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To all the warrior moms,

may you embrace love as well as fury, 

ferocity as well as calm,

and joy in all the little things.
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*Note - You don’t have to read this glossary in order to understand the book, I just like to put it at the front so folks know it’s here if they want it. Feel free to skip ahead, and only flip back here as needed.




Gensokai is a fictional land. No part of these books is actually set in Japan. Nor is the world Gensokai inhabits meant to be earth at all. Nonetheless, much of the vocabulary for the books set in Gensokai borrow from Japanese to help give it the feel of the feudal Japanese culture that Gensokai was inspired by.




Some of the following terms are actual Japanese words, however, most of them are fabricated words made strictly for the purpose of this fictional work. Some are based in Japanese roots, while others are simply English terms made to apply to things in the book.




Please note that Japanese plurals are not denoted with an s, so you will see things such as: “three kimono“ or “a hundred sanzoku“ throughout the book.




cycle - *See seasoncycle

chawan - Bowl or cup used to serve tea (an actual Japanese term)

eihei - The elite guard of the Rōjū (an actual Japanese term meaning elite guard)

fuchi - The well of one’s ki (taken from the actual Japanese word for abyss)

Gensokai - The name of the island realm in which our adventure takes place (taken from the Japanese words for element and world)

ha - The actual Japanese word for the sharp edge of a blade

hakama - The pants worn by Kisōshi (actual Japanese term for divided skirts that men wear on formal occasions or for certain martial arts)

hanko - A small slender length of stone or wood with an individual’s personal seal/signature engraved on one end; often topped with a decorative figurine on the other end (actual Japanese word)

hebi-dan - This is a made up term containing the actual Japanese word for snake (hebi) and the actual Japanese word for level or rank (dan). In the context of the book, Hebi-dan is the lowest rank for a Kisōshi (it is the first rank they achieve through testing) whereas the highest is Ryū-dan.

hishi - The elite assassins used by the Rōjū (taken from the Japanese word for secret history)

izakaya - A tavern-like place where people go for drinks and food, most often consisting of private rooms for friends to meet and talk (taken from the actual Japanese word)

jima - (Also shima) suffix meaning island (actual Japanese word/suffix)

Josankō - The school where all josanpu are trained (taken from the Japanese words for midwifery and school)

josanpu - A woman trained in the arts of birthing and care for women’s health (the actual Japanese word for midwife)

Kaa-san - Mom - affectionate shortening of Okaa-san which means Mother

Kaigun - navy (taken from the actual Japanese for navy)

Kami/kami - This word is taken from the actual Japanese for spirit or deity. For the purposes of this book the capitalized Kami means deity and the lowercase kami means spirit.

katana - The long curved blade used by all Kisōshi (the actual Japanese word for a single edged sword)

ki - A person’s spirit or energy (actual Japanese word for spirit/essence)

kimono - Traditional clothing worn by men and women throughout Gensokai (the Japanese word for clothing –especially traditional Japanese clothing)

kisaki - The point of a blade (actual Japanese word for the point of a blade)

kisō - Energy manipulation (taken from the Japanese words for energy and manipulation –note that the actual Japanese definition differs from this made up usage)

kisōseki - A rare person who, due to an overlap in elemental powers, is able to track using kisō (word fabricated from a combination of energy manipulation and tracking)

Kisōshi - Elite warriors trained in fighting who possess an innate ability to manipulate one element (word taken from Japanese for “energy manipulation person“)

mooncycle (moon) - Three tendays in Gensokai. Most common usage is “moon“

mune - The blunt back edge of a blade (actual Japanese word)

obi - The wide decorative belt worn with kimono (actual Japanese word)

oden - a popular Japanese street food, consisting of various boiled vegetables and fish products

Okaa-san - Mother, taken from the actual Japanese

oni - Demons or bad spirits

raiko - A rare kisōshi who can call on both water and wind (taken from Japanese roots for storm and caller)

rikuka - land people/lander, a slang term used by members of the Kaigun to refer to people from the mainland (taken from the actual Japanese for land, riku)

Rōjū - The ruling council of elder Kisōshi in charge of making all decisions for Gensokai (using the actual Japanese word for the Shogun’s council of Elders) deposed in Rōjū 1119

ryokan - A traditional inn (actual Japanese word)

ryū-dan - See “hebi-dan“

sanzoku - A mountain bandit (actual Japanese word for mountain bandit)

saya - A scabbard (actual Japanese word)

seiza - A folded seating position (actual Japanese word)

senkisō - A Kisōshi with elemental ties to fire or air and thus to battle (taken from the Japanese words for energy manipulation and war/battle)

seasoncycle (cycle) - The term for a year in Gensokai, most commonly referred to as a “cycle“

Shiken - the Japanese word for trial or test, in the context of this book, it is the name given to Torako’s walking staff katana

shoji - sliding screen door or window (actual Japanese word)

shinogi - The widest part of a katana, the part between the mune and the hasami (actual Japanese word)

shuriken - A small sharpened disk used as a weapon by the hishi, often coated in poison (actual Japanese word for “throwing star“)

tatami - A mat made of dried woven grass and straw typically used as flooring, also a standard measure of length: approximately one meter by two meters in size (actual Japanese word)

tenday - A period of ten days (taking the place of weeks in this world)

tsuka - The hilt of a katana

uwagi - The jacket worn by all Kisōshi (taken from the Japanese word for a traditional jacket)

wa - Harmony (taken from the actual Japanese)

wakizashi - The short sword worn by kisōshi to accompany a katana.

yukisō - A Kisōshi with elemental ties to earth or water and thus to healing (taken from the Japanese words for energy manipulation and healing/medicine)

Yūwaku - The all female ruling power in Gensokai before the Rōjū took power

zantō - An ally of the Rōjū after they were deposed (taken from the actual Japanese)










[image: Image]

10th Day, 5th Moon, Cycle 8 of the New Council
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“THIS REPORT IS most enlightening, Raku-san.”

Raku bowed, her head touching the tatami that still smelled of whatever citrus mix had been used to clean it recently. She expected nothing less from the New Council receiving room, but it still made her nose wrinkle slightly. 

“You must inform me the moment you learn anything more along these lines,” Tsuku insisted. Raku frowned, even as she brought her head up.

“You wish to hear from me in less than a moon?” she asked. Of course, she enjoyed feeling like her work was appreciated, but delivering paperwork to New Council City more than once every three tendays seemed excessive, even to her.

“If you learn anything else about these agreements, then yes.”

Raku said nothing for a moment and the grey-haired woman on the dais in front of her, composed and graceful as always, smiled and added, “If it is more convenient, you may send your next missive by hawk.”

Now Raku raised an eyebrow. Of course it would be more convenient. It would also, under normal circumstances, be considered a waste of the hawk’s time, regardless of the days of travel it would save her.

“I was not expecting these reports to incite so much curiosity, Tsuku-sama,” she said, choosing her words carefully.

Tsuku smiled again, never glancing at the guards who stood beside the doors in the otherwise empty chamber, but somehow Raku understood that the missing gesture was intentional. She had been working with Tsuku for a long time, after all. 

“The people have gone a very long time without a proper account of their own history. I consider it of primary importance that we share as much of the truth as we can confirm without delay.”

Raku said nothing. She knew that Tsuku was indeed interested in the history that the Rōjū had hidden for so long—she wouldn’t have a job still, otherwise. After all, the work she had done to help depose the Rōjū was no longer needed, and if the New Council had been more interested in burying the truth than uncovering it, she would not have found herself so gainfully employed in the secret archives that had been uncovered seven cycles ago.

But Tsuku’s urgency suggested something else was afoot, and her reluctance to speak of it openly meant there was someone who disapproved, someone high enough up for Tsuku to be concerned about spies in the receiving room.

Raku bowed again.

“I’ll be sure to send word as soon as I find anything else on the subject.”

And then she stood and turned to leave the room.

She walked out of the enormous complex that housed the New Council and all of their offices, through the expansive gardens that surrounded the compound, over the bridges that connected the gardens to the main roads in the city, and resisted the urge to check her pockets or her satchel before reaching her horse. In fact, it was only when she was all the way home in her woodland cave, the one that Taka and Kusuko had gifted to her and Torako five cycles prior, that she finally reassured herself that all nine of the scrolls she had taken from the archives the morning of her interview were present. 

She was almost unsurprised to find that the one she’d been reporting to Tsuku-san about, the only one that had been in her satchel overnight in New Council City, was missing.
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1st Day, 6th Moon, Cycle 8 of the New Council
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KAIYO LOOKED INTO the rolling mists and ran the small, owl-topped seal through her fingers, tipping it absently over one knuckle at a time. The combination of sea air and cloud cover left a tangy moisture on her tongue that she might normally have savored, but today she ignored it. Instead, she focused the entirety of her attention on listening—beyond the creaking of the deck beneath her feet, beyond the bare whisper of her crew relaying hand signals up and down the afterdeck—straining to hear the enemy before they heard her. Hoping that in doing so, she might live long enough to regret having volunteered herself and her crew for close patrol that morning.

The near-silence across the water stretched on, the fog muffling the soft sound of sails bending to the wind, gentling the already quiet slap of waves reprimanding the hull of the Wind Serpent. And well they might, for their scouts hadn't reported enemies within sight of the close patrol circuit in cycles. The most exciting part of this patrol should have been redirecting wayward fishermen from the mainland. Of course it would be on her watch that they'd sight another sail through the fog. Far too large to be a fishing vessel, and not the faded blue of a Kaigun ship either, as she'd known the moment her lookout had called the word sail—all of her ships were accounted for. 

The stillness drew out like the tide and her whole crew held ready, the only motion the silent tip of her stone owl between her fingers, a motion she could not suppress, the only thing keeping her from screaming. 

Kaiyo's hand stilled as she caught the faint sound of... something… muffled by the wind, the fog, and the waves lapping against the hull. She strained to hear, wondering if it had only been her imagination, and then the silence was shattered utterly by the unmistakable, terror-inducing crack of cannon fire.

“DOWN!” she cried, silently cursing whatever ill luck had put her ship in the path of an enemy armed with cannons. 

A great splash of seawater coated everyone on the Wind Serpent’s deck, but the shot was low, falling far short of the ship’s hull. Kaiyo and her crew were in motion the moment they realized they were not dead.

“STORMCALLERS!” she cried, pulling herself to her feet and tucking the small, owl-topped hanko into her pocket even as she reached for the dagger on her belt. She hoped they were a long way off from daggers and close combat, but her crew approved of a bit of dramatic flair, and she would do whatever she could to focus them on the thrill of battle rather than the terror of cannon fire.

“Ready!” she called out, thrusting her dagger into the air for emphasis. She listened closely for the sound of the hatches sliding open on their spring-loaded tracks, transforming her ship from a seemingly toothless sloop to its true thirty-gunned glory.

“Aim!” she called next, wishing she could see the look of surprise on the approaching captain’s face as the guns were run out of their hatches faster than should have been possible.

“Fire!” she screamed, releasing the brunt of a full broadside on the massive ship that loomed above the Wind Serpent in the swiftly shifting fog.

The guns cracked out as her crew timed their shots to the roll of the surf, and Kaiyo cursed whichever gaijin had invented the blasted things. They were as loud as they were devastating, and she wished they had never come into existence. But when the ships their patrols encountered had started carrying them, the Kaigun had had no choice but to adopt them too. Raiko could devastate any ship, cannon or no, but if one hoped to convince the enemy to surrender rather than merely die, one had to outgun them.

Which was precisely what Kaiyo planned to do.

“Run us home, raikotachi!” she called, brandishing her dagger in the air and pointing it towards Kaigunjima. “Let’s see how well these gaijin like the answers they’re looking for.”
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RAKU PUSHED HER hair from her face and then frowned as the scent of ink grew sharper and her skin tightened ever so slightly in a line just above her nose.

“Kami curse it,” she muttered, reaching for the damp rag she kept on her lap desk. She wiped at her face and had to hope that she got it all. She didn’t have time to go searching through their trunk to find the sole looking glass that Itachi hadn’t managed to find and shatter in her toddler days.

She wiped her fingers thoroughly, in hopes of preventing any more smudges on her face, and then she took up her brush again and refocused on the characters in the ancient text that she’d been puzzling over for half the morning. She hadn’t added any new strokes to the crisp parchment pinned under her right wrist recently, but she was poised to do so anyway as she glared at the faded, crumbling parchment to her left and willed it to make some kind of sense to her.

“Out… outer… outside?”

The characters in the scroll, which she was doing her best not to touch, for fear she would destroy it, were archaic at best. It had been almost a thousand cycles since they’d been handled by a human, let alone since the time they were written, and Gensokan had changed quite a bit in that time. But the word she was stuck on wasn’t just an archaic version of a word she knew, as most of these characters wound up being, it was something else altogether. 

“Outside sea? What does that even mean? On land? But that doesn’t make sense with the rest of this sentence, ‘We agree to open trade with the following outside sea lands,’ no… ‘on land lands’ no, that’s stupid, why would they use land twice? Ugh… Kami take this forsaken scroll! Why did ancient people talk in circles?”

“Raku-san? Are you there?”

Raku’s head shot up at the sound of a familiar voice on the far side of the leather blanket that served as a door.

“Coming!” she called, as she carefully returned the lid to her inkpot and wiped her hands on the rag once more. She didn’t think anyone would be surprised to see her covered in ink, but she liked to at least attempt to look presentable. She’d used to be able to work with ink all day and still keep her clothes unblemished and her face clear of even the slightest smudge, but somehow that had changed since having a child, and she wasn’t even certain how. Itachi wasn’t even here. How her mere existence led to Raku being an ink-covered mess was something she’d never understand. Perhaps it had to do with the tiny ball of energy always occupying some portion of her mind. Perhaps it was the same part of her mind that usually kept track of whether or not her fingertips were stained. 

Ignoring that largely useless train of thought, she stood and headed to the door, such as it was, and pulled the flap aside to allow the bright summer sun into her small cave. Why had she not opened the flap as soon as the sun was up in full? She frowned, wondering when she’d become as distractible as Torako, but then her eyes focused on the faces of the two people standing outside her door and the edges of the frown reversed direction.

Of course, “people“ was perhaps not the most accurate term for the pair that stood before her. Certainly, the elder woman with the white streak in her lightly greying hair fit most people’s definition, but the large tree standing just behind her, whose trunk split in two about halfway to the ground, and whose upper bark housed a crinkled face comprised of lichen, amber, and moss, was not what most humans would include in the term. Raku, of course, was not most humans, and she could not think of Yanagi-sama as anything other than people.

“Yanagi-sama! Tenshi-san! How lovely to see you both! Would you like to come in?” She hoped she hadn’t been staring at them too long before she spoke, but her brain was still stuck on the strange characters she’d been trying to modernize in her transcription only moments before.

“We can’t stay long,” Tenshi-san said, her bright green eyes reminding Raku warmly of two of her favorite people, “but we wanted to let someone know where we were going.”

Raku nodded and gestured into the cave. 

“Of course,” she replied. “I’m sorry that Torako-san and Itachi-chan aren’t here right now. They’re out on a patrol and won’t be home for a few more days. They’ll be sad to have missed you. Especially if you’re going to be away.”

Tenshi smiled, and the gesture made Raku unaccountably sad. Yanagi tutted from outside the doorway.

“You may bid me farewell once you are done with Tenshi-san,” he rumbled, in a breath of wind through leaves and branches. 

Raku belatedly realized it might be rude to meet with Tenshi inside her cave when Yanagi would not be able to fit unless he changed his shape. 

“I’m sorry, Yanagi-sama. If you—” 

But the tree Kami had already wandered away from the door and seemed to be ignoring her.

“He had planned to give us some time alone anyway, Raku-san. Don’t worry,” Tenshi said, patting her arm.

“Is everything alright?” Raku asked, unable to ignore the feeling that something was off, despite how distracted she’d been a moment ago. 

“I hope so,” Tenshi replied. 

“That’s not entirely reassuring.”

“I’m afraid I didn’t come here to reassure you,” Tenshi replied.

“Ah. Well, is this warning for me, or for Tora-chan?” Raku asked, feeling her stomach drop even as she did her best to sound flippant.

“Either. Both.” Tenshi heaved a sigh that did nothing to reassure Raku. “I wish Tora-chan could hear this from me instead of anyone else, but… if anyone knows the importance of conveying information fully, it’s you, Raku-san. So… if you would listen with the ears of a storyteller and repeat it with the accuracy of a scribe, I would be in your debt.”

Raku did not like how formal Tenshi was being, not even a little bit. The woman had been cuddling Itachi and sneaking her mochi the last time she’d visited, chuckling every time Raku pretended to be stern about the girl having too many sweets. Tenshi hadn’t spoken this formally to her since the wedding. Formality had all but disappeared the moment Itachi had been born.

“You have my word, Tenshi-san,” Raku said, reaching out to hold the older woman’s hand, unable to resist the need to offer comfort to the woman who had done the same for her countless times in the past four cycles.

Tenshi’s smile seemed genuine but did not quite reach her eyes, as she allowed Raku to take her hands and drew a deep breath.

“I can’t tell you much about what Yanagi-sama and I must do, because I’m not even that clear on what he needs me to accomplish, but… we’re going to help my father.”

Raku felt her eyebrows raise towards her hairline.

“Your father? You’ve never spoken of him before.”

Raku didn’t add that Tenshi had never spoken of either of her parents before, besides a few offhand comments about things she had done with her own mother as she was teaching Itachi how to fish, or how to hold a carving knife, or how to hide candies in her sleeves so her parents wouldn’t notice… instead, Raku waited to see what else Tenshi would add.

“I never do. In fact, until recently, I wasn’t entirely certain who he was. But over the past few cycles he has made himself known to me, and… well, he’s the reason Yanagi-sama and I will be traveling to… well, he’s the reason we’ll be away.”

Raku held her tongue for a moment, hoping that Tenshi wasn’t planning to leave things that vague. What in the Kamis’ names did she expect her to relay to Torako after this? 

When Tenshi didn’t continue, Raku blew out a breath and said, “Tenshi-san, you asked me to speak with the words of a scribe, but… you haven’t given me much to pass on to your daughter. Do you wish me to tell her who her grandfather is? Or, at the very least, tell her where you’ve actually gone?”

Tenshi sighed. 

“I hope to be back to tell her the details myself in a few tendays, a moon at most. In the meantime… well, I suppose I wanted to be sure that you knew I was gone in case you need someone to look after Itachi-chan. Yanagi-sama and I will both be out of reach, and I know he’s the person you look to for Itachi-chan’s lessons and… I thought it was best to tell you in person that neither of us would be here.”

Raku took a deep breath and turned to look out of her door at the tree spirit who seemed to be holding court with a crowd of forest animals. Perhaps he was delivering a similarly vague note of farewell.

“This concerns him, too?” she asked, hoping to drag a few more details from Tenshi.

“It does,” Tenshi sighed. “If you need to speak to us… well, it won’t be easy, Itach—no, that won’t do… Tatsu-sama will be able to get a message to me, or to Yanagi-sama, if there’s an emergency.”

That had Raku frowning. It was a full two tendays’ travel to Tatsu-sama’s mountain, and one could go almost anywhere in Gensokai in that amount of time. How on earth could it be faster to talk to Tatsu-sama than to simply find Tenshi and Yanagi wherever they were headed?

“Tenshi-san, are you…“ Raku shook her head then, because the notion she was about to suggest was impossible. “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked instead.

“My father is… not the normal kind of father…“ the older woman stumbled to a halt.

“Tenshi-san, forgive me, but you sounded like you wished to issue some kind of warning when you first arrived, and now… well, I’ll struggle to tell Torako-san anything at all after this.”

Tenshi sighed again, and Raku could feel her jaw tense as she wondered if the woman had any intention of answering her with more than the barest vagaries. 

“My father is a Kami,” Tenshi huffed at last.

“So he’s no longer with us,” Raku spoke softly. “I’m sorry for your loss Ten—” 

“No, he never was with us. He’s not deceased. He was born in the spirit realm.”

“Born in the… what are you saying, Tenshi-san?”

“My father is the moon Kami, Tsukuyomi.”

Raku simply let her mouth fall open. She wasn’t certain what else to do. There were many problems with that statement, and she hadn’t the slightest idea where to begin. Unfortunately, the base statement was the least problematic. It explained all too much.

“Are you saying the reason that your granddaughter is abnormally powerful is that she is actually one-eighth moon Kami?” Raku hissed.

Tenshi looked a bit sheepish, even as she nodded.

“And in the past four cycles, it never occurred to you to tell her parents this bit of information?”

“I didn’t want you to worry,” Tenshi began, but Raku cut her off before she could get any further. 

“Does Tora-chan have any idea?”

“I may have hinted at it when I told her about her own… condition, but no, I’ve never told her the entire truth.”

“Lovely,” Raku huffed, unable to contain her frustration. “No wonder she didn’t speak with you until Itachi-chan was born.”

The look of pain that crossed Tenshi’s face when Raku said that made her wish the words unsaid.

“I’m sorry, Tenshi-san, that was cruel of me.”

Tenshi waved a hand at her, as if to brush the apology away.

“You’re not wrong. Torako-san had good reason not to speak with me until Itachi-chan was born. I won’t pretend that I don’t understand her anger, even if it hurts. I am grateful she was willing to reconcile for the sake of my grandchild.” 

Raku knew the issue of Torako’s ‘power’ was complicated, and that Torako was so loath to speak of it that in their eight cycles together her wife had barely mentioned it more than once. Raku had been surprised and delighted when Torako had chosen to include her mother in their lives after Itachi was born. Tenshi had been one of the best parts of Itachi’s childhood, and Raku couldn’t imagine her daughter’s life without the older healer. She’d been a calm, thoughtful presence in the girl’s life, even when Raku and Torako had been at a total loss what to do with her—their daughter whose powers so greatly outstripped their own. 

“It didn’t occur to you that it might be useful for us to know why she was so powerful?” she asked, when she could finally speak without anger choking her voice. 

“It did, of course it did, but… oh, Raku-san, can you imagine, even for a moment, how terrified I’ve been to lose Torako-san’s goodwill again? What would you do, if you had a truth you knew Itachi-chan should know, but feared she would never speak to you again if you told her?”

Then Tenshi sighed and let out a humorless laugh.

“What a silly question. Of course you would tell her the truth anyway.”

It was Raku’s turn to laugh now.

“Regardless of what you think I would do, I understand your fear, Tenshi-san. I do. So… fine. You never told Torako about her grandfather. Why now, then?”

Tenshi finally looked up at Raku, her green eyes meeting Raku’s head-on.

“We’re about to go see him. To help him, and… it could be dangerous.”

“You’re…“ and now Raku had to believe the impossible idea she’d had earlier, because it was the only thing that fit. “You’re going into the spirit realm?”

Tenshi looked away, even as she admitted the truth with a dip of her chin.

“Yes. Yanagi-sama is taking me there. My father has asked me to help him, and… I’m not entirely clear on how I’m meant to do that, but it’s important that I try.”

“Why?” Raku asked. “Why help someone who never even showed up in your life until…“ she let her voice trail off, unsure of why the moon Kami had revealed himself, and almost afraid to ask.

“I wouldn’t go at all, but he said it’s to protect Itachi-chan.”

Raku gasped, feeling her muscles tense in response to a threat she could not see.

“Tenshi-san, it is time for us to go.”

The loud, rustling voice of Yanagi-sama made Raku jump. She’d been so focused on Tenshi’s news that she hadn’t even noticed the walking tree’s approach. His amber eyes blinked slowly at them, as if adjusting to the light of the cave.

“Yes, Yanagi-sama,” Tenshi said, giving Raku’s hand another squeeze. Raku had forgotten that the woman was still touching her until that moment.

“You’ll tell Torako-san everything?” she asked, as she stepped towards the door of the cave, dropping Raku’s hand as she went.

Raku followed mutely after, unsure how to respond.

“You’ll let her know that I love her, and the reason I didn’t tell her was only because I feared…“ she didn’t finish, but Raku knew well enough what she meant.

“I’ll tell her,” she promised. “But, Tenshi-san, Yanagi-sama, please, can’t I help in some way? Can’t I come with you? Or Tora-san? A warrior. Ryūko-san is a friend of yours, isn’t she? If there’s danger, shouldn’t you—” 

“Ryūko-san has done enough for Gensokai, and besides, she can’t go into the spirit world. Neither can you. Torako-san might be able to with her heritage, but she might not after… everything, and we don’t have time to find out what it would do to her, or to the realms. The best thing you can do to help is to stay here and tell Tora-chan what I’ve told you. This isn’t her battle, or yours, not yet.”

Raku had no response to that, so she swallowed the emotions that were hot in her throat and looked at Yanagi-sama instead.

“Itachi-chan will miss your lessons,” she said, glossing over how she would miss the tree spirit’s easy presence, and how Torako would miss his gentle teasing. She couldn’t say the words. They would catch in her throat next to all the things she wanted to tell Tenshi.

“We’ll be back before the season’s change, youngling, don’t you worry,” Yanagi-sama boomed cheerily. “Tsukuyomi-san is prone to exaggeration. The threat is likely not as great as he supposes. Please tell Itachi-chan to work on her dreaming while I’m gone, and to keep an eye on the weasels.”

Raku could do nothing but chuckle at those instructions, and then she wrapped her arms around Tenshi’s retreating form.

“Itachi-chan will miss you, Tenshi-san, so will Tora-chan, and so will I. Come back soon, ne?”

This time Raku could feel Tenshi’s smile against her cheek, all the way to her bones.

“See you soon, Raku-chan.”

The odd pair, giant walking tree and smallish human woman, hadn’t gone more than a few paces when Yanagi rumbled.

“Oh, I almost forgot. Raku-san, ‘outside sea,’ it’s ‘foreign.’ The word you seek, is ‘foreign.’“ And then he turned again, waved, and before Raku could even remember what outside sea he’d been referring to, they had faded from sight.
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IT WOULDN’T BE long before the hundred-gunner had their answers, whether they liked them or not.

The Wind Serpent flew through the waves like the legend it was named for, its sails so full it felt as though it was barely touching the swelling ocean beneath it. Kaiyo had learned long ago that standing at the bow and laughing as the wind whipped her hair and the sea soaked her uniform would garner nothing but odd looks from her crew. Besides, she was a captain now, and such displays were considered unprofessional. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t stand on the stern deck, with the wind in her hair, the tang of the sea on her tongue, and a lightness in her chest. 

Then she turned to look over her shoulder and the lightness in her chest vanished.

The hundred-gunner was practically on top of them. If she’d been fluent in whatever foreign script had been used to name the vessel, she would have been able to read it from here. 

Kaiyo turned and shouted to all her kisōshi, calling for more speed, giving the signal for the raiko to manipulate the air around them and move the water along the hull, a tactic she rarely used this close to an enemy, but one which could not be avoided if she were to have any hope of outpacing them.

She was relieved to see the distance between the Wind Serpent and the other vessel growing, as her kisōshi bent themselves to their task, but the distance did not grow as steadily as she would like, as though the hundred-gunner had its own secret reserves that it called on now to propel it even faster.

It was unnaturally swift for a ship of its size.

Kaiyo frowned, calling again for more speed.

In less than a candle-burn, both ships had reached the much thicker fog that Kaiyo had been racing them towards, and she called for a final burst of speed that would tuck them neatly out of sight. 

Her entire crew gasped as the hundred-gunner shot forward with its own surge of speed, just as the Wind Serpent was consumed by fog. 

Kaiyo smiled anyway. The hundred-gunner might be closer than she had expected, or even thought possible, but her crew had kept them ahead of its guns, and now the massive vessel was well and truly caught.

She almost laughed.

Instead, she cried out for a sharp tack to starboard and she and her crew cut between a narrowing gap of giant sea pillars that were nearly invisible in the thick fog, but which Kaiyo would likely be able to find with a blindfold over her eyes. It was a maneuver that was only possible because of the high number of kisōshi on her crew. Even the most powerful of raiko wouldn’t have been able to complete the movement alone. 

Just as her bow threaded the needle of disastrous rock pillars, her signal-callers cried out like angry pelicans, their calls amplified by wind kisō, and the returning calls from the pillars brought a small, bitter smile to the corners of her mouth.

The hundred-gunner sailed on, either because they hadn’t seen the Wind Serpent tack, or because they’d realized that following would be suicide. It was only a few heartbeats before the thunderous sounds of long guns and great guns rattled through the fog, splitting it with enough light and sound to wake the spirits and rattle the dead.

Kaiyo wanted to cover her ears but did not.

The fog cleared, even as the terrifying crunch of metal shredding wood assailed her ears, along with the screams of the dying. Kaiyo shivered, and it had nothing to do with the wind that now pushed the thick rolls of fog into little more than a low-lying mist.

When the Kaigunjima raiko had cleared the fog away completely, the foreign ship was already suffering another round of cannon fire. Kaiyo didn't take time to appreciate the crystalline waters or dramatic rocky pillars that lined her home harbor, she was too keen to watch the hundred-gunner and see how they chose their fate. 

The much larger ship had already managed to angle themselves slightly away from the line of fire, but Kaiyo knew it would not be enough. The clearing fog had not only revealed the hundred-gunner itself, it had also revealed the entire purpose of Kaiyo’s carefully managed retreat. Beneath a sparkling sun, across the tantalizingly clear waters of Kaigunjima harbor, sat row after row of ships, cliffs, sea pillars, and small atolls, all covered in cannon of every size, and all brought to bear on the foreign ship that had dared to breach their waters.
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RAKU STARED AT the papers before her, the nearly crumbling scroll, the fine new washi, her brushes, and Yanagi-sama’s parting words, which she had hastily scrawled on a scrap of washi before she could forget it. She’d made tea after Tenshi and Yanagi had departed, and the scent of the boiled green leaves still permeated the small cave, along with the warmth and smoke of the small cooking fire she'd used to boil the water. She’d made the beverage in a half-hearted attempt to distract herself from the emotions piling up inside her. Something about Tenshi’s parting had felt wrong. The fact that Torako and Itachi hadn’t been there to say goodbye chafed at her in a way that made her skin itch. 

The whole thing was strange. Stranger than it should have been, even with Tenshi admitting that she was half moon Kami and was off to help with something in the spirit world. Why had Tenshi and Yanagi come to her? Torako and Itachi weren’t home, true, but they were still in Yanagi’s valley, and that walking tree spirit had always been able to track down any living thing that moved in his valley. If Tenshi had truly wanted to warn Torako, shouldn’t she have found her, instead? Perhaps there hadn’t been time. Perhaps, as quickly as Yanagi could find Torako and Itachi on their wide loop around the valley’s perimeter, it would not be quick enough for whatever it was they hoped to accomplish in the spirit world.

Raku sighed, then sipped her tea, unable to shake the feeling of subtle wrongness that had accompanied her ever since Tenshi had appeared at her door. She looked at the scroll in front of her instead, hoping that her brain might at least latch onto the problem of making a thousand-cycle-old text legible to a modern Gensokan.

“Outside sea means foreign,” she mumbled to herself. “Does that make this any more intelligible?”

She stared at the passage once more. “‘We agree to open trade with the following foreign lands. Eh? Foreign lands. Foreign…“ she skimmed ahead in the document and looked over the list of what had seemed an odd jumble of sounds to her before, written only in Gensokan’s syllabary without any characters to attach meaning to them. “Not just lands. Nations. As Gensokai is a nation. Outside sea… across the ocean. Other nations.”

Raku’s forehead dipped all the way down to the table as her eyes closed. Little wonder Tsuku-san had wanted to know more about the scrolls that had accompanied her. The one she’d made her last report on, that one had made statements about distant friends, and a glowing future for Gensokai, but it hadn’t elaborated, save to reference the agreements laid out in a series of documents—most of which no longer existed. This one, however, was one of those listed in the text, and Raku now thanked her earlier self for having decided to recover the listed scrolls—those that  remained, at any rate—from the “Hidden Library“ before she’d even made her report to Tsuku-san. 

“But why would anyone wish to keep this information secret?”

Then she shook her head. That was the wrong question entirely. She could think of a hundred reasons anyone might wish to keep knowledge like this to themselves. No, the question wasn’t why—knowledge was power, after all—the question was who.

Raku ran through the likely candidates in her mind, even as she wrestled with whether or not to make her next report in person. She shouldn’t leave without warning when Torako had been taking care of Itachi by herself for a tenday already. She’d gotten as far as packing her bag, though, when she realized that she absolutely could not leave without telling Torako about her mother’s visit. 

She sighed then and searched through her writing satchel for the tiny papers that fit in the tubes the hawks transported for those who couldn’t communicate with them directly. 

“This will have to do for now,” she mumbled, as she carefully scrawled a brief, coded message to Tsuku, and then stepped outside to call a hawk.
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KAIYO WATCHED THE scene unfold before her with one hand gripping the railing tight enough to hurt, and her other hand absently tipping the small owl hanko between her fingers. She hadn’t even noticed her hand removing it from her belt pouch.

The foreign captain’s choices were limited. Even if the hundred-gunner could get off a full broadside without taking a single hit (and it had already taken more than one hit, so that was an impossibility) it would never be able to overwhelm the firepower now directed at it. There were too many cannon, aimed from too many directions and elevations, for any single ship to overcome them. That had, after all, been the carefully planned intent behind the harbor’s selection and design. After the initial volley and the clearing of the fog, the guns around the harbor had paused, briefly, to let the enemy take proper stock of exactly what their choices were.

The hundred-gunner could flee (though again, fully half the guns leveled at it were attached to ships only slightly smaller than itself, which would happily give chase), or it could fight—and lose.

“Come on,” Kaiyo muttered, her fingers tipping her owl end over end in a blur, praying for yet a third option. “Surrender.”

But someone on that foreign ship was either incredibly dumb or incredibly stubborn, and before Kaiyo had even taken a full breath after her whispered wish, the first guns of its broadside began to ring out against the quiet that had settled as the fog had lifted.

“Damn them,” Kaiyo muttered, as the cannon all around her rang out long before the three-master had fired more than a handful of its guns. Of course, it was the ship’s captain who had damned them, not Kaiyo, but she didn't have the heart to watch her people destroy the larger vessel.

“That's a hundred guns wasted,” Tanaka sighed, from behind her shoulder.

Kaiyo also sighed, forcing herself to watch the destruction, much though it hurt her. She had led them here. If she couldn’t stomach watching the results of her own ploy, then she didn’t deserve her command.

“Why would they…“ but her voice faded away as she noticed movement in the cloud of gunpowder and destruction that now covered the water.

“Raiko!” she called, before Tanaka could even ask what she had seen. “Clear that smoke. Pull us around the pillars!” The latter was addressed to the rest of her crew. 

Tanaka looked at her and raised a single eyebrow.

“Dare I ask?”

“Keep an eye on that fog, Tanaka-san.”

Ever dutiful, Tanaka complied, and soon enough, as they cleared the far end of the pillar that had kept them out of the line of fire, it was clear to everyone what Kaiyo had seen.

The hundred-gunner had only been bluffing when it started its broadside. They'd been using their cannon—the smoke, noise, and confusion—as cover for raising a series of jibs and foresails and then… Kaiyo couldn’t see what they’d done after that, but they must have had their own kisōshi, quite a few of them at that, because the massive ship sped forward at a speed Kaiyo could scarcely believe, all while making a tack that should have been impossible.

Kaiyo gripped her owl so tightly that it would certainly leave a mark on her palm.

Then she smiled, despite the tightness in her chest, despite the danger that lay ahead.

The hundred-gunner was running.
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Kaiyo had never seen a vessel that wasn’t Kaigun maneuver that quickly, that agilely, and indeed, if she hadn’t witnessed it with her own eyes, she would never have believed the tale.

The fleet fired futilely at the stern of the quickly vanishing ship, the gunners doing their best to rake its stern even as the fastest Kaigun vessels began bringing themselves about to give chase. They hadn’t been ready for it, because it shouldn’t have been possible. And for all the damage the harbor guns had done to the hundred-gunner’s decks and rails, the dead who no doubt strewed the deck of the fleeing enemy, they had purposefully spared the masts and hull below the waterline. Kaigunjima had standing orders to try to preserve ships for recovery whenever possible, especially a ship with so many cannon. 

None of the dozen ships that lined the harbor managed to move in time to catch the fleeing vessel.

None save the Wind Serpent. 

Kaiyo had never turned to train her meager guns on the enemy—that hadn’t been her job. Instead, she had come around the pillars, hiding between them while the first volleys of cannon fire had been exchanged, in order to bear witness to the destruction she had brought upon the five hundred souls whose captain had made them enter Gensokan waters, thus threatening everything that Kaiyo cherished.

Even before the smoke had fully cleared, Kaiyo had called to her kisōshi for speed, directing two of her raiko to keep an eye out for friendly fire, aware that moving so quickly might put them in the path of attempts to rake the enemy’s stern.

The Wind Serpent leapt forward with the force of kisō-filled sails, and they gained on the hundred-gunner, even as the rest of the fleet was still coming to terms with what the enemy ship had just done.

The stern chasers from the foreign vessel called out as Kaiyo's ship gained on it, but two more of her raiko sent the shots back easily, aimed with precision to disable the guns that had sent them. Unlike the hundred-gunner’s cannons, her stormcallers never missed. It wasn't long before the stern chasers were silenced.

“I'm impressed that a ship with a hundred guns can move so quickly,” Tanaka said, beside her once more.

Kaiyo nodded at the extreme understatement.

“It seems I owe an apology to their captain; she has made an able escape. I judged her too quickly, thinking she would sacrifice her crew for her own ego, as so many do.”

Tanaka nodded, but did not smile or laugh. Kaiyo and her crew were deservedly proud of their small ship's speed, but they did not relish the death and destruction they were about to bring upon the other ship’s crew.

“We could try to pull alongside and speak with them,” Tanaka suggested, after a long silence in which they had almost halved the initial distance between the Wind Serpent and the foreign ship. 

Kaiyo considered it seriously for a long moment.

“That has never gone well in the past, Tanaka-san, and I don't plan to let them kill any of my crew just to save their necks. They had their chance to surrender. Despite their agility and speed, it would have been the sensible choice when they were so vastly outgunned. I understand why they chose to run instead, but they've seen us fly. If they don't strike colors before we reach them, then that will be the end of it.”

Tanaka nodded, his mouth a grim, silent line, his eyes still trained on the other ship.

Kaiyo's chest ached. She had half-hoped he would argue with her, even though she knew her reasoning was sound. She should not risk her people, no matter how clever this captain had been. She could not hope that they would not fire on her, or try to board her, even under a flag of parlay. More than one gaijin vessel had done so in the past, and she was long past trusting any sense of honor her enemies laid claim to. 

She sighed, gesturing for one of her raiko to join her and Tanaka on the stern deck, as the distance between the Wind Serpent and the hundred-gunner diminished further.

“Hiroshi-san,” she said, as the tall young man approached her. “Can you swamp that vessel at this range?”

The younger man looked at the distance, then slowly shook his head.

“Suzuki-san would be the best choice for that distance, I think,” he replied. “I am not confident I could do it without also endangering the Wind Serpent.”

Kaiyo nodded briefly.

“Thank you for your honesty, Hiroshi-san. Please take Suzuki-san's place at the sails and send her to me,” she replied.

“You are too easy on our kisōshi, Captain,” Tanaka said, as Hiroshi made his way across the deck to where Suzuki was pushing the winds alongside Eda.

“You want me to push him to try a technique he is less than confident in, when it might risk not only our entire crew, but our people as well?”

“He can do it,” Tanaka replied. “I've seen him do as much in training.”

“Accomplishing something in ideal conditions and with little consequence of failure is not the same as being able to do something under pressure in a situation with many factors at play that may not have been so in training. You know that as well as anyone else. He may well be able to do it, and if this were an emergency, I might insist that he try. But we have time, and I will not risk any of our crew just to make sure the boy knows how far he can push himself.”

Tanaka merely nodded and continued staring out to sea.

Kaiyo smiled as Suzuki-san approached across the deck. She could see the woman in her peripheral vision, but it was Tanaka she kept her eye on.

“Why are you smirking, Captain?”

Kaiyo chuckled.

“You know why,” she replied.

The faintest curl took over one side of Tanaka's mouth, and she wanted to cackle. 

“You want to remind me that this is why none of the other captains will have me on their ships, don't you?”

Kaiyo said nothing, but her smile grew wider.

“Perhaps you wish to tell me that I’m here only because you took pity on me, and decided to give the most contrary second in the entire Kaigun a chance?”

At that, her smile fell away.

“Never pity, Tanaka-san. I saw potential where others saw a nuisance, that's all.”

“Captain? You asked for me?” Suzuki's tone was polite, but Kaiyo was fairly certain the petite woman had heard everything that Kaiyo and Tanaka had been saying. Wind kisōshi were perfectly capable of bidding the air to carry the words of others to them whenever they pleased. That was a large part of why Kaiyo found Tanaka's tendency to second-guess her on deck a boon rather than a nuisance. When a large portion of your crew could hear you speak, no matter how much privacy you attempted to keep, there was an advantage to having someone second-guess you often in the hearing of others. It gave Kaiyo a chance to voice her reasoning where her entire crew could hear it (or hear of it later) and that meant her crew generally knew the “why“ of her orders, instead of merely guessing at her motives. 

It kept her honest, and it kept her crew loyal without the blind fanaticism that some captains seemed to expect, but which had always seemed senseless to Kaiyo.

“Yes, Suzuki-san. Hiroshi-san says that you would be the best choice for sinking the hundred-gunner from here,” she said, nodding in the general direction of the enemy vessel that they were overtaking by the moment.

Suzuki took a long look at the ship, the clouds, and their own sails, then she nodded.

“Now, Captain?”

Kaiyo took a deep breath and then nodded, her face now devoid of any of the laughter she and Tanaka had shared a moment before.

Suzuki took a wide stance, her knees bent deeply as though sitting an invisible horse, and closed her eyes. Her breath instantly slowed and deepened. Kaiyo had seen hundreds of kisōshi work since joining the Kaigun, and it never ceased to impress her how different all of their techniques were. She knew that it wasn't necessary for kisōshi to close their eyes in order to bend elements to their will, but she also knew that Suzuki-san always closed her eyes before she called on the ocean. 

Kaiyo watched the petite woman's body still as she focused inwards, and Kaiyo felt her own breath hitch as she sensed a change in the air all around them. Many of the crew stopped in their work to look at the doomed ship one last time and to touch, rub, or kiss the talismans they kept on everything from bracelets, to lanyards, to pins on belts, obi, or sleeves. Kaiyo wasn't sure how many different Kami were represented between the trinkets her crew kept amongst themselves, but she was fairly certain it was more than the ocean could hold. Which was only fair, she supposed, as many of them were wind Kami as well.

Kaiyo refocused her attention on the water around them, and on the ship they were now only a dozen lengths away from.

Which may have saved her life.

For, just as she felt the sudden drop in pressure that accompanied a raiko attack, the ship they chased did something impossible. Without slowing, with some sort of magic that Kaiyo could not comprehend, the hundred gun ship turned in place—as if it were no more than a horse pivoting in a ring and not a five-hundred-ton ship—and in doing so, released a full broadside on the Wind Serpent.
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“DOWN!”

Kaiyo was screaming for her crew to drop even before the first crack of cannon fire finished sounding. As soon as the ship had turned, she had started calling out, knowing what was coming, even as her eyes told her the entire thing was impossible. No ship could move like that. Not her ship crewed half by kisōshi, not any ship in the Kaigun, and not this enormous ship before her. But even as one part of her brain objected to the reality she now faced, the rest of her brain took to shouting the orders that would save her people’s lives.

Then the world became little more than the scent of gunpowder and the feel of splintered wood and sea water coating her back. She saw no more than darkness because she had thrown herself to the deck, bearing Tanaka with her, pinning him beneath her—some small part of her calculating that his life was more valuable than hers in the aftermath of an enemy broadside—ignoring his protests as she covered both her head and his with her arms.

As soon as the crash of shredding wood and exploding artillery had ceased, she leapt from atop her second and shouted at him to tend to the injured. 

She needn’t have bothered. He was on his feet and rushing to the nearest patch of blood before she’d even gotten her eyes to focus on the hundred-gunner once more.

Kaiyo desperately wanted to assess the damage to her own people. To see the faces of those who would never be setting foot on shore again, and to lend her strength to those who would spend the next few minutes fighting for their lives, but she didn’t dare. This enemy was far more dangerous than she had suspected, and her lapse in judgment had already led to the deaths of some of her crew. She ignored the sick feeling that thought brought to her stomach and focused on saving those who remained.

The hundred-gunner had released its full broadside against her, but not in the traditional slow roll of guns from bow to stern. No, it had released a full barrage at once, a desperate move, and one that left them now unarmed as they scrambled to reload.

Kaiyo wasted no time.

“Suzuki-san!” she shouted, barely able to hear her own voice over the deadening sensation that a cannon attack typically brought.

No reply came, and she turned to see that the patch of blood she had noticed earlier was Suzuki-san, or rather, what was left of her. Tanaka was still bent over her, so she must still be alive, but Kaiyo flinched at what had become of the woman’s legs. There wasn’t much left. 

She forced herself to focus. There would be time to mourn later.

“Hiroshi-san!” she screamed, instead.

In seconds the young man was by her side. His face was a mess of dust, blood, tears, and sweat, all of which she ignored. He was upright, and not so pale as to suggest he was bleeding to death.

“Hiroshi-san, I’ll need you to sink that vessel right now,” she said, her voice as even as she could make it. “I’m afraid Suzuki-san is otherwise engaged.”

If the younger raiko hadn’t seen his crewmate’s legs torn from her body, she was not about to point it out to him. Instead, she directed her gaze at the other ship.

“Quickly, Hiroshi-san, before they have time to reload.”

Hiroshi-san, who had been all too willing to pass off the job of sinking this ship moments earlier, made not a single argument or sound of doubt before raising his arms.

It was only because Kaiyo knew what to expect that the sudden tilt of the deck didn't send her sliding across the planks on her rear. Instead, she clung tightly to the rail and let her feet swing out from underneath her. She looked down and was impressed with Hiroshi’s control, for all that he’d second-guessed himself earlier. 

The Wind Serpent rose just at the top of a giant crest, the sea in front of them plummeting steeply down to the hundred-gunner and the sea behind them sloping more gradually to the open sea. What happened next should not have been possible, though it was an impossibility she had already witnessed a dozen times in her life. What took place before her was not a phenomenon that the sea ever created on its own, at least so far as Kaiyo was aware. The hole that Hiroshi had created—for what else did one call a circular pit in the sea that was big enough to consume a small island?—dropped down and down, so steeply and quickly that nothing could have escaped its ferocity, before the sides of it collapsed inwards, leaving the Wind Serpent bobbing in its awful wake and swallowing the hundred-gunner in a single, terrifying instant.
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Kaiyo made herself watch, just as she had forced herself to watch the cannons firing on the enemy ship in Kaigunjima harbor. 

She took no pleasure in the destruction of another ship, let alone its entire crew. And her heart ached with the loss of all that her people could have made of such a crew and such a ship if given half a chance, but she kept her eyes on the water that rushed to close over the enemy vessel. She watched as its decks, masts, and hull cracked horribly, completely, the wood rendered to little more than wet kindling under the sudden pressure of the ocean atop it, and she kept watching even after the ship’s remains were out of sight.

It was only because she was watching so intently that she saw the boats in the distance.

“Kuso,” she muttered, reaching for her glass. 

“What is it, Captain?” Tanaka's voice asked beside her.

He was covered in blood, she noted, his hands, shirt, and leggings drenched with it, and she wondered how many of her people he had saved as she’d been so intent on destroying the enemy. He must have already treated the worst injuries among the crew, else he wouldn’t have returned to her side. She tried not to wonder if that was a good sign or a terrible one.

“Full sail towards the wreckage, Tanaka-san,” she ordered, without explanation.

Either Tanaka saw what she did, or else he could hear the note of urgency in her voice that begged him not to question her. He relayed the orders quickly, and in moments they surged into the frothing waters where the sea had just swallowed a ship with a hundred cannon.

It wasn’t Tanaka who questioned her then, it was Hiroshi.

“Captain, I feel obligated to point out that these waters are not safe. The other ship's wreckage could be floating just beneath the surface and we—”

Kaiyo did not turn or acknowledge Hiroshi's words, but she handed the young raiko the glass and pointed.

Hiroshi pressed the glass to his eye and gasped as soon as he had it trained in the direction Kaiyo had indicated.

“How did they…“ his voice trailed away.

Kaiyo shrugged.

“I don't know, and I don’t have time to speculate. We must catch them before they reach waters beyond our patrols.”

“Captain?” Tanaka asked.

Still not explaining, she passed the glass to Tanaka.

“Kuso,” Tanaka muttered, and Kaiyo struggled to keep her face neutral. That might have been the first time she’d heard Tanaka curse.

She couldn’t blame him, though. How else were you meant to react when you saw the crew of the ship you’d just destroyed, a crew whose mere existence was now a threat to everything you held dear, rowing themselves away in a half a dozen longboats?
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Before Kaiyo could even issue the order, Hiroshi scurried from the stern deck and began organizing his fellow kisōshi at the sails, leaving her alone with Tanaka once more.

“How many dead?” she asked, without taking her eyes from the spot where she knew the boats to be, even though she could barely see them.

“Three, and Suzuki-san will never walk again without aid, but she is doing much better than I feared.”

Kaiyo let out a breath and, for just one moment, closed her eyes.

“It would have been much worse if you hadn’t cried out before the shot reached us. You saved many. Including me.”

Kaiyo glanced at Tanaka briefly, wondering if he was seriously suggesting that she’d saved lives instead of getting more people killed by underestimating their opponent, then lost track of whatever question she’d planned to ask him when she saw his cheeks pink with blush. Was Tanaka embarrassed that she’d saved his life? It wasn’t the first time she’d done so, but he had saved her life just as often. Yet the act had never brought color to his cheeks before.

“Tanaka-san?” she asked, unable to form a coherent question, but wondering what had come over him.

“If you hadn’t jumped on me… that is, the ball that hit Suzuki-san was… Captain, I am in your debt.”

Kaiyo swallowed. The thought of what had happened to Suzuki-san occurring to anyone in her crew made her mouth go dry, but if it had happened to Tanaka? 

“Tanaka-san, in addition to being my second, you are the best healer in the fleet. Your life will always be the first life I save. Saving your life saves a hundred others.”

She did not add that he was also the closest thing she had to a friend in this world. She didn’t think it would do anything to help the man’s blushing, so instead she turned to look at the longboats ahead of them.

“They are moving damnably fast for longboats,” she murmured.

“There look to be six of them,” Tanaka said, his voice back to its usual even tone. “Far fewer than a ship that size might carry, but even still, she must have known what we were doing well before you gave the order to sink her. She must have gotten half her crew off that ship.”

Kaiyo smiled again, and this time it was genuine.

“Indeed,” she replied. “I underestimated her again. She fights like Kaigun.”

Tanaka nodded, but was silent for a moment.

“You look decidedly happy and I can't figure out why. If they escape us now, we—”

“They are in BOATS, Tanaka-san. Boats. Boats with no guns, boats with no sails. We will catch them yet, for all that they are faster than they have any right to be. We’re still gaining on them quickly, and when we do, they will not be able to fire on us before we've had a chance to speak. They’ll barely have a chance to—”

“They may still have guns, Captain.”

Kaiyo frowned.

“But not cannon.”

“No, not cannon. But they may have those small handheld devices we found on the last crew Ichiro-san brought in.”

“Yes, but those 'guns' cannot put a hole in our hull. We can hail them from a safe distance, and if they attempt to fire at us, we can sink their boats with a turn of Suzuki-san’s smallest finger, or Hiroshi-san’s.” 

She frowned at the thought of Suzuki-san being unable to help them at the moment, but the point stood.

Tanaka was still frowning.

“We can rescue them, Tanaka-san. We don't have to kill them. There's a chance we can end this without taking their lives.”

Tanaka said nothing, staring out at sea.

“Do you want them dead because they killed some of our crew?” Kaiyo asked, after a long pause.

“Yes, but you know I would never condemn them for it. They were defending themselves.”

“Then why do you look so dour?”

“I don't like the idea of risking you in parlay.”

“You never do.”

“I believe that is part of my job description.”

“Yes, well, it's part of mine to negotiate terms with the enemy.”

Tanaka sighed. 

“Fine. Rescue them. But don’t—”

Tanaka’s voice cut off sharply and his face paled.

“Captain,” he said, reaching for the glass in her hand without even asking her permission, and raising it to his eye. “We need to hurry.”

The tone of Tanaka’s voice was all Kaiyo needed to sharpen her focus.

She signaled for the kisōshi to add more wind to the sails without even asking what Tanaka could see.

“Why are we hurrying, Tanaka-san?” she asked, waiting for him to return the small telescope to her outstretched hand. 

“Because over half of the enemy’s crew is in the water, and I think I see sharks in there with them.”
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Kaiyo grabbed the glass from Tanaka’s hand while it was still pressed to his eye, but he made no objection. Then she felt her jaw drop slightly as she took in the scene in the distance. Tanaka had not exaggerated. If there were a hundred people in the longboats themselves, there were another hundred in the water. There was splashing and struggling, and people in boats pulling people out of the sea, but there were also fins. More fins than Kaiyo cared to think about, enough fins to distract her from the other odd thing her eyes registered but her mind did not.

Instead of getting caught up in details, she called for more speed, and for the Wind Serpent’s own longboats.

It was only when she and the crew she’d selected for the rescue mission pulled up within hailing distance of the hundred-gunner’s struggling crew that she realized what her brain had snagged on earlier. 

The sailors were all the color of southern island parrots.
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Kaiyo gave herself one moment, the space of a single breath really, to appreciate how different it was from anything she’d ever seen before. How had she not seen it, even from afar, as the hundred-gunner chased them? She couldn’t imagine not noticing, now that she saw it, because the skin, hair, and eyes of every member of the foreign crew were bright colors generally reserved for birds, flowers, and poisonous frogs. And from what she could tell, no two of them were the same. 

The space of the breath passed, though, and she refocused on why they were here—to deny the sharks their feast. She could wonder at their differences later.

“We’re here to help!” she shouted, waving the white cloth she’d attached to an oar. She hoped that these decorative people shared enough with the more boring foreigners she’d met over the cycles to understand that the white flag was meant to be a sign of truce. 

Of course, she couldn’t blame them for not believing she was trying to help. After all, she’d lured them into a harbor filled with cannon, and then done her best to sink their entire ship. White flag or no, she wouldn’t have gone quietly with anyone who’d done the same to her crew, either. 

Still, she had thought that maybe when the worst that any of those removed from the water received was a bit of rope around the wrists, or one of the ship’s medics rendering them unconscious, they might have started to get the idea.

Instead, Kaiyo got a rather ferocious fist to the face as she pulled one fuchsia-haired, teal-skinned, yellow-eyed woman from the sea, and if she hadn’t had so much practice fighting with a broken nose, she would have dropped the woman right back into the ocean, sharks or no sharks.

She managed to wrestle the tall woman over the gunwales though, and held her tightly until someone could tie her hands. Or she would have, had the woman not head-butted her and then sunk her teeth into her arm.

“Agh!” Kaiyo cried, feeling blood drip down her arm. The teal-skinned woman smiled then, though the action seemed only like a threat of more violence, especially with her blood on the woman’s teeth.

“We aren’t trying to kill you,” Kaiyo said, staring the other woman in the eyes and hoping that some of her meaning might penetrate. “We don’t kill unarmed swimmers.”

Even as she said the words, she realized that the woman in front of her was far from unarmed. She had an exquisite katana strapped across her back. Kaiyo tensed as the woman raised her hand, ready to draw her own dagger if she had to, but the woman didn’t reach for the blade on her back. Instead, she did the strangest thing. She licked her own knuckles.

Kaiyo heard shouts and looked over to see the six longboats that had come from the hundred-gunner—which were horribly low in the water due to being filled to capacity twice over—pulling alongside six of her own longboats, and clearly attempting to pull her crew into the sea.

“Don’t hurt them!” Kaiyo shouted at her own crew. “Disengage and render them unconscious if you have to, but don’t hurt them!”

The woman in front of her, with her hand still hovering near her own mouth, frowned then, and—faster than Kaiyo could track—the woman reached out and grabbed Kaiyo’s wrist.

Before Kaiyo could turn the other woman’s grab against her, she was shouting across the water in a language Kaiyo had never heard before, in a voice that carried like thunder across the waves.

Immediately, and without question, the hundred-gunner crew ceased fighting.

Then the teal and fuchsia woman bowed slightly and released Kaiyo’s wrist.
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Kaiyo watched her crew move through the hundred-gunner’s survivors, removing their weapons and offering them water, and frowned. 

“What’s troubling you, Captain?” Tanaka asked, from his usual place at her shoulder. They were almost back to Kaigunjima, and she had been letting the afternoon sun warm her skin on the stern deck while she kept an eye on their brightly colored prisoners.

“Just wondering what made their captain order them to comply,” she admitted. The teal-skinned, fuchsia-haired woman who had head-butted Kaiyo had continued to shout things to the rest of the hundred-gunner’s crew periodically, and that—along with the crew’s synchronized behavior changes after each shout—made it clear to Kaiyo she was indeed the captain of the sunken vessel. “It was a very sudden shift.”

“I’m more curious about what happened to the sharks, personally,” Tanaka said.

“What?” Kaiyo asked, finally turning to him.

“The sharks.” Tanaka’s face was its normal neutral, though his gaze was somewhat distant. “We saw multiple shark fins in the water before we launched our boats, but when we arrived at the hundred-gunner’s boats I didn’t see a single trace of them. What made a few dozen sharks disappear, with that much free food still in the water?”

Kaiyo frowned. She hadn’t noticed the lack of sharks. She’d been too busy focusing on the bright colors adorning the people they were rescuing, and then on not getting punched in the face too often as she’d been pulling them from the water. She was still considering the question, wondering if perhaps some of the hundred-gunner’s crew had water kisō, or some trick she wasn’t familiar with for repelling sharks, when a shout from the main deck had her eyes flashing up and seeking out the source immediately.

“Damn,” she muttered, and before Tanaka could even ask, she was down the ladder to the main deck and moving through the crowd to break up the fight that had just broken out between her crew and the hundred-gunner’s captain.
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Kaiyo made it all the way to the far side of the main deck before Tanaka caught up to her. By then, Hiroshi was in the teal-skinned captain’s arms, with his own wakizashi held to his throat. 

The rest of Kaiyo’s crew stood a few strides away from the tableau, while the hundred-gunner’s captain was surrounded by her own crew, who had adopted varying stances of readiness despite their bound ankles and wrists.

“What’s going on here?” Kaiyo demanded, joining the ring of her crew surrounding their captives.

“Hiroshi-san was taking the sword from this one, and she pulled his own blade on him when he wouldn’t give it back.”

Kaiyo could see that the katana she’d noticed earlier on the other woman’s back was now on the deck beneath her feet. Kaiyo sighed. She didn’t want to kill any of these people, but she wasn’t about to let them harm her crew.

“Your weapons will be registered with our armory,” she said, turning to the woman who was holding a blade to the Wind Serpent’s youngest stormcaller. “It will all be explained when we reach the housing center, but surely you can understand why we don’t want to leave you armed?”

To be honest, it had taken her crew much longer to disarm the hundred-gunner’s crew than usual, which was largely down to the way they had been captured. An enemy that surrendered in battle generally understood the requirement to lay down arms, and it was done quickly. This enemy… well, they’d been pulled from the sea and they’d stopped fighting without an official surrender, and… it was complicated. Kaiyo had, of course, had them all bound before she brought them aboard, and many had laid down their weapons in the boats. But the captain had never pulled the sword she carried from its scabbard, so Kaiyo had felt that letting her keep it for the duration of the trip to Kaigunjima would foster a feeling of goodwill, but now…
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