	In the Isawa Provinces, year 333...





	The young man moved through the shadows by the walls of Gisei Toshi. He had managed to make his way back into a seldom used corner of the city, an alley in a forgotten neighborhood that was once used by craftsmen. The patrols seldom moved through this area since the main activity in the city was located elsewhere.


	His orange robes drug upon the muddy ground, the man paying little attention to his soiled clothing. He moved quickly behind the building, moving to the end of the corridor by the wall. The wall before him was bright red, stained with blood from a hundred visits. This one would be no different.


	The man knelt before the wall and slipped a dagger from his sleeve. Without hesitation he moved it to his hand, cutting it quickly and deeply. His hand had dozens of marks of such cuts that were healing, yet he lets out a quick hiss of pain nonetheless. He rose his hand up to the wall, placing it upon the blood stained patch and slowly lowering it down.


	A chill wind picked up in the alley, a biting frost that seemed not unlike what one would expecting in winte high upon the mountains, but it was still the middle of summerr. A transulant figure appeared before the young man, her long hair tangled and wild, her hands dripping with blood... Yet her face had a kindness, a gentleness to be expected in a young, virtuous maiden. Her lips were smiling happily, her eyes twinkling as she looked upon the young man.


	For his part, the young man bowed in his kneeling position, deep enough that his forehead brushed against the muddy ground. A simple touch of her gown upon his shoulder beckoned him to rise.


	"Has it not been sooner since our last meeting than usual?" asked the woman, her eyes fading out a bit as she rose her head to look up at the sun, "Or has it been almost a year?"


	"It has been two days since I saw you last, I would not disturb you, but I have urgent news," explained the young man before rising up to his feet.


	The woman looked curiously upon him as he rose to her height. He did not appear any younger than her, but she still looked upon him as a mother might a child. "What news could have brought you back to me so soon? You know you should let your wounds heal before summoning he again." She raised a hand up as if she longed to touch his bleeding hand, but the blood from her own caused her pause.


	The man spoke quietly, a sudden sadness coming over him, "I'm afraid I must leave you. The Emerald Magistrates have requested that I join them. I do not know if I will be returning."


	At this the woman frowned lightly at first before giving a soft smile, "Do not fret, Chuda-kun. You've learned well what I've taught, you will become a magistrate even greater than your father before you. And I promise I shall not be lonely without you. I am glad that you have a chance to do something of importance."


	Isawa Chuda gave a slow nod in response to this before giving further explaination, "But, my lady, there is something else I must tell you. The reason they wished for me to join was that I had uncovered the one who taught my own father maho, who had begun teaching others as well the way of maho in Pale Oak Castle. If it weren't for your teachings, I would not have defeated them... But they drew their blood same as I, their maho and my magic looked so similar.. But their souls were lost, their minds in ruin, they..."


	However, he could explain no more as the woman raised one of her bleeding hands up and pleaded softly, "No more, no more... I understand, Chuda. There are many who do not see the difference between maho and blood magic. Many do not understand what maho truly stems from and believe us to be speading the taint of Jigoku..."


	Isawa Chuda paused for a moment before asking timidly, "And... are they right, my lady?"


	The woman raised her hands up and stared into them before turning her head to look at the wall behind her. "Do you know why only blood can summon me, Chuda?" she did not wait for his answer before explaining, "It was blood magic that bound my spirit here... But it was not evil, Jigoku had no hand... I am forever here to look after and guard the children of my brother. I can be sure all those I love will forever be safe so long as they stay within the city and the city still stands." Her gaze flickered over her shoulder to look upon the young Phoenix, "Does this sound like the work of Jigoku to you?"


	Chuda shook his head quickly before stating, "Of course not, my lady. But... the things I saw, the things I've been told... How can I just forget them? It was the practice of maho that led to my father's death and his death that brought my mothers. Maho has taken my family from me, shall I forget them as well?"


	The woman turned slowly before giving a soft smile, "Never forget them, Chuda. For there is truth there as well... When you draw your blood, it channels your spirit. If you use your own energy in a way that is pure of heart with love, courage and wisdom in your soul, there is nothing more pure you can fight evil in this world with. However, if you take that same spirit, or that of another and give it to Jigoku in order to tap into their power, there is nothing more sinister." She then raised her hands once again as she spoke in a voice as gentle as the breeze, "Either way it is a true sacrifice, but the power you wield is no more evil than your own soul and desires."


	Chuda gave a slow nod, his eyes widening a bit with understanding. However, he began realizing the danger in what he had been doing, "Wouldn't it be safer then to simply use magic like the rest of the Isawa? This way one's heart may never betray them."


	The woman immediately shook her head before answering, "The power you wield is greater than those who would simply command and compel other spirits to do their bidding. For every time a skeleton or oni is burned, the fire spirits take on their taint, for the spirit of fire knows not to fight the taint. However, they cannot do the same to you when you are using your own spirit for while the fire kami is neutral, your spirit carries the wishes of your heart. If it weren't for the magic I teach, Fu Leng would have destroyed the empire... it was the magic of my brother's blood that stopped him, the same which flows through your own veins. Someday the Empire will need such power again, and if all the people of this land should look upon their own souls as filthy, dirty and evil, then there will be no hope."


	Chuda frowned a little and gave a slow nod in response, "So, it'll be up to me to prove to them that they are wrong... To pass on your teachings so that the Empire may one day be saved by them."


	The young woman gave a quick nod before giving a pleasant smile, "Would you do that, Chuda?... Let our ways live on so that they may once again save the empire? Nothing would make my brother and I prouder."


	He gave a affirmative nod in response as his demeanor hardened and his gaze filled with purpose, "Nothing would give my life more meaning than to defend the Empire and make you proud. I shall use the power you have shown me to fight the taint and attack those who would use maho with such ferociousity that even the Kuni will be left in shock and awe."


	The woman leaned in close, whispering softly to the young man, "And what shall your kind be known as?"


	Chuda paused at this point, giving this some thought. His gaze moved to the ground and he spotted a black garter snake with purple stripes slipping silently along the wall.





***


	Present day...





	Volturnum was a dark and dangerous place since the Oracle of Thunder had given himself over to the darkness. The world within the Shadowlands that had once shown promise now instead seemed to become the darkest and most dreadful place amongst them. The shattered buildings of what once must have been a great city had started to become overgrown with blackened vines.


	Sitting in the middle of this place meditating was a single man. His black robes and hair flowed around him, his dark eyes stared off into nothingness. He was as motionless as a statue, and one could only wonder if he was truly awake or somehow asleep with his eyes still open.


	The quiet stillness was broken for the fist time in many months, for even the creatures of the Shadowlands dared not enter this place. A young man headed down one of the many stairways that lead to the large pit where the Dark Oracle of the Void sat resting. His bright green robes whipped about his body as he gracefully moved down the steps and glided across the broken stone ground towards the sitting Dark Oracle.


	"I didn't think you would seek me out again," spoke the Dark Oracle, not diverting his attention from before himself at all, "What may have brought you out this far, Mishime?"


	Mishime paused for a moment before bowing deeply and then approaching, "I imagine you already know."


	The Dark Oracle nodded his head slowly, his lips turning into a cold smile, "Of course I know, I knew before you even departing from your dark city, when I first met you... I've always known. But, I want you to say it, little snake."


	Mishime frowned, his eyes narrowing before he hissed in a low voice, "I seek your advice, I seek your... help."


	Suddenly the Dark Oracle was no longer sitting, but instead standing above Mishime, staring down at him menacingly, "And what makes you think that I would bother helping a snivling fool like you?!"


	Mishime did not move, he did not show so much as the slightest sign of surprise. Until he spoke, his throat sounding a bit dry at first, "Because, well... my lord, I believe I might be able to help you in return."


	The Dark Oracle's laughter rang off of the broken and crumbling sotne walls spread out around the two robed men, "Help me?" he spoke with amusement, "And how could a man like you help someone like me?" He knew already what Mishime was going to offer before the man said it, but part of him was still quite amused to hear the man say it.


	"I can help you become your former self again... I know you were happier as the Thunder than in your current state. If... I could find someone to take your current role, you could become the Thunder once again."


	"Its not that easy," spoke the Dark Oracle of Void, waving his hand dismissively, "While I must admit part of me still longs for what I've lost. But, you cannot repair what has happened. Not so easily..."


	Mishime frowned immediately, his mind quickly working to try to come up with something else he could offer to the Oracle in return for the information he needed, "Then, if you help me, I and all those who follow me will do everything that needs done to repair this damage."


	The Oracle gave another cold smile, looking over Mishime with sketpism, "Is it really worth that much to you? You know all I can offer you is my wisdom and advice, that's all. In return for just that, you are willing to do whatever I need?"


	Mishime bowed lowly before stating, "I have my role to fufill too, my lord.... I may be the last one who can do so. I must fufill the destiny of my ancestor and avenge my clan."


	The Oracle gave a subtle nod before raising a hand up, making a motion towards the distance, "Then go, Mishime. You must first travel to the lands of the Hare, you will find the daughter of an old student of mine, one who learned the secrets of Thunder; he called himself Chuda as well. She will guide you the rest of the way, you will know when it is time to return to me again."





***





	The journey from the Shadowlands to the Hare Clan provinces are not as far as many would suspect. However, it does require corssing the Black Finger River and the River of the Dark Moon and then navigating the catacombs of the Kaiu wall. Even one of these tasks would make many brave samurai pale with fright. However, Mishime had done this so many times that doing so was almost like second nature.


	After that it is a matter of avoiding Crab Clan patrols through a short stretch through the Crab Clan lands and into the Shinomen forest, a journey that even Ratlings and Goblins often have very little trouble with. However, once into the Shinomen Forest is often when such journeys run into trouble. For the forest is filled with Naga, Goblins, Ratlings, Tsuno and many other creatures that a lone human traveler would never wish to cross paths with.


	Though, strangely Mishime had not ran into any trouble. Even after camping for a night within the forest, he had come across no such creatures. Though, he felt at all times as if someone were watching him from the shadows. His horse moved slowly  and Mishime kept low in order to avoid the low branches. Though he was not what one could consider a good horseman, a journey such at this would take weeks had he not brought one with him.


	Still, the sense that he was being watched disturbed him. He kept his attention focused around himself, yet he saw nothing. Whomever had been keeping an eye on him was rather skilled at hiding. The sense grew even more the closer he came to leaving the forest and entering the lands of the Hare. It was as if more people had begun to gather.


	Once he saw the light creeping in at the edge of the dark forest, Mishime decided to take his chance. He had his horse speed into a gallop, moving like the wind towards the edge of the forest. Behind him, Mishime could hear a definate sound of rustling. He urged the horse to move left and then right, trying to make himself as difficult to hit with any arrows that might come at him as possible. Yet, no attack came from the back.


	As the horse broke through the forest, everything seemed safe enough. However, just when Mishime braved a look back over his shoulder to see if he were being persude, the horse suddenly kicked its front legs up, startled by something. Unused to traveling on horse, Mishime had very little hope of holding on. He flew to the ground, landing on his back hard.


	Immediately shadows swarmed about him, his arms being pinned down, the sharp end of a sai to his throat. With the wind knocked out of him from the fall, he had no time to even utter words to cast a spell that might defend himself. All he could do was slowly regain his vison and stare up at his strange captors.


	They were dressed in all-concealing garbs, even their faces were covered with a variety of masks, none of which left more than their eyes visible. There were a fast variety of pouches and sheaths upon the several men and women surrounding him. They were all dressed in a mix of blacks, purples and greens, which had provided them excellent cover in the forest. Each of them had a silver symbol upon them, a family mon, it appeared to be that of a predators eyes, perhaps a snake or  cat's.


	"Who are you?" demanded one of the men who was standing near the back of the group, perhaps directing the actions of the others, "What brings you to our home?"


	However, that wasn't the first symbol that caught his attention and left him speechless. For several of them wore a second symbol as well, one of purple. His eyes transfixed upon the symbol, he knew immediately that there would be no use in lying to those who had captured him. Many times in the past he was able to disguise himself as others or simply create a new identity, but at the moment the best thing he knew he could be was himself.


	"I am Chuda Mishime," he spoke, his voice unwavering, "I have come here seeking others of my family... I come seeking the remnants of the Snake clan."


	The leader of the group of ninja gave a quick nod of his head before making a motion to the others. He gave a polite bow before stating, "I am Shinda Motoki, daimyo of the Shinda family... You, Chuda-san, have come to the right place."


	Mishime bowed as lowly to Motoki once he rose to his feet, "Will you please direct me to those that I seek?" he questioned, his confidence returning as he believed that the situation may well be under control.


	Motoki shook his head quickly before explaining, "First, you will come with me to see Ozaki. Then, he will decide what to do with you."


	Being brought before any Clan Champion in any other cirumstance would have cuased Mishime to attack those before them. For on any other day it would mean his life was forfeit. However, today was not any other day. And his heart held hope that these men would not betray him. For, their uniforms declared that like him, they too were Snake.








***





	Shiro Usagi lies out on a gentle waving plain. It seems designed more for athestics than for military purposes, perhaps simply because of the special station that lesser clans have. However, since they were reinstated after the attack from the Scorpion many years ago, the palace has reinforced its guards far more than what it once was. Archers move along the towers, bushi train in the courtyard at all times. For the current daimyo, Ozaki, remembers those attacks from the Scorpion well. He recalls losing his father and sister to their treachery, and he has no intention of ever letting anyone harm his family again.


	Mishime approached the front gate of the palace, escorted by only two of the Shinda Prowlers that had come upon him earlier. Motoki and the others had left for their home, apparently just south of where Mishime had come out of the forest. He had learned that those he was left with were called Akinaru and Sachiko.


	The guards at the gate seemed not at all surprised to see the trio. In fact as they came up to the gate, the guard merely gave a nod of greetings to Akinaru before letting out a call to the other side of the wall. The gate was opened and the three Snakes moved through.


	"Remember, Chuda-san," warned Sachiko, "Speak only if Lord Usagi asks you to. Be polite and you may be allowed to meet with your family soon enough."


	Mishime took on a rather amused smile before looking skeptically to the girl, "Do you really believe me a fool? I've kept my neck amongst far more powerful people than Lord Ozaki."


	Sachiko scowled before shooting Mishime a warning glance, "Don't ever under estimate Lord Usagi's power. We may be a minor clan, but we are not to be trifled with."


	Mishime's brow arched in curiousity at the mention of 'we'. It was the first time since they began the journey that his companions had associated themselves as part of the Hare. Very strange indeed since they wore only the symbol of the Snake.


	Akinaru let out a bright chuckle, apparently seeing Mishime's look of confusion. However, his statement answered little of the questions that were on Mishime's mind, "Nevermind Sachiko, she's still learning. But, perhaps someday her talent will shine."


	Sachiko narrowed here eyes at Akinaru before lifting her head up with an indignant hiss. Though he would loath to admit to it later, the banter brought a smile to even Mishime's lips.


	It hadn't taken much longr for the three to arrive in the throne chambers of Shiro Usagi. Despite the vastness of his land holdings, Ozaki was free enough to meet with them almost immediately upon their arrival. When Mishime looked upon Ozaki, he was quite surprised. Though he knew from common Rokugan history that the man was as old as his father would have been, Ozaki didn't show his age much at all, if he hadn't known the man's history Mishime would have guessed him to be merely ten or fifteen years older than himself.


	Ozaki looked curiously at the three at first before and said not a word as they knelt before him, bowing their heads. Even Mishime did not hesitate to do this, it would not do to anger the man who seemed to be in legal control of his family's new home. Ozaki motioned for them to rise after a moment


	"Who have you brought with you today," questioned the Usagi daimyo as he looked Mishime over a bit further, "I take it he is more than a simple bloodspeaker..."


	Mishime's blood ran cold as he heard the term, for he knew that like the Snake clan once was, the Hare clan was devoted to hunting down bloodspeakers. His mind began working quickly, trying to determine the fastest way he might be able to escape should things turn nasty.


	"He is Chuda Mishime," spoke Akinaru, looking up to Ozaki who quickly beckoned him to rise. As he moved to his feet he explained furhter, "He went through the Shimoen forest and came out just north of Zakyo Toshi."


	Ozaki peered towards Mishime for a long moment before letting out an amused chuckle, "And you brought him all the way here? You, Chuda-san, passed right by your family's new home without ever realizing it."


	Mishime's eyes widened in surprise and began thinking back over his journey, but he could not recall seeing and cities along the way except for Zakyo Toshi, also known as Pleasure City, and both Gisei and the Shrine to Osano-wo off in the distance. None of them seemed a likely place for his family to be hiding.


	Ozaki motioned for Mishime to rise as he questioned, "So who told you that the Chuda live in our lands? Who sent you here?" His tone was clearly suspicious, making it clear that he was still not certain whether he would execute the bloodspeaker or not yet.


	Mishime rose slowly to his feet as he explained, "I was sent here by the Oracle of..." he paused there, perhaps hoping they would not yet know of his corruption. He spoke again, doing his best to correct his mistake, "I was sent here by Toryu Tonbo."


	Ozaki gave a quick nod in response before stating, "Then you are looking for Kiyoko, if he sent you then I am certain she'll want to see you immediately."


	Mishime gave a quick bow before saying with sincere gratefulness, "Thank you, Lord Usagi. Where might I find Kiyoko?"


	Ozaki narrowed his eyes for a moment before stating flatly, "I did not say I would let you go... First, I want to ask you a few things."


	A chill went down Mishime's spine, but he said not a word in response. Instead he raised his head and met the daimyo's gaze straight on.


	Ozaki moved back to his throne before sitting down and questioning, "Do you know how many Snake Clan members live in my lands and how long they've been there?"


	Mishime shook his head in response and answered directly, "No, Lord Usagi, I did not know there were any until Tonbo told me so." He took a glance towards Sachiko before adding, "There are apparently branches of my clan that I did not know about, however."


	Ozaki gave a pleased chuckle at this before stating, "I'll send you to Shiro Chuda, Akinaru may guide you. I will send two of my own samurai to help protect you. I believe Kiyoko will answer any questions you have."


	Mishime did not give any sign of relief, but inside he felt as if a weight had been lifted. He bowed once more before stating, "Thank you, Lord Usagi. You are most generous."


	Akinaru turned his head towards Mishime with a light smile before raising a hand and motioning for him to follow, "Come with me, we'll stay here for the night and then leave in the morning."





***





	Mishime awoke late in the night to a darkened and still castle. The moonlight shone softly through the rice paper walls, that alone was enough for the man who was used to living in the Shadowlands to see by however. He rose from the bed and moved to the door. Listening quietly for a moment, he heard no sound of breathing outside. He slowly slid open the door.


	A wicked smile came to his face, he could hardly believe the luck he had found. He never would have believed the daimyo of the Usagi to be foolish enough to trust Daigotsu's own hatamoto. Yet, here he was being left in a room along and unguarded as if he were an honored guest rather than a prisoner.


	Slowly he made his way down the hall, being careful to be completely silent in his steps. He made his way towards the library, he had discovered its location quite by accident some time earlier. The location of this Chuda Kiyoko that Ozaki had spoken of would most likely be found there, he need only look and he could be off before those who were sent to keep watch on him could even awake.


	The library was as empty and still as Mishime had hoped. Clearly there were no shugenja to speak of amongst the Usagi, for he had found that Phoenix libraries were rarely empty. Though the Hare were known to be a scholarly clan, he hadn't expected any to be digging in the books at this late hour. He was certain it would not be terribly difficult to find what he was looking for either, for he knew he was looking in the right place.


	The area of the library containing the maps was not difficult to find, it wasn't a large section but it seemed in good use. A lot of the bindings were worn down. Mishime reached forward, plucking one off the shelf before opening it and peering inside. It would seem luck was on his side that night, for on the very first page he turned to he spotted a paragraph mentioning the 'Chuda'.


	However, he had no time to begin reading the book for his concentration was immediately interupted by a femine voice. "This isn't a good way to begin showing yourself trustworthy, Mishime."


	Mishime turned his head, perhaps expecting to Sachiko. However, instead the young woman who he saw sitting at a table with her legs stretched out in a very relaxed manner was one he had not seen before. Her hair was tied up in two buns on either side of her head, a look that reminded Mishime briefly of Shahai, but on this girl it made her look very much like she had a true pair of rabbit ears. Her robes were soft white with red trim, the traditional colors of the Hare.


	"You shouldn't sneak up on people," he spoke softly before looking back towards the book. The thought crossed his mind that perhaps he should kill the girl and escape with the book. However, he wasn't certain he could escpae the Shinda Prowlers that would be immediately on his trail.


	The young woman gave a light smile as she looked Mishime over before questioning, "You think Lord Usagi was being foolish by being so leniant on you? Perhaps you think he's grown soft in his age?"


	Mishime spoke up without hesitation, answering the question directly, "The thought had crossed my mind." However, he was already doubting the thought. It was surely no coincidence that this girl suddenly appeared in the library with him.


	The girl gave a musical laugh in response to the statement before stating, "You are alive right now only because father believes you might have potential. We've seen people cast off the shadow before, you may be no different." she paused there before her voice lowered and added, "But, make no mistake. We remember every face that shows itself in these halls. Father knows every one of our samurai by name, he knows their families, their hopes and their loves... He knows you too now. You betray our trust and you won't live long enough to apologize for it."


	Mishime continued to study the book while the girl spoke, not even looking up when he answered her, "You call him father, what is your name? I wasn't aware Lord Usagi had a daughter."


	The girl frowned a bit at the statement before answering quietly, "I am Usagi Saki, Lord Usagi is indeed my father. He doesn't speak of me often I hear, I suppose he things to protect me."


	Mishime gave a light nod in response to this before stating quietly, "Like he could not protect his sister, he isn't going to fail to protect anyone else of his family... especially his own daughter." Even in his darkened heart, he could not help but admire this quality of the Usagi daimyo. "Well, Saki, since you've decided to join me, perhaps you could answer a few questions."


	Saki leaned forward a bit, letting out another amused giggle before asking, "I suppose I can tell you what you want to know if it'll get you to go to bed. You see, we aren't meaning to hide anything."


	Mishime responded with a quick nod before immediately asking, "How long have my family been here? And why has the Hare Clan given us refuge?"


	Saki went silent at first, for it would appear that she herself was unsure of the answer to these questions however, slowly she tried to explain, "I don't know how long the new Shiro Chuda has been in these lands, but I do know that the Chuda were instrumental in helping convince Emporer Hanteii the 39th to instate our clan. I know they've lived here with us for at least that long... but I think even longer."


	Mishime gave a quick nod in response before a cruel smile crossed his lips, "So then, it was true, there were maho-tsuki working within the Hare.."


	Saki shoot up before shouting, "No! The Snake Clan members that stay with us must not practice maho, or we will sooner destroy them ourselves than face the damnation they would bring! If you continue down your doomed path, we will end your suffering with a blade."


	Mishime turned his gaze on the girl and hissed out angrily, "Do I look to be suffering?" The wind kicked up around him, growing bitter cold. However, he quickly brought his anger into check again. His tongue flicked out, licking his lips before turning back to the book and hissing quietly, "What does a little girl like you know of the world?"


	Saki shook her head slowly before giving a pleasant smile that was still filled with venom, "You've been warned, Mishime. Do not betray our trust... Maho killed your family once, do you really want it to do so again?"


	Mishime let out a low, cold laugh before replying, "The Phoenix murdered our clan in cold blood, the same as the Scorpion did to yours. That is all... they feared our power, they may claim us to have been dangerous, but we did great good for the Empire and we did no harm."


	Saki let out a gentle sigh before shaking her head slowly, "You... just don't understand then." She sank back down in her chair before asking softly, "But I don't understand, if you were beyond redemption... why would the Oracle of Thunder send you to us?"


	Mishime considered for less than a second of revealing the fate of the Oracle to the girl, but he knew better than to do so. Instead he decided to change the subject, "So was it simply a debt of honor then? The Snake Clan helped reinstate the Hare and so you have allowed us to share your home?"


	Saki shook her head slowly before answering quietly, "No, it goes deeper than that... We are family."


	Mishime looked towards Saki curiously at this statement before questioning, "What do you mean by family?"


	Saki let out a light sigh before giving a gentle smile, "Reichin, the man who formed hte Hare... The Crane and Scorpion have both claimed him, but that's never been the truth. Reichin's true name was Chuda Reichin, we are descended from a single Snake Clan yojimbo that survived the destruction of the original Shiro Chuda."


	Mishime paused on this, considering what this meant for a moment. However, recalling how the Hare clan's deeds had mirrored that of the Snake clan's, the more he considered this the more it made sense. "Then... what you were doing here, gathering the families together..."


	Saki gave a far more genuine smile at this before whispering, "Yes, Mishime. We are all truly Snake here and soon we will be one once again..."





***





	Though it hadn't been his intention to, Mishime found that he was still in the Usagi palace when the sun began to rise. He was quite annoyed when an eta knocked on his door early and explained that rhe others were awaiting him. Without much sleep to speak of and no food, he made his way out to the gardens before the palace. Sure enough, Akinaru and two samurai dressed in white with red trim were waiting by four horses for him to arrise.


	One of the two samurai was a man with long hair and a very short beard. He has a rather rugged look about him and Mishime guessed immediately that he was used to traveling. Even before he got close he could swear he smelled the same scent as the horses on him. The other was a well-built woman, she appeared to have a definate aura of both power and grace about her, as well as a cool confidence.


	Mishime spoke not a word to any of them, he simply give a light nod of greetings to Akinaru before climbing up on his onyx-colored horse. He could swear he heard a snerk from the woman, but when he looked back she was busy climbing upon her own horse.


	The male bushi moved over by Mishime's side as he explained, "We are going to be heading south, towards the Shinoman forest."


	Mishime gave a light nod in response before stating quietly, "I know where we are going.." He gave his reigns a quick flip and the horse started off towards the forest. The three others quickly caught up with him, Akinaru moving along side him while the two bushi fell behind.


	"When did you discover the location of the palace?" questioned the Prowler before he sent a glance back towards the two Usagi who kept close.


	"Last night," Mishime explained, "I found it in the library." He also paused to look back toward the bushi before looking back towards Akinaru, "What do you know of these two?"


	"The man is Kashira," explained Akinaru immediately, "he often guards shipments moving through our lands. The woman is Ryoko, she is a scout who usually patrols the borders. I can't tell you why she got assigned to us."


	Mishime gave a subtle nod in response before questioning, "Do you think I can trust them?"


	Akinaru turned his gaze to Mishime and narrowed his eyes before stating, "I would trust them a hundred times over sooner than I would you."


	Mishime gave a light smile in response before stating, "Then, my friend, you are a wise man."





***





	"Shiro Chuda" as it was refered to, was hidden a few miles into the Shinomen forest. Mishime understood why he had not seen it traveling with the Shinda north along the Hare clan lands. The Chuda were hidden well from the eyes of the Empire. While few ever payed much attention to what happened in the Hare clan lands, a palace out on the open planes would be obvious to a passing magistrate.


	However, as the small group approached the palace, Mishime could see that it wasn't kept in good shape. As he had been told, it was clear the palace had been there for many years. However, he was led to believe that it wasn't quite as abandoned as it looked. The place seemed large enough, he could imagine a few hundred people living in such a place, but it looked completely unkept.


	Tree branches tangled around the moss-covered stones of the outer wall and shrubs grew haphazardly within, the palace did not rise up over the trees and the walkway and stairs were both cracked and broken. No flowers grew outside, at least none that appeared to have been purposely planted. There were statues of warriors on either side of the walkway, but they appeared to be completely unkept.


	Kashira was the first to leave his horse, tying its reigns to a tree before heading up the walkway. His gaze scanned up over the second and third-story windows, but there didn't appear to be any light coming from them. Akinaru hopped off his horse and moved quickly to catch up with the Hare.


	Mishime frowned slightly, doubt once again creeping into his mind. If the outside was any indication, then he wouldn't find much here that would be worth his trip. Perhaps this was a trick or a trap. However, he was broke from his thoughts by the sound of Ryoko clearing her throat. She raised a hand up before motioning towards the two men who'd already reached the door.


	"Well, what are you waiting for?" she demanded as she worked on tying Akinaru and her horses up to trees. "This is the reason we came all the way out here."


	Mishime scowled towards the woman before slowly making his way down off of his horse. But, her tone had confirmed what he was already worried about. This may well have been all there was to see out here.


	Before he even began to make his way into the inner walls of the palace, the doors swung open for the other two men who were already at the doorway. Mishime could not see who they were talking to, their bodies blocking sight of the doorway. However, it didn't seem to take much talking for them to be welcomed inside. By the time Mishime reached the doors, the others were already into the palace, the doors remained open as if someone were holding them for him.


	Mishime entered slowly, peering to the side to see who might be there. He spied a small, pale-skinned woman dressed in black, green and purple. She was fairly short and fairly unremarkable save for the fact that he did indeed spy the Snake Clan mon upon  the back of her kimono.


	The woman gave him an embarrased look before bowing politely and motioning towards a hall, "Your friends went that way, my lord, if you hurry you may well catch up."


	Mishime gave only a small nod in response before moving down the hall that was indicated. The entire place was lit only with sparradic candles and the light through the rice-paper windows was mostly blocked by the trees from outside. Mishime imagined that it was brighter on the upper levels of the palace. Due to the darkness, he could hear the conversation between his companions and their guide before he could see them.


	"Ranko, we have come very far to see Kikiyo, surely she can give us a moment of her time," spoke a voice that Mishime assumed must be Kashira.


	"I'm sorry, but if you'd like to wait in the library I am sure she'll be able to see you in a few hours," replied the voice of a woman.


	As Mishime came close enough to see the woman, he found her to be very strange in appearance. She had an unexplainable darkness about her and she was drabbed all in black. Though he was probably imagining it, her form seemed to be blurred. He'd seen things like this amongst the Goju who served Daigotsu, but he had not expected to see such a person here.


	Kashira turned his attention towards Mishime when he came close before giving a rather cocky smile, "Well, I got some bad news for you..." spoke the bushi, clearly unaware that Mishime had overheard any of the conversation, "Looks like you'll be waiting in the library for a while. Kikiyo is too busy to see you..."


	Akinaru gave an amused chuckle at Kashira's attempt to cover his pride. However, after the brief laugh he turned around and headed through a door. The room he headed into seemed brighter than the others and through it Mishime could already spot bookshelves and tables.


	"I think you can manage from here on your own," spoke Kashira as he began moving past Mishime, "I've got to get back to Shiro Usagi..." he trailed off and paused in his tracks at something just after he past the Snake.


	Mishime turned his head enough to spot Ryoko who had caught up, she was blocking Kashira's path.


	"Those weren't our orders..." she reminded Kashira with a scowl, "Lets go, until he leaves we can't either."


	Kashira narrowed his eyes for a moment, his gaze challanging that of Ryoko. However, soon he backed down and turned, headed for the library. "I don't see why you are worth all this trouble.." he muttered quietly towards Mishime as he past by again.


	At this Mishime only gave a light, cruel smile before heading towards the library. He could sense Ryoko at his back,but somehow he didn't find himself terribly worried about he striking out at him. He spared a glance towards where the one known as Ranko was before, only to find that somehow she had already disapeared.


	Even before Mishime entered the library, he could hear a loud chattering voice carrying through the room. Although after having heard such voices in the Shadowlands, he was quite surprised to hear such a thing here. However, sure enough as he starred into the room he saw the owner.


	A small green creature with large bat-like ears, glowing red eyes and a large hook nose. A goblin, one much different from those who inhabited the Shadowlands in recent times, this one must have escaped when its kind were being purged. What surprised him more, however, was the fact that the goblin appeared to be speaking with Akinaru and writing things down in a book.


	The rest of the library was just as impressive, the room was perhaps fifty yards long and bookcases filled with texts formed a maze through it. He could spy some tables where many people dressed in Snake clan colors read from books. He wasn't sure how many there were, for he could not see the whole room at once. However, there were more than he had expected in just this room than he had expected from the look of the outside of the castle.


	"Ah! Ah-ha!" screeched the goblin's high pitched tone as it spotted Mishime. The shugenja only had time to turn his head and spot the goblin descending over a table before it was at his side. "You new Snake?" it continued before grabbing ahold of his hand  with its ink-stained paws, which were amazingly clean for a goblin. It then studied his hand letting out a loud thoughtful hum.


	Mishime scowled before snatching his hand away from the creature. He turned to Akinaru before demanding, "Who let this... this... thing in here?"


	Akinaru shook his head, letting out an amused laugh, "Ikku here is our librarian, one of Kiyoko's most trusted servants."


	Ikku leapt upon the table before giving a bow of sorts that came off more as a kabuki actor than a noble librarian.


	Mishime simply scowled and moved over to take a seat at a table. He did glance curiously towards the book that Ikku was writing in earlier, afterall he'd never seen a goblin truly write before. He expected to find meaningless scribbles.


	Ikku didn't seem terribly put off by the snub and instead took two leaps before landing right before his book once again. He snatched up his pen before looking to Akinaru, "Have scouts seen anything else Ikku should write down, Shinda-san?" spoke the goblin.


	Akinaru frowned a bit before giving a slight nod, "A Ujina scout told one of our own that there were some highly unusual activities in the Fox Clan land. They seem to be stockpiling weapons and food."


	Ikku gave a few quick nods as his pen flicked across the page noting this bit of information before asking, "And Shinda-san thinks maybe Fox attack?"


	Akinaru shook his head in response, "It isn't likely, is it? Afterall, the Crane were given the responsibility centuries ago to put an end to the war between the Hare and the Fox. Why would the Fox want to break the agreement unless they have some hope of it being a quick war on their side. Our defenses in the south aren't weak enough for their forces to easily break."


	As he listened, Mishime didn't even catch himself dozing off. It had been so long since he'd slept that he simply drifted off right in the chair.





***





	Hours later Mishime was awoken by a large hand upon his shoulder. His mind snapped back into reality immediately, his body taking a moment longer to wake up. He looks up to see who had startled him so to see the exasperated face of Ryoko.


	"Its time," she spoke, "Kiyoko is ready to see you."


	Mishime rose slowly to his feet and took a look around the library. It was no more empty than when he had fallen asleep, but those there had changed and Ikku had disapeared. Akinaru and Kashira had both disapeared, he could only assume they were in other parts of the castle.


	There was the same young woman who had greeted him at the door standing by the entrance to the library, apparently awaiting him. She wore a tired expression as though she might have been waiting a little while for him to wake up before Ryoko had done so.


	Mishime gave a quick nod to the Hare Clan woman and spoke a quiet, "Thank you." before moving over to the young woman waiting at the door to the library. She didn't wait for him to speak up, instead turning right when he came close and heading down the darkened corridor.


	He followed and did his best to keep up with her, though she did move quickly. She led him up stairs and then around a maze of corridors. Before long he only knew what direction to go because he saw her shadow moving one way or another far ahead. Soon he reached another set of stairs and heard her footsteps moving up them above, so he set up them. However, when he reached the top, he did not see her.


	Instead he reaches a floor where there were two long halways with doors on the outside and before him a pair of large double doors. Mishime slowly approached the doors and listened closely to them. On the other side he could hear voices.


	Slowly he pushed the doors open and was greeted by a large chamber. The chamber was even darker than the rest of the castle, one could guess where the chamber began and ended save for the door he entered. It was lit only be four candles. A gentle breeze moved across the room, a small pool of water was held in the middle. At the other end of the room Mishime could see that there was a large stage of sorts with a stone tablet set before it. Mishime could only guess that it was meant to be a mockery of the Elemental Councel's own room. However, this one had only one seat and one symbol, that of Thunder.


	Within the seat Mishime could see the figure of a delicate, but shapely young woman. Though he could not see her clearly, somehow he knew her to be truly beautiful. There was another young woman as well, a small-framed one with pale skin and short hair. She was very pretty, despite the fact that she wore a scowl, no doubt to his own interuption.


	But as Mishime came closer he began to recognize what family she originally came from, even her clothing design seemed to suggest more of an active person than the shugenja garb most wore, but the colors were that of the snake. However, the mask covering the top part of her face made her true people so very apparent, "A Scorpion?" inquired Mishime aloud, having not expected to see the most hated enemy of the Hare within their own lands.


	The girl gave a thin smile in response as she answered, "A Scorpion? You are half-correct. I used to be..."


	The young woman upon the throne above spoke up, "You must be Mishime." her dark eyes looked over the shugenja for a moment before motioning towards the girl who had been here before him,. "This is Yumi, wife of our ambassador to Naseru, Katsumi. She came bearing an important message from him, I apologize for keeping you waiting so long."


	Mishime gave a low bow in response to Master Thunder before saying quietly, "It is quite all right," his voice then shifted to one of slight amusement, "I didn't announce my arrival in advance afterall."


	Kiyoko gave Yumi a quick nod before telling her, "Please tell your husband that we send our best regards. Keep us updated on this situation."


	Yumi bowed polite before turning and heading out the door, giving Mishime one last suspicious glance as she left the room.


	After Yumi had left Kiyoko returned her attention to Mishime, "So you are the famed Mishime, Daigotsu's personal herald, am I correct?"


	 Mishime paled a bit, but did not hesitate to answer with a quick nod. "Yes, that I am."


	Kiyoko smiled with clear amusement before telling him softly, "You need not worry. If we needed to destroy you, the Oracle would not have sent you to me in peace... I take it you have hopes of becoming Snake Clan champion, am I correct?"


	Mishime gave a quick nod before stating, "When I came here, I expected to reform our clan in the name of our ancestor. I hadn't expected to find that you'd already rallied together... But, if you seek a champion, I would be happy to prove myself."


	Kiyoko leaned in over the slab, her eyes narrowing a bit. "You are very much like our clan as a whole... corrupted, tainted, and scorned by the Empire... However, perhaps your soul is strong enough, capable of being heroic enough to rise once again."


	Mishime frowned at the idea of his power being treated like a disease. However, it wasn't as if he couldn't understand why she thought so. He once thought like that too, he could still hear that voice at the back of his head.


	"If you wish to prove yourself, Mishime, then you will undertake a task representing what lay before you." She sat up before giving a strange smile, "The ruins of the Original Shiro Chuda are said to be haunted, people have disapeared there. I wish you to go and investigate this and stop the source of this haunting. Cleanse the physical remains of our previous memory and only then can we have a real future."


	His eyes widened a bit at this, the task sounded monumental... however, it was well worth it to bring all these people under Daigotsu's command. He only asked, "Shall anyone be accompanying me there?"


	"Of course," replied Kiyoko, "Those that have accompanied you here shall stay with you. I am certain that Lord Ozaki can do without a pair of scouts for a while."


	At this Mishime looked curious, "Akinaru is the first one I met when I came here, however I do not recongize the name of Shinda. When did this family come to be?"


	"It existed before the first Shiro Chuda fell," Kiyoko explained, "Shinda was one of Chuda's loyal servants. The Emporer gave him his own family for being one of the first people to make steady contact with the Naga. They escaped the Shuten Doji and have lived within the Shinomen forest since."


	He realized that it was possible the Hare Clan lands were allowed to be so large because it stretched from where Reichin successfully defeated the maho cult to where his cousins where already living. Until now he could only fathom why such a small clan would have been given such large land holdings.


	"But will none of our own family accompany me?" questioned Mishime.


	"On the contrary," spoke Kiyoko with a mysterious smile, "I shall send Kiko with you. I believe you'll find her power quite useful to you in your quest."


	Mishime looked curious for a moment before asking, "What special powers might those be?"


	Kiyoko smiled lightly before saying softly, "Perhaps a demonstration is in order..." She rose a hand towards the door and as she did they opened and there stood the same girl who had led him here. She moved forward slowly.


	"You see," explained Kiyoko, "She has been my greatest student in the way of thunder. She knows how to strenghten one's body and soul and percieve things as they are about to happen throughout the world."


	Mishime gave a slight nod, turning his attention back to Kiyoko. He was listening to her with such curiousity that he did not suspect a thing when Kiko placed her hand upon his shoulder. At once he felt as if something was being ripped from him and his vison went black and he fell into silence.





***





	When he awoke, Mishime felt quite strange. It was a pleasant feeling, but not one he could quite put his finger on. It was as if all his pains, anger and sorrow had in a once been lifted from his soul. Indeed, something was defiantely amiss and yet it was as if for the moment he did not care what it was.


	He found himself in a room as dark as the rest of the castle, lit only be the dim light coming in through the rice paper window. The room was bare enough that one could see the bare stone of the building's contruction and there were little decorations at all to speak of. In fact, it was only the lack of bars that indicated that this was a guest room and not the dungeon.


	He left the room and wandered into the hallway, finding that there was no one there to stop him. It appeared the Snake were as trusting of him as the Hare, he knew he'd never have been let out of the sight of any other clan he might visit. Yet... somehow his previous thoughts of betraying such trust seemed to belong to another man. He wasn't certain why he'd ever done so before.


	He moved down the hallway, quickly recognizing the area he was in. The same hall of doors that was on either side of Master Thunder's chambers. Indeed, he even spotted the stairway he had ascended up to this floor at the other side of the room where the hallway opened up.


	After leaving the hallway he paused and turned around, staring at the double doors for a long moment. He considered opening them and seeing Kiyoko again, asking if there had been some mistake. He could recall Kiko's touch and then nothing more. What about his challange? What about the misson he was assigned to?


	As if to answer his question a voice spoke from the stairs behind him, "The others are waiting for you downstairs."The voice was that of a woman, he was sure, but he could not seem to place it amongst those he had so far met here. Even after he'd looked over his shoulder to see the woman standing there, it took a moment for him to recognize that he had indeed seen her before. It was Ranko, the same strange shugenja he had seen earlier. Yet, it seemed even as he looked away, he'd already forgotten her face.


	He gave a quiet reply, "Tell them that I'll be there soon," as he turned to look towards the double doors once more. However, after a mere few seconds he decided against entering and turned around. Ranko had vanished once again, as mysteriously as she appeared.


	Because he had no guide, it took Mishime longer to navigate the maze of corridors on the second floor than he would have liked. Try as he might, he could find no pattern in the room and even following the walls did not seem to help. It was only after he was ready to give up did he spot the stairs leading down.


	As he made his way down the corridor leading towards the entrance of the castle, he heard the voices of his companions ahead. He stopped and paused, letting the darkness hide him as he listened to them.


	"I don't see why we need to be pulled away from our duties for this," hissed Kashira angrily, "It was not part of our orders to escort the maho-tsuki clear across the empire."


	Ryoko replied quietly, "It may not have been, but you know Lord Usagi supports Master Thunder fully. If she says we need to escort him, then the order may as well have come from him directly." Despite her statement, she seemed no happier about the situation than Kashira.


	"But why? What is going to make this different than the last three who went to Shiro Chuda. Even Master Thunder herself couldn't even accomplish this task," growled Kashira.


	Akinaru, who had been silent and still since then, spoke up in a quiet, thoughtful tone, "He has the blood of Chuda in his veins. He may be the last one who does..."


	Kashira turned on Akinaru, narrowing his eyes dangerously, "And so what if he does? Tamihei was Chuda's grandson and he was the one who summoned the Shuten Doji in the first place. If it weren't for him we'd be up in the Dragonheart plains more prosperous and stronger than we were then."


	Akinaru raised his head just enough to meet Kashira's gaze, causing the larger man to back down a bit, "More prosperous, perhaps. But don't underestimate how we've adapted and evolved under this hardship... Yes, it was Tamihei who cursed us, but that is why it one of the same blood may be the only one who can lift it."


	Kashira's mouth turned into a tight frown as he backed away from Akinaru stating quietly, "I still don't like it... we should have struck him down the moment we first met him... I am certain he is going to cause nothing but trouble."


	Ryoko glared daggers at Kahira, "Are you questioning Lord Usagi and Master Thunder's decissions?"


	Kashira gave a forced smile as he stated calmly, "I know my duty and I will do it, but that doesn't mean I have to like it."


	"Oh! Mishime, I am glad to see you are finally awake," spoke a voice behind Mishime, alerting to the others of his presence and that he'd been eavesdropping on their conversation. Mishime knew it was Kiko even before he turned and looked down at the young, small woman. He moved aside politely to allow her to move through, only afterwards realizing that the only woman he'd been that polite to for many years was Shahai and her only out of fear.


	Kiko moved over to the other three, giving them polite smiles and clasping her hands together before bowing graciously and introducing herself. "I am Chuda Kiko, I am very pleased to meet you all. I will be coming with you on your journey and lending you my services."


	Ryoko scowled a bit at the woman, not caring to see another woman acting like a geisha rather than the upstanding shugenja she was. She then turned for the door stating loudly, "Well, lets go then... We have a long way to go and the daylight hours are wasting."


