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Preface and Content Warnings 




This book was a lot of fun for me to write. All of my favorite characters are back and it’s almost like a guessing game to see if you can identify characters from the other two books: Iron Blood and Iron Tears. They are all there, but not all of them are named. Also, what I love about this book is that even though it is the third book, it doesn’t have to be read last. You can read it first or in the middle or at the end. I personally think it best read it as the third book in the series so you can identify all the characters, then re-read Iron Blood and see just how different Ake comes across now that you know her past. However, reading this book as the first in the series is fine, it is a prequel after all.  

As far as content warnings go, this book is the lighter of the three. What I mean by that is that this book is more YA. It takes placed when Ake and Fuu are teenagers. There is some violence and depictions of physical abuse, especially between a person of trust and a student. The death scene that takes place in Chapter 11 is gruesome. There is also some attempted sexual assault, but it is one scene and very short-lived. There is very little spice in this book, some heat, lots of passion, but not spice. This is a teenage romance and I am not going to depict young people having sex. That is the choice I get to make as the author. 

Another note, the history of this book is a bit off. Ninjas didn’t really come into being until later in Japanese history, but since my character is already called a ninja in my other books, I had to make it work. I am constantly torn between representing history or writing a story that will be entertaining that a western audience will understand. So I did my best to make the term ninja sound, as though it is new for most of the people in the book. The places that Ake visits and sees are real and were built during the time period her story takes place. I like the idea that you can go visit Japan and see, with your own eyes, the places where my books take place. I hope they inspire you to travel and learn more about Japan. 







Dedication



Me. Why not. No one else will make a dedication page out to me. I enjoyed writing this book. It was a lot of fun.  
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The author playlist is a list compiled of songs that were used as inspiration to the author during the writing process or added later to fit the mood of the chapter. This playlist is put together by the author, song are not sponsored by the artists. Song changes happen at the ornamental breaks or at scene changes. Some songs reflect a different character's point of view within the chapter.  
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one

Brown







August



The world was wet. It had rained all day, and the clouds threatened to start again at any moment. The wet street and buildings shine in the bright glow from the lanterns that surrounded the compound’s walls. Still, the world looked brown. The dirt and dankness of the city made me long for the green rolling mountains and rice paddies of home. I could smell the wet earth from the gardens on the other side of the wall. I stood in the shadows with my back pressed against the jagged bricks of the wall. I had my implement of choice ready in my steady hands, but my heart quaked with nerves. I pulled my mask up over my mouth and nose. Tucking in the few loose strands of my red hair into the fabric that covered my head. I was waiting for my prey. This was my chance to prove that I was more than just some girl from Hakone who could fight. I couldn’t let my sensei down, and my new friends. This was our chance to get the information we needed to infiltrate the royal treasury. I couldn’t help but think that the ghost of my father might be more disappointed than proud. 

The distinct clip-clop of horses’ hooves made their way down the empty street. I took the grappling hook that was in my hands and flung it up to the tree branch above. I used the rope to climb up the wall, then the tree. I came to a long branch that hung over the street. I gathered up the rope. I carefully walked onto the branch. My prey was coming into view. I looked down onto the street. I saw the light gleam off Mareo’s eyes as he stood in the shadows, face covered, ready to intercept. He nodded at me. His eyes twinkled with excitement and optimism. He was more ready than I was, but his role was smaller than mine in this scheme. 

I wrapped the rope from the grappling hook around the branch two times. Carefully, I lowered the hook down as the High Chancellor passed directly under the branch. With a precise tug, I secured the hook into the back of his outer coat. With a deep breath and a hefty bounce of my legs, I jumped off the branch. The High Chancellor let out a loud yelp for help as his body went up toward the tree. I pulled the dagger from my waistband and slashed at his back as he came toward me. The bag that was over his shoulder, billowing with scrolls and papers, released from his shoulder as the strap was severed by my blade. Mareo was in place and caught the bag and ran back into the shadows. My eye caught the High Chancellor’s as he passed me mid-air. I winked at him as I landed on his horse. 

I let go of the rope, not really caring what happened to the High Chancellor, as he landed on the hard pavement of the capital’s streets. He let out another howl as he crashed to the ground. I kicked the horse hard. He responded to my signal and took off at a full gallop down the street. I looked behind me to see the High Chancellor holding his leg in pain and swearing curses at me. A young soldier with pale brown eyes chased after me on his horse. His eyes met mine as he drew an arrow to his bow. I could see he had a cord tied to the arrow that was already firmly secured to the horn of his saddle. I kicked the horse harder, but he was already going as fast as he could. 

Shockwaves of pain echoed through my body from my left shoulder as the arrow passed through from my back. Out of instinct, I grabbed hold of the arrowhead. It sliced into my hand, adding to the pain already taking over my body. Breathing became miserable through the mask, but I dare not let my identity be revealed. Another insult of pain came to me, again, as my body flew backwards and landed onto the pavement below. My blood rushed around my body, making me stronger, but failed to act as a shield in time. My Iron Blood was pumping hard against the waves of pain, fighting for dominance. 

The world was black for a brief moment and the air leaving my lungs left me feeling deflated on the pavement as my body made its way down the street. The poor fabric of my outfit failed to withstand the roughness of the road as I was slowly being dragged. Fortunately, my Iron Blood had activated and formed a shield out of my skin in time for the unnecessary roughness I was enduring from the street. I opened my eyes and looked in the direction I was heading. I could see the soldier who had shot me down, walking his horse backwards as he gathered the slack of the cord around the horn of his saddle. My body increasingly became heavier as he pulled me toward him. He noticed the difficulty of his task as the weight of my blood started to anchor me in place. 

The rain decided to come down in hard pelting sheets. I slowly stood up. The brown glow of the wet surroundings echoed in the soldier’s eyes as he watched me come to my feet. I took hold of the arrow behind my shoulder. I tried to hold it in place as he tugged on the cord. My feet would not budge as he tried to pull, even with his horse’s help. I could not be moved. More soldiers ran past him with their swords drawn. I met his eyes again. He couldn’t understand how I was standing and fighting against the strength of his horse and the injuries he had caused. A mere girl of fourteen should not be able to resist his efforts, but I was no mere mortal. I reached behind me with my other hand and cut the cord with the dagger. His horse reared as the tension released with a snap. 

It took all of my conscious effort to tell my legs to move. The weight of my Iron Blood was working against me now. I needed to escape. As I ran, I tucked the dagger into my sash. I reached into my pouch that was around my waist with my bloody hand, and threw out ninja stars at the soldiers who were running at me. I took down only a few. My aim was off from the pain overflowing my body. I ran with all my might back to the horse. 

With one arm out of commission, it was difficult to climb onto his back. With a great scream of pain, I pulled myself onto the saddle. The horse didn’t like the sound and tried to rear. I did my best to get the giant animal under control before I kicked him back into a gallop. The soldiers were at our heels. One reached out with his sword. The cold iron blade ripped through my pant leg above the ankle, but could not cut my hardened skin. 



I guided the horse through the city streets. After a few blocks, I looked back to see that no one was able to follow me. I let out a sigh of relief and lowered the mask from my face. It felt good to breathe again. The rain reduced to a trickle. I made my way back to our place of safety, hidden in the rubble of the last earthquake. I was still a block away when I stopped the horse. I slid off of him. I turned him back around and slapped his backside as hard as I could. He went racing down the street and into the dark. I could only hope he would go back home. Now it was my turn to try to find home. After a few months of residency, I had become very familiar with the street, especially at night. We only went out at night. However, the pain was causing my eyelids to close. I reached out with my right hand as I tried to feel my way. All of me was feeling heavy, and if death was to be at the end, I was considering making friends with him at that moment. 

I stumbled and started to slip in the dark alleyway. I gave up on staying on my feet and the idea of laying down was a welcomed one. My knees sank into the mud as the rest of me toppled over onto the rubble that lined the alleyway. I couldn’t see anything but the darkness around me. A hand grabbed me by my collar, causing my head to tilt toward the sky. As the silver moon slid out from behind a cloud, I could barely make out a hand pulling down the mask of its owner. Twinkling eyes and a half crooked smile looked down on me. 

“Ake? Ake! Are you alright?” asked Mareo.

A slight smile was all the response I could give.

“We did it, Ake! You were amazing! Ake? Ake! Stay with me. My gods! Your shoulder! Come on, let’s get you back to Sensei and Chiaki. “

I felt my body being lifted onto his shoulder as he started to carry me back. He was only a few years older than me and the weight of my body was a struggle for him, but I knew he wouldn’t let me down. Blood rushed to my head, making me feel dizzy and sick. 

Mareo entered through the main room and walked through to the back of the house, where we all slept. The light from our small, humble, shabby home blazed like daylight to my weakening eyes. I blinked to help my eyes adjust. He sat me down on the mess of blankets that was my bed. He pushed aside the mess that was my hair away from my face. The kiss on my forehead felt warm. He took my hand as he smiled his usual optimistic smile. Chiaki, his little sister, ran to my side carrying all the things she needed to attend to my wounds. In the doorway, the outline of Sensei filled the frame. I could tell he stood with his arms crossed. 

“Not quite the sneak attack I was hoping for, but you succeeded in your mission. Congratulations, Ninja,” said Sensei.

That was the last sound I heard and sight that I saw as everything faded to black. My mind was still processing the sound of the last word my sensei had spoken, ‘ninja.’ My mind rolled the word over and over. I wondered if my father would have been happy for me to become something other than the basic warrior he had trained me for. Stealing, attacking government officials, and planning to rob the royal treasury; it was for the people. He had taught me to always look out for the people, and to protect them. Orphaning me at age nine made the task impossible. I hadn’t sought out the title of ninja to be added to my training. It sort of happened. I wanted to do what was right, but everything I touched had an odd way of always going wrong. My mind slipped further into the darkness as pain gripped me and held me captive. Memories of my path toward coming here filled my mind. Reminding me of other sins. 








two

Sins







Six months ago: March.



The sun was low in the sky. The air was still cool from an afternoon rain shower. The onset of spring was here, making the days slightly warmer and longer. At the inn in the Village of Hakone, I sat outside eating a bowl of noodles. I had taken some daikon radishes from the next village over and had given them to the innkeeper so she could make her famous noodle soup for her guests. She had always been kind to me, giving me food in exchange for the groceries I stole for her. I ate my soup while I watched her son, Bo, try to catch a chicken. He was doing a poor job, and the chicken had figured out his game. He was about my age, but he was tall and large, making him look older than he really was. He had a mop of brown hair on this head that kept falling into his eyes as he lunged for the chicken. I laughed at his attempts as they brought some merriment to my otherwise bland existence. 

“You could help me, you know,” he huffed. 

“Why? And ruin my fun of watching you try to catch that silly bird? Not a chance. Beside I am having my dinner,” I jeered back at him. 

“With your powers, I bet you could catch this chicken.”

“That is not what my powers are for. They make me strong, not fast. You need to be faster to catch that chicken. You’re too slow and fat. Besides, my powers have been passed down to me from the goddess of creation to protect the people, not to catch chickens. They are nothing more than a curse. Cursed my whole family,” I muttered the last part to myself. 

Four soldiers, from the shogun, walked into the inn. They were wearing their standard blue armor with red leather straps. They eyed me as they walked by. All the soldiers at Fort Iwa knew of me or had at least run into me, trying to catch me. I gave them dirty looks as they entered the inn. They must have come for a drink after a long day. They clearly had no interest in arresting me, at least not presently. 

“Bo! Get in here and give me a hand,” boomed the voice of Bo’s father. “I need you to help your mother in the kitchen while I attend the bar.”

“Coming Father,” Bo rolled his eyes. 

Bo kicked some dust in the chicken’s direction. The bird flew up into his face and scratched him with her talons. I gave a hearty laugh as Bo walked into the inn before returning to my meal. I leaned against the outer wall of the inn. I looked down at the white pieces of daikon as they floated around in the broth of my soup. I was filled with regret and disappointment in myself. A thief. Ever since I was old enough to hold a kama, my father taught me to fight and lectured me on the values of looking out for the people. People who couldn’t protect themselves or who fell victim to those with greed in their hearts. Those are the people he taught me to protect. What was I doing? Stealing radishes. Why? So I could have a free meal. Tears streamed down my face and mingled with the broth below. 



Five years ago, the warlord, Oni Shun, had gathered his army to attack the shogun of Hakone Valley. He was angry that he had lost his territory and power in the clan wars. The emperor had stripped him of his lands and his home, and gave them to the new shogun instead. In an effort to reclaim what once was his, Oni Shun sought after the blood of my father and his brothers. He wanted their Iron Blood. He believed that if he drank their blood, he would possess their abilities to be strong and invincible. Unfortunately for him, our powers can only be transferred to another person by birth. I had inherited this curse, along with the bright red-hair that was the mark of our tribe and god-given powers. My father had taught me how to fight and be skilled with many weapons to keep my Iron Blood from activating so I could survive. I had seen my father and uncles struggle with pains caused by their blood after battles. My family had protected the valley for many generations. When my father and uncles did not return home from facing off against Oni Shun, I knew the responsibility of protecting the valley had fallen onto me, now the last of my tribe. I was nine years-old at the time. 



A scream and a, “Hey! You can’t do that!” made its way out of the inn. I listened for a moment and heard furniture being overturned and the scuffing of feet. Bo’s father, a large man, stumbled backwards out of the door. A determined and nasty expression crossed his face as he rolled up his sleeves and stormed back inside his own domain. I peered around the doorway and saw two out of the four soldiers had caught Bo’s father by the arms and held him while the third soldier pelted blows at his round belly. The fourth soldier held Bo’s mother by her upper arm and shook her with every other word he threatened her with, stating that if she tried to interfere that she or her son would be next. She was a small woman with gray streaked black hair that was covered with a faded pink handkerchief, tied with a knot at the top of her head. Tears streamed down her cheek as she pleaded for the men to stop. I couldn’t see Bo, but I had a feeling he was hiding in the kitchen or behind the bar. The other patrons of the bar stayed in their seats, not wanting the same fate as the innkeeper. I had to do something. Maybe this was what the kind of action my father had trained me for. Maybe I could make his ghost proud after all. 

I got up on my feet and entered the inn. I sat my bowl on the bar and reached for my kamas from behind my back. 

“Hey you! Stop it or else!” I threatened, not sure what the ‘or else’ would be just yet. 

“Why isn’t it the little red-haired thief? Stay out of this or you’re next,” laughed the soldier, who was threatening Bo’s mother. 

“I said stop! Let her go and tell your friend to stop hitting him,” I gestured to Bo’s father. “Fight me, instead.”

“You? You’re just a little girl. A common thief. What could you possibly do against us?” jeered the soldier. 

“I’ll even make it fair and put my weapons down and settle this like, what is that phrase? ‘Like men?’” I put my kamas on the bar. 

My offer was met with hearty laughter by everyone in the room. Not even the victims of the soldiers gave me looks of confidence in my efforts to save them. Doubt filled my heart, but I wasn’t going to let it get me down, not this time. I stood ready with my hands by my face. 

“Alright, if that is what you want. Prepare for the beating of your life. Once we are done here, we will take you in for all your petty crimes,” said the soldier. 

He let go of Bo’s mother and walked up to me. He set his sword on the bar as he came closer. The other soldiers had stopped hitting the innkeeper and had let him go. He returned to his wife’s side and held her. I waited for the soldier to make his move. He bobbed and weaved at me, jeering at me all the while to make me strike him first. I waited. His hand finally flew a jab at my face. I blocked his strike and stepped into the space he created and hit him with the back of my other fist. He stumbled back and held his nose—it was bleeding. I smiled at him and waved my hand, inviting him to try again. He came at me with another punch; I stepped to the side and let him fly by, but not without sticking my foot out and causing him to trip. He was furious now and charged at me. I kept my hands up, blocking each punch he threw as I walked backwards into the room. 

Arms grabbed me from behind and held me in place. The first soldier was able to hit me while his comrades held me tight. I was hoping to avoid this situation, but maybe they had asked for it. My Iron Blood started racing around my body. I could feel my body become firm with each blow, shielding me from his attacks. After a few more hits, he stopped and studied his hands. He must have noticed that with each hit, he was hurting himself more than he was me. He looked at me with a quizzical look. He wound up for another punch, determined that this punch would land on my face. I lifted my feet off the ground, using the other soldiers for balance, and kicked him in the chest before he could strike. He slid all the way across the room and grabbed the edges of the door frame, stopping himself from sliding out the door. 

“Why you little bi—!” He screamed at me as he came to his feet. 

He grabbed his sword off the bar. His friends let go of me, to stay out of the path of the sword as he lunged for me. I turned my body in time to miss his attack. I could feel the blade of his sword make contact with my arm. It cut my shirt sleeve, but no evidence of his weapon was on my skin. My Iron Blood was racing at its height now. I felt strong, sturdy, and heavy. He slashed at me again, cutting my shirt at the shoulder. Red-hair fell to the ground. He stared in awe and in frustration. He raised his sword for another strike. I slid up to him with his arm still raised high, and in a quick set of motions, I elbowed him in the chest as I grabbed his sword and swept his foot out from under him. My head stayed turned toward him as I watched him fall. His sword became my sword as he fell.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of the soldiers come at me, drawing his own sword. I moved my already thrusted out arm forward to stop the soldier in his attack. The movement felt natural and justified. I had never stabbed anyone before. His body stopped with a jerk as the blade penetrated in between the bones of his chest. I heard a woman scream. 

I looked in the direction of my out thrust arm to see that I had not only stabbed the soldier, but Bo’s father as well. He stood directly behind my victim with a piece of firewood in his hands, ready to club the soldier in an effort to save me. The look on his face questioned what I had done. I couldn’t believe what I had done either. I let go of the sword and both men fell down together. I looked at his wife—now a widow—unsure of what to say. My mouth remained open as I tried to find the right words. All eyes stared at me. No one moved. 

Knowing the weight of my own sins, I ran out of the inn, grabbing my kamas as I ran past the bar. I could hear Bo’s mother say something in my direction as I ran past. It wasn’t words of anger or sorrow, but I didn’t want to stop to find out what she was trying to say. I kept on running through the valley to the volcano I called home. 



My legs and my lungs hurt as I made it to the other side of the volcano. I ran up its steep rocky slope to my little hut hidden between two boulders. My blood made my feet feel as if large rocks from the mountainside were strapped to each leg. I made it to the doorway of my hut, breathing hard and shaking from the shame and hate I had for myself. In disgust, I threw my weapons across the small one-room hut and crashed to my knees out of exhaustion. I crawled inside as the pain started to take each joint, working its way up from my feet to all over my body. 

I closed my eyes and tried to breathe the pain away, the way my father had taught me to do. He had warned me that fighting hand-to-hand would cause my Iron Blood to rage and then cause me pain. He spent so much time teaching me many weapons to lessen its burden. While it was useful in the fight, it had long lasting damaging effects that threatened to destroy all those who carried the Iron Blood curse. If blood thirsty villains didn’t kill us in attempting possession of our blood—the blood itself—would kill us in the end. My father warned me of the pain and suffering. I had witnessed him and my uncles suffer after battles. It had always confused me at a young age how a power meant for protection could and would destroy us. Now I felt it, the iron building up in my joints and in my chest. However, the pain in my heart knowing I had surely displeased my father was more damning than the curse itself. 

I laid in the dark room on my back, looking up at the stick roof above my head. Feeling my chest rise and fall, as the waves of pain went out with the tide of each breath. I finally felt able to get up and move about. I slowly rolled over and got to my knees and then to my feet. I went out behind the hut to the hidden pool of spring water. I now knew why my father and uncles would always enjoy a long soak after battles. I undressed and slipped into the hot natural waters and let the remaining aches melt away. When I was little, I used to believe that the pool was cursed and haunted by the spirit of a dead girl. It turned out to be my father’s way of keeping local people off of this side of the mountain, keeping our home a secret. 

From my place in the pool, I could see the other huts that were once occupied by my tribe, now vacant. To the unknowing eye, they looked like boulders and stacks of dead tree limbs, but I saw the ghosts of men making arrows and sharpening weapons. I could hear their talk of trouble in the valley, but I never fully understood their concerns. Their homes would never be filled with warmth and voices again. I got out of the hot spring pool, dressed, and entered back into my humble home. I started a small fire in the fire pit to dry myself and warm the cool air of the room. I made some tea and stared into the dancing flames as I sipped my drink. 

I could picture my father sitting around the fire with his brothers, making arrows, and lecturing me about life. Trying to teach me everything I would need for this life, for this world, with the knowledge that someday he would be gone before I was ready. I was the only child left to lecture. I could see a small version of me—dirty, with masses of red hair tangled from my playtime in the woods—as I sat and listened to him tell me things I wouldn’t understand until I was much older. I was much older now, not yet an adult, but forced to act like one, only to learn I hadn’t really learned a thing from the education he tried to give. I could hear him tell me that I didn’t listen to him and that I had disobeyed his teachings. Except, what did he do? He went out and fought all the time. Defending the people and ending conflicts. Isn’t that what I just tried to do? I had seen him in pain after fighting, only to have him tell me to be careful and try not to fight. He wanted to protect me from this pain, but he had left me orphaned to defend the valley all on my own. Using my Iron Blood couldn’t be helped. I understood its double-edged sting better now, but I couldn’t help it even if I tried. Maybe he would have laughed at me instead, and shake his head with understanding. 

However, I had failed in my efforts to be the protector of the valley. I had become the local thief who only stole back what the shogun had taken. I tried to fight, only to kill two men—one innocent. Now I would have a price on my head for murder. I wasn’t doing the valley any good. I didn’t have the hearts of the people like the rest of my tribe did. They were all respected and seen as heroes. I was given pity out of their hearts instead. Out of the respect they had for my father, they gave me food and turned a blind eye when the soldiers asked about the red-haired thief. I felt a fool thinking I could follow in the enormous footsteps of a whole tribe to protect the valley by myself, and so young. Maybe I could do better elsewhere. Now, wanted for murder, I couldn’t stay here. 

The embers of the fire started to die down. I lay next to it for the bit of warmth that remained. Tomorrow would come with a new set of troubles. I wasn’t sure what I needed to do, but leaving the valley and forsaking my responsibilities seemed the only path for me now. I said a silent prayer of forgiveness to my father before falling asleep. 



[image: image-placeholder]Morning came, and I was already gathering the few items I owned. I had with me my kamas and my father’s old bo staff. I really didn’t have anything else. I didn’t have another set of clothes, no personal belongings of any kind. Just the brown frayed rags I had on, just barely long enough to reach my elbows and knees. For shoes I wore grass sandals that I had made. I took one last look around the small hut. The ghost of my father was telling me to stay; I started to make my way down the mountain. 

Near the edge of the mountain, I could hear someone call my name. After the events of yesterday, I hid behind a tree and looked to see who was after me. A mist had covered the valley floor, making it difficult to see. I could just make out the person shouting my name. It was Bo. He stood there with a bundle in his hands. Unsure who else could be with him, I decided to stay put. 

“Ake! Ake! I have some food for you. Mother was worried that you didn’t have enough to eat and sent me to find you. I know you live somewhere around here. Please don’t make me go up the mountain. Everyone says it’s haunted. Please come out,” he paused and looked around, waiting to see if anyone would answer his call.

I decided that Bo was harmless and made my way out from behind the tree and came forward with my staff raised, just in case. As I came closer, Bo sighed with relief upon seeing me. 

“Here,” he said as he held out the bundle of food. I looked at him with caution. “It’s not a snake. Here, take it,” he thrust it in my direction. 

I took one hand off my staff and held the bundle, expecting something to happen. Nothing did. No one came out of the fog to arrest me. I set the staff against my shoulder and looked through the bundle. It contained rice with vegetables, dried fruits, and rice cakes. Apparently, Bo never did catch that chicken. Bo then stooped down and picked up a piece of paper that had fallen to the ground.  

“Mother wrote you a note.”

I replied with a stare. After a moment, I took the note from his hands and unfolded it and tried to read it. The only words I could make out from the note were: ‘price on head,’ and ‘soldiers.’ I wished my father had spent more time teaching me to read than how to be a worthless protector. I crumpled the note and threw it on the ground. It didn’t matter what the note said. I had an idea of what she was trying to express. It only validated my reasonings for leaving. Bo’s eyes followed the crumpled note. 

“Great, so there is a price on my head. Now every soldier will be after me for sure,” I balked.

“The shogun is sick. Some are saying that he is dying. Mother was called up to the fort to make her special soup for him. I doubt pursuing you will be on the top of his priority list.”

“Even so, I am not going to wait around here to find out.”

“So, is that it, then? You are running away?”

“Running away from what? I have no family here. Nothing to keep me here. Who says I don’t want to see the world and find a new place to live? This place is boring anyway. I am going to go to a big city and start a new life. Why not? I can if I want to. No one is the boss of me,” I said, mostly trying to convince myself. 

“Well, fine. Best of luck to you then.”

“I am . . . uh . . . sorry about your father. I didn’t mean to—“

“I know. I am sorry too.”

I looked at him oddly, not sure what he meant by that. 

“Bye Bo. Tell your mother thank you.”

I turned south and walked away. He just stood there and watched me as I went. 



As I walked through the grass that led to the main road, soldiers slowly came out of the mist with their hands on their swords. I turned around and saw that eight soldiers were closing in on me. So much for the shogun choosing to not pursue me. I looked back at Bo. 

“Run Ake!” he shouted with his hands to mouth. 

He ran off back toward the village and left me alone to face my consequences. I sat the bundle of food down and held the bo staff with both hands. With their swords drawn, they came at me. I spun the staff around over my head as I crouched down on the ground. I quickly knocked out the first three soldiers. The rest learned from the mistakes of their comrades and kept their distance. With the staff extended, I parried their attacks and disarmed them one-by-one, hitting some of them in the face as I jabbed the staff in their direction or swinging the end around to hit them upside their heads. Four more men laid unconscious. 

One last soldier was left. This man was larger than the rest and had crooked teeth. He laughed as he came at me. I noticed he had a few scars on his face. He wasn’t afraid to get close to me and chop at me with his sword. I was faster than he was and jumped away from his attempts. Swinging the staff from shoulder to shoulder, I kept his sword from reaching its intended target—me. With a backspin of the staff, I dislodged the sword from his grasp. Front spin of the staff causing it to crash on his chest. He fell to his knees. He tried to reach for me. I planted one end of the staff in the ground and used it to jump out of his way. I then squatted down on the ground as I brought the tip back up into the air, jabbing the end into his face. He fell flat, motionless to the ground. 

I searched his person and took a bag of coins. Some of the soldiers started to regain consciousness. I picked up my bundle of food and hastily made my way onto the main road. I felt a little stirring from my blood. Father was right, weapons were the best way to deal with unwanted encounters with the enemy. 



On the main road, I headed westward. I didn’t care where I was going or how I was going to get there. A fresh start anywhere was welcomed, and the further away, the better. I looked back at the valley that was the only home I had ever known. It was completely hidden in view in the mist. I couldn’t even tell where the volcano stood. Its puffs of steam could not be distinguished in the gray atmosphere. Lake Ashi was also hiding its view. The thought of turning back and making my way to its shores was tempting. To see the light shimmer off its ripples one last time . . . I loved that lake. No sun shone to cause the beauty I longed to see, anyhow. So much for looking one last time on Hakone. It felt closed off, shutting its beauty from me, as though it too were saying I no longer belonged there. 

As I went down the road, I passed rice paddy fields. Men and women were hard at work, but as I passed by, some of them stopped and stared at me. Frozen where they stood. Their stares felt cold. The word of my sins must have already spread through the valley—gossip usually does. I felt exposed. I tried not to look at them as I walked on. As I came to another field, I noticed a farmer had left his grass hat on the bank of the paddy. It wasn’t a sunny day, he wouldn’t need it, but I needed to hide my red-hair. I picked up his hat and tucked my hair up inside the cone shape of the hat as best as I could. I was gone into the mist before he would discover the missing article. 

A voice of a new ghost was tugging on my heart, telling me I was making a big mistake. The destiny that I was born into was no longer one I could uphold and achieve. I owed no devotion to my family’s history and blood, not anymore. My sins, my shame, had cut that future out of my life. The ghost in my heart was wrong. My father was wrong. I had done wrong. It was time for Iron Blood protectors to be over officially. Their deeds belonged in the memory of folktales. I was nothing more than a stain on the heroic memory of my father and our tribe. Let them be remembered and not the girl who made mistakes. I could never hold my head up high as the last remnant of my tribe. The last of the Iron Bloods had failed. Whatever destiny the goddess had intended for my tribe would forever be unfulfilled.

As I crossed the border into the neighboring province, I climbed onto the back of a cart being pulled by a merchant. Before the merchant discovered I was tagging along, I changed carts. I continued on in this pattern for a few days. I didn’t care where they were headed, as long as they were heading westward. 








three

Mareo





“Hey, what do you think you are doing?” yelled a voice.  

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and saw the merchant that had been pulling the cart staring at me. With hands on his hips and a scowl on his face, I got up and slid out of the cart under his watchful gaze. He started to protest as he noticed I had eaten some of his produce. I gave him some of the coins from the soldier’s purse and walked away. He stood staring at me as he weighed the coins in his hands, trying to justify if what I had given him was enough for the trouble I had caused. I kept on walking, not caring what he thought. 

The sun’s last streaks of light highlighted the mountains that formed a shield around the valley that cradled the city. The sky streaked with oranges and blues, crowning the horizon as it met the earth. It was a welcoming sight. I hoped to stay awhile, maybe even calling this place home. Cherry and plum blossoms dotted the city and gave a blush of fragrance to the air. I looked around me and was in awe of such a large city. It was busy with activity even though it was evening time. People hurried past, brushing against me, as I looked up at the two or three-story buildings. I hadn’t seen anything like them in Hakone. I grabbed one woman by the arm as she walked by.

“Hey. What city is this?” I asked. 

“Kyoto,” she sneered as she pulled away from my grasp. 

The capital. I had made it all the way to the capital. There had to be a better opportunity for me here at the center of all things, Nihon. 

I continued walking along the street, admiring all the different kinds of shops and food vendor. Merchants were selling different wares, from fabrics, cooking pots, to beautiful papers. I held the money bag in my hands, trying to justify if I had enough to splurge for a meal or if I should use it for a place to sleep for the night. A night in a hotel with a hot spring bath sounded good after a few days of travel, but so did a hot meal. 

A figure clothed in black ran past me and snatched the bag of money from my hand. 

“Hey!” I shouted at the mysterious figure. 

The figure in black didn’t stop and kept on running. I chased after him. He jumped onto the rooftops and continued running. I followed him on the ground, shouting at him to stop. I could only see his eyes. I could tell he was enjoying the chase. There was a glint of playfulness in his dark brown eyes. He kept leaping from rooftop to rooftop, making his escape easy, but I wasn’t about to let him get away, he had all my money. I bumped into people and knocked over food carts, not watching where I was going, but I didn’t dare stop. I lost my hat in all of the commotion. I didn’t give up the chase, even though my Iron Blood was starting to make my legs heavy. 

He finally hopped back down to the ground. I was able to catch up to him. I reached out to grab him, but he laughed and ran faster. He jumped onto some barrels and leapt over a wall in a single movement. I couldn’t let him get away. I took my bo staff and ran at the wall, planting one end of the staff into the ground and propelled myself to the top of the wall. I started to make my way down when the titles started to come loose under my feet. I slid down with them and landed with a hard thud on the ground. I found myself in a dark alleyway. He stood there, waiting for me. He laughed as he repeatedly tossed my bag of money in the air. 

“Give it back!” I demanded as I stood up.

He just laughed. The dim light danced in his jovial eyes.  

Now that I faced him, I could see that he was a head taller than me. His shirt was slightly baggy on him, exposing part of his chest. I could barely see the outline of his firm rounded chest and shoulders muscles. I lifted my staff to strike at him. If he wouldn’t give me my money willingly, I would force him.

He dodged my strike. He released from his fingers flying objects. I didn’t know what they were. I held my staff in front of me in defence of the flying objects. Three of them hit the staff. I could see that they were black and had sharp points. I gave him a look of exasperation. Had he just tried to kill me? He turned and started running down the dark alleyway. 

I plucked one of the sharp objects from my staff. Two could play this game, I thought as I flung the object from between my fingers. He turned to look over his shoulder. A mistake on his part as the object embedded itself into the side of his hip. He fell to the ground. 

I ran up to him and planted the end of my staff on his hand as he reached for the money bag that had fallen from his grasp. I placed my foot on his back. The heaviness of my blood kept him flat to the ground. He struggled to get up, but with little effort on my part, he stayed pinned. I bent over and picked up the bag. 

“This is mine! Thank you,” I said. 

“Hey let me up!” he demanded. 

“Why should I? My first time in the city and I get robbed. Not a nice way to treat out-of-town guests. I should beat your ass and teach you a lesson.” 

“I can’t feel my leg. Get off me!” 

“You are not hurt that badly,” I said as I lifted my foot off his back. I moved my staff to his chin as he slowly got up. He tried to reach for the object in his leg, but I didn’t trust him. I raised the tip of my staff up, causing him to stand on his toes.

“Hey cut that out,” he tried to swat the staff away. My strength was too much for him and I wouldn’t budge. 

“No. You stole my money. I should give you a beating. Yes, you deserve a beating. Not a nice way to treat a girl, now.”

“That’s a lot of money for a girl dressed in rags. Where did you get it from? Did you steal it?” 

“None of your business,” I said as I poked him in the chest with my staff. 

He stumbled backwards. He rubbed his chest with his hand, trying to understand how I was able to push him so hard. He pulled the sharp object from his hip and rubbed the wounded spot with his hand. 

“Hey now, I don’t mean to upset you. Are you pretty good with that staff?”

“Yes. Why?”

“You should come with me and meet my sensei.”

I lowered my staff partway down his torso. I wasn’t sure what to do. He slid off his mask. He looked younger than I expected him to be. He was near my age, maybe just a few years older. He had a pleasant face and a big, toothy grin. The teeth on one side were a little crooked, but they seemed to fit him and added to his friendly smile. His eyes were dark and round. They sparkled in the low light of the night. He had dark brown hair that kept falling across his brow out from under his hood. He kept tossing his head to the side, trying to keep the hair out of his eyes. Part of me found him handsome, while the rest of me said that wasn’t enough of a reason to trust him. 

“What? Why should I?” I said, looking for a reason. 

“He’s a ninjutsu master. He can teach you all sort of things, like how to scale walls, and sneak into places and throw ninja stars.”

“Is that what those things are?”

“Yeah, that’s what they’re called,” he laughed. “You have a pretty good aim for someone who doesn’t know what they are. Come with me.”

I lowered my staff all the way to the ground and looked at him. I looked at the remaining ninja stars in my staff. Maybe this ninjutsu stuff could be what I needed to improve my skills to be the kind of protector my father wanted me to be. No. I reminded myself that that path for me was over. Nonetheless, this boy had stolen from me and tried to kill me. Yet, I found myself admiring his skills to scale walls. I wasn’t sure what to think. 

He sprung forward and planted a kiss on my lips. I stepped backwards, swinging my staff out. He laughed and ran down the alleyway. 

“You son of a —!” I shouted after him. 

I chased after him. He deserved the beating I had in mind for him now. I flushed with anger as I ran after him. I plucked the other two stars from my staff and threw them at him. I barely missed him. He kept on running, looking back every now and then to laugh and make sure I was following him. I didn’t notice where we were going. He seemed to know the way. He jumped over or slid under broken beams and rubble that lined the alleyway. I did my best to keep up with him. I just wanted to beat him. I followed him through many twists and turns, over a wall, and through a doorway. 

He finally stopped inside a room that looked like it had been burnt. All the walls were made of wood and were partially stained from a fire. The building had two stories and still looked mostly structurally sound. There were a few windows, but they were covered by planks of wood or by paper. In the middle of the room was a table. At the table sat an old man. He had a round face with a short white beard, and long shoulder length gray hair that was in a ponytail at the base of his neck. His frame still looked firm and fit from a hard life. Across from him sat a young girl that looked about my age. Her hair was black and was pulled into a short ponytail. Between the old man and the girl sat a board game. 

I ran toward the open door and planted the tip of my bo staff in front of the threshold. Using the staff to brace myself, I kicked both feet sideways and landed on the boy’s chest. He fell flat on his back. I then punched him in the face. 

“That will teach you to kiss me without permission,” I thundered.  

I got off his chest. The girl went to his side and helped him stand up. He held one hand to his chest and the other to his cheek. His head covering had come undone and I could see that his dark brown hair was gathered at the back of his head in a twisted knot, tied with a strip of fabric. The hair at the front of his face wasn’t long enough to be pulled back and kept falling over his forehead. 

“What did you do? Mareo!” the girl scolded him as she looked him over. 

He only whimpered in reply and told the girl where it hurt. 

“Young lady, I don’t usually take well to my students being beaten up by strangers, including girls, but he seems to have offended you. I don’t approve of my students causing harm, without cause, either. You do seem awfully skilled with that staff,” said the old man as he got up and approached me. I stood at the ready. I was willing to fight anyone at that point. 

“Come near me and I’ll beat you too!”

“I believe you,” he said with his hand up, showing me that he meant no harm. He walked around me and came back around to face me. My eyes followed him as he moved. 

“You carry kamas, but you use the staff in an offensive position. Interesting. Only someone who is sure in their skills would choose the blunt weapon for an offensive attack.”

“What of it?” I said as I swung the staff into his face. 

“The question is, how sure are you of your skills?” he asked. 

From his side, he pulled out a sword and unsheathed it. He then tossed the short, straight-bladed sword to the boy I now knew was named Mareo. I must not have wounded him and his pride too severely. He caught the sword with one hand and stood in a fighting position. A gleeful smile came across his face. 

“Attack!” the old man called out to Mareo.

“This should be fun,” laughed Mareo. 

Mareo lunged at me. I used the staff to keep him at a distance as I parried his attack. He caught my staff between his wrists, trapping my staff. I slid around him, pulling the staff free, while standing back-to-back, I flung the staff around to the front of his neck. I turned around and took hold of the other end of the staff. As I stood behind him, I held the staff tight to his neck. Before he could slash at me, I let go of one end of the staff as I kicked him from behind, sending him forward. He brought his hand to his throat. Determination flashed in his eyes as he lunged for me again. I reached behind me and pulled out a single kama. Spinning the staff around, I knocked the sword from his hand. He was surprised to find himself disarmed. I slashed down on him with my kama. I cut down his shirt and tucked the blade of the kama behind his sash, and pulled him forward. I then thrust the bo staff under his chin, pushing his head slightly upward. I walked him up against the wall and pinned him there. He held his hands up in surrender. 

“Is this good enough for you, old man?” I sneered. I kept my eyes on Mareo as I spoke. 

“Very good,” the old man laughed and clapped as he came forward. “That was most impressive. Two weapons not usually used together. . .  very impressive. You might be just what we need to succeed in our plan.”

I released Mareo from my weapons, but not without stomping the staff on his foot. He let out a yowl and hopped on one foot to the table, and sat down in a chair. He gave a coltish look as he rubbed his foot. 

“I am no one’s tool. I only wanted to teach him a lesson, and I have done that,” I said as I started to leave the room. “I’ll be going now.”

“Wait. Stay and I’ll give you a warm place to sleep tonight and food. Train with me and never know hunger again.”

“I can take care of myself, thank you,” I said with my back still toward him. My stomach growled, and I was tired. A warm bed sounded wonderful, but I wasn’t about to give into the desires of people I had just met, and so far, didn’t like. 

“Yes, I bet you can. I bet whoever taught you those weapons has always told you to look out for the little guy. To stand up for the people, those who can’t protect themselves from those with greed in their hearts.”

I swung my staff to his face without looking. 

“Where did you hear that phrase?” I demanded. 

“Oh, here and there. I’ve traveled all over this island. I am not sure where I picked it up from. Stay and help us. We are seeking to stop an injustice on the people from the emperor himself. Help us and everyone who is going to bed hungry tonight will have rice to eat and a place to sleep in just a few months’ time. All I ask is that I impart on you some of my knowledge, making you a better defender of the people. What do you say?”

I turned back around, keeping my staff at his face. I walked back toward him; sliding the staff on my shoulder, keeping it pointed at his face as I edged closer to him. 

“And if I say no, what will you do?”

“You can go your own way. Forget you ever met us, but stay and become who you were born to be. I can take the training you already possess and make you even better. “

“You know nothing of me. You don’t know what I have done. Even if you do train me, I can never go back to my village.”

“No matter. Go where you please when we are done and find new people to protect. All I ask is a few months of your life. A warm meal  . . .  a soft bed  . . . what do you say?”

“Okay, what is the scheme? Then I’ll tell you if I will stay or not.” I lowered my weapon. 

“It is late, and I am sure you are tired and hungry. Stay the night and I will tell you in the morning.”

My life as a defender was over. It was short-lived, but over. The ghost in my heart was tugging again. I couldn’t partake in that destiny anymore, I reminded myself. I was done. I came here to make a new start, not fall back into the trap as the people’s savior. No, I couldn’t, but as the ghost reminded me that I truly did care about the people. Sins or no sins, I did care. I didn’t want to care. Damn. Dammit all! The voice in my heart was winning. I didn’t want this life, yet I couldn’t escape. Damn. 

“One night,” I heard my voice speak. 

“Good! I am Sensei Kazuya, you may call me Sensei. You have already met Mareo, and his younger sister, Chiaki.” We all bowed in greeting one another. “What is your name?”

“Ake. My name is Ake.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ake. Come. Chiaki will set up a bed for you, and Mareo will bring you some stew.”

Sensei Kazuya gestured to me to sit at the table. He sat opposite me and started to light a pipe. I carefully sat down and leaned my bo staff against the wall behind me. Chiaki went off to a side room that must have been where they slept. Mareo came back to the main from another room, just off to the right, with a pleasant smile and a bowl of stew. I could only assume that room was the kitchen. 

He sat the bowl down in front of me. He leaned against the wall in the far corner and just watched me eat. I occasionally looked at him while I ate. I didn’t know what to make of him. He fought me willingly and obediently, yet he was friendly. I found myself enjoying his crooked smile and his jovial eyes. I hadn’t seen a friendly face in a long time. Sensei kept to himself and smoked his pipe. His eyes never raised to meet mine when I did look at him. I looked around the room. It was odd. Burnt out, yet still standing and still being used as a dwelling. The people were odd, too. Friendly, but reserved and didn’t mind me, a stranger. A stranger with red hair and fighting skills.

I finished my meal and followed Mareo into the other room. There I found Chiaki finishing laying out all the beds. She pointed to which one was to be mine. The room was just like the other room; wooden walls and evidence of a fire. Sensei came in and blew out the lanterns. Everyone got into bed and proceeded to fall asleep. I sat on my bed and just studied the dark room and the people that laid there. I had a bed on a hard floor and walls, even burnt ones were still more of a house than my hut. I suddenly felt homesick. I reminded myself that I was a disgrace to the memory of my tribe, my father. No matter how much I missed home at that moment, I couldn’t return. I laid down and silently cried myself to sleep. 



[image: image-placeholder]I woke up and found I was all by myself in the small room. The sun was pouring in through the cracks in the boarded-up windows, but it wasn’t morning light, it was in the wrong position. It was late afternoon. I must have been more tired than I realized. I felt completely refreshed. I got up and ventured into the main room. There I found Chiaki scrubbing the kitchen and Mareo sweeping the floor. Sensei was seated at the table smoking his pipe. Upon seeing me, he gestured for me to sit down at the table. As I did so, he called for Chiaki and she brought out a bowl of rice and fermented beans for my breakfast. She went back to the kitchen and came back with a teapot and filled my cup and Sensei’s cup with green tea. I thanked her and started eating. Sensei remained silent while she served him. 

“So, are you going to tell me this grand plan of yours now?” I said with a mouthful. 

“Yes. Yes. I suppose I should let you in on our plan. I am sure you know that the people are heavily taxed, and this has caused an increase in the poor population across our land. Shoguns and the emperor have all raised taxes on all the people. Do you know what they do with this money?”

“I assume they use it to live in fancy houses and eat large meals and buy fancy clothes,” I shrugged. 

“Yes, tax money does go to some of those things, but it is also used to pay for everything like the military and building of shrines and temples, the wages of the government officials, including the royal family, and so on. However, the recent increase in taxes doesn’t seem to be for any of those things.”

“I don’t understand?” I asked, with another mouthful of food.

“That is the question. The word on the street is that the emperor has been gathering a large sum of money for some purpose other than the things I’ve already mentioned. No one seems to know what he intends to do with the money. The money should be going to the people, to give aid to the hungry and poor. This building was destroyed in the last earthquake. It used to be a restaurant. A lantern was knocked over and caused a fire. It devastated this whole section of town. So many people lost their homes. Chiaki and Mareo lost their parents in that fire. If I didn’t take them in, they would be living on the streets. Yet the emperor hoards the wealth of our nation instead of spending it to fix the damage. Our plan is to steal this money and give it back to the people where it belongs.”
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