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      The trek to the shrine was tiring and both Tsukasa and Hikaru collapsed with no more strength to move. Kana came after the attendants saw them and three took them in to care for them. Kana showed she was suited to treat their injuries. Using herbs and bandages to keep Hikaru’s ribs from puncturing her lungs or something else vital. To keep Tsukasa’s arm in place so that it would heal properly from the break. 
    

    
    
      Both ladies slept for almost a full day. Waking up early the next morning sore and stiff. Hikaru was glad to see Eri as Kana handed the child to her.
    

    
    
      “Sweet one, hi!” said Hikaru. She moved with pain in her sides. The pain was dulled by the herbs but it was still difficult to move around.
    

    
    
      Hikaru looked into the beautiful eyes of her daughter. She was all smiles. Hikaru kissed her on the cheek. She looked up at Kana and mouthed thank you.
    

    
    
      “You’re welcome,” said Kana. “I have sent a letter out for help from some sailors. I believe you might know one of them.”
    

    
    
      “Who,” asked Hikaru. “I don’t know anyone from the sea.”
    

    
    
      “So you don’t know someone from Summerset?”
    

    
    
      Hikaru had to think. It took her some time. Then she remembered the one person she briefly met from Summerset. Pat’s friend who had blonde hair and was a formidable swordmaster. 
    

    
    
      “Crystal,” said Hikaru. “She works the seas now?”
    

    
    
      “As a captain of a privateer ship, she helps this shrine with her smuggling crew.”
    

    
    
      Hikaru pursed her lips to say something else but thought better of it. The problems with the Oda clan demanded her attention. The decimation of her clan left the territory very vulnerable. The Oda were savages like their leader. Hikaru could not see the Tokugowa clan helping or the Uesegi clan who controlled the jungles to the south. Where the weather was warmer and food was plentiful. 
    

    
      The Uesegi clan haven’t interacted with anyone in at least a decade. They might not even still be alive. The Tokugowa clan were isolationist. They killed anyone that intruded on their land. No one knew how they survived since the land they controlled was where the temperature was lower and the waters were frozen on the south side of Snowfelt.  Hikaru didn’t have any ideas on how to resolve the problem. Instead she gave her attention to little Eri.
    

    
    
      -
    

    
      The journey from the docks on the shore to the shrine took a good part of two days. Crystal looked over her men. Making sure everyone was accounted for and that they were able to keep pace. She had more than two dozen men with casters. Special guns that shoot magical particles in the form of firebolts. 
    

    
    
      “Keep moving men,” said Crystal standing on a large rock looking down at them. She had a caster herself slung on her left hip. “We have some people to kill and bounty to collect!”
    

    
    
      The men laughed and were ever eager for a fight. The cold wind that blew from the northwest reminded Crystal how much she had changed. Hikaru had sent word about Pat’s death and that he had saved her clan. Crystal looked at her messed up arm. She could never wield a sword again. But a caster, a caster had become like the missing limb she once trusted more than anything. The caster was fast and devastating. She even gave hers a name that she only said at night when remembering Pat and her lost comrades.  
    

    
    
      Reading that Hikaru needed her, it gave her a reason to visit the place where Pat died and let out some anger at the same time. 
    

    
    
      -
    

    
      Hikaru bundled Eri up. The northwest wind was chilly and she didn’t want her daughter to freeze or get sick. 
    

    
    
      She looked out at the vast amount of snowy land that made up her country. The trees looked so beautiful, like candles lighting the way to the sea. Eri turned her head slightly but didn’t wake up. Hikaru looked down at the beautiful union of her and Isao’s love.
    

    
    
      “Ch-ch-ch,” said Hikaru, rubbing her nose against Eri’s little nose. Eri looked as much as mother as she did her father.
    

    
    
      “I won’t allow anything to happen to you, you are my world.”
    

    
    
      Eri opened her eyes and looked up at Hikaru, a cute smile formed on her face.
    

    
    
      “Lady Hikaru,” said one of her attendants. “Lady Crystal is here.”
    

    
    
      Hikaru nodded, she looked back down at Eri and smiled. Before handing her to the attendant.
    

    
    
      -
    

    
      “You idiots!!!” said Maki Oda. “You let them escape, and now we have wasted precious manpower to hunt them down!”
    

    
    
      “My lady, we didn’t exactly come prepared for a long expedition.”
    

    
    
      Maki cut down the one who spoke in a merciless fashion. 
    

    
    
      “Don’t tell me something I already know, find the Takeda clan leader and kill her cousin, but I want the Takeda heir brought back alive!”
    

    
    
      With her diatribe over. Maki Oda looked at the dead body they brought out. She spit on the corpse and stormed off.
    

    
    
      -
    

    
      Crystal and her fellow pirates stood in the temple. Carrying their casters and looking ready for a fight. Hikaru wore her battle attire. A leather battle skirt and short sleeve tunic that covered the bandages underneath. Her ribs hurt and she hurt to move. But she was determined to be a part of this battle.
    

    
    
      “If you’re going with swords,” said Crystal. “I’m afraid that I won't fight that anyway anymore.”
    

    
    
      Crystal showed her arm. Covered in scars and her hand was covered in bandages.
    

    
    
      “They say the nerves in my hand are nearly shot. I’ll never wield a sword to any degree, but these babies,” said Crystal, showing off her caster. “I can shoot these babies easily.”
    

    
    
      “What is that?” asked Hikaru, with a nervous look.
    

    
    
      “This is a caster. A special weapon that fires destructive magical bolts,” said Crystal. “It will cut down any enemy we face.”
    

    
    
      Hikaru’s face went into that placid look where her emotions couldn’t be read unless she smiled or laughed. Crystal wondered if Hikaru was going to say something against the casters. She didn’t, instead Hikaru walked up and took Crystal’s hand.
    

    
    
      “Thank you,” she said in almost a whisper’s tone.
    

    
    
      “No, thank you. Pat...Pat died knowing someone cared for him.”
    

    
    
      Hikaru nodded her head. They moved to prepare for their attack on Takeda castle.
    

    
    
      -
    

    
      “You know I love her,” said the Ghost of Pat.
    

    
      “Not as much as I. For I have history with her,” said the Ghost of Isao.
    

    
    
      “I wish I could -- that we could be there for her,” said the Ghost of Pat.
    

    
    
      “....We are with her in spirit.”
    

    
    
      -
    

    
      The Oda forces were tired. Hungry. They started killing the sheep to feed upon. Making some of what meat they could get. Maki Oda was even feeling the pang of hunger and weariness creeped into her bones. They spent hours looking but could not find the Takeda heir. The mountain tunnels were like the legend of Zhuge Liang’s maze. They kept getting turned around and ending up back where they started. Or they would end up lost for hours and find themselves back where they started. Others didn’t come back at all.
    

    
    
      Her forces were whittled
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