Honour's Lesson

By Ikoma Gumdai

In the cold light of a winter dawn the field looked just like any other field. A thin veneer of frost shrouded the land, hiding all but the most determined of grasses, peeking out to seek the warmth of Lord Sun. They were the first signs that spring was coming, but it was still a long way off. The air was crisp and sharp, cold despite the bright sunlight. The clear blue skies were devoid of clouds leaving Lord Sun alone in his magnificence. The watchers breath hung in white puffs, as he stood motionless absorbing the scene, soaking in the silence. Enjoying the serenity.  With a lean face and sharp observant eyes the watcher was the only anomaly to the countryside. He stood wrapped in layers to ward off the chill, like a statue. His exposed black hair was tied in a ponytail, as he had thrown back a hood to enjoy the little warmth of Lord Suns blessing. In the morning light the frost glittered like crystal. Fitting the watcher thought, for the last stand of the Splendid Emperor.

The field, beneath the frost barley held the signs of the desperate battle that had taken place all those months ago. As the winter waned the politics' of Rokugan's Winter Courts gave way to the action of the battlefield as the Clans and Emperor Toturi's Children, the Four Winds, resumed their struggles. Who would remember this small patch of ground in the Scorpion Lands, where an Emperor died and an Empire changed?

"On a winters field,

An Emperors last breath,

The Winds change all"

The watcher offered the poem, addressing his thoughts out loud. All was changing too. Conflict was spilling out between the clans. The Emperor's own death, deep within his own realm, showed that the creatures of the Shadowlands were once more stirring. These were interesting times, as an old teacher of his had once quoted. A time where Legends fell, where new horrors appeared and new Hero's rose to overthrow them. Unused to the realities of war, of bloodshed, of violence, the watcher smiled at the thought. Hero's were a bards business after all. Ikoma Gumdai slowly turned his back on the field of Toturi, crunching through the light frost as he walked away, looking to the dawn and the future.

*       *       *       *       *

"Did you see everything you wanted?" the black garbed bushi asked politely, his breath appearing in clouds despite the plain silk mask that covered the lower half of his face. He stood motionless holding the pair of ponies the two had traveled on, awaiting the bard.
Gumdai nodded. Despite the Scorpions courtesy there was just something about him the bard didn't like. He suspected the Scorpion, Bayushi Sekura, was laughing at him beneath that black silk mask. Only the man's eyes were visible and they gave nothing away. "Yes, everything was fine. Thank you for escorting me Sekura san" the bard responded, putting aside his own likes and dislikes. It paid to be civil when a guest in the lands of the Scorpion.
"Excellent, then we can return back to Ryoko Owari now," Sekura said, referring to the great city of the Scorpion. "The lands are still dangerous" he added ominously as they mounted their sturdy ponies.
"Dangerous? I thought that your patrols had slain all the creatures that had claimed the Emperor's life". Gumdai was trying not to infer the Scorpions were in any way responsible for the Emperor's death.
"Most but not all" Sekura said grudgingly. "Lord Yadoka hunts them still. These creatures move with a purpose I cannot fathom. There are some that have managed to avoid our patrols".
"They run in fear," Gumdai said smiling, trying to lighten the mood as the pair rode slowly through the icy hills and fields. The frost was clearing, the melting water making the scrub-like grass glitter. On a beautiful morning like this the monsters of the Shadowlands seemed dim and distant.
"Fear? No Ikoma san, they do not `run' in fear simple bushi. They did not fear Emperor Toturi when they faced him and he was the best of us. After slaying the Splendid Emperor why should they fear anyone else?" the Scorpion asked darkly.
Gumdai did not miss the reference of 'us' with regards to the Emperor. The spirits that returned through Oblivion's Gate may have undergone the rituals of the Phoenix Clan to make them mortal, but they were still different. They had seen things not meant for mortal man. They knew what lay beyond and they did not fear it. That was the 'us' Sekura refereed to. He had once been a spirit, just as Emperor Toturi had been. Gumdai's brooding, sardonic and generally muted companion took on a new light.
"You sound like you knew the Emperor," Gumdai noted, trying to sound casual.
"I did Ikoma san, years ago" Sekura replied, his eyes never leaving the horizon.
Gumdai found Sekura's answer annoying, just enough to be polite but always short. Abrupt. He was fortunately used to the Matsu family of the Lion and so he had a great deal of patience in these matters. "Was this back during the Spirit Wars?"
Sekura nodded. "Oh Course. You have a keen mind Omoidasu sama" he said with a mocking bow. "Yes, during the Spirit Wars. I was a Spirit. I have seen Yomi, if that is what you wanted to know" the Scorpion said softly, his eyes taking a faraway look.
Stirred by this intriguing development Gumdai sat back on his horse and really looked at his guide for the first time. The black attire clothed most of his features, the only dash of colouring being his bright scarlet obi, appearing more like a wound. From beneath his thick dark cloak his daisho poked out, equally hidden. All Gumdai's practiced eyes could make out was the hilt of Sekura's katana. The hilt, instead of being shining steel, was dull and blackened, as if it had been too long or too close to a fire.  It had been on Gumdai's mind to ask about that sword. Was it the spirit form of the sword he once wielded in life, returned with him through Oblivion's Gate, or the actual weapon itself?
"Why did you come back Sekura san?" the bard asked suddenly.
Sekura chuckled in amusement. It was a happy, hearty sound, at odds with the Scorpions outward silent brooding persona. "That is the first time anyone has asked me that," Sekura admitted. "No one in my own Clan has dared ask and I don't meet people from the other Clans that much". He sighed, thinking back to his dim and distant path. "Well young bard, it is a sad and sorry tale. One that would make your heart weep. However, as a Scorpion, I am inclined to keep a few of my secrets. Let us just say that I once placed passion over duty. As a result I died at the hands of my best friend, cut down in an honour duel. Torn between my loyalty to the Scorpion Clan and my loyalty to my friend. And all because of a woman."
Gumdai smiled. Sekura's tale did indeed sound like one of the plays of the Kakita, love, friendship, duty, honour, pride and of course death. Such plays were staple fare for the noh and kabuki theatres. "Are you back seeking out this mystery woman? You're lost love?" Gumdai teased.
The Scorpion nodded negatively. "No. She is gone". The finality of the statement confused Gumdai for a moment, until he looked into Sekura's eyes. Just for a second the bard could see infinite sadness. A loneliness that had gone beyond this world and into the next. The Ikoma felt his heart go out to this tragic Scorpion, just as he came to his senses. Not everything a Scorpion said was always true. A 

Scorpions mask said you can not trust me. Even though, that momentary look could not have been feigned.
"Why did you come back Sekura san?" the bard repeated bravely.

"I ignored my duty to my Clan. I placed my selfish needs over my Daimyo’s. Never again. I have a lot of redeeming to do young Ikoma. Not in their eyes oh course, but in my own. I owe my Clan a debt I don't think I could every repay. But I will try". Gumdai felt a shiver run down his spine. He had heard conviction like that before, but only in the Deathseekers of the Lion.
"You will get the opportunity to make your clan proud" Gumdai said with conviction and sincerity.
"You may be right," Sekura said with a far away look in his eyes.

*       *       *       *       *

The teahouse offered a haven of serenity. Warm, snug and homely the road weary travelers took their rest, enjoying some of the finest tea Ryoko Owari could offer. The décor was refined but not opulent, demonstrating wealth but also taste. There was no garishness. Everything about the decoration was subtle, from the beautiful finish of the low wooden table to the delicateness of the porcelain tea set. Sipping a hot citrus tea Sekura and Gumdai relaxed in comfort.
"Tell me about the Emperor" Gumdai said at length.

"Toturi?" Sekura said thoughtfully, staring into his tea. "Toturi...Toturi was a great man" the Scorpion said at last. 
Gumdai didn't bother to hide his annoyance, which caused the Scorpion to chuckle. For a second Gumdai's frown deepened into a scowl at the thought of the Scorpion's mockery, but Sekura apologized sincerely. 
"Please excuse me most noble Omoidasu, no insult was intended. Your expression's reminded me of Toturi himself, which I found ironic. Please accept my humble apologies," the Scorpion said, dipping his head in a mock bow.
Gumdai sighed, his anger evaporating. It was quite a compliment Sekura had offered, but the bard was still surprised by the animosity the Scorpion induced in him. Gumdai couldn't put his finger on the precise reason, but the arrogant and self-assured Scorpion constantly annoyed him.
"Now Toturi, he was a great man. He was a skilled general, a fine swordsman and a good Emperor. But most of all he was a great man", Sekura said, admiration evident in his voice.
"When did you first meet Toturi?" Gumdai asked, his eagerness returning as Sekura started to open up about Emperor Toturi.
"Not till… after" the Scorpion said, referring to his own demise. Absent-mindedly he rubbed his fingers together, as if remembering the spirit glow that used to surround his flesh. "But in my time Toturi was the Champion of the Lion Clan. Not a conventional Champion in any sense. Despite his father and brother being slain in battle against the Crane Toturi never held a grudge. One of his closest friends was Doji Hoturi, the son of the Crane Champion".
"The Crane Thunder" Gumdai said knowledgeably, "Champion of the Crane during the Clan Wars".
"In my time Doji Satsume held both the position of Clan Champion of the Crane and that of Emerald Champion" the Scorpion noted, feeling the weight of ages more keenly than ever. The events of his life, the actions which shaped his world, the figures he had looked up to and admired were now only tales in the scrolls of history. More than ever the Scorpion felt he didn't belong.
"That was before the Coup..." Gumdai burst out, trailing off as he remembered exactly where he was. The teahouse seemed remarkably quite and the Lion felt distinctively uncomfortable. He had this tickling sensation in the middle of his back as something touched him lightly. 
He refused to turn around.

"The Scorpion Clan Coup" Sekura corrected, reaching out to stroke the small cat which had brushed up to Gumdai. The cat meowed and eagerly brushed up to the Scorpions fingers as Gumdai forced himself to slowly breath again. "I was not there for the Coup" Sekura admitted. "I had already met my fate when Bayushi Shoju tried to save the Empire".
Gumdai nodded at the slight inclination Sekura placed on the word saved.  Although at the time reviled, Bayushi Shoju's motives had been pure, although the Coup had in fact triggered the return of He Who Must Not Be Named, the very thing Shoju was trying to prevent.
"Toturi never really spoke about the Coup. It was the lowest point in his life. Everything was stripped from him. But you got the impression that Toturi admired Bayushi Shoju. He never said a bad word about Shoju. Toturi was a great Emperor, a man for the people. But I couldn't help but wonder what the Empire would have been like under a Scorpion Emperor" Sekura said with a smile, as the cat curled up in his lap with a relaxed purr.
"Toturi respected Shoju?"
"Hai. In many ways they were similar. Both felt it was their duty to claim the throne for the good of the Empire, but I get the distinct impression that neither really wanted the Emerald Throne". 
Sekura sipped his tea, his mind far away. "Toturi once said that 'each man carries a burden, and mine is an weight of en Empire'. He cared about the Empire, every plant, stone, peasant and samurai of it. That was his gift, his great heart. It was an honour and a privilege to have known Emperor Toturi".
"You sound like you knew him well".
"No better than any other Bushi that served in the Imperial Guard. Toturi made it a habit to get to know his men though, he knew most of us by name. He probably knew me better than I knew him. He was a great man".
"You were in the Imperial Guard". It was a statement more than a question.

"Until the War of the Spirits. When the troubles started I requested to return to my Clan. Toturi gave his permission, understanding how awkward it would be for me. There is great stigma in being a Scorpion even now. But back then, with the Scorpions recent history and the glow of a Spirit too?" I choose to leave and return to where I could belong". Sekura finished his tea and carefully placed the delicate cup down, wondering if there was anywhere he would ever truly belong.  Many of the returned Spirits had been slain in the tragic Spirit Wars. Many more became honoured Shiryo after the War, giving up their mortal lives to dwell once more in Yomi. With the passing of Emperor Toturi, himself a Spirit, Sekura felt that an era, his era, had passed.
"Was that the last time you saw Emperor Toturi? You never returned to the Imperial Guards, obviously", Gumdai noted, taking in the black silks of Sekura's Scorpion attire.
"No" Sekura said softly. "I did see him once more, but only once. It was not far from here. Atop a low hill could see Emperor Toturi. He stood tall and proud, his katana gleaming in the sun. No fear was in his eyes despite being surrounded by enemies. We had raced to reach him, myself and the other bushi of Shosuro Yadoka Sama, ever since we had first heard the call to arms.  We had run most of the way, those who could not keep up flagging behind. Two of our Shugenja used their powers to reach Emperor Toturi. Their mangled bodies were found amongst the corpses of Toturi's guards. We just could not reach him in time. We watched him fall to a giant red Oni. We could not save the Emperor, but we did our best to avenge him". 
Gumdai listened in mute silence, trying to imagine the desperation of the Scorpion, their despair at Toturi's death and the unflinching resolve that those brave bushi had demonstrated in reaching the Emperor's body. It had only been through the reckless valour of the Scorpions that Toturi's body was not defiled by the Horde, and that it was recovered for a proper state funeral. It was not the story that the Ikoma had expected and he mulled over his thoughts as an elderly heimen silently walked over.

  

"Please humble excuses my interruption Samurai Sama", asked the frail owner of the teahouse, bowing apologetically. "There is a commotion outside. There are some Samurai asking for you Sama", the old man said nodding to Gumdai. Surprised and intrigued the bard climbed to his feet. Placing the cat to one side Bayushi Sekura rose silently like a black shadow a step behind him.

*       *       *       *       *

"Come out you cowardly dog!" came the cry of raised voices from outside the teahouse. Gumdai was confused by the outburst and his eyes narrowed dangerously at the insult leveled his way. The bard snatched up his daisho from its resting-place in the hall of the teahouse, setting it into his obi as he stepped into the sunlight. Bayushi Sekura carefully took up his fire-blackened katana from the stand, almost hesitantly.
"What is the meaning of this?" Gumdai asked in his most commanding of voices. Before him stood four samurai in the gold and green kimono's of the Dragon Clan. The leader of the pack, a lean samurai by the name of Mirumoto Higikatsu, was the source of the insults. From their manner, and their smell, all the four had enjoyed a fair quantity of sake before arriving at the teashop. Local heimen had scattered from the street, fearing the worst, staying to watch from distant vantage points.
"Ah, the dog has come out of his kennel!" I told you he was here" the leader roared to his companions, earning a raucous laugh.
"As you are obviously drunk I will ignore that" Gumdai said through clenched teeth, turning his back to return to the teahouse.
"But I will not ignore the insults your Clan have offered to mine!" the Dragon yelled back. "The way your heroic Legions slaughter peasants and refugees. The annihilation of the Dragonfly Clan. You Lion are Butchers. Massacring innocents and those weaker than yourself. You Lion are base born Scum!"
In a flurry Gumdai span on his heel his hand going to his katana, a snarl crossing his face. His patience vanishing in the face of the Dragons insults. Before he could draw the blade though a hand flashed out, impossibly fast, grabbing his wrist. Surprised Gumdai turned to see Sekura standing impassively, his vice like grip holding the Lion's arm fast.
"Go ahead Lion. Come and taste Dragon steel, if you have the courage!" Higikatsu hissed, slowly drawing his own blades in the 'niten' style. Behind their leader the other Dragons were following suit.
"Stay your hand" Sekura whispered to Gumdai, before stepping between the Lion Bard and the assembled Dragon. "Mirumoto Higikatsu, I might have known. You have been drinking. Your words are forgotten. But your actions bring shame and dishonour on your families, your Clan, your School and yourselves. What would your Sensei have to say about this? Have you no honour?" the Scorpion asked.
"That's rich coming from a Scorpion. Who are you lecture us about honour" the Dragon laughed. "Step aside Scorpion, we have no time for your trickery. The Lion must pay for their crimes. They must pay for the deaths they have caused.  This is about justice, about Bushido".
"This is Scorpion territory. You have no jurisdiction here. If you feel the Lion have committed a crime then take it before a Magistrate, as is the law" Sekura said, his tone never changing. "But if you carry on with this rash act I swear that I will be forced to act. Ikoma Gumdai is under my protection during his stay here. It is my duty to protect him, I gave my word. Do I need to protect him?"
"Draw your sword" Higikatsu declared hotly.
Sekura nodded slowly. Gumdai began to grumble but a quick glance from the Scorpion silenced him. The Lion saw death in those eyes, as sure as the promise of winter after autumn. "I must warn you though" the black clad Scorpion said addressing the Dragon, "If I draw this sword somebody will die".
"Your concern is touching" the Dragon bushi sneered.
"So be it".

*       *       *       *       *

Without a word Sekura flashed into the pack of Dragons. Like a breeze he moved with astounding grace and ease, his katana flashing out with unnerving precision. Mirumoto Higikatsu swirled his katana and wakizashi, an eager grin on his face. It vanished as Sekura feinted to the left, before flicking out with his blade. The smoke stained katana caught the hilt of the Dragons blade, and with a subtle twist the Scorpion disarmed his opponent. Startled Higikatsu backed away, fear on face. Sekura stood motionless, watching the other three bushi. Overcoming their surprise they leapt, as one, war cries on their lips. Gumdai drew his own blade, determined to repay the Dragons insults but he stopped after only one step. He was unnecessary.

The black ghost that was Bayushi Sekura swirled, parried, feinted, twisted and lashed out. Like a dancer he was constantly in motion and the ringing of steel on steel echoed through the street. One Dragon fell, biting back a cry, as Sekura's blade hamstrung him in a spray of blood. Landing heavily the Dragon dragged himself free of the melee, pale from shock. A second Dragon screamed in pain, falling to his knee's as the Scorpion's blade claimed an eye. The last, panic evident on his face defended frantically to no avail. Sekura worked the Dragons blades high then snapped out a crippling punch with the hilt of his katana. The last Dragons eye's glazed over as he dropped unconscious to the cobbles. Bar the sobbing of one bushi, all was silent. Sekura stood motionless once more, his blade held behind his back.
Stone cold sober the ashen faced Higikatsu stood facing the Scorpion, holding his recovered blade in an unsteady hand. He licked his lips constantly. Mere moments ago he had stood proud, overconfident, brash and a little drunk. Now the Dragon stood hesitantly and fearfully. He kept his face, refusing to dishonour himself with cowardice. His plan to Shame a weakling Lion had not gone to plan though and now he came face to face with the harsh realities of a situation he had allowed to get out of control.   "Bushido is not just about justice" Sekura said harshly. "Following Bushido takes Courage. It takes no courage for four men to face one. Bushido takes Loyalty. You throw aside this loyalty when your actions bring disgrace down on your Clan. Bushido requires Courtesy. Is it Courteous to bring violence to the streets? And Bushido needs complete sincerity. If a samurai gives his word that something will be done then it is done. Only through following Bushido will a Samurai keep his Honour". 
"I was upholding the Honour of my Clan" Higikatsu argued.
"I warned you that if I drew my sword somebody would die. You choose rather foolishly to ignore me and you have forced my hand. Now I am bound by my Honour to see through my threat. Your friends are all injured, but none will die. That only leaves you". The Scorpions words made chilling sense. With a sudden leap and a quick thrust Sekura embedded his blade in the Higikatsu's chest, brushing past his attempted parry with ease. After a stifled cry and a gurgle the Dragon slid off the blade dead, his heart pierced by that one clean strike. With a casual flick Bayushi Sekura cleaned the blood from his sword, re-sheathing the smoke stained blade. 

"Honour’s Lesson ends here..."

