
  
  
      
        
          Love Of A Samurai

          
		      
          Beth A. Freely

        

        
          [image: ]

          House of the Vixen Blade Press

        

      

    


  
  
Love Of A Samurai 
by 
Beth A. Freely 

Copyright © 2025 by Beth A. Freely

Cover Art: Dirk Hooper
Map Art: Steve Shank
Editor: Horus Copyedit and Proofreading

House of the Vixen Blade Press
Hope, New Mexico 88250


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information about this book, please contact Beth A. Freely at bethafreely@gmail.com.

This book is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents depicted herein are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including, without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license the use of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Yoshizu's Village
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Section 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Section 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Section 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Section 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Section 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Beth A. Freely
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Dedication




To Hiroyuki Sanada —


Your performances are a masterclass in restraint and depth,
each role a quiet storm, each silence filled with meaning.
It was your unwavering presence, the grace in your stillness,
and the truth in your eyes that lit the first spark of this story.


Through every warrior you've brought to life, you’ve carried something timeless—
honor, sorrow, strength, and love—etched into every breath.
But it was your Lord Toranaga in Shōgun
that reminded the world what true leadership, and true humanity, look like.


Love of a Samurai was born of these echoes.
Because of your work, it beats with more truth.


— With deepest respect and gratitude
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Chapter 1


Japan, 1833, deep within the forests between Kyoto and Osaka





The world was changing. Japan was changing. The changes didn’t come all at once. It had been building like a wave in the ocean, ready to crest. Rumors circulated through the Imperial court that food was becoming scarce in the cities and that a famine was underway. But no one spoke of this out loud. No one spoke about it around the Westerners, the foreigners who came to Japan to set up trade agreements that seemed to benefit their countries more than they did the Japanese. 

Richard Montclair, the British Ambassador, could hear the rattle of proverbial sabers coming from the Shogun, or, in this case, the rattling of katanas.  He didn’t trust that the political climate would stabilize soon, and if a famine were indeed occurring in the city, he knew only too well what kind of turmoil and unrest that would cause. If the people lost faith in the Shogun or the Emperor, the government structure could change, and with it would come dissent and civil war. The last thing he wanted was his only daughter to be caught in the middle of some brutal uprising in Kyoto. He indulged her for ten years, allowing her to interact with people and diplomats, mingle among the Japanese, and immerse herself in the culture. But enough was enough. It was time for his headstrong twenty-year-old daughter to return to England before it was too late.

The clip-clop of the horses’ hooves on the packed dirt of the path that led through the forest echoed dully, reverberating against the towering trees around them. The sound was swallowed by the dense canopy above. The warm, humid air clung to Helena Montclair like an oppressive veil. Beads of sweat formed beneath the stiff collar of her riding habit and rolled uncomfortably down her spine. The scent of pine and damp earth filled her nose, mixing with the smell of her leather saddle and horse. She wasn’t excited about returning to England and leaving her father in Japan. This country was all she knew, all she remembered. Her father took on the position after her mother’s death, and she was only now starting to become truly immersed in this unusual world.

The small convoy, comprising her father, herself, and six armed men from the embassy, rode in a careful formation, with Helena in the middle. They kept their rifles within easy reach. It was not lost on Helena that their gazes were constantly moving and scanning the trees for any danger. It was an unspoken truth among the Japanese nobles at the Shogun’s court that the roads through Japan, particularly those traversing the mountain passes, were unsafe, especially for foreigners. Most, like the daimyōs and the samurai who inhabited these parts, were not welcoming to the Westerners who wanted to change their ways. Still, Helena’s father had reassured her that their status as British diplomats would protect them.

“Japan is changing, Helena. It’s not the same place we came to ten years ago. It’s not lawless, either. The samurai live by the Bushidō code and are honorable men,” he had said to her just that morning as he pressed a pistol into her hands. “But just in case anything happens on the road to Osaka, you must not hesitate to use this.”

Helena laughed at the absurdity of her firing a pistol. She waved off his paranoia. Who would attack the British Ambassador? Who would dare?

A low rumble of thunder echoed in the distance, and she could make out the dark clouds of a storm on the horizon. The towering trees had swallowed the golden afternoon light, and the last bird call had long since faded into the stillness. The air felt close, and she felt a visceral unease slither through her. The forest had grown quiet. The air was too thick, and everything seemed to be waiting for something to happen. It was almost as if the forest had stopped breathing. Even the horses felt the sudden shift. They danced nervously as they made their way along the road. Only the jingling of their harnesses and the creak of the leather filled the silence that threatened to smother them.

Her father rode ahead of her, and Helena saw him stiffen in the saddle. He felt it, too. “Steady men,” he said, his tone sharp and commanding. 

Helena saw their guards adjust their grips on the rifles. A low whispering rustle spread through the trees to her left and then to her right. She looked around, her heart racing in her chest. Something was wrong. The hair stood up on her bare forearms and the back of her neck. It was the only warning she got, and before she could call out to her father, the forest exploded in a blur of black and steel. It was as if the shadows themselves had come alive. Men burst from the dense foliage, screaming war cries that her mind couldn’t immediately translate. Her horse reared, but she maintained her seat in the saddle, the horse coming down hard and jerking the reins in her hands. 

The ring of steel meeting steel sent a violent jolt through the air, a clash of metal and raw fury as their attackers screeched and attacked. A sharp whistle passed her ear, and she saw the arrow embed itself in a tree. Chaos surrounded her as a panicked scream tore from her throat as her horse reared again. A gunshot rang through the air as the guards fired at the black-clothed men.

She caught sight of one, her heart stuttering in fear. Ronin. They wore no clan symbol, their haori unadorned. They were masterless samurai who raided the roads, cared for nothing, and obeyed no one. They moved like ghosts, weaving through the confusion of the attack, their katana slicing through fabric, leather, and flesh with terrifying precision. She saw her father wheel his horse around toward her. His dark eyes flashed with urgency.

“Run, Helena!”

She froze; her breath caught in her throat as one of the ronin lunged toward them, his katana raised high. It spooked her father’s horse, and he fell, the horse taking off. She was about to dismount when her father stood, putting himself between her and the ronin. He was unarmed. She had his pistol. Helena could only watch in horror as her father threw his fists against the ronin’s chest, a useless act of defiance in the hope of buying just a few seconds for his only child to escape.

She watched the katana come downward in a clean, merciless arc. “Father!” she screamed. The katana, its blade sharpened with precision, cut through her father as if he were nothing more than air. He fell to his knees, still gripping the edges of the ronin’s robes. A gaping crimson wound split his fine suit. His eyes found hers, and even as his life ebbed away with each drop of blood on the ground, they were still filled with urgency. With finality.

“Run!”

Something inside Helena shattered. With a strangled cry, she pulled the pistol from the holster at her waist and fired. The shot was wide, unfocused, and missed the ronin that killed her father by mere inches. The ronin didn’t flinch. Instead, he turned his cold, merciless eyes to her. He was a predator assessing his prey.

Chaos surrounded her as gunshots rang out and steel sliced through the air. Screams of the dying filled the air. Her father’s body lay on the ground, his eyes wide open, staring at the darkening sky. Helena managed to grab the reins with one hand and kicked desperately at the animal’s flanks, urging it forward and into the trees. Branches lashed at her face, tore her riding dress, and scratched her hands. 

But she didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. But she gave the horse too much rein, and it ran in circles, heading back to the scene of the massacre. She managed to pull the panting, trembling horse to a stop in a small clearing, her chest heaving with exertion. Her fingers clenched the reins so tightly that her knuckles turned white, and her hands hurt. 

The forest was silent except for her pounding heartbeat, her labored breath, and the horse’s chuffing. She was alone, her father was dead, and her convoy was gone. She was a foreign woman lost in the wild forests of Japan with nowhere to run and no one to help her.

And when she heard hoofbeats, she knew she needed to hide. She slipped off the back of the horse and slapped its rear, sending it running as she lifted her skirts and ran back into the undergrowth. She still clutched the pistol even though she had fired the only bullet her father had loaded into it. She knelt in the underbrush, her back to a tree, trying to make herself as small as possible as a new group of riders emerged from a rough path in the clearing. 

Helena crouched behind the trunk of a cedar, the rough bark pressing into her palms as hooves clopped through the underbrush. These were not wandering ronin. The men wore crisp kimonos and hakama, their haori jackets marked with bold crests. These were samurai of status.

Their horses were strong and well-maintained, bred for combat rather than travel. The men rode silently, but their presence was commanding, too disciplined, too focused. At the head of the group rode a man who exuded command. His expression was steady and unshaken. She knew this man; she had seen him at court speaking with her father and the Shogun. They whispered his name in the halls of Kyoto and spoke of him loudly on the streets.

He was a samurai, a daimyō whose loyalty was to the Shogun and the emperor. She knew he followed the ways of bushido. At one point, he had been a teacher to the young emperor, and Helena remembered her father speaking highly of him.

Lord Tokumatsu Sato.

One rider caught her eye near the front of the group, just behind Sato. The crest on his haori jacket was one she had seen before, a crane in flight with cherry blossoms on its back. She had seen this samurai before. Years ago, in Kyoto. He had passed her in the marketplace, quiet, unreadable, with that same sharp posture and distant gaze. She had remembered him then, not for any words exchanged, but for the way the crowd had parted around him without a sound. It had been a fleeting moment in the winding streets of Kyoto. Now, he was here, solid, undeniable. He was just like she remembered, yet different. Time had honed him, sharpening the edges of his face and deepening the shadows in his gaze. His dark and unwavering eyes held a quiet intensity, a silent challenge that sent a shiver down her spine.

The late afternoon light cast stark lines across his face, highlighting the sharp cut of his cheekbones and the firm set of his jaw. A thin scar traced just beneath his eye, a mark of battles fought and survived. His hair was pulled back tightly, revealing the full weight of his expression. Calm, unreadable, yet watching. Always watching.

Now, seeing him again caused her chest to tighten, her breath to catch in her throat. Her pulse thrummed in her ears. He dismounted his horse with precise, efficient movements. The deep blue kimono and hakama flowed with his movements. There was something in the way he stood, the way his hands gripped the weapon at his side with effortless certainty. He was a man built for war, for discipline, for loyalty to something far greater than himself.

And yet, when his gaze flickered, just for a breath, toward her hiding place, a thrill lanced through her. It was an unwelcome heat that curled low in her stomach. He didn’t know she was there. Not yet.

But if he did…

She swallowed hard, pressing herself deeper into the shadows because she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to run or step closer. 

“Fan out,” Sato ordered, his tone calm. “Search the area. Find where the gunshots came from.”

Helena shrank lower in the brush, trying not to tremble. She bit down hard on her knuckles. Would Sato help her? She simply wasn’t sure. She continued to clutch the useless pistol in her trembling hands.

“You do not need that,” said a young man’s voice to her right. 

Her gaze snapped up. The young samurai stood before her. His features were softer than the others, and his stance was cautious, yet he was trying not to scare her. She scurried away from the tree, the pistol firm in her shaking hand as she raised it.

“I am not your enemy.”

Helena didn’t lower the gun. “Stay away from me!” she choked in English. Her voice was thick with fear.

The young man didn’t move. “I will not hurt you,” he repeated. He kept his voice low, his hands outstretched so she could see he held no weapon. He spoke to her as if he were trying to calm a frightened horse. 

Her fingers tightened around the gun. The young warrior hesitated. 

He spoke again in stunted English. “I will not hurt you. I am Yoshizu.”

Helena’s eyes widened. She had no idea who Yoshizu was, but his eyes were kind, and he was trying his best. She could see the others searching the glade. Maybe Sato would help her. She stared at the young man. “Anata wa eigo o hanasemasu ka?“ she whispered in surprise. She didn’t expect the young man to speak English.

Yoshizu knelt, surprised at her words. He did not expect her to speak Japanese. She spoke precise, fluent Japanese, not halting, broken phrases as he expected. “Hai. I speak English some.“ He saw her relax slightly, and he reached out his hand.

Before Helena could decide whether to take it, a shadow fell over her. 

“What is going on?” His deep, sharp voice sliced through the fragile moment.

Helena’s head snapped up just as the shadow stepped into view, his presence cutting through the forest like the unsheathing of a blade. He moved like a man who had never known hesitation, his every step deliberate, his bearing steeped in authority so absolute that the very air seemed to still in his presence. And his dark, piercing, unwavering eyes, which saw everything, settled upon her with an intensity that made her breath catch in her throat.

“Ujio, she speaks Japanese,” Yoshizu said quickly. “She understands us.”

Helena felt the weight of their gazes pressing against her like a physical force. There was a shift in the air, a change in how they perceived her. Oh, she did not want to be the focus of his gaze, that unreadable expression. It didn’t change even with Yoshizu’s declaration.

Before she could take the young samurai’s hand, Ujio reached out with terrifying speed and wrenched the pistol from her hands. He tossed it aside, discarding it as if it were refuse. “Foolish woman,” Ujio snapped.

Helena gasped, her fingers grasping at the empty air as the cold metal was ripped from her hands. And then heat flared beneath her skin, replacing her fear with fire. He just called her foolish. Did he not see what she had endured? Did he know what it took for her to survive this long? Her hands curled into fists. “How dare you call me foolish?” she snapped, her perfect, fluent Japanese laced with anger and frustration. She took Yoshizu’s hand and let him help her to her feet. Her brown eyes shot daggers at Ujio.

Silence fell like a heavy blade through the clearing. Yoshizu let go of her hand as soon as she stood up. The laces of one of her boots had come undone, and when she stepped out of the underbrush, she lost her footwear. Angry, she yanked it free and marched towards Ujio, the boot in one hand. She stopped a few feet from him, her fists clenched, her chest heaving in righteous fury. “You dare call me foolish for trying to protect myself? When my whole party…my father…was just slaughtered by ronin?”

Yoshizu’s brows lifted in surprise. He saw Botan, one of the other samurai, shift his stance ever so slightly, the only sign of his shock at this Western woman speaking fluent Japanese and standing up to Ujio. And Ujio…always stoic, unyielding, as immovable as stone…no longer looked at her with disdain.

He was looking at her with surprise. He had never heard his native language spoken with such force and clarity by someone who had not been raised speaking it until now. And no one had ever dared march up to him and confront him in such a way that he didn’t cut them down, until now. Who did this woman, this golden-haired Western woman, think she was to confront him?

A slow exhale broke the silence. Helena saw Ujio’s eyes flicker to the man who now stood behind her. She turned to see Sato watching her. His gaze was no longer piercing. It was knowing, measuring, and watching how she defended her actions. There was no outright hostility, no cruelty, only the keen eyes of a man who missed nothing. She saw something stir beneath the surface of his gaze, something that sent hope curling through her entire being.

Recognition.

Sato studied her with the patience of a man who had lived long enough to know that everything came in time. Then, at last, he spoke. “You can speak Japanese.” The words were not in Japanese but in English. Perfect. Measured. Deliberate.

Helena’s breath hitched. He had met her where she stood, in her own tongue. “I can,” she answered, unsure why her voice suddenly felt so small.

For the first time, Sato’s lips curved into something resembling a smile; it was not mocking, not cruel, but contemplative, as if he were piecing together a puzzle that had been left unfinished for years. “It has been a long time,” he said finally.

Helena frowned, her pulse quickening. “You… know me?”

Sato gave a slow nod, though his expression did not change. “Many years ago. Kyoto.” His gaze flickered as if he were seeing beyond the present. “You were a child then. Your father took you through the market, past the steps of the temple. You carried a small bundle of cherry blossom flowers in your hands. You did not speak to me, but you looked. And you did not look away.”

A chill ran down Helena’s spine. She remembered that day: the marketplace in Kyoto, the scent of incense wafting from the temple nearby, the quiet hush that had fallen as the samurai passed, their presence like shadows stretching long over the streets. She had clutched her flowers tighter, but she had not looked away. She turned and watched them continue walking away from her. She was twelve, and that was the first time her father had taken her out of the castle and away from the protection of the Shogun’s court.

And now, here he was, standing before her in the flesh. “You remember that?” she asked, her voice betraying a hint of disbelief.

“I remember many things,”  Sato replied. “Especially things that should not have been forgotten.” A new weight settled over the moment, thick and unspoken.

Then, with the same steady certainty, Sato turned his gaze toward Ujio. The tension between them was palpable, unspoken, but undeniable. Ujio’s jaw was tight, his body rigid, though Helena could not tell whether it was from defiance or something else.

Whatever it was, Sato did not tolerate it. “Go,” he commanded.

The single word carried the weight of absolute authority.

Ujio hesitated. It was only for a breath, the slightest flicker of resistance, but it was there. Sato did not repeat himself. He did not need to.

At last, Ujio exhaled sharply through his nose. His fists clenched at his sides before he turned, his movements stiff with something Helena couldn’t define. But just before he left, his eyes found hers once more.

A glance. A warning. A promise. Then he was gone.

The look he gave her angered her even more, and, without warning, she threw her boot at him. The absence of his presence was jarring, but Helena could not bring herself to feel relief. Not yet. 

The boot missed his back, but it was enough to catch his attention. He stopped, back ramrod straight, before turning to look at her. She stood there, her chin lifted in defiance. He could see the way it trembled, the way her hands trembled as she clutched her skirts. Ujio said nothing, snorted in annoyance, and walked away.

Yoshizu met Sato’s gaze for a moment before retrieving Helena’s boot and handing it to her. “Thank you,” she said quietly. She managed to get her boot back on while maintaining some dignity.

Sato watched her carefully, as though weighing every word before he spoke. “Now,” he said, his voice softer but no less commanding, “tell me… why is the daughter of the British ambassador hiding in my forest? Tell me what happened to your father.”

Helena swallowed hard. Because if the fire in Ujio’s gaze had unsettled her, the quiet understanding in Sato’s eyes terrified her even more.








  
  

Chapter 2


The mountain roads leading to Yoshizu’s village





The horses’ hoofbeats made a steady, rhythmic drum against the earth as Sato and his samurai rode through the winding mountain paths. Their presence was silent, watchful, and unreadable. She was sure they were heading in the same direction she had traveled from Kyoto, but she couldn’t be sure. She knew the sun rose in the east and set in the west, but dark clouds covered the setting sun. 

She sat stiff-backed in the saddle, the horse she rode unfamiliar. Her fingers clenched the reins, and her thoughts were a tangled, aching mess. Everything she owned was already on a ship bound for England. Her clothing. Her shoes. And now she didn’t even have her bag of clothing for the journey. That was in the cart, and she had no idea where it was or if Sato’s men had found it. 

Her dress was torn, the hem caked in mud. Her blonde hair, once so neatly pinned under her riding hat, which was also now missing, had come loose, golden curls hanging in wild disarray past her shoulders. She could only imagine what she must look like, for surely, she was unrecognizable from the woman who had left Kyoto that morning, expecting nothing more than an uneventful journey back to a country she barely remembered. She was not going home now. How could she? Her father had her papers, the money for the fare, everything.

All of it was now soaking up his blood on a mountain road in Japan. A fresh wave of grief pressed against her ribs. She could still see her father standing firm against the ronin, his hands balled into fists, his voice sharp with command. It was the last, futile act of defiance of a man who had been a diplomat all his life and knew nothing about fighting.

And then, the flash of the katana.

The blood immediately pooled across her father’s chest. The way his knees buckled as he went down, his eyes full of urgency, searching for her.

“Run, Helena. Run.”

She clenched her teeth, furiously wiped at the tears that filled her eyes, and swallowed past the lump in her throat. This was not the time to mourn. Instead, she should have been grateful that it was Sato’s men who had found her and not the ronins who had attacked her convoy. She should have been relieved that she was not bleeding out in the dirt beside her father. 

Instead, she was surrounded by samurai. The only difference between these men and the ones who attacked was that they had a master in Sato, and he, in turn, had a master in the Shogun. These men were honorable and did not draw their swords against her. These men still adhered to the traditional ways of bushido.  The fact that Sato recognized her should have been comforting. At least she might have had a chance to return to Kyoto. 

But to what? Who was going to help her? She didn’t even have papers to prove her own identity.

There were no comforting thoughts in her mind.

Of course, she was riding behind the one samurai who thought she was nothing more than a “foolish woman.” Ujio. She stared at his back, straight and unmoving, his entire posture a study in the discipline and precision for which samurai were known. From the moment he had ripped the gun from her hands, he had not spoken a single word to her. But she felt his presence like the storm waiting to break over their heads.

Maybe she was a foolish woman. She kept watching him. She took in the sharp angles of his face, the rigid set of his jaw, the way he rested his left hand on the hilt of his katana, the reins of his horse loosely held in his right. Ujio was every inch the warrior, a man who carried death as quickly as breath. The same kind of man who had killed her father.

Her fingers tightened on the reins. Her knuckles were white. What right did he have to look at her with disdain? He was not the one who lost everything today. He acted as if she were an intruder in his world. Maybe she was, but she was not given a choice. Sato, at least, had compassion. He could’ve left her there to die. But he didn’t. Instead, he offered her a horse. Offered her a place to stay, rest, and mourn until they could discuss her next move in depth.

A sudden cold gust of wind whipped through the trees, carrying the heavy scent of rain and earth. The storm was close. Helena shivered beneath the thin fabric of her dress. The sleeves of her riding jacket were torn, and, again, she didn’t have a cloak or a coat to put on. That was in the saddlebag of the horse she had been riding when she heard Sato’s men. The one she chased off with a swift slap on the hind end. She covered her mouth with her hand to stifle the whimper she wanted to let out.

She heard Yoshizu inhale. She had forgotten the young samurai had been riding beside her. She looked at him, seeing the look of quiet concern on his face.

“Are you cold?” he asked in a kind but cautious tone.

Helena stubbornly shook her head, even though goose bumps rose along her bare forearms and where her clothing had been torn. She lifted her chin stubbornly. “I’m fine,” she murmured in Japanese.

Yoshizu eyed her skeptically for a moment before letting out a small sigh and pulling a dark cloak from his saddle. He handed it to her. “Put this on. The nights are cold in the mountains, and it will be some time before we reach my village. Plus, rain is in the air. If we make it back before the storm breaks, we’ll be lucky.”

Helena hesitated for a moment, looking at him and then at the cloak. Why did she feel like she was betraying her father by accepting the acts of kindness these men were showing her? They were not the ones who killed him. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling. Was it guilt because she survived? Or was it something else? The wind gusted again, and she exhaled softly, taking the cloak and pulling it around her shoulders. “Thank you,” she whispered, nodding in respect to Yoshizu.

“Tell me, Lady Montclair,” Sato’s voice came from her other side. “You speak my language with ease. How did you come to learn it?”

She glanced at Sato riding beside her, his expression unreadable but calm. While she was still wary of him, his voice lacked the cold edge that Ujio’s had. At least Sato didn’t think she was a foolish woman. “When we came to Japan ten years ago, my father, the newly appointed ambassador, and I found ourselves in a world unlike anything I had known. I was ten years old, full of wonder and intrigued by everything,” she answered, choosing her words carefully. “I wished to understand the people around me. Not just the language but the culture. Why did the servants who worked in the household bow to me? The care they took when serving tea. Why do you dress the way you do? I wanted to understand the land I was in. So I asked my father to get me a tutor so I could. He thought it was an unnecessary skill, but I found it enjoyable. Within five years, I became his interpreter.”

Sato studied her. She was an unusual woman, and he softly hummed in consideration. “You wished to understand us?” he repeated. 

Helena searched his face for mockery or annoyance but found none. She only found curiosity. “Yes.”

Sato nodded slightly. “Then you are wiser than most of your own people and many of mine.”

Helena wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or an observation. She pulled the cloak tighter around her shoulders. She sighed, tired and cold. “If I were wiser,” she murmured, her voice tinged with sadness and bitterness, “I would not be here.” She sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

Sato tilted his head slightly. “Do you believe fate has been unkind to you?”

Helena’s throat tightened. “I believe fate took everything from me today.”

He fell silent for a moment, watching her as they rode along. Only the sound of the night birds and insects filled the air. He could tell she was trying not to cry or let her emotions get the better of her. He knew that eventually that would pass, and she would grieve. When he spoke again, his voice was both firm and gentle. “You wonder why I allow you to come to the village with us.” He paused as she met his gaze. “If we do not take care of each other, who will care for us?”

It was an old Buddhist teaching, one her father had often dismissed. Philosophies, according to him, were quaint and impractical. Yet Helena could tell that Sato truly believed those words. Traveling through a foreign land with nothing but the clothes on her back, riding a borrowed horse wrapped in a borrowed cloak, she felt the truth of his words and philosophy. The weight of grief in her chest was heavy, and his words almost undid her. She lowered her gaze, unable to answer.

Sato did not press further. Instead, he rode beside her in silence, knowing there were no words to lighten the grief threatening to overcome her. She had watched her father attempt to defend her, to buy her time to escape, only to be cut down. He could not imagine how that was affecting her. Sato didn’t even try. He remained a silent comfort to the woman who wanted to understand them.

A low scoff cut through the quiet. Ujio let out a sharp, disapproving exhale at Sato’s words. He shook his head. He disagreed with Sato. It was one thing to care for their own, but this woman was an outsider. What did she know of their way of life? All she would bring to the village was trouble. 

Helena’s gaze snapped forward, her brown eyes narrowing at the samurai who rode before her. His scoff of disdain made her angry. “Do you find something amusing, samurai?” she said in perfect Japanese, her words clipped in irritation. “Does my existence offend you?”

A few of the other samurai ahead of Ujio turned to look back at her and then at each other. Yoshizu was about to say something when he saw his father shake his head. He remained quiet, knowing that this fight would not unfold as Helena had anticipated.

Ujio did not answer immediately. The horses continued walking for a few beats before he turned his head slightly, just enough for her to catch a glimpse of the sharp edge of his profile. “I do not care if you exist or not. You are a woman who carries a gun but cannot use it,” he said. “There is no amusement in that.”

Helena had had enough. She was cold, tired, hungry, and alone in a strange country, counting on the kindness of a group of samurai led by a man she had only seen in passing as a child. Her temper snapped.  “And yet, you felt the need to rip that pistol from my hands as if I were a child playing with a toy.”

This time, Ujio did look at her. His gaze was cold, sharp, like a blade against her throat. “Because you were.” His words were cold, angry, and meant to cut. He didn’t know why this woman infuriated him so, except that she didn’t belong. His eyes bore into her for a moment longer.

Helena’s breath caught at his words, her knuckles turning white around the reins. The tone of absolute certainty in his voice infuriated her. “You know nothing about me, samurai,” she hissed.

That was enough to get Ujio’s attention. He pulled back on the reins, turning his horse around and guiding it between her and Sato. His hand grabbed her reins. He was close enough that his thigh rubbed against hers. “I know that when your father fought the ronin, he used his fists,” he said, his words slow and even. “I know a man who fights with his fists against a sword is a man who chooses to die.”

He was close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. His eyes bore into hers, taunting her. “I know a man who leaves his daughter with a pistol she cannot use is a coward and not honorable.”

Helena’s throat burned. His words stabbed deeply, twisting into the fresh wound that was her grief and helplessness. She refused to let him see her cry, the tears threatening to spill from her eyes. She raised her chin. “My father was a better man than you could ever hope to be,” she whispered.

Ujio snorted. “A man who raised a soft, weak woman for a daughter. You are not worth my time.” He fell silent for a moment. “And you do not belong here.”

Sato remained silent, allowing the situation to unfold. He knew his hatamoto well. He and Ujio had known each other since they were children. This disdain, this animosity toward Helena, was unlike Ujio. He finally let out a quiet sigh, shaking his head slightly. “Ujio, do you consider yourself wise?” Sato kept his tone light, but he knew he had made his point when he saw Ujio’s jaw tighten. 

With a slow, deliberate movement, Ujio dropped the reins to Helena’s horse and turned away, galloping to the end of the line and barking orders to the men before riding past her to the head of the line. She was not worth the argument. She was not worth his time, and he would ensure Sato knew he disagreed with his decision to bring her along.

Helena was furious, and Ujio’s words only deepened her fury. She didn’t know how, but at that moment, she swore she would prove him wrong. She was not weak. She was worth his time, and she belonged there. England held nothing for her. She barely remembered it or the family they had left behind. Japan was truly her only home. And now, now she had no plans of leaving. If for no other reason than to infuriate Ujio. She turned her glare toward Sato.

“Why do you say nothing to him?” she demanded, her tone sharp. “He speaks of my father as if he were nothing. As if he deserved to die.”

Sato’s expression didn’t change, but he could hear the pain in her voice. He could hear the slight tremor in her voice when she spoke. She hid it well, especially when standing up to Ujio. “Your father did not deserve death,” he said calmly. “But he chose to fight without a weapon. That is a truth, not an insult.”

She clenched her teeth, swallowing the pain in her throat. “What was he supposed to do?” she asked. “He was unarmed. He did the only thing he could. He fought to give me time to escape.”

Sato regarded her for a long moment before speaking. “Your father was a brave man,” he said. “But bravery and wisdom are not the same thing.”

Helena dug her nails into her palms beneath the folds of Yoshizu’s borrowed cloak. “You speak as if wisdom is found only in a blade,” she shot back.

Sato gave her a slight tilt of his head. He considered her words. It didn’t matter if he thought her father was brave. It mattered that she did. “A sword is only a tool,” he said, his voice quiet and gentle. He laid his hand over his katana. “It does not make a man wise or foolish. But to fight without a sword, or even a pistol, when surrounded by those who carry steel?” He shook his head. “That is to fight against inevitability.”

Helena’s chest rose and fell in anger. In sadness. In frustration. She wiped at the tears in her eyes. “And what would you have done in his place?” she asked softly.

Sato did not hesitate. “I would have ensured my child lived, no matter the cost.”

The words settled heavily between them, and she couldn’t bring herself to answer. Her eyes met his, and he held them. She didn’t know what to say. She did not answer because that was precisely what her father had done. And Tokumatsu Sato knew it. He acknowledged that her father did what he was supposed to do, even though it meant his inevitable death. She turned away from Sato, blinking hard against the sting in her eyes.

“I wouldn’t waste your breath on her, my lord,” Ujio stated as they passed him. His voice was cool, dismissive. “She does not understand.”

Helena stared at him as they rode past. Raw fury rose in her chest. “No,” she spat, her voice thick with emotion. “It is you who do not understand.”

Ujio said nothing as they rode past. But Helena saw how his fingers flexed over the reins, saw the twitch of the muscle in his cheek. She knew he heard her. She turned her attention straight ahead, ignoring him. She ground her teeth together to keep from saying any more.

Sato watched the exchange with mild amusement. His lips curved into the faintest of smiles. “Good,” he said almost to himself.

“What is so good?” Helena frowned.

The distant glow of Yoshizu’s village cast a warm glow as they crested the ridge. He smiled. “You have fire in you,” he murmured. “It is a useful thing.” He kicked his horse into a trot and rode to the head of the line. 

Helena had no reply. As the village came into view, she realized she no longer felt the cold.








  
  

Chapter 3


Yoshizu’s Village, Deep in The Mountains





By the time she passed through the Torii gate into the village, the rain had begun to fall in a steady whisper. The air had cooled even more, and it smelled clean and fresh. It was almost as if the weather knew the smell of death and blood needed to be washed away. Helena’s muscles ached, her body heavy with exhaustion, but her mind was still sharp, still burning with the embers of her earlier confrontation with Ujio. 

She wanted to rage at him. She wanted to let loose the storm that had been building inside her since her father’s death. But Helena had enough sense to know that weakness would get her nowhere. Not with these people. Not with the samurai. Instead, she held everything she wanted to say inside her. Sato told her she had a fire in her, and that was good. Then, by God, she would fan that fire until she needed it.

Despite the hour, the village was alive. Children peered at the procession from behind their parents’ legs and closed doors. Their curious gazes lingered on her pale skin and her golden hair. Women stood in doorways, whispering among themselves, their expressions curious and wary. A flute played a slow, melancholic tune to her right, drifting over the rooftops like a ghost. She could smell the damp earth, wood smoke, and the scent of cooking rice. The smell of food made her realize she was hungry. When did she eat last? She wasn’t sure if they had eaten before leaving Kyoto.  

Every eye in the village seemed to be on Helena. She turned to look behind her, only to find Ujio’s disapproving gaze fixed on her. His silent disapproval was unsettling, as if her very presence disturbed a delicate balance. Their eyes met, and when she lifted her chin in defiance, she saw a flicker of discomfort in his expression. Maybe he was right. Perhaps she was just a foolish woman who didn’t belong there, an intruder in their world. Well, there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She was entirely at their mercy and the kindness of Sato. 

And utterly alone.

Sato signaled for the riders to stop before a modest house that sat at the far edge of the village, and a larger two-tiered structure sat next to it. Both were elegant yet simple, their wooden beams dark with age. The sliding doors leading inside the house were etched with delicate carvings of cranes and cherry blossoms. He turned to Helena. “This is my sister’s home. Come. You will rest here tonight.”

Helena hesitated. She wanted to get off the horse, but she had never ridden that long, and her legs screamed with pain. Her back ached, and her hands were stiff from gripping the reins. She could feel the weight of so many eyes watching her, judging her. And worst of all, she could feel Ujio’s gaze on her back.

She waited until he rode past, pausing to watch what she would do. She lifted an eyebrow in question before swinging her aching leg over the saddle, slipping down from the horse. The moment her feet touched the ground, her knees buckled from exhaustion. 

A hand shot out, steadying her before she could collapse to the ground. It wasn’t Yoshizu, nor was it a servant. It was Sato. His eyes looked at her kindly and with understanding. She sucked in a breath as she gripped his arm, the unexpected warmth of his hand firm yet gentle as he steadied her with a gentle grip on her upper arm. “You are stronger than you look,” he observed.

Slowly, she straightened before pulling away from his grasp. “Thank you. I’ve never ridden that long,” she admitted softly. She held onto his arm for a moment longer until her legs had stopped shaking. “I think I can stand on my own now,” she murmured.

Sato smiled, his dark eyes unreadable. “Good. Come. It is warm inside.”

Helena followed him up the three steps, lifting her skirts as she gingerly climbed them. She paused in the doorway and knelt to unlace her boots. She slipped them off her feet, leaving them outside the door before stepping inside.

The interior of the home was warm, lit by softly glowing lanterns and small braziers that filled the corners. The walls were lined with silk screens depicting misty mountains and flowing rivers. The floors were polished wood covered with tatami mats. The air smelled like incense and warm tea. It looked and smelled like home.

Helena stood awkwardly near the doorway, suddenly very aware of what she must look like in her torn, rain-damp dress. She watched as Sato moved with quiet grace to the back of the main room. She must’ve seemed so foreign to them all, and she suddenly became very conscious of her blonde hair. Sato quietly spoke to a young woman who had emerged from another room. She could see a low wooden table set with dinnerware. She paused at the sight of Helena, her brown eyes looking up at the samurai in question. The woman was small and delicate, her belly just starting to show signs that she was with child. Her long, dark hair was pulled into a loose bun.

“This is my sister, Riku, and this is her home,” Sato said in Japanese. “She will take care of you tonight.” Sato looked at her. “Riku, this is Helena. She has had a very rough day and can speak our language like it were her own. Ujio doesn’t like her.” His eyes twinkled at that statement.

Riku scoffed. “Ujio doesn’t like anyone.” She walked towards Helena with small, measured steps. Her eyes were kind but guarded. If her brother thought bringing this woman to his home was a good thing, she would do her best to ensure she was welcomed. “Come,” she said softly. “You are cold. I’ll find you some dry clothes.” 

Helena turned to Yoshizu and pulled the cloak from her shoulders. She handed it to him with a tired smile and then bowed in thanks. She felt Riku’s hand gently grasp her arm as the woman led her up the hallway.


      [image: ]It was an hour before Botan and Ujio returned from securing the village perimeter. Their robes were damp from the evening mist. “Where is she?” Botan asked Riku, his wife, his voice low. 

Riku stood near the brazier, stirring the last embers of the fire. The glow illuminated her face. “She is asleep,” she replied in a firm tone. “And you will not wake her. She is traumatized and wounded. She did not deserve this.”

“Wounded?” Botan questioned.

Riku nodded. “The scratches on her arms were deeper than they looked. And her heart is wounded. She told me what happened.”

Ujio’s brows furrowed at her words, his stance rigid. “And you do not need to be caring for a woman who has no business being in our village, let alone our country,” he snapped, his gaze flickering at Riku’s belly. It was rare for Ujio to show concern for anyone, but he considered Botan and Riku to be family. “I will speak with your brother. She should be taken back to Kyoto so as not to burden you.”

Riku straightened, her dark eyes flashing. “You will do no such thing, Ujio,” she shot back. “She has lost everything. I will not have her thrown away like an unwanted stray. You might be my brother’s general, his hatamoto, and the sword master of this village, but you do not get the final say. I have heard what you said to her, and I never thought you could be so cruel!” Her dark eyes flashed at Ujio, her hands clenched at her sides.

Before Ujio could respond, a quiet yet firm voice cut through the room. “Then I will go, and you will not have to worry about me.” All three of them turned sharply toward the doorway leading down the hall. Helena stood there, clad in the blue kimono Riku had found, her blonde hair brushed and loosely tied at the nape of her neck. Her eyes were shadowed with exhaustion, but were filled with quiet resolve. She bowed to Riku, murmuring her gratitude. “I do not want to be a burden. I will find my way.” She slipped past Riku and Botan and then past Ujio, her chin held high. She was fighting the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes. All she wanted was to sleep, to forget the nightmare of the day, but she didn’t want to remain somewhere where she was unwelcome. 

She was almost to the door when a hand gently caught her arm. She expected the owner to be Riku or even Botan, but she did not expect it to be Ujio. 

Sato stepped quietly into the room behind them and paused, waiting to see what would happen. He had heard the conversation from the dining area, where he had overheard Ujio’s and Helena’s words, and the last thing he wanted was for her to leave at night. The mountain roads were dangerous enough in daylight, let alone at night.

Ujio met her gaze. “If you wish to return to Kyoto, I will take you myself.” His voice was quiet, but she could hear the strain beneath it. He hesitated, his gaze flickering briefly toward Riku and then to Sato before returning to Helena. “My words on the road were harsh,” he said, the words edged with discomfort. “Cruel. And they were no better at the moment. Riku was right to call me out.”

Helena didn’t know what to say. She remained frozen, his hand still around her wrist, steady yet uncertain, as though he wasn’t sure if he was keeping her from leaving or asking her to stay. She could feel the heat emanating from his body, could feel the calluses on his palms and fingers from wielding a sword. 

His jaw tightened, and for a moment, he looked like he wanted to say more but didn’t know how. He swallowed before continuing. “I judged you without knowing the depth of what you had lost. That was wrong. If you choose to stay here in the village, I will respect that choice and do my best to honor it.”

The room was silent. Riku looked at Ujio with wide, surprised eyes while Botan’s mouth twitched as though suppressing a smile. Both of them noticed that he was still holding Helena’s wrist. Riku met her husband’s eyes, a knowing glance passing between them.

Sato also noticed that Ujio had not let Helena go. He ran his fingers over his lips for a moment before speaking. “She will stay, Ujio.”

Helena’s fingers curled into the fabric of her borrowed kimono when Ujio finally let her wrist go and stepped back with a slight bow. She gazed over at Sato. “Am I a prisoner?”

Sato smiled slightly, the barest warmth touching his features. He held his hand towards the other room, where the low table sat. “A prisoner is not invited to dinner,” he said.

Helena looked to Ujio, then to Riku, and finally to Sato. She swallowed and nodded. “Thank you. I wish to stay,” she said softly, yet with absolute certainty. “And I will earn my place if I’m allowed one.”

Sato nodded once. “That is all any of us can do.” He waited until Riku, Botan, and Helena walked past him toward the dining area. His eyes met Ujio’s. His friend remained silent, but Sato did not miss how Ujio’s gaze lingered on Helena a fraction too long, with something unspoken buried behind it. He motioned to the dining area. “You are going to join us, right?”

When Ujio finally turned and crossed the room after them, Sato’s mouth curved slightly, the barest ghost of a smile. He saw Ujio hesitate a moment before nodding to Helena. “So,” he murmured, barely audible, “even the sword begins to bend.” He kept the observation to himself for the time being as he joined the others for dinner.

As they gathered around the table, Helena sat across from Ujio. Their earlier words at the door lingered between them. She wasn’t sure what to do with his apology. So, for the time being, she said nothing. He sat there silent, not daring to look up or even at her. He made it a point not to.

The meal was simple but nourishing. Riku set a plate of rice, a bowl of soup, pickled vegetables, a small portion of fish, and a cup of hot tea in front of her. She ate slowly, her hands trembling with exhaustion. When she finally spoke, her voice was quiet. “I chased my horse off when I heard your approach.”

“Why did you do that?” Ujio asked, his head snapping up to stare at her.

She met his gaze. “Because I didn’t know if the ronin were returning,” she answered. She looked at Sato. “Did any of your men find it? Or even the wagon that was with us? There was a bag with my horse. I had some notebooks, ink, and pens. Some things from my mother…” She swallowed. “From my father,” she finished quietly.

Sato shook his head. “We found no horse. No bag. I am sorry, Helena.”

Botan swallowed his mouthful of food. “There was nothing in the wagon we found.”

Helena’s throat tightened, and she nodded. The loss of her mother’s journals and her father’s notes of their time together in Japan hit her harder than she expected. They were the last connection to a land she didn’t remember, a life she had left behind.

Ujio said nothing, but he watched her closely. The quiet way she bowed her head. The way her fingers curled slightly in her lap. Not a single tear fell, yet her silence filled the room more than any outburst could have. After a few moments, she picked up her chopsticks and continued to eat the meal in front of her. He had assumed she was fragile. Delicate in the way of those who had never known real hardship. But now, watching her bear the weight of this new loss without complaint or expectation, he was no longer sure.

He remembered how she had looked at him on the road, fury in her eyes when he told her she didn’t belong. He had spoken with the certainty of a man who believed he understood the world—and got a boot thrown at him for it.

But he had not understood her. He did not understand her at all. Beneath the delicate features and golden hair lay a woman who quietly endured her pain. No outbursts. No tears. A quiet yet deep pain that was more profound than anything he could comprehend. And somehow, for some reason, that unsettled him more than any battlefield could.

Ujio looked away, his appetite gone, the taste of guilt bitter in his mouth.








  
  
Chapter 4




The rain continued through to the morning, gentle rivulets sliding down the tiled rooftops of the temple where Sato spent his days. The soft patter could be heard through the open corridors of the temple as mist curled around the wooden beams, shrouding the world in an ethereal veil. The quiet space was filled with the scent of wet cedar, damp earth, and the faint bite of fresh ink. An intimate stillness settled over those who lived and worked in the temple like a second skin. 

Sato sat at a small wooden desk, brush in hand. His fluid, deliberate strokes of the brush echoed off the columns behind him, the rhythmic scrape of ink against parchment blending with the rain’s cadence in a harmony of thought and nature that brought him peace. Too bad it didn’t bring his companion peace. He didn’t need to look up to know his friend’s mind was far from still.

Ujio sat on the raised ledge across from Sato. His broad frame was rigid, arms crossed over his chest as his eyes gazed out past the courtyard towards the village. Rain dripped steadily from the temple eaves. His silence, usually companionable, now carried weight. It was an unsettled stillness, coiled and ready to snap like a drawn bowstring.

Sato finished his line of calligraphy with one final stroke, then cleaned his brush with practiced ease. Setting it aside, he turned his attention toward Ujio. “You are quiet, my friend,” he stated, his voice soft with a touch of wryness. Mist clung to the mountains like silk, veiling the village in a dreamlike stillness. Rain had a way of washing the world clean. It cleansed the land, the spirit, the heart. 

It was not lost on Sato that Ujio said nothing. He saw the muscle in the man’s cheek twitch, but he never moved, never acknowledged Sato’s words. Something weighed on Ujio, and he had a feeling he knew exactly what it was. “What is on your mind?” Sato asked, his voice a little firmer this time. It wasn’t a command but a very strongly weighted invitation to talk.

Ujio exhaled slowly. His fingers idly traced the carved hilt of his wakizashi as if grounding himself in something tangible, something certain. Something old and known to him. “Nothing, my lord,” he muttered at last. His posture betrayed him. He was too still. Too careful.

Sato’s lips curved slightly. He knew Ujio too well to believe that nothing was bothering him. “‘ Nothing, my lord,’” he repeated with quiet humor as he stood up and walked over to the ledge. He tucked his hands in the sleeves of his robes. “Ujio, we have known each other since we were boys. Since you believed strength meant being silent. Usually, I find it difficult to get you to be quiet when we are alone. Now? I cannot get you to say a word.”

Ujio’s jaw tightened. He had no desire to speak, no will to untangle the unrest coiled inside him. Once, silence had been his armor—unquestioned, unbreakable. Lately, it began to resemble defiance. A quiet protest he wasn’t sure he meant to make.

Sato tilted his head, his gaze steady and patient. It was unusual to see Ujio so shaken. But Sato had lived long enough to know when a man was standing at the edge of something he didn’t yet understand. Or didn’t want to understand. Sato sat on the ledge across from Ujio, waiting. He watched as the wind stirred the bamboo grove, its leaves whispering like ghosts of unspoken thoughts that swirled around the courtyard. There was another storm moving in. It had not come yet, but the weight of it hung in the air. It was thick and watchful. As if it, too, knew Ujio was struggling with something.

Finally, Ujio let out a sharp breath. “It’s the woman.” He turned dark eyes to Sato. 

Sato raised an eyebrow. Now, he was interested in what his friend had to say. He could see the emotions working across Ujio’s face, could tell that he was trying to keep something inside. Sato suspected Helena was what was distracting his hatamoto. Hearing it aloud gave the thought shape. “The ambassador’s daughter?” he asked mildly. “The one with the golden hair, the ability to speak our language flawlessly, and the impeccable manners?” He kept his tone light.

The flicker in Ujio’s eyes was answer enough. His grip on the wakizashi’s hilt subtly tightened, though he didn’t even realize he had done it. “She…concerns me,” he stated. 

“Concerns you.” Sato’s smile deepened, and he watched as Ujio’s grip tightened again.

Ujio didn’t react to the echo, his eyes having returned to the courtyard. His jaw was clenched, his body still coiled tightly, ready to spring. “Someone is going to miss her. Someone will come looking. She could bring danger to the village, and she does not belong here.” He finally returned his gaze to Sato, his expression unwavering in its conviction. “We should take her back to Kyoto when the rains end.”

Sato heard the logic in Ujio’s words, but it rang hollow. The voice behind them wasn’t calm. It was caged. Too careful. Too controlled. As if Ujio was holding something back, not just from Sato, but from himself. He stood up and retrieved the tea service from next to his desk, then returned to the ledge and poured each of them a cup. He studied his friend quietly for a moment, then sipped his tea, his fingers steady around the ceramic cup.

He chose his words carefully and kept his voice soft. “To what, Ujio?” he asked gently. “Kyoto is not her home. Nor is England. Her father is dead. Riku says she has no family. No coin. No papers.” He paused. “She cannot return to a country that no longer claims her as its own.” He took another measured sip before setting the cup down on the ledge with a soft chink. The sound lingered in the silence between them. “No. She is better here.”

Sato had always admired the fact that Ujio was a man of discipline, but he had been leading samurai long enough to know that even stone cracked under enough pressure. When Ujio didn’t reply, the only outward sign of his irritation was the silent working of his jaw muscles. Sato softened his tone without losing the weight of his following words. “She unsettled you.” When Ujio didn’t look at him, Sato had his answer. 

Ujio shifted. It wasn’t that Helena was foreign. It wasn’t even the risk she posed to the village, despite what he insisted it was. But his words sounded hollow even to himself. It was something else, something harder to put into words. It was the way she had looked at him the night before when he stopped her from leaving, when he apologized for his cruel words. She honestly looked at him, and it made something inside of him flinch. It wasn’t from discomfort. It was as if something inside her recognized something inside him. 

“I see it, Ujio, even if you do not want me to,” Sato stated quietly. The breeze shifted, bringing the smell of rain. He sipped his tea.

Ujio looked at him, then turned back to the courtyard. Except this time, his gaze was unfocused. “She is soft. Untrained. She asks too many questions. Voices her opinions too loudly. She is…”

“Alive?” Sato offered kindly. Ujio’s eyes snapped back to Sato. “And you’re not used to it. You are not used to a woman looking at you… without fear, without trepidation. Just Helena, seeing the man behind the silence, as if her heart had been waiting for him all along.”

A beat passed. Then another. Ujio shook his head slowly and deliberately. “I do not want this, Sato,” he said at last, each word weighted like stone. “I do not want to feel… distracted.” The silence between his words said more than the words themselves. He swallowed down the rest. His annoyance, his confusion, something dangerously close to longing. He picked up the cooling cup of tea and took a sip as if the bitterness might steady him.

Sato nodded once, slow with understanding. The truth of it was plain. So was the danger. But so too was the necessity. “Ujio, we do not always want what is good for us,” he said quietly. “And we are not always wise enough to recognize it when it stands before us.” Another pause. This one heavier. Intentional. “I have not assigned anyone to help her yet,” Sato continued, his eyes now on the mountains, though his attention never left Ujio. “The others keep their distance. Riku has done what she can, but her time is needed elsewhere.”

Ujio’s brow drew tight. “Then give the task to one of the younger men. Someone without duty, without command.” He paused. “Let Yoshizu help her. They have a report.”

Sato gave a soft hum, half-amused, half-knowing. “They fear her, and my son has enough to do taking care of the village.”

“She is no threat,” Ujio said, the words cutting sharper than intended.

Sato turned to him fully now, his gaze steady and unwavering. “Then why do you fear her?” Silence, sharp and clean as a blade slicing through silk, settled between them. He held Ujio’s gaze, calmly waiting for his answer.

Ujio finally turned his gaze away and stood up. He walked along the length of the corridor for a moment, the breeze carrying the scent of rain and damp earth. The wind stirred the sleeves of his robe, and then he heard the distant call of a crane echo across the hills like a question with no answer. He turned back to Sato. “She has been in the village for two weeks,” he finally said, his voice low. “Fourteen days. That is all. And yet…” He looked towards the village, seeing the rain falling in the distance and heading towards them. “She has no sword, no strategy, no discipline, and still she has unsettled me more than any enemy I have ever faced on the battlefield.”

Sato remained quiet and attentive. The silence was weighted with the understanding that came from years of standing beside one another through loss and war.  He refreshed the tea in their cups. 

Ujio exhaled slowly. It was the breath of a man carrying something he had not wanted to name, something he had not wanted to admit to. “I fear what I am becoming around her,” he admitted.

That gave Sato pause. He set the teapot down and looked up. “Then speak it. What do you become when you’re around her?”

When Ujio’s voice came, it was raw with an emotion he could not name. “Unsteady. Distracted.” His jaw flexed. He sat back down across from Sato, rubbing his hand over his face. “My thoughts drift when she is near. I find myself listening for her voice whenever I walk past Riku’s home. I remember things she said hours later as if her words carried weight. And when I hear her laugh…” He leaned his head back on the pillar and closed his eyes. He took a shaky breath. “…I forget myself.”

Sato watched him closely. Ujio, the ever-controlled, the sword arm of their village, the man who lived by honor and quiet restraint, was unraveling, not from shame or weakness, but from the slow, human realization that he was not immune to the attraction between a man and a woman.

“I have spent my life in the service of discipline,” Ujio went on, turning slightly, just enough to show his profile in the soft afternoon light. “My sword is my breath. My duty, my anchor. But this…” He waved his hand towards the courtyard in frustration. “…what she brings is not command or obligation. It is warmth. Chaos. Feeling.” He looked at Sato now. “And I do not know what to do with that.”

Sato studied him, not as a warrior studies his opponent, but as a brother might watch a man begin to tremble under the weight of something he cannot name. Ujio’s profile, turned slightly in the afternoon light, bore no visible crack, yet Sato saw it all the same. The stiffness in his jaw was not defiance but strain. He was watching a dam beginning to break from the tiniest crack. And his eyes, always sharp with control, flickered with something that unsettled even Sato to witness: a fragile, unspoken ache. Not pain. Not fear. But the dawning presence of feeling long buried.

For all the battles they had shared, all the silences and loyalty forged over the years, this moment struck Sato deepest—because for the first time, Ujio did not look like a soldier holding the line. He looked like a man beginning to wonder what it meant to be free. Sato’s expression softened. Not pity. Understanding. “And you think desire makes you weak.”

“I know it does,” Ujio said again, quieter this time but no less sure. “Desire pulls men from the path. Makes them vulnerable. Clouded. And if I begin to feel something for her…” He stopped, shaking his head. “Then I risk losing what I am.”

Sato folded his arms across his chest, his lips pressed together in thought. The man before him had stood at his right hand for decades, had bled beside him, fought without hesitation. He had never feared death, never faltered in conviction. But this? This woman? Helena had found a crack in the armor that nothing else had ever been able to breach.

“She does not understand our ways,” Ujio added, as if needing to rebuild his case. “She asks too much. Stays out too late.” He snorted in disbelief as he met Sato’s gaze. “She stood in the center of Riku’s garden last night and tried to thank the moon, Sato.”

Sato chuckled under his breath. “You saw this?”

“With my own eyes. Botan and I were discussing training the children when she walked outside, wandered around for a moment, and then looked up at the moon.” Ujio glared at him. “She speaks to the chickens. She named the ox!” he exclaimed.

“And yet,” Sato said mildly, “you remember all of it.”

Ujio sighed in frustration, but it sounded more like defeat. “She will be gone soon. When the rain ends, we should send her to Kyoto. That is the right thing to do.”

Sato leaned forward, his voice lowering to a softer and steadier tone. “Is it? Or is it the safe thing to do?”

Ujio shook his head, his eyes dark in unveiled frustration. “I am not like you. I do not find poetry in every misstep. I cannot teach her to belong here because she does not belong.”

“No,” Sato said. “But neither did I, once. And neither did you.”

Ujio stilled.

“Where would you be if Icharo had turned you away as a child—hungry, unwanted, standing at his door?” Sato asked, his tone patient but pointed. “We do not always want what is good for us. And we are not always wise enough to recognize it when it stands before us.”

A silence passed between them, stretched taut with memory. “That wasn’t fair,” Ujio whispered.

“But it is the truth,” Sato replied, setting down his empty cup. His voice lowered, quiet as the shifting leaves. “I do not ask you to love her. I ask only that you help her find her footing. She is alone in a world that no longer makes sense. And you, more than anyone, know what it is to lose your place. To claw your way back.”

Ujio bowed his head. “If I do this, it must be under your orders. Not my choice.”

Sato regarded him carefully, the lines around his eyes deepening with understanding. “So that, later, you may say it was not your heart that chose it.”

Ujio said nothing. But the flicker in his eyes, that shadow of doubt, of longing, of something dangerously close to hope, was all the answer Sato needed. He let it settle. Then gave a single nod. “That is enough for now.”

He rose, his movements deliberate. Ujio remained still as if any shift in his body might betray the unrest stirring beneath his control.

At the doorway, Sato paused. He didn’t turn at first. “She may unsettle you, Ujio,” he said, his voice steady, low. Then, slowly, he looked over his shoulder. His eyes were sharp with the power he held as daimyō, but softened by something more profound. Affection. Pride. A quiet awe. “But I wonder… if this is the first time I’ve seen you face life. And it humbles me.” He studied his friend a moment longer. “And perhaps that is what you need most.”

And then he was gone, leaving Ujio sitting in silence, the wind curling through the open doorway and the storm still waiting to break. He sighed with the weight of what was being asked of him. He left the temple, his mind in even greater turmoil than when he had arrived.

He saw her as he entered the village square just past Sato’s home. Helena stood near the entrance to Riku’s home, arms wrapped loosely around herself, gazing out toward the mist-covered mountains. The rain had started to fall, and it softened everything. The edges of the buildings. The sounds of the village. The light from the sky. But it didn’t soften her. Her golden hair had come loose, pale strands clinging to her cheeks like silk threads caught in the wind. She looked small against the vastness of the storm, delicate, perhaps, but not fragile. Not weak. She did not move. She didn’t seem to realize she was being watched.

Ujio remained beneath the eaves, hidden by shadow, watching her in silence. He told himself it was only a moment’s pause. Only caution. But it was more than that. He realized what it was about her that unsettled him. It was not her grief, which she wore quietly like a veil of morning mist.

It was her stillness. Her quiet determination. Her refusal to fall apart.

She had been here for two weeks, and in that time, she had not demanded, pleaded, or wept in front of anyone. She bowed when she should. She listened when spoken to. She moved with the deliberate politeness of someone trying to cause no harm. She was not one of them.

And yet…she remained. She stayed for no reason. With no anchor to keep her in the village. She watched the mountains like someone searching for something. Or waiting for a sign that would never come.

He exhaled slowly, jaw tight. He didn’t want this role. Didn’t want to be the one to show her how to survive here, how to wear a mask she hadn’t been born into. How to speak the language of restraint and endurance. Because to teach her those things, he would have to be near her.

He would have to see her. And worse: he would have to be seen. Sato’s words returned to him like the echo of a blade drawn from its sheath: “You are not used to a woman looking at you without fear, without trepidation. Just Helena, seeing the man behind the silence, as if her heart had been waiting for him all along.”

Sato was right, and Ujio was beginning to feel things he had no place for. No language for. And yet duty had been placed before him. That, at least, was familiar. He let out a long, reluctant sigh, the kind that belonged to a man who had stopped fighting the inevitable but hadn’t made peace with it either before stepping out into the rain. He walked across the village to work with his men while he tried to determine the best way to follow Sato’s orders.


      [image: ]The rain continued softly into the evening before slowly turning into a mist that settled over the village like a hush. Lantern light flickered behind paper walls, casting long silhouettes on the earth. The air smelled of wet cedar, smoke, and jasmine tea. 

Sato sat cross-legged beneath the low roof of Mariko Ishiki’s engawa, a cup of steaming tea cradled between his palms. He wore the expression of a man who was not in a hurry, because wisdom rarely was. He had learned his patience from Icharo, Mariko’s late husband and Ujio’s mentor. 

Mariko knelt across from him, her robe a muted gray patterned with plum blossoms. Her silver hair was pinned high with bone combs carved decades ago. Her face was lined with age, sorrow, laughter, and love, and her dark eyes were clear, focused, and gently amused. “I saw her again today,” she said, voice low and thoughtful. “The foreign girl. Helena.”

Sato lifted his gaze but said nothing yet. He waited. He was curious about what insights Mariko had from her observations of Helena.

“She was near the west field,” Mariko continued. “Staring at the grain racks, as if they might rearrange themselves into something familiar. The wind caught her sleeves, and she stood still as if listening for something.”

Sato’s mouth curved slightly. “Perhaps she was.”

Mariko raised a brow. “Do you always speak in riddles with your soldiers?”

“Only when they understand the answers before I give them.”

She sipped her tea, then rested her hands on her lap. “She watches Ujio,” she said, as if placing a final stone in a garden path. “Like someone watching the edge of a fire. Fascinated, cautious, and afraid to get burned, yet she warmed herself anyway.”

Sato’s lips pressed together, not quite a smile, not quite surprise. He did not speak.

“I saw her cheeks bloom pink when he corrected a boy’s footwork this morning,” Mariko added gently. “And when he passed her on the path? She stopped speaking. Not because she was afraid. Because she felt too much.”

“You know she threw her boot at him,” Sato commented, sipping his tea.

“Mmm, I heard about that from Yoshizu.”

The rain whispered across the roof, steady and soothing.

“She is not ready,” Sato said finally, but without judgment. “She has not lived among us long enough to understand what it means to love a samurai.”

Mariko’s smile was soft, the kind a woman gives when she has lived long enough to see the same story written in many lives. “Yes,” she said. “And yet she is already learning.”

He looked at her now. Truly looked. “She will get hurt. Ujio is not the easiest man to get along with.”

Mariko nodded slowly. “Of course she will. But love is not the absence of pain. It is the willingness to endure it for something greater.” She sat straighter, her voice gaining a quiet strength. “To love a samurai is to accept the sword at your table and the silence in your bed. It is to know that your husband might walk out one morning and not return because his honor calls louder than his heart. It is to serve tea with trembling hands when the village watches you and to carry the burdens your husband cannot show.”

Her gaze drifted to the rain-dark garden beyond the veranda. “It is waiting without bitterness. Speaking without needing answers. Loving without the demand of being loved back in the ways you understand.” She turned back to Sato. “But it is also pride. Purpose. It is knowing that your life, quiet and unseen, strengthens the one who must be seen. There is beauty in that balance if the woman is strong enough to hold it.”

Sato exhaled slowly, as though letting go of something that had weighed down his chest. “He says she unsettles him. That he forgets himself around her.”

Mariko’s smile deepened. “Good. It means there is still a self beneath the warrior. That part of him is not lost.”

Sato was quiet and thoughtful. “I told him she unsettled him because she looked at him without fear or trepidation. It’s just Helena, seeing the man behind the silence, as if her heart had been waiting for him all along.” He chuckled. “And then I assigned her to him today.”

Mariko chuckled, dry and knowing. “Not because it is practical.”

“No,” he admitted. “Because it is necessary.”

A gust of wind stirred the leaves along the path, sending ripples through the bamboo.

“Sato, I worry she will feel even more adrift in Riku’s home,” Mariko said. “Riku is kind, but her hands are too full. And Helena is not a child to be watched. She is a woman who needs guidance. Someone to show her the rhythm of our life, the silent things no one teaches.” She paused, setting her empty teacup aside. “She has been at the Shogun’s court for ten years. With no womanly presence around her.” She laid a hand on his. “Let her stay with me.”

Sato lifted a brow. “Are you certain?”

“I have not had a daughter in my home for many years,” Mariko said. “But I remember how to love one. And I suspect she needs that more than she even knows.” Her voice softened, rich with memory. “She will learn to cook, wash, mend, and serve tea. She will learn the unspoken rules of our world. But more than that, she will learn how to endure. How to change without breaking. I can see her strength, her will. And so do you. You wouldn’t have brought her here otherwise,” she said, tilting her head slightly and narrowing her eyes in thought. “And if she is meant to be by his side, she must know how to be strong even when he is not.”

Sato inclined his head in solemn approval. “She will need that. Especially if she comes to care for him.”

Mariko’s gaze shifted, eyes distant. “To love a man like Ujio is to love silence. Restraint. A heart wrapped in layers of duty. It is not easy. But it is worth it if the woman is strong enough to see past the armor.” She looked at Sato again. “I think Helena might be.”

Sato nodded. “She already does, Mariko.” They fell into silence for a while, a kind of shared silence that is reserved for those who trust one another completely. Finally, Sato stood, adjusting his haori. “Then it is decided. She will stay with you.”

Mariko rose more slowly, her knees stiff but her spirit light. “Between the two of us,” she said with a glimmer of humor, “we might just save them from themselves.”

Sato gave a rare, soft laugh. “Or doom them completely.”

Mariko reached for the lantern hanging by the doorway. “Isn’t that what love always is?” The light flickered as she lifted it, casting long, dancing shadows behind her. And somewhere, not far away, a young woman dreamed of a man who never spoke more than necessary yet had already said more to her heart than words ever could.








  
  
Chapter 5




Mist clung to the village, trailing like silk across the rooftops in the early morning light. It sifted pale and golden through the clouds after an early morning rain, the type that came down soft to kiss the earth instead of striking it in submission. The world was hushed, clean, as if the storms that had been raging across the mountains were done with their tantrum with a long, slow exhale. 

Helena sat near the hearth, her hands wrapped around a warm bowl of barley tea. She was trying to stay out of Riku’s way, staring into the gentle flames of the irori while trying to find her place in the stillness surrounding her. Life in Yoshizu’s village was very different than life at the Shogun’s court, and she preferred it. She just wasn’t sure where she fit into it yet. Over the time she had been there, she’d learned to stay out of Riku’s way. She was in the kitchen, moving about briskly and efficiently. Helena sipped her tea. She was grateful for her place under Riku’s roof, but could feel the weight of her presence in the household. She felt like something slightly out of place on a shelf that had been carefully arranged.

The knock that broke the silence of the house was soft but firm. Helena looked at Riku, who nodded towards the door. She set her bowl down and opened the shoji screen, stepping outside. Sato and an older woman, Mariko, whom Helena had not yet met, stood in the morning mist. Their presence was like brushstrokes against the soft canvas of the dawn.

“Good morning, Helena,” Sato greeted with a gentle smile, bowing his head.

“Good morning, Sato-sama,” she replied, returning the bow. Her voice was steady despite the tangled nerves that stirred under her skin. Was he here to finally tell her she had to leave? Or was there something more to his visit?

Sato turned to the woman beside him. “This is Mariko-san,” he said. “She is the widow of a samurai, the man who trained Ujio and me. She is one of the oldest voices in our village.” 

Mariko bowed gently. Her face was kind and serene yet lined with the unmistakable depth of someone who had endured much and still stood tall.

Helena bowed again, lower this time. “It is an honor.”

“The honor will be mine if you agree,” Mariko said, her voice like warm smoke. “I would like to welcome you into my home. Riku’s household is busy, and you are not a burden. But you need space to grow, learn, and become more than a guest.”

Helena’s breath caught. “You would…have me live with you?”

“I would teach you what the women of this village know,” Mariko said. “How to survive. How to contribute. And how to remain.”

Helena swallowed hard. Something quiet, fragile, and grateful shifted inside her. “Thank you,” she said quietly with another bow of respect. “I would be honored.” For the first time since she arrived in the village, she felt things would be okay.

Sato stepped forward, his tone taking on a firmer note. “That is settled then. You will live with Mariko,” he said. “She will show you the ways of our people, the ways not written in scrolls or spoken in command. The women’s ways.” He paused, his lips twitching a bit. “And Ujio will teach you to defend yourself and this village you now call home.”

Helena’s brows lifted, startled. “Ujio?”

“Yes. He trains our warriors. I can think of no one better than him to make sure you know how to use a sword, naginata, and other weapons accustomed to a woman’s hand.”

“Does that include my boot?” she asked curiously. She saw Mariko’s lips twitch in amusement.

Sato laughed. “If that is the weapon you have at hand, then yes. You will become his student.”

The words settled around her like falling leaves. They were unexpected and final, but not without their merit. “Then I will become his student,” she said quietly.

Sato inclined his head. “This is not a command, Helena. It is an invitation.”

“An invitation?” she echoed. “An invitation to what?”

He met her gaze with quiet certainty. “To walk the path of one who is not merely a guest. To learn, to fight, to stand among us as your own. To belong.”

“Gather your things, child. I will wait for you,” Mariko commented. She tucked her hands in her sleeves and watched Sato return to the slowly waking village.


      [image: ]The rain had ceased, but its memory lingered. Water pooled in uneven stones, glistening in the pale morning light. The air was thick with the scent of wet cedar and charred wood, of damp earth clinging to the village’s bones. Smoke curled lazily from cookfires, softening the crisp edge of the mountain air. Mist still blanketed the hills, wrapping the world in a quiet, shrouded stillness. 

Life had resumed steadily and without fanfare. Women swept the dirt paths with practiced ease, children darted through puddles with shrieks of joy, and men gathered in the training field, warming up before their swordmaster got there to bark orders at them and make sure they were ready for anything. Their movements were sharp, their voices low, the rhythm of discipline returning like breath after the storm.

Ujio walked among it all, his steps measured, silent. His thoughts, however, were anything but. Sato’s command echoed in his mind. 

“I ask only that you help her find her footing.”

He had trained warriors. Broken them down and rebuilt them stronger, faster, sharper. He taught the young men of the village how to defend, how to attack, how to block, and strike. He had even trained a few women in the art of the naginata and katana. But this? This was different. 

Helena did not fit into the world he had carved from stone. She was not part of the order he understood. And yet she had remained. Not as a guest, not as a child of privilege. But as someone who had quietly chosen to endure.

He found her waiting just beyond the gate to Mariko’s home, standing in the mist like part of the morning itself. Her figure was still, her posture straight, her hands folded calmly. A faint wind lifted strands of pale hair from her cheek. She turned when she heard his approach, eyes steady and alert. There was no hesitation. There was no fear.

Ujio stopped a few paces away, arms folding across his chest. His stance was closed, guarded. His silence was deliberate. He had heard that Mariko offered to give her a place in her home, and now he saw it was true. He studied her.

Helena broke the silence first. “So,” she said, “when do we begin?”

He regarded her for a long moment before answering. “When you are properly dressed.”

She glanced down at her kimono. “What’s wrong with this?”

“It will hinder you. You’ll step on it, tear it to pieces. Ask Mariko for something else.”

She tilted her head. “And what should I wear instead? I don’t exactly own very much in the way of clothing.”

“You will need pants, hakama,” he said flatly. “Tied at the waist. Nothing that catches.”

Her brows lifted in amusement. “Yes, I do know what hakama are.”

“Combat is not ceremonial.” There was a pause. And he stepped towards her, dropping his hands, his left one resting lightly on the wakizashi at his side. Then he said, “You are nearly my height.”

Her brow furrowed. “And this matters because...?”

“Because a child’s bokken would be too short for you,” he replied matter-of-factly. “Unbalanced. Ill-suited for your reach. You’ll use one of mine until we make you one of your own.”

Helena blinked. She hadn’t expected that answer or the quiet readiness with which he gave it. 

“You thought I would comment on your height for another reason?” he asked, voice flat but sharp-edged.

“I thought it would be another way to say I don’t belong.”

“You don’t belong,” he said. “Not yet. But that is not the same as being incapable.”

She studied him, arms crossing loosely over her chest. “You say these things so simply. As though there’s no weight behind them.”

“There is always weight,” he replied, taking another step towards her. “But truth should not be wrapped in comfort.”

Helena’s gaze narrowed. “Then here’s a truth, Ujio-sama. I know I’m not one of you. I know I stand out. That I will never be from here.” Ujio didn’t respond. She pressed on. “But I’m still here. I’m still trying. Does that mean nothing to you?”

He looked at her, truly looked at the woman who held an unloaded pistol at him, who threw her boot at his back, and for the first time, something subtle shifted in his eyes. Not warmth. But acknowledgment. “It means everything,” he said, his words quiet. They came out rougher than he intended, but he was being honest.

Helena’s expression softened only slightly. “Then don’t train me like you consider it a punishment.”

Ujio’s gaze flicked toward the mist-veiled field beyond. “I don’t,” he sighed. “I am preparing you.”

“For what?”

“For whatever comes.” He looked back at her. His expression was unreadable, but his voice carried the weight of all he’d seen and lived. “Strength is not loud. It is not always a sword. Sometimes, it is silence. Sometimes it is simply enduring.”

Helena held his gaze. His words startled her, as if he knew what it meant to endure. She stepped towards him, the space between them, the tension between them, shifting to something more, something understood. “All right.”

He stepped aside, gesturing down the path. “The training field is there. Meet me when you are ready.”

She arched a brow. “You mean I get to be late?”

He didn’t smile, but there was a flicker of something. It was a slight tightening of his lips, one side quirking in an almost-smirk, followed by a breath of dry amusement. “No,” he said. “But I’ll allow you one delay. After that... you arrive early.”

She inclined her head, the smallest of bows. “Understood.”

He studied her for a moment longer, longer than necessary.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t argue. She just met him calmly and with a bow that wasn’t mocking but respectful, measured, and earned. Not many did that. Not many knew how. One delay. That was more leniency than he’d given any student before. Why had he said it? Why now?  He told himself it was practicality. Fairness. But a small, unwelcome voice whispered otherwise. She is not what I expected.

He returned her bow, turned without another word, and walked back into the mist, where silence could settle the things he had no name for.

Helena watched him go, her heart steady, her pulse quick. She would never be one of them. But she could be something else. Something unbreakable.

And that, for now, would be enough.


      [image: ]The fabric of the kosode and hakama was rougher than Helena was used to, but not uncomfortable. Thick cotton, worn soft from years of washing, still held the deep indigo color of humility, not display. The hakama was a little short, her ankles bare for the world to see. The gray kosode was cinched with a narrow sash. There was nothing decorative about the clothing. It was meant to move, work, and endure, and, for Helena, more comfortable than the skirts and dresses of the Western world. Now, she stood barefoot in her new room in Mariko’s home, the tatami mats warm on her feet, dressed in the borrowed clothing. She had carefully folded the clothing Riku had given her and set it inside the wooden chest Mariko indicated would hold her clothing. 

Mariko stepped into the room behind her, steady as always, like a tree that had stood through a hundred winters. “You look like a girl ready to learn,” she said.

“I don’t feel like one,” Helena replied, glancing down at herself. “I’m…unsure about this,” she admitted with a small breath of a laugh.

“Then today is a good day to start. And being unsure is good.” She set the folded bundle she was carrying down. “Sit,” she stated before sitting behind Helena and reaching for her damp hair.

“I usually braid it myself,” Helena said softly, reaching for her hair out of habit. She was not used to someone doing it for her.

“Not today,” Mariko replied gently, guiding her hands away. “Today and whenever you are on the training field with Ujio, you will bind it. Not loosely. Not carelessly. You want no strands in your eyes, no softness at the nape of your neck.” She began to work Helena’s thick hair in her hands. “You tie it tight, like a woman preparing to endure.”

Helena stilled beneath Mariko’s hands. Her touch was gentle, caring, and motherly. She couldn’t remember how her own mother’s hands felt, if they were gentle and loving, soft and warm, tender. All she knew was that they had been absent most of her life. 

Mariko slowly twisted Helena’s hair with deft, experienced fingers. The motion was practiced, not rushed. Smoothing. Twisting. Wrapping. She didn’t pull or tug; she just worked. “A samurai binds his hair before battle,” Mariko said. “A woman binds hers when she prepares to carry weight no one else sees.” She paused, wrapping. “And I will teach you how to put it up in other ways to keep it neat while you work.”

Helena exhaled slowly, as if something deep inside her was waiting for the right moment to loosen. She sat with her hands folded in her lap as Mariko worked. “I was ten when I came to Japan,” she began. “My father was posted in Kyoto as the British Ambassador. I had lost my mother four years earlier.” Helena paused. “I don’t remember her voice,” she finally continued. “I remember the smell of lavender on her skin, her humming when she sewed, the way she looked at me when I was quiet, soft, gentle. But that’s all.”

Mariko’s fingers slowed in their work out of respect as she listened to Helena. Then resumed more gently, letting Helena speak. It was the first time the young woman had truly opened up about why she was in Japan. 

Helena swallowed. “When we arrived here, everything was foreign and beautiful. I didn’t want to be an observer, always on the outside looking in. I wanted to learn. I wanted to understand, so I asked my father to get me a tutor. I began learning the language at the age of eleven. I wanted to know the meaning behind the words, the rhythm, the way people looked at each other here in Japan with such meaning, conveying things without ever uttering a word.”

Mariko tied off the final knot with a firm, knowing hand. “You did not grow up inside a mother’s hands,” she said softly, smoothing the kosode over Helena’s shoulders.

Helena shook her head. “Only duty. My father taught me treaties, etiquette, and politics. But not how to be a woman.”

Mariko shifted to sit beside Helena, facing her. She tilted her head and studied her. She could see the sadness in her eyes, but Helena was not lost. She was a young woman who knew exactly where she wanted to be. Now, she had to learn who she was. She could already see how living in Japan had started to shape her. Mariko nodded as she looked at her with something more profound than approval. “Then we will start again.”

Mariko stood up, motioning for Helena to follow. She bent to adjust the hem of Helena’s kosode. “When I say start again, I do not mean you become someone new. I mean, you become someone true. You will learn the rhythm of this life, Helena. The work of hands.” She took Helena’s hands in hers. “The silence of service. The patience of care. These are the things your mother would have taught you if time had been kinder.”

Helena’s chest tightened at Mariko’s words. She could not even express her thanks to the woman who stood before her, speaking to her as if she were her own flesh and blood. 

“And if you should happen to find a samurai who values you for who you are in here,” she placed a hand over Helena’s heart, “then you will know that your place in his life is not behind him. It is beside him.” She smiled, cupping Helena’s cheek for a moment. “The wife of a samurai keeps the hearth warm, yes, but also keeps the blade sharp. She holds his name when he cannot. She is his stillness when war rages inside him. And if he falls, she becomes the fortress that protects him while he heals and remains steadfast.”

Helena listened, breath shallow, as though each word carved something open inside her.

Then, Mariko added softly, “There is more to learn than swordplay.”

Helena blinked. “More than…I don’t understand.” Her statement wasn’t exactly true. She had a sneaky feeling she knew precisely what samurai Mariko was speaking of.

Mariko smiled as if she had been waiting for the confusion. “He stopped you from leaving, didn’t he?”

Helena’s heart stuttered. “Who told you? Yoshizu? Riku?”

Mariko chuckled. “Yoshizu didn’t have to tell me much,” Mariko said. “Only that you pointed a weapon at him and then threw your boot at his back. And that Ujio stepped between you and danger without hesitation when you wanted to leave Riku’s house at night.” She leaned in. “And that after he apologized for his harsh words.”

She tilted her head, her voice growing softer. “That is not something he gives freely, Helena. Ujio does not speak what he does not mean. He has no time for false courtesies. If he offered you an apology, then somewhere inside him, you mattered enough to try and undo the harm.”

Mariko turned to the door and motioned for Helena to follow. She sat at the hearth and poured them a cup of tea. “My husband trained Ujio,” she said, her voice gentling with memory. “He came to our home as a boy of twelve. Fierce. Quiet. Hardened by loss. My husband taught him to wield a blade, but more importantly, to wield restraint. Ujio is not just disciplined. He is made of discipline. Every part of him was forged for control. For duty.”

She paused, her lips turning up in a soft, knowing smile. “And then came you.”

Helena’s eyes widened. “I didn’t mean to disrupt…”

Mariko laughed. “But you did, Helena-san,” she said with quiet certainty. “And that is not a bad thing.” She handed her the cup of tea. “You’ve done something the rest of us could not: you unsettled him. Not with defiance. But with presence. With the very fact that you are still here. He watches you, Helena. Not out of suspicion. But because you are a question he does not yet know how to answer.”

Then Mariko asked, gently and without judgment, “Tell me, what do you think of Ujio?”

Helena opened her mouth. And closed it again. “He infuriates me. Beyond that, I… I don’t know,” she admitted softly.

Mariko only smiled. “Then that is a good place to begin.” She considered Helena for a moment longer, then said quietly, “You will not only train with Ujio.”

Helena blinked. “I won’t?”

“No,” Mariko replied. “You will spend your mornings with him, yes. But your afternoons belong to me. There is women’s work in this village, and you must learn that too.”

Helena tilted her head, unsure how to respond. “What kind of work?”

Mariko’s tone didn’t soften, but there was pride behind it. “You will learn to cook rice that does not burn. To hang herbs so they dry clean and whole. To mend a sleeve so the thread does not show. To weave straw into sandals that last. You will learn to grind roots and steep teas that ease fever. To hold a crying child and a dying man with the same hands. These things are no less than the sword. They are what hold this village together when the warriors are gone.” She sipped her tea. “I will pass along the knowledge I have gained through my life of herbs and healing.”

Helena straightened, the weight of the words settling into her like stone. She had never thought of herself as a healer or even capable of being one, but learning from Mariko, understanding what a village like this would need, and the fact that she wanted to pass that knowledge on, humbled Helena. It also excited her because it gave her purpose.  “I’ll do whatever you ask. I want to learn how to heal and care for those in the village.”

Mariko gave a slight nod. “Good. Because when the winds of war rise, it is often the women who remain standing.”

Then, Mariko’s eyes narrowed just slightly. She studied Helena the way a hawk watches a trembling branch. “Now,” she said, circling back like a quiet wave, “what do you think of Ujio?”

Helena looked away, uncomfortable. “I told you. He infuriates me.”

Mariko clapped her hands, startling Helena. “Say it again.”

Helena blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “He’s harsh. Cold. He doesn’t speak unless it’s an order, and when he does, it’s like being struck.”

“And yet you listen to every word.”

“I listen,” Helena snapped, then softened. “Because he’s… not wrong.”

Mariko tilted her head in question.

Helena pressed her lips together, then let the words spill. “He challenges me. He makes me feel like I don’t know who I am. Like I’m unformed, and he’s waiting to see if I’ll crack or hold shape.”

“And you don’t like that?”

“No. And yes.” She hesitated. “And…it’s confusing. It’s infuriating. He sees straight through me, and I don’t know what he wants. He unsettles me.”

Mariko smiled. “Good.”

Helena blinked. “Good?”

Mariko’s voice dropped, rich with knowing. “A man like Ujio does not need someone to admire him. Admiration is easy. He has earned it a thousand times over. What he needs is someone who will not fear him. Someone who sees the edges of his soul and refuses to step back.”

She paused, her gaze steady. “Ujio has lived most of his life in silence. This is not because he lacks words but because the world taught him early that silence was safer. He was raised in the shadow of grief, shaped by discipline so severe it became a shield. His strength is not just his sword. It is the absence of indulgence, the refusal to break, even when every part of him aches to be known. But there is a cost to such solitude.”

She leaned closer to Helena, her voice softening, as though revealing a truth rarely spoken aloud. “He needs disruption. Not chaos, but change. He needs someone who will press gently against his armor, not to test its strength, but to remind him he can take it off. He needs softness that won’t shatter. A woman who carries her own quiet power. Who can meet him, not in battle but in stillness.”

Mariko’s expression gentled further, like a mother talking about her favorite son. “He needs someone who will not tame him, but someone who will stand beside him and remain.” Her eyes glinted with mischievous knowing. “You are that. Soft, yet unyielding. You were not trained to be a warrior, but you know how to stand firm even when you are shaking. That is what he sees in you. Even if he doesn’t understand it yet.”

Helena’s throat tightened. “I don’t know if I can be what he needs,” she whispered.

“You already are,” Mariko said. “But the becoming is not for him. It’s for you.” She turned to a wooden chest near the wall, retrieved a folded square of silk, and placed it in Helena’s hands. She motioned for Helena to open it. Inside the silk were three things: a small mound of white rice, a pinch of salt, and a narrow strip of washi paper inked with a single character: 無 Mu.  

Emptiness. A beginning.

“An offering must be made at sunrise,” she said. “Or before your first meal. You will step outside. Face east. Place the rice on the ground, then sprinkle the salt, and then place the paper. Bow three times. Speak nothing. Surrender your fear to the wind.”

Helena looked down at the bundle. She had never been a religious observer. Her father never had time for it. She knew the religion here was different. Gentler. More understanding. Deeper. “And that’s enough?”

“It is everything,” Mariko said. “You’ll do this before your first lesson. And again, when your bruises come.”

Helena’s voice was quieter now. “What do you pray for before a man goes to battle?”

Mariko held her gaze. “You do not pray for his safety. You pray for his clarity. Not for his return, but for his honor.”

Helena swallowed as she wrapped the bundle back together. “And if he doesn’t return?”

“Then you bow to the wind,” Mariko said. “And you pick up what remains. You gather his name in your mouth and say it until it tastes like peace. You keep his memory alive so that others can find courage. You make sure the place he left behind does not fall.” The silence that followed was not empty. It was full of reverence and something like promise.

Mariko placed her hand gently over Helena’s heart. “You already have the strength. Here. And here.” She tapped Helena’s temple. “Now you learn how to wield it.” She returned to the chest and retrieved a small jar wrapped in linen. “For your bruises,” she said. “There will be many.”

Helena smiled a bit ruefully. “I expect no less.”

Mariko’s lips curved, a flicker of pride in her eyes. “Go now. He’s waiting. And Ujio does not forgive lateness.”

Helena stepped into her sandals and walked to the door. Mist clung low to the rooftops. The village stirred, the sound of brooms sweeping, kettles steaming, wooden swords cracking in distant rhythm, filling the morning with life.

She stepped outside with the offering pressed close to her chest. And for the first time, she no longer felt like a girl trying to fit into someone else’s life. She was no longer Helena Montclair, the daughter of the British ambassador. She was someone else, someone who was becoming something more. She cradled the bundle in her palms as if it held more than salt and rice. As if it held intention. As if it held her future.

She made her way to the village’s eastern edge, where the trees thinned and the earth sloped gently toward the mountains beyond. She knelt. The fabric of the kosode was cool against her knees, and the grass beneath was damp from dew. She unwrapped the bundle with care, her fingers remembering Mariko’s instructions with each motion. She placed the rice on the earth in a white mound. While Mariko didn’t explain its significance, she knew from the tutors who taught her the language that it referred to life, prosperity, and sustenance. Then the salt, grains like snow, offered to purify and protect. Finally, the strip of washi, inked with one simple truth, Mu. Emptiness. A beginning. 

In her wise way, Mariko was telling her she was watched over, welcomed as part of a village, and that she had a chance to become something more. She had never before felt the warmth that spread through her chest at the realization. She took a deep breath and then bowed once. Then again. Then a third time.

No words were spoken. None were needed.

She let the silence wrap around her, thick and sacred, and closed her eyes. She gave up the fear with a shaky breath, not by naming it but by releasing it. The fear of being seen.

The fear of not being enough. The fear of failing at something before she even knew how to begin. And deeper still, the fear of standing before a man like Ujio, whose silence could feel like judgment, but whose eyes revealed something far more dangerous: the possibility of being understood. Not by what she said, but by what she was.

He was not just a warrior. He was the embodiment of discipline forged into flesh, sharp where she was soft, immovable where she wavered. And yet, there had been a brief, unspoken moment when she’d seen something in him that was not command or restraint. A flicker of ache, of recognition. He was a man who had learned to carry everything alone. And perhaps, like her, he didn’t want to anymore.

She feared what it might mean to reach toward that. To offer something that could not be sharpened or wielded but only held. And so, she offered that fear to the earth, to the wind, to the sky still cloaked in silver. Not as surrender. But as a beginning.

As she breathed in the cool mountain air, she imagined her fear lifting like steam and joining the sky. She bowed one last time. When she rose, her knees were wet, her palms were cold, and her heart was steady. She folded the cloth carefully and tucked it into the sash at her waist, then turned back toward the village, her steps confident as she walked to the training field.

Smoke was beginning to curl from the chimney vents. A rooster crowed in the distance. Life was waking.

And so was she.








  
  
Chapter 6




By the time Helena reached the training grounds, it was late morning. The air already smelled of damp earth, woodsmoke, and sweat. The crack of wooden swords echoed through the village, sharp and rhythmic. Young men moved in tight formations, fluid, fast, and focused. Their movements cut through the morning stillness like brushstrokes on rice paper, deliberate, exact, and all under Ujio’s watchful eyes. 

This was their world. A world of hierarchy, of honor, of discipline forged through repetition. And now Helena, a young woman only a little older than some of the men training and not of this world, was stepping into it. She tightened the knot of the sash at her waist, her fingers lingering for a breath before letting the cloth settle against the simple gray kosode Mariko had given her only a short time ago. The plain juban underrobe still clung to her skin, cool from early washing. The hakama was wrapped neatly over it all, pleated, even, tied carefully with the help of Mariko’s guidance. It fell short, her ankles plain for everyone to see, but the way it swayed against her legs as she walked was comfortable.

There were no ornaments on her clothing. No silk in sight. No softness whatsoever. Even her blonde hair had been wrapped into a tight queue. She was dressed like one of them, not because she pretended she belonged. No. She intended to belong in this village, country, and world that Sato calmly invited her into the day they found her in the forest. She saw Ujio watching as she approached, still barking orders to the men he was training. 

But it didn’t matter. As soon as she crossed into the training ground, all conversation halted mid-sentence. Heads turned, eyes followed, and swords stilled. 

“What is this foreigner doing wearing the clothing of a warrior?”

“Does she think Ujio will allow her to train?”

“What is she doing here?”

Helena heard every single comment. And none of it stopped her. She had spent all her life on the periphery. She was tired of being just a girl with careful manners and empty hands. She was done being decorative. She was done being still. 

“Quiet. All of you,” a woman’s voice stated. “Give her a chance.”

“Ujio-san is going to eat her alive, Aiko,” one of the men stated.

“Don’t be so sure,” Aiko answered. She smiled as Helena marched past, her shoulders back, her chin lifted. She followed the line of Helena’s gaze. It was firmly fixed on Ujio, waiting near the bokken rack. Aiko chuffed in amusement. “I like her already.”

Ujio wasn’t exactly sure what he expected when he told her to come to the training grounds once she had suitable clothing. Resistance. Uncertainty. Defiance maybe. Absence, surely. But he was not expecting readiness.

Mariko had dressed her in the correct garb. The clothing fit her well, and everything was properly tied. The kosode lay flat across her collarbones, her juban peeking just beneath the sleeves, which Mariko had already tied back for her. The hakama was a bit short, but then Helena stood as tall as he, while Mariko only came to his shoulder. Her sash was tight but not quite right.

But it wasn’t the clothing that held him still. It was how Helena moved in it. She moved in it as naturally as he moved in his clothing. Her posture was confident. She didn’t glance down, she didn’t tug at the fabric, she didn’t fidget, and she was not looking for a friendly face amongst the warriors watching as she walked past. No, she was staring straight ahead, straight at him.

With calm. With fire. With intent and purpose.

He let out a soft grunt. Good. The others could whisper and doubt all they wanted. She had accepted his challenge and walked onto his field. She willingly walked into his domain. Now, he would find out if she deserved to stay or if he would have a longer conversation with his daimyō over the futility of training this foreign woman to handle a weapon. 

He crossed the field slowly, his steps deliberate, the air folding around his silence. Men stepped aside. No one dared speak. He stopped in front of her, standing face to face in silence. His eyes dropped to her waist. “Your sash is too loose,” he said quietly. He stepped forward and pulled the knot tighter before she could adjust it. His hands weren’t rough, just firm, practical, and unyielding. “If you fight like this,” he murmured, “you’ll unravel before you land your first strike.”

She inhaled, startled at the gesture and his words, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she held his gaze. “Thank you,” she said evenly. She saw something flicker in his dark eyes. It wasn’t warm, but it wasn’t cold either.

He glanced up, and his frown deepened as he caught sight of her hair. It was bound, but low, how women wore it to work. It was functional but not strategic. Golden strands had already begun to loosen at her temples. “This is also a problem.” He pulled a thin strip of leather from his wrist, and before she could speak, he was behind her, gathering the queue with quiet efficiency. His calloused fingers brushed the nape of her neck as he twisted her hair into a tighter knot at the crown of her head, tying it with his leather cord. “You want your hair kept high, practical, firm, so your enemy cannot grab hold of it and use it to their advantage,” he stated. The knot was meant for movement. For battle. For war. When he was satisfied it wouldn’t unravel, he stepped back.

A hush lingered in the air as the samurai nearby went still. No one said a word. But everyone watched. 

Helena stiffened slightly at his nearness, but she didn’t move away. His hands were surprisingly gentle as he pulled her hair higher and tied it tight. It pulled in a few places, but she never said a word. 

Ujio looked her over one last time, his expression unreadable. He gave her a single nod. “Now,” he said. “You are ready.” He turned without waiting and walked toward the center of the training field. “Come,” he called over his shoulder. “Let us begin.”

Helena followed, the gravel shifting beneath her soft sandals. She kept her head high. Her back straight. She could still hear the whispers, but they were fainter now. And behind them, something else had taken root. 

Respect.


      [image: ]Ujio had told Sato he could not train her. 

And Sato had said nothing, only looking at him long and steady in that way of his, as if he was waiting for Ujio to acknowledge his resistance with a profound truth.  “She unsettles you, and that is why you must.”

Ujio had bowed stiffly, said nothing more, and left. But the words remained, lodged like splinters beneath his skin. Now, as he stood in the center of the training field, waiting for Helena to join him, he felt the weight of Sato’s words anew. She unsettles you.

Yes. She did. Even more now, standing before him with a bokken in her hands, trying to adjust to the weight of the wooden sword. And it wasn’t because she defied him. It was because she didn’t. He told her to find suitable clothing and meet him on the training field. And she listened, standing tall beneath the pressure. She looked at him as if trying to see through him, and might succeed.

He had trained warriors who trembled at the sound of his voice. Men twice her size who flinched when he corrected their grip. But she had not flinched when he touched her sash.

She had not pulled away when he bound her hair. She had simply accepted it. Without protest. Not as a submission. But as a choice.

And that…that, to Ujio, was dangerous.

Discipline, he understood. Duty, he commanded. But her quiet resolve? Her refusal to meet sharpness with sharpness? That confused him. It made him feel seen in a way he did not want to be.

He clenched his jaw and stepped forward. It was time to see what this foreign woman was made of. It was time to begin.


      [image: ]Helena stood at the center of the field, the sun casting long slants of light across the gravel. Her fingers were wrapped around the bokken, waiting. The training sword was worn smooth by years of sweat and repetition in Ujio’s hands. It was heavier than she had expected, dense and solid, yet balanced with a weight that demanded her attention. It was warmed by the sun, and her fingers adjusted instinctively around it. 

“Hold it higher,” Ujio said. “Near the tsuba. Your grip is wrong.” He stood across from her, demonstrating where to hold it, wrapping his fingers around his weapon.

She adjusted, copying his grip as she slid her right hand to the top edge of the wooden hilt, her left wrapped around the bottom. When Ujio nodded, she knew she had it correct. She had already shifted her stance to copy his.

“Wider. Your left foot needs to come forward.” He tapped her ankle with his bokken until she widened her stance.

Helena obeyed, planting her feet in the dirt. She was just getting comfortable when Ujio struck without warning.  His wooden blade hit hers with a sharp crack, the force jarring her arms. It was all she could do to hold onto the weapon, and her stance held. Barely.

“Too soft,” he said. “Again.” He gave her enough time to firm up her stance before striking again. This time, he felt the resistance of her bokken against his, and she managed to bring it up to block a second strike, but the third, a tap against her sternum with the tip, ended the moment. “Dead,” he simply said.

Helena gritted her teeth in determination. 

“Do not anticipate. Do not guess. See,” Ujio simply stated. He watched as she exhaled, adjusting her fingers around the wood. “Again.” He struck, and she blocked it, firmer this time, but her balance shifted, and he tapped the left side of her ribcage. “Dead.”

Helena met his gaze. She reset her feet and hands. “Again,” she said this time. Ujio nodded, and he attacked again. She lost count of how many times they had done it. Blow. Correction. Reposition. Sweat gathered at her temples, and her breath came fast. Her arms burned, but she refused to give in. “Again,” she said. 

The young samurai had resumed their practice around them, but they watched out of the corners of their eyes. The rhythm of their training had shifted, subtly echoing this new tension, this new thing none of them could name.

She blocked again, this time holding, bringing the bokken up to block his next strike and the one after that. 

She was getting better and learned fast; Ujio had to give her that. He circled her, blade at rest. “You do not have the strength to overpower,” he said. “So, stop trying.”

“I’m not,” she replied, breathless.

“You are. You are fighting like someone who believes strength comes from here…” he tapped her bokken with his own, “…instead of here.” He pointed to her eyes.

Helena’s jaw tightened.

“You watch,” he said. “You listen. Use what you have. Not what you wish for.”

She nodded. They moved again. Strike. Block. Turn. Parry. This time, she didn’t just absorb. She learned. 

And Ujio saw it. Her footwork grew cleaner. Her responses sharper and quicker. She wasn’t strong. But she was deliberate. And she refused to stop. By the end of the lesson, a bruise was blooming on her shoulder, her hands trembled from the strain, her arms burned, yet she remained standing, bokken still in hand, feet set. He could see the slight tremble in her chin, but he said nothing. He simply stepped back.

She met his gaze, her chest rising and falling. “Well?” she asked.

He looked at her for a long time, at the stubborn set of her jaw, the sweat tracing her temple, the way she gripped the blade not with fear but with resolve.

She unsettles you.

She unsettled him, but she had gained his respect. He gave her a slight bow. “Tomorrow. Be here at first light. Don’t be late.”


      [image: ]From the wooden walkway overlooking the training ground, Sato stood with his arms folded, watching the scene unfold below. He saw Helena walk onto the training ground dressed like a warrior. Saw Ujio adjust the knot of her sash and tie her hair up into a topknot with careful fingers. Both were things the training grounds had never seen before. It was enough to make a seasoned warrior like Sato take pause. 

He had known Ujio since they were boys. He was Sato’s most trusted general, the sharpest blade in his army. A man of unwavering discipline. Of strict adherence to order. To silence. To solitude. And yet, here he was adjusting the fit of a foreign woman’s hakama, smoothing the line of her kosode, securing her hair so it would not fall into her face. Sato’s eyes narrowed.

A slight sound of curiosity stirred beside him. “Unexpected,” murmured Yoshizu, stepping up alongside him with folded arms.

“Which part?” Sato asked lightly.

“He does not go easy on her,” Yoshizu observed, tone thoughtful.

Sato chuckled softly, the sound barely audible above the rustling leaves. “No,” he agreed. “He does not.”

“But he does not dismiss her, either,” Yoshizu added. 

That earned a glance. Sato’s gaze returned to the courtyard just in time to see Ujio step back after handing the bokken to Helena. At first, she held it clumsily, both hands clenched too tight. Ujio corrected her grip without a word.

“This was not what you had in mind, was it?” Yoshizu asked.

Sato smiled faintly and shook his head. “No. But it is better. If she can hold her own, she will earn his respect, which will be worth more than anything else.”

Below, the lesson began in earnest. The courtyard’s usual rhythm had quieted. The other warriors training nearby stole glances at each other. 

“You saw how the others reacted,” Yoshizu said. “When he touched her hair.”

Sato nodded slowly. “They are not used to it. They do not know what to make of her yet.”

“And Ujio?”

There was silence. After a moment, Sato murmured, “Ujio is Ujio. He will test her strength. And if she fails, he will not hesitate to send her away.”

But Yoshizu frowned, unconvinced. “Perhaps. Or perhaps he is curious.”

Sato turned slightly toward him. “Curious?”

Yoshizu’s head is tilted. “Have you ever seen Ujio correct a student so closely?”

Sato’s jaw tensed. It was true. Ujio demanded precision from his students, yes, but he did not linger. He did not fix sashes or tie hair. He gave orders and expected obedience. He left corrections to bruises and repetition. And yet… here he was. Touching her hair. Adjusting her sash. Placing his hands on her shoulders to square them beneath the weight of the wooden sword.

“He’s making sure she doesn’t embarrass herself. Not in front of him. In front of the others.”

Sato turned at his sister’s voice as she softly stepped up behind them, her hands folded over her belly, her presence as composed as ever. Her gaze was locked on the courtyard below.

Sato lifted a brow. “You disapprove?”

Riku’s lips pressed together in quiet consideration. “No,” she said slowly. “But if Ujio is going to train her to fight, she will need proper clothing. The hakama fits well enough, but that kosode…” She shook her head. “It’s too light for this. She’ll bruise with every strike. And she’s barefoot. When the colder months come, she’ll need proper tabi and gloves for her hands.”

Yoshizu grinned. “You are already preparing her for months of training?”

Riku’s tone didn’t waver. “She did not hesitate when Ujio challenged her. That means she has already decided to stay.”

Sato hummed, his gaze fixed on Helena as she raised the bokken again, mimicking Ujio’s stance. Her arms trembled, but she didn’t lower them.

“Then we shall see how strong that decision is,” he said.

Riku remained quiet, her eyes narrowing slightly as she studied Ujio’s movements. “I have known Ujio since I was a girl,” she said at last. “And never, not once, have I seen him correct someone like this.”

Sato turned toward her. “Go on.”

“He did not need to tie her hair,” she continued, her voice measured. “He did not need to adjust her stance. He could have barked at her like he does the others. She would have corrected it herself.”

Yoshizu leaned his shoulder against the beam. “Then what are you suggesting?”

Riku glanced between them, then back at Ujio. “I am suggesting,” she said, “that even Ujio does not yet understand why he is doing these things.”

Sato’s gaze dropped again to his general.

Ujio stood before Helena, his bokken raised, his mouth forming short, clipped instructions. But there was something else beneath the rigidity of his posture. Something unspoken. Something deliberate. A man who had never allowed closeness was now allowing it.

Helena stumbled slightly. Ujio caught her wrist before she could fall and moved her hand into the proper position. He held it just a moment too long.

Sato exhaled slowly. “Well,” he murmured, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, “this just became much more interesting. I think, little sister, you might be right.”


      [image: ]Helena left the training ground slowly, every movement aching. The sun had begun to sink low behind the ridge, painting the rooftops in molten gold, and still she carried the scent of dust and sweat on her skin. Her sleeves were smudged. Her braid had mostly come unwound. Her left shoulder throbbed with the memory of Ujio’s final blow, and one of her knees was bleeding. She wasn’t even sure how that happened. But she did not wince. She would not give him that satisfaction, even now. 

But Mariko saw everything. The older woman stood waiting just beyond the porch, her hands tucked into her sleeves. She looked at Helena’s face, then at the dirt smeared along her collarbone. She could see the way the young woman trembled, the unshed tears in her eyes from the pain of being hit with a wooden weapon in the hands of a master. Yet, the tears did not spill, and she hid her pain.

Mariko let out a sigh as soft as evening wind. “Well,” she said mildly, “you’re still standing. That’s more than most on their first day.”

Helena’s lips twitched. “Barely.”

Mariko approached, her presence somehow cooling and warming all at once. “Before the bruises bloom and your pride stiffens,” she said, slipping her arm gently around Helena’s, “you must come with me. There is an offering you need to make.”

Helena raised an eyebrow but allowed herself to be guided. “Now?”

“Now,” Mariko confirmed. “Before your pain becomes bitterness. Before you forget that this path is not only one of strength but of spirit.”

They walked slowly along the winding trail leading into the trees behind the village. The air grew cooler and thick with the smell of cypress and loam. A few fireflies had begun to stir early in the shade, their lights blinking like tiny stars drifting low.

“Tell me something, Helena,” Mariko said after a moment. “Do you know what a kami is?”

“I’ve heard the word,” Helena replied, careful of her footing on the root-veined path. “Sato said the shrine is sacred to them. That the mountain belongs to them.”

Mariko nodded. “Yes. But not gods in the way your people understand them. Our kami are spirits. Of rock and river. Of tree and flame. Of ancestors. Of moments.”

“Moments?”

“Yes.” Mariko’s smile was faint, fond. “A breeze that stirs petals just as you pass. The warmth of the sun on your back after cold rain. The hush in your chest before you make a choice. These are all touched by kami. They are everywhere and everything. They ask nothing more of us than presence, respect, and awareness.”

Helena looked ahead, where the shrine path curved upward through an arch of low branches. Her shoulder ached, and her thighs burned. But something about the stillness here, the air itself, felt different. It was not empty, but quietly waiting, peaceful.

“And this offering?” she asked. “Is it for one of them?”

“For the one who saw you today,” Mariko answered. “The one who watched your first fall and your last breathless rise. You honor the spirit who witnessed your becoming. Because you are no longer just a guest, Helena. You’ve taken your first step toward the path.”

They reached the torii gate, its vermilion paint faded by years of wind and rain. The air grew quieter, more reverent, as if the world beyond it moved slower. Just beyond, the narrow stone path wound its way up toward the forest shrine, flanked by fox statues with moss-grown bases and mouths frozen in eternal silence.

With measured steps, Helena walked carefully behind Mariko. In her hands, she carried a folded offering cloth and a small dish of rice that Mariko had pressed into them before they passed beneath the gate.

“Stop here,” Mariko said softly, gesturing toward the clearing ahead.

The shrine emerged from the shadows like something remembered from a dream. The weathered wood, half-sheltered under an ancient camphor tree’s arm, had a roof dappled with fallen petals. A shimenawa rope hung across its entrance, thick with age, tassels like golden brushes swaying in the stillness.

Helena paused beside Mariko. “Can they...hear us?”

Mariko gave a quiet smile, not looking at her but at the shrine. “The kami are not listening for words, my child. They are watching your heart.” She gently placed her hand over Helena’s, guiding her to hold the rice dish more steadily. “We show respect. That is all. That is enough.”

Together, they moved through the shrine to where the offering was placed. Mariko showed her how to bow twice, clap twice, and bow again. Helena’s hands moved slowly at first, then with more confidence. The claps echoed softly, sharply in the hush of the woods.

When she straightened, Helena did not speak. Her gaze lingered on the offering, on the tiny fluttering prayer papers tied to nearby branches. The air smelled of cedar, faint incense, and something deeper. Earth. Memory. Time. She barely remembered the churches of her early childhood in England. She remembered that they felt cold and sterile, the eyes of the statues looking down on her in judgment for things she hadn’t even done or experienced in her life. But here? There was peace here that soothed her with something she couldn’t name. 

Mariko stepped beside her, hands folded loosely in front of her. “This place does not ask you to believe in gods. Only to recognize that life is filled with unseen things.”

Helena swallowed, her throat tight. “It feels... gentle.” It was the only word that could describe it. “Warm.” She looked at Mariko. “Welcoming.”

“Yes.” Mariko turned to her now, her face soft with something more than affection. “The gods of your homeland may punish. Judge. But our kami are like the wind. Sometimes strong. Sometimes kind. But always present.”

There was silence between them.

And then Helena whispered, “I never had anyone to teach me how to pray.”

Mariko reached out without hesitation and brushed a loose strand of hair from Helena’s cheek. Her fingers lingered.

“You do now.”

Helena blinked back a sting in her eyes. And when Mariko reached up and adjusted the ribbon at her shoulder, which still held the sleeves of the kosode back, it felt not like a correction but like care. She had not realized how much she had longed to be cared for in such a way. Not protected. Not guided. But gently tended to as one might tend a garden. A wound. A daughter.

“Come,” Mariko said softly, gesturing toward the worn bench near the base of the plum tree. “Let us sit. I will tell you the story of this shrine. Afterward, we will walk home with the lanterns. But only after you help me gather the fallen blossoms.”

Helena nodded and followed, the warmth in her chest unlike anything she could name. It was not faith, not worship, but something sacred, just the same.
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SECTION 1

THE PATH OF ASH
AND MORNING LIGHT
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“We do not always want what is
good for us...and we are not always
wise enough to recognize it when it

stands before us.”

—Lord Tokumatsu Sato








