Love on a Battlefield
By Andrew Laderoute
Chapter 1

The cold air of the night flew over the vast plains and fields, making the grass and rice stalks sway with the wind.  In the night sky, Lady Moon was fully visible, with few clouds blocking her imposing vision and her cold light.

A large and burly samurai warrior, dressed in only a kimono and straw hat, and carrying his katana on his belt, looked up at the night sky, towards the Lady Moon.  He was traveling through a dense forested area, so her light was mostly obscured from his vision from the towering trees.  After noting what time it was, he continued back down the forested path.  He only had one particular destination in mind, northeast, through Scorpion lands.  His name was Hida Kamakura.
Kamakura was one of the most respected Crab samurai in the entire clan, and was equally feared by his enemies.  He grew up with his two best friends, Hida Reiha and Hida Tokichiro, and had led a group of Crab samurai to take back part of the Kaiu Wall from the Shadowlands.  Their success in taking back two of the towers was a remarkable feat that even Hida Kuon, the Crab’s current champion, was impressed by.  After helping in reclaiming part of the Wall, he was asked by Kuni Tansho, the daimyo of the Kuni, to travel to the Lion and retrieve any information on the Tsuno, and a corpse for further study.  He, at first, refused, but his lord Kuon had asked him specifically, because of his success.  He had played a major role in retaking the Kaiu Wall from the Shadowlands, and that the rest of the Crab could handle the rest of the situation themselves.  Kamakura then agreed, and left his clan’s lands some time ago. 

The night was quiet, save the sound of Kamakura’s footsteps and breathing.  There was an occasional natural sound, but nothing to break the silence altogether.  He took the time to enjoy the silence.  After hearing nothing but the sounds of war, battle and death, the silence was golden to his ears.  Unfortunately for Kamakura, the silence didn’t last.  There was a sudden faint rustle of grass somewhere close to Kamakura that was out of place.    

Someone was nearby.

Kamakura stopped in his tracks, with his hand on his katana hilt, his thumb on the hand guard, ready to unsheathe his blade in case of impending attack.  He stood unmoving, like a statue, his eyes scanning his surroundings for any intruders, but with the dense forest covering Lady Moon’s cold light, he could not see very far into the forest.  Suddenly, the silence was broken by the sound of a voice.

“Well, what do we have here?  A Crab traveling through Scorpion lands unannounced?  We have ways of dealing with uninvited guests.” The voice spoke with authority, but it was a smooth, silken voice, which Kamakura did not expect.  ‘It would be best if I negotiate with this voice instead of combating it.  I do not wish to cause any strife between our clans, for that it all the Crab will need now.’ he thought.

“I do not mean to cause any harm.  I am just traveling through your lands in peace.  I do not wish to cause any trouble within your lands.” Kamakura said towards the forest.  There was a slight pause before the voice spoke again.
“I will believe you, since you are all alone.  It would be a different matter if you were followed by others of your clan, but a single Crab is nothing for the Scorpion to worry about.”  Kamakura couldn’t actually tell, but the voice almost sounded female.

“I just wish safe passage through your lands.  I mean no harm to any of your clan.” He told the voice once more.

“You don’t, do you?  For all I know, you could be planning to assassinate our champion, Bayushi Yojiro.  How can I be sure of your intentions?”  This negotiation was not proving to be successful, to the dismay of Kamakura.

“What can I do to prove that my intentions are not hostile?”  He now was listening exactly to where the voice was coming from, just in case.

“I have not thought about it, yet.  What exactly do you propose?” the voice asked.  It was hard to judge, but it definitely was somewhere close to his right, up near the top of the trees.  He would have to hear it again to pinpoint it exactly.  His mind raced to think of a suggestion.

“Will you escort me through your lands to the northeast?  You can watch over me to ensure I mean no harm to anyone.” He assured.

“To the Lion Lands?  What business have you there?”  His immediate right, up the closest tree.  ‘I should probably explain my current mission, as to show that I am not deceiving her.’ Kamakura thought.

“I am to travel northeast to the Lion Lands.  There, I am to retrieve any knowledge about the Tsuno, as well as return to my land with a corpse for the Kuni to study and record in their libraries.”  He explained.

“So, the Crab wish to keep up to date in the knowledge of the Shadowlands, do they?” The voice replied.  Third large branch, about a few feet higher than himself.
“That is correct.  Now, may I pass through unchallenged?” Kamakura asked.  However, the reply he received was not that of the voice, but of a blade that was about to strike him from behind.  Then the voice called out to him, “Look out!  Behind you!”

***********

Chapter 2
Before the blade was just inches from his neck, Kamakura drew his katana, ducked under the blow, and stabbed backwards towards his adversary in one swift motion.  The katana found its target, and managed to pierce through his attackers armor.  There was a slight gurgle as the attacker withdrew his body from Kamakura’s katana and fell to the forest floor, dead.  Kamakura then wheeled around and prepared to fight any others that were there.

There was a small group of 11other ronin bandits facing him, weapons drawn.  They were most likely hoping to kill him off guard, but his reflexes were faster than theirs.

One of the other bandits growled and lunged at Kamakura, but he gasped in the middle of his charge and fell forward face first into the ground.  Kamakura and the other bandits saw what appeared to be a shuriken stuck in the dead bandit’s neck.  Kamakura was thankful that the Scorpion helped him.  He smiled and drew into a defensive stance, ready for the next attack.  He suddenly saw a figure jump down beside him, clad in dark clothes, wielding a katana, and drew into a defensive stance with Kamakura.  “Looks like you could use some help.” The Scorpion ninja said.  Kamakura nodded to her, and turned once more to his attackers.  The bandits divided into groups of five, and charged at their opponents.
One of the bandits attempted to stab forward at Kamakura’s chest with his naginata, but Kamakura easily dodged it and sliced the bandit’s neck, killing him instantly.  Another attack attempted to cut at his mid-section.  Kamakura parried the blow and stabbed through the bandit’s heart, again killing him instantly.  Another bandit, armed with a tachi, tried to slice downward onto Kamakura’s head, but his blow was parried.  Kamakura then cut the bandit’s entire head off, and blocked at another attack from his behind.  He then wheeled around and struck downward, cut all the way through diagonally the bandit’s torso.  He then faced his last opponent.  This one was armed with two katanas, and he quickly began to charge at Kamakura, attacking his opponent with both weapons.  Kamakura dodged and parried every blow he was given, and then struck at the opening, piercing through the bandit’s armor through his heart.  The bandit froze, and then collapsed into a heap in front of him.

Kamakura then saw that his Scorpion ally was just finishing, as well, as her fourth attacker fell.  The last bandit looked at both opponents with panic in his eyes, and started to flee.  Unfortunately for him, he didn’t get very far as a shuriken struck his neck, and he fell forward into the ground, dead.   Kamakura then wiped the blood from his katana, and sheathed it, while the ninja did the same.

“You are pretty good if you are able to defeat five bandits before I do.”  The Scorpion remarked.

“After fighting so many Shadowlands creatures, these were just child’s play.”  Kamakura replied.

“So I could tell.  Tell me, what is your name?”  The Scorpion asked, walking up to Kamakura.  Kamakura watched as she walked up to him, and he could only tell that she was an average-sized female ninja, in all aspects.  The rest of her features were covered in a black ninja costume with a few red markings, denoting her as Scorpion.

“My name is Hida Kamakura.”  Kamakura told her.

“Hida Kamakura, hmm?”  The Scorpion repeated.  “Were you one of the ones who participated in retaking the Kaiu Wall from the Shadowlands?”

“Yes, I led a group of Crab bushi to retake three of the six towers.”  He explained.

“Three towers?”  She repeated once more.  “Interesting.  You must be good if can lead a group of bushi to take three of six towers.”
“It was nothing.  I did it because it was my duty, not so that I can be recognized.”  Kamakura replied.

“Whatever you say.  You were saying you were heading northeast, to the Lion Lands, correct?”  The Scorpion asked him.

“That is correct.  I must gather information on the Tsuno and return it and a Tsuno corpse to the Kuni for studying.”  Kamakura explained once more.

“Yes, I heard you the first time.  Well, I am willing to take up your offer you proposed earlier, of escorting you through our lands to the Lion.”  She told him.  Kamakura was surprised a little.  He did not expect her to agree to his proposal at all.

“I did not expect you to agree to my proposal.  But, if you are offering willingly, then I see no harm in you doing so.”  He told her.

“It is settled then.  Now, if we leave now up the path, we should arrive at Kyuden Yogo at sunrise.  There, we can supply and rest there, and then continue onwards.”  The Scorpion explained to him.  She began to walk up the path in the same direction as Kamakura did, but was stopped by Kamakura’s voice.

“Wait!  You have not told me your name yet.  Seeing as I have told you mine, you can at least tell me yours.”  She stopped and looked at him, an eerie pause in the air before she spoke up.

“I am called Shosuro Yusa.”  She replied.  There was a slight pause before Kamakura spoke up.

“It is an honor to meet you, Shosuro Yusa.  I am sure that we will get along just fine.”  Kamakura politely remarked.  Yusa said nothing, casting an eerie stare towards Kamakura.  There was another slight pause before Kamakura spoke up again.
 “Well, if we are to reach Kyuden Yogo by sunrise, it would be best if we moved along right away, before we are ambushed once more.”  Kamakura explained.  Yusa simply nodded, and with that, the two began the walk to Kyuden Yogo.  Little did they realize, that they were to have an adventure together that they would never forget.

***********
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Lord Sun’s first rays of light shone on the great white towers of Kyuden Yogo, making them glimmer and appear spectacular.  It was a sight that was truly magnificent.

Kamakura and Yusa had managed to reach Kyuden Yogo by sunrise, as they thought.  They approached the  main gate to the city, which was defended by two heavily armed and armored Scorpion samurai.  As they approached the samurai, their eyes concentrated on the Crab samurai that was following the Shosuro.

“He is with me.”  Yusa suddenly spoke up, towards the samurai.  The samurai then nodded and opened the gate for the Shosuro and her follower.  As the two travelers passed through they gates, Kamakura could feel the cold stares from the samurai warriors until the gates closed behind them.

Yusa led Kamakura through the city to the marketplace area, where they could purchase supplies for the journey northeast.  The streets were bustling with activity, and it was sometimes hard to pass through without someone stepping in your path.  Eventually, they managed to reach the marketplace.  There, Yusa turned to Kamakura and spoke to him.

“Make sure you purchase any necessities for your journey.  I will wait here while you do so.”
“But, what about you?  Shouldn’t you purchase some supplies?”  Kamakura asked her.

“I do not plan to travel as far as you, so I do not require any more supplies.  Just worry about yourself.”  She said coldly.  Kamakura looked at her for a while, pondering why she was acting so bitter and cold towards him, before he simply went inside to get the supplies he needed.

There were a few stores lined up on both sides, from food stores to blacksmiths.  There were also a few stores that caught Kamakura’s eye, such as the geisha house.  Not wanting to keep his hostess from waiting to long, he shook the thought from his head and went inside the food store.   There he purchased the rations he needed.  Nothing too exquisite, just the necessities.  

Afterwards, he was about to meet up with Yusa, when something caught his eye in the blacksmith store.  He noticed a few weapons that could aid in his journey ahead.   He walked into the store to get a closer look.  Sure enough, there was a weapon he would need in the near future.  It was a katana forged entirely of crystal, which Kamakura knew, though not as effective as jade, would be dreadful towards Shadowlands creatures.  He removed it from its stand and studied it.

“That blade there is one of the finest Ashalan crystal blades ever forged.  Very effective against the right enemy.”  A voice suddenly spoke.  Kamakura saw the storeowner standing near him, smiling.  He then looked back at the blade, studied it some more, and then smiled.

“Yes, I think I will purchase this blade.  I will need it in the near future.”  He told the owner.  The owner laughed gleefully.

“Excellent choice!  You won’t find a better blade anywhere else.”  He cackled.

“How much exactly?”  Kamakura asked.  The owner took a moment before replying.
“For you, how about 100 koku?”  The owner asked.  Kamakura checked his koku amount.  He still had 700 koku left.

“That seems reasonable.”  He replied, handing the owner the necessary amount.  The owner took it happily, and went to his post to deposit the money in a safe place.  Kamakura then attached the blade onto his belt, and looked around for anything else that could help him without weighing heavily on him.  He then noticed the finely crafted bow and arrow set near the owner’s table.  It was a large, green colored bow, but with closer inspection , the shaft was made entirely of jade!  He wasn’t sure how it would work, but he removed and tested it.  It managed to bend like an ordinary wooden bow.  

“That bow is 200 koku along with a large quiver of arrows, both normal and jade-tipped.”  The owner suddenly spoke up again.  Kamakura accepted the price, paid the owner, and strapped both the bow and quiver to his back.  With that, he left the store to regroup with his traveler.  But, for some reason, he could not find her, until he heard her voice from behind him.

“And what exactly took you so long?”  She asked him sternly.  He quickly wheeled around and saw that she had removed the mask that was covering her face, which explained his difficulty in finding her in the first place.  She had long, flowing black hair and dark green eyes.  She was the most beautiful woman Kamakura had ever seen, and he knew it.  ‘What better place to hide danger than in beauty.’  Kamakura jokingly though to himself.  

“Sorry, there were a few other things I needed to purchase.”  Kamakura quickly explained.  Yusa then noted the two new weapons strapped to his body.

“Any more and you might fall over during battle.”  She told him.
“We Crab can carry quite a bit without hindrance.”  Kamakura replied jokingly.  Yusa was not at all amused. 

“Well, if you are finally ready, we can continue onwards northeast to the Lion Lands, as you wanted.  The next large city is Kyuden Bayushi, but there are four smaller towns in between here and there.  The distance to each town is convenient, for if we leave now, we should be able to find logging in the first town about a few hours after sunset.”  She explained.  Kamakura only nodded, and the two were beginning to head on their way, until they were interrupted by a voice.

“Well, if it isn’t Shosuro Yusa.  I never thought of you as the one to help others out when they need it.”

Both Yusa and Kamakura wheeled around, and Yusa gasped at the sight of the person who spoke to her.

***********
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There was a man, clad in ornate robes of black and red, standing before them.  He wore a mask of pure white with only a few marking on it, obscuring his face.  He carried a wicked looking weapon, which looked like a staff with curved blades on either end.  He was an imposing figure, and looked as if he was a capable fighter.

Yusa, after gasping at the sight of this man, simply stared at him before gasping again, then bowing down to one knee, slightly stumbling a bit.
“Yudoka-sama, please forgive me.  I had no idea of your arrival.”  She announced hurriedly.  Kamakura then knew who this imposing man was.  It was Shosuro Yudoka, the daimyo of the Shosuro family.  

“Do not concern yourself with it, Yusa.  I see you are escorting a visitor through our lands, am I correct?”  Yudoka asked, looking at Kamakura.  Kamakura then bowed towards Yudoka.

“My name is Hida Kamakura, and please forgive my intrusion.  I was traveling through your lands to the northeast, towards the Lion lands, and Yusa offered to escort me through to the Lion lands.”  Kamakura explained.  Yudoka returned the bow.

“It is quite alright, Kamakura-san.  In fact, it is quite safer to travel through our lands with an escort than without.”  Yudoka remarked with a smile, or what appeared to be one to Kamakura.  Kamakura smiled at the remark.

“Well, I do not wish to keep you from your journey, Kamakura-san.  I, myself, have some business of my own to care of quite soon.  Yusa, make sure you keep him close to you.  The last thing we need is the Crab to point their fingers at us for when one of their samurai goes missing.”  Yudoka ordered.  

“Hai, Yudoka-sama.”  She acknowledged willingly.  With that, she stood up, bowed low to her daimyo, and was about to lead her follower to the northeastern gate, when Yudoka spoke up once more.

“Oh, one more thing before you two leave.  Kamakura-san, may I speak to you alone for a moment?”  He asked.  Yusa and Kamakura turned to face him with puzzled looks.  They then looked at each other, then Kamakura looked back to Yudoka.
“Hai, Yudoka-sama.”  He replied, and approached Yudoka.

“Yusa, go to the northeastern gate and wait there.  Kamakura will be with you shortly.”  Yudoka ordered once more.  Yusa bowed, and then continued on to her destination.  Once she was out of reach, Yudoka then spoke up to Kamakura.

“Kamakura-san, I wish to speak to you about Yusa.”  Yudoka explained quickly.

“About Yusa?”  Kamakura repeated.

“Yes.  Do you notice the way she acts bitter and cold towards you?” Yudoka asked.

“Not a lot, but I have seen traces of the such.”  Kamakura replied.  Yudoka paused slightly before continuing.

“Yusa is a very troubled individual.  Her whole life has been a constant struggle.  She has suffered great losses in her life, and those loses have driven her to be cold and bitter towards everyone.”  Yudoka explained.  Kamakura was surprised somewhat, but also understanding, as well.

“What losses has she suffered?”  He asked.

“Her family was killed in a bandit attack in a small town just some ways away from here, when she was young.  She was found crying next to their dead bodies.  She was brought to the Shosuro, where she trained to become what she is today.”  Yudoka continued.

“Is she a true Shosuro by blood?”  Kamakura asked.

“We have no idea, exactly.  We have no true evidence that she is, but she has risen to become a fine Shosuro, whether or not she is actually one or not.”  Yudoka replied sadly.

“I see...”  Was Kamakura’s only response.
“But, this is the first time she has actually wanted to aid anyone on her own volition.  She must see something in you, for she would have just ignored you entirely.”  Yudoka explained.

“Really?”

“I would see no other alternative, and because of this, I would like to ask you for a favor.”  Yudoka told him.  Kamakura was puzzled a bit.

“What would that be?”  He asked.

“Watch over her for as long as you can.  She is one of the Shosuro’s best, but she has a tendency to act to rashly at times, and she could get herself killed.”  Yudoka explained.  Kamakura thought for a moment, then answered.

“I shall do my best, but she will only follow me until I pass into the Lion Lands.  After that, there will be nothing more I can do.”  Kamakura told him.

“Maybe if you earn her trust and respect, she will follow you further.”  Yudoka said.

“Perhaps so, but it must be a hard thing to acquire from someone such as her.”  Kamakura noted.

“It is up to her if she will give you her trust and respect, but even from someone such as her, it can be done.”  Yudoka told him.  Kamakura stared at him for a moment before nodding to him.

“Well,” Yudoka suddenly spoke.  “I must be leaving.  I have work to attend to.  Kamakura-san, please consider my request.”  With that, he turned and left Kamakura with his thoughts, as he himself started back towards Yusa.  A troubled individual...family killed...raised as a ninja...cold and bitter...see something in him...see something?

Did she love him?
He snapped out of his thoughts when he approached Yusa.  They stared at each other for a second, before both Kamakura, then Yusa, nodding, then passed through the gates to continue their journey.

***********

Chapter 5
It had been over 4 days since both Kamakura and Yusa left Kyuden Yogo, and their traveling was entirely uneventful, save for them reaching the villages to rest in.  Out of the four villages between Kyuden Yogo and Kyuden Bayushi, they managed to cover three of them, and they were close to the fourth, and Lord Sun was just revealing his last daylight rays over the horizon before sinking downward, letting Lady Moon shine without interruption.  A sudden drop in temperature shivered both Kamakura and Yusa to the bone, a feeling that is all too common during the nights.  The lack of Lord Sun’s light produced eerie and evil looking shadows, making almost monstrous looking.  

The village was at least another half of an hour away, much to Kamakura’s dismay.  The lack of events between this village and last made the idea of getting into a bed feel like a good one.  Anything was better than having to sleep on the cold, hard ground.  He had had enough of sleeping on the ground due to the Shadowlands taking the Wall, and the only decent sleep he had received was in the small villages he and his companion have been staying in during their journey.  He tried hard to suppress a yawn, almost unsuccessfully, but he managed it.  He was trying so hard that he almost did not see Yusa motion to him to hold his position.  Luckily, he did, and stopped inches from her.
“What is it?”  He whispered to her.  Not answering, she looked around her for something.  She then spoke up.

“We have company.”  She replied.  Kamakura faintly smiled.  He was hoping that there would be some action.  It looked as if his prayers to the Fortunes had been answered.

“Any idea what it could be?”  He asked her, but she sternly shushed him quiet.  At this moment, Kamakura withdrew his bow, took an arrow from the quiver and knocked it back, ready to release at any time.  He then looked around, as Yusa did, for any indication of the supposed “attackers” that were to ambush them.  He wasn’t able to see anything in the darkness before them.

“I cannot see anything, Yusa-san.  Are you sure there is someone out there?”  He asked her.  Her only response was that of her blade being withdrawn from its sheath.  Then, all of a sudden, there was a slight noise in the air, and it was getting louder every second.

An arrow, and it was hurtling towards Kamakura’s head.

He quickly noticed the arrow heading towards, and bent backwards to avoid it, and saw it travel past him.  As he bent backwards, he readied his own bow and arrow, and let the arrow fly towards where the opposing arrow came from, all in one swift, flowing motion.  The arrow travel a meager distance before the sound of the arrow hitting its target rang in Kamakura’s ears.  The victim made a slight groan before the sound of him hitting the ground was heard.

That was when the trap had been sprung.
Soon after the bowman had fallen, a group of ronin bandits jumped from their hiding places, weapons at the ready, and charged at the pair of travelers.  Kamakura quickly changed from his bow to his katana in one swift motion, and prepared for the attack.  Yusa turned and charged the attackers to her right, while Kamakura charged the ones on the left.

The first bandit wielded a large naginata, almost longer than himself.  He swung horizontally at Kamakura’s head, but Kamakura ducked under it and plunged his katana into the bandit’s heart, then removed it.  The victim grabbed the injured area, and fell forward to the ground, dead.  The second bandit, brandishing a daisho, was the next one to attack.  In rapid succession, he swung and slashed many times at his opponent, but Kamakura easily dodged, parried, or feigned every one before severing the bandit’s head from his body.  He then found that two bandits, together, attacked him at the same time, delivering as many blows as possible.  Kamakura, on the other hand, was almost untouchable to them, parrying, feigning and dodging almost every blow they dealt.

Almost.

Kamakura then felt an arrow pierce his back, sending waves of pain throughout him.  This made him pause long enough for the other two bandits rake their weapons across him, one on his midsection, and the other on his shoulder.  Trying hard not to yell in pain, for those wounds did hurt, he dodged back and turned to his opponents.  There was still another archer bandit somewhere in the forest, but he could not tell.  Ignoring it for now, Kamakura charged at blinding speed and slashed downwards onto one of the bandits, cutting him clean in half vertically, then slashed at the other bandit’s midsection, cutting him in half horizontally.
Kamakura then felt another arrow pierce into his side.  Groaning at the pain he received, he noted where the arrow came from.  He sheathed his katana, withdrew his bow, knocked an arrow, and released it towards the second archer.  His aim was true, for the arrow found its mark as the first did.  He then fell to one knee, the pain forcing him down.  It was strange to him, for he never felt such pain before in his life, even by ordinary arrows.  His vision suddenly became blurred, and his ears could not completely deceiver any of the sounds they received.  He could not move, for his body felt as if it was carrying pounds upon pounds of equipment.  He felt cold sweat all over his body, and felt sick.  

‘What has happened to me?’ Kamakura thought to himself, before blacking out.

Yusa, on the other hand, was without a scratch, as she finished off the last bandit.  She managed to take out the archers that were trying to hit her with her shurikens.  She sheathed her blade, and fixed her costume, rearranging it appropriately.  

“Well, that was fun, ne, Kam...”  She said before trailing off.  She saw Kamakura lying face down in the ground, unmoving.  She gasped at the sight.

“Kamakura-san!!!”  She yelled as she ran to him.  She knelt down, and was about to flip him over when she saw the two arrows buried in his side and back, and a slash mark over his shoulder.  She used all of her strength to pull the arrows out of him, for they were inside of him deeply.  She then studied the heads of the arrows, hoping to find what caused him to fall.

“Oh no...”  She whispered.  “No, it can’t be...”  She then looked down at the passed out Crab samurai.  “I must get him to the village quickly,” She told herself.  “Or he will die shortly...”

Summoning all of her strength, she lifted up onto his feet, and started walking as fast as she could towards the village.

***

When Kamakura awoke from unconsciousness, he felt as if he was spun around many times.  He felt dizzy, sleepy and groggy.  He felt like falling back into the soft surface he laid upon, but he summoned his strength to push himself upwards, sitting on the edge of the bed.  It wasn’t until a minute or two afterwards that he began to notice his surroundings.

He noticed that he was inside a large room, where there was only a few pieces of furniture.  A pair of beds, a table, and some other pieces he wasn’t able to comprehend at the moment.  The room seemed to contrast between elaborate and disheveled, with great pieces of art, yet simple surroundings.  The room was dimly lit with a lamp on a bedside table.  He slowly turned around as saw a small window opened a little bit, showing that it was the middle of the night.  Turning back around, he tried to get up, which proved to be a daunting task upon itself.  He felt weak and heavy, and he felt as if he was going to collapse onto the floor at any moment.  Struggling with all his strength, he managed to get up and stay up, despite his new sense of gravity.  His sight focusing somewhat better, he was able to identify a few more features in the room.

Especially one notable feature on the bed next to his.

Through the haze his eyes were presented with, he was able to see that Yusa was fast asleep, underneath the comforters.  She looked as if she had been run ragged, her hair somewhat messy and her face a bit dirtied.  He was also able to discern through the haze that she wasn’t wearing anything, for her smooth shoulders were exposed above the upper edge of the comforter.  Or was she?  He wasn’t sure, he was too disoriented from his recovery.  He then noticed something on the bedside table separating the two beds.  He moved towards it in baby steps, not wanting to awaken Yusa.  He reached out and grabbed the object.
It was a bottle, and it had a label on it.  Not able to focus on the words on it, he brought it up to his face, almost touching his nose.  The words were barely legible to him, but he was able to read them somewhat correctly.

Antidote - Scorpion Sting. 

“Wha...?”  Kamakura whispered hoarsely.  An antidote?  Scorpion Sting?  

Was he poisoned?

He then realized the truth.  One or both of the arrows from the encounter must had been poisoned tipped.

He slowly put the bottle back on the table, and moved towards the door.  Opening it, he looked around.  There was a inside balcony, with a bar or something of the sorts, downstairs.  To his left and right were more doors of the same type, with a flight of stairs to the farthest left.  He felt quite better, for he was able to walk normally downstairs, towards the bar.  There was scarcely anyone in the bar, maybe a couple or more quietly drinking or talking.  He went towards the bar and sat on a stool near the end, and as he sat down, it felt like a weight was lifted off his shoulders.

“Excuse me...”  Kamakura called out hoarsely towards the bartender.  His throat was extremely dry, and he need to quench his thirst.  “Can I get some water, please?”  The bartender, without looking at who it was who called for it, brought a small cup and a jug of water to the customer.  When he set them down on front of the customer and looked at him, he was surprised and shocked at who it was.
“You...you are that Crab who was brought in here unconscious, are you not?”  He asked, while Kamakura began to drink the water quickly.  With a gasp, after drinking so much, he replied.

“I guess you can say that.”

“Yes, you are!  I can’t believe you’re up walking around after being inflicted with Scorpion’s Sting.”  The bartender explained.

“Scorpion’s Sting?”

“It’s a deadly poison that has been recently developed.  Really dangerous stuff if left untreated.”

Kamakura drank some more water before asking his question.  “What exactly transpired here while...”  He paused as he shook some grogginess away.  “...while I was unconscious?”
“Well, it was about sunset when a young Shosuro woman came in here with you slung over her shoulder.  She looked as if she struggled really hard to bring you here.  My assistant and I took you over her shoulders and brought you to a room, leaving you on a bed.  I was going to ask her some questions about what happened, but she left while we were busy.  My assistant noticed the two huge welts where you must have been struck by Scorpion’s Sting-tipped arrows, but we didn’t know about the poison.  While we made you comfortable, that woman came back with an chemist and rushed to your room.  We watched while the chemist gave you some liquid, then explained about the poison you were affected by.  He told the woman to keep this with her and to administer it every couple of hours to completely neutralize it.  When he left, she was about to pay for the room, but I refused the money.  Since it was a medical emergency, the two of you could stay for one night free.  Afterwards, she gave her clothes to be washed, and that was the last thing I heard from this.  Now I see you, the poisoned Crab, managing to walk around on his own.”  The bartender explained lengthily.  It was a bit much for Kamakura to take in at his state, but he managed.

“It is not easy.  I feel very heavy and groggy after I woke up.”  Kamakura told the bartender.

“Well, the chemist said for you to get some rest, as well.  You should probably head back up and let yourself fall asleep.”  The bartender told him.

“Perhaps I shall.  I thank you for your kindness during my unconsciousness.”  Kamakura said.

“It was nothing.  You should thank that woman friend of yours, actually.  She seemed very worried and upset of your condition.  I thought she was going to cry at one point.”  The bartender remarked.

“What?”  Kamakura asked, surprised.  “Is this true?”

“Oh yes, for sure.  She definitely cared for you a lot.”  The bartender replied.  Kamakura did not say anything, the stun of this news making him silent, until the bartender spoke up once more.

“Are you OK?”  He asked.

“Wha, What?”  Kamakura suddenly said, awakened from his trance like state.  “Uh, yes, yes.  I am fine.  Well, thank you again.”  He said, leaving a few koku for the water, then proceeded up the stairs to the room, all the while thinking to himself.
‘She does actually care for me?   She could have left me to die, yet she went out of her way to help me and get me healed, and he did say she was worried and upset when I was unconscious.  He also said that she almost cried for me.  Does she have feelings for me?’  He thought.

‘Does she truly love me, as I thought?’

Unsure of the recent developments, he left his thoughts behind as he opened the door and proceeded inside, closing the door behind him.  As he sat down on his bed, he then looked at Yusa, who laid in the same position as he last saw her.  He could only stare at her while she slept, his mind racing at every thought he was given.

“What goes on in your mind about me, Yusa-san?  What feelings do you have for me that you keep hidden behind your cold and harsh exterior?  Do you truly love me?”  He asked her, thinking that she would not answer while asleep.

He was wrong, as she began to shift while sleeping, and also uttering something that would ring in Kamakura’s mind for the rest of his life.

“I...love you...Kamakura...”

***********

Chapter 6
   It was around midday when Lord Sun was at his highest.  His bright rays warmed everyone and everything he shone upon.  Nothing was left on Rokugan that he did not shine upon.  Even the darkest recesses of the forests were not safe from his bright rays.
Kamakura and Yusa were quietly continuing their journey to the Lion lands.  Not one word was said since they left the village that they rested in when Kamakura was poisoned.  The antidote had worked wonders, for Kamakura felt better than before he was poisoned in the first place.  But his mind was not on his recovery, but on his companion that traveled beside him at this very moment.

He made occasional glances towards Yusa, and also quickly returned his gaze on the road when Yusa looked at him.  This had been happening since they left the village, and they passed through Kyuden Bayushi without stopping for any supplies, which they realized that they didn’t sometime afterwards.  Since then, not a word was said as they continued their journey, with Kamakura continuing to catch glances at Yusa.  

Kamakura had been so caught up in his thoughts that he did not notice her stop and announce their arrival.

“We have arrived, Kamakura-san.”  Kamakura snapped back to reality fast enough to stop a few feet away from her.  He then turned around to look at her, as she stood very still, almost like a statue, as she gazed at him, before turning around, making sure that he would not see the sadness that she was starting to feel.

“I have done my good deed.  I have escorted you through to the Lion lands.  You may now continue your journey to perform your mission.  I wish you good luck, Kamakura-san.”  She said, with a very faint hint of sadness in her voice.   She then began to walk back the way they came, until Kamakura called out to her.

“Wait, Yusa-san!”  He called to her, and ran up to her, her back still turned on him.

“What is it now, Kamakura-san?  You have a mission to do!”  She said sternly.  There was a slight pause before Kamakura spoke up once more.
“Yusa-san, I would consider it an honor if you would join on my journey in the Lion lands, and to aid me in my mission.”  He said to her.  Yusa made a slight gasp after what he said.  It was very slight that Kamakura almost did not hear it himself.  There was an eerie pause as the two stood still, Yusa still facing away from him.  After a few moments, Yusa turned to face him.

“Kamakura-san, I...I...I cannot...I...have some....very important business...to take care of here...”  She struggled to say.  She was obviously lying, for Kamakura could see it in her face.

“Yusa-san, I must insist that you join me.  You have helped me fight off raiders twice in your lands, and you have saved my life once.  I must repay the favor in some way.”  Kamakura explained.

“But...but...”  Yusa tried to struggle to say once more, but Kamakura cut her off.

“There are only a few people in my life that I can trust to fight by my side.”  Kamakura said while slowing stepping up to her.  “You have become one of those people in only a short amount of time.” 

“Kamakura-san...”  Yusa replied, as she looked up to him, meeting his gaze as he did hers.  They both gave a slight blush as they continued to stare at each.  Then, as if by some uncontrollable force, they slowly began to move their faces closer together, inch by inch, closing their eyes as they did.  As soon as they were a centimeter apart, both shot their eyes open simultaneously, with surprise written all over them.  They then moved in what seemed to be in a blur as they stood about a meter apart, their backs to each other as they both blushed fiercely at what had transpired at that moment.  Another, this time awkward, silence fell over them before Yusa spoke up.

“W..W...Well, Kamakura-san...if you desire me to...continue following you...on your journey...then I accept...Someone must be able...to watch your back in battle...”  She stammered greatly.
“T..T...T...Then it is agreed...”  Kamakura also stammered.  He took a moment to regain his composure before continuing.  “Now, If we continue following this path, we should be able to reach Raion Kage early next morning.  From there we shall travel to Kyuden Ikoma, where I shall get the information the Ikoma have on the Tsuno for the Kuni.  We then travel to the place of battle where the Lion are currently engaged with the Tsuno, and retrieve the necessary corpse.  Then, we shall back through the Scorpion lands, where you and I will part ways.”  He detailed.  Yusa took the time to regain her composure, turned to Kamakura and nodded.  After nodding back to her, the two began to continue on their journey.

                                                              ***

The past few days in the Lion lands had been uneventful for the two travelers.  No bandits, no Tsuno, nothing.  However, it was a good thing that it had been uneventful, for the travelers had their thoughts elsewhere as they walked down the paths.  Both their minds raced at the recent developments, especially the recent one that had “almost” happened before the border.  Thoughts racing constantly in their minds, they hadn’t been paying attention to anything save where the paths were taking them.

The only thing that could stir them from their thoughts were the sounds of human shouts and inhuman noises nearby.  Sounds of a battle.

“What was that?”  Yusa thought aloud.  The only answer she received was Kamakura racing at top speed towards the noise.

“Hey!  Wait for me!”  She shouted to him, and ran after him.  She caught up to him as he was looking out towards the sounds.  She gasped at the sight they were presented with.
Before them was a vast field, full of green and golden colored grass that rose as tall as a person’s shin.  Covering the field was a large amount of dead bodies, most of which were human, others of which were Tsuno.  The field’s green and gold colors collided violently with the red blood of humans and the black blood of the Lost.  Someone of the bodies were mostly intact, with only a fatal wounds that killed them.  Others were horribly mutilated, decapitated, both, or worse, as limbs were missing, or weapons were sticking into them.

In the middle of all of this death, the battle that must have happened was still continuing.  A group of Tsuno were to the right.  They stood almost a foot taller than most humans, and had teeth and claws to match.  They wielded crude looking weapons, and wore black colored armor that covered most of their malformed bodies.  The look in their eyes promised death to their enemies, and also hunger for their flesh.  To the left were the samurai.  The either wore bright golden armor or brown and emerald green armor.  Each of them wielded different types of weapons, from katanas to naginatas.  They looked worn down and weary, and they seemed to be faltering sometimes.  It was obvious that they were losing the battle.

“By the Fortunes...I have never seen so much death in one place...”  Yusa said quietly.  The sight of this chilled her to the bone.

“You should see the Wall, then.  There is no place that holds more death than the Wall.”  Kamakura told her.  He then turned to her.  “This is nothing compared to what I have seen.”  Yusa could only look back at him with a combination of shock and understanding.
“We should probably help them before they are overrun.”  He said to Yusa.  She nodded to him.  He then withdrew his bow and knocked back a jade-tipped arrow, targeted the closest Tsuno, and let it go.  Its aim was true, for it pierced the creature’s skull right where its brain should be.  It fell over into a heap on the ground before the samurai that was engaged with him.  The samurai looked at where the arrow came from, and saw a large samurai warrior in dark clothing with a smaller woman in even darker clothing with red markings.  He saw the samurai knock another arrow and released it, and it went straight through the Tsuno’s neck.  This got the attention from everyone, human and Tsuno alike.  Then, a group of Tsuno broke off from the battle to engage the newcomers with supernatural speeds.

“Here they come!”  Yusa said as she withdrew her katana, and began charging them.  Kamakura exchanged his bow for his newly acquired crystal katana, and sped off after Yusa towards the Tsuno.

As Yusa was running at full speed, she heard a slight ‘whoosh’ sound as she saw a crystal katana fly faster than she was running straight for a Tsuno.  The Tsuno had no time to react, as the katana went straight through the Tsuno’s face.  As it was about to fall to the ground, Kamakura rushed forward, pulled the katana free from the Tsuno’s skull, wheeled around, and cut a Tsuno in half horizontally in one swift motion.  He then stabbed backwards, killing another Tsuno instantly.  Yusa managed to bring down her first few Tsuno ever, but it was a daunting task, for she had no experience against these creatures.  Kamakura made it look easy, but it wasn’t for her.  The Tsuno fought with such speed and ferocity that she could barely keep herself from getting killed.
She could barely get an attack against them.

She was trying so hard to guard against their blows that she did not see the rock that stuck up from the ground, behind her foot.
She suddenly felt her foot step onto something hard and rounded, and the next thing she knew she was flat on the ground, her katana flying a few feet from her hand.  When she looked up, she saw the Tsuno bringing it’s corrupted blade down onto Yusa.  She closed her eyes tight and waited for the end.

But it did not come.

When she opened her eyes, she found that the Tsuno who was going to finish her was killed outright by a blade protruding from its belly.

A crystal blade.

The Tsuno the slumped forward onto the ground, and she saw Kamakura then charge off to attack the other Tsuno.  She grabbed her katana and raced off to join him, but saw that it was the last Tsuno that he was about to finish.

Dodging every blow the Tsuno dealt to him with the greatest of ease, Kamakura waited for the opening he needed to finish this last Tsuno off.  He then saw it, and seized the chance, severing the Tsuno’s head from its body.  The head flew a feet to land on the ground, hidden by the grass, while the body fell forward to the ground.  Kamakura then sheathed his crystal katana.  He then turned to meet Yusa, who walked up to him while sheathing her katana.

“Now we are even, Yusa-san.”  Kamakura said to her.  However, he was surprised to see that she was a bit saddened by something.  “What’s wrong?”  He asked her, concerned.

“Kamakura-san, I have failed you.  Had you not intervened, the Tsuno surely would have had my head.”  She explained.

“Yusa-san, do not worry yourself about it.  The Tsuno are not like anything most people have ever faced.  They are quick, brutal and vicious in battle.  You must stay on your toes to keep up with them.  Besides, I saw you take down a few Tsuno yourself.”  Kamakura assured her, hoping to cheer her up.
“I know, but(”  She tried to say, but was cut off by the sudden shout of someone nearby.

“Hey!  You two!”  A voice called to them.  Kamakura and Yusa turned to see who it was, and saw it was one of the samurai in gold armor came up to them.  His armor bore the Lion clan crest, an indication that he was a Lion samurai.

“I do not believe what I just saw, but that was incredible!”  The samurai explained excitedly.

“It was nothing, really.”  Kamakura replied.  Yusa only looked away from the samurai.

“Nothing?  You slaughtered all those Tsuno by yourselves!  You must be really good to be able to take down that many Tsuno with ease.”  The samurai continued.

“We only did what was right, ne, Yusa-san?”  Kamakura asked her.  The only response was some inaudible whisper.

“I must ask you, what are your names exactly?”  The samurai asked them.

“My name is Hida Kamakura, and this here is Shosuro Yusa.  I am here on an important mission, and Yusa-san is traveling with me.”  Kamakura explained.  Another inaudible whisper from Yusa was heard.

“A Crab and a Scorpion?  Well, my name is Matsu Akechi, and if it were not for you two, the rest of our armies would have been slaughtered.  We are all indebted to you.”  Akechi replied, as he bowed to the travelers.
“No debt is necessary, Akechi-san.  We were simply traveling towards Kyuden Ikoma when we heard the sounds of the battle.  We thought it would be helpful if we engaged the Tsuno with you.”  Kamakura assured.

“If you wish.  You say you are heading towards Kyuden Ikoma, yes?”  Akechi asked.

“Yes.  I must meet with someone there to complete part of my mission.”  Kamakura explained.

“Well, we are on our way there, anyways, since it is not far from here.  You are welcome to join us.”  Akechi said.

“Akechi-san, we accept your invitation.  We will gladly join you on the way to Kyuden Ikoma.”  Kamakura replied.

“Then it is settled.  We will begin moving at once, before another Tsuno wave overruns us here.  They usually do tend to attack in waves.  When the battle seems over, a new wave of them come pouring forth.”  Akechi told them.  He then turned to the remaining Lion and Imperial Legion samurai.  “All right, let’s move now, before they come back and finish us off!”  He yelled to them.

“Hai, Akechi-sama!”  They replied in unison, and began moving towards the nearby path.

“Akechi-sama?  Are you a general?”  Kamakura asked him, as they began to walk with the group.
“Me, a general?”  He repeated, and then laughed out loud.  “No, Kamakura-san, I am but a lowly commander.  The generals of the Lion and Imperial Legions that were here were killed in battle.  I am simply called Akechi-sama because I am the highest ranking warrior here.”  He explained.

“I see(”  Was Kamakura’s only reply.

“Well, I’ll make sure to tell my superiors about what you two have done for us.  You saved many lives here today.  I am certain that they will be pleased of your generosity.”  Akechi told them.

“No thanks is necessary, Akechi-san.”  Kamakura said again.  

“Nonsense!  I insist(”  Akechi said.

“No, really, it is not necessary(”  Kamakura replied.  The two continued back and forth like this for some time, until Akechi ended the friendly argument suddenly.

“If you’ll excuse me, Kamakura-san, I must go the head of the group to lead them back to Kyuden Ikoma.  Will you join me?”  Akechi asked.

“Very well, for I fear that another argument will begin if I refuse.”  Kamakura joked.  Both he and Akechi laughed at the joke, and then began walking faster to reach the head of the group, until a thought hit Kamakura hard.

“Where is Yusa?”  He asked.  He turned around and saw that she was following the group a few paces back, with the same sad look on her face.

“Akechi-san, go ahead without me for the moment.  I must speak with Yusa.”  Kamakura said seriously, and then began walking towards her before Akechi could say anything.

Yusa was so deep in thought that she almost collided with a large figure standing before her.  She looked up and saw that it was Kamakura.

“Kamakura-san(”  She said aloud in a soft voice.  Her voice then became cold and serious.  “Shouldn’t you be walking along side your new friend?”

“Yusa-san, don’t be like this.  It might be discouraging to be almost beaten by the Tsuno, but you will gain experience against them so that you can beat them more easily.”  He assured her.

“I know, but(”  She said again, but this time she continued without interruption.  “I feel that I let you down by faltering so.  Had I seen that rock, I wouldn’t have needed you to rescue me like that(”  She said.

“Yusa-san, it was no trouble for me.  Besides, it was enough to repay the favor you gave me by saving me from the poison, and I’m sure you would have saved me again if I faltered in battle once more.”  Kamakura explained kindly to her.  He kept his gaze upon her.

“But, you made it look so easy.  You handled each Tsuno as if they were normal ashigaru.”  Yusa said.

“It took me a lot of practice to fight the Lost as I do now.  I have almost died many times in my life in doing so.  I was not blessed with the skill when I was born.”  He explained.

“Funny, I thought all Crab were blessed to fight the Lost with ease.”  Yusa said, somewhat jokingly, somewhat sarcastically.

“Yusa-san, you should not concern yourself with such matters.  The Lion and Imperial Legions themselves have troubles with the Tsuno, for they have not fought the Lost regularly as we Crab have.  You are quite capable in fighting the Tsuno, but you need the practice to do so.  Besides, a beautiful woman with your skill can easily be taught how.”  He assured kindly.  This got Yusa’s attention, as her gaze met his.

“You think I’m beautiful?”  She asked him, with a faint hint of hope in her voice.  

“Yes, I do(”  Kamakura replied.  The two of them kept their gazes upon each other, with a slight blush on both of their faces.  Then, the uncontrollable force returned, as Kamakura and Yusa began to inch their faces closer together again.

But(this time(they did not stop like last time.

Their lips met in a passionate kiss, and their arms moved around each other into a warm embrace.  They continued to kiss for what seemed like eternity.

Unknowing to the travelers, a figure was watching them from behind cover.

“Well, isn’t that something?”  Akechi whispered to himself.

***********

Chapter 7

BANG!  BANG!

“Who is it?”

Akechi, Kamakura, Yusa and the rest of the samurai stood before the gates that lead inside Kyuden Ikoma.  The city was a marvel to look at during the daytime, especially when Lord Sun shone upon it, for it glowed with great golden brilliance that it took the breath away from most of the travelers.  Kamakura and Yusa were no exception.

“It is Matsu Akechi, remaining leader of the Lion and Imperial legions that engaged the Tsuno at the Mukano plains!”  Akechi replied to the voice that called to them from the other side of the gates.  A small window opened up, and a pair of eyes looked at who was standing there, looking back and forth.  His attention was then focused upon the two strangers.

“Who are these two?”  the guard asked.

“This is Hida Kamakura and Shosuro Yusa.  They have come here on an important mission.  They are also the ones who aided in the battle that saved these lives.”  Akechi explained.  The guard looked at the two travelers again, then grunted something incomprehensible before closing the window and began opening the gate.  The legion walked into the city as soon as the gate opened all the way.  When they were all inside, the gate shut closed behind them, and then Akechi spoke to the legion.

“Listen to me!  We are only here to rest and re-supply!  Once we have done so, we will begin traveling to Toturi Tsudao’s basecamp to the west!  We will separate now to do what we came to do, but I expect to see you all at the western gate by midday!  Understand?”  Akechi called out to the crowd.

“Hai, Akechi-sama!”  Was their response.

“Dismissed!”  He followed up.  With that, the legion began going their separate ways.

“You have quite some talent as a leader, Akechi-san.  I’m sure you would make a fine leader.”  Kamakura told him when the legion had separated.

“Thank you, Kamakura-san.  I hope to one day be able to make general and serve as our champion’s second.”  He replied, bowing to him.  Kamakura politely returned the bow.

“I too think you would make a fine leader someday, Akechi-san.”  Yusa suddenly said.  This surprised Kamakura a little, as it did to Akechi as well, but they dismissed it.

“Thank you, Yusa-san.”  He replied, bowing.  Yusa did the same.  As they did, Kamakura checked his supplies for anything necessary to purchase here.

“Hmmm(..I think we will need to purchase some rations while we are here.  We seem to be running low.”  He told them.  Both Akechi and Yusa nodded to him, and the three began to walk towards the market square.  When they arrived, they noticed that it was bustling with activity, even with the occasional traveling kabuki theater or musical group.  It reminded Kamakura of the marketplace at Kyuden Yogo.

“If you need rations, this is the place that sells them.”  Akechi told Kamakura, pointing at the nearby storehouse.  “If you are short on koku, you are free to ask me for any.  I have plenty to spare.”  He then told him.

“There is no need for that.  I should have enough for what I need.  But, I will remember your generosity should I require any more koku than I have.”  Kamakura said to him.

“Very well.  It is the least I can do after your saving us from the Tsuno.”  Akechi replied.  Kamakura then proceeded to the storehouse, while Yusa and Akechi waited for him.

“He is quite something, ne, Yusa-san?”  Akechi suddenly said to her.  She simply looked at him with a cold glare.  “What I mean, is, he is quite capable in battle.  His skill far outmatches almost everyone that I’ve seen in my life.”  He continued.

“Yes, he is quite skilled.”  She replied coldly.

“I have never seen any samurai take down so many Tsuno with that much ease.  Most of us were never prepared to fight anything such as the Tsuno, and so we have a more difficult time against them than the Crab would.”  Akechi continued.

“If anyone knows anything about fighting the Lost, it would the Crab.”  She replied, thinking of Kamakura fighting off the Tsuno as she did.  She blushed somewhat before quickly removing it from Akechi’s sight.  Luckily, Akechi did not see it.

“Well, I am sure glad we had a samurai with the experience against the Shadowlands at that battle.  Otherwise, we would have been annihilated, and the remaining Tsuno would have attacked this place we now stand in.  Your intervention had saved many lives, Yusa-san, both in-battle and here.”  Akechi told her.  Yusa’s only reply was a simple “uh-huh”.  There was a long silence between them before Akechi broke the silence once more.

“You love him, don’t you, Yusa-san?”  He asked her suddenly.  This caught Yusa off guard completely.  She glared at him with menacing eyes.

“What makes you think that?”  She asked him in a calm manner.  Her eyes, however, did not say the same thing.

“Not to be rude or anything, but I saw you and him...you know...”  He trailed off.  She then knew what he was talking about instantly.

“So, what gave you idea to spy on us in the first place?”  She asked him in the same manner.  Akechi was unfazed by her way of talking to him.

“Truth is, I was going to tell the two of you to hurry up.  Unfortunately, I didn’t know that you two would...you know...so I hid in the bushes while you did.  I then went back to the legion afterwards.  It was an honest accident, and I did not mean to intrude on your privacy.”  He explained to her calmly.  She watched him as he explained his story, then a silence fell over the two.

“Humph.”  She suddenly said. “Well, so long it was an ‘accident’, even though that’s hard to believe.”

“Believe what you will, but I’m telling the truth.”  Was Akechi’s only reply.  Kamakura then exited the storehouse, his pack filled with the rations he needed, and approached his two companions.

“I think that should be enough.”  He told them, looking at his pack.

“More than enough.”  Yusa joked.  Looking at her, he smiled at her remark.

“Well, I suggest we go and complete part of your mission, ne, Kamakura-san?”  Akechi asked him.

“Yes, I believe we should, before we proceed to the west.”  Kamakura replied.

“We should speak with Ikoma Sume, one the top librarians here.  He should have what you need.”  Akechi told him.  Kamakura nodded to him.

“The Ikoma Libraries are this way, Kamakura-san.  I will lead you two there.”  Akechi told them.  With that, the three began to walk towards the Ikoma Libraries.

                                                              ***

“Now this is amazing.”  Kamakura said, astonished by the sight that lay before them.  Kamakura, Yusa and Akechi stood before row after row, column after column of scrolls and books that filled every bookcase from top to bottom, left to right.  The scrolls and books varied in size, from very small to very large.  Their age also seemed noticeable, as some looked as if they had been here for hundreds of years, while others looked like they were fresh from being written upon.

“I knew you’d be impressed.  Nearly everyone who has not been here before is.  I was when I first came here.  It’s hard to believe that the entire history of Rokugan, every little detail, from the insignificant to the important, are recorded and stored here.  Some are said to have been written when Rokugan was born, others just written a few minutes ago.  The Ikoma are always sure to keep up with every event that passes in Rokugan, and make sure to record every single detail, so that the future of Rokugan can see what we were like so many years ago.”  Akechi explained to Kamakura and Yusa as they walked to the main office area, who were busy looking all around them at the surroundings in awe.  It wasn’t long until they reached the person they needed to see.

“Well, well, well.  Look who we have here.  It’s been a while, Akechi-san.”  Said an gentle, elderly voice.  Kamakura and Yusa stopped looking at the surroundings to see who it was.  An old man, probably in his 60s, was hobbling towards them.  He wore simple clothing, and walked along a sturdy cane.

“Yes, it has been a while, sensei.”  Akechi said, bowing to him.

“I see we have guests, ne?”  The old man asked.

“Sensei, this is Hida Kamakura and Shosuro Yusa.  They have traveled here on a mission.”  Akechi told him.

“A Crab and a Scorpion on a mission together?  This a rare find indeed.”  The old man said.

“Excuse me, sir, but you are Ikoma Sume, am I correct?”  Kamakura asked.

“That I am.  I am the head librarian here, so I am the one to talk to if you need anything here.”  Sume replied.  Kamakura bowed to Sume before explaining.

“Sume-sama, I am here to retrieve any information you have on the Tsuno, by the request of the Kuni.  They wish to acquire any knowledge about them as soon as possible.”  Kamakura told him, as if he memorized the exact words that needed to be said.  Sume looked at him and smiled as soon as he finished.

“So, the Kuni wish to keep up to date on the Shadowlands, do they?  That is understandable.”  Sume replied.  “Wait here for a moment, and I shall get you what you desire.”  Sume then began to hobble towards one of the nearby bookcases.

“Akechi-san, you called Sume-sama ‘sensei’.  Why is that?”  Yusa asked him politely.

“Sume-sama was one of my teachers when I was young.  He taught me everything about knowledge what my gempukku teacher taught me about bushido.”  Akechi explained to her.

“Ah, I see.”  She replied.  Kamakura smiled a bit.  He was glad to see that Yusa was softening up somewhat, after she had been so cold for quite some time.  He didn’t notice that Yusa had caught him smiling, and smiled back at him.  That was when Sume returned from the bookcase, carrying a few scrolls with him.

“There.  That should be everything you need.  It would be better off where it is needed than here.  Frankly, I actually am glad to be finally rid of these disturbing documents.  I am sure the Kuni can use them to their extent more than we can.”  Sume said.  Kamakura took a moment to look over one of the scrolls, just to be sure.

“You don’t have to worry, Kamakura-san.  It’s all there.  You didn’t think that I would be keeping anything from you, did I?”  Sume asked him.  Kamakura looked up from the scroll to Sume.

“Uh, no, Sume-sama.  I am just interested in what you have documented here.  The more knowledge that I know about the Tsuno, the better I can fight them on the field of battle.”  Kamakura replied.

“Not that you need to.”  Both Akechi and Yusa joked at the same time.  They looked at each other, and then began laughing.  Kamakura looked at both of them before chuckling himself.  

“Well, I hope you have everything that you came for, Kamakura-san?”  Sume asked as the three travelers finished laughing.

“Almost.  I must head west to the Shinomen Forest and fight a battle there against the Tsuno, where I have to retrieve an intact corpse to bring with back to my lands.”  Kamakura explained to Sume.

“Well, that certainly sounds challenging, especially bringing in one intact.  I wish you good luck on the rest of your mission, Kamakura-san.  May the Fortunes watch over you and your compatriots.”  Sume offered kindly.  The three bowed to Sume in unison.

“Thank you, Sume-sama.”  The three said in unison.  They then straightened and began to walk back the way they came in.  As they walked out into the nice, clear day, Akechi looked up at the sky.

“It is almost midday.  It would be best if we left for the western gate at this moment.”  Akechi told them.  The two of them replied with “uh-huh”, and they began to west towards the gate.

***********

Chapter 8
The air at the campsite had the stench of death and blood, and, to Kamakura, the Taint.  The shambled campsite had seen better days, as they must have been attacked repeatedly.  Some of the warriors there were either dead or seriously injured.  Others looked as if they had been here for days, for most them looked tired and disheveled, and the remaining ones looked as if they just arrive, for they clean and looked to have had some sleep recently.

“Reminds me of my people before we begun to retake the Wall.”  Kamakura stated aloud.

“The command tent is the largest one, just ahead of us.”  Akechi told his companions, pointing at the largest tent.  “Either the command staff will be there, or they are away at battle.”

“Let’s hope they are here.”  Kamakura replied.  As soon as he said that, a group of people emerged from the tent and proceeded towards the newcomers.  At the head of the group was none other than Toturi Tsudao herself, wearing her black and yellow battle armor.  Beside her was the champion of the Lion, Matsu Nimuro.  He was a large and burly man, and could almost be mistaken for a Crab if he wore the right clothing.  Behind them were people unknown to Kamakura, but he could tell that there was another Lion, a female, a Scorpion, in his dark colored clothing, and a Crane, in his blue and white clothing.  They group stopped a few feet before the newly arrived legion, and Tsudao began to look at what had arrived.  Her face hardened, and she became somewhat upset at what lay before her.

“This is hardly what I was expecting.”  She said aloud.  She then looked at Akechi.  “I expected a larger reinforcement army to arrive here of almost a few hundred men.  This isn’t even a hundred men.  Where are the rest of them?”

Akechi went down on one knee and pointed his face to the ground.  “My lady Tsudao-sama, I am afraid that this is all that is left of the reinforcement army.”  He replied.

“All that is left?  What happened?”  Nimuro then asked.

“Nimuro-sama, as we were approaching Kyuden Ikoma, we were ambushed by a large Tsuno attack force, and nearly wiped all of us out.”  Akechi continued.

“Ambushed?!”  Tsudao repeated loudly.  “Damn those beasts!  Just when we getting the upper hand, they pull a trick such as this.”  

“My lady Tsudao-sama, the rest of us would have been killed as well had it not been for these two travelers here.”  Akechi explained, motioning towards Kamakura and Yusa.  “They intervened at their own accord, and eliminated half of the remaining Tsuno forces that were left when they arrived.  Had they not intervened, we would have been killed, and Kyuden Ikoma would have been laid to waste, as well.”  Akechi continued.

“Is this true?”  Nimuro asked.  “These two travelers saved that many people?”

“Hai, Nimuro-sama.”  Akechi replied.  Nimuro then approached the two travelers.

“May I ask you your names?”  He asked them.

“Nimuro-sama, my name is Hida Kamakura, and this here is Shosuro Yusa.  I have come here on a mission ordered by lord Kuon, and Yusa-san had offered to accompany me through.”  Kamakura explained to him, with both him and Yusa bowing as he did.  Nimuro returned the bow.

“I thank you greatly, Kamakura-san.  You have saved a large portion of our clan from a surprise Tsuno attack.  We are indebted to you.”  He said.

“There is no need for such as thing, Nimuro-sama.  We only did what we thought was right.”  Kamakura replied.

“This mission that you spoke of,”  Tsudao suddenly spoke.  “What is it exactly?”  Kamakura approached, bow to one knee before her, and presented to her a scroll that he withdrew from inside his armor.  Tsudao took hold of the scroll and read it, before handing to Nimuro to read.  He then offered the scroll back to Kamakura before Tsudao spoke.

“A challenging mission, Kamakura-san.  To retrieve a whole Tsuno corpse intact for the Kuni.  But I am sure that you will achieve this goal.”  She told him.

“Yes, it is quite a different challenge, not causing any serious damage to a Tsuno for research.  However, in return of your help against the Tsuno earlier, we shall aid you in anyway possible in achieving your goal.”  Nimuro then told him.

“I thank you both, Nimuro-sama and my lady Tsudao-sama.”  Kamakura replied.

“You have arrived at the best time, Kamakura-san.”  Tsudao suddenly said.  “There is to be a meeting engagement with the Tsuno in a few hours.  You may achieve your mission then.”

“Hai, my lady Tsudao-sama.”  He replied.

“All right everyone!”  Nimuro bellowed across the campsite.  “Get prepared as soon as possible.  There is only a few hours before our engagement with the Tsuno.  I want everyone here to be absolutely ready for the attack.”

“Hai, Nimuro-sama!”  The campsite replied.

***

Kamakura stood in the tent that he was temporarily assigned in, preparing for the attack.  He took every second he had to fortify his armor, and sharpen his weapons.  He also took a few moments to practice so of his kata, as to be prepared for the Tsuno.  However, most of the time, he was devising a way to achieve a Tsuno corpse intact.  The easiest way, he thought, without seriously damaging the body, was to severe the head from the body, and present the two parts to the Kuni.  The damage should be minimal, as the more important areas were the head and the torso.

He was suddenly interrupted in his thoughts by his tent flap opening.  He turned to see that Yusa was standing at the entrance.  His mood enlightened a bit when he saw her.  Before he could say anything, she ran up and kissed him square on the lips.

“May I ask what was that for?”  He asked her when they broke the kiss.

“For good luck.”  She replied, kissing him again.

“Are you prepared for the battle?”  Kamakura asked Yusa when they broke the kiss once more.

“Yes, I am ready, but(”  She said before stopping.  There was a look of worry on her face.

“But?”  Kamakura repeated, looking concerned.

“But(I am having doubts(”  She continued.

“Doubts?”  There was a pause as she sighed before continuing.

“I am having doubts about my ability against the Tsuno.  I mean, I have never even fought any of the Shadowlands before, and I thought I would never have to.  I wa not prepared to fight such monsters as the Tsuno, only against other humans(”  She explained to him sadly.

“You are still thinking about the other day, and the Mukano plains?”  He asked her.

“Had it not been for you, I would have been killed.  And if the rock was not there, I would have been killed by the sheer amount of pressure the Tsuno gave me.  I could barely keep up with them.  Yet, you(”  She paused a bit before continuing.  “You make it look so easy.”  She then felt one his large hands lay upon her shoulder, and she looked at him as he spoke.

“Yusa, you must not doubt yourself like this.  You have the potential to fight them, as I have said.  You only need the confidence and speed to defeat the Tsuno.  I had to practice very hard to be able to fight as I do today.  I’m sure you will do just fine.”

“But(” She tried to say, but was stopped by Kamakura.

“Yusa, I believe in you.  I believe that you can fight the Tsuno, and win.  Besides, you may stay close to me as we fight, so that I can help you should be overwhelmed.”  He continued.

“Oh(Kamakura(”  Was Yusa’s only reply before they kissed once more.  When they parted, she suddenly spoke.

“Kamakura, will you promise me something?”  She asked.

“Promise?”  He repeated.  “Promise what?”

“Promise me that you will come out of this battle alive.”  She asked in pleading voice.  Kamakura chuckled when she said it before replying.

“I will promise, so long as you promise to do the same.”  He told her.  She chuckled as well.

“Very well.  If you wish.”  She replied, then drew him for another kiss, and held it for a moment.  It felt as if nothing could tear them apart, to both of them.  The only thing that could draw them apart was the sound of someone clearing their throat at the entrance of the tent.

“Um, excuse me, Kamakura-san and Yusa-san.”  The voice was very familiar to them.

“Yes, Akechi-san?”  Kamkura asked.  Akechi then walked into the tent and moved towards the two.

“I am here to tell you that we are moving out in just a few minutes.”  He explained to them.

“So soon?”  Yusa asked him.

“It’ll take a while to get where we are supposed to fight.  Once we get there, it’ll be time to begin.”  Akechi replied.

“Very well.  I am ready.”  Kamakura told them.

“I am too.”  Yusa also said.

“Excellent.  May the Fortunes watch over you two in the upcoming battle.”  Akechi offered.

“And they you.”  Kamakura and Yusa replied at the same time.  They smiled at each other after doing so, and the three began walking towards the rest of the legions.

***********

Chapter 9

It had been nearly an hour since the campsite armies had begun to move, and it would only be minutes until they would reach the place of battle.  Samurai of different clans seemed to have gathered here, mainly Lion and Imperial Legion, but there were some Scorpion bushi, as well as some Crane bushi.  Tensions between the Crab and Crane have made these Crane bushi eye Kamakura with “unwelcome” glances.  Kamakura did his best to ignore them.

An unsettling overcast hung over the heads of the samurai, blocking Lord Sun’s rays, making the world seem gray.  The once bright green foliage of the surrounding area turned to a drab green, unappealing to those who looked upon them.  A heavy silence, save the marching of the legions, fell over the area.  Not even the native animals were stirring in the area.

‘It’s like home.’ Kamakura thought.  ‘The perfect setting for this sort of battle.’  

Beside him were Yusa and Akechi, on either side of him.  There expressions showed that they were somewhat worried of the upcoming battle against this dangerous enemy.  Tsudao, Nimuro, Bayushi Paneki, the Scorpion advisor of Tsudao’s, and Doji Jotaro, the Crane advisor, were also nearby.  Though each of them held the expression of grim determination, Kamakura could easily notice that each of them had the same worries as did Akechi and Yusa.  In fact, everyone here had the same hidden worry of the Tsuno.

‘These poor souls have never had to worry much about fighting creatures such as these.  They have only had a short time to bear arms against the Tsuno, and they were never prepared for such monsters.  They figured that the Crab would protect the Empire from these creatures most of the time, but they never expected to battle so many creatures.’  Kamakura thought.  He, for some reason, felt it was somehow his fault.  How could these creatures get past the Kaiu Wall without the Crab noticing?  

He had no time to answer his own question.

“Over the hill.  They have arrived.”  Nimuro stated, pointing in the direction of the nearby hill.  

The Tsuno armies were moving towards the legions just beyond the hill, near the Shinomen Forest edge.  There were many more Tsuno here than there were in all at the Mukano plains, and some of these looked bigger and more menacing.  These must consist of veteran Tsuno, for some looked to have injuries and ‘souvenirs’ from previous battles.  Other than that, they looked no different than the Mukano plains Tsuno.

One Tsuno, standing in front of the group, blew into a crudely shaped horn.  The sound was loud enough to shake the nearby foliage, and scare some of the nearby animals.

The Tsuno then suddenly broke their organized ranks and charged full speed at the samurai legion.

“They are coming!  Ready your weapons and follow me to victory!”  Tsudao called out to the legion.  In unison, everyone withdrew their weapons, and with a battle cry shouted together, they charged their adversaries with equal ferocity.

Before anyone knew what was happening, the two armies collided and began to battle.

One Tsuno lunged at Kamakura with what appeared to be a naginata.  Dodging the blow easily, he then accomplished what he came here to do.  He severed the head off the Tsuno’s body with his crystal katana.  There was a slight sizzling sound when he did so, as the crystal burned on the Tsuno’s tainted body.  He then grabbed the Tsuno’s weapon and placed it sticking up from the ground next to the corpse, as reminder where the specimen would be.  As he turned to continue battling, he saw a great blade coming down upon him.  He blocked the blow with ease, and eliminated the Tsuno by removing his torso from his legs.  He then cut another Tsuno in half vertically before it could react.  Blow after blow, attack after attack, Kamakura waded through his opposition like a river, without breaking into a sweat.

When he had the chance, he checked to see where his comrades were.  To his right, Akechi seemed to be having troubles keeping up.  He then charged towards Akechi and cut through the Tsuno’s torso diagonally.  Then, as if he had eyes in the back of his head, blocked numerous blows from behind, then stabbed backwards, and felt it pierce through armor.  The sound of sizzling told him his mark was true.

“Thank you, Kamakura-san.”  Akechi said.

“My pleasure.”  Kamakura replied.  The two then began to wade through the Tsuno, dealing death with every blow.  Kamakura made occasional glances around the battlefield, hoping to find Yusa somewhere, for they were separated when the samurai began to charge.  He hoped she was ok.

On the other side of the battlefield, Yusa was managing to keep up with the Tsuno warriors this time, mainly dodging and defending against the blows the Tsuno dealt before delivering her own attack.  She managed to kill more Tsuno than she thought she would.

‘Thank you, Kamakura, for believing in me.’  She silently prayed, as she continued to do battle with her opposition.  Knowing that he believed in her helped her in more ways than she thought, for no one had ever told her that they believed in her before.

No one cared for her before.  Not like Kamakura did now.  She only thought of herself as another drone, who would never find true happiness.  She finally found it though, and that made her happier than she thought possible.

Her was life was complete, and no one would ever take that away from her.

She looked around the battlefield when she could, hoping to see Kamakura somewhere nearby.  She could easily find him, for he was the only one wearing the colors of the Crab.  He was at the opposite end of the field, fighting along side Akechi.  

She hoped he would come to her side soon.

She saw that he was looking around, as well, and his eyes finally met hers.  They smiled at each other, and continued to do battle, while Kamakura began fighting his way towards her, slowly.

Unfortunately for Yusa, looking away from the battle proved to be a fatal mistake.

She suddenly felt something pierce her chest, closer to her heart.  She paused, and she looked at what it was.  It was a corrupted arrow, and it wedged deeply into her.  She suddenly felt very weak and sleepy, and fell to her knees.

Kamakura did not see this until he saw her on the ground, with an arrow in her chest.  His blood ran cold, his hair stood on end, and his skin crawled with goosebumps.  Time seemed to freeze for him, as he watched her struggle to continue living.  He did not see any Tsuno or samurai, only Yusa, on the ground, bleeding to death.  Then, time returned to normal.

“YUSA!!!!”  Kamakura shouted at the top of his lungs.  He then began to wade through the battle with unparalleled ferocity and fury.  He could only go so fast as either samurai blocked his way, or Tsuno engaged him, which he killed with little ease.  However, his mind was only set to get to Yusa as fast as possible.

Yusa could feel the life drain out of her, as the world began to blur before her.  She wanted to fall asleep, and was about to, until she realized something that woke her entirely.

Someone was trying to kill her, trying to take her away from Kamakura.  Just when she found happiness, someone was trying to end it.

With a sudden burst of energy, she blocked an incoming blow from a Tsuno’s blade, and then stabbed through the Tsuno’s heart.  She began to fight with the same determination as Kamakura did, killing every Tsuno who got in her way.

She then felt another sharp pain shoot through her as another corrupted arrow hit her in the torso, this time close to her stomach.  The weakness and sleepiness suddenly came back stronger, and she fell to her knees once more.

Kamakura could only watch as another arrow dug into her, and his anger rose to a higher degree, and he began to fight through with more fury, hoping to reach and help her before it was too late.

Another burst of energy shot through Yusa as she began to fight once more, killing more Tsuno before they could kill her in her weakened state.  The weakness was great, but she fought through it, not wanting to part this world now, not when she was happy.

Unfortunately, another corrupted arrow found its mark on her torso, this time on her right breast.  The weakness and sleepiness came back with greater strength, and fell to the ground again.  However, her determination to survive gave her another burst of energy, and continued to fight.

Kamakura, desperate, began to continue on stronger, killing Tsuno and now knocking over any samurai that got in the way.  It was as if this battle was trying to prevent him from reaching Yusa in time, but his fury could only persuade him to go on stronger, not caring who was in the way.

As Yusa continued to fight, another corrupted arrow sunk deep into her flesh, this one a little below her neckline.  This time, however, the weakness and sleepiness were to great for her to bear, as she fell to the ground once more, unable to go on anymore.  The world around her was in a blur and seemed to spin in front of her, the sounds becoming more and more muffled.  As she gazed at the ground, her strength devoted to staying awake, she suddenly saw two large inhuman feet stand before her.  Using the ounce of strength she could spare, she looked up at who it was.

It was the one who was taking her away from this world.  The Tsuno who was killing her.  He was armed with what appeared to be a crudely shaped bow, and there was an arrow knocked back in it.  The Tsuno slowly brought up and aimed at Yusa, straight at her skull.  

This was it.  There was no fighting it any longer.

She was not worthy to find happiness in this world, for the Fortunes deemed it so.

Before the Tsuno could release the arrow upon its victim, a figure in dark clothing suddenly appeared and grabbed at the Tsuno.  There was a struggle before as the figure and the Tsuno grappled at each other.  The figure easily overpowered the Tsuno, and killed the thing by stabbing it through the heart.  The Tsuno fell to the ground, dead.  Yusa then felt the figure grab her, and lay her on the ground while holding her in its large, powerful arms.  She could hear the figure speak in muffled words.

“Yusa!  Yusa!  Speak to me, Yusa!”  The figure called to her.  She knew who it was.  The one she was being taken away from.

“Kamakura(”  She spoke in a weak voice.

“Don’t speak, Yusa.  Save your strength.  Help will arrive soon.  Just hang in there!” Kamakura pleaded, as the battle raged on around them.

“Kamakura(I’m sorry(”  She continued.

“Sorry?”  He repeated.  “For what, Yusa?”

“For(For not(keeping the promise(” She replied weakly.

“Yusa(”  He said, choking back a sob.

“When you kissed me(that first time(I suddenly felt very(happy(I felt(as if I(was needed in this(world after all(I was alone for(most of my life(and when you kissed me(I knew that would(never be alone again(”  She explained in her weak voice, trying desperately to stay alive while saying it.

“Yusa(”  Kamakura repeated, again choking back a sob.

“The truth is(I knew you would(be the one for(me when(I saw you in(the forest(I thought(that maybe you(were the one who would(love me and(make me feel important(in this world(But it seems that(the Fortunes(have destined me(to be alone(for I am now(going to be alone(all over again(”  She continued.

“Yusa(”  He repeated again.  “You will never be alone.  I will always love you, even in death.  Then perhaps, one day, we could meet again.  In the realm of the dead.”

“Kamakura(please(never forget me(”  She pleaded in her weak voice.  Before he could say anything, she used the last of her strength to kiss him, and hold it for a moment, before the last of her strength gave way, and she collapsed dead in his arms.  Kamakura looked at her for a moment, as she lay dead in his arms.  He felt nothing as she laid there, no emotion at all.  Then, a sudden welling of anger, fury and hatred burst forth from within.

“YUUUUUSAAAAAA!!!!!!!”  Kamakura shouted to the top his lungs, as if screaming at the heavens themselves.  He then looked around him at the battle, and the monsters that lay before him.  They were the ones who did this.  They were the ones who destroyed her one chance at happiness in her life.

And he was going to make them pay dearly.

He grabbed at the katana that lay before him near his knee.  It was Yusa’s katana.  He grabbed it not by accident, but purposely.  He then charged at the closest Tsuno warrior, screaming at the top of his lungs.  He wanted vengeance against those that killed Yusa..

The battle happened in a blur, and he wasn’t to tell if he lived or died.  His body felt completely numb, and he saw nothing.  He could only wait until he came back to reality.

***********

Chapter 10
When the world returned to normal for Kamakura, he could see that the battle had ended.  The human legions had won, completely slaughtering the Tsuno, with only a few retreating.  The price was heavy, as there were many casualties and injured.  He took a moment to observe himself, and he was shock to see what he saw.

He was covered in black, tainted blood, and it stained his clothes.  He could smell the tainted blood on him, and it somewhat nauseated him.  There was a little bit of red blood on him, as well, though not enough to come from him killing someone.  The katana he wielded was dripping of the black blood, and little drops of it fell onto the ground.  He then noticed that it wasn’t his katana.  It was different.  It looked like the one(
It then struck him hard.  It was Yusa’s katana, and she was dead.

He looked frantically for her body, and found it lying somewhere a few meters away.  He slowly approached the body, and looked down at her.  She laid there, four arrows sticking through her, her blood mingling with the corruption from the arrows, making it dark red.  Other than that, she looked as if she had never been in the battle.  Her visage was almost untouched, save a few scuffmarks and some blood dripping from the corner of her mouth.  She looked angelic, even in death.

Kamakura knelt down on both knees before her, and paused as he stared at her some more.  He then moved his hand to caress her face, and it felt smooth to his touch.  He wiped the blood from her mouth, and then laid her katana over the length of her body, taking her hands and having them grasp the hilt.  Kamakura then said something inaudible, and then knelt there, watching her some a moment longer, unmoving.  He then heard footsteps approach behind him.  He did not move from his position, like a statue.

“Kamakura(”  Said the person behind him.  It was Akechi.  Kamakura remained unmoving and silent.

“I am sorry for your loss, Kamakura-san(”  Akechi paused before continuing.  “It must have been hard for you to see her die, after you two proclaimed your love for each other.”  Kamkura remained still and silent.

"Kamakura-san, there's something I must ask you(” Akechi continued.

“What?”  Kamakura asked in a gruff, harsh voice.

“It is why I followed you up this far...” Akechi paused once more before continuing. “Do you think(anyone can fall in love?"

"That is what you came to ask?"  Kamakura asked in the same voice.

"No, I mean...I...I was wondering if even soldiers fall in love...” Akechi continued.

"What are you trying to say?"  Kamakura asked.

"I want ask you...Do you think love can bloom even on a battlefield?"  Akechi asked.  There was a long silence before Kamakura spoke up

"Yes...I do...” He replied.  “I think at any time, any place...people can fall in love with each other.  But...if you love someone, you have to be able to protect them...” Another long silence.

"I see...” Was Akechi’s only reply.  Kamakura then got up, and turned to Akechi.  His face was void of emotion, and looked positively frightening.  It chilled Akechi to the bone.

“Why ask something such as that?”  Kamakura asked coldly.

“I...I myself...believe that I am in love...with someone...”  Akechi explained.  There was a long silence as the two stared at each other.

“I should get my corpse and be on my way.  I am needed at the Wall.”  Kamakura said in a emotionless voice.  He walked passed Akechi, towards the mark he left at the beginning of the battle.  He heaved the body and head onto his shoulders, and began to walk back the way they came.

“Kamakura-san!  Wait!”  Akechi called to him.  Kamakura paused and looked back at Akechi.  He saw Akechi bow to him.

“Thank you again, Kamakura-san.  May the Fortunes watch over you on your trip home.”  He said.  Kamakura only watch him with the same expressionless face.

“The Fortunes can all go to Jigoku, for all I care(”  Was his only reply, before turning back and continuing on his way.  Akechi could only watch as Kamakura walked back towards home, a lost soul with a burden on his conscience that would never relent.  A lost soul who’s chance for love had been taken from him in such a short time.  A lost soul(who would reap vengeance for his lost love for all eternity(
***********

Epilogue
Deep within the bowels of the massive castle called Kyuden Hida, a meeting was taking place within one of the great chambers.  Hida Kuon, the champion of the Crab, was discussing the current situation of the Kaiu Wall with his advisors.  Among them were Hida Reiha, Hida Rohiteki, Hida Hitoshi, Hida Sakamoto and Toritaka Tatsune.  During Kamakura’s absence, the Crab has managed to retake all but one of the towers.  They were discussing what they should do with the last tower.  During the meeting, however, there was a sudden interruption by a servant rushing into the room, then bowed low to the ground, his head on the cold, hard floor.

“What is this?”  Kuon asked loudly, almost shaking the room he stood in.

“Kuon-sama, I bring great news!”  The servant explained quickly.

“This had better be important.”  Sakamoto scolded.  “We are very busy at the moment.”

“Kuon-sama, Hida Kamakura has returned from his mission!  He was seen coming over the nearby hill, and will arrive any second!”  The servant explained quickly, almost ecstatically.

“Kamakura has returned?”  Reiha gasped aloud.  This got the attention from everyone in the room, as they looked at each other with eager anticipation.  

“That is wonderful news!”  Hitoshi exclaimed.  “Perhaps with him by our side, we could have a good chance in retrieving the last tower!”

“It is strange, though...”  Rohiteki noted.  “He has returned quite late.  He was due back a few days ago...”

“Whether he is late or not does not matter.”  Kuon exclaimed.  “The important thing is that he has returned.  We must welcome him home from his journey.”  His advisors agreed, and they went to the main gate of Kyuden Hida to meet up with Kamakura.

The gate of Kyuden Hida began to open slowly, as a small group of Crab bushi began to pull open the gate for Kamakura.  When the gate was opened wide enough, a large, dark figure stepped forth from the other side, and into the castle.  What everyone saw chilled them, even Kuon himself, to the bone.

The figure resembled Kamakura, but somehow it didn’t look like him.  He looked as if he had seen battle only recently.  His clothes were tattered, his armor in shambles and mostly discarded.  His bare chest was exposed, showing scratches and cuts all over, some fresh, others old.  He was dirtied and smelled of blood.  But his face was what chilled everyone the most.  His face was void of emotion.  His eyes were cold and empty, yet they promised death, as well.

This wasn’t the same Kamakura that left the Crab lands days ago.

An awkward silence befell over the area, as Kamakura stood there in front of Kuon and his advisors.  No one wanted to say anything.

“Uh...Welcome back, Kamakura-san...”  Hitoshi said, breaking the heavy silence.  “It...It is good to see you again...”  The silence returned as soon as he finished.  Hitoshi then looked at everyone who was around him, a look of confusion on his face.

“Kamakura-san...”  Tatsune then said.  “You seemed to be injured...do you wish...”

“I’m fine...”  Kamakura suddenly interrupted with a cold demeanor.  His voice sent more chills down everyone’s spines.

“I trust your journey went well, Kamkura-san?”  Reiha then asked.

“You might say that...”  He replied in the same manner.  Another silence befell them.

“Uh...We have some great news...While you were gone, we managed to capture all but one of the towers.”  Sakamoto explained to him.

“Congratulations...” 

“We would like your help in capturing the last one, Kamakura-san.  Will you be able to assist?”  Kuon asked him.  Kamakura went down to one knee before he spoke to him.

“Kuon-sama, believe me when I say that I shall, but I only ask that I may rest first.”  Kamakura replied.

“I see no harm in that.  I would like you to join us when you have rested.”  Kuon continued.  Kamakura then got up, and then slowly began to walk past Kuon and his advisors.  As he did, they each felt as if he was radiating coldness that pierced them to their very souls.

“Kamakura-san, wait!”  Reiha called out to him before he went inside, running a bit ahead of the group.  He stopped in his tracks and slowly turned to look at her.  His cold eyes dug into her soul, chilling her even more than when he walked past her.  “Something is wrong, I can tell.  Tell me, Kamakura-san, not as a superior, but as a lifelong friend, what happened to you?”  She pleaded.  Another heavy silence fell over them before Kamakura replied to her question.

“Some things...”  He began, pausing slightly before continuing.  “...Are best left unsaid, Reiha-chan...”  He then turned and proceeded inside, leaving the group behind.

“That was something that I will never forget.”  Hitoshi said.  “The way he looked and sounded...so cold...so empty...”

“Something extreme happened to him on his journey.  Something that he will never share with any of us...”  Rohiteki exclaimed.

“He is the only one with that knowledge.  It will be a burden he will force himself to carry on his own.”  Sakamoto said.

“Is there any way to help him?”  Kuon asked.  Sakamoto shook his head.

“Only if Kamakura will allow it...”  Sakamoto replied.  “And it is not likely that he will.”  Not another word was said amongst them.  They stood and stared at the castle entrance that Kamakura entered, left with only their thoughts.

“Kamakura-san...”  Reiha said silently to herself.

THE END
