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    Chapter 1

    The Beginning of a Life

    Shintaro was born to a farming family. He grew up strong, running through the rice paddies and playing sword fighting with the neighborhood kids. There was nothing particularly unusual about him, and it was assumed he would take over the family farm when he grew up.

However, once he came of age, he shot up in height. That, combined with his ruggedly handsome features, made him the talk of the local girls. He was so popular that even daughters from respectable families would come down to the village to size him up.

He wasn't just good-looking, either. He was skilled. His swordplay was rough around the edges, but powerful. He was scouted by dojos on more than one occasion.

But Shintaro turned them all down. He had no siblings to inherit the farm, and he had a firm, modest side that believed a farmer's son should remain a farmer.

His parents, however, wished for their son to rise in the world. After endless persuasion, he finally relented in the spring of his seventeenth year. The deciding factor was the only daughter of the dojo master, Hokura Saimon.

Hokura Mana. The girl, who wore her long black hair tied back in a single tail and used no makeup, was beautiful. She was also a good match for Shintaro in age. As a dojo master's daughter, she was even lightly versed in the sword. It was no great feat for Shintaro to fall for the girl, who possessed both a sharp gaze and a demure purity.

Mana fell in love with Shintaro just as quickly. The men who frequented the dojo were all brawny, but Shintaro, a full head taller than any of them, stood out. He was handsome, and he was a prodigy who could master enough technique to hold his own against the master instructor after being taught only the basics.

Saimon, too, thought him a perfect match for his daughter and readily approved of their relationship.

For Shintaro, his time with Mana was like a dream. He was proud to stand beside the beautiful, untainted girl. He would build a good family, raise good children, and inherit his father-in-law's dojo... He never once doubted that future.

He, too, was an untainted boy.

***

Time passed, and three years into his relationship with Mana, talk of a wedding finally began to surface. It was then that Saimon spoke to Shintaro.

"Our family has a long and distinguished history of serving the Tower."

"I am aware," the twenty-year-old Shintaro replied with confidence. Now an assistant master with a reputation for being second to none, he seemed somewhat more mature than his years. Seeing Shintaro's dependable face, Saimon nodded in satisfaction.

The Tower was a cylindrical building that stood in the center of the capital. It soared high into the sky like a bleached-white fang. How it was constructed, standing at a rumored height of one hundred and nine meters, was a mystery. There were whispers of a greater, unknown power existing at its foundation, but the truth of the matter was uncertain.

Incidentally, the one who ruled this Tower was the fourteenth-generation master, a man called Kagasaki Razan. It was a vital institution that managed all state affairs and collected taxes.

Hokura Saimon was a swordsman who frequented the Tower—a so-called bodyguard. What Saimon wanted to say was that marrying Mana and inheriting the dojo meant Shintaro would also have to serve as a bodyguard for the Tower.

Though young, Shintaro understood. He wasn't just some cocky kid who was good with a sword. Saimon was extremely pleased by this and was eager to request an audience with the Tower Master to introduce his future son-in-law.

A daughter to be proud of, and a son-in-law to be proud of.

He, too, was just an ordinary father at the peak of his happiness, never doubting the bright future that lay ahead.

***

Once the betrothal ceremony was concluded without a hitch, Shintaro was officially entrusted with the dojo's operations. The disciples began to bow their heads even deeper to him. They had all respected him from the moment he started courting Mana, but now that it was official, their demeanor changed.

"Congratulations, Shintaro-sama."

Everyone offered words of celebration and bowed reverently. Some even went as far as to greet him from a formal kneeling position. Each time, Shintaro expressed his gratitude.

"It is all thanks to everyone."

He'll surely be a great dojo master, everyone whispered.

It was right at that moment.

Saimon, his face pale as a sheet, summoned Shintaro and Mana. The two exchanged glances, wondering what could be wrong, but knew the answer would have to come from Saimon's own lips, so they turned their eyes back to him.

Saimon, sweating profusely and clearly flustered, uttered a shocking statement.

"Shintaro, I am truly sorry. Please forget everything about you and Mana. I beg of you." Saimon prostrated himself, pressing his forehead to the tatami mat. Shintaro trembled, utterly dumbfounded.

"W-Why?!"

"The Tower Master wishes to... take Mana as his wife."

Shintaro was stunned, but Mana was even more so.

"Father!"

She cried out, but no other words followed. Shintaro watched her with a growing sense of dread. She kept her face turned away, refusing to look at him.

Her profile was beautiful, a coexistence of a sharp expression and a womanly softness. There would be no shortage of men who would fall for her. But for it to be the Tower Master of all people—it was a bolt from the blue.

He was not someone they could refuse. Mana's anguish was plain to see in her gaze; she couldn't blame her father, even if she wanted to.

As Shintaro stared, motionless, Mana finally turned her face toward him.

"I will at least try to speak with him."

"If only he were someone you could reason with."

"He is the Tower Master. Surely he understands reason and ethics." Shintaro had no choice but to believe her words.

***

"Mana-dono. You may raise your head."

Addressed by a voice younger than she had imagined, Mana nervously lifted her face.

The room was a vast one hundred and twenty tatami mats, yet the audience was held at close range, no more than two mats' length apart. The Tower Master sat on a thick cushion on a raised platform, one knee propped up. His form and expression were clearly visible.

Mana grew even more tense, her shoulders stiffening.

The Tower Master was a beautiful man. He was in his mid-twenties and would make a good match for Mana. Lacking Shintaro's wildness, he wasn't as rugged, but he possessed an intelligent and dignified air.

Entranced by a type of man she had never seen before, Mana forgot what she had come to say.

The Tower Master was a figure from a world above the clouds. No matter what kind of man he was, he was beyond her reach... or so Mana had thought. She still couldn't quite shake that feeling. Not only was he the Tower Master, but he was also handsome. She could only doubt whether this man had truly taken notice of her.

However, the gatekeeper had welcomed her reverently, and those who worked in the Tower had bowed their heads. When she had requested an audience, she had been granted one with ease. And now, here she was, face to face with him. It was unbelievable, but it seemed the Tower Master's desire to marry her was indeed true.

Still, Mana remained dumbstruck, unable to open her mouth. A part of her mind that thought, *This has to be some kind of mistake,* had robbed her of her words.

Seeing this, the Tower Master tilted his head and was forced to break the silence himself.

"You are even more beautiful up close, Mana-dono. I am aware of your reason for being here. But you are only engaged; the marriage has not yet been sealed. It would be a waste for one of your youth and beauty to settle on a single man so soon. Why not reconsider?"

Mana, jolted back to her senses by his words, bowed her head deeply once more.

"F-Forgive my boldness, but if I were to choose my fiancé, what would you do to him?"

"I have no intention of 'doing' anything to him. I wish for your happiness."

Mana looked up in surprise. The Tower Master was smiling gently.

"I am the one at fault for falling for you, knowing you had someone else. But I had to convey my feelings, no matter what."

On her way home, Mana was lost in a haze of confusion. Her footing felt unsteady.

Shintaro would say, "I love you." Mana loved that clumsy but straightforward love, contained in his simple words. But what about a man like the Tower Master? His androgynous features alone made him unlike any man she knew. And he could weave beautiful words filled with love and compassion. He conveyed the depth of his feelings with honesty, yet with a much greater delicacy. And so…

*If I marry the Tower Master, Father will also…*

That single thought seized control of Mana's heart in an instant.

It was painful to see her father constantly covered in fresh wounds, even if his position was an honorary one. If she married Shintaro, she would undoubtedly start worrying about him instead. She knew her mother had fallen ill from constant anxiety. She was no longer sure if following that same path was truly the right thing to do.



    Chapter 2

    Betrayal and a Turning Point

    Shintaro told Saimon that Mana had returned looking downcast and had shut herself in her room without a word. "Alright. I'll go check on her," Saimon said. The sweat beading on his brow showed that he, too, was on edge.

Mana was in her room when Saimon approached, sat beside her, and questioned her in a near-whisper.

"What did the Tower Master say? You didn't do anything to displease him, did you?" Mana looked at her father with suspicion.

"Is the family more important to you than I am, Father?"

"No, of course not. If you say you want Shintaro no matter what, I'm prepared to commit seppuku. But if you have even the slightest inclination toward the Tower Master, I want you to think it over carefully."

"Father..." Mana's eyelashes fluttered, moved by the fact that her father was prepared to die for her sake.

"What is it you think, Father?" Saimon held his breath and lowered his voice even further.

"Of course, I'm fond of Shintaro. I painstakingly raised him into a fine swordsman. But I can't weigh that against your future. It's obviously better to be the wife of the Tower Master than the wife of a mere dojo master. I want you to choose the path you believe will make you happy."

Mana looked troubled, placing a hand on her cheek.

"The Tower Master said the same thing. That I should do as I please." Saimon's eyes widened.

"Is that true?"

"Yes."

"So, what do you want to do? Tell me honestly."

"I can't decide so easily. Please give me some time." At those words, Saimon couldn't help but let a smile break across his face. He knew she was wavering. Given her personality, he had feared she would unwaveringly pursue her pure love for Shintaro, but she was only human, after all.

The Tower Master was handsome, and on top of that, he had money and status. He was young. It was only natural for any normal girl to be swayed.

Of course, there was no falsehood in Saimon's heart when he thought of Shintaro as a good son-in-law. But when the marriage proposal from the Tower Master arose, Shintaro began to look tarnished. The future that had once seemed so brilliant was now cast into shadow by something even more radiant.

That being said, he wasn't so foolish as to immediately succumb to greed. He still possessed enough rationality to know that Mana's happiness was the truly brilliant future. And when he asked his daughter, she told him the Tower Master also put her happiness first. Saimon stroked his chest, relieved, thinking what a blessing that was.

Still, refusing the offer would undoubtedly affect their future. If at all possible, Saimon hoped his daughter would accept. At the same time, while he felt bad for Shintaro, he desperately tried to justify his position by citing the unavoidable circumstances.

In the end, a father just wants his daughter to be happy, and it didn't matter whether the man who made that happen was Shintaro or the Tower Master. A calm assessment made it clear that the Tower Master was the superior choice, and Saimon, while saying he was fond of Shintaro, had already begun to resent him. *If only Shintaro weren't in the picture,* he thought, *how gladly I could have accepted this proposal.* He's skilled with a sword, true, but he's from a farming family. Besides his good looks, he has nothing else of appeal to offer. The very idea that they were about to choose such a man now seemed terrifying.

Saimon slapped his knee.

"Let me know when you've decided. I'll talk to Shintaro and make him understand." His joyous face and words all but screamed, "Please choose the Tower Master," leaving Mana bewildered. The truth was, Mana herself was leaning heavily toward the Tower Master. The problem was the guilt that came with it.

"But Father. That's so dishonest..." The words, coming from the same mouth that had just asked for time, were tantamount to a confession that she would betray Shintaro. Saimon didn't miss it. For a moment, his eyes glinted sharply.

"The other party is the Tower Master. There's nothing dishonest about it. It's wrong to even compare him to Shintaro. The public will accept it as a matter of course."

"What about Shintaro's feelings?"

"What of them? Shintaro is still young. With that face and his skill as a swordsman, he'll find someone else in no time."

Mana fell silent. Saimon was right; Shintaro was the kind of man who would find another partner quickly even if they broke up. The thought was somewhat vexing, but she also felt it would alleviate her guilt.

Meanwhile, Saimon, taking her silence for something more scandalous, pressed her in a low, slightly panicked voice.

"You haven't... you haven't sealed your vows with him, have you?"

Mana's eyes widened, and her face instantly flushed crimson.

"Of course not! We promised to wait until we were officially married... I've kept that promise."

Her voice trailed off at the end, but Saimon was relieved to hear it.

"Then let's give our reply at once."

Seeing her father rush things, Mana was now certain. *My father wants me to marry the Tower Master.* She steeled her resolve.

"Shouldn't we talk to Shintaro first?"

"I'll handle that. You just rest and prepare for your wedding."

"Will he be convinced just by hearing it from you?"

"A man like him will understand what's best for this house and your future, and will step aside gracefully."

But Shintaro still believed. He believed Mana would choose him, even if it meant defying the highest authority. The love they had nurtured over three years was real. There was no way her heart could have changed.

***

"What did you just say?" Shintaro couldn't believe his ears. The inner parlor where he sat formally facing Saimon was dim. The sun's angle was such that the very tip of the tall Tower's shadow was cast upon them.

"I said you can stay at the dojo as an assistant master, or you're free to go elsewhere," Saimon repeated, his voice cold.

This heartless treatment from a man he had looked up to like his own father made Shintaro's body tremble.

"Is this the Tower Master's will?"

"It's not right to blame the Tower Master, Shintaro. He told Mana she was free to choose as she pleased."

Shintaro's eyes bulged.

"Then Mana... she chose this?!"

"She is a kind girl. She was considerate of my position as her father and the prosperity of the dojo. The Tower Master is a good man, so she must have no complaints. Shintaro. If you're a man, wish for Mana's happiness and step aside gracefully."

"—!" Shintaro felt as if a blade had run down his spine, and he was overwhelmed by a surge of anger and sorrow.

The memory of Mana's smile, which had been directed at him until just the other day, began to fade like bubbles. The frustration of being unable to stop it and the powerlessness of having no one to back him up filled him with an unbearable rage.

The man before him. Hokura Saimon.

His frozen expression was burned into Shintaro's mind.

*So I was just an outsider after all. Once he no longer wanted me as a son-in-law, this is what I'm worth.* Filled with regret, Shintaro slammed his fist on the tatami mat.

*What were those three years for?*

Shintaro stood stunned on the covered walkway leading to the dojo. The happiness of yesterday was nowhere to be found, but if he looked back, he felt as if Mana might come running at any moment, her arm linking with his. That delusion only amplified his sadness, and the simple young man was deeply wounded.

To make matters worse, the disciples who heard that his engagement to Mana was broken began to show their true colors. They wouldn't even nod or greet him. Sometimes they would whisper amongst themselves, looking at Shintaro and snickering.

Shintaro couldn't stand it and fled the training hall.

As the assistant master and Mana's future husband, he thought he had treated the disciples well. He believed that their time together wouldn't be invalidated just because his circumstances had changed. But he was forced to realize that people will toss you aside like trash the moment they decide you're of no use to them. At this realization, Shintaro, who had resolved not to cry, finally felt tears welling in his eyes.

"I should have just stayed a farmer." Shintaro looked up at the sky, remembering his dear father and mother, and the smell of the earth.

As he was lost in thought, a man wearing a navy kimono and hakama, his face hidden by a wide-brimmed hat, appeared from nowhere and approached him casually.

"I heard there's a skilled swordsman at a dojo around here. You wouldn't happen to know him, would you?" Shintaro, though suspicious, answered curtly.

"I know a man named Hokura Saimon." The man laughed from under his hat.

"That wasn't the name. The rumor I heard was... Shintaro."

Shintaro was taken aback and took a step back to create some distance. Seeing his swift movement, the man seemed to understand. He lifted his hat slightly with one hand, revealing a rugged, wild-looking face. He appeared to be somewhere between thirty and forty.

"My apologies. So it was you." Shintaro frowned.

"And you are?" The man's lips curled into a tight grin.

"My name is Sahei. Rumors of you, Shintaro-sama, have reached as far as the Western Capital."

"The Western Capital?"

"Oh, my. It seems a man who has never left the Eastern Capital wouldn't know of it. The world is a wide place, Shintaro-sama. A man like you should see every corner of the country."

"What are you trying to say?"

"I've come to recruit you."

"Recruit me?"

"Wouldn't you like to put those sword skills of yours to full use?"



    Chapter 3

    A Light in the Darkness

    Shintaro eyed the man named Sahei, who had appeared at such a time with such a tempting offer, with deep suspicion.

It was true that he wanted to test his skills in real combat rather than just honing them in the dojo. It was the dream of anyone who had resolved to live by the sword, especially one with a reputation like his. However… Shintaro engaged his reason.

"I'm not so down on my luck that I'd just trail after someone I don't know the first thing about, you know."

Sahei just laughed and bowed respectfully.

"Actually, my master is quite insistent on witnessing your skill for themself... If you don't meet their expectations, we will return you without any trouble. Yes, we won't force you at all." *This is what they call obsequious insolence,* Shintaro thought with a wry smile.

"Fine. But if you try anything funny, I'll cut you all down on the spot. Understood?"

"Oh-oh my, so violent. We really mean you no harm, I assure you." Sahei acted as if he were brushing off a joke, but he was half-genuinely terrified. Shintaro was tall, with a lean, well-proportioned body. A sword swung by those long, powerful arms would have devastating force, even if his technique were clumsy.

***

Shintaro was led by Sahei to an inn on a street lined with shops. It was a respectable establishment. Sahei's master had rented out the finest detached suite.

"This way, please."

As he entered the room, a well-built man in his late twenties, a young girl, and a mature woman all turned to look at him at once.

The man was dressed in black kendo attire. He was sitting, so it was hard to be certain, but he looked tall. The mature woman was probably in her late thirties and wore heavy makeup. Her worldly air was off-putting. The young girl was plain, with a lingering childishness in her expression, likely in her late teens. She was dressed like a normal town girl and had no particularly striking features.

Shintaro frowned, wondering which of them was the master. But it seemed none of them were. Sahei gestured with his hand toward another sliding paper door.

"My master is in the room beyond. Before you meet them, we'd like you to have a match with the four of us, including myself."

The three who had been sitting rose to their feet.

"So you're Shintaro-dono," the man said.

"Well now, aren't you a handsome one," said the mature woman, while the young girl blushed slightly and looked down.

"From the right, they are Saneyuki, Kiku, and Nana," Sahei explained. So the man was Saneyuki, the mature woman was Kiku, and the young girl was Nana.

"A match, you say. Where will we do it?"

"Over there." Sahei pointed to a courtyard connected to the suite. It was spacious enough, so there was no issue.

"Not with a wooden sword, but with that real one of yours, please."

At his words, Shintaro glanced down at the wooden sword and the real sword at his hip. He often used both for training.

"With a real sword?"

"It's meaningless if it's not like a real battle."

Shintaro drew his sword and faced the four of them. He felt a pang of reluctance at the thought of fighting women with a live blade, but judging from their confident expressions, they were skilled. He decided not to hold back.

"I will go first."

Sahei readied his sword. But Shintaro didn't take a stance. He simply held the hilt, the blade hanging down loosely.

Sahei furrowed his brow.

"Have you had a change of heart?"

"No. Come whenever you're ready."

"...I see. Then here I come!" Sahei charged at Shintaro with a basic attack. In that instant, the sword Sahei had been gripping flew into the air with a high-pitched metallic clang.

It was all too sudden. Sahei, now empty-handed, was stunned, as were the three who had been watching.

Shintaro was frozen in place, holding his sword vertically. The moment Sahei had lunged into his space, he had hooked his own sword's guard against his opponent's and thrust it upwards with all his might.

Of course, he had learned the fundamentals at the dojo. He could fight a proper match without resorting to such unconventional moves. However, it was Shintaro's style to adapt his methods to the battle at hand.

This wasn't a dojo. A fight with real swords wasn't training. Therefore, he judged that there was no problem in using the rough-and-tumble fighting style he had learned from playing sword fighting as a child.

"D-Does the Hokura dojo teach that kind of fighting?" Saneyuki asked, his face pale. If it was a place that truly taught such practical methods, he thought they would stand no chance. But Shintaro replied with a wry smile.

"This is my own style. I've never shown it to my master. Nor to anyone else, for that matter."

"I-I see. But is it all right for you to show it to us?"

"You wanted to see my true strength, didn't you? Until now, I fought in the dojo's style to save my master's face... but that's not necessary anymore."

*That's right, it's not necessary,* Shintaro repeated in his heart.

Mana hadn't shown her face at the training hall since that day. It was partly because of the wedding preparations, but mostly because she felt guilty toward him. She surely didn't know what kind of face to make if they met. Shintaro was at a loss, too. What could he possibly say to Mana if he saw her now?

"Then I shall be your next opponent," Saneyuki declared, drawing his sword. Shintaro glanced over, picked up the blade he had just sent flying, and returned it to Sahei.

"This is a pain. Come at me all at once."

***

To put it simply, Saneyuki and the others lost. It was an instant defeat.

Shintaro was terrifyingly agile. He wielded his sword with fluid, unpredictable adaptability, scattering the four of them in a flash. Even Saneyuki, the strongest among them, could barely parry a single blow before being overwhelmed by sheer force. In that moment, he was like a lion, or a wolf.

"Would you please meet our master?" Saneyuki conceded, and Sahei dropped to one knee, making the request politely. Shintaro gave a slight nod. He couldn't very well say, "Well, I'll be leaving now," after putting on such a display of his skills.

*I'll just meet them.* He figured if they truly wanted to recruit him, they would reveal their identities, and depending on what they said, he might just go along with it. He still had feelings for Mana, but he had none left for the Hokura family. He had no desire to return to that dojo where he was surrounded by enemies.

With these thoughts in mind, when Shintaro saw Sahei's master beyond the paper door, his eyes widened in bewilderment.

A girl with pure white hair sat there in a formal kneeling position, her large black eyes shining. She looked to be sixteen or seventeen. Her hair color was unusual, but her straight, waist-length locks were glossy and beautiful. She was a beauty unlike any he had ever seen.

Shintaro, though stunned, knelt formally before the girl.

"...My name is Shintaro."

At that, the girl's face broke into a bright smile.

"My name is Shion. To be able to meet you like this means my friends lost, didn't they?" Shion asked, tilting her head slightly. She was so disarmingly innocent that Shintaro couldn't help but feel flustered.

"F-Friends?"

"Yes, friends. My precious friends who protect me."

"Shion-sama, you flatter us."

Sahei and the others hastily denied it, but their faces were beaming with joy. From that alone, Shintaro could tell that Shion was deeply loved. Shion then turned toward Sahei. Her profile, slightly averted, was also perfectly formed.

"So, what kind of person is Shintaro-sama? How tall is he? What does his face look like?"

"Hahaha, no need to be in such a hurry," Saneyuki said, but Shion pouted, her cheeks flushed.

"I was so looking forward to this. Tell me quickly!"

It was Shintaro who was shocked. Here he was, right in front of her, and she was asking what kind of man he was. He realized, *She's blind,* and was struck by a profound disappointment.

*How can she have such beautiful eyes and not be able to see?*

However, heedless of Shintaro's feelings, Kiku began her commentary.

"He's a handsome one, alright. A little taller than Saneyuki, and well-built. Long arms and legs, and above all, a great face. You don't see a man this good-looking very often."

As for Shion, who was listening... she still wore that innocent smile, looking delighted.

"I'd love to see. May I?"

"Well now, I don't know about that." Kiku glanced at Shintaro. Shintaro tilted his head, confused. What did she mean by "see" when she couldn't?

"Hey, you. If you're a man, you'll nod your head. It's okay, right? Just for a moment." Kiku chided Shintaro with the air of a big sister. Shintaro couldn't help but nod.

"He gave permission! Aren't you lucky! Now, go on, get closer and have a look!" Kiku put an arm around Shion's shoulder, urging her forward. Shion approached Shintaro, her face radiating genuine happiness. Then she reached out both hands and touched his cheeks. Shintaro flinched in surprise, but a stern glare from Kiku made him hold perfectly still.

Shion's hands were as white as snow, but soft and warm. Her fingertips gently traced the line of his eyelids, then the shape of his nose. The sensation was so pleasant that Shintaro nearly dozed off. The only reason he didn't was because her hands pulled away.

"A handsome and manly face. How wonderful." Her cheeks tinted with the color of cherry blossoms, Shion murmured in a trance. *The truly beautiful one here is you, Shion,* Shintaro thought, gazing at her from up close.



    Chapter 4

    Those Who Leave the Capital

    "So, what do you think? Would you like to travel the country with us?" Shion moved away from Shintaro and returned to her formal kneeling position as she spoke.

"We have money prepared. The dojo will surely suffer a great loss without you. Of course, we will also pay you a salary every day."

*What kind of joke is this?* Shintaro couldn't help but laugh. The eloquent lines sounded comical coming from someone with such an innocent expression. It was obvious she had been made to practice them.

"Are those your true feelings?"

"Yes."

"Why do you need to see the country? When you can't even... see." He asked hesitantly, yet pointedly. Shion simply smiled.

"Sometimes, one can see better in the darkness. Besides, my friends are my hands, my feet, and my eyes—but the world is a wide place. We don't know when some powerful foe might attack us. With someone like you, Shintaro-sama, our journey would be much safer."

"Forgive me for saying so, but your friends are all excellent swordsmen, and they coordinate well. I think you could drive off most opponents."

"Hoho? Is that what the man who defeated us as if we were children has to say?" Saneyuki interjected from the side. Shintaro made a face as if he had bitten into a bitter bug.

"If I hadn't broken from the dojo's forms, I would have struggled."

"Oh, you rate us highly, do you? But if a swordsman like you appeared, it'd be all over for us. What we want is a bodyguard who can handle anything that comes our way, no mistakes. Shion is our life. We want to protect her perfectly," Kiku said, her voice filled with passion. Shintaro looked at her with a sense of surprise. She was so serious, a stark contrast to her seemingly promiscuous appearance. He recalled how kindly she had spoken to Shion, like a real older sister, and nodded.

"If you insist, I don't mind accompanying you. But there's no need to inform the dojo."

"...Why is that?"

"That dojo no longer has any use for me." He barely managed to swallow the words that threatened to escape: *They'll be relieved to see me gone.*

It was infuriating to let them have their way. But he couldn't stay either. He didn't want to be gossiped about for lingering pathetically at the dojo, nor could he bear the thought of being badmouthed for running away with his tail between his legs. If it made no difference whether he stayed or left, then he might as well go somewhere no one knew him.

It would be great if he could make a name for himself somewhere. Even if he rotted away, it was better than exposing his fallen state to people he knew.

How could he possibly go on living in this neighborhood, so close that the shadow of the Tower fell upon it? Every time he looked up, he would remember Mana and resent the man who had taken her; he would never have a single day of peace. And if he were to step on that shadow, he would be scorched by a burning humiliation.

Shintaro steeled his resolve, raised his gaze, and met Shion's eyes. She was looking at him with an anxious expression.

"What do you mean, no use for you?"

"Did you do something to get yourself in trouble?" Saneyuki pressed him immediately. Shintaro gave a wry smile. It was only natural for them to be concerned, knowing that the man they were trying to recruit was on the verge of being expelled.

"I've lived my life honestly. But... perhaps that very honesty was my downfall." *Would it have been better if I were more forceful? More cunning?*

Shintaro asked himself these questions, but sighed, knowing that nothing would change now.

Mana had certainly loved the straightforward Shintaro. The smiles she gave him every day without fail were a sign of her trust in an honest man. Her father, too—it was greed that had warped them. They should have known to be content with their modest happiness, but an unexpected proposal had made them dream.

Shintaro quietly closed his eyelids.

"I'm a farmer's son with no backing, just an ordinary man. Besides my skill with the sword, I have nothing to lose. That's why I was cast aside. They decided I was of no use to them." Then he slowly opened his eyes and gazed at Shion and the four men and women who stood protectively around her.

"If you still want to make use of such a man, then do as you please."

***

In the end, Shintaro packed for the journey without asking for details about his employers' identities. All he knew was that they wanted a skilled bodyguard and were willing to pay him a salary, which didn't sound like a bad deal. He figured they would value him as long as he was useful. Besides, it seemed odd for a man with no status or fortune to be cheated out of to be prying into the backgrounds of others.

Evening came.

When Shintaro returned to the inn, the group was waiting for him at the entrance. Shion wore a wide-brimmed hat with a thin cloth veil and stood surrounded by her four companions, as if being protected. Her appearance was unusually striking, so they had taken measures to shield her from prying eyes. Their departure at dusk was also a means to avoid attracting attention.

"Well then, let us go," Shion said as he joined them, and the group set off. Shintaro followed, but after five or six steps, he paused and glanced back.

He had left without a word to anyone, but for a moment, he entertained the futile hope that Mana might have noticed and come to stop him. Mana would be happy. She would be a dutiful daughter and live a life free from want of status or money. She wouldn't chase after Shintaro and needlessly throw her life away.

Shintaro turned and faced forward. The figures of the group ahead were blurry; it was because he was unmanfully grieving their separation.

They couldn't afford luxuries, but they had surely been happy together.

He chided the person who was no longer there in his heart. The boundless emptiness was maddening. The untainted girl had, at some point, become a woman with worldly views, and only the boy had been left behind. By the time he realized it, she was already out of reach, and the only path left for him was to disappear from her sight.

Was it a sin not to change, or was it a sin to change?

Shintaro was frustrated by the fickle human heart and tormented by its absurdity. Yet, for the path that had now opened before him as a result, he felt a sliver of gratitude.

*I will never return here.*

With that resolve, Shintaro took his first step into a new life.

***

The journey had begun, Nana explained to Shintaro, at the earnest request of Shion, who was losing her eyesight.

The quiet, plain-looking girl was surprisingly frank and almost boyish when she spoke. She wore light makeup, not because she liked it, but seemingly out of necessity. Just the other day, she had laughed at herself, saying things like:

"Without a little makeup, my plain face looks even plainer."

You can't truly know a person until you open up and talk to them. Kiku and Nana were prime examples of this.

Kiku, who gave off a strong impression of being careless and self-indulgent, was actually very caring and meticulous. Shion was fond of her, calling her "sister." She was a good cook and resourceful. And Nana was a resilient girl who could say what needed to be said at crucial moments. Because she was usually quiet, her words carried immense weight. Shintaro was in a constant state of surprise.

That day, they were camping in a rocky area in the mountains, aiming to get about four hours of sleep. Shion, Kiku, Saneyuki, and Sahei were sound asleep, while Shintaro and Nana were on watch.

"The young mistress said she wanted to see as many things as possible before she lost her sight completely," Nana said. Shintaro was a little surprised.

"It wasn't from birth?"

"No. But our journey continued even after she went blind. She said she wanted to feel the different smells and sounds of various places..."

"So you're all just putting up with her selfishness?"

"Of course not. Being of service to the young mistress is our greatest joy. We've never once thought of it as selfish."

"I see." Shintaro nodded lightly and fell silent. He didn't feel the need to ask why they were so devoted to Shion. He feared that if he knew the reason why the four people he was traveling with loved Shion so deeply, he might find himself drawn to her as well.

*Getting too close is forbidden.* He had had enough of being betrayed just when he started to feel like family. Shintaro closed his heart.

Yet the beautiful girl sleeping by the bonfire somehow looked happy. Her cheeks were faintly flushed, just as they had been when she was feeling the shape of his face.

*Is she happy because she thinks her journey will be easier now that she's hired a new bodyguard?*

Shintaro considered this, but something didn't quite sit right. A bodyguard just needed to be strong and reasonably loyal. Appearance shouldn't matter. Especially for someone who can't see, it should be completely irrelevant. But before getting down to the main topic, Shion had seemed overly concerned with just that.

*Am I overthinking it...?*

Shintaro sighed and looked away.

He didn't know how long it would last, but every journey has an end. It's just until then. It's a temporary bond.

He repeated this to himself over and over in his mind.



    Chapter 5

    The Purpose of the Journey

    *Shintaro!* 

Mana waved her hand energetically and ran toward him. Her figure shone in the sunlight. She was so close he could feel the faint warmth of her breath and her scent as she looked up into his eyes. Shintaro leaned his head forward, gazing down at her lovingly.

The two of them, blushing at some trivial conversation, looking so happy.

Shintaro awoke from a dream of this not-so-distant past. His chest ached at the happiness being erased by reality as he stared at the ceiling of the inn. A month had passed since they began their journey. Mana was probably married by now.

Some might ask why he didn't go back to take her. Of course, if it had been against both their wills, he would have. But he was the only one who hadn't consented. As long as the fact remained that this was the future Mana and Saimon had wished for, any such act would be nothing more than a disgrace. He knew this when he left the capital, yet to still see her face in his dreams was a sign of his lingering attachment.

Shintaro wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and sat up. He gazed at the round window, faintly illuminated by the morning sun, and then at the five sleeping figures. It was the time he had habitually practiced, but he reminded himself that his living environment was different now, and slowly folded his futon.

The room they were staying in was ten tatami mats. In the center, five futons were neatly lined up. Shion was in the middle. On either side were Kiku and Nana. And on their outer sides were Sahei and Saneyuki. Shintaro had spread his futon a little distance away, near the sliding door, and had slept there. As a bodyguard, it was his duty to guard the entrance.

There was still time before breakfast. Shintaro took his sword, faced the door, and sat cross-legged.

Nana quietly opened her eyes. She had sensed someone getting up and folding their futon. Beside her, Shion also opened her eyes slightly. The sound must have bothered her. Nana lifted her head a little and looked toward the sliding door.

A lone man sat there, his broad back to them, holding a sword—the loyal figure of their new traveling companion. Nana's eyes softened for a moment. Then, reaching over the futon, she took Shion's hand and wrote characters on her palm to let her know the situation. A faint smile touched Shion's lips.

***

Shion and her companions' journey was unusual. They would relax at an inn during the day and begin preparations to depart around four in the afternoon. Their pace was slow. They would walk until around ten-thirty at night, taking breaks at various points, and would sleep from eleven at night until seven in the morning. When there was no inn, the sleeping time was split in half, with the exception of Shion, and they would take turns on watch.

It wasn't just because Shion stood out. The nature of their journey, which was to feel the winds and hear the sounds of various places, naturally slowed their pace. They were like a group completely detached from the secular world.

However, Shintaro was beginning to get used to this feeling. At first, he found many things strange, but once he realized that it ultimately didn't concern him, he found it too bothersome to think about.

Shion, who employed four companions and even a bodyguard to continue her journey without strain—it was clear that immense wealth lay behind her, but all of that was something happening on a distant shore.

But no matter how much money you have, or how indifferent you are, sometimes things don't go according to plan and cannot be ignored. If they were caught in an unexpected thunderstorm, they would be held up, and on roads that were dangerous at night, they sometimes had to walk during the day. At such times, they had to band together to overcome the difficulties.

Last night, they were hit by a record-breaking downpour. A day had passed, but many of the roads were still muddy. It seemed it would be difficult to proceed while guiding the blind Shion.

"Shall we wait for the ground to dry?" At Sahei's words, Shion looked disappointed.

"I heard that a rare lily blooms on the mountain pass ahead. I hope it doesn't wither while we're waiting."

"It won't wither in a few days, but... getting to the pass will be tough."

As Shion looked crestfallen, Kiku, Nana, and Saneyuki shot sharp glares at Sahei for telling her the truth. Seeing this silent exchange, Shintaro gave a wry smile.

They were a close-knit group. But even among such companions, anyone who saddened Shion would not be forgiven. It was a strictness born from trust and affection. Shintaro found himself envious of what they had, and Shion, at the center of it all, was dazzling.

*Well, I suppose it can't be helped.*

With that thought, Shintaro casually lifted Shion into his arms.

"Kyaa!" Shion let out a small cry for a moment, and Sahei and the others were dumbfounded.

Shintaro then proceeded to push forward through the muddy path without hesitation. Aware that he was being stared at in disbelief, he glanced back after a few steps.

"What's wrong? Let's get going." Realizing it was Shintaro who had picked her up, Shion's face turned crimson. The four who had been called out to scrambled in a fluster.

"You really gave me a shock! What was that all of a sudden? If you're going to do things like that, you should've said something first!" Kiku said with a cackle. Nana wore a knowing smile, Sahei let out a sigh of relief, and Saneyuki looked as if his thunder had been stolen.

It was true that Saneyuki could also have carried Shion. But on a muddy path, the more stable Shintaro was better suited for the task.

Shintaro walked through the mud with ease, as if he were carrying nothing at all. His briskness was astounding.

"What sturdy legs and hips," Saneyuki muttered in admiration.

"He moves so fluidly," Sahei added with a single word.

***

"I wonder just how skilled Shintaro-dono truly is..."

"Didn't we find that out when we fought him?" Kiku replied to Saneyuki's musing. Saneyuki crossed his arms and furrowed his brow.

They had decided to camp for the night in a field and were gathered around a bonfire. The ones still awake were Saneyuki, Kiku, and Sahei.

"He hasn't fought against everyone in the country."

"Haha. Now that's an impossible request," Sahei laughed, but Saneyuki was serious.

"I can gather the men from the west. He's a renowned swordsman in the Eastern Capital, too. I want to see them fight."

"I get how you feel, but we can't decide that on our own."

"So it's fine if the princess agrees?"

"Are you serious?" Saneyuki, Kiku, and Sahei all looked at Shion at once. Her face was peaceful in sleep. Her complete trust in her companions was healing to see. But the one who would truly heal Shion would likely be her future husband.

Sahei shifted his gaze to Shintaro. He was a man with a strong presence, reminiscent of a young lion. It wasn't just that his features were well-defined; his entire body was well-proportioned. One couldn't help but think that the stability and power of his sword swings came from that physique.

"It seems Shion-sama has taken a liking to him," Sahei said.

"Isn't it too soon?" Kiku shot back. It was Saneyuki who clicked his tongue.

"It's because you goaded her on, calling him a handsome man and all that."

"It's the truth, isn't it?"

"Just because something is true doesn't mean you should report everything so honestly."

"What's this? Are you jealous? How pathetic."

"Guh... I'm just worried about the princess, that's all."

"Oh, is that so? Well, whatever. In any case, just don't forget our original objective, alright?" Saneyuki fell silent and looked down.

They all had high hopes for Shintaro. Realizing this anew, he felt a pang of heartburn at his own inadequacy.



    Chapter 6

    The Iron Tower

    This was five years ago.

"There are many skilled swordsmen in the east. Among them, a man named Shintaro is rumored to be a prodigy, with none who can stand up to him. He will surely be snapped up by some dojo and end up serving the Tower."

At the words of his father, Sanetsugu, who was past sixty, Saneyuki wore a grim expression.

The rumor Sanetsugu had heard had been brought back by Sahei, who spent his days traveling far and wide, securing talent. Though they were several years apart in age, Sahei was a deeply trusted confidant, more of a close friend than a vassal to Sanetsugu. Even Saneyuki couldn't defy him.

"All the talented ones gather in the east," Saneyuki said, making an excuse that the lack of elite warriors around them wasn't their fault. But such an excuse was not about to work. Sanetsugu gave a wry smile.

"You can't be serious. Now, Saneyuki. It is true that many tend to gather in the east, but that is because the west lacks appeal. I, too, have tried, but I could not catch up to Kagasaki. I do not know how to apologize for leaving you, my successor, with nothing but debt."

"Father!" It couldn't be helped that Saneyuki raised his voice. The room where he was conversing with his father was inside what was known as a "Tower." The Iron Tower of the Western Capital.

It was foolish to compare themselves to the east, and there was no need for apologies—that was what his son wanted to say, and Sanetsugu, understanding his intent, shook his head.

"No. We have already reached a point where pleasantries will no longer suffice. However, I intend to speak with the Emperor to ensure he supports you at least until the end of your generation."

Saneyuki was surprised to hear this, and at the same time, he doubted whether the Emperor would listen to his father's plea.

The Emperor was the one who ruled the country from the very top. It was not widely known to the public, but both the Silver Tower in the east and the Iron Tower in the west were built by the power of this Emperor. The country's wealth and knowledge all originated from him. Would such a great figure show compassion to the Masaki family, who could not even halt the decline of their own Tower?

Saneyuki bit his lip and clenched his fists on his lap.

"To beg for such pity would be a shame that lasts for generations. It would be better to fall with dignity...!"

"Do not speak foolishly. Even in a Tower like this, there are those who come to work to support their families. We have a duty to protect them."

"But, that too will end with my generation." Saneyuki swallowed the rest of his words. "Excuse me," he said, standing up. After leaving the room, he headed for his half-sister's quarters.

"Sister, is now a good time?"

He called out from beyond the paper door, and a reply came.

"Ah, just a moment."

From inside, he could hear the rustling of a kimono and voices. After a short wait, the door slid open and a man emerged. He was around forty-five or forty-six, a face he had seen a few times before. The man gave an awkward bow and quickly departed.

Beyond the open door, he could see his sister, Kiku, trying to straighten her disheveled clothes.

"Sorry about that. What do you want?" Kiku asked, not looking the least bit ashamed. Saneyuki scowled.

"Bringing a man in when you're not even promised to him. And you call yourself the daughter of a Tower Master?"

"You're so stiff. Even if I'm the 'daughter of a Tower Master,' it's not like it's a big deal."

"It is because your character is so flawed that no decent people gather here."

"Are you trying to say this is my fault?!"

"There is some truth to that."

"What was that?! We're both useless, aren't we?!"

"That's right. That's why I came to talk to you."

Kiku, who had been about to raise her fist, calmed down at Saneyuki's cool demeanor and let out a sigh.

"Talk about what?"

"We're going to rebuild the Tower."

"Huh?! What are you talking about? Are you sane?"

"I am. In the first place, it's only natural that the east, with its larger population, has the advantage. We can't compete if we're judged by the amount of tax revenue. Of course, that's not the only reason, but I want to get a promise from the Emperor to rebuild the Masaki family, including addressing that issue."

"Isn't that what Father has already asked for?"

"A one-sided request for aid has likely been rejected."

"Then what are you going to do?"

"The Emperor is also human. He must have a thing or two that he can't manage on his own. We will accomplish that for him."

Kiku couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"You've got to be kidding me! How are we supposed to do something that even the Emperor can't?!" Saneyuki slammed both his palms on the tatami mat.

"If we don't do something of that magnitude, the Masaki family is finished!"

Kiku's eyes widened, and she froze for a moment. But then, a slow smile spread across her lips.

"I like it. Sounds interesting. We're finished anyway. It wouldn't hurt to struggle one last time at the end."

***

The siblings who left the Iron Tower were dressed for travel. Kyo, where the Emperor resided, was located at the center of the line connecting the eastern and western Towers. It was a month's journey by horse.

"Honestly, why do I have to come along? You could have just gone by yourself and talked to him."

Saneyuki gave his sister, who was complaining while mounted on her horse, a cold look.

"Take this as a good opportunity to train your spirit on the road."

"Hey! I'll have you know, I'm actually quite a capable woman!"

"A woman who is capable but chooses not to be. Now let's go." Kiku, at a loss for words, reluctantly followed Saneyuki.

"Traveling with just my brother. Ah, how unromantic..."

***

Thus, Saneyuki and Kiku, who had managed to get an audience with the Emperor, looked up with tense expressions, only to be utterly dumbfounded.

Before them sat a man with pure white hair who looked youthful despite being over forty, and beside him, a beautiful girl, clearly still young, who also had snow-white hair.

"The... eldest son and daughter of Masaki. Is this our first time meeting?" the man with white hair—the Emperor—asked as his opening line.

"Y-Yes!" Saneyuki replied in a fluster. Beside him, Kiku was the only one who was delighted.

"What a handsome man! What a handsome man~. The Emperor is so handsome~."

Of course, she was whispering so that only Saneyuki could hear, but to think that was all she had to say upon arriving here... Saneyuki was exasperated with his own sister.

"Be serious."

"I know, you're so noisy."

Ignoring the whispering siblings, the Emperor continued.

"I have understood your petition from the letter I received earlier. But as for granting our wish... are you serious?" Saneyuki looked at the Emperor, straightening his collar, and answered with a firm expression.

"We are perfectly serious!"

The Emperor said, "Hmm," glanced briefly at his daughter, and then returned his gaze to Saneyuki.

"She will be twelve this year. In another five years, she will be of marriageable age. But regrettably, she will soon lose her sight. It is due to an illness she had last year. I feel so sorry for my daughter. Therefore, I wanted to grant her every wish... but I cannot leave Kyo myself. What do you think? My daughter says she wants to travel and see various places. Would you be willing to grant that wish for her?"

Saneyuki and Kiku were taken aback and exchanged glances. Then, they smiled with confidence.

"That would be a simple task. Among our vassals is a man named Sahei who is knowledgeable about various places."

"You two must also protect her with your own lives. She is my only, precious daughter. I cannot entrust her to just anyone."

"Yes, Your Majesty! We understand."

"I will also assign one attendant from here. She is strictly an attendant for my daughter. Do not give her any selfish orders."

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

Saneyuki's heart danced at the prospect of a brighter future, though he wondered why things were proceeding so smoothly. He even regretted not having visited sooner. But...

"Now, the important part starts here. Listen carefully."

"—Huh?" When he looked up, the Emperor was smiling with a mischievous look on his face.



    Chapter 7

    In Full Bloom

    "I hear there is a swordsman in the east who has made a name for himself at a very young age, is that correct?" At the Emperor's words, Saneyuki immediately recalled Sahei's story. But he avoided giving a direct answer and prompted him to continue.

"And what of him...?"

"Oh, it's nothing, just a bit of curiosity. If the rumors have reached my ears, he must be quite something. If he is as skilled as they say, I thought I might like to keep him close and see for myself."

The Emperor's gaze was full of meaning. Sweat beaded on Saneyuki's forehead.

"So, you mean to say that if we observe him at our Tower and he passes muster, we are to have him serve in the Imperial Court?"

"You catch on quick," the Emperor said with a grin.

"When my reign ends, the only one left behind will be my daughter... this Shion. I want to secure her future while I'm still alive. If that man is not only skilled but also has an honest heart, and if Shion takes a liking to him, I will consider a suitable arrangement."

"And what would that be?" Saneyuki pressed anxiously, but the Emperor only offered a bold smile and did not answer. Yet Saneyuki understood his meaning.

This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Failure would mean there was no tomorrow, but success would bring with it greatness.

Saneyuki and Kiku ended up staying at the Imperial Court for a while. The Emperor had decreed that they should deepen their friendship with Shion before their departure. The period was three months. If they aroused even the slightest suspicion in Shion during this time, the deal would be off, so they couldn't let their guard down.

"I am the servant, Nana. I am in charge of taking care of the young mistress. I will be accompanying you on your journey, so I look forward to working with you."

The servant, Nana, who had brought Shion to the garden, greeted Saneyuki and Kiku. She was fifteen or sixteen, a plain girl with no makeup or adornments. But her movements were precise. She must have been well-trained.

As Saneyuki was giving a light bow with this thought in mind, Kiku's voice rang out.

"Oh, that won't do at all! A young girl shouldn't be like that!"

Saneyuki had expected this to some extent, but he was still surprised. He was exasperated with his sister, who seemed intent on showing off her meddlesome nature here of all places.

"Sister, now is not the time for that."

"You be quiet!" Kiku scolded Saneyuki, then approached Nana while pulling out her own hairpin.

"See, just decorating like this makes a difference, you know? A woman won't shine unless she's polished. Don't you have any makeup? You're coming of age, so you should at least wear a little rouge."

"Ah, um, I don't really need such things." Nana was flustered, but Kiku paid her no mind.

"What's this? You're not interested? That won't do, you know."

And with that, Kiku took out a small container of rouge from the sleeve of her kimono. It was a round, golden container, about the size of five stacked coins.

"I'll give this to you. Put some on your little finger and apply it to your lips. Here, like this, see?"

Urged on by Kiku, Nana applied the rouge to her lips.

"There! Isn't that nice? It brightens up your whole face!"

Though still bewildered, Nana blushed slightly.

"D-Do you think so?" As this was happening, Shion, who had been set aside, was staring intently at Nana.

"You're beautiful, Nana," Shion said with a gentle smile.

"You look lovely." Nana grew even more flustered, her face turning bright red as she looked down. Her happy face was truly beautiful, and Saneyuki was momentarily speechless.

Of course, compared to Shion's beauty, Nana's fleeting moment of beauty was nothing. But he was captivated by that moment. And he realized that it wasn't the rouge that had brought out Nana's beauty, but Shion's words.

For a plain girl to be able to genuinely rejoice at being complimented on her appearance by a peerless beauty must be a very rare thing. That was how much trust Nana had for Shion.

"Nana-dono, how long have you been serving in the court?"

"Since I was ten," Nana replied to Saneyuki's question.

"Since you were that young? Forgive me for asking, but your parents..."

"They are no longer with me. My father was a gardener in this court, but he had the misfortune of falling from a tall tree and passed away."

"I see. That must be lonely for you."

"Not at all. Shion-sama treats me like an older sister." As Nana spoke, she gazed at Shion. When Shion smiled happily, Nana smiled back. The two girls, close in age, truly seemed like loving sisters.

After that, they spent the day strolling through the gardens, and in the evening, their first get-together came to an end. Nana and Shion parted from Saneyuki and the others and retired to their room where dinner awaited. They would enjoy their conversation while eating their meal face to face.

"Fufufu, Saneyuki-san was only asking about you, Nana," Shion said in a teasing tone. Nana's face turned red as she retorted.

"That must be because he was nervous in front of you, Shion-sama, and didn't know what to talk about."

"I wonder? He seemed interested in you."

"That's impossible. A man who is to be the next Tower Master would never take an interest in a plain girl like me." Nana answered the precocious Shion with a troubled look. Finding it cute, Shion elaborated further.

"It would be lonely if you got married and left, Nana. The Tower is so far away."

"My lady!" As Nana raised her voice, Shion let out a quiet giggle.

"Don't get so worked up. We don't know what kind of person Saneyuki-san is yet. I can't just give away my precious Nana if he's not a good person." Nana was touched by her devoted words.

"I, too... would not want to entrust you to some unknown scoundrel, my lady. Please be careful when choosing who will sit beside you."

Shion's large black eyes widened in a flash.

"It seems Father is thinking of taking the renowned swordsman from the east as my husband. I'm worried."

Nana, who had been told about the purpose of the journey beforehand, adopted a serious expression.

"His Majesty the Emperor must be hoping for someone strong enough to protect you from anything. I hear he is only about three years older than you. Perhaps you should decide after you've met him?"

Shion sighed.

"But—what if a swordsman from a farming family is uncouth?"

"He may have some rough edges. But rumor has it that he is so handsome that daughters from noble families come down to the villages to appraise him."

When Nana told her this, Shion's expression brightened a little.

"Where did you hear that?"

"A childhood friend sent me a letter."

"Did this person see him?"

"Yes."

"And what did they say?"

"That he is so strikingly handsome that a girl of average beauty wouldn't be a match for him, and that when he wields his sword, he is as majestic and graceful as a lion or a dragon."

Shion clapped her hands, her eyes sparkling. Like any girl her age, her heart fluttered and she was thrilled by the rumors.

"Then, it's just his personality we need to worry about. Oh, I hope he's a sincere person..." Shion's eyelashes trembled slightly as she lowered her gaze.

"I wonder if he will come to love me, even though I am losing my sight."

Nana laughed.

"There is no one who would not love you, my lady."

"Nana, don't be silly."

But in reality, there was no man who would not fall in love with Shion.

So Nana thought. After a month had passed, she often saw Saneyuki talking with Shion in secret. Saneyuki, his cheeks slightly flushed, his conversation animated with a touch of shyness, looked for all the world like a man in love.

For Nana, who had been somewhat conscious of Saneyuki ever since being teased by Shion, it was a painful reality.

"What do you think of Saneyuki-sama, my lady?" one day, Nana finally asked Shion.

If she thought he was a good person, then it should be fine for Saneyuki to be the one to sit beside her. His lineage was impeccable, and they could set out on their journey, which would also serve as a pre-wedding trip, without any extra baggage. In any case, if Shion made up her mind, Nana thought she could come to terms with her own feelings.

Shion looked at Nana and laughed cheerfully.

"Nana likes sweet dumplings. Nana likes cherry blossoms. Nana collects handkerchiefs with floral patterns."

Nana was bewildered.

"Huh? Um, my lady?" Seeing Nana's confused state, Shion laughed even more amusedly.

"What kind of food does Nana like? Does she have a favorite flower? What gift would make her happy?... Saneyuki-san is the kind of person who only worries about such things. I've told him everything, so he should be giving you something soon, don't you think? How exciting, Nana."

Nana's eyes widened, and she felt her face grow hot.

Just as Shion had said, Saneyuki soon gave Nana a floral-patterned handkerchief. It was a beautiful silk handkerchief with white cherry blossoms scattered across a pink background, a luxury item far beyond Nana's means.

Even though the Iron Tower's financial situation was far from good, he had purchased this expensive piece. Woven into it were Saneyuki's feelings.

*I will never experience love. Even if I develop feelings for someone, it will end in unrequited love. I will never be adored by a gentleman.*

That was how Nana had thought. She was so surprised by Saneyuki's gesture that she burst into tears.

Saneyuki was flustered, but when he saw that Nana was smiling happily even as tears streamed down her face, he was relieved. And he felt an unparalleled joy in the fact that the one who brought out Nana's fleeting beauty had shifted from Shion to himself.



    Chapter 8

    The Rumored Swordsman

    Once Saneyuki and Nana's engagement was decided, their travel preparations were quickly arranged. They would be departing before the three-month period was up. One reason was the desire of the Emperor and Nana to show Shion as much as possible while her eyesight was still reliable.

By this time, Sahei had also rushed to their side, and they discussed matters such as their route.

"As we are heading into winter, let's first aim south from the west. We will start by walking along the coast, and on the return trip, we will take the mountain side. When we get back, let's rest in Kyo for about ten days. There are four main routes, so we will repeat this four times. The duration will be about four and a half years. After that, we will head east. We shall pick up the rumored swordsman at that time. By then, the two of them will be of a suitable age."

Spreading out a handmade map and pointing with his finger, Sahei explained cheerfully. After all, Sahei had often traveled alone. He was looking forward to a journey with a large group.

The Emperor was also satisfied with Sahei's explanation. Safe roads, secure inns, famous places, rest stops—he had a grasp of all of these and was impressed by Sahei's meticulous planning.

"You are quite the experienced traveler. At this rate, you won't have any time to serve the Tower."

"No, no, this is the job I've been given by the Tower. To travel to various places, broaden my horizons, meet different people, and gather talent... though I rarely come across anyone who truly stands out."

Sahei scratched his head and laughed in a troubled manner. His good nature was evident in his expression. The Emperor laughed along with him and nodded deeply.

"Masaki has a good vassal in you and a fine son. All that's left is manpower. I hope you will be blessed on this journey."

"No, no, not at all. This is an important journey for Shion-sama. I cannot afford to waste time on such matters. I will do my utmost to ensure it is not ruined."

The Emperor laughed heartily.

"So serious."

Indeed, Sahei was a man whose only virtue was his seriousness. But there was a reason he was being even more serious now. After all, the future of the Masaki family was at stake. He, who had been unable to gather any decent talent, was fired up, thinking that the day had finally come when he could be of use.

Moreover, though the Emperor's daughter was but a child, she was so beautiful that even Sahei, who was approaching forty, felt his heart skip a beat. How much more beautiful would she become in two or three years? The thought made his heart dance. The way she tilted her head and smiled was adorable, and her carefree laughter was healing. Above all, the fact that she was a stunningly beautiful girl with high status, yet was a completely normal girl on the inside, made her all the more charming.

She wanted to hear about his travels every day. When he praised the scenery, she would look off into the distance with longing; when he told her about strange people, her eyes would widen in surprise; and when he recounted his failures, she would laugh or sympathize. The expressive and honest girl was untainted and truly beautiful.

Such a girl needed a man who was worthy of her.

It wasn't that he was following the Emperor's lead, but Sahei sincerely thought so from the bottom of his heart.

***

Three years passed.

During their journey through the south, Sahei was restless. He had heard a rumor that the swordsman in question had entered a dojo. And it was Hokura Saimon's dojo, no less.

It was one of the top five prestigious dojos in the Eastern Capital. They had also served the Silver Tower for generations. If Shintaro, who had joined as a disciple, was scouted and absorbed into the Tower, the Iron Tower would be in a pitiful state. He had been relieved because reliable sources said he had turned down every offer, but if this was true, it was a grave problem.

As he was thinking about this, Shion's hand lightly touched Sahei's arm.

"Is something wrong?"

Shion was now completely blind. That girl was asking him with a worried look on her face. Sahei was surprised. How could she have sensed his anxiety?

"No, um, it's a personal matter."

"Sahei. We are friends, aren't we? Don't keep secrets from me."

"Sh-Shion-sama." Sahei's eyes darted around. He had often seen how Shion treated Saneyuki and Kiku as if they were her real older siblings, not to mention Nana. But Sahei hadn't grown up with her since childhood like Nana, nor did he have a status like Saneyuki or Kiku. He had never expected to be addressed in such a way and was flustered.

"Now, tell me what's troubling you. I want to help."

Sahei trembled with joy and, clenching his teeth, confessed.

"Actually, I've heard a rumor that the swordsman we're looking for has joined a dojo. And it's the Hokura dojo. If he's absorbed by the Silver Tower, there's nothing we can do."

"Oh my... but it's not set in stone yet, is it? Why don't you try to recruit him while he's still at the dojo?"

"We don't have the financial means to recruit such a renowned swordsman."

"I can provide the money."

"Impossible! I couldn't possibly ask for such a thing."

"Are you saying you can't?" Shion raised her eyebrows sharply.

"This was originally something my father asked for. It's only natural that I provide the money. Besides, he might become my husband."

"Shion-sama." As Sahei lowered his voice, Shion smiled softly.

"Now I have one more thing to look forward to on our trip to the Eastern Capital. See?"

Her fortitude was impossible to argue with. Sahei gave a wry smile and bowed his head.

"I'm no match for you. I will make sure to use your precious money wisely."

***

And so, more time passed, and Sahei found himself walking down a street in the town overlooked by the Silver Tower. He had left Shion and the others to rest at the inn first, intending to visit Hokura Saimon himself.

But life is a series of unpredictable events. Sahei never even got a chance to see Saimon's face.

A long wall with tiled roofing. Cherry blossom branches extended over it, laden with flowers. There were few people on the street, a refreshing breeze was blowing, and a gentle sunlight was pouring down. On such a peaceful afternoon, a young man came flying around the corner of the wall with a look on his face as if the world were ending. He was quite tall and wore a white kendo uniform. He immediately recognized it as the uniform of the Hokura dojo, but Sahei pulled his hat down low and watched him from a distance for a while.

His eyes were filled with despair. It looked as if tears were about to stream down his cheeks, but he was somehow holding them back. He couldn't have lost a match, Sahei thought with a smirk.

He was the kind of man who would surely be envied by other men. His toned and well-trained body looked supple and was incredibly well-proportioned. And he had a handsome, manly face befitting such a body. The presence he exuded, with his young and untainted expression, was also something special.

*Could it be?* Sahei thought, and finally began to walk forward.

In all his long travels, he had never met anyone who surpassed their rumors. The swordsman in question would probably be, at best, as good as the rumors said.

That's what Sahei had thought.

But the swordsman, who surpassed the rumors in appearance alone, had a skill that was extraordinary. Kiku and Nana, who had some training, were no match for him, and even Saneyuki, who had been training since childhood, was defeated in an instant.

Unrivaled.

That was a word that suited this man.

***

Of course, his true abilities were still unknown. As Saneyuki had said, he wanted to have him fight against men from all over the country.

Sahei thought this as he watched Shintaro walk, paying attention to his surroundings.

Saneyuki's occasional bad mood was likely due to jealousy. If Shintaro spoke familiarly with Nana, his face would contort into a demonic expression. And though Nana had made up her mind, she still showed a womanly shyness when Shintaro looked at her. Such things irritated him to no end.

On top of that, Shion, whom he now thought of as a younger sister, would listen intently to Shintaro's voice and blush. He was probably frustrated and restless for various reasons.

*Saneyuki-sama still has much to learn.*

Sahei let out a quiet sigh.

But the real problem lay elsewhere. The most important thing was the future of Shintaro and Shion. Shion's heart seemed to be mostly won over, so that wasn't a problem, but as for Shintaro... strangely enough, he couldn't figure him out at all.

He certainly thought Shion was beautiful. Beautiful things are beautiful no matter who looks at them. He often gazed at her face in silence. But when it came to whether there was any romantic affection involved, it was highly questionable. Shintaro didn't talk much about himself, which made it even harder to understand.

A deliberate distance. A conversation with a wall between them. The occasional vacant look on his face.

What bothered Sahei was the fact that he was on the verge of being expelled from the Hokura dojo. It was hard to believe that a famous swordsman would be told he was of no use. He could only think that it was a pretext.

One night.

Thanks to Saneyuki's complaint that he was uneasy with Nana and Shintaro on watch together, Sahei had the opportunity to face Shintaro and have a proper talk. Sahei was determined to get him to open up.

"I would very much like to hear the real reason. Why did you have to leave the Hokura dojo?"

Shintaro fell silent, his lips pressed tightly together. Well, Sahei didn't expect to get it out of him so easily. He waited patiently for a reply. He couldn't know what was going through Shintaro's mind as he was being stared at, but the sweat on his brow and his contorted face spoke of his pain.

"...I had," Shintaro finally mumbled.

"I had someone I was engaged to."

Sahei instinctively slapped his own face. He shouldn't have asked about something a person didn't want to talk about.



    Chapter 9

    The Mountain Pass

    "Do you still have lingering feelings for her?" Sahei asked.

Shintaro responded with a wry smile, which Sahei took to mean he had plenty. That explained why he hadn't made a move on Shion after all this time. When asked, Shintaro had said the woman was the daughter from the Hokura dojo. Their betrothal was still three years away, but his had been a devoted love; he'd never looked at another woman.

*What a mess,* Sahei lamented inwardly. Of all people, Hokura Saimon's daughter. And to top it off, it was the woman who had strayed. The man who had stolen her was the worst possible rival, too.

The master of the Silver Tower—Kagasaki Razan.

Sahei knew that, contrary to his rugged name, Razan was a man of striking beauty. He personally thought Shintaro was more handsome in a masculine sense, but there were few men who possessed Razan's androgynous features. Add wealth and status to that, and most women would fall for him.

Sahei was tormented. The very words "Tower Master" would undoubtedly become taboo from now on, but it was a topic they couldn't avoid.

He studied Shintaro's face, trying to gauge his feelings as he searched for his next words. He needed Shintaro to sever those lingering ties and turn his attention to Shion. But that would be difficult if Shintaro now harbored suspicion and hatred toward the very position of Tower Master.

Of course, Masaki and Kagasaki had nothing to do with each other. In fact, holding the same position made them rivals, if anything. It would be best if Shintaro could understand that and compartmentalize his feelings, but he was young, so Sahei couldn't expect much. If Shintaro was now determined to live for revenge against Kagasaki—and intended to be with Shion to achieve it—then Sahei would have to call the whole thing off.

He had to... but if he did, the dream of rebuilding the Masaki family would be shattered as well.

Sahei felt a surge of panic. He had to get Shintaro to Kyo, no matter what. He couldn't give up here.

Feigning nonchalance, Sahei tossed another log into the fire. "You're still young. These things happen. The best thing to do is to forget her quickly and accept that you two weren't meant to be," he offered.

Shintaro was a man, after all. A time would surely come when he could no longer retreat. Until then, it was best to just bury it all in darkness.

***

It was a blessing in disguise that they hadn't revealed their true identities.

Sahei explained this to the others when Shintaro stepped away. At the news, Shion grew a little distraught.

"So there was someone else. He's a swordsman whose fame reaches even Kyo; it's no wonder he wasn't available... Oh, but I hate it."

Shion began to cry softly, clinging to Nana.

"I hate the one who has captured all of Shintaro-sama's heart. What should I do, Nana? What am I supposed to do with these feelings?"

Nana held Shion tightly.

"It's alright, my lady. Shintaro-sama's love has already ended. Time will heal his heart."

Nana was right. Though he was suffering from lingering feelings now, a time would come when he would forget. All that mattered was that Shion was by his side when that happened.

"Do you think Shintaro-sama will ever turn his affections to me?"

"Yes, of course. I'm sure of it."

After a while, Shintaro returned. He had been looking for lilies on the pass.

"They were blooming over there, but they're quite high up."

"Well, let's go have a look anyway," Sahei replied, acting as if nothing was amiss.

*He mustn't find out.*

A quiet tension spread through the group.

Just as Shintaro had said, the lilies were blooming high on a cliff. The rock face was nearly vertical, so high that five adults standing on each other's shoulders wouldn't have come close to reaching them—in fact, it would be more accurate to say they were somewhere far above the clouds. The flowers themselves looked no bigger than chinese milk vetch. For Shion to enjoy flowers, she needed to touch them while someone described their colors and shapes, and she needed to smell their fragrance. This was a cruel sight.

"Their color is... a pale orange, and their heads are bowed beautifully," Nana tried to explain, but it was difficult when they were so small. The scent of the lilies, of course, couldn't reach them from this distance. Even for those who could see, it was hardly a situation one could call flower-viewing.

"And we hurried here for this," Shion said, disappointed. Seeing her, the others felt a pang of disappointment as well. Just then, Shintaro spoke up hesitantly.

"If you don't mind me cutting one, I can bring it down."

Shion turned her face toward the sound of his voice. "Are there many of them?"

"Yes. I'm sure no one would mind if I borrowed just one."

"But that's dangerous, isn't it?" Kiku said.

Shintaro just smiled and pointed upward. "There's one flower tilted this way. I'll cut that one down."

"Huh?! Which one?" Kiku squinted, shielding her eyes with her hand, but she couldn't see it clearly.

In that moment, Shintaro drew his sword and told everyone to step back.

"What are you planning to do?" Saneyuki asked, but Shintaro only half-listened. Without so much as a running start, he took his stance and kicked off the ground. The initial leap was of an unbelievable height, but then he kicked off the cliff face before him, launching himself even higher with superhuman force. He repeated this several times, reaching the top in a flash.

"————!"

The astonishing feat left everyone so stunned their knees gave out. Only Shion, who couldn't see, remained standing.

Soaring through the sky with the divine skill of a bird or a *tengu*, Shintaro swiftly and precisely severed a single lily from the cliff. He caught it with his free hand and then began his descent. He spun gently a few times as he fell, protecting the flower, a sight as magnificent as a phoenix.

Shintaro landed safely on his feet and offered the lily to Shion.

"The center is a deep orange," he said. "It fades to a lighter shade toward the edges. There are a few black spots, but it's a beautiful lily. It smells wonderful, too."

Unsure of what had just happened, Shion timidly reached out her hand. A fragrant lily. Its sweet scent was a delightful stimulus to her senses, and the feeling of the thick, soft petals traveled through the nerves in her fingers.

"It's marvelous," Shion sighed, enraptured.

"Are you even human?" Saneyuki asked, knowing how foolish the question sounded. "I've never seen a jump like that." He glanced at Shintaro, who was matching his pace to Shion's, his gaze still scanning their surroundings. Shion, for her part, was happily continuing on their journey, clutching the lily as if it were a treasure.

"There's a trick to it," Shintaro replied simply.

It was no surprise that Saneyuki's face soured. "A trick alone wouldn't get you that high."

At the objection, Shintaro averted his attention for a moment and met Saneyuki's eyes. "When I was a child, I just got the feeling I could probably do it. So I tried, and I could. That's all there is to it."

"Gah! What kind of explanation is that?!"

"Sorry." Seeing Shintaro apologize when he'd done nothing wrong made Saneyuki feel even more dejected.

The phrase *natural-born talent* seemed as if it had been created just for Shintaro. A gift bestowed upon one without desire, wielded by one without sin. That was the look in Shintaro's eyes.

"A swordsman like you must be in high demand," Saneyuki commented honestly.

Shintaro tilted his head. "I wonder. I've always wielded my sword timidly, thinking I'd be struck down if I stood out too much. It's a miracle I managed to become an assistant master based on my formal sword skills alone."

"What? So the people around you have never seen swordplay like you showed us, or a jump like that one? What a waste."

Shintaro gave a wry smile. "I've been told I was possessed by a demon before. It's best not to use power that could invite such misunderstandings."

Saneyuki frowned. 'A demon' was hardly a comforting description. But it was true that Shintaro's abilities were so extraordinary one might be tempted to describe them that way.

"You seem to be using it freely enough with us."

"You said you needed skilled bodyguards. Ones who could fend off any foe. If I didn't show my strength, you'd fire me on the spot, wouldn't you? I'd be in a real bind if you abandoned me out here."

"What a strange thing to say. I don't have the luxury of firing a swordsman of your renown." Saneyuki crossed his arms and sulked playfully. Shintaro watched him with a curious expression.

"About that... is it true?"

"Huh?"

"That I'm famous..."

Saneyuki's eyes widened, and he let out a short laugh. "Ha! To think you didn't know yourself. You're famous in both the West and the East, you know."

"Somehow I doubt they're good rumors."

"I've only heard good things."

"Is that so. You must have been disappointed when you met me in person."

"Nonsense. I'm shocked you're even better than the rumors," Saneyuki declared, then paused to think. "You might just be the greatest swordsman in the country. Don't you want to test it?"

"Test it?"

"Why not fight against every swordsman in the country?" Saneyuki's expression was bright. Shintaro laughed, assuming it was a joke, but his smile faded when he realized the man was beginning to speak with genuine passion.



    Chapter 10

    A Lost Path

    *If I became the best swordsman in the country, would Mana feel even a little regret?*

The thought only made him more miserable, but Shintaro couldn't help himself.

He had fled the dojo like a thief in the night and now found himself under a distant, unfamiliar sky. No matter how many times he woke, the roof of the Hokura home where he'd spent his days was gone, replaced by a daily procession of strange new scenery. And yet, it felt as though he had been talking with Mana only yesterday. In fleeting moments, he could even smell her lingering scent.

*Maybe I could have won her back.*

It was too late for regrets, but Shintaro was seized by the impulse to turn and race back to the capital.

He wanted to walk one more time down the street where he and Mana had walked, their fingers intertwined.

Shintaro closed his eyes, summoning the scene from the light of his memory. Mana's eyes, which had seen only him. That beautiful girl was gone now, but for a moment, he felt the illusion that she might be brought back to life.

***

It was the day of their betrothal ceremony.

The two of them had slipped away to a detached room, seeking privacy. The moment they were inside, Mana pressed her face to his chest as if she couldn't bear to wait another second. Shintaro pulled her close, and they savored each other's warmth.

"It's almost time," she'd whispered. "We can finally be together."

"I know."

The kiss they shared then was longer and deeper than any before. He didn't know if he had pushed her down or if she had pulled him, but they tumbled to the floor, clinging to each other as if they would never let go.

Was that all just an illusion, too? Just a few days after hearing Saimon's unbelievable words, Shintaro, unable to accept it, had snuck away to confirm Mana's feelings for himself. They had kissed so passionately only a week before. He couldn't just take her father's word that this was her own decision.

"Is it really true? Is this your decision?" he had asked her, his voice heavy with sincerity.

Mana, however, refused to meet his gaze and answered with a cool detachment.

"When I was a girl, you were all I could see. You were my entire world. But I've realized that was a mistake. I'm sorry."

In other words, there were other men in the world who loved her, and there were other men she could love besides him.

But even hearing it directly, Shintaro couldn't accept it. A person's heart couldn't just change overnight. That wasn't possible.

"You're saying things you don't mean, aren't you? If this is something that can't be changed, then so be it. Unlike me, you have responsibilities. If you're saying you can't defy your superiors or betray your father, then I'll swallow my tears. Just tell me your honest feelings."

Mana sighed deeply. "Don't you understand? You're just a man with a handsome face and skill with a sword. But *he* has everything. The things you have, and the things you don't. I can see what the future would be like with you. I grew up watching my parents, after all. I thought I could endure it because I loved you, but... I was shown another path. Now that I know it exists, I can't go back. I'm sure I wouldn't be able to bear it."

Shintaro was reeling. He couldn't believe the woman standing before him was really Mana.

Marriage was reality, not a fairy tale. Hardships were to be expected. But Shintaro had always believed they could overcome anything with love. He knew that love was all a person truly needed.

His parents were farmers, with no money or status. The fields they owned were worthless unless they were cultivated. But they had built a family overflowing with laughter. There were times of sickness and days they struggled for food, but he was certain they had been happy, because they had felt love for each other.

Mana's words, a direct refutation of that belief, made Shintaro realize it was over. Not the end of their love, but the end of the girl he had known. The pure, innocent girl who had given him confidence and pride as a man was now a thing of the past. In her place was a woman who saw only reality. He couldn't say that was wrong; it was true that one couldn't remain a child forever. The problem was that he lacked the power to hold her back.

Status. Wealth. Honor.

Fleeting things you couldn't take with you to the next life, but to those living in this one, they felt essential. These were all things Shintaro had never paid any mind. He was a man who wouldn't have even dreamed of becoming a swordsman if his parents hadn't convinced him. The pain of having the person most precious to him stolen by the very things he had ignored was immeasurable.

That said, he knew he couldn't live on ideals alone. And so, Shintaro stepped aside.

All he sought were the clothes on his back and enough food to survive. A place to live would be a bonus. The extent to which he could sacrifice himself for Mana was limited to becoming a dojo master; he couldn't bring himself to desire anything greater. *This is my fault. I don't have what people call 'ambition.'*

He had settled on that conclusion to give himself some closure. But it was also true that he felt 'ambition' and 'success' were two different things, and he regretted that Mana, of all people, couldn't understand that.

Ambition was about improving oneself, not acquiring great wealth. Even if wealth came as a result of self-improvement, that was a change in one's surroundings, not in oneself. Success was glamorous, but ultimately, it was just a bonus that came with unseen hardship. The important things were always the intangible matters of the heart, and the only thing one could keep forever was experience.

The partner Shintaro truly sought was one who would live by that philosophy. He believed that such a woman would remain uncorrupted and beautiful until the very end.

***

Shintaro hung his head. The days when he had believed Mana was that woman now felt like a painfully distant memory, and a wave of sadness washed over him.

"What changes if I become the best swordsman in the country?" he asked, voicing the thought as it came to him. Saneyuki's eyes widened, as if it were a question that didn't need asking.

"Everything, of course! Wealth and fame will be yours for the taking."

Shintaro looked away. "Unfortunately, I'm not interested."

"What?!"

"The world around me might change, but I won't. And if I did change, I doubt it would be for the better."

Saneyuki was exasperated by the dismissive reply. "You're so cynical for someone so young. Don't you have any ambition?"

"I'm better suited to tilling fields."

"What! Are you serious?"

"What if I am?"

"You don't understand yourself at all," Saneyuki stated flatly. Shintaro glared at him.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

Saneyuki glared back, unflinching. "A sword suits your hand better than a hoe. When you wield a sword, you're like a fierce god. It would be a crime to let you waste away in some rural field. Isn't it your destiny to become the greatest swordsman in the country and a beacon for all who aspire to the way of the sword?"

Shintaro couldn't help but laugh. "'Destiny' is a pretty big word. But you'd do well not to forget that I was born and raised in a farmer's family. The path of the sword might lead to killing people. It's far more meaningful to get covered in mud growing crops that sustain human life."

"Then can you cast aside your sword? Right here, right now."

"What?" Shintaro stopped in his tracks, so surprised that the others halted as well. Saneyuki stared at him, not yielding an inch.

"Isn't it the only dream you've ever had? If you can throw it away and not feel an emptiness in your heart, then I won't say another word. Go on, throw it away. But if your chest feels like a gaping hole afterward, then pick it up and move forward."

Shintaro was speechless, his hand trembling on the hilt of his sword.

It was clear he had lost the argument. He had dreamed through the sword, only to have his future cut off by it, and had tried to save his own heart by denying the path he'd walked. But he couldn't throw it away. Just as Saneyuki said, he couldn't imagine himself living with a hoe in his hand instead of a sword.

How could he abandon it now, before he had even wielded his sword to its true potential? It was a fact that he was traveling with them now, lured by Sahei's words—*Don't you want to wield it to your heart's content?*—and the hot blood that surged through him whenever he gripped the hilt was just as real.

Shintaro let his hand fall from the scabbard, his shoulders slumping.

"I want to go back to being a farmer, but it's too late for that now. And I can't imagine that I, a man with no skill other than being a bodyguard, could ever be a beacon for anyone."

Relieved that Shintaro had chosen the path of the sword, Saneyuki smiled in satisfaction.

"Come to my dojo and be an instructor. There are mountains of people who need sword training."

Shintaro's eyes widened. "...You run a dojo?"

"Well, something like that. It's not grand enough to be called a dojo, but if need be, I can hang a sign. With your name on it, of course."

Shintaro was flustered by the unexpected offer. It seemed too good to be true. This group certainly didn't seem to be short on money, but Saneyuki's personal wealth didn't appear to be that great. He doubted the man could afford to make such a grand promise as handing over the name of a dojo. Or was he actually wealthy after all? He couldn't make sense of any of it.

So, Shintaro agonized over it for a moment. But then, a strange thought struck him, and he laughed.

*It doesn't matter if it's not real.*

Mana's love hadn't been real, either. And his own love, which lacked the ambition to fight for her, had probably been just as false. A fake should live as a fake, wrapped up in lies. The time to seek something real would be when he himself had become real.

Shintaro, who had been looking down, lifted his head.



    Chapter 11

    A Waking Dream

    On the day of the wedding, Mana sat before her vanity, facing her own reflection. With her hair elegantly styled and her face made up, she looked almost like a stranger. She felt a tension and anxiety she had never known. The party from the Tower had already arrived; all that was left was to put on her bridal hood and step outside, but even that felt like a monumental task.

"Mana, are you ready?" Saimon, dressed in a formal crested *hakama*, slid open the *fusuma* door, his movements restless. When Mana turned to face him, his expression twisted with a mixture of joy and sorrow.

"...The most beautiful bride in the three kingdoms. I'm so proud."

"Father." Mana smiled, but tears welled in the corners of her eyes.

"It is time for us to go." As Mana bowed her head, Saimon nodded repeatedly, fighting back his own tears.

It was a magnificent wedding procession. It stretched for half a *ri* from front to back, an unprecedented spectacle with fifty oxen pulling carts and a hundred horses. The sight of relatives, Tower officials, and dojo disciples forming the line was overwhelming to all who watched.

Everyone thought that the life Mana had chosen was the right one. Neither Mana nor Saimon ever doubted it. It was the dream of every young woman to marry into wealth and status. Mana, who had achieved this dream, was the object of envy for all the girls in town.

That night.

After the grand ceremony concluded, Mana performed a ritual purification and waited for Razan in the Tower Master's bedchamber, sitting formally in a single white kimono. In truth, the wedding night made her more nervous than the ceremony itself. Determined not to make any mistakes, she repeatedly ran her fingers through her hair, retying it again and again. It would be disheveled soon enough, but the beginning was what mattered most.

Eventually, Razan entered the chamber, also dressed in a simple white *kinagashi*. He sat formally opposite Mana and took her hand. Without a word, he pulled her toward him and pushed her down onto the futon.

Just as Mana wondered if he wouldn't say a single word, their lips met, and her kimono was removed. As her body grew hot from the repeated kisses and caresses, Razan whispered in her ear.

"I'm glad you came. To be honest, I had given up."

"...What?"

"When I saw you in town, you were looking at one man with such pure, direct eyes. I found that beautiful. I had the greedy thought that I might make that devoted gaze my own. How foolish of me."

Mana stared in astonishment at Razan, who had suddenly chosen to say such things in the middle of their intimacy. Razan met her gaze with a cynical smile.

"I have no objection to taking you as my wife. But the passion I felt when I first saw you has faded. It's a shame; had you refused me, my passion would have only grown stronger. I am a man of my word. I was sincere when I said I wished for your happiness. I never said it to try and win your heart. If you had remained true to your pure love, I would have done anything for your happiness. Because that is the kind of woman I fell for."

His unexpected words left Mana shaken. In Razan's seemingly gentle eyes, she could clearly feel a cold, detached emotion.

"Were you lured by status and money? Or was it this face? ...Mana-dono, the women who flock to me for those things are as numerous as the stars. It is a great pity that you were just one among them. But I will take care of you. It seems you at least protected your purity."

After this confession, Razan took Mana's virginity. Mana cried. Was it from the pain that pierced her body, or from the knowledge that she had disappointed Razan?

No. She cried for the dim path that stretched out before her.

*A woman who had only protected her purity.*

How could she love him after being told something like that? How could she not be furious at a remark that implied her only value lay in her virginity?

Razan would take care of her, she knew. But that would only mean guaranteeing a life free from financial hardship and maintaining her affairs so as not to bring shame upon the wife of the Tower Master.

The sweet, romantic life she had imagined would never come to be. From tomorrow, a tasteless, empty life would surely begin.

Mana despaired at this certain premonition.

The next morning, Mana awoke alone. She pulled the kimono from her bedside over her shoulders and stared at the *shoji* screen, where the faint morning sun was filtering through. Her eyes were vacant.

"Why did you marry me?" she had asked Razan as he was leaving the room the night before.

"If it's the same no matter whom I marry," he had said, "then I'm better off with a woman I fell for at least once."

Mana had come to Razan expecting the same depth of love she had received from Shintaro. She had reasoned that if two men were equally handsome and their feelings equally strong, it was only natural to choose the one with better prospects. But that was just the excuse of someone blinded by immediate desire. This was her penance for abandoning a love nurtured over three years, for changing her heart for a man she had met only once.

Mana thought of Shintaro and began to cry again. Even after she had betrayed him so cruelly, the way he looked at her had never changed. He had left silently, without blaming anyone. *He* was the man who could have loved all of her. There were so few people in the world who would love your ugly parts. There was no such thing as an equal love.

Mana finally understood, but the time she had lost would never return.

***

Meanwhile, Shintaro, who had decided to live by the sword, felt his heart lighten. He bid farewell to the days spent endlessly looking back and turned toward a future where a glimmer of light had begun to appear. Reflected in his eyes was a sky that seemed to hold the entire world on his side. Sahei's words, "The world is wide," now resonated within him as a tangible reality.

It was all thanks to Saneyuki, Shintaro thought with sincere gratitude. But Saneyuki just scratched his head, looking troubled.

"No, not at all. I was struggling with a lack of good people, so you're actually the one helping me out. There's no need to thank me."

It seemed he wasn't lying. The dojo they visited on their journey was dilapidated. In the distance, Shintaro noticed a black tower that looked remarkably similar to the one in the capital, but the state of the dojo was even more concerning. The garden was poorly tended, the roof tiles looked as if they hadn't been replaced in years, and the peeling plaster on the walls had been left to crumble.

"Disciples?"

"Oh, we have quite a few of those. About fifty or sixty."

Shintaro's eyes widened. The Hokura dojo had two hundred disciples even during its slowest times. He was grateful to be welcomed as an instructor, but it seemed the road ahead would be fraught with difficulty. He surveyed the inside of the dojo once more and gave the floor a light stomp.

It was old but solidly built—sufficient for ordinary training. But it was an unreliable foundation for Shintaro to unleash his true abilities. His legs were capable of superhuman leaps, and the force of his steps could sometimes even splinter rock. To withstand that, the floor needed to be thick and flexible.

Shintaro turned to Saneyuki with an apologetic look. "Normal practice would be fine here, but a match would be difficult. Is there anywhere we could use outdoors?"

Saneyuki gave him an odd look. Of course he would; he was a very sensible man. It never would have occurred to him that the floor might break from a simple step.

"It's not that there isn't a place... but this should be more than enough, right?"

"Want to try a match here, knowing you'll have to bear the loss?" Shintaro's tone implied it was a bad idea, which only fueled Saneyuki's competitive spirit.

"Fine. I accept your challenge, and the risk that comes with it."

A few minutes later, Saneyuki wished he had refused.

The floor screamed under Shintaro's very first step. Saneyuki registered the unpleasant sound, but he was in the middle of a match. He couldn't afford to be distracted. Shintaro had leaped nearly to the ceiling and was now brandishing his wooden sword, gliding down like a hawk.

Saneyuki scrambled to dodge. Shintaro's swing cut through the empty air, creating a gale that slammed into the wall. The entire building shook with a *creak*. Not only Saneyuki, but also Sahei, who had been watching silently, broke into a cold sweat and instinctively grabbed a pillar.

Next, as his feet touched the floor, Shintaro spun without pause and sliced through the air. The wooden sword cut through the scenery like a real blade, splitting the hanging scroll on the far wall clean in two. The scroll was nearly twenty *shaku*—about six meters—away, but distance seemed to be meaningless.

*The dojo is going to break!*

Screaming inwardly, Saneyuki decided there was no surrender more pathetic than this, but he cast aside all pretense and prostrated himself on the floor.

"I give up, I give up! Please, stop!"

Shintaro, who had been about to step forward for another strike, barely managed to halt his foot. He lowered his arm and apologized.

"My apologies. I didn't mean to threaten you... but this is what happens when I swing without regard for form. I'm not really suited to be a dojo instructor."

Shintaro looked pitiful even to Saneyuki, as if to say how ridiculous it was that he was even trying to become one. Saneyuki also thought it wouldn't be right for this rundown dojo to be the final stop for a man who had sealed his own sword for the sake of a single woman.

"I can't spend much money, but I have some manpower. I'll make the dojo look presentable, at least. I'll also set up an outdoor training area. How about we agree on that?"

Of course, the Imperial Court was waiting beyond that, but he wouldn't mention it here. He didn't want to make Shintaro unnecessarily wary. The Emperor, too, had been vague. But Saneyuki had no choice but to trust what he could clearly see.

Shintaro, knowing nothing of this, saw no reason to refuse and nodded. A future that had been taken from him was now within his grasp, even if it was just a facsimile. If it was mutually beneficial, there was no reason to hesitate.

*I'll become a swordsman renowned throughout the West.*

Though he felt it was an audacious dream for someone like him, Shintaro made his resolve.



    Chapter 12

    Western Capital

    Since Saneyuki needed to stay behind to arrange the dojo repairs, the group decided to remain in the Western Capital for a while.

"The Western Capital is a fine place, you know? You should take your time and see the sights," Saneyuki said with a broad smile. For Shintaro, however, who was accustomed to city life, there was little new to see. In its place, he heard plenty of gossip, mainly because about seventy percent of the people on the street called out to him.

The gossip was all trivial: the cloth merchant's son had ruined himself gambling, a neighborhood cat had given birth to seven kittens, the price of dried goods had gone up, and so on.

Just now, a man in his forties or fifties approached him.

"Haven't seen your face around here. Where are you from? I'm the master carpenter over there. If you're looking for work, why not come work for me?"

"I'm afraid I'm already set, thank you."

"Oh, is that so? Where at?"

"The dojo just down the road."

"What, that place? Well, can't be helped then."

A woman who appeared to be the proprietress of an inn was sprinkling water in front of her establishment. She called out to him as well.

"Sir, won't you stop in for a while? I don't know where you're from, but you have a handsome face. If you'd like, you could train as a chef in my kitchen."

"...Why?"

"I just have a feeling that if you were standing in my kitchen, customers would come flocking. No good?"

"My apologies, but I'm to be employed at the dojo down the road."

"Oh, is that so. My mistake. Well then, it can't be helped."

After a few more similar conversations, Shintaro began to grow weary of it. He decided it would be better to either ignore people or turn the questions back on them. At that very moment, a man pulling a rickshaw called out to him.

"Hey, brother! Where'd you come from?"

"I'm tired of repeating myself to every person in this neighborhood. If you want to know, grab anyone and ask them."

"Wahahaha! My apologies. The folks around here are a bit sensitive to outsiders. Plus, with a guy as conspicuous as you, it can't be helped."

Shintaro eyed the man skeptically. "Conspicuous?"

"You betcha. You stand out. I'll bet you're popular with the ladies. I'm envious."

Shintaro, unsure of how to react or what to say, could only manage a wry smile.

***

While Shintaro was dealing with this, Kiku slapped the back of Saneyuki, who was busy inspecting the dojo for repairs.

"Hey! What happened to Shintaro?"

"Whoa! What was that for? You scared me."

"Don't 'what was that for' me! Is it really okay to leave him by himself?!"

"He's not a child."

"That's not what I'm talking about. I'm worried *because* he's not a child, you get it?"

"What do you mean?"

"If we let him wander the town alone, there's no telling where he might find out about us."

At Kiku's words, Saneyuki's face went pale. "D-do you think we can make it if we go get him now?"

Kiku bonked him on the head. "You idiot! It'll be a miracle if we do!"

***

Unfortunately, Kiku's worries were well-founded. It happened while Shintaro was taking a break at a teahouse, sitting on a long bench covered with a red felt carpet.

"You're a handsome one, brother," a girl working at the shop said, approaching him. She placed a block of sweet bean jelly on the bench and sat down beside him.

"This is on me. I haven't seen you around here before. Where are you from?"

"From the Eastern Capital."

"Oh, that's far. What brings you here? Sightseeing?"

"That's part of it, but I was thinking of settling here for a while."

"Really?! Did you find a job?" the girl exclaimed, leaning forward eagerly. Shintaro, slightly taken aback, nodded.

"Someone offered to hire me at the dojo down the road, so I came to check it out. But it needs repairs, so I won't actually start until around next year."

"Wow! That's exciting! So what are you doing until then?"

"I'll head back once, then travel north for a bit."

"I see. ...That dojo down the road, that's the young master's place, right?"

"Young master?"

"Yeah. Saneyuki-san."

"Ah—so that's what they call him."

"Huh? Oh, yeah, most people do. He's friendly and a good person, you know? If you're going to live somewhere, this is definitely the place. The East is so hard to live in, isn't it?"

Shintaro frowned. He had never once thought the East was difficult to live in. "Not particularly."

At his mild denial, the girl's eyes widened in surprise. "I heard the taxes in the East are high. Is that not true?"

"What?"

"They say merchants pay thirty percent of their sales, and farmers pay forty percent of their harvest."

"That's correct, but—"

"See, I knew it! Here, it's just ten percent for both sales and harvest!" the girl said, tapping Shintaro's arm. "Plus, in years with a poor harvest or when someone is bedridden for a long time, the taxes are waived. Isn't that wonderful?"

Now it was Shintaro's turn for his eyes to widen. "Is that so? But why is it so different?"

"Because our Tower Master is a great man. He's different from the one in the East!"

At the words "Tower Master," Shintaro's heart, needless to say, skipped a beat. "...Tower Master?"

"That's right. Masaki Sanetsugu-sama. He's poor, mind you. But that's why the people are well-off." The girl then pointed into the distance. "See that over there? The black Tower."

In the direction she pointed, he could indeed see a black tower, very similar to the one in the Eastern Capital.

"Just like the one in the East is called the Silver Tower, the one in the West is called the Iron Tower. Did you know?"

"The Iron... Tower." Shintaro stood up and stared at the distant structure. It wasn't that he was uneducated, but he had never known there were two Towers in this country.

The black tusk piercing the sky. Its quiet, firmly rooted presence was no different from the one in the East.

*Can I make it here?* he wondered, a wave of anxiety washing over him. The different color was a small mercy, but still...

"Anyway, if you're going to be working for the young master, shouldn't you go and pay your respects to his father? Or have you already?"

Shintaro froze and turned back to the girl. "What do you mean?"

"Huh? What do you mean 'what do you mean'? It's just as I said."

"Meaning?"

"The young master is the heir to the Tower Master, isn't he? So..."

Shintaro felt the ground beneath his feet lurch. He hastily pulled some coins from his tunic and placed them on the bench. "Thank you for the treat."

"Hey, wait! The jelly was on the house!" The girl desperately called after Shintaro as he hurried away, but he moved as fast as the wind and vanished in an instant.

***

Shintaro stood before the dojo gate. He hadn't decided what he was going to do; he had simply run here on impulse. He was agitated, far from calm. He sighed, looked down, and turned on his heel.

He wandered aimlessly through the town, occasionally calling out to passersby and gathering scraps of rumors about the Tower. The answers were all the same. The Tower Master and the young master were good people, and though the Tower's finances were strained, the townspeople lived relatively prosperous lives. It was a blessing, they all said.

Another thing he realized was how unusually close the people were to them. It was unthinkable in the East, where only a select few even knew the Tower Master's face.

*Masaki Saneyuki is nothing like Kagasaki Razan.*

Shintaro thought this, yet he still felt a powerful resistance deep inside—proof that he hadn't completely severed his lingering feelings for Mana. He laughed at himself as he hurried through the town. *I thought I'd put it all behind me, but I'm not over it at all.*

He looked up to see the setting sun casting long shadows across the road. Creeping toward him was the shadow of the Tower itself. Seeing it, he realized that the two Towers were not just similar; they were the same.

Shintaro trembled. His feet, which had stopped in desperation, were now frozen to the ground. The shadow was just one step away. His heart was in turmoil, trapped in a desperate situation that filled him with dread.

*If only I could step into this shadow without feeling a thing, just like the people passing by.*

Shintaro closed his eyes, making a fervent wish.

*If I can step on this shadow without feeling a thing, then I can bid Mana a final farewell. I can move on without any regrets in this life.*

As Shintaro stood there, lost in his intense thoughts, a voluptuous woman emerged from the twilight and sidled up to him.

"Hey there, handsome. Care to have a little fun?"

Shintaro frowned, his expression asking what this was all about. "I'll give you a special discount because you're so good-looking. Hmm, I might even pay *you*. What do you say? I'll buy you for a high price."

"...Buy what?"

"Oh, don't be like that. 'What' do you think? It's *that*, of course."

"Huh?" As Shintaro stood there utterly confused, someone suddenly tugged on his sleeve.

"What do you think you're doing?! A man like you shouldn't be wandering around alone at this hour!" It was Kiku. The other woman immediately pouted.

"Oh, please. Is he one of your clients, Sister Kiku?"

"No! You idiot!"

"Then don't get in my way."

"Can't do that! Go find someone else!"

The woman shrugged and reluctantly turned away. "What a shame. It's been a while since I've seen such a high-quality man."

After the woman left, Kiku grabbed Shintaro's arm and began dragging him back. "You're such a handful! Hurry up and walk."

"S-sorry. What was that all about, anyway?"

"She's a prostitute. Can't you tell just by looking?"

Shintaro's eyes widened, and in the next instant, his face turned beet red. It was Kiku's turn to be surprised.

"So innocent. You don't have any experience, do you?"

Shintaro grew even redder and fell silent. Kiku looked at him, exasperated.

"And you must have been so popular... you even had a fiancée, right? I heard from Sahei. You get dumped because you don't do anything. You're such an idiot."

Her blunt words wounded Shintaro deeply. It wasn't as if he had done *absolutely nothing*. They had kissed often and had done things that were close to being intimate. He had just never gone all the way.

"She said she wanted to protect her purity. I couldn't do anything more than that," he finally retorted.

Kiku just laughed it off. "At that rate, you'll never do anything in your entire life."

At her scathing criticism, Shintaro fell silent for good.



    Chapter 13

    Azalea Garden

    Even after they returned to the inn, Shintaro remained completely silent. It wasn't Kiku's words that were bothering him. He was trying to figure out why Saneyuki would bother staying at an inn with them when his family home was right here in the city.

He could guess why Saneyuki hadn't revealed his identity—so as not to use his title to coerce Shintaro into accepting his offer, for instance. Or to prevent selfish motives from tainting a pure aspiration. But now their interests were aligned, and they had seen the dojo and made the key arrangements. There didn't seem to be any reason to hide it any longer. Was there something else?

He couldn't help but briefly recall the story he had told Sahei about his past. But love and work were two different things. The personal feelings of a swordsman they were about to hire were none of their concern. Shintaro had his own livelihood to think about; he had no intention of letting his private affairs interfere.

At the dinner table, Shintaro surreptitiously watched Saneyuki, who sat diagonally across from him. *Perhaps the timing of his confession was just delayed,* he considered. *If I keep pretending I don't know, he'll probably tell me within the next few days.*

Next, he looked at Shion. He'd heard from the town gossip that the Tower's finances weren't in good shape, yet their journey was quite elegant. He deduced that the money was almost certainly coming from her. She was undoubtedly the daughter of a very wealthy family. Furthermore, for a man who was the next Tower Master to be so deferential to her, he either owed her a great deal of money or had been promised a substantial donation in the future.

Shintaro lowered his eyes.

He worried the burden must be heavy for her shoulders. She was still young enough to be called a girl, and so delicate. On top of that, she was blind. But he was in no position to meddle, so Shintaro did not raise his gaze.

***

When Shintaro finished his meal and was the first to leave the room, Kiku, who had been waiting for the opportunity, nudged Saneyuki's arm with her elbow.

"So?"

"Huh? What about?" Kiku slapped him hard on the back.

"Don't give me that clueless look! You think he doesn't know?"

"W-well... I can't say for sure."

"Oh, for goodness' sake. You're finished if you can't even figure that much out."

"What about you, sis?"

"I'm fine. It's not like I'm the heir or anything."

Saneyuki looked down, his expression pained. "In any case, I have to tell him soon. I can't keep it a secret, and it would be impossible to anyway."

"Let's just hope it doesn't turn into a big mess," Sahei interjected.

Saneyuki looked at him and smiled. "It might be easier than we think. If his spirit is weak enough to crumble over something like this, then no matter how strong he is..." He trailed off, but Sahei understood his meaning and nodded.

***

The next morning, the entrance to the inn was in an uproar. Sahei went to investigate and asked the innkeeper what was happening, only to be astonished to learn that a crowd of young women from the town had gathered.

"They're demanding to see the young man the young master brought with him, and they won't listen to reason. Could you please do something about it?"

It seemed that after just one short walk through town, Shintaro had already become the subject of rumors. A dozen or so girls were peering into the inn with hopeful eyes.

Sahei sighed and stepped forward.

"He is an important guest, so I cannot permit any meetings. Please take your leave."

As expected, the girls began to complain, but Sahei paid them no mind. Then, the girl from the teahouse stepped forward.

"I have official business, you know! See this? I came to return the money he overpaid me."

But Sahei was undeterred. He swiftly snatched the coins from the girl's hand.

"I will return it on his behalf."

"Hey! That's mean!"

"Arguing is pointless. You're disturbing the inn. Leave at once."

"Can't you be a little more flexible?"

"No."

"That's why you're still single, Sahei-san!"

"Shut up!"

Enduring their taunts, Sahei somehow managed to drive the girls away.

Shintaro happened to witness this scene as he approached the entrance. The commotion had drawn him out, but when he realized he was the cause, he quickly pressed his back against the wall to hide.

Once the entrance was quiet again, Shintaro cautiously emerged.

"My apologies."

Sahei looked at him with a grim expression, wondering what to do. "It's hardly your fault."

"No, it was my fault for insisting on paying when she said the jelly was on the house."

"...I don't think that's the issue here."

"You're quite friendly with the townspeople."

Sahei's eyes widened at the abrupt change of topic. He couldn't tell if Shintaro was genuinely unaware of his own popularity or was deliberately avoiding the subject. But, well, it didn't really matter. Sahei decided to answer the question directly.

"That's the way it is here. Everyone who lives in the same town is like family."

Shintaro lowered his gaze slightly. Then he began to ask, "That family—" but stopped himself. Sahei looked at him, puzzled.

"Something wrong?"

"No." Shintaro turned on his heel and quickly disappeared into the back of the inn.

*Does that family not betray you?*

That was what he had been about to ask. Shintaro pressed a hand to his chest, unable to bear the recurring pain. The betrayal of the man he had revered like a father and the woman he had believed would be his wife was not a wound that a little time could heal. The memory of Saimon's cold expression on that day came flooding back with vivid clarity the moment he closed his eyes.

*I want to forget.*

He knew that would be the ultimate revenge, but for Shintaro, whose heart was filled with nothing but a desire for it, that was an impossible task.

As he was struggling with these thoughts, he sensed someone approaching. He tensed, but then immediately relaxed. It was Shion, making her way slowly down the corridor. She stopped, as if sensing his presence.

"Who is that there?" Shion's eyes were wavering as she questioned the presence. It was a busy inn, with many people coming and going. She must have felt anxious.

"Where is Nana-dono? It's dangerous for you to be alone," he said.

Recognizing his voice, Shion's face brightened. "I have to let her and Saneyuki-san have some time alone together once in a while. It would be a pity otherwise."

"Huh?"

"Oh, you didn't know? Oh dear, I was so sure you'd been told... I'm sorry. The two of them have promised to marry. It was a love that began with Saneyuki-san falling for her at first sight. Isn't it wonderful?"

Shion recounted the story with a dreamy look in her eyes, but Shintaro was surprised. There was clearly an age gap of about a decade between them. Still, he could understand why Saneyuki had chosen Nana. She was considerate and, despite her frank personality, had a reserved side. Above all, she seemed devoted. She would surely make a good wife.

"Saneyuki-dono has a good eye."

At his casual remark, Shion's expression softened into a gentle smile. "Oh, yes, you're right. To have noticed Nana, he certainly does have a good eye."

Watching her smile, Shintaro felt a strange sensation. Shion looked genuinely happy when she praised Nana.

"Do you like Nana-dono?"

He asked without thinking, and Shion nodded honestly. "Yes, I love her... Why do you ask?"

Shintaro gently reached out to Shion, who had tilted her head in question. Her small, white, soft hand was completely enveloped by his. Avoiding her bewildered gaze, he gently pulled her along.

"There's an Azalea Garden in the back. Let's go."

***

It was the back garden he had invited her to, a simple way to pass the time so as not to disturb Saneyuki and Nana. White and crimson azaleas were in full bloom, glistening with dew from a light rain that had fallen at dawn. Describing the scene to her, Shintaro stopped in the middle of the garden and let go of her hand.

Shion felt a pang of disappointment, but a moment later, her hand was taken again. Startled, she felt a cold droplet on her fingertips.

"This one flower is purple. Strange, isn't it?"

"Oh, my! You haven't picked it?"

"No, I haven't."

"Good." Shion touched the flower carefully, so as not to damage it. Shintaro watched her profile, thinking how beautiful she was. The girl, pure to the very core of her soul, was almost transparent and seemed to glow against the purple azalea.

Shintaro tore his gaze away from her. He was on the verge of understanding why Nana, Saneyuki, Kiku, and Sahei adored her, and the realization suddenly frightened him.

They walked in the garden for about half an hour before returning to their room. Shion was her usual self, striking up a casual conversation with Nana, but Shintaro seemed out of place, staring out the window with a distant look.



    Chapter 14

    An Empty Heart

    One day, about half a year after Mana was married, the servants were bustling about their work. Feeling something was amiss, Mana peeked her head out of the room where she usually kept to herself. Just then, the head maid passed by in the corridor, and Mana called out to her.

"Is something happening?"

The head maid, a woman nearing fifty, quickly knelt and bowed her head. "Forgive me, but it is not my place to explain. The Tower Master will be here shortly. Please wait a little while."

Mana's expression clouded over. Her husband rarely visited her after their wedding night, so the reason for his visit now was surely about work. The thought was deflating. Mana's daily routine consisted of little more than greeting the servants. The rest of her time was spent in her room practicing calligraphy, preparing tea, or arranging flowers. She never saw Razan during these times.

It had been about two weeks since he had last shared her bed, and they hadn't met at all in the interim. Their relationship could hardly be called a marriage. Razan came only when he desired, and left as soon as he had dispassionately finished his business. Mana felt like a mistress. The only saving grace was that they were exclusive to each other.

Just as Mana finished preparing herself, Razan arrived. His everyday kimono was already of fine quality, but today he wore one that was a cut above the rest.

"Today, we will be receiving envoys from the Emperor in Kyo. I will have the head maid bring you a kimono later, so please get changed."

"The Emperor?"

Razan nodded. "The Emperor is the one who rules over the entire country. The envoys are the Imperial Military Advisor and the Imperial Court Chief. They are men who stand above me."

Mana was astonished; this was the first she had heard of it. "Isn't the Tower Master the highest authority?"

"I am third. I am the head of this capital, of course, but there is also a capital in the West. Naturally, it has a Tower as well. It is only fitting that there be someone to unite the two Towers. This Tower itself would not exist without the Emperor."

"I had no idea."

"Only those entrusted with the country's most important positions know of this. It is so that we may act as a shield should the country be attacked. If the Emperor falls, the country falls. As my wife, you must understand this from now on."

Razan took a piece of paper from his tunic.

"The Imperial Military Advisor is the country's strategist, while the Imperial Court Chief commands and leads the military. Their names are Nanafushi Ryoji and Miyake Kanzo, respectively. Nanafushi-sama is in his late forties. Miyake-sama is in his mid-sixties. The details of their preferences and interests are written here, so please read it carefully."

"And what is it that I am to do?"

"You need only smile silently by my side. However, should you be addressed, you must respond appropriately. Above all, be careful not to mispronounce their names. That is the one thing I must insist upon."

"I understand. Still, this is all very sudden."

"It is an unannounced inspection, so it cannot be helped."

"An unannounced inspection...?"

"They are here to investigate the peace and stability of the capital."

"I see," Mana said, her face expressionless as she averted her gaze. Seeing this, Razan gave a faint smile.

"Is there something you are displeased with?"

Mana's shoulders twitched. She fought to keep her voice steady as she replied quietly, "No. If you cannot understand, then it is fine."

"Hmph. I do not understand. You desired wealth and status, and you obtained them. To demand love as well is simply greedy."

Mana glared at Razan, her eyes sharp. "What did you say?"

But Razan didn't flinch, meeting her glare with his own. "Look at me. Because of my status as Tower Master and my wealth, love keeps its distance. It is the way of the world that to gain one thing, you must cast another aside. Are we not both unloved? Or would you have me believe you would have chosen me even if I were an ordinary man, without the title of Tower Master?"

Mana looked down, unable to answer. Razan gave a wry smile and looked away.

"It is a luxury to complain. If you want to be loved, then cast everything aside and go wherever you please. The price will be high, but that, too, cannot be helped."

Razan stood, turned his back, and stopped before the sliding door. "I cannot do that. I am responsible for the lives of every person in the Eastern Capital, so I can run nowhere. But you are free."

After he opened the door and departed, Mana stared after him in a daze for some time.

There were too many things Mana could not cast aside. Chief among them was her father, Saimon. If she selfishly chose her own path now, her family would be ruined. They would be unable to remain in the capital. She would not only lose her status and wealth but also bring misfortune upon her parents. Was there any love worth obtaining at such a cost? It was an impossibly difficult question to answer.

Even if Shintaro forgave and accepted her, what would happen then? At first, their love would be enough. But there was no guarantee how long it would last. If they found themselves struggling to survive, could she endure it?

Mana couldn't even imagine it. She had never experienced poverty like Shintaro had. And so, her conclusion inevitably returned to the same place: "One cannot live on love alone." In truth, it would have been more accurate to say, "I do not possess a love strong enough to be my reason to survive," but she was not yet enlightened enough to realize that.

The only thing she knew with absolute certainty was that "Shintaro would never forgive her."

She had no choice but to accept that it was too late to turn back. This was the path she had chosen, a decision made by facing reality and thinking rationally. This was what it meant to be an adult.

Mana held her breath and closed her eyes, trying to solidify her resolve. A part of her knew this wasn't resolve, but resignation, but she pushed the thought away.

***

Meanwhile, Razan, having left Mana, walked down the corridor, his thoughts on the woman who was his wife. He was certain that at this very moment, she was wavering, torn between leaving and staying. And yet, the fact that he felt no pain at all was surely because he could not stop his feelings for her from cooling.

Mana thought only of being loved and fulfilled. She was oblivious to the loneliness of the man who had become her husband, never asked about his past, never even pitied him. Her only concerns were how to live more securely, how to avoid causing her father sorrow. In other words, she was completely self-absorbed. Her only goal was to avoid being hurt herself.

Having glimpsed the true nature of the woman who was now his wife, Razan sighed heavily. It had been disappointing enough to learn that her devoted gaze had been a sham, but the more he learned, the more flaws he saw. It couldn't be helped. And as he understood her, he began to understand the man she had once yearned for. That man, too, must have possessed some quality, some advantage that others lacked. His appearance had certainly been good, Razan recalled with a nod.

He chided himself for his poor judgment of women, yet wished that, as his wife, she would at least make an effort to love him. He knew that this, too, was a selfish thought, but he couldn't help it. He was starved for some kind of emotional connection.

He was sure she would be pleased if he whispered sweet words of love to her, but he had no desire for such an easy affection. Her very attitude—that she would not love unless she was loved—was unforgivable. If possible, he wanted to be loved with a strength that was almost suffocating. He wanted to know the taste of a love that expected nothing in return.

Razan gazed down at the capital from a window in the Tower. The city was approaching the peak of its prosperity. What lay beyond? Decline, or continuation? Did the people who came and went in those streets know what love was?

The questions only multiplied, but the answers remained unheard. In the emptiness of that silence, he too closed his eyes.



    Chapter 15

    A Cowardly Sword

    "Wouldn't it be better for you to get to know the disciples better?"

Just as the group was preparing to leave the Western Capital and head north, Shion made this suggestion, forcing them to pause their departure. It wasn't that Saneyuki hadn't considered it, but with Shion's journey being their top priority, he couldn't justify it. He had kept the thought to himself, so he was both surprised and pleased by her proposal.

"Are you sure?"

"Of course. We can travel anytime, but this is an important period for Shintaro-sama. Once it passes, it won't come back."

And so, it was decided that Shintaro would begin helping the disciples with the repair work the very next day. However, Shintaro was not pleased that things were moving forward without giving him any time to prepare. He was being introduced as an instructor at an age where he was still considered a greenhorn, to men he had never met. He was greatly concerned about how the disciples would react.

Perhaps because of this, when Shintaro went to bed that night, he had a dream of the past.

***

It was the spring of his seventeenth year, the morning he was preparing to leave for the Hokura dojo.

"I'm sure you already know this, but you must act like everyone else, do you understand?" his mother had said, her voice laced with worry.

Shintaro had simply nodded in silence.

He had been an ordinary boy, just a little stronger and faster than the other children, until the age of eleven, when rumors of his abilities began to spread far and wide. It was around that time he had started to become aware of the power welling up inside him.

One day, Shintaro found himself captivated by a cliff he happened to glance up at. As he studied the rocks jutting out from its face, he felt that if he kicked off them in sequence, he could soar high into the sky.

"To the top of that cliff..." Before he could finish the thought, his body was already moving on its own.

From that day on, he found he couldn't suppress his power unless he consciously focused on it. It was around this time that people started saying he was possessed by a demon. It was also when rumors began to circulate that when he held a wooden sword, he fought with the eyes of a lion and moved like a dragon.

These unwanted rumors brought invitations from dojos near and far, but Shintaro refused them all. He wanted to use the power he had gained to help his parents. Farming was hard labor; the more hands, the better.

But his parents had told him, "It's not so bad to go out into the world instead of spending your whole life here. That power of yours... surely the gods gave it to you so you could become a great swordsman."

Persuaded, Shintaro had reluctantly toured various dojos to choose a place to train. But they all seemed much the same, and he was hesitant to choose one based solely on its fame. It was then that his eyes fell upon the Hokura dojo. He had fallen in love at first sight with the girl walking beside the dojo master.

As a motive for pursuing the way of the sword, it was impure, but his love for her had been genuine.

***

Shintaro awoke from the dream, sitting up and gasping for breath. He was surrounded by an unfamiliar ceiling, an earthen floor, and a wooden door. It was a room in a tenement house he had hastily moved into the night before. The reason he was alone in such a place was that, just last night, Saneyuki had finally told him he was the heir to the Tower Master.

"I've gotten to know your character from traveling with you, and I've heard many things from the townspeople. I hold no distrust toward you," Shintaro had replied.

Saneyuki and the others had laughed in relief. In the end, what they had been most concerned about was the state of Shintaro's broken heart.

Shintaro gave a wry smile. They were too kind, worrying about the personal affairs of a man they had hired as a bodyguard. He thought that if Kagasaki Razan possessed even a fraction of their compassion, he would never have done something like fall for a woman who was already spoken for. He should have easily imagined how much misery he would cause the other man if the woman chose him. Razan, who had done so without a second thought, was clearly lacking something as a human being.

After their conversation, Saneyuki and the others had quickly moved with Shion into the Tower. They reasoned that if they were going to be staying in the West for a while, they needed to save on lodging costs, and they couldn't keep a blind girl like Shion in a busy inn indefinitely. But Shintaro had dug in his heels, declaring, "It's out of the question for me to live in the Tower, even temporarily," and had them find him a vacant room in a tenement house instead.

Shintaro sighed once more, then counted the coins in his purse, calculating a remittance for his parents. He had been diligently saving the salary he received each day as a bodyguard, intending to send it from his new home.

After getting ready, he immediately went into town, bought some souvenirs, and had them bundled with the money to be sent by courier.

He hadn't sent any word home, but he was sure the news of his broken engagement with Mana had reached them. In any case, he hadn't contacted them since the betrothal, so they must have been worried. He hoped this would set their minds at ease, at least a little.

***

At the dojo where Shintaro was headed, the disciples had already gathered. There were two teenage boys, fourteen young men in their twenties, and thirty-one men in their thirties and forties. Today, they were supposed to start by weeding and pruning the garden trees, but the main topic of conversation was Shintaro, their new instructor.

"If the young master recommends him, I suppose we have no choice, but rumor has it he's quite young. Can he really handle the job?" a thirty-year-old named Yosuke remarked.

An older man named Yagami grunted. He was forty-five and served as the acting instructor. "Let's put him to the test. Let's see what he can do."

As they were talking, Shintaro walked through the gate. He was not only young but also had an impressive bearing that intimidated the disciples. The man had an undeniable presence. "No wonder the girls in town are making a fuss," one disciple muttered, which prompted another to ask, "They're making a fuss?" while others looked on with envy.

"Forget about tending the garden. I'd like to request a match," one of them said, stepping forward.

One by one, others followed, approaching Shintaro. Ignoring the weeding, they moved the proceedings to the training hall.

***

Shintaro never lost. And yet, his movements were somehow stiff and awkward.

He adhered strictly to the fundamentals, his sword technique flawless and showing no openings, but he seemed overly concerned with his footing.

Yagami stroked his chin. "Hmm," he said, observing Shintaro with a look of suspicion. Then, he slowly rose to his feet.

"Shintaro-dono. I will be your next opponent."

Shintaro looked at the man named Yagami. Yagami stared back. Shintaro had already faced more than a dozen men, yet his breathing was even. Yagami smiled at this.

"You seem distracted. These men are facing you with all their seriousness. Is that not disrespectful?"

Shintaro lowered his eyes slightly. "...My apologies."

"If you are truly sorry, then do not hold back. Well, I suppose the men who lose to you while you're holding back are a pathetic lot themselves."

Having spoken harshly to both Shintaro and the disciples, Yagami immediately took a stance with his wooden sword.

"That won't work on me."

With a *thud*, he stomped on the floor and unleashed a sharp blow. Shintaro, parrying it instantly, gauged Yagami's strength and realized he couldn't be dealt with like the other disciples. But the memory of his mother's face, her voice telling him, "Act like an ordinary person," flashed in his mind, and it threw him off. The fact that they were in the training hall also put him at a disadvantage.

If his opponent had been Saneyuki, it would have been different. Saneyuki knew the situation, and it was his dojo. He would have been prepared for the potential damage. But Yagami was different. Moreover, the feeling that he could probably manage a draw with the man was another factor holding him back. Still, to be so reserved against someone who was taking the match seriously was indeed extremely rude.

Shintaro continued to exchange blows for several rounds, his mind in turmoil. As he fought, he came to a conclusion: as an instructor, perhaps he couldn't afford to deviate from the standard forms. In a corner of his mind, he remembered his time at the Hokura dojo. He realized that being 'ordinarily strong' was sometimes necessary, depending on the situation.

Yagami, seeing Shintaro suddenly shift to a purely defensive style that could almost be seen as fleeing, grumbled, "Is this the extent of his skill?"

*He must have been chosen for his potential, but to be an instructor when he's being pushed back by me...*

Cursing inwardly, Yagami intensified his attacks. He intended to beat him down and show him his place.

The wooden swords clashed, ringing out as they repelled each other. The two men took distance from the recoil and glared at each other for a moment. The disciples watching the match held their breath.

"Is that all you've got?" Yagami asked.

Shintaro's gaze flickered away slightly. Yagami's brow furrowed.

At that moment, a figure who had wandered in at some point was watching Shintaro's stubborn adherence to basic forms with a look of stunned disbelief. It was Saneyuki.

"Shintaro-dono!" Saneyuki cried out, unable to bear it any longer. All heads turned toward him.

"Take this outside!"



    Chapter 16

    Like a Lion

    At what could be called a word from on high, everyone followed Saneyuki out into the garden. Saneyuki ignored the fact that the weeds were still overgrown and faced Shintaro directly.



"Why are you clinging to form now?"



Shintaro replied, "Isn't that what a dojo is for?"



Saneyuki's expression grew pained. "I see. Well, I know there are other reasons, but listen, Shintaro-dono. I have an ulterior motive for inviting you to be our instructor."



Shintaro narrowed his eyes. It was rare to meet someone who would so openly admit to having an ulterior motive, but hearing such a thing from a man so foolishly honest and good-natured still didn't sit well.



"What is it?"



"To spread the name of this dojo throughout the country and draw people to the West."



"And what will you do once you've gathered them?"



"The population is proportional to our tax revenue. To maintain the ten percent rate, we need numbers."



"...And you're telling me to do that? I don't think I can."



"Of course not," Saneyuki scoffed, then fixed his gaze on Shintaro and murmured, "With the eyes of a lion, he dances like a dragon."



Shintaro was taken aback. As he stared, Saneyuki grinned.



"That's the rumor I heard about you five years ago. It was Sahei who said rumors tend to be exaggerated, but it was also Sahei who said you were even better than the rumors."



"What are you trying to say?"



"I want you to make that rumor a reality and spread it once more."



As soon as he finished speaking, Saneyuki drew the wooden sword from his hip and took a stance. Shintaro reflexively dropped into a low crouch, the tip of the wooden sword in his left hand touching the ground. The air instantly grew taut, and a heavy silence descended. This was not the Shintaro the disciples had seen in the training hall. The image of the swordsman who could only move according to form vanished, replaced by an intimidating presence, like a lion poised to strike.



The person whose eyes widened the most at this transformation was, of course, Yagami.



The wind even seemed to pick up. Yagami's eyes darted around, wondering if the fierce aura had drawn it in.



Saneyuki was faster and stronger than Yagami. A lesser opponent would have cried out in defeat after his first strike. But Shintaro dodged that blow and swept his sword low across the ground. The grass was torn up by the roots, scattering with clods of dirt. Saneyuki leaped back just in the nick of time.



Without a moment's pause, Shintaro kicked off the ground and soared into the air. He then kicked off a nearby pine tree to reverse his direction and glided toward Saneyuki like a hawk. Saneyuki's heart froze as he braced for the impact. As expected, both of their wooden swords shattered, and Saneyuki was thrown backward, landing hard on his rear.



"Ouch, ouch, ouch!"



"Are you alright?" Shintaro asked, but his concern only earned him a shout from Saneyuki, who was rubbing his lower back.



"Why don't you hold back against me?!"



"Well, just because."



Saneyuki stood up, feeling a complex mix of emotions. It was one thing to be thoroughly beaten, but to be beaten "just because" was unbearable. He couldn't help but wonder if Shintaro disliked his title as Tower Master.



"I've confirmed the lion's gaze, but you're still a hawk. I've yet to see this dragon. Was that part just a rumor after all?"



At Saneyuki's words, Shintaro's expression clouded over. "Who knows."



Seeing this, Saneyuki understood. Shintaro possessed a skill worthy of being called a dragon, but he had no intention of revealing it.



He glanced over at the disciples and saw that they were all slack-jawed, their knees weak. Saneyuki's face hardened.



"This is the man who is your instructor. If you wish to challenge him, do so only after receiving his guidance. Now, get back to pulling weeds."



***



After a long day's work, Yagami Senkichi was exhausted, both physically and mentally. But the moment he returned home, he took up his brush and began to write a letter, driven by an irresistible urge.



*'The young man named Shintaro, who has been welcomed as an instructor at the Masaki dojo, is a formidable swordsman, as if possessing the soul of a lion and the wings of a hawk. If he were to serve under the Emperor, it would surely lead to the prosperity of our country. With a single swing of his wooden sword, he sweeps the ground clean of grass, and with legs strong enough to soar high into the heavens, he cuts through the air with impunity. At first, I reprimanded him for not taking our match seriously, but had he been serious, a bone or two of mine would surely have been broken. I now only regret my mistake.'*



Half a month later, this letter was received by a man named Yagami Juzaemon, a relative of Senkichi. He was thirty-five and served as a general at the Imperial Court. After reading the letter, he immediately brought the matter to the Imperial Court Chief, Miyake Kanzo. Miyake was past his mid-sixties, his hair gray, but he was a well-built old man who still carried himself with excellent posture.



Miyake read the letter and nodded gravely. "Could this be that rumored swordsman?"



"Rumored swordsman?"



"You haven't heard? The swordsman the Emperor wishes to be Shion-sama's husband."



Juzaemon gasped. "What! For Shion-sama?!"



"Well, it's not officially decided yet... I see. So he is that strong. I would rather have him succeed me than have him serve the Emperor, though."



"Hahaha. What are you saying, Miyake-sama? We need you to continue your active service for many years to come."



"Enough with the pleasantries. I am an old man. In any case, if what is written in this letter is true, then even if he does not meet Shion-sama's approval, the Emperor will surely not let him go to waste. This is something to look forward to."



***



Miyake, who on that day had imagined the future of the yet-unseen swordsman with a distant look in his eyes, was now in the Eastern Capital. He had come with the Imperial Military Advisor, Nanafushi, for their annual unannounced inspection.



Traveling such long distances at his age was taxing, but it couldn't be helped. Besides, although there was no flashy welcome, they were always treated with lavish hospitality. They would conduct their investigation in secret, and once they passed through the Tower's gates, they would be welcomed appropriately and could even enjoy some sightseeing.



"I would like to have some sake right away," Miyake said cheerfully. Nanafushi nodded in agreement.



"Indeed. The journey is tiring, but we can only relax like this once a year. Let's take our time."



As the two were chatting in the guest room on the Tower's top floor, a voice called from beyond the sliding door. "Nanafushi-sama. Miyake-sama. It is Kagasaki Razan. I have come to pay my respects. Is now a good time?"



"Oh. Come in," Nanafushi replied.



"Excuse me," Razan said, opening the door while remaining in a formal seated position. Beside him, also kneeling and bowing deeply, was Mana.



Nanafushi and Miyake frowned. "And who is this young lady?"



"She is my wife," Razan answered with a slight bow. The two men's eyes widened, and they exchanged a look.



"When did you get married? Had we known, we would have sent a wedding gift."



"Thank you for your consideration. However, I could not trouble you with my personal affairs."



"Hoho, 'personal affairs,' you say. Is it not one of life's most important events?" Miyake asked with a laugh, then exchanged another wry smile with Nanafushi. They were both well aware that Razan was a difficult man.



He had inherited the Tower at the young age of twenty-five because his predecessor had died early. Speaking of early deaths, his wife had also passed away young. Both were said to have succumbed to illness, but one theory whispered that Razan had poisoned them. There were various stories about his parents' unhappy, politically arranged marriage, but the fact remained that he had been a unsettling man with a cold smile even as a child. His handsome face only made it more chilling. Regardless of the truth, it seemed only natural that such disturbing rumors would surround him.



What kind of woman would be eccentric enough to marry such a man? The gazes of Nanafushi and Miyake shifted to Mana. At a subtle signal from Razan, Mana slowly raised her head.



She was quite a beauty, both Nanafushi and Miyake thought. Her sharp features held a hint of femininity. If she had been a woman with an artificially cute face, she would have looked ridiculously mismatched next to Razan, but her natural good looks made them a suitable pair.



"You have married a beautiful woman."



"Thank you."



"The next time you come to Kyo, you should bring her with you. We will celebrate then."



"Yes. Thank you very much."



***



After leaving the guest room, Razan and Mana walked down the corridor in silence for a time. But as they neared their respective chambers, Mana spoke up.



"Coming to Kyo... what does that mean?"



"I must go to pay my New Year's respects. The Emperor resides in Kyo. Kyo is what we call the midpoint between this Tower and the one in the West. It is a name used only among ourselves."



"What kind of person is the Emperor?"



"'What kind,' you ask... He is inscrutable."



Mana glanced at Razan's profile with suspicion. His expression was the same as usual, but she could sense the tension hidden beneath his words.



"Inscrutable?"



When she asked again, Razan gave a wry smile. "He is in his mid-forties, yet he does not age. Seeing as the previous Emperor passed away, he is not immortal, but he is hardly human. His hair is as white as snow, his eyes as black as a pitch-black abyss. His knowledge of architecture is vast and meticulous, as you can see from the Tower itself."



Mana gasped. "I find myself rather frightened to meet him."



Razan gave a fearless smile. "You need only keep your head bowed in silence. At the very least, you will not displease him."



"But I'm anxious about going to a new place with no one to rely on."



At Mana's words—saying she had no one to rely on even though he would be with her—Razan turned to her, his lips twisting into a smirk. "Then you should invite your father. Now that he is related to my Kagasaki family, he will need to have some knowledge of the Emperor as well. It is a good opportunity."



Mana felt a small sense of relief at his suggestion. With her most trusted father by her side, she would feel more confident.



"Then I will speak to him at once."



She bowed, opened the door to her room, and after slipping inside, quickly closed it, separating herself from Razan. He watched her go with a sigh before turning and walking away.



    Chapter 17

    With a Heart of Steel

    When Shintaro opened the door to his tenement, he instinctively recoiled. There, sitting formally in the entryway, was Shion. She bowed her head and said, "Welcome home." Her hair was tied up, a triangular cloth was wrapped around her head, and her sleeves were held back with a sash. Glancing to the side, he saw Kiku stirring a pot with a long wooden spoon. "Welcome back. You’re home early, huh?" she said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"What’s all this about?" Shintaro’s question was more than justified. Anyone would raise an eyebrow if confronted with such a scene without warning.

"Don’t ask such tactless questions," Kiku replied, though Shintaro had no idea what was so tactless about it.

"Alright, it’s ready! Get yourself inside," Kiku urged, carrying the pot. Overwhelmed by her forcefulness, Shintaro did as he was told, taking a seat at the table and eating the meal they offered. He noticed the room was clean, but somehow missed the chance to ask about it. Judging by her attire, he figured it was probably Shion’s doing. As he shoveled rice from his bowl, Shintaro snuck a glance at her.

Shion had an uncanny ability to grasp the location of objects, so much so that it was hard to believe she was blind. If someone explained the general layout of a meal tray, she could eat by herself. More than that, she walked with confidence. Shintaro couldn’t help but wonder how she could be so fearless in the dark.

"It was due to rigorous training," she would say. If that was the case, Shintaro could only admire the tremendous effort she must have put in. It was for her own sake, of course, but she had also worked hard to avoid burdening others. It was that earnest quality that made people fond of her.

*If only she were someone closer to my world. Not some cloistered beauty, but maybe a girl who lived nearby when I was a child, or just an ordinary town girl…*

Shintaro cut the thought short. *Even if we grew to care for each other, it would just be a repeat of the same story.* He was convinced that once she grew up, she too would cast aside a man with nothing but good looks and choose someone stable, with status and wealth. It was wrong to apply everything to Mana’s standard, but for Shintaro, whose wounds had yet to heal, it felt like an undeniable truth.

By the time the meal was finished and everything was cleaned up, Sahei arrived to escort the two of them home.

"We’ll be back again tomorrow," Kiku said as she was leaving. Shintaro received the news with a sour look, which earned him a sharp slap on the arm.

"Don’t make a face like that! How rude! A man living alone can’t keep an eye on all the little things, right? Just leave it to us and don’t be shy." It seemed she had no intention of giving him the chance to be shy in the first place, but Shintaro didn’t dislike Kiku’s pushy brand of kindness, so he didn’t resist.

***

But someone else was worried.

"I wonder if we were a bother after all," Shion said fidgeting as she, Kiku, and Sahei made their way back. It had been her idea to help out, but she never imagined they would just barge in to clean and cook for him.

"Do you think he thought I was like some kind of pushy prospective bride?"

"Ahaha! You’re so silly. It’s not ‘like’—that’s exactly what you are, isn’t it?" Shion’s face instantly turned bright red.

"Kiku-san!"

"Well, unless he’s a complete dolt, he’s bound to figure it out eventually, right?"

"Oh no. What should I do?" Kiku pulled the flustered Shion into a tight hug.

"Calm down. Nothing’s going to happen unless you make him realize you’ve fallen for him."

"I-I have to be the one to tell him!?"

"It doesn’t look like that man is going to make a move otherwise, does it? When it comes to love, it doesn’t matter if it’s the man or the woman. You have to be strong." Shion’s eyes welled with tears, her expression pleading that it was too much to ask. Kiku gently wiped the tears away with her finger.

"Life isn’t easy. You won’t make it if you cry over every little thing like this." Kiku’s gentle voice only made Shion feel more like crying, but she held it back with all her might. She knew Kiku was right. The only reason she could live safely in this unfamiliar land was thanks to Kiku and the others, who treated her like a little sister. On top of that, they even worried about her future with Shintaro; she couldn't be more grateful. She couldn't cry over something so small.

Shion did her best to steel her heart. But whenever she thought of Shintaro, her chest ached as if it would burst, and her newfound courage quickly withered. Every time she remembered the face she’d traced with her fingers, every time she heard his voice echo in her ear, her heart twisted with sorrow. If this agony was what people called love, she wanted nothing more to do with it.

Shion tried to recall when her heart had first fluttered at the rumors about him. The memory of being surprised that the face she traced was just as she had imagined felt like it belonged to the distant past. So too did the moments her heart raced when he spoke to her, when she held her breath as he lifted her up, when she felt giddy as he pulled her along by the hand. Were they all just fragments of a dream?

Shion had fallen for Shintaro with a speed that even she found unbelievable. Others described him as valiant as a lion, as sharp as a hawk, a man who soared to the heavens like a phoenix. But the voice that reached her ears always sounded lonely, lost. It was his light and his shadow that made her heart tremble. But still—

Shion lifted her head, her gaze resolute.

"Even if things don’t work out between Shintaro-sama and me, I’ll speak to my father myself about rebuilding the Masaki family, so please don’t worry about it." Suddenly, Kiku yelled.

"What are you talking about?! You think that’s why we’re worried about you two?! Don’t you underestimate us! Shintaro is just a man. And you’re just a young girl. We want to get you two together out of plain old curiosity and meddling! I mean, sure, that was part of it at first… but it doesn’t matter anymore!" Shion blinked, her eyes wide with surprise.

"I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that… But thank you. You’re so kind. It makes me happy."

"Oh, stop it. Can’t you tell I’m angry? Don’t say such strange things." Shion couldn’t see Kiku’s expression, but from the tone of her voice, she could tell she was embarrassed. Thinking how both brother and sister were so honest and good-natured, Shion smiled. And from the bottom of her heart, she prayed for their happiness.

"I’m sure Shintaro-sama will be a great help to you all."

***

After extinguishing the lamp and getting into bed, Shintaro looked up at the ceiling, glanced around the clean room, and sighed. When he closed his eyes tightly, the faces of the people now closest to him appeared in his mind. The Tower they served might be in a different capital, but their duty was the same. He couldn’t betray Saneyuki, who was doing so much to help him establish himself, nor Kiku, who always had a sharp word for him. It was nothing less than a feeling of affection. That reality made him anxious.

But no matter how stubbornly he tried to keep his distance, a person can’t live alone in this world. Shintaro took a moment to look at himself objectively and admit that, deep down, he had been happy about what Kiku and the others had done today.

*The truth is, I want it, don't I? A warm presence, people who care for me like family—*

Shintaro felt a heat in the corners of his eyes and rolled over.

*Do I just accept it? Even though they might abandon me someday? Even though I’m terrified of being told I’m no longer needed?*

He writhed in agony, unable to forgive his own hopelessly weak heart. What was important wasn't to avoid being betrayed by someone else. It was to live honestly no matter what others did, and to never betray anyone yourself. If you gave your all with sincerity and were still betrayed, you could take solace in the fact that you hadn't hurt anyone. If you lived that way, surely, you yourself wouldn't be hurt.

Shintaro prayed for it, as if chanting a spell. If he could live like steel, if he could shine brighter the more he was struck, then there would be nothing to fear in this world.

***

After that, Kiku and Shion continued to look after Shintaro, with Nana occasionally helping out. The calm yet lively days gradually chipped away at Shintaro’s past. Before long, the people he met each day came to occupy his mind, and he found he no longer thought of Mana unless he made a conscious effort to. He realized that nearly a year had passed since he’d left the Eastern Capital.



    Chapter 18

    Happy New Year

    Now then. Let us turn the story back about two months.

It was a certain day near the end of the year. Everyone was busy, and the town was at its most lively. Entrusting matters to Kiku and Saneyuki, Sanetsugu set out for Kyo to offer his New Year’s greetings.

"Well, I’m off."

"Take care." Sanetsugu’s travel companion was, of course, Sahei. Shortly after they set off, Sahei spoke to his master.

"His Majesty didn’t come for an inspection this year, did he?"

"No. It might be because of Shion-sama’s presence, but I suppose I’ll ask one of the two when we arrive." The "two" he referred to were Nanafushi and Miyake.

"Shall we bring a gift of some kind?" Sahei suggested thoughtfully, but Sanetsugu just laughed it off.

"Hmph. I’d rather not be compared to the East. It’s best not to bring anything from the start."

And so, the two made their way, chatting about this and that, arriving in Kyo a month later. The Emperor resided within a vast estate surrounded by vermilion walls, a sprawling complex of buildings with matching vermilion pillars and roofs. Everything was a single story, so from a distance it looked as if it had been stretched out flat, but up close, its scale was dizzying, built with imposing grandeur. The reason it resembled a shrine was that it was, in fact, a facade. The state had established and managed the site under the pretense that the land was spiritually potent. The Emperor was, for all intents and purposes, the head priest. The local residents referred to him respectfully as Yukimitsu-sama, and he was known as a case of "Divine Possession."

But that aside. After passing through the gate and walking for half a league, the two finally reached the palace the Emperor used as his audience chamber. They removed their sandals at the foot of the three-step staircase and ascended—only to find Kagasaki Razan had arrived ahead of them. He was just finishing a bow after seating himself before the Emperor. Razan, sensing both the Emperor's gaze and the presence behind him, turned slightly, pulling back his shoulder. Beside him, a man and a woman remained with their heads bowed. The woman seemed young, while the man was somewhat older. Sahei surmised the woman was likely his wife—the very woman for whom Shintaro still harbored feelings. He resolved to feign ignorance, but it was a herculean task to stop the cold sweat from beading on his brow.

"You’re late. I was worried something might have happened on the road," Razan said in greeting. Sanetsugu’s lip curled into a sarcastic smirk.

"We are not so late as all that." Sanetsugu spat out the words, then sat formally in the same row as Razan’s party and bowed his head to the Emperor.

"Happy New Year, Your Majesty. I look forward to your continued favor this year." From a raised platform about five ken (roughly nine meters) away, the Emperor snapped his fan shut.

"It is good to see both East and West are well. The masters of the two Towers see each other but once a year. You should both relax and stay a while."

Once the greetings were over, both parties briskly exited the palace. A court attendant was waiting to guide them to their rooms. But this guide… Sahei wished they could somehow be shown to their rooms separately. It was the same every year. There was no way Sanetsugu and Razan could remain peaceful in each other’s presence. As East and West, they were forced to compete in all manner of things. Sure enough, the jousting began almost immediately.

"Your son must be of a fine age by now. Have you considered retirement?"

"I won’t yield my position until the day I die."

"Oh my. Then do you plan for your house to end with your generation?"

"Nonsense. The Masaki family simply does not indulge in luxury. We are in none of the peril you seem to be facing."

"How long, I wonder, will such bravado serve you?" At Razan’s mocking tone, Sanetsugu stopped in his tracks.

"It seems your parents failed to teach you any manners… Ah, but that’s right, both the thirteenth master and his wife passed away so early. You never had the chance to learn, did you?" This time, it was Razan who stopped, his face freezing over.

"I do not show courtesy to those unworthy of my respect." Sanetsugu let out a sharp laugh.

"And who’s the one putting on a brave face now? You’re just a pathetic child, aren’t you, Fourteenth Master."

"What did you say?" Having made his provocative statement, Sanetsugu abruptly glanced at the older man and young woman accompanying Razan.

"And who might you be?" For a moment, Razan’s tense expression went blank. But seeing an opportunity to change the subject, he made the introduction.

"My wife and her father."

"Hah! Her father, is it? A father is a father, even one by marriage. You would do well to learn from him." With that, Sanetsugu began walking again. Razan hurried to follow.

"I was thoroughly beaten with all sorts of lessons from a young age. There is nothing more for me to learn."

"I am telling you to learn the basics of life."

"Absurd."

"Hmph. You truly are a pitiful creature."

"Keep talking."

The father, the daughter, and Sahei stared blankly at the backs of their masters as they walked away, trading insults. Eventually, Sahei sighed, pulled out a cloth, and wiped the sweat from his brow.

"It’s the same every year, but I’m amazed they never tire of arguing. Perhaps they’re actually good friends." The daughter reacted to his mutter.

"Does this happen… always?" Startled at being addressed so suddenly, Sahei looked at her. She was a beautiful woman, with sharp features and feminine grace coexisting in perfect harmony. *I see. No wonder he can’t let her go,* Sahei thought, strangely convinced. But compared to Shion, she seemed to fade into the background. He still couldn't understand why a man like Shintaro was so fixated on this woman. Sahei instinctively averted his gaze from the daughter and looked at the man who was her father.

"You must be Hokura-sama, if I’m not mistaken." He knew it was disingenuous, but he asked anyway. The man’s eyes widened slightly.

"Indeed. I am Hokura Saimon. This is my daughter, Mana."

"I thought as much. I’ve heard that your dojo is one of the five most prestigious in the East. Ah, forgive my late introduction. My name is Sahei. I travel the land, but I am fundamentally in the service of Sanetsugu-sama. We may not have many opportunities to meet, but fate has brought us together. I hope you will remember me."

"Oh no, the pleasure is all mine. This is my first time in Kyo. I’m completely lost. I would be most grateful if you could guide me in matters of etiquette." They bowed to each other and shook hands lightly. Saimon had no ulterior motives, but Sahei did. He was curious about the Shintaro that Saimon knew. After all, he was a vital figure on whom the future of the Masaki family depended. It wouldn't hurt to investigate him from every possible angle.

"What do you say? Once you’ve recovered from your journey, perhaps we could have some tea together?" Sahei said, ensuring their greeting didn't end as a mere social formality. Saimon fell for it completely.

"Oh, that sounds wonderful."

"Then I shall come to invite you later."

"I will be waiting."



    Chapter 19

    The Past That Leads to Now

    The next day, Sahei guided Saimon to a tea room within the estate and personally prepared tea to entertain him.

"Please."

"Thank you for preparing it." Saimon took the tea bowl, drank from it a few times until it was empty, and then let out a breath.

"This is splendid. When my daughter told me about this, I was expecting a much less relaxing New Year."

"Hahaha. The greetings are truly just that—a chance to see His Majesty’s face and offer the usual pleasantries. We dine together on the night before our departure, but until then, we are free. We can even use the facilities on the grounds like this. You should think of it as leisure time and take it easy."

"Is that so? I’m relieved to hear that."

"After this, I shall show you the gardens. Though I imagine your own Tower Master may offer you a tour as well."

"No, I would be grateful."

From there, the two men went out into the garden. Sahei explained this and that as they made their way to a pond where carp were swimming. While discussing which carp were expensive or rare, he looked for an opportunity to bring up the main topic. From the start, Sahei had found the story of Razan falling for Saimon’s daughter suspicious. It wasn’t that he doubted Shintaro. The daughter was certainly beautiful. But the idea that Razan possessed such ordinary human emotions was simply too surprising. Sahei had known Razan since childhood. He didn’t know if the man had a heart or not, but he knew he was a cold-minded individual. Even if the story were true, where had he fallen for her? Had this father perhaps orchestrated it? He even considered that possibility. But that was getting too carried away with suspicion.

"If you would be so kind as to tell me the story of how Kagasaki-sama and your daughter met, it would make for a fine souvenir from my travels," he ventured. Saimon’s face soured.

"It was completely out of the blue. I have no idea where he even saw her. When he told me he wanted to marry Mana, I thought my heart would stop." There was no sign of deceit in his expression. The pained look, Sahei deduced, was either because he felt guilty about Shintaro, or perhaps because the marriage was not a happy one. In any case, letting Shintaro go was a terrible loss. He was a sincere man without fault. If Saimon had just quietly allowed him to marry his daughter, Shintaro might have already been serving at court by now. It was clear the Emperor had been thinking, "If he cannot be my son-in-law, I will make him Imperial Court Chief." The current Imperial Court Chief, Miyake Kanzo, was old enough to be considering a successor. If Shintaro had already been married, he would have been summoned to Kyo immediately to study under Miyake. Even if the engagement was broken, Saimon could have at least shown some courtesy by continuing to value him at the dojo. To cast aside a man he had once hoped would be his son-in-law just because a better offer came along was simply unforgivable.

"Hokura-sama." Sahei’s voice dropped unconsciously. It had been just over eight months since he had traveled to and settled in the Western Capital. A short time, perhaps, but long enough for attachments to form. He and the others were already like family to Shintaro, fully aware of his tendency to close himself off. As the man who had inflicted a deep wound on him, a small bit of hatred began to brew within Sahei. The thought was even stronger considering that as long as Shion loved Shintaro, his wound would become her wound.

"Your dojo is said to have served the Tower for a long time, but tell me, are there any promising young men among your ranks?" he asked, the words propelled partly by anger. Of course, he felt a pang of guilt. But this was all for the Masaki family, for Shion, and for Shintaro, Sahei told himself. Thinking of the future, it was important to learn about Shintaro’s time at the Hokura dojo and to ascertain Saimon’s way of thinking.

"Hahaha. Oh, no. They’re merely decent."

"You’re too modest. I’ve heard rumors of a swordsman said to be second to none." Saimon’s smile vanished, replaced by a stern expression. *Well, that’s to be expected,* Sahei thought, smiling wryly at his own malice in asking such a question while knowing the circumstances.

"There was one, but that’s in the past."

"Oh? So he established his own dojo, did he?"

"Heavens, no. He was neither old enough nor skilled enough for that."

"Is that so? Another rumor I heard was that in the countryside this swordsman came from, he was renowned for having the gaze of a lion and dancing like a dragon."

"Oh, no, no. That’s how rumors are. I had heard that as well, but… well, he was undefeated. He claimed to have never been taught, so when I immediately taught him the forms, he learned them instantly and made them his own, which was a mark of genius. But that was the extent of it. In the future, he might be able to make a living as an instructor at a small dojo, but he does not possess the skill to achieve anything great." *I see,* Sahei nodded to himself. *So it was true he never showed that sword style to anyone.* Not that he had thought Shintaro was lying, but he was impressed that he had been able to restrain himself. And from that, he could also see Shintaro’s true intentions in stubbornly sticking to the forms.

Coming to the capital where he knew no one, being taught the forms at his first dojo, and being praised for being a quick learner—for a simple young man, he would have honestly believed that faithfully adhering to them was the right thing to do. Sahei suddenly recalled Saneyuki’s story about Shintaro saying, "That’s just how dojos are." At the time, he had been exasperated, but knowing the background, it now made sense. But that alone didn’t explain why he hadn’t used his true power, Sahei mused, tilting his head. Shintaro had made the excuse that he didn’t want to be struck down for being too conspicuous, but that lacked credibility, as his skill was so divine that no one could have struck him down. That left a high probability that being told he was possessed by a demon had affected him. Still…

"But his skill must have been genuine enough to start rumors, no? Did you never think to see the sword he wielded in the countryside?" When he asked the question frankly, Saimon gave a scornful laugh.

"Play-fighting with swords… The way of the sword is a lofty and rigorous path. The beginning of one’s training is crucial. I advised him that the sword he wielded freely in the countryside would not pass muster here." Sahei was dumbfounded. So the one who had sealed Shintaro’s sword was none other than his own master. It might be the correct way of thinking for a dojo master who had dedicated his life to the sword, but it left a bitter taste. To have overlooked such skill for three long years was a monumental loss that would be lamented for generations. While thinking this, Sahei crossed his arms. *But Shintaro is also to blame for not getting angry and defying him,* he thought. Saimon had essentially told him, "Don’t get a big head just because you’re good at sword-fighting games." The younger a man is, the more confident he is in his strength, the more likely he is to feel indignant. But Shintaro had endured it. The reason was likely Mana. He might have been able to vent his frustration by besting Saimon, but getting expelled and sent back to the countryside would have been a poor show. Most importantly, he would have had to part with the woman he loved. Shintaro had chosen Mana over his pride. Sahei wondered what it must have felt like to be abandoned by the woman he had loved so much. In the end, his efforts to respect Saimon and suppress himself for Mana’s sake had come back to haunt him. But then again, if he had shown his true skill, he might have been expelled anyway. In the end, all Shintaro could do was live as a normally strong swordsman and play the part of the ideal son-in-law.

*No wonder he can’t let go. No one expects that something they were prepared to dedicate their everything to would not bear even a single fruit. He probably wouldn't be punished for leaving a small piece of his heart behind. With that thought, he may have pinned his hopes on the woman’s love.*

Sahei felt a deep sympathy for Shintaro’s plight. But he also wondered if this, too, was his destiny as a "Divine Possession." The term "Divine Possession" literally means a spirit descending into a human body, but here it was just a figure of speech, not a literal possession. It was merely an expression. However, it was considered an essential quality for those who currently governed this country. The Emperor’s right and left hands, Nanafushi and Miyake, were also said to be of "Divine Possession," possessing superior intelligence and skill. It was said that with Nanafushi’s strategies and Miyake’s skill, they would never lose a battle. Shintaro possessed a power worthy of joining their ranks.

When that came to pass, Hokura Saimon would become a problem. Now that he was part of the Kagasaki family, the time would come, sooner or later. A fateful reunion. Sahei debated whether he should warn him. But as a mere vassal, he couldn’t make that call. First of all, for Saimon to know something that Shintaro himself didn’t felt wrong somehow. Sahei sighed, his gaze fixed on the pond.

"Perhaps we should head back to our rooms. I can’t leave my master alone for too long."

"Oh, you’re right." As if nothing had happened, Sahei led Saimon away from the garden. He had concluded that no one but Shintaro could decide what to say and what to do when facing this man.



    Chapter 20

    At Kyo-Yojo Palace

    The rooms—or rather, the mansion—where Sanetsugu and his party were staying was located ten cho (about one kilometer) west of the palace where they’d had their audience with the Emperor. Being for guests, its interior was built like any other inn. It had twenty rooms in total: two Pine Rooms, eight Bamboo Rooms, and ten Plum Rooms. It was customary for the Tower Masters to stay in the Pine Rooms, their families in the Bamboo Rooms, and their retainers in the Plum Rooms. The Emperor, on the other hand, lived in the Kyo-Yojo Palace, a residence in the shinden-zukuri style, located on the complete opposite, eastern side of the grounds. The dinner on the eve of their departure would be held in this main hall. They had four days until then. The Tower Masters, Sanetsugu and Razan, would spend these four days making their rounds to greet court officials. Although the Tower Masters were of higher rank, it was no exaggeration to say that real power was held by those who served closely by the Emperor’s side. Their families and retainers were free during this time. They were allowed to accompany their masters, but the long-standing tradition of both Towers was to give them a holiday for the New Year, a custom not about to be overturned. The court officials, in turn, never commented on this, as the Tower Masters were, after all, of higher rank.

However, it was a different story for the next in line to be Tower Master. If one visited Kyo, it was always best to pay one’s respects. Perhaps for that reason, Sanetsugu never brought Saneyuki with him.

"He’ll have to do it every year once he takes over. There’s no need for him to start now," he’d say, turning away. It was a protective sentiment born of affection. In a world that preaches the value of buying hardship even when one is young, Sanetsugu’s philosophy was that there was no need to suffer from a young age. Sahei never admonished him for this. Saneyuki wouldn’t become soft even if pampered. It might be his innate personality, but by growing up interacting with the townspeople like family from a young age, he naturally learned the appropriate measure of things. If his father’s indulgence went too far, he had the wisdom to step back and let it pass.

Now then. Both the East and West began their rounds at roughly the same time, but as they naturally went from highest rank to lowest, they would first visit the Imperial Military Advisor and the Imperial Court Chief. However, neither wished to run into the other, so by a tacit agreement, it was customary for the East to visit the advisor first, and the West to visit the chief. Following this tradition, Sanetsugu made his way to the residence of the chief, Miyake Kanzo. Miyake was in the samurai-dokoro, the samurai quarters, of Kyo-Yojo Palace.

"Miyake-sama, Happy New Year." Sanetsugu knelt on the ground before the veranda of the samurai-dokoro and offered his greeting. In response, Miyake showed his face and beckoned him over.

"Come now, no need for greetings from down there. Come up here and let’s talk for a bit." Sanetsugu tilted his head. Usually, their exchange was a simple greeting and response, but this time he was being told to come up. Moreover, his tone was slightly rushed. Though perplexed, Sanetsugu rose from his knees and stepped up onto the veranda.

"Excuse me."

"No, no, just sit there."

"Y-yes, sir." No sooner had Sanetsugu bent his knees as prompted than Miyake began speaking rapidly.

"I’ve been eagerly awaiting your arrival this year. So, how is he? That swordsman of yours."

"...That swordsman, you say?" Understanding Miyake’s intention, Sanetsugu mentally began preparing his exit.

"I apologize for disappointing you when you are so expectant, but my retainer, Sahei, is more knowledgeable on that matter. If you wish, I can have him visit you later."

"Oh, I see, I see. My apologies, you must be busy with your own rounds."

"Not at all. Thank you for your consideration. Well then, if you’ll excuse me." Sanetsugu bowed once and began to rise, but then remembered something important and paused.

"Ah, by the way. It seems you did not visit last year. Were you perhaps feeling unwell?"

"Haha, nothing of the sort. I’ll go eventually."

"Is that so?"

And with that, Sanetsugu took his leave from Miyake without incident. Next was his greeting to the military advisor, Nanafushi Ryoji. Here too, it would normally be just a greeting and nothing more, but something felt different, and Sanetsugu’s steps were heavy. It was true that things in the West were not the same as the previous year. It was only natural that Miyake and Nanafushi would react to that, but being given a vague reason for their lack of inspection was concerning. It was certain that Miyake and Nanafushi had coordinated their stories. If the reason was Shion’s presence, they could have just said so plainly. But the fact that they hadn't suggested there was something else. In cases like this, it usually meant a lecture was coming, and it was often delivered by the military advisor, Nanafushi. *Don’t tell me he’s going to say he can’t bend the rules any further unless we finally abolish the one-tenth tax.* Sanetsugu worried. He had been told time and again to secure at least two-tenths. He had pleaded with them to somehow maintain the status quo, knowing it was an impossible request, and had them put in a good word with the Emperor. But it wouldn’t be surprising if they had finally lost their patience.

"It would be no problem if the population increased, but I suppose it’s not happening fast enough." Sanetsugu’s shoulders slumped in partial resignation as he searched for Nanafushi. Normally, Nanafushi should have been in his post at the samurai-dokoro as well, but perhaps out of consideration for the two Tower Masters, he was always in a different location on this day of the year.

"Nanafushi-sama. Happy New Year." After searching for a bit, Sanetsugu spotted Nanafushi at the end of a fishing pavilion. He approached, knelt, and offered his greeting. Nanafushi, who was warming his hands over a small charcoal grill and roasting rice cakes, looked up and smiled.

"Happy New Year. Is the West well?" Sanetsugu gave a wry smile.

"We are finally seeing signs of it."

"Hoh. That is good. It gives me a stomachache every time you barely meet your quota."

"My sincerest apologies."

"No, not at all. By the way, is Shion-sama in good health?"

"Yes, of course."

"And the swordsman in question?"

"My retainer, Sahei, is more knowledgeable on that subject." When he repeated the same line he had used earlier, Nanafushi’s lip curled into a sly grin.

"The Tower Master has no interest?"

"No, that’s not it at all."

"Then wouldn’t it be better to speak of him without hesitation?"

"I’m not avoiding the subject." Sanetsugu hastily denied it, breaking into a sweat despite the winter chill. He was reminded that the trick he had used on Miyake wouldn’t work on Nanafushi. And in his haste, he let slip, "—More than I expected." Nanafushi frowned.

"More than you expected, he’s not so great?"

"N-no. More than expected, Shion-sama is quite taken with him." This was so unexpected that Nanafushi’s eyes went wide.

"Hoh? Is this swordsman that great of a man?"

"If what Saneyuki and Sahei say is true… he may be a Divine Possession."

"What?" Nanafushi involuntarily leaned forward.

"I’ve heard the contents of the letter Juzaemon received via Miyake-dono, but for so many people to say it, it must be true." Hearing the name Juzaemon, Sanetsugu pictured Yagami Senkichi’s face.

"Yes. I do not know the details, but I believe so."

"...What a simple answer. Very well. I shall go and see for myself soon." Sanetsugu was surprised by those words.

"Directly!?"

"Why the surprise? If Shion-sama is so taken with him and the reactions of those around him are good, is it not our duty to make the final judgment?"

"W-well, yes, but that swordsman is still…"

"Still?"

"Still… as for Shion-sama, well…" His words trailed off, but the meaning was easy enough to guess. For a moment, Nanafushi was at a loss for words.

"He feels nothing for such a beautiful young girl who adores him?"

"W-well. It seems he may or may not still have feelings for a woman from his past."

"What?" Nanafushi, who had been leaning forward, now leaned back. He fell silent for a moment, as if in thought, and then finally spoke.

"In any case, I must see him for myself. If his skill is so great that it justifies setting all else aside, then he is worth welcoming to the court."

"So you will be visiting in the near future? Or shall we…" Sanetsugu asked, also seeking to press him on why he hadn’t come last year. Nanafushi seemed to understand and smiled that sly smile again. The gesture was likely picked up from the Emperor, but it felt a degree more wicked coming from Nanafushi—a preconception, no doubt, due to his position as a strategist.

"Do you have any idea how much work it is to draft a report that will satisfy the Emperor while respecting your policy of being kind to the people? Your trouble was specially waived last year for the reason that Shion-sama was in your care. Even if I were to visit, I’d appreciate it if you’d spare me the inspection." It was good to finally hear the reason, but having received a sharp jab at the same time, Sanetsugu simply bowed deeply and took his leave.



    Chapter 21

    Idle Talk

    After enjoying the nicely grilled rice cakes with hot tea, Nanafushi asked a court official to clean up the grill and began to make his way to his post. The entrance to the post was left open even in winter, so he could see what was happening inside as he approached. Miyake was tending to his sword beside a brazier.

"Did they both come?" Miyake stopped his work and looked up.

"Aye. You too?"

"Yes," Nanafushi replied, then sat cross-legged by the brazier.

"I told Masaki I’m going to see that swordsman. He was quite surprised."

"Hahaha."

"What do you think, Miyake-dono? This business about him flying high in the sky."

"Hmm. If he can jump six shaku, I’d be taken aback."

"It might be ten shaku, you know."

"Hohoho. That would be a divine feat. Not something a normal person could do. Impossible."

"But if he doesn’t jump at least six shaku, it won’t be enough to say he lives up to the rumors."

"Indeed. We’ll ask Masaki’s retainer for the details. I’ve already sent for him."

"Hoh. You’ve laid the groundwork well."

***

And so, the summoned Sahei found himself tense before the two men. He knew their interest was in Shintaro and not him, but being the center of attention for the men known as the Emperor’s right and left hands was enough to shorten one’s lifespan. Sahei swallowed hard and began to speak, his eyes darting around.

"...In the training hall, he jumped nearly to the ceiling, so that would be about two to three ken. Outdoors, I heard he went to the top of a pine tree that was about five ken tall, so that’s roughly four ken. However, on cliffs and such, he kicks off the middle to go even higher, so if you ask me exactly how high, I cannot give a clear answer." Nanafushi and Miyake’s mouths hung open. They were so dumbfounded that they had to ask again, doubting their own ears.

"Is he shaped like a man?"

"Y-yes, of course. We’re having trouble with all the town girls making a fuss over him."

"What. How enviable," Nanafushi said, stroking his chin.

"He doesn’t have an arrogant personality, does he?"

"No, not at all. He’s a man of few words, doesn’t seem to fool around, attends the dojo diligently, and goes straight home. He also seems to be sending money to his parents and doesn’t spend lavishly."

"Sounds plain."

"Yes. But his presence overwhelms all others. There is no one in the Western Capital now who does not know of Shintaro-sama."

"Hoh. It all sounds a bit too good to be true. A man must have a flaw or two. How about it?" Sahei clenched his fists on his knees. Seeing this, Nanafushi frowned, wondering if he had hit a sore spot, or perhaps… his thoughts leaned toward the latter. Sahei’s expression was calm, but tinged with a faint anger.

"Did I ask something I shouldn’t have?" Nanafushi asked lightly. Sahei relaxed his fists, placed his hands on the tatami mat, and bowed his head.

"When you meet him, I believe you will understand Shintaro-sama’s character. If you’ll excuse me." Sahei exited the samurai quarters, his body still bowed low. Nanafushi and Miyake exchanged glances before watching him go.

"Well, well. Seems we offended him," Nanafushi muttered. Miyake replied with a wry smile.

"It’s the way you asked. It sounded as if you were saying he’d only say good things for the sake of his house’s restoration."

"Then how was I supposed to ask?"

"You should have just nodded along obediently and said, ‘I see, I see.’ There was no need to question him."

"But still…"

"Come now, let’s save the fun for later. As the man said, we’ll understand when we meet him." Rebuked by Miyake, Nanafushi reluctantly nodded. Nevertheless, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Sahei’s story was somewhat exaggerated. No matter how great one’s jumping ability, the limit was six shaku at best, and that would require some kind of springboard. He couldn't doubt his own inference that Shintaro must have used something to jump so high. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the storyteller, but Nanafushi understood that when people witness something and emotions like "surprise" are involved, they often don’t remember the information correctly. Emotion takes precedence over what the eyes saw. Besides, estimates of distance vary from person to person. In any case, four ken was an overstatement. It wouldn’t do them any good to get his hopes up so high. So Nanafushi thought, letting out a faint sigh.

***

That sigh was now a thing of the past. The freezing winter had passed, and the time was the beginning of Uzuki, the fourth month. The season was pleasant. Miyake and Nanafushi stood before the gate of the Masaki dojo, which had been repaired so much it was almost unrecognizable. They hadn’t conducted an official investigation, but they had picked up some town rumors. According to them, the number of disciples had reached one hundred and fifty, and the dojo was beginning to generate a stable, if small, profit. At this rate, they wouldn't have to carve out the Tower’s maintenance costs from the meager tax revenue, a thought that pleased both men.

"He’s putting in quite the effort." To Miyake’s words, Nanafushi replied with a cheerful "Indeed." Then he added, "By the way, are you serious about this?" Miyake nodded deeply. The plan was to request a match with Shintaro under the guise of being on a training journey.

"Don’t try to stop me."

To Miyake’s comment, Nanafushi scoffed.

"Stop you? I’ve always wanted to see you get beaten by someone at least once in my life."

"Hoh. You’re quite the spectator. But I won’t lose. I swear it on my name as Imperial Court Chief."

"The times are passed down to the next generation, you know."

"You and your smart mouth." Miyake smiled sarcastically and passed through the gate, as if competing with Nanafushi.



    Chapter 22

    The Bird That Soars High in the Sky

    It was obvious from the outside, but as they passed through the pruned garden and looked up at the training hall, it became even clearer. The Masaki dojo was being reborn into one of the most prominent dojos in the West. The bluish-gray roof tiles shimmered in the sun, and the white plaster was fresh and beautiful. The wooden parts had a well-aged sheen, with no trace of their former neglect. Impressed, Nanafushi and Miyake stood at the entrance of the training hall, from which the voices of young men echoed.

"We request a match!" Miyake’s voice was low but carried clearly. The men engrossed in their training stopped in unison and turned to face him.

"I have heard rumors of this dojo while on a training journey. I wish to request a match with your master instructor." At that, a young man from the front stepped forward.

"If you’re looking for the master instructor, he is in the outer training grounds. Shall I show you the way?" Miyake exchanged a look with Nanafushi.

"Hmm. What could an outer training ground be?" Nanafushi was asked in a low voice, but he had no answer. He just gave a bitter smile.

"We’ll know when we get there."

And so, the two were led to a rectangular plaza that had been leveled and packed down so hard that not a single blade of grass grew. It was three times the size of a normal training hall, with pines, bamboos, and ornamental rocks dotted around its perimeter. It was, indeed, an outer training ground, the two men nodded to each other.

"The advanced group practices here," the young man explained, then called out to the few men who were training.

"Shintaro-sama!" Among the group, one man, who stood with his back to them and was noticeably taller than the rest, turned around. Needless to say, Nanafushi and Miyake were taken aback. Shintaro’s presence, with his ruggedly handsome features, was even greater than they had heard.

"What is it?"

"Sir. These men wish to request a match." Shintaro looked at Nanafushi and Miyake and walked toward them. As he did, he never took his eyes off Miyake. The man was in his mid-sixties, but his posture was excellent and his body muscular. He looked like he could handle himself, a fact that drew Shintaro’s attention. He was only slightly shorter than Shintaro himself. Seeing Shintaro’s unabashed wariness, Miyake and Nanafushi were impressed. To be able to recognize a strong opponent at a glance was a natural gift. Shintaro bowed before the two men.

"My name is Shintaro." Miyake and Nanafushi bowed in return.

"I am Miyake. This is Nanafushi." Yagami Senkichi, who had been listening from behind Shintaro, gasped. But a sharp look from Nanafushi immediately silenced his agitation.

"I would very much like to request a match, if you would?" Miyake proposed. After a beat, Shintaro replied.

"I don’t mind, but even if I lose, I cannot give you our sign."

"Hohoho. This isn’t a dojo-breaking challenge, so rest assured." Only Miyake and Nanafushi laughed at Shintaro’s words. The disciples looked at each other in surprised silence. They couldn’t believe Shintaro’s uncharacteristically timid remark. But soon, they grew excited at the prospect of what might be a good fight. Shintaro only cast off his armor of forms when facing an opponent whose strength was on par with Saneyuki’s. His instincts knew he couldn’t win against someone stronger by sticking to the forms. When asked before why he didn’t hold back, Shintaro had been vague, but there was a clear reason.

"I cannot hold back, is that acceptable?" Shintaro asked, just to be sure. Miyake laughed.

"I would have it no other way," he answered.

The disciples moved to the edge of the plaza, leaving only Miyake and Shintaro in the center. Both bowed, then raised their wooden swords. Miyake’s stance was standard, but flawless. Shintaro, on the other hand, held his wooden sword in his right hand, swept it out to his right side, and held it horizontally. He was completely open from head to toe. Miyake frowned. Nanafushi, who had decided to watch with the disciples from the sidelines, did the same. But as Nanafushi listened to the disciples whispering, he instantly understood what Shintaro’s stance meant. Shintaro changed his fighting style depending on his opponent. He also overheard a conversation he couldn’t ignore.

"Right from the start? He’s that strong even when he sticks to the forms. I thought he could win, am I wrong?"

"Shintaro-sama’s instructions are easy to understand, but his thoughts are not. Well, most challengers from outside come wanting to see *that*, so maybe he’s just giving them what they want."

"It’s not just the outsiders who want to see it, is it?"

"Hahaha. You’re not wrong." *That* was, of course, the rumored technique of jumping like a hawk. If it was something that got everyone around him so excited, then he must be able to jump six shaku, no, maybe seven or eight, Nanafushi mused inwardly. However, even for him, who served the country as a strategist with a so-called divine intellect and had recruited many talented individuals to Kyo, such a jump was simply preposterous. *Impossible,* he scoffed. It was the only logical conclusion. He looked around, but there was nothing that could be used as a springboard. Even the smallest ornamental rocks were five shaku tall. He would have to jump at least six shaku to clear the one-ken distance. How would he perform this technique? It would be a spectacle, to be sure, but… Just as Nanafushi was thinking this, Miyake finally lunged forward. It was a lunge that showed no signs of aging. Miyake, swift as an arrow, closed in on his opponent in an instant. Shintaro was startled and leaped backward. The distance between them widened in a flash, and Miyake clicked his tongue. At that moment, Nanafushi measured the distance of the leap with his eyes. Two ken. To produce that kind of distance in a forward-and-back movement was worthy of praise. His powerful legs were just as the rumors said. But it wouldn’t work on those above him, Nanafushi thought. There was a world of difference between moving horizontally across the ground and moving vertically. Shintaro’s new distance lasted only a moment, as Miyake, with his 자랑스러운 leg strength, closed the gap once again. Shintaro ducked low to dodge a strike and swept his sword at Miyake’s feet. The single swing created a gust of wind. Miyake dodged, but the hem of his hakama was torn, giving him a slight fright. He even suspected for a moment that a blade was hidden in the wooden sword, but he could see no glint of metal. It was a pure wooden sword. Realizing he would be defeated if he wasn’t careful, Miyake got serious and brought his wooden sword down toward Shintaro’s head. But in the next instant, Shintaro was gone. Miyake frantically scanned the area, but couldn’t find him. He glanced over at the disciples watching and saw them all with their chins up, looking at the sky. Among them, only Nanafushi wore an expression of utter astonishment. Miyake had a bad feeling and looked up.

It was far beyond six shaku, or even ten. It was an unbelievable jump that proved Sahei’s story was no lie. And right now, like a bird that had been flying high in the sky now gliding down, he was tracing a sharp trajectory. Miyake raised his wooden sword. He was prepared to take the attack. Shintaro, as if to answer, swung his arm, aiming for Miyake’s weapon. The impact was tremendous. The wooden sword broke and shattered, a great wind rose, and dust swirled. But both men stood their ground, not yielding an inch, still locked in a stalemate.

"Amazing. More than the rumors," Miyake said, staring at Shintaro. Shintaro gave a wry smile.

"Shall we settle this now?"

"Ah, no, no. This is enough. There’s no need to fulfill my companion’s wish."

"His companion’s wish?"

"He said he wanted to see me get beaten." Shintaro’s eyes widened, then he broke into a broad smile.

"Then, let’s call it a draw."

***

"He’s quite a fine young man. He has an honest look in his eyes." Miyake said after they left the Masaki dojo. After walking for a while, he turned to Nanafushi, who had been silent with a pale face, and asked, "What’s wrong? You don’t like him?" At that, Nanafushi clenched his fist tightly and dropped his gaze to the road at his feet.

"You know that my eyes can measure distances accurately, don’t you?"

"I do."

"He jumped five ken." Miyake’s eyes widened, and he stared at Nanafushi’s profile.

"What did you say?" Miyake had also seen him jump high like a bird. But because of the timing and angle at which he had looked up, he wasn’t sure exactly how high. So, Nanafushi’s words now made him break out in a cold sweat.

"Are you certain?"

"There is no mistake. No running start, no springboard. He just kicked off the ground and jumped." Nanafushi said, looking up at the sky. In his eyes, the image of Shintaro soaring high in the heavens seemed to be still vividly imprinted.



    Chapter 23

    Early Summer

    From the spring of the previous year, when they had traveled together, and even after settling in the Western Capital, Shintaro and Saneyuki’s group had been involved in each other’s lives. In the past year, not a single day had passed without them seeing each other. Shion and Kiku, in particular, came to prepare dinner without fail, so he always saw them.

Some would make lewd jokes, half-joking and half-sarcastic, saying things like, "Having a live-in wife, you’ve really made it." But Shintaro paid them no mind. The happiness of having people who always cared for him was enough to drown out the noise from those around him. Shintaro was so immersed in their lives that he never doubted these peaceful days would continue. He had unraveled his closed heart and no longer resisted his innate honesty. Therefore, he had stopped turning a blind eye to the fact that everyone adored Shion. In other words, he had decided to honestly admit that he liked her too. But…

***

On that day, he stood in front of a fabric shop, holding a large umbrella. Shion and Kiku had asked him to accompany them on their shopping. He was their "bodyguard" and "porter," but there was no salary involved. He was able to act out of duty and affection, having gained that much intimacy and trust. That said— Shintaro looked up at the rain clouds. The weather had been rainy for some time now. It was the rainy season, so it couldn’t be helped, but on days like today, when the rain fell so hard it splashed at his feet, it was best to stay quietly at home. The fact that he was out shopping despite this left him feeling deeply unsettled. No. The truth was, the rain didn’t matter. It just added to his gloom. Shintaro happened to be in a mood where he didn’t want to see anyone. In particular, he didn’t want to see Shion’s face.

After a while, the two women came out of the shop. Kiku looked at Shintaro holding out the umbrella and said, "You really don’t get it, do you?"

"Huh?"

"You’ve got a look on your face that says we don’t need to go shopping on a day like this. Am I wrong?" Half-exposed, Shintaro made a sour face. Shion jumped in protectively.

"I’m sorry. I know it’s a real bother to go out on a day like this. But I just couldn’t wait any longer."

"...What couldn’t you wait for?"

"There’s a wedding," Kiku answered.

"Saneyuki and Nana. The date has finally been set, so we have to get our kimonos ready, right?"

"Oh, is that so? That’s a lot of work."

"What are you talking about, like it has nothing to do with you? We’re getting one ready for you too. Make sure you attend, okay?"

"Wh-…" The sudden news left Shintaro bewildered.

"Why me?" Needless to say, Kiku slapped his arm.

"You idiot! You work at our dojo, so of course you have to come!"

"Y-yes, but it’s for the next Tower Master, isn’t it? I feel like I’d be completely out of place."

"There you go again with that distant talk. Everyone’s going to be there, you know? You won’t be out of place at all. Besides, as famous as you’ve become, it’s only natural you’d be invited."

"Famous… am I?"

"What’s with that? You have no idea?"

"I don’t seem to be causing that much of a stir."

"You really are an idiot! You’re too dense!" Kiku yelled in exasperation, but Shintaro fell silent, resigning himself to the fact that no matter how many times she called him an idiot, he truly didn’t feel that way. Then his eyes fell on Shion, who was fidgeting nervously beside the shouting Kiku. Even if he tried not to look, he couldn’t help but see her when they met. It was a face he saw every day, but he never grew tired of it. This was partly due to her ever-changing expressions, but also because she was nearing the end of her growth spurt. But for that very reason, Shintaro’s spirit became unstable. The eighteen-year-old girl had become slightly more adult-like, even wearing a light touch of rouge, but the sparkle in her eyes still held a trace of childishness. That somehow sparked a dark thought in him: *I want to trap her in this most beautiful moment, forever.* The clear, pure skin that seemed to glow even under the rain clouds that hid the sun knew nothing of this Shintaro. As he watched her with impatience, her soft-looking lips parted slightly as if to say something, but no words came out. Shintaro strained his ears. He knew he couldn’t hear anything, but he fell under the illusion that a whisper was about to echo in his chest. In that moment when the fierce sound of the rain faded into the distance and only silence remained— Shintaro was enveloped in the happiness of thinking only of Shion, but he was brought back to his senses when Kiku opened her own umbrella and stepped out from under the eaves. He invited Shion under his umbrella, careful not to let her shoulders get wet. Then the three of them began to walk toward the Tower. The road felt both long and short, and Shintaro walked it with an empty mind.

***

He had once wished that he could one day step into the Tower’s shadow without feeling anything.

Shintaro remembered this as he turned his back on the Tower after escorting Shion and Kiku. The shadow didn’t appear when it rained like today, but he knew well where it would be drawn at this time of day. The more he tried not to see it, the more he became obsessed with it; the more he tried to avoid it, the closer it came. So he had decided to look at it, staring intently. He had taken a step toward it himself. The pain was gone now. He had won the daily struggle and had been able to cut off his lingering feelings. But his heart was in turmoil as always. It was because he was once again strongly drawn to someone who was about to leave him. Even though he knew there was nothing connecting them, the heart is an unruly thing. Affection springs up on its own and cannot be suppressed by force. Shintaro writhed in a helpless agony.

"When the rainy season ends, I think I will return home."

Shion had said that eight days ago. Her voice, which lingered in his ears, dominated his thoughts. The smile that always greeted him when he opened the door to his tenement would disappear with the arrival of summer. He thought it was just the sorrow and loneliness of parting, but the pain in his chest grew with each passing day. It was then that he finally realized. Shion might be leaving, but Kiku and Nana would continue to look after him, so he wouldn’t be lonely. The pain was for one single fact: he would no longer be able to see Shion. In the midst of his ordinary days, the presence of Shion, who had shown him her smile as a matter of course, was not a matter of course at all. The moment he realized this, the time that had begun to flow peacefully for Shintaro came to a halt. It was as if he had been slammed with a forced reminder of the "end of the journey that would one day come," which he had forgotten. Shintaro was bewildered by the suddenness of it all and struggled even to grasp what was happening in his own heart. But the real world’s time passed mercilessly. The pouring rain now, with time, would slide down the road and flow into the river. Without anything to stop it, without letting anyone follow its course to the end. Shintaro tilted his umbrella and let the rain hit his face. The rain of Minazuki, the sixth month, was warm and wouldn’t cool his fever, but it seemed to be a medicine that eased the pain a little.

He had been determined not to imagine a future for the two of them. But without realizing it, he had been thinking about it. He had wondered if Shion would settle in the Western Capital and live with him. *It's a convenient thought, but when a woman fusses over a man so devotedly, any man would get the wrong idea.* Shintaro tried to defend himself in this way. He knew it was futile, but he couldn’t help it. If Shion could see, he might have been able to tell from her gaze. But there was no way to be sure. He could only search for the whereabouts of her heart through her actions. And that hadn’t changed now. The fact that she was going home was, for Shintaro, the entirety of Shion’s heart.

*Was it meant as a thank you for me acting as her bodyguard for free?* Now that he had arrived at an answer that felt "undoubtedly true," Shintaro felt pathetic. He felt sorry for himself, unchanged from the boy who had foolishly dreamed of a future with Mana. The pouring rain would eventually stop. In another twenty days, the sun would peek through the clouds, and the rainy season would end. Shintaro thought of that time and stared up at the heavy, dark clouds, endlessly pelted by the rain.



    Chapter 24

    The Banquet

    "When the rainy season ends, I think I will try returning to Kyo." Shion’s sudden declaration, made with a look of firm resolve, made Saneyuki and Kiku’s eyes go wide. The three of them had been chatting and eating sweets in a room in the Tower.

"Is something worrying you?" Saneyuki asked, concerned. Shion shook her head, looking embarrassed.

"Nana said it might be a good time to find out…"

"Find out what?" Kiku asked. Shion’s cheeks flushed.

"Shintaro-sama’s feelings. According to Nana, it seems that Shintaro-sama has been looking at me lately."

"Oh! Isn’t that great? That man is pretty dense, or maybe he’s just spaced out when he’s not holding a sword. He’s a really unusually hard man to figure out. So? Why does that lead to you going back to Kyo?"

"She said that if he gets intimidated after seeing my home, it would be better to part ways before my feelings grow any deeper." As she spoke, Shion’s expression twisted with sadness. Kiku smiled gently at her.

"I think it’s already too late for that. But you’ve made a good decision. Do your best." Tears welled at the corners of Shion’s eyes, but she smiled and tilted her head.

"Yes. I’ll do my best."

***

Nine days later, the man in question, Shintaro, was down with a fever. It was from being out in the rain for too long the day before. When his disciples mentioned he hadn’t come to the dojo, Saneyuki went to check on him and found him in that state. Saneyuki quickly called a doctor, who told him to take his medicine and rest.

"So even a man like you can catch a cold."

"...What do you take me for?"

"Oh, nothing. Ahem. Anyway, get well soon. I need you to attend the wedding, and there’s also the matter with Shion-sama." Shintaro shifted the ice pack on his head and frowned.

"What about her?"

"We can’t very well let her go back to Kyo alone, can we? I want you to escort her."

"What about Sahei-dono?"

"He has other business."

"I see. Alright. I’ll do it."

"Are you sure? The wedding is the day after tomorrow."

"Don’t worry."

Saneyuki was suspicious of his unusually prompt reply, but his doubts were cleared up the next day when Shintaro had made a full recovery.

"Are you some kind of monster?"

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

"You had a fever so high you could have gotten pneumonia. Normally, that would take at least three days to get over."

"I’m just a little tougher than most people."

"A little? You’re a lot tougher. But I’m glad. I’m relieved. Are you heading to the dojo now?"

"Yeah."

"Then let’s go together."

"...Are you all set for tomorrow?"

"There’s almost nothing for me to do."

"I see."

And so, the two days of their usual idle chatter passed in a flash. The wedding the next day was a simple affair, attended only by those close to them, and was conducted with solemnity. But the happy faces of Saneyuki and Nana left a warm impression on Shintaro’s heart. A whirlwind of emotions swirled within him. He thought of Mana. He lamented that he was not by Shion’s side. There was joy in celebrating the couple’s union, and a loneliness in feeling the passage of time. He was struck by a sense of impatience, wondering if he was truly the only one who wasn’t changing.

Later that evening, at the reception, the ceremony had ended safely, and the second and third after-parties had dragged on until it was nearly the hour of the ox. Most of the guests had left, and those who remained were all dead drunk and fast asleep. Amidst the slumbering bodies, two men were still awake, enjoying a late-night drink. They were Saneyuki and Shintaro.

"You can really hold your liquor," Saneyuki said, pouring sake for Shintaro.

"You’re one to talk. More importantly, shouldn’t you be heading back to your room soon?"

"What of it? Nana is tired too. It’s better to let her rest peacefully."

"But still…"

"Just because it’s our first night doesn’t mean we have to do anything. The night comes every day, after all." Shintaro fell silent. He was somewhat taken aback by how Saneyuki was a man who said exactly what he thought.

"If Nana-dono is fine with it, then I suppose it’s alright," Shintaro finally managed to say, trying to be considerate. Saneyuki just smirked and took another gulp of sake.

"We’ve already done what there is to do. It’s a bit late for that now." Shintaro buried his head in his hands, shocked by the difference in their values. Saneyuki watched him with an amused expression.

"Is the drink getting to you?"

"No…"

"Shintaro-dono. When it comes to a woman you like, it’s best to just go for it and risk getting shot down. If you hesitate, some other man will snatch her away."

"She’s already been snatched away."

"Hahaha! If you can answer like that, then you’ll be fine!"

"Hmph." Shintaro poured sake into his empty cup and downed it in one go.

***

He wasn’t drinking himself into a stupor because it was a celebration. It was because he had convinced himself he was suffering from a broken heart, and he was drinking his sorrows away. Now then. The first thing Shintaro saw when he woke up was a sky with patches of blue. The rainy season wasn’t over yet, so it was likely just a brief spell of clear weather. Even so, the sky felt awfully close. Wondering about this, Shintaro sat up. A moderately strong wind, and an empty landscape. What his hands touched was a roof tile.

"...On the roof?" Thinking this, he peeked over the edge and was shocked to see the ground was far below, and everything looked tiny. Shintaro had passed out drunk on the very top of the Tower. What’s more, he had no memory of how he had gotten up there, or for what reason. Well, he could imagine how, but it was a situation he’d rather not imagine. With a heavy heart, Shintaro let out a deep sigh and stood up. Fortunately, it shouldn’t have been a time of day when there were any witnesses. If there were, it would only be Saneyuki, he thought. Then, he reasoned, *The cylindrical Tower has eaves at regular intervals. It’s obvious I used them to reach this roof. I can use them to get down, too. But it will take time, and that increases the chance of being seen.* And so, Shintaro decided to just jump down normally, completely unaware that far below, Saneyuki was staring up at him in a daze.

Just as someone on the ground can’t be seen from the top of the Tower, Shintaro’s figure couldn’t be seen from below. The protruding roof created a blind spot. But Saneyuki, who had witnessed Shintaro ascending like a coiling dragon, knew he was up there even if he couldn’t see him, and he was far from calm. The sight of the newlywed Saneyuki staring up at the Tower, pale as a ghost, naturally drew the attention of those around him. When they learned that Shintaro was at the top, they were astounded.

"H-how did he get up to a place like that? No, more importantly, we need to rescue him… Should we get a ladder from the top floor room?"

"My apologies. It may have been while we were drinking, but I went too far." Saneyuki bowed his head in sincere apology. The Tower official frantically shook his head.

"Please don’t say such things. I don’t know what you said, but…"

"Ugh." Saneyuki choked. What he had said was a joke. But a drunken Shintaro had taken it as a challenge. *So you’re not going to dance like a dragon anymore? You have a cowardly streak, after all. You’re like that with everything, which is why you can’t even hold onto a woman.* It was an insult he would never say, or even think of, when sober. Sake truly was the devil’s water, Saneyuki lamented. After downing his drink, Shintaro had stood up without a word and left the room. Realizing he had said something terrible, Saneyuki immediately went after him.

"I’m sorry! Wait. I didn’t mean it. Come back." But the other man was drunk too. His voice didn’t seem to reach him at all.

And that brought them to the present. Saneyuki had been staring up at the Tower all night, worried. He had thought that Shintaro might have climbed up but couldn’t get down. He had seen him scale terrifyingly high cliffs and land with an unbelievable sense of balance, but the height of the Tower was in a different league. He had thought it would be impossible even for Shintaro. But—a great cry went up from those around him. At some point, all the Tower officials had gathered and were pointing up, dumbfounded. *No way,* Saneyuki thought, and looked up at the sky.

Shintaro was descending toward the ground, performing slow, continuous somersaults. He was in his haori and hakama from the celebration, and the sight of him falling, catching the air resistance and wind, was as beautiful as a dancing crane, as superhuman as a phoenix. It was no surprise that those waiting below were shocked, but Shintaro, as he descended, was shocked too. There were about a hundred people clustered directly beneath him.

"Move!" Shintaro yelled at the top of his lungs. Sensing the danger, everyone scattered like spiders.

The spot where Shintaro landed was gouged out in a circle from the impact. If anyone had been hit, they would not have survived. After a massive cloud of dust settled, the sight of Shintaro standing there as if nothing had happened did little to mask the terrifying reality. Sure enough, everyone’s legs gave out, and they foamed at the mouth.

"You… you absolute…" Saneyuki’s dumbfounded face was incredibly tense. Shintaro could only offer a wry smile.

"You could have at least cleared the area."

"Wh-!? I was worried you wouldn’t be able to get down!"

"I don’t climb places I can’t get down from." Since Shintaro said it so calmly, Saneyuki pressed his temple.

"—I have a headache."

"Me too. It’s a hangover."

"No, that’s not what I mean… Oh, whatever." A deep sigh escaped between the two of them. It seemed it would be wise for both of them to lay off the sake for a while.



    Chapter 25

    Their Journey Together

    Not long after that, the rainy season ended.

When a young man and woman travel alone, it’s not surprising if a mistake occurs. Sahei had hoped that would happen as Shintaro and his companions made their way to Kyo. They would not be using horses for this journey. If they did, it would either be the two of them riding together, or Shintaro leading a horse alongside, but Shion, who had originally enjoyed traveling on foot, refused. That meant a journey of two or three months. Surely that would be enough time for a man and a woman to deepen their feelings, he had hoped.

Unaware of such schemes, Shintaro set off with Shion, a sense of responsibility in his heart. However, he was tilting his head as he looked at the map Sahei had given him. He wasn't quite sure where this place everyone called "Kyo" was. *Well, if I follow the map, I should get there…* With this rather unreliable thought, he tucked the map into his robe and looked ahead. Shintaro was thinking, *It’s painful to have to walk a path that will lead to our separation, but I can’t trouble Shion by being selfish.* In matters of love, this seriousness of his was a hindrance, but that was just his nature. He was determined not to touch Shion except in situations where he had to lend a hand. Of course, this was out of consideration that she wouldn't want to be unnecessarily touched by a member of the opposite sex she wasn't interested in, and also to restrain any conceivable impulses.

In any case, his mind was filled with one thought: *I was chosen as her travel companion because everyone trusts me, so I must not betray that trust.*

In contrast, Shion was under a happy misunderstanding. Well, not a complete misunderstanding, but at least her thoughts were not as catastrophic as Shintaro’s. The reason he lent his hand so hesitantly, the reason he never closed the distance between them, was because he cared for her. Just as Nana had said, it was because he was conscious of her as a woman. And she was right, of course. It was because he was conscious of her that he kept his distance. But it was all a preventative measure for when they would part. It was unlikely he would escape unscathed, but he wanted to be careful enough to avoid a deep wound. As Shintaro matched his pace to Shion’s, he suddenly remembered Saneyuki calling him a coward. A self-deprecating smile appeared on his face, as he had no room to argue. But he couldn’t muster the courage to risk getting shot down. If he were to be truly crushed, he worried about what Shion, who was blind and had no one else to rely on during this long journey, would do. He didn't want things to be awkward when they parted, and no one had the right to ruin her memories of her journey and her time in the Western Capital. Above all, having experienced a first love that ended so painfully, it was only natural that Shintaro would want his second love to end while it was still faint and beautiful.

***

Whether it was lending a hand or sharing a room for the night, the distance between the two of them showed no signs of shrinking. It was, of course, painful for both Shintaro, who was intentionally creating the distance, and Shion, who had only pure feelings. But neither could take action. Shintaro believed Shion wasn’t interested, while Shion believed that if he had noticed her feelings, he should be the one to make the final push.

One day, as they were continuing their days of mutual frustration, Shintaro sat cross-legged in an inn during the daytime and spread out a map. He was retracing their path and confirming their next destination.

"We’re finally halfway there. Are you tired?" Shion, who was sitting formally on a cushion a little way off, remained silent. There were many things she wanted to say, but she hesitated, wondering if she would regret saying them. But her heart was so full that she felt it would be okay even if she did regret it. Even if she couldn’t see, or perhaps because she couldn’t, there were things Shion understood. Shintaro’s hesitation, his overflowing emotions, and where they were directed. The voice that had been so distant when they first met was now constantly close. What did that mean? What Shion had secretly felt for the past six months had turned into conviction after talking to Nana. Shintaro had turned to face her. Her persistence had paid off. That was why she had come this far, believing Nana’s words that "if you travel alone, as two people who care for each other, it’s impossible for things not to progress." However, after a month and a half, the atmosphere hadn't become anything like what she had imagined. As they got closer to Kyo, Shion grew more and more impatient, and she felt utterly helpless. She even began to doubt herself, wondering if she had been mistaken and Shintaro’s heart wasn’t directed anywhere at all.

"Shion-dono?" Shintaro called out to her again when she didn’t reply. Shion trembled at his voice and clenched her fists on her knees.

"Shintaro-sama, what do you think of me?"

"—Eh?"

"What do you think of me?" Her faint voice was strangely tinged with anger, and Shintaro was dumbfounded. Had he done something to offend her? He didn’t realize that doing nothing was precisely what was offending her. If he had been able to understand that, he wouldn’t be in this predicament.

"What do you mean… what do I think?" Shion took a deep breath.

"I love you, Shintaro-sama. I would be happy if you would greet my father when we arrive in Kyo. Would that be a nuisance to you?" A rather long silence hung in the air. Shintaro was speechless at the unexpected confession. Shion, who couldn’t see his expression, grew anxious. Was he troubled by a proposal from a girl he felt nothing for? Her face felt like it would burst into flames from the shame. But then, Shintaro’s hand touched her cheek for a fleeting moment, and Shion gasped.

"Am I really good enough for you?" At his hesitant voice, Shion’s heart pounded.

"O-of course."

"I don’t have a good upbringing, you know? And I don’t have any money."

"That’s not important," Shion said firmly. Shintaro let out a long sigh. The tension had broken. A journey with a woman he loved. If their feelings were mutual, it would be wonderful, but if not, it would be nothing short of hell. For him, who had actually walked that hell, Shion’s confession was a great salvation, and at the same time, it revealed a truth that brought a sense of relief. The truth was the reason why Shintaro was the only one accompanying Shion on her journey home. From what he had seen of Saneyuki and the others, it would have been natural for them to prioritize accompanying her on her journey, especially Nana. Shintaro gave a wry smile.

"Was this trip planned with that in mind from the start?"

"...You didn’t notice? Was I being too roundabout? But if that wasn’t the intention, a journey with just the two of us…" Shion trailed off, her face suddenly turning red.

"O-o-of course, it’s a journey with the intention of having you greet my father. Please don’t misunderstand. Ah, but I don’t think we’d be blamed for holding hands or anything." Seeing Shion rattling on, Shintaro almost burst out laughing. But he cleared his throat to hold it back, and though he knew she couldn’t see, he sat formally facing her and looked at her with a sincere gaze.

"I’ve been drawn to you for a long time. But I turned a blind eye to those feelings. Because I didn’t want to get hurt."

"Yes." Shion straightened her back, a sign that she was prepared to hear Shintaro’s confession. Sensing this, Shintaro also steeled himself.

"It’s obvious that our family backgrounds don’t match, and your father might not like me. I’m a coward who worries about such things."

"Yes."

"But traveling with you, I’ve gained the confidence that I can protect you. In that alone, I will not lose to anyone." Shion’s serious face instantly brightened. It was because a positive statement had finally come from Shintaro’s lips.

"I’m also aware that I’m not an ordinary person. I probably won’t be able to live a completely normal life. If you’re okay with that, then be mine."

"Yes…! I’m prepared."

"You’ll never look at another man?"

"I can’t look at anyone else, you know. Because I can’t see." She shrugged and smiled, and Shintaro pulled her into a tight embrace. She rested her cheek against his chest and gently placed her hands on him. Encountering the moment she had dreamed of so many times, she was filled with happiness.

"You won’t look at anyone else either, will you, Shintaro-sama?"

"Unfortunately, I’m not skilled enough to be able to do that."

***

A few days later, as they were taking a break at a rest stop, Shintaro suddenly said, "I really thought you didn’t like me in that way." Shion was a little surprised.

"I wouldn’t keep visiting the house of a man I didn’t have feelings for in that way."

"Yes. I thought about that too. But you were always with Kiku-dono and Nana-dono, and since I was acting as your bodyguard, I thought it was your way of saying thank you." Shion was inwardly exasperated. She found it strange that Shintaro, who was sought after not only as a swordsman but also as a man, had so little confidence. He had only been rejected by one woman in his past, and it wasn’t even his fault. *But maybe he was hurt that much. Maybe he loved her that much.* Shion thought to herself, and she wanted to be loved that much too. She wished to be loved even more than that. And so, she slowly leaned in closer to Shintaro.



    Chapter 26

    The Promise of Ten Thousand in Ten Days

    "My home is called Kyo-yojo-den," Shion said.

Upon arriving in Kyo, Shintaro gazed at the estate from a high hill and was left speechless. It was built in the center of a seemingly endless basin. The geometric patterns traced by the vermilion roofs and the beauty of the well-ordered streets were enough to make anyone sigh in admiration. Shintaro was no exception.

"It's vast."

"That's because we employ a great many people."

"I feel like I don't belong."

"You'll be fine."

"You think so?"

"Yes. Because you're you, Shintaro-sama."

"...What makes you so sure?"

"I believe in you." Shintaro stared in surprise at Shion's profile as she spoke with a gentle smile. She was just as beautiful as he remembered from the Azalea Garden. The memory of the small flame that had been lit in his heart that day made his chest grow warm. Though they had only just shared their first kiss a few days ago, he felt a powerful connection to her, and his spirits soared. Shintaro gently wrapped an arm around Shion's shoulder.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes."

***

The estate was overwhelming from a distance, but up close, it was so magnificent his jaw hung open. Shintaro nervously looked around. He had felt out of place when he entered the Tower, but this was on an entirely different level, and he felt unusually tense. The attendants who guided him and the people they passed, however, stared at him in awe. His presence was so commanding that one could declare without hesitation that no other man was fit to stand by Shion's side. The rumor shot through the Imperial Court in an instant, and a crowd swarmed the front of Kyo-yojo-den, hoping for a glimpse.

In the main hall, Shion knelt before her father and bowed her head.

"Father. I have returned."

"Ah, welcome back. I'm glad you're safe." Looking at the man, Shintaro, who was positioned slightly behind and to the side of Shion, furrowed his brow. The man had the same hair and eye color as Shion. And he looked to be in his mid-to-late twenties.

"...Are you sure he's not your brother?" Shintaro whispered to Shion. She lifted her face and giggled.

"No. He's my father." Then, she straightened her back once more.

"Father. This is Shintaro-sama." At the introduction, Shintaro hurriedly bowed his head.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Shintaro. I had the honor of serving as her bodyguard."

Shion's father waved his hand lightly in front of his face.

"There's no need for such stiff formalities. I've heard all about you. So, how about it, Shintaro-dono?"

Shintaro raised his face. "How about what?"

"My daughter. Do you like her?" The blunt question made Shintaro blush.

"Yes, of course."

"Oh? You want to make her your wife?"

"Y-Yes." Shion's father, the Emperor, observed Shintaro for a moment. Then, after a while, he said,

"...I can't give you an immediate yes. She is my precious only daughter, after all. I must see with my own eyes if you are truly worthy."

It was not a very encouraging answer, and Shintaro had to fight to keep his head from drooping. But he also understood that it was a perfectly natural reaction for a father with an only daughter. Just as Saimon had been before. Saimon hadn't shown much resistance to accepting Shintaro as his son-in-law, but the moment he expressed his wish for Mana to marry the Tower Master, he'd revealed a parent's true nature. Who could make his daughter happiest? Shion's father was surely thinking the same thing. Shintaro mentally took stock of himself. All he had to his name was the dojo's reputation. When he asked himself if an otherwise unremarkable man like him was truly worthy of Shion, all he could picture was his own pathetic figure, and he was struck with fear.

As Shintaro's confidence faltered, someone entered the main hall. They sat to the side of the space where Shion was meeting her father, forming a U-shape with the Emperor at the head. Shintaro stared blankly at the familiar faces. It was Miyake and Nanafushi. The two of them bowed to the Emperor, who was to their right, then turned to Shintaro, who was to their left.

"It's been a while, Shintaro-dono."

Shintaro, unsure how to respond, knit his brows. Miyake laughed heartily.

"No need to make such a face. Well, I do apologize for challenging you to a duel without revealing our identities."

"...It's fine." Shintaro averted his gaze. Although they spoke as if their identities had just been revealed, Shintaro still didn't quite understand. It was no surprise, given that he had no idea he'd been a candidate for Shion's hand for over five years, nor did he even know what Shion's father did for a living. But judging by the building, it was a shrine. He vaguely understood that the man was probably involved in the priesthood.

"By the way, Shion-sama. How was Nana-dono's wedding celebration?" Nanafushi asked.

Shion clasped her hands happily in front of her face. "It went off without a hitch. Sahei-san told me that both Nana and Saneyuki-san seemed truly happy."

"That is wonderful to hear. Shintaro-dono, did you attend as well?" Suddenly brought into the conversation, Shintaro quickly nodded.

"I was invited."

At that, Shion laughed, amused. "Shintaro-sama got drunk and climbed to the very top of the Tower!"

Shion seemed delighted, but the color drained from Shintaro's face. In front of her father, the last thing he wanted was to be seen as a monster. And before that, there was the question of what kind of person climbs onto a roof while drunk.

"The top of the Tower? You mean on the roof?"

"Yes." The Emperor's face soured. Shintaro broke into a cold sweat. It was an outrageously senseless story. He worried he might earn the man's displeasure and be thrown out of the estate.

"Hmm. But there shouldn't be any way to climb onto that roof."

"Saneyuki-san said he used the eaves as a foothold and climbed up in a spiral, as if crossing stepping stones."

"...Impossible. No one could perform such a feat."

"Oh, but it's true. Nearly a hundred people saw him jump off afterward, you know?"

"He jumped off?!" It was Miyake and Nanafushi who cried out.

"It's a hundred meters high! How on earth did he—"

Shintaro's temple twitched. "There's not much difference between ten meters and a hundred."

This time, it was Miyake and Nanafushi whose eyebrows twitched. "There's a huge difference!"

Faced with such a reasonable retort, Shintaro fell silent, as if he'd forgotten how to speak. He might have been grumbling internally about never drinking again, but he had no intention of elaborating on the story any further. The Emperor watched the silent Shintaro with a smirk.

"You seem to be a rather amusing man. Very well. Let's do this. You will cross swords with the soldiers who guard this place. If you can defeat every last one of them, I will approve of your relationship with Shion."

Shintaro looked intently at Shion's father. "Is it that simple?"

"Hah! Don't you dare call it simple. The finest soldiers in the entire country are gathered here. Do not underestimate them. And I never said it would be one-on-one. I've heard of your strength from Miyake. You will fight ten thousand soldiers. For ten days, you will face one thousand soldiers a day. Prevail, and you win."

The Emperor's words made Miyake, Nanafushi, and even Shion freeze.

"Father...!" As Shion let out a pained cry, Shintaro placed a hand lightly on her back to calm her. The Emperor's gaze fixed on Shintaro.

"Do you accept?" Shintaro met the Emperor's eyes directly and, for a change, smiled a defiant smile.

"Of course."



    Chapter 27

    The Courage to Fight

    The Emperor looked at Shintaro, who stood slightly behind Shion, and grunted imperceptibly. Tall and well-proportioned, with a dignified and handsome face, Shintaro possessed a terrifying presence. It wasn't just that he lived up to the rumors; he trampled all over them. Faced with such an extraordinary air, the Emperor found himself hesitating to welcome him as a son-in-law, even though this was what he had hoped for.

*If he marries Shion, this man will gain status, honor, and wealth. At that point, he'll be truly invincible.*

The Emperor clicked his tongue at the thought, worried for his daughter's future. He had always believed that no one in his court would dare make Shion cry, but one look at Shintaro shattered that confidence. Even if no women approached him, if Shintaro so desired, it seemed there were fifty thousand who would betray their masters for him. And so, to test Shintaro, the Emperor had presented an impossible condition. If he had the passion to take on this challenge to win Shion, then for now, he would acknowledge him.

When Shintaro promised to accept without a moment's hesitation, his eyes glinted like a lion's. The Emperor found himself unnerved by that belligerent gaze. A fearless smile in the face of a challenge to fight a thousand soldiers a day for ten days straight. It was the face of a man who wouldn't hesitate to jump from the top of the Tower.

Saying he would show Shintaro to his room, Shion led him out of the main hall. As he watched her go, the Emperor snatched a fan that was nearby and threw it onto the tatami mat. Miyake and Nanafushi, who had remained, were startled.

"I've drawn a more dangerous lot than I ever imagined."

The Emperor spat the words out, and Miyake and Nanafushi fell silent, beads of sweat on their foreheads. They didn't know the reason, but it was obvious he was in a foul mood. It was safest not to say anything unnecessary. But still, they couldn't understand. There was no man better than Shintaro, so what could he possibly dislike? After a moment of silence, the Emperor spoke.

"Let's just hope this court and my bloodline aren't devoured."

At that ominous remark, Miyake and Nanafushi seemed to understand something and exchanged glances. The Emperor feared that after the marriage, Shintaro would act with impunity, dominate the court with his power, surround himself with women he fancied, neglect Shion, and ultimately install a child born out of wedlock as his heir. Well, it wasn't an entirely impossible scenario, but Shintaro was a man interested only in fighting a single woman. Such worries were needless. Unfortunately, none of the three men present knew that.

***

Shintaro hadn't run through the fields as a boy just for fun. He had also done it to protect the crops and livestock from wild animals. Not just around his own house, but throughout the entire village. Being poor, they all had to cooperate with one another to survive. After all, the annual tax was forty percent. If it were forty percent of that year's yield, it would have been manageable, but it was calculated based on the assumption of a full hundred-percent harvest every time. Therefore, even with an eighty-percent yield, the amount owed didn't change. That meant if the harvest was only fifty percent, they were left with a mere ten percent. If a poor harvest yielded less than forty percent, they were allowed to keep a tenth for themselves before paying, but the unpaid portion was carried over to the next year, so it amounted to the same thing. They couldn't afford to lose a single handful.

But Shintaro disliked killing and focused only on driving the animals away, so it was a never-ending battle. There were three wolf packs, each about fifty strong, for a total of one hundred and fifty. Wild boars appeared in groups of one to three, but there were about a hundred in the mountains. As for crows, there were easily a thousand. There were also monkeys, foxes, and wild dogs. Wild birds other than crows were also a menace. Sparrows that pecked at seeds could be handled by others, but when it came to birds of prey that attacked chicken hatchlings, that was another story. What was demanded of Shintaro was the speed to chase wolves, the strength to fight boars, the jumping ability to confront birds of prey, and the skill to scatter a flock of crows. No matter how gifted he was, it was not something he could accomplish without considerable training. Day after day, Shintaro trained his body, experimenting to find the most efficient ways to drive them off, and polished his techniques. Of course, it was by no means an easy path. At first, some had whispered that he was possessed by a monster, but after seeing his efforts, they later changed their tune.

"He works so hard for the village, we shouldn't complain," they would say. And then,

"Could you drive away the beasts for us again?" a village man would ask apologetically, and Shintaro would smile and readily agree.

Because of who he was, Shintaro gradually earned their deep trust. On the day he left for the dojo, the entire village came out to see him off.

"You can come home anytime," the village representative said, and Shintaro nodded.

"I plan to act normal outside the village, but if my cover's blown and I'm treated like a monster, I'll come back."

"Hahaha. You'll be fine, Shintaro. Go on. We're all rooting for you." At that moment, Shintaro felt he could take on ten thousand enemies in a world he had yet to see. He had a place to return to, and people who understood him. That gave him tremendous courage.

***

"There is nothing swifter, stronger, or more terrifying than a creature of the wild."

Because he was to fight ten thousand soldiers, Shion was so worried that she refused to leave his guest room. This is what Shintaro told her.

"Fighting to survive and fighting in a match are different from the very start, down to one's state of mind."

Shion frowned slightly. "What do you mean?"

"I fought the creatures of the mountains and fields every day, from morning till night. It was to protect the village's daily livelihood. The wild animals were desperate too, since they needed to eat. The only difference was that there was no bloodshed, but it was practically a fight to the death. If all I have to do is face a thousand enemies who have no intention of eating me, and only for ten days, it'll be a cakewalk."

"But the people here are truly strong, you know?"

"As strong as Miyake-dono?"

"N-No, not quite that strong. But at least stronger than Saneyuki-san."

"Then it's fine." Shintaro stated it as a fact and kissed Shion on the forehead.

"Now. You should go. If you stay too long, it will look suspicious." Shion frowned. He could face ten thousand enemies, yet he worried about such trivial details?

"...You're a coward, aren't you?" At Shion's murmur, Shintaro gave a wry smile.

"I told you, didn't I? I was afraid of all sorts of things, so I trained my body and became strong. That's all there is to it."

"Oh, heheh. Then I'm glad."

"Eh?"

"I'm glad you're a coward, Shintaro-sama. We were able to meet because of that, right? If you had a strong heart, you wouldn't have trained?"

Shion said with an innocent smile. *What an adorable woman,* Shintaro thought, and pulled her into an embrace.

"Really, you have to go now." Shintaro whispered in her ear, but he showed no sign of releasing the arm wrapped around her back. Shion was somewhat perplexed by the contradiction.

"Sh-Shintaro-sama?"

"I'll win for sure, so I'll never have to let you go."

A faint blush colored Shion's cheeks. A woman's joy filled her heart.

"For sure, you promise?"

"Yeah."



    Chapter 28

    Loss of Fighting Spirit

    The land stretching to the north of the Imperial Court was a training ground where the soldiers in service drilled daily. In other words, it was their home turf. They knew every slight incline and every shift of the wind. Moreover, they were all formidable warriors, confident in their skills. Even the way they coordinated was polished, and they had never known defeat. Thus, it was no surprise that they joked about the current situation with an air of composure.

"The Emperor has some odd tastes."

It was a single enemy. All they had to do was strike him down with a thousand allies. They'd been told ten days, but the outcome was sure to be decided on the first.

"They say he's a candidate for Shion-sama's hand, but he's an unlucky man. To be given such a condition, he must have been thoroughly disliked."

Yagami Juzaemon cut into their conversation. "What are you saying? The women of the court are already in an uproar over him, apparently. And he's a renowned swordsman, known by all in the Western Capital."

"Hahaha. Even so, Juzaemon-sama, he's facing a thousand of us. He doesn't stand a chance. On top of that, we've been ordered to fight as if our lives depend on it. It's clear the Emperor has no intention of welcoming this man."

"Hmm." Juzaemon grunted and looked down. At first glance, there seemed to be no room for argument. But he considered what would happen if, by some chance, the soldiers lost. He hadn't seen it himself, but the man was a superman who could supposedly uproot grass with a single swing, leap to astonishing heights, and glide like a hawk. He couldn't imagine him being defeated so easily. But then, Juzaemon tilted his head. A thousand of the court's soldiers a day. For ten days. Indeed, as his comrades said, it read as if the Emperor had no intention of letting him win.

However, when Shintaro arrived at the training ground that would serve as the dueling venue, Juzaemon and all the soldiers under him tilted their heads in confusion. The man had an unparalleled countenance, a perfectly proportioned physique, and it was harder to find a flaw in him than not. If he had a problematic personality, it was unlikely Shion would have brought him herself, and the Emperor had only just met him. It seemed impossible to find fault with his character either.

"What on earth does he not like about him?" Juzaemon muttered inadvertently, and Miyake sidled up next to him.

"He's too good-looking."

"Wha—! M-Miyake-sama."

"Even if we vassals see no issue, it's different for a ruler. Especially when the future of the precious Shion-sama is at stake, he's bound to be cautious."

"I-I see. But... it will be difficult to find any candidates who follow him."

"Mm. That's true. But he won't lose."

"Eh?"

"Shintaro-dono will not lose. That is what it means to be a case of Divine Possession." Watching Miyake, who stood with his arms crossed and a faint smile on his lips, Juzaemon felt a sense of foreboding.

***

It was an unprecedented match: one against a thousand. Though they would use wooden swords, it was possible to kill an opponent depending on how they were used, so they couldn't let their guard down. The first day's battle was led by Yagami Juzaemon's troops.

"Maintain a good defense. It may be a single opponent, but do not underestimate him," Juzaemon warned, but the majority of his men heard it with only half an ear. A thousand soldiers took their positions, surrounding Shintaro. Shintaro touched the tip of his wooden sword to the ground and lowered his stance slightly. There was a unique aura about him. The smile of a child about to enjoy a game of make-believe sword-fighting, and the eyes of a lion hunting its prey for the day's meal. And a fighting spirit that seemed to make the very air tremble. So as not to be overwhelmed by intimidation alone, Juzaemon quickly gave the signal to attack. First, the fifty men in the front line charged. If he was on par with Miyake, he should be able to repel half of them, but he would surely take hits from the other half. That's what they thought, but at the last possible moment, Shintaro leaped into the air. A superhuman jump, just as the rumors said. The strategy was to make the allies collide with each other, but these were soldiers who served the court. While suppressing their shock, they barely managed to halt their momentum. It was only because they had heard in advance that "Shintaro can jump ten meters high" that they were able to do so. But everything else was uncharted territory. As Shintaro landed, he swung his wooden sword in a clockwise rotation, knocking down the surrounding soldiers with a combination of force and wind pressure. Those who had been waiting to attack him as he came down found themselves flat on their backs before they even knew what had happened. And from there, the hell began. Shintaro mercilessly swung his wooden sword at the dazed soldiers, snatching the weapons from their hands one after another. He precisely aimed only for their wooden swords, striking them from their grasp. He tore through them like a gale, carving through the wall of men as a lion bares its fangs. It was terrifyingly fast. He gave his opponents no time to even catch their breath. The soldiers had their wooden swords sent flying into the ground and sky without being able to land a single blow. The area was instantly plunged into a vortex of astonishment and confusion. Of course, Shintaro had calculated this. Even if they weren't as agile or ferocious as beasts, a thousand of them left him little room for error. He had to finish off as many as he could with single, decisive strikes, or the latter half of the fight would be tough.

Watching the match from a distance, Miyake was speechless. The path Shintaro left in his wake was like the trail of a great serpent. The fallen soldiers seemed to have lost even the strength to pick up their dropped swords, remaining face down and motionless. The path snaked with a measured, beautiful curve. While he stood there dumbfounded, the serpent's path extended further. The number of allied soldiers decreased proportionally, and before he knew it, their numbers were halved. And finally, the remaining soldiers began to retreat. Their skills, honed as formidable soldiers, were for naught.

"What are you doing! Attack!" Juzaemon roared, but they didn't stop running.

"W-We'll be killed!"

"You've got to be kidding!" they shouted, their faces pale as they fled in panic, running past Juzaemon. But shortly after, they suddenly turned back. Juzaemon thought they had reconsidered and decided to fight, but he was wrong. Shintaro had circled around and blocked their escape route.

"Done playing already?" Shintaro taunted defiantly as he herded the soldiers. Then, suddenly, his spearhead turned toward Juzaemon. Juzaemon felt like twenty years had been shaved off his life as he braced himself and received Shintaro's powerful blow. His wooden sword was sent flying somewhere far away, and a sharp pain shot through his arm. But he was the commander. He fought the urge to collapse to the ground and writhe in agony like the others, and forced his buckling knees to hold firm.

"...You don't hold back, do you?" Juzaemon glared at Shintaro and said through a groan. Shintaro stopped and grinned.

"I promised I'd win for sure."

"A promise...? To whom?"

"To Shion." At the reply, Juzaemon closed his eyes for a moment and smiled.

"You win, you possessed one."

Shintaro frowned. "What do you mean by that?"

"Exactly what I said. We've lost the will to fight. The match is over."

***

The battle had been decided in the time it took to go to the privy and back. At this swiftest of defeats, the Emperor clicked his tongue so loudly it echoed through the vast main hall.

"It seems pointless to continue for another nine days, but what do you think, Miyake?"

Miyake wiped away his sweat and replied, "Yes, indeed. Our accumulated experience and our knowledge of the terrain were useless. If we continue this for another nine days, our ten thousand soldiers will be rendered useless."

The Emperor clenched his fist and grunted. "Summon him."

"A-Are you sure?"

"Just summon him!"

"Yes, sir."

Thus summoned, Shintaro faced the Emperor with a tense expression.

"Um... is something wrong?" After a while of silence, Shintaro asked, and the Emperor glared at him.

"What do you think of my work?"

"Huh?"

"You want to marry Shion, don't you?"

"Y-Yes."

"Let me hear your thoughts on my work." Shintaro's gaze wandered, taking in the building's interior for a moment before returning to the Emperor.

"Your work... you're a priest or something?"

"...Eh?" A moment of silence followed. And for good reason. The Emperor had assumed Shintaro had come with a general understanding of the situation, and the rebuke he had prepared vanished from his mind.

"You intend to marry Shion, yet you didn't consider that?"

"Well, no... I was prepared to do whatever work you asked of me. If you don't want me touching family matters, I don't mind working outside." Seeing Shintaro state this so plainly, the Emperor felt the wind taken out of his sails. His presence was still as commanding as ever, but the belligerent sharpness he'd seen at first was gone, as was the suffocating confidence. In truth, Shintaro had never possessed such confidence to begin with; the Emperor had simply failed to notice. They had both been tense during their first meeting, and his good looks had created a preconceived notion. But facing him again now, Shintaro seemed to be a simple, honest young man whose only virtue was his straightforwardness.

*Saneyuki sent him here, so it's probably safe to assume there are no major issues, but...*

After pondering for a moment, the Emperor dismissed Shintaro and next summoned Shion.

"How much does that man know?"

Shion's eyelashes fluttered with unease. "Actually, I haven't told him anything."

Even the Emperor was surprised by this. "He came here knowing nothing?!"

"Yes."

"Did he not ask?"

"He is not an impertinent person."

"Is it not simply a lack of interest?"

"That's not it. It seems he could tell just by looking that I was the daughter of a wealthy family, and he was apparently trying to keep his distance."

"Most would try to curry favor in that situation."

"Because he didn't, I... Shintaro-sama..." Shion suddenly looked down. Her cheeks colored a faint pink, and she continued, somewhat shyly.

"I... I love Shintaro-sama. He asked me to be with him even though he had no money or status. He seemed to have no intention of relying on my family's power, so I accepted." The Emperor sighed, then opened his fan and snapped it shut.

"I see. For now, we'll keep him here and observe him. He's still young, so there should be plenty of time." Shion was delighted by these words, but the Emperor had a hidden meaning. He intended to see if Shintaro could remain unchanged when faced with true power.

*He was able to come here without fear only because he knew nothing.*

Of this, the Emperor was certain.



    Chapter 29

    The Emperor's Feelings

    Still, he was aware that failing to bring him into the fold would not end well. He couldn't afford to make an enemy of someone as powerful as Shintaro. Besides, every human has desires. If he was too picky, he'd never find a partner for Shion, and sometimes, a man who isn't swayed by status or wealth is harder to handle. From a ruler's perspective, the most terrifying person is one who cannot be moved by money or position. In his heart, the Emperor was prepared to give Shintaro anything, as long as he could swear to never betray Shion. Once they were married, he would have to give it to him anyway, whether he liked it or not. The only thing that mattered was how faithful the man was to one woman.

"Now then... will he harbor extreme ambitions, or will he stop at common worldly desires?" the Emperor murmured, tapping his shoulder with his closed fan as he stared into space.

***

One day after the initial match, Shintaro was invited by Shion to tour the gardens in the morning. There, she told him that the remaining nine days of matches had been canceled, and he was disappointed.

"And I was looking forward to finally letting loose."

Shion frowned. "Are you not happy?"

"Opportunities to wield my sword to my heart's content are rare."

"So you aren't happy."

"Ah, sorry. It's not that I'm dissatisfied with the current situation." From Shion's perspective, she was relieved that Shintaro wouldn't be injured, and she felt her father's attitude had softened, so she couldn't understand his frustration. Her anticipation for this peaceful time made it all the more so. A quiet moment for just the two of them. They had such times in the Western Capital, but they weren't lovers then, so it was different. Shion walked with her arm linked through Shintaro's. Having an arm she could lean on in complete trust made her so giddy that she paid little attention to explaining the garden. All she could think about was Shintaro. Nothing else mattered. When they came to a pond where koi were swimming and Shintaro asked something, Shion replied,

"I don't really know much about fish."

A little while later, Shintaro asked again, "I've seen quite a few gazebos around. How many are there?"

To which she replied, "I've never counted." It was not a very fruitful tour. However, simply walking close to Shion was a happy experience for Shintaro, so it wasn't a major issue.

Still, when it came to more practical matters, things were different.

"What is your father saying about me?"

Shion's happy expression vanished, her eyes filling with sorrow. "Father won't say. I think he's trying to avoid having it passed on through my words."

"He's being quite cautious, isn't he?"

"It can't be helped. Because..."

"...Because?"

"Because Father is—" She couldn't bring herself to say *the ruler of the country*, and she looked down. What worried her was the wound Shintaro must still carry. The fact that he was here with her now meant he liked her regardless of it. But she was deeply anxious about whether he would feel the same after he knew the truth.

"Do you really enjoy fighting so much, Shintaro-sama?" Shion abruptly changed the subject back, avoiding his question. Shintaro, not finding it particularly strange, went along with it easily.

"No, it's not that I like fighting, more that I like moving my body. Well, I guess that ends up being directly connected to fighting."

"Were you really confident you could fight for ten days?"

"Hmm, well... I figured the last day would be pretty tough. Especially if Miyake-dono joined in. It's harder to deal with one person who has the strength of a hundred than a hundred separate people." Hearing this, Shion chuckled softly.

"So even you have opponents you struggle with, Shintaro-sama." Shintaro gave a wry smile and looked away. But he knew this was just the playful banter of lovers, so he didn't feel the slightest bit annoyed.

***

A week later, a visitor arrived at the estate located ten blocks west of Kyo-yojo-den—the one equipped with an audience chamber directly ahead of the main gate. It was Saneyuki and Nana. They had come to report their marriage.

"We have successfully held our wedding ceremony and are now husband and wife. This was only possible thanks to the warm support of Your Majesty and everyone else. We are truly grateful," Saneyuki said, and he and Nana bowed their heads. The Emperor, seated on a raised platform, opened his fan in good spirits.

"Not at all. It is the fruit of your own efforts. My sincerest congratulations."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

"Are you happy, Nana?" the Emperor asked. Nana looked up in surprise, her face turning red, then bowed her head again.

"Y-Yes!"

"Hmph. That is good to hear." The Emperor spoke from the heart and smiled with satisfaction.

"Take good care of her, you hear? Saneyuki."

"Yes! Of course." They both lifted their faces at the same time, exchanged a look, and smiled. Just then, the Emperor spoke up.

"By the way, about that swordsman, Shintaro."

Saneyuki tore his gaze from Nana and turned back to the Emperor. "Yes?"

"The fact that you sent him here, does that mean he passed your inspection?"

"Y-Yes, Your Majesty."

"However, from what I hear, he doesn't seem to understand our circumstances in the slightest."

"Th-That is..." Saneyuki's gaze darted around, sweat beading on his forehead.

"I thought it would be better for him not to know, so he could face Shion-sama with a pure heart."

"Oh? So you were being considerate?"

"Y-Yes, well..."

"But it seems his mind is already made up. There should be no problem in revealing it now."

"—!" Saneyuki stiffened, straightening his back. The Emperor did not miss that momentary action.

"...You're hiding something. Speak." Saneyuki remained still, his clenched fists on his knees, not meeting the Emperor's eyes. His tightly sealed lips showed no sign of opening. As a result, the Emperor was filled with an unexpected suspicion. Shintaro was a man women would surely flock to. He imagined that perhaps Shintaro was a notorious womanizer or spent money lavishly. But it didn't take long for him to realize he was completely off the mark.

"If you do not speak, I will call off that arrangement. Are you fine with that?" At that, Saneyuki's eyes suddenly flew open. The color returned to his pale face.

"If you will not keep Shintaro-dono in Kyo, then the West will take him." The Emperor was so taken aback he dropped his fan.

"What did you say?"

"The reconstruction of the Masaki family can be achieved with either Your Majesty's power or Shintaro-dono's."

"Oh? So you're saying that no matter how things turn out now, it's to your advantage?"

"Yes." At the frank reply, the Emperor sighed and picked up his fan.

"Then let me change the question. Does Shion know what you are hiding?"

"...Yes."

"Hmph. I see. So you're saying he is worth keeping in our grasp, even setting aside some unsavory matter you can't tell me about?"

"Unsavory is not the word. Shintaro-dono is not at fault."

'The Emperor frowned. A matter that couldn't be spoken of was nothing but an unsavory matter. To be told otherwise made no sense.

"What is it, then? I can't make sense of this at all. Sooner or later, my position must be revealed, you know?" At the Emperor's words, Saneyuki fell silent again. It was true, he couldn't hide it forever. The time would come when he would know. Then shouldn't he tell him now? It would be cruel to inform him after he'd reached the point of no return. Now—no, whether he turned back or pushed forward, they were the ones who had dragged this out. They should take responsibility for Shintaro's fate from here on, he thought. Saneyuki lifted his chin and looked at the Emperor, his resolve firm.

"I will be the one to tell him. Whatever the outcome, I will see to it that matters are settled properly, so please rest assured." The Emperor burned the image of the bowing Saneyuki into his memory. If this man was worth making the next Tower Master take responsibility for, then he would undoubtedly be facing him here tomorrow, he thought.



    Chapter 30

    The Heart That is Required

    The next day. Saneyuki faced the Emperor alone. The Emperor let out a sigh mixed with disappointment and closed the fan in his hand.

"What was the outcome?"

Saneyuki lowered his eyes, his expression rigid. "He asked to be allowed to return to the West."

"Did he lose his nerve? Or did this sudden honor tangle with greed?"

"It might have been better if that were the case."

"What did you say?" As the Emperor frowned, Saneyuki lifted his gaze, a cynical twist to his lips.

"Shintaro-dono needs time."

"Time? Time for what?"

"Time until he can reach a state of mind where he can forgive Kagasaki Razan."

The Emperor tilted his head. Of course, the name of a person he had not anticipated at all had come up.

"...What do you mean?" Taking this as a natural question, Saneyuki let out a deep breath. He had finally resolved to tell the Emperor the full story. Having confessed to Shintaro yesterday, a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. There was no need to hide it from anyone anymore.

"Before Shintaro-dono met Shion-sama, he had a fiancée, with whom he had already exchanged betrothal gifts. She was Kagasaki Razan's wife, the daughter of Hokura Saimon, Hokura Mana."

The Emperor's eyes widened, and his arm trembled slightly. "Are you certain?"

"Yes. Kagasaki Razan pursued her, knowing this. And the woman chose the one with money and status."

"But she's a dojo master's daughter, isn't she? It seems a waste to cast aside such a man."

"No one in the Eastern Capital knows of Shintaro-dono's true abilities."

"What?"

"Even though it's one of the most prominent dojos in the East, everyone there is of average skill. It's understandable that Shintaro-dono would hesitate to go all out. Even more so if he didn't know of Kyo's existence. I hear that back in the countryside, he was once slandered for being possessed by a monster."

The Emperor gritted his teeth and clenched his fan. "And what happened?"

"Sahei approached him in the midst of the turmoil, and that was that. Apparently, he'd been treated quite harshly ever since the marriage talks with the Tower Master began, and was going to be excommunicated anyway."

"...If they had already exchanged betrothal gifts, wasn't he fond of her? Hokura's child is his only daughter. If he married her off, he would be without an heir."

"That's why he married off the dojo along with her. Having his daughter marry the Tower Master while having Shintaro-dono inherit the dojo would have been inconvenient in many ways."

"He could have simply retired himself and made a clean break of it."

"To Hokura Saimon, his daughter and his dojo were probably equally precious. So he must have thought about it. The marriage proposal from the Tower Master was tempting, but he couldn't give up the dojo either. If possible, he wanted to save both. As a result, there's no doubt that Shintaro-dono became quite a nuisance to him." The Emperor was stunned, then was overcome with the urge to claw at his own simmering guts. He imagined that at first, Saimon must have fawned over Shintaro, thinking there could be no better successor for the dojo and no son-in-law more perfect. And yet...

"Did that man just back down quietly?"

"Yes. It seems he held on to a great deal of regret, but he said he couldn't blame her, as it's only natural to wish for one's own happiness. Shintaro-dono cut his lingering feelings by forgiving the woman, and finally... well, while that may be fine for matters of love, it seems it's not so simple when it comes to assuming the Emperor's position."

"Meaning?"

"He said that although he's never met or spoken with Kagasaki, he can't sense anything but malice from him. He can only see his actions as an attempt to plunge someone into misery. A lingering hatred certainly remains in Shintaro-dono's heart." As he spoke, Saneyuki recalled Shintaro's demeanor from the day before. The face that tried desperately to hide its inner turmoil behind a smile...

***

"Too little time has passed for me to reach a state where I can forgive that man. Until that time comes, I cannot see his face. Nor, of course, the face of Mana, or Hokura Saimon," Shintaro had said. They were in the room where Sahei stayed whenever he came for New Year's greetings. Saneyuki, sitting formally opposite him, widened his eyes.

"Forgive... you say?"

The pale sunlight filtering through the window made Shintaro's smile seem lonely. Saneyuki's heart wavered with the fear that he had once again halted the foot that had finally, after so much suffering, stepped forward.

"Why forgive?" At Saneyuki's question, Shintaro knit his brows.

"Why? Because not being able to forgive is a mistake. I can forgive Mana as a person who chose her own happiness. Then I should be able to forgive Kagasaki as well. The people who try to make others miserable are themselves miserable, so they should be pitied, not hated. But a shadow is still burned into my heart. A shadow distorted by anger and hatred. It's because of this lingering resentment, because I'm clinging to the desire to live in a world completely unrelated to them. I haven't confronted it at all. Not them, and not myself." Saneyuki was at a loss for words in response to Shintaro's statement. If it was natural to wish for one's own happiness, then it was certainly not shameful to flee from suffering. But Saneyuki had deliberately lured Shintaro down a path he knew would cause him pain. He could have let him live in an unrelated world, but he had purposely done this.

"I'm sorry." Unable to bear the pangs of his conscience, Saneyuki bowed his head. But Shintaro replied,

"Don't."

"If Sahei-dono hadn't approached me, I wouldn't have known what to do, and I'm grateful for being given a place in the West."

"But it wasn't for your sake. It was all for the sake of rebuilding the Masaki family..."

"No, I felt your sincerity fully. I feel I've received more than enough in return." Then Shintaro slowly turned his eyes to the window. As if seeking the light.

"I don't expect to reach a point where I can face them with a clear heart. But at the very least, I want to be able to look at their faces calmly, with some feeling of wanting to forgive. Otherwise, I'm sure I won't be able to make Shion, or myself, happy."

***

"So he wants to return to the West because of that?" the Emperor growled, throwing the fan he was holding at Saneyuki.

"Is Shintaro a fool?!" Saneyuki, flustered, quickly bowed his head.

"I apologize."

"What are you apologizing for?"

"Well, on reflection, perhaps we could have proceeded with the marriage proposal without waiting for her to come of age. If we had, this wouldn't have—"

"What's done is done."

"Yes, sir."

"Well, at any rate, I understand why you didn't tell him our situation. You must have thought you had to avoid a situation where he might marry Shion for the sake of revenge."

"Yes."

"But in reality, he wasn't that kind of man." Reacting to the Emperor's words, Saneyuki raised his face. The Emperor, with a sorrowful expression, let out a small sigh.

"When I faced you today, I thought the only possible outcome was that he was a worthless man. I was betrayed, in a good way." Saneyuki, with a solemn face, returned the thrown fan to the Emperor and said,

"He is a magnificent man."

The Emperor accepted it, the corner of his mouth lifting in a cynical smile. "So it seems."



    Chapter 31

    That Man is in the West

    Shintaro was to depart with Saneyuki and Nana, and of course, Shion would be with them. Therefore, he decided to offer the farewell greeting that Saneyuki would have given.

"I will protect your daughter without fail, so please rest assured." His posture as he gave a slight bow, hands resting on his knees, was so dignified that it impressed the onlookers, who included Nanafushi, Miyake, Saneyuki, and Nana. Shintaro did not grovel just because he was addressing Shion's father, or the Emperor, but he respected decorum—a balance he expressed perfectly. The Emperor flicked open his fan and fanned himself lightly.

"Hmph, well, I am not worried. Saneyuki and Nana are with you. Nothing happened when you visited here, I presume. More importantly, be careful not to kill your opponents." The Emperor's words were a sarcastic jab at Shintaro's strength. Shintaro smiled wryly and bowed once more.

***

Several nights into their journey, Shintaro was having a drink with Saneyuki in a detached room at their inn and casually asked him a question. Shion and Nana had already gone to bed early in another room, so there was no fear of being overheard. Although he had thought he would never drink again, he found he couldn't abstain completely, which had led to this.

"I can't tell if I'm still being watched with suspicion or if I've been accepted. What do you think?" Saneyuki was taken aback for a moment, then burst into a hearty laugh.

"Hahaha! If he were still suspicious, he would have sooner died than allowed Shion-sama to accompany you."

"You think so?"

"Of course. Why don't you have a little more confidence?"

"Easier said than done."

"Weren't you so imposing when you departed?"

"...Eh?" Seeing Shintaro frown, Saneyuki let out a deep sigh and ran his fingers through his hair, ruffling it. He was only now realizing that Shintaro's demeanor was completely natural.

"What a troublesome man you are. You are the strongest in the West—no, at this point, you're probably the strongest in the country. There's no problem with you acting confident, you know?"

"No way. There might be someone even stronger out there."

"Impossible. Until now, the one hailed as the strongest in the country was Miyake-sama. If you beat him, then you really are number one in the country." Shintaro's eyes widened.

"Is that so?"

"It is."

"But that was a draw."

"That's because you stopped midway. Miyake-sama admitted defeat, you know?" Shintaro averted his gaze and looked down, lost in thought. To get his attention, Saneyuki picked up the sake flask and gave it a gentle shake.

"Want some?"

"Ah, no, I'm good."

"Hmph, you're right. If we don't call it a night soon, something else unfortunate might happen." Shintaro shot Saneyuki a slow glare. The memory of getting drunk and climbing the Tower was still fresh.

"Is that sarcasm?" But Saneyuki just laughed and shrugged.

"Aimed at myself. I'll drink in moderation so I don't say anything unnecessary."

***

Meanwhile, while they were on their journey, a man came to visit the Masaki dojo. He wasn't the only one; in recent times, there had been no end to the number of people knocking on their gate, but this man, Ogura Shozaburo, was a little different. He was twenty-three years old. A young man of medium build with unremarkable features. He had come because he had heard a certain rumor. It was that "if you learn from the master of the Masaki dojo, you can polish your own unique sword style." The basic forms were the same at any dojo, after which different schools of thought existed, and it was common to faithfully inherit those. But the word was that at the Masaki dojo, they focused on an individual's nature and strengths, and taught a more practical way of fighting. He was hopeful. So much so that you could say he was betting his life on it. As a sign of his resolve, he had even quit the Hokura dojo, which he had attended for seven years.

Upon being led into the dojo, Shozaburo came face-to-face with the deputy master, Yagami Senkichi.

"The master is currently absent. I will speak with you in his stead." Shozaburo was slightly disappointed, but he sat formally on the floor and bowed his head.

"I wish to enroll. I humbly ask for your consideration."

"Now, now, don't be so hasty. According to the letter, the master should be back in about a week. You can observe until then and make your decision."

"Y-Yes, sir." Shozaburo raised his head, looked at Senkichi, and then around the dojo. He was nine-tenths certain that the master was the head of this place, a certain Masaki, but the information he had was so scarce that he was overcome with anxiety. So he decided to ask Senkichi some questions.

"When was the Masaki dojo established?"

"Ah. Let's see... I believe it was around the same time as the Tower's history. This is the gate opened by the master of the Western Tower, that is, the Iron Tower." Shozaburo's eyes widened, and he trembled with excitement. The Hokura dojo had also become the Tower's property after the daughter's marriage, but hearing that this place was originally founded by the Western Tower Master, he recognized the difference in status.

"Then the dojo master is the Tower Master himself?"

"No, that would be the next Tower Master, Saneyuki-sama." Then the master must be a man named Masaki Saneyuki, Shozaburo thought, engraving the name in his mind.

"What kind of person is the Master?"

"If you came here based on the rumors, you can assume they are true. With a lion-like gaze, he soars high into the heavens and attacks like a hawk. A swordsman like him will never appear again, before or since." Gazing at Senkichi, who declared this with confidence, Shozaburo's eyes shone. If he could learn the sword under such a wonderful person, he felt he would be willing to wager his entire fortune.

In fact, as Shozaburo toured the dojo at Senkichi's recommendation, he saw the disciples practicing with such vitality that he became envious. Moreover, they all had sharp sword strokes, no openings, and wielded a unique sword that no one else could imitate.

*The master here must be an excellent teacher. If I could become like that, I would be able to put my all into my training.*

Shozaburo thought, and let out a sigh of admiration.

"Speaking of skill, that man was also a good teacher." Shozaburo muttered, recalling the former deputy master of the dojo he had given up on. The Hokura dojo was also a fine establishment. It was one of the top five in the East. But when he tried to elevate his own swordsmanship, he hit a limit. Because the teachings and style of the master, Hokura Saimon, were absolute, it was impossible to create anything eccentric or new techniques. He understood that tradition was wonderful, but that alone was not enough for Shozaburo, who aimed for a life as a true swordsman.

"The master here must be the one who will guide me to the path of the sword I seek." The more Shozaburo observed the disciples, the stronger his conviction grew.

***

And a week later, the day Shozaburo had been waiting for arrived. He was to meet the master and be judged on whether he could pass through the gate or not. The Masaki dojo didn't just accept anyone who paid the fee. Only those whose talent was discovered in a simple sparring match were allowed to enter. That test was conducted by the master. Shozaburo was confident. He had been praised as one of the top ten swordsmen at the Hokura dojo, and he had secretly been honing his skills on his own. There was no doubt he could hold his own anywhere.

He sat formally in the center of the dojo, his back straight, and waited with dignity for the master to arrive. Soon, he sensed a presence near the entrance, and he straightened his posture even more, casting his gaze in that direction. A man stepped in, following the deputy master, Senkichi. It goes without saying that Shozaburo turned pale, as if he had encountered a ghost. The other man also looked at Shozaburo, unable to hide his surprise.

"...Ogura Shozaburo?" Shintaro said, and Senkichi turned around.

"Do you know him?"

"He was a disciple at Hokura's."

"Wh-What?!" Senkichi exclaimed, sweat breaking out all over his face.

"Wh-What shall we do?"

"What's there to do? If he wants to join, let him. If he wants to withdraw his application, let him withdraw it." At Shintaro's words, Senkichi turned to Shozaburo.

"It seems to be up to you. What will you do?" Shozaburo swallowed hard. He finally understood that the dojo master and the instructor here were two different people. The man hailed as *the* man in the West—the man who could jump ten meters high and leap from the top of the Tower without a second thought. It wasn't Masaki Saneyuki, but the man who had been humiliated by the Eastern Tower. Shozaburo's panic and confusion were beyond words. He desperately searched his memory, trying to recall how he had acted, and his heart pounded so violently he felt dizzy and out of breath. But no matter how hard he tried, the only image that came to mind was of himself, sneering along with his comrades. Shozaburo was filled with intense regret. The baseless rumor that had briefly circulated in the Eastern Capital, that "he's probably fallen on hard times somewhere, hating the Tower Master," was instantly blown from his mind. Far from fallen on hard times, he was thriving. Far from hating the Tower Master, he had conquered the Tower itself. Otherwise, even in the West, it would be impossible to perform a feat like standing on top of that Tower and jumping off. This man had righteously triumphed over the blow of betrayal. Even though he was driven from the East, he had turned everything around in the West, he thought.

Shozaburo steeled himself and raised his face. Reflected in Shintaro's clear eyes was the brilliance of a conviction that would not yield to adversity. *How could I have overlooked this light?* Shozaburo's arms trembled.

"...Is it possible for me... to be allowed to stay here?" His voice trembled too. He was prepared to receive any kind of sarcasm or abuse. But instead, Shintaro let out a soft sigh and said,

"Did you not understand when I said to do as you please?"

"Wha— No, but...!"

"You came to the West, which means you left the things of the East behind in the East, didn't you? In that case, it's fine." Shozaburo stared at Shintaro in astonishment and felt ashamed of himself. He remembered the old days when he was cherished as a disciple, and his vision blurred with tears.



    Chapter 32

    Single-Minded Diligence

    Back in his days at the Hokura dojo, Shintaro had been a sudden and unwelcome thorn in Shozaburo's side.

A dojo was a dojo, no matter where you went, but whether it was prestigious or not was a crucial matter that affected one's own name. For that reason, Shozaburo had passed through the gates of Hokura. There, his talent had blossomed magnificently. He started by achieving the first dan in his first year, second dan a year later, third dan two years after that, and so on, raising his rank every year. It was not something everyone could accomplish. And then, three years later, just as he had earned his fourth dan and was being praised for his talent, with talk of him even being a candidate for deputy master, it happened. Shintaro arrived. He was a boy two years younger, about whom Shozaburo had heard occasional rumors. He was seventeen years old. A tall, handsome young man who looked as if he might already be fully grown. Moreover, he possessed a skill that should be called not just talented or genius, but prodigious. He was quickly favored by the master, fell for his daughter, skipped all the ranks, and shot up to deputy master. If you looked only at the surface, it was an abnormal situation where it would be strange not to resent him. It would be an understatement to say Shozaburo was seething with rage, as he too had made blood-curdling efforts in secret to steadily raise his rank, never resting on his talent. He had always aimed for the top, dreaming of the day the dojo would be entrusted to him. And a boy who had just joined had snatched it from him from the side. But whenever they sparred, Shozaburo lost more than he won, and he was never able to defeat him. *It's absurd,* Shozaburo had muttered in his heart.

There were many other disciples who felt the same way as Shozaburo. Especially those who were said to be among the best. They had all dreamed of it. The day they would be hailed as *the* one in this prestigious dojo. But no matter how jealous they were of Shintaro, they couldn't be blatant about it, as he was favored by Saimon, the dojo master and instructor. The talk of him becoming his son-in-law made it even more difficult. On top of that, for some reason, he never got a big head, so there were no openings to exploit. When he took on a teaching role, he was more enthusiastic than in his own practice, treated everyone without prejudice, and was always completely honest. The more jealous they became, the more they were made to realize their own smallness.

But even a man like Shintaro would sometimes look up at the sky with a vacant expression. Shozaburo couldn't understand what he was dissatisfied with. Even though they both aspired to the same path of the sword, he just couldn't understand.

***

How much Shintaro had agonized over the disciples back then. And just how much he had loved Mana. The Shozaburo of today understood it all well. Shintaro had tried to give up wielding his own sword and live for the sake of a girl. But he couldn't abandon his ambition, and even under constraints, he had entrusted it to the disciples. The dream of standing as a true swordsman. In reality, it was not Hokura Saimon but Shintaro who had helped those who were stuck, unable to advance in rank. While making them adhere to the school's forms, he had skillfully used their individual quirks to help them win. He had a talent for turning people's weaknesses into strengths. Forgetting such kindness, they had all been harsh to Shintaro when he lost his position because their festering jealousy had won out. They had become possessed by a wretched desire to strike him as much as they could, now that he was down. It was tantamount to proving their own defeat, but they had felt as if they had won.

"God must exist, I suppose," Shozaburo murmured. The swordsmanship he had seen from Shintaro in the outdoor training ground the other day was truly divine. A magnificent leap and a lion's gaze that cleared the heart. A powerful sword stroke—that power, which should never have been consigned to darkness, must have been sent out into the world by the hand of God, driving Shintaro out of the capital. It was so brilliant that he couldn't help but think so.

***

"Wouldn't it have been better to wield your sword to your heart's content at Hokura's, without holding back?" Shozaburo asked on an impulse, still feeling a certain lack of clarity despite understanding the various feelings involved. Shintaro gave a wry smile.

"The master was a man of rigid ideas, and if he had said he couldn't give his daughter to a monster, I would have had nowhere to stand." Shozaburo grunted, "I see." So he couldn't risk losing Mana by making a once-in-a-lifetime gamble.

As the two of them spoke while walking along the path to the training ground, Senkichi, who happened to see them with Saneyuki, tilted his head. "I can't for the life of me understand how he can walk so amicably alongside a man who was a disciple at Hokura's."

Then Saneyuki spoke. "Shintaro-dono is in pain."

Senkichi looked at Saneyuki in surprise. "In pain?"

"No matter how much he says he forgives, the humiliation he suffered in the East is not so simple. But Shintaro-dono understands. That if he doesn't forgive, no one will be saved. Neither the one who doesn't forgive nor the one who is not forgiven. He can't continue to live his whole life suffering with hatred. He can't move forward like that, and above all, he himself will not be saved. That is why he is acting as he is."

"But—"

"His life was not taken. From an outsider's perspective, it's merely a lovers' quarrel. Even if it was a life-altering event, such things happen in all sorts of circumstances. There are feelings in this world that must be cut off somewhere."

"...Can they be cut off?"

"If you don't, you're the one who falls." Senkichi's expression clouded over.

"What would happen if he were to fall?" To that anxious question, Saneyuki answered with a smile.

"I am prepared to support him."



    Chapter 33

    The Proclamation

    The Eastern Capital passed its time as usual, and summer was about to come to a close. In the surrounding countryside, autumn was just around the corner. In the towns, merchants, and in the fields, farmers were beginning to work desperately to pay their taxes. In Shintaro's hometown, as similar activities began to appear, a villager rushed into a private house. He was the village's caretaker, a man of sixty.

"Tae-san, have you seen the proclamation?!" The woman called Tae was Shintaro's mother. She was in the middle of some mending. Her husband was out in the fields. Thanks to the money Shintaro had been sending lately, her kimono, though inexpensive, was new, and her hair was neatly tied up, making her look tidy. She was in her mid-forties, but the subtle beauty she possessed hadn't changed since she was young.

"Is something the matter?"

"Something the matter? They're gathering swordsmen to decide the best in the East! Why don't you put Shintaro up for it?" Tae frowned at the excitedly speaking caretaker.

"...A proclamation means the Tower's got a hand in it, doesn't it?"

"Oh? Uh, yeah."

"Then I'm afraid not."

"Now, now, don't say that. It's such a waste."

"Shintaro is doing well for himself elsewhere."

"Tae-san."

"That boy is not coming back." The caretaker stared at Tae, who had declared it so firmly, his eyes wide.

"That's what he wrote in his letter. He needs to stay away, I'm sure."

"Needs to? What for?"

"He can't forgive them. But if he's far away, he feels like he might be able to. I'm sure that's what it is."

"What's this? If that's the case, he should just enter the tournament and take first place, shouldn't he? If he shows them that strength of his..."

"You think he can get his revenge?"

"You bet." Tae lowered her eyes slightly.

"It may be presumptuous for me, his mother, to say, but he's not that petty a child. Taking and being taken from is a common story, and even if he gets revenge, the one he gets revenge on will just resent him in turn. I think he understands well that it's just a vicious cycle. Besides, I've taught him that truly strong people are those who can forgive others." The caretaker looked up at the sky pensively.

"That's true. If he got his revenge with that strength of his, they'd drop dead. It's safer to say that. But hey, what if he just can't forgive them?"

Tae lifted her lowered eyes. "Then he'd probably get his revenge. But it wouldn't do any good to just charge ahead on emotion. It would have to be done in a proper way."

"Oh, and what way would that be?"

"Who knows? But maybe forgiving is the greatest revenge. There are probably some who would rather be hit. If he were retaliated against, he could scoff at them for being so obsessed. But if he were to be forgiven, it would be a true defeat. Of course, there's a big difference in meaning between him not forgiving and me not forgiving, so I won't forgive them, you know." As Tae shrugged and smiled a little mischievously, the caretaker was drawn into a laugh as well, then crossed his arms.

"I see. All right. I won't say any more. But hey, if he changes his mind, we'll back him up, so write back and tell him he can come home anytime."

"Yes, yes."

***

Around the time the two finished their conversation, the inside of the Tower was bustling with activity. It was for the construction of a tournament arena. Razan had issued the proclamation because a letter had arrived from the Emperor. It said:

"Gather the renowned swordsmen of the East and arrange a tournament. Send the one who stands at the pinnacle to Kyo." It was an unprecedented event, so Razan tilted his head, but considering Miyake's age, he had an idea. Perhaps they were struggling to decide on the next Imperial Court Chief within the court and had extended a hand to the East. But there weren't many who had the makings of an Imperial Court Chief. Even if one became the best swordsman in the East and served the court, the most they could hope for was to become a general. Nevertheless, it was a proposition worth taking.

*If I can arrange for a swordsman to serve the court, it will add prestige to us against both Kyo and the West. It will also make things more convenient in various ways.*

With that thought, Razan immediately summoned Hokura Saimon.

"Your dojo is now the property of the Tower. If you produce someone who can stand at the pinnacle, it will look good to the Emperor. You too would be proud. Select your strongest swordsmen and have them compete in the tournament."

"Y-Yes, sir." Saimon bowed deeply, a feeling of unease stirring in a corner of his heart.

Saimon's heart was in turmoil. The strongest swordsman at the Hokura dojo had been driven out of the capital by none other than the Tower Master, Razan. To be told so simply to select a swordsman who could conquer the peak of the East was an impossible task. Just recently, one of his promising swordsmen had quit. Ogura Shozaburo. The only option left was to train his high-ranking members until the deadline and send them.

Just in case, Saimon went around to investigate the various dojos. Since his dojo would be investigated by others anyway, there was no need for him to hold back. As a result, he found that every dojo had settled on sending their seventh-dan members, so he decided to do the same at Hokura. However, just because someone's rank was low didn't mean they would necessarily lose. Some had the ability of a seventh-dan but simply hadn't been practicing long enough. Therefore, he also included those who were effectively at the seventh-dan level.

"It should be enough if just one of them manages to save face." Even if they couldn't take the top spot, it would be fine if they made it to the finals or semi-finals.

"Even if Shintaro were here, it's not like he's absolutely the strongest. There must be other swordsmen like him out there. The world is a wide place." Saimon said aloud, dispelling his anxiety. When he thought about what would happen if he couldn't meet Razan's expectations, he couldn't sit still. He was already aware that Mana was not loved. Therefore, he had to avoid anything that would displease him. He couldn't make his daughter any more unhappy.

It was the day he had spoken of going to Kyo. Mana hadn't said it out loud, but her sorrowful eyes and deathly pale complexion had said it all. Saimon realized that his daughter was not loved. Though they had been married for only a short time, her cold lips let out sighs of regret. It was unbearable to see his daughter like that. No matter who he asked, they all said, "I would choose the Tower Master." It should have been the right choice without a doubt. And yet...

But there was no guarantee she would have been happy if she had been with Shintaro either. Saimon told himself this as he headed to the training grounds to inform the selected members, and convinced himself. The hot summer passed, and it was the month of Kannazuki, when the mountains began to be dyed in autumn colors.



    Chapter 34

    The Best Swordsman in the East

    Swordsmen from all over the East who were confident in their skills gathered in the capital in the middle of Shimotsuki. The tournament arena was set up outdoors. A total of two hundred judges were mobilized, and the number of competitors exceeded five hundred. The lineup was diverse: swordsmen selected from prestigious dojos, representatives who had won their way up from general dojos, those who belonged to none and had learned the sword through self-study, and even vagrants who worked as bodyguards in gambling dens. The disciples aside, the reason the vagrants had also gathered was none other than for the prize money. Some were hoping that if they did well, they could get steady work from the Tower. Saimon stood before the disciples he had brought with him and gave them a pep talk.

"Listen well. You must not, under any circumstances, lose to the likes of them." These words stemmed from the idea that those who had not passed through a dojo's gates were not true swordsmen. To learn the fundamentals from scratch, to hone one's skills with comrades, and to face examinations. He believed that those who had experienced these hardships were the true swordsmen. No, this was not limited to Saimon; it was a sentiment shared by other dojo masters and their disciples as well. They had forged their spirits through the pride and pressure that came with carrying their dojo's name. They had a sense of pride that they were different from those who swung their swords for money, relying on brute force.

In conclusion, the correctness of this belief was mostly proven. No matter how strong one was, without proper fundamentals and forms, one could not stand a chance against a disciple who held a seventh dan. As for strength, both sides had trained, so there was not much of a difference. So, if their strength was equal, in whose hands would victory fall? Of course, it would be the one with superior technique. It was a rare thing to be able to break the fundamentals and forms and still win, like Shintaro. However, such a rare man was participating in this tournament. Kawahara Soma. He was twenty-one years old. Tall at six-foot-five, he had no excess fat and was powerfully built. His wild features and the intense spirit in his deep eyes were impressive. Soma specialized in attacks from above, taking advantage of his height. That's not to say he neglected his torso or feet. He had mastered a perfect defense and a flawless stance. The effort he put in to reach that level through self-study was worthy of praise.

Saimon, who was watching Soma's fight, grunted and was speechless at its brilliance. As far as he knew, there was no swordsman in this world as strong as Soma. His movements were as fast as an arrow, his step gouged the earth, and the swing of his arm created wind. He thought that with proper training, he could become even stronger.

"Have you no interest in joining a dojo?" Saimon approached Soma, who had just finished a match, and asked. Soma looked Saimon up and down. A man over sixty, with the appearance of a master, he thought.

"I appreciate the offer, but there is nothing for me to learn from others." Soma declined with a polite smile. But Saimon continued.

"If you learn the fundamentals and forms, you can become even stronger."

"Even so, I have no intention of doing so. I'm truly sorry, but..."

"Even just to learn the basics, won't you come?"

"Unfortunately, I have a mountain of teachers." At Soma's words, Saimon showed a slightly surprised expression.

"Oh? So many?"

"You could say that." Soma looked into the distance and murmured. His teachers were the strong winds that could blow everything away, the rough waves that carved rocks, the waterfalls that fell from the heavens, and the mountain peaks that pierced the sky. The nature of this world had raised him and made him strong. And Soma believed that they could teach him far more skillful techniques than any human could. Soma returned his gaze to Saimon and bowed.

"Well then." As Soma was about to leave, Saimon hurriedly stopped him.

"Wait a moment. You came to this tournament with the intention of winning, didn't you?" Soma turned around with a look that said, "Isn't that obvious?" Then Saimon smiled with a hidden meaning. Soma couldn't help but frown, and Saimon said,

"Even if it's just for formality's sake, you wouldn't lose anything by joining my dojo."

"...What do you mean?"

"My dojo is owned by the Tower."

"So?"

"To win this tournament means to become the best swordsman in the East. To become the best swordsman in the East means that you must also value your connection to the authorities." Soma gave a wry smile.

"I see. It reeks of money and power. But sorry. I intend to make those authorities of yours recognize me with this sword arm alone. I don't need any connections. I bet you'd just cast me aside when I'm no longer useful. I have no intention of bowing and scraping to people like that." And this time, he turned on his heel for good.

***

Kawahara Soma was a man who had dedicated himself solely to honing his sword skills since childhood. The reason he didn't attend a dojo was because he wasn't particularly well-off financially. How could he train his body and acquire skills without spending money? He had lived his life thinking about such things and learned from nature. His father was a lumberjack, so helping him also served as training. However, since they lived deep in the mountains and rarely went down to the village, he was ignorant of the world. He went to a temple school once a week to learn reading, writing, and arithmetic, but as soon as classes were over, he would quickly go home to help his father or practice, so he never made any friends. But thanks to that, he became strong enough to call himself a master swordsman without shame. So he had a dream. The dream of "becoming the number one swordsman in this country and making my name known." Just because he didn't make friends and secluded himself in the mountains for training didn't mean he disliked people or shunned society. He had a dream like any young man and was boldly challenging it. And that dream was already within his reach. The strong swordsmen were mostly concentrated in the East. If he could stand at the top there, it was as good as being number one in the country.

***

Soma trembled with excitement and fired himself up. He was already strong, but his fighting spirit was more than enough. He felled his opponents with a single swing and pushed them over with a single step. The way he defeated his opponents as if cutting them in two was truly demonic, and his momentum was unstoppable. Of course, his opponents were all fine swordsmen. They were masters who could be called master swordsmen just like him. But they were no match for Soma. Soma was like a bear or a tiger. A destructive blow and swift, smooth movements. He mastered a number of miraculous techniques that didn't seem humanly possible. Among them, what wowed the venue the most was when he jumped to a height equal to his own.

Inside the spectator's box, Razan, who was watching the outcome of the match from behind a bamboo screen, slapped his own thigh. He had seen a divine-like strength in Soma.

"My apologies, Sanetsugu-dono. It seems the heavens have favored me." Razan had suspected that the letter from the Emperor had not been sent only to the East. He thought that the same thing was likely happening in the West, and that the winners from both sides would face off in Kyo. He didn't know the clear intention, but he calculated that depending on the result, it would determine which side would be favored in the future.

After that, Soma defeated all the swordsmen and claimed victory. After being thoroughly praised at the venue, he was seen off by a large crowd as he stepped into the Tower. The first floor of the Tower was a spacious audience chamber.

"The Tower Master is waiting for you." The person standing at the entrance said, and Soma stepped onto the platform. He guessed that the man on the raised platform in front was the one and approached him. A very imposing figure. Eventually, he stopped at a position where he could see his face, and Soma respectfully dropped to one knee. The Tower Master, Razan, confirmed this and slowly nodded.

"Your strength, I am impressed. The best swordsman in this East... no, perhaps I should say the best swordsman in the country." At these words, Soma smiled with satisfaction. His eyes were so full of confidence that they made Razan flinch for a moment.

"I am honored by your praise."

"No—now, I would like to award you the prize money immediately, but it is not a small sum. To award the full amount, there is one condition." At this unexpected turn, Soma's smile vanished, and he furrowed his brow.

"What might that be?"

"I want you to go to a place called Kyo."

"Kyo, you say?"

"That's right."

"And what shall I do there?"

"I want you to have an audience with a certain noble personage. In fact, the one who ordered the selection of the best swordsman in the East was that very person." Soma had a strange feeling in his chest. A person whom even a Tower Master would refer to as "personage." There was no way they were an ordinary person.

"That personage... who might they be?" When he asked cautiously, Razan descended from the raised platform, approached Soma, and answered in a small voice.

"He is called the Emperor. Only those entrusted with important positions in the country know of him." Seeing Razan's tense expression, he could guess that this person held the highest power in the country. Yes. The long-whispered rumor that "behind the Towers, there exists a more powerful and mysterious force" was true.



    Chapter 35

    The Town of Kyo

    Soma wondered what kind of person held power in the shadows of this country. He imagined they were likely no saint, but they couldn't be incompetent either. The nation wasn't being invaded by its neighbors, its domestic affairs were in order, and a glance at the Tower was enough to see their architectural skill was superb. A country with advanced architecture often excelled in other areas as well—military power, food self-sufficiency, commerce, academia, resources, and production, for example. If all those elements were circulating smoothly, then the nation's leader must be worthy of the title. But why, then, was this leader not widely known to the people? The answer was beyond Soma's grasp.

"And what am I to do when I meet this person?"

"I do not know."

"...Excuse me?"

"I was simply told to send for the finest swordsman in the East." Soma scowled openly.

"You just followed their orders without even knowing the purpose?"

"Because I cannot defy them."

"Why not?"

"The Emperor is the pillar of this nation. It is our duty to exhaust ourselves for the country's sake. His words are spoken only for the good of the nation. Therefore, we must listen." Soma was stunned.

"So, choosing the best swordsman in the East is for the good of the country?"

"The Emperor commands an army. The Emperor's soldiers are the nation's soldiers. A strong swordsman is needed, not unwanted."

"...And I'm to be a pawn in that army?" Soma shot Razan a glare, a defiant smirk on his face. His expression seemed to say, *What's the point of earning the honor of being the best swordsman in the East if I'm just going to be used by some shadowy figure? I'll never see the light of day.* Seeing the look in his eyes, which spoke louder than words, Razan gave a wry smile.

"If you do not go to Kyo, you only get half the prize money. You could take the honor and half the prize, and carve out your own path. But one look at Kyo, and you'll change your mind. I doubt you'll regret getting a glimpse of the heart of the nation."

***

One month later. Just as Razan had said, Soma's perspective was completely transformed as he looked down upon Kyo from a high hill. A majestic landscape unfolded below, a cityscape of vermilion hues and orderly streets on a scale that was utterly overwhelming. It blossomed before him, far surpassing his wildest imagination. His heart trembled at the beauty and presence of a place that was truly worthy of being called the center of the nation.

"Incredible..." As the words of awe escaped Soma's lips, Razan, Saimon, and their three attendants nodded beside him. It was only natural for the Tower Master to personally escort the swordsman chosen by the Emperor's decree, and for attendants to follow, but Saimon had come along of his own volition. Soma was now, in name and in reality, the greatest swordsman in the East, but it wasn't yet decided if he would serve in Kyo. The Emperor might not take a liking to him, or Soma himself could very well turn down the offer. If that happened, Saimon saw it as a golden opportunity to pull him into his own dojo. That was right. He had no intention of giving up on a swordsman of Soma's caliber after just one or two refusals. It was a matter of pride and persistence for a man who had lived by the sword, as a dojo master and an instructor. Just as Shintaro and Soma had their dreams, so too did Saimon. His was "to produce a first-class swordsman from his own dojo whose name would thunder across the nation." In other words, to make the world know the splendor of the Hokura style. But he was growing old and didn't have the time to train someone from scratch. It was a shortcut, then, to forge an already excellent swordsman. Of course, the ideal was to train a student from boyhood, instilling the Hokura style into the very marrow of his bones, but if things always went as planned, no one would ever struggle. So, Saimon had looked for a compromise. Soma fit that compromise perfectly. He had more than enough power; all that was needed was to correct his rough edges and have him learn the Hokura style. There was no one else as ideal as him. Saimon believed that no matter where he looked, he would never find another swordsman who could make his dream a reality.

But contrary to Saimon's hopes, Soma's heart pounded even harder as he set foot in the city of Kyo. Learning the Hokura style was the furthest thing from his mind. People came and went in numbers that rivaled the Eastern Capital, shops lined the streets, and the city overflowed with life and splendor. And yet, amidst the atmospheric scenery, a clear sky stretched over everything like a vast ceiling. It was a place where one could be in a developed city and still feel an unbelievable sense of openness. That was the city of Kyo. This openness was achieved by designing the buildings to be lower than average, making the roads wider, and ensuring a clear view across the entire city. And since the sky wasn't obstructed by buildings, allowing one to see from one end to the other, the effect was twofold.

"The Tower and this city were both designed by an Emperor. Not the current one, of course, but their techniques have been faithfully passed down," Razan explained to Soma. Contrary to Saimon's designs, Razan desperately wanted Soma to take a liking to Kyo. The Emperor would not overlook a swordsman with skills bordering on Divine Possession. But it would be troublesome if the swordsman himself put up a fuss. No matter how much they wanted him as a pawn, the Imperial Court had no reason to forcibly detain an unwilling man. They weren't that desperate for manpower, and Miyake, though old, was still strong enough to serve. They wouldn't be shaken by one man's refusal. If that happened, only Razan would lose face. But then Razan glanced at Soma's face and gave a wry smile, realizing he had been worrying for nothing. Soma was completely captivated by Kyo, Razan's explanation going in one ear and out the other. It seemed Soma had understood, without needing to be told, just what an honor it was to live in Kyo and serve the Imperial Court.

As they passed through the palace gates, Soma's eyes widened even further. He was captivated by the magnificent continuity of vermilion tiles and pillars. They were beautiful to anyone who saw them, but Soma seemed to have a particularly strong sensitivity to beauty in form. In his eyes, the curve of the roofs was like a surging wave, and the rows of pillars like a tranquil forest.

"...Amazing. To think something like this could be created." Razan replied with a triumphant look.

"The work of a god, wouldn't you say?"

And so, Soma finally entered the audience chamber and came face to face with the Emperor... but it goes without saying that his eyes narrowed into a sharp scowl. For the sake of appearances, he was sitting in the formal *seiza* position next to Razan, but before bowing his head, he whispered a question.

"Is he human?" Razan's lips twisted into a smirk.

"Who can say?" At this, the two men flanking the Emperor, Miyake and Nanafushi, reprimanded them.

"Silence! That is disrespectful!" Razan and Soma wore expressions that said, *Oops*, and bowed their heads in unison.

"As promised, I have brought the finest swordsman in the East," Razan announced quickly, stating the purpose of their visit. Beside him, a flustered Soma spoke.

"It is an honor to meet you for the first time. My name is Kawahara Soma." The Emperor touched the tip of his closed fan to his lips and nodded.

"I have received word. He seems to be a promising young man, does he not, Miyake?" Miyake pulled a cloth from his robe and wiped the sweat from his neck.

"Well..."

"...A rather lukewarm response."

"Ah, no, not at all."

"No, you are thinking it. You are wondering why I had the Tower Master select the finest swordsman from the East and send him here," the Emperor said, staring fixedly at Miyake.

"If you already know, then please, tell me."

"Why, I thought I'd have him spar with you a bit." Miyake was shocked, and both Razan and Soma couldn't help but look up.

"What is your intention?" Miyake asked. The Emperor laughed defiantly.

"Did you not say you wanted a successor?"

"Th-that's true. But..."

"I cannot give you my son-in-law. So we have no choice but to find a new one, do we?" Everyone reacted to the Emperor's words, but Razan, in particular, seized on one phrase.

"Son-in-law...? Has Princess Shion decided on a partner?" The Emperor glanced at Razan, the corner of his mouth twitching upwards.

"He is a troublesome man, but there is no other like him. Shion is quite fond of him, and I have taken a liking to him as well."

"Is that so? Congratulations." Razan bowed his head respectfully. Then, as he raised it again, he asked, "And when is the wedding?" The Emperor looked away with a sour expression.

"The groom will decide. More importantly, your name was Kawahara Soma, correct? What say you? Do you have the nerve to test your skills against this Miyake?" Soma glanced at Miyake. He was in his mid-sixties, but his back was ramrod straight, he was muscular, and he was tall. He seemed to be quite a formidable opponent. 

"What's in it for me if I fight?" To this frank question, the Emperor answered with a laugh.

"If you defeat Miyake and prove yourself worthy of being his successor, you can seize the second-highest position of power in this country. Above the Tower Masters of the East and West. I think the reward is more than sufficient."

"And if I lose?"

"You may live as you please. Serve in the palace and aim to be a general, or return to the East and live as a mere swordsman. The choice is yours." 

Of course, Soma accepted. He couldn't dream of losing, and no matter how skilled his opponent was, he was an old man. He already understood how important it was to succeed here. There was no reason at all to refuse. He would seize the heart of the nation. He would look down upon this beautiful palace and city from a great height. As soon as he left the audience chamber, Soma looked up at the sky, his heart racing with excitement. He had never intended to end his life as a mere swordsman. His heart danced at this heaven-sent opportunity. Little did he know that the day would come when he would burn the image of a bird, soaring in that high sky, into his memory.



    Chapter 36

    The Match

    After Razan's party had departed, Miyake faced the Emperor.

"What is the meaning of this?" The Emperor sighed.

"I just explained it to you."

"I am asking why you only called upon the East."

"I answered that as well."

"What?" Miyake frowned, but Nanafushi, standing beside him, understood and gave a wry smile.

"You know, that part. 'I cannot give you my son-in-law.'" Miyake was exasperated.

"Then all you had to do was exclude Lord Shintaro from the selection. If the West finds out you entrusted the search for the next Imperial Court Chief to the East alone, there could be trouble."

"But we cannot select the best in the West while ignoring Shintaro." Miyake was at a loss for words. It was true. To do so might wound Shintaro's pride as a swordsman. And what was the point of adding insult to injury when he was already suffering from a wounded heart and postponing his marriage?

"I will not have Masaki complain. This is a matter of great importance concerning the future of the nation and Shion. I cannot afford to be concerned with the moods of the East and West." Nanafushi suddenly fixed his gaze on the Emperor. He had heard something he couldn't let slide.

"Princess Shion's future?" Miyake showed no reaction. It seemed only natural to him that the question of who would become the next Imperial Court Chief would concern the future of the nation and Shion. But it stuck with Nanafushi. Seeing this astute man, the Emperor laughed.

"Just you watch."

***

Meanwhile, as Razan headed toward the usual mansion where he stayed during the New Year, he tilted his head in confusion. The Emperor was seeking a candidate for the next Imperial Court Chief, a conclusion Razan himself had reached first, but somehow he couldn't believe it was that simple. Before pitting him against Miyake, the Emperor could have had him fight the best from the West, or tested him against the palace soldiers, but all of that had been skipped. If no one from the West appeared tomorrow or the day after, it would mean Razan's reading was wrong and no decree had been sent to the West. That went beyond strange; it was ominous. He could have condescendingly assumed the Emperor had no expectations for the West, but until now, it had been customary to treat both sides equally, at least for form's sake. The question of why they had been biased on this occasion alone inevitably remained.

At any rate, the match with Miyake was set. As a precaution, Razan urged Soma to be careful.

"Lord Miyake is a man strong enough to rival you. Do not underestimate him just because he is old." This was coming from Razan, who had seen his own fights. Soma took the warning to heart.

***

*Razan's assessment was spot-on,* Soma thought. He was now locked in a clash of real swords, a stalemate where the one to back down would be cut.

As usual, the match took place in the training grounds, but the way the two men utilized its full breadth was like a pair of arrows crisscrossing a battlefield, making it difficult for even the spectators to follow. One would leap back several feet, and the other would close the distance. Upon closing the distance, the other would leap back. A heavy blow would be parried, and a parry would be followed by a strike. Neither man would yield an inch. The motion ceased only when their swords became firmly locked, a tense situation where the one to pull back would be slain. Soma grunted. Miyake was an old man in both age and appearance, but he could move better and was more vigorous than most youths. To begin with, the fact that he could keep up with this speed meant he was no ordinary man.

Miyake, too, was astonished by Soma's unexpected strength. His footwork, which allowed him to move with a fleet-footedness that rivaled Miyake's own reputed Divine Possession, his heavy blade, his surprisingly fluid movements—all of it was superb.

"You've earned your place at the top of the East," Miyake said, glaring at Soma. Soma gave a wry smile.

"Not at all. I still have a long way to go." At that moment, Miyake put even more strength into his arms. He had grown impatient with the stalemate. Soma allowed himself to be pushed back by the force, using the momentum to leap backward. But he would be cut down if he stayed on this course. Miyake's speed was legendary. Sure enough, Miyake saw his chance and lunged forward. *Now!* Soma cried in his heart, taking one step forward and then leaping on the second. It was a height of six feet. Miyake came to an abrupt halt and readied his sword. Soma swung his arm with all his might.

At Soma's leap, Razan, Saimon, and the three attendants grunted and marveled once more. This surprise should have naturally caused a stir throughout the grounds. There were thousands of spectators, including the Emperor, Nanafushi, palace soldiers, and servants. But when there was no major reaction aside from the Emperor saying, "Ho. Not bad at all," Razan grew suspicious. Turning his eyes back to the battlefield, he saw that Miyake had flawlessly blocked the blow delivered from a height of six feet. He was calm and completely unshaken.

Soma, who had thought this would be the finishing blow, was shaken by the unexpected turn of events. It was a strike that combined his full body weight, immense strength, and the momentum of a six-foot drop. He was shocked that the very technique that had most electrified the crowd in the Eastern Capital was useless here. Miyake sensed his state of mind and offered some words.

"Calm yourself. Focus on the fight."

But Soma, pale as a ghost, replied, "If I can't beat you with this, I've already lost."

"Get a hold of yourself. You can win."

"But—"

"I had the advantage here. My experience spoke for itself. I haven't gotten old for nothing. Now, look ahead and fight." Soma was moved by Miyake, who was desperately encouraging his own opponent, and tightened his grip on the hilt.

"Please, let us continue."

***

About an hour later, the match was decided. Soma had scored a point by exploiting a momentary opening that Miyake had shown. In that instant, thunderous applause erupted from the venue.

"That was a legendary match that will go down in history," the Emperor said to the two men. It was praise that surpassed any other reward. Miyake and Soma shook hands firmly and breathed a sigh of relief.

After both had washed off the sweat, it was time for a banquet. The spacious audience chamber was turned into a feast hall, packed with officials. Soma had been recognized as the next Imperial Court Chief and received celebratory toasts from the palace staff. After weathering that storm, Soma took a seat next to Miyake to catch his breath and offered his thanks once more.

"Thank you for everything during the match."

"Not at all, not at all."

"It's the first time I've fought against someone on equal footing."

"Hahaha. I'd like to say the same... but no, you are strong. If you continue to train, you'll be able to defeat the likes of me in no time."

"You're too kind."

"It's the truth. I hope you will continue to strive and support the nation and the Emperor."

"With pleasure." Soma smiled and drained the sake from his cup.

"By the way, where is the Emperor's daughter?"

"Hm? Oh, she's in the West for now. Her chosen partner has work to do over there."

"...Even though she is destined to become the next Emperor?"

"Hahaha. Well, you could call it a period of mental preparation. She seemed hesitant about becoming the pillar of the nation. It will take some time for her resolve to fully solidify." Soma frowned. Was it truly alright to entrust the nation to someone with such a hesitant attitude? But if both the Emperor and the princess were fond of the man, there was nothing an outsider could say. He decided that if she was unreliable, then he, as the next Imperial Court Chief, would just have to be firm.

While watching Soma and Miyake share a drink, Razan sidled up to Nanafushi.

"How about it?" Nanafushi, offered a drink, lightly shook his head.

"No, thank you."

"Does your tongue loosen when you drink?" Nanafushi glanced at the smiling Razan, his eyes narrowing.

"What are you talking about?"

"The reason no one from the West is here—perhaps?"

"Hah. If I knew something like that, my life would be much easier." Razan's smile vanished, and his eyes widened.

"You mean you haven't been told either, Lord Nanafushi?"

"I suppose he doesn't trust me."

"Surely not."

"Ah, well, that's a joke. There are various reasons for not summoning the West."

"And those would be?"

"Things like entrusting them with Princess Shion's partner, or the fact that said partner is the finest swordsman in the West. But the Emperor's true objective is unknown to me."

"Princess Shion's partner is?" Seeing Razan's surprise, Nanafushi grinned.

"He's strong, you know. Even the great Lord Miyake admitted defeat. He wields his sword with enough force to shatter bone, even with a wooden one. I suspect even that Lord Soma would be no match for him."

"Impossible."

"Heh. A second 'impossible,' I see. But this time, I am not joking. He is a true swordsman. The strongest swordsman, one who makes light of even the Tower's height." Razan's brow furrowed.

"The Tower...?" Nanafushi curled the corner of his lip into a wicked smile.

"They say that man jumped from the very top of the Tower and was perfectly fine."

"Wh-what?! That's... that's absurd!"

"And yet, nearly everyone serving in the Tower, from Saneyuki downwards, witnessed it. There can be no mistake. They say he descended as gracefully as a phoenix. In any case, he is an unbelievable man. For the East to let someone like that go to the West... what a waste." A chill ran down Razan's spine at Nanafushi's words. Of course, he was referring to the fact that the man had originally been in the East.

"Why the West?" Why he went to the West was a perfectly natural question for Razan. If he was going to achieve the same level of success, he could have gained more fame in the East, which was superior in both population and development. But Nanafushi just shrugged with an exasperated, almost teasing smile.

"Why? You of all people are asking that? Hmm. Let's see..." Nanafushi rested an elbow on his crossed knee and propped up his cheek.

"Perhaps he could live more as himself in the West. He wouldn't have to kill his own sword. Something like that, isn't it? Well, have a drink. I'll pour for you, if you'll have it." Razan picked up his cup, his heart unsettled. If the swordsman in the West was truly the man Nanafushi described, the strongest there was... and if he was to be Shion's partner... didn't that mean the East had ceded victory to the West in all things? But perhaps it was for that very reason that the Emperor had skewed the search for the Imperial Court Chief's successor toward the East. When one side has an advantage, giving the other a chance to compete is also the proper way for an Emperor to act.



    Chapter 37

    The Reason for Staying

    Two days passed in the blink of an eye from that night. And just as quickly, Saimon's dream was shattered. Soma had been officially appointed as the next Imperial Court Chief. Saimon now had no reason to remain in Kyo, but with Razan still present, he couldn't very well just pack up and leave on his own. He was still at the palace. Razan, too, could have prepared to leave once the matter was settled, but the Emperor told him to stay for a while, so he had no choice but to obey. What's more...

"I have actually summoned my son-in-law. It may take about a month and a half, but it will be worth your while to meet him." With that, there was no room for discussion. For Razan, who wanted to close the gap with the West, it was an opportunity he couldn't miss. Then, the Emperor spoke to Soma.

"This is a good opportunity for you as well, isn't it? That is, if you intend to one day work as my son-in-law's right-hand man." Soma straightened his collar and bowed his head.

"Of course, I will do my utmost to serve."

"Hmph. A fine answer. That is most reassuring. My son-in-law is close to you in age and also skilled with the sword. You should get along well. You may even spar with him if you wish. However, if you were to fight him seriously, you would be no match. If you are so inclined, you should receive instruction from Miyake."

"...Eh?" Soma looked at the Emperor, seemingly unable to comprehend what he had just been told. The Emperor laughed.

"I am not saying you are too strong and need to learn how to hold back. I am saying that with your level of skill, you cannot withstand my son-in-law's blade." Soma, who did not know the story Razan had heard from Nanafushi, frowned in displeasure.

"I was under the impression he merely 'dabbled' in swordsmanship." Seeing the young man's honest indignation at having his own skill, which he believed had been acknowledged, called into question, the Emperor's mouth twisted into a wicked grin.

"This is a man who faced a thousand palace soldiers without flinching and cut down five hundred in the blink of an eye. Even Miyake took a single blow and withdrew before the match was decided, admitting he could not fight any longer. Do you think you can win?"

"Wh-what...?" Soma turned pale. The Emperor snapped open the fan in his hand with a flick of his wrist.

"Even if you think you are the best, there is always someone better. Of course, if there is a swordsman stronger than my son-in-law, they would likely no longer be human. Therefore, you must become a demon to fight him. Do you want to try? Becoming a demon?" Soma clenched his fists in his lap and glared at the Emperor.

"I accept the challenge."

In short, he had been provoked and had taken the bait hook, line, and sinker. His pride as the man who had become the finest swordsman in the East had been exploited. Soma realized this after he had calmed down, but it would be uncool to back down now, so he ended up visiting Miyake at the guardhouse where he was stationed.

"And for that reason, I am in your care."

An unpleasant sweat broke out on Miyake's forehead and back. Behind him, Nanafushi, who happened to be playing Go, was also stunned.

"I understand what the Emperor is trying to do less and less," Nanafushi commented. Miyake turned to look at him.

"He was probably just annoyed that his soldiers were so easily defeated and wants to get back at him."

"Surely that can't be it."

"But he's keeping Kagasaki here instead of sending him home, and even summoned him. And Hokura is here with him too."

"Hmm. But in any case, they are a group that must meet face to face eventually. Besides, he might actually be pleased if we have a strong swordsman prepared for him."

"What's your basis for that?"

"He looked happy, didn't he? When he was fighting the soldiers. Facing a thousand strong opponents must have been somewhat of a challenge for him. It's not often he gets a chance to fully unleash his skills, after all." *Clack*. He placed a Go stone on the board, punctuating his sentence. At that, Nanafushi's eyes widened, and the corners of his mouth lifted. At first, Miyake thought he had just made a good move, but then he realized Nanafushi had figured out the Emperor's true intentions and pressed him for an answer.

"What is it? What's going on?" But Nanafushi just kept smirking and didn't answer. Beside them, Soma, who had been listening to their exchange, frowned suspiciously.

"How did you two come to serve at the Imperial Court?" Nanafushi's and Miyake's gazes returned to Soma.

"My story is not so different from yours," answered Miyake.

"I came from the countryside, my skill with the sword was recognized, and I was appointed to the position of Imperial Court Chief."

"I was born and raised in Kyo. I knew of this palace's existence, and since there were no other good jobs, I offered my services," Nanafushi answered after Miyake, then grinned again.

"Why do you ask so suddenly?"

"Well, it just occurred to me. I'm just a skilled swordsman. I wondered if it was really alright to give a position of such importance to a newcomer like me, who just arrived yesterday, simply because I won a match." Miyake laughed at that.

"When you cross swords, you come to understand a person's character. The Emperor likely took a gamble on your straightforward gaze. In any case, people with skills bordering on Divine Possession are not a dime a dozen. When you find something precious, you try to keep it around."

"And what would you have done if I turned out to be a disappointment?"

"Hahaha. We'd cross that bridge when we come to it, but what can I say? Once you settle here, it's hard to leave. Kyo has that kind of charm. That's why everyone tries their best. We've never had a single dropout yet." For Soma, who was already thinking he wanted to settle down in Kyo, it was an answer that made perfect sense. Which meant his question had been meaningless. Soma gave a self-deprecating smile.

"You're right. By the way..."

"Hm?"

"Will you instruct me, or not?" Miyake was silent for a moment, then let out a heavy sigh.

"I suppose I have no choice. I'll devise a strategy to at least make it a decent match." At this, Soma's brow furrowed again. He was displeased with the tone, which implied he had no chance of winning no matter what. Certainly, a man who could cut down five hundred soldiers at once must be formidable. But it couldn't be all brute force. If he employed advanced techniques, he was confident he could accomplish it himself. That's what he had been thinking.

"Is he really that strong?" Soma was aware of the thorn in his words as they escaped his lips. But what was said could not be unsaid. Miyake gave Soma a subtle, pitying look and averted his gaze.

"I will train you to the best of my ability. Since the Emperor has informed him about you, he will likely have high expectations." Miyake had said it simply out of a desire not to disappoint Shintaro, who was coming all the way from the Western Capital. But Soma took it to mean, "You don't have a snowball's chance in hell of winning, but you'd better at least meet the expectations of the man who will be the next Emperor." He glared into the distance and clenched his fists tightly.



    Chapter 38

    A Fateful Reunion

    By the way, the Emperor hadn't asked Razan and the others to stay merely because he had summoned Shintaro. They had visited the palace in the middle of the twelfth month. Whether Soma was appointed Imperial Court Chief or not, Razan had the additional task of offering New Year's greetings. Razan had intended to withdraw for a time, spend about two weeks at an inn in the suburbs, and then return, but the Emperor told him, "There is no need for such trouble." It was also a perfect opportunity, with Masaki Sanetsugu and Sahei soon to arrive, that he couldn't afford to miss.

And so the year came to a close, and with the new year, Sanetsugu and Sahei set foot on the palace grounds.

"Happy New Year," said Sanetsugu, seated next to Razan in the audience chamber as he bowed his head politely. Sahei, standing by behind him, bowed his head at the same time.

"Indeed. Welcome. Is all well in the West?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Excellent. On another note, there is someone I must introduce to you this year." As Sanetsugu raised his face, the Emperor looked off into the distance and beckoned with his folded fan.

"You may enter." Waiting near the entrance for that call were Miyake, Nanafushi, and Kawahara Soma. They ascended to the dais and stood in a line before the guests. Then, flanking the Emperor who sat on a higher level, Miyake and Soma sat to the left, and Nanafushi to the right.

"This man is Kawahara Soma. He is the next Imperial Court Chief." Sanetsugu was surprised. Even for the well-informed Sahei, it was a complete shock.

"The next Imperial Court Chief, you say?"

"That is correct. I had Kagasaki select and bring him. He is the finest swordsman in the East," the Emperor stated, a wicked smile playing on his lips. Sahei slapped his forehead, and Sanetsugu, after observing Soma, posed a question.

"Does he possess Divine Possession?"

"Indeed. He fought a good match against Miyake and took a point. He seems to have improved his skills even further while waiting for you all. You must be looking forward to it."

"...Yes, well." Sanetsugu affirmed, but he looked down with a grim expression. It was unnatural for the Emperor to ask a man from the West if he was "looking forward to Soma's future" when such a strong swordsman was in the East. Sahei also sensed something was off. But he didn't take it to mean they should be looking forward to Soma's future.

"Surely you don't intend to have him fight Lord Shi—" Sahei, about to say Shintaro, hastily swallowed his words. There were attendants behind Razan as well. The faces were slightly different from last year, but some were the same. The former were the three attendants, the latter was Saimon. The Emperor glanced at Sahei.

"What is it? Speak your mind." Sahei's breath caught in his throat, and he stared at the tatami mat. He rephrased his question to deflect his slip of the tongue.

"Sh... Surely you don't intend to have him fight Princess Shion's chosen partner?" The Emperor laughed, impressed.

"Hoh? Not bad. Your loyalty is commendable." Sahei bowed his head deeply.

"With all due respect, I must ask. Have you considered that the wounds in his heart could become wounds in Princess Shion's heart as well?"

"Of course. It is precisely because I care for Shion that I believe her groom needs this trial."

"A trial—is that not a bit harsh?"

"For which one?" Sahei couldn't help but look up. The Emperor's teasing smile vanished, and he stared directly at Sahei.

"For whom is it harsh? For Soma, who might have his confidence shattered despite possessing skills worthy of being chosen as Imperial Court Chief? Or for the East, which let a big fish get away?" Sahei flinched. For Sahei, who wanted to support Shintaro at all costs, those were harsh words.

"Sahei. Whether he realizes it or not, that man is not weak. He could take this country or destroy it. If he does not understand that, his heart will never be settled. It would be a problem if he were to come here only to waver."

"But that is precisely because he cares so deeply for Princess Shion."

"Have you asked Shion how she feels?"

"What?"

"Shion loves even the shadows that have fallen upon her groom's heart. And he, after much suffering, has chosen Shion as his lifelong partner. No greater reason is needed for a man and a woman to be joined. Hesitation only breeds suspicion and anxiety. To break those chains, one must sometimes face their hatred. If it is a hatred that will not fade, then no amount of time will help. But if it is a hatred that can be erased, then time should not be necessary." Sahei had no choice but to bow his head deeply once more.

***

Shintaro arrived in Kyo about two weeks later. His steps were slightly heavy as he proceeded toward the palace where the audience chamber was located. The reason was that he couldn't fathom why he alone had been summoned at this time of year. The first to greet him was Sahei. He had been waiting for Shintaro's arrival with nerves on edge. Upon seeing Sahei, Shintaro frowned. He had thought Sahei would have already paid his New Year's respects and be on his way back to the West by now. But thinking about it, since they hadn't passed each other on the road, it was inevitable. Besides, if Sahei was here, then Sanetsugu was too. In the end, it turned out he wasn't summoned alone, which brought Shintaro some relief. He didn't interact with Sanetsugu much, but he was the father who had raised Saneyuki. He held a certain amount of trust in him.

"Is something going on?" Shintaro asked as soon as he opened his mouth. Sahei nodded.

"Actually, the next Imperial Court Chief has been decided."

"...In that case, wouldn't it be normal to summon Shion?"

"He is a strong man. He became the finest swordsman in the East and won his match against Lord Miyake." Hearing that was enough. Shintaro seemed to grasp the situation and was rendered speechless. Sahei, guessing Shintaro's feelings, looked at him with a sincere gaze.

"Whatever happens, the Masaki clan, myself, and the people of the Western Capital are on your side. Please keep your wits about you and go before the Emperor."

Urged on by Sahei, Shintaro stood at the entrance to the audience chamber. But he hesitated to step onto the dais. In the back of the room was the Emperor. To his left were Miyake and a man who was likely the next Imperial Court Chief. To his right was Nanafushi. And on a lower level, sitting opposite each other, were two groups. On the right was Sanetsugu. On the left was a man with androgynous features, and Saimon. Given the situation, it was safe to assume the man next to Saimon was Kagasaki Razan. Shintaro felt a coldness in his chest and his shoulders tensed. Even from a distance, they could see each other. Shintaro had good eyesight, and Saimon's wasn't that bad either. Above all, they were fated adversaries. There was no way either could mistake the other. Saimon reflexively started to rise from his seat.

"Shintaro...?!" he cried out in a hoarse voice, and then Saimon's face froze, at a loss for words. Seeing this, Shintaro didn't know what to do. As Razan and Soma watched Saimon's reaction with suspicion, the Emperor spoke.

"What is it, my son-in-law? Do not hesitate, come up." Shintaro took a single breath and ascended to the dais with Sahei. Sahei sat formally next to Sanetsugu, and Shintaro sat down directly opposite the Emperor.

"You look well," Shintaro greeted. The Emperor's lips curled upwards.

"Thanks to you. Is Shion well?"

"Yes, well enough. She has recently been learning to cook from Lady Kiku."

"What did you say?" the Emperor exclaimed involuntarily. But he cleared his throat and feigned composure.

"What do you mean, letting her wield a kitchen knife?" From the side, Sahei interjected.

"Princess Shion insisted that she wanted to serve Lord Shintaro something she made herself."

"I am speaking to my son-in-law. Be silent."

"M-my apologies." After glancing at the bowing Sahei, the Emperor glared at Shintaro.

"It must be nice to be so well-loved." Shintaro returned the half-sarcastic remark with a confident smile.

"Thanks to her, yes." At this, the Emperor clicked his tongue and looked away, but Soma's eyes widened. The spirit emanating from Shintaro's entire being suggested that he was no ordinary man, just as the rumors said. Paying no mind to such admiration, the Emperor cleared his throat again and returned his gaze.

"There is a man I wish to introduce you to. You may have already heard from Sahei, but this is the next Imperial Court Chief, Kawahara Soma." As he was introduced, Soma bowed. Shintaro followed suit with a nod.

"I heard you defeated Lord Miyake."

"Yes. And you as well, I hear," Soma replied diplomatically. But Shintaro's brow furrowed.

"I fought him to a draw."

Soma's eyes widened slightly, and Miyake panicked.

"You allowed it to be a draw, my lord."

"Was that not just humility?" the Emperor asked. Miyake turned to face the Emperor.

"It was not humility, Your Majesty. If that match had continued, I would have likely... had my life as a swordsman ended." Now it was the Emperor's turn to doubt his own ears. He had only been half-listening to the story of the match with Miyake. He had assumed that whether Shintaro cut down five hundred of the palace soldiers or jumped five *ken*, his actual swordsmanship was on par. No matter how much the Emperor said, "Fight without holding back," it was the lot of a servant not to be able to treat a man his master's daughter favored so carelessly. He might one day be his own master. It was unreasonable to expect him to behave as if it were a real battle. Therefore, he had thought that if one had skill equal to Miyake's, cutting down five hundred men was also possible. As the Emperor reeled in shock, Nanafushi suddenly let out a wry laugh. It was directed at Miyake.

"If a sword swung with that brute strength came flying from five *ken* above, a normal person's bones would break. Lord Miyake deserves a medal just for receiving it without injury." Miyake returned the comment with a snort and a smile. However, there were several people who couldn't just laugh it off. One of them was Soma.

"Five *ken*...? Attacking from on top of a building or a wall, isn't that cowardly?"

"Eh? Ah, no, that's not..." Just as Miyake was about to explain the situation, Shintaro shot to his feet, cutting him off. Even here, he still couldn't reveal his true self in front of Saimon. Most people could understand most things with enough effort. But there was also a type of person in the world who would absolutely never understand. Shintaro knew that Saimon was that type of person. The limit of strength Saimon could acknowledge was Miyake, and Soma, who had beaten Miyake. To be called a monster was inevitable. Shintaro wanted to avoid that. To be showered with words harsher than the cold ones once thrown at him was unbearable. Shintaro remembered the Saimon he had respected as a master, the man he had looked up to as a father, the pride he had felt as his son-in-law—all of it, along with the cold expression he wore when he told him to leave the dojo. Even if he was consumed by hatred, he couldn't erase the true memories. Where had the Saimon from back then gone? Why had he looked at him like he was a nuisance the moment Mana's heart strayed? Perhaps it would be surprisingly simple if all those questions turned to hatred, but the reality was a mixture of sorrow and regret. And all of it came flooding back the moment he saw his face.

All eyes were on Shintaro's sudden action. He forced himself to look straight at the Emperor. He absolutely could not let Saimon's figure enter his field of vision.

"Now then, could you please tell me for what purpose you summoned me?" Faced with Shintaro's overwhelmingly dignified posture, the Emperor was slightly intimidated as he answered.

"Fight Kawahara Soma. And, of course, fight for real." Shintaro glanced at Soma, then gave a slow nod to the Emperor.

"Then, please inform me when the date is set. I will be at a nearby inn."

"You may stay at the palace."

"No, I must be excused." Shintaro turned on his heel and quickly exited the audience chamber. Nanafushi shielded his forehead with his hand as he watched him go and offered a word of caution to the Emperor.

"I do not think it is wise to anger him."

"Nonsense. Sometimes you need to pour oil on the fire. To draw out a person's true nature."

"And were you able to draw it out?"

"I was indeed. He is painfully straightforward." Seeing the wicked smile on the Emperor's face once again, even Nanafushi felt sorry for Shintaro and let out a quiet sigh.



    Chapter 39

    Karmic Retribution

    "This is troublesome, however."

"What is?"

"If Soma has no chance of winning..." The smile completely vanished from the Emperor's face as he grumbled. Miyake and Nanafushi looked at him, tilting their heads.

"I thought you were aware of that."

"No, I was not."

"But didn't you say as much to Lord Soma?"

"That was obviously to provoke him."

"What?! B-but! The fact that he cut down five hundred soldiers is true, isn't it?" It was Soma who cried out in surprise. He knew he had been provoked, but he hadn't thought the claim that he had no chance of winning was a bluff.

"Ah, well, that's true."

"Then as I thought—"

"No, that kind of result is possible if the soldiers are careless or hold back."

"Are you sure?"

"I am. In any case, we need to rethink our strategy." At those words, Miyake frowned.

"Do you wish to claim a victory from Lord Shintaro?"

"No, that's not it. It would be best if we could, but it's fine if we can't. The problem is that besides Shion, there is nothing here that captivates him."

"...Pardon?"

"We need to drive a stake into his heart—something that will seize his soul and not let go, something that shows him there is an inescapable destiny here."

Miyake grimaced. "Meaning?"

The Emperor clicked his tongue at Miyake's slow uptake. "Don't you get it? There is nothing more difficult to handle than a person without desires. So I intend to stir up the bare minimum desires he must have. By doing so, I will make it clear to him where his sword can truly come alive. Then, he should be able to sever his old ties." Miyake was stunned. In short, the Emperor's plan was to manipulate Shintaro into wanting to be in Kyo of his own accord. Seeing that Miyake had finally understood, the Emperor sighed.

"For that, we need a swordsman who can fight on equal terms. Especially a swordsman who has made a name for himself in the East." The Emperor's gaze fell on Soma, who straightened his back and held his breath. He was frozen by the premonition that he was about to be told something of great importance.

"We needed a successor for the Imperial Court Chief. But you have an even more important role than that, Soma."

"Y-yes, sir."

"You must make him understand that as long as he seeks to master the sword, he cannot leave this city of Kyo. The next Emperor will be none other than him. If we fail, this nation will eventually fall." Soma turned pale. It was an incredibly heavy responsibility.

"But, isn't he extremely strong?" The Emperor couldn't answer immediately and looked at Miyake.

"Well?"

Miyake grunted. "Hmm. The match might be decided after about fifty exchanges. If you want to prolong it beyond that, you'll have to have Lord Shintaro hold back."

"Is he that strong? I mean, I understand he's strong enough to be called an instance of Divine Possession... but is he *that* strong?"

"Overwhelmingly so. I do not believe Lord Soma could win even if he became a demon." The Emperor was finally speechless. The bluff he had made—"if there is a swordsman stronger than my son-in-law, they would no longer be human"—had turned out to be the truth. The shock was beyond words. At that point, Razan spoke up.

"What about the story of him jumping from the top of the Tower?" Razan still didn't grasp who Shintaro was. After all, he had only caught a glimpse of him when he first saw Mana from inside his palanquin. He remembered nothing beyond the impression that he had a handsome face.

"Is that true?" His gaze was on Nanafushi, who redirected it to Sahei.

"It's true, isn't it?" Sahei's eyes darted around.

"Well..."

"From the very top roof?" Razan shifted his gaze to Sahei as well.

"He must have had some kind of safety rope, right?" Sahei glanced at Razan. For the first time, a feeling he had vaguely sensed was put into words. The assumption on the part of those who heard the story of the jump from the Tower was that a "safety rope" was involved. But even a fall from half that height would be fatal. No matter what skills one used, serious injury would be unavoidable. Who would believe someone who said, "He jumped with nothing but his own body"...? Sahei agonized over it. However, it wasn't something that had to be clarified at all costs. The reason everyone was so shocked, even while assuming a safety rope was used, was because the Tower was just that high, and jumping from it required extraordinary courage. So, Sahei consulted with Sanetsugu in a low voice.

"Should I tell the truth?" Sanetsugu made a face of distaste and cleared his throat once. Then he made a suggestion to the Emperor.

"How about this? We could prepare something like a ladder as tall as the Tower and have him jump from the top of it... They say a picture is worth a thousand words."

The Emperor's eyes narrowed. "Does that mean there was no safety rope?" Sanetsugu simply remained silent, a faint smile on his lips. He hadn't seen it himself either; he was merely unconditionally believing what Saneyuki had told him.

***

Meanwhile, during all of this—from Shintaro's arrival and departure to the discussion about jumping from the height of the Tower—there was one man whose focus was completely gone, who was drenched in sweat, whose heart wouldn't stop pounding, and for whom the conversation was nothing but a blur. That man was Hokura Saimon. Why was Shintaro right in front of him? Was it true that he was the Emperor's son-in-law? Was the claim that he was stronger than Soma not just a lie? Was this not some other person who just happened to look like him? Saimon couldn't accept reality. He desperately tried to deny everything that was happening by recalling only the Shintaro from his memory. But the man sitting so imposingly before the Emperor was, by anyone's measure, that very same Shintaro. The same Shintaro who, when told, "If you are to inherit the dojo, you must also serve as the Tower's bodyguard," had replied refreshingly with an untainted gaze, "I am aware." He had been so sure Shintaro would back down gracefully, but in the end, he had driven him so far that he left the capital. Saimon had thought that because of that, Shintaro would be broken in body and soul, his heart twisted by hatred, perhaps even his face changed. It was unbelievable. Shintaro was unchanged, dignified. His gaze was full of confidence, subservient to no one, scorning no one. *If only he would come up and hit me*, Saimon thought. If he would glare at him with eyes boiling with hatred and curse him, then they could fall into the abyss together. It was unreasonable that he alone should be tormented by guilt, trembling in fear. But Shintaro had calmly faced the Emperor, spoken his words matter-of-factly, and in the end, had never once looked in Saimon's direction.

An indescribable sense of defeat washed over Saimon, crushing his chest. For a moment, he wondered if Shintaro had appeared for revenge, but he denied it. It was Saimon, of all people, who knew that Shintaro was not that kind of man. The man who had lived without pretense, who had diligently instructed the disciples, who had loved Mana, who had looked up to and respected Saimon as a father—that man, contrary to his appearance, was pure of heart, and despite his burning fighting spirit, he disliked killing. He had sometimes been the target of the other disciples' jealousy, but he had remained unshaken, instructing even them without discrimination and helping them achieve promotion. Shintaro had believed that if he made a sincere effort, he could come to an understanding with anyone. It was because of that straightforward heart that Saimon had felt no anxiety in entrusting Mana to him. And yet, he had betrayed him so easily. Was it because he had relied on his purity, or taken advantage of his kindness? Saimon asked himself, but now he couldn't be sure. He had simply been blinded by greed and listened to the dark voice that said living by one's conscience would only lead to loss—that was the only clear and certain fact.

Later, after leaving the audience chamber and reaching the lodgings within the palace, Saimon collapsed powerlessly in the room he was assigned. Drowning in a flood of regret, tears welled in his eyes, and he pressed his forehead to the tatami mat.

"...Forgive me. Forgive me, Shintaro." When he had broken off the engagement, Saimon hadn't truly bowed his head. But this time, he begged for forgiveness from the bottom of his heart. He had learned that there is no happiness built on insincerity. The pain you inflict on others will always return. It passes from person to person, and no matter how much time it takes, it finds its way back to the beginning and exacts its own revenge.



    Chapter 40

    Standing at a Crossroads

    Four days later. The matter of jumping from the height of the Tower required preparation and was set aside for the time being. The match between Shintaro and Soma was arranged. The format was two against one. Soma had wanted a one-on-one duel, but his request was denied with the suggestion that they could consider it after fighting once. The one to challenge Shintaro alongside Soma was, of course, Miyake. They would use real swords, not wooden ones, though the blades had been dulled so they wouldn't cut. They were both men who would carry the future of the nation; it would be no laughing matter if one accidentally killed the other during a match. But it was also considered that wooden swords might break.

As the palace staff crowded into the training grounds that would serve as the venue, the three men facing each other wore tense expressions. Miyake recalled his first exchange with Shintaro and prayed for his own safety. Soma thought only of seizing victory. He had been determined to achieve it even on his own. He was confident he could win with Miyake by his side. He predicted that Shintaro's reputed strength was likely a product of not only his physical conditioning but also his high level of technical skill. This was influenced by something he had heard yesterday, when Saimon had suddenly called for him, saying he had something to discuss.

***

"That man, Shintaro, was actually at my dojo for about three years." Needless to say, Soma was surprised. Saimon looked down, his expression dark. Soma couldn't read anything from it, but he waited silently for him to continue.

"He was what you would call a prodigy. He learned any form I taught him in one go and could use it immediately. In sparring, he was undefeated. I thought it was rare to find someone so strong."

"Did he leave the dojo because he was scouted by the Emperor?"

"No, that's not it. Back then, I never dreamed it would come to this. What happened was, for all intents and purposes, an expulsion."

"Expulsion?!"

"It was my fault. It was a mistake. But that's not what I want to talk to you about right now. As I said before, Shintaro is a prodigy. But, for the life of me, I cannot believe he is stronger than you." Soma's brow furrowed. It was the first time someone had voiced a dissenting opinion when everyone else was unanimously saying Shintaro was strong.

"That said, two years have passed since then. He may have improved his skills further in that time."

"...So, in short, you're saying it's a matter of technical skill?"

"That's right." At Saimon's reply, Soma's spirits lifted, and the corners of his mouth turned up.

"That's good to hear. Thank you." Soma gave a slight nod and left. He had been on the verge of losing his confidence because the Emperor and Miyake were hyping up Shintaro's strength so much, but Saimon's words had helped him regain it. He had no intention of letting his guard down, but he no longer felt like he would lose. Even Soma, who was called an instance of Divine Possession, had, somewhere in his mind, set a limit on the power a human could possess.

***

Soma once again steeled his resolve and fixed his gaze on Shintaro. He showed his determination to win, even if it meant a tough fight. Shintaro, facing them, gave a wry smile. *This couldn't be more awkward,* he thought. He was facing two opponents, each with the strength of a hundred men. He had to go all out, yet Saimon was among the spectators. It wasn't that he wanted his understanding now. But he was afraid of his reaction. There was also a sense of guilt for having hidden his true power. Saimon himself must have had some inkling of why he had to do so, but it was undeniable that he had been dishonest. That pricked his conscience slightly. That said, he wanted him to understand at least one thing: that he had been prepared to throw away his power. He wanted him to understand that he had betrayed a man who had been that desperate—otherwise, Shintaro would truly have no salvation.

With his mind still clouded, the match began. The fight was incredibly strange. The thousand soldiers who had fought Shintaro were left dumbfounded. Shintaro merely parried the attacks of the two charging boars, deflecting them skillfully, but never initiating an attack himself. He felt that this was no way to fight, but he couldn't quite bring himself to face them head-on. However, only Razan and Saimon were watching with wide eyes. It was because, despite Miyake and Soma attacking together, none of their strikes were having any effect. It was clear that the two were desperately attacking, and there was no hesitation in their feet as they tried to close the distance or in the swords they swung. But Shintaro skillfully evaded every single one. And the way he evaded was, to put it bluntly, anything but normal. Leaping back two or three *ken* was a given, and he would also leap left and right with uncanny agility. Sometimes, he would cover a distance of four or five *ken*. Even for the likes of Miyake and Soma, it was all they could do just to keep up. Thirty times their swords, swung when they thought they were in range, cut through empty air. When they finally did clash, their blades were brushed aside without a second thought. Miyake had anticipated this to some extent, so he chased Shintaro's figure with relative calm and patience. Soma, on the other hand, was completely thrown off. Normally, a single kick would be enough to close the distance with an opponent... no, sometimes he would leap too far and send them flying. It was a fleet-footedness he was proud of, one he had proven against Miyake. But it was completely useless against Shintaro. Even two kicks wouldn't close the gap. It was because Shintaro could cover the distance Soma traveled in three kicks with a single one of his own. Finally starting to run out of breath, Soma grumbled to Miyake, who stood beside him.

"Does he even intend to fight?" Miyake, also panting, twisted his lips.

"Who knows?"

Even after that, the pattern of pursuit and retreat didn't change. It was a pointless match. The watching Emperor finally lost his patience and rose from his chair.

"Did I not tell you to fight for real!" The Emperor's unexpectedly loud shout drew everyone's attention. Of course, the three men who had been fighting also stopped and looked. Even from a distance, Shintaro felt the Emperor's glare and was at a loss. Soma, glancing at him, noticed something and was stunned. Shintaro's breathing was not the least bit disturbed. It was a difference in stamina. If Shintaro was superior not only in technique but also in stamina, his chances of winning plummeted. Soma, whose spirit was already being drained by his unreachable opponent, felt his fighting will wither even more. Perhaps the strength of Shintaro that everyone was whispering about was the truth, and Saimon's assessment was wrong. As he was thinking this, the Emperor clapped his hands twice.

"We're starting over! I'm sending in ten thousand soldiers! My son-in-law!" Shintaro, being called, lowered his sword and turned his whole body to face the Emperor.

"The promise was originally to defeat ten thousand soldiers, was it not! Do it! After you have fought ten thousand soldiers, you will fight both Miyake and Soma! If you do not win, you cannot have Shion!" A stir ran through the venue.

"T-ten thousand?" Soma gasped in astonishment. Miyake turned to Shintaro with a grave expression.

"Will you accept?" Shintaro looked at Miyake. Miyake sensed the hesitation in his eyes.

"Ten thousand at once is unreasonable, no matter how you look at it. I think it would be fine for you to refuse." But Shintaro shook his head.

"No, if he tells me to defeat them, then I must."

"His words about not being able to have Princess Shion are just a figure of speech for this occasion. You need not worry."

"But what the Emperor wants is surely my true power. Otherwise, he wouldn't have gone to the trouble of setting up a match like this." Shintaro looked down, placed a hand on his chest, and closed his eyes. Against ten thousand soldiers, he couldn't afford to fight half-heartedly. The same went for the subsequent match against Miyake and Soma. To face two opponents with a body that was sure to be exhausted, he would have to go all out to win. Thinking that this was likely the Emperor's goal, Shintaro's feelings wavered. Shintaro squeezed the hand on his chest.

*Give me the courage to break with the past. Shion—*

Thinking of Shion's heart, which, because she could not see, always reflected him so directly, Shintaro opened his eyes. The way he looked at the Emperor with the gaze of a lion, as if possessed by a fierce god, radiated such fighting spirit that it summoned clouds into the previously clear sky.



    Chapter 41

    Like a Dragon

    The battle against the soldiers would be with wooden swords. From the previous experience, it was highly likely that the soldiers wouldn't even get a chance to swing their swords before being defeated, and even if their weapons broke, replacements would likely be scattered about. Shintaro took a deep breath, lowered his stance slightly, and touched the tip of his wooden sword to the ground. At first glance, it was a stance that completely ignored the fundamentals, full of openings, but his sharp gaze, like that of a starving lion, gave it an air of an ironclad defense and ferocious aggression. Before him stood ten thousand soldiers. Their fighting spirit was also high. The tip of Shintaro's wooden sword moved as if to entangle that spirit.

He spun his body in a full circle, drawing a ring on the ground as he leaped toward the front line. The gentle breeze this created enveloped Shintaro, lifting his feet off the ground. No, in reality, he had lightly kicked off the ground and danced on the wind, but from an observer's perspective, that's how it appeared. The height he jumped was not significant. About knee-high. But Shintaro was already a tall man. His single strike carried the same force as one delivered from horseback. The soldiers scrambled to retreat. They had prepared countermeasures for a five-*ken* vertical jump, but they had not anticipated an attack from above with an abnormally long hang time, one that maintained a height of about two feet while covering a horizontal distance of five *ken*. Most of the soldiers fell back, preparing to strike the moment Shintaro's feet touched the ground. But that moment was fleeting, impossible to grasp. Shintaro once again launched himself into the air, felling the surrounding soldiers. Sometimes spinning, sometimes doing front and back flips, he attacked again and again as if dancing. There wasn't the same piercing sharpness as when he had faced a thousand soldiers. But his dancing attacks never ceased, sweeping away and knocking down his opponents' blades. This was a tactic to conserve as much stamina as possible. Even Shintaro had judged that fighting like he had before would leave him unable to last through the latter half... but his blade was sharp, and there was little difference in the speed at which he carved through the wall of men. Needless to say, the discrepancy between his graceful appearance and the sharpness of his attacks threw the soldiers into confusion.

 The spectators and the soldiers still outside the range of engagement were mesmerized and stunned by Shintaro's fighting style. The way he advanced while seemingly floating at a constant height resembled a giant mythical beast slowly crossing the land. Clad in hard scales that repelled all attacks, he swatted away those who stood in his path with the tips of his claws. His form was truly that of a great being that gives birth to the wind and calls forth the rain.

"The gaze of a lion, dancing like a dragon—this is..." In the silent venue, Sahei's murmur echoed. His voice pierced Saimon's heart like a dagger. He remembered what he had been asked during the New Year's festival last year. "Did you not verify the swordsmanship he wielded in the countryside?" It wasn't clear if they had already called Shintaro to the West at that time or if they called him later. But thinking back on it now, it seemed likely that the question had been posed after they had already confirmed the truth of the rumors. A strange, bitter aftertaste, as if he had been drugged, spread through Saimon. A strong wind blew from the training grounds. It was the wind created by Shintaro, who had been dancing all this time. The wind stirred up by each swing was created ceaselessly, and had now become a single, powerful gust. Saimon narrowed his eyes and gazed at the distant, hazy form of the dragon. As he did, he saw the dream he had cherished shatter and fade into the gloom. Though Shintaro's gaze was the same as it had been two years ago, there was not a trace of the swordsmanship he had wielded at the Hokura dojo. When he considered what that meant, the light and shadow of his heart became starkly clear, like the jet-black shadow cast by a pure white tusk soaring in the heavens. Shintaro had erased it. The moment he lost Mana, he had buried all the unnecessary techniques that would kill his own sword. As if to prove that the greatest swordsman in the country had no need for the Hokura style.

And then, at the moment the thousandth wooden sword was sent flying into the air, Shintaro's own wooden sword broke. Instantly. Soma, who had been watching Shintaro's swordplay, which could only be described as truly divine, saw a bird in his eyes. It had crossed the patch of blue sky peeking through a break in the clouds. No. It wasn't a bird. It was a soldier's wooden sword, knocked high into the air, that Shintaro had caught. Soma's eyes bulged. It was a leap of over five *ken*. Shintaro grabbed the wooden sword, did a forward flip, and, letting the momentum of his fall guide him, swung his arm. Eight of the soldiers waiting below were sent flying. Then, without a moment's pause, he mowed down soldiers to his right and left, once again leaping into the air and transforming into a dragon. As he burned the series of brilliant movements into his mind, Soma froze. A cold sweat he couldn't stop dripped from his brow, oblivious to the stains it made on the ground as he stood there, utterly still. An attack from a height of five *ken*. He now knew that it was a technique made possible by Shintaro's own leap. It made sense now that Miyake, who had crossed swords with him, had been able to block Soma's all-out strike. It made sense now that the palace staff had been able to watch calmly as he performed the technique that had electrified the crowd in the Eastern Capital. After seeing Shintaro's leap, any superhuman feat would pale in comparison. 

Razan was thinking the same thing.

"...I see. So this is his true form. Still, if he was really in the East, what a waste." Saimon, hearing this monologue, turned pale and twisted his lips as he answered. He threw aside his title as Tower Master and spat out the resentment he had long held for the man who had made his daughter unhappy.

"If you hadn't said you wanted Mana, he would have stayed in the East forever." Razan's eyes widened as he stared at Saimon's face. He read everything from his anguish-filled expression. But there was no regret, no despair. There was only a wry smile at this ironic twist of fate. Seeing Razan so unfazed, it was Saimon who became frantic. And so, he let slip, "My daughter bears no responsibility in this."

Razan turned a frosty gaze on him, the corners of his mouth lifting. "I said she was free to do as she pleased. If Lady Mana had followed her true love, I intended to make her happy. Well, perhaps that wish was also a form of greed. Greed is the ruin of man, is it not, Lord Hokura?" Razan said it as if mocking himself, and then looked away. His impassive profile showed no anxiety. It was the first time Saimon had found Razan to be so unsettling.

"Won't this put you in a bad position?" Razan laughed off the question.

"It is an Emperor's duty to prioritize the nation's interests over personal feelings. He would not do something that would destabilize the East."

"But—"

"I am not liked by anyone anyway. At this point, nothing can hurt me." The decisive way Razan cut off Saimon's attempt to argue offered a glimpse into why he was the Tower Master. But seeing this seemingly reliable figure, Saimon hung his head. Had he married his precious daughter off to a man who had no heart to be hurt? 

As they were speaking, the venue erupted again. It seemed the second wooden sword had also broken. Shintaro leaped high, arching his back greatly, passed the wooden sword he had tossed into the air, and caught it while doing a backflip. He caught it high up to prevent the many soldiers from exploiting an opening. The soldiers, thinking this was their chance, waited below. However, Shintaro didn't aim for the ground, but kicked off their readied wooden swords and soared into the air again. The one who was kicked had it rough. Of course, he couldn't keep holding onto his wooden sword. If he had stubbornly tried not to let go, he would have at least sprained his wrist. The soldier writhed in agony from the sharp pain that shot through his arm. It was jarring enough to have your sword deflected normally. To be kicked by a foot that could perform superhuman leaps would be utterly devastating. The other soldiers looked at him with sympathetic eyes and pulled back their own swords. Shintaro flew just over the soldiers' heads, aiming for a spot where the density of the crowd was thinner to land. He intended to break them down from their weakest point. But everyone swarmed him, thinking this was their chance, so it was only at the very beginning that he could break through easily. To avoid having his back taken, Shintaro ran at full speed. He cut down the soldiers in front of him, mowing them down to the right and left as he raced through like a gale. It was the same way he had fought when he faced a thousand soldiers before. He was finally about to defeat the two-thousandth man. His plan was to push through to the two-thousand-five-hundredth man, and from there, use the technique that had earned him the name of a dragon to conserve his stamina as he fought.

In any case, his fighting prowess had already surpassed miracles. At this point, the spectators' interest shifted to just how far he could push his record. Some said he would reach five thousand, others that seven or eight thousand was a sure thing. Some even said he would achieve ten thousand. They were all different. The undisputed strongest swordsman was wielding his innate sword. It was as free as a bird released, as brave as a lion, and as graceful as a dragon. The onlookers were overwhelmed, yet they yearned for his form and were intoxicated by his skill. Amidst it all, Saimon quietly departed alone. It was a strength he had never wielded at the Hokura dojo. He considered the heart of Shintaro that had been hidden there, but it was still a power he could not accept. In that case, there was only one thing to do. To withdraw in silence. Just as Shintaro had once done, to disappear without a word was the only atonement Saimon could make.



    Chapter 42

    What Decides Victory and Defeat

    Four hours had passed since the start of the match. The only ones still standing were Shintaro and, having taken a temporary break, Miyake and Soma. Shintaro was panting heavily as he tossed aside his wooden sword and switched to the blunted real sword. Despite the January wind, his back and forehead were drenched in sweat from having defeated ten thousand soldiers.

Around the three-thousand-man mark, Shintaro had started wielding a wooden sword in each hand. He had judged that one hand was inefficient. The two fangs mercilessly attacked the soldiers who surrounded him on all sides. No one could stop the raging dragon. Shintaro wrung out the last of his energy and danced freely across the battlefield. His powerful blade was so formidable that more than a few people seriously thought a god dwelled within it. In particular, the furious advance he had saved for the latter half proved effective, reducing the number of soldiers in the blink of an eye. And so, at last, he had brought the ten-thousandth man to the ground.

But he had paid a price. Shintaro was plagued by a fatigue he had never before experienced. He dragged his feet, which had become as heavy as lead, and raised his sword with an arm that felt like it could no longer be lifted high. He was bewildered by the sensation that his own limbs were not his own. Both Miyake and Soma noticed that Shintaro was staggering. Taking a point now would not be a victory. The winner of this match was, by all rights, Shintaro. With that in mind, they too readied their stances.

"You have fought well to come this far. However, we will not hold back." With that, Miyake leaped into range and swung his sword at Shintaro. Shintaro soared into the air. Even with his exhausted body, the power to leap high was still there. He did a somersault about two *ken* up and, as his feet touched the ground, shot toward Miyake like an arrow. Miyake was surprised that he still had such strength left and retreated. From the side, Soma's sword flashed. Shintaro instantly blocked it with his blade and knocked it back. He no longer had the strength to snatch it from his hand, but his defense was still superb. Miyake and Soma steeled themselves once more, realizing he was an opponent not to be underestimated even when weakened. Like a wounded wolf, Shintaro sharpened his senses, accurately tracking and dodging the two men's attacks.

It was impossible to say how many, or how many dozens of times, they had clashed and glared at each other. Miyake and Soma, panting, suddenly looked at each other and exchanged a glance. It was because Shintaro's shoulders were heaving as if even breathing was painful, yet he was desperately trying to catch his breath. Perhaps there was no need to worry, since he could still fight after defeating ten thousand soldiers. But having seen him fight without a single hitch in his breath, they had a bad feeling.

"Are you alright?" Miyake finally asked. But Shintaro couldn't answer. His lungs were screaming. And yet, he held his sword firmly. Seeing this, both Miyake and Soma turned pale. He looked as though he were possessed by a demon; it was no wonder there were rumors. Shintaro was a man who seemed to have been born for the sole purpose of swinging a sword. His piercing gaze was fierce, adding a powerful intensity to his handsome features. The hands gripping the hilt must have been channeling every ounce of power his soul possessed. His fighting spirit was indescribably immense. The two men facing him trembled unconsciously. There was fear. But that wasn't all. While they felt they could defeat Shintaro in his current state, they also felt some other force at work, preventing them from delivering that final blow. It was a sense of awe. The two men, both true swordsmen to the core, were moved by this man who showed the will to fight with spiritual power even when his physical strength was exhausted. Miyake and Soma, without a thought for their ego or pride, bent their knees in unison.

"We surrender."

***

"He's a monster," the Emperor said. There was no scorn or exclusion in his words. He simply couldn't find any other way to describe him. But even that monster, as expected, lost consciousness and collapsed after the match ended. He was currently asleep. And so, a victory celebration was being held without its main star, but everyone was having a hard time getting the sake to go down. This was because Miyake and Soma had declared, "We will not raise our cups until Lord Shintaro awakens." They were showing their respect for the one who had exerted himself the most in this match. For that reason, only Nanafushi was being plied with drinks. He was in a good mood, having had the pleasure of witnessing Miyake's defeat.

"You have a bad personality," Miyake admonished him.

"As long as you're saying it to my face, I'm fine," was the reply he got. Miyake could only look on, exasperated.

"I had no idea you wanted to see me lose that badly."

"I'm just a curious spectator. A chance to see the man they called invincible be defeated is something you don't get to see unless there's a cataclysmic event."

"I was defeated by Lord Soma as well."

"You were mostly evenly matched, and you didn't bow your head. I won't deny it was a legendary match that will go down in history, but it was a boring one." Miyake didn't know what else to say and fell silent.

***

 The next day, Shintaro awoke in the evening. He had slept like a log for a full day. He had been sleeping in the Bamboo Room—a room prepared for the Tower Master's family to stay in. As soon as he woke up, Shintaro visited Sahei in the next room.

"Sorry. I'm starving." *Of course you are*, Sahei thought, and quickly requested a meal from the palace staff.

"We'll have it brought to your room, so please wait a moment."

"My apologies."

"Not at all. By the way, how are you feeling?"

"Ah. The fatigue is gone, I'm completely fine." Shintaro, who was lightly rotating his shoulders, had a refreshed look on his face. It was likely thanks to having fully unleashed his true power in front of Hokura Saimon. It truly felt as if a weight had been lifted. Sahei once again understood the Emperor's intentions and was filled with admiration. Forcing him to face and fight his past wounds was a drastic treatment, but it had been incredibly effective. Shintaro had completely severed ties with his past and was now looking forward. His refreshed expression shone strongly, like a lion that had become king. Sahei wanted to convey the emotion of this moment to Shion as well. If he did, she would be overjoyed. Her beautiful, still-innocent face would surely blossom like a flower—or so he was thinking. The loud sound of someone stomping down the hallway approached, and a figure appeared in the open doorway of the room.

"Sahei! Where is Lord Shintaro?! ...There you are." Saneyuki burst in, but calmed down as soon as he saw Shintaro. Sahei, on the other hand, stared with wide eyes.

"Wh-what is it? And for that matter, why are you here?"

"What do you mean, what is it? Neither you nor Father returned, and Lord Shintaro left for Kyo alone and we haven't heard a word. The three women got angry, and I was kicked out and told to go check on the situation." The three women were Kiku, Nana, and Shion.

"What a disaster."

"Don't say it so lightly."

"Well, have a seat." Sahei laid out two cushions, offering one to Saneyuki and the other to Shintaro. Saneyuki sat down without a word, and Shintaro sat down with a quiet, "Pardon me."

"So? What was it all about?" Sahei and Shintaro sighed and explained the whole story. Saneyuki was surprised at first, then exasperated.

"You should have just refused."

"It wasn't that kind of atmosphere."

"What were you going to do if something happened?"

"What could have happened?" Saneyuki looked at the unharmed and composed Shintaro and felt his energy drain away. Come to think of it, this was a man who was fine even after jumping from the Tower. He felt like an idiot for worrying unnecessarily.

"Well, as long as nothing serious happened."

"Is Shion alright?"

"Yes. Actually, she's here." Shintaro's eyes widened.

"Eh?"

"She's here."

"You didn't come alone?"

"In the end, she came with Nana. The West is fine as long as my sister is there."

"So, where is she now?"

"In the main palace." *Is she in the middle of talking with the Emperor?* Shintaro thought, looking out the window with some unease. He had won the match, but he had no memory of what happened afterward, and he was a little anxious.

"Do you know... what they're talking about?" Thinking it was no use worrying about it alone, Shintaro asked. Saneyuki laughed.

"You defeated ten thousand soldiers. Just sit back and act like a king." Shintaro gave a wry smile and looked away.



    Chapter 43

    A Temporary Inn

    After his meal and bath, Shintaro made his way to the main hall. Saneyuki and Sahei had already arrived and were chatting amiably with the Emperor. Shintaro felt a little awkward as he slid into the conversation and sat down. The fact that he'd overheard what they were talking about was part of the reason.

"How long will it take to reach my son-in-law's family home?"

"Let's see. By horse, a little over a month. On foot, it would take considerably longer," Sahei replied. The Emperor glanced at Shion to gauge her reaction.

"On horseback, then. How about it, Shion? Think you can manage?"

"Yes. I'm not the best with them, but we're going to pay our respects. I'll do my best."

"I see. In that case... allowing time to prepare the engagement gifts, I'd say departing in about a week would be appropriate. Until then, you are to rest well."

"Yes, Father." Shion nodded with a bashful smile. Nana took her hand.

"Congratulations," she said, and Shion's cheeks colored as she beamed with joy. Seeing this, Saneyuki slapped his knee.

"Well, this is truly a cause for celebration! It makes me want to have another ceremony with Nana."

Everyone laughed. And it was at that moment Shintaro entered the room. He offered a somewhat strained smile as he faced the Emperor.

"You know, you could simplify the greetings and engagement gifts. That would be fine."

"What are you saying? This is an important milestone in your life."

"But my family's home is far away, and it will be a burden on Shion. And above all..."

"Hm?"

"Above all... if you come to greet them, we have nothing to offer you and nowhere for you to stay." As he spoke, Shintaro looked down and sighed softly. He was remembering Saimon's visit with the betrothal money. The untiled roof. The poorly fitted doors. The windows without paper screens. A single room barely large enough for the three of them to sleep huddled together—and the look on Saimon's face, his mouth agape in utter shock and disbelief.

He had looked as if he was about to say, *So this is what it means to be dirt poor*. But for Shintaro's sake, he had held his tongue and greeted his parents. It was obvious he was looking down on them, but his desire to have Shintaro as a son-in-law must have been stronger. He had desperately suppressed his feelings and put on a brave face. His parents, on the other hand, hadn't even bothered with a forced smile. They had simply heaved a deep sigh.

*Going through that again is going to be rough.*

With that thought, Shintaro tried to indirectly tell them he'd rather they didn't come. But to his surprise, Shion just giggled.

"There's no need to worry about a place to stay. We're travelers, after all. Haven't we slept under the open sky many times?"

"Huh? Oh, well..."

"Besides, we're coming to pay our respects. We don't need any special hospitality."

"But—"

"I want to meet the father and mother who raised you, Shintaro-sama." Shintaro let out a heavy sigh and hung his head.

"I can't have you sleeping outdoors. My family will sleep outside. But if it rains..."

"That's true. If it rains, we can find an inn, even if it's a bit of a walk."

"No, there are no inns within a short walk. And that's not what I'm worried about." Shion tilted her head.

"What is it?"

"The roof isn't tiled, so it leaks a bit when it rains. It's not impossible to sleep while avoiding the drips, but you absolutely can't turn over in your sleep." The Emperor and Saneyuki, who had been listening in silence, stared with wide eyes. It was Saneyuki who spoke up.

"But you were sending them a fair bit of money, weren't you? Surely that issue has been resolved by now?" Shintaro looked up, his gaze fixed on Saneyuki.

"Even with some of my fees waived, attending the dojo still cost money. The villagers all pitched in to help me pay. So most of what I sent home must have gone to repaying them. That would leave little for anything beyond food and clothing. And since the house is perfectly fine for those accustomed to it, they wouldn't have bothered with repairs."

"Hoh. The villagers contributed? You must be quite popular," the Emperor remarked. When Shintaro looked at him in surprise, the Emperor flashed a grin.

"I imagine it was a 'pay us back when you make it big' sort of arrangement, but people don't go that far for someone unless they see great potential. That's quite something."

"It's just a coincidence that a bunch of good people happen to live there."

"Don't be so modest."

"No, really." Shintaro's expression was completely serious. Despite having been betrayed by the Hokura family and witnessing human ugliness and greed firsthand, he still believed in the purity of people's goodwill without a shred of doubt.

*As if so many people would gather in one place, all willing to help someone else's child get ahead without expecting anything in return or feeling any sense of obligation,* the Emperor thought, taken aback. But he couldn't bring himself to shatter such an earnest heart.

"Then let's do this. I'll have Kagasaki hire some Carpenters and have them quickly build an inn large enough for us to stay in. There must be a suitable plot of land available."

"Well, yes. But to do something like that so easily..."

"We have time before we arrive. We don't need any fancy decorations or facilities, and a small building will suffice. A month should be more than enough." Shintaro fell silent at the Emperor's insistence. Taking that as acceptance, the Emperor immediately summoned a court attendant and sent him to deliver the message to Razan.

***

As a result, Razan had to leave the palace at once. Traveling via a relay of fast horses, he continued on with almost no rest until he returned to the Eastern Capital. The journey took twelve days. He had practically flown home.

Upon his return, Razan immediately visited Mana to ask for the location of Shintaro's hometown. Mana's face stiffened with fear.

"Why do you ask such a thing? What are you planning to do?"

"I need to hire Carpenters and build a simple inn nearby. Tell me, now."

"...Huh?"

"There's no time! Hurry up!"

"Y-Yes!"

The people of Shintaro's village were just as surprised by the Tower Master's actions. One day, Carpenters from the capital appeared in a vacant lot in the village, unceremoniously began surveying, and before anyone knew it, had erected a small inn.

"I don't think we need an inn here. What's he thinking?"

"I'll never understand what the higher-ups are doing."

"Speaking of which, this is unrelated, but according to Tae-san, Shintaro's coming back soon."

"Oh? That's great news."

"Word is, it's for another engagement."

"What?! Well, I figured he'd find someone else soon enough." The villagers, men and women alike, stood talking from a distance, watching the new inn.



    Chapter 44

    A Glorious Return

    "I leave things in your hands," the Emperor said to Miyake and Nanafushi before departing with his retinue. It was a momentous journey, said to be the one and only time the Emperor would ever leave Kyo. Soma, who had decided to settle in Kyo and was accompanying them on the pretense of picking up his father, felt a growing tension as he kept a careful watch on the horses carrying the engagement gifts.

There were six horses in total. Two carried luggage—one was led by the horse Soma rode, the other by the one Saneyuki and Nana shared. As for the rest, Shintaro rode with Shion, and the Emperor rode alone.

To protect them from bandits, the gifts were wrapped in white cloth to conceal their contents. That said, any would-be thief who dared to attack this particular group would deserve pity for their abysmal luck. After all, their protectors were the greatest swordsman in the country and the greatest swordsman in the East. They should count themselves fortunate to escape with their lives and challenge them with that in mind.

Apart from such baseless worries, Shintaro sighed as his horse trotted along. The sheer volume of the engagement gifts was the cause. He'd managed to have the amount reduced significantly, but it was still enough to require two horses.

Shintaro was worried about his mother's reaction.

Two years ago, his mother, Tae, had ignored the betrothal money and looked Saimon straight in the eye.

"Let's keep the gifts as a mere formality," she had said. "Please take this back with you. As long as you cherish him for many years to come, that is all that matters." In other words, she had made it clear that she had no intention of selling her precious only son for money. Sincerity was all that mattered.

Was Saimon's attitude the problem, or was her own pride the obstacle? In any case, she was a difficult woman, strict with both herself and others. He could feel it in the words she had always used to lecture him.

"You must never be ashamed of being poor. Our poverty is proof that we live honestly and pay our taxes properly. Walk with your head held high."

Shintaro, who figured that at least his posture was good thanks to her, looked up at the sky, his thoughts on his distant home.

***

More than a month passed on their journey. His hometown was now close.

Shintaro's heart was heavy. He was anxious about his mother's attitude, but there was something else that concerned him even more.

The fact that to reach his village, they had to pass through the Eastern Capital.

It was a place he had once vowed never to return to. What's more, not much time had passed. For Shintaro, who had met Shion, traveled far and wide, and come this far with the support of many, the two years felt substantial. But for those living unchanging lives, it was as if it had happened only yesterday.

No matter how much he himself had moved on, he was sure the familiar streets and faces would reopen his healed wounds. The thought alone was enough to dampen his spirits.

Sure enough, as they rode down the main street, several people he knew looked up at him with surprise. Some pointed, while others nudged their companions.

Bathed in curious stares, Shintaro grew a little pale.

He wasn't the only one drawing attention. Shion had covered her hair with a cloth that draped from her head to her waist before entering the city, so she wasn't as conspicuous. The Emperor, however, rode his horse proudly with his head held high, attracting a great deal of notice.

And then there was Soma. His large build was eye-catching enough, but he was also famous as the greatest swordsman in the East, so his face was widely recognized.

"Hey, isn't that Kawara Soma?!"

"Yeah, the best swordsman in the East?"

"What's he doing with *that* man?"

"Who knows," came the whispers from the townspeople all around them.

"That man," of course, was Shintaro. They were wondering why such a famous figure was with a man who had been driven from the capital. It was a natural question, but their stares were so blatant that Shintaro felt his spirits sink.

Just then, the Emperor guided his horse closer to Shintaro and spoke.

"Let's take a break around here. Is there a tea house you'd recommend?"

"...In that case, Yamano Chaya."

"Then let's go."

The group soon arrived at the tea house and tied their horses out front. Soma was on luggage duty. When it came to guarding six horses and their cargo, the task fell to either Shintaro or Soma, the most skilled swordsmen. But Shintaro's position excluded him, which made Soma, even as the future Imperial Court Chief, the right man for the job.

When they entered, the owner—a man in his mid-fifties—recognized Shintaro immediately.

"Well now, Shintaro-san! It's been a while." After greeting him, the owner glanced at his companions and suggested a table large enough for all of them. As he handed them the menus, he leaned in and asked Shintaro quietly,

"I heard a rumor you'd left the capital. Are you back for good?" Shintaro's expression soured.

"No, just passing through."

"Ah, that's a shame. But it's been two years. Now that things have cooled down, how about it? My daughter, for instance..." Shintaro stared at the owner, surprised.

"Are you serious?"

"Dead serious. If you married into the family, this tea house would be set for life."

"I'm afraid things are already settled. I'm on my way to my family's home for the formal greetings right now."

"Oh my." The owner's gaze shifted to the young woman sitting behind Shintaro, and he was struck dumb.

"Ah. Well, I'll be. She's a real beauty. My apologies for saying something so strange."

"No, it's fine."

"Well then, just call me when you've decided on your order." The owner said his last line loud enough for everyone to hear before backing away. But Shintaro's relief was short-lived, as the eyes of everyone—except Shion—were now fixed on him.

The Emperor was smiling mischievously. He had apparently overheard everything.

"Quite the catch, aren't you?" the Emperor teased. Shintaro gave a wry smile.

"He was just fishing for information."

"Half of it was," Saneyuki interjected.

"He may have been probing for your current situation, but it wasn't a proposal you'd want to accept. There's no doubt he was hoping for the best."

"For a man with a bad reputation?"

"Hmph. Who can say? The one whose reputation was ruined was the Hokura family, not you. At least, that's what I think."

Regardless of the rumors and his reputation when he left, it was a fact that the townspeople were buzzing now that Shintaro had reappeared after two years.

It was only natural. There he was, the same imposing, handsome, and virile Shintaro as ever, accompanied by a lovely young woman, with none other than Kawara Soma guarding their horses. They were all dressed in fine clothes, and their horses were of excellent stock. The people whispered amongst themselves that he had surely returned in triumph.

Even after they left the tea house, it wasn't Shintaro leading the packhorses. It was clear to everyone that Soma was the one following his lead.

What no one could understand was how this had come to be. Kawara Soma was the greatest swordsman in the East, but that was a title gained through the Tower's influence. If the Tower was taking Shintaro in, it would make sense. But to assign Soma as his subordinate was baffling. After all, if Shintaro had stolen Soma's fiancée and been driven from the capital, it would be human nature to want him kept away forever.

For Soma, too, dedicating the honor he had worked so hard to earn to a mere swordsman was absurd. And yet, he did so without a single complaint, even looking proud. The townspeople could only scratch their heads in confusion.

But as they stared blankly at the group, sensing that *something* was different but unable to pinpoint what, they slowly began to understand. They saw Shintaro's face as he held the beautiful girl's hand, a look of pure happiness on his face. The companions watching over them were also bathed in that same joyous light. And so, they realized.

Somehow, somewhere, Shintaro had regained everything he had lost in this capital. And he had triumphed over the Tower that stood as if to pierce the very heavens.



    Chapter 45

    Betrothal Gifts

    "Shion. On the right is my father, Kotaro, and on the left, my mother, Tae." Shintaro had informed his parents of Shion's blindness in a letter beforehand, so he explained without hesitation.

"My name is Shion." Shion placed her fingertips on the floor before Shintaro's parents and bowed her head deeply. Faced with the beautiful girl with her lustrous white hair and shining black eyes, Shintaro's father's eyes darted about nervously, while his mother stood frozen.

It wasn't just Shion's appearance that had unsettled them.

Since early morning, messengers from the Tower had been in the village, tidying up the newly built inn. When Shintaro's party arrived, they had swiftly taken the horses and luggage, greeting them with deeply respectful bows. The whole scene was bizarre.

 The villagers, who had been gearing up to give Shintaro a grand welcome, were left standing there, utterly dumbfounded. The village elder, in particular, was even more confused, as he recognized Soma among the group.

"Hey, isn't that the fella who won that tournament a while back?"

"Huh? Are you sure?"

"Positive. I saw him with my own two eyes. What in the world is going on?" the elder muttered, crossing his arms and tilting his head.

Even now, the messengers from the Tower surrounded Shintaro's family home, ostensibly as guards. A palpable tension, completely out of place for a poor farmhouse with an untiled roof, hung in the air. Inside the small main room, Shion and the Emperor sat side-by-side in the formal seiza posture, with Saneyuki, Nana, and Soma seated behind them. It was unreasonable to expect his parents not to be flustered.

But Shintaro calmly sat down beside them and began the introductions.

"This is Shion's father. Beside him are Lord Masaki Saneyuki and his wife, Lady Nana. And this is Lord Kawara Soma."

"I am Yukimitsu," the Emperor said, introducing himself with a nod. Saneyuki followed suit, bowing his head.

"I will be serving as the matchmaker for this occasion. I am Masaki Saneyuki, the next master of the Iron Tower. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance." Soma bowed his head in turn.

"From this day forward, I will be working under Lord Shintaro and dedicating myself to my duties. I ask for your kind consideration."

"Ah, yes, the pleasure is all ours," Kotaro stammered in reply. Like his son, he was a tall man. Tae, on the other hand, sat with her back perfectly straight, her gaze fixed on the visitors. The subtle beauty and dignity she possessed were unmistakably those of Shintaro's mother.

"My son sent us an uncharacteristically long letter, but its contents were so incredible that until this very moment, I suspected we were being deceived." It was the Emperor who was most intrigued by Tae's sudden declaration. She spoke with a firm, resolute tone unbecoming of a farmer's wife. He felt that the mother of such an extraordinary man must also be extraordinary.

*An awkward but tall and powerful-looking man, and a dignified woman unfazed by anything. Their blood has mixed in just the right way,*
 he thought.

"I will ask you frankly. Is my son truly capable of fulfilling the duties you require of him?"

"Of course. I came here today precisely because I believe only Lord Shintaro can fulfill them."

"...People sometimes say that a kite can give birth to a hawk, but I have never once thought of my son as a hawk. We sent him to the local temple school, but he was no genius. We raised him as a normal child."

"But his skill with the sword can hardly be called normal."

"Yes, he is a fine swordsman. But governing a country is another matter entirely."

"You need not worry. My daughter has received a proper education, and my advisors are trustworthy."

"Are you saying it's fine if the man himself is of average intelligence?"

"Well, there is much he will have to learn, but that is the gist of it. That is not to say I intend to make him a mere figurehead."

"In times of peace, he is nothing but a figurehead."

"No. What is required of a ruler right now is whether or not they possess a Divine Possession. Without it, one cannot even serve as a figurehead." Tae's brow furrowed.

"Divine Possession?"

"To put it simply, it refers to someone who excels in a particular area. But a leader needs more—they need the power to command respect and trust. They need the capacity to lead those who are masters of their own skills. Even as his parent, you must understand that Lord Shintaro is worthy of this. Or perhaps I should ask, *as* a parent, can you not see it?"

"I cannot say for certain."

"Then allow me. An Emperor cannot serve unless they are a threat to neighboring countries. No single person can fend off ten thousand enemies. No one, that is, except this man. You will not find another like him, no matter where you look." It was less a betrothal greeting and more a persuasion. But the Emperor seemed to have instinctively realized that to win Shintaro, he first had to win over this mother.

Tae slowly let out a breath and closed her eyes.

"I understand. But please, promise me this. That you will never betray him. That you will serve him faithfully until death do you part. If you can keep that promise, I ask for nothing else."

***

*So his lack of greed comes from his mother,* the Emperor thought, gazing up at the ceiling of the hastily constructed inn. The gifts he had intended to bestow were now back in his possession. She had refused them, saying there was no place to put them and that his sincerity was more than enough.

"She is truly your mother," he had remarked to Shintaro as they were leaving the house. Shintaro had just offered a wry smile. He had clearly expected this. It made sense now why he had insisted on reducing the amount of luggage.

"Are you sure it's alright that we didn't accept them?" Shion had asked, concerned.

"She does not seem the type to accept something she has once refused," the Emperor soothed. "And we, in turn, cannot force gifts upon someone who has declined them. It is more graceful for both parties if we withdraw promptly as requested."

"Besides," he added, "it would be a disservice to increase their burdens when we plan to invite them to Kyo eventually."

***

The inn had only three rooms, which limited their arrangements. To mitigate risk, the Emperor and Shion had to stay in separate rooms. If they were together and something happened, they might both be lost—it was a precaution to ensure the continuation of the bloodline. Thus, the rooms were assigned as follows: the Emperor; Shion and Nana; and Saneyuki and Soma.

Soma unfastened the sword at his waist and placed it beside him as he sat on the tatami floor. Saneyuki did the same, sitting cross-legged.

"It's well-made for something built in such a hurry," Saneyuki commented.

Soma nodded. The structure was standard, but the pillars, beams, and tatami mats were all of high-quality materials, and it even came furnished with shelves.

After taking it all in, Soma nodded again and said suddenly,

"But I was surprised."

"Hm?"

"I had assumed that Lord Shintaro was..." Having started, Soma now hesitated. Saneyuki gave him a quizzical look.

"What is it?"

"Well, of noble birth."

"Ah—did I not mention it? Well, with his appearance and demeanor, it's not surprising you'd think so."

"No, he doesn't look like a farmer's son at all. His mother seemed quite intelligent as well."

"But I assure you he isn't lying about his status. I hear he had a very difficult childhood due to poverty, and he spent his days chasing off wild animals to protect the fields. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say his skill with the sword was honed right there."

"...I see." As Soma fell silent, Saneyuki watched him with interest.

"What's wrong? Do you have a problem serving a man of common birth?" Soma looked up, startled.

"Of course not. His status is irrelevant. I would be honored to serve a swordsman such as him."

"Hoh? You think quite highly of him, don't you?"

"That's only natural."

"Hahaha! Indeed, it is." Saneyuki laughed and slapped his knee, looking out at the sky through the open window. The sky that Shintaro had danced beneath since he was a boy was a brilliant blue. A refreshing breeze carried the scent of the earth, and the gentle sunlight danced upon the new tatami mats. It was a peacefulness that seemed to bless this day, and Saneyuki narrowed his eyes, taking it all in.



    Chapter 46

    The Source of the Rumor

    The villagers came to offer their congratulations the day after the Tower officials had departed. On that occasion, Shintaro found himself bombarded with all sorts of questions, but it was Saneyuki who provided the explanations.

The local temple school only taught reading, writing, and basic arithmetic, so he first had to explain that there was also a Tower in the west. It took time, but he eventually managed to make them understand.

"Lord Yukimitsu is a great financier and an architect. His ancestors designed the Towers, and ever since their skills were recognized, his family has continued to prosper. He has inherited unparalleled talent and immense wealth from generations past, and even now, he provides us with his wisdom on building design and repair, as well as financial support for the country. That's why even the Tower Master can't defy him."

The second half of this speech had likely been prepared for just such an occasion. Saneyuki delivered it without a hint of hesitation, as if it were the gospel truth. The villagers gathered at Shintaro's home believed him without question. They were simple, honest folk.

"Wow. He's a lucky guy, falling in love with a man like that's daughter." Saneyuki's cheek twitched. It wasn't a complete fabrication, but a lie was still a lie. Being a fundamentally honest man, it seemed to weigh on him a little.

"Just as you said, they seem to be a good bunch of people," Saneyuki whispered to Shintaro, who just laughed.

"Were you doubting it?"

"Don't tease me." Still, Saneyuki returned a wry smile, thinking it was probably true that they had bet on Shintaro's success.

In fact, word from the village spread like wildfire to the capital, and Shintaro became the man of the hour.

"They say he was picked up by the next master of the Western Tower right after he left the capital. And the story goes that he was immediately pursued by the daughter of the family where the next Tower Master's wife used to serve. It pays to be handsome, doesn't it? On top of that, his new partner is an incredible heiress, from a prestigious family that has been patrons of both the Eastern and Western Towers for ages."

Such was the tale being told with great flair by a silver-tongued man in the middle of town.

"And get this! The sword skills that got him noticed by the next Western Tower Master were apparently so incredible that even Kawara Soma, the best swordsman in the East, was no match for him!"

"Is that true?" someone in the crowd called out. The storyteller slapped his knee.

"You bet! 'With the eyes of a lion, he dances like a dragon'—that's how he's lauded in the west. They say he has a body and soul so strong he can leap from the top of the Tower, and that he cut down ten thousand swordsmen in the blink of an eye. This information comes from a reliable source, I tell you!"

"No way. Is it really from a reliable source?"

"Of course! I heard this story with my own ears, straight from the mouths of the next Western Tower Master and Kawara Soma themselves!" It's often said that you can't stop wagging tongues. Shintaro himself would surely be surprised to learn such a rumor originated from his own circle. Deemed highly credible, the rumor spread from person to person, from neighbor to distant land.

As a result, their passage through the capital on the way back to Kyo caused a commotion. People gathered from all over to catch a glimpse of the now-famous man. Fortunately, no one blocked their path, but their horses were forced to a pace slower than a person's walk.

"Hey! There he is!" Shintaro had to turn and offer a polite smile to every shout. No one forced him to, but he had no reason to look annoyed, and ignoring them would have been just as strange.

When they had finally made it out of the capital, Shintaro thought to himself, *I'm never coming back here again*—though for a completely different reason this time.

The rumor, of course, was whispered within the Silver Tower as well. Out of deference to Mana, no one spoke of it loudly, but she couldn't help but notice something was amiss from the pitying glances of the maids. Eventually, the story reached her ears.

It was the tale of a man who had found his vengeance and seized happiness. The man Mana had once scorned for having no status, honor, or wealth had returned with all three.

Mana was devastated. She had already regretted abandoning him, so her disappointment was immeasurable.

It was then that Razan came to her.

"We must attend the wedding ceremony together," he said. "Do not lose your composure."

Mana trembled at his cold words, concerned only with his own public image.

"Do not worry. I will do nothing to embarrass you. If anything, I should be thanked, not criticized."

Razan looked at her, surprised by her retort.

"Thanked?"

"Yes. If he hadn't broken up with me, he wouldn't have achieved his current success."

Razan scoffed at her bravado.

"That man would have succeeded no matter what. The Emperor was apparently planning to appoint him as Imperial Court Chief if he couldn't marry Shion-sama. He's been considering it for seven years." Mana flinched. Her face went pale as she dropped her gaze to the tatami mat, her fists clenched. Was she furious for misjudging the worth of the man she loved, or did she regret succumbing to the temptation of becoming the Tower Master's wife and choosing a man she didn't love? *Probably both,* Razan thought, sighing as he looked at her.

"You are well-suited to be my wife," he said suddenly. Mana looked up. Razan was smiling sadly.

"A woman who flaunts her desires, who believes that appearances and reality are all that matter in this world... she is a fitting match for a doll who is loved by no one and loves no one in return, simply living a tasteless life. Don't you agree?"

Mana stared back at Razan, speechless.

It was a second proposal, one so full of sorrow it was almost a resignation.

***

*He poisoned his parents.*

That groundless rumor had spread long ago. Of course, it was completely untrue, and it eventually faded away... but it was from that time that Razan had stopped trusting people completely.

He despised those who, assuming he must have hated his parents simply because they didn't love him, would spread such vicious lies.

Razan couldn't smile because he wasn't loved, but he had loved his parents unconditionally. The younger a child is, the more they are capable of loving their parents, no matter how much they are hated in return.

But as he grew older, a resignation took root in his heart over his unrequited feelings, and he eventually stopped loving at all. He couldn't even muster enough expectation to hate them. By the time he was fifteen, he understood why he wasn't loved.

Razan's parents had never loved each other. Theirs was a political marriage. And Razan, too, was a child born of politics. They needed a male heir to inherit the Tower. A loveless marriage, a loveless birth. No affection could have possibly sprung from such circumstances.

His parents fell ill when Razan was nineteen. It was an epidemic.

To prevent the next Tower Master from becoming infected, Razan was sent far away. And in the midst of his grief at their passing, unable to even nurse them in their final days, that rumor began to spread.

Razan dispelled the rumor by refusing to officially succeed his father until after the seventh anniversary of their deaths, but the incident left a deep scar on his heart. That pain froze his soul and shaped him into the man he was today.

After taking his place as Master of the Tower, Razan raised the taxes. He also instituted a harsh collection policy where any unpaid portion would be carried over to the next year. If the people wanted a cold, demonic Tower Master who could even murder his own parents, then he would become one. He didn't care if this revenge would one day be his own undoing. His wounded heart would be soothed only when the people felt the same suffering and pain he had endured.

*I'm not the only one who's suffering. I'm not the only one who's sad. Everyone is lonely and in pain.*



    Chapter 47

    The Wedding

    When proposed to again, Mana, for the first time, did not make a mistake. She refused. Razan simply nodded in silence.

Mana would never know if that was his first and last act of kindness. All that mattered was that she had been spared from attending the wedding of the man she had once cast aside.

Mana returned to her father. Taking the severance money Razan had provided and what few belongings she could carry, she left the capital. No one knows what became of the father and daughter after that.

At the wedding ceremony, more than a few people found it odd that Razan had come alone, but no one dared to ask why. It was a joyous occasion. Besides, the bride and groom, seated on a raised platform at the far end of the hall, were so beautiful that they took everyone's breath away. It was no time for impertinent questions.

Shintaro, blooming with dignity, strength, and an untainted spirit. Shion, a pure flower, blooming with loveliness, modesty, and a fragile grace.

Amid a chorus of blessings, the two vowed their eternal love.

Following the solemn ceremony, a grand banquet was held. It was a long affair, lasting from high noon until dusk.

A drunken Nanafushi was seen pestering Shintaro, only to be unceremoniously apprehended by Miyake and ejected. They were overwhelmed by the endless stream of congratulatory gifts that continued to arrive even after the ceremony. Finally, a serving woman, who had been running herself ragged, must have reached her limit. She suddenly yelled, "That's quite enough!" bringing the festivities to an abrupt end. And so, a whirlwind of a day came to a close.

But it had, indeed, ended at just the right time. All that remained was to wait for the night and retire to their chambers.

The sky was clear, a crescent moon hanging among twinkling stars.

Shintaro pulled Shion close. His hands fumbled as he removed his own kimono, then hers. He caressed her slowly, the many kisses they had shared deepening with passion.

Whenever Shion trembled with fear, he would hold her gently and whisper, "It's alright." Hearing the warmth in Shintaro's voice, Shion entrusted her body to him.

What is lost with fresh blood, and what is spun into being.

What is learned through pain, and what is left behind.

People are destined to repeat such acts, but these two lost nothing. They simply wove their story. They came to know, without forgetting anyone or anything, the love and the moment that bound their hearts as one...

***

The next morning, everyone woke late. They were lazing about after a meal that could have been either breakfast or lunch when a summons came from the Emperor. Shintaro and Shion, enjoying their first morning as a married couple, were no exception. In fact, they were the guests of honor.

The members of the court had been gathered at the training grounds. There, the Emperor announced with a cheerful smile,

"Alright, time for you to jump."

Before them stood a Scaffolding with a ladder attached. No, to call it a Scaffolding was an understatement. It was a structure that rivaled the Tower in height.

Shintaro stared up at it, dumbfounded.

"I'm impressed you managed to build something like this."

"I have a talent for building."

"So, you want me to climb this and jump off?"

"That's right. I went to the trouble of having it built, so don't you dare refuse."

"I don't recall asking for it."

"Now, now..."

"And how did this even become a topic of conversation?"

"Don't get bogged down in the details. I just want to confirm whether the story of you jumping from the Tower is true." Shintaro's expression soured. He shot a glare at Saneyuki, who shook his head as if to say, *I have nothing to do with this*. He glanced at his parents; they were pale with shock, utterly confused as to why their son was being urged to commit suicide the day after his wedding.

Next, he looked at Sahei, who seemed to know something. Sahei was wiping away sweat and avoiding his gaze.

Shintaro groaned and looked up at the Scaffolding again. The Emperor spoke to him once more.

"If you need a rope, I can have one prepared."

Shintaro kept his chin tilted up, his eyes fixed on the peak of the Scaffolding that pierced the sky.

"And where would I tie it? The base isn't even fixed to the ground." He was right. The base was on wheels. Since it couldn't be built solely for Shintaro's demonstration, it had been made mobile. A rope tied to such an unstable structure would likely be useless.

"But they say you jumped from the Tower without a safety rope."

"Who said that?"

"Masaki."

Shintaro's gaze snapped back to Saneyuki, who shook his head again, more frantically this time.

"I-I-It wasn't me! I swear, it wasn't me!"

"Then..." Shintaro turned to Sahei. Sahei bowed his head deeply.

"My sincerest apologies!"

*So it was Sanetsugu,* Shintaro thought, exasperated. He turned his attention back to the Emperor.

"Just once, you hear?"

"Don't be so stingy."

"Doing something this foolish once is more than enough."

And so, Shintaro climbed the Scaffolding. Reaching the top, he stood tall, spread his arms wide, and like a bird taking flight from a branch, he soared into the air.

A gentle rotation, a powerful descent. Shintaro wove through the invisible threads of wind and air, a mystical experience known only to those who could dance in the high heavens and leap from the Tower itself.

There was no lifeline around his waist. Yet he felt as if countless invisible threads were wrapped around his entire body.

When he was about thirty feet from the ground, Shintaro executed one final rotation and landed perfectly on his feet. The spectators in the front rows coughed as dust and small stones flew through the air. But when they saw Shintaro standing there, serene amidst the cloud, they broke into wild, unrestrained applause.

As for Shintaro's parents, their legs had given out from under them. They had witnessed his divinely inspired leaps and sword skills before, but they had never imagined he could fall from the height of the Tower and remain unscathed.

Oblivious to them, the Emperor was overjoyed.

"My, my, that was incredible! Splendid! How about it, son-in-law, one more time!" At this, even the stoic Shintaro felt a vein throb in his forehead.

"I am never doing that again."

Nevertheless, a sense of accomplishment settled in his chest.

*From now on, when these eyes look up at the Tower, they will no longer see a shadow.*

With a heart that could finally believe this, Shintaro looked up at the brilliant sun shining in the sky.


