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    Dedication

    

    To the One Whose Sunlight shows us the way to our true Home.

    

    To my mother and father, whose sunlight never fades.

    

    To my beloved Holly, whose sunlight always brightens the path of my journey.

    

    To my sister, whose sunlight radiates the blessing of family.

    

  
    The Sun’s Caress

    

    Soft, white petals, cradled in the arms of gentle breezes, drifted down from the blossoming tree. Sunlight gleaming off her long, golden locks, no lines of concern or worry marred the restful look upon Rayden’s face.

    Graced with a floral scent, every intake of the cool mountain air cleansed her lungs. Serenading the tranquil, soothing moments, a bird’s song danced through the air.

    Far down the slope, clustered along the edge of the broad, sheltered bay, a large number of thatch-roofed huts, storage buildings, workshops, and pens marked the presence of a sizeable fishing village. Pulled up along the shoreline, and floating in the water, a wide array of vessels, ranging from small rowing boats to larger sea-going ships, awaited the next time that they would be called into service.

    A new day arriving with raiment of golden splendor, the water in the bay sparkled with a crystalline sheen in the embrace of the unsullied morning light.

    Seated cross-legged on the ground, sheltered beneath the branches of a magnificent cherry blossom tree, Rayden looked out toward the west. She found it hard to imagine the uncountable leagues that lay between her and the lands of the Gessa, and the other tribes of the northern region where she had first grown into a warrior. Sprawling deserts, rolling seas of grasslands, vast mountain ranges, dense jungles, and much more stood between her and the place where her long journey first began.

    For her, a search continued, even if the destination had not yet been fathomed, much less reached. The weight of many long years filled with strife, trials, and encounters with the worst that the world had to offer bore down upon her spirit; but the look in her eyes reflected a quiet, enduring strength that continued to grow.

    Her skin displayed a few traces of the increasing years, and marks of battles long since fought, but her body remained well-honed and capable of meeting every task that she asked of it. Heeding the lessons of experience, and striving always to advance her skills, she remained the kind of warrior who met each rising of the sun in a state greater than the day before; but lesser than the next day would see.

    “You look as if you are gazing from the edge of the world,” a low, gentle-sounding voice interrupted her thoughts. “But I cannot say this place is the edge of it.”

    Turning her head, Rayden eyed the short, brown-robed figure with the shaved head walking slowly toward her. The sight of Mari-chan brought a smile to her face and filled her heart with gladness.

    “It feels as if I am on the edge of the world,” Rayden replied, looking back toward the west. Her expression grew more somber as she contemplated for a moment. “It is so far from here to where my path first began. It is hard to imagine there could be more to the world.”

    “I would have to journey to the lands of the people you grew among, to see if the perspective would be the same for me,” Mari-Chan answered. “Maybe one day I shall do so, and I will then cast my gaze to the east.”

    “I would enjoy your company all the way there,” Rayden remarked, looking to her friend as another smile bloomed upon her lips.

    “To think this is just one world, that we are in for a time,” Mari-Chan observed, in the reflective manner that she had come to know so well. “This life is such a fragile and precious gift, and so very short in the eyes of eternity.”

    “So very short?” Rayden asked, a merry laugh coming at his words. “Sometimes it has already felt like an eternity. I have endured single days that have felt like the passage of eons.”

    “At times it has felt that way for me too,” Mari-Chan said, grinning at her words. “But the physical life is a brief one in the eyes of the world, even for those said to have lived for centuries. Do they witness the mountain brought low by wind and rain? All the things of this world change.”

    Mari-Chan turned his gaze to the west and his face took on a thoughtful mien, an expression well familiar to her.

    “So, are you here to talk with me, or am I needed down there?” Rayden queried after a few moments had passed, noticing that her friend remained standing.

    “Timiko would like to train at arms now,” Mari-Chan replied, keeping his eyes set toward the western horizon. “She did not wish to disturb you, but you implored me to seek you out whenever she desired to spar. I am here as you asked.”

    “I did ask you, as Timiko offers me a path to advance my skills and keep my body in form,” Rayden said.

    “You looked so at ease, I almost hesitated to approach you,” Mari-Chan said, looking over to her.

    Uncrossing her legs, Rayden got up to her feet and grinned at her friend. “I am rested, refreshed, and centered. She had better be ready today.”

    “I am just the messenger,” Mari-Chan replied, chuckling. “But I imagine it will be quite a contest to witness.”

    Rayden walked out from beneath the boughs of the cherry blossom tree. Feeling the sun’s caress upon her face, she stretched her limbs, while looking forward to another opportunity to grow as a warrior.

    “Let the day begin!” Rayden announced in a spirited tone, giving her friend a wink. “Want to walk with me, or do you want to stay here a little longer?”

    “Walk with you, of course,” Mari-Chan replied. “I do not like to miss even a moment of the sessions between the two of you.”

    Mari-Chan accompanied Rayden as she started down the narrow trail leading to the fishing village.

    

    ***

    

    Her lustrous, straight locks of black hair pulled back and bound around her head with a snow-white cloth band, Tamiko strode into the open ground with a limber step. Gripped in her right hand, she carried a wooden version of her primary weapon, a long, curving blade extending from the end of a lengthy shaft.

    A blend of sword and spear, the naginata stood a fearsome weapon. Unlike the round shafts of the spears used by tribes such as the Gessa, the shaft of Timiko’s naginata was cut in an oval shape, suited adeptly to executing slashes and chops.

    Rayden took up her own pair of wood-carved weapons, both fashioned to closely resemble the axe and sword that she wielded in battle. Stepping forward into the open ground, she eyed the other woman and let her mind settle into the warrior’s state that made it seem like time itself had slowed down to a crawl.

    The brunt of the bruises and nicks suffered during such sessions had tilted in a significant manner over the long months that Rayden had dwelled among the pirates. When Rayden had first begun training with Timiko, the latter’s fighting style and weapon unfamiliar, she had spent many nights enduring the turmoil born from a host of aches and soreness located all over her body.

    Now, Rayden took far fewer hits during a session, while Timiko had become the one who spent her nights in great discomfort, recovering from the intense martial exchanges they shared together.

    Timiko refused to scale back on the length or intensity of the sessions, even after it became clear to all that Rayden had adapted well to the fighting styles of the far eastern lands. The stalwart pirate leader had insisted upon continuing the regular training sessions, to push her own skills to the limit.

    In Timiko, Rayden had discovered a kindred spirit in every way. Unaffected by any petty resentment, or a consuming envy born of pride, Timiko expressed genuine gratitude to Rayden on a regular basis for keeping the sparring sessions in place.

    Conducted within the harmony of mutual respect, the two women pushed each other without reservation to discover their own weaknesses, and to advance in skill.

    Coming together near the center of the broad span of flat ground, Timiko and Rayden paused. Rendering each other a short bow of salute and respect, they began their latest sparring session.

    Both combatants moving with speed and balance, the air filled with the sharp clacks and thuds of wood upon wood. Slashes and thrusts, shifts of stance, blocks and counters, a martial dance unfolded that many of the other pirates watched from nearby in a spirit of wonderment and deep respect. For them, a chance to witness two exceptional warriors, in a land that revered displays of great martial skill, the sparring sessions were an exhilarating delight to behold.

    Among the pirates, Mari-Chan observed in silence, with an intent, studious look.

    Here and there, Rayden found a brief opening in her opponent’s defenses, eliciting a pained grunt whenever her axe or sword got through and landed upon Timiko’s body. Though the tally of hits mounted in Rayden’s favor, the fighting was not entirely one-sided. During one swirling exchange of blows, Rayden did not react fast enough to a spin by Timiko and found the end of the naginata’s shaft planted squarely in her side.

    Leaping back and clenching her teeth for a moment from the stabbing pain in her ribs, Rayden grinned at Timiko. Taking a deep breath, she praised the skillful maneuver. “An excellent strike. Well done.”

    Timiko laughed, and with no hint of jealously replied, “It is just one lone, successful hit, set against the multitude of skillful blows you have been landing upon me this morning. But if I can get a solid hit upon a warrior like you, the easier it will become for me to fell the Great Daimio’s best warriors, should they attack me.”

    “Then let us end today’s training on that strike,” Rayden said, breathing heavy and keeping her weapons at the ready, just in case Timiko desired to continue. “We have exerted ourselves a lot today.”

    Timiko nodded, and she lowered her naginata. “We have already sparred much longer than usual. I am sure we have both worked up a good hunger.”

    “I know that I have, for my part,” Rayden replied with a grin, sweat dripping from her brow.

    The two warriors smiled, bowing to each other before walking from the open ground. Carrying their sparring weapons at their sides, the pair made their way back into the extended cluster of huts and buildings running along the shoreline of the crescent-shaped bay.

    Boundless in energy, several children ran about at play. Rayden and Timiko started to pass through the spirited little throng. Engrossed in their activities, a couple of them bumped into Rayden.

    Upon seeing who it was that they had run into, both children looked anxious and hesitant, their eyes going wide and mouths agape in an instant. More than once their gazes darted toward Rayden’s wooden weapons, as if expecting a solid whack in response.

    Smiling and amused at their reactions, Rayden playfully tousled the hair of one of the startled-looking children, a young boy of six or seven years of age.

    “Go on, catch up to your friends!” Rayden encouraged the little fellow, giving him an encouraging pat on the back. “You did not intend to run into me. But it is good to watch where you are running, or you might find yourself falling off the edge of a cliff!”

    Seeing that he was not in trouble, a look of sheer relief sprouted across the child’s face. A moment later, the young boy smiled and scampered off with his friend to rejoin the others.

    Rayden watched the children bounding away for a few heartbeats before continuing forward with Timiko.

    “I wish I had that kind of energy,” Rayden commented. “I confess that I cannot even remember what having that kind of boundless stamina felt like, when I was a child.”

    “We could spar all day with the energy those little ones have,” Timiko replied, laughing. “That one boy definitely thought he was going to get a good smack from you.”

    “I am feeling merciful today,” Rayden replied with a laugh. “I will save my smacks for the next adversaries that we face together.”

    “Or our next sparring session,” Timiko replied in good humor. “Though I will need to recover a little first.”

    “As will I,” Rayden said, with a broadening smile.

    Timiko and Rayden proceeded up the dirt path toward one of the larger homes in the fishing village, a rectangular structure of timber covered with a sloped, straw-thatched roof. Though not anywhere close to being as ornate as the homes of the nobles, higher ranking bushi warriors, and others of status in the lands of Yamatainu, it was the most prominent home in the village.

    As the leader of the pirates, and the wife of a slain, revered bushi warrior, Timiko held the highest status and resided there. Rayden and Mari-Chan both stayed in the home as guests of Timiko.

    Walking beneath the sheltered entrance, Timiko removed her bearskin shoes before sliding a heavy wooden door panel to the left. Removing her own leather boots at the entrance, Rayden followed Timiko into the home.

    Rayden stepped into a room just beyond bordered with walls of rice paper mounted on wood-lattice frames. Scenes of warriors and nature had been painted on the surfaces of the walls in an abundance of vibrant colors. Rayden had studied many of the images close, taking careful regard of details and learning more about the things valued and honored within the lands of Yamatainu.

    After proceeding into a side room and putting their sparring weapons away, the two warriors returned and took seats upon floor mats of woven grass and straw.

    Futaba, an elderly woman who attended to Timiko, appeared shortly after, ferrying in drinking vessels and bowls placed upon trays crafted with short wooden legs. Finding herself famished after the lengthy sparring session, Rayden welcomed the meal of rice and fish, the latter served in the raw style that she had come to love. Before long, she consumed four bowls of the rice, along with some soup made using a rice and soybean paste prevalent in the region.

    Rayden washed the modest fare down with ample draughts of rice wine. The liquid eased her into a more relaxed state, taking some of the edge from the new sores that she had incurred during the training session.

    “Many from the west would like a meal like this, very much,” Rayden complimented, appreciative of how the food satisfied while not sitting too heavily upon the stomach.

    “One day I will have to try some of the food that you have in your homeland,” Timiko remarked.

    “I am afraid I trained in weapons, but not at cooking,” Rayden responded, laughing. “I fear that I would not give you an accurate impression of what we eat. I would like for you to enjoy it!”

    Timiko laughed, and responded, “Your mead does sound like it would be very good.”

    “That is one thing from the west that I do miss a lot,” Rayden said, with a wistful grin. “But I am grateful for this ... your rice wine ... something that cannot be found anywhere in the lands to the far west.”

    Raising her cup, Rayden took another extended drink of the rice wine.

    “It is a great blessing to experience so many different things,” Timiko remarked. “I only know the things of my homeland. You have seen and experienced lands that I cannot even imagine.”

    Rayden nodded in agreement. “It is a blessing, and it is also one of the few comforts of traveling a long, long road. It brings you a perspective that guides you to greater lessons, if you are open to them.”

    “Different clothes, different ways, different food and drink, different gods ... different words,” Timiko stated.

    Thinking of all the various lands that her years of travel had brought into her life, Rayden smiled. Relaxed and enjoying the rice wine, a reflective mood came over her

    “Yet at heart, the people of the farthest lands to the west have much in common with the people of the farthest lands to the east,” Rayden commented to Timiko. “The people of all lands seek to laugh, to love, to find purpose ... to experience joys with family and friends ... to dream and hope for a better life ... and to find that there is something more beyond this world with all of its sorrows, suffering and pain. Yes, the outer things may be very different in nature, and often appearance, but the inner things connect all of us together.”

    Rayden fell silent, and took another drink of rice wine.

    “You have allowed your journeys to bring you great wisdom, Rayden,” Timiko said after a few moments, in an air of appreciation.

    “Lessons are there to be learned, each and every day,” Rayden said. “It our choice to avail ourselves of them or not.”

    “I would think your journeys have brought you most of what can be learned,” Timiko said.

    “They have shown me how much more I do not know,” Rayden replied, taking another long drink that emptied her cup.

    Looking to her left, through the open doorway, she watched Mari-Chan approaching the front of the home. When he reached the threshold of the doorway, he acknowledged Rayden and Timiko with a short bow.

    “I was told you would both be here,” Mari-Chan said. “I had a brief matter to attend to, after you had concluded your sparring.”

    “Come inside and join us,” Timiko invited. “We are restoring ourselves after that training session.”

    “Another good contest, I must say,” Mari-Chan said, removing his shoes, entering, and taking a seat on the floor with them. “It is a pleasure to watch such a demonstration of skill.”

    Timiko nodded and smiled. “It was a good contest, and I will have several new bruises to show for it.”

    “And I will have a very solid one myself,” Rayden said, indicating the spot on her side where Timiko had delivered her strike, the site now throbbing with a dull ache.

    “Better to have unsharpened wood show you the gaps in your defenses, rather than well-honed metal blades,” Mari-Chan replied, giving the two warriors a grin.

    Grinning back, Rayden and Timiko both nodded their agreement with him.

    Futaba then returned, bringing green tea made from unfermented leaves. Seeing Mari-Chan, she departed to get him a drinking vessel.

    “I need to get some training in myself,” Mari-Chan said. “I have indulged far too much in the serenity of this place. I do not wish to find myself becoming soft.”

    “If only the Great Daimio would leave us alone, to live our own lives,” Timiko said, a dour look coming to her face. “But such men are not satisfied until all are under their firm control ... and rendering taxes and obedience to them.”

    “The lust to rule and hold power is insatiable for many,” Mari-Chan said, shaking his head.

    “An affliction to be found in all lands, from west to east,” Rayden said in a grim tone of voice, thinking of a host of examples that she had encountered through the years.

    “A regrettable thing indeed,” Mari-Chan said. “But the things of darkness cannot abide or tolerate anything that is not under their dominion. These mortal rulers are just a reflection of the deeper darkness that underlies all wickedness.”

    “We will not make it so easy for them,” Timiko responded with a grin, a steely glint in her eyes.

    Sharing Timiko’s outlook, Rayden stated, “And where we can, we will bring an end to their wicked ambitions. Sometimes in one strike.”

    “A will to resist wickedness is all that is needed to set other forces in motion,” Mari-Chan replied, looking to the other two with an approving air. “The people here are fortunate that there are two such warriors living here among them.”

    “Three,” Rayden corrected her friend in a gentle manner. “You sell yourself a little short at times, Mari-Chan.”

    “Well, I am a shorter man,” Mari-Chan replied, chuckling for a moment before returning to a serious tone. “You honor me with your words, but the gods and goddesses of heaven have shined their light upon the both you. Either of you can light the flame in the human heart that illuminates the strength within each of us. The people of this land need that now, more than ever before.”

    A short, stocky man approaching the entrance to Timiko’s dwelling drew Rayden’s and the others’ attention. In the manner of most of the pirates, his hair had been trimmed back just past the temples, the rest of his locks grown long and pulled back atop his head. A scraggly beard and moustache accented his face.

    Upon reaching the doorway, the pirate lowered his eyes and bowed immediately to Timiko.

    “What is it, Harumoto?” she asked him, a look of concern growing on her face.

    He straightened up at her acknowledgement.

    “A large tax grain vessel lumbers up from the south,” he announced. “No more than two days sailing from here.”

    Timiko’s mood darkened at the mention of the tax ship. “A poor harvest plagues the land, and yet the Great Daimio takes from those who have little to make certain that those who have plenty do not see any decrease. The tyrant thinks nothing of condemning the very people who worked the land to starvation.”

    “Such is the way of those who hold great power in this world,” Mari-Chan said, echoing the comments of a few moments before.

    “And why we do what we must do,” Timiko responded in a firm tone, looking back to Mari-Chan.

    A nervous edge clung to Harumoto’s countenance. After a few moments he said in a low voice, “There is more to report.”

    Timiko turned back to Harumoto. “Do not delay, tell us everything.”

    “To the north, one of Fujimara’s ships has been sighted,” Harumoto proceeded. “Heading toward the Jade Island.”

    “This far south?” Timiko asked, her voice carrying undercurrents of both dismay and incredulity.

    Harumoto nodded and his answer held certainty. “Yes.”

    “And where there is one of Fujimara’s ships, there are bound to be many more,” Timiko responded in a somber tone. She looked to Rayden and Mari-Chan. “Those vermin raid in great numbers. Coming this far south, they will plunder as much as they can from the villages found along the shores.”

    “It looks like a choice stands before you,” Mari-Chan responded in an even tone, gazing at Timiko.

    Looking at Timiko’s face, Rayden could see that a number of heavy thoughts weighed upon her friend’s mind. Timiko had good reason to be concerned.

    Pirate bands riddled the western islands of Yamatainu. A maze of caves, sheltered bays, coves, and islands afforded concealment and ideal positions from which to launch raids on other areas of Yamatainu’s vast archipelago or the mainland to the west, the latter beckoning from a short distance across open seas.

    Most pirate bands like Timiko’s tended to be smaller in size, but some had grown large and powerful over the years. Fujimara’s horde stood as one of the strongest, with a fleet that included warships as large and capable as any in the fleet of the Emperor himself.

    Even more worrisome, Fujimara’s pirates had a longstanding, widespread reputation for brutality. Any village caught in the path of the feared raiders would be subjected to a storm of horrors.

    “I can not think of the grain ship now,” Timiko said, looking between the others’ faces. “Not when so much blood will be spilled in the area we ply. We will be greatly outnumbered, but we must do what we can to resist Fujimara. If he is coming this far south, we will have to face him sooner or later. I choose to confront his vermin before they ravage these islands.”

    “I am with you, Timiko,” Rayden stated in a calm demeanor. Reading the fatalistic look within Timiko’s eyes, she continued. “Numbers do not determine the outcome of a battle. Your knowledge of this area will give you advantages over Fujimara’s raiders. Striking when unexpected will give you more. The fact that you will be defending your home region will give you even more.”

    “I will also go with you, and offer whatever aid I can,” Mari-Chan added.

    Grim-faced, Timiko nodded to both them, and then turned toward Harumoto.

    “Have all of our ships readied at once, and gather our full force together,” she told him. “We take to the sea as soon as we are able.”

    Harumoto gave her a bow, turned, and headed away at a brisk stride.

    Watching him leave, Rayden drank the rest of her tea and set the vessel down on the tray before her. Getting to her feet with an unruffled comportment, she made her way from the dining area to the small room where she slept at night. After retrieving her weapons and a cloak, she proceeded to the front of Timiko’s dwelling and put her boots back on.

    Glancing up the slope of the mountain behind the village, in the direction of the cherry blossom tree that she had spent the early morning beneath, Rayden took a moment to savor the memory of the encompassing harmony that she had experienced there. Inside her heart, she girded herself for the pending sojourn, knowing that the coming days would be anything but tranquil in nature.

    A time of blood, war, and trial called. Once more, Rayden did not hesitate to respond.

    “We are called to act where there is no other real choice, other than to betray who we are,” Mari-Chan observed, joining her in front of Timiko’s home. “You and I are not the kind who betray ourselves or anyone else.”

    Rayden turned toward him. The hint of a smile came to her lips.. “It is good to have a friend at your side during such times. I am glad you are here.”

    “It is a more natural way,” Mari-Chan replied, looking back to her. “We were not meant to walk alone.”

    The thought brought a full smile to Rayden’s face. “Then let us make our way down to the water. The weather is favorable for taking to the seas. Another journey awaits us.”

    Mari-Chan nodded, and smiled, a thoughtful look upon his face. “A journey within a greater journey.”

    Side by side, the two of them started down the path, heading toward the sparkling waters of the bay.

    

    ***

    

    Having traversed the waters of the surrounding islands for several years, Timiko and her veteran pirates knew every fold and crease in the land concealing an inlet where ships could be hidden from the sight of those unfamiliar with the area. Knowing the movements of the tides, they also knew when certain areas stood perilous and when they could be navigated.

    Using her arsenal of knowledge, Timiko took a little used and less known route that threaded a series of smaller islands. The more obscure route lowered the fleet’s risk of being detected by others navigating the more common sea routes. The natural maze and ubiquitous hazards lent the fleet further protection in the unlikely instance that they were seen and then pursued by a larger force, of the kind serving the Emperor or Fujimara.

    At the end of the labyrinthine route, Timiko led her entire fleet across a short stretch of sea, coming up from the south. In a column of single file, the fleet entered the mouth of a narrow inlet bounded by high cliffs, located near a few villages on the largest island standing in the path of Fujimara’s approaching fleet. At the back of the inlet, a great cave with a broad entrance and ample depth beyond provided just enough space for all of the vessels to take shelter inside of it.

    A mixture of types, Timiko’s fleet included a few mid-size to larger vessels whose original purpose had been for the transportation of merchant cargo. With a spacious hold below the deck, and a sheltered cabin toward the rear, the single or double-mast vessels held a large capacity for people or goods. Raised fighting platforms with railed sides at the stem and stern enhanced their suitability for sea combat.

    The rest of the of the fleet contained an assortment of smaller vessels that had little more than a cabin of modest size set near the stern and raised sides for the protection of oarsmen and warriors.

    On sails and banners, all of the vessels displayed Timiko’s sigil, an image depicting a rare creature known in Yamatainu as a kirin. The four-legged, hoofed creature had a flowing mane and tale, scales over its body, and a pair of antlers crowning a head more lion-like than deer. Rayden had never seen a kirin and, from what she had been told by her, neither had Timiko, but the pirates who had come together under Timiko’s leadership had bestowed the symbol upon her long ago.

    Joined together in full strength, the fleet Timiko had built over the years conveyed a formidable presence, but it was not so large that it could not take advantage of places where ships could be concealed.

    Before the ship carrying them proceeded into the massive cavern, Rayden, Mari-Chan, Timiko, and many of the warriors aboard the fleet’s largest vessel disembarked and waded ashore through a short span of shallow water. Once on solid ground, they waited for the small crew left aboard to take the ship into the cavern, board a small landing boat, and return to join them.

    After all the other ships had been emptied of their passengers, and the warriors had gathered into a large war band, Timiko gave the order to head inland. Leaving the shoreline behind and entering the forested terrain of the island, Rayden and Mari-Chan walked near the forefront of the well-armed contingent.

    Rayden found the environment much to her liking. In the forested hills and mountains, with uncountable possibilities for stealth, ambush, and traps, Timiko’s force stood a better chance of confronting Fujimara’s great advantage in numbers.

    With their scraggly beards, long mustaches, and weathered skin, the men of Timiko’s band displayed a rough, hardened appearance well suited for the task at hand. Light in attire, most of the pirates went barefoot. Several wore little more than loincloths, though most had coarse-woven, loose jackets of about knee-length, tied in about the waist. A few pieces of armor were in evidence among them, such as a few lamellar cuirasses, but for the most part the pirates sought to go ashore as unencumbered as possible.

    Several of the pirates wore headbands, and a couple had helms crafted in the far eastern style. With iron plates fitted together by rivets to form a low, rounded crown, with a protruding front, the helms had a cascade of connected horizontal strips descending from the lower edge to protect the neck to the back and sides.

    Long, straight-bladed spears, naginatas, and swords served as the primary weapons carried by the warriors in Timiko’s band. Slung over their right shoulders, quivers bristling with arrows adorned many bearing long bows, the latter strung.

    Limbering up fast, and with a spring to her step, Rayden had to be careful to rein in her pace. After being constricted to a ship deck for an extended length of time, she relished the sensation of hard ground underfoot.

    Scouts sent farther ahead of the main pirate band returned after a short while, reporting several fires ahead at one of the island’s larger coastal villages. Not long after, seeing the first, telltale columns of smoke winding skyward above the tops of the trees, Rayden’s heart began filling with anger.

    The troubling sight left no doubt that Fujimara’s raiders had come ashore.

    Picking up their gait, Timiko’s pirates headed at once in the direction of the swirling, dark gray pillars. Though they did not have far to go, nightfall would be imminent when Timiko’s warriors reached the site of the fires.

    “We cannot rush into this fight,” Timiko remarked, walking with Rayden and Mari-Chan at the lead of the extended column of warriors.

    “We will need to see, and measure, their numbers and positions,” Rayden replied, casting her a sideways glance. “I would like to find a higher point where I can observe their placements more completely.”

    “There will be many possibilities,” Timiko said. “The village is ringed with high summits. Find what you can. We will learn what we can from the shadows, at a closer vantage.”

    “It will not take me long, once I have a view of them from above,” Rayden said.

    “I intend to see that the woods beyond their fires swallow any that stray while we take account of them,” Timiko responded, a sharp glint to her eyes. “Once we have their full measure, we will strike at them. These vermin will be shown no mercy for what they are now doing.”

    “You are not the usual kind of pirate plying the waters of your seas and rivers,” Rayden commented, looking to Timiko. “That is why I fight with you.”

    “We have been driven by great hardship to our path, to see that men, women, and children do not starve to placate the desires of the powerful,” Timiko said. “When we take a grain ship or raid the holdings of a daimio, we simply take back what was taken from us at the threat of force.”

    “Your raids are not those of a common plunderer,” Rayden said. “They are justified. You stand for those who have no voice in deciding what is to be taken from them. You merely take back what was plundered from the defenseless.”

    “Yet if the daimios ever cease their fighting amongst each other, they will come for me one day in great force,” Timiko said, a stoic look coming over her face. “I know I will not survive that day, when it comes. I pray that I am strong enough to not waver and look upon it unblinking. I desire to face the end with honor and show that I am worthy of the Pure Lands.”

    “I know you are strong enough,” Rayden said in a lower, reflective tone, taking in the woman’s fatalistic words. “I also know in my heart that you will not waver.”

    A wisp of a smile crossed Timiko’s face. “It is of no use thinking of what may happen. That day is not here yet. There is only the day at hand. For now, we have only Fujimara’s murderous beasts to concern ourselves with, and nothing more.”

    A grim, resolute expression on her face, Rayden nodded. “A hunt is about to begin.”

    “We will not rest until we have brought down our quarry,” Timiko replied, holding Rayden’s eyes a moment before looking ahead.

    Falling back into silence, they continued through the trees. Dappling the forest floor with patches of light, the late afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees above them. Swaying the boughs, breezes passing through the forest rustled the leaves. The pleasant scents of cedar and pine graced the cool, soothing air.

    Flowing in a steady, gleaming cascade, water gurgled about the rocks in a wide, shallow creek. Melodious and uplifting, the songs of birds carried through the trees. The natural odes of water and bird alike lent further to the timeless essence permeating the forest environs.

    At moments, Rayden found it hard to believe that a ghastly scene lay just ahead of them.

    Serving as beacons, the smoke tendrils clawing for the skies drew nearer, bit by bit. Before much longer, faint cries and shouts began to cut through the tranquil sounds of the forest.

    When they neared the village’s outskirts, Rayden and Mari-Chan took leave of Timiko and the others. Seeking to engage in reconnaissance from a higher vantage point, Rayden eyed a few possible rises that offered a broader view of the shoreline and land around it.

    One summit in particular caught her attention. Setting her mind on the propitious spot, she hastened toward the great hill. Behind Rayden, and falling behind quickly, Mari-Chan had to hurry to catch back up.

    

    ***

    

    A shrine complex crowned a sizeable hill overlooking the village now deep in the throes of being plundered and ravaged. The great height of the rise offered Rayden a chance to assess the full strength of the raid, and she carefully made her way around to the base of the slope and headed upward, through the trees.

    Coming upon a sinuous dirt path leading directly toward the shrine, Rayden stepped out of the trees and took it. Far behind, fearful, sorrowful cries, braying laughter, and harsh shouts sounded from the direction of the village. Keeping focus on her aims, Rayden pushed the distressing noises to the edge of her thoughts.

    The earthen trail came to an end at the shrine complex. A timber gateway of two high columns supporting a pair of prominent, transverse lintels marked the edge of the shrine’s grounds.

    Detecting no movements or sounds within the stillness beyond the gateway, Rayden turned back. Taking a few strides in front of the gateway, she returned to where the trail began its descent to the village below. Though the sun now dipped lower on the western horizon, enough daylight remained for Rayden to eye the stricken village and the arrangement of the enemy fleet below.

    Several small boats beached along the water’s edge, and a few larger floating ones at anchor, an array of vessels were concentrated near the shoreline marking the site of a sizeable fishing village. A couple of the ships at anchor looked to be warships, each with two high masts, a large cabin aft, a small cabin mid-ship; and raised, square fighting platforms set both fore and aft. Both of the imposing vessels were much larger than the greatest ship within Timiko’s fleet.

    Awash in flame and smoke, the fishing village stood a scene of chaos and despair. Several of the huts and other thatch-roofed, timber structures had been put to the torch, sending great plumes of smoke wafting upward to form the gray columns that had drawn Timiko’s band toward the ill-fated village.

    A lot of movement could be seen throughout the village. Sorrowful, desperate cries rang out from all over area, interspersed with the coarse shouts and stomach-churning laughter that Rayden knew all too well.

    A frenzy of wickedness held most of the village’s population in thrall. Rayden had no doubts that a lot of blood had been spilled and many horrors committed. More atrocities awaited captured innocents with the coming of night.

    The luckiest of the villagers had escaped into the surrounding forest, but they would find no solace in having survived the main assault. Alone in the dark, the villagers who had fled stood no match for the hardened warriors in Fujimara’s pirate band.

    The escapees could do nothing for those held captive. The best that they could hope for would be to evade the clutches of the pirates until they finally took to their ships and left the wrecked village behind.

    Staring at the numerous fires and listening to the hellish chorus of voices, Rayden’s eyes narrowed. Battening down her ire, she knew that she had to glean everything that she could about the pirates from her elevated position, to help give Timiko’s band a chance to see that Fujimara’s pirates did not return to their ships.

    Rayden began calculating the number of ships and general number of warriors that could be expected for each of them. Looking over the village, she noted the positions where it appeared that groups of raiders had gathered, including the places where those unfortunate enough to be taken captive were being held.

    A comprehensive grasp of the situation involving the enemy pirates started to take shape within her mind. Judging from the positions of the groups of pirates, they did not expect any challenges or threats from outside the village. With a couple of concentrated, sudden attacks, smaller groups could be overwhelmed before others could respond

    Eagerness rose within Rayden to bring the favorable tidings back to Timiko. Another part of her chafed to take the fight to the enemy, draw their blood, and silence their cruel laughter and shouts.

    “Rayden, look lower, coming up the slope!” Mari-Chan stated, interrupting her assessment in an emphatic, alarmed tone and pointing down the trail.

    Following his gesture, Rayden took in the sight of a large mob of armed figures working their way up the trail, heading toward the shrine. A few moments of focused observation told her that they belonged to Fujimara’s raiding band. The last rays of the sun glinted off the blades of their weapons and she had little doubt they had a fair number of bows among them.

    “They are Fujimara’s,” Rayden stated. “They have finished searching through the village, and now they are coming for the plunder of the shrine ... no doubt of that.”.

    She estimated there to be over twenty pirates, possibly as many as thirty, in the group marching steadily up the path. All of them would be skilled fighters.

    The throng of smoke columns coiling up behind them testified to their cruelty and rapaciousness. Rayden wanted nothing more than to charge down the trail and leap into their midst, swinging axe and sword, but she could not succumb to recklessness.

    Pirates swarmed up the path, drawing nearer to the temple grounds. A choice had to be made.

    “Let us conceal ourselves and seek the protection of the deity who dwells here,” Mari-Chan said. “A way will be found to strike at them later. Let us not throw our lives away in a vain stand here. It does the villagers and our comrades no good for us to fall now.”

    “Who says I will fall?” Rayden replied in a simmering voice, a raw fury churning within.

    “Even if you fell half of them, the others can remain back and use their bows,” Mari-Chan told her.

    “I assure you, they will answer in blood for what they have done,” Rayden declared, her demeanor not far removed from a feral predator’s snarl.

    “Come, Rayden, there is no more time,” Mari-Chan urged. “I will guide us in the temple.”

    Tearing her eyes away from the approaching raiders, Rayden fixed her gaze upon her friend. A pair of searing blue flames, Rayden’s eyes blazed with intensity.

    “Guide me,” she told Mari-Chan in a curt manner.

    Mari-Chan led Rayden through the gate. Passing by a large water basin set a few paces inside, he took Rayden deeper into the temple grounds.

    A few elongated timber structures connected by narrow pathways lay nestled among the trees and foliage. One of the buildings had a small pool of water before it.

    Everything about the place, from the buildings to the grounds, had a well-tended look reflecting meticulous care on the part of those who cared for the shrine complex. Of priests or caretakers, no signs could be seen of anyone else being present. Rayden could only hope that they had somehow been able to escape the tragic fate befalling most of the village population.

    Mari-Chan headed straight for the most prominent of the constructs occupying the hilltop. Another water basin was set along the section of path approaching the building.

    The large square structure ahead of them had an elegant-looking roof that sloped downward and curved up at the corners. A short flight of broad steps led up to the sheltered entrance.

    Mari-Chan stopped at the water basin and quickly rinsed his hands and mouth. He then said to Rayden, “In our situation, we cannot observe everything, but we must do what we can.”

    Rayden emulated his actions, washing her hands off, and then rinsing her mouth.

    “That is the main sanctuary, I am guessing,” Rayden said, glancing toward the building looming before them. “We are not priests.”

    “It appears to be a site of worship too,” “Mari-Chan replied, looking around. “I see no other building that would indicate a separate worship hall. We will not transgress merely by entering.”

    “A small reassurance,” Rayden said, a dour expression on her face.

    “We must have faith that any god or goddess will know that the ones who truly are transgressing are the ones coming up the path now,” Mari-Chan said.

    Containing curses and bawdy laughter, voices carried through the air from behind them. Making no attempt at approaching in stealth, the pirates had drawn closer.

    “They near the gate,” Rayden warned him.

    After a glance back, Mari-Chan proceeded toward the main sanctuary building. Rayden stayed a pace behind him, shifting her gaze between the building and the path behind them.

    Fortunately, the pirates were not yet within eyesight.

    Walking up the steps, Mari-Chan slid the front doorway to the side and entered the shrine. Rayden followed close after him.

    She left the doorway open, letting the early eve’s moonlight pour into the shrine’s dusky interior. Pausing, Rayden allowed her vision to adjust to the dim environs before taking a careful look around.

    A large section of open space lay spread before her. Beyond, carved out of wood, several non-human figures with fangs, forked tongues, and horns had been arrayed before a platform with a recessed alcove at the back, containing a golden statue of a heavier-set woman with a beautiful face. Rayden guessed the conspicuous figure to the deity that the shrine was home to, but she could make no sense out of the human-sized figurines set up before the statue.

    Containing a pitcher, a few bowls and jars, and other vessels, a couple of narrow shelves fronted the platform. A low wooden altar stood a pace or two in front of the platform.

    “This is a shrine of Maso,” Mari-Chan whispered to Rayden, gazing upon the statue. “She who watches over the seas and those who travel upon it.”

    “Who are they?” Rayden asked Mari-Chan in a low voice, looking toward the carved figures.

    “The figures displayed before the goddess?” Mari-Chan asked.

    Rayden nodded. “Yes.”

    “Once demons, who the goddess turned to benevolence,” Mari-Chan replied. “It is a story I will share with you at another time.”

    Mari-Chan then stepped forward, approaching the platform holding the alcove and main statue. Falling to his knees before the elevated statue, he fixed his eyes toward the ground and bowed low, in the manner of a devoted supplicant.

    Maintaining a calm demeanor, in such a manner that no eyes looking upon the diminutive man would have had any hint that a horde of rapacious pirates would be upon them in a matter of moments, he began to speak.

    “Great Maso, Mother of the Sea, and protector of this village, I come to you in a desperate hour of need,” Mari-Chan said aloud, addressing the statue in a low, deferential, humble tone. “A great number of the wicked pursue us and now approach your shrine. They have done great evil to the people of the village. Death will come to us if we do not seek refuge in your shrine. We have no other choice. Please forgive us any trespass and grant us your protection. We place our fates in your hands.”

    After such a petition, Rayden almost expected a response or at least some kind of movement from the statue representing the female deity. Yet in the aftermath, the shrine remained unchanged, swathed in silence and shadows.

    Getting to his feet, Mari-Chan gestured for Rayden to follow him. To her surprise, he climbed up to the surface of the platform.

    Bringing her around to the back of the statue, he stooped downward. Lowering into a crouch by Mari-Chan’s side, Rayden braced herself, listening to the sounds of voices and footsteps swelling in volume from just outside the front of the structure.

    “The goddess will protect us,” Mari-Chan told Rayden.

    The firm, confident tone of his voice told Rayden that Mari-Chan saw the claim as the simple declaration of a fact and not a statement of hope, born of wishful thinking. In her eyes, whether or not the goddess did anything to help them remained to be seen.

    While a goddess intervening on their behalf would be a most welcome development, Rayden tightened her grip on the hilt of her blade and the haft of her axe. Mari-Chan could place his faith in a deity, while she placed hers in sharp, honed iron.

    Pirates stormed into the shrine a few moments later. Laughing and cursing, the coarse invaders spread out within the shrine’s interior.

    A couple of them carried wooden torches. They used them to light unlit ones set on either side of the platform, casting undulating shadows against the walls of the shrine.

    Walking through the sanctuary without hesitation, the rogues acted in stark contrast to the reverent behavior Mari-Chan had displayed just moments before. It stood clear that the pirates feared nothing in the shrine.

    “It is unfortunate we cannot make a little sport with this sea whore,” one of the pirates declared in a loud voice, walking up to the edge of the platform and eyeing the statue. Leaning over and extending his sword, he drew the tip in a light manner across the nether regions of the female likeness.

    “You would need a very big sword to play with that fat sea cow,” another pirate yelled, drawing a burst of raucous laughter from the others.

    “She has these ugly dogs to keep her company,” another pirate said, giving a hard shove to one of the wooden figures and toppling it over. The object landed on its side with a heavy thud.

    “They can at least stay hard,” a man near him announced, guffawing and, shoving another of the carvings over.

    “Every woman you have been with wishes you could just get hard, to begin with,” jested another pirate in response, drawing a braying laughter from several of the others.

    “Enough of this,” another pirate said in a loud, reprimanding voice. “Let us get anything of value from this dung heap. There are women aplenty from the village for us to have our way with. Several beauties too! I do not want to waste time here.”

    Picking up a clay jug from one of the shelves fronting the platform, he eyed it for a moment before hurling it to shatter in pieces against the side of the shrine.

    Remaining in place, Rayden loathed the impudent behavior of the pirates. She did not serve or even believe in the goddess represented by the statue, but she knew the shrine stood at the center of the villagers’ lives. Desecrating the shine in such a brazen manner showed the vast emptiness within the hearts of the lawless scoundrels.

    Willing to engage in every act of savageness and violation, the pirates had much more in common with rabid animals than they did with humans. Only death could free them from the madness ruling their hearts; and Rayden had no qualms about liberating all of them from their flesh.

    The pirates began plucking up anything they perceived to be of value, from small figurines to any implements that appeared to be made of gold or silver. A few more of the carved, humanoid figures were toppled in the process, hitting the timber planks of the shrine’s floor in resonant thumps.

    One of the rogues clambered onto the platform and began edging nearer to the hiding spot where Rayden and Mari-Chan crouched. A resolute calm settling over her, Rayden eyed the pirate from the shadows, readying to bring him death in one strike.

    The miscreant took another step closer, and then another, coming within a stride or two of discovering Rayden’s position. She eyed him and remained poised; another step and he would receive a mouthful of iron.

    In abrupt fashion, startling Rayden for a moment, the interior of the shrine darkened, and the temperature plunged down to a frigid level. A pungent, sulfuric stench pervaded the air.

    Several of the pirates gagged, including the one standing on the platform. His exhalations now visible in icy, ghostly puffs, he turned his back to the statue.

    “What foulness is that?” one of the other pirates said. “Did the sea bitch open her legs?”

    “What is this?” asked a pirate standing near one of the remaining upright figurines. Taking slow steps, the man backed up a few paces, raising the spear clutched in his hands. Uncertainty and a tinge of fear ran through his words. “What is happening? Look at it! It moves!”

    Rayden chanced a look around the edge of her hiding place. Following the wide-eyed gaze of another pirate, she saw that one of the wooden statues appeared to be moving. Solid wood now took on the malleable quality of flesh, as the figure’s arms, legs, shoulders, and other areas of its body became animated.

    Not trusting her eyes at first, Rayden thought the motion to be an illusion, somehow caused by one of the other pirates and the tricks that shadows cast from firelight sometimes played. She dispelled the notion outright after watching the figure for another moment, seeing that no one stood behind it and that the shadows beyond aligned with its own movements.

    Rotating enough that Rayden could see the fullness of its visage, the head of the increasingly supple figure then turned toward one of the invaders. One look upon its face gave Rayden confirmation that the wood-carved figure had taken on a life of its own.

    No pirate had eyes of churning flames.

    Nor did any pirate have extensive, gleaming fangs.

    Nor did any pirate have a pair of short, sharp horns sprouting from the crown of their heads.

    Screams tore through the air, some born of pain and others spawned out of a naked, primal fear.

    The pirate closest to Rayden rushed one of the living statues. A moment later his feet dangled off the ground.

    The supernatural entity held steadfast to the man’s throat, raising the hapless pirate higher into the air with one arm. A sharp crack sounded, and the man’s head flopped at an awkward angle, a moment before the entity flung the body off to the side. The pirate’s corpse landed on the timber floor with a dull thud.

    The horned entity turned about and looked directly at Rayden and Mari-Chan. It gnashed its teeth, saliva dripping from its fangs. Loosing a bestial growl from the depths of its throat, the thing made no move to beset them.

    Turning away, the menacing creature set after other quarry within the shrine. Rayden remained in place, sensing a purpose underway in the actions of the living statues.

    Grating snarls and growls filled the air, intertwining with cries, shouts, and frantic pleas. All along the walls of the shrine, shadows danced and twisted in grotesque fashion, reflecting human forms being contorted and broken in the grips of monstrosities.

    Despite her inclinations regarding the horned entities, Rayden kept her weapons at hand, bracing to acquit herself in battle should one of the mysterious creatures assail her. Bodies, and parts of bodies, flew through her field of vision. Men scrambled about, hacking and stabbing with their weapons at the bulky entities tromping after them.

    More than once, Rayden locked eyes with one of the creatures. Though she could glean nothing from their fiery, infernal gazes, they continued to leave her and Mari-Chan alone.

    Not long afterward, the sounds of the slaughter ebbed and then ceased. A final, gurgle and low gasp brought the visceral massacre to an end. A weighty silence permeated the sanctuary for several moments that seemed like an age to Rayden.

    The deeper gloom that had manifested just prior to the statues coming alive dissipated, raising the luminance within the shrine. Rayden’s breaths no longer emerged in grayish bursts, the sharp, freezing edge within the air returning back to the pleasant, cool touch of early night.

    A sweet, flowery scent then flooded the air, driving away all vestiges of the awful stench that had filled the shrine only moments before.

    After listening for a few moments for any hints of movement or breathing, Rayden emerged from their hiding place, followed close after by Mari-Chan. Looking around with her weapons at the ready, her instincts remained coiled, ready to strike at any inkling of an attack.

    Gaze shifting around, Rayden kept her expression still as she took in the stark, bloody scene.

    All of the demonic entities had returned to their upright, inert states, only now they were located in positions scattered all over the sanctuary. Around them, blood-soaked carnage blanketed the floor of the temple.

    Bits of flesh, limbs, innards, and corpses had been strewn everywhere, and the floor itself stood coated in blood. Not a single pirate still breathed.

    Three of the statues were grouped together at the entrance to the temple, blocking the lone exit. Looking upon the stout figures, Rayden knew that none of the rogues who entered the shrine had escaped.

    She harbored no pity for them. They had all reaped what they had sown.

    Mari-Chan returned to the forefront of the goddess’ statue, getting back down to his kneeling position with his eyes toward the floor. Rayden waited in patience, listening as Mari-Chan gave thanks to the goddess for sparing their lives.

    A blinding, white light formed in the space before Mari-Chan. Raising her sword hand, Rayden shielded her eyes from the sheer brilliance filling the shrine.

    A moment later, the light fell away, revealing a beautiful woman clad in exquisite, flowing robes of pure white. A soft glow limned her entire body.

    The woman cradled a small, rectangular object within her hands, wrapped in snow-white cloth.

    “I do not shed the blood of those who have not transgressed,” the woman announced, her voice like a melodious song to Rayden’s ears. “Look up to me, Mari-Chan. Do not fear.”

    In a slow, deliberate fashion, Mari-Chan raised his eyes.

    The woman held the object forth. “Take this and see that it is given to the Guardian. You will know the Guardian when you meet.”

    “You honor me, great goddess Maso,” Mari-Chan said, accepting the wrapped object from her and holding it with great care.

    “I know that I can entrust you with this task,” Maso replied, giving him a radiant smile. Her expression and voice then took on a somber tone. “But no matter how tempted you may become, do not unwrap this cloth. Do not look upon what is inside. Only the Guardian can set eyes upon the object within.”

    “I will keep this with me at all times,” Mari-Chan replied to her in a low, reverent voice. “I will do all I can to see that it is not opened.”

    Laying her right hand upon his head, in a gentle fashion, the woman smiled upon him. “Keep strong of heart. The last part of your journey beckons. Heaven awaits you.”

    Mari-Chan made no reply. A few tears running down his cheeks, Mari-Chan’s face shined with a look of joy.

    Turning toward Rayden, the smile remained upon Maso’s face.

    Rayden lowered her eyes and bowed her head, unsure of what to do in response to the goddess’ direct attention. Though sensing no hostility, she knew if Maso could see inside her thoughts the goddess would know that Rayden served no deity within the world. How that reality would alter the goddess’ disposition toward her remained to be seen.

    “You have nothing to fear from me, brave warrior,” Maso stated. A hint of humor laced the goddess’ next words. “Place your weapons down, you do not need them in hand with me. Clean any blood of the wicked off before you wear them again on your body. For now, speak with me as one woman would to another, and be at ease.”

    Reminded of the axe and sword still gripped in her hands, Rayden knew that they had no purpose drawn in the presence of a benevolent, supernatural entity. Averting the eyes of the goddess, Rayden leaned over and set the weapons down, upon a drier spot on the floor. Only the blades touched any traces of the blood that had just been spilled. Raising back up, she kept her head bowed in a respectful manner.

    “Every man or woman takes an interior journey,” Maso continued. “You must choose of your own will in matters involving heavens or hells, and the ones who hold dominions within each. I know you have not chosen to serve any higher power. Yours is the journey of a powerful soul on a long and difficult path of revelation. Tell me, why do you not close your mind like others to the matters of higher powers or life continuing in other realms?”

    “Seeing what I have seen in the world, and experiencing what I have experienced, it would be sheer foolishness to say that all there is to the world is what I see with my eyes, or touch with my hands,” Rayden replied in a measured tone, keeping her eyes lowered. “I do not possess all the knowledge in the world. How could I ever be certain there is nothing for humans beyond this sorrowful world? I trust that I will learn a little more with each day that I hold true to my heart. But I will not know the answer, truly, until I am faced with the veil of death, a moment that all humans must face alone, no matter if they are sent to it upon a battlefield or in the middle of a night’s sleep.”

    “There is great wisdom in you, brave warrior,” the goddess replied, with the air of a compliment. After a pause, Maso told Rayden, “Look into my eyes.”

    Rayden lifted her head up and met the eyes of the goddess. Maso held Rayden’s gaze for a few moments. Within the luminous eyes of the goddess, Rayden stared into depths of light impossible to describe.

    The light within the goddess’ eyes, though radiant, proved comfortable to look into, if not welcoming to Rayden’s eyes, with no need to shield the great brightness. A sensation of refuge and peace pervaded Rayden as she allowed the light to encompass her focus.

    A light tingle then passed across Rayden’s body. Sensing the presence of powers far beyond her ken, Rayden knew the goddess’ sight took in much more than just her and the interior of the temple.

    When the goddess spoke again, Rayden could perceive a powerful degree of compassion coursing within her words.

    “You have come a very long distance, and there is much that remains in your own journey,” Maso told Rayden. “It is not yet time to lay your head down to rest, brave warrior. For now, ward him, for as long as your paths remain together. He has been given an important task that can bring light to all in Yamatainu. A gift of Heaven to all of them must be restored.”

    “I have never abandoned a friend who is under threat,” Rayden replied in a low, respectful voice. “It would not matter to me whether he was on a great task or no task at all. Know that I shall do all that I can to see that no danger comes to him while we share a path in this world.”

    Rayden then fell silent, and she became hesitant for a moment.

    “Speak freely, brave warrior,” Maso encouraged her.

    Rayden’s next words had the air of a confession. “I do not know where my path will take me, or how long Mari-Chan and I will travel together. If you asked me, I could not tell you anything of my destination in this world, and not because of any refusal on my part. After many years, it still remains hidden from me. I journey onward, but I can not tell you where I am going. I have let my heart guide me across these many years, but what lies ahead is as shrouded as it was on the day I first set out on my path.”

    A kind expression spread across the face of Maso.

    “Daughter of Heaven, do not let your heart grow weary or become hardened,” the goddess replied in a soft timbre, looking deep into Rayden’s eyes. “Know that you have not become lost on your journey. Every time that you have followed the guidance of your heart, you have traveled in the right direction. Stay true to your path and I assure you, brave warrior, that you will find your way home ... the home that is your destination. You will see it one day, brave warrior.”

    Conveying joy, compassion, and an unconditional love, the smiling expression on the goddess’ face appeared to brighten even more.

    Shaken inside at Maso’s words, Rayden did not know what to make of the ethereal woman’s meaning. A cluster of powerful emotions welled up inside, but she did not have a chance to reply, or ask any questions of the goddess, who then vanished from sight into a tremendous brilliance that filled the sanctuary for an instant before dissipating within a cluster of retracting light rays.

    Standing in the quiet of the fire-lit sanctuary, Rayden and Mari-Chen did not say a word, or even move, for several moments. To her astonishment, all of the wood-carved figurines had returned to their original places about the raised platform.

    Collecting herself following the profound encounter, Rayden looked over to her friend, who now cradled the cloth-wrapped object given to him by the goddess.

    “The goddess has looked upon us both with great favor,” Mari-Chen said in a voice just above a whisper, breaking the silence at last. “What we experienced is something rare and precious for mortals. We truly gazed upon the light of Heaven. Maso has placed trust in us. We must not fail her.”

    “I have set my heart to honor what she has asked of me,” Rayden said.

    “It is all that we can do,” Mari-Chan replied. “We are not gods or goddesses, but our limitations are what makes our actions shine all the brighter when we rise to do what is right in this world.”

    “Every man or woman alive in this world has what they need within them to rise and bring forth light to pierce the darkness,” Rayden responded, nodding in agreement with her friend.

    “It is unfortunate how few realize that truth,” Mari-Chan commented. He looked down at the object in his hands. “I wonder what light this can bring forth.”

    “Do you know what it is that she has given to you?” Rayden said. She then added, “I know that you cannot look upon it for yourself, but what could it be?”

    Mari-Chan shook his head slowly. “I do not know what it is, or what its purpose is. It is not my place to question the wishes of a goddess.”

    “Nor is it my place,” Rayden said. A grin crossed her lips and the firelight gleamed in her eyes. “But it is my place to watch the back of my friend and make sure that he does not find himself in too much trouble. Come, let us get away from here, and rejoin the others.”

    “There are fewer enemies now to look out for,” Mari-Chan said, stepping carefully over the bloody mess on the floor. Looking carefully before taking a step, he added, “It will take long periods of ritual and cleansing to purify this sanctuary and return it back to its intended state.”

    “I do not envy whoever is given that task,” Rayden replied.

    “Neither do I,” Mari-Chan remarked, navigating his way toward the entrance.

    “I will join you in a moment,” Rayden told him, remembering the small task that Maso had told her to perform.

    Rayden picked her weapons off the ground and cleaned the blades as best as she could, using a few dry segments of clothing on the bodies of dead pirates. The linen and hemp cloth segments she made use of did a satisfactory enough job of wiping the light blood smears off.

    In some ways, the wiping of the blades seemed more like a ritual in the moment at hand. Very little blood had been picked up where the metal had touched the floor. In her mind, Rayden wiped off much more than the physical substance. Fulfilling Maso’s directive, she saw her actions as ridding the blades of any contamination from the wickedness that had infected the dead pirates.

    Once she had finished the cleaning, Rayden slipped the weapons back into their places at her waist. Then, she walked over to the entrance of the shrine and looked out into the night. Nothing stirred on the grounds around the edifice.

    “The way looks clear, let us not delay,” Rayden said, glancing toward Mari-Chan.

    He nodded. “Best to get back as soon as we can.”

    Moving at a brisk gait, they left the shrine and headed for the gate at the forefront of the temple grounds. Rayden took the lead with Mari-Chen following close behind; an object wrapped in white cloth held tight to his body, under his right arm.

    

    ***

    

    “Many women and children, and some of the elderly men, have scattered into the forest,” Harumoto said when Rayden and Mari-Chen rejoined a group of Timiko’s pirates on a hillside near to the southeastern edge of the sacked village. “We have slain many of the curs who pursued them, but a number of Fujimara’s dogs still remain within the village. They are given to drunkenness and cruel amusements.”

    Rayden told Harumoto of the assessment that she had made of Fujimara’s forces before having to take cover in the shrine. Despite the casualties that the enemy pirates had suffered in the temple and making some allowances for further losses involving those who had chased villagers into the surrounding forest, there yet remained a formidable number of warriors to be addressed.

    Even so, the losses that the enemy had suffered changed the outlook in a favorable way. Rayden’s estimation of the situation facing them appeared to bolster the confidence of Harumoto and the other warriors with him.

    Though still outnumbered, Timiko’s pirates now stood in a better position to defeat Fujimara’s raiders.

    “You bring us welcome tidings,” Harumoto declared, when she had finished. “We have a greater chance to bring those dogs to heel.”

    “Then we should take a closer account of the enemy’s force still left there, and find a way to finish this,” Rayden said, sweeping her gaze across the faces of the warriors around her. Turning to Mari-Chan, she told him with a firm look in her eyes, “When we make our move, lay low, and stay out of this. You know why.”

    Mari-Chan nodded, clutching the wrapped object that he carried close to his chest.

    Rayden, Mari-Chan, and Harumoto then started through the trees down the slope, followed by the other warriors.

    An intertwined morass of burning flesh, wood, and other materials, a noxious scent pervaded the air, growing stronger the closer they drew to the village. Channeled within the winds brushing the hillside, a light haze of smoke wafted through the trees, bringing an unwelcome sting to Rayden and the other warrior’s eyes.

    Closer to the bottom of the slope, the warriors made their way clear of the main direction that the smoke flowed in, opening up their vision and reducing the discomfort to their eyes. A small number of Timiko’s warriors emerged out of the shadows, staying their weapons the moment that they recognized Rayden and the others.

    “I know there is one group of enemy raiders gathered close to here. How many are left,” Rayden asked a warrior named Arakabi, whose naginata was lathered thick in blood.

    “Twenty, maybe twenty-five,” Arakabi replied. “Several are making a wager now. We are only five here, or we would have stopped them.”

    “A wager?” Rayden asked, frowning. “What do you mean?”

    “Come with me,” Arakabi said, turning and leading her toward the village.

    Rayden strode after Arakabi and the other warriors fell in with them. The lights of several fires could be seen through the trees ahead.

    She knew that nothing good could be taking place within the hellish scene about to unfold before her. Jaws tightening, and eyes narrowing, Rayden set her mind on bringing a proper reward to the perpetrators of the village’s doom.

    The time to stay her fury had come to an end, at last.

    

    ***

    

    Creeping ever closer with silent steps, Rayden and the other warriors peered from within the trees at one of the larger remnants of Fujimara’s raiding party. The group of pirates in view displayed a loose, relaxed demeanor, looking unconcerned about the possibility of any outside threats.

    Rayden knew at a glance that the rogues had no inkling of what had befallen their ill-fated comrades, those had been slaughtered among the trees and up at the shrine. For all that the enemy warriors knew, the shrine was being looted of its treasures and the village’s women were being chased down in a grim night hunt that would see those caught violated for the pleasures and lusts of their captors.

    Thoughts of the plight faced by the villagers who had fled into the forest kindled both sadness and anger within Rayden’s heart. The villagers who evaded their pursuers and survived the night would have scarce little to console them when dawn arrived.

    With their homes reduced to ash, their younger men slaughtered, and many women and children put to the blade, any survivor of the nightmarish raid would find what was their home and community just a mere day before to be a place suited only for the haunt of ghosts.

    The wounds suffered by such survivors would have no physical element, but they would be crippling, of the kind that not even a lifetime could heal. In some ways, Rayden found those invisible wounds to be far worse in nature than those that left physical scars on the body. At the least, bleeding would come to an end, sooner or later, with a corporeal wound.

    Rayden knew that she could not turn time itself back, but she could do her utmost to bring an end to the evil besetting the surviving villagers. Observing and calculating, Rayden watched the scene before her and prepared to strike.

    Her hands and feet bound, a younger woman with a pronounced, rounded belly sat on the ground. Her hair disheveled, and face streaked across from the host of tears that she had shed, the woman looked at the pirates with raw fright shimmering in her eyes.

    Several pirates had gathered around her, all looking to be enjoying the spectacle of their terrified victim. One among their number was busy accepting coins from each of the others.

    “It is about time to find out what is inside her,” the collector of the bets announced to the rest. “Hand over your coins to me, and we will get the answer.”

    “I say it is a boy in that big belly,” one of the pirates said, eyeing the woman with a cruel grin.

    “I say it is a girl,” another said, shaking his head and laughing as he handed a few coins over to the man collecting them.

    “We will find out in a moment, one way or the other,” a thick-necked, broad-shouldered pirate declared in a loud voice, chuckling as he held up a long dagger, the blade gleaming in the firelight.

    Comprehension hit Rayden. Rage took hold of her.

    Sickened at the horrific wager unfolding, Rayden gripped her weapons firm and sprang forward. Charging out of the trees and heading straight toward the group of men and their prisoner, she fixed her burning gaze on the man with the dagger.

    The brawny man sauntered over toward the woman, grinning as he lowered his dagger toward the skin of her exposed belly.

    “Give me room!” he told the others. “Clear the way!”

    The others gathered around backed up a couple of steps to give him a wider berth.

    A leering grin frozen upon his face, the man with the dagger toppled over, a hurled axe embedded deep in the back of his skull.

    The other pirates turned fast in the direction the axe had been thrown from, but death was already upon them. Whirling among them in a primal, savage fury, Rayden lashed out with her blade, dealing death in swift fashion to the half-intoxicated pirates.

    When Rayden reached the one who had been taking the bets from the others, the wrath reflecting in her eyes surged. “Let us find out what is inside of you!”

    A brutal slash of her blade opened the man’s guts. Clutching in futility at his innards, now flopping out and falling to the ground, he twisted around and tumbled over. All around him were scattered the coins that he had collected and held from the bets placed just moments before.

    After the last rogue involved in the vile wager had fallen, Rayden turned toward the woman on the ground. Blood dripping from her blade, she walked over to the woman’s side, keeping her eyes out for other enemy fighters.

    The clangs of weapons, shouts, and screams rang out into the night from all directions. Spreading throughout the village and falling upon the enemy, Timiko’s pirates entered the fight.

    For the moment, nothing threatened Rayden. Setting her sword on the ground, keeping it within easy reach, she kneeled down at the young woman’s side.

    “You are safe now,” Rayden told her in a calm, reassuring tone. “I will not harm you. I am going to free you now ... and then we will get away from here.”

    The woman cringed a little when Rayden picked her sword back up. With careful hands, moving slow, Rayden then used the sharp edges of the blade to cut through the bindings of the woman.

    Wrists and ankles unbound, the woman remained silent, saying nothing in reply. Sitting in place, she continued to sob and shake in the aftershocks of her terror; having been a heartbeat or two away from having her belly sliced wide open to reveal the nature of her baby for the capricious whims of blood-soaked, drunken pirates.

    “We cannot stay out here,” Rayden told her, keeping the same low, placid tone. “I am going to take you away to others who will protect you. Let me gather up my weapons and we will get out of this place.”

    Still heaving with sobs, the woman gave Rayden a nod of understanding. After retrieving her axe and wiping it off on the man whose skull it had been lodged in, Rayden put it back in the loop at her belt. Then, she helped the woman up to her feet.

    While keeping her sword in one hand, Rayden took great care escorting the crying, pregnant woman from the sacked village. Wary and poised to respond to any sudden attacks, Rayden spoke words of encouragement to the woman in a low, soothing tone. The sharp clang of weapons, shouts, and cries continued through the air, coming from several directions, though none of it sounded close enough to cause any concern for Rayden.

    Guiding her ever farther from the scene of carnage, Rayden led the woman into the shadows of the forest. After a short walk, they came to a halt in the general area where Arakabi’s small band had been prior to the attack on the village.

    Harboring several more of the village’s survivors, a few warriors from Timiko’s band of pirates appeared soon after. Upon seeing each other’s faces, the young woman and the other survivors broke into tears and clutched onto each other.

    Sorrowing for all of them, Rayden found the reunion difficult to witness. Each of the beleaguered villagers had lost many that were dear to them and loved at heart, friends and family alike. An established village community such as theirs had roots that spanned generations, and for many the village and its immediate vicinity stood as the entirety of their worlds.

    That world had been shattered, irrevocably, in one gruesome day. The surviving villagers now walked into a future containing nothing familiar, other than the survivors themselves.

    It would be a long, difficult, and surreal road for all of them. Rayden could do little more than do her part to protect them and offer whatever consolations she could glean from her own experiences.

    The distant sounds of fighting finally came to a stop. A couple more groups of Timiko’s warriors, accompanied by more survivors, found their way to the place where Rayden and the others waited.

    Arakabi and Harumoto were among the new groups of arriving warriors. Rayden was glad to see both of the stalwart fighters, whose grime-covered faces and bloodied weapons testified that they had exacted a heavy toll on Fujimara’s rogues.

    Timiko, eight of her warriors, and an assortment of villagers that included several younger women and children, an infant, and a few elderly men and women formed the last group to appear. Face coated in blood and soot, Timiko looked almost unrecognizable.

    “There are no others, of the villagers or the enemy ... we have gone through the entire village,” Timiko announced upon her arrival. She walked into the midst of the group and began looking around at the other warriors and villagers.

    Though Timiko’s expression remained unchanged, Rayden could see the relief in the pirate leader’s eyes as she took account of each of her warriors who survived the battle. When her eyes turned to Rayden, a wisp of a smile touched her lips.

    “I think we are both in need or a swim, or long bath,” Timiko said to Rayden. “Slaying rabid dogs is one matter. Wearing their blood is another.”

    “I doubt there is any more of the enemy’s blood to spill here,” Rayden said. “Our part here is finished.”

    Timiko nodded. “The fighting is over, and if any of Fujimara’s curs live, they took flight into the trees.”

    “They would be wise to stay hidden,” Rayden said, a hard-edge returning to her voice.

    Timiko looked around at the warriors and villagers gathered around. “It is time to return to our ships and take to the sea again. This was just a raiding party, and we do not wish to be caught in the cavern if Fujimara’s full fleet arrives.”

    The thought that the large mass of raiders represented just a fraction of Fujimara’s force was sobering to ponder. Yet Rayden harbored no surprise at the declaration, as Fujimara wielded the kind of power that could openly confront the naval forces of the Emperor and Great Daimio.

    “What about other villagers who may have taken to the trees?” Rayden asked.

    “We have swept through the area around the village and found who we could,” Timiko said. “We may not have found all who survived, but we cannot tarry here. When dawn arrives, we must return to our fleet.”

    Rayden understood, but wished that they had more time to do a more thorough scouring of the woods around the village, to turn up any remaining villagers as well as mete out swift justice to any enemy warriors that had somehow evaded them.

    “Some may wish to stay,” Rayden said.

    “The village is in ruins, a heap of ash,” Timiko said. “They stand no chance if another pack of Fujimara’s dogs put in to shore here, and I do not want to leave them prey to any of the curs who took to hiding.”

    “Give them the choice, nonetheless,” Rayden replied.

    Timiko stared into Rayden’s eyes for a moment, and then nodded.

    After calling for the attention of her warriors and the village survivors, she addressed the latter. Explaining the dangers that they might face if they stayed, Timiko offered the villagers the choice to remain or leave with her warriors.

    As Rayden expected, all of them accepted the offer to leave. To some, the offering of a choice would seem a waste of valuable time, but the least that could be done for the distressed villagers was to give them the respect of having a say in their own destiny.

    Timiko drew close to Rayden after her speech had concluded.

    “What did that gain?” Timiko asked, looking a little confused.

    “They leave under their own free exercise of will, under no coercion,” Rayden answered. “They can be expected to do their part in the days to come, unlike those taken somewhere against their will.”

    Timiko grew quiet for a few heartbeats, and then she shook her head. “Are you sure you were not born ages ago in Yamatainu, or that you did not come to us out of the Heavens? I can not say it enough. You do possess a great wisdom.”

    “Whatever I may have to offer has come at a great cost,” Rayden replied.

    “We are blessed by the gods and goddesses to have you with us,” Timiko stated, giving Rayden a short bow, before turning away and calling for the group to prepare to set out.

    As everyone readied to leave, Mari-Chan approached Rayden.

    “I thought you might have gone back to the ships,” Rayden stated. “I trust that you stayed clear of the fighting.”

    “I did, though it was not easy to stand by,” Mari-Chan answered. He had a saddened look to his eyes as he looked at the cluster of villagers about to go with them. He whispered his next words, for Rayden’s ears alone. “So very few of them have survived the bloodshed.”

    “A nightmare I have witnessed far too often in this world,” Rayden commented, with heaviness of heart.

    “I know that you have, Rayden,” Mari-Chan said with an air of compassion. “Let us see all who have survived home safely. I hope that what I carry with me can help bring them a better world.”

    “My hope as well,” Rayden said, eyeing the downcast survivors huddled close together.

    

    ***

    

    When the first light of dawn crested the trees, Timiko’s warriors and the surviving villagers made their way back through the woods and down along the shoreline to where the fleet had been sheltered within the great cavern. Using the small boats left on the shore, several small crews headed into the cavern to bring the ships out.

    Not long after, the vessels of Timiko’s fleet began emerging from their sanctuary. A few of them drew close to the shore, while the larger ships of the fleet had to remain a little farther out.

    After wading through shallow waters and lending help to the children, elderly, and others among the villagers facing difficulties, Rayden, Timiko, and the pirates assisted the survivors aboard the larger ships. Timiko did her best to keep the villagers together, but a crew of adequate size needed to be kept on each of her larger ships, both to operate and defend them, and she had to disperse the survivors among three vessels.

    Rayden cradled an infant in her arms as the mother climbed aboard Timiko’s main ship. Gazing upon the little, vulnerable life within her hands, Rayden saw the value of everything Timiko’s warriors had done in coming to the island and attacking Fujimara’s raiders.

    When Rayden handed the baby up to the mother, the woman smiled and gave a bow to Rayden. She then clutched the infant to her chest and moved onward, to join her fellow villagers where they were gathering near the center of the ship.

    Rayden climbed aboard a short time after. Mari-Chan stood before her, holding the cloth-wrapped object that Maso had given him, in a way that echoed the mother holding the infant.

    Timiko’s ship would be carrying a precious, invaluable cargo, lives and a sacred object, across the waters.

    “It is time to go back,” Mari-Chan stated.

    “I have seen far enough of this place,” Rayden said, glancing back toward the shore. “Enough to put a few more scars on my memories.”

    Once all had come aboard the ship, the crew set oars to the water and began propelling it from the sheltered bay while others set the masts and sails. Glistening in the morning light, the open sea lay beckoned from ahead.

    Soon after, the shoreline and distant smoke from the burned village grew smaller as Timiko’s fleet headed into deeper waters. The sun climbing higher into the sky, a steady breeze soon filled the tall, rectangular sails of the ship. With the air currents favorable to sailing, Timiko gave the command to put oars away.

    The ship rose and fell, gliding across the low waves. Not acclimating well to the undulating movements of the sea, a few of the villagers grew pale and became sick, heaving the contents of their bellies overboard. Rayden sympathized with them, remembering how queasy she had been when taking her first sea voyage long ago.

    Rayden rested her hands on the railing close to the bow of the ship, watching the rolling waves pass by. A few of them shadowing the path of the vessels, gulls soared through the skies above.

    Golden locks streaming in the salt-tinged air, she looked forward to returning to Timiko’s village. Closing her eyes from time to time, she welcomed the flow of the cool air across her sun-bathed skin.

    About midday, shouts erupted on the ships at the front of the long, staggered column of vessels. Hearing the anxiety and alarm in the voices, Rayden headed to the end of the bow, peering at the horizon.

    Set across their path in the far distance were the outlines of a large number of ships, including several double-mast vessels as large or greater in size than Timiko’s. Rayden did not have to see any banners or sigils to determine who the ships belonged to.

    Striding fast, Rayden found Timiko on the raised platform near the bow. Ascending the short flight of steps, Rayden came to a halt at the pirate leader’s side. Eyes locked to the horizon, Timiko said nothing at first.

    “Now what?” Rayden asked.

    “They raid farther to the south, and their fleet blocks our path home,” Timiko remarked, staring toward the small, dark shapes dotting the ocean’s surface.

    “Fujimara’s main fleet, right before us,” Rayden stated. “Far too many to confront on the open sea.”

    Timiko nodded. “This is not the time or place for battle against them. We would be throwing our lives away.”

    “Is there another route homeward?” Rayden asked.

    “There is one,” Timko replied, looking aside to Rayden. “A way exists that will take us through a group of small islands. It will also be close to impossible for Fujimara to follow, as you must know the behavior of the water in certain places just to get through.”

    Rayden had traveled just enough on the waters of the great archipelago comprising Yamatainu to appreciate everything Timiko had just said. The movement of the tides created tremendous hazards for vessels in places easily passable at other points of the day.

    Only the most experienced of sea navigators could guide a ship safely through a labyrinthine throng of small islands, even on the clearest, calmest of days. If the weather turned hazardous, the chances for a safe voyage dropped precipitously.

    Boding well for Timiko’s vessels, no angry-looking cloud masses lurked on the far horizons. With calm weather and armed with her knowledge of the region, Timiko would hold an enormous advantage over Fujimara if a pursuit developed.

    Nevertheless, Rayden could see great tension on Timiko’s face. She knew the pirate leader well enough to know that the look reflected a deeper concern, involving something beyond Fujimara’s vessels.

    “You know these waters and islands,” Rayden said. “You guided us through a difficult route to reach the cavern at the last island. You can lead the fleet through another difficult route.”

    “I can, but it is not just the tides and depths of waters around the islands that gives me cause for concern,” Timiko said, an unmistakable shadow of worry passing across her face as she peered eastward.

    “What do you mean?” Rayden asked. “Tell me, Timiko, what troubles you?”

    “If we have to go through the islands, and take this longer route home, we will have to press through the night to make certain we get back to land ahead of Fujimara’s fleet,” Timiko explained. “Otherwise we may find them blocking our path once more, when we near our village. We will not be able to avoid them, then.

    “Make no mistake, Fujimara’s pirates on those ships have seen us too, and they know who we are. That removes two choices from consideration. We cannot turn back, nor can we continue along this route. Both would mean certain death for us all.”

    “Everyone will help and endure, they will understand the urgency,” Rayden said. “If the weather holds clear, as it looks now, you can make use of the night.”

    “There are other dangers at night, ones that no amount of skill at sea or ability at arms can confront,” Timiko replied. “We will have to pray for protection and hope that a god or goddess heeds our petition.”

    Rayden frowned at Timiko’s words. “You are not speaking of matters involving tides, weather, our ships, or Fujimara’s fleet.”

    Timiko shook her head. “I am speaking of a strait that passes between two large islands ... a strait that presents no challenge during the day but involves grave risk at night.”

    “Not a risk from the behavior of the waters,” Rayden stated. “I can see that plain enough upon your face.”

    “A risk from beneath the surface, that no skill at arms or size of fleet can contend with,” Timiko said, staring into Rayden’s eyes. “Yet it is the one route offering all of us a chance to survive.”

    “Then that is the route we will have to take,” Rayden replied, wondering what mysteries loomed with the fall of night.

    

    ***

    

    Under Timiko’s guidance, the fleet passed through a series of smaller islands without incident, avoiding hazards and steering around obstacles that would have claimed the vessels of unseasoned navigators. Following a spectacular sunset rife with orange and golden hues, night draped a star-filled canopy across the skies.

    Under moon and starlight, the fleet approached a narrow straight flanked by the shores of two prominent islands. The chatter of the crew dissipated as they drew closer to the passage.

    Rayden could sense a growing tension among the pirates. More than one had a look of dread. Watching the change coming over them, Rayden knew the danger spoken of by Timiko loomed imminent.

    A short time before, when the strait had first come into view, the command had been given to make use of oars, to increase speed through the passage. At a steady cadence, the blades of a solid bank of oars dipped into the sea on both sides, pulling the vessel faster across the surface.

    Striding back down the length of the deck, Rayden found Timiko standing outside the cabin at the rear of the ship. Like the others around them, Timiko had a look of great unease on her face.

    “I am guessing that we have reached the place that concerned you, when we spoke earlier,” Rayden said.

    Timiko nodded. “The passage of this strait is a dangerous one to take at night. Only the foolhardy or desperate chance it. Maybe we are both.”

    “What is the danger,” Rayden asked.

    “You will find it hard to believe until you see it,” Timiko replied. “It is my hope that we see nothing and pass through.”

    “What is said to be here?” Rayden pressed.

    “Restless spirits,” Timiko replied. She paused for a moment, before continuing. “The spirits who dwell in these waters are nothing we can contend with, if they choose to appear and take victims. We risk everything by taking this passage under starlight, but as I have told you, there was no other way.”

    “The spirits in the water?” Rayden questioned, looking upon the tranquil scene spreading from the edge of the ship to the star-ornamented horizons. She found it hard to believe that any threat could dwell within such beautiful environs.

    “Sometimes they are seen, often they are not ... but if they make their presence known, our fates will stand on the thinnest of ice,” Timiko said, in a solemn tone of voice. After another pause, she turned to look at Rayden. “Many thousands died here, in a great sea battle long ago, during the scattering of the Three Treasures of Heaven.”

    “I have not heard that tale,” Rayden said.

    “A great war was fought to overthrow an Emperor, who was just a child at that time,” Timiko said. “The forces loyal to the Emperor were overcome. The final battle took place right here, in the waters that you see before you.

    “Three sacred objects, gifts of Heaven that we know as the Three Treasures, were lost to the seas during the fighting. The warriors who died in the fighting still remain here. I have never witnessed them myself, but I have spoken to more than one seafarer who has witnessed them with their own eyes.”

    “What do these spirits seek from the living?” Rayden asked, not liking the implications in any way. “Why do they appear to some, but not to others?”

    “Who can say?” Timiko responded. “It is a mystery. I only know that the spirits do appear to some ... and it is most perilous to those who witness them, when they do.”

    Salt-tinged breezes wafted across the deck as Timiko’s ship drew closer to the narrowest portion of the straight. In the deep hush encompassing the occupants of the vessel, the lapping of the waters against the sides of the hull and the creaking of wood resonated louder, accompanying the rhythmic measure of the oars driving into the water and pulling through.

    Moonlight glimmered upon the dark waters. The silvery light reflecting from their eyes, nervous pirates stared outward, from where they stood about the deck or were arrayed along the rigging for the oars.

    Below the deck, in the hold of the ship, the rescued villagers were spared from the trial. After the horrors they had suffered, their ignorance of what transpired above them stood a small mercy in Rayden’s eyes.

    Bringing an end to the simmering tension, a number of gasps, exclamations and curses broke out among the crew, up and down the vessel.

    “Timiko, they rise from the depths!” Harumoto called in a fear-laced voice from mid-ship.

    Had the circumstances been otherwise, Rayden would have found the unfolding sight before her eyes to be stunning in its dimension and beauty. Everywhere that she looked, a vast multitude of glowing, bright green lights dotted the surface of the ocean.

    Casting ethereal light all about the vessels and shoreline, the luminance continued to grow from beneath, each light expanding in size. Gazing upon the incredible sight, Rayden stood transfixed.

    Something of great magnitude and a cryptic nature approached, rising through the depths toward the surface.

    A scattered few at first, and then becoming a torrent, a host of translucent specters lifted up from the water and hovered above the low, rolling waters of the straight. Many ascended into the air close to Timiko’s ship, a few coming into sight just off the edge of the vessel in the spot where Rayden stood.

    Though having transparence, the ghostly figures retained enough clarity in their appearance that their features could be made out with little difficulty. Warriors clad in helms and armor, bearing a variety of weapons, floated in the night before Rayden’s eyes.

    Death had left its malignant, corrupting touch upon all of them. Each of the apparitions had the look of a corpse long-decayed, their withered, sunken skin grown taut about the bones underneath, giving all of the entities a skeletal appearance.

    Gathering into a dense mass, more and more of the spirits converged upon Timiko’s vessel. While pressing together in swelling numbers, the otherworldly horde made no move to draw closer to the vessel.

    Looking down the side of the ship, Rayden could see that those in the path of the ship parted to make way for its passage. Like their otherworldly comrades, they kept a wide berth from the sides of the craft.

    “I am going to see what is happening!” Rayden shouted to Timiko, before heading toward the raised fighting platform at the stern.

    Making her way down the cabin’s side, Rayden bounded up the steps of the platform and came to a halt. Casting her gaze toward the other vessels following in the wake of Timiko’s ship, she watched the behavior of the spirits.

    Having gained a higher vantage, Rayden discovered that the masses of spirits had concentrated their attention entirely on Timiko’s ship. The apparitions paid no heed to the other vessels of the pirate fleet, all of which kept rowing at haste to make it to the end of the strait.

    Drifting above the water to keep pace, the ghostly army shadowed Timiko’s vessel close as it continued forward, gliding across the low, undulating waves. The distinct behavior of the enigmatic horde intrigued Rayden, and she turned her attention away from the ships following in the extended column behind.

    Looking at the immediate area around the ship that she stood upon, Rayden soon identified a specific place where the spirits kept pulling back even farther from the side of the vessel. To her surprise, she noticed that Mari-Chan stood at the focal point in the anomalous movement.

    “Mari-Chan!” Rayden called out.

    The little man looked back to her with a somber expression on his face. The look stood in sharp contrast to the anxiety and fear riddling the faces of the pirates around him.

    “Walk to the other side of the ship and stand there!” Rayden shouted. “Trust me!”

    A trace of puzzlement crossed his face, but Mari-Chan did as she asked. Crossing over to the other side of the vessel, he came to a stop near one of the oarsmen.

    Behind him, the ghosts filled the bulge of open space that Rayden had taken notice of. A new gap within their ranks formed and sustained in the area where Mari-Chan now stood.

    Watching the shift in their behavior, Rayden had no doubts that the ghosts were reacting to Mari-Chan. She could not help but look at the wrapped object held within his hands; an item given to him by an otherworldly figure.

    The vessel crossed through the end of the strait without a single crew member coming to any harm from the army of spirits. When the pirate fleet turned to follow the coast of the large island to their right, the mass of ghosts halted at the edge marking the end of the waters between the two islands.

    Rayden observed that the ghosts kept their gazes turned toward Timiko’s vessel, giving no response to the other ships when they altered their course to skirt around the spectral throng. Staying on the fighting platform, Rayden rested her hands on the top of the back side, watching as the last of the vessels in the extended column made it through the strait and passed by the ghostly multitude.

    Gradually shrinking as the fleet gained distance from the strait, the ethereal light generated from the specters remained in view for a little while longer. Finally, the sprawling mass of luminance retracted, sinking downward, like a small, greenish sun dipping on the horizon.

    Many sighs and expressions of relief broke out among the pirates when no more traces of the numinous light could be seen. The air itself seemed to lighten.

    After stepping down from the platform, Rayden made her way past the rear cabin and walked across the ship’s deck toward Mari-Chan. A serious expression fixed upon his face, he watched her approach in silence.

    “Whatever was given to you in the shrine, it is of great power,” Rayden declared, when she had come to a stop at his side. “I also think that it just saved our lives, and the entire fleet’s. The spirits sensed what you carried. No mistake about it.”

    “Those spirits were ravenous, and yet they did nothing,” Mari-Chan said, with a hint of astonishment. “To reveal themselves in such numbers and in such a condition ... they did not intend to let us pass. Not a ship should have made it through. We were meant to be their prey.”

    “My thoughts as well,” Rayden agreed, a grim look on her face.

    “I have never felt such restlessness, and agitation,” Mari-Chan responded. “But there was fear too, among them. A great fear. I saw it in many of their faces when they looked toward me. What I carry in my hands drew them toward me, in an irresistible way, and it also repelled them, with the same kind of strength.”

    He glanced down at the object in his hands, staring at it for several moments. The caress of a cool, salt-laced breeze attended Rayden’s face as she looked at her friend and studied him closely, thinking about the trial he now endured.

    Lines of deep concern marked his expression, but in his eyes she could see that he harbored more than a little fear concerning the task that the goddess had entrusted him with. Though Rayden was grateful that she had not ended up the prey of malevolent spirits, she did not envy Mari-Chan in any way.

    A massive burden had been placed upon him. An object of such immense power could tilt the course of Yamatainu’s history in a much darker, more insidious direction if it fell into the wrong hands. Nothing would consume Mari-Chan more than to think that darkness prevailed across an entire land due to a failure of his.

    Rayden knew that her own path in Yamatainu would not last forever, and that one day she would seek the west once more. With everything she had seen and been through, she would see everything there in a new way. Perhaps, before her greater journey came to an end, she could bring something of great value to the people of her blood and those who had accepted her as one of their own.

    She missed the great mountains and mist-shrouded forests where her journey had started, but she knew in that moment that the return would have to wait for a little longer. Rayden knew in her heart that she could not leave Mari-Chan alone until he had seen his task through to completion.

    In a gentle voice, she told her friend, “I do not know the minds of gods or goddesses, but I know what it is to take on a burden that appears impossible and laden with the worst of consequences. Know that you will not walk alone while you carry that in your hands. I will go with you until your task is finished.”

    Mari-Chan made no verbal reply, but when he looked up, his eyes had a wet sheen and a crystalline tear slipped from one of them and tricked down his face. He gave her a lower bow, holding his position for a few moments before raising back up.

    “I am honored to have you as my friend,” Mari-Chan said.

    

    ***

    

    Continuing along their return voyage, shortly after the break of day, Timiko’s fleet came upon a bountiful prize lumbering through the coastal waters near to their home village. Rectangular sails unfurled upon a towering pair of masts, the bulky vessel plodded through the low waves, heading directly for the extended column of pirate vessels.

    An air of elation and anticipation rippled through the crews. The pirates had been hoping to see the huge vessel, the Emperor’s grain ship reported by Harumoto before the pirates had taken to the seas to confront Fujimara’s raiders.

    Unable to maneuver fast and lacking strong winds to propel forward with any considerable speed, the Emperor’s grain ship could do little to react when the smaller vessels of Timiko’s fleet fanned out and enveloped it.

    Far from defenseless, the grain ship carried a well-equipped force of guards and had a much higher freeboard than any of the pirate vessels. Nevertheless, a rain of arrows coming from every direction began claiming many lives aboard the grain ship, allowing for several of Timiko’s vessels to draw alongside the massive vessel.

    Felled by arrows loosed by the defenders high above them, a few pirates plunged into the sea. Yet to gain an angle on a pirate, the archers on the grain ship exposed their own bodies. Well-targeted arrows released by Timiko’s archers from below sent one after another of the Emperor’s soldiers plummeting downward, to splash into the waves and disappear below.

    Tossing hemp ropes with iron hooks over the sides, many pirates climbed aboard, storming the grain ship from stem to stern. Urgent shouts and the clang of metal resounded along the deck. After a brief flurry of hand to hand combat, everything went still on the great vessel.

    Unlike most of the other pirate bands in the region, Timiko’s warriors spared the lives of those who surrendered and any other survivors that they found aboard the conquered vessel. The captives were then bound and taken off the grain ship, along with the abundant contents that were found in the hold.

    The looting of the grain ship took a long time, given the great capacity of the cargo hold. Bales of rice seized from many starving communities by the Emperor’s solders were reclaimed. The sheer volume required that the contents of the grain ship had to be distributed among several pirate vessels.

    After setting the grain ship on fire, the pirate fleet continued onward. The plumes of smoke from the burning vessel remained visible for a long time, until they finally faded from view on the far horizon.

    

    ***

    

    After returning home to their fishing village, the pirates unloaded the haul that they had gained from the ships of Fujimara and the Emperor. Jars, bales of rice, chests, and even several strings of copper coins, the latter looted from one of Fujimara’s ships, were carried ashore. Storage buildings raised off the ground on stout posts were filled with the great bounty.

    The villagers who had been rescued from Fujimara’s pirates were given shelter and places to sleep in the homes of the pirates. The captives taken from the grain ship were kept together in a pit that had once been dug for such a purpose.

    Though cramped and dirty, the soldiers were fortunate to be captured by Timiko’s warriors. The men would remain alive, and they not be subjected to cruelties while Timiko determined where they would be taken.

    Rayden invited the pregnant woman that she had saved, whose name she had learned was Tomohime, to stay with her. Seeing the look of relief bloom on the woman’s face when she asked her gladdened Rayden. She knew that Tomohime still feared being among sea raiders, even if they were not the ones led by Fujimara.

    After the trauma that she had been put through, Tomohime would have suffered undue stress being made to live with someone completely unfamiliar. At the least, Tomohime would have the comfort of knowing she would be under the roof of the one who had intervened and protected her from harm.

    An atmosphere of celebration reigned across the village at the return of Timiko’s fleet. After the ships had been offloaded and goods stored, a sumptuous feast unfolded that lasted deep into the night.

    Drums were played, including stout versions set on the ground, the tight skins beaten upon with thick sticks. There were also double-ended types, with narrow mid-sections that were held in the hands.

    Above the rhythms, delicate notes rising from the strings of a zither and melodies born from bamboo flutes danced through the air.

    Strolling about the village and taking in the jovial ambience, Rayden indulged in rice wine and settled into a light-hearted, relaxed state. Gaining a little time for herself, Rayden took full advantage of it.

    Looking weary to the point of absolute exhaustion, Mari-Chan had retired for the night early, taking the object in his care back to Timiko’s house. He would not be in need of Rayden’s skill at arms or any other assistance for the duration of the night.

    Bantering with Harumoto, Arakabi, and the other pirates, Rayden gained a chance to enjoy the company of her seafaring comrades as they regaled the villagers with tales of the encounters and exploits they had just returned from. Eyes wide with fascination stared at the men when they told of the otherworldly host that had come up from the dark, watery depths.

    Listening to their tale under a calm, star-filled sky, in the center of a village filled with jubilance, drinking, and eating, Rayden imagined the ethereal sea encounter would be hard to believe for those in the audience that had not witnessed it. Then again, that tended to be the way things went when it came to matters of the otherworldly. Far more often than not, personal experience far outweighed the voices of witnesses.

    The pirates spoke of their bewilderment at the restraint of the ghostly horde. A knowing smile came to Rayden’s lips.

    Only she and Mari-Chin knew the reason why the ships had been spared. For all the others knew, the object that Mari-Chain now carried everywhere with him was just a valued personal item gained on the excursion; and not a heavy burden given to him by a goddess.

    A short while after they had concluded the tale, Rayden moved onward, drifting about the village and enjoying the music that continued to float through the air. The night had a silken touch, and as much as the sea held its share of excitement and wonder, the feel of solid ground beneath her feet brought comfort to Rayden.

    “You have a relaxed look about you,” Timiko’s voice emerged from the shadows.

    Timiko stood near a woodcutter’s home and workshop situated to the right of the path. Lifted up on robust timber posts, the long, rectangular building was dark and showed no signs of its residents being there. Doubtless, the place’s occupants were off enjoying the ongoing festivities with the returned seafarers.

    “I figured you would be among the others,” Rayden said.

    “After being around so many, I wanted to enjoy a little solitude,” Timiko replied.

    “Then I shall not be the one to disturb you,” Rayden responded, in an air of good humor.

    Timiko smiled. “Your company is welcome anytime.”

    “I am honored to know that,” Rayden said, giving a nod of her head to acknowledge the compliment.

    “Have you had your fill of drink and food tonight?” Timiko asked. “There is no rationing tonight.”

    Rayden rubbed her belly, and chuckled. “I may have to do a lot of training at arms tomorrow to make sure I do not add any unwanted weight from tonight’s celebrations.”

    “It is good to indulge in the pleasant things of life, at the right times,” Timiko said, laughing. “I am afraid I have indulged too.”

    Timiko’s face then grew more somber. Rayden perceived a trace of sadness within her friend’s eyes.

    “What is the matter, Timiko?” Rayden asked, bothered at her friend’s sudden change in mood.

    Timiko mustered a smile. “It is nothing, just a passing memory.”

    “Please, share it with me,” Rayden encouraged her. “It is good to give voice to the things that weigh heavy upon us.”

    Nodding, Timiko replied, “I was just wishing that my husband was here to enjoy this night with me. It has been almost five years since he entered the Pure Lands, but for me the void inside has never left me. Not for a moment.”

    “He was a great part of you, so a void is understandable,” Rayden said. “When we are parted from someone we love or care about, we are separated from a part of ourselves.”

    “How do we endure over the years, adding more voids as the years pass by?” Timiko asked, looking to Rayden.

    “We gain more voids, but the heart also grows, and has no limit when it comes to loving or caring for others,” Rayden answered

    “It is just so hard for me,” Timiko said, her voice echoing a great inner weariness. “I wish that you had the honor of knowing Yoshinaka. He was a good, just man. A great warrior. He would have held you in high esteem. He would also know how to protect the people in these times.”

    “You know how to protect the people,” Rayden said, in a softer tone. “You do just that, each and every day. I have been a witness to this”

    Shaking her head, Timiko stared into Rayden’s eyes for a few moments. At last, she continued. “The fighting between the daimios has kept them from focusing their power on the villages along this coast and on the nearby islands. Our raids are little more than a nuisance to them, but the Emperor will demand that we are subdued in time. Otherwise, the more powerful daimios may begin to think of acting in a more independent way, as we do here.”

    “Every community should be able to act in a more independent way,” Rayden said, a little irritation flaring in her tone as she thought of the voracious appetites of kings and emperors for the subjugation of their fellow men and women.

    “It is not the world we have,” Timiko responded. “Sooner or later, the daimios will come for us in force.”

    “Who knows what may happen between now and that day?” Rayden said, desiring to encourage her friend. “I have learned many things in my travels, and one of them is that nothing is ever permanent. I have seen empires that appeared insurmountable overcome. I have seen many take firm hold of a new day, of the kind that does not shackle them with the fetters of the rich and powerful. Nothing is certain in this world, but do not despair so quickly, Timiko.”

    “You always have a gift of wisdom for me, at the times I need them,” Timiko said, smiling, a little of her normal, lively spark returning back into her eyes.

    “I just know what I have seen, experienced, and learned, along many years of taking hits, falling down, and making mistakes,” Rayden said.

    “It is from the hits that we take that we learn some of our greatest lessons,” Timiko said.

    “You have learned more than you may realize from the time that you and Yoshinaka shared together,” Rayden said.

    Timiko fell silent again, but the hint of a smile remained on her lips. “Sometimes it is like he is still with me.”

    “Maybe he is, who can say for sure?” Rayden said, smiling at her friend.

    “I know he would be very happy with our taking of the grain ship, and what we are about to do with what we took from it,” Timiko said.

    “I have to admit, I am looking forward to our visits with the villages in this area,” Rayden said.

    “It restores my heart a little when we are able to bring relief to the suffering people throughout these lands,” Timiko said. “I just wish I could do more for them. I am not their ruler and I do not seek to be. But I care for them.”

    “You would make a wonderful daimio ... or even an empress,” Rayden said, a grin on her face.

    “If only that were possible,” Timiko replied. “Such things are accidents of birth.”

    “Birth should never determine who gains power over others,” Rayden said. “Each of us should be sovereign over our own lives.”

    “That is a most beautiful dream,” Timiko replied, a wistful lilt to her tone.

    “A dream that could be realized, if people had the will for it,” Rayden said, “But most are too ready to concede the dominion of their wills to others. Too many look for others to lead them.”

    “You and I can still fight for that dream,” Timiko said. “No matter what others may choose to do. In a small way, we will be doing that when we set out tomorrow for the other villages.”

    “Choosing to live according to what is in our hearts and our minds is something that cannot be denied to us ... not by the most powerful daimio or even an emperor,” Rayden stated.

    A look of contentment arose upon Timiko’s face. “Our hearts and minds are our own, for even the poorest among us.”

    “Maybe one day people will realize the power in that ... to set themselves free,” Rayden said.

    “Maybe so,” Timiko replied.

    A relaxed silence clung to the air between the two for a few heartbeats.

    A grin then spread wide on Rayden’s lips. “Tonight is not a night to be given to things somber or too reflective. We are friends, we are alive, and we have returned from a successful foray. For my part, I am not yet finished drinking that amazing rice wine. Neither should you be!”

    Timiko laughed. “Once more, you bring me wisdom, Rayden Valkyrie! Let us go and see what fools our comrades are making of themselves now, and you and I will have a little more to drink.”

    The two warriors laughed and started down the path, heading for the jovial sounds of men and women gathered in merriment and celebration under the moon and stars.

    

    ***

    

    In discreet fashion, using the strings of copper coins taken from Fujimara’s ships, one of Timiko’s men named Fukei arranged for a large number of packhorses out of the nearest castle town. It took a few days for the train of horses to reach Timiko’s village, but once they arrived, the hardy animals were soon laden with straw-lined bales filled with rice.

    To quicken the relief to the long-suffering populace, Timiko divided the packhorses, organizing several groups to radiate outward from the village and distribute the rice throughout the villages of the region. Not long afterward, Rayden, Mari-Chan, and Timiko set out to the east, accompanying one of the larger contingents.

    Rayden found herself smiling often and light in heart when they came upon other villages. Adult and child alike stared at her in wonder, marveling at the tall, round-eyed Woman with the Hair of Sun Rays walking at the side of the revered Timiko, who had become such a benefactor to all of them in a time of desperate need.

    Knowing that the tales spread of Rayden probably had her twice as tall and capable of leaping over mountains with ease, she was not surprised at the looks of astonishment and regular speechlessness that she encountered when beginning to interact with the local residents upon arrival at a village.

    Every village that they visited hosted them for the night, though Timiko had to set a watch over the packhorses, lest another few bales of rice found their way to being pilfered in the dark.

    Like Timiko, Rayden did her part, taking up one of the shifts in the watch. On two occasions, late at night, she had to stop village men trying to steal a couple more bales.

    In both instances, the men tried rushing her at once, to overpower, seize, and subdue her.

    Neither warriors, nor experienced in thievery, the men stood no chance in their aims, and their efforts culminated in swift failure. Though firm and decisive, Rayden did not mete out the same level of response that she would have given a true cutthroat or brigand.

    Leaving a few minor bruises to teach them a mild lesson, Rayden knew that the agony of watching their families endure the trials of severe hunger drove their rash actions. Their eyes reflecting shame at their attempts to assail her, the men shuffled off into the night after being sent away by Rayden with their lives and no broken bones or lost teeth.

    Timiko spoke to Rayden of having a similar experience at another village during her watch. Unlike Rayden, Timiko had almost slain one of the men, saying that she held back at the last instant from removing the man’s head with her naginata.

    Rayden could understand Timiko’s anger, and she did not blame her for harboring it. Some of Timiko’s men had died in the attack on the grain ship, and each village was being given enough to help them sustain for awhile. Timiko found it disgraceful to be attacked in the night by those who she had come to help.

    The nighttime incidents proved to be the only major blemish on the first part of their mission. The looks of sheer relief in the eyes and faces of gaunt-looking men, women, and children spoke the loudest, regarding the mission that Timiko had undertaken.

    

    ***

    

    Rayden walked with Timiko, close to the lead of the extended column of packhorses. A little over half of the rice had been given out, and the next village lay a day’s march ahead.

    Timiko intended to reach the village by nightfall, but a light rain throughout the morning slowed their progress along the earthen trail. To pass the time, the two warriors conversed about possible scenarios facing Timiko in the future.

    “Many provinces war with each other,” Rayden commented. “They cannot spare time or warriors to confront you. It could remain that way.”

    “What happens if this changes?” Timiko asked. “What if a leader arises to subdue this region? What if the Emperor places his attention here?”

    “Then you will prepare, in the best way that you can,” Rayden said.

    “If that day comes, I will worry about it then,” Timiko said, nodding, with no sign of concern on her face. “It is like you have said to me before. Nothing is permanent. The only thing we have is now.”

    “Maybe you will have your own province one day,” Rayden said, giving her friend a smile. “I know the people of this village would be glad of that.”

    “I know that I would make for a different kind of daimio,” Timiko replied. “That is for certain.”

    “And why I hope that such a development comes to pass, somehow,” Rayden said.

    The column began crossing through a stretch of flatter ground, surrounded by the slopes of small hills. Almost at once, a deep unease came over Rayden, the hackles standing out along her neck.

    “Timiko,” Rayden whispered, with a sharp edge.

    Timiko nodded, turning her head from left to right. With a hand signal, she brought the column to a sudden halt, with the forefront of it about midway through the swathe of open ground.

    All of the pirates, up and down the length of the column, took up their weapons.

    Rising out of concealment all around them, a multitude of armed warriors manifested out of the brush, high grass, and trees. A pair of pheasant tail feathers affixed to the crown of their helms, the latter were fashioned of riveted plates, with laced horizontal strips descending from the lower edge to protect their necks. All of the warriors had skirted cuirasses of laced scales that reached down to the mid-thigh.

    Most of the warriors were armed with naginatas or straight-bladed spears, in addition to daggers sheathed at their waists. The rest had bows in hand with arrows notched, with full quivers at their right sides.

    Rayden cast her gaze all around, eyeing the many bows with arrows set and trained upon Timiko’s warriors.

    An impasse took shape in moments. The warriors accompanying the packhorses remained in place.

    It would be sheer folly to charge the much larger force confronting them. Most would die from arrows, well before reaching an opponent.

    The lack of an outright ambush told Rayden that the other force did not seek their deaths; at least not yet. Steady of breath and focused, she waited in silence.

    After a short span of time passed, an armored warrior on horseback emerged from the trees ahead, followed by a few others garbed in similar attire.

    The lead warrior’s light brown stallion displayed an impressive set of harnessing. Ringed about with green tassels, the junctures were ornamented with circular, silver emblems that gleamed bright in the sun.

    A cuirass of solid, lacquered plates protected his upper torso. Attached to the cuirass, a quartet of armor pieces, each consisting of small, rectangular scales, laced together with leather cording guarded the warrior from the waist to just below the groin. A pair of similar pieces protected each of his shoulders.

    Dark greaves adorned with golden bands pulled in his loose-fitting, light blue trousers just below the knees, leaving the upper part bunched up and baggy. A sword and dagger lay within their sheaths at his left side.

    A cupped extension supported a crest of colorful blue and red plumes atop the warriors helm, a construct of riveted plates with rectangular pendant extensions of laced scales attached around the lower rim, shielding the sides and back of his neck. The front part of the helm extended a little forward. Beneath, the wary, studious eyes of an experienced warrior regarded Rayden, Timiko, and the others in the column.

    The broad-faced warrior had a moustache and beard, the latter cropped to a sharp point beneath his chin.

    The mounted warriors rode toward the front of the column at a slow pace.

    “If you wish for a chance to live, I advise all of you to put down your weapons,” the warrior declared in a deep, commanding voice.

    Timiko looked back down the line of packhorses and nodded to her pirates.

    Seeing her friend’s intimation, Rayden slid her own weapons back into their places at her waist.

    “You have strayed from your lands, Oda Sadanobu,” Timiko stated in a firm voice when the lead rider had drawn closer. “This land has no master.”

    “Control will return soon enough to this lawless hinterland,” the haughty-looking man replied. “The daimio I serve prepares even now.”

    “Is not Hojo Moritsuna waging war elsewhere?” Timiko asked him. “Word reaches us by land and sea, and the latest tales we have heard say he has long since marched to war.”

    “The fighting will soon come to an end,” the man replied. “Hojo Moritsuna has his enemy at bay, under siege. When it is over, he will be stronger than ever. No other wars loom on the horizon.”

    “Those we harvest from at sea may have cause to come against us, but we have not provoked you or Hojo Moritsuna,” Timiko said. “What brings you here, now?”

    “My reasons are my own,” Sadanobu responded, in a curt manner.

    Sadanobu then looked toward Rayden. She could not read his expression or his intent within the dark pools of his eyes.

    “Who is this foreigner?” he asked, his gaze remaining upon Rayden.

    “A friend, from lands far to the west,” Timiko replied.

    The bushi’s eyes shifted to Mari-Chan, lingering upon him for several moments. “Another foreigner, from lands not so far to the west.”

    “It is not a crime to journey to Yamatainu” Timiko replied.

    “The company you keep is ... interesting ... Gozen Timiko,” Sadanobu stated. “Few come from the west, and I have never set my eyes upon one of the round-eyes until now. You must have something of great importance with you.”

    Sadanobu’s voice trailed off and his eyes lowered. Rayden could tell that the warrior’s full attention had turned to the object carried within Mari-Chan’s hands.

    “We do,” Timiko stated. “We are returning what belongs to the people of this land. What they labored for and harvested.”

    “You sound like your husband,” Sadanobu said, in a scoffing tone that raised the ire in Rayden. “Gozen Shosan never could understand the order of things. He did not understand that the low-born were placed here to serve the needs of those anointed by the gods.”

    “Perhaps it is you, and those you serve, who fail to see the order of things,” Timiko riposted, casting the mounted figure an austere gaze.

    Her words evoked a laugh from Sadanobu. When the outburst ebbed, he cast an icy gaze upon her. “Perhaps your husband would still be alive if he had not been such a fool. When you take the side of the low-born, you will face defeat by the high-born.”

    Timiko’s face flushed with anger and Rayden knew that it took all the restraint that she had within her to hold back from a violent response. Looking at Sudanobu, Rayden could see that he would welcome a response to his provocation.

    “Go ahead, attack me, and every one of you here will be cut down,” Sadanobu chided, his lips spreading in a cruel smile. “Then, I will have cause to burn all your villages to the ground. Every last one of them.”

    Timiko trembled and her eyes gleamed, but no tears slipped from her eyes. “I seek only to continue my journey and bring rice to starving, suffering people. Let us pass. We have nothing you value.”

    “That depends on the full purpose of this journey,” Sadanobu said, dismounting.

    Behind him, the other mounted warriors dismounted, before falling in close behind him.

    Walking down the line of packhorses, accompanied by his attending warriors, the bushi’s eyes never left the object that Mari-Chan carried.

    “Did you not think we took notice that the spirits who dwell within the strait allowed you to pass?” Sadanobu asked, taking slow steps. “Why is that? Even the most silken-tongued among you could not talk your way past those spirits. The spirits from the depths choose who will pass and who will not. They made their presence known to all of you.

    “It is no mystery. They did not intend to let you pass, yet here you are. No, you were in possession of something ... something that they feared. There is much more than rice being carried along in this column.”

    “We have nothing else with us!” Timiko declared. She started to take a step in the wake of Sadanobu, but two of his retainers turned and blocked her path.

    “Stay where you are, or I will think that you had a part in the deception I am sensing,” Sadanobu said, continuing down the line of horses.

    Rayden shifted her feet, and she readied to take up her weapons should the bushi show any sign that he would harm Mari-Chen. Sadanobu came to a halt when he reached them, standing directly in front of her friend.

    “Give that over to me!” the bushi demanded, indicating the wrapped object held in Mari-Chan’s hands.

    “I cannot,” Mari-Chan said, firm, staring back at Sadanobu. “The great goddess Maso herself gave me this, and I now carry out her wishes. It would not be wise to interfere.”

    “The words of low-born pirate scum are empty to my ears,” the bushi said in a derisive manner. “The goddess Maso choose a foreign scoundrel like you? Make your outlandish claims elsewhere. Seize them!”

    The warriors standing just behind Sadanobu surged toward Mari-Chan. Rayden stepped forward, kicking hard with her left foot along an upward trajectory. The ball of her foot landed squarely, driving into the groin of the warrior at the forefront.

    The warrior gasped, and his eyes snapped wide open, just in time to view the smashing right fist that landed in the center of his face. Catapulting him backward, the thundering blow sent him crumpling to the ground.

    The stricken warrior’s comrades rushed her. Rayden landed a couple heavier blows, but quickly found herself immobilized, taken down to the ground with each of her limbs pinned by a warrior.

    Mari-Chan kneeled close to her, his nose bloodied, and his arms held fast by two other warriors.

    Sadanobu looked upon them both, holding the wrapped object in his hands. Disdain pooled within his eyes.

    “I will have you both dealt with in a moment,” he announced. “But you will both live long enough to see me view what you tried to deny me.”

    “Do not open that!” Mari-Chan told the bushi in an urgent voice. “Not if you value your life!”

    “It is just that you do not want me discovering what kind of treasure you have been carrying, you lying foreigner,” the bushi responded, laughing, while beginning to unwrap the object.

    “Do not look directly upon the object!” Mari-Chan told Rayden, glancing toward her, his tone adamant and filled with warning. “Not a single glance, no matter how tempted you may be!”

    Rayden set her gaze upon the bushi’s face, watching his reaction when he unveiled the object. Though she did not look at it with full focus, she could tell the object to be circular in shape.

    A clammy chill passing over her, Rayden kept her eyes locked on the bushi, resisting the growing temptation to scrutinize the enigmatic object.

    A look of disappointment arose on the bushi’s face. His voice echoed his expression. “A mirror. Nothing more. Well-crafted, but I do not see why... “

    His voice trailed off and the smile faded from his face. A tear of blood formed and dropped from the inner corner of his right eye. Another descended from his left. Blood began trickling from his nose.

    Eyes widening, a stunned look took hold of his face just before rivulets of blood poured from nose, eyes, and ears. Clenching his teeth, Sadanobu trembled, before his body underwent a violent shaking all over.

    Blood seeping from the pores of his skin and streaming down his face, Sadanobu fell heavily to the ground, while still clutching onto the mirror.

    “Away! Run! A curse is loosed!” one of the other warriors cried out, staring wide-eyed at the body of his dead lord.

    The pressure on Rayden’s limbs released as the men holding her down let go and scrambled to get away. Freed, she got to her feet quickly and looked around.

    Sadanobu’s warriors fled the slopes and open ground in great haste, running as fast as they could in their armor. Those who had attended to Sadanobu mounted their horses, whirled them about, and galloped away.

    In a handful of moments, the large force had vanished from sight.

    During the tumult, Timiko and the other pirates had moved a considerable distance from the packhorses. A nervous edge to their expressions, they now stared toward Rayden, Mari-Chan, and the body of the bushi warrior.

    Mari-Chan got to his feet and took slow, purposeful steps toward the dead bushi’s body. Keeping his eyes closed tight, he felt about for the mirror, clasping it when his fingers touched the edge. After gently tugging it free of the dead Sadanobu’s grasp, he wrapped it back up in the cloth.

    “A powerful talisman,” Rayden said, walking over to him. “And dangerous.”

    “The mystery is unveiled to us,” Mari-Chan stated, looking upon the covered mirror.

    “You know what it is?” Rayden asked.

    “It is no less than one of the legendary Three Treasures of Heaven, said to be lost forever when Emperor Naramaro’s armies plundered these lands,” Mari-Chan replied. He paused for a moment, and then looked into Rayden’s eyes. “It was an evil, wicked age that extinguished the light of hope for so many. Suffering in this world is unavoidable. But we can still work to alleviate the suffering of others.”

    “I understand that,” Rayden said, nodding. “It is what we are doing here.”

    “Yes, it is,” Mari-Chan concurred.

    Rayden looked away from Mari-Chan and signaled for Timiko and the other pirates to approach. “There is nothing to fear. You can approach.”

    Timiko and the others returned. The leader of the pirate band headed straight for Rayden.

    “I am guessing that there is much you need to tell me,” Timiko said, a hint of irritation in her countenance. She looked at the cloth-wrapped mirror. “That was not a simple trinket gained on our journey.”

    Mari-Chan nodded to her. “No deception was intended. The less that know of it, the better.”

    Timiko glanced around. “All of those here will be fearful and curious about what you carry with you.”

    “I will explain everything,” Mari-Chan said.

    “I hope that you will, I did not think you would hide something like this from me,” Timiko said. She looked to both Rayden and Mari-Chan, holding her gaze on each of them for a few heartbeats. “It is unfortunate that you do not believe you can place your trust in me.”

    Rayden caught the undercurrent of disappointment in the warrior’s voice. “Truly, I do trust you. It really is like Mari-Chan has said. The fewer that know about what he carries, the better. There is a great danger about it, and I am not talking about what it did to that warrior. It must not fall into the wrong hands.”

    “Tell me about this later, then, and maybe there is something I can do to help, if you have truly been given a task by a goddess,” Timiko said to Mari-Chan. She turned her gaze back to Rayden. Her eyes glistened with sadness. “Who am I to argue with something like that?”

    Without another word, she turned and strode off down the line of horses.

    “She will understand, when we have a chance to speak with her,” Mari-Chan said, looking toward Rayden.

    “I hope that she does,” Rayden replied in a low voice, a look of concern on her face.

    Around them, the rest of the party checked on the packhorses and prepared to resume the journey. Rayden eyed the bales of rice strapped to the backs of the horses, knowing each of them represented longed-for relief in the lives of families weary from toil and struggle.

    The recognition brought Rayden a little consolation in the wake of her sorrow at Timiko’s hurt.

    “What are you thinking of, Rayden?” Mari-Chan asked.

    “I am just thinking of how important each bale of rice in this column is,” Rayden said.

    Mari-Chan nodded. “Stories are told of great warriors and battles, gods and demons, and sorcerers who wield the powers of dark and light ... yet for all of the villagers who will receive this rice ... this is a hero’s quest that holds many lives in the balance.”

    Rayden took in her friend’s words and thought about them. The whims of nature had condemned a multitude to starvation. Peasant villagers had nowhere to turn. In a time of extreme privation, one village could do little to nothing to aid in the plight of another.

    Nevertheless, powerful daimios in majestic fortresses still exacted the portion they demanded; no matter how little was left over for those who had produced it through their own toil. Sadanobu’s view that the low-born existed to serve the high-born explained the callous attitude well enough.

    “Men and women should always be able to use, and enjoy, the harvest of their own labor,” Rayden commented, her gaze remaining fixed on the line of packhorses.

    “A much better age that would be,” Mari-Chan said, nodding. “But for now we must bring what we can to the villages and spare the people as much as possible from the hardship they have been afflicted with.”

    “We can only do what we are able to do,” Rayden said. Seeing that the packhorses were in good order, and the rest of the party had regrouped, she continued. “Let us get these bales to the villages. I do not think the bushi’s warriors will return anytime soon. They are probably still running.”

    “Word will spread of what happened here, and what I carry with me,” Mari-Chan said, his tone grave. “Warriors will return in time, make no mistake about that. Next time, they will have a single intent ... to take what I carry.”

    “In time,” Rayden agreed. “Which is why we will continue our path and see to it that you complete your task.”

    Mari-Chan nodded, and tucked the cloth-wrapped mirror under his right arm.

    At Timiko’s command, the long column of packhorses started forward. Rayden and Mari-Chan fell in with the others; continuing toward the next village in the upcoming group they would be passing through and bringing to each a welcome boon.

    

    ***

    

    Rayden found Mari-Chan sitting in a distinctive pose, atop a hill overlooking the last of the farming villages that Timiko’s group had visited and given bales of rice. Wrapped and secure, the mirror lay on the ground next to him. Gazing outward, a placid look rested upon his face.

    Settling into a cross-legged position near to the man, Rayden put her mind at ease. Letting herself relax, while savoring the tranquil atmosphere, she gazed toward the enchanting splendor of a sunset brimming in rich, lavender hues. Shadows growing longer with the sun dipping on the western horizon, cool breezes rustled the boughs of the trees about them, bringing scents of pine and cedar wafting through the air.

    Every breath that Rayden took within soothed her lungs. Little weighed upon her thoughts for the time being. Gratitude filled her heart for the oasis in the midst of the long journey.

    “Such great joy to be found in the most simple of things,” Mari-Chan remarked after a long while, breaking the silence. Looking over, he smiled at Rayden, an expression of sheer content upon his face. “One only needs to be open to what is there, in front of them. It is a great blessing to witness moments such as this.”

    Rayden lowered her gaze toward the village, where the distant sounds of music accompanied the approach of evening. The descending sun’s rays pained a scene luxuriant in colors and contrasts, from the sparkling water marking the rice fields to the lush greenery ensconcing the thatch-roofed huts of the village.

    Another night of celebration loomed, as it had in every village receiving the unexpected bales of rice. Each arrival to a village brought with it a great reward, one that Rayden could never grow tired of.

    Seeing the pure joy and relief on the faces of men and women who had been steeped in weariness and anxiety came as a treasure far greater than any sack of gold. So too did the laughter and gaiety of children who would not be going hungry for a long while.

    Rayden could not deny that she looked forward to indulging once more in a considerable amount of the rice-wine favored throughout Yamatainu. But that gratification stood as a minor pleasure next to the contentment filling her heart whenever she assisted villagers offloading bales of rice from the packhorses.

    “It is a great blessing, Mari-Chan,” Rayden replied, in a low voice. After a slight pause, she added, “One I need at times, along the road I walk.”

    Mari-Chan’s eyes held a little sadness when replied to her. “You have walked a road so few could endure. It is my wish and prayer that many blessings come to you in future times.”

    “You are a true friend, Mari-Chan,” Rayden responded, smiling. “And it is my wish that you find everything you seek.”

    “I seek only one thing, Rayden Valkyrie,” Mari-Chan stated. “To find my way to the Heaven realm, the Pure Lands.”

    “I wish I could tell you the destination I seek,” Rayden said, her words carrying a melancholic undercurrent. “But I have yet to discover it.”

    A kind smile arose on Mari-Chan’s face. A lively spark danced within the older man’s eyes. “Perhaps the destination you seek is the same as mine. It is just that you have not realized it yet.”

    Rayden’s smile broadened, echoing the rays of sun still caressing the peaceful, resplendent vision spread before her. Taking in a long, slow breath, and listening to the sounds of music dancing on the winds, she looked down toward the village, draped now in a soft gloaming.

    The years fleeing from her, Rayden viewed everything with a child-like wonder, a sensation that she had not experienced in a very long time. A timeless magic infused every gleam of light and pool of shadow.

    Thinking of life as a miracle and gift, only one, singular notion filled Rayden’s heart and mind in that moment; gratitude.

    With that thought, a flicker of clarity, piercing and manifest, resonated throughout her. There, on the summit of a hill at the edge of the world, Rayden had a glimpse of something timeless and pure; a place where no blood could be spilled, no child could go hungry, and where death had no dominion.

    The faces of a young man and woman, in the fullness of health and glowing with joy, smiled upon Rayden from within the brilliant inner light.

    Love filling every part of her being, she recognized the pair at once.

    Gentle and clear, the words of the goddess Maso passed once more through Rayden’s mind.

    “ Stay true to your path and I assure you, brave warrior, that you will find your way home ... the home that is your destination. You will see it one day, brave warrior.”

    A sparkling jewel graced with the last rays of the setting sun, a single tear of happiness slipped from Rayden’s glistening blue eyes, before gliding down her cheek, and tracing around the radiant smile upon her face.
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