
        
            
                
            
        


	Sword and Mirror

(Yōkai Treasures book 1)

 

Katsuo

 

by Kate Grove


Sword and Mirror: Katsuo

 

Written and published by Kate Grove

Copyright © 2019 Kate Grove

Kate Grove asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work, under the Act LXXVI of 1999 on Copyright.

 

http://kategrove.net

#yokaitreasures

https://www.patreon.com/kategrovewriter

 

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or portions thereof, in any electronic or mechanical means, without prior written permission from the author.

ISBN: 978-615-00-9095-5

 

Cover design © Lauren Bearzatto of Sly Fox Cover Designs

Editorial work by Red Loop Editing

 

This short story is a work of fiction. People, names, places and events portrayed in it are purely products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, places, or events is entirely coincidental.

 

Enjoy!


Author’s Note

Katsuo

Thank you for reading!


Author’s Note

This is a short story accompanying the main books in the Yōkai Treasures series. It offers us a glimpse to the past of Katsuo, the samurai warlord, and his fateful first love.

 

Keep in touch to know about upcoming releases and sales, and get sneak peeks about future projects:

Sign up for my newsletter

Sign up for new release alerts only

 

***

Katsuo

Cheering crowd welcomed the army coming home. Hundreds of hooves clopped on the dirt road, covering the main street of the town at the bottom of the hill. Commoners lined the sides, waving and shouting in joy at the returning soldiers. The procession was led by none other than the governing samurai lord.

He set a comfortable pace, knowing his soldiers were eager to get home and rest; however, the slower pace would be easier on their exhausted bodies, and the townsfolk could congratulate them. They were returning after a month of fierce battles, after their Western border had been attacked by the neighboring samurai lord.

“I’ve heard our lord expanded his territory yet again,” one of the merchants whispered to his colleague.

“Good news for us.” The other, who was in the jewelry business, nodded. “More places to trade in! I can’t wait to see the precious metals and gems over there. I’ve heard they’re quality materials. Good for business.”

“Only one more territory to the sea,” the first one interjected. “I can’t wait till Milord takes over that place so I can trade with foreigners!”

“Watch your mouth!” The jewelry merchant slapped his friend on the back. “He isn’t going to war to make your business grow!”

“I know, I know...” muttered the first man, looking at his feet somberly.

“It’s such a shame he has that dirty rōnin following him around,” said the jewelry-merchant, making the other’s eyes widen comically.

“You’ve just shut me up, and now you’re the one speaking nonsense! Your head will roll if anyone hears you!”

“It’s true though.”

They looked to the head of the procession, where Kitayama Katsuo, their lord, rode with three people. The samurai lord donned a full crimson armor, although he had his helmet off now that he was among his own people. He had black hair, gathered into a small bun on top of his head. His sharp, dark brown gaze glinted with alertness, as his mind was yet to fully return home from the battlefield.

The one on his left was the person the merchants had mentioned. The wandering samurai, without a lord, without purpose, without honor. Katsuo had given him all three when he had accepted him into his household, but people couldn’t help feeling suspicious when it came to the rōnin. Juro had short black hair and eyes as dark as a moonless night. His hawk-like gaze and sharp features unsettled most men.

“Milord is popular, as always,” Juro remarked as they made their way to the steep road which led to the castle on top of the hill.

Katsuo snorted in amusement.

“The cheering is for all of us.”

“Brother is too modest,” Takeru, the teen on Katsuo’s right, had replied. His black ponytail swung in rhythm to the horse’s steps. “I didn’t think that was a requirement for warlords.”

“Being cheeky isn’t a requirement either, little brother,” Katsuo light-heartedly remarked, making Takeru blush from embarrassment. Juro guffawed at the sight. A small sigh escaped from the fourth figure, who was riding next to the rōnin.

He was boy at the beginning of his teenage years. He had short, spiky black hair and grey eyes. Even though he was younger than Takeru, he had more fighting experience than the older teen. And he was quite quiet for his age.

“Cheer up. It was your first campaign, and you performed splendidly,” Katsuo addressed his little brother. “We’ll be having a feast this evening!”

“I miss homemade cooking!” Juro interjected. “It can’t be compared to what we get on the battlefield.”

***

A sigh of relief escaped Katsuo as his betrothed appeared in his view. As soon as they rode through the castle gates, he immediately spotted her standing in the middle of the courtyard; it was a welcoming sight, and the last bit of tension left his body.

Kikyō smiled at him brightly, her ebony eyes sparkling in the midday sun as she followed Katsuo’s movements. He quickly got off his horse and handed it over to a stable hand before hurrying over to her.

She bowed as he approached and greeted him politely. Her long black hair cascaded over her shoulders. It was in stark contrast with her pale skin. Katsuo’s features relaxed the more he looked at her.

“Have you been well?”

“I was looking forward to see you again, Milord. You have been missed.”

They stood there in silence for a moment before Kikyō remembered something.

“That’s right. I have the bathhouse ready for you, Milord. Surely the journey was difficult and long, and you wish to cleanse.”

“You know me well,” Katsuo praised her. “Care to join me?”

Kikyō and the ladies in her entourage blushed at his comment.

“Maybe in a few days, Milord,” she replied shyly. “I would gladly join you after our wedding.”

“Right.”

Katsuo walked off, waving a servant over. Kikyō’s gaze followed him as long as she could see him.

“Milady.”

She glanced to the right, finding the rōnin next to her.

“Juro-dono. I see you have returned safely. Congratulations.”

“You praise me too much, Milady. All credit goes to Milord Katsuo.”

“Naturally,” Kikyō replied. She sent a meaningful look to Juro, but couldn’t talk more because of the audience. “Hope you’ll enjoy the festivities though.”

“Thank you for your kind words.” He bowed to her before running off towards the barracks.

“Sister.” Takeru greeted as he passed. She clicked her tongue indignantly. She didn’t like the brat. There was something wrong with him; she could feel it in her veins. He was the younger brother of a samurai lord; he should just stick to his studies. She couldn’t understand why Katsuo would insist on Takeru being out on the battlefield. It wasn’t like the boy would one day inherit Shirotatsu castle and its territories.

That was for Kikyō and her future son to take. She just had to get through the wedding to officially be the wife of Katsuo, then just one more step in her plans and everything would be set for her to take over.

It wasn’t personal. She liked Katsuo, but she loved power and luxury more. Ironically, her heart belonged to a man who had neither and she saw only one way for them to be together.

***

The evening feast went well, samurai and common soldiers eating and celebrating together in the huge conference room. It was the end of a campaign, and nobody knew when the next battle would break out, thus they used every opportunity for merriment. People gathered in small groups, which mingled together from time to time. One such group surrounded the younger brother of their lord. It was his first campaign, and everyone wanted to take part in congratulating him.

Takeru had tasted alcohol before, but definitely not in this quantity. He was feeling a bit sick as the moon had risen high and slipped out of the conference room to get some fresh air. He wandered from shadow to shadow, trying to clear his head. He cradled a cup of tea in one hand, occasionally sipping it. When he spied a couple running off in the direction of the barracks, he was confused. He had killed on the battlefield and had come up with numerous strategies, but he had yet to learn why soldiers celebrated in private with maids as soon as they got home.

He sighed, looking up at the almost full moon. Only a few days left till Katsuo’s wedding day. Was it pure luck or his brother’s brilliant performance on the battlefield that allowed them to be back on time? The ceremony had been postponed a couple of times, so Katsuo was eager to get it over with. Takeru wondered if his brother would personally go to fewer battlefields afterwards. He might just have to take over leading their forces sooner than he thought.

He quickly gulped down the rest of his tea, and when he finished, he realized he was not alone. On the other side of the inner courtyard, a couple talked in hushed voices. Takeru turned away, uninterested, until he heard snippets of their conversation.

“... to endure it for a couple more days,” said the man. The woman whined in response, making him sigh. “Think of what you’ll gain!”

“I really don’t want to be separated from you. My heart will break if I can’t be with you,” she replied. Her voice was eerily familiar. “I don’t want him to be my first time...”

There was a moment of silence, then the man moved closer and put a hand on the woman’s face. His voice deepened as he leaned in.

“If that is truly your wish, then come with me,” he said.

“But he’ll notice!”

“He’s so drunk, he won’t be awake till morning. I made sure of that.”

There was a brief pause.

“Really...?” she whispered. Takeru’s eyes widened as he suddenly realized where he had heard the woman’s voice before. He snapped his head towards the direction of the couple to confirm their identity, but by then, they had already disappeared into one of the dark corridors leading further into the main building.

He had to find his brother and warn him! Kikyō was up to no good!

***

Unfortunately, Katsuo wanted more evidence. Since Takeru didn’t actually see anyone’s face, he couldn’t confirm whether it truly was Kikyō with another man.

“It might’ve been a guard and a maid for all I know,” he explained to his little brother.

“So, you’re going to just ignore it?” Takeru asked. “What if I’m right?”

“Because of the upcoming ceremony, there will be more eyes on her, so don’t worry. If there’s something strange going on, I’ll be the first one to know.”

Takeru still felt uneasy but he was at the end of his
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