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        Jakai: A nation.

        Chaiku: A nation.

        Kachaku: The people of Chaiku.

        Jakain: The people of Jakai.

        Nitsu Seiba: “Sun saber.”

        Tsuki no Ha-Ken: “Lunar blade.”

        Shogun: The ruler of Jakai.

        Minamoto: A clan of Jakai.

        Yoritomo: A clan of Jakai.

        Hatake: One of the four noble houses of Jakai.

        Senjuya: One of the four noble houses of Jakai.

        Kazuya: One of the four noble houses of Jakai.

        Kura: One of the four noble houses of Jakai.

        Ashinaga: A clan of Jakai.

        Takahaito: A clan of Jakai.

        Bushi-Ama Warrior: The highest warrior rank.

        Ninjobi: People trained in the art of stealth.

        Shugo: A Feudal Lord.

        Kanrei: “Shogunal Deputy.”
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      The hardest thing about preparing for war was trying to prevent one from happening from within. For Kaito, it meant more days of being treated like a child. He was sixteen and still no one wanted to train him for combat. Shouldn't a warrior know how to fight? How else would he protect his home, like the Enlightened One. According to legend, the first man to achieve the Enlightened State known as Nirvana, sat under the great tree in the center of the city.

      It towered above everything and everyone as they went about their usual morning routines, providing shade for the people in the vicinity. Fishermen sold their wares from earlier in the morning, while the rest harvested crops for their families and their respective Shugos.

      Kaito made his way to the front gate, where he would fulfill his morning's duties by getting any messages from night. His best friend, Go-Zhuk was half-asleep at the post. Kaito cleared his throat and glared at his friend. It was one thing to not train him, but to lie right to his face?

      "I thought you said you were busy?" Kaito asked.

      Go-zhuk yawned. "I was. Guard duty."

      "Then why were you asleep?"

      "I can't help it if the job's boring. Besides, nothing important ever happens at night."

      Kaito scoffed and folded his arms. "You should be more appreciative. Getting assigned to guard duty is a big deal. Why didn't your father do it? Isn't that his job?"

      "Yeah, well something came up. Everyone in town is talking about it. They're scared.”

      "Scared of what?" Kaito asked.

      He hadn't noticed anything unusual about the citizens of Kyotomo. Go-zhuk was probably messing with him. He was right. Nothing important ever came through in the evenings unless something bad happened.

      "Where is your father anyway?"

      "Probably in a meeting with the other house heads and your father."

      Kaito swallowed the anticipation rising in his throat. He needed to find out. His body trembled with excitement. Go-zhuk noticed it and smiled.

      "You wanna know, don't you" he said.

      Kaito nodded. Go-zhuk leaned in and whispered in his ear. Shocked, Kaito stumbled back. A Shugo was dead? From a place he'd never heard . Some place called Iidama. He wasn't worried about the news so much as he was upset he knew nothing about it. Maybe everyone is right. Perhaps I am too young for war and politics.

      No. War, yes. But he was smart enough to admit his shortcomings, even if they were not his own. He spent his life learning histories, both national and local even research forbidden to him. To think another Capital existed and he know nothing about it.

      "What's wrong?" Go-zhuk asked. "You look angry."

      Kaito sighed. "It's nothing. Can we practice kendo today?"

      "Sure. I just need to finish up here. I'll meet you in our usual spot."

      "Okay," Kaito said. "Any messages come through?"

      "Just what I already told you. It's all here."

      Go-zhuk handed him a scroll. Kaito wanted to open it, despite already knowing what was inside. The contents of the message were for his father's eyes only. If something should happen to him, Yuri would be next in line for the title. One more year and I'll be eligible. The minimum age requirement for someone to be considered ready for the title of Shogun was seventeen. It took more than a mature mind to lead people. Kaito knew this already, but sometimes even his ambitions trumped logic. He needed to learn how to fight, or at the very least defend himself and his people.

      Kaito left Go-zhuk to finish up his shift and made his way to the castle to deliver the message. All the while, he wondered what his friend had left out. There was something in his eyes almost like shame or guilt. What didn't he want him to know? On the way there, Kaito overheard several people whisper to each other about the dead Shugo.

      "They say it was the Yoritomo."

      "How did they even get inside? I mean, if they infiltrated a city that well guarded, who's to say they won't strike here next?"

      Kaito listened to all he could before reaching the castle grounds. The people were raising legitimate concerns. But how did they know more about Iidama than him? Tensions were high in Kyotomo, and Kaito knew he'd have to inherit the discord between the two rival clans.

      Kaito reached the room where the meeting took place, hand touching the door. He stopped upon hearing voices arguing on the other side. Four stood out to him. The Kazuya, Kura, Senjuya, and Hatake clan leaders. His guardian––Yuri––and his father, Jin, remained silent amidst the chaos of yells.

      “If we attack we’ll be slaughtered within a day," the Kazuya clan leader said. "We need to prepare our armies. Make alliances of our own. Fight back. Doing nothing is only delaying the inevitable.”

      “The only ones left are those who wish us dead. What help do we expect from them?”

      They must be talking about the Yoritomo clan, Kaito thought. Most people pretended not to notice them. While they built up alliances and stockpiled weaponry. To think, all it took was the death of a Shugo to snap them out of their ignorance. Who exactly were the Takahaito? The fact this meeting was taking place was a testament to the enemy’s will to fight and their lack of initiative. The argument between the four clan heads continued with everyone yelling over one another.

      “Enough!” Kaito's father said.

      There was a pause as the rest no doubt waited for a response.

      Keeping the peace while preparing for war must've been a fine line to walk. Trapped between igniting a war between the two capitals and starting a coup within the capital itself? It sounded like a logistical nightmare. Dinner  would be awkward. He could feel it.

      “We won’t attack,” Jin said, “but I will leave to strengthen our relationships with the remaining clans. Hopefully their desire to prevent another war will make them think twice before killing me on the spot.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Captain Kura shouted.

      Another long pause occurred. This time Kaito couldn't deduce the reason behind it.

      “Why not send Kaito?” Yuri asked. “As an ambassador, I mean."

      Kaito blinked and removed his ear from the wall. What do they mean send me? I don't know anyone outside Kyotomo.

      “You mean sacrifice young master Kaito?” the Senjuya clan leader asked. “What will that do other than stall them? We’re already doing a fine job of that.”

      “Or give them leverage,” Takato Hatake said.

      “It is merely a suggestion,” Yuri said calmly.

      “We don’t have time for schemes like that,” the Senjuya clan leader said. “Lord Jin, what do we do about the increasing number of forces against us? It's only a matter of time before they attack.”

      “Say the words,” Captain Kura said, “and I’ll begin training the farmhand. They may not be noble, but after I’m done with them they’ll be able to stand with the best of them.”

      “And go against tradition?” the Senjuya head asked. “We can’t just train farmers and merchants. What will happen after the war? We’ll have practically armed a future rebellion.”

      “What about Kaito? Surely he can…”

      “What? Him?” Tsunok Senjuya said. "He’s the reason things have gotten this bad.”

      “That boy is the reason things aren’t worse,” the Kazuya clan leader said.

      What do they mean it’s my fault? I haven’t done anything.

      “Enough,” Jin said. “This meeting is over. Unless any of you have solutions that don’t involve putting my son at risk. He’s your future Shogun, despite his background. You should treat him with the same respect you show me.”

      With those words, the meeting was over. Kaito, not wanting to be discovered eavesdropping, hurried around a corner. His heartbeat was fast, unsure of what his father meant by his background, but fearing the worst.

      The sun was already past its zenith and beginning its descent into dusk. Kaito cursed his own curiosity and rushed to find Go-zhuk, praying he wasn’t already gone.
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      Kaito finished searching the Hatake family garden for Go-zhuk. Maybe he forgot? Just like all the other times. Spirits, how many times am I going to fall for that? Go-zhuk was a few years Kaito’s senior and a great warrior in his own right—not that he had many people to compare himself with. All the other kids got to hold swords well before the age of sixteen. He’d never even held a practice one.

      He itched to hold a real blade, but knew his father would never allow it. Said that a great ruler must know when to fight, rather than how. It didn’t make much sense to Kaito and he wasn’t sure it ever would. What happened when he couldn’t pick his battles? Jin’s words echoed in his mind “He’s your future Shogun, despite his background.” He grew up in Kyotomo, forbidden to venture past the city gate. Now, he started to wonder why he wasn’t allowed to leave in the first place.

      “Kaito!” someone yelled from behind.

      He turned around and saw Go-zhuk running toward him, hand waving in the air. He was out of breath is eyes heavy from lack of sleep.

      Kaito frowned. “You promised."

      “I know. I know.”

      Kaito folded his arms and turned his back toward Go-zhuk. He did it, again. It wasn’t fair. Go-zhuk could practice with a sword, but he—the shogun's son—could not? Everyone knew he would be a leader someday and a leader needed to be able to protect his people. If he started young, who knows what he could do when he reached adulthood.

      Kaito often dreamt about life as a Bushi-Ama warrior. The glory and honor it meant for oneself and their family. Not that his family needed the honor. He was part of a long line of great warriors, his grandfather in particular. Sometimes it seemed like that greatness would end with him before it even began.

      Go-zhuk looked tired ore than usual. His eyes were swollen from either lack of sleep or from someone beating him. Had his father started drinking again?

      Go-zhuk put a hand on Kaito’s shoulder. “Tell you what I’m going out with my father tomorrow morning to harvest our paddy fields we have down south. If you can convince your father to let you go, I’ll be your sensei for a whole day.”

      Kaito beamed, turning around to hug Go-zhuk with all his might. “Oh thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      “You'll need your father’s permission in writing,” he said, handing Kaito a scroll. “If anything happened to you, my father would be in big trouble.”

      Kaito’s face sunk in disappointment.

      Go-zhuk smiled and patted him on the back. “I’m sure he’ll approve.” He winked. “It’s just gathering rice, after all.”

      Kaito opened his mouth to ask a question, but realized what Go-zhuk meant. He was so smart. What father doesn’t know couldn’t possibly hurt him.

      “All right what time should we meet?” he asked.

      “We leave before sunrise,” Go-zhuk said.

      He left Kaito alone to think about how best to go about persuading his father to let him go with Go-zhuk. He didn’t exactly like Go-zhuk; said he was a bad influence. Kaito noticed the sky grow dark. Seemed he would be late to dinner and that meant there'd be yelling directed at him ... again. He hoped it wasn't grandfather.

      It was the one of the few times he, father, and grandfather were able to sit down and not worry about the state of things. The food was good, but the conversations always bored him. Who cared about what one did that day? It was probably the same thing they did yesterday and the day before. How much could change between sunrise and sunset?

      As he approached the castle, his father stood in front of the gate. Kaito’s heart sank. The fact his father stood there meant supper was already over. Last time he missed such an important meal, he couldn’t even go outside. He had to meditate all day and couldn’t leave the castle walls.

      Kaito slowed down his pace, head and neck slouching as he tried avoiding eye contact with his father. So much for tomorrow, he thought, wanting to cry. He fought back the weakness. A warrior should never cry.

      "We missed you at dinner," Jin said.

      Kaito lowered his head and said nothing. He'd start crying if given the chance to talk. Seemed t was too late for that, as the tears started anyway. His father held him, trying to comfort him while Kaito wept.

      "What's wrong?" he asked. "Missing dinner shouldn't make you this upset."

      Kaito sniffled and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. "I was gonna ask to go with Go-zhuk and his father to harvest rice. He promised to teach me kendo."

      Jin looked at him and smiled. "At least you told me the truth. It seems you are learning to become a wise ruler." He sighed. "I'll give you permission, but you have to promise me that you'll help Go-zhuk's father with their shipment. Don't just practice kendo all day."

      “I will, father,” he said. “Thank you. Here I just need you to sign this.”

      Kaito handed his father the document Go-zhuk had given him. Jin looked it over, his eyes beginning to show worry. The proud smile of a parent left his face, replaced with a frown. Kaito knew what his father would say next, but didn’t want to hear it. He always changed his mind whenever something sounded even the slightest bit risky. He was the Shogun. People should have to follow him no matter his decisions. It was his birthright as the leader of Jakai.

      “Kaito,” he said. “Where exactly did Go-zhuk say he and his father were going?”

      He shrugged. “Somewhere south of here. Why?”

      “I don’t want you going. It’s too dangerous.”

      Kaito’s heart sank into his stomach and bubbled there until he could no longer contain his rage.

      “It’s not fair!” he shouted. “You always do this. How will I ever learn to become a ruler if you keep holding me back?"

      “Kaito, I...”

      “That’s enough. I’m going. With or without your permission.”

      Kaito snatched the paper from his father’s hands and stormed off.
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      When did that boy become such a handful Jin thought as he walked back to his chambers. He was at that age, but he wished there was more warning. You’ve had sixteen years to prepare yourself, Jin. Plus, he’s bound to find out sooner or later.

      When he arrived in his quarters, he closed the door and sat down in front of a blank roll of washi. He exhaled and began to paint. After a few strokes, he stopped, examining his work.

      Black tired him. He wanted something with more color. The monochromatic hue was too boring and dull for a world filled with life and beauty. His sensei said color would come to those who needed it.

      Jin took out his experimental ink. It was made of crushed berries and other natural ingredients. He dabbled his brush into the ceramic bowl and wrote his name on a separate scroll as he always did when trying something new. There was no sense in getting the black and red mixed together on the final product. Jin smiled. He’d have to make note of the concoction. It was perfect; the red deep enough to capture one's eye, but not blackened enough by too much berry juice.

      He pulled out his sketchbook and looked at a chart that showed him the contents and mixing ratio of the last few attempts to add color.

      Sixty-seven wild berries and eighteen freshly ripened cherries. Jin circled the recipe and placed it beside the two scrolls. He exhaled again, getting into the proper state of mind.

      Jin noticed the shadows on the floor grow longer. Time did fly whenever he painted. He had less than ten minutes to try and paint before the sun set. Working by candlelight was not good for one's eyes or art.

      Meditation and visualizing the final piece took up most of his time. Out of all the years he’d painted, Jin had only finished one portrait. It was of Kaito, when he was first brought to him as a prisoner of these accursed times. It was his most prized possession, and not nearly his best one.

      Then again, Jin always found ways to improve his art. He’d touched up several paintings, adding more depth and shadow to his work. The final product turned out less like the original, as he ‘fixed’ certain aspects. More often than not, they turned out horrible and he'd abandon them. He lost count of how much time he’d wasted throwing ink paintings away. Perhaps sculpture and ceramics was more his thing. Regardless of how he felt, he got up and greeted his expected guest.

      Jin returned to his meditation. It was times like those where he wished he had more privacy. What with tensions brewing the way they were, it was a surprise he had any time to paint. At least his family was safe.

      Father and Mother treated him like an adult at a young age. Sure he was smart, gifted even, but hard effort trumped natural talent in his book every time. Wind blew past the broken down shoji and blew out the candle Jin used for light. It wasn’t dark outside. He found keeping the candle close to him made him more careful about what changes he might add.

      Jin turned his head and frowned. “You’re late, Mayumi.”

      Mayumi was the definition of beauty. He held her in his arms the night they first met. He remembered the event well. She had done a mission for her father. Something which ate away at her soul. They were like a brother and sister. It was strange. Even after all that time, she hadn’t aged a bit. The last time he saw her, his father had sent her on a ninjutsu mission. It was simple stuff; find out what was happening in Yoshino and report back to his father.

      “I assume you’ve already been to see my father?” Jin asked, grabbing a brush.

      Silence. He could hear the hesitation in her throat before she even spoke. When she did, the answer was one that didn’t surprise him. It did make him curious, however.

      “Why did you not see my father first?”

      “I did see your father,” she said. “He … didn’t know I was there.”

      Jin frowned. “You spied on my father?”

      “It was unintentional, I swear.”

      He heard the unravelling of cloth. Jin raised his hand, telling her it wouldn’t be necessary. He believed her. What reason did he have not to? The way Mayumi acted was disconcerting, sure, but her intuition was almost as valuable as Yuri’s.

      He got up and walked toward her, giving her his kimono. She shivered and blushed, saying thank you. Jin smiled. It was the least he could do for such a dangerous mission. What happened to her? She was always so calm.

      “I assume you’re back for good?” he asked.

      Mayumi nodded. “Until I’m called for again.”

      “What did my father speak about?” Jin asked, settling down in front of her.

      “He wants to kill Kaito.”
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      Kaito waited near the city gate for what felt like hours. It was early out and the guards were changing shifts, meaning no one was at the watch station. He clenched the scroll in his hand. The one his father needed to sign. Of course, Kaito signed it himself. He wasn’t about to let the chance slip away. Reading the darn thing was something. The writing wasn’t Jakain. At least, nothing he could decipher. Why did Go-zhuk want him to sign something he himself probably couldn’t read?

      Two men—one shorter than the other––walked toward him at a nice, even pace. In their hands was something made out metal. It glistened, causing him to sweat. Their outfits blended in with the surrounding night sky and various grey-stoned buildings. They moved around as if they were shadows. Every time he blinked, they vanished, only to reappear closer after he closed his eyes again.

      He tried to get them to focus better, but, soon, felt the cold feel of steel against his chest and throat. Kaito tried looking down, but all he could see was his nose. The blades were dangerously close to slicing his head from his body.

      Assassins.

      A flash of light blinded him. All he could hear was sword against sword and metal against flesh. The sharp edge pressed against his throat and chest vanished.

      The light subsided and the two assassins lay on the ground, unresponsive. Presumed dead. How is that possible? Kaito wondered. He stared in awe at a sword. The blade glistened in the sun's early gaze and, in the blink of an eye, disappeared.

      The wielder of the tachi stood over the assassins’ bodies. The blade he'd seen moments before was gone, replaced by an ordinary sword. The wielder collapsed to the ground, panting.

      “Who are you?” Kaito asked. “And who were those people? Why did they want me dead?”

      The person wore all black with grey around the eyes, arms, and kneecaps. He looked at Kaito and took off his mask. It was a woman.

      “Your father sent me to protect you.”

      Kaito felt his face grow warm. He couldn’t believe a woman saved him. He wasn’t so much ashamed as shocked. Every twenty years or so, Bushi-Ama warriors chose a female to become their student. It was based on class status, but only one female could become a true Bushi-Ama warrior during that time. They were able to live independent from their husbands. Some would say they were in a whole other league compared to male Bushi-Ama warriors as the requirements were brutal and unspeakable. On top of that, the woman was as old as his father. Kaito had never heard of a female Bushi-Ama warrior lasting that long in the line of duty. The missions they went on were almost suicidal. Few survived past adolescence.

      Kaito blinked. “My father? How do you know my father?”

      “I’m Mayumi. We don’t have much time. We need to leave Kyotomo. Tonight. I’m sure the Hatake clan won’t be the only ones after your head.”

      Kaito shook his head and stood his ground. “Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

      “There’s no time. We need to move.”

      Without thinking, he blurted out, “Show me that sword.”

      Mayumi raised an eyebrow. “What sword? This?”

      She unsheathed the sword. Kaito blinked, confused. When did she sheathe the blade? She's fast, he thought. Super fast. I didn't even see her move.

      She grinned. "You looked impressed. Come with me, and I'll teach you my techniques."

      "Show me that sword again, and I'll be even more impressed."

      "I'm afraid that's not possible," she said.

      "Why?"

      "Come with me, and I'll answer any questions you may have."

      Kaito paused, deep in thought. On the one hand, learning how to fight with a sword was a dream and the woman was an expert. She took down Go-zhuk and his father without breaking a sweat.

      "Well," Mayumi asked, “are you coming or not?"

      Kaito nodded. "All right. I'll come."

      He looked down at his feet, realizing if he left, people would consider him a Ronin. The desire to leave became less pleasing as time passed.

      Mayumi placed a hand on his shoulder. Kaito looked up into her eyes. They were a deep blue. The same color as his own. She smiled, eyes closed. For some reason, he trusted her. He felt safe with her, as if nothing bad would happen as long as she was with him.

      "Should I get my things?" he asked, pointing toward the castle.

      Mayumi shook her head. "Too dangerous. We'll get some supplies on the way to Yoshino."

      "Yoshino? Why are we going there?"

      "It's the one place you'll be safe," she said. "I assume you already know the reason."

      Kaito shook his head. Yoshino was the home of the Yoritomo clan, and the enemy of his own. Why did she think he'd be safe there? There was something he wasn't telling her, and it worried him.

      "Here. Put this on," Mayumi said.

      She threw him a sand-colored cloak. Kaito put it on. It was a bit large on him, but he could still move around. She grabbed a fistful of dirt from the ground and smothered his face and clothing with it. Kaito coughed and sputtered.

      “What are you doing?”

      “A commoner shouldn’t have such a pretty face,” Mayumi said with a smile.

      “Who said I wanted to be commoner?” Kaito asked.

      “You don’t have a choice, assuming you want to survive. The land between here and Yoshino is dangerous. Ronins travel those parts, looking for a reason to fight. If you so much as look at them wrong, they’ll attack. I shouldn't have to explain what happens if they find out you're the Shogun's heir.”

      “No, and I still don't understand why we have to leave.”

      “Because you’re a fugitive,” Mayumi said, “and everyone will want your head on a spear. Including your grandfather.”

      Kaito stepped back, shocked. "Why am I ..."

      "I'll explain once we're safe. Now, let's go."

      She pushed him forward. Kaito turned around and took one last look at his home, wondering if he'd ever return.
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      Kaito dragged his toes in the soft earth, letting them touch the cold dirt and soft rocks which compiled it. Their smooth texture and temperature relaxed his aching feet, and provided a cure for his boredom. The sun had set twice, and was on its third ascension into the sky.

      His legs wobbled underneath his small body weight. He could barely stand without feeling the tension in his legs disappear like a gentle breeze. He collapsed on the ground, the feeling in his legs gone. His bones replaced with something malleable and unstructured. He tried getting up, but his legs and feet felt like lead from all the non-stop walking.

      Mayumi turned to look at him, then looked up at the sky. "We'll camp here for the night, but we leave the moment the sun sets, all right?"

      Kaito nodded, and let his body fall on a patch of grass. Dirt flew in his eyes and nose. He coughed, wiping it from his face. It was bad enough he had to wear such disgusting clothing, but now dirt and pollen covered him. He took in a deep breath and exhaled, letting the air cause his lips to rumble. He could see Mayumi smirk through the corner of his left eye.

      "What's so funny?"

      "You just remind me of Jin when he was little. He hated wearing clothing that made him look anything but important.”

      “What else do you know about my father?”

      "A lot," Mayumi said. "We were friends as children. We did everything together.”

      “What happened?” Kaito asked. “Did you have a falling out?”

      “No. Nothing like that. My … work just got in the way is all.”

      She clenched her toes and sighed, but said nothing more. The silence between them elongated. The air grew cold, and Mayumi started a fire. Kaito found it fascinating to watch a warrior make something out of practically nothing.

      “You’re a Bushi-Ama warrior, aren’t you?”

      “What makes you say that?” she asked.

      Kaito pointed to the two swords lying next to her. “Because normal warriors don’t carry two swords.”

      “I see. Well, I should take that as a compliment. It means I’m doing my job well.”

      “So you aren’t a Bushi-Ama warrior?”

      “Well, for right now, yes. In my line of work, I’m whoever the Minamoto clan needs me to be.”

      “What exactly do you do?” Kaito asked, leaning in closer to the fire.

      The heat didn’t bother him. He'd grown accustomed to sleeping with layers upon layers of silk back at the castle. The fire felt good on the cold night, and was the closest thing he had to experiencing the warmth of his bed.

      Despite all the walking, he didn’t feel tired anymore. His legs were sore and his mind was a flutter, but he felt at peace. More than he ever had at home. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. What was going on in his absence? Father must be worried sick. I hope he’s okay.

      “Mayumi?” he asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “Why am I a fugitive?”

      Mayumi sighed and repositioned herself so she sat cross-legged in front of the fire. She patted the ground next to her, motioning Kaito to sit down.

      “How old are you?”

      “Sixteen,” he said, sitting down.

      She smiled and stared up at the sky. “Your father was the same age when he said he’d tell you the truth.”

      “What truth?” he asked.

      “That you aren’t a member of the Minamoto clan.”

      His heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean?”

      “You are a prisoner of these accursed times,” Mayumi said. “At least, that was your original purpose in life. You’re the reason things between the Minamoto and Yoritomo aren’t as bad as they could be. But, as I'm sure you can tell, that has changed.”

      He nodded. Everyone in town was talking about the war between the two clans, which loomed over the horizon. Where would the first drop of blood spill? Who would end it? What would the winning side receive? All those questions and more were on the forefront of everyone’s minds. Kaito didn’t think much of it, thinking it didn’t affect his ability to become Shogun.

      But what Mayumi said … it can’t be true.

      “I should’ve known your father wouldn’t tell you,” she said. “He wanted to shield you from the truth for as long as possible, hoping things would work themselves out and you would never need to know.”

      Kaito looked down, staring at the fire. His mind filled with memories of his father. Only the negative ones flooded his head. All the times he refused to train him or even let him practice kendo by himself. It all became clear.

      “He didn’t trust me,” he said. “He never did.”

      “That’s not true,” Mayumi said. “He loved you very—”

      “He feared me,” Kaito said, ignoring Mayumi’s words. “He kept me in the dark because he didn’t want me to overthrow him. He was right not to tell me, because right now,” he clenched his fists, “I’m seriously considering it.”

      “If you must know, your father wasn’t the one who placed the bounty on your head. If you want to blame anyone, blame your grandfather. Your father would’ve tried to stop him. That I can guarantee you.”

      Her words started to take effect on his thought processes. He didn’t know what to feel anymore, but he cried regardless. Mayumi held him in her arms and hummed him a song. It was familiar and comforting.

      “You know your father used to sing this to you whenever you couldn’t fall asleep. He said it was your favorite song when you were little.”

      “I’ve never heard this song before,” Kaito said.

      “You were probably too young to remember.”

      “He was always busy with politics and his ink paintings. You’re telling me he had time to sing to me when I was little?”

      Mayumi nodded. “He would drop whatever he was doing and go put you to sleep. If I remember correctly, he was the only one who could.”

      Kaito’s heart sank. Now he knew how much his life meant, compared to the state of Jakai as a whole.

      “But I’m sure he’ll be proud of the man you are becoming. When we get back, you can tell him all about your adventure.”

      “What adventure?” Kaito asked, looking down. “It’s not like I have anything to worry about with you around, right?”

      He looked up, and she was gone.
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      Yuri walked down the main road, toward the guard station. The lack of people on the road was ominous. The place was packed with merchants and buyers long before that hour. She glanced over her shoulder. Nobody was following her, but she couldn't help the feeling that she was being watched from afar. A cold wind blew through the street, brushing up fallen karanasu leaves and swirling them through the air. Yuri looked up. There weren’t any karanasu trees in Kyotomo. Where did they come from? Something wasn’t right. She picked up the pace, all the while worried about what her mind was telling her. When she reached the station, two bodies lied on the ground in a pool of blood. Two guards were hunched over the corpses. She knew one of them. It was Go-zhuk. Somebody killed Go-zhuk? Why?

      “What’s going on here?” Yuri shouted.

      The two guards stopped whatever it was they were doing and bowed. She raised an eyebrow. She could tell they were getting nervous. One of the guards was taller than the other. The shorter one had a gaunt face, despite his somewhat portly waist size, while the tall one’s hair was a mess. He looked like a foreigner with his hair down.

      “We found them like this,” the tall one said.

      “Why did no one report it?” she asked. “Who was stationed here before you?”

      The short one blushed and looked down at his feet. “We were on duty last night, but...”

      “So no one was here?”

      The short one nodded. “Yes, Lady Kanrei.”

      “Well, what were you doing?"

      They both turned to each other and blushed even harder as they looked back at her, avoiding any direct eye contact.

      “We were at the inn,” the taller one said. “Looking for…”

      “A prostitute,” the shorter one said.

      Yuri blinked. “I see. Well, did it ever occur to you that anyone could’ve walked into the city. Someone who would wish us harm. Tell me, was the pleasure worth it?”

      Their faces sunk, and their eyes showed signs of guilt as they stared at the ground. What people did with their money was their business, and she didn’t care to know about it. This time, however, was different. Anyone could’ve walked in and out of the city. The question was who did and why?

      She was getting ahead of herself. There wasn’t any proof that somebody from the outside came inside the city. The dead bodies could’ve been a product of someone on the inside. If that were the case, they were a rogue now, and the wilderness would deal with them at some point. The wind picked up again, blowing karanasu leaves past her face.

      Karanasu plants weren’t native to the reason, so what were they doing there? Yuri froze, realizing someone had entered the town. She picked up one of the leaves to examine it, but found her finger bled upon contact. She knew of only one person who could’ve done that. Mayumi Ashinaga. How was that possible? She wasn’t supposed to back for another year.

      Yuri looked down to examine the blood from Go-zhuk and his father. It was somewhat dry, but still wet enough to be called fresh. Whoever did it certainly had help. Go-zhuk may not have been great with a sword, but his father was a well-respected Bushi-Ama warrior in Kyotomo and the head of a noble house. He couldn’t have been defeated that easily. There was no blood splatter anywhere besides the general vicinity of the bodies. Their attacker never spilled a drop of blood, it seemed.

      Her neck tensed. Perhaps Mayumi was back. She had the skills needed to take down someone like Takato and Go-zhuk. If Mayumi was here in Kyotomo, she'd need to be careful. There was no telling what kind of assassination she'd try. She was an expert in ninjutsu, and her abilities didn't end there. She also wielded Tsuki no Ha-Ken—the lunar blade. That was probably how she defeated Takato and his son. Only one blade could match blows with Tsuki no Ha-Ken, and that was Nitsu Seiba—the sun saber. It certainly wasn't used for assassination like its brother. She supposed it was true, considering all the evidence; Mayumi was back, and only a few people would know about it.

      Yuri walked back toward the castle. She turned around and ordered the guards to dispose of the bodies and tell no one what happened last night. Having mass panic on the streets was the last thing she needed.

      She reached the castle walls and took off her sandals before entering. The bottoms were covered in dried flakes of blood. Jin didn't care about wearing footwear inside. In fact, he did things that were unusual to her and everyone else in Jakai. Still, it was only proper. Yuri stormed into the meeting room and surveyed the area. Nobody was there. Good. She needed the privacy to let everything sink in.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Yuri jumped and hit her head against the wooden support beam. “Captain Kura. What brings you here?”

      “I found some of my men trying to dispose of some corpses. Looks like somebody did a number on them. Wonder who could’ve done it? Did you know about this?”

      “No. This is my first time hearing about it. Such a tragedy. Whoever did this will be properly punished. You have my word, Shinobu.”

      The captain raised an eyebrow. “This is the first time you’ve called me by my first name. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes. I’m fine,” Yuri said. “Is that a problem?”

      “No. It just sounds so informal that’s all.”

      “Have you seen Kaito?” Yuri asked, changing the subject. “I need him to deliver a letter for me.”

      “You didn’t hear?” Shinobu said. “Kaito’s gone. Left this morning with Go-zhuk and his father.”

      Yuri took a few moments to digest the information. She about blurted out who the victims were, but stopped herself before she could utter a syllable. There was no reason he should know at that moment. But how could Kaito have gone with them if Go-zhuk and his father were dead? Did Mayumi kidnap him? No. That wasn’t in her nature. They were best friends as children. Grew up together. It didn’t make any sense for her to take his son. She had no vendetta against him, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t working for someone who did.

      Captain Kura looked at her inquisitively.

      "What is it?” she asked.

      “You know something, don’t you?” he said.

      Yuri shook her head. “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Shinobu shrugged. “Well, if you hear anything, let me know. I want to get to the bottom of this before we have a war over nothing.”

      The man was right. Takato’s death and the lack of an heir for the Hatake clan was certain to bring tensions over the edge. The clan would require blood, and who would be there to blame but their rival clan—the Kazuya? Out of the four noble families, the Kazuya were the most open toward foreigners. They even adopted some of their customs, making them their own.

      “Does Jin know about Kaito?” she asked.

      Captain Kura frowned. “I haven’t gotten the chance.”

      “I’ll do it. You just worry about getting the troops ready for war. Something tells me that we’ll need to strengthen border defenses.”

      She walked to Jin’s room and tapped on the shoji. The sliding door rattled in its frame, as if someone had knocked it off its hinges. No one answered after a few seconds. Yuri grew worried. He was probably asleep, but given the events of the morning … she opened the door as fast she could.

      “My Lord, Kaito's gone."

      Jin said nothing. His whole body was rigid and still. He collapsed backward on to the floor, his eyes pure white. Yuri ran to him and searched all over for a wound, blood, cut, anything. Perhaps there was still time to save him.

      She found no blood, cut, or wound anywhere on his body.
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      Shogun Jin Minamoto was dead. His burial was held earlier in the day, after the body was removed from his quarters. Everyone Elite in the city showed up, except Jin's father, Lord Kasaju.

      An emptiness sat inside her. What troubled her most wasn't his death, but the events surrounding it. A man like Jin didn't commit seppuku without a reason. There had to be one, but what could it be? There was no sign of forced entry and no blood anywhere in the room. Who could have killed him without leaving any sign? Did he kill himself as everyone had suggested? A poison of some sort? Not even Mayumi was that good. Besides, she and Jin had a history together. A bond that no amount of money could break. If she killed him, her body would be lying at his feet, lifeless.

      She shook her head, trying to focus at the task in front of her. With the Shogun dead and Kaito missing, the title would be up for grabs. Why did Jin put so much faith in the boy? Now he was gone with someone she trusted less than Kaito himself. Yuri took one last glance at the room and locked the door.

      "The meeting's about to start," one of the guards said.

      Yuri nodded and made her way to the room where the now three heads of the four major houses resided to discuss the matter of Jin's death and the matter of succession. Originally, the head of the Hatake clan was to be put in charge should there be no heir. Since they were both dead, it would be up to the other three to decide amongst themselves. Yuri didn't see that happening anytime soon. When she entered the room, the three men were already at each other's throats.

      "Gentlemen!" she said. "Can we discuss this like civilized people?"

      They all looked at her, frowning. Finally, one of them spoke up.

      "How can we all just sit here when the Shogun's been assassinated?" Captain Kura said.

      Everyone looked at him.

      "Are you suggesting that Jin was killed by someone?" the Senjuya clan leader said.

      Shinobu nodded. "What other reason is there? Why would he kill himself?"

      "You just want to pin blame on someone," the head of the Kazuya clan said. "That way you can get closer to becoming Shogun."

      "That's not it at all. I'm just trying to get to the bottom of this."

      "Oh, please. Everyone knows you'd like nothing more than to make Kyotomo a military state. Now's the perfect chance to implement your ideas. Except, you've got two other claims to the title to deal with. You probably plan on making us take each other out, aren’t you?”

      Shinobu looked taken aback. “I would never. How dare you accuse me of—”

      “Enough!” Yuri said, interrupting. “We have more important things to deal with than the matter of succession. Or did you all forget about the Yoritomo Clan?”

      The three men blushed and stared down at their feet, avoiding the slightest bit of eye contact with Yuri. She couldn’t believe the nerve of the clan heads. The Kazuya, Kura, Senjuya, and Hatake clans had the longest lineage in Kyotomo's history, each one with a viable claim to the title. But with the Taiho code, the heir needed to be chosen by the current Shogun. There were contingency plans, should there be no heir or the Shogun die before he could name one, but the matter was trickier than looking up the law. Jin had named Kaito his heir, but with him gone, there was a gap in the law of succession. Any one of the people in the room, including herself, could claim the title of Shogun. Delaying the accession was not a good idea, but giving the power to any of the people was far worse by comparison.

      Yuri cleared her throat. The three men looked at her impatiently. They wanted an answer, and she knew they weren't going to like it.

      "We need to strengthen our relations with neighboring cities. I'll remain here to deal with local matters, but I need each of you to try and patch things up with our rivals; see if they can be swayed to our side."

      "Why do you get to stay here?" the Senjuya clan leader asked. "Why can't it be one of us?"

      The other two men nodded in agreement.

      "Because I don’t make rash decisions," she said, looking at the Kazuya clan head. She turned her head so her eyes were locked with Shinobu's. "I won't start a war that can be avoided." She looked at The Senjuya clan leader. "And I don't have my own agenda."

      She paused, letting them soak in what she'd said. "That is why I will be the temporary Shogun. Unless you want to give the title to one of the Yoritomo clan?"

      The men froze. Yuri knew she had them. Historically, the Yoritomo clan had the right to the title. The original document that bound Kyotomo and Yoshino as one sub-nation was changed by Jin's father in the mid-fourteenth century, and, legally, the Yoritomo clan had no right to claim the throne. That didn't mean they weren't entitled to it. It was the main reason they agreed to give up Kaito. Yuri reckoned the Yoritomo clan heads thought that they could use him as means of gaining the throne. Most of them thought Kaito was dead; killed by his adopted father. That was a lie to shape Kaito in the Minamoto clan image. The one thing Yuri and the other political leaders didn't take into account was Jin's parenting skills. What they needed was a warrior. What they had was a boy with no military training and a motive for killing everyone in the place he called home.

      If he doesn't know now, he'll learn soon enough, Yuri thought. “I don’t want anyone to know about Jin’s death, outside the city walls, understand?”

      All three men nodded.

      The rest of the meeting was uneventful. They decided where each of them would go to try and forge new relationships with rival clans. That was mostly to distract them. Yuri didn't have time to deal with the egos of three entitled clan heads. Finding Kaito was the main concern. She dismissed the men.

      When they left, she walked toward the back of the room and glided her hand across the wood, feeling stone. Yuri tapped the lightest part of the wood, near the top, and watched as the entire wall disappeared like it was never there to begin with. In the wall's place was another wall made of steel. It was positioned several paces back from the fake wooden wall, and held a sword. Yuri glanced out the tiny window, to see the sun's fading light. Another time, she thought, and walked away. She had a long day ahead of her tomorrow. It was best to get some rest while she could.
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      Yuri stopped in front of the statue of the Enlightened One. People left as she approached, whispering amongst themselves. She couldn’t blame them. She was wearing clothing common in Yoshino; not her usual kimono she wore in public.

      Sometimes, she needed to unwind. Get back to her roots. It was a well kept secret that Yuri was once a citizen of Yoshino. Jin was the one person who knew, and, despite other’s hostility toward her people, he let her take a position of high authority in the bakufu. Making a woman Kanrei was unthinkable, yet Jin stood by her every step of the way, even when his role as Shogun was at risk. Yuri wiped a tear from her eye. Part of her wanted to find out the reason Jin killed himself, but she knew the city as a whole mattered more. Perhaps Shinobu was right to think Jin was murdered. The evidence pointed toward seppuku as the cause of death, but the real question wasn’t who, but why.

      Yuri blinked. The people from before were long gone. How long have I been standing here? The sun shined bright, morphing the statue into a silhouette before her eyes. She looked up and squinted. The sun itself seemed brighter than usual.

      The noise she heard last night had sounded like a typhoon. How could that…? Yuri couldn't believe she hadn't thought of it sooner. Mayumi, she thought. Of course.

      Who else had the power to control tides with such power and precision? Kyotomo remained untouched by the remnants of last night’s storm, thank the Enlightened one.

      Did Kaito know what happened to his father? Someone should tell him about the recent events. If he knew their situation, perhaps he could act as an ambassador between Yoshino and Kyotomo as originally intended. The boy had matured, but his interest in politics was still negligible at best. She needed to get him interested for the sake of everyone in Jakai. Jin's death might have been the catalyst the boy required. She wished it would be enough to get him to think, before acting rash. As a child of both regions, he represented both the northern and southern courts. If anyone was able to achieve peace, it would be through Kaito.

      Yuri walked toward the housing pen where the messenger animals were kept. Which one would get his attention? It had to be something small and non-threatening. A rabbit, perhaps? She nodded. Yes. That would do nicely. Now which one?

      There were several rabbits to choose from. Some white as snow. Others brown like tree trunks and dirt. One rabbit in particular caught her attention. At first glance, it appeared wounded, but Yuri knew the rabbit to be dependable. It would survive the journey to and from Kaito's location. The message, however, was another matter entirely. Could she really trust something that classified to a messenger rabbit? She told the other's not to mention Jin's death to the other Shugo. It might give them ideas.

      Yuri scribbled her message on a scroll. The same one used by Jin all those years ago. The drawing wasn’t bad, but lacked the quality of a true master. Who was she to judge, though? Thinking about how Jin would never be able to paint again was heartbreaking. A knot began to tie itself in Yuri’s stomach. All he ever wanted was to change the world with his artistic expression. Whether or not his individual art accomplished it didn’t matter anymore.

      Yuri finished writing the note and stamped it with the seal of the Shogun. The note itself was encoded. She couldn’t risk the information falling in to the wrong hands. Whoever saw the seal would think Jin was still alive. Kaito needed to come back and reclaim the title.

      She tied the note to the rabbit's foot, then handed it a piece of Kaito’s clothing to sniff. Its ears perked up, and, soon, it dashed south toward Yoshino. I just hope I’m not too late.
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      Mayumi came back with a basket full of berries. Kaito wanted to ask her where she went, but found it pointless. Clearly, she was out looking for food, but why leave without saying a word? She began mashing the fruit with one hand. Kaito’s stomach growled. She looked at him and smiled, throwing him a large piece of purple fruit with her other hand. Kaito caught the fruit and took a large bite out of it. The sweet, tart taste slid down his throat like liquid. He took another bite, and another.

      “You were certainly hungry,” Mayumi said. “You ate that pretty fast.”

      Kaito looked down at the fruit to find he no longer held it. His stomach growled, again.

      “Don’t worry about your stomach. The fact it’s growling like that means it’s working.”

      “What did you give me?” Kaito asked.

      “A fruit not native to Jakai. I traded with some foreign merchants to acquire it. They say it decreases your appetite.”

      “What’s it called?” Kaito asked.

      She shrugged. “It had some strange foreign name. It doesn’t matter. Your stomach will quiet down in a few hours. Why don’t you help me crush these berries?”

      Kaito took a handful of the berries and crushed them in one hand. Their juices oozed through his fingers and dripped onto the grass. He took another handful and repeated, snatching it out of Mayumi's hand. She looked at him and sighed.

      “I realize you’re angry.”

      “At them, not you,” he said, continuing to squeeze the berries.

      “Why aren’t you mad at me?” Mayumi asked.

      “Because,” he said, standing up, “you didn’t lie to me. You’ve been up front with me from the start, and I appreciate that. Back there, I was living a glorified lie. I can’t believe how stupid I was, believing that I could ever become Shogun. But that’s all in the past.”

      “Your past is what defines you,” Mayumi said. “Don’t dismiss it so quickly.”

      Kaito scoffed at the remark. What did she know about it? She wouldn’t even show him the blade after she promised. She had ample time to do it. Frankly, that was one of the main reasons he was still following her.

      Night approached. The fire grew in brightness as everything else turned dark in comparison.

      “Kaito, come here. I want to show you something.”

      He walked over to Mayumi. Her hands were on her belt, grasping not one, but both swords. She unsheathed the blades. One of them was smaller, probably used for indoor fighting. She stabbed the tip of the short tachi into the hilt of the larger one. In a flash of light, the two swords became a single tachi. The same one from the night before they left. A stacked double-crescent blade with a gap in the middle for the grip. She held her fist so that her knuckles faced him. The two tips—one for each side of the crescent—were stacked on top of each other. The end of the top edge dripped blood while the bottom glowed white. It was hard to see from the current angle.

      “This is Tsuki no Ha-Ken,” she said. “Also known as the lunar blade."

      "Lunar blade?" Kaito asked. "It looks like an ordinary sword, just … thinner. In fact, that's the thinest sword I've ever seen."

      "You should've seen her just after the new moon. It was half the width of my smallest finger."

      Kaito raised an eyebrow.

      "You mean you've never heard the legend?" Mayumi asked.

      He shook his head. "Out of all the story's Father told me, the legend of a 'Tsuki no Ha-Ken' wasn't one of them. Is there something special about the sword?"

      She nodded. "As the name suggests, its power relies directly on the moon. It has the ability to control any substance with water in its composition, and can drain bodily fluids with a single prick and absorb them. I bet you're wondering why I didn't show you this earlier like I promised."

      "Well … yeah?"

      "This blade cannot be summoned when there's no moon in the sky.”

      "I'm usually asleep by the time the moon comes out."

      "You weren't lying," Mayumi said. "Your father really didn't teach you much."

      “You're telling me," he said. "So, the sword is strongest when the moon is full?”

      She nodded. "You catch on quick. Shame your father didn't take advantage of that mind of yours more often. Maybe this hostility could've been avoided."

      “How long have you known my father?” Kaito asked. “I mean, how did you two meet?”

      “We were supposed to be married. A union of clans. But I suppose a more accurate term would be partners.”

      “Partners?” Kaito asked. “What kind of partners?”

      “Your father and I were the ultimate tag team. No one could stop us. The one thing that could was the thought of us getting married.”

      Kaito felt his cheeks grow warm in embarrassment. At least she was giving him a chance to prove himself. People in Kyotomo still thought him immature to handle such things as love and compassion. He was also starting to realize that everyone must’ve known about his heritage and right—or lack thereof—to the title of Shogun. Why else would they treat him with such disgust? Sure, he’d been a bad kid when he was younger, but in the past eight years, he’d changed for the better. Nobody noticed or even bothered to care.

      The sun rose from the East, and Tsuki no Ha-Ken turned back into the two normal katanas he’d seen before the transformation. When did she…

      “You’re wondering what happened to the blade, right?”

      Kaito nodded.

      “This tachi can only be present from nightfall until dawn. Its sister—who uses the sun as its source of power—is only active from dawn until nightfall. I would say I'm surprised your father never told you about Tsuki no Ha-Ken, but after witnessing the effects of his parenting skills, I’d have to say I've come to expect it.”

      “He’s not so bad,” Kaito said. “I mean, he wasn’t strict or anything. My guardian Yuri? She was the one who took care of me most of the time. Father was often busy with other things to watch me every day and night.”

      Mayumi frowned. “Yuri still works for your father?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “It’s … nothing,” she said. “Don't worry about it.”

      Kaito looked at her, head half-titled to the side. How did she know Yuri, and why did she seem shocked to find Yuri was working for his father? What did she mean by still? He thought Yuri's role as his father's Shogunal Deputy was common knowledge even to an outsider. Where did Mayumi say she was from, again? Her clothing was certainly strange, but to the best of his knowledge, not southern attire. He'd never seen clothing like it before. The holes where the arms went through were large. One could fit two arms inside at once and still have plenty of room to move around.

      Mayumi sheathed the two blades and brushed dirt onto the fire with her bare feet. She didn’t even flinch as the sparks came close to her toes. It was as if getting burned was not a possibility for her. Kaito’s eyes widened in surprise. He wished he could be that brave.

      "We should get going while we still have the light," she said.

      Kaito nodded and packed up his belongings, which wasn't that much to begin with. They'd stopped at another village along the way, but he was still switching between three pairs of clothes he could actually wear in public. Mayumi forbade him to wear anything that might give him away as being the Shogun's son.

      The cold, night air clung to his skin, giving him goosebumps as he tried to rest. The next time he opened his eyes, the sun was on the rise. He'd never paid attention to the sun as it greeted the day each and every morning. It was beautiful. He wished he could enjoy it further, but knew they should move as soon as possible. Reikutaun was quite a distance by foot. Perhaps they could find a cart. Even after resting for the night, Kaito still felt tired. He'd been going off his determination to learn Mayumi's sword techniques. He still couldn't believe it'd been two days since he'd left Kyotomo.

      Mayumi was several paces ahead of him. She was certainly fast. Kaito ran to catch up with her, but he still remained several leaps behind her. Soon, he could barely see her as the sun blinded him for a few moments. Kaito rubbed his eyes, trying to focus on Mayumi. He placed a hand over his eyebrows to block the sun.

      She was gone.

      Kaito fell backward, exhausted from all the running. And for what? He couldn't catch up with her at the speed she ran. His throat began to dry as he panted. He needed water. He could see the ocean to his right, but with no way to drink it without getting sick, the detour would be a waste of time. Did Mayumi even realize he wasn't following her anymore? The thought of being lost out there washed over him as hours passed and nightfall came and went a second time.

      Still no sign of Mayumi as rain began to fall from the sky.
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      Yuri sat at her desk with the window open. Cool air blew through her study. The candlelight she used to see the piles of scrolls she worked on went out, leaving her alone in the dark with her thoughts. She worried about Kaito, out there alone in the woods. What was the boy thinking; leaving like that? Something didn’t add up, and it started with Jin’s death.

      She told herself, over and over again, that the suicide was plain as day. What other cause of death could there be? The one loose end; the clue with the ability to prove Jin’s suicide wasn’t motive. Even people committing ritual suicide had a reason. Usually, it was to retain their honor, but it was a motive nevertheless. One every warrior followed.

      By the spirits, I can’t do this, she thought. I’m no ruler; no shogun. I don’t have what it takes to run an entire nation.

      She didn’t have to worry quite yet. Jin only acquired dominance in the northern half of the archipelago and set the capital closer to its southern counterpart. She didn’t rule everything. At least not yet. But Jin’s father was so … hostile to the supporters of the Yoritomo, back during the first great war.

      No one wanted to side with the people who practically enslaved them. Even during Jin’s short rule, most people farther north were oblivious to the fact that Kasaju Minamoto was no longer ruler. She couldn’t really blame them. After all, Lord Kasaju's laws were still in affect and the clans up north had barely been able to scrape by with the high demand they owed the capital in taxes for protection. Jin was too afraid of his father to change any of the laws he set in place all those years ago.

      She couldn’t blame him either. The nickname given to him at the battle of Murimasu Bridge, ‘Blood Sun,' was certainly a well earned and fitting title for the former shogun.

      Yuri got up. The floor creaked audibly as she ascended. The shoji slid open and the two guards from the front gate stood, both their tachi at the ready. Yuri raised an eyebrow at them. They were acting like fools. What else is new? Yuri thought.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      The former front gate guards bowed.

      “Apologies,” one of them said. “We simply heard a disturbance in your chambers.”

      “You mean this?” Yuri asked, applying pressure to the loose piece of wood, making it squeak over and over.

      Both guards blushed and bowed. “Apologies,” they said in unison.

      When nobody spoke, Yuri grew impatient. She didn’t have to time to deal with idiots. “Well, what do you want?”

      “Lord Minamoto has requested your presence.”

      “Is this some kind of joke? Are you so stupid that you don’t know the shogun is dead? What is wrong with you two?”

      Yuri's breathing was heavy. She hadn’t gotten that worked up in a long time. Not since she first met Mayumi Ashinaga.

      She sighed. “It seems any form of guard duty is way above your skill level. Now then, would you like to clean up after the animals for the rest of your lives?”

      Yelling at that point, she didn’t care if everyone in the castle heard her. She couldn’t take another day with the two fools. The guards looked at each other and swallowed.

      “No. Lord Kasaju has requested your presence.”

      Yuri’s heart stopped and picked back up at an uneven pace. Lord … Kasaju. What does he want with me?

      She asked the two guards, hoping one of them would know. She hated not knowing what to expect, in particular when it came to seeing Jin’s father.

      The shorter one shrugged.

      “He didn’t say,” the taller one said.

      Yuri frowned and dismissed them with the wave of her hand. “Go do something useful.”

      The two guards left her alone to gather her thoughts before meeting with Lord Kasaju. Yuri hadn’t spoken to the man in years––not since she was given the task of nitsu seiba’s guardian.

      With nothing left to do, she walked to the western-most room of the castle. The darkness and shadows made the journey last longer in her mind. Every noise created by the wind outside sent chills down her spine. Yuri steeled herself. She couldn’t afford to show any weakness in front of Lord Kasaju. Not after what happened last time. The idea of being summoned after such a long hiatus made her shake with anxiety.

      She arrived and knocked on the door.

      “Enter,” a voice from the other side said. One which Yuri knew all too well.

      She did as requested, eyes stuck to the floor as the door opened for her. Like the guards positioned on either side of the door, she dared not look up unless given explicit permission. The man treated those who looked at him as traitors. Nobody but Jin and his own wife had ever seen his face. She knelt before him, her eyes still focused on the floor, waiting for Lord Kasaju to speak.

      “I am giving you a new task in addition to your other,” he said. “You will investigate my son’s death and report to me anything you find.” He shuffled audibly as he stood up. “And I mean everything.”

      Yuri fought the urge to look up
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