Of Courage

By Luke Farren (Ikoma Gumdai)
The gentle rocking motion of the horse would have been pleasant in most circumstances, but to Akodo Jusho every minute brought a fresh wave of aching pain. In silence he ignored it, his face never once showing how much his wounds aggravated him. He was a samurai, he would not allow a simple thing like pain to force him to lose face. 
He had faced many terrible sights in his career as a magistrate and he had never flinched once. He wasn't about to start now.
Ikoma Gumdai watched his silent companion in slight concern, noting the paleness of the magistrate, his waxen expression. The cracked ribs he had obtained destroying the Bloodspeaker’s Cell had not had a chance to heal. Sweat beaded on Jusho's forehead, but he never once asked for a break in the journey or any special treatment. It was times like this Gumdai was glad he was an Omoidasu, a bard of the Ikoma. As the heart of the Lion Clan the bards where expected to express the feelings the other Lion's could not. It was their duty. 
This gave Gumdai an almost free reign to complain if he felt like it. Annoyance was an emotion after all.
"We should rest Jusho san, the horses are weary" Gumdai pointed out. "Let us take our rest at that stand of tree's ahead. I'm sure that the esteemed Akodo Ginawa sama wouldn't begrudge us a short break". Jusho scowled. "We are ahead of schedule buy at least two days anyway" Gumdai said, playing his trump card.
Jusho, resigned to the break, nodded his assent, too tired to do much else. He appreciated the Ikoma's excuses, desperately in need of the rest himself though he was too proud to admit it. The stand of tree's where a short ride away rising from the grasslands. As the pair of Lions approached they couldn't help but notice that someone else was making the most of the shade, escaping Lord Sun's blistering glare. 
At the sound of the horse's footfalls a pair of figures rose up slowly, hidden in the tree's shadow, watching the Lion bushi carefully.
The pair were no Lions, that much was apparent. One of the men, a tall young looking lad, wore the emerald and gold colours of the Dragon Clan. His Clan and family Mon proclaiming loudly his allegiance to the Mirumoto family, though he was far from their lands. The second, an older man, only slightly short but well built, was obviously a Ronin. His kimono was plain brown and worn in patches from a lifetime of use. He also bore no insignia, no heraldry, just his daisho. He was just another wave-man.
"Hold there" Jusho proclaimed, pulling up his pony short off the pair. "State your business in these lands" he said, critically studying the young Dragon. The Lions had only recently withdrawn their forces from battle against the armies of the Dragon Clan to the north. The presence of a Dragon Bushi so deep within the Lions lands was a cause for suspicion.
"Good day to you Magistrate sama," the Ronin began, offering a slight bow. "My name is Yokage, and I and my companion are here at the request of Yasuki Heikichi sama. We have travel papers" he added, withdrawing the scrolls from a case in his travel pack.
Gumdai watched as Jusho took the scrolls, studying them carefully while keeping half an eye on the pair. The magistrate’s mistrust was obvious, while Gumdai himself was more intrigued by what a Dragon Bushi was doing in the land of his enemies. While there was a fragile peace of sorts, many Lion and Dragon samurai had died in the battles. Lions had long memories concerning those that have stood against them.
"Your papers seem in order," Jusho said reluctantly. "Though they do not state clearly why you need to travel in Lion lands" he added, handing back the scrolls, awaiting an explanation.
"We are here seeking to recover a precious item stolen from a caravan belonging to our current master, the Honourable Yasuki Heikichi" the young Dragon declared. The older Ronin sighed as Jusho's eyes narrowed at the mention of bandits.
"Magistrate sama, since the terrible attack on the Tomb's of the Kitsu the bandits have once more grown bold, otherwise they would not have dared entering the Lion's lands" the Ronin said diplomatically, trying to deflect any perceived insult.

Jusho nodded, appreciating the Ronin's words. With the armies of the Lions scattered chasing the elusive Tsuno things where indeed getting harder for the magistrates of the Empire. Bandits, strange cults like the Bloodspeakers and the beasts of the Shadowlands were all growing more numerous. Their attacks more frequent and much bolder, as his last adventure had demonstrated.
"Yokage, I was not aware that your master Yasuki san had any caravans in these parts" Gumdai noted, steering the conversation aware from sore topics.
"The Honourable Yasuki sama's interests are wide ranging and very varied, Ikoma sama" Yokage answered thoughtfully. "Though his business is none of my concern. I am only interested in recovering his property"
"How many bandits attacked your master’s caravan?" Jusho asked.
"There weere nine bandits involved in the attack Magistrate sama. We have been following their tracks for nearly a week now and I believe they are very close now".
"The pair of you are tracking nine bandits?" Jusho asked raising an eyebrow. "Are you so confident of your skills, or confident the bandits have no skill themselves?"
“Well, to be honest Magistrate sama, there used to be five of us" the 

Ronin began hesitantly.
"You have fought the bandits and still continue?" Gumdai asked curiously
"Not quite, honourable Ikoma sama. Rather my companions made some rather inappropriate comments in the last tavern we stayed at. The samurai-ko of the Lions Pride did not take kindly to their words".
"That's one way of putting it" the Mirumoto chipped in. "Or you could say that...". Yokage shot the younger man a dark look. "...er, or you could say that um…er… No, they didn't take it very kindly at all" he finished lamely.
"And now there are just the two of you, yet you continue in the hunt?"  Jusho said, wanting to understand the matter clearly. "You do realise you will be heavily outnumbered".
"Hai sama. Even more than a samurai of the Great Clan a Ronin lives by his word" Yokage declared solemnly. "I have given my word". Gumdai and Jusho both nodded. It was Bushido. They could respect that, though both were surprised to find a Ronin so honourable.
"There is an old run down watch-tower half a day's ride from here, half overrun by forest. If your bandits are in these parts then that is a likely place for their camp" said Gumdai sagely, knowing the land.
"That means by walking we will be there by early morning then" Jusho noted, "but only if we started now though".
"We? You would help us?" the Mirumoto asked clearly surprised.
"I am a Magistrate of the Lion Clan. My Honour demands that I find and destroy these bandits. It is my duty to my Daimyo to protect these lands, to enforce the Emperor's law. I too have given my word".

* * * * *

After leaving the horses tethered to the tree's to graze the four samurai set off. Ikoma Gumdai led the way, his intricate knowledge of the Lions lands proving a boon as they quickly covered the miles towards the old watchtower. Akodo Jusho brought up the rear, with the two Ronin in the middle, where he could keep a watchful eye on them. His trust had limits. There where too many tales of gullible magistrates who fell foul of scheming tricksters and Scorpions. He did not want to add to those tales.
As they traveled, Ikoma Gumdai dropped back to the young Mirumoto, eager to learn more about this peculiar figure. He did not carry himself as a Ronin and he still bore the Mon of his family and Clan. Yet he was still following the directions of Yokage, a masterless wave-man.
"I'm sorry to be so impolite but I never caught your name earlier. My name is Ikoma Gumdai, poet and bard, an Omoidasu of the Lion Clan" Gumdai said by way of introduction. "My companion is the Honourable Magistrate Akodo Jusho".
"I am honoured to make your acquaintance Ikoma san" the Mirumoto began. Gumdai could not help but notice he used the term for an equal. "I am Mirumoto Arakoto of the Dragon Clan, Son of Mirumoto Hatsaki, Daimyo of the Chiosayo province, and Taisa of Mirumoto Uso's Personal Guard".
"Don't you mean you used to be Mirumoto Arakoto?" Gumdai asked carefully.
"Oh no honourable Ikoma san, you are mistaken I am not a Ronin" Arakoto said smiling easily.
"Then may I ask what you are doing here in Lion Lands, so far from home?"
"He's on a Musha Shugyo" Yokage explained. "A warrior pilgrimage. He has left his Clan to improve his skills in combat amongst the other Clans of Rokugan".  Jusho looked sceptical.
"It is a noble tradition, one favoured by Mirumoto himself" Arakoto continued enthusiastically. "My Daimyo Mirumoto Uso himself allowed my request. He even gave me a letter of introduction to his old friend the Great Kakita Kaiten sama, should I ever find myself in Crane Lands".
"You can't be his yojimbo" Jusho deduced, studying Yokage who gave a snort of amusement.
"He's my student" corrected Yokage. "He is very skilled in the Dragon's 'Ninten' style, but there are certain area's where he is sorely lacking. Area's I hope to be able to improve on".
"Which school do you teach" Jusho asked curiously. It was not every day you met a Ronin Sensei after all and his curiosity had got the better of him.
"I have no particular school. Just the skills my father taught me before his death and the thing's I have learned on the road. As a Ronin you do get to meet a huge range of bushi from every school imaginable. You learn from their examples, and from their mistakes. There is no one school above all the rest, each has it strength's and weaknesses. You do not only learn by knowing your strengths, but also in learning their weaknesses". Jusho nodded in agreement, Yokage's words matching his own sentiments.
"Not that I have had a chance to test what I have learnt. Every opportunity for battle we have come across we have avoided" Arakoto said with a sigh.
Jusho looked quizzical while Gumdai smiled, realising the truth of the matter even as Yokage explained. "My father wanted me to fulfill his dream, to make a name for myself and to be accepted into a Great Clan. You can't do that if you are dead. There are times when, as a Ronin, you must swallow your pride and bide your time. Insults shall be avenged, such is Bushido. But dying in some pointless quarrel would bring nothing but dishonour, as I have not yet fulfilled my duty to my father" Yokage added quietly.
"And no-one was paying you either" Gumdai added to the chuckles of all present.

"Hai, that too, Ikoma sama. A Ronin must pick his battles very carefully. If he is injured too badly then he cannot fight. If he cannot fight, then he cannot eat".
Jusho nodded in understanding. The life of a Ronin was not one to be envied. The magistrate suddenly found himself privileged and thankful to be part of the Lion Clan. He wasn't sure how he would have managed with a Ronin's lot in life. Probably badly.

"Well Mirumoto, you will see battle soon. Lord sun is setting. When he graces the Empire next we will be at the watchtower. Then we will see how hard you have studied".
The land dipped and folded deceptivly, and the journey, short as the crow flies, took as long as Gumdai had predicted. The tall grassland gave way to a thick forest which made their progress even more difficult, but Jusho kept the group’s pace up, allowing no rests or breaks until they were just a mile from their destination.
Here, in the depths of darkness beneath the spreading branches of a beech tree, the samurai prepared. Armour carried in travel packs was unveiled and donned. Gumdai helped Jusho with his light armour, all too aware of the magistrates lingering wounds. Jusho's armour still bore mute testimony to the desperate battle, which had scarred and marred its lacquered surface.
"Well Yokage, how did you intend on tackling these bandits" Jusho asked, distracting himself from the lancing pain in his side.
Yokage shrugged. "Plans never survive contact with the enemy" he remarked, tightening the strap on his battered helmet.
"Akodo?" Jusho asked.
"Sun Tsu" Gumdai corrected, affixing his blades into his obi.
"Perhaps we should just rush them?" Arakoto suggested.
"I never was one for complicated tactics" Yokage admitted.
"Well then, it’s just as well we have an Akodo with us" Gumdai said grinning, turning to Jusho who answered with a sheepish smile.
"I think the boy's right actually" Jusho hesitantly. "There are not enough of us for anything to fancy. We cannot outflank them, the battle ground is not one of our choosing. Our best option is to keep together and use the advantage of surprise to its best effect. If we attack quickly enough we can overcome them before they organize themselves".
"That's sounds like my kind of a plan" Yokage said, grinning.
Gumdai was not so impressed but he hid his feelings. Outnumbered two to one the battle, even with the advantage of surprise, could easily be a lot harder than expected. Gumdai had no fear of death, but he also didn't want to see Jusho die either. He had already committed nearly a year of the magistrate's life to verse and he didn't want to see his effort, his masterpiece, wasted by an ignominious death. Or worse yet, the whole epic lost due to his own demise. With a quick prayer to the Kami Gumdai followed the others on their approach to the watchtower. Whatever would happen was out of his hands. It was Karma. Slowly the Omoidasu followed towards his destiny.
* * * * *

Shingsen was abruptly woken from sleep by a piercing scream. It was a quite a shock considering the peaceful dreams he had been having regarding fishing. The young man clambered to his feet from where he had been sat with his back against a comfortable tree. He remembered to pick up his yari before quickly running back towards the camp. His mind was awhirl with possibilities, none of them good. The sounds of battle where loud, shattering the sleepy silence of the early morning. Men were yelling in fear and war cries were being shouted loudly. Weapons clashed and death screams rang in the air. Shingsen wasn't too sure whether he actually wanted to see what was happening, his imagination running wild, but his feet propelling him onwards.
As he neared the edge of the clearing where the camp was set his pace slowed. It took him several moments to muster the courage to peek out and see what was happening. This was not like raiding caravans and threatening peasants after all. A cold sweat bathed his forehead and he gripped the shaft of the yari so tightly his knuckles went white. Finally he chanced a glimpse into the camp and saw one of his friends, a large man called Chosai, running straight towards him in a blind panic. Shingsen's own nerve broke and he too turned and ran, following in Chosai's wake, ploughing through the bushes and undergrowth. It was several minutes before Chosai ran out of breath and Shingsen, gasping for air, pulled up beside him
"What…. What happened?" Shingsen asked nervously, glancing over his shoulder.
"We were attacked…" Chosai blurted out, "a Lion army. I think it was 

Matsu Nimuro himself" the big man said in dread.
"The Golden Lion? Here?" Shingsen asked unsure, barley controlled terror in his voice.
"I….I think so" Chosai replied. "Unless you know another Lion who could cleave Ryoso in half in the blink of an eye" he said, referring to the black bearded villain who led the bandit gang they belonged to.
"You mean…Ryoso is…dead?" Chosai nodded gravely. Instantly Shingsen brightened up. Ryoso had been a vicious cruel tyrant who led through fear. Shingsen had been terrified of the man since the day he had joined the band of thieves. "Well, I mean…well if anyone deserved it Ryoso did. In fact, if the Golden Lion hadn't done it I would have," he added, feeling a lot more sure of himself now his brutal leader was dead. Chosai looked unconvinced but said nothing, his breathing returning to normal. "Dam Lion, they are lucky I wasn't there to trim their numbers a bit" Shingsen continued.
"Yea, where were you" Chosai asked, putting the details together in his shaken mind. "Weren't you on guard duty?"
"Er…" began Shingsen, "yes I was. Three Matsu tried to jump me but I showed them a thing or two" he said unconvincingly.
Chosai nodded, all too aware that he had fled like a coward himself. "Well and good.  We had best leave, now the Lions are on to us…"
Shingsen nodded. The life of crime was a little too risky for his liking. Perhaps he could return back to his village. He still had a Koku that Ryoso hadn't taken from him. Perhaps it would be enough. Perhaps he could… In front of him Chosai stopped suddenly, shaking Shingsen from his daydreams. Confused Shingsen peaked out from behind his large companion and wished he hadn't. The face of a nightmare 

stared back.
In one swift brutal motion the Tsuno slashed its heavy blade through Chosai, cutting him in half from shoulder to hip. It leapt on Shingsen before he had ran even a dozen yards…

* * * * *

Gumdai lowered his katana, casually flicking the blood from its surface. His leg ached, but it was only a shallow cut so he forgot about it. To his left Yokage sheathed his own blade, ignoring the dribble of blood which leaked from his shoulder guard. All was silent in the clearing, except the cackle of the burning wood on the 

campfire, where breakfast still bubbled.
"Miso soup" Jusho noted, peering into the cooking pot. "Nearly ready, too".
Yokage walked over to stand beside Jusho, stepping over a black bearded corpse. "Any rice balls?" he asked glancing around.
"Maybe in their packs" Jusho said scratching his chin. The pair sat down, Jusho serving the steaming hot soup into bowls with Yokage opening up a pack hopefully.
"How can you just sit there and eat?" asked Arakoto, shock evident in his voice.
"Seems a waste to leave it" Yokage ventured.
"But the bandits might return" the young Mirumoto said, eyes watching the tree line carefully.
"Then best eat it quickly" Jusho replied. "You want some, Gumdai?"
The bard waved away the offer, leaving the two seasoned bushi to their breakfast. He slowly limped over to the shacking Dragon patting him on the shoulder. "It is their way Arakoto. They have both seen enough battles, skirmishes. You may not believe me now, but in truth, it does get easier" Gumdai said quietly.
The young man, looking pale, did not seem inclined to agree.
"It is what we do. Samurai are those that make war. These are bandits who prayed on the weak and helpless. They brought this on themselves. It is Karma" the bard explained, looking over the mangled bodies of the fallen. None of them resembled the men they had been minutes before. Their blood now stained the grass, their voices were silent and the stink of death was in the air.
"You are right Ikoma san" Arakoto said smiling weakly, "it was our duty. I am sorry for my moment of weakness".
"Weakness?" Gumdai asked with a raised eyebrow. "I saw no weakness. I merely watched a bushi coming of age. You fought with strength, bravery and skill. You fought like a Lion, and that is high praise indeed" he added with a wink, bringing another smile to the young mans face. It was true too. The young Dragon had fought with blinding speed, in perfect control of his katana and wakazashi. He certainly did know the `Niten' style of the Mirumoto, fending off a pair of bandits before landing a telling double strike to slay one of the outlaws. "Now, let us see what was so precious to your Yasuki master."
Gumdai said indicating the ruins of the old watchtower. The walls still stood to over head height and the ruins of a doorway were still visible. Moss covered the grey stone walls as if the forest itself was reclaiming the forgotten tower.  There were no reams of silk inside. There were no chests of treasure. There was no family heirloom. Inside the ruined walls of the watchtower was however the trussed up form of a young girl of about seventeen. She wore the colours of the Yasuki family and a livid bruise on her check decorated her beautiful face. But it was her eye's which caught both Gumdai's and Arakoto's attention. They were bright green, like freshly cut emeralds.
"Jusho san, I think you had better come and see this" Gumdai shouted back to his companion.
Jusho slowly rose, his face becoming grim, his hand going to the katana tucked into his obi. "Its all right Gumdai, I have seen them" the magistrate replied.
"Them?" Gumdai turned around. The Tsuno pack entered the clearing.
Jusho and Yokage slowly edged away as more and more of the savage Tsuno entered the clearing. There where sixteen of the beasts, decorated in strange armour and wielding fearsome looking blades. Outnumbered the two bushi slowly back peddled to the watchtower, their own weapons held at the ready.
"Are they Oni?" asked Arakoto uncertain what they now faced.
"Tsuno" Gumdai clarified spitting out the name in distaste as Jusho and Yokage joined them.
"There are too many for us to rush" Yokage said with a grin. "Anyone have a plan?"
"We will have to wait here. These walls offer some protection, we will find no-where more defensible than this" Jusho noted with a tacticians eye.
"We can't defeat them on our own though" Gumdai noted. "Sooner or later we will tire". He looked to the two veterans, "someone must try and bring help" he added pointedly.  All three looked to Arakoto.
Slowly understanding dawned on the young Dragon. "You’re sending me away?" he asked astonished. "But you can't, you need me here. I'm not afraid!"
"It is not a matter of fear. It is a matter of duty" Gumdai explained.
"You don't think I have the courage to face these things" Arakoto swore.
"Silence boy!" Yokage hissed. "Listen to the Ikoma" he said, irritation clear on his face. "We have sworn a duty to the Yasuki. Would you have us break our word?"
"But they will think me a coward!"
"It takes more courage to do your duty then it does to face death. After all, death will come to us all eventually" Gumdai interjected. "A true samurai places his duty to his Lord over his own concerns and desires. It takes courage to face ridicule and even dishonour, more courage than the bravado of a battlefield!".
Arakoto hung his head, thinking over the Ikoma's words. Finally he nodded, slowly. "I will go. I will find help and I will return one way or another. I will save you, or avenge you".
"Spoken like a hero" Gumdai said smiling.
"And don't forget your taking the girl too. No place for her here. It's still going to be very dangerous" Yokage said sternly. "We will hold these Tsuno off for as long as we can, but if we fall they will be after you in a shot" he added, cutting the bonds which held the girl. She rose unsteadily.
"Don't try getting back to the horses" Jusho offered, "there is a small garrison north of here. Head for there and tell them of our plight. Give this two the garrisons commander as proof of your words" 
Jusho said handing over a tessen in the Lion colours. The magistrate didn't point out the garrison was over three days hard march away.
"Go now, over the back wall. I know a way to keep them occupied" Jusho said, a gleam in his eye.
Arakoto and the young girl vaulted over the wall with the help of Gumdai, running straight for the cover of the forests opposite edge. Jusho, true to his word stepped forward to distract the Tsuno, his sword held loosely by his side as he strode clear of the ruined watchtower.
"TSUNO" he yelled, his voice breaking the silence of the clearing. "I AM AKODO JUSHO, MAGISTRATE OF THE LION LANDS. IT WAS MY BLADE THAT ENDED THE LIFE OF MOTO IRIAKI, AND IT WAS I WHO STOOD VICTORIOUS OVER THE BANDITS OF THE BLACK WIND. I HAVE NEVER KNOWN DEFEAT! I CHALLANGE ANY OF YOU CRAVEN DOGS BRAVE ENOUGHT TO STAND AGAINST THE MIGHT OF A TRUE LION!" His throat burning from the shouting Jusho stood ready, watching the line of Tsuno. They hadn't moved since entering the clearing. Sweat dripped slowly down his face as he stood waiting in the morning sun. He had their undivided attention at least.
One of the creatures barked out a short laugh, stepping forward from the line of Tsuno, accepting the challenge. Its heavy sword was held ready as it took long strides towards Jusho. The creature moved with impressive speed and grace, as Jusho adopted a duelling stance, sheathing his blade.
Gumdai stood nervously as the two combatants faced off. The Tsuno was head and shoulders taller than Akodo Jusho, but Gumdai had seen the magistrate fight. His skill was great and his speed like lightening. But would it be enough? Gumdai couldn't help but wonder if the tale of Akodo Jusho was due to end at the hands of this Tsuno. Even if he won the duel they where still heavily outnumbered. They stood little chance of surviving.
"Do you think Arakoto believed any of that rhetoric?" Yokage asked, his eyes also on the impending duel.  Gumdai shrugged. "Well, at least he should be safely this way" the Ronin sensei conceded.
"Hai" agreed the Ikoma. "But why did you stay? No one is paying you and you do have a duty to Yasuki Heikichi".
"True, but there are some foes that must be destroyed where ever they are found, regardless of the costs" he said with a tired smile. "Someone must face the creatures of the Horde. 'Only when good men do nothing will evil triumph'" he quoted.
"If we survive today you should head into Crab lands".
"The Twenty Goblin Winter? I know Lord Kuon is hiring every Ronin he can get his hands on, but I have no wish to go to war against the Crane or stand atop the Wall. My world is the open road".
"There are others in the Crab lands beside Lord Kuon. Seek out the Legion of the Jade Hand if you ever decide to quit that endless road. They need good men like you". He paused, watching the scene before them. "Look. It begins…"
* * * * *

"I am Nikokibo. I will take you head this day" the Tsuno hissed, heavy sword waving dangerously. Jusho said nothing. The Tsuno leapt forward in a rush, its long legs quickly clearing the distance between the two combatants. However quick the Tsuno was though, Jusho was quicker. With the 'no-though' of a pure Iaijutsu strike the magistrate's sword flashed from its scabbard. His katana intercepted the Tsuno's blades, shearing off it the beast's fingers. With a yelp of pain the blade tumbled to the floor as Jusho ended his strike. Moving forward to deliver another telling blow Jusho stepped straight into a powerful punch from the Tsuno, Nikokibo, which split his lip and rocked him back on his heels.
In the moment it took Jusho to recover the Tsuno had gathered up the blade in its off hand, ignoring the steady stream of blood from the stumps of its fingers. It advanced again, more cautiously this time, lashing out with a powerful, if imprecise, backhanded swipe. Jusho easily ducked beneath the blow, his katana opening the Tsuno's guts with a fierce strike. With a savage twist Jusho tore his blade free, expecting the Tsuno to drop, but instead it landed a powerful blow to the overconfident magistrates chest. The blade connected with the sound of cracking armour, the force of the blow propelling the Lion back several feet where he landed heavily. Dazed and clutching his screaming ribs Jusho shakily rose as the Tsuno slumped to its knees. 
The Akodo cautiously stepped towards his fallen foe as the Tsuno lashed out once more, while desperately trying to contain the ropy coils of its intestines. Jusho casually blocked the thrust, twisting the Tsuno's larger sword to one side before stepping in and hammering a two-handed blow in to the creature's neck. In a fountain of blood the Tsuno's head bounced onto the floor. All was silent.
His already broken ribs sending lances of agony through his body Jusho turned his back on the remaining Tsuno and walked slowly back to the ruined watchtower and his friends. The Tsuno pack stayed deathly silent, just as they had through out the duel. But as Jusho reached the scant protection the six-foot walls offered the Tsuno as one gave a chilling howl and attacked.
"Here they come" Yokage muttered, pushing Jusho to one side as he guarded the doorway. While it was true the Tsuno could easily scale the head height walls the doorway was still the easiest entrance. With a determined set to his jaws the Ronin sensei prepared to meet the charge.
With a crash the Tsuno reached the ruined watchtower, covering the space of the campsite with incredible speed, throwing themselves at the three defenders. The Tsuno's war cries echoed through the clearing, awnsered in kind by the defenders. Yokage swore obscenities at the creatures. Ikoma Gumdai dedicated each blow to a Lion bushi who fell at the Kitsu Tombs, which the Tsuno had desecrated earlier that year. Jusho's breaths came in ragged gasps, his broken ribs impeding his breathing and making war cries out of the question. It was all he could do to raise his weapon high enough to fend the Tsuno from the walls.
The doorway was a scene of chaos. The Tsuno attempted to barge \through, but due to the height of the walls they could not swing their oversized swords. In response Yokage had drawn his wakazashi, adopting a similar stance to his student Arakoto, using the shorter weapon to stab repeatedly into the throng of Tsuno bodies. A bloody stalemate had been reached with a dead Tsuno at the Ronin's feet.
More creatures pressed forward, but the corpse tangled the feet of the next Tsuno, tripping it. Eager for blood and battle the Tsuno appeared direction less, lacking any leadership. Their tactic's where unimaginative and disorganised. Jusho mused that where the roles reversed the battle would be over by now. A squad of Lion Bushi would have surrounded the watchtower and assaulted it from every angle. As it was the Tsuno's disjointed attack was proving relatively easy to defend against. Jusho's arm was tiring, this much was true, but the Tsuno where paying the price in the meantime as the magistrate stabbed out into the throng of bodies in the doorway, wounding another before turning his attention back to the wall. In truth Jusho wondered why the Crabs made such a fuss of their ancestral duty. This was simplicity in itself.
"Kitsu Miagiko!" Gumdai shouted, his blade lashing out at a Tsuno cresting the wall. His sword stabbed into the arm of the climbing Tsuno and with a yelp it dropped back down out of sight. Gumdai was pleased to be having some success against the foe that had brought so much hurt and insult to his entire Clan. The Champion of the Lion Clan, Matsu Nimuro, the Golden Lion, had placed the death of the Tsuno as the Clans highest priority. It was for that reason the armies of the Lion had withdrawn from the raging battles to the north. As another Tsuno came into sight Gumdai lashed out again, dedicating this blow to Akodo Kambi. The katana bounced from the Tsuno's thick skull, opening up a bloody would and dazing the creature. Surprised by the creature's resilience Gumdai drew his arm back for another strike when he heard a loud cracking sound emanating from the wall. Ancient mortar protested under the weight of the Tsuno and with sickening slowness the whole wall started to tilt. Gumdai managed to leap backwards but the collapsing wall still came down on him. A ton of rock topped by a snarling Tsuno.
The thundering sound of the tumbling wall didn't distract Yokage. His focus was entirely on the creatures in front of him. Parrying with katana and lashing out with his wakazashi Yokage expected at any moment for a blade to strike him from behind. He didn't know how much longer he had left to live so he pushed forward into the fray determined to make his last moments count.
Jusho twisted in time to see the wall collapse onto Gumdai he could see the Tsuno atop the pile, dazed and confused. He made to strike out at the creature while it was disadvantaged but a shadow loomed over him. From his side of the watchtower a Tsuno leapt down upon him and he was caught up in his own life or death struggle.Gingerly Gumdai opened his eyes, a wave of pain and nausea swamping him. His leg felt on fire and a heavy weight laid across his chest. 
Struggling he found his legs where trapped, unmoving, but his arms where free. Above the battered bard came a rank smell and as the dust settled Gumdai found himself face to face with the blooded Tsuno.  Frantically Gumdai searched for his katana but it was lost amongst the rocks, half buried just as he was.
The Tsuno shock its head slowly focusing on the helpless Lion beneath it. The parody of a grin crossed its battered visage as it too began looking for its blade. Gumdai struggled, small stones tumbling loose as he tried to draw forth his wakazashi, still jammed into his obi. 
It was a futile effort but the Ikoma refused to surrender, such was the Lion blood that coursed through his veins. The rasping of steel against stone came to his ears and the Tsuno turned to Gumdai holding the bard's own katana, which looked tiny in the creatures rough hands. The sounds of battle receded as Gumdai realised this was his last moments on earth. His story would remain untold. The blade lunged forward. Pinned in place Gumdai couldn't avoid it.
Seemingly in slow motion a shadow passed over Gumdai, intercepting the blade. The form of Akodo Jusho leapt to take the blow meant to end Gumdai's life. In the blink of an eye the Ikoma's blade slammed into the magistrate with a sickening crunch as Jusho landed atop the prone Gumdai. His face full of pain and determination the valiant Lion had the strength remain to stab out with his own blade. Shrieking an inhuman cry of purest agony the Tsuno collapsed, blood drenched hands clasping its groin. Jusho tried to rise as another Tsuno stepped forward but his arms would not obey him and blackness threatened to engulf him. He collapsed forward, with a strange roaring filling his ears....
From his unique vantage point Gumdai saw everything happen. He watched Jusho lash out before his strength gave out. He saw the approaching Tsuno and the emerald coloured bushi that leapt upon it, lashing out with a flurry of savage cuts. Jusho did not see the Dragon Arakoto reckless batter the Tsuno to the floor. Gumdai also watched as Yokage blocked a sword thrust before tearing out the throat of a Tsuno with his wakazashi. Even as he did this another heavy Tsuno blade deflected off of his helmet, slamming into his shoulder in a spray of blood. The Ronin fell the body of his slain foe landing heavily atop him. Yokage did not see the swarm of Lion bushi that charged into the Tsuno's ranks.
All around him battle ragged and he was helpless to assist. He could not move, pinned beneath the shattered wall and the prostate form of Akodo Jusho. He was glad that, as a bard, he expressed the emotions of the Clan. It meant he didn't have to hide the tears in his eyes.
* * * * *

"Where will you go now?" Gumdai asked setting aside his teacup. The Ronin shrugged, grimacing only slightly as the movement aggravated his bandaged shoulder. "Remember what I said about the Crab lands. The Legion of the Jade Hand are always after skilled bushi. And skilled sensei too".
"Arakoto is eager to travel south, to the lands of the Crane. He wants to train beside the Kakita" Yokage said grinning, toying with the remains of the meal. "He has this letter of invitation" he offered by way of explanation. Gumdai nodded remembering the conversation with the young Mirumoto.
"The Crab lands are not to far from the lands of the Crane" Gumdai noted.
"I know. I may take you up on your offer" the Ronin admitted.Gumdai nodded, knowing that the Ronin would have to make up his own mind. No amount of pushing would help. But Yokage had already stood against the darkness. That took courage, and conviction. The bard was confident that Yokage would find the Legion in his own time. "Tell them that I have sent you and they should welcome you with open arms". The Ronin bowed in thanks. "Have you spoken to Jusho yet?" Gumdai asked, earning a nod from the swordsman.
"I visited him just before you. By the Kami he is a good man" Yokage said fiercely. Gumdai raised an eyebrow in interest to which Yokage open up a pouch of monies. Several gleaming gold koku stared back at the bard. "The bounty. For the bandits. Jusho sama made sure I was rewarded for my service. With that and the money from the Yasuki I won't starve while this heals" he said, nodding to his shoulder.
The bard was pleased. It was a noble act. He was pleased the Ronin wouldn't suffer after fighting so valiantly by their side. "Take care Yokage. May the Fortunes, the Kami and your Ancestors bless your journey". The Ronin nodded once more climbing to his feet. With a deep of respect he turned and was gone. Gumdai sighed, another chapter in his life, and his work over. Climbing to his feet gingerly with the aid of a walking stick, the bard slowly walked the halls to Akodo Jusho's room. The magistrate had been critically injured and only through his indomitable spirit and the prayers of the Shugenja had he recovered. He was still bed bound, but it would not be too long before he was up and about once more. Pausing by the magistrates door the Ikoma thought about his friend.
"A heroic fool.

He Act's be fore he thinks,

But yet he survives?"

Smiling to himself Gumdai slid open the shoji screen.
"They have gone then?" Jusho asked as Gumdai entered.
"Hai" he replied sitting on the edge of Jusho's bed. "It was a good thing you did, paying the bounty them the bounty. You didn't have too".
"I know. But then Yokage didn't have to stand beside us either. He could have left at any time. If he had we wouldn't be having this conversation today" the magistrate pointed out.
"Hai" Gumdai agreed. He had seen the two Tsuno Yokage had slain, and the others he had held at bay. Many Lions would have been happy to die knowing that two Tsuno had fallen before them. The beasts where proving tough opponents to the samurai of the Lion Clan.
"I am surprised though. Did you know I offered Yokage a position as my Yoriki? I didn't think he would turn me down" the magistrate admitted. "He could have had a place within the Clan in only a few years of service".
"I think he has other plans" Gumdai said smiling. "And what of our plans? Where have we been directed now?" the bard asked diplomatically, referring to Jusho's meeting with the Akodo Daimyo, the legendary Akodo Ginawa. The meeting which was over due by more than a week.
Jusho sighed, sinking back into his bed. "Well, it was not good news" Jusho admitted. "Honourable Ginawa sama was not pleased with our tardiness. Akodo Mesakuri san's testimony to the cause of our delay helped, but the Daimyo had already reassigned another magistrate to the task he had for us".
"Ah" said Gumdai delicately. A displeased Daimyo was never good news. "So Ginawa sama gave us a less demanding task. One we are just about fit for" Jusho continued. "We are to escort the Courtier Ikoma Goro to the Imperial Court at Otosan Uchi!" he said, breaking out into a broad grin as Gumdai's mouth dropped open in surprise.
"Us? Going to the Capital?"
"Hai. Ginawa sama felt that we deserved some reward for our efforts. We have brought much honour to the Clan in our battle with the Tsuno. You get the audience you deserve for your work while I get a chance to enjoy what the capital has to offer".
"We are going to Otosan Uchi" Gumdai repeated smiling. "Now that will be an adventure…"

