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Hikaru held her baby Eri.
Almost a full year had passed. The tree leaves were covered in
snow. She wore an animal hide coat. Keeping a thick blanket around
her child to keep the child warm. The cold nipped Hikaru's bare
feet. She moved the sliding door and re-entered the main house. New
trainees for the warrior caste were practicing. The battle against
the Kitsune had been devastating . The Takeda forces were bare
bones now. Men were now serving in the stead of those that
died.

 


Most had been butchers or
farmers. But the fight with Kitsune had made them battle hardened.
One of the servants, an older woman, took Eri from Hikaru.

 


“How are you feeling,
Master?”

 


“I am growing stronger day by
day.”

 


“That is good, the gods have
blessed you with little Eri here.”

 


Hikaru smiled, running the
tip of her index finger under Eri’s chin which caused the girl to
giggle.

 


“My life has had its share of
little blessings.”

 


The servant nodded and took
Eri to lay her down for a nap. Hikaru went into the shrine room
where the sun sword rested. The glow was gone. It no longer shined.
The cracks in the blade went all the way down to the hilt.

 


“Such history, gone.”

 


Hikaru’s cousin Tsukasa stood
behind her. In silent respect to the fallen heirloom.

 


“So much death, history will
remember this moment as one of great loss.”

 


“No greater loss than my
love, Isao.”

 


“You have Eri as a reminder
of him.”

 


“Yes, I do,” said Hikaru.
“Every time I see her, I see him.”

“Treasure that and you will
never ever forget him,” said Tsukasa.

 


“Thank you, cousin,” said
Hikaru. “I rely on your strength.”

 


“We are Takeda, honor and
family is important above all else.”

 


-

 


Maki Oda drew her katana.
Standing before the Oda army that outnumbered the Takeda clan by
two to one.

 


“For years we have clawed and
scratched and even died to keep what parcel of land we own,” said
Maki Oda. “The demons sprung from the Kitsune kept our ambitions
confined to this land. With them gone, we shall take the northern
frontier from the Takeda clan.”

 


The gathered warriors raised
their weapons and cheered. Chants of death to Takeda.

 


-

Hikaru was not one to veer
from tradition. She went to her favorite spot to train. A place of
special meaning to her. It was a clearing near a frozen lake. About
a twenty minute walk from the castle. She kneeled to one knee and
held out her practice sword. Closing her eyes. Flashes of memory
broke her concentration. Isao - his touch, his thick eyebrows. The
squared muscles of his chest. The lion-like intensity of his
movements. His smell, his laugh, his presence.

 


Hikaru found herself crying.
“Damn it!”

 


“I will find peace,” said
Hikaru - like a statement to the Gods. “Isao…”

 


Hikaru took a deep breath and
performed her kata with her sword. Only the brief light of the sun
caught her Olympian figure. She swung her sword with grace and
precision. Working up a sweat, shaping her body back into the
living weapon it had been before Eri.

 


She heard the sound of
branches snapping and went on guard. It was one of the servants
from the castle.

 


“Master, the Oda army is
advancing on us!”

 


“What?” said a shocked
Hikaru.

 


“Hunters saw them as they
were gathering pelts and meat,” said the servant.

 


“Damn!”

 


Hikaru ran after ordering the
servant to run ahead and inform the footmen and the captains to
organize their units to defend their home.

 


-

 


The Takeda forces gathered in
the center square with the castle behind them and the mountain of
the trios; the gods that created everything and weave the tales of
life. Hikaru had grabbed her bow along with a katana. She wore the
battle attire of her position. A thick wool shirt and trousers.
Animal hide boots completed the look. Underneath the wool shirt she
had a silk undershirt. Tsukasa wore a similar attire. They both
wore headbands with the Takeda crest.

 


“How far is the enemy?” asked
Hikaru, taking charge immediately.

 


“They are nearing the stone
bridge we use to cross to the sheep farm,” said one of the scouts.
“They killed two of my comrades, I barely made it here alive!”

 


“You did good,” said Hikaru.
“Go to your family and watch over them.”

 


“The stone bridge gives the
enemy a thorough path right into the heart of the castle,” said
Tsukasa. “We have to close the front gate to bar them entry.”

 


“That will do little good,”
said Hikaru. “We don’t have enough soldiers to man the walls to
prevent them from climbing over.”

 


“This castle was built into
the edge of the mountain,” said Tsukasa. “The underground tunnels
could be used for surprise attacks.”

 


“The tunnels lead right into
the edge of the forest before the bridge, but if the enemy found
the secret entrances…”

 


“They won’t find them,
cousin,” said Tsukasa. “My unit will slay as many as possible to
prevent that from happening.”

 


Hikaru and Tsukasa held hands
in encouragement, “Be safe.”

 


Tsukasa headed toward the
mountain where the tunnels lie toward the easternbend.

 


Hikaru called for the footmen
and lady generals that still lived.

 


“Everyone listen,” said
Hikaru, “Survival is our task. The clan Takeda will not die here!
Each and everyone of you honors me with your dedication and I will
gladly die by your side. That WILL not be today!!!”

 


The soldiers cheered.

 


“We will live, we will grow,
and see the Takeda clan prosper again! We will carve our own
destiny!”

 


The soldiers chanted the
Takeda motto, We prepare for death, but we do not seek it!

 


-

The Oda forces marched
through the snow. The cold winds blowing, Maki Oda wear a black
bear fur coat. With a skirt and fur leggings. The horse she rode on
was a beautiful caramel brown color. In front of her were at least
sixty samurai. Like the Takeda, the Hojo. The Oda clan was
matriarchal. Only women held positions such as general and
samurai.

 


One of the Oda scouts rode up
to Maki Oda after Maki’s sister made room for the scout.

 


“My lord, we slew two of the
Takeda scouts but one got away.”

 


“Idiot!” she said, turning
her katana toward him with the blade an inch under his chin. Their
horses came to a complete stop. “I told you to prevent them from
warning the Takeda clan and you FAILED me!”

 


“B-but, My lady…”

 


“This failure is
unforgivable,” said Maki Oda. WIth a swift motion, she cut the
scout’s head off. It rolled in the snow. Spooking the horses.

 


Maki Oda kept control of her
horse, she motioned for her sister Tam Oda who rode up beside
her.

 


“What do you need?” asked Tam
Oda.

 


“The Takeda will likely
prepare some kind of ambush, their numbers are slimmer since the
Kitsune’s attack and defeat.”

 


“That would be a wise move,
delaying our advance so that we run lower on provisions.”

 


“We can’t allow them to delay
us at all, I want everyone to keep on guard!”

 


“I will spread the order,”
said Tam Oda.

 


-

Tsukasa and her archery unit
split up, taking different paths to ambush the incoming Oda front.
Tsukasa’s tunnel took a removable cover that sat her right next to
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