For your reading pleasure, Suzume presents part two of Murasaki Fuji no Shita ni Kuni in collected form.

Part 2: “Onwya”

Kiisan winced as Falina dabbed at his wound with a soapy wet cloth, "That stings!" Falina smiled at her friend sympathetically, but persisted in her task. From across the room Hai-Yong shouted at Kiisan, "That girl's a miracle worker, kiddo! You don't realize how lucky you are to get such great treatment! Stop complaining!"

As Haneh stepped quietly into the room, she lifted up one side of the chair, dumping Hai-Yong on the floor. She pulled the chair closer to the large table in the center of the room and sat down in it. The rebels were gathering in this meeting room to discuss their next movement now that the siege of their current headquarters had ended. Feeling a little more generous than usual Sonoa grabbed the red-haired prisoner by the arm and shoved him into a chair close to Russ and Lucien so they could keep an eye on the prisoner who had become their charge without either man asking for the responsibility. Russ sighed and took out his knife, "I'll unbind your wrists for now, but if you look like you're going to make any trouble, that's it. I'll give Turan Magno permission to have you executed in the square." Hai-Yong grinned and held his wrists out, pulling them as far apart as he could to give Russ some extra room for hacking at the thick rope, "Anything you say, Sir!"

Jirobane strolled in with his sword over his shoulder, followed closely by Ocha. "Russ, are you still making an effort with this guy? It's not worth your time."

Ocha narrowed her eyes at the dark-haired swordsman, "His time, huh? He's got plenty of time to do whatever he wants! What about me? How about my time? I thought you said you would help me figure out a way to get home!"

Kiisan began to laugh at Ocha's sudden outburst, dropping his map onto the floor, where it rolled a distance half open, "You said you'd help her too Jirobane?! I thought that was my job!"

Falina rolled her eyes, "Kiisan, hold still."

The young man kept his attention turned to the doorway, waiting for everyone to arrive. Kusa and Kurin were already situated in a corner with Yuber, the two plunderers questioning the black knight about many trivial matters of the revolution. The blond-haired warrior did not even raise his head and none of their questions were answered, leaving the suspicious pair to turn to Louis Abdul, in hopes that he could answer some of their inquiries while he tried to finish his muffin.

Mai Mai slipped under the table, and while Falina was getting a bandage for Kiisan's injured foot, the large wildcat licked his toes. With an odd combination of surprise and laughter, Kiisan fell over backwards in his chair, hitting his head on the ground. Junsuke lifted the chair back up with Kiisan still sitting in it, "Don't let that cat upset you so much...she's just a cat."

The leader of the rebels wiped some nervous sweat from his face with his sleeve as Junsuke and Rizu took their places at the table, "Yeah...just a cat."

Mai Mai's eyes widened mischievously as she looked at him with interest.

"...just a cat..."

Chapter 19- Through the Flower Fields

Kiisan spread his map out on the large table, revealing the entire Aronian Kingdom to his friends and supporters. "There are two things I've been thinking about," he began, "First of all, I think we need to start to move south, towards the capital. This part of the nation, especially our own state of Serif, has mostly risen to support our cause. There are still imperial sympathizers, but that's not what we need to worry about now. We want to become something large enough to have an actual chance of deposing our current government. ...I don't think we'll be able to do much else up here. And...I also think we need a new place to use as our headquarters. Serif City has had to suffer enough for our cause. ...It's just that I don't know where we could go that would serve as a good strategic location. I don't know enough about the places outside of this state. If anyone has any ideas at all, please feel free to speak up."

The revolutionaries began to murmur and speak with each other, consulting on different locations, strategies, and opinions. Kiisan sat nervously, looking down at his bare feet, while the others contemplated his words. Rather quickly Han Li stood up, got out of his seat, and walked over to his young friend, leaning down to whisper into his ear. "Kiisan, I know of a location in a more southern part of the country where a Cyndar city once stood on a ridge. It overlooks the Farlance River, separating it from the rest of the region. The original city is mostly gone, but a cathedral stands there today. It was built by people hoping to revive the region, but after attempts at building a new city there failed it was abandoned. That would be my suggestion."

Not waiting for the young priest to reply, Han Li returned to his original seat, and leaned back in his chair. Hittoko scolded him chirpingly, her grammar was somewhat awkward, but it served its purpose of teasing in the mysterious man, "Mr. Han Li get hurt! No lean back at table!" He smiled at the girl, but did not change his position. Hyoko added to her younger sister's teasing, shoving the dark-haired man, making him feel a little off balance, "What will Father Kiisan do if you get hurt? What will we do, Mr. Han Li?" Regaining his balance Han Li moved his chair and sat will all four of its legs firmly on the ground, "Okay, okay, see? I'm doing this just for you." The brightly-clad women laughed cheerfully and continued to fuss over their fairly calm companion.

After some discussion with Carlos and Lucien, Louis Abdul stood up and looked to Kiisan for permission to speak. The young man nodded and the officer addressed his comrades, "Last week I wrote a letter to a friend of mine, Mio, who lives in Silverburg. For anyone who doesn't know where that is, it's in the state of Onwya, just south of here. I didn't expect the aid of Kusa and Kurin in our situation with General T'Rumour, so I was asking him for some advice. By the way...I still want to know how they knew what they did about Han Li and Sasshalai...however... Mio's father is a strategist for the Imperial Army, but although his father had him educated as a strategist too they have their differences and went their separate ways years ago. I received a reply yesterday and he invited me to come visit him. I was thinking that maybe his knowledge could help us fight this war. Thank you for listening to me. I hope that helps, Kiisan."

Kiisan nodded and pushed his hat, which was slipping down, back onto the top of his head. "I've gotten two good suggestions now, and I think I know what I want to do. Thank you very much everyone."

Lucien took the map off the table and rolled it back up, "Can you inform us now?"

"Yes, I want to tell you all what I'm thinking. I'm not going to be able to handle everything myself so input from anyone about anything can only help strengthen our effort. I think we should head south to the town of Silverburg and see if we can enlist the aid of Captain Louis Abdul's friend. If Mio will join us, we'll take him with us to check out a location Han Li knows of and see what he thinks of it as a strategic location. If he won't come, then we'll just have to make the best of our own judgement. Either way, we have to go south. I hope everyone will be able to get ready to leave Serif City tomorrow morning bright and early."

The revolutionaries dispersed, each person heading off to get ready for their new journey. Father Carlos and Sasshalai accompanied Kiisan down to the stables to take a look at the horses and see if the turan would be able to spare any for their mission. "Do you think we're doing the right thing?" Kiisan asked his friends.

"Whether this is wrong or right is a matter of opinion...I think we can't stop now," responded Carlos, stroking the side of the black horse tied up outside the stable.

Kiisan shook his head, "That's not exactly the answer I expected from you Carlos... You've changed."

The westerner tipped his head at his younger friend and looked at him inquisitively, "Is that a bad thing? I'm glad that I've come to see the world in a wider sense."

"No! It's not bad at all! ...I'm still just a little surprised."

"Sometimes it's hard to accept changes...even if they are for the better..." murmured Sasshalai; his face turned down towards the ground.

"I'll agree with Sassarai on that!" laughed Carlos, putting an arm over the boy's shoulders.

Kiisan sighed, not really frustrated, just slightly amused, "You can agree with him, but you still can't say his name right..."

********

Instead of taking the Tol Highroad northeast like the group had on their original trip to Crystal Valley they headed out on the southern branch of the Highroad. Green cornstalks waved in the warm breeze along both sides of the road. Kiisan could see a tiny farming village like his hometown on the horizon and the sight made him grow a little homesick. He had gone so many places, but none of them had been like a home at all. It made him curious if any of the others were homesick. He glanced at the little boy sitting behind him holding onto him tightly, his arms wrapped around Kiisan's waist. Sasshalai had said he missed his father, but no one else, even if they were homesick, was letting it show.

The sun was rising high in the sky when Louis Abdul rode up close to Kiisan's side and, raising his left hand, pointed at the horizon. "See that? The corn is thinning here. We're entering the flower district...that means we're crossing the border into Onwya, but we're still over a day's journey to Silverburg. It's very pretty here Kiisan, I wouldn't blame you if you wanted to stop and go check it out with the girls."

Kiisan swatted at his friend, but was afraid to take even one hand too far from the reins, so he missed hitting him by nearly a foot, "If you want to stop here, Captain, I will, just don't blame me!"

The fields of flowers, dotted with groves of oak trees, stretched as far as the eye could see. The variety of colors was amazing; Kiisan had never seen anything like it. The flowers he was most used to were the purple wisteria that trailed over and clung to all the buildings and fences in Finnel Village and the white blossoms on the cherry trees. Flowers growing out of the earth in such a multitude were an impressive sight to the young man. Sasshalai tugged on his sleeve excitedly, "Big Brother, let's go look at the flowers! Please! I know you want to!"

The young priest was just as interested as his small friend, but he tried to keep his feelings under control as he reigned in his horse and called to the others, "Let's take a break here!"

No one seemed to be upset about resting in such a lovely spot. It was the hottest part of the day so many of the soldiers who had come with Louis Abdul from Serif hurried to find somewhere to sit down under the scattered trees. The captain himself climbed up into a tree to eat his lunch in peace. The revolutionaries wandered around the field, taking a break from the long ride of the morning.

After seeing that Sasshalai was settled with Han Li and Carlos who were eating their lunch, Kiisan walked off through the flowers to take a better look at the area. Some of the grasses reached past his knees and he felt like he was wading through a sea of plants. He took a deep breath, smelling sweet perfume of hundreds of wildflowers. He considered picking some flowers to give to Falina and Sasshalai, but decided against it seeing as the sheer number of beautiful blossoms: daisies, wild roses, blue-eyed grass, lupin, clover, bellflowers, coneflowers, thistles, trefoil, and many more that he could not identify. Strolling across the flat fields he caught sight of an orange butterfly floating gracefully towards a thick bunch of trees. Kiisan followed the butterfly slowly, happy to have such a peaceful goal. The tiny insect fluttered through the branches of a large, wide-trunked oak into the shade of the grove. The young priest lifted the edge of his robes to keep them from getting caught on any branches or thorns and walked further into the glade. As his eyes adjusted to the darker area out of the direct sunlight he realized all the tree trunks were covered with orange and yellow butterflies. They flitted through the air, rising and falling on the breeze like tiny kites on a summer day. Kiisan turned away quickly and hurried quietly out of the grove. "I want Falina to see this! I bet she'll love it!" he thought as he scuttled through the flower fields back to his friends.

"Falina, hurry, there's something I want you to see!" urged Kiisan, tugging on his friend's pinkish sleeve with excitement. Falina took her time, getting up slowly and excusing herself from her conversation with Ocha and Hai-Yong, who they had decided to bring along until they decided what to do with him. Kiisan felt like she was taking forever, "Falina!" He grabbed her hand and began to run towards the grove full of butterflies. 

"Eek! Kiisan! Where are we going?" she asked in surprise.

"You're going to like this Falina! Just hurry!"

The two friends rushed through the ocean of colors and between the trees, Kiisan coming to a sudden stop on the edge of the overhang. Falina did not anticipate his stop and she bumped into him hard. He lost his balance, and still holding onto Falina's hand fell to the lower ground, pulling his friend with him. She landed on top of him, wincing from the impact. Kiisan opened his eyes slowly, looking up and all around as the startled butterflies rose from the ground, bushes, and trees lives brilliant feathers in a whirlwind, "Falina...look..."

*************
As the butterflies scattered, eventually leaving no trace that they had ever gathered in the grove, Kiisan took his eyes away from the trees to look at Falina. Her round, young-looking face was still turned upward watching the last few butterflies flutter away. As the weather had grown warmer, his friend had stuffed the purple scarf that was usually draped over her shoulders into her pack. Her sleeve, having slid a bit from the fall, left one of her shoulders exposed slightly. Kiisan felt his face grow red, feeling Falina's weight against him, her left hand placed atop his chest. The last harvest gold colored butterfly disappeared amidst the green leaves and the green-eyed girl looked down at him and smiled, "Thank you for bringing me to see this Kiisan." 

He felt his heart beat a little faster and the young priest knew he had to do something to pull himself together. Kiisan decided to try and act normal, "Falina! Are you gonna stay there all day or am I going to have to push you off of me?"

Falina jumped up lightly and giggled, "Oops! Sorry. I wasn't thinking."

The chestnut-haired young man sat up and rubbed his aching shoulders, the ground was pretty hard and the thin layer of moss hadn't done much to lessen the impact of the fall. His hat lay a short distance away, caught in some nettles, Falina pulled it out and tugged a few stubborn burrs off of it, "Here you go, just be careful not to get poked, I'm not sure I got all of them."

He took his hat back and placed it on his head, tipped back a little farther than usual. He didn't want his vision obstructed at the moment. "Thanks...and I'm glad you liked the butterflies. I'm sorry I had to scare them all away..."

"No, it wasn't your fault, it was just an accident," she responded gently, "Besides...Mr. Han told me that the most beautiful things are also the most fragile...and that their quality is enhanced because they last such a short time..."

Kiisan pulled himself onto his feet shakily, stretched, and attempted to smooth his crumpled robes, "Maybe that's true...but it's too sad..."

Falina grinned at her friend's response, "I think to Mr. Han, that's part of the beauty, Kiisan..."

"I don't like that kind of attitude! I want something that will last a thousand years!" he stormed in frustration, "A moment that will last forever!"

The black-haired girl observed Kiisan silently as he tried to find the best way out of the streambed they had fallen into, fuming all the while. "Um...Kiisan, what exactly do you mean?" she asked, approaching him slowly.

He whirled around suddenly and with his voice loud with passion the young man began, "You don't understand? Falina, I-"

"Hey!! Kids!! We've gotta get moving!" called Lucien.

Chapter 20- Mio of Silverburg and Two Kinds of Roses

Kiisan's foot was throbbing from all the running he had done in the flower fields with an injury. However, the pain kept him distracted from thoughts of his earlier conversation with Falina and he counted that as a blessing. "What was I thinking, anyway?!" he scolded himself internally.

"It's easy to feel something, but it's hard to explain, isn't it?" murmured Sasshalai.

Kiisan eyed his young friend nervously, "The fact that you know all about the whole thing makes me upset...Isn't there some sort of way for you to stop reading minds?"

The boy from Klikk shifted his bundle of flowers and smiled in a sympathetic way, "I don't know how to stop, 'cause I'm not trying. The things you're thinking right now are so loud it's as if you were talking to me, but I can ride with someone else if you want. ...guess what? I've got a loose tooth!"

The blue and white robed teenager, had to stifle a laugh as he looked over his shoulder at the small boy who wiggled the tooth so he could see, "That's great, Sassha... Thanks for that...I know what you mean. And I think I could use some time alone...you want me to get Big Sister Falina?"

Sasshalai shook his head emphatically, "Nope! I'm okay!" He waved a tiny hand at Yuber, who seemed to sense the motion, without turning to see it. The tall black knight, who preferred walking to riding, hurried over to match pace with Kiisan's horse and lifted Sasshalai off, setting him on his shoulders. 

Kiisan was both afraid and surprised, "Sir Yuber, are you okay with this? Sassha won't bother you or anything?"

"This kid and I are just fine. He knows what's going on. We have an understanding, am I correct, Sassha?"

The boy winked his hazel eye and stuck a daisy from the bundle of flowers he carried into Yuber's long, loose hair, "Yep!"

As the dangerous armored man slowed his pace and fell behind, Han Li approached Kiisan's horse and hopped up behind the young priest awkwardly, clinging to the younger man's arm with his eyes tightly closed until he grew accustomed to the movement of the horse. He opened his golden yellow eye first and glanced around, before opening his greenish eye and sitting up straight and letting go of his tight grip on Kiisan's arm. "Horses aren't your thing, are they?"

"As a matter of fact, horses are no problem, young man. It's your skill as a rider I don't trust," the dusty man sneered at the boy he considered his student.

Kiisan jeered back at his friend and mentor sarcastically, "You just don't want to admit you're getting old, Granpa!"

"Oh! That's more than enough, you little whiner!" laughed Han Li, knocking Kiisan's hat over his eyes.

"I can't see! Cut that out! You what us to both get killed?!"

The dark man, once again covered with dust from the road, threw his head back and only laughed more; "The horse knows where she's going a million times better than you do!"

Kiisan, having fixed his hat and regained his view of the road ahead, sighed, "Seriously...what did you come over here for?"

"To rest my tired feet--no! That's not it! I'm joking! I wanted to tell you that I'm proud of you."

"Proud of me for what?" Kiisan asked.

"For coming so far and remaining an idealist. That is something I will support...and it can make you travel...the stars await, Kiisan. This is not the first time I have met someone with eyes like yours...but it is the first time I have encountered such a spirit..."

The younger man smiled proudly, although he wanted to be humble about it, responding calmly, "I'm not doing anything that special...and besides, you've been helping me for a long time now. ...and after all this time, I still barely understand what you're talking about."

His older comrade wrapped his arms around Kiisan's neck and leaned his head against him, "You have the rest of your life to figure it out..."

***********

The ride to the tiny village called Silverburg was fairly uneventful. As the sun had nearly set already when the revolutionaries arrived Louis Abdul had the soldiers and volunteers begin to set up camp while he and Kiisan went on ahead to meet with Mio.

"I don't really want to intimidate him with our full force...that's why I gave the orders to set up camp. It's not that Mio is a wimp or anything, it's just that we aren't the average battalion. He might not seeing all those women or little Sasshalai and I know that he definitely won't like Kusa and Kurin."

Kiisan turned his gaze away from the captain to the jingling bell hanging on his staff. "We're not going to trick him, are we?"

The military man spread his arms open as if he were welcoming someone, "No tricks, just some convincing."

Well-groomed rose bushes surrounded the tiny house the two revolutionaries approached. A small figure with orangish-red hair clipped neatly at the shoulders crouched on the pathway with a pair of gardening shears. Louis Abdul recognized his old friend immediately and called to him, "Mio!!! Mio! It's me! Louis! Get out of that rosebed and come say hello to your old buddy!"

The dainty man jumped up in surprise, dropping his shears into the grass. Kiisan watched him run over to Louis Abdul with a slight limp, but enough enthusiasm to more than make up for it. His cheeks were carnation pink and his brown eyes shone with nostalgia. "The last time I saw you Louis...! You've gotten so tall! And you let your hair grow out! You look so strong! I can't believe it! How've you been?"

"I'm fine, just fine...You look well Mio. As much as I'd like to talk about old times, I came here on business. This is Kiisan, the one I told you about."

Mio flipped the longer part of his red scarf over his shoulder and held out his hand for Kiisan to shake, "A pleasure to meet you. I am Mio de Silverburg and for a revolutionary such as you to even look at me is an honor beyond compare."

Kiisan grasped the strategist's pale, thin-fingered hand and give it a good shake, trying not to blush from the compliment, "It's nothing...It's my pleasure entirely...If you would help us...I would be so grateful..."

The cheerful man unrolled his long sleeves that had been pushed up to his elbows, and turned towards the house, "I would love to help you, Father Kiisan, but we need to discuss the situation more thoroughly, please, come inside. It's getting dark and it will be far more comfortable there." Louis Abdul hurried Kiisan along the gravel path past the roses into the young strategist's home. Mio gestured to a wooden table and pulled out a chair, "I don't have much, but I hope it will be enough. Please sit down."

Kiisan sat down in the offered seat, Louis Abdul sitting down across the table and urging Mio to sit also. When he did sit down the strategist fidgeted with the vase of roses in the center of the table.

"You really like roses, don't you?" observed Kiisan.

"Roses are like love. They're both beautiful, but you must beware of thorns..." he answered quietly, eyes averted from Kiisan, "Now...onto business I suppose..."

After a brief discussion of strategy and the current situation Mio convinced Louis Abdul and Kiisan to spend the rest of the night at his house without giving a straightforward answer to the hopes for assistance. The dark-haired soldier feel asleep quickly on the rather worn-in couch that had been offered to him, but Kiisan felt too uncomfortable in Mio's home to fall asleep. He claimed insomnia and sat with the young strategist at a round wooden table. A single candle illuminated the room, casting a warm glow onto the other man's face. The tangerine-haired young man sat in the chair across the table, scratching some notes into a hand-bound book. Kiisan felt spellbound by the skritch-scratch sound of quill on paper and the calmness of the night. He could hear a cricket chirping nearby and wondered if it was enjoying a stroll through Mio's obviously well tended roses. His wandering mind started to slide towards darker, less pleasant images and Kiisan felt as though he was falling. He could feel his heart beat faster and he looked at Mio, who seemed unaware of his companion's panic. The fear-induced paralysis ended as suddenly as it had begun as Kiisan's mind regained its interest in Mio. Something about the man working so diligently in his notebook eased his strained mind. The strategist stopped writing and put down his quill to look over what he had put down. Kiisan put his arms on the table and leaned closer to take a better look at the other man.

Suddenly Mio closed his notebook and looked up. Kiisan pulled back quickly, hoping Mio would not realize he had been staring, but it was too late, "Father Kiisan, why were you looking at me like that?"

Kiisan felt a lack of words to describe what he was thinking, but managed to mumble an explanation, "You looked just like an oil painting..."

Mio put his homemade book down onto the table and gave the rebel leader an odd look, "Really? I've never heard that before. ...I was wondering, so if it's not too much trouble...how old are you?"

"It's kind of funny...no one's asked me that this whole time..." mused Kiisan, curious as to the reason, but choosing to pass over it for the time being, "I'm sixteen. If you don't mind my asking, what about you?"

"I'm nineteen. ...I guess you think it's strange then that I know Louis Abdul...I am a lot younger than him..."

Kiisan could not help laughing a little at the statement, "I didn't know he was older than you! How old is he?"

"He's twenty-eight..." murmured Mio, pausing momentarily in thought before continuing, "...that's the age I thought you were...so much responsibility for someone so young..."

"You're not very old either!" insisted Kiisan; "It's not that much different!"

Mio shook his head slowly; "My family has made military strategy its business for generations... Since I was a little child I've been trained this way... You were never prepared...so I can easily say that you've done a good job so far. ...and you've never had to fight your own family..."

Kiisan moved his chair around closer to Mio's, hoping to see the young strategist's face that was now turned downward, more clearly. "It must be hard to go against your father like that... You're a strong person, Mio."

"...I'm a weak person...without enough confidence in myself...I have to find my strength in other places..." whispered Mio, his voice wavering slightly.

"They say no man can live alone," suggested Kiisan, "Maybe you just need a cause. ...Mio, if you come along with me, I promise that I'll never blame any of it on you, even if your plans fail. You can show your father that you're not only just as good as he is, but better! ...the captain, I mean, Louis Abdul, said such nice things about you when we were on our way here...I know he believes in you too. We can help each other."

Mio raised his head slowly, the candlelight sliding across his delicate features. His eyes shone with tears he had held back half-heartedly. Kiisan awkwardly pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and offered it his new friend. Mio smiled pitifully and closed his eyes, allowing the tears to run down his cheeks. He wiped his face with the silky piece of fabric and gazed at Kiisan with a degree of admiration. "Thank you."

Murasaki Fuji no Shita ni Kuni

"The Country Under the Purple Wisteria"

Chapter 21- Inquiries Unanswered

Returning to the temporary camp the following day, Louis Abdul called everyone together to introduce their new strategist. Han Li seemed skeptical about the new addition to the revolutionary force, harshly telling Sasshalai that if he caught Mio thinking anything questionable that he should be first to hear about it. Sasshalai merely nodded in response to the demand, more interested in holding tightly onto Yuber's large, gloved hand than reading any suspicious minds for a man who seemed to fervently dislike his father.

Kiisan arrived with the young strategist in tow minutes later. Mio felt himself grow faint at the sight of all the curious eyes. He was not surprised that Louis Abdul had declined to describe the force. Outnumbering the people he felt looked useful were women, grave robbers, and a child. "This is going to make or break my career..." he thought to himself before beginning an introduction, "Hello, good morning. My name is Mio de Silverburg and I have been asked to serve as military strategist to this force by Captain Louis Abdul and Father Kiisan. I request that no one question my orders, as I will not send you into anything I have not planned and thought out carefully. Please use your full strength to continue to support the cause. I hope everyone realizes the seriousness of their task. Thank you for your kind welcome."

Louis Abdul jabbed his friend teasingly in the side, "Some speech Mr. Strategist." Mio winced and placed a hand on his side.

*********

Louis Abdul had led the way to Silverburg, but now Han Li took control of the group's navigation. "I'll take you to Slalain. Just let me think on the way," the insisted coldly. The distant man seemed to have fallen into a more pensive mood once again and as they took a less heavily traveled road further south through the state of Onwya he snapped at anyone who tried to make conversation with him. His sudden change of temperament confused Kiisan, who turned to Sasshalai for answers.

"Do you know what's wrong with Han Li?"

"He's thinking about going to Slalain a long time ago," the child replied.

"...Sassha, is he one of the Cyndar?" asked Kiisan, inquiring further about his mentor.

Sasshalai's brow furrowed deeply, "Cyndar? I don't know what you mean."

"...maybe you don't know about them back in Klikk...they're people who used to live here and built a lot of strange things and then left to go somewhere else...does that help? Do you know how old Han Li is?"

The boy put a hand to his mouth, wiggling his loose tooth, "Nah, he's trying to hide his age from me, but I know he's real old...and, so, that's the Cyndar...? We built those."

Kiisan was taken aback by the nonchalant response, "You built those?! Your father? Your people? Sasshalai, is that true?!"

Hair sparkling in the sunlight Sasshalai lifted his head and looked towards the horizon, "Yep. I can't lie to you Big Brother...we built those...but they weren't what we needed so we left them. Everybody traveled for a really long time before they created Klikk and Klikk was right, so they stayed there. That's where I was born."

The young man took off his hat, exposing his head to the warm sun, and laughed, "Sassha, you're one of the Cyndar?! That's impossible!"

Sasshalai looked at his friend seriously, "No it's not, I am what I am."

Kiisan looked into the boy's two-colored eyes, sensing the truth in his words, "I...I trust you Sassha, that's just so weird. ...is Klikk the "Eternal City?" Do you know about the Rune of Change?"

"What's the "Eternal City?" Klikk is home...that's all...you wanna know if it's always on the Highroad, don't you? Well, it's not. It moves. Rune of Change is somewhere...I couldn't say... Runes are a big secret, you know, Big Brother?"

Kiisan dropped his large blue hat on top of Sasshalai's head, "I'm not sure I get it, but I'm okay...maybe it's better not to know... ...that's why you didn't tell me about that True Rune, isn't it?"

The little boy pushed the hat up so he could see from underneath it and peered at Kiisan out of the dark shadow it created, "Yeah, same with Mr. Yuber...secrets, you know?"

Kiisan laughed again, "The heat in all these robes is making me go crazy! I have no idea what you're talking about anymore... Sure, it's all secrets! Please stay with me, Sasshalai, you're going to grow up and be a good person... I'll take care of you, let's stick it out together."

With a broad smile the boy agreed, "You are my big brother, Kiisan!"

********

Captain Hai-Yong was still with the rebel army. Lucien had noticed that the prisoner had stopped complaining and saying he wanted to go home. The older man turned to Russ and rolled his eyes, "Do you think we'll ever get rid of him now?"

Russ adjusted his pack and sighed, "It's not so much of a problem now that he follows Falina around like a puppy...I just wonder if she's going to get sick of him..."

The two men turned their eyes to the cayenne-haired man, who was still marched around with his wrists bound behind his back. His newest trick was walking backwards, just ahead of Falina, Russ, and Lucien. He wasn't as good as he claimed to be either and spent a lot of time stumbling.

However, Falina spent a large amount of her time giggling at his antics, leading Russ to believe that getting the young woman's attention was probably the primary reason for his behavior.

Later in the day, while Falina was chatting with Ocha, Russ pulled Hai-Yong aside to decide what to do. "...I've been thinking...and well, you're always really good for Miss Falina...so I was wondering if you were trustworthy enough not to be trussed up like that...you think that you can be good, at least for her sake?"

The olive-skinned man grinned, "Yes, I'll be good. ...I like that girl a lot..."

Russ pulled out his recently re-sharpened knife and used it to cut Hai-Yong's bonds.

The taller man stretched and rubbed his wrists, "I suppose this is better than my previous job... I get better food...and a better view... and I don't have to wear ten pounds of armor..." As he allowed his phrase to trail off the former Imperial soldier glanced over his shoulder at Falina, "So, um, Mr. Russ, what do you think about her?"

The blond man brushed some hair out of his face as he laughed, "Come on Hai-Yong, we've got to keep walking or we'll get left behind!"

"Really! I'm not joking! What do you think about her?"

"Come on! We've got to keep moving!"

"That's not funny! Answer me!"

"Hurry up, Hai-Yong!"

"...yes sir."

Kiisan awoke during the night, clutching his right hand in pain. "I feel like I'm being eaten away from the inside..." he thought, "Is it the rune?"

He rubbed his eyes with his left hand, trying to make his vision less blurry. He glanced at the intricate circle design on his right palm. It was glowing, but not as brightly as when he first found it. A cold breeze blew through the tent causing him to shiver. He glanced towards Han Li and Carlos who were both sleeping peacefully. "What should I do?"

Kiisan dug through his pack and found his jacket, which he pulled on over the white robe he had been sleeping in. He crept out of the tent and stood barefoot in the grass, trying somewhat unsuccessfully to calm himself down.

"Okay...okay...a True Rune has a will of it's own, right? Right! ...but it chose me so it won't try to hurt me, right? Right. I mean...Han Li would've warned me about this thing a little more if he thought it would give me trouble. I am my own master, right? ...right? ...I don't know," the teenager thought to himself, gradually growing more unsure of his standings with the Circle Rune.

Going back into the tent, waking Han Li up, and asking for reassurance sounded like a very good action at the moment, but Kiisan restrained himself. What would Han Li think of him if he had to ask for help all the time like a little kid? He didn't want to look utterly hopeless.

"It's probably just the stress getting to me," Kiisan told himself, "That's it...the stress." 

He stuck his hands deep into the pockets in his reddish-brown jacket and strolled back into the tent, "I can deal with this...yes...I can definitely deal with this...I'll ask about it in the morning..."

He sat back down and began to wrap himself up in his blanket.

"I can't do this."

Kiisan stepped cautiously about Father Carlos and knelt down beside Han Li who murmured a few unintelligible words in his sleep. He shook his friend gently, "Please wake up...I..."

The dark-haired man blinked awake and turned to look up at his young companion, "Kiisan...what is it?"

"I can't sleep."
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Chapter 22- First Day's Maneuvers in Giku

The following day the revolutionaries passed through a more densely inhabited area, and found themselves being watched by the locals. Men in a tomato field looked up from their work to wave at the rebels, calling out, "Good luck!" and other wishes of good fortune for Kiisan and his companions. Falina waved back at the farmers cheerfully reminded unconsciously of her own father.

Carlos shaded his eyes as he looked towards the horizon, "I think we're coming close to some of the larger cities in the area. I hope everyone's okay with re-entering civilization."

Rizu chuckled softly, "Maybe I'll get to sleep in an actual bed again!"

Sonoa also took up the topic, giving Russ a noticeable nudge; "Maybe I won't haf to eat your cooking for a while!"

He shoved her away playfully, "Cut it out! You know you'd rather eat my cooking than some cheap tavern fare!"

Mio, who was fanning himself lightly with the map, looked to Han Li; "Will this interfere with your plans at all? How long until we break from the High Road?"

The serious man did not answer at first, but after he realized the orange-haired strategist was speaking to him he turned quickly, "No! ...It's just fine. Just please ask everyone to keep quiet about where we're headed. I don't want the Imperial Army finding out just yet... We'll leave the High Road after we pass through Geshi. It's alright. Leave it all to me."

The road began to widen as the rebels approached the city of Giku. Merchants passed them, leading carts filled with unusual merchandise. Farmers and their families hurried into the city, anxious to see what the new day had brought to the capital of the state of Onwya.

"Almost as many merchants and travelers as in Crystal Valley..." Junsuke remarked watching a farmer struggle to put a large, white chicken into a cage.

"Crystal Valley is at least four times the size of Giku," Mio corrected, "And it's growing at a faster rate than the Holy Capital of Rupanda since it's easy to find jobs there. Giku is just a stop for merchants between Crystal Valley and Riverway."

Junsuke rolled his eyes, but with his face turned so Mio could not see his annoyance, "I just like the variety of people here. It wasn't a comparison of size."

Rizu patted his friend on the back, "Come on Jun, let's go find something interesting. I'm sure we'll have more fun here than Mr. Strategist over there."

The darkly clad man felt somewhat better after receiving Rizu's support and decided to forget about Mio.

**************

Kiisan, after consulting Han Li, Mio, and Louis Abdul, decided it was better for the revolutionaries to simply split up and blend into the city as they passed through. That way they would receive less attention than before.

"Make sure everyone knows that we're camping together though. I think we should be at least ten miles south of the city..." Louis Abdul said sternly, "If someone unimportant gets lost in Giku I don't want to have to waste time looking for them. I'm going to take all the soldiers with me who came from Serif and we'll follow the outskirts of the city and find a good place to set up camp. It'll just look like something from the State Army...and we are military allies of Onwya."

The longhaired man quickly and efficiently directed his troops southwest along the city's edge, taking Russ and Lucien with him. Hai-Yong refused to be separated from Falina and after much loud protesting his self-appointed guards gave in.

Jirobane and Ocha struck off on their own to take in the sights and glean any possible information about their respective searches. "They're quite a pair," noted Hyoko. Kiisan restrained his laughter until the swordsman and sorceress were out of hearing range. Hyoko, Hittoko, and Father Carlos led the volunteers from Crona through the market place, promising Kiisan to keep an eye open for any unusual information.

After their departure Mio stepped forward, and while Mio explained to Kiisan that he wished to speak with the Mayor of Onwya Han Li snuck off into the city on his own, wishing to keep his clandestine plans to himself.

Kiisan saw off Mio, Rizu, Junsuke, and Haneh, who headed directly towards the Giku City Counsel Building. As he glanced around he realized that not everyone had decided to stay put until he could give them permission to go. Sonoa and Mai Mai were missing, as were Kusa and Kurin, and Han Li. Kiisan was slightly relieved to see Mai Mai had disappeared for the moment, but he was fairly sure that both she and her master would return promptly for dinner in the evening, despite Sonoa's complaints about Russ' cooking. Kusa and Kurin were also almost certain to return since Kiisan's revolutionary force was currently their ticket to free food and plunder. 

However, Han Li's departure left the young priest slightly worried. Although Han Li had said he would lead them to the ruins he had suggested as a strategic location the mysterious man had been especially quiet and withdrawn the past few days. And Sassha's vague analysis of the older man's mood had done little to quell Kiisan's fears. He needed Han Li's calm presence...he needed his wisdom...he needed to be able to trust his friend.

"Sassha, did you see Han Li go somewhere?"

The small boy took his hand away from his loose tooth he had been busy wiggling to respond, "Nope. He was getting really tense about being here and was saying something to himself about "witch hunting" and then he headed off a ways. When I looked up again he was gone."

Falina looked at Kiisan inquiringly, "What did he mean about 'witch hunting?'"

Kiisan shrugged helplessly, "I don't know."

Hai-Yong casually flipped a wavy piece of hair out of his face, "He meant the studies they do about magic here."

Both Kiisan and Falina turned to face him quickly. "What?" asked Kiisan.

"Mayor Miranda thinks that if they study magic they can think of a way to develop some sort of super-weapon or something. That's why there aren't many Imperial troops in Giku. Chancellor Tion himself told General T'Rumour not to waste troops here even though Onwya is technically allied with Serif. I guess he must be even more paranoid about being noticed than I thought…"

Kiisan felt himself beginning to be more interested in their Imperial prisoner, "Thank you Mr. Pavlen. That's some useful information."

The red-haired man grinned and placed a large hand on Falina's shoulder, "Aww 'twas nothin' Father. I told Miss Falina I'd prove myself useful yet."

"But...aren't you being a traitor by telling Kiisan all this stuff? Aren't you worried about what your superiors will do to you if they find out?" she asked him with concern.

"Nah, I don't care," he smiled, "I have nothing to go back to. Didn't I tell you before? ...Besides," he mumbled, his face turning a rather awkward shade of beet red, "I have to look out for you."

Falina beamed, giving him a soft friendly smile, "That's very nice of you Mr. Hai-Yong."

The tall, muscular man turned away and shook his head.

"Sassha, I don't want Sir Yuber causing more of a scene than he's already making just by being here...do you want to walk through the fields with him? I know that you two get along really well, and it would be a big help..."

Sasshalai nodded and hurried over to the blond man who was busy standing by the side of the road grinning ominously at some small children who were caught in a mixture of fear and curiosity. "Mr. Yuber, let's go."

Falina shook her head in amazement, "The way Sir Yuber listens to little Sassha is like...I don't know what it's like, but it always surprises me..."

Hai-Yong, regaining some of his usual energy laughed, "I don't care what it's like as long as I'm not forced to keep an eye on that creepy guy!"

Kiisan ignored Hai-Yong's jest and took one last look around to make sure everyone had been taken care of and that Han Li had not returned before turning back to Falina and his "prisoner."

"I guess it's just the three of us...shall we go?"

************
The blazing sun was setting over Giku. Sasshalai raised a small hand to shade his eyes from its radiance as he looked down the road.

"Any sign of Kiisan and the others?"

He turned to see Russ, the young blond soldier who was usually in charge of cooking. Russ stepped closer and knelt down beside the boy. "Let me show you how I work magic. Close your eyes and think really hard about them. I'll count to ten."

Although he was unsure of the meaning of this statement Sasshalai closed his eyes and placed a hand over them.

"One...two..." Russ recited slowly, "...three...four..."

The boy from Klikk resisted the urge to peek through his fingers and see if Russ really was doing anything special or if he was just kneeling beside him like he thought the soldier was.

"...Five...six...seven..."

A cool evening breeze began to rustle the dry grass. Sasshalai could feel the sun on his back as it dipped lower on its daily journey across the sky.

"Eight...nine...ten! You can open your eyes now Sasa!"

Russ was standing up again, smiling at him pleasantly. He lifted his right hand and pointed straight out along the road to three figures gradually coming nearer, revealing themselves to be Kiisan, Falina, and Hai-Yong. "Magic. What did I tell you?"

Sasshalai shook his head, "It's not magic Mr. Russ. It's better than any magic...you know Big Brother really well."

"Hey! Don't send out any search parties! I'm here! We're here!" yelled Hai-Yong, waving his arms above his head to attract attention.

Russ laughed at the large man's antics, "We see you! It's okay!"

Kiisan grinned crazily at his friends; "We had a great time in Giku. I hope you weren't worried about us...I just wanted to have a little fun...so, Sassha, did you wait for me long?"
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Sonoa tossed a piece of broccoli into the campfire and watched it twist and blacken in the flames, "So much for your vegetables..."

Russ swung the soup ladle at her defensively; "You're the one wasting them! They're perfectly good vegetables! This has nothing to do with the local produce and everything to do with your bad taste!"

He felt a gentle hand tug on the hem of his tunic. Russ turned around partially to see Mio's face glowing warmly like a fresh peach; "If it makes you feel any better I thought you should know that I thoroughly enjoyed your soup Russ."

Louis Adbul tapped his spoon against his plate loudly; "I'll second that! The whole meal was great!"

Kiisan observed his comrades happily until a short, but well built man wearing very dark shades came up to him and beckoned for him to follow. Kiisan stood up and went along with the scavenger, who was clothed in odd trappings including a sash that appeared to be woven from everything from straw to a string of glass beads. The man walked silently among the tents with his destination clear in his mind.

"You're Kurin, aren't you?" asked Kiisan, "Kusa's partner? We've never really talked you know..."

Kurin looked at the younger man through his slightly tangled black hair and nodded, "That's me," he stated succinctly.

His matter of fact tone kept Kiisan from attempting to make further conversation. "Maybe most of these grave-robber types aren't as friendly as Kusa...," he thought to himself, trying to explain Kurin's behavior.

After a short walk around the tents and revolutionary recruits Kurin stopped and sat down alongside Kusa who was busy going through what Kiisan would have best described as her "loot." The ground around her was strewn with strange miscellaneous objects. The rebel leader noticed some spoons, a chipped wind-chime, a twisted fork, a wooden cross, a dish towel, some cherry pits, paper money, an assortment of needles stuck through a mint green handkerchief, and an elaborate scabbard with no sword inside. "Kusa...what is all this stuff?" he asked, trying not to laugh.

She looked up at him suddenly, "This is some of our best treasure...we want to share it with you. Kurin and I would like to be permanent revolutionaries. You don't have to pay us or anything. Please accept this offer." Both scavengers bowed their heads semi-reverently after the offer was made waiting for Kiisan's response.

He stood awkwardly for a moment, gawking at the sight before him, before he regained his tongue. "I don't want any of this...you can keep it all," he began. Without allowing him to finish both Kusa and Kurin jumped to their feet, both of their faces white with alarm. 

Kusa grabbed Kiisan's sleeve, "I'm so sorry that our gifts aren't worth anything... we would have something better to offer you, but I sold the things from General T'Rumour in Giku and spent all the money...please don't be upset..."

The chestnut-haired young man shook his head, "No...It's not like that. I-I just don't want to take any of your stuff. I know how important it is to you...seeing the way you carry it all around like that...you can both be permanent revolutionaries...all that takes is the spirit..."

Kurin removed his shades, showing his deep brown eyes that were speckled with spots of gold, "Thank you Father...if there is any way we can ever make it up to you, I promise we shall."

Kusa smiled and sighed in relief, "I'm very grateful to you too."

Kiisan tried to escape the culture clash feeling the exchange had given him by inquiring about what they had been up to, "Kusa...I thought that getting that helmet was really important to you...what did you sell it for? What did you buy in Giku?"

The charcoal-haired woman looked down at her overly large boots as she spoke, trying to explain her feelings to Kiisan, "We are people who are always wandering...and we don't know anything about building homes or farming or anything that was to do with staying in one place. ...So of course we think that being forced to stay somewhere is the nearly the worst thing that can happen to someone...and, well...today in the marketplace we saw an animal in a cage...I felt so sorry...it looked so sad...I asked if it was for sale and at first the man said no...But then I told him I would give him some gold for it, so he said yes. Kurin wondered how I would get the money...I made him wait with the animal...I sold the helmet and gave the money to the man. He let us take the little animal with us..."

Kiisan was somewhat surprised at Kusa's story. He had not thought of the two scavengers as the kind of people who were overly fond of animals. "Where is it? What kind of animal is it?" he asked curiously.

Kurin bent over and gently lifted up his tattered backpack. A small gray kitten was lying curled up on the pack. "This is Fukai..." the tan-skinned man mumbled.

"It's just a little kitten!" marveled Kiisan, stepping closer for a better look, "How cute! What sort of person keeps a kitten locked up in a cage? ...That was really nice of you to rescue it..."

Kurin shrugged and softly laid his backpack down on the ground. Kusa smiled and shook her head, "That's just how it is."

*************

Han Li had not returned to the revolutionaries, so Kiisan had not seen him since early in the day before they had caught sight of Giku, but the secretive man had run into Mio while he went about his business in the city so Kiisan had not been left without word of his friend. The strategist had passed Han Li's brief message, "I'm finding out something. Please don't worry about me." Mio also explained that Han Li had almost run right into him as he left Mayor Miranda Shazzel's office. She had been quite friendly to him and had asked him to return the previous day to speak again and possibly to send some of Onwya's state forces along with them. Despite the good news relating to the leader of the state a problem had come up. Although Mio was against splitting up at this awkward point Louis Abdul was all for taking half the force ahead down along the High Road to Geshi. Despite Mio's tactical skill he had little talent in convincing people to listen to his commands, especially such a close friend. Louis Abdul planned on leaving first thing in the morning with slightly over half of the current rebel force. Kiisan was torn over who to support so he had merely watched the two discuss the situation silently.

The main campfire was dying down and his comrades were slowly drifting off into their tents to try and get some sleep. Kiisan realized he had been becoming increasingly more of an insomniac each night since he first left Finnel Village with Falina. "It might be all the stress getting to me," he thought, "...Or it might be something else..."

A loud crash brought him out of his thoughts and to his feet. A tent had fallen down on top of its two inhabitants. Kiisan hurried over to make sure no one had been hurt and lifted up one of the corners of the tent. Two familiar faces peeked out at him, Jirobane and Ocha. "What were you two doing in here that would make the tent fall down?" Kiisan questioned. Ocha pulled herself out of the mess and laughed a little bit at her embarrassing predicament, "Nothing really. Just a faulty tent. And if anything really happened it was all his fault." 

Jirobane struggled to free himself from the crumpled tent; "She's the one Kiisan! She's the one my father sent me to find! She owes us money!" Ocha stepped further away from the tent, trying to hide behind Kiisan, but discovered she was somewhat taller than him without his hat on.

"I don't know what he's talking about! I don't know his father!"

Jirobane scrambled to his feet and pointed at her angrily, "You're lying! You're the reason I'm stuck out here in such a weird part of the country!"

Ocha smiled innocently at Kiisan and placed a hand on his shoulder, "Back me up, Kiisan! It's not me he's looking for. I mean- how could it possibly be me?"

The swordsman's face was turning red with frustration, but he managed to keep it in more gracefully than he had escaped from the tent. As Kiisan looked around he realized that the argument had begun to attract a small crowd. Hyoko walked up through the crowd and between Jirobane and Ocha, who was still holding tight to Kiisan. "It's too late for this," she yawned, "Fight in the morning." 

She made a swift gesture with her hand and both Ocha and Jirobane slumped down in sleep. Kiisan looked at Ocha, who was still holding loosely onto his robe, in surprise, "W-wow! Miss Hyoko-- what was that?"

The brightly clad woman smiled sleepily at him, "Just a sleeping spell," she yawned again, covering her mouth with her sleeve, "...now, if you'll excuse me..." She turned and headed back to the tent she shared with Falina and her sister.

***********

When Han Li finally arrived at the revolutionary camp that night all but the sentries were asleep. Kiisan lay beside the remains of the campfire, which had long since been extinguished. He had been waiting for his respected comrade to return. Han Li sat down and brushed some dust off his face as he looked at the young rebel. "Just a little boy..." He pulled Kiisan closer to him, and unwrapped his cloak partially, wrapping it around the two of them.

The older man watched his companion sleeping for a while, his chest rising and falling peacefully with each soft breath. The stern expression slipped from his face. "I...um..." he mumbled toward the sleeping figure beside him, at an unusual loss for words. "Goodnight Maiba."

"You are certain that this cause will not fail like so many before it? You can assure me that there is no way that my head will dangle outside the Holy City of Rupanda this very month for aiding you?"

Mio raised his bowed head to meet the bold eyes of the tall woman. Her wavy golden hair flowed over her shoulders like the laburnum blossoms they had left in Serif City. Her gaze was firm. All who said Miranda Shazzel was a lunatic had never spoken with her in person.

"Milady, I owe many things to this state...I would not dare to steer you down a path that I myself would not risk my life on. Please consider my plea on behalf of Father Kiisan."

At the mention of the name of the young revolutionary Miranda raised an arched eyebrow in interest. "You did not say you were a follower of that small saint. I would venture to support that man. They have told me that he wears bells and his face glows with idealism. You shall have the support of all of Onwya."

The orange-haired strategist bowed deeply in gratitude, "Thank you Milady. We are deeply indebted to you."

Miranda merely nodded in response, turning instead to the two armored men seated beside her desk. "Sir Kichitsu, Sir Mekkachi, please come forward and introduce yourselves. I am giving you two charge of Onwya's matters in this revolution. You are to join the revolutionary army as our representatives and I will provide you with what few soldiers and supplies we can spare to support Father Kiisan."

The thinner man, whose wheat colored hair was trimmed neatly at his shoulders arose and threw open his hands at his superior. "Milady, Kichitsu is still recovering from-"

"I know, I know," she responded calmly, "I am not sending the two of you off into battle immediately. I understand that you might worry somewhat for the sake of your comrade, but as long as he does not overdo things, I am sure that he will be fine. Do you have any other points I should address?"

The brown-eyed knight sat back down, appearing slightly defeated. "No, Milady."

His companion, who was looked to be somewhat more muscular, wore his black hair pulled back tightly into a short ponytail. His eyes were blue and narrower than his excitable friend's. Mio observed that the second man, who was obviously Sir Kichitsu, looked pale and lacked Mekkachi's carnation toned flush. "Please forgive him, Milady. I know that you have a limited amount of patience, but Mekkachi often speaks before he thinks. I will be fine."

Regaining her composure partially, Mayor Miranda smiled, "I am glad to hear it. Please take both of your entire units along. Sir Mio informs me that the revolutionaries will be investigating a possible headquarters to the south of here, so we will have quite a buffer between our state and any Imperial attacks coming from Rupanda. You need not worry about the city's safety. Go now, and good luck."
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Chapter 24- What Could be an Error

Both knights arose from the table and followed a frantically bowing, smiling, and thanking Mio out of the mayor's office. Once outside the door, they took time to investigate the small strategist.

"You're from Silverburg Village, right?"

"Yes...I am," responded the young man.

Mekkachi peered down into Mio's face, "So why aren't you a strategist for the Imperial Army like your famous father?"

Mio scuttled backward to escape the deep look, "I, um...well, you see, we don't have the same political views. We have different ideals..."

"Like what?" Mekkachi began coldly.

"Stop that," Kichitsu reprimanded his friend, "Lady Miranda did not question Sir Mio's views and we have no right to do so either. Our lady ordered us to accompany the revolutionaries, and I, for one, will be proud to fight for freedom from the oppressive regime we live under."

Kichitsu leaned down to come nearer to Mio's height, "I hope this doesn't make you feel awkward Sir Mio, but you're not very tall..."

"I'm five feet six inches," he replied plainly.

"Hmm..." the dark-haired knight smiled, "You're the same height as my mother."

Mekkachi broke into a burst of loud laughter at Kichitsu's observation, "I'm sure that makes him feel really cold Kichi!"

The blue-eyed man stood back up to his full height and grabbed his companion, by the arm, "That's enough out of you. Sir Mio, please excuse this fool and accompany us to the garrison to inform our troops of these new orders."

Mio folded his arms and nodded, "Lead the way, Sir Kichitsu."

*************

Kiisan stood barefoot in the stream, holding onto the edge of his robe to keep it from getting wet. The cool water lapped around his ankles and tickled his toes. Tiny fish swam to and fro aimlessly, unperturbed by his presence. The rest of the rebel force that had remained just outside Giku with him was resting in the clearing, awaiting Mio's arrival before making any movements. Sunlight filtered down through the trees, causing the ground below to be speckled with the shadows of leaves and spots of light. A slight breeze rustled through the grove and Kiisan heard the sound of a small twig cracking.

"Are you alright?" a voice asked him.

Kiisan gripped his white robe's hem more tightly, growing alert, "Who's there?"

The green leaves rustled again as a caped man dropped out of a tree. It was Han Li. He landed softly on his feet and stopped to tuck back a loose strand of hair before approaching Kiisan.

"I was right. You have gotten more observant. Your senses are far more alert than they were when I met you. That's the way to do it."

Kiisan stepped onto some erosion-smoothed rocks and out of the stream. "What are you talking about? What did you do that for?"

Han Li knelt down casually by the stream and ran a hand through the water, "I was thought you were becoming more aware of your surroundings and I wanted to test you to see if I was right. ...And I was."

The chestnut-haired revolutionary peered over his companion's shoulder to see what the older man was doing with his hand in the water; "I still don't know what you're talking about. Maybe I'm just getting used to being surprised, so it's becoming routine to be tense."

The mysterious man snapped his hand shut and pulled it out of the water, "It's that rune. It's helping you out a bit for its own good."

Kiisan furrowed his brow thoughtfully, but Han Li's expression lightened and he opened his wet hand. A tiny gray fish flipped around upon his palm. After seeing Kiisan's look of surprise he carefully returning the fish to stream.

"How did you do that?"

Han Li dried his hand on his cloak slowly. "I have excellent reflexes."

"You're a wonder..." marveled the younger man.

Han Li turned his tan face away. Kiisan was unsure of whether he had detected a slight blush crept across his friend's face or if it was only his imagination. "You are most definitely the true wonder."

Suddenly the brown-cloaked man looked back at Kiisan, "I almost forgot to tell you. Mio just got back. There are two men in armor with him...they brought some fairly decent looking soldiers too. We should be able to go now."

Han Li started to head out of the grove, but Kiisan, who was sitting in the grass pulling his boots back on, stopped him. "Sassha told me that recently you were thinking about something that happened to you in the place we're going to...can you tell me about it?"

The black-haired man clenched his teeth, but Kiisan's honest, green-eyed gaze softened his resolve. "I lived there for a little while a very long time ago. I was about your age. Later, that's where I had my date with destiny... This True Rune was passed to me there. I have a lot of memories of that old place..."

Although Han Li did not appear very old Kiisan often had the feeling that his mentor was at least as old as Lucien was, maybe he was ancient. The idea of Han Li as a young man like himself was nearly unimaginable. A large part of his personality seemed to be consisted of his experience and skill in many things. The young priest was unsure of how to respond to the information, "...I never would've guessed..." he whispered.

"They left here just yesterday. I'm sorry, but you just missed them," Mayor Miranda told the boy. He took off his olive green cap and twisted it between his hands. The golden-haired woman shook her head sadly, "It's really too bad. They seemed like such nice people too. ...where did you say that you came here from, young man?"

He turned his dirty face upward to look her in the eye, "From Slalain, Ma'am. I'm from Wanyan Citadel."

"That's where the rebels are going! You're in luck! If you hurry I bet you can catch them! Their strategist told me they were leaving the Highroad near Geshi. Good luck!" she called as the boy pulled his cap back on and rushed out of the office.

He pushed through the crowd in the busy marketplace and dashed down an alley to avoid further congestion, making his way rapidly out of Giku. The Highroad seemed filled with travelers of all kinds and the boy darted this way and that to escape from horses, carts, and anyone else in a hurry that might block his path. As the multitude of people seemed to grow denser and not less as he moved away from Giku the boy left the road to rush through a field covered in watermelons. He stumbled and tripped over the thick vines and green melons. A farmer in the field raised his hoe and yelled at the boy, but he did not stop to listen. He had a mission to finish.

All the running was tiring him out. He had already hurried up to Giku in two days, instead of the three it would usually take someone on foot from Slalain. He had barely stopped for a thing, sleeping only as much as necessary and eating while he walked. The miles were catching up with him. He gritted his teeth and held back hot tears as he dragged himself on. He knew that the best road to his home village ran perpendicular to the Highroad. The boy had decided that if he cut across the fields he could shorten his trip and make up for some lost time. After barely a mile scrambling through hedges and around crops he began to wonder if his shortcut was saving him anytime at all.

"I can't stop...I can't stop...Father is depending on me..." he told himself sternly. He could see the path growing nearer just through a small grove of trees. "Maybe I haven't lost time after all..."

The brown-haired boy splashed through a shallow stream scattering the tiny mosquito fish that filled the water. He nearly fell as he tripped on a tree root rising out of the ground and as he pushed through the shrubbery, reaching the open grass he collapsed in pain.

"...Father Shiku...I'm a failure...I...I can't go any further..."
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Chapter 25- Battles of Sorts

Jirobane leaned down over the prone form of the young teenager. He whistled softly, "Yo, Carlos- I think he's alive."

Carlos scurried over to Jirobane's side. He crouched down over the brown-haired boy and felt his wrist for a pulse. "Yes, he's alive." He cautiously turned the boy over to better examine him. Jirobane slung his scabbard back over his shoulder and knelt beside Carlos to watch. The priest listened to the dirty-faced boy's breathing and then placed a small hand on his forehead. "He's feverish..." The man with the uneven haircut took a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to his warrior companion. "Go get this wet in the stream."

The swordsman complied with his friend's request and strode to the stream, dipping Carlos' handkerchief in the water and wringing it out partially. He hurried back and gave the small piece of wet fabric back to Carlos who laid it on the boy's forehead. "I don't really know what to do without any medicine. I suppose we should take him with us and try to catch up."

Carlos rolled up his long sleeves to his elbows and stretched as though he was getting ready to lift something heavy. Jirobane tossed him his scabbard. "Don't even think about. Just carry my sword. You're too puny to do this right." 

The black-haired priest clasped the scabbard in both hands and allowed his white sleeves to begin to unroll as Jirobane gently lifted the boy. The two rebels started down the path that their companions had left along earlier, worrying somewhat about the state of the boy they had found. Jirobane whistled a folk song nervously and Carlos carried the sword as carefully as if it were a holy relic. The path stretched far ahead of them, passing slowly, step by step.

***********

Han Li shook his head and sighed. "He must be enduring a great injustice in his mind," Ocha giggled, teasing Sasshalai. 

"No... It's serious..." the young mage replied, "...But you were partially right. He can hear a great injustice being committed."

The time traveler was slightly befuddled by the response and she peered around the area curiously. Han Li looked at her coldly. "You won't see it because it's not here for you to see."

"He means something is happening close enough to hear, but far away enough not to be visible," explained Sasshalai, deciding it was best to function as a translator without being asked to avoid any confusion.

Mekkachi jumped to his feet followed closely by Kichitsu. "I thought a heard a woman scream..." the knight with wheat-colored hair stated anxiously.

"That's because you did," Han Li told the warrior, "You have better ears than I expected from someone with such a big mouth."

Kichitsu grabbed his partner by the arm, warning him not to fight back against the mysterious man, who so far has only spoken to them to insult them. "We should help her."

"That's the first sensible thing I've heard all day!" Mekkachi responded, "It came from this direction."

The two knights from Giku ran off through the trees toward where they had heard the sound coming from. Haneh glanced around at the three mages silently before taking her dirk and dashing after them.

"Aren't we going to help?" Ocha asked, puzzled. Sasshalai and Han Li both remained sitting on the ground. Neither had moved an inch.

"They'll be okay," said the boy wearing the garland of dandelions, "I'd just be in the way."

The pale-haired woman sat down and sighed. "What about you?" she asked Han Li.

"Waste of my time," he muttered.

"Oh..." Ocha pulled her legs up and put her arms around them, resigned to waiting in the clearing.

**********

It did not take long for Haneh and the knights to return. A thin barefoot woman accompanied them. Haneh's shining blade dripped a few drops of blood onto the grass. "There were Imperial soldiers," she stated emotionlessly in explanation.

"I didn't need your help," the woman complained. She had dark brown hair and clear hazel eyes. Although she seemed rather pretty her looks were less interesting than her clothing. She was not wearing anything on her feet, which were somewhat squarish with the toes spread noticeably apart. All she wore was a white gown. It did not have any sleeves and was not even tied around her waist. The hem of her robe was torn and frayed in a few spots. The only thing this strange woman carried was a fragile looking map.

"But you were-!" Mekkachi began angrily.

"I was fine," she insisted coldly, "And now I will be going on my way."

"We could accompany you, it's not always safe to travel alone," Kichitsu offered, "Where are you headed to?"

"I will be just fine. On my own."

She brushed the two knights aside walked through the clearing, stepping between Ocha and Sasshalai and disappearing among the trees.

"Ingrate," Mekkachi mumbled, tucking a loose strand of hair behind his ear.

"...you were right," Ocha marveled. 

Han Li got up and brushed himself off, "Of course."

*********

The revolutionaries, who had broken into groups to aid the speed of traveling, had covered much of the ground to the ruins Han Li had spoken of quickly. Han Li arrived first; having the most familiarity with the area, along with Ocha, Haneh, Mekkachi, Kichitsu, and Sasshalai whom had accompanied him. The mysterious man had wished to go alone, but Kiisan had insisted and he found it difficult to deny the young rebel, who was beginning to feel very dear to him.

Kiisan himself arrived not long after with Rizu, Junsuke, Mio, Falina, and Hai-Yong in tow. The meeting place was some half-collapsed ruins that were nearly flooded with water. Kiisan was not sure why Han Li would want to meet up in such a place. Mosquitoes flew around the still pools of water, which has green with algae. There was only one logical explanation for the choice. "He knew that there was no way that we could miss it."

Han Li was standing on top of a wooden plank that looked rather old and rotten. Kiisan was slightly worried that it would break underneath him and dump the serious man in the rather questionable looking water.

"Are we going on ahead, or are we waiting for everyone else to arrive?" Kichitsu asked Kiisan politely.

"The plan was to wait," Kiisan said before growing curious, "Did something happen?"

"There were signals from the ruins of the citadel," explained Mekkachi, "They were fireworks. It's standard military code from the area down around Lake Dunan. Something like "Please Assist, Simple Circle Movement Okay" I think."

"I thought you said no one lived in those ruins!" Kiisan exclaimed.

Han Li shrugged nonchalantly, "It's been a while, but that is a surprise to me. It should be alright though. If they're requesting aid against Imperial soldiers that means they'll love us."

Mio dug through his pack while trying to stand balanced on the small stone ledge above the water level. He pulled out a notepad and flipped through the pages anxiously until he found what he was looking for. "They must be surrounded by Imperial troops if they're suggesting a simple circle movement. It's a good, solid sort of strategy. They attack from the inside; we attack from the outside. I think we should move closer to this citadel place to get a better look at the local geography, but someone should stay here to direct the rest of our comrades when they arrive. Any volunteers?"

"Sure..." Ocha volunteered herself; "I'll stay here as long as somebody stays with me."

Everyone looked around at each other awkwardly waiting for someone to make a decision.

"I'll wait with her."

Kichitsu smiled politely, "I can get to know Miss Ocha better. Don't worry, we'll hurry right along as soon as everyone shows up. You can count on me."

Mekkachi eyed his friend cautiously, "Stay right here, okay? I don't want to hear that you did anything stupid while I wasn't here to keep an eye on you."

"Sure Mekkachi, I've got it."

************

The situation clearly laid itself out in front of Kiisan. The Imperial Army was aware of what a good location the citadel was to station troops, but whoever was in the citadel had refused to allow the Imperial soldiers to set up a base there. They had closed up the gates to keep them out, but the troops had orders to get inside so they had no choice but to fight their way in. Whoever was inside the walls of the citadel was most likely seriously outnumbered, since they appeared to be refusing any outright combat.

"How will we coordinate with whoever is in the citadel?" Kiisan asked Mio.

"According to Sir Mekkachi they used fireworks as signals. I'm sure that Louis Abdul has some flares we could send up. I know the code they used...we just have to wait for our reinforcements to arrive if we want this to work."

Kiisan gripped his staff tightly, "I see... I hope the citadel can hold out that long..."

Louis Abdul leaped nimbly off his horse and tossed the reins into the hands of Lucien, who had been walking alongside him. He ran along the half-submerged path, splashing dirty water around as he approached his comrades. "Hey Ocha! Sir Kichitsu! Where's everyone else?"

Ocha stood up to great him with a quick smile before beginning to speak in a serious tone; "They went on ahead the last bit of the way to the citadel. There's some sort of siege going on and so..."

The captain nodded knowingly, "And you were left here too watch for us. That was a good idea. ...Who's gotten here so far? Has Kiisan?"

"We arrived first with Han Li and then Kiisan showed up," explained Kichitsu, "We're still waiting for Lady Hyoko and those with her. We aren't supposed to expect Father Carlos or Lord Jirobane until later since Lord Jirobane wants to scout around a bit."

"Hmm...Why don't you come with us down to help Kiisan? I'll leave part of my retinue here."

"I am eager to access the situation myself...I suppose that will be alright," replied the blue clad knight.

Ocha and Kichitsu followed Louis Abdul back across the swampy ground to where the captain's followers had been waiting. "What's the plan, Sir?" Russ asked his commander.

"Tell Karl and Hans to wait here. The orders are to wait here until Father Carlos and Jirobane arrive. Anyone who shows up is to be directed to the citadel to join the main force."

Russ saluted smartly and then hurried to find Karl and Hans, two of his fellow soldiers who had traveled with the revolutionary force all the way from their humble beginnings in Serif City, and give them their orders.

Louis Abdul remounted and called the command, "Attention to all troops! Forward to the Citadel!"
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Chapter 26- Trustworthy Warriors and Wayward Strategists

As soon as Louis Abdul appeared over the horizon Mio got up and left his map lying on the ground to rush to his side. "Get out your flares! We have to send a signal message to the people defending the citadel!"

The longhaired commander dropped his pack into Mio's waiting arms as he rode over to Kiisan. "We came as soon as we could. What's the situation?"

"Han Li and Sir Mekkachi saw signal flares over the citadel requesting aid. When we got closer we Mio was able to guess the situation. It looks like the Imperials were thinking the exact same thing as us about this place, just the other way around." Kiisan sighed and shrugged, "Who would've figured?"

Louis Abdul glared at Han Li in irritation, "The way you talked about this place before you made it sound so deserted! How long ago did you last visit this place?"

"A good twenty or so years ago, not that long..." muttered the stern man angrily.

"Twenty years?! Not that long?! How old are you?" flustered the man from Serif.

The conversation was interrupted suddenly by the loud sound of a bursting flare. It was quickly followed by a second and a third shot off in different directions and rising to different heights. Orange, then blue, and finally yellow. Kiisan, Louis Abdul, and Han Li turned to stare at Mio in surprise. Mekkachi, who stood near the strategist, took his hands off his ears and put his flint away in his pack. Mio grinned cheerfully at Kiisan, but as he noticed everyone else's eyes also upon him his face quickly turned pink and he looked at the ground sheepishly.

"That was loud enough to scare the emperor all the way south in the Holy City, Mio!" exclaimed Rizu.

"I'm going to have a headache for weeks..." complained Lucien.

"Next time a warning would help..." scowled Han Li.

"WHAT?" asked Mio, loudly.

"Nothing, they were just complaining..." explained Kiisan.

"COULD YOU REPEAT THAT KIISAN?" he replied.

Kiisan shook his head and laid out the problem for his other friends, "He can't hear us because of those noisy flares. They're probably still ringing in his head..."

"For someone who knows how to use those things he's quite an amateur..." muttered the green-caped commander, "We'll have to teach him about flares later..."

"WHY ARE YOU ALL WHISPERING?"

The young revolutionary leader sighed and put a hand on his head.

*************

Kurin, with the gray kitten held securely in his arms, scurried to keep up with Kusa as she ran over to the two soldiers clad in Serif's uniforms of green and gray who sat under a cerulean blue banner. "Act on Heaven's Behalf"* the banner said in golden-colored letters. 

"This is the correct meeting spot?" Kusa asked them.

"You've got it, Ma'am," the bright-faced young man replied, "I'm Hans, Captain Louis Abdul left me and Karl here to tell you all to keep going straight ahead t' where Father Kiisan's waiting." 

"Ah, that's it, huh? Thanks Hans. See ya," she turned quickly and nearly knocked Kurin in the muddy water. He wobbled unsteadily for a moment, but fortunately caught his balance and walked back to more firm ground ahead of his partner.

"What they say?" questioned Hittoko with interest.

"We've got to go down nearer the citadel to meet up with your beloved Father Kiisan," Kusa explained happily, noting Hittoko's sweet smile at the mention of 'Father Kiisan.' The scavenger was still unsure though about the amount of the sentence the Lirwani girl actually understood.

*************

A signal crimson red flare burst into a fiery splotch of light. Mio jumped up excitedly at the sight and grabbed Kiisan by the arm, "We need to circle the citadel and attack now! I fired off a 'Will Attack at your Signal' for them and now they're telling us to 'Attack!' That's our signal! It's as simple as I explained earlier Kiisan, just give the orders."

All of the rebels had gathered back together by this time except for Jirobane and Carlos who were assumed to still be fiddling around somewhere along the path. Kiisan split the force in half under Mio's direction. Louis Abdul rode out towards the fortress on a southwestern path to circle around the Imperial troops from one side while Kiisan headed straight at the troops to engage them from a more northerly location. The plan was to split the enemy forces, keeping them separated by the river. After Louis Abdul had crossed the river with his troops Kusa and Kurin lit the bridge on fire, temporarily separating the two banks.

As the soon as the two sides met, the battle began to rage like wildfire. Kiisan could only catch glimpses of his companions through the thick combat. Haneh slashing upward with her dirk, Russ letting loose an arrow, Lucien swinging a spear, and Yuber twirling his twin blades in a dance of blood. "...Battle again..." He gritted his teeth and struck with his staff. Everything felt like it was moving in slow motion. He saw Sonoa draw her curved dagger and Mai Mai pounce. "...where's the help from inside?" To his right Han Li raised a hand and shot a slicing gust of wind through an opponent. "...what am I doing?" Kiisan forced his way toward the river to try and see how Louis Abdul was faring. Mio stood on the bank with a spyglass; Falina was beside him ready to defend against an attack.

"They're just fine Kiisan," the strategist told him, "It's what's going on inside that's confusing me now...They gave us a signal, but..."

There was a loud snapping sound like a thick rope being cut and then a hail of stones sailed out over the walls of the fortress. "What sort of reckless attack is this?!" yelled Kiisan.

Mio ducked down and tried to cover his head with his small hands, "I don't know...whoever's in there is either very stupid or is working on a plan."

Hai-Yong rushed over to Kiisan from some distance away and turned him around to face the main battle. "We're the ones suffering the most from this! What are those people thinking?"

Kiisan blinked heavily lost in a daze, his head whirling from all the excitement. "The Imperials are just moving in closer to the walls to avoid the stones! What now?!" added the red-haired man desperately.

A signal flare shot off above the outermost walls of the citadel as the volley of stones ended. It sparkled yellow at first and then turned green. "What did that mean?" asked Falina.

"G-get back from the fortress--f-fast!" stuttered Mio.

"How're we going to tell them that fast enough?!" worried Hai-Yong.

"Mr. Hai-Yong!" Falina cried anxiously, "Do what you did yesterday to get Kiisan to slow down! Whistle! You can whistle!"

Trying to act as quickly as possible the tall, muscular man did not stop to ask Mio or Kiisan's opinion but put two fingers in his mouth and gave a loud shrill whistle before grabbing Mio's aquamarine banner he had left leaning against a bush and waved it high above his head with his right arm and waving the others back with his left. 

His quick action had its desired effect. Nearly all of the rebels withdrew quickly, leaving the Imperial soldiers standing near the wall in confusion. Their commander, a somewhat heavy man with a long ponytail waved his cutlass in the air, "What are you waiting for?! They're withdrawing! Attack! We can crush the rebels here and win fame!" The soldiers stood around quietly, some starting to move forward in compliance with their leader's commands. The rebels prepared to fight if necessary, but stood their ground, wondering what the meaning of the withdrawal had been.

"I hope you're up for a boiling!"

Kiisan's eyes turned up to see a woman with long brown hair standing on the wall. The slight breeze blew her hair like autumn leaves and ruffled her white robe. She appeared quite indignant, but as she tugged the rope she held in her hand Kiisan was almost sure he saw a glint in her eye.

The rope released the tops of a row of what appeared to be barrels arranged along the wall, pouring steaming water down onto the Imperial soldiers who still stood, for the most part, below the wall. "I can't believe this..." moaned Mio in frustration, closing his eyes tightly.

Hai-Yong blinked a few times and rubbed his eyes to make sure he had seen what had happened correctly. The Imperial troops had been doused with boiling water. "...how cruel..."

All the fight was taken out of the Imperials. The revolutionaries, however pleased by a victory, had also lost nearly all of their pep. Kiisan detailed his comrades to aid whatever Imperial soldiers would accept it was left standing alongside Mio by the riverbank.

"That person was a strategist I bet..." the orange-haired man speculated.

"Maybe..." mumbled Kiisan, "But she's nothing like you..."

"Seems like a tricky plan that my father would approve of...it makes me wonder...who was that strategist?" Mio wondered, peering at the gates of the citadel as they slowly creaked open.

"She was beautiful, wasn't she..." Kiisan mused.

"A beautiful strategist? A beautiful strategist all alone...it's Sanada Morin. ...Definitely..." Mio said slowly, growing gradually more sure of himself.

The main gate was nearly open and the brown-haired woman walked out of the gates followed by two men who appeared to be priests from their dress. The two priests rushed toward the injured soldiers who had been abandoned by their companions, but the woman strode out in the direction of Mio and Kiisan to get a better look at the remnants of the retreating Imperial detachment.

Mio ran over to her and Kiisan watched silently as the strategists met.

"Lady Sanada Morin! It really is you!" exclaimed Mio.

"You are...?" she asked and gave him a strange look, "…One of the Silverburgs?"

"Yes, yes, I am," he responded emphatically, "I'm Mio de Silverburg."

She brushed him aside briskly and headed toward Kiisan, "As I assumed. Now, I must speak with your commander."

Kiisan frowned as he saw Mio literally droop at her words. The orange-haired man ambled off toward the citadel with his head hanging down, he clutched his staff and began to run after his friend, but the serious woman cut off his path. She smiled deviously, "Thank you for the help, Father Kiisan."

Sanada perched daintily on the edge of her chair with the inhabitants of the citadel arranged behind her. She had a smug, catlike smile stretched across her face and laughed at Kiisan after he asked, "Is this everyone?"

The tallest man, who had short brown hair and a sharp face, responded bluntly, "No, Tiko isn't here right now. We sent him for help, but he hasn't come back yet."

Louis Abdul put his head down on the table in frustration, "Five people live here and one isn't home. This is ridiculous."

Lucien gave Sanada a look of wonder, "Lady, you did a fine job of defending this place."

Her smile seemed to increase at the older man's remark and she tossed an arm lightly over the back of the chair, "Thank you, it was my pleasure."

Han Li scowled at the men from the citadel, who stood nervously as the revolutionary leaders regarded them. The mysterious man was in a sour mood. He had refused to be seated at the long table and remained standing behind Kiisan's seat periodically leaning down and offering Kiisan an annoyed observation. "Why don't the four of you give us the honor of learning your names? It might speed things up a bit."

The tall man, who seemed to serve as their current spokesperson, began, "I'm Zawn. I don't know who made you king of the castle, buddy, but I think my pals here would rather have their dealings with Father Kiisan than with you."

Han Li's miss-matched eyes glowed with anger. He whipped out his dirk from under his cloak, pointing at the olive-eyed man who stood nonchalantly with his hands in his pockets. "You have not yet gained the privilege of being allowed to criticize me. Anymore complaints will be regarded as anti-revolutionary sentiments and you will be-"

The door creaked open loudly showering the group gathered in the hall in the bright afternoon light. Sasshalai stepped in and closed the large wooden door behind himself as quietly as possible. He scurried around Sanada and the citadel-dwellers to Kiisan's side, shoving Han Li in the process. Han Li nearly dropped his dirk in surprise, but reacted positively to the child's appearance by sheathing his weapon and dropping his fighting stance. 

All eyes were turned to the seven-year-old boy who looked up at Kiisan happily, motioning his one hand for him to lean down. Kiisan leaned over slightly so Sasshalai could whisper in his ear. The watchers could see the rebel leader break into a wide smile as the bright-eyed boy opened his tightly clasped left hand to reveal a small white tooth.

Everyone not close enough to see what the child held tried to lean nearer or squinted to get a better look. Han Li saved them the trouble as he summed up the situation aloud, without a note of the earlier typhoon-force violence in his voice, "Sasshalai lost a tooth."
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Chapter 27- A Certain Kind of Peace

Falina has assisted in setting up a makeshift clinic for some of the more drastically wounded Imperial soldiers who had been left behind by their companions in one of the emptier buildings of the citadel. Hai-Yong, despite his lack of any medical skill whatsoever, remained by her side, following the girl like a loyal dog. The meeting that had taken place in the large hall of the main building had ended just moments ago and the some of her aid in the "clinic" returned.

The two priests who had followed Sanada onto the battlefield followed closely behind Lucien, Hyoko, and the middle-aged doctor. The older priest had neatly trimmed, but thinning, white hair with a short beard and mustache. He was slightly stooped over with age, although his senses were still very quick. The old priest, Father Shiku, was flanked by a younger comrade, Father Izador, whose shiny brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail which flipped up and down when his step picked up speed. Under the careful eye of Dr. Clark they tended to the wounded, both Imperials and revolutionaries while Falina gave what little aid she could.

Hai-Yong sat down on a stool and watched her for a few hours until Hittoko and Russ entered saying, "Kienda!"

"We made some dinner! Anyone hungry?"

He sat unhappily on the floor of the main building's hall where the meeting had been held earlier, stirring his soup with a spoon. Falina had opted to stay and eat with the injured at the request of Father Izador. Hai-Yong played over the conversation in his mind angrily. The priest smiling peacefully and saying, "If it wouldn't be much trouble Miss Falina, mayhap you could remain here and eat with us..." in a soft accented voice. Something about the educated-sounding clergyman bothered Hai-Yong. He had not been asked to stay, nor had Hyoko or Lucien. He gritted his teeth and shook his head, feeling his face grow hot.

A delicate-framed person sitting down alongside him shook the red-haired man out of his thoughts. All he saw out of the corner of his eye was a glimpse of black hair. He turned to look at Father Carlos who had a thick, gray cloak wrapped around his shoulders. "Are you alone too?" the rough man inquired with a sigh.

"It's quiet here..." was Carlos' response. Hai-Yong looked around to see that while he had been fuming all of the others had dispersed. He could hear the soft beating of his heart and in the distance the chirping of crickets and the mournful cries of cicadas.

The muscular man put down his spoon; his soup was cold. He pushed the bowl out of the way and scooted closer to Father Carlos, putting a large arm around the petite man. Carlos looked up at him curiously, but did not speak, leaning his hatless, dark-haired head on Hai-Yong's shoulder.

A wind chime tinkled outside the building as a night wind swirled around the citadel.

Han Li rose up from where he sat, knocking a pebble into the clear pond. It fell with a soft splash and caused tiny waves to ripple across the surface of the pool. The lily pads and lotuses rose up and over the ripples like miniature ships on the ocean.

Sasshalai hopped over the side of the stone steps over to the dark man's side. "Don't go...I came here to see you."

Han Li sat down again on the grass somewhat reluctantly and the boy sat down beside him. At first neither rune bearer spoke, both keeping their eyes away from the other, but after what seemed like an uncomfortable eternity Sasshalai turned to his comrade and spoke, "This belongs to you." 

The older man looked at the pendant the brown-haired child held in his hand, "Yes, it does. Why are you giving it back to me?"

Sasshalai turned the golden circle emblem around in his fingers, gazing at it intently, "'Cause you'd like to wear it again...It does belong to you..."

Han Li took the offered pendant and slipped the chain over his head. The golden circle sparkled in the moonlight. He looked at the necklace for a moment before tucking the pendant into his tunic. "Thank you...Sasshalai..."

The boy grinned happily, revealing a black space in the side of his mouth where his missing tooth had been. "I was afraid you would refuse it."

"I almost did."

Sasshalai scratched his head thoughtfully, "Why didn't you?"

Han Li shrugged and then yawned, "It didn't seem like the right thing to do."

"You're a good person, Mr. Han Li." The child rose and began walking up the short flight of stone steps to the open square that lay in front of the main building, "Goodnight."

At first Han Li said nothing as he watched Sasshalai go, but he was struck by a sudden impulse, which he himself could have only described as a weakness of heart, and he rushed up the stairs, and lifted Sasshalai up in his arms. The boy's eyes widened in surprise. Han Li felt himself blush at the curious gaze and he muttered to the child awkwardly, "It's too late for you to be out here anyway, kid. What would your father say? Let's get you to bed."

Kiisan followed Father Izador through the various courtyards, buildings, and paths of the ancient citadel. The place was much larger and in better shape than he had expected from Han Li's description, however many parts of it were long out of use and filled with dust. The wooden church, which had been built much later than the old stone buildings under the supervision of Father Shiku only about ten years ago, was the only part of the citadel that seemed to have been inhabited recently. Kiisan wondered why such a nice little church would stand alone in these ruins. Five inhabitants also seemed unusual, but he could not complain; the four men he had met were entirely kind, and supporting of his cause.

Father Izador sat down on some of the many stone steps that encircled the various levels of the citadel and Kiisan sat down beside him. "How long have you lived here?" Kiisan asked, trying to initiate a friendly conversation.

"Seventeen years, I've been here since the church was built. I came with Father Shiku and Dr. Clark. We're all pretty familiar with the area."

"I see...I'm from the state of Serif, so I'm really a know-nothing here," Kiisan smiled, "Why does Zawn live here then? I assume that the other three of you are the caretakers of the church..."

Izador pulled the tie out of his ponytail and ran a hand through his shining hair, turning his face upward towards the clouds as he tried to recall the situation. "Zawn was a rebel of some sort with the T'Rumour family sometime back...after their revolt was crushed he wandered here somehow and just became part of the family, I guess...You haven't met Tiko yet though. He's only twelve-years-old, but he's a great kid...The five of us don't go away from here much, so we're pretty close...and then Lady Sanada visits every other month or so depending on what she's up to...it's not bad here..."

Kiisan took off his large blue hat and fanned himself with, feeling heat escape from it once lifted off his head. "It sure is hot today..."

The umber-haired man rolled his sleeves up past his elbows and retied his hair, "And it will only get hotter for the next couple of weeks..."

"You have a long dry season here?"

"Some years...it comes and goes..."

The younger priest wiped his face with his handkerchief, "That's no fun at all..."

"Well, if you're looking for excitement I could toss you into the well..." started Izador teasingly.

"N-no thanks..." stuttered Kiisan.
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Chapter 28- The Center of the Circle

Han Li sat perched atop the main sandstone outer wall of the citadel, keeping his eyes open for any sign of Jirobane and Carlos. It was Ocha's firm assertion that Jirobane had found something interesting along the way and become distracted, dragging the fairly passive priest along with him. The older man was inclined to agree, but Kiisan wanted everyone to be present before any large plans for the next major movement were decided upon. 

In the meantime the revolutionaries were concentrating their energy on cleaning up the old citadel. Laundry already blew in the warm breeze on four lines strung throughout the upper courtyard. Mio had thoroughly approved of the location and thus it had become the official revolutionary headquarters. Out of the corner of his more orange toned eye Han Li could see Louis Abdul and Mio attempting to raise some of the blue and white banners they carried around some of the higher points of the citadel. It was not a job that the faint-hearted Mio was exactly cut out for. Han Li shook his head; there was really no point in sitting here all day. Jirobane and Carlos would come when they came, and that was all there was to it. He climbed back down the ladder to the ground to assist Sasshalai with sweeping out some of the dirtier corridors.

********

Mio approached Sanada carefully. He wanted to talk to the enigmatic woman, but he was afraid of being ignored or brushed off. The orange-haired strategist had carefully planned what he wanted to ask, but as he began all his planning was forgotten, "Hello...Lady Sanada..."

She looked up from her curled and crinkled map to gaze into his wide eyes, "What do you want?"

"I...I...I just w-wanted to t-talk..."

"You don't sound at all like you're in any shape to be talking," she replied with a smug smirk.

"Um...sorry...uh, are those stories about where you learned strategy and how you find out enemy plans true?" Mio clasped his hands together awkwardly and turned his face down to his small feet.

"Yes, they're true," she stated calmly, "Every single one of them...about myself and General K'aan, about Chancellor Sembre, about the Massacre at Lone Hawk Peak, and even the one about myself and your father. All of the rumors are correct. I killed off all the false ones ages ago. Is that all you wanted? If that's it, would you mind getting out of my office?"

Mio shifted from one foot to the other nervously, "So my father did say you were worthy of being his successor?"

"Yes, he did. I just told you that, Sir Silverburg," she said coldly. Everytime she mentioned an Imperial officer her voice seemed to take a more icy turn. Her manner was very tense and precise and her confirmation of Mio's fear shot an arrow through his heart.

"...I'm sorry that I had to bother you about all that nonsense...I guess I'll be going now..." He headed towards the door with his head hung low, reflecting over how his father had given this merciless woman what he had never given his own son...his approval.

The young man was closing the door slowly behind himself when Sanada's voice, having taken on a softer tone called after him, "Wait. ...wait just a moment Sir Silverburg."

He glanced over his shoulder, but her gaze drew him back from the doorway to her desk. He could not find a single word to respond as she spoke to him then with warmth that he had not thought possible from such a person. "Mio de Silverburg, the difficulties in your life have caused you much grief, but you are truly just as strong a person as Kiyon de Silverburg. And others will love you for your heart even if he cannot. I have made a name for myself as Sanada Morin, but everyone can only recognize you by the name of your village..." She dipped her quill pen in the small bottle of ink sitting on the corner of the desk and wrote neatly on a clean sheet of paper, "Mio Silverberg." "Make a name for yourself. This is the name that the world will remember...Sir Silverberg." 

She placed the sheet of paper in his dainty hands gently and smiled, without any stain of her previously smug attitude showing. Mio felt his face grow warm as he blushed in embarrassment. He bowed deeply to his fellow strategist and hurried away from her office as quickly as he could.

Once outside of the building he leaned against a half-crumbled wall and took a deep breath, trying to slow the rapid beating of his heart. He slowly lifted the piece of paper and looked at the elegant letters, "Mio Silverberg."

He closed his eyes and sat down with the name placed over his heart.

*********

Far to the south of the rebels' current location, Mio's father, Emperor Leo Maximillian's chief strategist barged through the large double doors that led to the shared office of General Tej K'aan and General Cuaran Raecliff. "The latest news states that the revolutionaries attacked and defeated the troops trying to set up a post in the Slalain Citadel. Sanada Morin was involved in the rebel victory as was your wayward little son, Kiyon," gloated General Raecliff.

"He's not my son, I disowned him a long time ago," the ruddy-haired man spat back, sticking his white-gloved hands into his coat pockets.

"It's been a long time since we've heard about Lady Sanada..." the narrow-eyed General K'aan murmured to himself.

"And a good thing too! That woman is a bloody horror to everyone involved with her regardless of what side she's taking and besides that, she's an awful little-"

"Keep your mouth shut Cuaran!" shouted General K'aan, "I won't take any of your trash about Lady Sanada!"

Kiyon de Silverburg took the opportunity to sit down in an extra chair and thumb the turquoise-eyed General's Raecliff's latest report from his subordinates in the Crona area. He was in no hurry. He could wait as long as the two generals wanted to argue. He had told his wife he would not be able to eat dinner with her anyway.

General Raecliff got up angrily from his desk and kicked this comrade's spilling most of the dark-skinned General's things onto the floor. "You're wasting your time trying to defend that scrawny, smart-mouthed, cold-hearted woman! You just defend her because you-"

Tej K'aan nearly leapt from his chair as he rose in a fury. He restrained himself from drawing his blade on his coworker, and instead slugged the shorter man squarely in the chin. "You're only sitting in this office today because your father was such a flattering subservient coward! And you're just as yellow-bellied as he was to speak about a woman like that behind her back!"

Cuaran Raecliff stumbled a few steps backward from the blow, and wiped blood from his lip, wincing in pain from the Northerner's punch.

"Are you two finished yet, or do I have the time to read the report from the Dunan Lake region while I'm sitting here?" Kiyon asked sarcastically.

"What do you want with us today?" Tej inquired.

"Cooperation, that's good. I was getting afraid that one of you might kill the other before I got a chance to tell you the current plan."

Cuaran pulled over his chair and sat across from the middle-aged strategist, "Go on..."

"We'll let the rebels get set up in their little headquarters and raise whatever silly resistance in the area they feel like stirring up and in the meantime we'll take a large force out to the northern Dunan region to prepare for their next movements. They will most certainly want to attack some of the fortified cities of Dunan because they're occupied by more troops than anything in the Central Plains States. While the rebels engage us in northern Dunan we'll send Major Ko-Wen to take their headquarters with the majority of their forces so far away. And here you have all the technicalities written out with the emperor's stamp of approval in case either of you doubt my word. We're going to the northern Dunan Lake region, so get ready."

He casually tossed the document to General Raecliff, who sat closer and left the office, heading down the corridor to speak with Major Tawya Ko-Wen.

*********** 

"Harmony...harmony...harmony..." Kiisan scribbled the word in the dirt with a twig, over and over again, turning the situation over in his mind. "A cause worth fighting for?" he asked himself softly.

"For Han Li...no..." said a rough, but pleasant voice.

Kiisan turned to see Han Li standing behind him looking down over him with the familiar expression of diluted happiness on his face.

"No? It's not?"

The older man sat down alongside the boy he considered his pupil and shook his head, "No, not really...but I'm just a typhoon inside..."

Han Li's golden pendant flipped out from the folds of his cloak as he smoothed it down and the warm sun sparkling on it caught Kiisan's eye.

"What's that? Are you wearing a 'Holy Circle'?"

The tan-skinned man put his hand around the pendant and frowned, "No harmony for me..." He tried to change the subject of his conversation with the boy he thought might be more to him than just a student, "Sasshalai told me your real name..."

"Not you! Don't say it!" Kiisan flustered.

"...harmony is more the thing suited to Saint H-"

"I'm not anything like a saint! And don't say my name!" yelled Kiisan, keeping anyone else from hearing the quiet voice of the cloaked man.

Hai-Yong peered at them over the edge of one of the walls of the higher level of the citadel above them, "What in all Aronia are you two talking about?"

Han Li jabbed Kiisan to keep him from answering and smiled broadly, "Everything."

The red-haired man rolled his eyes as he turned back to his task of cleaning off the windows of what had become the kitchen, "Kiisan, that guy is so weird..."

Cleaning up Slalain Citadel had turned into quite a daunting task, and the heat was no help. Kiisan had been forced out of his robes by the sticky weather and sat on the floor in a thin shirt and a pair of pants rolled up to his knees. He had just finished scrubbing the tile floor of this room. The young man was not even sure what sort of room this was supposed to be due to the lack of furniture. He wiped his soapy hands off on his white shirt and tossed the scrub brush into the wooden bucket that sat beside him. "I'm so tired of this..." he complained to himself.

"You just stop all that, Kiisan," Father Carlos admonished him with a smile, "It's not very revolutionary to sit around and complain! Let's get some work done!"

"...But I just finished this floor..."

The ebony-haired man climbed out from the inside of the window which he had been cleaning off. As his bare feet hit the floor the cheerful priest slipped on the still wet tile and fell. He winced as he pulled himself up, "Ouch...that hurt..."

Kiisan heaved the bucket up off the floor and followed Carlos into the hall, "I'm surprised you fell. I thought that the hot weather would make things dry off sooner..."

Carlos stopped abruptly and turned to Kiisan with a smug grin on his face. Kiisan regarded him cautiously, "Carlos...what's with that funny look?"

Kiisan's fellow priest tucked the rag he had been wiping the windows with into his pocket and folded his arms. He scanned the sandstone hall silently, his smile broadening until he revealed his white teeth.

"Carlos! Cut it out! That's not funny!" Kiisan said, still holding the heavy bucket.

"You can clean this hall next!" Carlos exclaimed, giving Kiisan a push so that he spilled the soapy water all over the floor as well as both young men. Carlos laughed hysterically; glad to be back with Kiisan after his travels with Jirobane and the boy they had met together.

It had taken Jirobane and Carlos four days to catch up with their comrades. The boy they had found along the path was Tiko, who Father Shiku had sent to Giku to get help from the rebels. He had become so ill that the swordsman and the priest were forced to stop and seek help in the rural villages of the area. Once Tiko was well enough to travel again they set out quickly and made their way to the citadel, glad to find their friends already set up inside.

Carlos flicked soap at Kiisan, who threw a sponge at him in reply. The two splashed water at each other and made such a mess that when he walked down the hall past them, Lucien could only sigh and shake his head thinking, "Young people are always so much trouble..."
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Chapter 29- The Taste of Citrus and Salt

Falina was currently employed as a seamstress, working on everything from banners to sheets for their new headquarters. Hai-Yong tried to make himself useful by carrying in some of the fabric Zawn, Hyoko, and Dr. Clark had gone and bought in Geshi, but as Jirobane and the two knights from Giku were also moving the large bolts of fabric his work went generally unappreciated. Hittoko, Ocha, Russ, Father Shiku, and Han Li were also working with the cloth. For a while the red-haired man attempted to cut some pieces of cloth, but Ocha scolded him for not cutting straight, forcing the unofficial revolutionary to give up once again.

He sat down beside Falina in disappointment, deciding it was best just to watch her. The charcoal-haired girl was good at working with cloth and her needle flew up and down, in and out of the fabric like a dolphin jumping above the waves. Although he had first stopped in annoyance her small, swift hands soon enchanted the tall man.

Completing her work on the cerulean blue and sunflower yellow banner, Falina looked up and right into Hai-Yong's deeply gazing eyes. "Mr. Hai-Yong, what is it? What are you doing in here?"

He snapped out of his trance at the sound of her voice and shook himself back into alertness, "Oh, me...I'm...uh...I was...Just watching, I guess."

Falina gave him a friendly smile as she folded up the banner, "I never thought you would be so interested in sewing. You can watch as long as you want."

He stretched and stood up, "Actually..." Hai-Yong began shakily, "I was wondering if you'd like to take a break and go for a little walk with me...I thought you might like to check out the fruit trees on the back of the hill..."

Her face brightened at the suggestion as she shook her cramped hands, "That sounds like fun. I didn't know that we had any fruit trees here...all the ones I've seen looked like maple or oak."

As they left the fabric-filled room the soldier saw the bright sunshine draw out a pink flush in Falina's cheeks. The sunlight slid off his hair like water on a duck. Noon had passed sometime ago and the hottest part of the day was nearly over. Hai-Yong lead Falina around the middle level of the citadel, past some of the small buildings, to a few rows of trees. The trees were fairly tall and healthy looking and the lemon tree dripped with yellow fruit. Falina walked underneath the trees admiring their lovely shapes and color with Hai-Yong following a step behind her. Halfway through the grove she dropped to her knees on the grass. Hai-Yong rushed to her side, worried and wondering what could be wrong.

"Falina!" he exclaimed looked at her face. Her smile was gone. Tears ran down her cheeks and she turned away from him. "Falina..." he murmured, this time more softly, "Everything's okay...there's nothing to worry about..." The wavy-haired man sat down next to her and put an arm around her shoulders, "It's all right..."

Gradually she regained control of herself and turned to face Hai-Yong. Her viridian eyes sparkled with tears, "Hai-Yong...this reminds me of my home..."

Falina broke into sobs again and buried her face in his cream-colored tunic. Hai-Yong kept his arm around her and recalled his childhood home. It seemed so faded in his mind...a white house and an oak tree with a rope swing hanging from its branches...his mother baking bread...the tangerine grove where his father had worked each day...it had all burnt up. "Scorched earth" they called it. Hai-Yong also understood the pain of knowing a home you could never return to.

"I know what you're going through..." he said consolingly. Listening to her cry, he felt himself begin to break down, and before he knew it, Hai-Yong was also crying. Sunlight filtered down through the leaves of the trees and a warm breeze rustled the grass. He felt like he could taste the citrus fragrance wafting through the air. And perhaps, along with the lemons and limes, was a bit of tangerine.

************

"What will your next move be?" Sanada asked casually, leaning back in her chair.

"I...um...well, I was thinking that we should...maybe..." Mio stammered.

"You mean that you don't really have a plan," she stern woman said, summing up his disjointed message.

"No, I don't," Mio admitted.

"Admitting your lack of focus will bring you half way there," she said somewhat happily, "I will allow you, Father Kiisan, the honor of having my talents at your disposal from this point forward either until you win this war or you're just about to go under. Think of it as a gift."

"Ah...thanks, I guess..." Kiisan responded, not entirely sure what the female strategist was talking about.

"We should finish fortifying this citadel and getting the support of the country people. It would be nice to have a greater force at our fingertips. And a war needs money. I'm good at making money, but I don't make the kind of money you need...there is more to do before we set out too far in any direction. After we are all together in these ways I think it would be best, unless the situation changes drastically, to travel down the Farlance River into the Central Plains States and attack the twin fortresses there. That would send us down to the Dunan Lake Region, which I believe could easily be stirred up in revolt since the military is always crushing that region so hard. Things aren't as bad as I previously thought. ...But there's work to be done. Keep it up everyone," Sanada told Kiisan and the others gathered around the table.

Having finished with her part she left the meeting room to find Junsuke. The dark-skinned man was outside watering some tomato plants. She walked up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. "Excuse me, Sir Hidetoyo, but I was wondering if you and your partner could scout something out for me..."

The dry Aronian summer dragged on in the central states, and in the place the Cyndar had called "Slalain" ("hill city") and the Aronians had later dubbed "Wanyan" ("silent place") the rebels worked. The dark-haired woman looked out of the recently cleaned window at the fields of corn in the distance. There was peace lying like a wool blanket over the farm landscape. Although Sanada knew that the lack of Imperial activity meant something was brewing in the capital, the female strategist kept her concerns to herself while secretly writing to the second-in-command Imperial strategist, Mitsu Riyahd.

"Sir Riyahd,

I have recently chosen to aid the rebellion in the central part of the nation. I believe you have already heard of the events conspiring in the state of Serif and other "Wheat Field States." I still look often at my looming doubts, but the young leader does have the charisma they say he does. And he really does have the Circle Rune upon his right hand. That is truly a sight to remember, I must note. If you recall our pack from the past I am obligated to inform you of my self-made assignments and you to tell me what you can of what I ask.

My curiosity has arisen over the silent situation here and I want to know where the movements are occurring. I have some informants, but so far I have received no word. Sir Riyahd, the rebels would gladly accept you if you chose to change sides. I feel that I can foresee Imperial losses. I cannot tell if these revolutionaries will defeat the nation of Aronia, but they have already come so far... Forgive my wandering words.

Thank you for your time,

-Sanada Morin"

Occasionally a messenger came from Giku or even Serif City with a package for one of the revolutionaries. Turan Magno still aided the rebels in small ways, sending a little money and redirecting any letters sent to his former agents. That bright morning Kiisan carried the small bundle of mail up to the tiny library that they were beginning to accumulate to sort the incoming letters. For Kiisan it was a depressing task. Louis Abdul received letters from his family on a weekly basis and Lucien paid Loen, a boy from the closest village, to bring him a newspaper from Geshi at the beginning of each week. Kiisan had never been sent a single letter. That seemed to make four of them. Nothing ever came for Falina, Sanada, Hai-Yong, or himself. However, this day was different. A letter had come in a small white envelope. The envelope was closed with a pink wax seal, and it was addressed to, "Miss Sanada Morin, care of Ceru, Back Room Tea Shop, Geshi, State of Onwya."

"Whoever wrote this address does beautiful calligraphy..." Kiisan mused, scanning the letters. He wondered why Sanada used the address of a teashop, but assumed she had her reasons. As he set the envelope aside to hand to her, Kiisan glanced at the return address and paused in shock. "Mitsu Riyahd, White Hall Box 2, Rupanda, State of Aurel."
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Chapter 30- Militant Sunflowers and Risky Correspondence

Louis Abdul though they should open the letter. "That Sanada is known for playing both sides of battles. That's how she pulled of the Massacre at Lone Hawk Peak. I think we have good reason to suspect her. I mean...after the events of the first skirmish here I trust Hai-Yong more than that sly woman."

Mio was insistent on respecting and trusting Sanada, "If we open her mail and it turns out to be nothing more than a friendly letter, won't you be ashamed of yourselves? We can't afford to lose her! Finding someone like that is a blessing!"

"Do you know what that woman does Mio?! You are just a little child to her! Do you want to know why she gets her mail sent to a teashop?!" Louis Abdul shouted, banging his fist on the table.

He was unable to say more due to Sanada's sudden entrance. She stood in the doorway, arms akimbo, glaring at the black-haired man. "You really have no restraint Captain. Sir Silverberg beats you in the maturity category any day of the week." She strolled over to Kiisan and took the letter out of his trembling hands. "Thank you, Father."

She dropped into one of the empty chairs remaining around the table and opened the letter, laying the envelope down on the table as she read. It was only a few awkward, silent moments later that she looked up at the three men. "I'll read you the letter, you silly geese. Really, Father, a little less snooping will decrease your stress. Or if you really want I can give you a massage sometime," Sanada said.

Louis Abdul jumped up out of his chair and pushed it in. "I'm not interested in reading your love letter from the Imperial's invalid strategist. I hope he know that he's not the only one in your life." He strode out of the library angrily, his olive green cape flowing behind him.

Sanada flipped some hair over her shoulder and rolled her eyes before beginning to read aloud to Mio and Kiisan, 

"Miss Sanada,

Major Ko-Wen, General K'aan, and General Raecliff will all be involved in the next offense, assuming you turn towards Dunan next. Please move ahead with your plans as if you know nothing. I have not yet played my ace. I will orchestrate a rebel victory in the state of Ririm. Don't underestimate the King of Cards. I suppose I will have to wait and see you then.

Sincerely,

Mitsu."

Mio grinned excitedly; "He's going to help you! That means he's helping us! Kiisan! Do you understand what this can do for us?! We have aid inside the capital!"

"Yeah...it sounds good, Mio," Kiisan murmured in response. Turning to look at the smug-faced Sanada he started to speak, "I'm sorry for any doubt I might've had...I've learned the hard way to trust you I guess..."

Sanada stood up, letter in hand and left before Kiisan could continue. He spoke more for a few moments before seeing the blank look on Mio's face and realizing she had gone. "I hate it when I do stupid things like that..." Kiisan complained to his friend.

"You're not alone in that..." Mio responded, "I think I take the cake..."

*********

Falina looked down from the eastern tower into the large courtyard where Hai-Yong and Lucien were busy training some new recruits who had come from the surrounding countryside of Onwya to join the rebels. Lucien was very patient and good at helping those who did not understand the proper way to hold their weapons or had other troubles, but Hai-Yong was hot-tempered and she could often hear his every word, due to his constant shouting. 

"I've shown you three times already! Don't you get it yet?!" the red-haired man yelled.

Falina could not help but giggle. Hai-Yong sounded like he was starting to loose his voice. She watched Kichitsu take him by the arm and lead him out of the courtyard to do some work that involved less contact with people.

"That man is a ball of fire," a cool voice stated from behind her. Falina turned to look up at Haneh T'Rumour, who had been following the rebels, keeping a low profile since the siege of Serif City had been won.

"Hello..." the dark-haired girl began before trailing off into an uncomfortable silence. She did not know what to speak with the blond woman about, so the girl hoped that Haneh would pick up the failing conversation. Her hopes were fortunately realized.

"Do you like sunflowers?"

Falina smiled, "Yes, I like them a lot." The peasant girl was happy to find something she had in common with the serious woman.

Haneh was not very good at carrying on conversations anymore. It had taken years to get over the trauma of seeing her parents and siblings, all but Keiichi killed and she had never been able to regain the talkativeness of her youth. Not many things seemed worth being spoken about. She hoped that the girl would accept her invitation despite her awkwardness. "Would you like to go for a walk with me? I saw some lovely sunflowers yesterday."

"That sounds nice, I'd love to come," Falina responded.

Haneh's reply was a slight small that put a tinge of color into her usually pale face.

When Father Carlos saw the two leave the citadel together he was pleasantly surprised not to see Hai-Yong trailing Falina. "That soldier follows her like a child clings to their mother's apron," he noted to Hyoko, who was assisting him with the laundry.

"That man is like duck," she said. Carlos was puzzled by her reply, but decided not to question what sounded like solid wisdom to Hyoko. 

"Maybe it's a cultural thing..." he thought.

********

Kiisan snuck quietly out of the wooden church. Father Shiku had decided to give him a lecture about his duties as a priest, and the young rebel was not sure that he was in the mood for it. Kiisan always tried his utmost, but as he had not gone to the seminary or anything, "Father" was really more of an honorary title to command respect at the moment. As he hurried out of sight from the church he walked right into the back of a thin, blond-haired person. "I-I'm sorry..." he mumbled, recovering from the slight shock. The figure turned around to face him and Kiisan received a much stronger surprise. The man with the loosely tied blond hair was Yuber, who was wearing some mismatched borrowed clothing in place of his armor. "Yuber?!"

The bloodthirsty warrior held a colorful paper ball in his hands and had a large garland of wildflowers on his head, helping to obscure his features. It was a sight unlike anything that Kiisan had ever confronted. He stood unmoving with his mouth hanging open while Sasshalai ran up to the two laughing happily. "Big Brother! Are you okay?" he giggled.

Yuber tossed the paper ball to Sasshalai and picked up a large sunflower he had left sitting with his helmet and blades. He handed the vibrantly colored flower to Kiisan, "Falina asked us to give that to you. The moment I stop cutting down humans, your friend starts cutting down flowers." The chaotic being threw back his head and laughed at his own joke. 

Kiisan blinked agitatedly and looked at the flower. Sasshalai shook his head at Yuber, "Sir Yuber, your jokes are too much for us."

********

"There's an old saying Falina's father once told me... "When sunflowers go to battle they fall like wheat in autumn." What does it mean?" Kiisan asked Father Izador.

"It's sort of silly. It's about women going off to fight. ...sort of something like they don't have a chance. I have no idea who came up with it..." the pony-tailed man responded, trying his hardest to explain something that was somewhat unclear to him.

"Thanks..." Kiisan said. He looked at the sunflower that now lit up the room from a glass vase. He knew some exceptional female warriors... Sonoa...and Haneh...Was there any truth to the old saying?

"Coincidences Kiisan..." Han Li assured him, "I bet that girl doesn't even remember that her father said that. You're thinking about nothing."

Kiisan took off his hat and shook his head, tossing his hair around like leaves in the wind. "Yeah, you're right..."

The revolutionaries had further endeared themselves to the populace of Onwya and the neighboring state of Kuwan by aiding with the harvest. While the fields were filled with haystacks and bundles of grain the citadel had become an anthill of activity. Farmers came by to thank the rebels for their assistance and travelers stopped in to see what the fuss was about. One man became a favorite among the natives by relating rebel exploits to anyone who would listen. Rizu pointed the storyteller out to Kiisan who was somewhat surprised to learn that the tall, thin man was a former imperial soldier. He had been part of the battalion that had been scattered by Sanada's offensive tactics for defending the citadel and had been injured during that battle.

"Yes, yes, my name's Kenta, sir," the man in question responded to Kiisan's inquiry. He wore a marigold orange scarf on his head and had a blue and white revolutionary flag thrown over his shoulder like a cape. Kiisan smiled at him asking, "What got you to stay here so peacefully?"

Kenta scratched his head and responded sincerely, "Nicer people and better food."

Kiisan laughed and shook the large hand of the content rebel recruit, "Thank you Mr. Kenta! I appreciate you dedication!"

As Kiisan headed around the east side of the wall towards the curling staircase that would lead him back to the main buildings of the citadel Han Li leaped off the wall above in Kiisan's path. The mysterious man landed lightly like a cat, crouched down slightly, but with perfect balance. His jump was nearly silent- the swish of his cloak, the clink of the supplies in his bag, and the sound of his boots touching the ground. He stood up and looked at Kiisan with worry expressed clearly in his eyes. "Are you forgetting?

"Forgetting what?" Kiisan inquired.

"You are growing so peaceful...so calm...the stars are stagnate Kiisan!" He took the young man by the shoulders are shook him, "Don't do this to me!"

"Oww! That hurts! Cut it out!" Kiisan squeaked indignantly, pushing Han Li away. "Whatever you're talking about is too confusing for me. Explain more clearly or I won't be able to fix anything."

Han Li stood aside with his head hung down and his bangs falling over his eyes for a few silent moments. Kiisan waited awkwardly for his friend to do something. Suddenly Han Li's head snapped back up. He threw off his heavy brown cloak and tossed his dirk and bag aside. He pulled the tie out of his hair, allowing it to stream down over his shoulders as he threw himself down on his knees before Kiisan. 

"I cannot take anymore of this! I cannot take it! What I am seeing will rip me to pieces!"

Kiisan nearly jumped with shock. Han Li was usually very much in control of his thoughts and feelings and his outbursts always seemed angry. Instead the dark man was radiating a desperate sorrow. Kiisan knelt down to be at Han Li's level and saw that he was beginning to cry.

"D-don't cry..." the younger man mumbled.

"I need to be on the road again," the distressed warrior stated plainly, "I need to be free...this- this thing is tearing me up!" He clenched his left fist and slammed his right palm, bearing the True Wind Rune, into the dirt. "Let's get out of here...please...I...I just..." he began again, before beginning to shake. The travel-stained man bit his lip and closed his eyes tightly, trying to hold back his tears.

Kiisan sat before his crying friend, unable to find the right words to say. He could feel himself starting to reawaken to the world. Han Li was correct. The undetectable stagnation that had nearly engulfed him after the assassination attempt in Serif City had been creeping back. It was like the tide. It pushed its way further and further and no force could stop it, save its on decision to turn back.

Han Li lost control and broke down sobbing. He made a dismal sight with his gear tossed haphazardly away on the ground behind him and his well cared for hair hanging messily around his face. Kiisan reached for his friend's hand and squeezed it comfortingly.

"Don't give up yet. You can find harmony too."
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Chapter 31- Can you Shoot, Gunner?

Kiisan was exhausted. Han Li's outburst that morning had been chafing at his mind the entire day. Hoping to get some rest he wandered along the small dirt path through one of the last remaining fields of corn. Kiisan was not very tall and the sturdy green stalks rose above him, obscuring his view of anything but the clear blue sky. Everything was still aside from the rustling of leaves in the wind. The cool breeze warned of autumn's approach. Soon the rebels would head down across the Central Plains States and over the mountains into the Dunan Lake States. Sanada wanted them to make into Dunan and back before any snow had fallen in the mountains. Louis Abdul had thought it would be wiser not to pull back out of Dunan at any point after they had crossed the mountains, but Mio sided with Sanada and Louis Abdul gave in to the two strategists.

A crow cawed ominously in the distance. Kiisan looked up to see a flock of the black birds pass overhead in the direction of the faraway ocean. For a few minutes the silence returned, but this time it was more awkward. The wind had stopped. The beating of his heart was the only sound Kiisan could hear. As he listened to its rhythmic beat his anxiety increased and he could feel sweat slide down his brow. Kiisan removed his hat and knelt down close to the ground, listening for any movement through the rows of corn.

And then came the calls of more birds. A loud sound, unlike anything he had ever heard before rang out. It seemed cold and harsh. It reminded him somewhat of fireworks or a smith flattening a piece of metal. A moment later he could smelt a whiff of smoke.

The quiet returned. Kiisan tucked his hat underneath his arm as he stood up and continued along the path. "If I stay calm and keep on walking I am sure that everything will be fine. I just shouldn't get involved in anything strange going on out here. It'll be okay," he mentally reassured himself.

Step after step the silence grew heavier and the sun dropped slowly over the horizon. Kiisan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "Hey Father," a soft, accented voice called from behind him. "Can you stay right there and not move an inch?"

*********

Mitsu Riyahd, the younger of the two Imperial strategists, sipped his tea quietly. Kiyon de Silverburg was by many years his senior, but the Imperial family had employed him since he was only thirteen, giving him more time in their service. He sat in a large chair, propped up by a large white pillow. The brown-eyed man was waiting for General Tej K'aan's arrival. Waiting was a daily part of Mitsu's routine. He could barely walk or stand for long, so he was mostly confined to the White Hall, where he lived and worked. His face was pale and he was terribly underweight. Last time he had heard his thirteen-year-old niece weighed more than him. Some days he could not hold a brush to write. Sometimes he could not get out of bed in the morning. Other days someone he had asked to stop by would forget to visit and he would wait in this chair for hours, hoping they would recall. Mitsu took most things calmly. His face looked saintly to the Imperial general as he opened the door to find Mitsu sleeping with his cup of tea, now cold, still clasped in his hands.

"If I am sleeping, please do not hesitate to awaken me," the note on the table read. Tej placed it back down and walked over to Mitsu's side. "Sir Riyahd...Sir Riyahd...I'm here," he whispered, placing a heavy hand on the strategist's shoulder.

"W-wha? Huh?" he blinked sleepily and rubbed his eyes. "General...good to see you."

Tej smiled and sat down opposite from the sick man, "So, what did you want to tell me about this new movement that you aren't telling Cuaran?"

"General, please answer me right out. You have strong feelings for Sanada Morin, am I correct?"

Tej shook his head slowly with a silly smile on his face, "That's correct. Remember the New Year's party? I fell asleep on the balcony and she put my cloak over me so I wouldn't get too cold."

Mitsu's eyes twinkled, recalling the incident; "She also painted your face lime green."

Tej laughed heartily and almost put his feet up on the table before catching himself. It seemed important to show good manners with the elegant invalid; however, teasing was not out of the question. "That was when she taught you to dance, right?" 

Mitsu threw his yellow and white hat across the table at Tej, missing by a large margin, but making himself feel a little better. "That was nothing at all General! Is just convinced me to try out my feet a bit more than I usually do that night."

"Whatever you say, Sir. I'm just glad you feel better about her than Cuaran does."

He placed his teacup back onto the table and looked at Tej more seriously, "...Actually, this request relates to Miss Sanada. General...I'm going to ask you to do something that might be very difficult for you for the sake of Miss Sanada and her cause. If you refuse, please don't bring me to His Majesty and charge me with treason. Please, kill me here and take my correspondence with Miss Sanada as proof. I would like not to tremble before those who have done much for me. I fear my own heart. I wish not to lie to Leo Maximillian to protect my life. I fear I would." At this his eyes grew distant and he seemed to be testing his own will. After a moment, he emerged from his struggle with himself victorious and continued to speak, "Go with General Raecliff to the place you have been directed to travel to. Set up as though everything were the same as always, but when the rebels arrive...switch sides."

Tej looked down at his heavy boots, reflecting on Mitsu's words, "I don't understand why you're doing this, but...I...I'll take my chances with this." He turned his glance upward to meet Mitsu's gaze, "Give me all the details you have. I want to do this."

*********

Kiisan heeded the words of the unseen person behind him. To turn and see the face of the person was tempting, but there had been urgency in those words. He took a deep breath. "It could be worse. At least it's not another attempt on my life..." Kiisan thought, trying to reassure himself.

Another figure slid through the corn, onto the path ahead. It was a man with very dark skin wearing a white coat. In his hands he held what looked to Kiisan like an elaborate metal fishing pole with a heavy handle. "Caio...you cheat...I've got you now...you're not getting away again so easily..." he growled.

The person who stood behind Kiisan, obviously Caio, responded with a hint of a grin in his voice, "Ah, come on, why can't you all just let bygones be bygones? Stubborn, aren't you, Yel?"

Yel, the man in the coat, raised the odd contraption and peered along its length over Kiisan's shoulder. "I followed you all the way from the state of Kesten, and I'd be fool to let you off so easily now..." His grip around the metal object tightened and he yelled to Kiisan, "Out of the way, kid!"

"Don't move!" was Caio's call.

Kiisan did not have time to even think. Two things whizzed through the air faster than arrows. The man before him fell to the ground, blood staining his coat. Kiisan looked about in panic. Behind him stood a hazel-eyed man, holding a similar metal object in his hand. A thin trail of smoke streamed from its mouth. The man, Caio, grinned and shrugged; "I really didn't want to have to do that. Maybe you can say a prayer for him Father."

He tossed his arm back, leaning the metal object on his shoulder, and walked off through the cornfield north towards the citadel.

"Today we are going south. That is all there is to it," Sanada stated plainly, rolling up her map and walking out of the study. Louis Abdul groaned, everyday it had been, "No, not today, we're going next week," or "We'll leave in four days, be ready!" He was sick of hearing Sanada's voice. Dr. Clark took his hand off of his forehead long enough to place a comforting hand on the captain's shoulder before following the determined strategist out to the main courtyard.

It had already been decided that the force would split in half so as not to leave the citadel unprotected. While Kiisan and the two strategists were away it had been decided that Hyoko and Lucien would be in charge. The revolutionaries heading southeast towards the mountains were sent off with little fanfare to keep the division of the forces quiet.

Hittoko stood on the outermost wall of the citadel and waved until the others faded into the distance. Hyoko shuffled over to stand beside her younger sister. "Do you already miss them, Hittoko?"

The younger girl's hand dropped slowly to her side and she looked down at her sandal-clad feet.

"No need to be sad! That was not farewell forever! Plan says they come back after liberating north of that lake to regroup, right?" Hyoko smiled, trying her hardest to reassure Hittoko, who sighed and then smiled in return.

"Yes...all come back safe. Okay Hyoko."
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Chapter 32- Under the Apple Trees

Sasshalai dragged Yuber along the path behind the rest of the rebels. The black-clad man appeared somewhat reluctant to make this trip and he was constantly looking back over his shoulder towards the citadel.

"This is the state of Kuwan," the little boy informed him as they passed through a checkpoint where the guards simply waved at the revolutionaries and let them through. "We're going to take a path up into the mountains in the southern part of this state to get where we want to go. They grow a lot of apples here, did you know that?"

The blond man shook his head, "No, I didn't know that. Who told you?"

Sasshalai smiled and tugged on Yuber's gloved hand, urging him to walk a little faster. "No one told me. I found out from Mr. Caio...and Miss Sanada is the one who has the whole plan all together like a jigsaw puzzle."

"You're terrible, you little mind-reader! That's gonna get you in big trouble sometime if you don't watch out!" Yuber scolded teasingly.

"I can read your mind too! Don't think 'cause you're not human that I can't!" the boy grinned, "I can make lots of trouble for you too!"

The armored man scooped the chestnut-haired boy up into his arms, "Okay, okay! I'll be good! I promise. Let's just get away from farming and back to spilling blood and spreading chaos!"

Carlos looked over his shoulder to see Sasshalai laughing so hard that his eyes were watering. The black-haired priest thought back to his own childhood for a moment before deciding it would be better not to get too nostalgic. He tapped Falina lightly on the shoulder asking, "What was Kiisan like when he was a little kid?"

She paused for a few minutes, looking thoughtful, before responding, "He was cheerful, talkative, and full of energy. He liked to climb trees...he was always doing something exciting."

"That sounds sort of like what I expected. He had a lot of friends even then I bet."

Falina's green eyes sparkled and she called to Kiisan, "Remember all the things you did back in the village? Tell Carlos about when you and Yuujin found a frog in the fields! I'll never forget the look on your mother's face from that time..." Her happy voice gradually quieted and slowed. Carlos gave her a curious look and Kiisan did not reply.

"Is something wrong?" the black-haired priest inquired.

She looked back up at Carlos with a more forced smile on her face than before. "Yuujin died this past spring in Eiken Valley near Medina. So did most of our other friends. ...and you know about what happened to our home..."

Carlos nodded and chose to pull the spotlight away from Falina's worries at the risk of his own pleasant mood. It was just what he needed to do. "I'm one of seven children. I'm from Failon, on the western coast. You've never seen the western ocean, have you? My father used to go out everyday in his fishing boat until he got too old. Now my older brothers take care of the fishing and Father stays at home all day with my mother."

The comment about his own childhood worked like a charm. Falina was looking at him intently, obviously curious and hoping to hear more. "So, are you a good swimmer? Do you like the ocean? What kind of fish do your family catch?" she asked.

Hai-Yong, hoping to become part of the conversation chimed in with more questions, "What do the rest of your siblings do? Why didn't you become a fisherman?"

Carlos laughed and began again, "Okay, one question at a time. I do love the ocean; sometimes I miss it now that I spend so much time so far inland. I'm an okay swimmer, definitely not the best in my family, but it's fun. We catch all kinds of fish, but mostly..."

********

The road they were following through Kuwan was not part of the system of roads they had traveled earlier through the "Wheat Field" States, but a simple country road. It was full of holes and Kiisan was afraid that his horse might trip. When he mentioned this to Sanada she merely grumbled about how the government was too cheap to build up the Tol Highroad all the way to the mountains, but left miles on each side of the range without any good paths.

The warm sun shone over the rough road, the dry grass, and the rebels as they continued on their way. Sonoa and Mai Mai scouted ahead of the main group and on the second day following the dusty trail the pale-haired woman returned with a smooth green fruit in her hand. "We're getting close to a lot o' trees full of this fruit. 'T's an apple, right?"

Mio peered at the fruit in her hand carefully, "Yes, that's an apple. ...Haven't you ever seen one Sonoa? Don't they grow where you're from?"

She handed him the fruit and looked at him in exasperation. "On the plains there aren't apple trees. I have seen them in Serif be'ore. I just wasn't ever sure." The Shensa woman stalked off towards Mai Mai, who sat by the side of the road gingerly poking another apple with her paw.

As the revolutionaries reached the apple orchard Louis Abdul forced Sanada into allowing them a break in the shade. "We've been going straight through since morning, woman! You wouldn't even let us stop to eat lunch!" he complained as he sat down in the grass.

"I hope you don't talk to your wife like that," she replied.

"My wife isn't like you! I would never even cross my mind to speak to her like this. You're some ragged disgrace. Why don't you get married and clean up your act?" the captain scoffed at her.

Sanada's face turned red with frustration and she leapt on top of Louis Abdul pounding on his chest with a tightly clenched fist. Rizu and Junsuke laughed in amusement at the two rebel leaders. 

"They really must be good friends to go at it like that," Rizu chuckled.

"Or very impassioned enemies," Junsuke added.

After a few minutes Dr. Clark and Mio managed to pull the fuming strategist and exhausted soldier apart. "Were you trying to kill me?!" Louis Abdul asked, "Save it for the Imperials, Warrior Woman!"

He scrambled up into a tree to get away from the still angry woman and mumbled to himself about how she should have become a warrior and not a strategist.

*********

Kusa and Kurin scuttled around the apple trees excitedly while Caio and Han Li looked on. Both scavengers were attempting to fit as many apples as possible into their already bulky packs. Neither of the two had allowed themselves to be convinced to leave anything they owned behind at the citadel and continued to carry much more equipment necessary. Fukai, the gray kitten, chased behind Kurin cheerfully, enjoying the chance to play.

Caio leaned back leisurely against the sturdy tree and closed his eyes, "I think I'm going to get some shut eye. If we run into any trouble and I'm tired I'll be a terrible shot."

Han Li glanced at the fugitive out of the corner of his eye, "If you really had to you could shot well under any circumstances."

The shorthaired man opened an eye to look back at the True Wind Rune's bearer. "Yeah, who told you that?"

"The kid," Han Li replied succinctly.

Caio relaxed and closed his eye again, "So tell me again about that kid..."

The black-haired man brushed some dust off his shoulder and sighed, "This is the third time. Are you sure you don't have a memory problem?"

"No, I'm just a little inattentive. It'll be the last time...I promise."

"Alright," he replied, "He's from Klikk, he's a True Rune bearer like me...he was born with the ability to read people's minds. It's that simple. He's just a nosy little kid. Probably wondered what under the sun that gun of yours was. Heck, so did I."

Caio pulled his white scarf more tightly around his shoulders, "Yeah, I'd have been surprised if you knew what it was. I stole it right from under the Guild's nose. They didn't expect an inside job. Didn't even know it was me until I didn't come back on time. Seems like they have yet to learn that the only ones skilled enough to steal from them are the ones they trained."

"You're a really cocky person, aren't you?" Han Li commented.

The gunner waved a hand in the air nonchalantly, "Me? Nah, I'm not cocky, just a bit proud."

Han Li sunk down a bit and leaned his head back against the tree, "I don't know about that, but I do know that you're a moron."

"Hey..." Caio muttered with a note of laughter in his voice, "...You're not too nice, are you?"

There was no response. He opened his eyes and looked at Han Li who was wrapped in his cloak leaning back against the apple tree. The dark-skinned man was already asleep.

"...That was fast. You sure must've been tired..."

He yawned and moved into a more comfortable position, "Guess I'll take the hint..."

*************
Han Li grumbled in irritation at Kiisan, who grinned at him cheerfully. "We were taking a nap under the same tree. He's not my "buddy." I don't have "buddies," for your information."

"Yeah, yeah, sure..." the younger man replied with a hint of laughter in his voice.

While Kiisan teased the older man, Mio and Sanada conversed with the gate guards from the state of Naco. They had just passed through apple orchards in the southwestern corner of the state and wanted to attempt heading through the mountains by way of the Riftern Trail, which began just past this checkpoint. The two guards warned the strategists about the treacherousness of the path and suggested the rebels leave their horses behind. Sanada squabbled loudly with the young men about their trustworthiness after they offered to hold onto their horses until the revolutionaries returned. Mio, afraid to take a side in the conflict, watched nervously. After a few minutes a third man, wearing a large straw hat over two long golden blond braids appeared in the doorway. He yawned softly before turning to Sanada and asking, "Is Kiisan here?"

She blinked in surprise and glanced at Mio who answered, "Yes, he is," in confusion.

The young man suddenly seemed to come awake. His eyes widened and he pushed between the two strategists and the guards, rushing out of the gatehouse. He stumbled around the assembled rebels searching for Kiisan. Louis Abdul looked at him curiously, wondering why the crazed-looking figure seemed so familiar. After a few moments of dashing about with no destination than wherever Kiisan was the young man spotted the person he was looking for.

Kiisan stood below Han Li who was perched on a flimsy-looking branch of a nearby tree. "Kiisan!" the colorfully clad man called as he ran toward the rebel leader.

Kiisan turned in surprise to look at the person who had yelled his name. Before he had the time to recognize the figure the young man had his arms around Kiisan in a tight hug. "Kiisan, I set out as soon as I was sure it was you!"
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Chapter 33- Into the Mountains and Warm Confirmations

"Yuki! Lemme go!" Kiisan scowled the flush of embarrassment reddening his face. The blonde man, Yuki, dropped his arms and drew back slightly, but continued to smile jubilantly.

"Kiisan, this is amazing. Last time I saw you was way back in Serif! I haven't seen you since I visited you in the field hospital that morning after the surprise attack! It was spring!"

Yuki was entirely unaware that everyone was looking at him. Even Sanada had paused her argument with the guards to watch the energetic man talk. He continued his speech, still focused only on Kiisan, "Then I started to hear all sorts of things about revolution and some "Father Kiisan" person! I mean, after Captain Louis Abdul left the army I knew something big was going on! I was stuck in Ablin City while General T'Rumour staged his siege and the whole time I was thinking, "Is that the Kiisan I know?" I mean, if you had heard that I was doing something so... great...awe-inspiring...fantastic you'd be curious too, right? I was sort of unsure though, since you're a farm-boy and they kept on blabbing about some priest and the Circle Rune, but I read the description off of some Imperial dispatch and then I was pretty sure it was you! Since, you know, you're sort of small and have hazel eyes, you're more unusual than someone like me or something. I wanted to join up so bad! But by the time I was sure it was you, I was down here in Naco visiting my cousin and I was afraid I'd miss you. Then went to Lady de Kiron's court and asked around about the rebels. They told me you were going up through the moutains, so I thought I would just wait around for you- and it's been three days now, but here you are!"

Kiisan's head was whirling from everything Yuki had just said. The man with the braids had also served in Serif's State Army, but in a different division. Kiisan had met him when the blue-eyed man was trying to get extra rations from the cook. Yuki was one of those magnetic people who always knew how to have a good time and Kiisan had admired him a bit for that.

Before the overwhelmed priest could respond, Sanada asked, "We'd be pleased to have you, especially since you seem to be an old acquaintance of Kiisan's, but are you sure you can handle this?"

"Handle this! Che!" Yuki grinned proudly and retrieved his spear from the gatehouse; "I can handle anything thrown at me!"

"I wouldn't argue with him," Han Li agreed, "Anyone crazy enough to chase Kiisan all the way out here must have some spirit. And that's what it takes to be a rebel."

Sanada nodded silently and turned to the two gatehouse keepers, "Take good care of the horses. I'll see that you are compensated when we return."

The young men in Naco's green and white army uniforms happily said their good-byes to Sanada as the revolutionaries headed up past the gates onto the path. After she was out of sight one sighed and, looking to his companion, inquired, "Has anyone ever hassled us that much before?"

********

Two hours up the trail Mio could barely keep up the pace. He lagged behind and limped slightly from a fall he had taken early on over a tree root. Yuki looked at the orange-haired strategist over his shoulder, "Hey, are you okay?"

Mio shrugged and smiled, "It hurts, but I'll probably become numb soon..."

Yuki shook his head and looked around thoughtfully, "Aww, that's no good. You can't keep going like that. How long should it take to get through the mountains?"

After pausing for a moment to make a quick mental calculation Mio responded, "About three days, I think."

"Well, you need a break...Mio, right?" The golden-haired man scurried ahead and stopped Louis Abdul. He whispered to the captain for a moment before returning with the caped figure at his side. Louis Abdul gave Yuki his sword and pack and then, having unloaded himself of any extra weight, approached Mio.

"Yuki says you're having some trouble here. Come on. He volunteered to take my stuff so I could carry you, so let's go then."

Mio clambered awkwardly onto his friend's back and wrapped his arms loosely around his neck. The black-haired man shifted his passenger slightly and stifled a laugh; "You better appreciate this Mio! I must look like a fool."

"Well, at least you don't have to be carried..." the strategist told his friend in consolation.

"Yeah, that's right. Think my wife'll be impressed if I tell her I carried you to down to Efttal?"

"Sure, why not?" Yuki giggled, "But she might want you to start working harder around the house if she knew your true strength and endurance!"

Louis Abdul groaned, "That's right...I think I'll have to sacrifice my pride to save myself from housework..."

"Are you goin' fool 'round all day?" called Kusa.

"No!" the three men replied in unison.

"Then stop slowing us all up!"

"Yes Ma'am!" saluted Yuki.

***********

Falina looked at her wavering reflection in the cold mountain stream they had stopped by for the night. The water was so clear she could make out each pebble lining its bottom. Although the current appeared to be slow, the occasional leaf sailing by proved otherwise. Unlike the many creeks and streams they had encountered in Onwya and the other states near the citadel this one was not teeming with mosquito fish or minnows. The green-eyed girl could see the leaves on the trees changing color. The warm tones swept across the mountainsides like a wildfire. Sanada had hoped they could aid Sita Katyana and Father Jie Jhin in fortifying the states they led and return to the citadel before snow blocked the passes. Falina could feel the last traces of summer slipping away.

The sound of twigs cracking and straw sandals flapping alerted her to Hai-Yong's presence. He crouched down next to her silently and peered into the stream. She watched at he leaned in closer and squinted at the water, his brow creasing in thought.

After a few moments he looked back up at her and asked, "What were you looking at?"

Falina laughed at his question. Hai-Yong was glad to see her looking so happy.

"I was just admiring the stream. It was nothing special, but it's nice to see your interest," she answered, after pulling herself back together.

"Oh!" he exclaimed, growing excited, "Um, I found something I think you might like. Give me your hand."

She offered her right hand to him and with a large grin Hai-Yong took something out of his pocket and dropped in out of his large hand into her much smaller one.

Three dark brown, circular seeds shaped like coins lay in her hand.

"These are wisteria seeds, aren't they? ...Thank you."

"Yep," he responded, "I knew you'd like 'em."

Falina closed her fingers tightly around the seeds, gripping them firmly. She looked into Hai-Yong's shining eyes, feeling her own eyes welling up with tears.

"Thank you! Thank you so much!" Falina sobbed, throwing her arms around the older man.

The former Imperial soldier was surprised by Falina's movement and forgot the thoughts he had planned for the situation. His tan face began to turn a bit pink as he put an arm around the crying girl to hug her back.

And as Falina's crying quieted and she sat by the stream leaning against him, examining the wisteria seeds in her hand the tall man who had never been much of an observer of the world thought he saw the most beautiful pink and blue sunset in his life.

************
General Tej K'aan and General Cuaran Raecliff had left the Aronian capital city, Rupanda, in the state of Aurel, just two days earlier. With them they took a large portion of the army and head strategist Kiyon de Silverburg. Mitsu had seen them off alongside Lina de Silverburg that shining morning. He had crossed his fingers in hopes that his plan would succeed. ...If it did not...

But this was not the time for such concerns. It was his turn to head out. He scuttled down the marble hall leaning heavily on a wooden staff. At this time of day nearly everyone was busy doing something. 

No one noticed the small, sickly man dragging himself along outside of the building and through the castle courtyard. 

No one recognized the second-in-command strategist limping past the castle gates into the sprawling city.

It was a slow, painstakingly agonizing way to proceed for such a distance, but Mitsu was far from reaching his destination. He passed through the bustling city with as much speed as he could muster, breathing hard and feeling his muscles ache. There was so much further to go...

Mitsu Riyahd left the city of Rupanda, headed north along the Chien Highroad, an hour after he set out from his office. He was already exhausted, but the plan depended on so many things, and he for his plan, he many more miles to walk...
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Chapter 34- Varied Altitudes and Colorful Impressions

Yuki hiked along happily beside the other revolutionaries, enjoying the feeling of camaraderie. The whole rebel army appealed to him in many ways. He liked being with Kiisan and Louis Abdul again, even if he was not so sure whether the captain was as glad to see him. He liked the sense of purpose, never lacking for someone to talk to; the excuse to travel the country...he even liked the sort of uniform many of the revolutionaries wore. The soldiers from Serif and Onwya had traded their former colors for ocean blue, snow white, and dandelion yellow. Yuki was disappointed not be able to dress quite like them, but wearing a blue and white bandanna did make him feel as though he matched a little better.

The revolutionaries had been following the narrow, curving trail for quite a while since they broke camp and the blond man was beginning to wonder when they would stop for lunch. After listening to his stomach give a loud growl he turned to a nearby soldier, whose green cap effectively hid most of his face. "Are you getting as hungry as me?" the energetic man inquired.

"Yeah, I am pretty hungry..." the jacket-clad soldier replied.

The soldier's voice seemed somewhat high to Yuki. He tried to peer inconspicuously under the green cap, but was unable to do so without looking too nosy. Instead he carefully regarded the figure in the brown jacket. The dark-haired soldier seemed rather small and he carried an unusual looking dirk instead of a standard sword, bow, or spear.

"Umm..." Yuki began, unsure of how to phrase his question most politely, "...How old are you?"

The figure in the green cap coughed, "...eighteen..."

The scavenger mercenary Kurin, who was walking only a few steps ahead of them, turned and peered at the young man in question over his shoulder, peering over the tops of his dark glasses. "Your voice sounds very familiar..."

"Um, uh, what do you mean?" the young soldier asked.

Kurin snatched the green cap off, revealing the wide-eyed face of Tiko. "A-ha!" he exclaimed, "Thought something was fishy!"

Tiko grabbed his cap back from Kurin and shushed him noisily, "Shh! Be quiet! I'm not supposed to be here! You have to keep this a secret!"

"So crazy!" Kurin muttered, "It doesn't work! You are too little!"

Yuki adjusted his straw hat and laughed, "Eighteen?"

Tiko's face grew red as he fumed quietly, "...just keep it a secret."

***********

Father Izador read over the message slowly, absorbing its contents before bringing it to Kichitsu and Mekkachi to see their reactions. Lord Satis, the aristocratic ruler of Crona, who had been appointed by Emperor Leo Maximillian himself, had been overthrown and killed by rebels. This meant that the last large Imperial holdout in the "Wheat Field States" was gone and any sizable threat would have to come from the south.

Mekkachi crumpled up the dispatch and threw it on the floor, "Great! What'll we do now? Our connection said that Major Ko-Wen was going to sail up to Crona and head inward from there, right? Won't this make the Imperials change their plans?"

Kichitsu sighed and nodded; "When Major Ko-Wen hears this I suppose her transportation plans will change...it's such a shame that the independent resistance in Crona did that now..."

Izador picked the crunched piece of paper up and smoothed it out. He silently read over the words again while the two knights discussed possible ways to defend the citadel from attack. His creased brow lightened as he came up with his own way to counter the freeing of Crona. "Excuse me...Sir Mekkachi, Sir Kichitsu...I think I have an idea."

"Go ahead," the black-haired knight urged, "We're open to anything at this point."

"We have to make sure that the Imperial Army doesn't learn that Lord Satis was deposed. We'll go to Crona and dress up our troops as Imperial soldiers, making it look like everything is normal. After Major Ko-Wen disembarks we'll attack. ...What do you think?"

The two armored men looked at each other and smiled. "I didn't know you had it in you, Father Izador," Mekkachi smirked.

"Sounds lovely," Kichitsu added.

"I'll write up the official directions and pass them by Lady Hyoko and Lord Lucien. Then we'll set this plan in action!" Mekkachi cheered, jumping up and hurrying out of the room, leaving his companion to further congratulate Father Izador on the exceptional plan.

**********

The trail curled around the ridge like a vine twisted around a tree trunk. It grew so narrow in places that the revolutionaries had to continue on in nearly single file. Kiisan had never been somewhere where he could look down into such deep valleys and ravines before. He felt a little dizzy and placed a hand on his head. "How do you know if you're afraid of heights?" he asked Carlos.

"Do you feel like you might fall any moment? Do you think you might faint? Are you afraid to keep going, but also afraid to turn back?" the green-eyed priest questioned.

"If the answers are all yes?" Kiisan responded nervously.

"Then you definitely afraid of heights," Carlos said evenly.

"I would've imagined I'd hear that from you, Carlos, not Kiisan," Louis Abdul said with a grin.

Carlos shook his head enthusiastically, "No way! You have to give me some more credit than that!"

Mio laughed softly and Kusa chuckled. Sanada stopped in the middle of the path to scold the men, shrieking, "Less talking! More walking!"

As soon as the serious strategist had regained her lead, Louis Abdul whispered to his friends, "That's why she's not married!"

"I heard that Captain Louis Abdul!" she yelled. The tall man nearly jumped in surprise.

"I bet'y'r wife wishes she could keep ya in line like that," Kusa snickered, hurrying ahead to get a better look at the road around the bend.

Kiisan followed, and was greeted with another panoramic view of the mountains clothed in a myriad of lively shades of green, gold, and brown. The cold wind picked up somewhat, whisking a few crisp brown leaves past the revolutionaries. Falina pulled her scarf tighter and Hai-Yong rubbed his hands together to warm up. "Nice view," Han Li remarked without much emotion.

"The land here is alive," Sasshalai told the older man, "But the wind isn't."

"I know, kiddo," Han Li replied, "Don't get too cold."

After the widening point where Kiisan had paused the trail headed downward sharply. Sanada explained that before the path went up again it first had to go down.

"How many more days in the mountains?" Yuki inquired.

"It's already been four days," Carlos noted.

Sanada calculated something swiftly on her fingers before answering, "I would think about two more days. We've already made it through the hardest part."

"That's comforting..." Yuki said, "Smooth sailing until we reach Efttal, huh? ...What exactly happens once we reach Efttal?"

"That is when the next stage of the plan will begin. We will meet with Duchess Sita Katyana, Father Jie Jhin, and Lord Hal de Calico in Efttal's capital city and go on to engage the Imperials at Windfall Hill," Sanada told Yuki, her countenance shifting from a straight face to a devious grin, "...maybe I'll keep the rest of the plan secret from you, latecomer, and give you a little surprise..."

***********

The glowing embers were all that was left of the fire. Tiko stirred them with a stick and tossed a dry leaf onto them, watching it twist and curl as it caught on fire and burned up. Yuki and Kurin had decided grudgingly to keep his secret for the time being and the boy was still feeling excited about being part of the "adventure." His conscientious told him that he should've stayed at Slalain Citadel with Father Shiku, but the idea of traveling through the mountains had been too enticing. "At least I left them a note," Tiko thought, "They'll know where I am."

He looked up from the red-hot embers as Sasshalai sat down on the ground beside him. Tiko looked at the younger boy for a moment, but Sasshalai did not make eye contact and he did not know what to say. They sat beside each other without saying a word, watching the sparks of the fire die and the night grow darker.

Suddenly Sasshalai broke the silence. It felt awkward to Tiko and he was glad to hear it go. "Your parents would be proud of you," the boy with the odd-colored eyes stated plainly.

Tiko was somewhat confused, "What do you mean? I don't even remember them."

Sasshalai smiled peacefully and closed his eyes; "There are spirits in the mountains too. ...And stars."

"You're sort of weird," Tiko laughed, wondering what the younger boy meant.

The child with the dandelions on his head opened his eyes and gave Tiko a wide smile that showed his shiny white teeth, one of them not yet grown in all the way. "Look! The spirits are passing through!"

Tiko turned around sharply, to see the ethereal balls of glimmering light float around them on the breeze. The sleeping camp seemed to glow in their unearthly light. Tiko's felt his mouth drop open as he watched the lights bob up and down like ships on the ocean. He looked to Sasshalai for an explanation. The boy from Klikk had risen and was standing on the end of the ledge with the lights circling him.

"...I..." Tiko murmured, "...It's amazing..."

*The title, "Can you Shoot, Gunner?" is a reference to Suikoden II. Elza asks Clive this when you first encounter them in Muse before she escapes.

*"Act on Heaven's Behalf" was one of the slogans of the Mount Liangshan bandits, the heroes of the original Suikoden story from China.

