily ascended the tower. Finally he reached the level with an actual door, and with a sigh of relief he climbed over the railing and knelt on the engawa, tapping politely on the shoji door. 
 
    There was a long moment of silence, before her heard the gentle padding of someone’s footsteps within, and with a soft sound the door slid open. He looked up to see a bright smile cross Hanako’s face, lighting up her bright blue eyes—something ticked in Shichiro’s mind at that, but he dismissed it. 
 
    “Ronin-san! How nice of you to come again.” 
 
    Shichiro bowed politely, and said, “I am delighted to accept the honor of the hospitality you extended, as long as it is no burden for you, Hanako-hime-sama.”               
 
    Hanako smiled and tilted her head to one side. “It is no burden, Shichiro-san. I rarely get company, after all. Come inside, and I’ll make some tea.” 
 
    Shichiro rose and bowed again. “Thank you very much, Hanako-hime-sama.” 
 
    He followed her into the room and knelt on the cushion she proffered, and she disappeared to prepare the tea. When she appeared again, Shichiro watched with silent appreciation as she set everything out. She poured his tea, and he smiled, thanking her, before taking a sip. 
 
    It was very good tea. He hadn’t had tea this good for… hmm, when had he last visited Isao’s castle? He couldn’t quite remember. He took another sip and smiled again, savoring the taste. 
 
    Hanako eyed him thoughtfully as she set the plate of snacks before him. There it was again, that smile… but this time she looked at his eyes, and blinked in confusion at what she saw there. As bright and happy his smile was, his eyes were deep and… sorrowful? How strange, Hanako thought. His expressions… if his face is like the sun, his eyes are like the moon—a face of true contradictions. 
 
    “You are a very strange man.” Hanako said, taking a sip of her tea. 
 
    Shichiro raised both his eyebrows at her. “Excuse me?” He didn’t sound offended. Extremely amused, Hanako guessed. He was a very strange man indeed. 
 
    “Your smile.” The Princess said. The Ronin stared at her blankly. Hanako smiled at his bemusement and said, “It is very bright and full of happiness, but your eyes are sad. But even though your eyes are filled with sadness, your smile does not seem like a lie.” 
 
    Shichiro stared at her, chopsticks hanging limply from his fingers. He didn’t think he’d ever been more confused in his life. Finally he marshalled his mental faculties and shrugged. “I know I’m pretty strange, but I think you’re both prettier and stranger than me.” 
 
    The princess stared at him, hand frozen in reaching for her cup. He smirked. Score one for the Ronin. 
 
    Hanako’s hand darted upwards, to shield her mouth with her sleeve, but she could feel the flush darting across her cheeks. How undignified! She thought. I should have more poise, not to be discombobulated by mere words! 
 
    Still… no one has ever said anything of the sort to me before. It was… nice. She thought, and forced herself to move smoothly, as if the ronin’s words had not disturbed her. 
 
    She did a very good job, she thought, but she knew he was not fooled. 
 
    Shichiro saw the princess’s discomfort, and had pity, quickly changing the subject. “Hanako-hime-sama… you called yourself Princess Hanako of the Dragons, but who is your mother, and what is your clan? And how did you come to live in this… rather isolated pagoda, if you do not mind me asking?” 
 
    The princess smiled at him and set down her cup. “Of course I do not mind, Ronin-san! I am afraid I have no clan, or if I do, I am not aware of it.” 
 
    Shichiro blinded at her in confusion. A clanless princess? It was all but unheard-of! 
 
    Hanako lifted a hand to politely cover her wider smile and explained, “You see, my mother is Princess Fujioka Katsumi, the Princess of Akiyama.” 
 
    The ronin rather felt like fainting at the moment. 
 
    Of course, he thought, just my luck. It couldn’t be just ANY princess, oh no. It had to be the daughter of the Ruler of Akiyama of all things! 
 
    He valiantly gathered his mental faculties and asked, “Ah, but I was unaware that Princess Katsumi had any children.” 
 
    Hanako tinkled a slight laugh. “Not many do, Shichiro-san. Mother does not spread rumor of my existence, for my safety. Besides, it matters little, for I am not her heir.” 
 
    Shichiro felt like he was being buffeted back and forth by the rainy winds of summer. “But… Princess Katsumi has no other children…” 
 
    “You see, Ronin-san, I am merely Mother’s ward, not her blooded daughter of Mother’s Honored Husband That Was, Shogun Fujioka Kiyotaka. He died, I believe, a year before my birth, after all.” 
 
    The ronin was still confused, however, which reminded him why he usually tried to avoid Akiyama. Everything was so complicated here! 
 
    “Ah, but still, even if you are adopted, you could still be her heir. After all, it is the usual practice for a childless couple to adopt an heir. Of course, you would probably have to marry a suitable member of the Fujioka clan, but it’s not that uncommon.”  The ronin shifted uncomfortably as he said it. After all, it wasn’t very nice to remind the girl of her eventual fate, even if almost all marriages among the noble and samurai class were arranged. And for some reason Shichiro felt… angry? He wrinkled his nose slightly at the realization. Why, after all, should he be angry? Must be because she’s going to get manipulated by machinations of the Fujioka and the rest of the nobility and samurai of Akiyama. Scheming, conniving rats, the whole lot of ‘em. Yeah, that’s probably it. 
 
    Hanako-hime shook her head. “No, Mother has not adopted me into her clan, nor am I her heir. She has other plans for me, you see, though I am not sure what they are.” 
 
    Of course she has plans, she’s Princess Fujioka Katsumi. Her plans have plans. Shichiro thought sourly, but he nodded. “Ah, yes, that makes sense.” 
 
    “As to your second question—Mother took me here when I was but a small child, so small that I do not even remember the world outside. Mother said that someone had tried to kidnap me to hurt her, so I must be protected at all costs.” 
 
    She’s never been outside the tower as far as she can remember? Shichiro repressed a shudder. Never wandering… never smelling the change in the wind… I don’t know how I could live that way! “But why this pagoda? True, it’s isolated and… strange, but it’s not exactly a stronghold.” 
 
    “No one comes here,” Hanako responded, sipping from her tea. “No one outside of Mother’s trusted entourage and you have stepped on this mountain three hundred years and more.” 
 
    The ronin felt his eyes widening. “Three hundred years? Why?...” 
 
    “You see, the rumor is that this mountain and this pagoda is haunted.” Her face was unnaturally grave as she looked around her. “Three hundred years ago this pagoda was a place for the Imperial Family would come at times. A refuge, either from stress or from enemies. Alas…” Her eyes brimmed suddenly with tears, and she bowed her head. “It was not as successful as they hoped.” 
 
    Shichiro gulped. “You mean…?” 
 
    The princess nodded solemnly. “Yes. The Last Emperor, Emperor Miyatatsu Hanshin and his wife, the Empress Nohime, were treacherously murdered in this very pagoda, three floors below us.” She stared into her tea cup intently and sighed. “My servants still do all they can to avoid entering that room.” 
 
    “Not surprising.” Shichiro said, and shuddered slightly. 
 
    “But, enough  of this dreary subject, if you do not mind,” Hanako ventured cautiously, uncertain of her way now that she was conversing with someone other than her Mother. “I am curious, what are you doing in this area of the world so soon after you left?” 
 
    “Ah, that.” Shichiro smiled brightly and sipped his tea. “It is strange for me, I suppose. I normally travel wherever the wind leads me. However… the reason I am, and will continue to remain in the area, is because my brother has me… running an errand for him.” 
 
    Hanako’s eyes widened, and she quickly pounced on this tidbit of information. “You have a brother, Ronin-san?” 
 
    For a second, Shichiro looked uncomfortable, but he quickly smoothed out his expression before anyone noticed. “Yes, I do. An older brother. His name’s Isao.” 
 
    Hanako smiled brightly at that thought, wondering whatever Shicihro’s older brother would be like. “Do you have any other family?” 
 
    Shichiro smiled fondly, examining the swirls of tea in his mug. “A little sister, Manami. But that’s it, just the three of us.” 
 
    Hanako blinked in Great Confusion at this. It was strange for a man to have only two members of his clan. Perhaps it was just a very small one? 
 
    “What is your clan’s name?” Hanako asked. 
 
    Shichiro twitched, just for a moment, and Hanako did not notice. “Ah, there isn’t one.” 
 
    Hanako blinked. “You… don’t have a clan?” 
 
    The ronin shook his head, once, sharply, like a broken icicle. 
 
    “Oh,” The princess murmured, hands and sleeves flying to her mouth to cover up her shame. But she couldn’t keep her mind from wondering where Shichiro came from. She was convinced he was of noble or at least the samurai class, but if he was… how did he not have a clan? 
 
    It was all very curious. But, despite how intriguing it might be, it was Shiciro’s secret, and he alone could choose when to share it. 
 
    She glanced over at him, and felt her heart clench as if it were suddenly grasped in a great vise. Shichiro’s eyes were darkened, and his bright, warm, real smile had all but dropped from his face. And it’s all my fault, she thought miserably 
 
    Hanako saw his sadness, and decided that that would not do—his face was meant to smile, she could tell. So she bowed and said, “I am sorry for bringing up terrible memories, but I.. I think that we clanless ones should be close friends. That way, we can be clanless together!” 
 
    Shichiro blinked at her, before his lips slowly curved and lifted into a warm smile. “Yeah, that sounds nice. I… appreciate it.” 
 
    Hanako smiled, hoping beyond hope that when Shichiro looked at her smile, he could see that it  was real and true too. “Oh good! Are we friends then?” 
 
    Shichiro smiled and bowed his head, and her heart jumped happily at the sound, like a young chick hopping about. She had succeeded, and brought the smile back! Today was indeed a very lovely day. 
 
    “Princess Hanako-hime, would you like to be my friend? I’ll warn you, friends are very important to me. If you come my friend now, you won’t be able to get rid of me.” 
 
    Hanako smiled back at him, covering her mouth to hide the indecency of her wide smile and said, “Don’t worry, Shichiro-san, I do not have any plans to get rid of you.”               
 
    And as the two of them sat happily there, in Hanako’s dragon-bedecked tea room, something began that was a long time in coming. Perhaps, even three hundred years in the making. 
 
    --- 
 
    Hanako was watching her guest with careful, narrowed eyes, obviously sensing something was amiss. Shichiro caught her (remarkably gentle) glare and blinked in confusion, wondering what on earth he might have done to gain the perpetually sweet Hanako’s ire. 
 
    “You are injured, Ronin-san.” She said gently, and blinked at her. 
 
    How on earth did she know? He was trying to hide it after all. “Ah, don’t worry, Hanako-hime. It’s barely a scratch, I’ll be fine soon enough. There’s no need to worry your pretty little head over it.” 
 
    Hanako paused and a faint pink twinge spread across her cheekbones, and Shichiro found himself idly admiring the effect, and congratulated himself on his genius strategy working. As he suspected, compliments had flustered her (for some unknown reason, couldn’t she tell how pretty she was?), and her state of fluster would make her lose the train of thought which included ‘the ronin is injured, does he need help’. It was just as he thought this that the faint blush faded and Hanako turned to the ronin with renewed concern. 
 
    “If you are injured, Ronin-san, do you need help?” 
 
    Drat it. Shichiro thought unhappily. “It’s nothing, hime-sama, I’ll be fine soon enough.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed again and she straightened her shoulders in determination. “My mother is quite talented with medicine, Ronin-san, and has taught me much. As your hostess, I would be remiss in honoring the laws of hospitality if I did not see to your comfort.” 
 
    Shichiro opened his mouth to protest again, but he caught the resolute glint in her pretty blue eyes, and he snapped it shut, holding back the irritated grumbles in his chest. 
 
    “I believe it is your shoulder, correct?” She said, and his eyes widened. How did she know? Well, at least she doesn’t know about the ribs— 
 
    “And your breathing seems irregular…” She mused quietly. “So perhaps there is damage there, on your ribs, as well?” 
 
    Dog’s tail, she’s good. 
 
    “Please, remove your gi, so I can take a look,” She said primly, and looked down, shielding her gaze politely with her fan. Shichiro thought it was a rather pointless gesture, considering that the whole purpose of taking off his gi was so that she could look at his chest, but he complied silently. 
 
    Hanako pursed her lips gently and moved forward to examine the bandage on his upper arm. She nodded to herself and then rose, leaving the room. She returned several minutes later with many supplies, which she carefully arranged on the floor besides her before setting to work. She carefully cut away the old bandages Shichiro had tied on and looked over the injury. 
 
    “What happened here?” Hanako asked, fixing her curious gaze on the ronin. The wound appeared to be little more than a graze, but it appeared to have been inflicted by the teeth of some sort of animal. It had been well tended to, however, and would have eventually healed well enough on its own. Still, why wait throw days or weeks of pain when she could help? 
 
    Shichiro frowned and averted his eyes. “Didn’t dodge fast enough.” He grumbled. 
 
    “Dodge what?” She said, carefully beginning to clean the wounds with some kind of herb-steeped water. Shichiro grimaced at the sensation but answered. “It was a wolf. It apparently took offense to my appearance near its den and it attacked me.” 
 
    “Oh?” Hanako said, looking over the wound now that it was cleaned. It wasn’t too deep, and it would be taken care of soon enough. She carefully selected herbs and began mashing them into a paste with her pestle. “I assume you got out well enough?” She asked absent-mindedly. 
 
    Shichiro grinned slyly. “Nope! The Wolf killed me and chewed on my bones.” He announced cheerfully. The princess hummed absentmindedly in acknowledgement as she continued to mash herbs, before his sentence finally filtered through her mind. 
 
    She jumped, let out a truly adorable eep sound, and spun around, her eyes wide. “What?” 
 
    Shichiro stared at her for a long moment, feeling the familiar twitching sensation in his chest as he took in the wide whites of her eyes and her mouth parted his shock. Then he couldn’t hold out any longer, and he burst out laughing. 
 
    Hanako felt her eyes widen then narrow as she realized what had just happened. With a delicate sniff of distaste, she turned back to her work, quickly finishing up the poultice. 
 
    “Ah, are you done?” Shichiro asked lazily as she set her pestle aside. She didn’t answer, instead picked up the slim knife she’d used to cut his bandages free, and to Shichiro’s utter horror, cut a slice across the tip of her finger. 
 
    The ronin yelped in surprise, but the princess ignored him, and calmly plunged her finger into the poultice and stirred it around, watching as it was stained a burnt orange color. 
 
    Hanako quickly wrapped a scrap of bandage around her still-bleeding finger and then folded her hands together, sending a prayer of thanks to the Emperor of Heaven for his gift and asking for his blessing upon the poultice. Then she turned and silently spread it over Shichiro’s wound and wrapped it up tightly, ignoring his wide, curious eyes. 
 
    Hanako then turned to examine the ronin’s chest, and the faded, faint mottling of the skin around his ribs. She reached out and pressed gently, listening to the faintest hiss of his breath as she did so. “How much did that hurt?” She asked quietly. 
 
    “Not as much as it did two weeks ago.” The ronin replied, and Hanako felt herself smile faintly at his reply. 
 
    “And how did this happen?” She asked, selecting another bowl and a small selection of different herbs, begin to mash them as well. 
 
    “Ahahahhh… that’s an interesting story,” The ronin said, his voice faintly strained. Hanako used all of her effort to keep her face reserved. 
 
    “I would be very interested in hearing it,” She replied. 
 
    Shichirio fought the urge to scowl, but obliged. “So, two weeks ago, I was wondering in the mountains and I miiight have accidentally knocked over a hollow tree while trying to find a place to sleep?” 
 
    Princess Hanako paused in her work and stared at him, surprised. “If a hollow tree fell on top of you, I’d think you’d have a bit more than several bruised ribs.” 
 
    Shichiro shifted uncomfortably. “Ah, the tree didn’t fall on me.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” The princess asked, confused. 
 
    “Well, there was a sleeping Ussuri black bear inside the tree, and it decided on vengeance once I woke it up from its nap.” 
 
    Hanako gasped. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Ran.” Shichiro grinned. “I might be a good swordsman, but there’s no way I was going up against that, even if they’re supposed to mainly eat plants.” 
 
    “How did you escape?” The princess asked, breathless. 
 
    “Well, my brother always told me that if I ever went up against an Ussuri bear, the only thing I could do would be to climb a tree as fast as I could. He says they can’t climb to save their life, so I did what he said and scrambled up the first high tree I could find. Then I waited until it got tired and went away to find someplace new to nap.” 
 
    The princess’ brow furrowed and she tilted her head to one side. “How did you get the bruises on your ribs, then?” 
 
    Shichiro felt a faint heat begin to crawl across his cheekbones, but valiantly did his best to ignore it. “It was getting dark by then, and when I was nearly to the base of the tree I… slipped.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her pretty face twisted in sympathy, “I suppose that probably hurt.” 
 
    Hurt was not exactly the word Shichiro would have used to describe the agony of breathlessness he’d laid in, “Ah, just a little.” He admitted. 
 
    She smiled at him and to his astonishment, cut another finger and stirred it into the new poultice. He watched and she prayed over it again and scooted closer, smoothing the cool poultice over the aching skin and bone. “You did, however, appear to treat your ribs properly,” She murmured thoughtfully. “If I am permitted to venture a somewhat presumptuous guess… I would say you get into those rather… unusual situations a lot?” 
 
    Shichiro felt the scowl climbing onto his face. It couldn’t be that obvious that his luck was a thing of horror tales? He swallowed hard and said, “Don’t listen to what my brother has to say on the subject, he always makes it sound far worse than it actually is.” 
 
    Hanako carefully tucked in the edges of the bandages she had finishing winding about his torse and patted it gently in satisfaction, the smiled at him. “I will keep that in mind, Ronin-san.” 
 
    Shichiro felt a strange warmth in his chest where her hand had touched, and the smile seemed to fuddle his brain somehow. Still, he was focused enough to ask, “What was with you cutting your finger?” 
 
    If he hadn’t been as well-trained as he was, attuned to the body’s every movement so he could deem their next move in the fight, Shichiro might have missed the slight stiffening of his hostess at the question. Then she relaxed again and as she turned to smile at him, politely shielding her lips with her fan, he wondered if he had imagined it. “All healers have their own secrets, ronin-san, and this one happens to come from my mother. I’m afraid it’s not my secret to tell.” 
 
    Then she calmly went back to cleaning up, leaving a faintly brooding Shichiro alone on the floor. He knew she was hiding something, but he also knew she wouldn’t tell him, not if it was truly her mother’s secret. She was loyal and somewhat stubborn, and she wouldn’t give up easily. 
 
    He shrugged slightly, pleased at the complete lack of discomfort. It had made climbing the pagoda this time a rather painful affair. He’d stumble across the answer in time, most likely. All he would need would be to be patient… and wait. 
 
    ---- 
 
    “I wish you safe travels upon your journeys, Ronin-san,” The princess said, smiling and bowing prettily. Shichiro bowed back. 
 
    “With such a heartfelt blessing, I’m sure it will be quite uneventful.” He said, then paused, as if considering what to say next. “I… wish to thank you for your gifts. It was nice to have spare funds for once, and the hat did indeed keep off the rain. And as you can see, I was even able to buy new clothes.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I am very glad I could have been of service,” she said happily. “And speaking of gifts, I have prepared some more wares to give you. Not as much as last time, I am afraid, but I hope they will be of some help.” 
 
    She proceeded to pick up a bundle and present it with a bow. The ronin accepted the gift happily, wondering what sort of marvels were once again being given to him freely. “I assure you, Hanako-hime, if they are half as good as the ones you gave me last time, they will be of very great use.” 
 
    And with that, he turned to go, but the Princess suddenly cried out, “Wait, Ronin-san!” 
 
    Surprised, Shichiro turned back to look, and to his surprise saw the princess had begun to pull the pins from her long hair. With deft fingers, she removed what appeared to be a long braid of black hair and pulled it free from the mess of her hairstyle. She held it out to him, and Shichrio saw it was very long indeed. 
 
    “Here, Shichiro-san, is my last gift for you. I spun and braided this rope from black silk and hid it in my hair. I…” Hanako flushed, suddenly unsure in the face of her forwardness. “I remember how you told me how hard it was to climb up the pagoda, so I made you a rope. It is long enough for you to use to climb down one roof at a time, and it is light and small and will not cause you undue burden. It is my hope that it will be of use to you not only in climbing my pagoda, but be of great assistance in your wanderings.” 
 
    She held out her gift (which, all of a sudden, seemed rather sorry and pathetic) and bowed as deeply as her conscience allowed her (she was, after all, a princess). “I…” She felt as if her tongue was slipping around inside her mouth, and she sternly forced it to obey. “I hope you will accept this, but if you do not wish to, it is of no consequence.” 
 
    There was a period of silence, and the longer it dragged on, the harder Hanako bit her lip. But just as she was about to give up, she felt the slender weight of the silken rope being lifted from her fingers, and in shock, she glanced up to see the wanderer’s smiling face, and it was like the sun emerging again after the last of the summer storms. She quickly covered her lower face with a sleeve, lest she beam back at him in a distinctly unladylike manner. 
 
    Shichiro smiled at her and bowed back. “Thank you, Hanako-hime, for this very wonderful gift.” 
 
    “Ooh! It-it isn’t so very wonderful, Ronin-san! I mean, I…” Even though he enjoyed the sight of her fidgeting and her blushing face, Shichiro cut her off. 
 
    “No, it’s far more wonderful than you realize. All the other gifts were things you gave me to sell. But this, you made just for me, and… and it’s been a long time since I was given something as precious as that. So thank you, Princess Hanako of the Dragons.” 
 
    At that, she calmed, and her strangely familiar blue eyes became bright and peaceful, like a still pond reflecting the azure of a cloudless noonday sky. “It was a pleasure, Ronin Shichiro-san. May the Dragon and the Fox guard your steps.” 
 
    “And to you also, princess,” Shichiro responded. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    At that, she lifted her sleeve to cover her mouth, but her eyes shone bright. “Until we meet again, Shichiro-san.” 
 
    And with that, Shichiro stepped over the railing of the engawa and stepped carefully to the edge of the roof. Taking out his new rope, he tied a loop at one end, hooked it over a spar at the edge, and took ahold of the rope. He turned back to Hanako, lifted one hand in farewell, and disappeared over the edge of the roof. A minute later, the loop at the end was carefully flicked upwards and free, and all signs of the ronin were gone. 
 
    With a sigh, Hanako slid her shoji shut, and wondered when he would be coming again. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE -- THE TEMPLE AND THE ARRANGEMENT 
 
      
 
    The river Ginshi ran through the fields and plains of Nagisa, like a long silver thread laid against a field of green and gold. And there, nestled between its two arms, was the city of Ginshi, and its crown j ewel was the palace of the Hamasaki Shogun. 
 
    Shichiro tipped his hat up and smiled at the sight it made—he would never grow tired of looking at Ginshi. He re-adjusted his chin straps and ignored the sideways looks at the strange ronin who wore a woman’s hat. He had learned to tune them out months ago. 
 
    The ferry man pulled his raft to bear and held out a hand for his payment. “First time visiting Ginshi, ronin-san?” 
 
    Shichiro shook his head quickly, tilting his hat down to hide his smile. “No. My brother lives here, you see. I come to visit him and his family from time to time.” 
 
    It was a simple matter to reach the palace—or so it appeared. Shichiro would lay good money on that blasted Ichiro spying on him from the moment he set food on land. He lifted his shoulder slightly. He could almost swear he felt Ichiro’s sharp, piercing gaze boring into his back that very moment. 
 
    He approached the gate guard and bowed politely. “If you would be so kind as to pass on a message for me, Guard-san?” 
 
    The Guard narrowed his eyes. “Depends on the message, I think,” he said. 
 
    Shichiro shrugged. “Then, please go and tell your superior that 
 
    ‘The wandering sword 
 
    To the honorable crane 
 
    Gives forth his greetings.” 
 
    The guard seemed skeptical, but he left, leaving Shichiro to wait patiently at the gate. Some minutes later he returned, escorting a samurai. “This is Inoshishi Hirohito-sama, who has been instructed to escort you.” 
 
    The ronin smiled and bowed deeply. “My thanks, samurai-sama, for agreeing to assist such a humble one as I.” 
 
    The samurai eyed his rather bedraggled appearance, but said nothing and silently led Shichiro into the palace compound. At last the ronin was delivered to his intended destination and deposited in front of a pair of shoji in the midst of the palace, and there he was left alone. 
 
    After a moment, Shichiro tapped on the frame. A soft ‘Come in’ sounded, and he slid the door open to reveal Isao, dressed in formal kimono and sitting before a desk, brush poised over a scroll. 
 
    Shichiro stepped in and knelt before the desk, bowing politely in greeting. “Honored elder brother.” 
 
    Isao set aside his brush and grinned happily. “Ah, baby brother! I’m surprised you went so far out of your way—it would be easier for you to merely stop at the Inn of the Waning Tide. Or…” A sly expression slid across his face, “were you perhaps desperate to avoid meeting my faithful shinobi?” 
 
    Shichiro deigned not to answer. Isao busied himself in tidying up his desk. “If that was your aim, I’m afraid you are doomed to disappointment—Ichiro-san is currently in the castle.” 
 
    Shichiro cursed under his breath, and his brother had the gall to laugh. 
 
    “Did you order him to follow me?” Shichiro snapped. “He seems to be everywhere I turn!” 
 
    Isao shrugged. “No, I didn’t order him to follow you, but he’s very good at what he does. It’s like he can be in two places at once, so he’s always wherever he’s needed.” He chuckled slightly to himself, the way he did when he thought he was being ‘impressively clever’. “It’s not my fault if you and he keep crossing paths.” 
 
    Shichiro highly doubted that was the truth, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Anyway, how has your information gathering been going?” 
 
    The ronin frowned. “It… has not produced as many solid answers as I would have liked, elder brother. There is definitely an alliance of some sort in the works between Masaki and Akiyama, but of what sort, I am uncertain, thought I definitely have my suspicions.” 
 
    Isao shifted slightly, leaning one elbow on his desk and propping his chin in his hand. “And these suspicions would be?” 
 
    “A military alliance.” Shichiro said. Isao frowned. 
 
    “And what proof do you have towards that claim?” 
 
    The ronin reached into his sleeve and withdrew a rather hastily sketched map, spreading it out before the lord. “You see all the positions I’ve marked? They’ve started massively increasing recruitment, presumably as a ‘safety measure’. My gut tells me that’s wrong.” 
 
    The lord’s eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned in displeasure. “What does your gut say instead?” 
 
    “War.” 
 
    Isao didn’t move. He didn’t move for a long moment, before nodding in acceptance. “I see. It’s as I feared, then, though there is no obvious evidence. We will have to find out more as soon as we can, and we must tread carefully.” 
 
    “Yes, honored brother.” Shichrio said solemnly. “I will do my best.” 
 
    Isao sighed and rubbed his forehead in agitation. “Is there anything else of importance?” 
 
    Shichiro shifted uncomfortably. “Ahh, yes… there is. Um.” 
 
    The prince blinked at his brother, very confused. What on earth could have caused his little brother to act like that? “Well, spit it out then. What is it?” 
 
    “Ah, you see, when I was visiting the inn on the North-South Road, Tsutomu-san’s inn, I came across three messengers from Konohamiya, and I overheard rumors that… Masaki might be intending to restore the Imperial Throne?” 
 
    It was a good thing Isao had decided to eat lunch after Shichiro delivered his news, because otherwise, he just knew he’d have sprayed crumbs of food all over his important paperwork (though, he contemplated in retrospection, that might have not been so great a travesty after all). “I’m sorry, did you just say restore the Dragon’s-ever-loving Imperial Throne?” 
 
    Isao’s baby brother fidgeted under his heavy gaze. “Well, I didn’t say ‘the dragon’s ever loving Imperial Throne’. That was all you.” 
 
    Isao surged to his feet and said some things that probably shouldn’t be repeated in polite (especially in his son’s) company. 
 
    Shichiro looked somewhat ill, which made Isao feel ill, which was not a feeling he relished. “And… if Masaki manages to reinstate the Imperial Throne with a puppet Emperor or Empress, they will have essentially gained control of all the seven nations.” 
 
    Isao said some things about Masaki and its stupid shogun that would have most likely gotten him kicked out of Manami’s monastery (again). 
 
    “Calm down, Isao. Yelling won’t change anything.” 
 
    Isao was inclined to disagree, but he attempted to calm down anyway. He sat down and ran a hand through his hair, and he didn’t care if it messed up his hairstyle he needed stress relief! 
 
    “I need to get Ichiro to find out what’s behind these Emperor rumors. For something like that to be bandied about… it’s so absurd that there must be some grain of truth in it, somewhere. The question is, who on earth would they be planning to put on the Imperial Throne?” 
 
    Shichiro tapped the hilt of his katana thoughtfully. “It would have to be pretty impressive evidence—the Shoguns wouldn’t accept just anyone. The only option I can think of would be someone from Tatsuya’s clan…” 
 
    “Yes, but where would Shogun Nishimura get his slimy, treacherous hands on a member of the Miyamoto clan? They stick close, you know.” Isao hummed. “No, that doesn’t make any sense, so their supposed candidate must come from somewhere else…” He tapped his fingers on the desk impatiently. “Long ago, at the end of the Crownless Wars, the Great Dragon, Tamotsu Eiji, was said to have claimed that: These Lands rejected their emperor, and so the Imperial Throne will not be occupied until the Chosen Heir is ready and emerges to claim their birthright.” 
 
    “But the last emperor died.” Shichiro said. “Along with his wife and all his clan.” 
 
    Isao clapped three times, and they waited for a moment in silence. Shichiro knew he had signaled all his guards (save, perhaps, that slime Ichiro, who was doubtlessly lurking nearby) to back off and create a new perimeter out of earshot. Finally, Ichiro planted his palms on his desk and leaned forward. “What I am about to tell you is a secret, shared only among the Shoguns and their Heirs. Emperor Hanshin was indeed slaughtered, along with the Empress Nohime and all the clan of Miyatatsu. But there is more to the story. When Emperor Hanshin discovered what was happening, he sent his personal shinobi bodyguard, Hara Giri, to protect young Prince Hansuke. 
 
    Giri managed to escape safely with Hansuke and disappear, but the Emperor was dead and the seven kingdoms descended into Chaos and war. No one ever say Giri or the young Prince Hansuke again, even after the war was ended. But, if the deceitful dog of a Shogun has gotten his hand on a descendent of the long-vanished Imperial Prince…” 
 
    “It would not end well.” Shichiro said solemnly. For some reason, he felt as if there was the faintest of faint itches in his mind, as if there was something he ought to remember or put together. He focused on it for a moment, but the thought was barely a mist in his mind, too weak and not even remotely thought out, so he dismissed it. 
 
    Isao snorted. “That’s an understatement.” He dragged his hand down his face, sighed, and shook his head, before finally looking up with a weary smile. “That’s about as much borrowing trouble as I can take today. I promise little brother, you and I will go over your research in more detail… tomorrow. Today, we have more important things to do.” 
 
    Shichiro stared at his older brother in confusion. He’s cracked, he’s finally cracked. What on earth could be more important than the news that Masaki might be attempting to take over all seven realms and install a puppet on the Imperial Throne? 
 
    It was then he heard a loud ‘pat pat pat’ noise in the hallway and the soji was clumsily opened by a small boy with a little brown ponytail and big, dark eyes. He took one look at the room, squealed “UNCA RONIN YOU BACK!” And proceeded to rush across the floor and dive into his lap. 
 
   
  
 

 Ah. Shichiro said. Guess Isao’s correct for once and not irreparably cracked. Pity. 
 
    “Hey, Dai-chan, how’ve you been? You like my present?” 
 
    Dai nodded his face vigorously into Shichiro’s gi, emitted strangled, half-swallowed babble that Shichiro (with the long experience of an uncle) correctly translated into “I’m good, the horsie was awesome, thanks so much, I’m so glad you’re back Uncle Ronin, how long will you stay this time?” Accordingly, he tugged his nephew’s ponytail and responded, “I’m glad you liked it and you’re very welcome, I’m very glad to be back, and I won’t be staying for long, but I will make it as long as possible.” 
 
    This announcement was met with a grand cheer, and Daisuke popped his head up to wave happily at Isao. “Hi, Papa!” 
 
    Isao grinned back, looking like a sappy ididot. “Hi, Dai-chan! Where’s your mama?” 
 
    Daisuke pointed a fist at the door, saying, “Mama’s comin’ as fast’she can, but the Baby’s makin’ her super slow!” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Isao said, and stood, sauntering over to the door in a feigned attempt at casualness in order to check on his wife. Just as he got there however, the door slid open to reveal the lady in question, who had a gently amused smile on her face. She bowed politely. 
 
    “Honored husband, I trust you have had an excellent day?” 
 
    Isao grinned back at her, “Perfectly excellent, now that you’re here, Aika! Here, the biggest pillow is there on the floor next to Shichiro, and I’ll go and assist you down.” 
 
    Aika smiled at her husband and whispered, “Thank you, Isao-husband.” And Isao grinned all the brighter at getting Aika to say his name in public. He solicitously assisted her down onto the cushion before he retook his seat behind the desk, his lap now occupied by a Daisuke with an unhealthy interest in the ink bottle. Shichiro smiled at his sister-in-law and bowed deeply. “Aika-hime, it’s very good to see you again.” 
 
    Aika lifted a sleeve to her mouth and blinked sweetly at him, smiling behind her hand. She bowed almost as deeply and said, “Ah, Shichiro-dono, it is just as nice to see you doing so well. I am glad your wandering seems to suit you so nicely.” 
 
    Shichiro smiled back at her and acknowledged, “It can be quite difficult at times, but then there are the days where you wouldn’t trade anything, not even the poisonous snakes.” 
 
    Aika shuddered delicately at that (she hated snakes), and Shichiro eyed her heavily protruding stomach. “I hear congratulations are in order, Aika-hime?” 
 
    Aika’s eyes sparkled happily at him, and she smoothed a hand down the rounded form of her stomach. “Yes, we are very excited.” 
 
    Shichiro tilted his head to one side, thoughtfully. “Are you hoping for another boy or for a girl?” 
 
    “The midwives think it’s going to be a girl, though I can’t quite fathom how on earth they figure that,” Isao said. 
 
    “And what do you think of having a little girl, Isao?” Shichiro asked. 
 
    Isao shrugged in an attempt at extreme nonchalance, but Aika smiled at him. “My honored husband tries to convey that he isn’t too enthused, but he’s really excited at the prospect of having a little girl to pamper again. He misses having little Manami around to dote on.” 
 
    Isao pouted and complained, “You shouldn’t spread such heinous rumors about me, wife! It’s not nice!” 
 
    “I’m very sorry, honored husband,” Aika said contritely, but no one thought for a second that she was in any way remorseful. Isao, however, didn’t look to severely put out at being called out, so Shichiro laughed at him. 
 
    “Another little girl will be just what we need,” Shichiro said, “After all, Dai-chan needs someone to protect, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Daisuke grinned at this. “Yeah! I’gonna be big when baby’s born, an’ I’gonna be the bestest big brovver ever!” 
 
    Shichiro grinned at his little nephew. “That’s a very good thing to be, Daisuke. Do you want me to tell you some things about being a big brother?” 
 
    Daisuke promptly abandoned his father and rushed over to seat himself in his favorite uncle’s lap. Isao shot his own little sibling a betrayed look, but Shichiro grinned back at him unrepentantly. He rarely got to spend time with his nephew, after all, so Isao could begrudge him some little time with Daisuke as far as he was concerned. 
 
    “Whats you wanna tell me, Unca Ronin?” Daisuke, asked, tugging on his sleeve, and Shichiro placed one hand on his nephew’s head and leaned forward to meet his nephew’s eyes. 
 
    “You’re going to be a big brother soon, Daisuke-dono, and that comes with special responsibilities. Did you know that?” 
 
    Daisuke shook his head in confusion. “Nnnooo. Wha’ kind resposnibilibitees?” 
 
    “There are many responsibilities, but there’s one that’s the most important,” Shihciro said solemnly. ”You’ll have to watch out for your baby brother or sister and protect them with all your strength. You’re their big brother, and that’s your job. And most importantly, you never leave them to face trouble alone, if you can help it. That’s what your Papa—my older brother—did for me. Can you promise to do all that, Daisuke-dono?” 
 
    Daisuke nodded, clenching one fist and his face twisted up in determination. “Yes, Unca Ronin! I’ll do it! I swears!” 
 
    “Good,” Shichiro said, before his eyes lifted to Isao’s across the desk and smiled. “Then you’ll be just as good a big brother as your Papa was.” 
 
    And something seemed to bleed out of Isao for a moment—only a moment, but still it happened—and Isao relaxed and smiled at his little brother, and it was like the smiles Shichiro remembered from of old; before the sword flashing in the darkness and the horse fleeing through the woods, before the kneeling figure besides the futon and the whispers in the night. Before the silence in the garden and the bright, hateful red staining grass and clothes and hands. 
 
    It was good to see that smile again. Shichiro had missed it greatly. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The temple gongs were ringing the sun down when Shichiro arrived at the temple. He slowly climbed the stairs, admiring the gilding light of the setting sun and the first farewell song of the nightingale. He got to the top and stopped for a second, looking around at the towering cage of mountains that surrounded the compound. It was a good place, this temple, out of the way and near the border of Nagisa, and protected both by its surroundings and its denizens. 
 
    Even though it was near the border of Nagisa and Akiyama as well, it still stood firmly on Masaki soil, and its monks followed the code of the Great Dog, the Immortal Protector, the Celestial Guardian of Masaki. In other words, they were warrior monks. And what better place, after all, to hide a princess, other than a temple compound, surrounded by mountains and guarded by warriors? 
 
    Shichiro smiled and began making his way through the compound, nodding at the monks he passed. It was winding down for the day, and most were making their way to the dining hall to eat. However, he knew that Manami usually ate privately in her chambers, unless it was a feast or festival day, in which case she presided as lady of the house, along with the Head Monk. 
 
    So he quietly slipped his way through, unerringly heading in the direction of her quarters, wading through the thin sea of monks. Usually the temple wasn’t crowded, as during the day they were all out and about, doing tasks for the temple’s upkeep or training, but once night began to fall, it certainly began to fill up. 
 
    Finally he broke through and ended up in the hallway leading to his little sister’s quarters, and strode down the hall, kneeling in front of the soji and tapping at it patiently. 
 
    But when she didn’t respond after a moment, he tapped again, a little louder. Again, there was no response, so he tapped a third time. 
 
    There was silence inside. 
 
    Growing concerned, he rose up and called out her name. “Manami? Are you there? I’ve come to visit you again!” 
 
    When there was no padding of feet or excited squeal, he stepped back and took a deep breath, forcing himself to calm down. She was surrounded by warriors, it was highly unlikely anything had happened to her, she was just simply not in her room. 
 
    However, that led him to quite the quandary—if she wasn’t in her room, then where exactly was she? 
 
    He was pondering his options when a voice spoke from behind him. “Looking for something, Shichiro-sama? Or perhaps a someone would be more accurate?” 
 
    The voice was old and wise and warm, sort of like dusty sunlight, and Shichiro felt himself instantly relaxing when he heard it. He turned around and bowed, “Father Nobuyo, as I’ve told you before, I am no sama.” 
 
    The monk waved a hand, clearly dismissing his protests. “I know your brother and your mother’s brothers, and I knew your mother and your mother’s father. Her father, as you know, was Daimyo of these lands, and I still pay homage to his sons today. As long as I still breathe, no descendent of Miyama Katsuhira will not be acknowledged as anything less than a sama in my temple. We are followers of the Code of the Great Dog, after all. Tsuyoshi Hiro-Sama is not known for abandoning his comrades while they still possess honor and a good heart, or not giving them the due honor and recognition they deserve.” 
 
    Shichiro shifted uncomfortably—I deserve no honor or recognition. I am cursed and honorless, a disgraceful, rebellious betrayer—But knew it was a lost cause and there was no reason to argue it. He decided to instead pursue the origin of this conversation. “I do not wish to bother you, Nobuyo-sama, but do you know where Manami might be?” 
 
    The old monk’s eyes warmed, and he smiled. “Ahhh, Manami-chama. She is indeed a darling, isn’t she? We are quite honored that Isao-dono trusted us with the care of his precious baby sister.” 
 
    Shichiro nodded politely, his own smile warming. The monk hummed thoughtfully, his eyes twinkling. “If I have a guess, she’s probably in the library. She enjoys the poetry we write, and often strives to write ones to compare to ours.” He paused a moment, before adding with a sly twinkle in his eyes, “I believe that you yourself are rather skilled at the art—perhaps you would like to give her some assistance? She appreciates our help, I’m sure, but she relishes any time spent with you.” 
 
    Shichiro fought off the urge to twitch. He was, indeed, rather skilled at the art, especially haiku. This was something Isao had capitalized on, and they had worked out a system of sending information, enclosed in three humble lines of flowery or poignant words. But the elderly monk couldn’t know that, surely? 
 
    On second thought, scratch that. He was Nobuyo-sama. He knew everything. 
 
    “Thank you, Nobuyo-sama.” Shichiro bowed and began to take a step away, but then he paused and turned back to face the monk. “Ah, it has been a long time since I last visited long enough to wander and explore the compound. Do you think that perhaps you could point me in the direction of the library?” 
 
    The monk smirked, amused, before walking to the end of the hallway and calling out, “Tanmaru-kun, if you could come here, please?” 
 
    A much younger monk—some years younger than Shichiro himself, but still several years older than Manami, walked up and bowed. “What is it that you need, Nobuyo-sama?” 
 
    Nobuyo gestured to Shichiro and said, “If you would be so kind as to escort Shichiro-sama to the library?” 
 
    Tanmaru looked over to where the Ronin stood and smiled in understanding. “Ah, you’re looking for Manami-chama, aren’t you? Of course I’ll take you there. Follow me, Shichiro-sama!” 
 
    Shichiro quickly bowed to Nobuyo, who returned the bow and waved him off with a fond smile, before hurrying after Tanmaru, slightly twitchy from being referred to as ‘sama’ so many times. It happened every time he visited—could they not see that he was not worthy of the honor? 
 
    Apparently not, and Isao praised them for it. Of course, Isao couldn’t (wouldn’t) see it either—they were simply too loyal. 
 
    He followed Tanmaru through the compound, until they reached a certain set of soji. Tanmaru turned to smile at him and bowed, saying “This is the library, your sister should be found within. I’ll leave you here; good evening, Shichiro-sama.” 
 
    Shichiro twitched a shoulder after the man had left, and slid open the shoji and entered the library. It was slightly chilly and smelled dusty, and he wound his way through the stacks and shelves and chests of scrolls, looking for evidence of his sister. Finally, he turned a corner and found her, bundled up in a thick haori against the evening’s chill now that the weather was turning towards winter and busily darting a brush up and down on a scroll, her tongue slightly poking out in concentration, and several dots of ink on her face and smudged on her fingers. 
 
    “What are you working at, usa-chan? Anything interesting?” 
 
    Manami’s head darted up and she dropped the brush in surprise, her eyes widening as she found Shichiro in the dimness of the library. “Big Brother Shichiro!” She squealed and scrambled to her feet, only to skid to a stop in front of him and bow politely. “I wasn’t expecting you, why’d you come here?” 
 
    Shichiro widened his eyes and pulled the protesting corners of his lips down into a hurt scowl. “What, don’t you want me, your favorite brother of all, to visit you? Should I just up and leave, then, if my own little sister doesn’t want me?” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, big brother! That’s not true!” Manami protested, tugging on his arm. 
 
    But Shichiro was on a roll now, and snatched up her usage of the word idiot, “Oh, my own baby sister thinks I’m a brainless idiot! The horror! I think my heart is burst from sorrow!” And with that he proceeded to ‘collapse’ dramatically to the ground, in such a way that he dragged the squealing Manami to the ground with him. Once she picked herself up from her sprawl, she picked up Shichiro’s limp hand and tugged. He only emitted a pained groan and turned his head away.  
 
    Manami pouted, but got down on her knees and bowed, saying, “It’s not true I don’t want you! I always want you, big brother! And you’re not an idiot!” 
 
    Shichiro immediately sat up and said, “I knew it all had to be a misunderstanding! How could my own precious usa-chan do anything but love me, after all?” 
 
    Manami giggled and nestled into his side as he slung an arm over her shoulders. She sighed and snuggled closer to him, enjoying his hug. She rarely got hugged—when she was smaller it happened more often, especially if she had tripped and fallen, or was very sad and had started crying, but now she was eleven years old (check age) and would be a young lady very soon, and it wasn’t proper for anyone but family members to touch her. She sighed and said, “I’ve missed my brothers. You’re gone so long, wandering everywhere, and while Isao tries to visit every couple months or so, or at least sends Ichiro-san, he hasn’t been able to recently. I know Biggest Brother is busy cause Big Sister Aika is going to have her baby soon, and he doesn’t want to leave her alone, but he hasn’t been sending Ichiro-san either, except for just a couple of minutes to deliver a message to Nobuyo-sama and a letter for me. Do  you know why Ichiro-san is so busy, big brother?” 
 
    Shichiro scowled slightly, “Well, as far as I’m concerned, no Ichiro is the best kind of Ichiro you can have—” 
 
    Manami pouted slightly and poked his arm. “That’s not very nice, Big Brother. I like Ichiro-san! He’s nice.” 
 
    Nice wasn’t exactly the word Shichiro would have used to describe the man (irritating, arrogant, frustrating, scum-of-the-earth perhaps), but Manami liked him, and the man was loyal if nothing else, so he held his tongue. “I believe big brother is having Ichiro do lots of very important jobs. Things have been… strange… recently, and brother Isao needs all the best help he can get. And Ichiro is…” he grit his teeth but managed to get the words out, “the best at most of what he does. I, of course, am far superior.” 
 
    Manami nodded (she did not doubt that, Shichiro was one of her big brothers, after all, and they were the very best warriors in all the seven realms as far as she was concerned). “I know about things being strange. There was a lot of odd gossip going around and being talked about Princess Yasu and my half-sisters and their ladies.” 
 
    “Oh?” Shichiro asked, his instincts sharpening. “What sort of odd gossip?” 
 
    “Umm…” Manami bit her lip and thought hard. “There’s lots of rumors about an alliance with Akiyama. Not just any sort of alliance, of course, but a marriage alliance.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked. “A marriage alliance?” At first he was startled, but then chastised himself immediately; it was Akiyama, after all, and they loved their marriage alliances. 
 
    Manami nodded emphatically, “Yes, a marriage alliance, between a member of the Nishimura clan and a Princess of the Fujioka clan, or at least that was the common rumor.” 
 
    Shichiro hummed thoughtfully. “I wonder what poor sap is going to get saddled with a Fujioka princess. I can hardly imagine a worse fate.” He paused, “Well, except being married to Ichiro, but that goes without saying.” 
 
    His little sister giggled, before pausing suddenly. “Oh, I forgot—I met someone.” Her voice was… strange, and it immediately set Shichiro on edge. 
 
    “Who?” he asked immediately. His voice was calm, but his eyes were narrowed and he could feel the unhappy line of his lips. 
 
    “Ah,” She fidgeted with the edge of her sleeve, and admitted in a whisper, “Princess Fujioka Katsumi-dono.” 
 
    There was a little silence, and when he spoke again, Shichiro voice was sharp. “When? When did you meet her?” 
 
    Manami squirmed and pressed closer to her brother, clearly unhappy at the memory. “At an inn, a days travel from here. I don’t know why she was there, but I ran into her moving around the inn.” She paused, then admitted in a small voice, “I don’t like her. She’s all… cold. And when she looked at me, it was like her eyes were laughing.” 
 
    Shichiro sighed and tugged her a little closer. “It has been some time ere I came face to face with Katsumi-hime, but I do not trust her. She is clever and cunning, and as vicious as a striking snake. Did you speak with her?” 
 
    His sister shook her head, and the ronin felt his shoulders untense slightly in relief. “Not much. We only exchanged greetings. There might have been more, but Kenta-kun came and said that my chief bodyguard had requested my presence and allowed me to escape.” 
 
    Shichiro lifted an eyebrow. “Kenta-kun? Who is Kenta-kun?” 
 
    “Kenta-kun is the youngest son of Lord Saito, the Daimyo of Morito. Father-sama assigned him to be my escort in Court, for Kenta is being apprenticed by Satoshi, and when it was time for me to leave he assigned Kenta to be part of my escort.” 
 
    Shichiro let out a sigh of relief and an approving nod. The Saito clan was known for being very devout followers of the Heavenly Emperor and his Precepts, and the Daimyo from that clan was said to be wise and generous and just. If he remembered aright, his mother’s mother had been a member of a branch of the Saito clan, before her marriage to the Daimyo of this province. He suspected that Isao’s spies may have had something to do with Lord Kenta’s placement at the Shogun’s palace and his being chosen as Manami’s escort. 
 
    Satoshi was one of better sons of the Shogun (better being a relative term, of course) and was Manami’s full brother, and tended to pay her a bit more positive attention than the rest of the half siblings in residence at Konohamiya. He would have to check with Isao, however,  and investigate this Lord Kenta if need be. 
 
    One couldn’t be too safe when it came to Manami, after all. 
 
    “Did I do a good job, gathering the information? Will it help you and Big Brother Isao?” Manami asked. 
 
    Shichiro glanced down at her and smiled. “Yes, you did a very good job. An excellent job, in fact, just be sure to be careful as well. The last thing we want is for you to get in trouble on our account.” 
 
    Manami nodded solemnly. “Don’t worry, I’m very careful. Besides, no one besides my servants and Kenta-kun, and sometimes Satoshi ever pay attention to me.” 
 
    Shichiro scowled at this, but accepted it. “Well, we are very grateful for your help, especially Isao.” 
 
    “I’m glad I can help Biggest Brother,” She whispered quietly. “He’s trying so hard to protect his people, and I want to be a good leader like he is.” 
 
    The ronin sat up at that, startled. “Oh? Really?” 
 
    Manami nodded solemnly. “Yes. I want to be a Great Lady who will take care of her people and love them, just like the stories you tell me about Mother Tomoko. If I become a Great Lady, I’ll be able to help them, and… and make them happy. And they’ll hopefully know that they’re… they’re never alone, if they know there’s someone out there who loves them and is going to do their best to take care of them.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked at his little sister, before smiling gently and ruffling her hair. “I think you’ll make an excellent Great Lady. So excellent that they’ll tell stories about you for years and years to come.” 
 
    She blinked, her eyes wide and filled with hope. “You really think so, Big Brother Shichiro?” 
 
    Shichiro tapped her heart with two fingers, and did his best to put every scrap of sincerity in his body into his smile. “I know so, Manami-dono. You have a clever mind and a very great heart, and I know you’ll use them to do great and wonderful things. Just you wait.” 
 
    Then she smiled, and Shichiro felt as if there was a deep truth in his words, and he smiled back. He didn’t know what the Heavenly Emperor had woven for his little sister, but he knew, deep in heart, that it would be very great things indeed. 
 
    Then his smile lightened, and he said, “Speaking of Great and Wonderful Things, Nobuyo-sama said you were working on your poetry. Do you want to show me?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, surprised, and she fidgeted for a  second, before resolving herself and nodding in resolve. She stood up and took his hand, saying, “Come on and I’ll show you!” 
 
    She pulled him to the desk where she had been working, and shuffled the piece of paper that had been ruined when she dropped her brush out of sight. Shichiro picked up the topmost piece and examined it. 
 
      
 
    The sun says farewell 
 
    The shadows draw to the west 
 
    A bright star shines forth 
 
      
 
    “Not bad, not bad at all. I’m impressed,” he said, and smiled at her.  
 
    She blushed happily at the praise and looked down, twisting her fingers together. “Jinichi-san helped me a lot in learning how to do it, but I think some of the ones I come up with are very pretty.” 
 
    Shichiro looked at the poem again and at a few others, humming in thought, before a sly smile spread across his face. “Hey, how about this—would you like to help me write a poem to brother Isao? It’ll be a special type of poem, but I’m sure you can do it.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and sparkled with excitement. “Oh, can I?” 
 
    Shichiro laughed and sat down, patting the cushion next to him. “Of course, Manami. I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t going to let you. Here, sit down and we’ll work it out.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The hall was filled with whispers. Shichiro heard them, teasing the edge of his hearing like the sharp point of a dagger tickling his ear. However, it was a little hard to focus on them with his head ringing like the temple bells, and his knees burning as he was dragged across the floor. 
 
    But he did hear one word: cursed. 
 
    That’s all right, he thought, as long as it is I alone who is cursed, and Isao is free. 
 
    Whatever father decides, it is all I deserve. For disobeying, for abandoning duty… and for mother. 
 
    The retainers dragging him suddenly stopped, and with an abrupt lurch he was thrown forward on his face. The whispers stopped, and Shichiro painfully gathered himself together, arranging his legs beneath him, and pressing his forehead into the floor, between his hands. 
 
    There was silence, and then the Shogun spoke. 
 
    “What have I done, that the children of my favorite wife disgrace me so?” 
 
    Shichiro let out a shuddering breath, but did not speak. He did not deserve to. 
 
    “First Isao deserts me for some foreign brat, and you—you, my pride and joy— disgrace me by aiding him. What do you have to say for yourself, my son?” 
 
    “I…” His throat was tight, and his voice was thin and strained. “I… have nothing to say.” 
 
    The Shogun snorted. “Let it be known that I declare Isao, son of Tomoko, an enemy of the state, and if I any of you ever find him in this land again, do not hesitate to slay him.” 
 
    “We hear and obey.” The people gathered answered, but Shichiro was silent. 
 
    The shogun stood, and stepped down from his platform, until he stood before the prostrate form of his youngest son. 
 
    “You know your duty, my son.” He said. 
 
    “…Yes, my lord.” Shichiro said. 
 
    “Your duty was to stop your brother.” The Shogun growled. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Shichiro said, and closed his eyes. 
 
    “You abandon your duty, disobeyed your lord and father, disgraced me, shamed your mother, and stripped yourself of honor.” The Shogun’s voice snapped like a whip, and Shichiro shuddered. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” He whispered. 
 
    Nishimura Tsuneo, Shogun of Masaki, looked down at his youngest son. He looked thin and small and young, and one would not suspect the dark stains on his clothes came from twelve men that he had slain. His body was prostrate before the Shogun, at his mercy, but the Shogun could see no regret in the lines of the boy’s back. The Shogun’s anger rose like a bonfire, and inwardly he cursed Tomoko, that she had borne him such worthless sons. 
 
    “I will give you one chance to redeem yourself, not for your own worthless sake, but that you might not totally disgrace the memory of your mother. If you go forth and bring me back your brother’s head, I will forget this ever happened.” 
 
    Shichiro stiffened, his breath caught in a silent gasp of horror. Now it comes—the final stroke of the battle, he thought. 
 
    The entire room was frozen, staring at the two figures at the head of the room. 
 
    “Well, Prince Shichiro?” The Shogun demanded harshly, like the snarl of a dog. 
 
    “…No, my lord. I cannot do that.” 
 
    The words rung in the silence, as everyone stared. None—not even Isao—had dared defy the Shogun to his face. 
 
    “I see.” The Shogun said, and his voice was like a raging fire in the midst of the dry season—full of unforgiving wrath. “It is only the memory of your mother that keeps me from striking your head off here and now—only because she sacrificed herself for your worthless life. But from this moment, you are no longer my son.” 
 
    “Hear this now!” He shouted, his rage striking everyone in the face, and beating down upon Shichiro’s back like a scourge. “The worthless dog before me shares no blood with me. I strike my name from his and his name from all that is mine. Now I take from him his kinship, his title, his home, and his honor—all I shall leave to him are the name she who was his mother gave him--and his katana, for I would not keep steel so dishonored in my house.” 
 
    Shichiro felt the sudden weight of a foot on the back of his head, pressing his face further into the floor, grinding back and forth. He bit his lip to keep from crying out, and strained every muscle he had to keep from flinching. 
 
    “Listen, dog. I will spare your worthless life, but from now on you are ronin—lordless, friendless, homeless, doomed to wander until you die in the dust, stripped of all honor, forgotten save by those who curse your name. May your curse die with you, and may you trouble folk no more with your pathetic presence.” 
 
    The pressure released, and Shichiro finally managed to breathe. The Shogun must have made a gesture, for he was suddenly hauled up, but he kept his head down. He did not deserve to look at he who had been his father. He would not change what he had done, but he deserved far less than what mercies that had been granted him. 
 
    “Take the dog away from my sight, and if he ever appears before my face again without my summoning his worthless self, I will take his head myself. Maybe then the stain he has dealt upon his mother’s memory may be washed away.” 
 
    Then Shichiro was dragged back across the floor, and he closed his eyes, biting his lip until he tasted blood, trying to ignore the renewed pounding in his skull. 
 
    But even through the pounding he heard the whispers resume. Cursed. 
 
    He was dragged through the halls of the castle and out into the courtyard. It was night, and with a sudden boom of thunder the clouds split, rain pounding down and stinging Shichiro’s face. He heard the gate swing open and then suddenly he was flying through the air. In a panic he stretched his hands out, but it did no good. With a thud he smacked into the cobblestones, his cheek and hip and back connected painfully with the ground. 
 
    He had barely lain there for a second when something came flying out of the darkness and smacked him in the face. His head snapped back and collided with the cobblestones, and fireworks burst before his eyes. His fingers closed around the projectile, and he realized it was his katana and wakizashi, bound carelessly together. 
 
    Slowly, he dug the tip of his katan’s sheath into the ground, and painfully levered himself up. 
 
    The doors to his father’s castle were shut, and he heard the final boom of the bar sliding into place. He shuddered once more, and bowed his head, and wished he could cry. But he had so little honor left, he could not afford to lose more of it. 
 
    “Mother…” he whispered. “You always taught me to do what was right. I tried so hard, Mother, I did. But in doing so I betrayed my lord…” 
 
    But then he remembered he had no mother. Nishimura Shichiro was dead. 
 
    The ronin was all that remained. 
 
    With a sigh, he slowly untied the two swords and stuck them in the belt of his soiled hakama. He wiped the rainwater from his eyes, stared down at his bare feet in consternation, and decided there was nothing for it. He knew it would not be pretty if he found here at dawn. 
 
    He straightened his shoulders and lifted his head against the wind and rain. He might be stripped of honor, but honor could be regained. I might remain a ronin all my life—and it would be all I deserve—but at least I will act with honor and maybe reclaim some. And then maybe… maybe Moth—Princess Tomoko will look down on me and be pleased. 
 
    And with that, he marched off into the darkness of the storm as the lightning flashed behind him. 
 
    So it was that Shichiro became Ronin and left his home, in the first month of his fourteenth year, and it was long before he was seen before those gates again. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Shichiro was walking on the edge of the dusty forest road when he heard the impatient thud of hoofbeats coming up from the south west. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a horse rushing up to him, and there was the insignia of Masaki stitched onto her saddle. 
 
    As was the custom of the lower class travelers, Shichiro stepped off the side of the road and waited for the royal messenger to pass. 
 
    It was to his utmost shock, however, when he discovered the horse was slowing down and stopping in front of him. Shichiro stood there and blinked owlishly at the royal messenger, who looked him up and down and wrinkled his nose, clearly unimpressed. “Show your swords!” The messenger barked loudly, and Shichiro blinked at him, rather disinclined to cooperate. 
 
    “…Why?” 
 
    The messenger fumed for a moment before saying through gritted teeth. “Because the Shogun ordered me to request to see your swords, and as his subject you are bound to obey him.” 
 
    Shichiro’s confused mien slid easily into a polite smile, except for the fact that it seemed a good bit more angry and deadly than would be normally required of a polite smile. “I am a ronin and a wanderer, messenger-san, and as such I am bound to no lord or shogun or realm. Shogun Nishimura-dono cannot order me to do anything as his subject.” 
 
    The messenger actually turned red, before snapping, “Show me the swords, ronin-me, and quickly, or else I will be forced to take them from you.” 
 
    Shichiro lifted one eyebrow at him, thinking, I’d like to see you try. Still, he was merely doing his job, even if he was a thoroughly unpleasant individual, and Shichiro didn’t see any sense in fighting him. He drew his wakizashi and held it up so the messenger could see the design on the hilt. 
 
    The man examined it carefully, nodded, and then handed over a sealed scroll. “Take this and read it, and give me your answer, ronin-me.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked, confused, but did as he was instructed. He cracked open the seal and quickly read over the contents. 
 
    Ronin Shichiro-me 
 
    Shichiro winced at that, even Tsuneo!—but then what did he expect? Tsuneo-dono was the one who stripped away his honor, after all. He shook his head quickly, to focus, and read the missive. 
 
      
 
    Ronin Shichiro-me 
 
    Your behavior has been a credit to your disgrace, and I find I have urgent need of your services. If you come and accept the mission I am to give you, your status as a member of the Nishimura clan would be reinstated, and you would once more be acknowledged a member of the Main Branch and a prince of the realm, and all dishonor will be wiped from your name. 
 
    If you are amenable to this, go with the messenger. He will take you to Konohamiya, and you will give me your answer before my seat. 
 
      
 
    Shogun Nishimura Tsuneo, Lord of Masaki 
 
      
 
    Shichiro stared at the words. They were what he had dearly hoped for for so long… but it seemed to good to be true. He had known ever since his banishment that there would be no going back, but now the Shogun was once again extending a hand towards him. 
 
    His honor would be restored, and he would once again be able to serve his lord, he would have a lord again, and Mother! Mother’s name would no longer be besmirched, stained by the dishonorable actions of her accursed son. 
 
    It might be a trap… but if he did this, it would be a chance… a chance that his once-lord would grant him the redemption to wipe away his sins and disobedience and rebellion. And that was a thing well worth the risk of a trap. 
 
    Besides, even if it was a trap, he was Ronin Shichiro. He was by no means invincible, but it would be very, very hard for they to have even a hope of taking him down. 
 
    He let the scroll roll shut with a snap, and handed it back to the messenger. “Very well. I’ll come with you, as requested.” 
 
    The messenger sneered slightly, but nodded in acknowledgement. “Good. I hope you can keep up with my horse.” With that, he wheeled around and headed off in a sharp trot. Shichiro sighed and began running after the horse. 
 
    He was going back again. Maybe, just maybe, his dishonor would be removed, and Mother would finally be at peace. 
 
    The gates of Konohamiya loomed over the pathway, and Shichiro felt a chill run through him at the once-familiar sight that now rose before his eyes. It had been seven and more years since he had last stood on this path and looked up at those walls. If he blinked, he thought he would open his eyes to the dimness of night and the first rains of summer falling harshly down upon his bruised and aching back. 
 
    “What are you standing there for, ronin-me?” The messenger snapped impatiently, and Shichiro blinked, jerking out of his stunned daze. 
 
    “Ah, I’m sorry, Fukashi-san, it’s just been a long time since I’ve been here.” He apologized, hurrying after the messenger, who was already striding irritably up the road. 
 
    The messenger muttered something that sounded like “of course you haven’t”, “not worthy” and “worthless dog”, and Shichiro rubbed his hand along the binding of his katana and counted the clouds up ahead. It would be bad for the strength of his blade if he blunted it on the bones of every idiot he ran across. It was better to just control his temper… but some people made it rather hard, at times. 
 
    He sighed, and focused on counting the clouds harder. 
 
    Finally they stood in front of the gate, and Fukashi spoke something to the guard in charge, and the two of them were let in (Fukashi with a slight bow and Shichiro with a nasty glare and a ‘worthless dog’. Shichiro wouldn’t mind half so much as long as they were somewhat creative in their insults. He was getting rather tired of being a worthless dog all the time). He followed Fukashi through the palace compound, and to his relief most people seemed to not recognize him. The few that did though generally sent him nasty glares or spit at his feet. Despite all that, Shichiro held his head high. He was not stripped of all honor, and he would not descend to their level, so he pressed on. 
 
    The messenger led him deep within the palace, to a private room where the Shogun often held his most secret councils, and promptly handed off the responsibility of Shichiro to one of the guards standing there. Fukashi then proceeded to leave Shichiro all alone (not that he was a particularly desirable companion), and the ronin was ushered into the room. 
 
    He, to his utter surprise, found that the room was not only occupied by the Shogun and his guards, but the Princess Yasu and many of Shogun’s adviser, along with the ambassador from Akiyama. Most notably of all (and the sight of which nearly made Shichiro trip over his own feet in shock) the Princess Fujioka Katsumi was in attendance. 
 
    Shichiro took all this in in one long, stunned second, and immediately came to the inevitable conclusion: whatever it was that the Shogun wanted to involve the ronin in, it was big. What, he wasn’t sure, but something about it made his stomach twist. 
 
    He would have to step very carefully indeed. 
 
    The ronin advanced to the center of the room and knelt, bowing his forehead to the floor. “Shogun-sama.” He murmured. 
 
    “Ronin-me.” The Shogun uttered, his voice deep and without feeling or expression. “It has been a long time.” 
 
    His throat was dry and seemed to slowly, slowly squeeze ever tighter, until it felt as if he might choke on the very air he breathed. Despite all that, he managed to utter in only a slightly strained voice, “Indeed it has, Shogun-sama.” 
 
    “Do you know why you have been called here, Ronin-me?” 
 
    He had ideas, of course, but the presence of, well, everyone in this room, had throne him for a loop. It was not at all what he was expect. “No, Shogun-sama.” 
 
    There was a long silence, and Shichiro could feel the gaze of everyone in the room burning into him, and he squeezed his eyes shut against the images from long ago that suddenly bombarded his vision. He could do nothing about the phantom whispers in his ears, however. 
 
    “Look at him—it’s his fault that the princess Tomoko is dead. We should have known this would happen, people like him are rotten to the heart.” 
 
    “Listen, dog. I will spare your worthless life, but from now on you are ronin—lordless, friendless, homeless, doomed to wander until you die in the dust, stripped of all honor, forgotten save by those who curse your name. May your curse die with you, and may you trouble folk no more with your pathetic presence.” 
 
    “Take the dog away from my sight, and if he ever appears before my face again without my summoning his worthless self, I will take his head myself. Maybe then the stain he has dealt upon his mother’s memory may be washed away.” 
 
    “It’s his curse. We should have exiled him when the Princess died because of him.” 
 
      
 
    “Cursed.” 
 
      
 
    Finally the Shogun spoke out, scattering the whispers for now. “Seven years ago, you defied my law and slaughtered my men, all for the sake of your worthless brother, and because of your disobedience and dishonorable actions, all honor and name was stripped from you. But now a way has come forth, by which you may gain your honor and name once more, and any stain upon the memory of the Princess Tomoko may be forgotten forever more.” 
 
    Shichiro’s breath caught. It was one thing, one thing to read it on a piece of paper, but to hear it with his own ears, straight from the Shogun’s mouth! His heart leapt, but he reined it in. First, he must listen. Joy could come later. 
 
    My honor. My name. Princess Tomoko’s memory. It seemed to good, too glorious to be true, but oh, did he want it to be. He wanted it more than he could ever comprehend. He took a deep breath and licked his lips. “What would you ask of me, Shogun-sama?” 
 
    There was a pause as the Shogun gathered his thoughts, but at last he spoke again. “For some time now, I have sought to establish peaceful relations with our esteemed neighbor, the land of Akiyama. It was discovered that such a peace could indeed be reached, but it was decided that there was only one way to seal the deal between our two countries. Of course, nothing less than the best could be used to seal the deal, however, all my sons are married, and I cannot spare them.” 
 
    In sudden wave of overwhelming horror, Shichiro realized where the Shogun was going, and it took all his willpower not to jump up and flee from the room. 
 
    “Therefore, I am ordering you to take up your clan’s name once more and wed the princess that the Princess Katsumi shall provide.” 
 
    The room seemed to still for one horrible, terrible second, and words from more than a month ago flashed into his head. 
 
    “I wonder what poor sap is going to get saddled with a Fujioka princess. I can hardly imagine a worse fate.” 
 
    Never before had Shichiro ever felt such a strong desire to punch his past self in the face. It might not do anything, but it would be infinitely satisfying. Of course, punching Ichiro would be twice as satisfying… 
 
    “What say you, Ronin of nowhere?” 
 
    Shichiro hovered on the brink, torn between being sucked in the very marriage alliance he had been investigating and the political storm brewing between Masaki and Akiyama, and refusing and returning to his endless, lonely wandering. 
 
    My honor. My name…! Oh, to have a name again, and to once again know that honor resided in him. 
 
    And the stain up the Princess Tomoko’s name would be stripped away. She would at last, at last!, be at peace. 
 
    And besides, he had already defied the Shogun once, and he could find no true justification for defying him this time. 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Very well, Father-sama. I accept.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shichiro felt sick. 
 
    He didn’t want to get married! Or, well, he did, it’s just he didn’t want to do it so very soon, and he didn’t even have any prospects or hopes on any one lady. 
 
    A sudden flash of kind blue eyes darted through his mind, but he brushed it away without even truly recognizing it. 
 
    And now, he was getting married. 
 
    To a princess. 
 
    Of the Fujioka clan. 
 
    WHY? 
 
    Maybe this was the final, irreputable proof that he was cursed indeed. 
 
    Shichiro wanted to kick something. 
 
    He didn’t, however, and instead settled for staring sullenly at the painted screens in his room. After some time of staring sullenly at the screens, a servant bowed his way into the room, dropped off a selection of clothes (far finer than anything he had worn for seven years, unless he was visiting Isao for longer than a day or so) and disappeared. 
 
    Shichiro fingered them. They were very fine indeed, but he ran his fingers regretfully down the fabric of his own gi. It had been made with the money he had gathered by selling Hanako’s wares, and he felt strangely… reluctant… to part with it. In a fit of compromise, he quickly disrobed, folding up his old clothes and carefully hiding them amongst his clothes chest, before summoning one of the servants to help him into the formal kimonos for the betrothal dinner. 
 
    As he was being escorted there, he caught a glimpse of himself in the water of a koi pond, and he blinked in surprise. It had been a long, long time since he had felt… well, noble. 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, he would be granted the grace to get used to it again. 
 
    The betrothal dinner went just as well as he expected. Despite the restoration of his honor and name, he was still seen as the disobedient prince who ran away and shamelessly defied his almighty father, so no very few people talked to him. He was all right with that, however, for it meant he was able to eat more than most did at dinners like that. 
 
    Mostly, though, he watched the Shogun and the Princess. The Shogun as always seemed to exude some sort of force—like a thunderstorm rumbling harshly and threateningly on the horizon. As a contrast, the Princess seemed sweet and delicate, like a veil of cherry petals being blown on the wind. But there was something about her that made her seem slippery and sly, and his instincts whispered do not trust her, or she will bite your hand, and her fangs will be long and sharp. 
 
    How did he get caught up in this mess again? 
 
    He sighed and sent a quick prayer to the Heavenly Emperor. If the Heavenly Emperor had mercy, perhaps, just perhaps, this would all turn out for the better. It seemed to much to hope for, though. 
 
    But in the meantime, he would use his new position to help Isao. After all, what better position to spy on the alliance between Masaki and Akiyama than being the alliance yourself? 
 
    Now only if he knew who his wife was, and the strange churning in his gut would go away, and he would stop looking at the blue flowers painted on the dishes and imagining eyes of a brighter shade. 
 
    He must be very tired indeed. If only this troublesome dinner was over. 
 
    **** 
 
    It was a long journey, but Shichiro found himself repeatedly wishing that it would get longer and longer. However, geography bows to no mortal, so the day came at last when he and the rest of the wedding party was informed that their destination was only three days away. 
 
    The ronin—no, not a ronin—the lord looked around himself and frowned. He could swear he’d been there before, but when, he was not sure… but he just knew it was going to bother him until he figured it out. Oh well. 
 
    A samurai from Akiyama rode up to Shichiro and stopped, looking him up and down. The ronin instantly tensed, unsure what was going on. He was not fond of Akiyama’s politics, after all, and being forced into them was definitely unpleasant. “There’s a palanquin waiting for you in the village up ahead, and when we get there you are to board it and ride it to our destination. 
 
    Shichiro scowled. “And why should I do that?” He was a ronin, a samurai. He did not do palanquins in enemy territory surrounded by unknowns (they were not allies, not by a longshot). 
 
    “Your bride-to-be is to be kept in a secret location. To help ensure the safety of the alliance.” There was a little pause, and then the samurai added, “If you do not cooperate, we will do our best to persuade you to see our point of view.” 
 
    Shichiro wasn’t sure, of course, but his gut instinct said their type of persuasion had something to do with pointy objects being jabbed into fleshy substances. Specifically, Shichiro’s fleshy substances. He would probably be able to come out all right, but still, the odds weren’t exactly what he considered preferable.  
 
    Besides, despite his dislike of the overall situation, he had sworn to carry his duty out, and carry it out he would. So he sighed and inclined his head. “Very well. I’ll ride the palanquin.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The Samurai said. “You are an intelligent man, and I’m not surprised you agreed with our decisions. Until later, then.” He whirled his horse about and galloped off to the head of Shichiro’s escort, and the once-ronin had to resist sticking his tongue out at him. He was an adult, Dragon’s whiskers, and he wouldn’t let them get to him like this! 
 
    With a sigh, he had his horse pick up  speed, and when they arrived at the village (which, again, seemed oddly familiar), he climbed into the palanquin without any resistance besides the token glares of disapproval. And with that, they were off. 
 
    Shichiro shifted uncomfortably within the box of the palanquin and grimaced as his shoulder was slammed into one wall. It had been a long time since he had last ridden in one, but even his distaste for the experience hadn’t painted the experience as this bad in his memory… his only assumption was that they must have left the road and were traveling over rougher terrain. 
 
    Another bump nearly slammed his forehead into the wall. Much rougher terrain, apparently. He bit back a curse, grit his teeth, and settled himself as comfortably as possible for the duration of the ride. Of course, ‘comfortably as possible’ didn’t necessarily mean much. 
 
    Finally, after what had seemed like an eternity of bumps and jostling, the palanquin stopped, and there was a rapping noise made on the door. 
 
    Shichiro stepped out and blinked, surprised to realize it was dark. It was a cloudy, moonless night, and he could barely see a few feet in front of him. It didn’t help that no one was using any torches—apparently they were taking the whole ‘secrecy’ thing very seriously. He was led through the dark to an even darker hole in the darkness, and was ushered inside. The door slid closed behind him, but something about the way it moved alerted Shichiro that there was something strange about the door. What, he couldn’t exactly tell in the pitch blackness, but there was something, and he would stake his wakizashi on it. 
 
    They led him though several dark pathways before finally sliding open a shoji and ushering Shichiro into a room lit with several lanterns. He let out a sigh of relief at the light, but his eyes stung smartly for a moment, having grown somewhat used to their blindness. 
 
    “Your formal clothing for the ceremony has been prepared and is in the clothes chest. Get dressed quickly, and there is a servant in the other room if you find yourself in need of assistance,” The samurai declared, and then disappeared, leaving Shichiro alone. 
 
    He sighed, wandered over the chest, and flipped open the lid, staring down at the black silk of the formal kimono folded precisely at the top of the pile. He reached out and dragged his fingers down the smooth fabric, tracing the white embroidered design of the Nishimura crest, his shoulders tense. It… this was really happening, wasn’t it? Here he was, getting married, sold off by his Shogun in the service of his country, like so many before him, and many more after him. 
 
    At least, he thought, and smiled slightly, I have a Shogun and a country to serve again. My mother’s name—my mother is my mother again!—her name is restored at last, and I have my honor as my own once again. And maybe the princess—even if she is a Fujioka—will not be half so bad. Maybe in time we could even be friends. 
 
    He sighed, and began the slow, careful process of getting dressed. If he was to get married, he’d do his mother’s memory proud and make a good showing. He was Nishimura Shichiro after all, and no longer a wandering, nameless ronin. Besides, Isao used to rag at him, back when Shichiro was clinging to every coin, that Shichiro was likely to end up getting married in his travel-stained and well-worn tattered clothes if he didn’t accept Isao’s financial charity. He couldn’t go and prove Isao right, now could he? 
 
    Shichiro paused, a sudden smirk crossing his face. By now, his latest poem would have arrived at Ginshi, given the speed of Ichiro’s messengers. Oh, what he wouldn’t give to see Isao’s face when he read it. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The candle by Isao’s desk guttered in a sudden draft, and he looked up, not surprised at all to find Ichiro crouched in the shadows. 
 
    “It’s late.” Isao said, glancing back down to the report. “Shouldn’t you be enjoying the company of your wife in bed?” 
 
    Ichiro flowed to his feet and moved slowly into the warm circle of light cast by the candle. “Couldn’t the same be said of you, Isao-sama?” 
 
    “It could indeed.” Isao said, and frowned at his desk. “And I wish it would be true. Sadly, these papers won’t read themselves.” 
 
    “And the same could be said of this,” his retainer said, and slid a scroll onto the desk. Isao blinked at the seal—a circle containing nothing. 
 
    “What on earth has he discovered that’s so important he can’t wait until the three month mark to check in with us?” He asked, picking up the scroll. 
 
    Ichiro shrugged. “I do not know, my lord. All my courier could say was that Shichiro-san indicated that his next meeting with us was to be delayed indefinitely. 
 
    Isao’s head shot up, his eyes narrowing. “Was there any reason given?” He could feel the frantic beat of his heart—if Shichiro had gotten himself into trouble, and he was only finding out now— 
 
    The shinobi, however, seemed to guess where his lord and master’s thoughts were going (as he usually did; he was rather good at that, Isao thought ruefully) and hastened to disabuse him of his panic. “There was no indication that Shichiro-san was in any sort of danger, he seemed quite relaxed. He merely has some pressing business that is holding him up, or he may be following a lead that will take him farther afield. I suspect that the reason may be contained in the missive.” 
 
    Isao sat back and let the tension slowly bleed out, his shoulders slumping slightly in relief. His heartbeat calmed, and his mind was awhirl. He’s safe, he’s fine, I wasn’t too late again. I wasn’t too late. All is well. 
 
    He took a deep breath, blinked, and then picked up the scroll again. “Very well, let’s see what poor excuse for slacking my baby brother has given me this time.” He broke the seal and unfurled the scroll, his eyes narrowing as he began to peruse the contents. Ichiro relaxed slightly, glad that he had succeeded in calming his master down. If he was able to tease, he was no longer struggling with the feelings of helplessness. Isao only teased when he was sure of his ground. 
 
    There was a long silence as Isao read the haiku within once, twice, three times. 
 
      
 
    The seventh star climbs 
 
    Full moon shines on golden horns 
 
    The great dog blesses 
 
      
 
    Isao very, very carefully rolled the scroll up and placed it on the desk. With slow, deliberate movements, he leaned his elbows on the desk and laced the fingers together, and his eyes sparked dangerously. 
 
    Ichiro shifted his weight, ready to leap into action at the word of his lord. Whatever was in that letter, it had to have been serious. It was very rare indeed that he ever saw Prince Isao so worked up. 
 
    The silence continued for several more seconds, and then Isao snatched up the scroll, surged to his feet, and threw the scroll against the wall. “WHY ON EARTH IS MY LITTLE BROTHER GETTING MARRIED TO A PRINCESS OF AKIYAMA AND MORE IMPORTANTLY, WHY AM I JUST HEARING ABOUT IT!?!” He turned to Ichiro and pointed. “You! Go find out and tell me everything, especially why I wasn’t invited! Who does that little brat think he is?! I’m his big brother, by the Dragon’s endless tail! When I get my hands on him, I’ll…!!!” With that, he spun on his heel and stormed out of the room, the rest of his threat fading along with his departure, presumably to find some hapless idiot to purge the rest of his ire on. 
 
    Ichiro blinked. Well. That just… happened. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX -- THE WEDDING AND THE FRIENDS 
 
      
 
    Shichiro found himself in a small, ornate room, dominated on one end by a small shrine in honor of the Heavenly Emperor, and in front of it knelt a priest. 
 
    On one side of the room Princess Katsumi was seated, a fan decorated with roses held in front of her face in the façade of womanly modesty. Shichiro bit his tongue to keep his initial instinct at bay (shuddering in disgust), and tried not to think to hard that he would be soon a member of her clan and family. 
 
    Cursed, there was no doubt about it. 
 
    Shichiro allowed himself to be directed by the priest’s shrine maiden assistant and sat down where instructed, kneeling on the tatami. 
 
    Traditionally, the groom’s parents are present at their son’s wedding. The Shogun, however, was far too busy, and instead sent his eldest son, Prince Yoichi. 
 
    Shichiro was fairly certain his eldest brother had never said three words together to him at one time, which, at the moment, suited Shichiro just fine. He just wished the whole thing was done and over with, and that he’d end up married to a lady he could at least respect. 
 
    That was when the soji slid open and a delicate little thing in pristine white robes and a traditional white hood, attended by two icy-faced handmaidens. The bride’s head was bowed modestly, staring down at her hands clasped in front of her shyly. Shichiro decided he very much wanted to see what her face looked like, but she did not look at him. She calmly walked over and knelt besides him, and as much as Shichiro wanted to lean forward and get a look at her face, his conscience and sense of propriety wouldn’t allow him to do it. Mother, after all, would NOT have been happy if he ruined his own wedding ceremony out of curiosity. He’d just have to be patient; he was marrying her after all, wasn’t he? He’d see her face soon enough. 
 
    The ceremony was a blur, passing by him like a wind. The only thing he was  paying attention to was the quiet little thing next to him, sitting so properly, with her head bowed. He sneaked glances at her as often as he could, and if the priest disapproved, Shichiro didn’t care. It wasn’t as if this was the priest’s wedding, now was it? Shichiro was the one getting married, and he would look at his own wife as much as he wanted, thank you very much. 
 
    When his turn came to speak, he regurgitated the lines he had been given to memorize, his mind barely paying any attention to the words. He felt… strangely detached, for the whole situation. Did most people feel like that when they got married? With a start that he just barely managed to stifle, he realized his wife was speaking, the tones of her voice sweet and gentle, striking an odd, familiar tone to his ear. But just as soon as he managed to snap out of his daze, she had ceased to speak, and the priest was pressing a sake cup into his hands. Mechanically, he lifted and drank three sips, and the taste of sake sliding over his tongue and down his throat served to ground him in a way nothing else had quite managed to do yet. Suddenly, Shichiro realized that this was real, and happening, and nothing could change what happened here. 
 
    He glanced to the side, and watched her little white hands tilt her cup for another sip. Shichiro remembered the look in his mother’s eyes, when she saw her husband by the side of one of his other wives, and silently made a promise. 
 
    Wives should not be made to feel alone by their own husbands. He did not know who his little wife was, but his wife she remained, and he would do his best to make sure she was as happy as he could managed. He was Nishimura Shichiro, after all, who had risen up from his honorless disgrace to marrying a princess. He could make this work, he swore it. For the sake of Tomoko who now dwelt in the train of the Heavenly Emperor, his wife would be happy. 
 
    He took the last of the nine sips, let the rice wine slide down his throat. 
 
    Well, Shichiro thought. That’s done then. I’m a married man.  He heard the priest announce the final blessings, and he added a prayer of his won to them, hoping that the Emperor in the Heavens would see fit to grant it. 
 
    Give me wisdom, for it is an unknown path I walk. And… please, by all that you hold holy, let the one whose side I walk by be not like Princess Katsumi. 
 
    And with hat final, hopeful prayer, he turned to face his bride and bowed in acknowledgement. She turned to him as well and bowed deeply, before slowly, hesitantly rising and looking up. 
 
    Her pretty face was painted traditional white makeup, so much so to nearly render it unrecognizable, and her sweet lips were covered with bright red paint, but nothing could hide the color of her bright, sparkling blue eyes. 
 
    Shichiro felt like he was going to faint, and he did not think it was the fault of the sake. 
 
    He… he was married to Hanako? How in all the heavens did that happen? 
 
    He rose to his feet and assisted Hanako—his wife!—to her feet, and together they walked through the room and out into the hall. Immediately his wife was whisked away by those stone-faced handmaidens of hers, and Shichiro was hustled off to the next level of the pagoda. He found himself seated before a sumptuous dinner, and he peered around suspiciously at the small collection of people he found himself sharing his wedding feast with. 
 
    If he turned out to have married Princess Hanako of the Dragons, who else could he expect to pop out of the shadows? Isao? Manami? Ichiro? The Great Spirits, the Immortal Tamotsu Eiji and his wife, the Celestial Momoe Chiyo? The entire demon horde of goats that ate his oft-lamented hat? 
 
    At this rate, nothing, absolutely nothing, would surprise him. 
 
    Until Hanako came through the door dressed in a scarlet kimono, embroidered with golden dragons and his family’s crest. 
 
    Shichiro quickly snapped his jaw shut and hoped no one noticed. 
 
    The meal seemed to drag out forever—Hanako sat besides him, barely picking at her food, and not saying a single syllable in his direction. Everyone else talked, but Shichiro didn’t trust a single one of them. 
 
    Finally, the meal was over, and the guests all rose and gave their well-wishes to the bride and groom, before being ushered out by the strange, expressionless handmaidens, and finally Hanako and Shichiro were left alone. 
 
    There was a long minute of silence, before Shichiro cleared his throat and built up the courage to speak. “Ah, I take it we are at your pagoda, then?” 
 
    “Yes, honored husband,” She said, and then she looked up at him and smiled gently, and he felt something strange lodge in his throat. “Did you not realize where you were?” 
 
    Shichiro shook his head. “I think they did not wish me to see—the kept me inside a palanquin for a long while, and it was dark when I entered.” 
 
    He paused, thought about it for a long second, then burst out, “Hey! There’s doors on this blasted thing after all!” 
 
    Hanako couldn’t help it, she giggled, and Shichiro frowned down at her for as long as he could manage. After a minute of scowling he felt his resolve falter and his frown slowly melted into a smile. He held out a hand and said, “Well, come then, honored wife. It’ll be nice to not have to sleep on the tatami mats in the room above you for once.” 
 
    At that statement, Hanako’s pretty eyes widened, and she flushed so brightly that he could see it through her makeup. After a second, he realized what he had just said, and felt all the blood drain from his face. “Ah, that is, well, I mean—” 
 
    But before he managed to get his tongue to stop stumbling long enough to get a recognizably coherent sentence out, Hanako shyly reached out and with fingers that trembled ever-so-slightly, took ahold of his hand. She glanced down, took a deep breath, and smiled up at him. “Well, from now on, I guess you won’t have to climb up my roofs to visit me anymore, will you?” 
 
    Shichiro smiled down at his little wife, tucking her hand through the crook of his elbow as he led her to the door. “No, I don’t think I will, honored wife.” 
 
    And as they stepped out the door, her smile brightened, and Shichiro thought this whole ‘being married’ deal might not be so bad after all. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The stars were beginning to fade away in the face of the dawn, and the pagoda was wreathed in sleep, and all was still on the mountain. A veil of silence seemed to settle on the hidden glen, and the only ones unaffected were a small group that had gathered on the engawa, outside the door where Shichiro had dueled with the rice bowl and had spectacularly failed. 
 
    “Well, this is a lovely bit of work.” One said, and he flicked his hair over his shoulder in a faint glimmer of starlit orange… or perhaps it wasn’t hair, but a plume of titian bushy tail, but who could say? The only ones who saw where his comrades, and they would not tell. “Things could not be more perfect. Whoever is responsible, I applaud you.” 
 
    A tall and slender one, who lifted a white hand, sheathed in a long draping sleeve of grey and tawny silk—or perhaps it was a wide feathered wing, and gestured grandly towards the pagoda and two of its sleeping denizens. “You are mistaken, my son,” She said, her voice low and rich and gentle. “This was none of our doing.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, another one spoke, and as he did the starlight gleamed on a sharp fang within his mouth, “That can’t be right—are you suggesting that something this perfect can be attributed to mere happenstance? One of us must have done it.” 
 
    Another spoke in answer—the tallest of all, and when he moved he seemed to almost float through the air. “I am the girl-child’s guardian—do you not think I would know if I or my wife or one of my children planned this happening? Nay, this all happened completely independently of my plans.” There was a sudden rush of babble, the leader shook his head. “But that does not mean it was not orchestrated by anyone. After all, there are more forces in this world for good than simply us, and there are ones greater than I, and there is One who told me of the birth of these two remarkable little ones.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting what we think you are, honored father?” A woman spoke, and her kimono shimmered like golden scales deep in a pond in the dimness of the pre-dawn starlight. 
 
    “Ah, I do not suggest,” Their father said, “I know. They are two very different things.” 
 
    “Make no mistake,” The first woman said, “These two children were brought together by the Heavenly Emperor. And it seems that these times will be even greater than we had dreamed.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The first one who had spoken said, and rested his chin in one hand. “I think… they are within my governance now, and the little mortal maid grew up under my protection. I think if anything ill would befall her—and we all know that to be an inescapable eventuality, I shall make myself her own guardian.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” several people asked, but he merely grinned. 
 
    “Of course I’m sure! Should be rather fun. Give me something to do while this whole mess straightens itself out, and that horrible woman is removed from the throne of my country. Besides, she’s a sweet thing. And it … would be nice to have a personal charge again.” 
 
    “Very well,” the first woman said, “It is done.” 
 
    “It is done, and well done, and we rejoice at its doing,” the rest echoed in response, and one by one they slipped away, until only three remained. 
 
    The first one who had spoke immediately jumped up to the roof above them and made himself comfortable, leaving his father and the tall lady by themselves. 
 
    “Well,” after a moment the lady began. “What do you think shall happen next, honored husband?” 
 
    Her husband shrugged his shoulders, smiled, and said, “I do not have the faintest idea, but I find I am quite looking forward to finding out.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The next morning dawned bright, and Hanako found herself stirring slowly to wakefulness. The birds were singing sweetly outside on the engawa, and the sun was turning the panels of the shoji door into gold. 
 
    She turned and saw her husband’s face on the pillow, next to her, and she felt the warmth of a flush spread across her face. It was… strange, this state of marriage. When Mother had come and told her that she was to be married, Hanako had been ecstatic at the chance to finally fulfil her purpose, but the prospect of being bound to some stranger had been… worrying. 
 
    But then! Then she had heard Shichiro’s voice, and she could scarcely believe it, but when she had bowed to him and looked up, she had seen her friend. She hummed happily at the memory of it—it was a spark of wonder and delight, such as she had never experienced before. What joy could be greater than to fulfil her purpose by being bound to her friend? 
 
    She smiled at his sleeping face, and it was far more calm and relaxed than Hanako had ever seen it awake. Hesitantly, she moved her fingers forward to brush the strands of hair away from his face, but stopped just before she touched his face. She dearly, dearly wished to… but what if he did not wish his hair to be touched, such as she did? Well, she would learn, in time. 
 
    She carefully sat up, moving slowly in order to not disturb his slumber, and moved over to where she kept her under-kosodes and began to dress. Just as she was slipping it on, she heard the stirring of her husband within the blankets. She continued dressing and had just retrieved her favorite comb when he finally broke his silence. 
 
    “You have… a dragon on your back.” He said slowly. 
 
    Hanako blinked, startled at the sudden question, and glanced back at him, tilting her head in confusion. “Yes?” His voice had sounded so… odd. It was not a tone of voice she was familiar with, and she wondered what on earth it might mean. 
 
    Shichiro-her-husband tilted his head to one side, his thick dark hair sliding across his shoulders, and she blinked at the sight it made. She glanced hesitantly at the comb in her hand—perhaps he would not mind? 
 
    “It… I have never seen anything quite like it. When… what is it?” 
 
    “Oh, um,” She fidgeted with the comb and asked, “Have… have you never seen a birthmark before?” 
 
    He blinked, and Hanako was very confused, even more confused than before. Were birthmarks truly so taboo in the outside world? 
 
    “That…” he said slowly, “Is unlilke any birthmark I have ever seen. Are you sure that’s what it is?” 
 
    She nodded, eager to reassure her husband. “Oh yes, I’ve had it as long as I can remember, and more, even. Ah, but, if it’s not to much to ask…” She hesitated, fumbled, but Shichiro is her friend AND her husband, she can trust him to let herself to ask questions, “Why are you asking, honored husband?” 
 
    Her husband linked, long and slow, before shrugged elegantly and saying, “I… I’m not sure. I guess I was curious.” He glanced around the room, at the paintings of dragons on the screens and the engravings on the pillar, and then flicked his gaze towards her back. “I guess, when you introduced yourself as Princess Hanako of the Dragons, you really meant it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Hanako flushed and looked down, but peeked up just in time to see him smile and run a hand through his hair, tangling it even more than it already had. “Anyway, what time is breakfast usually ready?” 
 
    Hanako smiled and said, “It will be ready very soon, and the handmaidens will come up in order to assist me in dressing, and they will bring breakfast with them. 
 
    “Ah, excellent,” Shichiro said, and stood up, moving over to dress himself in some of his new clothing. She knelt down and began to run the teeth of the comb through her hair, studiously looking away until her husband was dressed and attempting to pull his hair into his customary high ponytail. 
 
    It made her insides twitch at the sight, and she gathered her resolve and stepped forward. “Ah… would you like me to brush your hair?” 
 
    Her husband blinked at that, long and slow, and then repeated the process, gaze flicking from her to the comb, and back again. But then he smiled and said, “I would very much appreciate it, thank you.” 
 
    And she smiled and him and thought, yes, this marriage thing is a very good thing indeed, even more than she had hoped, because Shichiro was her friend. 
 
    They were eating breakfast when his wife finally managed to gather the courage to speak again. “Um, honored husband, if you do not mind me asking…” 
 
    Shichiro looked up from his soup and smiled at her obvious confusion. “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “When we first met, you told me you were nothing more than a wanderer… but…” 
 
    She glanced up, and her eyes saw how  his jaw clenched, and the shadows that crept forth to darken his eyes. He hung his head, and he sighed, and shuddered once, and when he looked up again he was smiling, but it was a sad smile. 
 
    “It was bound to come out, wasn’t it?” And a wry look caught ahold of his smile, and twisted it. Hanako felt her fingers twitch in a sudden urge to reach for him and smooth out his smile (it wasn’t supposed to look like that), but she firmly clasped her hands together to prevent that. Just because he was her husband didn’t mean she was allowed to take any liberties with him. 
 
    “Mother said I was bound to wed a prince of the Nishimura clan—so when you said you were a wander…” she bit her lip, her heart shuddering within her at the very thought, but somehow managed to force the leaden, tasteless words from between her lips. “Did that mean you lied, Shichiro-san?” 
 
    She stared down at her hands, all her bravery departed from her, and did not dare to look up. But then a long, lean, rough hand reached suddenly into her vision, took ahold of her chin, and tilted her head up. 
 
    Hanako’s eyes met the dark, sincere ones of her husband, and as his gaze bored into her own, he said, “I did not lie to you, Hanako-hime. This I swear, by the blade of my sword. And I also swear, on my mother’s grave, that I shall never willingly lie to you, unless by my falsehood I might save your life.” 
 
    The painful, sick feeling in her stomach withered away and vanished, like frost in the sunlight, and to her horror and embarrassment, she felt tears slip away from her eyes and slide down her cheeks. That was odd, she thought, why would she be crying? 
 
    Shichiro’s gut clenched—had his words failed to reach her? Why was she crying? Hastily, he blotted away the tears with the width of his sleeve, and smoothed his fingers over her cheeks. “Honored wife? Hanako-hime? Are… are you all right? Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head, her cheeks sliding against his fingers, and she blinked her eyes once and met his gaze. They were still swimming slightly with tears, but they were bright and blue and shining, and her lips were curved a happy smile. “No, dearest husband—” and his breath caught at those words, though he barely noticed, “You said something very right.” 
 
    That smile made Shichiro’s head go fuzzy, and he couldn’t seem to think of what to say next. “Oh, uh, well… good.” He said, and belated realized he was still holding her face. Quickly, he dropped his hands, but his chest warmed when her own pale little fingers rose up and stroked gently along her own cheeks, her smile growing softer. 
 
    It was that smile that prompted him to speak, though he very nearly regretted the words once they had left his mouth. “Would…” and his tongue felt heavy, like stone, and his throat and mouth were dry. He coughed and forged onward, before he could stop, before the memories caught up to him and became too much. “Would you like me to tell you why?” 
 
    She nodded once, and then carefully, tentatively, reached out and laid her soft white rose-petal fingertips on the backs of his own fingers, and that touch gave him the courage to keep going. 
 
    “My mother was the Princess Tomoko, the third and youngest wife of Shogun Nishimura Tsuneo of Masaki. She… was sweet, and gentle and pretty as cherry blossoms… and lasted only as long as them, as well. When I was young, my elder brother Isao and I were left all alone. She… died.” He shuddered and shoved his hands into his sleeves, afraid to look at them. Perhaps, perhaps if he looked down, he would still see blood staining his fingers and under his nails. He swallowed, hard, and continued his story. 
 
    “When I was fourteen, my brother defied my father, the Shogun’s rules. I knew… that if no one did anything, my brother would be slain, and I…  I could not stand aside, even if it went against the wishes of the Shogun my father.” 
 
    He heard his wife u tter a tiny noise of distress, and he clenched his hands, digging his nails into his arms. He didn’t want to look up and see the condemnation in her eyes. “So I protected him, until he had crossed the border into Nagisa. But the Shogun was furious with me, and stripped away from me all honor and clan… the only thing he left me were my name, and my swords.” He said, slowly withdrawing one hand and tapping the handle of the katana that was never far from his side. “I’ve been wandering ever since. Until, that is, my father had mercy on me, and restored me to the clan.” 
 
    The silence in the room was thick and cloying, and Shichiro felt like he couldn’t breathe, as if every breath of air stuck in his throat and never reached his lungs. Finally his wife spoke. “How long… how long have you been wandering?” 
 
    Shichiro’s head shot up when he heard that, and he stared at her in confusion. That… was not the reaction he had been expecting, not by any stretch of the imagination. Her eyes were once again swimming in tears, but there was no trace of disgust or anger in them. 
 
    “Seven years. Almost eight.” He said faintly, and he saw the sorrow increase, and once again she reached out to his hand. This time, however, instead of merely touching, she gently lifted his hand and enfolded it within her own. He stared at her, at his hand within her own, and for once did not know what to think. 
 
    Hanako’s heart ached for her husband, like it had fallen from a great height and was badly bruised. She knew that while he had not lied, there was obviously more to the story that he had not told. Why, she wasn’t sure, but something deep and strong and wise within her whispered that Shichiro was good and brave, and would not have disobeyed his father unless his father was going to do something very, very wrong. But for some reason, Shichiro did not remember that, or… she couldn’t fathom what he was thinking, and perhaps he didn’t know, either. But, she decided, until the time he did know, until the time he told her the rest, she would comfort him. 
 
    She could tell he had a great many sorrows and burdens on his shoulders. What good would she be as his wife, if she could not relieve some of them? 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN -- THE SUSPICION AND THE DISCOVERY 
 
      
 
    There was something off. 
 
    Shichiro didn’t know what it was, but he knew it existed. It hovered there, out of sight, on the edge of his thoughts, like an itch he couldn’t quite reach. 
 
    Why, if she was the adopted child of Katsumi, why was her Mother not parading her at court? Hanako was very beautiful, and clever and graceful and talented. Even if she could not be her Mother’s heir, it made no sense to keep her locked up in a pagoda all the time. 
 
    And why did she convince his father to revoke Shichiro’s banishment, just so he could marry Hanako? It wasn’t as if there weren’t any unmarried, high ranking Nishimura around, on the contrary, there were plenty. 
 
    There was something rotten, here, something which he could not fathom, which immediately put him on guard. He glanced down at the sleeping form of his wife besides him, her hair spreading over his pillow and blanket, like the gentle tide of a midnight sea. He dug his fingers in the silken strands and tangled his own hands it, gently, so as not to awake her. 
 
    And… there was the matter of the dragons. He was no expert, but he had never, in all his wanderings throughout all seven realms, seen a birthmark so large or precise. This entire pagoda was covered with dragons, and even her title was Princess Hanako of the Dragons. 
 
    Shichiro had no clue what was going on, but he was going to find out.  Now, the only problem was to try and find some way to leave the pagoda without being noticed. It was far easier back when he wasn’t able to just go through the door. 
 
    He glanced back at his wife, and sighed softly, fondly. She made a slight sound in her sleep and moved closer to him, and gentle he drew the covers higher, to protect her neck from the cold. 
 
    She sighed once more, murmured something, and then went back to sleep, oblivious of the effect she had had on her companion. 
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    He wanted to jump and shout and cheer and dance, and he decided that was one more thing he must look into—why Hanako-hime murmured his name in her own sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
    It was several weeks into their marriage when Hanako finally brought up the subject of their wedding. She was obviously very nervous, but she lifted her chin and plowed through anyway. “Shichiro-san, what… what was your reaction when you discovered you were to be married to me?” 
 
    Shichiro, who had been polishing his sword, paused and thought back to their wedding. “Mm… well, I was very nervous as the thought of getting married, but when I realized my bride was you, I felt, well… relieved, I guess.” 
 
    She blinked her bright, beautiful blue eyes at him, and he couldn’t resist grinning at her. “Relieved?” She asked carefully, clearly confused. 
 
    “Yes, relieved,” he affirmed. “I was told I was to be married to a princess of the Fujioka clan, and as you know, there are many, many of them. I was… concerned, for most of the Fujioka I have ever met have been, ah, well, stuck up, to put it plainly.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth turned down, and she set aside her embroidery a moment to tilt her head to the side in sympathy. “I have never met anyone from my clan aside from my Mother, so I do not know how they act, but Mother told me how people can be… greedy, and cruel, and absorbed in their own selves.” Her eyes were wide and seemed almost to fill with tears, and she pressed her lips together for a moment before continuing. “It is a terrible thing, that they would act such a way, isn’t it? I can’t quite understand why they would. How can they not understand that the Heavenly Emperor loves more people than just themselves?” 
 
    Shichiro stared at his wife, and wondered if perhaps he had accidentally married a celestial maiden. Hanako was too pure for this world, otherwise. 
 
    She bit her lip, and he was momentarily distracted by this, so that he almost missed what she was saying. “So, I do not know my family and I don’t know if they are as you say, honored husband, and I wish with all my heart that they aren’t. But… I trust your word, and if it is true that they are such, I… am very sorry and I apologize most deeply for my family.” 
 
    She immediately began to bow her forehead to the floor, and Shichiro leapt to his feet and darted over to her, snatching her hands and holding her half upright. “No, Hanako-hime, don’t bow, please.” 
 
    Hanako blinked at him in confusion, and he felt his cheeks begin to burn slightly and he rushed to explain. “It’s fine, you don’t need to apologize for your family, after all, it’s not like you know them, right? You said so yourself! And you’re so nice and kind, you’re nothing like them at all, so there’s no reason for to apologize! I promise! So please, don’t. You- you don’t need to apologize for anything, really.” 
 
    She stared up at him, and he suddenly realized he was still holding her hands, and he stared down at them, frozen. He loosened his grip, but all of a sudden realized he didn’t want to pull away. And, well, it’s not like they were in public or anything (it was his own house! Well, of a sort) and she was his wife, so it’s not like they were being indecent and he wouldn’t be chased around by vengeful male relatives. 
 
    So instead he carefully settled back on his knees in front of her, and brought their joined hands together in his lap, and watched carefully to see how she would respond. She wouldn’t meet his eyes but looked off to the side, and a pretty pale pink color heightened the smooth pale arc of her cheekbones, but slowly, she sat back herself, and her fingers remained firmly in his grip. A sudden burst of a warm, flame like feeling arose in his chest, and he found a grin spreading across his face, and he tightened his hold on her pale, chill little fingers. Had he ever thought before how much he liked her hands? He couldn’t remember, so he took the moment to remind himself. She had very nice little hands—they were white and soft and small, but best of all, they were quick and nimble and capable, and oh so very gentle. Yes, he liked her hands very much. He ran a thumb along the backs of her knuckles, and the pink shade darkened, but her pretty blue eyes looked up at him at last, and they seemed to be smiling, so he decided that he should try this—holding hands—more often. 
 
    “Anyway, you didn’t let me finish.” He saw her eyes widen in remorse, and he grinned and shook his head. “No, it’s alright, you don’t have to apologize for that either—just let me finish, please.” 
 
    She nodded, and he sighed and grinned a little. “Anyway, when I first realized my bride was you, Honored Wife, I felt very relieved. Almost all of that was because I wasn’t doomed to marry some stuck up Fujioka princess with her head as large as a hydrangea… and that I’d get to marry you instead, because I know, as much as I know how to wield a katana, that you’re nothing like the rest of them.” 
 
    “Oh.” She said and ducked her head, but her voice had had a happy sound to it, and as she lowered her head he caught a flash of a smile, and his heart eased from some tenseness he hadn’t even noticed he had before. 
 
    He smiled at her, and then said gently, “Well, what did you think when you first realized you were going to marry me?” 
 
    “O-oh!” Hanako felt herself gasp out in sudden surprise at having the question being turned back at her, and she twitched in the sudden need to cover her startled mouth that was undoubtedly gaping in an unsightly, undignified way that no proper wife would ever let be seen by the light of day. However, her husband seemed to guess what she was thinking and gently tightened his grip on her hands so she couldn’t escape. She quickly snapped her mouth shut, and felt color at her embarrassing slip up spread across her face.  
 
    She cautiously chanced a glance at Shichiro, but he was still smiling, and Hanako could read no sign of disgust or disappointment in the handsome features of his face. She swallowed once, and bit her lip for a second, but she supposed that there was no harm in answering. After all, he was her husband. 
 
    “When Mother first told me I was to marry, I was very happy, for I would finally get a chance to fulfill my purpose, you see!” 
 
    Shichiro’s heart ached for her. She had been stuck in this tower so long, she obviously felt like she wasn’t worth much. Couldn’t Hanako see how special she was? 
 
    “And… and when I found out who I was marrying, I was very, very happy.” Hanako felt her lips turn up in a bright smile to match the glowing sun inside her chest. “I was nervous before, for I had never met anyone besides you and Mother, and my handmaidens, and I don’t think they have names. I have asked, but they will not tell me. So the prospect of meeting someone altogether new, and marrying him, and not knowing if—if we could be friends at all was… worrying. But!” she curled her fingers into the warmth of his large, sword-roughened hands in an attempt to convey the delight and excitement and pure, bountiful happiness she had felt when she had heard his voice. “But then I heard you speak, and I realized there wasn’t any  reason to be nervous. I was going to get married, and I would be marrying a friend! What better purpose could there be?” 
 
   
  
 

 She beamed at him, brightly, and hoped that her smile was just a shade like his, bright and grounded and so very true and real. He was staring at her smile, shocked, and Hanako watched in excitement as a much smaller smile slowly crept out to sit on his mouth, and her heart jumped happily when she saw the bright truth and tangibility of it. Perhaps he sees my smile, just as I see his? Hanako wondered, and wrapped that thought up carefully and set it where it would be safe, for it was a very lovely thought indeed, that warmed her all the way down to her toes. 
 
    Then slowly, he lifted one of her hands, slipping in his darker, tanned fingers to twine tightly with her own, and Shichiro drew it to his mouth. Hanako stared at him, entranced, as her husband leaned his head forward. He ever-so-gently brushed his lips across her knuckles and the back of her hand, like cherry blossoms alighting on the snow, or the wind kissing the surface of the pond at the base of her pagoda. 
 
    “I am glad,” he whispered, and the warmth that cascaded through her at that moment put anything she had felt from his smile to shame, like the silver sheen of sunlight in winter is dwarfed by the bright gleam of summer. 
 
    “I am very glad,” Shichiro-her-husband whispered against the back of her hand, “That I made you happy.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    After Hanako had fallen asleep one night, Shichiro snapped his eyes open and crept out of their shared futon, sneaking his way across the floor and into the outer room. Once he was there, he snatched a dark blue haori (decorated with dark green embroidered dragons, very much like everything else here in this pagoda), slipped it over his shoulders, and stepped out onto the engawa.  
 
    The mists of rose up over the mountain, thin and wispy. The full moon was hanging in the sky, waxed fat and bright, and its light shone down like ghostly fingers slipping through the mist and shining eerily on the water. Shichiro shuddered slightly in the cool air, before crossing his arms and leaning against a post. 
 
    The more time he spent with Hanako, the more the entire situation didn’t make sense. For one, why had Katsumi adopted a child without naming her heir, or at least claiming Hanako to be the child of Katsumi’s dead husband, the Shogun. If he had done his math right, the timing between his death and Hanako’s birth would have fit such a story, even if it might be close. Besides, this was Akiyama and Katsumi was Fujioka. They thrived on such tales and falsehoods! It would not have been hard at all for Katsumi to convince the daimyos of Akiyama that Hanako was the natural born heir of Shogun Kiyotaka. 
 
    The real question was—why go to such lengths to hide the child? Something just didn’t sit right with him. And it was obvious that something stank about this marriage alliance. If Masaki and Akiyama were truly allied, they would want a strong front. The youngest of Shichiro’s brother’s—Akihiro—was still as of yet unwed (this is now cannon if I stated differently somewhere else it will be subject to change--), and there were many princesses or noble ladies in the vast Fujioka clan, and there were also plenty of daimyos in Akiyama who were closely aligned with that family. The best way to seal an alliance would have been a loud, public marriage between Akihiro and some Akiyama lady. All the other realms would already know by now of the alliance in the works, and the marriage would have done an excellent job of increasing morale. So why go to such lengths to keep it secret? 
 
    And why Hanako? And why him? Hanako, he supposed, made sense, for she was (oddly) the adopted daughter of Katsumi, and who better to seal the alliance with than the child of the Princess of Akiyama? Not to mention the fact she was well educated, Well, in most subjects, anyway, Shichiro thought, a faint grin flashing across his face. She can be surprisingly naïve in others, like the… hat incident. 
 
    Hanako was also graceful, kind, sweet, and uncommonly beautiful, especially with her exotic blue eyes. Eyes her shade were very rare—the only ones Shichiro had ever met were members of the Miyamoto clan of Kirigane, and it was absurd to believe Hanako had come from thence. The Miyamoto were tight-knit, and it would be extremely difficult for even Katsumi the Sly to pull of such a feat and face no vengeance. 
 
    Still, it made him curious, and it rankled. Shichiro was not particularly fond of the sensation when he was unaware of something that might have a chance of affecting his precious people. And Hanako was, undoubtedly, a part of this mess. And something, deep down, in his gut, told him that it might mean danger for his wife, for Hanako. 
 
    Shichiro was never one to stand aside when his precious ones were in danger. And Hanako was more than a precious one, she was his wife, and had sweet smiles and gentle hands. If this whole mess meant that she would be in trouble… Shichiro planned to let nothing stop him from keeping her safe. 
 
    But how was he to do so, and where should he first start looking? If Hanako was involved in it, her origins might be an important part. But Hanako had only said that she was adopted, but nothing of the circumstances. He would have to ask her… and then, he would go and investigate on his own. Whatever tale Hanako had been told, it had undoubtedly come from Lady Katsumi. 
 
    Isao had long ago told him (back when Isao was young and Shichiro was younger, and Isao had still been serving their lordly Father in Masaki) about the best and only way to deal with Princess Katsumi: assume that every word that comes from her mouth is a lie, and only pick through it afterwards to find what grains of truth might be buried in the morass. 
 
    Isao didn’t trust Katsumi very much. 
 
    So it was decided. Tomorrow, he would ask Hanako of her origins, and then he would leave, just for a little while. He wouldn’t go far, only to Chiyono, and there he would find what he could, and send a message to Isao—who would undoubtedly close to tearing his hair out in worry. 
 
    Shichiro snickered at the thought of Isao’s peeved distress, and wished Ichiro the best of luck dealing with his irate monarch. Shichiro himself had much better things to do… like going to bed and snuggling with his tiny little wife. Humming to himself, he slipped back inside the pagoda and slid the shoji shut behind him. 
 
    There was a faint red shimmer in the moonlight, and a fox slipped out of a dark corner and sat in front of the door, curling his bushy tail about his paws. The fox seemed unconcerned with the fact that his presence there was highly unlikely, based on the fact how high up he was in the pagoda. This fox seemed to be of the extremely clever sort, and had decided that he was too clever for little human institutions like logic, and there he was. 
 
    A moment later a twining gleam of green and golden scales twined itself about one of the pillars and lowered its head next to the fox, and the strange pair of them contemplated the shoji doors thoughtfully. 
 
    “The mortal swordsman grows suspicious,” The fox says, “I could smell the clever thoughts whirling about his head. He knows that there’s something odd, and he’s determined to find out what it is. He may even be on the right track, but my nose isn’t strong enough to pick up such particular things.” 
 
    “Why do you think that is?” The dragon said, tilting his whiskered and maned head to the side. 
 
    The fox licked a paw thoughtfully. “I’m… not entirely sure. I will have to watch him some more. He’s very used to keeping his emotions hidden. Makes it harder to smell. Ahh, mortals and their endless desire to hide things from us.” 
 
    The dragon rumbled in amusement. “I highly doubt, my son, that young Shichiro is hiding his emotions for the sole purpose of making things difficult for you.” 
 
    The fox sniffed at that, but made no reply. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shichiro carefully and cautiously bided his time, waiting until the slow, peaceful hours of the afternoon before addressing his question. 
 
    “Hanako-hime?” 
 
    She immediately glanced up at him and smiled, her needle paused in the air, and Shichiro found himself unconsciously beaming back. “Yes, Honored Husband?” Hanako replied gently, looking back down to finish her stitch. 
 
    Shichiro paused and thought, picking and choosing his words like pieces from a shogi board. “I wonder… you said you were adopted, but how did that happen? And how did you end up in this pagoda?” 
 
    “Oh!” Hanako said, blinking rapidly, clearly blindsided. “Well, it’s a bit of a long story, and not particularly exciting, I think…” 
 
    Shichiro smiled his brightest, most persuasive smile. “Please, honored wife? We could make tea to drink while we talk.” 
 
    Hanako paused, eyed his bright, beaming smile, and then let a small smile of her own slip over her face before nodding. “If you wish to hear it, honored husband, then I would be pleased to tell it to you.” 
 
    Shichiro bowed his head in thanks and settled in to listen to her story. She coughed lightly to clear her throat, stared out the window, and hesitantly began her story. 
 
    “Some years ago now, on the day of the spring equinox, Mother told me she had a sudden desire to admire the blooming cherry trees, and stepped out to wander in the garden. As she walked, she heard a sudden cry, and searched diligently for it, finding it source at the foot of the oldest tree in the garden.” She blushed slightly and looked down at her hands, folded neatly in her lap. “She found me there, and I was a tiny child, weak and sickly, which she discerned as soon as she picked me up. However, she had pity on me, and took me in as her own. She soon discovered that I was very, very ill, so ill that I would soon die.” 
 
    Shichiro blinked and stared at his wife. “I know that Princess Katsumi is very gifted in the healing arts, but it takes more than just great skill to heal an infant so ill. How—” 
 
    “She wanted very much to heal me, so she prayed hard and long—” Shichiro put all his efforts into not twitching, but the idea of Katsumi praying to anything but herself was, well, laughable.  
 
    “Finally, by the Grace of the Heavenly Emperor, she remembered a very rare patch of flowers that she grew and guarded carefully. They were called the Emperor’s Pearl flowers, and she plucked one bloom and brewed a tea from its petals, and fed me the tea. You see, the Emperor’s Pearl is rumored to have been a gift from the Heavenly Emperor himself to Miyatatsu Nagahara, the First Emperor of the Seven Realms, and if one drinks the tea brewed from its petals, their wounds or sicknesses will be healed. And… and the next morning, she checked on me, and found me perfectly whole and hale. Mother was very happy, but then rumors started to spread about her child, and Mother says I was nearly kidnapped once. She had nearly lost me once already, you see, so she panicked and sent me away to this tower, where I may grow up in peace and safety.” She smiled again, sweet and gentle, and smoothed a hand down her kimono (which was decorated with silver dragons and white roses).  
 
    “That’s where I got my name from, you know. Mother was so happy from my recovery, and so thankful to the mercies of the Heavenly Emperor, that she named me Hanako—flower child—in honor of the gift of the flower that saved my life, of the Heavenly Emperor who saw fit to spare me.” She finished, and by this time her cheeks were as red as the rising sun, and Shichiro would have laughed gently at her if his stomach wasn’t busy twisting itself in knots. 
 
    Shichiro wasn’t a fool, and there was something off about the story. Much of it seemed to be truthful, if perhaps convoluted and highly fantastical, but other bits didn’t add up, even if it seemed to be the truth. 
 
    Katsumi had named her adopted orphan daughter Hanako, in honor of the Heavenly Emperor and his mercies. 
 
    That did not sound like the cold-hearted, calculating Princess Katsumi he knew. So why would she give her daughter such a name? 
 
    Of course, there was always the option that Hanako was the only name she could come up with, but Katsumi was far too intelligent to make that any sort of believable. 
 
    The only reason he could come up with was if, perhaps… Princess Katsumi was highly superstitious. if Katsumi had believed that by honoring the Heavenly Emperor, she could stave off his wrath over some action she had taken, she would undoubtedly do it. 
 
    And if that was the case, whatever had Katsumi so nervous was obviously connected to Hanako, and as Hanako’s one and only husband, it was his duty to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    Inwardly resolved, he brought up a smile on the outside and reached over to snag one of her hands again, and his smile became real when he felt out she squeezed back. Alright, it was barely even a squeeze, but he knew Hanako, and he knew it for what it was. “That was an excellent story,” He smiled and said, “I must admit that I am glad it happened.” 
 
    “Why is that, Honored Husband?” Hanako asked in confusion, and he grinned back at her. 
 
    “Well, without that story, you most likely would not have named Hanako, and I think Hanako is the best name for you, and nothing else will do.” 
 
    She blushed again, but her eyes sparkled, pleased and happy. Shichiro grinned happily back at her, before slowly getting to his feet and ambling into their bedchamber. Well, that conversation had all but convinced him of his theory that Something Was Up, and now he guessed it was time to settle down into finding out what exactly was up. 
 
    It would be a long, difficult job, but as long as it kept Hanako safe, he’d gladly do it, and more. 
 
    The next day as they sat down to breakfast, Hanako’s husband spoke. “I’m afraid that I’ll have to be gone for a short period of time. I have several pressing previous engagements that I wasn’t able to complete due to my being summoned. Therefore, Honored Wife, I must beg your leave for several weeks.” 
 
    Hanako blinked at her husband in surprise, setting down her chopsticks before she dropped them in surprise. “L-leaving?” 
 
    Shichiro smiled at her, bright and nearly blinding, but something about this smile felt like a mask. Hanako suspected there was something he was hiding, but whatever it was, she could not fathom it. 
 
    “Yes, but only for a little while. I intend to return as soon as I may. I trust that you don’t need me so desperately that you can’t spare me a little time?” He asked brightly. 
 
    “Oh…” Hanako bit her lip and fidgeted with her sleeve. She desperately did not want to disappoint her husband, and if he had previously promised to do something, may the Heavenly Emperor forbid her standing in his way! And she had her handmaidens, it was not as if she would be left all alone in the pagoda… not that the handmaidens were exactly what Hanako guessed ‘pleasant company’ to be. Even so… “I… if it were up to me, Honored Husband, you would go with my blessing and whatever help I could give you, but… I doubt that you will be allowed out of the tower.” 
 
    Shichiro’s eyebrows lifted slowly, and his eyes narrowed. He tilted his head and propped it on one hand, his mouth twisting into a thoughtful frown. “Well, that would certainly make things more difficult, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Hanako felt her cheeks heat in shame, and she ducked her head, allowing her bangs to fall forward in front of her eyes. “I… I am sorry, Shichiro-san.” 
 
    “Mm.” He grunted, displeased, and then faster than Hanako could even blink, he had straightened up and smiled at her. “Still, difficult is not impossible, and either way, there’s no need for you to apologize!” His fingers reached out towards her and tilted her chin up toward the light, and with a sudden thrill Hanako felt him stroke his thumb gently along the line of her lips. “Hey, now, princess, there’s no need to look so sad. I want you to smile!” 
 
    Hanako, stared at him, feeling her eyes widen in confusion. He tilted his head to one side, and while a smile still lingered on his lips, his eyes were uncommonly deep and serious. 
 
    Shichiro glanced over her face, watching the trembling depths of her eyes and the hot, shameful blush on her cheeks, and the almost blank set of her mouth. He shuddered, slightly, at that look, and decided if he could do something about it, he would never see it again, not on Hanako’s face. 
 
    Shichiro dropped his grip on her face, and reached for her hands instead, grasping them gently. Hanako’s exotic blue eyes darted down to gaze at her hands in his. He tugged on her hands, drawing her gaze back to his own, and began. 
 
    “I want…” His tongue went dry, and mentally he cursed at his weakness. He was a swordsman, a samurai, and was supposed to be above things like that. He paused and swallowed, and went on, “I want you to promise me something, love.” 
 
    Hanako’s eyes widened at the endearment, and her flush faded into a pretty pink color, which Shichiro infinitely preferred to the scalded shade she had been sporting a moment earlier. “Y-yes?” 
 
    “I want you to promise me that you’ll always smile, Hanako-hime. No matter what. Do you promise me?” 
 
    She bit her lip and searched his face, for what, Shichiro wasn’t entirely sure. After a long, long moment, she nodded, and a trembling smile slowly spread its way across her mouth, and Shichiro felt a smile of his own sneak across his face in response. “Excellent! I’ll hold you to that, you know. Now, with that out of the way, why don’t we begin to plan how I’m going to sneak out of here without alerting the stone statues your mother calls handmaidens.” 
 
    For a moment, Hanako stared at him in shock, before his wife suddenly tugged her hands out of his grip and flew to cover the lower half of her face with her sleeves. But before she could completely stifle the sound, Shichiro caught the beginnings of a giggle, and grinned. Success. 
 
    They spent hours plotting, but by the end of it, Shichiro was quite well-satisfied. There was, of course, the chance of it backfiring, as all plans might, but that had never stopped Shichiro from enacting a plan before! 
 
    (He tried to ignore the voice in in his mind—which sounded suspiciously like Ichiro—pointing out that might be the reason Shichiro ended up in so many difficult or half-insane situations) 
 
    He grinned and stood up, solicitously holding out a hand to assist his wife to her feet. “Thank you, Hanako-hime, for all your help. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    Hanako looked at him for a moment, before she did as he asked and smiled gently. “I am very glad I could be of assistance…” She paused for a moment, before smiling brighter and adding, “Dearest husband.” 
 
    Shichiro’s heart surged with warmth and he leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead, and he was quite pleased when he felt small, slender fingers nimbly slip into his hand of their own accord. 
 
    That night, however, all his contentment left him, as he lay on the futon and stared up into the darkness of the ceiling. 
 
    Shichiro, child, I… I want you to… promise me something. You must give… me your most solemn vow. 
 
    His eyes were wide and dry from staring into the dark without blinking, and he rubbed at them restlessly. 
 
    Yes, Mother. What? What is it? I’ll do anything! 
 
    The lone cry of a nightingale sang from the forest outside, but it failed to lull Shichiro back to sleep. He squeezed his eyes shut, tired of staring at darkness. 
 
    I want you to p-promise that… that you’ll always smile, no matter wh-what… may happen. If you do, then when I look down on you I’ll be able to see and know that you are happy, and I… will be … at peace. Do… you promise me? 
 
    He rolled to one side and breathed, in and out, deep and even, but sleep eluded him until the golden tinge of the rising sun gleamed beyond his eyelids. 
 
    I promise. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Late that night, they put the Plan into action. They took one of Shichiro’s sleeping yukatas and stuffed it with a blanket the placed it on a spare futon in the room Shichiro had stayed in previously. The plan was to say that Shichiro had fallen horribly sick, and that Hanako had placed him in seclusion while she tended to him. Hanako had been trained in the arts of healing and herblore by her mother, so it would make sense that she would heal him, and it would hopefully keep the handmaidens from poking around where they had no business looking. 
 
    Meanwhile, Shichiro would be wandering the roads of Akiyama in search of answers. 
 
    Hanako stared unhappily at the small pack she had prepared for her husband, and weighed it carefully in her hands. “I wish I could send you off with something to eat.” She murmured. 
 
    Shichiro liberated the pack form her hands before she could brood anymore, and shrugged. “I’ll be fine. I’ve been wandering this long, after all, and I’ve never had to rely on boxed lunches.” Hanako’s shoulders twitched unhappily, so he smiled at her, hoping it would calm her. “Relax, Hanako-hime. I know how to take care of myself, and I swear I won’t starve.” 
 
    “…Very well.” She conceded at last, but her mouth was twisted unhappily. Seeing that, Shichiro reached forward and gently tapped the corner of her mouth with one finger. 
 
    “Hey, now, honored wife, did you forget your promise already? Smile! Everything’s going to be fine.” 
 
    At that, Hanako’s shoulders relaxed, and she sent him a smile. It was small and pale, but still there, and Shichiro grinned brightly at his victory. “See, now was that so hard?” 
 
    She shook her head, and together the walked to the engawa. The moon shone down brightly on the slick tile, and Hanako looked out beyond into the dimness of the moonlit mountain below. For a moment, she wondered what it would be like to climb down with him, to feel the grass beneath her feet and the fall of leaves upon her face… so she stepped back and turned to face her husband. 
 
    “You will be all right?” She asked quietly. 
 
    He nodded solemnly, and reached out to grasp her hand. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” She breathed, swallowed, and spoke a little louder. “Be careful, stay safe, and return to me as soon as soon as you can. I wish many Heavenly Blessings upon your journeys.” She finished with a smooth, deep bow, and straightened up only to find her husband staring at her strangely. 
 
    “W-what is it?” she asked, suddenly stuttering in her nervous surprise. 
 
    Shichiro started and shook his head, trying to shake his errant, rambling thoughts out of her his head. “Ah, it’s nothing! Just that… it has been a long, long time since I had someone waiting for me at the end of a journey.” He smiled at her, small and solemn. “It is… a very nice feeling. Or so I think.” 
 
    At that, Hanako’s smile brightened, and she squeezed his hand happily. “I am glad, and I promise to wait patiently until you return to me.” 
 
    “And that,” he responded with a smile of his own. “Is far more than I could ever ask for.” 
 
    He reached into his pack, withdrew the handy rope Hanako had given him a long time ago, and looped it carefully over a spur of the roof. 
 
    “Goodbye then, Hanako-hime, and promise me you’ll take good care of yourself, as well?” He said. Hanako nodded shyly, and he grinned. “Excellent! Don’t want you catching a cold from your patient, now do we?” 
 
    And with that, he dropped over the side, the black silk rope following gracefully a minute later. 
 
    Hanako sighed, feeling suddenly lonely as soon as the faint noise of his departure faded away. 
 
    Quietly, she made her way back inside and to bed, attempting (and failing) to ignore the newfound loneliness and cold of her empty futon. She needed her sleep, for Hanako had a feeling that tomorrow would be a day when she would need to be as awake and alert as she could. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Normally, Shichiro would have traveled through Akiyama by foot, as he always did. However, it tended to be rather slow, because of the mountains that gave the realm its name. So Shichiro had to figure out some other way (and wasn’t it a strange thing that he was worried about the time a journey would take? Normally he wandered wherever the wind desired, but now he had a duty, and an important one. Masaki, Nagisa, Manami, Isao, Daisuke, Hanako… 
 
    Hanako, who was waiting for him at home. 
 
    He was going to get this job done, and he would get it done fast, and he would return to her. 
 
    So with that thought, he took the only mode of travel that worked best and was practical—travel by boat. Akiyama’s omnipresent mountains were split and sectioned by rivers, and there was one not far from where Hanako was being kept. There was of course some waterfalls and rapids, as could be expected in a mountainous  region, but the rivers were generally safe and easy to traverse, as long as one knew what to look for. 
 
    Shichiro had hired the first boat he could find at a reasonable price (despite being married to a princess and being the seventh son of a Shogun, he was rather strapped for funds at the moment), and who seemed to have a reliable owner. He was the sturdy, quiet type, and was intelligent enough to answer no questions or ask them in return, whether or not there was a small sack of gold hovering temptingly in front of him. 
 
    They were traveling upstream, which made it take longer, but they had only had to portage twice (an experience that Shichiro thoroughly detested and vowed never to participate in again if he could help it, especially since his perpetual bad luck had decided to kick in again with a vengeance. 
 
    It was a good thing that there was no one he knew around, for his entire backside of his gi and hakama were coated in thick, dark mud. If Isao was here, Shichiro’s humiliation would know no bounds (or no end, if Isao’s freakishly strong memory had anything to do with it). 
 
    All in all, two week’s travel had passed before they finally arrived at the outskirts of the city can’t remember what it’s called. It was a rather miserable week, at least as far as Shichiro was concerned. He was tired of the forced inactivity, not to mention he was absolutely sick of portaging. 
 
    And there was also the fact that whenever he went down to sleep, he was uncomfortable aware how empty his bed roll was, or how much colder it was when he lay down to sleep alone. Shichiro rolled himself tighter in his blanket and shut his eyes forcefull, trying to block out the traitorous grumbling in his subconscious. 
 
    How very strange, Shichiro thought, what one month of wedded bliss could do to a man. 
 
    Chiyono was the capital city of Akiyama, and was built at the top of a mountain. It overlooked a river valley with all the regality of an emperor on his dais, and shining as brightly as a jeweled hairpin in a headdress. 
 
     If there was any place that accurately reflected its people, it was the city of Chiyono. It was bright, opulent, and rich, full of ladies with painted faces and concealing fans, and men with smiling faces and cold eyes. Of all the capitals in all the seven realms, Shichiro liked going to Chiyono the least. Honestly, if Isao ever had business in Chiyono, Shichiro begged his elder brother to send Ichiro instead. Ichiro was, after all, not a particularly important individual, and he was a shinobi, whose entire live was structured on deceit and discreteness and masks. Honestly, Ichiro would feel right at home there. 
 
    Unfortunately, this time, Shichiro was on his own, and without a convenient Ichiro-shaped scapegoat to foist his responsibilities on.  Therefore, there was nothing for it---Shichiro would be forced to sneak into the records of the Shogun, find out whatever’s going on,, and then return to Hanako as fast as he can. 
 
    Funny… funny how simple things seem when the are planned, but Shichiro was too well acquainted with his own luck to trust wholly in pre-laid plans. 
 
    Making his way through the city was child’s play. He had exchanged his… rather noticeable headgear for a cheap straw hat, and he had covered the insignia on his blades. He slipped through the crowded loud, colorful mass of the sheets, and slowly made his way back to the back of the Shogun’s palace. 
 
    There he ditched the hat, and Shichiro hid his swords in a bundle of laundry that he may or may not have swiped from poor innocent laundry lady. With that, it was easy for Shichiro to bluff his way into the palace. 
 
    Once inside, it was a tad harder. He snagged a plain yukata form the bundle of laundry and dressed in it, being careful to gather up his old clothes and tie them in a little bundle of their own, buried amongst the other laundry (it was, after all, his only pair of hakama, and he wasn’t about to throw them away). Dressed as a servant, Shichiro began his search. 
 
    He highly doubted that a lady as clever as Princess Katsumi was said to be would put such important information in the regular places for such records, so the wisest place to search would be in her own rooms. Luckily, some time ago Isao had shown Shichiro diagrams of the Royal Palaces of all the different Shoguns and made his little brother memorize them, just in case a situation like this came up (not that Shichiro hoped that it would—this sort of work was better left to ninja). So, casually and unerringly, he made his way to the Princess Fujioka’s rooms, bearing a pile of neatly folded blankets that he had switched out the original bundle of laundry for, with his katana and his old change of clothes hidden (cleverly, in his personal opinion) within the folds. 
 
    He kept his head bowed and listened idly to the creaking singing of the nightingale floor beneath him—there had been similar floors outside the Shogun his father’s quarters, and surrounding and within the royal quarters that Isao and his family dwelt in in Ginshi. 
 
    …man, did he wish he had a ninja. Shichiro could just guess how this was going to turn out, and very few endings were particularly pleasant. He finally reached the Princess’s room, rapped politely on the wooden framework, and listened carefully for any sounds within. He heard nothing, so he slid the door open and stepped inside, closing the shoji after him. 
 
    He set his pile of blankets down to one side, slid his katana and wakizashi from within, and stuck them firmly through the obi of his hakama. It was best to be prepared, and he did not know how much time he had. 
 
    He gave the room one quick sweep, spinning quickly in place—Isao had always told him that the best place to hide something was always the most obvious place, where someone would never look for it. Therefore, he made a beeline straight for the writing desk and shelves behind it. He quickly scanned over the letters on the desk—many of them had to do with internal affairs and the perpetual scheming and wrangling for power within the noble clans of Akiyama, especially the Fujioka. While incredibly interesting, they were almost purely interior related and therefore not much help for either Shichiro or Isao.  
 
    However, several of them mentioned the troop mobilizations or suspicious supply gathering, and several had much to do with Shogun Tsuneo and Masaki, and those he took and tucked safely in large waterproof bamboo case. Isao would definitely owe him after this, Shichiro thought, and he hummed pleasantly. Anything else on the desk proved to be of no interest, so he moved to the rows of shelves. They were covered in many scrolls and aesthetically pleasing objects, and Shichiro supposed he could go through them all first, but that would take far too long, and he highly doubted that the hiding place would be quite that obvious. 
 
    The shelves were square, a foot tall and a foot wide and about the length of a palm deep, and they ran from the ceiling and nearly down to the floor. However, the shelves stopped one squares length from the floor, and the wall appeared to extend to the edge of the shelves. It was not an unusual design, Shichrio had seen many such examples other places, but this… would be remarkably convenient for the purposes in his mind. 
 
    He crouched down and ran his hands along that bottom section, but he could feel no obvious distance. Shichiro rocked back on his heels and ran his hand through his ponytail thoughtfully, scowling at the wall. After a moment, he drew the wakizashi from its sheath and proceeded to tap the hilt against the wall. 
 
    After about three feet, he heard a distinct difference in the sound and smirked. There you are. Immediately, Shichiro lifted the wakizashi and rammed it into the wall. He supposed that he could try and take the time to find the tripper that would open the compartment but… eh. Why do that when his way worked just as well? After all, it wasn’t like it was his wall. Just his very-probably-evil mother-in-law. Shichiro decided he was perfectly justified. 
 
    It took longer than Shichiro would have liked to cut an opening large enough to stick a hand through, but once that was done, he returned the wakizashi to its sheath, for it was a simple matter to merely tear off the rest of the panel. 
 
    Within was contained several documents and one large scroll. With a triumphant smirk, Shichiro quickly grabbed everything. The documents he stuffed into the first bamboo container and shut it, and then he quickly took a look at the scroll. His eyes immediately flew wide a minute later when he realized what exactly he was holding in his hands. This… was the Princess Fujioka Katsumi’s diary. 
 
    Or, if Shichiro’s suspicions were correct, a chronicle of how clever she thought she was, and of her aspirations towards power and control over all the Seven Nations. And, if he did not miss his guess, incredibly useful for both Isao’s and his purposes. He carefully tucked it away in a second watertight bamboo container, made sure to secure them where they would stay secure, and began to stand up. 
 
    There was a sudden quiet thrum in the air, so low and quiet Shichiro barely heard it. But he did, and instinctively he dodged to the left, spinning around and drawing his katana in one smooth movement. The next moment, a kunai thudded into the wall next to Shichiro’s face. 
 
    There was a man crouched in the corner, dressed in dark, non-descript clothing, save for the wrapings about his face, and there was a kunai in both his hands. 
 
    “A ninja? I’m flattered.” Shichiro said, slowly shifting into a ready stance. “Still, it took you this long to come after me? Not as impressive as some I’ve run into, and Princess Katsumi’s standards have been falling.” 
 
    To his credit, the ninja didn’t even flinch, but said calmly. “I will give you one chance to surrender and face the charge of high treason put against you, and you may be granted mercy. Otherwise, your immediate death will be assured.” 
 
    Shichiro raised an eyebrow and let a dangerous smile slide across his mouth. “Oh really? I hope you don’t mind if I want you to prove that to me? I find that there are very few things in this life that are assured.” 
 
    The shinobi didn’t respond, but in a sudden flash of movement he leapt to the side, and the kunai were flying towards Shichiro. The ronin dodged to the side again, his smile growing wider. This ninja was good—and it had been some time since Shichiro had had a decent fight. 
 
    However, Shichiro regularly sparred with a ninja. Katsumi’s ninja was very good… but he was not Ichiro. 
 
    Another kunai was flung towards the ronin as the the shinobi rushed forward, and Shichiro instinctively batted it away with his katana. At the same moment, the ninja slid forward, and began to slash at Shichiro’s unguarded stomach with another kunai. 
 
    Shichiro, however, expected this, and in one smooth movement sidestepped and brought his own katana down on the ninja’s open back. 
 
    A kunai dropped nervelessly to the floor, followed immediately by the slump of the body of its owner, and only Shichiro was left standing in the room. He eyed the body with distaste and shook his head. 
 
    Yep, definitely not Ichiro. With a sigh, he knelt and wiped off his blade on the back of the shinobi’s haori, before standing and deftly sliding the katana back into its sheath.               
 
    “Well, then,” Shichiro whispered to himself. “I’d better have make myself scarce, then.” He went over to the folded pile of blankets, retrieved his clothes, and set about securing everything. Just as he finished, he heard a sudden noise in the hallway and grimaced—he could mostly likely deal with whatever was thrown at him, but he wasn’t particularly fond of the ‘fight you way out of the Royal Palace’ plan. Well, then, on to plan B. 
 
    He only paused for a moment to check that everything was fastened securely, and then he ran over to the one lone window. He flung it open, looked out upon the two story drop… and flung himself out. 
 
    By the time the guards of the Princess Katsumi bursted into the princess’ quarters, it was empty save for the lone body of the shinobi, fallen in the service of his lady. 
 
    Shichiro slowly dragged himself onto the shore where the forest came down and met the moat, groaning softly. While a fall from a two-story height into water was considerably more forgiving than a similar fall onto a firmer substance, it still wasn’t exactly a comfortably experience. Shichiro could tell he would be sore for at least a couple days, but at least it was better than the alternative.  
 
    With a sigh, he stood up and staggered to the nearest tree and slumped against it, pulling out the bamboo containers to check if their contents were still safe. He had brought them just in case of this very situation, but one couldn’t be too careful. 
 
    He pried the lid open and checked inside, sighing with relief. “Well, at least my effort hasn’t gone to waste.” With that, he shoved to his feet and disappeared further into the forest—it wouldn’t do to hang around for too long. 
 
    Once he was far enough away, he stopped and changed out of the plain, damp yukata into his worn, also damp gi and hakama, and inspected his swords. They had gotten wet, which was a pain, but he had oiled them recently, so he was confident that he would be able to fend off any rust. Still, he decided to keep the sheaths and the blades separate for the time being, until he was confident the sheaths had dried out. 
 
    With that, he set off towards the southeast, heading back towards the river that was his ticket home. He’d wait until he made camp tonight to look through the diary. 
 
    Shichiro made a camp in a shallow cave in the wall of a deep, steep valley at the foot of a mountain, and lit only a small fire. It was unlikely that he was pursued, but if there was one thing Shichiro had learned in all his life as a wandering ronin, was that one could never be too careful. 
 
    By the light of his small fire, he withdrew the container holding the diary and unrolled it, scanning up and down the writing. The first entry seemed to be about twenty years ago, shortly after Princess Katsumi first wed Shogun Whats-his-name. That would be too far back for Shichiro’s purposes, so he kept looking. 
 
    Then, sixteen years ago, he finally found what he was looking for. He stared at the entry for a long, long time, and wondered why he hadn’t keeled over in a faint yet. 
 
      
 
    Spring solstice, 2nd year of my reign, Era of the Empty Throne 
 
      
 
    Today I received an envoy from the Nakahara clan from Karigane, and he brought with him his daughter—a girl-child, barely a year old, who is very ill indeed. Since I am always interested in new diseases, I consented to investigate the girl, only to discover two very interesting: she is ill with a fatal disease, and that she has the blue eyes and the Dragon’s Mark. I find this very interesting indeed, and am resolved to investigate the Nakahara clan more thoroughly. 
 
    Meanwhile, I must figure out how to heal and get my hands on the girl-child. Perhaps, this is a case important enough to use one of the blossoms of the emperor’s pearl flower? It would be worth it, if I found myself in possession of the Heir of the Imperial throne. 
 
      
 
    Shichiro felt his eyes glued to the last words in that entry, but in his mind it was a raging maelstrom. He remembered the strange birthmark on her back, in the shape of a winding, twining dragon—such as Tamotsu Eiji, the Celestial and Guardian Spirit of the long-empty Imperial Throne. 
 
    And her beautiful blue eyes—he had not thought too much of them, after all, Tatsuya, the Shogun of Karigane and his good friend, had blue eyes himself, for it was a trait of the Miyamoto clan. He had forgotten that blue eyes were also said to be a trait of the Miyatatsu, the Imperial clan, for legend says that the first Emperor (check his name later) was the fourth son of the current Daimyo of Karigane and head of the Miyamoto clan. 
 
    Logically, it all made sense—especially why Katsumi kept her adopted daughter locked away in a pagoda on an isolated, purportedly haunted mountain. 
 
    But it did not explain why Shichiro had been chosen to be her husband (though, he did have his own suspicions) , nor did it spell out anything regarding the current plans of Katsumi. He’d just have to be patient to find those, he supposed, and kept searching. 
 
    It wasn’t for some time later that he finally found what he’d been searching for. 
 
      
 
    18th of January, 10th year of my reign, Era of the Empty Throne 
 
      
 
    During my court training with Hanako today, I discovered that her blood apparently has the ability to heal…. Most likely from ingesting too much of the Emperor’s Pearl flower as a babe. 
 
    This… could be incredibly useful in the upcoming war. Imagine, an immortal army, impervious to lasting wounds or disease, all that the price of a few drops of blood? I’ll have to start making plans soon. 
 
      
 
    Shichiro trembled once, his face dark and furious. He wished that Princess Katsumi was right there, because he dearly wanted to punch her in the face. It might not do much in the long run, but he bet it would feel wonderful. 
 
    He dearly wanted to hit something anyway, but he also didn’t want broken fingers and knuckles. Instead he contented himself with imaginary dreams of nailing Princess Katsumi in the face. Alas, that they would be doomed to never come true. 
 
    He didn’t want to imagine what sort of life Hanako would hold if Katsumi had her way… after every battle, being cut over and over again, in order to collect her precious blood. It made his own blood boil and he jumped to his feet, drawing his wakizashi and sliding the blade across his palm. “I swear right here, in this place, by my blood I shall not let Katsumi ever lay a single perfectly painted nail on Hanako again, if I am able to do anything at all to prevent it.” 
 
    There was a silence on the mountain, but his declaration echoed within the little cave where he had taken shelter, and Shichiro felt the weight of his oath settle down upon his shoulders with a firmness that nearly startled him. It had substance, and somewhere inside him a voice whispered that this oath of his would not be taken lightly. What would come of his oath, he wasn’t sure… but when had something like that ever stopped Shichiro before? 
 
      
 
    29th of December, 18th year of my reign, Era of the Empty Throne 
 
      
 
    The time is drawing near, so close that I can almost taste it. The alliance with Tsuneo in Masaki is going well, and I have managed to convince him it is worth restoring the name of his wandering, wayward son. 
 
    Now, Hanako will be married, and she will bear children, heirs to the imperial throne. The talented brat of a Nishimura will protect her while she bears his children, and he will keep her safe when she at last sits on the royal throne. That way, I need never fear my pretty little puppet will be damaged. Of course, he may grow problematic at time (if his reputation indicates anything), but he shouldn’t be too hard to deal with. Hanako however, is loyal, and I need not fear that I might lose her. 
 
    Besides, it would be a true pain to be forced to groom another minion as powerful as she, even if her child turns out to be a born emperor (if fact, that would probably make it more difficult). 
 
    Still, there’s no need to borrow trouble for the future. I will simply have to prepare several hands, and I will be ready for any eventuality. 
 
      
 
    25th of February, 19th year of my reign, Era of the Empty Throne 
 
      
 
    Things are falling into place nicely. The creation of the grand Alliance is even smoother than ever (as I suspected, the marriage between Hanako and the ronin has been extremely helpful). Soon, Hanako will be appointed as the ‘long-promised’ Empress, and all the other realms will be given the option to swear fealty to her, the anointed of the Heavenly Emperor, or we will wage war. 
 
    The question is, how smooth will the path ahead be? Taura is generally… non-confrontational, besides the fact that we were allies long ago, in the era of the warring realms. Not to mention that the previous Shogun died only a year ago, and his successor, the Princess Shimizu Shiori, is young and naïve, and should be particularly easy to manipulate. And I connections, after all, from my mother’s family. 
 
    If we are able to prove that Hanako is indeed descended from the ill-fated Emperor Hanshin, which we can, Miyukimura, who has always been loyal to the Emperors, will likely gladly follow along with us. Yamazaki, however, may be more troublesome… still, the clans are currently locked in another one of their endless power struggles. If I intervene, I may be able to use the wars to my advantage, and be sure that whoever ends up on the Shogun’s seat be someone who will support the Empress. 
 
    Such a strategy will also be profitable with dealing with Miyukimura, if they decided to be… difficult. I believe that if they refuse to cooperate, Shogun Osamu might fall greviously ill and pass away, and it will be a terrible shame indeed, for Ishikawa Osamu-Hachiro was known to lead with great wisdom. I shall feel it to be my duty and support a candidate in the battle for the seat in this tumultuous time in Miyukimura’s history. 
 
    Nagisa and Karigane, however… they will pose a problem. Karigane is famously loyal to the Emperor’s line, but they are also famously wary of Akiyama, and Karigane’s relations with Masaki for the past century or more have been more than hostile. They will not trust a candidate for the Imperial Throne put forth by either of us, and will probably suspect a fake or a trick of some kind, and refuse to assist us. The current Shogun, that stripling Miyamoto Tatsuya, is young and stubborn and headstrong, and has been all but indoctrinated by that disgraced, spoiled brat Isao in Nagisa. 
 
    Speaking of Nagisa, its current Shogun in all but name is the lord heir, the self-same Prince Hamasaki Isao. The cast-out fifth son of Tsuneo, and both my new son-in-law’s elder and full brother. This may give me an in with him, but I highly doubt it. He is also very stubborn and will not bow to someone he disagrees strongly with. I might be able to convince him, if I use Shichiro’s status well, and perhaps even make him my messenger… still, I doubt it. He and I have been at odds for some time… since even before he was thrown out of the Nishimura clan in disgrace when he abandoned Masaki. 
 
    He is a very dangerous foe indeed, one I cannot comfortably allow to exist for much longer. He will need to be dealt with, and soon. I’m sure that once Isao is gone, little orphan Prince Daisuke will be named Shogun, but he will dearly need a regent of some sort. A guardian, to protect the child from the cruelty of the outside world. 
 
    I am sure I will be able to find someone suitable for the job. 
 
      
 
    Shichiro’s head jerked upright at the mention of Daisuke, and his eyes widened in horror. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen to his kind, fun-loving little nephew if Katsumi got her hooks into him. Hanako was truly blessed that she had escaped Princess Fujioka’s influence nearly unscathed. 
 
      
 
    Daisuke grinned up at Shichiro, his eyes lighting with excitement. “Yeah! I’gonna be big when baby’s born, an’ I’gonna be the bestest big brovver ever!” 
 
     “That’s a very good thing to be, Daisuke. Do you want me to tell you some things about being a big brother?” 
 
    “Whats you wanna tell me, Unca Ronin?” Daisuke, asked, tugging on his sleeve. 
 
    “You’re going to be a big brother soon, Daisuke-dono, and that comes with special responsibilities. Did you know that?” 
 
    Daisuke shook his head in confusion. “Nnnooo. Wha’ kind resposnibilibitees?” 
 
    “There are many responsibilities, but there’s one that’s the most important. You’ll have to watch out for your baby brother or sister and protect them with all your strength. You’re their big brother, and that’s your job. And most importantly, you never leave them to face trouble alone, if you can help it. That’s what your Papa—my older brother—did for me. Can you promise to do all that, Daisuke-dono?” 
 
    Daisuke nodded, clenching one fist and his face twisted up in determination. “Yes, Unca Ronin! I’ll do it! I swears!” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Shichiro whispered. “That… I cannot let that happen. Daisuke will be safe, and Isao will be safe. I saved Isao before, and I can do it again. And… and Hanako… I won’t let Katsumi harm Hanako! I won’t let her harm anyone!” 
 
    He jammed the scroll back in its container and stood up, kicking dirt over the fire quickly to put it out. He had already rested, and could go some miles further tonight. He didn’t have much time to waste at all. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “Little brother.” The voice was low and quiet, but hissed with a sharp, urgent edge. “Little brother, wake up.” 
 
    Shichiro wrinkled his nose and flung an arm across his face, expecting to ward off the harsh, irritating light of a candle held close to his eyes. But when he cautiously blinked open his eyes, he didn’t see anything. It was dark. 
 
    Shichiro sat up, blinking at the darker patch of shadow that knelt beside his futon. “I-isao?” He yawned. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me.” Isao said quietly, and Shichiro felt a hand slide behind his head, drawing him slowly forward until his forehead rested against that of his older brother’s. Shichiro felt a sudden odd feeling in his stomach, as if it had tripped and fallen. 
 
    “Something’s wrong, isn’t it, big brother?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Isao sighed. “I have to go. I don’t know when you’ll see me again.” 
 
    Shichiro’s fingers trembled painfully, and so he fisted them in the sleeve of his brother’s gi. “Why? Is it because of what you found out?” 
 
    Isao nodded, slowly. Shichiro felt his brother’s bangs brush against his cheeks. “You know why I have to do this.” 
 
    “I know.” Shichiro said. “Father’s plan is wrong.” 
 
    “And I’m the only one who can stop it.” Isao whispered. “That’s why I have to go. Aika, her father, all her people are in danger. What use is skill, is honor, if I cannot save them?” 
 
    Shichiro let out a shuddering breath, and let his other hand clutch Isao’s brother. “Stay safe, big brother.” 
 
    “Of course.” Isao said. “I can’t very well do much rotting in a ditch, now can I?” 
 
    There was a little silence, but then slowly Isao stood up and pulled away, his fingers slipping free from Shichiro’s hair. 
 
    “Be careful, Shichiro. You’re the only brother I’ve got.” 
 
    With that he stepped away, his footsteps a mere whisper across the ground. The soji slid open. 
 
    “Isao!” Shichiro whispered. 
 
    Isao paused, halfway through the door. 
 
    “May the Immortal Dragon guide your footsteps, big brother.” Shichiro said, getting on his knees and bowing his forehead to the ground. 
 
    After a moment, Isao spoke, and his voice was sad and gentle. “Farewell, little brother.” 
 
    Then the shoji slid closed, and he was gone. 
 
    Shichiro sat there, in the darkness, for some time. 
 
    He knew Father. Father would be expecting Isao to react this way. They would be waiting—and Isao would be in danger. If no one came to his aid— 
 
    What use is skill, is honor, if I cannot save them? 
 
    Shichiro rose from his futon and padded over to his clotheschest?. On top was his hair tie—in one swift movement he gathered up his hair in a high ponytail, hanging proudly from the crest of his head. He shed his sleeping yukata and clothed himself in hakama and dark gi, and slipped his sandals on his feet. Last of all his took his wakizashi and katana, and stuck them in his belt. 
 
    Father and all his teachers said he was one of the most skilled swordsman in all the lands, for all that he was fourteen. And Shichiro would use this skill to save his brother. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT --- THE FREEDOM AND THE PRICE 
 
      
 
    Nearly four weeks after her husband fell ‘mysteriously’ ill, Hanako was eating lunch when a frantic rapping at the shoji door nearly startled her so much she dropped her rice ball. She scrambled upright and hurried to the door and slid it open, just in time to catch her husband as he stumbled into her arms. 
 
    “Shichiro-husband!” She squeaked in shock, stepping back hastily in an attempt to keep both of them from falling over. “Are you well? Are you sick? What should I—” 
 
    Strong hands came up to grip her elbows, and Shichiro steadied himself, lifting his head and interrupting her nervous tirade. “Hush, it’s alright, I’m fine. I’m just… tired… give me a moment, please.” And with that, he let his head fall forward again against her collarbone. 
 
    Hanako felt the blood rushing to her cheeks, but she didn’t dare move. “O-oh, o-of course. Take all the time y-you need.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hanako-koi.” He sighed, and Hanako was certain that her blush could be seen in the village at the foot of the mountain. After several moments, he sighed once more, his breath tickling her neck with a strange, prickling warmth, and straightened slowly. Hanako bit her lip when she got a good look at his face. His eyes were droopy and slightly glazed in weariness, and the skin beneath was darkly bruised with exhaustion, and she had already felt how his limbs trembled slightly when he rested in her arms. 
 
    Silently, she took his arm and led him across the room, removing the swords from his obi and assisting him carefully to the finest cushion she had, and he slumped in relief to the floor. Once he was settled, Hanako bustled about, gathering the largest portions of her lunch that she had and setting them out before him, before fetching the sake and pouring him a cup, before settling down to sit at his side in the case he needed help. 
 
    He slowly ate a rice ball and drank the sake, before finally speaking again. “Hanako-hime, I’m afraid I have bad news.” 
 
    Hanako felt her heart jump to her throat in anxiety, and unthinking she reached out and grabbed ahold of his hand, biting her lip in nervousness. “What… what sort of bad news, Shichiro-san?” 
 
    He sighed and stayed silent for one long moment, squeezing her hand gently. Finally he reached out and smoothed a thumb along her cheekbone, right underneath her eyes. “Did you ever ask Princess Katsumi where you got your pretty blue eyes from?” 
 
    Hanako stared at him in confusion, her mind equal parts bewildered, and distracted by the pleasant warmth of his hand on her cheek, and the tingling trail left by the brush of his thumb. “No… she does not know where I got them from, as I told you.” 
 
    Shichiro bowed his head, and his hand trailed down from her cheek and around to the back of her neck, where Hanako knew the head of her large birthmark rested. The fingers stroked up and down, and Hanako shivered slightly at the touch, before she suddenly felt herself tugged forward against her husband’s chest. His head came to rest against hers, and his arms wrapped around Hanako securely, but one hand remained on the head of the birthmark. 
 
    “She lied, Hanako-hime.” 
 
    Hanako’s breath caught, and her mind seemed to freeze as if a sudden blast of winter had caught it in its icy grasp. No. No, no, no. This cannot be… he must be mistaken, mother would not… she… she wouldn’t! 
 
    But Hanako remembered. She remembered the sweetly painted lips and the honeyed words, that had left a strange, cold feeling in the pit of her stomach. The too-smooth sentences and the silence of her handmaidens. 
 
    The cold, cold eyes that seemed to gleam strangely from time to time, which made Hanako wary and caused her mind to shift uncomfortably. 
 
    But… if she did lie… why would she? What should she gain? 
 
    “Why?” She asked, and her voice was the pained whine of a wounded child, and she felt the sudden dampness on her cheeks, and realized she had been crying without even knowing. 
 
    “It’s all connected,” Shichiro said, stroking up and down her back with a gentle hand, trying his very best to comfort her. “Your eyes, your birthmark, this tower, the dragons on the walls and the screens and the pillars and the everything… it all comes from one reason.” 
 
    “Why?” Hanako croaked again, and she was aware, dimly, that she was shaking, but she couldn’t seem to stop. 
 
    “Hanako-love…” He muttered, and slowly, gently, Shichiro pushed her upright, bracing his hands on her shoulders to hold her steady. “Hanako-hime. Listen to me. Are you listening?” 
 
    She stared at him, unblinking, and he watched the slow, constant welling of tears as they slipped down her cheeks. After a moment, she blinked once, slowly, and sent a cascade of fresh tears down her blotchy cheeks. “Y-yes. I… I am listening.” 
 
    “Good.” Shichiro said, and then because he couldn’t stand it anymore, he lifted up one hand and very carefully wiped away the tears with his sleeve. She shuddered once and leaned against his hand, and Shichiro verily gently tucked a few stray hands behind her ear and replaced his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You…” His tongue didn’t want to go on, and Shichiro didn’t blame it. After all, how often did you say something like this? Yes, please, merchant-san, I’d like three tangerines and oh, by the way, do you know my wife is the Empress? 
 
    He almost wanted to laugh, but he bit down on his uncooperative tongue before he began again. “You are the heir of the last Emperor.” 
 
    Hanako stared at him. She stared at him for a long, long, long time. Then suddenly, she burst into tears and collapsed into his chest. 
 
    Shichiro panicked but did his best to comfort her. Her tears, evidence of her pain, were soaking into his haori, causing his heart to ache in sympathy, but he had no idea how to stop them. It was not a pleasant experience, to feel so helpless when your wife was in such plain distress. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Hanako didn’t want to wake up, for she had the feeling she’d awaken to find the state of things as unpleasant as they were when she fell asleep. Still, Shichiro’s gentle, warm voice slowly coaxed her back into awareness, and when she finally swam up back into the light, she found that she was still wrapped warmly and comfortably in his arms. 
 
    “Are you awake, Hanako-hime?” He asked gently, and she nodded against the fabric of his gi, not trusting herself to speak yet. Her eyes burned and there was a strange, uncomfortably rawness in the back of her throat. Hanako’s face felt sticky and hot, and she could feel strands of her hair that had dried against the skin of her cheeks. 
 
    They sat there for a long time, before Hanako finally managed to gather herself a little and stirred against her husband’s embrace. She didn’t look up though, not yet. She could not bear to see his face. 
 
    “Is…” her voice cracked painfully and rasped against her tongue, and she stopped in embarrassment. Hanako was Shichiro’s wife, and she should have been more—more composed, more mature, more something… 
 
    But Shichiro merely smoothed a hand along her hair—which had somehow come undone and had fallen in a long sheet down Hanako’s back—and hummed encouragingly. Hanako still did not want to, but she also did not wish to disappoint her husband… and besides, she had to know. 
 
    What she would do when she did know, she wasn’t sure yet, but she’d figure that out when the time came. 
 
    “Is there anything more?” She whispered, and Shichiro told her. 
 
    He told Hanako of how her father had given her to Princess Katsumi, in exchange for her own life. He told her of Katsumi’s plan to restore the Imperial throne, with Hanako as her puppet (all the lessons about the daimyos and samurai and noble clans, and ceremonies and manners and etiquette and traditions, they all made sense now) so that Katsumi and Shogun Tsuneo would rule over all seven realms behind a thin veneer of Hanako’s reign. 
 
    He told her of how Katsumi planned on subduing the realms, cajoling or bribing or assassinating her way to triumph, and with every sentence her heart bruised and bled and broke and broke again. 
 
    When he was done and silence had fallen at last, Hanako gathered the cracked and bleeding pieces of her heart and fitted them together carefully, like the pieces of a broken ceramic bowl being mended by lacquer and gold. It wasn’t perfect nor truly healed, but it would hold. 
 
    She sat up, drawing herself together with painful slowness, wiping what she could of the mess her tears had made with her sleeves, before looking up and meeting Shichiro’s eyes. 
 
    His face was calm but sad, full of solemnity and a strange pain… pain that he did not feel himself, but for her. Most of all, there was no lie in his gaze. 
 
    The same could sometimes not be said of Mother. 
 
    “Well, then.” She said, her voice quiet and weak, but controlled. “What is your plan, husband?” 
 
    Shichiro’s eyes flew wide, and he said, “You… you believe me?” 
 
    Hanako frowned slightly. “There is no lie in your gaze, Shichiro-san.” 
 
    “Ah, I just thought…” his voice trailed off, and he said, “Katsumi may have lied, but she’s still your mother… you might want to side with her.” 
 
    Hanako’s heart ached at the thought of the words she was about to utter, but they needed to be said. “I… I find myself doubting whether or not Mother ever actually loved me, and besides… you are my husband. Compared to you, Princess Fujioka has no hold over me.” 
 
    Her husband stared at her for some time, before he finally smiled (just for a moment, but it was there) and nodded, one hand sneaking out to take ahold of her own. “Very well then. I have a plan.” 
 
    Hanako nodded, ready to listen. Shichiro tugged thoughtfully on his ponytail with a faint sigh, before starting, “We have to get away from the pagoda as soon as possible, and head towards someplace where we will have powerful allies. We need to get the evidence I collected to them immediately.” 
 
    “Do you have anyone in mind?” Hanako asked softly, and Shichiro nodded, almost absentmindedly. 
 
    “Yes. We need to head to Nagisa. Hamasaki Isao, the crown prince of Nagisa—he’s my brother, and he will help us. He’s also the Shogun’s heir, so his prestige and position will be invaluable.” 
 
    Hanako nodded again, for this seemed to be a very sensible plan indeed. “What sort of things do we need to get ready, then?”               
 
    Shichiro tugged his ponytail one more time, then began describing what they would need in order to flee. Hanako listened attentively, but the whole time she had to fight down the sudden swirl of anticipation in her gut. Finally, at long last, she would leave the pagoda and see the wonders of the lands beyond. 
 
    Shichiro had wanted to leave that night, but Hanako had convinced him it would be best to get a good night’s sleep and leave with he first light of day. So, begrudgingly, he had agreed, and when supper had come, Hanako had carefully divided it in half. The first half was eaten, and the rest was carefully wrapped up, ready to be taken on their journey. 
 
    Besides the basics (a change of clothes, a comb, and things like that), Hanako did not pack much. She had very little sentimental value to most of it, though she did pack some of her finer embroidery projects and nicer jewelry, in case they need to sell things off for funds. One extraneous thing that she did pack was the present she had been working on for Shichiro, but she buried that in the bottom of the bag in the hopes that he would not see. 
 
    Shichiro, of course, had to pack almost nothing, and so everything was quite prepared by the time they had awakened the next morning. Slowly and carefully they got dressed, Shichiro in his usual travel-stained gi and hakama instead of any of the nicer clothing that had been provided for him upon his marriage, and Hanako in her simplest yukata. They gathered up their bundles, and then Shichiro took Hanako’s hand and led her out of the pagoda and onto the engawa. Once there, he paused and drew forth the braided rope and looped it around the spur at edge of the roof, and gestured to Hanako. “Come here, I’ll help you. You’ll have to be careful, though.” 
 
    Hanako nodded, and took his hand, allowing him to assist her as she grabbed the rope and he slowly lowered her down to the next level, before casually swinging down himself. 
 
    It seemed like it took forever, but finally Shichiro lowered Hanako onto the ground and jumped down after her, freeing the rope and tucking it safely within in his sleeve. 
 
    Hanako hadn’t moved yet, though. She remained frozen and still, staring about her with wide eyes. The sky seemed so much farther away than it had ever been, but the trees seemed so tall, and the smell of earth was rich and sweet. 
 
    “Hanako?” Shichiro asked gently, and she snapped her eyes up to look at him with a sheepish smile. 
 
    “Yes… I’m sorry, for getting distracted. It’s just…” 
 
    Shichiro grinned at her, shook his head and said, “No, it’s all right. I completely understand. But we should hurry. Come on, Hanako-love.” And he held out his hand for her to take. Hanako blinked up at him, nervous and unsure, surrounded by a strange new world which she had all but despaired of experiencing. After a long moment, she reached out hand caught his hand in a return grasp. It was weak and faint and gentle, but still there, and Shichiro twined his own strong, rough, calloused fingers in between her own, and all was right and good. 
 
    “Come, this way,” he said urgently, and he began to hurry across the clearing into the shelter of the forest, but that was when the first sounds of the Caravan burst into the clearing. 
 
    Shichiro stopped so suddenly he almost fell flat on his face, and Hanako could feel the blood draining from her cheeks. Her grip on her husband’s hand became frighteningly tight, and she whispered, “I forgot! Mother always visits at this time, how could I have forgotten? It’s all my fault, I…” 
 
    Shichiro shook his head once, already running again to shelter away from enemy eyes, “No. It’s not your fault. It’ll just make things a little more difficult, that’s all.” 
 
    He pulled her along as fast as he could, and as soon as they reached the cover of the forest he turned and faced her. “I need you to listen carefully to me, Hanako-love. Can you do that?” 
 
    She stared up at him, and Shichiro’s heart clenched. Her eyes were wide and frightened, and swimming with guilty tears, and her face was still pale, and he could feel her trembling through the grip he had on her hand. 
 
    Months ago Shichiro had sworn to protect her, his wife. Days ago Shichiro had sworn that he would do anything to save her, as his Hanako. In this moment, as she looked up at him with fearful eyes full of trust, as his heart swelled with fury and fear and a wonderful, painful warmth, Shichiro knew he meant it. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Shichiro murmured, and drew her cold, little hand close to his chest. Hanako nodded solemnly, and Shichiro licked his dry lips. “If you head straight in this direction, you’ll eventually reach the banks of a river. Follow that river downstream, and you’ll reach a city at its end, where the mouths feed into the sea. Go around the outskirts and walk along the shore of the sea, until you find a street named the Street of the Crane. On that street is an inn, called the Inn of the Waning Tide. Here, take this.”  
 
    He pulled his wakizashi, sheath and all, from his obi, and carefully tucked it into Hanako’s own obi, safe and secure. “If you show this wakizashi and the symbol on it to the owners of the inn, they’ll give you lodging and send a message to someone who will take you safely to my brother. A shinobi in my brother’s service. He’ll be wearing mostly dark colors, and have a black cloth covering the lower half of his face, and goes by the name Ichiro-san, though I doubt it’s the slippery man’s name. Tell him you’re my wife, and he’ll take you to Isao, and guard you well. He may be slippery, but he’s loyal and strong.” 
 
    Shichiro didn’t like this, but it was the best way he could think of to insure her safety. He’d have much preferred to tell her to go to Manami for help, but the temple was difficult to find and the way there was often treacherous, especially when they were covered with snow. But Hanako was the Imperial Heir, and he just had to believe that the Heavenly Emperor would look out for her. Shichiro tried to think of anything that he was missing, anything that he needed to tell her to keep her safe, but he couldn’t think of anything. Hopefully it would be enough. 
 
    “And here,” he continued, withdrawing Katsumi’s diary from his sleeve where he had stashed it, and pressed it into her hands. “Take this, and you are to entrust it to none save my brother Isao. Do you promise?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” She said, and her voice was faint and confused. Numbly she took it and tucked it within her own sleeve, her pretty blue eyes wide. Shichiro stared into them, and cursed his heart for aching so. 
 
    “Shichiro-san,” Hanako’s trembling voice said, “Dearest husband..” even as she paused, struggling to figure out what she wanted to say, Shichiro’s heart leapt at the name. He really wanted to say something about it, to ask her why she had called him that, but Shichiro knew that this wasn’t the time. “Why…” She said at last, “Why are you telling me this, as if you won’t be with me?” 
 
    Shichiro closed his eyes, so he couldn’t see the look in Hanako’s pretty eyes, and squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Because I might not.” 
 
    He heard her gasp, and how her hand fluttered in his grasp, but Shichiro kept his eyes closed. “You’re the one they want—they don’t need me. I’ll stay behind and keep them busy.” 
 
    “Shichiro-san, Dearest Husband, please,” Hanako’s voice was high and thin and full of panic, “Look at me! Please!” 
 
    Reluctantly, he dragged open his eyes, for how could Shichiro ignore her when she asked in a voice like that? 
 
    Her eyes were wide and full of pain, but one hand snuck up and lay gently against his cheek. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Shichiro said, but the words felt hollow. “It’ll take a lot more than the guards Katsumi has with her to take me down. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Hanako stared at him, at the twist in his mouth and the shadows in his eyes, and felt the tears welling up within her again. It wasn’t quite a lie, and she knew he was very strong. Still, there wasn’t as much truth in Shichiro’s face as Hanako wished there would be. But she opened her mouth and said gently, “All right, I will trust you, my husband.” 
 
    His mouth flicked up into a small smile, and he said, “Thank you. And… and if I can’t make it back to you, don’t be afraid. I’m sure that you’ll be fine—you’re the heir of the Emperor, after all. Don’t the old legends say that the Heavenly Emperor has always protected the Imperial line?” 
 
    Hanako nodded, carefully, and that was that. They stood there, not saying anything, for they weren’t sure what more to say. 
 
    After a moment, Shichiro pulled Hanako gently into his arms, one arm holding her tightly against him, and the other gently cradling her head against his chest. He almost wanted to laugh about how small she was, but he didn’t dare to. He didn’t want anything to ruin this moment, or the memory of the gentle warmth of Hanako cradled in his arms. 
 
    He held her there, for a second, before he stepped back, letting Hanako slip through his hold. She stared up at him, all pale cheeks and sky-blue eyes and raven hair, and he reached out, sliding his hands over her cheeks, and he placed a kiss on her forehead. He held Hanako’s head there, against his lips, before slowly letting go and stepping back. 
 
    He could have enjoyed that much more, Shichiro thought sourly, if it hadn’t felt so much like a goodbye.               
 
    Hanako was staring at him again, her hands clasped nervously over heart, and Shichiro turned away, thinking it would be easier for both of them if he didn’t keep looking at her. He let one hand rest on the hilt of his katana, ready for the battle that would soon be coming, and pointed in the direction of the river. He had to be strong, for Hanako’s sake.  
 
    “Go on now, and run as fast as you can. Don’t worry, I swear I won’t let a single one get past me. My honor on it!” 
 
    But Shichiro was weak, and so he looked over his shoulder, and saw his wife staring at him, tears rolling down her cheeks. He smiled at her and said, “Promise you’ll stay safe for me, will you?” 
 
    She nodded, then bowed, deeply. “Goodbye, Honored Husband.” 
 
    He nodded once, then said, “Goodbye, Hanako.” 
 
    And with that, Shichiro turned away from his wife and faced his oncoming enemy. 
 
    Hanako tarried one more moment, staring at her husband’s back, strong and fierce, and she knew that he would keep his promise. Then she turned and ran as fast as she could towards the river. 
 
    Sadly, she had spent her entire life cooped up in three floors of a tower, and her stamina wasn’t much to look at. And by ‘wasn’t much’, it was completely non-existent. She kept pushing, however, determined to use the chance her husband was giving her. She would get away, and get to somewhere safe, and—and there she would wait until Shichiro could follow her. 
 
    Because he would follow Hanako. He had to. There simply wasn’t another option. 
 
    She kept staggering on for another ten minutes, until her tabi (which were far too big, for Shichiro had them given to her, since she did not own a pair herself) caught on a root, and sent Hanako careening into a tree. 
 
    “Ow.” Hanako whimpered, and leaned against the tree, panting heavily in exhaustion. At this rate, she would completely and utterly fail her husband’s expectations and hopes! 
 
    “What’s a nice little empress like you doing wandering around the forest all alone?” A voice said. 
 
    Hanako was a sensible young woman, and reacted like all sensible young women would. 
 
    She shrieked at the top of her lungs, jumping back in a panic, looking around her frantically. 
 
    The only person in the clearing was a fox. A highly amused fox, who was laughing at her.               
 
    Hanako stared at it. True, she had never been outside the pagoda before, but she was under the impression that animals did not usually laugh. Well, there was only one thing she could think to do. 
 
    “Ah, was that you who spoke, Fox-san?” 
 
    The fox looked at her, tilted its head to one side, and said, “What, no fainting? Don’t tell me I’m losing my touch.” 
 
    Hanako shook her head, “Oh no, I’m still quite startled, don’t worry about ‘losing your touch’, Fox-san. I just have more important things to do than faint right now.” 
 
    “Hm,” the fox said, twitching his tail. “I like you, little empress. I’m glad I volunteered to be your guardian.” 
 
    Hanako stared at him in confusion, for almost nothing he said made any sense, but she was a princess, and manners were something that had been ingrained into her bones since before she could walk or speak. Accordingly, she bowed politely and said, “I am Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons, Fox-san. May I ask what noble name you might bear?” 
 
    The fox proceeded to perform what might have been a bow back, and said, “The name I have been given is Akashi Keiji, the Clever One of Akiyama. You may have heard of me, perhaps?” 
 
    Hanako’s eyes flew wide, and she stared at the little fox in front of her. It seemed to be a quite ordinary fox—its fur was perhaps a brighter shade of red-orange than she had ever seen before, and its golden eyes sparkled with a keen intelligence, but nothing truly suggested anything unnatural about it. Well, except for the fact that it was conversing with her, perhaps. 
 
    “Ah, forgive me, Fox-san,” Hanako began, her voice as calm as she could manage to make it, “if I refrain from believing you unless you can offer me some sort of proof. It is a rather high claim, to say you are one of the Celestial Guardians, even for a fox of such impressive talents as yourself.” 
 
    The fox waved a paw. “No, no offense taken. It’d be rather foolish of you to accept something like that on face value. But I do have proof, little empress, as you see.” 
 
    And with that, the Fox turned into a Man. 
 
    Hanako stared at him, her eyes so wide she thought they would take over her entire face. He was very, very tall—far taller than Shichiro-her-husband, and he was very, very beautiful. His eyes were sharp and shone gold, and he was clad in pristine white hakama and kosode, with an burnt orange kimono decorated with autumn leaves and black branches, and there was a magnificent katana and wakizashi sheathed at his side. By far the most strange thing about him, however, was his long, long hair the color of the setting sun. 
 
    “Well,” Hanako said, with what she personally believed to be quite admirable aplomb, “That definitely does seem to support your claim, Guardian-sama.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” Akashi Keiji said, with a strange flick of his fingers. It reminded Hanako of a fox flicking his tail. 
 
    “However, I must ask,” Hanako said, “Why exactly are you here?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji gave her a keen glance and raised an eyebrow, before suddenly smirking and saying, “Well, why don’t I give you the opportunity to figure that out? Why do you think I’m here?” 
 
    Hanako stared at the strange man, who suddenly flickered back into the form of a fox and sauntered over to a large rock, which he proceeded to hop up upon and make himself comfortable. 
 
    “Well… I would presume it has to do with the fact that you said that you volunteered to be my guardian,” Hanako mused, “which probably has to do with the fact that you keep calling me ‘little empress’.” She smiled and said, “Which is a good thing you came today and not sooner, because I only just found out who I am.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Akashi Keiji said, his eyes sparkling with some strange amusement. “Your clever little husband told you. And you’re quite right.” He stood up, hopped down from the rock, and wandered over to her feet, where he proceeded to change into his human form. He bowed deeply and said, “It is my honor and pleasure to announce myself in service to your highness, little empress. By my honor, no harm shall come to you while you dwell under my protection.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hanako said, smiling brightly for the first time since Shichiro had stumbled into her arms yesterday. “I am very grateful, Akashi Keiji-sama.” But then she faltered and asked, “But… I was under the impression, from all the legends, that your honorable father, Tamotsu Eiji-sama, was the Guardian of the Imperial Family.” 
 
    The Clever One smiled down at her in approval. “You’re quite right, in most cases. However, Tamotsu Eiji is more than just the guardian of the Imperial Family, he is a guardian of the seven realms as a whole. He is quite busy watching over the squabbling bunch of kits that these countries are at the moment, so I volunteered to personally protect you, little empress, until this little mortal mess of yours has calmed down.” 
 
    Hanako nodded. She was still a little confused, but it mostly made sense, and she decided she’d figure out the rest later. Accordingly, she bowed once more, “Then I am very thankful indeed, Guardian-sama.” 
 
    And Akashi Keiji smiled at her and said, “It is my honor, little empress. And I have to say, after talking with you, I’m beginning to understand why the Heavenly Emperor chose to wait so long to revive the Imperial throne.” 
 
    Hanako blinked at him in confusion. “Why’s that?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji smiled at her and patted her on the shoulder, and said, “I can’t imagine a better person to revive the Imperial line with than you, little empress.” And after that declaration, which had the ‘little empress’ blinking at him in confusion, he turned into his fox form and said, “Now then, would you like a solution to your little stamina problem?” 
 
    Hanako blinked, confused, and asked, “What sort of solution do you have in mind, Akashi Keiji-sama?” 
 
    The next moment, the little fox had turned into a not-so-little fox, roughly about the size of a horse. “I am at your service, little empress. Where do you wish me to bear you?” 
 
    Hanako stared at the Clever One for a long time, her eyes wide, before she stammered out, “Uh, b-but what ab-bout my husband? He—he should be along shortly.” 
 
    The Fox eyed her, tilting his suddenly enlarged head to one side. “The little samurai is quite capable. He’ll be just fine—besides, I believe one of my kin may be flying to his aid even now. The Heavenly Emperor has too much planned for him to allow the samurai to die here alone.” 
 
    A rush of relief, like the rising of the river in the rainy season, surged through Hanako and filled her heart, bursting forth from her mouth. “Oh, thank you, Guardian-sama! I don’t know how to thank you!” 
 
    Akashi Keiji laughed—and it was a very strange, barking laugh, quite unlike anything she had heard before, and he said, “Little Empress, it’s not me you need to thank.” 
 
    The princess felt a sudden rush of color in her cheeks, and thought, Oh. Of course. The Celestial Guardians are not leaders but servants, in a sense. I should have known better. 
 
    “Hurry up and get on, mortal princess. It would be best to be gone as soon as we can.” The Clever One said, and carefully lowered his bulk to the ground in front of her. Hanako carefully situated herself on his back, burying her hands in the scruff of his neck and holding on tight. When the Fox rose to his feet, her stomach lurched in panic at the sudden rush of movement, and Akashi Keiji chuffed another laugh. 
 
    “I am a Celestial Guardian, little empress, and if there is one thing I know how to do, it is to protect my charges.” He said, his voice oddly gentle. “I will not let you fall.” 
 
    A sudden warmth stirred in Hanako’s heart, and she closed her eyes and said gently, “Thank you, Fox-sama.” 
 
    “Hmfh.” The Fox snorted, his golden eyes glimmering sharply. “Where to, mortal child?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, and sent up a prayer to the Heavenly Emperor. Bring him back to me, keep him safe. “The Inn of the Waning Tides, in the city at the mouth of the river.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji, the Clever One, the Fox of Akiyama, leapt into motion, and was gone in a flash of gleaming auburn and snowy white. And as he ran, he carried away the Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons with them, and she was borne away from Shichiro her husband. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “The cherry blossoms are very beautiful, aren’t they?” Tomoko said. 
 
    Her two sons looked at the flowering trees, but didn’t answer. Her eldest, Isao, was too busy eating a rice ball, and Shichiro was right at the age where talking about flowers was considered too girly. Tomoko smiled anyway, and reached over and tapped her youngest lightly on the shoulder. “Do you know why cherry blossom season is my very favorite, Shichiro?” 
 
    Shichiro made a big deal of rolling his eyes, but he was grinning when he replied, “Cause when the cherry trees bloom, that means it’s almost my birthday!” 
 
    “Exactly.” Tomoko smiled. “And when your birthday comes, that means it’s almost little Manami’s birthday, and then it will be almost Isao’s birthday.” 
 
    Shichiro grinned and said, “Does that mean my birthday is the best of all?” 
 
    His mother mock-frowned at him. “Silly boy.” 
 
    “Umm, not too silly to have another rice ball, though?” Shichiro suggested hopefully, and Tomoko smiled and handed him one. 
 
    The next moment, Isao stiffened. His mother in the action of handing him another rice ball and frowned. “What is it, Isao?” 
 
    Isao slowly rose to his feet, one hand inching inside his sleeve. “I… heard the sounds of fighting. Of swords.” 
 
    Tomoko’s lips thinned as she tightly pressed them together. “I see. Are you certain?” 
 
    He dipped his head into a nod, his eyes narrowing, his body tensed and wary. 
 
    Tomoko knew what was happening. She had heard the rumors, that her lord husband’s enemies greatly desired his prodigy of a son. Shichiro. Her son. The one who the rumors (quite accurately, but no-one but Isao and her knew it) claimed the Immortal Dragon himself had blessed. 
 
    She saw the glint of metal as Isao pulled a kunai from his sleeve and moved to stand protectively over Shichiro (who was staring at the two of them in uneasy confusion), and she knew her clever eldest understood just as well.  She knew that Isao would sell his life to protect his little brother, dearly perhaps, but sold nonetheless. 
 
    And she knew what she had to do. 
 
    “No, Isao.” She said calmly. “Go and run and find help.” 
 
    Her son straightened, spine snapping into place with all the haughtiness of the prince he was. “Mother! I won’t—” 
 
    “Disobey me?” Tomoko asked gently. “I wouldn’t even think it of you. Now go. You are fast and you know what sort of help will come swiftest.” 
 
    His eyes flickered at that and he clenched his jaw. He glanced at her, then at Shichiro behind him, before back at her again. His dark eyes were wide and pleading, and she smiled at them. 
 
    Finally, in a sharp, jerking movement, he bowed and shot off, disappearing around the corner. The next instant she took Shichiro’s hand and tugged him to his feet. “Come along, Shichiro, hurry.” 
 
    She started off into the gardens, tugging a very confused Shichiro along behind her. “Mother? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Hush, child,” Tomoko said, and ran faster. “You need to be quiet and do as I say.” 
 
    She didn’t hear a reply, so she hoped he had taken her admonishment to heart and had merely nodded. She sped up again, clenching her teeth to keep the fear from showing on her face. She was a daughter and granddaughter of daimyo, the wife of a shogun—she could not afford to let her fear show. 
 
    She darted over to a bunch of bushes and pushed Shichiro forward. “Shichiro, go and hide as bet you can. Once you are hidden, do not move. Do not make a sound, not until Isao arrives. Do you promise me?” 
 
    Shichiro nodded dumbly. Tomoko smiled, sighed, and brushed a kiss across his brow. “Good. Stay safe for me, now.” Then she turned, lifted her chin, and marched forward to her fate. 
 
    Shichiro did as his mother asked and frantically scrambled into the bushes, even though it made his pride sting angrily at the thought of hiding. He was good with a sword, after all, all his tutors aid so. But Mother had made him promise to stay, so stay he would. 
 
    He crouched in the dark recesses of a bush and watched carefully as his mother went and stood at the foot of the folly bridge. She folded her hands in front of her and absently stared into the water, seeming the very picture of calm. 
 
    The next moment a man in black ran into sight, brandishing a chokuto and zeroed in on Shichiro’s mother. He ran over to her and grabbed her arm, and Shichiro had to bite down on his initial instinct to burst out and defend his mother. She was the wife of the Shogun of Masaki, how dare they lay a hand on her! But Mother had said to stay still and wait, so stay still and wait he would. 
 
    “Tell me, woman, where is the brat?” He snarled. 
 
    Princess Tomoko looked down at the hand on his arm, her face cool and disdainful. “Release me. I am the Princess Tomoko, Third Wife of the Shogun of Masaki, and I will suffer no man’s hands save those of my husband to touch me.” 
 
    The man laughed, leering unpleasantly. “Now, now, there’s no need for that, lady. Just tell me where your brat is, and I’ll let you go, right enough.” 
 
    Princess Tomoko was silent. Her attacker shook her in a violent burst of rage. “Speak, woman! Where is the prodigy?” 
 
    Shichiro’s heart felt like ice inside his chest. They were looking for him? So, if he went out there, would the bad man leave Shichiro’s mother alone? It seemed likely. He almost stood up and called out to the man, but he had promised.  He had to stay, or else he would be an oath-breaker. 
 
    He clenched his hands into fists and glared hatefully out from his bush. That man would pay for touching his mother, he swore it. 
 
    “TELL ME!” The man roared, and slapped Tomoko across the face. One pale white hand came to her reddening check, but her dark eyes looked at him with a spark of cold defiance. 
 
    “Never.” She said. 
 
    The man raised his weapon high in the air, a moment before Isao ran around the corner, his face radiating worry and wrath. 
 
    It was then that three things happened. A shining dagger left Isao’s hand and flew straight at his enemy. The enemy’s weapon plunged down. 
 
    And Princess Tomoko smiled. 
 
    Isao’s kunai thudded into the man’s neck a second after the shining blade slashed across Tomoko’s chest. 
 
    Shichiro popped out of the bushes, all thoughts of his promise forgotten. Isao rushed forward, skidding onto his knees besides the pale form lying on the ground, clad in a cherry-blossom-pink kimono that was rapidly being stained with red. He quickly gathered her in his arms, his eyes wide. “Mother—mother! Don’t worry, I’ll get you to the physicians, and everything will be fine, and…” 
 
    “Isao?” weak hands tugged at the blue fabric of Isao’s haori, streaking it with dark red. “Calm down… everything… will be fine.” 
 
    Shichiro collapsed next to his brother and mother, his eyes wide. There was so much red—why was there so much red? 
 
    “Of course it will, mother, I just said so.” Isao said. His voice shook slightly, but otherwise his body was as stiff as a statue. 
 
    Tomoko smiled, twisting her fingers further into the fabric. “My brave, brave son… your father wastes your potential… you could be so much more…” 
 
    Isao bit his lip. “Hush, mother, you have to save your strength. I went and got help, as you said. They’ll be done taking care of the other intruders soon, and then we’ll get you healed.” 
 
    Tomoko didn’t answer him, instead she slowly turned her head and stretched out one small, bloody hand. “Shichiro, you are all right? No harm came to you?” 
 
    Shichiro nodded, feeling strangely cold and numb, like this was all some sort of horrible, terrible dream. “Yes, mother, I’m all right.” 
 
    She sighed, her lips curving into a gentle smile. “Good… I’m glad.” 
 
    Another man ran around the corner, and he rushed over and knelt before Isao. “Young lord, all the intruders have been neutralized.” 
 
   
  
 

 “Excellent.” Isao said. He paused for a moment, as the ninja kept his head bowed and silent. “…tell me, Shinobi-san, do you have much experience with… with wounds?” 
 
    The dark-clad man bowed his head and said quietly, “Forgive me, my lord, but even from a glance I can tell there is nothing to be done.” 
 
    Shichiro’s mind went absolutely blank. “No! No, no, no, that’s--that’s not--” 
 
    “Dragon’s tail!” Isao burst out, his chest swelling with anger and guilt and regret. “It’s all my fault! If i’d just been faster, I wouldn’t have been too late--” 
 
    His mother coughed harshly, and Isao watched in horror as blood splattered on her chin. “My s-son, do not blame yourself. What I did… I did freely. Remember this when I am gone. Do--do you understand?” 
 
    Isao flinched, but he bowed his head. “As you say, Mother.” He said quietly. 
 
    “Mama! Don’t say things like that!” Shichiro grabbed onto the sleeve of her kimono pleadingly, not noticing the red that crept onto his hands. 
 
     His mother coughed again, causing both her sons to flinch. “It’s all right, Shichiro… I don’t mind… Everything will be all right…” 
 
    “Mama, no, please… why?” His voice nearly stuttered, but he held it stubbornly. 
 
    Tomoko smiled at him, her darling, precious boy, her brave little one. “Because… you are needed. You and your brother have so much more to do in this world. And besides… I’m your mother. And a mother… never… lets their children die, not if they can die in their place. That’s my duty, as your mother, and I am glad it is so.” 
 
    Shichiro squeezed his eyes shut to keep from crying.  
 
    “Please, Shichiro… Isao… my sons.” She whispered, her voice growing faint. “Promise me two…. Things.” 
 
    “Whatever you ask, Mother,” Isao said quietly.  
 
    “My brave son... my strong firstborn,” she coughed. “You two--you must promise to stay true--to the Heavenly Emperor. And… Shichiro, child, and Isao, I… I want you to… promise me something more. You must give… me your most solemn vow. 
 
    “Yes, Mother. What? What is it? I’ll do anything!” Shichiro burst out, his voice scared and desperate. 
 
    “I want you to p-promise that… that you’ll always smile, no matter wh-what… may happen. If you do, then when I look down on you I’ll be able to see and know that you are happy, and I… will be … at peace. Do… you two promise me?” 
 
    There was a moment of horrible, horrible silence, before her two sons whispered in quiet tandem, “I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, my loves…” She whispered. “Now, I can go in peace… and Isao… tell your father I am sorry, to have to leave… so soon…” 
 
    She shuddered, and gasped, and went silent.  
 
    “Goodbye, Mother.” Isao said softly. “I am sorry.” 
 
    “Mama?” Shichiro whispered. She didn’t respond, and his voice nearly rose to a shriek. “Mama?!” 
 
    “Shinobi-san,” Isao’s voice said, his voice tired and blank. “I need to prepare my mother’s body. She is the Shogun’s wife, and is not fit to be seen in such a state. Cover Shichiro’s eyes, he’s too young to see this.” 
 
    The shinobi obidentially grabbed ahold of the youngest prince’s arm, who immediately began struggling. 
 
    “No!” Shichiro yelled, “I’m--I’m not little, you’re only three years older! You--you can’t…” 
 
    Isao reached out and grabbed ahold of Shichiro’s flailing arm, and Shichiro stared in horror at his older brother’s stained hands. “Shichiro.” He said solemnly, and Shichiro stilled obediently. Isao never used his name unless it was deeply serious. 
 
    “You are only three years younger, but it is a different path that i walk,” Isao said quietly, and his eyes were deep and haunted. “Believe me, I have seen far worse, and I would not wish that upon you. Not yet.” 
 
    Shichiro stared into his brother’s eyes, and then squeezed his own shut, turning away. The shinobi slowlly dragged the prince a couple steps away and turned him around, pressing the child’s face into his chest.  
 
    If his haori was later stained wet with warm tears, neither Shichiro nor the ninja spoke of it.  
 
    Sometime passed before the procession left the garden. Shichiro flanked by several shinobi, for he had been the attack’s target, with Isao in the lead, weary and blood-stained. In his arms he cradled a limp bundle, wrapped in his own torn and dirty haori. 
 
    As they passed, the palace of Konohamiya grew silent. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shichiro was not made to wait long. He had slipped through the eaves of the forest as carefully and silently as his long years of wandering had taught him, until he was very near the caravan. It hadn’t taken him long at all to come up with a  plan—cut the head of a snake, and the body will die. 
 
    There was one particular snake that Shichiro was very much looking forward to destroying. 
 
    Still, the odds weren’t exactly what one would normally say was in Shichiro’s favor, but Shichiro was not, by any means, one to be considered ‘normal’. 
 
    When he was a child, he had watched the old kenjutsu instructor teach Isao. Isao had not been bad, by any means, but his strength lay in different realms of death-dealing. Still, Isao had been determined, and worked at the forms over and over again, lifting the shinai and stepping forward as he snapped it down with a battle cry. 
 
    Shichiro had sat in the garden and watched his big brother, and had thought it all looked like great fun. So Shichiro had hunted around the edge of the dojo’s garden, found a suitable stick, and proceeded to eye Isao solemnly for several minutes. 
 
    And then, when he decided he had watched enough, Shichiro had mimicked his older brother’s movements. Perfectly. 
 
    It was several minutes before the instructor began to pay attention to the high-pitched, childish battle cries at the edge of the garden, but when he did… he couldn’t stop watching. Isao had wrinkled his nose at his baby brother’s silliness (kenjutsu, the way of the sword, was for big boys like him, after all, not babies like Shichiro), but the instructor had watched solemnly, his eyes examining every movement Shichiro had made. 
 
    And a week later, Shichiro, at the grand age of four, was called before the seat of his father and assigned as an apprentice to a renowned kenjutsu master. 
 
    He had spent his entire youth learning kenjutsu, until the sword became an extension of himself, and the tales of his skill had traveled throughout all the Seven Realms. 
 
    Mother had told him, as he huddled besides her at the kotetsu table in the depth of winter, worn and tired from hours of practice, that Shichiro’s skill was a gift, a Blessing from God, bestowed upon him by the Immortal Celestials themselves for some great purpose. She had told him so, and Shichiro had believed it. 
 
    But Mother had died, and he didn’t know what to believe any more. 
 
    After her death, Shichiro spent the next three years driving himself to exhaustion in pursuit of the sword in search of perfection, until his katana became not an extension of his body, but a part of him. Not a tool, but the means by which Shichiro could and would protect others and keep them safe from harm. He no longer trained for the Shogun His Father’s glory or honor, though Shichiro’s conscience twinged guiltily at this lack of filial piety. Shichiro trained so he would be strong enough to save those who could not save themselves, for that was his budo, his way of the warrior (check translation), sworn with the blood of his mother staining his hands. 
 
    Then Isao had left, and Shichiro had followed to protect him, as his budo demanded, and Isao had been safe, and Shichiro had been banished. Still, Shichiro kept up his ideals, wandering the land and doing what good he could. 
 
    And now he stood, ready to fulfill his oath, or die in the doing. 
 
    There was a large commotion ahead of him, and Shichiro crept forward, slowly and carefully, like a hunter stalking their prey. 
 
    There was a palanquin, where Princess Katsumi sat enthroned, blistering with anger, waving her white rose-decorated fan about as she barked directions. As far as he could tell, it was something about ‘finding the brat and her ****** of a husband’. 
 
    Shichiro personally had to disagree with both Katsumi’s descriptions of Hanako and most especially himself, but he had to admit the Princess’ epithets for himself rather impressed him at her grasp of their language. 
 
    Shichiro stepped out into the light and slid smoothly into his stance, eyeing the frantically milling samurai. Twenty. There were probably another twenty scattered about the place; he’d have to make sure to get them too, once he had finished with this lot, and his primary objective. 
 
    “I’m afraid, Princess Katsumi,” he called over her screeching, “That I can’t quite allow you to do that. Unless, of course, you wish to limit your search for me, for, as you can see, here I am.” 
 
    Katsumi stared at him, her eyes narrowed, like a snake before it strikes. 
 
    Shichiro smiled pleasantly back at her. 
 
    “Kill him.” Katsumi snapped. 
 
    Shichiro considered himself to be a fair man, and give credit where credit was due. And, in the spirit of honor, Katsumi’s samurai did try, rather hard in fact. 
 
    He danced among them, the rhythms of the fight as familiar to him as the steps of the fan dance his Mother had danced under the cherry trees in spring. Shichiro ducked under the blade of one samurai, only to cut the legs out from underneath his companion. A third tried to bring a blade down on Shichiro’s head, but Shichiro was already gone, and three more men lay dead on the field. 
 
    Shichiro dealt death to the left and the right, weaving around their blades and cutting them down as he forged a path to where Katsumi stood in front of her palanquin. She had stepped out and drawn herself up like the royalty she was, her chin tilted up at a haughty angle as she held her fan up to her face, only revealing the malicious gleam of her eyes peeking over its edge. 
 
    There. 
 
    Once she was dead, all would be well. Shichiro knew it deep in his gut, and he had no intention of letting this chance slip through his fingers. 
 
    One poor samurai saw the threat to his Lady and darted in front of the ronin, intent on stopping him from harming his precious mistress. His katana swung forewarned in a glittering arc, but Shichiro dodged to the side, spun, and swung his sword in an arc of his own—and the samurai’s head fell to the floor. 
 
    Shichiro was already leaping towards Katsumi, his katana arcing towards the princess, bringing death in its wake. Just one moment, then Hanako would be safe, Daisuke would be safe, the Seven Realms would be safe— 
 
    Katsumi gracefully bowed out of the way, her moves fluid and supple as a ninja. 
 
    Time and time again as he had trained, Shichiro had been warned not to commit over-much to any one single strike, but he had forgotten. He was not expecting his strike to be dodged, and when his sword swung forward without any resistance, he stumbled forward, falling to one knee. He looked up the next moment, seeking his enemy, but he only caught a glimpse of her scarlet kimono before a shimmer of black material and white roses darted across his vision and— 
 
    Pain. 
 
    Pain and blackness. 
 
    He dropped his sword and fell forward, hands darting to his face, trying to wipe the blood away from his vision—but he pawed and swiped at his face again and again and again and the darkness would not go away. 
 
    His ears were roaring, and he could barely hear anything over the pain. Where was Katsumi? He couldn’t let her get away—but he was—he was— 
 
    Her voice, high and cool and mocking, filtered through his senses, carried by her trilling laugh. “The great samurai Nishimura Shichiro—the genius swordsmaster, the greatest warrior of our generation, crawling at my feet like a worm in the mud. How far the mighty has fallen.” 
 
    Shichiro stumbled to his feet, spinning around drunkenly, his mind screaming in pain, trying to find the source of the voice. 
 
    “I almost wonder if I should spare your miserable life… you’re certainly entertaining enough at the moment,” Katsumi said, and laughed again. “But I suppose that would be cruel of me. After all, when a horse breaks its leg, it loses all its purpose and you put it down. I suppose the same principles should be applied to a blind ronin, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Blind. No, no it can’t be as he feared—his fingers flew to his face, probing and prying, No no no no no no no, but all he found was blood and pain and he couldn’t open his eyes— 
 
    “Ikesugi! Come and put the useless ronin out of his misery!” Katsumi called and Shichiro couldn’t say anything because she was right. He lost his sight, and without his sight, how could he wield a sword? There would be no one to protect Hanako, and his one dear possession, his budo, was lost to him… he was truly, utterly inescapably useless. 
 
    “You will do no such thing.” 
 
    The voice was not loud. It was calm and quiet but stern, but somehow everyone on the battlefield (in the clearing? Does it actually count as a battlefield?) heard it. Katsumi spun around to snarl at the arrogant upstart that dared to speak to her in such a fashion, but stopped and staggered back, startled. 
 
    She was looking at an incredibly tall woman, in a silver-grey formal kimono decorated with white feathers, her long black hair adorning her head, and a nearly impossibly beautiful face. She fixed her gaze (and it was deep, deep gaze, that made Katsumi feel as if she were drowning in it) and repeated, in that same quiet, stern, and strangely carrying tone. “You will do no such thing.” 
 
    Katsumi glared at her vassals, but they were all staring at the strange woman (where had she come from?), and none of them even moved a step towards the pathetic husk of a ronin. “Fine.” Katsumi hissed. “I’ll kill him myself, though it won’t be as satisfying as claiming his head.” She withdrew her bloodied tessen from her obi and stalked towards the man, nose crinkling in disgust. She hated to dirty her hands if she could avoid it… but her father had always told her the best jobs were always done by oneself. Removing this wretched thorn from her flesh was certainly deserving of a job done well. 
 
    “Tsudzuri Katsumi, do not take another step.” The woman said, using Katsumi’s near-forgotten maiden name. Katsumi froze, against her will. Some part of her mind was screaming at her, that this strange woman was dangerous, and Katsumi did not dare to cross her.  
 
    “Who are you?” She snarled. 
 
    The woman laughed, gently. “I have many names, Tsudzuri-ojou-san. But the one you are most familiar with would likely be Momoe Chiyo.” 
 
    All the breath froze in Katsumi’s lungs. Momoe Chiyo, the eldest of the Celestial Guardians, who is said to have helped found Karigane, the first realm of the Seven. The mother of the Six, and the wife of Tamotsu Eiji, the Imperial Dragon. “If that is true, Momoe Chiyo-dono, then why are you here? I am a pious follower of the Heavenly Emperor—you should have no quarrel with me.” 
 
    “There is more to following and to piety, mortal child,” Momoe Chiyo said, and she had drawn closer, so close that she was directly behind Katsumi, but she did not, could not, turn around to see. “Than donating gold and offering incense at the festivals. And I assure you that the Heavenly Emperor is not so indecisive as to be swayed from his wrath by small token honors such as a name. And do not think I am so ignorant as to not recognize the stench of serpent upon you.” 
 
    Momoe Chiyo passed Katsumi, her stride calm, gliding, and unhurried. Katsumi valiantly managed to move her suddenly leaden tongue and asked, “Then why are you here, Guardian?” 
 
    Momoe Chiyo stopped, and turned slightly to face Katsumi, her deep eyes glimmering and her mouth smiling in faint amusement. “The world does not revolve around you, Tsudzuri-oujo-san, despite how much you might think it does. Be simply glad I have been told to offer you mercy and one more chance. Some are not so lucky. Now go, and take your men with you. Leave my sight.” 
 
    Katsumi found herself stepping back, once, twice, before she turned and walked out of there as fast as she could, her samurai meekly falling in behind her. 
 
    Momoe Chiyo paid them no mind. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Shichiro had fallen to the ground, clawing fiercely at his face, hoping that a sliver of light would break through if he merely clawed deeply enough. Suddenly, a gentle, firm grip snatched ahold of both his wrists. 
 
    “I’m afraid I must ask you to desist, Shichiro-kun.” A voice said—the same voice that had spoken earlier, but he had barely heard it then. Now his attention was as focused as it could be—pain pain pain and darkness—and he could focus on it. It was low, lower than woman’s wont, and gentle and warm, and it thrummed strangely with power. 
 
    “Why…” he gasped, and he felt those gently hands carefully pull him up until he was seated before her. The fingers danced over his face, skimming the stinging marks that he had inflicted upon himself, and sighed gently. 
 
    “Because I have been told to. And because you needed help.” The woman said. “I can fix these scratches, with no difficulty whatsoever. However, the eyes…” 
 
    NO, please, no, you don’t know what you are saying--- 
 
    “I am sorry, Shichiro-kun. I have not the power to fix that which is completely destroyed.” 
 
    Shcihiro felt his world crack and break into pieces. He sat there, still and silent, as the lady gently washed his face and smoothed a cream over the scratches and cuts, and he felt her carefully binding fabric (bandages, perhaps? He wondered) around Shichiro’s useless eyes. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked, his voice raw and sore as it left his lips in a mere whisper. 
 
    There was a pause, then the woman said, “Who do you think I am, Shichiro-kun?” 
 
    The gentle hands took his own and assisted him carefully to his feet, with such gentleness as he had not known since he was a child. And with that, he knew the answer. “You’re a Mother.” 
 
    He felt the hands against his cheeks, pulling his head downward slightly, and then a soft brush against his forehead. “Yes. I am indeed Mother to many. Now I have a question for you, child—what will you do now?” 
 
    He froze, dread washing over him. What was he supposed to say? He… he had hoped, that thanks to his skill, he would be able to return to Hanako. That they would journey together to Nagisa, and live in peace in the house of his brother. Hanako… wait, Hanako! 
 
    “Do you—do you know where my wife is?” He gasped, Shichiro’s hands reaching out blindly in search of her own. 
 
    Long, thin fingers, warm and soft (not as nice as Hanako’s, not so small or cool), caught his scrambling hands and held them gently. “Do not fret, mortal child, for all is quite well. Your wife is quite safe. My son is guarding her and spiriting Hanako away from this place. They are awaiting your return so you three may go down to Nagisa together so she may prepare to take her rightful place on the Imperial Throne.” 
 
    A faint trickle of joy slipped in between the clouds of pain and worthlessness and hate, and he felt his heart began to beat faster, just for a moment. Hanako was kind and loving and full of life and mercy—she would make an excellent empress, and everyone would love her, and he would be by her side to protec— 
 
    And his heart fell into a lake of ice and froze. 
 
    “Shichiro-kun?” The Mother’s voice prompted gently. 
 
    He couldn’t stand by her, he couldn’t protect her. He would only drag her down, for he was a useless hollow copy of the samurai prince she had wed. How was he supposed to wield a sword in her defense with any eyes? 
 
    His presence would only destroy her—he should have known better. He was cursed, after all. He’d known it since he saw his mother fall to the ground with the front of her pale pink kimono stained dark. If Shichiro went away now, if he left her alone, she might have a chance of reaching the heights of glory belonging to her. 
 
    He didn’t want to feel the blood of one more woman clinging to his hands.               
 
    “What will you do, Shichiro-kun?” The Mother asked again. 
 
    “I..” He tried to say, and his voice almost failed him as a result from the screaming war in his mind. As dearly as he did not wish to bring her harm, some part of his violently protested leaving Hanako behind. But… it was for the best. For Hanako, her life, her happiness. 
 
    “I am going to go away.” Shichiro said. “As I should have done ages ago, before I had a chance to spread my curse on her. I was… foolish.” 
 
    “How so?” The Mother asked. Her voice was calm, not judging or sympathetic, merely placid. 
 
    “I should have known better.’ Shichiro said. “I should have known that she is… too high for me to risk her life. I am only a ronin, after all. Nothing more than a wanderer.” Nothing more than a curse. Nothing more than a blind man, he thought, but he didn’t dare say the words out loud, not yet. Maybe not ever. 
 
    The Mother sighed, gently, and she said, “It is not my place to advise you for or against any course of action at the moment, Shichiro-kun. I merely say that others would disagree with your assessment.” 
 
    Shichiro heartily disagreed, but he knew better than to contradict such a high and noble lady as the Mother evidently was. 
 
    “For now, I can only give you two things. First,” And he felt something press into his fingers, which rolled into his palm and settled there with a comfortable weight. When he pulled his fingers closed over it, he heard the unmistakable clinking of coin, and nearly gasped in shock. Before he could think of protesting or trying to hand it back, the lady spoke again. “And secondly, I give you my blessing. May the Heavenly Wander guide your paths, and the Eight Guardians protect your footsteps. And…” There was a little pause, and he felt the Mother’s hands on his cheeks again, and then the warmth of her breath and the gentle press of her lips as she kissed each place where Shichiro had once had eyes. “May you find a light in the Darkness.” 
 
    There was a sudden, rushing surge of warmth surrounding him, and there was a brush of something across his face and shoulders and down his arm, like soft feathers skimming against him, but when he reached out in curiosity, he found he was alone. 
 
    ***** 
 
    They stopped for the night some miles down the river, in a nice cave that overlooked the river rushing below. Akashi Keiji had thoughtfully provided her with a thick haori against the damp chill, and she curled up against the warmth of his giant form, cocooned in the fuzz of fur from his side and tail. He in turn had curled around her protectively, and did not sleep, keeping watch throughout the night. 
 
    When the sun rose high enough to shine into the mouth of the cave, the Fox roused her cautiously, before changing back into the form of a man and presenting her with a bento. Hanako had no idea where he had managed to procure such an item, but he was a Celestial, so she was confident he hadn’t stolen it. 
 
    When the sun rose high enough to shine into the mouth of the cave, the Fox roused her cautiously. Hanako stirred sleepily and sat up, still clutching the over-large haori she had used as a blanket about her. 
 
    “Did you sleep well, little empress?” Akashi Keiji asked, and Hanako blinked owlishly at him, surprised to find a man in the place of a fox. Immediately she scolded herself for her surprise, this apparently random switching between forms would have to be something Hanako would have to get used to. It was certainly not polite to be taken aback all the time at the appearance of her guide. 
 
    “Ah, yes, thank you,” Hanako said with a small, thankful bow. “It was much more pleasant than I anticipated.” 
 
    The Clever One nodded, and then presented her with a bento. “My mother made this for you, with her compliments.” 
 
    “Oh!” Hanako gasped, her eyes wide and shocked. “Oh, thank her very much for me.” No one had ever done something for her like that before, not even Shichiro. It made the area around her heart swirl pleasantly, and she accepted the boxed meal eagerly. And that was when her errant mind caught up to her. 
 
    “Akashi Keiji-sama, when you said mother, did you mean Momoe Chiyo-sama?” 
 
    The man—who was now a fox again—smirked and stretched out on the ground, settling his chin on his paws. “Well, it’s not like I have another mother. Who did you think I was referring to?” 
 
    She flushed, embarrassed, but at the sight the fox slid to his feet and sauntered over, batting her foot with one paw. “Now, now, little empress. It was just a bit of teasing, I meant nothing by it.” 
 
    “Oh.” Hanako said, and bit her lip. How strange people were outside her pagoda! Then she realized that perhaps she was being a tad unfair, for this was the only person (besides her husband) from outside her pagoda that she had yet met, and he was a Celestial, so he was expected to be a little odd, she supposed. It’s not like she could expect a near-divine entity to be very much like Hanako and her fellow mortals. 
 
    The Fox sighed, rolled his eyes, and batted her foot again. “I see we have a lot to work on.” He said, but this time, Hanako listened to his voice, carefully and with all her intent, and she heard only gentle affection in his tone. It was very similar to the way Mother used to speak to her, but… deeper. Truer. 
 
    Like Shichiro’s smile, she realized in a moment of brilliant epiphany, and she beamed happily at that discovery. This Fox, this Celestial, truly cared for her. With that realized, she set the bento down on the floor of the cave and met the Clever One’s eyes. 
 
    “Akashi Keiji-dono,” She said, slowly and carefully, toeing carefully the line of her boldness. Akashi Keiji flicked his magnificent tail curiously at the sudden change of address—the term used by a noble to their equal, instead of the humble honorific sama she had been using earlier. 
 
    “Yes, little empress?” he said. 
 
    “Akashi Keiji-dono,” she repeated, and decided she very much liked the sound, “Would you like to be my friend? I have only one, but I would be thrice honored to add you to the number.” 
 
    The Fox watched her with his bright, golden, glittering eyes, and then suddenly he was a man again. Hanako happily congratulated herself at how she did not even flinch at the sudden change, but her eyes did widen when he bowed before her—a polite bow, a bow between equals. 
 
    “It would be my very great delight, Nishimura Hanako-dono, to account you amongst my friends as well.” 
 
    With a pleased smile, Hanako returned his bow, and thought giddily about how she now had two friends. Being outside the pagoda was far more wonderful than she had ever dreamt it might be. 
 
    With that, Hanako ate the bento provided, and tried to convince her friend to share with her, but he refuse, saying that Celestial Spirits did not have the same needs as mortals. It was just as well, Hanako thought (shoving down the fain tendrils of guilt slithering through her heart), for they happened to be very good rice balls. 
 
    It was only after they were done eating that Akashi Keiji sat down in front of her in the formal style, hands in his lap and his eyes oddly hooded and serious. “I have news, imparted to me by my celestial Mother when she delivered the bento.” 
 
    “Oh?” Hanako asked politely, but her heart clenched within her breast (or should I use the word bosom? Or chest? I am unsure). She knew the language of faces far better than that of the tongue, and gathered foreboding from every line of his face. 
 
    “It concerns your honorable husband, Hanako-hime, the ronin known as Nishimura Shichiro.” 
 
    Her fingers were trembling, like leaves at the end of autumn that stile futile clung to their parent branches. How very odd, Hanako thought, and tried to figure out what was causing them to shake so. 
 
    “Don’t mistake me, he’s alive.” Akashi Keiji said, and Hanako was suddenly filled with such joy that it felt as if the sun was rising within her, and she could feel the brightness within her own smile. 
 
    “However,” The Clever One continued, and Hanako was still spinning gloriously on the high of her joy and relief that she barely paid attention to him, for what ‘however’ could do anything to mar the delight of this moment? 
 
    “However,” he repeated again, “Your husband may be alive, and by my mother’s account has suffered no injury that will impair his continuance, but he is not well by any means.” 
 
    That made her heart’s glorious dance slow, and she clasped her hands nervously, biting her lip. “What happened?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji flicked his fingers in that odd motion of his, and in the flicker of movement she could almost see a flash of a white-tipped tail, and he said, “The ronin succeeded in his mission, and eliminated the samurai that were to be sent after our tail. However, when he tried to take care of the manipulative thief that calls herself a princess of the Fujioka, he… underestimated her capabilities, and paid the price.” 
 
    “O-oh… what happened?” 
 
    The Guardian’s golden gaze lifted and bored into her own, flat and serious and slightly pained—“He lost his sight in both his eyes.” 
 
    Hanako sat there. She sat and stared and stared into his eyes, until the gold of his eyes watered and ran and the entire world blurred. Dimly, in some part of her that was frozen like a flowering bud stricken by a sudden frost, she realized she was crying, and mechanically she lifted the sleeve of her yukata to wipe the dampness away from her cheeks. She was almost entirely unsuccessful, though, as the tears continued to pour down her cheeks relentlessly. 
 
    “Hanako-hime?” Akashi Keiji said gently. 
 
    “He must be in so much pain.” Hanako whispered. “And all alone. H-he has no one and—” 
 
    “If that’s what you’re worried about, my mother drove off Katsumi and her greatly diminished number of remaining lackeys, and then tended to his hurts. However, his eyes could not be salvaged.” 
 
    “Oh, Shichiro,” Hanako murmured, and her heart broke. 
 
    After a moment, she ventured to ask, “Is—is your mother going to bring him here? To—to us?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji shook his head. “Your husband is of the opinion that his presence would only be a burden and he apparently cares too much for you to continue bothering you with his presence.” 
 
    It took several moments for the celestial spirit’s words to actually make sense in Hanako’s mind. “B-but, I’d never think that! I, I don’t, I wouldn’t ever think he’s a burden! He’s my honored husband! He’s, he’s, he’s my friend!” 
 
    “I know.” Akashi Keiji soothed. “However, you are not the one thinking, he is. And your husband’s sense of his own worth has been broken ever since he was a child.” 
 
    Hanako didn’t think it was possible for a heart to break so many times, and she covered her face with her sleeves to hide the humiliation of her tears from the world. 
 
    “Child.” The Clever One said. “What will you do?” 
 
    Hanako didn’t know. She had never had to decide something like that, for herself. She was still very young, and she had never left her pagoda before yesterday. How could she possibly make the right decision? 
 
    But her heart stirred within her and told her what the right decision was, and she listened and thought and decided with a tentative nod. The Clever One noticed it (as he noticed everything), and cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “I—I wish to continue my journey, as my husband requested of me. And… and when we reach Ginshi and the palace of his honorable brother, I…” She cut off, self doubt rising like an ugly shadow to catch her and pull her resolve back into darkness, but Akashi Keiji flicked his fingers curiously, and somehow she managed to gather the strength to go on. “And when we come face to face with my brother-in-law, we will request his help, and then together we shall find his lost brother and… and bring him home.” 
 
    And when she said those words, a sudden, soft warmth spread its careful fingers through out her body, like the very edge of dawn slipping slowly over the rim of the world, and somehow Hanako knew that everything will be all right. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE --- THE JOURNEY AND THE DISCOVERY 
 
      
 
    Despite the faint cloud that Shichiro’s current situation cast of Hanako, she found that she enjoyed traveling very much—except, of course, when Akashi Keiji decided it was a great time for her to get down and walk for a spell. 
 
    “No one will want to serve an empress that can’t walk more than a mile before fainting from acute exhaustion,” he reasoned. “How will you ever manage to navigate your Imperial Palace otherwise?” 
 
    Hanako pouted unhappily, munching on a leftover rice ball from her breakfast as she walked in the wake of the little prancing fox. “I have never fainted from exhaustion, Akashi Keiji-sama. You are exaggerating.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji shrugged his shoulders (or at least, she assumed he did. It was rather hard to tell considering her traveling companion was currently a fox). “Well, you never know. It certainly could happen if we  don’t work on building up your stamina. Look on the bright side, though, your stamina has definitely improved in the past several days.” 
 
    So Hanako was forced to slowly walk fifteen minutes at a time if Akashi Keiji deemed the terrain easy or safe enough for her passage. 
 
    She took another bite of her rice ball and chewed unhappily, wondering how much time had passed, and how soon she would be released from her misery. With that, The Clever One stopped and suddenly morphed into his larger self. “All right, fifteen minutes are up,” he said. 
 
    Hanako happily climbed onto his back, and he set off again, running over the mountains. 
 
    Normally Hanako enjoyed the experience. Today, however, the faint rocking caused by the fox’s loping stride seemed to make the princess’ stomach rebel, stirring uneasily within her gut. 
 
    The few times she had felt similarly back at the pagoda, the handmaidens had advised her to eat something to settle her rioting stomach. And conveniently, Hanako had the rest of a rice ball in her hands at that very moment. She popped it in her mouth and immediately made a face. Somehow, she didn’t recall her rice ball tasting quite so… not bad necessarily, but unwelcome?... when she was eating it only a minute before. Nevertheless, Hanako powered through, chewing and swallowing, and waited for the inevitable easing of her gut. 
 
    Except, however, that the easing wasn’t as inevitable as she hoped. Instead, she felt a bubbling wave beginning to claw its way up her throat, accompanied by a sudden twisting, hollow feeling in her stomach, and she yanked suddenly at the Fox’s scruff. 
 
    The Fox stopped immediately, immensely shocked at the vaguest of ideas of the gentle little Empress committing such violent actions, and Hanako tumbled down off his back and scrambled for the nearest bush, where she proceed to collapse on her knees and vomit the entirety of her breakfast, including that last ill-fated rice ball. 
 
    It was some time before she was done, but at last she sat back and washed her mouth out carefully with water from the canteen that the Clever One had shoved daintily towards her. She took one more long drink then sat back, her face puzzled. “How odd. I’ve never been ill before, and I always thought it was because of the Emperor’s Pearl. Why do you think I am sick now?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji opened one eye from where he lay curled up on a pile of moss. “My guess it has something to do with you being with child.” 
 
    Hanako blinked at him in confusion. “What does that mean?” 
 
    The Fox opened both eyes and blinked at her for one long moment. Hanako tilted her head to the side, intrigued. She had never seen the smooth and sauve Celestial ever at a loss for words before. Whatever ‘being with child’ meant, it must be something quite extraordinary. 
 
    “It means… you’re pregnant?” the Fox hedged. 
 
    Hanako blinked again. “I’m very sorry, but I do not know that word. What is ‘pregnant’?” 
 
    The Fox stared at her. “It means you’re going to have a baby.” 
 
    Hanako’s eyes widened. “Oh!” She clasped her hands over her heart and revelled in this wonderful news. She had never seen a baby before, besides the baby birds in the nests on her pagoda. I wonder what a baby human shall be like… After a moment, she asked, “How exactly am I going to have a baby? What do I have to do?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji shifted slightly. “You have to grow it, mortal child.” 
 
    Hanako bit her lip, considering. “I… I suppose that makes sense. Very well. Where do I get the seed, then? And should I wait to plant it until we reach my honored husband’s relatives?” 
 
    The Clever One twitched. “Ahhh, that won’t be necessary, fairest lady. I assure you, the seed had already been planted.” 
 
    Hanako thought about this. She did not remember ever planting a seed that grew a baby, but if the Immortal Akashi Keiji said she had, she must assume he was right. “Well, where is it then, noble fox?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji briefly switched to the form of a man, with his dark red hair and keen golden eyes. He gestured with his long fingers at Hanako’s midsection, casually glancing off to the side in a rather pointed manner. “In your tummy, mortal princess, as I believe I have heard the mortals say.” 
 
    The princess gasped, her hands flying to her stomach, looking down at it in wonder. “Oh, truly? How marvelous! Is it in there now?” 
 
    The Fox smirked, accompanied by him tapping his sharp nose with a finger. “I can smell it, little empress. It’s there, true enough. It’ll be some months before you see it, though, and you’ll get rather round before then. However, I shall get you to Ginshi before the worst of it, and you will be able to deliver your child in comfort.” 
 
    Hanako nodded absently, gently stroking her fingers up and down her stomach. After a moment she asked, curiously, “How do you think a baby got there, though? It seems rather strange to me. And where do they come from, in the first place?” 
 
    There was a long, long silence. Curiously, Hanako glanced up and saw something she would never forget. 
 
    The Celestial Akashi Keiji, the Clever One, the Sly Fox, was absolutely mortified. He had completely lost whatever grip he had on his composure, flicking in between his human and vulpine forms like leaves whipping back and forth in a tempest. Finally he managed to settle on his fox form, but Hanako had never seen a fox look so uncomfortable before. 
 
    “Children come from when a husband and wife love each other very much, and the Heavenly Emperor sees fit to send them a child. And before you ask if there is more to it, I won’t tell you. Ask my mother, or, better yet, your sister-in-law. They will explain it to you, for there is no way in all the seven realms that I will.” 
 
    Hanako stared at him. She had never seen the perpetually calm spirit so discombobulated. Whatever the answers to her question, they must be truly frightening indeed. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The days passed slowly, with Hanako being filled with more and more wonder every day at the sights she came across. Everything was so… so beautiful and strange, unlike anything she had seen before. 
 
    The pure wonder of it entranced her, as she watched the river pass by, or the deer rushing through the forest, or seeing the autumn flowers blooming beneath the gold of the autumn stained ginko leaves. 
 
    However, she could pass with the sickness that wracked her during the morning… and sometimes during the afternoon, and sometimes during the evening. Akashi Keiji had informed her he believed it was referred to by mortals as ‘morning sickness’, but Hanako was extremely dubious. It didn’t make sense that anyone would name the rather unpleasant phenomenon with such an inaccurate name. It wouldn’t be fair to women at large, as far as she could figure. 
 
    After the seventh night where Hanako had completely lost her entire supper and was unhappily ruminating on why the blessing of the Emperor’s Pearl didn’t help at all with her current situation, Akashi Keiji asked his mother for help. 
 
    Hanako woke late one morning to the unpleasant stirrings of her stomach, and was greeted by the sight of a fox and a goose, seated side by side in front of a campfire. But then she blinked, and it Akashi Keiji in his mortal form, accompanied by a tall, graceful lady with a artfully arranged hair the color of a moonless night. 
 
    “Ah, are you awake, little empress?” The Fox said casually, and Hanako stood up and did her best to gracefully glide over to the campfire, despite the protests her stomach was currently raising. 
 
    “Who is our guest, Akashi Keiji-sama?” She murmured politely as she arranged herself comfortably on the ground. 
 
    “This,” Akashi Keiji said, “Is my celestial mother, Momoe Chiyo of Karigane.” 
 
    Hanako blinked, then gathered herself and bowed formally. “It is my honor, Momoe Chiyo-sama. I am Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons. I…” she faltered, before gathering her courage and continuing, “Is it true, as your esteemable son as said, that you tended the wounds of my husband after his battle?” 
 
    “It is,” Momoe Chiyo said, her voice low and melodic. 
 
    Hanako bowed again, far more deeply this time, pressing her forehead against the ground. “Thank you.” Her throat felt thick, and she swallowed hard before she was able to continue. “I… could not bear it, if he was left alone with no one to help him. His is my husband, and he is… precious to me.” 
 
    She stayed there, bowing, awaiting the response of the celestial lady before her. It came in the form of a gentle touch on the back of her head. “It is my delight and honor to be of help, for that is the very reason my kin and I now dwell in the mortal realms. Rise up, little empress, and bow to me no more.” 
 
    Hanako did as she was bid, and she looked up at matched the gaze of Momoe Chiyo, and the lady smiled at her. 
 
    Hanako knew the tales of Momoe Chiyo of Karigane, the Heavenly Goose—her mother had left Hanako many scrolls to read, to occupy her mind as she grew, and many of them had been about the histories and legends of the Seven Realms and their Celestial Guardians. 
 
    Momoe Chiyo was the First and Eldest, who had been sent long ago unto the Mortal Realms and guided a young man named Miyamoto Akiyoshi, who had brought about the end of the warring clans to the south and established the first of the seven realms, Karigane. For long, long years she had remained the only guardian, even after the six other realms were founded. But then the Imperial throne was created, and the Immortal Dragon Tamotsu Eiji had entered the world. The Great Dragon had taken Momoe Chiyo as his wife, and together they had born the Six Guardians, including the Clever Akashi Keiji of Akiyama himself. 
 
    The fact that this great lady, this celestial spirit from the Court of the Heavenly Emperor, was deigning to speak to her, Hanako… it made her mind spin, like a stick being tossed in the waters of the river below. She knew they said she was destined to be Empress, but Hanako couldn’t really bring herself to believe that. Hanako knew that she wasn’t talented or charismatic or knowledgeable enough to be a good leader, especially now that she knew her entire education had been skewed into making her Mother’s puppet. 
 
    But… she ran her fingers across her obi, thinking of the child nestled within her. Perhaps, the child she carried may be the Emperor or Empress needed to unite the Seven Realms and bring peace at last. It was a nice thought, and she cupped it to her heart, a little ball of warmth and hope. It might even be a true thought, and it made a bright smile come to her face. 
 
    “Now,” Momoe Chiyo said, her voice gentle and kind, “My son tells me that you are with child?” 
 
    Hanako felt the beginnings of a flush spread across her cheeks and she said, “I really wouldn’t know, my lady. But Akashi Keiji-sama tells me that he can smell it.” 
 
    Momoe Chiyo nodded, and reached one hand out, the tips of her long pale fingers just barely peeping from the wide expanse of the silver-grey sleeve of her kimono. “If it be your will, Hanako-hime, I would be honored to check on its development.” 
 
    Hanako nodded, a little confused, but the Lady continued calmly, laying her hand flat against Hanako’s obi. The princess wasn’t quite sure what she was expecting, but nothing visible showed… until the grand lady smiled gently and tenderly and looked up with unexpected joy in her eyes… and a strange happy sparkle that told Hanako the Celestial had a secret, but a good one. It made Hanako curious, but she supposed she’d find out in time.  
 
    “You are indeed with child, my princess.” The lady said, and Hanako felt a swirl of happiness stir to life iniside her, and she felt both her hands slide over her stomach almost unconsciously, as if there was where they were always meant to be. 
 
    “Oh! Oh, when will the child come?” She asked, barely able to keep ahold of her decorum in her sudden excitement. 
 
    “In late autumn.” Momoe Chiyo said, “The Empress will bear her imperial heir amidst the season of the chrysanthemums, fitting indeed.”  
 
    “Amongst the royal chrysanthemums…” Hanako murmured, and smiled down at her child’s cradle. “I can’t wait until then.” 
 
    The two celestial spirits smiled at her, waiting until Hanako pulled herself out of her daydream feelilng… oddly peaceful. She had been nervous and on edge ever since she had heard of Shichiro’s fate, but the discovery of her child had calmed her anxiety. She had something important to do, a task her husband had unknowingly entrusted her with. It might delay her search for Shichiro, but she didn’t mind, not anymore. 
 
    Momoe Chiyo explained several other things about her pregnancy, some of which made sense, and some of which completely bewildered Hanako… and she still hadn’t gotten a satisfactory answer over the name ‘morning sickness’. But despite that little detail, she was incredibly grateful that the Celestial Spirit had condescended to help her, even if the child she bore in her womb would be the Imperial Heir. 
 
    It was only when the sun was setting that Momoe Chiyo took her leave. She and Akashi Keiji spent some time on the edge of the campsite, talking in hushed voices, before the grand lady finally turned to Hanako.               
 
    “Well, Empress-to-be, for now it seems that our paths must part for the time being. There is much to do, and my husband requires my assistance and presence. But first, there is something I want to say to you.” 
 
    Hanako blinked up at the lady, who was extremely tall. Not quite as tall as Akashi Keiji (no one, Hanako was convinced, could ever be quite as tall as him), but had her husband been here, Momoe Chiyo would have towered over him. She nodded, hesitantly, and the Celestial Spirit smiled in approval. 
 
    “Two things, actually: be at peace about your husband. He lives yet, for the Heavenly Emperor, I believe, still has much for him to do. He is awaiting your arrival in time, to drag him out of his self-loathing and sorrow.” Hanako suddenly looked nervous, and Momoe Chiyo shook her head gently.  
 
    “Do not worry, I’m certain you are up to the task. And secondly: I know what you have been thinking, and allow me to disabuse you of your faulty notions, though they are understandable ones to make. Despite what you may think, mortal empress, but I was at your birth, and my husband and I and all our children blessed you. Believe me, you are more than qualified to lead the empire with your husband at your side.” 
 
    Hanako stared at her, in utter, complete confusion. The lady smiled mysteriously and leaned forward, pressing a careful kiss to Hanako’s forehead. “May the blessing of the Heavenly Goose and her lord husband the Immortal Dragon be upon you. May your steps be safe and you never be hungry.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hanko said, as she felt her eyes well with tears. Momoe Chiyo merely smiled again and slowly stepped back, before bowing deeply, straightening, and disappearing into eh shadows of the forest. 
 
    “I told you that it’s called morning sickness,” The Clever One said from where he had curled up next to the fire. 
 
    Hanako pursed her lips at the Fox, but decided to ignore him for the moment and get to sleep. Momoe Chiyo had emphasized the importance of rest, and Hanako did not want to do anything to risk the safety of her child. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The air in the mountains was finally starting to warm up, even though it was growing close to the end of the Spring season. 
 
    They had been traveling for close to two months now, for Akashi Keiji had slowed down his speed out of respect for Hanako’s delicate condition. 
 
    Hanako was enjoying the journey very much, though she was rather disappointed that whenever they came to a village on the river’s banks, the Clever One took great pains to avoid it. She wanted to see the people, but Akashi Keiji insisted it was best to avoid people until she reached their destination. Hanako wanted to argue, but he was the immortal, celestial spirit, so she reluctantly decided to trust his judgement. 
 
    But now they had reached their destination at last. 
 
    Hanako stood on the hill overlooking the city and had to use all her self control and decorum in order not to gape like a child. She had heard of cities, of course, but Hanako had never imagined that they would be quite so big or full of so many people. 
 
    “Do you like what you see, little Empress?” Said the fox seated at her feet, and she glanced down at her faithful guardian, shaking her head. 
 
    “I… it’s very beautiful, but far more than I was ever expecting!” she explained sheepishly, and the Fox looked up at her with a teasing glint in his eyes. “The Imperial City where you will dwell one day is far larger, and has the capacity to fit three time as many people within its walls.” 
 
    Hanako was sure that her eyes looked like full moons, based on how wide they felt. “So big.” She whispered. Sure, intellectually she had known that places like this and larger existed in the world (this was, after all, only a port city. A mildly important one, true, but it was not as if it was the capital of Nagisa). But seeing them, before her very own eyes… it was a very different thing than idly imagining it while reading a scroll. 
 
    She sighed, desperately wanting to venture into the city and explore, but her husband had cautioned Hanako to go around the outside of the city. “Ah, I suppose we’ll have to circle around the outside now?” 
 
    She turned to look at the celestial who was now towering above her, blinking in surprise. The Clever One grinned slyly and shook his head. “Nay, that won’t be necessary. The only reason your honorable husband advised that course of action was because instructing a young, lovely woman to wander aimlessly about the streets of a port city is not what one generally considers wise. But now you have me with you, little empress, and I can take you straight to the inn he spoke of.” 
 
    Hanako’s heart leapt in excitement, and her fingers strayed to the handle of the wakizashi her husband had entrusted her with. “Thank you, Akashi Keiji-dono. For all your help. It means very much to me.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji bowed deeply  and smiled, “It is, as it has always been, my greatest pleasure and honor to be of service to you. Now, shall we go?” 
 
    Hanako bit her lip to keep the smile from spreading indecently wide across her face, and pressed her hand against the ever-so-slight widening of her stomach. Soon, so very, very soon, she would reach a place where she could give birth to her child in peace and safety. She was about to give her guardian an affirmative when a thought occurred to her. 
 
    “Ah, excuse me, Fox-dono, but wouldn’t it be wise to hide your hair? It’s so very bright and beautiful, it is sure to be noticed.” 
 
    The Clever One waved a hand at that with a smile. “Don’t worry yourself so, little empress. Very few will notice my hair, if at all. For a race blessed with decent eyes, they are notoriously blind when they want to be.” 
 
    With that problem solved, apparently (Hanako had long ago decided it was futile to dispute the Celestial’s statements on situations such as this), she answered his earlier question. “Well then, lets’ most certainly go now,” she murmured quietly, and she followed his lead down the hill and into the city. 
 
    It was only her years of training that kept her from gazing about like an uncultured country girl, trying to take in every aspect of the city of Konami. The very variety of people were amazing—the only ones she had ever come into contact with before were her Mother’s retainers, who were all remarkably alike. Pretty and sparkly, with faces like porcelain masks and cold, conniving eyes (it was strange now, how clearly she remembered this, once the veil of her Mother’s so-called love was lifted from her own eyes. Now at last she knew why she had felt such a strange sense of unease around her Mother’s vassals). But these people—their faces were open and their eyes were fairly broadcasting their feelings. Some faces were sad, or weary, or happy, or just… at peace.  
 
    It was like being in the midst of a whirlwind of emotion, and it made her head spin dizzily in excitement. Hanako guessed that if she had been on her own, it would have been incredibly easy for her to lose her way, but Akashi Keiji was here, faithfully hovering at her right shoulder, quietly giving her directions as to where to go. 
 
    He led her with ease through the winding, bewildering maze of streets, heading unerringly towards the waterfront. Finally, just as the sun was beginning to sink to sleep in the ocean, he led her to the front door of a small establishment, entitled ‘The Inn of the Waning Tide’. 
 
    It… wasn’t exactly what Hanako would consider ‘nice’, Hanako considered optimistically.  Still, the title was the same, and it was on the Street of the Crane, so she had to assume that’s what it was. 
 
    “Go on in,” her guardian said calmly, “I’ll be right besides you.” 
 
    “I know,” she responded, just as calmly as he, and went in. 
 
    Once they were inside, Hanako delicately lifted the sleeve of her yukata in what she hoped was a surreptitious move to mask the… unique smell emitted by the inn. Akashi Keiji took the lead again, bargaining with the owner of the inn for a room. Hanako eyed the innkeeper curiously, and he didn’t even seem to be startled for even the slightest moment about the Fox’s appearance. Apparently Akashi Keiji was correct, but now she was curious, and made a note to ask him what exactly he had meant about being ‘notoriously blind’ later. 
 
    Akashi Keiji smiled and bowed to the innkeeper, who returned the gesture, signifying the closing of the deal. “Come on, this way, Hanako-san.” He said, and walked off down the hallway. 
 
    Hanako tentatively followed after him, doing her best to blend into the woodwork. She didn’t want to draw any undue attention to herself. 
 
    However, it seemed as if her hopes were doomed to be failed, for she had barely turned the corner when a man clad in dark colors seemed to melt out of the shadows and appeared before her, a kunai held nerve-wrackingly close to her throat. 
 
    “You better have an excellent excuse as to why you are in the possession of that wakizashi, miss,” He said, his voice low but sharp and biting. 
 
    “Of course, shinobi-san.” Hanako said calmly. “Am I to assume you are the Ichiro-san in the service of my honored brother?” 
 
    There was a tense silence, before the shinobi said, “Excuse me, what?” 
 
    “I was instructed by my honored husband to find this inn, and you, or at least I assume so, shinobi-san,” Hanako explained. “Once I did so, I was to show you the symbol on the wakizashi which my husband entrusted to me, and request that you assist me in fulfilling my mission.” 
 
    “I…” The shinobi was at a loss for words, which was not a common occurrence in his career. “I’m sorry, but who are you?” 
 
    Hanako carefully inclined her head forward, careful to avoid the sharp point of the kunai. “I am Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons,” she said quietly, “Wife of Prince Nishimura Shichiro of Masaki. My husband sent me here in order to attain assistance from you in guiding me to the home of my husband’s honorable brother, Prince Hamasaki Isao of Nagisa.” 
 
    The shinobi stared at her for a long moment, then at the wakizashi. 
 
    “Don’t you recognize Tenshi when you see it?” Akashi Keiji said calmly from where he lounged casually against the wall, some seven paces behind the shinobi. 
 
    A faint shiver slid along the shinobi’s muscle, which, for such a talented ninja as he was, was the equivalent of leaping five feet into the air and shrieking like a girl-child. 
 
    Akashi Keiji smirked, and Hanako eyed the shinobi with concerned and sympathetic compassion. It was obvious the shinobi had failed to perceive the Celestial’s presence, not that that was all that surprising. He was, after all, a Celestial. However, her guardian seemed to take a tad bit more enjoyment from the situation than what Hanako felt was strictly appropriate, and she did feel for the poor ninja. It could be unnerving, dealing with a Celestial, until you became used to their presence. They were not human, after all, and they had different ways. 
 
    The shinobi, in an effort to keep his apparent inattentiveness under wraps (not that it fooled either Hanako or the Fox), said frostily, “I was not aware that the Ronin had named his wakizashi.” 
 
    Hanako frowned daintily at this way of referring to her husband, which she found to be distinctly lacking in the respect Shichiro so richly deserved. However, it wasn’t her place to say anything, so she held her tongue. 
 
    “Oh, he didn’t.” Akashi Keiji said blithely, and his eyes shimmered with some private joke of his own, beyond their mortal fathoming. 
 
    “Now, are you going to acknowledge that my charge is who she claims to be, or are you going to keep threatening her until you try my rather considerable patience? Because if you do, I shall get… angry. And I daresay you shall find that my anger is not something that can be considered pleasant to experience.” 
 
    The Shinobi stiffened slightly, in anger and affront, but he glanced carefully over the wakizashi, examining its every inch with every due attention. 
 
    After a moment, the kunai vanished back into the folds of his clothing, and he stepped back, sinking to his knees and bowing his forehead to the floor. “I beg your forgiveness, my lady, and humbly request you allow me to escort you to the courts of my lord.” 
 
    Hanako tilted her head gracefully, and lifted one hand to modestly hide her gentle smile. “My thanks and forgiveness are freely given, shinobi-san. Am I therefore to take you are indeed the Ichiro-san I seek?” 
 
    “I am indeed.” Ichiro said. “And I am at your service.” 
 
    “Then,” Hanako said, “Take me to my honored brother-in-law, as swiftly as you may.” 
 
    “It shall be done.” He vowed, and Hanako could feel the determination in his voice. This, she thought, is a man who will do all in his power to keep from breaking his word. Shichiro has placed me in good hands indeed. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
    The man was surrounded by darkness, but when he slept, he dreamed, and it gave him some small relief from the void in which he walked. Yet it healed not the pain within his heart. 
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN --- THE VISITOR AND THE MESSAGE 
 
      
 
    Isao was quietly reading a scroll of poetry which Ichiro had delivered to him several days ago, straight from the hands of his baby sister. He hummed thoughtfully as he read them, and then smiled. She had quite the talent with the delicate phrasing necessary for haiku, and her calligraphy had improved in leaps and bounds within the past several years.  
 
    She was indeed a baby sister to be proud of, not that he ever doubted her. She had always been clever, Isao knew. It was easy to see the intelligence shining in her eyes as she grew up. It’s not Isao’s fault that certain members of his previous family insisted on being blind idiots, and wouldn’t know true worth if it slapped them in the face. At least, he assumed so. He’d never actually tried his hypothesis, no matter how satisfying slapping them would feel. 
 
    There was a quiet tap on the shoji to his study, and he looked up, glancing at the candle clock and saw it was approaching late afternoon. “Come in.” He commanded, and the shoji door slid open to reveal Ichiro. 
 
    “Ah, you’ve returned?” He said, resting his chin on his palm. “What news do you have for me?” 
 
    “A very special… package.” The shinobi said, his voice stained with some knowledge Isao was not privy to. “Sent to you, in order to be entrusted into your capable care, my lord.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Isao perked up. This sounded promising, perhaps even exciting. It had to be better than paperwork, at least. “Who sent it?” 
 
    “Your brother, the ronin, my lord.” Ichiro said, and again his voice seemed… strange. Isao was intrigued. He was also rather relieved. It had been nearly two months (at least I think so) since he had last heard from Shichiro, and to tell the truth he had begun to grow mildly concerned. Hopefully, it would turn out to be nothing more than Shichiro’s ever-present wanderlust getting the better of him for a month or two, but his last message indicated it might be a tad more troublesome than that. 
 
    Seriously, who was he to go off and get married behind his own brother’s back? The nerve! And to a princess of Akiyama, and if Isao had read the message aright (as if he would read it wrong, of course), it indicated that Shichiro had been canoodling with the Shogun of Masaki at the time. 
 
    Had Shichiro gone mad? 
 
    Isao pouted. 
 
    He probably also got married in those tattered scraps of cloth he called clothes. Isao should have been there! He was Shichiro’s older brother, dang it! 
 
    Besides, who knew what sort of woman Shichiro had married? She was a princess of the Fujioka clan, after all, and everyone with a brain between their ears knew what all the women of that clan were like! 
 
    After taking a moment to think, Isao decided that it was perhaps a bit harsh to insist every single woman of the Fujioka was a manipulative, scheming hussy. There were probably a couple decent ones scattered about the vast sea of the clan. However, Shichiro’s bride had been handpicked by the Dumb Old Shogun of Masaki as a bride for Shichiro. Therefore, the chances that the particular daughter of the Fujioka clan which the Dumb Old Shogun approved of would happen be one of those honorable girl were infinitesimal, if not miraculous. 
 
    With all that taken into consideration, just what, by the Dragon’s ever-loving endless tail, did Shichiro think he was doing???? 
 
    “So, tell me, Ichiro, what exactly is this package that my baby brother sent?” Isao asked, now brimming with curiosity. Shichiro had never sent him a package before—it must be pretty important, whatever it contained. 
 
    Ichiro shifted uncomfortably, and said, “It’s… uh, rather unusual.” 
 
    Isao lifted an eyebrow elegantly. “How, exactly, can a package be unusual?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not precisely a package…” He fell silent, clearly out of his depths, and Isao contemplated how exactly a package could be ‘not precisely a package’. “Perhaps, my lord, it would be best if I showed you the package before attempting to explain?” 
 
    Isao blinked. “Well… if you think it would be best.” 
 
    Ichiro bowed deeply, and rose to retrieve the package, before suddenly hesitating and turning back to his lord. “Ah, if this one may make a suggestion?”                             
 
    Isao blinked again. Whatever the contents of this mysterious package-that’s-not-precisely-a-package were, it clearly had Ichiro flustered, which was definitely a sight to see. “You may.” 
 
    “I would suggest that my lord’s honored wife would also find the contents of the ronin’s package… interesting.” 
 
    The prince’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Is there a chance that the package could be dangerous?” 
 
    “I am nearly certain it is not,” His shinobi responded promptly, “But I will admit the contents are somewhat mysterious, and their origin may be uncertain. However, I do not think the honored Princess would appreciate being excluded, once she finds out what the package contains.” 
 
    Isao rubbed his chin slowly, then nodded. “Very well. Have my wife summoned here, and then go fetch the package. However, just in case there may be something dangerous within the package, I want you to ensure the Princess is doubly safe.” 
 
    The shinobi bowed deeply again. “Understood, my lord.” And with that, he was gone. 
 
    Several minutes later, Aika waddled gracefully into the room, one hand braced gently on the full swell of her belly. “You called for me, my lord husband?” 
 
    Isao immediately shot to his feet, assisting her carefully onto his most comfortable cushion. “Yes. We have apparently received a package from Shichiro, and Ichiro was insistent that you would want to see what it is.” 
 
    “Really?” She murmured with a graceful arch of her brows. “How curious.” 
 
    The next moment there was a tapping on the shoji, and Isao’s voice rang out. “Come in, Ichiro.” 
 
    The door slid open, and in slid the shinobi, who closed the door behind him before bowing. His hands, however, were mysteriously empty. 
 
    “Well?” Isao drawled. “Where’s the package?” 
 
    Ichiro got to his feet and took ahold of the shoji. Aika and Isao exchanged looks of complete befuddlement. 
 
    “My lord and lady, the ronin’s package.” Ichiro announced solemnly, and the slid the door open to reveal the kneeling form of a young woman. She was dressed in a pretty but plain yukata with her hair simply done up behind her. 
 
    Isao and Aika stared, and the woman bowed deeply, doing her best to press her forehead to the floor, though there seemed to be some difficultly in completing the action. 
 
    “Honored Prince Hamasaki, I bring you greetings from your honorable brother, Nishimura Shichiro, and on his behalf I relay his wishes that you grant asylum unto me.” 
 
    Aika delicately lifted a fan to hide her expression. 
 
    Isao stared. 
 
    The woman remained bowing. 
 
    “Who… exactly, are you?” Isao asked. 
 
    The woman rose from her bow, folding her hands politely in her lap and keeping her gaze modestly fixed on his desk. “I am Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons, formerly of the Fujioka clan and daughter of Princess Fujioka Katsumi.” One hand lifted slightly and pressed to the gently curve of her stomach, and she ducked her head to hide her immodest smile. “I am the wife of your honorable brother, my lord.” 
 
    There was silence for a long, long moment. 
 
    “Well.” Isao said. 
 
    ***** 
 
    If Hanako had felt that Konami—with its bustling market and heavy smell of the sea and the river in the air—was busy and bustling, she was not prepared at all for the wonder that was Ginshi. It may have been a week’s travel inland and upstream from the shores of the sea, but the rivers and the roads made it the crowning jewel in the merchant kingdom of Nagisa.  
 
    The city of Ginshi was fairly packed with people and bursting with loud, cheerful noise. It was a city that Hanako would have looked forward to examining and exploring, but the travel had gotten quite wearisome for her, now that she was steadily approaching the fourth month of her pregnancy. Hanako quickly found that she didn’t have the energy that morning to deal with the noise or the trek to the Shogun’s palace. Ichiro, however, was of the extremely observant type of person (as Hanako supposed he would have to be, to be a shinobi in service to a Shogun’s heir), and had noticed her discomfort and weariness, and had promptly ordered a palanquin. Hanako had then managed to travel to the palace in relative comfort, safely cordoned off from the suffocating hustle and bustle of the city. 
 
    When the arrived at the palace and Akashi Keiji had carefully handed her out of the palanquin, she was once again astounded. Hanako had not truly thought there would be any buildings in the outside world more magnificent then her home—nay, not her home. She paused for a moment in bewilderment, trying to figure out the proper word—the one she immediately fixed on seemed too harsh, so she switched, less cruel noun. This palace was far more grand and beautiful than her pagoda had ever dreamed of being, or at least she thought so. 
 
    “A nice place,” Akashi Keiji said, “I find I quite like it. Far more beautiful than that monstrosity of a palace back in Akiyama, I’m sad to say.” 
 
    Hanako felt her eyes go wide. “Akashi-dono!” She exclaimed. “Do not be so harsh on your own pa—homeland’s palace! I’m sure it’s quite lovely.” 
 
    A smile crossed the celestial’s face, but it seemed a rather sad one. “I suppose it is, the trappings and polish are rather pretty, but the core is rotten. This place here… it’s all light and health. No wonder my sister is so happy.” 
 
    Hanako blinked at him in confusion, and grinned and tapped a finger to his nose. Ah. Celestial things. Yet more evidence to Hanako’s belief that celestials and mortals saw the world in very different ways. 
 
    “Well, then!” The Clever One said cheerfully, shedding his earlier flitting sadness like a leaf falling from the tree. “Shall we go meet your estimable brother-in-law?” 
 
    Hanako smiled and nodded, and allowed herself to be escorted by a ninja and a celestial in disguise. She… she was going to meet Prince Hamasaki Isao, Shichiro’s, her husband’s brother! He… was family. She had never had family before, just Mother. And Mother was lost to her now, lost and gone, and all pleasant memories tarnished and tattered forever.  
 
    It would be very nice if Isao and his wife and their child (Shichiro had told her about them, again and again) would accept her, and let her be a part of their family, though Hanako knew that was almost too much to hope for. 
 
    Still, she hoped for it. 
 
    But what if they didn’t approve of her? Hanako’s heart seized in her breast in sudden anxiety, but she managed to rally her senses together before they completely deserted her in panic. She was Shichiro’s wife, and failing to give a good impression was not even remotely an option! It could not happen! Hanako refused to even contemplate the thought! (Or, at least, she desperately tried to). 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself so, little empress.” Akashi Keiji whispered, and Hanako jerked. He chuckled, low and smooth and said, “My eldest brother, Tsuyoshi Hiro, was very fond of Isao when he dwelt in Masaki, and it’s been a couple hundred years or so since he has ever been fond of a member of the main branch of the Nishimura clan. And my sister Chiharu Rie is very pleased to have grafted him into her patronage. You have nothing to fear at all.” 
 
    At that Hanako felt the anxiety drain out of her like water from a rainstorm running off down the road and into the grass, and she smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Akashi-dono,” She whispered, and he smiled back at her. 
 
    “My pleasure as always, tatsu-chan,” he whispered back, and Hanako knew she had the strength to face her in-laws with courage. 
 
    They were bit to wait several minutes while Ichiro gained an audience with his lord the Prince, and when the shinobi returned to fetch them at last, he gave Hanako several whispered instructions as to how he was to present her. So it was that she stayed out of sight until Ichiro had slid the shoji shut again, at which point she had knelt down (with Akashi Keiji’s assistance—kneeling was just starting to get the slightest tad difficult) in front of the doors and waited to be summoned. 
 
    She heard Ichiro grab ahold of the frame and announce solemnly, “My lord and lady, the ronin’s package.” 
 
    Then the shoji doors slid open and Hanako was face to face with her husband’s kin. 
 
    She didn’t dare glance at their faces, so she quickly lowered herself into as deep a bow as the slight bulge in her stomach allowed. “Honored Prince Hamasaki, I bring you greetings from your honorable brother, Nishimura Shichiro, and on his behalf I relay his wishes that you grant asylum unto me.” 
 
    She heard a man’s voice, low and smooth and drawn out into a drawl, ask who she was. Assuming this was her honored brother-in-law, she responded, rising “I am Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons, formerly of the Fujioka clan and daughter of Princess Fujioka Katsumi.” Hanako’s hand lifted to press against the curve of her belly which currently sheltered her child, and she smiled down at it “I am the wife of your honorable brother, my lord.” 
 
    There was a silence, thick with disbelief and confusion, that no one seemed brave enough to break. Finally, she heard the voice of the young Shogun-to-be. 
 
    “Well.” 
 
    She took that as permission to raise her gaze, and quickly took in the measure of her brother-in-law. 
 
    Prince Hamasaki Isao’s face was much like Shichiro’s, but his was older, and slightly broader, and sharper—but it was a sharpness of mischievous mirth and keen intelligence, and not of sly cruelty. Hanako looked at him, and knew he was dangerous indeed. But, she thought it was the good kind of dangerous—the brave and fierce and protective kind, and that set her heart greatly at ease. 
 
    “I assume you have proof of your claims, my lady?” Isao said, calmly, and Hanako nodded. 
 
    “Of course, Isao-sama. My honored husband instructed me to present this to you, once I find myself at your home.” She then set the wakizashi—Tenshi, the Fox had said, and he was usually right about these things—before her on the floor, and bowed low again, waiting. From the glimpse she had seen he seemed to be kind, and Shichiro had said his brother would take care of her, so in those Hanako would place her faith and have hope. 
 
    Isao got to his feet and walked over to the wakizashi, holding it up and examining it closely. His jaw clenched at the familiar sight, and he shut his eyes tight for a moment, holding off old memories. “It is indeed the wakizashi my honored mother gave my unto my little brother, a long time ago. And I know for a fact my brother married a lady of Akiyama, though I was unaware it was the daughter of Princess Katsumi.” He was not aware that the old hag had even had a child, and had thought it a blessing. However… this girl (woman? She seemed awfully small and young) did not seem anything like what he would expect from a daughter of the Princess of Akiyama.  
 
    Maybe this marriage wasn’t such a bad thing after all—but it was too early to be certain of anything yet. Still, he sighed, and said, “If it was the wish of my brother that I grant you asylum, there is no other recourse for me but to grant it, my lady. Welcome to the palace of Ginshi.” 
 
    With that, Hanako sat up again and bowed even deeper, before finally straightening and looking thankfully at her brother-in-law. “Thank you, Isao-sama. My husband and I are greatly in your debt.” 
 
    Prince Isao quirked an eyebrow at that, before gesturing to the woman sitting at his side. “May I introduce my own wife, Princess Hamasaki Aika?” 
 
    For the first time, Hanako took a good look at the Princess, and found that Prince Isao’s wife was elegantly beautiful in a way that Hanako knew she had no hope of emulating. Her dark brown hair was gracefully pulled up and her dark eyes were watching her with a keen gaze. She was surprised, however, to notice the large circumference of the Princess’ belly, for it was not in fashion for ladies of the court to put on such weight, but Hanako admitted she knew less than she thought of the outside world. However, it definitely looked strange—she’d never realized that one could gain so much weight in the middle and have it hardly affect anywhere else on their body. She brushed the strange occurrence from her mind and bowed again. “Honored sister, if it is not to much to ask, I seek your wisdom. I am carrying my lord’s child, but I have no experience with childbirth. I know from my honored husband that you have born your own lord a son, and your experience and knowledge is something I greatly seek.” 
 
    The princess’ voice was sweet and cultured, as she said, “Of course, Hanako-dono. It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    Hanako glanced over at Aika’s husband, wondering what he thought of the news. 
 
    Prince Isao blinked and stared at Hanako in amazement, before laughing and running a hand through his dark hair. “Well, well, well! It seems as if he went and started creating little hellions in his image after al---” He bit off the last word as his mouth snapped shut with a click.  
 
    Apparently Princess Aika’s glaring abilities were truly as fearsome as Shichiro had said. 
 
    Isao cleared his throat, coughed uneasily, and got back to the matter at hand. “Congratulations, little sister, however, I have one question I must ask you—where exactly is my baby brother? I can’t believe that he would leave his pregnant wife to wander the world alone?” 
 
    He saw the flinch in her bearing, and the deep sadness in her wide, exotic but strangely familiar, blue eyes. He felt a heavy, sick twisting in his gut, as if all his innards had been turned to soft, weighty, malleable lead. “Where is Shichiro?” He asked softly, and Isao was pleased to notice he had only let the faintest rasp of pain slip through his tone. 
 
    “I’m… I’m not sure.” Hanako said, and her voice was small and pained, and it made the ache in Isao’s gut to burn fiercer.  “But, I could ask my guardian, and see what he knows.” 
 
    “Your… guardian?” Isao asked curiously, and he caught the nod from his shinobi crouched in the corner.  Apparently this guardian could be trusted to an extent, so he nodded to his position, and blinked at the sudden brilliance of her smile as she thanked him and bowed low. 
 
    Then she scurried to the door and called out into the hall, “Akashi? You can come in now.” 
 
    She returned to her seat, and Isao rested a chin in his palm, curious as to what this guardian would look like. 
 
    He was not expecting a fox to walk in through the shoji doors and into his office. 
 
    “My lord and lady of the Hamasaki,” his little sister-in-law intoned formally, “Allow me to introduce you to my guardian.” 
 
    Aika and Isao exchanged a glance, and Ichiro in the corner seemed to be giving the fox a very strange look. 
 
    “Ah,” Isao said, “A trained fox? Rather impressive.” 
 
    The fox leveled his snout in Isao’s direction, and his golden eyes gleamed brightly. 
 
    "Yes, a fox. Haven't you ever seen one before? Admittedly, I am a very special specimen, or at least that's what my celestial mother always told me." 
 
    There was a horrible moment of silence where the two future heads of the Hamasaki clan and their own personal shinobi gaped in shock, but then the silence was horribly broken when Isao jerked and knocked his inkwell over, Aika emitted a tiny, startled shriek, and Ichiro’s eyes widened marginally as he twitched. 
 
    “O-oh!” Hanako stuttered in sudden panic, her hands fluttering in her discomfiture. “Ohh, I’m s-so sorry, I didn’t think, I’ve gotten so used to him that I had forgotten how surprising—oh, I’m such a—I’m sorry, my lord, my lady.” 
 
    The fox tilted his gleaming red head to one side, and said, “Because your panicking is making my sweet little charge panic, I suppose I might as well change to forms if it will make it easier.” 
 
    And with that, the Fox was a Man. 
 
    This time, it was Isao who made a rather loud, strangled noise, Aika gasped, and Ichiro twitched again. Hanako made a quiet squeak of dismay, and the man twitched his fingers unhappily at her discomfort, and Isao thought he saw a flash of a white-tipped tail where there were none.   
 
    “Since my charge is rather occupied with her nerves at the moment, I shall introduce myself.” He gave a little bow and a flick of his fingers, and said, “I am Akashi Keiji the Fox, the Clever One, son of the illustrious Tamotsu Eiji and his celestial wife Momoe Chiyo, the guardian of Akiyama and protector of Nishimura Hanako-hime.” He smiled at them, raising one eyebrow and waited for their response. 
 
    “Well.” Isao said again, “This is unexpected.” 
 
    Aika stirred and managed to gather herself together and said gently, “Please, Akashi Keiji-sama, take a seat. I am sure my husband is very curious as to why a Celestial Guardian is watching over my sister-in-law.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s an easy question,” Akashi Keiji said, plopping down onto the offered cushion. “it’s because she’s the empress.” 
 
    Isao’s, Aika’s, and Ichiro’s gazes snapped to Hanako’s face in surprise, and Hanako lowered her face under the sudden scrutiny, her cheeks flushing in embarrassment. 
 
    “Well. That’s a bit of a surprise.” Isao said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Very sure.” The Clever One said. “I was there for her birth, and she bears the Mark of the Dragon upon her back.” 
 
    Isao mulled over this, rubbing his chin, before speaking again. 
 
    “And how can we be certain you’re telling the truth?” Isao said, folding his arms and narrowing his gaze at the Fox. 
 
    The Fox looked back at him calmly, and slowly lifted one elegant, dark red eyebrow. “Are you really going to question the word of the shapeshifting, immortal, heaven-sent Celestial?” 
 
    Isao thought about this statement. After a moment, he cleared his throat. “Well, when you put it that way… no.” 
 
    “I thought so.” Akashi Keiji said calmly. “You seem to be a wise, intelligent man, after all.” He twitched his fingers again and said, “I suppose you’re wondering about all of this?” 
 
    “An explanation would be greatly appreciated, yes,” Isao said, his voice as dry as he thought he could make it without irritating the immensely powerful celestial spirit. 
 
    “Well, it’s a bit of a long story, but I’ll do my best to do it justice.” He clapped his hands, and a cup of tea was sitting before him. He grinned happily at the sight of it and lifted it in his hands, taking an appreciative deep breath of the steam. “Ahh, sister Izumi Miwa’s chrysanthemum tea. She always makes the best.” He sipped it, sighed, and closed his eyes, gathering his thoughts.  
 
    “To do the story justice, it properly started over three hundred years ago, before the fall of the Emperors. You see, the last emperor was Emperor Hanshin, whose father was Emperor Masataro, who was greedy and self-absorbed and weak. He died young, and so his son, Emperor Hanshin, came onto the throne when he was young himself. He was a good emperor, but somewhat naïve, and like vultures gathering around a corpse, the seven realms sensed weakness, and some struck.  
 
    Akiyama, Yamazaki, Taura betrayed Hanshin, and they slaughtered him and his wife, the gentle Empress Nohime. However, Hanshin guessed that there was something amiss, and had warned his faithful shinobi Hara Giri, that if anything were to happen to either the emperor of his empress, Giri was to take the young heir, Hansuke, and run with him. 
 
    So it was that when Hanshin was betrayed, Hara Giri took the young prince and fled with him far away, guided and shielded by my illustrious father, Tamotsu Eiji the dragon. However, the seven realms had already descended into war, and peace was lost for years. When peace was finally restored after thirty-five years, the emperor’s heir was nowhere to be found.  
 
    It was then my father appeared before the council of the Shoguns and announced the will of the Heavenly Emperor—that only one bearing the Mark of the Emperor could inherit the throne, and that because the seven realms decided they did not need the Heavenly Anointed One, they would get their wish. Only when the need grew dire would an Heir to the imperial throne appear, bearing the Dragon’s Mark.” Akashi Keiji took a solemn sip of his tip. 
 
    “Is that all?” Isao said. “I knew all of that already.” 
 
    “Patience is a virtue, youngling,” The Fox said, and took another sip of his tea. “And there is more, which you would have found out if you had bothered to wait for half a minute more.” 
 
    The Prince of the Hamasaki’s ears turned faintly red, and he bowed in apology. The Clever One nodded in acceptance and continued, “Now, what almost no one knows is that Hara Giri faithfully raised Prince Hansuke in secret, teaching him the ways of the warrior. In time, when he came of age, he set out to wander the world, doing his best to protect and help the seven realms that were his by birthright. So it was that he made quite a name for himself—though he had several different names, depending on what region of the realms he was in. The one used most often, and which you would recognize, would be Hanzo.” 
 
    Isao’s eyes went wide, “Wait, are you talking about Takahara Hanzo-sama? Hanzo the wanderer?” 
 
    “None other.” Akashi Keiji said, and his eyes gleamed in amusement. 
 
    Isao ran a hand through his hair. “I… oh, that makes so much sense! Everyone assumed he must have been an illegitimate child of the Miyamoto clan, because of his blue eyes—but he got them because he was a member of the Miyatatsu!” 
 
    “Precisely.” The Fox replied, and sipped his tea. 
 
    “Pardon me, Akashi Keiji-sama,” Aika said politely, “But if this is true, why did no one back then guess at Hansuke-ouji-sama was the missing prince and the son of the late Emperor?” 
 
    “You must understand, child, that this was a long time ago, and for thirty-five years the seven realms were dissolved completely into chaos and war.” The Clever One said. “It was indeed a dark time, and everyone was caught up too highly in their own concerns to spare a thought for the possibility of an heir everyone thought was long dead.”  
 
    Then his mouth curled into a sharp grin, and he added, “Besides, as I’ve always said, your race is remarkably blind and thick-headed for one modeled after the Heavenly Emperor-sama himself.” He shrugged. “And of course, there’s the fact that if the Heavenly Emperor-sama decided it was not time. And if the Heavenly Emperor-sama decides that no one will notice, well,” he grinned, a decidedly other gleam in his eyes, “No one does.” 
 
    Isao nodded, seeing the sense in that, but his wife turned a puzzled gaze at him. “Who exactly was Takahara Hanzo, and why do you know so much of him, my husband?” 
 
    “Well, you know how, about five years back, I helped Tatsuya-kun get his title back?”  
 
    Aika nodded, and Isao said, “Takahara Hanzo is a legendary hero to the people of Karigane. The stories go that after many adventures, he eventually married the only daughter of the head of the Takahara clan and settled down in peace.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Akashi Keiji said. “And he had a son of his own—Takahara Aoi, named so because he carried on the blue eyes of the Miyatatsu clan. And so three hundred years passed, until no-one remembered where the blue eyes came from or the father of their legendary Hanzo. Until, that is, 17 years ago, when the younger son of the current Takahara Daimyo had a daughter born time him, who not only had the blue eyes of the Miyatatsu, but bore the dragon’s mark.” 
 
    “If that’s true,” Isao asked, gesturing towards the girl, “If Hanako-hime-dono is truly the daughter of a noble Karigane clan, why was she considered a princess of Akiyama?” 
 
    “Ah, well…’ Akashi Keiji glanced over aat Hanako, and she nodded once in assent, her expression hooded. “That’s an interesting story. You see, when Hanako-chan was an infant, she grew very ill indeed, so her father brought her to the only physician who had a hope of curing her disease—Princess Fujioka Katsumi of Akiyama. And when the Princess saw the Dragon’s Mark, she knew exactly what Hanako-chan truly was. So Fujioka Katsumi said she would not heal Hanako, unless Hanako was sundered unter her as payment.” 
 
    Hanako folded her hands in her lap and looked at them intently, and her shoulders were stiff and set like stone. 
 
    “Hanako-chan’s father accepted, for it was the only way his daughter would live, and so Hanako-chan was taken and lost to mortal memory. But we the Celestial Spirits did not forget.” The Fox said, and his grin widened. 
 
    “And now we come to today.” Isao said. “Why are you here, where is my baby brother, and do you  have any idea what plans Princess Katsumi and Shogun Dum—Shogun Nishimura Tsuneo are here?” 
 
    “Patience, youngling.” The Fox said, and sipped. “The answers to your questions are many and varied and connected and muddled. First, why am I, specifically, here?” He tapped one long finger on the rim of the cup thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose it has to do with the fact that I was getting poured of the horrendous, backstabbing political maneuvering within my once proud, chosen clan. So, I volunteered to be Hanako-hime’s personal bodyguard. Second, why is the little Empress here? That is a tad more complicated. You see, Princess Katsumi has a very, very nasty plan for her, regarding a gift that belongs to Hanako-hime and Hanako-hime alone, and it is a plan that we cannot let come to pass. Shichiro-san discovered this plan and helped his wife escape the clutches of Princess Katsumi, but sadly… he paid a high price.” 
 
    Isao heart thudded in his chest, and he felt dread slip across his face and turn his expression hard as stone. “What happened to Shichiro?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji sighed deeply, setting down his tea cup at last. “He was greviously wounded in the fight with Princess Katsumi. My honored celestial mother told me Katsumi took him by surprise. Momoe Chiyo-sama, my mother, healed Shichiro of his wounds, but his sight is lost to him.” 
 
    “I see.” Isao felt his tongue and lips form the words, but there was nothing behind them. His chest felt hollow and cold and dry. He felt the careful touch of Aika’s fingers against the sleeve of his kimono, but he didn’t move. Isao wondered idly if he was even breathing. “Where is Shichiro now?” 
 
    “My husband…” his sister-in-law said, and her voice was sad and lonely, “Has decided he is of no more use to me, and would only endanger me, so he set off wandering.” 
 
    Isao stared at her, and her blue eyes were full of his own pain. Again, I was too late. I didn’t even know of any of this! Why is it always like this? Shichiro always pays for everything, and he shoulders his pain alone. I wish… 
 
    His musings, however, were interrupted when the his tiny scrap of a sister-in-law bowed before him again, but the lines of her body were filled with determination. “Isao-nii-sama, I do not wish to be presumptuous, but I must beg another boon from you.” 
 
    “Speak,” Isao said, and he felt as if the mist clogging his mind was beginning to clear up, and he could focus on this dreary, miserable moment again. 
 
    “I beg your sanctuary until my child is born, and then, when the time comes, your help. For as soon as I can, I intend to search for my husband, and…” Hanako’s mouth felt strange, and her heart swelled up like a fruit ripening under the sky of summer. “And bring him home, to us.” 
 
    “Little sister,” Her brother-in-law said, and his voice had once again regained the life it had lost when he heard the news of Shichiro. “It would be my great honor indeed to assist you in this endeavor.” 
 
    And as she heard those words, Hanako felt something—like a new leaf first opening and unfurling to touch the gentle rays of the springtime sun—spring to life in her heart, and she took it and fed it and named it hope. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Hanako sat in the room that her brother-in-law had given to her, her hands folded in her lap. It was a very beautiful and comfortable room (as only befitting a princess and sister-in-law of the Shogun’s heir), but it was rather strange for Hanako to dwell in a room that did not have the forms of dragons embroidered or embossed or carved or painted onto every available surface.  
 
    During her travels, she had slept in caves or beneath the sheltering arms of trees, and she had not noticed what was now apparent. In this lovely, comfortable room that her honored brother-in-law had prepared to suit her every need, the absence of her husband stood out like a naked, dead tree amongst the trees in the cherry blossom season. 
 
    Apparently, in the past months since Hanako had thrown her rice bowl at the ronin on her engawa, his presence and very self had slipped and entwined itself into the walls of her quarters in the pagoda she left behind—until the very concept of home meant Shichiro. And this pretty, cozy room in the royal palace in Ginshi where he was not could never measure up. No matter how wonderful it was, without him, it was… lacking. 
 
    If only Shichiro were here… she thought, and pressed a hand to the slight bulge of her belly. If Shichiro was here, she thought with sudden determination, he would not want me to be sitting here listlessly! He would want me to be happy, and… and enjoying this world outside. 
 
    So she carefully climbed to her feet and made her way to the shoji door, sliding it open with the intent to make her way to the nearest garden, only to realize her path was blocked. 
 
    A small boy was sitting right in front of her door, happily playing with a little wooden horse as if he was without a care in the world. He looked up at the sound of the door opening and grinned at her, his achingly familiar eyes shining brightly. He has Shichiro’s eyes. Hanako thought numbly, and felt a strange ache in her heart. 
 
    “Hello!” He blurted out cheerfully, stuffed his wooden horse into the front of his yukata, and scrambled to his feet, executing a bow, before speaking as carefully as he could. “ ‘M P’ince Hamasaki Daisuke, son of Prince Hamasaki Isao. ‘Tis m’honor to meet you!” Then he straightened up and said, “You’re Unca Ronin’s wife, yes?” 
 
    “Ah… yes.” Hanako said, blinking in surprise. She bowed back, saying, “I am Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons, Prince Daisuke, and I am greatly  honored to meet you.” 
 
    The little prince nodded, and proceeded to look Hanako up and down. Then he smiled and said, “You’re awful pretty! I see whys Unca Ronin mawwied you!” 
 
    “Oh!” Hanako said, and quickly went for her fan to hide the blush in her cheeks. “I thank you, ‘tis very kind of you to say so.” 
 
    The boy snatched her free hand, looking up at her quizzically. “Why’d it be kind? It’s true!” 
 
    The princess felt a strange warmth in her heart again at the feel of the little hand within her own, and she smiled gently behind the safety of her fan. “Nevertheless, little prince, I thank you.” 
 
    “Welcome, d’en!” He said cheerfully. “C’mon, wanna see papa’s hohr’ses?”               
 
    “Of course, if a brave strong prince such as yourself would lead me to them,” Hanako said, and the little boy puffed up like a quail ruffling its feathers. 
 
    “Yeah, dun wowry, pwincess. I’ll p‘tect you!” 
 
    And the Princess Hanako allowed herself to be escorted away, safely in the care of the prince of the realm, and she felt a little corner of the odd ache in her heart ease. 
 
    “P’incess Hanako-tan?” the boy said after a moment. “Ares you gonna have a baby?” 
 
    Hanako blinked in surprise and looked down at her nephew. “Yes. Did your father or mother tell you that?” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Daisuke shook his head. “I guessed! Likes papa tawght me too!” 
 
    Hanako smiled brightly, and wondered if her own child would be like this boy when they were grown. Perhaps she’d even have a little boy, just like her nephew, who would be very like his father in time. Yes, that was a very pleasant thought indeed. “How clever of you, Prince Daisuke! How did you guess?” 
 
    “Cause you’re fat, juss’ like mama got when she said she gonna have a baby!” He said, reaching out and patting her belly. Hanako had blinked in surprise. She had known she had gained some weight, but she hadn’t realized how noticeable it was. And apparently it was a symptom of being pregnant. She blinked again—that was why Princess Aika was so strangely round in the belly but thin in the face! It all made sense now.  
 
    A stir of excitement beged in her—Princess Aika was apparently also going to give birth, and that meant Aika would have a chance to properly learn how to care for her own newborn. 
 
    She glanced down to see Daisuke biting his lip, his small brow carefully scrunched in thought. “What is it, Prince Daisuke?” 
 
    “Are baby cuz-ins like baby brovvers?” He asked seriously, his dark eyes staring up at her in deep thought. 
 
    Hanako tilted her head to one side. “I cannot say, little prince. I confess I have neither.” 
 
    The little boy nodded thoughtfully. “I thinks they be.” His face suddenly screwed up in determination. “Yeah, I thinks baby cuz-ins are likes baby brovvers, so when Uncle Ronin’s baby comes I’ll p’tect him too!” 
 
    Hanako’s heart warmed and swelled like the first stirring of spring in the mountains, and she squeezed his hand gently. “Thank you, brave prince. I’m certain my child will be very safe in your care.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Two weeks later, Hanako was called to stand by her noble sister-in-law, the Princess Aika, as she labored to bring the second offspring of Prince Isao into the world.  
 
    “You should come and watch,” The Princess had explained, “For I assume you have never seen a birth before, being cooped up in that tower as you were, and it’s important that you know what will happen to you when your own time comes.” 
 
    Hanako learned that birth took a very long time indeed and was excruciatingly painful. She watched in awe (and a tad bit of horror, though she kept that to herself) as Aika went through her travail, and Hanako wished with all her heart that when her own labour came, she would be blessed to be even half as strong as the princess had been. 
 
    And after eleven hours, in the early hours of the evening, as the sun sank towards the sea and the river was colored with orange and gold, Princess Aika brought another princess into the world. Hanako was the first to hold her (one of the midwives giving her careful instructions on the proper way to do so), as the midwives and handmaidens attended to the exhausted and weary princess. 
 
    She was tiny and delicate and pink as the cherry blossoms in spring, and her eyes were wide and blue and her hair was wispy and dark, and as she held her, Hanako knew she had never seen anything quite as beautiful and wonderful and strange as the diminutive princess in her arms. 
 
    “All are babies as beautiful as this?” She whispered in awe. Aika heard her, and smiled, her lips tinged with a strange mixture of joy and exhaustion. 
 
    “No. I daresay when your own child comes, you will think they are far more beautiful than my daughter.” 
 
    Hanako eyed the slowly swelling bump on her stomach, clutching the tiny, wonderful life closer to her breast, and thought. Whatever child lay within her own self, they were surely a mixture of her… and Shichiro. She smiled at the thought—a little piece of her and her honored husband, blended together into its own, pure life—and she decided Aika was right.  
 
    “I think I shall.” She whispered, and Aika looked at her in a sympathetic mingling of sorrow and joy. But for once, Hanako did not catch the look, for she was holding the new life close and marveling in its warmth—and imagining holding another child in her arms, one that was a little of Hanako and a little of Shichiro, and so very, very beautiful. 
 
    However, she was startled out of her musings when a large commotion was heard outside, and she thought she could hear the Prince yelling something about how ‘it’s been quiet for a whole five minutes and no one’s told me anything and what kind of useless servants are you if you don’t tell your prince important matters--!” and Aika smiled happily at the sound of her husband’s voice. 
 
    “Please, Hanako-chan, take my daughter out and present her to her father for me—it will be a while yet before I am fit for presentation to my lord husband.” 
 
    Hanako was slightly mystified by this—wasn’t the birth over, after all?—but did as he was told, and stepped through the sliding doors to meet a panicking Isao, striding back at forth like an anxious horse at the start of a race. 
 
    “Prince Isao-sama, allow me to present your daughter to you.” Hanako intoned softly, and she saw the way the prince stiffened. 
 
    “A daughter?” he said softly, and then held out his arms. Hanako felt her stomach clench in nerves at the thought she might drop her precious burden, but the transfer was pulled off successfully and the little child was soon cradled safely in the grasp of her father. 
 
    Isao’s face softened in a way that Hanako had not observed on him before, and she tried her best not to stare in wonder at the change. Parenthood, she decided, was truly a wonderful and mysterious thing. 
 
    “My lord, what is your will as to her name? My lady is doubtlessly waiting for your decision.” 
 
    There was a silence, as Isao looked deeply at the face of his child, before smile. “Yuriko. Her name shall be Yuriko of the Hamasaki clan.” 
 
    Hanako smiled. “It is a lovely name, Isao-sama.” 
 
    Isao nodded absently, and a soft smile spread slowly across his face. “It’s been a long time since I held a girl-child, not since Manami was small, and Mother was alive. A long, long time indeed. I… I wish Mother was here to see this.” 
 
    “From what my honored husband has said of your Mother,” Hanako said tentatively, wondering if she was treading where she ought not, “I think she would be very proud of you.” 
 
    He nodded. “I hope so. With any luck, Yuriko-chan will be very much like her when she is grown.” 
 
    Memories of a small, slender lady, draped in the many layers of royalty and her face powdered and painted delicately, with a gentle smile and gentler hands, and eyes that shone with kindness danced across the back of Isao’s mind. 
 
    I think my little sister-in-law is right, Mother. If… if you were here, you’d be very proud indeed. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The sun shone brightly in the garden as Hanako made her way into it absently, in search of her guardian. She had much on her mind, in the wake of the tiny princess’ birth. Her honorable brother-in-law’s comments on his mother had her wondering about the lady, and about her own birth parents. 
 
    When she found her guardian, it was not in the way she was expecting. There was a little girl in a summery orange and green yukata seated on the ground and happily smoothing her hand down the scarlet fur and bushy tail of Akashi Keiji, Son of Tamotsu Eiji and Momoe Chiyo, Celestial Guardian and Patron of Akiyama. She was a pretty child, with round cheeks and bright eyes and hair of a lighter brown shade, which seemed curiously familiar to Hanako. 
 
    “Hello, little one,” Hanako said. “I see you’ve met my friend?” 
 
    The girl beamed up at the princess and nodded, patting the celestial fox on the head. “Yes! Pretty foxy!” 
 
    Hanako shot Akashi Keiji a surreptitious look. He flicked his tail absently. “Indeed he is. What’s your name?” 
 
    The girl’s dark eyes went wide, and she hastily scrambled to her feet and perform a bow that almost made her topple over. “ ‘m Sakura-tan, pretty lady!” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Sakura-chan,” Hanako said gently, and reached out and settled a hand on the soft strands of the little girl’s hair. “I am Princess Hanako.” 
 
    The girl nodded to herself, smiled brightly at the princess, and went back to the business of stroking a rather content celestial spirit. Lifting her fan to cover her smile of amusement, Hanako settled herself nearby to watch. However, she was interrupted when a familiar figure seemed to appear out of nowhere besides her. 
 
    “Princess Hanako, forgive me from intruding upon your company,” the man intoned, and Hanako startled slightly, fluttering her fan. 
 
    “Oh! Ichiro-san! It’s nice to see you again!”  The man was dressed as he always was, in his dark clothing covered by his nearly as dark haori, a scrap of black cloth tied about his lower face, and his lighter brown hair twisted into a knot behind his head. 
 
    Hanako’s eyes narrowed on his hair, and said, “Forgive me if I am wrong, Ichiro-san, but would little Sakura-chan here happen to be your daughter?” 
 
    The shinobi gave a bow and said, “Indeed she is.” 
 
    Hanako smiled and rested a hand against her loosened obi. “She is a very lovely child, and has an excellent taste in companions.” 
 
    The shinobi’s eyes strayed over to the image of his daughter happily petting Akashi Keiji, and he tilted his head to one side, his impassive eyes softening. “Indeed she is. I am very proud of her—she’ll grow up to be a lovely lady indeed. And perhaps this is a sign of a heavenly blessing?” 
 
    Hanako twitched her head to one side, her eyes flickering across the features of the shinobi in front of her, before she suddenly smiled slightly, flicking her fan up to hide it politely.  
 
    “Indeed it might,” She concurred softly. “I shan’t keep you any longer, then, shinobi-san. I am sure you have very many things to do. I have seen my honored brother-in-law relies heavily upon you, and I fear he plies you with more work than one man can do.” 
 
    “Have no fear, my lady,” the man said solemnly, “I manage well, and it is my honor and pleasure to serve Isao-sama.” 
 
    “He is good master, then?” She asked softly, and he bowed. 
 
    “The very best.” Then he bowed once more, very deeply. “Farewell, Hanako-hime. My wife has called me to bring Sakura-chan to her. May the Heavenly Emperor illuminate your day with glory.” 
 
    And with that, he strode forward and scooped up the little girl in his arms and was gone, and even Sakura’s protests at being separated from her new friend disappeared. 
 
    “I see you made a friend, Akashi Keiji-dono,” Hanako said softly, and the fox flicked his tail. 
 
    “She’s a sweet child, and I sense that she may have great things to do in the future.” He said. Hanako nodded, and the Fox proceeded to slide up against her knee, looking at her with concern in his keen gold eyes. 
 
    “Does something bother you, little empress?” 
 
    “Ah, I was just wondering…” Hanako drifted off, but a nudge from the Clever One’s sharp nose encouraged her to carry on. “I held my husband’s niece for the first time, today. She was so sweet and tiny, and so very precious. And I think I realized what a blessing I have been given, to carry the child of my lord husband. But then… I remembered something you yourself have said, Akashi Keiji-dono, and… It made me wonder something.” 
 
    “Ask away, then, child,” The Fox said. “I am your Guardian, your wish is my command, so long as it is wholesome.”               
 
    “I…” Hanako played absently with her fan, too nervous to look at the celestial while she asked. “When we had our audience with my honorable brother-in-law, you said you were present at my birth. My… can you tell me why my parents gave me up?” 
 
    Can you tell me if they cared for me at all, or were they like Mother? 
 
    “Ahhh…” The fox sighed. “I will admit that I did not know your parents well. I am not the guardian of the Imperial Line, you know. That’s my father’s job. And your father and mother both came from Karigane, so they would be mother’s responsibility if not father’s. I am only your guardian because when you were accepted into the fold of the clan of Fujioka, you came under my protection. And I am watching over you because at the moment, you need a sly companion who can easily sneak about and watch your back. We can take many different human forms, you know, but only one animal form. And a fox is much more subtle than a dragon, no matter how small Father makes his dragon form. He will join me in guarding you, later, when the time for subtle sneaking and spying is over.”  
 
    He grinned, a sharp, fox grin. “It has been a long time since Father has had a reason to go to war.” He flicked his tail in excitement, but then he gently put a paw on top of Hanako’s geta. 
 
    “So Father or even Mother would know more than I, but I can tell you what I know. Your mother was Takahara Fuyume, who was originally of the clan Horino. She was quiet and gentle, and the way she held you showed she loved you very, very much.  
 
    Your father, Takahara Koube, was very proud and pleased with his sweet little daughter, and the several of you were very happy for some weeks. However, your mother slowly faded away from a weakness left from the birth, and your father was sad indeed. However, Koube still cared for you, gently and with obvious love. But then, when you were a year old, you got very, very ill.  
 
    He tried everything he could think of to save you, but nothing worked. So at last, in desperation, he went to Katsumi, for she was well known as a healer even then, when she was young and newly widowed.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, and Hanako stared unseeing at the patterns of her fan. “And then?” 
 
    “And then Katsumi declared there was only one way to save your life, and the only way hse would grant it was if something of equal value was given to her in trade.” 
 
    “What was that?” hanako asked, her voice as soft as the falling of the first snow. 
 
    “A life for a life.” Akashi Keiji said solemnly. 
 
    Hanako still stared at her fan. “I see. What… what did my father do?” 
 
    “He immediately offered his own life in exchange for yours, but the lady would have none of it. She insisted the only way she would heal you was if you were give to Katsumi, little empress. And your father agreed, for to him, you were the most precious thing in the world. For Koube, it were better that you lived, and live happily, where he could not be with you, than to hold onto you and have you die in his arms, child.” 
 
    The fox looked at her in some concern, but at last she nodded slowly, and then a slow smile spread across her face, and a light returned to her bright blue eyes. “Thank you, Akashi  Keiji-sama. I am… I am very grateful.” 
 
    With that, she rose elegantly to other feet and began making her way back inside, a fox with brilliant scarlet fur trotting happily at her tail. And Hanako smiled as she felt an old pain, which had recently doubted in strength, slowly slide away and be gone. 
 
    My parents cared for me. 
 
    And it was enough 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN --- THE PLANNING AND THE GUARDIANS 
 
      
 
    There was a muffled noise outside the door of Isao’s study, announcing the arrival of one of his men. “Who is it?” 
 
    “It is Hamasaki Enzou, at your service, my lord.” A deep, almost solemn voice sounded through the paper panels of the shoji, and Isao grinned. 
 
    “Enzou, come in! I was wondering how long it would take before you dragged your sorry beard over to see me!” 
 
    The shoji door promptly slid open, and the man slipped inside, bowing deeply. “Honorable cousin.” 
 
    “None of that, Enzou!” Isao complained, looking around to see if he had any sake left over from dinner. “We are friends, are we not? Call me by my name, please?” 
 
    Enzou bowed and said, “As you wish, Prince Isao-sama.” 
 
    Isao twitched his nose unhappily. Not exactly what I was hoping for, but I’ll take it. “I take it you have read the plan I sent you, Enzou?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lord.” Enzou said, sitting gracefully on a cushion across from where Isao sat at his desk. 
 
    Isao glanced down at the papers he was working on, frowning lightly as he absently worked out an equation. “And your opinion, Enzou?” 
 
    “In my opinion, my prince,” His friend said, scratching thoughtfully at his beard, “it is a very excellent plan, indeed. 
 
    Isao’s head perked up, and a hopeful smile flicked onto his face. “So you have no suggestions to make as to the plan this time?” 
 
    Enzou shook his head. “No, my lord. Everything in this plan was very well thought out. I believe you’re getting better at this.” 
 
    Isao smiled, but there was an odd twist to it that spoke more of bitterness than happiness. “Nay, I think not. I’m just better at this type of plan than the others—this plan involves what I was mainly trained in, as I grew. I was not raised to be a normal general, you know.” 
 
    He tried not to think of those days, for they only brought him pain, and he could barely remember them anyway. The majority of his youth was lost in a haze of shadow and darkness, cruelty and death, and two small boys who knew neither name nor kindness. 
 
    He never thought back on those days, if he could help it. 
 
    “Still,” Enzou said, “Be that as it may, I think you are improving, and my lordly uncle would agree with me.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll see.” Isao said, but his grin smoothed out and lost the wry shadow of bitterness, and his eyes gleamed with excitement again.  “In fact, I believe my lordly father should be done with his court for the day, so shall we go and present it to him?” 
 
    Enzou bowed his head. “If you wish, my prince.” 
 
    Isao immediately stood up, smoothing out any wrinkles on his kimono absently. “Well then, let’s not dawdle, shall we? The time of a shogun is precious, you know.” 
 
    “Indeed, my prince.” His friend concurred slyly. “I’m looking forward to seeing how you shall handle the time constraints such a position shall afford you.” 
 
    Isao grimaced. “Let’s hope my accession to such a lofty position is well delayed and far off, so please the Heavenly Emperor. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    Together the two of them made their way to the inner chambers of the palace where the Shogun had his quarters, and the servants of the palace moved out of the way of them as they passed. They were, after all, the two most powerful men in all of Nagisa, barring the Shogun himself. 
 
    Isao was, of course, the adopted son and heir of Shogun Hamasaki Hiroshi himself, and the husband of Shogun Hiroshi’s daughter. He was highly distinguished and counted as a hero of the people, especially after the events that had led to his adopted and marriage to the Princess Aika. 
 
    Hamasaki Enzou, however, was the nearest male relative of royal blood to the main line of the Shoguns. He was the eldest grandson of Hamasaki Michiharu, the younger brother of Shogun Hiroshi, and his father (Michiharu’s son) had died years ago, several months before the birth of Enzou’s younger brother. 
 
    In fact, there were still members of court and nobility of Nagisa who still supported Enzou as Shogun Hiroshi’s heir. However, Hiroshi stood firm on his choice. Isao was honored that his adopted father believed in him so heartily, but privately at times he thought that Enzou would make a far better (and more legitimate Shogun) than himself. 
 
    But Isao had saved the life of Shogun Hiroshi, and in gratitude Hiroshi had taken the disowned and exiled prince into his family and made him his heir (on the stipulation, of course, that Isao marry Aika—to the protest of neither). 
 
    A grimace of pain and regret flashed across Isao’s face, but he wiped it away so fast that no one noticed. True, he had managed to save Shogun Hiroshi from the enemies that had arrayed themselves against him—but he had failed to arrive in time to save Yasuhito, Hiroshi’s son and the true heir. 
 
    Isao had been too late. Again. 
 
    Shichiro said he was cursed, but sometimes Isao thought that he was the cursed one—doomed to always be belated when it came to saving those he held dear. 
 
    But all of that did not matter—Isao was heir, and the position was his, for better or worse. And there was nothing in all the world that could take it from him, for it had been entrusted to him. And when something was given into Isao’s care, nothing could take it away from him. 
 
    “Prince Isao and General Enzou to see His Excellence the Shogun.” A servant intoned lowly, and stepped aside, allowing the shoji to slide in order to make way for the distinguished guests. 
 
    The Shogun was seated on a cushion, reading a book, but he looked up when the two men entered. Enzou immediately sank to his knees and bowed so deeply his forehead nearly touched the floor, while Isao gracefully settled into the seiza position and inclined a gentle bow towards the Shogun. 
 
    “I assume, Prince Isao,” The Shogun spoke, his voice old but still strong, and filled with a warmth like the well-banked embers of a fire, “that there is urgent tidings indeed, for you and Enzou to come without informing me of an audience?” The expression on his face was blank and controlled, but amusement shone clearly in his eyes. “You dropping in on me unexpectedly isn’t anything out of the ordinary, but for Enzou to follow in your footsteps is unheard of. Or perhaps you have finally started to corrupt him?” 
 
    “Heaven forbid that ever happen, my lord father.” Isao drawled, allowing the tiniest flicker of a smile across his face. “But you are indeed correct. We have very important information that you needs must be aware of.” 
 
    Shogun Hiroshi nodded once, slowly. “Would I be remiss in supposing that the source of said information has to do with the mysterious young woman that has come to take residence in my home?” 
 
    “Indeed.” Isao replied. “My honored sister-in-law brought us this information, which my brother has gathered for us.” 
 
    Shogun Hiroshi ran a hand along the white hairs of his neatly trimmed beard thoughtfully. “And this information would be?” 
 
    Isao and Enzou exchanged a quick glance before Isao answered; “That Masaki and Akiyama have joined forces in order to restore the Imperial Throne.” 
 
    There was a silence in the chamber as Hiroshi gazed at them steadily. After a long moment he said, “If it were any other men who told me this, I’d believe they were lying, or perhaps in the grip of some opium-induced fantasy. However, I know both of you, and you are honest, grounded men who would not indulge in the pleasures of opium. Therefore, I must assume you are telling the truth, however marvelous it might sound.” 
 
    Isao and Enzou both bowed slightly in acknowledgement of the compliment, and Isao reached into his sleeve and withdrew the scrolls of information that Shichiro had given to Hanako to pass on to him.  
 
    “This, my lord father, is the diary of Her Majesty, Princess Fujioka Katsumi. My brother stole it from her chambers at great risk to his life, and it is very… enlightening… as to her intentions. You see where I have marked? Those places have the most relevant information.” 
 
    The Shogun nodded and looked over the information before him, his eyes narrowing and his brow drawing together in ire. After several minutes, he set the papers aside, the look in his eyes grim. “I see what you mean. I assume you have a plan to deal with it, as well?” 
 
    “Indeed, Lord Father.” Isao said, and gestured for Enzou to hand the plan to Hiroshi. His friend did so silently, and the Shogun perused it carefully, his face a meticulously blank mask. Isao watched with his heart pressing against his throat, thought his face remained calm and composed. 
 
    It was a long time since he had knelt, cold and wary, before the Shogun of Masaki, and this father was not like his last one. Still, the urge to please and fulfil the expectations of the man he called ‘Father’ had not faded away.  
 
    The Shogun nodded and rolled the scroll up, and suddenly graced his pride and heir with a small, pleased smile. “It is a very well thought-out plan. I hereby grant you henceforth the full authority to direct all matters of this affair, and leave it up to your capable wisdom, skill, and discretion.”  
 
    He presented the scroll back to a stunned Isao, and his eyes warmed with kindly affection and confidence. “I have full and absolute confidence that you will live up to my expectations.” 
 
    “I…” Isao closed his eyes, gathering his emotions, before bowing deeply in gratitude. “Thank you, Father, I will not let you down.” 
 
    Ah, politics. They were such a wonderful mess of secrets and illusions that they sent Isao’s blood racing with excitement and the thrill of battle. Enzou, of course, thought he was crazy—Enzou was incredibly competent at politics (as he was in nearly everything else) but he detested them. 
 
    Isao, however, had grown up in a world of shadows and violence, so the battle of protecting his beloved adoption country through his words was comfortably familiar. And he was good at it, which was always a balm to his conscience. He assured him his Father was not mistaken in entrusting his position to him. 
 
    He tilted his head up to examine the color of the dawn inching its way along the skyline. He was at the very northern border of Nagisa, and although it was nearly at the peak of midsummer, the temperatures will still leaning towards the cooler side—influenced, no doubt, by the mountains surrounding him. 
 
    The sun finally lifted its light to fall across the mountains, beginning to banish the faint mist that clung to the ground. Isao breathed in the damp air deeply and let it out in a rested sigh, appreciating all the beauty and wonder surrounding him, and the eggshell blue of the clear sky above. It was truly a perfect day, or at least it would be, if his plan worked as intended. 
 
    He had only to convince two Shoguns to join him in an alliance against the strongest force on the continent—what could be difficult about that? 
 
    ***** 
 
    “My lord,” Ichiro’s quiet voice sounded from behind them. “The entourage of the Shogun of Yamazaki approaches.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ichiro.” Isao said, just as quietly, before a faint grin stole across his face. “Though you didn’t have to tell me. I’m not so rusty in my skills as all that.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord,” The shinobi replied instantly, but Isao was not surprised in the slightest to be unable to find the slightest trace of repentance in the ninja’s voice. His grin grew slightly—it was a sign that he was truly getting through to his favorite shinobi. The young ninja he had saved from his birth father years ago would never have dared to even think of doubting their master. 
 
    They waited in silence as the Shogun of Yamazaki and his escort climbed up the slope to where Isao stood. The light of the sun was beginning to strengthen as Shogun Matsushita Yoshiro bowed slightly in greeting to Prince Hamasaki Isao. 
 
    Shogun Yoshiro was a young man, but his eyes held the weariness of a man far older. Isao hid his sympathy behind a bland façade, but he was well aware of the unrest in Yamazaki and the uneasiness in its Shogun’s seat. The Matsushita dynasty had the support of the people, for its Shoguns were known to be kind and generous and wise, and Yoshiro was apparently no exception. 
 
    The nobility of Yamazaki, however, were notoriously of a different mind. Isao, on his part, was quite content with the peace and loyalty within his own beloved Nagisa, and would not wish to be in Yoshiro’s place for all the world . 
 
    “I was told by your messenger that you have a matter of great importance to me and my country. Is this true?” His voice was low and guarded, and his eyes were shadowed—this was a man who knew the value of readiness and watching one’s back. Isao approved, and hoped he would be a good ally. 
 
    “Indeed.” Isao replied, his own voice smooth and without any betraying emotions. “However, I also stated that the information was not only of importance to Yamazaki, but to Miyukimura as well. So if you will forgive me, I would wait until Miyukimura’s Shogun arrives before I speak any further.” 
 
    Yoshiro eyed him carefully, before bowing once in acknowledgement and stepping back to wait. Isao resisted the urge to let out a tiny sigh of relief and went back to waiting. His wait was not long—and the sun had barely fully risen over the tops of the mountains before there were two Shoguns standing before him, instead of one. 
 
    Shogun Ishikawa Osamu-Hachiro of Miyukimura was almost exactly the opposite of Yoshiro. Where Yoshiro was young, Osamu was nearing his elderly years. Where Yoshiro was cleanshaven and his hair was black as a crow’s wing, Osamu’s hair and beard were white streaked with silver—like the snow that gave his country its name. Where Yoshiro was slender and wiry, Osaum was broad-shouldered and slightly bulky. However, on both their shoulders rested the heavy  burden of an entire nation, and they both bore it well and proudly. 
 
    Shogun Osamu eyed Isao up and down once, before bowing once in greeting. “Well then, stripling, what is this about? Your man told me you had information I need to hear.” 
 
    “My messenger spoke the truth, Shogun Ishikawa Hachiro. I do indeed have news of great importance. You see…” HE took a deep breath and sent up a hasty prayer to the Heavenly Emperor that they would believe him. “Akiyama and Masaki have joined forces, and they plan on putting a puppet Empress upon the Imperial throne.” 
 
    The two Shogun stared at the prince as if he had chucked his brain down the side of the mountain before speaking. Not that Isao blamed them—he’d thought the same when he first met his pretty, tiny little sister-in-law. 
 
    “I assure you, it’s true,” he said blandly. 
 
    Yoshiro blinked once, before cautiously asking, “Do you have proof of this… claim? It is, you must admit, a bit… farfetched sounding.” 
 
    “I would not have called your two excellences out here to meet me, if I was lacking in proof,” Isao said, stamping down fiercely on the small spark of irritation threatening to ignite in him. HE was busy, dang it, and he needed to focus on winning these two to his side! And he was Hamasaki Isao, and he refused to fail. 
 
    “Look, here is my proof,” Isao said, and withdrew the scroll he had brought from his sleeve. He had very carefully copied all the relevant information from Princess Katsumi’s diary, and he hoped it would be enough to persuade them. “This scroll contains excerpts from the diary of Princess Fujioka Katsumi of Akiyama, which was retrieved from her palace by my brother, and great personal risk to himself.” 
 
    “Your brother?” Yoshiro raised an eyebrow. “Which one?” 
 
    “My only full brother, he who was once known as Nishimura Shichiro, son of Tomoko.” 
 
    Yoshiro nodded, once. “Ah, the one who was banished.” 
 
    Isao felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle in indignation, and he grit his teeth in an effort to keep himself from leaping to Shichiro’s defense. If Yoshiro saw fit to insult the Prince of Nagisa’s baby brother in front of his very face, well… Yoshiro should thank the Heavenly Emperor and all his Celestial Host that Isao was currently in the middle of diplomatic relations. Otherwise, Isao would have compunction in sending Yoshiro home missing several pieces. 
 
    Despite what anyone may think, Isao had not neglected the training of his youth by any means. There was a reason that all of Shogun Tsuneo’s attempts at assassinating him had failed. 
 
    “I have heard tales of your brother,” Shogun Osamu said in his deep, gravely voice. “He has traveled though my country many times, leaving interesting rumors in his wake. He seems to have the most interesting luck, but he is apparently known for helping those he can.” 
 
    Isao did his very best to keep from beaming proudly, and succeeded by a small margin. 
 
    “Indeed.” Yoshiro concurred solemnly. “I, too, have heard rumors of the kind deeds he has performed amongst my people, though most of the tales do not know his true name.” 
 
    Isao nodded in acknowledgement of their compliments and rejoiced in the fact he wouldn’t have to send Ichiro after Yoshiro in order to teach him a lesson. The man was as the rumors said him to be, after all. 
 
    “Come, let us look at this information,” Osamu said, and held out a hand. Isao silently surrendered the scroll to him, and waited patiently while the read through it. 
 
    After several minutes, Osamu growled out a sentence compromised of a rather impressive vocabulary, and shoved the scroll into Yoshiro’s hands. Isao supposed the Shogun of Miyukimura had gotten to the ‘I believe that if they refuse to cooperate, Shogun Osamu might fall greviously ill and pass away’ part of the narrative. 
 
    Osamu was quickly joined by Yoshiro in anger, however Yoshiro was considerably more composed about it. The Shogun of Yamazaki’s dark eyes, however, spit enough sparks to light the entire mountain on fire. If Isao’s guess was correct (and Isao was very rarely wrong), Yoshiro had just gotten to the ‘If I intervene, I may be able to use the wars [in Yamazaki] to my advantage, and be sure that whoever ends up on the Shogun’s seat be someone who will support the Empress’ bit. 
 
    “Well?” Yoshiro said, after staring angrily at the scroll in potent, silent rage. “What is your plan, Hamasaki Isao?” 
 
    Isao lifted an eyebrow and smiled guilessly. “Plan? My dear Shogun, why do you think I have a plan?” 
 
    “Because while my country may be small, I am by no means blind, Prince!” Yoshiro snapped, pointing a finger accusingly at Isao’s chest. “I know what your skills are and what the Shogun of Masaki raised you to be, and I know what office you fulfil for the Hamasaki Shogun. You would not have summoned us here if you were not in possession of a plan.” 
 
    Isao resisted the urge to pout at having his fun whipped out from beneath his feet. 
 
    “Very well, I do indeed have a plan.” He accepted the offer of the scroll back, tucked in safely within his sleeve, and folded his arms in front of him. “Masaki and Akiyama planned to take the Emperor’s Heir and put her on the throne as a puppet. I propose that the rest of the countries—Nagisa, Yamazaki, Miyukimura, Taura and Karigane, form an alliance and together we will restore the Imperial throne as it was meant to be—not as a puppet, but as our sovereign, reigning over us all. We all know the story—Tamotsu Eiji the Dragon prophesied that the time would come when Emperor Hanshin’s chosen heir would appear again, and the seven nations would serve them in harmony. I believe that time is now.” 
 
    “That’s all very well and good,” Osamu said lowly, “however, we have no idea where the Fujioka have stashed the Emperor’s Heir.” 
 
    Isao couldn’t help it—a smile slipped across his face. “Actually, we do. Or at least, I know where she was stashed, once.” 
 
    “Once?” Yoshiro narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Once.” Isao nodded. “You see, Princess Katsumi made a very grave miscalculation. She knew that the Emperor’s Heir would need heirs of her own, so she made a deal with Shogun Tsuneo. She married off the Emperor’s Heir to someone who they believed would be easy to deceive and even easier to dispose of, once their goals were achieved and an heir was born.” His smile turned sharp. “That person was my brother, the disgraced and disinherited prince of Masaki.” 
 
    Yoshino breathed out a sigh. “I see… He grew suspicious of his marriage and sought out information from Princess Katsumi herself. And when he discovered the truth?...” 
 
    “He took his wife—Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons—and together they fled from Princess Katsumi’s grasp.” His heart ached with his heavy burden, and he added softly, “My brother was… lost, at least for the time being, but his wife is safely within my protection, and she bears her heir within her.” 
 
    Osamu frowned. “It’s good that the Princess is out the scheming grasp of the Fujioka, but if she is the wife of your brother, how can we expect her to not have undue loyalties once we place her on the throne?” 
 
    Isao nodded in acknowledgement. “A valid point, my lord, however, I beg you to remember that while Shichiro may be my brother in blood, by law Princess Hanako and her husband bear no obligations towards me. After all, was not my brother disinherited? Prince Shichiro and his wife are completely independent, and they are both fair and good people. And I, for one, have no intentions of trying to control my brother. I have long wanted him to ascend as he was always meant to.” 
 
    Yoshiro and Osamu shared one long look with each other, before Yoshiro said, “I will admit that all that you have said seems good, and I for one would be willing to join in an alliance with you. However… what proof do you have that this Princess Hanako is indeed the Emperor’s Heir?” 
 
    “She has the blue eyes of the Emperor’s line,” Isao replied, “Yet, I am aware that that merely might mean she is a member of the Miyamoto clan. However, it is rather difficult to deny that she is the true heir when a Akashi Keiji the Fox himself tells you it is so.” 
 
    The two Shoguns stared at him in utter befuddlement, before Osamu gathered his wits and responded, “You expect us to believe that? No one has recorded seeing any of the Celestial Spirits since Tamotsu Eiji spoke to the Shoguns at the end of the war 300 years ago! They obviously lost interest in the nations after we abandoned the Heavenly Emperor’s anointed!” 
 
    “Well, will you look at that, little sister,” A rough voice suddenly spoke behind Osamu. “After all the work I have put into protecting his country, and he sees fit to think I’d abandon them so easily as all that?” 
 
    A smooth voice answered him, feminine but deeper than one might expect, but that voice came from behind Yoshiro, “Well, we have been working quietly in the background, elder brother. It is not of any great surprise that they would doubt our appearance. Three hundred years, after all, is a very long time for mortals.” 
 
    The two Shoguns spun around to look at the persons Isao had been staring at with wide eyes. There were two—one a man and one a woman. The man was tall and broad-shouldered, but his build was sharp and lean, like a battle-ready wolf. A beard adorned his face and his hair was done tightly in a warrior’s knot. He was clad in a fine battle-kimono, adorned with fur, and was wearing a very fine set of armor, with a (think of suitable weapon) held in his hand. His features were sharp but handsome, and his eyes were yellow and gleamed with an otherworldly light. 
 
    At his side was a very beautiful woman with pale skin that seemed to shimmer oddly in the light of the morning sun, and her eyes were silver and shone with that same strange light. She was wearing an elegant kimono colored orange and red-orange and gold, and was decorated in a hexagonal pattern that reminded Isao of the scales of a koi fish. Strangest of all, however, was her hair, which was elegantly arranged with the help of golden hair sticks (find a better term my brain isn’t coming up with one)—it was a pearly white shade that gleamed golden as the light hit it. 
 
    Both of them were impossibly tall, seven foot, Isao thought, if it was an inch, but the woman was noticeably smaller than her counterpart. 
 
    “Hello, my lords,” She said softly, and smiled at them, her eyes gleaming keenly. “It is an honor to speak with you face to face.” 
 
    “Who—” Osamu managed to begin, but the strange man cut him off, bowing deeply. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce ourselves.” He said, his rough voice tinged with amusement. “I am Takeo Masa the Wolf, Guardian of Miyukimura, and this lovely lady is my sister Izumi Miwa the Koi, guardian of Yukimura.” 
 
    Yoshiro and Osamu stared at the pair in shock, but Isao instantly gave them a deep bow. “It is my pleasure to meet you. I have met your brother, and so I know how difficult it can be for us mortals to accept the truth when we first meet you. Perhaps a demonstration might be in order?” 
 
    The man, Takeo Masa, narrowed his gaze at Isao before breaking out in a grin that revealed unnaturally sharp teeth. “I like you—you’ve got spirit. You’re definitely of my brother’s spirit. I take it you’re the one he’s been so sore over losing you to our sister in Nagisa?” 
 
    Isao bowed lightly in acknowledgement, and the man grinned wider. “Very well, I’ll do as you suggest.” 
 
    And in the next moment a Wolf stood where a Man once was. 
 
    Osamu and Yoshiro simultaneously took a step back, but Isao looked on impassively. A wolf changing into a man wasn’t that much more impressive than a talking fox performing the same trick. One could only see something like that so many times before one grew inured to it. 
 
    “Well?” the Wolf spoke. “Are you convinced? I’d ask my sister to do the same, but it’s a little difficult for her if there isn’t a source of water within easy reach.” 
 
    The two Shogun looked at each other, then back to the Wolf, who was smirking smugly. Yoshiro coughed and cleared his throat. “N-no, that won’t be necessary.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the Wolf said with a sharp grin, “I thought you’d see my point.” 
 
    “I must ask, however,” Isao spoke, “Why exactly you two have come here?” 
 
    “Our father asked us to,” Izumi Miwa said, in her low, sweet voice. “Tamotsu Eiji is very exited with the chance to have it all as it once was—an anointed Empress upon the throne and all seven nations living in harmony with each other. Our celestial father is doing all within his power to prepare the countries for the change that is coming, and he sent my brother and I in order to smooth the way as much as possible.” 
 
    “And to confirm that the Princess Hanako is as she said she is,” The Wolf said. “Which you were rather foolish to disbelieve, for all the proof was there for you.” 
 
    Izumi Miwa cut in at this, adding, “All of us—my sisters and brothers, and my honored parents, were there at her birth, and we all saw the Mark of my Father upon her. She is indeed the only true Heir, and you—Osamu and Yoshiro—would be wise to join forces with Isao in her service. She is kind and good, and her husband is wise and fair. They will lead you well.” 
 
    “Well?” Takeo Masa said, “What do you say?” 
 
    Osamu and Yoshiro considered, and finally the Shogun of Yamazaki stepped forward, bowing low. “Yamazaki would be honored indeed to participate in the restoration of the throne they so cruelly helped to bring down. My country and I will be honored to join your alliance.” 
 
    Isao felt a stirring of triumph deep in his gut, but he tamped it down for now. He turned to the thoughtful visage of Osamu, who was staring ponderously towards his country. “And you, Shogun Osamu? What are your thoughts?” 
 
    Osamu turned back to him and stared into Isao’s eyes, reading the intent behind the young Prince’s gaze. He saw courage and strength and an a sincere earnestness, which was a rare find among a noble of such distinction. He liked what he saw, and he smiled. “Miyukimura has always been loyal to the Emperor, and the fact we haven’t had one for so long means nothing. Now that the Empress has returned, how can we do anything but our best to serve her? Yes, we will join your alliance.” 
 
    Isao gave them a deep bow, hiding the elated expression that had sprung onto his face. “I thank you, my lords. And I swear by the blade of my sword that you will not regret it.” 
 
    Two down. Only two more to go. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE --- THE PLOTTING AND THE PREPARING 
 
      
 
    It had been some time since Isao had last been in Karigane—for the last couple years his workload had greatly increased, as his honored father had grown older and more weary, and had delegated more and more tasks into Isao’s care.  
 
    However, he and Tatsuya, the young Shogun of Karigane, were good friends indeed—after all, Isao had mentored the fourteen-year-old Shogun upon his rise to the throne, after Shichiro had helped Tatsuya reclaim it.  
 
    Tatsuya usually made it his business to come and visit Isao and his family at least twice a year, in order to take a break from the demands of a Shogun’s title. It was these same demands that kept him from attending Isao now that the Prince of Nagisa was within Tatsuya’s own country, but Isao did not mind. After all, he did not need to convince Tatsuya to join their cause—as soon as the Shogun of Karigane had read the words “I have proof” upon the missive Isao had sent him, he had been writing an enthusiastic response. 
 
    Karigane would stand behind their Empress, as they always have. 
 
    So Isao would be seeing Tatsuya soon enough, when those two met in order to begin planning for the war. 
 
    However, the last country Isao needed to convince—Taura—was a bit of a distance, on the far side of Karigane from Nagisa. Tatsuya had offered the services of a small palace he owned by the sea, which was neatly half-way between Nagisa and Taura, in order for Isao to meet with Taura’s leader. 
 
    Isao took a deep sip of his tea and swallowed it thoughtfully. Negotiations with Yamazaki and Miyukimura had gone well—Miyukimura had agreed readily with no stipulations at all, and Yamazaki had agreed with merely the request that Nagisa assist in the case of an attempted coup like the one Princess Katsumi had planned. Isao had no problems with that whatsoever, so the alliance was made. 
 
    And now, one month later, he was in Karigane, preparing to meet with the Princess of Taura. 
 
    He didn’t know much of her—she was supposedly around eighteen years old, and as yet unmarried, though there were rumors that stated she was in love and her unmarried status would soon change. She had been ruling for two years now, after having succeeded upon the death of her father, the late Shogun Shimuzu Kinsaborou, and she was said to be a loving and loyal ruler, and was renowned as a great healer. He only hoped she would be open to his proposal. 
 
    The shoji slid open and in swept a vision clad in green and white, appropriate summer attire. She was tall and graceful, like a birch tree, and her hair was elegantly done and decorated with ornaments of gold.   
 
    With delicate, smooth steps, she crossed the room to the table where he sat, and gracefully lowered herself onto a cushion. She bowed to him, and Isao bowed back, before locking eyes with her dark, obsidian orbs and sitting in silence. 
 
    After a moment she tilted her head and said in a soft, sweet voice reminiscent of wind chimes, “My lord, I hope you had a pleasant journey.” 
 
    “Indeed so,” Isao replied calmly, “I have always enjoyed sailing.” 
 
    She smiled in response to that, and then looked down at where her hands were folded prettily in her lap. Her makeup was flawless, and her expression was the same—full of sweetness and light, but revealing nothing of what lay behind it. 
 
    “Before you begin, Prince Hamasaki Isao of Nagisa,” She began, “I must confess I am aware of why you have called me here.” 
 
    It took nearly every ounce of self control in Isao’s body to keep from blinking in surprise. “…and what do you think that reason is, Princess Shimizu Shiori of Taura?” 
 
    The Princess of Taura hid a smile behind a green and gold fan and said, “Why, to form an alliance against Masaki and Akiyama and to restore the Emperor’s Heir to her rightful throne.” 
 
    This time, it took every single scrap of self-control in his body to keep from dropping his jaw to the floor. Isao stared at her blankly. “How did you…” 
 
    She flicked her fan closed and held it up commandingly, forestalling his words. “Before you go any further, good Prince Isao, allow me to tell you a story.” 
 
    Confused and bewildered and suspicious, Isao nodded his assent. 
 
    “You see,” She began, her voice gaining a slight lilting quality as she sank into her role as storyteller, “My country has, for centuries, been known for its herb-lore and knowledge and production of medicine. Indeed, the first Shogun of Taura, Ikesugi Hasumirou, was said to have been taught the ways of healing by the Immortal Goose herself. Despite the fact that the Ikesugi dynasty no longer rules, and my clan, the Shimizu, rule, I am myself descended from Hasumirou. My ancestor Shimizu Izumo, the first Shogun of my dynasty, took to wife a woman of the Ikesugi clan, a direct descendant of Shogun Hasumirou himself. It has become tradition within my country that all the Shoguns of Taura should know the arts of healing. So it was that ever since I was very small, I was taught how to heal, and how to gather herbs and turn them into medicines.” 
 
    Isao blinked at her, still very confused as to what exactly this had to do with the current situation—namely, Princess Shiori knowing all of his plans without any discernible source for her information. However, she continued on, ignoring his befuddlement. 
 
    “One day, when I was still small, my mother took me to a forest, to teach me to gather herbs. However, I quickly grew bored, and managed to elude the escort my honored father sent along with us. In the end I was hopelessly lost, and I stumbled upon a very pretty female deer, drinking from a stream. I called out a hello to it, and was completely surprised when it answered.” Isao’s eyes went wide despite his best efforts, and Shiori flicked her fan in front of her face. 
 
    “The deer was very kind, and led me back to where my mother was waiting anxiously. I did not forget the strange deer’s kindness, and when we next visited the forest I managed to slip away again, in search of her.” She paused, and Isao leaned foreward slightly, enraptured by her tale. 
 
    “I did find the deer, eventually, and we talked for some time. And we continued to do so, everytime I went back to the forest. And several years later I realized that my deer friend was actually Masuyo Kaoru the Deer, the patron spirit of my country.” 
 
    “When I ascended to my father’s seat upon his death, Masuyo Kaoru-dono was of very great help, giving me the advice I sorely needed. And…” Her dark eyes peeked over the edge of her fan, and they gleamed and twinkled with amusement. “When I received a strange missive from the renowned Prince fo Nagisa, Masuyo Kaoru-dono explained the reasons behind his letter, and of the danger and hope that now lies before us.” 
 
    Well, that made sense. Isao thought. At least he didn’t have a leak somewhere—it was just a celestial spirit blabbing. 
 
    “And?” Isao pressed. “If you know what is at stake here, what is your answer?” 
 
    She closed the fan with a snap and folded her hands in her lap as she stared absently at the painted screens against one wall. “I have… given it much thought, over the voyage here. And I realized that… my country, from Shogun Hasumirou to my father, Shogun Kinsaborou, and myself, has been a country renowned for its skills in healing. However, three hundred years ago, my country participated in damaging the peace between the Seven Realms and destroying the Imperial throne. That is not who we are—we are healers, not destoryers. So, I believe it is time for Taura to assist in healing that which we once destroyed.” She turned back to face Isao, and for once smiled without hiding it behind her fan. 
 
    “Taura stands behind its Empress, and it will fight with Nagisa and its sister countries in defense of its long-awaited Empress.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Isao came into his study, hoping to get some work done, only to find a fox lounging on top of his writing desk. 
 
    He stopped and stared at it, and the fox blinked open its golden eyes, watching the prince with interest. 
 
    Isao looked at the fox, his look flatter than the rice paddies of Karigane. “Get off my desk, Fox.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji’s eyes gleamed with amusement, and obligingly he stood and stretched, before daintily leaping to the floor. “I see my sister and brother are quite right, young prince. You are indeed a rather interesting child.” 
 
    Isao raised an eyebrow. “And what is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Why, what do you think it means?” The Fox responded, grinning. Isao narrowed his eyes, but decided to ponder the matter at a later time. 
 
    “I assume you didn’t come in here, Akashi Keiji-dono, merely because my desk is a comfortable place to nap?” He said dryly. 
 
    The Fox was a Man, and the Man settled himself comfortably on a cushion. “Well, your desk is rather comfortable, but no, I did have another reason for coming in here.” 
 
    Isao finished tidying his desk and set his papers aside—if his guess was correct, whatever errand the Fox spirit was on, it was bound to require all of his attention. 
 
    “Firstly, I want to congratulate you on your efforts in gathering all the nations together. My exalted father is particularly pleased. However, there was one small matter that your plan overlooked.” 
 
    Isao’s spine stiffened, and he schooled his features into a mask in an effort to hide his anxiety. “How much effect does this matter have on the plan?” 
 
    “It’s nothing major, in the present, at least,” Akashi Keiji said, “And nor does it have any adverse effects for the near future, however, it is important if you wish for harmony to be restored once the war is won.”               
 
    “And what would it be?” Isao asked. 
 
    “You have been very meticulously creating alliances with Yamazaki, Miyukimura, Taura, and Karigane, though I doubt you went to much effort for the last one.” Akashi Keiji said with an approving smile. “But I am curious—what exactly are your plans for Akiyama and Masaki, once the Empress is safely seated upon the throne?” 
 
    Isao froze. The only words going through his mind were I’m an idiot. 
 
    “No, you’re not an idiot.” Akashi Keiji said, his voice colored in amusement. “Indeed, I daresay you are one of the cleverest mortals I have met in my lifetime. You merely were focused so hard on the immediate problem—that is, defeating Katsumi of Akiyama and Tsuneo of Masaki—that you happened to overlook what would need to be done once they are dead. Single-minded focus on a goal is something all are prone to fall prey to at times—even Celestials.”  
 
    The Clever One tilted his head to one side, his golden eyes shimmering with calm curiosity. “Now, though, that you have seen through your oversight… what do you plan to do?” 
 
    Isao tapped his fingers thoughtfully on the wood of his writing desk, furrowing his brow in thought. “I… as far as Masaki goes, I am not available to be heir. I have my duties here, and I cannot be Shogun of two lands.” 
 
    “And your brother, Shichiro, will be Emperor by then, if all goes as it should.” Akashi Keiji added. “He cannot be Shogun of Masaki.” 
 
    Isao frowned, dipping his head in acknowledgment. “And of the rest of my sisters and brothers—I would trust none of them with the responsibility, save—” His voice trailed off. 
 
    Akashi Keiji tilted his head to one side. “Save?” 
 
    Was it possible? Isao pondered. Would she be up for it? 
 
    “Save for, perhaps…” he said slowly and carefully, “My youngest sister, Manami.” 
 
    “Ahhhh…’ Akashi Keiji drew out thoughtfully. “She is the daughter of your father’s first wife, is she not?” At Isao’s nod, Akashi Keiji smiled. “Well, that would make her the most advantageously placed heir in the options… I must confess, I know very little about her, save that my brother likes her. Do you think she is capable of being the ruling Princess?” 
 
    Isao looked down at the dark wood of his desk, drawing his fingers into a fist and watching the slow whitening of the skin around his knuckles as he wrestled with himself. He was her elder brother, sworn to protect her, and if he put her in this position, he could not take her safely under his wing as he had planned. He would be sending her off on her own, into a potentially hostile court, and she was so young.               
 
    However, she had wit and cleverness and strategic intelligence, and she knew the ways of masks and illusions—he had made sure she did. And she would be the Emperor’s sister, and the sister of the future Shogun of Masaki. 
 
    And besides all that, she had heart and compassion. She… she would be a good Princess. He would just have to make sure she had good companions and loyal supporters to stand at her side. 
 
    “Yes.” Isao said, and sealed Manami’s fate. “She would be a great Princess indeed.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji nodded, and it was settled. “Well then, I shall have to tell my brother of Masaki the good news, and he will begin to prepare the way.” 
 
    Isao nodded. “Yes. I… I have some thoughts on that same subject myself. After all, I know of several noble houses and samurai clans and families that do not fully support what my old father is doing.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The Clever One said. “Now… about Akiyama.” 
 
    Isao winced. “Yes, Akiyama.” He fidgeted and said, “I must confess, Akashi Keiji-dono, I do not know enough about the individual members of the Fujioka to know who would be an adequate heir.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji laughed. “I wouldn’t expect you to. In fact, you know far more about the Fujioka and their internal dealings than I expect anyone who is not from Akiyama does. They’re trained from the moment they can speak in the art of secrets and deception. However… I do have a candidate in mind.” 
 
    “And how do you know they’re suitable?” Isao asked curiously. 
 
    The Clever One smirked. “Simple. I’ve been training him for this very instance since the day he turned five years old.” 
 
    Isao gaped at him. 
 
    “You see, young prince, my brothers and sisters and I, we never abandoned your countries.” Akashi Keiji quirked an eyebrow, “Tell me, O Prince of Shinobi: just because you do not see something, does that mean there is nothing there?” 
 
    The prince shook his head. The Fox, in turn, smiled, but it had a faint, melancholy edge to it, and he stared out the window.  
 
    “Long ago, the emperors took a turn for worst, and the seven lands fell sick, and enmity rose between them and broke the bonds that bound them together. The last emperor was good an honorable, but he came too late and the damage had already been done. The blow that struck him—the Heavenly Emperor’s anointed—down was a declaration that the Seven Nations had no more use for the Guardians. So, we sank into the background, out of their sight.” Slowly, he lifted a cup to his lips and took a long sip. In the back of Isao’s mind, he wondered where exactly the teacup had come from, but dismissed that question for later. 
 
    “However, we are Guardians, whether the peoples of the Seven Kingdoms want us or not. We cannot be other than what we are, than what we were born to be. So we continued to help and guard, to aid and protect, but secretly and subtly, working in the shadows. But then! Then Hanako was born.” A smile spread across his face. 
 
    “We had waited for so long, you know,” he said wistfully, staring down into his teacup. “Oh, I know that sounds silly to you, considering that three hundred years isn’t that great of a stretch of time when one is immortal and all,” The Fox said, waving a hand.  
 
    Isao wondered what on earth it would be like to talk about your own immortality with dismissive hand gestures. He was getting used to the spirit’s presence in his palace, but every so often the Fox would do something that would remind Isao of Akashi Keiji’s pure… otherness, for lack of  a better word. 
 
    “Still, immortals and mortals are the same in the fact that when you are eagerly anticipating something, the wait seems to stretch out into all eternity. For three hundred years, we had attended the birth of every child of the line of the Emperors, and then the night came when Hanako was born.” The Clever One’s eyes gleamed as he stared out the window again, his mind on a day years ago. 
 
    “We were all there, gathered and waiting. But then the Presence of the Heavenly Emperor filled the room, and we began to hope. And when the child was born, she bore the Mark of the Emperor upon her. Fuyume, Hanako’s mother, she… she felt the presence of the Heavenly Emperor, and she saw us—without us revealing our presence. So we told her who her daughter was destined to be, and we blessed Hanako.” 
 
     The Fox took another sip of tea, and his smile was sad. “She died several months later, but she died happy and hopeful that her child would be happy and bring peace to the lands. She was a kind and gentle soul, very much like our own little empress.” 
 
    “Now, to the point of the story,” The fox said, tapping a finger on the rim of his teacup. “When Hanako was born, I knew what it was—a sign that change was coming to the seven lands. That the Imperial throne would be restored, and peace would return, and the balance would be righted. And I instantly knew that that pretending murderess of a Princess that currently holds the seat of the Shogun would have to go. For the sake of my father’s trailing whiskers, Katsumi is not even Fujioka herself! Scheming, heartless, grasping…” His muttering trailed off into something beyond the strength of Isao’s mortal ears, even though he tried his best to hear. He was hoping he might learn some new words to refer to his brother’s honored mother-in-law. 
 
    “Anyway!” Akashi Keiji perked up after a minute. “As I was saying, I began looking amongst the children of the Fujioka clan in search of a proper heir, along the lines of Fujioka Nagito, the First Fujioka Shogun. Now he was an honorable man. If only his great-great-great-grandson hadn’t married that horrendous woman, Ishiko…” He was about to trail off into mutters again, so Isao coughed pointedly.  
 
    The Clever One acted as if he hadn’t heard it, but he did immediately switch back onto the subject at hand. “So I began to look for someone worthy to lead—one who had a pure heart, and knew the value of compassion. It took a year of searching, but at last I found one who I was searching for.” 
 
    “And that is?” Isao asked. 
 
    Akashi Keiji smiled, fondness flitting over his features. “His name is Fujioka Masahiko, and he is the second cousin, once removed, of Princess Katsumi’s husband (may the Heavenly Emperor allow him entrance to His train), so he even has a good claim to the seat. I found him a year after Hanako’s birth, more or less, when he was five years old. He was very clever and understanding for one so young, and he snuck food out to a starving child on the streets, and managed to work it so the girl got a job in the palace. So I approached the lad and took him under my tutelage and my wing (figuratively speaking, of course. Only mother and sister Chiharu Rie have wings).  
 
    I have taught him the ways of the Heavenly Emperor, and of how to be a good shogun, and how to love his people and walk on straight paths.” The Fox reached into the volume of his sleeve and withdrew a scroll, sealed with a crest unfamiliar to him (describe crest later). 
 
    “My esteemed student, when he heard of your plans, immediately wrote a letter pledging his aid to your cause and the service of Her Imperial Majesty, the Empress. 
 
    Isao reached out and took the offered leter, then bowed deeply. “I and all the countries extend our thanks to you, Akashi Keiji-sama.” 
 
    “Nonsense, child prince,” The Clever One said, his voice unusually gentle. “I only did as I have been made to do. All I have done is prepared the ground. It is up to you, and your brother and sister, and my student, and the little empress, and all the seven countries, to decide what you will do with it.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    It was rare indeed that Manami got an opportunity to leave the monastery. 
 
    She had grown up here from when she was only two years old—in the absence of a caring mother or older brothers to look after her. So she had been placed here, at this remote temple near the border of Nagisa and Masaki, to be raised and educated. If it happened to be not far from the country where her eldest brother had fled, well, it was considered to be a coincidence. 
 
    Isao and Shichiro made it their business to visit her as often as possible, to stave off her loneliness. And she loved the monks dearly, and they were very fond of her as well. Still, she often desired for broader horizons than one edged about by mountains. The only times she left the temple was when she was summoned—and the summoning was always by her birth mother, in order to attend her father upon some sort of formal occasion. 
 
    So Manami had been rather confused when Isao sent a summons to her, instructing her to come and meet him. Still, Isao had asked her, so up she got and went, for after all, Isao was her big brother, and he always had a reason for something. Manami traveled for two weeks into the center of Nagisa, accompanied only by her handmaiden and four monks as  bodyguards, and she and Isao met in a little temple by the edge of the river, half a day’s travel away from the city of Ginshi. 
 
    Manami arrived first, shortly before noon, and by the time two hours had gone, her excitement knew no bounds and her patience was severely frayed. 
 
    “Buichi-san! Buichi-san! Do you know when my brother is going to be here?” 
 
    Buichi the monk, who was apparently blessed with the patience of the Heavenly Emperor himself, did not sigh at the reemergence of Manami’s favorite question, as a mere mortal might have. Instead, he simply bowed and responded, “I am afraid, Manami-hime-sama, that the answer to that question is beyond the scope of my abilities.” 
 
    Manami’s brightly excited face fell. “Oh.” Despondently, she sat herself down upon the steps of the temple and propped her cheeks up with her hands. “I hope he comes soon, I haven’t seen him in forever.” 
 
    Buichi privately thought there was no great tragedy in that, for Isao had a habit of … irritating the monks. Sadly, Buichi’s private hopes were not to be realized. 
 
    “Aw, usa-chan, did you miss me?” 
 
    Manami bolted to her feet at the sound of that dearly beloved voice and cried out, “Big Brother Isao!” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes, then,” Isao laughed, and Manami beamed up at him happily. 
 
    “Why did you call me here? IS there something important you needed to tell me?” She asked curiously. 
 
    Isao shook his head once and smiled. “No, there’s someone I wanted you to meet.” 
 
    She blinked at him, curious, and he made a sharp gesture with one hand, summoning Ichiro to his side. The shinobi rounded the corner and immediately handed over a large bundle to Isao, who took it and carefully cradled it in his arms. Manami stared at it, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Biggest Brother… is that what I think it is?” 
 
    Isao smiled at her, soft and slightly silly and infinitely warm. “Would you like to come meet your niece, usa-chan?” 
 
    Manami did not need to be asked a second time. The next moment she was standing up on her tiptoes in an attempt to catch a glimpse of the baby. Isao chuckled and obligingly knelt down on the ground, allowing his enraptured baby sister to settle down besides him.  
 
    The scene brought back old memories that hurt and warmed at the same time—memories of a crying baby that no one comforted, and Shichiro and himself uneasily waiting outside a room while their mother ventured in, and of a baby girl and his mother’s voice saying the name ‘Manami’. 
 
    And now Manami was here, twelve years old (check), and he had his own little daughter in his arms. How swiftly time did pass, Isao thought, and smiled as his sister’s eyes fairly shone in excitement. 
 
    Manami leaned over carefully and peered between the layers of cloth at her brother’s daughter. The baby was a small, soft thing, with petal-pink skin and round, rosy cheeks. Her head was crowned with dark brown wisps, and when she blinked her wide eyes open, they were still baby-blue but speckled with brown. Manami thought that the baby would end up with Biggest Brother Isao’s eyes, and she smiled happily at that. Her brother’s eyes were the best eyes in all the world, at least in her opinion. 
 
    “What’s her name?” She asked softly. 
 
    “Princess Hamasaki Yuriko of Nagisa.” Isao responded, pride filling his tone. Manami smiled softly down at the little baby, and reached out hesitant fingers to brush against the fluffy wisps on Yuriko’s head. 
 
    “Yuriko.” She whispered. “It’s a pretty name for a pretty girl, right?” 
 
    Isao grinned even wider. “Exactly! It fits her perfectly! After all, you and Yuriko are the prettiest girls in all the seven countries.” It was only after this that Isao realized the consequences of his baby sister and his baby being the two prettiest girls in all the seven countries. He narrowed his eyes and reflexively clutched his precious burden a tad closer. 
 
    Manami was already nearing marriageable age. Countermeasures needs must be put in place. Plans must be made. 
 
    Isao was suddenly jerked out his daydreams of successfully warding off the slavering horde when Manami asked, “Did you call me to see you just because of Yuriko-chan, or is there something else?” 
 
    Manami looked up at her big brother, and felt a cool chill sweep over her heart. In the space of a second, Isao’s face had gone from happy, proud (and for some mysterious reason, slightly murderous), to world-weary and sad. “Biggest brother…?” She whispered. 
 
    Isao looked up to the monks and said, quietly but firmly, “Leave us.” 
 
    The monks knew better than to disobey the Prince of Nagisa, so one by one they all filed out, leaving Isao and Yuriko alone with Manami. Well, except for Ichiro—Manami was certain he was lurking about somewhere nearby. 
 
    “What is it?” She asked quietly. 
 
    Isao sighed and fixed his gaze on the curious face of his daughter, as if her sweet visage could wash out all the unpleasantness in his thoughts. “I have several bits of news. First, Shichiro was hooked into an arranged marriage.” 
 
    Manami stared at him in shock, but before she could gather the wits for a suitable reply, Isao added, “However, it appears that they were rather happy, and his wife, Princess Hanako, is carrying his child.” 
 
    Manami was even more shocked after this, and a small, scared section of her mind wondered why Isao wasn’t beaming happiliy with what should have been joyous news. “What do you mean, ‘were happy’, Biggest Brother?” 
 
    Isao’s eyes squeezed shut. “Shichiro had to defend his wife from their enemies, and lost his eyes in the progress. He’s off now, wandering the world, because he doesn’t want to be a burden for anyone, or something like that.” 
 
    Manami felt like her heart was shattering and shaking in her chest, but then realized the shaking was spread throughout her whole body. She tried to speak, but she couldn’t get past the lump in her throat, and she lacked the energy to wipe the tears that streamed down her cheeks. 
 
    “There’s more…” Isao said, and one corner of his mouth lifted up in a slight smile. Manami stared at it numbly, wondering what on earth could do anything to add happiness to these tidings. 
 
    “Princess Hanako, Shichiro’s wife, is the long-awaited Heir of the Emperor, and we’re going to make her and Shichiro Empress and Emperor, and beat up Akiyama and Masaki along the way.” 
 
    At this moment in time, Manami wasn’t sure how many more shocks she could take before her heart gave up the ghost. “Is… is this true?” 
 
    “Yep!” Isao said, and his smile gained strength. “And before we do that, I’m going to go personally to find Shichiro and drag his overly-dramatic behind back home where he belongs, with us. I promise.” 
 
    And with that, Manami felt all the sorrow and numbness shatter and float away, and she beamed back at them. “I know you will! And then Shichiro will be emperor, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Isao responded. 
 
    “Good!” Manami said vehemently. “If he’s Emperor, he can’t go on anymore about how he doesn’t belong anywhere. He’ll have a place at last, just like he’s always supposed to have!” 
 
    Isao grinned. “An excellent point, usa-chan. I’d love to see Shichiro try to weasel his way out of that. Even his strange luck can’t beat out the plans of the Heavenly Emperor.”               
 
    They both laughed, and Manami hugged herself, thinking about the happy times that were going to come. She knew they would, she would just have to be patient and wait a little. 
 
    A thought struck her, and she bit her lip thoughtfully, before turning to Isao. “Is there anything I can to do help you and Big Brother Shichiro?” 
 
    Isao dropped his eyes to the side, before nodding. “…I had thought of something, but if you do not wish to—” Manami is so very young, yet, and I had promised mother to protect her. If something happens--- 
 
    “I want to do it!” Manami burst out, her eyes wide and bright and shining with determination. “You’re my brothers, and I want to help you! And ‘sides, if it’s the Heavenly Emperor’s plan, it’d be bad if I had a chance to help and didn’t, right?” She added with a winning smile. 
 
    Isao gave her a stink eye. “That’s not exactly how it works, and you know it,” he grumbled under his breath, but sighed at last. “Fine. I’m going to ask our honored Grandmother to send you a message, asking you to keep her company at Konohamiya. While you’re there, I need you to be my messenger.” 
 
    Manami straightened her spine in readiness, holding his gaze with a look she hoped appeared sincere, somber, and capable 
 
    “I refuse to believe that all the nobility and samurai of Masaki are willingly supportive of Shogun Tsuneo’s schemes, and you are going to help me gather them under our cause and organize them against Tsuneo.” HE eyed her, his gaze hard and serious. “Are you certain you want to do this, Manami-hime-dono?” 
 
    The significance of the honorific was not lost on Manami—for once he was addressing her as an equal, not merely his beloved baby sister, and so she obliged with his request. She thought about her decision, but only one answer stood out to her. 
 
    If she did this, she would be helping Isao and Shichiro, who were the first ones to love her, and had always, always been there for her. They had loved her when her birth mother hadn’t even deigned to look upon her when Manami was born. This was a time where she was given a chance to give back, to be there for them when they were in need for once. 
 
    And not only that, if she did this, she would be helping Masaki! The monks had raised her to love her country and its people more than almost anything. By doing this, Manami would be bringing the worth of Masaki to the forefront and helping get rid of the power-hungry and corrupt. 
 
    And last of all, all of this was because of the Heavenly Emperor, an this was Manami’s chance to serve him to the best of her abilities. 
 
    In the end, what other choice was there? 
 
    “Yes, I am certain, Prince Isao-ouji-dono.” 
 
    And Isao looked into Manami’s dark, earnest eyes, saw strength, and he was well pleased and comforted. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Lord Saito Kenta looked at the princess in concern. She was whipping her fan back and forth fast enough that he started to think she might summon a windstorm with it. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes were squeezed tightly shut, and she was biting her lip mercilessly. 
 
    “My princess?” He began, cautiously. “Is something amiss?” 
 
    Her eyes shot open—wide and dark and filled with anxiety. “N-no!” She stumbled out. “Nno, nothing’s wrong. Why would you even think that, Kenta-kun? Everything is going to be. Just. Fine!” 
 
    Kenta gave her a flat look. She flinched as if struck and hid her face behind her fan. He felt his lips twist in exasperated but amused affection and he said gently, “My princess, could you care to tell me why you’re so afraid of Father? It’s not like he’s an ogre, you know.” 
 
    “I knowww…” She mumbled from behind her fan. “I’m… I’m worried about me, not your honorable father, Kenta-kun. I promise!” 
 
    Kenta felt his eyebrows lift, but did his best to keep his voice smooth and comforting, even if she did look like an adorable little puppy, hiding its face in order to keep from being spotted. 
 
    “And why are you afraid of yourself, my princess?” 
 
    “W-well, because!” She blustered, and Manami brought her fan down far enough to shoot an unhappy glare at her escort. Lord Kenta just smiled back at her pleasantly, and she quickly flipped the fan up again to hide. 
 
    “Because isn’t a very good answer,” Kenta said patiently, and smiled happily when she gathered her courage enough to snap the fan closed. She turned her head away form him then, but It counted close enough for a victory, as far as Kenta was concerned. 
 
    “Fine.” She huffed, and then all the bluster slipped away from her, leaving her crumpled and small. “I have been… entrusted with this task by someone very special to me. And… and I have never talked to anyone outside of you, and the monks, and like maybe three others, at most. So how am I supposed to go and talk to a Daimyo and convince him to help me? Tell me how, Kenta-kun, please!” 
 
    Kenta titled his head to one side, feeling his lips thin in sympathy. He streeled his shoulders and gathered every scrap of sincerity in his body. “Princess Manami-sama, I’ll tell you how, just like you asked.” 
 
    Her head whipped back to face him, her eyes shining hopefully. “How?” 
 
    “Simple.” He smiled at her and said, “By being yourself.” 
 
    The princess stared at him, betrayal shining in her eyes and making Kenta’s heart twinge. He hurried to explain. “You’re smart and clever, and have a way with people. It’ll be allright. Just be yourself, and trust in the Heavenly Emperor, and you’ll know what to say. Everything will turn out just fine, you’ll see.” 
 
    Manami stared at him, hopefully but still wary. “Besides,” Kenta added, “You were entrusted with this job, because the person who asked you to do it knew you could. He had faith in you, and I do too. You’re our princess Manami-hime-chan, after all!” He grinned. “Are you ready to go in now?” 
 
    Manami looked at him, then at the nerve-wracking door down the hallway, and she nodded. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Daimyo Saito Naota was, without a doubt, an impressive man. He had been a great warrior in his youth, but an old injury had caused him to be forced to move around with the use of a cane. However, he still taught students, passing on his skill to the younger generations to the best of his abilities.  
 
    He was tall and lean with an athletic build, and his shoulders were still broad despite his disability. His brown, steadily greying hair was arranged into an aristocratic topknot, and the wrinkles at the corner of his mouth spoke of sternness, but those at the corner of his eyes spoke of kindness. 
 
    “Well,” Daimyo Saito Naota said, “I must say, having a princess of the realm ask my youngest son to arrange for a secret meeting with me is not something I have ever experienced before.” 
 
    Manami bowed and replied, “Saito-dono, I thank you for your indulgence. I was sent here on a rather urgent errand with which I must beseech your most gracious help.” 
 
    “Oh?” the daimyo said calmly. “And what most urgent errand would that be?” 
 
    Manami took a deep, subtle breath, and glanced vore at Kenta, who gave her a reassuring nod. Screwing up her courage, she said softly, “As you may or may not be aware, Masaki and Akiyama have entered into an alliance.” She glanced at the daimyo’s face, but it did not betray the slightest movement. Her nerves building up again in her stomach, she continued, “Don’t you think it odd? My father has always claimed our own strength was enough, and we had no need of help from anyone not of our own. Surely, you must have realized that there was something more, some reason lying underneath the surface.” 
 
    Lord Naota ran a hand over his chin thoughtfully. “I will grant you, my princess, that it does seem… out of character, this alliance. If what you say is true, what is the reason, then?” 
 
    Manami flicked her fan closed and lowered it down to her lap. “Shogun Tsuneo and Princess Katsumi desire to reinstate the Imperial Throne, with a puppet ruler seated upon it.” 
 
    Lord Naota blinked, once, then bent his gaze to meet Manami’s. She stared back at him unflinchingly. 
 
    “How ambitious of them.” The Daimyo said, noncommittedly. “How would such a plan be accomplished?” 
 
    “Why, by placing the Emperor’s Heir upon the throne.” Manami replied. 
 
    “…Are you saying there really is an Emperor’s Heir?” The Daimyo asked. 
 
    Manami nodded. 
 
    “And they are in the hands of Akiyama and Masaki?” 
 
    The princess tilted her head to one side thoughtfully. “Well, she was. But Princess Hanako escaped with the help of my brother Shichiro, and has sought sanctuary with my eldest brother, Prince Hamasaki Isao.” 
 
    The Daimyo and the Princess stared at each other while Kenta watched nervously in the background. Manami had told him of her plans, and Kenta believed in his father, but it was definitely uncomfortable, watching two people he cared about duel each other in the subtle art of words. 
 
    At last, Daimyo Saito Naota spoke. “What was your purpose in approaching me, Princess Manami-sama?” 
 
    Manami took in a slow, shuddering breath and gathered her senses. “My eldest brother, Prince Isao, asked me to come here, under the guise of attending my Honored Grandmother, the Dowager Princess Kazuka. My actual duty here is to gather support amongst the nobility of Masaki.” She straightened her shoulders and stared deeply into the Daimyo’s eyes. He stared cooly back, his eyes blank and void of expression. 
 
    “My brother is convinced that there is still honor and righteousness hidden amongst the clans of Masaki, and it is his hope that you, my lord Daimyo, would gather them together under a secret banner. Masaki of old was loyal to the Imperial Throne. It is our dearest wish that it would be so again. What do you say?” 
 
    Lord Saito Naota, Daimyo of the Province of Morito, spoke slowly and carefully, his gaze never leaving that of Manami’s. “Do you, my princess, believe in this cause? In following this new Empress?” 
 
    Manami didn’t even have to think about the question. Biggest Brother Isao trusted the Princess Hanako, and Big Brother Shichiro had nearly given his life to protect her. She trusted her brothers, and she trusted her heart. And her heart said that the Heavenly Emperor was preparing to do wondrous things.  
 
    “Yes.” She said, without a single hint of hesitation and a heart full of conviction. “I will follow my Empress, the anointed of the Heavenly One himself, and I will do so until I die.” 
 
    Her words settled across the room like a blanket, and still the Daimyo stood yet unmoved. Manami glanced at Kenta, who merely gave her a smile and a faint nod of his head. 
 
   
  
 

 Kenta had faith in both of them. 
 
    At last the Daimyo spoke: “You are very like my cousin Tomoko—so much so I am surprised you share no blood with her. Still, it is a relief that the girl my cousin chose as her daughter, and the sons of Tomoko’s own blood, are such courageous and upstanding people. I am certain, now, that she can rest in peace.” 
 
    Manami floundered. “I… I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    Lord Naota smiled at her, and while it was reserved, it carried the weight of affection behind it. “Tomoko was the daughter of my father’s youngest sister, and we were children together, a long time ago. I knew her well. It was a great sorrow to me when she died. And then, of course, all the tragedy happened to her children—Isao was banished and Shichiro was disinherited. Rather poor luck for them—they had more of Tomoko in them than their father, and a good thing too.  
 
    But I wasn’t sure how you would turn out—Tomoko took you under her wing and made you her daughter, but your true mother was rather different from Tomoko. But perhaps old princess Kazuka bred strong in you.”  
 
    He hummed thoughtfully. “Now tell me, Manami-sama—how long have you been in communication with Prince Isao?” 
 
    Manami willed herself not to tense. “How long do you think, my lord?” 
 
    “Ahhh…” the man drawled. “If I were to make a guess, I would have to say… all your life?” 
 
    Kenta watched in amusement as Manami’s mein went as hard as granite. For such a tiny thing she certainly projected an amazing amount of wrath and warning. 
 
    Lord Naota laughed.  “Do not worry, no one else has guessed of your association with my cousin’s son. I only guessed for I knew Tomoko and how she raised her sons—they would not abandon kin. After all, that is how your younger brother got himself banished, is it not?” 
 
    Manami scowled ever-so-slightly, but managed to gain control of her looks and smoothed her expression once again. 
 
    The Lord continued calmly, “And it was only a guess. I had no proof, and I have heard no rumors referring to it, so I believe your secret is in capable hands. No, as far as the court is concerned, you are little more than a sweet little slip of a princess who was raised in a monastery and is impeccably educated. And I, until now, thought the same as them.” 
 
    “And what do you think now?” Manami asked guardedly. 
 
    He smiled at her again. “Well, I still think you are the sweet little slip of a princess, raised in a monastery and impeccably educated, but I also know now that there is far more to you than is readily apparent. But…” his eyes were warm but slightly distant, caugh up in his own thoughts. “is it not true that while a tea house may be elegant and pretty, it is the ceremony inside that holds all the true value and is most worthy of admiration” 
 
    Manami immediately flicked her fan up to cover her pleased flush and faint smile. “It is very kind of you to say all this, my lord, but you have still not given me your answer.” 
 
    The old lord nodded. “Then here is my answer, Manami-hime-sama. A long time ago, my little cousin Tomoko gave birth to a boy, who was named Shichiro. And Tomoko told me something and swore me to secrecy—she said that the night after Shichiro’s birth, she was visited by Tamotsu Eiji himself, and Momoe Chiyo and the Celestial Guardians. Tomoko told me that the Spirits then told her that a great path lay before both her sons, but especially Shichiro, and that ‘many things lay in the balance’. Unless I miss my guess, Tamotsu Eiji-sama was referring to now.”  
 
    He took a deep breath and schooled his features, his eyes darkening with resolve. “I trusted my cousin, and I trust the faith she put in her sons and her daughter. More than that, I trust the word of Tamotsu Eiji-sama, for it comes from the Heavenly Emperor. So yes, Princess Manami-sama. I will join your alliance, and I will serve the long awaited Empress. And what’s more, I will do as you ask.” He grinned. “We will suck away the support from Shogun Tsuneo, so when the time comes the pillars that support his greedy campaign with rot away beneath him.”               
 
    Manami bowed deeply. “I thank you, Saito Naota-dono.” 
 
    The older man chuckled, waving a hand. “Don’t thank me yet, we have a long night of planning ahead of us. We already know the Miyama clan will support us whole heartedly--after all, their clan head is the brother of Princess Tomoko. After them, I think, we should approach the Adachi and Okawa clans—they’re known for their honor and have expressed careful disapproval of Tsuneo’s plans in the council…” 
 
    Manami listend with an eager, intense face, glad to do her part to help at last. For Biggest Brother Isao. For Big Brother Shichiro. For Mother Tomoko. For the Monks. For her people. 
 
    For Masaki. 
 
    Kenta settled down against the wall with a sigh and a rueful smile. He was no sage or fortuneteller, but he didn’t need either of those powers to know he was in for a long night of sitting and waiting. He would try to sneak in a nap, being confidient in the trustworthiness of his father’s numerous guards… but he knew what would happen if Prince Isao ever caught word of Kenta sleeping when he was on duty, guarding Isao’s sister. 
 
    He shuddered. 
 
    No, he’d best stay awake. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The months passed in a strange mixture of swiftness and slowness for Hanako. She did very little—wandering the palace (very slowly), weaving and embroidering, and she dutifully did as her brother in law asked—which was to act as his secretary. She would read the reports he got from the other leaders of the alliance and organize them, or copy them down if Isao so wished. 
 
    Hanako suspected Isao had an ulterior motive in this, but what it was, she wasn’t entirely sure. 
 
    However, she enjoyed the time getting to know him. He was a brave and intelligent man, whose eyes shone with brightness and delight despite the wisps of shadows that still persisted in clinging to him.               
 
    She watched the changes in her body with amazement—the sickness had died off at last, but she had begun to experience the aches and pains (and the strange appetities) that went along with pregnancy. Still, the discomfort was washed away by the wonder of watching her belly slowly swell with child. Sometimes she would feel a tapping and prodding inside her that made her heart nearly burst in a swirl of golden joy. 
 
    Before then, she had been told many times she was pregnant, and had experienced many of the symptoms the Immortal Momoe Chiyo and her exalted sister-in-law Aika had described to her, and she had of course observed the growing bulge on her stomach.  However, it had all seemed somewhat strange and unreal. After all, this whole concept was devastatingly new and unknown to Hanako. 
 
    But now… now she could feel her child’s touch, and she sat there and thought I am a Mother. And it was as bright and lovely as I am Shichiro’s wife, and some of the lingering shadows were chased away. 
 
    And as she sat there, on her futon, she stroked her belly gently and quietly vowed, “I will never tell you lies through smiles on painted lips, my child. I will always ensure are free to dance in the rain and stand in the sun.” 
 
    She had made friends with Princess Aika (who, Hanako had to admit, she was a little in awe of), and had become fast friends with her little nephew Daisuke. Oftentimes they would play together in the gardens in the afternoons, and Hanako grew more and more excited at the thought of the child she bore. Daisuke was sweet and brave and wonderful, and she hoped with all her heart her own baby would turn out like him. 
 
    Almost everywhere she went, a little fox trotted behind her faithfully. If the fox wasn’t shadowing her, he could be found playing in the garden, usually in the company of the shinobi Ichiro’s little daughter. 
 
    So the rainy season passed, and the sun of summer waned towards autumn and the blooming of the royal chrysanthemums. 
 
    It was near the end of summer when, one day, Hanako found she was unable to find Akashi Keiji. So she went to look for him in the garden, but the only one sitting there was a man she had never seen before. He was sitting in the shade of a maple tree, so she couldn’t quite make out his features, save that he appeared very tall. 
 
    “Excuse me, honored sir,” She began cautiously. “I am terribly sorry for intruding upon your solitude, but I was curious to know if you had, perchance, seen a fox run by here recently?” 
 
    The man turned to face her, slowly, and a deep, rumbling chuckle echoed out over the garden. “I am afraid, dear empress, that my son is currently attending his duties in Akiyama. However, he will return to his rightful place as your guardian within the week. As for me, I am stepping in for him until his work is done. After all, guardian the Empress is my primary job.”  
 
    Hanako stared in surprise, then stepped forward cautiously. He was clearly very, very tall, even when he was sitting down, and he was intensely beautiful, with a long beard and mustache and sharp (something colored) eyes that glowed vermillion in the shade of the maple tree. He was clad in an elegant kimono the color of the sea and decorated with waves and a spiraling dragon. His hair was long and nearly fell to the ground, and it was a deep, glossy black, or at least she thought so at first. But when Hanako looked closer, she saw that his hair shone with iridescent hues blue and green as it moved, with faint hints of gold and red and purple. 
 
    He smiled and bowed his head. “It is my honor to speak with you at last, dearest empress.” 
 
    Hanako gathered herself together and bowed her head, as her swelling belly was doing it’s best to discourage any full bowing at the moment. 
 
    “Am I to assume then, honored sir, that you are the Cestial Dragon, Tamotsu Eiji?” 
 
    The Man stood up and bowed deeply. “I am indeed, Empress Hanako. It is my honor and my pleasure to be able to serve you at last.” He stepped aside and gestured towards the bench invitingly. “Please, Princess Hanako, if you would take a seat?” 
 
    Hanako did so gingerly, lowering herself with care. She was gently assisted by the Dragoon, who then took his seat besides her. “I must apologize, my lady,” He said. 
 
    Hanako blinked at him in confusion. “What for?” 
 
    “I was regrettably unable to attend to you ever since you left the pagoda.” He said. “I have been watching over you since birth, but your advent from your prison signaled a great many changes to come. As the guardian of the United Seven Lands, it was also my duty to do my best to inspire and organize and build ties between the lands. However, that did not allow me to stay close to you. Instead, I asked my son Akashi Keiji to look after you, for he is swift and clever and posseses sharp and watchful eyes, and in his place I tended to Akiyama as best as I could. Still… ” He trailed off, his deep, rich voice faintly wistful.  
 
    “It has been a long time since I served an Emperor’s heir, not since Hansuke passed away. I only wish I could have stood by your side. So, I must apologize, dearest Empress, for not being there for you.” He lasped into silence, and Hanako gathered her courage to respond.  
 
    She had grown quite used to the company of Akashi Keiji, but this man was the Imperial Guardian, the Celestial Dragon himself! 
 
    “Did… was what you were doing towards building peace?” Hanako asked. 
 
    The Dragon turned and looked at her, blinking his vermillion eyes curiously. “Yes.” 
 
    “And… and were you helping the Seven Nations?” 
 
    “Yes.” The Dragon said. 
 
    “And you made certain to provide me with an able and loyal caretaker?” Hanako pressed. 
 
    “Of course.” Tamotsu Eiji responded. 
 
    “Then,” Hanako said, and smiled, for once not hiding it modestly behind fan or hand, “You have nothing to apologize for!” 
 
    Tamotsu Eiji looked at her long and deeply, and smiled. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN --- THE BIRTH AND THE DANGER 
 
      
 
    The months continued to wind by, and the golden colors of autumn stole throughout the garden. Akashi Keiji stuck ever-closer to her side as time drew nearer to the birth. Sometimes he was called away, but in his place his father stayed with her, guarding her carefully. 
 
    She spent more and more time with Aika and Daisuke, and the little girl Sakura (who could often be found in the garden, stroking the magnficiently fluffy tail of the Clever One). Isao got busier and busier, however, though he continued to have Hanako assist him. From what Hanako could gather, her honorable brother-in-law was placed in charge of organizing the entirety of the alliance. She felt very sorry for him, especially when he went on his rants about what he would do to the mountains of paperwork on his desk. 
 
    It was one bright morning in the midst of autumn, the fourteenth of November, when the royal chrysanthemums were blooming, that Hanako woke up to find her bedding was rather uncomfortably wet. She stared at it, perplexed, as Akashi Keiji yawned and slithered off the lavish pillow that Hanako had given him for a bed. He slinked across the floor tiredly to check on Hanako and paused halfway there as his nose twitched as it caught a strange scent. 
 
    Hanako noticed his hesitation and blinked. “Is everything all right, Akashi Keiji-dono?” 
 
    The Fox padded closer to the futon, stuck his nose against the wet patch on the coverlet, and sniffed. Then he leapt back, fur standing up to attention on his back and his tail stiffening in his panic. 
 
    She peered at him in concern. “What’s wrong, Akashi-dono?” 
 
    The fox stared at her with wild golden eyes, and said in a voice that may have been just slightly higher pitched than normal, “The baby’s coming.” 
 
    Hanako blinked. “Oh.” That then, perhaps, explained the strange discomfort in her abdomen. She pressed a hand to her belly and stared at it in wonder. Is it really time to meet you at last, my child? “Well, then, please go and inform Princess Aika-sama for me.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I will do that,” The Fox said, and turned and sprinted out the door, appearing to slide right through the paper of the door. 
 
    Hanako stared after him. Apparently all men, even those that were Celestial Spirits, became scared when a baby was on the way. 
 
    The rest of the day passed in a long, painful blur. Hanako was surrounded by people, bustling back and forth, speaking loudly and quickly. Aika sat next to her, holding her hand, and she could feel Akashi Keiji curled up on the pillow next to her. 
 
    “I wish…” she gasped, in between waves of pain, “I wish Shichiro-san was here.” 
 
    She felt Aika squeeze her hand, but did not speak spoke. 
 
    Hanako felt the moisture building in her eyes and she squeezed them shut, refusing to cry. She was the wife of a prince, and she would not let her sorrow best her.               
 
    “Why did he leave me?” She whispered, then cried out as her muscles clenched in agony.   
 
    Akashi Keiji shifted, his tail flicking against her shoulder, and she felt wet, rough brush of Akashi Keiji’s tongue swept across Hanako’s cheek, but he did not answer her. 
 
    “Be ready, my princess!” Someone said. “The child is coming!” 
 
    Hanako pushed with all her might, screaming her pain to the heavens. Then—then there was perfect silence for a moment, that was suddenly broken why a thin, unhappy wail. 
 
    “It’s a boy!” A voice said, and something bright and warm and wonderful suddenly filled up Hanako, and for one blissful moment of delight, all her pain and discomfort was wiped away and forgotten, replaced with wonder. 
 
    Then the pain came back with a vengeance, and Hanako screamed in pain and shock. There was a sudden commotion, but Hanako couldn’t comprehend it in the swirl of agony in confusion. The baby was born already, so why was it hurt so much? 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Someone said, “There’s another baby, and it’s about to crown.” 
 
    Hanako blinked up at the ceiling in bewilderment. Another baby? How… 
 
    “It’ll be alright, my princess. You just went through this, so you know what to do. Get ready to push—yes, yes, well done, keep going--ah! Here it comes!” 
 
    Two babies. Hanako thought dazedly, her throat vibrating in pain as she screamed out her anguish. One for Shichiro and one for me… what would he have named them? 
 
    “One last push!” Someone called out, and she heard Akashi Keiji whisper softly in her ear. 
 
    “You can do this, brave little empress.” 
 
    So she gathered all her strength for one last gasp, and was rewarded from the tiny, angry cries of another newborn child. 
 
    “A girl this time,” Someone said, and Hanako felt the tears she’d held at bay slip silently down her cheeks, free at last now that her travail was over. 
 
    “May I hold them?” She croaked out softly, but Aika shook her head. 
 
    “There’s still a little you have yet to do, and the children need to be cleaned first. You’ll get to hold them soon enough.” 
 
    And soon enough it was, though it felt like an eternity for Hanako. But at last she was levered up carefully, and she reached out and had a tiny bundle slipped securely into her arms. 
 
    He was tiny and red and his head was covered in thick dark hair, and he squirmed slightly, staring around him curiously with bright blue eyes. Finally his gaze fixed on Hanako, and she felt something, deep inside her heart, that had been growing and growing and gaining strength for some time now finally come into its own. 
 
    “Welcome home, my son.” She whispered. “I finally get to meet you.” 
 
    She held him just a tad bit closer, and the baby shifted contently in her hold. Hanako smiled down at him—but then she gasped. 
 
    Aika was instantly at her side. “What is it, Hanako-chan? What’s wrong?” 
 
    But when Hanako lifted up her head from staring at her son in her arms, she was smiling. “He bears the Dragon’s Mark. My son will be Emperor one day.” 
 
    “So it is.” Akashi Keiji intoned from his place at her side. “And you here are witnesses.” 
 
    Hanako looked back down at her son in her arms, and leaned forward, pressing her forehead to her sons. “You will be a great emperor and a wonderful swordsman, my son.” She whispered. “You will be just like your father, and you will be his pride and joy, and he will love you very much. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Normally his father would name him,” The Clever One said, “But I’m afraid that isn’t an option at the moment. So it is up to you, little empress.” 
 
    Hanako stared down at the child emperor in her arms, and she saw Shichiro’s looks in his face, even if she suspected that he would get her eyes. “I will name you Kenshin,” She whispered to it, “Heart of the Sword, for you will grow up to be a great swordsman like your father, my little emperor.” 
 
    “And my daughter, where is she?” Hanako asked after a moment, and Kenshin was taken from her arms (with some protest on the tiny emperor’s part), and his baby sister was placed in their mother’s arms. 
 
    She looked very like her brother, but they were so small it was hard to distinguish much about them. However, her skin was not so fiery red as her brother’s, and Hanako thought her face leaned toward’s Hanako’s own features. She blinked open her eyes, and the baby’s blue shade was darker than Kenshin’s, and Hanako hoped they would be Shichiro’s eyes in time. This baby was still and content in her arms, unlike her brother’s energy, and Hanako smiled down at the sweetness she held, stroking a finger along a velvet, pink cheek. “I will name you Misaki, the beautiful blossom of hope. May you grow to be as great and lovely as Mother Tomoko was.” She whispered to her, and Misaki grabbed ahold of Hanako’s finger and clung tightly. 
 
    “I remember when Shichiro was a baby, just a little.” Isao said as he held Kenshin in his arms. “He looks very much like him, back then.” 
 
    Hanako looked up from Misaki, her eyes bright. “Do you think so, Isao-dono?” 
 
    “Yes,” Isao grinned, “But I must say his pretty eyes belong to you… and his interesting birthmark.” 
 
    Hanako flushed slightly and focused on rocking her little daughter. “He will be a great emperor, a true legacy of Hansuke’s line.” 
 
    “Just as you will be, a great empress, renowned for restoring the throne.” 
 
    Hanako blinked and looked up at Isao. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Isao bounced a wiggling Kenshin up and down. “I would think it’s rather obvious, Empress Tatsuo Hanako.” 
 
    Hanako knew her mouth was hanging open, but in her frazzled state she couldn’t seem to close it. “B-but—I can’t be empress, Isao-dono!” 
 
    “Why not?” Isao said, making a face at his nephew. “You have all the qualities of a good empress. Wise, kind, caring, a good knowledge of politics and training in diplomacy… Your harpy of a false mother made sure to prepare you for the position.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Hanako burst out. “She prepared me to be a puppet! I don’t have the experience, nor am I knowledgeable enough about people nor strong enough to lead on my own! I can’t do it! I--” She realized then that she was yelling at her husband’s esteemed elder brother, and she subsided into a blushing, embarrassed confuision. 
 
    “Ah, but you won’t be alone.” Her brother-in-law pointed out wisely. “After all, you will have the Celestial Guardians to advise you, and my brother will be Emperor and stand at your side.” He looked at her and smiled. “So, you see? Everything will be just fine.” 
 
    “I—but I—,” Hanako stammered, clutching Misaki so close that she began to squirm uncomfortably. 
 
    “A word of advice, Hanako-chan,” Isao said, and his tone was light while his expression was serious. “Humility is the acceptance of one’s position, neither denying or reveling in it. And if one were to look at history, it is usually not considered wise to run away from duties divinely bestowed. The running is usually unpleasant, and the end of the road usually leads to whatever your fled from in the first place.” 
 
    He stood up and walked over to where the exhausted new mother sat, staring at him in confusion and amazement, and gently laid Kenshin next to her. He briefly settled a hand on the soft dark head of his niece, smiled at her, and was gone. 
 
    Hanako stared after him, clutching her daughter close, and wondered if he was right. 
 
    ***** 
 
    It was late at night when Hanako was awoken by a cold fox nose pressing against her cheek. She jerked upright in surprise, hand scrambling to check on the safety of her children. “Akashi-dono? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, little empress,” Akashi Keiji said, and she could hear the grin in his tone. “It’s just my family has come to offer their congratulations. Are you willing to receive them?” 
 
    “Oh!” Hanako said, startled. “Well, I suppose so, as long as they do not mind my current state of informality.” 
 
    “It would be rather rude of them to mind, considering they were the ones who decided to call in the middle of the night,” The Clever One laughed. “Gather your kits and I’ll bring my kindred in.”               
 
    Hanako quickly scooped up her infants, one cradled securely in each arm. She was glad she only had had two—she wasn’t sure what exactly she would have done three, only being in possession of two arms. 
 
    The shoji doors slid open silently and in filed a glowing, celestial procession. Hanako had met three herself—tall and grand Tamotsu Eiji, the Imperial Dragon; graceful and wise Momoe Chiyo, the Immortal Goose of Karigane; and bright and clever Akashi Keiji, the Fox of Akiyama. Two more had been described to her by Isao—the delicate and shimmering Izumi Miwa, the Koi of Yamazaki; and the fierce and strong Takeo Masa, the Wolf of Miyukimura. 
 
    There were three, however, she had never seen before. There were two women and one man—one woman’s hair was a brilliant scarlet flame artfully arranged on top of her head, and she had dark eyes that glowed like embers. She was dressed in a black and white kimono decorated with the figures of cranes, and her hairsticks had crane feathers dangling from them. Because of the crane motifs, Hanako thought it was a fairly accurate guess to say the lady was Chiharu Rie, the Crane of Nagisa. 
 
    The second had hair of a tamer auburn shade, which was styled prettily to cover her ears, and dark eyes very like her sister’s. She was wearing a dark green kimono decorated with the images of deer. Since she was the only unnamed female, and because of the deer on her kimono, Hanako deemed she was Masuyo Kaoru, the Deer of Taura.   
 
    The man was tall and dress in armor rimmed with white fur, and he bore the two swords of a warrior at his side. His hair was a light golden-brown color, and tied in a traditional warrior’s topknot, and his eyes gleamed a golden-brown, a shade or two darker than Akashi Keiji’s own golden gleam. There was no one he could be but Tsuyoshi Hiro, the Dog of Masaki. 
 
    “Well met, Empress Nishimura Tatsuo Hanako.” Tamotsu Eiji intoned solemnly, and the entire coterie bowed. “And congratulations on today’s birth of your children.” 
 
    “I thank you, Tamotsu Eiji-dono.” Hanako said with a sincere bow of her head. “And it is my pleasure to meet the rest of your kindred.” 
 
    The all bowed to her again, and Tamotsu Eiji stepped forward, his arms outstretched. “If I may be allowed to hold the Imperial Heir?” 
 
    Hanako nodded and lifted her sleeping son up to the Dragon, who took Kenshin carefully into his arms. The babe stirred and blinked open his blue eyes slowly. Tamotsu Eiji stared at him for a long moment, before reaching up and laying his fingers upon Kenshin’s forehead. “He has great promise, and he will lead while the unification of the Seven Realms will still be quite knew. He has great need of strength, so our Divine Emperor instructed me to bless Kenshin in the same way we blessed his father.” 
 
    At that, Momoe Chiyo laid her own fingers upon the infant’s hea, and their celestial children all gathered around, touching the child. There was a great surge of light which died down again almost instantly, and then Momoe Chiyo was returning Kenshin to Hanako’s arms, but not before brushing a kiss of benediction upon the tiny prince’s forehead. 
 
    “And now for the little princess—she is not the Tatsuo, for she bears not my Husband’s Mark, so she has lesser need of our blessings—however, I shall give her some gifts that wll smooth the path before her.” She leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Misaki’s head. “She will be a grand lady, beloved for ages to come, a model of piety and kindness. Raise both your children well, and the fruit of what we did this night may come to full and glorious bloom.” 
 
    Tamotsu Eiji joined his wife and gently tapped the little princess on the forehead and smiled gently. Hanako gulped once, gathered up her courage, and asked, “Is it… my honored brother-in-law said I was to be Empress, once the war is won. Is this true?” 
 
    The Dragon tipped his head to one side, raising an elegant eyebrow. “Who were you expecting to be emperor, if not you, Princess Hanako-sama?” 
 
    “W-well, Kenshin-chan, because he bears your Mark.” Hanako stammered out. 
 
    Akashi Keiji laughed, “Little empress, the war will be over ere a year has passed from now. I do no think anyone is keen on the idea of placing a baby in charge of a newly-renewed empire.” 
 
    “Oh.” Hanako mumbled. I hadn’t quite thought of it that way… “But are you certain that I am--?” 
 
    “Hanako.” The Dragon said, his voice stern yet kindly, and brooked no refusal and demanded the listener take heed. “All this happened for a reason. Do you think the Heavenly Emperor does not direct the paths of fate?” Hanako stared up at him, in wonder and confusion. He continued, “You were born when you were, for the Heavenly Emperor wanted you to be ready for this very purpose. You were brought into the fold of Katsumi so you may learn and be prepared for the duty that lay ahead of you. You met young Shichiro so you would be comfortable together before your marriage. All this happened when the heavenly Emperor deemed best for the best of all and the fulfillment of his good plans.” 
 
    Hanako blinked slowly, musing over what Tamotsu Eiji had said. “..are you saying that Shichiro is special, somehow?” 
 
    Momoe Chiyo smiled, knowing and gentle. “We visited him too, upon his birth, to bless him, for the Heavenly Emperor had said that Shichiro would be the guardian and companion of the Imperial Heir that was to be.” 
 
    “Oh.” Hanako said, for the second time that night. 
 
    Momoe Chiyo laughed, and Tamotsu Eiji placed a gentle hand on the princess’ head. “You have come a long way, young Empress Hanako, and today has been a tiring one. It is not everday, after all, that twins are born to an Empress. We’ll take our leave now, and allow you to get your well-deserved rest after your travail.” 
 
    “Goodbye, little one,” The Immortal Goose said. “Have sweet and pleasant dreams, and awake refreshed anew.” 
 
    One by one the six children of Momoe Chiyo and Tamotsu Eiji took their leave, save of course for Akashi Keiji, who returned to fox form and his favorite pillow. Then MOmoe Chiyo kissed her forehead one last time and vanished as well, leaving her husband with the very confused Hanako. 
 
    “Have courage, dear lady, and be confident,” The Dragon rumbled. “You would not have been given this responsibility if you were not up to the task.” And then he, too, was gone, leaving Hanako all alone with much indeed to think about. 
 
    Hanako was very grateful indeed for servants. She preferred to attend to the needs of her children as much as possible, but it was a relief to be able to sleep through the night each day. Still, when she was not sleeping, she sent all but one of the servants away and took care of her children herself—they were her’s, after all. 
 
    During the day, Hanako spent her time with Aika, and together they watched over the children--Kenshin and Misaki, and Daisuke and Yoriko. The Clever One could almost always be found curled up in the corner, appearing lazy but keeping watch through slitted eyes. 
 
    So it was one bright day in late winter, three months after the birth of the children.  
 
    Princess Aika, as usual, was attended by her two head ladies-in-waiting. One was named Ayaka, who chatted happily about anything and everything, but bright eyes that clearly saw more than her happy chatter might betray. She was obviously with child, and sat near her lady, her hands busily darting at a loom.  
 
    The other was a lady named Sumiko, with a sharp, intense dark eyes and a kind, motherly smile. Hanako had been surprised to discover the lady was little Sakura’s mother, which would apparently make her the wife of the ever-elusive Ichiro. She also cradled a smaller bundle to her chest, a small boy that had been named Benjiro, and was only six months old. Daisuke was happily playing with a map and an assortment of wooden toys, which apparently his Uncle Ronin made for him. Little Sakura was off in the corner, happily stroking the Celestial Akashi Keiji’s soft fur and happily babbling at him. Yuriko and Kenshin were both currently asleep and lying on a small futon, while Aika played with a wide-awake Masaki, claiming she didn’t get enough time with her little niece. Hanako watched carefully, sitting next to Sumiko in front of her own loom. Lastly was the Princess Yuhime, who was quietly reading in the corner. She was very like Princess Aika in appearance, which Hanako supposed made sense, for she was the Princess’ niece. However, she was much more subdued, and preferred to read or embroider quietly.  
 
    It was late in the afternoon, when the shadows were lengthening and Daisuke and Sakura were beginning to awaken from their much-protested nap, when Akashi Keiji’s eyes snapped wide open. He silently slid off his pillow and crept across the floor, appearing relaxed but bearing a strange aura of tenseness that only Hanako appeared to pick up on.  
 
    However, she kept silent until he reached his destination, pressing up against her side. Then she spoke, quietly, but Aika’s eyes darted over to her at her words. ‘Is there something wrong, Akashi-dono?” 
 
    The fox’s mouth pulled back ever-so-slightly in an understated snarl. “A malignant presence unknown to me has entered the palace compound.” 
 
    “I see.” Aika said, carefully drawing her niece closer to her chest. “What exactly does ‘unknown to you’ mean?”  
 
    “It means the presence, surprisingly, does not originate in Akiyama.” Akashi Keijji said. “However, that doesn’t rule out my dearest Katsumi’s involvement. There are more ways to attack someone than by simply using the dagger ready to hand.” 
 
    Aika nodded, then stood up. “Well, then. I believe my husband must be informed.” She strode to the shoji and called out, “Eikichi! I have need of you.” 
 
    A few seconds later, the shoji slid open and in popped a gangly youth that was a bit on the short side. His hair was dark and knotted formally, but both his hair and his clothes were in a slight bit of disrepair.  
 
    “What is it that you want, cousin-sama?” He said cheerfully, and grinned brightly, exposing a missing tooth. Since he was a bit too old to lose teeth normally, Hanako guessed it must have been a casualty of some adventure.  
 
    “Go and find the Crown Prince Isao-sama, and tell him I request his presence most urgently.”  
 
    The boy still grinned, but his eyes narrowed a fraction, a serious look entering them that was belied by the smile on his face.  
 
    “As you wish, Aika-hime-sama,” He said, and was gone. Aika ran a hand distractedly over the dark hairs of Misaki’s head, and turned back to face the room. 
 
    “Eikichi is my younger cousin,” She said quietly to Hanako and the Fox. “His is clever and trustworthy, and most of all he is swift. My husband will be here soon.”
***** 
 
    Isao had been peacefully working in his study and idly wishing for something to happen to spice up the endless doom that was paperwork. His youth in training to serve his father was bleak and dark, but it was enviable in the fact that there was no paperwork to be done.  
 
    It was then that the shoji door was yanked open, and in darted Eikichi, panting slightly from a dash across the palace.  
 
    The prince’s glanced languidly up at the interruption, carefully masking the fact that his heart had began to beat doubly fast. He had a feeling he would soon get his wish, and as is often the case, discover the worth of his previous circumstances.                
 
    And I haven’t even had supper yet. 
 
    “What is it, Eikichi?” 
 
    Eikichi took a deep breath, knelt, and bowed. “My lord prince, Princess Aika-sama has sent me to tell you that my exalted cousin requests the presence of her husband most urgently.” 
 
    The feeling in his stomach gave a vicious twist, and Isao nodded. “Very well. Go back and attend to the princesses, and I shall be along shortly.”  
 
    The messenger paused, clearly conflicted, but at last he bowed again and was gone. Isao sat there for a long moment, staring down at the papers strewn about his desk. The strange, twisting sensation in his stomach increased, and he sighed and got up, making his way over to the chest that sat in the corner. “Ichiro?” he said aloud, as he began to rummage through the chest and prepare himself.  
 
    “Yes, my lord?” Ichiro said quietly, appearing as if from nowhere (oh gosh this is crap i know). 
 
    “My lovely wife has called for me most urgently.” Isao said, examining a ring carefully before slipping it onto his thumb. “And you know as well as I do that she would not use the word ‘urgent’ if it is not true.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and glanced over at the katana, which rested on its stand against the wall. He was not Shichiro, but he was by no means unskilled or untalented in the ancient art of kenjutsu. However… if this was what his heart forebode, he would be better served by his own weapons, the weapons of shadow and silence.  
 
    He slipped out of the room, followed silently by the ever-faithful Ichiro, and left the Katana and wakizashi behind on their stand.  
 
    There was a reason Shogun Tsuneo of Masaki did not dare to send assassins after his wayward son, and that reason was not Ichiro. 
 
    ***** 
 
    It was dark and quiet in the room--there were no windows to shed light, though even if there were, it would do little good. It was in the deepest, darkest hour of the night, and all the palace was asleep, save those that walked and lived in the shadows.  
 
    Isao had the misfortune to be one of these.  
 
    When he was eight years old, his lordly and exalted father had called Isao before him in the private receiving room (there’s a word for this and i can’t remember it).  
 
    “You are of age now, my son, to be apprenticed out to be taught the trade of the warrior,” he had said, “However, the path before you diverges from that of your brothers’.” 
 
    “The Heavenly Emperor has seen fit to bless me with seven sons. My firstborn Yoichi I have trained to become my successor, as is fitting, and my secondborn Hideaki shall be his advisor and strategist. Katsuro and Satoshi shall be generals, and my second to youngest shall be the head Royal Messenger, loyal and discrete. And my pride and joy, my youngest Shichiro, shall become the bodyguard and champion of his eldest brother.” 
 
    Isao bit his lip to keep from shouting in protest. Little Shichiro--his baby brother!--was only five years old, and already their father was grueling him in the art of Kenjutsu, and he was doing it far more seriously and severely than Isao or any of their brothers had been subjected to.  
 
    And now he learned that Shichiro was destined to be chained to their horrendous elder brother for the rest of his life. But there was nothing he could say in protest, so he kept silent. 
 
    “Now the time is come that you take your own steps upon the path I have chosen for you, my son.” The Shogun said. “You too shall be a general--a general of my silent shadows, who will protect our realm from the dark and the quiet. You are clever, beyond your years, perhaps… and skilled in slipping in and out of shadows and passing by without being noticed.” 
 
    If he was so skilled in not being noticed, Isao thought unhappily, why did his lordly father know of his exploits? 
 
    “Under the careful tutelage of Sakuto, the head of my shinobi forces, you shall become the greatest shinobi of our time… a Prince of Shinobi, perhaps. And because of this, you will not be sent away to be trained, but instead you will remain here, in my palace, with your mother and brother.”  
 
    A swirl of happiness began in Isao’s heart, mixed with a rising swell of dread. When the silence lingered, Isao bowed his forehead nearly to the ground and said quietly, “I thank you, Father-sama.”  
 
    By the time Isao had risen from his bow, his father was accompanied by a man who was dressed in dingy, dim colors. He wore nothing over his face, but his expression was schooled into a blank, forgettable mask.  
 
    “This is Sakuto, my silent right hand.” Shogun Tsuneo said. “Follow him, and do all that he says, and I shall be well pleased.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord Shogun.” Isao said quietly, and got to his feet, following the silent figure of Sakuto with softly padding feet.  
 
    Just as they reached the door, the Shogun’s voice called out to his fifth son. “Your training must be kept secret from all, but you are permitted to tell your mother, she knows the value of discretion. Remember, the blade in the dark loses its worth one it reflects the light.” 
 
    Isao bowed deeply in acknowledgement, then followed Sakuto out of the room.  
 
      
 
    It had been two years since that day, and Isao felt as if half his life was stained by ink, shrouded in inescapable darkness.  
 
    And now here he was, in a dark, windowless room, face-to-face with a destiny he wished to flee from with all his might.  
 
    “Sakuto-sensei, I don’t--” 
 
    Sakuto cut in, his voice deep and smooth and dark, like black silk. “If you cannot perform as required, tell me, boy. However, if you can’t, I shall have to inform your father of the uselessness of his son.”  
 
    Isao shut his eyes and shuddered. It would not be pleasant if his father was told thus.  
 
    “And…” the prince felt a brush of air against his ear. “I would be very angry if my prize pupil failed his testing. And if I get angry, who knows who will bear the brunt of my anger?”  
 
    Isao’s breath caught in his chest, and his eyes darted over to the side, where a small boy knelt, staring straight ahead with a blank gaze. He was a tiny little thing, at least two years younger than Isao’s baby brother. He couldn’t be more than five years old.  
 
    He resisted the urge to grind his teeth together angrily, or, preferably, kick Sakuto-sensei in the shin. Some of the best dreams Isao had ever had involved him kicking Sakuto-sensei in various painful places.  
 
    When he spoke, his voice was smooth as his master’s, cool and emotionless. “I will perform as you wish, Sakuto-sensei, and I am certain you will be pleased with my performance.” 
 
    “Just as I thought.” Sakuto said calmly. “Your soft heart directs your actions more than they should. Still, we’ll train that out of you, in time. Now go, and show me the results of my efforts.” 
 
    Isao sighed and faced forward, reaching into his sleeve and pulling out his sai, stretching his fingers and feeling the cold circle of metal around his thumb and middle finger. His opponent was across the room, bound and watching.  
 
    He was enemy shinobi that had been captured and interrogated, and now there was only one use left for him.  
 
    At a word from Sakuto-sensei, the enemy’s bonds were slashed by one of the shinobi’s silent lackeys, and Isao waited one moment before darting forward.  
 
    The battle was short. The enemy was weak and injured from imprisonment and interrogation, and Isao was young and strong, with two year’s training in the art of shadows and killing under his belt. The conclusion was inevitable.  
 
    In the end, Isao stood over the cooling body of his opponent and silently tucked his sai back into his sleeve.  
 
    “Excellent.” The blank voice of his master spoke from his corner of the room. “You have progressed faster than even I did when I was your age, boy. Your father will be pleased. Only remember to keep it up.” 
 
    Isao turned and bowed slightly in acknowledgement and kept silent, trying not to think of the dead body on the floor, or of his desire to lunge forward and grab at Sakuto’s leg with his ringed hand. It would be futile, in the end, and the little boy would suffer from it.  
 
    “You are dismissed, prince. Go now and relish in your victory.” 
 
    Isao was silent as he walked by, intent on fleeing from there as soon as possible. He wanted to be safe in his own futon, far away from the smell of blood. He wanted to tease his silly baby brother, who was still happy and carefree, yet untainted by the knowledge of how it was to deal death. He wanted to crawl into his mother’s embrace and feel her love, free of all disgust and condemnation. 
 
    He did not look at Sakuto. He did not look at the thin little form of a lonely boy that was barely more than a baby, but already knew how to kill.  
 
    Someday, he thought, I will free that boy, and take him away from all the darkness, and teach him how to smile and laugh and be happy, like my baby brother.  
 
    Someday, I will kill Sakuto-sensei with my own two hands.  
 
    ***** 
 
    “You called for me, wife?” Isao announced cheerfully as he entered the room where his wife and her companions waited.  
 
    “Indeed.” Aika said softly. “Akashi Keiji-dono has something he wishes to tell you.”               
 
    Isao raised his eyebrows and looked over to the fox, who curled himself tighter about Hanako’s ankles. “There are intruders in the palace.” The Clever One stated. “And they bear the scent of malice and ill intent.” 
 
    “I see.” The Prince said thoughtfully. Since I have heard no commotion nor received any notice from my guards, it is most likely that these enemies are shinobi. He felt the corner of his mouth quirk up. Too bad for them.  
 
    He glanced around the room in thought. This room is pretty defensible, and i don’t want to risk moving them and exposing them. No, we’ll stay here. However… what shall I do about the Shogun? 
 
    “Ichiro, I want you to stay here--the Empress and her heir must be guarded with all our ability. However, that doesn’t mean we should neglected the safety of my lordly father. Select some of your best men and send them to guard him.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Ichiro said quietly, and slipped out of the room. Isao turned back to survey the room. His wife was standing, cradling their infant daughter in her arms, while Hanako held little Kenshin close. Sumiko was holding her own son, and Ayaka held little Misaki.  
 
    Princess Yuhime stood faithful guard over the futon where the older children were sleeping, and Isao smiled at her in approval.  
 
    She was the daughter of his old, best friend (waaaahhhh yasuhito i’m sorry for inventing you for the sole purpose of killing you off), and he had raised her and her little brother after the tragic deaths of their parents (i’m sorry, too, nameless yasuhito’s wife). She saw Deisuke as her own sibling just as much as young Yasuki, and Isao was glad. 
 
    Yasuhito would have been pleased, to know their children were so close.  
 
    Isao brushed away the faint flicker of old pain impatiently. He had to focus now, and dwelling on old griefs had never got him anywhere.  
 
    “Akashi Keiji-dono, what are your thoughts?” 
 
    The Fox looked up at him from where he had twined himself about Hanako’s ankles, clearly unhappy. “Whoever the intruders are, they are not of my people. However, it’s still incredibly likely that they were sent by Princess Katsumi.” 
 
    “At her behest, perhaps,” Isao replied, “But most likely by my father’s orders. His shinobi may not be from your patronage, my lord Fox, but they are skilled indeed in the ways of death.”  
 
    “More skilled than you, prince?” The Fox replied, his gold eyes knowing.  
 
    Isao grinned sharply back at him. “Now, I didn’t say that.”  
 
    “I thought not.” The Fox said, and Hanako looked down at him, confused. Then she glanced up at Isao, and was shocked to find the splintered shadows in his eyes. She wondered what darkness dwelled in his past, and what taught him to hide it so well she’d not noticed until now? 
 
    “I assume you will take charge of the Empress and her children, Akashi Keiji-dono?”  
 
    The Fox grinned back at him. “They are under my protection, after all, mortal prince.” 
 
    “Good.” Isao replied back. “Then Ichiro and I will take care of the other ladies. Do you know how many there are?” 
 
    Akashi Keiji frowned thoughtfully in concentration. “It is… difficult to say. There are many, many people in the palace, and I am not omniscient. However… I believe i can distinguish fifteen malignant presecenes.” 
 
    Isao’s eyebrows rose up. “Fifteen all at once? And all shinobi?” 
 
    “My guess would be so.” Th Fox replied. “They seem to be able to keep from alerting your people to their presence.” 
 
    “Well, Cranesfeathers.” Isao said. Then he turned to smile at Hanako. “You should feel proud, little sister. They must really want you dead or captured to send so many shinobi at once.” 
 
    Hanako was uncertain as to how she was supposed to draw pride from the fact that her adopted mother was throwing shinobi at her, but she’d learned sometimes it was best to just let Prince Isao talk. 
 
    “How close are they, my good fox?” Isao asked the Celestial, his attention diverted once again.  
 
    “They are still reasonably far away, but they are coming swiftly.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Isao responded. “I have time to prepare then. In the meantime, tell the guards that none save yourself are allowed to enter this room.” 
 
    “As you say, my lord.”  
 
    The shinobi slipped away, leaving Isao standing alone in the room. Then, to Hanako’s everlasting astonishment, he proceeded to strip off his outer layers of clothes, leaving him only in his under-kosode and hakama.  
 
    While Hanako blinked at him in astonishment, Isao handed off his excess clothing to his wife. Aika merely set down the sleeping Yuriko and folded the clothes, placing them out of the way.  
 
    Isao then reached into his sleeves and removed long strips of cloth, which he proceeded to use to bind his hakama tightly from ankle to the middle of his shin. He flexed his legs a few times, testing the movement, before smiling. He glanced up then, and caught Hanako’s bewildered stare, and burst out laughing.  
 
    Her face expression immediately shifted from confused to veiled affront, and Isao bit down harshly on the inside of his cheek to keep himself from laughing.  
 
    “Hakama are all well and good on the battlefield and in a duel, but I excel at a different type of fighting than your husband. I don’t particularly wish to trip over the sweeping folds of my own clothing while fighting for my life.” 
 
    She blinked a couple times, but decided that made sense. Her only question was what sort of fighting he did that was so different from Shichiro?  
 
    Akashi Keiji’s smooth silver voice broke through her reverie. “They are here.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” Isao said, his had sliding into the width of his kosode’s sleeve. As his hand darted inside, Hanako thought she caught a glimpse of metal around his fingers, which she thought strange indeed. Isao did not usually wear rings. 
 
    There was a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye, and when she turned she saw Akashi Keiji in his human form, coppery hair and golden eyes gleaming with unnatural light.  
 
    Or perhaps it was natural light, for him at least. After all, he was a Celestial, descended from those who had first dwelt in the Court of Heaven. How more natural can you get? 
 
    His hands darted into his sleeves, and when he withdrew them, gleaming tekko-kaji were affixed to his hands. They were sharp, clawed devices that were a tool of the shinobi, and allowed one to attack and defend with normal hand-to-hand combat. Hanako had even heard that if used right, a tekko-kaji could disarm a man who was wielding a katana. 
 
    Hanako glanced nervously about the room. As far as she could tell, they were going to be attacked by what appeared to be a horde of enemy ninja, and their only defenders were Isao, Ichiro and Akashi Keiji. The last time her mother had sent men after Hanako… Shichiro had been horribly wounded and separated from her. If something like that happened again, if Aika or Isao or the children suffered because of her…! 
 
    “Don’t worry so, mortal child. Everything will be fine,” The silver voice of Akashi Keiji broke into her musings. She looked up to meet his golden eyes, which gleamed with amusement and fondness.  
 
    “I am guardian after all, and a celestial one at that. My very purpose since I first drew breath has been protection. As long as you are under my care I will allow no harm to come to you.” 
 
    Hanako felt her heart calm slightly, but her eyes darted nervously towards Aika, who stood sentinel over the children. The Clever One followed her gaze and tilted his head thoughtfully, long, fire-colored locks sliding over his shoulder.  
 
    “And I wouldn’t worry for the others, either. I will not only defend you, little empress, even if you are my priority. And I am not the only defense.” He tilted his head in the direction of Isao, who stood calmly, examining the blade of his sai.  
 
    “The little prince is renowned for more than merely being the heir of the Shogun of Nagisa.” The Fox said. “And he is not the sort of man who will let those precious to him die, not while he stands ready to prevent it.”  
 
    His sharp, golden eyes slanted over towards the prince, and Hanako followed his gaze, just in time to catch the slightest flinch in Isao’s form. It was instantly concealed with great skill, but Hanako was one to whom the language of face and body was as clear as a cloudless sky. She could see the grief and guilt that was written in every line of his form, but then she saw him straighten and firm his shoulders with resolve. 
 
    She smiled and felt her heart settle with peace. 
 
    It was a good thing too, for it was then that the door slid open. 
 
    Hanako tensed and stepped slightly behind the tall silhouette of her guardian, but relaxed when she saw it was merely a servant, kneeling politely at the entrance. 
 
    “My lord prince, I have come bearing a message for you.” Hanako eyed him, and felt her shoulders tense. The servant’s head was bowed subserviently, but the lines of his body were as tense as the string of a drawn bow, ready for action. 
 
    “Ah, I thank you, for your diligence.” Isao said, his hands tucked inside the sleeves of his kosode. 
 
    The servant’s head slipped to one side in slight confusion. “My lord prince?” 
 
    “After all,” Isao said, and smiled wide and sharp. For a moment Hanako could swear she saw the bared fangs of a fox in his smile. “It takes an unusual amount of diligence to faithfully deliver a message, when the prince has forbidden any to approach him.” 
 
    There was one terrible second, like the breath between a lightning strike and a boom of thunder, and then the stillness exploded into action. 
 
    The servant reached into his sleeve and lunged at Isao in one smooth motion. Hanako’s eyes widened in alarm, but Isao darted to one side and stabbed with his sai. The assailant fell to the floor and was still, and Hanako flinched and clutched Kenshin closer. 
 
    “Everyone, be ready.” Isao said, calmly wiping the blade of his sai of the fallen servant’s yukata. “It seems as if they are here.” 
 
    Hanako stared at the fallen form, and felt anger welling up in her--here was a man that could have lived long and happily, had not Katsumi and Shogun Tsuneo succumbed to their greed and ambition.  
 
    Instead, he lay dead on the floor, far from whatever home and family he had.  
 
    “Akashi-dono,” Isao said, eying the corpse thoughtfully, “How many more are there coming? They don’t appear to be very threatening. We might have this business done in half-an-hour.”  
 
    Akashi Keiji paused for a moment, tilting his head to one side. After a second, he frowned and sniffed the air. “There are thirteen left--apparently your man Ichirou took out one of them. However, there appear to only be nine heading this way--the other four are going in a different direction.” 
 
    Isao felt a frown curl his lips, and with some effort he wiped it away. Obviously, the other assassins were going after the Shogun, perhaps he should… no. Isao had arranged for the safety of Shogun Hiroshi, and it was out of his hands. Isao’s place was here--guarding the Empress and her heir, and his own child, who would one day rule Nagisa.  
 
    “My lord Fox,” he began thoughtfully, “Is there any chance that your sister Chiharu Rie would come to our aid?” 
 
    The Fox glanced down at him, his golden eyes gleaming knowingly. “I’m afraid not. We are not guardians of the Shogun but the protectors of our lands as a whole, not to mention the Crane’s skill lies not majorly in battle but largely in blessing and prosperity. 
 
    ‘My sister is away doing her duty, and by the time my message would reach her, it would be too late.” He shrugged and glanced upwards thoughtfully. “And even if she was here, there is no guarantee she could save your father. We are only servants, in the end, and just as you do we must trust in the will of Heaven.” His golden eyes flickered over Isao’s shoulder. “Oh, and I would watch out behind you.” 
 
    Isao spun around and ducked just in time to avoid the spinning danger of the shuriken, lashing out with shuriken of his own, and watched in satisfaction as his assailant fell. The next moment there was a flash of orange and gold and red, and with a sweep of his tekko-kagi the Fox dispatched another. Several suspicious thumps rang out in quick succession in the hallway, and Isao caught a glimpse of Ichiro darting forward, the flash of the shinobi’s kusarigama leaping ahead of him. Immediately afterward there was another thump, and Isao grinned fiercely.  
 
    He quickly glanced over at his charges--the women were all on the paler side, with wide eyes and nervous glances, but they were standing firm. The children were all fast asleep, which was a great blessing, considering the commotion. Isao guessed that their honorable foxy companion may have had something to do with that.  
 
    There was a flicker of movement out of hte corner of Isao’s eye, and he twisted and brought up his sai in time to deflect the blow of a shinobi’s tanto. The enemy stumbled back a step, clearing not anticipating his strike to meet with resistance.  
 
    “You!” He spat. “How--you’re supposed to be some spoiled prince, but you fight like a shinobi! How--how is that even possible--!” 
 
    Isao grinned. “Have I been gone for so long that everyone has forgotten Sakuto’s Shadow?” 
 
    The enemy shinobi stared in shock. “You’re Sakuto’s Kage?” 
 
    “I was.” Isao said. “Kage-no-Masaki, the Prince of Shinobi, Sakuto’s apprentice.” He stood tall, crossing the blades of his sai in front of him. “And I killed Sakuto-sensei with my own two hands.” 
 
    The man stared at him in shock and awe. “However,” Isao continued, “i don’t think i’ll offer you the same consideration. After all, I need someone to tell me what exactly’s going on here.” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you anything, murderou--” 
 
    There was a brush of movement, like a red-orange fox had suddenly twined itself between the legs of the enemy. Startled, the shinobi stumbled. 
 
    Seizing the opportunity, Isao darted forward in the second-window caused by the fox’s distraction and grasped the man firmly by the shoulder. 
 
    The shinobi stiffened as he recognized the feeling of the prongs of the kakute ring pierce his flesh, and undoubtedly spreading poison through his veins. Still, milder poisons like that took longer to take affect, so as extra insurance Isao pinched hte nerves in the back of the shinobi’s neck. Bonelessly, the prisoner sank to the floor. 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then the shoji doors slid open to reveal a kneeling Ichiro. “All the intruders in this wing of the palace have been eradicated without any loss of life, my lord.” 
 
    Isao wiped the blood off his sai and replaced them safely within his sleeves. “Excellent, Ichiro, thank the rest of your men for me.” Ichiro nodded and slid the door shut again, and the prince turned to the Celestial.  
 
    “What about the ninja heading towards the Shogun?” He asked as calmly as he could manage.  
 
    The Fox had a thoughtful expression on his face, and seemed distracted. At last, however, he spoke. “Their scents are still and dead as well--you have quite impressive men. Still, something strikes me as off…” He frowned slightly, and turned to face in a westerly direction, cocking his head as if to listen to something far off. Isao eyed the Celestial curiously for a moment, but then turned back to the women. 
 
    “Well, would one of you ladies be so kind as to call some servants to clean up in here? It seems as if someone’s made a terrible mess.” He said cheerfully.  
 
    Hanako flinched slightly, and Isao glanced at her face, and nearly stumbled back. Her wide blue eyes were filling with tears as she stared at the fallen figures littering the floor.  
 
    Isao stepped forward in concern, his brow furrowing. “Are you alright, Hanako-chan?”  
 
    “I--yes.” The princess said, swiftly drawing her sleeve across her eyes. “It’s just… it’s such a waste of life.” She bit her lip, and then firmed her shoulders, and lifted her eyes to meet that of her brother-in-law.  
 
    “This war--it must be over. We have to end it! I refuse to let any more of my people die uselessly in a greedy struggle for power!” She spoke, and her blue eyes blazed in determination and resolve.  
 
    Isao smiled, and bowed deeply--a subordinate’s bow of respect and obedience. “Your wish is my command, my empress.” 
 
    Hanako bit her lip and felt color rushing to her cheeks as she realized what she had just done. She clutched Kenshin a little closer to her in consternation and let her eyes drop to the floor. “Nevertheless, Isao-dono, I--I thank you for protecting us; Misaki, Kenshin and I.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aika said, and she stepped forward, one hand reaching out to grasp her husband’s, drawing his gaze to meet her own. “You did it, Isao-sama. You did it. You protected all of us.” 
 
    Isao stared down into her dark, beautiful eyes, and he felt a swelling rush of relief sweep through him. “I did.” He whispered, the words slipping wonderingly from his lips. 
 
    “I told you you would, my husband.” Aika said gently, and her eyes sparkled with tears.  
 
    “I wasn’t too late, not this time.” he said, and bowed his head in gratefulness.  
 
    There were running footsteps down the hallway. Confused, Isao lifted his head and turned just in time to see Eikichi burst in, his face pale and strained.  
 
    “Come quickly, Aika-hime-sama, Isao-sama! His Highness the Shogun has been poisoned!” 
 
    Aika’s grip on Isao’s hand became a crushing vise, and Isao felt the warmth in his chest turn to ice. 
 
    “Take us to him.” He commanded, his voice cold and hard. It could not end this way--he had promised Yasuhito!--everything would be fine. Isao just had to believe that.  
 
    Without a word, Eikichi turned and ran, Isao and Aika hot on their heels. Quickly, Hanako pressed Kenshin into the little princess Yuhime’s arms and hurried after them. Perhaps--perhaps if she was swift enough and arrived in time, the blessing that lay in her blood would be enough to save the Shogun.  
 
    ****** 
 
    “Tell me, how did this happen?” Isao barked. He had made his choice, he knew he had to stay with Hanako and her children--she was the Empress, after all, and his brother’s wife. If Shichiro was not there to protect her, Isao would gladly take up the mantle in his brother’s place.  
 
    And besides! He had taken steps to ensure his lordly father’s safety--Ichirou had picked his best men and ordered them to look after the Shogun. And there had only been four enemy shinobi heading towards the Shogun--surely his men should have managed to protect him! 
 
    What went wrong? 
 
    “It was a poisoned dart--One of the enemy must have managed to shoot it off in the confusion, and no one noticed that Hiroshi-sama had been hit until he collapsed.” Eikichi admitted, and Isao felt his gut clench.  
 
    The next moment, a shudder ran through Isao’s blood, and a chill settled in his bones. He stopped, not knowing why, and noticed all the others had stopped as well.  
 
    “What was that?” Hanako asked quietly, and Isao saw her eyes were filled with tears.  
 
    “A ruler is bound to his land, and a the land to its ruler.” Akashi Keiji said solemnly. “And the land will mourn and cry out in grief when its Shogun dies.” 
 
    Isao felt his heart stop, and he stuttered, “I-I didn’t hear anything, I--” 
 
    The Fox smirked softly, but his golden eyes were full of empathy. “YOu are but a mortal, and the songs of the earth cannot be heard by mortal ears. Still, you recognize it in your blood. Make no mistake--Shogun Hamasaki Hiroshi is dead.” Then the Celestial bowed deeply to Isao, his long auburn hair brushing the floor. “May the reign of Shogun Isao be long and blessed.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    They held the funeral for Shogun Hiroshi two days later. When it was over and the last tendrils of smoke from the crematory fire and the incense braziers was dying away, the new Shogun of the Hamasaki line remained, looking out over the dead fire with dull eyes. He was clad in ornate robes, as befitting his station, with his wife beside him.  
 
    The silence grew eerie as the day drew towards dusk and the mists began to gather, and at last the Princess Aika broke the tentative silence. 
 
    “I know,” She said, softly, halting, “That you blame yourself. I know you are thinking that you were too late, that you failed again.” 
 
    Isao didn’t speak. 
 
    His wife looked at him helplessly for a long second before gathering up her courage. “Maybe you could have done things differently, Isao-san, but… you don’t know that. No one save the Heavenly Emperor-sama knows what might have been. Maybe if you had done something differently, my…” Her voice broke slightly, but she firmed herself and continued, “My father might have survived, but at what cost?” 
 
    His eyes slanted towards her in confusion.  
 
    “Neither you nor I know what might have been, husband,” she said, “But I do know what is. You saved the Empress and her children. You saved Daisuke and Yuriko. You saved me.” Fingers reached out and grasped his sleeve, clutching as she squeezed her eyes shut. “You have failed in the past, yes, but… but everyone has. And for all your failures, you still succeeded, even if just a little! You saved Shichiro when your honorable mother died, and you saved Father and I when--when Yasuhito-nii-san died, and you saved Ichirou, and three days ago you saved our family! 
 
    “Everyone fails, husband. Not even the Celestial Guardians are perfect. It’s just a part of living. But I tell you, husband,” She said softly, and drew close and pressed her forehead against his arm, “That after each failure, you have grown stronger, and you have saved more. So please, don’t let this failure destroy you. Please, grow stronger again, and when the next time comes, do better. It’s all anyone can do.” 
 
    A hand settled on top of her head, and Aika looked up, blinking away wetness from her eyes, to see Isao looking down at her, a smile upon his lips. It was small and faint, but it was there all the same.  
 
    “Thank you, Aika.” He said. “You have always been here, to remind me that all is not lost.” 
 
    “Well,” his wife said, and smiled back at him, “Someone needs to do it, and I’m glad to do so.”  
 
    He lifted his gaze, and together they stared out over the embers of the fire, and at the hunched form of a pale crane that stood above it, her head bowed in mourning.  
 
    ***** 
 
    “We need to talk,” Akashi Keiji said.  
 
    Everyone in the room froze, gazes darting to the impressive stature of the Fox. When a Celestial Guardian says words like that, people tend to respond.  
 
    “About what, Fox-dono?” The Shogun of Nagisa said, tilting his head to one side.  
 
    “About what you plan to do now, little Shogun,” The Fox said.  
 
    Isao raised an eyebrow. “Has something come up?”  
 
    “Yes, this.” The Fox raised his arm, and out of the sleeve of his kimono slithered a white snake, wrapping around his wrist.  
 
    Everyone stared.  
 
    Akashi Keiji’s golden eyes gleamed in amusement, and his lips lifted in a sharp-toothed grin. “Everyone, I would like you to meet my honorable cousin, Bijin no Momoko.”  
 
    The snake blinked her pale gold eyes and bowed her head. “It is a pleasure to meet the Empress at last. There hasn’t been a ruler on the Imperial Throne since before I was born.” 
 
    Hanako blushed slightly and bowed her own head in acknowledgement, hugging Misaki a little closer in nerves. She may have (mostly) accepted her destiny at this point, but she was still unused to people reminding her of it. She wasn’t actually Empress yet, after all, even if she had been divinely appointed and had the Dragon’s Mark upon her back. 
 
    “Your cousin is a snake?” Isao said, his other eyebrow raised.  
 
    “I have a crane, a koi fish, and a deer for sisters, surely after that a snake for a cousin isn’t that surprising.” The Fox said. “And besides, she takes after her mother.” 
 
    Hanako remembered old, old legends that she had read, back when she was young and bored and had very little to do in her dragon-bedecked palace of a prison. Legends that told how in the ancient days before the Seven Nations, the land of Azuma no Kuni was filled with warring clans and no peace. Then the Heavenly Emperor sent down the first of the guardians, Momoe Chiyo, the Great Goose, who brought peace and order to the land that would one day be known as Karigane.  
 
    After Momoe Chiyo the Eldest there came the three siblings--Madoka Nori the Black Serpent the eldest, and his brother Tamotsu Eiji the Jade Dragon--who had fought over the hand of Momoe Chiyo, resulting in Madoka Nori being cast down upon the earth.  
 
    And last of all came Amayo Mito, the White Snake, who before the birth of Momoe Chiyo’s children had guided and guarded the eastern clans.  
 
    In legends it was said that Amayo Mito had loved and wed a mortal man, to whom she fed a peach from the immortal trees in the gardens of Heaven, and together they dwell upon a mountain wreathed mists in the far east. Their firstborn was the famed Shieru-sama, but they were rumored to have many children, children that could take on their mother’s form.  
 
    The tales of Tamotsu Eiji the Great Dragon, and of his wife the the Immortal Goose, Momoe Chiyo, and their seven children were all true… perhaps the tales of Junji and his immortal wife were more than that, as well.  
 
    Akashi Keiji bent and let his hand fall towards the ground, and the white snake--Bijin--slithered free and onto the tatami matts. And then, within the space of a breath, a girl stood there--not very old, but with long white hair and pale gold eyes. She was dressed in a white kimono decorated with peaches, and she bowed deeply to the people in the room. “I bear a message from Tamotsu Eiji-sama. He says that the time is right, and all the countries are prepared. Now the time has come to gather together and strike out against the would-be-usurpers.” She blinked her wide, pale gold eyes, and then locked gazes with Hanako. “And If you wish to be successful in such an endeavor, you must go and find the lost prince of Masaki and bring him home.” 
 
    Hanako’s heart leapt. Shichiro! We--we need to find him, and then… She glanced down at Misaki, who blinked up at her mother with her newly-darkened eyes. And he’ll be able to hold our children at last.  
 
    She glanced at her honored brother-in-law, whose face had gone completely slack. “I…” he said, “Are you telling me that I’ve been divinely instructed to go save my little brother?” 
 
    The little girl, Bijin no Momoko, smiled prettily and bowed her head. “Indeed so, Shogun-sama.” 
 
    A wild, severely undignified grin slipped across his face and he stood up. “Well, then, what are we waiting for, I--” He paused, and then the grin slipped away as his face smoothed itself into a blank mask. “I can’t.” 
 
    “It’s generally considered unwise to refuse a divine direction, child,” Akashi Keiji drawled.  
 
    Isao sat down with all the dignity his position afforded him and shook his head once. “I can’t.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji stepped forward and was suddenly a fox, and he trotted forward to face Isao, a displeasure radiating from his narrowed eyes and the irritated flicking of his tail. “Why won’t you go? Do you not care about your brother?” 
 
    Hanako jumped when Isao’s hand slammed down onto his writing desk. The ink table shook and spilled, a black stain slipping out and spreading across the surface.  
 
    “I am Shogun!” Isao snarled. “I cannot leave my country, not after my honored father died not three days ago!”
The little snake girl with the long white hair padded forward uncertainly. “Uh, pardon me, my lord, but you have to leave Nagisa. You were appointed the leader of the alliance, were you not? Now all the allied Shoguns shall gather, and you need to be in Karigane to lead them. All the other Shoguns shall leave their countries--is it so hard for you to do the same?” 
 
    “I--” Isao said, rubbing a hand down his face. “That was the plan, yes, but that was when Shogun Hiroshi was alive. Nagisa has just lost one leader, it could be disastrous if her new shogun upped and abandoned her so soon. I wish I could go--you can’t know how much I wish to, but I--” 
 
    “Need to go.” Aika said firmly. Isao spun towards her in confusion, and she locked gazes with him firmly. “I will stay, husband, and rule in your place. After all, I am the Princess of Nagisa.” 
 
    “Aika, but--you just lost your father, I can’t leave you now…” Isao said helplessly, strain and sorrow pulling at his voice.  
 
    The Princess shook her head once. “I will be fine. I am the wife of Shogun Hamasaki Isao, and I will do what I must. And so must you.” She let her hand drop to Daisuke’s head, which was pillowed in her lap as he napped. Her fingers gently stroked along his brow and his soft hair thoughtfully. “The nations are in turmoil, and you have been called by Heaven to lead. Your brother is in grave need, and you have been called to help. The Empress and her heir are in danger, and if I remember what you told me correctly, our own son is at risk. Princess Katsumi has already breached our defenses once, who’s to say she won’t manage to again? 
 
    “I will stay here, and Enzou-san will be here to help me, and I will protect our daughter and Misaki-chan and Nagisa. You, my husband, will go and do as you have been called, and you will take Hanako-sama and Kenshin-chama and Daisuke-chan with you, where they will be safe. And you will go and lead our allies to victory and put the Empress upon her rightful throne, and you will save my honored brother in law.” 
 
    Isao stared into her eyes, then looked down, bowing his head in acknowledgement. “Very well then, wife. I’ll go.” Then he smiled, and reached out and took Aika’s hand in his own. “Thank you, brave wife of mine.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    They were planning to leave that very evening. Isao and Hanako had traded in their beautiful silk kimono for simple cotton kosodes. Misaki had been passed into the care of her aunt, while Daisuke was instructed to listen very carefully to his Hanako-oba-sama. Isao had ordered for a ship to be ready for them at sunset, and had spent the last hours giving Enzou and Aika instructions.  
 
    It was then that another snake slipped in through a crack in the shoji doors. Hanako was the first to notice it--it was much larger than Bijin no Momoko had been, but it was the same, pure, iridescent white. She stood up from her zabuton and padded over to the door, kneeling down (how nice it was to have such freedom of movement again at last!) “Are you another messenger of the Celestial Guardians, hebi-san?” 
 
    The snake looked up at her and blinked deep, blue green eyes. “Yes, my lady Empress. I am Tadamichi no Momoro, and I bear a message from Izumi Miwa-sama of Yamazaki.” 
 
    “Well, then, I’d better take you to Akashi-dono and Isao-dono.” Hanako said. “Here,” and she stretched out her hand. Tadamichi gratefully to her arm and slithered up it, wrapping around her wrist and allowing her to carry him to where Isao, Aika, and Enzou were cloistered. Akashi Keiji was napping upon a zabuton in the corner, and besides him primly knelt a woman Hanako had never met before. She was exceptionally pale--almost snow-white of skin, but her hair which was gathered elegantly atop her head was as crimson as the rising sun, and she was clad in a white kimono decorated with black branches and flying cranes.  
 
    She smiled and bowed when Hanako looked her way. “We have not met yet, little Empress, but I am Chiharu Rie, the Crane of Nagisa.” She was ethereally beautiful and a pretty smile was upon her lips, but her deep brown eyes were stained with recent sorrow.  
 
    Hanako remembered the bone-chilling feeling as the Crane’s mourning cry swept over her, and felt her heart ache. 
 
    “I am very glad to have met you, Chiharu Rie-dono,” Hanako said with a regal bow of her head. It was strange, still… strange and wonderful, to speak to celestials descended from the Heavenly Court as if they were equals.  
 
    “Did you need something, Hanako-chan?” Isao asked.  
 
    Hanako raised her arm, allowing them to see the snake who had his head resting upon the back of her hand. “We were sent a message from Izumi Miwa-dono of Yamazaki.” 
 
    Chiharu Rie’s lips drew into a thin line, and Akashi Keiji’s ears flicked.  
 
    Tadamichi no Momoro slid forward, as if to slip off of Hanako’s hand, and in a sinuous flash of movement, there was a young man standing there. He looked very much like Bijin no Momoko, with pale skin and white hair, which he had caught in a topknot, but he took the appearance of a young man who had gained his majority. “I bring grave news, a plea for help from the Koi.”  
 
    The Fox lifted his head and the Crane’s eyes narrowed, and the messenger closed his sea-green eyes. “This morning, insurrectionists in Yamazaki, who Izumi Miwa-sama believes to have been supported by Princess Katsumi, managed to ambush Shogun Matsushita Yoshiro while he was traveling, and slew him and his entourage. However, the Koi managed to spirit the Princess and her son away to safety. The Princess Matsushita now reigns as the Lady Regent for her son Matsushita Taro, who is now the shogun. However, the Shogun is only a child of seven years, and the Princess begs that you uphold the promise you made to her honored husband and send aid to protect her.”  
 
    There was a little silence that Isao broke. “I see. I had hoped that any action by Katsumi would be delayed while Empress is safely in our guard, but it seems I was foolish. The only question is, what shall I do?” 
 
    “You can send Ichiro-san to her,” Aika said, her eyes wide with worry. “The poor woman--she has just lost her husband, and now she must rule a country all on her own and protect the rightful Shogun from the grasping nobility.” Isao hadn’t said anything, so the princess reached out and clasped his hands pleadingly. “I know you worry for me, my lord, but please, I’ll be just fine. You have plenty of other Shinobi in your service that are fully capable of protecting me, so honor your word and send the best to aid Princess Makoto.” 
 
      A rather peculiar expression spread across Isao’s face, so Hanako spoke up, hoping to help. “You don’t need to worry, Aika-dono. Isao-dono can just have the other Ichiro-san go to help Princess Makoto, and the first Ichiro-san can stay here with you. Both of you will be in good hands!” 
 
    It took her a moment to realize everyone in the room was staring at her. Aika and Enzou had looks of pure confusion on their faces, while the Crane and the Fox were gazing at her in amusement. Isao had a twisted look of shock and guilt on his face, and Ichiro, in a shocking lack of self-control, twitched in surprise.  
 
    “Ah, eh, perhaps I have erred…” Hanako said humbly, “But was not everyone aware that there are two Ichiro-sans?” 
 
    “No.” Enzou said dryly. “No, Hanako-hime-sama, I am afraid we were not.”  
 
    “Ah.” Hanako said. “I see.” 
 
    “Perhaps, my husband,” Aika said primly, “You would be so kind as to explain?” 
 
    “Oh, well…” Isao began. “I thought, perhaps, it would be an advantage… if people thought that my two bodyguards and the heads of my personal Shinobi clan were only one. Besides, Shoichi and Shuichi were far more comfortable with the idea of hiding the fact they were twain, for they’d been doing it all their life.” 
 
    “It is true, Aika-sama.” The Ichiro in the corner said softly. 
 
    “And which one are you?” Aika asked. 
 
    The Shinobi bowed deeply. “The name my lord gave to me is Ichiro Shoichi, Aiko-sama.” 
 
    “Are you the older one?” Hanako asked curiously. The Shinobi shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know, Hanako-sama. We were never told which of us was the elder.” 
 
    There was an old pain hidden in the faint lines of the part of his face that she could see, and Hanako silently vowed to discover the tale behind her brother-in-law’s faithful shinobi.  
 
    “Who else knew that there were two?” Aika asked, and Isao thoughtfully scratched the back of his head.  
 
    “Besides me? Well… Ayaka and Sumiko, your ladies in waiting. They’re, uh, married to Shuichi and Shoichi.” Aika nodded, and Isao continued, “Well, Hanako-sama, apparently, which I had not expected, and probably Chiharu Rie-dono and Akashi Keiji-dono. Oh, and Daisuke. I think.” 
 
    The princess blinked and mouthed something that looked like “Daisuke?” to Hanako, but Isao had already moved on. “As Hanako-sama suggested, I’ll leave Shoichi here with you, wife, and I’ll send Shuichi in order to protect and guide Princess and Shogun Matsushita safely to Karigane. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    It apparently was, for late that night the four of them--Isao, Hanako, Daisuke, and Kenshin, all gathered to board their boat. Hanako held a slightly fussy Kenshin close and rocked him, hoping to soothe him and distract herself from staring morosely at her little daughter, safely cradled in Lady Ayaka’s arms.  
 
    Isao was standing with his wife, and they both had very solemn looks on their faces. But after a moment, a smile slipped across Isao’s face, and he lifted the knuckles of Aika’s fingers to his lips in swift salute. Then he turned and strode onto the deck, never once giving a backwards glance.  
 
    “Are you read, little sister?” He asked, and Hanako nodded. “WEll, in that case, sailors! Away we go!” 
 
    ***** 
 
    They sailed down the river Ginshi and out into the bay of something or other, then skirted along the southern coast of Karigane. The captain of the ship had announced how absolutely wonderful the wind was, and how unusual the fact that the wind had stayed with them the whole trip.  
 
    Hanako had glanced at Akashi Keiji then, who didn’t say anything, but merely licked a paw in a smug manner.  
 
    After two and a half days they docked at Tsumura, much to the dismay of Daisuke, who had greatly enjoyed the trip. The Sun was just beginning to draw towards the west when they disembarked, Isao leading an unhappy Daisuke by the hand and Hanako with Kenshin in a sling upon her back. They slipped through the crowded, noisy streets of the port city and to the other side.  
 
    When they had finally made it to the rice fields on the far side of the city, Hanako sighed in relief. “It was very crowded, far more crowded than I remember Konami being, Isao-san.” 
 
    “That’s because Tsumura is at the very southern end of the Great North-South Road that goes all the way to Chiyono in the North. It’s even bigger than Seitan in Nagisa. It’s not as big as Merina-no-Kosaten where the North-South and East-West roads collide, but it’s still very important.” Isao shaded his gaze with one hand and stared out towards the north. “More importantly at the moment, however, is the North-South road, because it goes right past Kyouka and the palace of Karigane’s Shogun. It’s nice and smooth and always kept maintained, so once we hire horses we’ll be able to get by sunset tomorrow.” 
 
    “That shan’t be necessary.” Akashi Keiji said from where he reclined majestically upon a rock. “I will carry you along the road, and far swifter than anything a mortal horse could manage.”  
 
    Isao looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “That’s very kind of you, Fox-dono, but I am afraid that I must break to you the fact you are a fox. The only one who could ride you is Kenshin-chama, and he can’t even sit up yet.”  
 
    The Fox shot Nagisa’s Shogun a rather unimpressed look. “I am a Celestial, boy. Do you think such puny restrictions as size have any hold upon me?” He hopped down from the rock and shook himself once, and as Hanako and Isao watched, the Fox was suddenly the size of a bear. Daisuke grinned excitedly and rushed forward to hug Akashi Keiji’s rather large leg.  
 
    Isao turned slowly to face Hanako. “Did you know he could do that?” He asked quietly. 
 
    Hanako smiled back at him, and he wrinkled his nose at her. “So cruel you are, Empress-sama.” 
 
    With that, he turned back to the Fox and, determined to smooth his dignity, picked up Daisuke and swung both himself and his son up onto the Celestial’s back, then reached down to assist Hanako as well.  
 
    The future Empress took a moment to settle herself, then nodded to Isao. The Shogun turned to make sure Daisuke was firmly in his lap, then said, “Fox-dono? We’re all ready.” 
 
    “Go, Foxy-san!” Daisuke cheered, “Go fast, fast, fast!” 
 
    The Fox flicked his ears and grinned widely, his teeth flashing in the sun. “As you wish, little prince.” 
 
    And with that, the Fox blurred into motion, carrying his precious cargo up the road to Kyouka.  
 
    ***** 
 
    The sun had been set for merely an hour when the drew to a stop before the gates of Kyouka, where the Shogun of Karigane dwelt in splendour.  
 
    Isao looked up at the palace and remembered the first time he had stood here--facing a young, scrawny new Shogun that was flanked by Isao’s own brother, with a hand on his sword. 
 
    How things had changed, since then. But soon, if all turned out as Isao hoped they would, Isao and Shichiro and Tatsuya would be reunited once again.  
 
    “They won’t let a random family into the castle, now that the sun’s set,” Isao mused aloud. “So obviously we’ll have to figure out some other way to sneak into the castle and see Tatsuya.” 
 
    Hanako looked rather dismayed at the idea of sneaking into a Shogun’s palace, though Daisuke looked excited. “Are we gonna be sneaky-sneaky, Papa?” 
 
    Isao grinned and ruffled Daisuke’s hair. “Indeed we are. Extremely sneaky-sneaky indeed.” 
 
    “Or, alternatively,” A voice said from behind them, “I could grant you my assistance.” 
 
    Isao and Hanako spun around to see a tall form of a Man, clad in a sea-green kimono decorated with ocean waves and a spiraling dragon. His vermillion eyes gleamed in the twilight, and the blue and green iridescence of his black hair glimmered strangely. Hanako saw him, and beamed, in her delight forgetting to politely cover her smile. “Tamotsu Eiji-dono! It has been a long time.” 
 
    “To my great regret indeed,” The Dragon said in his deep voice, bowing deeply. “I have wished for little else than to be reunited with you, Empress-sama, but my duties of unification have prevented it.” 
 
    “No matter,” Hanako said. “How do you plan to assist us?” 
 
    Tamotsu Eiji smiled and reached out a hand, his crimson eyes twinkling, “Why, by being sneaky-sneaky of course.”  
 
    The Empress smiled back at him, and took his hand, as the Dragon reached out towards Isao. “You, as well. It would not do to leave you behind, so hold on tight.” 
 
    Isao obligingly scooped up Daisuke and cradled his excited son against his chest before grabbing ahold of Tamotsu Eiji’s forearm. “What are you planning to do, fly us over?” He asked flippantly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Isao blinked. “Hey, wait--” 
 
    Tamotsu Eiji smiled slyly at Hanako as his son jumped up and curled himself around his neck. “I am a Dragon, after all, mortal boy.” 
 
    And with that, the Dragon lifted off into the air, carrying a Celestial Fox, a wide-eyed future Empress, a stiffened Shogun, a sleepy baby and an excited prince with him.  
 
    They sailed right over the wall, slipping unnoticed through the fitful light the crescent moon shed, and touched down in the garden on the far side.  
 
    “I’ll leave you now, but I will be by again soon enough, as I suspect that you may require my assistance again.” Tamotsu Eiji said, bowing deeply. “Until we meet again.” Then, with one smooth movement, he turned and walked away, melting into the darkness, and was gone.  
 
    Hanako turned to ask isao what their next course of action was, but never managed to. For it so happened that Tamotsu Eiji had brought them into the part of the gardens that bordered the area where the Sacred Geese were kept.  
 
    Long ago, it is said, Momoe Chiyo, the Immortal Goose herself, gave the First Shogun Miyamoto Ichigo a goose and a gander that she had blessed, and from them the Miyamoto shoguns had bred the sacred geese, to act as devoted guards.  
 
     Being guards, the geese immediately sensed the intruders into their domain and surged forwards. Isao noticed the oncoming onslaught, grimaced, and grabbed Hanako’s arm in order to run. Before he could do so, however, the geese swarmed around them, completely encasing them on each side. 
 
    Isao was expecting the geese to attack, their bills jabbing and nipping at clothes and tender flesh, and he glared at the complacent-looking Fox celestial that was sitting calmly on the ground.  
 
    Akashi Keiji looked entirely unconcerned, but his unearthly eyes twinkled with amusement. If there was anything that Isao had learned in his extended acquaintance with the Fox, is that if he was amused, it was generally because Isao was missing something that was apparently ‘obvious’ to a Celestial. Apparently, there was far more here than meets the eye. 
 
    And just as this thought had crossed his mind, the geese began to make noise. It wasn’t the noise Isao had heard once before, the shrieks of warning and aggression and danger, when he had been visiting the brat and there had been an assassination attempt.  
 
    No, these calls seemed to be almost… triumphant.  
 
    People heard the noise, of course, and Isao could see the bobbing of torches and the denizens of the palace rushed to see the source of the disturbance. They all stopped, equally as confused as Isao was, to stare at the woman surrounded by the exulting, cheering geeze. 
 
    “Well, now,” A voice suddenly spoke, carrying through the crowd, causing everything (even the geese) to fall silent. “It seems that the old prophecy has been proven true at last.” 
 
    Hanako turned to see a man, clad in a formal kimono, looking down imperiously at her from the stairs on the wall.  
 
    “Prophecy?” Hanako inquired politely 
 
    The man began to descend the stairs regally, his head held high and his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “The First Emperor, Nagaharu, was a son of the Miyamoto clan, and when he ascended the Imperial Throne, he was gifted with two of the Sacred Geese to be by his side. When the Last Emperor Hanshin died, his geese were returned to the mother flock, but the Sacred Geese of Karigane never forget those whom they protect. They old ones say that when the Emperor arises again and returns to their ancestral home, the geese will welcome them with songs of joy.” 
 
    The man reached the ground and paused, meeting Hanako’s eyes solemnly 
 
    “Never did I think that I would live to see the day when the Emperor returned, however. Or, perhaps, should I say Empress?” 
 
    Hanako took a deep breath, steeling her nerves, then bowed her head slightly. Clearly this man was the Shogun of Karigane, there was no one else he could possibly be.  
 
    “I am Princess Nishimura Hanako of the Dragons, Heir of Miyamoto Hansuke-sama, Empress-to-be of Azuna-no-Kuni.” 
 
    The man nodded once, slowly. “I see. And who’s that with you?” 
 
    Isao snorted. “Ah, I see how fickle you are, Shogun-sama! You can’t even be bothered to remember old friends, even when they were the ones to guide you on the path to glory.” 
 
    The Shogun blinked, and then a wide grin spread across his face. “Isao-san! I wasn’t expecting you! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What, you think I’d send my little brother’s wife to another country all by herself?” Isao scoffed. “What kind of man do you take me for?” 
 
    The Shogun grinned. “I see, that makes sense.” 
 
    “Hi, Unca Tas-ya!” Daisuke chirped from where he clung to Isao’s leg.  
 
    “Dai-chan!” The Shogun explained. “You came on this adventure, too? Was it to keep your father from doing something silly?”  
 
    Isao frowned 
 
    Daisuke frowned at him. “No, Papa never silly, Unca Tas-ya! Mama tol’ me to p’tect Ken-chan and Hanako-ba-sama!” 
 
    Isao smirked at the Shogun, who shrugged. “Well, perhaps it would be better to take this conversation more comfortable?” He directed this last suggestion towards Hanako, who blinked in surprise at being deferred to. 
“O-oh, of course. That would be lovely, Shogun-dono.” 
 
    “Excellent!” The Shogun beamed, then bowed. “If you would follow me, Isao-san, Empress-sama.” 
 
    He swept off in a flutter of robes, and Isao and Hanako and Daisuke followed after him into the palace. Eventually they made their way to a private room, where the Shogun took a seat upon a zabuton and motioned for them to do the same. When they had sat, the Shogun bowed his head.  
 
    “Forgive me, my Empress, I have forgotten to introduce myself. I am Miyamoto Tatsuya, SHogun of Karigane for these three years past.” He smiled softly and said, “I owe your husband a great debt of gratitude, and I express my sorrow at what has become of him.” 
 
    Hanako felt a strange tightening of ehr throat, so she merely nodded in acceptance of his sorrow and condolences. With that out of the way, Tatsuya curiously tilted his head and examined Hanako closely.  
 
    “You have blue eyes,” He said, and smiled. “Do you know, that only the Miyamoto and Miyatatsu clans bear eyes of that color? They were a gift from the Immortal Goose, showing her favor. That is enough for me to believe you are the Empress, but proof will be needed when we speak to the Shoguns.” 
 
    “Would the world of the Imperial Dragon be enough?” Tamotsu Eiji said, and they all spun around to see him calmly sitting upon a zabuton, his vulpine son draped across his shoulders like a ruff of scarlet fur.  
 
    Tatsuya flinched, Isao blinked, and Hanako, who was by now the most used to such occurences, merely smiled happily.  
 
    “Shogun Tatsuya-dono, allow me to introduce Tamotsu Eiji-dono, the Imperial Dragon and spouse of the Immortal Goose.” 
 
    Tatsuya bowed. (there is a heck of a lot of bowing going on in this story. What i get for writing medieval japanese fantasy, i suppose) 
 
    The Imperial Dragon bowed back, and Akashi Keiji slipped from his shoulder in order to trot over to Hanako and snuggle up against her side.  
 
    “Now, Tamotsu Eiji-dono,” Hanako said, “Why have you come here?” 
 
    The Dragon stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I was under the impression that you had two goals in coming here--one, in order to lead the army of the united countries, and secondly, in order to retrieve the future emperor from his misery.” 
 
    Hanako nodded, and buried one hand in Akashi Keiji’s fur in order to distract herself from the sorrow that welled up in her heart. “Yes, that is true.” 
 
    “Then,” Tamotsu Eiji said, and smiled, “I would be most glad to offer my assistance in your second venture, my  Empress.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    They decided to wait until dawn of the next day to go after Shichiro, so Tatsuya ordered rooms to be prepared for them, and escorted them to their new quarters.  
 
    After Isao had disappeared into his room with a Daisuke who was, “Asbolutely n’seepy, papa!”, Tatsuya took Hanako to her room. Hanako bowed to him in thanks, but he reached out and stopped her before she could slide open the shoji door.  
 
    “Would you mind if I see your child?” Tatsuya asked, and Hanako smiled, removing Kenshin from the sling on her back.  
 
    “This is my son and Heir, Nishimura Tatsuo Kenshin.” She said, stroking fingers over his feathery dark hair. Tatsuya held out his arms, and Hanako settled Kenshin into his grip. The baby stirred, and sleepily blinked open his blue eyes.  
 
    “Ah, he has your eyes, I see!” Tatsuya said. “And mine, I suppose. I was told that you had a daughter as well?” 
 
    “Yes, Misaki. She has her father’s eyes,” the princess said, smiling softly, “For which I am very grateful.” 
 
    Tatsuya stared at her for a moment. “Have you heard of how I became Shogun, Hanako-sama?” 
 
    Hanako shook her head, and Tatsuya smiled wistfully. “My father Washio was Shogun before me, but when I was fourteen years old my uncle slew him in his sleep, and claimed the seat of Shogun for himself. I was forced to flee, with only my old teacher Isui as a companion.  
 
    “My uncle sent his men after us, and eventually they managed to catch us. Isui and I were doing our best to defend ourselves, but we were only two. It was then that a figure leaped forth from the trees and set upon our attackers, slaying them all. Never before had I seen such swordmanship, such skill and grace. I immediately sank to my knees and begged him to help me regain my country, and I suppose he took pity on me, for he did.” The shogun grinned. “He even asked his older brother to advise me in the ways of ruling my country. I was only fourteen, you know, and I didn’t expect to be Shogun for many long years yet. 
 
    “Shichiro-san is very dear to me, Hanako-sama.” Tatsuya said. “He has always been a good friend, a companion I could trust.” He bowed, deeply, his torso parallel to the floor. “I am very, very grateful that you are here, to care for him, for he has been all but alone for a very long time.” 
 
    “And I thank you for being his friend,” Hanako said, and smiled brilliantly. “He does not have many of them, and I am glad that there were people there for him before we met.” 
 
    Tatsuya bowed in acknowledgement. “I assure you, it was my greatest pleasure. Goodnight, then, and restful dreams for yourself and your son. I wish you the greatest success on your venture tomorrow.” 
 
    Hanako stepped inside her room, smiling gently. “I thank you, Tatsuya-dono. Goodnight.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    They left Daisuke with his “Uncle Tas-ya”, but Hanako refused to leave Kenshin behind.  
 
    “Shichiro is stubborn, and I don’t know if I alone am enough to convince him,” She had said. “Besides, no one should keep a father and his child apart.” So Daisuke patted Kenshin’s head and told him to be a good boy, and the baby was bound upon his mother’s back for safekeeping.  
 
    They went out to the gardens where Tamotsu Eiji was waiting, peacefully standing next to the koi pond, his iridescent hair gleaming strangely in the early light.  
 
    “Are you ready?” The Imperial One said, and Hanako nodded.  
 
    Tamotsu Eiji tilted his head to one side thoughtfully. “You’ve never seen me in my natural form, have you?” 
 
    Hanako shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Then,” The Dragon said, and grinned. “Prepare to be amazed.”  
 
    There was a roaring and a sudden rush of wind, and where the Man had stood there rested three giant claws. Astonished, they looked up. Floating in the air was a jade-green dragon, but his scales gleamed with hints of other colors--red and purple and gold, but most of all blue. The blue bled into and colored nearly all his mane and whiskers, but his horns were of gold.  
 
    The great maned head leaned closer, and a huge vermillion eye blinked at them. Hanako’s eyes were wide in surprise, Isao’s face was blank in an attempt to not gape like a fool, and Tatsuya was grinning like an idiot.  
 
    “Very impressive, Tamotsu Eiji-sama!” He shouted.  
 
    “I am glad you approve, little shogun,” The dragon rumbled, his voice sounding like the distant sound of thunder. “Now, Isao-san, my Empress, get on my back, and I’ll take you to where the little ronin awaits you.” His tail swept around and gently touched the ground in front of Hanako and Isao.  
 
    Tatsuya looked rather envious that Isao and Hanako were getting to ride the dragon and not him.  
 
    Isao shrugged and smiled, stepping up onto the tail, and then turned to offer Hanako a hand. She took it gratefully, and together they made their way up the sinuous back of the  Imperial Dragon, finally settling just behind his head.  
 
    “Take good care of Daisuke while i’m gone, Tatsuya!” Isao yelled. “We should be back with my foolish little brother shortly, don’t you worry!” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting!” The Shogun of Karigane replied. “I wish you good luck!” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t need your wishes for luck,” Isao said, smirking. “I make my own!” 
 
    “We’ll bring him back, Tatsuya-dono,” Hanako added. “I promise!” 
 
    Tatsuya lifted a hand in farewell, and the Imperial Dragon lifted off into the sky and flew away.  
 
    **** 
 
    The sun was just passing the zenith of the sky when Tamotsu Eiji touched down in the rice fields surrounding a little town to the east of the North-South road, between Kyouka and the border with Masaki.  
 
    Isao slid down the side of the dragon to the ground, and then turned around to catch Hanako when she attempted the same feet. Free at last from his riders, the Dragon gave his body a shake, and then he was no longer a Dragon. In his place stood a peasant boy, some years older than Daisuke, with black hair that gleamed oddly in certain lights, and dark brown eyes that would glow crimson at the right angle. The boy smiled up at Hanako and took her hand.  
 
    “If you would follow me, little Empress, I’ll take you to where your husband is,” he said, and Hanako smiled.  
 
    “Oh yes, thank you, Tamotsu-chan.” She said, with a wink at the boy, who grinned back at her. 
 
    “RIght then, Isao-san, Hanako-chan, this way!” And he strolled off through the rice fields, a dragon in a child’s body leading an Empress by the hand and a Shogun following behind.  
 
    They left the rice fields and walked down the main street of the town, Hanako and Isao glancing right and left in search of Shichiro. Every so often a man of his height would catch their eyes, but when they turned to look at him they were disappointed.  
 
    Hanako felt her heart sinking in her chest and she bit her lip, looking down at the ground, willing her eyes not to fill with tears.  
 
    I must not give up hope! I need to be strong, for Shichiro! 
 
    Kenshin stirred on her back and let out a tiny cry, and Hanako stopped, twisting her head to try to catch a glimpse of her baby  or whatever had disturbed him.  
 
    It was then she saw him, and her heart nearly stopped.   
 
    He was huddled on the ground against the side of a building, his sword propped against his shoulder. His clothes--ones that Hanako had once carefully repaired with dutiful stitches, were worn and tattered and filthy, his once-white hakama a dingy grey-brown, and his gi was stained and sagging with holes and tears. One leg was brought against his chest and the other was stretched out along the ground, his feet bare and dirty, his sandals no-where to be found.  
 
    His head was hanging limply, his hair was dull and loose and stringy, draping over his face, and dirty, greyed bandages were bound around his eyes, knotted carelessly in the back with the ends trailing down.  
 
    This man, this miserable, filthy, pathetic man was nothing like the brave young ronin that had stumbled into her pagoda one misty morning. She stared at him, her heart half leaping in joy, half stumbling in shock and sorrow.  
 
    She felt a tug at the sleeve of her yukata, and she looked down into the solemn dark eyes of the dragon-boy. He pressed a rice ball into her hand, and one vague corner of her mind wondered where it had come from.  
 
    “Go on, give him this. He probably hasn’t had anything for a while.” 
 
    Hanako felt her heart clench again, but the prompt stirred her into movement at last, and with careful steps approached the form that sat there in the dust. She was vaguely aware of Isao watching from behind her, solemn and quiet, filled with the pain they shared.  
 
    Hanako stopped in front of him, and the man stirred and slowly lifted his head, and Hanako’s heart ached for the eyes she would never see again. Unable to get her unwilling tongue to move, she quietly took his hand and pressed the riceball into his palm, gently closing his fingers around it.  
 
    The man held the riceball thoughtfully for a moment before speaking. “You have nice hands, ojou-san. My wife had hands very like your’s, once.”  
 
    His voice was rough and raspy from disuse, but Hanako would know it anywhere, and a response slipped forth from her lips without her permission.  
 
    “Shichiro.”  
 
    The result was immediate. Shichiro stiffened, his expression twisting in mixed wonder and horror, and he recoiled, dropping the riceball and clutching his sword to his chest.  
 
    “Ha-hana--no, no no, you have to leave me, you can’t stay here! You can’t, I--!” 
 
    “Shichiro-san!” She pled, feeling tears welling up in her eyes. “Where do I belong, then, if i cannot be by my husband’s side? Do you not want me anymore?” 
 
    “No!” he yelled, his voice thickening. “No, no, not that, but… I can’t be with you! I’m cursed, I only bring bad luck and ill fate wherever I go--” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that, little brother,” Isao interrupted. “True, you do tend to have strange luck sometimes, like that time you tried to duck out of the rain in Konami and ended up in a Yakuza den, which somehow resulted in a chase and street-fight involving my shinobi in a typhoon… but I’ve never seen that translate to anyone else.” He leveled a glare at his little brother, who had frozen in shock.  
 
    “You’re not cursed, Shichiro, no matter what our fool of a father or his courtiers may say.” 
 
    Shichiro twitched, then bit his lip, turning his head and his covered gaze away. “I can’t risk it, big brother, I can’t, I can’t lose her, too--” 
 
    Isao tugged on his topknot distractedly, his jaw clenched in agitation. “You will lose her, if you let her slip through your fingers like this!” 
 
    But Shichiro was silent, stubbornly looking away. 
 
    Hanako took a deep breath, screwed up her courage, and reached to grab his hands again. However, as soon as the tips of her fingers brushed his hands, he jerked back, scrambling to the side in an effort to avoid his wife. 
 
    “Stay away, Hanako! The curse; I couldn’t protect you! I… I’m not strong enough…” 
 
    Hanako, slowly, gently, slid her hands onto his cheeks, fingers feathering across the sides of his face, the tips of her fingers tentatively caressing the bottom of the bandages bound across his eyes. He flinched at the contact, but Hanako sat still. “My dearest husband…” She said gently, “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    His mouth dropped open. Her lips twisted into a sad smile that was full of love (though he could not see), and slowly she bent her head so her forehead rested against his own. “Dearest, no one is strong enough alone.” 
 
    A trembling hand reached up and groped through the air, finally brushing across Hanako’s nose and sliding its way to her cheek. She tilted her head into the slight contact, her heart thrumming with joyful sorrow. “But, dearest Shichiro-san, that’s all right. The Dragon blessed you to take care of me, and the Heavenly Emperor put you in that place. And therefore I believe that even if you are not ‘strong enough’ for everything, you will still always be enough to save me. Even… even without your eyes.” 
 
    The hand began to shake, so she slipped one of her own free to press Shichiro’s palm firmly against her cheek. “Do you think that something like a mere lack of sight would be enough to disable the guardian that the Heavenly Emperor blessed?” 
 
    There was a long, strained silence, before Shichiro hesitantly shook his head. IT was barely more than a twitch of movement, but Hanako felt it, and felt hope swell full and bright. “Besides,” She whispered, “Even if you could no longer wield a sword in my defense, you will always remain Shichiro, my dearest husband whom I love. And for me, that will always be enough.” 
 
    “Why?” Shichiro whispered, his voice breaking.  
 
    “Because you’re Shichiro, who gets his hat stolen by goats and who befriends strange girls in pagodas,” Hanak whispered, pressing her forehead against his own. “And because you’re the father of my children.” 
 
    There was a second as the words processed in Shichiro’s mind, and then his face went utterly blank. Seeing her moment, Hanako carefully removed Kenshin from his sling and settled him in his father’s arms, carefully adjust Shichiro’s grip.  
 
    “Hanako…” Shichiro breathed as he felt a weight, warm and soft, breathing and wriggling, settle in his arms. “...what is this?” 
 
    “This,” Hanako said, her voice flooding with joy, “Is our firstborn son, Kenshin, who bears the Dragon’s Mark.” 
 
    Shichiro felt a warm wetness well up where his eye had been, staining the scratchy bandages wrapped about his face, and he instinctively clutched the child closer. “My son.” He whispered.  
 
    “We have a daughter, also,” Hanako added softly. “Misaki. She is very pretty, and Isao-dono says that she looks like me, but she has your eyes.” 
 
    Shichiro’s heart stuttered, unsure how to deal with all this. First a son, and now a daughter? “And Kenshin, what does he look like?” 
 
    “I think he is very handsome.” Hanako said, “And Isao swears you looked just like him, when you were a babe, though I wouldn’t know. But he has my eyes, the blue eyes of the Miyatatsu.” 
 
    “I am glad,” Shichiro said. “Your eyes were always lovely. I wish I could…” he bit his tongue, sharply, determined not to dwell on that again.  
 
    But Hanako understood, and gently, tenderly, she pressed her lips to the spots where his eyes once were, just as Momoe Chiyo herself had done months and months ago.  
 
    Then she pulled away and said, “We came to get you. I swore I would, once the twins were born, and now we need you. We are going to war, to stop Katsumi-dono and Tsuneo-dono, and the Empress will need her trusted protector.” 
 
    “Well,” said Shichiro, still marveling at the feel of his son wriggling in his arms, “If my empress demands it of me, who am I to deny her?” 
 
    And she smiled at him, and he lifted his head, and at last smiled back at her. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN-- THE EMPRESS AND THE SHOGUNS 
 
      
 
    Tatsuya was overjoyed to have Shichiro returned. He provided fresh clothes and food, and a blue cloth to bind about his eyes, to replace the now beyond-filthy bandages, and then left the two of them alone for several days while things were prepared. 
 
    At one point over that time, Shichiro asked if Hanako could use the power in her blood to heal his eyes, but Hanako took one look and saw it was beyond her power. The wound was too old, and even if it were fresh, it would have most likely been beyond her power. 
 
    “I thought as much,” he said sadly, with only the faintest of bitterness in his tone. “Momoe Chiyo-sama said it was beyond her own powers, still… I thought it was worth asking.” 
 
    “I am sorry, my husband,” Hanako had replied miserably, but he only shook his head.  
 
    “No need to be sorry, Hanako-san. Some things are just meant to be, I suppose.”
A little over a week had passed before Tatsuya bothered them again, sending Isao in the capacity of a messenger.  
 
    “The last of the Shoguns and their representatives have assembled, Hanako-dono, little brother, and there will be a council of war later in the day. I suggest you prepare yourself accordingly.’ 
 
    Tatsuya had sent over some maids, and they helped Hanako into her many layered juni-hito, arranging her hair (much to hanako’s dislike), and painting her face as befitting an empress. Then she was left alone for her husband to come and collect her, to escort her to the assembly.  
 
    When he emerged, Hanako had to blink at the difference between the Shichiro that stood before her now, and the one that had been huddled against a a wall a mere week or so before. He stood tall, with his shoulders straight and his head held high, and his hair was cleen and bound properly back. His clothes were fine, as befitting his station, and soft blue silk cloth was covering his eyes, instead of rough linen bandages.  
 
    He held out an arm to her and smiled. “Well, my Empress, shall we?” 
 
    She took his proffered arm and smiled back. “Yes, let’s.” and together they walked to the assembly, Akashi Keiji hopping up from his pillows and trotting along at her feet.  
 
    “Remember, little Empress, that you are Empress,” He said, “And stand tall.” 
 
    Hanako smiled down at the fox trotting along at her feet, then lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. “Thank you, Akashi-dono. I’ll remember, I promise.” 
 
    They made it to the doors of the assembly chamber, and the fox rubbed against Hanako’s leg. “I have to go now, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Hanako felt a frown slipping across her lips as she looked down at him. “Must you? I was looking forward to your support, Akashi-dono.” 
 
    Golden eyes sparkled in a foxy face. “I never said I wasn’t going to support you, child. I’ll be there, I just cannot be there as your confidant.” 
 
    “Alright, if you must.” She said with a sigh, and the Fox grinned.  
 
    “Oi, Shichiro.” He said, and Shichiro turned his head in the direction of hte Fox’s call. “Take good care of her for me, eh?” 
 
    Shichiro tightened the grip he had on Hanako’s arm, drawing her closer, and scowled. “Of course. I’m her husband.”
The fox darted forward and bumped his head against Shichiro’s leg. “Then don’t leave her again, if that’s true. She needs you.” 
 
    The man swallowed heavily but he kept his head level. “I assure you, I never plan to leave her again.” 
 
    “See that you don’t, then,” Akashi Keiji said tartly, bouncing a few steps away, and on the last step he was suddenly a man, dressed in formal kimono. He stepped to the door, an elegant, long fingered hand reaching out to slide it open. He glanced back over his shoulder at Hanako, and for once his golden eyes were calm and serious. “The Heavenly Emperor chose you, you know. Now go forth and show them why He did.”  
 
    Hanako felt a flush of warmth in her chest, and she bowed her head in acknowledgement. The Fox smiled and flitted inside. 
 
    The Empress stared after him thoughtfully, until her reverie was interrupted when her husband awkwardly cleared his throat. “Hanako-san?” 
 
    Oh. SHe had forgotten. Shichiro had told her he could make his way around rather well despite his blindness, but at times like this they couldn’t afford the possibility of displaying a weakness. Therefore, Hanako had been tasked to guide her husband.  
 
    “I’m very sorry,” She whispered penitently, “Come, this way.” 
 
    With gentle, smooth steps she walked forward to the shoji door, her husband easily matching her pace. She reached forward for the door, grasped it, and slid it open.  
 
    There were fifteen mortals in the room, and behind them were eight tall shadows.  
 
    Take the step, and your fate is sealed.  
 
    The Empress smiled with a serenity she didn’t feel, and together she and her Emperor walked forward.  
 
    Tatsuya had deferred his seat upon the raised platform at one end of the room to the Empress, and Shichiro helped his wife settled herself upon zabuton. Then he took his own seat, and laid his sword beside him.  
 
    All of a sudden, Tamotsu Eiji was standing beside her, drawn up to his full height, his eyes gleaming crimson. He bowed slightly and swept one hand out to Hanako, his sleeve fluttering. 
 
    “Shoguns and Princesses, people of the seven countries,” he said, “Now I present unto you the last daughter of the Miyatatsu, descended from the blood of Emperor Nagaharu, Heiress of the Lost Prince Hansuke, Her Imperial Highness, the Empress Tatsuoko Hanako.” He straightened up and stared at them all keenly, thoughts beyond the ken of mortals flitting behind his vermillion eyes. 
 
    “Who now amongst you will be the first to pledge his allegiance to her?” 
 
    Tatsuya rose, his face solemn, and made his way to the dais before sinking to his knees. “As Karigane was the first to support Nagaharu in his quest to become Emperor, so Karigane will be first to pledge its allegiance to the Empress Hanako and her family.” 
 
    Hanako nodded in acceptance. “I thank you, Shogun Tatsuya, and may the Heavenly Emperor bless you for your loyalty.” 
 
    Tatsuya rose from a bow, before grinning and winking once, assuring her she was doing well. When he returned to his seat, the tall woman with the gentle face that stood behind him bowed, and Hanako caught a glimpse of the wings of Momoe Chiyo the Goose spread in respect.  
 
    Next was a tall, bulky, broad-shouldered man with snowy hair and a lined face, clad in armor and furs. “Since Tamotsu Eiji-sama vouches for you, I, Osamu-Hachiro, eighth son of the Ishikawa line, pledge the loyalty of Miyukimura to our lady and Empress. Our swords shall always be yours.” 
 
    Behind him bowed Takeo Masa, and that sharp, warlike man’s bow she saw the crouch of a wolf.  
 
    Third was a tall, graceful lady, with wide dark eyes an a faint smile on her face. “Taura long ago abandoned our Emperor, and all the lands were cast into chaos. Now I, Princess Shimizu Shiori, pledge the everlasting loyalty of myself and my people to you, in hopes that amends might made at last.” Behind her the lady with soft eyes and golden-amber hair bowed as well, and Hanako saw a shimmer of white spots along her back, and Hanako smiled at Masuyo Kaoru, the Deer of Taura. 
 
    Isao rose, bowing deeply, and said, “I, as the new Shogun of Nagisa, pledge myself and my people into your service, o Empress, as long as your line sits upon the Imperial throne, and my the Heavenly Emperor cast down blessings upon you.” 
 
    Behind him, Chiharu Rie the Crane bowed her scarlet head and spread her white wings in reverence.  
 
    Next there came a very beautiful woman whose features were drawn in recent sorrow, and by her hand she led a young boy with wide, solemn eyes.  
 
    She sank to her knees and the little boy joined her, and the lady bowed. “I am Princess Matsushita Makoto, wife of the late Shogun Yoshiro, and I now serve my country as the lady regent for my son, the Shogun Taro.” 
 
    “Welcome, Princess Makoto, Shogun Taro, and I am very sorry for the loss of your husband and father. When I reclaim my throne, I swear that we will bring peace to the clans of Yamazaki so you may live without fear.” Hanako said, and Makoto stared at her, before smiling faintly and ducking her head to hide her tears.  
 
    “Thank you, Empress-sama. That… that means very much to us.” Then the Princess turned to her son, and whispered in his ear. The boy nodded and bowed, a little clumsily, and Hanako lifted her sleeve to hide her smile.  
 
    “Empress Hanako, I and my mother and the loyal people of Yamazaki pledge ourselfs to help you,” He said solemnly, and Hanako bowed her head.  
 
    “Thank you, Shogun Taro-dono.” She said. “It means very much to me.” And she smiled at the tall lady with the pale skin that shimmered like the scales of the Koi fish, Izumi Miwa who stood protectively over the little shogun.  
 
    Next was a young man who stood barely any taller than Hanako herself, small with a wiry build, with hair dark as night and eyes to match.  
 
    He bowed deeply and looked up, a grin touching the corners of his mouth. “My lady and Empress, I am Fujioka Masahiko, a descendent of the direct line of the Fujioka clan, and I stand before you as the anointed Shogun of Akiyama, by right of the choice of Akashi Keiji himself. I have come to pledge the support of my person and my followers to your cause, and humbly beg you that you help me free my country from the usuperous rule of my cousin’s wife, the Princess Katsumi.” 
 
    “I accept your loyalty gladly,” Hanako said, “Do you have a list of the strength of your followers, Masahiko-dono?” 
 
    He bowed again and handed her a scroll, which she opened and read, her eyes widening slightly.  
 
    In his service he had scattered followers from amidst 30 of the clans of Akiyama, for a total of 3,000 men, many of which were serving as double agents in the army of Princess Katsumi. But most impressive were the twenty private shinobi villages that had sworn themselves to his service.  
 
    “So many shinobi villages…” Hanako mused thoughtfully. “How in all the lands did you get so many to follow you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard,” Masahiko said, shrugging one shoulder free from the dark fabric of his kimono, and Hanako sucked in a breath. There, on his left shoulder, was emblazoned with the shape of a fox in gold and crimson. “The Way of the Shinobi was started by Akashi Keiji-sama himself, and just as the warrior monks of Masaki follow the dictates of Tsuyoshi Hiro the Dog, so do the Shinobi of Akiyama still remember the Fox. When someone shows up with the mark of Akashi Keiji, they listen.” 
 
    Hanako glanced over his shoulder at Akashi Keiji, and the Fox winked one golden eye at her. 
 
    “I thank you for your service, then, and I promise to aid you when the time comes,” The Empress said, and Fujioka Masahiko bowed in thanks, fully satisfied.  
 
    Last came a young man who was dressed more simply than the rest of those gathered. He sank to his knees before the Empress and bowed deeply.  
 
    “Empress Hanako-sama, I am Saito Ryota, eldest son and heir of Daimyo Saito Naota of the province of Morito in Masaki. I bear greetings from my father, Saito Naota, and from Nishimura Manami-hime-sama, stating that fifteen clans have vowed their lives and loyalty to your service, Empress-sama, and desire greatly to see your restored upon the throne of your forebearers.” 
 
    Behind him, a tall man with strange tawny hair in a warrior’s topknot bowed, and Hanako saw the smile of delight on his face, and her heart ached with empathy.  
 
    Tsuyoshi Hiro, the Dog of Masaki, was known to embody loyalty and honor, and it must be tearing his soul apart to watch the country under his governance abandon those virtues, and how pleased he must be to know that all hope is not lost (ugh this sentence).  
 
    “Please extend my thanks to Manami-dono and Daimyo Saito-dono, and tell them I am exceedingly glad at the proof that nobility and loyalty still dwells within Masaki.” 
 
    Ryota bowed and retook his seat, and Tatsuya stood up. “Now that we have all pledged ourselves in the service of the Empress, it’s time to get down to business, namely, how we plan to defeat the armies of Masaki and Akiyama. Ichiro-san, I believe you have the required information for us?” 
 
    Ichiro-san--Hanako idly wondered just which Ichiro-san it was--melted out of hte shadows in the corner behind where Princess Makoto and Shogun Taro were seated, and Shichiro stiffened, a scowl pulling at his lips. 
 
    Hanako blinked at that--she had never seen her husband look quite so pouty before, and resolved to investigate as to the reasons when she had time.  
 
    Ichiro bowed to Hanako, and then handed a scroll to Isao, who unfurled it, scanned over it quickly, and cleared his throat. “It seems that Akiyama and Masaki have been gathering forces about fifty miles north of the Karigane border, along the North-South road. 10 thousand of the forces are from Akiyama, and the other 23 are from Masaki. We have been slowly gathering our armies for months now, and at the moment we have about 28 thousand men gathered, which leaves us outnumbered by a mere 5 thousand.”  
 
    “Not accounting, of course,” Ryota said hesitantly, “For the loyalists hidden amongst the ranks of Misaki and Akiyama.” 
 
    “That does seem to even the odds a bit.” Tatsuya said thoughtfully. “Is there any way we could get a proper accounting of those on our side in th enemy’s army?” 
 
    “It would be difficult, normally…” Ichiro said, “However, perhaps with the aid of Tsuyoshi Hiro-sama and Akashi Keiji-sama?” 
 
    “It would be my honor,” The Dog said with a bow, which Akashi Keiji copied.  
 
    “Excellent!” Isao grinned. “Now, as to whether we should try to attack their camp  or draw them out to a field of our own choosing…”  
 
    Hanako listened to the talk of war and violence, and her heart ached within her. The whole point of the Emperor or Empress was to bring peace and unity to Azuna no Kuni, in order that the seven nations would dwell together in amity and accord (alliteration yay!). And she knew that Misaki and Akiyama would need to be defeated before that peace could be won, yet it still seemed wrong. There was so much bad blood between the lands already, and she felt as if this war would exacerbate it, leaving Misaki and Akiyama bleeding and bitter for what could possibly be generations to come.  
 
    Evil had to be defeated, of course, Hanako knew that as surely as she knew she breathed, but... did hundreds and thousands of innocent lives from all the nations have to be dragged into it too?  
 
    Was there truly no other way?  
 
    Shichiro was listening to the discussion, focusing on  sharpening his hearing, trying to pick up on the soft sounds made by the minutests of movements and picturing them in his mind. Tamotsu Eiji had spoken to him, and told him that they had blessed him with senses far superior to that of ordinary mortals. Shichiro had always known this, to some degree… he had always been able to see better and hear far better than anyone he knew, but it was only now, that he had lost his sight, that he truly understood the greatness of the gift.  
 
    It was according to this gift that he sensed something amiss with his wife.  
 
    Hanako was shifting slightly, the way she did when she was unhappy. He paused for a moment, gathering up his courage, before he reached over to touch her sleeve in comfort. It was just as Shichiro did so, however, that Hanako stood up, startling everyone. 
 
    Tatsuya, Princess Shiori, and Isao all paused in a discussion of supply routes and everyone stared at the Empress.  
 
    “I thank you all for your counsel,” Hanako said, embarrassment coiling in her stomach that she strained desperately to hide. “However, I feel the need to take a break, to gain some fresh air and some time to think. Feel free to continue without me.” She felt her husband begin to gather himself to stand as well, but she cut off his movement by saying. “DO not worry, my  lord husband will stand in as my proxy.” 
 
    Shichiro’s head snapped around to face her, the dark blue fabric of his blindfold seeming to stare at her, accusing and betrayed.  
 
    She leaned close and flicked open her fan, using it to discretely hide her whispers. “Please do not be mad at me for abandoning you, Shichiro-san, but I really do need to take a break, and you need to learn how to do these sorts of things anyway, because you’ll be the Emperor soon!” She pled. “I am very, very sorry!” 
 
    Shichiro tried to keep a firm, solemn face, but it broke into a rueful smile and shook his head. “I could never be mad at you, Hanako-chan. Fine, I’ll be your proxy, but please take Tamotsu Eiji and Akashi Keiji with you, so you won’t be alone.” 
 
    “Of course,” Hanako said, and she did just that, leaving the Shoguns and a rather grumpy Emperor-to-be behind her.  
 
    Hanako, Tamotsu Eiji, and Akashi Keiji (the latter of which was in his fox form) walked silently back to her rooms. Once they were safely inside the rooms, the Fox rounded on the  Empress, his eyes gleaming with concern.  
 
    “What has you all in a tizzy, Hanako-chan? I can sense the thoughts whirling about in your head.”
“Ah…” Hanako folded her hands and looked down morosely. “It’s just, I wish there was some other way to ensure the peace and reclaim my throne.” 
 
    “War is one of the saddest realities of our world, little one,” Tamotsu Eiji said somberly. “And the truth is, even when the seven realms are united until your rule, true peace will still be elusive. There will always be conflict, as long as there are mortals that dwell on the earth.” 
 
    “I know.” Hanako said, moving over to the futon Daisuke and Kenshin slept, the older boy curled protectively against his younger cousin. “Still… I wish that by the time Kenshin becomes Emperor, the seven realms will have attained as close to true peace as we can manage. I fear this war will prevent that dream from coming true until Kenshin’s grandchild rules.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji brushed up against her leg, unashamedly covering the bottom of the outside layer of her elegant juni-hito with red-gold fox hairs. “Have faith, little mortal!  I’m sure the Heavenly  Emperor-sama will ensure that everything turns out for the best.” 
 
    Hanako nodded and knelt beside the futon, reaching out and stroking Kenshin’s head. Shichiro loved running his hand up and down Kenshin’s little head and face, trying his best to feel out Kenshin’s features and picture them in his mind.  
 
    She wished her husband could see his son. She wished that the power in her blood would enable her to heal him--but his wounds were beyond the power of the Immortal Goose herself, and Hanako had long known she was unable to heal old wounds. Her skill only worked when the injury was fresh.  
 
    She missed his eyes, however. She missed them very much.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye she saw how Akashi Keiji and Tamotsu Eiji stiffened, and she turned to them curiously. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I sense five malicious presences.” Akashi Keiji said angrily. “And they’re only a minute or so away! How did they get so close without any of us detecting them?” 
 
    “There is a faint smell of serpent,” His imperial father replied, and his face was like stone and his eyes like embers, burning in old anger. “I would know that scent anywhere. It seems that the false fujioka princess has been dabbling in things beyond her ken or power. How foolish of her.” 
 
    Akashi Keiji was now a man, and he reached forward to grab Hanako’s sleeve. “Hurry, Empress, we need to get you to somewhere safe, they;ll be here any minute now! They’re from my country, and if they get you they’ll take you to Katsumi and Tsuneo!” 
 
    Hanako froze, her guardian’s words echoing in her head. They’ll take you to Katsumi and Tsuneo. 
It seemed, perhaps, that the Heavenly Emperor had given her another way. 
 
    First, however, in case she was wrong… she quickly jerked her arm free from Akashi Keiji’s grasp and lunged to the futon, grabbing Daisuke and shaking him roughly.  
 
    “Dai-chan, wake up! I need you!” She whispered, and the little boy blinked open sleepy eyes. 
“Whassit, Hanako-oba-sma?” He said, rubbing at his eyes, and Hanako took his hands and hauled him to his feet.  
 
    “I need you to listen to me, Daisuke,” She said solemnly. “Bad men are coming to take me, but you and Kenshin-chan must stay safe.”  
 
    I will die before I let Princess Katsumi lay a finger upon my son, She thought fiercely. “So I need you to hide, and keep Kenshin-chan safe for me. You’re his big cousin, so it’s your duty to protect him.”
Daisuke nodded solemnly. “Yes! I’ll do it, Hanako-oba-sama!” he said, scowling fiercely and scrunching his little brow in determination.  
 
    “I know you will,” She said with a soft smile. “I have faith in you. Now, quickly, into the clothes-chest and hold your arms out.”
Daisuke immediately scrambled inside, and Hanak scooped up the form of her son, watching in dismay as he began to stir awake. However, a long-fingered hand swept over Kenshin’s face and the babe’s eyes drifted closed again. Hanako looked gratefully up to the fox. “Oh, Thank you, Akashi-dono! I’m afraid I have one more task for you.”
“Anything, Empress.” He said lowly, and Hanako nodded before turning back to her nephew, hidden in the clotheschest.  
 
    Carefully, she settled the now-comatose Kenshin in Daisuke’s arms. “Take good care of him, Daisuke-dono. Swear upon your honor as the Prince of Nagisa.” 
 
    “On m’honor as ta Prince of Nagisa, I swear!” He said solemnly, and Hanako accepted his oath with a smile. Then she turned ot look at the fox. “Please, Akashi Keij-dono… hide in here, and keep them safe at all costs, until their father arrives.  
 
    The Fox looked at her, his sharp golden eyes deeply displeased, but he changed into a fox and jumped into the chest, and Hanako closed the lid carefully.  
 
    She turned around to meet the crimson gaze of Tamotsu Eiji, who stared down at her from an impressive height, the long fall of his dark, iridescent hair swaying faintly in a breeze Hanako couldn't feel.  
 
    “I know what you are doing.” He said solemnly, and Hanako nodded.  
 
    “I am Empress.” She said softly, “And an Empress does what is best for her people, regardless of the personal consequences. Besides, this way Kenshin will be safe, and if anything happens to me, he will be Emperor. No matter what happens, all will be well.” 
 
    “Very well.” THe Dragon said. “But you will take me with you. You are my traditional charge, and I will not leave you in your darkest hour.” In the next moment he was a dragon, a tiny one, thin and small as a snake. Before Hanako could even think, the jade and blue dragon had slipped into her sleeve and coiled around her arm, safely out of sight.  
 
    She turned to face the door and lifted her chin, and despite the nervous quailing in her heart, she did not flinch when the door stealthily slid open.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Something was wrong, Shichiro thought. What, precisely, he was not sure, but he knew something was.  
 
    His apprehension was confirmed when Momoe Chiyo stood up abruptly, immediately ceasing all discussion. 
 
    “Something is amiss.” She said solemnly, her usually calm voice strained ever-so-slightly. “My honored husband is rapidly moving away from the palace.” 
 
    Shichiro rather felt as if someone had stabbed his own sword into his heart, and he leapt to his feet. “And the Empress? Do you know where she is?”
Momoe Chiyo shook her head. “She may have been born in Karigane, but she was raised in Akiyama, and therefore is one of my second son’s people. I cannot track her.”  
 
    The ronin resisted the urge to snarl at the Immortal Goose, turned, and ran out of the room. He had spent much of the last days walking about the palace and memorizing the corridors, for with a war on the way and without his eyes, he could not indulge his unfortunate habit of getting lost. He heard footsteps chasing after him, Isao and Tatsuya and Ichiro he guessed, but he paid them no heed as he skidded to a stop and scrabbled to slide open the door. He finally managed to jerk it open just as Isao and the rest managed to catch up, and he leapt inside, hand on the hilt of his katana.  
 
    “Hanako! Are you in here?” 
 
    There was an echoing silence, followed by a faint scratching noise.  
 
    Isao blinked in confusion, gaze zeroing on the clotheschest in the corner of the room. The sound seemed like it had come from thence… He stepped over and lifted the lid.  
 
    Staring up at him from a crumbled nest of cotton was his son, clutching a child close against him, a fox curled protectively next to them both.  
 
    “Daisuke!” Isao burst out anxiously. “Are you all right?: 
 
    “Papa…” Daisuke whispered, his eyes wide and scared. “Aunt Hanako-sama’s gone, but I protected Ken-chan like I promised.” 
 
    Shichiro fell to his knees limply, all strength gone from his limbs, and at the noise Kenshin stirred and began to wail.  
 
    To fox leaped out of the box and became a man, reaching down and taking the distressed baby from Daisuke’s arms. Akashi Keiji turned then to Shichiro and frowned.  
 
    “Are you just going to sit there like a useless lump of pickled radish, or are you going to take your obviously distressed son and do something?” 
 
    Shichiro stirred and obediently held out his arms, and fox deposited his son into his grasp. Instinctively the ronin cradled Kenshin closer, hoping to calm his son’s cries.  
 
    Kenshin seemed to recognize his father’s presence, however, and the wails slowly faded off into unhappy hiccups  
 
    “What happened, Fox-dono?” Isao asked, and Akashi Keiji’s eyes narrowed and lips thinned in displeasure.  
 
    “There must be a spy somewhere amidst your ranks, Tatsuya-dono, for Katsumi and Tsuneo were apparently aware of the Empress’ presence and sent shinobi to capture her.” 
 
    Shichiro turned his blindfolded gaze on the Fox and scowled. “How come you didn’t sense them coming, then, if they were from Akiyama?” 
 
    Isao watched in surprise as ice crawled into the Clever One’s gaze, and Akashi Keiji frowned heavily. “There are more things and powers in the world than the Celestial Guardians, little mortals. And my kin and I are not all-powerful, and there are ways to work around that power. And some things exist out there that are stronger than I, and some of them walk a far darker path. Katsumi has appeared to have gained their aid, and rather foolishly, I think. Anyway, it enabled them to hide their presence from us until it was far too late.” 
 
    “But…” Shichiro said, “I don’t understand… why didn’t she try to run? Why didn’t she send you to us for help? Why didn’t she have the Dragon protect her?” His heart was beating in his chest like the drums of the Festival of the Passed, and Shichiro breathed in deeply, attempting to calm himself before he disturbed Kenshin.  
 
    “Ah, well…” Akashi Keiji said. “I can’t claim to know exactly what was going through her mind, but I know she was unhappy with the prospect of the war, and was also concerned for the safety of Daisuke-chan and Kenshin-chama. She seized the opportunity to draw any potential attention away from them… and the opportunity to face her enemies herself.” He scowled and narrowed a gaze at the ronin. “Perhaps her husband has been rubbing off on her far too much, after all.” 
 
    Isao quickly pinched his nose in an effort to hold in the snort of amusement that defiantly wanted to escape. “So, what is the plan?” 
 
    The ronin stood up swiftly, his jaw firm and his child clutched protectively in his arms. “We’ll fulfill the empress’ wishes--we’ll end this now, without the drawn-out bloodshed of war.” 
 
    “That sounds very good, but how are we planning on doing that?” Tatsuya asked cautiously.  
 
    Shichiro grinned, sharp and fierce. “We’ll go and rescue Hanako-san from her captors, and remove the very reasons for this war, namely, my honored father and mother-in-law.” He turned and put a sleepy Kenshin down on the nearby futon, Shichiro’s hand darting back and forth over the soft hairs on the child’s head.  
 
    “I will need your aid, however. As much as it pains me to admit it, I cannot do it alone.” 
 
    A hand settled on Shichiro’s shoulder, warm and firm, and Isao’s voice sounded in his ear. “Do you even need to ask, little brother?” 
 
    Shichiro smirked to match the one he knew was on his brother’s face. “No, I suppose I don’t.” 
 
    “I owe you a great debt for your help in reclaiming my country,” Tatsuya said cheerfully, “And I’m glad that at last I finally have a chance to repay you in whatever capacity I can, though I wish the circumstances were more pleasant.” 
 
    The ronin shook his head once. “You already repaid me when you extended kindness and sanctuary to my wife and my son, but your help is greatly appreciated none-the-less.” 
 
    “And I will aid you as well,” the voice of Ichiro said, and Shichiro grit his teeth out of habit. “However, I fear that I will be less effective without my brother.” 
 
    Shichiro froze.  
 
    “Ah, yes, the brother… perhaps something can be done about htat, since we would only need to transport one.” The Clever One mused softly. “GIve me some time, and perhaps your brother will meet us outside the estate where the Empress is kept.” 
 
    Ichiro expressed his thanks, but Shichiro wasn’t listening. “Wait, brother? You have a brother, shinobi?” 
 
    “A twin brother.” Ichiro said.  
 
    “A twin brother!” Shichir exclaimed. “Wait… does that mean that there were two of you this whole time???” 
 
    There was a little silence. 
“Yes.” Ichiro said calmly.  
 
    The ronin breathed in through his nose, one long deep breath, in an attempt to calm himself. Then suddenly he grinned. “Ha! Since there were two of you, that means you were cheating. Which means I am superior to you!” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” Akashi Keiji said. “After all, you are not exactly a simple swordsman, and you have an unusual advantage of your own. Few indeed are those blessed by the Guardians at birth. What do you think, Isao-dono?” 
 
    Isao hummed thoughtfully. “I think that makes them even. Both have rather unfair advantages, after all.”  
 
    Shichiro snarled at his elder brother, who merely smiled peacefully at the wall.  
 
    “Well, that’s settled then.” Isao continued. “We’ll need to prepare supplies--there are too many of us to travel by celestial this time, so we’ll just have to make do with horses. Luckily the enemy’s encampment is only two days away, however, plans have to be made.” He stood up, Ichiro immediately flicking to his side like a faithful shadow, and Tatsuya made to follow him.  
 
    The Clever One, now a fox, wandered off into the gardens on some inexplicable Celestial errand, leaving Shichiro alone with a sleeping baby and a quiet Daisuke.  
 
    Daisuke crawled onto the futon, sitting next to the slumbering Kenshin, and looked worriedly up at his uncle.  
 
    “Unca Ronin? Dida do a good job?” 
 
    Shichiro smiled softly and placed a hand on his nephew’s head. “Yes. you did a very good job, and Hanako-oba-sama would be very pleased indeed.”  
 
    ***** 
 
    Hanako had not had a particularly pleasant couple of days, but she did her best to maintain her composure, especially when she was brought before Shogun Tsuneo and the Princess Katsumi. 
 
    As soon as she entered the room, Katsumi rose from her seat in a flutter of brilliant silks and rushed over towards her daughter. Her arms were opened wide and her lips were curved in a perfect, painted smile. 
 
    “Oh, Hanako, it’s been so long,” She cooed softly, taking Hanako’s hands in her own. “I was so very impatient, waiting to see my beloved daughter again at last.”               
 
    Hanako pursed her lips and looked at the princess sadly. “I guessed as much, mother.” She said softly. “After all, you committed high treason in kidnapping the empress.” 
 
    Katsumi twitched, but covered it up smoothly. Cool, cold hands, like the scales of a serpent, cupped Hanako’s cheek. “I was so very distraught when I was told you had fled, my daughter, and I searched everywhere for you in my distress. I want very much to forgive you, of course, but there is something you must say first before I do.” 
 
    “Yes,” hanako said. “There is something I need to say, before you forgive me.” She took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and firmed her will in an attempt to quell the shivering of her insides. “Shogun Nishimura Tsuneo of Masaki and Princess Fujioka Katsumi of Akiyama, I, as the Empress Apparent of Azuma-no-Kuni, hereby formally demand the surrender of yourselves and your armies. If you do so now, I will be lenient.” 
 
    They stared at her in shock, and then Katsumi’s eyes went cold as Tsuneo’s features twisted in anger.  
 
    “Hanako-chan…” Katsumi said carefully, her voice as sickly sweet as a fruit touched by an early frost. “This does not have to be difficult. Merely apologize and agree to work with  us, and there will be no need for anything to become unpleasant.”
Part of Hanako’s heart, the part that still loved her mother, cried out hopefully at this chance, but Hanako  firmed her resolve. This was far greater than Hanako and her loneliness, than Katsumi and Shichiro and Tsuneo--this was about thousands and thousands of people who depended upon her.  
 
    “I am Empress,” Hanako said softly, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “And the Empress bows to only One.” 
 
    Katsumi had shrieked in anger, Tsuneo swore angrily, and Hanako eventually found herself locked in a small room, accompanied only by a futon.  
 
    She sighed morosely and looked of tow here she believed the south of be. She wished dearly that her honored husband and both her children were here with her, though she knew they were far better off where they were.  
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Hanako blinked at it, bemused. “Come in,” she said softly, and the door promptly slid open to reveal a young girl in the garb of a princess.  
 
    The girl was a small thing, and very pretty, with rich dark brown hair and eyes to match, and a smile as bright as the sun. She stood up and slipped into the room and closed the door behind her, pausing for a moment as if listening.                
 
    “My lady, my name is Nishimura Manami, youngest daughter of the First Wife of Shogun Tsuneo. My father ordered me here some time ago in order that he may have someone on hand to keep an eye on you here when you arrived. However, now that you are here…” And the girl sank into a deep bow, nearly pressing her forehead to the floor. “I pledge my loyalty to your Imperial Highness, Empress-sama, from now until I take my last breath.” 
 
    Tamotsu Eiji stirred against her arm in his hiding place, and Hanako felt warmth and relief well up in her chest. It was nice indeed, to know she was not alone in this place. “I thank you, Manami-dono,” She said gently, and smiled. “I hope that we can be friends--my husband and his brother have spoken many times and fondly of their beloved little sister.”  
 
    Manami sat up and reached out, clasping the older woman’s hand comfortingly. “Of course, Empress-sama! It would be my greatest pleasure. And if there is any way that I could help you, you need merely to ask!”
Hanako blinked, then tilted her head thoughtfully. “Well, there is one thing, perhaps. I have no doubt that my husband will be coming to fetch me soon--could you help him find his way through the palace?” 
 
    Manami nodded firmly, her eyes shining in determination. “It shall be done, my lady! I swear it!”  
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE FIGHT AND THE VICTORY 
 
      
 
    The plan is that Tatsuya, Ryota, and Masahiko sneak amongst the ranks of the armies and set off a signal that those loyal to the Empress should stand at the ready.  
 
    While this is happening, Akashi Keiji leads Isao, Shichiro, and both the Ichiros (the other Ichiro being flown over with the help of a snake) into the estate where Hanako is kept.  
 
    Akashi Keiji leads them to Manami, who has been on the lookout for their arrival. Once they meet up with Manami, they quickly split up-- The Ichiros go after Princess Katsumi and her shinobi guard, with Akashi Keiji to lead them, and Isao and Shichiro follow Manami, who takes them to Hanako.  
 
    Once Hanako is secured, they go after Tsuneo and his guard. Shichiro challenges Tsuneo to a duel and they fight, and Isao engages Tsuneo’s guard to keep them off Shichiro’s back.  
 
    With the gifts granted to him by the Guardians, Shichiro manages to slay his father. Just as he does so, however, a wounded guard that Isao had thought he killed off rose up and made one last desperate lunge at Shichiro. Hanako, in a panic, runs forward and manages to grab ahold of the guard’s sword, giving Shichiro enough time to spin around and kill the enemy.  
 
    This however, results in cuts on Hanako’s hands and fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Hanako, are you all right?” Shichiro gasped out, stumbling towards her, hands reaching out to grab her own.  
 
    “Do not worry, dearest husband,” Hanako said gently. “They’re little more than scratches, and will heal soon enough because of the virtue of my blood. And besides,” She added with a tinge of sorrow and pride in her tone, “If a few cuts and thin scars are the price I must pay for peace, I will gladly pay it. It is but little in comparison to the sacrifice you have made.”  
 
    She stared sorrowfully at his face, now baref for all the world to see now that his face had slashed the blindfold from his face. The scars were deep and spoke of an unimaginable pain, which Hanako had been helpless to heal.  
 
    The ronin sank to his knees before her in exhaustion, and Hanako reached out, delicately brushing her fingers across his mutilated visiage with aching tenderness, frowning in dismay when she stained his face with her useless blood. As if sensing her frown, he reached up and gripped her cheeks with his warm, calloused hands, and brought her forehead down to rest against his. 
 
    Shichiro felt tears drip onto his face where his eyes had once been, and he sighed softly. “Do not weep for me, wife. I do not need them--all I need is you, and whatever strength or skill that the Heavenly Emperor sees fit to grant me. Besides,” And he laughed, “What other blind man can say they have fought a Shogun and won?”  
 
    Hanako laughed at that, and Shichiro dreamed of the gentle smile that was no doubt upon her lips. He could imagine it so very clearly, so clearly that he felt as if he could see it.  
 
    He blinked, and the breath was stolen from his lungs.  
 
    “I had forgotten,” he said, “How very blue your eyes were, Hanako.” 
 
    For a moment the words did not make sense in her head, and then she reared back, nearly tripping and falling in her shock. There, staring back at her, were her husband’s eyes, in her husband’s face, just as they once had months ago. The only difference now was that they were framed by a silvery scar.  
 
    “Y-you can see me?” She stammered, and he nodded.  
 
    “You are wearing a navy and green kimono, your hair is fallen all around you, and you have a smear of blood on your forehead.” he said, his own voice sounding breathless. 
 
    She stared at him, and then felt such a stirring of joy in herself that she thought she could burst. “Oh, thank the Heavenly Emperor-sama!” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be possible.” Ichiro--Shuichi, to be precise--said. “The properties of the Pearl-blessed blood are unable to heal such old wounds, and hte damage inflincted was of a type that was beyond its power already.”  
 
    “Ah, Ichiro-san,” Isao said with a laugh. “The Heavenly Pearl flower was a blossom created by the hand of the Heavenly Emperor and gifted to the First Emperor aeons ago. Who are you to say which miracles a flower of miracles can perform? I believe that is up to the Heavenly One that made it.” 
 
    “Truly, we have bleen blessed,” Hanako smiled, and she gazed at long last into her husband’s eyes.  
 
    ****** 
 
    The army of Masaki and Akiyama, understandibly, were rather skeptical when Hanako appeared before them, with her husband at her side and flanked by a tiny princess and the Shogun of Nagisa. THey listened as Hanako proclaimed her status as Empress, and as Shichiro informed them that he was the Emperor, and now that their leaders were dead, it was strongly advised they would surrender if they didn’t wish for a similarly unpleasant fate.  
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then the jeering started. It stopped, however, on a few seconds later, as Tamotsu Eiji became tired of the abuse they were throwing at his charge and slipped out of her sleeve, soaring into the sky, and instantly becoming  a far greater size than any of them (save perhaps Akashi Keiji) had glimpsed before.  
 
    “This mortal child is indeed who she says she is,” He boomed. “She is the Chosen heir whose coming i foretold three hundred (i think) years ago, a descendent of Hansuke the Lost Prince, the last heir of the Imperial Throne. The time has come at last for the Imperial Throne to be restored, and I highly suggest you accept her offers of mercy.”  
 
    The entire joint army immeidiately surrendered. After all, it was rather unwise to outright disobey they gigantic dragon.  
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE -- THE DRAGON AND THE HOME 
 
      
 
    The Imperial City, which was long abandoned, was in surprisingly good shape for haveing been left empty for three hundred years. Hanako had been informed that the Guardians had kept it ready all these years, waiting for the one who would come and dwell within the palace once more.  
 
    And now that time had come at last, and the streets of the Imperial City of Nakajima Hachito were filled with the voices of people.  
 
    The Empress had returned to the Imperial Throne.  
 
    People from all over the seven lands--from Taura of the rivers in the east and the rocky coast of Yamazaki in the west, from the snows of Miyukimura in the north and the rice marshes of Karigane in the south, from the mountains of Akiyama and the forests of Masaki and the beaches of Nagisa--had gathered to see the Empress crowned. They gazed in wonder at the noble lords and ladies, the Shoguns and the Princesses and their noble consorts, and they stared in awe at the tall, otherworldly forms of Celestial Guardians.  
 
    It was truly an event that would go down in history, when the seven warring nations were united at last under one crown, beneath the gracious and gentle hand of the Empress Hanako. 
 
    She stood before them all, on the steps of the Grand Temple, clad in a long silk kimono colored in green and blue, purple and gold--the colors of the Emperors and the Imperial Dragon in days long gone.  
 
    She was small and delicate, as lovely and refined as the blooms of the royal chrysthanthemums, and the people swore that never before has been and never again will there be a lovelier Empress. 
 
    At her side stood the Emperor, tall and strong and noble , his face regal and protective, his hand on the hilt of his ancient sword. 
 
    The Imperial Dragon stood before the Princess Tatsuoko Hanako, holding the royal headdress Empresses had worn in ages past, and he bent his vermillion gaze upon her. He was tall and impossibly regal, and several people in the crowd later swore that where he stood there knelt the serpentine body of a jade dragon.  
 
    “Do you, Nishimura Hanako, daughter of the line of Takahara Hansuke, son of the Last Emperor, Miyatatsu Hanshin, swear to rule your people with wisdom and justice and mercy, guiding them together as they walk the path into the future? Do you swear to lead them upon a straight path of light, free from regrets, as best as you are able? Do you swear to follow the precepts and laws in imitation of the court of the Heavenly Emperor for all the days of your life, until you breathe your last and ascend to join his train?” 
 
    “I swear, by the Mark of the Dragon upon my back and the blood of the Emperors in my veins. I will do so, and continue to do so, until the smoke of my pyre ascends to the stars, and the cherry blossoms bloom over my grave.” 
 
    “Then, by the power given to me by the Heavenly Emperor Himself, I crown you Empress Tatsuoko Hanako, and I give unto your line the name Nishitatsu--Dragon of the West.” 
 
    And Princess Hanako of the Dragons bowed her head, and the Imperial Dragon Tamotsu Eiji placed the ancient headdress of her ancestresses upon her head. Then she raised her head and turned to face the crowd, and she was forevermore remembered as Nishitatsu Tatsuoko Hanako, Empress of the whole land of Azuna-no-Kuni, from the far eastern border of Taura to the beginning of the Western Sea. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The festivities surrounding the coronation of the Empress lasted well into the night, but at last the celebration had died off and all was quiet. It was in this quiet that Shogun Hamasaki Isao at last found his brother and sister, who were quietly cloistered on the engawa next to the private Imperial gardens.  
 
    Shichiro cradled his daughter Misaki in his arms, and Manami was twisting her face into a funny shape, babbling cheerfully in hopes of making her tiny niece laugh. With a grin, Isao plopped down next to them, eyeing the way that Shichiro stared at his daughter’s face with endless wonder.  
 
    “How does it feel, being a father?” He asked, and Shichiro shook his head slowly.  
 
    “I… I don’t know, honestly. I just met Misaki-chan the day before yesterday, and I first held Kenshin-chan only a few weeks ago. But… when I first held Kenshin-chan, and when I first laid eyes on both my children, I… I can’t describe it.” 
 
    Isao nodded solemnly. “I know what you mean. I only wish you were here for all of it.” 
 
    Shichiro averted his gaze, staring up at the full moon. “So do I.” 
 
    With a smirk, the Shogun nudged the Emperor in the ribs. “Guess that’ll teach you to run off in a fit of self-pity from now on, eh, baby brother? Next time you do that, you might return to find your pretty little Empress of a wife’s had triplets!” 
 
    His baby brother snorted, and Manami giggled, and Misaki cooed cluelessly, and Isao grinned. All was right with the world, at long, long last.  
 
    “I was speaking to Hanako-chan today,” he said casually. “She says that now she’s established as Empress, she’s going to help stabilize Yamazaki, Akiyama and Masaki. Akiyama will be pretty easy to deal with--the Fox has already got someone ready to step onto the seat of the Shogun, but Yamazaki is going to be a bit more tricky. Still, I have faith that the two of you’ll manage to sort things out soon enough.” Isao smirked. “After all, it’s rather hard to say no to the Empress and her pet dragon.” 
 
    Shichiro rolled his eyes. “And what about Masaki?” 
 
    “Well… that happened to be a large part of what we were speaking about, Hanako-chan, Daimyo Saito-dono, and I.” THe elder brother admitted. “All the other children of our honored and regretfully passed father are traitors to the Imperial Throne, so none of them are eligible to take the Shogun’s seat. That is, of course… except for Manami here.”
Shichiro and Manami stared at Isao in shock. “You’re serious? Really?” THe princess gasped out, and Isao tried his best to hide his grimace. Manami was competent, truly, but she was still so young still… 
 
    “Yes.” He admitted.  
 
    He wasn’t expecting her to fling her arms about his waist. “Oh, thank you, Biggest Brother Isao! Now I'll be able to fulfill my dream!” 
 
    “What dream?” Isao asked, rather stupidly, and Manami beamed at him.  
 
    “I wanted to be grand lady, like Mother Tomoko or Grandmother Kazuka-hime-sama, one who can take care of her people and keep them safe. I’d never thought I'd be able to do it, but now!” Words failed her, and instead she hugged him again. Bemusedly, Isao patted her head, and thanked the lucky stars that she wasn’t upset at the unexpected burden.  
 
    Shichiro smiled and added his own hand to Manami’s head, and she turned to look at him curiously.  
 
    “Congratulations, usa-chan,” he said seriously, “I know you’ll be a very grand lady indeed.” 
 
    Manami beamed happily, hugged him, and then rushed off, no doubt to deliver the good news to Kenta, her faithful guardian. Isao and Shichiro were left alone, save for Misaki, and together they silently stared at the moon.  
 
    “Do you think you’ll miss it?” Isao said after a while.  
 
    Shichiro glanced at him out of the corner of his eye curiously. “Miss what?” 
 
    “Wandering.” Isao gestured to the world at large. “You told me once how you loved to smell the winds in every land, and how you would follow them where they willed. Do you think you’ll miss it, now that you’re Emperor?” 
 
    Shichiro laughed. “It’s not like I'll be stuck in the palace all the time, big brother. Hanako-san is the Empress and will govern the minutia and the politics. I am Emperor and will therefore be often out in the world, checking on the state of the seven lands for my Empress. I will be able to feel the winds plenty enough, never fear.” 
 
    He sighed thoughtfully then, directing his gaze back to the moon. “I suppose I shall miss wandering, eventually, but I am far fonder of what I have here to let the desire to chase the winds rule me.” He looked down at his slumbering daughter in his arms, and smiled. “Someday, my heart tells me, I shall go wandering again. But I pray that that day will be far, far off indeed, for all that I need is right here, for once, and I am not barred from it.” 
 
    ISao nodded, and smiled gently in relief. He stood, softly tapped his sleeping niece on the head, and then clasped his brother on the shoulder. “Good. I’m very proud of you, Emperor Shichiro.” 
 
    Shichiro nodded, and Isao walked off. He paused just as he was about to turn the corner, and looked back, a smirk on his face. “Y’know, I was right, in the end.” 
 
    Shichiro cocked his head at him in confusion, and Isao’s smirk widened. “I always told you, little brother, that you were far worthier than you believed yourself to be. And look at you now--my foolish little brother is the Emperor.” His grin grew even further. “It seems that all along, the Heavenly Emperor agreed with me.” 
 
    The last words were delivered with great relish, and Shichiro scowled at him.  
 
    “I told you so.” 
 
    And with that parting shot, Isao disappeared around the corner, whistling happily.  
 
    Shichiro indulged in making a face at his brother in Isao’s absence, then stood, careful not to jostle and disturb Misaki. He slowly strolled his way along the engawa, musing upon his brother's words.  
 
    He stopped in front of a shoji door, and adjusted his grip on Misaki to slide it open. Perhaps, Isao really was right, all along.  
 
    He stepped inside to see his wife and Empress just finish tucking a drowsy little princely heir into his futon, and he smiled in content. It wasn’t that long ago when he never would have seen such a thing, and Shichiro would never take such a gift for granted again.  
 
    Hanako turned at the sound of the door sliding shut behind her husband, and she turned to look at him with as smile. 
 
    “Welcome home, Shichiro!” She said, and her blue eyes lit up with delight and contentment.  
 
    Shichiro stared into her imperial eyes and felt an answering warmth in his heart. “Yes. I’m home.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





