The Face of Courage

By Akodo Doril
"Bring your armies to Toshi Ranbo. Face my forces on the fields of battle. Hida Kuon, Matsu Nimuro, and Moto Chagatai will crush your wretched rabble. Bayushi Sunetra, Shiba Mirabu, and Doji Kurohito will thwart every contingency you might offer. Should you fail to appear, Togashi Satsu and Yoritomo Kumiko will scour the land and sea, hunting your agents to the last, until you are finally destroyed.

You are nothing. You have failed twice before, and you will fail again.

The Empire does not fear you."

-The Righteous Emperor Toturi III

"I took the liberty of getting you a small gift, Doril-san, in honor of your new position and duties." Doji Tokei said to Akodo Doril, as they ate breakfast in the early morning hours. With his words he took up a small bamboo box from beside him, offering it to Doril.

"You know very well I cannot accept such a thing, Tokei-san. You are not part of my Clan. My duties to it are hardly a topic for celebration with those not Lion." Doril lightly pushed away the box, his expression neutral as he made the first of the polite refusals.

"If our clans are not allies, then they are certainly now friends, Doril-san. Certainly I can give a gift to my friend if I want to." Tokei pressed onward, again putting the box forward.

"It is true that Lion and Crane are now more friendly than anyone could have expected in our grandfathers' time. All the same, as we are both young men, you can hardly be expected to give gifts to each of your friends whenever they recieve an accolade from their superiors." Doril pushed away the box a second time.

"But a posting to a Governor's retinue is hardly a minor event in the career of a samurai. Such a posting could bring you great good fortune, and I should like to wish you the best luck I can. Please accept this gift as a token of my wishes."

"As you wish, Tokei-san. As you wish." Doril took the box from Tokei, and opened it carefully. Within lay an iron mempo, plain in design but polished until it shone. Doril lifted it from the box and found it to be of appropriate heft - it could be worn on the battlefield, rather than being only to hang on the wall as if it were a kabuki mask. When Doril turned it over, he saw the kanji for each of the seven virtues of bushido inscribed inside the forehead. Tokei smiled slightly, having been watching Doril's reaction.

"So that virtue might always be on your mind, my friend."

"A marvelous sentiment, my friend."

***

Akodo Doril hid his emotions carefully behind a blank mask as he pulled his sword and saya out from his obi, and knelt before his lord, laying his katana in front of him on the ground. "I have come as instructed, my Lord."

"Very well. You will be the omoidasu for my retainers. I have received letters telling me you show promise. Do not make fools of your elders, Doril-san."

"I will not, Lord Governor Ieshige."

Ieshige made a curt gesture of dismissal, already turning to address his advisors.

As Doril rose, bowed, and left his first audience with the Governor of Okura District, he wondered at the fervor shining behind his lord's eyes.

***

"Your audience with Governor Akodo Ieshige, how did it go for you, Doril-san?" Tokei said as Doril re-entered the inn both men lived in.

"Fair, Tokei-san. Perhaps somewhat better. He did not hand me my wakizashi, in any case."

Doji Tokei snorted a laugh into his sake. "How you Lion can take such a fate as a light matter is beyond me, Doril-san."

Doril smiled slightly, "At least one will not have to admit to his ancestors that he tasted of defeat. For a Lion, that is some consolation."

"But how can you kill yourself to no gain for anyone? A sacrifice in battle I can understand - many heroes of the Daidoji met that fate, but a death shrouded in white seems wasteful."

"The blessed Matsu Tsuko taught us how. Bushido does not give answers, only principles to uphold. When those principles conflict, we have either to diminish bushido by choosing one virtue over another, or we leave the matter for another to resolve, and take our own lives to resolve our part in it."

Tokei nodded slightly and sipped at his sake. When Tokei lowered the cup, Doril could see the confusion on his face, and so Doril continued.

"When Tsuko learned that Fu Leng was in possession of Hantei 39th's body, she was faced with a conflict in bushido. Her sincerity demanded she uphold the oath she swore to the Emperor's service. Justice and uprightness demanded that she oppose Fu Leng and Jigoku with every fibre of her being. To resolve the conflict, she took her own life, leaving Toturi - Heavens favor him – in command of her forces. Her life was cut short, it is true, but Lion will remember her sense of honor even at the next Day of Thunder."

"Are you all so truly obsessed with bushido? What does the Tao of Shinsei have to say about an honorable death compared to a slightly-less-honorable life, having succeeded at doing what must be done?"

"I do not know, Tokei-san. I have not read the Tao. Perhaps my father could be consulted. He went to the mountains to contemplate such matters with what remains of his years."

"I see. Do not take it amiss when I say again that I find Lion beliefs more than passing-strange."

"I do not, my friend Tokei. We have as much trouble understanding you Crane."

They smiled at each other over their cups of rice wine, then burst out laughing, drawing the momentary attention of the other occupants of the inn.

***

"What do you make of the Emperor's proclamation to the bloodspeakers, Tokei-san?" Doril asked later, in quiet tones.

"I fear I do not understand why. His wisdom is greater than mine, however, and I have my own matters to attend to." Tokei answered, with a shrug somewhat exaggurated by the amount of liquor consumed.

"It is foolishness, and worse, I fear, Tokei-san. Hardly seven years have passed since Otosan Uchi fell, and already he invites the bloodspeaker, who threw aside Daigotsu," Doril glanced around him, looking to see if anyone else in the room perked up at the Dark Lord's mention, "to attack our capital? He puts too much confidence in the Dragon's successes. A second Rain could shatter us all, Tokei."

"It is far from our place to question the Righteous Emperor." Tokei said flatly.

"It seems the fate of samurai in the past two generations to be consigned to either fighting an Emperor or watching helplessly as a dark fate befalls Rokugan. Samurai fought against the last Hantei, Tokei. Samurai fought on both sides of the Spirit War, and each side believed they were supporting a true and honorable cause. In these times, men must always be prepared to make these choices."

"You are drunk, Doril-san." Tokei said, anger beginning to heat his voice.

"The Four Winds conflict was like a stone thrown into a pond, Tokei. Its ripples have not yet stopped spreading through Rokugan. If Toshi Ranbo is to be the site of battle between Rokugan and the bloodspeaker, then why does the Lord Shogun still have but a few hundred men, commanding the fifth section of the Wall of Duty?"

"I do not know, and neither do you, Doril." Tokei was definately angry now, the rice wine beginning to take hold.

"But I do know, Tokei. I do know. Naseru still fears the loyalty Kaneka commands in those who once served him. It has been five years of boiling peace and months of outright conflict, starting before and made worse by the Rain, and the General of the Emperor's Army is in Hida lands serving as rikuganshokan to Hida Kuon!"

"How the Emperor arranges his affairs is far beyond our right to question, Doril. You say that his actions are folly, very well, but his actions are backed by the will of Heaven! The Celestial Order itself would revolt against him if he were as steeped in foolhardiness as you claim." Tokei muted his tone quickly, but no one had overheard their words.

"The Celestial Order has blessed the reigns of heroes and villains alike, Tokei. It has blessed the reign of patricides. It has blessed the reign of 2 regicides. Even if the Emperor were setting the torch to Rokugan himself, the Celestial Order would but sigh. The ancestors look on, Tokei, but it is for us to act."

"Why do you say these things to me, Doril? Why do you disturb our pleasant evening?" Tokei's face fell as he said it. Part of what Doril said rang true in the Crane's mind, and the realization of it depressed the young courtier.

What came next was the hardest thing Doril had ever done. Until this point, he could have stopped at any time with what a part of his soul still named treason. Even now, he could shrug, say nothing, and walk away from his part in the conspiracy with a clean conscience.

But Doril knew where his duty was. As his father had turned his back on a pair of evil Emperors, so too was Doril bound by honor to turn his back on an Emperor determined to lead them all to destruction.

Even so, he tried not to think of what his father would say about it.
He pulled his fan out from where it was tucked into his obi, and opened it before his face, speaking too quietly for anyone but Tokei to hear.

"There are a number of men who think as I do, Tokei. We are called the Gozoku..."
