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Preface and Content Warnings




When I wrote Iron Blood, the prequel to this book, my main focus was on the physical side of chronic illnesses. I wanted to explore the physical pain that is hidden, but deeply felt, inside a person who suffers from chronic health conditions; whether it be hemochromatosis, fibromyalgia, migraines, or other health issues. For this book, I wanted to focus more on the mental health side of things.  

Having a health condition, or several, could take a toll not just on the body, but on the spirit and mind of that person. There have been times that I found myself staring at darkness, wondering what my purpose and place in this world are and if I had the strength to keep going. In this book, I wanted to explore and express the darkness that haunts us. After the events of 2020, mental health has taken center stage. I wanted to reach out to those who struggle with dark thoughts and say that I hear you, like I did in Iron Blood with physical pain. I do hear you. On that note, if you are facing dark choices and are struggling, please reach out. Do not ever think you are alone. Please reach out to someone if you are finding yourself in this dark, harmful place. 

This book covers some dark content and it may be a struggle or painful for some. In order to get to these painful places, I had to put Ake through some difficult situations that might trigger some people. If you are one of these people, it's okay to set this book aside. Other content that might trigger some people is there are some scenes of attempted assault. Now, I must point out that these scenes are short and the men get what they deserve for their vile acts, and quickly. 

As far as the historical aspects of this book, I tried to keep to the Heian time period, like I did in Iron Blood. I know that this book is not perfectly historically accurate. The history and places are just a vehicle to move the story along. The main focus is what are the characters going through and how are they handling the situations, or in some cases, how they are not handling the situations. Some of the traditions used in this story might be early in the historical timeline of things, but I wanted them to at least be recognizable to anyone who does know those traditions. One tradition that might be difficult for the western audience is the funeral scene. It is not something we see here, but in Japan it is still done and I wanted to put that cultural difference front and center of the difficulties that Ake faces. Just as it is foreign to us, it might have been a new tradition in the time period in which her story takes place, making it a shocking new experience for the hero as well. 

As an author, I feel the need to test and push my characters to their breaking point, because that is when growth happens. Just as it works for us in the real world. "A smooth sea never made a skilled sailor," Franklin D. Roosevelt said . The scars we carry from pain and trials are the badges we can proudly display in the faces of future adversaries. Sometimes we need help or just someone to talk to, but there is always a way to rise above the oppression that is set to crush us. Even heroes need help. So, even though Ake goes through some dark and rough times in this book, she has help. She has someone who helps her to see the light. So I hope that you can continue and see the growth that she endures in this book. 








  
  I dedicate this book to my children, Ella and Jonas. I pray they never have to deal with what I have had to go through with my health. I also dedicate this book to my husband, the original Fuu.  






  
  
Author Playlist




The author playlist is a list compiled of songs that were used as inspiration to the author during the writing process or added later to fit the mood of the chapter. This playlist is put together by the author, song are not sponsored by the artists. Song changes happen at the ornamental breaks or at scene changes. Some songs reflect a different character's point of view within the chapter.  


New Year’s Eve

	“Fuyu no Sakura” By The Yoshida Brothers





Messages


	“Anthem” By Emancipator 


	“Anthem” By Lindsey Stirling






Ceremony

	“Sentience” By Jo Blankenburg 






Hut

	“Nara” By E.S. Posthumus 





Koji

	“Labyrinth” By Emancipator 





Heirs

	“The Way” By Emancipator 





Ninja


	“With Rainy Eyes“ By Emancipators 


	“Tikal” By E.S. Posthumus 






Inheritance

	“First Snow” By Emancipators 





Flames

	“Storm” By The Yoshida Brothers





Mt. Atago

	“Pompeii” By E.S. Posthumus 





The Mother


	“The Chase (Jam & Spoon) By “Giorgio Moroder 


	“Out of My Mind” By Duran Duran 






General


	“A Hill with No Name – Namonaki Oka” By The Yoshida Brothers 


	“Fuyu no Sakura” By The Yoshida Brothers 






Seido-Brethren


	“Whatever it Takes“ By Imagine Dragons 


	“Teeth” By 5 Seconds of Summer 


	“Dusk to Dawn” By Emancipator 






Destiny


	“My Mother Told Me” By Nati Dreddd 


	“Unstoppable” By Sia 






	“Atom Bomb (Atomix 1)” By Fluke 


	“No Way Home” By Divide Music 






Hero


	“Wherever You Are” By 5 Seconds of Summer 


	 “Strike” By Jane & The Boy






Wind


	“Wake Me up When September Ends“ By Green Day 


	“Ghost of You” By 5 Seconds of Summer 














  
  

Chapter 1

New Year's Eve





The trees were bare. Only the deep green of the evergreens casts a hue other than the gray and white that seemed to have enveloped the world. Snow gently fell on an already white earth. Even the sun knew not to insult me with its presence. There was no sound. The air was still. Time, itself, seemed to have forgotten where it was. I knew. I had counted. It had been forty-nine days. 

I knelt in front of a square stone. On top of that stone, stood a taller rectangular stone that was polished and reflected the still coldness that surrounded its resting place. A name was etched on the surface. I couldn’t raise my eyes to read the name. I knew what it said. I had told the stonemason what to engrave, but part of me hoped that it wasn’t real. If I didn’t look, it wasn’t real. It would be someone else’s name, and it was all a bad dream. I would wake up and see his golden eyes laugh with the light of life again. I would hear his voice call my name. The world instead was a cruel place, as the cold air stung the already raw skin of my cheeks, reminding me with physical pain that my inward agony was not imaginary. 

My knees sunk into the newly disturbed ground, disturbing the perfect layer of crisp white that covered the world, and was starting to cover me. I had already forgotten how long I had knelt there. I couldn’t feel my legs anymore, and I didn’t care. However, I knew—oh, how I knew—just how long it had been since he had left me. I held his short blade, sheathed, in my hands. The black lacquer with white flecks stared up at me, asking me what I had planned for its blade. I knew what he would say, but I knew what I felt. Forty-nine days. 

Forty-nine days ago, everything within me fought to prevent this exact outcome. Yet, everything that I had tried to prevent glared back into my face, and showed me that I wasn’t the demigod that I thought I was. I couldn’t save my love. Not this time. How did we end up here? How could he leave me? I clutched the pendant around my neck that held part of his ashes as I remembered what had happened fifty days ago. 




      [image: image-placeholder]Fifty days ago.



The sun shone brightly, reflecting off the freshly laid snow. The house and the entire compound were busy with activity. Servants ran to-and-fro cleaning, moving furniture, and cooking. 

“Aiko! Where is your brother? He should be here helping us,” I bellowed as I swept the veranda. 

My hands trembled slightly and ached as I held the broom. A long-lasting effect from past battles and my Iron Blood. I had lost my powers long ago before Aiko was born, but the pain from that curse still lingered in my joints. I had become accustomed to its effects on me. I didn’t let it hinder me, especially when there was so much to do. 

“Kei is at the fort. Remember, he is helping to clean there today for the New Year. He will be here tonight in time for dinner,” Aiko replied. 

She was busy polishing the vases and other ornamental decorations. She sat on her knees in the main room at the front of the house. Her black hair, with a red streak at the right temple, was wrapped in a scarf. She wore a plain green yukata dress. I wore a similar outfit in blue. My red hair was not in a scarf, but rolled up at the base of my neck. 

“I assume he is coming with General Tanaka and his family, then. That means Niko will be here.”

“Mother!”

“What? Is it wrong for a mother to want to see her only daughter married?” I teased. 

“If I marry, I want it to be for love, like you and Father. Not an arranged marriage like most shogun daughters,” she pouted. 

“I know. I know. I want you to marry for love too, but Niko is such a nice boy. Strong, handsome, and isn’t as obnoxious as some of the other boys in the army.” I gave her a wink. 

“You realize that Kei, your son, is one of those obnoxious boys at the fort? He’s always getting caught goofing off when he should be training.”

“It’s just his way of acting out. Being the son of the Shogun isn’t easy for him. Tanaka expects more from him than the other boys.”

She went back to work, shaking her head. No one enjoys having their mother tease them about possible future spouses, even though I knew she liked Niko, but didn’t want to let it show. At least not to her parents. I didn’t have parents to tease me about such things. I had lost my father when I was nine, and my mother died in childbirth. I teased Aiko in the way I would have imagined a parent would lovingly tease their child about their love life. 

She was going on nineteen years of age. It was New Year’s Eve, when we would all increase in age. Her brother, Kei, would be fourteen. I would be going on forty-seven. I was proud of that number. The longest lived member of my tribe, the Iron Bloods. Not only was I the last remnant of my tribe, but I had lived the longest. For so many centuries, evil men had hunted my tribe for our Iron Blood. We are descendants of the god of fire who bestowed the power of his iron sword upon his love child with a mortal. In battle, our blood makes our bodies strong and unable to be cut. What most people didn’t know was that the iron in our bodies slowly poisoned us from the inside, causing pain, and eventually crushing our hearts to death. Men with desires to possess our powers for their selfish gain had slowly killed off my family. My husband’s father was such a man, until I killed him, back when I was known as the Red Ninja. He wanted to use my blood to overthrow the emperor, but it didn’t work. It never does. My blood, however, did save the life of my love, Fuu, the current shogun of the Hakone province. It had been twenty years since our unlikely love came together in a plan to stop his father and a wicked sorceress. After that bloody battle, my powers faded away from too much blood loss. The lust for my tribe’s blood had ceased to exist once we stopped a man claiming to be the god of snow. He had kidnapped Aiko when she was five and tried to resurrect a dead goddess. Since then we had raised a family and kept the peace in our province. The people loved their shogun and our family. This New Year’s was a special year for Fuu. He would be turning fifty. 

I stopped cleaning for a moment and realized that I hadn’t seen Fuu all that afternoon. He was supposed to be helping us clean for the celebration. I listened for a moment and heard the soft plucking of a shamisen. I leaned my broom against the wall and walked around on the veranda to the back side of the main house to Fuu’s study. I crept up to the sliding paper door. It was open just a crack. I listened to him play. I hadn’t seen him play the shamisen for years. He played a melody that I recognized, but I had never heard him play before. It was beautiful. Normally his tunes weren’t the best, one of the reasons why I didn’t hear him play often. Nonetheless, this song had a lugubrious melody that I remember hearing in the prison before I was supposed to die at the hand of the evil Shogun Zugai, Fuu’s father. It brought back memories of being alone in that cold, dank prison cell, thinking that I had seen the last of the sun. My only remaining wish was to see Fuu’s golden eyes and his smile again. A tear ran down my cheek as I remembered how lonely I felt at that moment and how much I had longed for him. A smile spread across my lips as I reminded myself that dreams do come true. I had twenty years, the best part of my life, with my best friend and lover. I knew I was beyond blessed. I slid the door open and entered the room. 

He sat there wearing a black kimono. He had his hair up in his usual ponytail. His hair was still mostly black with gray from his temples down. He had grown a short beard and mustache recently. I liked the look. His beard hasn’t grayed just yet. He had aged well, better than me. I still had the red of my hair, but I knew I had more wrinkles than he did. It wasn’t fair. I couldn’t see his golden eyes. He was looking down. I always thought they were his best feature. It was what I fell in love with first. 

“I didn’t know you knew this song? How come you never played it for me?” I said. 

I walked in and sat across from him. He stopped playing. He kept his eyes on his instrument. He tightened the tuning pegs and plucked the strings, listening for the right pitch. 

“It’s a sad song. I’ve had no reason to play it,” he smiled at me, “I’ve had such a happy life.”

He reached across his instrument and ran his long elegant fingers across my jaw to the back of my neck. He pulled me in for a kiss. I never tired of his kisses. They always reminded me of how potent his love was for me. His kisses always had a way of grounding me whenever I felt anxious or fearful. I stroked his soft beard with my thumb. He let me go, and he went back to his instrument. I could see tears in his eyes. 

“What is wrong?” I asked. 

“Nothing is wrong. I guess at fifty years, you start to reflect on life. Where you’ve been, what you’ve done, and what is next.”

I gave him a curious look. I didn’t like where his thoughts were going. 

“What brought this on? Why are you playing that song?” 

“I haven’t played this song in twenty years. My mother taught me this song. She used to be skilled with so many instruments. The shamisen is the only instrument I let her teach me. She taught me this song before she became sick. I played this song the night I thought I would never see you again,” he confessed. 

“That was you?” I exclaimed. 

I gave a look of surprise. I thought it was some random soldier playing that night, never him. He gave me a sheepish smile. 

“You heard me?”

I nodded yes, and said, “I heard it come in through the window that night. I had no idea that it was you playing. It was exactly what I needed to hear at that moment. All I could think about was you that night. My last wish was you.” I kissed him. A salty tear met my lips as I expressed the passion I had and always had for him. 

“The thought of losing you before I ever got to know you almost killed me that night. You stole my heart. I never expected to fall in love with the Red Ninja, and that night, all I wanted was you. I didn’t care about being general or making my father proud or even having air to breathe. All I wanted was you. I am so incredibly thankful that I have my love, my life, and my wife. I might be turning fifty, but I can live forever with you by my side.”

He set the shamisen aside and embraced me with his strong arms. His smooth lips held a powerful kiss to mine. He pulled me onto his lap. I never tired of his hands making their way around my body. They made me feel cherished and secure in his embrace. My hair tumbled down. We lost ourselves in that moment of desire and bliss. I could have stayed there forever.

A knock came at the door. We stopped, turning our eyes to see Aiko looking at us in disgust. 

“Dad! Mom! Come on, at your age . . . really?”

“I hope you will be this fortunate when you get to be our age,” protested Fuu as he straightened his kimono. 

“Not if she doesn’t get married,” I again teased, while I fixed my hair. 

“Mother!”

“Alright, alright. We will get back to work,” I said.

 I stood up and reached out a hand to Fuu. He took it and stood up. Aiko left the room muttering under breath about how parents aren’t supposed to behave like youths after twenty years of marriage. I was thankful my husband still loved me the same as he did, if not deeper. I could only pray our children would find similar loves. 

Fuu still held a melancholy expression on his face. It worried me, but I didn’t want to press him. Why after twenty years, did he play that song? He said it was only for sad occasions, I couldn’t think what could be so sad. We were getting ready to welcome a new year. Normally, he enjoyed the festivities. Maybe I would feel the same when I turned fifty. Again, I was proud to be my age. Fuu had now lived longer than both of his parents, as well. I wondered if that was what he was thinking about. His mother was ill when the sorceress murdered her. I killed his father, but only because he tried to kill Fuu. I looked at the scar on my left hand. I had used my blood to bring him back to life. My powers were soon gone after that. Although, I had been told more than once that love was my true power. Lately, I have been having strange feelings. I wondered if my blood was doing something new. No one had ever lived this long with Iron Blood to know. Maybe my powers weren’t completely gone. I shook my head in disbelief, no they had to be gone. I went back to cleaning. 




      [image: image-placeholder]We had finished with the cleaning and spent the remainder of the afternoon getting ready for our guests. I had new kimonos for everyone one to wear. I even gave new clothes to our servants. Fuu made sure the army was also fitted with a new set of clothes and shoes as well. We tried to be generous where we could. We weren’t the richest province, but we didn’t burden the people with outrageous taxes either. 

“Mother! I am home!” called Kei. 

He walked in wearing blue armor with red leather straps. The armor was faded and had seen better days. It sat a little loose on his youthful frame. It used to be Fuu’s before he became shogun. His black hair was in a ponytail to the side. He looked like a much younger version of his father, he even inherited his golden eyes. He had little hairs on his upper lip, trying to grow a mustache, but he didn’t have much to work with yet. 

“Your new outfit is waiting for you in the front room. Please wash up and get dressed,” I beckoned back at him from a side room as I tied an obi around Aiko’s plum colored kimono. “How far behind you is Tanaka and his family?”

“Not far, maybe twenty minutes or more. General Tanaka and Captain Niko went home to get the girls.”

“So, how long is that going to take them?”

“I don’t know,” he whined. 

“You’d better hurry than.” I rolled my eyes. 

“Listen to your mother,” Fuu said sternly. 

“Yes Father,” Kei bowed towards his father as he took his new clothes and left for the bathhouse. 

Fuu was already dressed. His haori coat was black and white, and his hakama pants were golden colored. He stood on the veranda looking out down our road to Lake Ashi below. He was waiting for Tanaka, his right-hand man and general of the army. They had a tight friendship that extended beyond their professional roles. The children had grown up calling him Uncle Tanaka, but once they started their services to the province, they had dropped the adoptive title for the more respectful title of general. Tonight, Fuu looked reserved and slightly agitated. Maybe I was wrong about what was bothering him. Maybe he had some pressing official business to discuss with his general. 

General Tanaka and his family arrived about twenty minutes later. With him was his wife Sora, and their twin daughters Ren and Mio. They had a house in the village, not far from us. Tanaka usually looked serious, but tonight he was all smiles. He looked far younger than Fuu, only the deep lines of his serious brow had grown deeper with age. He wore a blue kimono, but his wife and daughters wore brightly colored kimonos in shades of green, yellow, pink, and red. His girls were a bit younger than Kei. They giggled and smiled at everyone, and were excited to be at the Shogun’s house for New Year’s Eve. Niko was also with them.

He was Tanaka’s adopted son, and only a few years older than Aiko. He was orphaned during the smallpox epidemic several years ago. Tanaka had discovered him breaking into the fort’s kitchen stealing food. He decided the unruly child needed some guidance and started training him with sword techniques. Niko’s skill quickly grew as his wildness turned to controlled discipline. They developed a true father and son bond. Niko stayed with Tanaka after he married Sora. She loved the boy—now a young man—as her own son, and he fit in well with their twin daughters. Niko had become Tanaka’s top captain in the army. His future looked bright and had the makings of becoming general someday. He wore a lighter blue kimono, compared to his father’s. His long hair reached his shoulders. He had a smooth face and soft eyes, but he always looked like he was lost in deep thoughts. His eyes quickly found Aiko. She turned her gaze away and started making small talk with Mio and Ren. 

Kei joined us in the main room of the house just moments after our guests had arrived. His hair was still damp from his bath. Fuu gave him a look of disapproval, but Kei ignored it as he struck up a conversation with Niko. He wore a haori coat matching his father’s, but with gray pants instead of the gold. I dressed in shades of light green and gold. 

“Lady Ake, what an honor it is to be in your home. We are grateful to celebrate the New Year with you,” Sora said with a bow.

“We always celebrate New Year’s Eve with you, and you are always welcomed here. You and your family are the closest thing we have to a family,” I replied. 

Her round face with small eyes and mouth squinted into a pleasant smile. She looked forever youthful, even though she was only several years younger than me.  

“How lovely your kagami mochi looks. Did Aiko make it?” She pointed to the two round stacked mochi rice cakes topped with a small bitter orange. “It is absolutely delightful.”

“She helped the servants this year. I don’t have it in me to make the mochi, it’s too much work.”

“Yes, it is a lot of work. Mio and Ren tried to make ours this year, but it ended in disaster. Everything they try to do in the kitchen always ends up as a mess, then I have to do the work again. They were sure bad luck would fall upon our house, because we ended up not making one at all this year. I told them, because we are spending the holiday with you, that it didn’t matter and that yours would also cover us in good luck,” she giggled. 

“Fuu is the one that usually makes sure all of the preparations are in order and pleasing to the gods for good fortune. I never grew up doing them myself and can’t seem to remember all the traditions. However, this year he seems preoccupied. I hope I did a decent enough job to bring us good luck. I hope he is happy with them. Do you know if there is any pressing official business that Tanaka needs to discuss with Fuu?”

“Not that I know of. Don’t worry, your decorations look just fine. I am sure the gods will give you and your household plenty of good fortune for this coming year.”

“I am not so sure about that. I wouldn’t exactly call myself blessed by them,” I stated, as I rolled my wrists around and flexed my fingers, they ached from all the cleaning. 

Fuu, Tanaka, and I had an agreement to never talk about my past and my Iron Blood powers, yet I got the feeling that Tanaka had at least told her about my ninja days. Even Aiko and Kei didn’t know more than that. 



A maid announced that dinner was ready, and we made our way along the veranda to the dining room in the neighboring wing of the house. Fuu sat at the head of the table, with me opposite him. Tanaka and Kei sat on either side of him, while Akio and Sora sat next to me. Ren, Mio, and Niko filled in the middle of the low long table. The servants served toshikoshi soba noodles and sake. We had a pleasant time talking, drinking, and eating. Sora told me all the things her daughters were learning and how accomplished they were in calligraphy and playing the flute and harp. Aiko was half participating in a conversation with Mio and Ren about which boys at the fort they thought were the most handsome. The sisters argued over which soldier had the best hair or the strongest arms or the best smile. Aiko looked half bored and would have rather joined Tanaka and her father in a robust conversation about politics. She spent most of her days weapons training and helping her father with his important affairs when Tanaka wasn’t around. Niko did his best to try to catch her eye and start small talk with her, but his shyness got the better of him and he wasn’t able to find success. Kei sat with his cheek resting on his fist. I caught him nodding off every now and then. Fuu noticed and bumped him with his elbow to wake him up. 

We were just completing our meal when the twins started arguing about who was the best archer at the fort. Mio claimed Kei was the best, while Ren argued that their brother was the best. Kei looked up at the mention of his name. 

“Niko is the best. He can hit a target twenty yards away,” Ren exclaimed. 

“No way! Kei is the best. He can hit a target fifty yards away,” protested Mio. 

“Well, Niko can do a hundred yards away!”

“Now, girls, a hundred yards is impressive for anyone,” their father scolded. 

“I bet I can to hit the target a hundred yards away,” Kei boasted. 

“No, you can’t,” Niko declared, raising one eyebrow. 

“I can too. I challenge you.”

“Pass.”

“Come on, don’t be shy. I bet you can’t even hit fifty yards.”

“I can too. I just don’t need to prove it to you.”

“Now boys, don’t argue,” said Fuu. “Kei don’t challenge our guests.”

I didn’t appreciate Fuu constantly correcting Kei and putting him in his place. I understood he expected Kei to behave a certain way, but he was still just a boy, at least in my mind. Besides, I had to do something to get Fuu out of his dark mood. 

“Fuu, when was the last time you hit fifty yards?” I challenged him. 

He gave me a dirty look.

“You were once the best archer in the army. Tanaka, when was the last time you saw the shogun hit the target?”

“It’s been a while. He was good. I think Niko might be better than him now,” Tanaka teased. He had taken the bait.  

“Not since I injured my shoulder,” Fuu said, as he rolled his right shoulder around. 

Fuu gave Tanaka a dirty look, too. He received a devastating injury to his shoulder when we rescued Aiko from her kidnappers fifteen years ago. He couldn’t raise his arm very high above his head anymore, however, I knew he could still shoot. I had seen him doing it on his own when he thought no one was watching. Part of him just couldn’t let that skill go. 

 “I bet you can still do it. Why don’t we have a friendly competition, the boys versus their superiors, just for fun,” I joyfully said with a wink to Fuu. 

“Alright, fine. We’ll see if Tanaka’s training has done these boys any good,” Fuu grumbled. 



Fuu instructed one of the servants to fetch bows and arrows, and set up torches outside in the courtyard. We went outside. The moon was mostly full; the air was freezing cold, but no wind blew. Perfect for archery. Us women had blankets pulled around our shoulders. We walked down the veranda to the backside of the house that was the closest to the forest that surrounded our property. After some debate, Fuu and Tanaka settled on a tree that was the right distance and width for their target. It was at least forty yards from the house. No one complained about the distance. They then agreed that each archer would get two arrows, and that the youths should go first. A servant hung the target and placed a torch near the tree to help guide their arrows. 

Kei and Niko both slipped their left arms out of their kimonos and sat on their knees on the veranda. Kei went first. He placed an arrow on the string, and stood up, standing just slightly more than shoulder width apart. He lifted his weapon slightly above his head and he pulled the string taut. His arms became parallel with the floor. He took aim and released his bow. He hit the perfect center of the target. He repeated the steps again of kneeling and drawing his bow. His second shot landed next to his first arrow. We all cheered. Fuu clapped and gave a smile of approval to his son. Kei beamed with pride at his father. 

Niko was up next. He got into position on his knees, placed the arrow on the string, stood up, drew his bow, and took aim. His arrow landed just below Kei’s cluster. He took another shot and the second arrow landed just to the left of center. Still a good shot, but not as well done at Kei. We clapped and cheered. I noticed Aiko had held her breath while he fired his shots. She looked a little sad when he didn’t do as well as her brother. 

A servant removed the arrows from the target. Kei had proven he was a better archer than Niko. Now it was time for the older men to prove themselves. Tanaka went first. He slipped his shoulder out of his kimono. He repeated the same steps to draw his bow as the boys had done. He took aim and let his arrow go. His arrow landed north of the center. He took aim again and hit an almost perfect center on the target. His wife and daughters cheered the loudest of everybody. Niko looked a bit abashed after having been outdone by his father. Tanaka slapped him on the back and whispered words of encouragement. A simple smile came across his face. Aiko gave him a warm smile, too. 

It was Fuu’s turn. He had been rolling his shoulder around and massaging it while Tanaka took his turn. I walked over to him. He gave me a reluctant look. I looked into his golden eyes as I helped him remove his arm from his sleeve. 

“I am not so sure about this,” he whispered. 

I placed a hand on his cheek and gave him a kiss. 

“Don’t worry. I know you can do this. I have complete faith in you,” I whispered back, and gave him another kiss. “Just pretend that the target is someone trying to harm your family.”

He gave me another look of self doubt before he got into position. He closed his eyes and set his bow. He stood up, took aim, and released the arrow. The arrow skidded along the side of the tree, leaving a groove in the bark, before it disappeared into the forest. He shook his head in disappointment and clenched his teeth. We all held our breaths. He reset his bow and took aim again. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. When he opened his eyes, their golden hue blazed with intensity. His nostrils flared, and he released the arrow. Perfect center. I ran to him and threw my arms around him. Everyone congratulated Fuu on his shot. 

Fuu called for a servant to bring out some warm sake. He rolled his shoulder around as he walked into the house. I followed him. He sat on a cushion. I took my blanket off and placed it around him, and started massaging his shoulder. 

“You did excellent. I knew you could do it.” I gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I am proud of you.”

“Ugh. I am not what I used to be,” he humbly replied. 

“No, you’re not and neither am I. You should be proud of yourself to still be able to hit the target like that after all these years and with a bad shoulder.”

“I fired off two shots and now I feel old. That won’t do in battle.”

“Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. You are still excellent with your sword.”

“Humph. Aiko got me pretty good the other day in practice. She inherited your crazy skills. You should see her with her double swords. She has more ninja in her than you care to acknowledge.”

“And what about your son? He bested you tonight. You should be proud of him. He is more like you than you give him credit for. If I had met you fifteen years earlier, I can only imagine you would have been a lot like him.”

“He didn’t have Zugai as a father. No matter what I did, I never made him proud.”

“Maybe you should spend more time telling him how proud you are of him then. You shouldn’t be so hard on him.”

“He is the only son of the shogun. The future of our province rests on his shoulders. Greater things are expected of him. Aiko would probably jump at the chance to be the next shogun, except you keep trying to plan her wedding before she is ready.”

“I just want for her what I wish I had sooner in life. I guess we are both a little too hard on our children. Me with Aiko and you with Kei. It’s not like we know what we are doing when it comes to this parenting thing.”

He put his hand on mine, stopping me mid-massage, and pulled me down from around the back of his shoulders. I slid my hands down his still firm chest from behind and put my head next to his. He placed his hand on my cheek. 

“I couldn’t have asked for a better mother for my children. You’re right, it hasn’t been easy, but I am proud of my family. I promise to lighten up on Kei, if you promise to lighten up with Aiko, too.”

I slid my arms around to the front of him and sat facing him. He reached up and caressed my face. I leaned forward and placed my forehead on his. 

“Deal,” I whispered back.

He brought his hand around my neck and pulled me in for a kiss. When he released me, I looked into his golden eyes. The sparkle of life danced like a wild flame. He looked more at ease and relaxed. I could only hope that whatever was bothering him earlier had resolved. 

He leaned in for another kiss when we heard sounds of wailing, followed by laughter. We both got up and went back outside. Mio was crying while Ren and Kei laughed. She had been hit with a snowball in the face. Kei had another snowball ready in his hands. 

“Kei!” thundered Fuu. 

Kei looked up to see his father’s angry expression. He put the snowball behind his back before looking down with a shameful look. Mio then hit Kei on the side of his face with her own snowball. I put my hand on Fuu’s arm. 

“Remember our deal. It’s New Year’s Eve. Let them have fun,” I said gently. 

Fuu pulled his arm back into his sleeve. He kept his eyes down and his hands in a fist. He walked out into the garden. He bent down and gathered up some snow and threw his own snowball at Kei, hitting him in the chest. He then proceeded to let out a hardy laugh. Kei gave his father a mischievous smile and threw the snowball he had already prepared back at him. Fuu dodged out of the way, narrowly escaping the frozen projectile. Tanaka joined in the snowball fight, throwing snowballs at Fuu and his daughters. Sora ran away from the fight and joined me on the veranda. She laughed at the merriment of our husbands and children acting frivolously. I could only smile and chuckle to myself. I realized then that Niko and Aiko were not part of the snow fight. I looked around from where I stood and I saw that they were still on the part of the veranda where the archery contest had taken place. Aiko was holding the bow while Niko stood with his arms around her, showing her how to aim the arrow. She knew how to shoot. I chuckled even harder. I turned to bring what I saw to Sora’s attention, but she was busy laughing and giving her daughter instructions on how to get their father. I decided to keep what I witnessed to myself. 

The bells from the shrine started to ring out across the valley. We all stopped to listen and count the one-hundred-seven gongs. Midnight had come. Plus one more gong, and the new year had arrived. The snow started to fall as everyone went back into the house. We bid each other good luck in the new year and goodnight. Our guests went to their rooms in one wing of the house, while the rest of us returned to the main house. The children had changed and gone to bed. I was about ready to join them when I noticed Fuu had disappeared. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Messages





Forty-nine days ago.  



I had a suspicion of where Fuu went. I went to his study. Sure enough, a faint glow of a lantern made its light known through the paper walls. I could see his shape sitting on the floor behind where his desk sat. I opened the door and went in. His head was bent low over what looked like letters. 

“What’s wrong?” I demanded. 

I had had enough of his odd behavior. I sat on my knees across from him at his desk. He looked up at me, but his gaze returned to the letters spread before him. He placed his chin on his hand. 

“I am just trying to make sense of these communications that came in earlier this week from neighboring shoguns and from the palace,” he muttered. 

“What is so important that you have to go over them now?” I flung my hand into the air. 

“Tanaka handed me another one tonight,” he tossed another letter onto the desk. 

“Why? What do they say?”

“Do you understand the juxtaposition of the royal clan and the Fujiwara clan over the throne?”

“Not really. I’ve never paid much attention to such matters.”

“Well, the Fujiwara clan has been the power behind the throne for many years. They arrange their marriages with the royal clan to ensure their connection and bloodline in the emperor, giving them the ability to hold important positions in the royal court. However, that has all changed with the new emperor on the throne.”

“Oh? How?”

“The new emperor is not a direct descendant of the Fujiwara clan. He has more authority than previous emperors due to this fact.”

“So, why is that a problem?”

“It’s not a problem, really. I personally don’t mind him having more authority. I met him last year when he was crowned, remember?”

I nodded. I didn’t go with him. I never went with him. I stayed out of politics and social situations around politics, beginning once a rogue ninja didn’t sit well with many political and governmental officials. Especially since I had performed some unsavory activities at the capital, back when I was just beginning my journey as a ninja. Fuu understood this and never invited me to join him on his trips to the capital. The previous emperor knew of me, mainly due to the fact that I helped stop a coup against him from Fuu’s father. I had never met him though. I only stopped the coup, because I had other goals in mind when it came to killing Fuu’s father. 

Fuu continued, “Anyway, he seems like a wise ruler and so far has done a decent job. The problem lies with the Fujiwara clan. They, of course, are not happy that they no longer have the power behind the throne. Shoguns in the east have been reporting of an uprising from a small sect from within the Fujiwara clan who have been making threats of retaliation.”

“So what does that mean?”

“It means to get to the palace they have to come through our province.”

“So are they just marching through? What are we looking at here?”

“So far they haven’t caused any violence, but have been doing some recruiting, trying to raise support for their cause.”

“In other words, everything is alright. I am sorry, I am not seeing the issue.”

“It could mean a civil war between the royal clan and the Fujiwara clan, forcing shoguns to choose sides. We have always been in support of the emperor. This sect might not be friendly to us as they make their way through. I don’t want to see any sort of violence against our people.”

“I see. That is a problem. What do you plan to do?”

“At the moment I have no idea. I have no information on their movements or their intentions against us. I only have reports that they are planning to make their way to the palace and challenge the throne.”

“I would think they would make their move in the springtime, it’s winter and the mountain valley will be difficult terrain with the snow.”

“You know, I think you’re right. I have spent too much time worrying about this instead of thinking it through,” he sighed. 

He smiled at me, and his eyes held a warm golden glow. I could see the tension melt away from him as he accepted my reasoning. I smiled back at him. He got up and walked around toward me and sat down. He took my hands in his and he looked me in the eye. 

“What would I do without you?”

“I don’t know. Be miserable?” I jeered at him. 

“I wouldn’t be so blessed and happy, that’s for sure. Ake, you’re the best thing that has ever happened to me. I can’t imagine my life without you. Thank you for marrying me and growing old with me.”

“I am the one who is blessed. I thought I would die alone and here I am spending all my days with you. I know my powers are gone, but I am so thankful that I was able to save you from death and have this wonderful life with you. I get to see the light of life in your eyes every day and every time you look at me with those golden eyes I fall in love all over again.”

He lifted my hand and traced the scar in my palm with his finger, then with lips. He gave me an alluring smile before he pulled me to him and kissed me with unrestrained passion. His hands quickly made their way around the curves of my body. He made short work of untying the obi that held my kimono together. I succumbed to his passion. The wilds of our love welcomed in the new year. 




      [image: image-placeholder]The sun rose over the new day sky. Bright splashes of orange and red flooded the windows of the house, filling the room with vibrant color. I opened my eyes. There next to me laid my love. I traced the outline of his muscles with my finger as I watched his chest rise and fall with each breath. I didn’t want to wake him. Viewing the New Year’s Day sunrise is special, but he looked so at peace. I didn’t want to disturb him just yet. A soft smile spread across his smooth lips. I gave him soft kisses on his chest. He opened his eyes and gathered me closer to him. Feeling his skin against mine in the early hours of the morning felt heavenly. He ran his fingers through my hair and kissed me softly on the top of my head. Neither of us wanted to move. I couldn’t think of a better way to start the new year.  

“We better get up. The rest of the house will be awake watching the sun rise and we have guests,” I remind him. 

“I don’t want this to end. Can’t we stay here forever?”

“I would love nothing more, but I think the last thing you want is for Kei to come crashing in here looking for his money envelope.”

“Ugh. Fine. I guess we ought to get up,” he said as he let go of me. 

We both slowly got up. Fuu arched his back and turned at the waist, side-to-side. I felt stiff in my joints and my back complained about sleeping on the hard floor with no bed. My muscles felt on fire, a sensation I hadn’t felt for a while. I decided not to tell Fuu, today I wanted to focus on the good things. 

“I am getting too old for late nights and early mornings,” he said as I heard his back make a popping sound. 

“I don’t remember you making complaints last night,” I teased. 

“That’s different,” he said as he put his arms around me. “That makes me feel twenty years younger.”

He kissed me. I had to stop him so we could get dressed and make our way back through the house, in order to change before breakfast. We went back to the main part of the house. Everyone else was awake, except for Kei who snored while everyone else quietly watched the sunrise. Aiko gave her disheveled parents a dirty look. I ignored her disapproval. 



Fuu and I got dressed and joined our guests and Aiko for breakfast. The servants served mochi soup with vegetables and O-toso sake. Kei finally joined us, he hadn’t bothered to get dressed for the day. The parents handed their children envelopes of money. Mio and Ren squealed with joy over their envelopes. Niko quietly accepted his gift, he was back to his shy self. Aiko rolled her eyes, but said thank you, she felt too old for the tradition. Kei practically ripped the envelope out of his father’s hands, but remembered to bow and say thanks. 

“I have one more thing for you Kei,” Fuu announced. 

He got up and came back into the room with the bow he had used in last night’s archery contest and gave it to Kei. I hadn’t expected Fuu to bestow his bow to Kei. I sat with my mouth open in surprise. Kei bowed low to his father upon accepting this gift. 

“This bow used to belong to my mother’s father. It has served me well and I know that it will take great care of you, if you take great care of it,” Fuu said gently. 

“Thank you Father,” replied Kei.

“I am proud of you. You won our contest last night and proved that you have the skill worthy of this bow.”

Kei again bowed to his father. He sat down and admired the bow. He had seen it all his life, but never held it in his hands. The bow was black with yellow wooden strips wrapped around the middle of the bow. He looked at me and I gave him a nod of approval. Niko leaned over the table admiring the bow, Kei was happy to show it off. 

“That was a generous thing to do,” I whispered to Fuu as he sat down next to me. 

“I am just doing what we agreed to do. Some positive reinforcement would probably do him some good. I am happy to give it to him.”

He reclined against me with my arms wrapped around him. It was such a pleasant, relaxed morning, watching the children receive their money gifts and talk with their friends about the things they found fun and exciting. I spent all of my childhood learning to survive and being forced to survive. It made me happy to see all the children loved and spared from the hardships that I had to endure. I knew Niko understood what that was like, being orphaned, maybe that is why I liked him over some of the other young men for Aiko. Nonetheless, it made my heart happy to see him surrounded by people who loved him and cared about him. I noticed Aiko had scooted closer to him during breakfast and gave him soft smiles whenever he looked her way. I promised myself not to make any more hints of marriage to Aiko. Fuu kept his promise, I could keep mine. 

Fuu announced that it was time to go visit the shrine for New Year’s Day prayers. Most of the children made groaning noises, I might have made them too. I would have rather stayed at home enjoying a restful day with our family and friends then going to a shrine. However, these traditions were important to Fuu. He always kept a tight line to his religious practices. I was indifferent and usually didn’t go with him. He took the children regularly as they grew and taught them the rituals and how to pray. I might be a descendant of the gods, but that is where my connection with them started and ended. I respect my husband and agreed to go say prayers this year. We all went to get ready. 



We walked to the shrine. We went to the one that was closest to our house, just around the eastern side of the lake. It would take a little over half an hour to walk there, but the sun was high in the sky and warmed the earth enough that it would be a pleasant walk. All of us women and girls wore pretty kimonos with dark reds, pinks, and gold hues with nature scenes of flowers and cranes. The men wore dark-colored kimonos in shades of either gray or black. Only Niko wore his hair down. The twins and Kei led the way in excitement to purchase their oracle fortunes for the year. Tanaka and Sora walked behind them. Fuu and I were next with Aiko and Niko behind us. I had to keep myself from being tempted to turn around and spy on them. There was a thin layer of snow on the ground and trees, it was slowly melting in the sun, but it wasn’t warm enough for a complete thaw. The bare tree limbs were clothed with white sleeves, as the thick evergreen boughs drooped slightly from the weight of the snow. The sun reflecting off the snow made the world look brighter and sparkled where the shadows fell. 

We had to climb a tall staircase to get to the shrine. It was set beautifully between the trees of the forest. Fortunately, the stairs had been swept clean of the snow and weren’t too slippery. I had to hold on to Fuu as I made my way up the steep incline. At the top of the stairs, the red shrine shone bright against the dead white background of the snow covered forest. 

At the shrine we washed our hands and rinsed out our mouths. We went up to the altar: bowed, clapped two times, and bowed again. I never knew what to pray for when I came to the shrine. I always thought of something to pray for when we would get home. This year was no different, my mind was blank. After we all had a chance to pray the children purchased their fortunes. Aiko and Niko refrained, feeling too old or too wise to need a fortune. Sora, with almost as much excitement as her daughters, purchased a fortune. I walked over to a tree and watched everyone talk or share their fortunes with each other. Fuu walked over to me. I smiled at him. I was glad that he was enjoying the day and was no longer in the dark mood from yesterday. 

“What are you doing over here by yourself?” he asked before giving me a kiss.

“I am just enjoying everyone else’s happiness. I am not used to coming here, I never know what to do,” I confessed. 

“You did fine. Thank you for coming. I know you don’t believe all this, even if you are from the fire god. Sometimes I forget that fact about you, myself.”

“I don’t have powers to demonstrate that fact anymore. I am just a normal human now.”

“Do you ever wish you had your powers again?”

“No. There were times when they were useful, like escaping the fort with you and saving your life, but no. I don’t miss them at all.”



At that moment, a young soldier raced into the courtyard of the shrine’s compound. He looked frantic as he ran to Tanaka. I could hear him say he was looking for the shogun. He had an important message that needed to be delivered urgently and was directed here after he had already tried the house. Tanaka demanded the soldier give him the message and that he would deliver it to the shogun. The soldier hesitated for a moment, but obeyed and waited while Tanaka read the message. An anxious look spread across Tanaka’s face. He ran over to us. He held the message out to Fuu. He snatched it up and quickly read the note. 

“We must get back to the house immediately. How many are still at the fort?” Fuu aimed the question at Tanaka. 

“We have 3,000 men at the fort, Sir. We allowed many of them to go home for the holiday,” replied Tanaka.

“We don’t have enough time to call them back. Send a message to the fort to get ready. Go!”

Tanaka bowed and ran back to the young soldier and beckoned Niko to him. He gave both of them instructions. Niko and the soldier ran back down the stairs. Kei ran over to us as we briskly walked back to where everyone else was standing. 

“What is going on, Father? I am ready to fight,” Kei declared. 

“Members of the Fujiwara clan are on their way. They consider us an enemy and are on their way to declare war. I need you to run back to the house and explain what is happening to the servants. I don’t want anyone in our household harmed.” Fuu explained. 

“I want to fight. Let me go to the fort too.”

“You will get your chance. We will be right behind you. I am counting on you,” Fuu said as he squeezed Kei’s shoulders. 

Kei bowed and ran off to do as he was told. Fuu motioned Aiko over to him and explained to her what was happening.

“I want you to take Sora and the girls’ home. Keep them safe. Meet us at the fort in one hour, if all is well there,” he instructed her. 

She quickly gathered the girls and their mother together and calmly explained what she needed them to do. The girls started to protest and called for their father. He shouted back at them to do as they were told. They obeyed and asked questions that Aiko couldn’t answer as they went. Tanaka, Fuu, and I went back down the stairs as quickly as we could. At the bottom of the stairs, I kicked off my sandals, hitched up the skirt of my dress, and ran with the men back to the house. 




      [image: image-placeholder]The scene back at the house was chaotic. Women servants were running back to the village, while the men were gathering arms from Kei, who was calling out instructions. He had put on his armor and had his new bow and as many arrows as he could carry in his quiver. Fuu, Tanaka, and I ran to the storeroom on the side of the house, where we kept more weapons and armor. 

“Fuu, what is going on?” I asked, out of breath as I opened the chest containing my old ninja gear. 

“I already said,” he snapped. 

“I know, but why are they attacking us? Why are we a threat?” 
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