The Truest Test
by Luke Farren (Ikoma Gumdai)
The night was not silent, as some believed, neither was it pitch black and foreboding. Lady Moon graced the clear starry sky, casting a silvery sheen to everything her radiance touched. The night was alive with the sounds of the nocturnal hunters, the fox and the owl, while small insects buzzed around in the cooling air. A small fountain gurgled away, adding its tune to the song of the night. No, the evening was not silent, but it was peaceful though. Tranquil.  Ikoma Gumdai was silent though. He stood motionless in the shadows of a small stable, watching the night very carefully. With him where five other stern faced Lion bushi, Akodo's for the most, their proud gold and tan colours muted, made monotone by Lady Moons light. The only sound they made was as the light breeze ruffled the silks of their kimono's that peaked out through the armour they all wore. Dressed for war the samurai stood patiently waiting their leaders command, poised ready to act, to explode into motion at a moments notice. And such action was needed tonight.
The bushi waited, carefully watching the silent tavern before them. The last reveller had long since left and the shutters had been pulled closed. It seemed deserted, but appearances are often deceiving. Over the last hour eight people had made their way in secret to the closed tavern, unaware of the grim warriors watching their every move. Gumdai watched and noted everything, as was his place. He was not here to fight, but to observe and record the events of tonight. He was an Ikoma. He was an Omoidasu. It was what he did. It was what he was here to do. The slight creak of the stables back door caught Gumdai's attention, and twisting he watched the young Lion samurai-ko, Akodo Tsumiko, enter quietly. Her long black hair was tied back, appear silver in the moonlight, almost Crane like. Gumdai watched her graceful movements as she threaded her way between towards the group's leader, Akodo Jusho. Despite her own armour she managed to not make a sound and even her whispered conversation with Jusho was barely audible.
"Jusho sama" she began, "their leader has entered the tavern. Lord Kaneka has commanded you to begin your attack on his signal". Jusho nodded, his eyes never leaving the aforementioned tavern.

"What will be Kanaka-sama's signal?" he whispered back after a 
moment’s thought.
"The death cries of our foes" Tsumiko whispered back quickly. Gumdai could clearly see the gleam of excitement in her eyes.
Jusho nodded once more, a sardonic smile crossing his lips. "It is a good signal!" There was an echoing gleam in his eyes too.


* * * * *
The growing tension in the stables was broken suddenly by a loud crash of a door being kicked in and an accompanying scream of pain. The attack had begun. In an instant the Lion bushi, Jusho in the lead, where on their feet leaping from hiding. Gumdai was a step behind them, his reflexes not honed to perfection by constant training and kata practice. Jusho slammed into the tavern's front door as two of the Lion bushi took up positions outside. They held bows ready, ensuring no one would escaped the brutal justice. The flimsy door crumpled, pitching Jusho to the floor, but the samurai-ko Tsumiko was ready, lashing out at a waiting guard. The ferocious Lions barrelled into the tavern, Gumdai swept up in the rush. Just as he entered the Ikoma saw a man clamber from a ground floor window. Even as he fit the floor twin arrows struck him, one just above his hip, the other high in his chest. The second volley of arrows was in the air even before the dead body dropped to the floor. Swift justice indeed.
Inside the tavern all was in confusion. Samurai hacked and slashed in the dancing lantern light, hideous and grotesque silhouettes visible on the shoji screens. Blood from the slain had sprayed up the thin walls, some of which had been also torn asunder in the violent intrusion. Gumdai watched as Jusho slashed at a heimin wielding a yari, slicing his arm off at the elbow. His death cry was cut off by a fantastically fast follow up blow that took his head clean from his shoulders.
From the opposite end of the tavern the intimidating figure of Akodo 
Kaneka strolled forward, flicking blood from his katana casually. "Where are the rest of them?" he demanded abruptly.

Jusho pointed with his katana to a small room off to one side. "There is a trap door through there to the taverns cellar". The Magistrate’s investigation had been thorough.
Kaneka nodded in understanding. "Check upstairs first. Leave no stone unturned" he added. That was one of his father's phrases. "Well Poet?" he asked, taking note of Gumdai, "have we managed to inspire you?" he scowled.

"Magistrates duty
protecting from hidden evil
swift Lion justice"
A brief smile lit the face of Toturi's heir, vanishing just as quickly as the bushi from upstairs returned. They reported quickly that no one had been found upstairs. The tavern keeper had been accepting no new customers, ensuring the inn was empty for tonight's activities. No words where needed. Five people were unaccounted for and there were only one place they could be. The Bushi followed Kaneka as he stepped into the side room, flicking aside the floor mats with his sword.


* * * * *


The trap door creaked open revealing only a depth of blackness beneath. Nothing could be seen, nor any sounds heard. Kaneka moved to lead the way, but Jusho's hand held him back. "I'm sorry Kaneka-sama, but I can not allow you to do this. You are a heir to Toturi the First, I apologise but I can not allow you to risk your life this way".
Another Lion stepped forward, gore covering his armour. "May I humbly beg the honour of being first to face these foes Kaneka-sama" he asked bravely, kneeling before the stern Akodo. Kaneka nodded, solemnly, knowing that descending first was paramount to suicide. Such was a samurai's duty to his Lord though.
"The honour is yours. May you ancestors bless you and guide your 
actions" Kaneka replied.
With a deep breath the samurai dropped down into the hole. The lunging yari pierced his armour and tore up through his stomach and into his lungs. He dropped his katana, but managed to bite back a scream. In death he served his Lord and his clan, as the yari was stuck fast in his body. Leaping down second was Akodo Jusho, the Magistrate quickly drawing his sword in the half-light, hacking the attacker down with a classic Iaijutsu strike. Others dropped down into the cellar bringing lanterns, finding not a cramped room full of sake casks but instead a large empty chamber.
A ritual chamber.
"It is as just you thought Jusho" Kaneka declared, examining the old brown bloodstains marking out protective patterns on the floor. "It is a indeed a Bloodspeaker cell".
"I suspected, but I had hoped to be wrong, especially here in our own lands" Jusho admitted.
"But where are the other Bloodspeaker's?" the samurai-ko Tsumiko asked, too small to see over the shoulders of her heavily armoured companions.
At her question all eyes turned to the large door at the back of the ritual chamber. There were no other entrances or exits from the large room. It was ominous, a sense of foreboding filled the valiant bushi. The Lions crossed the room, all bar Akodo Kaneka circling the designs on the floor, taking up positions opposite the door. Once all were ready Tsumiko gingerly opened the heavy wooden door. With a yell and a sudden flash the samurai-ko was flung across the room like a rag doll. Her actions though had opened the door, which slowly swung open, smoke gently drifting up from the handle.
"So these are the oppressive samurai who have slaughtered my followers" came a voice from inside the adjoining room. "I think you will find your intrusion was not a wise move". 
"Slave of darkness, your bloody murders end here" Jusho said through gritted teeth stepping forward into the room.
At the far end of the room behind a low table sat a portly man, dressed in a rice silks of a trader. Scrolls and a calligraphy set decorated the table, as did a silver knife, its handle made of black bone. Beside him where the three other missing cult members, all three wearing the light armour of ashigaru and all armed with a variety of weapons. 
"Slave?" he began, his fat jowls wobbling, " We have been born into slavery samurai, slaves to you and your class. If anything, our slavery ends here. With your deaths".
With that he indicated his loyal followers forward. Jusho stepped forward to meet them head on, the other Lions pressing forward into the room behind him. The melee was brief and violent, but it still took too long. The Crazed Bloodspeaker cultists fought in a frenzy that matched the Lion’s own ferocity. With a crash the two sides meet. Jusho swore as his blade got trapped in the body of one cultist, while beside him a Lion fell to a crushing blow from an ornate ono. Akodo Kaneka, graceful as a cat, neatly ducked under sweeping blow before opening up the guts of the ono wielder. With a gasp the man died as Jusho was forced to put his foot on his own fallen foe to retrieve his blade. But their heroics were too late. The cultist’s leader had taken up the bone handled blade and slashed an intricate pattern into the flesh of his own arm.
"Even in death my followers serve me" he chuckled rising from his seat. The Lions watched amazed, as he appeared to keep on rising. The cultist was in fact growing taller, while his rotund frame gave way to rippling iron muscles. His insane laughter gave way to shrieks of pain as the transformation continued. Improbable fangs erupted from his mouth his hands twisted into talons. The screams turned into a roar of a triumphant Oni given form.


* * * * *
"For the Empire!" Jusho leapt forward, plunging his blade into the creature's thigh.
While it might resemble an Oni the demon was trapped inside a mortal body. A body that could both feel pain and die. The creature responding in kind, sweeping Jusho aside with little effort as the other Lions followed suit, spurred on by the valiant Magistrate. Despite being cut by numerous blows the creature powered through the bushi with its savage slashing claws. The Oni knew its true foe, sensing an aura of power around the form of Akodo Kaneka and the blade he held. The blade, it had been rumoured, had been a gift from the Water Dragon. The Oni knew the truth. While other blades would slay him eventually, Kaneka's would slay him in an instant. With frightening quickness it leapt. 
Hemmed in by loyal bushi Kaneka could neither fend off the attack nor avoid it. The blood stained claws flashed for his face but feel unexpectedly short as Kaneka felt himself being yanked backwards into the ritual room. Stumbling backwards he regained his footing, looking for his unexpected saviour. Akodo Tsumiko, bruised, battered but still fierce grinned at him before facing the doorway. The creature, too big to fit through the doorway was enlarging the opening, muscles bulging as rock was crushed beneath its grip.
"What is that?" Tsumiko growled no hint of fear in her voice, just anger.
"It is the cults leader. Some maho ritual" Kaneka said shrugging as he took up Akodo's first stance, his eyes locked on his opponent. 
The creature squeezed through the ruined doorway. All was silent. Then in a flash it took up the attack once more. Tsumiko leapt forward, her katana doing bloody work on the creature's hide. Kaneka however lured the creature forward, gracefully avoided the deadly talons. But not the deadly tail which whipped out catching Toturi's heir around the ankles. His blade, the gift of the Water Dragon, 
clattered just out of reach. Desperately he stretched out, his fingers agonizingly close. The creature laughed, an inhuman sound. A mad booming laugh. A laugh that turned into an unexpected roar of rage and pain.
Ikoma Gumdai stood beside the shown tail of the creature, his katana held high.

Kaneka lunged forward grasping his blade, rolling over to thrust it forward into the creature's belly. In the blink of an eye the bloodied form of the cult leader stood where the creature had been, with Kaneka's blade still wedged firmly in his body. With a gasp he tumbled over. Dead.

"A corrupting taint
purified by steel,

held in a Jade Fist"

