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Ren now thoroughly regretted giving Eida free rein for their wedding. She had taken the chance to throw a final wedding for a son and run with it like an unruly kitten with a ball of yarn. Even Anthony couldn’t stop her. It had taken a full day alone to decorate the main hall with flowers, bolts of pastel fabrics, and candles on every available surface. Spending two weeks decorating for a single day seemed ridiculous to Ren. Did it have to be this elaborate?

When Eida learned he knew how to sew, she’d shoved his wedding outfit in his hands and ordered him to make any necessary alterations. Ren happily accepted the job, as it gave him a chance to sit down for a few hours. He ensconced himself in the Morning Room, the only place not overrun with boxes of decorations, and enjoyed the sunlight streaming through the open windows.

The door clacked open, and Arman strode through, for once not carrying something wedding related in his hands, just a simple letter. He had an interesting expression on his face that Ren couldn’t quite decipher, but it locked his interest. Setting the pants aside, he greeted, “What is it?”

“A request passed along through King Gerhard,” Arman responded, crossing the room to hand him the letter.

Ren took it and tilted the letter toward the light to read it, his eyes scanning quickly over the page.

Ren,

I just received a request from Emperor Nakamura. Apparently, the temporary fortifications built on Shiirei’s northern shore, specifically Mizuno Harbor, were hit by fire a month ago and burned to the ground overnight. They’re now frantic to build a new, more permanent fortress, but they’ve been in discussions for the past two years trying and failing to decide on a design. He’s requested my aid, as he needs someone with experience in fortifications to help design something, and quickly. No one wants the northern shore to be without proper defenses for long.

To be honest, the only two people qualified to advise him in this matter are you and General Brahms. Your husband is an obvious choice, of course, but you’ve learned a great deal from him during your time in Aart, I think. And I need someone there who understands the culture, the language, and the political players to get the job done.

I hate to send you off, as this will take several months at the very least, but I can’t afford another war in Shiirei. We, the world, cannot afford another war between the Mongs and Shiireins. If sending you and General Brahms will help safeguard Shiirei, then my convenience is a small price to pay.

I know that your marriage is set in three days, but will you please consider leaving for Shiirei after that? I don’t wish to order you to return to that country, as I know how difficult being in Shiirei is for you, but I ask it of you.

Regards,

Gerhard of Aart

Ren read through the letter again, mind whirling as he thought of the logistics. Ten days to get there by ship, at least six months to design a proper fortification and get the base of it built, then another ten days home again—ye gods, they’d be gone at least seven months. More than likely a year. “Arman, you read this?”

“I did,” he answered, coming to sit next to him, their thighs touching. “What do you think?”

Blowing out a breath, Ren let his head drop back, staring sightlessly upward at the white plastered ceiling. “I think he’s right. We can’t afford to give the Mongs any sort of opening into Shiirei. They’d happily take it, and that will start another war, and Shiirei has barely recovered from the last one. For that reason alone, we can’t afford to decline. And a selfish part of me likes the idea, as I want to tell Takahiro about my marriage to you in person and see my family for a little while. But I know you hate long deployments, and it will take at least most of the year before we can justify returning home, likely more than that—”

Arman cut him off with a soft kiss, lips lingering there before retreating. Patience and affection danced in his eyes as he asked, “When do we leave?”

Looking into that face, Ren was struck again with the thought that there was literally nothing Arman would refuse him. If he knew it would make Ren happy, he’d do it. What had Ren done to deserve such unswerving devotion from this amazing man? Emotions welling up in his throat, he cleared it enough to speak. “You’ll go with me? No arguments?”

“No arguments.” As an afterthought, he tacked on seriously, “Although I won’t take it well if they scorn our marriage.”

“Try not to beat the whole country to a pulp,” Ren encouraged, feeling the strangest urge to laugh. He could just picture the impending bloodbath.

“Nnh,” Arman grunted in disagreement.

Ren had never said the words, but he felt them now and knew them to be perfectly true in every sense. Reaching up, he framed Arman’s face with his hands. “I love you.”

That blinding smile came to Arman’s face, the one that melted Ren like snow in the sun, although it had a smugness to it this time. “I know.”

“You’ve always known, I suppose, even when I doubted it myself.” Ren pressed in close for a not-so-chaste kiss, pulling back before they could lose all control of themselves and make love right there on the couch. Eida had already walked in on them once. He’d hate to do that to her again.

“I did,” Arman agreed, smugness growing. “Fortunately.”

Yes, weren’t they both fortunate that Arman could always see right through him? “You needn’t be that smug about it. Now, about going to Shiirei—leave in five days?”

Arman thought about it, brows furrowing a little. “You think that’s enough time?”

“I think that we don’t dare linger any longer in Aart. If we give the Mongs too much of an opening, they’ll take it.”

Grunting in agreement, Arman darted in for another quick kiss before standing. “I’ll send a reply to the king then.”

“Alright.” Belatedly realizing his mistake, Ren called after his retreating back, “Say more than just ‘We’ll go.’ That was not your agreeing face, Arman Brahms; man up, he needs more information than that.”

Arman paused in the doorway, considered the matter, then offered seriously, “We’ll leave in five days.”

Resigned, Ren put the sewing aside completely, heading for the door. “Never mind, I’ll write the response. Are you ever going to tell me why you hate words so much? Were you traumatized by too many vegetables as a child? You were tricked into swallowing a frog once and now you’re cursed?”

Arman refused to rise to the bait of the ridiculous theories, just followed after Ren as he hunted for paper to write the reply with, glowing with perfect happiness.
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Arman was not looking forward to this. Not one iota.

Intellectually, he understood why Ren had agreed to return to Shiirei to build the fortress. They were both emotionally invested in Shiirei’s well-being, and strengthening the protections of the northern shore was vital. It was also a point of pride for them, as they had once served in that precise area. Arman was with his husband one hundred percent on the decision.

What he didn’t like was the emotional toll this was already taking on Ren. Much of Shiirei’s culture stressed his husband. Arman hadn’t realized just how badly until he’d taken Ren into Aart and watched the man unfurl from the tightly clenched, defensive stance he’d lived in. Aart had given him liberties to express himself in ways Shiirein culture would have been shocked by. He’d loved seeing Ren finally shed those shackles and be completely true to himself.

And he loathed seeing the reverse. They’d been on this ship two days, and already Ren was putting up his guard again. His posture looked more defensive, as if he were bracing himself at all times for an argument—or a fight. His tone grew quieter when he spoke with Arman, as if every word became more confidential, and Ren hadn’t been loud to begin with. What disturbed him most was the little touches had almost disappeared. Ren was very physically affectionate by nature, and the absence of the little pets Arman enjoyed was loud. The closer they got to Shiirei, the more pronounced it became.

Arman might just have to kill something. The first person who said a single cross word to his husband would be his target, too. This was ridiculous and too sad to be borne.

Arman had stepped out onto the main deck, just to get some fresh air and rein his temper in. But now that he was out here, he found himself uncomfortable. Most of the sailors on this ship were Shiirein, and none of them quite knew how to react to Arman. Arman wasn’t sure precisely why they all gave him the side-eye. It could be any number of reasons. He’d made it no secret he and Ren were married, so it could be that. (The first person to say something to him would be promptly pitched overboard.) It could be he intimidated them by just standing there and breathing. Which…was basically what had happened in the war, so he was rather used to the reaction. Or it could be they were uncertain if he could even communicate with them.

That last option Arman didn’t feel was fair. He had spoken Shiirein to several people, demonstrating he knew the language. He’d put the effort in. Even Ren couldn’t complain.

Alright, Ren had complained, but Arman had tried. It wasn’t his fault.

Anyway, the point was, walking around on deck like this unnerved him. He didn’t like the stiff, uncomfortable silence that fell when he walked close. It made him feel like they were either angry with him or plotting against him.

Arman had come out here to let the cool ocean breeze blow the cobwebs out of his head. Instead, he’d found yet another source of tension. With a sigh, he gave up and turned around, heading below. As he did, one of the younger crewmembers, a sprightly teenager who was the cook’s assistant, almost nipped in front of him through the cabin’s door. He paused, gave Arman an uncertain look, ducked his head in a sort of bow, and then darted through.

What was that about? Arman didn’t even try to voice the question, just followed the boy through the narrow hallway and up a short flight of stairs to the cabin he shared with Ren. It wasn’t large—barely big enough to house a double bed, writing desk, chair, washstand, and a single trunk. Spacious, compared to the accommodations below them shared by the crewmembers, but tight for a man of Arman’s size.

The assistant stood ahead of him in the doorway, speaking politely to Ren, who was propped up on the bed.

“Warden-sama, the cook wishes to know if you’d like green tea and dango.”

“Tell him he’s very kind to offer, and I’d love some. Enough for Arman as well, please.”

The boy gave another bow. “Yes, Warden-sama. I’ll bring it shortly.”

Arman stood to the side to let the boy pass, sighing again. He’d been right there; the boy could have just asked him instead of coming all the way here to ask Ren. He mentally let it go. It wasn’t worth the argument.

Ren greeted him with a smile, those dark eyes crinkling a little at the corners. “That was a short walk.”

Arman just grunted in agreement and toed off his boots, coming to sit at Ren’s side, even if it was a squeeze. Ren solved the problem readily by resituating himself so he leaned against Arman’s shoulder, drawing his waist-length ebony hair over his other shoulder to avoid it being caught. Ah, better. Arman dropped a kiss onto his husband’s head, even as he regarded the half-started letter in Ren’s lap.

His reading skills weren’t nearly as developed in this language. Arman considered himself conversationally fluent in Shiirein, but he didn’t read or write it nearly as much. It took more effort on his part to read. He could make out what Ren had started to write, but a few of the characters stumped him. He pointed to one character in particular, the one that started the letter. “Aunt?”

“Yes,” Ren confirmed, then groaned, turning his head to hide it against the side of Arman’s neck. “I really don’t want to write this letter.”

“I can tell.” The way Ren had started a sentence, only to scribble out half of it, spoke of the struggle.

“It’s just, with me coming here, I’m expected to at least drop in with the family and say hello. It’s incredibly rude to do otherwise. And part of me, the part culturally conditioned to be polite at all times, feels compelled to go see them. But I really don’t want to see them; it’ll just start an argument. Even before I introduce you to them, it’ll start an argument. And it will waste time we really don’t have here. I’m squeezing in our visit to my brother as it is. I don’t have an extra two weeks to visit the rest of my family. So I’m trying to write a letter to my aunt telling her I’m here on business and that work prevents me from saying hello to everyone. But it sounds so defensive, like I’m crafting excuses even though it’s a perfectly legitimate reason.”

Arman shrugged, as he didn’t see the issue. Who cared what they thought?

“I know you don’t care, and I don’t really care, but part of me does care, and those two emotions are very tangled right now. If I were more of a coward, I’d let my brother handle notifying them. I’m making a hash of it anyway.”

Well, Arman knew how he’d write the letter. He took the pen out of Ren’s lax hand, putting it to paper with the few words he was very comfortable writing in Shiirein.

Go to hell. Then he signed Ren’s name with a flourish.

Ren choked on a laugh, vibrating with it. “You’re not helpful!”

No, but he’d laughed. And Arman would prefer him laughing. “Don’t worry about them.”

“I know I shouldn’t.” Ren’s tone did not sound as if he were truly agreeing; there was doubt in those words.

“If you want to send a letter, do. The first three lines were all you had to say.”

“You think?” Ren snorted. “Wait, I forgot for a moment who I was talking to. Of course you think a three sentence letter is sufficient.”

Well, it was. It said everything Ren needed to convey, didn’t it?

Ren took the letter and tossed it aside, where it skidded on the desk before it came to a halt against the wooden wall. Then he snuggled further into Arman’s side. “Forget them. I’m tired of thinking of them. I can make a decision once I talk with Taka-nii, anyway. He’s more in tune with the family than I am.”

Arman leaned into the cuddling, a little relieved by it. It was the first time since boarding the ship Ren had done anything demonstrative without checking over his shoulder first. Old habits died very hard, apparently. He’d never have hesitated in Aart. “You’re worried.”

“About other things, yes.” Ren spoke softly against his chest, arm tightening for a moment around Arman’s waist before relaxing. “I can’t hide how I feel for you. I apparently never could. I think anyone in Shiirei will take one look at me and know and will judge us both for it. I think they’ll be so busy judging us they won’t let us do the job we came to do. And if that happens…Shiirei will be in a great deal of trouble.”

Yes, so they would be. Arman had read the intelligence reports right along with Ren. The Mongs were building a naval fleet as fast as they could lay hands on the materials. It was alarming, as they had done this very thing seven years before. No one suspected these vessels were for trade. The Mongs only knew how to trade by war—they weren’t peaceful enough to consider the usual methods.

The Mongs had almost taken the northern shore several times, even under his and Ren’s watch. It had come perilously close more times than Arman cared to remember. And that was with defenses in place. Currently, Mizuno Harbor had none, as the fortress had burned overnight. And without it, the Mongs could waltz into the harbor without any trouble whatsoever.

The situation was obvious to everyone, hence why the emperor and empress had called for them. And why they had agreed to come. But at the same time, cultural prejudices ran very deep indeed. He saw Ren’s fears, acknowledged them as a very real thing. But he wasn’t about to be cowed by them.

“I can’t pretend either,” he finally said. “That I don’t love you. I won’t pretend.”

“Even though it’ll make the situation that much harder to deal with? Because you know there will be pushback from people who don’t want to deal with us, and that might jeopardize the entire reason we’re here.”

Arman understood his concerns and shared them, to a degree. But he was angry and stubborn enough to have an entirely different take on it. Ren feared what might happen. Arman thought it was about time Shiirei learned how to accept the differences in people. And he frankly didn’t see anyone else stepping up and demanding that change. Arman felt perfectly willing to lead the charge on this.

“I won’t pretend,” he repeated, the words firm.

“No, I won’t either,” Ren acknowledged, and for a moment, he sounded equally as stubborn. “They knew what they were getting when they asked me to return.”

Arman felt like cheering. There was his Ren. “Yes. Don’t hide.”

“I won’t. We’re just letting ourselves in for a difficult time here, is all.”

Arman reflected on what had happened earlier, with the cook’s assistant going to Ren instead of him with the question. This wasn’t the first time. It quite likely wouldn’t be the last. An entire year of that behavior might just drive him crazy. “It won’t be easy.”

“Understatement of the year. But then, fighting on and protecting the northern shore with this taciturn foreign general who used grunts to convey strategy hadn’t been at all easy, and look how that came out.”

Arman silently laughed at the teasing, his chest jerking with the motion. “Love you.”

“Love you,” Ren repeated and gave his waist another squeeze. “And we’ll get this done. Come hell or high water.”

“We will.” Arman would accept nothing less.
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Ren had never thought himself to be homesick until he spied Shiirei’s shores from the deck of the ship. Then a bittersweet wave of it crashed over him, surprising him. Living in Shiirei had been hard. No question. But he’d missed the food, the music, and the mild winters. (Especially the mild winters. Ye little gods, Aart could snow a man in.) As much heartbreak as he’d suffered here, he’d had amazing happiness and success as well. He couldn’t forget that.

Ren had been dreaming of this homecoming for a long while, though he’d been focused more on introducing his family to his new husband. Coming for business hadn’t crossed his mind. Being here officially felt a little odd because of it. Ren was on the one hand pleased, on the other worried. It was a very conflicting feeling battling it out in his chest.

An arm slipped around his waist as his husband joined him at the rail. “Been a long time.”

“Six years,” Ren agreed a little wistfully, leaning into the embrace. “But look, even from here, I can tell Haruno’s recovered. Remember how bad it was when we last saw it? It was little better than a ghost town in some sections.”

“Mmm.” Arman’s head turned as he looked the other direction. His cobalt blue eyes glowed in the sunlight, while the sea air caught his curly chestnut hair and ruffled it around his face. At least it was short enough on the sides to not throw hair into his eyes. Gods, his husband was one good looking man. “Docks are fixed, too.”

“They are. That should make life a little easier on us. I’m assuming we’ll have to ship in supplies. We won’t be able to quarry all the stone we’ll need from the local area.”

“Nn,” Arman grunted again, a little darkly this time.

They’d spent the entire voyage designing the new fortress, based upon their memories of what the landscape looked like. Ren assumed he’d remembered it more or less correctly, after having fought in the terrain for a year straight. He hoped when they presented the design to the emperor, he would accept it without many changes, but Arman didn’t share that hope. Truthfully, Ren didn’t put a lot of stock in it either. Odds were they’d get stuck in a committee meeting of some sort for at least a week before they could browbeat people into agreeing. It would only be further complicated because of the prejudices they’d both face. Arman intellectually understood them, having seen the fallout of things with Ren. But he’d never borne the brunt before. He’d never had to use finesse and charm and stubbornness to outmaneuver someone determined to be a stumbling block just because they didn’t like his choice in bed partners.

The Shiirein mentality had infuriated Ren on more than one occasion. He’d been trying so hard to keep his country safe and instead was often battling it out with someone who let their pettiness trump their good sense. He could only imagine how Arman would react if confronted with the same attitude. His husband wouldn’t know what finesse was if it came and bit him in the ass. And he had no tolerance for insults.

There were bound to be insults. Ren winced just in anticipation of them.

Oh yes, this was going to take a week at least. Possibly with duels involved.

Such was the nature of politics.

But not something he had to worry about today. Ren had already sent a letter ahead telling the emperor what day they’d arrive, and he’d deliberately given himself three days to spend with his family first. Otherwise, he might not be able to see them at all until the fortress was finished. He owed it to Takahiro to at least tell him of the marriage in person. Ren was a little nervous about that but excited, too. Arman had shared what Takahiro had said to him before Ren left for Aart—the formal words one traditionally said when one sibling married into another’s family, the blessing Takahiro had already given while not realizing his little brother wasn’t actually Arman’s lover. This would surely surprise his older brother, that they’d married. But Ren had faith Takahiro could accept it easily. Or at least, he hoped Takahiro could accept a marriage as easily as he could them being lovers. His doubts said that maybe marriage was pushing things, but hopefully not.

And really, he missed the man. He and Takahiro had always been close, and he hadn’t seen him face to face in six years. Ren was dying to see his family.

They landed without issue, off-loading quickly and then waiting another half hour for their trunks to be fished out of the hold. Their batman, Robert, tried to get them to go ahead, but Ren didn’t dare, as Robert had no idea where to go from here. The city had changed so much Ren wasn’t completely positive he could find his brother’s house without trouble. Only when they were all ready to leave did Ren hire a cart to haul their luggage.

Ren was glad to have Robert with them. Technically, as an army batman, Robert only had to serve Arman during tours of duty. Situations like this didn’t really qualify. But Robert had always faithfully kept Arman’s household running smoothly, and he’d do it even now, in a foreign country.

With more confidence than he actually felt, Ren led the way through the narrow streets, heading away from the docks and toward the center of the city. Half the buildings were new, replacing the ones burned down during the war. Ren took it all in with part nostalgia, part sadness. This was his home town, a place he’d spent all his childhood in. It was sad to see so much gone, destroyed in the war. But there were rebuilt places, too, like the candy shop on the corner and the pharmacy in the odd, triangular shaped building that retained both location and shape. It brought him considerable happiness to see so much life now, with pedestrians going about their days and no hint of fear dogging their footsteps.

Takahiro, as a government official, lived in a nice section of town in a two-story house with a small, gated front yard. It was in much better condition than when Ren had seen it last. He found his breath rattled some in his chest, nerves showing as he put his hand on the front gate.

Showtime.

Ren swung in the gate, calling in his native tongue as he pushed the half-gate open, “Excuse the intrusion!”

An excited exclamation rang from inside, then the sound of running feet. The paper front door slid abruptly sideways, revealing his sister-in-law with his nephew in her arms. Chiyuki had obviously been cooking, as she had an apron on over her light green yukata, her dark hair caught up in a soft bun at the top of her head. Her son nearly spanned her petite torso, showcasing Chiyuki really was that small, or her son was growing rapidly. She beamed at him, throwing her free arm open in welcome. “Ren-nii!”

He went directly into her arms, hugging them both tightly. The delight in her face mirrored his own, as he truly did adore his sister-in-law and was happy beyond words to see her. “Chiyuki-neesan. Oh, you look beautiful. How do you manage that year after year?”

“Your brother takes good care of me,” she responded, pulling back to get a good look at him. “You look so lively now, so much more handsome than before. Aart has been good to you, I think. Shiro-kun, come, say hello to your uncle.”

The baby reached both hands up to this new person he didn’t know, dark eyes curious. Ren picked him out of his mother’s arms, delighted to finally meet the child he’d heard so much about through letters. “Hello, my handsome nephew. You do look like your mother.”

“He does,” Chiyuki agreed immediately, laughter sparkling in her eyes. “Although Takahiro maintains he looks like you as a child. General Brahms, Robert-san, forgive my manners, I’ve left you standing here. All of you, welcome. You’ll be able to stay?”

“Three days,” Ren assured her.

“Good! Then come inside. I expect Takahiro home very soon. Are you hungry? I’d just started dinner.”

“Starving,” Ren admitted, following her inside. “The ship’s fare got rather repetitious after the first three days. Chiyuki-neesan, where should we put everything?”

“Use the front two rooms,” she directed, pointing to the right. “Robert-san, this second room should be large enough for you and some of the luggage, at least. I’ll pull the futons out of the closet later for all of you. Ren-nii, will you and General Brahms be alright sharing a room?”

“No problem,” Arman told her with an admirably straight face.

Ren discreetly planted an elbow in his husband’s side. “That’s fine. Here, let me watch Shiro-kun. I think you have a pot boiling over.”

Swearing softly, Chiyuki darted inside to the kitchen, the flaps of her yukata moving noisily as she ran.

They moved the trunks in with the driver’s help, Ren giving the man a healthy tip in thanks, then they withdrew inside, toeing off shoes at the front door before moving all the way in. Ren took in the house with an admiring eye. It was much better now than before, the addition off the back helping to keep the area from being cramped. The layout of the ground floor was that of five rooms—one large living space next to the kitchen, with a multi-purpose room at the front, a study, then a bath chamber beyond it. Stairs broke up the left side from the right, all the wood polished to a dull gleam, the walls freshly painted in a white coating.

Takahiro had indeed restored the house to its former glory after the destruction the war caused. Ren felt relieved his brother had had the money to do so, as living in a half-demolished house with a baby would have been dangerous for everyone.

He entered the living room and put Shiro down, shedding his coat as he moved and hanging it on the hook near the door, then plopped down to play with his nephew.

For a few minutes, no one else came, everyone on their own tasks, then Chiyuki came back to join him briefly on the floor. She looked him over again, a thoughtful finger to her mouth. “There’s something different about you, I just can’t quite place it.”

Ren carefully kept his left hand out of view, wanting to tell that piece of news to them both. “Is there?”

“Your last letter said you had something important to tell us,” she said pointedly.

“Wait for Taka-nii,” Ren requested. “I want to tell you both at once. How is the rest of the family doing? I’m not sure whether I should try to see them or not while I’m in town. I don’t really have the time for it, but I thought to at least write them a letter saying so. Just so they’re not expecting me.”

Chiyuki’s mouth flattened in an unhappy way. “I don’t think you should see them. I wouldn’t even write them a letter, frankly. I do not understand my relatives. First, they’re unhappy with you because you’re, well, that way. And then after you leave, they complain you abandoned them here, when before they didn’t want you about at all. They’re very fickle.”

“They are that.” Ren decided he’d better leave them be. She’d said the very thing he’d thought, and hearing it out of another person’s mouth settled the matter for him. He’d ignore the rest of the family while he was here. He didn’t have any real desire to see them, and he really, truly did not want Arman in their vicinity. For their sakes, not his husband’s. Arman’s temper would be unleashed for sure within five minutes of their meeting.

Having that settled was a relief, and any pangs of guilt disappeared. “Alright, then I won’t. We have precious little time here, anyway, I don’t want to spoil it by arguing.”

“I don’t blame you. We truly only have you for three days?”

“For now,” Ren clarified. “I want to come back after the fortress is built, sometime a year from now I expect, and spend a little longer before returning to Aart.”

Chiyuki accepted this with a nod, worrying at her bottom lip for a moment and darting a look to make sure no one else could hear her. Even then, she leaned in and lowered her voice. “Are you certain you won’t just stay here? Now that the emperor himself has called for you, surely you can find a way to stay.”

“I thought we were friends, Chiyuki-san,” Arman scolded, ducking through the doorway.

Turning a little, she glared up at him. “You stole him from us first, General Brahms, and kept him for six years. Isn’t it about time you gave him back?”

“No,” Arman answered mock pleasantly. With a huff, he sat on the floor next to Ren, although he didn’t copy their seating style, crossing his legs instead.

“You would take off with the one relative I actually like,” Chiyuki groused. Hopping up, she returned to the kitchen, presumably to keep something from burning.

Shiro, interested in this new person on the floor, crawled over to Arman. Ren almost intercepted the baby, then thought better of it. He had been mulling over a question Eida had asked him, and the possible answer, but he needed to see how Arman felt about children first. He liked his own nephew, of course, but what about other babies?

Arman extended both hands, palms up, waiting patiently as the baby took one hand and then another, examining them. Apparently he liked them, as he grasped both. A slight smile played around Arman’s mouth, and he allowed himself to be used for a support as the baby unsteadily got to his feet.

His husband was good with children. Who knew? Ren watched with growing delight, sure now that he might be able to talk Arman into adopting their own child eventually.

“Oh, he’s on his feet again!” Chiyuki celebrated, returning from the kitchen. “He just started doing that yesterday. I keep waiting for him to actually walk, but he seems content to stand, and then he’ll sit down again.”

“Probably still developing his sense of balance,” Ren commented idly, watching Shiro drop back to the ground and crawl off, heading for a toy. “He’ll try walking on his own soon enough. Then you’ll wish he was still crawling.”

Chiyuki shrugged, unable to deny it. “It’s the struggle of parenthood. How is Robert-san—oh. Takahiro, is that you?”

“It is,” a deep voice answered, the response overlaying the sound of the sliding door opening and closing again. “We have guests?”

“Ren-nii’s here!” his wife announced happily.

Ren felt his own excitement rise, hearing his brother’s voice for the first time in so long. He shifted to stand, ready to greet his brother, and hoped beyond hope things went well when he confessed all.

Takahiro came quickly into view, and Ren got the first look at him in six years. His brother was still tall and slender, although he wore his hair in a short cut now, instead of the topknot he’d favored before. He looked startlingly like their father, which was interesting, as he’d had more of his own look as a teenager. But the more he aged, the more he looked like their sire. A grin on his face, he came forward, meeting Ren halfway in a fierce hug.

Stepping back, Ren couldn’t contain his smile. “You look good, Taka-nii.”

“As do you. No, you look better than before.” Takahiro clapped him on the shoulder before giving Arman a bow. “General Brahms, welcome. My brother has been in your care.”

Arman stood to give him a polite bow. “I think it was more the other way around, Takahiro-san.”

“Alright, Takahiro’s here.” Chiyuki gave Ren a firm look. “Now, what’s this announcement of yours?”

“Ah, well.” Ren hadn’t quite envisioned saying it in this setting, but apparently his sister-in-law was at the end of her patience. Spiked balls slammed into his stomach, and he had to swallow around the knot in his throat before he could get the words out. “I actually got married about five months ago. We held the wedding celebration two weeks ago.”

Both of them stared back at him, completely stunned, jaws hanging. Knowing very well how much of a shock this was, Ren let them have a moment to recover. It took them several seconds to remember how to breathe, much less speak.

Chiyuki recovered first and demanded in a gasp, “Who?”

Lifting a hand a little in the air, Arman responded, “Me.”

Takahiro’s eyes darted between the two of them, no longer stunned, almost smug now. “I knew it.”

“And no,” Ren couldn’t help but add, tone irritated, “we were not lovers before that point, Taka-nii.”

“Wait, what?!” Takahiro demanded, stunned all over again. “Of course you were!”

“Of course we weren’t, idiot brother,” Ren retorted, throwing up his hands in exasperation. “Do you really think I would have left with him without telling you we were lovers first?”

“No, but…” Takahiro protested, looking to Arman for an explanation. “Why would he go with you otherwise?”

“I begged him to,” Arman admitted with a helpless shrug. “I couldn’t leave him here. I felt he had no future in Shiirei.”

“I didn’t. It was a smart move,” Ren pointed out. “That’s even more obvious in retrospect. But no, Taka-nii, we were not lovers six years ago. In fact, we weren’t lovers at all until the day he proposed to me.”

Chiyuki had a hand to her head as if it pained her. “Wait, General Brahms, you proposed? Why?”

Looking at her as if she had just asked a very stupid question, which to Arman it was, he drawled, “Because I love him, of course. Why does everyone ask me that?”

“You know why,” Ren answered him but kept his eyes on his sister-in-law and brother. He didn’t quite know how they were going to respond, which was part of the reason why Robert was still with the luggage and not unpacking. If it got too awkward, they’d leave. They were surprised, but he didn’t see happiness or anything along those lines. Just confusion. Ren eyed them uneasily. Would they be able to accept this, now that they were confronted with it? “I know this is a lot to take in at once. Do you need to sit down, Taka-nii?”

“I think I do.” Takahiro abruptly sank to the mat, staring straight ahead. “I just assumed…but of course, I shouldn’t have. You’re right. You’ve always been forthright about your relationships. You were just so obviously devoted to him then, I thought you must be lovers.”

“Told you,” Arman muttered smugly in Ren’s ear.

Ren smacked him in the arm for it.

“His ring.” Chiyuki grabbed Ren’s hand, then Arman’s, staring at the wedding rings they both wore. “You swapped signet rings. Why didn’t I notice it before?”

“You weren’t looking for it,” Ren pointed out. No one looked ill or had started screaming yet. Did he dare think these two could accept them? Braving a look at Takahiro, he was startled to find his brother’s eyes shining with unshed tears. “Taka-nii?”

Looking away, his brother cleared his throat, clearly gaining control over himself. “Forgive me. I know how hard it was for you, Ren. You hated being alone but always put a good face on it. The odds were so stacked against you, I feared you’d never find a life partner. It wasn’t something I could help you with, either, and that hurt me in many ways. And now you’re married to the one man I can trust with your heart. I’m so relieved. Thank you, Arman-san.”

Arman softened into that almost smile he wore when he felt perfectly content. “It’s more for me than him.”

His expression said it all. Takahiro was happy for them, not judgmental, and any doubts Ren had before this point vaporized. It was a relief he could be frank, that he’d been so readily accepted. Apparently, his fears had been perfectly groundless. Takahiro and Chiyuki loved him unconditionally. Ren really should have never doubted that.

Even with this revelation, his normal instincts were still curbed, but he couldn’t help himself. He had to touch Arman in some way. Sliding his hand into Arman’s, Ren laced their fingers together. He dearly wished to kiss him in that moment but didn’t feel completely comfortable doing so in this setting. Ren felt he’d strained his brother and sister-in-law’s tolerance enough; he didn’t need to test it further. Still, his heart thumped when Arman turned that expression on him, the smile deepening. Having everyone’s blessing gave him a joy he couldn’t hide as he grinned back at his husband.

“Oh,” Chiyuki exclaimed softly, a hand to her mouth. “No wonder you look so much more handsome now, Ren-nii, if he looks at you like that.”

Ren had to look away before he really did jump Arman. “They always say a woman in love is more beautiful. I think it applies to men, too. I’m glad you can accept this so fully.”

“Of course we can,” Takahiro scolded. “Shame on you for doubting that. I must ask, though, how did your family take this, Arman-san? They must have had concerns.”

“A few, nothing major,” Arman assured him. He caught the full implications of Takahiro now using his given name, and he openly smiled at his brother-in-law. “My brothers both have children coming soon, so we don’t lack for heirs.”

Ren gave Takahiro a grateful look for truly accepting them, even if having a brother-in-law had to be taking the man’s head for a spin. “I think it puzzled them more than anything,” Ren admitted frankly. “They were afraid Arman married me for my sake. He quickly put any fears to rest, and after that they accepted it with no problems. Actually, his mother threw a grand wedding for us.”

Takahiro looked relieved. “Excellent. My heartfelt congratulations, then, and thank you for telling me in person.”

“Thank you,” Arman answered simply.

“We must celebrate it, too,” Chiyuki announced firmly. “Takahiro, go buy a cake. And be quick; dinner is almost ready.”

“Wait, Chiyuki-neesan, that’s—” Ren’s protest died in his throat when his sister-in-law scowled at him.

“Don’t you dare say that’s not necessary.” The words were a borderline threat. “Thanks to you, I now have another relative I actually like, and that is cause for celebration. Takahiro, the cake.”

Takahiro was already moving. “Ren, come help me pick one out.”

Sensing he wanted to speak one-on-one, Ren stood as well. “Alright. Be back in a few minutes, then.”
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They made it to the street before Takahiro demanded, “What actually happened? You didn’t mention anything about this in your last letter.”

“He surprised me completely,” Ren answered frankly. “Is the bakery still down at the corner?”

“Yes. Tell me the story. How did this happen?”

Heading off, Ren kept his voice low enough the other pedestrians on the street couldn’t hear him. This wasn’t the sort of thing openly discussed in Shiirei. “Roughly two and a half years ago, right before Arman was deployed north, he decided he needed to marry me for my own sake. He, like you, was under the impression I held a one-sided love for him and was worried that if it wasn’t returned, I’d become heartbroken enough to return to Shiirei.”

Takahiro’s expression adequately reflected a healthy amount of doubt. “He was willing to marry you just to make you stay?”

“I realize how it sounds, trust me. We had quite the discussion over it. But I think even then he was in love with me and not fully aware of it. Not until I had that disastrous love affair with Giles. Remember that?”

“You mentioned it in your letters. Chiyuki wanted to go visit you then, and we might have, if her mother hadn’t been so ill. Why did that change anything?”

“Well, Arman heard about it as well, and it enraged him. He hated the idea of another man touching me, and that’s what made him realize there wasn’t anything platonic about his feelings. When he finally did make it back to Castel-de-Haut, he had all of the paperwork ready to go. I think he actually intended to propose the day he came back and would have if the castle wasn’t being turned upside down with a million sneak attacks.” Just remembering gave Ren a headache.

“But he did propose?”

“When the worst of the matter was settled, and I had a few days’ reprieve, yes.” Ren decided then and there he wouldn’t mention exactly how. Takahiro’s need-to-know only went so far. “It took some fast talking on his part to convince me of his sincerity, but once he did…I couldn’t refuse him. I didn’t want to. He was everything I’d ever wanted and had convinced myself I couldn’t have. As long as I knew he wasn’t doing this just for my sake, I could accept the proposal.”

“And they all just accepted it? Even the king and queen?” Takahiro shook his head, amazed. “I know you said Aart is more tolerant, but…”

“It’s not just tolerant, it has no prejudices whatsoever. We didn’t even need to petition for the right to marry. It’s perfectly legal there.”

Takahiro tripped over thin air, having to catch his balance before he face-planted. “You’re joking!”

“You assumed that because of who I am, and my ties to the royal family, I got special dispensation.” Ren nodded knowingly. “I thought you might have leaped to that conclusion. But in truth, no one knew about it until after we were married. Arman did rush us on purpose, as he didn’t think we’d so easily gain permission. No, Taka-nii, not for the reason you’re thinking. Remember, I’m their castle warden. Brahms Fortress is a two-day trip away from Zonhoven Palace. Do the math.”

“Oh,” Takahiro said in perfect understanding. “Of course, how stupid of me. So have you resigned your position, then?”

“Not yet. I won’t need to for another fifteen years, likely, as Father is still in very good health and doesn’t need us to return home yet.”

Takahiro paused on the street, right outside the bakery doors, studying him carefully. “They really did accept your marriage?”

“Accept it? They were thrilled once they got used to the idea. I know, shocked me, too. But I think their greatest fear was that Arman would be alone for the rest of his life, as he wouldn’t accept any match offered to him. At least with me, they know he’s happy. I think their only concern is children. Not that they don’t have enough heirs—both of my sisters-in-law are expecting—but they want us to have the experience of being parents.”

“There’s much joy in it,” Takahiro said in perfect understanding. “Will you do a surrogate mother, perhaps?”

“Arman has vetoed that idea strongly. He says he won’t force himself or me to bed a woman. Truthfully, the idea of paying a woman to have our child and then casting her off sits very ill with me. I think we both prefer adoption.” As important as this conversation was, Ren was highly aware of the time and knew Chiyuki would not appreciate them lollygagging out here. He stepped into the shop, a hand over his head to move the cloth banner at the top of the door frame away so he could pass through.

Several cakes stood on the counter, plainly decorated with nothing written on them. Ren hadn’t had a good cake since leaving Shiirei. Aart seemed to dump three times the needed amount of sugar into their desserts, making them too sweet to tolerate. He chose a green tea cake with powdered sugar and had it wrapped.

Takahiro insisted on paying since it was to celebrate Ren’s marriage. Then they left the shop with the box in hand, returning the way they’d come.

Takahiro picked up the conversation exactly where they’d left off. “So you will adopt?”

“I’d like to, but don’t bring this up,” Ren warned, matching his pace to his brother’s. “I haven’t really found a good time to talk about this with Arman yet. I know he likes children, but most are very intimidated by him. They don’t know how to talk to him.”

“Adults have the same problem,” Takahiro observed in a drawl. “You’re one of the few who never seemed to struggle with him.”

“Even I did, at first. After seven years of knowing him, I finally figured out it’s not because he isn’t interested—he just feels words are totally inadequate to express what he’s actually thinking most of the time.” Ren lifted a shoulder, shrugging this topic to the side. “At any rate, it’s an idea for later, after we’ve got this business settled.”

“How long do you plan the building to take, anyway? I know you said seven months, but this project has already been two years in the making and there’s still not a single stone laid up there.”

“Seven months is the optimistic time frame,” Ren admitted sourly. “I expect it to be more like a year. We have plans drawn up; we spent the voyage over here doing little else. Granted, it’s based on our collective memories of how the land lays in that area, so it might need some adjustments, but I think it’s a solid plan. I understand why there’s been so much debate, however. That area has a very interesting footprint. The cliffs around the harbor are very steep in areas, and the land around the harbor cannot be described as flat. We’ll either have to dig in to create a solid base or build over every dip and rise, adjusting to make it all level on top. I honestly don’t know which way would be faster.”

His brother had a knowing look on his face. “But digging in will make a solid foundation, which is what you’d prefer to do.”

“Arman, too,” Ren admitted. “Whether we can get everyone else to agree with us, that’s the question.”

They reached the gate to the house and Takahiro lifted a hand, pausing Ren. “One last question before we go inside. Does anyone here know of your marriage?”

Ren shook his head, upset with his own answer but realistic enough to accept it. “Only you and Chiyuki-neesan. We won’t advertise it, but we won’t deny it. That’s our stance.”

“Probably for the best. Not everyone will be tolerant of the two of you, and why invite trouble when you don’t need to? Fortunately, everyone here is used to the two of you sharing the same tent or room, so they won’t find it odd if you continue the pattern.” Takahiro clapped a hand to Ren’s shoulder, face drawn up into a sad smile. “I’m sorry for your sakes you can’t celebrate this openly, but whatever you may think of the rest of the family, Ren, understand that we really are happy for you.”

“Thank you, Taka-nii.” Ren shrugged the mood off, determined to enjoy family while he had them. “Let’s go in before our respective spouses come looking for us.”
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They had an amazingly fun dinner, in which Ren snuck the baby small bites of cake while his parents’ heads were turned, making them buddies very quickly. They all stayed up late talking, well past the witching hour, then finally turned in when heads started bobbing.

Chiyuki made sure two futons were pulled out and laid side by side for them, with Robert in the next room. Ren changed into the yukata that was traditional sleepwear in Shiirei, although Arman opted for a pair of loose pants. Then again, it was hard to find a yukata that would fit a man his size. They went straight to bed but not to sleep. Or at least, Ren couldn’t immediately fall asleep. Takahiro’s questions and concerns kept rolling about in his mind, tangling with each other.

In the dark stillness of the house, Arman’s steady breathing sounded almost loud. It reminded him strongly of the days when they were still in war. Perhaps memory played into his restlessness a little, as Ren felt he should gird himself for battle, even though there was nothing here to fight.

Arman rolled to his side and reached out, putting a warm hand on Ren’s shoulder. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

“I don’t know,” Ren confessed tiredly. “My mind refuses to rest.”

“You’re worried.”

“A little. Alright, a lot. When the emperor sent word to Aart for help, I don’t think he anticipated getting us. Not the married version of us. You know his councilors are not going to accept our marriage—they might well raise a stink over it—and if it gets to that point, we’ll be forced to leave. And that’s not our purpose here. But at the same time, I adamantly refuse to act like I’m ashamed of you, or us.”

“My love, I think you are borrowing trouble,” Arman said. “Don’t fight a battle that hasn’t even been brought to your doorstep yet.”

“Sound advice.” Ren wished he could take it. Rolling to his side, he faced his husband, even though they could barely make anything out of the other in the dark. “I think telling them went very well, at least. Better than I expected.”

Arman made one of his all-knowing grunts, an I told you so without words.

Ren poked him, just because he was being insufferably smug. Arman chuckled softly, squirming a little backwards.

Catching his hand, Arman brought it to his lips and left a soft kiss there. “You really won’t see the rest of your family while you’re here?”

“Chiyuki-neesan and I agree it’s for the best. It’ll bring a fight to our door I have no interest in, and they don’t want me around. Chiyuki-neesan said they’ve done nothing but complain about me since I left. I don’t think showing up will do any good. I don’t really like them, anyway, just feel an obligation toward them. I’d rather spend time with the people I love.”

“Mmm,” Arman agreed. He lowered their hands to the futon, his breathing deepening.

It always amused Ren how quickly Arman could fall asleep. In a safe place like this one, he wouldn’t be alerted unless the roof fell in on his head. Ren grabbed his pillow and scooted in a little closer, enjoying the heat his husband radiated. He deliberately relaxed one muscle at a time, his mind edging toward sleep.

His last thought was a wish they could build the new fortress quickly and without trouble.
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After three days of visiting family, Ren dragged himself away and put them all on the road, heading for Akiyama. Arman found it a little strange to be back in Shiirei after six years. So many things had changed, and yet he still found parts of the landscape to be familiar. They traveled by rickshaw through the city and then by hired carriage out of it, with Ren making the arrangements as they went. Not that he and Robert couldn’t have done the same, as both of their Shiirein was up to the task, but they all found it easier for Ren to do the hiring. Arman’s Shiirein, he had been reliably informed, was somewhat stiff and formal sounding, which was a little off-putting to most native speakers.

Of course, Ren had followed up with cheeky advice that Arman should practice by speaking more, to which he’d just raised an eyebrow. That would never happen.

It took a full day on the road to reach Akiyama, the nation’s capital city, and by that point it was far too late to even consider going to the palace. Ren sent a messenger ahead to inform the emperor they had arrived and request an audience for tomorrow, then they found a respectable looking inn and checked in for the night. The inn proved to be comfortable and catered to western guests by offering real feather beds to sleep in. Arman was asleep within seconds of his head touching the pillow.

Robert rose with the sun to press their uniforms, making just enough noise in the neighboring room to rouse him from a sound sleep. Arman felt no particular desire to move just yet. Ren had tucked himself in against his chest at some point in the night, as he normally did. His husband was very cuddly by nature. Arman certainly didn’t mind, but he often woke up hot, his natural warmth and Ren’s combined too much. Pushing the covers down to his waist helped some, and he lingered there, letting Ren sleep a little longer. Arman knew Ren loved his family and thoroughly enjoyed spending time with them, but it also strained him in some ways, as he felt there were certain things he couldn’t share. After three days of editing himself, the stress had gotten to him, and Arman thanked the gods they’d had a good reason to leave at that point. Perhaps before, Ren wouldn’t have struggled so much, but he now had the liberating experience of saying whatever he wished in Aart to compare to. Having that freedom had opened his eyes to how difficult Shiirein culture was.

Not for the first time, Arman congratulated himself for taking Ren from this country. And if the emperor even suggested Ren should stay, Arman would not be responsible for his actions.

Stirring a little, Ren pressed a kiss against his collarbone, murmuring sleepily, “Are you gearing up for a fight already?”

He’d tensed enough to wake Ren. Castigating himself a little, Arman forcefully relaxed his body. “Maybe.”

“Which part? The you-will-build-the-fortress-this-way fight or the you-can’t-have-my-Ren fight?”

Snorting, Arman answered honestly, “The latter.”

“Why are you and Chiyuki-neesan so convinced the emperor will offer me a position here, anyway? The man relieved me of duty after the war.”

“Because he now has the finances to retain his army and realized recently he’d lost all of his experts,” Arman answered bluntly, stroking a palm down Ren’s back. “Lost so many he has to borrow help from another country, no less. Of course he’s going to reconsider and attempt to win you back.”

“Well, I grant you that, but he’s also going to realize that by trying to keep me, he’ll risk upsetting King Gerhard. You can’t borrow something from someone and then just not give it back. That’s bad form.”

Also true. Arman considered this for a moment. “Is that why you’re not worried?”

“That’s why. To be honest, the only thing I’m worried about is fitting back into my old uniform. I realize it’s the only formal thing I have to wear for something like this, but I’ve gained quite a bit of weight since I last wore it.”

Arman didn’t consider this to be a bad thing. Ren had been emaciated when they first met. Even a general hadn’t been able to eat well in the war-ravaged country. He’d put on healthy weight and muscle in Aart, no longer looking so painfully thin. “Robert altered it for you.”

“He better have pulled off a miracle, then. Because when I tried it on at home, I couldn’t do one fastening.” Ren shifted, pressing his hips up against Arman’s in a slow, deliberate movement that sparked Arman’s arousal instantly. “Why are we talking and not taking advantage of this wonderful bed and privacy we’ve been handed?”

Excellent question. He rolled, putting Ren beneath him, and leaned in for a thorough kiss. Ren immediately parted his lips and invited Arman’s tongue to come in and tangle with his, their breaths mingling in a hot rush.

He kept expecting to grow accustomed to this at some point, having Ren as a lover, but he never seemed to get there. Ren certainly became more familiar to him, and he’d learned where and how the man liked to be touched best, but being able to have him skin to skin was a heady rush, even now.

The only regret Arman had in this world was that it’d taken him so long to realize his own feelings. He could have had Ren like this years ago if he had just understood his heart better.

A hand reached into his pants to fondle him, and he broke the kiss on a groan, instinctively shifting to give Ren better access. He wasn’t the only one who had learned how best to please, and Ren was using every bit of knowledge with lethal effect.

Against the door came a tentative knock. “Master Arman? Master Ren?”

Both men froze and pinned the door with glares hot enough to burst it into flames.

Robert couldn’t see them, of course, but he must have sensed their anger, as he sounded apologetic. “A message just arrived from the palace. Your audience with the emperor is in two hours.”

“Dammit, that means we have to leave in a half hour,” Ren growled, removing his hand. “It takes an hour just to get to the gates.”

As Ren had done that trek many times in the past, Arman didn’t doubt he had it timed to the second. Arman informed his dick it had to calm down, which irritated him immensely, but there was no help for it. Resigned to not having his wicked way this morning with his very sexy husband, Arman rolled out of bed and called out, “We’re up.”

“Of course, Master Arman.” Robert hurried away from the door, no doubt glad to escape.

“When we start actually building the fortress, I will insist we have our own apartment, or a room at an inn, something,” Ren grumbled, irritated as he clambered from the bed. “I refuse to be celibate with you lying right next to me.”

Arman shared his opinion wholeheartedly. “You think they won’t?”

“I think they’ll very kindly try to put us in separate rooms at the very least,” Ren said, reaching for a comb from the washstand and working it through his hair from bottom to top. “We’ll either have to dance around it or be blunt with them.”

“Be blunt,” Arman advised, maneuvering around him in order to shave.

Pausing, Ren looked at him askance. “Do you really think that’s a good idea or are you just weary with the conversation before it even starts?”

He paused while lathering his jaw to meet Ren’s eyes in the looking glass. “We have an opportunity here to help men and women like us in Shiirei. To blaze a path for them. Shouldn’t we take it?”

Ren’s expression softened into a broad smile, and he placed a kiss on his non-lathered cheek. “Sometimes, I’m so proud of you I don’t know how to handle the emotion. Yes, we absolutely should do that. Just promise me something?”

“Don’t bash their heads together?” Arman guessed dryly, resuming his lathering.

“No, feel free,” Ren encouraged with a gamine grin. “But leave the idiots alive. Dead men don’t learn.”

He couldn’t disagree, although Arman felt keeping his temper in check the next several months really would be a challenge. Ren might be used to blatant intolerance, but he wasn’t, which was a mixed blessing. Ren would let a certain number of snide remarks slide because he was accustomed to doing so. Arman wouldn’t. He hadn’t tolerated it well seven years ago, and he wouldn’t do so now. He felt Shiirei needed to be given a good shaking, and he felt perfectly willing to take on the job.

Another knock at the door, and this time Ren opened it to admit Robert inside. “Robert, how confident are you my uniform will fit?”

“Confident,” Robert responded, taking the uniform hanging over his right arm and passing it to Ren. Despite it being this early in the morning, the batman was fully dressed, with every greying hair combed in place. He looked especially sharp in the official dress uniform, the black obscuring the slight paunch around his middle. Robert wasn’t plain, wasn’t handsome, his looks too nondescript to be either, but he did clean up well in uniform. “I had the old one taken apart for a pattern and another made to your current size.”

“So, no way to get the old one altered to fit, eh?” Ren responded, taking it. “It looks like a perfect replica.”

“As it should. And I’m just as glad the old one no longer fits, Master Ren. You were a skeleton with skin back in those days.” Robert did not sound pleased, and a brief flash of aggravation crossed his face. “Although I tried to fatten you up as much as I could. Master Arman, here’s yours. I’ll leave it on the bed. The fortress plans I have rolled up and waiting for you in the next room along with your identification passes.”

“Thank you, Robert,” Arman responded carefully as he passed the razor near his lower lip.

“We’ll be ready in a minute; hire a rickshaw for us?” Ren requested, going back to tying his hair up.

“No need, a palace carriage is waiting for you downstairs,” Robert assured them. “I’ll fetch you hot tea and dango for breakfast.”

“That sounds good, thank you.” After Robert left, Ren observed, “I think Emperor Nakamura is anxious to see us. I never got a carriage back in the old days.”

“Which tells me there’s trouble, more than we know of.” Arman frowned at his reflection. He didn’t want more to worry about. They had quite enough already.

Ren shrugged out of his sleep clothes and pulled the black uniform pants on, fastening them without any issue. “Perfect fit. As expected of Robert. Darling, are you absolutely certain you want me to present the fortress’s plans? You’re more of an expert on this thing than I am.”

It always pleased him enormously when Ren addressed him that way. He didn’t dare shake his head with a razor near his Adam’s apple, so he hummed in agreement.

“Alright, if you’re sure.”

They both quickly dressed in their uniforms, which took Arman back to the past for a moment. His Ren always looked sharp in the black-on-black uniform of Shiirei. His own uniform of dark green with black pants looked colorful in comparison, although Ren had assured him on multiple occasions it flattered him. Arman suspected his husband just liked a man in uniform but accepted the compliment anyway.

Just before they stepped out of the room, Ren lifted up to press a kiss against Arman’s mouth. “For luck.”

Feeling his nerves tighten, Arman leaned in to return it, lingering a little on soft lips. Ruefully, he whispered, “We’ll need it.”


[image: ]

The conflict had touched even Nagao Palace seven years ago as the empire struggled to wage a war it’d been ill-equipped to fight. Most of the gardens had lain fallow, half the staff diverted to help in other areas, and a wing of the palace shut down to help economize. Ren had been pained to see it every time he reported to the emperor, even though he approved of the man’s attempts to help ease the financial burdens on his people. Now, of course, the country had recovered enough that every garden was meticulously attended to. With the fountains pouring clear, sparkling water into shallow ponds and the green foliage spreading out in all directions, it looked picturesque indeed. Both wings of the palace had the noise and air of life inside them, the wooden walls gleaming with beeswax and polish. This entrance took them through the singing hallway—a pretty name for a very noisy, squeaky set of floorboards. It was a relic of the old days when spies were constantly infiltrating the palace. The loud, squeaking floors made it absolutely impossible for anyone to sneak inside. Ren was glad to pass through that section and into the palace interior, with its smooth tile floors and open windows. They had to go through several connecting buildings to reach the right area, and it was a labyrinth to navigate. Ren passed several staff members as they walked down the multiple hallways and into the formal receiving room.

He’d barely cleared the doorway when a familiar face came into view. “General Sho. General Brahms. We’ve been expecting you.”

“Ono-san,” Ren greeted with some surprise. “It has been a long time.”

The man had been serving as head chamberlain since the founding of the empire. Ren would swear to this, as Ono had been here since living memory, even if he didn’t really seem to age. He still had thick hair, if completely white, his body movements a trifle stiff but not arthritically so. He looked impeccably dressed as always in a dark kimono, and Ono put his arms to his sides to give them a bow of welcome.

“Indeed, it has,” Ono agreed with a slight smile. “I am pleased to see you so energetic looking.”

“I can say the same for you, Ono-san.” Ren leaned in a little to ask covertly, “I am surprised to be summoned so quickly; I barely sent the notice in last night. Has something happened?”

“The situation is troublesome at the moment, but the emperor fears a dreadful turn if we don’t hurry,” Ono confided with a grimace. “I will let him speak with you more on the matter. For now, follow me. I will announce you.”

Both men fell into step just behind Ono, following like ducklings after their mother. The place hadn’t changed much, the wood still dark and gleaming, with thick beams overhead and painted screens forming the walls. Someone had apparently touched up the artwork on the ceiling recently, as he smelled fresh paint. They walked past multiple renditions of artistic mountains, landscapes, and cranes in flight.

As they walked, Ren tried to remember everything about court etiquette in Shiirei, as there were some radical differences from Aart. He thought he remembered most of them, and of course Arman would be given some allowances because he was a foreigner, but—oh damn. He’d almost forgotten. Leaning into Arman’s side, he whispered, “Do you remember that the emperor has to ask you to raise your head three times before you’re allowed to do so?”

Arman’s brows twitched, and he looked sideways at Ren. “Ah.”

“Yeah, I forgot too, until just now.” Ren would much rather remember such a thing now, of course, but it made him wonder what else he’d forgotten. The thought made him paranoid.

He had no time to ponder it or ask Ono for a refresher course, as they’d reached the Emperor’s Formal Court Room. Ren noted their destination with some relief. The Throne Room required even more formal behavior, which he did not feel up to. Still, the Formal Court Room meant others would be in attendance and that this was a formal greeting before they actually got down to business.

The guard stationed outside the door saluted sharply before turning and sliding open the painted screen door, ushering all three men inside. The emperor sat on a raised dais, the wide wooden chair filled with silk cushions, the empress on his left, and four other men Ren recognized standing in front of him. They were all in formal silks, naturally, but not the highest level of kimono dress with all its accessories, which only strengthened his impression this was nothing more than a formal greeting before the actual meeting. This wasn’t a show to impress anyone.

“General Sho Renjimantoro and General Arman Brahms request audience with our esteemed emperor and empress,” Ono announced in grand, rolling tones.

“We request they enter,” Emperor Nakamura formally responded.

Ren strode three steps inside, then folded himself down and into a formal bow, his hands forming a triangle and his forehead just touching the floor. He could hear and feel Arman settling into the same bow next to him, not as smoothly, but then he hardly ever did this. Ren had spent far too much of his twenties in this position.

“We welcome you, General Sho, General Brahms, and wish for you to lift your heads,” Emperor Nakamura said at his most formal tone.

Ren’s muscles tensed, but he didn’t move. One.

“Please, lift your heads.”

Two.

“You honor us. Please rise.”

Three. Phew. Ren shifted back up to his feet and only then dared to face the dais. “I am relieved to see you in good health, Emperor-sama, Empress-sama.”

“And you, our general, are so much more handsome than before,” Empress Sera greeted him. She’d aged well, her black hair elaborately done up in a bun on the top of her head, with several golden hairpins keeping it in place, the kimono of dark blues and whites flattering her figure. She’d given her husband two children, but one couldn’t tell it by looking at her. In contrast, the emperor looked to have aged a decade, no longer appearing to be in his early forties. Grey touched the dark hair at his temples, and lines of stress had carved their way around his mouth and eyes. Empress Sera turned her smile on Arman, tone warm. “General Brahms, we are thankful you came with our general, as we know you are steadfast friends, and he will certainly be grateful for your help on this matter.”

Ren dared a peek and internally groaned at the look on Arman’s face. No one else would likely pick it up, as the tight lines around his mouth and eyes were miniscule at best, but Ren could read him well enough. He didn’t like that the empress kept referring to Ren as a possession of the empire. Not one bit. He gave it five minutes before Arman lost his temper, and Ren tried to head it off.

“I didn’t even consider coming here without him, Empress-sama. He’s the expert at building fortresses, after all, not me.”

“We are very grateful you accepted the summons, and with such speed. I heartily regret losing you as a general and wish now I had been able to retain you. We acknowledge you have no obligation to heed our call. It pleases me you are still so invested in your home country and are willing to serve us once more. General Brahms, we are also very glad to see you, as you are indeed the expert I need here. But General Sho knows the area and the people,” Emperor Nakamura responded with a pointed look at the advisors gathered near the dais, “which was why I requested both of you from King Gerhard. His letter to me suggested he was only willing to part with you for a limited time, but he gave me no indication for how long I may have your services.”

“One year is our limit. I have my own duties in Aart, as does Arman, and we will barely be able to stay here for a year. We believe we can build the fortress in that time, as long as we have a dedicated work crew and funds for the project.”

“You will have both. But first, let us be assured you are acquainted with everyone present.”

One of the men turned, stodgy looking and middle-aged with a thinning hairline on top. Ren didn’t need the introduction, as he’d bumped heads with this particular advisor before. “General Sho and I are acquainted, Emperor-sama.”

This would not go well. Knowing both men’s personalities as he did, he predicted Arman and Tagawa would clash at some point. Ren saw no hope for it and reluctantly did the introductions. “Arman, this is Councilor Tagawa. He heads the empire’s Financial Department.”

Arman gave the man a brief bow.

“Councilor Uhara, Department of Defense,” Ren continued, gesturing to the elderly man in the same black uniform Ren himself wore. Uhara had been retired before the war and reinstated to serve as councilor. He found it interesting the man still held the position six years later.

The two men exchanged bows.

“Councilor Yanagi of the Department of Labor.” Who did not look well, not at all. The man had a fine sheen on his forehead and high spots of color in his cheeks, suggesting he had a sinus infection and fever at the very least. For his sake, Ren hoped the meeting would be short. “And Councilor Chino, Department of Transportation.”

Chino at least seemed happy to see them, but considering his department covered both land and sea, he would be most anxious to have the fortress built. Having a defenseless harbor would be a black mark on his record in the worst ways. He bowed with a slight smile to both men, his mobile face advertising his true feelings well enough. “General Brahms, General Sho, I’m relieved you came in such good time.”

“We are as well,” Arman responded. “We spent the journey designing a fortress based upon our memory of the landscape.”

“May we present it to you?” Ren offered, not that he really thought they’d get by with it this early, but he had to try. “We understand adjustments will likely need to be made, but we thought it would at least give us a starting point.”

Tagawa bristled like a stepped-on cat. “Shouldn’t you request to see the plans we’ve made first?”

Arman lifted an eyebrow an nth of a degree and stared the man down. “Why would we be interested in seeing plans the emperor has no confidence in?”

Ouch. Ren had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. His husband could be brutal sometimes.

Emperor Nakamura coughed to hide his own amusement, although his sparkling eyes gave him away. “Perhaps we should adjourn to the study so we may all gather around the table and view this proposal properly.”

Following the emperor’s lead, they left the room through a side door and moved into the adjoining room. It might be formally known as a study, but in truth very few books or scrolls could be found in it. Ren had always thought of it as more of a conference room, as it had a large table in the center with thick cushions around it on the floor and a raised dais at the front of the room for the emperor and empress.

Only when the royal couple sat comfortably did the rest of them find cushions and sit as well. Ren remained standing so he could unroll the plans and lay them on the table, close enough that the emperor had the best view of them.

He didn’t get a chance to even speak before Tagawa started in. “Forgive me, Emperor-sama, but I truly do not understand why you called for these two men. They are generals, not architects. I can spot three errors already in their plan, where they have drawn the geography of the area incorrectly.”

Ren started to pray. Mostly for patience. “Councilor, may I remind you that it has been six years since I’ve set foot on that shoreline? Of course our memory is going to be a bit fuzzy on the details. I didn’t have time to go up there and survey the area before drawing up plans.”

“Nor should he have delayed to do so,” Emperor Nakamura stated with a reproving glare at his councilor, “since I called for him to come immediately. I will excuse any minor flaws since they were both working from memory. Indeed, this is a very accurate rendering considering they haven’t been on the northern shore in six years.”

Tagawa dared to argue again. “But why call for generals and not architects? This building likely isn’t even structurally sound! They have no experience with this.”

Emperor Nakamura’s patience visibly deflated a notch. “The architects we have brought in didn’t understand what the area required. I need a defense fortress. Who better to design it than the generals forced to defend the place without adequate defenses?”

Ren had to agree that was a very valid point. He turned his own frown on Tagawa. “As I said before, I may not have the right experience to design something like this. But Arman does. He’s built a fortress from the ground up. With his own hands. We of course will consult an architect after this to make sure that it is sound. Does that address your concerns?”

Tagawa clearly wanted to keep arguing but couldn’t find a good way to do it without the emperor flattening him. He gave a very reluctant nod and sat back.

Bastard. Ren drew in a cleansing breath and settled his nerves.

“I called for an architect to be on hand for this reason.” Empress Sera indicated the quiet man who had been sitting nearby. Ren had mistaken him as one of her retainers, as he’d followed her like a faithful dog into the room, but re-evaluated the man at her introduction. “Higa-san, please look over the plans while General Sho explains them to me.”

Higa didn’t vocally respond, just bowed to her and then shifted closer to the table, settling between Uhara and Chino so he could look the plans over more carefully.

Ren was glad someone had had the foresight to bring an architect in. Clearing his throat, he began the speech he’d been rehearsing in his head for days.

“The problem with this port has always been the opening into the harbor. The area on either side of the town has high walls due to the cliffs, giving us a naturally defensive barrier, but the opening into the sea itself is wide enough that we can’t possibly put a gate on it like we would a building.”

“Why not?” Yanagi asked thoughtfully. “That’s what we’ve been thinking of doing from the beginning.”

“Too much weight,” Arman said. “The gate would be so heavy it would take hours to raise and lower it, even with a dedicated team of mules.”

“In the dead of night, an enemy ship could be right at the mouth of the harbor before anyone suspected their presence,” Ren picked up the explanation smoothly. “You wouldn’t have time to lower the gate before they sailed through.”

Uhara grunted. “Been saying that from the beginning. We had trouble with the Mongs attacking at night all the time. Bastards know no fear and specialize in night raids.”

“Especially with the lighthouse on the top of the cliff, they’d have easy means to navigate by,” Chino added in thoughtfully. “I hadn’t realized this was an issue before, but I can see the concern now. If not a gate, then what do you propose?”

“Something easier to unleash and destructive in its own right,” Ren responded, shifting the top plan up so he could reveal the second page. “A wrecking ball.”

Everyone leaned in closer to see the design. They’d drafted Robert’s hands for this, as he was the better artist of the three of them. The plan was to build walls from the top of the cliff to the base, giving them a foundation to extend a large battlement over the water. The height of the structure would let any ship through with ease but still give them the ability to attack from on top. Just inside the walls, the metal wrecking ball hung by a chain with another attached to it so they could reel it back in as necessary.

Ren let them study it for a moment before continuing. “As you can see, we wouldn’t rely just on the wrecking ball but would have large pots of oil along the top as well so we could burn enemy ships as they passed through.”

Emperor Nakamura leaned in closer, eyes narrowed as he peered at the design. “Why not rely on just the oil?”

“Ship crews are paranoid about fires breaking out,” Chino stated with a respectful bow to his emperor. “They would be quick to subdue them.”

“Which is why we can’t rely on just the fires or archers stationed on top.” Ren gave Chino a thankful nod, as that was the point he’d intended to make next.

Tagawa jumped in at this moment. “Higa-san, is the plan sufficient to do this with?”

“Not as it’s drawn—” Higa started.

Tagawa’s smirk was one of superior satisfaction, bordering a sneer. “With respect, General Sho has always been known for his valor. But his…nature…is not that of a builder. We really should let an expert handle this.”

Oh he did not. He did not just insinuate that because Ren liked men, he couldn’t do anything intellectual like plan a fortress. Ren felt his temper rise.

He noticed Arman’s eye start ticking, and his hand flexed for the sword he did not wear on his belt.

Tagawa was fortunate neither of them were armed.

Empress Sera cut in before Ren could say a word. “I believe we’ve covered this already, Councilor Tagawa. Higa-san, you were cut off mid-sentence. What were you about to say?”

Higa obviously did not like being called back into the limelight, but he bowed his head, showing his thinning hairline, and answered her directly. “Additional beams of support need to be drawn in. But I find no flaw with the mechanics of the design. I believe the length of the habor is slightly off, but it’s also easy to adjust, as it is by a small amount.”

“So the flaws you see are easily rectified? Good. I am pleased by this. Please continue, General Sho. I believe you were mid-thought.”

Ren had no idea why he was so staunchly under the Empress’s good side, but he apparently was. He’d take the support and run with it. “Thank you, Empress-sama. We designed the fortress this way on purpose, putting as much thought into offense as defense. The Brahms family loves to say a good fortress has at least three means of defense ready at all times. An excellent fortress has three defenses that can be offensive as well. With archers on top, oil ready to burn ships, and the wrecking ball, we have the means to not only repel the enemy but to destroy the ships before they can fully breach the harbor.”

“They are quite correct.” Uhara studied the plans for a long second before giving the emperor a bow. “Emperor-sama, this design is very well thought out. I can find no flaw with it.”

“High praise indeed,” Emperor Nakamura responded, head cocked in surprise. “I never thought to hear you say so about any plan, as you’ve found fault with every other presented to me. Councilor Yanagi, what is your opinion?”

“The structure will not be easy to build, especially as they have extended the top of it to either side along the cliff and tied it to the lighthouse.” Yanagi frowned, maneuvering about so he could see the plans from a different angle than upside down and sideways. “And am I reading this right? You plan to dig into the ground at least five feet deep for the foundation? Isn’t that excessive?”

“Have to,” Arman disagreed, reaching over to trace the top of their sketched-in landscape. “Too much variation in height along the cliffs. To keep the fortress level on top, it’s easier to start at the same height on the base. Sturdier, too.”

“Why not just build along the top and use more stone to even things out?” Tagawa objected. “Wouldn’t that be faster and cheaper in labor?”

“Perhaps,” Uhara agreed slowly, “but I’m inclined to believe it really would be stronger if we had a deep foundation. And certainly, you want the top to be even as much as possible. Trying to adjust by adding in stairs or different levels would slow down the response time of the guards and encourage accidental tripping.”

Ren thanked the gods Uhara saw the obvious and had pointed it out to the rest. Information went over better if another expressed the same opinion.

“Precisely what we want to avoid.”

Tagawa wasn’t about to let this rest and turned to the architect again. “Higa-san?”

“The deeper the foundation, the better it is,” Higa-san said without looking up. He was busy making notes and calculations on his own paper, visibly itching to correct the flaws in the plan in front of him.

Tagawa frowned at him, miffed he wasn’t getting at least one person in his corner.

Ren decided to ignore him and focus on Yanagi, who was still frowning at the plans. “Councilor Yanagi, perhaps a five-foot foundation seems excessive to you, but I consulted with my—” no, say it, don’t stutter “—my father-in-law before leaving, and he assured me that if you don’t dig down at least five feet in cold climates, then the foundation will warp over time and develop cracks. I’d prefer that not to happen. Let’s build it right the first time and not repeat this process.”

“Oh!” Empress Sera put her hands together with a happy smile. “I didn’t realize you were married, General Sho. Congratulations.”

Everyone else at the table blinked at Ren in surprise, no doubt taken aback by the idea of him married. Of course, to them, the idea of him marrying a man would never cross their minds. Tagawa in particular seemed unable to wrap his mind around this. He looked like a gaping fish, which amused Ren immensely.

Ren gave her a bow. “Thank you, Empress-sama. It’s a very recent thing, actually. We held the wedding ceremony roughly two weeks ago.”

She blinked, did the math in her head, and gave him a sympathetic smile. “Do you mean to suggest you were married shortly before your journey here? Your willingness to serve this country touches us deeply, General. Your wife must be pining for you, to be separated so quickly after uniting.”

“Not at all,” Arman answered blandly, “since his husband came with him.”

Completely not what Ren had planned to say next. Apparently, Arman had hit the end of his patience. Giving him an exasperated look, Ren muttered in Aartan, “Really?”

Arman shrugged innocently, expression completely unapologetic.

Everyone in the room stared at them with dropped jaws. Tagawa especially was in danger of losing his eyes, as they threatened to pop right out of his head. Uhara recovered first, although he still had a flush to his cheeks suggesting either embarrassment or indignation. Empress Sera looked unaccountably pleased.

Clearing his throat, Tagawa stated in a hard voice, “You make your inclinations obvious, General Sho.”

“Brahms,” Arman corrected in the same tone. “He took on my name. I realize the people in this country have severe prejudices about this sort of relationship, but we in Aart do not share them. We were married with King Gerhard’s and Queen Eloise’s blessing. We don’t ask for yours as well, just that you accept it.”

Emperor Nakamura straightened in his chair, studying both men silently for a moment before asking neutrally, “So Gerhard knew you were married before sending you here?”

“He did,” Ren confirmed, forcing his spine to stay straight. Growing up in this country had instilled certain reflexes in him, to deny or hide, but Arman was right. If there was to be any hope of change in this country, it had to start somewhere, and Ren was in the perfect position to force that change. Or at least start it.

Was he nervous? Hell, yes. This was just as nerve-wracking as facing his family, only with the added twist of danger. If these people decided they didn’t like his marriage, they could very well choose to throw him in a dungeon. It wouldn’t be the smart response on their part. But nobility wasn’t always known to behave in rational ways.

Two slim hands clapped together, the sound loud in the silence, taking them all by surprise. In unison, everyone turned to its source. Empress Sera had a smile on her face that looked proud but also slightly vindictive. “I am proud of you, General Sh—Brahms. You have always struck me as a man of courage, and I feel privileged to see that courage in full display today.”

Emperor Nakamura regarded his wife with a pole-axed expression. He clearly did not understand her opinion on this at all.

She stared back at him with a slight smile, eyebrows arched in challenge. “One of our own has succeeded in finding happiness against all odds. Not only that, but he did so by marrying a respected general from our most honorable ally, which gives honor to us in return. Is this not cause for celebration?”

Never in his life had Ren been so tempted to kiss a woman. He couldn’t help but beam at her. Of all the reactions he’d expected today, hers had not been one of them.

Perhaps Emperor Nakamura’s political sense came into play. Or perhaps he sensed if he said otherwise, his wife would tear a strip off his hide. Either way, he schooled his expression into one of polite interest. “You make an excellent point, dearest. Forgive my surprise, I hadn’t thought such a union possible.”

“It is not forbidden in Aart,” Arman responded, much calmer this time, no longer sounding ready to start a fight. “But then, we have no prejudices one way or another. I recognize Shiirei does not share our opinion, but I refuse to ignore my own husband while in this country, Emperor Nakamura. Will this be an issue?”

“No,” Empress Sera assured him, her word accompanied by a pointed look at every man in the room, including her husband. “We are not so crass as to call you for aid and then dismiss you because you honorably married our own general.”

And that neatly put everyone in their place. Ren really wanted to kiss her, and made note to send her some sort of formal letter of thanks after this meeting ended.

“I do wish you had sent word ahead,” she added with a charming pout. “I have nothing prepared in the way of a gift.”

“Your acceptance is gift enough,” Ren assured her and meant every word. “We do apologize for catching you off guard like this. We barely had time to respond to your request, much less explain our situation in detail. It was ill-mannered of us, I suppose, but we put the priority of Shiirei’s safety above everything else.”

“As you should have,” Emperor Nakamura responded, recovering his composure. “No apology is necessary. Indeed, a marriage is always a happy thing. Although I’m now confused on how to address you, as you’re both General Brahms.”

“Respectfully, Emperor-sama, I am no longer a general. I was honorably discharged after the war, remember?” Ren reminded him with a lopsided smile. “Perhaps my name alone will suffice?”

“Brahms-san is how I will address you, then,” the emperor declared, relieved. “Let us get back on topic. I am inclined to favor the plans you’ve presented to us, especially as Councilor Uhara sees no flaws in it. Are there any objections?”

Not everyone could just shift topics. Tagawa especially seemed to struggle, his eyes returning again and again to the two Brahms with a faint look of disgust on his face. Ren finally tired of it and caught the man’s gaze, staring at him in challenge. It flustered him enough that he looked resolutely away toward the table and refused to lift his head again.

“Emperor-sama, I have the feeling you are ready to accept this plan here and now.” Yanagi gestured to it with one hand. “But I do feel that we have other plans we should consider more carefully. Ones properly drawn up by an architect, that we know are sound.”

“I have evaluated those other plans for two years,” Emperor Nakamura replied with forced patience. “No one could agree on them. We could bring them in, and nitpick over them again, and waste even more valuable time.”

“But to just accept these, when they’re not designed by an expert, is perhaps unwise. I know that you tire of the argument—”

“I am deathly tired of the argument. Almost every member of this table saw something they liked in this plan. You cannot claim that was the case with anything else presented.”

Yanagi grimaced. He clearly couldn’t.

But Tagawa wasn’t done arguing, as his head shot back up. “I do not feel comfortable accepting a plan from these two. I know why you called them, but I fear this project will fall completely apart because of their inexperience managing it.”

Emperor Nakamura eyed him sideways, a hint of mischief in his expression. “Shall we settle this the old-fashioned way, then? Let might of arms settle the debate.”

Arman immediately cracked his neck to either side, unfolding himself enough to stand. He was clearly all too delighted to take Tagawa on.

Tagawa, for his part, strangely looked unnerved by this idea and immediately shook his head. “That is not at all necessary!”

Ren had to bite his lip to keep from laughing as he tugged Arman back down. Really, his husband was incorrigible.

“Pity,” Emperor Nakamura said to the room in general. “I know that General Brahms is a formidable fighter in his own right. He would have made short work of the argument. I think, truly, that the person who can tell us how viable this plan is has not spoken much. Higa-san, I see you’ve made many notations on this plan. What is your opinion?”

Higa really didn’t like the attention. But he gamely answered, even if his eyes never left the paper in front of him. “This is a very viable plan, Emperor-sama. It does need some refining, and I’ve made notes on where, but I see no flaw in the overall design. It will take more building materials than any other plan presented to you. But I think for it to be a proper fortress, it will take the thick walls they have drawn out here.”

“So your professional recommendation is to build it.”

“I would like to restructure a few points, but yes.”

“Excellent.” Emperor Nakamura nodded once in satisfaction. “Then I accept this plan. Councilor Yanagi, draw up an estimate of how much material it will take to build this. Work closely with Councilor Tagawa and Councilor Chino to confirm budget and the costs of transporting both labor and building materials to the site. I want a report on your progress in three days.”

“Of course, Emperor-sama,” Yanagi agreed immediately.

“Emperor-sama,” Arman requested, words carefully spoken, “I would like to go ahead to the harbor with Ren and study the site more carefully. We need to survey the area ourselves.”

Emperor Nakamura grunted thoughtfully. “You’re wise to think ahead. I grant you permission to leave. I believe arrangements have been made for you, so speak with Councilor Chino before you go.”

“Thank you, we will do so,” Arman answered with a respectful half-bow.

“Please build this with all speed,” Emperor Nakamura added, the lines of his face falling into worried creases. “We’ve received multiple reports in the past three months stating the Mongs have recovered enough financially to rebuild their navy. They are even now constructing new ships. I do not want my harbors defenseless when they take to the sea again. Winter is only two months away; we don’t have much time to get this started. We had a very hot summer this year, so I hope for a mild winter, allowing you to continue to build. But we cannot assume such. Work with haste.”

And that explained the sudden push to get this done. Ren swore, “We will do our best to build it as quickly as we can. May we request additional troops to protect the area while we work?”

“Granted,” Emperor Nakamura said decisively. “Councilor Uhara, please dispatch two extra squadrons to the area to be stationed there until the fortress is complete.”

“Understood, Emperor-sama.”

“Then this meeting is dismissed.” Emperor Nakamura stood, signaling for them all to do the same, although he gestured for both Ren and Arman to approach the dais. The rest of the men noted this but filed out of the room. Ren laid odds they’d be whispering to each other as soon as they were safely out of hearing.

Not knowing what to expect, Ren obeyed the silent summons and carefully kept a foot between him and the dais. Arman stood at his side, close enough for their shoulders to brush. Empress Sera stayed as well, that unholy gleam of delight still playing across her face. Ren had the strangest feeling that by showing up as he had, he’d proven a point for her. Or perhaps won a bet.

“I am grateful to Gerhard for sending you so quickly to me,” Emperor Nakamura informed them. “I wish to prepare a gift to send him in thanks but have limited ideas on what would be appropriate.”

Ren knew exactly how to answer this. “Emperor-sama, I introduced King Gerhard to sake some years ago, and he’s grown very fond of it. Perhaps a select few bottles would be appropriate? He’d certainly appreciate them.”

Emperor Nakamura’s mouth curled a little at the corners. “He appreciates good sake? I find this charming. Thank you, Brahms-san, I will follow your suggestion. I wish to impress upon you that I do not want delays with this project—as I am sure you do not—and that you are to contact me immediately if you need anything. Report problems especially with all due haste.”

“We will do so,” Arman guaranteed.

“Excellent. I wish you safe journey.” He gave them a more satisfied smile before sweeping out.

Empress Sera did not follow him but lifted a hand to stay both men. “I, too, wish to give a gift, but one of congratulations. I’ve long harbored the suspicion you were dear to each other in more ways than one, and I’m delighted to be proven correct. What do you wish for?”

“Truly, your acceptance is gift enough,” Ren demurred.

Frustrated, she turned to Arman. “My former general is too modest, I think. You know him best, is there something he wishes for?”

“There is,” Arman admitted without the slightest hesitation.

Empress Sera turned back to Ren with an expectant look and not much patience.

Ren knew what he wanted to say, but did he dare? He and Arman had talked this morning of being trailblazers for change, and he saw the opportunity now as one he’d likely never get a second chance at. Still…gods, this was nerve-wracking. He’d much prefer fighting in a battle than standing here now.

But who else would prompt reform if he didn’t in this moment?

At the very least, he had to ask. For everyone like him, who would never get this opportunity. For all those who needed it as he so desperately had. For their sakes, he had to ask. He glanced at Arman and received a go-ahead jerk of the chin, encouraging him.

With a deep breath, he faced her.

“Change. I wish for change above all else, Empress-sama.”

She blinked, head canting to the side in confusion. “Change in what regard?”

Here went nothing. “Empress-sama, there is so much in this country that prohibits. People like me, they’re resigned to certain careers, certain occupations. They’re restricted to things that might not suit them. If not for the war, I’d never have been allowed to join the military. It was only the desperate situation Shiirei was in that allowed it.”

Her eyes narrowed, expression perturbed as that sank in.

Seeing that he’d struck a point with her, he continued, becoming more impassioned. “How many others have we lost? How many potential soldiers, engineers, doctors, have been denied their intelligence and talents because of who they desire? It doesn’t even make sense, this prejudice. My desire to kiss my husband and be intimate with him has no bearing on my abilities—it never has, so why punish me for it? And yet I had to leave this country to have the freedom to pursue a full life. You’re short on manpower right now, you have been for years. But how many are denied the right to help or serve their country because of this deep, entrenched prejudice?”

Empress Sera watched him, eyes flicking to Arman, her expression troubled. “I’m afraid to ask that very question. I believe the answer will be ‘too many.’”

“Change, Empress-sama,” Ren pleaded with her. “This country needs change above all. I had no idea how blissful it is to be married until I exchanged vows. It’s a fantasy in Shiirei to be able to do so, which breaks my heart. Marriage and careers, those two things will give people hope as nothing else will. It will breathe new life into this country. Can you alter the law so everyone can have these basic rights?”

Empress Sera rocked back a little on her heels, stunned by the request, and she didn’t speak for several seconds. Then that shrewd expression came back on her face. “Is that truly what you want? Nothing else?”

“I think that alone is too much to ask for,” Ren admitted honestly. “I feel this request is pressing my luck considerably. Still, will you grant it?”

She pondered it for another moment, studying both men, then nodded decisively. “I will do my best to push such a change through. If I approach my husband well, and suggest it as part of his thanks to Gerhard, I believe I can manage it. But answer me one question, if you will. Did you leave Shiirei because you could not marry in this country?”

“Honestly, no, I never expected to be married there, either. Marriage was a complete fantasy to me.”

“Even now?” Arman asked, half-teasing.

Ren looked up at the amazing man at his side, a man who wouldn’t allow anyone to deny their love and vows for each other, not even an emperor. He couldn’t control his expression or voice as he answered huskily, “Always.”

The look in Arman’s eyes reminded him of the day they’d married, a silent and intense display of feeling he rarely displayed in public.

Empress Sera let out a soft breath, a gentle smile on her face. “Seeing the two of you, the thought comes to me that love should not be punished. Rest assured, Renjimantoro-san, I will grant your wish. It might not be immediate, but I will press forward until it is legal for same sex couples to marry in Shiirei. I will certainly make sure all career paths are open. That must change first and foremost, as you’re correct, we’re too short on manpower for that nonsense.”

Trying to bring his emotions and face back under control, he gave her a deep bow. “Thank you, Empress-sama.”

“Thank you,” she returned, smile widening, “for still considering Shiirei’s safety and happiness your priority even now. I regret losing you to Aart above all else, but I cannot feel angry about it when I see your obvious joy. Go with my blessings, General Brahms, Renjimantoro-san. I will advise you when I’ve won the battle.”

“We wish you luck and fortitude,” Arman responded with the content expression he wore when all was right in the world. “Thank you, Empress-sama.”
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Traveling with Ren was never boring. He was in high spirits after their conversation with Empress Sera. He bounced about, talking a mile a minute, pulling pranks and teasing Arman at every turn. Seeing him so alive and exuberant delighted Arman. And he shared the sentiment. He was happy Ren’s request had been so well received. But for Ren, this was more personal, and it was reflected in the man’s infectious joy.

Shiirei could never claim to be a large country, but it took longer to cross than Aart because of all the rolling hills, mountains, and curving roads. What he could cross on a straight path in a day took three because of the many, many, twisting roads and highways. The air was lush here, warm and filled with the scent of spices, and most of the roads were lined with thick foliage on either side. During the war, these roads had been a nightmare to navigate, as the foliage offered perfect cover for ambushers. Even now, years later, Arman couldn’t quite shake the feeling enemies might lurk around every bend.

It made for a tense trip, although fortunately they didn’t try to ride all the way to the north coast. They headed back for the port, then caught a ship and sailed around, shaving off three days. It took two days to reach Mizuno Harbor, which Arman had been reliably informed meant ‘of water.’ A very straightforward name.

Arman hoped it meant their task here would be straightforward as well.

He scanned the area as they sailed past the cliff walls guarding either side of the harbor. A tall lighthouse made of light grey stone sat on the top right side, although no light shone from the enclosed glass, not at this time of the day. The harbor itself ran deep—so deep the water edged toward a dark navy instead of the lighter blue-green Arman normally saw near the coastline. The town had been here longer than recorded history, and its age was reflected in the different buildings. The oldest sat right near the docks, in good repair but with a helter-skelter look, as if they’d been expanded on many times over the years. The area above had been carved into the slope, each level with its own street and rows of houses, businesses, and government buildings. It went up nearly three dozen levels, the newest construction at the very top. Arman had spent thirteen months of his life here with Ren, defending it from the Mongs, and it hadn’t been in very good shape then due to the war. It relieved him to see most of the town had recovered. At least, it had been rebuilt.

He couldn’t speak for the people themselves.

The ship came in and docked, a gangplank thrown out, and they clattered down it gratefully. Ren paused on the dock itself to ask Robert, “Can you gather all the luggage and wait here? I’ll send a runner with instructions of where to go. I know there’s arranged lodgings for us here, we just have to find them.”

“Of course, sir,” Robert assured him. After so many years of following Arman about, he was used to hurrying up and waiting.

“Thanks, Robert.” Ren took off in a quick stride, his manner alert and ready as he headed for the town proper.

Arman knew that look. Ren fully anticipated an argument of some sort and was already mentally girded for it. He hoped Ren would be wrong on this one point, that they wouldn’t have to fight to share the same room, but odds were stacked against him. In wartime, with space at a premium, no one had argued. Whispered, suspected, yes. Argued, no. But they weren’t at war anymore. Arman was a special guest from Aart, and that would demand a certain level of accommodations. The Shiirein people highly prized hospitality. They might not take a refusal well.

Ren stopped someone and politely asked for directions, found that the harbor master’s office had indeed changed locations, and went up three levels and around the curve of the harbor until he found the right place. The sliding paper door was open to catch the sea breeze. A blue cloth hung over the top of the doorway, and Ren lifted a hand to brush it aside as he passed through. Arman did the same, ducking his head a little to make sure he cleared it properly.

Shiirein doorways and his head met far too often.

As Ren entered, he called out in the traditional greeting, “Excuse the intrusion.”

Being a formal office, Arman didn’t worry about taking off his boots at the entrance, but he did pause until someone came to escort them properly inside. The office had only two desks to either side of the door, shelves along the back row to hold all their files, then a large table in the very back with a map of the harbor. A chalk board on the back wall listed out ships, dates, and something else Arman couldn’t quite make out from this angle. Of course, he was sorely out of practice reading Shiirein script, which didn’t help. It smelled strongly of sea and paper in here, a strange mix, but not unpleasant.

A man with peppered hair drawn back in a knot came forward, one hand tucked into the opposite sleeve, wearing the traditional dark kimono and geta. He regarded them with open puzzlement before his dark eyes widened in realization. “General Sho, General Brahms. It’s been a long time. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

“Mura-san,” Ren greeted with a polite bow, a sincere smile on his face. “It has been a long time. We’ve come to help with your new fortress.”

“Yes, I’d received word from the emperor himself that you’d come. You made good time. I actually expected you tomorrow. Come, sit, have tea with me.”

One absolutely could not leave without drinking at least a cup of tea. Arman had learned that lesson the hard way. He didn’t try to hurry the matter along, just followed the man to a table and arranged his legs off to the side instead of trying to squash them underneath. His knees and Shiirein tables also met far too often.

Mura gestured for one of his clerks to fetch them tea, then settled across the table from them. He’d aged since Arman saw him last, the lines around his eyes and mouth deepening, but he’d gained some weight as well and no longer looked so skeletal. When he smiled at them, true happiness reflected in the expression. “I am very glad you are here. Now, perhaps, some good progress will be made.”

“It will be done in a year,” Ren promised him. “I will strangle anyone who thwarts me. We can’t stay longer than a year.”

Thin brows creased in a brief, puzzled frown. “You’ve not returned to us, General Sho?”

“Brahms,” Ren corrected him gently. “I’m Brahms now. And no, Mura-san, I’ve no intention of coming back to Shiirei permanently. Aart is home to me now. I’m here on loan from King Gerhard.”

“Brahms?” Mura repeated in considerable confusion. His eyes darted to Arman, then back to Ren, not sure if he should ask or not.

Arman decided to cut to the chase. They had every reason to tell Mura the full truth, and he’d always struck Arman as a more tolerant man than some. Likely, being a port master had something to do with it, as he was constantly exposed to foreigners and their strange customs. He phrased the words in his mind carefully before saying them. “I married him, Mura-san. He took my name.”

If Mura had not already been sitting, he would have hit the floor. Even then, he nearly keeled over sideways. Strangled noises came out of his throat, words and breath fighting for dominance.

Ren leaned in a little toward Arman’s side and whispered in Aartan, “I think you like shocking people; that’s why you keep saying it.”

Not able to deny it, Arman just shrugged. It was amusing, he had to admit.

The clerk arrived with the tea in three earthen cups, and Mura grabbed his and chugged it straight down, no doubt burning his tongue in the process. Only then did he regain control of himself. Somewhat. He still looked bug-eyed.

“Do you need a minute?” Ren inquired sympathetically, a wealth of understanding in his voice.

Shaking his head, Mura finally found his voice again. “You startled me. I’d not heard a word about this.”

“It’s not common knowledge,” Ren allowed, still speaking gently, trying not to alarm Mura any further. “We told the emperor and empress ourselves right before coming here. They were just as startled.”

Although they had hidden their surprise better. Politicians of their caliber had more practice in it.

Mura pulled himself together, squaring his shoulders, chin lifting. “Thank you for telling me. And congratulations.”

Ren’s expression cleared a little, his tension settling. “Thank you, Mura-san.”

“Thank you,” Arman echoed. “Mura-san, you’ll understand if we wish to share rooms while we’re here.”

That had not been a question, and Mura clearly caught it, as he hastily nodded. “Of course, of course. I booked three rooms for you at our best ryokan, side by side. I can just cancel one of the reservations.”

“We have a man with our luggage waiting at the docks…” Ren informed him, trailing off suggestively.

“I’ll send Naito immediately to escort him. One moment, please.” Mura popped up from the table, heading for one of his clerks. He seemed glad to escape for a moment.

Ren picked up his untouched tea and took a sip, then hummed approval. “I’ve missed good green tea. Mura-san’s taking this rather well, all things considered. I think we’ll very quickly discover who will be fine with us and who won’t be in the first few weeks.”

“Likely so,” Arman agreed. Those who did have a problem would be promptly sent elsewhere. They didn’t have the time or luxury for dramatics.
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They took the opportunity to settle in that evening, knowing well they likely wouldn’t be able to do so later, and ate a good dinner. Just to tweak Ren’s nose, Arman tried to order shirachi soup and got quite the eyeroll from his husband.

Mura’s arranged room proved quite luxurious, considering they were in a port city. They were in a ryokan, a traditional Shiirein inn that stood two stories tall with large rooms divided up by paper screens and dark wood walls. Their set of rooms opened out into a courtyard garden. The traditional tatami mats on the floor looked new, and someone had already spread out two futons side by side, their covers turned down invitingly. Arman stepped through the room for a better look at the garden, noting the koi pond in the corner and the trees shaped to within an inch of their lives. Every blade of grass stayed in proper place. Shiirein gardens were always very cultivated and soothing to look at.

“Looks like they have enclosed baths but also an open bath option toward the end of this hallway,” Ren noted, reading the welcoming sign displayed near the door. “A bath sounds divine right about now.”

Three days of washing out of a bucket with a cloth did not properly compensate for an actual tub. And one of the things Arman loved most about Shiirei was their open-air baths. “Let’s go now.”

Nodding agreement, Ren only paused long enough to unbuckle his sword and leave it on the low table before leading the way out. Arman followed suit, as they had no reason to be constantly armed.

They passed Robert in the hallway as he oversaw the last of their trunks being brought in.

“Going for a bath,” Ren informed him.

Robert waved them on. “I’ll likely do the same shortly.”

A ryokan’s hallways didn’t offer much in the way of lighting. Built of nothing but dark wood, it felt dim and eerie, and the humid air leading out of the baths didn’t really help the atmosphere. Ren, used to it, didn’t think anything unnatural about his surroundings. Arman kept expecting a ghost to pop out from somewhere.

He’d been in ryokans before, so he expected one bathing room for the women and one for the men. And certainly, the two larger doors were marked for women or men, but Ren didn’t aim for the men’s baths, instead choosing a smaller door further along the hallway. He stepped inside only long enough to pick up a wooden placard and hang it on a nail next to the door.

Occupied.

Arman had never seen this arrangement before, but the sign could only mean one thing. “Private bath?”

Ren gave him a lecherous waggle of the brows. “Problem?”

A familiar tug of arousal pulled at the base of his groin. He knew that expression well after six months. It usually led to something very fun. “No.”

“Didn’t think so.” Ren went in, his hair tie coming loose as he moved. The silky fall of his dark hair swung around his hips, shimmering a little in the mellow lighting.

Wetting dry lips, Arman followed after and made sure to slide the door firmly shut behind him.

As expected of a private bath, only two cubby holes were offered to put dirty clothes and shoes in, with two more cubby holes above offering clean towels, a small basket of soaps, and a dry yukata to change into afterward. Knowing the routine very well, Arman did not try to go directly for the large, square pool of steaming water ahead of them. Instead, he grabbed towel and soaps before retreating to the showers along the opposite wall. Sitting on a stool, he washed up, including a very thorough washing of his hair. He rinsed twice, feeling infinitely better with clean skin, and only then went for the pool.

Ren had beat him there by a few seconds, sinking into the hot water with an open sigh, choosing one of the stone benches to settle on. Arman came to sit next to him, the water blissful as it slid over his skin. With a sigh of his own, he settled, the water coming up high enough to lap over his nipples.

“Bliss,” Ren groaned, leaning his head back against the edge of the pool. “Darling, seriously, can I please have an onsen?”

“As a wedding present?” Arman considered the notion and had to admit it certainly held appeal. “For both of us.”

“So you’re on board with this plan? Excellent. Although we’ll have to figure out where to put it.” Ren pondered for a moment, the tension easing out of his body in noticeable waves as the heat did its job. “I’m sure I can convince someone, somewhere, to let me build one. It’d do wonders for your father’s knees. Maybe we can build one in Brahms Fortress.”

“Have to figure out how the heating works,” Arman mentioned idly. He knew most of the onsens were built on natural hot springs, but not all of them. Certainly any onsen in this city wasn’t natural. Not that he was aware of, anyway. “But I’m sure they’ll let you.”

“They probably will. Cold climate, hot bath available, it’ll be too irresistible.” Ren gave it another moment, just relaxing and enjoying, then asked, “Want inside me?”

Gods yes. Arman hadn’t been able to touch him in days due to the cramped quarters of the ship, and it had been like an itch under his skin. He hadn’t thought himself a particularly passionate person until he married Ren. He’d often gone months, sometimes a full year, without seeking any companionship. Something about being married to this man unlocked doors he hadn’t realized existed. Arman immediately leaned over and caught Ren’s bottom lip between his, enjoying the huff of startled laughter against his mouth. He loved taking Ren by surprise.

Ren immediately kissed him back, lips kneading against his own, bringing tongue and teeth into play as the exchange grew heated. Arman put a hand on his thigh, encouraging him up and over, and Ren went with the flow so he straddled Arman.

“Love the feeling of you between my thighs,” Ren sighed against his mouth, hands playing with the nape of Arman’s neck. “Do you want to—”

Anticipating the question, Arman reached around to place one finger firmly against Ren’s puckered hole, half-smiling as Ren choked off in a groan. He slowly pressed in up to a knuckle, eyes sharp on Ren’s face, searching for any hint of pain. They’d never had a large enough tub to explore bathing with each other, so he had no idea if the water alone would suffice as a lubricant.

“I’m alright,” Ren said between pants, eyes falling to half-mast. “More.”

Not for the first time, Arman blessed how vocal Ren was in lovemaking. Well, Ren was always vocal, but he was good at communicating what worked and what didn’t, and Arman never had to guess. Trusting Ren to speak up if something hurt, he went about the very pleasurable business of stretching his husband.

Ren rocked into the motion in a small thrust of his hips, leaning into Arman’s chest so that his cock rubbed up against Arman’s belly. Arman could feel it harden slowly, his own rising steadily to the occasion as Ren’s skin slid enticingly against him. His body started to overheat between their passions building and the hot water, sweat dewing on his temples, but Arman didn’t care. He just vaguely prayed they didn’t overheat and black out as he focused once more on his fingers inside Ren.

Three fingers barely breached him when Ren demanded hoarsely, “In me. Now.”

Arman felt rather the same way about it. He encouraged Ren up, as they couldn’t stay in the bath like this. They’d overheat quickly if they tried. He got out on the edge, grabbing body oil from the basket nearby before relaxing back on the smooth stone tile.

Ren accepted the oil, slicking Arman up before he slid down again. Ren’s head dropped to his chest, and he sighed as Arman breached him, using Arman’s shoulders to balance as he came down. When his buttocks hit Arman’s thighs, Arman shifted his grip to Ren’s waist and then gave them both a minute to settle.

Ren still didn’t show the slightest hint of pain, and he grinned wickedly, dark eyes glittering with pleasure and humor, before lifting up and starting a quick rhythm. Arman groaned at the sensation. With the heat of the steam all around them, he felt even more sensitive than usual. Ren felt sublime, gripping his cock in the most exquisite way.

He wouldn’t last long at this rate. Arman grasped Ren’s cock with a firm hand, his wet skin making it easy for his hand to slide along that hot shaft, tugging and thumbing the head, bringing Ren closer and closer to the edge. Ren shuddered, biting his bottom lip as his eyes slid completely shut. His hips slammed down more urgently, picking up the pace. Bracing his own feet against the tiled floor, Arman thrust up to meet Ren, angling, looking for the spot that made Ren writhe.

Increasing his own pressure and speed, he drove his lover closer to climax, trying to bring them both to the pinnacle together. Arman felt it like a punch to the gut as his own orgasm ripped through him, and he shuddered as he let the release hit him, the pleasure of it almost borderline painful. Ah, too long. They’d really waited too long since doing this last. Why was this bloody country so difficult?

Ren let out a sharp gasp of delight as he came, then he collapsed, letting Arman support him as he caught his breath. Arman felt a certain lassitude slip over him, and he was perfectly content to lay there a while. It took another moment before Ren found the strength to move, pulling free. Arman took the small towel draped over the basket and cleaned them both up, but was in no hurry to return to the water just yet. The tile felt cool against his heated skin, and he liked Ren cuddled in against his side like this.

Arman turned his head, he poised a question of Ren’s preference for tomorrow, but it died when he saw Ren’s expression. A mixture of regret, pride, and love crossed over Ren’s face in quick succession. “What?”

“Thank you,” Ren whispered, reaching up to stroke Arman’s jaw with gentle fingers. “I know it’s difficult for you in this country. I know sometimes you just want to bash people’s heads together. Thank you for coming with me, despite all of that.”

Leaning in, he kissed him chastely, lips lingering. Silly man. Where else would Arman be? “I love you.”

“I know,” Ren responded warmly. “I love you too. Arman? How is it that whenever I say that, I feel like you’re kicking yourself?”

“I am,” Arman grumbled sourly. “If I’d just realized what it would be like…”

“You’re regretting almost seven years lost?” Ren snorted a laugh, eyes going crescent shaped under the force of his smile. “Aww, that’s sweet.”

No, it was aggravating. It still killed Arman a little that he could have had Ren like this for years if he’d only realized.

Men could be such idiots.
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After a quick breakfast the next morning, they went to their new worksite. Ren used that term very loosely, as basically nothing had been done except gather workers with shovels. Well, they’d cleared away the old fortress, the one that had burned, so nothing but traces of the foundation remained. Progress of a sort, but not enough. Even the materials necessary to build with weren’t ordered yet, as Arman and Ren needed to do a thorough survey and make any adjustments to their plans before placing the order. They wouldn’t even break ground today.

Some kind of word must have been sent ahead, as two men stood waiting for them at the lighthouse’s square base. From the black-on-black uniform, Ren assumed the taller of the two to be the harbor’s head of security. After one look at the man, Ren judged they’d have trouble. He looked the type to search for new ways to be offended. Well, perhaps Ren was judging him too hastily. It could be the nose, three times the right size to fit his angular face, that gave him the impression of being stuck-up. Or the narrow, dark eyes, barely more than slits in the morning sunlight.

The man next to him looked refreshingly open-minded in comparison, with a mellow expression on his round features, hair thinning on top, dressed in workmen’s clothes of brown kimono and slate grey hakama tied around his waist, the extra layer no doubt a protection against the brisk sea wind. He gave them a shallow bow as they approached, smiling to show crooked teeth a little yellow with age. “Warden-sama, General Brahms, I am Abe, the foreman.”

Ren blinked at hearing himself addressed so—he hadn’t expected immediate respect—but his cultural upbringing saved him, and he automatically responded, “I am in your care, Abe-san. May we work well in the future.”

“This is Captain Sato,” Abe introduced helpfully with a gesture to his companion.

Sato gave a curt inclination of the head and carefully directed his gaze in between them.

Ren sometimes hated when first impressions played out to be correct. Nevertheless, he tried to stay polite. “Captain Sato, I am in your care.”

Abe side-eyed his silent companion before saying, “We received word you have a plan for the building and wish to survey the area today. I thought it best we both be on hand for questions.”

“You are kind, we appreciate it.” Ren could personally do without the irritated captain, but needs must. “You’ve heard we wish to incorporate the battlements into the lighthouse?”

Blinking, Abe shook his head. Even Sato finally looked at him, mildly surprised.

“No? Have you heard anything about our plans? Well, let’s review them first here; tell me if there’s anything we missed. Arman and I drew these from memory so we’re not at all positive they’re accurate. We want to make any adjustments on paper now, rather than with brick and mortar later.”

Arman strode to a nearby wooden table and spread out the plans, holding down the corners of one side to keep it flat. Ren took up the opposite side with a spread palm and allowed the men to take a good look. Abe and Sato bent to do just that, side by side, staring at it long and hard.

They asked questions, much the same as the first group Ren had pitched this idea to. Sato clearly wanted to find some fault and felt frustrated when he couldn’t. Abe traced a finger along the foundations in the plans and noted, “If you truly wish to go down that deep—and I agree it’s best, it will keep the ground from upheaving during the bad winters, displacing the foundation—then we best get it done in the next two months. You want to use a lime mortar for this. A sand mortar will crumble and flake as soon as the ground’s moisture seeps into it.”

A fact Ren had not known. Arman didn’t seem surprised by the information, though, which meant his husband had. “Lime mortar it is, then. Why in the next two months?”

“Timing,” Arman answered, his eyes thoughtful on Abe. “Has to be a certain heat for mortar to set properly. If we put mortar into a ground foundation, it’s colder in the earth, doesn’t get as much heat, takes longer to set.”

Abe regarded Arman with the same thoughtful consideration, as if he hadn’t expected a general to know anything about foundations. “That is so. If we want to have the battlements in place before the winter cold hits, then the foundation must be done in two months.”

“Otherwise there’s no hope of the walls going up in time,” Ren concluded as he saw the obvious. “Then we best not lose any time. Abe-san, do you see anything that needs adjustments?”

Proving not to be a useless official, Abe pointed immediately to the two cliff walls bracketing the harbor. “We’ve had some displacement here. The ground’s loose. We’ll need to fortify the area before we can build on it. Also, you suggest two beams to support the bridge between the cliffs, but in fact, four would be better. There’s too much weight if we put cannons, oil drums, and people on it as well. It will strain the structure over time.”

That sounded reasonable to Ren. He glanced at Arman, caught his husband’s shrug of agreement, and pulled a drafting pencil from his coat pocket to line in the changes. “Anything else?”

“No, that’s all I can see,” Abe admitted. “But perhaps we should walk the land today to see if we spy a potential problem?”

“That was our intention.” Ren extended an arm toward the east and the choppy sea. “Will you walk with us, Abe-san?”

“Of course. Captain Sato, will your duties permit you to accompany us?” Abe asked in a somewhat curious manner. To Ren’s court-trained ear, it sounded like he’d phrased this to give Sato the perfect excuse to leave.

Sato took it. “I’m afraid not. General-sama, Warden-sama, I will take my leave.” With a short bow to them, he sharply turned on his heel and left.

Ren let out a covert sigh as the man stalked off. He just knew they were going to have trouble out of that one. He’d had fairly easy sailing since arriving in Shiirei, better than he expected, so it figured his luck would run out sooner rather than later.

“My apologies for Captain Sato.” Abe’s amiable features screwed up into a grimace. “We received an updated report from Mura-san last night that you’d arrived, and he mentioned your marriage and change in name, Warden-sama. Captain Sato is of…a very conservative and traditional family. I’m afraid he didn’t take that news well.”

Abe had a natural charm, such that even as he said such blunt things, Ren didn’t take any offense. He stole a glance at Arman and found his husband glaring after Sato. “I see. You seem comfortable with it, however.”

Abe gave a neutral lift of the shoulders. “Quite frankly, I’d welcome a devil itself if it meant getting the battlements properly built. We were all glad to hear that you were coming, Warden-sama, as we knew you’d oversee the construction properly. My opinion on that hasn’t changed.”

What a practical reaction. Ren felt more amused than anything. “In truth, I’m not the expert on building things. Arman is, which is half the reason he’s here.”

Abe’s eyes darted between the two men, weighing, analyzing. He might look like a favored uncle on the outside, but a sharp mind worked at high speeds. “Is that so. You have experience with fortifications, General-sama?”

“My family has run a fortress on Aart’s northern border for generations,” Arman answered. “I oversaw a new fortress built on the northwestern border the past two years.”

“He knows what he’s doing better than me,” Ren concluded cheerfully. “You’ll be working with both of us, Abe-san, but we’ll be splitting duties. Arman will oversee the construction itself, and I will handle the logistics of supplies and workmen along with you. The emperor has decreed we are to immediately report to him for any necessary materials or if there are any problems.”

The look on Abe’s face said ‘better you than me.’ “Thank you for the clarification. I will keep that in mind. For now, let us walk the land.”
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It took four hours for them to walk the full length of the cliffs, stopping and making notations on the plans as they went. Ren felt a little burned after that long in the sun, grateful he’d worn his sensible boots instead of the new ones, as they weren’t broken in enough to withstand such a hike. All those rolling hills and ridges looked picturesque, but they were brutal to tramp over.

Sitting down to a late lunch on the wharf’s front, Ren called out an order for shrimp and rice, then drained a glass of water before pouring another. The small restaurant offered tables right at the edge of the docks so people could cool their feet off in the water as they ate. Ren had chosen it partially for that reason, partially because the tables had umbrellas over them, offering shade. Arman sat sideways at the table, his feet for once not tucked up but dangling off the dock’s edge as he stared out over the water.

Ren knew that look. Arman was thinking something, mulling it over and over. Trying to draw him out, he mentioned, “Good thing we decided we’d dig down five feet for the foundation. All that soil up there is not suited for building something on top of. Too loose and sandy for it.”

“Hm,” Arman absently agreed.

Right, so that hadn’t been it. Keeping to the Aartan language, Ren leaned in on the table and asked, “What, darling?”

Not even pretending to misunderstand him, Arman turned, revealing a troubled furrow between his brows. “I’m worried.”

“Yes, I caught that,” Ren responded patiently. Sometimes it took Arman a while to work out how to express what was in his thoughts. “What about? What’s going through that handsome head of yours?”

Caught by the compliment, Arman preened a little. “I’m handsome?”

“I married you, didn’t I?” Ren shot back, teasing. “What, you think I’d accept an ugly husband? Don’t be distracted, what are you worrying about?”

Reminded, he sighed and looked toward the sea again. “First time I was in this country, I was struck by it. Now, it’s worse. Or maybe it’s not worse. Maybe I’m more sensitive to it.”

Clearly, Ren had not asked the right question. He tried again. “What’s worse?”

Arman opened his mouth, paused, frown deepening as he struggled. Ren waited him out, recognizing the signs. It took a few seconds before Arman blew out a frustrated breath and just went with what he had. “The culture here is too narrow. Your people don’t know how to accept anything different.”

Cocking his head, Ren studied his husband’s profile. This couldn’t only be about Sato’s reaction this morning. Arman wouldn’t put that much stock in one man’s opinion. This had been building for a while. Ren just couldn’t see the foundation. “I’m not following you, love. I know they’re a bit set in their ways in some respects—”

He cut him off with a small shake of the head. “Not that. I saw this during the war. Your people were polite to us foreigners, but they couldn’t accept us. Couldn’t really speak to us. They didn’t know how to work with us. Our cultures were too different, I thought. Now, I’m not so sure.”

Caught flat-footed, Ren stared at him, not at all sure he heard him right. “Your army and mine had no trouble working with each other.”

“Because of you.” Arman gave him a crooked smile. “You weren’t the first general they tried to pair me up with.”

Ren’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “Say what?!”

“It was only for a week.” Arman reminisced with a sour expression, like he’d bitten into a rotten lemon. “But they sent me off with General Hashimoto.”

Hashimoto. The general on the edge of retirement, known to be a stick in the mud even among the military, who put more importance on manners than anything? That Hashimoto? Ren could imagine what that initial meeting must have been like, with Hashimoto weighing every word and gesture out of Arman, and Arman barely conversant enough to exchange greetings. An involuntary shudder raced down his spine. Gods, that would have been a disaster. “I take it Hashimoto threw a fit.”

“And sent me back to the capital,” Arman agreed darkly. “Then they asked me to go north with you. I’d heard a few rumors you were strange, but they kept using a word to describe you I didn’t know. Well, didn’t know then.”

Ren grimaced. Yes, he knew exactly what word Arman meant.

“I thought it would be just as bad. But you were friendly. You tried to speak with me in my own language. You were the first to do it.” Arman’s eyes warmed, his affection clear. “Your men watched you, saw how you reacted, and followed your lead. We were more welcome with you than anywhere else in Shiirei.”

All of this was news to Ren. But it almost made sense why he’d never noticed any kind of problem before. He’d been used to his position of professionally accepted and socially ostracized in this country. He’d assumed Arman shared a similar fate because he was always with him. Ren hadn’t questioned it. “You’re saying you see that same problem even now?”

“They talk to you first. They always talk to you first, and they focus on you as much as possible. The ship’s crew, the ryokan staff, even Abe-san. There’s exceptions, the people I’ve met before, but…” Arman trailed off, that worried frown coming back to haunt his features. “Ren, the Mongs will come back here. You know they will, they’re desperate to conquer Shiirei.”

“I really wish I could argue you’re wrong, but you’re not.” Ren sighed.

“What happens in the next war?” Arman pressed. “When you’re not here as a general? When the leaders are new, not used to working with foreigners? I’m well known in this country. I’m not a stranger to its language, its customs. And still, they don’t know how to react to me.”

Finally, Ren saw what Arman was getting at, and he went cold with the realization. He’d often teased that if he hadn’t learned how to read Arman so well, they would have lost the war. It had been half in jest, half serious. In truth, the entire northern border of Shiirei had been theirs to hold, theirs to defend, and it had been the most crucial front in the war as the Mongs always rammed against it first. If they’d not been able to communicate, if they hadn’t been able to work together…ye gods, but Shiirei would be Mong territory even now.

If the Aartans sent another army to help aid Shiirei—and they’d have to if a war happened in the next twenty years; Shiirei didn’t have the manpower—and officers couldn’t work with them, then the country would fall within a month. Maybe less.

The thought terrified him.

And it wasn’t even just the military. If the citizens of this country couldn’t accept help from the outside and be truly supportive, then the fall would happen even faster. For every soldier in the field, it took seven people supporting him for military functions to happen. Citizen support was vital.

“I’m worried,” Arman repeated, quieter now, eyes sweeping the peaceful bay. “If they can’t properly accept foreign aid, then the battlements we build won’t help them.”

Ren reached over and grasped his hand. Arman turned it so they could link fingers, neither of them giving a fig if they were in public. Ren needed the reassurance as much as Arman because they knew painfully well what all of this meant, and it disturbed them right down to their cores.

Taking in a deep breath, Ren shoved the fear aside, striving for thought. “Darling, I don’t know how to fix this, but I do know there’s no problem without a solution. Maybe we should write home, report what we’re seeing here. Maybe we should report the problem to the empress too. We have connections, allies, friends—let’s use them. Surely, if we all put our heads together, someone will think of the solution.”

Arman’s fingers tightened on his, and finally, he smiled, the expression reaching his eyes. “Your strength is people.”

Not able to argue that, Ren admitted, “Well, yes, and I’ll happily write all of those letters, but I think it will mean more coming from us both.”

“I’ll write them as well,” Arman promised.

Now Ren really knew how badly his husband was disturbed about all of this. He was voluntarily putting words down on paper which would go to other people. If that didn’t illustrate the situation for what it was, Ren didn’t know what else could. “Arman, if it’s too hard for you to stay here—”

Arman waved away his offer before he could even fully express it. “Not leaving without you.”

“But—” Ren tried again.

“Beloved.” Arman fixed him with a firm look. “Not leaving without you.”

A part of Ren melted. Why did the man claim he was bad at words? He knew exactly what to say to Ren. “Alright. But tell me if it gets to be too much, if we need to leave.”

“I’ll be fine,” Arman promised him, a glint of something resembling mischief sparking in his eyes. “Besides, nothing’s ever solved by running away.”

Ren did not trust that look. It usually heralded pranks. “Remember, you’re not allowed to bash heads without me.”

“I’ll try charm first,” Arman denied in a pleasant tone.

“Charm,” Ren repeated and for a moment wondered if he’d lost a word in the Aartan language. Did that mean what he thought it meant? “You. Charm someone.”

“I charmed you,” Arman retorted, openly amused now.

“You do realize most people wouldn’t think being proposed to half-naked while nursing a hangover as charming, right?”

Arman pointedly wiggled the wedding ring on his left hand.

“Yes, I realize I still married you. I never claimed to be normal.” Ren rolled his eyes to the heavens in a bid for patience.

A tray of rice, shrimp tempura, miso soup, and steamed vegetables was deposited with quick efficiency on the table, rescuing the conversation before it could take any other weird turns. Ren promptly bent to eating, not sure what to think of his husband trying to be charming.

Well, if he did anything weird, hopefully people would just put it down as a culture gap.
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Arman had learned Shiirein in the war as a matter of necessity. If not for Ren, he might have lost most of what he’d learned, but he’d spent the past six years using it whenever possible. Mostly to keep Ren from becoming too homesick because it always made him smile to converse in his mother tongue. Now Arman blessed his habit profusely because it meant he had seven years of speaking this language under his belt and people could understand him.

Or at least, he thought so right up until the first day of work.

As any builder could tell you, one of the most crucial parts of a build was the foundation. If you messed up, it was very hard to correct it without tearing the rest of the building out and starting over. Arman was intent on making sure the foundation was set in correctly on the first try. They didn’t have time to redo anything.

A full crew of thirty-six men armed with shovels and wheelbarrows attacked the coastline and began digging the foundation. He tried to generally stay out of the men’s hair. Arman found three different places he could sit and watch the work, overseeing things. But he had to get closer to get a better view and measure things.

Stepping in close where the work crew faithfully dug into the slightly rocky soil, he asked the nearest man, “Have you measured it? It’s twelve feet wide?”

The man startled badly and immediately ducked into a bow but didn’t answer.

Oh gods, not this again. Arman sighed, then tried addressing someone else. “Has it been measured?”

“We’ll measure it, General-sama,” the man answered in a quiet voice.

Arman gave up. “Thank you.”

He retreated back to his spot under the tree and wished Ren was nearby. The hole they dug didn’t look twelve feet wide to him, a little short of that. If the men wouldn’t speak directly to him, he might have to go fetch Ren soon and have him intercede.

Although, if this was how they were going to react to him, then Arman was in for a very long year.

He watched them measure it, their heads shaking, and someone pointing further out. Wooden stakes were grabbed and pounded into the ground as markers, two men measuring as they went to make sure the width stayed consistent. Arman settled back, satisfied. At least they’d corrected the problem themselves.

One of the workers grabbed a runner and pointed him up to Arman with instructions. The runner did not live up to his occupational title—he did not run up to Arman but very reluctantly walked. When he finally did arrive, ten years later, he gave Arman a bow and then focused on his own shoes, clearly wishing to be anywhere else.

Try as Arman might, he couldn’t understand what the child said. It was so quickly spoken in such a thick dialect, all he caught was ‘fixed’ and ‘work.’ Despite that, Arman tried giving the child a smile. “Thanks.”

With another quick bow—this one looking relieved—the runner promptly spun around and sprinted off.

Even the runners weren’t comfortable with him. Arman sighed.

A very, very long year.
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The work went apace. Arman kept moving between the three spots, keeping a sharp eye on the work and only interceding when he absolutely had to. Following him from one location to another were a dozen runners, all of them between the ages of nine and thirteen; young, scrappy boys who could put marathon runners to shame. Most of them seemed intimidated by him, although Arman couldn’t put a finger on why. It could be anything between his foreign looks to his size, so much larger than the average Shiirein man.

He didn’t know the cause. He just saw the result, and the result wasn’t good.

Speaking of. Yet another new one. Arman sighed as he watched the boy run up the hill, intent on finding and delivering his message to the scary general perched under the tree like a demented crow. Every time someone was forced to deliver a message, it was always a different messenger. Arman never saw the same runner twice, and considering they only had a dozen runners, and it had been three days, that was saying something.

Sometimes—often, in fact—Arman wished he had his husband’s charm. Ren could smile and put the world at ease. He’d watched Ren bend people to his will with nothing more than a smile and a kind word. Arman would feel envious if he wasn’t convinced his husband had been born under a lucky star.

He wasn’t about to try and emulate it. It would likely scare whatever poor victim he chose right into an early grave.

But he had to try something, Arman was aware of that. The adults might be a lost cause—no one here was comfortable with him—but the kids were still impressionable and easily bribed. Hence why he had a bag of candy on him this morning. And if that didn’t work…well, he’d ask Ren for ideas.

Either way, he’d know shortly. The runner had an impressive set of legs and was making quick time, even up this hill. He was a too-skinny boy, on the short side, with his hair tied into a traditional topknot at the crown of his head. A worn kimono of an indiscriminate color reached to his knees.

As with every other child, the runner slowed and eyed Arman like he may possibly be the monster who ate bad children. Arman tried to appear non-threatening.

Judging from the boy’s expression, he failed rather spectacularly.

Right, plan B. He held the bag of candy up enticingly. “Would you like one?”

The boy’s dark eyes zeroed in on the bag, and he licked his lips. “Can I?”

“Of course. Anyone who runs a message to me gets candy.” Come on, come on, bite. Arman really didn’t have a backup plan if this failed.

The child inched closer and timidly stuck a hand in, sneaking out a round, hard candy.

Lure successful! Arman tried not to openly gloat. He made an inquiring noise in the back of his throat.

Reminded of his purpose, the runner didn’t put the candy immediately in his mouth but instead rattled off…something.

Arman mentally groaned. The accent up here was thick, a dialect Arman had no prayer of deciphering. People sounded like they were half-drunk when they spoke, slurring the vowels. He’d learned what they called ‘proper,’ the standard language everyone in business used. It was the default of the army as well, and only in informal gatherings had he heard anything else.

This could well be the other reason the runners didn’t want to come to him. They couldn’t understand him, and he couldn’t understand them. But still, Arman wanted to try. If he listened hard enough, he might be able to understand more of it. “More slowly, please.”

The child cocked his head, those eyes sparking with intelligence and intuition, and then the runner repeated himself. This time, it was in proper speech and at half the speed.

“Warden-sama says to please come down, he needs to walk through something with you.”

Arman blinked. That was the clearest pronunciation he’d ever heard in this area. And bless the child for figuring out dialect and speed were the problem. Arman smiled in relief, the corners of his mouth curling up. “Thank you. I’ll come down.”

“I can run ahead of you, General-sama,” the child offered ingeniously.

Arman’s smile deepened a hair. Oh-ho, enterprising rascal, wasn’t he? But Arman liked kids with spunk. And this one seemed to have plenty if he was already more comfortable with Arman. “Do that. Have more candy.”

Pleased with himself, the child promptly reached back into the bag for another piece.

“What’s your name?” Arman wanted to make sure he could pull this runner again. He was making headway, for once, and didn’t want to lose the advantage.

“Saku,” the child promptly answered.

“I’ll call for you again, Saku-kun.”

Not at all alarmed by this, the child instead grinned outright. “Please do, General-sama.”

Operation Candy: Success.
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After that, the runners relaxed some around him. He kept candy on him at all times, which helped, and by the end of the week, at least they would approach him without fear. They weren’t comfortable, but they were willing to come and look him in the face. It did rub in the worry Arman carried around with him, though. If even the children couldn’t be easily won over, then what would they do when foreign soldiers once again had to fight on these shores? Arman sighed and rubbed at his forehead. He’d worked off and on this morning, writing out different drafts of letters in between overseeing the digging, but now that he looked at them, he didn’t know if he was expressing himself very well. How did he explain what he saw here? The potential for trouble not yet realized?

The day was a brilliant wash of blue skies, chirping birds, and a gentle sea breeze that swept over his face like a lover’s caress, but it might as well have been threatening to storm with his mood. Arman had half a mind to get up and find Ren for an early lunch, maybe let him read the drafts, as he needed a second opinion right about then.

“General-sama!”

Head lifting, he turned to see Saku racing up the hill, the child not even breathing hard. He stopped with a quick smile and a ducked bow for Arman, manner polite. Saku always spoke distinctly, which Arman appreciated. He liked the kid, a feeling reinforced every time the child ran up to him with a smile on his face. “Yes, Saku-kun?”

“General-sama,” he addressed with the air of one reciting something verbatim, “Warden-sama says, ‘Judiciary wishes to use some of those sentenced with public service to help dig foundation. He has sixteen men and women to offer as additional labor. Will you take them, or shall I?’”

“I’m not sure if we have enough shovels to go around for that,” Arman responded slowly, his eyes gravitating to the workers hacking away at the soil. The additional people would make this go by much quicker, though. Most of his diggers now were actually skilled masons who were doing everything in their power to speed the process along by doing the grunt work. Perhaps if he moved the skilled masons off to another project, freeing up their shovels?

“General-sama.” Saku waited until Arman looked up, meeting those dark, almond-shaped eyes, before the child continued seriously, “Maybe have the skilled workers start on bridging the harbor cliffs?”

Blinking, he regarded the child incredulously for a moment. He’d had exactly the same thought as Arman. “That’s a good suggestion, Saku-kun.”

The child beamed at him, a grin stretching from ear to ear. For some reason, his expression made Arman feel like he was speaking to a very young Ren. His Ren, by all accounts, had been tactically sound at a young age. Did this runner also have that kind of talent?

Putting the thought aside for now, he requested, “Tell Ren to send them to me. Then come back. I’ll need your help to reorganize everyone.”

“Yes, General-sama,” Saku agreed promptly, pleased to be included.

Digging out his bag of sweets, Arman handed the whole thing over. “Keep the bag. You definitely earned it.”

Saku took the bag reverently with both hands, licking his lips in anticipation. “Thank you very much, General-sama. I’ll be right back.”

Arman watched Saku race back down the hill, tapping a finger thoughtfully to his lower lip. He definitely needed to keep an eye on that child. If Saku proved to have the mindset for strategy and logistics, he might be able to help put the child into some sort of military school. It would be a shame to waste his brain, especially when Shiirei desperately needed people with that kind of ability.

For now, however, he had a workforce to rearrange.
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Ren looked up from his lists of supplies with the vague feeling something was amiss. He glanced at the town’s clock, and the frown deepened. Saku should have been back by now. Unless Arman had kept the kid? No, he knew Ren needed an answer. Setting the lists down, Ren started up the winding trail leading toward the base of the lighthouse, where Arman had chosen to work this morning. He got halfway when he heard sounds of fighting, although enough trees and bushes lined the trail that it blocked his view. Fissions of alarm blossomed in his chest, and he sped up to a full run. Was it the workers? No one else was really up here, so who was fighting?

In the next instant, he saw three boys scrapping, the whole thing nothing more than arms and legs and yelling of curses. He recognized every face, knew them to be the runners, and—shit, that was Saku in the middle of it. Giving as good as he got, too, as Ren couldn’t even get a word out before the kid reared a fist back and punched his attacker with considerable force. It sent the other boy flat on his back, giving Saku a little breathing room.

Even as he admired the kid’s style, he called out strongly, “Hey! Stop it.”

The boys froze, the one on his back looking comically like an upside down turtle, the one at Saku’s back—Eiji, wasn’t it?—going a little pale. Or that could be because of the painful looking split lip and blackening eye. Saku’s hair had been yanked out of its sleek topknot, the kid’s kimono torn at the collar, a bruise along his jaw, but he had definitely fared better than the other two in this fight. All around their feet, there was something small and glistening…was that candy?

In an instant, Ren deduced what must have happened. Arman favored Saku. He often snuck the kid more candy than the rest, and he must have done it again this morning. These other two got jealous, started a fight when Saku wouldn’t share the bounty. Saku looked on the verge of tears, bottom lip quivering, but he held it in even as he bowed to Ren.

Pinning the other two with a harsh look, Ren growled, “This had better not be what it looks like, boys. If Saku-kun has more candy than usual, I’m sure it’s because he earned it. Arman doesn’t play favorites without reason.”

Dead silence. Nothing to say for themselves, eh?

Saku dropped to his knees and started gathering up the pieces of candy out of the dirt, and that, that nearly broke the kid more than getting socked in the jaw. Ren took a step forward, intending to help and soothe, when Arman came quickly down the hill. He took in the situation, eyes hardening. Ren shrugged helplessly, not sure what to do in this situation. Technically, Abe was in charge of the runners; they were only nominally part of the workforce Arman and Ren commanded.

That apparently didn’t matter to Arman. He knelt next to Saku, stilling the child’s hands. “I’ll buy you more, Saku-kun.”

Saku’s eyes were bright with unshed tears as he looked up at Arman. “I’m sorry, General-sama.”

“You should not be sorry,” Arman corrected gently. He gave the other two boys what Ren called Disappointed Face. Ren had seen entire battalions of hardened soldiers flinch under Disappointed Face. The boys looked ready to wet themselves. “I give people candy who earn it. If you want more than one piece, work for it.”

Ren lifted a hand to hide his mouth, trying very hard not to show his astonishment. His usually very inexpressive husband was actively cuddling an upset child, scolding two others, and using more than five words to do it. Ren knew Arman liked Saku, but apparently ‘like’ was not the right word to use here. Well now, this was a very interesting development, although Ren didn’t quite know what to make of it. Not yet.

Looking up, Arman said in Aartan, “I’ll take Saku down. Can you take these two?”

He could read between the lines well enough. Arman would buy him a new bag of candy, likely a new kimono as well if the ripped one couldn’t be repaired, and soothe the upset child in the process. That left Ren with disciplining these two. Ren nodded, although he had every intention of following up on this tonight when the two of them didn’t have an audience. “I’ve got them.”

It took considerable willpower to not stare as Arman took Saku’s hand and walked away. He’d never seen Arman walk with a child in hand. Ever. Just how much did he like this kid? Ren set aside the thought for later and informed the two troublemakers, “You are seriously in for it. I get you were jealous, but boys? Take it from someone who knows him very, very well. If you wanted more than one piece of candy, all you had to do was ask for a way to earn it. He would have found something for you to do. I realize he looks like a fierce soldier, but he’s got a soft spot in him a furlong wide. Doing this instead, attacking someone he cares about, has not worked in your favor.”

One of the boys muttered something Ren decided, for his sake, he’d pretend not to hear. “Right, come with me. We’re going straight to Abe-san. I’ll have to tell him you can’t run messages up to Arman anymore, not until he decides to forgive you.”

The loss of any future candy hit home with them more than being taken to Abe did. Ren noted their reactions with interest. Apparently Abe didn’t know how to properly deal with mischievous children. Or he sucked at giving appropriate punishments. Ren put a hand on either child’s shoulder and marched them back down.

Ah, dammit, he still didn’t have an answer if Arman could use the extra hands or not.
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Arman knew very well he’d caught Ren’s interest with his actions. He sat cross-legged on their futons that night, waiting, knowing Ren would pepper him with questions as soon as he got in. His husband came in from the baths, hair still damp and trailing over one shoulder. Ren ignored it, coming to sit next to him, dark eyes alight with curiosity. “Saku-kun?”

“Kimono’s fixed.” Although Arman would have preferred to buy the kid another one. He hadn’t, for fear it would make the other boys jealous and put Saku into a tight spot.

“That is not at all what I’m asking, and you know it,” Ren retorted. “You’ve obviously developed a soft spot for this kid. I’ve never seen you like this before, not with a child you’re not related to.”

He didn’t always connect well with children, so Ren’s observation wasn’t without basis. Arman just didn’t know how to explain. “There’s something…” He paused, mouth fishing for words.

Ren tried to bail him out. “I know you like him partially because he’s not at all afraid of you. He’s not even intimidated.”

Gratefully, Arman nodded, confirming this. “I look at him and see a younger you.”

Blinking, Ren pointed a finger toward his own nose. “He reminds you of me?”

“In many ways.” Arman lifted a hand in a shrug. “And I like the kid.”

“Huh.” Ren pondered that for a moment, eyes roving over Arman’s face. “That’s not exactly what I expected you to say. Well, I knew you liked him, but I didn’t know the rest. What do you plan to do?”

Arman cocked his head in query. “What makes you think I have a plan?”

He got quite the look for that statement, Ren’s expression one of challenge. “Excuse me, do you not think I know who I’m married to?”

Alright, he rather deserved that. Arman didn’t like to do anything without at least a basic plan in mind. He could and did adapt plans on the fly without issue, but he liked to have at least some idea in mind of how to tackle problems. “It’s not exactly a plan…”

“Yes?” Ren encouraged, tone tilting up.

“Need more information,” Arman explained. “I’ve seen hints, but it’s not enough. I want to observe Saku a little longer.”

Ren nodded, patient. “Tell me when you’ve figured it out. I’m curious what’s caught your interest so much with this kid. And clearly, I need to be paying more attention to him.”

“Hn,” Arman agreed. That would be helpful, if Ren also evaluated Saku. It could be Arman’s perception was a bit skewed because of how Saku responded to him. Another opinion wouldn’t hurt, and Ren had good judgement.

“Change of subject,” Ren warned before pointing to the letters Arman still labored over, “but I read over your drafts, and I think you’re expressing yourself just fine. I definitely want to copy the letter you intend to send to King Gerhard, however. I want to translate it and send it to the emperor. I think it will have more impact if he’s reading it in your words instead of mine.”

Arman never thought he expressed himself that well, but Ren apparently disagreed, and he trusted his husband’s judgement in this case. “Alright, go ahead. I’ll sign it.”

As if seeing his doubt, Ren closed in and kissed him in reassurance. “It’ll work. Our letters will get their attention. They trust our judgement, they know where we’re coming from, it’ll be enough. I don’t know what the solution will be, but half of a solution is recognizing the problem, right?”

Nodding, Arman tried to dismiss the concerns weighing at him. It would do no good to carry them around and would only distract him from the things he must focus on now. “Right.”

“I’ll get the letter translated and written before we need to report to the site tomorrow,” Ren promised, lifting up to snag his comb and start working through the wet tangles of his long hair. “If we send them tomorrow, it gives us all time to write and discuss things before we have to finish the fortifications. I really hope we can get the foundation in before winter hits. It’ll take the mortar forever to dry in the ground if we don’t have the right temperatures.”

“We’ll make it,” Arman promised him. “Everyone’s determined to finish it.”

“Fortunately,” Ren observed with a quick smile. “Then again, their lives depend on it, and everyone knows the Mongs are already up to their usual tricks. Let’s just hope we can beat the snow and the Mongs.”
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After that first week of hiccups, they got the foundation dug out, and the masons started laying in the stone. Arman oversaw almost every piece laid, making sure the foundation was correct, as it would be painful to make corrections later. He conferred with his husband, the two of them quickly realizing they had underestimated how much stone this building would demand, and requested more promptly. During the course of the day, he didn’t always have a lot to do at the building site, as Abe was a very capable foreman. Ren and Arman had plenty of time to put their heads together and work on the letters to their monarchs. In a flash of genius, Ren wrote to O’ Broín as well. If anyone could understand what Arman experienced and saw in Shiirei, it would be the other general, and they wanted Bhodhsa in on this as well.

They sent all the letters off by special courier, which Arman knew from experience meant it would take a good two weeks before reaching the right people.

In the meantime, Arman had a fortification to work on. He went to his accustomed spot near the lighthouse, as today they would be setting in the support beams for the bridge. They absolutely had to be done right. Arman needed to not only oversee it but be available for questions. The weather didn’t promise to hold out fair, as thick black clouds rolled in from the west. But if they were lucky, they’d get the support beams in place before that storm hit.

“General-sama?”

Arman looked away from the design plans in his hands and down to the runner standing nearby. “Yes, Saku-kun?”

“Warden-sama says the request for more workers has been accepted, and they’ll arrive in the next few days,” the young runner relayed matter-of-factly. “More troops are on their way as well and expected in two weeks.”

“Thank you.” He dug out a piece of candy and handed it over, Saku immediately popping it into his mouth with a smile.

“General-sama, we don’t have enough men to build with?” Saku asked curiously. “Even with this many?”

“Not quite enough. And we need blacksmiths.”

Not following, Saku cocked his head. “For nails?”

“Not just for that, but for the wrecking ball.” He patted the bench he sat on, inviting the child to join him, which Saku did promptly. This wasn’t the first time he’d invited Saku to join him. After speaking with Ren that night, he’d decided to test the boy a little. He wanted to see just how intelligent and flexible the child was. So far, he’d seen a great deal of potential, but he still wanted to feel the child out a bit more.

After nearly two weeks working with Arman, Saku showed no hesitancy where the foreign general was concerned. “Here, see?”

He diligently followed Arman’s finger tracing the lines on the drawings for the main gate, the one bracketing the open harbor.

“So the ball will crash into enemy ships?” Saku double checked. “But what if there’s more than one ship?”

A sensible question. Arman explained patiently, “We’ll have a chain on the ball so that we can crank it back in. That way we can use it again.”

“But what if two ships come in at once?” Saku asked, frown tugging the corners of his mouth down. “Ships do that all the time here.”

Caught flat-footed, Arman stared at the child, then looked out and over the harbor. From here, he could clearly see most of it, and indeed, at that very moment one ship was entering while another left, both of them able to pass each other with plenty of space in between.

Dammit. He’d known something was bothering him. “That is a very good question, Saku-kun.”

“Maybe a ball on either side?” Saku suggested artlessly, tracing a finger on the diagram in illustration. “You can have one on this side too, right?”

“I don’t see why not,” Arman agreed, still mentally kicking himself. Why hadn’t someone else asked this very question before now? Had it really taken a twelve-year-old child to point out the obvious?

Perhaps not that obvious, not with multiple seasoned adults looking at these same plans and not seeing it. Arman studied the boy’s dark head for a moment. Saku’s questions and this suggestion further proved the child had a natural head for strategy. He knew how to think ahead, how to question and consider possible outcomes, and then come up with solutions. A talent not all possessed. Arman had seen it before, but this conversation confirmed it for him. He absolutely had to find a way to train this naturally talented child.

Putting the thought aside for a moment, he requested, “Can you go find Ren for me and send him up here? We need to talk about this.”

“Of course, General-sama,” Saku agreed readily, already hopping down from the bench.

Feeling like candy wasn’t enough, Arman held up a hand to stop him and dug into his pocket, pulling out a coin. “That is for asking smart questions.”

Saku took the coin with a brilliant smile and bowed. “Thank you, General-sama.”

Arman watched him sprint off, heading back down the hill, and narrowed his eyes speculatively. Now, how best to incorporate the ball on the other side so they didn’t crash into each other?

A noise in the grass brought his head up again, this time because of Robert bringing him another pitcher of cool water to drink. Arman drank quite a bit up here, due to the sun warming him up. He accepted the glass with a nod of thanks, letting the water soothe his parched throat.

Robert’s attention was not on his employer, but the child speeding down the hill. “Sir. I hesitate to say this, but sometimes when I look at Saku, I think…perhaps he’s not a boy?”

Arman understood completely what he meant. Saku’s mannerisms and style of dress were all boy, but there was something about the child’s build, the lines of the face and hands, that suggested otherwise. Arman couldn’t quite put a finger on the precise reason why he harbored such suspicions but was relieved to not be the only one. “You too?”

Giving a nod, Robert still stared after Saku’s back. “I really don’t wish to get the child in trouble if that’s the case. He might be…what’s that word Master Ren sometimes uses? The one that means a person who identifies as another gender.”

“Ah.” Arman frowned. What was that word, again? He’d heard Ren use it a few times, but it wasn’t something widely used in conversation with him, so he usually forgot it again as soon as it was said. “Maybe?”

“Either Saku is pretending to be a boy in order to be a runner—which I can hardly blame the child, the other option is not a kind one for an orphan—or he’s identifying as male. And for some reason, the adults are accepting of this. I have a hard time wrapping my brain around the latter, as I understand it’s only partially accepted in this culture.”

Arman grunted. That was his understanding as well. “Either way.”

“Either way, it bodes trouble if we let on.” Robert’s frown deepened. “And I like Saku too much to get the child in trouble. Such a hardworking, happy person should be given the choice to be whatever they wish.”

He perfectly agreed. But at the same time, Saku wasn’t just that. He tapped a finger to the plans in front of him. “Smart, too. Pointed out a mistake.”

“Ah?” Robert leaned over to look at the plans with confusion. “But I thought these were gone over by multiple experts and the foreman on site. What possible mistake could a child pick up on?”

Pointing to the ships still passing each other in the harbor, Arman succinctly said, “Two ships. Only one wrecking ball.”

Turning, Robert stared at the scene in front of them, eyes widening in understanding. “Shit. It’s so obvious, why didn’t anyone else question this?”

Arman shrugged. Hell if he knew. But Saku had seen the problem in a glance, despite being on site barely two weeks longer than he and Ren.

“Smart,” Robert said with a low whistle. “Very smart child, indeed. Is that why you’re keeping Saku close? Because of that intelligence?”

“In part.” The adults still weren’t comfortable around him, and some of them were piss poor about hiding that reaction. However, Saku blazed up to him with a smile, no hesitation. It was like a breath of fresh air, every time the child was near him. After the kid’s fight the other day, Arman had seen too that there was no one really looking out for Saku, and that hurt his heart. This was a good kid, one Arman felt attachment for, and he didn’t like the idea that Saku was completely on his own.

As if realizing what he hadn’t said, Robert tacked on with sympathy, “It will get better, sir. Seeing your interactions with Saku has already softened a few people. Just like in the war, once people get used to you, they’ll be more friendly.”

Arman just sighed. Hopefully his batman was correct.

Otherwise, Ren really would have to do all the talking for both of them.
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Arman had never found the words to admit to Ren that even at night he dreamed of him. Those dreams had tortured him at first, when he’d been stuck in that cold, godforsaken country building a fortress instead of going to Ren, as he’d wanted to do.

They’d promised him a life he wasn’t sure he could have.

A love he might have lost because he hadn’t understood his own heart.

Now, the dreams were different. They were a memory of what he had in the day with his husband, and a way to keep it all close even in the sweet darkness of slumber.

He awoke this morning in a dreamy, golden sort of haze. His body thrummed lightly with pleasure, for some reason, and he wasn’t sure if it was because the (rather vivid) dream still held him. It took a moment, slowly blinking awake, to realize the warm hands on his chest, and the kisses pressed against the column of his throat, were very real. And lovely, making him squirm and sigh.

“Oh, finally awake?” Ren teased, the words a breath on his skin, even as his hands danced lightly down Arman’s bare chest towards the juncture of his thighs.

“Mm,” Arman agreed with a sigh. A distinct hardness pressed against the small of his back. Ren had definitely woken up in a lively mood this morning. Arman felt quite keen on doing something about it.

Ren’s hand wrapped around his cock, squeezing warmly, his thumb tracing the head and sending little sparks of pleasure upwards. Arman groaned, eyes fluttering shut as he indulged himself in his lover’s touch.

It was Arman’s birthday today, he’d fully intended on waking his husband up, instigating something fun, and not the other way around. And Arman really would do at least some of what he planned but not…right this second…damn, that felt good. He groaned again in approval.

“I absolutely love seeing you like this.” Ren trailed kisses up his neck before biting playfully at his earlobe. “You’re so sweet and giving in this mood. It makes me want to take you.”

“Do it,” Arman said breathlessly. He loved being topped, and Ren enjoyed doing it. It seemed the perfect way to start the day, for both of them. They usually kept a bottle of oil around here somewhere—

He heard the stopper pull free, so Ren must have found it at some point. Arman was a little sad Ren had removed his hand, but the anticipation of what was to come made up for it. He turned a little onto his front, stretching a leg upwards to give Ren access.

When nothing happened for a few seconds, he tilted his head back to see what was delaying Ren. Only to find his husband staring at him like a man enchanted, oil spilling over his fingers.

Really? Arman knew he was attractive, and that Ren had always found him to be so. But they’d also been lovers for months, married for the entirety of it. Shouldn’t Ren be used to this sight by now? Not that it didn’t preen his ego. He prompted him, “Ren.”

“Have pity,” Ren whimpered, eyes falling shut for a second. “Darling, please, I beg you to have pity. If you display yourself like that in front of me without any warning, I might swallow my tongue. I almost did, in fact.”

“You’ve seen me naked many times,” Arman pointed out dryly.

“The day I grow immune to you, assume I’ve a foot in the grave.”

Part of the reason Arman loved being married to Ren so much was moments like these. Moments when he heard directly how much this man loved and wanted him. He was never in doubt of Ren’s feelings for him.

Arman had to turn, to catch Ren and pull him in closer. After such a sweet declaration, he had to kiss this beloved man he called husband. Ren met him halfway, the kiss ardent, passionate in a way Arman had never experienced before Ren.

In Ren’s own language, he spoke the words like a caress. “I love you.”

“Every day I love you more. And I really don’t know how that’s possible, but somehow, I wake up to the realization every morning that I love you more than yesterday.” Ren kissed him again, sweet for all its urgency. “And hearing you say that to me, it makes my soul shiver in delight.”

“Then I’ll say it more often.” Arman knew he was bad about saying it as much as he should. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel it. It was just often the feeling was so intense, so extremely heartfelt, that he couldn’t imagine framing it into words. How did people even say it on a regular basis?

“I know you’re more a show than tell person.” Ren’s oiled fingers slid down, found Arman’s opening and massaged a finger into him. “So why don’t I show this morning instead of tell?”

Arman’s back arched in delight as Ren found the magical spot that sent his nerves alight. His eyes fluttered closed so he could focus on the sensation, the burn and stretch of penetration. Ren took his time, making sure Arman was completely stretched and warmed before he even considered entering him. Arman enjoyed the prep thoroughly. Ren often indulged him by taking things slow like this.

And this was the morning for a slow, easy lovemaking. Arman was in no rush. He wanted every second of this, every touch, every caress, every sweet kiss. He wanted to bottle it all, to keep it as a treasure. At the same time, he wanted to enjoy it and live in the moment. It was a conflicting feeling.

Ren nudged him onto his back, stealing a kiss as he settled between Arman’s thighs. Arman waited until Ren had pushed his cock past that first ring of muscle before hooking his ankles behind Ren’s slender back and pulling him all the way in. Ahh, yes. That was the feeling. That moment of being filled by Ren, of being as physically connected as two people could be.

Ren braced one hand past Arman’s shoulder, leaning over him to kiss Arman before rocking back, his head arched back. “Gods above, you always feel so good. How are you?”

“Sublime.” Arman sighed the word, reaching up to tangle his fingers in the silky black hair draped over him. He loved it when Ren’s hair was loose like this. It only seemed to happen in bed, and his fingers were happy to play with it.

“You know I love having my hair played with,” Ren groaned, his pace picking up. “This is entirely unfair, I wanted to take my time with you this morning.”

“Can’t help it,” Arman answered honestly.

Ren changed angles, just a little, adjusting so he hit just the right way as he thrust in.

Arman’s entire body tremored. Pleasure arched like lightning under his skin, bursting in a haze of stars behind his eyes. His hands tightened in Ren’s hair, urging him on, harder, faster, his body craving the climax.

Ren’s eyes were pitch dark with hunger, mouth parted on his own pants. His pace picked up to something almost brutal, his own body shaking in light tremors as it sought its release. His hand came around, still slick with the oil, and found Arman’s cock. He stroked firmly in time with the thrusts, and Arman’s groin tightened and tingled as pleasure overloaded his body. He came hard with a hoarse shout, letting his climax rush over him.

Ren’s hips slammed into him as he came with a strangled groan, head thrown back in ecstasy. He relaxed against Arman with a sigh, letting his head rest on Arman’s shoulder without even trying to untangle them.

There was that sated smile Ren wore after making love. Arman loved that smile.

Really, they could stay in bed the rest of the day, right? It was his birthday, after all, he was due the day off.

Ren lifted up enough to kiss him, a slow, content pleasure. “Happy Birthday, my darling.”

“It is a very happy birthday,” Arman agreed.

Ren lifted up a little, not far, just to one elbow. He looked mussed, golden in the morning light. A sated beauty. “For your birthday, I want us to stay in bed all day and not do a single productive thing.”

“I’ve left strict orders.”

Ren blinked in surprise. “Did you really? Everyone knows we have today off?”

“They can manage without us for one day.” Arman drew him back in for a kiss.

Ren chuckled. “If there’s an emergency, I suppose they know where to find us.”

“Nn.” Arman was pleased Ren had suggested the plan, so in tune with his own, and wasn’t at all shy about taking the time to spend with him.

And if there was an emergency, the Mongs had better be invading, because Arman would not suffer anything less than that.
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As the days passed, Ren fully saw and understood Arman’s worries. Exactly five people comfortably approached his husband to talk about things not work related: himself, Robert, Abe, Port Master Mura, and Saku. Out of a workforce of nearly a hundred people, that was a very poor showing. Was it his size that put people off? Arman could make two of most men in Shiirei. No, surely it wasn’t just that. Ren couldn’t believe it was only that. Was it because he was married to Ren? Was that it? But Ren wasn’t getting the same reaction. Was it just the cultural gap? It could be, at least in part.

Ren tried to mediate, sending more people over to Arman to speak with him, giving Arman a chance to demonstrate he knew both language and culture. It failed almost every time. After numerous attempts, Ren basically gave up on this approach and instead tried to stand with Arman if a conversation needed to happen. Which wasn’t ideal, but at least it kept the work moving.

And it was indeed moving, as fast as people’s hands could move.

The base of the foundation was finished by week three, and they let everything completely set for two days before trying to lay anything on top of it.

But of course, not everything was smooth sailing.

Ren stood in front of the building supplies, feeling a tic of anger throb in his temple. What had been a hearty stack of mortar sacks, stone, and metal ingots for forging was now missing a sizeable chunk. He didn’t keep an exact tally day-to-day of what they’d used, that was more Abe’s job, but he didn’t have to keep careful track of things to know they’d been hit by thieves.

A grim, irritated feeling swelled in his chest as he turned to Abe. “How much is gone?”

“I’m still working up the tally,” Abe answered, looking just as mad as Ren. He kept rubbing at his balding head in irritation and waving the clipboard in his other hand. “The hardest hit, believe it or not, is the stone.”

Blinking, Ren looked over the metal again. “I would have thought the ingots.”

“They didn’t take as many of those—likely because of the weight—and we were ahead of delivery schedule on that. But the stone, that we’ll need soon, and it takes time to quarry and ship it here. We won’t have enough for a full foundation with just what’s left.”

Ren let his head drop back and breathed deeply.

Don’t lose your temper, don’t lose your temper, stay calm. Abe-san’s not at fault for this, anyway.

Somehow, looking at the clear blue sky overhead failed to calm him or offer any perspective. “Who would even take the building materials to begin with? And how were they so sneaky about it? We have patrols come through here, don’t we?”

Abe shook his head no. “Captain Sato will only guard the city. He says he doesn’t have enough people to cover the building site, too. They’ll be stretched too thin.”

Ren exchanged a look with his foreman, and it was clear they both called bullshit. “He really doesn’t like me and Arman.”

“Unfortunately,” Abe agreed with a long sigh. “And he isn’t a strong enough man to overcome his opinion for the greater good. This saddens me, Warden-sama. The two of you came to help, you’re trying to help, and yet people thwart you.”

“I’m not thrilled about it either.” Ren would compare it with the trials of the war, but he’d had dedicated help then. No one had really fought or argued with him. It was only the enemy’s shenanigans he’d had to put up with. “Abe-san, I don’t know what to do about this offhand. Get an exact tally of what we need to replace—and ask for extra, just in case. I’ll try to reason with Captain Sato.”

“All we can do, at the moment,” Abe agreed.

“Thank you.” With another frustrated sigh, he inclined his head toward the man and then turned, heading into the city. He’d have that word with Sato, much good it would likely do, and then go to the police station and report the theft. The police might actually get to the bottom of it.

As he walked toward the heart of the city, he spied Saku running toward him like a dervish. Seriously, the kid had far too much energy. Ren would pay good money for even half of that energy right now.

With a wave, Saku slowed his pace. “Warden-sama. Can I help you?”

Ren almost said no, then thought better of it. “Walk with me, Saku-kun. I might need you shortly.”

“Of course, Warden-sama.” Turning on his toes, he spun to put himself at Ren’s side and matched his pace without skipping a beat.

Ren, not for the first time, took notice of the child’s speed and grace. They were marks of a natural athlete, something he normally looked for in the soldiers he trained. The runners were from an orphanage, trying to make a little extra coin to help cover living expenses. It wasn’t a job that would lead into something else unless a person became their patron and paid for an apprenticeship. Ren still possessed a lingering mindset from the war of looking for potential in people, and if he was in a better situation here, he’d definitely interfere in Saku’s future. The kid’s natural talents would go to waste just as a runner.

Saku looked up at him curiously. “Abe-san told you about the thefts?”

Startled, Ren’s attention went down to him and focused. “Yes, just now. You already heard about it?”

With a shrug, Saku explained, “I was with him this morning when he found it. Word’s spread quickly. Most of the workers on site are really mad about it. They said without the fortress walls going up, what will protect them from the Mongs?”

“People really are shooting themselves in the foot by hampering our progress,” Ren agreed with a groan. “I understand the thief mentality—they think because this is a government project, we can always get more building materials in. Why not take enough for their own needs? But that very thinking might get them killed later. If we don’t get this fortress built, there will be no defenses to stand behind if the Mongs choose to invade again.”

Saku’s frown deepened. “But you didn’t have a fortress up here during the war.”

“Ah, I see your confusion. We had a wooden fortress then. It had many, many faults, but it was what we had, so it’s what we used. It burned two years ago, which is why we’re putting in something much stronger and functional this time.”

“Oh.” Saku thought about that for a second. “General-sama showed me the plans for what you’re building, but he never said why you had to build a new one.”

Parts of that sentence made absolutely no sense. In fact, all of it didn’t. Arman. Had voluntarily explained something to a child? Uh, what? “Arman showed you the plans?”

“A few times, now,” Saku confirmed with a happy grin. “The first time, we talked about the wrecking balls. I’m glad he liked my idea for two.”

“Wait, hold on Saku-kun, you’re confusing an already addled mind. Arman came back with the idea of two wrecking balls but said it wasn’t his idea. It was yours?”

“He didn’t tell you?”

“No, he didn’t say who said it, just that someone else had pointed it out.” Ren clearly should have asked more questions. “How many times have the two of you looked at those plans?”

Saku had to cock his head and think about it for a second. “Maybe three or four times? I like talking to General-sama. He always answers me and explains things I don’t understand. And he gives me candy.”

Ren kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. This had to be a joke. His husband, world-renowned for being taciturn, readily spoke with a child not blood-related to him and answered questions?

No, seriously, was this a prank?

From their first meeting, Ren had gotten a good impression of Saku. The kid had a ready smile and a good work ethic; there wasn’t anything to dislike. But clearly, he should have been paying more attention. Arman had seen something about Saku he obviously liked, enough to draw whole sentences out of the man, which said volumes all by itself.

Arman had amazing judgement when it came to people. If he decided he liked someone, that person turned out to be someone truly worth knowing. Ren made the snap judgement to pay better attention to Saku and ask his husband some very pointed questions tonight.

In fact, a little bit of a test might be in order. “Saku-kun, I’m glad you feel that way. Most people find Arman hard to approach.”

Saku gave a ready nod, as if already knowing this. “It’s ’cause he’s so big. And he doesn’t talk a lot. But General-sama is nice. I have to speak slow for him, he doesn’t always understand me the first time, but he always talks to me. You always talk to me, too.”

Bless Saku for picking up what the adults had failed to realize. The kid was a good judge of character too, apparently. “We both believe in teaching the rising generation everything we can. It helps that you ask smart questions.”

Saku grinned at him, delighted at this praise.

Ah, seriously, the kid was too cute. Ren just wanted to pinch his cheeks and feed him candy. No wonder Arman had started stocking up. “Saku-kun, I want to use your memory. I’m going to report the thefts to Captain Sato and the police. Follow me to both places, listen to everything we say, then report it back to Arman, alright?”

Saku gave him a salute. “Yes, sir.”

Ren would test later to see how much Saku retained and reported faithfully to Arman. If he found the kid was more or less accurate, then he’d definitely exert the effort to get Saku into the military. People who had natural athletic ability and could follow orders were a rare breed. And Shiirei needed all the help they could get.
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With all the running around he did, Ren didn’t actually meet back up with Arman until that night, when they were both retiring for bed. Dressed in a casual yukata, he sat on their futon and combed his hair out rhythmically, starting at the tips. As he combed, he studied his husband’s bare back with growing suspicion.

Just how much had Arman seen and not shared?

Hmm, suspicious.

“You’re staring,” Arman observed dryly.

“I am. First, a test. How much did Saku tell you about the situation?”

“Ah.” Looking up at the ceiling, Arman paused. “All of it, I think.”

Right, wrong question. Ren rephrased. “He told you about Captain Sato being an arrogant bastard and refusing to send men to patrol?”

Arman grunted agreement.

“And the police being upset and promising to send patrols out tonight?”

Another grunt.

“And Abe’s report saying we’d lost three wagons of stone and a half a cart of ingots?”

Arman’s face was sour even as he nodded.

“I was less than pleased by that myself.” In fact, Ren was itching to strangle the thieves over that one. “We’re not sure how quickly more stone can come in, either. It all has to be quarried first, after all.”

“Saku also said you explained things.”

And that was the real topic Ren wanted to get to. “Yes, darling, let’s please talk about that. If you’re showing building plans to this kid and voluntarily talking, you must see something I’ve missed.”

Arman slipped on sleep pants before answering, his face a little pensive. “Saku has all the potential to make an excellent officer.”

“Oh-ho. I wondered, with the way you’re treating the kid and from the little I’ve seen. I’ve not interacted with Saku as much as you have, but he seems to spend every chance he has with you. He said you were nice because you answered questions and gave him candy. How much should I bet that the lion’s share of the candy is going toward Saku?”

Arman shrugged, looking innocent. “A lot?”

“A lot, huh. So, should we look into fostering this kid’s education? Because I think leaving Saku as a runner would be a waste.” He’d certainly passed the test Ren set for him with high colors.

Crossing to him, Arman sat at his side, thinking hard for a long moment. “I don’t know what to do.”

Ren stopped combing long enough to look at Arman sideways. Now, what an interesting reaction. “Then we shouldn’t?”

Arman stared moodily ahead, brow furrowed in deep thought.

This might be one of those moments when Arman was too locked in his head, thinking the problem through, to give Ren enough information to help. It was best to let Arman think when this mood struck.

Ren wasn’t quite sure where this hesitation came from. Arman had just said Saku had the potential to be an excellent career officer, and Ren completely agreed. Although it was true, officers who didn’t have family connections sometimes suffered when it came to promotions. And if his patrons weren’t even in the country, it would be hard for Ren or Arman to help him if something happened. The kid was also a mite too pretty and tenderhearted, neither of which fared well in an army atmosphere.

Still…to not at least try and educate Saku felt like a waste.

Ren decided to let it be for a while. Arman would think it through and come to the right conclusion. He normally did. If he took too long, Ren could always jostle him out of it later. They needed to focus on the thefts first, anyway, because if this happened again, then they were very much in trouble.

Not able to let it completely lie, Ren offered, “Why don’t I at least ask, figure out if we can foster Saku’s education here? There might be rules or something we don’t know about. And at least that way, we can make a more informed decision.”

Arman didn’t take his suggestion as readily as he’d hoped. But he eventually nodded, jaw tight.

“And maybe we should ask Saku, too, if he even wants to go into the military or do something else. He might have his heart set on being apprenticed to some other career.”

Ah, there was a better suggestion. Arman’s face cleared up, his frown easing. “Saku should choose.”

“Alright.” That settled it, right there. Arman was very attached to this kid. Maybe Ren should find a moment or three and sneak up the hill to watch these two interact over the coming days. He really needed more intel on this whole situation.

Besides, watching his taciturn husband talk with Saku promised to be excellent entertainment.
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Ren had made a good point about asking Saku what he wanted to do. Arman meant every word about Saku being an excellent candidate for an officer, but…he had many reservations about that option. If his and Robert’s theory was correct, the child was either a girl masquerading as a boy or one who identified as a boy, and neither option would be welcome in the Shiirein military. Trying to force Saku along that path might well end up in nothing but pain and trouble.

He probably should have confided some of that to Ren, come to think of it. Passing along that information would have given him the same perspective and let him understand why Arman hesitated. Well, part of why he hesitated.

There was another part to it, too.

Arman frankly didn’t know if he trusted anyone else with Saku’s well-being.

Here the child was, working hard, and yet he didn’t look properly fed. Or clothed. The outfit Saku wore was obviously a hand-me-down cut to size, and badly at that. It didn’t fit properly on his lean frame. They were in fall, too; was his outfit even warm enough to offer protection against the cold? As mild as Shiirei’s winters were, they still dropped in temperature. The shoes were something he’d seen Saku repair three times already, the thong string snapping and being re-tied into the sole, again and again.

It bothered him on a level he couldn’t explain. Arman didn’t always understand his own emotions. Look at how long it had taken him to understand he was madly in love with Ren, as an example. This might be another time where he didn’t really understand his own heart. But it did bother him, the way Saku was basically neglected.

What twelve-year-old child was forced to fend for themselves?

Speak of the devil, here Saku came now, at full speed as always. Arman put down the plans in his hands and watched the whirling dervish tear up the hill as if the incline didn’t even exist. Sometimes, watching Saku run, Arman felt like he watched a younger Ren. His husband was naturally athletic like that, too. And no doubt Ren had observed this talent, hence why he thought of sending Saku into officer’s training.

“General-sama!” Saku greeted, looking a little worried instead of smiling in greeting. His thin, smooth soles skidded a bit on the grass as he came to a halt. “Warden-sama said to tell you he will be meeting with Captain Sato and the police. There’s been more thefts, not as bad this time. They stole hammers and shovels.”

Arman frowned. That could be worse, actually. Hard to do any work at all if they don’t have the tools. But he was glad Ren seemed on top of the situation already. Better for him to talk with everyone, anyway. People were too intimidated by Arman, still.

“General-sama, this is the third theft,” Saku continued, frown deepening. “Will you be able to build the fortress on time?”

“Not at this rate.” Which troubled Arman a great deal. It also bothered him that the police weren’t able to keep this from happening. Maybe they should station guards? Although that begged the question, from where? Their troops weren’t due to arrive for another five days. Who knew what kind of damage would happen before they could get up here and start patrols?

Arman frowned his way through offering Saku a piece of candy for the run, which Saku promptly put into his mouth.

“Does General-sama want me to send word to anyone?”

“No—” Arman changed his sentence mid-way as he spied Robert coming up the hill with his lunch in tow. “But stay and have lunch with me.”

Saku lit up in delight. “Yes, sir!”

“Robert,” Arman greeted with a tone of don’t-argue in his words. “You’ve brought enough to share with Saku-kun, haven’t you?”

Robert, bless him, instantly picked up on the cue. “I had too much rice left over from yesterday; I ended up making more fried rice than usual. Saku-kun, help me spread out a picnic blanket. We’ll get the food situated for everyone to enjoy.”

Saku sprang to help. Between the two of them, they had the blanket spread out, the four-tier lunch box unpacked, and green tea dispersed, although Arman had to drink from the main pitcher while the others used the cups. It worked out, in the end.

Saku clapped hands together in a quick bow toward the meal. “Thank you for the food.”

They had fried rice today, a selection of baked fish, steamed vegetables, and dango. Arman filled their bowls with rice first, leaving him the bento box to eat out of, which again, he didn’t mind. As he ate, he made sure Saku wasn’t being polite in his portions and was taking enough for himself. The kid seemed intent on inhaling every scrap of food off his plate.

Another sign he wasn’t eating enough regularly.

Arman caught the frown before it could show on his face, as he didn’t want Saku to think he was angry with him. But this lack of care irked him considerably.

Saku caught his stare and promptly picked up a fried carrot before putting it on top of Arman’s rice. “Eat, General-sama, don’t think.”

Caught off-balance, Arman couldn’t think of a response. Saku had just…his eyes went to the carrot sitting on his rice.

To this day, he could hear Ren’s voice from so many years ago explain, When you see someone put food in another’s bowl, it’s a gesture of affection. Usually done between family, or lovers, or spouses. It means the person really likes the other.

Ren had fed him off and on for years, just like this. And now this child had.

Arman’s heart abruptly melted.

He may have been confused on the matter before, unsure why he hesitated to make any decision for Saku, but now he knew.

He liked Saku far too much to casually hand the child’s future off to another. Frankly, the idea of not seeing Saku again hurt his heart. And the child must have felt the same way about it, as Saku was eating and smiling at him. He’d fed Arman; that said volumes.

Arman ate his carrot. And then, testing the water, returned the favor by putting a bit of fish on Saku’s bowl.

Saku’s expression was everything, a wealth of information all by itself. A blush stained high on his cheeks even as he beamed with absolute joy.

“Thank you, General-sama.”

“I like you too, Saku-kun,” he told him, unable to keep those words hidden. What he didn’t say was and there is no way in hell I’m leaving you here.

Saku grinned at him, then promptly put another carrot on his rice.

He accepted the offering, countering with more fish, enjoying the reaction. Saku was clearly over the moon, and only with vast reluctance did he finish his lunch. In fact, Saku’s face fell a little as he scraped the last grain of rice out of his bowl.

“I should get back to work. Thank you, General-sama, Robert-san, for lunch.” Standing, he turned and slipped both sandals back on.

Only to have the same troublesome string snap.

Arman, high on his realization, felt indignant on Saku’s part that the child didn’t even have proper shoes. “Saku-kun, let me buy you new sandals. Those are done in.”

Saku shook his head, already bending down to repair it. “It’s alright, General-sama. I can fix these.”

“Saku-kun. Please.” This denial bothered him, especially after the food exchange.

Saku hesitated, looking between him and the torn string too frayed to have any length in it left.

“I think the general is worried about you running around in those, Saku-kun,” Robert intervened in a gentle tone. “If that snaps on you while you’re running, you’ll trip and fall. It’s alright to accept new ones.”

“But General-sama is busy with work. He shouldn’t have to worry about my shoes.”

Imposition. This culture hated to be an imposition on another. Arman sometimes had to beat Ren over the head to accept his help, especially in the beginning of their friendship. He hated hitting this wall again now with Saku. “Robert can go with you.”

Robert immediately backed him up. “I have to bring the dishes back with me to the ryokan anyway. I’ll inform Abe-san as we go, so he knows you’re not slacking off.”

That seemed to be a fear, as Saku’s reluctance eased. “Thank you. I’ll accept them.”

“Good.” Arman helped them pack everything back up and sent them off with relief. At least the shoe situation was now dealt with.

But that thought from earlier. What was he supposed to do with it? Arman was absolutely positive he couldn’t leave Saku here. He was too worried about the child to do so and liked Saku too much to part ways. But what option did that leave him?

Frankly, only one came to mind.

Even though Ren hadn’t talked properly about this with him, he’d overheard snatches here and there. And after seven years with the man, as either friend or spouse, he knew Ren very well indeed. Ren wanted children. He’d never push the issue if he felt Arman didn’t, but given his freedom on the matter, Ren would have at least one child of his own.

Arman really wasn’t sure where he stood, to be honest. The idea of ‘children’ was sort of nebulous in his head. But the idea of Saku as his child, well now. That he could picture clearly.

And it was a very excellent picture.

This child, after all, he knew and he already felt affection for. Saku obviously felt the same way about him.

He didn’t know how Ren would feel about adopting a child so close to adulthood, but surely Arman could feel him out about this. If the answer was yes, then problem solved. If the answer was no…well…Arman would think about it then.

But one way or another, Saku was absolutely not staying here.
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Arman was frankly terrible about hinting at anything. He didn’t even know where to begin. But as he massaged Ren’s back that night, relaxing before going to bed, he tried his hand at it.

“I think you’d be a good father.”

Ren cracked open one eye to look at him. “I’m very curious where that line came from, since we haven’t talked about that at all.”

“I watched you with Saku, earlier.”

“Oh, when we were coming back from the shipyard? The kid had a million questions. I do not exaggerate. I don’t know why he thought he could just ask me absolutely anything—I think because he does that with you. Owww, that knot, right there.”

Arman obligingly focused on the knot.

“Anyway, he saved my legs today. I kept going from one place to another, only to realize I hadn’t gotten all the information I needed, and I had to send him back for some detail. I think I ran the poor kid’s legs off. With his help, we got the requests in for more materials and an official report of the thefts. The materials alone caused too much grief. I kept getting conflicting reports from Abe-san and our suppliers about how much I could ask for and what was available. The back and forth confused the hell out of me. Saku was the only person who managed to keep it straight, in the end.”

That didn’t surprise Arman at all. Saku’s recall was stunning. Arman could only wish for a memory like his.

“Saku did tell me all about how you insisted on buying new shoes for him and how Robert took him shopping and how generous you were.”

“Shoes kept breaking.”

“In the shoes’ defense, I don’t think anything made by man can keep up with that kid. But I’m glad you bought him new ones. Also a little mad you had to. Why didn’t someone else? Who’s actually keeping track of the runners and making sure they’re cared for? It’s a question I have no answer for, and it’s kind of unsettling to think the kids are taking care of themselves. I mean, I wouldn’t have trusted twelve-year-old me without supervision. I was barely trustworthy at eighteen, truth tell.”

Arman snorted, because he could see that oh so clearly. Ren was all action sometimes, and often he got ahead of himself without meaning to. And that was as a full-fledged adult. At eighteen, he must have been a right terror.

“I don’t know if officer’s school is a good choice.” Arman felt that was the best way to lead into this. “Because there’s no one here for Saku.”

“Ahh, I did think of that. Without family to support him, he might not get promoted very well, or easily. And if we’re not here to ride herd on things, then our good intentions could fall apart quite easily. Things go wrong—that’s just life—and without our support in those moments, Saku might be left in a tight spot. I’m also a little leery because Saku’s a sweet kid, and I’m not sure he has the right personality to survive the army. It’s not exactly easy to have a military career. If you have a bad commanding officer, then your world is shit until you’re transferred away from it.”

All good points. Arman was glad Ren had seen the same pitfalls he had. But also not what he was trying to drive at.

“Have you asked Saku what he wants to be? Like, can we arrange an apprenticeship for him instead?”

“No,” Arman admitted.

“We should ask. I feel like that’s the easiest solution, to just ask what Saku wants, instead of us trying to guess and beating our heads against the walls.” Ren let out a shaky breath, then settled. “Gods, I love your hands. And the rest of you, of course, but especially your hands. If your fingers somehow slip and end up in my ass, I absolutely wouldn’t complain.”

A hint for sex? Arman was alright with that. Very few things could deter him from making love with his husband.

Ren was better at hints than he was. Arman had a feeling he hadn’t gotten what he wanted across. But he had time, and right now, a good romp with Ren took a higher priority.

He could figure out how to drop better hints tomorrow.
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Week four showed good progress getting the bridge started. They needed that complete before anything else, as it would help give them defenses against any ship coming in. The support beams were now firmly in place, the initial supports bricked in—although it would take more time to get the full base in. Unfortunately, their support troops were delayed because of a bad storm, so they weren’t due for another five days. This irked Ren beyond reason, because the thefts weren’t slowing down, and Captain Sato absolutely wasn’t helping, despite the danger this posed.

Ren was hanging a lot of hope on the new troops and being able to have a better working rapport with the new captain. There was a possibility he’d be another Sato, which was a depressing idea but one that Ren had to face.

If that happened, he didn’t know what he’d do.

Ren shook off his dark thoughts for now, climbing up to the lighthouse so he could get a proper look at it all. Arman sat under his favorite tree, straddling the bench he’d carted up there, with Robert unloading a picnic basket.

Ren called to the men, “Is it lunch time already?”

“It can be,” Robert responded, straightening and lifting a hand to shield his eyes from the bright noon sun. “I brought enough for you as well.”

“Excellent.” Ren took a seat on the other side of the bench, then thought better of it, as Robert’s knees didn’t handle him being on the ground well. He changed positions, sitting on the grass next to Arman instead and using his leg as a support. His husband certainly didn’t mind, trailing a gentle hand down the length of his hair in a caress.

It was beautiful up here, the leaves just starting to turn. From his view on the hill, he could see a wash of golds, deep reds, and oranges peppering the area. With the clear blue sky as a backdrop, it was a breathtaking view. No wonder Arman always chose to eat lunch up here.

Robert gave him a thankful nod, placing the rest of the sushi rolls, miso soup, and sukiyaki out for them to share. It all looked quite appetizing, and Ren dug in heartily.

The slap of sandals against packed dirt brought his head up, and Ren watched as Saku ran right up to Arman, giving Ren and Robert a polite duck of the head. Clearly, the kid intended only to speak with Arman, however. He didn’t speak in his usual rapid manner, but carefully, slow enough that Arman could comfortably keep up. “General-sama, Captain Sato says that he cannot spare men to help you.”

Arman let out a noise that might have been a sigh but sounded more like a growl of frustration.

Knowing what Saku referred to, Ren growled as well. “That idiot is still not cooperating with us?”

“Nn,” Arman confirmed darkly.

“We can’t keep losing boards and hammers!” Ren protested. “I’ve spoken to him about this multiple times!”

Arman let his head hang for a moment. “I know, I know.”

“It’s not going to be taken well,” Ren stated, thinking fast, “but I think we better go over his head. We can’t just ignore the problem.”

Saku looked between them uncertainly. “Captain-san is still causing you trouble?”

“Bit of trouble,” Arman answered, patting the bench beside him, narrow space that it was. The child instantly climbed up and accepted the onigiri that Arman offered. “But not your fault. Captain Sato doesn’t like us.”

Saku’s mouth was full of rice, but he cocked his head in question.

“Because Ren and I are dōseiaisha.” Arman said the word carefully, with neutrality. “He doesn’t like it.”

Saku frowned at him, swallowed the mouthful, and opined, “But you and Warden-sama are not weak. You are generals. Captain-san should respect you.”

“Yes, but men do not always do as they should,” Arman answered ruefully.

Ren watched with openmouthed astonishment. Since when had Arman become so comfortable with this kid he would openly talk about things like personal problems? Since when did he just invite Saku to join him for lunch and the child not think anything of doing so? They’d known each other just shy of a month, and already Arman was this attached?

Watching the two chatter at each other—and since when did Arman chatter?!—a new possibility came to mind. Something far more personal, with a deeper impact on their lives.

Quietly, he watched them interact—the rare half-smile on his husband’s face, the way Saku sat sideways on the bench to pepper him with questions. Ren knew Arman rarely formed deep attachments with people, but when he did, they lasted his lifetime. Take their own situation. Arman had known Ren precisely a week when he decided to keep him, later persuading Ren to follow him to Aart and then marry him. The depths of his husband’s affection and loyalty knew no limits once he decided he liked someone.

It was more a question of how this path should be formed. Arman was reluctant to send Saku off to military school, and Ren realized only now what the real objection was. Arman was too attached to Saku to think of sending the kid off. Given the choice, his husband would likely keep him.

But they’d both maintained, too, that Saku should have the choice of how his future formed up. And that meant Ren really needed to ask questions, get better information, before deciding anything.

The lunch group broke apart, Robert taking the dishes back, Ren returning to the other side to oversee work. He should have been thinking about a certain city guard captain who needed his throat squeezed, but instead he kept thinking about Saku. A Shiirein child good with logistics and tactics, a brilliant mind that might never have the right opportunities to use that intelligence. It seemed like such a terrible waste.

Ren went directly to Abe, although it took a bit of hunting to find the foreman amongst all the masons. He was directing a group of men, correcting how something had been done, when Ren approached. Not wanting to interrupt, Ren stayed nearby but quiet, watching until Abe had the situation sorted to his satisfaction.

Only then did Abe turn to him and give a nod in greeting. “Warden-sama. Can I help you with something?”

“A word in private, if I may.”

Agreeable, Abe followed him a short distance off, out of earshot of the work crew and into a sunny patch nearby. With this fall weather, everyone had turned into sun-seekers.

“I wish to speak with you about Saku-kun,” Ren stated without preamble.

“I suspected you would eventually,” Abe said with a slight smile. “You and the general have taken a keen interest in the child.”

“For good reason. Saku-kun’s a pretty amazing kid. Right now, I want to know what options he has. Is Saku-kun an orphan or here on the work program?”

“An orphan. Orphaned since birth, I believe. There are no family ties there.” Leaning in, Abe confided with a grimace, “Saku-kun is actually the child of a prostitute.”

Oh damn. Shit. Ren’s eyes closed in fatalistic understanding. That stigma was a harsh one to bear in their society. It would be something that followed Saku all his life, in insidious little whispers, something he could never overcome or confront openly. In this culture where family connections mattered foremost, his very birth would be nothing but a hindrance.

And that meant military school was definitely out. He’d never gain any rank there or become an officer as Ren half-hoped.

“It grates, it does,” Abe acknowledged with a sigh. “He’s one of my best workers. The child definitely deserves a brighter future. But no one will take him.”

“What if we found him a good apprenticeship and paid the fees?”

Abe waffled his hand back and forth. “Most masters aren’t really taking students right now. They’re barely able to feed their own families, and they’re keeping the work in the family as much as they can. Our economy hasn’t completely recovered yet, as you well know. The fee for apprenticeship would likely be exorbitant, even for two generals.”

Former, in Ren’s case, but he took the man’s point. “And even if I found a master, he’d still be on the bottom of the pecking order.”

“I’m afraid so. It’s why I was a little relieved to see General-sama take a liking to him. I hoped maybe you would consider taking the child back with you to Aart, find a good apprenticeship for him there?” Abe’s tone tilted up as he gave Ren a hopeful look.

Ren stared back at him, his own emotions too conflicted and tangled to sort out easily. “Is there really no one here who will properly care for him? Capitalize on the potential we all so clearly see in Saku-kun?”

“I fear not. He had to petition me personally just to get hired on here.” Abe’s smile was more than a little conflicted, as if there was something he wasn’t saying. “I took him because he’s an incredibly fast runner and dedicated to staying on here. But Warden-sama, I urge you, if you and the general are at all inclined to take him under your wing, please do so. He’ll have a much better life in Aart.”

“Thank you, Abe-san. I’ll discuss this with Arman and Saku-kun, then let you know what we decide.”

“I’ll be waiting for the decision.”

Ren left, but not at a quick pace, as his feet needed to let his mind think. He walked, and thought, and let himself stew. He knew Shiirein culture could be harsh—he’d borne the brunt of it more than once—but still. A child that innocent, that amazing, who couldn’t be accepted or given a fair chance? It rankled Ren right down to his marrow.

How much of this had Arman already figured out? How much of it was Arman’s own nature kicking in, wanting to keep Saku for his own just because he liked the kid?

He had no doubt that if offered, Arman would take Saku as his own without a second of hesitation. Arman didn’t do anything by halves. The question was, how did Ren feel about all this? He’d imagined them adopting in the future, yes, but not a half-grown child. Not this soon into their marriage. It felt a little jarring to have a future possibility suddenly become real and now.

He found himself asking the obvious question: Would he be any good at being a father?

Ren thought so—at least he’d try to be—but did anyone have the answer to that question before a child became their responsibility?

His concerns aside, could he pass this rare opportunity up? Arman clearly adored Saku, Saku obviously shared the opinion, and the two of them were perfectly cute together. Ren could have watched them for the rest of the afternoon wearing a besotted smile. He found it was perfectly easy to envision this same scene happening in Aart.

And aside from Arman’s opinion, Ren found he was just as attached. He couldn’t bear to leave Saku here, knowing the dismal future awaiting the child. He liked Saku too much for that. It might be jarring to have a child already half-grown suddenly in his life, but Ren found he was alright with it. It might actually be preferable; he had little experience with babies anyway.

The idea spun and settled in his head, and he stopped, looking up at the hill where Arman sat, though Ren couldn’t see him at this angle. He ran the idea through his head again, of having a child and a husband to look after and love, and it only settled more firmly. This felt right. Better than trying to find a master for Saku.

Now faced with the real possibility of taking Saku as his own, Ren realized he wasn’t sure if he’d ever find someone he trusted enough to take him. Thinking about it, Ren had a very short list of people he trusted with the kid’s well-being. It started with him and ended with Arman. Well, and Robert. Snorting at his own thoughts, Ren shook his head. He did amuse himself some days. For all that his husband was normally bad with emotions, Ren seemed to have taken a turn this time. Arman had figured this out far more quickly.

Seemed he needed to have a good talk with his husband about adopting a child sooner rather than later.

It turned out to be a long day, with him having to order more supplies in because of the thefts and Arman throwing another tweak into the design so that anyone cranking in the huge iron balls would be protected from archers. Which was a good idea, certainly, but Ren informed him that was the last change he was allowed to make. They had a deadline to adhere to, after all.

He ate ramen from a standing cart for dinner before trudging to their rooms. Ren entered to find Arman already there, shucking out of his uniform. “You beat me back.”

“Barely.” Arman sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Captain Sato?”

“I’ll deal with him tomorrow. Maybe. Aside from reporting him as a stubborn bastard, I honestly don’t know what to do about him. It’s not like reporting his attitude is going to change his stance any. It might well make the situation worse.”

“Then we bring in someone who can work with us.” Arman’s face set in stubborn lines. “We can’t just ignore it, Ren.”

“I know.” Ren moaned. “Trust me, I know. I hope our new security will be easier to work with. We’ll learn soon enough.”

But that was a later question. He had something else he wanted to get to the bottom of tonight. Ren eyed his husband sideways as they got ready for bed.

Arman settled on the futon, giving Ren his amused look, eyebrow quirked.

“Yes, alright, I’ll ask,” Ren responded, exasperated. “Although I’m sure you know what I’m going to ask. You like Saku, don’t you?”

Arman’s eyebrow quirked higher, blue eyes still amused but questioning.

“Yes, of course you do. And, yes, I do too. The kid’s got a good work ethic and a ready smile. I especially like him as he clearly adores you.” Ren paused, not sure how to work out the question he really wanted to ask and phrase it without it sounding like a demand. “I spoke with Abe about Saku. He is an orphan, but the situation is more precarious than I feared. He’s the son of a prostitute.”

Arman groaned, the sound more like a growl, his face expressing how unhappy this news made him.

“I know. The poor kid really has no chance, not with that background. I realized as soon as I heard that our ideas for his future won’t work. That information will follow him all of his life in Shiirei, and it will be nearly impossible to overcome.” Ren paused, trying to phrase this next part carefully. “I think…it would be unwise to entrust anyone with Saku.”

Fortunately, his husband knew him well. Leaning in, Arman stated, “Ask, Ren.”

“That obvious, huh.” Tugging on his hair, Ren found it hard to meet Arman’s eyes for a moment. “We haven’t talked about this properly. I know you’re dead set against having a child by a surrogate mother. But you haven’t said whether you want to adopt a child at all. I’m alright with it, either way. No, really, I am. Do you want a child?”

“Yes.” Arman’s brows drew together a little as he said carefully, “I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it. I’d like one. You do too?”

“Well, yes, but I’m the people person out of the two of us. I seriously didn’t expect to adopt a child half-grown, and certainly not so soon after we got married, so I’m not pushing any agenda here.”

Arman nodded, accepting the truth on this.

Ren was glad, but it didn’t answer the many, many questions he had. “How long have you been thinking of this?”

“Not long.” Arman cocked his head, considering. “Since meeting Saku.”

That was not at all the answer he expected. “Wait, wait, you’re confusing me. So do you actually want to be a father? Or is it more that you want to be a father to Saku?”

Arman splayed his hands in a shrug. “A father, I can’t picture. A father to Saku, I can.”

The light dawned. Ren had clearly been coming at this from an entirely different angle than Arman. Which was pretty typical of them, really; they didn’t think along the same lines. Ren had thought of the future, of possibly a child to raise and enjoy, and was excited about the possibility. But that was too nebulous a concept for Arman to fully picture, which was why he wasn’t as invested in the idea.

But being a father to Saku, that he could fully picture.

A line from several days ago came back to Ren’s memory with sharp recall. Arman had been massaging his back and said something along the lines of Ren being a good father. Because of how he treated Saku. Ren’s eyes widened in realization. “Deities preserve me, you’ve actually been hinting for days now that you want him, haven’t you?”

Arman smiled at him, pleased. “Nn. I knew you’d pick up my hints.”

“My darling, your hints suck monkey balls. Good gods, man, I didn’t pick up on any of those! Dammit, for once, can you use your words?!”

Arman chuckled, that deep laugh in his chest Ren loved so much, and kissed him. “You figured it out.”

“It really is a fucking miracle I can figure out what you want, some days. You are terrible at hints and I ban you from ever using them again. That’s officially rule twenty.” Ren threw his hands up in the air. “You know very well that I like kids, you could have just told me, ‘Ren, my handsome husband, I really like this child and want to adopt him.’ I would have been very open to that conversation, you know!”

With the most deadpan expression possible, Arman uttered, “Ren, my handsome husband, I really like this child and want to adopt him.”

“I will hit you. Don’t think I won’t hit you.” Ren dramatically collapsed sideways on the futon, debating between strangling his husband or…something. His instincts were a bit at war on that point. “You are the most exasperating person sometimes, I really do not understand why it’s so difficult for you to tell me things. I realize I also hesitated to say something to you about having children, and we’ve been very busy ever since getting married, so it’s not like we’ve had much time to talk about any of this, but at the very least you have to give me a proper head’s up on things like this. If you realized you liked Saku, and liked him enough to keep him, then that’s huge and can impact both of our lives and I don’t want you hinting about things like that, I want you to say something. Am I clear on that?”

Arman grunted agreement.

Ren eyed him sideways. He still didn’t trust it. “Keep in mind being a parent means you have to communicate better with me, because otherwise our child will face the fallout.”

That got through when nothing else did. Arman considered that for a full five seconds before promising, “I’ll say more.”

Was that before or after the world ended? Ren blew out a breath. “I look forward to it. Alright. I now understand you’re serious. You were even trying to give me hints, that says a lot, right there. You’ve been so protective of Saku, I suppose I should have seen this coming. I know Saku likes you, too. I’m not sure if he likes you enough to consider being our child, though. You know him better than me, what do you think?”

A warm smile flowed over Arman’s face. “He feeds me at lunch.”

Ren blinked at him. The words failed to compute for a moment. “What. Wait, what? He feeds you? Seriously? Hell, no wonder you’re so sure of him.”

Arman practically beamed with satisfaction.

No wonder, then, that Arman was so adamant about having this child. He always dealt better with people when he knew the affection was mutual. Looking at him, Ren couldn’t imagine denying Arman something he clearly wanted so much.

And Ren certainly wasn’t opposed, although he didn’t know Saku as well. He rubbed a hand over his face and sat back up. “Alright, I understand how you feel now. You adore the kid. I’ve always had a good impression of him, and the more time I spend with him, the more I understand why you like him. He’s a sweet kid, and smart. Deities, but I sometimes feel slow when I’m around him, he’s that smart.”

“You like Saku,” Arman concluded, a gentle expression on his face.

Ren shrugged, a little sheepish. “I do. I just like him. And he’s got a head for defense, which is a plus. Not that we’d adopt a child for that reason, but…”

“If our child is to be a good warden of Brahms Fortress, they must have that talent,” Arman finished with perfect understanding. “I know. It’s occurred to me more than once.”

Biting his lip for a moment, Ren said tentatively, “I don’t know if they’d let us adopt a child here.”

“Ask,” Arman said seriously, then hesitated. “I have doubts.”

Ren felt doubts were perfectly reasonable, all things considered. “Doubts about whether a kid can accept having two fathers? Doubts they’ll let us adopt a child out of Shiirei?”

“Well, that too,” Arman admitted, brows drawing together in a slight frown that indicated he was thinking hard. “But I don’t think Saku’s a boy.”

For a moment those words made no sense. Then Ren stiffened, jaw dropping a little. “What?”

“Face is too pretty,” Arman explained, still frowning. “And build’s not quite right.”

No, surely, he was wrong. Ren had seen Saku take on two boys and win the fight. His mind, unbidden, went back over every time he’d seen Saku with Arman or times he’d spoken with the child himself. How the tough voice had softened halfway through the conversation, and when caught at the right angle, Saku’s face looked almost effeminate. “Dammit.”

Arman gave him a knowing nod. “You see? I could be wrong.”

“I’m not convinced you are. If you’re right, that’ll complicate things. If Saku really is a girl, the kid’s had to pull some pretty interesting tricks to convince the adults otherwise and get hired on here. And if he’s identifying as male, then that’s a whole other problem entirely. Aart won’t care, they’re pretty mellow about that sort of thing, but here?”

“I know. Tread carefully,” Arman requested, reaching over to take Ren’s hand, lacing their fingers together in a light grip.

“I’ll ask to see if they’ll let us take an orphan from here.”

“Pretty sure they will.” Arman didn’t look the slightest bit doubtful on this point.

“Why? Too many orphans, and we’re appointed here by the emperor, which gives us clout and therefore no one is willing to upset us by saying no?” Ren had to admit he was likely right on both points. He didn’t even know if it was illegal, as to his knowledge, no man with his orientation had tried to adopt in this country. The laws were likely not written to prohibit such an adoption. “You’re probably right, but I’m still double checking before we ask Saku anything. I don’t want to raise the kid’s hopes, or ours, only to have them dashed.”

“It’ll be fine,” Arman assured him, a dark glitter in his eyes that spoke of trouble.

Ren knew that look. “My darling, if the answer is no, you are forbidden from bashing people’s heads together. Don’t give me that innocent look, I know what you’re thinking.”

“If the answer’s no,” Arman pointed out with dark humor, “you’ll help me with the bashing.”

“That’s what I meant. No bashing without me.” Ren felt it was high time someone started bashing sense into people in this country. Although hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. “Alright, are you absolutely sure about all of this? I understand if you want to think about it, or if you want to be married a few years before you consider—”

Arman leaned in and kissed him soundly, lips warm and sweet, cutting Ren off entirely. Against his mouth, he whispered, “I’m absolutely sure.” Arman couldn’t be more clear on this. This whole conversation gave Ren a headache because Arman was being his usual impossible self, but he’d known that before marrying the man. At least he knew they were absolutely on the same page. Shaking his head, Ren pressed back into the kiss for a moment. “Let’s keep our fingers crossed and hope this works.”
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“Abe-san,” Ren hailed the next morning, waving a hand to catch the foreman’s attention.

The middle-aged foreman turned, the sun glinting off his balding head, crooked teeth displayed in his face as Abe smiled. “Warden-sama, good morning. I’ve received word we have a dozen blacksmiths coming this direction. They’ll arrive in a week. Also, the order of more iron ore has been approved.”

That was quick. Ren did love sending messages via pigeons. It was so much faster, even if he was limited in the allotted space to write. “We did send a formal explanation of why?”

“We did, but I think the emperor is giving you free rein up here,” Abe admitted easily, eyes crinkling up into a half-moon shape. “He never waits for the formal requests before responding.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Ren admitted frankly. “I think he just wants the job done. Abe-san, I actually have a question for you.” Coming in, he lowered his tone to a more confidential level. “Two questions, actually, although you might not know the answer to one of them. First, which orphanage is Saku-kun from?”

“He came from Yamanashi Village as part of the work program for orphans.”

Ren wasn’t sure if he needed the info for later, but better safe than sorry. His nerves ratcheted up a notch as he phrased the next question. “I see. Second question. Ah, do you know if it’s possible…that is, do you think there will be any objection if I adopt Saku-kun?”

Abe blinked at him, mouth going slack in surprise for a moment before he caught himself and schooled his expression once more. “You wish to adopt him? You spoke yesterday of finding him a master; I didn’t think you’d keep him like this. I thought you’d find him an apprenticeship or something along those lines. Truly? Adoption? What does General Brahms say about this?”

“We talked about it last night, and he’s actually keen on keeping Saku-kun. I’m not sure if you’ve seen them talk to each other—”

“I have, several times,” Abe assured him, expression becoming thoughtful. “You will adopt him because he gets along with the general?”

“In part. In part because it seems a waste to let his mind rot without being trained, but mostly because we like the kid. We don’t want to leave him here.” Ren didn’t mind the questions, but he really wanted an answer. “Can we?”

“I’m not sure,” Abe confessed slowly. “But I know who to ask. Fujita-san is the city official and judiciary here. He will know.”

“Can you introduce me to him? I want an answer to this question.”

“Of course, Warden-sama,” Abe assured him, already leading off the worksite and toward the town proper. “I confess I’m a little surprised by the question.”

Sensing the man was being curious and not antagonistic, Ren gave him a quick smile of reassurance. “I bet. We didn’t actually plan to adopt a child this soon into our marriage. I thought about it long and hard last night, but I don’t think this situation has ever happened in Shiirei before. We might well be the first.”

“I wouldn’t be at all surprised,” Abe answered cautiously. “This is allowed in Aart?”

“Not sure if it’s ever happened in Aart before, either.” Ren was actually quite sure of it, as to his knowledge, he was the only man to ever be in Aart with same-sex inclination. “But I know we won’t have trouble there. They were actively petitioning us to either adopt or use a surrogate mother before we left.”

“Aart is very different in some respects.” Abe kept his tone neutral and tactful.

“It is worlds different in some areas,” Ren agreed and let the matter drop. They’d reached the main street, and he didn’t care to discuss the matter so anyone might overhear them.

They walked almost to the inner curve of the town, the building next to the main courtroom, then entered the open door. Ren expected a grand office and instead found himself in a maze of desks, stacks of scrolls and papers, with every inch of wall space covered in bookshelves. It looked like organized chaos, and the three men maneuvering through it did so with the air of long practice.

“Fujita-san,” Abe hailed, coming to stand at the nearest desk and stopping there.

A tall man with a slight build in a traditional dark kimono stopped writing something at his desk and looked up. “Ah, Abe-san. Good morning.”

“Good morning, Fujita-san. We have a question of law for you.”

“Is that so.” Fujita left the desk and came to them, gesturing them to move off to the side where a low table and cushions sat. “Please, make yourselves comfortable. Morikawa-san, tea.”

“Yes, sir.” A man, presumably Morikawa, answered.

Ren took the far cushion, folding his legs under him comfortably. Abe took the seat next to him, gesturing politely to him. “Fujita-san, I’m not sure if you’ve been introduced to our fortress design expert dispatched by the emperor. This is our former general, Brahms Renjimantoro-sama.”

The two men exchanged polite half-bows over the table’s surface. Fujita’s expressive face twitched slightly, his dark eyes narrowing on Ren. “I believe our general’s name was Sho Renjimantoro-sama?”

“So it was, before my marriage,” Ren answered steadily. He didn’t want to start an argument or fight here, but concealing his marriage would do him no good; he had to have a straight answer now. “I took my husband’s name.”

Fujita’s thin brows shot right into his hairline, and he seemed perfectly devoid of words for several long seconds. Morikawa set three cups of tea in front of them while his superior floundered, then uncertainly retreated. Clearing his throat, Fujita took up his cup and drank a healthy swallow, clearly pulling himself together. “I see. I had not heard of your marriage. My congratulations.”

So Fujita had a politician’s sense of manners. That would make things easier. “Thank you, Fujita-san. I came to confer with you about a point of law. There is an orphan here who has caught our eye, one we have taken a liking to. I wonder if it is possible to adopt this child.”

If hearing his former general had married another man—and a foreign general to boot—had astonished him, then Fujita didn’t know what to make of this question at all. He stared at Ren like a man awaiting the punchline to a bad joke. “You. Wish to adopt a child.”

“That is correct. Is it possible?”

Caught flat-footed, Fujita swallowed more of his tea. Ren did the same, giving the man a chance to gather his scattered wits and think. It was rather good tea, actually, one with a strong floral scent. Ren took another swallow just to appreciate the taste better.

Frowning, Fujita admitted, “I wish to double check the laws. Will you wait for a moment?”

“Gladly.”

Rising, Fujita retreated quickly to his desk, then beyond it, pulling out a stab-bound tome with impressive thickness and flipping quickly through the pages.

Abe had a wicked smile on his face as he admitted in a low tone to Ren, “I’m glad I came with you. I’ve never seen Fujita-san so flustered before. It’s very entertaining.”

Snorting, Ren hid his smile behind his cup. “You’re mean, Abe-san.”

“Cheap entertainment is hard to find,” Abe retorted, unrepentant.

Fujita came back to him with the book in hand, triumphant, although he still looked stunned enough a strong wind would knock him over. “I think I have an answer for you, Brahms-sama. May I read you the law?”

“Please do, Fujita-san.” Ren put aside his cup, eager.

Clearing his throat, Fujita read with precise enunciation: “In the country of Shiirei, the determination whether prospective adopters are suitable parents is based on a finding that an adoption is in the best interests of the child. Adoption proceedings require the biological parents to voluntarily and knowingly consent to the adoption, except where this consent requirement is waived or forfeited. The right to consent may be waived or forfeited through abandonment, judicial termination of parental rights, adjudication of incompetence, death, and the like. The law requires the focus to be on the interests of the child, rather than the interests of the birth parents, the adoptive parents, or anyone else. The notice of adoption must be filed with the nearest governmental office, and it is the duty of that office to ensure the adoptive parents are able to care for the child.”

Some of that went a little over Ren’s head, as most legal writ did, but that sounded promising to him. “That sounds like a yes to me.”

“Certainly no one can deny your request for adoption based upon ineligibility, not the way the law is written,” Fujita stated slowly, working through the problem as he spoke. “There is no question you and General Brahms will be able to care for the child. I have only three questions to ask, as it is my duty to do so.”

“Please do.”

Fujita looked perhaps a touch nervous, as politically he could be in trouble for upsetting Ren, but he gamely forged ahead anyway. “Will there be any opposition to bringing an adopted child with you into Aart?”

“None,” Ren said confidently. “The Brahms family hoped we would adopt, actually, and will be pleasantly surprised we’re doing so. Truthfully, we didn’t think to do so this soon, but Saku-kun’s rather changed our minds on the matter.”

“I see. You’re perfectly confident on this? Then I will take your word for it. Your, ah…that is to say, General Brahms is in agreement to adopt this child?”

Couldn’t say the word husband without choking, huh. Ren let it pass. “He is. We spoke last night, and he urged me to inquire if it was possible today. It was actually watching him and Saku-kun interact that made me ask the question. They get along very well together.”

“I see.” Fujita took this answer with a grain of salt. “Then, my last question to you, is there any other adult over this child who will need to consent to the adoption?”

Abe took this one. “Saku-kun’s an orphan from Yamanashi Village. The child has been under my care as a runner for the past month.”

“Ah. Then there should be no objection.” Fujita looked relieved to be able to give a positive answer, and his face cleared of the frown he’d worn through half of their discussion. “Brahms-sama, I can write up a notice to adopt the child immediately, if that is your wish. It won’t be final until your, uh, General Brahms signs it as well. I will file it at that point.”

Really couldn’t say husband, could he? Ren decided not to give him grief over it, as he was doing amazingly well in accommodating Ren in every other way. “I would appreciate that very much, Fujita-san. I don’t mind waiting.”

“It won’t take long to fill out the necessary form,” Fujita assured him, quickly standing again. “Please wait a few moments.”

Ren refused to go anywhere without that notice started and his signature on the page. A part of him couldn’t believe this was actually happening, and he wanted proof in front of him. He’d half expected a fight on his hands and was happy to not get it. Turning to Abe, he instructed, “Thank you, Abe-san. You were very helpful. You can go back to work. There’s no sense in us both waiting on him.”

“I think it will be good for Saku-kun, too, to go with you,” Abe admitted with a sad smile. “There’s too many orphans in Shiirei. I’d like to see at least one of them claim a home of their own, even if it is in Aart. Should I tell General Brahms to meet you here?”

“No, not yet. I want to talk to Saku-kun about this before we finalize anything. I’ll tell him when I return.”

“Then I’ll take my leave.” Abe stood and gave him a quick bow before returning to work.

Fujita, good to his word, drew up the page within a few minutes with all of the pertinent details and had Ren sign at the bottom. As Ren signed, he added thoughtfully, “I believe you will need a copy of this in order to properly register the child as your son in Aart. I will make sure it is on hand when you return to finalize the paperwork.”

“That is a very good point, Fujita-san. Thank you for thinking of it. I hope to have an answer by the end of the day, but I need to speak with both Saku-kun and my husband about this first.”

“Of course,” Fujita assured him. “We will be here when you are ready.”

“Thank you very much.” Ren stood and gave him a bow and a smile before he retreated back outside. Only then did he let out an explosive breath, grinning from ear to ear. That had gone so much better than he feared it would.

Ren started off at a walk but soon found himself jogging through town, impatient to reach Arman and relay what he had learned. Usually, his husband was up near the rise, where he could watch the work play out and be on hand for questions. Ren prayed he was up there, as he didn’t want to have to hunt him down.

A familiar head of wavy brown hair and his green coat came into view as Ren rounded the corner in the trail. Relieved, he hailed, “Darling.”

Arman twisted on the bench, face lighting up. “Yes?”

“Yes.” Ren couldn’t help himself; he went right to Arman and kissed the living daylights out of him. He was too excited and happy to care who might see. Arman kissed him back, then tugged him down, wanting answers. Ren forced himself to behave, settling down so their thighs pressed together. “So, short version is, the law here just states that the prospective parents have to be able to care for the child they adopt. Fujita-san—he’s the judiciary here—asked me a few questions to make sure Aart would accept Saku as our child, then actually started the notice. I’ve signed it, and all it requires is your signature, and that’s it. We’re done.”

Blinking, Arman demanded, “That simple?”

“Apparently. I think it’s because Shiirei has too many orphans from the war; they’re willing to let anyone adopt a child who can care for them. Which we obviously can. Fujita-san was only concerned about your family accepting Saku, and when I reassured him, he was fine. Well, alright, he kept hiccupping over calling you my husband, but I think he’s also politically savvy enough to not want to upset us. Anyway, if Saku agrees, we just have to return to the office and get your signature, and we’ll officially have a child.”

Arman sat for a moment, staring out over the ocean, looking dazed. Ren felt a little dazed himself, as it hadn’t seemed real to him until he said that last bit. Ren wasn’t convinced he was completely grown up himself some days, especially not when he and Arman were pranking people. The idea of being a responsible adult threw him for something of a mental loop. Still, the idea felt right to him.

“Maybe it’s a good thing we’ll adopt Saku,” Arman stated slowly, his expression turning rueful. “He’s half adult.”

“You know, I was just thinking the same thing? Saku’s more mature than me some days.” Laughing, Ren shook his head. “Alright. You’re really, really sure? Don’t give me that look, now’s the time to back out if you have second thoughts.”

“None,” Arman stated firmly. “You?”

“Not a lick,” Ren answered cheerfully. “Let’s get Saku, then.”

Arman turned his head, then stood so that he could see toward the bottom of the rise. “Eiji-kun! Get me Saku-kun!”

“I can run a message for you, General-sama,” Eiji called back.

“I know,” Arman responded patiently, “but I have a question for Saku-kun.”

“Alright,” Eiji agreed cheerfully. With a flap of sandals, the boy raced off.

Ren tugged on his hair, a nervous clench in his stomach. Odd, how he hadn’t felt the nerves before this. Did he fear Saku would refuse them? Or was it the added responsibility of another person’s happiness making him nervous?

No matter the case, he had no time to dwell on it, as Saku came racing up the hill with the usual dervish speed. A brilliant smile was on the child’s face, wisps of fine dark hair trailing out of the top knot and over his forehead and neck, his large dark eyes shining. Ren took a good look at Saku and realized he had really been blind. Arman had seen the heart of the matter far more clearly than he.

“Saku-kun.” Arman gestured him closer, catching his arm and pulling the child in to stand in front of them. “We have questions.”

Nodding, Saku asked, “About the fortress?”

“About you, about us,” Ren corrected. He felt himself flounder on a mental level. How did he begin to ask?

Arman didn’t seem to have the same problem, as he addressed Saku’s confusion head on. “Let me double check. You know that Ren and I are married?”

Saku gave Arman quite an impressive are you dumb? look. Ren barely held his laughter in. The kid had sass. He’d fit in wonderfully with them.

“Yes, General-sama.” He glanced between the two of them, turning a bit hesitant. “There’s been talk in town about it. They say it’s strange, but….”

That was a good starting point. Ren encouraged, “But what do you think?”

“I like the way you smile at each other,” Saku whispered shyly.

Ren really wanted to hug the stuffing out of the kid for that statement. He restrained himself and patted Saku’s head instead. “I knew I liked you for a reason.”

Saku beamed at him, but only for a moment, concern quickly replacing the happiness. “Why? Did someone say something?”

“No, it’s not that,” Arman assured him. “Saku-kun, we want to know if you’re comfortable with us.”

Nodding, still confused, Saku answered forthrightly, “Of course I am. You’re kind to me, and you listen to me.”

“We’re glad to hear that, Saku-kun.” Ren wet dry lips, took in a breath for courage, and spat out the question. “We really like you as well. In fact, we like you so much we don’t want to leave you here in Shiirei. We want you to come home with us when the fortress here is complete.”

“We want you to be our child, Saku-kun,” Arman finished hopefully. “Will you?”

Heartbeats passed as Saku stood staring at them in shock, eyes darting back and forth between them, questioning. Ren nodded encouragingly, heart in his throat. Tears sprang to those stunned, pretty eyes, and a fine tremor shook the child. Saku opened his mouth but couldn’t force a single word out, and he settled for nodding fervently.

Ren couldn’t help but reach out and hug his new child tightly, relieved when a pair of thin arms wrapped around his neck, hugging back. Arman’s arms came around them both, and they stayed like that for several minutes. Ren thought he might have felt a few teardrops against his neck, but the child never made a sound. When Saku’s breathing evened out a little, no longer on the verge of tears, Ren whispered against his head, “You won’t find it strange, having two fathers?”

“No,” Saku denied immediately, then admitted shyly, “Well. Maybe a little.”

Arman laughed softly at the honest reply. “It’s fine if you do.”

Ren was glad Saku had agreed to be theirs, but he’d really like to know for certain the gender of his own child. “Saku-kun, one more thing. I don’t know if you’re a boy or not.”

Saku stiffened immediately, panicking. Ren made sure to keep a good grip on the kid to prevent bolting. “It’s alright, it’s alright.”

Leaning back in his arms, Saku looked between the two of them, wide-eyed and spluttering. “You knew?! That I’m a girl?”

“You’re too pretty,” Arman explained seriously. “Took Ren longer to see it.”

Ren smacked him on the arm. “Yes, Saku-kun, we knew. Or at least strongly suspected. But it’s alright, we don’t care what gender you are, we just like you. Gender makes no difference to us.”

“My family won’t care either,” Arman assured her, reaching over to stroke her hair away from her face. “All children are loved equally. Do you want to continue being a boy?”

Ren wanted to make sure this got across. “It’s alright if you do. We really, truly don’t care about what gender you want to be. Just tell us, and we’ll abide by that decision.”

Tears threatened again, and Saku rubbed at both eyes impatiently, clearing them before she could actually cry. Facing them squarely, she admitted, “I want to be a girl. I dressed as a boy so I could work as a runner. My real name’s Sakura.”

“Ah, a pretty name,” Ren said approvingly. “Sakura Brahms.”

Frowning, Arman repeated the name silently. In Aartan, he asked, “Child of cherry blossoms?”

“That’s what it means,” Ren confirmed. “Fitting for our pretty daughter.”

Sakura frowned a little. “Sakura…Brahms? Not Brahms Sakura?”

Ah, right, the cultural difference might confuse her. She wasn’t used to western names. “In almost every other country, the given names goes first, then the surname. Sounds odd to your ear, I know. It took me a while to get used to it.”

“Oh.” She sat on that a second before testing it out. “Sakura Brahms.”

It sounded good to Ren, but he couldn’t quite discern her expression just then. “Sakura-chan, it’s alright if you want to think about becoming our daughter before agreeing.”

Sakura latched onto his arm with a grip tight enough barnacles would be envious. Her expression was one of pure determination. “I’m sure.”

He couldn’t help but hug her again, tight enough to squeeze the air out of her lungs. She felt too bony in his arms, too delicate. It worried him, but he couldn’t fix it immediately, except to start feeding her regularly. He kept the worry off his face as he drew back and smiled at her. “I’m glad. We really hoped you would agree. Now, let’s go into town and sign all the paperwork. And after that, I think we should do some shopping.”

Arman normally avoided shopping trips like the plague, and Ren could see the instinctive protest form before he looked at the ragged kimono Sakura wore and the ‘new’ sandals already showing wear, and his mouth did not utter a single objection. Instead, he said, “Rough and tumble clothes too.”

“Right,” Ren agreed. To his daughter, he explained, “No child of ours will be defenseless. We don’t care if you are a girl, you’re going to learn martial arts and strategy like everyone else in the family.”

“Be a pity otherwise,” Arman noted to him. “She’s got a wicked right hook.”

“Saw that, did you?” Ren grinned back, knowing exactly which incident Arman referred to. “You alright with that, Sakura-chan?”

“Absolutely,” she assured him with a wicked gleam in her eye. “Um, can I ask a question?”

“My darling daughter, you can ask all the questions,” Ren encouraged.

Fidgeting a little with her kimono, she asked seriously, “Can you teach me swordplay?”

“That is the very least of what we’ll teach you,” Ren promised her, finding her question perfectly charming. She was going to be a holy terror as an adult, he could see it now. The mental image of her as a swordswoman warmed his heart. “You need to learn Aartan as well, and reading, writing, math, history, medicine—a whole host of things.”

Sakura looked justifiably a little overwhelmed by this.

“But not today,” Ren assured her, standing. “Today is for other things. Arman, lead the way.”
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Ren stood and took Sakura’s hand in his own. Sakura gripped him firmly back, her small hand dwarfed by his, then reached for Arman’s hand. Arman took it with the content, soft expression he wore when he was perfectly happy with the world. Sakura beamed up at him, her face filled with unadulterated joy.

They got many a strange look from people as they left the rise and walked toward town. Ren stoutly ignored all of them. “Let’s see, what all should we tell you?”

“Family,” Arman suggested.

“Right, right, that’s a good place. Well, Sakura-chan, you now have a lot of family, not that they know it quite yet. You have grandparents—Arman’s parents—uncles, aunts, cousins, the works. Most of your immediate cousins are much younger than you are. The oldest is Miles, and he just turned three.”

Her lips parted in delight and surprise as she stared up at him, her hold on his hand tightening. “Really? But won’t they…” She trailed off uncertainly.

“Your grandparents will be especially happy to have you,” Arman assured her. “And your aunts and uncles too. They pestered us about adopting before we left Aart.”

“Sure did, although we didn’t think we’d do it this soon.” Ren gave her a wink, startling a smile out of her. “You’re too charming, daughter, I blame this on you.”

She giggled, a blush high on her cheeks. “You can. I’ll take the blame.”

“Oh, you will, will you? Sassy creature.” Ren liked she felt she could tease back. She’d need that spunk to deal with the rest of their time here, as she was sure to hear things she shouldn’t. Ren would shield her from everything he could, but he had no doubt her peers would give her grief over this.

Proving she could adapt and think on the fly, she asked them, “I don’t know what to call you. Father?”

For all that Ren had been thinking about what having a child would be like, he hadn’t considered that aspect at all. Arman apparently had, as he corrected immediately, “Not for me. Too formal. Papa.”

Sakura bounced a little on her toes, grin infectious as she repeated, “Papa.”

Instinctively, Ren blurted out, “Then use the Shiirein version for me. Chichi.”

“Papa, Chichi,” she repeated, looking between them. “What about Robert-san?”

“If you call him Uncle Robert, he will likely keel over in pure joy,” Ren told her seriously. Arman snorted a laugh, not disagreeing. “Speaking of, should we stop by the ryokan and tell him first? I’m one hundred percent positive he’ll want some input on what to buy her. He’s fussy that way.”

Arman grunted agreement and they retraced their steps a little, taking the first street to the left and into the ryokan housing most of the officers over the building project. They stepped into their rooms, finding Robert in front of the open doors leading into the garden, mending what looked to be a pair of pants. His head came up as they entered, spied Sakura between them, and he lit up in a hopeful expression.

“Yes,” Arman informed him.

Robert instantly abandoned the sewing and came to kneel in front of Sakura. “Saku-kun, I’m so very thrilled you’ll be part of the family.”

“Thank you, Uncle Robert,” she responded shyly, ducking her head a little.

Robert really did look ready to pass out from happiness.

“Ah, one thing,” Ren added before there could be any confusion. “This is not our son, but our daughter. Sakura is her proper name.”

“Oh? Then we were right, General.” Robert gave his master a nod. So even Robert had figured it out at some point, eh? And here Ren thought himself observant. “Very good. Lady Eida will be thrilled to have a granddaughter, I daresay.”

“And then some,” Arman agreed easily.

Ren pitched in, “Robert, we’ve an adoption paper to sign, then shopping for Sakura.”

“I definitely want to be there for all of that,” Robert said firmly, rising to his feet. “But let’s put in a word at the front desk, request the adjacent room to this one be cleared for Sakura-chan. We want to keep her nearby.”

Ren kicked himself. He knew he’d forgotten something.

“Lady Eida?” Sakura repeated the name carefully, mouth tripping a little over the foreign name. “My grandmother?”

“She certainly is. And don’t think she looks like Arman; they don’t resemble each other at all.” Ren caught her hand, pulling her back out and describing the Brahms family in more detail, then his own. At least his brother, sister-in-law, and nephew, as they would be the only family members of his she’d meet. Ren would make sure of that. Sakura listened attentively and asked questions. He focused on her but still kept an eye on Arman, as his husband went to the front office and requested an adjacent room, waiting for the other men to join him.

With that started, they headed to the judiciary’s office. Ren led the way in, calling for Fujita, who was good to his word and had a copy of the paper ready as well. They had to make a few adjustments, filling in Sakura’s proper name and substituting female for male. Still, nothing complicated. Ren signed the second copy, Arman signed both, and they gravely thanked the judiciary for his help. Fujita politely congratulated them, but Ren bet he was just as glad to see the end of the business, politically fraught as it was. He didn’t even ask why they had been confused on their new child’s gender.

Ren put it out of his mind, carefully placing the folded notice in an internal coat pocket. He couldn’t afford to misplace it.

Robert cleared his throat and looked at the new parents with an indulgent smile. “I believe I know the best place to start. Follow me, please.”

“He looks entirely too smug,” Ren observed to both Sakura and Arman. “How much do you want to bet he knew this would happen before we did and made plans for it?”

Arman shot him an amused look.

Granted, Robert seemed to know all things when it came to his favorite charges. The man’s observational skills could put a spy to shame.

He went straight into a clothier’s store, which advertised several kimonos for both men and women in the front window. Ren didn’t miss the way Sakura’s eyes lit up at the sight of the child’s kimono, a white cloth with delicate cherry blossoms scattered across the hemline. So, she liked her namesake, did she?

The place smelled strongly of cloth and the peculiar scent all mercantile stores carried as they stepped inside. Several kimonos of various styles and sizes were on display in hanging racks, but in between them were rows of shelves holding folded fabric, beads, ribbons, shoes, and other accessories.

A mature woman in her late forties stepped forward, wearing a clean yukata with the sleeves tied back, freeing her arms. She bowed in greeting. “Welcome. May I help you?”

Ren decided he better take lead on this, all things considered, and greeted her with a bow in return. “I hope so. This is my daughter, Sakura. We wish to properly outfit her with a new wardrobe.”

“Oh my, we can certainly help with that.” She seemed to take in the general situation with nothing more than a blink and another smile. “May I address you as Sakura-chan? Thank you. Come look at the fabrics, Sakura-chan, and tell me what you like.”

Uncertain, Sakura bit her bottom lip before following to the first row of shelves. The owner pulled out several fabrics, but Sakura didn’t seem to know how to choose between them. Frowning, Ren stepped in, kneeling down next to her and putting a hand at her shoulder. “They’re all fine, of course, but what do you actually like, Sakura-chan? Something like the one in the window, maybe?”

A shy blush on her cheeks, she nodded. “That one’s pretty.”

“Oh, so something with cherry blossoms?” The owner cottoned on immediately and abandoned the cloth she’d pulled, instead heading to a different row altogether. This time, she selected several with different types of cherry blossom designs, some with branches, some with free floating petals. Some were white, others a dark blue or a mint green.

Hesitating, Sakura pointed to the blue one with a hopeful smile.

“That one’s fine,” Ren assured her.

Moving around him, Arman put a hand to her head. “More than one, daughter. Pick at least five. Owner-san, we’ll need some boy’s clothes too.”

The owner looked a little taken aback by this, so Ren hastily explained, “She’ll be training in martial arts as well, so something she can move easily in.”

“Oh. Oh, I see.” Her tone clearly said she didn’t see why a girl would be trained in such but wasn’t about to argue with paying customers. “Then, five kimonos, two boy’s outfits, and something to sleep in?”

“That’s a good start,” Ren approved.

Robert cleared his throat pointedly. “Something for formal events, as well, Masters. She’ll accompany you on such occasions from time to time, will she not?”

Ren swore roundly and told Arman, “This. This is why I said we should have Robert with us while shopping. I always forget things.”

“And hair combs,” Robert added with some exasperation. “She’ll not wear her hair up continuously after this, surely.”

Amused, Arman turned to his batman and drawled, “You need another raise.”

“I won’t argue, sir,” Robert responded in the same tone. “Sakura-chan, can we let your hair down? I want to see how long it is.”

Sakura promptly reached up and pulled the string loose, letting it fall every which way. Ren pursed his lips in a soundless whistle, as her hair reached nearly down to her waist, an impressive length to rival his own. It was, however, in desperate need of a cut, as it lay in all different layers. He caught Robert’s eye and gestured to it with his chin, getting a reassuring nod in return. Robert would take care of it later, then.

Coming forward, the batman looked at it from all angles, then nodded. “Plenty to work with. Not that your fathers have any idea what to do with a little girl’s hair.”

Ren really couldn’t argue. “Well, that aside…Owner-san, do you have any ready-made kimonos her size? Or yukatas?”

“I have one kimono, one yukata, and a boy’s outfit that should all fit,” she said, pursing her lips as she studied Sakura’s form carefully. “I can, of course, take her measurements and have others made up quickly to order. Will that do?”

Arman grunted. “Should be fine. Sakura-chan, pick out which ones you want.”

She did, more easily this time, her expression one of wonder. It stayed that way as she chose new shoes, two hairpins, and an assortment of obis to belt the yukata and kimonos together. Ren, having no experience with women’s clothing, paid strict attention when the owner put the obi on her. It didn’t look too difficult; he was reasonably sure he could repeat it. Robert studied it just as diligently, so hopefully between the two of them, they could manage.

It came to a hefty fee, but Ren didn’t even think to protest, just paid and ordered it delivered to their rooms. They left and went to a stationary store to pick up writing supplies and a set of beginner’s books. Sakura, as it turned out, had very few characters learned and could scratch them out if given enough time to do so. Her hand was not steady, and she lacked practice, but she did know them. It gave her a foundation of sorts, but Ren knew she’d be playing near constant catch-up until her late teens, at least.

With a yukata on, proper shoes, and her hair done up in a loose bun with a hairpin to hold it, she looked a proper young lady. Ren caught a glimpse of what she would look like six years from now and felt the first pangs of panic. He’d have to beat the men off, especially with her exotic look in Aart. Probably the women too.

He put it firmly off to the side to be thought about much later. Preferably when he had to actually start the beatings. “Alright, we have clothes, books, papers. Anything else?”

Sakura shook her head, happy as a clam. “That’s all I need, Chichi.”

“Is not,” Arman denied instantly, exasperated with both of them.

He and Sakura exchanged confused looks, not at all sure what Arman meant, then stared at him askance.

Arman rolled his eyes to the heavens and turned to Robert for help. The batman tried manfully to swallow a smile as he elaborated, “I think your father wants to buy you a toy of some sort, Sakura-chan.”

Ren kicked himself for being an idiot. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

Sakura put up both hands in denial. “No, Papa, you bought me a lot already.”

“Sakura-chan,” Arman informed her seriously, “every child should have a favorite toy. And if I don’t buy you one now, your grandmother will murder me.”

Laughing loudly, Ren confirmed, “She really would. Let’s not test it, Sakura-chan. What kind of toy would you like?”

“A dagger,” she answered seriously.

“Not a weapon. Toy,” Ren corrected, amused in spite of himself. “The weapons are a given, don’t worry about those.”

Thinking hard, she bit her lip and chewed on it for a moment. Looking up through her lashes in a particularly adorable manner, she asked, “A dragon?”

Ren saw that look hit Arman and felt a flash of vindication. Arman used that expression on Ren all the time to get his way, and it was about time the tables were turned on him.

Just like Ren, Arman caved immediately. “Let’s find one.”

“There was a toy shop closer to the waterfront,” Robert suggested. “Perhaps that’s the best place to start?”

Not seeing anything wrong with that idea, they meandered down the stairs to the second level of the streets, following Robert’s lead. Sakura stayed firmly between both of her fathers, her hands in each of theirs, smile bright enough to put the sun to shame. Ren thought of what it must be like to gain family who would spoil you after years of being alone, and how long she might have dreamed of this very thing. Well, her dreams likely involved a mother, not two fathers. Still. She didn’t have a single complaint about it so far, and Ren bet it would remain that way. He could empathize in a way. Ren had felt grateful and wanted when Arman had brought him to his own family in Aart. Eida and Anthony had become the parents he’d always wished for. Sakura might feel the same, having finally gained a place where she belonged and was loved.

The first toy shop they visited didn’t have anything dragonish, nor did the second, but the third catered to the elite and unusual. A western-style dragon in red and gold, made of soft silk, sat in their window display. Sakura’s eyes nearly went heart-shaped upon seeing it.

Arman didn’t even ask, just promptly went in and bought it, then put it squarely in his daughter’s arms. It was big enough to almost dwarf her torso and she hugged it tightly to her, then pulled Arman down, lifting up onto her toes to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you, Papa.”

The fierce General Brahms melted and gave her an actual smile in return. “You’re welcome, daughter.”

Oh boy. They were in trouble. Ren stepped back a half pace to mutter to Robert, “Why do I have the feeling he’s going to spoil her absolutely rotten?”

“Because you’re a smart man,” Robert murmured back, grey eyes twinkling.

And this before her grandparents met her, even. Ren knew a lost cause when he saw one. Shaking his head, he urged them to move. “It’s late, I’m hungry, and I vote we have dinner before we lose the day’s light completely.”

They went back up to the top level, where the restaurants and hotels were, and chose one at random based on smells alone. The restaurant offered different types of dons, something Ren knew Arman liked to eat, and it had seating broken up by paper screens. They chose a table to the side and ordered fried chicken dons. Sakura carefully set her dragon next to her, away from the table to avoid possible food stains but close enough she could put a hand on it at all times. Ren watched in amusement and didn’t dare say a word.

While they waited for food, Arman asked him, “What should we do for her schedule? We need to teach her.”

“I think it will work fine if the three of us take her lessons in shifts,” Ren offered. “Say, you take her in the morning. If she’s with you on the rise, you can supervise the building and teach her at the same time, I think. I’ll come get her around lunch and start teaching her fighting skills. Then Robert, you can take her in the afternoon?”

“Of course, Master Ren,” Robert agreed. “What would you have me teach her?”

“Math?” Ren offered. “You’re quite good with figures. That and the Aartan language.”

“So I teach her strategy and history?” Arman queried thoughtfully, then nodded. “Mm. That works.”

“Martial arts include medicine, so I’ll need at least three hours with her,” Ren warned them both. “Maybe we should have bought more boys’ clothes for her.”

“I think not, sir,” Robert demurred. “She can change in and out of them easily enough when it’s time for training.”

Well, probably best.

Sakura looked a little wide-eyed at this schedule. Ren couldn’t quite decipher if she felt overwhelmed, worried, or something else entirely. Checking with her, he asked, “Is that alright? Will that be too much for you?”

“I really get to learn all of that?” she responded in amazement, the beginnings of a smile lighting her face. “Like a proper lady?”

“You are a proper lady,” Arman corrected. “My heiress.”

Sakura’s expression faltered, brows drawing together in confusion. “Eh?”

“Doesn’t matter if you’re a girl; you’ll inherit Brahms Fortress,” Arman explained patiently. “So we have to teach you how to run it.”

Sakura’s mouth opened and closed several times like a landed fish, staring at her father as if he had just announced the moon was made of cheese.

“He’s not joking,” Ren assured her, amused at her expression. “You won’t even be the first woman to inherit the fortress. Arman’s grandmother did so for forty years and was one of the best castle wardens in the history of the family. A tough woman, I understand. I’ve always been sorry I didn’t meet her.”

Arman shrugged. “She died when I was ten, unfortunately. You’ve got a head for strategy, Sakura-chan. You’ll be fine.”

She beamed at this praise and promised firmly, “I’ll work hard.”

“We know you will.” Ren didn’t doubt that, as Sakura didn’t know how to do anything by half measures. “Ah, good, the food is here. Let’s eat. Arman, do you want to check in with Abe after this, or shall I?”

Arman popped a bite in his mouth, chewed and considered, then answered, “You. Tell him Sakura’s ours now.”

“I will, although that will be a shock, as he thought her a boy.”

“Abe-san knows,” Sakura corrected, picking up her chopsticks.

All three men snapped around to look at her. Catching their reaction, she gave them a sad smile. “He found out early on. But he said he’d keep my secret because I didn’t want to go to a brothel.”

Ice ran through Ren’s veins.

Fuck.

Fucking hell. That was exactly what would have happened if Sakura had been exposed. She would have been sent to a brothel or a workhouse. The position of runner wasn’t one to allow females. To have all that intelligence, and spunk, and talent wasted to be some man’s plaything…the thought made bile rise in his throat. This made sense of what Abe-san hinted at earlier, though. The man had said there were concerns with Sakura without giving the game away. Only in hindsight was it obvious.

Hesitantly, she added, “And I’m not twelve.”

“Now she tells us,” Ren said, resolutely shoving the knowledge of her escaped fate away. “Alright, daughter, how old are you?”

“Ten.” She looked uncertainly between the men.

“I’m actually relieved to hear that,” Arman noted to Ren.

“Me too,” Ren admitted. “It’s alright, Sakura-chan, it means we have more time to teach and raise you. Which is good, as you have a lot to learn.”

“Did either of you tell her she’ll live in a palace after this?” Robert inquired as if he already knew the answer.

“Ah.” Ren shrugged, a sheepish smile on his face. “It would have occurred to me eventually.”

Robert rolled his eyes to the heavens in a clear bid for patience. “Sakura-chan, your chichi is actually the castle warden in Aart for the king and queen. He will be in that position at least until you’re an adult, so you’ll live there for the next eight years.”

“We’ll have to take regular trips to Brahms Fortress so you can get to know it,” Arman observed, more to himself than anyone else.

“Maybe she can stay there during the summers with her grandparents?” Ren offered. “It will give her the chance to really learn the fortress and her grandparents. And you know Mother and Father are constantly complaining about being in that place alone. They’ll adore having her there.”

“We’ll ask them,” Arman promised her.

Sakura finally managed to get a word out, her voice high like a tea kettle going off. “Palace?!”

“You’ll like it,” Ren promised, enjoying her reaction. “It’s gorgeous. No resident dragon, unfortunately, but we have a prince, princesses, and all the rest, just like in a fairytale.”

“Roslyn will adore her,” Arman observed, eyes twinkling a little. “Our main trouble will be the queen, though.”

“She’ll latch on and probably won’t give her back,” Ren agreed, half-groaning. “I envision many fights in our future.”

Arman leaned in a little to confide to his daughter, “Your chichi is the most beloved warden the royal family’s ever had. When I married him, the queen was mad at me for doing it. She knew I’d eventually take him to Brahms Fortress and she’d lose him as her warden. Seeing you, she’ll think you’re a female version of him.”

“And you will be, by the time we’re done training you,” Ren observed. “Which will make it all the more interesting. But let’s fight that battle when we get to it. Sakura-chan, is there anything of yours we need to retrieve before we settle you into your new room?”

She shook her head.

Not a single thing? Had she not been able to latch onto anything through the orphanage? The thought saddened him. But he didn’t let it show on his face, smiling at her instead as she inhaled the bowl of food in front of her. He’d definitely need to feed her regularly with snacks in between, at least for the next few months. Didn’t girls hit some sort of growing spurt earlier than boys? Had she already hit that point? The concept of a taller Sakura took over his mind’s eye for a moment. Deities, she really would be a beauty. The thought provoked both pride and panic because the world was not always kind to beautiful people.

In that moment, she suddenly felt his, which was startling and strange. Ren didn’t quite know what to do with the feeling. He hadn’t expected it this soon, had questioned whether he’d really feel it at all. It felt strange but not unwelcome, part of him relieved to look at her and think ‘daughter’ so comfortably. He turned away, looked up, and found Arman staring back knowingly, mouth quirked in an almost smile.

Ren had been half-convinced he’d done all of this mostly for Arman’s sake, and Sakura’s, but sitting here with his new daughter, he suddenly realized it hadn’t been. He’d wanted her too. It had just taken longer for the emotions to hit him. For him to realize.

“I think,” Arman told him in Aartan, “I just gave you another fantasy.”

He felt his eyes sting for a moment and ruefully grinned at his husband. “I think you did, at that. Wait, no, why are you taking the credit for this? I did all the legwork.”

Arman, smug, drank his tea demurely. “I knew if I dropped enough hints, you’d do it.”

It was close, but Ren didn’t throw his chopsticks at him.
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Sakura Brahms. Sakura kept repeating the name to herself, trying to get used to it. Trying to convince herself being adopted wasn’t a dream. She’d imagined this so many times, prayed for it, but the older she got, the less likely the possibility became. When Sakura had taken on the position of runner here, she’d almost given up the idea of ever being adopted into a family entirely. It felt surreal to have her dream suddenly be realized. Sakura sometimes wondered if she were still dreaming, but this situation was different enough from all of her dreams to convince her it was real. It had a solidity that none of the dreams had. That and she was nervous. She wasn’t ever nervous in the dream, just excited. The soft dragon in her arms helped, as did hearing her new fathers on the other side of the sliding doors. She could hear them talking to each other in low voices, War—no, Chichi chuckling at something Papa had said. She didn’t understand a word, it all being in Aartan, but she didn’t need to in order to know they were happy.

Uncle Robert had shown her to the room right between his and her new fathers’, where a futon was spread out, and he’d helped her arrange her new clothes in a low dresser. After a bath, he’d trimmed up her hair so it now hit midback in a smooth waterfall. She felt more secure, more properly cared for, than…ever. Strangely, it scared her. What if they changed their minds? She wasn’t a boy. They said they didn’t care what gender she was, and she half-believed it, but didn’t people want boys to inherit fortresses? That’s what everyone said, but Papa acted as if it was fine for her to be the next Lady of Brahms Fortress.

One new father was a retired general, a warden of a palace. Her other father a lord, a famous general in Aart. Sakura didn’t understand why they’d choose an orphan from Shiirei to be their child because she wasn’t at all on their level. The bastard child of a prostitute, even in the orphanage she’d been ranked at the very bottom, the other children allowed to take anything and everything from her.

But Papa…Papa didn’t see that when he looked at her. Sakura didn’t understand why, but she knew it to be true. Those warm blue eyes, so strange and foreign at first, always lifted in a smile when they landed on her. He taught her things, asked for her opinion, often took the advice she gave and used it. The first time he’d done that, she’d felt incredibly proud that she’d said something a foreign general thought valuable. She’d used every chance to run a message to General Brahms, wanting to be around the man as much as possible.

Never once did she fantasize that she could keep him. Not like this.

“I am a general’s daughter,” she whispered to herself, and even though it was the truth, it almost felt like a lie. She’d gone from a prostitute’s castoff to a general’s daughter all in the space of an afternoon.

It couldn’t be real. Could it?

Unable to stay down, she sat up, hauling her dragon with her. She crept closer to the thin doors separating her from her new family and listened. Listening helped steady her heart, helped convince her mind this wasn’t a dream.

They spoke of more serious matters now, no laughter, but they weren’t angry. She knew the tones for anger very well. It was one of the reasons why she liked being around both men. Even when they were angry, they never yelled or lifted a hand to each other. She’d heard from Abe-san once that they’d met during the war, that they were the generals who’d protected the north shore. After she heard that, it made sense to her why they were so good at working with each other.

The door abruptly opened a crack, startling her, and she rocked back on her heels, head snapping up.

Ward—Chichi blinked down at her in surprise. “Sakura-chan. What’s wrong? Can’t you sleep?”

Tentatively, she shook her head no.

“I thought it was strangely quiet over here,” he observed rhetorically. “Here, up you come.”

Sakura let herself be lifted, not surprised by the casual strength. This man was a former general, after all. People whispered all sorts of things about men who preferred other men, but after a full month of observing these two, Sakura knew it all to be complete bunk. These were strong, intelligent men trusted by kings and emperors. None of the superstitions or nasty rumors were true.

She was carried directly to the futon, where Papa sat cross-legged. To her surprise, Papa reached out, and Chichi put her directly into his lap. Strong arms closed around her, and she blinked up at him, not expecting to be cuddled.

“You’re just like me with him,” Ward—gah! Chichi observed, smile rueful and sad. “I was the same way, at first.”

That didn’t make any sense, and she cocked her head at him. “What?”

“The first time he reached out to me,” Chichi clarified. (She really had to get used to thinking of him like that. It was proving hard.) “I was startled. I didn’t know how to react. He was the first man to be comfortable around me. I got used to it after a while, then he startled me again when he proposed. I never thought I’d be proposed to.”

“Sometimes, your Chichi still thinks it’s a fantasy,” Papa confided to her with a quick, affectionate smile at his husband. “Being married to me, I mean. I have to remind him it’s real.”

So she wasn’t the only one who wrestled with being loved and accepted? That made her feel better, for some reason. Daring to lean further back into the embrace, she settled against Papa’s firm chest, breathing deep. He smelled like musk and soap, a nice scent. Was this what fathers smelled like? “But you’ve been married for a while.”

“Seven months,” Chichi corrected.

She couldn’t possibly have heard that right. They’d only been married seven months? Sakura had assumed because they’d been together in the war that they’d been married longer. If they’d only been married for a short time, though, then why… “But you adopted me?”

“We couldn’t leave you here,” Papa said with a slight shrug.

Tears burned at the back of her eyes. She really was accepted by this gentle giant of a man. How she’d gained his affection, Sakura didn’t know, nor did she want to question it. She just hoped she’d always have it.

Chichi scooted in closer, his knees brushing against both of theirs. “Sakura, I want to tell you two things. I want you to understand that I mean every word of it. Alright?”

Not sure where he was going with this, she nodded shallowly and kept her eyes trained on his.

“First, I want you to come to us. If there’s anything troubling you, if you just have something to share, or if you want a hug. Anything and everything you think and feel is of interest to us. We want to know. So come to us. It’s not an imposition, I promise.”

“He means it,” Papa whispered against her hair. “It’s the same for me.”

She didn’t know how to accept it, as she’d never been given an offer like this before. But she recognized both men were sincere. It felt like an imposition, to be so demanding on their time, but she had a feeling that was exactly why Chichi had said it. To make it clear to her she wasn’t an imposition. Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she promised, “I will.”

“Good.” Chichi’s eyes crinkled up in a smile. “Now, I know you’re going to hear things you shouldn’t. You probably already have. We’ll protect you from that as much as possible, but I know we can’t protect you from everything. When you do hear something, or if someone comes up and starts saying things they shouldn’t, I want you to remember one thing: You are Sakura Brahms, daughter of General Arman and Castle Warden Ren Brahms, and no one in the Brahms family takes shit from anyone. If you punch someone, I will back you. If you have to take an adult down a peg, I will still have your back. If they bring the fight to you, you make sure you end it.”

Sakura gave him a wolfish grin because that, she had absolutely no problem with. “I can do that, Chichi.”

“I don’t doubt it. I’ve already seen you defend yourself, after all.”

“My father has a saying,” Papa informed her, blue eyes twinkling. “Do no harm but take no shit. Use that as your guide.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, grinning up at him. Part of the reason she felt confident she’d fit right in with her new grandparents was the little things Papa said about them. Sakura had the distinct impression they were fighters through and through, and those were the kinds of people she dealt best with.

To that end, she felt like she really had to start the ball rolling now. Besides, she was excited (nervous, elated, curious, and a lot of other emotions) about having grandparents. And aunts. And uncles. Not to mention cousins. “Papa?”

“Yes, daughter.”

She loved it when he called her that, and her grin widened. “Can I write to my grandparents? I want to introduce myself.”

Papa looked a little surprised but pleased by the request. “I want to write them too. Do you know how to sign your name?”

Nodding, she said, “Yes.”

“Then let’s write a letter tomorrow morning with you dictating to me. We’ll send it off to them.”

“Get a street sketch done of her first,” Chichi encouraged. “They’ll want to know what she looks like. And you know Mother, she’ll hang it somewhere and use it to brag.”

Snorting, Papa nodded.

“And for the gods’ sake, please use more than twenty words in that letter, alright? Because if you send a cryptic letter home, your mother will descend in a fury, and we’ll never hear the end of it. That is not your agreeing face, Arman Brahms. Change it right now. You know what, never mind. I’ll help you write the letter, Sakura-chan. We’ll all live that way. You can go with Papa to get your picture done so your grandparents and new family know what a pretty granddaughter has joined the family.”

It was still curious to her that the people in Aart didn’t seem to mind foreign looks. Sakura knew the people here were nervous around her papa, not sure what to make of his chestnut hair and blue eyes, the massive build with all its muscles. She understood, as her initial impression was that he was a very scary and hard to read man. But from everything she’d heard, Aartan people didn’t react the same way to foreigners. Her chichi was apparently very well loved by everyone, even though he’d married another man. It gave Sakura hope that when they did go back to Aart, she’d find the same acceptance.

“It’s getting late,” Chichi commented, shifting up to his knees. “Sakura, do you think you can sleep now?”

Maybe. She looked through the doorway into the quiet, dim room that was hers. It looked entirely unwelcoming. Chewing on her bottom lip, she glanced uncertainly between the men. “Can we leave the door open?”

“Of course,” Papa assured her gently. “Will that help?”

“I’ve never slept alone before,” she explained in a rush.

“Ah,” Chichi intoned, staring thoughtfully at her futon. “That would explain it. I should have thought of that. Until you get used to sleeping alone, we’ll leave the door open. Come on, daughter, back to bed you go. I’ll lie down next to you for a little while until you settle.”

That sounded so much better than lying in the futon by herself. She hauled her dragon along with her, crawling back under the covers. Chichi stretched out comfortably next to her, radiating heat, his hair loose and sprawled out like strands of silk. Sakura’s hair wasn’t nearly so fine, but she hoped with good shampoos to work with, her hair would eventually turn out like his. Her new father was a very beautiful man in many ways. It was why it felt odd when he called her pretty or complimented her, because she wasn’t near the beauty he was.

“Have you named your dragon yet?” he asked in a low, gentle voice.

Turning her head toward him, she whispered, “Raijuu.”

“A very appropriate name for a dragon,” he agreed with a wink.

Alright, so calling him after the lightning god might be a little ridiculous, but it was the only good name Sakura could think of. And she liked it. “You’ll really teach me swords tomorrow?”

“Hand to hand, first. I have to find a sword your size to practice with. But we can do a little dagger work by the end of the week, I bet.”

A thrill went through her. She was beyond excited at the idea of having real martial arts training from a general. And General Sho Renjimantoro was famous for his combat skills, even years after the war had ended. People still talked about him. “Alright.”

He put a warm hand on her belly, moving it in gentle circles. “Sleep, kiddo. We’ve had a full day, and you need the rest."

The motion felt strangely comforting. Her eyes, already heavy, dropped. Sakura didn’t want to sleep just yet, she was enjoying the moment, and part of her still feared this was a waking dream. But eventually her body betrayed her, and she fell deeply asleep.
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Ren waited a few more minutes, until Sakura started emitting sounds perilously close to snores, then gingerly moved off the futon. She slept on, her arm still clamped around Raijuu. He moved on tiptoe back to the other side of the screen doors, closing one of them, leaving the other half-open. She could see them if she woke up, but it gave them a little privacy for tonight.

“She’s half-convinced it’s all a dream.” Arman stared at her sleeping form with a troubled frown.

“I think so too.” Ren could entirely relate to the feeling. He’d recognized the expression on her face all too easily, hearkening back to the first time Arman had brought him into his own tent, then again, the day they were married. Sometimes, Ren felt like Arman didn’t really understand how much his full acceptance meant. Especially to people like Ren and Sakura, the ones society never accepted or properly loved. “Lots of hugs, darling. Lots of encouragement. She’ll need it.”

Arman grunted, chin dipping. “She surprised me by wanting to write to her grandparents.”

“Me too. But I think she’s very excited about the idea of having family. I wish I could fully explain to her how much she’ll be loved before they even get to meet her.”

“Letters from home will help with that.” Arman nodded decisively.

It took willpower on Ren’s part to bite his tongue. Was that what it took to get him to actually write more than a line down? A daughter? If Ren had known, he would have gone and acquired one well before now. Not that he actually trusted Arman to write a letter, ever.

They blew out the lamp and settled into the futons, Ren cuddling in with Arman. He still reeled mentally about having a child of their own now but, like Sakura, he hoped it would settle with time.
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Finally, their new troops arrived. Captain Hano was a no-nonsense man in his early forties, grey just touching his temples, mustache thick enough to hide his upper lip completely. Ren met him on the docks, and greeted the man with a bow readily returned. “Captain Hano?”

“Yes, Warden-sama. I am in your care.”

“I am in yours, Captain. I’m frankly very relieved to see you.” Ren side-stepped to the edge of the dock, giving people room to unload from the ship. “Have my reports about our thefts reached you?”

“I have two reports, sir, both dating from sixteen days ago.”

So, the early reports. “I see. I’m afraid the situation has escalated since then. Captain Sato—he’s in charge of harbor security—refuses to patrol the building site at night, and that’s when the thefts are occurring.”

Hano’s jaw visibly flexed. “I understand the problem, sir. Allow me to settle my men, and I’ll have a unit on guard duty this very night.”

“I appreciate it, Captain. All these thefts have put us behind on the timeline and overbudget, as we’re constantly having to buy replacements. If you go up to the base of the lighthouse”—Ren lifted a hand to point in the right direction—“then you’ll find my husband seated there most of the time. You can direct any questions to him, or me of course. I’m generally found on the other side of the building site.”

Hano had been briefed by someone on the situation here, as he didn’t even blink at the word ‘husband.’ “I will, Warden-sama.”

“Thank you. I’ll leave you to settle your men in. Report to me immediately if there are any problems. We absolutely can’t afford delays.”

“Yes, sir.”

Sensing he was taking up the man’s time, he gave another bow and took himself off. Time would tell if Hano was competent or not. Ren was inclined to think the best of the man simply because he’d been handpicked to send here.

Halfway back to the building site, he spied Sakura running toward him along the road. She’d changed out of the yukata of this morning, now in a hakama of red, her hair done up in a high ponytail. Five days of having a daughter had not settled anything in Ren’s mind yet, and he still felt a particular thrill upon seeing her. She smiled all the time now, slowly settling into the idea of being their daughter.

In her hands was a small stack of letters, and she skidded to a stop before thrusting them up at him. “Here, Chichi.”

“You don’t have to run errands anymore, you know,” he responded, taking the letters. “Although thank you for the delivery.”

Sakura shrugged. “Papa said to pass them on to you.”

“Ah. And how was your morning lesson?” Part of the fun of having Arman teach her was that the man had to actually talk. Ren had snuck up more than once to listen in, mesmerized at hearing Arman speak steadily for more than thirty seconds. Takahiro had said once nothing made a person grow up faster than having a child. Seeing Arman with Sakura, Ren fully believed it.

“Papa told me all about the history of the fortress,” she informed him, automatically slipping a hand into his. It felt very small against his palm, but warm, as if she carried a sun inside of her. “He said I’ll be the sixteenth generation to inherit the fortress. Is it big, Chichi?”

“Massive. As big as Mizuno is? The fortress is actually a little bigger.”

Her eyes scanned the harbor as if she hadn’t seen it before, jaw dropping. “That big?!”

“Well, it has to be. It houses not only all the soldiers ready to defend the place but their families too. And there’s two support outposts that are also fortresses. That’s where your aunts and uncles and cousins live.”

Sakura dazedly kept walking at his side, struggling to take all this in. “And you trust me with it?”

“You’ve got intelligence, spunk, and good common sense. Of course I trust you with it.” Ren didn’t trust her with it right now, but he wasn’t about to say so. He needed to build her confidence up if she were to have a prayer of actually commanding anyone in the future. She was strangely shy and hesitant on some counts.

She looked up at him a touch doubtfully. “Really?”

“Just wait, kiddo,” he assured her patiently. “In eight years, you’ll know how to tackle it. And remember, you won’t be alone. You’ll have us for decades yet, and likely your grandparents too. And I’d like to see something get past Anthony Brahms. That man’s a fortress all by himself.”

Sakura looked half-sold on this but didn’t ask anything more of him.

They went to their usual training spot, a semi-flat area Ren had been introduced to by Abe, and where they had stationed some training equipment. Mostly thick posts with padding wrapped around them, some targets, and a sandy pit that she could practice rolls in.

Sitting on the bench, he directed Sakura to stretch, which she promptly started. As she stretched, he looked through the mail. Most were administrative things he needed to deal with, but one of them was a letter from Empress Sera, and that one caught his attention very firmly. Ren let out a low whistle as he read it through.

“What, Chichi?”

“It’s a letter from the empress,” he explained, not taking his eyes off it. “Your papa and I reported a problem to her, and she’s taken it very seriously and says she’s talking it through with the king and queen in Aart. She also said she’s spoken with the emperor about making several changes. She’s gotten the occupation restrictions lifted, as well as making same-sex marriage legal.”

“Like you and Papa?”

“Yeah, like us. It wasn’t legal to do it before now. At least, not in Shiirei.”

Coming out of her stretch, she came over to him to stare curiously at the letter, not that she’d be able to read much of it. “Did she and the emperor decide to change it because of you and Papa?”

“Sort of. She wanted to give us a wedding present, and that’s what I asked for.” Ren never in a million years thought he’d get it. But she’d apparently bulled through any possible protests somehow. “Wow. Your father’s going to be very happy about this. After we’re done here, I’ll deliver this to him.”

Putting the mail on the bench, weighted by a handy rock, he stretched his arms over his head in preparation. “For now, how about we work on your throwing arm? Let’s get some dagger practice in.”

Sakura grinned ferally. “Fine by me.”
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Sakura would say being the daughter of two generals wasn’t anything like she’d expected…but the truth was, she hadn’t expected any of this. She hadn’t even fantasized about it. She’d just liked how both men treated her—as if what she thought and said was worthwhile. Sakura had spent every second she could with them because of it.

But to have them keep her, that was entirely unexpected.

She wasn’t quite sure how to react to anything or what to do with this family she suddenly found herself in. But she did know she loved it. Sitting up on the rise with Papa and hearing all about the country and fortress that would soon be hers was amazing. Learning how to fight from Chichi was like a dream.

Chichi told her often she had amazing talent. He praised her speed and reflexes and kept promising she’d be wicked once she was older. Sakura kept working hard to keep up with his expectations.

But the best part? The absolute best part was in the evenings, after her bath. Chichi would sit behind her and comb her hair out, and he and Papa would talk—well, it was mostly Chichi talking—and she got to hear all sorts of stories from them. It was amazing, hearing what they’d done. And it would always end with Chichi looking at her and saying, “Sakura, when we get home, we’ll teach you what to do if that ever happens. So don’t worry about that.”

And she didn’t. Because she knew, right down to her bones, if something did happen, these amazing men would be right there with her to help solve the problem. No matter what it was.

It still felt odd to think of herself as a general’s daughter. As the heiress of a fortress. The knowledge hadn’t really sunk in yet and might not until she saw her new home with her own eyes. But being Ren and Arman Brahms’ daughter? That she felt. How could she not? Every time they looked at her, they had smiles on their faces and a hand extended out to her in welcome.

Like this moment right now. Five days into being his daughter and Papa still had a little smile around his mouth when he looked down at her. She wasn’t a baby, she didn’t need to hold hands with anyone, but her fathers always held her hand when they went into town. And Sakura absolutely wouldn’t refuse that hand, ever. She was happy to keep hers firmly in Papa’s as they walked down the street.

They were supposed to meet Chichi here for dinner, as the evening hours were turning the sky into a wash of purples and golds. Sakura was a little tired after training during the day and trying to cram so much information into her poor brain. There was just so much to learn, and she only had a year to do it in.

It was a little disheartening because she had a feeling no matter how hard she studied Aartan, she wouldn’t be able to get it all down before they went home. And what if people couldn’t understand her?

“Papa?”

“Yes, daughter.”

“Maybe I should practice Aartan more.”

Papa’s blue eyes were keen on her face. “You worried?”

“I want people to understand me.” Sakura had a feeling he especially would understand the importance. People so often had a hard time communicating with him here. Sometimes Sakura felt like she should translate for him.

He nodded, accepting her point. “We’ll practice it more.”

She beamed up at him. “Do you think I can learn it before we get home?”

“Enough to get by.”

That was reassuring. After all, he spoke both languages; he should know. She had another question on the tip of her tongue but saw ahead of her a cart rumbling along the stone pavers, advertising nikuman. The pork steamed buns were a favorite of hers that she rarely, if ever, got. She eyed the cart with longing. Was it already the right season for nikuman?

Then again, the leaves were changing to reds and harvest golds, so maybe it was.

Papa saw her stare and made an inquiring noise, pointing to the cart.

She blinked up at him hopefully. “One? I won’t spoil my dinner.”

He patted her indulgently on the head. “I like them too. Get at least eight.”

Delighted, she accepted the purse he handed her and darted ahead, trying to catch the cart before the man put it up for the night.

So intent was she on slipping through the crowd of people she almost didn’t hear it. But as she skirted around a trio of drunk men, she heard the slur one of them spat at her back.

“She belongs in a brothel, though guess she’s now in a high end one, warming a lord’s bed,” one of them said in a snide tone.

His friend agreed, the words slurred with alcohol. “With a prostitute as a mother, you know what they want her for. Bet that’s how she got the job from the foreman, her spreading her legs for him. Can’t believe she was pretending to be a boy, though. They should send her to the brothel on principle.”

The other friend laughed. “We should try her out. She must be good, if she’s talented enough to keep a lord entertained. Fucking gays, it’s a disgrace our own general is one of them. Obviously, Sho wasn’t enough if they had to get her to satisfy the general.”

Sakura froze in disbelief. They did not just say that. The insult to her was understandable; she’d heard that and worse much of her life.

But to demean her fathers in such a way?

Entirely unacceptable.

Instinct had her spinning, and she aimed a kick squarely at the back of the nearest man’s knee. Already with impaired balance, he went sprawling immediately, face planting against the stone with a wet-sounding thud.

“You’re stupid,” she spat at them as she used the coin pouch in her hand as a weapon, slinging it directly into the gut of the other man who had first said such ugly words. It landed solidly, doubling him over and putting him more at her height. Sakura grabbed his ear, keeping him there even as she lectured him. “They’re gay; they don’t want to have sex with women. Much less me, a little girl. You’re stupid.”

“Sakura?” Papa called to her with alarm in his voice. The space around her was widening up, people giving her berth as they realized a fight was in the midst of them, but that made it harder for her father to reach her.

She didn’t want to worry him, but Sakura was just so mad. She’d never been this mad in her life. Red was eating at the edges of her vision, and she felt ready to spit nails. She called, “Papa, they said you only want me as a prostitute.”

He froze, eyes hardening like chips of blue ice. “Continue, daughter.”

Oh, she had permission to beat them up? Excellent.

“Wait,” the third drunk, still standing, protested. “Wait, you can’t just tell her she can do this! She’s a prostitute’s daughter. She doesn’t have the right to correct us!”

Papa’s voice turned scary. “She’s MY daughter. Sakura, what’s the family motto?”

Sakura grinned at him. It wasn’t a nice expression, judging by the way the watching crowd edged farther away from her. “Do no harm but take no shit.”

He gave her a proud nod, then waved her on. It was a silent continue.

Oh, she’d continue, alright.

Sakura went right back at it. The coin pouch had a good solid punch to it, so she continued using it as a weapon. The drunkards, with impeded reflexes due to the alcohol, couldn’t begin to keep up with her. She could hear Chichi’s voice whispering in her ear as she moved.

Don’t present them a still target. Move, move, move. If you stand still, you lose.

So she moved. In and out, dancing around them, coming in low and never high. She hit them hard, kicked their legs out from under them whenever they tried to rise, and made sure they stayed on their knees and hands, like they were begging.

And they were begging. For her forgiveness. Sakura wasn’t at all inclined to give it, because they were only angry and not even remotely remorseful. She wouldn’t let up until they begged for mercy.

“What is going on here?” Chichi sounded alarmed. “Arman, you’re just standing there watching! That’s three men she’s up against!”

Panting a little—turned out, beating people up was hard work—she paused and called to her other father, “Chichi, they said you only wanted me to have in your bed because you aren’t enough for Papa. And it was to be expected because my mother was a prostitute, and maybe they should try me out.”

Sakura had always wondered a little why her father was a good general, because most of the time, he was a pretty gentle person. Chichi normally had a smile on his face and a joke ready; he wasn’t really scary.

Right then, he looked very scary. A grim reaper having a bad day might look similar to Chichi right then. He eyed the men on the ground, and there was nothing but rage in that expression.

“Daughter,” Chichi said, and it was like a mother storm—the words power and force and no mercy. “Do continue.”

Oh good, he was on board too. Sakura spared him a grin before aiming a kick in the nearest drunk’s side.

“Aim between the legs, daughter!” Chichi called. “Remember the pain pathway!”

Oh, right. Anything from eyes down in a straight line was the best place to target. She’d forgotten that.

The drunk who had instigated all of this was on hands and knees—he didn’t dare actually stand anymore—and he whimpered up at her fathers. “Please, lords, mercy! My tongue’s loose because of the sake. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Chichi was having none of it. “You dare say to my daughter that the only thing she’s good for is rape, and the only reason why my husband and I want her is for sex, and you say that IN A PUBLIC PLACE where anyone on the street can hear you, where she can hear you, and then you want to blame it on the alcohol? No, you bastard, you don’t get to apologize for this. You want her to stop punishing you, and I’m not about to let you off. Neither will she. That is my little girl you’re so casually abusing with your coarse tongue, and I won’t stand for it. After she’s done with you—assuming there’s anything left—then I will take over and toss what’s remaining into the ocean, because you’re not fit to walk the streets with those kinds of thoughts in your head!”

Papa tapped a finger on his husband’s shoulder and pointed toward his own nose in inquiry.

“Oh, you want one too? Fine, you can have one. No, I’m mad. I get to have two of them. I won’t give you more than one. You’re going to have to be satisfied with that.”

Papa did not look satisfied with only one.

Sakura wanted to finish up grandly after that speech of Chichi’s, but her arms were really tired, and she wasn’t sure if she could finish all three of them off. She decided to lecture them some more and get her breath back, so she stopped in front of all three. They were kneeling and shaking but still looking up at her as if she were something vile scraped off their shoes.

And it was that look that she hated more than anything. “I’m a general’s daughter. I am a lady of a fortress. They trust me to guard an entire country. I’m more than just a man’s toy. I won’t ever be like my mother. And if you insult me or my fathers ever again, then I won’t give you mercy. I think we should put you outside the walls if the Mongs come. You’re not worth protecting.”

The one on the right, the one who had wild hair escaping like a frenzied halo around his head, couldn’t stand the lecture. With one wild lunge, he lurched upright, one hand reaching out to grab her.

“You fucking whore—”

Sakura moved like Chichi had taught her, spinning out of reach and landing in a fighting stance, ready to tackle the man.

She never got the chance. Chichi darted in like a whirlwind, his foot coming up in a swift kick that caught the man under the chin and impacted with a hard crunch. The drunkard flew up and back, landing hard on his side, then lay perfectly still, out cold. Sakura thought maybe he’d killed the man, but unfortunately, he was still breathing.

Papa was right behind him, catching the other two men with his massive hands and slamming their heads together. The sound was sharp but meaty, and the men were unconscious immediately, flopping to the ground face first. Papa gave a grunt of satisfaction.

Chichi turned and picked her up, his hand smoothing hair from her face as he looked her over with concern. “I can’t believe that bastard thought he could hurt you. Are you alright, Sakura? You’re not hurt anywhere?”

She shook her head, very conscious of the eyes on her. The crowd had not dispersed, too caught up in the drama of the situation. But she ignored them because they weren’t important. “I’m alright, Chichi. But I missed the nikuman cart.”

“Oh, is that what you were trying to catch?” He kissed her forehead, soothing her. “It’s alright, I’ll get you a dozen buns tomorrow. You did so well. I caught parts of the fight as I was running up. Although I might murder your father later for letting you do all the hard work.”

“She didn’t need the help,” Papa defended himself mildly.

Chichi shot him a look. “We’ll have words about this later. I’ve only been training her a few days, for heaven’s sake. Anyway, let’s get something to eat. We’re well past the dinner hour now. Sakura, what do you want to eat?”

Oh, was it her choice? Maybe as a reward for a job well done. “Hotpot?”

“An excellent choice.” Chichi continued to carry her as he walked, praising as he went. “Using the coin pouch as a weapon was very smart of you. It had better impact than punching would at this stage. Although, give that back to your papa. He’ll miss it later.”

Sakura really could walk. But she didn’t utter a single protest as she was carried along and praised, feeling incredibly loved.

They’d meant it, every word they said that first night. If an adult brought the fight to her, they would have her back. And finish the fight if she couldn’t.

Knowing that gave her all the confidence in the world.
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Two weeks slipped by. The fortress gained some height, with the full foundation laid and the first two feet of stone up. They’d had some delays because of multiple storms sweeping through, and everyone chafed at the rain. Winter was only two or three weeks away, and the temperatures were starting to drop. The nights were cold, the days chilly. Fall was in full swing, the leaves bursting with color and turning everything into golds and reds. It was pretty but threatening at this stage because it meant they didn’t have much fair weather left to work in.

With the rainstorms interrupting, they found other work to do, things that could be handled under the cover of a roof, and tried to make up the time.

Captain Hano proved to be competent at his job. The thefts stopped practically overnight. Ren was ever so glad for the man’s presence, as it saved his sanity. He threw Hano’s squadron a dinner party, welcoming them in, and got on friendly terms with them because of it. It gave him hope that the rest of their time here would go smoother.

Sakura still needed them to keep the door open at night, not that Ren minded. He found his heart easing with every passing day, as she grew that bit more comfortable with them. Shadows still lingered in her eyes, but not unexpectedly, as she’d had a rough beginning. Given time and love, she’d grow past them.

As he delivered her to Robert after training one afternoon, he noted there was not only a stack of letters waiting on the table in his room but two bundles looking like they’d traveled a fair distance. Robert sat at the table next to them, working on sewing, but looked up at their entrance.

“Ah, good, you’re both finally here. I’m dying of curiosity. Sakura-chan, you have a letter and presents from your grandparents.”

Ren eyed the bundles with new understanding. Really, already?! Eida had lost no time in getting a response back to them. She must have put all of that together overnight and gotten it out by courier first thing the next morning. It had barely been two and a half weeks. He knew army couriers who couldn’t move that fast.

Approaching the table, his daughter looked them over with a sort of perplexed expression. “Presents?”

She’d probably never gotten one in her life, aside from the shopping trip she’d had on their first day together. Ren was suddenly, heartily glad Eida and Anthony had responded like this. “Grandparents love to spoil their grandchildren, Sakura. Let’s see what they thought to send you.”

The letter said clearly on the back of it, “Open presents first,” so that’s what they did. Sakura opened the long, skinny box, undoing the twine holding it together, and her confusion flipped into delight as soon as she got the top off.

“It’s a sword!”

Peeking over her shoulder, Ren let out a soft ah. “That, I believe, was your father’s practice sword at your age. He kept it in his room after he graduated to a metal sword.”

Sakura’s eyes went round with wonder. “His sword?”

“I hope it’s the right size. I think it will be for you.” Maybe a bit heavy yet, but Sakura was not weak in any sense. “Here, pull it completely out of the box. Yup, that’s his sword, alright. Grandmother Eida likely sent it because you said you wanted to learn swordplay. Smart of her.”

Sakura hugged it to her chest and bounced with glee. “You think Papa will mind?”

“I think he’ll be relieved you’re using it.” And happy his mother thought to even send it. Ren had forgotten Arman still had it, to be honest; otherwise, he would have requested it. “What’s in the other box?”

She very reluctantly put the sword down in order to open the other box. This was more square in shape and heavier, and Ren had to help lift it. The package was wrapped in oil cloth to keep water out. Once they had the top open, however, it revealed a lush down-quilt made of purples, whites, and greens. Eida was known for her quilt-making, and she liked to make them for family and friends. This must have been one of her projects. Ren recognized the style.

Drawing it out, Sakura looked it over, her jaw dropping. “It’s so pretty!”

“And warm, with the wool down on the back. Your grandmother likes to make these, as the interior of the castle can get cold on a winter’s night. We use blankets like this one to snuggle in with people and stay warm. I think she might be worried about you, as you’ll travel back to Aart in late fall. Here, let’s see what the letter says.”

Ren reached for the one addressed to Sakura first, as the other was addressed to him and Arman. When opened, the letter proved to be a full page and then some, written in Eida’s hand, but with Anthony’s scrawl appearing toward the bottom. “Oh, both your grandparents wrote this.

Dear Sakura,

We are ever so pleased to have you in the family and can’t wait to meet you in person. Your letter to us was a surprise and a joy, and we hope you write to us often. We’ll see you as soon as you come home to Aart, I’m sure.

I was charmed by your desire to learn swordplay. You’re so much like your fathers! I sent Arman’s practice sword along with the hopes it’s the right size. If it’s not, tell me, and we’ll order one made. Your grandfather is already delighted by the idea of sparring with you.

I also sent along a quilt I made. I don’t know what Shiirei weather is like right now, but you’ll come home near winter, and I fear you’ll freeze on the journey. Ships are never warm, in my experience. Make good use of it, alright? And tell me your sizes so that we have good winter clothes for you on hand when you do arrive.

Sakura, this is your grandda writing now. I understand from my sons you’re very keen on taking over the fortress when you grow up. I’m very happy to hear this. I can’t wait to show you all the trapdoors and secret rooms in the old place. I put in a quick sketch of the fortress so you have an idea of what it looks like, and my mother’s diary. She was the last woman to run the fortress, and I think it’ll give you a good idea of what all it entails. Make your father read it to you, alright?

We both love you very much. Stay safe and write!

Grandda and Grandmama

“I personally find it hilarious your grandmother does not trust us to get you the right winter clothes,” Ren noted.

Robert snorted in wry agreement. “I think it’s an excuse to go shopping and spoil a granddaughter. But we’ll let her be. Let’s see, I assume the sketch and the journal are under the quilt. Ah, they are.”

Ren accepted the sketch from him, then flipped it around to show it to Sakura. “That’s a pretty good rendering of the place.”

Sakura took in every detail with wide eyes. “It’s so big and blocky!”

“That it is. Looks super intimidating once you see it in person. Trust me, I know.”

Her hand came out, fingers not quite touching the pencil drawing. “Is there really trapdoors and secret rooms?”

“Whole place is riddled with them. When I married into the family, Father spent a day just showing me where they were. I have no faith I remember them all, either. For kids, it’s the best place to play hide and seek in the world.”

Her eyes went to the journal, a leather-bound volume stained by age and time. It was hard to read her expression. “A woman really ran this place by herself?”

“Well, she had a full staff of people. But after her husband died, she was the one who took up the mantle.” Ren blessed Anthony for sending the journal along. Sakura truly needed it reinforced they trusted their daughter with inheriting a fortress. After spending ten years being told she wasn’t worth anything, suddenly hearing the reverse didn’t make sense to her. She believed they were sincere but couldn’t wrap her head around it.

Clutching the quilt to her chest with one hand, she touched the journal with light fingers, the frown growing on her face. “Papa said she was one of the best in the family at it.”

“She was. A legend in her own right. I’ve heard many stories about her. Your Papa and I will both read this to you, alright?”

Nodding, she retracted her hand, clutching the quilt more firmly to her. “Can I sleep with the blanket?”

“It’s good weather to use it in, actually. And it’s your present; do as you like.”

Happy, she took the quilt to her futon and laid it out on top then came back for the sword and looked at it longingly. “We already trained today.”

Ren took one look at that sad face and caved instantly. “Another hour won’t hurt. Come on, pretty daughter, I’ll show you how to swing it. Robert, we’ll be back.”

Robert shooed them on like an indulgent parent. “Go on. I’ll have snacks waiting for when you’re back.”

The man definitely needed a raise.
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On a fair day, Ren took Sakura with him to the herb shop, as it was a good day for teaching her how to make poultices and what medicines to use to treat ailments. Sakura bounced along at his side, her hand in his as they made their way to the shops along the dock’s edge, asking him one question after the next about Aart. Ren patiently answered each one, more than a little amused at what tangents her questions led them on. He never could predict what would pop out of that mouth next.

Her questions had doubled ever since the journal and sketch of the fortress arrived. It gave her a firmer picture in her head, and she now had specific questions even Ren struggled to answer. Arman was forced to talk more and more, explaining, and the whole process amused Ren to no end.

Talk in order to save a country from invasion? Hell no.

Talk to his daughter? Acceptable.

Arman’s priorities were truly skewed.

“Ren!”

Ren’s head snapped around, hearing that voice here in Shiirei, of all places. He spotted Queen Eloise’s fair head in the crowd of black hair easily, then spied yet a second and a third head of pale hair and nearly tripped over his own feet. What were Queen Eloise, Roslyn, and Alexandria all doing here?! They were off-loading from a ship, making their way quickly toward him through the traffic on the docks.

Somewhat confused and dazed by this unannounced arrival, he lifted a hand to show he’d heard his queen, then ducked down to quickly explain to Sakura, “My queen from Aart and her two daughters are here.”

Sakura blinked up at him as if he’d just spouted some lyrical nonsense. “They are? Why?”

“That, daughter, is indeed the question. Let’s go down and ask, shall we? Don’t be nervous meeting them, just give them a bow and greet them as best you can. They’re all very nice people. They’ll be happy to meet you.” Ren actually felt that was the understatement of the year, but it was the best he could come up with.

Lengthening her stride, Sakura scrambled to keep pace with him as he hurried down the stairs, aiming for the docks. Her hold on his hand strengthened to the point of cutting off circulation, so he knew she was beyond nervous, but she’d see soon enough there was no cause for it.

Queen Eloise nearly bounced on her toes, thrilled beyond reckoning, her hands outstretched for his. Ren released Sakura’s hand and took them, squeezed both gently, and shared her grin. “I am happy to see you,” he informed her dryly, “but also very, very confused by it.”

“We’ll explain,” she promised him brightly.

Roslyn hip-checked her mother so she could squeeze in and give Ren a firm hug. At sixteen, she was growing into her beauty still, her blonde hair in loose curls around her shoulders, wearing a dress in her habitual blue. There was a wicked grin on her heart-shaped face and devilment in her blue eyes. He didn’t even want to know what she was already plotting. Ren returned the hug, patting her back before pushing her off. “Of course you’re here too.”

Roslyn wrinkled her nose. “Like I would pass this opportunity up. Alexandria’s here for the same reason.”

“Not quite,” Alexandria denied smoothly, closing in for a brief hug with Ren as well. She looked more sea-ready with her blonde hair up in a simple bun, traveling clothes of a light tan skirt and a fitted jacket showing off her slim build. “We’re all glad to see you, actually, but who’s this darling little girl?”

“Ah.” Ren sank onto his haunches, putting an arm around Sakura, as she looked dazed to be surrounded by so many foreign women at once. Taking in a breath, he braced himself for their reactions before looking up. “This is Princess Alexandria of Scovia, Queen Eloise of Aart, and her daughter, Princess Roslyn. This is my daughter, Sakura.”

The tableau froze. Queen Eloise looked at a loss for words, and Alexandria stared at Sakura as if she couldn’t quite put together the idea of Ren and a daughter in the same mental space.

Roslyn broke her paralysis first and asked hopefully, “Is she your secret love child?”

Without looking, Queen Eloise lifted a hand and smacked her firmly up the back of the head.

“Oww! Mother!”

“You know very well that isn’t the case,” Queen Eloise growled from the side of her mouth. “Do stop being a brat, Roslyn.”

“But she looks just like him!” Roslyn pouted.

Ignoring her, Queen Eloise came around to sink down in front of Sakura, which put the little girl even more on edge. The queen was obviously delighted, a bright smile on her face as she took Sakura in from head to toe and back again. “Ren, translate for me.”

“Certainly.” To Sakura, he said in Shiirein, “The queen wants me to translate for her.”

“Sakura-chan.” Queen Eloise said the foreign name carefully, her pronunciation clear and crisp. “I am Eloise, Queen of Aart. I am very happy to meet you.”

Sakura waited for Ren to translate this before giving her a very low bow, her hands clasped together in front of her. “I am pleased to meet you, Queen-sama.”

“You are very lovely,” Queen Eloise praised, her words sincere. “I can see why our Ren was drawn to you.”

Sakura cocked her head, a little baffled. “Thank you. But it was Papa who wanted me first.”

“Papa?” Queen Eloise repeated when Ren translated this for her. “Wait, does she mean General Brahms?”

“Of course, who else?” Ren took great delight in their shared confusion. “I promise to tell you the full story later—”

“You better believe you will,” Roslyn growled at him warningly.

“—but what are you three doing here?” Ren asked, nearly demanded. “At the beginning of winter, no less! And I do not see a proper guard here, there’s only six men. Where’s Galvath?”

“Always looking out for security, our Warden,” Queen Eloise teased him. “Six is sufficient, I think. We’re in an ally country and we’re more interested in going about with speed than pomp.”

“Galvath broke his leg right before the trip,” Alexandria filled in with a grimace. “I slipped on ice, he caught me, but he broke his leg in the process. He’s fine, though, healing well. Sad to not see you here. He was looking forward to it. I promised to relay for him that he’ll take you out for drinks the next time he sees you.”

“I look forward to that, and hope he recovers quickly.” Ren meant every word even as he planned to supplement the very light guard around this group. Queen Eloise was right, but they were also suffering from poor security up here, and Ren was taking no chances. He’d see to it after he figured out what they were doing here. “But you haven’t answered my main question. Why are you here in person?”

“As to that”—Empress Sera glided up to join the group, a mischievous quirk to her mouth—“we have come to discuss the letters you and General Brahms sent to us. My Aartan is sadly not up to the task, nor is Queen Eloise’s Shiirein, but we have made much progress discussing the problem with help from our translators. Still, we thought it best to meet in person and discuss it with you. We have a possible solution.”

“I would be delighted to hear it,” Ren admitted slowly. Mentally, he reeled. They’d dropped everything to come to Shiirei and talk the problem through? Were they that worried by what Ren and Arman had reported? He stood to give her a proper bow of greeting, which Sakura immediately copied, although she looked confused on who this new woman was. “I’m not sure if there are proper accommodations here for all of you, however.”

Empress Sera waved this away as unimportant. “We want to see the progress on the battlements, as well. Let us go up to the lighthouse and discuss matters there. That will give us the best view.”

She seemed dead serious about it. Ren wasn’t about to argue with this much royalty at once, especially not women. They had opinions about things like this. Instead, he bowed his agreement then ducked down again to whisper quick instructions in Sakura’s ear. “Run up to Papa and tell him we’re all coming to see him, then go back down to Uncle Robert and tell him we need chairs and snacks brought up. If you see Captain Hano on the way, tell him we have royalty visiting and I need a complement of guards up at the lighthouse.”

Nodding, she turned and darted off, running quickly even in the yukata.

“It had been reported to me you applied for custody of a child here,” Empress Sera remarked, watching Sakura go. “But I hadn’t been sure if the report was accurate. Do tell us the story, Renjimantoro-san.”

“Of course,” Ren agreed, then hesitated, not sure which language to speak in. There was not a universal one to default to in between these two groups.

“Give me the concise version,” Empress Sera requested with an understanding smile. “Then you can elaborate for them.”

Blessing her for that consideration, Ren told her the quick and dirty version as they waited for everyone else to disembark from the ship. Queen Eloise did a headcount, got everyone, and gestured for him to lead the way. As he did, he kept pace with them and told the story again, in Aartan this time, and watched their poleaxed expressions with considerable amusement.

“Wait, wait.” Roslyn held up a hand, the other pressed to her forehead as if she fought off a headache. “Arman was the one who charmed this little girl?”

“I think it was mutual charm,” Ren admitted, taking the final turn out of the town and heading up the slope to the lighthouse. “He was very impressed with her tactical sense and work ethic. That drew him to pay close attention to her. At first, Arman thought perhaps he could enroll her in a school here, but the more time I spent observing them, the more I realized they adored each other. Arman so rarely forms strong connections, I couldn’t fathom leaving her here. When I asked if he wanted to adopt her, he immediately said yes, and she was just as delighted to be brought in with us.”

“So what you’re saying,” Queen Eloise deciphered with growing delight, “is that she’s a female version of you.”

Ren planted both feet and pointed a stern finger at her. “You may not have my daughter, my Queen.”

Clapping her hands together, she looked nearly giddy. “She is! Oh, excellent. And she’s ten, you say? Then by the time you’re ready to retire to Brahms Fortress, she’ll be old enough and trained to take over for you.”

That had been exactly what Ren was afraid she’d say. Growling, he tried to look more firm. “My Queen. No. We need an heir for Brahms Fortress. You can’t have my daughter.”

“Tish-tosh,” Queen Eloise denied with a winsome smile. “The Brahms have enough children to cover the bases, you’ll be fine. I can keep her.”

Empress Sera interrupted before it got to the point of name-calling and childish taunts. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand this. Sakura-chan is a girl. Why would she be able to inherit your position as warden?”

Despite the nature of the argument, Ren was almost glad for it, as it gave him a chance to explain a fundamental difference in culture. “In Aart, they don’t differentiate between genders when it comes to professions. They judge by ability. The previous warden to my husband’s fortress was his grandmother. I understand she was one of the best wardens in the family’s history. Man or woman makes no difference. They want someone skilled and that is all.”

Having this translated to her, Alexandria pitched in, “It is the same in Scovia. We have some prejudices in other areas, but in this, we agree with Aart’s culture. We want people of ability, no matter which gender they come in. If this little girl impressed General Brahms so much he wanted to adopt her, then I have no doubt she’ll be a capable warden in the future.”

Queen Eloise gave Ren a very smug grin. “You know I’ll get her from you eventually.”

Throwing up his hands, Ren turned and continued their uphill trek. “I’ll argue the point with you later. How about eight years from now, when she’s an adult?”

“I look forward to it,” Queen Eloise agreed cheerfully. “But truly, Ren, she’s quite lovely. How on earth did she pass off as a boy?”

“Quite well,” Ren admitted dryly. “Even I was fooled at first.”

They crested the hill and found Arman waiting for them, his expression bemused at finding this group together. He bowed, which the women returned, all of them exchanging greetings. Ren stepped in as translator again so that, while Arman explained in Aartan what they’d done so far with the battlements, he could explain in Shiirein to the empress. The translators gratefully took a break and let the generals do the talking.

By the time they’d toured the top and explained what else there was to be done, Robert had drafted enough hands to get several collapsible chairs carted up the hill, a large picnic blanket, and enough finger foods and cups of tea to make everyone comfortable. He’d even found lap blankets for the women to wrap themselves in, should they get cold. At times, Ren highly suspected Robert of secretly being a magician.

Both queen and empress took different chairs, leaving the younger generation to sort themselves out. Roslyn settled on the picnic blanket, making a pretty picture in her swath of pale blue skirts and matching jacket. Alexandria sensibly chose another folding chair, sitting next to her mother-in-law, with Arman on the bench as usual.

Robert, in a stroke of genius, gave Sakura the teacups to pass out. The little girl did so with some trepidation, her hands carefully holding the cups and passing them respectfully to the women with a bow. It served as an icebreaker, however, as she was kindly thanked by each of them. She relaxed considerably when there were no demands placed on her.

When she was finished, Arman caught her by the waist and hefted her up so she sat on his knee. She went with a smile, snuggling in, much more secure with him than anywhere else. More than one person’s jaw dropped to see Arman openly cuddling their daughter, and Ren smirked. Maybe now they’d believe his account from earlier.

“I am quite satisfied with the progress you’ve made on the battlements,” Empress Sera informed the two of them, her teacup sitting in both hands, “as well as the innovations you’ve added. You anticipate you’ll be done before next year’s winter sets in?”

“We’ll certainly do our best,” Ren answered her forthrightly. “Barring any more trouble, I think we’ll make it. If not, we’ll be so close that Abe-san will be more than capable of finishing the project.”

“Excellent.” Inclining her head, Empress Sera focused on her tea for a moment. “Now. I’m sure you’re wondering why we’re here, unannounced, at the beginning of winter, to speak with you. In truth, I was much troubled by your letters. We all were. I wrote to Queen Eloise to inquire about her thoughts on the matter.”

“I have many, none of them good,” Queen Eloise pitched in with a worried frown. “I didn’t realize this was a problem before, that there was such a clash of cultures. Of all things, I didn’t expect it to carry on even after the war was won.”

“None of us did,” Arman rumbled with a sigh. “I think I forgot the trouble because of Ren.”

“It was so easy for us to work with each other,” Ren agreed with a warm smile at Arman, “that neither of us really thought about the rest of it. We were basically alone up here with our own troops most of the war. And when we did have to coordinate with the others, it was touch-and-go; we were so focused on the missions, we didn’t have much time to socialize.”

“But here, now, you have time on your hands,” Alexandria concluded for them. “And you see the problem. Alright, what do you think is the cause?”

“I’m not at all sure,” Ren admitted, playing idly with the end of his hair.

Arman turned to look at the little girl in his lap. “Sakura.”

“Yes, Papa?” She turned to look up at him, startled to be pulled into this adult conversation.

“You were scared of me at first,” he mentioned, the tone factual and not accusing. “Why?”

Sakura chewed on her bottom lip, clearly thinking, her eyes darting to Ren for support. He urged her silently to answer, which she did in her usual blunt way. “You’re big. And you’re hard to read. I was never sure if you understood me or were angry. But then you started speaking more and gave all of us candy, and I realized you weren’t angry. You understood me fine if I spoke slow for you. It just took me a few days to figure out how to talk to you.”

“Out of the mouths of babes,” Robert murmured rhetorically and got glared at by his employer. With a shrug, Robert added at a more conversational volume, “To be fair, sir, I get the same reaction. I don’t speak the language as well as you do, though. I think it’s a language gap that keeps people from approaching me easily.”

“Culture and language,” Empress Sera murmured thoughtfully. Her translator not only conveyed her meaning but tried to copy her tone as well.

“That and familiarity, I think,” Queen Eloise said in a way that suggested agreement, as if they’d spoken of this before and she was referencing it in some way. “Our countries are far apart; we rarely cross paths. It makes sense the unfamiliar would be strange to us. Sakura-chan, may I ask, how long did it take before you were comfortable around your new father?”

“About a week,” she admitted shyly. She paused, let Ren translate that for her, then added, “But then he started asking me questions and teaching me things, and he wasn’t scary to me after that.”

Queen Eloise gave Arman quite the speaking look for that. “So you do know how to talk?”

Arman shook with a subterranean snicker. “When the occasion calls for it.”

“Yes, my Queen, it took a daughter to pull words out of him,” Ren drawled and enjoyed her chuckle. “If I’d only known, I’d have gotten one sooner. Thank you, Sakura, that explains the problem quite nicely. I think it’s easier for people to ignore what is unknown to them. It takes effort to get comfortable with a stranger, especially someone who might not be able to communicate properly with you.”

“That makes our idea all the more viable, then.” Empress Sera and Queen Eloise shared a speaking look. “We wish to start an exchange program between our countries. Scovia, as well. We will send officers to each other for one year, let them experience life in a different country, gain familiarity with language and customs. This will offset the problem, we believe.”

Ren straightened abruptly, nearly sitting on the edge of the bench. Yes, that would work. It would give the rising generation exposure and experience and hopefully form friendships between the three armies so that if they ever had to fight alongside, they’d know the others. “That is an excellent suggestion.”

“Orphans too,” Arman pitched in. “Not just adults. Boys and girls.”

Queen Eloise’s eyes fell to the little girl in his lap, and her lips pursed thoughtfully. “Do you say this because of Sakura?”

“If we had not adopted her, this brilliant mind would have been wasted in a brothel,” Arman informed her bluntly, his expression growing dark. “Or a workhouse. You have others here who have talent. Orphans who just need training to be capable adults. Why squander them?”

“Mama,” Roslyn piped up with a shrewd look in her eye. “I have an idea. There’re several ladies at court complaining they’re bored, right? That they have nothing to do? What if we sent the orphans to them to be raised? Anyone who doesn’t want to train in fighting, maybe they can be translators or learn medicine. Ren said once that for every soldier in the field, it takes seven people to support him. If all of those kids become bilingual, wouldn’t it make the next war so much easier on all of us?”

“That,” Alexandria declared with a proud smile at her sister-in-law, “is a very sensible suggestion. I know of several people in Scovia who would agree to it.”

“My mother likely would,” Arman pitched in thoughtfully.

“She’d demand the first shipment, who are you kidding?” Ren retorted. “Roslyn, that’s an excellent suggestion.”

Empress Sera inclined her head to the princess. “Yes, so it is. I don’t wish to overwhelm, however; we need to put things into place and organize everyone properly. Perhaps start small, with only a hundred to go, to make sure everything will run smoothly. Half officers, half children?”

“I think that’s sensible,” Queen Eloise approved. She paused to let the poor translator at her elbow catch up and took a sip of tea. “We need to organize foster homes, curriculum, and find proper educators to get this started. Let’s aim for spring. I think that will give us enough time to organize all of this.”

Ren stared at the group, amazed. Just like that, the problem had a solution. He prayed the solution worked, he truly did, as it seemed a sound one and he really couldn’t think of anything better.


[image: ]

Sakura felt overwhelmed. Again. It seemed to be a theme this month.

It was crazy enough to be introduced to two reigning monarchs but two princesses, as well, both of them stunningly beautiful. Like the western dolls they sold in the shops with blonde hair and big blue eyes. She was glad Papa had settled her in with him because she didn’t know how to react to most of the group.

Now if people would just stop asking her questions and pulling her into the conversation, she’d be perfectly fine.

The adults carried on, discussing the logistics of how to do everything they planned, and who precisely they wanted to send to the different countries. Since Sakura barely knew anyone involved, she very quickly lost track of it all. The youngest princess, Roslyn, seemed to feel the same way, as she interrupted, “I want to tour the lighthouse again. Can Sakura come with me?”

Sakura did a double take. Why her?!

Papa leaned down and whispered, “That alright? I promise she doesn’t bite.”

Was it alright? Sakura waffled between staying planted in the safety of her father’s arms or going with the princess. She almost said no but then remembered she’d be living in the palace with the princess after this. If this girl was mean or nasty, like the other girls at the orphanage, it’d be better to figure it out now. She gave a tentative nod.

Chichi turned to Roslyn and said something, an admonishment, but the only word Sakura understood was ‘slow.’ Her Aartan was barely more than greetings and some phrases. She practiced it faithfully every day, but she really didn’t know enough to even guess at what people said.

Roslyn gestured for a female translator to come with them, then held out a hopeful hand toward Sakura with a smile. Nerves jittering, she took the hand, finding it to be soft and smooth in comparison to hers. She slid down from her papa’s lap and followed as the princess pulled her up toward the lighthouse.

They were several dozen paces from the group still seated under the tree when Roslyn turned toward her, a wide smile on her face. “Does Arman really talk to you?”

Even though their translator had impeccable Shiirein, the sentence didn’t make sense to her. Canting her head, Sakura answered, “Of course.”

“Really? He’s famous for not talking. Only Ren can drag more than a sentence out of him. But he talks to you?”

“All the time,” Sakura answered honestly. She’d heard this before—in fact Uncle Robert and Chichi teased her papa about it often—but he’d always talked to her. It was part of the reason she knew she was important to him, because he always took the time to say something to her.

“Huh. I’m really surprised. But happy, too. Arman’s one of my favorite people. We were all very excited when he finally did marry Ren. You being adopted by them is just icing on the cake.”

Perhaps she didn’t need to worry about the princess after all. She was being very nice so far. She dared to ask the question that weighed heavily on her. “You think no one will mind?”

“Mind what?” Roslyn asked blankly, clearly not following.

Spreading her hands helplessly, Sakura confessed, “I’m just an orphan.”

Roslyn gave a very unladylike snort. “Not anymore, you’re not. You’re their daughter. Trust me, no one’s going to be mad about you. They’ll be relieved. Aart, you know, we don’t really understand same-sex attraction. It’s not that we’re prejudiced, we just don’t get it. Ren was the first in our country to be like that. Mama especially kept trying to match him up with girls, at least get him to try courting one. She wanted him happy, but she also wanted his skills and knowledge passed down to the next generation. Ren marrying Arman, that made us happy because Ren wasn’t alone anymore. But you? The whole palace will throw a party when they learn about you.”

It did and didn’t make sense. “Because I’m like him?”

“Yup.” Roslyn leaned in to confide, “Mama’s already planning to make you warden after Ren retires to Brahms Fortress.”

Sakura nearly stumbled over her own shoes. “WHAT?!”

“They were arguing about it on the way up here,” Roslyn filled her in. “You missed that part. Ren said absolutely she couldn’t have you, that you are to be the heiress for Brahms. Mama’s adamant that if you’re anything like your father, then she gets to keep you. I hope we do. It’ll be more fun if you’re the warden.”

Sakura froze on the spot, head whipping around to stare down at the party still seated below them. The Queen of Aart already liked her that much? That she was arguing with Chichi about making her the warden next? Papa had told her once it was her strategic mind that’d caught his attention, that made him take interest in her. And Uncle Robert had confided Papa had considered sending her to officer’s school before he decided he liked her too much and would keep her instead. Sakura didn’t completely understand what it was about her that made them say such things, but she tried her best to live up to their expectations, and so far, she’d only been praised.

But the Queen of Aart saw the same thing in her? The same potential?

The question popped out before she could check it. “Can I really be the warden, though?”

“Sure!” Roslyn assured her brightly. “My family normally hires stiff old men to do the job, but Ren’s proven better at it than they have, and you’re his daughter. You’re sure to be good at it. And don’t you think we could be friends?”

She looked up into those cunning blue eyes and felt an answering grin stretch over her face. The princess’s expression spoke of mischief, and Sakura was always on board for that.

“ROSLYN!” Chichi thundered up at them, shaking a fist in their direction. “I KNOW THAT SMILE! DON’T YOU DARE GET HER IN TROUBLE!”

“Damn, he’s onto us.” Roslyn caught her hand, pulling her into motion. “Come on, we need to get out of sight to plan things before he figures it all out.”

Giggling, Sakura matched her pace as they jogged for the far side of the lighthouse.
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“Oh gods, now we’re in for it,” Ren grumbled with a sigh as he watched the girls race off hand in hand. “I knew the instant Roslyn decided she liked her that we’d be in for it. She’s now got a cohort in crime.”

Queen Eloise watched them go as well, but there was a small smile on her face. “There’s a six-year difference between the two of them. It could be Roslyn is taking Sakura under her wing, which I’m glad for. It’s understandable, really; any child of yours is someone she’ll want to protect. And she’s been so bored with all the young lords and ladies in court, saying how selfish and spoiled they are. Your Sakura’s different. Of course it drew her attention.”

“Be good for her,” Arman said decisively, perfectly relaxed on the bench. “Sakura needs a friend waiting in the palace for her when we go home.”

Ren regarded him with a deadpan expression. “I’ll remind you you said that the first time they pull a prank. Next thing you know, Roslyn will be petitioning to stay here with us.”

Lips pursed, Queen Eloise turned her head to regard him thoughtfully. “Is there a reason why she can’t?”

Blinking, Ren stared back at her, nonplussed. “Are you willing to?”

“We fully intended on wintering here in Shiirei and spending at least a month in Scovia. It’ll be easier to work out the logistics of this if we have time, and I thought to set a good example by learning more of the language and culture myself. I can’t see how Roslyn staying here will do any harm. She doesn’t have all her luggage here, true, but I’m sure she’d have fun dressing in Shiirein style for a while. And it would be good for both girls, wouldn’t it? It would give Roslyn a chance to really learn this culture and some of the language, and Sakura another person to learn Aartan from. I really don’t see a downside to it, except that you two would need to keep track of her.”

She was right, it would give Roslyn some much needed experience with this country. He trusted the princess to be (mostly) well behaved on foreign soil. And he was already used to keeping one eye on her. Here or there didn’t make much difference, really. He caught his husband’s eye and silently asked how Arman felt about this added responsibility. Arman gave a slight shrug and nod, indicating he didn’t mind, and Ren made a snap decision. “That’s easily done. We have Sakura on a schedule between the three of us. If Roslyn’s willing to follow her around for the next several months, then I don’t see the harm.”

“I think the girls will be ecstatic.” Queen Eloise nodded, pleased with her own decision. “Good! With that settled, I’ll tell them when they get back.”

“Well.” Empress Sera clasped her hands together with a bright smile. “Seems our exchange program will get an early start. Now, regarding the officers. I know Aart has female officers. I think it would be a good idea to send some of them here and get my own people accustomed to it.”
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Even with a translator having to keep up with them, it was marvelous fun playing with Roslyn. The princess had all sorts of stories about both her fathers, and she was able to tell her even more about Brahms Fortress and her new family. They had firm plans for a sleepover as soon as Sakura was in Castel-de-Haut.

Having a sixteen-year-old as a friend was very…Sakura didn’t know the word for it. She felt awed she had a princess’s attention. That Roslyn seemed to genuinely like spending time with her. Sakura had never had a female friend before, so she wasn’t always sure how to react, but it was really nice. She’d tentatively told Roslyn a few things, judging how well they might be taken, and Roslyn had been a good listener.

If this was what it was like, to have a girl friend, then she was all for it. And it relieved her, really, to know that even when she finally went to her new home, she’d have at least one friend waiting for her.

Papa came to fetch them a few hours later, amused to find them kneeling at the base of the lighthouse and giggling over their plans. He had a rare full smile on his face, and it seemed to shock Roslyn completely, as she halted mid-giggle. Sakura didn’t see it often herself, but she had seen it before, and it always meant her Papa was in a very, very good mood. She popped up and asked, “Time to go back?”

“Hn,” he said, then added to Roslyn, “You can stay with us for a while, if you want.”

Roslyn quickly got to her feet, voice rising with excitement. “Can I really? Mama said so?”

“She suggested it.”

“How long?” Roslyn demanded.

“Until we go home.”

Roslyn immediately bounced in delight, throwing her hands into the air in victory. “Yes! Yes, please let me stay, it’s so much more fun here.”

“It means you’ll be on Sakura’s schedule,” he warned her, mouth still curved in amusement. “She’s in lessons from morning till mid-afternoon.”

“I can help teach her,” Roslyn immediately volunteered.

They spoke so quickly Sakura was barely able to keep up with the translator’s help, and her hope rose as she cottoned on. Roslyn could stay for the rest of the year? The queen had said so? That would be nice, really, to have a friend here. The other runners, now that she’d been adopted and outed as a girl, wouldn’t have anything to do with her. It was mostly jealousy, but still, the rejection hurt. She’d only known Roslyn for a few hours, but she liked the girl.

Papa looked down at her and asked in Shiirein, “What do you think? You mind if Roslyn stays with us?”

She shook her head immediately. “Please let her stay.”

“Alright.” He patted the top of her head. “Let’s go tell them you’re staying, then.”

Roslyn grabbed her hand again as they made their way back down the hill. Leaning in, she whispered, “I’ll teach you how to say thank you to Mama. She’ll be really happy.”

“How do I say it?” Sakura whispered back. It was always better to communicate in the other person’s native language; Chichi said so, and if she had a chance, she’d do it.

They only had a few minutes, but the phrase Roslyn taught her was thankfully short and used some of the words she already knew. She repeated it several times, Roslyn correcting her pronunciation, until she more or less had it. The translator even stepped in and helped a little, and Sakura gave the woman a grateful smile.

Once they reached the picnic area, Queen Eloise looked at their clasped hands and drawled, “I can see you’re already friends.”

“I like her,” Roslyn announced brightly. “She’s already taught me how to swear in Shiirein.”

Chichi snickered, trying to hide it behind one hand and failing. Queen Eloise just looked resigned. “Of course she has.”

Was she not supposed to do that? But Roslyn had asked… Feeling like she might have missed her timing, Sakura gamely said her new Aartan phrase anyway. “Thank you for letting Roslyn stay.”

Queen Eloise blinked, then softened. “You’re welcome, child. Although I might come to regret it. Roslyn, I’ve made it clear that if you cause trouble here, they can put you on a boat and ship you back to me.”

“I absolutely promise to behave,” Roslyn said, a hand over her heart. “I want to learn Shiirein, and I promised Sakura to teach her as much Aartan as possible so she isn’t lost when she gets home.”

“I trust the two of you will be patient with each other, then. I’ll leave some spending money for you and send more later. Buy whatever you need to tide you over the next few months.”

Roslyn lit up, bouncing on her toes. “Does that mean I can buy clothes? Like what Sakura’s wearing?”

“That’s precisely what it means, but don’t spend all your money on a shopping trip.”

Still excited, Roslyn asked Sakura, “You’ll help me shop, right? I don’t know what to buy.”

Sakura herself was still struggling with how to buy things but gamely nodded. She wanted to help, and the idea of doing something girlish, like shopping with a friend, sparked happiness. Sakura had seen people do this sort of thing but had never been able to emulate it. It should be fun, right? “I’ll show you how to tie the obi too.”

“Excellent.”


[image: ]

Ren honestly didn’t know if they’d make it on schedule.

It wasn’t that the workers weren’t trying—people here were very motivated to get the harbor’s protections back up—and they’d managed to get the foundation in before winter fully hit, so that was a point in their favor. It was the overall completion of the fortress that worried him, as he didn’t see how they could possibly get anything done at this rate. The thefts had somehow started again, and they didn’t always have the materials or tools to do the work. Often, in fact, he had to let the workers off early for the day because they were missing some component. They’d had one structural support fail because they didn’t have enough bolts and screws to hold it together, leading to minor injuries. Ren had put a stern order in place to not try and ‘make do’ and only to proceed safely. Things could be replaced; skilled workmen could not. But it did slow their progress to a crawl.

It was damn frustrating.

The royalty had left two weeks ago, and he didn’t have much progress to show for that time. Ren was so sick of the thefts he was ready to commit murder. And he would have, if he’d had a target handy for it. Damn thieves were elusive as sin.

In order to catch them, something had to change.

He arranged a meeting with Captain Hano and Captain Sato before the dinner hour in Captain Sato’s office. Not his first choice of meeting place, but neither he nor Captain Hano had a formal office here. Sato did. It was situated in the downtown square, across the street from the courthouse, which wasn’t very busy at this late evening hour.

Hano’s patrols had slowed the thefts down the first three weeks he’d been here. But the thefts were still happening, suggesting that whoever the thieves were, they’d figured out a way around it. Hano was beside himself with apologies, trying to plug the hole, but neither of them had a clue on how the thieves were managing this. It was a tight patrol schedule, one that changed every other night.

Really, they needed Sato to pitch in and help. With both city guard and army guards, it should be possible to lock the area down completely. Instead, Ren had a feeling the gap between those two patrols was where the thieves had found the weak point.

Not that Sato would agree or even discuss the matter with Ren.

Maybe Ren could strangle Sato. The world in general would thank him.

He walked up the steps and into the office with severe misgivings. Ren absolutely did not think this meeting would work. He might very well have to petition to have Sato removed. Empress Sera had indicated he could. Ren was loath to throw his weight around to that degree. Sato was well connected here—part of why he was so arrogant in his position. It would send ripple effects through Mizuno’s politics if he jerked Sato out of office and publicly humiliated him.

Ren was trying to make less trouble, not more. But if Sato wouldn’t cooperate, he’d do it. People’s lives took priority over politics.

The meeting room was not Sato’s office but a single room off to the right that looked more like a reception area made over into a meeting room with a single table shoved into the middle of it. There was no room for chairs, and the table was at standing height, giving the impression people were not meant to linger.

Hano was already there, standing to one side. With his uniform and bland expression, he could’ve passed for a statue without much trouble. Already going that well, huh?

Sato stood opposite of the table from him, a clear definition of lines. His expression was both mulish and triumphant, as if he knew very well Hano couldn’t force his hand.

It was not an auspicious beginning to the meeting.

Ren girded his loins and waded into the room anyway. He’d always been accused of being optimistic.

“Gentlemen,” he greeted with a nod to both. “Thank you for meeting after hours. We all know why we’re here.”

“I cannot extend men to you to guard beyond the main city streets,” Sato said without preamble, cutting Ren off neatly.

Steady. Steady, don’t lose your temper already. “We’re not asking you to. Captain Hano’s men are here to augment, nothing else. What he needs from you is a schedule of your patrols, so that we can overlap in between and cover the blind spots.”

Sato’s lip lifted in a slight sneer. “There is no blind spot.”

“There must be if I’m patrolling, and your men are patrolling, and we’re still getting regular thefts every other night.” Hano glared at Sato, daring him to refute this statement.

“You fail to realize he’s playing favorites,” Sato bit off. “He specifically called for your men when the empress visited, when by all rights, it was the city guard who should have been called for.”

Ren rolled his eyes to the ceiling, praying for his patience to come back. It was evaporating rather quickly. Of course Sato would consider that a grave insult. He was the type to have basked in being able to guard the empress. And no doubt try to bend her ear while he had the chance.

He hadn’t meant it as an insult. Ren had called for Hano because he could trust Hano. But of course, that’s not how Sato looked at it.

Hano’s glare intensified, hands clenched in a white-knuckled grip on the table. “You refuse to work with him for weeks on end, and then complain when he didn’t trust you? That’s on your head, Sato. And not the point of this meeting. Drop your pettiness for a moment and think! All those supplies are going somewhere. And frankly, I’m no longer buying the idea it’s desperate people short on funds and building supplies sneaking onto the site and taking off with things. There’s too much stolen, to start with. But also, the thefts are carried out so precisely that we have no hint of who these people are or where they’re going. It’s almost military precision.”

It was a relief to have the idea spoken aloud. Ren warmed to Hano even more, and he already liked the man plenty. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. Saying desperate farmers and workmen can carry out thefts like this, night after night, stretches the boundaries of incredulity. It smacks of a military effort. Are we dealing with Mongs or with former soldiers?”

Sato’s sneer was broad and undisguised now. “Like you’d know anything of a Mong attack.”

Ren’s eyes cut to him sharply. “I’d say I know plenty, considering I spent over a year on this very land defending it from the Mongs.”

“We all know your pet general did the actual work.”

Ren nearly punched him for the insult right there and barely checked the impulse. Blood pounded in his temples, and he could hear his teeth grinding with the urge to shove the man’s nose through his face. “You are incredibly insulting.”

“And I don’t appreciate it any more than you do, General Brahms,” Hano backed him up, emphasizing his title. “Sato, you may have been protecting the city, but we were protecting the entire country. I remember very well what this land was like before General Brahms and his husband came and took over, and I have no desire to repeat those days.”

It was news to Ren that Hano had been up here during the war. But then, there’d been so many troops, it was impossible for him to have met everyone. At any rate, he was glad Hano was coming to his defense, mostly because it kept that urge to punch Sato in check.

“I don’t believe any dōseiaisha are capable of—”

The insult was too much to bear. Ren’s fist flew without any compunction or hesitation, stretching across the table and landing squarely against the side of Sato’s jaw. It snapped the man’s head around, throwing him against the wall and leaving him unbalanced enough that he slid partway down it before catching himself with a splayed hand. He gingerly lifted a hand to his face, stunned Ren had hit him. His eyes crawled up to rest on Ren’s face, for the first time looking both confused and afraid.

“You stupidly think my desire to kiss handsome men somehow negates a man’s natural strength?” Ren shook his head, both disgusted and beyond fed up. “I’m done with this country. For your information, bigot, Empress Sera does not subscribe to your pettiness. Nor does the emperor, for that matter. It was me they called for help when the world went mad. And it was me again they sent here to prevent the innocents from being ravaged once more. You do not get to call their judgement into question. You do not have that power. I’m of higher rank, your superior officer; you don’t have the luxury of refusing my orders. I’m reporting back about your unhelpfulness. Enough is enough. I’ve been too patient with you. You’re done, Sato.”

“Well said, sir.” Hano also glared at Sato, visibly willing to jump over the table and finish what Ren had started. “General Brahms, permission to ignore the city guard and proceed under my own judgement?”

It was probably for the best. He appreciated Hano using his old title, reminding Sato of who he was, even if it no longer quite fit. Ren gave a short nod. “Granted. Take control of the city guard and re-order them as you see fit. Captain Hano, can I buy you a drink?”

“I won’t refuse it, sir.”

Ren marched out of the room, out into the dark streets lit only with the string lanterns, and abruptly swore loudly and viciously.

“Feel better, sir?” Hano asked with sympathy.

“Not one bit. I should not have punched him.” Ren didn’t really regret it, mind you.

“Respectfully sir, I would have punched him before that. He was being incredibly rude. And I know he was stationed here during the war, although he wasn’t a captain then, so he knows very well who kept the Mongs from invading.” Hano shook his head, mouth curled up in distaste. “I don’t always personally agree with people’s decisions, but I’m smart enough to not say to that to their face. And I’m also smart enough to put all that aside if it means protecting my city and country. I can’t believe he’s letting his pettiness rule him.”

“I can’t either.” Ren wasn’t surprised by it, though. “Alright. I can’t say that was the most productive meeting—”

Hano chuckled, the sound deep and low. “Speak for yourself, sir. I’ve been wanting to punch people in meetings for years.”

“—but I suppose the outcome was inevitable,” Ren finished wryly. “Come, I’ll buy you that drink. And we’ll figure out a patrol route between the two of us. I still know this territory rather well; maybe we can figure out a better way to go about it.”

“A wet meeting goes over better than dry,” Hano agreed. “There’s a good place two blocks over with excellent sake.”

Thank gods for Hano. “Lead the way.”
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Ren’s second attempt at a meeting went better for the sole reason Hano wasn’t actively insulting him with every breath. It didn’t mean they magically came up with an answer, sadly. Hano only had so many men to work with, and it was a lot of ground to cover. Adding in the city guard only helped so much. And they had no idea which way to protect against—land or sea. Where were their thieves coming from? What was their objective?

Hell, if he could just figure out where all the supplies went, that might answer half of the questions he had. Ren had people scouring Mizuno but couldn’t find any trace of the tools or building supplies anywhere.

This was truly looking more and more like a Mong attack. The sneaky kind, no less.

He got prepared for bed that night in a funk, tying the yukata closed, even as he knew sleep would be slow in coming.

“You’re worried,” his husband noted in a low voice.

Ren turned to him, saw the same worry on Arman’s face, and voiced what they both thought. “We’re not going to make our schedule if this keeps up. And I’m worried, too, with the intelligence reports coming in. The Mongs are building ships far too quickly.”

“If we don’t get at least the outer walls up in the next three months, the harbor will fall.” Arman rubbed at his eyes, weary at the thought. “How many times did we almost lose this place?”

“Too many.” Ren remembered it all keenly. How badly the place had been defended when they were assigned here. How they’d almost lost it once before Ren figured out how to read Arman’s facial twitches. The bad storm that had covered an enemy’s approach until they were almost at the gates before the alarm went up. Really, it was a miracle they’d kept the north shore.

Arman’s hand dropped, and he looked up with nothing but determination blazing in his blue eyes. “It won’t fall on our watch.”

“Damn straight it won’t. I know I met with the captains tonight, again, but…well it was a fucking disaster. Hano and I ended up talking it through in a bar, as Sato wasn’t any help at all. I honestly don’t know if we came up with an idea any better than our previous attempts. I don’t know what to do here, my darling. And I fear this isn’t the work of thieves.”

Arman held out a hand to him, and Ren went, happy to cuddle in his husband’s lap and take the comfort offered. He sat sideways, letting his head rest on Arman’s shoulder, breathing the man in. As long as he’d known Arman, nothing truly bad had ever happened to him. Arman was strength and assurance. He had faith that between the two of them, they could figure this out.

A roughly callused hand carded through his hair as Arman spoke against Ren’s forehead in a quiet tone. “You, too, think it’s the Mongs?”

“I feel like I’m being toyed with. Like they’re doing guerilla tactics to delay the building. But I can’t prove it. And I can’t ask for more help up here. Shiirei is stretched incredibly thin as it is, and we’re not the only port under construction. The emperor has given us all the manpower he can spare.”

Arman grunted agreement, but it had an undertone of thoughtfulness to it. “Outside help?”

Now there was a thought. “Aart?”

“Bhodhsa.”

“Wait, why them?”

“Because O’ Broín knows the territory.”

Oh. Oh damn, that was a really good reason. In the war, they’d worked the most with O’ Broín, and he’d come up several times to help them with different campaigns. A certain conversation he’d had with the man back in Aart slowly surfaced. “It’s true, he responded to the letter I sent him, updating him on the situation. He said he’d come if we needed him.”

“Nn. He’s the right person to ask.”

“And here you claim you’re not a people person,” Ren teased.

“Learned it from you.”

“Oh? Took seven years for it to rub off on you, but at least it’s finally sticking.” Ren gave him a kiss against the side of his neck. “I think it’s a great idea. Let’s write him a letter tomorrow saying we do need him, and the quicker, the better.”

“He’ll come. He’s worried too.” Arman dropped a chaste kiss on the top of his head. “Sakura’s watching.”

Ren lifted his head to see his daughter was indeed on the other side of the door, peeping uncertainly in. She was clearly not sure if she was welcome or not but needed their attention. Ren gestured her in, and she came, but the worried look stayed on her face.

Arman pulled her in so she sat in Ren’s lap, making it something of a dogpile. Ren did not mind but did wonder about Roslyn, who was sharing a room with her. It was rather late at night, after all. “Roslyn?”

“Asleep.” Sakura chewed on her bottom lip, looking up at both fathers. “I heard you talking.”

Ren worried for her, his precious daughter. They’d not had her long. There was still trust building up on all sides, knowledge and comfort to be shared. Still, she was dear to him, and he loved her as only a father could a daughter. He hated the idea of her in harm’s way. And yet, danger threatened.

“Mongs might attack,” Arman told her frankly, stroking her dark hair back from her face. “If it gets bad, we might send you to Akiyama with Uncle Robert and Princess Roslyn.”

Her small hands latched onto both of them, eyes wide with fear. “But you’ll stay?”

“We won’t let this place fall to invaders,” Ren said firmly. “We’ll come through it fine, we always have. But we can’t let this place be invaded. Sakura, your papa’s taught you about strategic points, right?”

She nodded, her expression turning more concerned and fearful. “Papa said Mizuno Harbor is a strategic point.”

“And so it is. If this place is taken, it’ll be very easy to invade the rest of Shiirei. Mizuno Harbor is part of a major trade route, so the roads all connect to other places in the country. Any invader can use those roads to their advantage, and there’s not many fortifications to stop them until they reach the capital. It’s why both of us were stationed here during the war—the place is that important.” Ren soothed a hand up and down her back, wishing he could tell her it would be fine and not speak lies. “I don’t want you to worry. We’re going to call in a friend, see if he can help us. If not him, then we’ll reach out to the Aartan monarchy and tell them we need help. Either way, we’re not on our own here. Alright?”

She nodded uncertainly. “But if I go with Uncle Robert, will I stay there until it’s time to go to Aart?”

“Either that or we’ll come fetch you when it’s safe again.” Ren cast a glance toward Arman and saw the slight nod his husband gave him. “We’ll have to play that part by ear. Either way, you’ll be safe and comfortable there.”

She didn’t seem entirely relieved by that but cautiously optimistic in the same breath. The letters and presents from her family gave her hope that they’d like her when they finally did meet.

“This is a maybe,” Arman reasserted.

Ren backed him up, nodding. “Right, we don’t know for sure what will happen. We’re not even sure if the thefts are an enemy attacking or just stupid people taking advantage of the situation. It’s more my suspicious nature suggesting it’s the Mongs. We’ll play this by ear, alright? Don’t plan one way or another just yet.”

She nodded, but her expression remained unhappy. “I want to stay with you.”

“And we’ll try really hard to make that happen, I promise.”

Not satisfied with just Ren’s promise, she turned her face up to look at Arman, silently demanding his as well.

Arman’s mouth lifted in a slight smile, but his eyes stayed worried. “Promise.”

Only then did she settle, leaning in against Arman’s chest, her free hand holding onto Ren’s arm.

Ren hoped it was just his suspicious nature making a mountain out of a molehill. He really, truly hoped for that.

But he wouldn’t bet on it, either way.
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They were all up bright and early the next morning. Ren got Sakura and Roslyn situated first, as he didn’t want to overwhelm his husband with two energetic girls first thing in the morning. Somewhat to his surprise, Roslyn settled quickly into helping teach Sakura, patiently repeating Aartan words over and over until the pronunciation was right.

Sakura, for her part, soaked every syllable of it up and focused intently.

Maybe it was just as well Roslyn had chosen to stay.

Ren left them to it, sitting on top of the hill as Arman was wont to do. He went back to the ryokan in order to write a few necessary letters. The first was to Sato’s superior officer, stating he would remove Sato from his position and place Hano as temporary captain of both guards until someone could be called to replace Sato. It was all very formal, and he only stated ‘failure to comply with orders’ as his reason for the dismissal.

It would mean formally booting Sato out later, and spreading word that Hano was acting captain, but that was for later in the morning. His second letter was to O’ Broín. There was no need to spell everything out, as O’ Broín was likely as up to date on the situation as Ren himself. He did explain his suspicions, how short on manpower they were, and asked if the man could come with support troops. If not, he’d ask for help from Aart and Scovia.

Well, Scovia was already sending help, Alexandria had promised him that. They’d discussed it while she was here, and she’d promised aid before leaving. She seemed to think she could get at least three naval ships over to him to help patrol the coastline.

He sealed the short letter, to be sent post-haste on the next pigeon. He’d tried to channel Arman and be as concise as possible. No need to be chatty, anyway. All O’ Broín really needed from Ren was a ‘Come help! Mongs!’ Ren almost stood to have it sent, then thought better of it and sat down to write a proper letter to Alexandria, also updating her. This one was also quick, as she no doubt had her own information. There, that should do it.

A respectful tap sounded on the door. “Warden-sama, are you within?”

“I am.” Ren rose from the low writing table and went immediately to answer it.

His hostess bowed slightly at the waist, her hands clasped in front of her blue obi. “Warden-sama, you have two guests waiting upon you. May I show them in?”

“Guests?” Ren blinked at her, surprised. “Ah, yes, please do.”

“I will do so.”

He stayed in the doorway, curious about who had come to speak with him in his private quarters. Ren had his answer a minute later, but yet, not.

The two men approaching him were entirely unfamiliar. They were both fair of hair and skin, looking very Scovian with the strong bone structure of their people and the day suit one of them wore. The other had the insignia of a naval captain in full dress blues, a mild expression on his weather-beaten face.

“Warden Renjimantoro Brahms?” the captain asked in a careful way, as if deliberately pronouncing the name to make sure he had it right.

Ren appreciated the effort and held out a hand with a smile. “The same. I don’t believe we’ve met, Captain.”

“We have not, sir. I’m Kian Meier, Captain of the Seahawk. This is Noe Keller, a structural engineer. We were both sent by Princess Alexandria with the express intent of helping you here.”

Ren’s jaw dropped, and he spluttered for a second. She’d—wait, she’d sent both navy and workforce?! “Forgive me, she’d not said a word to me about this before leaving.”

“I believe it was something she decided on the way home, sir,” Keller offered with a shy smile. “The princess came and spoke with us directly to impress upon us the importance of what you were trying to do here. She was quite adamant we come at all speed. I’m afraid I came ahead of both work crew and building supplies, but they should be here by the end of the week.”

Ren felt like hugging both men and had to physically restrain himself from doing so.

The innkeeper cleared her throat softly. “Warden-sama, should I bring tea?”

Oh dear, he really was talking about this in the hallway. Ren snapped out of it and remembered his manners. “Please do, Okami-san. Gentlemen, come in.”

They followed him inside, and Keller, interestingly enough, paused at the doorway to take off his shoes before entering the room. He was one of the few people outside this culture who knew to do that.

Belatedly, Meier did the same. Alexandria’s coaching? Perhaps.

Ren was proud of them, either way. They were already making an effort, and he appreciated it. He sat, getting comfortable, and indicated they join him. Both were a little clumsy doing so, not accustomed to sitting on the floor, but they’d adjust in time. “Please tell me what your orders are and for how long I have you.”

“You have us until the job is done,” Meier answered. “I have two other captains with me, and we are set to start patrolling the coastline as soon as we can. The men would like to come ashore and get fresh water, some fruits, and then we’ll be back out on the sea.”

“I will speak with the harbor master to make sure they are welcomed,” Ren promised. “Speaking for myself, I’m heartily glad to see you. And you, Mr. Keller. My husband and I drew up the plans for the fortress, and Arman has experience in this, but we’re also trying to innovate new designs into it. The royal architect looked over the original plans, but that didn’t include our additions, and I think an expert looking over the plans before we get too far along would be best.”

“Princess Alexandria’s thought as well, sir.” Keller smiled, and it dropped five years from his face.

Actually, Ren couldn’t figure out how old either man was. Meier seemed seasoned, perhaps late forties, but the sun and wind may have aged him prematurely. Keller looked barely out of his twenties, but again, that could be his baby face.

“How many are with you, Mr. Keller?”

“Just me at the moment. I have a crew of twenty coming in behind me with a ship’s worth of building materials.”

Ren felt like crying tears of joy. “You are a blessing to us, both of you. We’re at our wit’s end here. We’ve had multiple thefts, we’re short on manpower and supplies, and frankly, I’m starting to wonder if it’s guerilla tactics.”

Meier sat up straighter. “Can you say why you think that, sir?”

“It’s a matter of how many times we’ve beefed up patrols, and still things go missing the next morning. I truly do not know how we’ll meet the schedule we initially set, not at this rate. I can’t swear to anything right now. I just know I’ve tried to nip this problem in the bud, and it’s instead gotten worse.”

Meier’s lips pursed. “All due respect, sir, let me throw in on this. I’ll send the other two ships out, let them patrol the shore. I’ll set my men to help guard the building site until more help can get in.”

Bless this man and his prosperity for generations to come. “Granted. I’ve written a letter to your princess, which I suppose wasn’t at all needed. I might as well tear it up and instead send her a hearty thank you. But I’m also writing to the other countries to update them on the situation here, see if we can’t borrow troops from someone. If you can help me bridge the gap in manpower, I’d be very thankful.”

“You have it, sir, whatever you need. I know we never met, but I fought on this shore before you and General Arman Brahms took over as commanders here. And I have to say, I’m glad you’re here again.” Meier got a bulldog look to his face. “With us here, the Mongs won’t take this place.”

This. This was why Alexandria had sent him. He knew the area and was emotionally invested in it. The wave of relief washing over Ren was nearly overpowering. Finally, he felt like he had the right people for the job.

And that would make all the difference.

The hostess came in with a tray of tea, which she delivered smoothly, kneeling to do so. Ren accepted the cup she handed him and gave her a smile. “Thank you, Okami-san. This is Noe Keller and Captain Kian Meier. Both will need rooms here.”

She gave him a deep inclination of the head. “We are happy to host them.”

“Thank you.” He turned to the men and lifted his cup in salute. “I look forward to working with you. Let’s drink, and then we’ll get everyone sorted and on task.”

Meier lifted his cup in response with a smile. “I can drink to that. Oh damn,” he sighed in pleasure. “Good green tea. I missed it sorely after the war. I never learned your language, Brahms, so can you tell her the tea is excellent?”

“Of course.” Ren turned his head and translated.

The hostess blinked at him in surprise, then turned her head to regard her guests. “Oh. I didn’t know foreign guests would prefer green tea. If he wishes, I will serve him this again.”

Ren translated for Meier, interested to see what he would say.

Meier lit up in a smile stretching from ear to ear. “Good. Yes, do that.” He bowed his head to her, the motion meant to relay thanks and delight.

To his surprise, Keller turned and said carefully, “Boku mo. Doumo.”

She caught the gist and smiled back, nodding in assurance.

The language barrier was here, certainly. But both men were trying to be respectful and communicate. Alexandria really had done well picking these two to send.

Hopefully the ships’ crews would be just as professional.

Ren had a good feeling about this.
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Ren ran around like a madman for two hours, getting things set up so the new naval crew had quarters here, everyone got introduced to everyone else, and people were aware of who should be doing what. It involved a great deal of talking, and Arman was just as thankful to leave it all to Ren, the brat.

It ended up near lunch time before Ren finally had a chance to sit down with Keller and Arman to look over the plans. The girls were collected by Robert for an afternoon lesson, which the batman thankfully did without complaint, even though it wasn’t precisely what they normally did. But this took priority over a martial arts lesson.

They stayed on the hill in Arman’s spot, a table set up so the plans could be laid out on top with stones to weigh down the corners of the paper. Ren had had the foresight to write a quick translation on the plans, putting Trader under the Shiirein characters, as Keller would have no ability to decipher them. Keller had a ruler and pencil, and he was busy marking things and writing out numbers and calculations on a spare notepad at his elbow.

Ren cleared his throat slightly. “Forgive me, Mr. Keller, but I can’t follow what you’re doing.”

Keller stopped mid-stroke, looking up at him owlishly behind his glasses. “Oh. Sorry, I got a bit caught up there. I really do like the plan overall. It’s quite ingenious in several aspects, and I heartily approve of your decision to take the foundation five feet down into the ground. It’ll be so much more sound that way. There’s a few things that do need adjustments, though.”

Ren was glad to hear they got at least a few things right, not surprised they were a little off on others. Neither he nor Arman were actual builders, after all. “I gathered by the way you were marking up the plans. What’s wrong?”

“It’s the supports,” Keller explained, tapping the one in particular stretching out over the harbor. “The supports you have planned now aren’t sufficient for the weight load. It’s close, but by adding in the second wrecking ball, it’s just not enough. By my calculations, you need at least three more beams across, with cross-section beams for added support. Otherwise, you’ll eventually break the beam in the middle, and that section will start sagging.”

That sounded not good. “But we’re in time to correct it now?”

“Oh yes, it’ll be easy to make the adjustment and get the right supports in. I’m glad I came when I did.”

Arman gave the building site a thoughtful look. “So am I.”

“Two more adjustments I’d like to make.” Keller’s pencil moved again, sketching onto the plans. “Here and here, additional support and an overhang over the doors leading into both the guard houses and the lighthouse. I speak from experience. This close to the sea, the water and wind can be brutal, and if you don’t give the doors enough protection, they’ll dry rot in short order. If you give them good protection at the onset, though, they last years longer. There’s the added benefit of giving people some shelter from the rain as they’re coming in and out.”

“Excellent,” Ren approved. “Let’s do it. We want this place to last and be functional.”

“Oh, I think it will be, sir. Really, I expected more problems than this when I heard two generals had designed a fortress. It’s amazingly well thought out.” Keller regarded them curiously.

“I did wooden fortresses up here during the war,” Ren explained, then gestured toward his husband with an open hand. “He’s built stone fortresses before.”

“Ah. Which is why you were consulted?”

“Basically, yes.”

“It does make sense. I’d like to review the plans a bit more, go over the building materials, but I think overall, these are the major things needing to be changed.” Keller frowned at the plans, lips pursed. “Is it alright if I borrow this for a day?”

Ren had no problem with that, and he glanced at Arman.

Arman gave him a nod. “Have them memorized at this point. Go ahead.”

“Thank you. I’ll come back to you if I have questions or concerns.” Keller rolled up the plans, then held them with both hands, staring at the table for a long second. The wind ruffled through his blond hair, lifting it and sending it briefly over his forehead before it swept back again. A very intense look shone in his eyes, teeth caught in his lower lip.

After a moment, he seemed to gather the words and courage to speak.

Lifting his head, Keller looked at them both with bright hazel eyes, his voice a touch raspy. “I want to say something to you both on a personal note. Thank you.”

Pointing a finger toward himself, Ren responded slowly, “I don’t understand. For what?”

“For changing her mind.” Keller sucked in a breath. “Before Princess Alexandria met you, she believed the same as most of my countrymen: that a man who desires other men was…wrong. Incapable. But because you had the courage to be only yourself and were able to convince her how wrong her opinions were, she came home with an entirely different view. And she’s created breathing room for the rest of us. The laws discriminating against people of my orientation have been completely thrown out. It’s not that the entire country has changed overnight, there’s still some deep prejudices, but I’m not in danger of losing a career by being open. It’s given me the freedom to express myself in a way I never dreamed I could. It’s given me hope that in the future I might find a man I can live openly with. It’s…groundbreaking. I’m ever so glad she chose me for this mission so I could say those words to you in person. You’ve done a great many people a good service, Warden, General. Thank you.”

Ren’s mouth parted in surprise. Holy shit, had she really done all of that? Had his actions really had that much impact on an entire country? Dueling with Galvath had been more impulse than anything, a way to prove Alexandria wrong and have a little fun. He’d never foreseen the outreach of it. Ren just couldn’t abide hiding himself to suit narrow-minded bigots. There was no point in living in that misery.

He’d really done that?

Arman gave Keller a true smile, one that lifted his eyes. “He does that. Changes worlds, I mean. Often without intending to.”

Spluttering, Ren pointed a finger at him. “You were involved as well, sir!”

“No, this was mostly you. Can’t take credit.”

Giving up, Ren ignored him and turned back to Keller. “I’m heartily glad things have changed, for your sake. Surprised they have, though. Since Princess Alexandria became my friend, she’s been a staunch defender. I just didn’t anticipate she’d demand change out of an entire country.”

“Oh, she has, sir. And all the people like me are relieved. So thank you. I know I can’t act on any of my desires here—”

Ren held up a hand. “No, please do.”

Startled, Keller blinked at him. “Forgive me, I thought Shiirei didn’t like…?”

“Oh, they’re not very tolerant of it, but it’s time they learned how to accept that not all cultures are like theirs and that their opinion is asinine to begin with. We have staunch allies here, too. The empress has made it legal for same-sex couples to marry. She’s also forced a change in the workplace so all occupations are open regardless of gender or orientation.”

Keller’s eyes bugged out of his head. “Fucking hell. Uh, pardon my language.”

Ren threw his head back on a laugh. “I had much the same reaction when I first learned of it. Things are changing for the better here, too. Don’t hide, Keller. Don’t be obnoxious about it, although I don’t think you’re the type. But the time for hiding is well past. Be bold, man.”

Keller’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears, and he had to look away for a second, gaining control over his emotions. “You’ve really made me happy again, sir. I’m looking forward to writing home about this. I wish I had someone special to step out with. But I have the freedom to pursue someone if they catch my eye, which is even better, in a way.”

“That you do. And if I find someone else who shares our orientation, I’ll introduce you. At least you might make a friend out of it.”

Keller’s smile shone bright enough to put the sun to shame. “Please do, sir. And I’ll get back to work; I know we don’t have a lot of time. I just had to say something.”

“And I’m very glad you did.” Even if Ren was still emotionally reeling under it and might do so for the next month.

Arman waited until Keller was well out of earshot before saying softly, “I didn’t anticipate that.”

“Nor I. But damn, I’m glad to hear it. I suppose I should have expected it, as Alexandria was staunchly correcting people’s opinions of me even when we escorted her home. But for some reason, I didn’t think she’d take that attitude past the castle walls.” Ren marveled at it and decided to put this in his letter too. “It begs the question: did she know about Keller? Was that part of the reason why she sent him?”

“She’s canny.”

“That she is.” Alexandria had obviously handpicked who would go to Shiirei’s aid—Ren had seen that upon meeting with everyone. He wouldn’t put it past her to search for men with orientations like their own with the right skill set to be useful.

As much as this whole project gave him a headache, Ren found he couldn’t be irritated about it. It was only because of the fortress he’d learned the world was changing, and for the better. It put a permanent smile on his face.

Now, if he could just squash the thefts on his worksite so he could get this done and get home again, he’d be a happy man.
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Ren came back to the ryokan feeling the intense need for a hearty dinner and a bath. He’d been running around like a madman all day, and frankly, he stank of sweat. As he came into the room, he spied Roslyn sitting at the table, writing what seemed to be a letter. It gave him something of a turn to see her in a light blue yukata, hair done up in a bun in Shiirein style. She’d definitely badgered Robert into a shopping trip, it seemed.

“You look lovely,” he told her as he joined her at the table.

Roslyn preened, putting a hand to the collar. “I love it. It’s incredibly comfortable in some ways. I might just adopt the style when I go home.”

“I don’t see why you can’t. Where’s everyone else?”

“Mr. Robert’s gone to get us dinner. Sakura-chan went to fetch Arman, since he’s still up on the hill.”

“Ah, good. He does get lost in thought up there sometimes.”

Roslyn put her pencil down and stared at him thoughtfully. “I picked up on something I don’t like. I never see Sakura-chan playing with anyone her own age. And people keep whispering something behind our backs, something I can’t understand, and she won’t explain. It makes her angry and sad in turns. I feel like I should be beating people up over it. What’s that about?”

Ren winced. “You probably should be.”

Roslyn eyed him, frown growing. “That’s not comforting, Ren. You’d better explain. Is it why Sakura-chan expected me to be mean, at first?”

“You have to understand, before we met her, she was pretending to be a boy. It was the only way she could avoid going into a…very bad occupation. But when we adopted her, her true gender came out, and the friends she had among the runners immediately turned on her. Partially out of jealousy, I assume, but either way, she lost every connection she had here because she chose us.”

The princess did not like this. The gleam in her eye suggested mayhem. “Well, I’m glad it’s nothing I did, at least. I couldn’t put my finger on why she was being so cautious with me. Granted, the language barrier doesn’t help.”

“No,” Ren admitted, ruefully reminded of a certain time during the war. “But she’s making great strides in learning Aartan.”

“I’m studying Shiirein just as hard. We’ll probably catch up with each other at about the same time. Don’t worry about her, Ren. I’ll keep her close and make sure people welcome her at home.”

And this was why he adored Roslyn. “Thank you. It is a relief to me. Just don’t beat up the bullies.”

Roslyn snorted. It was not an agreement. “I’m surprised you adopted her, though. I didn’t think you and Arman were interested in doing that.”

“I’ve always been interested; just didn’t think I’d ever have the chance. Arman, I couldn’t get a read on. He doesn’t generally care about children, although he gets along fine with the ones in the family. When I realized those two adored each other, I saw a golden opportunity and pushed it forward.”

“Yes, and how did that really happen? No matter how I think of it, it involves Arman talking, which I can’t picture.”

Ren chuckled, able to see her point. “Well, he—”

The clang of the alarm gong pierced through the gentle night air, loud and continuous. Ren was on his feet in a second, shoving his feet back into his boots and snatching up his sword before racing from the room. He was at the ryokan’s door when he realized he couldn’t leave—Roslyn was entirely unprotected here.

Shit, shit, shit.

Captain Meier raced out of his own room, coming down the stairs two at a time, and Ren spied him with relief.

“Meier, Princess Roslyn has no guards and is in my room. Can you take charge of her protection?”

Meier’s blue eyes flared wide in realization. “Done. Go!”

Bless the man. Ren really had to do something about that, but later. He sped out the door, racing for the worksite, all the while worrying.

Arman. Sakura. Where were they? Did his husband have their daughter, or was she mid-way to him and also without protection?

Dammit, he had no answer and no way to easily get one. His heart was terrified of her being out here alone. She barely had the skills to defend herself. She could easily be overpowered.

Ren reached the worksite, panting for breath and a little frantic. He spied Abe first, the foreman armed to the teeth and looking around for a target. “Abe-san!”

Turning, the foreman greeted, “They ran off just as I got here. No danger present now. Looked like farmers, the way they were dressed. Those navy men from Scovia gave them a good thrashing and ran them off.”

Ren was delighted to hear it. “Good. My daughter came out here to fetch my husband. Have you seen either of them?”

“Yes, both. General Brahms just arrived, himself; he’s got your daughter.”

He let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. Ren gave him a nod in thanks and then walked quickly past, taking it all in. The worksite bore the marks of an attack. Blood spilled across the ground, the setting sunlight touching upon it and making it gleam. The neat stacks of wood and supply crates were disordered now, knocked askew or spilled on the ground. A few sailors were sitting on those upturned crates, having their wounds treated.

Ren was glad to see some of the townspeople had come out to help, nurses and doctors quick to be on the scene.

It took him longer to find Arman and Sakura, and it wasn’t until he reached the other edge of the supplies, the area facing the ocean, that he saw them. Arman stood tall, gesturing toward the ocean and asking a question of two sailors in front of him. Sakura was close to his side, her arms around his thigh, Arman’s free hand cradling her close to him.

When Sakura saw him, she lit up in a grin proclaiming smug pride. “Chichi!”

“There’s my girl.” He bent immediately and scooped her up into his arms, unable to do anything else. It was only as he held her that his heart dared to settle. She hugged him back, but only for a moment. Then she was grinning into his face as she held up two fingers.

“I got two.”

He blinked at her. “Got two, what?”

“Two bad men.”

His eyes crossed. “Wait, you fought?”

One of the sailors cleared his throat. “Warden, I’ve got to say, your little girl is damn impressive. She was throwing daggers like a trained ninja. Got two of the blighters ’fore they could even reach us. If we’d had a bow she could draw, she would’ve gotten more, I think.”

His companion snorted. “We were worried about her, at first, tried to keep her behind us. Turns out, she’s a better fighter than some of us. No doubt she’s your daughter, all right. Maybe we should feel bad, as the men we fought were Shiirein too, but—”

Sakura instantly shook her head. “Not Shiirein.”

Ren was impressed she’d understood enough to keep up with the conversation, but he had to question her to make sure. “He said the men they fought here were Shiirein. You don’t think they were?”

She shook her head again. “Not. They talked funny, Chichi. I didn’t recognize the words they said. And they were dressed for a funeral, and their belts were on wrong.”

He stilled as he realized what she meant. Then his eyes flew to Arman’s, his husband’s expression matching his own.

“Mongs,” Arman said, tone hard.

Both sailors started. “Sir?”

“They were Mongs posing as Shiirein. My daughter says they weren’t dressed right. And the language wasn’t one she recognized.”

“Oh.” The first sailor who had spoken roughed up the back of his spiky brunet hair. “Truth tell, sir, I’m not comfortable enough with either language to pick it out. They were dressed wrong?”

Ren came in closer and angled them so both men could see her collar. “Do you see how the right side is tucked under the left? That is always how a yukata is worn unless you’re attending a funeral. And then it’s the opposite. Sakura said they were dressed for a funeral, and their obi—the belt—was tied wrong. They were trying to impersonate Shiirein farmers to throw us off the scent in case they were caught.”

“Shit,” the other sailor whispered, his pale skin going red with anger. “Then they’re already doing hit and run tactics here.”

“It appears that way.” Ren had really hoped he’d been wrong. He would have preferred being paranoid. But his instincts had been dead on this whole time. His eyes sought Arman’s.

Arman looked steadily back at him, mouth pulled down in worry and anger. “Seems O’ Broín needs to get here.”

“Soon,” Ren agreed. “Because we’re very much out of time.”
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After the attack, the entire harbor went on alert. Arman let Ren update everyone on what had happened, as he was wont to do that anyway, and it saved Arman from repeating himself over and over. Arman focused on setting up patrols with the idea the enemy would come in from the sea, more than from the land. With the addition of the Scovian sailors, they had more people to work with, which was good. After a few days, people settled into a new rhythm of guarding and building. Hopefully, they could hold out until O’ Broín or some other help could get here.

Ren had started utilizing carrier pigeons more and more, speeding up the communications. He’d gotten assurances from the emperor that help was coming, and from Bhodsha, but no word of precisely who. It meant impatiently waiting to see who they would work with. All they could do was hold on and work as hard as they could to make up lost time.

Word had gotten about that Sakura had held the line of defense. The sailors made it clear they liked she could fight; they thought it charming and were more prone now to stop and knock elbows with her, a friendly salute the Scovians liked to do. Arman had to explain the gesture, as it was wholly alien to Shiirein culture, but once Sakura understood it, she bumped elbows with enthusiasm.

Arman was one part proud, ten parts terrified at the idea of his little girl up against hardened Mong soldiers. He’d fought against these men so many times he’d lost count; he knew precisely what atrocities they were comfortable committing. He didn’t want Sakura near them.

But she was so proud of herself for using the skills Ren had instilled in her, Arman didn’t have the heart to tell her. His daughter had a warrior’s heart. He wasn’t about to crush it with his fears.

So when she ran up the hill, alone as usual, he didn’t let the worry on his face show. Even if it terrified him on some level to see her without any companion.

“Papa,” she greeted with a happy smile. “Good news, good news!”

She’d said it exclusively in Aartan, the pronunciation near perfect. He smiled back in delight. Nearly a month of having Roslyn to practice with definitely showed. He answered in Aartan, trying to keep her going in this vein. “What’s the good news?”

“The Bhodsha ships have arrived,” she answered carefully, the words coming a beat slower as she focused on the pronunciation. “Chichi says come quick.”

A thrill of relief ran through him. Arman quickly rose, putting the work aside, and headed for the harbor. Sakura spun like a dancer to fall in at his side, her hand naturally finding his.

She defaulted to Shiirein, no doubt because she didn’t have the full vocabulary to get her point across. “Does that mean your friend is here?”

“I hope it’s him,” Arman answered. “But we don’t know who. Anyone from Bhodsha will be good, though. Good men there.”

“But you want it to be your friend.”

“We do. O’ Broín is a good fighter. Smart. He worked with us often in the war, knows this land and people. He’d be the best to station here.”

Arman didn’t say the rest of it, not yet. If it really was O’ Broín, then that opened up the option for he and Ren to move more independently. If it was someone else, then their plans might change, and Sakura would be sent to Takahiro and Chiyuki’s.

It was sort of a strange line of thought. Arman had never really pictured himself as a father, not until he married Ren and realized his husband secretly wished for a child. Only then did he stop, and think, and realize a child in their lives might be something he’d be open to. Meeting Sakura had changed that wish from someday to a more immediate need. Arman was ever like that. It wasn’t until he met the right person that he formed relationships.

And now, with his daughter at his side, he thought along the lines of a parent. Arman was discovering, rather quickly, he trusted very few people with his daughter’s safety and well-being. O’ Broín was one of them. But if O’ Broín wasn’t the one deployed, there was no way in hell Sakura was staying here.

There were multiple ships in the harbor. Arman had been too distracted by the changed blueprints to notice properly. When they reached the main docks, he swept his eyes over the ships, counted four, and breathed a sigh of relief. Yes, four ships of soldiers sounded about right for this situation. Depending on who led them, they could either hold Mizuno Harbor with ease or even possibly help with a little offensive strategy.

He barely got his feet on the wooden planks of the dock before he heard his name being called from somewhere ahead. The press of people coming off the boat blocked his immediate view, but he didn’t need it to recognize the voice.

“Arman, he’s here!”

O’ Broín. Ren must mean O’ Broín to sound so delighted. Arman breathed out in relief and hurried his steps, shielding Sakura from the press of sailors all around them as he went.

O’ Broín was indeed here, looking as big and impressive as always. For a moment, he almost blended in with the crowd, as his blue-black hair fit right in. Then he turned, those light grey eyes bright in his golden tan skin, and the illusion dispelled immediately. He wore the Bhodsha grey on blue uniform, looking properly kitted out, sword on hip as if ready to battle immediately.

Arman was so thankful to see him, he closed in immediately and hugged the man.

“You’re acting like I’m some messenger sent from the gods,” O’ Broín teased. He hugged back, a laugh in his deep, mountainous voice. Then he stepped free, grinning. “I never thought I’d see the day you hugged me.”

Arman shrugged. He was too happy to contain himself. O’ Broín was an answer to prayers.

“I hugged him, too,” Ren admitted. That didn’t surprise Arman.

“You basically are,” Arman said to his friend. “We did not know what we were getting into.”

“Truth,” Ren groaned. “Oh gods, that truth cut right to the quick. I’m smarting from it. We’re so pleased to see you, I think I’ll buy you drinks the entire time you’re here.”

“I’m not one to pass up on a free drink, so I’m taking you up on that.” O’ Broín turned his eyes down and blinked slowly. “It’s a mini-Ren.”

Since Sakura was in fighting clothes, this comment amused Arman to no end. “O’ Broín, our daughter, Sakura. Sakura, this is the friend we hoped was coming, General Argyle O’ Broín.”

“Daughter?” O’ Broín repeated in surprise. “Well, now. You two have been busy. A pleasure, Lady Brahms.”

Arman blinked, as he’d never heard anyone address Sakura that way before. But it was correct, come to think of it. As his heiress, she was indeed Lady of Brahms Fortress.

Sakura must have already realized this, as the greeting certainly didn’t surprise her. She bowed properly and then gave him a grin. “It’s nice to meet you, General O’ Broín. With you here, we can kick Mong ass.”

O’ Broín threw his head back on a laugh. “You are indeed their daughter. And which one of your fathers said that, eh?”

Arman bent a look on Ren, as he knew very well where that line had come from.

“I said that once in her hearing,” Ren defended himself immediately. “Once!”

“Once is sufficient with her, you know that,” Arman shot back. Underestimating his daughter’s memory was a mistake he’d only made one time. Ren should know better.

At least O’ Broín was amused. Arman shook his head and moved on. “We’ll read you in. Let’s get everyone settled first. Sakura, go to the ryokan, tell Okami-san we need rooms for O’ Broín and his officers set up immediately.”

She gave a nod and a cheery wave at O’ Broín, then spun and darted off again.

O’ Broín watched her go, his expression becoming pensive. “She’s part of the reason why you’re glad to see me, I bet. Hard to protect her and the harbor with the resources you have up here.”

Succinctly put, and just like O’ Broín to see the pieces without needing them outlined.

Ren urged him forward. “Let’s go and find a quiet spot to sit down, maybe drink some tea and talk things over. I’ve been running around like a mad chicken all morning; my feet could use the rest.”

O’ Broín paused long enough to call up to his batman about where to take all of his bags before following Ren off the dock.

As they walked, O’ Broín filled them in. “As you know, I was aware the Mongs were up to something well before you were volunteered to come out here. And things have only grown worse. Got to the point I was drinking a cup of ale before I read the intelligence reports, just to wash them down better. I started petitioning my king after I escorted Princess Alexandria home, telling him we really should volunteer to help Shiirei until they could get their harbor protections built back up. By the time your letter reached me, Ren, he was half-convinced to do it. When Emperor Nakamura requested help and said the recommendation came from you, he stopped hesitating. Told me to take what men and ships I felt like would do the job and get over here as quick as possible. I don’t think anyone wants a repeat of the last war.”

Arman made a mental note to send the king a large case of booze and a thank you note.

“I certainly don’t,” Ren agreed heartily. “And I’m ever so grateful everyone seems to be on the same page. I’ll send your king a hearty thank you and some sake after this. How long do we have you?”

“Until this nonsense is done. By that I mean the defenses are fully built, the Mongs have backed down from another try, and we no longer have to worry about the country falling to conquest.” O’ Broín paused a beat before admitting, “I wasn’t eager to come back here—I’m still not—but if I must be here, I’m going to make damn sure it’s done right. Because I’m sure as hell not coming back a third time. I expect all that to take about two years.”

Arman really wished he could refute his timeline but…well, it sounded about right.

Groaning, Ren admitted, “Accurate. That’s about my estimation as well because the Mongs are so obsessively stubborn. You might have to beat them back several times. But truly? You just dropped everything and deployed yourself for two years?”

“Been a bit antsy at home,” O’ Broín admitted. “And the family keeps nudging me toward marrying this nice girl who has an estate abutting ours.”

Arman bit back a grin. “Nice girl, eh.”

“I take it she’s not really that nice?” Ren offered sarcastically.

“Oh, she’s nice. She doesn’t have the brains to be anything else.” O’ Broín rolled his eyes expressively. “Have you ever been in a conversation with someone and you can feel your brain melting and dribbling out of your ears?”

He had, actually. Arman had sworn off dating for three years once because he’d been maneuvered into a date with such a woman. His mother had never repeated the mistake.

Ren led them off the sidewalk and into a tea shop, opening the door and holding it for both of them as he asked, “Why would your parents think that a good idea? I mean, you’ve got a fortress to manage yourself, much like we do. Your spouse has to be capable of running it alongside you.”

“Precisely the thing I pointed out to them. It was half-received. Really, I think my father took my point. My mother’s just desperate to get me married. As long as a woman passes the physical, she’ll throw her in my direction.”

Arman couldn’t let this pass. “The physical being she’s upright and breathing?”

Snorting, O’ Broín gave him a sardonic nod. “More or less. I imagine you went through this before marrying Ren?”

“Yes.” Arman did not care to remember those days. Truthfully, he’d never really understood the desire for romantic relationships prior to Ren. He’d found courting someone’s favor to be tedious and mostly awkward. Nothing about it had been emotionally fulfilling. “Glad it’s past me.”

They were shown to a table, ordered tea and dango, and sat down, becoming comfortable. This particular tea house catered to western guests, meaning they had benches built into the floor with a kotatsu style table. It was easier to sit, and Arman blessed his husband for being nice enough to pick here for their meeting. Sitting on a floor constantly sent his bum asleep.

O’ Broín set his sword aside, giving him room to be comfortable, and picked the conversation back up. “Brahms, I actually wanted to speak to you about this, and it seems like now’s a good chance. I’ve half-considered taking a husband.”

Arman’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. Come again?

Ren nearly fell out of his seat. “Wait, I didn’t think you liked men?!”

Waggling a hand back and forth, O’ Broín admitted, “Not really sure where I stand on that. It’s an interesting place I’ve found myself in this past year. The attitude of my country has slowly changed since the war. We’re no longer quite so…conservative I guess is the right word. And since your marriage, word has gotten around, and people have expressed a more open mindset. It’s not that I’ve found myself suddenly attracted to my own sex, more it’s given me a different take on marriage.”

Ren seemed lost, because to him, sex and marriage were intertwined. But Arman could see precisely what his friend was driving at. “A true partner.”

O’ Broín gave him a nod. “I knew you’d get it. I think Ren’s still confused. See, here’s my issue. I need someone to be not only a spouse but a partner in running the fortress. I need a friend, a reliable companion, someone I can trust my people and my land to. And I can’t seem to find that from the women around me. Heaven knows my parents have tried, but most of the women they’re finding are so…sheltered. Cocooned by their protective parents, and because of that, they’re basically useless. If any little thing goes wrong, they go crying to someone else for help. I need someone who can face troubles head on and be the solution, not compound the problem.”

Arman had to assume this was a cultural problem, as the women in Aart were entirely capable people. The women from Scovia were much the same, for that matter.

Ren seemed to have the same question. “What about marrying outside of your country?”

“I’ve looked, a time or two, but I’ve never met a woman from another country willing to move to Bhodsha. And I understand why. In a sense, my culture is more restrictive about a woman’s freedoms.” He paused before morosely admitting, “And I don’t really know how to approach a woman about this. I’m not at ease with them. I think it’s because there’s no common ground I can find to build a relationship on. It’s why I’ve rather given up on that approach. It’s the camaraderie that I’m missing. The only time I’ve had that was during the war. The men I served with were friends, colleagues, but also reliable people I could depend on.” O’ Broín sighed, dark head bowing for a moment over his clasped hands. “I realize the idea has its own logistical problems. Where could I possibly find a man willing to do all this? But I can’t just hire a warden and make do. For legal reasons, the person who takes up the mantle of the fortress must be my spouse if I’m dead or incapacitated.”

Arman fully sympathized. He’d been in those exact shoes not too long ago, and he remembered the frustration. Vividly. He was proud of O’ Broín for looking outside the box for a solution. Instead of marrying someone he disliked just to make others happy, he was willing to consider alternatives. And apparently taking inspiration from Arman’s successful marriage, which pleased him. Arman personally felt everyone should try to have a marriage like his own. “Don’t dismiss the idea.”

Lifting his head, O’ Broín studied him carefully. “You really think I should try for it?”

Arman regarded Ren with a soft smile. “Speaking from experience, having a husband is excellent.”

Ren grinned back at him, flushing a little in the cheeks. “Such sweet words. But I see your point, O’ Broín. Whether or not your relationship is romantic in nature, I think a husband will suit you well. You’ll have a faithful friend and partner in life, and that’s what marriage comes down to, in the end. A companion you can always rely on and turn to. For your sake, I wish you happiness as well, a spouse you can love with your entire heart.”

O’ Broín dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Thank you. I do wish for it, too. I just don’t see the possibility of it anywhere on the horizon. I’m thirty-seven, and if I don’t marry someone soon, my people will be in trouble. I don’t want to hire a surrogate and have a child only to raise them alone. That seems…hard. I’ll do it if I have to, but I’d really prefer not to. A partner in every sense of the word. That’s my goal. Brahms, you really think I can manage this?”

His answer came without hesitation or a trace of doubt. “Yes. Because you’re not the only one who’s had his eyes opened to the possibility.”

O’ Broín’s head canted to the side. “Really?”

“We had an interesting conversation with the structural engineer assigned here from Scovia,” Ren explained. “His orientation is much like mine, and he told us that because of Princess Alexandria’s new stance on matters, Scovia is changing. He’s now able to court and possibly marry someone openly. He’s quite keen on finding a lover for himself, now that he feels he has the opportunity to do it.”

The light dawned over O’ Broín’s face. “So you’re seeing the wave of change already. I can possibly speak openly of this and get a good response; that’s what you’re saying.”

Arman gave him a nod. Precisely what he was saying.

For some reason, Ren rolled his eyes at him. “I’m so glad you’re used to deciphering him, O’ Broín. It saves my mouth from the workout. And it’s part of the reason why I’m happy you’re here.”

Hey, now. Arman had put forth an effort to be more verbose. Surely Ren recognized that.

O’ Broín shook his head, mouth quirked up in amusement. “You two never change. I suppose we should be speaking more of the problem here than my own personal challenges.”

Arman tsked him. “Not so. A troubled mind cannot think clearly.”

“True enough.” Ren gave him a nod, backing him up. “And we’ll speak more on this, help you come up with a game plan. I’d like to introduce you to Noe Keller, the engineer, so you can see for yourself what we do. I mean, you’ll need to meet him anyway, but in a less formal atmosphere so you two can really talk.”

O’ Broín relaxed at this promise. “I’d like that. It seems so insane in my head, but when I look at what I need, what I want from a spouse, I keep circling back to this. I’d rather marry a man who’s a good friend than a woman I can’t trust or share anything with.”

“I think you’re wise.” Arman couldn’t emphasize that enough. A possible bad marriage didn’t affect just O’ Broín but hundreds of other people who would suffer. His friend was right in that and right to be cautious in who he married.

“Good.” O’ Broín sighed, relieved. “I knew the two of you would understand. But I think that’s a problem I can work slowly through. It’s not like I can do anything about it out here, anyway. Let’s get back to what’s brought me here to begin with. You’ve got Mongs attacking. Where, how many, how often? Do we have time to set something up that’s temporary to give us at least some fortifications? Do you have a plan?”

Ren pursed his lips in a soundless sort of whistle, a sparkle of mischief in his dark eyes.

Arman knew that look.

So did O’ Broín. He groaned in dismay and asked of Arman, “Why does he look like that? I don’t like that look. He always gets us into trouble when he looks like that.”

He had to agree with O’ Broín. That look spoke entirely of trouble.
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Ren didn’t mean to alarm the other two sitting with him. He was just really excited about his strategy. Adrenaline kicked in thinking about it. He and adrenaline were old friends, they went way back, and it was fun to think of doing something risky and a little insane.

And, of course, profitable.

Arman was already giving him that look, as if he knew Ren was going to spout some nonsense he’d get somehow talked into. O’ Broín looked as resigned. Which was entirely unfair; they hadn’t even heard Ren’s brilliant idea yet.

“Alright, out with it.” O’ Broín sighed. “Gods, I already regret those words. Why are we drinking tea? I need ale for this.”

Tsking him, Ren said, “This is a very good idea. Don’t look like that before I even start speaking. Alright, here’s the lay of the land at the moment. We have no intelligence on Mong movement on these shores. We’ve literally not seen them until they attack. Considering how highly alert people have been to strangers, I find that very suspicious.”

Arman gave a one-shouldered shrug in agreement.

“My guess is, and correct me if I’m wrong, they’re sailing in from somewhere nearby. They hit for a night, do damage, retreat again to their base. With the fortress still at foundation level, this place is full of holes we can’t plug; it’s easy to hit and run. We can’t anticipate where or when they’ll come. From past experience, we just know they will.”

O’ Broín and Arman nodded. They looked wary, though, as if Ren’s logic was a trap.

To be fair, it kind of was.

“We’ve tried defending this place multiple times with little success. Even with the addition of your people, O’ Broín, we’d be fighting a battle of attrition until the fortress went up. And we all know from experience that defending a place for long stretches of time is exhausting. It’s hard to keep people sharp and alert for months at a time.”

Arman grunted in sour agreement.

“That’s sadly true,” O’ Broín said on a groan, making a face. “Even getting them to stay alert for a week is sometimes an exercise in futility. But I think I see where you’re going with this. You don’t want to focus on defense. You want to bring the fight to them.”

This was why he was glad to see O’ Broín. The man knew how he thought. “The main reason we’re so agitated is the Mongs are building ships at a mad pace. It’s a race against time right now. They’re trying to buy more time by hitting us here, delaying the building. Why can’t we turn the tables? I say let’s go to them, sabotage the shipyard.”

Both men looked at him as if he’d sprouted another head.

“Ren!” O’ Broín protested, voice going up in pitch to something he likely hadn’t hit since puberty. “I only brought four ships with me, not an armada!”

“No,” Arman corrected, his eyes glued to Ren’s face. “That’s not what he’s saying. Guerrilla-style. A small, elite team to hit them, get in, get out.”

Ren kissed him, light and quick. “Look at you, reading my mind so well. That’s precisely what I’m saying.”

O’ Broín’s mouth dangled open, a protest never quite formed. Then his jaw slowly came back up, a calculating light in his eyes.

Ren waited, giving both generals a moment to think the idea through. Neither of them were poor strategists; they’d see the benefits of his plan quickly enough.

Eyes narrowed, O’ Broín asked slowly, “How large of a team are you thinking? Eight?”

“Between eight and twelve. I’d prefer twelve. The shipyard is bound to be huge, and that’s a lot of ground to cover.”

“Who all would you take? You and Brahms, I assume. You’re leaving me here for defense.”

He was quick. “I don’t have a full team put together yet. I’d like to speak with some of your people and some of the Scovians here. But I think we can put together a full team of twelve, including me and Arman. With you here, the fortress is well protected. We’d be in and out, back within a week.”

“To recap—” O’ Broín sucked in a breath, as if praying for strength “—you want to take a small team of twelve people, go into enemy territory, attack a shipyard bound to be highly protected, and then sail back here. While leaving me in charge of not only this harbor but your daughter.”

“Correct.” Ren beamed at him. “Oh, did we mention Princess Roslyn is staying here at the moment? So her, too.”

O’ Broín’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “Why the hell is she here?!”

“When the queen came to visit, she brought her and Princess Alexandria. At the time, it was safe, or we thought it was. She left Roslyn here to get some experience. There’s been talk of sending her home again, but…”

“So you want me to guard a princess on top of everything else.” O’ Broín’s head flopped back as he growled low in his throat. “Ren. I thought we were friends.”

“We’re completely friends. I wouldn’t ask anyone else to do this.”

Arman seconded this with a firm nod. “You’re one of the few we trust with our daughter.”

“I’d take that as a compliment if you hadn’t just proposed handing me a headache.” O’ Broín bent an evil look on both of them, one speaking of payback. “I’d suggest one of you going and the other staying here to help me, but I can guarantee the suggestion will get me murdered in my bed tonight. You two are incapable of letting each other go into danger without the other.”

This was absolutely true, and Ren wasn’t about to refute it. Arman’s jaw set in a mulish way merely at the idea. They’d spent far too much of the past seven years guarding each other’s back. The thought of sending the other alone into a dangerous situation nearly made Ren break out into hives.

He was able to assuage one worry, though. “Princess Roslyn is due to go to Scovia in a few days. Her parents sent me a letter, which I received yesterday, stating adamantly they were not comfortable with her being here. Which, all things considered, I don’t blame them. They’ve already dispatched a ship to collect her. It might arrive before we leave. I’m not sure.”

O’ Broín seemed to breathe easier. “Thank the gods for common sense. Are you sure you won’t send Lady Sakura with her?”

Ren passed a hand over his mouth, then looked at Arman for his reaction. They’d discussed this. Several times, in fact. They’d both said if it were O’ Broín here, they would keep Sakura with them. “We’re hesitant to send her away from us. She hasn’t met any of her family yet, and we’re trying not to traumatize her. We can send her to my brother and his family. That’s the safer route. Aart’s harbors might well be closed by now due to winter conditions.”

Arman’s frown grew deep. “And she speaks very little Aartan.”

“Or Traders.” Ren picked up the explanation smoothly. “She’s learning quickly, but still, to not be able to communicate properly with anyone around her would be trying at best. And we’ve barely had her any time at all. It doesn’t matter which side of the family we’re speaking of. Sending her off right now feels…cruel.”

“She’s defended herself already.” Arman looked both proud and worried about this.

Ren shared those emotions precisely. It was about twenty-five percent pride, seventy-five worry. Since O’ Broín was late coming in, Ren explained, “We figured out it was Mongs attacking because of Sakura. She stumbled into one of their sneak attacks along with two dozen or so Scovian sailors on patrol. She put knives into two of them before the Mongs retreated.”

A wide smile spread across O’ Broín’s face. “I see why you adopted her. She fits right in. I take it you’ve been training her?”

“Of course I have. No child of mine will be defenseless.”

“It’s a thing with you. You’re always training the women around you.” O’ Broín nodded approvingly before taking a sip from his cup. “Oh god, I missed green tea. It might be worth it, staying out here for two years, just for the tea. Alright, if you’re set on keeping her with you, then I’ll keep an eye on her. Mr. Robert will be in charge of her, no doubt, but I’ll try and keep her close by too.”

And this was yet another reason Ren loved this man so much. O’ Broín was the type to treat your family like his own. No innocent would be harmed, not on his watch.

“We might change our mind on it.” Arman still frowned a little. “I worry for her. But for now, let’s assume she stays. Ren, when do you want us to go?”

Ren lifted both palms up, weighing them like a scale. “On the one hand, I don’t want to dump everything on you and take off, O’ Broín. You barely have your land legs under you right now.”

“Two or three days, if you could,” O’ Broín requested of them. “Just to walk me through what needs to be done while you’re gone, introduce me to at least the officers and key players.”

Arman tapped the table with a finger. “Ren, you walk O’ Broín around. I’ll put together the raiding party.”

Oh, now there was a good division of labor. It wasn’t like both of them were needed to bring O’ Broín up to speed. And Arman was an old hand at this, as he and Ren had done it often during the war. “Sure. O’ Broín, do you have men you’d lend us for this?”

O’ Broín got a glint in his eye that spoke of mischief. “Oh, I do. When I sent out word I was coming, I asked first for volunteers—nearly filled up the ships that way. A lot of men are invested in keeping this place safe after all the blood, sweat, and tears we spent the first time. Off the top of my head, I’d say that Caelan, Ewan, Tavish, Keithan, and Bram would go with you.”

Ren let out a low whistle. That was an excellent list. He knew all those men—they’d spent many a day with each other while fighting up here. They were solid, dependable, and all of them had the typical fighting attitude the Bhodsans were famous for.

If it moves, hit it. If it moves again, you didn’t hit it hard enough the first time.

A slow tug lifted up Arman’s mouth into what was almost a full-born grin. “Oh, I like that list. I’ll meet with them, outline the plan.”

Ren backed him up with a grin of his own. “I don’t want to take anyone who’s not willing to fight. But knowing that lot, they’d be more than willing.”

Shaking his head, O’ Broín commented, “You look like you’re planning a party, not a raid.”

Feigning innocence, Ren started ticking things off on his fingers. “There will be a good romp, lots of alcohol, fire, and quite possibly fireworks. What more does a party need?”

“It’s nice to know neither marriage nor fatherhood has changed you any.” Snorting, O’ Broín pushed himself up to standing position. “Alright, we have too much to do to sit around here. Let’s get moving.”
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They moved, Ren introducing him to everyone, getting people adjusted to the idea they now had three generals on scene and two different sets of foreign troops. The people of Mizuno Harbor seemed to take it in stride. They’d had this exact situation in the war, after all; it wasn’t really unique anymore.

By the time evening fell, O’ Broín was mostly caught up. He’d met the key officers and foremen and had a general idea of what needed to happen to keep the building apace. Arman would have to fill him in better, but that was a tomorrow problem. Ren had no more energy to spare at the moment.

There was just one more thing to do, really. Ren was very keen on making sure Noe Keller and O’ Broín met in a more casual setting. It wasn’t really something he had to do before he left; it could have waited. But Ren didn’t want to miss this conversation and was invested enough that he arranged for both men to meet him for a drink at one of his preferred bars.

Arman was to take the girls out to dinner while he was occupied, so Ren relaxed onto the cushion, his legs tucked under the kotatsu, hot sake in hand.

Ahh, after a full day, this was precisely what he needed.

Keller took the cup given to him but seemed a little confused on why he was here. Ren admittedly hadn’t been able to tell him much, just invited him in between meetings. He had explained easily, “We spoke about how the attitude of the world is changing for people like us, and how it’s becoming more accepted. I wanted to introduce you and O’ Broín in a more casual setting so you two could speak more about this.”

Keller’s attention perked up, and he turned his head, looking toward where O’ Broín sat at the end of the small square table. “Are you interested in this, sir?”

“You can say that I am.” O’ Broín’s deep voice settled low, the conversation staying intimate in this corner of the pub. They’d defaulted to Trader, as it was the only common language between all three men, and this wasn’t a conversation to be overheard. “I spoke with Ren about this when I first landed. I’m having the devil of a time finding a woman to marry. I’m not sure if you’re aware my family has a fortress on Bhodsha’s northern border?”

“I had no idea, sir,” Keller denied with keen interest.

“Well, it’s something I have to consider, you know. What happens to my people if I fall. Hell, it’s not an exaggeration when I say my country is in trouble if something happens to me and there’s no one to give direction. But the women of my generation just don’t seem to have the right…grit? Skill? I don’t know how to put it.” O’ Broín sighed gustily and threw back a shot of sake, only to stare gloomily down at the bottom of the white porcelain. “And I’m getting damn tired of trying to make a match with any of them. I’ve watched Ren and Brahms for years, seen how well they work together and support each other, and that’s what I need.”

Ren tried to bite his tongue, he really did, but the words came out anyway. “I want you to be able to love your spouse, too.”

O’ Broín gave a snort, tone dry as dust. “Reaching for stars, my friend. That’s reaching for the stars, and I’m too tired to fantasize any longer. I need a friend who will stand stalwart at my side, help me run the fortress and raise a family. Surrogacy or adoption, either way, but I must have children to pass the fortress down to. And I don’t want to do this alone if I don’t have to.”

Ren couldn’t argue. The short amount of time he’d had Sakura had shown him parenting was much harder than it looked from the outside. Two parents to share the burden made things easier.

To Keller, O’ Broín commented, “Ren said you’ve seen a change in attitude in Scovia.”

“A huge change, sir,” Keller answered with a bright smile. The smile made him cute, so that he looked even younger. His slender form became more animated as he spoke, hands gesturing. “And one I personally welcome. There’re still resistance from the conservatives, but Princess Alexandria has put her foot squarely down, and Prince Charles is right there with her. It’s given me more liberty than I ever dreamed of.”

“Is that right?” O’ Broín’s light grey eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “How much liberty?”

“Before, I had to keep my orientation under wraps. It would have direly affected my career if I made it too obvious. And there was no possibility of openly courting someone. My family’s quite accepting of me, at least for the most part, but outside of them, well…” Keller grimaced, expression pained. “Not. It would have killed all social life for my family. I had to keep this part of myself hidden and only indulge when I was well out of town. It wasn’t a comfortable existence. But this past year, it’s like a strong wind of change blew through. I can openly court someone if I find a man who suits my fancy. Of course, not everyone is accepting, there’s still prejudices, but at least the option is there.”

O’ Broín let out a low whistle. “A very radical change indeed. So if I approached someone from your country with the idea of marriage…?”

“Oh, you’re quite the catch, sir.” Keller’s grin was teasing but sincere. “If a man at all leans that way, he’ll quickly accept your invitation, I think. A handsome lord? That’s the stuff of daydreams for men like me.”

Ren saw myriad emotions dart lightning quick over O’ Broín’s face—cautious hope, relief, anticipation. It was like Keller’s words had opened a door for him where before, there were only walls. This was precisely why he’d wanted these two men to meet and talk. To give O’ Broín hope. To also give him some other man aside from Ren and Arman to talk to about this.

Keller leaned in and encouraged, “Sir, if you’re really open to dating outside of your countrymen, there’s a few people from Scovia here who are very nice men. Not all of us are keen on returning to Scovia, truth tell, as some of the men’s families aren’t very accepting. I don’t know if you’d find a good match here, but we’re all engineers of some sort, which is a good skillset for a fortress lord to have. And at the very least, you have options. I’m happy to make some introductions, let you get a feel for them.”

O’ Broín picked up the sake and poured Keller a drink. “Keller, you’re a good sort. Please do make those introductions. I don’t even know how to approach this, truth tell, but I want to try.”

“We’re all awkward at flirting, none having any real experience at it,” Keller promised him, then made a wry face. “Me more than most. We’re also rather forgiving of each other because of it. Don’t hesitate, that’s my advice. Even if you feel a little awkward, your attention will be well-received. Really, the idea of openly flirting is so novel, we’re all flattered by male attention even if the man in question isn’t really our type. So no harm can be done.”

“Well.” O’Broín openly relaxed, a broad smile on his face. “That’s heartening to hear. Then let me toast with you, Keller. May we both find good men to marry!”

Keller grinned just as broadly as he clinked glasses with him. “I can drink to that.”

“I’ll toast you both good luck.” Ren lifted his glass with them.

O’ Broín accepted the good luck but also complained to Keller, “Of course he can, he’s got a good husband already.”

“I, too, find it unfair,” Keller commiserated.

Right, these two were already tipsy. Ren was happy the conversation was going so well but was also feeling the day to his bones. He wanted his bed. “And on that note, I’m leaving you. I have my handsome husband to get back to, not to mention my daughter. Good night, and don’t drink yourselves under the table.”

“Good night,” O’ Broín returned and then pointed at him sternly. “And be up early; you barely got my feet wet today.”

Ren groaned. “I sadly know it. Good night, Keller.”

“Good night, sir.”

Ren left them to it, musing on the conversation as he went. They’d been so cute—if he could call grown men cute—discussing seriously the way to go about snagging a husband. He might have seen some keen interest on Keller’s face, not that he blamed the young engineer for that. O’ Broín was quite the catch in more ways than one. He had no idea what would come out of this conversation, but he hoped the two of them made some sort of progress now that society had relaxed enough to let them do so.

Although it did amuse him vastly, they were trying to do this in his very uptight culture. Shiirei would not know what to do with all these gay, foreign men.

The idea kept a smile on his face as he went hunting for a quick dinner, something to help the alcohol settle. He hastily ate ramen before returning to the ryokan, then tucked his daughter in to sleep—and Roslyn, who was somehow harder to get in bed than his ten-year-old. By the time they were settled, he had no real energy to spare, but Ren had sweated quite a bit, what with all the running around. He wanted a bath before he collapsed on his futon.

Ren gathered up a clean yukata to sleep in and turned for the door, only to stop abruptly to avoid crashing into Arman. Arman took him in with one sweep of the eyes and asked softly, “The girls?”

“Both dead asleep.”

“Where are you going?”

“I thought a bath before bed. Today was good but sweaty.”

“Ah. I’ll join you.”

Private time with his husband was always welcome. Also, something of a luxury, these days. Ren was tired, but not that tired. He encouraged Arman to come with a smile, waiting for him at their bedroom door before they walked toward the back of the ryokan where the baths were situated.

At this time of the night, most were empty. They found a private room and marked it occupied before slipping inside. Ren was thankful to shed dusty, sweaty clothes and pile them in the basket. He walked around the corner to the shower area, rinsing himself off before sitting on the low stool. He’d barely reached for the soap when Arman settled at his back, reaching past him.

“I’ll wash your hair.”

A smile of anticipation lit Ren’s face. “Oh yes, please do. It’s always lovely when you do.”

Arman’s hands were gentle as they poured cherry blossom scented shampoo onto his hair and then dug in with fingertips. Ren sighed in pleasure and enjoyed the moment. It took willpower to keep himself upright. It felt divine, the way Arman’s fingers lightly scraped and massaged over his head.

His hair was rinsed carefully, to avoid putting soap in Ren’s face, then draped over a shoulder so Arman had full access to his back. He picked up soap and started lightly washing and rubbing at Ren’s back, releasing the knots of tension there.

Teaching Arman massage skills was one of the better decisions Ren had ever made. Second only to marrying the man.

Arman leaned in closer so his chest pressed up against Ren’s back, and his hands came around to the front, stroking over Ren’s chest and then lower.

Ren relaxed against him, enjoying the attention immensely. The physical aspect of his relationship with his husband was always perfect, precisely what they both enjoyed and needed. He turned his head, kissing under Arman’s jaw.

“Don’t move,” Arman murmured, settling him back again with a palm against his chest. “You’re exhausted, I can tell. Let me take care of you tonight.”

Ren almost protested, but then a hand snaked down and smoothed over his cock, and his objection disappeared with a sigh. That warm hand felt so good, and it was so confident in pleasing him. After eight months of being married, Arman knew precisely what Ren liked, and he was using every bit of that knowledge tonight.

And he loved it, his husband’s touch. Ren steadily hardened as Arman pumped his cock, his body reacting to the stimuli. But there was part of him wanting something more. Something…some sort of penetration. He twisted in Arman’s arms, pressing his forehead against that strong neck as he panted out the request, “Darling, please, I need—even a finger will do.”

Two large hands went under his legs and lifted him up, shifting him so that he straddled Arman’s thighs. Ren tilted his hips enough that Arman had clear access, his arms looping behind Arman’s head.

Those capable hands went down again, one resuming the slick twist and pull of Ren’s cock. But the other went further south, stroking and playing with the perineum before brushing Ren’s hole. It was a light touch, almost a tease, and Ren thrummed with impatience. He didn’t want that light touch, he wanted a firm—

His breath shuddered out of him as Arman pushed one finger strongly inside, teasing at his prostate briefly before retreating. Yes, that was it. That was what he needed. He had no breath or time to demand more before Arman pushed back inside. The penetration burned a little, only soap and water aiding, but Ren wanted the burn. He wanted to feel it.

Pleasure built, steady and hard, and Ren welcomed it. He came under his husband’s hands, secure in the knowledge Arman had him, that he could fall without worry. A happy hum vibrated in his chest as he came down from the high, leaving him languid and relaxed.

Arman kissed his temple, arms wrapping around Ren’s waist. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Ren’s hands came up to hold Arman’s in place. He sensed something there. Some pensiveness in his husband’s tone. “Is something weighing on your mind?”

It could be any number of things. They were actively thinking of raiding enemy territory, they had a daughter to consider, a fortress only partially built.

“Hearing O’ Broín speak earlier made me realize that could have been me.” Arman’s head came down a little further, resting on Ren’s shoulder. “If not for you, I would have been in the same situation.”

“Possibly entering a loveless marriage just because your people needed someone? Gods, I shudder to think of that. I saw his point, which was why I didn’t argue too hard with him. But still, that’s not what I want for him. O’ Broín is an amazing man, one of the dearest friends we have, and he deserves personal happiness. Is there really that much pressure on you? The ones who inherit a fortress?”

“Because it’s not just the safety of our own people but of a country. We are the first line of defense. If we fall, it’s easy to invade our country.”

Ren hadn’t really considered it that far, but with those words, a chill raced over his skin. No wonder. No wonder they were so duty-bound, then. Their entire mindset revolved around the safety of hundreds of thousands of people.

“It makes sense, then, why he refuses to marry someone who can’t stand as a proper partner for him. Because if he falls—heavens forbid—then his spouse must be able to stand in his stead. But still, do you think he can find a man willing to do all that?”

“You would have married me as just a friend and stood stalwart at my side until the grave,” Arman pointed out.

“You do have such faith in me. And you’re correct, I would have. But we’re surely a unique situation. O’ Broín hasn’t turned to a friend and asked him this question, clearly. Which means he doesn’t know of anyone who would do the same for him.” Ren bit his lip in thought. “I’d play matchmaker for him, if I could think of a good candidate.”

“I can’t think of anyone either.” Arman squeezed him for a moment. “Thank the gods for you. I wouldn’t want to do that.”

Yes, the possibility chilled Ren as well. He sometimes pondered what his life would have been like, if not for Arman. The possibilities weren’t good ones. But to be forced into a marriage out of duty, with few options and only resignation? Gods above, he was glad to not be in that situation. “I suppose we’re both lucky. To have a love match.”

“Very lucky.” Arman tilted his head enough to press a sweet, lingering kiss against his mouth. “I found a man to love. But I also found the man my people needed. You filled a tall order, Renjimantoro Brahms.”

“I did,” Ren agreed with a huff of laughter. He kissed his husband back, happy all over again that they’d found each other. “But so did you. I have very exacting standards for husbands, you know.”

“Ha. Says the man who never thought he’d get married.”

“You do have me there.” Ren shifted his hips a little. “And I can feel how hard you are, sir. Nice try on distracting me.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re very fine, I agree. But why don’t you bend me over the stool and fuck me anyway? That way we’ll both be even better.”

He could hear the little hitch in Arman’s breathing as his suggestion hit home. But Arman’s response was light and teasing. “Oh. Well, if you insist…”

“I very much do,” Ren purred.
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Arman wasn’t against raiding parties. Far from it. From a strategic stance, they were excellent to utilize, as often a small party could do more damage than a full-frontal assault. And it wasn’t that he dreaded going into Mong territory himself.

But Sakura was clearly scared, and that, he didn’t know how to handle. Arman felt guilty seeing it, almost guilty enough to not go. Never before had he empathized more with his parents. If this was what it was like, separating from a child in order to go into danger, it was a wonder any parent in the world actually managed it. If Arman could see another good option instead of a raiding party, he would automatically do it instead, just to ease Sakura’s fears.

They’d spent two days preparing, gathering all the men and supplies, borrowing a small schooner that could fit fourteen men at a squeeze. It was a nimble ship, one able to get them in and out quickly. The perfect vessel for a covert operation.

It was all ready. They had perhaps an hour before launch, as they were loading supplies into the ship even now. And here Arman sat in their room, holding his daughter, who was on the verge of tears and clinging to him with a white-knuckled grip.

Ren knelt in front of them, stroking her back with a palm, mouth drawn down into a frown. “Sakura, there’s no need for you to be afraid. Your papa and I have done this a hundred times or more. We’ve always come through it fine. And these men we’re going with, they’re hand-picked by us. They’re incredible fighters. We couldn’t put together a better raiding party if we tried.”

Her dark eyes were too wide in her face as she looked at him. “You’ve done this before? Lots?”

“So many times I’ve lost count,” Ren answered honestly.

The tactic was working but wasn’t. She was only marginally reassured. Arman tried to find the right words. “As long as we’ve fought together, we’ve always come back alive. It’s why we’re going together now. We’ll watch each other’s backs.”

That only marginally worked, too.

Arman stopped trying out reassuring words and spoke from the heart. “It took me years and an uphill battle to win your father’s heart. I won’t lose him, or you. We’ll come back to you, daughter.”

A spark lit her eyes, and her expression calmed for a moment. She gave a nod, eyes still too bright.

Ren closed in to press a kiss against her forehead. “We’ll be there and back in about a week. Less, if we can manage it, but don’t panic if it takes us nine days. We might have to wait for the right moment to strike. While we’re gone, I need you to help O’ Broín.”

She blinked up at him, sniffling. “Help him?”

“Because he doesn’t really speak Shiirein all that well. He knows just enough to get by. And you know where everything is and who everyone is. I was only able to tell him so much. So stick close to him. Help him find the right person to talk to or find the right place to be. He’s familiar with Mizuno; it shouldn’t be too hard.”

Arman appreciated what Ren was trying to do. By giving their daughter a task, it gave her something to do aside from worry. It also encouraged her to stick close to O’ Broín without making it a forced issue. And it was even true. As a former runner, Sakura knew the lay of the land much better than O’ Broín.

“I’ll help,” Sakura promised.

“Good.” Ren paused. “Roslyn leaves on a ship in the morning for Scovia. Are you sure you don’t want to go to your uncle and aunt? You can, if you wish.”

She hesitated strongly for several seconds before finally shaking her head. “No. I want to go home with you. Not before.”

“Alright.” Ren’s smile was complicated.

Arman shared the feeling. He’d much rather send Sakura ahead, in terms of her safety. But he couldn’t force the issue when he felt it better to take her home when they left. It was very much a conflict of interests.

Being a parent was hard. Someone should have warned Arman.

A tap sounded at the door. Ren rose to answer it, finding Robert on the other side.

“They’re ready to go,” he reported. “I’ve got your bags loaded already. Don’t worry about her, sir. She’s in good hands with me.”

“I know she is, Robert. Thank you.”

Arman hugged Sakura tight enough to make ribs squeak, and she hugged him back just as hard. Then he had to let her go, set her on her own feet. That proved more difficult than he’d expected. It took willpower to put her down.

He had to remind himself sternly they’d only be gone for a week. He couldn’t let his daughter’s fears attach to him. This was no different than any other raiding party they’d done in the war. In fact, it was better in some ways, as they were better prepared and had surprise on their side. The Mongs had no reason to suspect they were coming, not after they’d called in so much help to defend this place.

Ren hugged Sakura one last time, then they both stepped out the door quickly. Arman didn’t know how he’d react if he heard his daughter cry. Probably abandon the whole idea and force them on the defensive, which wasn’t the right tactic. But his daughter’s tears could undo him. Better not risk it.

They were outside of the ryokan, barely on the sidewalk, when Ren let out an explosive breath. “I feel like the worst father in all the countries right now.”

“Same,” Arman admitted, the word sour in his mouth. “Should one of us stay?”

“It won’t actually help much. She’d be worried about whoever went. And I’d go out of my skin if you left without me.”

“Nn.” He felt much the same way about it.

“She’ll be alright.” Ren sounded as if he were trying to convince himself as much as Arman. “This might be one of the few times we’re ever deployed. She’s got Robert here with her, and if something happens, he’ll know what to do.”

“Let’s make sure nothing happens.”

“Right.” Ren slapped himself lightly on both cheeks. “We can do this. And it’s really the only way I know to buy us the time and space we need. They might still try to attack us, but it won’t gain them anything if they don’t have ships to launch. They might well give up for the time being.”

Which was why Arman had agreed to this insane plan. Because they needed to lower the pressure and up the wall on their enemy. “The sooner we go, the sooner we’re back.”

Ren nodded, determination on his face, and there was a pep in his stride not there before.

They both worried for Sakura, of course, but a thrill was already building in the base of his spine. Arman did enjoy moments like these, when he headed into a potentially dangerous situation. Pitting his strength and brains against an opponent was always a nice challenge. And he didn’t get those very often,these days.

They accepted well wishes from people as they passed them, and by the time Arman reached their ship at the dock, he had three care packages from various women who wanted to support them on their voyage, which was handy—it meant less cooking tonight and tomorrow.

Everyone was on board, of course, because naturally they were the last to arrive.

Tavish leaned over the side of the schooner with a shit-eating grin on his wide face. He’d perhaps gained a few pounds since he’d last served on these shores, his already wide body gaining a bit of paunch at the belly, but Arman had sparred with him yesterday and the man hadn’t slowed any. Or learned how to pull a punch. Tavish didn’t just look like a boulder with legs—he had the same crushing strength, too.

He gave them a wave as they started up the gangplank. “What, did Sho have t’stop and wash his hair?”

Ren shot back, “You try settling an upset daughter who’s clinging to you, see how long that takes.”

“Ye could’ve just brought ’er along.” Ewan joined Tavish, his grin a mirror image. The two brothers didn’t look alike—Ewan was as skinny as Tavish wide—but that smile? That was completely the same. “I understand from Horton, here, she’s got quite the throwin’ arm.”

Arman shot him an unamused look. Not funny.

“The day I take my daughter on a raid is the day I’ve lost my gods-given mind.” Ren shook a finger at both of them. “Just wait until you have kids.”

“I’d have t’find someone crazy enough to marry me, first.” Tavish snorted. “I don’t give that high odds.”

“It’s ’cause ye volunteer for things like two-year deployments,” his brother told him.

“Oh, like ye be any better. And ye volunteered us both for goin’ on a raidin’ party right int’ Mong territory.”

“Of course I bloody well did. Ye would’ve whined a year straight if I went off without ye.”

“Damn right, I would’ve. Ye can’t have this much fun without takin’ me. I’d never let ye live it down.”

Right. Clearly, those two hadn’t changed at all in the past six years. Arman was secretly relieved to know it.

They stepped onto the ship decking, and instantly the call sounded to bring in the gangplank and cast the ropes off. Arman ducked down into the tiny galley kitchen long enough to put his food away, then rejoined the others up top. He knew where to stand to stay out of people’s way. For this trip, the Scovian sailors pulled double duty, manning the schooner and serving as raiding members on arrival. They operated smoothly, well accustomed to working together.

He caught back up with Ren, who stood in the aft, naturally surrounded by a group and saying something that got them all laughing. The sea wind snatched the words, so Arman could only catch one in three. But it was good to see him like this, with the wind blowing strands of hair around him, the sunlight gilding him around the edges. He was vibrant and alive, far more animated than usual. His enthusiasm was such that it pulled Arman to him, like a lodestone to steel, and Arman’s hands twitched with the need to touch him. Ren was incredibly alluring in all his battle-readiness. Ren was the sort to be relaxed during times of peace and to quietly enjoy his time, but this…this was where he thrived. With conflict looming, he was clearly in his element.

Damn the small confines of the ship. Arman really could have used some privacy right now.

Ren turned, inviting Arman to stand at his side with an open arm. “Come, back me up, darling. They seem to think I volunteered us for building the fortress and won’t hear otherwise.”

Arman accepted the invitation, putting his back to the railing and leaning slightly against it. This way, he could put a hand on Ren’s hip to at least touch him, which settled him some. “Not true. He was voluntold.”

“An excellent way to put it,” Ren approved. “There, see? Not my idea at all.”

Caelan regarded the two of them with open doubt. Long in the face, with shaggy dark hair, his expression looked somewhat reminiscent of a dog being denied. “Voluntold, is it. Ye, who has no real experience building a stone fortress, got volunteered?”

“It was mostly Arman they needed,” Ren corrected easily. “I’m just his mouthpiece.”

“Ha!” Bram shook his head, body jiggling with a subterranean laugh. “As always. Well, I be right glad for it. I don’t think anyone else would’ve called for our general, and if not for himself coming, we’d not be able to come either. I be right invested in keepin’ this place free.”

“We all be.” Ewan regarded them curiously. “General O’ Broín said the two of ye got married.”

That sounded like a question, so Arman answered it. “Nn.”

“Is it ye two that gave himself the idea, then? He talked some on it on the voyage here. Of him marryin’ a man t’help run the fortress.”

“Ours is a love match,” Arman corrected him. “Damn handy to have a warden for a spouse, though.”

Ren flashed him an amused smile. “Not that you proposed with that in mind. Although it’s just as well I am, all things considered. But yes, Ewan, I think we’re partially responsible for him thinking of it. He’s having a hard time finding a woman he wants to marry. At least if he marries a friend, he’d have the right help running his family’s fortress. It’s not a bad idea, although I wish more for him.”

Ewan was one of O’ Broín’s people, if memory served. Him and Tavish. They’d know him better than most, having been born and raised in O’ Broín lands.

Leaning in a little, Ewan confided, “Himself has been gettin’ it on all sides, hasn’t he just. We’ve had some sympathy, ’cause it’s not like he hasn’t tried. He courts any woman pointed out t’him; at least gives them a chance.”

Tavish snorted. “Even those who’re obviously no good.”

“But in the end, he looks at us, thinks of what might happen—and walks away. He can’t marry for the sake of marrying, nor should he. We be with ye, sir. We want our laird happy. Himself works hard t’make us so, and we hate t’think he’d burden himself with someone he doesn’t want for our sakes.”

Arman was relieved to hear this. O’ Broín’s own people were on his side, and that was a good thing. He needed someone to be, since his parents apparently held a different opinion. “You’ve said this to him?”

“Oh aye, several times. And himself was relieved we agreed with him. He did ask us, once, how we felt about two lairds instead of a laird and lady. And I admit it was a strange thought at first; I had t’take a minute to bend me mind around it.” Ewan shrugged. “But then I thought of the two of ye, of how well ye handled the place up here durin’ the war, and it didn’t take a genius t’see the merits. If he could marry a friend, someone with fightin’ experience, all the better.”

Tavish threw in his own opinion. “We still want himself happy, but I think marryin’ a friend be better than a woman he can’t stand. General, ye found yerself a pretty daughter with a fightin’ spirit. Find our laird a child like her. Then he’d be set.”

This amused Arman to no end. “You really think she just came up to me, easy like that?”

Ren gave him a side-eyed look. “You were offering candy. She did precisely that.”

Come to think of it…she sort of did.

Well. Not much he could retort on that.
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Ren was ever so glad the Scovians sailed the vessel. For one thing, they knew the ocean far better than he, but for another, they were an old hand at raiding parties from during the war. They knew precisely the strengths and weaknesses of the Mong navy and the best places to sneak in.

The captain of their vessel was a reedy little man with a balding head and deadpan humor by the name of Lars. After the first day of sailing, and as night set, he called everyone in close on the main deck. It was the only area wide enough for them all to gather. He looked around, saw he had everyone’s attention, and grunted before rolling out a map on the decking.

“Now. Our two generals here seem to think sailing into enemy territory to raid a shipyard is a lark.”

Ren grinned at him. He loved his snarky tone and gave it right back to him. “That too much of a challenge for you?”

Lars bent an evil eye on him and continued blandly, “Fortunately for them, I’ve been sailing these waters for thirty years and know it better than my own arse. We’ve got two options. One’s dangerous. Can’t say I recommend the other.”

Sailor-talk for the other option is suicidal. Ren’s ears perked. “Which is the dangerous one?”

A blunt-tipped finger tapped the map on the eastern side of the Mong coastline. “Here. Shore’s rocky as hell; no one can sail much of anything into it. It’s got a cliff face along the edge of it, so it’s not something most people can hike. The Mongs don’t defend it because no navy or army can approach from that side.”

Ren could hear the but.

Lars got a glint of nostalgia in his eye. “Back when I was a wee buck, I had a misspent summer out in this area. We found a narrow trail leading from a certain cove and into the city. My guess is it’s a fisherman’s hole now. I think it was a buccaneer’s hideout at one point. It’s narrow enough that you can only walk one at a time along the trail, and the cove is small enough the schooner will barely fit. But it’s the best option I know to get you into the city without alerting all and sundry we’re here.”

Ren’s eyebrows went straight into his hairline. “Why didn’t anyone mention this before? We were planning to come in from the western side, weren’t we?”

“Yes, that’s the option I don’t recommend.” Lars waved to that section of the map. “We used that in the war. The Mongs figured it out toward the end. They’ve got it all blockaded and guarded now. It’ll be a fight to get through, no matter how sneaky we are.”

Oh. Ren looked around at everyone else’s faces, only to see that this was news to them, too. Except the Scovians, who were nodding along, as if Lars was only passing along old information.

Ren hadn’t dealt much with the navy after a certain point, only enough to coordinate protection for the harbor he was in charge of. A lot of information had not been passed along, apparently.

He lifted a hand in a vote. “Pirate cave?”

All hands shot up.

“Motion carried. Alright, I’m good with this option. But Lars, how long does it take to get in there? It’s something of a hike, I’m sure.”

“It’s not exactly close,” Lars admitted. “Last time I hiked it, took about four hours.”

Ren did the math. “So if we start around noon, we’ll reach the city by nightfall, have about four hours to wreak havoc, and then we’ll have to scuttle back for another four hour hike. All while carting in our sabotaging tools. In the cold. Gods, I got tired just saying that.”

“It’ll make for a long day,” Tavish agreed, tugging at his dark beard with idle fingers. “But t’keep us under cover of darkness, only way t’do it. At least hikin’ will keep us warm.”

Ren mentally steeled himself. They’d be exhausted by the end of the raid if they followed this plan. He had just one concern. “Lars, if something goes wrong and we have to retreat, that means it takes four hours to reach safety. You can’t sail in any closer than that?”

“Too many rocks,” he explained with a shake of the head. “The entrance to the cove is the one spot not littered with rocks. And the closer you get toward shore, the shallower the water becomes. If I try to come and fetch you lot, I’ll beach the schooner or punch a hole in the hull.”

Ren rubbed a hand over his mouth, thinking hard. They all agreed doing this incognito was best. If the Mongs caught wind they’d been attacked by outside forces, then another war would be on whether anyone was ready for one or not. If they managed to put their plan into motion, well, they might be able to get in and out and make it look like a tragic accident. Stealth was very much the key to this operation.

But a four-hour hike in and out…

Reading the look on their faces, Lars drawled, “Don’t get caught. I ain’t saving you.”

“We missed you, Lars,” one of the Scovians in the crowd said. “Not sure why. Might be your charming personality.”

“Course it is.” Lars grinned at him. “Generals, you inclined to argue?”

Arman grunted, “No.”

Neither was Ren, even though this plan didn’t entirely sit well with him. Damn, he wished the western approach still worked. They’d have a ship only thirty minutes away. It was why he and O’ Broín had planned there to begin with. “Alright. We’ll use this way. Lars, how far out are we if we’re heading east?”

“Means another half-day of sailing.” Lars gestured toward the sky. “With such clear weather, I’ve got plenty of moonlight and stars to go by. I can sail us all night. We might get there early.”

Ooh, early would be good. Ren really didn’t want to be in enemy territory any longer than necessary, for multiple reasons. But Sakura was definitely a main priority.

Of course, knowing his luck as he did, they’d get in early because things would go very wrong and he’d need the extra time. Ren warded off the bad luck with a quick sign. He looked to the others, saw they were pleased by this announcement, and hoped for the best.

Three days of sailing. Three and a half, or would be if not for a night of sailing tonight. Two and a half, now. Ren fervently prayed the timing would work out well. “Alright, gents, we’ve got our plan finalized. Anyone got something to add to this?”

A hand went up, Keithan asking, “We still goin’ with our plan, sir? Surely settin’ fires t’the place would be quicker?”

Ren agreed but shook his head. “We don’t want to start a war, and if we make it too obvious, that’s what will happen. Shipyards are fanatic about fire safety, it’s the one thing they guard the most against. We can’t set a fire and make it look completely accidental. And remember, dodge the patrols. I don’t think they’ll have much security at a shipyard, but we want to get in and out as quietly as possible. Any other questions?”

There were none, so Ren waved them on. “Go to bed, rest as much as you can. We’ll need every bit of energy soon.”

The group dispersed, Lars rolling his map back up before heading for the helm once more. Ren’s bedroll and Arman’s were already laid out and waiting, tucked in against the stairs. The air was stuffy down below but a great deal warmer. Between the winter temperatures and the wind chill coming off the water, there was no way to sleep above deck.

Tucked in against Arman’s side, Ren snuggled his head under his husband’s chin, getting comfortable. The position wasn’t a bad one—he’d certainly slept on worse than a hard wood deck—but he couldn’t seem to settle. His mind refused to let him into dreamland just yet.

Mostly because it thought of his daughter. Ren felt like the worst father ever, leaving her behind. She was so young, so new to them, that the timing really couldn’t have been worse on this deployment. If he’d had her a year, perhaps. Two years. Maybe she’d have handled it better. But she was just becoming truly attached to them, just learning how to trust them. And they were the only security she had in the world. At least, in her mind. She didn’t understand yet she had an entire family who would take her in instantly if something happened to them. He really didn’t like the idea of her stuck at Mizuno Harbor with only worry as a constant companion.

He tried to turn his mind to more pleasant things. Namely what it would be like to take her home. His Sakura was agile and quick; he’d likely be able to teach her his unusual method of traveling around the palace. Would she like it? She seemed excited about the possibility of living in a palace but also uncertain about it. Maybe she couldn’t quite wrap her head around the idea, having never seen one.

“Sakura’s fine,” Arman murmured against the top of his head.

“You read minds now?”

“Something about being a father keeps a child at the forefront.”

Ah, so Arman was worried about her, too. “I know she’s fine. My brain’s just off on a tangent. It keeps imagining what it will be like to take her home.”

“Roslyn’s doing her room up for her.”

Ren pulled his head back enough to see Arman’s face. “What? When was that decided?”

“Girls decided it.” In the dim light, Arman’s smile was barely a hint of a curve. “I caught the tail end of the conversation. Roslyn giving her ideas, Sakura telling her which ones she liked. We get no input.”

Of course they’d already planned ahead. The women in his life were all planners. Shaking his head, Ren snuggled back in. “Good, I guess. They managed all of that with the language barrier between them?”

“Lots of drawings.”

“Ahhh. That makes more sense. Although, Sakura’s Aartan is coming along very well. She’s absorbing it faster than I did. I wonder, will she be conversational by the time we reach home?”

“I hope so. If not, she’ll be close. I want to take her to Brahms first.”

“Me, too. We’re due a vacation after this, I think. Just a week or so to introduce her to her new family, let her see the fortress. It’ll be a bit of a whirlwind, taking her to the fortress and then the palace, but she needs an introduction to everything.” Ren was looking forward to it. Zonhoven was a beautiful place, and he enjoyed being its warden. He couldn’t imagine anyone not wanting to live there.

They fell to talking of their plans, speaking in low tones to avoid disturbing the others. Focusing on the future, his mind finally settled, and Ren drifted off to sleep, peaceful and content in his husband’s arms.
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“Well.” Ren eyed the opening of the cove as they sailed toward it. It looked barely wide enough for the schooner, and if the masts managed to clear the ceiling without scraping, he’d be very surprised. It looked more like a large, craggy split in the rock face rather than a proper cave. “You weren’t joking about the size, Lars.”

“Nope,” Lars agreed peaceably. “Don’t worry. I can get her in.”

“Yes, but how the hell are you going to get it back out? That’s my question.”

“No problem, no problem. It goes right through, lets out the other end a ways.” Lars turned his head to spit over the side, which he did with unerring accuracy. “We ain’t coming in from the other side ’cause it means more than a full day hike across land to get to the shipyard.”

“Ah. I did wonder, thanks for explaining.” Ren surveyed the scene from the top deck, looking over everyone. They were coming in mid-afternoon. Everyone had eaten a hasty lunch, then fell to last minute packing and shifting things around so that all had something to carry.

And it was quite a lot. They had wicked saw-hooks, glue, bolts, hammers, rope, and water bottles. A few snacks of onigiri were going around as well, which was smart. Might as well eat while they hiked, keep their strength up. It was going to be a very long night, after all.

It looked like they were ready to go. “Lars, are you going to let us off? Or do we get to jump for it?”

Lars eyed him sideways, a naughty grin tugging at his mouth. “I bet you’d make it. Not sure about the lot from Bhodsha.”

“Oi!” Ewan shook a fist at him. “I can jump as well as the next man!”

“You really going to pit your skills against this one?” Lars jerked a thumb at Ren. “I’ve heard stories about him. I wouldn’t do it.”

Arman snickered and shook his head at Ewan. “Don’t. We used to make money betting on him.”

“Ah, good times,” Ren remembered fondly. “No one believed I could either out-climb or out-jump them. It was damn lucrative for a while, there. Until word got around, anyway. Lars, for the kids, please stop.”

“You take all the fun out of this.” Lars called out the order, “Bring in the sails! Lower anchor! There, you happy?”

“Absolutely ecstatic.” Ren clapped him on the back before going down onto the main deck. His share was waiting on him, all neatly tucked into a backpack with hearty straps. The water canteen he slung around his neck first, as he wanted it within reach for the hike. Then he shouldered the pack with an oof and a grunt of effort.

Glue. Much heavier than it looked.

By the time he had the straps settled, everyone else was ready to go as well.

Erik led the way, as he was one of the few aside from Lars who knew the trail well enough to serve as guide. They climbed off the boat and followed, Ren second in line so he could make rapid decisions as necessary.

As they gathered on land, Ren keeping an eye on progress, he confirmed things with Erik one more time. “This trail really leads right along the shore, straight to the harbor? And no one uses it?”

“Doesn’t go anywhere but here,” Erik said with a shrug. He was a burly sort of man—not massive, but thick in the limbs and a nose slightly out of joint from being broken and not set right. “Why use it? And it’s not really a trail, just an absence of rocks you can travel over.”

“Ah. Got it.” Ren saw the last person leave the ship and gave a satisfied nod. “Alright, Erik, lead the way. Don’t get us lost.”

Erik snorted at the joke, as there was no possible way to get lost with sea on their left, a cliffside on their right. He turned and started walking. “By the way, now that Lars is out of earshot, you want to hear what he was doing out here as a teenager? You know, when he first found the place.”

Ren’s ears perked. “I certainly do. He won’t tell the story.”

“Well, it involves two prostitutes who weren’t actually prostitutes, loaded dice, some alcohol, and ended with him having that interesting scar on his bum. Doesn’t exactly paint him in rosy colors.” Erik shot Ren a grin over his shoulder. “I’ll speak loudly so everyone can hear it.”

“And you know this because…you were there?”

“I knew better than to mess with the women, but I had a ring-side seat to the whole show.”

Ren settled into his stride, relishing a good story. “Then by all means, tell us the tale.”
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Sakura had promised both her fathers she would help General O’ Broín as much as possible, but it was proving hard. First of all, they could barely talk to each other. She knew some Trader, he knew a little Shiirein, but it wasn’t really enough to get everything across. Uncle Robert had to help translate a lot. It got worse when they started talking to the engineers because Keller-san spoke a lot, and she could only generally follow what he was saying. Between the four of them, they each had a different native tongue, with Trader being the only one in common.

Papa was right. Words were hard.

But she’d made a promise, and this was good practice, so Sakura stubbornly stuck with it. The second day dawned bright and fair. She took her practice work with her up to General O’ Broín’s office—really just an office someone let him borrow and use. It was near the building site, so it worked. And it was too cold to sit outside, anyway.

Sakura had a table near the window where she sat and studied, but she kept one eye and ear trained on General O’ Broín, just in case he had a question for her. Uncle Robert sat with her, doing his own work. But he kept an eye on hers, making sure she wasn’t spelling things wrong.

The door abruptly opened and three men stomped through. She looked up in surprise as Captain Hano, Captain Sato, and a guardsman walked in. For some reason, Captain Sato had cuffs on his hands and the guardsman had a tight grip on his arm.

“Sir.” Captain Hano gave O’ Broín a salute. “I just caught former Captain Sato directly interfering with the orders of the city guard. He was trying to rearrange their patrol routes back to the ones he maintained.”

“For the love of anything holy and unholy,” O’ Broín grumbled with a sigh. He looked up to squarely face Sato. “I was read into the situation about you before the raiding party left. I know very well what kind of trouble you’re trying to stew. I don’t have the patience for it. We’re barely treading water as it is. You, Sato, just put the last nail in your coffin.”

“You don’t have the authority to judge me,” Sato spat back.

“I don’t need to. I have the authority to exile you from this city, and that’s all I need. Hano, throw this cretin into jail and have someone come get him. I’ll write up a formal report.”

Hano snapped out a sharp salute before hauling Sato back out.

Sato wailed out a protest even as he stumbled over his own feet. “You don’t have that authority! I’m a loyal officer of Shiirei, you can’t—!”

The door shut abruptly, cutting him off.

“Imbecile,” O’ Broín muttered. “He was already set up for a demotion after the last report. This is going to get him booted from the guard completely.”

“No loss,” Uncle Robert said with a distinct lack of sympathy.

After everything that ex-Captain Sato had done, she had to agree.

O’ Broín just sighed before going back to his paperwork.

Since nothing else seemed to happen about that, Sakura did, too. But she tucked this away in her mind, to share with her fathers later. Personally, she was glad Sato was now safely behind bars where he couldn’t make more trouble.

But the interruption had broken her concentration. Sakura found that she couldn’t go back to the work in front of her. She tried, but she was just too antsy for it. Her eyes were drawn to the paper in front of Uncle Robert. He had several sheets written out, now, not that she could make out more than one word in ten.

“Uncle Robert, are you writing someone?” she couldn’t help but ask. Sakura was curious, and it was too quiet in this small room.

“Several someones, in fact. Your grandparents, for one, as your fathers never did send along your measurements, and I thought to give them an update on what is happening here. And my sister, as she’ll be very interested to know all that’s happened.”

This was the first she’d heard he had family too. Sakura gave a noise of interest. “Can I write to my grandparents?”

“I think they’d be delighted. Our last letter from them said your grandfather and grandmother were learning Shiirein so they could speak to you better. Maybe write to them in Shiirein and what Aartan you know? It’s good practice for you both.”

That sounded like a very strange mix, but she did want to practice writing in both. And surely he’d correct her if it came out weird. Sakura agreed with a nod but returned to her own work first.

It was hard to concentrate, though. Her mind kept drifting to her fathers. She knew they were both strong. She knew raiding parties weren’t anything new to them. Still, she worried. Sakura couldn’t help but worry. She loved both of her fathers a great deal, and she didn’t want anything to happen to them. Not knowing what they were doing, how things were going, was like an itch under the skin she couldn’t scratch.

Uncle Robert stood back in a scrape of chair legs. “I think a small break with a snack is called for. The nikuman cart is coming this way. General O’ Broín, would you care for one?”

The general lifted his head, blinking as if switching mental tracks. “Oh, yes, that’d be good. Two, with hot tea, please.”

“Of course, sir. Sakura-chan?”

“Two, please.” She was actually quite hungry. Probably from all the worrying.

Uncle Robert gave her a nod before stepping outside, a rush of cold air escaping into the warm room before the door closed behind him.

A cleared throat drew her eye to General O’ Broín, and he gave her an understanding smile. “Hard being the one left behind, eh?”

He spoke slowly for her, which she was grateful for, as her Trader wasn’t all that good. But this, she caught easily and gave a glum nod.

“Did I ever tell you your father saved my life?”

Blinking at him, she repeated to make sure she had that right, “He did? Chichi or Papa?”

“Your chichi. Twice, in fact.” He got a reminiscent look on his face as if remembering it all over again. “The war up here was bad. We were the front lines. If not for his reflexes, I’d be a dead man.”

Her mouth dropped a little, surprise coursing through her. General O’ Broín wasn’t a weak man, either, so if Chichi had saved him, it must be quite the story. “How?”

He paused for a second, as if trying to word it so she could understand. “We were coming back from a meeting. It was late, sun was setting, poor lighting. Bad position. There was an ambush—”

She frowned in confusion, not understanding that last word. “A what?”

O’ Broín held up a finger, taking the dictionary sitting on his borrowed desk and quickly looking up the word before carefully pronouncing, “Machibuse.”

Her confusion cleared. Ah, an ambush. “Bad machibuse?”

“There’s no such thing as a good one,” he promised her wryly. “We were here” —he put two fingers on the desk, as if a man walking—“and they came at us like this.” His other hand came abruptly from the side, taking over his left hand. “Not good. I didn’t see them coming. Couldn’t get a sword up in time. Your father, he was right behind me. He darted in between”—the hands moved again in illustration, helping her to follow—“and it bought me the second I needed to get my sword up. If not for that time, I’d be without my head. He shielded me.”

That was so like Chichi. He’d already taught her how to hold a defensive position over someone if they were injured. He said it was just as important as learning how to take the offensive. That sometimes, people’s lives depended on her knowing how to do so. She now understood why—because he’d done precisely that. Saved people’s lives. She was practically filled to bursting with pride for him.

“Is that why you’re friends?”

“We were friends before then,” O’ Broín answered with a soft laugh. “Although that took time. But I owe him because he saved me.”

“Is that why you came to help?”

He gave a shrug and a nod, smile wry. “Part of it. But this place is important. It must not fall.”

Many said so. Papa had explained why it was so important, how the commerce of every country in the world in some way hinged upon Shiirei. So she understood it, why people so readily came to help. And she was very glad they did. These were all good men. Kind men. Her people needed that more than anything.

The door opened again, but it wasn’t Uncle Robert returning, it was Keller-san. He was one of those people she liked, as Keller-san was very gentle and polite. He’d put a smile on her fathers’ faces with good news, and he tried to explain things to her if she had questions. Chichi had said Keller-san was very smart, that they’d be in trouble without his help, so she tried to pay close attention when he spoke.

“General,” he greeted with his soft voice, then turned and bowed to her. “Lady Brahms. I have good news. We think we found the stolen stone.”

Her eyes went wide. They had?!

O’ Broín was just as surprised, and his voice went up as he demanded, “Where?”

“Dumped just around the ridgeline,” Keller answered while pointing in the direction of it. “Makes sense. The Mongs didn’t need it. They chose to dump it in the water, keep us from finding it. My countrymen went looking for it, found it not an hour past.”

O’ Broín clapped his hands together, smile wide. “Good going! This means we have materials we can salvage. You know precisely where it is?”

He asked something else, but he was speaking more quickly now, and Sakura had a hard time understanding. Something about them getting it out of the water now?

Keller-san nodded confirmation. “Yes, General. Would you care to come see?”

“I would.”

Sakura really wanted to come see, too. She popped up and put her coat back on.

Neither man seemed interested in stopping her, so they all went out together, the men talking quickly over her head. Sakura really tried to listen, but there were many words she didn’t know, and Trader was a tricky language to begin with. It had grown out of all the languages of the world, to one degree or another, and there were parts of it she had a hard time wrapping her head around. But from what she could pick up, it was questions about who all knew and where things could be taken and stored safely.

Sakura could show them if Abe-san wasn’t already on top of things. She’d wait and see if General O’ Broín needed her help. So far, she hadn’t helped him very much.

It was something of a hike to the low point of the coastline, as it was past the city and the building site. It wasn’t snowing, fortunately, but it was cold, and the wind coming off the sea made it even colder. Sakura had multiple layers on and still shivered. But she was determined to see with her own eyes where all the stolen things had gone.

The spot was obvious before they even arrived. A good dozen men, Shiiren workmen and Scovian sailors alike, were gathered around the area. They’d already set up a relay line from the ocean and up onto more solid ground, where two carts were waiting. As she watched, they had multiple tools loaded into the wagon, Abe-san directing them.

Abe-san spoke Trader rather well, so he greeted them with that. “General, thanks for coming. I hope you don’t mind. We chose to prioritize getting things out.”

“Don’t wait on my orders when it’s common sense.” O’ Broín looked it all over and whistled low. “That’s a lot. We can’t get it all today.”

“No, not before night falls, and the water’s too—to stay in for long.”

Cold, Sakura assumed.

“But it’s all—?” O’ Broín asked hopefully.

“From what I can see. They didn’t destroy, just dump.”

Salvageable? She had to assume. But that was good news, that they could reuse things. It was only wet; no harm in that.

The men kept talking, but she didn’t need to hear them hash out the logistics about how they’d get everything out. Sakura was more curious about how much was there. Had the Mongs dumped absolutely everything in there? It would make sense rather than them trying to haul it away, she supposed. It would make her fathers super happy if they could reclaim it all.

She spied a boulder not too far away, and it promised a better vantage point. The light was steadily failing, even though it wasn’t close to evening yet. The winter days were short; it was no wonder they were only trying to get two wagons’ worth of things now. They wouldn’t have time to do more before the sun set entirely. And who wanted to wade out in the ocean in the dark?

Just thinking about doing it gave her shivers.

She went a little farther away from the group, climbing the boulder, as she hoped she could see into the water better. Maybe report how much she could see. It took a minute—the stone was slippery under her hands from the sea spray—but once up, she was almost instantly disappointed. The water was too murky for her to see much. Damn. Well, she’d tried.

Of course, that also meant the poor men would have to likely dive and feel with their hands to find everything. In this brutal weather.

Maybe they should wait for spring? It wasn’t like the rocks would melt in the ocean water, after all.

Movement caught her eye, a shadow on shadow. Sakura automatically turned her head to track it, fully expecting it to be a bird or something along those lines. Seagulls, possibly. Although it was surely a little late for birds to be out and about.

But it wasn’t seagulls.

She caught only the tops of their heads, but it was a group of several men easing along the ground, wearing dark clothes that blended in with the gathering shadows. Sakura’s heart froze, just for a second, as she remembered a night not all that long ago just like this one.

Her hands were in her sleeves, snatching out throwing knives on instinct even as she yelled as loudly as she could, “MONGS!”

The work crew stopped, she heard that, but she yelled it again in case they hadn’t caught it.

“MONGS! MONGS THERE!”

The Mongs, hearing her yell, stopped sneaking. They popped up from their crouches and rushed her, rushed the entire crew.

Sakura’s lips curled back in a feral manner. Not on her watch, they didn’t. She threw two of her knives, both striking home, one in a chest, the other skimming a man’s neck. Then she threw another, this one right under a man’s collarbone and sending him down.

“SAKURA!” General O’ Broín sounded frantic.

Oh, damn. She’d forgotten. She was supposed to stick with General O’ Broín. Better to retreat to him, anyway; she only had two knives left. Spinning on her toes, she flung herself off the boulder in a sideways flip, knees bending and taking the impact before she was off at full speed. It took seconds, and she passed men already up in arms, the Scovian sailors pulling out wicked knives and clubs, ready to battle.

She reached General O’ Broín and Keller-san in seconds, then spun again, putting herself squarely at the general’s side. Keller-san kept shooting her wide-eyed looks for some reason, but the general spared her a grin.

“You are their daughter through and through,” he said with a proud gleam in his grey eyes. “How many knives left?”

“Two,” she said with a sigh. “But I got three of them.”

O’ Broín laughed, the sound like a mountain god chuckling, it was so deep in his chest. “Guard my back, little warrior.”

She gave him a firm nod. It was nice that he trusted her, like he trusted her father. Nothing would touch O’ Broín, not on her watch.

“This is barely a warm-up,” O’ Broín muttered before bellowing, “TAKE NO QUARTER!”

Sakura held her knives at the ready as the Mongs charged them, uttering their guttural war cry. She was absolutely not backing down from this fight.
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Despite carrying two-foot-long metal saws, bolts, hammers, rope, and glue, they made good time. Not a man complained about the quick pace they set, and it turned out they were a little too early. They stopped a half hour outside the port, ate their onigiri, and drank some water, resting for a good hour. It was sunset now, and not a single one of them could pass for a Mong if their life depended on it. Even Ren would be pushing it, as he was much taller than the typical Mong. Theirs was a people who ran on the short side.

But eventually true night fell, and they hiked the rest of the way, staying low and hugging the coastline. In fact, they stayed so close to the water Ren’s boots got splashed by the tide a couple of times.

The shipyard was massive, easily a dozen warehouses half-built over the water. They blocked most of his view of the city beyond, so it looked more like shadows of buildings with bright lights coming out of windows and open doors as people cooked dinner and got a drink after work. The sounds, too, were semi-muted. He could hear the night life of the city, but only as a distant chattering. The lap of the sea water coming in and out off the shore was much more distinct and overrode the rest.

They stayed hunkered down behind some of the rocks, sidling toward the first wall before finding a door. The door seemed largely used for dumping refuse, if the pile under it was anything to go by. Ren, the more spry of the group, went up on tippy-toes to open the door a crack and peer through. It was something to manage, as there were no stairs on this side, and he wouldn’t have anything of a purchase if not for the slope of the land going slightly up.

With the door open a crack, he took a long look around the bay. He couldn’t see much from this angle. There was a huge ship half-built in the dock, and it blocked his view. He listened hard as well, trying to discern if there were any footsteps from guards. He heard nothing above the rumble of the waves.

“I think it’s clear,” he whispered to the others. “Let’s stay low.”

He got grunts of assent.

With a boost, Ren went through the doorway then turned and braced himself, offering a hand down. He helped each man through, and no one lingered once inside. They’d already divvied up the jobs on the hike in; they knew roughly who should be doing what.

The last one through was Arman, who of course insisted on working with Ren. They were the only two who didn’t carry anything metal. No, their job was a little sneakier.

Arman met his eyes, a wicked grin on his face. Even in the dim lighting of the shipyard—and it was quite dim; only one lantern hanging near the front door lit the place—it was clear he was enjoying himself immensely.

“You adrenaline addict,” Ren accused fondly. “You’re not supposed to be having this much fun.”

“You’re having just as much fun,” Arman returned, grin widening.

“Guilty. But we haven’t done a good raid in ages. I think I’m due.” Ren straightened from his crouch. “Alright. Sails.”

“Sails.” Arman looked around, lips pursed. “Maybe not in this building.”

Ren agreed. Sails took a whole warehouse to make, as they had to be stretched out in order to get the stitching right. They were not kept in the same building as the ship itself, not until it was ready to do the rigging. It might take a few tries for them to find the right building.

It had been six, nearly seven years since they had gone on a raid together or done any kind of covert operation. As he and Arman moved through the building, going into the connecting one, it felt like no time at all had passed. They moved seamlessly, as they’d always done, flitting through the shadows with nothing but mischief on their minds.

Ren’s blood was pumping, his adrenaline singing along his nerves, excitement making his palms tingle a little. His ears were strained to the max, trying to sense any noise that might alert him to a guard. Surely there were guards, with an operation like this.

They passed through the second building with no more than a nod toward Tavish and Ewan, who were already setting up to get their part started. As they moved through the third, he saw Caelan and Bram doing the same. No guards yet, but Ren was on the lookout for them.

The fifth building wasn’t directly attached to the fourth. A road and parking area led between them. It left enough of an open stretch with no cover that it made Ren uneasy, and he stopped at the doorway, leaning one eyeball cautiously out.

Ah. There they were.

He couldn’t hear them, not at this distance, but standing past the warehouse’s edge were two guards. They seemed to be passing something between them, drawing in a lungful with each pass and letting the smoke out into the frigid night air. Their backs were to Ren and Arman, but nothing was stopping them from casually glancing back or turning around.

“Guards?” Arman whispered in a puff of breath near his ear.

“Two. Smoking. They’re a distance away, but it’s all open ground.” Ren eyed it with a frown. Trying to go down and out of view meant going onto the rocky beach, which would be noisy as hell. Hardly good for clandestine maneuvers. Darting across would leave them exposed for a full five seconds.

Damned either way.

“Let’s run for it,” Arman suggested. “If they notice, I’ll take care of them.”

By staging it like an accident and throwing their bodies into the sea, most likely. Ren didn’t see any other good plan, so he shrugged his agreement. “Fine. One, two, three!”

On light feet, they flitted across to the door of the next building and through it. He spun on his toes right next to the door, then paused, listening hard.

No cry of alarm. No pounding feet. Nothing.

Wooow. They really were bad guards. Ren and Arman had tried to move quietly, but it wasn’t like they were silent. They both carried fifty pounds of glue on them, for mercy’s sake. That made some noise all on its own.

He and Arman exchanged a look that spoke volumes. But first rule of combat was to never interrupt your enemy while they were making a mistake, so…

With a shake of his head, Ren turned, and his lips parted in delight. He’d been so busy getting inside he’d failed to realize what this particular warehouse was for.

Sails.

Fabric was everywhere. Stretched out along huge tables, hanging from some of the rafters, but mostly neatly folded and put into bins lining the back wall. Ren headed straight for the bins, as his best bet of doing something covert lay there. Messing with the fabric out on the tables would be too obvious and easily discovered.

The bins were labeled—in Mong, naturally, so he had no chance of deciphering what they meant. But each label was a different word, and it was always short. Never more than two distinct words. When Ren pulled up the top part of the fabric, he found it to be neatly stitched along the side, and there was a large, metal ring sewn into the corner. So, this was a finished sail.

Meaning the labels designated what ship it was meant for? That was his guess.

Ren’s head turned, and he counted up the bins. Twenty bins. “Are they all full?”

On silent feet, Arman walked the length of the back wall, peering into the bins. He reached the end, then came back and quietly relayed, “No. Fourteen are full, the fifteenth only seems to be half-full.”

Ren took in this news with delight. “Oooh so we can beach fourteen ships? Excellent. I say let’s fold back about four layers; that should do it. We’ll ration our glue from there.”

He got a nod of agreement before Arman pulled the straps off his shoulder, setting the barrel of glue down to open the lid.

This had been Lars’ brainchild. They’d pulled the Scovians into the planning meeting while talking of how best to sabotage the ships. The sailors had all agreed that somehow destroying the sails would be the easiest and most effective method to buy time. Sails took months and months to make—the material alone dictated that—and of course, without sails, the ships had no prayer of being launched. All it would take was some glue, and the sails would be easily destroyed, as with the right glue there was no way to wash it properly out again.

They’d not wanted to rely on that method solely—there was no guarantee the sails were being made at the same shipyard, after all—but they’d planned for it, just in case. And look! It’d paid off handsomely.

Ren peeled back the first four layers, holding them up while Arman poured a judicious amount of glue all along the top and some along the sides. They waited for it to soak in and through the many, many layers of folded sailcloth.

One ship down. More to go!

They both kept an alert ear trained on the door, just in case, but they were mostly gleeful as they poured glue into the bins. They nearly ran out of glue before they ran out of sails, as they’d been a bit too liberal on the first three bins. But they managed to scrape enough out of both barrels to hit that fourteenth bin. The fifteenth they left alone, as it would be too obvious to mess with at this stage.

Job done, they loaded their empty barrels onto their backs and then paused. They were done in a bare hour, more or less, so what to do next? The others couldn’t have possibly gotten their tasks done already; it would take more work on their part.

“Check on the others, see if they need help?” Ren suggested.

Arman grunted. “Probably best.”

They didn’t choose to retreat the same way they’d come, not just yet, but went into the next building. Another ship was in a half-built state, although it looked more advanced than the others Ren had seen. It had a full hull, at least, and the main mast was in. It might be another month or so away from being finished.

The realization put chills up his spine. Far too close for comfort. They had been literally a month away from Mong ships attacking Mizuno Harbor?

If Ren had delayed, if they’d tried to quicken the building pace and chosen the defensive…

They would have lost. Because there were no fortifications. Mizuno Harbor might well have fallen.

He stumbled to a stop in his tracks, his eyes roving over the ship in the dim light, horror twisting in his gut. Gods above. How close they’d come to utter destruction.

A warm hand landed on his back, Arman’s voice a low rumble in his ear. “You know, seeing that, I’m really glad we’re raiding tonight.”

“Darling, that is the understatement of the century,” Ren managed hoarsely. “Ye gods, I’m really horrified at how advanced this ship’s progress is. And to think, I almost let myself be talked into taking a defensive stance!”

“Very glad you insisted on offensive.” Arman shook his head slowly, his expression also a mix between troubled and relieved. “That would not have been good.”

“You’re just full of understatements tonight.” Ren shook it off—he could stew in the emotions later—and went to where Benedict knelt on the slope.

The boat dock’s ramp was a simple affair, just tracks that led down into the water’s surface. The boat itself was on massive wheels so it could be easily launched.

This was another bit of genius on the Scovian’s part. By attaching a metal saw to the ramp, they could hook it into the wood of the hull. On launch day, when the ships were pushed out to sea, the saws would dig in and cut a neat slice all along the hull. They’d literally sink the ship right here in the harbor before it could ever fully launch. The saws were special made for this, with a wicked hook at the end. Their raiding team not only attached the saws to the track itself with massive bolts but would hammer the hook into the wood to make sure it was set. With it being underwater like this, it was well out of sight of the workers.

Also deucedly hard to set in freezing murky ocean water while working in dim lighting. But no other option than to manage, somehow.

Benedict turned his head and gave them a grunt as a greeting. He wasn’t quite as taciturn as Arman—but he was definitely a close cousin. “Gentlemen. You got time to help?”

“I can, of course,” Ren agreed automatically. Then his eyes caught sight of bloody bandages around Benedict’s right hand, and he swore softly. “What happened?”

“Was working on the blade for the other side,” Benedict relayed with a pained grimace. “Saw slipped in my hand. I caught it, but at a price.”

Ren hunkered at his side, examining the hand. “How bad is it?”

“Might need some stitches,” Benedict allowed. “But I won’t lose my hand over it. I’m just bloody and clumsy now, not sure if I can attach the blade.”

Ren clapped him on the back. “I’ll handle it. Don’t worry about that, just keep a lookout as we work.”

“That I can do.” Benedict jerked a chin to indicate past the boat. “My equipment is still over there.”

“Good.” Ren stood and walked quickly around the bow of the boat, Arman at his side.

Yes, there were the abandoned tools right there at the edge of the water. Ren could feel time ticking away in the back of his head, and he wanted this done sooner rather than later. With only Arman able to see him, Ren wasn’t at all shy about stripping straight to skin on the spot.

“How is it,” Arman mused in a dry tone, “that most of our clandestine events end up with you naked and wet?”

Ren shot him an amused look. “It is a good question. I have no answer for you.”

“Although I like you naked and wet,” Arman continued thoughtfully. “Maybe more raids would be good.”

There was a pained groan from the men working on the other side of the ship.

“I think you just gave them more information than they cared for in regards to our sex life.”

Arman shrugged, obviously not bothered.

Ren slipped into the water with a hiss—ocean water in winter was fucking cold—but doggedly kept going. He didn’t have to go far, only chest height, which was a blessing in and of itself. His flesh was already covered in goosepimples.

With Arman kneeling and handing him the right tools, Ren was able to get the saw bolted onto the ramp and the hook set in record time, and he sped back out of the water rather than linger and become one giant goosepimple. They cleaned the tools up, packing them back into the bag, leaving no trace of their presence there except damp spots on the ramp where Ren had stood.

Arman found a workman’s towel laying nearby, and Ren used it quickly to dry off with. Even if it left grease spots on his skin, it was better than nothing. He climbed hastily back into his clothes and felt immediately warmer.

Going back around, they found Jakobs was done, his tools also packed away and clothes back on.

Arman gave a grunt of satisfaction. “Good. Back to rendezvous point.”

No point in lingering. If someone was missing, Ren could always run back and find them. But they’d been here at least two hours already, and they needed to get out soon if they could. Every minute they lingered invited discovery.

They retreated back the way they’d come without issue—the guards were still smoking and oblivious. As Ren got closer to their entry point, he commented to Benedict, “Those guards must be deaf to not hear us. We’ve tried to be quiet, but we’ve also been banging bolts into place.”

Benedict shot him a sardonic look. “Didn’t you smell it?”

“Smell what?”

“That sickly-sweet smell coming from the joint. They’re smoking coral fish.”

Ren’s eyes lit up in understanding. “Oh. I’ve never tried it, but I understand it puts you in a dream-state where you hallucinate.”

“Tried it once during that misspent youth of mine.” Benedict shook his head in memory. “Dreamed I was sailing the world on a giant orange. Woke up on the roof during a storm, buck naked. No memory of how I got there. We could walk up and dance with those guards, and they wouldn’t question it.”

Ren pondered that. “If their boss finds them smoking that stuff on the job, he’ll fire them on the spot.”

“No question,” Benedict agreed. “And he should. They’re fucking useless.”

And likely would get fired later, when the sabotage was revealed.

Ren had no sympathy for them.

They arrived at their side door, only to find everyone else was already assembled. Ren and his crew were the last to arrive. Understandable, considering the delay. Ren looked around, saw damp people with satisfied smiles, and assumed no one else had had trouble. Which was amazing, all things considered.

“Good work, gentlemen,” he congratulated with a wide smile of his own. “Let’s hike back. We’ve got worried people to get back to.”
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They were blessed with clear skies and fair winds, which meant it was a night and one day trip back. They slept through most of the trip, exhausted as they were from the raid itself, and Ren only properly woke up mid-afternoon. He had time to eat dinner and clean up before they passed through the skeletal defenses of Mizuno Harbor.

In the fading light, as sunset started to turn the sky shades of purples and oranges, the harbor looked picturesque indeed. He saw many smiling faces waving to them, and he was sure the word spread as quickly as pounding feet could carry it.

They’re back!

Lars smoothly navigated them right to the dock, the Scovian sailors throwing out lines to be guided in and dropping anchor. They barely had the gangplank down when Ren spied O’ Broín, Sakura, and Robert all jogging toward the dock. Word had gotten out quickly, indeed.

Having no need for the gangplank, he threw himself lightly over the edge of the ship and landed on the dock with a resounding thump. Then he stayed kneeling, arms open wide.

Sakura threw herself into them, hugging him tight around his shoulders. He breathed her in, the cherry blossom fragrance of her shampooed hair and the smell of sunshine. She’d clearly been outside all day. “We’re back.”

She didn’t relinquish him as she said into his shoulder, “Welcome back. You’re not hurt?”

“Not a scratch on either of us. We were wholly successful, too.” Ren pulled away and shooed her toward Arman, which she was happy to do, climbing her other father like a tree to get a hug. Arman caught her with a grunt, a content expression on his face.

O’ Broín extended a hand, which he took, as his thighs were a touch sore from all the hiking on the raid.

“How many ships?” O’ Broín demanded as he pulled Ren to his feet. “And any injuries?”

“Benedict sliced his hand open good. We put some stitches into it. I think he’ll be fine once he rests up. Otherwise, no.” Troubled still by what he saw, Ren dropped his voice as he relayed, “They had twenty ships started. We were able to sabotage them all but only sails for fourteen ships. We’ll need to keep a spy over there, I think. They’re more determined than we realized.”

“I’ve already got one arranged. I want to keep track of your efforts, too. Make sure it’s not discovered prematurely.”

“Wise of you.” Trust O’ Broín to be on top of matters. Ren breathed out in relief, half-turning to watch as Arman crossed the distance between them. “We did well. Certainly, we’ve bought more time. But O’ Broín, I don’t think I need to say the obvious, do I?”

O’ Broín shook his head, determination radiating from him. “Let’s get this damn fortress built. We’re too prime a target as it is. And you’re leaving me by next winter, aren’t you?”

“Before winter hits,” Ren corrected. “Let’s build quickly.”

O’ Broín seconded this with a fervent nod. “I’ve got good news for you, too. We found the stolen supplies. The Mongs dumped them into the ocean, so we’ve recovered most of them.”

Ren rocked back on his heels, surprised but incredibly pleased. “That’s great!”

“Had a bit of a run in with a Mong raiding party while you were gone. They were trying to sneak up on us while we recovered it all.” O’ Broín, for some reason, gave Sakura a proud smile, like a doting uncle. “Lady Brahms sent up the warning before they could properly ambush us. We guarded each other’s backs during the fight, and it was something of a fight.”

Ren’s heart stopped all over again. “Wait, wait, Sakura, you were there?!”

“I was.” She threw up four fingers, grin stretched from ear to ear. “Got four this time, Chichi. And General O’ Broín said I’m welcome to fight with him anytime.”

Mercy save them. Mostly Ren. He could only take so many shocks to the system at once. When he’d asked Sakura to help O’ Broín, fighting Mongs was not what he’d had in mind. But he wasn’t about to say that to her; she was so proud of herself, and he couldn’t dent her confidence. “I’m glad to hear it. Well. You two have certainly been busy.”

Arman looked perfectly willing to carry their daughter for the rest of her natural life, no doubt because his own heart was trying to thump out of his chest. Ren’s certainly was. “You’re well, daughter?”

“Not a scratch on me,” she said, still grinning. “But I need more knives, Papa. Some of the ones I threw went missing, and I couldn’t find them.”

More throwing knives were the least of Ren’s worries. He gave O’ Broín a weary look. “Can we please get this damn fortress built before my little girl is forced to defend the place again?”

“Alright by me.” O’ Broín gave him a look of sympathy, as if he knew Ren was on the verge of a heart attack. “We’ve got all the right help, and you’ve bought us some time. I think we can get it done. And surely the raiding parties will be called home now that there’s no immediate chance of them starting a war.”

“From your lips to the gods’ ears,” Ren prayed.


[image: ]

Eight months later

Mizuno Harbor threw quite the party when royalty was coming. Ren was amazed, as he hadn’t seen a full festival like this since he was a young child. Then again, the Mongs had been plaguing his country since he was ten, so was it any wonder?

But with both emperor and empress here to look over the fortress and give their seal of approval, the people of the town were determined to be shown at their best. Red lanterns were strung across the streets back and forth in an illuminating display, stark against the failing light of the day. Street vendors lined all sides, offering delectable snacks and hot sake. Musicians played on every street corner, the square had dancing, and every store stayed open late to accommodate those wanting to shop. The whole town was a giant festival.

Ren had taken Sakura through it a bit earlier, before royalty arrived, and her eyes had been wide with wonder. He’d indulged her by buying every single thing she expressed interest in. Which meant, with that much sugar in her, she’d likely be up until the wee hours of the morning. But it was fine; they were leaving tomorrow anyway. She could sleep on the ship.

Tonight was a night to celebrate.

He stood now on top of the fortress, looking out over the town. Emperor Nakamura and Empress Sera stood at one side, Arman and O’ Broín on the other, with the retainer standing a respectful distance away.

It was thankfully safe to have the emperor and empress visit. Mizuno had not had a Mong raiding party hit since the raid. With so much destruction in their shipyard, it took time to recover. Ren had three different reports stating the Mongs were re-building, but they were still months out from being able to launch anything more than a single ship.

His raiding party had given them the time to get the fortress up. Even if the Mongs did choose to come, Mizuno Harbor would be ready for them this time. Knowing that was immensely satisfying. And a relief, no question, because he left O’ Broín in a very good, defensible position up here.

“It’s well built,” Emperor Nakamura said with satisfaction. (This was the third time he’d made that remark while looking the fortress over.) “Its design was well thought-out. I know you said in your messages to me you’d made refinements, thanks to the engineer who came from Scovia, but I didn’t expect this many. I’m very well pleased with how it looks. It does look unrefined in certain spots?”

“They’re not quite done. I estimate another month, and they’ll have it complete. We ran out of supplies—again—but another shipment is due by the end of the week. O’ Broín can oversee it easily.”

Emperor Nakamura turned and gave O’ Broín a thankful nod. “We are incredibly grateful you volunteered to come. I received a message from your king that you have requested to stay for at least another year?”

O’ Broín inclined his head. In careful Shiirein (which was steadily improving now that he was dedicated to learning the language), he answered. “Correct, Emperor-sama. I am highly invested in the welfare of this country, and what with everything going on, I’d like to stay and safeguard it until you can get your armed forces built back up. I estimate that will take a year. Probably two. I’m happy to stay two years.”

Emperor Nakamura was obviously touched by this. Empress Sera looked ready to hug him. “General O’ Broín, we would like nothing better. I must have saved this country in a previous life in order to be so blessed in my allies. I am eager to sit with you and discuss what needs to happen so that Shiirei can defend its own walls again.”

“I’ll be happy to speak on that,” O’ Broín said with another bow and clearly meant it.

“I am well satisfied with everything here. I clearly called for the right people.” Emperor Nakamura flashed them a smile. “Come, let us go and enjoy the festival. Work can wait for tomorrow.”

That sounded good to Ren.

They all fell into line, walking two abreast as they went down the long, winding stairs to the bottom of the fortress. This section connected eventually to the main street by way of the lighthouse, and it was the best route back into the party.

Empress Sera maneuvered to walk next to him, a bright smile on her face. “I’m glad we caught you before you left. There was news I wished to share.”

“Oh? What news?”

“I’ve tracked how many same-sex couples have taken advantage of the new laws. I am happy to report over one thousand couples are now married.”

Ren almost missed a step. “A thousand?!”

“And more and more are coming in by the day.” She clapped her hands in obvious delight and satisfaction. “It took a while to spread the news everywhere, I think. And then, of course, some rushed into marrying immediately while others took a while to plan a celebration. But it’s been so joyously received, this change. After seeing your adoption of Sakura-chan, I made the adoption process more obvious, too. Our orphan population dropped by forty-five percent in the past six months. Many of our new couples are adopting as many as five children at once! They’re trying to keep sisters and brothers intact.”

He felt a little choked up at the news. His eyes found Arman’s, who was a half-step behind them, and they shared a look of intense joy.

Yes. That was what this country needed. Joy, hope, the ability to move forward without being locked into the past.

“I cannot express how happy I am to hear all of that.” Ren had to blink rapidly to keep from shedding happy tears. His eyes burned with them. “I feared my country wouldn’t know how to accept such changes. Apparently, I was wrong to doubt. All they needed was the chance to grow.”

“Yes, that indeed seems to be the case.” She gestured gracefully toward O’ Broín, walking ahead of them. “And it seems our plan to bring over soldiers to study here has gotten a head start.”

Ren shook his head. “Not quite what I expected, bringing people who are already familiar back. How is that going, by the way?”

“We’ve sent a hundred people to Aart and Scovia both, with good results. I expect students from them quite soon, in fact, as we were trying to get everyone in place before winter hits. Some of them are in the palace, so I have no doubt you’ll cross paths with them soon.”

Ren had a feeling that had been arranged on purpose. But that was fine.

She leaned in to confide, “My husband complained to me on the way here that the stupidest thing he has ever done was release you after the war ended. I think he now wishes he’d somehow found the funds to keep you on payroll. It was that, was it not, that sent you to Aart?”

“That was half the reason,” Ren admitted to her. He nodded toward Arman. “That and he convinced me he’d hire me as a warden if I couldn’t find something else. In retrospect, I’m very glad that I went with him.”

“I’m sure you are. And for your sake, and his, I’m glad you did as well.” She waited a beat before tactfully asking, “Is Sakura-chan the only child you’ll take with you?”

“Pray have pity, Empress-sama,” Ren protested on a laugh. “We have too much to deal with as it is! One child at a time, please.”

“Well, I can’t blame you. But do try and impart your knowledge to the ones we send to you in Aart. Train them as much as you can.”

“I will be happy to do so. I’m invested in my native country, after all.”

“Very good.”

They arrived at the bottom of the stairs and into the party atmosphere of the main street. People politely split up at that point, everyone on their own pursuits, as they all wanted to do something other than work. Ren and Arman held hands as they walked, and that alone was amazing to Ren—that he could openly do so in this country without the backlash.

How far things had come since his arrival here almost a year ago.

“You changed the world again,” Arman mentioned.

“I’d like to remind you, again, you were part of it. I didn’t do this myself. I wouldn’t have had the courage to ask her baldly like that, if not for you urging me to ask for a change in the laws.” Ren blew out a breath, his eyes blind to his surroundings for a moment. “It all hinged from there, though. If I hadn’t asked, nothing would have changed.”

“My father once said it is the duty of people like us to give voice to those who cannot represent themselves.”

“That sounds exactly like something he would say.” Ren regarded him with a slight cant of the head. “Is that why you did it?”

“Hmm, in part.”

Oh, that was definitely not the full story. “And what was the main reason? Because you very obviously had another reason for doing it.”

“I didn’t want people arguing about us being married.” Arman had a stubborn glint in his eye. “People don’t get to discount my marriage just because they don’t agree with it.”

Ren laughed outright, belly shaking with it. “Seriously, what am I to do with you!”

“You asked.”

“I did, and I really should have expected that answer.”

“Papa, Chichi!”

Ren turned, saw his daughter and Robert coming toward them with a happy bounce in their strides. In Sakura’s arms was a large, plush and soft stuffed panda. He took it in with a blink. Surely, he hadn’t given her enough money to buy a toy that expensive. Ren had handed over pocket change so she could snack and play the games, but it hadn’t been that much.

“Are you done with work?” Sakura asked hopefully.

She looked beautiful in her red kimono, her hair done up in a loose bun at the top of her head with a carved comb in it. Ren smiled at her without thinking about it. “We are. We can play to our heart’s content before we leave for your uncle and aunt’s house in the morning. But where did the panda bear come from?”

“I won it.” There was a gamine grin on her face.

Ren did not trust that expression. Not one iota.

“She looks just like you when you do something and don’t regret it,” Arman remarked. “Daughter. Just which game stall did you hit?”

Throwing up a victory sign, she announced, “Throwing stars!”

Oh gods. The poor vendor who owned the booth. He’d likely had no idea what hit him.

Ren turned accusing eyes up to Robert. “And you didn’t stop her?”

“The game was obviously rigged,” Robert defended mildly. “The stars were badly made and weighted. A glance could tell that. I thought maybe he could learn a little lesson.”

A ten-year-old using the game against you and taking the largest prize would certainly do that. Ren was a little sorry he’d missed it.

Freeing a hand, Sakura caught one of his and pulled him forward, her grin still wide and mischievous. “Let’s get a snack, Chichi. Then we can play more games.”

“I think you should drink,” Arman threw in. “That way she’s got a handicap.”

“Wait, wait, wait, when did this become a competition? Am I still not the master, she the student?”

Sakura waggled her eyebrows in a truly outrageous manner she absolutely had not learned from Ren. “Bet I can win more prizes.”

Ren looked her dead in the eye. “Challenge accepted.”

He wouldn’t go easy on her, either. Much.
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Sakura looked at the fortress looming ahead of them with such a mix of emotions, she didn’t know how to untangle them. Part of her couldn’t believe it, that this place would be hers to run in the future. That she was to inherit an actual fortress. It seemed as unreal to her as moving to a different country, as being adopted into a general’s family, as becoming friends with a princess, as every other insane thing that had happened in the past year. Part of her would always reel under the surprise.

After the many, many presents and letters her grandparents had sent her, she knew they were eager to meet her. Just as eager as her aunt and uncle had been in Shiirei. Uncle Takahiro had been very kind, even sitting and helping her read books when the characters proved too hard. And Aunt Chiyuki had taught her how to make some cookies, and they’d giggled and sang songs and shared stories as they baked. She’d never done anything like it, but it proved incredibly fun. She’d initially been very nervous about going to their house and staying a week. At the end of that week, she’d been very reluctant to leave because they’d been so good to her.

Knowing she had family who loved her in Shiirei gave her hope that her family in Aart would love her just as much. That she’d be as comfortable here as she had been at her uncle and aunt’s house. She had faith. Even if there were butterflies in her stomach.

The arm around her waist tightened a little, and Chichi leaned down to say near her ear, “See the white flags on top? They mean there’s no enemies nearby. Oh, there’s the horn. They’ve spotted us.”

She felt incredibly nervous about meeting the rest of her family. Her fathers had reassured her dozens of times she’d be more than welcome, and certainly the letters and presents from her new grandparents were full of excitement. Sakura just didn’t know if she’d live up to their expectations. She was barely able to keep up with even simple conversation in Aartan, even though she’d focused on studying it the most. Would they be able to understand each other?

Would they be able to love her?

The horses’ hooves clattered over the wooden drawbridge. Sakura’s eyes darted in every direction as they entered the main courtyard. People streamed out of doorways in all possible directions, calling out greetings to both of her fathers and Uncle Robert. Sakura, pleased, realized she understood almost every word said. Alright, she could comprehend the typical greetings at least.

“Arman! Ren!” a female voice called out strongly over the rest. The various servants and guards parted to give way. “Where is she?”

“She’s right here, Mother,” Chichi responded with a laugh. “Don’t rush.”

“Don’t rush, he says,” she retorted, finally clearing the crowd. Sakura knew instantly who it must be, as she matched Chichi’s description perfectly. An elderly woman, hair more white than blonde, pulled up in a loose bun, skin fair although wrinkled with age, eyes a pale apple green. She wore a simple dress of light blue, the sleeves pushed back, as if she’d been working at something. This had to be her grandmother. “After a straight year of not seeing my own grandchild, I very much will rush, thank you. Oh!”

Sakura didn’t quite know how to fully interpret the look on her face. She didn’t get a chance to study it, as Chichi handed her off to Papa, and she focused on getting her feet under her before turning again. Her grandmother dropped down to her heels, putting them more on eye level, and Sakura could see it clearly then. Delight and wonder, not a trace of disappointment.

“Oh, how lovely you are,” her grandmother enthused. “So much like our Ren. Sakura, I’m your grandmother. Call me Grandmama, won’t you?”

Using her very best Aartan, Sakura responded carefully, “I’m happy to meet you, Grandmama.”

Blinking—Grandmama clearly hadn’t expected her to speak in Aartan—she broke into an even brighter smile. “How perfectly you said that. I’m beyond delighted to meet you too, child. Come here, give me a hug.”

Sakura dutifully closed in for a hug, then the heady smell of perfume and sunlight drifted over her, and she relaxed a hair. Warm arms enclosed around her, snugging her in, the hug similar to ones she got from her fathers, and she relaxed a little more. Hugs were nice. She didn’t feel like it was given out of obligation.

“Where is she?” a new, deeper voice boomed out. “Woman! Are you hogging my granddaughter?”

Grandmama pulled away but kept an arm around her shoulders as she called back, “Your fault for being slow!”

A new face appeared, and Sakura nearly did a double take. The coloring was fair, like her grandmother, but the height and the build, the way the man walked, all reminded her strongly of Papa. This was her grandfather? He didn’t really look like an old soldier—he wore the uniform of the fortress well, like a general would.

“She understands Aartan generally, but talk slow,” Chichi warned him.

If her grandfather heard this, he didn’t acknowledge it, just came straight to kneel in front of Sakura. Even kneeling, he was physically imposing, like a giant. Sakura felt instinctively unnerved, but the look in those green eyes was warm and kind. “I’m your grandfather, Sakura.”

“Call him Grandda,” Papa instructed, coming around to stand at her side.

Sakura appreciated having him nearby, as she felt a little overwhelmed by all these strangers pressed in close. Still, she looked at this man who was her grandfather with avid curiosity. She’d heard so many stories about him. “I’m happy to meet you, Grandda.”

“Not as happy as we are, Sakura,” Grandda promised her, grin winking out at her. Still, he looked a trifle surprised by something. Finally, he said to his wife, “She truly looks so much like Ren.”

“She’s not my secret love child,” Chichi retorted above her. “Get that notion right out of your head.”

Snorting, Grandda waved that away. “Sakura, come, take my hand. Let me show you your new home.”

Hesitating, she looked back at her fathers, but they both encouraged her to go. Hoping her language skills were up for this, she took his callused hand in one of hers, not knowing what to expect.

Grandda led her up to the battlements first, pointing ahead to the valley and explaining where their enemies liked to come from and what to do first if she heard the war drums go off. He sometimes used Shiirein phrases, which delighted her, even if his pronunciation was stilted. He’d clearly learned the language for her benefit and used it as much as possible, only defaulting to Aartan if he didn’t know the right word. She, in turn, used as much Aartan as she knew, which pleased him.

Only when they were done touring the top did he stop, bending to put them more on eye level, regarding her seriously. “Sakura, I know it’s strange to have all of this so suddenly. Not just the fortress, but a new family too. But if you need something, or want anything, you come to me and your Grandmama. You come to us like you’d go to your fathers. You’re just as precious to us.”

She looked up into that wrinkled face and truly saw where her Papa had inherited his heart from. This man had the same kindness. “You don’t mind?”

“Mind what?” he responded in bafflement.

“That I’m not…” She trailed off, struggling to find a word that would work.

“Blood?” he asked bluntly.

Tentatively, she nodded.

“My dear child,” he said patiently, “none of my daughter-in-laws are blood related to me. Ren isn’t even one of my countrymen. They’re still mine. You, especially, are ours. You’ve got Ren’s looks and Arman’s intelligence. You couldn’t be any more our grandchild.”

“I resent that, Father,” Chichi chided from the stairs nearby. He leaned his arms along the balustrade, for all the world at ease. Sakura started a little, as she hadn’t even heard his approach. “Listening to you, you’d think all I am is a pretty face.”

“Well, if the shoe fits…” Grandda drawled.

Sakura recognized the teasing and wondered at it, to see two grown men bantering like this. Her Chichi was always teasing someone—she was used to that—but seeing her grandfather tease back gave her a turn. A pleasant one. Old people could joke? She’d never seen that before.

“You know, I came up here to warn you Mother is on a rampage because you took off with Sakura,” Chichi retorted, making a face at him. “But if that’s your attitude, I’ll just let you get beaten.”

Grandda demanded in affront, “You think I’m scared of that woman?”

“Terrified. As you should be, she knows where you sleep.”

In a low tone, Grandda admitted to her, “He’s got a point. Shall we go back down?”

Nodding, she took his hand again and walked toward the stairs. Grandda said to Chichi, “You should have warned us both how beautiful she is, Ren. I’ll have to find a bigger stick to beat the men off with when she hits sixteen. Gods help us all then.”

That was the second time her new grandparents had said that. Sakura found it confusing, as she wasn’t a beautiful girl. She was too tomboyish, her skin too dark, to be beautiful. She’d thought they were being, well, polite, but he had sounded sincere. To Chichi, she asked in Shiirein, “Why did he say that?”

“Because it’s true, daughter,” Chichi answered bluntly.

Grandda paused and gave her a sharp look. “Why? Don’t you know you’re pretty?”

Sakura stared back at him doubtfully. She knew nothing of the kind.

Her look and question upset him, and Grandda glared at her father. “What sort of nonsense is this? What have you been telling her?”

“Father,” Chichi responded patiently, waving both hands in a calming motion, “it’s not us, trust me. Shiirein culture has a very…er…well, set version of beauty for women. A woman is only beautiful if she has white skin, and delicate manners, and dresses elegantly. That’s what Sakura is comparing herself to. I’ve tried getting it through her head she’s beautiful, especially in Aart, but I’m not making much headway.”

Her grandfather did not like this answer at all. He huffed out a breath like an irritated dragon then sank onto his heels, drawing her to stand directly in front of him. “Sakura, let me tell you something. When Ren first came to Aart, he was constantly approached by men and women alike because they found him to be a beautiful man.”

Sakura blinked, nonplussed. Her father was a handsome man, certainly, but other people thought him beautiful too? Wait, even men openly approached him? She darted a look at Chichi and he shrugged back at her, not denying it. That was true?!

“You, my dear, are twice the beauty he is,” Grandda continued in a blunt tone that reminded her so strongly of Papa. “And it’s dangerous for you to not realize it. You’re beautiful; people are going to approach you for your beauty alone, so you must realize it and safeguard yourself. You are precious to us, and we don’t want anything happening to you.”

She still harbored doubts about her own looks, but Sakura could see he meant every word of it. Perhaps in Aart, they really did think of her looks as beautiful. That pleased her, as she’d never been considered so before. “I will?”

“Deities preserve us,” Grandda muttered then scooped her up for her to sit on his forearm. “I’ll get this through your head eventually.”

She was less concerned about that, and more concerned about what the tour up here hadn’t shown her. “But Grandda, where are all of the secret rooms?”

He blinked at her. “Oh. Is that why you kept poking at the walls?”

“Chichi said there’s lots of them.”

“There’re quite a few. I’ll show you one on the way down, but I know your grandmama wants to show you some of them, too. We can’t leave her out, she’ll be upset with both of us.”

Sakura was perfectly fine with that. She rode along on his arm, capitalizing on her proximity to ask more questions. “And can you tell me the story? Great-grandmama said you helped her defend the fortress when you were my age.”

He paused at the stairs and smiled at her, the delight crinkling his eyes up. “You’ve been reading out of the journal I sent, then?”

“We try to read to her at least a page or two every night,” Chichi threw in before going ahead of them.

“I’m glad. I wanted you to learn more about your great-grandmother, as you’ll be the next woman to inherit the place. I’ll be happy to tell you the story. It’s a good one. If not for your great-grandmother’s quick thinking, we’d be short a fortress right now. After dinner, when we get settled in around the fire, I’ll tell you the full story.”

Sakura was very pleased by this promise. The journal entry had only said that things had gotten very rough indeed, and she’d had to rely on her son to help her. Sakura was very short on details and she really wanted to know what had happened. She’d tried asking Papa, but he hadn’t been sure either.

And it made her happy that she could ask all of these questions and he didn’t find it annoying. It eased her nerves about coming here. “I want to hear all the stories, Grandda.”

“And I’ll be happy to tell them to you.” He paused at the base of the stairs and gave her a sweet smile. “For now, my beautiful granddaughter, welcome home.”

Sakura beamed back at him and responded in the traditional Shiirein phrase: “I’m home.”
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Dear Reader,

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book! (I won’t even complain if it’s 4 stars, honest.)

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!

[image: ]

AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She’s only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she’ll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group: AJ’s Gentlemen!
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