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MEIYO NO IZOU 
(published as “Honor’s Legacy”) 

 
he Shinotsuke Valley was dying. 

 Below her, and stretching to the western 
mountains, the barren valley lay visible in the wan light.  
Shinobu remembered a time in her childhood when the 

valley was lush with rice fields.   
 But that had been so long ago. 
 The Shugenja-Kami’s bodyguards lead her across the 

windswept fortress ramparts.  Her journey ended when they 
opened the door to a small stone room.  Sunlight streamed in 
through the single, narrow window.  In the corner a small 
pitcher of water sat beside a white bowl. 

 “Wash.” the most senior guard said.  “He will see you 
when he is ready.” 

 Shinobu bowed as they left.  Stripping her kimono away, 
she placed it reverently upon the crude sleeping mats.  She 
shivered as the chill air touched her exposed flesh and raised 
goose bumps.  Her usual quarters with the rest of the geisha 
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were deep within the heart of the stronghold, and while the 
stabled women never saw sunlight, neither did they experience 
the biting cold of the mountain air. 

 Many of the geisha had been raised in the stronghold, and 
had never known a world outside the dungeons they were 
confined to.  Others, like Shinobu, had been stolen from their 
homes, or sold into the Sorcerer-King’s service. 

 Shugenja-Kami. 
 Even his name chilled her.  It was not, of course, his 

given name.  Once, legend told, he had been born of one of 
the five families that had ruled the valley.  His lust for power 
had taken him far from the Warrior’s Path however, and the 
geisha whispered that his power came from a pact with a devil.  
He decreed that he alone could wield the magical forces 
granted by the valley.  All other Shugenja were hunted, and 
executed.  So too the protectors of the valley, the warrior 
Samurai. 

 All that remained were the peasants, the geisha and the 
bodyguard Yojimbo.  No others were tolerated, lest they 
threaten the Sorcerer-King’s rule. 

 Once Shinobu was finished washing in the icy water, she 
dressed herself once again in her kimono.  Then, with little else 
to do, she sat upon the mats, and waited. 

 Hours passed.  The sun sank beneath the western 
mountains, and Shinobu found herself cloaked in a darkness as 
deep and impenetrable as the silence in her cell. 

 At last the eastern door opened, a flickering light spilling 
into her room, filling it with obscene shadows. 

 “Come to me, geisha.” said Shugenja-Kami. 
 Shinobu stood and slipped into the next room. 

* 
 Three nights she spent in the Shugenja-Kami’s bed.  

Three days she spent alone, and silent in her cell.  Each day a 
yojimbo would come with a tray of food, and leave with the 
empty bowl from the day before.  On the third day, Shinobu 
asked for a sheet of rice paper, a brush and ink.  The stone 
faced guard departed in silence, leaving Shinobu to fear that 
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her request would not be honored.  Later in the afternoon 
however the guard returned with writing supplies.  He handed 
them to her with a yojimbo’s customary silence, and turned to 
leave. 

 “Domo.” she said, as if he was a friend.  When she 
straightened from her bow, the yojimbo was still there, his 
stony countenance softened.  His eyes flickered with lust, an 
emotion Shinobu recognized with clarity.  He reached out a 
large hand, and gently touched her hair.  Suddenly, he paused, 
and began to tremble.  The lust in his eyes was replaced by 
terror, and the guard turned and fled the tiny stone cell. 

 Shinobu smiled and closed the door.  For anyone but the 
Sorcerer-King, to touch a geisha was death.  Shinobu picked 
up the paper, brush and ink and moved to the far corner of the 
room. 

 There was much work to be done. 
* 

 For five days she was fed by another guard.  On the sixth 
day, the yojimbo returned.  Shinobu was expecting him, 
knowing he would be unable to resist her spell for much 
longer.  Yet she was surprised when he dropped off her rice 
and left, his face grim and set.  For a moment, Shinobu 
doubted herself and her plan.  For sixteen years she had been 
plotting this, would she now be foiled by fate and a strong-
willed man? 

 She would not. 
 That evening, after the guards were asleep, but before the 

Shugenja-Kami’s summons, the guard came to her.  His chest 
was heaving as if he had run from the barracks to her cell, but 
a burning desire was smoldering in his eyes.  He quietly bolted 
the door as she stood. 

 His grip was like iron as he threw her onto the mats, and 
she stifled a cry.  If the Shugenja-Kami heard them, they would 
both die instantly. 

 Then the guard was atop her, their kimono discarded on 
the floor.  The moment was given to passion, and for that 
moment, Shinobu allowed herself the pleasure of memory.  
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She was once again a young girl, betrothed to a bushi of her 
father’s house.  She had often imagined their wedding night. 
She could still dream of what might have been. 

 Later, once the guard had expended himself, they lay 
together, huddled against the cold.  She sensed the triumph 
within him, and smiled.  How little he knew. 

 “You must go.” she whispered, “The Shugenja-Kami will 
call for me soon.  If he finds us together, we shall both die.” 

 The yojimbo grunted and stood, pulling on his kimono.  
“I will be back.” he whispered hoarsely, “When it is safe 
again.” 

 She nodded, a soft hand gently resting on his thigh, “I ask 
but one thing.” she said, urgently. 

 He glared at her, “What is it, woman?” 
 “I ask only for a morsel of fish with my next meal.” 
 He grunted.  “We shall see.”  Then he was gone. 
 In the darkness Shinobu reached out and touched a sheet 

of rice paper.  The ink was still wet from the haiku she had 
written hours before.  She felt the paper hum with an 
indefinable energy, and her fingers twitched. 

 “Soon.” she whispered to the darkness, “Soon.” 
 The door opened. 
 “Come, geisha.” the Shugenja-Kami’s voice rumbled. 
 She went. 

* 
 The sun was low in the west when she finally straightened 

and read the words she had spent the day crafting. 
 Spine’s slow welcome kiss 
 Glint of autumn sunset 
 Camellia blossoms 
 Her hands were shivering even before the west wind blew 

through the small window, bringing flakes of snow with it.  
Beside the haiku, on a small sheet of rice paper, lay a small fish 
head.  Shinobu inhaled deeply, feeling the haiku’s words fill her 
trembling body with power.  She reached out her hands, her 
fingers twitching of their own volition.  She sensed the valley’s 
power, drawn from the stones and weeds of the fortress.  She 
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felt it drawn through the words before her and into her body. 
 She exhaled, allowing her consciousness to center deep 

within her.  Taking the glowing valley-essence she had gathered 
within her, she focused on the fish.  She picked up the haiku 
and read the words to the silent room. 

 Before her the small morsel of fish twisted and writhed.  
As Shinobu wove her spell, the tiny piece grew into an adult 
Spine-fish.  When it was complete, she exhaled, and collapsed 
onto the sleeping mats. 

 There she lay, exhausted, watching the spine-fish’s death 
throes as it thrashed about.  After a few minutes its struggles 
ceased, and it lay inert on the now damp paper.  

 Shinobu summoned the last of her strength and plucked 
one of the large spines from the fish’s back.  She watched as a 
drop of glittering venom dripped from the tip and spattered on 
the floor. 

 Smiling, she plunged the spine into her breast. 
* 

 “Come, geisha.” 
 Shinobu once again stepped from the darkness of her cell, 

and through the door into the flickering light of the Shugenja-
Kami’s chambers.  Behind her the door closed with a whisper.  
There was no way back, now that she had started down this 
road. 

 On the other side of the room, hidden in shadows, the 
Shugenja-Kami sat.  Between them flames leapt from a brazier, 
throwing hellish light across the room.  The Sorcerer-King 
stood and beckoned to her. 

 “Come, tonight we spend elsewhere.” 
 Her eyes flickered to the bed in the corner, but she bowed 

dutifully.  Patience, she told herself, and you will find the 
proper moment.  “Yes my lord.” she said. 

 Shinobu followed as he strode through the darkened 
corridors of his private wing.  She kept her eyes on the floor, 
lifting them only enough to ensure she was still following him.  
Eventually he reached a secluded door, and flung it open.  A 
blast of cold air blew across as the western winds flooded in.  
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He led her outside and into a small courtyard, its sides walled 
but for the west face, which looked out onto the valley below. 

 “We sleep here tonight.” he said, turning to her. 
 She bowed, “Hai, Lord.” 
 He swept snow from the central table and threw his cloak 

upon it.  “Disrobe, geisha.” he commanded, sitting atop the 
table.  She complied and shrugged out of her kimono.  The 
snow burned where it touched her bare flesh. 

 “Come to me.” 
 His touch was warm, shocking her with its fire. He made 

her lie back, his hands caressing her and she felt the icy stone 
of the table cut into her back and thighs.  As before, she closed 
her eyes and allowed him to do what he would with her body.  
Her mind roamed free, awaiting the proper moment to strike. 

 She was still in silent contemplation when he finished.  
She sensed him dismount her, and she rolled onto her stomach 
to better see the handful of farms and houses that remained 
below the fortress.  She felt his finger tracing the contour of 
her back, and she looked away.  The wind was now blowing 
snow into her face, but the flakes stung less than his touch. 

 “What is this?”  His finger had stopped at the small of her 
back.  “Well, geisha?” he demanded, grasping her shoulders 
and twisting her into an awkward sitting position. 

 “What, Lord?” She asked quietly. 
 “The tattoo you wear.  I have never seen it before.” 
 “You have always preferred me on my back, Lord.” 
 His slap was like the snap of a bow string.  She reached 

up and touched her cheek, already swelling with the force of 
his blow.  “I ask you again.” he said, his voice now dangerous, 
“What is that tattoo?  The Dragon entwined with a sword.” 

 “A house emblem, Lord.” 
 Shugenja-Kami laughed, “No houses exist but mine.  That 

is no heraldry of my domain.”  he said relaxing his grip on her, 
“Where did you get it?” 

 Willing her legs to stop trembling, Shinobu stood and 
backed away from him.  He got off the table as she wrapped 
her kimono about her.  “Answer me, geisha!” he roared 
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suddenly. 
 Shinobu smiled, “It was given to me by my father when I 

was thirteen.  All in House Nishimura were tattooed with the 
family mon.” 

 Shugenja-Kami’s features contorted, “Nishimura has been 
dead a millennia!” he yelled, “They died with the rest of the 
five families.” 

 “Not so.” she said quietly, “I am the last Nishimura.” 
 “Impossible.  You cannot be--” 
 “Nine hundred years old?”  She laughed.  “But I am.” 
 “No.”  His scream of rage rang off the courtyard’s walls 

and echoed throughout the valley.  “I killed the last of you with 
my own hands.”  He took a menacing step towards her, but 
she was already moving away.  “Immortality is mine alone!” 

 She shrugged, suddenly calm, “So be it.”  From a fold in 
her kimono she pulled a sheet of rice paper.  “I only ask that 
you listen.” 

 He paused, and laughed.  “You have nothing I need 
hear.” he stepped forward, already drawing life energy from the 
valley for his incantation. 

 “Wait!” she cried, “Haven’t you destroyed enough?  You 
ravaged this valley, and now it grows nothing; its life force 
dies.” 

 Again Shugenja-Kami laughed, “I care little for that.  Let 
the peasants and their farms die.  I don’t need them.” 

 He stepped towards her, and his hands shimmered with 
the force of the valley.  The winds whirled about them, the 
snow now blotting out all vision.  Shinobu inhaled, knowing 
the moment had come.  The western wind whipped her hair 
about her as she unfolded the rice-paper and read aloud the 
haiku upon it. 

 Snow upon rice fields 
 Valley screams in agony 
 The Dragon’s cold breath 
 A shadow took shape behind Shugenja-Kami and from 

the blowing snow emerged a draconian form.  Its scales 
shimmered like obsidian in the moon light.  Its mouth opened 
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in a scream of vengeance. 
 His concentration broken, Shugenja-Kami turned to see 

the monster bearing down upon him.  He staggered backwards 
as the Dragon leapt at him.  At the last instant he dodged aside, 
and grabbed Shinobu. 

 “If I die, you die with me Nishimura!” he screamed, 
madness in his eyes.  To his left, the dragon turned, and 
Shugenja-Kami’s face grew pale as he looked into the eyes of 
death. 

 “For a thousand years, my ancestors have awaited this 
moment.” She said as the dragon stalked them, “As you 
devoured the five families, Now they shall devour you!” 

 “You will die!” he screamed. 
 Shinobu closed her eyes and felt the spine-fish toxin 

explode from her breast.  It burned; a white hot fire flooding 
through her body. 

 “Yes.” she whispered, collapsing in his arms, “But not by 
your hand.”  

 She smiled as he dropped her to the cold stone pavement.  
Unable to feel her body any longer, she closed her eyes and 
dreamed of warm rice fields. 

 The last sounds she heard were Shugenja-Kami’s screams. 
* 

 In the morning the Shugenja-Kami’s body guards found 
his chosen geisha dead in the private courtyard.  She had been 
poisoned by spine-fish toxin.  Her face was peaceful and 
serene.  Of the Shugenja-Kami they found nothing but his torn 
and blood stained kimono. 

 In the geisha’s cell they found a single haiku. 
 Honor’s Legacy 
 Tyrant falls and melts the snow 
 Valley blooms once more 
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