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In this, my place of dying

With a darkness born

I will not regret autumn.

By Stephen Andrews

***

Utaku Hitomi 

Hitomi knelt before a small outcropping of bushes and looked at the faint tracks left the plants soft soil. She had found small and misshaped feet numbering in the dozens, and the heavy weighted steps of an ogre or troll with them, heading north. Though it had been days old she followed it anyway- if goblins and ogres were together that meant they were working for something or someone else. Chuko dark roan colored steed walked quietly behind her, the creaking of light barding and its occasional whinny the only sound it made. A deep ridge began to one side of her, and among the underbrush she quickly discovered a rotting goblin corpse, killed from a blade cut across the chest. Killed for disobedience or sport, she could not tell.

“What have you been doing all alone in these woods?” she asked the tracks as they lead her on, she was cautious of traps but the trail was the best lead she had found yet. The goblins had been carrying something-that much was obvious from the signs and tracks, large packages, rolled or wrapped in cloths, from what she could guess. 

Without thinking about it she rest her hand on her companion Chuko and it stopped obediently. While the horse softly nuzzled her hand she considered the options of her scouting parties predicament. They had been ordered to find the route by which the Shadowlands creatures were moving supplies to the Shinomen Forest; apparently a route had slipped past the Crab and Scorpion so the Legion of the Jade Hand was looking into it. A large band, made up of the best riders and scouts in the Legion had been chosen. To the east of them a base camp of almost a hundred samurai, led by Shinjo Toranaga, sent out hunting parties such as hers to find their prey. While other groups looked to the plains in the west, their band searched here in the edge of the forest for signs of the route their foes are taking. She could surmise this many laborers would be enough to resupply a small band, but not enough to feed the Shadowlands forces that have been causing the troubles for the Scorpion for the last year, much less supply the Tsuno armies further north.

A small noise caught her attention to look up from her ponderings, just as the arrow flew past her to glance off the stiff leather barding of her horse. Instantly her katana was drawn in one fluid motion as she moved to deflect any more such attacks from hitting the steed and looked for the arrows source. In the distance a small crouched creature began scampering away, but Hitomi was by far faster. She remounted and rushed the panicked goblin, freeing its head from its shoulders in a quick strike. Another pair of the small vermin in the distance, both armed with crude spears, began running for their lives. A quick gallop towards them on the powerful steed brought her within a katana’s reach of them. The first one stopped dead and fell into two pieces; the second only got a few paces further as the steed’s shin-guards slammed across the little beast’s back. It died quickly under the heavy hoof of the horse. Hitomi silenced herself and listened intently as she cleaned her blade, searching for more of the horrible creatures but slowly the sounds of the forest settled back into their normal routines.

“This forest may be sacred to the Naga, but I swear Chuko, this place is cursed by a foul darkness.” She whispered to her mount, the running a hand along the horse’s long dark mane absentmindedly as she spoke aloud.

The horse’s attention was drawn to something north, though Hitomi could not hear or see a cause. Seconds later she heard the cry of a Unicorn hunting horn, distant but clear. Her sword quickly returned to its saya as the horse began to move into the woods, dodging trees as it moved towards the sound. As the third cry of the horn sounded she was already at a gallop, hoping she was not too far away to aid Chaijo. The woods blurred around her, she was trusting to luck and the horse’s instinct not to get them lost. 

“Quickly my friend, we shouldn’t let a holy-man die in these woods.” She said as she urged more speed from the mount. “Even a half-mad one such as Chaijo.”

***

Moto Maratai.


She was scouting, making sure the area was cleared for the camp she and her companions where preparing. The noise startled her as it began- a deep inhuman scream that could only come from something twisted by the taint. The forest animals fled instantly as the hulking monster began charging her from her left flank. It was over twice the height of a horse and it’s jutted jaw and size told her it was an ogre, dressed in crude skins and untanned hides. As it began its charge her horse turned to face it, startled but obeying the instinctive guidance she gave.

When you face anger, be the stillness of the pond and you shall have victory her thoughts sprang to one of the first lessons she had been taught of combat. The bow pulled back with a slow methodical grace, her eyes focused only on the beast’s movements.

Her first arrow flew straight for the beast, piercing the meat of its left hip and sinking deep into its flesh. Dark and viscous blood poured from the wound, marking it as deep but the ogre continued the headlong charge. It bore a heavy club, crafted of wood, held in by dark iron braces. It was still almost sixty paces away when her horse began to skitter, she knew it was unhappy with thoughts of the tainted monstrosity being this close, but she continued to pull another arrow while guiding the horse to remain steady with her legs. 


At thirty-five paces she let another shot fly to pierce its left leg, just above the knee. The ogre slowed as the weight of the wounds turned its charge into a slower lope towards her. It’s club shifted slightly as it began favoring the unwounded leg. The guttural roar it was making was a cry of rage and frustration, but she did not seem to notice it. The next shot came when it was now less then twenty paces away, but she still only calmed the horse and let the arrow fly. As the growl of rage turned into a sharp single cry as it’s leg failed it completely, sending it headlong into a tree, badly wounding it’s skull as it cracked the trunk with the force of it’s fall.  It began moving again, dragging itself towards her as it tried to stand.


“You die no-” then silence. Her fourth and final shot pierced the beast’s eye. She placed a hand on her steed to calm it as the corpse of the beast fell only a dozen paces away. Her horse whinnied in the silence as the forest resumed the stillness the ogre had broken.


“Hush Wing,” she whispered to her mount, gently patting its neck and reassuring it. “We are not in danger, it was alone – there are no more nearby.” She said to partly calm the white and brown mare and partly to convince herself. As the soft sounds of life returned to the woods, birds and other creatures, she looked up through the canopy of autumn leaves at the bright sun hanging low in the sky. One ogre this far from the Shadowlands was not rare, but he may have traveling companions, though the soft sounds of birds and the rustle of leaves on the wind told her no more were near.


“We should go and tell the others, perhaps it’s better to move on instead of staying here.” She then looked down at the corpse and a touch of pity and venom pained her face. While she had killed before, it was never a joy to her. Her thoughts flew back to before she joined the Legion, before she had reasons to kill, wistful of days spent writing poetry and riding on the open fields, the life she had wanted then, now in many ways only a dream.  

“Yes, we should go and tell the others-” she spoke absently to the horse as the two began back towards the direction of the camp. Three sharp sounds from the north stopped her, the cry of a hunting horn, calling in the typical pattern when warning of danger. Chaijo’s hunting horn.  She quickly turned her steed and began heading north, hoping she could reach the shugenja in time to be of some help. 


“Come Wing- Chaijo may have found more of that ogre’s band.” She urged the horse as she pushed though the underbrush and onto a dry streambed.  


He was a match for any samurai she knew when it came to horsemanship, but she had never seen him practice the blade or bow- if her had encountered trouble she did not know how long her could last without help.
   


As she hugged the sides of her steed to guide the pair through the vast forest she caught the distant cry of a falcon. 


***


Moto Cao


The forest was ancient and beautiful, but too dark for his tastes, the camp was along a stretch of clearing and a small hill. Cao was practicing a simple kata in the fading light of the sun, enjoying the fresh expanse of sky and glorious colors of sunset. His helm and armor laid aside to enjoy the feel of the evening winds on his hair and face. His long white hair danced in the wind as he placed the blade in the middle position again. He breathed in slowly and then began to perform the Rising Crane kata again. His comrades had asked him to remain and make the preparations for camp, while they scouted the area and hunt for game. While he carried a deep respect for their own arts he was no woodsman or hunter, so he took to the arrangement and watched camp. This also allowed him to practice his own Art. 

As his sword entered the final stroke of the Raising Crane, his mind drifted to the times he first met them, when he had yet to take the blood oath and he still wore the Kakita Mon. Then they had showed him respect- but after the oath he had become much more then that. They treated him now as a brother, spoke to him with honest sincerity, and laughed with him around the campfire. They knew it was not forever, he hoped to end his warrior’s quest and one-day return to his own Clan after they came to see the errors of their war, but his heart was gladdened by their camaraderie and kinship nonetheless. 

The ride had been easy so far, but he knew he was the least experienced on a horse between the four of them. The horse they had offered him was a prize though; it was a beautiful chestnut colored steed he named Sashi, in reverence of his mother and kin. It had been trained in the Utaku stables and was fit enough to carry two riders, along its mane a braid of pale blue and purple beads had been placed as a gift from Maratai-san. A soft smile came to his face, though unfamiliar with many of the traditions of Rokugan he found their ways simple and elegant in both design and function. 

He began the kata again, listening to the sound of the blade and feeling its position in his hands. In his mind he became the blade as much as he sensed it with his eyes or ears. The soul of the blade becoming one with his, his mind reached a state of Zen, thought without thought.  

As the blade reached the middle position for the fifteenth time, he opened his eyes. 

In the distance a flock of sparrows took flight. 

He knew in that moment a danger was approaching, he lost his sense of one-ness with the world an instant later, but it had been enough. He continued the kata in the two fluid motions required. His mind began to race through possibilities, but he dismissed them for a moment as he held the blade before him, silently thanking his ancestors for his life. 

His blade was sheathed with reverence then he began donning the armor, instead of racing to complete a dozen different thoughts he stilled himself and focused on one thing at a time. In his mind he went over a plan of action so he would be ready to leave as quickly as possible. Once his armor was adjusted properly and daisho prepared, he turned to scan the horizon one last time. His eyes caught sight of a thin line of smoke to the north, which was what he had sensed; someone or something else was making camp in these woods. As he turned he heard a hunting horn being sounded, the horn Chaijo carried, three short bursts of noise in the distance and then silence. The camp could wait; the unknown dangers facing one of his companions was of more importance then travel supplies and tents. He rushed down the hill and quickly saddled his steed, listening intently for any other clues as to what was happening in the distance.

Though the canopy was thick the tall majestic trees were wide and far enough spaced to allow a horse’s passage. There was no hesitation as he rode north, hoping he or one of the others could reach the young shugenja in time as he rushed deeper into the darkened woods.

Soon after he heard the sounds of another rider, light and swift- not the heavy thunder of the Utaku’s steed. Quickly Maratai and her sleek white mottled steed joined him in his pursuit, she pointed to the northwest and both riders angled themselves slightly to adjust their direction. 

“I fought an ogre earlier-” Maratai said when possible during the ride. “It may be only the rest of its band.” She rode down a small incline and leapt a small trunk to stay close to Cao.

“Then we can find Chaijo and fight, or out distance them if there are too many.” He replied as he leaned in lower against the horse to slip under the branches of a tree. Then the realization hit him. If they could outdistance the foe, then Chaijo should already have? What ever he had encountered had trapped or stopped him- hopefully they would not find themselves in the same situation. 

***

Moto Chaijo

He had hoped to hide; they tracked him like prey and found him.

He had tried to evade them; they knew the forest, moving ahead of him.

He tried to out run them; they drove him toward thick woods, slowing him.

He even thought to leave traps for them; they were too many for him.

Now Chaijo stood on a weathered and ancient log, surrounded by the brilliant autumn leaves and he could hear them coming. His only choice left was to fight; hopefully he could kill some of them. 

His mind was split between this place and another; in this world he felt the soft wind and heard his horse’s heavy breath. In the other place a dull howling wind began to give way to voices, the sounds of villains screams and cursed souls. He knew the laughter would start soon; his great-grandfather would come again- drawn to the smell of the taint. 

Chaijo quietly spoke to his steed behind him with a small chuckle “perhaps in our next lives we will be given more time to enjoy it properly.” The horse only huffed at him; tired from the harsh ride it had just gone through. Chaijo had always had bravery or stubbornness to deal with his worries and fears, for so many years now it was habit to laugh at danger and not to fear death. 

He reverently pulled an ornate horn from his belt and sounded it three times. His comrades would either find him in time to help, or find his attackers waiting for them- in the latter case he hoped they would at least be wounded. His companions would know what to do in either case; if the Shadowlands had traveled this deep in the ancient woods, then they had found what they had been searching for. With this many beasts patrolling he knew there was a secret they were hiding- hopefully his companions would find it if he didn’t.

He thoughts went to what he knew of his enemy. He had counted at least seven ogres and almost two-dozen goblins plus he suspected someone was leading them on this hunt- he could sense something dark and cold in the air. Magic at best would give him a bit of time by delaying them, and then they would rush him in numbers. He had to make what damage he could do count, while avoiding their larger numbers. In the woods ahead of him the few small birds took flight, and a phantom laughter began dancing on the corners of his thoughts. They were approaching.  

He guessed he only had a few moments before they arrived- using the time he pulled his heavy darn-den and set it within arms reach. He then quickly placed six arrows in the soft soil near a tree, and strung his bow; he guessed he would only get five shots at most before they got too close. 

In his mind the soft flit of the lesser spirits in the area began to flee, and the laughing echo resounded in his mind. Shaking off the waves of nausea and dizziness he felt as they approached he reached into his obi and searched for a small amulet. He slowly wrapped the cord around his wrist and placed the amulet in his palm. Muttering a soft prayer to Jotei for a bit of luck, he then invoked the Name of the amulet and pulled back the first arrow.

The wind responded quickly, the sounds of the forest swelled and ebbed in his mind and he centered on those coming, their movements and actions being carried on the wind to him. He could sense twenty-six goblins and nine ogres. Though barely able to sense it, he felt the presence of something silent and dead with the ogres, something undead but still malevolent. His breathing slowed, following in time with the winds around him.

The air passed through the trees, his senses feeling each leaf and branch and gradually his mind formed a corridor of sorts between the trunks and branches of the intervening wood.

One of the ogres screamed as the arrow flew, striking the meat of its chest right below the shoulder. Chaijo quickly drew another arrow from those in the ground and silently waited to hear the tainted monsters charging forward. To his surprise however the hunters did not rush at him as he expected- instead they cautiously backed away. Chaijo sensed them pass the edges of the winds enchantment and then lost them among the ancient trees. Goblins are never this well trained on their own, and ogres who cold resist the temptation to charge into battle are rare, he silently took in this unexpected turn of events. His head resounded with more manic laughter, almost to the point he lost his concentration, he could hardly think as the laughter rolled around the dark parts of his mind.

“You hunt me- Here I am!” He cried out, hoping in part to provoke a response and to hear a voice aside from that of his cursed ancestors.

Nothing.

Moments passed into more.

Still nothing.

Chaijo’s heartbeat along with the slowing breaths of his steed and the wind were the only real sounds he heard. Again he thought to himself with a sour grimace, a very unexpected turn of events it would seem. The hollow echo of insane giggles were the only reply he received and it only added to his frustration. 

They were playing games with him, something their kind never did before. He concentrated on the soft rustle of the wind, since the enchantment allowed him a far greater range of senses then his eyes in these woods. Slowly as he listened he caught a spot to the very far left that had a goblin slipping through a patch of vines.

As the arrow flew to kill the goblin he sensed another faint presence, to his right this time- just at the edge of air-magic’s range. They were circling him, surrounding him in hopes he would panic and run, or possible just to make sure they only took the least number of losses, he knew he could not aim while spinning in circles, and apparently they did as well. 

The spirit-echo in his mind began speaking jumbled words between the dark cackle, nothing intelligible to Chaijo, but after years of hearing the voices the young man had learned from experience it was never a good sign.

The ogres and goblins were separating, circling around him. His options were quickly fading. He could try to run again, but that would only delay them, or he could wait and face them when they felt ready. Or, he decided as he began to grin, he could attack. At that moment the echo of laughter in his mind stopped, in the resulting silence Chaijo looked down at his steed and not knowing the plan its rider was making it stepped forward to allow him to mount. 

“Good,” he said in a satisfied voice “all three of us are agreed.” He shouldered the bow and hefted the darn-den and silently thanked the wind spirits for blessing him as they did for his enchantment.

“'Kyoujoko, are you ready to face death?” Chaijo asked the horse as he mounted. It almost knowingly turned to face his foe. He planned to find the cold dead presence he had sensed, he had played prey long enough. 

The horse charged forward quickly, leaping over the log and rushing headlong into the direction he had last sensed the dark presence.

***

Moto Qhol

His heart would have raced at the sight of it; atop a fierce charger the Unicorn came, armed with heavy blade and defiant scream. The face paints of the now lost Moto ways brightly worn and adorned in the pale white armor he and his kinsmen once rode in. Like an old tale brought to life from the past, the Unicorn charged him.


His heart would have raced at the sight of it, if his heart were not a rotting lump within his dead carcass. Decades ago he had fallen in the field of battle against the Horde he now served. The Bloodspeakers called those like him Revenants, undead who remember their living past, the ‘Dead Who Regret’. His rotting arm reacted to the charge just as it had many times since his death- leading the tip of his yari towards the horse’s neck, and placing his foot on the butt of the spear waiting for the brash Moto’s approach. 


The horse’s gait unexpectedly shifted and quickly turned away from the charge about five or six strides from the leading spear. However the rider continued coming. Chaijo fell forward into a roll and came up inside the yari’s reach as the steed slowed to a canter to wait out the combatants. Qhol managed only to slice the Unicorn’s armor as he continued past the spear head.


Chaijo quickly sliced at the undead creature’s sword arm to keep it from drawing its blade and stepped a foot toward the tainted corpse, staying too close for it to use the yari. 


In the distance the sound of ogres screaming a charge and the crashing of underbrush as they tried to return to their master. Qhol stepped back and flipped the butt of the spear at the Unicorn’s leg but was blocked by the gaijin blade. Though it allowed the dead man enough distance to draw his own blade as he let the yari drop between them.


As the poorly kept katana sliced towards him, Chaijo did not parry, but spun away from the attack and took the strike along the side of the chahar-aina he wore. The blade cut deep into the leather of the armor but stopped at the metals, cutting Chaijo only deep enough to draw blood.


As he spun Chaijo moved his left foot under the spear lying between them- and allowed the momentum of his spin to do the rest. The spear caught between his shins and swung with him. The undead creature’s second strike was aimed for the Unicorn’s neck but never connected- the spear’s shaft crashed into its legs and both combatants fell gracelessly to the earth.


Qhol’s enraged thoughts came in vivid waves as he was again reminded why he hated his own kinsmen. Their arrogance and trickery lead him to be transformed into a revenant- into a rotting corpse to serve his dark masters, and now their children mocked him. Qhol had not felt such rage in years, now the emotion consumed every thought of the undead monstrosity.  


The two began to rise, but Chaijo was by far faster, the spear flipped into his hands easily and he twisted once and began falling on top of the corpse, before the dead Moto had the chance to even begin raising. Chaijo fell with his entire weight on the spear, pushing it as deep as it could go. The spear hit at the shoulder- the undead’s sword arm and that side of its body was pinned from the spear as it bite into the flesh of the body and then into the earth. The young shugenja rolled away from the corpse as it attempted to claw at him with its free arm.

The fallen samurai flailed at him for a moment. If it could still use its voice Chaijo was sure he would be deaf from the screams it was mouthing. His mind pushed aside that thought and focused on the next task. Words and sutras began passing his lips at no more then a whisper as he leaned down and began drawing a rough symbol in the dirt.

The meanings of the words opened a pathway inside him, as the final part of the prayer was completed the corpse burst into pale green flames. The fires consuming and destroying the taint within the creature as it tried to free itself from the fire kami that Chaijo had given its body to. Then Chaijo felt the rush of other spirits- the physical corpse belonged to the Fire Kami, but the creature’s cursed soul was being taken someplace else. He finished the prayer to the Shi-Tien Yen-Wang and retrieved his blade and Kyoujoko. 
The ogres and goblins came crashing into the clearing as he was remounting. His horse reared as he raised his blade to challenge them- while their master still burned a sick green flame lay between them and the Moto.

A few of the goblins broke and run, most charged him. All of the ogres followed their fodder towards him. Chaijo held steady, and reigned in his horse from charging forward- the first goblins reached the burning body and burst into their own fires, many of the goblins followed or fled- but the nine ogres simply came around at him, flanking the area the fire spirits still danced within.  

Nine against two was never good odds, Chaijo thought to himself with a smile, but readied the heavy darn-den anyway. Half mad and blind to the dangers the ogres represented the horse reared up and attacked the lead ogre who fell back from the assault, as Kyoujoko moved forward to press the attack Chaijo’s blade sliced out towards the next closest foe.

The first arrow took him by surprise as it appeared in the meaty chest of the ogre standing before him, but his mind drew a blank. The ogre screamed in pain and clawed at the shaft sticking from him. It was a short shaft fletched with a braid of blue and purple dyed feathers. The sounds of three horses thundering behind him and a look of pain in another ogre as a second arrow hit true. In a flash Chaijo’s mind connected the events- he began laughing.


One of the ogres fell forward from the arrow shots, causing the horse to stumble out of the way to avoid being pinned. Chaijo fell with his horse, landing flat on the ground, he laid there laughing like a mad man. The Utaku steed leapt into the fray, jumping over both him, the horse and the dead ogre in one swift motion. Hitomi and her steed crashed into a pair of the foul beasts and continued through them without even slowing. 


“Kyoujoko, apparently we are too frightening to be allowed to die!!” He cried to his horse as he rolled to his feet to rejoin the fray. 
