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“SHE HAS ENOUGH kisō to be Kisōshi,” Yuki said, as she wiped the blood from the baby's tiny, mewling face. The wrinkled creature's cries filled the small room, along with the tang of blood and afterbirth.

Suzumi nodded. “And a fire kisō at that.”

“I hate this,” Yuki whispered. “The mother dead from blood loss, no one to mourn her loss, and now this?”

Suzumi slapped the younger josanpu and took the baby from her.

“I'm not risking my life just because you've grown wistful,” she said, as she stepped toward the basin with the newborn. 

Yuki grimaced, but didn't move to stop the older woman.

“I wasn't suggesting anything... only... it's so sad.”

Suzumi grunted.

“Sad? Sad would be what anyone will do to us if they hear you talking like that. And in the middle of Rōjū City no less. Now let's get this over with and be gone from here. Ieda-san is likely to give birth at any moment and I want to go check on her. She, at least, is unlikely to spawn anything that I'll be forced to drown. The woman hasn't an ounce of kisō in her body.”

Suzumi paused when she noticed the silence behind her. Yuki normally took any excuse to laugh at Ieda-san. When she turned she felt a hand clamp over her mouth and cold steel press against her throat. 

“Careful now. Don't drop her,” the man before her, covered in grey and almost invisible in the dimly lit room, whispered as he carefully uncovered her mouth. “No screaming,” he added, as he moved his hand to support the tiny infant that Suzumi had been about to submerge. 

Suzumi was surprised by the care with which he handled the child. It contrasted strangely with the collapsed form of Yuki that she could see behind him. The young woman's throat was slashed, her blood cooling on the floor. That scene instead matched the pressure of the knife held to her own throat and the chilling hatred she could see reflected in the man's eyes.

“The babe's mother lies dead beyond those curtains, and you plan to drown my only child.... Hasn't there been enough death for one night?” he asked, as he cradled the newborn against his chest. 

Suzumi whispered, afraid that a full speaking voice might break whatever compulsion had kept the man from killing her until now.

“They won't let her live, Dono,” she whispered. “The Rōjū will never let her live. Death is the only way out.”

“I suppose you are right,” the man said. And Suzumi felt the blade slide across her throat before she felt her life's blood spill out and leave her. 

The last thing she heard before blackness took her was the sound of a man's voice over the soft crying of a new babe. 

“I will never let them take you, my darling Kusuko-chan.”
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THE BACKHAND CAUGHT Kusuko by surprise and the sting alone brought tears to her eyes. She blinked, and the open, sparsely decorated room regained some of its focus. She wondered if the dizziness was more to do with the slap, or with the injuries she hadn't quite recovered from fully. 

She stared at the large wooden beams that spanned the ceiling above Mamushi-san's head, ignoring his sharp features, greying hair, and dark brown eyes, and tried to dismiss the tears before they could raise his ire.

“That,” Mamushi-san said, calmly folding his hands over his midsection so the sleeves of his kimono lay neatly atop one another, “is for drawing a sword against the first Rōjū without orders to do so.”

The second backhand wasn't a surprise, and Kusuko took it stoically.

“And that,” he continued, “is for almost getting yourself killed for your troubles. If that female Kisōshi had not saved you with her incredible display of power, you would be dead along with everyone else caught in that blast of wind. That is unacceptable.”

“I am sorry Mamushi-san,” Kusuko replied, keeping her chestnut eyes downcast. She would have to adjust her face paints after this meeting, but for now it was better not to remind Mamushi-san that he'd been “forced” to hit her. “I did not attack the first Rōjū. It was that hifu. She was drawn to the freedom offered by Kuma-sensei and his allies. She was drawn to their bravery as well.”

“That may be, but if the skins you adopt for your various assignments cannot follow orders then they have lost their usefulness.”

“Is it not useful to you now that the Rōjū are deposed?”

“Hmph... as if you could have known the outcome of that battle.”

“I did not. My hifu at that time seemed to think the outcome was inevitable, however.”

“Luckily for you she was right. I can still make use of you even though the Rōjū no longer trust you.”

“Do you still serve them?” Kusuko asked before she could stop herself. Luckily, Mamushi decided not to hit her again, he merely glared as he answered.

“They still see fit to pay me. They seem to think that they can regain power given enough time and information.”

“And what do you think?”

“I think that you would serve me best by serving your new allies.”

“They are not my allies, Mamushi-san. You are my only ally. They are the allies of my hifu and nothing more.”

“As you say. You will do well to remember that.” Kusuko didn't flinch the next time that Mamushi-san reached for her, but this time it was a light caress of her cheek. Kusuko glowed at the rare show of affection.

“You will be of great use to me still, little one, if you can continue your guise with Tsuku-san and her allies. Though the New Council purports to have no interest in dealing with spies and assassins, I believe Yasuhiko-san and his wife are more practical than that. They may even maintain my former contract.”

“What are my instructions, then?”

“For now, simply learn as much as you can and gain their trust.”

Kusuko nodded and Mamushi-san stood and crossed to the far side of the room.

“In time, depending on what the first Rōjū plans, and the information I receive, I will send along further instructions.” 

Kusuko rose to take her leave, sensing her dismissal. 

“And Kusuko-san,” Mamushi said, just as she reached for the shoji that would allow her egress into the hallway. “Take care.”

“Yes, father,” Kusuko whispered, as she opened the shoji and left the room.
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AS THEY ROUNDED the corner that opened onto the view of Rōjū City, Mishi's skin felt as though a thousand snakes were writhing across it. The view was breathtaking, certainly, a hundred tall buildings with intricate roofs joined by dozens of bridges that crossed over gorges, rivers, and canals, all shrouded in mist and nestled in the cradle of two large mountains. But that wasn't why she found it difficult to draw air into her lungs. No, that was caused by the icy claws of memory that grappled with her now, tearing at her body as well as her mind, forcing her to remember the last time that she had been in this place, all the violence done to her and, worst of all, by her. 

She closed her eyes against the memories that flooded her, but it did nothing to stop them. The sound of steel ringing against steel was almost drowned out by the cries of men as they were cut down before her. The smell of blood mixed with smoke filled her nostrils, replacing the cool scent of pine that had pervaded only moments before. Mishi reminded herself that it wasn't real, but that didn't stop the visions from coming. It never did.

Suddenly, she was surrounded by the rush of battle, men fought on all sides of her, she could hear the screams of the dying and she held her katana at the ready as yet another Kisōshi allied with the Rōjū Council charged her. She cut the man down, and only as her blade slid through his shoulder did she realize she was on horseback. Why was she on horseback? She dismounted and prepared for the next attacker. Did she have room to use her fire kisō without hurting her friends? Better not to risk it. She kept her hands on her katana, but when she shifted her grip she found her katana was no longer there. 

Someone grabbed her shoulders and she shifted and threw him to the ground. She didn't need a weapon to kill a man. She lunged for his throat as he lay on the ground, planning to crush his windpipe and be ready for the next attacker. She had to get back to Taka and the others. They were too far away from her current position. She couldn't protect them from here.

Just as she reached for the man on the ground she thought she heard a voice call her name, and then a hand grabbed her neck and darkness overtook her.

 

~~~

 

A gentle hand shook her awake. She saw treetops and mountain peaks behind a familiar face.

“Mishi-san?” 

Taka's voice was calm and quiet, but her face was pale and she appeared to be shaking. Mishi looked once more at the trees and mountains. There were no buildings nearby, and it didn't feel like cobblestones beneath her feet. They weren't in Rōjū City. 

It had been moons since the battle at Rōjū City.

She tried taking a deep breath, and found the smell of pines and horses filled her nostrils once more. They weren't in battle, they were on their way to Rōjū City to see Tsuku-san and the New Council.

“Mishi-san, what happened?” Taka asked.

Mishi didn't like how pale Taka looked. 

“Are you all right, Taka-san?” she asked, though she was almost afraid of the answer. “Where is Mitsu-san?” 

Mishi felt her own blood leave her face as she considered what she might have done to Taka or Mitsu.

Mitsu appeared beside Taka. He looked ragged, and battered...as though he'd been fighting.

“Do you remember what happened, Mishi-chan?” Taka asked.

Mishi shook her head. 

“I saw Rōjū City in the distance and then...I had another waking nightmare.”

“Another?” Taka asked. “This isn't the first time?” 

“No,” Mishi replied. “There have been others. Ever since...” 

Her voice trailed off as she looked at Mitsu again and she realized who he must have been fighting.

“Did I hurt you?”

Mitsu said nothing.

“Mitsu-san, did I hurt you?”

Mitsu hesitated.

“No...” he began to speak, but Mishi could sense the lie. The kisō that ran through her body shivered, as though a ghost had touched it.

“How bad is it?” she asked, her body beginning to shake as her eyes frantically searched Mitsu for signs of injury.

“Not bad,” Taka replied. “I was able to put you to sleep before you could do too much damage.” 

Mishi's eyes snapped to her lifelong friend. She sensed no lie.

“I already checked him,” Taka continued. “Bruises, perhaps a cracked rib. Nothing that won't heal quickly, especially with my help.”

Mishi nodded, although she could already feel the emotion making her throat tight. She had hurt Mitsu-san.

“And you, Taka-chan?” she asked again, her stomach tight with dread. 

Taka held up her wrist. A patch of black and blue that would match the shape of Mishi's hand spread up her forearm. Mishi stared at it, horrified at how much damage she must have done if Taka—Gensokai's greatest healer—hadn't managed to undo the injury before it could bruise.

“I will be fine too,” Taka said, her voice calm.

“What have I done?” Mishi felt her stomach turn. She had attacked her friends. She had attacked Taka.

She had to get away from them. They weren't safe with her. Panic tried to fill her, but she took deep breaths to keep it at bay. 

She couldn't simply ride away from them now, they would only follow her. They were clearly worried about her, and she knew Taka well enough to know she would allow that worry to get her killed. Taka and Mitsu’s horses were just as fast as the mount Mishi had ridden to get here, and Mitsu was an excellent tracker. She wouldn't be able to protect either of them if she tried to run from them now. The city would be safer. There would be more trained warriors to intervene should she turn on them again, and hopefully it wouldn't take long for her to find a chance to escape them.

Taka knew Mishi too well for her to be able to hide her intentions for very long. Taka would expect her to run. So instead, Mishi swallowed down the bile that had risen in her throat, stood up, and brushed herself off, hoping the move would be unexpected enough to distract both of her companions. 

An apology could never make up for what she had done, so she didn't bother with one.

“We've made good time,” she said, once more looking at the city that lay below them. “Tsuku-san will be pleased to see us so soon.”

Taka's eyes widened with shock and lingered on Mishi's face longer than Mishi would have liked, but eventually her friend seemed convinced that Mishi wasn't planning to bolt right away.

“Indeed,” Taka said. “If things are as dire as her summons made it sound, she should be very glad to have us. We should get to the Rōjū—to the New Council compound as quickly as possible, so that she has time to summon us before the evening meal if she needs to.”

Mishi didn't like the idea of having to delay her departure from Rōjū City in order to meet with Tsuku-san first; her visions had only become more frequent over the past tenday, and she didn't wish to risk any more time near people she cared about, but she would do as she must. She hoped that Tsuku-san would observe the more formal niceties and allow them one night of rest before summoning them, as that would give her a full night during which to plan and execute her own disappearance, perhaps even after a small bit of sleep. However, if Tsuku-san summoned them immediately, well...she hoped she could make decent progress on a night without sleep. 

After a tenday of hard riding she was exhausted, and she was sure Taka and Mitsu were just as tired, although it was possible her recent convalescence had made the toll harder on her than on her companions. Tsuku-san's summons had come only a few days after they had parted ways from her at the pile of cinders that had, until recently, been the Josankō. The three of them had been halfway to the orphanage that had been Mishi and Taka's childhood home by the time they had received Tsuku-san’s message. Though they had been on their way to sniff out more about Mitsu and Taka's mystery, they had changed plans immediately upon receiving Tsuku-san's missive and ridden as fast as they could without injuring their mounts. She had to hope that her friends' own exhaustion would delay them in their pursuit of her.

In the meantime, now that they were finally here, they would discover why the leader of the New Council so desperately required their presence.

Tsuku-san's note had been short but unequivocal: Come at once to Rōjū City. Lives are at stake.

 

~~~

 

Mishi followed Taka's leather-clad form through the hallways of the Zōkame wing of the New Council complex, and Mitsu trailed behind them. The grassy smell of the tatami, combined with the layout of the rooms and halls, reminded her of the school she had grown up in, but the size of the grounds and buildings, combined with the quality and abundance of the artwork that covered the walls and doors, was greater than any she'd ever seen save in her first visit to Rōjū City—before she'd stolen a scroll and set half of the decorative gardens on fire. 

She briefly wished for a reality in which she had the time and energy to appreciate what she was sure were intricately painted reliefs on almost every door.

She took a deep breath to keep the thought of this meeting from overwhelming her. She didn't want to bring on any more visions. She had to keep herself together long enough to get away from Taka and Mitsu.

They hadn't asked to bathe, eat, or take any other form of respite before meeting with Tsuku-san, nor had they been offered the opportunity to do so. That didn't bother Mishi in the least in terms of personal comfort, even if it did make her plans to run away from her friends more complicated, but it made her gut tighten to think that things were serious enough that Tsuku-san wouldn't even offer them that much hospitality before speaking with them.

Finally, they turned down a hall that led past two large, ornately painted doors guarded by two Eihei. The Eihei simply nodded at them and opened the doors. 

Tsuku-san sat in seiza on a slightly raised platform at the far end of the large receiving room. Whoever she had been speaking to must have just been dismissed, for the kimono clad figure rose and exited even as they entered and approached the dais.

“Welcome, Taka-san, Mitsu-san, and Ryūko-san. I have been waiting for you.”

Mishi's shoulder blades twitched at the use of her true name. She had never taken to using it, even after learning it cycles ago, and it bothered her to hear it now. She wondered what purpose Tsuku-san had for its use, as she had never called her that before now. 

“We are sorry for the delay, Zōkame-sama,” Taka said, folding to her knees before the dais and bowing to Tsuku-san. “We came as quickly as our mounts would allow.”

Mishi noted Taka's formality and followed suit by folding herself next to Taka and bowing accordingly. She saw Mitsu do the same beside her. 

“And the Council would gladly wait that time a hundredfold for such honored guests as you, Taka-san, but we appreciate your alacrity, as we have great need of your assistance.”

Struck by the formality of Tsuku-san's words—after all, the four of them had been travel companions sleeping on the same roadside little more than a tenday before—Mishi took another good look around the room. At least two of the men standing to the side of the receiving room were dressed as scribes. She didn't see anyone else who looked like a council member, but she wasn't sure what they would look like in the New Council as compared to the Rōjū. Tsuku-san's language alone indicated that this was an official meeting and not a personal one, though. Mishi felt her back muscles tighten. Mishi had expected Tsuku-san to ask for their help, but she hadn't expected the request to come as a formal demand of the New Council. She tried to remind herself that she could still disappear between now and the dawn. The New Council making demands on her wouldn’t change that. She hoped. 

“It is our honor to wait upon the Council,” Taka said, with another bow.

“The Council has three requests,” Tsuku-san said. “One for each of you.”

Beyond exhaustion, and unwilling to spend any more time and energy on formal wording, Mishi and her companions simply nodded and waited expectantly. 

“Taka-san, you are said to be the greatest healer this realm has seen in an age; your services are greatly needed. There is a rebellion to the north of Rōjū City. After we sent forth troops to assist with the change in government and enforcement of the new laws protecting female Kisōshi and yukisō, groups of Kisōshi still loyal to the Rōjū started fighting them in a few towns north of the capitol. Now these men have joined forces and made it necessary for our own troops to form up as well. There is a small battlefront forming and it is desperately shy of qualified healers. Most of our healers have been dispersed to every city and town in order to help spread the new laws and new training regarding josanpu and the treatment of females with kisō. We cannot afford to recall them all, or even most of them. I need someone I can trust, who can help train people as well as lead the healers who are already there, and that person is you, if you are willing. Are you willing?”

Mishi had struggled to keep her mouth from sliding open and her jaw from dropping lower and lower as Tsuku-san had explained the situation. She couldn't believe that men were still fighting after all that she and her friends had done at the battle of Rōjū City. Didn't they understand that the Rōjū were finished? The old council had been disbanded and the new laws set and enforced, why were they fighting it? Did they really want a world where young girls were killed simply because they were born with enough power to become Kisōshi, or were they simply terrified of any kind of change?

Her ire shifted quickly to panic, though, when she realized what Tsuku-san was sure to ask next. If Taka was needed for healing, then surely the fight wasn't going that well. Which meant that Tsuku-san would need more fighters and...Mishi felt her hand begin to shake even as it reached for the katana that was no longer at her waist. She couldn't fight again. She couldn't...

“Ryūko-san, I am honored to have a kitsune-dan Kisōshi as a guest here in Rōjū City, welcome.”

Mishi nodded, thrown enough by the use of her rank and true name together to be at least temporarily distracted from her mounting terror. She still wasn't comfortable with the fact that she'd been promoted to kitsune-dan as soon as the New Council had formed and started evaluating Kisōshi. They'd claimed that her part in the battle at Rōjū City had been a very thorough test and demonstration of her abilities, and that they were all agreed she should be ranked far higher than hebi-dan. The debate, apparently, had only been on how high to rank her; some had argued for tora, some for anagumi, or ōkami. Apparently taking her age into account had been the only thing that had kept the ranking as low as kitsune. She had been greatly relieved not to have been promoted further.

“Though I believe you deserve a much longer time to recover, after fighting so hard for Gensokai only a few moons ago, I fear I must ask you to fight once more.”

Mishi opened her mouth in order to object then and there, scribes and official requests be damned, but Tsuku-san continued speaking, as though Mishi hadn't made a sound. Mishi swallowed her objection as best she could. She didn't wish to make Tsuku-san lose face, but she was already trembling at the mere thought of having to fight once more. She took deep breaths and clenched and unclenched her fists as she tried to focus on the words that Tsuku-san was saying.

“The Rōjū zantō are not only attacking our forces north of Rōjū City. They are also attacking small towns and villages throughout the far northern region. There is at least one group, possibly more, of sanzoku who are demolishing any place where they find female Kisōshi alive. As you may guess, there aren't many of these places, and where they exist, the female Kisōshi are infants or, more rarely, young children. Still, they have destroyed three such villages already and they leave no survivors. We cannot know in advance where they will strike without knowing where the female Kisōshi are, and now that word of these attacks has spread a bit through the region, people are even less inclined to reveal that they have a Kisōshi for a daughter than they were under the Rōjū. We're worried people will start drowning their own infants this time, simply to spare the entire village. Fortunately, it is not a common problem, and many people still don't even believe that their daughters can have enough kisō to be Kisōshi anyway, but these sanzoku need to be stopped. They've destroyed three villages already. There are bound to be at least a half dozen more that have girls with kisō within their populations. We must find them before the sanzoku do, and we must protect them.”

Mishi felt some of the tension leave her shoulders. Perhaps Tsuku-san only intended her to do the task she had set out to accomplish to begin with. Perhaps she would only be asked to seek out newborns with kisō, or the rare girl who had somehow survived the genocide of the Rōjū Council and lived to childhood. 

“I know that you wished to seek out new female Kisōshi anyway, and it pleases me that your mission and the New Council's wishes align so well.”

Mishi smiled at this and bowed her head slightly. She felt her fists unclench as she realized that she wouldn't be asked to fight after all.

“In addition, your incredible defensive skills will be invaluable to the second part of your assignment.”

Mishi tensed again, locking eyes with Tsuku-san. Did the grey-haired woman understand what she was asking?

“This group of sanzoku cannot be permitted to continue to terrorize our people. They must be stopped at all costs. You alone, of course, cannot stop them, but you can lay the trap that will finally allow us to find them and bring them to justice. If you can either track them down, or lure them to you, and notify our forces with sufficient time, we should be able to ambush them and finally put a stop to them.”

Mishi saw sorrow in Tsuku-san's eyes as she spoke, and she realized that even if the woman didn't fully understand that Mishi could no longer fight, she at least understood the danger of what she now asked her to do. 

Mishi wanted to do this for Tsuku-san, she wanted to find girls like herself, help them, protect them, but she couldn't fight. She was terrified to hold her katana once more, terrified of what she might do with it, of who she might hurt. What if she injured one of the girls? What if she got lost in a vision and attacked townspeople? Who would stop her?

She would have to refuse. She didn't want to make Tsuku-san or the New Council lose face, but she simply couldn't do it. She—

“Ah, Kusuko-san, there you are. Please come in.”

Mishi turned to see the person Tsuku-san addressed, and felt rage consume her.

 

~~~

 

Mishi opened her eyes and was supremely grateful that she wasn't wearing her sword. 

Mitsu held one of her wrists and Taka the other, and she was thankful that the visions hadn't chosen that moment to consume her along with the rage, else she was confident that her friends would now be dead, as would the beautiful, tiny, ornately dressed assassin who now stood across from her in front of Tsuku-san and the scribes on the dais. 

“Kusuko-san is on our side now, Ryūko-san.”

Mishi took a deep breath and reminded herself that what Tsuku-san said was true. Kusuko had fought with them at the battle in Rōjū City at great personal risk. She was no longer the enemy. Mishi knew that, but some part of her consciousness saw the young woman and thought only of the enemy, only of the hishi that had killed Sachi-san and led to the destruction of the only home she had ever known. That part of her had filled her with a rage so encompassing that she had stood up without realizing it and reached for a sword that was no longer there.

Luckily, Taka and Mitsu had restrained her and kept her from doing worse, and Tsuku-san had interpreted her reaction as a lack of information, or a grudge, and seemed willing to dismiss it at that. 

Mishi bowed to acknowledge the reminder and relaxed her arms to let Mitsu and Taka know that she no longer needed to be restrained. She could sense that they were both still close enough to reach her easily and she was reassured by their proximity. She didn't wish to attack Kusuko, or anyone else. If anything, this was simply one more reason she needed to be gone by morning.

“Now then, I have requested Kusuko-san's presence because I believe she will be critical to this new assignment.”

Mishi cringed; Tsuku-san couldn't be serious. She wasn't going to send Kusuko with her, was she? Mishi could barely refrain from killing the woman when she walked into a room, so how could Tsuku-san expect her to work with the assassin?

“Kusuko-san will be accompanying Taka-san on her assignment.”
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Taka followed behind the Eihei who led her to her guest room with unseeing eyes. She wasn't sure what disturbed her more, Mishi's uncontrolled rage and what lay behind it, or the fact that Kusuko was supposed to accompany her on her mission. 

No, that wasn't true. She was far more concerned with Mishi's mental state, but it was a testament to how worried she was for her friend that it overshadowed her alarm at being paired up with the beautiful young assassin.

She would have to think about that later. For now, she needed to focus on Mishi and what was wrong with her. She thought that the two episodes, the one on the road to Rōjū City and the one when Kusuko first appeared, were different in many ways, but neither of them aligned with the Mishi she knew from childhood. Even more, they didn't align with the Mishi she'd come to know over the moons since they had finally been reunited.

She looked up and found herself standing dumbly in front of a sliding door, with the Eihei who had led her there looking at her expectantly. She shook her head and slid the door open, vaguely waving off the Eihei when he asked if she needed anything else. 

The room was small and clean, with a fresh pot of tea waiting on a low lying table in the center, and her saddle bags already arranged against the far wall. 

She sat in front of the tea and poured herself a cup. 

What could she do to help Mishi-san? She had to do something, and soon. Mishi would be horrified enough by what she had done to try something drastic, and Taka didn't want to wait to find out what it would be. 

She stood up and left the room, determined to find Mitsu and see if he could help her protect her friend. Her tea sat forgotten on the small wooden table.
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After placing the warmed sake on the table, Kusuko retreated to a corner of the small, dimly lit room that reeked of spilled sake, old squid, and burning oil. Once there, she kept her head bowed low and awaited further requests. 

She hadn't expected Mamushi-san to be meeting with anyone tonight, but now she was even more certain she'd made the right choice when she'd put on her brown serving kimono, left her hair in a simple tie at the base of her neck, and removed all of her makeup before making her way across the city to where she suspected her father to be. When she hadn't found him in his chambers in the Security Compound that abutted the New Council Compound, she had decided to try one of his many meeting places on the outskirts of the city. In these clothes, without any of her usual adornments and her hair loose enough to at least partially cover her face when she angled her head demurely, no one noticed her. She was simply another scrawny serving girl, and no one of rank would pay her any heed at all. 

She had learned that lesson well enough when her father had sent her to live with the compound's cleaners for a cycle during her training. Despite many cycles of hearing her beauty acclaimed by most of the people who knew her father, all of whom were used to seeing her presented in the fine kimono he provided for her, on her very first day working with the palace cleaners one of the scribes who had flattered her with compliments only a tenday prior had almost tripped on her as she scrubbed the floor, and then called her an ugly, clumsy beast before continuing on his way.

If she needed any further proof, the man who sat across from her father, who she clearly recognized as the former First Rōjū despite his attempts to disguise himself as a merchant, paid her no attention at all, and indeed spoke as though he and Mamushi-san were the only two people present. 

“The New Council is weak. The people deserve a governing body that can protect them better,” the First Rōjū said, from across the low table before which he and Mamushi-san both sat in seiza. 

Mamushi-san filled the First Rōjū's sake cup. When the First Rōjū made no move to return the favor for Mamushi-san, Kusuko bowed and shifted forward to fill it for him and then silently resumed her place. 

“They may be weak,” Mamushi-san replied, once he had taken a sip of his own sake. “But many people love them for their policy allowing even the lowliest farmer to come forward and speak at their council meetings.”

“The people are foolish, and can be easily swayed. They won't love the New Council if the New Council fails to defend them.”

“Ah, and the people are in need of more protection these days aren't they?”

“I hear it can be very dangerous in the mountains, and there are those violent rebels to the north of the city...” The First Rōjū's voice trailed off, and he sipped his sake.

“I believe, however,” he continued, “that there is more that can be done.”

“Oh?” asked Mamushi-san, never willing to give away more information than he had to. 

“The New Council has allies,” the First Rōjū continued. “Allies that could help turn the tide in protecting the people from these new threats.”

“I see.”

“Do you? These allies, abominations though they are, could be just as useful to us as they are to the New Council. Before they are neutralized, they should be...offered a chance to change allegiances.”

“Strong allies are unlikely to change sides so easily,” Mamushi-san mused, taking another sip of warm sake. 

“I believe it is part of your skill set to discover people's motivations and exploit them, is it not?”

Mamushi-san only smiled.

“I will see what can be done,” he replied at length, pouring sake for the First Rōjū once more.

“Excellent,” said the other man, draining his cup and then rising from his place on the tatami floor. Just before he reached the door, he turned and pulled a small, but heavy looking, bag from his waist belt. “I almost forgot. It disgusts me to have to deal in the stuff personally, but I suppose it can't be helped if I must pretend to be a merchant.” 

He dropped the bag by the door. It jingled weightily, and then he slid the door open and left. 

Kusuko kept her head bowed until Mamushi-san addressed her.

“Welcome, Kusuko-san,” he said, cueing her to raise her head. “That was well done. I only recognized you after the First Rōjū had left.”

She kept her face carefully blank, though she secretly rejoiced at the rare praise. She inclined her head slightly to acknowledge the remark.

“And what do you make of our recent guest?” Mamushi-san asked.

Kusuko again was careful not to show her emotions, but she was both surprised and delighted to be asked her opinion on the matter. Her father generally kept no one's council but his own. 

“I find it interesting that he considers the New Council's allies worth manipulating.”

“Do you not think they are powerful enough to be worth the effort?” Mamushi-san asked. 

Kusuko considered carefully before answering.

“I think that they are indeed as powerful as the First Rōjū suspects, or even more so. What interests me is that he is willing to admit their power, and their potential usefulness to his own cause, and yet call them abominations in the same breath.”

Mamushi-san smiled.

“Many of the Rōjū have shown an amazing capacity for hypocrisy, I find.”

Kusuko had to make a great effort to prevent the shock from showing on her face. Her father was never this candid with her. Had he grown to trust her more in the moons since the battle at Rōjū City? Or was this another of his tests? Suddenly wary, she was careful of her reply.

“The illusion of power can make men blind to many things.” She felt confident that the phrase her father had taught her as a small child would serve her well in this moment. 

“Very true, Kusuko-san. Of course, the First Rōjū has been under the illusion of power for a very long time. What do you think will come of his plan?”

Kusuko decided this must be a test.

“Who am I to say? I have only a small portion of the knowledge needed to judge such things.”

“Mm... Indeed. It is possible though, that the First Rōjū has even less knowledge of this topic than you do, as you are the person who has been placed closest to the New Council's allies.”

“Yet I have no knowledge of the First Rōjū's situation, or that of his closest allies,” she replied.

“None?” Mamushi-san asked.

Kusuko left her face blank, and said nothing. Her father had taught her long ago the value of never letting anyone know the full extent of her own information.

Mamushi-san smiled yet again, and if Kusuko hadn't known the man her whole life she might have thought the sake was going to his head. He was never this voluble. 

“Do you think the New Council will be as easily toppled as the First Rōjū believes?” She decided to hazard a question of her own, while Mamushi-san seemed to be in a talking mood.

Mamushi-san took another slow sip of his sake, and quirked an eyebrow at her. 

“Any government is as easily undone as its most influential members,” he replied.

It was another lesson from her childhood, but that didn't make it any less true.

“And do you think Tsuku-san is so easily undone?”

Mamushi-san stared at her for a moment.

“I do not yet know what would undo Tsuku-san, or any of the other high-ranking members of the New Council,” he replied. “But I'm fortunate to have an informant among them who will tell me as soon as she discovers it.”

Kusuko-san bowed then, and decided it was past time for her to take her leave. She felt certain this was a test of some kind, but she didn't understand the rules. Failing Mamushi-san's tests could be fatal. She decided to go before she said the wrong thing, and alluding to her current assignment was often as close as her father ever came to giving her a direct dismissal.

“I will send you my reports as I can,” she said.

“Inari-san will collect them for me,” he replied, just as she reached the door.

She managed not to stutter step before she passed the threshold, but only barely. She had been half convinced that her father was finally beginning to trust her, given the amount of information he had just shared with her, but if that was true, why was he sending his other most trusted hishi to check up on her?
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Mishi sat in front of the tree and watched the fog swirl around the mountain top. She wondered if she was inside of a cloud. Yet the moonlight shone brightly on the rocky outcropping before her, and a glint of silver and gold caught the corner of her eye.

“What troubles you, child?”

The voice that sounded like earth moving and distant thunder made her sigh in relief. It had been too many moons since she'd heard that voice. The giant head, scaled in silver and gold with eyes almost the size of Mishi herself, appeared before her, and, suddenly, she couldn't find the words for all that troubled her. Her voice caught in her throat as tears sprang to her eyes. Eventually she managed to stutter out, “I'm a monster, Tatsu-sama.”

“Hmmm... I'm inclined to agree with you, after you've gone so long without even coming to say hello.”

“What?” 

The statement was so absurd that she almost laughed despite the tears that still choked her.

“Have you been avoiding me?”

“Avoiding you? Tatsu-sensei, I've been traveling! I told you I would be gone for moons.”

“Yet here you are.”

Mishi thought about that for a moment.

“Isn't this a dream?” she asked.

“Hmph...” Tatsu snorted, and a bit of smoke flared from his nostrils. “Does that make it any less real?”

“Doesn't it?”

“Child, did you have a question for me, or didn't you?”

Mishi considered that for a moment. She wanted to know if this was real. She desperately wished to be visiting Tatsu-sama right now. She had thought that the only way to reach him was to be physically present on the top of his mountain. Surely, he would have told her if that wasn't the case...wouldn't he? She shook her head. Real or imagined, she had a rare opportunity to talk to her mentor. She shouldn't waste it.

“I want to know what's wrong with me.”

“Hmm...what makes you think something is wrong with you?”

“I have visions...nightmares in the day time...I'm a danger. I keep hurting people. I injured Taka-san and Mitsu-san on the way to Rōjū City. What if I had done worse? I could never forgive myself.”

“Ahhh...interesting choice of words.”

“What?”

“You would never forgive yourself if anything happened to Taka-san, ne?”

Mishi shook her head. 

“Never.”

“And will you ever forgive yourself for protecting her at the battle of Rōjū City?”

“What?”

“Mishi-san, you would do anything to protect the people you love, and indeed you have. You have killed to protect the people you love. Now, will you forgive yourself for doing so?”

Mishi thought about that.

“I don't know how,” she said at length.

Tatsu nodded, his usually mischievous eyes solemn. 

“The how is often a great challenge,” he said. “Yet first you must accept the why.”

“And why should I forgive myself? I don't deserve it. I attacked my best friend and a man who has done nothing but try to help me.”

“And did you intend to attack them?”

“Of course not! I was consumed with a vision. I couldn't tell dream from reality, and when they touched me...I thought I was being attacked by Eihei.”

“So, it was an accident.”

“Yes, but Sensei, the people I've killed, I meant to kill. I've done great evil. And my dreams...in my dreams...” She couldn't bear to form the words to tell Tatsu-sama the truth of her dreams. “I'm a monster,” she repeated instead.

“A monster, child?”

Mishi locked eyes with Tatsu then, and she let him see everything within her.

Tatsu's eyes grew heavy with sorrow then, and Mishi thought that he must have seen the truth and was now mourning the person she once had been.

“Look at me, child.”

She did.

Tatsu opened his jaws, then turned to the mountain top, away from Mishi, and released a giant gout of flame that could have destroyed an entire city if it had been aimed at one. Trees and grass turned to ash, rock turned to molten lava, the mountain top was seared clean in the wake of that flame.

He turned back to her.

“I am capable of great violence,” he told her. “I have killed, child. Many times in my long life it has been my duty to do so, to protect that which I hold dear. Am I a monster?”

Mishi shook her head.

“Don't be ridiculous, Tatsu-sama. You would only kill if you had to, and—”

“So quick to forgive me my evils, child, and yet so reluctant to forgive your own.”

“But Sensei, that’s—”

Mishi's eyes opened and she looked at the ceiling in the guest room she'd been provided in the Zōkame's wing of the New Council compound. A soft breeze blew in through the window that opened onto the small balcony of her room and she wondered if she'd left it open. She didn't remember leaving it open. 

She wanted to spend time thinking about her dream with Tatsu-sama. Had it been real? That is to say, it had clearly been a dream, but had Tatsu been there, too? He was a dragon kami, after all. What was to stop him from showing up in people's dreams if he felt like it? Then again, she had never dreamt of him before now, so if it were possible for him to visit her dreams, why had he never done so before? Or was it that she hadn't visited him?

She put those questions aside for the time being, and got up to check her belongings. She needed to be ready to leave as soon as she'd met with Tsuku-san in the morning. She had finally decided that leaving in the night had the potential to attract too much attention from the guards, and she was desperate to avoid having to hurt anyone else. If she left in the middle of the morning, it was likely no one would be the wiser until the evening meal. In addition, she would have time to explain to Tsuku-san why she couldn't accept the assignment that she'd been given. 

She approached her laidout saddle bags and took in the shapes of her belongings as they lay in the moonlight. All her things were laid out almost exactly where she had left them.... 

Now she was left pondering a new question: why had someone been in her room?
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18th Day, 2nd Moon, Cycle 1 of the New Council
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MISHI SAT ACROSS from Tsuku-san and tried not to fiddle with the sleeves of her uwagi. Tsuku-san, as always, was impeccably dressed in a sedately ornate kimono, with her long grey hair pulled into a simple coil at her neck. Mishi was dressed in her travel-worn brown and green uwagi and hakama, and she felt as though the older woman’s deep brown eyes were scrutinizing every faded thread of fabric, even though she knew that Tsuku-san was far more likely assessing her physical and mental state. 

In an attempt to stop fidgeting, Mishi looked around the small tea room that sat in the middle of the central garden of the New Council compound. From where she sat, she could see the small koi pond just beyond the tea house’s small porch, as well as some of the shaped, decorative trees that adorned the garden. Warmed by the small brazier that Tsuku-san was using to prepare the tea, it was a calm and peaceful place. Or it would have been, if Mishi hadn't felt so anxious about her planned departure and the reasons behind it.

Mishi looked back to Tsuku-san just in time to receive the small cup of macha that the older woman had finished preparing, and she nodded in thanks as she received the chawan with both hands. 

After they had both taken a small sip of tea and had a moment to savor it, Tsuku-san spoke.

“Why did you ask to see me, Mishi-san?”

Mishi was tempted to ask why she was “Mishi-san” again here in the teahouse, when she had been Ryūko-san in the official receiving room yesterday, but decided it wasn’t worth the time. She had more important things to discuss.

“I cannot complete the task you’ve assigned me,” she said quietly. Hearing the words spoken aloud, even coming from her own mouth, turned her stomach, but what else was she to do?

“Oh? And why is that?”

Mishi took a deep breath.

“I cannot fight anymore, Tsuku-sama. I am…broken.” She didn’t want to admit to being a monster, not to Tsuku-san, not if she didn’t have to. “I cannot hold a katana or wakizashi without posing a threat to all the people around me. I cannot be trusted to protect the children you would send me to find, and I refuse to be a threat to them. There are enough people who wish to hurt them as it is.”

A long exhale followed that statement. She’d practiced it many times that morning. She hoped she’d remembered everything. She needed Tsuku-san to understand.

Tsuku-san took a few more contemplative sips of tea before speaking again, but Mishi could read nothing in her face.

“Every Kisōshi poses a threat to the people around them when they wear their katana and wakizashi…and even when they don’t. What is different about you? No, don’t answer yet.”

Mishi had indeed been about to object, but she swallowed the reply and let Tsuku-san continue.

“Every Kisōshi is a danger to those around them. All trained warriors are, but especially Kisōshi. That is why Kisōshi are required to complete cycles of training before they are allowed to wander freely in society.”

Mishi’s eyebrows rose and her grey eyes widened as that statement sank in. She had never thought of it that way. She had always thought that Kisōshi were “allowed” to train for cycles to become better fighters, to learn to use their kisō. She knew it was required, but she had always thought of it as a privilege, not an obligation. For the first time, she thought of it from the perspective of someone who did not have kisō. Would those people want men and women with kisō to simply do as they pleased in society, without receiving cycles of strict training and discipline? Probably not. After all, a person without kisō could train all they liked, but they would never have the advantage of an element to aid them in their fight. They would never stand a chance against someone who had that kind of power, not without huge numbers on their side.

Mishi caught Tsuku-san’s gaze then, and realized that the elderly woman had watched her moment of comprehension. Now she continued.

“It is because of that training and discipline that people do not fear having Kisōshi live among them, though, to be honest, many still do. You have had the same training, the same discipline, instilled in you as any other Kisōshi, and your kisō still comes to your call. That power not only comes with the need for training, it comes with a great weight. You are only responsible for your own life, Mishi-san, that much is true, and I cannot force you to help me in this. The New Council’s rule will not be like the Rōjū’s rule. We will not lock up and punish any who refuse us, if they have broken no laws. And yet…who shall I send to do this task instead of you, Mishi-san? I have sent a handful of my best Kisōshi to seek out the sanzoku and do you know what I have found?”

Mishi shook her head.

“Corpses. I have found the men I sent lying dead on the roadside, leagues from where they were supposed to be. The sanzoku know who we are, they know what we intend, and they are hiding in the woods like cowards between each of their attacks. Everyone I have yet sent to track them has either returned with nothing, or has not returned at all.”

Mishi felt the blood leave her face as she considered what Tsuku-san was saying.

“I know that what I ask of you is incredibly dangerous, and I am aware that you have been feeling…unwell, but there is no one else I can send on this mission who I believe will succeed at it.”

“I’m not a tracker,” Mishi objected, before her brain could stop her. Tracker or not, she still couldn’t go on this assignment. She was just as likely to harm the people she was protecting as the sanzoku were. 

“I’m aware of that. I’ll be sending Mitsu-san with you on this mission, in case that talent becomes necessary. He’s the best tracker we have, in all honesty, but I was reluctant to send him lest the same fate befall him as did all the others. He has two advantages, though.”

Mishi quirked one eyebrow in silent question. 

“He is a natural tracker, unlike the others, who were merely trained to track…and he will have you to protect him.”
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Taking a deep breath of the cool spring air that wafted through the window to her guest room, Taka refolded the three kimono that Tsuku-san had gifted her with for the third time since she had begun packing, and cursed the need for any clothing other than her leather leggings and tunic. Her saddle bags lay in the center of the small, tatami floor and were the focus of her entire attention. Mishi-san had seemed preoccupied at the morning meal and Taka had decided she had better pack sooner rather than later, in case she needed to go running after her friend soon. Now she was fully absorbed in preparing her few belongings for immediate travel.

Perhaps that’s why she didn’t hear the small knock on the shoji before it slid open.

“Taka-san?” asked a quiet voice from the doorway.

“Hmm?”

She turned distractedly toward the door and then sputtered when she realized who was there.

“Kusuko-san! Hello. I…I’m sorry. Can I help you?”

She was surprised at how embarrassed she felt at being caught unable to fold kimono properly by the beautiful young assassin, but suddenly her tongue felt like an exhausted donkey that had to be prodded to do its task.

“I was just coming to see if you needed any assistance preparing for our trip,” said the diminutive young woman.

Taka shook her head.

“No, I’m just wrestling with these kimono. I’m no good at folding them properly, I always wind up with creases. Comes from never wearing them, I suppose. Silly things if you ask me.”

Her cheeks reddened before she could get her mouth to stop running. Kusuko, of course, was dressed immaculately in a dramatically colored kimono of black and deep scarlet, with enormous sleeves. Kusuko was always dressed in ornate kimono. Wonderful, thought Taka, I’ve insulted my travel companion before even setting foot on the road.
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