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The Way of Heaven

 


The Lady General, Hagane Masako, Mistress of the Five
Provinces, Conqueror of the Battle of Kiyoshi and Special Retainer
to the Imperial Prince Yoshinake bowed her head down to the woven
mat and held her position until the barely perceptible movement of
her lord’s little finger. Although no one else in the room was
permitted to keep their arms, her blades glittered from their
polished scabbards, one before her, one still thrust through her
sash.

“I like this little,” Lord Okubo sniffed, leaning
delicately toward his companion Lord Hattori. “This upstart peasant
female owns the puissance of a lord twice her age and four times
her breeding! The prince is too much swayed by her.”

“Oh, yes, that is surely so,” Lord Hattori flirted
back, lowering his eyes demurely.

“And yet, she had served us well upon the fields of
battle,” interjected young Lady Miyamoto Asa, who was the prince’s
cousin. The three of them watched as the general’s back
straightened, and her prince acknowledged her. Her armor moved
underneath layers of brightly colored woven and knotted silk, bands
of crimson and gold overlaid with the modified chrysanthemum symbol
of the royal house. Her long black hair was bound behind her and a
wide band was wrapped around her forehead, battle style. No other
fighter ever dared to enter the court dressed in such an outlandish
way. Even the lowest ranking soldier knew to change into formal
kimono and sandals. But not the Lady General.

“Her victories only serve to make her more
dangerous,” Okubo snarled. “One day, she will rise up and betray
the prince, mark my words.”

“You are a fool,” whispered the elderly Lord Senji.
His bones creaked like armor when he shifted his posture so the
younger retainers could hear his carefully modulated words. “You
must observe everything, else know nothing. Observe; does she not
show him great deference in her every move, in her very choice of
inflection? Do her eyes never leave his person, ever following the
plumes of his breath, her body taut with eagerness to obey? Does
not the great prince always take his Lady General into private
session after her report, in order to hear what is meant only for
his ears? And does he not always return from such meetings
refreshed and full of vigor?”

“This is so, Old Lord,” Lady Asa murmured, “but what
is it you are suggesting?”

“That the Imperial Prince is pillowing with his
general?” Hattori muffled a snicker. “Oh, surely not! With a
commoner?”

“A further outrage!” Okubo hissed. “She will perhaps
try to entice him into an alliance… or to make her a concubine… or
even… even!” He stopped, his face coloring to near mulberry,
grinding his teeth.

“To be his wife? You know that is impossible,” Lord
Senji chided. “Our lord has always been a man of great personal
discipline in all things. Has he not already accepted the Lady
Umiko to be presented for a potential betrothal? He knows he must
have a lady of the proper age and blood and rank. He is no fool for
women; he has not kept a concubine, only hires the very finest of
diverting ladies to beguile him, and then only rarely. No, nothing
can come of this, save the continued loyalty and love of his
general.” He glanced at the two of them conferring at the front of
the room, oblivious to the surrounding audience of retainers,
guards and petitioners. “No, children,” the old man sighed, “there
is no danger from the Lady General. He has tamed her with his
controlled passion, bound her to him through his power. She loves
our master and will serve him loyally until death.”

Lady Asa nodded and turned her nose away from the
gossiping lords, ignoring the slight curl of contempt in Hattori’s
lips.

Lord Okubo straightened his own back and composed
his handsome face. “She is a viper,” he assured Hattori.

“Oh, she surely is,” Hattori agreed.

 


* * *

 


“And finally, my lord, here are the agreements of
the provincial governing lords, and their written oaths to you.
They will arrive in the capital before the first harvest to offer
their obeisance in person and beg leave to present you with such
gifts and tributes as you desire.”

Masako’s voice was low and gravely, the voice of a
woman long used to raising commands above the din of a battlefield.
Her weathered face framed dark eyes, gray as storm clouds. Under
the exaggerated mantle of her formal battle dress, her shoulders
looked broad and strong. Her hand, extending the rolled sheaf of
papers to her lord, was brown and marked with winds, reins, and
hilts, crisscrossed with old scars.

Prince Yoshinake took the scrolls with one clean,
smooth, and manicured hand. Although his palms and fingers were
also marked by the sword, he had not seen battle from any position
closer than strategic overlooks. Imperial princes were not supposed
to take to the field personally; their lives were far too precious
to expose to the dangers of open combat. And why should he? He had
been fortunate in finding and obtaining the service of the greatest
general in the land. With her strength and his wisdom, he had
nearly succeeded in uniting all of the provinces in his suzerain,
as they were when the land was new.

“We are pleased with our general,” he intoned,
nodding gravely. He was a young man still, barely into his third
decade, a child when his father died and left him the swords and
fan of his branch of the imperial clan. His hair was black as a
crow’s wing and swept up onto his head in the style favored by
royalty, his cheeks clean and his skin ruddy as the purest wheat,
smooth as finest silk. But he was a serious and calculating lord,
full of plans and insights, and he had earned the respect of his
retainers.

“We shall now retire into privacy to hear that which
is for our ears only,” he said, nodding to the room. As one, his
court bowed, and his bodyguards sprang up to make way for their
lord. He rose while his court was still bowed into rows of colorful
backs and nodded briefly at the sight of their heads all bobbing
slightly above the floor. His general waited until her lord was
walking to raise herself and followed him at the correct
distance.

“A viper!” Okubo whispered.

“As you say,” murmured Hattori, fanning himself.

 


* * *

 


Takeuchi no Yoshinake Shinno, Lord of the Five
Provinces, Protector of the Shrines, Bearer of the Sacred Kinumora
Fan and Prince of the Blood, immediately threw himself down onto
his belly when the doors behind him slid shut. He lay there,
trembling and quivering like a minnow trapped in a receding tidal
pool as the sounds of his personal guard echoed away into the
distance.

“You are so like a worm,” Masako commented, stepping
over him.

“Oh, yes, my lady,” he eagerly offered back, not
daring to raise his head.

Masako kicked him once, hard, catching him in the
side, near his ribs. “You’re forgetful, oh prince.”

“My general! My glorious general!”

“Do you know why you are like a worm, my
prince?”

He stiffened and his fists tightened in the effort
required to answer her. “I squirm upon the very earth before you,
my general?”

Masako kicked him again, this time catching him in
the thigh. “No, you cretin. It is because you are blind, yet useful
in catching great prey. As to that matter, have you formally
accepted Umiko?”

“Yes, my general!” Eager to be recognized for doing
something right, the prince raised his head, just a little bit. “As
you instructed me, my general! She arrives in 16 days!”

“Good,” Masako murmured. She walked the length of
the room, and shrugged her shoulders under the armor. “You may
approach me, my royal manling.”

Yoshinake leaped to his feet and tried to contain
himself as he crossed the mats to where she stood, rigid and
waiting for his ministrations. Carefully, he untied the silk
ribbons of her over mantle, and then the straps and ties of her
body armor. With the ease of a man who had seen it done thousands
of times and learned from the royal valets themselves, he acted the
perfect personal servant. Without betraying his nervousness, he
used his own stand to lay her armor aside. He handled each piece
with care and delicacy.

“I remember when you lacked these skills,” Masako
chuckled. “I suppose that you do have some more use after all.”

She turned toward him. The next layer between them
was the leather under padding, soft with use where it was not stiff
with repeated washings in sweat and blood. He blushed sweetly, like
a maiden. She flicked one finger in his direction. With trembling
fingers, Yoshinake carefully untied the knots that held the padding
together, and without brushing her skin with his bare hands, drew
it off.

Her hard body, brown where the layers of silk and
armor failed to cover her, and harder and pale where it did, made
him moan, a tight sound barely held in check as he scurried to lay
the padding down and return with a light cotton robe. He noted with
familiar pangs of sympathetic pain her calluses and her scars, the
bruises from her latest engagement and the white lines and ridged
stars that mapped out past ones. Her body was a constellation of
wounds, most taken in his service.

“You are a goddess,” he murmured, slipping the cool
cotton over her shoulders.

“Flatterer,” she snorted. “When you meet a goddess,
then may you compare. But I do permit your worship. Show me your
devotion, my prince.” She seated herself on his mats, pulling one
leg up in a vulgar fashion never displayed before such an august
presence and poured herself some of his sake.

Yoshinake knelt before her and parted his own robes.
His scarlet sash was heavy brocade, wound through with precious
threads of gold, but he cast it aside without a thought and eagerly
parted layers of silk to reveal his artfully folded loincloth. When
he unwound it, his tumescent manhood, awakened since the first
appearance of his goddess, stirred over the clean, round spheres
housing his future generations. But cast through the head of his
royal cock was a device no household servant had ever seen.

It was a large ring, carved of ivory. It was not a
complete circle, but gapped, leaving two points separated by a
finger’s width. The entire ring could be contained in the circle he
made with his thumb and forefinger. On one end of the ring was a
knob carved from the original tusk and depicting a chrysanthemum
bud. The other end of the ring came to a sharp and narrow point.
Covering the point now was a golden ball with a pin through it.

The ring went into his organ through the little slit
at the end. He remembered how he had strained against the elegant
silk ropes, his mind flooded with entreaties to his ancestors and
all the gods that the pain would be endurable and he would show no
cowardice. He did his ancestors proud in that respect, although he
privately doubted many of them approved of the nature of the pain
he endured so well. But that was not his fault; these were
different times. It was no longer the custom of a prince to
actually do battle in the field, even when his talents led that
way. He must therefore have his mettle tested in more esoteric
endeavors.

Masako had affixed this ornament herself, hammering
the gold around the point with the edge of her chop. Yoshinake
could have easily removed the appliance had he wished, but he could
have never duplicated her own design in the soft gold if he marred
it in any way.

The Lady General gazed at the displayed royal
genitalia and nodded. “You have been good, my prince,” she said
generously. “And you are still pretty as a girl.”

He beamed with pleasure, another thing his court
never saw. “Thank you, my general!”

“Come closer,” she commanded.

Eagerly, he shuffled forward, and displayed his
handsome body for her pleasure. His bare chest shone with scented
oils. He was strong and healthy and in his prime. The sedentary
life at court did not prevent him from engaging in regular exercise
with swords and bows or long rides through the countryside, hunting
and taking the air. His nipples seemed somewhat larger than those
of other men, but that was also because of his goddess. Even now,
she reached for them first, testing them with tight pinching and a
light slap of her rough fingertips. Yoshinake sighed with
pleasure.

“These shall have to be schooled again,” she said
softly. “They are unused to attention. I have brought with me
wooden pegs that we shall employ later. Eventually, I shall have
made matching rings, so that you may be decorated here as
well.”

He opened his eyes and bit the inside of his lip.
“My general…nothing would please me more…yet…my general surely
knows…it will be very difficult for me to hide such rings! I will
have to dismiss my dressers entirely and forbid all from my
bath…and never strip to the waist during competition!”

Masako nodded, a slight smile on her lips. “Yes,
that is true,” she acknowledged, flashing him an appreciative
glance. “But by that time, you will have already firmly established
your… eccentricities. Your court will believe this to be some new
fad of yours, and you will create fashion. It is already said in
the capital that the most civilized of men will never bare their
generative organs to less-than-equals. Perhaps, should you choose
to reveal them, other men will seek similar decorations, and bear
them with pride.” She smiled again and moved her fingers down to
stroke the length of his shaft. It swelled pleasingly at her touch.
It was also clean and sweet smelling, smooth as heavy silk. She
stroked it absently, like a pet, until it rose and jutted into the
elegant curve that was his alone, and Yoshinake sucked in a quick
breath to prepare for the usual response to such behavior.
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