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The Way of Heaven




Laura Antoniou

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh, she surely is,” Hattori agreed.

 


* * *

 


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

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

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

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

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

“A viper!” Okubo whispered.

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

 


* * *

 


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

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

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

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

“My general! My glorious general!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Come closer,” she commanded.

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

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

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

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

Her hand swept away from the royal cock and then
back, slapping it sharply. Yoshinake ground his teeth but stayed
still, his muscles tense. She slapped him again for good measure,
and he arched his back slightly, appeasing her by offering yet
more.

“My brave, strong prince,” she chuckled. Her voice
was warm with approval. She returned to sipping at the wine,
watching him recover, his flesh pulsating with discipline and
desire, his body betraying nothing of the minor pain she had caused
him.

Together, they breathed in the rich scent of power.
When it began to dissipate, Masako sighed and shook her head.
“Unbraid my hair,” she said, pouring more of the wine. Yoshinake
crawled behind her and began to undo the practical windings of her
hair with gentle and skilled fingers.

“My general,” he ventured, as he reached for the
second braid, “your miserable servant has… a concern.”

“Yes?” There was just an edge of impatience in her
voice.

“The Lady Umiko…” He faltered, despite having
practiced a myriad of methods for approaching this delicate
subject. “She is to be my wife…”

Masako chuckled again. “Yes, my prince. And
therefore, we shall have to remove this special ring so that you
may present her with your royal spawn. But it will return as soon
as your princely duties are done.”

He sighed and brightened immediately. “Then… you
shall meet me before and after every visit to the lady?”

“At first. Until Umiko learns herself how to remove
and apply it. Or I may have one crafted for you to wear even during
her use of your handsome shaft. A smaller one, perhaps with a
raised design, to increase her pleasure.”

His fingers fumbled and he drew them out of her hair
in panic. “My general?”

“Finish what you are doing, fool. That will cost you
many stripes later.” As his fingers returned to working out the
weaving of her tresses, she smiled, knowing that he couldn’t see
her face. How delightful it was to surprise him! Even the wise
prince could not possibly guess all of the twists and mysteries of
her imagination. She hardened her voice, for her pleasure and his.
“Were you so foolish to think that after capturing your manhood
myself I would not care how you used it elsewhere? No, my prince.
You have been mine from the moment I first held you down and opened
you. You shall remain so to the day I leave this world and go to
meet my ancestors.”

“B-but… Umiko!”

“She will learn to see to your needs and hungers,”
Masako stated. “I will teach her myself. Umiko and I have…
discussed these matters.” She coughed out a laugh, a low sound like
the growling of a hunting cat, and she could actually feel the
stillness of Yoshinake’s fingers as he realized the whole of this
new chapter in his tale.

“She is amenable to your situation,” Masako
continued. “Indeed, eager. In 16 days, when she arrives, you will
pretend to introduce her to me, and I will continue to instruct her
personally on how to properly train you, use you, keep you both
challenged and pleasing. In time, you will be hers just as you are
mine. I will teach her all she needs to know.”

“But what shall I tell my court? That is most
irregular!” His panic had grown considerably.

“Bear yourself like a man! Are you a prince or some
turtle shit slave afraid of what you cannot see?” Masako snapped.
“You will tell your royal bottom kissers that the lady requires
training in arms, as any good prince’s wife should have, and since
you have the greatest female fighter in the world at your service,
you are using her to instruct your bride. This first meeting shall
formalize the betrothal; I have decided the fifth day of the Month
of Affection will be auspicious for the wedding. In the time
between, I shall visit her if my duties allow. Should your foes be
so discourteous as to require my attention, I will merely be forced
to wait until she becomes your wife for more esoteric
instructions.”

His mouth fell open in amazement and he buried his
attention to his task, running his shaking fingers through her hair
until it shone in waves of shimmering ink. Oddly, his mind fastened
upon the word auspicious, and he wondered if his general had
actually consulted the appropriate astrologers. Then, he remembered
the astonishing revelation about his future bride and scampered on
his knees back in front of her, where he bowed deeply.

“Most honored general,” he whispered, his forehead
touching the surface of the mat. He held the position, his back
muscles tense with the strain of the formal posture. “Your
worthless slave begs for your attention!”

The Lady General gazed down on the bow that his back
made. It was strong, bent like a cedar limb under great weight, an
expanse of wheat blown over by a southern wind. She could see the
faint lines she had once drawn with bamboo rods, broken across that
expanse, tearing flesh and marking him the way everything she did
marked him forever.

Ah, but that had been magnificent! To indulge their
drives so strongly that blood flew between them and the very earth
rumbled with pleasure in their frenzy. But it had been some time
since they had such freedom. Marking him was a dangerous, and
therefore rare pleasure. There was only so much that could be
explained away by sparring and accidents.

Especially when her lord was so lithe and graceful.
Few managed to strike him in combat; he moved like a golden carp in
a clear pond, flashing and drawing the eye, then darting away with
a sinuous ease.

He was everything a prince should be. The gods were
generous in giving her the strength of arms and will and cunning to
earn a place as his retainer; more so to grant her the ability to
satisfy his powerful lusts and desires.

“You need to be taken,” she said finally, her voice
soft. “You need to be held, like a girl child before pillowing, an
elder in the coldest night. And you need to be tested as a man,
driven to near-madness in your agony and strength, conquered again
and again to force you to rise, triumphant and resilient and fierce
as a god. It is not fitting that I, a descendant of questionable
heritage, be your lady, so there must be another. And Umiko is
perfectly suitable, a Fujikama lady of great beauty and grace. She
is agreeable. Young, strong, and eager to serve you in the ways you
desire. And you will show her all the honor the wife of a great
lord deserves, and she will be your taker, your lover, and your
keeper.”

The imperial prince shook as he raised his head to
gaze at his beloved general. His questioning eyes were bright with
devotion, his lips parted only slightly. “This crawling one is
overwhelmed by his general’s forethought and generosity,” he
whispered. “But he fears for the loss of his one true master. He
begs the general reconsider. Please do not leave this one to the
hands and whims of a child!”

“You know the tones so very well, my princeling,”
Masako admitted, leaning forward. “And you flatter me with them.
But do not fear; Umiko may be a child, but she will be no true
novice to the use of a man such as you. Did you believe that I
would cast you into the care of an incompetent? That I would
abandon my glorious ruler to the fancies of an empty-headed girl?
Oh no, my prince. I have planned what shall become of you, and
chosen a lady who is eager to meet your insatiable desires with
desires of her own. And there are many more years in these scarred
limbs of mine, many more battles to your eternal honor and power
and glory. Should you—or your honorable lady-wife—require my
services, oh, how eagerly I shall obey.” Her voice had turned
slightly teasing, with what passed for humor in her usual stoic
demeanor.

He met her eyes, measured what he saw there. Did he
have the faith? The sublime trust so necessary to their sport?

He bowed his head again in mute acceptance and
shivered as she drew her fingers along his jaw.

“Before I go to face my ancestors, I will know you
are master of many domains and thousands of swords, surrounded by
little brats of royal birth to carry your sacred blade and fan when
you have returned to me in the Other Kingdoms. And should the gods
will it, and you ascend to the throne of your ancestors and become
a god yourself… ah, Yoshi-chan, then still shall I be your general
and guide your legions in the very heavens to your even greater
glory.”

“As you say, my general,” he sighed. He pressed his
cheek into her hand, breathing out against the skin.

“My most honored and treasured prince,” she
murmured, patting his cheek and smoothing her hand over his head,
stroking his perfect warrior’s knot. “I will serve you unto death
and beyond. Come to me, my worm, my dog, my boy whore, and my
exalted master. Come and please me. Perhaps if you do, I shall
permit you to achieve clouds and rain tomorrow, or the day after.
And perhaps I will not.” She sighed, leaned back, and parted the
light robe she wore. “Come to me, beautiful man. Show me your
gratitude and how you shall please your wife, when she
permits.”

Princely worm that he was, Takeuchi no Yoshinake
Shinno crawled forward to the divided thighs of the Lady General,
Masako, Mistress of the Four Provinces, Conqueror of the Battle of
Kiyoshi and Special Retainer to him.

 


* * *

 


Fujikama Umiko slid open the window of the palanquin
despite the chill in the crisp spring air. Wind swirled off the
road, drawing up eddies of fallen petals. Already, she missed the
sharp scent of the tall, dark pines surrounding her family estates.
The Black Mountain was more than her home; it was the ancient heart
of her family’s claim to divinity. The mountain and the familiar
coasts and the land between, dotted with the treasured silk farms,
were part of her family’s great resources. To be apart from that
land, even over one boundary stone into the neighboring districts,
was strange and a little frightening. She sighed and breathed
deeply, trying to catch a breeze. Her lady attendant, confidant,
and best friend Chiyo sighed and pushed the window closed
again.

“Your hair will be a bird’s nest when we arrive!”
she chided, tucking one loosened lock back into the heavy coil she
had so patiently helped arrange that morning.

“What does that matter? He will take me in full
regalia or in rags,” Umiko muttered, slumping a little. She stroked
the chest next to her, running her fingers over the elaborate
bronze fittings.

“Or you will take him,” Chiyo said, her tone
wickedly bawdy.

Umiko wondered if it had been wise to share
everything she knew about her soon-to-be husband and lord. But
Chiyo knew so much else; wasn’t she the first to teach her how to
achieve clouds and rain by herself? Didn’t she bring her erotic
pillow books and pretty youths to divert her melancholy thoughts on
many a chill and lonely night? And wasn’t she the one who had
brought the note from the Lady General during that incredible visit
to the seaside shrines?

It was during the annual pilgrimage to honor
Ohonamochi, guardian of silk worms and the making of silk. Banners
of colored silk and tassels of knotted silk ropes were strewn and
draped and tied everywhere; even the meanest peasants in the
district were allowed to decorate their hovels and bodies with
scraps and threads. There would be special cakes made, offered, and
devoured. Children would play spinning and weaving games, while
their parents drank a special mulberry wine. And the maidens of the
village had their own gay custom—they would tie ribbons of silk to
their hair, wrists, ankles, or, most daringly, to the obi cinched
at their waists. At nightfall, they would run through the village
and fields, daring the men who had no woman yet to catch a ribbon.
It was always amusing to watch as ribbons magically appeared when
certain handsome youths were about, revealed by the hitching of a
kimono or a flick of one wrist.

The Kinumora village lord was a vassal who had given
his house over to her and her party with elaborate apologies for
such a wretched dwelling, completely unworthy of anyone of quality.
Of course, the house was a beautiful and elegant cliffside retreat,
rustic and charming with gleaming, polished cedar framing the doors
and first-quality tatami mats on the floors. The sounds of the
crashing waves below them made a stirring music to sleep by, the
salt in the air a spice to match the sharp scents of her father’s
mountain fortress. The night before the ceremony to honor the god,
Chiyo came with a carefully written and folded note requesting a
meeting with the famous Lady General, Masako.

Opinions were divided on the outlandish yet
undoubtedly successful general. Samurai women were not often
tutored in swordplay and battle strategies, although there were
historical and mythic examples of great female warriors. There were
a few in the current living generations, including within the
Fujikama family.

Umiko’s second cousin, Shiori, was quite skilled
with the naginata, a traditional women’s weapon, and had vowed not
to marry any man who could not defeat her in battle. It was quite a
scandal until Lord Kagehiko came to woo her with his own blade. Oh,
how they clashed on a summer evening, sparks showering the air like
fallen stars as they danced and wove their streams of silver. The
shafts whirled and crashed, the blades sang, and finally Shiori’s
treasured heirloom was struck from her arms and she stood at the
point of Kagehiko’s halberd, chin out, hair wild, furiously
beautiful. He did not laugh. He did not threaten or scold. Instead,
he turned his own weapon in his hands and offered it to her.

“Defend our land,” he said, his voice hoarse.
“Defend our home. Defend our sons and daughters. And I swear I
shall honor you all my days, and forever defend you and all that is
yours.”

Cousin Shiori was now contentedly awaiting the
arrival of their second child. Songs were sung of their unorthodox
courtship.

But a woman was not supposed to devote her life to
the arts of war. And she was not even a proper noble! Her family
had been samurai, but a long-overshadowed, vaguely disreputable,
yet admittedly ancient branch in vassalage to one of the minor
lords who had been quick to throw their banners behind Prince
Yoshinake when he made his claims over the province. It was said
their poverty had occasioned instances of inferior marriages to
non-samurai, but no one cared enough to investigate. In her
generation, there were no sons to take up her father’s swords. Yet
one day, she appeared, fully armored upon a well-caparisoned battle
steed, incapable of defeat. Swearing herself to Prince Yoshinake
and no other.

Or perhaps that was what made it possible; with no
family of note to force her to marry and breed young and the good
fortune to have found a patron who did not mind the service of an
armed woman, Masako was uniquely situated to assume her
position.

Umiko’s mother disapproved; her father was much in
favor. “A general who wins is a general who wins,” he declared
firmly. “A woman or a monkey or a eunuch, what does it matter if
our prince is well-served?”

And it was thoughts of the prince that made Umiko
say yes to the meeting.

From the first time she’d seen Prince Takeuchi no
Yoshinake, she had desired him, which was astonishing since she’d
only seen six summers. It was her first appearance at court, and
she’d seen the young prince kneeling on the dais with his family,
accepting the tributes and bows of the visiting lords and ladies.
His glossy black hair and sharp, wise eyes startled her; his
beautiful, arched cheekbones and slightly narrow brows captivated
her. Despite her strict schooling in bows and greetings, she almost
gaped at him like some oaf of a peasant; luckily, her mother gave
her a firm push into a proper obeisance, and she closed her mouth
so hard she bit her lip.

As a Fujikama, she knew she was meant to be the
bride of a man who could possibly be emperor one day. That day,
when she was but a child, she knew which one she wanted.

So, she had received the infamous Lady General with
great courtesy and curiosity. No marriage offers had come from the
prince as yet, although she was finally of the correct age. Her
mother and aunts had conferred and agreed to wait for up to one
year to judge offers as they came, and it was only three months
into that year.

Masako arrived by foot, dressed in her military
style kimono, the imperial crest of the Prince prominent on her
mantle. Her four young guards bore banners and haughty demeanors,
obviously proud to accompany her; they waited by the gatehouse,
served sake by one of the prettier housemaids. Umiko saw the Lady
General attended only by Chiyo and her personal maid.

General Masako Hagane was everything Umiko had
imagined; tall and strong, with a straight back and alarming dark
grey eyes, like storm clouds over the sea below them. The only
difference between the living woman and Umiko’s imagination was her
age. The Lady General was much younger than Umiko had supposed,
still in the bloom of her years rather than the descent. After she
bowed and offered formal greetings, Masako eyed Umiko with a
measured gaze that was more exciting than insulting.

“Please honor this house by taking tea,” Umiko
offered. “It is very poor, I am afraid, quite unlike the fine tea
you must have in the service of our esteemed Lord.”

“You have gone to too much trouble for an old
soldier like me,” Masako demurred politely, much to Umiko’s
surprise. “I beg forgiveness for rudely disturbing the peace of
your pilgrimage. You honor me well beyond my worth.”

Why did I not expect her to be polite? Umiko
wondered, as the maid poured tea for them. They continued the dance
over little teacakes; Umiko offering them and apologizing for their
poor quality while Masako praised them extravagantly. Umiko relaxed
into the familiar rhythm and waited patiently until Masako reached
into her mantle and withdrew a beautiful folded package, sealed
with silk ribbons and wax.

“I apologize for rushing to the matter at hand,” the
general said, laying the folded paper down onto the mats between
them. “I am a miserable messenger and beg you to forgive my
directness. But it has been whispered that you would not be adverse
to a marriage to my Lord.”

Umiko could barely breathe with excitement. “Should
your great Lord deign to be interested in my poor house, I am sure
his suit would be welcomed,” she said carefully.

“He is honored by the mere possibility,” Masako
said. “But it pains me to ask this most inappropriate question, my
lady—do you, yourself, have any interest in my Lord?”

Umiko fell silent for a moment and then glanced at
Chiyo, who waved the maid away and fell back to kneel some distance
from them. Outside, the distant sound of waves and a closer
cackling cry of crows seemed like drums of portent. So much could
turn upon the wrong answer to such a bold and unusual question.

“That… is an odd question,” Umiko said haltingly. “I
will obey my family and I am deeply, deeply honored to be
considered by such an august prince. But… do I… is it proper…” She
faltered, looked back into those storm-grey eyes, and then gathered
her strength. “Yes, General Masako. I have long desired Prince
Yoshinake and beg you to hear this without thinking ill of my
presumption and selfishness.”

Masako knelt back comfortably and nodded, seemingly
pleased. “It is your selfishness the Prince would desire most of
all,” she said, with the raising of one scarred eyebrow.

Umiko stared at her for a moment, ran those words
through her mind two times and turned them around to examine their
meaning. Finally, she leaned forward and poured tea for the
general. “Please tell me more,” she said.

 


* * *

 


They spoke long into that night, and again the
following day. No pillow book had ever described some of the more
extreme practices her future lord and husband craved. But while
shocked at first, Umiko rapidly warmed to the idea of holding him
so enthralled. She imagined placing herself astride him in the
classic position of Mounting the Stallion, with his glorious body
bound in silk, his dark soulful eyes affixed upon her. She could
ride him thus, perhaps in the slow, old-fashioned three-shallow,
five-deep rhythm, which Chiyo swore was best when the lady was
above.

She could score his chest with her fingernails,
order him to tell her she was beautiful, take him the way she was
taught she might one day be taken… and instead of being rebuked,
she would be honored, praised, perhaps even… loved.

“I am not a depraved woman!” she had whispered to
Chiyo when they were preparing to embark on their journey. “I must
have been mad to say yes! How can I do all these things to my
beautiful lord and believe he will think of me as a great courtesan
or a more worthy lady? Won’t he see me as wanton? What if I am not
sufficient for him?”

“From what the Lady General told you, better you
might worry that your harigata is sufficient for him,” Chiyo
giggled.

“Oh! Is nothing serious to you?” Even as she rebuked
her friend and confidant, she felt the crimson heat of a blush
climb her throat at the thought of even admitting she owned a
harigata to a man. A man! Her prince! Her lord and possibly
husband! How could she even handle it in his presence? True, it was
a handsome piece, chosen after much study and consideration.
Beautifully carved to the semblance of a man’s noble organ, the
shaft was cunningly decorated with delicate crossed ridges,
reminiscent of strands upon a loom. At the base coiled wisteria
blooms, artfully hand tinted, swelling out so silk cords might be
fastened there.

Over several nights, Chiyo had two maids demonstrate
the many ways one might be pleasured using a harigata. Of course,
many of them mimicked the way of a lord with his lady, but several
were intended only for a lady alone, or with other ladies. It had
been a most thorough education! But somehow, in all the discussions
and demonstrations of where and how a shaft may be employed for
pleasure, introducing one into her husband’s body was never even
suggested.

Although Chiyo did show her a painting of a
courtesan introducing a finger between a man’s buttocks while
embracing his root with her mouth. At the time, Umiko couldn’t
decide whether such an act seemed strange or simply ill-advised.
But on that journey home, her imagination turned to how she might
be called upon to please the great prince by doing things few would
consider pleasurable.

 


* * *

 


And now it was time. In the center of a lengthy
retinue of her father’s retainers and her mother’s attendants,
family members and guests from her province, she was at last
approaching the day of her wedding. She had not seen her
husband-to-be since their betrothal, when they were presented to
each other publicly with an array of traditional offerings from
both families. He was even more beautiful than she could have
imagined; truly a god in mortal form, sweetly favored, strong and
graceful. His voice swept her heart and trailed along her sides,
sending tendrils of pleasure up through her ribs and then down her
spine. She was an instrument for him to play; how could she ever
hope to be even the least of his retainers?

Yet, when their eyes met, she was surprised to find
his widening with pleasure. The slight dip of his head as he ran
his gaze over her showed a new shadow on his cheek, the faintest of
smiles. When he met her eyes again, she could see a change had come
over him. He was no longer as distant. Instead, he was curious.
Perhaps even covetous.

Oh, if only she could be a singer or a dancer and
could giggle, flirting with him like any lusty village girl! But
instead, she said, oh-so-gently, “My Prince…” allowing the title to
trail into a gentle question.

“My Lady,” he responded.

With a wild rush of perversity, she felt her body
change. All the ritual formality could not stem the sudden eruption
of heat and moisture between her legs and the pounding of her
heart. This was what the pillow books described, what the paintings
of reddened women showed! It made her weak and bold all at once,
and she dared to smile back.

Their families pronounced the meeting a grand
success.

That night, in her chamber, a slender, folded sheaf
of papers was delivered, sealed with the Lady General’s insignia.
It was the first of several cunningly written romances, much in the
style of the great court Lady Takako. The chief difference became
clear after a page or two of typical character introductions and
descriptions of court life. When the naughty and bold Lady of the
Misty Valley pressed the shy, poetic Lord of the Pine Forest down
upon the floor and wrapped his own silk sash about his strong
wrists…

Study had never been so fascinating.

 


* * *

 


It took nearly the rest of the season to negotiate
the arrangements and her dowry, to spread the word by messengers to
all reaches of the land, and to obtain the formal permission and
blessing of the Divine Emperor. And for the ladies of her family to
complete all but the final stitches of the unique wedding gift only
her mother’s line was able to craft and bestow.

Her dowry included gold, ingots of fine steel, bolts
of raw silk and rare, precious gems. Also, there was an exquisite
screen, so old and delicate it was transported in a palanquin of
its own, several chests of first quality kimonos, a dozen books of
fine poetry and two of history, hand mirrors and ivory combs,
calligraphy sets with the finest of brushes and inks, incense
imbued with the rich scents of the mountains and the sea. Among the
unique offerings was a bronze bell said to be from the time of
Queen Himiko, said to be enchanted, although for what purpose no
one could say. Naturally, the Prince had the best swords and armor
made for him, and there was no attempt to send such items for his
direct use. But there was a handsome matched set of newly made
bows, both the daikyo, for use standing, and a shorter hankyo, for
use from a saddle. The prince’s skill in archery was well-known,
and no one made more beautiful bows than the clans of craftsmen in
the mountains. With them came almost a thousand arrows of various
sorts, from stout war bolts and slender hunting shafts to cunningly
crafted singing shafts to strike fear into the hearts of massed
warriors.

But beyond all of those priceless offerings was the
single garment in the chest beside her. The chest was a treasure
itself, carved with mulberry leaves and berries and perhaps as old
as the enchanted bell. Inside was what appeared to be a lovely
under-kimono, in the style of a shitagi: short, masculine, designed
for wearing under armor or formal court garb. It was deliciously
soft, brushed with the gloved fingers of every lady of the Fujikama
family as they chanted blessings into it, knotted every seam with
prayers for honor, protection, strength, vitality and wisdom. One
line of stitches had been left unfinished until the marriage
formalities were concluded. Then and only then was Umiko permitted
to see it, touch it, and perform her duty.

But even as she was bathed, anointed and garbed for
this task, she knew the labor of her mother and aunts and married
cousins had been only the third stage of preparation for this
garment. The silk itself was woven in secret, taken from a sacred
grove where only certain mulberry plants were grown, and only a
single sort of caterpillar was introduced to them. Only one family
held the mysteries in this function, vassals to the Black Mountain
Fujikama clan. They produced the silk made this way only once a
generation, at best, and never more than this deceptively simple
kimono. It was dyed the most opalescent pale peach, elegant,
understated, and magical. It fell to her, the promised bride, to
take up the precious, ancient bone needle and lay the final
stitches. Completing the weave of spells infusing the garment was
the last thing she did in the home where she was born, before
starting this journey to be wed.
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