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      Chapter One
    

    
      The Journey Begins
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      “True… but even this old dog can teach you some new tricks.” 
    

    
      “I’ve been training for this moment for the last six years. Now, it’s time to finish this battle.” Raizen sprinted towards Chun.
    

    
              This was the trial of age. In this particular village, a village of martial artists, in order to ascend into adulthood, one must pass a test by landing a blow on an elder of the village. Such a test can only be taken once a year. If the contestant fail
      s
      , then he must remain an adolescent for the next year. In Raizen’s case, he’s going up against his own trainer. Failing would bring much dishonor to his name.
    

    
      Seconds before Raizen could deal the blow, a mischievous grin expanded across Chun’s face, “You’ve done well, my student. In fact, you far surpassed my expectations of your abilities. However, you’ve made one fatal mistake. Now, I must end this.”
    

    
      Raizen’s mouth gaped in disbelief
      .
       “You mean - you are going easy on me?”
    

    
      “Of course I was. You have a lot to learn, young one. It is not until you master your chi that you’ll be able to defeat me. Witness the power of a true master.” Chun disappeared a millisecond before Raizen could land his punch. Without warning
      ,
       Chun reappeared behind Raizen, and landed a strike at the back of his neck.        
    

    
              Raizen went flying, landing and sliding on the crisp wet grass. He la
      y
       there, paralyzed from the neck down. The mid autumn breeze blew shivers down his back. The light rain sapped and mingled with his perspiration, “I… I cannot move. What have you done to me?”
“Relax boy,” replied Chun
      , 
      “I have used my chi to temporarily paralyze you - a trick that only a master can, well, master. You’ll be stuck there for at least a minute or two. Better hope a bear creep from this forest. In your condition, you’d be the easiest prey in the forest.” Chun took a flask from his pocket. He twisted the rubber stopper from the tip, making a harsh squeaking noise. Putting the flask to his mouth, he drank to his content, allowing streams of the liquor to stream down his cheeks
      . 
      “I’m going to leave now. When you regain your senses, come back to my cabin. We need to have a long talk. That is, if a bear does not find you of course.” He left giggling and singing a tipsy tune.
    

    
              Raizen laid his head on the grass in complete dismay, “How could I have been so foolish
      ?
       After all my training… pushing my body to the max for almost a decade, I am not good enough to defeat him. This means I cannot be granted my right as a man in society.” He tried to move his muscles again, but the paralysis effect wasn’t completely worn off yet. The sprinkling rain picked up a step or two. The chilling rain bombarded Raizen’s body with every drop.
    

    
      After a minute he tried again. To his delight his muscles were once again his. He stood, looked around, and made his way back home. 
      What is this chi business Master Chun was talking about? I’ve heard the grownups talking about it every once in a while, but I never really thought much of it. Rumors say that chi is simply a type of tea, but based 
      on 
      this battle, it seems to be much more than that. I mean, how does a person disappear?
    

    
      Raizen made a quick sprint back to his home. 
      M
      aking 
      almost 
      no noise, his bare feet tapped the grass with the force of a grasshopper. Eventually he made his way to town. The town was quite small, with a population of roughly 90. Crude wooden cabins filled the patch of land. Raizen walked cautiously between these cabins, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. In such a small town, word of him failing the trial of age would spread like wildfire. How could he face his peers knowing of his failure? Each and every one of his peers 
      had 
      passed on the first try. 
    

    
              In Raizen’s case, he was one of the best young martial artists in the village. Up 
      and 
      coming, many predicted him to be the next elder of the village. With everyone holding high expectations for him, word of this would be a grand let
       
      down. Raizen held his hand over his head, wondering what Chun 
      would 
      say to him. Raizen stepped lightly on the grass, making no noise as he leaped. Each step made was equal to that of a cat walking. 
    

    
      As he neared
       his cabin, a few autumn leaves fluttered in the winds, being weighed down by none other than the rain. Here and there people walked, holding furs, crops, and lumber. The citizens of the town were simple folk. The new ideas of the cities and the world had yet to penetrate the solitude of the southern forests. 
    

    
      The ideas up north stayed up north, “However,” mumbled Raizen, “
      i
      t’s only a matter of time until those ideas make it here, down south. Soon, our walls of trees will be replaced by walls of stone. And what is this new industrial revolution that the elders speak of?” He sighed and made his way to his door.
    

    
      Placing his palm upon the grizzled oak door, he pushed it open, and noticed a group of men sitting by the fire, sipping on what were tea cups, but smelt like alcohol. Raizen peered to see jolly laughter and pink faces, accompanied with a slight slur in their speech.
    

    
      At the sight of Raizen, Chun bellowed, “Raizen my boy. Come have a drink with us.”
“But alcohol 
      is
       only for adults by law.”
“Bah! You’re of age now.”
“But I didn’t finish the trial of responsibility. I lost to you, and therefore I am not considered an adult.”
“Just come and everything will be explained to you.” In Chun’s hand he held a long, thin wooden pipe. As he inhaled, the bowl of the pipe turned an amberish color, and a 
      crackle 
      noise popped all the way across the room. 
    

    
      “How am I now considered a man?” asked Raizen with a hint of curiosity in his tone.
    

    
      “It’s quite simple,” replied Chun, exhaling a mouthful of smoke in Raizen’s direction. “You see, the test was a lie.”
    

    
      “A lie?”
    

    
      “Yes, a lie. Every adolescent in the village is told such a lie to ensure they’ll train hard. There is no way that a mere teenager can land a blow on an elder. Most elders simply allow their students to land a blow just to pass them, but not me. I want to beat some humiliation into you, boy.”
“I see.”
    

    
      “Such is the tradition of the village. Now that you are an adult, you can learn the lore of our village.”
    

    
      “So,” said Raizen leaning over in curiosity, “tell me more.”
    

    
      “This may be a long one,” Chun alcohol from a small flask containing either Sake or Soju into his tea cup. He lowered his pipe slowly before blowing wisps of smoke at Raizen’s face. Taking a drink from his cup, he said, “You see, it all started during the Hundred Year War, which ironically, happened a hundred years ago. The nation of Keishi experimented heavily in dark magics and poisons. They kidnapped peasants from Date to conduct their experiments on. One experiment in particular turned the eyes of the subjects golden and their hair white. Luckily, a sect of the prisoners managed to escape the nation of Keishi. While wandering the world, trying to find their own way, your people stumbled across a monastery of monks, who taught them the ways of the martial arts. Eventually, they made it to the southern forests… and now your people reside here in the small agricultural and lumberjack society.”
    

    
      “That’s the lore of our people? I do not understand why the younger ones do not not know of it.”
    

    
      “Well, that’s our lore in a nutshell. There are  many more stories I have to tell at a different time.”
“But why don’t the young ones know of it?”
“I was getting to that,” replied Chun, coughing out his alcohol, “If you would not rudely interrupt me while I’m speaking, I would have told you.” He took the flask and refilled his cup. “Now, where was I? Oh yeah, you see, not everyone in our town is worthy to know our lore. Some may dabble in the magics that once enslaved your people.” 
    

    
      “I understand. So does this means that I’m now considered a man?”
Chun took a puff of his pipe, and then coughed the smoke into Raizen’s face, “Unfortunately, you are a man now, boy. Had it been my way, you would not be a man until you grow gray hairs. However that’s not exactly why I called you here.. Have you ever heard of the legend of Lan Se?”
    

    
      Raizen leaned the ball of his back to the wall, lowering his shoulders, “You mean that fairy tale?”
“You probably remember such tales from your childhood, as I would assume?” Chun took an empty tea cup, poured alcohol into it, and then handed it to Raizen, “I was your parent’s trainer before they were exiled, Raizen. You already the story of how they were exiled and how i gained custody of you when you were a toddler. I guess I-” 
    

    
      “No disrespect, Master Chun, can you please get to the point?”
Chun took the end of his pipe, and clicked the bowl of it on Raizen’s forehead, “Patience - you lack patience! One does not master the martial arts without focusing on the fine details.” Chun took a refill of the alcohol, and then pressed the shot to his mouth, as he thrusted his head back. “Lan Se, despite your childhood stories, was not a fairytale. He was an actual dragon… just trapped in a human body per se.
    

    
      “But Master Chun, dragons do not exist. Surely a wise man such as yourself can look past such stories.”
“You mind your mouth, boy. You’re barely a man, yet dare question my vast knowledge I have accumulated over my many decades?”
“No, but-”
    

    
      “But nothing! I will not tolerate your lack of discipline. Do I have to knock some sense into you?”
“No.”
“Alright then.” Chun coughed up a bit of his alcohol, “Lan Se was once a dragon some eleven thousand years ago. Back then, dragons dominated the world, and ruled far and wide. There, the dragons were servants of the demigods, keeping the order in our world. Above the dragons and demigods were the four forces, who were the four rulers of the universe. Ragnarok, the god of the physical universe, created the tangible world we know of today. Odin was the scholar of the four. He wanted us mortals to manipulate and explore the universe to the fullest, so he granted us the use of magic. Freya was the goddess of life, and created mortals, with souls to accompany them. Her brother, Leviathan, was the god of death. He guided the souls into the afterlife.”
    

    
      “Is this the creation story,” asked Raizen taking his first sip of alcohol. As the Sake seeped down his throat, he choked, and coughed up a little.
    

    
      “Ha, you can’t even keep your Sake down, boy,” laughed Chun, “and yes, this is the creation story. Now, where was I? Ah yes, after creating our world, the three moved off to create a numberless amount of worlds.”
    

    
      “Chun,” replied one of the elders in a stern voice, “This is no time for idle chit chat. We need to get Raizen to Lan Se as soon as possible. Tell your folk stories while traveling or something. In the meantime, we have your supplies ready.”
    

    
      “Well, you’ve heard the elders,” said Chun.  “I have one last thing to tell you. You are going to train under Lan Se. To find Lan Se, we will have to find the Dragon Compass, which is in the fortress city of MuMu. Such a task will be difficult indeed, but I have faith that my student will make me proud. Everything else will be explained later in the journey. For now, we simply need to start.”
    

    
              Raizen followed his teacher out the cabin to see the rain picking up in gust. Small puddles accumulated on the ground. A light mist rose from the ground to create a bit of a haze. Raizen followed Chun down the steps where he saw two villagers carrying several large sacks.
    

    
      “You see those sacks over there,” asked Chun.
    

    
      “Yes,” replied Raizen.
    

    
      “Those are supplies for both you and me. However, you’re carrying all of them. It will  make for good training.”
    

    
      “But… yes, I will carry them, Master Chun.” Raizen lowered his head dejectedly, and took the sacks from the villagers. In total, the sacks weighed about 120 pounds, while Raizen’s body weight totaled to about 140 pounds, making for 260lbs.
    

    
      Chun tapped the tobacco from his pipe, and placed it in his pocket, “By the time the journey is over, you’ll finally have some meat on your scrawny bones.” 
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      The Tavern
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              The autumn wind whistled in the ears of the two adventurers. The trees bristled their branches, allowing an array of color to fall from their stems. A light cover of clouds darkened the sky. Chun, whistling a tune or two, strolled gracefully while sipping on his flask of alcohol. Raizen, however, struggled with the weight of the bags. Beads of perspiration streamed down his brow while the bags of supplies wobbled back and forth on his back, his damp palms wetting the grips of the straps.
    

    
      Chun sipped the last of his flask and said, “I think it’s time to take a break. All this drinking has made me hungry.” 
    

    
      He gestured his head at a lake, and the two gravitated towards the body of water.  Raizen, out of pure exhaustion, landed face first on the ground. 
    

    
      “What do you think you’re doing?” bellowed Chun. “This is no time for rest. You need to make me dinner, then I may have the energy to train you.”
“But Master Chun,” Raizen’s expression lowered to the state of a saddened puppy, “I have not the energy to train. I’ve been carrying our luggage for hours on end.”
“That’s no excuse,” Chun said with a laugh. “Back in my day, when I received training by Lan Se, he made me climb mountains naked - while carrying twice the luggage you are.” 
    

    
              Raizen reluctantly dislodged the luggage from his back and opened the contents inside. There, he took vegetables from a bag, then placed them into a pot. It wasn’t long before he had the entire camp set up, with the pot roasting over a fire. Rice, carrots, and bits and pieces of meat filled the pot as a gentle breeze bombarded the fire, making it dance and flicker. 
    

    
      When Raizen walked over to the lake to get a sip of water, he noticed his reflection in the pond. Like the rest of his villagers, he had abnormally white hair, and he kept it somewhat unkempt and short. Likewise, he wasn’t a very masculine man. Although of age, his body still clung to a few childish features. The youthfulness of his eyes and cheeks illuminated the lake. He stood about five-foot-four, not making him a giant by any means. His eyes were of a golden hue. He wore the typical martial arts uniform of his village, black pants, and a white shirt, and covering the white shirt was an unbuttoned black jacket. 
    

    
      After drinking, Raizen glanced over at Chun. As an elderly man, his short hair came to his neck. Chun wasn't originally from the village. A giant of a man, he stood at 
      seven feet, nine inches
      . At the old age of 92, he had a fairly muscular build. In his youth, he enjoyed courting women, and keeping his body in shape was a must. In his old age, he kept his martial arts jacket unbuttoned with no undershirt, because he still had abs. Chun had short gray hair, with a fu manchu that grew down to his chest. Many scars rested on his body, illustrating his life as a fighter. 
    

    
      “Raizen, while the food is cooking, I need you to sit down near this lake to begin our training.”
“But Master Chun, you haven't told me the rest of the creation story yet.”
“Patience, you impatient boy. You’ll know the story in time. However, I want you right here, 
      now.
      ”
    

    
      “Alright, Master Chun.”
    

    
      “Hm…let me think” Chun fiddled his finger around his fu manchu and bellowed, “You probably want me to teach you how to use chi. I can understand. Such practices 
      can 
      attract women, if you know what I mean.” He took his flask and opened the rubber stopper. “Back in my day, a single chi trick could attract a woman into my cabin for the night…but I’m getting off track.”
    

    
      Chun shook his flask, then guzzled down the Sake. “To activate the full potential of your chi, you must first master the seven chakras. Chakras are the seven basic energy sources of the soul, spanning from the base of the lower spine to the head. Today, you shall learn the first one, Muladhara.” Chun stuck his fingers into the soil and lifted the dirt from the ground. “When you meditate on the first chakra, you must imagine rock and soil. Think of the color red. This chakra in particular is more of an energy chakra. Without it, you will lack the energy to carry out the other six chakras. Do you understand?” 
“I think so, Master Chun.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
              The two sat in meditation for several hours that day. Raizen did exactly what Chun told him to. He focused on his breathing and allocated his mind to float. He liberated himself from worldly thoughts, imagining a patch of crops, quietly sprouting from the brownish red soil beneath it. Though Raizen started at noon, he stayed in meditation, completely cut off from the world, until the late afternoon.
    

    
      Taking a pipe from his mouth, Chun tapped the bowl of the pipe on Raizen’s forehead. “Raizen, the food is done, and you better eat some before I get my fill.”
    

    
      Raizen gave Chun a starstruck face. “How long have I been meditating?”
“It has been going on several hours now, boy.”
“But it felt more like one hour.”
    

    
      “You will find that with proper meditation, worldly matters will be insignificant to you. Tell me, how do you feel?”
    

    
      “I can feel it. I don’t know exactly what it is, but I can feel…
      something
      .”
    

    
      Chun took a seat near the pot of food. After taking a taste of the food, he glanced over at Raizen and said, “Having your chi flow through you is the second most pleasurable experience a mortal can have, behind sex. Chi is one of the blessings bestowed upon us mortals by Freya.”
    

    
      Raizen stood up and stretched his arms and back. He then got a bowl and ate stew near the fire. “When will I master the next chakra?”
“Have patience, Raizen. You’ll learn your next chakra after the next town. We have business to attend to there.”
“What kind of business?”
“You’ll learn once we arrive there.” 
    

    
      “Can you at least finish the creation story?” replied Raizen.
    

    
      “That, I will tell you. Besides, what is food without stories? Now, where did I leave off?” 
    

    
      “You left off at the part where the Four Forces created the universe.”
    

    
      “Ah yes,” said Chun, filling his mouth full of stew. "The Four Forces created a multitude of worlds, one of the first worlds being ours. From rock and molten lava, Ragnarok formed our world. With his hammer and anvil, he forged the shape of our world. After forming our world, he cooled it in his great basin of water, turning oceans of lava into oceans of water. Like an architect, he made the fine details of this world, sculpting mountains, plains, and everything else in-between.”
“So the soil beneath me came from Ragnarok?” asked Raizen.   
    

    
      “Indeed. However, the soil you are sitting on wouldn’t have the nutrients to contain life without Freya. After Ragnarok did his handiwork on the world, Freya breathed life into our planet. She first created grass and plant life, making everything from creatures under the sea to the birds that soar through the sky. In a chain of islands off the north-eastern parts of the land, she created the primitive human race. She even granted every mortal being the ability to use and control chi. Her greatest creation in this world was the dragons.”
“Dragons such as Lan Se?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      “Indeed. After Freya did her work on the world, Odin finished the job. He granted the mortals the ability to bend weaves.”
“Weaves?”
    

    
      “Yes. Weaves are the intangible material that bonds the universe. He gave us mortals the ability to manipulate and explore the universe through the usage of weaves. Mortals who are able to manipulate weaves are called magicians.” Refilling his bowl, Chun continued.“He created the demigods to watch over our world - keep things safe while they wander off to create more worlds. The demigods, having no interest in watching over our world, tasked the dragons to do so for them.”
    

    
      “How about Leviathan? What does he do in the creation process?”
    

    
      Chun sat his plate on the ground and gave Raizen a grim look. “We will speak of Leviathan another time. He himself needs an entire story for himself. However, he does play an important role in our adventure.” After cleaning his bowl, he bellowed, “Let us rest for the night, because tomorrow I have another important task for you that does not involve carrying bags.” The two ate and went to sleep.
    

    
              That next day, the sun rose over the horizon, only to be blocked out by the light overcast of clouds. Raizen had awoken to Chun snoring as loud as ever. Taking his covers off, he got dressed and shook his trainer. Chun wouldn’t wake up so easily, so Raizen decided to improvise and kick his trainer in the stomach in a desperate attempt to wake him.
    

    
      “Are you awake yet, Master Chun?”
Chun opened his eyes and looked at Raizen with fiery eyes. “Think you could have kicked harder? Why are you even kicking your instructor in the first place? As punishment, you must carry both of our bags from now on.”
“But Master Chun,” replied Raizen, “I already do that.”
Blushing, Chun replied, “Fine. Then I expect you to clean my clothes from now on. That should teach you not to disrespect me.”
“But Master Chun…I only wanted to wake -”
    

    
      “But nothing. The best excuse is no excuse at all.”
    

    
              The two packed up and continued their journey. After several days of light downpour, the rain finally let up. The clouds packed up and moved north, leaving the sun to shine. To their discomfort, the humidity steeped in. It was going to be a long day.
    

    
      “Master Chun,” said Raizen, “would you mind telling me what we’re doing today?” Raizen’s voice was as raspy as a haystack. He stuck out his tongue, parched from the lack of water. Wiping the sweat from his forehead, he simply stared at Chun, who was drinking a flask of Sake. 
    

    
      Chun guzzled the remainder of his drink down and made an 
      ahhhh 
      sound. “There is a tavern in the next town called the Working Man’s Tavern. The town, Bungi, is the intersection of three roads, so it receives a decent amount of commerce.”
    

    
      “This is exciting. I’ve never ventured beyond the boundaries of our town. It’ll be good to see some new faces. Perhaps I can one day see a city.”
    

    
      “Eh, the city is not all it’s cracked up to be. Now where was I? Ah, I was speaking of the tavern. Many traders travel to and from the town, looking for a place to rest for the night. I myself stayed a night in that tavern - slept with the owner’s daughter.”
    

    
      “I think that’s a little too much information,” replied Raizen, now thinking of sex. “Can you get on to what our mission is?”
    

    
      “Ah yes…I forgot all about our mission.” Chun blushed to the point where his head looked like an apple. “There is a certain artifact the owner owns that’ll prove to be of great use to our journey.”
“What is it?”
“It’s called the Mirror of Humanity. This is known as an artifact. There were once many of these artifacts, but such items were destroyed or lost over time. The mirror gives the user the power to reflect an attack back on a user.”
“Can this work on anyone?”
    

    
      “Not exactly. The mirror scans the victim to see the individual’s heart. If the person is pure of heart, then the mirror won’t work. If the person has a darkened heart with a strong will, then the mirror still will not work. It only works on a darkened soul with a weak will. Kyou, the owner of the tavern, keeps this mirror handy. I intend to get this mirror from him for greater purposes.”
Raizen looked at Chun with a confounded face. “Can’t you simply ask for the mirror? I mean, we 
      are 
      going on some grand adventure, I think.”
“Haven’t you been listening to my story at all? I slept with his daughter. He viewed his daughter as a perfect, pure woman who was his little sweetheart, yet his little sweetheart was quick to hop in bed with me. In bed, she showed her true colors as an animal.”
“Again, Master Chun, too much information.” Raizen looked at the blazing sun above him. “How much longer until we reach Bungi?”
    

    
      “I’m assuming a few hours at best.”
“Would you mind if we take a short water break?”
“There will be no breaks for you. I swear, you young people are so soft. Back in my day, we went without water until the instructor deemed our fighting forms formidable.”
Those few hours were quite dreadful for Raizen. Sweat seeped into his clothes to the point where they were completely damp, and his feet felt as if he'd been walking in the mud for days. The sun was just past the middle of the sky, yet still projected heat at full blast.
    

    
              Finally, after several hours of traveling, the two reached Bungi. The town was an older, rugged one. Wooden cabin,like buildings cluttered the central part of the town, and vintage signs hung leisurely at the top of the cabins, featuring words such as 
      Feng’s 
      F
      armer’s Market, Bungi’s Blacksmith, Tou’s Tailoring, 
      and 
      Working Man’s Tavern
      . On the outskirts laid cabins the residents retreated to after a long day of work. To Raizen’s surprise, no farms were present. The two made their way inside the town. 
    

    
      Self-conscious, Raizen asked, “Why are these people staring at us?”
Chun chuckled. “They must be admiring my good looks.”
Raizen took in his view of the town and said, “Where exactly are we going?”
“If I know Ji well enough, then she’s probably smoking a pipe behind the tavern.”
    

    
      “Ji?”
    

    
      “The woman I slept with. The one with -”
    

    
      “There’s no need to explain any more.”
    

    
              The tavern was quite easy to spot, being the largest building in the town. Both Raizen and Chun walked past the side of the tavern. Dust and dirt coated the sides of it, and about a third of the paint laid chipped off the wall. To accompany this, a strong scent of tobacco sailed in the air.
    

    
      “There’s no denying it,” said Chun, sniffing the air. “This is the tobacco Ji smokes. She’s close.”
    

    
              Past the corner was an older lady sitting on a rocking chair. She seemed to be in her mid-fifties, with strings of gray streaking down her black hair, which was made in a bun. She was slightly plump; not fat, just plump. She wore a red silk dress with elaborate gold designs embroidered into the fabric. Smoke from her pipe ascended out of the pipe and infected the air.
    

    
      Fumbling her pipe, Ji said, “Janochi? It's been over thirty years since I last saw your ugly mug. What brings you to this neck of the woods?”
    

    
      “I am on important business, and I need The Mirror of Humanity to carry out his task.”
    

    
      Ji gave him a sideways look. “You mean that old piece of junk my father keeps handy?”
“Yes, can you do your old friend a favor and retrieve it for me?”
“I can’t. My father loves that mirror more than life itself.”
    

    
      “Are you sure you can’t?” Chun approached Ji, and tiptoed two of his fingers up her breast. Using his middle finger, he tugged at her dress, exposing some cleavage. “Can’t you do an old friend a favor? I promise you, I’ll reward you. It can be like old times.”
    

    
      “That does sound nice,” replied Ji, with a little red appearing in her cheeks, “but I’m married. I also have kids; six of them, to be exact. They’re all grownups.”
    

    
      “I understand. I will find another way to get the mirror. However, if you’re ever feeling a little lonely, I will be here for the night.”
    

    
      “Whatever you say, Janochi. It’s best to leave before my father finds you here.”
    

    
      “He’s still angry at me?”
“You have no clue.”
    

    
              The two left the back of the tavern, only to be at the center of town. Chun grabbed Raizen by his clothes and said, “I think I have a plan for getting the mirror, and you’re going to get it.” 
    

    
      Chun tugged Raizen 
      into a building located under a tailor’s shop
      . Inside the shop laid aisles lined with shelves. Chun walked in, only to hear loud squeaking noises from the floor. With each step, the floor squeaked.
    

    
      “I see there has been little maintenance since the last time I was here.”
    

    
      “Janochi? Is that really you?” The shopkeeper leaned over the table, peering at Chun while scratching his beard. “Is that your son with you?”
    

    
      “He is not my son. He’s a student of mine, traveling with me. I would never see the day I would become a glorified babysitter.”
    

    
      “Whatever you say, Janochi. Just be sure the tavern owner doesn't see you.” 
    

    
      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Chun looked at Raizen, then back at the clerk. “You don’t happen to have geisha clothes anywhere, would you?”
    

    
      “Of course I do.” He pointed to the left. “Geisha clothes are just over there.”
    

    
      Raizen followed Chun to the far left of the store to see silk dresses similar to what Ji wore. The dress was a slim one made of red silk, and golden dragons lay embroidered on the sides. Chun turned to his right and gestured to the makeup shelf, and Raizen picked up two makeup clay cups, one white,the other blue.
“We only need two more items,” said Chun.
    

    
      “What are these for?” replied Raizen. “Are these for Ji?”
    

    
      “Of course not. I will tell you their meaning later. Just be patient.”
    

    
              Chun did a little looking to stumble across a few hair pins. He grabbed a few and went to the next shelf. Peering on the last shelf, he came across a hand fan. It was white, with red dragons printed across the wedge.
    

    
      Fanning himself, Chun said, “I should buy an extra one of these for when it’s hot out.”
    

    
      Taking his supplies to the clerk, Chun asked, “How much would all of this cost?”
    

    
      “Seven gold coins.”
“Why are these supplies so expensive? I thought this was a cheaper shop.”
“Those 
      supplies 
      you have are made by the finest. The best tailors and the best materials went into making that dress. The same goes for the makeup.”
Sighing, Chun replied, “I suppose you’re right. But let an old friend have a discount.”
    

    
      "What’s in it for me?” asked the clerk, tilting his head.
    

    
      “I suppose I 
      can 
      clean the store for the day. Being the people person I am, I can also attract customers for the day.”
    

    
      “Normally, I find offers like that completely idiotic. However, since you are funny to have around...”
    

    
      “Good,” replied Chun. “I simply need a moment with Raizen in the dressing room.” Chun led Raizen into the dressing room, where he unfolded the dress. “This should be your size.”
    

    
      “You mean…you want me to wear geisha clothes?!” Raizen gasped at the mere thought.
    

    
      Chun covered Raizen’s mouth and whispered harshly, “You want the entire town to know of our business?”
“Why do I have to dress as a geisha?” Raizen said, lowering his voice down to a whisper.
    

    
      “I’m dressing you as a geisha because 
      you’re 
      going to take The Mirror of Humanity. Here’s the plan. If I remember Ji’s father well enough, he loves lady entertainers. You are to act as a geisha from the northern regions, as these southern regions have few.”
“So you want me to steal the mirror from him?”
“It’s not as hard as it seems. Just state that you would like to entertain the tavern’s owner. Knowing the drunk buffoon he is, I can assure you he’ll want to see you in a heartbeat. While doing your dancing, singing, and tricks, you need to find a way to steal his mirror.”
“I doubt this will work. Besides, why can’t you force your way to the mirror?”
    

    
      “I can, but this will be a good training exercise for you.”
“This won't work.”
    

    
      “You’ll learn that to a drunken man, a boy half-assed disguised as a geisha will appear as the finest woman in the region.”
    

    
      “Will you at least come with me in case things get a bit messy?”
“I am unable to do that, as you have to complete your task yourself.”
“That’s easy for you to say, Master Chun.”
    

    
              Raizen stripped down to nothing but his loincloth, then placed on the dress,struggling a bit to fit it. It felt awkward wearing a dress that was too snug. The dress had long sleeves, which just touched his wrist, and a golden rope came with the dress, tied tightly around Raizen’s waist. Chun next fixed Raizen’s hair, using a combination of the three pins and his handiwork to lift his hair up in a bun. Lastly, Chun applied the makeup, blotting Raizen’s entire face with white foundation. He then applied red to the lips and outlining of the eyes.
    

    
      “There’s only one more thing to add,” Chun said, then left the dressing room for a bit and came back with two balls of cloth. “This will be the final touch in convincing a drunken man you’re a woman.” He stuffed the two yarn balls of cloth into Raizen’s chest, stepped back to take a look, then adjusted them properly. “That should do. Look in the mirror behind you to see how you like your new look.”
    

    
              Raizen turned to see himself as a geisha. To his surprise, he really did look like a woman. Between looking a lot younger than he actually was and having a ton of makeup on, Raizen looked like a real woman. The two balls of cloth made his chest look like actual breasts.
    

    
      “Is it alright to feel like a pervert?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      “Not with that voice, you can’t. Try making your voice lighter - it makes your disguise more believable.”
“Is this good?” said Raizen, making his voice as high-pitched as possible.
“That’s too light. They’ll know something is up. Try making it more in the mid-section.”
    

    
      “Does this satisfy you?” said Raizen in a lighter voice.
    

    
      A slight smirk came across Chun’s face.“You are almost there. I now need you to speak in a lady-like accent. This will surely trick him.”
    

    
      Raizen took the paper fan from Chun and glared at him, then said in a feminine tone, “Now, I know a big, strong man such as yourself would like a rest.”
    

    
      “Perfect,” said Chun, clapping his hands. “I never thought I'd see the day when I trained a male adolescent to be a geisha. There is nothing this old man can’t accomplish. Now, I need you to wait a bit until the sun comes down. Remember the plan.”
    

    
              Raizen followed Chun out of the dressing room to see the clerk waiting patiently for them. It was quite a struggle for him to walk. The tight dress and noxious smell of the makeup scrambled his walk, which was clumsy, and his arms swayed far and wide. 
    

    
      “This is the most entertainment I've had in years,” said the clerk, with a grin from ear to ear. "A martial artist dressed as a geisha? Are you up to your old tricks, Janochi?”
    

    
      “I am simply giving this student a lesson in humility. It’ll help him on his journey of becoming -”
    

    
      “You don’t have to lie to me. I overheard your entire conversation from here.” The clerk's grin only grew wider with every second as light shone off his blue eyes. “You don’t have to worry about me. This simple clerk has his mouth shut. Only an idiot would soil the opportunity to have some genuine entertainment in this forsaken town.”
    

    
      “I find it a flawless plan, if I do say so myself.”
    

    
      “There 
      is 
      one major flaw with your plan,” the clerk said, pointing blatantly at Raizen. “You see the way he walks? That’s no proper way for a geisha to walk. You need to be more lady-like.” It was quite evident by the clerk’s face that he enjoyed every moment of watching Raizen. “Allow me to show you the proper way to walk.” The clerk moved his slim elderly body past the checking table to teach Raizen. Grinning a mile a minute, he adjusted Raizen’s arms and shoulders. “Have your shoulders relaxed. Put that fan up to your face, covering your mouth and nose, but showing the eyes. Look at the people with a flirty look. Now allow me to show you a proper walk.” The clerk walked with his feet close together, making small pigeon steps with each stride.
    

    
      “You sure seem to know a lot about geisha etiquette,” joked Chun. “It is almost as if you were one.”
    

    
      The clerk swayed back in Chun’s direction. “I have a niece who moved up north to become a geisha. She sometimes visits, and boy, how she has changed.” The clerk then looked at Raizen, expecting him to follow.
    

    
              Raizen took several steps forward. He tried his hardest to imitate the way the clerk walked, but the tight dress prevented him from doing so. He tried all the harder to walk well, but he ended up tripping and falling in the process. 
    

    
      “You're worse than a blind man,” the clerk quipped. Despite his frustration, he still remained jovial at the situation. “Training you to keep your balance will take at least another hour or two.” The clerk then scratched his beard and proclaimed, “I suppose I 
      can
       close down the shop for the night. I guess you don’t have to clean after all, Chun.”
    

    
              The two hours they practiced were long and grueling ones. However, after many steps, Raizen finally mastered the walk to an extent, knowing just enough to pass as a geisha in training. By this time the sun was nearly down, Chun and the clerk wished Raizen the best of luck and sent him off to the tavern.
    

    
              In town, he noticed how quickly the tavern filled up. Men gravitated there after a long day of work, along with travelers needing a place to stay for the night. Raizen stuck out from the people like a sore thumb. A geisha in the southern regions? Such a rarity oftentimes makes people stare or judge. He did, however, enjoy the weather. With the sun down, the once unbearable heat melted. From the east blew a soft gust of wind, and the soft sound of rustling bushes and trees sent soothing shivers up Raizen’s spine. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Taking a deep breath, he walked to the tavern. As he entered, a horde of noise bombarded his ear drums. Stringed instruments bellowed in the oak halls, while talk and laughter engulfed the walls. Mingled noise gravitated from room to room as people walked to and from the tavern. People of high social status, drunken bums, religious folk, harlots, all densely packed in large rooms and long hallways. Raizen immediately noticed how there was one large room when one first walked through the door. Tables and chairs lined the floors, and at the end of the room lay a bar. On the back wall sat a musket. This was only the second time Raizen had seen one. Gunpowder weapons were such a rarity in his village.
    

    
              Raizen walked with the paper fan up to his face, like he practiced. He first tried walking to the bartender. Being an employee, surely he must know where the owner was located. While walking, his arm was grabbed by a rather rugged man who wore a shirt with a brown vest over it, brown pants bloused into eroded black boots, and a thick gray belt at his midsection. He also wore a black bandana with industrial goggles resting on his forehead, and a large hammer rested on his back. Attached to a chest strap, the mace was made of a long metal rod attached to a large metal block. A bearded man, his brown hair was tied up in a short top knot.
    

    
      “Do you need something?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      The man spoke loudly and cumbersome. “The Hammer thinks you are a beautiful woman.”
    

    
      “Uh…alright, then?” It was a struggle for Raizen to keep a straight voice.
    

    
      Like rolling thunder, the man continued. “A little woman like you can get hurt hanging in a crowd like this.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
    

    
      The man then grabbed Raizen’s other arm and pinned him to the wall. “The Hammer would like to go to bed with you.” Bits and pieces of spit and food bombarded Raizen’s face.
    

    
      “I…uh…what did you say again?” Anxiety built up in Raizen’s body. He could fight the man, but that would blow his cover, and it was obvious words alone couldn't stop him. What could he do?
    

    
      “The Hammer 
      said 
      The Hammer would like to sleep with -”
    

    
      “That’s enough,” said another man, grabbing the larger man’s arm. “Please excuse my brother here. He’s just being stupid, as usual.” This man was quite smaller in size. He wore a blue kimono robe with a katana sword resting at his side. With a clean shaven face, the man had his hair in a long top knot that came down to his mid-back. He had much fairer skin than his counterpart, and his eyes remained closed. “He’s not the brightest of people.”
    

    
      “It’s alright, really,” said Raizen, keeping his cool. “Everyone has their moments, and this man simply had a few drinks too many.”
    

    
      “He’s just a stupid buffoon.” He looked Raizen up and down and said, “So why are you, a man, dressed as a geisha?”
    

    
      “I am not a man. How could you even think of insulting me as if I were trash?”
    

    
      “You don’t have to pull an opera act on me. These drunken idiots may mistake you as a woman, but a perfectly sober man such as myself can see through your disguise. I'm going to ask you one final time. What are you doing here dressed as a geisha?”
    

    
      “I have some business with the owner of this tavern. I have…a private meeting with him.”
    

    
      The smaller man scrunched up his nose and muttered, “If you’re into that type of stuff, then more power to you.” Before leaving, he stuck out his hand. “The name is Daichi, and this is my brother, Bao. We’re not related, by the way.”
    

    
      “I'll keep that in mind,” said Raizen, walking away.
    

    
      Raizen struggled weaving between people. Keeping his posture was hard; keeping it with virtually no personal room was impossible. Despite this, Raizen pushed on and made it to the bartender. The seller was a short one, beginning to go bald.  He also seemed to be sober. Raizen immediately noticed stairs going down in the ground.
    

    
      “What are those stairs for?”
“They lead to the cellar, where we store our alcohol. We usually direct our deliveries there instead of having them come through the front door.”
    

    
      “So there is another entrance through the cellar?”
    

    
      “Look, lady - I don’t have all day to chit chat. Do you want to buy a drink or not?”
    

    
      “I’m actually here to meet with the tavern owner.”
    

    
      “You mean that pig has a meeting with you? He wants a meeting with a geisha who walks and sounds like a man? That pig believes in integrity like he believes in paying his staff a minimum wage. Well, if you want him, he’s upstairs, down the hall, two doors to the right. Just don’t make much noise.”
    

    
      “Why would I make a bunch of noise?”
“Look, lady - don’t play gullible with me. Just do what you have to do, and quit wasting my time.” 
    

    
      Raizen simply took his leave from the clerk without a word. Once again, he wobbled and weaved through the crowd to ascend the steps.  With each step he took, a 
      creek 
      crept from the steps. He made it up the steps and went two doors to the right, like the clerk said. He slowly pushed the door open to see the back of a rather large man sitting on the bed. He was a tall man, with thick layers of fat covering his body. He wore a brown vest with no undershirt. Along with brown leather pants, his hair was pure gray and nicely groomed, just short of touching his neck.
    

    
      “Whacha want?” said the man without turning around.
    

    
      “I'm a geisha from the northern provinces. Would you mind if I entertain you this night?”
    

    
      The man immediately hopped backwards at the word 'geisha' and said, “A woman as beautiful as you can always have my time.” This man wasn't sober. Only a completely hammered person could mistake Raizen for a gorgeous woman. 
    

    
      “Allow me to take my stay.” While closing the door, Raizen noticed a mirror just sitting there. Could this be the Mirror of Humanity? He studied the room to see a short standing bed on the far left, which the man was sitting on. On the right lay a rather large closet. In the middle, sitting on the wall, lay a shelf containing expensive jewelry and trinkets. 
    

    
      “What’s this?” said Raizen, grabbing the mirror from the shelf.
    

    
      “That’s personal,” said the man, snatching the mirror from his hand. “My...uh…mother gave me that before she died."
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” replied Raizen, with a hint of satisfaction on his face. “I 
      promise 
      I won't touch it again.”
    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    
      “So, what would you like to do? We can sing, dance, and play games. Would you like me to serve you tea?”
    

    
      "You can do more for me than serve me tea,” the man said, a sly look coming across his face. “Allow me to change in the closet for a bit, and I'll come out to play those ‘games’ with you.” The man went into the closet for a quick change.
    

    
      Raizen used this opportunity to sneak the mirror out. As he turned to the shelf and started walking, unfortunately for him the man came out of the closet quicker than he expected. Raizen’s eyebrows flew up as he saw the heavy man dressed in nothing but a loin cloth. The man swayed back and forth while holding a salacious look on his face. 
    

    
      “Are you ready to come to Daddy?”
    

    
      “I think there's been a misunderstanding.” Raizen backed away, only to trip and fall on the bed. 
    

    
      “The only thing that’s misunderstood is your beauty. Now let me get a look at those racks.” The man hopped on the bed, cornered Raizen to the wall, and began dancing, shaking his hips.
    

    
      “Get away!” Raizen said, panicked. He rolled onto his back, then drop kicked the man in his face. Blood from his busted nose floated in the air as the man dropped like a falling tree. The mere act of falling on the ground caused the floor to rumble. “I really didn't want to hurt you. Please forgive me for this.” Raizen leaped to the mirror and swiped it.
    

    
      “You ungrateful little bitch,” the man snapped. He wasn't knocked out yet. “Guards! Guards! Catch this little slut before she gets away.”
    

    
      Two guards began ramming into the door, but it was locked. Raizen used this time to tear at the sides of his dress so he could have kicking space. Just after ripping the second side, the two guards obliterated the door. Raizen studied the two. From the looks of their stance, the two weren't trained at all - just peasants given spears and helmets. However, both seemed sober and alert.
    

    
      With a confounded look on his face, one of the guards said, “Boss, I never knew you were into cross-dressers.”
    

    
      Raizen used their distraction to make his blow. With swift speed, he leaped up into the air, in-between the two guards, and used both his legs to kick them in the sides of their faces. He landed on all fours, ready to make his escape. As he ran down the hallway, he saw a group of six or so guards blocking his way. There was only one thing to do.
    

    
      He remembered Chun talking about chi channeling. Perhaps he could walk on walls. He tried focusing on the first chakra. 
      Red, earth, canyons, valleys, energy - anything. 
      He leaped on the walls while placing his full concentration into it. To his surprise, his feet stuck to the wall, and he was actually able to walk on it. He passed the group of men, only to fall flat on his face afterward. 
    

    
      After falling, he felt a chunk of his energy leaving him, almost as if the mere act of using chi drained his soul. Perspiration skimmed down his forehead, while his breath was that of a weary man. He couldn’t stop now. Raizen continued by running down the steps. He took the opportunity in the crowded room to leap into the crowd of people. The guards followed on his trail like hound dogs. However, one guard shoved the wrong drunken person. That drunken person punched another drunken person, and soon the entire tavern was in one huge fight. People fought with fists, chairs, and Soju bottles. Men bloodied their fists, while the women kicked and scratched. Liquor and blood lined the floors of the tavern.
    

    
      Raizen examined his surroundings to see the front entrance too packed for him to make a quick escape. Many people who didn’t want to fight left through that entrance. However, he 
      did 
      remember the entrance to the cellar, and the clerk 
      did 
      state there was a back entrance from there. Raizen stumbled but found his way to the cellar. He opened the door in the ground and was about to go in when someone socked him in the back of the head.
    

    
      “I want you to see it was me who killed you,” said a guard. “No cross-dresser gets away from stealing from the boss.” 
    

    
      The guard pulled out a revolver pistol and directed the gun at Raizen’s head, but just before the guard could end Raizen’s life, a familiar figure emerged. A man dressed in a blue kimito holding a katana came to the scene. Daichi swooped in like a ghost and sliced a crater in the guard’s guts, doing it all while holding a perfect stance and form.
    

    
      “What are you waiting for?” said Daichi, with an irritated face. “Leave this place before the guards find you.”
    

    
      “But you just killed a guard. The guards will surely be after you also.”
    

    
      “I did it to save your life, so don't be ungrateful.” Daichi grabbed the handle of the ground floor and slammed it on top of Raizen’s head.
    

    
              Raizen fell on his back down the stone steps, only to be surrounded by kegs. The room was a rather large one, with a hallway at the end of it. He wasted no time running down this hallway, which was a narrow one made of stone coated with mold. Ceiling lamps hung leisurely.  Down the hall, near the exit, he heard the voice of a man.
    

    
      “So this legendary dragon warrior is actually a cross-dresser.”
“I don't know what a dragon warrior is. I am but a simple geisha.”
    

    
      “Don’t play dumb with me, Raizen. I’ve been following you and Chun since he mentioned Dragon Warrior. People in high places want you dead, and I intend to collect your bounty.” The mysterious man was a younger one in his late twenties. He wore a black leather vest with blue pants, topped off by large black boots. Black jagged hair covered his head. He smiled, cracked his neck, and pulled a pair of nunchucks from his belt.
    

    
      “Are you ready to die by the ancient art of the nunchaku?” The man started swinging the nunchucks all over the place without hitting himself. He swung them behind his back, only to have his other hand catch them, then he swung them across his chest, only to again have his other hand catch them again.
    

    
      “You must have me confused with another person,” Raizen said, getting in his fighting stance.
    

    
      The man ran at Raizen with full force, swinging his nunchucks with inhuman speed. In turn, Raizen dodged all but a blow to the knee. Beads of perspiration rolled down Raizen’s head, and his once salacious makeup now lay smudged and molded. Also, his dress now stunk of sweat. Groaning, Raizen grabbed the wrist of the man and landed three kicks to his ribs, then finished with a kick to the head. He made sure to keep the mirror snug in his other hand.
    

    
              The man didn't give up there. He grabbed his nunchucks and landed nine to twelve blows to Raizen’s body in random places. Raizen suffered many painful blows while his dress got all torn up in the process.  Raizen responded by trying to re-channel his chi. He again thought of the color red, earth, canyons, and valleys. He focused his chi to his arm and landed an unforgiving blow to his enemy. The man went flying through the air and landed on his face, knocked out by the punch. Using chi was taking a toll on Raizen; he felt as if he ran for miles without stop. 
    

    
      How in the hell can a few brief uses of chi leave me in a sweaty mess?
    

    
              He took a minute or two to rest, then made his way outside. The fresh air was refreshing to his skin, and the full moon shone brighter than he ever would have imagined. His jovialness was soon cut short by the growling of his stomach. Raizen needed to find his mentor, and fast. He turned to his left, only to see three men approaching him. Raizen responded in kind by getting into his fighting stance. He was in no shape to fight, really, gasping for breath like there was no tomorrow. Likewise, scars and bruises covered his body while his dress lay tattered and torn. Blood dribbled from his nose, and a large purple bump rested squarely on his forehead.
    

    
      “There is no need to be tense, my student.” From the shadows appeared Master Chun, with a grin from ear to ear. “You look as if you fell down a canyon. At least a bit of your makeup is in place.”
    

    
      “I got the mirror.”
    

    
      “Good. We should make haste and leave this town as soon as possible.”
    

    
      Raizen peered behind Chun and said, “Is that you, Bao and Daichi?”
    

    
      “It is,” replied Daichi. “It seems as if the guards are after our tail for that murder I committed. I wouldn’t consider it a murder, but it appears as if we’re on the run with you two.”
    

    
      “Do you think Master Chun would be alright with that?”
    

    
      “We’ll speak of such matters after we make our escape.”
    

    
              Later that night, the four made camp. They were able to shake off the guards, leaving them a good six hours until sunrise. Bao lay asleep from his drunkenness. Chun pulled out a flask of Sake, and Daichi sat in meditation, his eyes closed. Raizen simply sat there, staring at all of them. He was quite jovial over changing back to his normal clothes.
    

    
      “While escaping, I came across a guy who knew the art of nunchaku. He spoke something of me being a dragon warrior.”
    

    
      Daichi broke from his meditation. “You mean you’re a dragon warrior? Do you have any idea what this means?”
“No. I mean, Master Chun never told me.”
Daichi glared at Chun. “You need to tell him. His life could be in grave danger.”
    

    
      Chun peered into his flask of Sake. “I suppose I can hide the truth from you no longer.” He took a deep breath and began the tale. “I believe I left off at the part where the Four Forces created our world. You see, Leviathan was the god of death. He was the jailer of the dead. His job was to assist Freya in organizing souls and preparing them for reincarnation. Though Freya could do this herself, Leviathan made the process immediate. Without Leviathan, souls would have to wait until being reincarnated. Leviathan eventually developed a hunger for such souls and was ready to do anything to curb his addiction. No one knows why he turned evil. Perhaps it’s because he saw mortals as insignificant and had no moral dismay in harming us. Perhaps he resented his lower ranked job as a god.”
    

    
      “What did he do that was so wrong?”
    

    
      “He started the first great war.”
    

    
      “The first great war?”
“He found a way to make Odin, Freya, and Ragnarok battle against each other. The battle ended in a stalemate, but Leviathan swooped in and took on all three of them. It was a hard battle indeed, but he came out the victor. Leviathan planned to scour the universe, devouring all souls. His plan failed. You see, he opened a portal to our planet; Freya’s favorite planet, and began his reign of terror. Although powerful, he came to our world running on fumes. Likewise, Leviathan was on the other side of the universe, so summoning a portal in his condition took several decades.”
    

    
      “Wouldn’t a few decades be enough for Leviathan to heal?” Raizen asked, confounded.
    

    
      “It makes sense for a god to heal quickly. However, he fought against three other gods. The wounds they left would take at least a thousand years to heal.” Chun pressed his lips against his flask and tilted it. “In that time, the only mortals capable of defending the world were the Demi-Gods and the dragons. The Demi-Gods got busy training their valkyrie, while the dragons searched the world, kidnapping a select few primitive human infants.”
    

    
      “Why a select few?”
“We humans have a maximum potential we’re born with. Most of us have about the same maximum threshold for our abilities, and many of us are unable to reach this potential. Some people, however, have a much higher maximum potential than others. Those individuals are able to have an untold amount of power…that is, at least, for a human. Those humans would become the first dragon warriors, trained by the dragons themselves. By the time Leviathan could enter our world, the dragons and Demi-Gods had their defenses ready. And thus started the first great war.”
    

    
      Chun took a deep breath. He loved telling stories and oftentimes found himself straying from the main point. He knew Raizen needed to know the entire story, though. A proper dragon warrior should. 
    

    
      “The battle raged for six days and six nights. Dragons and Demi-Gods fought Leviathan directly, while dragon warriors and valkyrie fought the undead armies that swarmed our world. The battle raged on, with no end in sight. Believe it or not, we were on the losing end of the war. Indeed, in our darkest hour, we devised a plan to trap Leviathan. Everyone conducted a ritual to seal Leviathan in a six-pointed pentagram. The plan was to seal and make him incapacitated, then banish him to the voidless realm called limbo, where he would spend an eternity.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Chun stretched out his arms and yawned. “Anyways, I think it's time to wrap this story up. There’s no point in rambling when we need sleep. Though we sealed Leviathan, the battle took its toll on our world. All but two of the dragons were wiped out. Many Demi-Gods and valkyrie were corrupted and turned to demons, which were sealed in the demon world. Ninety percent of the world’s population was wiped out. All but two of the dragons died. This led to the age of humans. We humans soon took dominance over the world. We grasped the magics Odin left behind. However, Leviathan still had some grip over the world. His whispers drove some people to serve him. He created the Order of the Black Sun, which was headed by necromancers who sacrificed souls to him? "
    

    
      “So what are we doing about it?”
    

    
      “Lan Se, the last dragon, created an organization called The White Tiger Force. We are the tiger that carries out Lan Se’s will. We are the tiger’s claw. We’re dedicated to stopping The Black Sun from achieving their goal.”
“What may that be?”
“To bring Leviathan back into this world, they need to sacrifice a large number of souls at once, and we are talking about genocides of entire regions.”
Raizen gave a confounded face. “How will they commit genocide of that magnitude? It’s not possible while the Shogun is on the throne.”
    

    
      Chun looked at his student and sighed. “You have never been outside the boundaries of your hometown; you are naive. I suppose this calls for one last story.” Chun once again yawned and said, “When the age of humans came to be, we were not exactly a peaceful folk. For thousands of years, we warred with each other for the pursuit of power. However, one war, the hundred-year war, pushed humanity to our limits. Just about every nation warred with one another. Endless slaughter, genocide, plague, and bloodlust filled the land. This climax pushed humanity to ask a proposal from the demigod.”
    

    
      “What was the proposal, Master Chun?”
    

    
      “We were yearning for peace, so we proposed a fighting tournament. Each nation would cast their best fighters to participate. They fought in teams of one through ten. The leader of the team who won the tournament would became Shogun, and his nation would have sovereignty over the entire world. His rule would be upheld by the power of the demigods for a hundred years, as a symbol for the hundred-year war. As a price for the dragons failing to maintain peace, the demigods required one of the two dragons to be sacrificed, and the living one was imprisoned on Dragon’s Island. The first tournament happened, well, almost a hundred years ago, right after the war. We’re about to have our next tournament, and it’s your job as the dragon warrior to win it, for if the necromancers win the title, then our universe as we know it is doomed. Raizen, men are only able to become dragon warriors with proper training from a dragon, and the only way to find him is by using the Dragon Compass, which was stolen from me long ago. It resides in the fortress city of MuMu. And Lan Se, being the final dragon, is going to die soon. You will be the final dragon warrior.” Chun cleared his throat and glared his student dead in his eyes. “Raizen, we need you to become the next Shogun.”
    

    
      Raizen gave a blank stare. “I see.”
    

    
      “But that’s not the worst of it. We humans, in our imperfection, created a constitution outlining the tournament with countless plot holes and errors. Some say people purposely sabotaged it for political gain. Others say it was sabotaged by the necromancers themselves. I do not know.”
    

    
      “I have so many questions,” replied Raizen. “If the necromancers win, why would the demigods support the necromancers if they want to resurrect Leviathan? What -”
    

    
      “Your questions shall be answered in time. Just remember to keep your eyes open. There are more people than you know who want your head. That fighter you faced in the cellar was paid by the current Shogun to prevent you from entering the tournament. That’s not the worst of our problems. We have necromancers from The Order of The Black Sun hunting you down. Until you’re under the safety of Lan Se himself, keep an open eye.”
    

    
              That next day, the three began walking on their adventure. Raizen carried all of their bags, with Chun insisting he do it. 
    

    
      “You see that boy with the white hair and golden eyes?” asked Daichi of Bao.
    

    
      “The Hammer sees him well.”
    

    
      “He was that geisha you tried to sleep with the other day.”
    

    
      Bao’s face turned bright red. “The Hammer did no such thing. You must have been seeing things.
    

    
      “Hey, Daichi,” said Raizen. “I notice you always keep your eyes closed. Why is this so?”
    

    
      “Well,” replied Daichi, “I'm slowly going blind. Each day, the world around me grows into a blur. More and more, I'm relying on my chi to sense the world around me.”
“Is it a great supplement for seeing with your eyes?”
“No.”
    

    
      “Why are you going blind?”
    

    
      “Fate has blinded me for the atrocities I've committed. In a way, I'm at peace. I now no longer have to watch the evil world around me.”
    

    
      Turning his attention to Bao, Raizen asked, “What is your real name? And why do you persist on speaking in the third person?”
“In the land of Wan, it is of proper etiquette to speak in the third person. My nickname is The Hammer.”
    

    
      Raizen sighed and continued walking. He didn’t want to be a dragon warrior, but he guessed it was his duty.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Three
    

    
      The Black Sun
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
              Suda li walked down the dirt-paved path, irritated at the fact that her boots kept getting stuck in the mud.
    

    
      “It's been a muggy season, huh Lili?” Zhao asked, looking to Suda li, expecting agreement.
    

    
      Suda li glanced back at Zhao and replied, “You're sweating like a pig. Are you coming down with another one of your fevers again?”
    

    
      “I don’t need you worrying about me. I'm sixteen, and therefore a grown man.”
    

    
      “Don’t let a number inflate your head,” said Suda li, with a pinch of irritation in her voice. “I’ve been training you since you were eight. Hell, I practically raised you. How about all those times I busted my butt searching for medicine to treat you?” It was true. Both had known each other for eight years. Zhao was sixteen, while Suda li was twenty six. 
    

    
      Zhao stood at about six feet tall, slender but gaunt. He had a sickly, pale look about him. His black hair remained short. Indeed, more often than not a person could see fear in his eye; an irrational fear, but fear nonetheless. He walked with his head down and arms at his side. Suda li, on the other hand, was short and darker skinned. Her black hair rolled down to a long braid swinging down her back. She had a confident look in her eyes and walked with her head up and shoulders broad.
    

    
      Zhao scoffed and replied, “I'm also at the level to be an intermediate necromancer like you.”
    

    
      “Keep dreaming, kid. As long I'm your trainer, you go by my rules.” Suda li winced as the words left her mouth, then gave Zhao a genuine soft expression until Zhao looked back at her. The moment Zhao saw her, she went back to an angry expression and said, “Look, we have to keep a low profile while going into this next town. Breaking our cover will lessen our chances of finding the dragon warrior. We will 
      not 
      use our necromancy magic.”
    

    
      Zhao sighed and muttered, “Our lives for Leviathan?”
“Our lives for Leviathan.”
    

    
              The two arrived at the next town of Bungi. An old and rugged town, people walked cautiously through the streets.
    

    
      “These people seem so tight-assed,” Zhao said, laughing at the thought.
    

    
      “Why do you insist on cursing?” replied Suda li. “Words like that should be fed to the dogs, if you ask me.”
    

    
      “Whatever.”
    

    
      “Don’t talk to me like I’m one of those street women. Look, when we go in, I expect you to act like a normal citizen. Do NOT use your magics. Do I make myself clear?”
    

    
      “That’s easy for you to say. You know the martial arts.”  
“I know just enough to get by. Besides, if we mind our own business, then -”
    

    
      “Whatever.”
    

    
              Suda li simply sighed at his smart mouth. Sometimes he was a bearable person she actually enjoyed being around, other times he was an immature adolescent with a mouth that ran a mile a minute. “I suppose I was the same when I was his age,” she muttered to herself, then said a few more things under her breath before looking back up. “Whatever happened to that young boy who used to pick me flowers and play hide-and-go-seek? I miss that kid - the kid I used to kiss his bubus and tell stories. Ah well, they all grow up sometime, and he’s just at that age. At least he’s learning necromancy well. He will do Leviathan proud.”
    

    
              The pair forced their way through the grueling steamy weather. Sweat poured down both of their heads, and their clothes were damp from their own bodily stench. Over the horizon, they saw a large cluster of clouds moving their way. The dark clouds almost seemed ominous hovering over the town of Bungi.
    

    
      “Thank Leviathan I can finally take a bath,” Suda li said, holding her hands in the air. “I cannot wait. We will firstly take our baths, change and wash our clothes, then grab a bite to eat.”
    

    
      “I call first dibs on the bath.”   
    

    
      “
      You 
      are just a novice necromancer in training. I, being an intermediate necromancer, have sovereignty over you.”
“Yeah, whatever.”
“Is that the only thing you say? Whatever this - whatever that - you seem to be on a roll today.”
“Why do you insist on nagging at me? I can’t say a word without you venting your two cents. Just leave me alone.”
    

    
      “Gladly.” 
    

    
              A few minutes of walking was all it took for the two to reach the town. There, they first made their way to the tavern named The Working Man’s Tavern. The two went into what seemed to be an empty tavern; at noon, the tavern is usually empty.
    

    
      “Looks like we’re getting some rain,” said a man with a broken nose. Bluish black rings circled his eyes, and his nose remained slightly crooked. He was a heavier man, with short hair coming down to his back.
    

    
      “The hell happened to you?” asked Zhao.
    

    
      Suda li placed her hand over Zhao’s face and said, “What he really meant is, hello. We would like one room, bath, a person to wash our clothes, and a fine dinner.”
    

    
      The man grinned and said, “If you really want to know, some crazy geisha came in and drop kicked me. She was a strange woman indeed, knowing how to use martial arts and chi.” Embarrassed, he rubbed his hand on the back of his head and continued. “Your request will not come cheap.” He rubbed his fingers together.
        Suda li searched her bag and pulled out a large oval golden coin, about five inches long and three inches wide. The coin had the portrait of the shogun engraved on it. The coin was a Koban, and it was worth a lot. The man took the coin, examined it thoroughly, and smiled. “This coin is legit. Welcome to The Working Man’s Tavern! My pleasure is your service.”
    

    
              The man showed the two to their room. To their surprise, it was quite roomy. At the end of the room stood a long bed with blue sheets. The room had a large closet, and even an area for bathing. At the edge of the room sat a window.
    

    
      “This is the best of our rooms,” said the man, “only people with the best money get this.”
    

    
      “I agree,” replied Suda li. “Now, our privacy, please.”
    

    
      “As you please, ma'am,” he said as he made his way back downstairs.
    

    
      Throwing her luggage on the floor, Suda li said, “I need you to go downstairs while I take my bath.”
    

    
      “Yeah, whatever.”
    

    
      When Zhao left the room, she immediately shut the door behind her. The bath was already pre-made, with heated water. “I would have preferred cold water in this weather, but I suppose this 
      will 
      do.” Suda li wasted no time stripping down nude and entering the bath. She looked up to see a bar of soap. “They even have soap here? This stuff is usually reserved only for the luxurious and industrialized up north.” She snatched the bar of soap from the ledge and scrubbed her body to her life’s content. Though she felt comfy, something didn’t feel right. She looked at her toes with a recurring thought in her mind. 
      Zhao must be in trouble. 
      She had no grounds to support her claim, but a gut feeling boiled in her. It was an uneasy, sick feeling that knotted her stomach. She somehow knew in her heart he was in danger. “I must be getting old; already developing motherly senses.”
    

    
      She sighed and stepped out of the bath. She then wrapped a towel around her chest and walked out of the room. Water still dripped from both her body and hair, but drying off and changing clothes would take too long. Zhao needed her 
      now
      . Suda li marauded down the steps and looked around the room rolling her eyes at the beaming stares the men gave her. Suda li scanned the room like a probe, looking to the far corner to see Zhao surrounded by three large men.
    

    
      “Where did you and your girlfriend find that type of money?” asked one of the men.
    

    
      “She’s not my girlfriend,” replied Zhao.
    

    
      “You’re right. She 
      does 
      seem a bit old for you. So, where did your mommy find that type of cash?”
    

    
      Zhao said nothing. Without his magic, he was helpless against all three men.
    

    
      “Unless you stole the money from the Shogun himself, in which case I must arrest you and confiscate the money.” The man took out his katana and placed it up to Zhao’s face. “If you want to keep your head, I expect you to give it to me.” The man grinned as Zhao did nothing but held his head down. He remained helpless as the three men closed in on him.
    

    
      “That’s enough,” said Suda li, grabbing the man’s hand holding the katana. “I expect you to leave if you know what’s good for you.” She looked at him with angry eyes.
    

    
      “Stay out of my business.”
    

    
      She placed her thumb up against his pointing finger and said, “If you value your fingers, then leave.”
    

    
      “You must be his mommy. From the looks of your wet skin and that skimpy towel around your body, you must be ready to fuc -”
    

    
      Suda li pressed her thumb to his pointing finger, hard. His finger curled backwards, bending  unnaturally. The cracking noise of his finger was evident, and his cry of pain was even more so. She looked to the other two men and said, “Do you two need a demonstration?”
    

    
              The two men looked at each other before stepping back. Suda li took Zhao’s hand and left for upstairs. Zhao protested the entire way, saying phrases such as, “I could have handled them myself”’ or ”You didn’t need to save me.” She ignored these protests, then dragged him up the steps, took him to the door, and said, “Wait here while I change my clothes.”
    

    
      “I guess.”
    

    
              A few minutes passed, and she came out with a fresh set of clothes on. Zhao went into the room with a look of dismay on his face. 
    

    
      “It’s easy for you to take care of them because you know martial arts.”
“I tried teaching you how to fight, but you'd rather study anatomy.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I need to study for my section of necromancy.” Zhao pulled out an old anatomy book and began flipping through the pages.
    

    
      Suda li gave him a glance, and Zhao dropped the subject. Several more minutes passed when a knock came on their door.
    

    
      “Come in,” said Zhao.
    

    
              In came a fat, flamboyant chef carrying a large tray of food. Two large bowls sat in the center, containing steamed noodles and deer meat. Moreover, bread and sushi filled the remainder of the plate.
    

    
      “I suppose our Koban coin really paid for royalty.”
    

    
      “Ah, yes.” replied the chef, “It’s not too often we get such coins. May I implore to ask what you people do for a living?”
    

    
      “We’re just…travelers who just happen to inherit wealth. That’s all.”
    

    
      “Well, you two should have come four nights ago. There was a huge fight in this place, and a guard even died. And it just gets weirder from there. Did you know we found a guy knocked out in the cellar? After some interrogation, he admitted to be working for the Shogun…hunting some guy called a dragon warrior. Who comes up with these names?”
    

    
      “A dragon warrior?” Zhao stood up in a zealous manner. “Tell me all you know, please.”
    

    
      “That’s actually all I know. I’ll be sure to tell you if I find more juicy news.” The chef placed the tray on the table and left, shutting the door behind him.
    

    
      Zhao’s face lit up with delight. “I suppose we can find a lead on the dragon warrior. But first let me get a bite to eat.” 
    

    
              The two ate to their life’s content. Suda li used chopsticks to pick gently at her kimchi dumplings, dipping them into red spice sauce. She ate very elegantly, taking her time eating, and savored every chew of the meal. Zhao, on the other hand, ate with the lust of a bear. He used the chopsticks to stuff the noodles in his mouth, then used his hand to force the sushi in his already full mouth. He ate loudly, smacking, breathing heavily, and making 
      mmmmm 
      noises as he went. Suda li didn’t bother nagging at him about proper etiquette at the dinner table, for she didn’t feel like it.
    

    
              After eating, Zhao began to strip. His intention was to take a bath before he went out to get more information on the dragon warrior.
    

    
      He looked to Suda li and asked, “Lili, give me some privacy?”
    

    
      Suda li lay on the bed with her back turned to the bath with a blank, stoic face. “No.”
    

    
      “But I allowed you to have your privacy.”
    

    
      “I’m a woman. It’s different. Besides, I’m about to go to sleep.”
    

    
      “Alright,” said Zhao, giving up on protesting.
    

    
              He stripped completely naked and entered the tub. The tub was a square one, with seat-like structures at the sides. 
      Wow, this is really like luxury. I bet they reserve this room for nobles. 
      He washed each and every place of his body, using the bar of soap Suda li used. Indeed, he lay back in full relaxation. He hadn’t had a bath that wasn’t in a river for over a year, and he forgot how soothing warm water felt, plus the soap made the experience all the better. Suda li got up from the bed and walked over to the table, with her head facing the tub.
    

    
      “You promised,” he said. “You promised I would have my privacy.”
    

    
      “Relax, I’m just getting our bag of coins to count before I go to sleep. Just in case someone wants to pickpocket us.”
    

    
      “You could have done that after I bathed. I don’t want anyone looking at me naked.”
“Trust me,” she replied with a devious smile, “if I were you, I’d be embarrassed to be seen naked also.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” In anger, Zhao stood up in a zealous manner. He then looked down and immediately plunged back into the tub, slouched down and blushing as red as a strawberry.
    

    
      “See,” she said, getting the bag of coins. “I didn’t look at you look, as I promised. Besides, there’s nothing special to look at.”
    

    
              Zhao waited for her to turn her back to the tub on the bed, then leaped from the tub. He wasted no time drying off and putting his fresh pair of clothes on. He took one last look at Suda li while opening the door. “I’m going out to find a lead on the dragon warrior. 
      I 
      am actually going to get some work done.  Enjoy your sleep and sloth.” He wasn’t done with her yet. With one final breath, he said, “Oh yeah, you seem to be gaining weight. I almost mistook you for a momma-san.”
    

    
              Suda li responded in kind by throwing the sack of coins at Zhao, who slammed the door just in time for the coins to miss him. The bag bombarded the door, dropping several coins of many onto the floor. Zhao could hear the 
      clinging 
      noise made by each individual coin. 
    

    
      “I suppose everyone grows up some time or another.” Suda li dejectedly slouched from her bed and went to the coins. As she placed her hands on one of the coins, she saw her reflection. “Great, now I’m self-conscious about my weight. What else is new?” Despite her anger, deep down she felt quick to forgive him. “No, he’s been a complete pain for the past year. I refuse to forgive him.” 
    

    
      But you always do.
    

    
              That little voice in her head always told the truth. She missed the days of making him a bite to eat. She missed that eight-year-old face kissing her on the cheek. She missed the board games she used to play with him for hours on end. First and foremost, she needed to be his instructor, who taught him the ways of necromancy. However, she developed a relationship with him far exceeding a student-teacher relationship. She viewed him as her own little brother. In some ways, he was her son. It was the type of relationship where the older sibling takes the place of the parents when they were gone. But it seemed the good times were over.
    

    
      They don’t have to be.
    

    
      “Perhaps,” said Suda li to herself, “when he gets over this adolescent stage of life, things will go back to normal. We can get along again.” After picking up the coins, she propped back on her bed, where she drifted asleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can’t believe that woman.” 
    

    
      Zhao stormed down the steps, where he was greeted by many stares. He dismissed them, going outside to clear his head. He opened the door to see a storm. Raindrops poured from the heavens as if they were racing to hit the ground. Zhao looked at the rain, then returned inside to buy a drink. He shut the door behind him and walked over to the clerk, then pulled out a few Kane coins, which are small copper coins with square holes going through them.
    

    
      “Will this be enough to buy a mug of Sake?” He placed the coins on the table.
“It’ll buy you the watered down version. Would you mind that?”
    

    
      “No problem.” Zhao watched as the clerk prepared his drink, sitting there with his head leaning on both hands. 
      Was I too harsh with her? Is she mad at me?
       Zhao pictured her upstairs, cursing his name. 
      Why should I worry about her? She thinks she’s my mother when she’s not. 
      In his train of thought, he didn’t see the mug of Sake right in front of him. 
      Who are you kidding? She cared for me before I learned to read. Hell, she was the one who taught me to read. 
      He took a long gulp of his sake. The alcohol burned his throat to the point where he wanted to spit it back up. 
      I would be dead or lost without her. Like it or not, Suda li is the single most important person in my life. 
      In a defiant manner, he drank all his Sake in one gulp. 
      Nonsense! I can survive without her. I’ll please Leviathan if it’s the last thing I do.
       
    

    
      “You seem to be a heavy drinker.”
    

    
      “At times I can be.” He met the gaze of the clerk. “Can you tell me anything about what went on at this tavern a few days ago?”
    

    
      The clerk giggled as he said, “About four days ago, a cross-dresser arrived here. He dressed as a geisha and wanted our owner. If you ask me, the owner wanted sex.”
    

    
      “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
    

    
      “I don’t know what exactly happened upstairs, but a huge fight broke out. I heard the cross-dresser knew martial arts, and even knocked out two of the guards. Anyways, a large fight broke out. One of our guards died by a samurai.”
    

    
      “Nobility?”
    

    
      “I know it sounds crazy, but that’s what happened. We also found a guy with nunchucks in the cellar. After some interrogation, we figured out he worked for the Shogun. He wanted to assassinate a guy called the dragon warrior before the tournament.”
    

    
      “Tell me, would you have any idea where the dragon warrior went?”
    

    
      “The only logical place to go would be the northern road that leads to the Cho Span and Kangbok, in the province of Jhailand.”
    

    
      “Thanks.” 
    

    
      Zhao left the tavern. With the rain still pouring, a severe thunderstorm was in the mix. He quickly made his way to a random store - in this case a clothing store. He went in soaking wet and with a grim look on his face.
    

    
      “Would you like a paddy hat?” the clerk asked, rubbing his hands together.
    

    
      “Sure.” Zhao pulled the rest of his change from his pocket. “Will three Kane coins do?”
    

    
      “It’ll be enough for one of my cheaper hats.” The clerk popped a paddy hat from a shelf. It was a wide one made of brown woven material. “This will look well on you, stranger.”
    

    
      “Thanks,” replied Zhao. “I need to ask you about what went down a few days ago.”
    

    
      “Ah, so you heard of the commotion. We don’t get much action around these parts.”
“I can tell.”
    

    
      “Well, the geisha was actually a man. He and his mentor came here to buy supplies.”
    

    
      “I heard this geisha knew martial arts. Were they martial artists?”
    

    
      “Indeed. I actually know the mentor. He’s an older man by the name of Janochi Chun.”
    

    
      “Janochi Chun.” A hint of excitement rose in his voice. 
      Could this be? Janochi Chun is a former member of The White Tiger Force. He’s the legendary martial artist who disappeared for many years. Could he be guiding the dragon warrior to Lan Se? 
    

    
      “
      Do you have any other information on the two?
    

    
      “What would you like to know?”
    

    
      “For starters, what do the two look like?”
    

    
      “As I mentioned earlier, Janochi is a large man. He’s about seven feet and has a fu manchu. You can’t miss him. Now Raizen, on the other hand, is a younger fellow, probably around your age. He has short white hair and dresses in the traditional martial arts style.”
    

    
      “What are their personalities like?”
    

    
      “Janochi is a lecherous old man. He drinks also. I bet ya he can get in bed with almost any woman he wants. Raizen is the complete opposite. He’s a quiet young fellow. That’s all I know about him.”
    

    
      “I appreciate your information, stranger.” Zhao handed the clerk the last of his change and took the hat, then walked out the door, expecting to find another shop. 
    

    
      “You think your mom can break my finger and get away with it?” The swordsman from the shop appeared in the distance. Rain splashed on his skin, and a malicious look was plain in his eyes.
    

    
      “She’s not my mom, for one. Now get out of my sight if you know what’s good for you.”
    

    
      “I’m not going anywhere.” The swordsman pulled his katana from his side. His bandaged finger lay plainly on it.
    

    
      “You asked for it.” A hint of uncertainty leaped in his voice. 
      This is your time to prove you can survive on your own. You don’t need her.
       Deep down inside, he wished she would swoop down bail him out, as she’d always done. But Zhao shook the idea out of his head. Besides, he had no choice but to resort to necromancy.  He pulled a pouch of blood from his side and unscrewed the cap from the top. He then dabbed a bit of the blood on his thumb and pressed the thumb to his forehead. Zhao’s face scrunched up in pain as the blood streamed on his forehead and molded into a shape of a pentagram.
    

    
      “Lord Leviathan,” he said, “please take my sacrifice and grant me a soul to defeat this man, as my life's in danger. Let all who oppose you perish…” A soul appeared from his forehead and went straight into the ground, which immediately turned ebony black. Zhao concentrated on the anatomy of the bone structure. “RISE!”
    

    
      The arms of a skeleton rose from the ground and uprooted the entire skeletal frame. The skeleton stood hunched over, dressed in a linen shirt, with a leather vest covering it. Likewise, it wore leather shorts, holding two swords in a double blade stance. The area of the skeleton’s eye sockets glowed purple.
    

    
      “What in the hell is that?”
    

    
      “Your end.” Zhou’s voice was different ever since he’d put on the pentagram. Along with his own voice, another voice, a twisted version of his own, spoke in perfect unison with his own.
    

    
      The skeleton squared off. The swordsman likewise held up his katana, expecting the worse. A flash of thunder rumbled the land - the two clashed. Rain crashed like meteors on land.  In fact, it proved difficult to see in the harsh thunderstorm. Both the skeleton and swordsman fought with expert skill. The swordsman blocked both the skeleton’s strikes and moved his katana for its opening - the midsection, where he slashed and cut the skeleton in two.
    

    
      “Ha,” the swordsman said, resting his katana on his shoulder.
    

    
      “Don’t be so arrogant yet.” Zhao’s normal voice and twisted voice sung in unison, with the twisted voice slowly dominating the normal one.
    

    
              The bones of the skeleton reformed, making the creature whole again. The skeleton then wrapped its arm around the samurai and slammed him to the ground. It finished off by placing one of its swords to the swordsman’s neck.
    

    
      “I could have killed you the second my minion reformed, but I didn’t. I have the right to kill you, for you were the one who pulled a sword on me.”
    

    
      “Don’t rub it in. Just kill me and give me a clean death.”
    

    
      “That would be too easy.” Zhao’s dark voice now dominated over his normal voice. “I want you to look at me and remember this face. Let my face strike fear in you every night you sleep, and every dawn you awake. Do you understand me?” 
    

    
      The bloodstained pentagram on Zhao’s forehead vanished. His skeleton dropped to the ground, and the soul returned whence it came. His memory for the last twenty seconds or so became hazy. Although he somewhat knew what happened, his memory seemed dissipated. He left the samurai in his pit of fear and returned to the tavern.
    

    
      “You monster!” yelled the swordsman. “You dare toy with the dead? That’s unnatural. We all have to face judgment one day; you should be weary of your time.”
    

    
      “Death is something we all face, swordsman.”
    

    
      Zhao passed the swordsman and went back to the tavern, where he opened the door soaking wet. Zhao went up the steps and into the room Suda li was in. She lay on the left side of the bed, with no candles lit at all - just a dark room. Zhao stripped down to everything but a pair of shorts he had. He slipped under the covers on the right side of the bed, back to back with Suda li. Suda li herself wore a silk sleeping dress with images of purple clouds imprinted on it.
    

    
      “You were fighting and using your necromancy, weren't you?”
    

    
      “How did you know, Lili?”
    

    
      “I just had a gut feeling.”
    

    
      “Whatever the case, he pulled his katana out on me. It was in my own right.”
    

    
      “Your emotions seem off. Did he say something to hurt you?”
    

    
      “Seriously, how do you know this stuff?”
    

    
      “Like I said, I just have that instinct.”
    

    
      “If you really want to know, that swordsman we encountered wanted to fight me. I summoned a skeleton that defeated him. As I made my way to leave, he called me a monster.  He told me about meeting my judgment and such.”
    

    
      “Our cause is a righteous one,” replied Suda li, with a somewhat sympathetic tone. “Remember what this world has done to us, Zhao.”
    

    
      “I remember, alright.” While lying in bed, images of his childhood popped up. Images of the Shogun’s most elite soldiers slaughtering off peasants appeared. Blood littered the ground while houses burned - screams and wails echoed throughout the area. Worse of all, he remembered his younger sister. He remembered how he couldn’t protect her in her darkest hour.
    

    
      “Then you must understand people are ignorant to our cause.” Suda li herself didn’t have a great past. She grew up impoverished, being forced into human trafficking in Kangbok, even attempting suicide at one point. 
    

    
      Zhao sighed and sung a creed every necromancer knew, “Life is of the flesh. The flesh is the embodiment of suffering.”
    

    
      Suda li followed along. “The only way to end the flesh is by death.”
    

    
      “But not even death can stop our souls from being reincarnated.” 
    

    
      “Therefore, death is futile, and the flesh reigns supreme.”
    

    
      “Life is of the flesh. Only the destruction of our souls can purge us of our suffering.”
    

    
      “Leviathan is Lord.”
    

    
      “Leviathan can end the flesh.”
    

    
      “May Leviathan lead us to eternal victory.”
    

    
      “My life for Leviathan.”
    

    
      “My life for Leviathan.” 
    

    
      Both drifted asleep in their dreams.
    

    
      
    

    
              They slept from a little past noon until the next morning. Both were indeed deep sleepers. However, Zhao woke earlier than Suda li. He found her body sprawled out, with her arm resting on his forehead. He brashly threw her arm off of him, but the sleeping beauty continued in her slumber. He made note to take one final bath before they ventured out; it could possibly be his last bath for several months yet. He bathed quickly, dried off, took a few coins from Suda li’s pouch, then went downstairs to the bar.
    

    
      “Can I have two bowls of noodles and a cup of watered down Sake?”
    

    
      “Sake this early in the morning?” asked the chef. 
    

    
      “I had a rough day yesterday.”
    

    
      “If it’ll cheer you up, sure.”
    

    
              Zhao handed the chef a few Kane coins and went to the front room. The room was virtually empty, with the exception of a few maids cleaning the mess from the previous night. They scrubbed the floors, waiting for the sun to peek over the horizon. Candles were lit and lanterns hung. Zhao found a table at the far corner of the room and waited for the meal to arrive. While waiting, the sun had finally peeked a bit. To the far east, a light yellow color peeked from above the trees. From there, the sky turned light blue in the middle and remained black to the far west.
    

    
      “Here you go. Enjoy your noodles and sake. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
    

    
      “No, but your hospitality is greatly appreciated.”
    

    
              Zhao tore through the noodles like a sword through linen cloth. He gobbled and grubbed, finishing his noodles in no time. He took his sake and gulped it down with one gulp, struggling to keep it down without coughing. After eating, he waited for Suda li to come down. He didn’t want to bother her, but her noodles were getting cold. After about a half an hour of waiting, Suda li finally walked down the steps with both her bags.
    

    
      “You know, you could have helped me with the bags,” she said, throwing his bag at him.
    

    
      “You could have asked me. How was I supposed to know? Besides, I had noodles made for you.”
    

    
      Suda li’s stomach growled, and the noodles 
      did 
      look delicious. “You eat it. We have to look for the dragon warrior. You must have a lead.”
    

    
      “I do have a lead. He went down the northern route, heading up to Kangbok. We can possibly catch up with him.” He glanced at her face, the very face that winced at the name Kangbok. Suda li grabbed her stomach and sighed. “You eat it. We need all the energy we can spare for our journey.”
    

    
      “You sure?”
    

    
      Suda li looked at the tantalizing plate. “No, my stomach hurts this morning. I would prefer if you ate it.” She took out a Koban coin and peered at her reflection. She looked under her neck and pulled at her cheek.
    

    
      “Whatever you say,” replied Zhao. He tore through the second bowl within a split second. After his gluttony, he told her, “Like I said, he went down the northern route. It also makes the most sense because that’s where Lan Se lies. Apparently, the dragon is traveling with Janochi Chun.”
“You mean the legendary martial artist who disappeared? That man was a former member of the White Tiger Force.”
    

    
      “I know. It seems the dragon warrior is well-guarded. We should isolate him and take the dragon warrior out.”
    

    
      “No, we should wait for a master necromancer to accompany us. This is the only way we’re guaranteed his death.” She tapped her finger on her lip, lost in thought. “We would need a rough idea of what they look like.”
    

    
      “Already have that covered. I’ll tell you once we’re on our way.”
    

    
              The two made their way out of the tavern. It was going to be a long journey ahead of them. To their horror, suddenly about six people surrounded them; the swordsman from the previous night had come, this time with all his friends. They pulled their katanas out in battle formation.”
    

    
      “You people must be a part of the cult of the black sun. You must serve the dark serpent.” 
    

    
      “His name is Leviathan.”
    

    
      “No matter. No one humiliates me twice in one night and walks away alive.”
Suda li held a calm and regal face. “Twice you picked fights with us, and twice we spared you. My patience grows short with you.” 
    

    
              Both Suda li and Zhao took blood from their pouched and placed a smudge of it on their foreheads. A painful burn, followed by the creation of a pentagram, appeared on their foreheads. Both mumbled their chants and summoned their minions. Suda li summoned two banshees, who were female spirits dressed in silk dresses. She stood in her martial arts stance, with purple fire glowing in both her hands. Zhao, on the other hand, summoned several skeletal warriors to accompany him.
    

    
              Suda li shot a purple flame at one of the swordsmen, and at contact, his entire body spontaneously combusted into a flame that didn’t stop burning until his skin and insides were gone, only leaving ashes. Her banshees latched onto two of the swordsmen. They placed their mouths against theirs and performed the kiss of death. While kissing, the two swordsmen aged rapidly. Their skin wrinkled and aged, making them appear decades older than what they were. Soon, the two samurai died from ageing. 
    

    
              On the opposite side of the battlefield stood Zhou with his skeletons. The two samurai slashed through the skeletons and darted to him. The skeletons didn’t have time to reform, and he couldn’t block their oncoming attack. Zhou panicked, letting out a horrified scream.
    

    
      To the rescue came Suda li. She leaped above him with the purple flame engulfing her feet and kicked the two, setting them on fire. A bit of flame dropped on Zhou, but since he was a necromancer, he impaled the fire off his skin, leaving a small burn on his shoulder. Both turned to the last samurai, the original samurai who picked the fight in the first place.
    

    
      “Please,” he said, “I was arrogant. Please let me live. I have a wife and kids.”
    

    
      “You lie.” Suda li’s voice had a mix of her normal and twisted voice speaking in unison. Somehow, her twisted voice appeared to be completely dominant over her normal one. “A true father wouldn’t pick fights and put his life in danger so easily.” At this point, her twisted voice completely replaced her normal voice. “Unfortunately, I’m not at the level to sacrifice souls directly to Leviathan. Your life will suffice. Scum like you doesn’t deserve to live.” With each passing second, her voice became darker and darker. A black and purple aura appeared around her, while her eyes glowed a dark purple. Her hair began hovering above her head, and she floated off the ground a little. 
    

    
      Pointing her finger at the samurai, she said, “Feast! Feast, my unholy minions of death. Rip this man to his core, and make him regret his decision to attempt to kill us.” The banshees didn’t kiss him but instead tore at his body limb by limb until the samurai was nothing but a pile of body parts.
    

    
      Suda li fell to the ground, only to be assisted by Zhao. Both their pentagrams and minions disappeared. While Zhao held a hazy memory, Suda li’s memory nearly vanished, but she did recall what happened. It was then Zhao realized everyone watched their entire fight. Three peasants stood behind trees and windows, fear molded onto their faces.
    

    
      “Come on,” said Zhao, “we have a long journey ahead of us.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Four
    

    
      Agara the Raider
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              Raizen sat near a waterfall, meditating. It had been a full ten days since his encounter at the tavern. Today, however, Chun promised to teach him the second chakra. He spent the last ten days practicing his first chakra. The last he saw of Chun was when he went into a cabin with a female monk. He told Raizen he needed to talk spiritual things with her, but all he heard from the cabin was moaning. At last, Chun exited the cabin with the monk at his side. Both her hair and clothes were…sloppy.
    

    
      “Thank you Chun,” said the monk. “That was the most pleasure I’ve had in years.”
    

    
      “Indeed, the way of the monk is a righteous one. Not everyone can void themselves from the material world. However, indulging yourself in physical pleasures every once in a while is good for the soul.”
    

    
              Chun said his goodbyes and walked over to Raizen, who pretended to be in deep meditation. He leaned over at Raizen, then pressed his index finger against his head. Chun used the chi exerted from his finger to knock Raizen over. 
    

    
      “You will be beginning your training of the second chakra today, which is called Kindalini. This chakra is located two inches above the base of the spine - above the first chakra. Mastering this chakra will cause you to feel secure about yourself. You can be who you are, and be that well. You can be all right within your own skin. Now, I require you to get under that waterfall and meditate on it.”
    

    
      Raizen looked at the boulder sitting under the waterfall and asked, “Why does it have to be under the waterfall?” 
    

    
      “Kindalini is the chakra for water. In this chakra, I require you to imagine the color orange and think of water. We are not leaving this place until you master it. It is necessary to maintaining your zen.”
    

    
              Raizen did exactly what his mentor told him to do. He took off his shirt and shoes, then leaped onto the boulder, nearly slipping in the process. In fact, the only reason he didn’t slip was that he used his chi to stick his feet to the rock. Finding stable ground on the bolder while water bombarded him to no end was no easy task. He crawled on all fours on top of the rock, then sat cross-legged on it. Raizen then closed his eyes, straightened his back, and placed his hands in a praying formation.
    

    
              Raizen tried to shut himself out from the outside world, but such a task was difficult to do with heaps of water pouring over him. 
      Alright, with my first chakra activated, this shouldn’t be that bad. 
      He imagined the color orange just above the base of his spine. He imagined rivers, oceans, and yes, waterfalls. However, this didn’t come as easily as the last chakra. With the first one, he had a plethora of peace and quiet while practicing it. With water splashing, he couldn’t concentrate. Not only could he not concentrate, his mind also wandered. 
    

    
      I wonder if Daichi and his brother came back from the market yet. I mean, the town is only a mile away from here. I wonder if they’ll ditch us. I hope not. With both the Shogun and the necromancers wanting my head, I need every hand I can get. That also brings up the point of why Chun won’t answer my questions. Why couldn’t someone else take the job?
    

    
      Chun watched his student in admiration. With a smirk on his face, he walked back and forth, studying his student. 
      This chakra is going to be a hard one for him to master, and I sense some discomfort in him. 
      Chun sighed and sat on the ground. 
      I wonder where Daichi and his brother are. They should have been back by now.
    

    
      Chun never really had a family. In his years of picking up women wherever he went, he never really settled down. Indeed, it was one of his regrets in life. For many years, he longed for a family he could call his own. Several years ago, he abandoned his life as the legendary martial artist of The White Tiger Force and lived a simple life as a dojo owner in a small town in the southern regions. Though he never really had a family, he considered the students at his dojo his family. Yes, he was a lecherous old man who was drunk half the time. However, he took in children who didn’t have parents, took care of them, and trained them in the martial arts. In Raizen’s case, his parents were exiled.
    

    
      In a sense, Raizen was like his son. Each and every time Chun looked at Raizen, he saw a spitting image of himself - a quiet, prunish version of himself. He remembered himself as a child, and his first mentor, Master Ching. A veteran of the hundred-year war, Master Ching would have to remind Chun to be grateful for being spared from the horrors of the hundred-year war and embrace the peace of the new Shogun Era. Chun was shipped off to Lan se, never to see Master Ching again. 
    

    
      Hopefully, the old goat died a peaceful death.
    

    
      “Oh Raizen,” he mumbled to himself, “why did fate have to choose you to a dragon warrior? Sometimes it feels as if you’re my own flesh and blood. It has been an honor raising you for all these years. However, I can no longer act as a father. You have been chosen to be a dragon warrior, and the world now depends on you. Countless souls will be lost if you fail at your mission. Therefore, I have to break my emotions for you. I need to completely grind you down so I can mold you into a true warrior; I must harden you up. That’s not going to be fun.”
    

    
      “Master Chun.” Raizen’s voice was almost nullified by the waterfall. “I can’t seem to meditate properly. How much longer do I have to sit under this waterfall?”
“You have to sit till sunset. When sunset arrives, I expect you to jog until morning.”
    

    
      “But Master Chun -”       
    

    
      “Don’t give me any backtalk. Back in my day, we sat on spikes under a waterfall.” 
    

    
      After his words, Chun left Raizen in search of Daichi and Bao. The town was only a mile from him, and he used his chi to enhance his speed, running much quicker than what any normal person could run. Soon, he arrived in the town. There, he saw Daichi and Bao. In front of them stood an irate looking female orc.
    

    
      “The Hammer didn’t mean to take your money. The Hammer simply wanted to return it to you, as you dropped it without looking.” Bao looked just as scared as he did confounded.
“Don’t give that innocent rubbish with me. I’ve encountered more than enough thieves to know their excuses.”
    

    
      “Please, The Hammer is a truthful and honorable man.”
    

    
      “Who in the hell is The Hammer?”
    

    
      “You’re looking at him.”
    

    
      “Now that’s just stupid.” The female orc stood about nine feet tall. An athletic build, she remained slender, with just enough muscle to make her seem toned and muscular. Her black hair hung short, while two long bangs swooped to her chest. Her skin was a lime green, and two small tusks grew from opposite sides of her mouth. She wore a two-piece leather garb, with leather covering her upper body, just dropping at her stomach, and a leather skirt that came down to her ankles. The orc carried a white gourd on her side. She also carried a battleaxe on her back - the sign of a raider.
    

    
      “The Hammer is indeed a gentleman. What does The Hammer have to do to prove that to you?”
    

    
      Daichi broke in. “Perhaps you should mind your own business next time. Let the broad loose her own money.”
    

    
      “Who are ya callin’ a broad?” The orc took her axe from her strap. “Which one of ya wanna fight?”
    

    
      “I will,” Chun came from the distance with a grin from ear to ear.
    

    
      “Who the hell are you?”
    

    
      “I am Janochi Chun. I am traveling with these two.” Admittedly, he couldn’t help staring at her breasts. The orc was well-figured, and Chun loved it. “How about we take the fight outside of this town - in a remote place? If I win, you leave us alone. If you win, I give you permission to do as you want to me. Pain comes with pleasure if done by a pretty lady.”
    

    
      The orc scrunched her nose and sighed. “I agree. Remember this day, for this is the day you’ll be thoroughly beaten by Agara, the raider.”
    

    
      Chun simply smiled, not taking his mind out of the gutter for a second.
    

    
              The four went well beyond the town, where nothing stood but grass. Chun studied the orc up and down. 
      Her inner peace is distorted. She’s imbalanced. What must have happened in her life to put such a great chip on her shoulder? 
      Chun studied her more. Years of mastering the knowledge of chi allowed him to analyze the emotions of people just by looking at their stature. 
      She seems bitter and lonely. She feels like she failed someone important to her. She’s embarrassed to return to her people, but why? 
      Chun stood in his martial arts fighting stance. He wasn’t going to hurt her. He just needed to immobilize her. 
      I see! She’s afraid of dying old and alone, with no family or friends. She’s angry at life. 
      He waited for her to make her first move.
       
      “Prepare ta get ya ass handed to ya, old man.” 
    

    
      Without warning, Agara sprinted at Chun with full force. Chun in turn sprinted. With dashing speed, he grabbed Agara’s axe and dislodged it from her hand. Before Agara could even turn around, Chun began his strikes. He moved in a circle, in which he tapped her on several points so fast, the human eye couldn’t keep up with it. Finally, he finished her off with a blow to the neck, sending her sliding through the grass. 
    

    
      “The hell? I can’t move!” Agara tried her best to move, but she remained face down in the grass.
    

    
      “You will not be able to move, young orc. It was the only way to defeat you without hurting you.”
    

    
      “If I recall,” said Daichi, holding a hand to his chin, “the paralysis technique requires one blow to the back of the neck, yet you tapped her everywhere.”
    

    
      “Well,” replied Chun, blushing, “I was just…ah…feeling her clothes for concealed weapons.”
    

    
      “By feeling, you mean squeezing to your life’s content.”
    

    
      “Such things are necessary for safety, of course.”
    

    
      Agara’s face turned to complete anger. “YOU PERVERT!” 
    

    
      “It is not what it seems. Oftentimes, women keep knives hidden in their chests and lower areas.”
    

    
      “I swear, once I get my body back, I’ll make you wish you didn’t touch me.” 
    

    
      “Well, then,” said Chun with a scowl, “this is my only choice if I don’t want to be orc fodder.” He went up to Agara and placed his finger up to her forehead. At the moment of contact, Agara fainted. 
    

    
      “What are you going to do with her?” asked Bao, with a frightened expression on his face.
    

    
      “I suppose we owe her dinner for all her troubles.”
    

    
      “She’ll try to fight us.”
    

    
      “Oftentimes, showing compassion is the only way to stop a feud.”
    

    
      “Says the man who made her angry by copping a feel.”
    

    
      “We can argue about trivial matters all you want, but at the end of the day, the farm still needs to be harvested; figuratively speaking, of course.” Chun concentrated, then focused his chi all throughout his body. He lifted the woman on his shoulders and dragged her off. “Orcs are quite heavy indeed. From her weight, I estimate she weighs 275 lbs.” He looked over to Bao and asked, “Would you mind grabbing her axe for me? I myself have my hands full.” Chun carried her in a particular way, where her chest would be next to his face. He made sure to lean his head on her breasts.
    

    
      
    

    
              Water rushed over Raizen like a tidal wave on land. He sat, trying his hardest to meditate. He thought of orange, oceans, water, and everything in-between. He felt an irritated feeling in his nose, then sneezed. This began a series of several sneezes, all keeping him off-balance. 
    

    
      Great, now I caught a cold. Ah well, I suppose I must keep trying.
    

    
      “You seem weary,” the female monk who accompanied Chun said, standing right in front of him.
    

    
      “How did you sneak up on me like that?”
    

    
      “I 
      am 
      a monk. You’d be surprised by the things I can do.” She stood as an older lady - in her late seventies. With her hair cut short, she was dressed in orange cloth. “I’ve been reading your chi for some time. From your zen, I can tell you won’t master this chakra.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You won’t master it unless you conquer your internal emotions.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Come, leave this waterfall and allow me to instruct you.” 
    

    
              Both of them leaped from the bolder and walked to the cabin. There, Raizen noticed several artifacts inside. For such a rustic cabin, there were many nice things located inside of it. There, vases were set while incense was lit. Raizen looked into the monk’s room to see messy sheets over a mat on the floor. He scrunched up his nose and dared not contemplate how the sheets got messy in the first place.
    

    
      “Would you like to dry off?” asked the monk, handing him a towel.
    

    
      “Sure,” he said in a polite voice. “I’m truly sorry for wetting up the floor.”
    

    
      “Physical discomfort is only a distraction of the spirit. The floor will dry, but the soul requires more.”
“Thank you.”
    

    
      “Unless I’m mistaken, your name must be Raizen, and it seems Janochi’s own student is a dragon warrior. Well, that’s fine. My name is Mei, but you may address me as Sister Mei.”
    

    
      “I appreciate your hospitality, Sister Mei.”
    

    
      “Come,” she said. “Let us go into my room so I can read your Chi. Please excuse the messiness.”
    

    
      “Sure,” replied Raizen.
       Yuck, this must be the place where Chun and Mei…
    

    
              The two went into the room, where she closed the door. Mei made note to light several incense around the room. When everything was in place, she laid Raizen down on the floor, then placed her hand over his forehead. Raizen felt a warm presence while she read him.  He could feel his mind at ease as chi from Mei’s hand passed to his forehead. In turn, his chi passed to her. After several minutes of this process, she giggled a bit.
    

    
      “It seems as if you’ve misinterpreted my encounter with Janochi. We weren’t doing what you were thinking. Here, allow me to show you.”
    

    
              In Raizen’s head popped an image of Chun and Mei. Both sat on a pile of disorganized sheets. Chun, with oil in his hands, massaged her back. Mei had her robes on in every place but her back, where Chun did his work, and she moaned at the pleasure of having her back massaged for the first time in several years. After the massage, Raizen saw both Mei and Chun leave the cabin.
    

    
      “Thank you, Chun,” said Mei. “That was the most pleasure I’ve had in years.”
    

    
      “Indeed, the way of the monk is a righteous one. Not everyone can void themselves from the material world. However, indulging yourself in physical pleasures every once in a while is good for the soul.”
    

    
      Raizen awoke from his vision. “So, you and Master Chun didn’t -”
    

    
      “Of course not! I’m a monk who has given the vow of chastity since my late teens. I only made love once, and that’s it. There’s no reason for me to indulge myself in worldly pleasures.  Worldly pleasures are the reason why we humans are in such turmoil.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “By reading your chi, I probed into your entire life. Your dreams, loves, burdens - all I know. I likewise transferred my chi to you, but it seems you aren’t experienced enough to read my chi.”
“Can’t Master Chun do the same?”
    

    
      “He can do it to an extent. He hasn’t chosen the life I have, and reading chi for him is much more difficult. He can’t even read your chi, as he has an inner conflict about you.”
    

    
      “So you’re here to help me with my chakra?”
    

    
      Mei pointed to a banner hanging on the wall. It had a picture of the yin yang symbol, but the black part was actually blue instead of black. “This is the banner of The White Tiger Force.”
    

    
      “You’re a part of The White Tiger Force?”
    

    
      “Yes, and so was Janochi. We’re an ancient organization whose primary purpose is helping Lan Se restore order to the world. For countless centuries, we’ve been battling the Order of the Black Sun. Since the Shogun Era, we’ve been fighting an underground war with them, per se. We’re comprised of people from all walks of life. Some are martial artists, others are magicians who use magic, and some are monks like myself. We even have scholars and historians in our ranks.” She looked Raizen in the eyes and said, “Soon you will be a student of Lan se. A proper dragon warrior must be just as connected spiritually as he is physically. Therefore, I’ll accompany your group and take over teaching you chakras. At least while you two are here.”
    

    
      “So you won’t come with us?”
    

    
      “I have an obligation to stay here.”
    

    
      “Why?”
“You see this land? Do you notice how it’s nice and fertile? Well, some fifty years ago this land was desolate and full of the undead. The necromancers corrupted it in an underground battle they had with the White Tiger Force. After the battle, I was appointed to heal the land, and heal I did. A few nature magicians likewise helped me heal the land, but they’re no longer here. The point is, without my guiding hand, the undead will return to this land and wreak havoc on the villages. The souls of countless people rest in my hands, and I intend to stay here until the day I die.”
    

    
      “So, will the land eventually heal?”
    

    
      “In time. It’ll probably take many more years of healing until we can leave the land be without fear of the undead. I’ll be long dead, but many others will take my place. They’ll send others from The White Tiger Force once I die. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “It seems as if you’re having trouble with the second chakra. It’ll take more than just meditating under a waterfall to tap into it. To crack the chakra, you need to fix the internal battles within yourself.”
“How do I do that?”
    

    
      “In each of the seven chakras, there’s a focal point for your emotions. Each chakra contains a mood or feeling associated with it. The first chakra involves power and energy. However, this chakra involves feeling good about yourself. It seems you lack self-confidence. Though I’m a spiritual master, I can only guide you on your path. It’s up to you to conquer your own inner turmoil.”
    

    
      “What’s causing my inner turmoil?”
    

    
      “The second chakra is associated with confidence and feeling secure with yourself. You, on the other hand, feel insecure, fearful, irritable, and impatient. You must have low self-esteem. From my reading of you, I think you feel you’re not worthy of being a dragon warrior. You feel as if someone else should've taken the job. Am I correct?”
    

    
      “Y-yes.”
    

    
      “Alright. Like I said before, I can only guide you, but the thousand step journey must be taken by you.”
    

    
      “I also feel insecure about one other thing. Chun doesn’t tell me everything I need to know on my quest. I have so many questions regarding the tournament, the Dragon Compass and Leviathan, but he keeps telling me to ask another time. Why is this so?”
    

    
      “Chun has inner conflict with you, boy. Soon he’ll tell you everything, just be patient.”
    

    
      “Sister Mei, can you tell me?”
    

    
      “Oh, I can’t do that. You have to understand, I’m a monk hermit. I have little contact with the outside world. The town I go to buy my groceries gets few travelers, and they’re also ignorant of the outside world. For example, have you noticed the men with maps and compasses walking around?”
    

    
      “I have.”
    

    
      "Those men are surveyors. They’re scouting out the land to plan the development of the southern provinces. I’ve learned more of the world from those men than in at least a decade.”
    

    
      “I understand, Sister Mei.”
    

    
      Mei leaned over Raizen with a nurse-like look and said, “You seem tired from your waterfall experience. Out back, if you go far enough, there’s a hot spring. After I make you some food, how about taking a dip in it when it gets dark?”
    

    
      “I’ve never been to a hot spring before.”
    

    
      “You have a lot to look forward to, young one. Hot springs are one of the best experiences you’ll ever have.”
    

    
      
    

    
              Agara opened her eyes to see her body carried by the very man who had immobilized her. She struggled to speak her mind, but her weariness got the better of her; so, she simply dangled her arms and allowed herself to be carried. She could hear the three strangers talking, joking, and arguing. Indeed, even half-asleep she could smell the fumes of incense in the distance. She could likewise smell food - vegetables and noodles. She simply closed her eyes and allowed her other senses to do the work.
    

    
      “You’ve returned, and with an orc. That’s something new,” the older, soft voice of a woman called out.
    

    
      “We had a little run-in with this one,” said the voice of the man who’d immobilized her.
    

    
      “Well, I have a new visitor. I expect her to be handled properly. We’ll feed her and offer all the hospitality we can.”
    

    
      “She’s quite heavy.” Chun lowered her onto the ground just outside the cabin. “When will the food be done?” 
    

    
      “In a couple hours.”
    

    
      “Good - I think she’ll be fully awake by then. By the way, I noticed Raizen isn’t under the waterfall. What happened to him?”
    

    
      “I’ll be taking over from here in guiding him on his spiritual path.”
    

    
      “Whatever you say.”
    

    
              A couple of hours flew by, and Agara finally regained herself. She opened her eyes to see several men and one woman eating around her. She laid there next to a fire, with a blanket covering her. Agara immediately threw the blanket off her and stood up in a zealous manner. Her legs, though, did feel a bit wobbly.
    

    
      “Where in the hell is my battleaxe?” Her voice was loud and authoritative. 
    

    
      “There’s no reason to be angry,” replied Mei. “Your axe is in sitting in my cabin. Come down and take a bite to -”
    

    
              Agara immediately ran into the cabin. She stumbled a bit along the way but was able to make the way fairly quickly. She went from to room, searching and tearing up the cabin. She quite literally had no regard for the possessions and valuables of Mei. 
    

    
      Damn humans and their meddling. Why in the hell can’t they just leave me alone? Where in the hell is that axe?
    

    
      “You could have just asked, and I would have retrieved the axe for you.” The older woman said, standing behind her with a grin from ear to ear. Sticking her hand out, she said, “I’m Mei, but you can call me Sister Mei.”
    

    
      “Look, I ain’t here for a sermon, monk. Just give me my damn axe, and I’ll be on my way.”
    

    
      “Whatever you say, traveler.” Mei quietly walked to a closet and pulled an axe from it.
    

    
      “See, that wasn’t that hard.” Agara snatched the axe from Mei’s hand and darted outside. However, a few steps outside, she stumbled. She tried walking further, but she ended up falling face first in the dirt. “Don’t worry ‘bout me. Mind ya own business.” She ignored the weary looks of the people around her. 
    

    
      Yeah! Look at me and judge. That’s all you humans ever do to me.
    

    
      Mei came from behind her and said, “How long has it been since you last ate?”
    

    
      “What is it to you?”
    

    
      “You can hardly stand, let alone walk. I can feed you if you want.”
    

    
      “Why do you even care?”
    

    
      “I care about all life. Come, I can get you a bowl of noodles and vegetables.”
    

    
      Agara wanted to protest, but her stomach told her otherwise. “Fine, ya can get me a bowl if ya want to.” The fact of the matter was, Agara hadn’t eaten for a full two days. She ran out of money long ago. 
    

    
      “Here you go,” Mei said, making sure to grab an enormous bowl for Agara to eat out of. 
    

    
      “Where’s the meat?”
    

    
      “There is none. As a monk, I’m a vegetarian. Is that a problem?”
    

    
      “It’s just that…nothing. I thoroughly appreciate it.”    
    

    
      “Orcs,” said Chun, “are heavy meat eaters. Rarely do they eat vegetables, and when they do, it’s just for decoration - to make the plate of food nicer to look at.”
    

    
      “Don’t underestimate me,” yelled Agara, “Vegetarian or not, I can eat this.” Though she preferred meat, the meal in front of her was too tantalizing for her to resist. She threw her head into the bowl, eating the food at least twice as fast as Raizen did. She didn’t care to use chopsticks; instead, she grabbed large heaps of noodles with her hands, literally shoving them down her throat without chewing much. Before she knew it, her entire bowl was gone.
    

    
      “Um…can I have seconds?”
    

    
      “Unfortunately, I gave you nearly the rest of our dinner.” Mei came out of the cabin with a bundle of bread. “However, I do have bread for you to eat. Enjoy.” 
    

    
      “Don’t hold your breath,” snorted Daichi. “She’ll just raid your house when you least expect it.”
    

    
      “You wanna repeat that?” Agara grunted and sat her bowl down. 
    

    
      I knew this was going to happen. All you humans ever do is judge.
    

    
      “You heard me. I won’t be surprised if you plunder this woman’s home. Your people did it during the hundred-year war. Orcs floated downstream on small river boats and raided innocent villages and monasteries, and their favorite target was 
      my
       nation.”
    

    
      “Hmph,” grunted Agara. “A fight is a fight, and every nation fought during the hundred-year war.”
    

    
      “That’s easy for you to say. You orcs marauded countless towns and started a reign of terror over the world that lasted almost a century. You all went into battle under the twisted ideologies of your faith. You people believed if you died in a glorious battle, valkyrie would take your souls to a realm called Valhalla, where the souls would fight and party until the end of times. Do us all a favor and take your mead-drinking, green-skinned self back from where you came. You’re not welcome here.”
    

    
      “Wyrd.”
    

    
      “What?”
“It means fate. I have a destiny I have to fulfill on the mainland with you humans.”
    

    
      “Hmph, do us all a favor and go back to your island. Even though the Shogun Era allows the free travel of orcs, you’re just like the rest - ignorant.”
    

    
      Agara jumped up and pointed at Daichi. “Now you listen here, kimito-boy. Should you judge? The samurai of Date followed the philosophy of Bushido and started your own reign of terror in the eastern islands. Shut your sake-drinkin’, katana-wearin’, rice-pickin’ mouth before I fight you.” She picked up her axe and got into battle stance, then continued. “We can settle this like our people settled it in the old days, when our raiders cleaved our axes into the skulls of your samurai. Back in the glory days, when our warlords stood toe-to-toe with your feudal lords.”
    

    
      “Gladly,” Daichi said, unsheathing his katana from his side, drawing the blade out in the open.
    

    
      Mei leaped in-between the two and pushed them apart. “Daichi, how about you and the boys rest a bit in the hot springs?”
    

    
      Bao interjected, “The Hammer finds that a good idea. Say, where’s Raizen?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen stripped off all his clothes, then slowly descended into the hot springs. The water, of course, was quite hot. He almost didn’t want to go in because of the pure heat. The smell of incense lingered, while steam ascended from the water, making a slight fog. 
    

    
      It’s good to be away from everyone. I suppose it’s the doctor's orders that I relax here.
       He could feel a relaxing vibe run down his back with each passing moment. 
      I love relaxation. 
    

    
      “Hot springs, here The Hammer comes.” A large, hairy, nude figure plunged into the hot springs, causing a tidal wave to splash onto Raizen. Bao leaped out of the hot springs onto the grass and yelled, “HOT! Why does the hot springs have to be so 
      hot?
      ”
    

    
      “That’s why they’re called 
      hot 
      springs, you idiot.” Out of the shadows, Daichi descended his way into the springs. “I swear, it’s sometimes impossible to travel with you.”
    

    
      “The Hammer does not condone this insult. Do you want to fight with The Hammer?”
“My pleasure,” said Daichi, taking a katana from his side.
    

    
      Bao looked down, then back at Daichi and said, “I uh...I forgot my weapon at the cabin.”
“I swear,” said Daichi, sheathing his katana back into its slot. “Sometimes I wonder if you were born with a mental disability.”   
    

    
      Chun appeared from the darkness, already stripping out of his clothes. “Mei would not like it if we spilled blood in the hot springs. She was, after all, kind enough to lend us its use.” Turning his head to Raizen, he said, “What are you doing here, Raizen?”
“Sister Mei gave me permission to use these springs. She said it’ll help me with my chakras.”
“I will not question her decisions as a spiritual guide.” 
    

    
              About thirty minutes went by in the hot springs, without any word; everyone simply sat and relaxed. 
    

    
      “So,” said Raizen, “we don’t know much about you two.”
    

    
      “You mean us?” asked Daichi.
    

    
      “I mean, we’ve been traveling for over ten days now, yet we hardly know much of you. What’s your motive in traveling with us? What is your story?”
    

    
      “I’d prefer not to speak it.”
    

    
      Bao broke in. “There is nothing wrong with sharing our past with travelers.”
    

    
      “Yes, there is. You know how much is at stake?”
    

    
      “They’re going to find out sooner or later. We may as well speak the truth to them sooner.”
    

    
      “Fine, but just remember, I didn’t have any part in this.”
    

    
      Bao rested his head, then spoke, “Chun, are you familiar with the two nations Wan and Date?” 
    

    
      “Wan and Date are as different as they could get.”
    

    
      “Well, Daichi and The Hammer are actually heirs to both nations. As you already know, the Shogun has sovereignty over all nations, but he cannot destroy them. Soon, Daichi and The Hammer will face off in the tournament.”
    

    
      “I thought you two were brothers?”
    

    
      “We are, in a sense. During the hundred-year war, Wan and Date were bitter rivals. Untold amounts of blood spilled in our conflict for supremacy, and it was said that whichever nation won out of the two would rule the world. Yet, the two nations always held a stalemate, while blood kept spilling. In this new Shogun Age, in Wan and Date, it’s expected to send the first-born male heirs of the nations to fight in the tournament. In this case, The Hammer is the heir of Wan, and Daichi is the heir of Date.” When we were born, our mothers didn’t want us to fight and kill each other. So, they made a secret agreement to send us off to a remote farm until the tournament ends.”
    

    
      “I’m assuming it didn’t work.”
    

    
      “It did work for a time. For about fifteen years, we worked our lives on the farm, living with an elderly couple. We truly felt like a family back then. After some time, soldiers from both our nations came in and took us from the elderly couple. Life was never the same. When returning to the land of Wan, The Hammer was treated as a hero. Fortunately for our mothers, both of our fathers never found out it was them who sent us out. A few servants willingly took the blame for it and were placed to the sword.” Bao cleared his throat. “The Hammer trained night and day in the arena and found my true calling as a hybrid warrior. Daichi became a chi weaver through training in the royal dojo. He’s known as the blind chi weaver.”
    

    
      Daichi scrunched up his nose and scowled. “I prefer the term 
      samurai
      , as it 
      is 
      my birthright. Besides, I am not blind yet. I can see up close well, it’s just seeing further that things get blurry.”
    

    
      Raizen broke into the conversation. “What’s a hybrid warrior? And what’s a chi weaver?”
    

    
      “Well,” replied Bao, “there are five main branches of fighting in our world. The first, called standard fighting, is fighting with either first or sword, using no magic. The second is being a martial artist who knows how to manage his chi. Your people can use chi, sometimes called spirit energy, to enhance your physical ability. Next comes the chi weaver. They can channel their energy into their weapons to enhance the weapon to do some pretty crazy feats. However, the weaver must have a complete bond with his weapon to weave chi into it. Energy from your soul won’t react with a weapon unless it becomes a part of you, if that makes any sense. Some say the handler of the blade must treat the blade as if the blade is an extension of his own body for the process to work. Next, there are the magicians.”
    

    
      Bao cleared his throat for a second time and continued. “The universe is made of an intangible substance called weaves. Odin blessed us mortals with the ability to manipulate such weaves. We in turn use these weaves to manipulate the world. Necromancers are magicians who can manipulate the dead. Although that talent came from Leviathan, not Odin.”
    

    
      “You must be a hybrid warrior?”
    

    
      “Indeed. The Hammer combines the usage of controlling weaves and chi to produce The Hammer’s fighting style. The Hammer’s weapon is an artifact called Mjolnir.”
“Tell me more about this hammer.”
    

    
      “Not much is known of its origins. Legend has it that it was created by Odin’s favorite demigod, Thor. It's only weakness is heat and fire.”
    

    
      “How does it work?”
    

    
      “The Hammer uses chi to control Mjolnir, yet The Hammer use weaves to enchant thunder in it, so anyone The Hammer hits with it will be electrocuted. The Hammer can create and control thunder and lightning, but doing so is taxing. However, being a hybrid is dangerous business. It can be quite destructive, and The Hammer can easily be killed. Only a select few mortals can use both chi and weaves.”
    

    
      “Can anyone use abilities such as chi and weaves?”
    

    
      “No, some people are born with it, and some are not. The number of people being born with the ability is dwindling. Such is the mark Leviathan placed on us before being sealed in limbo. As of late, people have been turning towards technology. Gun powder is much more popular now.”
    

    
      Raizen replied, “All this new lore is new to me, being from the southern regions and all. Will you two speak of the nations of Wan and Date? All I know of the two is that the people of Wan speak in the third person.”
    

    
      “Indeed, as The Hammer told you before, it is of proper etiquette for a person to speak in the third person in the land of Wan.”
    

    
      “Please,” replied Daichi. “You can’t even spell ‘etiquette’.”
    

    
      “Yes, The Hammer can. It’s spelled A-T-T-I-K-I-T.”
    

    
      “You’re not even close.”
    

    
      “The Hammer is not 
      amused 
      by your sly comments. Let’s fight.”
    

    
      “Please, like I’d fight with a naked man who hasn’t bathed in months.”
    

    
      “That’s it!” yelled Bao, standing up in a zealous manner. “Let’s finish this once and for all in a fight.” He tried reaching for his hammer but realized he’d left it at the cabin. “I, uh, I forgot again that I left my weapon -”
    

    
      Raizen walked in-between them, holding out both his hands. “There’s no need for fighting. Besides, there’s no shame in not being able to read. I myself never learned to read.”
    

    
      Daichi swiped Raizen’s hand away. “That’s different. You never learned to read because you were never presented with the opportunity. Bao had access to an entire royal library, not to mention the best scholars in Wan. He’s an embarrassment, and I’m ashamed to refer to him as my brother.”
    

    
      Chun leaped in front of everyone and yelled, “Enough! Sister Mei was nice enough to allow us into her home, and I’ll be damned if we ruin it for her. Leave the hot springs at once. Now!”
    

    
              The group removed themselves from the hot springs, dried themselves off, and placed their clothes back on. Without a word, they returned to the cabin. Chun had a stern way of getting his point across; it was no wonder he was renowned. Back at the cabin, the group received many weary looks from the two women. It was apparent Agara and Mei were having a long, thoughtful conversation. Both looked back at the group, then giggled.
    

    
      “Are you done at the hot springs?” asked Mei.
    

    
      “Yes,” replied Chun.
    

    
      “Good. I think Agara and I will take a long needed plunge, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course not.”
    

    
              Mei and Agara walked down to the hot springs, talking every second of the way. It was indeed rare for an orc to befriend a human, especially a peace loving monk. They joked about the men in the cabin, almost gossiping, which was saying a lot - Mei almost never gossiped. Both made their way to the edge of the hot springs, stripped nude, then dipped in.
    

    
      Agara leaned back and let out an 
      ahhhh 
      noise. “It’s been years since I entered a hot spring. It reminds me of the mountains.”
    

    
      “I’m familiar that the orc race lives off in a distant island full of mountains. Am I correct?”
“Yes.”
    

    
      “Though I’m clueless to the world, I’m familiar with why the orcs chose to isolate themselves from humanity. Why are you here, and why did you join one of the Shogun’s guild?”
    

    
      “How did ya know I joined his guild?”
    

    
      “That symbol on your shoulder is the sign of one of the Shogun’s guilds - a group of soldiers loyal to carry out the Shogun’s commands while the Demi-Gods aren’t around. You must have had that symbol branded on you.” Indeed, the symbol was that of a katana sword, with cherry blossoms spinning around it.
    

    
      “I was once a part of the Shogun’s guild, the Fallen Blossoms. I held my head high because of it.”
“What happened?”
    

    
      “I was kicked out. They found out I wanted to participate in the tournament.”
“Why would you want to enter the tournament?”
    

    
      Agara held her head down in dismay. Her damp hair hung lifelessly above her shoulders, while her two bangs hung to her chest. “It’s complicated.” She sunk deeper and deeper into the water until her mouth almost touched it. “I’ve never told anyone outside the island about this. However, there is something about you that I…admire. I will tell you, but you have to promise 
      not 
      to tell 
      anyone
      .”
    

    
      “My lips are sealed.”
    

    
      “That’s not good enough. You have to promise - on your life.”
    

    
      Mei placed a hand to her heart. “I swear my life on it.”
    

    
      Agara took a deep breath and told her story. Somehow, she trusted the monk. “Back when I was a young pup, barely a year old, my father decided to break up with my mother. It wasn’t that the two weren’t getting along; it was for political reasons.”
    

    
      “Really?”
“On our island, the Shogun don’t bother with it. Therefore, there’s war in my lands. My father was a chieftain of his tribe, and he married my mother, another chief. However, when the opportunity came for him to marry another chieftain for dominance over much of the island, he let go of my mother. He didn’t just divorce her, he cut off all trade routes with my tribe, leavin’ us high and dry. My people suffered and starved, while my father glutted his face off.”
“So, what did you do?”
    

    
      “When I was fourteen, I could bear it no longer. As future chieftain, I felt it was my duty to avenge my people. I challenged my father to a duel called the Red Circle. It’s a duel to the death to determine the ruler of a tribe.”
    

    
      “I’m assuming you won?”
    

    
      “I lost, badly. My father, Kurok, is a seasoned warrior - one of the best on the island. I still remember like it was yesterday.” The memories felt too real. She held her head down, with her bloodied nose touching the snow. While her clothes were ripped up, blood coated her body. Large gashes ripped at her skin in many places, including the stomach, neck, and back. In fact, if it wasn’t for the orc’s remarkable regeneration, she would have died. No human could survive such an assault without medical help.
    

    
      “Please,” she told her father, “I’m sorry for my actions today. Please spare my life. I’m nothing but a confused pup. Please, I don’t know what else to say. Just spare me.” Tears flooded her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. Even with blood soaking her face, the tears were quite evident.
    

    
      Her father scoffed and said, “You’re weak.”  He then turned around and started walking. While walking, he said loud enough for his daughter to hear, “It would have been better if your mother miscarried you.”
    

    
      “Don’t you think that’s a bit harsh?” asked Mei, a grim scowl of concern on her face. 
    

    
      “He had good reason to say that.” Agara merely looked down at her reflection in the water. “We orcs are a warrior society. We take the warrior’s code seriously. Even the peasants spar in their free time.” Two streams of tears rolled down Agara’s cheeks. Her voice became shaken. “If a warrior is defeated in real combat, then he’s expected to die with honor. This is the way of my people. I challenged my father to a Red Circle and placed the honor of my tribe on the line. And what did I do? I panicked. I begged my father for forgiveness like a coward, and he did me the disservice of sparing me, leaving me to live out my life without honor. I was never able to face my tribe after that, not until I redeem my honor.”
    

    
      “How will you do that?”
    

    
      “I know my father will enter the Shogun tournament. Even if there’s a slight possibility of facing him there, I need to defeat him. Only after I defeat him I will regain my honor and be able to see my friends and family again. That’s why I joined Fallen Blossoms. I wanted to use the guild to get strong, so one day I can fulfill my dream.”
    

    
      Mei’s face turned sad as she placed a hand on Agara’s shoulder and said, “There’s nothing wrong with fearing for your life. All life is precious. Even if your society doesn't value your life, you’ll still have people who care for you, want you to be alive. In fact, their lives will be darkened if you die.”
    

    
      “Like who?”
    

    
      “You have me, Janochi, and his folk who brought you here and fed you. We’re all your friends.”
    

    
      Agara looked down and contemplated for a bit before saying, “No, such a philosophy isn’t the life of the orc.”
    

    
      “Look,” said Mei sternly, “your view on life is outdated. It’s been over 96 years since the hundred-year war. The world is at a time of relative peace. You don’t have to go off the way of the orc. You can forge your own destiny.”
    

    
      “I…I…” Agara couldn’t find any words. She simply wrapped her arms around Mei, digging her head into her shoulder, weeping.
    

    
      “There, there…it’s better this way. You have years of emotional turmoil to get out.”
“Anyways,” Agara said as she wiped the last of the tears from her eyes, “what’s your story? It only seems fair for you to talk about yourself.”
    

    
      “I can, but it’s no tearjerker. Let’s see…I was born in the Western Islands. I was also raised in a fairly normal family. My father worked as a carpenter, and my mother worked as a geisha - the normal kind, not the prostitute kind. I had a dream to be a martial artist, and I begged my parents to pay for the tuition to no end. After many years, they were able to pay for it. Instead of a dojo, I traveled with a martial artist - it was all they could afford. I traveled with who you know as Janochi Chun, or as Raizen calls him, Master Chun. Back then he was no master, but his skills for his age were incredible.” Mei lay back, blushing at the memories. “We traveled for about seven years. And would you like to know a secret?”
    

    
      “Sure.”
“I had a huge crush on him.”
    

    
      “Really? No offense, but he’s a disgusting, lecherous old man.”
    

    
      “I find it hard for myself to believe as well, but I did love him. It started out as admittance. He was my role model, and I strived to be just like him. Oh, how I remember spying on him in the hot springs.”
    

    
      “What happened between you two?”
    

    
      “We were in love for a good while, but we began going our separate ways. I started believing 
    

    
      in peace healing the world, and I didn’t want to use my skills to inflict pain, but rather to help those around me. Janochi, on the other hand, believed inflicting pain was the only way to bring peace. He believed in peace through strength. I wanted him to leave the White Tiger Force, but he stayed. I broke up with him and became a monk. After a decade, however, I eventually joined the White Tiger Force, and we’ve been good friends ever since.”
“You two are good friends?”
    

    
      “Well, not always. Growing up, I was an impatient girl with a huge attitude. Chun and I would have to get into arguments while training.”
    

    
      “So why did you join?”
    

    
      “I realized the full extent of Leviathan’s plan. I joined and was stationed here to keep the land from being corrupted. I now live here, healing the sick and mending the land, as I’ve been doing for the past two decades.”
    

    
      “It’s quite ironic, really. You being a chaste monk while Chun tries to get into every woman’s pants he sees.”
    

    
      “Eh, he’s not all bad. He’s Raizen’s martial arts instructor, but he acts like his father.”
“I still think he’s a weird, perverted old man who smells like alcohol.”
    

    
      “I’m sure you’re not the first who’s gained 
      that 
      opinion of him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen laid out his mat for sleep. He was indeed quite comfortable. With the food and spa, his body felt rejuvenated after spending some time under a waterfall. However, he wanted to be alone. He took his mat outside under the full moon and listened delightedly to the waterfall splashing into a river. His mind clouded, he simply lay on his back, peering up at the moon. The second chakra - how was he going to feel good about himself? 
      Am I not self-confident? How am I supposed to feel…I do not know. 
    

    
      With that, Raizen drifted off to sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      The next day, Chun woke with rejuvenated eyes. It would be about an hour until the sun came up, but he needed to train Raizen. He was a dragon warrior, after all. Though Mei was going to take care of his spiritual life, it was still up to Chun to sharpen his fighting skills as a martial artist. He needed to be brutal.
    

    
      Chun walked outside and leaped onto the grass. He looked over to see Raizen sleeping as quiet as a mouse. Scratching his fu manchu, he walked over and nudged Raizen with his foot. 
    

    
      “What do you need, Master Chun?” Raizen asked, rubbing his eyes and yawning.
    

    
      “I’ve always enjoyed the fact that you were easy to wake. Anyways, it’s time to start your training.”
“But it’s not even sunrise…”
    

    
      “I know. You are going to - warm up - until sunrise. Now hurry! I expect you to be up and ready within five minutes.”
    

    
      “How about breakfast?”
    

    
      “It would be a waste of food if you ended up puking it up.” With that, Chun walked away with an unforgiving smile.
    

    
      Raizen waited until Chun turned the corner to begin changing. He threw off his covers as quickly as he could, then, wearing only a loincloth, he immediately put on his martial arts clothes. He took a drink of water from the river, then ran to Chun. Still-half asleep, he made a bow of respect to his master.
    

    
      Taking a flask of Sake from his pocket, Chun said, “You will start with sprints.”
    

    
      “But Master Chun, this is supposed to be a warm-up.”
    

    
      “Nonsense! Back in my day, we sprinted barefooted on jagged rocks. Besides, you’re a dragon warrior. You should have ample physical ability. Now, sprint over there.” He pointed to the river. “Jump over the river and sprint the same length down. Sprint back here and rinse and repeat. Do this at least twenty times, then we can begin.”
    

    
      Raizen sighed and began his sprinting. He ran, measuring the width of the river. 
    

    
      There’s no way I can reach the other end. Unless… 
    

    
      Raizen concentrated his chi to his legs and leaped over the river, landing on all fours. Gasping for breath, he continued. 
    

    
      The actual usage of the chi is worse than the sprint.
       
    

    
      With all his years of training, he could have easily sprinted twenty times. However, his usage of chi may have prevented him from reaching his goal. He gasped for breath, wondering how the hell he was going to survive his training.  
    

    
      “I didn’t train a novice, boy. I want to see those legs move.”
    

    
      “I will try, Master Chun.” 
    

    
      Raizen circled around for his make around the lap. This time while leaping, he used less of his chi to conserve energy. He landed just barely on the edge, almost slipping into the river. Still, he felt even more drained by his chi. How was he ever going to complete this? Raizen did indeed run the twenty laps. Though it was difficult, he managed. He finished the last lap, falling to his knees, panting. Sweat poured from parts of his body, making his clothes damp. He took off his shirt as a result.                      
    

    
      “Raizen,  don’t tell me you’re already tired. We still have some time before the sun rises.” Chun continued to push Raizen to his limits. Each exercise required Raizen to use a bit of his chi, and with only the first chakra mastered, his body took a beating.
    

    
      “Good news,” said Chun as the first rays of light leaked from the horizon. “It seems as if our warm-up is over. Now it’s time to spar.”
    

    
      “Spar? Should I practice my form before -”
    

    
      “Not today. For now, we practice our sparring.”
    

    
      “Alright, as long as I get a bit to rest -”
    

    
      “Rest? A dragon warrior does not need rest. We start right now.”
    

    
      “But Master Chun, I -”
    

    
      Raizen dodged a flask of alcohol Chun threw at him. Without warning, a fist landed squarely on Raizen’s face. Chun finished his attack with a roundhouse kick to the guts. 
    

    
      “You’re quite slow for a dragon warrior.” 
    

    
      He waited for Raizen to stand up. When he did, the boy could barely keep his stance. He breathed heavily while perspiration rained down his head. His stance was unbearably sloppy, and his eyes drooped, almost closed. Raizen listened to Chun and went on the attack. He threw a punch at Chun, only to have it evaded. Chun responded with three kicks to his ribs.
    

    
      “Come on, is that all you got?” Chun just realized Mei and everyone else in the cabin had come outside to watch. Was he really yelling that loud? No matter, he needed to train Raizen to be a powerful warrior. 
    

    
      But will it be worth it at the sake of his well-being? Bah! I need to bury these feelings for him and give him hell. I need to make his life a living hell.
       
    

    
      Chun went on the offensive, landing several relentless blows on his student. Blood spilled from Raizen’s face while bruises and bumps changed the geography of his head. He landed a punch to his arm, which sent him flying; that punch would have severely injured Raizen if it wasn’t for his chi protecting him.
    

    
      “Stop it!” Raizen exclaimed, standing on one knee, holding his arm. Under his white hair, tears streamed down his cheeks.
    

    
      “Do you think the necromancers will stop it if you cry about it? No, your soul will be sacrificed to Leviathan if you keep up with that attitude.” He ran full speed at Raizen, preparing to land another blow. “Get up, suck it up, and fight already.”
    

    
      Something emerged in Raizen Chun had never seen before. “I never wanted to be a damn dragon warrior in the first place.” For a split second, his chi level went off the charts. He threw a lightning speed punch at Chun that sent him flying. Chun landed on all fours and gaped at Raizen in sheer amazement. Although he blocked the punch, the sheer force sent his entire body flying through the air. 
    

    
      Raizen noticed this and ran to Chun. “Are you OK, Master Chun? I didn’t mean to do that to you…I was angry.” He raced to Chun with nothing but concern in his eyes. He was indeed oblivious to the fact that Mei and the rest of the group watched on in sheer astonishment.
Chun sighed and yelled, “You do not show mercy to the necromancers. This fatal flaw will get us all killed.”
    

    
      “But you’re not a necromancer…you’re Master Chun.”
    

    
      “Then you have already lost.” Chun landed several blows on Raizen, and before he could fall, Chun drop kicked Raizen in the chest, once again sending him flying. Indeed, Raizen’s chi came to the rescue again and prevented fatal injury. His body went flying, bouncing up and down on the grass until he reached the edge of the river. It pained Chun to beat the daylight out of his student. Every student in his dojo was like a son or daughter, and Raizen was no exception. In fact, he viewed Raizen as more of a son than any of his other students.
    

    
      Mei leaped to Raizen’s aide. She ran as quickly as she could, trying to grab Raizen before he drifted off into the river. She did a baseball slide on the grass and grabbed Raizen’s bruised body, then picked him up and cradled his unconscious head in her arm. Raizen’s head lay on her arms, with his eyes closed - the last bit of tears streaming from his eyes like sparkly water.
    

    
      “This can’t be,” mumbled Mei, “his aura is messy at best. Now he is going to have an even tougher time mastering his chakras.” She eyed Chun with fury in her eyes. “Look at him. Do you not see his bruises? You never trained me like this when I was young!”
    

    
      “Raizen is a dragon warrior. How is he to survive training under Lan Se if he can’t even survive it under me?”
    

    
      “He pleaded for you to stop, and yet you kept going. Even when he showed you an inch of compassion you didn’t deserve, you continued your beating. You’re no better than the necromancers you accuse.”
    

    
      “But Mei…” 
    

    
      Chun was at a loss for words. He could only watch as his former student, his former lover, took Raizen away. He would never forget that glare, that look of pure hatred in her eyes. It was rare for a monk to get angry, and he hadn’t seen Mei get angry in years. He looked at Raizen. Did he really do all that to him? 
    

    
      Nonsense! Let her believe of me what she wants, but Raizen WILL be suited for a dragon warrior by the time I hand him over to Lan se.
    

    
      That next night, Raizen awoke with a sweaty body. It almost felt as if he went through a hot flash. He lay under a bunch of covers, with bandages covering his entire body. Bloodied bandages coated parts of his face, as well as his upper and lower body. Several bumps sat on his head. He lay in Mei’s room, with her bed on the opposite side of the room. Incense filled the air, while the night’s moon peered through the windows. The room’s door remained partly open. A dim light flowed through, and he heard voices outside.
    

    
      “Why are you meditating?” asked Agara.
    

    
      “I’m meditating because I need to cleanse my soul of the anger that’s infested my heart.” That voice was definitely Mei’s.
    

    
      “What of Raizen?” 
    

    
      “Raizen has just awakened from his sleep. I can feel it in his aura. However, his aura is still off-balance. I need to attend to him at once.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
              Raizen could barely move his body. He also felt cut off from his chi; it was quite awkward, actually. When first learning to use his chi, he felt a celestial energy within him. Now, without it, he felt an emptiness that hungered for more. He felt the need for inner peace.
    

    
      “How are you feeling?” asked Mei.
    

    
      “I’m alright, but why can’t I move?”
    

    
      “You’re in critical condition, which is why you sleep in the same room as me.”
    

    
      “But why am I in critical condition?”
    

    
      “Chun pushed your chi to its limits. While training, your body should have given out long ago, but your chi has an ace in the hole if the situation gets dire. In your case, being a dragon warrior allowed you to survive, and it even countered his attack.” In her hand was a bowl of noodles. “You see, when you use up your chi reservoir, you chi digs into your body and soul, burning both up for fuel. In other words, your body is weakened to the point where you can’t move, and your soul is weakened to the point where you’re temporarily cut off from your chi.”
    

    
      “I heard you talking to Agara about aura. Is this tied to my situation?”
“Yes. A person’s aura is directly tied to his chakras. When your chakras are activated, I can sense the color blue from your body - your soul energy. With your defeat by Chun, I sense no colors. Also, only a monk or someone who has mastered the chakras thoroughly can sense these colors. Though your master has a grasp, he hasn’t mastered this technique yet.”
“Sister Mei, do you mind telling where Master Chun is? I need to apologize to him for not training hard enough.”
    

    
      Mei’s facial expression softened a bit. “I don’t know where Chun is. We got into an argument after I laid you to rest you in my cabin. He hasn’t come back since.”
    

    
      “NO! I…I don’t want him to go.” Raizen expressed sheer anger at the monk. “Why did you have to drive him away from me? All he wanted to do was train me, and you had to drive him from us.”
    

    
      “I know Chun well enough to know he won’t leave you.”
    

    
      “How do you know?”
    

    
      “I know because I was his first student.” Mei paused and thought to herself, 
      And lover.
       “I have a cure for your illness. I have a meditation session that’ll not only drive you from this state but also teach you the second chakra. Are you willing to do this?”
    

    
      “I guess,” protested Raizen.
    

    
      “First you need some food in you. Would you mind if I feed you? You haven't eaten in over a day.”
“Sure.”
    

    
              Mei picked up the chopsticks and pinched a bit of noodles. It felt awkward for Raizen to be fed; it made him feel more like a baby than a man. He sucked it up and ate his food. After eating, Mei took the plate in the other room, then came back.
    

    
      “Raizen, to start this meditation, I require you to get into a deep trance of meditation.”
“What’s going to happen?”
    

    
      “You’re going to experience your past. You’re going to be transported to the worst parts of your life, and the darkest corners of your soul. Conquering these anxieties will not only cure you but also allow you to master your second chakra. Losing to these anxieties will only dampen your pain. Are you ready to begin?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      Raizen lay down and began meditating. He heard Mei leaving the room to get something, but he didn’t concentrate on her. He reached to his inner core but couldn’t feel anything. His chi just wasn’t there. Mei came back with a bucket of water and began chanting. With her eyes closed, she slowly poured the water on his head. Afterward, she placed a hand on his forehead. Chanting a few words, she rubbed his forehead.
    

    
      While rubbing, Raizen fell into a state of weariness. The next thing he knew, his soul was floating in a spaceless void. He searched, fearful of what was going on. He floated, unable to feel, hear, and see, then his soul scattered and reemerged at a place in his past. He floated like a ghost above his former self, as a child. Raizen could see himself buried in his arms. He remembered this memory quite well. He was about five at the time, and he longed for his exiled parents. From out of the dojo came Chun.
    

    
      “Raizen, why are you not sparring with the rest?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing. I just wanna be alone.”
    

    
      “Nonsense,” replied Chun, “I can tell there’s something bothering you. What is it?”
    

    
      “I just never knew my parents.”
    

    
      “Do you miss them?”
    

    
      “How can I miss people I never really know?”
    

    
      Chun scratched his head. “You are wise for your age.” At that time, Chun had black hair. It seemed awkward to Raizen. Everyone in the village had white hair and golden eyes except for Chun.
    

    
      “I just always wanted to know who they were.”
    

    
      “Perhaps one day, when you grow older, we can go out and visit.”
    

    
      “Do you really know where they are?”
    

    
      “I don’t. Oftentimes, the best part of an adventure is the mystery behind it.”
    

    
      Raizen’s visions moved to his early teens – when he was about fourteen years old. He and a friend of his decided to skip training and explore the forest. Deep in the forest, his friend took his shoulder.
    

    
      “Look what I stole from Master Chun.” His friend dug into his shirt and pulled out a pipe and bottle of Sake. He then took out a small can of tobacco. “He even got some imported chewing tobacco, straight from the northern provinces.”
    

    
      “Chewing tobacco?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I heard these are popular with the marines up north. I want to be badass like a marine, so why not?”
    

    
      “Master Chun will be furious once he learns of this.”
    

    
      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt us. Come on, take some tobacco and drink a bit.”
    

    
      “I guess,” replied Raizen. He took a pinch of tobacco, placed it in his mouth, then coughed it up.
    

    
      “No,” said his friend, “you’re not supposed to eat it. You put it in your gums, like this.” His friend placed the chewing tobacco in his gums beneath his lower lip.
    

    
      Raizen likewise took a gulp of the sake and spat it up. “How can adults drink this stuff?”
“Beats me.”
    

    
      From out of the forest leaped a grizzly bear. Larger than most he’d ever seen, the bear roared with the amplitude of three bears. The bear immediately pinned Raizen’s friend under his massive paw, and drool rolled down the bear’s mouth and coated the boy’s face. Raizen wanted to do something. Perhaps he could distract the bear. However, he did nothing. Fear engulfed his heart. He didn’t believe he possessed the skills necessary to defeat the beast.
    

    
      The bear was about to go for the kill when a figure flew through the air. Chun leaped directly at the bear, and with the heel of his hand he pounded the bear on the back of the neck. The bear collapsed, paralyzed, but Chun swiped both of the boys before the bear could fall. Although both of them expected to feel the wrath of Chun, their mentor only hugged them tight in his arms. He was glad they were safe.
    

    
      One last vision came to Raizen. It was a vision of him and Chun before their abrupt departure on their adventure. Raizen was primed to think he needed to defeat Chun to gain adulthood in his village. It didn’t make sense to him, really, but if the other adults had accomplished such a feat, then Raizen could. The only problem was the fact that he had doubt in his abilities.
    

    
      “You know you have my utmost respect, Master Chun. However, I have to do this to gain manhood.”
    

    
      “Let’s see what you got.” Chun charged at Raizen, and Raizen likewise charged. Both fought a good, hard battle.
    

    
      “You can’t go on much longer,” said Raizen, “for you’re too old to keep up with me.”
    

    
      “True...but even this old dog can teach you some new tricks.”
    

    
      “I’ve been training for this moment for the last six years. Now it’s time to finish this battle.” Raizen sprinted at Chun with pride flowing through his heart. 
    

    
      I’m really going to land a blow on Master Chun!
       
    

    
      Seconds before Raizen could deal the blow, a mischievous grin streaked across Chun’s face. “You’ve done well, my student. In fact, you far surpassed my expectations of your abilities. However, you’ve made one fatal mistake. Now I must end this.”
Raizen’s mouth gaped in disbelief. “You mean – you’re going easy on me?” 
    

    
      No, this can’t be!
    

    
      “You have a lot to learn, young one. It is not until you master your chi that you’ll be able to defeat me. Now, witness the power of a true master.” 
    

    
      Chun disappeared a millisecond before Raizen could land his punch. Without warning, he reappeared behind Raizen and took a strike at the back of his neck. As he went sliding, his pride all but vanished. Now shame conquered his heart. 
    

    
      Raizen’s soul reemerged back in the void. From up above, he could see water, loads of it. From the water came a shining light. His body gently floated to the water. Raizen’s voice in his conscience was hearable in the voice. It was almost as if his mind spoke aloud. 
    

    
      These visions…my dark moments? Why didn’t I try to save my friend from the bear? Why don’t I ever believe in myself? If I am a dragon warrior, then why am I such an incompetent fighter?
    

    
      It had occurred to Raizen that his misdoings were because of his perception of himself. How was he going to have the confidence to save others when he didn’t even have the confidence to be himself? To be comfortable in his own skin is simply to be. To quell his doubts, he needed not to try to be someone else, but simply to be. In the end, Raizen didn’t need to change himself to be a dragon warrior - 
      HE 
      was a dragon warrior.
    

    
      Raizen’s soul plunged into the water. He came back into consciousness, with Mei looking at him eagerly.  
    

    
      “How was your trip?”
    

    
      “It was well worth it. I feel free in a sense.”
    

    
      “I was hoping so.”
    

    
      “Do you have any more of those noodles?” Raizen could now move, and he stood up and went for the door.
    

    
      “I have plenty. Help yourself.”
    

    
      He went into the kitchen to see a large bowl of noodles waiting for him. He took a seat and sniffed the steamy smell flowing to his face. Raizen then took the chopsticks and ate to his life’s content. He heard the noise of a door opening but ate anyway. 
    

    
      “Raizen, are you better now?” The voice was Chun’s.
    

    
      “Master Chun.” Raizen turned around, still holding the bowl of noodles in his hand. “Where did you go?”
    

    
      “Your old uniform from the village is dingy, so I got you a fresh one. Save this pair for when we visit Kangbok.” In his hands he held a new martial arts uniform.
    

    
      “You didn’t have to use our money to buy clothes.”
    

    
      “Nonsense. A proper dragon warrior should be properly dressed.” 
    

    
      “Master Chun, I think I mastered the second chakra, with Mei’s help.”
    

    
      “That’s good. Now we can continue our journey tomorrow. We’re close to moving to the northern regions.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The next day, as the sun rose over the horizon, Raizen leaped up and began packing. It wasn’t long before the others also packed. They were behind schedule, but allowing a dragon warrior to master his second chakra was well worth it. He, Chun, Bao, and Daichi prepared to leave. Behind them stood Agara and Mei. 
    

    
      “Mei, I think I want to stay with you. You gave me peace of mind.” Agara looked at her friend with watery 
      eyes
      .
    

    
      “Your fate lies with Raizen. You need to protect him, after all, and fulfill your duty to your tribe.”
    

    
      “When this is all over, can I come back to you?”
    

    
      “What about your tribe?”
    

    
      “I have a younger sister. She can lead the tribe. I wish to live a monastic life with you after this.” Agara’s eyes teared up a bit. “I’ve never really had a friend.”
    

    
      Mei giggled and said, “I’m not your only friend. Raizen, Chun, Bao, and Daichi all care for you as much as I.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” Agara hugged her friend one last time before departing for Raizen. Taking one last look back at Mei, she then looked ahead and said, “Wait up.” 
    

    
      Raizen looked behind himself to greet the newest member of their team when a murmuring sound rose from the woods. It grew louder and louder with each second, until several figures leaped from the woods. Zombies, with plate armor and weapons, bounced out in the open. They came by the dozens, surrounding the cabin and group.
    

    
      Mei crossed her hands and mumbled a few chants, then placed her hands onto the ground, which made the land around her turn bright white. A circle of light illuminated her surroundings.
“Come,” she said, “you all are safer in this circle.”
    

    
      The group did as she commanded, but that didn’t help the fact that dozens more of the undead leaped from the forest. Of the undead, a young man came from the forest. He was a tall one, with pale skin and an irrational fear in his eyes. 
    

    
      He called out, saying, “Lord Leviathan! It is I, Zhao. I ask you to grant me more souls - more soldiers to carry out your will.” 
    

    
      His voice was a mixture of a normal human voice and a more corrupt human voice. Both spoke in perfect unison. A blood pentagram glowed on his forehead. From the pentagram came several hundred souls. Souls, screaming and yearning - souls crying out in pain. The souls plunged into the ground, which turned the ground black. 
    

    
      “Rise!”
    

    
      The ground beneath them rumbled. Hands reached from the ground and uprooted the rest of their bodies. Zombies and skeletons alike rose, ready to fight. All several hundred of them plunged at Mei’s circle. 
    

    
      The battle had begun. 
    

    
      Chun was like several persons in one. He plowed through the undead hordes so quickly, Raizen couldn’t see his punches. Daichi, closing his eyes, sensed the aura of the undead. He mounted his katana and sliced through the undead like paper. Bao shot thunder from his fingers while whacking the undead with his hammer. Mei stood behind everyone, keeping the white ground around them pure. However, every time an undead would fall, the soul went back into the ground, rising to fight again. 
    

    
      Raizen began thinking to himself, 
      This is my chance to test out my second chakra.
    

    
      “Master Chun, we should press the advance and kill the undead at their source.”
    

    
      “That is not a good idea. Necromancers are known for their trickery. A trap could be laid. Besides, this is a novice necromancer we’re facing. I can tell by his aura. He’ll wear himself out soon, and when he does, we go in for the kill.”
    

    
      “Alright, Chun.” 
      What if there’s a trap set for when we defeat him? I can’t take that chance. Well, I suppose I have to be brave on this one.
       “Forgive me, Master Chun.”
    

    
      Raizen ran outside of Mei’s circle. Several dozen undead swarmed around him. Raizen responded in kind by spin kicking. Focusing his chi on the foot on the ground, he spun toward the direction of Zhao. Meanwhile, he focused more of his chi to his other leg, which wiped the floor with the undead. He was like a spear grinding its way through the undead. On the other end, he saw Zhao. His face appeared completely different than the face Raizen first saw. The man’s face seemed distorted and corrupted, and he grew claws. His once pale skin was now turning dark, and his eyes glowed a dark purple.
    

    
      “Stop this,” said Raizen, “or else I have to put you down.” 
    

    
      “Nonsense.” Zhao’s dark voice completely replaced his normal one. “Why would I stop here? Why would I give mercy to your world when I can slaughter little peasants as they sleep? Oh, how I want to see my undead devour their flesh and gnaw on their bones.” Zhao’s eyes completely changed. “I won’t go easy on you.”
    

    
      “You don’t have to. You’re already damned.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand.” It was at that moment Raizen found himself in a puddle of blood. His body sunk in the blood like quicksand. It was also at that moment Raizen noticed blood dripped from Zhao’s eyes. Like tears, they streamed down his cheeks. However, an eerie smile appeared on his face.
    

    
      “How does it feel to be among the damned? I mean, why kill you when I can sacrifice your soul directly to Leviathan?” He held his arms at opposite ends and began the chant:
    

    
      
    

    
      Great lord of the night sky
    

    
      Please heed my cry
    

    
      
    

    
      Allow me to take his soul as plunder
    

    
      Please, let me strike as quick as thunder
    

    
      May this offering quell your eternal hunger
    

    
      
    

    
      Take this offering from my sight
    

    
      Allow me to show the world your might
    

    
      Grant me powers to take the flight
    

    
      Allow me to spread your great unholy blight
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh great Lord Leviathan, feast - feast on his soul!
    

    
      
    

    
      Undead arms reached from the pool of blood and grabbed Raizen at different places. His clothes were soaked with blood, and the smell of rotting flesh filled his nose. He didn’t know what to do. Every time he chopped through an arm, three more rose to take its place. Indeed, all seemed grim.
    

    
      “Raizen,” yelled Chun from behind, “this Zhou…I was wrong about him. He’s a novice necromancer, but the curse he cast on you is a spell only a master necromancer can master. Yet, it is not as strong at his level. Quickly, use your chi to uproot yourself from his greatly weakened spell. Now!” 
    

    
              Raizen placed his hands on the pool of blood and focused his chi to his hands and arms. Slowly but surely, he started to uproot himself. He then heard a voice rumbling from within the blood. It was a voice that invaded his conscience. The voice said, “I hunger.” Something about the voice made him panic; it was like listening to the voice of death itself. Raizen screamed, drowning in the pool of blood. Now neck deep in the blood, he waited for his inevitable damnation. Chun and the others tried to help, but the hordes of undead prevented them from getting to Raizen in time.
    

    
      “I’m finished,” he said. “I failed.” 
    

    
      No, you’re not!
       It was the voice of confidence. The voice of the second chakra spoke to him. 
      You can beat damnation. 
    

    
      Raizen opened his eyes. Only his face was visible in the pool of blood, and the arms covered his face, pushing him to the ground. 
    

    
      Raizen, it’s time to activate your second chakra. 
    

    
      As h
      is
       body flew from the pool of blood, he could feel his chi flowing through his body more quickly than ever.
    

    
      “What is this?” said Zhao.
    

    
      “Your end.” 
    

    
      Before the zombies could attack Raizen, he sprinted to Zhao and attacked the necromancer with his newfound abilities. For once, using his chi didn’t drastically drain him of his energy. He landed blows all over his body, leaving Zhao on the ropes, then finished with a spinning kick to the head. Zhao hit the ground, hard. Suddenly, Zhao’s black aura, glowing purple eyes, blood pentagram, and claws left him. The necromancer returned back his normal state. Lastly, the undead fell to the ground and the souls went back whence they came. 
    

    
      “Hmph,” snorted Zhao, “I don’t care what you do to me. Just kill me like the rest.”
    

    
      “I will be glad to.” Chun came from the piles of undead, went to Zhao, and prepared his foot for a final strike to the head.
    

    
      “My life for Leviathan.”
    

    
      “Wait!” From out of the pile of undead came Mei, who grabbed Chun on the shoulder. “We are to show this boy compassion. He’s just a frightened young boy inside - I could sense his aura the minute he appeared from the forest. He can change, and I know it.”
    

    
      Chun retorted in an annoyed voice, “But he tried sacrificing Raizen to Leviathan. How in the hell does he deserves redeeming?” 
    

    
      He prepared his foot for the final strike when a rumbling noise came from the forest. Out of the forest came a woman riding purple fire as if she were riding a surfboard. She circled around Zhao, forcing Raizen and friends to leap back. She circled again and again, making a tornado of purple fire. The fire then vanished, and both of them disappeared.
    

    
      Mei looked at the entire incident and said, “It seems The Black Sun is after you, Raizen. It’s best if you get going. In the meantime, I better get to work healing the land. These undead and unholy fires won’t purge themselves.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Five
    

    
      The City of Kangbok
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              A full two weeks had passed since their encounter at Mei’s cabin. Raizen and friends traveled through the rest of the southern regions and were ready to embark on the northern regions, which were indeed much greater in size than their southern counterparts. The two were separate land masses, connected only by the Cho Span. This was a long bridge, a highway even, that connected the two land masses together. From there, thousands of people crossed the two land masses each day. On the other side lay the city of Kangbok, otherwise known as the city of sex. While the cultures around the world generally refrained from public expressions of sex, this city in particular integrated it into its culture. When the group walked through the remainder of the southern regions, they saw lumberjacks and contractors from the northern regions carving through the forest. 
    

    
      “Is that it?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      “It sure is.” Chun peered and stared in awe at the Cho span. It was a good seventy feet wide and extended for miles. Below the span was an endless drop that led to the sea miles down. A light fog coated the area while the sun set.
    

    
      The group traveled for many hours. All wore rice hats. Daichi and Agara traveled on opposite ends of the group. On more than a few occasions, Chun had to quell an argument between the two.
    

    
      “Just a bit more,” replied Chun. “We’re almost at the city. Trust me, we are going to be staying at this city for at least a week.”
    

    
      “Would it be better to go through this city quickly? I mean, the necromancers and Shogun’s guilds are after us.”
    

    
      “Not necessarily. I have many friends in this city - all who are accomplished martial artists. And the Shogun probably 
      expects
       us to leave the city quickly. Besides, this is the perfect place for you to perfect your next two chakras.”
    

    
      “My next two chakras?”
    

    
      “Yes, allow me to explain them to you. The third chakra is called The Solar Plexus Chakra. When you think of this chakra, imagine the color yellow, then think of fire. This chakra is connected with feeling confident. It’s the ability to take charge and know you can succeed.”
“That sounds nice.” 
      I can’t believe that’s the chakra of confidence. I already mastered that while fighting with Zhao…I even had that experience with Mei!
    

    
      “Now, you’re probably thinking you already mastered the third chakra and you have this in the bag. Well, I already know that, boy.”
    

    
      “I…I wasn’t thinking of that.”
    

    
      “Anyways, the fourth chakra is called The Heart Chakra, and for good reason. The proper name for it is the Anahthe chakra. When you meditate on the chakra, imagine the color green and the element of air. The gateway for this chakra is at the heart, so likewise imagine the heart.” Chun smiled at his student and asked, “Do you love your friends?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Good. This is the chakra of unconditional love. It can be both friendly love or the more intense kind of love. Aside from that, this chakra is the chakra of emotional balance, compassion, and devotion. To master this chakra is to forgive yourself and others. To master this chakra is to give love without expecting any in return. In all, it can transform negative emotions into positive ones. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Of course.” 
    

    
      Raizen went to the very side of the bridge and leaped off the parapet. Focusing his chakra at his feet, he leaped off the side of the bridge, then under the bridge. He stood under the bridge, allowing his hair and arms to hang down. As he looked at the ocean, covered by a light fog, he also saw something interesting. Though he couldn’t make it out, it appeared to be a ship. He’d always heard stories of ships but never saw one. This one appeared to be made of metal, not wood. Steam smoke pumped out of it. On the ship, he saw men holding more modern versions of muskets, but he couldn’t make them out.
    

    
      “What do you think you’re doing?” asked Agara, with an irritated voice. “Get up here at once!”
    

    
      “There’s nothing to worry about,” replied Raizen as he leaped back onto the top of the bridge, “my chi holds me.”
    

    
      “Hmph, you better hope so for your sake.”
    

    
      “Agara, I’ve only seen you talk to Mei. For the last two weeks, you barely spoke to us. Tell us how you fight. Are you a chi weaver like Daichi?” He glared at Daichi, who had his head turned the other way.
    

    
      “No, we orcs are unable to use chi and weaves. We rely on our strength and regeneration to battle.”
    

    
      “I’ve heard of this,” replied Daichi, butting in. “You orcs were once an alchemy experiment, I believe.”
    

    
      “We were. Long ago, early in the hundred-year war, the nation of Keishi was on the verge of collapse. Armies from all sides encircled Keishi and were ready to conquer.  This nation in particular was well-renowned for its usage of alchemy. So in response, the magicians experimented with alchemy and covered several of the towns with a green haze. That’s how we orcs came to be - we were once humans placed under an experiment. They created us for the sole purpose of battlin’. They gave us incredible strength and the ability to regenerate our wounds, with little to no need of medical help. They gave us a natural skill for battle and filled our hearts with the bloodlust to fight. However, they feared our abilities. They made us less intelligent than our human counterparts. They also made us much less fertile than our human cousins. They blocked out our ability to use chi and weaves.”
    

    
      Daichi gave her a curious look. “Tell me what happened after the war. I’m assuming you orcs won by plundering?”
    

    
      Agara scrunched up her nose. “That, I do not know. Our early history is erased, for the province that created us fell, and their books and history fell with it. All I know is that my kind did mercenary work for the human nations during the hundred-year war that followed. When you humans established the Shogun Tournament, we left for an island up north, far away.”
    

    
      Daichi said nothing; he just nodded and walked, dropping his eyes closed. As the months passed, his eyesight became worse.
    

    
              A few miles away, Raizen could see the workers building a second bridge. The lumberjacks cutting wood would transport it over to the new bridge being built.
    

    
      “Say,” asked Raizen, “why are they building another bridge?”
“Well,” butted in Bao, “the hammer suspects they are finally building a railroad that spans both the northern and southern regions. When The Hammer left Wan long ago, The Hammer’s nation already had a fully functional railroad, and it was already in the plans for Shogun Sentai to contract Wan engineers to build a massive railroad along the two regions.”
    

    
      “What is a railroad?”
    

    
      “Without getting too complex, imagine a horse and buggy…now imagine a metal one…on wheels. It’s hard to explain, but it allows people to travel faster than ever before.”
    

    
      “Well,” said Chun, “I think we’re here.” The fog cleared up a bit and revealed a large city. Although it had no walls, some buildings spanned as tall as nine stories. Red paint covered these wooden buildings, and lamps hung from them, lit, with red paper around them. Even the streets were paved with red stone. In the town everyone wore red, and some went through the trouble of dying their hair red. 
    

    
      Agara gazed at the city, lost in thought. She remembered being in this city once. It was one of the few cities that didn’t fear her for being an orc. In fact, she was hit on by men on every corner she passed with “green-fever”, wanting an “exotic” woman. She kept her gaze to hear the men behind her talking.
    

    
      “I remember getting this years back as a souvenir from this city,” exclaimed Chun.
    

    
      “Whoa,” said Raizen.
    

    
      “Check out the knockers on her,” Bao said with a laugh.
    

    
      “The artist obviously exaggerated her body parts. There’s no way a woman can have breasts so large.” 
      That 
      was definitely the voice of Daichi. 
    

    
      Agara couldn’t help looking back. She saw all her friends sitting on the ledge, looking at what appeared to be a painting. She walked up and snatched the painting from Chun’s hands, then gazed upon the picture to see a painting of a naked woman lying on the branch of a tree.
    

    
      “The hell is this?”
    

    
      “It’s art.” A large grin circled Chun’s face.
    

    
      “Argh…I swear, I’m surrounded by 
      perverts
      . No respect for women…” She ripped the painting in half.
    

    
      “Now, wait!” Bao leaped in front of her and placed his finger to her face. “The Hammer finds you to be a hypocrite. It’s not like you’ve ever seen an attractive man and wondered. It’s not like you’ve even been curious.”
    

    
      “That’s not true. Besides, it’s not like attractive men fall from the sky.”
    

    
      Ironically, from the top of a roof leaped a shirtless man who landed squarely on the ground, posing in a martial arts stance.
    

    
      “Oh, I’m sorry,” said the man. “I’m just training for the next body show. Leaping on rooftops can sure be exhausting.” The man had washboard abs and a perfect face. Sweat dripped from his sleek black hair, making his body shine in the sun. “Anyways, it’s nice to meet you all.” As he walked away, Agara stared at his butt, blushing.
    

    
      When the man got a distance away, Bao butted in. “Ah ha! The Hammer saw you staring, and The Hammer bet the wheels were turning in your head. Admit it, you wanted a piece of him.”
“Shut your mouth already,” Agara snapped, grabbing Bao’s head and shoving it to the side. “Are we going into the city, or are we going to sit and stare?”
    

    
      Everyone followed her into the city without question. While walking, Raizen looked all around in pure amazement. There were no cities in the southern regions. He looked in circles, keeping his head up and admiring the tall buildings. Also, the people of this city dressed differently. Some dressed skimpily; others walked complete nude. Despite this, a good seventy percent of the people dressed normally.
    

    
      “Master Chun, these people dress far differently than what I’m used to in the southern regions.”
    

    
      “This is the only place in the world where you’ll see people dressed like this. Kangbok is known as the heart of the world. Sex in this city is more of a cultural thing…proper etiquette, per se. It’s also a hotspot for tourists.”
    

    
      “I can tell.”
    

    
      “Now, I know you have your first impressions of this city, but allow me to tell you the story of this city. You see, after the hundred-year war, when we established the Shogun Tournament, the world was in tatters. Massive armies battled across the world. Many nations participated in genocide and ethnic cleansing. Magicians spread plagues that killed off peasants by the masses. The necromancers even came close to resurrecting Leviathan. Folks were devastated by the war. People who lost their families and loved ones wanted to start life anew. They wanted sort of a utopia where only love prevailed. They wanted a society where one could openly express their emotions and feelings without being ridiculed. It started when the first Shogun, Shogun Sentai, ordered thousands of workers from MuMu and surrounding areas to rebuild the span that once connected the northern and southern regions. People came with their families by the thousands, looking for work. During those years, the people settled in the lands you see here. They founded the city of Kangbok. In this city, folks simply want to express love over violence.”
    

    
      “So they do that by expressing sex?”
    

    
      “In a sense, they do. The people in this city are all about love and affection. Without love, hatred comes in. So in essence, sex in this city is more of an art form. In recent years, the city became a massive tourist destination for nobles to smoke opium and have sex with prostitutes. I suppose you can say this city became a red light district. It’s the primary portion of their economy.”
    

    
      All seemed fine – then suddenly a rather large man placed Chun in a chokehold and gave him a noogie. In response, Chun quickly vanished from his arms and reappeared standing on the man’s shoulders.
    

    
      Laughing, the man said, “I guess you’re still the quick son of a bitch I’ve always known, Master Chun.”
“And you are still the slow bimbo I remember, JoJo.”
    

    
      “Come and give your former student a welcome hug.” 
    

    
      JoJo grabbed Chun and gave him one big squeeze of a hug. JoJo was a giant of a man, standing about seven feet tall and weighing over three hundred pounds. Despite being overweight, JoJo packed a bunch of muscle under his fat. He had brown hair and brown eyes. His square face was the first thing people noticed of him, and he seemed to be in his late thirties. He wore a gray leather vest with no undertop, along with black pants and brown boots.
    

    
      “So, how has life been treating you, JoJo?”
    

    
      “I’ve been doing well. I have a family now.”
    

    
      “A family?! A man with your ugly mug has a family?”
    

    
      “You bet your old ass, I do. Man, I can’t even go out to have a drink without my wife riding my ass about bedtime. If I take a little longer than usual buying groceries, the broad thinks I’m cheating on her. When she sees me talking to a female friend, she says, ‘What are you doing with that slut?’” Even when he tried to impersonate his wife, his voice still seemed extremely deep and loud.
    

    
      “It’s only fair to assume such things while living in this city.”
    

    
      “True. Oh yeah, did I tell you I compete in a lifting competition?”
    

    
      “Really? How did you do?”  
    

    
      “I placed twelfth in the chi section of the tournament, and twentieth on the non chi tournament.”
“Now, I know you’re a stronger man than that.”
    

    
      “I know, but on the non chi section of the tournament, a bunch of orcs competed. I’ve never seen orcs compete in these things. A bunch of orcs came from, I think, the Stone Fang tribe. Their leader, Kurok, took first place in the non chi segment.” From the corner of JoJo’s eye, he could see frightened expressions on Agara’s face. “You, orc lady…are you alright?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am OK.” Agara straightened up her face as soon as JoJo noticed. 
    

    
      “So,” Chun said to JoJo, “what do you do for a living?”
    

    
      “I’m a construction worker. They need a jackass like me to haul around the heavy stuff. I’m cheaper than hiring magicians, but the pay is quite well.”
    

    
      “Tell me, could you afford buying us a room?”
    

    
      “Hell, I can get you a room any day. Just follow me.” He began walking and said, “It’s almost dark, so hurry the hell up.” 
    

    
      The company followed JoJo down the red stone road. As the sun set, the streets started bundling up with people. As darkness grew, the lamps in the red paper let out a reddish yellow glow all over the city. The buildings were painted red with golden outlining. While walking, Raizen peered over to see two men wearing red robes, kissing compassionately. The people he noticed walking about appeared to dress the same way as they did on the metal ship, wearing blue jackets and gray trousers. The jackets were buttoned up with gold buttons, and the trousers were tucked and bloused into thick black boots. They wore blue kepi caps, with the marine emblem of a ship sitting on two crossed rifles. They carried what appeared to be a more modern version of muskets. These guns were long and made of both wood and metal, with bayonets pointing out next to the barrel. People called them rifles. Lastly, they carried katana swords sheathed at their sides. 
    

    
      “Oh great,” said JoJo. “The marines are here. Let's hurry up…they can get wild when they get drunk. I should know; I always end up getting in bar fights with them.”
    

    
       After some walking, the group finally made it to JoJo’s place.
    

    
      His home was rather an apartment room on the 7th floor of a complex. At the base of the building stood a sign written on a long scroll attached to the building. This caught Raizen’s eye.
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “Oh,” said a random woman passing by, “you can’t read that?”
    

    
      “I don’t really know how to read,” he said, blushing.
    

    
      “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. If you want to know, it says Ro. He’s the magician who enhanced the building's materials to make it stronger. That way, we can build buildings higher.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “By the way, I’m Yuki.” She was dressed in a red robe, much like the robes a geisha wore. She went heavy on the makeup, and her hair, dyed red, sat in a ponytail. “I’ve never seen a boy with white hair and golden eyes before.”
    

    
      “I’m not from around here. I grew up in the southern regions, living in the forests. Oh, and uh, my name is Raizen,” he said, staring at her, not taking his eyes off her for a second.
    

    
      “That’s nice. Tell ya what,” she leaned down to speak to Raizen face to face, “how about we hang out sometime? You can usually find me dancing at the city plaza.”
Chun broke in. “He won’t be going out tonight.”
    

    
      “Alright, that’s OK. Anyways, ta ta, honey.” She gave Raizen a tap on the shoulder and left.
    

    
      “She called me honey,” said a blushing Raizen while walking in the door.
    

    
      Down a ways, they came to an elevator controlled by a magician. He stood on the cart and waved his hand in the air, causing it to move up and down the floors.
    

    
      “How are you doing, you shitless old geezer?” said JoJo to the magician.
    

    
      “Eh, the same as usual. The job is boring, but at least being a magician in this city pays well.”
    

    
      “You bet your sorry ass, it does. Anyways, I need you to take me and my friends up to -”
    

    
      “To the seventh floor, I know. I take you there every night.”
    

    
      Laughing, JoJo retorted, “There’s no reason to be so tight-assed around me.”
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      Raizen boarded the cart with everyone else, then they all levitated until they reached the seventh floor. At least in this building the wooden walls were brown. Lamps hung from the ceiling. Down a ways, they reached a door.
    

    
      “Alright, I have an extra apartment room to spare. The next door down is your room. You people can go without me; I got a broad to handle.”
    

    
      “A BROAD?! Is 
      that 
      what you call me around your friends?” a woman exclaimed, swinging open JoJo’s door. 
    

    
      She was a beautiful woman. Black hair glossed down her shoulders, and regal ebony eyes pierced the hearts of the entire group. She stood with an hourglass shape, hips turned, and had a hand placed on one hip. Her other arm cradled an infant.
    

    
      “I didn’t call you a broad.”
    

    
      “You didn’t? I guess I must be deaf, then. You’re late, you called me a broad, and now you accuse me of being a liar. My mother was right in telling me not to marry you. And who are these people?”
    

    
      “This is Master Chun and his friends.”
    

    
      His wife looked over at them, bowed a bit, and said in a much calmer voice, “So, you people are JoJo’s guests? Make yourselves home in the other room, huns.”  
    

    
      Chun broke in. “It is good to see hospitality. I know JoJo can be bull-headed at times. Hell, he even stiffed me at the saloon on my birthday once. But deep down inside, he’s just a stuffed animal.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
              JoJo lead the group into the next apartment, a large one with three rooms. One room was the living room combined with the kitchen, the second was a bedroom, and the third was a bathroom. In each room sat a large octagon window with a red outlining.
    

    
      JoJo patted Raizen on the back and said, “I need to show you something.” He then took Raizen into the bathroom, where a sink, toilet, and shower sat beside each other. “I bet you southern region people have never seen running water before.”
    

    
      “What’s running water?”
    

    
      “Running water is the best thing your little ass will ever see. You see, the city pays magicians top dollar to function its utilities. For example, we have an elemental magician here in this building who can manipulate earth, water, fire, and air. Let me demonstrate.” Above each utility hung a rope. JoJo pulled each rope, and after a minute or so water came out. It splashed from the sink, the toilet flushed, and the shower began running. JoJo smiled as Raizen took a step back, gaping in pure disbelief.
    

    
      “I never thought such a thing existed. This can’t get any better.”
    

    
      “But it does.” JoJo stuck his hand into the shower and felt the water. “Here, you try.”
    

    
       Raizen stuck his hand in the shower, and his eyes opened wide. “You people even have instant warm water. I wish I grew up in the city.” He looked down the drains of all three utilities and asked, “Where does all the water go?”
    

    
      “We have a thing called the sewers. All the water goes through pipes, then underground. Come, I have one more thing to show you.” He clicked the ropes to turn off the water.  JoJo took him to a hole in the floor covered by small metal bars. “You see this? This is what we call a vent. Heat comes from it. All you have to do is pull the rope, and heat will sprout from it. Good for the winter days…”
    

    
      “Sure thing.” Raizen pulled the rope, and after a minute heat came from the vent. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Heat, something he had to slave for hours to make, now lay almost instantly at his fingertips.
    

    
      “I think you’ve spoiled Raizen enough with your city talk.” Chun grabbed JoJo and took him to a corner. “I’m going to be honest with you. Raizen is a dragon warrior. I came out of retirement to transport him to Lan se. Firstly, we must retrieve the Dragon Compass from MuMu.”
    

    
      “You mean the guilds stole it from you?”
    

    
      “It was an old student of mine who stole it from me. He’s the head commander of MuMu now.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
       I need you to keep an eye on Raizen while we’re here.”
    

    
      “That little runt is a dragon warrior?”
    

    
      “Lan Se made his decision. Besides, Raizen singlehandedly defeated a necromancer a bit back. He also defeated an assassin of the Shogun.”
    

    
      “I will try, but you have to understand, I have a family. Yeah, that dumb broad gets on my nerves, but that’s my soul mate. I have to say, I’ll lay down my life for my wife and kids before I will with your dragon warrior.”
    

    
      “I understand. I only ask that you keep an eye on him.” Chun peered into the eyes of his former student. “I know you. You may be slow, but you’re like a stone wall. Heck, you’re a master in martial arts.”
    

    
      “I’m just saying, it’s not my strength that matters. It’s my loved ones.
    

    
      “I know. Just keep an eye on him.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
              With that conversation ended, the group unpacked. It took about an hour for them to get comfortable. Each chose their sleeping space, while others took a long shower.
    

    
      “Alright,” said Chun, “I am leaving, Raizen. I have to meet with the other members of the White Tiger Force. Raizen, practice your chakra. We have a lot of training tomorrow.”
“The Hammer also leaves. The Hammer can’t wait to go to an exotic bar and see naked women dancing, right brother?”
    

    
      Daichi twitched one of his eyes and yelled, “Thank you! Thank you for telling our business for the entire apartment to know. You sound so intelligent.”
    

    
      “It’s not like we didn’t know that already,” broke in Agara.
    

    
      Raizen watched as Chun, Bao, and Daichi took their leave. He then turned towards Agara and smiled. “Well, at least you’re still here.”
    

    
      “Not exactly. Remember that guy we saw at the end of the bridge?”
    

    
      “If you mean the shirtless one, then yeah.”
    

    
      “He gave me his apartment number while we were traveling through the city.” She closed the door and left.
    

    
              Raizen went into the bedroom and sat cross-legged, then placed his palms together and focused on his chi. 
      Alright, focus on the color green and the element of air. Focus on the heart and the people you love. 
      He tried thinking of his family back at the dojo. He tried thinking of Chun, Bao, Daichi, and Agara. However, one image hung deeply in his head: Yuki. 
    

    
      Raizen made up his mind to visit Yuki and see her dance. He could always focus his chakras later. Besides, this was somewhat similar to the fourth chakra. He opened the octagon window and leaped out of it. Raizen landed on the roof of a four story building and made his way down. Even with his new mastery over the three chakras, using his chi still drained him, especially with jumping off buildings. 
    

    
      The moon now dominated the sky. On the street, he asked what appeared to be a lesbian couple kissing, “Do you know where the city plaza is located?”
    

    
      “Sure thing, cutie. All you have to do is go down this here road and make a left. After the left, turn right. That should take you to the city plaza.”
    

    
      “I would like to thank you two ladies for helping me,” Raizen said, then took a short bow.
    

    
      “We’re men.”
    

    
      “Oh…well, I’m sorry for the misunderstanding. Have a good day.”
    

    
      Raizen followed the path, going down the main road, taking a left, then taking a right. At night, the red lamps seemed to glow brighter than ever. The city seemed to be a festive mixture of red and gold glow, all mingled within each other. After some traveling, he finally made his way to the plaza. There, he saw Yuki dancing with many other geishas.
    

    
      He took his seat among the group of people sitting in the plaza. Yuki dressed much more skimpily than the last time he saw her, wearing short shorts and a shirt that was two sizes too small for her. She and her fellow geishas danced in a circle, moving slowly as they danced around the circle. Yuki caught a glimpse of Raizen, who returned a wave. She smiled, and Raizen blushed.
    

    
      After the dance Yuki snuck up from behind Raizen, giving him a bit of a scare. Raizen leaped forward a bit and tried to laugh it off when he realized it was Yuki. 
    

    
      “I thought you weren't allowed to be out, honey?”
    

    
      “I kinda escaped out the window. I really wanted to hang out with you.”
“Aw, you’re so sweet. Come take a walk with me. We can go to my place if you want.”
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      The two walked for a good thirty minutes, talking about their lives. Raizen shared the hardships of growing up in the southern provinces, and Yuki told him about the great relief of having heat and running water. They got to her apartment, a two-story building, and talked for quite some time. Both of them bonded well.
    

    
      “Wow…we’ve been talking for several hours, Raizen.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t feel like it.”
    

    
      Yuki looked down with a dejected look and said, “Raizen, you’re a sweet kid and all, but you wouldn’t want to hang around a girl like me.”
    

    
      “Why?”
“You see, there’s a piece of my past I haven’t told you. I’m a forced prostitute. You can call it slavery if you want to.”
    

    
      “But I saw you dancing out there with your fellow geishas.”
    

    
      “That was to attract customers. You see, the geishas and I are under the threat of our owner, Meishi, and his wife, our momma-san who keeps tabs on us. He has a chi weaver samurai who is his bodyguard. If anyone were to dare try to escape, then he would come for our blood. You have to understand, Raizen, it’s dangerous.”
    

    
      “Then I have a secret to tell you myself. I’m a dragon warrior, and I’m training for the Shogun Tournament.”
“You’re lying.”
    

    
      “I am not. The old man who travels with me is Janochi Chun. The two younger males are Bao of Wan and Daichi of Date. We even have an orc that travels with us named Agara.”
    

    
      “Most of the people who travel with you are well-known throughout the world. If this is true, then you’re a wanted man.”
    

    
      “I know.” Raizen noticed the excitement on her face. It seemed as if the fact that he was an outlaw gave her even more of an interest in him. “I think it’s best that I go now. Master Chun is probably looking all over for me. I’ll come back tomorrow.”
    

    
      “You know where to find me, honey.”
    

    
      Raizen smiled, then leaped out of her window. He jumped from house to house and found JoJo’s apartment. Standing on the two-story building, he took aim at the window and leapt, making it into his apartment safe and sound. To his surprise, no one was there. Either his friends were out looking for him, or they hadn’t returned yet. To solve this, he went to JoJo’s apartment and knocked, surprised to see his wife open the door.
    

    
      “Oh, it’s you. What do you need, hun?” She spoke softly for once.
“I need to speak with JoJo.”
    

    
      “Alright, hun.” She turned back and called JoJo’s name. “JoJo, come here.” Her voice went from nice to downright mean when she called her husband’s name.
    

    
      JoJo appeared, holding his infant. “What do you need?”
    

    
      “Did any of my friends come back yet?”
    

    
      “Not that I know of. Shouldn’t you know that type of stuff, being in the actual apartment and all?”
    

    
      “I, uh, fell asleep.”
    

    
      “That’s OK. I’ve been needing to have a drink with Master Chun for old time's sake.”
    

    
      “You’re not having a drink with him,” butt in his wife. “You’re not having fun with and old man and some slut.”
    

    
      “I swear, it’s always the same with you. I can’t even have a drink without you grinding my ass.” The two began arguing.
    

    
      Raizen backed away and said, “I think I better leave. I’ll see you two tomorrow.” 
    

    
      He went into his room and lay down on the bed. From the other room, he could hear JoJo and his wife arguing. That didn’t matter; the thought of Yuki was what really kept him awake.
    

    
      
    

    
              At that same moment, Suda li and Zhao traveled. Suda li had kept a watchful eye on Zhao ever since his rash approach at Mei’s cabin. 
    

    
      She pondered to herself, 
      He’s grown since we began hunting Raizen. I can see his obsession. He’s already mastered the summoning of several zombies at once, and he even tried to sacrifice a dragon warrior to Leviathan. Perhaps if I give the rite of passage to become an intermediate necromancer, he’ll stop being irrational. 
    

    
      “Zhao.”
“Look, if you’re looking to yell at me till my ears bleed, then go ahead.”
    

    
      “Well, since you’re being ungrateful, I suppose you don’t want to become an intermediate necromancer.”
Zhao changed his attitude. “I was just joking with you. Of course I want to become an intermediate necromancer.” 
    

    
      “I knew you’d come around. The ceremony will start now.”
    

    
      “Now?”
“Of course. It’s not like we can do it publicly in Kangbok, the primary tourist city in the province of Jhailand. Are you ready?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Good. You first need to summon your undead to protect you while you’re in a fainted state. We’re going to limbo, the realm of Leviathan.”
    

    
      “Sure thing.” 
    

    
      Zhao had always wanted to meet Leviathan. He was raised much of his life with the belief that Leviathan was the savior of humanity - that he would end human suffering by destroying every single soul. That way, they couldn’t be reincarnated. Never had he seen Leviathan before.
    

    
      “Here we go.” Both Suda li and Zhao put blood on their foreheads, which turned into pentagrams. Souls appeared from their heads, and three banshees emerged from Suda li while Zhao’s zombies sprouted from the ground. “I’m going to place my hand on your forehead. Relax, the ceremony won’t last long. We’ll faint, but after the ceremony we’ll just go into a normal sleep.” She placed a hand on his forehead, and both passed out, unconscious.
    

    
      Zhao felt his soul being transported to what felt like another dimension. He was transported to a voidless vacuum, where everything around him was black. In this void, he felt uneasy, almost as if the void itself was slowly eating him. He looked up to see a six-pointed pentagram that stretched for miles. The glowing pentagram only showed the outline of the death god’s body. Though it was too dark to see the body of Leviathan, he did see his glowing purple eyes. His eyes - they pierced his soul. Such eyes could never be forgotten.
    

    
      “Don’t look him in the eyes,” whispered Suda li. “It’s proper etiquette for us to bow down to him.”
“What is he doing?”
    

    
      “He’s feeding. He’ll be with us in a second.”
    

    
      From out of the corner of the void came souls, by the dozens, floating against their will towards Leviathan. Men, women, killers, and even the chaste and holy floated to damnation. They screamed and wailed cries of agony and grief. 
    

    
      Leviathan saw this and said, “I hunger,” and his voice echoed throughout the void. It was quite literally the most ominous thing Zhao had ever listened to. 
    

    
      As Leviathan opened his mouth, a shrieking noise erupted from the death god’s lungs. It sounded much like the shriek of Suda li’s banshees. Before long, the feeding ended and Zhao could feel Leviathan’s eyes looking directly at them.
    

    
      “Why have you two disturbed me during my feeding?” Leviathan’s voice bellowed slow, echoey, and ominous.
    

    
      “Lord Leviathan, I just wanted to give Zhao a proper rite of passage. His skills have exceeded my expectations ever since we started chasing Raizen, a dragon warrior. Zhao tried to take him on, along with the legendary Janochi Chun and others. Though he failed, he’s shown promising skills. He summoned several undead at once. He also tried to sacrifice Raizen’s soul directly to you, which is a technique only a master can do.” 
    

    
      “My disciples are advancing in their training. This pleases me. And yes, I could feel Raizen as he almost got sacrificed to me. Zhao was too weak and inexperienced to do the sacrifice properly.” Leviathan eyed Zhao and said, “I can see the potential in you, young one. But you must be patient. Listen to Suda li, for she’s a promising necromancer.”
    

    
      Zhao spoke up. “I-I understand.”
    

    
      “No, mortal, you do not understand. I’ve been imprisoned in this pentagram for ten thousand years, waiting for release. You necromancers are the only hope of freeing me. You necromancers are the only hope this world has of true liberation.” His voice echoed in Zhao’s ears. “I will grant you my blessing to become an intermediate necromancer. Let me tell you our grand plan. Once Lan se dies of old age, which is a few years away, many of you necromancers are going to resurrect me in human form. I will be turned to one of you and lose my godly powers. However, if I am killed in this form, I disappear forever, and there goes your chance of true liberation. I will assemble a group of the world’s strongest necromancers and enter the Shogun Tournament. I will win the title as Shogun. Under my rule, I shall commit mass genocide and sacrifice all their souls to me. Then I can consume enough souls to break free from my wretched prison and return in my god form.”
    

    
      Zhao bowed his head even further as he replied, “I mean no disrespect, Lord Leviathan, but won’t the Demi-Gods know you’ve been resurrected? Even if you defeat Raizen at the Shogun Tournament, won’t they slay you off for being Leviathan?” 
    

    
      “Such matters are taken care of. When I was sealed in this pentagram long ago, I made sure to corrupt the Demi-Gods. I placed arrogance in their hearts. I knew if I had to resort to my human form one day, it would be good to have them too arrogant to stop me. You see, if one were to tell them I have arisen in my human form, they would scoff at the idea that their ‘impeccable seal’ had its weaknesses.” 
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      “Our greatest threat is the one you call Raizen. If he receives training from Lan Se, he will become powerful, rivaling me in my human form. I would not take the risk, but I am forced to. Limbo is slowly eating at my essence, and the number of mortals becoming necromancers are rapidly dropping. My grip on your world is weakening, and the second Shogun Tournament shall prove a pivotal role in the future of the universe.”
    

    
      “We will not let you down, Lord Leviathan.”
    

    
      “You have my blessings to become an intermediate necromancer. Every necromancer has a specific skill he can do better than the others. You seem to have a natural affinity for zombies. Yes, you hold the power to mold flesh and bone. The power to build undead…this pleases me.”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      “Good. Unfortunately, this meeting is coming to an end. I grow weary of your presence and want to rest for my next feeding. Just remember, you will join these souls in true liberation soon. The time will come as I, Leviathan, will lead you all to eternal victory.”
    

    
              The vision of the void vanished. Zhao awoke to see Suda li directly on top of him, sleeping; apparently, having them both faint at the same time before the meeting placed them in that awkward position. Zhao felt too weak to get her off him, and he himself wanted to sleep. 
    

    
      Suda li wrapped her arms around him. “I want a nice egg roll with noodles,” she said in her sleep, “and some sushi and sake or Soju.” She drooled rivers onto Zhao’s forehead, snoring loudly in his ear at the same time.
    

    
      “I 
      could 
      yell and wake her up...” Zhao said, peering over at Suda li. She seemed so calm and peaceful in her dreams. “...or I could just let her be. Well, at least we can have separate beds once we arrive in Kangbok tomorrow.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen woke with the sun shining in his eyes. Time never stopped in the city of Kangbok; already, people were moving to and fro. He could hear the sounds of construction and vendors selling their goods. As he sat up and yawned, he noticed the Mirror of Humanity sitting plainly on the table in front of him. He’d almost forgotten about it, despite all his efforts to retrieve it. His stomach growled, loudly.
    

    
      “I allowed you to rest up,” said Chun, looking over his head. “Now that you’re awake, get up so we can start our training.”
    

    
      “But I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”
    

    
      “You kids these days are so soft…weak. Back in my day, if we didn’t train properly, we didn’t eat. I will be downstairs, and I 
      expect
       you to be there in five minutes.”
    

    
      “I suppose I will train, then,” Raizen said with a groan as he donned his clothes quickly, stumbling while putting on his pants. He walked out of the apartment to see JoJo slamming the door behind him.
    

    
      “Hey JoJo,” said Raizen, “did you train with a woman named Mei?”
    

    
      “Nope, when I joined The White Tiger Force, they simply placed Master Chun with me. They said I had a bunch of ‘rough edges.’”
    

    
      “I just wanted to know, because Master Chun seems to have many students.”
    

    
      “Boy, that old goat has trained more students than you can shake a stick at.”
    

    
      “Well, thanks though. Master Chun wants me downstairs in a few minutes.”
“You better go, then. He’ll make you do sprints all day if you don’t.”
    

    
              Raizen heeded his warning and went down the building as quickly as possible. He rode the cart down with JoJo, talking about past experiences with him. At the ground floor, he could see Chun, drinking from a flask of Sake.
    

    
      “You’re late.”
    

    
      “I’m pretty sure I made it on time.”
    

    
      “You just made the five-minute mark, but you could have come quicker. I am assuming you had a conversation with JoJo?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
“That is your first mistake. When you have Leviathan’s servants and the Shogun’s most elite warriors are after you, it is better to get the job done.”
    

    
      “But Master Chun, I was just asking JoJo about Mei.”
    

    
      “It does not matter what you asked. You’re missing the point. If you waste time over trivial things, then you’ll lose your life. After your training, I’m going to have you sprinting until your knees bleed. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Yes, Master Chun.”
    

    
      JoJo patted Raizen on the back and said, “I’m assuming a dragon warrior gets special treatment.”
“It’s not your fault,” Raizen replied. “I’ve trained under him enough to suspect this. Have a good day at work.”
    

    
      The three walked outside. The sun shone brightly, but a chill swept throughout the city. Autumn was ending, and winter was preparing to come. The citizens of Kangbok enjoyed their last week or two of relative heat and prepared for a winter. The streets were much less packed in the day time. A lot fewer people dressed exotically, and many more went throughout their day in working clothes.
    

    
      “Are you ready?” asked Master Chun.
    

    
      “Yes.”
“Good. Today we’re going to be doing roof training. Not only are we going to be fighting, we’re also going to be jumping off roofs while doing so. You’re going to be slaving today. Now go.” 
    

    
      Both leaped on a roof and began their training. Raizen leaped off a roof and prepared for a kick. In mid-air, Raizen saw Chun vanish, then the old man reappeared above his head and kicked. The only thing the dragon warrior could do was block. Chun gave Raizen a hard blow and sent him flying downward, and Raizen responded in kind by catching his fall. He used his hands to break his fall, then pushed himself back up to meet Chun. The master disappeared again, reappeared in Raizen’s face, and kicked his face to the ground.
    

    
      “My speed is renowned in the martial arts community. Ah well, at least you are a lot quicker than JoJo.” 
    

    
      The two trained for full three hours, leaping on roofs. Slowly but surely, Raizen’s chi drained the best of him. If that wasn’t the worst of it, he had to sprint until the sun went down. At least with his mastery over the second and third chakra, such a feat wasn’t impossible, but at the end of the day the dragon warrior was a burnt candle. It all seemed worth it. At least he could finally see Yuki. 
    

    
      Back at the apartment, Raizen didn’t see Bao, Daichi, or Agara.
    

    
      “Master Chun, I haven’t seen our friends all day, and now it’s night out.”
    

    
      “Do not worry about them. They were off today doing training of their own. They likely returned to eat and shower so they could go back out and do whatever. Besides, I have a real treat for you.”
    

    
      A woman came in the door carrying a long tray loaded with food. In the center sat a large bowl of deer meat and noodles with small plates of sushi encircled on it. Two smaller bowls of rice sat on the edges, and on the far corner of the tray sat a glass of tea. Raizen leaped up and took the tray.
    

    
      “I’ll pay for that,” said Chun.
    

    
      “Is this all for me?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      “Of course. I have to keep you alive with all that sprinting you’ve done.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” 
    

    
      Raizen didn’t waste any time plowing through his food. He started with the noodles and went from there to the rice. He mixed and mashed everything in his mouth. He even swiped the sushi before he swallowed everything else. Lastly, he washed everything down with a gulp of tea. In all, he completed the meal in five minutes.
    

    
      “I’m going to take a shower now, Master Chun.” 
      I need to smell good for Yuki.
       
    

    
      Raizen stripped and stepped into the shower. It still amused him how he could get instant warm water with the pull of a switch. What amused him almost as much was the fact that water went down a drain. On a small side cabinet sat a bottle with pink liquid within it. On the bottle it said 
      A Nature Magician’s delight - apply to skin and hair. 
      He did exactly as the bottle said, and after the shower he felt cleaner than he did in…ever. He smelled great and felt like royalty. Raizen dried himself off and wrapped the towel around his waist, then walked into the living room to see Chun at the door. 
    

    
      “Master Chun, do you mind if I go out tonight?”
    

    
      “I do mind. You’re staying here. The Shogun likely already knows you are in the province of Jhailand.”
    

    
      “But Master Chun, I have to go out.” Raizen knew the risks of going out to meet Yuki. 
    

    
      “There are no buts. You are staying here, and that’s final.”
    

    
      “Well, at least I can enjoy myself here. Let me get us some Sake from the dwar. Although, I may need a bit of water in mine to dilute it.”        
    

    
      “Sure thing. I will be in the bedroom meditating. I will know if you try to escape, so don’t even try.”
    

    
      Raizen hurried up and turned on the sink while Chun was still watching, then went back into the living room when he wasn’t. He pulled open a cabinet and took out two red five gallon jugs filled with Soju. He then took one jug and poured most of the Soju into the sink. Raizen held his jug under the water for some time until the jug was filled with his 
      extremely 
      watered down alcohol. He grabbed two red cups, then carried the jugs into the room. Raizen placed the diluted Soju at his side, and the pure Soju at Chun’s side.                    
    

    
      “Drink.”
    

    
      “Thank you, my student.”
    

    
      Raizen and Chun drank. Each time Chun would put his cup down, Raizen insisted they take another shot. With each drink, Chun’s face grew more and more droopy. Raizen, trying to hold a festive face, looked on as his mentor slowly drifted off to sleep. Knocked out, Chun lay sprawled on the floor.
    

    
      Raizen took this opportunity to escape, gently opening the window and hopping out. He knew where to find Yuki: at the town plaza. Raizen leaped on the roofs until he made it there. He saw Yuki, again dancing with the geishas. This time, they wore yellow clothes. After their performance the dragon warrior went to meet Yuki. He tried not to seem nervous, but his anxieties still got to him a bit. 
    

    
      “How are you doing tonight?”
    

    
      “You smell nice. You must've used the nature’s brand of shampoo. I should really introduce you to my fellow geishas. The ones around me are just a fraction of us. Let me take you back to introduce you.”
    

    
      “But you said you all were prostitutes?”
    

    
      “They won’t mind you. Meishi, our owner, will see you as a potential customer. You won’t be scorned.”
    

    
      The two walked for about twenty-five minutes until they reached what seemed like a six-story building. Raizen made space to allow Yuki to walk in first, and he followed her through. Inside the building sat many geishas moving to and fro. They all dressed in tight yellow clothing.  In the very back of the room sat a samurai chi weaver and elderly man. Raizen eavesdropped on their conversation.
    

    
      “I’m bored,” said the samurai.
    

    
      “If that’s the case, go get a broom and start sweeping.”
    

    
      The samurai placed his sword to the man’s neck and said, “You paid me to keep guard here, and that’s all I’m doing. I’m not a janitor. Go get one of your geishas here to sweep.”
    

    
      Smiling, the man retorted, “Hmph, whatever you say.” 
    

    
      “You see the old man?” whispered Yuki. “That’s Meishi. He owns us. The samurai is named Sako. He’s reported to be a class C chi weaver.”
    

    
      “Class C?”
    

    
      “Yes. Chi weavers are ranked from F to A, depending on their skill. F is a novice ranking, and A is a Ronin.”
    

    
      “But the guy is no older than me.”
    

    
      “Looks can be deceiving. Just look naive and keep an eye open for him.”
    

    
              
    

    
      An elderly lady who appeared to be the mama-san kept an eye on both Raizen and Yuki. After a few moments, she looked off, deep in thought.
    

    
      “Hey everyone,” said Yuki, “I would like to introduce you to my friend Raizen.”
    

    
      “Look lady,” said the mama-san, “you either have him for business or not at all. Which is it?”
“Well, uh…”
    

    
      “It’s OK,” replied Raizen. “I have some coins in my pocket, so I can pay for her.” He pulled out about twenty coins.
    

    
      Meishi snatched his coins and inspected them. “These coins seem legit.” She grabbed five of the coins. “This is for the house fee. Go and have your fun with her.”
    

    
              Raizen looked around. It looked like half the customers appeared to be nobles and tourists. The other half looked like drunken marines who had just gotten off their shift. There were a few swordsmen customers too, but the majority were marines.
    

    
      Raizen and Yuki went up to the highest floor in a cart, into a darkened room. The room was made of brown wood, with white painted walls. A small balcony stood at the end of it, showing the moon.
    

    
      “So you just wanted me for sex?” Yuki’s face darkened.
    

    
      “I had no intention of having sex with you. I just wanted to get you out of trouble…and hang with you if you don’t mind.”
    

    
      “You make a woman feel special.”
    

    
      “I do?”
    

    
      “Of course.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, quite surprised by his expression. “Are you alright?”
    

    
      “It’s just that no one has ever kissed me before.”
    

    
      “Boy, you’re such a prune.” 
    

    
      She leaned over again and kissed him, harder. This time, she stuck her tongue in and French kissed him. After making out, the two of them started their conversation again, talking about their hopes and dreams. They did this for about an hour until Raizen had to leave again. 
    

    
      “I can’t hang tomorrow. You mind if I come to your place the day after tomorrow, honey?”
    

    
      “Ah…”
“Is there something wrong?”
    

    
      “There’s nothing wrong. If you like, you can come over tomorrow. I’ll meet you at the plaza and take you to my apartment.”  He hopped out of the window and prepared to make his way home.
    

    
      
    

    
              The next morning, Suda li and Zhao walked over to the Cho span. Both wore rice hats and carried backpacks. Zhao dressed in a linen shirt and pants. Suda li dressed a little differently. She was somewhat large in the breasts and butt. Because of this, she made sure to wear baggy clothes to make herself appear ‘flat’. She didn’t want to get flirted with, and this city would only remind her of her childhood, particularly being sex trafficked.
    

    
      “Do you think we’ll find Raizen here?” asked Zhao.
    

    
      “He’s probably miles away from this city by now.”
    

    
      “Then let's go get him.”
    

    
      “It’s too dangerous. I propose we wait in this city for a master necromancer come. Perhaps our leader will come to us.”
    

    
      “I doubt it…he’s doing his work corrupting the Shogun. Besides, waiting on someone may take a while.”
“It’s better to be safe than sorry. I mean, Raizen seems to have an elite bodyguard with him. And even he himself gave you a run for your money.” 
    

    
      The city appeared in view. Being in the southern regions for over a year, the city was a ruby gem to them. The hustle and bustle provided solace for them both. Though, the closer Suda li came to the city, the more memories flooded her mind.
    

    
      “Finally,” proclaimed Suda li, throwing her hands in the air, “we can be treated like luxury without paying for luxury. I call dibs on the shower.”
    

    
      “I was waiting for the moment we could return here. I may even go out tonight.”
    

    
      “No, you’re not. You are staying where I can keep tabs on you.” 
    

    
      “Yeah, right. 
      I 
      am an intermediate necromancer now. I am on the same level as you, and I can summon zombies better than you ever will.”
    

    
      “But can you get out of this?” Jai li wrapped her arm around Zhao’s head and put him in a headlock. With her other arm, she gave him a noogie. Zhao tried to get out of her headlock, but she was just physically stronger than him. “Your zombies can’t help you now, welp,” she said, with a playful smile.
    

    
      “Not if I do this.” Zhao tried with all his might to escape her hold, but he couldn’t. Suda li smiled and let him go.
    

    
      Both of them entered the city with great anticipation. Red buildings with golden outlinings covered Kangbok. A red stone road turned into many as they descended down the way. People hustled and bustled here and there. New construction was in process at the east side of the city. The railroad was being built. Apparently, they wanted to expand the city to hold a larger population. Rumors came out that they were going to style buildings like they did in the capital, some buildings reaching forty stories tall, with the help of magicians. All was being done in preparation of more tourists. 
    

    
      Suda li and Zhao traveled and traveled until one of them spoke up.
    

    
      “I think this is the apartment we rented last time, Zhao.”
    

    
      “I can’t wait to eat, shower, and change my clothes so I can go out.”
    

    
      “Like I said, you’re staying here. There may be some White Tiger Force members here, and I don’t need you using your necromancy magic when you get in trouble.”
    

    
      “I just want to have some fun tonight. Besides, it’s not like you didn’t have sex when you were younger. You were a prostitute.”
    

    
      Flabbergasted, Suda li replied, “Why would you even say that? I was 
      forced 
      to sell my body. You never had to worry about men stuffing or abusing you. You never had to worry about getting pregnant. I mean, I couldn’t hardly feed myself, let alone a child.”
    

    
      “Sure,” said Zhao sarcastically. “I’m sure you did, prostitute.” 
      Now 
      he pissed her off.
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s not like you could please a woman anyways.” She said it loudly enough for the women around him to hear.
    

    
      “What is that supposed to mean?” Zhao exclaimed, his face blooming pink and red.
    

    
      “Like any woman would want that thing you have down there.” Her hands on her hips, she gave him a deadly stare. The women behind Zhao giggled and laughed at her words. 
    

    
      Perhaps that’ll tune his arrogance down. The nerve of that guy. Why would he be so mean? Oh, I miss that young child who was once so sweet. I wonder if it’s my fault. I practically raised him, and yet he’s as mean as ever. Did I fail in making him into a proper man? 
      She shook her head at the thought. 
      No matter how hard I try to guide him the right way, he always seems to go the opposite. I just want him to be happy. I want us to be happy. 
      She looked at Zhao, who was red in the face, then grabbed his hand and pulled him into the building.
    

    
      She went to the clerk and asked, “You have a room for us to share?”
    

    
      “I sure do. We have one on the fourth floor, at room 403.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” she said, handing him about thirty coins. “This should cover our cost for a few nights. To be honest, I’m not sure how long we’re going to stay here.” 
    

    
      The two went up the cart and into their room. It was a smaller than most, but cheaper too. The apartment was made up of two rooms. The living room was actually a mixture of a living room, a bedroom, and a kitchen so tight, only one bed could fit for sleeping space. In the next room was a decent-sized bathroom, with a toilet, shower, and sink. 
    

    
      Suda li took a pouch of coins from her bag and handed them to Zhao. “Those are all our Kobans. Watch them while I shower.” 
    

    
      Kobans were the second highest currency in the Shogun Sentai’s dynasty. They were golden oval coins the size of a person’s hand and had the image of the Shogun engraved on it.
    

    
      “Heh. You don’t have to worry about me.” 
    

    
      He snatched the bag of coins and waited for her to leave for the shower. When the sprinklers started going, he made his way for the ground floor, which had a bar on the left side of the building. While taking a seat, his bag of Kobans spilled out of his pocket and onto the ground. Dozens of Kobans scattered everywhere.
    

    
      “Here, let me help you.”  
    

    
      A woman gathered his coins from the ground and handed them to him. ‘Attractive’ couldn’t even begin to describe her. Brown hair rolled down her shoulders, while her face - her face almost seemed perfect. She had a darker tone of skin and almond eyes to accompany it all. What caught Zhao’s eyes was the cleavage she proudly sported. Her breasts were some of the largest he’d ever seen, and she showed the cleavage through her geisha clothes. In fact, if she were to jump, the breasts themselves would pop out with ease. 
    

    
      “What is a young man like you doing with cash like this?”
    

    
      “I…ah…I do some work and make money, I suppose.”
    

    
      “And what kind of work does a big, strong man like yourself do?” She purposely stood so her breasts hung directly in his face. 
    

    
      “I…uh…just normal, everyday work, I suppose.” Not taking a peek was quite a difficult task for Zhao. His plan was to look at her eyes and not look down, but the temptation still lingered. 
    

    
      “Here, let me buy you a drink.” She took the seat next to him and looked at him with those eyes; those salacious eyes. “You must be real tired, honey.”
    

    
      “I…uh…I am, I suppose.” He took a gulp of the drink she gave him.
    

    
      “Here, let me order you a few more. But before I do, I must ask you what you’re doing with that girlfriend of yours.”
    

    
      “She’s not my girlfriend; she’s more of a sister. We’re not related, but I consider her a sister, though she thinks she’s my mom.”
    

    
      “A mom wouldn’t say the things she just said to you outside. The nerve of that woman.”
“I know so.” Zhao took a few swigs of the alcohol. “She thinks she can run my life. She just wants to smother me and keep me in this fantasy land of hers. I’ve grown up, and the quicker she accepts that fact, the better.”
    

    
      Another woman came in and said to the woman accompanying Zhao, “I see you’re buying drinks for a guy, Kim.” 
    

    
      “Is there something wrong with that, Yuki? I see you’re hanging with that weird white-haired golden-eyed fella from the plaza a lot lately. Heck, you even had the audacity to bring him to our parlor the other night.”
    

    
      “He’s a nice kid. I’m even going over to his place tomorrow.”
    

    
      “I bet he is,” Kim said, taking a reddish-brown substance from her pocket.
    

    
      “Opium,” gasped Yuki. “That stuff is illegal. Where did you get it?”
    

    
      “This is a new shipment from MuMu. The marines have been getting softer with drug busting as of late. They’re selling it on the west side of town near the tavern if you want some.”
“Never,” replied Yuki. “And MuMu has really gone downhill in the past decade. I suppose with all the jobs moving to the coast, the drug trade is booming there.” She fiddled her thumbs a bit. “I have to leave and get ready for tonight. See you later, Kim.”
    

    
      “Same with you, Yuki.” She turned back to Zhao to continue their discussion. 
    

    
      Zhao and Kim hit it off well. She tilted her head and laughed every time he made a joke, even if it wasn’t funny. She also continued ordering him drinks. 
    

    
      “And you know what?” he said with a slur in his voice. “She always scrutinizes my problems. How about her problems? She’s no angel.” 
    

    
      “You know what’ll really cheer you up?”
    

    
      “What?”
“A dance.” Kim took Zhao from his seat and helped him to the center of the floor. “Come on, it’ll be fun.” She danced, thrusting her hips around and jumping very lightly. Zhao also joined in on the dancing. He did the best he could, but being tipsy didn’t help his situation at all.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, I can’t keep up with you.”
    

    
      “That’s OK. Hey, you want to rent out an apartment to spend the night there alone?”
“Alone?”
“Sure. This 
      is 
      Kangbok. I’ll even pay for the night myself.” 
    

    
      She took Zhao’s hand and went out the door with him. They traveled just down the street until they reached another building. It all seemed so quick. She paid their rent for the night, then took him up to the second floor. 
    

    
      “It’s nice of you buying me drinks and all,” said Zhao.
    

    
      “I have something even better for you. Tell me, have you ever made love before?”
    

    
      Scratching the back of his head, Zhao replied, “Not really, I haven’t.”
    

    
      “Awww, you’re a newbie at this, then. There’s nothing wrong with that. Have you ever seen a naked woman before?”
    

    
      “I’ve seen Suda li nude a few times by accident.”
    

    
      “And what did she do?”
    

    
      “She punched me and called me a pervert.” 
    

    
      “Well, I’ll be giving you much nicer treatment.” She undid her clothing and dropped it to the floor. She then pushed him on the bed, slowly crawled on top of him, and began kissing him. Giggling, she said, “That’s not how you kiss, silly. Your lips keep overlapping and being sloppy. You have to be slow, gentle, and smooth.” She stuck her tongue in his mouth and unbuttoned his pants. Her regal eyes and salacious smile then pierced into his soul as she said, “Honey, I’m known for being a wild animal. Think you can bridle me?”
    

    
      “I…uh…”
    

    
      Kim placed her finger over his lips and replied, “There’s no need for talk, honey.” 
    

    
      And then the two of them made love.
    

    
      That next day, Zhao woke up to an empty bed. The morning sun rose just barely over the horizon, and streams of light poured out. He looked around the room to find Kim but couldn’t find her anywhere. 
    

    
      Oh well, at least I got to enjoy a piece of her last night. 
    

    
      As he started to get dressed, he realized something dire: His sack of Koban coins was missing. That was practically the meat and potatoes of Suda li’s money. He tore up the room and found nothing. Eventually, it didn’t take any stretch of the imagination for him to figure out what had happened. 
    

    
      Suda li is going to kill me. The one task she gave me, and I ruined it all. How am I to prove to her I’m capable of handling myself when I can’t even keep track of a stupid bag of coins? I better go and face her. 
    

    
              He finished getting dressed, then went for his ultimate doom. As he departed the building and began walking to his apartment, a familiar figure came and tackled him.
    

    
      “Where in the hell were you?!” yelled Suda li. “I’ve been looking for you all night. No, I’ve been looking for you since you went missing the other day. Are you alright? What happened? Did you get hurt?” It was apparent Suda li hadn’t gotten any sleep. Her eyes were unbearably saggy, with a mountain of bags under them. Her eyes were a bit red, and her hair seemed a bit frizzled.
“No. I kinda lost our bag of Kobans.”
“What happened?”
“You see, there was this woman who got me drunk. She took me to her place, and we kinda made love. I think she must have taken the Kobans while I was asleep.”
Suda li rose her voice to a belligerent yell. “You mean to tell me I spent my night looking for you while you had the audacity to sleep with some harlot? You not only went against my orders, you 
      also 
      lost the bulk of our cash? I guess you have to get cleaned up soon because you’re going to have a job interview. Someone has to make back the money.”
“No, why don’t you do it?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m tired of this, Lili. You have no idea how sick I am of your attitude.”
“My attitude comes from you losing all our money.”
“Hmph, I have better ways of earning money. I know smugglers are importing opium in from MuMu. I’ll just need to take the money from them.”
    

    
      “Stealing from opium dealers? What’s gotten into you? I’ll be damned if you do that.”
“But I will. I’ll return in the morning with our gold,” Zhao said, then started walking the other way.
“Zhao…” As she watched him walk past her toward the rising sun, she saw an image of herself as Zhao...she saw herself suffering as a child. The world is cruel, and the world could harm Zhao. “Zhao.” She reached out and grabbed his arm forcefully. In fact, the force of her grab bruised his arm a bit.
    

    
      “LEAVE ME ALONE!” he screamed, grabbing her by the shirt and throwing her into a wooden wall. 
    

    
      He looked down at his hands; he couldn’t believe he’d done what he just did. He was never that physically strong, and he also never meant to hurt Suda li. However, his pride soon seeped in, and he scoffed at her and left.
    

    
      “Zhao…I didn’t mean…” She held her hand open in his direction, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
    

    
      Zhao, please find in your heart that I would never hurt you. 
    

    
      She screamed his name, “ZHAO!” 
    

    
      Zhao simply kept walking and didn’t look back.
    

    
              The streams of tears turned into rivers. 
    

    
      Why am I so dumb? Why did I just drive away the only person I’ve ever truly loved as a brother? As a son? He was my family. He was my life. 
    

    
      She held her head down dejectedly as she walked back to her apartment. There was nothing she could do now. Zhao had made his decision. Back at the building, she went straight for the bar and asked the bartender for three bottles of Sake.
    

    
      “Are you OK, lady?” asked the bartender.
    

    
      “Yeah,” replied Suda li as she took the bottles. It had just occurred to her that she looked a mess. Bags rolled under her teared up eyes, and her hair remained frizzled. To accompany it all, she resided in the very city where she’d suffered as a child.
    

    
       Suda li gave the bartender a few coins, then took up all three bottles, went in her room, and slammed the door behind her. The first bottle went quickly. She then sat on the bed with her back against the wall and tipped the liquor bottle in her mouth. The second bottle went quickly, too. While drinking, she stared at the door, waiting for Zhao to return...hoping for him to return...praying that he returned.
    

    
      But he didn’t return.
    

    
      She tried blocking him from her head, but whenever she tried, memories of him flowed back in her head. She had memories, like that time she wiped his nose while he was sick as a young boy. Memories of them playing board games and sports together. She remembered training him hard in the morning, then making him lunch after the training was over. She wanted to remember Zhao as a child, but the reality was, he was an adult. An adult who’d left and may never come back.
    

    
      “Damn it!” Suda li threw an empty bottle at the door and fell off the bed. With her head to the floor, she cried and wailed, eventually huddling up in a ball and lying in a puddle of her tears.
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen awoke with the sun in his eyes. Once again, his friends were nowhere to be found. Not even Chun appeared. He needed some alone time to prepare for Yuki’s coming that night, so he leaped out the window with his money in his pocket. 
    

    
      To impress Yuki, I must get her a present. What do women like? I guess I’ll know once I arrive at a shop
      .
    

    
      Raizen
       
      soon found a small thrift store, wedged between two tall buildings. With his little money, he couldn’t afford the fancy stuff. Perhaps he could find a cheap item that would still win Yuki’s heart. The store was a small one, with racks and shelves randomly jumbled with clothes and jewelry. Red paint coated the inside, and green paint lined the floor. Raizen found a necklace with a half-moon on it, and he imagined Yuki wearing the necklace, with the small silver chain hanging from her neck and the half-moon hanging from the chain. He took the necklace to the clerk and asked about the price. 
    

    
      “Kid, that necklace won’t come cheap. It’ll cost at least twenty Kanei.”
    

    
      “I think I have enough.” Raizen poured the money from his sack, and small copper coins rolled onto the table. Raizen counted eighteen.
    

    
      “Eh, I guess that’ll be enough. So kid, who are you getting this for?”
“Just a friend.”
“Not with that face, you aren't. I bet you have a special someone in mind.” 
“I suppose you can say that, sir.” Raizen blushed and took the necklace. “A very special someone.” 
    

    
      He left and returned to his apartment. There, he saw Chun eyeing the window.
    

    
      “We start your training. Today, we will spend the day practicing the fourth chakra. To master this chakra is to master love. To master this chakra is to defend family and friends. Who knows, perhaps one day you’ll have a special girl you may fall in love with.”
    

    
      “Perhaps I will.” 
      I already have. 
    

    
      “Come, let us practice the chakra.”
    

    
              Both of them sat in a meditative state, cross-legged and hands crossed. Not a sound stood in their apartment. Both Raizen and Chun mediated for several hours straight until the morning sun turned into a setting sun. An entire day of reflection placed Raizen in a calm mood, and to prepare himself for the evening, he hopped in the shower. This time, he used more shampoo than usual when washing, and he washed thoroughly in places. Dirt peeled from his skin and went down the drain. When he finished washing, he dried off and put on a fresh pair of clothes. There was one more thing to do. He exited his apartment and was about to knock on JoJo’s door when…
    

    
      “Why in the hell did you do that, you dumb –”
    

    
      “Oh, so I’m a bitch now? Now that I know you’re cheating on me with some slushie?”
“Why in the hell do you insist I keep cheating on you?”
“Forget it! I’m leaving you, JoJo.” His wife stormed out the door with the baby in her arms, then she saw Raizen. Her voice completely shifted from malevolent to benevolent as she said, “I hope you didn’t hear all that, hun. I’m just going over to my mom’s house for a while.” 
    

    
      She left and went downstairs on the cart. JoJo walked out of them room soon after with a scowl on his face.
    

    
      “Is this a bad time?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      “Nah, this happens a couple times a month. She’ll be back in a few days. I guarantee it. What do you need?”
“Well, I have a special someone I’m inviting over.” He pressed two pointing fingers on opposite hands together several times while talking. “It would be awkward for Master Chun to be here while I’m with her and all. Can you take Master Chun to the bar or something for the entire night?”
“I was actually planning on going to the bar myself. Don’t worry, I’ll get him drunk in a second.”
“Thank you.”
    

    
              JoJo walked into Chun’s room, each step sounding more like a stomp than a step. His massive size could hardly fit in the door. A short while later, Raizen overheard a jovial conversation between JoJo and Chun in his room, and before he knew it, the two of them walked down the hallway and got on the cart. By this time, the sun had gone completely beneath the horizon and night came again. Raizen looked out the window and waited for Chun and JoJo to leave. Before leaping out the window, he took a rose from a vase and placed it in his mouth. Again, he made his way to the plaza, where he saw Yuki dancing as usual. He placed the flower and necklace behind his back, and after the dance he went to meet her.
    

    
      “Close your eyes, Yuki.” When she did, Raizen placed the flower in her hair and the necklace around her neck.
    

    
      “Oh my gosh. You didn’t have to do all this for me.”
“I didn’t have to, but I wanted to.”
“You’re so nice.”
    

    
      “I have something cooler to show you. Hop on my back.” He waited for her to hop on, then leaped up on a building. Indeed, he was going to impress her by leaping on roof after roof.
    

    
      “This is fun. Is it ever scary for you to leap like this?”
“Of course not. I’m practically a professional at this. Look at what I can do.” 
    

    
      Raizen leaped off the side of a building and twirled around and around, showing Yuki a view of the city. He landed right in front of his apartment, then took her and leaped through his window.
    

    
      “You have a nice apartment,” she said. The two of them began talking once again, and this time the talk lasted for half an hour. Soon, Yuki said, “Would you mind coming with me to the bathroom?” There, she turned the shower on and shut the door. “Would you like to...you know?”
“I don’t know. The elders of my village always told us to save ourselves for marriage.”
“You’re no longer in your village. Sex isn’t really taboo, like your elders promote it to be. It’s an art form.”
“I can’t say no to a face like yours.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” 
    

    
      Both of them stripped down nude and began kissing. Yuki then pulled Raizen into the shower, and they had sex under the warm water pouring over them. 
    

    
      After their shower, they dried off and went to a random bed. Both nude, they slipped under the covers and looked at each other with salacious eyes. For a brief moment, they didn’t say a word; they just stared and admired each other’s presence. Yuki then snuggled up to Raizen, placing her head on his chest. Raizen responded by kissing her on the forehead. The smell of her shampoo still heightened his senses.
    

    
      “Yuki, I’ve never been in love before until now.”
“I’m grateful to be your first, cutie,” she said, wrapping her arms around Raizen and smiling.
    

    
      “I wish this moment could last forever.”
“Me too.”
“Which is why I want you to be happy. I don’t want you to be a prostitute slave anymore. I want you to be free. Is there anything I can do to free you of your slavery?”
“I don’t want you to get mixed up in my problems. Besides, Meishi has a level C samurai chi weaver guarding him.”
“No, I’m serious. I’ll do anything to free you. Please, tell me now.”
Yuki sighed and said, “The day after tomorrow, there’s a shipment going to Meishi's place. He’s planning on shipping his currency to his place to guard. I guess…I guess if you can defeat the rank C samurai, my fellow geishas and I can take the gold and start life anew. The only problem is, I would have to leave you, for my geishas need me.”
“That’s a sacrifice I’m willing to take.”
    

    
      “Then let’s spend the time we have together now. I wish I could spend an eternity with you, but fate won’t allow us to do so.”
“I love you.” 
    

    
      The two of them drifted off into a deep sleep under the covers. Before they knew it, they’d slept through the morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Raizen…” said Chun.
    

    
      “It seems your little dragon warrior has a girlfriend,” JoJo said with a laugh.
    

    
      “The Hammer is surprised by this turn of events,” said Bao.
    

    
      “I figured,” said Agara.
    

    
      “They’re sleeping in 
      my 
      bed.” 
      That 
      was definitely the voice of Daichi.
    

    
              Yuki looked up and screamed; her initial instinct was to grab all the covers for herself, leaving Raizen nude. Raizen woke up naked, looking at all his friends as they stared at him naked. Blushing, he went for the other bed and wrapped the sheets around his waist.
    

    
      “Get out!” he yelled. 
    

    
      Everyone stepped out of the room and allowed Raizen and Yuki to get dressed. Both of them placed their clothes on as quickly as possible, smiling whenever they looked at each other. Lastly, Yuki grabbed the half-moon necklace Raizen gave her and placed it over her head. Once they finished dressing, Raizen escorted her out of the apartment. While riding down the cart, they broke out into conversation.
    

    
      “Raizen, I need you to go by yourself on this mission we’re planning.”
“Why?”
“I just think your friends would get in the way. This is a really secret thing we’re doing, and they may ruin it all for us. I hope you understand.”
“I do,” he said, escorting her out the door.
    

    
              The next day, Chun decided to head out and give Raizen a break for the day. Raizen, in turn, headed to the store to grab supplies. He went out to eat, as well as to do some sightseeing. Throughout it all, one overbearing thought still lingered in his mind: Yuki.
    

    
      Later that evening, Raizen came back home to the apartment. He kept thinking of Yuki, wondering how he should impress her again. Ultimately, he sprayed on some cologne, giving his clothes a fruity scent, then looked in the mirror, attempting to groom himself. He then sat on the chair, excited, and awaited his next conversation with her.
    

    
      “Raizen,” bellowed Chun as he walked into the room, “I’ve been around my fair share of women, and I can tell when a young boy falls in love. Who is this woman you are going to see?”
    

    
      “Her name is Yuki, and I think I want to marry her.”
    

    
      “Marry her? How long have you known her?”
    

    
      “I met her on my first day in Kangbock.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chun grasped his head and sighed, “You kids are going to be the death of me. Look, you don’t know what love is; you’re too young for that sort of stuff. You would not even know love if it punched you dead in the face.”
    

    
      Raizen raised his fist at Chun. “How do you know? It’s not like you’ve had any meaningful relationships.”
    

    
      “Look me in the eyes, boy. I’ve been dating women since before your biological father was born. I’ve been through the same feelings you have been through, and I will tell you this now, you are not in love. You are just a young and horny boy who is getting attached to the first woman who got your dick wet.”
    

    
      “No, I love her.”
    

    
      “No, you don’t. Read. My. Lips. You are not, and you are never going to see this woman again.”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      “You are a dragon warrior, boy. Your priorities are to train and get strong for the Shogun Tournament. Your priorities are not having affairs with harlots who make you feel good. Are you going to listen to me, or am I going to have to beat some sense into you?” Chun took off his shirt, exposing a muscular, burly frame. For his age, the old man was still in good shape.
    

    
      “You can try, Master Chun.” 
    

    
              Raizen concentrated as much chi as he could. With dashing speed, he disappeared and reappeared above Chun, then landed a kick on the old man’s neck, using all the power he could – but landed on the ground, astonished. The kick didn’t even phase Chun. Without saying a word, Chun grabbed Raizen by the face and threw him out the window.
    

    
              Raizen went flying, landing on a flat rooftop, glass sprinkling onto him like snow. Chun landed on the rooftop, and the mere act of landing made a loud boom. Raizen turned his head and watched as Chun slowly walked towards him. What could he do?
    

    
      “Tell you what,” said Chun, “if you can defeat me, I will let you stay with that harlot of yours. However, you may end up on a stretcher trying.”
    

    
              As Raizen got to his feet, a strange energy erupted in him, much like it had at Mei’s cabin. His chi went off the charts. With this burst in energy, he disappeared and reappeared, striking a punch at Chun.
    

    
      “That same trick won’t work on me twice, boy,” Chun said, blocking Raizen’s attack with one arm and landing an unforgiving punch on his face.
    

    
              Raizen’s body went soaring, and he bounced on the pavement until his back hit the parapet. As he lay there, motionless, a marine opened a door on the roof. An older gentleman, he immediately climbed up and pointed his rifle at Chun. 
    

    
      “The hell are you doing?” barked the marine. “I was on my lunch break when I saw a kid flying out the window.”
    

    
      “You see,” said Chun, “my boy over here thinks it is a good idea to marry a harlot from this city. He’s a naïve kid, and I’m trying to beat some wisdom into him.”
    

    
      “Well,” the marine said with a giggle, “I understand. I did the same thing to my son not too long ago.” He placed his rifle at his side. “My kid was fresh out of boot camp and hadn’t seen a woman in months. He came home drunk one night from a brothel and talked to me how about how he found ‘the one’ and wanted to have kids with her.”
    

    
              Chun and the marine started laughing loudly, then began talking as if they were old friends. As older men, they had a mutual respect for one another because of their age. The marine turned out to be a Sergeant Major, and his son was in his unit as a private.  Back-up soon arrived, and many marines started swarming the rooftop. Seeing a random body flying from a rooftop rallied startled them.
    

    
      “Stand down,” the man told his fellow marines. “There’s nothing wrong going on. This is simply a man disciplining his boy.”
    

    
              After the marines left the scene, Chun picked up Raizen’s unconscious body and hopped back into his window. It was going to take some explaining with JoJo, but even he would eventually understand his dilemma. Chun placed Raizen on the bed. As he turned to look out the window, he winced; a sharp pain pierced his arm and lower back.
    

    
      “Well,” he mumbled, “I guess my age is finally catching up with me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That night, Raizen went back to JoJo to ask for a favor.
“Would you mind taking Master Chun to the bar one last time?”
“Hell no! That old bastard stiffed me and left me with a huge bill last time.”
“Please…this woman is very important to me. This is the last time I need you to do this, I promise.”
    

    
      JoJo’s face softened. “I guess so.”
    

    
              Raizen took the opportunity to meet Yuki at the plaza one last time. This time, they met in the center and hugged.
    

    
      “Raizen, I have a plan to tell you. All the other geishas know of it.”
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      “Well, what you need to do is stay on the side of the door of our building. I’ll try to get Meishi out of the building, and once he’s out, I need you to knock him out. Then, you take on Sako. From there, me and my geishas will run off with as many bags of Kobans as possible and head for the north entrance of the city. We’ll escape and have enough money to support ourselves until we figure out jobs. Perhaps we can open a geisha entertainment place, a proper place where we serve people tea instead of our bodies.”
    

    
              The two ran off to the building and prepared their assault. As Raizen waited at the door, he overheard Yuki talking to Meishi. He then heard the door creak open and waited for Meishi to stick out his head. Before the man could take a glance at Raizen, the dragon warrior knocked him out cold with a swift punch to the eye. Raizen then ran into the building to see Sako pulling out his katana. He responded by getting into his martial arts stance.
    

    
      “You want to take this outside, Sako?”
“As you wish. I’ve been itching for a challenge.”
    

    
              Raizen stepped outside and leaped onto a building. Sako leaped onto a building directly opposite of him, and the two stared each other down, unable to make a move; one could say the two studied each other’s stances. As a gust of wind blew over the night sky, Raizen made the first move. He leaped from the building, preparing a punch, but the samurai simply dodged his punch and sliced his katana directly for Raizen’s head. Raizen knocked his head back just in time for the blade to miss, but the very edge of the blade nipped the tip of his nose. He then leaped to the roof of the next building, astonished by Sako’s speed; this was going to be more difficult than he originally thought. 
    

    
      The samurai didn’t give Raizen any time to rest. A second after he landed on the house, Sako came in for the kill. All Raizen could do was hop to the next building, but Sako quickly followed.
    

    
              The dragon warrior couldn’t land a blow on his enemy to save his life. Each time he tried to go on the offensive, Sako would charge in for the kill. There was no time to think. The samurai’s speed kept Raizen on his toes, and all he could do was dodge his attacks. Sako chased Raizen from building to building, and finally midway through the fight, Raizen figured out Sako’s plan: The samurai obviously had a larger reservoir of chi than he did, and he wanted to drain Raizen of his chi, then strike when he was helpless. 
    

    
      Raizen needed to end the battle, and end it quick. He got up on a one-story house and stood his ground. Ironically, Sako didn’t go in for the kill; instead, he stood on the opposite side of the house where Raizen stood, both of them on a wooden beam that lay horizontally on the top of the roof.
    

    
      “This ends here,” said Raizen.
    

    
      “I suppose you expected me to take one of the geishas hostage. If I were a normal swordsman, I may have, but I am a chi weaver, and a C ranked one at that. 
      I 
      am a samurai from nobility, and I have dreams of becoming a ronin master one day.”
    

    
      “Your skills are exceptional. It’s pity fate has pitted us against each other. Let’ go all out for one last charge. The winner takes all.”
    

    
      “As you wish, martial artist.”
    

    
      The two charged for each other. Raizen prepared to strike at the neck, while Sako prepared a strike at the guts. The two charged on the wooden beam, and as they contacted each other, they appeared on opposite ends of the wooden beam they started on. For a few seconds, the two stood, frozen on those opposite ends.
    

    
      Blood spilled.
    

    
      Raizen slowly tilted and fell off the wooden beam, then rolled down the roof of the house and fell to the ground beneath him. People yelled and screamed as they saw the body of a random man fall from a roof. A gash about an inch deep wrenched into his ribs, and his hands likewise lay bloodied. Raizen was able to block the brunt force of the attack with his hands, but he still lost the standoff. As his chi worked frantically to repair his wounds, he could feel his energy draining a mile a minute.
    

    
              Raizen knew Sako would soon leap for the final strike, and he closed his eyes and prepared for the inevitable. 
    

    
      I suppose this is the end. I hope Yuki and her friends will escape. I only hope Chun and my friends will forgive me for my failure. 
    

    
      Then a thought occurred to him: If he died, Meishi would order Sako to slay the geishas who stole his money. As the image of Yuki being slaughtered flashed through his mind, he thought, 
      No, I cannot allow that to happen.  
    

    
      Just then, his fourth chakra kicked in, and love flowed through his veins. Learning this chakra wasn’t just about having good friends or falling in love; it was about being there for the people you love most, trusting in the power of love and friendship to overcome any obstacle.
        Raizen saw Sako coming and dodged his attack. With the power of the fourth chakra flowing through his veins, he then rose and continued hopping on the buildings. He ascended higher and higher, luring Sako away from the crowd, eventually landing on the side of a six-story building, where he peered into one of the windows to see a woman crying. Suda li lay in bed, dejected, having spent the last two days crying and drinking. As she rolled over, she saw a man looking at her through the open window. The moon and its light allowed Suda li to make him out as a white-haired man with golden eyes, dressed in a martial arts outfit. A bloodied gash went through his side, but what stunned her most was the fact that he stood on the side of the building, defying physics with his chi. The man peered at her for a few seconds, then took off, with another figure quickly pursuing him.
    

    
      “That fits the description of Raizen. Is that man really a dragon warrior?” she said aloud to herself. She thought about it for a few seconds, then shook her head. “Nonsense. He must be miles away from this city by now. I just must be going crazy…or drunk. I know Zhao can’t survive out there.” Suda li plopped her back on the pillow and muttered, “Zhao, what am I going to do with you?”
    

    
      
    

    
              Raizen ran along the side of the building, with Sako quickly following behind. He needed to find a proper place to face him, so he leaped from the edge of one building onto the side of another. He needed to attack, and soon. Suddenly, he realized he was standing on the side of the tallest building in Kangbok - a full thirteen stories high. Raizen ran up the building, passing many windows as he did. As he neared the top of the building, he stopped and went into his martial arts stance. Behind him, Sako aimed his katana for a fatal blow, but Raizen dodged it and followed up with a punch to the guts. Sako backed away with a grunt, then the two commenced fighting, careful not to stand on any windows.
“It’s a long way down,” joked Sako.
    

    
      “Tell me about it,” Raizen said with a laugh.
    

    
              Sako slashed, and Raizen dodged. Many punches, kicks, and slashes were thrown in every direction. Before long, Raizen saw an open window and took the opportunity to leap in it. Fortunately the room was empty, but the fight still continued. Both men fought, tearing up the entire room. Pillows were slashed through, and clothes mingled everywhere. It occurred to Raizen that taking Sako into the building endangered the innocent people living inside, so although he was safe from the fall, it would be better if they fought outside. 
    

    
      Raizen leaped back outside, standing on the wall of the building. As the fight continued back outside, he noticed Sako made an error in his strike and left himself vulnerable to an opening, and he took this opportunity to kick the katana out of his hand. It dropped all thirteen stories and hit the ground, but just when Raizen was about to strike a blow, he noticed Sako just stood there. Raizen stopped and hesitated.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” asked Sako. “Just finish me already.”
“You’re not making a whole lot of sense,” Raizen said, still standing tense in his martial arts stance.
“You’re even more naive than I thought. I guess I have to educate you on the only weakness of a chi weaver. You see, we’re worthless without our blades. You’ve defeated me. Now kill me, martial artist.”
    

    
      “No, not like this. You don’t have to die. You can simply go through that window over there and live.”
“It’s said the code of the samurai is the law in our lives, and the ultimate code is not to accept the mercy of others. It’s better for me to die with honor than live with none; such is the way of Bushido…death before dishonor.”
    

    
      “But you don’t have to follow Bushido.”
    

    
      “Nonsense! I’m not just a swordsman, I’m a samurai, and thus come from nobility. To surrender now would mean to dishonor my ancestors.” Sako glared at the moon. “It’s funny, really. I ran away from home to find adventure, and my adventure led me to Kangbok. Now, I meet my end.”
    

    
      “I’m not going to kill you.”
“Then you’ve forced my hand. I have failed you, Meishi.” Sako let go of his chi, and his feet detached themselves from the building, sending him falling.
    

    
      “Sako!” Raizen reached out his hand, but it was too late; Sako was headed for a free fall. Mere seconds later, he died with a splat on the pavement. “Sako…” 
    

    
      Raizen felt nothing but pity for the man; however, now was not the time to mourn. He needed to see Yuki one more time before she left; it may be the last time he ever saw her. 
    

    
      He felt his fourth chakra draining quickly, and his blood sat on his ribs and hands, but that didn’t matter. He raced to the northern gate of the city to say goodbye to Yuki. There, he saw her and her geishas taking their leave.
    

    
      “Wait!” Raizen yelled, leaping down to say goodbye.
    

    
      “Raizen, you’re all bloodied up,” Yuki exclaimed, running to him with a concerned look on her face.
    

    
      “I’m fine. I just…I just wanted to say one last goodbye to you. So, goodbye.”
“I won’t forget the deed you’ve done for me and my friends. We’ll be eternally in your debt.” She hugged Raizen, and Raizen hugged her back. They shared a soft kiss, then off she went. It felt as if a dagger had come in-between both their hearts.
    

    
              Once Yuki was gone, Raizen turned his back and started leaping on buildings. On one building, he tried to jump, but before he could, a severe pain erupted in his ribs. He tried to tap into his chi, to no avail; indeed, the battle had taken a toll on him. With the adrenaline leaving and his chi drained, the pain stung Raizen like a bite. He gripped his clothes tightly as he fell into an alleyway. 
    

    
      I can’t let the citizens see me like this. I have to get back home discreetly. 
    

    
      Raizen looked up and found himself at a dead end. He turned around, astonished that a group of five or so men stood approximately 10 feet from him. He didn’t recognize the men, yet they appeared to recognize him.
    

    
      “This is the brat who killed Sako? Meishi will have his head if we let him go. Let’s repay him the favor.” 
    

    
      The men pulled out revolver pistols and pointed them at Raizen. He attempted to get into his fighting stance, but doing so proved difficult for him, and he stumbled and fell to a knee.
    

    
      “Wait,” said Raizen, holding his hand up. “What do you want with me?”
“You killed our friend, and now we’re going to avenge his death.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know there were more of you.”
    

    
      “You’re a dead man, Raizen.”
    

    
      “Wait…” 
    

    
      Raizen closed his eyes and expected the worst as rounds exploded from the revolvers and flashes of light illuminated the alleyway; however, he didn’t feel any pain. He looked up, and in front of him stood JoJo, standing tall like a stone wall. He just stood quietly, flexing and grimacing, waiting until the men had exhausted their rounds.
    

    
      “They called me Stonewall JoJo back in my day,” he said as he pulled out and lit a cigar. After taking a puff, he blew the smoke in their faces and said, “Had I been the man I once was, you would all be dead by now. Perhaps being a dad softened me up. Please excuse me for coming off as emotional; I’m just really drunk. You kids run off. I gotta take Raizen over here to a hospital. You all run off now.” 
    

    
      He turned back to Raizen and saw the unconscious body of the dragon warrior lying bloody on the pavement.
    

    
      Raizen awakened in the hospital. He looked out at the loom of the blue moon and sighed. JoJo sat beside him and was looking at the moon as well. Seeing Raizen was awake, he asked what happened, and Raizen explained the story. JoJo then explained to him that he’d been duped and it was likely they were using him to steal the owner’s money. 
    

    
      Raizen didn’t know what to do. Chun was going to give him hell and likely wasn’t going to wait until his wounds healed to move out tomorrow.
    

    
      “JoJo.” 
    

    
      “Yeah? What?”
    

    
      “Uh, please don’t tell Chun about this. I’ll get in so much trouble if you do.”
“Then how will you explain your injuries?”
    

    
      “Just say I got drunk and picked a fight with a swordsman.”
    

    
      “Won’t he be equally pissed off at you for that?”
“Not as much. I can probably lie my way into a leaner punishment if I’m careful about it. I just need you to keep this between you and me. Please, let this be a promise between men.”
    

    
      “There’s nothing manly about how you’re acting. You deliberately went against his orders to have fun with some girl, and now that you didn’t get the result you wanted, you want to keep this hidden.”
    

    
      “I don’t feel very good about it, but having Master Chun on me will make matters much worse.”
    

    
      “Alright, I guess I’ll turn a blind eye to this all. Don’t get in trouble like this anymore. This isn’t your small town back home. You’re in the big world now. Keep it in your pants, kid.”
    

    
      Raizen began thinking of Sako and how his life was forfeited for no good reason; his heart was broken. Though he tried pushing the thoughts to the back of his mind, an eerie darkness lingered in his soul. 
    

    
              
    

    
      Later that night, Yuki and her friends took up residence at a nearby cabin on the outskirts of town. She and her friends had set it up, lying out candles and papers alike. They’d also laid out photographs of Raizen and his friends, along with many notes on their whereabouts. Yuki took out a bag, placed it on a table, then took out a small device. The device was a wooden block with a metal tapper on it, and wires stringed from the block to a yellow crystal.
    

    
      “Be careful with the telegraph,” said Kim. “We paid really good money for that.”
    

    
      “Of course.” Lin began tapping on the metal tapper. After some time, beeps came from the telegraph. “Alright, I got on the line wave of the marine guild.” She started writing notes on what was being communicated with her.
    

    
              Yuki and her friends were in a small guild known as the Whistleblowers, which contained people who collected data for the Shogun Regime. Information is critical, which was why these guild members lived as normal civilians in the world. Some were bartenders, others traders, and a few worked in brothels, collecting any relevant data that may help the guilds. They reported their findings straight to the shinobi guild and collected a bonus for any big information. 
    

    
              Yuki tapped back and forth on the telegraph with the joint headquarters in MuMu, the largest military force in the Northern Regions. They soon placed her on the line with the joint commander of headquarters, Xugen.
    

    
      Yuki and Kim set up the telegraph machine and waited.
    

    
      “Sako hasn’t returned,” said Yuki. “Do you think it was a good idea letting the Red Katanas guild handle Raizen?”
    

    
      “Of course,” said Yuki. “If we let the marines handle it, they wouldn’t give us any money for handing them over. They have all these regulations and things. However, the Red Katanas are known for being a more down low guild. They handle their missions discreetly and don’t always follow laws and regulations.”
    

    
      “I know,” said Yuki, “but they were once a large gang, until they were inducted into the guild system. Rumors are saying they’re still conducting their opium operations.” She sighed and took a puff of a cigarette. “Besides, Sako is dead?”
    

    
      “I know,” replied Yuki. “Meishi gave me his word that Sako would finish him and we’d be compensated, but I believe he’s either defeated or Meishi is going to take Raizen and turn him in without us receiving the reward. If any case, we should send a telegraph report to MuMu, just to be safe. We may be compensated for our troubles that way.”
    

    
      “Whatever the case, do you have the photographs we took of them?”
    

    
      “Of course. It was difficult to sneak and get a clear picture of all of them.”
    

    
      “Good. Depending on what they say, we may be required to send them the photographs via pigeon. After that, we’ll only have to show up to MuMu and collect our reward.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Later that night, Xugen sat leisurely at his command table, reading the recent telegraph. Taking his pen, he briefly scribbled almost illegible notes onto scrap paper. He sat under artificial light; headquarters was the only building in MuMu that had electricity. After the telegraph stopped, Xugen paused, holding his pen poised to write again. He sat under a lamp, shifting uncontrollably in his chair from one side to another. Such was the atmosphere of his office. Next to him stood two Shinobi captains, guarding the office as he worked.
    

    
      “You,” he said while leaning toward one of the captains. “I need you to get me General Hao, Admiral Jung, and Lord Mori. Bring them in my office at once.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir,” replied the captain. 
    

    
      Xugen sat in his chair and folded his hands together. As he stared at the door, he planned three steps ahead in his head. Being the leader of the Shinobi guild was hard work, but being the commander of the joint military base of MuMu was virtually impossible. The strongest military buildup in the Eastern Hemisphere lay in MuMu. He didn’t want the position; he liked being a Shinobi ninja because he got to hide in the shadows. However, as the commander of MuMu, the entire military force of the Northern and Southern regions was entrusted to him.
    

    
      Before long, the three arrived in the room. All three were respected leaders of their own guilds, and they were second in command to Xugen. General Hao dressed as a typical marine, with a blue jacket and gray pants. With carefully groomed hair and a gaunt face, he placed a rather large wad of chewing tobacco into his mouth. Admiral Jung, a female, dressed the same way. She had a slender figure, with long legs and ebony hair rolled in a bun in the back of her head. The only difference between an admiral and a marine general is the jurisdiction. Admirals command the waves, while generals command the land. Lastly, Lord Mori stepped into the room, dressed in a red kimono robe. He wore wooden sandals and had his hair tied in a topknot. Three scars lay on his right cheek, and a terrible scar rest all along his neck. 
    

    
      The three of them took their seats. “Geez,” said Mori to Hao. “Can’t you marines go an hour without chewing tobacco? That stuff stinks.”
    

    
      “Didn’t know you were so fragile, samurai.” 
    

    
      “Hmph, save your words, marine. I don’t need lip from an inferior warrior.”
    

    
      “Inferior.” Hao slammed his hands on the table. “Let me briefly educate you, samurai. The way of the sword is coming to an end. With the help of Shogun Sentai, my nation of Wan is now able to share its technologies with the world. Men by the masses are putting down their katanas and picking up the rifle. The age of the samurai is coming to a close.”
    

    
      “Is that so?” Mori drew his katana. “Even so, the way of the samurai will be passed on through chi weavers. However, I cannot allow you to disrespect my honor.”
    

    
      “Then I guess I’ll have to take your head,” Hao said, drawing a pistol.
    

    
      Within the blink of an eye, both the pistol and katana were blown out of their hands. “That’s enough, boys.” On the side of the table stood Jung. She held two pistols in her hands, and smoke seeped from the barrels. Andaril Jung had earned the nickname Grand Sniped Jung, and she was one of the few people on the planet who’d learned to use chi weaving on a firearm. She was also a hybrid warrior, being an elemental magician who specialized in the element of water. Because of this, she was feared by pirates, who knew she could sink their ships at ease. On the Eastern Hemisphere, where oceans and islands reigned supreme, she was a household name. Pirates and opium dealers also feared her.
    

    
      “Please,” said Xugen, lying his head on his hand, “are we ready to talk now? I swear, I can't have one meeting with you all without there being a fight. I understand Wan and Date hate each other. I understand marines and swordsmen generally don’t get along. The world is changing, but it’s not our place to question it. Our place is to keep the peace in this new Shogun age.”
    

    
      “Agreed,” said Jung.
    

    
      “Alright.” Xugen picked up his notes and read off the paper. “A few whistleblowers claimed to have found the Dragon Warrior. They’re also planning on coming here to steal the Dragon’s Compass. As you know, the Dragon Compass is needed to navigate to Dragon Island. If Raizen is able to train under Lan se, he’ll be difficult to stop in the Shogun Tournament.”
    

    
      “Are these sources reliable?” asked Jung.
    

    
      “I’m not sure, but it’s better to prepare for such an incident. They told me he’s traveling with my former mentor, Janochi Chun.”
    

    
      “You mean the legendary martial artist?”
    

    
      “Of course. He’s also traveling with Bao of Wan and Daichi of Date.” He leaned over toward Hao and Mori. “I understand these are the heirs of your two nations. However, they threw in their lot with the White Tiger Force. If they continue coming here to steal the compass, they’re committing an act of war against the Shogun. This is not the time or place for political bias. Do I make myself clear?” He leaned over toward Hao and gave him an iron stare. “We will not go against the Shogun…we will not go against the Shogun…we will 
      not
       go against the Shogun.”
    

    
      “Of course,” replied Mori, with a grin. “I look forward to seeing my nephew in battle.”
    

    
      “My life for the state,” said Hao as he spat his tobacco into a jug.
    

    
      “Good,” replied Xugen. “I’ll send the reports to Shogun Sentai.” He leaned back and yawned. “And one more thing. Jung, you were planning on moving your group of marines out to capture Tango, am I correct?”
    

    
      “Yes, but catching the Dragon Warrior is priority.”
    

    
      “No, we’re more than capable of catching the Dragon Warrior. Tango is a big-time opium dealer, and we’re close to getting him. I need you to take whatever marines you need and crush his forces at sea. From there, you can resume your place of duty in the ocean.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?” she asked.
    

    
      “Yes, oceans are a much more dangerous place than the Northern and Southern regions. It takes only a handful of guilds to protect the regions of the Western Hemisphere, while it takes most of the guilds to protect the islands. Your skills are much more needed there. Report to your grand admiral when you’re finished with MuMu.”
    

    
      “As you command.”
    

    
      “Good. You all can go now. I need to send these reports to the Shogun.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Shogun Sentai sat squarely on his golden throne. His bushy fu manchu hung from his face to his chest. His brown hair hung in a topknot, which was long enough to touch his middle back. He heard a knock on his throne door.
    

    
      “Who is it?” he bellowed as he cautiously grabbed his spear. For a shogun, he dressed modestly. He merely dressed in a plain green kimoto.  
    

    
      “It is I, your most loyal servant, Hye.”
    

    
      “You have my permission, Hye.”
    

    
              In walked a rather crone old man. Hye walked with his steps close together. With his bald head, he walked in dressed in green robes. He scuffled with his gray mustache, sighing as he looked up at his old friend.
    

    
      “Sentai, I received a telegram from Xugen of the Northern Regions. Looks like we have a Dragon Warrior on our hands by the name of Raizen. He travels with Janochi Chun, Bao of Wan, and Daichi of Date. I dispatched more of our guilds in search of the Dragon Warrior.”
“Good, I can’t have an all-powerful dragon warrior getting in the way of my plans. Mark my words, Hye, I 
      will 
      rule this world for another hundred years.”
“Without disrespect, may I implore that you give this up? You did well as the first Shogun. Ruling the entire world is taxing on both the body and the soul.”
    

    
      “Hye –”
“I don’t want to come off as disrespectful, but I’m saying this to you as your lifelong friend. You never had children. You never took the time to make any friends, and I’m your only friend. All you ever do is work on the affairs of the globe. Sentai, you’re lonely.”
“Hmph,” snorted Shogun Sentai. “People say it’s lonely at the top. Well, the hell with loneliness; I have the whole world. I have a world I 
      will 
      rule for eternity.”
“Nothing lasts forever, Sentai.”
    

    
      “You’re only saying that because you’ve never tasted eternal youth. When I won the Shogun Tournament almost a hundred years ago, the DemiGods granted me youth for those hundred years so I could rule. Now I’m going to enter the tournament again. Don’t you see the loophole? I’ve been training diligently for those hundred years. Now, I think it’s safe to say I reached that maximum threshold for a human being. However, a dragon warrior can go above and beyond that maximum threshold. Raizen poses as a threat I have to crush.” Sentai grabbed a stack of documents and gestured to Hye to grab them. “Unfortunately, the laws of the DemiGods prevent me from going after people myself, unless, of course, it’s in self-defense. This is the list of more guilds I want you to send out to him. These are my finest. It gets better from there. Did you know Raiu told me of a ragtag band of necromancers who are also trying to kill this Dragon Warrior?”
    

    
      “This is no joke. Reports say they’re trying to raise some god named Leviathan. Surely, that’ll be a threat to the world. Would it be better to use these guilds to assault the necromancers themselves?”
“Nonsense! Only a fool would believe in those fairy tales. I’d actually encourage them to kill this Dragon Warrior.”
“With all due respect, I’m saying this not as an advisor, but as your friend. Please, give up this ambition of trying to rule the world forever. You had your time, so allow the next age to come and pass.”
    

    
      “Bah! You disappoint me, Hye. Now, take these papers and order those guilds to hunt the Dragon Warrior. Take them and get out of my sight.”
    

    
      “As you wish, old friend.”
    

    
      “Shogun Sentai is right.” 
    

    
      From the shadows walked a rather eerie man. Though he appeared to be in his mid-thirties, he was well over a hundred years old. He claimed to have mastered a class of magic that specialized in anti-aging. He dressed in a purple robe and had an ominous facial appearance, and his long black hair hung loosely from his head.
    

    
      “I’m in communication with these necromancers. They want you to annex them into your military and make them one of your guilds. All I need is your command and signature; I’ll put them to work at once.”
    

    
      “Of course you have my word,” bellowed Sentai. “Tell the Bureau of Defence to give them funding at once, and I’ll work on the signature later tonight.”
    

    
      “As you wish, Shogun Sentai,” Raiu said, then left the room.
    

    
              Hye sighed and took the papers. He oftentimes had memories of their past more than a hundred years ago. The only reason Hye was still living was that the best magicians kept his body alive; however, even his time would come. During his reign, Sentai remained in his youth, while Hye slowly aged. Oh, how the bonds of time changed the heart of his friend. He remembered it like yesterday.
    

    
              More than a hundred years ago, Hye lay on the grass, admiring the strength of Sentai. Both were in their prime, wanting nothing more than to make their mark on a broken world, with the attitude of “Look out, world; we’re coming for you.” Sentai channeled his chi into his spear and sliced through a tree with little to no effort at all. Before the tree fell, he diced the trunk into a hundred pieces before it could land on the grass. Sentai held his spear in the air, boastful and proud.
    

    
      “Sentai,” called Hye, “don’t you think it’s time to take a break?”
“I’ll take a break when I’m dead,” he said with a laugh. Sentai sheathed his spear on his back and sat over next to Hye, then pointed his finger into the sky and said, “One day, we’ll make it big. One day, the world will be at peace.”
    

    
      “I suppose so,” said Hye as he gestured his head over to a tree. “You see that girl? She’s had her eye on you for quite some time.” 
    

    
      A girl hid behind a tree, staring at the two of them. When Sentai glanced back at her, she leaped completely behind the tree, blushing.
    

    
      “Yeah,” replied Sentai. “I’ve had a few conversations with her on and off.” He leaned and whispered in Hye’s ear, “I think, after the Shogun Tournament, I’m going to marry her. Although, I’ll only marry her if I become Shogun. She deserves more than a veteran.”
    

    
      “What’s her name?”
“Her name is Ji. I think her parents came here from a chain of islands far off. I promise you, Hye, one day I’ll give her more than the clothes off my back as a wedding gift. I’ll give her the whole world.”                    
“I’m sure you will.”
    

    
      Sentai went on to fulfill that promise. With tests and trials, he made it through the preliminary rounds, while much of the other contestants perished. Then he made his way up the rankings during the actual tournament. His final opponent was, believe it or not, a samurai from the land of Date. He faced a tough battle, but he came out on top. The world was his. Ji was his. They married a week after the DemiGods crowned him the first Shogun.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You seem to be in a daze, Hye. What’s wrong?”
“It’s nothing.” Hye took the papers and turned back towards the door. “I was just lost in the memories. Tell me, do you remember Ji? I think she’s looking down on you and praying for you as we speak.”
“Hmph.”
“May her prayers be answered.” Hye left Sentai on that note.
    

    
      Hye gently closed the door behind him. Surely, he couldn’t allow Raizen to die; his winning was the only chance Sentai had of relieving himself of his madness. He gripped the papers, contemplating whether or not to burn them. It would have to be in secret, where not even Sentai could find out. He would likewise need an excuse for when the papers weren’t delivered. Only time would tell. He looked down at the paperwork, confused.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shogun Sentai sat on his throne, with his head resting on his fist. It had been many a year since he’d thought of Ji. Shaking his head, he stood up from his throne. Standing seven feet tall, Sentai had a muscular build. He left his throne room and decided to descend down. On the ground floor, he looked out to see a rather large balcony. His palace rested on a large hill on the outskirts of the capital, and behind the hill raged a river, above which rested the balcony. 
    

    
      Sentai took a step on the balcony; it had indeed been a while since he’d been there. He looked up at the moon and thought of the past. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a rainy night as Sentai waited patiently on the balcony for his wife. She was supposed to have arrived several hours ago; surely, nothing could have happened to her, not with Raiu taking guard. 
    

    
      Raiu is the strongest guy I know. I know he can’t be beaten that easily. I must have faith in my soldier. 
    

    
      “Shogun Sentai,” Raiu said as he appeared, running down the balcony.
    

    
      “Raiu.” Sentai let out a sigh of relief. “It’s good to know you’re back. Where’s Ji? She must be changing into dry clothes.”
    

    
      “Ji…”
    

    
      “What…” Sentai’s eyes opened in horror. “What happened to her?”
“I…I couldn’t stop them.” Tears ran down Raiu’s face. “I couldn’t save her.”
    

    
      “Tell me what happened to my wife!”
    

    
      “It was those dogs from the White Tiger Force. They ambushed us and killed her. I barely made it out alive.”
    

    
      “They…” Sentai boiled up in rage. “Why the hell would they do something like that?”
“Shogun Sentai, they’re envious of your position of Shogun.”
“Those bastards!” He pointed his finger at Raiu and howled, “Close down all temples and shrines owned by the White Tiger Force. I want those mongols rounded up and questioned. Anyone who resists will be killed on sight. There are my orders. Relay this message to the rest of the guilds around the world.”
    

    
      “As you wish, Shogun Sentai.”
    

    
              Sentai leaned on the edge of the balcony. Never had he felt so much pain, not even during the hundred-year war. He buried his head in his arms on the stone railing and let out a howl.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now, several decades into the present, Sentai stood on the exact same balcony, gazing into the moon and pondering. He’d learned to push those memories into the far corners of his mind, and for the first time in years, his emotions resurfaced. However, he quickly sealed them off, just as he’d done thousands of times in the past; feelings were a sign of weakness.
    

    
      “The hell with loneliness – I have the whole world.” Oddly enough, he wasn’t sure whether or not he meant those words.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Six
    

    
      Cherry Blossoms
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      Suda li opened her eyes dejectedly. She’d only rented the room for the night, and all the money was lost. Zhao was gone, so there was only one thing she could do. She took a brief shower, putting on a fresh set of clothes afterwards. She didn’t want to attract too much attention while in this city, so she simply dressed in an old kimono she had in her bag. She then packed her backpack and left the room.
    

    
              While taking the cart down the building, thoughts of the previous night flowed through her mind. Who was that man with the white hair and golden eyes? He looked like a spitting image of the Dragon Warrior. However, why would he fight a swordsman in Kangbok? Were the guilds already after him? If so, then the necromancers had their work cut out for them. As far as she knew, Raiu was still on Shogun Sentai’s council. Even then, that didn’t guarantee he was getting his way. Though smart, Raiu was an eerie man who lacked the charisma to sway people a particular way. However, he was still the leader of The Black Sun. Suda li had many unanswered questions, but the only thing she could do regarding the Dragon Warrior was wait.
    

    
      “Damn you, Zhao,” she muttered under her breath. “Had you not lost the money and run off, we could be having important communication with the Black Sun about Raizen.” 
    

    
              She left the cart and gave the clerk the keys for the apartment. In return, the clerk refunded her the security deposit. At least now she wasn’t completely broke. Never again would she resort to prostitution, especially in this city. She oftentimes wondered if she’d recognize someone from her childhood. Would she recognize Meishi? And if she did, would he still remember her? Suda li was an accomplished necromancer at present, but Meishi was renowned for not knowing how to die.
    

    
              Now was not the time to think about the past; it was the time to find Zhao. She remembered him saying something about the opium dealers from the western side of town, so she decided to walk. She’d only been to this city recently, to go into the Southern regions. Other than that, she hadn’t visited Kangbok since her early teen days. The city had changed much since the emerging industrial revolution. There was a rail station being built, and along the buildings stretched wooden telegraph lines, with wires going from one pole to another. However, only government officials and wealthy merchants could use telegraphs.
    

    
              The people dressed differently, too. No longer were prostitutes dressed as slaves; they were dressed well now. Since the tourism boom, Kangbock had put on a fresh coat of paint to attract more tourists. Heading to the west side, Suda li came across a bridge – and her mouth suddenly gaped open and she fell to her knees. She remembered that very bridge from so many years ago, and she closed her eyes and tried to forget the memories as she crossed over it.
    

    
              Darkened clouds began bundling up in the sky. This was the second time she’d had to go out to find Zhao. Damn that kid. Trying to find him like this was such a waste of time. A deep seated feeling rest in her guts. 
    

    
      I know what that means.
       
      Whatever is happening to my Zhao, I have to find him fast.
       
    

    
      She couldn’t imagine what she’d do if something bad happened to him. The more she thought about it, the more she panicked as the worst case scenarios played themselves out in her head like a theater. It could be nothing, or it could be something, but she didn’t want to wait to find out. 
    

    
      What if the opium dealers killed him? What if they framed him? I can’t let them hurt my Zhao.
    

    
              Suda li walked briskly, keeping her head on a swivel, looking back and forth, side to side, in mechanical movements. She walked further and eventually descended into the bad side of town. The guilds seldom patrolled there; they tended to stick to the tourist areas. As she saw familiar buildings, with the occasional familiar face, she had an idea.
    

    
              If she remembered correctly, there was a bar along Dagger Alleyway, where the opium dealers stayed. So, she eerily glided to that area. The tall buildings darkened the alley, and clouds cast a shadow over everything, too. Here and there, addicts roamed up and down the alleyway, representing the former husks of themselves. Some sat against the walls, while others slept. In many places sat tents, which formed communities of addicts, almost acting as a colony. There, the rules of the world no longer applied; these communities of criminals and addicts fabricated their own laws and customs, and the weak died off.
    

    
              Suda li walked up to the entrance of the bar. The place didn’t look like it had aged a day since her childhood. She walked up to one sketchy man carrying a musket, sitting on a chair next to the bar. He sat next to a short woman in her forties, who talked his ears off and laughed loudly whenever she could.
    

    
      “Hello,” said Suda li. “Do you know where I may find some red mist?”
    

    
      “Red mist?” questioned the man. “I haven’t heard that name in over a decade.” He squinted his eyes at Suda li. “Are you a government official?”
    

    
      “Relax,” the woman next to him said with a giggle. “The guilds don’t really mess with us anymore.” She turned to Suda li and continued. “You’re looking for opium, am I correct?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “That’s really funny,” she said with a laugh. “I don’t recognize your face at all. There was another new person who came here yesterday.”
    

    
      “Oh really?” replied Suda li as she wiped sweat from her forehead. “What was he like?”
    

    
      “I’m not too sure myself. He was a strange one. The kid looked gaunt and had this fear in his eyes. He definitely looked like a chronic. He wanted to know where to buy opium.”
    

    
      “That’s…uh…my boyfriend. He gets like that when he doesn’t have his fix. Do you know where he went?”
    

    
      “He said something about heading to the deal exchange later at midnight. I thought he was crazy. Who would be nuts enough to get in the way of a trade deal between the opium dealers and crooked guilds of the government?”
    

    
      “Well,” retorted Suda li, “I better stop him before he gets his head chopped off. Do you know where?”
    

    
      “The trade’s happening outside the city. If you take the western road for a couple of miles, you’ll see the trade off. Make sure not to get yourself killed, though.”
    

    
      “I should be fine. Thank you.”
    

    
              She needed to hurry up before the deal commenced. She didn't have much time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In a small forest of cherry blossom trees, Zhao leaned along one, waiting for the deal. He'd already amassed a small army of zombies to back him up. Rain poured, and thunderbolts broke the sound barrier. It was difficult to see that night. The only times he could see a clear view of the people was when a flash of thunder boomed from across the skies.
    

    
              As Zhao observed and waited, he saw two men exchange bags. Right as they exchanged them, he sent his zombies out into the fray, and they began swarming the small group of about a dozen people.
    

    
      “What in the hell?” said one dealer as he blasted off the zombie’s head with his pistol. This was not the ordinary hold up. Where and when did zombies come into the picture?
    

    
              These were not, unfortunately, the normal kinds of dealers. Opium comes at a large price, and with such money come strong bodyguards. Though outnumbered, the group of dealers held their own in the rain. Swordsmen sliced through the undead like papier-mâché, and sharpshooters blasted through the zombies with ease. Even magicians had their fair share of fun. 
    

    
              From his hiding spot, Zhao shot out two bone spikes at the dealers holding the bags, then sent two of his undead to retrieve the bags. Once the zombies grabbed the bags, he ordered them to come back his way, leaving the group distracted by his zombies.
    

    
              Suda li watched in horror. It didn’t take long for her to figure out Zhao’s plan. Though intelligent, he wasn't at the level to fight against people of that caliber. She needed to act quickly. She went around the fight and sprinted Zhao’s way. Even as she ran, she sensed his zombies being easily defeated. She sent a few banshees to buy a little more time.
    

    
      “Zhao!” she snapped, shoving him into a tree.
    

    
      “I made our money back. Aren’t you proud?”
    

    
      “You dumbass.” She cocked back her fist and knocked Zhao out cold on the spot. “This is the only way. You aren't strong enough to get out alive. Better you live than me.”
    

    
              She smiled a bit at him, then leaned down, kissed him on the forehead, and took both bags. Suda li then sprinted in the direction of the dealers. There was only one way Zhao could come out alive. To her surprise, the dealers had already defeated the undead; Zhao’s zombies stopped working the second he was knocked cold. 
    

    
      She dropped the bags and started firing purple flames at the men. Two were incinerated, but the rest dodged. She kept on firing and sending banshees after them, but it was no use. The men were simply too powerful for her. One magician made a tree come to life, and the branches of the tree gripped her arms and legs. Before Suda li could try to shoot fire, a swordsman pierced his katana through her guts. The pain was immeasurable. As she wailed in pain, blood poured down her mouth. She let go of her magic, and the pentagram on her forehead disappeared.
    

    
              The tree let go of her, and she lay up against the bark, grimacing at the men before her. With a flash of thunder, she could make out the ringleader’s face. Indeed, she recognized him. The scar across his eye and cheek was unquestionable. His name was Meishi, the very man who once owned her as a prostitute. He dressed in a guild’s outfit, with red katanas imprinted on a black kimono. Yet, Meishi didn't recognize her.
    

    
      “Hmph,” said Meishi, “so a rouge necromancer tries to steal from us. Why?”
    

    
      “Just needed quick cash,” she lied, “and what better way than to try to single-handedly steal from a bunch of bimbos?”
    

    
      “This will shut you up.” 
    

    
      He quickly pulled out a pistol and shot her on the kneecap. The pain of her shattering joint made her wail in agony. Tears streamed down her eyes.
    

    
              Meishi didn't stop there. He kept injecting rounds into her. He purposely didn't the hit the vital areas, just to make her suffer. Meishi shot until the revolver ran out of rounds, but even then he kept pulling the trigger, almost as if he was in a trance.
    

    
      “Should I execute her?” asked a swordsman.
    

    
      “No,” Meishi said with a laugh, “that would be too easy, and quite frankly, that's not my style. I’m going to let her die alone and in pain.” He gestured to the swordsman to pick up the bags. “Come on, boys, let's go. We got word earlier today the Dragon Warrior is heading to MuMu; Sako failed us, and I still want my cut of his bounty.”
    

    
              As the group of men left, Suda li grunted in pain. She covered her hands over her body, gripping her injured areas. Her guts bled out, and some of her intestines spilled onto her hands, but there was nothing she could do about it. She looked up towards the sky and awaited her fate.
    

    
              Zhao awakened. He didn’t remember much. All he knew was that Suda li had knocked him out. He looked around; his bags were missing. 
    

    
      That idiot. Don’t tell me she… 
    

    
      He sprinted back. The pouring rain fell all the harder. He ran until he tripped over something. He landed in blood, but this wasn't his own blood. He turned around. A flash of lightning flashed. Zhao’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “What happened?” he asked while hugging her.
    

    
      “Zhao,” whispered Suda li in his ear, “it was the only way to save you.”
    

    
      Tears went down his cheeks.
    

    
      “Don't be sad,” she said. “I did what was best for you. I always have your safety in mind, because I love you.” She coughed up more blood. “Ever since I was a child, I dreamed of having a family; people to love. I can now say my dreams are fulfilled. Each and every necromancer I trained with are my family, and you're my most cherished family member of them all.” She rubbed the top of his head and smiled. “Oh, how I wish I could see you grow up just a little longer. Promise me you'll become an accomplished necromancer.”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      Even more blood spilled down her mouth as she said, “And remember to try to shower when you get the chance…and change your underwear, too. And slutty women…stay away from those. And make sure you eat a healthy diet.”
    

    
      Zhao clenched his fists. “No, I have an idea.”
    

    
              Zhao knew one way to possibly save her. It was a forbidden art among the necromancers, but what choice did he have? His specialty was the manipulation of flesh, and he'd even studied anatomy. Perhaps if he could use his necromancy to manipulate Suda li’s flesh, she could live. It would be a long shot, though. He'd heard the stories. People commonly got sick and died with the operation. Healing flesh with undead flesh could plague her entire body. Yet, he had no choice in the matter. 
    

    
      He placed some blood on his and Suda li’s head. Though faint, he could still trace some necromancy powers within her. He ripped open her shirt and began the operation. Placing his hands on her stomach, he connected his necromancy weaves with hers. Now that they were on the same link, he began manipulating her body. Slowly, he healed her wombs and even managed to take the bullets out of her. Before finishing, he slit his wrist. Using his powers, he controlled the blood flowing from his wrist and transferred his blood to Suda li. He stitched up his wound, as well as Suda li’s wounds. She was going to live, for now. Even so, with the plague in her body, her time was limited. Slowly still, unless he found a cure, she would die.
    

    
              Zhao smiled in relief. He simply lay next to her and looked up, grinning at the cherry blossom tree sitting right above them. The rain continued to pour, but the both of them were too weak to do anything. They just lay there.
    

    
      “Sis.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry for being a burden on you.”
    

    
      “No, I will never consider you a burden. A pain, yes, but never a burden.”
    

    
      “I almost got you killed.”
    

    
      “And you paid me back by healing me. You got us in quite a mess, but no matter what happens, we're still family. I love you the way you are.”
    

    
      Zhao looked up at the skies. “Remember how we met, Suda li?”
    

    
      “Of course. We were burdened by terrible pasts but were at least fortunate enough to be together.”
    

    
          
    

    
      Suda li laid her head against the bark and recalled the memories. Many years ago, when she was a pre-teen, she sat on a bench and looked at the inner city. The inner and outer city of Kangbock were separated by a river. During this time of the season, the river was nearly frozen. She gazed at the other side of the river. Suda li enviously watched young girls from higher classes going to school. She oftentimes sat on the bench, watching them do everything from studying to dating to gossiping.
    

    
      “Hey Suda li, come with me,” a man said as he walked past her. 
    

    
          Suda li hesitated for a second. She noticed the fine leather coats he wore, then looked back over the lake and noticed the girls over there were also wearing fine leather coats. Suda li looked down. All she had on was a rag of a robe. In fact, her robe was a potato sack made of jute twine. Three holes were punched in it to make way for her head and arms. That’s all she wore. She didn’t have shoes, gloves, hats, or undergarments, and the chilling wind bit her skin.
    

    
      “What are you doing just sitting there? Are you too stupid to comprehend basic language?” The man was a large one, standing at roughly six feet tall, and he had a muscular build. Scars lay on his cheek and eye, a katana hung loosely at his side, and a revolver pistol sat on the other. His name was Meishi.
    

    
      Suda li looked at the man and asked, “It’s cold. Can I please have a coat to wear?”
    

    
      “A coat?” The man unsheathed his katana and pointed the tip at her, so close that the tip touched her nose. She could feel the chi being expunged from the blade. As blood trickled down her nose, Suda li’s eyes widened and she grabbed her bleeding nose and started crying.
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” cried Suda li. “Please don't kill me. I actually like the cold, I promise.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
          Meishi started walking again, and she followed. He made a turn over the bridge that separated the two halves of the city. For once, she could actually venture over the bridge into the wealthier side of town. She walked at his heels. The wind gusted harder than ever, and she would have fallen off the bridge if it wasn’t for the railing. She got back on balance and ran back to his back. Soon, they made it over the bridge. 
    

    
      Suda li followed him into the city until she ran into his legs; apparently, he'd stopped and started speaking to a trader. Suda li glanced over at the school girls. Daughters of guild soldiers, businessmen, and government officials went there. She ran over and gave a wave.
    

    
      “Hi,” she said jovially. “My name is Suda li. Want to play?”
    

    
      The girls simply stared at her with fearful eyes, then looked at their feet. One of the parents shepherded the children out of the way, giving Suda li a disgusted look and getting the kids as far away from her as he could.
    

    
      “Come on,” said Meishi, “you'll soon have a new home.”
    

    
          She followed the man into an inn. Inside sat many travelers and guildies alike. People drink alcohol and sung. She looked over to see a bartender beating a marine in an arm wrestling match. 
    

    
      The man opened a door in the ground to reveal a straight wooden staircase leading to the basement, where he saw many people sitting in chairs. She also saw a group of prostitutes being herded into a group. At the very back of the room stood a stand with a set of stairs attached to it. One by one, each prostitute stepped up onto the stand and stood. The people sitting in the chairs bid on the prostitutes, and the highest bid took the prostitute home. 
    

    
          It was Suda li’s turn to step up on the stand. She grimaced and stepped on the cold wooden steps, then gazed at the crowd before her as they frantically bid for her because she was younger. Time flew by quickly, and finally a magician's bid won her. She wanted to think of anything but her reality.
    

    
      When the bidding was done, the magician showed Suda li to her new home. He took her to a brothel and showed her a door to a cellar. After locking the door behind her, he mumbled words of enchantment, causing the door to have a red glow.
    

    
      “May I ask,” she said, “why does the door glow red?”
    

    
      “It’s an enchantment. It seals the door shut, and only a trained, educated magician such as myself can open it.” 
    

    
      Once again, he pulled out his spell book and chanted, then both of them walked down the old steps until they reached the basement. There, dozens of women sat and lay around. Many of them were malnourished. The basement was so packed, there wasn’t enough room for everyone to lay down. Some had to lay on top of each other to sleep, and many huddled together to conserve warmth. A large circular bucket sat on the very corner of the room in case someone needed to use the bathroom. Every now and then, a man would come down and feed the prostitutes a large plate of bread, molded vegetables, and water.
    

    
      Suda li sighed. “It looks the same as my last home.”
    

    
      “Good,” said the magician, “then you'll have no problem fitting in with your new friends. You start your work tomorrow.” 
    

    
          Suda li wiggled her way through the overcrowded room and found a spot near a wall, where she huddled up. There were few blankets for the women, and many of them shivered in the cold. Suda li leaned her head against the wall, where she went to sleep.
    

    
      An entire night felt like a couple of hours, and she woke up many times in the cold, dark room. The only thing keeping her from madness was the dream of one day attending a school like the one for the girls from the inner city. One day, perhaps, she could learn to read and write. She also dreamed of meeting a samurai in shining armor to take her away. For now, only the cold stone floor greeted her. This was her reality.
    

    
      Dawn arose. She and her fellow prostitutes were guided upstairs, while the women upstairs went downstairs. They were counted by head as a man took attendance. Just like it was all her life, Suda li did her prostitute work, and before she knew it, it was nighttime. 
    

    
      Three men came into the building, chattering and laughing. Suda li listened in on their conversation. Apparently, one of the men was going to get married tomorrow, and his two friends were throwing him a secret bachelor's party. The man getting married was apparently an accountant working for the governor. One of his two friends was a professor, while the other one was an officer in the marines.
    

    
      “There,” the accountant pointed towards Suda li, “I want her. I want her back at my place for the night.”
    

    
      “But sir,” said the magician, running to the scene, “it’s not in our policy to have the women leave. If you want to take her to your room, you’ll have to pay a security deposit.”
    

    
      “Like this?” The accountant took a sack of Kobans from his pocket and threw them at the magician. “Is that enough for ya? ”
    

    
      The magician looked inside the bag and grinned. “Of course. Have fun with her.”
    

    
      She left with the three men, following at their heels. Freezing rain poured onto the pavement. The walk lasted a full half an hour. They finally made it to their destination, coming to a small house-like building. As the three men came in and lit candles all throughout the house, she saw the building was comprised of three rooms. The first room, the main room, was the room they resided in. The accountant went to another room and grabbed many large bottles of Sake. It was going to be a long night.
    

    
      During the night, Suda li snapped. In a fit of anger, she punched the accountant in the face. She stared blankly at him, not sure what to do. The three men then grouped together and approached her, and Suda li begged not to be beaten.
    

    
      Her pleading meant nothing to them. All three of them jumped her, punching her until she fell to the ground. Even on the ground, they kicked her. Bruises and bumps appeared all over Suda li's body while her blood lined the floor. When all was finished, the accountant picked her up and threw her out the door.
    

    
      Suda li landed on the cold, hard pavement. Freezing rain drenched her body, and the blackness of night hindered her sight. She honestly didn’t know what to do. This wasn't fair - none of it was. 
    

    
      Why is it my lot to suffer? Why is it my lot never to have hope? I guess there is one sure way to end my pain.
       
    

    
      Suda li got up and ran, heading down the city towards the bridge. She ran to the middle of the bridge and took her balance on the rail. One last time, she took a good look at the inner city, then glanced down at the running river below her. Closing her eyes, she jumped. Her body plunged into the freezing water, and it didn’t help that she didn’t know how to swim. She blacked out, trying to think of anything but her reality.
    

    
          
    

    
      Suda li slowly opened her eyes...she wasn’t dead, was she? She lay in a tent, fully clothed. Bandages and ointments lined her skin. She got out of her covers and crawled out of the tent. To her amazement, she saw an older man with an orc.
    

    
      “I bet you had a rough night last night,” said the man. “Come and sit.”
    

    
      “I, uh…”
    

    
      “Don’t worry about me,” said the orc. “Most humans never see my kind, so I'm used to it. Here, have some of our ramen.” He dipped a cup into the pot of ramen and handed it to Suda li, along with chopsticks.
    

    
      “I don’t understand,” Suda li said with a frown.
    

    
      "Allow me to start,” replied the elderly man.“We're two necromancers, and we were making our way through the forest when we saw your body washed up along the shore. It’s practically a miracle you survived, but you weren't going to make it long. My buddy here took your body, dried you off, clothed you, and placed you under the tent for the night.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” Suda li slowly sipped her ramen. “This is all too weird. I was once a prostitute, and now I'm here, away from it all. Should I go back?”
    

    
      “No, do what makes you happy.”
    

    
      “But being…that's all I know. The other alternative is killing myself.”
    

    
      The orc gave her a grim look. “I understand your plight. Many of us necromancers do. You can come with us and join the Black Sun. We'll bring you in, where you can have a family of people who care about you.”
    

    
      “What's The Black Sun?”
    

    
      “This will take some explaining.” He took one big gulp of his ramen and continued. “Many people, like ourselves, are marginalized in the world. I'm different from my orcish race. I have the ability to weave magic, which is rare for orcs. I was adopted by a woman as an infant. She and her father took great care of me. However, the people were weary of me because I'm an orc. On a daily basis, I was harassed by the peasants of the town. One day they came and burned my house down, killing my foster mother and her father in the process.” He tried hiding his burn marks, then glanced over at the elderly man and continued. “My friend over here was once a royal banker for Shogun Sentai. One day, someone embezzled a large sum of money from the royal vaults and blamed my friend here. He was sentenced for a crime he didn’t do and served forty years of his life in prison for embezzlement. He was fifteen when the sentence came over him, and fifty-five when he got out of prison.”
    

    
      “That’s horrible.”
    

    
      “Indeed it is. You see, we're the necromancers of the Black Sun. We believe in a higher cause. We mortals are shackled to the endless chain of reincarnation. For thousands of years, our souls have been subjected to living lives after lives of endless suffering, with no end in sight. You're a prostitute in this life, but in the next life you could be blind or tortured for your beliefs or see your family die for unjust reasons. This is this reason why we place our faith in Leviathan. We believe that, if we’re able to free Leviathan from his bonds, he can end the endless cycle of reincarnation by ending the existence of souls itself. So what do you say… do you want to join?”
    

    
      “I don’t know…” Suda li thought about it for a minute. 
    

    
      All my life, I’ve been persecuted by people. Yet, you people, who do not know me, showed me unconditional kindness. What a sweet feeling to be treated like a princess by people I don’t even know.
       
    

    
      “I'll do it. I want to be a part of the Black Sun.” 
    

    
      Never again. I'll never be hopeless again.
    

    
      For two years, Suda li trained underground and harnessed her strength. She came along quite well, mastering the art of summoning banshees. One day while walking through the underground cellars, she overheard two of the senior necromancers talking. Apparently, they'd gotten a new recruit named Zhao.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the present, Suda li opened her eyes again as Zhao worked frantically to make the setting as comfortable as could be for her. He found a blanket and threw it over her, then searched through her bag and pulled out bread. Handing it to Suda li, he tripped and landed on his face.
    

    
      “Falling on your face, just like old times.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Hey, I was thinking… remember when we first met? Remember how you first joined the Black Sun?”
    

    
      “How could I forget?”
    

    
          
    

    
      As Zhao unwrapped his bread and bit into it, memories flooded his mind. Roughly around eight to ten years ago, Zhao sat with his younger sister in a refugee camp. Such was the life of the younger Zhao. Both of his parents came into a tent, holding what little rations they could.
    

    
      “This is going to have to last,” said his father, “so don’t eat it all in one place. Do I make myself clear?”
    

    
      “Yes, Father.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      His mother nudged his father on the forearm, saying, “Quit beating around the bush. Just tell them.”
    

    
      “I guess I can’t hold the secret any longer. Zhao, I'm going to tell you something you may not like. Are you prepared to take it all in like the man I raised you to be?”
    

    
      “Yes, Dad.”
    

    
      “Shogun Sentai’s forces are coming soon. I don’t know what will happen to us, but based off the total war policy he established, it’s not likely we’re not going to survive here.” He lowered his head dejectedly. “This rebellion has caused nothing but heartache.”
    

    
      “We should leave the camp.”
    

    
      “If I could, I would. However, the officials are forbidding us from leaving because the Shogun said that, if refugees try to escape, his guilds will surely end their lives.”
    

    
      “But you just said staying would result in us getting killed.”
    

    
      “I know, son. I know. There are a few officials who will allow children to pass and escape. I want you to take your younger sister and leave this camp. Live and establish your lives later. I will guide you to the officer who’ll let you free. She’s a nice lady.”
    

    
      That night, his father guided both Zhao and his younger sister around the camp. The heat of the summer night drenched their clothing in sweat. His father took both their hands and gracefully glided past the guards, then met a woman on the outskirts of the camp and offered up his two children.
    

    
      “Here they are. Show them the way to the next town, and please be careful with them.”
    

    
      “I will do what I can.”
    

    
      Zhao’s father grabbed both his children and hugged them. He kissed each of them on the forehead, giving them one last goodbye before leaving. He then bid them goodbye and turned his head quickly enough to prevent them from seeing his tears.
    

    
      Such was the scene of the refugee camps. For the past six months, the province Zhao resided in fought a brutal rebellion war with the Shogun regime. For six months, entire villages burned in the crossfires of intense warfare, and tens of thousands of civilians became uprooted from their own homes. Zhao wanted to remember a time when his life made sense. He missed working with his father, crafting furniture.
    

    
      The woman gave a warm smile while guiding them into the darkness. “What are your names?”
    

    
      “I’m Zhao, and this is my sister, Rina.”
    

    
      “Those are beautiful names for beautiful children.” The woman stood about five-foot-three, had red brown hair rolled in a bun, and a large gash was plainly visible across her cheek. She dressed in black clothing and carried knives. She must have been a shinobi.    
    

    
      Zhao took her hand. “Will we see our parents again?”
    

    
      “Of course you will,” she said with a grin. For a shinobi, she was a terrible liar. Zhao appreciated that at least she tried to make them feel better. Rina believed every word. The lady guided them for a few more miles into the darkness. 
    

    
      “I’m going to let you two off here. You need to guide your sister up the road to the next town.” She grabbed Zhao by the two cheeks and glared at him. “I need you to be a man and take good care of your younger sister.” She handed them a small bag. “This is all the food your parents could spare. Budget it wisely.”
    

    
      “I will try.”
    

    
      “You will do.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma'am.”
    

    
      Zhao and his younger sister walked for three days down the pathway. Though the food was just enough to last one meal, they spaced it out for three days. The heat of the sun scorched their skin, and both kids stuck out their tongues in exhaustion.
    

    
      “Look,” said Rina, “there's smoke from our camp.”
    

    
      “Huh?” Zhao turned around. Black smoke rose from the camp they'd left only days ago.
    

    
      “What’s happening?”
    

    
      “They’re… uh… they're just having a party. They're eating good food and having a jolly old time.” Zhao tried his hardest to hold back the tears.
    

    
      “Wow,” replied Rina. “That’s greedy of them. When I become a monk, I'll never exclude people from dinner.”
    

    
      “You still want to be a monk, li'l sis?”
    

    
      “Of course I do. I know exactly what I want to do. I want to take care of children, just like how I used to take care of my dolls. I bet I can teach them how to read and write. And you'll be the janitor.”
    

    
      “Hey.” Zhao rubbed Rina’s hair. “Why the janitor?”
    

    
      She giggled. “Because you look like one, silly.” Her stomach growled. “When are we going to eat again?”
    

    
      “Soon. The next town is just up next here. Maybe we can find some work.”
    

    
      “Ewww, I don’t want to work.”
    

    
      “You'll have to work to be a monk.”
    

    
      “Yes, but I'll work with children, DUH!”
    

    
      Zhao giggled and kept on walking. Somehow, he successfully held back the tears. By the time they made it to the next town, the sun had set. Immediately, they noticed the banners of the Shogun standing tall and proud. Zhao used this opportunity to ask each and every person to put them to work. No one was hiring, and even if they were, they wouldn’t hire two small children. Zhao even made the effort to beg, but with food rations being how they were, no one was willing to share.
    

    
      Zhao became desperate. He didn’t want to steal, because the guards could end their lives. However, what if he asked the guards? Everyone told him back at the camp that Shogun Sentai’s soldiers weren't to be trusted. However, Rina may die without food. The sun was now nestled below the horizon, and the darkness of night was only buffered out by torches. 
    

    
      Zhao approached the soldier’s tent, grabbing his sister’s hand. The guards Zhao spotted held their helmets at their sides, talking. He hesitated for a second. Many of them were tipsy from alcohol. 
    

    
      “Excuse me,” said Zhao, keeping a firm grip over Rina’s hand. “We haven't eaten in days. Please spare us a ration.”
    

    
      The swordsmen simply ignored them. 
    

    
      They couldn't find work in that town, so they moved to the next one. To their horror, they met the same result. No one wanted to hire them or spare them some food. Zhao tried stealing, but that resulted in him being brutally beaten. 
    

    
      Zhao continued traveling with his sister, growing ever more hungry. The two turned gaunt and pale. Over the course of these events, Rina caught a fever. Her face turned red, and her forehead felt hot. Zhao needed to do something, and quick. In the night, he placed Rina inside an abandoned home.
    

    
      “Zhao,” said Rina, “I’m scared and hungry.”
    

    
      “It’s OK, sis, everything will be alright. Let me try to steal some food again. I promise to be back.”
    

    
      “But I'm scared.”
    

    
      “Don't be afraid, sis. I'll get us some food, and you'll get better. You just need some food in your system, that’s all. If anything happens, know that I'll always be there for you.” 
    

    
      Zhao kissed Rina’s forehead and left, then went into the town to find some food. He saw a group of guards sitting at a tent, eating out of a bucket filled with rice paddies. If only he could find a way to take some for himself. 
    

    
      He faced the soldiers and said, “Guards, I saw a shinobi slay one of your soldiers.”
    

    
      “Where?” barked one of the guards.
    

    
      “I saw it down south that way. Hurry before he kills more of us.”
    

    
      All the swordsmen sprinted towards the south. Zhao waited until they were out of sight, then used his shirt to snatch up many rice paddies. He sprinted back to the abandoned house with a grin from ear to ear, where he gently closed the door behind him and ran towards Rina.
    

    
      “Sis, I brought home food. Wake up.”
    

    
      Something was wrong.
    

    
      She wasn't breathing.
    

    
      Her body lay motionless.
    

    
      “I'm sorry I couldn't protect you, Rina.” He nudged her, but she remained motionless.
    

    
      “You must've fallen asleep. I took too long. Please wake up so I can apologize.” He nudged her some more, but she still didn't respond.
    

    
      “Rina, wake up.”
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      “Please, wake up.” He nudged her harder.
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      “Please don’t tell me… you can’t be. You aren't dead,” He nudged her as hard as he could.
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      Zhao grabbed her by the shirt and started shaking her. “It can’t end like this. What about your hopes and dreams? Did they mean nothing to you?”
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      “Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!” He shook and shook but got the same results. As he glared into Rina's lifeless eyes ,he knew it was all over. Zhao’s eyes watered in pain. Then, for the first time, the irrational fear in his eyes appeared. He simply plopped down on her dead body, defeated. He lay there, mourning over Rina’s dead body for two days. Hunger and fatigue didn’t affect him. He just wanted to die.
    

    
      “You seem hungry.” Early in the morning, a man showed up. “Take this bread and eat up.” He handed Zhao a loaf of bread.
    

    
      Zhao took the bread and devoured it in a quick second. When he finished, he gazed up at the man, then back at his sister.
    

    
      “Don’t you speak?”
    

    
      Zhao didn’t say a word; he just stared blankly at the man. The man extended his hand and offered to help him up.
    

    
      “You must be a mute. I don’t know what happened to you, but I can offer you a home and family. I'm sorry for what happened to your friend there. Allow me to help you up."
    

    
      The man lifted Zhao up on his shoulder and took off with him. They traveled for a bit over two weeks. In the middle of a forest, the man took Zhao into a cave, which led down into what seemed like an underground fortress. Ancient crypts and walkways lined the system. Even irrigation canals flowed into the place.
    

    
      Zhao’s training began quickly. The necromancers tried teaching him their ways, but the boy refused. He didn’t speak, nor did he learn. He did, however, eat their food. A few of the necromancers gave up in frustration, while others persevered. One day, he sat on a bench, watching the water in the irrigation canal. Torches lit the underground fortress.
    

    
      A woman passed by and sat near him. A darker skinned woman, Zhao found her somewhat attractive. The girl folded her hands together and studied him. 
    

    
      “Hi,” said the woman. “I’m Suda li. What’s your name?”
    

    
      Zhao didn't respond.
    

    
      “You must be one of those shy types. I have a joke for you.” She took a deep breath and said, “OK, so what happened in the race between the lettuce and the tomato?” She waited a second to give Zhao time to think, then grinning, she said, “The lettuce was ahead.”
    

    
      Zhao tried holding in his laughter, but he soon started cracking up. He nearly fell off the bench laughing.
    

    
      “See, I knew I could make you talk.”
    

    
      “You make me feel good inside. My name is Zhao.”
    

    
      The two of them became the best of friends. Because of this, the senior necromancers allowed Suda li to train him. It wasn’t just a matter of training. They joked and laughed together. Zhao had an older figure to protect him, and Suda li had a younger figure to nurture. It didn’t take long for them to develop a sister-brother relationship.
    

    
      One day during a thunderstorm, Zhao work up in a heated sweat. Nightmares had plagued him the entire nigh, and he woke up, listening to the rumbling of thunder - though underground he could still hear it. Zhao darted down the halls. The irrigation waterway flowed rougher than usual due to the rain. He made a swift turn to Suda li’s room, then leaped on her bed and called her name.
    

    
      “What do you want this time of night?” asked Suda li.
    

    
      “I had a nightmare.”
    

    
      “About what?”
    

    
      “My family. I never told you about what happened to my family.”
    

    
      And so Zhao spilled all his emotional baggage that night, telling Suda like about everything from the refugee camps to the Rina's death. She allowed him into her sheets and snuggled him while he cried, trying to comfort him with her words the best she could. In the process, she told of her story of being a prostitute. Rina's story reminded her too much of her own story, and somehow they both seemed interconnected because of it. She started crying while telling her story, then both of them spent the night crying on each other, finally able to vent. The relationship between Suda li and Zhao greatly tightened after that; it was almost as if they truly were related.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the present, Zhao sighed. “We hit rock bottom, didn't we, Lili?”
    

    
      “Nope. We just escaped from a powerful drug lord. I'd say we're quite fortunate.”
    

    
      “Heh, maybe so. I guess we need to focus on getting you up to MuMu as quickly as possible. They may know of a way to cure you of the plague.”
    

    
      “I can’t think of a better plan. I also took the security deposit from the apartment. It should last us if we spend sparingly.”
    

    
              The both of them simply sat along the tree as cherry blossoms fell from it and rain poured all the harder. It was going to be a long night. 
    

    
      In the present, they both simply gazed at the falling leaves of the cherry blossoms. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Seven
    

    
      Bao’s Feud
       
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
              Daichi held his katana firmly in his hand, waiting for an attack from Bao. A full day had passed since the group left Kangbok, and the company sparred on the rolling plains. They made sure to stay out of the way of the road, avoiding weary travelers. The morning sun rose over the horizon. Far away from the company lay the city of Kangbok, and one could put a finger to his eye and compare it to the city. To their east, they could see workers from all over the world laboring away, building the regional train track.
    

    
      “The Hammer is going to 
      nail 
      you into the ground,” Bao said, then began chuckling. “Do you get it? I am nicknamed The Hammer, and I want to 
      nail 
      you into the ground.”
Daichi sighed in a dejected manner. “Can you please just stop with the puns? They’re not funny.” He grunted, then began sparring. 
    

    
      My vision grows worse by the day. It’s even starting to get difficult to read. Soon, I’ll be blind. 
      While charging, Daichi closed his eyes. He could still see Bao in front of him - just in his chi. Though he couldn’t see with his eyes closed, he could see colors of chakra making up the image of people. He could see this in all people, as every soul has the seven chakras. Though normal people appear as white, a person who can use chi appears as light blue.
    

    
      “The Hammer is not going to lose the spar this time. Whatcha gonna do when Hammermania runs wild on you, brother?”
    

    
      “Really?”
“Oh yeah! Check out these pythons, brother.” He kissed his biceps. “I can’t lose.”
    

    
      “You already did.” Daichi swung behind Bao and grabbed him, then finished by putting his katana to Bao’s neck. “I guess that makes me the winner, again. Better luck next time.” He sighed and leaped back.
    

    
      “You don’t have to rub it in. The Hammer does not appreciate your attitude.”
    

    
      “Get over it. We have a good chance of facing each other in the Shogun Tournament.”
“But we’re brothers.”
“We are not brothers. We’re not even related. We’re two people pitted against each other by nations with bloodlust for one another. In fact, they want us to kill each other. Is that what brothers do?”
“The Hammer knows our situation. But remember, no matter how dire the situation, never forsake family. The Hammer is happy to know that you and the two old people who raised us are The Hammer’s only true family.”
    

    
      “Hmph, I’m not,” Daichi said, then left. He lay down on behind a log his hand to his cheek and closed his eyes.
    

    
      “The nerve of him,” Bao said as he placed his two-handed hammer onto the ground. “One day, I’ll beat him.” 
    

    
      There was once a time when both of them got along with each other. Now, ever since coming back from the land of Date, Daichi’s entire personality had changed. Once the two of them began traveling with each other in secret, life became very different for the two warriors. Bao was loud and cumbersome, while Daichi was quiet and soft spoken.
    

    
      
    

    
      It all started several years back. As teenagers, Bao and Daichi worked on the farm in a far off land. The farm was owned by an elderly couple that could never have kids. One day when Bao went in to get him and his brother some water, Daichi, harvesting the crops, peered out to see men carrying two banners marching into the field. The soldiers had no regard whatsoever for the crops as they trampled and ruined an entire season’s worth of work.
    

    
      “I do not understand,” said Daichi. “Why do you do this?”
“Yep,” said one of the men, “you’re the spitting image of your father. You’re coming with us.” Several of the men grabbed Daichi and took him by force, with one man throwing him onto his back.
    

    
      “What are you doing?!” yelled Bao. “What did we do to you to deserve this?” He exclaimed as he ran for his brother. He reached out his hand to Daichi, who likewise reached out to Bao. Before the two of them could touch, the men grabbed Bao.
    

    
      “And you must be the other one,” said one of the men. “You’re going to the land of Wan, where you’ll be crowned heir. We don’t have much time to train you.”
    

    
      “The hell? You’re not making any sense. I just want my brother back.”
“Everything will be explained in time.”
    

    
      The two brothers separated, with Bao being taken to the capital of Wan, while Daichi was carted off to the land of Date. The Shogun allowed the people of Wan to keep many of their cultures and customs, which was good. Wan was known for being a nation that experimented with new ideas, and its people didn’t want to follow the guidelines of old customs and traditions or abide by old bloodlines and feudal lords. To them, experimenting was the only way a nation could advance. In fact, rumors leaked to the public that investors were going to fund what many called an industrial revolution. 
    

    
      The men took Bao to the palace, where he met his biological parents. It wasn’t all that great of an event for him, for he couldn’t care for people he never knew. 
    

    
      In Wan, Bao was taught the ways of being a hybrid warrior, one who was both a chi weaver and magician. This type of practice was a dangerous one; chi and weaves were never meant to be mixed, and doing so could prove catastrophic. The men told Bao of the rivalry, of having to slay his brother during the Shogun Tournament in the name of Wan and become Shogun. Bao didn’t care. He trained, knowing deep down the power of family and kinsmanship would somehow prevail. So he kept training, hoping everything would work out for the best.
    

    
      Daichi was in a completely different situation. Just as in Wan, the Shogun allowed the people of Date to keep their customs; however, in the land of Date, old customs and traditions were canon in their lives. To forsake an ancient custom was to disgrace not only yourself, but also your family. Honor was a high priority in the land of Date. If a warrior were to fail at a task; he was expected to commit suicide to prevent the honor of his family from being stained. Every warrior in the nation was either a samurai, samurai chi weaver, or swordsman. Not everyone could be a chi weaver, so the latter became swordsmen in service to the feudal lord. Becoming a samurai was reserved for nobility and sometimes men born with the ability to use chi. Even now, Date is run by a feudal lord, although most nations abandoned the feudal system when the Feudal Age ended after the hundred-year war. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A few years into his training, Daichi was sparring with several samurai holding wooden sticks. He’d learned to use his chi and weave into his blade, but he wasn’t using his blade at the moment, so he was unable to use his chi. Still, Daichi defeated the samurai with ease, knocking all three of them to the ground, where they groaned in pain.
    

    
      “Well done,” said Mori, his trainer and uncle. “Now we start the real training of this exercise.”
“Real training?”
“Yes. You are to kill all three of these men for their failures.”
“But these people just failed in sparring. Besides, they’re the same age as me. They haven’t lived their lives yet.”
“You will find that mercy is not to be given to failures. It is the code of the samurai. It is the way of Bushido. It is tradition. The only way to redeem their honor is by slaying them.”
“But this is not even a mission. This is a simple sparring match. There’s no reason to kill these people.”
Mori grunted. “You disgrace me. You will be punished deeply for your intolerance.” His uncle went to the three teenagers, pulled out his katana, and gave them each a swift death. Gashes wrenched into their jugulars, and their blood squirted onto the walls.
    

    
      “Why did you do that?!” Daichi said as streams of tears fell from his eyes. “They were my friends.”
“You are no true friend. You denied 
      your 
      friends an honorable death. Now I have to inform their parents that they died with no honor.”
    

    
      “No! I hate you!” Daichi screamed, then took his wooden sword and swung it at Mori. His uncle responded by kicking him down. “You will be punished thoroughly for your disgrace.”
    

    
      For the next hour, Daichi was punished. He hung from a rope, his hands tied together by a long rope tied to a wheel up high. Beneath him was a large pool of water. He hung there completely naked, looking at the crowd of people watching for his public humiliation. His biological father, the feudal lord, watched with scornful eyes, hating Daichi for dishonoring them. Following along, the peasants and samurai also looked at him with scornful eyes. 
    

    
      As a light drizzle of rain dripped onto the Earth, Mori said, “Your dishonorable acts not only dishonor you, but your family and nation. You must be purged of your intolerance.”
    

    
      Weights hung from Daichi’s ankles, so when a peasant let go of the rope, he went splashing into the water beneath him. It was freezing cold, and Mori left him there to hold his breath for a while. The peasant then grabbed the rope and pulled Daichi back up. With the chilling air biting Daichi’s nude skin bone deep, Mori, holding a whip, whipped him several times before ordering him to be dumped back into the water. This cycle went on for what seemed like forever to Daichi, then after the torment finally ceased, he was let go from the rope and thrown onto the ground. 
    

    
      His father, the feudal lord, stood over him and roared, “Let my son’s punishment be an example to anyone who defies my rule! Daichi, you must apologize to me.”
Though he resented his father, Daichi looked up at him and said, “I am sorry –” 
    

    
      His apology was interrupted by his father’s foot, which mashed Daichi’s face into the soil.
    

    
      “You are not worthy to look me in the face. Your face belongs in the dirt, as you’re nothing but dirt. Kiss the dirt and apologize.”
With his father’s foot still on his head, Daichi, his voice murmuring in the ground, said, “I am sorry, Father. I am sorry to my entire nation for my dishonor. Please accept this apology as a token of my gratitude.” Still scorning, his father removed his foot from Daichi’s head and said, “Come, you will have a long day when we get back to my palace. Do you understand?”
“I do, Father.”
    

    
      Daichi stood up, saw his parents leaving for the palace, and followed. Samurai circled him as he walked, protecting him, as his father had commanded; however, no one offered Daichi any clothes. He had to walk naked and beaten all the way back to the palace, so he simply held his head down, dejected, and walked. He felt like a prisoner in his own land.
    

    
      Back in his room at the palace, peasants scrambled to dress him. Although he didn’t want them, Daichi had his own servants, his family having insisted it was their place in life; in their mind, it was the natural state of things. To them, their only worth was the revenue they generated. 
    

    
      While dressing, Mori came into the room. “I see you are dressed properly now. Your spar is not over. Come out and finish training with your masters, now.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mori Sensei.”  
    

    
      Daichi went through the palace to the training room, where he saw several samurai and trainers eyeing him. He leaped onto the floor and began his training, and they trained for hours that night. Each and every time Daichi would mess up, he’d be brutally punished. Any flaw in his form or stance would cause a trainer to strike him. To them, pain was the only way to grow stronger, as it was a sign of weakness leaving the body. Pain and fear made students the capable samurai they were, and their lives were but chess pieces for the feudal lord to command. In the tournament, Daichi would be a pawn, pit against Bao, another pawn, all in the name of bringing Date back to its former glory.
    

    
      After his training finally ended, Daichi went into his room. It had been a long day, and all he wanted to do was go to sleep. A few of his friends had died, he was publicly humiliated, and he had to train for hours on end; such was the typical day in the land of Date. 
    

    
      He heard his mother coming in and turned around. “What do you want?” he said.
    

    
      “I came here to tell you something,” she said, then closed the shade and bent low for Daichi to hear. “When you were an infant, I sent private messages to the land of Wan. The mother of the heir and I talked back and forth and decided to send you and her child to an old farm where you would be away from this kind of torment. I’m sorry they found you. I’m sorry your life changed for the worse.”
    

    
      “At least you tried.”
    

    
      Many more years passed in the land of Date, and over the course of those years Daichi became an exceptional chi weaver samurai. His skills were excellent, outclassing the others, and he was soon a B-Class samurai. One day, he was walking down the road and saw a few peasants. One of them was a father giving his children food while hugging his wife. When they saw him, the peasants scrambled to bow to him. Daichi nodded and moved on. It was like his father said, ‘Everyone has their own place in the world, written in stone. Your place is to become a feudal lord.’ And so as the years passed, Daichi’s strength and indoctrination increased. 
    

    
      “Well,” said Mori, “It has been three years since your humiliation. Today is your last day here before you go out on your adventure. Do you remember what I said the other night? Repeat it.” 
    

    
      “I’m to travel the world to gain strength, then return before the Shogun Tournament, when I’m an exceptional samurai.”
“Good. I have one last task for you.”
“My life for you, Mori Sensei.”
“It seems we found out your mother was the one who sent you out to that farm all those years ago. Such an act is unforgivable. Your father sent me to kill her, but her blood will only dishonor my blade. I want you to kill her. This is the last testimony of your loyalty and honor to your land.” 
    

    
      Mori snapped his fingers, and two samurai brought his mother into them room and threw her onto the floor. 
    

    
      Daichi hesitated. He couldn’t kill the only person who’d ever shown him kindness. He’d rather forfeit his own life.
    

    
      Gasping for air, his mother said, “I can tell by that look on your face, you don’t want to kill me. Please, kill me. It would be better for me to die than for both of us to. I’ve lived my life, and all I want is for you to live yours. You’re my only son, and I love you. Don’t forsake my love, and don’t forsake family. No matter how bad things get, never forsake the people you love.”
“But Mother…”
“Don’t feel sorry for me. I only want you to live, my son. But remember, always love those who love you. This nation is built off the hatred of the world. Date is stuck in the past, trying to cling to old bloodlines and past customs. The world around us is living in an age of peace, so don’t forsake what so many people in this world died trying to create.” 
    

    
      Mori yelled, “Shut up, bitch!” He then slapped his mother and looked towards Daichi. “Now boy, slay her.”
    

    
      Crying, Daichi charged for his mother. He wanted to give her a quick death - an honorable death. As he pierced the blade into her heart, her eyes widened. Smiling, blood ran down her mouth, then she reached up, grabbed Daichi’s kimoto, and whimpered, “Daichi, I… love…” She collapsed in his arms.
    

    
      Daichi clenched his mother, mumbling, “I know you do.”
    

    
      Mori looked down at Daichi and socked him in his face. “Quit crying. Crying is for the weak. Crying stains our honor.”
    

    
      Daichi traveled the world for one year, but not in pursuit of strength; rather, he was looking for Bao. For many months, he searched throughout Wan, going undercover until he finally found his brother. Daichi oftentimes wondered what to do. He could run away, but that would stain his nation’s honor. Killing himself would do the same. It was apparent Bao would be unable to kill him. Indeed, the samurai was stuck between a rock and a hard place.
    

    
      
    

    
      Back in the present, Bao grunted in anger. “If that Daichi thinks he can tell me I’m not family, he has another think coming.” He ignored Raizen, Chun, and Agara and kept training.
    

    
      “Don’t hold your breath,” replied Daichi. “For your sake, you better hope we don’t meet in the tournament.”
“The Hammer is not threatened by your threats. You see, The Hammer knows for a fact that you wanted to travel with me because you still view me as your brother.”
“Sure.”
“No, The Hammer means it. It makes no sense for a person to sneak away from his nation to travel with the person he’s ordered to kill in a tournament. It makes no sense to do that. The only rational reason you came with me is because we’re family.”
“Sure.”
“Can you stop with your sarcasm?”
“Sure.” 
    

    
      “Goddamnit.” Bao pointed two of his fingers at the sky and shot a bolt of thunder. “The Hammer is done reasoning with you.” He took Mjolnir and placed it on his back.
    

    
              Bao had been raised in a different way of sorts. His parents figured he’d train best if his life was placed on the line; so, unwillingly, they signed him up to be a gladiator. Only people seeking fame or powerful criminals sentenced to death fought in the coliseum. Bao and the fame-seekers did have perks the criminals didn’t - like being able to return home after a fight. All of them were part of an organization called the Wan War Federation. Some people branded it Wan War Entertainment. Such an organization provided entertainment for the masses and revenue for the private sector by having men put their lives on the line in different matches.  
    

    
       One day as a late teen, Bao entered an arena for a scheduled match. By this age, he’d gotten a hold of his hybrid technique. As he awaited his next opponent, Bao grabbed Mjolnir from off his back and filled the hammer with chi. He then manipulated his weaves to enchant the hammer with the power of thunder so everything it touched would be electrocuted. In the land of Wan, training was erratic and random, and fighting styles varied as much as the people themselves.
    

    
      A man wearing a robe leaped into the arena. “I am to summon a demon today for Bao, The Hammer, to fight. As you know, this proud man is going to participate in the Shogun Tournament and fight in our name. He’s not only going to fight, he also has a chance of facing Daichi of Date.” The man smiled at the fact that the crowd started booing at the mention of Daichi’s name. He gladly continued. “This can be our chance once and for all to beat Date.” 
    

    
      All around him, the cries and cheers of the masses roared his name. 
      The Hammer! The Hammer! The Hammer! The Hammer!
    

    
      Bao flexed and yelled, “The Hammer is not going to let any of you down! The Hammer will 
      nail 
      the competition into the ground.” Everyone laughed at Bao’s joke… everyone but Bao, that is. Deep down, he hoped he didn’t have to face Daichi. “Come on, summoner, give The Hammer all you got.”
“As you wish.” The magician held both his hands in the air, and red rays of light glowed from his palms while bubbles foamed from his hands. “I shall summon Tarogar, The Blade. This mad beast was once a proud valkyrie who served under the DemiGods. After his corruption by Leviathan, Tarogar slowly morphed into a demon. Now I summon this mighty fighter from the depths of Hades to fight for our amusement.” 
    

    
      A red circle lit the ground, and a demon slowly rose from it. The demon, or so-called The Blade, was wrapped in several chains controlled by the magician. This demon seemed to appear in the shape of a twenty-foot tall human with four arms, and each arm had a blade attached to it instead of an actual hand. Tarogar bore scaly red skin, with fire vaporizing from his eyes and mouth. The magician bounding the demon went to the outside of the arena and, with the help of many other magicians, erected a force field around the structure. 
    

    
      The Blade broke loose from his chains. “Trifling mortals - you dare have the audacity to summon me for recreation? I shall burn you all in my eternal flame, starting with that bimbo over there,” he snapped, pointing to Bao.
    

    
      Bao held out his hand and gave a thumbs down. “Don’t get mad at The Hammer because you’re ugly. A blade can only cut bone deep, but a hammer can destroy rock and stone. I guess I have to  
      bang 
      and 
      hammer 
      that philosophy into your thick skull.”
    

    
      “You little…I will enjoy tearing your frail, mortal body limb by limb.” 
    

    
      Tarogar sprinted toward Bao at a full thirty miles per hour.        In response, Bao strapped on his industrial goggles, extended two fingers out, and shot thunder at Terogar, who – surprisingly – absorbed it with one of his blades. The demon continued sprinting and used all four of his blades to smash Bao. His blades then hit the pavement, and rubble and smoke rose in the air. Terogar looked around, searching in the debris, his bloodlust raging. Bao, on the other hand, was near the center of the arena; apparently, he’d sprinted under Terogar’s legs before the demon could strike.
    

    
      Bao slapped his hand on his butt in Terogar’s direction and yelled, “Do you smell that? Do you smell the failure in the air?” 
    

    
      The crowd went wild over his taunt, and Bao waved his hands in the air, absorbing the attention. 
“You…” Terogar opened his mouth, allowing a beam of fire to galvanize directly at Bao. When it hit, it left a crater in its wake.
    

    
      Bao hollered, “Do you smell what the demon is cookin’?” Bao appeared next to the crater in the ground. “The Hammer is going to 
      pound 
      you like a nail.” Once again, the crowd went wild.
    

    
      “I am done with your insignificant insolence. When I am through with you, the nefarious mutiny will be on such a high magnitude that not even a plethora of my kin will be able to decipher your anatomy.”
“The Hammer is not amused by your large words.”
    

    
      Both warriors charged at each other. Terogar shot fire beams from his mouth, but Bao dodged every one of them. Up close, Terogar used all four of his bladed hands to slice at Bao, who simply hopped off all six of his blades. He then leaped on the last blade, went straight in the air, and aimed his hammer for the back of the demon's neck. Mjolnir went deep into the back of Terogar’s neck, breaking bones as it went. He then concentrated his energy into the hammer and sent a bolt of thunder through the demon's heart – which caused Terogar to explode from the inside out; it was an ugly sight. 
    

    
      Bao then leaped off the demon and blew a kiss to the crowd. “I live for this,” he said as he smiled and waved to his cheering supporters. Yes, he enjoyed the normal type of fans, but his favorite fans were the fan girls. He listened for them to scream his name off in the distance, each and every one of them speaking in the third person.
    

    
              Up to that point, fan girls were a common thing in Bao’s life. Many of them wanted his autograph, and others fought over the chance to see him. Some even tore off their shirts and threw them at him, and a few were able to get in bed with him. His skills regularly outdid the skills of others. Five times a week, he faced a new training opponent in the WWF and was praised for it. 
    

    
      
    

    
              In the present, Bao looked at his brother with disgust. Fame in the arena was all he’d ever known, and being better than everyone else was all he lived for – and now his older brother had skills that far surpassed his own. Daichi even had the audacity to blurt it out. This was easily forgiven, though; Daichi was still his brother, his only family. 
    

    
      Bao watched as Daichi uprooted himself from his spot. He waited until he’d placed some distance between them, then followed his brother. While walking, he overheard Chun talking to Agara.  
    

    
      “Agara,” said Chun, “you need a break from your training. You’re a hard worker, but your beauty is a full-time job. It takes eight hours a day to keep it maintained.”
    

    
      “I suppose I could,” replied Agara, fluffing her hair. She then smiled and said, “I suppose this girl needs some rest.” She laid down her axe and wiped some sweat from her forehead.
    

    
      “Tell you what. Southeast from here is a lake deep in the woods. You can rest and bathe there,” Chun said, his grin growing from ear to ear.
    

    
      Agara made a blank face and twitched her eyebrow. “Seriously?”
    

    
      “A woman of such a high standard as yourself needs her rest. Now, go and enjoy your bath.”
    

    
      She socked Chun in the guts and said, “Nice try, but it didn’t work, perv.”
    

    
      Bao ignored their dispute and followed his brother while he still could. He peered out to see Daichi walking into the woods, so he slouched and stepped lightly into the woods. The cold, late autumn air bit the back of his neck, and the dead grass crumbled whenever he stepped on it. The clouded sky darkened the entire scene, so Bao crouched down and hid beneath the branches, trying his hardest to spy on Daichi. As he followed his brother deep into the forest, Daichi made little to no noise. After roughly ten minutes of following him, he saw Daichi taking a dip in the lake, having stripped down and taken a rest in the water. Not wanting to see his brother nude, Bao decided to take his leave. 
    

    
      Suddenly, no sooner than Bao had traveled several feet away from the lake, he heard the sound of water being funneled into the air. Hearing the noise was all he needed; he sprinted back to the lake with droplets of sweat rolling down his forehead. What he saw when he arrived made him fall back with his mouth gaping open: Daichi floated, trapped in a vortex of water created by what seemed to be an elemental magician. Another funnel funneled itself to the magician, with Daichi’s weapon floating in the water. The magician, a smaller man with greased hair, weaved and pulled the water, making motions with both his hands. With his sight keenly trained on Daichi, he didn’t notice Bao.
    

    
      “Why have you disturbed me?” Daichi asked, closing his eyes and keeping a calm voice.
    

    
      The magician laughed. “That’s for me to know and you to find out.” 
      I can’t tell him about his bounty from Shogun Sentai. That sensitive information needs to be confidential.
      
        
“I’m assuming you’re a mere thug.”
“Whatever you say.”
    

    
      “Wait!” Bao shouted, pulling out Mjolnir and pointing the massive hammer directly at the magician. His weapon glowed white with thunder. “The Hammer commands you to put Daichi down. If not, you’re in for a 
      shocking 
      experience.” He chuckled a bit. “You get it? It’s because I can shoot thunder, and I said ‘shocking’.”
    

    
      “You’re at the wrong place at the wrong time,” the magician retorted.
“Not so fast,” retorted Bao. “You’re covered in water, and it’ll only take one bolt of lightning to finish you off.”
“Look again,” the magician said. Bao saw he was covered in water and had connected himself to Daichi by a stream of water. Sending a bolt of thunder to him would surely end Daichi’s life as well.
    

    
      “Just shoot!” spat out Daichi. “It would be better for one of us to die than both of us. Send him six feet under.”
“No!” 
    

    
      “Just shoot, you pathetic excuse for an ape. I swear, if I survive this, you’ll have worse than him to worry about.”
    

    
      “As you wish,” Bao said, a malicious grin appearing on his face. He pointed two of his fingers directly at the magician.
    

    
      “You won’t,” the magician said, backing back.
    

    
      “I will.” 
    

    
      At the last second, Bao tilted his hand slightly up and shot a bolt of thunder. As it clashed with a tree and caused a wild explosion, it distracted the magician, giving Bao the chance to sprint at him undetected. With his guard down, Bao swung Mjolnir without any lightning in it. It cracked the head of the man, sending his neck bending and cracking in unnatural ways. The magician dropped dead, with a stream of blood flooding the soil beneath him. 
    

    
      “Are you alright?” Bao asked Daichi, offering his hand to him as he swam to the shore.
    

    
      “Hmph.” Daichi swatted Bao’s hand out of the way and grabbed his katana.
“That’s it? I just saved your life, and you’re not going to say anything?”
    

    
      “My clothes are wet. My hair is frizzled. Are you going to let me dress or stare at me with those googly eyes? Oh, and I expect you to keep your mouth shut about this. I was never taken off guard, and this never happened.”
“Alright, I see how it is. The next time your arrogant self is in trouble, I will sit back and laugh as you remain helpless.”
“Likewise.”  
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Eight 
    

    
      MuMu
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
              A man dressed in black clothing smoked on a pipe, making sure to pull his mask down to take a puff. He leaned on the table, casually taking puffs and reading reports in his office; no one was going to scrutinize him for it in the barracks, not in his position. He glanced outside and smiled at the clear sunny day. Outside, he saw the newly built utility poles stretching along the city, with their wires spanning far and wide. The man then took a paper from his desk and started sending a message through a device known as a telegraph. He tapped on the metal taper portion of the device, transmitting a code known as Moseu Sig Buho. Such a code was invented by a Wan inventor named Moseu.
    

    
      Just as the man took the pipe from his mouth, a shinobi, otherwise known as a ninja, came into the room, also dressed in all black, wearing a cloth mask over his lower face.
    

    
      “Xugen,” said the shinobi. “We –”
“That’s ‘Sir’,” replied Xugen in a nonchalant voice. “I demand respect as the leader of the Shinobi Guild and commander of the combined forces stationed in MuMu. Why have you disturbed my leisure?”
“I just received a report that the Dragon Warrior is near. Shogun Sentai wants him dead.”
“I already know what the Shogun wants.” Xugen took another puff and blew the smoke into the air. “Let them come. I have an old friend to revisit.” As he finished his words, another man ran into the room. This man was a lower enlisted marine, freshly stationed in MuMu.
    

    
      “Uh… sir,” said the marine. “Lieutenant Rubashi sent me to hand you the order for the next shipment of cannons and rifles.” He attempted to hand Xugen the envelope, but just like that, the envelope and Xugen disappeared. 
    

    
      “Lieutenant Rubashi couldn’t make it, I assume,” Xugen said, now sitting plainly on the window ledge, smoking his pipe and reading through the paper.
    

    
      “No sir, he was busy.”
“That's unfortunate.” 
    

    
      He glanced back up at the marine, who was eyeing an orc female, an ambassador. This was Xugen’s chance to have some fun. He often took joy in playing with the lower enlisted men. “Why are you staring at the ambassador, marine?”
    

    
      “Oh, uh… no reason, sir.”
    

    
      “Oh, so you came down with a case of green fever? Do you think you can just embarrass your commander, and the leader of all the shinobi ninja at that? What is your name, and what is your unit?”
    

    
      “I am Yu Gen, of first platoon, Delta Company.”
    

    
      “Oh, so you’re one of the engineers. No matter, your platoon sergeant will be hearing about this, marine.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    
      “Now get out of here.”
    

    
              Yu left the scene, departing the headquarters and going back to his post to finish his task of getting one of the new ironclad ships up and running. The city of MuMu was nothing good in particular to look at; it was an old, ancient city that had seen its fair share of battles. Such a city was of strategic importance during the hundred-year war. MuMu sat on a river that flowed down from the hills to the east, which flowed out into the ocean leading to the western islands. Because the river provided lustrous commerce between the east and west coasts of the northern regions, MuMu became a city of importance. Whoever controlled MuMu could quickly transport armies out to the western islands on a whim and likewise control trade within the region. Whoever controlled MuMu also controlled the Northern Regions. Indeed, MuMu saw many battles in the Feudal Era.
    

    
      Now the city served as a major trading dock in the Shogun Era. In the new age, there were no longer large scale battles of old, at least not without the fear of incurring the DemiGods’ wrath. Miniature armies, called guilds, dealt with miniature threats. After Shogun Sentai dismantled Date’s massive navy and claimed the western islands from Date, he noticed there was a massive spike in pirates raiding the seas. Likewise, the pirates started selling a new drug called opium, using the money from their sales to fund their operations. In response, Shogun Sentai created a new guild. Seeing Wan use a new type of soldier during the hundred-year war called riflemen, replacing the previous musket men, he decided to create a new guild with these riflemen, but with the twist of also training them in naval warfare. Indeed, he wanted to make a modern army that could fight on both land and sea. So, he created a guild of marines.
    

    
      From that point forward, the marines patrolled and fought pirates on the western islands, as well as in parts of the Northern Regions. Shogun Sentai then converted MuMu into a fort, sending guilds there to protect the trade route, with the marines conducting drug busts on a regular basis. Even though the age of the swordsmen had come to a close, many people still had a hard time accepting the new reality.
    

    
              Yu boarded the ironclad ship he was assigned to check. He walked around, checking each and every cannon, as well as the steam engine. He always enjoyed the peace and quiet of doing maintenance. He then went to the top deck of the ship, where he discovered another marine leaning casually on the railing, spitting chewing tobacco into the river.
    

    
      “Where did you come from?” asked Yu.
    

    
      “I just came here to enjoy the quiet noise of the waves,” replied the marine. “Here, come chew with me.”
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      The marine handed Yu a can of Panda Long Cuts and said, “Where are you from?”
“I’m from Wan,” he said as he tapped the can of chewing tobacco. After tapping the can several times, he opened it up and placed a rather small wad into his mouth. The artificially minty scent of the tobacco filled his nostrils. 
    

    
      “Oh, you’re from the smart nation. It’s amazing, really. That nation never really had a large of population of magic users. They always relied on their inventions, like gunpowder, to fend off invaders, which is why they became a powerhouse during the hundred-year war. They became the only other nation to challenge the strength of Date. Now, especially with the decline of born magic users, people are putting down the sword and picking up the rifle.” He took a big spit into the river. “So, what job do you do in the marines?”
    

    
      “I’m an engineer. How about you?”
“Medic.”
“Oh, cool.”
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s a stressful job patching up those infantrymen during raids.”
    

    
      Yu leaned over in excitement. “You were in raids?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
              Just then, Yu could see the infantrymen marching down a road. It was apparent from their dirty uniforms they’d just gotten done with a field training exercise. Yu watched in envy; deep down, he wished he could join them. Ever since he was a child, he listened in awe to the heroic tales of the hundred-year war. He wished he was an infantryman, but because of his intelligence, they made him an engineer. 
    

    
      I suppose the marines will put me where they need me.
       
    

    
      Though the pay and prestige of being an engineer were more than that of infantrymen, he wanted to get down and dirty like they did. He wanted to go with them on raids. He wanted to be like the heroes of old. He wanted to be an infantryman. He wanted to be a grunt. The thought depressed him.
    

    
      “Hey,” said Yu, taking his mind off the infantrymen, “what kind of women do you like?”
    

    
      “Me? I like older women. They’re much more experienced, you know? It’s like they say, women are like good soju, they get better with age.  How about you?”
Yu blushed. “I have a thing for orcs.”
    

    
      “Orcs?” The man started giggling, “So you came down with a case of Green Fever, huh? Orcish women are known for being violent, you know.”
    

    
      Yu scratched the back of his head. “Well, that’s what turns me on.”
    

    
      The man laughed uncontrollably and smacked Yu on the back. “Ha, it’s always the quiet ones, eh? You know, you’re alright, kid. Tell you what, how about I take you out to a brothel later? With any luck, there’s a chance we can find you an orc woman.”
    

    
      “No, thanks. I have work to do later.”
The man grinned. “Suit yourself. I see you’re doing maintenance on this ship. Go on, I won’t distract you any longer.”
    

    
      
    

    
              Zhao rode on Suda li’s back as she glided on her purple fire, moving quickly through the fields. It may take a few years, but the plague would claim Suda li’s life if they didn’t find a cure. 
    

    
              They glided through the area with amazing speed. Looking ahead, Suda li spotted a group of what seemed like geishas walking, and she stopped, sending Zhao flying. He hit the ground and slid through the grass, then came to a stop and looked up. There, he saw a familiar figure; those hips and large breasts could be distinguishable anywhere. It was Kim.
    

    
      “You!” Zhao beamed up and pointed his finger at her face. “You’re the woman who stole our Kobans.”
    

    
      “Well, hey,” replied Kim in a cool voice, “the early bird gets the worm.” She then winked at him, saying, “And were you early to jump in bed with me. I can’t complain.”
Zhao’s face blossomed red. “I –”
    

    
      Suda li broke in. “And the cat gets the bird.” She combusted purple fire in her hands. “Now give us back our savings.”
    

    
      “Now, hey,” replied Kim nonchalantly, “don’t chastise us. I have a friend here, Yuki. She’s friends with a dragon warrior. If you hurt us, Raizen will hunt you down.”
    

    
      “Tell me,” said Suda li. “Tell me all you know of Raizen.”
“Why should I?”
“If you do, I’ll let you go. You can keep the money.”
    

    
      “I like the sound of that,” said Kim. “Alright, I’ll tell you everything.” Kim told the entire story, even telling them about how Raizen was traveling to MuMu.
    

    
      “Thanks,” said Suda li. “We’ll be making our way now.”
“No problem,” said Kim. “And be sure to treat your son very well… or cousin… or boyfriend… or whatever. Just make sure Zhao stays safe, will ya?”
    

    
              Suda li rolled her eyes and took off with Zhao without responding. She glided through the grass with an area in mind. Far off from MuMu lay a cave, which led into a deep underground cavern directly below MuMu itself. It was only a matter of time before they caught Raizen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen walked with Chun, Bao, and Daichi down a stone road. As of late, he’d been getting an eerie feeling about Agara. He couldn’t put his finger on it, though.
    

    
      “Raizen, I’m planning on teaching you your fifth chakra, but you’re not spiritually prepared.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “As you know, martial artists must be just as spiritually fit as they are physically. There are seven chakras in the soul, all pinpointing various aspects in our lives. Having both the body and spirit in sync enables us to use our chi. Monks can do this well, so they have a very large reservoir of chi, but they’ve taken a vow of nonviolence. Martial artists cannot afford to detach themselves from the violent world around us. We sacrifice a large portion of chi to live in a violent world - to fight and battle.”
    

    
      “But Master Chun, I already know all this.”
    

    
      “Patience. Learning is a gradual lesson. To my point, you are not cranking out the amount of chi needed. Ever Since Kangbok, you’ve been down; depressed, even. This is messing up the chakras you’ve already learned; thus, your spirit is lacking, and it cannot sync with the body. From this, your chi has been greatly lacking as of late. I can only teach you the fifth chakra if you conquer your inner turmoil.”
    

    
      “You make it seem so easy, Master Chun. It’s not like 
      you’re
       supposed to become some legendary dragon warrior who needs to steal an artifact, train under a dragon, and compete in a Shogun Tournament to save every mortal soul in the world.”
“I sense it is not your duty that worries you. Something must have happened in Kangbok that hurt you.” 
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just worried about my duty, that’s all.”
    

    
      “We will talk about this later. But remember, I refuse to teach you the fifth chakra until your zen goes back to normal. Without proper zen, your efforts will be futile.”
    

    
      “I understand, Master Chun.”
    

    
      “Good. Know that the Shogun Tournament is an international fighting tournament. People from every nation and organization will be participating in it. Though it stopped the hundred-year war, it does has its flaws. For one, the DemiGods are in their own realm. To summon them to quell a rebellion would take a couple years; this is due to their arrogance. Before Leviathan was sealed in Limbo, he corrupted the land, and we humans gained hatred in our heart. Even now, his curse lingers. Slowly, fewer and fewer people are able to use chi and weaves. Leviathan also corrupted the DemiGods, filling their hearts with arrogance. The arrogance corrupted some of them so much, many of them slowly morphed into demons. But that’s a story for another time.”
    

    
      “I remember hearing about these stories,” replied Daichi with his eyes closed, tilting his rice hat. “I always thought they were just fairy tales in my adolescent years. If I remember correctly, the DemiGods had a short war with the demons. They won and sealed the demons in a realm called Hades, and only a demonic magician has the power to summon them. Only a well-trained fighter can kill a demon.”
“Then The Hammer must be one of those well-trained fighters. The Hammer fought a demon named The Blade. The Hammer easily won.”
    

    
      “Hmph,” replied Daichi. “The Blade was a low ranking demon. Save your breath.”
    

    
      “The Hammer grows tired of you. Why don’t you back up your words with a fight?”
    

    
      “Quiet!” bellowed Chun. “I swear, you two argue more than a married couple. The students at my dojo are more well-mannered than you two, and they’re kids.” He looked back, nodding at the fact that neither of them replied to him. “Now, let me get back on track. Raizen, Shogun Sentai can bend many rules in his regime. I just want you to be prepared.”
“I understand, Master Chun. I’ll try my best.”
    

    
              Raizen and his friends made their way over a small hill, and ahead of them lay a walled city. Though half the size of Kangbok, the walls towered over many of the buildings inside of it. Raizen gaped his mouth in awe at the sight. Never had he seen a walled city before. He wondered how so much stone could be compacted in one place. After some moments, he looked above the stone to see the sun setting.
    

    
      Chun took a flask from his bag and started drinking. “This is the city of MuMu. I know of a few monks here. Perhaps they can help you on your spiritual journey.”
“White Tiger Force?”
“Nope. These monks are not affiliated with organizations.”
    

    
      “How are we supposed to retrieve the mirror with the Shogun wanting me dead?”
    

    
      “We did a good job of keeping a low profile. I am glad you did as you were told and stayed in the apartment when we were in Kangbock.”
“Yeah,” replied Raizen, scratching his head and looking down. “I’m glad I stayed in, too.”
    

    
      “I am being serious. That woman could have gotten you into much trouble.”
“Tell me about it.” Raizen’s voice lowered to a mumble as his head faced the ground. 
      I can’t tell Master Chun the truth about what happened.
    

    
      “The good news is that I have a few connections in MuMu that will easily retrieve the Dragon Compass for us. From there, we can sneak out and sail the Eastern Seas with ease.”
    

    
              The walls of the buildings showed their age. What seemed to be more like a fort than a wall, they stretched around the entire city. One could see nicks and chips at the wall, and old burn marks scorched it here and there, showing the scars of a different age. In the outskirts of the city lay several buildings. While the buildings on the inside of the city had an outdated architectural design, the buildings on the outside had a much more modern design. The outskirts stretched around the city, and outside of it several farms sat here and there. In this part of the region, hills were common. He also noticed tall wooden poles being constructed, with black wires attached to them.   
    

    
              The sky was a pale gray. Clouds formed a thin coat over the sky. Early winter winds chilled the bones of the adventurers. Here, beaten down farms expanded throughout the land.
    

    
      Soon, they arrived at the outskirts, where a manifold of furbished, towering buildings lay. These buildings were well-maintained, and people moved to and fro throughout them, wearing fine silks and dressed in many different designs and colors. None of them carried pitchforks coming home from work; rather, everyone carried papers and books. 
    

    
      Soon they passed by this area also, only to find themselves at the gates. As they walked through them, they took in the view of the city from inside the walls, which contrast greatly with that of the outskirts. Old, rugged buildings packed condensed together, broken up only by other roads or cramped alleys. People walked here and there, smelling of urine. They wore beaten, tattered robes and no shoes, and many of them had gaunt bodies, with eyes craving something. 
    

    
      Here and there, guards stood about, the most common of which were swordsmen and marines.
    

    
      “Is it really The Hammer? I can’t believe The Hammer is actually in MuMu.” Along the path ran a young man, roughly around sixteen years of age. He held a rifle in his hand.
    

    
      Bao looked back and said, “You know of The Hammer?”
    

    
      “Of course I do.” The young man sprinted towards Bao. While sprinting, he fell on his face, causing his rifle to fire as a result. Luckily, no one got hurt in the accident.
    

    
      “You better be careful with that,” Bao said with a laugh while helping the young man up.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I guess it’s part of being a new recruit. I’m Yu, from the land of Wan.”                  The young man dressed the same as every other marine, wearing a blue coat with gray slacks bloused into thick black boots. A kepi cap with the marine insignia sat on his head, and round spectacles sat squarely on his face. A rifle made of metal and wood rest on his back, a metal bayonet sat plainly on the tip of his rifle, and a revolver pistol sat on the left side of his belt. On his right side rest a katana.
    

    
      “So,” said Bao, “you are from the land of Wan?”
“Yes.”
    

    
      “Wait,” Raizen butt in, “I thought people from Wan spoke in the third person?”
    

    
      “That, we do,” replied Yu. “However, my superiors broke me of the habit during boot camp. They told me it was unprofessional and I’d never see the light of the marines if I spoke like a barbarian.”
“A barbarian? The Hammer does not like the attitude of your guild.”
    

    
      “I can assure you, the marines is a good guild. But would you mind if I got your autograph?” He took out a piece of paper, along with a feather with magician’s ink already attached to it. “It would really mean a lot to me.” Yu spoke in a soft voice, softer than many of the soldiers Raizen had ever seen. With short brown hair coming out of the bottom of his cap, his eyes were quite round and soft as the light of the sun reflected off his spectacles.
    

    
      “The Hammer supposes The Hammer can make time to help a fan.” He signed the paper. “Here you go.”
    

    
      “Oh, and I was there when you fought The Blade. I was a wee little kid then, but that fight was the best.”
Raizen pressed his fingers along the wooden frame of the rifle. “Say, this looks a bit different than the muskets I’ve seen in the past. What is this?”
“It’s a rifle,” replied Yu. “It has the power to fire projectiles more quickly than the outdated musket. It’s one of those weapons being used primarily by the marines. Everything is changing with the industrial revolution happening in Wan.”
“What?”
“The world around us is changing. For most of history, Wan was laughed at by the world for its technologies, but as we’ve advanced, the non-magic users of the world are now taking us seriously. Wan is in the midst of an industrial revolution, and in a few decades the world will be very different than the one we see today.” He tapped his rifle onto the ground. “You see, the old way is dying out. The way of the swordsmen who cannot use their chi is a dying art form. Wan doesn’t have the funds to support our advancements. That’s why we appealed to Shogun Sentai for funding for technology.”
    

    
      “Eh, I will still put faith in my chi.”
“And you should. But I myself am an engineer. Before joining this guild, I built things. My chief engineer told me if we continue to have proper funding, we may be able to rival magic one day. He told me that, in fifty years, we may have rifles that can shoot over 600 rounds per minute. We may have giant metal machines that can fly the skies. He even told me we could create bombs that can wipe out entire cities. All we need is people who can see our vision and fund us instead of the magician universities.”
    

    
      Bao placed his hand on the kid’s shoulder. “The Hammer has not been in Wan for years. Tell The Hammer of how the industrial revolution is coming along.”
“As you know, Wan has always been well-renowned for our engineering. Our massive aqueducts and infrastructure have brought much to our nation - and we shocked the world with the invention of gunpowder during the hundred-year war. Now, we’ve found underground substances far underground to be uprooted. With a few magician spells, this substance can age rapidly, thus creating what we call oil, and the oily substance is what we use to power our machines. Many nations refuse to buy into oil, though, instead keeping their trust in magicians, as they always have, so Wan is the only industrialized nation. But that’s quickly changing. Year by year, the nations of the world are hiring Wan contractors, paying them to show them our technologies. I came from one of those contractor families, and I have a dream of sharing our technologies with the whole world.”
    

    
      “Tell me,” said Daichi, walking up to him, “why do you carry that katana on your side?”
“This belonged to my father, and my father’s father. Both weren't able to use chi, and I’m no good at it either, so I guess it’s genetics. That it –” 
“Why aren't you a swordsman?”
“I became a marine because it’s the way of the future. Like I said, non-chi weaver swordsmen are dying out. The way of the swordsman is coming to an end.”
“Hmph…you’re just using that excuse to be a coward. By holding that rifle in your hand, you’re only decreasing the memory of both your father and grandfather. You taint their honor. They may not have been able to use chi, but at least they were real men – and I mean 
      real 
      men, fighting on the battlefield, bringing honor to their family name.”
    

    
      “But –” 
    

    
      “Tell me,” said Daichi forcefully, “why did you join the marines in the first place?”
    

    
      Yu bellowed, “I joined the marines because I want to make a difference in our world. I want to keep order in the wake of the hundred-year war. I want to protect those who cannot protect themselves. You may not understand my path, samurai, but my path is paved by both honor and duty. You’ll see…you will all see.”
    

    
      “Hmph…save your breath,” Daichi said, then started walking away. He briefly stopped, turned his back to the marine, and said, “Chun, Bao, Raizen, Agara - are you coming?” Two of the three travelers followed Daichi; however, Bao stayed behind.
    

    
      Bao patted Yu on his shoulder. “Don’t pay any attention to The Hammer’s friend over there. It’s just hard for him to handle the changing world around him. You’ll make a fine marine.” He gave Yu another pat on the shoulder, then left.
    

    
      Bao caught up to his friends and walked with them until they reached the tavern. By this time, the sun had set over the horizon, and the chill of a winter night blew over the town as a moon peeped up over the sky. Raizen and his friends went into the tavern, paid their fees, and got a room for themselves. They stayed in a four-story building; with Chun renting out the first floor to save money. All four of them unpacked and made themselves at home. 
    

    
      In the bathtub, Raizen scrubbed, annoyed at the fact that the facility didn’t have running water. He’d heard the stories about the outskirts having warm running water, so why didn’t they stay there for the night? He assumed the price would be significantly higher. 
    

    
      Ah well, at least I can sleep on a nice, comfy bed for the night.
       
    

    
      After his bath, Raizen was approached by Bao. The rugged man gave him a hard pat on his back, then shoved him.
    

    
      “The Hammer knows of your situation. You just feel stressed about being a dragon warrior. Tell you what, The Hammer knows a place under this tavern that’ll cheer you up.”
“What?”
“Come, just follow The Hammer.”
    

    
              Raizen followed Bao out of the room and back into the main lobby. There, Bao showed him to a door that led to a spiral staircase going down. Raizen followed him down the stone stairs, weary of the webs that caught his face here and there. At the very bottom, Raizen and Bao were greeted by the sight of smoke and smell of tobacco.
    

    
              In the basement, many tables were arranged all around the large room. Older men sat, drank, and smoked pipes. Some dipped chewing tobacco, by the smell of the Panda Long Cuts in the air. At the very end of the room sat a stage, on which stood three men. One played a stringed instrument, while another played a drum. The third one sang a tune to accompany it all. Their words flowed in the air, fluttering through the pipe smoke. The singer sung in a slow, crackling voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kingdom Come
    

    
      When will you come
    

    
      Kingdom come
    

    
      Spare a ration for some
    

    
      
    

    
      Shogun's reign
    

    
      Salvation will come
    

    
      Shogun's reign
    

    
      Please spare a ration for some
    

    
      
    

    
      Bao whispered to Raizen, “He’s singing an old tune that was sung right after the hundred-year war.”
    

    
      “What is this place?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      “This is just a place for older men to wind down at the end of the day.” He rubbed Raizen’s hair. “The Hammer knows you’ve been feeling down as of late. Oftentimes, we need a place to relax and let our minds wander. This is the place.”
    

    
      “Well, I guess…I suppose.”
    

    
              Raizen and Bao took a seat at a random table and listened to the music while lighting pipes of their own. Raizen rested his head against the wall, taking a long puff of his pipe. 
    

    
      You know, this is actually working. For being a bimbo at times, Bao really knows his stuff. I guess I owe him a thanks.
    

    
      “Hey - kid and muscular guy. How would you like to buy some new, state of the art photographs? It’ll only cost you a small fee.” A random man holding a box walked over to Bao and Raizen. His sandals tapped on the pavement, while his short body wobbled.
“Photographs?”
“Yes, not paintings, but actual pictures; new inventions from Wan. These pictures look as if you were staring at the person on paper. Allow me to illustrate.”
    

    
      The man pulled out a scroll and allowed it to roll down. The picture was that of a nude woman lying on silk sheets. With her legs crossed, she ran her hand through her hair. It surprised Raizen how real the photos were compared to the paintings. It was almost as if she were right in front of him. The next photo was a geisha soaking wet, leaning on the trunk of a tree. 
    

    
      The man scrambled through more photos. “Boy, you’ll really like this one. It’s my personal favorite.” He pulled a scroll out of his box and hung it proudly.
    

    
      “Where in the hell did you find that?” Raizen asked. 
    

    
      He couldn’t believe his eyes. The woman before him was sprawled on all fours, licking a katana with a salacious look in her eyes. Her dyed red hair hung just below her neck, and her slender figure dominated the scroll. Raizen refused to trust his eyes.
    

    
      “How did you get those?” he demanded.
    

    
      “Eh, I don't take the photographs…the magician does with their magic, then hands it to the printing press…however that works. I have no clue where she’s from.”
Bao ran his fingers through his beard. “That woman does look quite familiar. No matter, The Hammer would like to buy that photo. It’ll go great on the wall, where the others can see.”
“NO!” Raizen snapped, slapping the scroll out of the merchant’s hand.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” asked Bao. “Is there something about this photograph you don’t like?”
“No,” replied Raizen. “It’s just…you know what, go ahead and buy it. I have no idea of what just came over me.” Raizen sat back in his chair, sighing. 
    

    
      I can’t allow Bao to know of my secrets. I suppose I just have to roll with the punches on this one.
       
    

    
      Raizen leaned his head up against the wall and inhaled another puff of his pipe.
    

    
              He wasn’t the only one going through his fair share of problems. To start, Yu sat on his criss cross applesauce. There, he worked shirtless, wearing his boots and trouser pants. His hands coated with oil and grease, he worked diligently on a machine. Long since his work shift ended, he resorted to working on a machine instead of going to bed.
    

    
      “Soon, the world will know of engineering innovation. The Gatling Gun shall revolutionize the face of combat for ages to come.” He thought of Daichi’s words. He thought of being a dishonor to his family. “Nonsense. He must be a swordsman living in the past. He wouldn’t understand the struggle of not being able to use chi. Us non-chi weavers are practically handicapped, but the Gatling Gun may change things a bit.”
    

    
              For the past few years, Yu had exchanged blueprints with his fellow engineers back home. Over time, they brainstormed a weapon that could help even the playing field for non magic users, even coming up with the idea of a large gun with the capability of shooting 200 rounds per minute. Yu came up with many of those blueprints, and he ultimately named the gun The Gatling Gun.
    

    
              He reached his arms deep into the cylinder base, with only his lamp lighting the way for his work. With grease dominating his arms, he reached in to adjust the barrels. Sweat rained down his face, so he wiped his head, smearing his forehead with oil and grease. He smiled, taking his thumb and smearing a bit of oil on his right cheek. Taking a hammer, he pounded away at the machine; however, the hammer broke. So, he used the end of one of his longer wrenches to get the job done. The kid could stay up all night if it weren’t for his day job.  
    

    
      From outside the tent, he could hear his superior speaking. “You know the deal.”
“It’s a pity you guild men are making underground deals on the black market –”
“Look, we can cut the small talk. The deal was to allow your kind to sell the opium freely, and in return we get a cut of your revenue.”
“As you wish, marine. We already shipped our newest stock to this city.”
“Good.”
    

    
              Could this really be true? Yu had heard stories of opium, which only the best alchemy magicians could craft. He’d learned of such substances in boot camp. Opium caused addiction, and in some places that could spell trouble. Yu once read in his TM (training manual) that, 40 years ago, there was a major opium problem in Kangbok, leaving the city, which was the bridge between the Northern and Southern Regions, in tatters. Because of opium, people didn’t go to work and thievery and gangs infected the very roots of the community. At the time, Shogun Sentai saw this and made the substance illegal. He then ordered his marines to scour Kangbok and the rest of the world, executing anyone who sold or bought the product. Since then, only the best of the black markets were able to slip by the law, selling opium in the shadows. 
    

    
              Yu dropped his tools and gasped, his back rising and falling as he breathed out. As he turned around and peered out of the tent entrance, the oil and grease from the ground seeped into his trousers, but he didn’t care. He watched as the dealer handed the marine sergeant several Tobans. Unlike Kobans, Tobans were the most valuable of currency. They were about twice the length and width of a human head, and the dealer had a stack of them in his arms. The marine snapped his fingers, and several shinobi ninja came from the shadows and took the Tobans. With a nod, the dealer then left from their sight.
    

    
              As Yu’s mouth gaped open, he stood up in a zealous manner and walked out of the tent. He then turned and pointed his finger at the sergeant. “Why are you selling opium on the black market? Wait until I report this. I’ll –”
    

    
      “That wouldn’t be a very good idea.”
    

    
      “What?” 
    

    
      Just then, Yu recognized his surroundings. Shinobi began stepping from the shadows of the night, holding daggers and poison.   
    

    
      The sergeant raised his hand in the air. “Stand down. He’s just a new recruit who doesn’t know how things work around here.”
    

    
      From the shadows leapt a shinobi, who came to the samurai’s side and said, “We can’t take the chance of him blowing our secret.”
    

    
      “Relax, this kid is in my platoon. From what I’ve seen of him, he’s an asset. Plus, he’s good with machinery. His engineering skills will surely be a valuable asset to our cause. Now, please leave. I’ll keep this private in check.” 
    

    
      As the shinobi lurked back into the shadows, Yu pointed his finger in the marine’s face and asked, “Why are those shinobi here? Why are you selling opium?”
“The shinobi are here to make sure our little secret doesn’t get out. I also heard the Dragon Warrior is somewhere nearby.”
“Alright, but tell me why you’re selling opium?”
    

    
      “Kid, let me tell you something about the real world. Oftentimes, things aren’t as black and white as they seem; there are always gray areas, and these areas come in the form of making a profit.”
“You want to make a profit at the expense of the lives of others?”
“Kid, you have a lot to learn about the world. You could choose to tell on us; however, no one will believe you, and you, along with your engineering firm back home, will run into a little accident. I’ll just let that sink in.”
“But –”
    

    
      “Come on, kid. What would your father and grandfather say? Do you wear that katana at your side in vain?”
“No…”
“Look, I’ll give you a few minutes to think this over. While you’re pondering, you should make yourself useful and hang these wanted posters.” 
    

    
      He snapped his fingers, and a shinobi leaped off a roof, did several front flips, and landed onto the ground. He handed the sergeant a stack of papers, then leaped back onto the roof.
    

    
      The sergeant handed the papers to Yu and said, “Better make yourself useful while you’re up and awake. In my hand lies a stack of wanted papers. The Dragon Warrior and his friends are somewhere nearby, and with this new photograph invention, it’ll be easy to spot the group. These are dangerous people we’re dealing with.”
    

    
      “Really?”
“I wouldn’t lie to you, kid. Now if you’ll excuse me, I think it’s about time for me to get some shut-eye.” Turning around, he said, “Oh, and try not to get too much grease on those posters. We paid top money for those photographs to be made.”
    

    
      “Alright.”  
    

    
      Yu looked down at the papers, only to be surprised. Every person had his or her own page, but Raizen seemed to be worth the most. It read as follows:
    

    
      The following are wanted for manslaughter and conspiracy against Shogun Sentai. The total amount for the man known as Raizen is worth over 900 thousand Kobans.
    

    
              As Yu glared at Raizen’s picture, his face opened up in shock. This was the man he’d seen earlier. How did he get such a large bounty on himself? Surely, that nice young man couldn’t have such a large bounty on his head. In his TM, Yu read that Yankeehomoru, known as Saskon Jonewall, had the greatest bounty ever established. With a bounty of 300 thousand Kobans, the man started a rebellion just three years into Shogun Sentai’s regime and nearly crushed the economy. In fact, that point in history was the only moment where Shogun Sentai had to call on the aid of a DemiGod. It normally takes two to four years for a DemiGod to reach the mortal world, but in those years, he nearly overthrew the Shogun regime. 
    

    
      Yu stared at Raizen’s photo for a full five minutes. There was no mistaking the man. His white hair and golden eyes weren’t a common sight. Even his martial arts clothes were noticeable. He peered into the other papers and rifled through them, then glared down at the katana at his side, confused.
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen slowly opened and closed his eyes. 
      It’s already morning. It feels like I got only a couple hours of sleep.
       He then probed his memories. 
      Oh yeah, that’s because I did only get a couple hours of sleep. My head hurts. Why don’t I remember much of last night? I just want to go back to sleep.
    

    
      “Raizen, the necromancers are not going to take a break, and neither should you.” Chun said, towering over the dragon warrior.
    

    
      “Can’t I just skip training for today?”
“I’m sure all those innocent people who had their souls eaten by Leviathan will appreciate your laziness. Now get up, or I’ll make you get up.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
    

    
      “You’ve known me long enough to understand I am always right. Anyway, did you see that new photopicture –”
    

    
      “Photograph.”
    

    
      “...photograph Bao brought here? He even took the effort to hang the thing up.”
    

    
              Raizen leaped out of his covers and went into the next room. There, he gaped at the nude photograph of Yuki hanging on the wall. Bao and Daichi stared at the picture. Chun, too, came to stare at the sight.
    

    
      Daichi turned to Raizen and said, “I can just barely see the picture, but she does look familiar.”
    

    
      Bao broke in, “She was probably one of those brothel women we watched dance on exotic poles in Kangbok before we paid them to have sex with us. Raizen, it’s a good thing you don’t date women like that, right?”
“Sure…” Raizen said, lowering his head dejectedly.
    

    
      “Seriously,” broke in Daichi, “stop telling our business. I don’t want people to know our whereabouts in Kangbok.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Bao said with a laugh. “You were so drunk, you went to bed with that woman with the deep voice and Adam's apple.” Bao laughed, ignoring the fact that Daichi rolled his eyes and left the room.
    

    
      “That was too much information,” Agara said with a sigh.
    

    
      “Quiet,” said Chun. “Raizen, I am taking you to the monks today. If those monks are half as good as Mei, you will be back on your spiritual path in no time. Plus, I am confident one of them can retrieve the Dragon Compass for us without anyone knowing.”
    

    
              Raizen, Agara, and Chun left the tavern, making their way down the ancient streets. Many of the buildings remained intact only because of magician’s magic. Old wood, outdated architecture, and tight alleys were all signs of their age. Here, many families moved to and fro throughout the buildings. Many of the families had resided in MuMu for several thousand years, but at least half of them were wiped out during the hundred-year war.
    

    
      It wasn’t uncommon to see a family tree in one of these houses. Some would boast at the fact that their forefather served in the military during the feudal era. Others would boast that their grandfather served the Shogun. 
    

    
              The people of the inner city of MuMu had seen their fair share of hard times. While walking around, Raizen noticed a strange scent in the air. He eavesdropped and heard a few people talking about buying opium. What was opium? Why were so many people talking about buying it?
“Master Chun, what is this opium people are talking about?”
    

    
      “Ah, I remember opium. I did a few drug busts for the White Tiger Force back in the day. Opium is a mildly to severely addictive drug. No, it’s not like the kind of drug the doctor gives you. Opium causes addiction and could possibly end your life if overused.”
“So, the more a person uses it, the more they get addicted? And the more they use it from addiction, the more their bodies will disintegrate?”
    

    
      “Yeah, it works something like that.” Chun opened a flask of liquor and bottomed it up.
    

    
      “Yeah,” Agara rolled her eyes at Chun, “I know.”
    

    
      Before the two of them could get down the street, a peasant called, “Hey, it’s them. Guards, it’s the people with the bounty!”
    

    
      Chun and Raizen turned their heads. There, they saw a gaunt, lowly peasant holding a wanted poster. In moments, the two travelers were rushed by a group of swordsmen. As Chun made quick work of them, Raizen realized he’d never actually seen Chun in battle like this. The blazing sun bounced off his martial arts suit as the strong gust of wind blew at his fu manchu. Without killing the swordsmen, he moved through them like a ghost, incapacitating them.
    

    
              From on the rooftops came marines, who loaded their rifles, aimed, and fired. Chun dodged the bullets – well, all but one; that one he caught in front of his face and held it. Chun then used his index finger to flick the bullet back at the marine, knocking the man out cold. Without warning, he then disappeared from the ground and reappeared on the rooftops. With a grin, he incapacitated all the marines with little to no effort. He then fought the more seasoned swordsmen. A band of Red katana members ran past the corner and pulled out their pistols, aiming them straight at Raizen.
    

    
      “Raizen, no!” Agara screamed, leaping in front of him and holding their arms.
    

    
      The men shot their revolvers, injecting a volley of bullets into her body. Agara then dropped on the ground, huddling in a pool of her own blood.
    

    
      “AGARA!” screamed Raizen.        
    

    
      With Raizen distracted, three shinobi leaped off the building. With quick stealth, they sneaked behind Raizen and slit his throat. Two grabbed Raizen on each half of his body, and the third prepared a dagger for a quick stab to his neck. Taking his dagger, the shinobi wrenched it across Raizen’s neck, splattering his blood onto the pavement. Just in case, the shinobi tried to land more blows to the dragon warrior, but Chun intervened. 
    

    
      “You think a Dragon Warrior, a man of legend, can be killed that easily?” he said.
    

    
      At least I hope not…I can only hope. 
    

    
      Chun landed quick blows and incapacitated all three shinobi. “Raizen, Agara, please don’t die on me. How in the hell did they know we were here?”
    

    
      Chun scowled as Raizen’s body began jerking and his eyes started rolling to the back of his head. Agara was in no better shape. He grabbed the two of them and disappeared from the scene.
    

    
              
    

    
      Deep into the night, Daichi sat on the rooftop of one of the taller buildings and meditated. His eyes lay leisurely closed, while his legs were crossed and his hands collapsed readily in his lap. He breathed in and out of sync with the wind. The moonlight glistened off his blue kimono robe, and his long hair dangled from his topknot. 
    

    
      This night, focusing his energy seemed to be a far more difficult task than usual. The thought of Bao kept coming to mind. How was he going to kill the man during the Shogun Tournament? His original hope was to have Bao surpass him, but it was apparent Bao was no match for him. He could allow Bao to kill him, but Bao would never kill his own brother. His only option was either to kill Bao or commit suicide. Even then, though, it was the greatest dishonor to commit suicide when you could win a battle. There had to be another way out of this. 
    

    
      “Goddamn you, Bao,” Daichi said, raising his katana in the air and pointing the tip straight at his stomach. “No matter how much I tried to force myself to hate you, I still have feelings for you. I suppose you can never erase the underlying love for a sibling. I can’t kill you - goddamn it!” 
    

    
      He rose his katana, and his hands shook as he prepared his sword for the fatal blow. One normal blow wouldn’t be able to kill him, at least not with his reservoir of chi; therefore, he channeled much of his chi out of his body and into his sword. The technique was something only a class A samurai could master.
    

    
              As the blade shook vigorously in his hands, Daichi lowered his katana back down to his lap. 
    

    
      No, my time is not now.
       
    

    
      He sighed and began to meditate once again, and in meditation, his senses heightened to an almost superhuman level. As he listened, he could hear soft footsteps padding on the buildings around them. Several men and women surrounded him on top of other buildings; from the sense of their chi, he could tell they weren't friendly.
    

    
              Daichi gripped his katana firmly. With his eyes still shut, he listened closely to their every move. He sensed their chi and pinpointed each and every one of them. Suddenly, out of the black of the night soared many shuriken, more commonly known as throwing stars. Daichi, with the grace of a lynx, spun in a circle, and the shuriken bounced plainly off his katana. 
    

    
      Shinobi leaped and flipped onto the rooftop where Daichi stood. Masked fighters landed, holding more weapons and toxins than one could shake a stick at. Most of them were normal shinobi, with chi weaver shinobi acting as their lieutenants. Daichi sighed. Like a whirlwind, he danced on each and every tile of the rooftop. His katana dance like a celestial maiden, hitting the vital spots of the shinobi. When finished, Daichi sheathed his katana back at his side. Blood squirted out of the vital areas of the shinobi, and they fell off the rooftop, screaming in agony. 
    

    
              That wasn’t the end of it. More shinobi leaped onto the roof where Daichi stood. This time, more seasoned shinobi joined the fray. Several high class martial artists also joined their ranks. Daichi was good, but not 
      that 
      good. He focused all his chi in his body for the fight and once again danced around the roof like a phantom.
    

    
              He slay many men on the top of the roof, his katana drinking blood until the very blade became drunk; however, his reservoir of chi started burning up a mile a minute, and the more experienced group of fighters gave him a run for his money. Not even a natural born prodigy like Daichi could withstand them. 
    

    
              From out of the shadows leaped a martial artist who landed a kick squarely on Daichi’s face. The blow made the samurai lose his balance, and he plummeted into a full-on free fall off the building. Daichi landed on his feet and stood back in his sword stance, only to be surrounded by his enemies; it soon became apparent to him that his chi wasn’t going to last much longer. He breathed heavily, as if running a marathon, and sweat drenched profusely into his clothes. As he glanced around himself, he saw his enemies were closing in on him. Just as he noticed his legs wobbling and his vision blurring, from on top of a random roof the sound of an explosion could be heard. A thunder bolt then exploded into the air, lingering for about ten seconds or so, then a fairly muscular man stepped onto the parapet of the roof.
    

    
      “Whatcha gonna do when Hammermania runs wild on you?! The Hammer thinks you all are ready for a 
      shocking 
      experience!” 
    

    
      From up high, Bao stood with his hand in the air. Smoke seeped from his two fingers, which shot the thunderbolt into the sky. With his industrial goggles sitting squarely on his face, Bao leaped off the building, ripped off his shirt, and landed on the ground.
    

    
      “Really?” snickered Daichi.
    

    
      “What?” retorted Bao.
    

    
      “You probably just attracted every guild in this entire city. And was it really necessary to rip off your shirt?”
“You’re just jealous of these pythons,” Bao said, lifting his arm in the air and flexing his bicep.
    

    
      “Seriously?”
“You mad, brother?”
“I had to have one person save my life, and it had to be you. I’d rather be dead.”
    

    
      “This is the second time The Hammer had to save your ass, brother.”
    

    
              Not surprisingly, several dozen knives shot directly at them. As Daichi again whirled in a circle to block them, a lone shinobi leaped at them with two knives in hand. Bao, in response, shot a thunder bolt at the man, and the poor shinobi exploded right in front of their eyes.
    

    
      “Quickly,” said Bao, “The Hammer has an idea. You will owe The Hammer for this one.” Bao channeled as much thunder and chi into Mjolnir as possible, then spun and threw it up into the air. “I channeled it to people who have a strong reservoir of chi, so hopefully no civilians will be hurt in my grand attack.”
    

    
      “Wait, won’t your attack hit us, too, since we have a strong reservoir of chi?” 
    

    
      “Oh…I didn’t think of that.”
    

    
      “You idiot! I swear if –”
    

    
              As Bao grabbed Daichi and leaped for a building, Mjolnir spun higher and higher into the air. His hammer reached a full thirty feet into the air, then began shooting random thunder bolts at anyone who had a large reservoir of chi. As panic and confusion seeped into the ranks of the shinobi, Bao took the opportunity to try to go to the only place Raizen and Chun could possibly be.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yu stumbled over on his Gatling Gun, seeing flashes of light illuminating the sky outside his tent. As he went over and pulled up the flap, he saw a metallic object spinning in the sky, with bolts of thunder shooting from it; only one person he knew could do that. The thunderbolts amazed him now the same way they did several years ago, watching Bao’s arena fight. He watched as shinobi leaped for their lives, some, unfortunately, exploding as the result of being zapped.
    

    
      Yu looked back at his nearly completed Gatling Gun and left the scene. Before leaving, he grabbed his coat, hat, rifle, and katana. Bao or not, he needed to assemble himself to defend the state, as his father and grandfather once did. He beamed down the eroded stone road, and after many blocks, he took a shortcut down a narrow dark alley. In one of the apartment windows, he noticed a nursing mother trying to calm her crying child. In another, he peered at an elderly man looking out the window while smoking a rather long pipe. In a window near the end of the alley, he noticed a wife kissing her husband before he went on night duty.
    

    
      As Yu ran across the city, he joined the medical unit, helping them carry injured guild members back to the hospital to be treated. While running, he tripped over a man lying on the ground; the man was a marine, and he appeared to be still alive. As he laid the marine up against the wall, he saw bullet wounds littering his body. Yu’s eyes bulged open; it was the same marine he’d seen on the boat – the medic.
    

    
      “The hell happened to you? Was it Bao and Daichi?”
    

    
      “Hey, it’s you…I remember you, kid.” Blood seeped down his mouth. “And no, it wasn’t those two who did this to me. It was Meishi.”
    

    
      “You mean the leader of the Red Katanas guild?”
    

    
      “Yeah, that man is no good. He used to be a drug lord until his gang was brought into the guild system. Shogun Sentai thought it would be easier doing that instead of using military force. That was a bad move on the Shogun's part. Now they’re corrupting the guilds around them.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “I learned of the opium trade among the guilds. By having the marines take out the other gangs and pirates, the Red Katanas hope to gain a monopoly on the opium trade, giving the marines a cut of the money. Meanwhile, the marines will have a clean hand in it all, at least in the public eye. I tried telling government officials of this, but apparently they’re bribed by the guilds. They sent people out to silence me, and Meishi personally visited me and shot me multiple times with his pistol. He left me for dead. I don’t have much time left.”
    

    
      “Is there anything I can do for you? Perhaps I can get you some treatmen –” 
    

    
      “No, it’s too late. I only ask three favors of you before I die.”
    

    
      “What are they?”
    

    
      “Firstly, there’s a pack of cigarettes and a match in my left pocket.”
    

    
      “Of course.” Yu lit a cigarette and placed it in the medic’s mouth.
    

    
      The medic took a long drag of the cigarette before saying, “As for the other two favors, it’s more of a promise.”
    

    
      “What’s your promise?”
    

    
      “The first promise is for you to find a way to put an end to the corruption in the guilds. Simple enough, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “As for the second promise…you said you were into orc women, am I correct? Well, I want you to survive all this bullshit. I want you to live long enough to date an orc woman. Don’t die until you’ve dated one. When we meet in the afterlife one day, I want you to tell me what it's like.”
    

    
      “Y-yes, I’ll do that.”
    

    
      “But you’ll have trouble finding me in the afterlife. I’ll be surrounded by gorgeous 50-year-old cougar women…oh, how wonderful the afterlife must be…”
    

    
              The medic stopped talking. He was dead, but even in death, he had a wide grin on his face. The cigarette still sat in his mouth, still lit. Yu’s eyes watered up. Being an engineer, he’d never experienced a friend dying. His mind was scattered, but he still had a mission to complete. So, he gave a brief bow to the medic and left to find more injured people.
       
    

    
      The young man crossed and cornered until he finally reached the barracks, which sat spaced out from the other buildings. Aside from having a training ground, it had a large garden, and a metal fence closed it all in. Many Red Katana soldiers, swordsmen, samurai, martial artists, and riflemen, flocked into the barracks. A few shinobi even leaped into the barracks. Wearing all black, they snuck in through the blanket of the night.
    

    
      Yu zigzagged his way through the hordes of soldiers. He needed to find his commander and ask what he could do. While walking, a leg stuck out directly in front of Yu, and he tripped and almost accidentally fired his rifle. Yu peered up to see a katana sticking directly at his neck; he could feel the blade grazing his skin.
    

    
      “So,” said the swordsman, “looks like that musket won’t protect you now.”
    

    
      “For the last time, leave me alone.” 
    

    
      This wasn’t the first time this had happened to Yu. Many swordsmen who couldn’t use their chi felt threatened by the rifle; to them, it symbolized the end of the era of the bladed warriors. With the industrial revolution happening in Wan, the glory days of their forefathers would come to a screeching halt if new inventions became mainstream worldwide. Some even spoke of technology replacing magic one day. 
    

    
      “You can take that toy somewhere else, because it’s people like you who are dishonoring the dignity of us swordsmen. You people of Wan make me sick with your petty inventions.”
    

    
      “Yeah, and this is news coming from a samurai of Date.” Yu paused a bit to reconsider his words, then said, “I mean, the feud our two nations had is in the past. The Feudal Age is long gone, and the age of the Shogun has brought our nations into an age of prosperity.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry, one day your engineering firm will be done for. I don’t know how it’s going to happen, but it’s going to happen.”
    

    
      Shaking his head, Yu ignored his comments and proceed past him. After many turns, he finally made his way to his superior; it was the same man who’d made the deal with the opium traders. He wore a typical marine uniform, with the sergeant rank sewed onto the arm portion of his coat.
    

    
      Yu asked, “What would you like me to do?”
    

    
      “You’re here…good. I need all marines to scout the area for the Dragon Warrior. Look for him and the others on the wanted posters. I want you to search till your eyes bleed, you got that?”
    

    
      “I will, Sergeant.” 
    

    
      Yu had mixed emotions about this. Perhaps he could seek guidance from the monks. 
    

    
              
    

    
      Raizen opened his eyes. He couldn’t move a muscle, let alone speak. The mere act of blinking required much strength. He lay under a few sheets of blankets, and around him several monks lay their hands on him. Raizen could sense their chi and feel their life force draining from their bodies, only to be placed into him. Oddly enough, he couldn’t feel his own chi. 
    

    
      He looked in horror at Agara, the woman who’d possibly sacrificed her life to protect him. They also frantically healed her.
    

    
      “That poisonous knife contained the deadliest of poisons. You have these monks to thank for saving your life.” Chun tiptoed from one end of the room to another and made intervals. With his head down, his fu manchu rested on his chest. “Looks like we have company.”
    

    
      “The Hammer is here!” Bao exclaimed, very loudly busting through a wall while holding Daichi in his arm. “Aha! The Hammer knew Raizen would be here.”
    

    
      “Bao,” replied Daichi, “did I ever tell you you’re becoming a liability for our group?”
    

    
      “Bah!”
“Daichi is right,” replied Chun. “Your loud traveling and overuse of chi has allowed the shinobi to track you. I can sense their chi this very minute.”
    

    
      “What?” gaped Bao. “Daichi, why didn’t you say anything?”
    

    
      Daichi sighed. “Yes, let a man who used up all his chi sense the chi of others. That sounds real smart. And if you can’t tell, I’m being sarcastic.”
    

    
      Chun got in his martial arts stance. “There’s no point crying about it.” He gestured to one of the monks and said, “It seems they may try to poison our food. Is the Jade Fire poisoned?”
“Not that I know of. Everything in here is clean.”
    

    
      “Good.” He went to a cupboard and pulled out a miniature gourd as large as the palm of his hand. “I have a feeling an old friend of mine is going to fight us, and none of us can take him on, not even me. This is the only way.” As he untwisted the rubber stopper on the miniature gourd, a strong smell of alcohol entered the room, strong enough to make everyone scrunch up their noses. Chun bottomed up the Jade Fire in one gulp, but even someone as experienced as he had difficulty swallowing it - it was that strong.
    

    
      “What did you do?” asked Daichi.
    

    
      “I consumed Jade Fire. Because I drink so much, my chi has a special affinity with alcohol. It’s a rare case, actually. Simply put, being tipsy makes me a better fighter.”
    

    
      “What does that have to do with Jade Fire?” asked Bao.
    

    
      “Jade Fire is quite possibly one of the strongest alcohols on the planet. I wanted to save it for an emergency, and I suppose this is one. Soon, you’ll see me drunker than I have ever been.”
“You look fine to me.”
    

    
      “For now, I am almost sober. However, in a few minutes the effects of Jade Fire will kick in. I fear my old friend who is after us will be here sooner than that.”
“Well,” replied Bao, “if this person you’re talking about is strong enough to take us all on, then The Hammer guesses it’s 
      Hammer Time
      .”
    

    
      Just after the words left his lips, two figures suddenly appeared out of nowhere. One of the men stood tall, with broad shoulders and a wiry frame, dressed in black clothing. His sleek black hair was greased back, with one bang sitting on his forehead. With a hard face, his grin plotted schemes. 
    

    
      The other man was of average height. He wore a kimono with a typical topknot. Daichi’s eyes widened in horror: the man was his own uncle, Mori of Date.
    

    
      Chun went into a martial arts stance and eyed the taller one. “It has been a long time, Xugen.”
    

    
      “Indeed it has, Master Chun.” 
    

    
      “I see you have thrown your lot in with Shogun Sentai.”
    

    
      “Of course I have. Being the leader of the Shinobi Guild has its perks, one of them being paid lavishly. I guess the flocks of women in my bed doesn’t hurt either. At least you taught me well in that regard.”
    

    
      “Nonsense! A fool such as yourself could never acquire as many women as I have. Yes. A fool who turned his back on his master’s teachings has no place for pretty women.”
“I turned my back on you because you were a fool. Now look at yourself! You’re a washed up old man at the end of his days. What have you acquired in this life? Nothing.”
“You’re wrong. Leaving my former life to train orphans was the best decision of my life.” 
    

    
      Chun sprinted at Xugen and prepared a punch, and Xugen responded by kicking Chun. The force of the blow blast Chun through the wall and to the outside. As his body flew into another building, Xugen followed suit. 
    

    
      “Well,” said Mori, “I guess I’m left with the trash. I’m not surprised you joined up with the Dragon Warrior, Daichi. I’ll bring you back to your father and allow him to pass judgment on you – but only after I kill Bao and Raizen. Shall we proceed outside?” 
    

    
      As the three of them leaped out of the building, shinobi appeared for Raizen. The monks responded by disappearing from their sight, taking Raizen and Agara somewhere safe. 
    

    
              Outside, the fight raged on. Chun and Xugen fought on nearly opposite sides of the city than Daichi, Bao, and Mori. Chun exchanged many blows with Xugen, then leaped into the air and prepared for a kick; however, Xugen leaped higher than him, and Chun turned his back in horror as Xugen rose in sync with the moon and landed a kick of his own, sending Chun flying onto the ground.
    

    
      “It seems your age has caught up with you, old man.”
    

    
      “Bah,” sneered Chun with a laugh. “I have three things you don’t have. For one, I have honor.” He leaped onto a house. “Also, I have years of experience.” He then disappeared and reappeared behind Xugen. “And most importantly, I can please a woman in bed far better than you ever could,” he finished, then shoved his fist into Xugen’s jaw.
    

    
              Xugen fell flat on his back. Regaining his senses, he rolled onto his back and leaped back on his feet, then spat out blood and smiled. Without saying a word, he charged at Chun and unleashed a relentless assault on him. Janochi dipped and dodged as much as he could, and sweat poured down his forehead as his chi drained. Xugen then landed a kick – hard – and Chun fell over on his back, only to be stomped on by Xugen. 
    

    
              
    

    
      Bao leaped from one building to the next, and Daichi followed behind him; it was amazing how he could still hop buildings after so much time. His chi, however, ran dangerously low, so if he kept going at that pace...
    

    
              Finally, both men landed close to each other on the large, flat roof of a rather large building. Coughing up blood, Daichi fell to a knee. Sweat lubricated his skin, and he breathed heavily.
    

    
      “Do not worry,” said Bao, “The Hammer will finish off this fool for you.”
    

    
      “That’s not a good idea. I am drained, and you’ve likely used at least half your strength with that grand attack you pulled back there. We’re in no condition to fight.”
    

    
      “You should listen to your friend,” Mori said as he appeared on the rooftop.
    

    
      “The Hammer is not afraid of a wuss like you. The Hammer has fought demons and undead, and The Hammer is not going to let you defeat The Hammer.”
    

    
      “You have no business getting in my way, Bao. I have some family matters to attend to with Daichi,” he said, licking his blade, “although I wouldn’t mind being the one who killed the heir to Wan.”
    

    
      Daichi coughed up more blood, then said, “Bao, don’t choose this time of all times to be an arrogant monkey. He’s a powerful man, one of the most accomplished swordsmen in the world.”
    

    
      “The Hammer is not going to leave you here to die.”
    

    
      “Goddamnit, Bao, leave!” Tears streamed down Daichi’s eyes. For the first time since the two warriors reconnected, Bao saw Daichi cry. 
    

    
      “Daichi –”
    

    
      “Bao, I’ll never forgive myself if I allow you to sacrifice your life for me.”
    

    
      Smiling, Bao replied, “No. Remember, brother, no matter how dire the situation, we never forsake family. The Hammer will save you or die trying.”
    

    
      Bao launched a bolt of thunder at Mori, who dodged the attack and appeared behind him. Bao responded with another shot of thunder, which Mori also dodged, then he struck Bao. This process went on for a couple of minutes as townspeople yelled and screamed at the sight.
    

    
      “You buffoon!” yelled Daichi. “Get out of here before he finishes you off.”
    

    
      “No,” replied Bao with a smirk. “The Hammer will admit that The Hammer is not the smartest of people, but The Hammer 
      is 
      the type of guy who gets the job done. The Hammer is going in - all or nothing.” 
    

    
      Bao summoned every ounce of chi he had and weaved it into two fingertips. As energy radiated in his arm, it shook uncontrollably, with bits of electricity sparking off its hairs. His top knot and beard also brushed up from the electric energy. 
    

    
      At the top of his lungs, he yelled, “CAN YOU SMELL WHAT THE HAMMER IS COOKIN’?!!”
    

    
              Out of his two fingers erupted an explosive thunderbolt, the shock wave breaking windows in the surrounding area. The thunderbolt then traveled from his finger and kept going until it bombarded a hill outside of town. When all was said and done, half the hill was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      “Surprise.”
    

    
      “Wait,” Bao said. He couldn’t believe his eyes as he turned around and saw Mori standing behind him. The man appeared to be more bored than anything.
    

    
      “Your kind dialogue with my nephew is quite heartwarming.”
    

    
      “You…” Bao passed out and fell onto the pavement.
    

    
      “Ha!” laughed Mori. “I suppose the heir to Wan never amounted to anything after all.”
    

    
      “Shut up!” Daichi yelled, lifting himself up and dragging himself in front of Bao. “If you want my brother, you have to go through me first.”
    

    
      “I’ll deal with you next.”
“I’ll never forgive you for what you made me do to my mother. For the past few years, I’ve trained relentlessly to one day get revenge on you.”
    

    
      “Looks like you’re about to witness another loved one die, Daichi.”
    

    
      “You will 
      not
       touch Bao.” 
    

    
      Daichi rose again, this time slashing at him with his katana, but Mori simply dodged his attack with ease. He then took his foot and kicked the katana straight out of Daichi’s hand. He kicked it another time, knocking the weapon off the roof, then gazed at Daichi with dull eyes. Daichi, on the other hand, simply took his place in front of Bao and summoned more of his chi to keep himself from blacking out. His eyesight blurred all the more, and he coughed up blood. After a few seconds of standing, he began clenching his heart in pain.
    

    
      Mori shook his head, saying, “My amusement has ended here. I grow bored of your persistence. I will now send Bao to the afterlife and bring you back to your father.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chun lay on the ground, bloodied and battered, trying to regain his senses. Whenever he had time to think, Xugen delivered yet another unforgiving blow. Chun finally managed to move his body strategically to absorb Xugen’s attacks, shifting so only his muscles could be punched, sparing his bones and vital parts. He knew Xugen was blinded by his own arrogance.
    

    
      “Now,” said Chun, “it’s time for you to see my full power. Feel the wrath of the Sake Fist.”
    

    
      “Sake Fist?”
“It’s a special technique of mine, with the help of Jade Fire.” 
    

    
              Chun leaped up on both feet, then bent over a bit, allowing a bit of drool to seep from his drunken face. A chipper smile appeared on his face, then with a wink he began his assault. Chun attacked with amazing speed. He kept Xugen on his toes, and whenever Xugen tried to land a punch, Chun would disappear and reappear from an unknown side.
    

    
      Out of sheer intoxication, Chun fell asleep on the pavement. Xugen gave a funny look, then aimed his foot for Chun’s head – but before his foot could squash his head, Chun rolled over in his sleep; yes, Chun rolled over in his sleep to avoid the boot. Xugen tried stomping on his head again, only to meet the same result. This process went on for what seemed like 30 seconds, then Chun awoke again, grabbed a torch, and burped into it. The torch lit up into a flamethrower, shooting a deadly flame toward Xugen, who dodged it at the last second. Chun then landed a monstrous blow at Xugen’s chest, and the punch cracked his bones; however, Chun didn’t aim at his heart – he actually hit the opposite side of Xugen’s chest.
    

    
      “You could have ended my life,” said Xugen, with blood spilling from his mouth. “Why didn’t you do so?”
“I still want to beat some sense into you, boy.”
“Nonsense. Despite acting tough, you still have one soft spot, your students. You refuse to kill me. You are soft.”
    

    
      “Ha, but that does not mean I still won’t kick your ass, boy.”
    

    
      “Hmph…the next time we see each other, you’re a dead man,” Xugen said, then threw a ball into the ground. A smoke screen erupted, and the ninja disappeared. 
    

    
              
    

    
      Daichi stood on the slippery slope of life and death. He clinched his chest and coughed up more blood. While breaking a cold sweat, his breath grew short and tears rolled down his eyes like a raging river in the middle of a storm. Despite his beatings, he remained steadfast to protect Bao.
    

    
      “It’s over,” he mumbled to himself. “Bao, I’m sorry I was too weak to help you.”
    

    
      “This son of a bitch giving you any problems, Daichi?” In front of Daichi appeared a large male figure.
    

    
      “Daichi, are you OK? You’re giving me a scare.” Next to the large man appeared an older, smaller female.
    

    
              Daichi couldn’t believe his eyes. JoJo and Mei appeared directly in front of him in the flesh, both wearing the tabard of the White Tiger Force. As they got into their martial arts stances, several dozen shinobi surrounded the group, pulling out everything from poisons to knives.
    

    
      “Hmph,” Mori said with a sigh. “I suppose you shinobi can take this fight for me. Bring Daichi to me after I kill Raizen,” he instructed, then disappeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the other side of the city, the monks worked diligently to heal Raizen. They spewed chi into his soul, allowing it to heal his wounds. After several minutes, the monks removed their hands from him, then they all looked at each other and nodded their heads. Raizen’s wounds were healed.
    

    
      “Is it done?” Raizen asked as he struggled to stand up.
    

    
      “Sit down,” replied one of the monks. “You barely have any energy for that. Please, take a seat.”
“Yeah,” replied another monk, “we just used all our chi to heal you. We don’t have any left to make a move if one of us were ambushed. We’re vulnerable. Our best bet is to wait until the morning for some of our energy to return, and hopefully no one will find us.”
    

    
              The monk was absolutely right. The group sat in an oddly placed alley with a dead end, and the alley was a narrow one, with stone walls on either side. The sky above them, however, was a beautiful sight. Beside them slept a homeless man with opium in his hands. As the monks laid their backs against the wall to take a breather, Raizen simply lay there, trying to figure out what had just happened. 
    

    
              
    

    
      Sunrise was less than an hour away. As Yu carried his rifle firmly in his hands and pressed on, sweat rained down his skin, piercing his uniform. The chilling wind of early winter bit the back of his neck. He needed advice, and fast, and there was only one place he could find it. 
    

    
      He took a shortcut through an alley to find himself in front of a small temple, with red and yellow wooden frames extending far and wide. He wasted no time climbing the steps, and when he got to the top, he saw the place had been recently ransacked. The red interior coated the walls, while the yellow wood padded the floors. Only the faint glow of candles exposed the inside of the temple. He searched around to see the place totally wrecked, with sheets and furniture mingled across the floor. Whoever had searched the place wasn’t sneaky about it.
    

    
              Yu had a plan. He’d been to this temple many times since being stationed in MuMu, and he often helped the monks store things in their underground cellar. On the corner of the place sat a Freya statue. Yu rushed over, and while leaning his back against the wall, he pressed his two feet against the statue and pushed. The statue fell with a large thud. With the Freya statue removed, he peered down to see a door to an underground cellar in the floor. Before going down, he clasped his and took a short bow towards the statue. 
    

    
              As he raced down the steps, old cobblestone walls and spider webs greeted him. The place was too dark to see, so, reaching into his pocket, he grabbed a match and struck it. Soon, he could recognize the twists and turns of the cellar. Old, ancient walls lined the insides of it, and old traps from another age had been placed strategically. During the hundred-year war, people would hide there whenever the city was being plundered or conquered.
    

    
              Yu traveled for a good hour or so. While taking his steps along a corner wall, he heard talking down the hallway. He blew out his candle and followed the trail of the noise, familiar voices echoing down the hall as he tiptoed to the storage room. Suddenly, large arms engulfed his neck, and before Yu knew it, a hand covered his mouth while the arms squeezed ever tighter. 
    

    
      The large figure slowly walked Yu into the room, muttering words such as, “I gotcha now, you son of a bitch” and “Keep calm like the good boy you are.” The large figure then manhandled him down the hall until they reached the cellar, where he’d heard the voices. There, he could match the familiar voices with familiar faces.
    

    
      “Let loose of him,” said Mei. JoJo slowly eased his arms, then released Yu altogether.
    

    
      Gasping for air, Yu said, “I came because I didn’t know what to do. The guilds want Bao and others dead, but I look up to Bao, 
      and 
      he’s a part of Wan. However, my nationalism serves the Shogun, not my state. What should I do?”
“I am glad you came,” said one of the monks. “You must be familiar with these people, then.” The monk gestured towards the bodies of Raizen, Chun, Daichi, and Bao, all lying asleep under blue blankets. In-between the men walked Mei, who healed where she could. 
    

    
      “Yes, I met up with them about a day or two ago. I got Bao’s autograph in my jacket if you want to see –”
    

    
      “I have no interest in seeing your autograph. Now tell me, did you have a hand to play in their demise?”
As anxiety rose inside Yu, he told of everything: constructing the Gatling Gun; the opium; putting up wanted posters all over the city. He even admitted – and apologized for – looking at state-of-the-art photographs of naked women. 
    

    
      One of the monks spoke up, saying, “Yu, I am happy you came here to us for help. I only expect as much from a regular attendant of the temple. However, you need to know that the needs of Raizen are higher than those of the Shogun. Even I, a neutral monk, knows the importance of a Dragon Warrior. The guilds are up to no good with opium, and they have lost our trust, as far as we’re concerned.”
    

    
      “But our government is what keeps the order in this chaotic world. I wouldn’t receive funding for my engineering firm if it wasn’t for Shogun Sentai. The Shogun Age was what ended the Feudal Era and hundred-year war. All I want to do is serve so I can preserve the world I know and love.”
    

    
      “Wake up!” snapped the monk. “Right now, families are being torn apart because of opium. You marines swear an oath to protect the citizens, yet you work with the very people harming us.”
    

    
      “But –”
    

    
      “The world we live in should be built on love. Strengthening relationships and being open-minded should be valued above the survival of the fittest; however, that is not in human nature. Such a world is not possible, even with this new Shogun Era. You marines are supposed to be here to ensure strength through peace.” The monk then sighed and said, “Yu, I want you to value Raizen over Shogun Sentai.”
    

    
      “If you don’t,” butt in JoJo, “I’ll break every bone in your tiny little body. I bet my two fingers could crack your femur. Wanna see?”
“I, ah...I’ll work with Raizen.” Yu swallowed a horse pill and nodded his head. Such were the effects of dealing with JoJo; the man was a brute.
    

    
      “Good,” replied one of the monks. “I need you to go out and make things right. You know what to do. Do I make that clear?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “And before you leave, burn those pornographic photographs of yours.”
    

    
      “But –”
    

    
      “Do it or else.”
    

    
      Nodding his head dejectedly, Yu replied, “I guess.”
    

    
      “That’s ‘Yes, madam.’”
    

    
      “Yes, madam.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      After Yu left, the monk turned around and said, “The audacity of kids these days.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Nine
    

    
      Light
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      Suda li and Zhao walked into the underground caverns of MuMu. It took a long time for the two of them to make their way through the ancient caverns; such provisions were made to keep the underground base secret.
    

    
      “Suda li.”
“What?” she snapped.
    

    
      “Well, never mind, then.”
“Seriously? Tell me what you want.”
“Not with that attitude, I won’t.”
“Fine, then keep your mouth shut and quit pestering me.”
Zhao scrunched up his nose and snorted. “It’s not like anyone ever talks to you anyway.”
“Say what?” Suda li grabbed Zhao by the shirt. “Now you listen here, little boy. I –”
“Zhao and Suda li?” An elderly man walked in, holding a cane. “I haven’t seen your two faces in years. Come here and give an old necromancer a hug. Better yet, just follow me. We’re preparing for our ceremony. Raiu doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
    

    
              The two of them followed the elderly man down the caverns, past the old stone walls and unkempt stairs. As they entered a large, circular room, they saw many necromancers sitting up against the walls of the room, preparing their spells. Senior members wore staffs on their backs, with the heads of snakes at the tips. In total, about thirty necromancers were gathered in the room. Many of them shot stares at Zhao and Suda li; some were happy stares, while others gave weary looks.
    

    
      “I have important news,” said Suda li. “Zhao and I have gathered some intel. It turns out Raizen is in MuMu.”
“We already know that,” said the elderly man. “I am, by the way, a part of the city council. The Shinobi Guild is already fighting them as we speak. However, to our dismay, it turns out not even the dagger of the Shogun can kill them. We know the dragon warrior is greatly weakened. Perhaps it would be best if we launch a massive invasion before he gets the chance to escape in his weakened state.” He pressed his thumb up to his chin in thought, then said, “Come, we have to get busy summoning an army of undead.”
    

    
              Suda li and Zhao got into their positions at the edge of the room. Zhao gestured to Suda li to follow him, but she grunted and went the opposite way. The entire circle of people applied blood to their foreheads and began the ritual. Purple goo sapped out of all their hands, centering in the middle. The goo then imploded into a black void. Though it was gone, smoke erupted from that very spot, then an image, somewhat like a hologram, appeared of Raiu.
    

    
      Raiu’s ominous voice echoed throughout the chambers, saying, “It took you all long enough. Tell me of your reports.”
    

    
      “Raiu,” said the elderly man, kneeling, “we’ve tracked down the Dragon Warrior. He’s in a weakened state, and we require as many souls as Leviathan can spare.”
“Ah, you sacrifice souls to him, and now you need them back? We always keep a few thousand spare souls at my side for such occasions; however, they usually do not last long. This endless void of limbo eats them up in a matter of a few years.”
“Please, Raiu, ask Leviathan to give us these souls. We are his instrument to play. We are his story to write. Grant us those souls, and I guarantee we’ll use them to kill the Dragon Warrior once for all.”
“I will speak to Leviathan at once. In the event that you fail, I have a backup plan. Shogun Sentai gave me permission to make our order one of his guilds. The Dragon Warrior will attempt to retrieve the Dragon Compass from MuMu. With the compass, he can navigate to Dragon Island. If we can’t stop him here, we must stop him at the seas.” The cloud of smoke disappeared.
    

    
      “Well,” said the elderly man to Zhao, “I guess this will be your first major fight.”
“But should we tell you of our adventures?”
“You can tell that at another time. Now, I must tell you of a few things about us. You may have learned this a while back, but practice makes perfect.” He pulled the staff from a strap on his back. “You see these staves? Only master level necromancers can use them. They have the ability to store hundreds of souls in them; however, if the staff is broken, the souls will burst out of it and fly into the sky in a beam of light. It’s very dangerous, you see. We’re going to combine the souls we captured from this city with those Leviathan is going to grant us.”
“So, I’m assuming we’re going to use Blood of Bath for this?”
“I see you paid attention during your training. And yes, we are. Tell me, are you good with zombies?”
“Of course.”
“Good, then once you become a master level necromancer, we’ll teach you this spell. It’s one of the most powerful spells a necromancer can cast.”
    

    
      In the cave, the necromancers proposed their plan of slaying Raizen. It was only a matter of time before the Dragon Warrior mastered all seven of the chakras, and once he did, few could defeat him. To make things worse, the kid was going to train under Lan Se, the legendary blue dragon; at that level, it was questionable if even their beloved Leviathan in his human form could defeat him. No, they couldn’t allow that to happen. Leviathan was their only route to salvation. He would destroy all souls and discontinue the cycle of pain and reincarnation that had been plaguing humanity since the beginning of its existence. Failure would mean humanity would suffer in the flesh until the end of times.
    

    
      
    

    
      Up above ground, daylight made itself present. As the first few strands of morning sunlight strode over the horizon, the lights of the rays hit the red and yellow wood of the temple, making it glow with a brilliant hue. Yu strode off. Looking at the crowd of people, he made his way down in the inner city, suspecting his superior was making opium deals there.
    

    
              
      What the hell am I doing?
       he began thinking to himself. 
      When I put on this uniform, I made a pledge. My loyalty is to Shogun Sentai and the state. I’m sorry, Bao, I have priorities. I suppose I could start by telling my superior where Raizen and his friends are located. Besides, they have an insurmountable bounty on each of their heads. Who knows, I could donate that money to the engineering firm back in Wan.
    

    
              
      Yu crossed and crossed until he reached the inner city. There, he could see the dead bodies of shinobi. Some died of bleeding, while the charred bodies of the others resembled being electrocuted. Blood paved the streets, and many lower ranking soldiers worked frantically to clean up the place. It was tradition for slain Shinobi to have their bodies burned as a funeral. Aside from taking the bodies to be burned, the soldiers worked to scrub the blood and body parts off the pavement. The few peasants brave enough to walk through the area did so in complete shock. In fact, the entire city was on its toes. People were afraid to leave their homes, and shops were closed. Who wouldn’t want to come out after hearing thunderbolts fly over your roof for the greater part of the night? Also, the one hill that once stood proudly was no longer there, thanks to Bao’s mega thunderbolt.
    

    
              When Yu passed that part of town, he came to a neighborhood known as the Underground. Though the place wasn’t physically underground, the nickname stuck due to the people who lived there being gaunt and pale. It wasn’t a mystery why they looked that way; the neighborhood was a hotspot for illegal activity. Tents lined the streets and alleyways, almost making a community.
    

    
              Yu could see the chronics sitting in the alleyway, taking their dose of the substance. That was weird; Yu remembered them doing it in secret, not so blatantly. He remembered doing a few busts in the neighborhood not too long ago. 
    

    
      I guess I won’t be making anymore.
       
    

    
      He sighed and continued onward. Down a ways, he saw a door that had been knocked down. Through the doorway, he saw a father wrestling with his son. 
    

    
      As they fought out onto the pavement, the son said, “Quit stealing my money for those damn drugs.”
    

    
      “Obey your father. I brought you into this world, and I can take you out.”
    

    
      “Shut the hell up! This is our rent money we’re talking about. If you blow this, we’ll be homeless street bums living off handouts.”
    

    
      Normally Yu would have been interested, but he’d promised his superior he wouldn’t intervene. So, he sighed and walked along, keeping his head down until he came to an alley. He often cut through alleys to get to his destination, and this was no exception.
    

    
      Yu proceeded down the alley until a woman stopped him in his tracks. She was dressed in a cloth kimono robe, with nothing underneath it. As she slouched, she exposed far too much cleavage, and one of her legs was visible up to her hip. Bags rolled under her eyes, and her hair was a mess.  
    

    
      “So,” she asked him, “you pay me a Koban, and I promise I’ll take you around the world.”
    

    
      “What?” Yu interjected. “What do you intend to spend that Koban on?”
“The question is, what do 
      you 
      intend to spend 
      your 
      Koban on?”
    

    
      Yu sighed and pushed the prostitute out of the way. He kept walking until he heard a scream, then he ran to the scene. In a dead-end corner stood three people: a mother with her nine-year-old daughter standing in front of a man. Yu recognized the man. He was actually the same person who’d made the money trade with his superior a day ago; he could recognize that face anywhere. 
    

    
      Yu hid himself and listened to the conversation. “I’m so sorry I don’t have the money,” the mother wailed softly, with tears rolling down her baggy eyes. “It’s hard to work when you’re seven months pregnant.” 
    

    
      Indeed, although the woman appeared gaunt, her stomach did bulge out. She stood with her daughter, who stood there destitute; homeless, perhaps.
    

    
      “Don’t give me those fake tears,” replied the dealer. “I’ll only give you your fix if you pay up.” He pressed his thumb to his chin. “Hmm…unless you want to pay up another way,” he said, pulling out a bag of opium.
“Sure,” said the mother, “you can do whatever you want with me.”
    

    
      “You give me my fix, and I give you yours.”
    

    
      The nine-year-old girl tugged on her mother’s robe and said, “Mommy?”
    

    
      The woman looked down at her daughter and replied, “Honey, I need you to stay outside while I go inside with this marine here.”
    

    
      “But I don’t wanna. I’m scared.”
    

    
      “You’ll be fine. I won’t be long.”
    

    
              Yu watched as the man went into the building with the pregnant woman. He scrunched up his nose in disgust, but he was unable to intervene. He did, though, watch over the girl just to make sure no one kidnapped her. After the two finished their business, Yu left the scene.
    

    
              He remembered he still had the letter with Xugen’s signature on it, and he knew Raizen needed the Dragon Compass. Perhaps he could make things right by retrieving the Dragon Compass for Raizen. Indeed, ever since the death of the medic, Yu longed to end the corruption within the guilds. The current method of Shogun Sentai had failed, and a total revamp was in order. He would join Raizen and his friends and help make Raizen the next Shogun.
    

    
              Yu ran down the stone walkway of his barracks. Near the end, he beamed into the armory.  He noticed the sun had begun setting along the horizon and realized he needed to be quick. He went to the armory, which was a small metal building leading down to the vaults. At the gate, he saw the place being guarded by two swordsmen.
    

    
      “Ah,” said one of the swordsmen, “a marine arrives.”
    

    
      “I need permission to get to Vault 41.”
    

    
      “Vault 41? What kind of clearance do you have for that?”
    

    
      “This,” he said, handing him Xugen’s signature.
    

    
      “This is for a lieutenant.”
    

    
      “Yes, but he’s dead. I was sent at the last second for an emergency. I have no time for explanation, unless you want to speak about it with Xugen himself.”
    

    
      “Hmph.” Both the swordsmen looked at each other, then shrugged their shoulders. “Make it quick, Marine.”
    

    
              Yu grabbed the signature and wasted no time going down into the vaults. He’d never been there before; only people with clearance could get in. Each vault had various locks with combinations, and here and there, a swordsman officer patrolled the hallways. Dark stone paved the way.
    

    
              Finally, Yu made his way to Vault 41. On the door lay a cylinder lock with twelve rolling slots for numbers and a green magical enchantment. Yu used the combination from the medic and opened the door, along with breaking the enchantment. He walked in, and the door behind him slammed. Suddenly, his eyes widened: he saw the Dragon Compass sitting on a table in a clear glass barrier. In front of the compass sat a man on a chair, and Yu recognized him as General Hao.
    

    
      “G-general…I have a signature from Commander Xugen to –”
    

    
      “Xugen would never trust the Dragon Compass to a weak private,” Hao said, reaching into a can of chewing tobacco. “Here, take some tobacco.”
    

    
      “I’m confused.”
    

    
      “You’re confused? Imagine how I feel. I’ve been tasked with guarding the Dragon Compass, only to find some private with Xugen’s signature barging into this vault. How about you explain yourself?”
    

    
      “It’s a long story, sir, but I’ll try to make it brief. Sir, the guilds are corrupt. We were to stop the drug trade, but we’re only participating in it. We’re no different than the drug lords and pirates themselves. I made a promise to a friend before he died, swearing to him I’d find a way to end the corruption within the guilds. I think I can fulfill this promise by traveling with the Dragon Warrior.”
    

    
      “I see,” said Hao. “The rumors were correct: corruption is sinking into the guilds. I have much to do; however, you’re here to take the Dragon Compass to help Raizen. Tell me, Private, do you know why I was sent here to guard the compass?”
    

    
      “No, sir.”
    

    
      “I was sent here because Xugen does not trust me. I was originally born in Wan and have many ties to that nation. I was largely responsible for making the marines a popular guild. Bao is also from Wan, so it makes sense to favor him over Shogun Sentai. Xugen sent me down here to guard the Dragon Compass out of fear of siding with Bao. Now, the plot thickens. It would appear a certain private is going to steal the compass from me.”
    

    
      “I think so.”
    

    
      “Oh no,” Hao said as he grabbed the compass. “You are taking the compass, and I am helpless to do anything about it.” He placed it deep in Yu’s breast pocket. “I do not know where the compass is now. Leave quickly, Private.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen opened his eyes and saw he rested under several blankets in what seemed to be an ancient cellar. A hand ran its fingers through his hair and stopped on his forehead, where it rest as it transferred chi to his body. Like elaborate strings, the chi danced from the hand throughout his body.
    

    
      “Where am I?” asked Raizen.
    

    
      “Is that how you greet an old friend?” Mei said with a giggle. “Haven’t see me in forever, and the first thing you do is ask silly questions?”
    

    
      “Mei?” Raizen said, sitting up. “Wow, I can actually move now. Where are those monks who healed me?”
    

    
      Mei turned his head the other way and said, “Dead.”
“What?” Raizen stood up and quickly fell back down to the ground. “How?”
    

    
      “They used up too much of their chi to heal you. I know this is hard, but understand, you’re our only hope of defeating Leviathan. Such sacrifices are expected.”
    

    
              Raizen leaned back onto a wall. His heart fell to his stomach, his guts turned to stone, and sweat rolled down his forehead. The very thought made shivers run marathons up and down his spine. 
    

    
      Mei nodded her head and walked over to three other bodies lying on the ground. Scratches and bruises lined Chun’s face. Agara lay, with her body still bloody. Bao and Daichi didn’t look much better. Bao’s once straight hair was puffed into an afro, and bits and pieces of electricity sparked off his body. Daichi lay half-asleep and moaning, clinching his heart, oblivious to the world.
    

    
      “That fuckin’ Raizen kid wake up yet?” JoJo asked as she entered the room. 
    

    
      Mei shushed JoJo and continued healing, going over to Daichi and placing her hand over his heart. After transferring some chi, Mei turned to Raizen and said sternly, “It’s about time you learn your fifth chakra. After this, you’ll only have three chakras left.”
“Tell me.”
    

    
      “The fifth chakra is called Vishudda, or more commonly known as the Throat Chakra. To visualize this chakra is to visualize the color blue. Think of the sky or something like that. To master this chakra, you must master honesty. Lies and deceit only block a person from his loved ones, and more importantly themselves. Janochi Chun has told me he refuses to teach you this chakra until…”
    

    
      “Of course…”
    

    
      “Now, would you mind telling me what’s been distorting your zen?”
    

    
      “I can’t…”
    

    
      “Those monks died saving you. All of them could have lived if you’d mastered this chakra earlier. How many more must die over your secrets? Hmm? Hundreds of millions of souls? I think Leviathan will enjoy his banquet, don’t you?”
    

    
      “Damn,” JoJo said with a laugh. “I never thought you could be forceful.”
    

    
              Raizen twiddled his thumbs. He couldn’t talk about what happened in Kangbok; however, Mei did bring up some strong points. His guilt over the deaths of the monks finally overcame him.
    

    
      “Alright, I’ll tell.” He took a deep breath and told her what had happened in Kangbok. 
    

    
      When he finished, JoJo grabbed his shirt and slammed him into the wall. “You son of a bitch!” It wasn’t until Mei grabbed his arm that he stopped.
    

    
      “Hmm…” replied Mei with her eyes closed. “I see.” 
    

    
      “If I may ask,” said Raizen, “why are you and JoJo here?”
    

    
      “A man from the White Tiger Force intercepted a telegraph heading to MuMu. When we learned about it, we were told to leave our posts to save you from an ambush; however, we arrived too late.”
    

    
      Just then, Yu came through the walkway. “Where are the monks?” he asked.
    

    
      “Dead,” retorted JoJo. “They died right after you left. Guess they wanted to stay alive long enough to tell you their final words of wisdom.”
    

    
              Yu took a few steps back, then suddenly became lightheaded and fell on his butt. He assumed they’d died by trying to heal Raizen, so he pulled out his revolver pistol and aimed it at him. Mei tapped him on the back of the neck, causing him to fall over.
    

    
      She then turned to Raizen and said, “Remember what we did back in my cabin? I’m going to do that again. We need you to master this chakra more than ever.”
“I’m willing.”
    

    
              Mei left the room to grab some water. Meanwhile, Raizen laid his head down on the stone. Mei returned and placed a bowl of water on the ground, then grabbed some of the water and trickled it on Raizen’s head. Suddenly, Raizen felt his essence being transported to an endless void. Far above him washed a body of water, and his body gravitated towards it. Visions of the past came to his mind, visions not only of his encounter in Kangbok, but also of the effects of his actions. Visions of what could've been flooded his mind. Had he not had an affair with Yuki, he would have mastered his sixth chakra by now and Sako would have fulfilled his dream of becoming a master ronin.
    

    
              Raizen pondered to himself, 
      I cannot change the past. Though things would've turned out for the better, I can’t change how they happened. Though I’m eternally guilted by this turn of events, the only thing I can do is work towards the future. All I can do now is atone for my sins by winning the Shogun Tournament. Never again will my selfish actions cause so many to die.
    

    
              Raizen plunged into the water and awakened. The fourth chakra flowed through his veins, and his wounds healed completely - one of the perks of being a Dragon Warrior. 
    

    
      He stood up and asked, “Where can I find a fresh pair of clothes?” 
    

    
      Smiling, Mei said, “There are a few pairs of the martial arts uniform in the other room, to the right of this one; well, at least according to the other monks.”
    

    
              Raizen went into the other room and found some black pants and a white shirt his size, along with a larger white shirt with a few buttons in-between. 
    

    
      JoJo nodded his head and said, “Eat all you want.”
    

    
      “Before leaving,” said Mei, “it’s best to wait until Yu comes with you. He has valuable information on him.”
    

    
      “Can’t you just wake him up now?”
“It’s best that he gets some sleep – unless, of course, you want him to come at you with his fists again.”
    

    
              And so the three waited it out. Hours passed, and Yu remained asleep. Morning passed into sunset. After many hours, the sleeping Yu awoke from his sleep – and upon waking up, he launched a punch at Raizen. Raizen simply stood there, allowing Yu to give him a bloody nose. 
    

    
      “Look!” bellowed Raizen. “You think I’m not worked up about their deaths, too? I was the reason they died. However, I learned not too long ago the past can’t be changed. What can be changed is the future. I’ll pay for my sin another time. For now, the world needs me. Would you like to join me to make things right?” Raizen said, extending his hand.
Yu hesitated for a second, then grabbed Raizen’s hand. “I guess you’re needed for destroying their opium. I’ll help.” He pulled the Dragon Compass from his breast pocket, and everyone stared in complete astonishment. He then handed the compass to Mei and said, “It’s safe with you.” 
    

    
      “Wait,” said Agara, “Raizen, I want to go with you two.”
“No,” replied Mei.
    

    
      “Mei,” Agara’s said, her face lighting up in happiness.
    

    
      “We can greet each other later. For now, you’re in no condition to follow them.”
“Alright.”
    

    
              The two of them left the cellar, with Yu guiding Raizen through. As they walked, Yu informed him of his encounter with the dealer. He even told of the corruption of the guilds and the trade of opium. Yu finished by telling Raizen what the dealer told him. As they made it to the temple’s primary floor, the sun hung just below the horizon. They used the back entrance. 
    

    
      “Here,” gestured Yu, “wear this cap.  Try to fit all your white hair into it.”
    

    
              Raizen felt awkward wearing a kepi cap. Luckily, it sucked in much of his hair. Both men then made their way outside.
    

    
      Yu looked at the sky. “That’s weird. Shinobi custom usually requires them to burn their dead at night. However, I don’t see any fires.”
“Maybe they don’t want to give their position.”
    

    
      “That could be it…but I’ve seen those people in action. They’d burn their dead in the middle of a war zone. Something’s up. I don’t know what it is, but something is horribly wrong here.”
    

    
      “I guess we’ll find out. I don’t have a plan.” Raizen laughed a bit and continued. “I guess we’ll just go with your plan of burning the opium and work from there.”
    

    
      A growling voice boomed behind them. “Think you can hog the fun for yourselves? I, JoJo, will tag along. Hey, little man named Yu. Hop on my back and direct me where to go.”
    

    
      Yu laughed, saying, “I’m glad you’re coming along. We may encounter fighting in the barracks on the eastern side of MuMu.”
    

    
              Yu leaped on JoJo’s back, and the three of them left. Raizen and JoJo leaped from rooftop to rooftop. Both Raizen and JoJo felt an unholy presence about, but they kept going. The three of them made it to the eastern barracks in no time flat, but to their surprise, the place was emptied out. What was going on?
    

    
      “I could be a trap,” blurted out Yu.
    

    
      “No,” JoJo felt the ground, “I don’t think so.”
    

    
      “Do they have a forge? We could dump the opium in the furnace.”
    

    
              The three barged in and started their ransack. A few halls down, they found a room jam packed with sacks and sacks of opium. All three men carried many bags at once and disposed of them in the next room, where the furnace ate the bags alive. JoJo carried the most, disappearing and reappearing from one room to another. The man must have really worked on his speed for the past few days; he 
      did 
      look a bit thinner.
    

    
      “Damn,” said JoJo, “I can’t believe I didn’t notice before. The unholy aura and the fact that this place is emptied out. We have a zombie problem to deal with.”
    

    
      “You can sense them?”
“JoJo felt the ground and nodded. Necromancers just summoned a ton of them. Raizen, I don’t know what’s going on, but we’ll have to dispose of the opium later. We gotta protect the people of this city before those fuckers murder everyone.”
    

    
              The three of them ran out of the building. To their left, about ten feet from them, stood two marines, holding what appeared to be a large gun.
    

    
      “My Gatling Gun!” screamed Yu.  
    

    
      The gun was composed of what seemed to be a large cylinder, with a multi-barrel design. It sat nailed on a platter with metal wheels on each end. He gazed at them as the two conversed with each other. The conversation went something like….
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey, is that the guy with the enormous bounty on his head?”
“I don’t know. We were ordered to use these against the undead.” 
    

    
      “No, our superior said that guy is our top priority. Here, let me see how this thing works. I think you crank this…..”
    

    
              When the marine started cranking the handle, bullets soared through matter. Yellow flashes propelled the barrels, while the noise from animation practically popped their eardrums. 
    

    
      “I got this,” Raizen said, leaping directly in front of Yu and catching the bullets. Each hand moved like a propeller. Raizen caught the bullets until the animation jammed in the Gatling Gun, then he dropped all the bullets on the ground and used the jam to close the gap between them. He restricted much of his energy while he connected with a dropkick - one foot per person. The two riflemen then flew to the ground, coughing and gasping for air.
    

    
      Raizen grasped both of their shirts and commanded, “Tell me of these undead you speak of. Quick, many lives and souls are at stake.”   
    

    
      “I, uh…” One marine was at a loss for words.
    

    
      The other one spoke up, saying, “Haven’t you heard? The necromancers stole the bodies of the dead shinobi before we burned them. The remaining forces of the city are ordered to fight them. That’s why we took out Yu’s Gatling Gun. That’s all I know.”
    

    
      “Goddamnit!” hollered JoJo. “I hate necromancers. I knew something was up. No matter, I’ll enjoy crushing their skulls under my biceps,” JoJo said, then disappeared.
    

    
      “JoJo…” Raizen shook his head at JoJo’s rash behavior. He turned back at the three and said, “Here’s the plan. I’ll pick up this Gatling Gun and place it somewhere where it would prove useful against fighting the undead. Perhaps we can meet up with more of your marines along the way. You and the rest of your guildies fight the undead, while I deal with the necromancers. Any questions?”
“Just one.” It was the voice of Xugen. He and several shinobi had suddenly appeared, surrounding them. Xugen continued. “Now, before you try to attack me, I want to make an alliance just for this battle. Our shinobi and the other guilds are low on numbers because of our last fight, and quite frankly, we won’t be able to hold the necromancers off without the help of a Dragon Warrior and his White Tiger Force lackeys. It started with a telegraph conversation between me and the Shogun. Shogun Sentai requested our guilds participate in the purge of the city to kill you, but I told him to fuck off. If we live to fight another day, I shall grant you permission to leave the city just this one time. No one makes a mockery of the Shinobi guild by stealing the souls of our fallen and lives to tell about it.”
    

    
      “Agreed,” Raizen said. He then picked up Yu’s Gatling Gun and asked, “Where are the others?”
    

    
      “I’ll guide you to them. Oh, and if you want to know, Mori is on the western end of the city. I know you two have something going on,” he said, grinning mischievously. 
    

    
      
    

    
              JoJo leaped from building to building. On the southern portion of MuMu, clouds started coating the night sky. In fact, the clouds came out of nowhere; that seemed unnatural. Then it dawned on JoJo: a senior necromancer must be casting Blood of Bath. A forbidden spell in the magician universities, it causes rain to come in the form of blood. They use this as a way to speed up the process of repairing zombies. When a zombie is dismantled, it reforms back together; however, with excess blood, the process is almost instant.
    

    
              As hundreds of zombies lined a major street, anger erupted in JoJo. He landed on the ground, placed his hands together, and activated all seven chakras. With this power, he stomped one foot on the ground, expunging incredible force. The entire street cracked in two, and the hundreds of zombies fell into the crack caused by his stomp. JoJo sensed a powerful dark presence nearby; judging from the feel of it, it came from a senior necromancer.
    

    
              JoJo leaped onto a building. To his left, he saw the necromancer with hundreds of bone spikes floating in the air. With a grin, the necromancer shot the bone spikes at JoJo, who shot a grin himself, then faced the necromancer, planted both feet firmly on the ground, and flexed every muscle in his body. The bone spikes made contact with JoJo’s body, but they didn’t pierce him; instead, they broke on contact, almost as if his body was made of metal. The only thing the bone spikes did was rip his clothing and leave scratches here and there; he hadn’t earned the nickname ‘Stonewall JoJo’ for nothing. The necromancer wore himself out shooting the bones, but JoJo just pointed his finger and roared in a loud, authoritarian voice, “That did absolutely nothing but piss me off! You’re as good as dead! Your cult…your zombies…your ignorant death god - dead! Do you hear me? Dead!” 
    

    
      His face turned red, and veins popped in his neck. He yelled loudly enough for half the city to hear, and when the citizens hiding under their furniture heard JoJo’s rant, they rejoiced when they did. 
    

    
              The necromancer fell on his butt, scared. He formed many bones and flung them as fast as he could, but that did no good. Tired, the necromancer then tried making a break for it; that was no good either. The brute ended his life before he could run. Just then, he found himself surrounded by three more necromancers.
    

    
      Scowling, he roared, “Come at me!”
    

    
      
    

    
              Yu stumbled as Raizen set him down. The Dragon Warrior carried both him and the Gatling Gun, while Xugen carried the two marines. Yu gave weary looks as he found himself in a large group of guild members. 
    

    
      Xugen spoke up, saying, “We’re having a temporary alliance with the Dragon Warrior to fight off the undead. Because killing the necromancers will stop the undead, we require you all to find a safe place to hide.”
“No way,” replied Yu with his fist in the air. “We’re guildies, just like you shinobi. We pledged our lives to protect the people, and that’s what we’re going to do.”
“But Yu, the zombies will simply reform every time you kill them. The only thing you’ll accomplish is buying time for the peasants.”
A swordsman stuck his katana in Xugen’s face and replied, “Then let us buy some time.” This was the same swordsman who’d tripped Yu the other day. “I’m weary of you magic users treating us non-users as children. Like Yu said, we pledged our lives to our people.” He placed his hand over Yu’s shoulder. “Whether it be with katanas or rifles, let us die with honor.” 
    

    
      Xugen smiled. “As you wish. Raizen, follow me.” Both disappeared from sight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright,” said Yu to his guildies, “we’re working together with the Dragon Warrior and his allies to repel the undead threat. If anyone disagrees, they can take it up with Xugen. I can hear the undead coming as we speak.” Yu studied his surroundings. “I want the majority of you to search the city and save more civilians. I want a small portion of you to cover my six. My Gatling Gun will distract and slow them down. I just need the majority of you to find and protect the civilians.
    

    
      The marines and the swordsman got into position, barricading the windows and doors the best they could with the spare equipment. They took up position behind Yu, covering their six. Both Yu and the soldiers covering his six knew this was very likely a suicide mission, but such sacrifices are worth it as long as the civilians are saved.
    

    
      From the road poured in zombies and skeletons. The zombies were dressed in shinobi garb, with peasants dress mixed in the bunch. Being fresh corpses, they didn’t possess the normal rot of zombies - they looked like normal humans…almost. Aside from the drooling and moaning, a violet hue glowed in their eyes. Being zombies, the undead are severed from their use of chi; however, they still hold the knowledge of shinobi and can be quite difficult to combat.  
    

    
              Yu cranked the lever on his Gatling Gun, and bullets flew from the barrels while the rumbling shook his the machine, making it hard to aim. The loud firing made everyone’s ears ring while yellow flashes of light erupted from the gun. It felt instant. Many bullets made their mark, ripping through reams upon reams of the undead. The marines at Yu’s six fired their rifles. While reloading, they went to the back of the line and allowed the next row to fire. Whenever the zombies got too close, the swordsmen chopped them down. This wasn’t as easy as it sounded. Zombies reformed and reshaped whenever chopped down. Their ammunition wasn’t going to last forever.
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen leaped from building to building. Out of the corner of his eye appeared a necromancer; a novice at that. Before Raizen could attack, he noticed the novice’s life had already ended. He lay splat on the ground, a shuriken having taken up residence in the poor man’s neck.
    

    
      In front of him posed an ever larger threat. A master level necromancer stood on a parapet, shooting purple flames at everyone. Raizen could sense another master level necromancer inside the building, casting some sort of powerful spell. The more the necromancer cast, the more the clouds covered the sky. Raizen refocused his attention on the master necromancer shooting purple fire. On his forehead sat a pentagram made of blood; however, unlike that of Zhao and Suda li, this blood pentagram glowed with a purple hue. His eyes shone brighter than ever with the purple light illuminating from his eyes.
    

    
      The necromancer gave a sadistic smile and laughed. “Come out and play, little ones. I just want to see you all burn…burn…burn…BURN! BURN! BURN! Ahahaha!” Just like with Zhao, this man had a normal and evil voice speaking in perfect unison, though the evil voice slowly took over. “I like my victims extra crisp. No room for medium rare.”
    

    
              From his hands soared a flamethrower of purple flame. Raizen leaped behind him and connected a kick to his back, and just before his leg could connect, a bone spike sprouted from the ground. Raizen’s kick shattered the bone, but the necromancer’s back remained intact. The necromancer turned around with his flamethrower breathing like a dragon.
    

    
              Raizen leaped onto another building. To his horror, peasants inside the building began screaming as the purple flame quickly engulfed it. He leaped for the building but was stopped when a shinobi intercepted him. Both slammed onto the ground.
    

    
      “Don’t do that,” said the shinobi. “That purple flame is too dangerous. Once it hits its mark, it keeps consuming until there’s nothing left. Leave the peasants to their fate.”
“You tell me to leave women and children to their fates? There must be a way to save them.”
    

    
      “Well, a few monks could nullify the flames with their holy chi. Where are the monks anyway?”
Raizen gulped, then said, “Dead.”
    

    
      “Isn’t that convenient?” 
    

    
      The shinobi left at the sight of the purple flame. Raizen did the same.
    

    
              On top of another building, the two regrouped. As both men stood on top of a parapet to regain their breath, skeletons appeared on the building. Apparently, they must've climbed the walls. Raizen and the shinobi made quick work of them and went back toward the necromancer.
    

    
      Raizen once again leaped behind him and landed a kick. A bone spike popped up again and shattered just like last time; however, this time the shinobi came immediately after the shattering and lodged a knife into his neck. Raizen connected another kick, shattering the necromancer’s spine. The shinobi finished by drop kicking him off the ledge. With the human flamethrower gone, the two men continued toward other enemies.
    

    
              Clouds darkened the sky to the point where the moon couldn’t give her celestial glow. Black clouds appeared a bit red, clustered thickly in the sky. With a bolt of thunder, rain began pouring – but this wasn’t ordinary rain. Blood, 
      blood
       rained down from the heavens and painted the city. Such blood gave the undead a newfound strength. Instead of taking a considerable amount of time to reshape and reform, they reshaped almost instantly after being cut down. Undead broke into houses and slaughtered innocent people, whose souls were enslaved by necromancers, thus creating more zombies.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Damn, this can’t be happening.” Yu tried frantically to fix his jammed Gatling Gun, but blood jammed the gears of the prototype.  
    

    
              Yu kicked his machine and looked toward the hordes of undead coming towards him. Somehow, they seemed larger and…faster as the result of the blood. He saw the marines and swordsmen struggling to keep the zombies back. To make matters worse, he could hear the zombies breaking through the buildings beside them. It would only be a matter of time until they burst through the windows and doors, not to mention the parapets and rooftops. Screams and cries inside the buildings made Yu’s stomach turn.
    

    
              Two of the swordsmen came to Yu’s aid; it was a mutual understanding that the Gatling Gun was probably out of the picture for the time being. They said nothing. The other swordsmen dashed into combat, unsheathing their katanas and giving malicious roars. They sliced and slashed. They kicked and scratched. They bit and spat. It didn’t matter. Each zombie they chopped down simply got back up within the blink of an eye. 
    

    
      As the swordsmen got into a defensive circle, undead swarmed them like ants on a beetle. It would only be a matter of time before a necromancer found the bodies of the dead swordsmen and enslaved their souls, turning them into mindless zombies.
    

    
              All hope wasn’t lost yet. A few marines fired their rifles at the zombies, while a few more swordsmen rushed into the fray and gave Yu more time as he frantically worked at fixing the machine. About half of the swordsmen at this time died, and the zombies began closing the gap between them. That wasn’t good. All seemed lost when…
    

    
      “I got it!” yelled Yu at the top of his lungs. “You’re not going to take our city!”
    

    
              Animation flew over and shot at the undead. Finally, the undead were being pushed back down the road. But the advantage wouldn’t last forever; more undead came. 
    

    
              
    

    
      Raizen regrouped with Mori and JoJo at the eastern end of the city, where the highest concentration of necromancers were condensed; however, the necromancer causing Blood of Bath was missing in action.
    

    
              Raizen watched as JoJo punched through walls and kicked down trees while fighting the necromancers. He watched as Xugen moved like a ghost and slit the throats of both the undead and necromancers with the bat of an eye. He watched Mori slice through dozens of necromancers in the blink of an eye. 
    

    
      As he watched, Raizen thought to himself, 
      This fight would be less stressful if we had Master Chun, Agara, Sister Mei, Bao, and Daichi with us. Heck, it would be much easier if we had all those shinobi who died the other day.
       Just then, Raizen noticed something. There were far more peasant undead than shinobi undead. 
      They must have been storing souls and dead bodies for such an occasion. And the more peasants they slay during this battle, the more zombies they can create.
       
      This makes me sick.
    

    
      
    

    
      All the fighting took its toll on the defenders of MuMu. Raizen stood back to back with Xugen, draining their energy on undead and necromancers. To make matters worse, the wounds from Raizen’s fights in Kangbock and MuMu started to open. Just then, a deviant looking necromancer leaped in front of them. It was the necromancer in the building, the one who cast the Bath of Blood.
    

    
      “Everything went according to plan,” said the necromancer. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Kuro, and I will be sure to sacrifice the both of you to Leviathan himself.”
“You’re talking to one of the strongest men in the Northern Regions,” Xugen said with a laugh.
    

    
      “You talk big, yet you are drained of most of your strength. Between the beatings you took from Chun and the beatings you took from my necromancers, you are in no condition to talk.” Kuro erected a force field around the three of them. “This will keep your men from getting in my way.”
    

    
              Xugen threw a shuriken at Kuro’s face, and it promptly shattered it; however, Kuro’s face simply reformed. Raizen then appeared around Kuro and landed a punch in the back of his head, only to be horrified at the same result. Next, Kuro summoned a mass of undead and flew them at the two; they obliterated the undead, and with the force field blocking the rain, the undead took more time to reform. Kuro blasted purple fire, making a tornado, which expanded and made its way to the force field when Xugen threw two more shuriken at his hands; with his hands missing, the purple flame stopped. While his hands reformed, Xugen sprinted for an attack. Kuro reformed one of his hands and made a bone spike erupt from the ground, piercing through Xugen’s guts. The shinobi fell onto the ground. Raizen ran, too, but finally his fatigue caught up with him, and the Dragon Warrior collapsed next to Xugen.
    

    
      “Good,” said Kuro, “I will sacrifice both of your souls to Leviathan.”
“No.”
    

    
      “It is such pity. Had you defeated me, you would have freed all these souls.”
    

    
      “This can’t be the end.”
    

    
              Kuro held out his arms, with his palms facing upward. Blood teared from his eyes, and the pentagram glowed brighter than ever. He chanted the curse.
    

    
      
    

    
      Great lord of the night sky
    

    
      Please heed my cry
    

    
      
    

    
      Allow me to take his soul as plunder
    

    
      Please, let me strike as quick as thunder
    

    
      May this offering quell your eternal hunger
    

    
      
    

    
      Take this offering from my sight
    

    
      Allow me to show the world your might
    

    
      Grant me powers to take the flight
    

    
      Allow me to spread your great unholy blight
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh great Lord Leviathan, feast - feast on his soul!
    

    
              
    

    
      Raizen gasped in disbelief. It was the same spell Zhao used. A pool of blood grew under the two. Raizen reached in his shirt. He saved this for his trump card. Reaching, he pulled out the Mirror of Humanity, the very artifact he retrieved long ago. The mirror read Kuro’s soul and bellowed
    

    
      GUILTY
    

    
      GUILTY
    

    
      GUILTY
    

    
              The mirror reflected Kuro’s image. The pool of blood started to leave Raizen and went for Kuro.
    

    
      “Ha! It will take more than a little artifact to defeat me,” Kuro sneered.
    

    
              Kuro flexed his powers. As he flexed, the mirror began to crack. He then placed all his energy into defeating the artifact. Slowly, the mirror cracked until the very glass shattered from his frame. With the mirror defeated, the pool of blood disappeared, as well as the force field. The pentagram on Kuro’s head disappeared as well. Indeed, defeating the artifact drained Kuro of all his strength.
    

    
              Raizen got to his feet. His wounds opened up, and blood soaked his clothes. 
      If I die here, then let me at least atone for my sins. 
      He walked up to Kuro and threw a punch. Kuro responded by blocking it. The two then fought - no magic or chi, only traditional fighting styles were used. They fought a bitter battle, but Raizen’s wounds eventually got the best of him and he collapsed in a puddle of his own blood.
    

    
      “It ends here,” Kuro said, going in for the kill.
    

    
              Out of the black flew a shuriken. It came from Xugen. The shinobi dealt his last blow and blacked out. The shuriken pierced Kuro’s neck, and he stumbled, holding his neck, with his blood gushing out.
    

    
      “Leviathan,” he said, “I have failed you.” 
    

    
      Thus ended the life of Kuro; yet, the Blood of Bath spell was still in effect.
    

    
              Raizen low crawled to Kuro’s staff, leaving a trail of blood in the dirt. 
      I don’t know if this will work, but I must atone for my sins. 
      Raizen’s vision grew blurry, but he pressed on. He grabbed the staff, and with the last of his strength he broke it in half. To his surprise, souls flowed from the staff and bundled up, shooting a beam of light into the sky. Raizen watched the freed souls enter the afterlife. His time was short, but the light gave him hope.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yu struggled on his Gatling Gun; the undead grew so large in their numbers, not even the gun could hold them back. The blood on his spectacles made it difficult to see. The swordsmen and marines fought a losing battle as undead burned through the lines like a fire burning through paper. Yu looked in front of him and gasped as the zombies closed the gap, then gripped the aiming handle between his two legs and used his free hand to grip his katana. Two zombies made it through the rapid fire of his Gatling Gun, and his spectacles fell off his face as he sliced.
    

    
              While using one hand to crank the shooting lever, he sliced through the undead with his katana in the other hand. It didn’t matter; they kept reforming. One zombie caught his eye; it was the medic, the one who made him keep the promises. As he, in undeath, darted towards him, Yu froze in his tracks. The undead marine then leaped up and bit his neck.
    

    
              Yu wailed. It was quite possibly the most painful experience he’d ever had. Blood squirted out of his neck, and red streams rushed down into his jacket. The medic munched down harder, his teeth biting through muscle and tendon. Yu still couldn’t find the courage to slay him. He dropped his katana and let go of the shooting lever, then fell to the ground and awaited his fate. As the undead around him started ripping into his body, tears rolled down Yu’s eyes and screams of anguish erupted from his mouth. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw all his fellow guildies had died. 
    

    
              He looked over; a beam of light lit the sky, and all the undead in the city dropped. A ray of light beamed into the sky where the buildings fell. It was a celestial light that warmed the entire city. Souls from both the zombies and the dead gravitated towards the light. Yu smiled and closed his eyes. His time was short, but the light gave him hope.
    

    
      Zhao and Suda li fought through the heaps of warriors attacking them. As Zhao focused his energy on having his zombies finish off one shinobi, he looked around and gasped; a shinobi nearly landed three knives in Suda li’s stomach. Each knife was attached to a finger. In response, Suda li slammed her palm on his cheek. Purple fire erupted on the man’s face and spread all throughout his body. 
    

    
      Suddenly, they heard the retreat horn being blown. There weren’t many places to run to, so they hid in a building.
    

    
      “Lili,” said Zhao, “did we lose?”
    

    
      “We did,” she replied. “We were so close to defeating him. No matter, we’ll follow him to the seas. Mark my words, the world will be liberated soon.”
    

    
      
    

    
              Raizen lay down on his back. He gently opened and closed his eyes as if they were the wings of a butterfly flapping, a bright ray of light shining vividly in his eyes. He reached up and felt his neck. “This must be the afterlife.”
“No, silly. Your body has been healed by a few good Samaritan souls. It was their thank you for freeing them.”
“The necromancers are gone?”
“We took care of them.”
    

    
      “You did what?” 
    

    
      As Raizen rubbed his eyes, the world around him became vivid. There was Mei, standing above him with a grin from ear to ear. The light of the morning sun glared down on MuMu.
    

    
      Daichi sighed. “Bao…about the other night…”
“Aha,” Bao said with a laugh, “The Hammer knows you now as a softee.” He flexed his bicep. “It is now the Hammer who wears the pants in this relationship.”
    

    
      “And you’re still the annoying jackass I always remembered.” He sighed and continued. “But you are who you are, I suppose.” He leaned over and gave his brother a hug.
    

    
              Everyone gathered in a circle. Though the day was won, bitter enemies still stood with each other. All gathered around a circle, tense, except for JoJo.
    

    
      “I suppose I have a few.” Xugen came to the middle of the circle. Mori tried following, but Xugen waved his hand. 
    

    
      Xugen said, “To start, I owe the White Tiger Force a great debt. Without your help, MuMu would be a cesspool of blood and torn limbs. All of us would be food for this so-called death god to munch on, and I’m too handsome to be munched on.” He took out a cigar and lit it. “So here’s the deal. You have until sunset to leave the city. We will not pursue you, as if you never visited the city. Us shinobi will stay and rebuild this town. I mean, it’s already a cesspool of blood and limbs, but at least we survived.”
Chun spoke up. “I am sure word of this will get out.”
    

    
      Xugen took the cigar from his mouth and puffed the smoke in Chun’s face. “Shogun Sentai already knows I disobeyed his orders in fighting the necromancers. He wanted me to fight with them, but I sent a telegraph message telling him to fuck off. I will hold my title as commander until sunset, then pass my title on to Mori. From there, I will allow him to court-martial me. It will be the least I can do for disobeying the Shogun.”
    

    
      Chun laughed. “You told me the next time you saw me, I would be a dead man. I am not dead yet, am I?”
    

    
      “Hmph. You managed to beat some sense into me after all,” said Xugen. 
    

    
      “Everyone, listen,” said a swordsman; it was the same one who’d tripped Yu in the barracks a few days ago. “We saved many peasants yesterday, but their lives would not have been saved without the bravery of Private Yu Gen.”
    

    
      “You mean the marine?” said Xugen. “I remember him. He was the engineer who came into my office a few days ago.”
    

    
      “Right,” said the swordsman, “and I want him acknowledged for his honor. You see, Yu used his invention of the Gatling Gun to buy the rest of us time. In fact, the majority of the undead in the city was pinned up, being shot down under his Gatling Gun. With most of the undead distracted, us guildies were able to round up the surviving civilians and escape the city. Yu’s task was a suicide mission. He knew he was going to die, but he didn’t care.”
    

    
      “I see,” said Xugen. “Though he was barely of age, he demonstrated more honor and ingenuity than most warriors did throughout history.”
    

    
      “Indeed, though we won the battle, it would have been a battle won in vain. For without Yu and his sacrifice, there would hardly be any citizens left to live in the town. I once hated him for being a marine. I feared the age of the swordsman was coming to an end. That may be true for us non chi-weavers; however, as long as we have brave men willing to follow the way of Bushido, the way of the swordsman will not disappear, but only evolve.”
    

    
      “Indeed,” said Xugen. “After we rebuild, I propose we build a statue of Yu and make a memorial of all those who have fallen while fighting the undead hordes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizen sat with his friends, most of whom bore grievous wounds. Agara sat with Mei, talking a mile a minute. Raizen then stood up, the very act making him wince.
    

    
      “Everyone,” he said. “After that battle, I realize how much of a threat the necromancers and guilds are. Please, I have a request for you all.”
    

    
      “What?” said JoJo.
    

    
      “I want all of you to enter the Shogun Tournament with me.”
“What?”
“The tournament is fought in teams. Anywhere from one to ten people can fight as a group. Please, I understand you all have your motives, but if we train together, we can grow strong and defeat Leviathan.”
“To start,” retorted JoJo, “I’m going back home. I got a family to feed. If you, the warrior of legend, can’t survive anymore without me, then what chance do you have of killing a fucking death god? Peace.” On that note, JoJo disappeared.
    

    
      “As for me,” said Mei, “I actually originally intended to travel along with you two. I even got a replacement back at my cabin; however, the necromancers plagued this city hard the other night. Blood of Bath is a spell not so easily vanquished. It will take at least a decade of healing to get the land back to a pure state. If I leave now, the land itself will slowly kill everyone in the city.”
“As for us,” said Daichi, “Bao and myself have been talking about it. I no longer have a place in my nation, and Bao wants to stick with me. I honestly don’t want to fight my brother in the tournament. We’ll join you, Dragon Warrior.”
    

    
      “And I’ll do the same,” said Agara. “Hopefully, we can face off against my father, and only then will I redeem my honor to my tribe.”
“Good.” Mei glared at Agara with a warm expression.
    

    
      
    

    
              Xugen sat down and started smoking his cigar. A few minutes after his first light, a familiar figure leaned over him, holding a box.
    

    
      “Yu!” gasped Xugen, “You’re alive!”
    

    
      “Yes. I only have one simple request. These are my blueprints of the Gatling Gun, as well as other inventions. Please mail them to the marine headquarters.”
    

    
      “I will, but what will happen to you?”
“I’m leaving the marines. I made a promise to a friend that I would end the corruption within the guilds. Meishi and the Red Katanas are corrupting the guilds.”
“The guild members will come after you.”
    

    
      “I understand, but I can at least buy some time. As of now, no one knows I am alive. As far as the world knows, Yu Gen is dead.”
    

    
      “Is erasing your identity really worth it?”
    

    
      “As long as I can fulfill my promise, it is.”
    

    
      “I understand, marine. I have one piece of advice for you. Throwing your lot in with Raizen will likely get you killed. That man; the world wants his head. Who will kill him? Will it be the guilds? How about the necromancers? Will the cartel and pirates get to him? Whatever the future holds for that man, his fate is sealed. I pitty him, for he does not know the hell that awaits him.”
    

    
      
    

    
              Mori sat on a table in his office. In front of him sat Meishi. The two swordsmen simply stared at each other; neither knew what to do.
    

    
      “Do not worry, Meishi. You will be fine.”
“Are you sure, Mori?”
    

    
      “Of course. In fact, once I become the commander of the Northern Regions, I have a special mission for you.”
“And what is that?”
“I am tasking the Red Katanas and the Black Sun to hunt Raizen down on the high seas.”
“Good,” said Meishi. “I can finally return to the ocean and continue my drug operations. Many people do not know this, but I am a major underground crime lord who has many connections to pirates. The Dragon Warrior will have nowhere to run, and I will enjoy his bounty.”
    

    
      
    

    
              Raizen and his friends quickly gathered his supplies and made their way to the town’s exit. The plan was to take a small boat downstream until they reached a port. From there, they’d navigate the high seas and use the Dragon Compass to find Dragon Island; the Dragon Compass was the only way to find it. Before they left, a familiar figure ran their way.
    

    
      “Wait for me,” said Yu, “I want to join your group.” No longer dressed in marine clothing, he was now dressed in jeans, boots, and a white linen shirt with torn sleeves, which were tucked into his jeans. He wore a katana at his side, as well as a pistol.
    

    
      “You want to come with us?” said Chun. “We barely even know you. How do we know you aren’t a double agent?”
    

    
      “It’s OK,” replied Raizen. “He was the one who retrieved the Dragon Compass.”
“I’ll be a great asset to you all,” said Yu. “As a former marine, I’m well-versed in ship navigation. I know the seas like the back of my hand. Please let me come with you.”
    

    
      “Well,” replied Chun, “why would you want to risk your life for us?”
    

    
      “I made a promise to a friend, and I intend on keeping it. I think making Raizen the next Shogun will end the corruption in the guilds.”
    

    
      “Then it’s settled,” said Raizen. “You’ll join our group.”
    

    
      Yu exploded in excitement. “Then let us set sail for the high seas and find Dragon Island.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The End
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