Bitter Reflection

By William Bogard

It stepped to the top of a small hillock from which it could clearly see a small keep in the distance. The sun was ripe with color in the quiet night sky, slowly setting on another peaceful day. Rough snorts of sweltering breath seeped from between the beast's lips that curled back in a sinister sneer.

The beast had once been an overzealous man who thirsted for power as another man would thirst for water. The scars across both palms attested to his devotion to the dark arts, the blood magic that coursed through his lithe, hunched frame. The beast's face had twisted back, drawing the skin taunt across its skull. Its eyes had sunk and faded to a malformed gray, misshapen by the threads of the Taint that his master pulled at his whimsy.

As a man the beast was remarkably handsome, but its extensive works of maho had corrupted that beauty. Its once lovely raven dark hair had fallen to a putrid sick yellow and had thinned enough to reveal several patches of pallid, dead skin. Where the smart grin of a courtier once graced its lips now hung jagged and broken remnants of bone that dripped decay.

The beast awaited the final setting of the sun, biding its time so that the vengeful Lord of the sky would not bear witness to its actions and perhaps deign himself to interfere. As the cold comforts of darkness embraced the beast's corpse-like skin it began to softly chant in a language not born of this world, using words older than any race that had ever walked the Empire.

Behind the bloodspeaker a team of cultists sat in a half circle, surrounding the bound form of a sniffling child. The assistants were garbed in robes of scarlet-tinged flesh, carefully sewn together deep within the heart of the blasted lands to the south. They huddled and swayed, their minds ravaged by the corrupting influence of their scorched home.

After many slow impatient minutes the sun finally vanished behind the horizon and the last twinges of daylight danced in the light of the stars in the cloudless sky. The beast groaned menacingly and the other bloodspeakers repeated his guttural burst. The leader's dead grey eyes opened wide and it began a low chant, summoning many taint-spawned kansen to his call. They whirled about its form, dashing about and whispering power to all who would listen. A dagger appeared in the beast's emaciated fist and it slashed the air above its head, drawing a line of blood in the air, the gash pulsing and dripping crimson rivulets.

The captured girl moaned pitifully as a similar slash appeared across her forearm, though no blood appeared. The child was dirty from days of travel and her mind was addled by the lack of precious sleep. She was exhausted and the pain that stabbed through her arm only served to further her endless suffering. No tears fell. None would. After all she had subjected to, after all the horrors she had seen in the past week, she was and always would be the daughter of one of the finest samurai in all the Empire. And she would never show any weakness in the face of pain.

Another slash tore through the night and the small girl. Blood dripped evenly to the earth at the bloodspeaker's feet. Its chants grew to a ferocious pitch, echoed by the servants behind it. The beast pointed towards the dark keep in the distance and a sinister crack of crimson lightning lit the horizon. The beast howled its incantation. A third slash and the girl fainted without a sound. A storm broke in the distance, casting out sizzling drops of tainted rain. It grew quickly and swirled above the quiet keep of the Jade Hand.

The beast howled again and the storm answered. It raised its arms high, its dagger gleaming red against the bright strikes of the storm. The bloodspeaker laughed victoriously and dropped its arms. Lord Daigotsu would be most pleased.

                           *     *     *

Keitko rumbled fitfully as he slowly drew himself from a pleasant dream. Something had awoken the samurai, and he was anything but pleased. "WE ARE ATTACKED! TO ARMS!" came the cry once again. In a mad dash, Keitko was on his feet, his tetsubo gripped in a meaty paw of a fist. He barged forth from his small bunker, caring little for the armor he left behind. There wasn't the time nor the need for it.

Keitko charged into the courtyard of the fortress. Even in the darkness, he could see many forms fighting, both human and not. With a ferocious battle-roar, Keitko thundered into the battle.

*

Okami spit into his sake. Before anyone else could react, his two ancestral swords, Kamisori and Ha, were in his hands and the stout Hida diplomat was running for the door. His brow crinkled as he focused his Chi and listened to the thrall of battle. The Jade Hand's defenses had been breached, and it was a sizeable force. There would be no more drinking this evening.

Okami suddenly stopped short. Before him loomed the gigantic form of a creature not born of this world. It had four monstrous legs, each the size of thick oak tree. The body of the oni rose ten feet into the air, its massive frame completely blocking the exit. Okami had enough time to notice the gigantic gnashing teeth of cracked obsidian before he attacked.

                                 *

Kakita Himoto looked down from a tall parapet. Had everyone decided to go mad at the same time? He couldn't quite see the entire courtyard, but was puzzled by what his eyes did draw in. The shugenja looked downward, a slight hint of curiosity lighting his eyes for the briefest of seconds.

He resolved to discover what his eyes could not see. Something was amiss and it was drawing the attention of everyone in the fortress. Kakita Himoto turned to walk down from his guardpost and stopped short. Before him stood a small pack of goblins, their skin riddled with blood red marks of insane design.

                                 *

Bayushi Takagashi had thrummed one of the tsuno in the back of the head with the teapot and had thrown his drink into the eyes of the other. The rest of the patrons were safe, but now the beasts' attention became focused on him. With a feral grin, Takagashi drew his poison-slick katana.

                                 *

Mirumoto Ryo cursed his luck. When the war between the Phoenix and the Dragon had escalated, he asked to join the Crab forces on the Wall instead of fighting against any of his family. His lord Uso had also thought the idea prudent, and had immediately dispatched the young samurai to the south, where he eventually joined the Legion of the Jade Hand to fight against the horrors that crept in from the south.

But now, standing before Ryo, were two withered husks that staggered towards him mindlessly, one wearing the tattered remains of a Phoenix shugenja and the other bearing the markings of Togashi; the tattoos of an ise zumi. It would seem that the Fortunes rather enjoyed Ryo's discomfort immensely. Ryo prepared for battle and drew his twin blades.

                                 *

Moto Maratai rode through the battle on her beloved steed, firing arrows as quick as a strong wind on a summer's warm morning. Her every move was poetic yet precise. The Lost swarmed about her, their swords flailing in the dark chaotic night. With a quick prayer to Tenjin, Maratai knew that each of her arrows would strike true.

                                 *

Akodo Katsumitsu's throat burned like coarse salt on an open wound.

He shouted orders to the other Lion samurai, trying his best to rally the Legion's defenses. He shouted down to some of his men who were trying in vain to light a signal fire, something to bring the Legion together. Nothing would work under the accursed downpour. Katsumitsu could barely see ten feet in front of his face, but his ears gave him all the information that he needed: The Legion of the Jade Hand had been invaded, and they were losing, badly.

Katsumitsu spit on the ground and drew his father's katana. He turned to his men and bellowed, "Forget the fire! Draw your steel and prepare yourselves! Tonight we laugh in the face of Jigoku itself!" The group of Akodo samurai roared and charged headlong into the conflict.

                                 *

The zombie's head tumbled to the ground, rolling away from the collapsing corpse. Bayushi Kumari allowed a grin to form behind his simple yet sinister mask. The spy was unused to battle and decided to slink back into the thick shadows. He would wait, biding his time until another wayward beast passed him. Kumari preferred to strike quickly from the shadows rather than face his foes directly.

                                 *

Moto Cao and Moto Chaijo stood back to back, ringed by a small army of bakemono. The two samurai held their katana at the ready as the seething masses of goblins inched closer. Trickles of sweat sprinkled down each man's face, but their eyes remained focused and alert, despite the stinging salt-tinged streaks that threatened distraction.

"It would seem that the numbers are a bit uneven," Cao stated flatly. "It appears to be thirty versus two."

"I pity them. Perhaps we should fight with our eyes closed?" Chaijo replied.

One goblin, screaming a series of harsh barks and grunts, raced towards the pair of Unicorn samurai only to be cut down and gutted before its voice failed. The remaining goblins closed as one, using their superior numbers against Cao and Chaijo.

"We may very well die this day, cousin," Cao said. The attack began swiftly, and both samurai moved quickly, slaying the goblins with ferocious strikes.

"Moto can die," Chaijo said.

"But cannot yield." Cao replied, completing the phrase found on the Moto family's battle standard.

                                 *

Akodo Daikatsu knew three things.

He was surrounded by tsuno.

He was wounded and would never see the sun rise again.

They bled, and therefore they could die.

The Lion's roar ripped from his throat as he charged the closest beast, his katana wet with tainted blood. He carved mercilessly into the tsuno, slicing the beast's head from its shoulders. He felt a burning slash across his back and spun on his heel to face another of the horned monstrosities. Daikatsu's eyes smoldered as he charged, closing the gap between him and his unearthly opponent.

He readied his mother's katana for another strike, but his hand flared in pain and the weapon skittered away along the ground. First one of the tsuno roared its pending victory. More warshouts joined the first until the starless sky was filled with the cacophony of tsuno cries. 

Daikatsu frowned and narrowed his eyes. He calmly reached back and withdrew the mighty dai tsuchi that was held tight against his back. The Lion samurai drew a calm, even breath and let it seep out between his blood-caked lips. Daikatsu steadied himself, certain of the fact that when he died, it would be as he crushed the last skull of the tsuno horde.

                                 *

Torrents of brilliant flame erupted around the shugenja. Shosei's face was painted with determination as he quickly and repeatedly prayed to the kami of fire. They were swift to answer; the smoldering husks of a dozen beasts lie in testament to the shugenja's power.  Shosei stood atop the steps of the small library within the fortress of the Jade Hand. The Shadowlands creatures seemed intent upon entering and no doubt defiling the modest building that housed a plethora of scrolls from many great and minor clans.

Shosei was the only one left barring their passage, his comrades had fallen to the might of the horde long ago. The shugenja could not save them, but he let their losses bolster his will. Nothing would pass and nothing would live past this night. With another quick prayer, a particularly large ogre screamed in fiery pain and slumped into a charred death.

                                 *

"I do not think we can hold this army back," Hida Gotetsu yelled at his companions, "there are simply too many."

"Nonsense, lad!" Hida Wakasenshi barked at the larger samurai. "We will not fail!" A mad glimmer whispered across Wakasenshi's field of vision and he could feel the lust for war burn deep within.

"No, Gotetsu is correct," Hiruma Teri said. "Look out those gates and tell me the four of us can defeat and army of hundreds! I do not know what happened to the rest of the Jade Hand, but we are all that remain."

"We must run and fight another day," Gotetsu replied. "It is the only sensible choice."

"The Razor of the Dawn Castle is not far from here. I can run and bring back an army of Crab berserkers." Hiruma Kai had been listening to the others as he watched the vast army approach the small fortress.

"That would be a noble but fruitless effort, cousin." Teri peered about for his steed as he had done repeatedly since arriving at the gate. The nearby stables were empty, devoid of life as was the rest of the compound. Teri thought the matter strange, but could not focus his mind on such trivial things. "We cannot hold this fortress."

Wakasenshi growled his disgust. He turned upon the other three. "Fine then, you run. I will stay behind and divert their attention from your escape." He could feel the heavy weight of his tetsubo in his hands, a welcomed sensation.

"I shall remain as well," Teri offered. He met Wakasenshi's puzzled look with a wry grin. "We cannot defeat them, but we can certainly delay them."

"Come, Gotetsu," Kai said. "We shall see how fast a Hida can run."

"I think we should go separately, Kai-san," Gotetsu replied. "For if we are ambushed as a pair, all is lost. If we run apart, our chances will be greater."

"Agreed." Kai and Gotetsu left the northern gate of the fortress and sprinted across the compound to the opposite gate.

"May the Fortunes smile upon them." Teri whispered.

"To Jigoku with that!" Wakasenshi glared out the gate and nodded towards the army. "May the Fortunes have mercy upon them!"

                                 *

The bloodspeaker cackled with a malicious glee, revealing a row of shattered teeth. His orders had been simple ­ to sow discord amongst the followers of the Jade Hand, but the beast wished to please its dark master. The spell, when complete, would ultimately destroy the legion, turning the army upon itself. Hallucinations and vivid nightmares would dissolve, replaced by a virulent madness that would drive each man and woman to kill one another.

Behind the beast, the small cadre of bloodspeakers chanted, huddled about the prone form of a young girl. Her arms and neck bled freely, marks of the maho spell worked by the beast. The bloodspeakers swayed nonsensically, losing themselves in the ritual that would ultimately claim their lives. The girl's chest rose slightly with each jagged breath.

A blood-red tint shined upon the beast's wet dagger as he raised it to gleam in the light of the half-moon. It began to chant once more, preparing to end the cyclic spell that would doom the Legion of the Jade Hand. It shouted the words into the howling storm far above, and the storm responded by screaming in lightning and thunder. A slash through the night; the suffering moan of a beaten child.

"That certainly isn't a very nice thing to do to the daughter of my commander."

The beast grunted in shock and pivoted, tattered remains of a once-bright kimono sifting with the effort. Its dead-gray eyes scanned the area as it brought the dagger up and dropped into the sloppy form of a defensive stance.

Leaning against the cold, rain-slick bark of an elder oak was the blue-clad form of a samurai. The man's white locks whipped in the wind, masking his features from the bloodspeaker's gaze. The samurai shrugged nonchalantly and sighed heavily. "I don't suppose that offering you to surrender will help matters any, neh?"

The beast growled and as one, the other bloodspeakers rose and dashed towards the intruder. Each cultist had a wicked, curved sword. Each cultist ran heedlessly towards their foe, intent upon his quick demise. Each cultist paused when they reached the grand oak, for the samurai was nowhere to be seen.

"Over here," the man called from beside the small girl. His katana was out and held low and parallel to the ground. "Come, and let me dispatch you to whatever hell will accept you." Kakita Shimazu smiled sardonically as he prepared to fight. The girl had awakened only to clutch at her savior's ankles. She was still very weak, and would not be able to run.

A bright slash of searing pain caught Shimazu in his sword arm, and he struggled to hold onto the blade as a scream died before it reached his lips. He peered sideways to see the leader of the group stab at the night with its dagger. The girl moaned lightly as Shimazu's legs failed him. He collapsed to his knees and tried to hold his katana before him, struggling against the constant pain.

The cultists slowly surrounded the samurai, leering at their helpless victim. They began to chant and Shimazu's pain flared into a torrid crescendo of suffering. He glanced toward the approaching bloodspeakers, but could no longer find the strength to move under the immense weight of searing, throbbing torment.

As the chants of the bloodspeaker cultists grew and they inched closer with their foreign swords swaying and… it stopped. Shimazu blinked and quickly recovered, jumping to his feet to the utter shock and dismay of the men around him. Kakita Shimazu breathed slow and even as he spun and sliced with his whisper-glowing katana. Within seconds, the bloodspeakers fell into mutilated piles of writhing flesh.

Shimazu then turned to charge the leader, only to pause as he noticed the bloodspeaker beast was lying face down in the sodden ground with a tanto protruding from its back. Thick torrents of bile-black blood spurted about the wound as the beast's body shivered and spasmed. 

With a final coughed curse, the beast moved no more.

"I thought you might need a hand," came the calm voice of Hiruma Kai. He stood a few paces behind the body, addressing Shimazu from a distance, rather than approach the dead bloodspeaker. He looked from Shimazu to the little girl and back again, his eyebrow stitched into a fine arch.

"I am greatly honored by your presence," Shimazu replied with a wry grin and a bow.

Kai returned the bow. "And I am equally honored to be able to take care of this…minor inconvenience. No doubt you would have killed him yourself if it wasn't for my interference."

"No doubt, indeed." Shimazu smiled at his friend, and then gestured to the little girl. "Come, Kaliko needs a healer. We should return her to her father."

"I'm certain Keitko-san will be quite perturbed. We didn't leave anything for him to kill."

                           *     *     *

Nightmares dissolved with the morning sun. The members of the Jade Hand looked about wearily. Some were shocked that they had been fighting nothing but the hallucinations their minds brought forth while others were disappointed that the war had not been real. News of the victory of Shimazu and Kai spread quickly throughout the fortress. A small feast was quickly arranged in honor of the two samurai who had saved the Legion from itself. The festivities were not prolonged, however. Keitko, furious that someone had managed to endanger and torture the only remaining love in his life, rallied the troops placed under his command and prepared for war.
