A Fight and a Duel in Toshi Ranbo
Outside Violence Behind Courtliness City
By Akodo Doril

***

    "Akodo-san!"
    Akodo Doril closed his fan on his wrist with a sharp snap as he turned to face the gruff voice behind his shoulder. When he saw the white-haired youth in blue armor facing him, he nearly groaned. Whatever the deals between the Clan Champions had been, first to grant Toshi Ranbo to the Lion uncontested for one year, then to make that same city the Imperial City, Crane and Lion still dueled almost daily outside the walls their ancestors shed blood for generations to command.
    "Hai, Doji-san? My name is Akodo Doril." Doril slid his fan behind his obi, and shifted his feet into the iaijutsu stance of the Akodo school, his hands folded calmly at his waist.
    "My name is Doji Tokei, Doril-san, but I am not here to ask you to draw. You visited the Seppun family last winter along with three Sodan Senzo there to commune with the spirits of the Imperial Guard present at the death of the Splendid Emperor."
    "This is true, yes, but I am no Sodan-Senzo. I spent most of my time in the gardens, writing and reading poetry... of course. Now I recognize you, Tokei-san. You were in your second year at the Seppun bodyguard school. You commissioned three pieces, as I recall. Did Otomo-chan approve?"
    Tokei's cheeks reddened slightly at the mention of his brief fling with the daughter of a noted Otomo courtier. "Hai, san. However, I was notably unsuccessful in convincing Father that the marriage would be good for the Clan. We share letters, Doril-san, but those will end shortly, I fear, and I have not seen her since the spring."
    "A pity. All know how close the Crane is to the Imperial courtiers, but another marriage would certainly have solidified the bonds between the two, bonds that themselves were secured through marriage, ne?" Doril's wide grin gave the lie to his even tone and mild words.
    "You speak truly, Lion-san. But even as it is the nature of cranes to gracefully soar in the skies, it is the nature of Cranes to excel. Even at making fools of ourselves over women." Tokei's bright smile and easygoing nature made him a favorite of the women wherever he went, Doril knew, and his self-deprecating humor had stopped no less than three duels before they began. Doji Tokei was the very image of a young Crane courtier. 
    He grated Doril's nerves no end.
    Mastering his annoyance with Cranes in general, and Tokei in particular, Doril spoke again, this time in a normal tone.
    "Now, I may foolishly have left Toshi Ranbo out of the wrong gate this morning, but I am fairly confident that I stand well on the Lion side of the border. What are you doing here, Tokei-san?"
    "I know better than to start that old argument up with you, Akodo-san, except to say that both our Clan Champions agree that there shall be no fighting over Violence Behind Courtliness, and you could not help but see the heimin beginning the work for the new Imperial City. As a matter of fact, the new Imperial City is why I am here. The Court is being rebuilt, around the persons of Ide Tadaji, Miya Shoin, and Bayushi Kaukatsu. I am afraid that I myself was not judged worthy enough to walk in such high circles, but there are always levels of power in court, Akodo-san, and while I may not walk just below the Emperor Toturi III, I still am capable of serving the clan well in more pedestrian matters."
    "Well spoken, Doji-san, but your words cover over your desires poorly. Kyuden Otomo is no longer the center of politics in the Empire, which means that it is a poor place for an Otomo courtier to be. Especially one with a tendency to bring his beautiful daughter with him on his travels, so that she might understand the whole of the Empire when it comes her turn to serve her family in court. Perhaps you know of one such courtier, and his daughter, Tokei-san?"
    Tokei took Doril's words in his characteristic good humor, despite their somewhat aggressive tone.
    "It is true, Doril-san. I was unable to convince my father that we should marry, but he was not adverse to assigning me as one of Tanitsu-sama's retainers. With any luck, I will be able to see her again. With that luck, I will likely have need of your skill, Doril-san. Quite good fortune that you should just happen to be here yourself, while Court is forming around Toshi Ranbo, is it not?
    "We Akodo make it a point of not being overly skilled in court, it is true. The Right Hand of the Emperor should have swordsman's calluses, not be manicured and lotioned. At the same time, there is no other place to accomplish certain tasks, such as making sure that the Empire is prepared to face the counterstroke the Shadowlands will certainly launch, even after the triumph of the Four Winds, Fortunes protect Tsudao-sama, and Heavens' praise to the Emperor."
    "Not overly skilled in court, indeed. Few other clans would consider sending a man who himself recently claimed to be without name or honor to the Imperial Court. And now you say nothing of Akodo, pardon me, Shiba Kaneka, the Shogun whom you spoke so highly of last winter?" Tokei was testing his skill, Doril saw. There may be no blood shed today, but a duel would be fought nevertheless. Doril removed his fan from his obi, and cooled himself against the summer's heat.
    "Better to send a Deathseeker restored to honor than to act as the Scorpion so frequently do, and send one who would not know honor should Jurojin himself heap it upon him. Akodo Setai's shame is wiped clean, just as he prevented our family and Clan from being shamed in having the Miya Herald sent to summon us to Court be killed within our own lands. Setai-sama is a courageous man, Tokei. Many men take the three cuts when they feel a shame has cast a dark pall over their life, and their lord's honor. Only the Deathseekers swear to perform one last useful act for their lord before dying, and in all the time between their oath and their death, they live every day knowing that they have failed by not dying in battle that day. Setai-sama lived twelve years attacking every foe he could bring arms against, and every time he emerged triumphant. The Fortunes protected him, Tokei-san, saved him for some greater purpose than to die nameless, and restored to honor by the breadth of a hair. Nimuro-sama recognized the Fortunes' work in Setai-sama's survival, and named him to Court to show all the Empire what it means to be Lion."
    "As for the Shogun, there is none who claim anything besides what I will now tell you. In Ryoko Owari, the Shogun's army brushed aside Naseru-sama's defenses. They fought from ambush to ambush like bandits protecting their hiding place. Kaneka-sama came to Naseru-sama's chambers, and did exactly as he swore to, when he claimed the Yasuki lands. He brought unity to the Empire, by sparing Naseru-sama's life. Because of Kaneka-sama's mercy and wisdom, there were four Winds that rode into the Shadowlands to face Daigotsu.
    "Tell me how well things would have gone, should Naseru-sama have been successful, and his assassins taken Kaneka-sama's life? I rather expect that the Empire would have neither Voice, nor Sword, nor Shogun, had Naseru-sama's plans truly come to fruition. Now, by the blessings of the Fortunes, there is a Toturi Emperor on the throne, a Shogun to lead the armies, and Sezaru-sama's great wisdom and power still serve all the Empire as the Voice of the Emperor. The only sorrow that one can hold is that the great Lady Tsudao, Empress Toturi II, is not among us, having sacrificed her own noble life to slay Daigotsu in the heart of the Dark Kami's most foul temple."
    Takei merely smiled and nodded.    "Once again, Doril-san, you speak your mind passionately and well. Among friends such as we are, it is no matter so speak thusly of even an Emperor, but you should be careful suggesting that Emperor Toturi Naseru would stoop so far as to kill outright his brother and sister. It could cause a man to ask you to draw."
    "Then I would pray to the Water Dragon to lend my sword speed. There are those who might attest to the results when such a boon is granted." Doril was treading a fine line, now. He was no swordsman, having barely avoided being thrown out of the Akodo swordsmanship school, rather, he had found his true calling in Honor's Sacrifice Dojo, among the Ikoma family. Takei, on the other hand, trained first under a Kakita, but outside their famed Academy, then went on to train with the Seppun Imperial Guardsmen. To reference the duel between Akodo Kaneka and Kakita Kaiten in such a manner might well provoke a duel, one that Doril would almost certainly lose. At the same time, to back down from a Doji's mere words was unthinkable.
    "Akodo-san..." Takei's voice began, in a warning tone.
    Doril closed his fan on his wrist with a sharp snap. The unexpected noise caused Takei to blink, and in the time it took for Takei to recover, Doril's fan was tucked behind his obi, and his hands hung ready at his waist.
    "Perhaps it would be best, Doril-san, if we remembered that we are friends, and put aside such matters, in the example of our respective Champions."
    "I agree, Takei-san. We are friends, and it would not do for one of us to have to return carrying his former friends' swords."
    They bowed slightly to one another, and returned to Toshi Ranbo in silence, Lion and Crane both angry, but in peace, as their respective ancestors looked on mutely from Yomi-do.
*****
    Sunset found Doril sipping sake with Doji Takei and a pair of his young friends, Daidoji Usago and Kakita Suke. Usago was friendly enough, as willing as Takei to believe that the friendship between Nimuro and Kurohito would mean lasting peace between the clans, but Suke still sat glaring at Doril darkly with his hard blue eyes. When Suke excused himself to use the toilet, Doril quietly asked Takei why Suke showed such disdain during what should have been a companionable evening.
    "The Kaiten-sama duel, of course, Doril-san. Suke is Kaiten's nephew by Kaiten-sama's youngest sister, so he feels no little giri. You must forgive him, Doril-san, by not bringing up this matter or his behavior. He bears you no ill-will yourself."
    "Of course, Takei-san. How foolish of me to think, even so briefly, that recent friendliness between our two Champions would heal over the wounds of our long feud."
    "Such optimism is understandable, Doril-san, given that the four of us have sat here drinking sake like childhood friends in what had been the most hotly-contested city in the Empire two years ago. Truly these are miraculous times, and the mundane is likely to come as a shock when so many great things are occurring."
    "I am grateful for your understanding and acceptance, Takei-san, and also you, Usago-san. With the changing of the times comes the necessity to make new friends, and I am honored deeply to call both of you such."
    Usago replied, speaking up for the first time since Suke's departure, "As are we to be your friend, Doril-kun. Even Suke-kun, though his disposition is one to not show it, at the moment."
    Suke had returned from the toilet in time to hear Usago call Doril 'friend', and scowled angrily, "So you would have us forget the depredations of the Shogun, with whom this Lion shares a name? You would forget the theft of the Yasuki lands, and the murder of Kakita Kaiten? Selling out family and name for a city and gold... what have we become, Mantis? Who are you to call this man, who shares a name with the greatest thief in all the Empire, a friend, much less a friend of mine?"
    Takei put his hand gently on Suke's left arm, "Please, Suke-kun, sit down. You have been drinking, and your temper is hot. Do not bring an unfortunate ending to what has been a good day, and a good portent of days to come..."
    "The only misfortune about to be suffered here will be this Lion's, as I take his head..." With that, the words were uttered, and the die cast. There would be a duel. Both Sake's clansmen opened their mouths, trying to come between the colliding fates of Doril and Suke, but Doril beat them both.
    "I accept. I offer you the black stones. The loser will leave Toshi Ranbo, and not return for one year and one day."
    Suke's face, already flushing with drink and his anger, turned bright red. "Go? GO?! You are family to a thief and a liar, and you want to decide this matter of honor and bushido with a game, instead of with swords like real men? Such is the honor of the Lion in this day and age." The other two Cranes winced at the additional insults, expecting them to goad Doril into accepting a fatal duel. Neither man expected Doril capable of restraining the legendary Lion temper in the face of such prodding.
    Doril surprised them both, by smiling faintly and holding his hands upward, open, beside his waist.    "I am the challenged party, ne? I had thought the Kakita family taught their sons bushido properly, along with their excellent sword-technique. And what honor do you expect me to find in cutting down a raging, drunken man, no matter the excellence of his technique? You would throw your life away for neither your lord, nor honor, nor bushido. Do not be foolish. Take the black pieces, beat me at go, and remove a Lion from this city under the approving eyes of your ancestors. Do not join them before your time."
    "I will have your BLOOD, LION!" Suke snarled, his shout now stopping all conversation in the inn. He stepped into his stance, holding his right hand above his hilt as though offering Doril a gift.        Doril sighed. "My luck as a warrior has apparently run out. All can see that I have done everything I could to honorably avoid bloodshed between Lion and Crane in this city our clans have warred over for so long. I have sought only peace with honor, in the image of our two great Champions. It is not my wish that any lives be ended, but I am willing to accept the inevitability of death." Doril bowed slightly to each Crane in turn before turning to face Suke, his hand resting on the hilt of his katana.
    Silence ruled the inn as both men stared at each other, waiting for some tic or muscle twitch to delay the other's reflexes. Suke, drunk and impatient, broke first, giving a great kiai that echoed off the walls as he grasped and drew his grandfather's soul. Doril stepped straight forward, hand shifting from katana to wakizashi, taking the shorter blade for the advantage it granted indoors. Suke reacted well, stepping backwards and to the left, buying the room he needed to complete his draw, and Doril could only parry Suke's first swift blow to Doril's eyes.
    Doril stepped in again, trying desperately to lock the tsuba of the two swords, but Suke stepped back again, his footwork precise and smooth, and cut from overhead to attack Doril's shoulder. The powerful attack took time to gather, however, and Doril's honor deflected the line of Suke's strike. Just that fast, Suke rolled his wrists, and attacked upwards along the same line. His arms had extended out until his elbows locked, however, which gave Doril the one sliver of a chance he needed to defeat the superior opponent he faced. When Doril's wakizashi intercepted the rising slash of his foe, the tsuba locked against each other with a jarring clang. Doril stepped in a third time, only to be countered by Suke's skilled footwork. Desperate, Doril stepped in yet again, and when Kakita Suke stepped backwards again, his back met a solid pillar of wood. The combatant's swords came free of each other in that impact, and Doril's wakizashi slid silently across Suke's throat before the Crane could bring his katana to bear.
    The kill. Time crawled before Doril's eyes as his wakizashi was held head-high in his extended right arm, having followed through on his strike. The soft grunt of Suke, acknowledging the intense pain of the fatal cut. The gasp from the half the other patrons, having been certain that the Lion would be the one to fall. The almost silent moan from the other half, now convinced that the already fragile peace would shatter under the multitude of blows. The line of red as it crawled across Suke's throat, then erupted a heartbeat later, staining both men's haori crimson. The metal clattering of Suke's dropped sword, then the heavy dull thump as Suke fell and joined his ancestors. The shout given, issuing itself from Doril's throat out of instinct and training, without conscious thought. The third shout, which announces the death of an enemy.
    Doril withdrew a silk cloth from inside his haori, wiping the blood from his wakizashi before draping it carefully over his fallen foe's eyes, and sheathing his blade. Takei was the first to speak, and his words made the room fearful that a second duel would be fought just as the first was ending.
    "Unclean cut, Doril-san. You fought him with a wakizashi as though you were not dueling. You backed him into a post, rather than letting honorable iaijutsu decide a matter of honor. You may have killed Kakita Suke, Doril-san, but you did not defeat him."
    "There was no duel, Takei-san. He challenged me, I named the terms, he refused those terms and attacked me. He was drunk, and now, regrettably, he will be remembered for being cut down assaulting a Lion in the fledgling Imperial City over no better reason than that the Lion was a Lion. He acted in complete fury and ignorance. Believe me, I would claim no honor from this bloodshed, even if I had defeated him with katana in a single strike. What's worse, now every Crane in the city will likely feel the need to challenge me in vengeance for the way I cut down this man, and I will either end by destroying the peace in Toshi Ranbo, being cut down by Kakita steel and no doubt inspiring Lion reprisals against that poor samurai, or instead I could leave the city and gain the reputation of cowardice in doing so. I find myself in a difficult position, having only acted as bushido demands. Do not test me, Crane, for I am in a foul temper."
    "Your tone makes things difficult for me as well, Lion. I saw both your behavior and Suke's, and can attest before everyone that you had no fault in the beginning of this fight. But to cut him down in the manner you chose demeans him, and any Crane might feel the insult. Giri is a peculiar thing, ne? I myself am trying to decide if your words and actions tonight demand retribution in accord with bushido."
    "And I take it you are in much the same mind, Usago-san?"
    "Hai, but we Daidoji are a rougher sort, and understand fights in inns proceed along different lines than a duel of honor in the street. We may be having words soon, Akodo, but  I would be satisfied defeating you with bokken." Usago's expression was neutral, as was his tone, but the glittering of his eyes betrayed the quiet sense of humor the man possessed.
    "Obviously I cannot accept that challenge tonight, but I accept that challenge, Usago-san, in the hopes that the matter might end with us. Would it be satisfactory to you for us to meet outside the city around the noon hour? Takei-san and I know a wide, flat area where we might proceed without distraction or interruption."
    "Noon tomorrow is acceptable. And if Takei-san believes this area is reasonable, then I will be guided by that judgment. The matter will be settled then."
    The three men bowed to one another. Doril turned on his heel and left the inn, murmurs of conversation just beginning to form as the door closed behind him and he walked through the night to return home.
    Doril laid down on the tatami mat and wooden pillow, but serenity and sleep would not come. Why should he be so upset over killing a Crane who'd tried to kill him? He sat up, and prayed for hours to the shiryo for guidance, but the blessed ancestors apparently saw more benevolence in silence than in aiding a single Akodo wrestling with his conscience.
*****
    Doril woke with the first rays of the sun, and sat up from his tatami mat. Washing his face from the bowl of water brought in last night, he went through the rituals of hygiene all samurai performed to show their proper acceptance of inevitable death. He rubbed his fingernails and toenails down with pumice to keep them from interfering with his draw or grip, then with wood sorrel to polish the edges and surface smooth. He washed and dried his hair, then rubbed in a small amount of lotion to keep it from becoming dull and dirty-looking. He looked his face over carefully in a small bronze mirror, and decided he looked a bit too pale, so he put a little rouge on his cheeks to correct his complexion. 
    As he did these things, he heard his father's voice in his mind. "These things may seem overly elegant, Doril-kun, but they are nothing like showiness. It is by your clean appearance that you demonstrate your prior acceptance of death. If, when a man's head is taken, his face is clean, and his hair well-kept, then while it might be said of him that he was not skillful enough, or that he was unlucky, it cannot be said that he was a man who thought his death would not come. If you cannot bring glory to your lord through victory, Doril-kun, then it is enough that your death does not bring against him bad rumors of his retainer's foolishness. Do not listen to those who might say that proper cleanliness is 'acting like a Doji', because they are fools whose only usefulness is the shedding of enemies' blood. Such usefulness is prized among us Lion, to be sure, but it is not the only good act a Lion might perform for his Champion and Daimyos." Such were the things he heard every morning as a youth from his father, who had lived to see his name taken away from him shortly after his gempukku, wandering as a ronin for several years, then joining the Black Lion to destroy the abomination that had stolen the Hantei name, the dark Kami Fu Leng. Like so many of the heroes of that generation, Doril's father took the tonsure after the Spirit War, and became a monk studying the Tao of Shinsei in the rugged mountains the Dragon Clan called home.
    After Doril's gempukku it was clear to himself, and everyone else, that he would never win fame as his father had, as a great warrior of the Lion Clan. He was merely proficient with the sword, and his mind for battlefield tactics could not compare with those held by Yobi-sama or Ijiasu-sama. He might have lived out his whole life, honored to be a gunso in Lord Nimuro's army and dying in some battle against the Crane a nameless bushi who died with corpse facing the enemy, except for what could only be called a chance meeting, some five years ago.
*****
    For the week after Doril's gempukku, his feet hardly seemed to touch the ground, so great was his enthusiasm and desire to serve Lord Ginawa and Lord Nimuro. Reality quickly set in. Doril had already shown himself to have reached his potential as a swordsman - he would certainly be no hero in the image of Ginawa or Toturi. He was proficient in go, but in the sand-table military competitions the Akodo prized so highly he was soundly defeated even by boys several years junior - there would be no place for Doril with tessen or menhari-gata in hand, directing the armies of the Lion to victory on the battlefield. It seemed that Doril would be consigned to a lifetime of useless service to his lords, until one afternoon he played go with Lord Sume's nephew Ikoma Otemi. Otemi-san had been distracted, and was not playing well, giving Doril two safe armies and a strong play to control the center, when Sume-sama entered, kneeling off to the side and watching silently, stroking the wide white beard that covered half his chest. His uncle's arrival unsettled Otemi, but he calmed down and focused quickly onto the game, playing much better, but still not enough to overcome the disadvantage he had brought on himself, if Doril played correctly. To defeat Otemi in go with Lord Sume as witness might draw Doril out of the masses of Lion bushi, or it might earn him the enmity of both a hero of the Lion and the Ikoma daimyo.
    Doril thought he knew a way out. They continued playing, stones making a sort of staccato music as they were placed on the wooden board. A 'missed' defense allowed Otemi to prevent the linking of Doril's two great armies in the center of the board, and a pair of lackluster attacks against Otemi's own armies wasted Doril's stones and time as Otemi solidified his position. Soon, both men passed, and the game ended. Filling in the captured stones and counting territory, they learned that Otemi had in fact come from behind, winning the game by a single stone. Doril bowed deeply in respect.
    "A close game, Otemi-san. I must have become overconfident after my second army gained its eyes. Your skilled defense deflected the little advantage I gained."
    Ikoma Otemi returned the bow, pulling himself off of his hakama to stand slowly, easing the strain of being seated for so long.    "Close, indeed. You played very well for one so young. I rather expect that if we played this game four years from now, that you would have handed me a sharp defeat, Doril-san. Do not become discouraged; the Tao says that enlightenment is best gained through hardship, is that not correct, Sume-sama?"
    "Indeed, it is so, nephew. I would let you continue with whatever plans you had for the afternoon, Otemi, but forgive me if I keep young Doril-san here a while longer. I like speaking to the young men of the clan after they have their gempukku; it is good to know the sort of men who will be the heroes of the Lion clan after I am gone."
    Otemi bowed deeply to his uncle, as was correct. "My duties at the Hall of the Ancestors demand my personal attention, Sume-sama, as is the case each day. I am glad for such honors, of course, but my heart occasionally longs for an enemy to fight."
    Sume chuckled softly, "War is the heart of a Lion, Otemi. It is only right to wish to be on the battlefield. At the same time, one does the duties one is asked to, not waste the precious days with longing for what is not."
    "Of course, uncle. With your permission?" Sume waved his hand slightly, with a soft smile, and Otemi bowed a final time and left the small chamber.
    Silence dominated the room after Otemi's departure, Ikoma Sume having turned that same soft smile onto Doril, and Doril not certain of what to say or how to begin. Swallowing deeply, he bowed to the Ikoma daimyo,
    "Sume-sama..."
    "You deliberately lost that game. I know it; Otemi knows it. My nephew is hot-tempered; I am surprised he did not take offence. My arrival must have truly distracted him."
    Doril did his best to act shocked and outraged. "Sume-sama, truly you cannot suggest that I would do such a thing. To defeat Otemi-san at go would have been an honor; to have come as close as I did is no small feat for one my age."
    "Doril-kun, you are overacting, lad." Sume was smiling widely, now. "You threw the game because defeating him in front of his uncle would have caused him no little embarrassment, for no better cause than that he did not take a game against a man hardly more than a boy seriously. You sensed the trouble that would cause, and you avoided it neatly. He was losing, so to postpone the rest of the game would have deprived my nephew of the chance to display his control of the situation in front of his uncle and daimyo. You couldn't throw the game obviously, as that would have been an insult to the both of us, so you simply made the mistakes of inexperience, even though I am certain you know better."
    "I, for one, am impressed. Few men your age would have thought to lose, but most would have driven home the win, and probably acted boorishly after having won. You discarded your own honor and glory for that of my nephew, and that is why I am speaking to you right now in private."
    "Honor's Sacrifice?" Doril asked, naming the fabled Ikoma spymaster school.
    "You are a bit young for that. Let us instead say that your talents are clearly not with blade or signal-tessen in hand, and that your nature would best serve the Lion as an Omoidasu, a warrior-poet. I will make the arrangements with Ginawa-sama to have you train with my family starting tomorrow."
*****
    Doril finished applying rouge to his cheeks, his reverie broken. It was still early, some hours before noon, when his duel of wooden swords was to be held against Daidoji Usago, resolving the matter of the death of Kakita Suke. Doril carefully considered his options. He thought about calling on a fellow Lion to accompany him in case of some treachery on part of the Crane, but swiftly dismissed the thought. The entire point of this second duel so that the matter could come to a close, without escalating between the two clans. It also would not do to accuse his fledgling friends among the Crane of such treachery, even silently.
    What would Doril do if such an ambush came to pass, he asked himself. The reply of his mind unsettled him slightly. Doril would die, his corpse facing the enemy, not that it would ever be found.
    It took little time for Doril to decide what he had to do. He took up his two swords from the small stand, settling them firmly in his saya, and carried his bokken in his hands as he left his small room and walked to where the duel would be, even though it was still three hours before noon.
    It was only a matter of a few minutes for him to reach the clearing, and Doril decided to climb up a tree to rest and wait for the two Cranes to arrive. His mind began to wander, but Doril forced himself into each moment, feeling each trilling bird's call, each rustle of leaves as foxes scampered over the ground. In that state it did not seem like a long time before there was a silence in the wild creatures. Doril's ears perked at the halt, wondering what had happened to make the birds fall to silence, when his eyes caught the glint of two men in blue gi and Crane mon. Doril sprang from the tree to greet them, landing in a crouch before them.
    "Konnichiwa, Daidoji-san, Doji-san. It is a fine day, ne?" Doril said cheerfully, bowing to each man in turn, grasping the wooden sword in his left hand.
    "Hai, Akodo-san, a fine day." Daidoji Usago bowed slightly as he gave his reply. "I see you are already nearly prepared. Shall we begin immediately?"
    "Hai, Usago-san." Doril pulled katana and wakizashi from his saya, both still in their scabbards, and laid them gently aside, propped against a tree trunk. He replaced those blades with his bokken, then wedged it in tightly in his saya, so that he could make a correct draw. Looking up, he saw Usago handing his blades to Doji Takei, and exchanging quiet words. Usago also slid his bokken into his saya, then turned to address Doril.
    "I suppose I have not yet formally challenged you, Doril-san." Usago stretched himself, gaining another inch or so of height. "In the matter of an inn fight last night, Akodo Doril, you insulted Kakita Sume by refusing to face him in iaijutsu. I challenge you, to resolve this insult. My name is Doji Usago." Usago bowed slightly.
    "I accept your challenge in this matter, Doji Usago. I name a duel of iaijutsu using bokken, to be fought to the first touch of blade to body. My name is Akodo Doril." Doril returned his bow.
    "Your choice of resolution is acceptable, Akodo Doril. My second is Doji Takei." Usago bowed slightly to Takei.
    "Doji Takei is known to me. I have brought no second with me, in accordance with our decision last night to have this matter end with ourselves." Doril bowed fully to Takei as well.
    "With the formalities out of the way, shall we put an end to this sorry affair?"
    "I wish for nothing more." With a final bow to each other, Doril and Usago settled into their stances. A beat later, each man started moving in unison. Doril began his draw smoothly, but Usago gained a slight advantage, clearing the saya first by virtue of his sword being a few inches shorter. Doril's bokken was soon clear as well, but the damage was done. With twin soft thuds, one immediately before the other, Usago struck Doril in the collarbone and Doril struck Usago in the ribs. Both men stood poised in the final position for an instant, then Doril pulled back a step and bowed.
    "Your blade struck first, Usago. I concede the superiority of your technique, and the Crane technique."
    "I accept your concession personally, Doril-san," Usago said, tossing his bokken aside, "but the Crane technique won no victory today. You still struck me early enough that we would both be dead." Usago bowed slightly.
    Doril's bokken clattered against Usago's discarded weapon as he tossed it down to the ground. "I have been honorably defeated in this matter. I have been reproved for my slight of Kakita Sume, and humbly apologize." Doril bowed deeply.
    "Your apology resolves this matter to my satisfaction, Doril-san." Usago returned the bow. Both men glanced to Doji Takei.
    "Your apology resolves this matter to my satisfaction, Doril-san." Takei bowed as well.
    The tension drained out of all three men.
    "I hope that we will be able to resume our friendship in the future, gentlemen. It is obviously impossible that we should do so now. When you feel an appropriate time has passed, please send me a note and I would be pleased to join you for sake," Doril said. "Until then, I will try to keep to my own neighborhood, so as not to aggravate any of your brethren in regards to this matter."
    "Your consideration is appreciated, Doril." Takei took the lead, now that the duel was over. "I also hope that we can resume our friendship. I should hate to try to explain a sudden lack of skill in poetry to Otomo-chan."
    Once again, Takei's humor broke the formality of all three men. Doril laughed softly, and Usago grinned.
    For once, Doril decided, Takei's ever present facade of cheerfulness was not annoying in the slightest.
*****
  ----------
Outside Violence Behind Courtliness City

"Akodo-san!"

Akodo Doril closed his fan on his wrist with a sharp snap as he turned to face the gruff voice behind his shoulder. When he saw the white-haired youth in blue armor facing him, he nearly groaned. Whatever the deals between the Clan Champions had been, first to grant Toshi Ranbo to the Lion uncontested for one year, then to make that same city the Imperial City, Crane and Lion still dueled almost daily outside the walls their ancestors shed blood for generations to command.

"Hai, Doji-san? My name is Akodo Doril." Doril slid his fan behind his obi, and shifted his feet into the iaijutsu stance of the Akodo school, his hands folded calmly at his waist.

"My name is Doji Tokei, Doril-san, but I am not here to ask you to draw. You visited the Seppun family last winter along with three Sodan Senzo there to commune with the spirits of the Imperial Guard present at the death of the Splendid Emperor."

"This is true, yes, but I am no Sodan-Senzo. I spent most of my time in the gardens, writing and reading poetry... of course. Now I recognize you, Tokei-san. You were in your second year at the Seppun bodyguard school. You commissioned three pieces, as I recall. Did Otomo-chan approve?"

Tokei's cheeks reddened slightly at the mention of his brief fling with the daughter of a noted Otomo courtier. "Hai, san. However, I was notably unsuccessful in convincing Father that the marriage would be good for the Clan. We share letters, Doril-san, but those will end shortly, I fear, and I have not seen her since the spring."

"A pity. All know how close the Crane is to the Imperial courtiers, but another marriage would certainly have solidified the bonds between the two, bonds that themselves were secured through marriage, ne?" Doril's wide grin gave the lie to his even tone and mild words.

"You speak truly, Lion-san. But even as it is the nature of cranes to gracefully soar in the skies, it is the nature of Cranes to excel. Even at making fools of ourselves over women." Tokei's bright smile and easygoing nature made him a favorite of the women wherever he went, Doril knew, and his self-deprecating humor had stopped no less than three duels before they began. Doji Tokei was the very image of a young Crane courtier. 

He grated Doril's nerves no end.

Mastering his annoyance with Cranes in general, and Tokei in particular, Doril spoke again, this time in a normal tone.

"Now, I may foolishly have left Toshi Ranbo out of the wrong gate this morning, but I am fairly confident that I stand well on the Lion side of the border. What are you doing here, Tokei-san?"

"I know better than to start that old argument up with you, Akodo-san, except to say that both our Clan Champions agree that there shall be no fighting over Violence Behind Courtliness, and you could not help but see the heimin beginning the work for the new Imperial City. As a matter of fact, the new Imperial City is why I am here. The Court is being rebuilt, around the persons of Ide Tadaji, Miya Shoin, and Bayushi Kaukatsu. I am afraid that I myself was not judged worthy enough to walk in such high circles, but there are always levels of power in court, Akodo-san, and while I may not walk just below the Emperor Toturi III, I still am capable of serving the clan well in more pedestrian matters."

"Well spoken, Doji-san, but your words cover over your desires poorly. Kyuden Otomo is no longer the center of politics in the Empire, which means that it is a poor place for an Otomo courtier to be. Especially one with a tendency to bring his beautiful daughter with him on his travels, so that she might understand the whole of the Empire when it comes her turn to serve her family in court. Perhaps you know of one such courtier, and his daughter, Tokei-san?"

Tokei took Doril's words in his characteristic good humor, despite their somewhat aggressive tone.

"It is true, Doril-san. I was unable to convince my father that we should marry, but he was not adverse to assigning me as one of Tanitsu-sama's retainers. With any luck, I will be able to see her again. With that luck, I will likely have need of your skill, Doril-san. Quite good fortune that you should just happen to be here yourself, while Court is forming around Toshi Ranbo, is it not?

"We Akodo make it a point of not being overly skilled in court, it is true. The Right Hand of the Emperor should have swordsman's calluses, not be manicured and lotioned. At the same time, there is no other place to accomplish certain tasks, such as making sure that the Empire is prepared to face the counterstroke the Shadowlands will certainly launch, even after the triumph of the Four Winds, Fortunes protect Tsudao-sama, and Heavens' praise to the Emperor."

"Not overly skilled in court, indeed. Few other clans would consider sending a man who himself recently claimed to be without name or honor to the Imperial Court. And now you say nothing of Akodo, pardon me, Shiba Kaneka, the Shogun whom you spoke so highly of last winter?" Tokei was testing his skill, Doril saw. There may be no blood shed today, but a duel would be fought nevertheless. Doril removed his fan from his obi, and cooled himself against the summer's heat.

"Better to send a Deathseeker restored to honor than to act as the Scorpion so frequently do, and send one who would not know honor should Jurojin himself heap it upon him. Akodo Setai's shame is wiped clean, just as he prevented our family and Clan from being shamed in having the Miya Herald sent to summon us to Court be killed within our own lands. Setai-sama is a courageous man, Tokei. Many men take the three cuts when they feel a shame has cast a dark pall over their life, and their lord's honor. Only the Deathseekers swear to perform one last useful act for their lord before dying, and in all the time between their oath and their death, they live every day knowing that they have failed by not dying in battle that day. Setai-sama lived twelve years attacking every foe he could bring arms against, and every time he emerged triumphant. The Fortunes protected him, Tokei-san, saved him for some greater purpose than to die nameless, and restored to honor by the breadth of a hair. Nimuro-sama recognized the Fortunes' work in Setai-sama's survival, and named him to Court to show all the Empire what it means to be Lion."

"As for the Shogun, there is none who claim anything besides what I will now tell you. In Ryoko Owari, the Shogun's army brushed aside Naseru-sama's defenses. They fought from ambush to ambush like bandits protecting their hiding place. Kaneka-sama came to Naseru-sama's chambers, and did exactly as he swore to, when he claimed the Yasuki lands. He brought unity to the Empire, by sparing Naseru-sama's life. Because of Kaneka-sama's mercy and wisdom, there were four Winds that rode into the Shadowlands to face Daigotsu."

"Tell me how well things would have gone, should Naseru-sama have been successful, and his assassins taken Kaneka-sama's life? I rather expect that the Empire would have neither Voice, nor Sword, nor Shogun, had Naseru-sama's plans truly come to fruition. Now, by the blessings of the Fortunes, there is a Toturi Emperor on the throne, a Shogun to lead the armies, and Sezaru-sama's great wisdom and power still serve all the Empire as the Voice of the Emperor. The only sorrow that one can hold is that the great Lady Tsudao, Empress Toturi II, is not among us, having sacrificed her own noble life to slay Daigotsu in the heart of the Dark Kami's most foul temple."

Takei merely smiled and nodded.
"Once again, Doril-san, you speak your mind passionately and well. Among friends such as we are, it is no matter so speak thusly of even an Emperor, but you should be careful suggesting that Emperor Toturi Naseru would stoop so far as to kill outright his brother and sister. It could cause a man to ask you to draw."

"Then I would pray to the Water Dragon to lend my sword speed. There are those who might attest to the results when such a boon is granted." Doril was treading a fine line, now. He was no swordsman, having barely avoided being thrown out of the Akodo swordsmanship school, rather, he had found his true calling in Honor's Sacrifice Dojo, among the Ikoma family. Takei, on the other hand, trained first under a Kakita, but outside their famed Academy, then went on to train with the Seppun Imperial Guardsmen. To reference the duel between Akodo Kaneka and Kakita Kaiten in such a manner might well provoke a duel, one that Doril would almost certainly lose. At the same time, to back down from a Doji's mere words was unthinkable.

"Akodo-san..." Takei's voice began, in a warning tone.

Doril closed his fan on his wrist with a sharp snap. The unexpected noise caused Takei to blink, and in the time it took for Takei to recover, Doril's fan was tucked behind his obi, and his hands hung ready at his waist.

"Perhaps it would be best, Doril-san, if we remembered that we are friends, and put aside such matters, in the example of our respective Champions."

"I agree, Takei-san. We are friends, and it would not do for one of us to have to return carrying his former friends' swords."

They bowed slightly to one another, and returned to Toshi Ranbo in silence, Lion and Crane both angry, but in peace, as their respective ancestors looked on mutely from Yomi-do.
*****

Sunset found Doril sipping sake with Doji Takei and a pair of his young friends, Daidoji Usago and Kakita Suke. Usago was friendly enough, as willing as Takei to believe that the friendship between Nimuro and Kurohito would mean lasting peace between the clans, but Suke still sat glaring at Doril darkly with his hard blue eyes. When Suke excused himself to use the toilet, Doril quietly asked Takei why Suke showed such disdain during what should have been a companionable evening.

"The Kaiten-sama duel, of course, Doril-san. Suke is Kaiten's nephew by Kaiten-sama's youngest sister, so he feels no little giri. You must forgive him, Doril-san, by not bringing up this matter or his behavior. He bears you no ill-will yourself."

"Of course, Takei-san. How foolish of me to think, even so briefly, that recent friendliness between our two Champions would heal over the wounds of our long feud."

"Such optimism is understandable, Doril-san, given that the four of us have sat here drinking sake like childhood friends in what had been the most hotly-contested city in the Empire two years ago. Truly these are miraculous times, and the mundane is likely to come as a shock when so many great things are occurring."

"I am grateful for your understanding and acceptance, Takei-san, and also you, Usago-san. With the changing of the times comes the necessity to make new friends, and I am honored deeply to call both of you such."

Usago replied, speaking up for the first time since Suke's departure, "As are we to be your friend, Doril-kun. Even Suke-kun, though his disposition is one to not show it, at the moment."

Suke had returned from the toilet in time to hear Usago call Doril 'friend', and scowled angrily, "So you would have us forget the depredations of the Shogun, with whom this Lion shares a name? You would forget the theft of the Yasuki lands, and the murder of Kakita Kaiten? Selling out family and name for a city and gold... what have we become, Mantis? Who are you to call this man, who shares a name with the greatest thief in all the Empire, a friend, much less a friend of mine?"

Takei put his hand gently on Suke's left arm, "Please, Suke-kun, sit down. You have been drinking, and your temper is hot. Do not bring an unfortunate ending to what has been a good day, and a good portent of days to come..."

"The only misfortune about to be suffered here will be this Lion's, as I take his head..." With that, the words were uttered, and the die cast. There would be a duel. Both Sake's clansmen opened their mouths, trying to come between the colliding fates of Doril and Suke, but Doril beat them both.

"I accept. I offer you the black stones. The loser will leave Toshi Ranbo, and not return for one year and one day."

Suke's face, already flushing with drink and his anger, turned bright red. "Go? GO?! You are family to a thief and a liar, and you want to decide this matter of honor and bushido with a game, instead of with swords like real men? Such is the honor of the Lion in this day and age." The other two Cranes winced at the additional insults, expecting them to goad Doril into accepting a fatal duel. Neither man expected Doril capable of restraining the legendary Lion temper in the face of such prodding.

Doril surprised them both, by smiling faintly and holding his hands upward, open, beside his waist.
"I am the challenged party, ne? I had thought the Kakita family taught their sons bushido properly, along with their excellent sword-technique. And what honor do you expect me to find in cutting down a raging, drunken man, no matter the excellence of his technique? You would throw your life away for neither your lord, nor honor, nor bushido. Do not be foolish. Take the black pieces, beat me at go, and remove a Lion from this city under the approving eyes of your ancestors. Do not join them before your time."

"I will have your BLOOD, LION!" Suke snarled, his shout now stopping all conversation in the inn. He stepped into his stance, holding his right hand above his hilt as though offering Doril a gift.

Doril sighed. "My luck as a warrior has apparently run out. All can see that I have done everything I could to honorably avoid bloodshed between Lion and Crane in this city our clans have warred over for so long. I have sought only peace with honor, in the image of our two great Champions. It is not my wish that any lives be ended, but I am willing to accept the inevitability of death." Doril bowed slightly to each Crane in turn before turning to face Suke, his hand resting on the hilt of his katana.

Silence ruled the inn as both men stared at each other, waiting for some tic or muscle twitch to delay the other's reflexes. Suke, drunk and impatient, broke first, giving a great kiai that echoed off the walls as he grasped and drew his grandfather's soul. Doril stepped straight forward, hand shifting from katana to wakizashi, taking the shorter blade for the advantage it granted indoors. Suke reacted well, stepping backwards and to the left, buying the room he needed to complete his draw, and Doril could only parry Suke's first swift blow to Doril's eyes.

Doril stepped in again, trying desperately to lock the tsuba of the two swords, but Suke stepped back again, his footwork precise and smooth, and cut from overhead to attack Doril's shoulder. The powerful attack took time to gather, however, and Doril's honor deflected the line of Suke's strike. Just that fast, Suke rolled his wrists, and attacked upwards along the same line. His arms had extended out until his elbows locked, however, which gave Doril the one sliver of a chance he needed to defeat the superior opponent he faced. When Doril's wakizashi intercepted the rising slash of his foe, the tsuba locked against each other with a jarring clang. Doril stepped in a third time, only to be countered by Suke's skilled footwork. Desperate, Doril stepped in yet again, and when Kakita Suke stepped backwards again, his back met a solid pillar of wood. The combatant's swords came free of each other in that impact, and Doril's wakizashi slid silently across Suke's throat before the Crane could bring his katana to bear.

The kill. Time crawled before Doril's eyes as his wakizashi was held head-high in his extended right arm, having followed through on his strike. The soft grunt of Suke, acknowledging the intense pain of the fatal cut. The gasp from the half the other patrons, having been certain that the Lion would be the one to fall. The almost silent moan from the other half, now convinced that the already fragile peace would shatter under the multitude of blows. The line of red as it crawled across Suke's throat, then erupted a heartbeat later, staining both men's haori crimson. The metal clattering of Suke's dropped sword, then the heavy dull thump as Suke fell and joined his ancestors. The shout given, issuing itself from Doril's throat out of instinct and training, without conscious thought. The third shout, which announces the death of an enemy.

Doril withdrew a silk cloth from inside his haori, wiping the blood from his wakizashi before draping it carefully over his fallen foe's eyes, and sheathing his blade. Takei was the first to speak, and his words made the room fearful that a second duel would be fought just as the first was ending.

"Unclean cut, Doril-san. You fought him with a wakizashi as though you were not dueling. You backed him into a post, rather than letting honorable iaijutsu decide a matter of honor. You may have killed Kakita Suke, Doril-san, but you did not defeat him."

"There was no duel, Takei-san. He challenged me, I named the terms, he refused those terms and attacked me. He was drunk, and now, regrettably, he will be remembered for being cut down assaulting a Lion in the fledgling Imperial City over no better reason than that the Lion was a Lion. He acted in complete fury and ignorance. Believe me, I would claim no honor from this bloodshed, even if I had defeated him with katana in a single strike. What's worse, now every Crane in the city will likely feel the need to challenge me in vengeance for the way I cut down this man, and I will either end by destroying the peace in Toshi Ranbo, being cut down by Kakita steel and no doubt inspiring Lion reprisals against that poor samurai, or instead I could leave the city and gain the reputation of cowardice in doing so. I find myself in a difficult position, having only acted as bushido demands. Do not test me, Crane, for I am in a foul temper."

"Your tone makes things difficult for me as well, Lion. I saw both your behavior and Suke's, and can attest before everyone that you had no fault in the beginning of this fight. But to cut him down in the manner you chose demeans him, and any Crane might feel the insult. Giri is a peculiar thing, ne? I myself am trying to decide if your words and actions tonight demand retribution in accord with bushido."

"And I take it you are in much the same mind, Usago-san?"

"Hai, but we Daidoji are a rougher sort, and understand fights in inns proceed along different lines than a duel of honor in the street. We may be having words soon, Akodo, but  I would be satisfied defeating you with bokken." Usago's expression was neutral, as was his tone, but the glittering of his eyes betrayed the quiet sense of humor the man possessed.

"Obviously I cannot accept that challenge tonight, but I accept that challenge, Usago-san, in the hopes that the matter might end with us. Would it be satisfactory to you for us to meet outside the city around the noon hour? Takei-san and I know a wide, flat area where we might proceed without distraction or interruption."

"Noon tomorrow is acceptable. And if Takei-san believes this area is reasonable, then I will be guided by that judgment. The matter will be settled then."

The three men bowed to one another. Doril turned on his heel and left the inn, murmurs of conversation just beginning to form as the door closed behind him and he walked through the night to return home.

Doril laid down on the tatami mat and wooden pillow, but serenity and sleep would not come. Why should he be so upset over killing a Crane who'd tried to kill him? He sat up, and prayed for hours to the shiryo for guidance, but the blessed ancestors apparently saw more benevolence in silence than in aiding a single Akodo wrestling with his conscience.
*****

Doril woke with the first rays of the sun, and sat up from his tatami mat. Washing his face from the bowl of water brought in last night, he went through the rituals of hygiene all samurai performed to show their proper acceptance of inevitable death. He rubbed his fingernails and toenails down with pumice to keep them from interfering with his draw or grip, then with wood sorrel to polish the edges and surface smooth. He washed and dried his hair, then rubbed in a small amount of lotion to keep it from becoming dull and dirty-looking. He looked his face over carefully in a small bronze mirror, and decided he looked a bit too pale, so he put a little rouge on his cheeks to correct his complexion. 

As he did these things, he heard his father's voice in his mind. "These things may seem overly elegant, Doril-kun, but they are nothing like showiness. It is by your clean appearance that you demonstrate your prior acceptance of death. If, when a man's head is taken, his face is clean, and his hair well-kept, then while it might be said of him that he was not skillful enough, or that he was unlucky, it cannot be said that he was a man who thought his death would not come. If you cannot bring glory to your lord through victory, Doril-kun, then it is enough that your death does not bring against him bad rumors of his retainer's foolishness. Do not listen to those who might say that proper cleanliness is 'acting like a Doji', because they are fools whose only usefulness is the shedding of enemies' blood. Such usefulness is prized among us Lion, to be sure, but it is not the only good act a Lion might perform for his Champion and Daimyos." Such were the things he heard every morning as a youth from his father, who had lived to see his name taken away from him shortly after his gempukku, wandering as a ronin for several years, then joining the Black Lion to destroy the abomination that had stolen the Hantei name, the dark Kami Fu Leng. Like so many of the heroes of that generation, Doril's father took the tonsure after the Spirit War, and became a monk studying the Tao of Shinsei in the rugged mountains the Dragon Clan called home.

After Doril's gempukku it was clear to himself, and everyone else, that he would never win fame as his father had, as a great warrior of the Lion Clan. He was merely proficient with the sword, and his mind for battlefield tactics could not compare with those held by Yobi-sama or Ijiasu-sama. He might have lived out his whole life, honored to be a gunso in Lord Nimuro's army and dying in some battle against the Crane a nameless bushi who died with corpse facing the enemy, except for what could only be called a chance meeting, some five years ago.
*****

For the week after Doril's gempukku, his feet hardly seemed to touch the ground, so great was his enthusiasm and desire to serve Lord Ginawa and Lord Nimuro. Reality quickly set in. Doril had already shown himself to have reached his potential as a swordsman - he would certainly be no hero in the image of Ginawa or Toturi. He was proficient in go, but in the sand-table military competitions the Akodo prized so highly he was soundly defeated even by boys several years junior - there would be no place for Doril with tessen or menhari-gata in hand, directing the armies of the Lion to victory on the battlefield. It seemed that Doril would be consigned to a lifetime of useless service to his lords, until one afternoon he played go with Lord Sume's nephew Ikoma Otemi. Otemi-san had been distracted, and was not playing well, giving Doril two safe armies and a strong play to control the center, when Sume-sama entered, kneeling off to the side and watching silently, stroking the wide white beard that covered half his chest. His uncle's arrival unsettled Otemi, but he calmed down and focused quickly onto the game, playing much better, but still not enough to overcome the disadvantage he had brought on himself, if Doril played correctly. To defeat Otemi in go with Lord Sume as witness might draw Doril out of the masses of Lion bushi, or it might earn him the enmity of both a hero of the Lion and the Ikoma daimyo.

Doril thought he knew a way out. They continued playing, stones making a sort of staccato music as they were placed on the wooden board. A 'missed' defense allowed Otemi to prevent the linking of Doril's two great armies in the center of the board, and a pair of lackluster attacks against Otemi's own armies wasted Doril's stones and time as Otemi solidified his position. Soon, both men passed, and the game ended. Filling in the captured stones and counting territory, they learned that Otemi had in fact come from behind, winning the game by a single stone. Doril bowed deeply in respect.

"A close game, Otemi-san. I must have become overconfident after my second army gained its eyes. Your skilled defense deflected the little advantage I gained."

Ikoma Otemi returned the bow, pulling himself off of his hakama to stand slowly, easing the strain of being seated for so long.
"Close, indeed. You played very well for one so young. I rather expect that if we played this game four years from now, that you would have handed me a sharp defeat, Doril-san. Do not become discouraged; the Tao says that enlightenment is best gained through hardship, is that not correct, Sume-sama?"

"Indeed, it is so, nephew. I would let you continue with whatever plans you had for the afternoon, Otemi, but forgive me if I keep young Doril-san here a while longer. I like speaking to the young men of the clan after they have their gempukku; it is good to know the sort of men who will be the heroes of the Lion clan after I am gone."

Otemi bowed deeply to his uncle, as was correct. "My duties at the Hall of the Ancestors demand my personal attention, Sume-sama, as is the case each day. I am glad for such honors, of course, but my heart occasionally longs for an enemy to fight."

Sume chuckled softly, "War is the heart of a Lion, Otemi. It is only right to wish to be on the battlefield. At the same time, one does the duties one is asked to, not waste the precious days with longing for what is not."

"Of course, uncle. With your permission?" Sume waved his hand slightly, with a soft smile, and Otemi bowed a final time and left the small chamber.

Silence dominated the room after Otemi's departure, Ikoma Sume having turned that same soft smile onto Doril, and Doril not certain of what to say or how to begin. Swallowing deeply, he bowed to the Ikoma daimyo,

"Sume-sama..."

"You deliberately lost that game. I know it; Otemi knows it. My nephew is hot-tempered; I am surprised he did not take offence. My arrival must have truly distracted him."

Doril did his best to act shocked and outraged. "Sume-sama, truly you cannot suggest that I would do such a thing. To defeat Otemi-san at go would have been an honor; to have come as close as I did is no small feat for one my age."

"Doril-kun, you are overacting, lad." Sume was smiling widely, now. "You threw the game because defeating him in front of his uncle would have caused him no little embarrassment, for no better cause than that he did not take a game against a man hardly more than a boy seriously. You sensed the trouble that would cause, and you avoided it neatly. He was losing, so to postpone the rest of the game would have deprived my nephew of the chance to display his control of the situation in front of his uncle and daimyo. You couldn't throw the game obviously, as that would have been an insult to the both of us, so you simply made the mistakes of inexperience, even though I am certain you know better."

"I, for one, am impressed. Few men your age would have thought to lose, but most would have driven home the win, and probably acted boorishly after having won. You discarded your own honor and glory for that of my nephew, and that is why I am speaking to you right now in private."

"Honor's Sacrifice?" Doril asked, naming the fabled Ikoma spymaster school.

"You are a bit young for that. Let us instead say that your talents are clearly not with blade or signal-tessen in hand, and that your nature would best serve the Lion as an Omoidasu, a warrior-poet. I will make the arrangements with Ginawa-sama to have you train with my family starting tomorrow."
*****

Doril finished applying rouge to his cheeks, his reverie broken. It was still early, some hours before noon, when his duel of wooden swords was to be held against Daidoji Usago, resolving the matter of the death of Kakita Suke. Doril carefully considered his options. He thought about calling on a fellow Lion to accompany him in case of some treachery on part of the Crane, but swiftly dismissed the thought. The entire point of this second duel so that the matter could come to a close, without escalating between the two clans. It also would not do to accuse his fledgling friends among the Crane of such treachery, even silently.

What would Doril do if such an ambush came to pass, he asked himself. The reply of his mind unsettled him slightly. Doril would die, his corpse facing the enemy, not that it would ever be found.

It took little time for Doril to decide what he had to do. He took up his two swords from the small stand, settling them firmly in his saya, and carried his bokken in his hands as he left his small room and walked to where the duel would be, even though it was still three hours before noon.

It was only a matter of a few minutes for him to reach the clearing, and Doril decided to climb up a tree to rest and wait for the two Cranes to arrive. His mind began to wander, but Doril forced himself into each moment, feeling each trilling bird's call, each rustle of leaves as foxes scampered over the ground. In that state it did not seem like a long time before there was a silence in the wild creatures. Doril's ears perked at the halt, wondering what had happened to make the birds fall to silence, when his eyes caught the glint of two men in blue gi and Crane mon. Doril sprang from the tree to greet them, landing in a crouch before them.

"Konnichiwa, Daidoji-san, Doji-san. It is a fine day, ne?" Doril said cheerfully, bowing to each man in turn, grasping the wooden sword in his left hand.

"Hai, Akodo-san, a fine day." Daidoji Usago bowed slightly as he gave his reply. "I see you are already nearly prepared. Shall we begin immediately?"

"Hai, Usago-san." Doril pulled katana and wakizashi from his saya, both still in their scabbards, and laid them gently aside, propped against a tree trunk. He replaced those blades with his bokken, then wedged it in tightly in his saya, so that he could make a correct draw. Looking up, he saw Usago handing his blades to Doji Takei, and exchanging quiet words. Usago also slid his bokken into his saya, then turned to address Doril.

"I suppose I have not yet formally challenged you, Doril-san." Usago stretched himself, gaining another inch or so of height. "In the matter of an inn fight last night, Akodo Doril, you insulted Kakita Sume by refusing to face him in iaijutsu. I challenge you, to resolve this insult. My name is Doji Usago." Usago bowed slightly.

"I accept your challenge in this matter, Doji Usago. I name a duel of iaijutsu using bokken, to be fought to the first touch of blade to body. My name is Akodo Doril." Doril returned his bow.

"Your choice of resolution is acceptable, Akodo Doril. My second is Doji Takei." Usago bowed slightly to Takei.

"Doji Takei is known to me. I have brought no second with me, in accordance with our decision last night to have this matter end with ourselves." Doril bowed fully to Takei as well.

"With the formalities out of the way, shall we put an end to this sorry affair?"

"I wish for nothing more." With a final bow to each other, Doril and Usago settled into their stances. A beat later, each man started moving in unison. Doril began his draw smoothly, but Usago gained a slight advantage, clearing the saya first by virtue of his sword being a few inches shorter. Doril's bokken was soon clear as well, but the damage was done. With twin soft thuds, one immediately before the other, Usago struck Doril in the collarbone and Doril struck Usago in the ribs. Both men stood poised in the final position for an instant, then Doril pulled back a step and bowed.

"Your blade struck first, Usago. I concede the superiority of your technique, and the Crane technique."

"I accept your concession personally, Doril-san," Usago said, tossing his bokken aside, "but the Crane technique won no victory today. You still struck me early enough that we would both be dead." Usago bowed slightly.

Doril's bokken clattered against Usago's discarded weapon as he tossed it down to the ground. "I have been honorably defeated in this matter. I have been reproved for my slight of Kakita Sume, and humbly apologize." Doril bowed deeply.

"Your apology resolves this matter to my satisfaction, Doril-san." Usago returned the bow. Both men glanced to Doji Takei.

"Your apology resolves this matter to my satisfaction, Doril-san." Takei bowed as well.

The tension drained out of all three men.

"I hope that we will be able to resume our friendship in the future, gentlemen. It is obviously impossible that we should do so now. When you feel an appropriate time has passed, please send me a note and I would be pleased to join you for sake," Doril said. "Until then, I will try to keep to my own neighborhood, so as not to aggravate any of your brethren in regards to this matter."

"Your consideration is appreciated, Doril." Takei took the lead, now that the duel was over. "I also hope that we can resume our friendship. I should hate to try to explain a sudden lack of skill in poetry to Otomo-chan."

Once again, Takei's humor broke the formality of all three men. Doril laughed softly, and Usago grinned.

For once, Doril decided, Takei's ever present facade of cheerfulness was not annoying in the slightest.
*****
