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  Dedication




[image: ]
Ana Paulina Lipster

September 24, 1947 – November 4, 2025

This anthology, Reverie, the last book in this series, is dedicated to Ana Paulina Lipster, a prolific writer and true gem to humanity. 
She was with Transcendent Authors since the beginning. All of her short stories reflect who she was. Her humor, 
her sadness, and the joy she found in the little things. She will be deeply missed.







  
  Synopses

All synopses are listed in the order they are presented to the reader.


Karens: Nan Botkin grapples with being called a “Karen” and dreams of peace, no thanks to her rap and hip-hop loving neighbor. (By Yash Seyedbagheri) 

      [image: ]Dreaming of Vengeance: A grief-stricken woman, armed with a kill kit, seeks payback for her brother’s death. (By Lauren Buckingham) 

      [image: ]Let Her Know I Remembered:     Set in 1833 Japan, during the last decades of the Tokugawa Shogunate, a warrior’s final vow becomes the legacy his children live, where love, honor, and memory move like wind through the plum blossoms.  (By Beth A Freely)

      [image: ]A Stake Through the Heart: Count Claudius Von Vandevere, a vampire, and his manservant have fallen on hard times. (By Lawrence Urban)

      [image: ]The Nose Thingy: Youthful Melissa bullied,  marries a man who wanted an unattractive wife; rifts ensue. (By Aletta Bee)

      [image: ]Heirs of DreamTime: When a fatal crash sparks a miracle, a traumatically resilient woman must accept her hidden lineage and master a cosmic legacy before DreamTime dies—and a jealous ex turns resurrection into retribution. (By Kathleen Osborne) 

      [image: ]


Hives: Two boys, two men, one grave, and a swarm of bees. (By Jonathan Byrd)

      [image: ]Ian, The Hurricane and the Man:  Two survivors form an emotional communion in the aftermath of a hurricane. (By Wyvonne Page)
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Karens

The neighbors blare their classic hip hop and rap night after night. I ask them to keep it down. I’m trying to grade student papers, and Dr. Fredericks is dangling tenure like a worm. How can I dig into their analyses of Richard Ford’s Wildlife when House of Pain screeches at me to “jump around” or Cypress Hill deems me “insane in the brain?”
So I go next door. Their place is three stories and replete with cheddar-colored fake stucco, long rectangular windows, and little streetlamps around the front lawn. It always seems to gape at my avocado-colored two-story with its square windows and tiny patch of lawn, stripping it naked.
“It’s just music, Karen,” the husband says. Rufus, that’s his name. He wears crisp navy-blue khakis, a Ralph Lauren shirt, and his raven-colored hair’s neatly coiffed. He’s some kind of manager or higher up at some tech company.
“The name is Nan,” I say, voice sharp. “I’m just asking you to keep it down.”
“You’re always angry. You need to smile a little.”
Smile a little. And I thought there was nothing worse than “Karen.” My parents used to emphasize that like a liturgy. Smile for the Christmas card, smile when you’re greeting a waiter. Smile when you’re taking a shower. Yet, they never said anything like that to my little brother; don’t get me wrong, I love Nick. But he’s worn a parabola of a frown for half his life, and they’ve just said, “It’s one of his moods” or “He’s got a lot on his plate.”
“Please keep it down. I’m asking for a little consideration.” I inhale.
“We’ll think about it. Karen.” He grins and turns away. His door slams with finality.
He keeps blaring his rap. I crank up my Tchaikovsky. I could get earplugs, but that drowns out other sounds I like—train horns wailing minor-key dreaminess, pissed-off squirrels who sound like Donald Duck, even psithurisms on a spring night. When Tchaikovsky doesn’t counter rap, I try to get into the beat, to find some release in the thumping bass that invades my lavender and sky-blue walls. But that just makes me lose focus; I actually deem a student “fucking stupid” on her paper on Tobias Wolff’s story, “The Liar.” Dr. Fredericks says I need to lighten up, to use more humor in class, even as my colleague, David Ribicoff, gets high praise for his pedantic lectures on Hemingway’s iceberg theory.
I start telling jokes about authors, drinking, and sex, and Dr. Fredericks insists I tamp the jokes down.
“I appreciate that you have a sense of humor,” he says. “But we need to consider what’s appropriate for a college classroom.”
“Look,” I say, “these are college students, not kindergartners. They’re old enough to drink and get pussy. If they can’t take jokes like that, they’re not going to make it in the real world.”
I love the way Dr. Fredericks looks away when I say that.
A month later, there’s a concert in the park down the street. Waddling middle-aged men en route to the sweat and rock-filled bacchanalia fling Coors and Budweiser cans in my front yard, among the lilacs. One, who’s so bald he makes Patrick Stewart look hirsute, lobs a can right at my front porch; a perfect shot. I’m just coming out when he does this, too.
His long-haired comrade cheers; asshole number two wears ratty blue jeans and a black shirt with Michael Douglas’s face and AM I THE BAD GUY emblazoned on it. It’s from Falling Down, one of my favorite movies. And with that smirk he’s wearing, I wouldn’t mind lobbing a bazooka in his direction. It’s a smirk that says that my house is disposable, that I’m disposable. 
“Go pick that up, motherfucker,” I snarl. No doubt I’ll get deemed a Karen again, but there’s liberation in dropping that bomb. In not sticking to the proscribed acceptable language for ladies. Can I get you anything? Can I wipe away your pain? How can I serve you even more?
“We’re just having some fun.”
“Well not on my property.”
“Jesus, don’t be so tight.” He laughs.
“Pick it up. Now.” I don’t know what my expression is, but I can only guess. He moves toward the house like a slug.
“Hurry up.”
He moves towards the porch and removes the offending can.
“What do you say to me?”
“I picked up the can. Fuck, lady.” He waves the can in my face.
“What do you say?” I lean into this stringy haired schmuck, who smells like cheese, rotten feet, sweat, and possibly weed. I take in his raspy breath, like a broken-down motor. I absorb every moment of his silence.
“Nuts. I’m sorry.” He slouches down the driveway and rejoins his bald-headed buddy.
I smile. He has the sincerity of a fatigued car salesman, but it’s something. If I can bring him down, I can battle Rufus. As if on cue, Salt-N-Pepa’s “Shoop” rises from his house, and I storm across the shrubs. It’s time for some peace.
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Chapter One

March 1860 – Dusk Before the Final Engagement, Near Kyoto, Japan

History would remember it as the Ansei Purge. It was a storm that cut across Japan with ruthless precision, stripping away dissent and demanding absolute obedience. It did not come gently. Decrees fell like hammer blows, swift and unyielding, forcing every man who once pledged fealty to the Tokugawa Shogunate to decide where his honor truly lay. Peace, once held sacred, became a fragile illusion. And those who stood for both Emperor and Shogun found themselves at the mercy of a shifting tide. 
But on the hillside overlooking the samurai under his charge, Takahashi Ujio, hatamoto of daimyo Tokumatsu Sato of the Ishiki clan, knew he would be fighting another battle to save his way of life. The fan he held moved slowly through the air, a whisper of silk and memory, each sweep forming a half‑moon in the dimming light. The pine tree above him stretched its limbs like an old sentinel, its needles sparse and brittle from winter’s final grip, the rough bark damp beneath his palm when he steadied himself. Wind rattled the branches, but could not shake the needles from them. 
The night had the thin, metallic smell of snow retreating into stone; somewhere beneath that, the faint sweetness of thawed grass waited, hidden, for spring’s first full breath. The camp below lay muted and gold, lamps glimmering like a net of fireflies strung across the foothills. Voices rose and fell in hushed cadence, men murmuring prayers, oiling blades, tightening knots on armor straps. Beyond them, the dark mouth of the river smoked with mist. Everything felt suspended, as if the world itself held its breath.
Ujio stepped forward, turned slowly on the ball of his foot, and inhaled. The fan in his hand opened with a faint rustle, the lacquered ribs cool against his palm. The kata that unfolded from him belonged not to the battlefield but to memory, each movement drawn from mornings when the air smelled of tea and charcoal, not blood. The pattern was precise, familiar, a discipline he had once thought private. He had given it away, years ago, without realizing how much of himself it carried.
Helena. Her name echoed within him, unspoken but threaded through every movement like breath through bone. In the dwindling light, he could still see her as she had been the first time he placed a fan in her hands. Her blonde hair was braided tightly down her back, her pale fingers curling awkwardly around the painted ribs, her jaw set in fierce determination. She had stumbled, laughed once without meaning to, then tried again, mouth pressed into a line. How many times had she fallen? How many times had she stood again, silent and steady, refusing to let him dismiss her?
“You must let the stillness carry you,” he had told her once, standing behind her in the courtyard where the wind smelled of rice straw and wet earth to gently correct her stance. “Not your strength.”
She had turned her head just enough for him to catch the flicker of a smile, one of her rare, genuine smiles, the kind that reached into him like a blade between the ribs. “Then I will let you be my stillness.”
He had not known then how true her words would prove to be. He had not known that stillness could be a thing you built with another person, like a temple of breath.
He closed his fan with a quiet snap. The sound startled a single crow from the pine’s upper boughs; its wings rasped like paper as it rose and vanished into the dark. Ujio bowed to the night. The air was sharp, still smelling of frost despite the slow march of spring. Beneath his feet, the earth was cold but steady, the packed soil humming faintly with the echo of footsteps and hooves, the weight of men waiting for dawn. Soon, it would be soaked in blood. He had fought many battles, but this one felt different. Not because of the enemies gathered across the river, but because of what he would leave behind.
He turned toward the slope leading down to the main tent. Torches marked the path in dim orange intervals, their flames bending under a restless breeze. His shadow leapt and shuddered with each step. At the base of the slope, beyond the last ring of light, a tall, still figure stood waiting amid the fluttering banners. His son, Hiroshi, his firstborn, bowed low with quiet reverence as Ujio approached. The movement carried no hesitation, only the weight of long practice. 
Hiroshi was no longer a boy, not since the day he chose the blade, not since the day he stood before Helena and asked for her blessing to ride after his father and Sato, alongside Kenji and Tomo. His armor was simple but well-forged, dark plates gleaming dully in the torchlight. His gaze was calm, but Helena’s eyes lived behind that gaze: clear, unwavering, deep, and still. Ujio’s own discipline lived in the lines of his jaw and the measured stillness of his stance.
Ujio stopped before him, returning the bow. For a moment, neither spoke; the air between them was filled only by the flicker of torches and the faint hiss of pine resin burning. “Have you written to your mother?” Ujio asked at last, his voice low but steady.
Hiroshi inclined his head. “Before sunset,” he said. “And to Riku-sama.”
Ujio nodded once. “Good.”
A beat passed, the kind that stretched and gathered things unsaid. “I would stay near you,” Hiroshi murmured, almost as if speaking to the ground.
Ujio’s hand tightened around the fan. “You will ride with the second wave. Guard the right flank. If they break through, it is your duty to stop them. Your blade must be seen, and the Takahashi name must live beyond me.”
Hiroshi’s throat moved as he swallowed. He did not argue, but Ujio saw it, the flicker of pain behind his stillness, a grief contained like water behind a dam. For a heartbeat, Ujio wished he could reach across the space between them, touch his son’s shoulder as he used to when Hiroshi was small, when reassurance could be given with a palm and a word. Instead, he shifted his fan to his left hand and inclined his head, a warrior’s acknowledgment, the only one they were allowed.
Ujio entered the tent in silence, the matter settled. The canvas walls breathed faintly with the night wind, the seams creaking. Inside, the air was warmer, with a scent of cedar ash and oiled leather. A brazier burned low in the corner, its coals dull red, a thin coil of smoke winding upward like a question that would never be answered. A small writing table sat near the futon, along with a lacquered chest bearing his personal seal. In the far corner, a rack of weapons leaned like sleeping sentries. Shadows moved like slow fish across the walls.
Ujio unfastened his armor. First the shoulder plates, then the breastplate, then the guards at his wrists and hips until only his inner robe remained, clinging to him like old skin. His muscles ached in silence; each breath reminded him of old bruises, old cuts. His back remembered every year, every fight, and the weight of each man he had lifted or buried. He set the armor aside with care, stacking it as if the order itself could bring calm.
Hiroshi followed, kneeling at the side of the tent. He placed his katana before him on the tatami mat that covered the ground and waited, eyes lowered. The glow from the brazier touched the edge of his profile, making him look at once older and unbearably young.
Ujio moved to the desk. He opened the writing box slowly, drawing out the brush and a thick square of parchment, one he had chosen months ago, long before he admitted to himself why. The inkstone sat beside it, ready. He poured a measure of water into the stone and ground the ink in slow circles until it thickened, the smell of soot and pine oil rising. The sound was small, intimate, like rain on a distant roof.
He sat. For a long moment, he stared at the paper, unmoving, the brush suspended above it like a blade held before a cut. The tent seemed to contract around him, the murmur of the camp fading until all that remained was the rasp of his own breathing and the faint crackle of coal. He looked at Hiroshi. “Why don’t you go find us some dinner?”
Ujio waited until his son rose, slipped his katana into his sash, bowed, and left. Then, breath by breath, he began to write.
Helena. If I could place my hand upon your cheek tonight, I would not need ink or brush to speak. But I am far from you now, and though my body remains whole, my heart is already in your keeping. By the time you read this, the sun will have risen. We will have ridden. And if the gods grant us favor, I will return. But if not, if this is to be my final dawn, then let this letter find you like a whisper carried by the wind you so love to chase. You were not born of this land. And yet you became its soul.
He paused. The ink blurred faintly where his hand trembled. He set the brush down and rubbed his fingers over his eyes. He reached for the brush again.
I remember the first time I saw you standing on the hill above the village, hands folded like you were trying not to tremble. You did not know I watched. But you looked into the wind as if asking it to carry you away. And still, you stayed. I did not ask for love. I did not believe I deserved it. But you gave it freely, and you did not flinch when I gave you my scars in return. We built something sacred in the quiet. In early morning fan practice. In the way you said my name. In the way you placed your hand on my chest to still my breath when I could not find peace. You gave me peace.
A lump rose in his throat. He set the brush aside, palms pressed to the edge of the table until the tremor passed. He thought of his children sleeping back at the village, the sound of Keiko’s laughter when she tried to catch falling petals, the weight of Icharo curled against Helena’s back while she washed their clothing at the river, the way Hiroshi’s voice had deepened the first time he called him “sensei” instead of “father” in the training yard. All of them moments suspended like fireflies in the dark, unreachable now except through memory. He drew a longer breath and dipped the brush again.
If I fall, I fall in service to the world we vowed to protect. To Sato. To the Shogun, to the Emperor, to the stillness between them that you helped me understand. And I will wait for you in the next life, for us to be together again as one. But if I rise again, I will come home to you. I will come home.
With all that I am,
~ Ujio
He let the ink dry. The smell of it seemed sharper now, like iron after rain. He folded the letter, sealed it with his personal crest, the wax cooling under his thumb. He turned as Hiroshi entered, holding two bowls of rice. He traded the bowl of rice for the letter, holding it silently out to Hiroshi.
“Take this,” he said. His voice was softer than he intended. “If I do not return, it is yours to carry to her.”
Hiroshi took the letter with both hands. His eyes glistened, but he did not bow his head. “I will see it done,” he said. The words carried no tremor, only a quiet force that reminded Ujio of Helena when she spoke a vow. Hiroshi placed the letter safely next to his own and then sat across from his father to eat.
Ujio nodded. For a moment, he almost reached out to touch his son’s shoulder, then let his hand fall. The brazier hissed as a coal shifted, a single spark spiraling upward and dying before it reached the canvas roof. He sat back and took up the fan again, the bowl of rice momentarily forgotten. The lacquered ribs felt cool and sure in his palm, as they always had. Outside, the night deepened. The river hissed against its stones. In the camp beyond, men shifted in their sleep, armor creaking, dreams heavy. Tomorrow would come like a blade through water.
But for now, stillness. He picked up the bowl of rice and began to eat.
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Chapter Two

Midnight

The tent walls whispered in the wind, the thin canvas stirring like breath caught between dreams. Outside, the world had surrendered to silence. The last embers of the night fires had burned down into ash and whisper, and the murmured stratagems of earlier, sharp with worry and edged with steel, had faded into stillness. No clink of armor remained, no laughter to cover fear. Only the hush of men lay down to sleep in armor, their blades within reach, hearts folded into silence. Beyond that, only the long, low exhale of the earth beneath them, a land older than grief, older than glory, holding them like it had held every army before. 
Ujio sat alone at the edge of his futon, his knees drawn up beneath him, spine straight as a blade. The cup beside him had gone cold; steam had long since lost its warmth to the dark. The scent of roasted barley and woodsmoke still lingered faintly on the rim, but he made no move to lift it again. His hands were occupied. They moved with slow, deliberate care over a small piece of paper, its edges worn soft from years of touch. Each fold had been smoothed and unfolded many times, creased until it was no longer a page but a relic, an offering.
It was not a letter. Not orders. Not a prayer. 
It was a drawing. Childlike, imprecise. A sun with a crooked smile. A tall man with a stern face holding a flower in one hand. Beside him, a smaller figure with golden hair, holding a fan. And below them, scrawled in uneven ink strokes, three characters only a child would dare to write that way.
[image: ]
Hiroshi had drawn it when he was very small, his first brush still too big for his hand. Helena had kept it pinned above the hearth, refusing to let it be replaced even when the corners curled and the ink began to fade. She would dust around it, straightening it gently as though it were a scroll painted by the gods themselves.
Ujio stared at it now in the soft firelight. His thumb brushed the edge where the paper had thinned with time, and for a long moment, he did not move. He simply watched the figures as if they might shift beneath his gaze, as if they still lived within the ink. A breath escaped his lips, quiet as falling snow. His mouth curved not with humor, but with something quieter, deeper. A smile shaped by the soul. It tugged at the corner of his mouth with reverence, that rare kind of softness he wore only in her presence. The kind she alone had named. That soft, secret smile.
“You only smile like that when you forget you’re being watched,” she had teased once, standing behind him in the garden. He’d been kneeling in the soil, sleeves rolled, hands dark with earth as he smoothed the stones around the pond she loved. She had brushed plum blossoms from his shoulder with one hand and rested the other against the small of his back.
“I do not smile,” he had replied flatly, without looking up.
“No,” she said, leaning closer until her breath stirred the hair at his temple. “But your heart does. And I see it every time you look at us.”
He had said nothing then. Only reached up and took her hand in his, resting his fingers over the inside of her wrist for a moment as he breathed in her scent.
Now, in the hush of the moonless night, Ujio leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, the drawing limp in his fingers like a fragile charm. The coals in the brazier cracked quietly. A gust of wind tugged at the canvas overhead. His katana lay beside him on the cloth, its edge gleaming faintly in the flicker of the brazier. Polished. Ready. Already sharpened twice that evening, though it had not needed it. Helena would have said as much.
“She will scold me,” he murmured aloud, voice no louder than a breath, shaped with fondness that pulled at something beneath his ribs. “For sharpening the blade too many times. For not sleeping. For forgetting the plum wine.”
The smile deepened for a heartbeat, then faded not into sorrow, but into something quieter. Devotion. A thread of love that had woven itself into his bones so completely it no longer needed to be spoken to be known. He folded the paper gently. Not in half, but along the same old creases, perfectly aligned. He set it beside the hilt of his sword, as one might place a charm before battle. His gaze lingered on it a moment longer.
“For tomorrow,” he whispered, the words brushing the air like a promise. “I will fight like a man who has already been loved.”
Just beyond the flap of the tent, Hiroshi stood frozen in the dark. He had come to bring his father an extra length of cloth for the morning frost, though in truth, he hadn’t been sleeping either. Perhaps he’d only wanted to be near, to find a reason to approach, to see if his father had slept, or spoken, or prayed. But as he reached the edge of the canvas, he saw Ujio through the narrow gap just enough to see the fall of firelight across his profile, the relaxed angle of his jaw, the faint curve of that smile.
And Hiroshi stopped. He had seen his father in a hundred different ways: bloody, barehanded, stripped of armor and grief in the wake of death. He had seen him broken and rebuilt. Issuing commands with a voice that could slice the room in two, standing knee-deep in river mud, hauling a wounded soldier onto his back. He had seen him wordless with fury, and still as a temple when mourning. But never like this.
That smile… It wasn’t meant for the world. It wasn’t for generals or soldiers, for comrades or kin. It wasn’t even for him. It was Helena’s. His father’s smile belonged to her. And though she was not there in the tent, though her hands were miles away, curled around a cup of tea or a prayer slip, or guiding their youngest through some clumsy kata, it felt as though she filled the space around him. 
Her presence curled in the corners like steam rising from a forgotten cup. It lingered like incense after a ritual, like the warmth of a fan passing across the face on a summer's day. She was there. Waiting. Watching. And she was the reason the man behind the curtain had softened into something more than steel. Hiroshi’s breath caught. Suddenly, he understood.
His father’s silences. The long hours spent tending the garden, smoothing the gravel, Helena once walked barefoot to cool her skin. The way he still folded her kimono in the chest with care, even when she scolded him that she could do it herself. The way he paused when passing the scroll she’d written, as if rereading it each time. He always sat on the left side of the porch, reserving the right side for her.
Ujio never had to move on from love or loss because he had never truly left them behind. His life, his love, his family… each was proof that he had already arrived at the place he was meant to be. The drawing. The folded letter Ujio handed him. The quiet smile beneath a moonless sky. They were not farewells. They were returns, Ujio’s way of finding, again and again, what mattered most.
Hiroshi stepped back, breath shallow, the cloth still folded under his arm. He did not lift the flap. He did not make himself known. This moment did not belong to him. It had been built in the quiet space between husband and wife, and no blade nor battlefield could pierce it. He turned from the tent and began walking back toward Kenji and Tomo, the frost whispering beneath his steps. The image lingered. Not of armor or strategy. Not of war. But of his father, sitting in stillness. A drawing resting beside his sword. And a smile soft, secret, and blooming like a plum tree in the first breath of spring.
A smile born not of hope, but of memory. Not of victory, but of love. The kind that waited at the door. Always. And would be waiting still.
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Chapter Three

Hours before dawn

The pine tree still bowed toward the eastern sky as it always had, its spine warped by wind and time, by years of standing silent vigil over soil that had known war before and would know it again by tomorrow’s dusk. Its crooked silhouette rose like an ink stroke against the paling darkness, each bent limb twisted with the weight of seasons passed. 
Beneath its canopy, Ujio knelt, spine straight, knees pressed into the cold-cracked earth. He made no move to shift, though the early spring frost bit through the fabric of his hakama and stiffened the edges of his sleeves. Stillness was not comfort. It was discipline. And he had long since learned that stillness did not preserve the body. It stripped everything away. Pride, illusion, hope. Until only truth remained.
The breath fogged from his mouth, drifting upward like the faintest ghost. His fan lay across his lap, unopened. The lacquered ribs gleamed faintly, untouched by the wind. There would be no kata this morning. No ritual of movement to anchor breath to flesh. This was not a moment for form. This was a moment for ghosts.
And hers always came first.
Not Helena as she was now, the woman who bore his name like armor and fire both, the one who could tie her obi as neatly as she laid the edge of a blade against an opponent’s throat. Not the woman who trained daily, who rode with their children into the village on market days, his comb in her hair and his prayer beads around her wrist. Not the healer with her sleeves rolled up and her laughter stored away for private moments. Not the one who had learned to kneel beside the dying and make peace with death like it was a sister.
No. It was the twenty-year-old woman who rose from memory now. The one from the forest. The one who had first stood before him not as a partner, not as a promise, but as a fury barely held inside the shell of a grieving body. He saw her again now, vivid in the silence before dawn, as clearly as if she knelt beside him.
Ujio moved like a shadow into the clearing, the forest alive with the rustle of searchers spreading outward, their vigilance sharpened by the scent of blood still lingering in the morning air. It was Yoshizu’s voice that reached him first, young and hesitant, carrying none of the authority a samurai’s words should hold.
“You do not need that,” Yoshizu said.
Ujio’s eyes narrowed, his attention drawn to the Western woman crouched behind the tree, her pale fingers clenched so tightly around a foreign pistol that the weapon trembled with her fear. Yoshizu stood before her, his posture careful, hands open, his voice softened as if he sought to soothe a frightened horse rather than confront an armed stranger.
“I am not your enemy.”
The woman’s reply came sharp, strangled, the foreign tongue harsh in her throat. “Stay away from me!”
Her terror was written across every line of her face, yet Yoshizu did not flinch. He lowered his voice, steady, coaxing, reaching for patience that Ujio knew the youth had not yet earned in battle. “I will not hurt you,” Yoshizu said again, his hands extended to show their emptiness.
Still, her grip tightened. Ujio saw her knuckles blanch against the pistol’s dark iron. He had seen hardened men tremble in less desperate moments, yet here was a woman with no training, clinging to iron as if it were the last breath in her body.
“I will not hurt you. I am Yoshizu.”
Her eyes widened. She did not know his name, but she weighed his kindness. Ujio caught the flicker of her gaze toward the trees, toward the others who combed the glade. A whisper left her lips in the language of his land, the sound startling in its precision: “Anata wa eigo o hanasemasu ka?”
Yoshizu blinked, surprised. The woman’s Japanese flowed with a
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Chapter Four

Early morning
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Chapter Six

Early autumn, 1861 – Ishiki Shrine, Yoshizu’s Village, 

Mountains outside of Kyoto
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