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The night at sea was nippy as Blake Alexander and his wife, Angela, rode a ship from England to Japan. It was chilly but beautiful, so they stood on the deck to admire it. The moon hung in a crescent and cast a moon-glade across the sea, a silver path leading straight to their ship. The wind blew over the choppy water and chilled their skin. Blake was the first to notice the small ship approaching — a smuggler’s vessel. They had barely caught passage themselves, fugitives from England after being accused of witchcraft, so they were not surprised to see contraband being traded. Their own ship carried crates of French brandy and wine. But the other ship bore crates marked with a symbol Blake had not seen in ten years, not since he and Angela last lived in Japan: an orchid in a cage. Blake felt sick at the sight of it. “What a strange picture,” Angela said, studying the insignia. “So is its owner,” Blake replied. Angela frowned. “Do you know them?” “No. No one knew his real name. He was called Korekutā — the Collector.” “Collector? What does he collect?” she asked, assuming wine. “Beauty,” Blake said quietly, watching the crew carry the crates below deck. “What!” Angela laughed, thinking he was joking. “I’m serious. He collects beautiful things.” “Well, I’ll have to look after you,” she teased, though unease crept into her voice. “And I you,” he said, kissing her. “What sort of things?” “Anything that takes his fancy. Jewels, art... even people, I’ve heard.” “People?” she gasped. “Yes. So I heard.” Blake turned back to the moon, sighing. “You aren’t serious.” “I am. I once had a run-in with his men over a woman he wanted.” “He wanted? Did he love her?” Angela asked. “No. He admired her beauty.” “Then why did he want her?” “He’s a strange man. He collects beauty, but never loves what he collects.” “He must be a plain, cruel, shallow man,” she said.  Months later, in Japan... “Welcome back, my friends,” said their older friend, the Emperor of Japan.  “Thank you, my friend,” Blake said warmly. “Thank you — it’s nice to be back,” Angela added with a smile. “I have not seen a good geisha perform since you left, Blake,” the emperor said, a hint of sadness in his voice. “I’ve retired,” Blake replied in an old, weary tone. He and Angela looked twenty-five, but they were far older — their youthful faces nothing more than an appearance spell. They were not human, but members of a long-lived sorcerer race. “Come out of retirement one last time?” the emperor begged. “No, my friend. I’m out of practice,” Blake said. “I would love to see you dance again, my love,” Angela said gently. Blake bowed his head to her. “If my love commands... I will need time to practise.” The emperor chuckled. “Gallant as always.” Angela smiled at Blake, but he felt a sudden, strange foreboding — a whisper of danger, a sense that he might be making a terrible mistake. He blamed it on nerves. After all, he truly was out of practice.  A week later, in the emperor’s palace The emperor sat on his throne. “Show in the geishas,” he commanded, trying to sound calm and regal. He was very much looking forward to this command performance — Angela’s command, that is. Then Blake entered the room, and the watching courtiers began to murmur. Blake had been a legendary geisha in his day, and many had doubted they would ever see him perform again. He danced with such grace and skill that it was as if he had never retired. Angela entered with him, playing the shamisen. She moved with him just slightly, her steps small but full of passion, her music weaving around his dance like a second voice. Everything went beautifully — until Blake’s appearance spell faltered. A shimmer ran across his skin. Then he glowed like starlight. Blake froze. Panic flashed across his face. He bolted from the room, Angela immediately abandoning her instrument to chase after him. The guards and courtiers erupted into chaos. “We will protect you, celestial emperor!” a guard shouted, stepping in front of the throne with his hand on his sword. The emperor knew he should go after Blake — his friend needed him — but he sat frozen with guilt, torn between duty and loyalty. “What is he?” cried a terrified voice from the crowd.  A month later, the emperor sat alone, reading Blake’s old tales — the stories Blake had once written to amuse the Tennō, tales of his life as a sorcerer and emperor of the solar system in the far future. “I’m sorry, my friend,” the emperor murmured. He regretted losing Blake, who had vanished after the spell mishap. The guilt weighed on him daily. A sound startled him — a voice. An impossible voice. He was alone. “I forgive you, my friend.” The emperor spun around. Blake stood there. “How did you get in here?” the emperor asked, shocked. His guards would never have let Blake in — not after the panic, not after the whispers that he was something dangerous. The emperor was relieved to see him... and terrified he would be caught and executed as a monster. Blake waved a hand dismissively. “I tele— never mind. I was worried about you. I heard you’ve locked yourself in your room since I left.” The emperor rose and embraced him. “I missed you, my old friend. I’ve been worried sick. I blame myself. If I hadn’t asked you to perform, you would be safe.” “It happened. Don’t blame yourself,” Blake said gently. Guilt wouldn’t change anything. “How are you?” the emperor asked. “Alive and well,” Blake replied. “And you?” “The same, I suppose.” The emperor hesitated. “Have you heard about the geishas disappearing?” Blake’s expression sharpened. “No. I’ve been hiding out a lot.” “I feared you and your wife would be taken,” the emperor said. Blake smiled faintly. “We’re safe. We’re not hiding as geishas.” “Good,” the emperor said with relief. “I’ll see what I can do about the disappearances,” Blake said. “Be careful. They never reappear — not even dead. I don’t want you caught by them,” the emperor warned. Blake suddenly stiffened. “I’ve got to disappear. Someone’s coming. Bye.” He vanished into thin air. Moments later, a guard entered and found the emperor pale and startled. “Are you alright, celestial emperor?” the guard asked. “Yes,” the emperor lied, still wondering what he had just witnessed.  A lone geisha wandered through the dark streets of Kyoto one night, heading to who-knew-where — until their destination was abruptly changed. A group of strangers seized them, and before they could cry out, the world went black.  They awoke on a bed in an elegant room, the kind belonging to a wealthy man. They had no idea what to expect when the owner returned.  The day passed in uneasy silence. A mute servant in a fine kimono brought trays of food, setting them down without a word and leaving just as quickly. Even the sweet birdsong drifting in from outside — normally a comfort — did nothing to calm the geisha’s nerves. They feared what their captors wanted... and whether they would ever escape.  When the servant returned again, they carried a note written in an elegant, perfect hand.  It was an invitation to a tea ceremony. They were to follow the servant to meet their master.  The signature at the bottom was a sketch of an orchid in a cage.  The geisha hid their fear well.  They followed the servant into a room filled with perfectly dressed geishas. At the head of the table sat a handsomely dressed older man — immaculate, composed, almost beautiful himself. Not at all the monstrous figure the geisha had imagined.  And then they understood. He looked like one of his own collected objects.  They were now part of his collection.  “You must be the new geisha,” Korekutā said in his light, singsong tenor as they entered. He beckoned them closer. They obeyed, heart pounding.  Korekutā’s smile widened with delight.  “You,” he sang. The geisha felt their stomach drop. Their deception had failed. They had allowed themselves to be captured to save the others — only to be recognised.  “I have acquired the ultimate beauty,” Korekutā declared joyfully. “The emperor’s starlight geisha.”  Blake wanted to kick himself. He had become the Collector’s new favourite treasure. And now he would be watched constantly.  He sighed in frustration.  Later, Blake was goaded into dancing — without his appearance spell.  In his true form, he glowed like starlight. His movements were elegant, flawless, almost otherworldly. The Collector watched him like a hawk.  Dressed as a geisha, Blake felt dirty, exposed, and used. He hated Korekutā. He hated himself for what he looked like to him. Everything about this felt wrong — but he had to endure it to save the imprisoned geishas.  He danced until Korekutā finally told him to stop. Blake ached everywhere, breathless and exhausted.  “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” Korekutā sang.  Blake felt even more exposed. Even more unclean.  “Why do you collect people?” Blake asked, disgusted.  “I do not collect people. I collect beauty. I nurture it,” Korekutā replied.  “Why?”  “Beauty is like an orchid; it needs protecting, or its beauty is lost.”  “Caging beauty can kill it too,” Blake said quietly.  Korekutā only smiled.  “I have a new friend for you.”  Blake’s stomach dropped. He feared the Collector had found another geisha for his “fishbowl.”  “Yoru no Kage, bring her,” Korekutā said happily.  The servant left and returned with a young geisha.  Blake’s heart stopped.  Angela.  He was furious. Horrified.  “Why do you have my wife?” Blake demanded.  “A gift for you,” Korekutā said simply.  “A gift? This is a sick joke.”  “You were unhappy. Sadness ruins beauty,” Korekutā said with absolute seriousness.  Blake noticed the servant roll her eyes — a tiny, dangerous act of rebellion. She knew the Collector was mad. Maybe Blake could use her. Maybe she could help him, Angela, and the others escape.  Angela looked at Blake, terrified.   Sometime later, when Angela and Blake had resigned themselves to living as Korekutā’s playthings, they wandered into a moonlit courtyard. The crescent moon hung low, and the stars shimmered above a white rose arbour that glowed like silver in the night. They were not alone. A servant and one of Korekutā’s men stood nearby, watching them to ensure they did not flee. By chance, Korekutā looked out from an upper window and saw the pair standing together — Blake in a male kimono, Angela in geisha silks. The sight of them, gentle and close beneath the moonlight, stole his breath. Their beauty consumed him. He imagined how much more perfect the moment would be if Blake glowed. So he stepped outside to join them. “Don’t mind me,” he said with a soft smile. “Good evening, Korekutā,” Blake replied politely. “It is you who are beautiful tonight, my beauties,” the Collector said, admiring them. Angela smiled, though unease flickered in her eyes. “I have one favour to ask of you, my starlight geisha,” Korekutā said. Blake tensed. “What is it?” “Nothing large. I simply wish to see you glow in the moonlight.” Blake saw no harm in it. He let the appearance spell fall. His skin shimmered silver beneath the moon. Korekutā stepped closer, entranced. “I have never seen beauty as great as yours,” he breathed. Then his expression changed. His eyes widened. He blinked rapidly. The world around him dimmed. “Are you alright?” Blake asked, noticing the panic rising in Korekutā’s gaze. “I... I cannot see. What have you done to me?” Korekutā cried, his voice sharp with fear. “Nothing,” Blake said, genuinely worried. “Will I see again?” Korekutā whispered. “Let me look. I was a doctor once,” Blake said gently. He examined Korekutā’s eyes, then lowered his head. “No. I’m sorry. You won’t.” Korekutā staggered back, devastated. “I am ruined!” he cried, and fled into the house to hide his grief. Angela watched him go, troubled. “I think we’ll be able to leave now... now that he can’t see beauty.” But her voice held no triumph — only sadness for the cost. To their surprise, the servant who had always been silent spoke sharply. “No.” Blake turned, startled. “She speaks!” “I do,” said Yoru no Kage. “Why can’t we leave?” Blake asked. Yoru stepped closer, her expression dark. “Because I need you.” Blake blinked. “You... need me? For what? Because I’m beautiful?” She scoffed. “I don’t care what you look like. I need your mind.” “My mind?” Her eyes narrowed. “I know who you are.” Blake’s breath caught. He had been many men, many faces. “Who am I?” Yoru no Kage bowed her head slightly, as if acknowledging a secret long kept. “Hoshi no Michi.” Blake sighed. “Oh. Him. What do you want with me?”  Yoru no Kage’s eyes hardened. “I need you to lead my clan,” she said. Blake frowned. “Clan? You don’t look like a shinobi.” “I’m restarting one,” Yoru said. She gestured toward the house. “With the geishas here.” Blake laughed. “Shinobi geishas? That’s absurd.” “I’m serious,” she snapped. “I’m a retired geisha,” Blake said dryly. Angela added, “He works alone. He doesn’t even tell me when he’s working.” Blake smirked. “What’s your clan called? Sisters of the Sword?” Yoru didn’t smile. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “No. You know the name.” Blake’s amusement faded. “What name?” Yoru stepped closer, her shadow long in the moonlight. “The clan you destroyed.” Blake froze. Angela’s breath caught. Yoru’s eyes glinted. “The Dark Shinobi-no-Mono clan.” Blake’s stomach dropped. The name tasted like old blood and older memories. “Dark Shinobi-no-Mono...” he echoed. “Yes,” Yoru said. “Your old enemy. And now I want you to lead us.” Blake stared at her, stunned. “I can’t lead a dog,” he said, shocked. Angela grabbed his sleeve, terrified. Yoru didn’t blink. Blake took a step back as if Yoru’s words had physically struck him. Angela’s hand tightened on his sleeve. Yoru waited, silent and unblinking. Blake shook his head hard. “No. Absolutely not.” Yoru tilted her head. “You refuse?” “Of course I refuse,” Blake snapped. “I can’t lead a dog, let alone a clan — especially that clan.” His voice cracked on the last two words. Angela looked up at him, frightened by the tremor she heard. Blake ran a hand through his hair, pacing a tight circle beneath the moonlit roses. “You don’t understand,” he said, voice low. “The Dark Shinobi-no-Mono were not just enemies. They were... everything I swore I’d never become.” Yoru’s expression didn’t change. “All the more reason you should lead us.” Blake stopped pacing and glared at her. “No. I’m done with clans. I’m done with shadows. I’m done with being anyone’s weapon.” Angela whispered, “Blake...” He shook his head again, more fiercely. “I work alone. I always have. I always will.” Yoru stepped closer, her voice soft but unyielding. “You can refuse destiny, Hoshi no Michi. But destiny does not refuse you.” Blake’s jaw tightened. “Watch me.” He took Angela’s hand — not gently, not roughly, but with the urgency of a man pulling himself away from a past he refused to let claim him again. Without another word, he turned and walked back into the house, Angela hurrying beside him. Yoru no Kage didn’t move. She simply watched them go, her expression unreadable in the moonlight. Behind them, the white roses glowed like pale ghosts, and the night felt suddenly colder.  The prisoners were released the next morning. Korekutā, broken and unable to see beauty, ordered them all to go. He did not come out to watch them leave. He stayed inside his house with the curtains drawn, mourning a world that had gone grey. Angela and Blake walked away in silence, hand in hand, the weight of the night still clinging to them. Later that day, Blake slipped away from the others and made his way to the imperial palace. He moved through the shadows like a memory, unseen by the guards who would have barred his path. He found the Tennō alone in his private chambers. The emperor looked up, startled — then relieved. “Blake... you’re alive.” Blake bowed his head. “I had to tell you what happened.” He told him of Korekutā’s downfall. He told him of the prisoners freed. And then, with a heaviness that made the Tennō’s expression tighten, he told him the last part: “My old enemy has returned.” The Tennō’s face paled. “The Dark Shinobi-no-Mono?” Blake nodded. “They want me to lead them.” A long silence settled between them, heavy as storm clouds. The Tennō whispered, “Then the shadows are rising again.” Blake looked away. “I refused.” But even as he said it, he felt the weight of destiny pressing against the door he had slammed shut. 
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