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			Dedication

			To the One Whose Sunlight shows us the way to our true Home.

			To my mother and father, whose sunlight never fades.

			To my beloved Holly, whose sunlight always brightens the path of my journey. 

			To my sister, whose sunlight radiates the blessing of family.

		

	
		
			The Sun’s Caress

			Soft, white petals, cradled in the arms of gentle breezes, drifted down from the blossoming tree.  Sunlight gleaming off her long, golden locks, no lines of concern or worry marred the restful look upon Rayden’s face.  

			Graced with a floral scent, every intake of the cool mountain air cleansed her lungs.  Serenading the tranquil, soothing moments, a bird’s song danced through the air.

			Far down the slope, clustered along the edge of the broad, sheltered bay, a large number of thatch-roofed huts, storage buildings, workshops, and pens marked the presence of a sizeable fishing village.  Pulled up along the shoreline, and floating in the water, a wide array of vessels, ranging from small rowing boats to larger sea-going ships, awaited the next time that they would be called into service.

			A new day arriving with raiment of golden splendor, the water in the bay sparkled with a crystalline sheen in the embrace of the unsullied morning light. 

			Seated cross-legged on the ground, sheltered beneath the branches of a magnificent cherry blossom tree, Rayden looked out toward the west.  She found it hard to imagine the uncountable leagues that lay between her and the lands of the Gessa, and the other tribes of the northern region where she had first grown into a warrior.  Sprawling deserts, rolling seas of grasslands, vast mountain ranges, dense jungles, and much more stood between her and the place where her long journey first began.  

			For her, a search continued, even if the destination had not yet been fathomed, much less reached.  The weight of many long years filled with strife, trials, and encounters with the worst that the world had to offer bore down upon her spirit; but the look in her eyes reflected a quiet, enduring strength that continued to grow.  

			Her skin displayed a few traces of the increasing years, and marks of battles long since fought, but her body remained well-honed and capable of meeting every task that she asked of it.  Heeding the lessons of experience, and striving always to advance her skills, she remained the kind of warrior who met each rising of the sun in a state greater than the day before; but lesser than the next day would see.   

			“You look as if you are gazing from the edge of the world,” a low, gentle-sounding voice interrupted her thoughts.  “But I cannot say this place is the edge of it.”  

			Turning her head, Rayden eyed the short, brown-robed figure with the shaved head walking slowly toward her.  The sight of Mari-chan brought a smile to her face and filled her heart with gladness.  

			“It feels as if I am on the edge of the world,” Rayden replied, looking back toward the west.  Her expression grew more somber as she contemplated for a moment.  “It is so far from here to where my path first began.  It is hard to imagine there could be more to the world.”

			“I would have to journey to the lands of the people you grew among, to see if the perspective would be the same for me,” Mari-Chan answered.  “Maybe one day I shall do so, and I will then cast my gaze to the east.” 

			“I would enjoy your company all the way there,” Rayden remarked, looking to her friend as another smile bloomed upon her lips. 

			“To think this is just one world, that we are in for a time,” Mari-Chan observed, in the reflective manner that she had come to know so well.  “This life is such a fragile and precious gift, and so very short in the eyes of eternity.”

			“So very short?” Rayden asked, a merry laugh coming at his words. “Sometimes it has already felt like an eternity.  I have endured single days that have felt like the passage of eons.”

			“At times it has felt that way for me too,” Mari-Chan said, grinning at her words. “But the physical life is a brief one in the eyes of the world, even for those said to have lived for centuries.  Do they witness the mountain brought low by wind and rain?  All the things of this world change.”

			Mari-Chan turned his gaze to the west and his face took on a thoughtful mien, an expression well familiar to her.  

			“So, are you here to talk with me, or am I needed down there?” Rayden queried after a few moments had passed, noticing that her friend remained standing. 

			“Timiko would like to train at arms now,” Mari-Chan replied, keeping his eyes set toward the western horizon.  “She did not wish to disturb you, but you implored me to seek you out whenever she desired to spar.  I am here as you asked.”

			“I did ask you, as Timiko offers me a path to advance my skills and keep my body in form,” Rayden said.

			“You looked so at ease, I almost hesitated to approach you,” Mari-Chan said, looking over to her.  

			Uncrossing her legs, Rayden got up to her feet and grinned at her friend.  “I am rested, refreshed, and centered.  She had better be ready today.”

			“I am just the messenger,” Mari-Chan replied, chuckling.  “But I imagine it will be quite a contest to witness.” 

			Rayden walked out from beneath the boughs of the cherry blossom tree.  Feeling the sun’s caress upon her face, she stretched her limbs, while looking forward to another opportunity to grow as a warrior. 

			“Let the day begin!” Rayden announced in a spirited tone, giving her friend a wink.  “Want to walk with me, or do you want to stay here a little longer?”

			“Walk with you, of course,” Mari-Chan replied.  “I do not like to miss even a moment of the sessions between the two of you.”

			Mari-Chan accompanied Rayden as she started down the narrow trail leading to the fishing village.

			***

			Her lustrous, straight locks of black hair pulled back and bound around her head with a snow-white cloth band, Tamiko strode into the open ground with a limber step.  Gripped in her right hand, she carried a wooden version of her primary weapon, a long, curving blade extending from the end of a lengthy shaft.  

			A blend of sword and spear, the naginata stood a fearsome weapon.  Unlike the round shafts of the spears used by tribes such as the Gessa, the shaft of Timiko’s naginata was cut in an oval shape, suited adeptly to executing slashes and chops.

			Rayden took up her own pair of wood-carved weapons, both fashioned to closely resemble the axe and sword that she wielded in battle.  Stepping forward into the open ground, she eyed the other woman and let her mind settle into the warrior’s state that made it seem like time itself had slowed down to a crawl. 

			The brunt of the bruises and nicks suffered during such sessions had tilted in a significant manner over the long months that Rayden had dwelled among the pirates.  When Rayden had first begun training with Timiko, the latter’s fighting style and weapon unfamiliar, she had spent many nights enduring the turmoil born from a host of aches and soreness located all over her body.  

			Now, Rayden took far fewer hits during a session, while Timiko had become the one who spent her nights in great discomfort, recovering from the intense martial exchanges they shared together. 

			Timiko refused to scale back on the length or intensity of the sessions, even after it became clear to all that Rayden had adapted well to the fighting styles of the far eastern lands.  The stalwart pirate leader had insisted upon continuing the regular training sessions, to push her own skills to the limit.  

			In Timiko, Rayden had discovered a kindred spirit in every way.  Unaffected by any petty resentment, or a consuming envy born of pride, Timiko expressed genuine gratitude to Rayden on a regular basis for keeping the sparring sessions in place.

			Conducted within the harmony of mutual respect, the two women pushed each other without reservation to discover their own weaknesses, and to advance in skill.   

			Coming together near the center of the broad span of flat ground, Timiko and Rayden paused.  Rendering each other a short bow of salute and respect, they began their latest sparring session. 

			Both combatants moving with speed and balance, the air filled with the sharp clacks and thuds of wood upon wood.  Slashes and thrusts, shifts of stance, blocks and counters, a martial dance unfolded that many of the other pirates watched from nearby in a spirit of wonderment and deep respect.  For them, a chance to witness two exceptional warriors, in a land that revered displays of great martial skill, the sparring sessions were an exhilarating delight to behold.  

			Among the pirates, Mari-Chan observed in silence, with an intent, studious look.    

			Here and there, Rayden found a brief opening in her opponent’s defenses, eliciting a pained grunt whenever her axe or sword got through and landed upon Timiko
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