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			Legend of the Five Rings

			The realm of Rokugan is a land of samurai, courtiers, and mystics, dragons, magic, and divine beings – a world where honor is stronger than steel.

			The Seven Great Clans have defended and served the Emperor of the Emerald Empire for a thousand years, in battle and at the imperial court. While conflict and political intrigue divide the clans, the true threat awaits in the darkness of the Shadowlands, behind the vast Kaiu Wall. There, in the twisted wastelands, an evil corruption endlessly seeks the downfall of the empire.

			The rules of Rokugani society are strict. Uphold your honor, lest you lose everything in pursuit of glory.
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			Chapter One

			“My lady Hotaru.” Doji Inobu greeted her with a bow that was perfectly acceptable to make to a samurai of noble birth, but woefully inadequate to make to the lord of Kyūden Doji.

			Which Hotaru was not, strictly speaking. She was only acting lord, and the palace’s longtime fixtures such as Inobu were unlikely to let her forget it anytime soon.

			Rather than answer with only a curt nod, she gave him a deep bow befitting an experienced orator and courtier. She no longer lived in the Kakita Dueling Academy, where she might draw her blade in a challenge, so she would resort to killing them with kindness instead.

			“Your attendance comes as a surprise, my lady. I assure you, you needn’t trouble yourself this morning. This palace’s advisors have everything well in hand. Please, join your family’s guests in the great hall.”

			Hotaru closed the sliding door behind her and composed a pleasant smile. “I appreciate your concern, but I shall stay, thank you.” Hotaru took a seat at the low table and drew her folding fan from her sash. This deep into winter, she wouldn’t need it to cool herself, but the cypress wood and silk stitching of the fan was a subtle reminder of her rank. “My family’s guests and many relatives won’t be offended if I join them in an hour.”

			“As you say,” Inobu replied. He didn’t have the status to defy her, who was heir to his liege, but his lack of agreement insinuated his disapproval.

			Inobu bowed to the first of the gathered advisors who would provide their reports. Hotaru had made it just in time to be included in the daily briefing despite the “busyness” that had prevented Inobu from properly conveying the time and place to her. “Lord Koji, if you would.”

			The middle-aged shugenja, clad in formal priest robes and a high cap, cleared his throat. He was one of the few in the clan gifted with the ability to hear the spirits of the land, sky, and sea, called kami. “The currents of air and water are shifting. We foresee snowstorms coming these next few weeks…” he began.

			Snow meant more days trapped within the palace’s walls, crowded in with her family’s guests, none of whom were important enough to attend the official Imperial Winter Court, either.

			She’d begged to go this year, to no avail. There, she could have competed for prestige in the many tournaments that served as entertainment for the assembled samurai. She could have begun forging the friendships that she would need one day, when she would finally succeed her father as Crane Clan Champion.

			But she was needed here, her father had assured her. The Winter Court was a den of vipers who would gladly poison a young samurai’s reputation for a day of entertaining gossip, and she could still learn much from presiding over her family’s court for the season, he had reasoned. It shouldn’t have felt like a punishment, but when other clans’ heirs were permitted to go…

			She stopped herself from turning her fan over in her fingers and listened to the rest of Lord Koji’s auguries in respectful silence.

			“Lady Sun and Lord Moon will be at their height again soon. We can expect a king tide in a fortnight, Commodore Motoyashi.”

			The naval officer nodded. “I’ll notify our crews.”

			Lastly, the shugenja reviewed his shrine keepers’ preparedness for the Snow Festival. The acting lord would have a ceremonial part to play, but the palace seneschal, the seneschal’s deputy, and their ministers clung tightly to the honors and responsibility of actually planning the event.

			Inobu followed on with his own summation of the outings and demonstrations he had planned for the court, weather permitting. He would confer with their master steward and the seneschal to take account of the palace’s stores and ensure they requested additional supplies from the storehouses if necessary. Again, Hotaru could do nothing but nod along at his reports. He had the matter well enough in hand without her questioning him or interfering. He’d given her no reason to doubt his competence – only his esteem of her.

			Finally, Inobu asked Captain Asano of the palace guard and Commander Yukitori of the provincial infantry to report. Asano reviewed the reports from the palace’s patrols, while Yukitori discussed the training efforts at her garrison. “We must begin to consider how many of our forces should be seconded to defend Toshi Ranbo. The Lion Clan’s young lord, Akodo Arasou, will be sure to mount a counterattack to reclaim the castle.”

			Hotaru considered Akodo Toturi, Arasou’s brother, a dear friend. Toturi was a thoughtful man, brilliant and slow to anger… but the two brothers were as opposite as fire and water. Arasou was always eager to fight. Even the Emperor’s demand that he exchanged hostages with the Crane could do nothing to satisfy his appetite for war and glory. If only Toturi were the Lion Champion, perhaps their clans would not have shed so much of each other’s blood. But Toturi had forsaken Lion military affairs and traded the Akodo War College for a monastery.

			“Hmm,” Inobu pondered.

			Hotaru was choosing her words to underline Arasou’s aggression when Inobu declared, “Respectfully, this can wait until our lord returns.”

			But her father was wintering with the emperor far away in another clan’s court, attending to the esteemed business of the Emerald Champion. Serving as the emperor’s personal bodyguard, his chief law enforcer, and the commander of the Imperial Legions left little time for the needs of the Crane Clan and the Doji family, but her father had not yet relinquished the major decisions that concerned the clan and family. These advisors did not expect her to have opinions, much less to issue orders.

			“Mobilization would not begin until late spring, in any case,” Inobu reassured the commander.

			“Very well,” Yukitori said. Her frown was a small thing, but it spoke loudly to Hotaru.

			If her father would not permit Hotaru to accompany him at the official Winter Court, then at least these advisors could cede some of the family’s business to her. She couldn’t prove herself if they wouldn’t let her get involved with even the day-to-day affairs of the palace.

			And, thanks to her friendship with Toturi, did she not have the best insight into Arasou’s intentions?

			She took a deep breath. “Commander Yukitori.” Silence fell over the advisors. Motoyashi and Asano were unable to conceal their surprise that she had spoken up at all. “I was appointed acting lord of Kyūden Doji in my father’s stead. Let me decide the matter of preparing troops from Kazenmuketsu Province.”

			Inobu’s lips pressed together, barely concealing his irritation. “As I said, we do not need to make plans for several weeks yet. Commander Yukitori–”

			Hotaru snapped her fan shut in warning. “If the commander is ready to begin preparations, wouldn’t the clan benefit by having more time to ready our forces?” she pressed.

			The advisors shifted uncomfortably.

			Inobu drew himself up, readying to strike with a polite but firm rebuke, when footsteps rushed down the hallway and the sliding door opened with a sudden snap.

			“My lady!” A soldier entered and bowed deeply. He was ostensibly addressing Hotaru, but his deference was directed toward the commander.

			“What is the meaning of this interruption?” Yukitori demanded.

			“I bear grave tidings.” His head still low, the soldier approached and handed several folded papers to the commander before retreating to his original place. “One of the Mantis Clan fleets has overtaken the Keep of White Sails,” he explained, while Yukitori paged through the letters one after another.

			It was as though an earthquake had rocked the chamber. The advisors stared at the messenger in silence as they processed the news. Everyone assembled there was used to the frequent border skirmishes with their western neighbors the Lion Clan. They were ready to respond to an assault against one of the villages bordering the Osari Plains or even the castle-city of Toshi Ranbo itself. But for their coast to be under assault this way, and by a mere minor family of traders and smugglers…

			“The Keep of White Sails… Lord Sasaki Okimoto commands the garrison there and oversees the signal fire pavilion, yes?” Hotaru asked. If she recalled her tutoring correctly, the Sasaki vassal family was sworn to her father. Their founder was a simple fisher who had rescued one of Hotaru’s ancestors from a terrible storm at sea. As thanks, the fisherman had been elevated to the rank of samurai and granted the title to the Flying Fish Isles, an archipelago off the eastern coast of Oyomesan Province.

			“That is correct, my lady,” said Inobu. “But to think that a minor clan would be so brazen as to directly provoke us…”

			“They are foolish, or delusional, or both,” Motoyashi declared.

			Yukitori finished the reports and handed them to Asano to read next. “It would be easy to push the Mantis from the keep in summer. Winter is another matter. We can assemble contingents of Doji troops, but… We might send word to the Daidoji to prepare reinforcements, both in terms of soldiers and ships. We’ll need more than just your small fleet docked at Peaceful Village, commodore.”

			Motoyashi nodded gravely.

			“Captain, run and get us maps of this region, will you?”

			“Of course.” Asano saluted Yukitori with a clenched fist and then departed the chamber.

			Inobu rubbed his chin. “Hmm… Our greatest obstacle is not one of logistics, but of legality. Even if we are reclaiming a castle that is rightfully ours, we risk escalation. We cannot commit more than a scant number of troops against the Mantis Clan, lest we be seen as the aggressor. The emperor has extended his personal protection to all of the minor clans, the Mantis included.”

			Hotaru did not want to imagine the choices her father might be forced to make if the emperor’s legions had to be turned against those of his own clan.

			Koji finally spoke, his voice heavy with sorrow. “The laws of mortals are one consideration. The strictures of Heaven are another. War means death, and death is an affront to the kami. There is already enough suffering to be endured by samurai and commoner alike.”

			Koji was right, but that didn’t mean he would be heard. The Asahina were pacifists in a clan in which half of the great families were devoted to the martial arts. How many times had he been overridden in this chamber? And how many more times would he be forced to watch the Crane march to battle?

			“We all want peace, but if we don’t deal with this swiftly, our enemies will think they have a chance,” Yukitori warned. “Sometimes, we must fight to maintain the peace.”

			“And sometimes wars can be won with words alone,” Inobu countered. “Let us send a delegation first.”

			“That may or may not work, depending on the Mantis’s leader. Do we know who led the attack?”

			The foot soldier answered, “According to the local fisherfolk, the flagship’s banners were painted black with white lightning strikes.”

			“That could be the Inazuma. Captain Gendo commands that vessel,” Motoyashi suggested.

			“What do we know of him?”

			“Not much. We can ask around our captains–”

			“I have heard of him before,” Hotaru ventured. Everyone turned. This time, their looks of surprise were tinged with curiosity.

			She took a deep breath and drew herself up straighter. It might have been luck – or fate – that she knew the name. This was her chance to prove her usefulness. “When I was still a student, Uncle – I mean, Kakita Toshimoko – and I traveled to Gotei City on the Islands of Silk and Spice. We met some of the sailors from Captain Gendo’s crew. They were bold, even for the Mantis, and they’d just returned from a successful raid against some Pavarron pirates. They shouldn’t be discounted as warriors.”

			This was not the place for her to admit that she and her uncle had direct knowledge of their fighting from getting into a bout with some of the Inazuma’s sailors after an outrageously lucky roll in a game of Fortunes and Winds, so she left that particular detail out.

			“Hmm. I see,” Inobu said, still stroking his chin.

			Asano returned with the maps, and they hurriedly spread them out before them.

			“Still, how many ships – and sailors – would they have sent to take the keep and hold it?” Yukitori asked, pointing to the main island.

			“That all depends on the conditions during the battle,” Motoyashi admitted. “Was it a night raid, an attack under the cover of fog, or an assault in broad daylight?”

			“’Twas an unnatural fog that rolled in with the dusk,” the foot soldier reported. “We still don’t know how many ships have docked in the Bay of White Sails.”

			Motoyashi swore. “Lady Doji,” he said, fixing his gaze on Hotaru. “What can you tell us about their raid against the privateers?”

			Now her usefulness would be determined. “Well… this was likely a boast on their part, but they claimed to have slaughtered everyone aboard without losing a single sailor.”

			“And now they have a walled keep with which to defend themselves,” Asano pointed out. “Do we have any idea how many soldiers remain on the island as captives? And do we suspect they treated the Crane as brutally as they did the foreign sailors?”

			“There have been no requests for ransom yet, but I can’t see the Mantis leaving that money on the table, so to speak,” Motoyashi said. “Even if they are bloodthirsty.”

			Yukitori butted in. “Then bring the Asahina shugenja to defend our troops.”

			Koji’s face drained of color, but he seemed ready to send the request to his brother, the Asahina daimyō, regardless.

			“Again, I say we must consider levying the Daidoji reserves from the surrounding provinces. Overwhelm the Mantis in a decisive assault.”

			“For an island raid? No, a few of the navy’s best ships should suffice,” Motoyashi countered.

			“Perhaps we can make do with even fewer. Let them try to pit one of their warriors against a kenshinzen,” Asano suggested. “Decide the matter in a duel to the death, and spare the forces of both sides.” The kenshinzen were the most elite Kakita duelists in the land – and sometime assassins who wore a mantle of courtly etiquette to murder their victims in public. Uncle Toshimoko was probably the most legendary kenshinzen alive. Would they send him? More importantly, would he agree to do it? No one could order the Grey Crane around… or tell him to stay behind when he didn’t want to.

			“But if the Mantis live up to their infamous reputation, and they refuse to accept the outcome of the duel – or if the Daidoji ships or armies cannot retake the island–” Yukitori raised her voice “–we will look even weaker! We must get the champion’s counsel.”

			Hotaru’s heart thundered in her chest. How much longer would she be forced to defer to her father’s counsel? Months? Years? “No!” She stood abruptly. She couldn’t sit by and watch them bicker this way, or let this chance pass her by. She fought to steady her voice. “Lord Doji appointed me to serve as acting lord of this palace and this family. In the absence of the champion, and with no time to convene the council, only I can bring this matter to the lords of the Kakita, Daidoji, and Asahina.”

			Motoyashi looked as though he were about to challenge Hotaru, but he bit back his words. Yukitori didn’t conceal the incredulous look on her face. Hotaru couldn’t blame her. Yukitori had decades of experience as a commander, whereas Hotaru had only just graduated from the Kakita Dueling Academy – without earning the prestigious title of Topaz Champion, as her father had done, and his mother had done before him.

			Yes, no doubt that was why her father had left her behind, and why the advisors of Kyūden Doji dismissed her authority.

			But Hotaru was also sure that she couldn’t let them make these decisions without her. They would only have more reason to ignore her in the future, and if anything went wrong, her father would have all the more reason to doubt her abilities – and her status as heir.

			She needed to prove herself now, or she would forever be consigned to being left behind and having nothing of credit to her name. “It will take too long for us to hear back from my father, and we’ve no time to lose. Even if Lord Koji beseeches the air kami immediately, it will still take time for the swiftest of winds to carry the message all the way to Morning Glory Castle. We must decide now.”

			The advisors waited, and she quickly formulated a plan. “As my lords have pointed out, we should first seek a diplomatic solution. The Mantis have long been our friends. But in the case that a peace proves impossible…” she swallowed. “Then we must be ready.”

			Inobu was right. They could not employ direct military force against a minor clan without breaking Imperial law, even if that minor clan had been the aggressor. Worse, tensions could escalate, and a dispute involving a single castle could turn into several, or even draw their entire fleet into conflict. The Mantis Clan relied on the Crane Clan’s rice to feed their people, and in exchange, they traded raw silk, spices, and exotic woods that could be fashioned into works of art sought after across the empire. It was pointless for the clans to waste their resources fighting, especially when the Crane had the Lion to worry about as well.

			“Lord Inobu, request that Captain Gendo receive a delegation from us immediately. Commander, send word to General Daidoji Uji. Tell him to marshal his forces and begin preparations for a siege. Commodore, relay my orders to Admiral Hoshitoki to form a blockade around the island. Permit nothing in, nothing out. Tell them to capture or shoot down any messenger pigeons, if need be. We cannot allow the Mantis to anchor any more of their fleet in the bay.”

			For a moment, nobody moved or spoke. The acting lord of Kyūden Doji had just called a muster of troops in the dead of winter. There was frostbite to contend with, and considerable risk of troops getting snowbound in a blizzard or ships getting sunk in rough seas. But now that responsibility rested on her shoulders, not theirs.

			“It will be done, my lady.” Inobu bowed.

			Already their scribes were transcribing her orders into official letters. One by one, she sealed them with her personal chop.

			She handed them to the advisors, who would dispatch them to couriers who would deliver them as swiftly as their horses could carry them. For all their hurrying, the armies could only assemble so quickly, and if the weather did not cooperate, despite the prayers and entreaties of Koji and his fellow shugenja…

			Any course she chose was a risk. But if she waited to hear from her father to ensure she was making the right decisions, the Mantis would have even more time to solidify their defenses. Any failure would come down on her head, now.

		

	
		
			Chapter two

			Six days passed. Togi, the messenger Inobu had dispatched to request an audience with the Mantis Clan captain, had not returned. No one was surprised when the seventh day brought the news they had all feared.

			Hotaru awoke before dawn to her handservant informing her that Inobu had requested an audience. She changed out of her sleeping clothes into a white and blue coat and navy-blue hakama whose pleats were embroidered with plum blossoms. She pulled her white hair up into the simple ponytail she’d worn in her days at the Kakita Dueling Academy. It hadn’t even been a year since she’d graduated, but it also felt like a lifetime ago.

			In some respects, she’d been a different person then. She had still been known by her childhood name and was training to win her school’s dueling tournament, which attracted contestants from across the Empire. Her father had privately told her how much he was looking forward to seeing her compete, how proud her mother would have been. That was before Hotaru had left for the front lines to win glory on a battlefield in addition to in the dueling ring. She’d returned home with neither.

			But the messenger they had sent to arrange the delegation hadn’t returned home at all.

			Through the partly shuttered windows overlooking the sea, the horizon began to lighten with the first rays of Lady Sun. The faces of the advisors remained dark when they arrived. Inobu, Koji, Motoyashi, and Yukitori had exchanged their fanciful court robes for simpler garb. The palace servants quickly poured green tea alongside a simple breakfast of white rice, but no one ate.

			“My lady, we have received the Mantis’s response,” Inobu said sadly, pushing a chest in front of her.

			A metallic bite hung in the air. Hotaru didn’t need to open the box to know that it contained Togi’s head.

			“You were right to call a muster, milady,” Yukitori added.

			Hotaru inclined her head. “I wish I had not been.” Perhaps she shouldn’t have tried to treat with Captain Gendo at all. It was right to try to resolve matters peaceably, but the failure meant one more death weighing on her shoulders.

			Surely not everything had failed already. “Commodore Motoyashi – the blockade? Does it still hold?”

			“Yes, my lady. Admiral Hoshitoki has the islands completely surrounded.”

			She didn’t doubt that to be true, but it was a poorly kept secret that the Mantis Clan had some of the best smugglers among their crew. With the right ship, rowers, and weather, no blockade was truly impenetrable.

			“Commander Yukitori, what of the infantry preparations?”

			“The garrison of Kazenmuketsu Province stands ready. Reserve forces from Oyomesan and Gyōsha provinces are marshaling at Cold Wind City to set sail at your command. They will be ready within the week.”

			In a week, then, they could attempt a full-blown siege.

			Inobu cleared his throat. “We have since received word back from our champion, as well.” He motioned for Koji to speak.

			The shugenja bowed deeply. “The champion said that he is prepared to beg the emperor’s permission to leave the court and return to Kyūden Doji should Lady Hotaru’s plan fail.”

			For the Emerald Champion to ask to forsake his Imperial duties was unthinkable, even if it was meant as reassurance.

			The fan trembled in her fingers. She couldn’t let her father down. She couldn’t let their clan down. She met the eyes of Inobu. “Is it possible that the Mantis would receive the heir to the Crane Clan if they refused a delegation of lower status?”

			“My lady, it is far too dangerous to risk sending you as well!”

			Hotaru couldn’t let herself sound desperate as she asked, “Other than that, what diplomatic options do we have left?” She’d be to blame for more deaths by the time a siege was over.

			“Our most influential diplomats are away at the Imperial Winter Court, unfortunately, and it will take more time to reach out to our representatives on the Islands of Silk and Spice, but if they were to request an audience with Lord Yoritomo himself…” Inobu suggested.

			The Crane were a Great Clan. They did not beg the lords of minor clans to call back their raiding parties from Crane Clan territories. For the Crane to demand a withdrawal would require them to back up their threat with action, rendering the time wasted.

			Yet, did the Imperial law forbid the Great Clans from attacking a group of renegade pirates who illegally seized a keep and committed such vicious acts as beheading messengers? It was an argument that the best Crane magistrates could make in the courts across Rokugan – and probably win. The Mantis could save face by agreeing that Captain Gendo had acted independently. The only casualty would be the Crane’s relationship with the Mantis – and all the commerce that went with it.

			“Then we have no choice but to strike decisively.” She laid out the possible legal argument to Inobu, who quickly began running the theory through potential challenges and merits. Koji was silent, but his objection to the violence was clear.

			Even if she did retake the castle, her father would be disappointed that she’d been forced to deploy their troops. Every Crane Clan casualty was a soldier they couldn’t deploy to the Lion-Crane border. Every favor called in by the clan’s diplomats was one fewer to call in against the Lion. Each a strike against her reputation and her legacy.

			Hotaru almost didn’t notice the sailor arrive and whisper something in Motoyashi’s ear. Though the commodore didn’t so much as flinch, the messenger assuredly had brought ill tidings.

			“Beg pardon, my lady,” Motoyashi apologized. “I have just received urgent news. One of the admiral’s ships captured an Imperial vessel before it could reach the isles.”

			Her heart nearly stopped. Yes, she’d ordered a blockade, but to forbid an Imperial vessel…

			Permit nothing in, nothing out. She should have been more specific. She couldn’t afford any mistakes, much less a scandal.

			“One of its passengers claims to be an emissary of the emperor.”

			Suddenly, the room was too warm, and the floor beneath her swayed. She’d known that her father would brief the emperor on the situation, but so far this was still a local matter to be settled between the Crane and Mantis alone. Involving the emperor made the Crane look weak, as though they were incapable of resolving their own disputes.

			This was not her father’s doing, then. But whose?

			“Bring the emissary to the great hall immediately. I will receive them in court.”

			Her advisors practically leapt to their feet, emptying the room in rapid succession to make all the necessary preparations. Doji Inobu lingered behind for a moment before approaching Hotaru with a deep bow. He wanted something.

			“My lady, should you see fit, it would be my honor and privilege to negotiate with the emissary on behalf of the Crane Clan.” Of course it would be. It would also undercut any authority she’d won from her advisors.

			“The Crane Clan appreciates your offer of service, Lord Inobu,” Hotaru answered, keeping a level tone. It would be impolite not to acknowledge his dutifulness. His eyes brightened. “You have always been considered a loyal servant of my father.”

			He bowed, more deeply this time.

			She rose and was about to cross the threshold into the hallway when she added, “Yet it must be me to receive the emissary. I shall see you in court in a few moments.” She didn’t slam the sliding door behind her, but Inobu winced as though she had.

			Hopefully, she had quashed any notion he might have had to interject “on her behalf” during the reception. Now it was all up to her. She had to do this on her own.

			The first task before her was to avoid being branded a traitor to the Empire.

			“Presenting Her Excellency, the Lady Bayushi Kachiko, wife to the Scorpion Clan Champion and emissary on behalf of His Imperial Majesty Hantei the Thirty-Eighth,” proclaimed the herald.

			One of the vipers her father had warned her about had appeared at their very door.

			All eyes were on Kachiko, but her stare was fixed on Hotaru. The sheer black lace that outlined the newcomer’s cheekbones and brows was a mere suggestion of the traditional mask worn by all Scorpion Clan samurai. Four sharp, golden hair pins fanned out on each side of her oiled black hair. The morning light shimmered up and down the silhouette of her long, black and red silk kimono as she gracefully bowed to Hotaru. Her masked Scorpion Clan bodyguard bowed in tandem, like her shadow.

			Hotaru’s chest tightened, as though she were about to step down into the dueling ring. For a moment, she thought she saw a mischievous smirk play across the woman’s lips.

			Many a samurai in this court had whispered of Kachiko’s treachery, including Hotaru’s own uncle. Kachiko was called the most beautiful woman of the age. Samurai had dueled each other to the death to try to win her hand in marriage, it was said, and others had bankrupted themselves to earn her favor. Where she trod, she left ruined reputations and lives in her wake.

			Her coming could be nothing but an ill omen.

			“I thank you for your most gracious welcome, Lady Doji,” she said, motioning with her opulent fan to the fully convened court, where samurai from all seven Great Clans, as well as a few minor ones, had gathered to see what Hotaru would do. “I sincerely appreciate the unexpected hospitality of the Crane.”

			The word sincerely cut like a knife. Hotaru relaxed her mouth and brows to maintain an impassive expression. She’d had only a few flights of stairs to compose an excuse that would save face for her clan and stand up in legal proceedings. Diverting an Imperial emissary on the emperor’s business could, at its very worst, be considered treason. That the emissary was also a Scorpion made her even more dangerous, but Hotaru could not show even the slightest hint of fear.

			She bowed low before resting her hands on her thighs, fan clutched in her right hand, as though she were the true lord of Kyūden Doji. Perhaps it was even convincing. “On behalf of the Crane Clan, allow me to extend my deepest apologies for any inconvenience, Lady Bayushi. However, your ship was entering dangerous waters, and we could not risk any harm befalling you during your voyage. We are sworn to protect the emperor’s servants, after all.”

			The court shifted, murmuring, waiting to see if Kachiko would accept that interpretation of events. Should she testify against the Crane in the Imperial capital, who could oppose her? Her husband was famously the emperor’s best friend, and he held considerable sway. Yet Hotaru’s uncle Kakita Yoshi was the Imperial chancellor, and the Imperial advisor was Kakita Ryoku. Both of them owed allegiance to the Crane Clan Champion in addition to the emperor.

			Hotaru spared a quick glance to Doji Inobu. He waited, watching to see if Hotaru would change her mind and defer to someone more experienced in dealing with Scorpion courtiers.

			Finally, Kachiko replied, “Your clan’s loyalty and service to the emperor is commendable, Lady Doji.” Something twinkled in her eyes. “But may I ask, are the Flying Fish Isles indeed still under the protection of the Crane Clan?”

			Her brazen insult was delicately wrapped in an innocuous question. If the emperor – or his emissary – publicly acknowledged that the Mantis now occupied the castle, his word was law, and the Crane’s claims to the archipelago would dissolve, no matter how many centuries they’d stewarded them.

			Hotaru could not allow that to happen. Without an unassailable response to solidify her clan’s claim, she had to turn the questioning around. “What business is so pressing that you risk sailing through waters where there have been sightings of the Inazuma, a ship known for its brutal and bloody crew?” If Kachiko acknowledged the threat the Mantis posed, it would justify the Crane captain’s actions and defend the Crane’s claims to the islands.

			“As fate would have it, my husband had delegated some matters to me that required me to stay in the capital for a few more weeks before joining His Imperial Majesty at the Winter Court,” Kachiko answered, evading the question and the obvious trap. “Yet it seems my delay proved fortuitous.”

			Fortuitous was one word for it. Was it really her duties that had made her stay behind, or was this part of some scheme? The samurai of the Doji family knew how easy it was to conceal a half-truth in a single word, allowing the speaker to appear sincere in saying one thing while not precluding another meaning. “Some matters” could be interpreted in a thousand ways, all of which allowed Kachiko to ostensibly tell the truth.

			Kachiko continued, “The emperor regrets to hear of the misunderstanding between his servants, and His Majesty has sent me to help resolve any lingering confusion.”

			There it was. She claimed to have come to arbitrate the dispute. If true, she had the authority to award the island to one clan or the other. There was no way to confirm whether she was really on the emperor’s business, but it was also impossible to openly question an Imperial order.

			Hotaru would have to win Kachiko to her side, then, and ensure her verdict favored the Crane. Bless the captain who had brought Kachiko here. She’d have to speak with Motoyashi to ensure the captain was recognized for their bravery as well as skill.

			“It is a sign of His Imperial Majesty’s beneficence and magnanimity that he sent you, Lady Bayushi,” Hotaru played along. If Kachiko was lying – and those lies were ever brought to life – then publicly conflating the emperor’s judgment with Kachiko’s deception would only lead to a swifter and more scandalous downfall for her, as it would show how much she was willing to profit by the emperor’s authority. “Surely, if anyone can find the solution to the Mantis Clan’s confusion, it is you.”

			She could not allow Kachiko to continue on her way to the isles and work out some secret deal with the Mantis on her own. She could not hold the Scorpion woman here in the palace, but neither could Hotaru let her out of sight. The Crane’s delegation may have been brutally rejected, but denying an audience with an Imperial emissary could bring the emperor’s legions down upon the Mantis. Would they be so foolhardy?

			Only one path lay before her, but it was far too reckless to meet with her father’s approval. Yet she would be letting him down if she did nothing and let Kachiko go on her own to potentially award the island to the Mantis.

			She’d have to tread this path perfectly, without a single misstep.

			Hotaru rose and slowly descended the dais to stand before Kachiko. “As I said before, the Crane Clan will not allow any harm to come to you as long as you are in our lands or sailing upon our waters. I will see to this personally.” She knelt down on one knee.

			If Hotaru had caught Kachiko off guard, the Scorpion woman betrayed no sign, but her bodyguard shifted closer to her. “As you can see, I am already well protected, Lady Doji. I appreciate your offer, but–”

			“I insist,” Hotaru cut her off. It was a challenge.

			Moments passed, and the eyes of those assembled were trained on Hotaru like arrows, waiting for her to falter. At the edge of her vision, her advisors silently conferred. They might think her reckless or impetuous, but Hotaru had no other recourse.

			There was little Kachiko could say to deflect or deny Hotaru’s insistence. They were too close in rank, and Hotaru held the power as lord of this palace, acting or otherwise.

			“Very well,” Kachiko answered. Her bodyguard would have to carry out her wishes with steel.

			Hotaru rose to her feet as Kachiko’s bodyguard stepped forward. His black mask covered his entire face, and even the whites of his eyes seemed veiled in shadow. Something in the way he lazily shrugged his shoulders made Hotaru think he might even be amused, although she could not see his smirk.

			“However, my dear protector, Bayushi Nishiyo, has no doubt taken offense to your insinuation that he cannot properly defend me when we arrive at the Keep of White Sails,” Kachiko said. “I’m afraid that you’ll have to prove your superior technique with the sword in order to take his place at my side.”

			Hotaru had expected nothing less. She’d insulted his skills, after all. All she had to do was prove her technique’s superiority over an unknown foe with an unknown fighting style and years of additional experience. In so doing, she would prove to Uncle Toshimoko and her father that she could have won the Topaz Championship if she had been there to compete in it. That their efforts to raise her well and pass on their skills had not been wasted. That she was a capable duelist worthy of the lineage of Kakita, the first Emerald Champion. And that in the not-too-distant future, she could defend her claim to the Clan Championship in the investiture tournament and win the right to wield Shukujo, the ancestral sword of the Crane Clan.

			“I will,” Hotaru said simply. But this audience hall wasn’t the place for it. She looked to the castle’s seneschal. “Prepare the gardens for our duel.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Hotaru could not be sure that the sound of the wind sighing through the pines wasn’t the whispers of the assembled spectators. How many of them believed she would fail?

			According to the gossip, Hotaru had missed the Topaz Championship because she’d been afraid to participate. Or perhaps the head instructor, Toshimoko, had held her back. Behind her back, they suggested that the daughter of the Emerald Champion was a failure. That she had completed her gempuku, her coming-of-age ceremony, in private rather than be bested publicly by duelists from other clans.

			The truth was that she’d missed the tournament because she had been on the front lines, defending against the Lion Clan in Daidoji Uji’s army, and her route to the tournament grounds had been cut off by Lion infantry. Even though that was public knowledge, many assumed it was a polite excuse. Her reputation was damaged, possibly irrevocably. Just as her father had warned it would be when she’d insisted on fighting alongside her clan before completing her gempuku.

			If she failed now, she would only prove the rumors correct.

			She might as well offer her retirement and withdraw to a monastery, forgoing her titles as well as her family.

			At least there, she could no longer disappoint anybody except herself.

			A cold breeze swept through the gardens. Hotaru had not bothered to wear a coat. She had kept her hands in her sleeves, though, as she couldn’t afford to lose even a moment to stiff fingers.

			A page approached bearing her sword, Elegance, sheathed and draped in fine silk. The page reverently held out the sword. Gently, Hotaru unfolded the silk and raised the scabbard with both hands.

			The prized Ashidaka-forged blade had been passed down within her mother’s family for generations. It had passed to her when she completed the trials required of her by the dueling academy and took her adult name. Toshimoko, her mother’s brother, had promised she was worthy of it, as she had fought courageously on the front lines, but this was the first time she would dare to draw it. If the blade did not judge her worthy, it might refuse to be drawn.

			Hotaru ignored the assembled crowds and turned to face the two Scorpion samurai. “The defender may name the terms of the duel.”

			“My bodyguard must be swift if they are to react in time to counter any threats. Let us see your quick-draw technique. To first strike,” Kachiko suggested on behalf of her guardian.

			“To first strike,” Hotaru agreed. That didn’t preclude the possibility that either of them would draw blood, or that a tragic accident could occur. Death was always a possibility when blades were drawn. Perhaps it would be better to die than to have to retire in shame.

			The bodyguard nodded silently. Hotaru wouldn’t put it past the Scorpion Clan to cut out the tongues of some of their samurai if it would ensure they could not divulge the secrets of their clan. More likely, it was just an act, and the silence of the swordsman was meant to unsettle his opponents.

			If it was working, she would not show it.

			The Scorpion woman moved aside, a confident smile spreading on her face as she fanned herself idly.

			The herald announced, “Bayushi Nishiyo has accepted the challenge by Doji Hotaru for the right to serve as bodyguard to the Imperial emissary Bayushi Kachiko during her time in Crane lands. The winner of this iaijutsu duel shall be the first to land a blow, as determined by all those gathered here as witnesses.”

			Hotaru stepped into the ring with her opponent and bowed, partially in apology for the insult she’d previously leveled at him, and partially in respect for the fighting spirit he would bring to this duel. It was not his fault that she needed to take his place.

			Hotaru took a deep breath, crouched, and grasped her scabbard with her left hand. She kept her sword sheathed as she lowered her right hand on the grip.

			The iaijutsu technique of the Kakita was designed for drawing and striking in a swift single motion. Timing was everything. Yet the Bayushi school of swordsmanship was known for speed as well. Like the strike of a scorpion, the duel would be over in the blink of an eye.

			Nishiyo mirrored her, readying his scabbard for a fast draw.

			Whose technique would prove the swifter?

			Her opponent took a step forward, inviting Hotaru to answer him by stepping back.

			She didn’t move.

			He came closer, one step at a time, inviting her to seize the chance to strike first. But she couldn’t know how fast his reflexes were, and whether he could outmaneuver her if she drew first.

			His mask was blank, yet it likely hid his smile. If he’d heard the rumors, too, no doubt he thought this would be easy. How many other bodyguards had he bested in Kachiko’s service? One did not rise to become protector of an emissary without proving oneself, and Hotaru was still unproven in the eyes of the Empire.

			What else was Nishiyo hiding? What was his secret to rising so high among the ranks?

			Hotaru’s eyes darted to his scabbard. It was slightly longer than was typical. Possibly the length of his sword was extended to match his height, and she would have to compensate for its length when they finally met in combat.

			Unless that was what he wanted her to think. She couldn’t know the sword’s true length until it actually came free, and by then it would be too late. If it was shorter than she was accounting for, it would be a faster draw, and he’d beat her to first strike.

			They were within range of each other, now. She could not let him see in her eyes that she suspected. If she blinked, she could miss the moment Nishiyo began to draw.

			The wind rose, the pines swayed, and wisps of snow swirled around Nishiyo’s feet. The breeze swept over her scabbard, her grip – threatening her balance.

			That’s when it came. Nishiyo darted forward and his scabbard opened to reveal the razor edge concealed inside.

			She drew, slashing upward and reeling back as fast as she could to dodge his incoming blow, but too late.

			There was a whoosh of cold air at the tip of her shoulder as the fabric of her robe parted like grass. She caught a cry in her throat before it could come free.

			Heart pounding, she checked the tear to see if the Scorpion’s sword had struck true. A properly whetted sword was so sharp that you might not feel the cut until you noticed it bleeding.

			But whether he’d drawn blood wouldn’t matter if she’d missed her target.

			Behind her, something cracked, and clattered to the floor.

			The crowd gasped.

			Hotaru turned to see the Scorpion’s mask on the ground, split in two. The handsome face of the Scorpion bodyguard was laid bare, a line of red crossing his nose.

			They were nearly matched for speed, but Hotaru’s blow had struck truer.

			Nishiyo looked helplessly at the emissary, but he didn’t bother to apologize. It would have been futile.

			Kachiko’s furious gaze met Hotaru’s, and Hotaru’s racing heart skipped a beat.

			The herald beamed. “Doji Hotaru has landed a deeper cut and more lethal strike! She is the victor!”

			The court buzzed with surprise and speculation. She’d won – they’d all witnessed it. The flames of gossip would lose their fuel.

			She’d also disrupted Kachiko’s plans. There was no telling what kind of revenge the Scorpion would try to exact. Hotaru would need to be on guard not just for the Mantis as they departed for the Keep of White Sails together. Their path would offer many more chances to stumble.

			As various courtiers came to congratulate Hotaru, the Scorpion swordsman withdrew from the court chambers in disgrace, no longer having any purpose in staying. His fate wasn’t enviable.

			Now, it was up to her to avoid a similar fate, or worse.

			Hotaru approached Kachiko once more, taking a knee again and offering up her blade to the woman. Kachiko’s dark eyes were unreadable as they looked over her fan and down at Hotaru. This close to the woman, Hotaru caught notes of sandalwood and jasmine.

			“On my honor as a samurai of the Crane Clan and by this sword, I swear to stay by your side, serve as your champion, protect you from harm, and give my life for yours if called upon to do so.”

			As Hotaru proclaimed her oath publicly, she placed her life in the hands of the very last woman she should trust.

			What have I done?

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			After enduring Nishiyo’s humiliating public defeat, Kachiko had insisted that they be on their way to the island that same day. As Kachiko’s new bodyguard, Hotaru had ceded her ability to host or command the emissary, and so her attendants packed her a bare-bones chest of clothes and effects that would have to serve her for an indeterminate length of time.

			In her role as bodyguard, Hotaru couldn’t be parted from her charge even to receive Commander Yukitori. She handed a servant hastily written instructions. Wait for my signal. Do not move against the Mantis until I give the order.

			Now that diplomacy was once again an option, she could only allow the Crane to be drawn into a war with their island neighbors as a last resort.

			Kachiko needn’t stay a moment longer. She had done as custom required and presented herself to the palace’s lord, and now that their meeting was over, she had no reason to remain. Her haste in leaving would sting the pride of the poets and performers eager to showcase their arts for an emissary of the emperor were Kachiko not so infamous and feared.

			“Please send a message to my brother: tell him to do his best,” Hotaru told her handservant Rie before departing from the inner keep gate for what could be the last time. It seemed like only yesterday she was traveling with Kuwanan to his new home in Lion lands. There, he was a student – and a hostage – of her clan’s greatest rival as part of the peace negotiations meant to settle the tensions along the Lion-Crane border. If she met with the same fate as her messenger to the Keep of White Sails, her final words to her brother should be words of encouragement, as he would be the next to suffer the weight of responsibility as heir.

			The wind picked up as they departed the palace. On the horizon gathered clouds dark and gray and laden with snow. Hotaru took her place across from Kachiko in the traveling cart, and when all their luggage had been packed on the nearby wagon, they set forth on the road to the castle town.

			The Scorpion woman’s stony silence was a wall between them. Hotaru would have to slowly dismantle that wall to have any hope of winning the emissary to her clan’s side, starting with cordiality.

			“It looks as though we will be met with snow before we depart for the isles, Your Excellency.”

			Kachiko remained silent.

			“I’ll miss the way the Fantastic Gardens of the Doji look when blanketed in snow, but I hear the Flying Fish Isles have their own beauty in winter. Has Your Excellency ever visited before?”

			Kachiko still gave no response. Perhaps she needed a little more provocation. As impolitely as she dared, Hotaru said,

			“The emperor must have a great deal of faith in you to have sent you on your own to mediate a peace at the Keep of White Sails.”

			It worked. The Scorpion woman spared her a glance. “Indeed, the emperor himself tasked me with this important mission; meanwhile, I am now protected by a duelist who did not compete in her academy’s own tournament.”

			Of course Kachiko would have known her shame. But at least now she could reply, “A duelist who did not compete in her academy’s own tournament, but who proved superior to your previous guardian.”

			Hotaru and Kachiko braced themselves as the cart rumbled over several bumps in a row.

			“I did not expect to find you at your family’s palace,” Kachiko said, changing course. “I thought that the Crane Clan heir would certainly be accompanying her father, the Emerald Champion, at Winter Court.”

			“It’s true that I would rather be at the Winter Court,” Hotaru admitted. “But it seems that fortune smiled upon us, and I was able to be here when I was needed.”

			Kachiko fanned herself indignantly. “I can assure you that I will not need you as an escort to the Keep of White Sails. The Mantis samurai will welcome me, and Imperial guards will see to my safety while negotiations are conducted.”

			Negotiations that had almost cut out the Crane Clan entirely, Hotaru noted. “You may be glad to have me by your side, after all,” she said. “We presume that those of Lord Okimoto’s retinue who did not die in the initial fighting were taken captive, and the Mantis beheaded the messenger we sent as well. We cannot expect them to play by the rules.”

			“And do you expect me to play by the rules?” She offered an upraised eyebrow.

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Good,” came Kachiko’s reply. “Play the game, then. I look forward to seeing what kind of opponent you are.” She offered a playful smile. “If you can even keep up.”

			•••

			Hotaru followed Kachiko onto the docked vessel, leaving the security of Crane lands behind. The contingent of Imperial guards awaiting Kachiko’s return did not so much as remark on Hotaru’s presence, but she was sure they were judging her nonetheless: too young, too delicate, too naïve. In theory, these guards were samurai belonging to the Imperial families – cadet branches of the Hantei line that had forsaken their claim to the Emerald Throne, as well as other lines that had sworn direct fealty to the first emperor. In reality, at least some of these guards were Scorpion spies, handpicked for this assignment by Kachiko.

			No wonder Kachiko felt safe regardless of Hotaru’s presence.

			Yet they were polite enough. One of the sailors promised to bring her belongings to the bodyguard’s quarters, which had already been cleared of Nishiyo’s effects. Hotaru thanked the sailor and caught up with Kachiko in the passenger cabin at the stern of the main deck.

			In the cabin, Kachiko politely asked a young woman to draw the blinds closed. Hotaru almost asked whether Kachiko wanted to miss the view of Kyūden Doji perched atop the white cliffs as they sailed out to sea, but surely the emissary knew what she was missing. Hotaru pushed aside the blinds to peer at the palace one last time. The feeling in her belly wasn’t the thrill of adventure she’d known by Toshimoko’s side, but it was too late to turn back now.

			The light grew wan within the chamber, and Kachiko settled herself on a cushion beside a small writing desk. The young woman, who must have been Kachiko’s handservant, brought her a collection of letters. Kachiko thanked the woman before she set about reading in silence, pointedly ignoring Hotaru’s presence.

			Hotaru settled into a cross-legged position to meditate. After she had failed horribly to learn inner stillness from her teachers at the academy, Toturi had taught her that meditation was not about shutting out the world, but about clearing the mind enough to truly let the world in. That, at least, Hotaru could do. As bodyguard, her principal duty was to remain alert for any threats, even while surrounded by other guards. Perhaps especially while surrounded by other guards. And when guarding a Scorpion.

			The crew bustled on the main deck, shouting commands and adjusting the sails with the wind. It would be a full day’s sail to the Flying Fish Isles if the wind was with them, and more if not. Commodore Motoyashi had sent word to the admiral – this time, the blockade would be sure to let the Imperial vessel through.

			The next morning, the skies were clear and sunny. One side of the Keep of White Sails hung over sheer cliffs. The tip of the promontory was covered in frozen grass, and the pale cliff was marred by a single juniper tree that defied the relentless sea winds. It was a sight fit for a painting, but there was no time to truly appreciate it.

			The wind was bitterly cold as they lowered themselves into the longboat. Across the bay, one- and two-masted ships crowded the meager number of berths, so the Imperial ship had been forced to drop its anchor offshore.

			They were already within range of the Mantis’s archers, but the gold and emerald Imperial standard flown on the ship’s mast had granted them safe passage so far, as Kachiko had promised it would. Either the Mantis still respected the emperor’s authority, or Kachiko had arranged things beforehand.

			Hotaru stayed low to keep her balance, but she turned back to the ship to offer her hand to help Kachiko, whose kimono perilously restricted her movement. The Scorpion woman’s hand was delicate and smooth, not roughened by years of sword practice like Hotaru’s. Kachiko was the very picture of a courtly noblewoman – graceful and restrained and impossibly beautiful – while Hotaru was tall for a woman with a lean warrior’s build. They were almost perfect opposites.

			Hotaru reached her other hand around to steady Kachiko by the shoulder as she took her seat. This close, she caught Kachiko’s scent of sandalwood and jasmine again, mixed with the salt of the sea air.

			“Thank you,” Kachiko offered unexpectedly as she released Hotaru’s hand. Just yesterday, Kachiko had proudly declared that she would not need Hotaru’s help.

			“It is nothing,” Hotaru replied. It was only her duty. She took the customary place of the bodyguard behind the lady. The cold wind had burned her cheeks to red.

			A handful of other Imperial guards boarded the longboat after them, and their belongings followed suit. Waves lapped against the sides of the boat, and the spray of the sea felt like ice. Dark clouds still threatened on the horizon, promising to fulfill Koji’s prediction. She shivered.

			Though it seemed to take an eternity, eventually the sailors rowed them to the end of a wharf, where they were met by a dozen sailors dressed in heavy teal coats with red caps and belts – the bright colors of the Mantis Clan. They looked too jovial to be a real threat, but as the passengers disembarked, Hotaru braced herself for trouble.

			The leader’s unmistakable long red hair was pulled back in a messy bun. “We’ve been expecting you, m’lady Bayushi.”

			Hotaru’s stomach plummeted. Expecting the emissary was different than welcoming her, but it explained their ease of passage in the bay.

			Kachiko offered the slightest of smiles. “First Mate Seiyu, I presume?”

			No wonder the first mate looked familiar. Seiyu of the Inazuma, reputed to be descended from a banyan tree spirit, was the sailor with whom Hotaru and Toshimoko had played Fortunes and Winds many years ago at Gotei City. The crew had called Seiyu their keel – the first mate kept the rest of them steady and shouldered the ship’s heaviest burdens.

			“Aye,” Seiyu grinned, their smooth face dotted in freckles. “It’s good to finally meet you,” they said, exchanging bows with Kachiko. Their expression dropped as they spied Hotaru.

			“But expecting that one, we weren’t.” Seiyu motioned to Hotaru with a jerk of their head. One of the other sailors in Seiyu’s entourage, a large man with a full beard and a bald head, spit out a wad of chewing leaf.

			She’d be happy to teach him a lesson in etiquette with the back of her blade, but as long as she served Kachiko, she’d have to endure this and many more incivilities.

			“Come, Lady Doji,” Kachiko commanded her. Hotaru bit back a curse and humbled herself by obeying.

			“This is my bodyguard,” Kachiko explained. The assembled Mantis glared at Hotaru as she passed them by. “And your name?” the emissary asked, approaching the one who’d spat.

			The large sailor sprang to attention. “They call me Big Fish – but you can call me handsome.”

			“Very well, Big Fish,” Kachiko said, ignoring his sophomoric flirtation. “Won’t you be a dear and help me fetch my things? You’ll be sure our belongings are transported carefully, won’t you?”

			She pointed her fan toward several large chests.

			“I, well…” he stammered.

			“Go on – help the mistress,” Seiyu insisted, and waved him off.

			“Feh,” Big Fish grunted. He shot Hotaru another dirty look before turning to his task, which Hotaru returned with a smile.

			Kachiko could have ignored the sailor who’d spat in Hotaru’s direction, but instead she’d exacted a small revenge. Perhaps she had heeded Hotaru’s warning, after all, and did not want to alienate her Crane protector. “Thank you,” Hotaru murmured.

			“It is nothing,” Kachiko replied.

			As the rest of the Imperial guards made to disembark, Seiyu stopped them. “Sorry, sirs. We’ll protect the emissary from here.” The joviality of Seiyu’s crew had turned to scornful glee. “This is the part when you turn around and go back to yer ship, aye?”

			Kachiko betrayed no surprise, and for the second time in as many days, Hotaru wished she had not been right. The Mantis were overstepping to deprive Kachiko of her full complement of guards.

			But the Mantis already outnumbered their party, and many more Mantis sailors were within shouting distance. No doubt Kachiko had made the same calculation. The emissary put up a hand to signal the Imperial guards to back down. “I will speak to the captain about this,” she told them. “For now, please do as the first mate says. Wait for us on the ship.”

			The guards nodded obediently and prepared to return in the longboat.

			As Kachiko and her bodyguard navigated the icy planks of the quay, Hotaru counted the Mantis ships docked in the bay. The Crane Clan navy would be hard pressed to assault the harbor directly. The keep and its towers were perfectly situated to rain down flaming arrows and equally deadly rocks from above if any ships attempted to dock without permission. The Mantis must have taken the Sasaki family samurai by surprise. It would have been impossible for the Sasaki to defend the harbor from invading ships if they couldn’t see their enemy due to a fog, natural or otherwise.

			Although Kachiko and Hotaru had set foot on solid ground again, to Hotaru, their standing felt more threatened than ever.

			Ice gathered in corners and filled in gaps in the paths, promising a treacherous climb to the promontory where the keep stood. And yet, Kachiko did not so much as protest as they trudged up the trail. At one point, Hotaru instinctively reached out to steady Kachiko when she’d seemed to lose her footing, only for Kachiko to catch herself in time.

			Gathered around braziers for warmth atop the castle walls, the other ships’ crews eyed them warily as they approached each of the outer gates. The three-story castle had been built to defend the signal fire that guided ships to the harbor and to house the soldiers charged with protecting trade vessels and conducting rescues at sea.

			Hotaru spared one last glance for the shrinking Imperial vessel. They were on their own now, fully at the mercy of the Mantis Clan. Only the Mantis’s respect for the emperor – or Lady Bayushi herself – could guarantee their safety. That, and Hotaru’s skills as a fighter.

			They passed below the main gate of the keep and were conducted indoors at last, where they could warm their hands over a brazier’s coals. Within the foyer, there were gashes and cuts in some of the wooden beams. On the floor were stains that looked too dark to have been just the natural coloring of the wood. The Sasaki samurai had struggled – and fallen.

			“Please allow us to take your swords for polishing while you wait,” offered one of the servants innocuously. In times of war, guests were forbidden from carrying any weapons – even their ceremonial wakizashi – into an official audience with a lord. But most courtiers had a small dagger for their personal protection hidden somewhere in their robes, and only the most brazen lord would have subjected an Imperial emissary to such an undignified search.

			Hotaru looked for Kachiko’s nod before relinquishing her swords and knives for the first time in her life. She’d spent her youth in Crane lands, as a welcome guest in other clans’ lands, or traveling in places disrespectable enough that Hotaru and Toshimoko could get away with holding on to their weapons. Even while in Lion lands, the strictures of courtesy had allowed her to retain her wakizashi, the sword that marked her a samurai.

			There was no telling when – or if – her blades would be returned to her.

			“This way.” One of the servants beckoned to Kachiko’s handservant. The small woman disappeared with the rest of their belongings.

			Seiyu led Hotaru and Kachiko down a hallway and to a side room. “The cap’n will call for you when he’s ready,” they added quickly, and they shut the sliding screen behind them. The sound of footsteps leaving was too soft. Some of the sailors who hadn’t been assigned porter duty had been set as their guards.

			The room was a place for castle furnishings to await their fate as well. Kimono stands, dressing tables, cabinets, and a Go table as well as other furniture and artwork had been stacked haphazardly on one side. Whatever the Mantis samurai had not been keen to keep in their new living quarters must have been brought here.

			Kachiko took a seat in the center of the room and produced a small hand mirror, which she used to secure her hair back into place. Even buffeted by the wintry sea winds, she still looked impeccable, her high cheeks and dark eyes more befitting a painting than real life.

			Hotaru was mindful not to let her gaze linger, and she looked away, but not before Kachiko noticed her. Hotaru’s blood was finally returning to her face.

			“Would you like to borrow my mirror?” Kachiko asked pleasantly.

			“There’s no need,” Hotaru assured her. The last thing a bodyguard needed to care about was appearances.

			“Indeed, you look the part of the wild warrior,” Kachiko said playfully. “All the better to strike fear into the heart of Captain Gendo.”

			Hotaru couldn’t help but smile. “I will take ‘wild warrior’ over ‘haughty heir’.”

			Kachiko chuckled at that. The emissary continued to touch up her makeup as the minutes passed them by. The longer they were made to wait, the more the captain was asserting his authority and importance over their own. Perhaps if it had been Kachiko alone, Gendo’s reception would have been swift, but with a Crane in tow, there was no telling how many hours would pass before Gendo deigned to receive them. If Hotaru was to blame for Kachiko having to endure this, then the least she could do was offer some meager entertainment.

			Hotaru gestured to the Go table stacked in the corner. “Do you play? I fear it may be some time before we are received.”

			“So do I. You might have caused something of a stir among our hosts.” Kachiko looked as though she were considering. “I do play, but I am not sure if we are on the same level.”

			Kachiko’s words left open to interpretation which of them was of higher level, but it was clear she wanted to see if Hotaru could keep up. “There is only one way to find out.”

			“Very well.” She motioned to the Go set with her fan.

			Hotaru set up the specially designed table in front of Kachiko and brought over the rest of the Go set, piece by piece. Go was a game treasured by courtier and warrior alike, as evidenced by the caliber of materials that went into the set. The two bowls were made of mulberry wood, with deep rings gracing the curves of the sides like ocean waves. Opening the lids revealed polished stones of black slate and white quartz.

			“Would you like to play Black, Lady Doji?” Kachiko offered with a delicate gesture. Black went first, which was a significant boon to a weaker opponent.

			Like most nobility, Hotaru had been taught how to play Go from a young age. She was a few years younger than Kachiko, but she didn’t need to be patronized. “I’m not afraid to let the stones decide,” Hotaru said pleasantly, dipping her fingers into the bowl to grab a handful of white stones before placing her hand back on the table.

			“If you are sure…” Kachiko glanced up from Hotaru’s hand to meet her eyes.

			It is said that the eyes can speak as much as the mouth. Kachiko’s eyes promised that she would not lose – this game, or the larger game they were both playing.

			The emissary reached into the other bowl and placed a single black stone on the board, then another. Even.

			Hotaru withdrew her hand, revealing an odd number of white stones. “You will play White, then,” Kachiko smirked. “Impress me.”

			“As you command, Your Excellency,” Hotaru replied, and set the two bowls on opposite corners.

			The kaya-wood board stretched one and a half shaku between them, a grid of nineteen by nineteen intersecting lines. The star points sparkled with inlaid mother-of-pearl. No doubt the table itself was an heirloom of the Sasaki family, a means of entertainment through long winter nights or strong summer storms.

			Her family’s vassals had to be reinstalled in this castle. The heaviness of her duty weighed her down as she and Kachiko bowed to one another. The match had begun.

			Kachiko took her time to consider her first move, and then picked up one of the black stones between her index and middle fingers. She set down her first stone with a loud clack. Her forcefulness couldn’t be taken as anything other than a challenge. It was no different than the fighting spirit of Hotaru’s classmates in the dueling academy – a confidence that some considered arrogance.

			Hotaru responded with a conservative play. There was no reason to be hasty, and she knew little about her opponent. If the Mantis delayed as long as she suspected they might, she might even be able to learn Kachiko’s true purpose here. Or, at least, she could glean more about Kachiko’s temperament firsthand, instead of relying solely on her infamous reputation. Who was the real woman behind the rumors and scandalous tales?

			They played one stone after another, white and black, white and black, marking their territory until finally a group of Hotaru’s white stones was surrounded by black on all sides but one. White had one liberty yet, which she would need to shore up or abandon.

			“Atari,” Kachiko announced as she cornered the white stone, as though Hotaru were a beginner.

			Hotaru made her next move elsewhere and let Kachiko capture the white stones. It was a small sacrifice, but it had the intended effect of emboldening the Scorpion woman.

			As the board filled with constellations of black and white stones, Kachiko seemed certain that each move she made was the right one. She didn’t make mistakes, didn’t cede territory she didn’t intend to. She was in control, forcing Hotaru to react.

			And why should she play any differently? She was the guest being received by the Mantis when Hotaru’s delegation had been refused in blood. She was the emissary sent on the emperor’s behalf to mediate peace. She was the wife of the emperor’s best friend and closest confidante. She walked in the same circles as Hotaru’s father, while Hotaru had been left behind.

			Their game echoed the larger game Kachiko had invited her to play, only in that game, the lives of Crane and Mantis samurai were at stake in the place of mere stones.

			Hotaru took a deep breath. Go could be played in contemplative silence, but that might allow the wall between them that had been lowered by an exchange of kindnesses to rise again. Hotaru needed to know what Kachiko wanted, and what measures she might take to ensure victory. And if she could convince Kachiko that they did not have to be opponents, perhaps the Scorpion could begin directing her competitive energy against the Mantis instead.

			The next black stone announced itself loudly. Kachiko had cut off one of Hotaru’s groups in an aggressive play. Hotaru accepted the loss of her stones with grace and a smile. “You really are an accomplished player.”

			There was only a moment’s hesitation before Kachiko took Hotaru’s stones off the board and placed them with the other captured white stones, but it was a hesitation, nonetheless. Perhaps it was possible that, ensconced as she was in the upper echelons of society where every word was political, Kachiko wasn’t used to receiving sincere compliments.

			Hotaru made her next move and said, “I imagine that your duties keep you quite busy, but even if you do not often get opportunities to play, it seems you are able to make the most of them to keep your skills honed.”

			“My duties keep me very busy indeed,” came Kachiko’s reply, as she set down another stone with an audible click. “It is not often that I am forced to pass the time with games of this sort.”

			“Of course,” Hotaru said amiably, and she took another turn. “Perhaps the games of court are practice enough. Is Go not unlike a conversation, with each side taking its turn until one side makes an argument the other cannot refute?”

			Kachiko let out a gentle laugh. “Did you read that line in a pillow book somewhere?”

			Hotaru blushed. “No. It was something my sister taught me.”

			“Ah, yes. That does sound like something she would say, and she’s not wrong. I dare say she’s made quite a splash in the capital,” Kachiko said, and made her own play.

			Though Hotaru and her adopted older sister were very close, it was hard not to be jealous of Shizue’s success in the highest tiers of society, or of her freedom to study as an artisan. But Hotaru had to keep talking, or Kachiko would know she’d touched a nerve, if she didn’t already. “Is this the first time you’ve been granted the title of official Imperial emissary, or do you often act on behalf of His Imperial Majesty?”

			Kachiko narrowed her eyes but didn’t look up from the board. “From time to time, the emperor relies on my husband’s assistance in official matters, and of course I am glad to help my liege in any way I can.” The emperor likely relied on Bayushi Shoju for unofficial matters, too, but the important part was that Kachiko had refrained from answering either question. Hotaru still couldn’t be sure whether Kachiko was representing the emperor’s interests only, or the Scorpion’s interests, too. Surely she would not dare to come here solely on her own behalf.

			Yet nothing about the way Kachiko was playing this game suggested that she wasn’t that bold.

			“Of course.” Hotaru couldn’t accuse Kachiko of lying. She needed to come at the question from another angle. She studied the board, looking for other angles to attack there, and found one. Kachiko had left herself open to danger, but the play would expose Hotaru as well.

			Hotaru placed her stone. Seki. Now they were at an impasse.

			Kachiko began a contest on another part of the board, but her attention was focused on Hotaru now. Their eyes met once again, each looking for an opening in the other.

			Sometimes, brutal honesty did more to disarm an opponent than the most cleverly concocted lie. “For my part, I am here to represent the Crane’s interests, but I would be lying if I said I didn’t hope to prevail, and thereby raise my standing in my father’s eyes.”

			Kachiko’s brown eyes darkened. “I am here to serve the emperor, not raise my standing,” she said, but too defensively. There it was – the lie. She had something to prove as well. Perhaps the two of them were not so opposite.

			Kachiko placed another stone with an indignant clack, an aggressive but risky play. She sat rigid in her seat, waiting for Hotaru’s counter.

			Hotaru seized her chance and placed her stone to set Kachiko’s group off-balance.

			Now they were perfectly matched. Each of them could keep capturing the other’s stone in the same fashion, locked in a cycle for eternity, but the rule of kō would not allow it. In this game, at least, Kachiko was forced to set her sights elsewhere.

			Perhaps Hotaru could convince Kachiko to take her ambitions elsewhere, too.

			The sliding door opened before Kachiko could respond, and Seiyu bowed before them both, more out of habit than actual courtesy. “The cap’n says you’re to see him now.”

			A hint of Kachiko’s irritation shone through at the Mantis’s demand, and she got up a little too hurriedly.

			“It would seem we are forced to end here,” Hotaru said, rising to join Kachiko’s side.

			As they walked, Kachiko tapped her folded fan against her lips coyly. “Before we were interrupted, I saw more captured white stones than black.”

			Kachiko was willing to claim victory early, but Hotaru wouldn’t consider the game a loss. “A lot can change in the end game,” Hotaru reminded her gently. “We have many more moves to take yet.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The Keep of White Sails stretched across the painted wall panels. Below the castle walls, a twisted and gnarled juniper tree clung to the rocky cliff face. High waves roiled beside the bluffs, and small dabs of paint evoked flocks of birds soaring above the bay. Golden rays emanated from the rising sun on the eastern horizon, but where they drew the eye sat a large, burly samurai, his legs splayed wide in the martial folding chair atop the single-step dais. A usurper.

			The first mate stepped forward to serve as herald for the mockery of a court. “Kneel before Gendo, captain of the Inazuma, lord of the Keep of White Sails, blessed of Tobiuo-hime, legendary duelist of the Whirlwind Sickle style, raider of the south sea, conqueror of the Portugans, and son of the serpent Ikuji!”

			Aside from captain, all of those titles had been self-granted, Hotaru was sure.

			Gendo himself was a large man with a strong jaw and dark beard. Beside him, where the ceremonial armor of Sasaki Okimoto should have been, hung a bright-green cuirass and helmet. Two golden prongs rose up like antennae from the crest of the helmet, each nearly a shaku long. Red and teal thread coursed through the shoulder pads to match the silken under-armor Gendo was wearing, as if his clan were already at war and he might need to don the armor at any time.

			A snide grin crawled up one side of his face as he watched Kachiko and Hotaru approach on their knees.

			“Lady Bayushi Kachiko of the Scorpion Clan, emissary of His Imperial Majesty Hantei the Thirty-Eighth,” the first mate announced, apparently educated enough to deliver a proper introduction when it counted.

			Kachiko offered the captain a shallow bow. “May I also present my bodyguard and the heir to the Crane Clan, Lady Doji Hotaru.”

			Hotaru forced herself to follow suit with perfect politeness, but behind her back, someone snickered. Another Mantis sneered, “Didn’t the Crane get the message?” Someone who sounded like Big Fish added, “They sent their heir? Are they idiots?”

			Among the Mantis, the normal courtesies afforded to one’s enemies didn’t apply, it seemed. But revealing her annoyance was below a Crane.

			“So, the Crane hides behind the Scorpion, fearing the might of the Mantis!” Gendo grinned as he leaned an elbow against his knee.

			The Mantis samurai around them laughed heartily. Many looked as though they’d just stepped off their vessels, badly in need of a shave or a bath or both. The only respect this rabble afforded was to coin, it seemed.

			“Regardless of our unexpected guest, let me welcome you, lovely Kachiko, to my seaside castle!”

			Hotaru would have challenged his claim to these islands right then and there if she thought he would agree to duel civilly. He had no right to claim these isles, much less insult Kachiko by omitting her formal title.

			“It would seem that the legends of your beauty pale in comparison to the truth.”

			Kachiko dipped her head. “You flatter me, surely,” she said with a practiced grace worthy of a true noble.

			“Do you call your host a liar?” Gendo joked. He let out a hearty chuckle. Kachiko did not dispute him further. “So, tell me. Have you brought the Crane with you so that she can formally cede these islands to the Mantis with you as a witness?” he then asked, still smiling.

			The rest of the room erupted into laughter once again. Hotaru would not let them sense that they were getting to her – or that she feared Kachiko would do the very thing Gendo suggested.

			“As you know, I am here to serve as a neutral arbitrator between your clans,” Kachiko seemed to remind him. “Doji Hotaru is here to help ensure my protection, as it seems I was not permitted to bring my full complement of guards.”

			The mention of the guards was a jab – albeit a gentle one – against the Mantis, an insinuation of discourtesy. Was Kachiko ready to accept Hotaru’s help, now that she had to choose between relying on the Crane or relying on the Mantis?

			Gendo responded with a gruff hrmph. His amused look hardened into annoyance. “As the first mate no doubt explained, the Mantis can keep you plenty safe.”

			What Kachiko said now would determine all their fates.

			“As you say, captain. I saw for myself the Mantis crews patrolling the harbor, but no sign of the Sasaki family samurai. Tell me, what has become of them? Who are you protecting me from, exactly?”

			Gendo gripped the armrests of his chair. “Hah! To call the Sasaki samurai is generous… We came to collect the goods that were promised us, but the Sasaki turned their blades against us in a craven act of betrayal and greed!” He pointed in the direction of the bay, his voice full of false outrage. “When we defended ourselves against their onslaught, the Sasaki fled rather than face our might! Those who couldn’t outrun us, we caught. We seized their ships to protect against a counterattack.”

			He was lying. The Sasaki family would never relinquish their post that way, and the signs of fighting they’d passed on their way to this chamber only confirmed that. Of course someone like Gendo would deny that he’d brazenly assaulted a Crane Clan holding. All of Rokugan knew the Mantis were liable to tell tall tales, and that one had to be careful when bargaining with members of the minor clan, but now she was sure that Gendo and his crew, at least, were simple pirates. A true samurai knew the importance of honesty, the strength of one’s word, and the value of courtesy toward one’s enemies.

			“What a tragic misunderstanding,” Kachiko said softly. “The emperor weeps for his servants,” she lamented, without specifying which servants she was referring to. She was still playing Gendo and Hotaru both.

			Gendo dipped his head in agreement. “But now that you’ve brought the Crane…” he gestured to Hotaru, “we can settle this quickly.”

			Kachiko’s eyes focused on Gendo as he motioned for Seiyu to fetch ink, scroll, and brush. “One moment,” she said, and lowered her fan. Her lips were drawn together in a tight, narrow line, her eyes too wide.

			It was the first time Hotaru had seen Kachiko truly surprised. Was Captain Gendo going rogue? On instinct, Hotaru looked for the swords that should have been at her right, but she’d already surrendered them.

			Kachiko continued, “I believe the testimony of the Sasaki family should also be heard before any official determination is made.”

			Kachiko had not fully sided with Gendo yet, which meant the Crane had a chance. Hotaru could still prove her worth to her advisors, her clan, and her father.

			Gendo almost growled in reply, “What is their word worth, after everything they’ve done? No – have the Crane representative sign the isles over to us as restitution, and let us be done with it!”

			Hotaru braced herself, ready to fight off any who dared force her to put her seal on the scroll. Kachiko had to stop this, somehow. But why would she?

			As his first mate unrolled the scroll before them, Kachiko snapped her fan shut in warning. “Do not forget, captain, that it is I who shall make the determination as to the stewardship of the Keep of White Sails and the Flying Fish Isles.”

			The captain met Kachiko’s furious gaze. He didn’t flinch.

			This was her opening. “Your Excellency,” Hotaru cut in. “As heir to their liege and sole representative of the Crane Clan, I would speak on the Sasaki family’s behalf.” The rest of the chamber shifted.

			Hotaru took two steps forward, bowing first to Lady Kachiko and then to Captain Gendo in an offering of peace and respect. It was more than he deserved. “The Crane and Mantis have peaceably shared a sea for a thousand years,” she began. She had to gloss over some disputes if she hoped to find common ground and win the sympathy of Gendo’s crew. “The people of the Flying Fish Isles and those of the Islands of Silk and Spice are alike. Both are fisherfolk, sailors, traders, and loyal servants of the emperor.”

			It would feel good to call him a liar, but that would only undercut her efforts. Gendo needed to know what he was risking if he attempted to solidify his claim on the isles here and now.

			“The Mantis Storm Fleet is mighty, but its sailors are reliant on the crops grown by the Crane to feed themselves on long voyages.

			“In return, the Crane buy your goods and employ your many captains-for-hire. There is no need to throw away an ally in the Crane like this and to cut off the chief source of the Mantis Clan’s fortunes.” Hotaru closed her eyes and mouthed a silent prayer to her ancestors that Gendo would see reason. She took a deep breath. “Release the Sasaki prisoners. Leave the isles in peace. If you do this, all can be forgotten and forgiven.” She had said her piece. She could only hope she’d been persuasive.

			A slow and mocking clap forced her to open her eyes. Gendo slouched in his chair, rubbing his hands together in amusement.

			“Very nicely spoken, Crane! You almost had me moved. But that doesn’t change the treachery committed by the Sasaki – a treachery you do not deny.”

			His outrageous claims weren’t worth dignifying with a denial. Kachiko had to know that he was lying.

			“Captain…” Kachiko warned. Her body was rigid, just as when she’d been put on the back foot while playing Go.

			“I believe it is time for Her Excellency and I to continue this conversation – alone.” He rose from his chair and extended a hand to invite Kachiko to his side. “What do you say to a private tour of the castle? The sunsets are striking from the top of the keep, I can assure you…” He gestured to Hotaru briefly. “Your bodyguard will be relieved to be reunited with her fellow Crane, I’m sure.”

			In the dungeons, he meant. As another captive, trapped and unable to serve her clan or her charge. The whispers would begin anew, ruining her reputation forever. She held her breath waiting for Kachiko to answer.

			“I appreciate the offer, but I suspect that tonight’s sunset will be marred by the encroaching clouds.” Kachiko did not get up to accept his hand.

			“Oh, but there are plenty of other artworks the Crane left behind that you could still admire, Kachiko.” He kept his hand outstretched in a not-so-subtle invitation to spend the evening alone in his quarters.

			“I am weary from the rough journey, and I think I shall retire early to my rooms if we have concluded our negotiations for the day.” The tone wasn’t playful, and she wasn’t playing hard to get.

			It was as firm a no as she could offer without saying it outright. Even if Kachiko had previously worked out a deal with the Mantis, this had not been part of it.

			Hotaru had to protect her after her move had left her exposed. “The Imperial emissary requires a bodyguard suitable to her rank at all times,” she reminded Gendo, raising her voice to address them all. “To do anything else would be tantamount to an insult to His Imperial Majesty himself.”

			This was the moment of truth. If Kachiko shrugged off Hotaru’s protection, she’d have the perfect opportunity to negotiate with the Mantis away from the Crane, and be back to where she’d started before Hotaru’s interference. But Gendo’s price for negotiations seemed clear now.

			Kachiko met Hotaru’s gaze. Let me protect you, Hotaru pleaded wordlessly. Kachiko’s eyes softened.

			At last, the emissary spoke. “Indeed,” she agreed, lowering her fan into her lap. “As heir to the Crane Clan and daughter of the Emerald Champion, only Doji Hotaru has the standing to ensure the protection of an Imperial emissary. I insist that she remain by my side at all times during my stay.”

			Thank you, Hotaru said with her eyes, and Kachiko nodded almost imperceptibly. They were playing on the same side, for now. And Hotaru had not yet lost this game.

			Upon the dais, Gendo stood, indignant. His crew braced for his outburst. “So be it, then! The Crane can flap about and squawk beside you for as long as you wish! You both shall remain my guests until such time as the emperor compensates me for providing you hospitality. Ten thousand koku should suffice, I think.”

			Hotaru felt her mouth drop open. Surely, Kachiko had not come to this keep to be taken as a hostage, and ten thousand koku was an outrageous sum.

			Hotaru’s warrior instincts kicked in, and she shifted to keep Kachiko close. Kachiko leaned into her, recognizing a threat when she saw one.

			“Captain–” Seiyu interrupted.

			“Silence! We will speak after!”

			Gendo’s arrogance, insults, and threats were completely out of line. “How dare you and your ruffians make such demands upon your sovereign?” Hotaru snapped, standing to rebuke him. “How dare you disrupt the emperor’s peace in this way, instigating a war with your closest neighbors and lying about the cause of this conflict? Why risk all that you have?”

			Gendo’s eyes went wide in shock and rage, and Seiyu stared.

			“You would throw your good fortune and your allies to the winds? You would send a bald-faced message of contempt to His Imperial Majesty? Why? What good will this bring your clan? Think of the damage this would do to your clan’s reputation!”

			For a moment, the Mantis sailors surrounding them hesitated, and even Gendo was taken aback. Seiyu’s gaze alternated between Gendo and Hotaru. Kachiko gently tugged at Hotaru’s trousers to pull her back, as if to say, Do not provoke him any further.

			“I was right to reject your fool delegation, you long-necked, preening hen,” Gendo shouted, and took a step forward. “You and your kin are nothing but haughty and indignant! You come only to demand and threaten and lord over your minor clan cousins.”

			Kachiko rose to stand beside Hotaru. “Now listen here–”

			Gendo cut her off. “First Mate Seiyu will see you to your quarters so that you can retire early.”

			Kachiko looked as though she’d been slapped in the face.

			As she was an emissary, Gendo should have given her the chance to speak, but to deny her that, and worse, interrupt her…

			He was no longer playing by the rules. Hotaru and Kachiko had lost their last liberty, and now their group of stones had been captured. But the game wasn’t over yet.

			Seiyu leapt from their seat, two other Mantis Clan samurai following them. Hotaru scanned the room for any other movement, or worse, aggression. Swords or no, she would teach them a lesson if they put hands on Kachiko, or if they tried to separate them.

			“Stay close to me,” Hotaru whispered.

			Kachiko nodded and stepped beside her.
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