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   Prologue
 
    
 
                 Vengeance, revenge, justice.  Is there anything sweeter?  They are all just words that put us on a path which can be greater than any of us.  Where vengeance is a means, and revenge is an act, would that not mean that justice is an illusion?  My own experience with vengeance almost destroyed me, and all those I held dear.  It is then that I believe not in vengeance but in life.
 
    
 
   From the memoirs of Alura, creator of the crystal of chaos
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
   Chapter 1
 
   The Devil’s Path
 
    
 
   The night sky fell particularly heavy in Kaidontis when compared to the light of day.  One could find many ways to carry an extremely prosperous life.  All that was needed was an intelligent brain and a strong will of character.  The land was very fruitful to the many farmers of the terrain.  The regional lords had easy lives running their various districts.  The only people who seemed not to enjoy the virtual peace that always maintained itself were the various warriors of the region.  The soldiers of the various villages often found themselves bored.  The Ninja clans did not raid any villages or plunder for money as one would have thought.  The samurai, a natural enemy to the ninja clans, had broken up, because it didn’t seem as if they were needed.  It was in this time that two brothers having had two different paths in life began their respective journeys.  Genma so enjoyed the life of a samurai.  Training to better the ways of mankind was an admirable trait for a group to endeavor towards.  The ninja clan of the scorpion his brother, Gestat, had joined was not so concerned with aiding in the ways of mankind.  They were more focused on what would make the world and the land an easier place to live.  The natural land was a more prudent place to be focused on.  The ninja clans did not easily allow people into their midst let alone train them into the ways of a ninja warrior.  Their ways were more focused on individual training, the one on one type.  Genma having enjoyed training in the samurai ways quickly became an instructor and recruiter for the samurai legion.  The samurais were more like a giant army, whereas the ninjas were spread into clans and specialized more in character assassinations and jobs that paid.  The two groups often came into conflict when they met, until one day the ninja clans just disappeared.  Genma and Gestat thought the other long gone.  They mourned and then resumed their respective roles in their chosen professions.  
 
   ***
 
                 The clan of the scorpion led now by Gestat had excelled extremely well in the many missions that they undertook.  One young ninja was quite exemplary in every mission that he was assigned to.  He had a huge problem with authority and was often quite vocal that there should have been more to their existence than the occasional assassination.  Gestat always felt like the ninja had to be watched, and he could tell that the ninja had a drive for power.  He knew that if not checked he might find himself on the sharp end of a dagger.  A few weeks later Gestat had an epiphany.  His brilliant idea was a setup for the young warrior.  He spread a rumor among the clan of a crystal of enormous power, called the crystal of chaos.  The ninja of course was instantly enticed by the sudden information and completely appalled that the clan would not be going after the item.  Gestat had fabricated a fake rune in the hopes that the young man would attempt to steal the item.  The next night after Gestat had everything prepared the young man snuck in the room thinking that everything appeared too easy and simple to pass up for such a valuable item.  There were no guards watching the item in question.  At first the ninja was going to just take a peek at the rune, but he noticed it appeared to be in some strange kind of a language.  He would have to study it at length.  Once he lifted the item from its cradle, he found himself suddenly surrounded by twelve of his fellow ninjas.  A few seconds later he noticed the very leader he was attempting to thieve from show his face.  “I am deeply ashamed to have counted you as part of our family, but this matter is now to be brought before the entire clan.  They shall decide your fate.”  The leader spoke.
 
   ***
 
   That week the young man spent his time imprisoned within a cage.  It was not the most practical of rooms and the cage was often really confining to him.  This had actually been a different scenario than the clan was actually used to.  They were more accustomed to just killing their enemies, however, this time the enemy was one of their own.  The young man had thought long and hard over that week about the events that had led him to this and how his own quest for power had led to his instant demise.  The cage that he sat in was designed to hold any wild beasts they had caught; they would in turn sell the beast for a fee to a slaver from the north.  It did not get a large sum but it did get them by.  The cage was placed in the center of a very large room.  It appeared to be a conference room of sorts with many chairs encircling them, fifteen to be precise.  It was in the second week of imprisonment that something seemed to transpire at last, but by the look of things he did not like what he saw.  The room soon filled with his fellow soldiers all standing outside the chairs and soon after that the arbitrators entered the room and proceeded to sit in the chairs.  At this point nothing could become further from the truth the man accused was worried.  He felt like he had done nothing wrong, after all he only had wanted to take a look at the tablet.  “Is it true that you broke into the master’s room with the intent of stealing an item that belongs to Master Gestat himself?”  One of the arbitrators dared to ask.  A few tense moments of silence passed and then the condemned was attacked from behind with a magical shock stick.  The effect was quite painful.  After the pain subsided the same man spoke aloud again.  “Speak when spoken to!  Now answer the question.”  Not wanting another anguishing jolt of pain the thief spoke.  “I was not intent on stealing the artifact.  I merely desired to look upon it.  I had heard a rumor that it described an item of enormous power.”  At that point the young man decided he had better keep his mouth shut.  He knew that he was being set up.  The item was a fake, yet the crystal it spoke of was actually a legend that was indeed told to him as a child.  He was smart enough to know it had to have some basis in reality.  The master then stood up and spoke.  “So you admit you broke the code.  You have no option before you and I shall decide your fate.”  Then something happened that no one had expected in a million years, especially not from some upstart thief.  The thief turned and pointed at the master and replied to his statement.  “I challenge for leadership of the clan!”  Gestat fell back into his seat and the room became silent.  “Very well you shall have your challenge.”  No one ever challenged Gestat, because his mastery of weapons was so legendary.  The young man was in for a tough fight and he did not even realize it yet.
 
   ***
 
   The very same crowd that was present for the trial the day before showed for the fight the next day.  The ninja thief could hardly believe the predicament he had been placed into.  His sword had been returned to him yet his pride remained.  It would probably one day be his undoing.  He was not going to allow himself to be killed this day though.  Upon waking up, he had been escorted to the gate and tossed into the arena.  Gestat was waiting for him.  He took one look at his opponent and put up his defense.  Gestat twirled his sword and ran toward the ninja thief.  When he got close, he flipped in the air and brought a sword strike downward.  The young man barely got a defense up in time.  Soon they were matching strike for strike.  The sound of battle rang throughout the arena.  Although he managed to parry many of the strikes Gestat made, the young man found he was being cut by Gestat’s blade relentlessly.  Obviously, he was no match for the more experienced Gestat.  He soon became pinned against the side of the arena.  He would be dead soon if he did not act quickly.  The young man then used all his strength to strike the sword.  The item flew into the air and landed a few feet away.  Gestat dived for his sword.  With only one chance at survival the young man swung overhead at Gestat and missed.  Unfortunately for him, his sword sliced into the wall and became stuck.  He tried his best to remove the sword and he was struck in the back of the head for his effort.  The young man fell unconscious immediately.
 
   ***
 
   The young man awoke the next morning outside the encampment surrounded by the very same ninjas he had once called friends.  Then he noticed Gestat, who was beginning to speak.  “You are to be exiled from the clan.  I could have simply killed you, but I just want you gone from our lives.”  At that moment, all the men drew their katanas and pointed them toward the young warrior.  He had no choice but to leave.  Gestat then broke the thief’s katana in half and threw it to the ground.  He and the clan turned and left the thief where he lay.  The exile headed toward a local town and thieved the equipment he would need for his survival the next night.  Then he thought of the clan and all that he had lost because of the narrow-mindedness of the leader of the clan.  He went back into the village and retrieved some black powder and a horse and cart.  While the clan slept, he put the powder except for one barrel on the cart.  With that one barrel, he poured a circle of powder around the perimeter of the encampment, and then a line away from the location.  He also placed the cart with the remaining barrels in the center of the encampment.  Finally, he lit the trail of powder on fire and watched the destruction of the ninja clan encampment for a while before turning toward the desert in search of the same kind of power that he sought.  A very wicked smile spread across the young man’s face, and now the very same item the deception had hinted towards was to become his destination.  Any information he could find on the stones of power.  He had heard rumblings about a tablet that would verify their existence coming from the Desert of Desolation.  What better plan than to search it out.
 
   ***
 
   An entire clan decimated and a single man’s life now hung by a thread.  All he could hope for was to survive and rebuild his own clan of cutthroat ninjas.  His entire life seemed to be about one betrayal after another.  Now he trekked across what seemed like an endless desert.  His broken sword once an instrument of destruction had become nothing more than a survival knife.  He often sought shelter under jutted rocks and abandoned caves.  How pitiful he felt his existence had become.  His survival also meant seeking out a means of sustenance.  Hacking and slashing at any lizards, or snakes, or camels, he came across.  He cooked the meat using a fire trick he had learned of long ago.  Water was even scarcer than the food and his flask made out of camel skin often seemed to be filled with cactus juice.  It was nasty, but it kept him alive.  It had been so long since he had seen another living soul.  One night while the lost ninja slept in an abandoned cavern, he heard some whistling in the distance further into the cavern.  Thinking nothing more of it he went back to sleep.  When he finally awoke, he found that he had a renewed sense of destiny.  He had to find the source of that whistling.  He ate a couple bites of some leftover lizard meat and took a quick swig of some cactus juice.  His decision to remain inside of the cavern was not a choice.  In fact, the growing sandstorm outside did not help in his decision.  With no other option but to explore, the lost ninja headed in toward the noises.  The closer in he got to the back the more intense his feelings got.  He grabbed his sword after a half-mile or so.  The rustling noises started turning into chirping sounds that were coming from the back of the path.  The exiled ninja saw a light emanating from the back.  When he got to the light, he realized it was actually part of an insect.  This particular insect was huge, albeit roughly the size of a bear.  Suddenly the creature noticed the exiled ninja.  Without a second to spare, the ninja stabbed the creature.  It flailed about and hacked back as best it could, but it was already dying.  As the creature lay with its light flickering about, it made one final attempt at an attack.  The ninja barely dodged the perilous swing of the tail.  The exile had to stumble about trying to find a stick to light into a torch since the light from the creature was now gone.  Upon getting light, back into the room the ninja saw a huge treasure hoard.  This alone would have made most men quite happy; however, the ninja was not impressed.  The one item that did astound him was the two stone tablets toward the back of the room.  His knowledge of ancient writing was not that well versed.  He did recognize certain key words.  This tablet seemed more valuable than any other item in the cave.  One passage on the tablet stuck out in his mind more than any of the others did.  It read “crystal of chaos.”  His mind raced with the possibilities.  He had new purpose and a plan was formulating in his mind.  He would build a new clan, and he would find this crystal to use it to rule all that he surveyed.  No one would ever defeat him again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   The Coming Storm
 
    
 
   Years of being a samurai must have taken a toll on the young man known as Makenshi so much that his fatherly duties became secondary to his everlasting duty to save the land.  He would often come home broken and beaten.  “Why must you go away the entire time father?”  Akane would ask him.  She could never truly understand what he would have to endure in the field of battle.  Her father would just smile at her and calmly reply.  “Akane, I go to fight for you and your mother, because sometimes fighting is the only choice we have to us when our existence is at stake.”  Makenshi was a mighty warrior.  She knew deep down that her brother’s path would lead him down that same road.  Unfortunately, the world would not tolerate a woman warrior.  Never in a million years could Akane ever hope to fight in a battle like the one her father, Makenshi, fought in.  The battle was one that saved an entire village.  The clan of the snake had seemed to emerge from the depths of the underworld.  Their goal of conquest was fast approaching.  They even had recruited demons to aid in their cause, or so that was the rumor.  It was not true.  At this point, they were seeking out anyone who did not believe in their purpose to destroy them.  If they had found someone they did not like, they would decimate him.  They had no morals and no higher standards.  They sought the ancient crystal of chaos.  At this time, no one could stand up to them.  This is when the army was formed to combat evil and protect the lives of the innocent.  They were the most noble, courageous, honest, intense people a person could imagine.  A man came to Makenshi’s house long before Akane was ever born even before her parents had ever met.  It was a well-known fact that Makenshi was one of the greatest weapon makers in the country.  This man had come to ask Makenshi for his help.  He accepted the deal no questions asked.  “I would have joined your cause in about two seconds, but the look you show makes me feel that there may be no retuning here.  Besides I make a good living here.”  Makenshi said.  “Yes Makenshi I realize that, yet you do not know how to use those weapons you are so talented at making.  What will you do when this little problem of ours comes here?  Will you run and hide with all the women?”  The man asked.  “Very well sir, just let me pack my things and I shall be ready by morning.”  Makenshi said.  It had not required much more convincing than that.  The next morning they left without looking back.  On the way, Makenshi had realized that he had no clues on why this war was to start or who the aggressors even were.  “I know not who we are fighting or what they seek, but every town they cross they leave decimated.”  The man said.  Makenshi looked even more perplexed.  “Look Makenshi I saw one of these towns.  There was not a building standing and not a sign of another living creature for miles.  Do you think you want to live in a world like that?”  The Man asked.  Makenshi looked at the man with fervent intensity.  “I thought so.  By the way the name is Genma.”  He replied.  They continued their walk to this unknown destination with a new found determination.  
 
   ***
 
   As Makenshi arrived at the temple, he saw thousands of men of all ages and races ready to undergo training to become great warriors of the samurai army.  Makenshi was amazed, yet he was not quite ready to accept being around this amount of people.  The recruitment effort had worked very well.  It would take at least six months to train all these individuals effectively.  Looking around, the temple they were in was humongous.  There was a great stairway going up to the central building.  To the northeast, northwest, southeast, and southwest were four smaller buildings each meant for a different purpose.  Way to the north was several smaller buildings each meant to be used for sleeping quarters.  As Makenshi and the others passed through the central building they were handed their training gear consisting of a pair of pants, a kimono, and a training stick.  After which they were, each assigned a sleeping space of their own.  The first couple of nights were tough with nothing to cover up with and nothing to lay your head on, but Makenshi endured knowing what was at stake.  It seemed every time he closed his eyes he saw his village burning in flames and these red evil eyes staring at him.  As if his sleeping arrangements were tough, his training was even tougher.  They were learning six different forms of martial arts, four different sword techniques, and other weapons mastery.  Along with physical classes, they learned to train the mind.  The one class Makenshi seemed to excel at was morals and values.  Makenshi had a natural affinity for this class.  Honor, loyalty, justice, discipline, and courage were traits Makenshi already practiced in his daily life.  Day in and day out Makenshi trained and learned.  It seemed so repetitive, but it was also necessary.  Their sword skill and fighting technique continually increased even though Makenshi and the others did not believe it.  Finally, one day Makenshi felt different something in him had changed.  His duel with the sensei seemed a little different this day.  He was now using his meditation as he dueled.  It was almost as if everything was moving slower.  Makenshi’s sword and meditation were working as one.  Makenshi was moving with such speed that it seemed almost impossible.  Every attack the teacher unleashed, Makenshi would block.  With every parry, you could hear the wood strike.  It seemed completely unreal and then quite suddenly the sensei’s weapon flew across the room and hit the wall.  With that, Makenshi had his stick at the sensei’s throat.  He had won for the first time.  
 
   ***
 
   Sukenyo had been observing Makenshi since his arrival to the temple.  He saw what he was capable of achieving.  He knew immediately that he had to befriend Makenshi so that he too might learn the techniques that would grant him more power.  Sukenyo went to the same morals and ethics classes that Makenshi went to however he could not agree with the lessons he learned from that class.  After all, how could he find any peace of mind if he could not achieve the power he needed to beat back the inner demons that have plagued him his entire existence?  Sukenyo was not like Makenshi no one showed up at his door.  He had no knowledge of weapon making.  The only common thing they seemed to share was their age.  Sukenyo had been made fun of his entire life because of a big scar that ran down the side of his face.  If that did not make matters worse his hair had a strange blue coloring to it which made the scar that much more prevalent.  His hair was strange for some reason he could not understand.  Today was the day he was going to talk to someone.  “Hey Makenshi wait up!”  Sukenyo shouted.  “Do I know you?” was all Makenshi could think of to respond as he stopped right in his tracks.  “No I just thought we could get to know each other.  The name’s Sukenyo.”  Sukenyo reached out his hand in a friendly gesture hoping that Makenshi would accept.  He more expected Makenshi to reject him because that is what he would do.  Instead, Makenshi shook his hand.  After that, the time there seemed to go a lot smoother for both of them.  Sukenyo and Makenshi both seemed to differ on many things, but they still seemed to make it work out.  Sukenyo confessed after some time to Makenshi that he had indeed sought out the temple to train there and to better his life.  Makenshi let his friend know that he understood.  As their time there went more smoothly, the other soldiers there spent more and more time in physical training and less time in actual classes.  Makenshi and Sukenyo’s enduring friendship seemed to deepen with each day that passed.  Five months had passed and all their classes had been completed, yet somehow they remained.  Their next task required them to work with a blacksmith to forge their own weapons.  “After all we cannot go into battle with wooden sticks.”  The sensei said.  The students were instructed on the finer points of the blade.  In addition to that, he showed them how to fashion a unique and distinctive hilt.  While making their weapons, they were also to know that great care and love was needed to create their weapon because it was believed their weapon was an extension of their soul.  While Makenshi was exceeding quite well in his craftsmanship of sword making Sukenyo was not doing quite so well.  The sensei came to speak with him on this matter.  “Sensei you have no idea how inept I am at working with wood I am not going to pass my archery skills.”  Before he could finish, the sensei interrupted him.  “Well then you better learn quickly.”  Makenshi’s training had been so rough that he hardly noticed the absence of his friend.  Within a few days, he decided he had better seek out Sukenyo.  After several hours of searching, he found Sukenyo sitting by a big oak tree carving some wood into what appeared to be a bow.  He seemed to be quite upset.  Makenshi shot a glance at him that seemed to say what was wrong.  “I need to perfect my archery skills and I am not any good at this.”  Sukenyo responded.  “How about I show you what I know so that you can properly be prepared for the lessons?”  Makenshi asked.  “Would that be allowed?”  Sukenyo responded.  “Sometimes asking for help is the only choice we have left to us.”  Makenshi then thoroughly explained the procedures and showed Sukenyo everything he would need to know and more.  Within two days, Sukenyo became quite proficient at bow making and archery quickly attaining the level of marksman.  He even managed to exceed Makenshi’s abilities with this skill.  The class came and Sukenyo passed with top marks becoming the best archer they ever had.  Six months had passed and the Students seemed to be attaining the level of fully-fledged samurai.  The entire group was becoming quite impatient to say the least.  They were to go to their final meeting, yet their training was not complete.  Sensei Genma walked out onto the main floor.  “I know you think you are ready for battle, but there is one trial that remains.  Be warned that this is a challenge for the mind.  This test is one that demands great strength, tremendous courage, and overwhelming sacrifice.  If you do not make it through this, there is a great chance you may not ever leave.  Death could become the inevitable choice.  What do you say?”  There was a silence so deep and unspoken that a pin drop could have been heard.  After ten long minutes, a single man stood up and spoke.  “I say bring on the test we are ready.”  Genma quickly responded.  “I will understand if any of you do not wish to go through with this test.  If you want you may go home now.”  With that in mind, none budged.  “Well then we should embark toward the northeast building.”  Upon arriving, the entire class was made to sit row-by-row and instructed to begin a sort of meditation.  Something was different about this room however.  Suddenly all of the fears and turmoil the fledgling samurai had decided to come rushing down upon them all at once.  Makenshi’s fear was to die alone with none around, but him.  What Makenshi saw in his vision, was his entire village burning around him and not being able to do anything to help.  Sukenyo’s fear was a little simpler.  He was afraid of his own cowardice.  Sukenyo was completely unprepared for what he witnessed in his vision.  He foresaw himself running in combat and everyone dying around him while he fled.  Once the students were able to face and conquer their fears they received a possible glimpse into their own future.  Makenshi viewed what he thought was a beautiful face covered in raven black hair.  It was the face of an angel, and she had the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen.  It was then that he knew he had to find this vision of beauty, this woman.  Sukenyo’s future was a little bleaker.  He saw fire, death, and destruction everywhere.  It was not something that scared him just something about himself that he had denied.  It was then that he and nine hundred and forty nine other students awoke.  Apparently, some students were not able to face their fears.  Either that or they couldn’t confront their destiny.  Makenshi looked around amazed and saddened by the sudden yet horrifying loss of life.  Some of these people he considered his friends.  Makenshi respected and admired all life, but there was always a possibility that this could happen.  Sukenyo did not really feel any remorse.  All he could think was that these people were weak and would not be anything other than fuel for the battlefield.  An hour after the students left the building the meditation sensei then aided the fallen samurai into breathing again.  “You have failed the test.  You could not hold true to one of our most revered ideals.  If you do not have the courage to face your own fears and the uncertain future that awaits you then how will you face the enemy on the battlefield?  Go home my friends.  Take what you have learned here and apply it to your own lives.”  The sensei then left to let the fallen samurai ponder their own thoughts.  The students left the building not to be seen by a single person and went on their way.  They were saddened for failing, but a glimmer of hope remained in their eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Kaiyen’s Canyon
 
    
 
   The culmination of the year’s training was upon them, and the warriors and samurais of the great nation of Kaidontis were prepared for battle.  The bird scouts that they had sent to the outside villages were back.  The note attached to the bird’s leg described ominous news.  The ninja clan was a month behind their scheduled destruction.  This news gave the samurai just enough time to get out to the battlefield they needed to be at so that they could properly prepare for the coming invasion.  This news meant they would have to pack their possessions tonight so that they may leave in the morning.  Most of the samurai were anxious and nervous.  Makenshi, however, did not look forward to this battle.  On the other hand, Sukenyo was looking forward to putting everything he had learned to the test.  After they received the news, they were shepherded to their quarters where they packed their things and went to sleep.  When they awoke the next morning the samurais broke camp and headed in the direction, the battle would ensue.  It would be a two-week journey to Kaiyen’s Canyon.
 
   ***
 
                 The trek to the canyon was long and arduous.  Nobody really talked on the way there.  Everyone was thinking of the coming battle.  The men walked long and did not take many breaks for they did not have the time.  The few breaks they did take were used for eating and sharpening their swords, daggers, and arrows.  As they passed each village Makenshi seemed to be increasingly distant.  It was almost as if he was searching for someone.  “Is there something there?”  Sukenyo asked.  “It’s kind of hard to explain, but when we had our visions of the future I saw a beautiful woman.  I do not know what she is intent on.  I need to find out.”  Makenshi replied.  Sukenyo didn’t want to tell Makenshi of his dream and how it greatly disturbed him.  A couple of days later they arrived at their destination, the battlefield they had sought.  Luck had been with them.  The ninjas had not made it this far yet.  With the upper hand and the higher ground, the Samurai would hope that the charge uphill would slow the ninjas.  Because of the canyons, they also had the advantage of cover.  Their two hundred archers would be positioned above and hidden.  All that remained was the seven to eight hundred men trained for close combat.  These ninjas were assassins, trained killers, and experts in sabotage and sneak tactics.  Those techniques would not aid them here.  The samurais were untested in battle not that the commanders did not have the utmost confidence in the abilities and skills their men spent so much time honing.  Makenshi was worried the most because there was a village less than a mile away from where there would likely be a lot of fighting.  He did not enjoy that lives would be lost, however, he could not abide the loss of innocent people specifically women and children.  There existed a thought that those same women and children being slaughtered stirred a fire and preparedness in Makenshi's eyes.
 
   ***
 
   The ninja clan with its three thousand members under the direction of some unknown commander was searching for the lost crystal of chaos.  The clan had been terrorizing local villages in search of any information they could find.  The ninja clan leader knew that he would pass through a canyon ahead, but he was not worried.  They had not come up against any opposition yet and he did not know of any such warriors around the area.  However, one farmer tried to make a stand and save the lives of his village.  He was no challenge whatsoever.  Taikeno found it very amusing that someone like him would have the tenacity to challenge him to a duel.  The amusement being that there was no challenge.  That farmer and his village were swept up in a storm of metal blades and were taken away from the world.  Taikeno and his men were approaching the canyons, but something was not right.  It seemed too quiet.  With the experience he had achieved through the years, Taikeno knew this was the perfect place for an ambush.  He motioned with hand signals for some of his men to ascend the canyon to take out any cover his enemy was concocting.  Somehow, he knew there were archers above.  Taikeno was going to make this fight occur blade to blade where he knew he had the advantage of numbers.  Taikeno’s men that he sent above spotted some movement coming from the many bushes surrounding the top of the canyon.  Taikeno had been correct in sending them above.  The ninjas crept to the bushes and started snapping the necks of the samurais.  Suddenly one of the samurai archers let out a scream that alerted the others to the ninja’s presence.  Soon there was a sound of swords striking against each other.  Every ninja they had sent out were now fighting to gain a foothold on these inexperienced samurai.  Meanwhile the samurai on the ground realized what was happening overhead.  The commander then drew his katana from its sheath and pointed toward the canyon opening.  Everyone knew what that meant and the samurais charged ahead.  Taikeno seemed to be hearing some faint clanging sound in the distance, and shortly thereafter, he heard a huge rumbling.  He led the charge to attack.  Taikeno was sure of it, there were enemies ahead.  At least he had been smart enough to get the archers to be too busy to fire their arrows.  
 
   ***
 
   Makenshi was swinging his katana as if it was an extension of his arm.  He slashed ninja after ninja.  It seemed like an endless swarm of enemies.  With every ninja Makenshi killed, it seemed three more would show themselves.  He did not care though he was going to save those villagers from what would most likely be their fate.  Anyone that came near Makenshi was swept up in his fight and that person would not survive the attack.  It did not matter if they lunged or parried or struck or defended.  Makenshi was just excessively fast.  One of the ninjas had been watching Makenshi.  He knew that someone had to take down this fighting machine.  His movements were just too unreal.  This ninja was going to attempt to bring down this man.  He moved in with great stealth just behind someone he knew was going to die.  Makenshi saw this new ninja and was ready for him.  He swung high as if to remove his head.  The ninja blocked and this surprised Makenshi.  No one had been able to block him yet.  He swung low to the leg and then switched mid swing to the stomach.  Again, this ninja managed to block his strike.  Sukenyo was across the field fighting his own battles.  In fact it seemed to him that only Makenshi and a handful of other samurai were fairing well on the battlefield against the ninjas of this clan.  The rest seemed to be overwhelmed by the sheer numbers.  In the corner of his eye, Sukenyo saw that Makenshi was in trouble.  He had to do something to help the only friend he had ever had.  At that moment, he knew what to do.  Sukenyo stabbed the next ninja in the stomach.  That ninja’s sword went twirling into the air.  Then just as the ninja dropped to the ground in one swift movement, Sukenyo caught and threw the sword directly at the ninja attacking Makenshi.  The ninja turned to block the katana coming right at him, but neglected to remember he was still fighting a battle with an extremely talented swordsman.  Makenshi did not waste a single moment and sliced through the neck of the samurai, decapitating him.  Sukenyo turned back to continue fighting the ninjas.
 
   ***
 
   Taikeno saw the bloodshed from afar.  He could not believe the fighting prowess of these samurai.  Their battle technique was astonishing and in his entire existence of battles and training, these two samurai were capable of so much more than he was.  It seemed impossible that they had only been training a short time, possibly a year.  He realized then that he may win this battle but he would lose most of his men.  Taikeno decided it was time he got involved.  After, all he could not let these fools believe for a moment that he would allow a victory on their behalf.  Taikeno strode out onto the field of battle on a horse at lightning speed.  He moved so fast all you could see was a trail of dead samurais in his wake.  Makenshi observed this horse riding general coming straight at him.  He was not going to be able to take him out but he had an idea of how to stop his progress.  He took out the three ninjas surrounding him now.  Makenshi then picked up a spear that one of the ninjas dropped and in a perfect move he dove and twisted so that he would be in synchronous alignment with that horse.  With all his might, he threw the spear directly at the horse.  The spear penetrated the horse just below the neck.  Once the spear touched the horse’s heart, however he fell.  Taikeno was stuck unable to do anything, but swing a sword and crawl.  It was trouble for him, and he knew that if he did not get out from the horse he would likely be crushed to death.  He slowly squirmed his way out from the dead horse whilst fighting people with his free hand.  Once he managed to free himself he was forced to fight on the ground.  He so hated that idea, but he was going to take down the man that killed his horse.  After about ten steps toward Makenshi, he found a katana blade at his throat.  “Where do you think you’re going?”  Sukenyo asked.  “Apparently it is not where I would like to go.”  Taikeno responded.  Taikeno then struck the sword from his face and suddenly Taikeno and Sukenyo were in a heated battle.  One would attack and the other would defend.  They continuously alternated back and forth.  It seemed neither side had the upper hand in this battle of wills.  “You are not going to win this battle.”  Taikeno said hoping to slow down Sukenyo’s sword strikes.  Not missing a single attack, Sukenyo replied.  “We are winning, your forces are depleted.”  “You think so I have two hundred more assassins on the way.  Do you see them?”  Taikeno said mockingly.  Sukenyo stopped with their swords locked seeing what they feared.  He knew that they did not have a chance.  If he did not do something soon the village, his friend Makenshi was dead set on protecting would be obliterated.  Makenshi was still working furiously.  It did not matter how many foes were lined up he was cutting his way through them.  His battle looked nowhere near as tough as the one his friend had just fought.  All of a sudden, he felt one of his arms being cut.  It was not bad though, but it was just enough to send his katana flying in the air.  He was in trouble.  Not wasting a single second Makenshi kicked the ninja in the groin taking his sword.  Shortly thereafter, he caught the other sword with his hand.  Makenshi did a tornado like attack that must have killed seven ninjas at once.  The ninja that was on the ground defenseless took the opportunity to try to escape.  Makenshi threw the sword directly at the coward’s back.  The ninja fell within a second.  Sukenyo still battling ferociously with this mysterious assailant worked desperately to come up with an idea that would save them and the villagers.  Sukenyo struck hard at Taikeno, but all his efforts were in vain because with every attack there was always a counterattack.  Whoever this man was, he was good with a sword.  Then the moment came when Sukenyo saw his enlightenment.  The answer to everything was right there.  The only problem was that he had to get away from the fight.  Suddenly he found himself fighting faster and faster.  A moment finally arrived when he had a second to strike.  Sukenyo stabbed his sword into the leg of this attacker then he dove away.  Sukenyo yelled to Makenshi.  “We got company!”  Makenshi looked and saw the danger.  He ran as fast as he could to the side of the canyon.  Taikeno was in total agony.  He whistled for a horse to come aid him, but the best he could do was to have it drag him from the battlefield.  Before anyone had a chance to chase Taikeno he was gone.  Makenshi ran for the opposite side of the canyon Sukenyo was on and smashed a rock from the face of the wall.  He then turned and ran as fast as he possibly could in the direction of the village.  Suddenly everyone saw what Makenshi had done and they all ran in the same direction.  Both ninjas and samurai fighting against one another witnessed the avalanche that a single brave individual started to save an entire village.  Once Makenshi and Sukenyo got clear they looked to the village, the ninjas were running to and realized there was still more fighting.  “You’re the craziest person I’ve ever met, but I’m grateful.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
   Pursuit of Madness
 
    
 
                 Mai woke as the sun shone that morning.  She knew that she had chores to do, yet feeding the animals was really an exercise in futility.  It really seemed pointless to her.  They would eat and then they would eat some more.  She was amazed and in awe of the great warriors that passed through the town the day before yesterday.  They seemed so full of honor and courage that the steeds they rode upon kept their heads held high.  Mai then thought of how she wished she could meet a man like that to marry.  Just as her daydreams finished, she realized that the head mistress had been looking for her.  It was time for breakfast after all.  A week went by and still Mai was dreaming of the heroic samurais.  Then one day Sarena came to the door.  “Everyone is talking about the samurai.  They are saying a big battle is going to be fought at the outskirts of town.  Do you wanna go and see it?”  Sarena asked.  Mai was somewhat hesitant, but she was intrigued.  “Sure.  You bet I wanna see, but we need to stay out of sight.”  Mai responded.
 
   ***
 
                 They arrived to the top of a field overlooking a big battle in the canyon.  There were people fighting above and below the canyon.  Mai felt like the samurai would emerge the victors, but then she saw the numbers on the other side.  Mai knew that if these other people passed through the samurai her village would not survive.  Their fates seemed to be interwoven with each other.  As the battle waged on Mai noticed that the ninjas were not as skilled as the samurai were.  In fact, she saw them using several different weapons with which to fight.  It appeared as if the samurai warriors were plowing through the ninja ranks like a knife through butter.  Every once in a while a good fight full of intensity would break out inside the larger battle.  The two warriors fighting on different sides of the canyon really caught Mai’s eye.  It was simply amazing to her to see these two warriors moving at such a lightning pace.  When one was in trouble the other would come to the aid of his friend.  Her heart seemed to flutter just staring at the young warrior located at the opposite side of the canyon.  She knew she would not be allowed to fall in love.  It had been her choice to become a shrine maiden.  Her decision to abandon the notion of love was a hard one that she felt obligated to endure.  However, her heart still fluttered at the mere sight of this soldier.  Three or four years ago, she could not have conceived of ever seeing such a battle.  Her life had been meaningless right up until her decision to become a healer.  Now she spends her life devoted to the aid of others hoping to aid in their problems and tend to the wounded.  No other cause seemed greater than that.  The principle role of a shrine maiden, though, insists that she stay pure of mind, pure of body, and pure of soul.  Not all of that would matter if things progressed as they had.  She could definitely see herself changing the life she had led to be with this man.  Suddenly she bore witness to the most amazing event.  The man she found herself so attracted to began to start an avalanche.  He barely seemed to make it to cover.  At that moment, the battle seemed to be over.  She waited for a few moments and stood up.  Mai decided she needed to assess the situation and tend the wounded.  After all, with a rockslide like that, there would be many badly hurt people.  However, just as Mai stood up someone grabbed her from behind.  It was one of those masked ninjas, but as soon as Mai was yanked, she let out a massive scream.  The scream was one that would echo for miles.  Makenshi was the first to look up and see that the woman was in trouble.  That woman, whoever she was, could not be prepared for anything the desperate ninja had planned for her.  The samurai were ready for anything at this point and knew the potential ramifications of this maneuver.  Those innocent villagers needed defending and Makenshi was not about to let this insult go unpunished.  He started at a brisk running pace as he unsheathed his recent bloodied katanas.  Cutting through ninja after ninja, Makenshi’s mission now clear was to save this girl.  Sukenyo looked up and saw Makenshi’s fevered chase.  Sukenyo sighed.  “Oh no!  Here we go again.”  Sukenyo started to chase after Makenshi helping in any way that he could.  Anyone who came close to Makenshi soon found himself or herself on the sharp end of a throwing dagger.  However, anyone that managed to get past the daggers and in front of Makenshi discovered the proficiency of his blades.  Sukenyo could not quite figure out whom they were chasing, but he would help his friend.  The ninja had what he needed, the shrine maiden.  He managed to get her onto his horse whilst knocking her out with the blunt edge of his katana.  The last thing he needed was her making trouble.  The ninja sensed that he was being pursued, so his movements had to be quick.  He blew on his horn, and the noise that resonated gave the other ninjas not trampled by the landslide of rocks the cue they desperately needed to retreat.
 
   ***
 
                 Just as Makenshi got to the top of the ridge, he noticed that the ninja and the girl were gone.  Sukenyo finally managed to catch up to Makenshi and looked around.  All the ninjas were gone, and in fact, the only ones that Sukenyo could see were dead and lying on the trail behind them.  At that point, Sukenyo opened his mouth to state the obvious.  “They are gone.  You are not gonna go after them are you?”  Makenshi looked back angrily.  “If you do not want to go then stay, but I am not going to stay here while that girl gets slaughtered.”  After which Sukenyo responded with some understanding words.  “Hey I love a good chase as much as the next guy, but we…  Ah hell.  Let us go get her.”  Just like that, they left.  It was not very hard for Makenshi to track the ninja that kidnapped Mai.  He could tell by the footprints which direction they had headed and that they were riding hard and fast.  Makenshi was also riding his steed hard and slashing through every ninja that crossed his path, yet he was closing in on his target.  It was as if some unknown force was driving him forward.  Anyone out of range of Makenshi’s sword was hit with an arrow, shot from Sukenyo’s bow.
 
   ***
 
   After about a twenty mile stretch, Mai suddenly regained consciousness.  She looked to her surroundings and discovered that she was atop a horse with the very ninja that had abducted her.  Mai glanced back in the distance and noticed two riders in pursuit.  Why did this ninja need her?  Why do the two samurai so courageous follow her movements?  They should not care about her anyways.  She is after all just one person and a simple shrine maiden at that.  Just then, the abductor realized his captive had awoken.  He put his sword to the girl’s throat and spoke softly.  “If you want to survive this you will not do anything stupid.”  She wanted to respond with some kind of sarcastic wit, but because of her fear, she could not even let out a simple cry.  Instead, she simply nodded an acknowledgement to the ninja.  She realized she was in danger.  The captor just laughed as he rode on as fast as he could.
 
   ***
 
                 Meanwhile twenty to thirty yards back Makenshi and Sukenyo followed in close pursuit.  The majority of ninjas seemed to cease and there was a vast amount of bodies in the wake of their swords.  The trail that they had to take to get to the girl Makenshi was hell bent on rescuing looked long.  Suddenly after miles and miles of chasing the kidnapper, it appeared the pursuit had ended.  The ninja and girl had just disappeared, and only the horse remained behind.  Sukenyo had a look of shock and amazement on his face, while Makenshi turned and spoke out.  “We must be careful.  If they were going to ambush us, this would be the perfect place.”  With that bit of information, Sukenyo nodded in agreement with Makenshi’s assessment of the situation.  The two men slowly trotted up to the location in which the assassin had disappeared with the girl.  Just as they got there, Makenshi pulled the reins and removed himself from the horse.  After both men were firmly on the ground, both horses fell down in a state of exhaustion.  Looking up the mountain Sukenyo started to back away as if out of respect.  “Makenshi you are going to have to go on by yourself.”  Sukenyo stated with utmost certainty.  “But where do I go?  And what of my horse?”  Suddenly an opening was visibly in clear sight located in the face of the cliff.  “Go I will take care of the horses.”  From then on, it was up to him.
 
   ***
 
   Makenshi couldn’t figure out where the stairway came from or how.  Sukenyo knew immediately this was how the ninja had disappeared from view.  It did not much matter now though because he was going to save this girl.  Makenshi did not understand why this girl was so important to him.  He just knew that she was.  There was some strange feeling nagging at him to continue to help her.  The staircase seemed to descend for miles, but maybe it was just his perceptions at the time.  Makenshi found the underground tunnel at the bottom of the stairs, and the light seemed to shine through.  Makenshi was getting closer and he could feel it.  Finally, he peeked around the corner to get a better view of his surroundings.  Makenshi saw three pedestals in the room, one to the west, one to the east, and the last one was located in the south end of the room.  In the north section of the room there was another doorway.  Obviously there was nothing in the room, but Makenshi needed to press forward.  Some strange feeling had been nagging at him from deep within his being.  This room appeared to be really important.  Just as he was collecting his thoughts, Makenshi started hearing what sounded like chains rattling.
 
   ***
 
   Back at the village, Genma and the other samurai were assessing the damage and cleaning the debris of bodies from the field of battle.  All of a sudden, Genma noticed something was wrong and excessively peculiar.  “Where are Makenshi and Sukenyo?”  One of the other samurai looked around, but quickly surmised that Genma was right.  He started thinking and knew that he needed to find out.  “Sir!  I will go find out where they are right away.”  With that said he disappeared.  Genma spent the next several hours walking amongst the carnage.  It was as if a natural disaster had occurred.  After all the training, he could not believe that most of his men had survived.  Perhaps his training methods were more methodical than the ninjas, or it could have been their sheer willpower and desire to survive.  However, life in this region was now going to be different for many people.  After a long walk, Genma looked up to notice a mountain in the distance way to the east.  Something was peculiar about this particular mountain.  They could not however vacate the town they had just saved.  Immediately after noticing the mountain, Genma called to the man he had just sent to look for his two missing samurai.  “Look at that!”  Genma shouted and pointed to the mountain in the distance.  Everyone looked up and noticed that the very mountain Genma was pointing at was all too noticeable.  It would appear not a single person noticed it at all.  Genma and the men quickly finished burying all the bodies.  After a couple of hours had passed they started getting their things to head out toward the tower.  Genma was not quite sure what awaited them at that mountain.  Whatever was there though was important.
 
   ***
 
                 Something else was in the room with Makenshi.  He had his hopes up that it was the girl he wished to rescue, but something entirely different told him he was in for something he could not entirely be prepared for.  Makenshi made his way closer to the noises he was hearing.  Almost instinctively he drew his katana.  He had to be prepared for whatever might attack.  His heart started to pump faster, and his hands were sweating.  It was as if his body was telling him danger was near.  He was risking his life to save the girl.  To Makenshi she was worth it all.  Then, out of the darkness two huge feline forms jumped toward Makenshi.  He found himself wrestling with one of them.  As the light shone on the second form he realized the creatures were indeed panthers.  Having dropped his sword, Makenshi knew he was in deep trouble.  He would have to act fast.  With both of his arms pinned down, and his sword out of arm’s reach, it was just a matter of time before he became dinner for the cats’ hungry bellies.  In a rapid impulse Makenshi began repeatedly kneeing the feline until the panther was thrown back into a wall.  As soon as the first cat flew off, the second one sprang forward.  Apparently this was not the panther’s first time.  This time Makenshi was well prepared.  He rolled out of the way grabbing the sword in the process.  The black cat realized his mistake one moment too late as he smashed his head into the wall.  Makenshi quickly stabbed the felines into their hind quarters.  This would stop any further aggressive action.  Makenshi was now ready to continue his pursuit of the kidnapper.
 
   ***
 
                 After a long trek through a room and an even longer trek through some corridors, the captor tied the girl to a pole and warned her not to escape.  Immediately following, he walked into the darkness and disappeared.  An hour later he returned with another person.  This other guy seemed really familiar to Mai, but she could not remember exactly when or where from.  She definitely could tell this other guy was in charge.  She could not tell what they were arguing about, but she did determine the boss’s name.  It was Taikeno.  Quite unexpectedly, in the middle of the argument, Taikeno threw a right cross at the subordinate's left cheek.  The thing that surprised Mai was that the man just took the hit.  The man returned no reaction whatsoever.  The one that had kidnapped Mai turned, pointed directly at her, and then left the room.  Mai saw mostly pillars about, but of significance was an altar.  It appeared as though it were meant to drain a person’s life blood.  Hanging above the stone altar was a dead lifeless looking stone.  Several symbols adorned the room, and Mai only recognized the one for fire.  Mai could not figure out what was going on, but she was quickly becoming very concerned.  The boss Taikeno started advancing toward her.  When he got close enough he spoke softly.  “You need not worry much about this room child or this world.  You will not be a part of it for very much longer.”  After which four men appeared from out of nowhere and forced Mai to the altar.  They then proceeded to strap her down to the huge stone slab.  Mai looked up and saw a giant metal spike hanging about five feet above the altar.  Now Mai was scared to death, and she feared no one would be coming to her aid.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   The Missing Samurai
 
                 
 
                 Genma and his fellow samurai brothers headed east toward the mountain they saw in the distance.  They hoped they would find the missing men, Makenshi and Sukenyo.  One of the strongest edicts of their order was to never leave a warrior behind.  The trek to the mountain was long and arduous yet they remained optimistic.  After many hours, the samurai finally arrived at their destination.  Upon their arrival, Genma noticed the horses that Sukenyo and Makenshi had left behind.  Other than their steeds, there were no indications that Makenshi and Sukenyo had ever been present to this location.  This was indeed a puzzle, and it was one that Master Genma had all intentions of getting to the bottom of.  Looking around Genma noticed only empty plains, except in the wall of the mountain that now stood in front of the group of samurai Genma had trained.  He was hesitant to send his men into such an ominous looking mountain not knowing what evil might lurk inside.  The opening to the mountain was known as K’thais Maw because it had the appearance of a giant mouth.  “No!”  Genma thought as he realized he would have to go into the darkness, but he would not go in alone.  With this information, Genma chose three men he knew he could trust to accompany him.  He did not want to risk hurting Makenshi or Sukenyo by taking unnecessary soldiers into the mountain.  They took their time equipping any weapons and armor that they would need.  After which, Genma and his samurais headed straight down that long narrow passageway.  A long while later they entered the same room Makenshi had been attacked in by the menacing panthers.  Upon entering the room, they saw blood trails splattered across the floor.  They then saw the two panthers writhing in pain and dying from their apparent stab wounds deep enough to be caused by a sword.  “Makenshi has been through here all right.”  Genma remarked.  “How can you tell?”  The soldier queried.  Genma did not respond.  Instead he pointed to the precision of the stab wound inflicted by a katana.  They decided at that point to continue on.  They went through the door on the other side to resume their pursuit of the missing men.
 
   ***
 
   Makenshi found himself continuing down a long passageway and finally coming to a huge set of winding stairs.  Wore out, he decided to take a few minutes to take a breath.  He descended the stairs as overwhelming as they were, and when he reached the bottom he pushed the stone door open.  Once open he witnessed some kind of ceremony.  Several ninjas adorned the room and a man in the center of the room that bore a staff with several strange symbols engraved into the wood began spouting several incantations out of a book.  Then suddenly Makenshi noticed an altar at the center of the room with the girl he had needed to rescue laid on top and above her a spike swung back and forth.  The sight of the girl sent Makenshi into a panicked frenzy.  He unsheathed his katana from its scabbard and went about hacking and slashing the various ninjas scattered about the room.  By the time Makenshi made it to his third opponent, he was fighting with a sword in each hand.  Taikeno witnessed the incredible warrior from the other side of the room.  He could not believe the speed and ferocity at which the man moved.  He did not know where the samurai came from, but his lieutenant had been followed.  It did not matter now this warrior had to be stopped from his path of destruction.  He could ruin everything Taikeno had planned.  Then without a second thought, Taikeno grabbed a knife and moved toward the girl.  He was going to drain this girl’s blood himself.  In Taikeno’s mind if he could not harness the power of the stone no one would.  Unfortunately for Taikeno, Makenshi saw the direction in which he was headed.  He needed to be stopped, but Makenshi was still swarming with ninjas attempting to cut him down.  At this point he would need a miracle.  Just then Taikeno raised up the knife.  Mai saw the sharp instrument and closed her eyes out of fear.  She opened them just in time to see Taikeno fall over.  Makenshi had thrown a dagger right into Taikeno’s stomach.  Then Genma and his two samurai came storming in.  Ninja after ninja fell to their blades.  The new flurry of excitement gave Makenshi the time he needed to break free.  Immediately he ran to help Mai.  When he got to her he noticed Taikeno had disappeared from the room.  Makenshi looked around to see if he could spot him, but he was nowhere to be seen.  He had to have gotten away in the struggle.  He then managed to assist Mai to her feet.  When Makenshi looked at her he noticed a sparkle in her eye.  His heart seemed to flutter at her beauty.  When they got their bearing, the two went to Genma.  Makenshi asked a query.  “Where is Sukenyo?”  Genma showed a surprised look on his face.  “You mean he is not here!  He did not come down with you.”  Makenshi replied.  “No!  He waited outside.”  They then left to take the girl home, but Makenshi and Mai would be seeing each other again.
 
   ***
 
                 The night sky was shining brightly as Sukenyo awoke.  His head was throbbing, most likely, from the blow he had received to the head.  As he tried to get his bearings, he noticed his hands were bound by rope.  Also of note was the fact that his legs were chained to the cart.  There were two men on horseback pulling the cart and four men riding to the side.  Sukenyo thought for a moment he could take them, but he realized they had taken all of his weapons.  There was not much he could do to any of his captors at this moment.  The apparent leader of the group noticed movement coming from the cart.  Towards the front there was an injured man.  It appeared as if he had been stabbed in the shoulder.  Within a few moments from coming to consciousness, Sukenyo noticed a sharp edged blade pointed toward his neck.  “One false move and you will go to sleep and never wake up.”  One of the ninjas threatened menacingly.  After a few seconds Sukenyo calmly responded.  “I shall not make a move against anyone.  At least until I find out what you intend to do with me.”  Eventually he dozed off again.  Within the next few days Sukenyo fell in and out of consciousness, until finally he arrived at his destination.  Sukenyo spent the next several days sitting in a cage in the middle of an encampment.  Eventually on the seventh day a man calling himself Taikeno came to see and speak to Sukenyo.  He recognized him as the same man he saw injured on the cart that brought them to their destination.  He looked considerably stronger this day.  A lot healthier than he looked the first day Sukenyo saw him.  “So what was a samurai doing outside my tower taking a nap?  I thought they taught you people to be more alert than that.”  Taikeno asked.  Sukenyo started to respond, but found after his first word was uttered that he would not be saying much.  This man, Taikeno, must have garnished a great deal of respect from his men.  Every time he looked or attempted to say the wrong thing or anything at all, Sukenyo found a katana at his throat.  Taikeno wanted to kill this man and be done with him.  He wondered to himself how many of his soldiers had died by this man’s blades.  He knew, however, this man could surely become useful.  It was going to possibly take a great deal of persuasion and restructuring of the man’s mind to get what he wanted.  Several hours past and still they were getting nowhere.  Taikeno did not waste any time getting help to deal with the samurai.  He sent out for one of his men to retrieve Bruno the Sadist from his solitary encampment.  He was well known for the cruel methods in which he would torture people.  His use of enflamed implements were well known, and caused even the people whom he worked for to fear and admire him.  After two long and agonizing days of travel the sadist finally strode into the encampment Sukenyo was being held in.  Sukenyo spent the majority of those two days isolated from any kind of outside contact.  Taikeno wanted to limit contact to prevent the possibility of an escape by this dangerous samurai.  The only time he saw anyone was when his bowl of slop and dirty brown water were brought to him.  Finally after starving of food and water for two days, and almost going insane from lack of contact, Sukenyo got his reprieve.  It was not quite the break he was hoping for when he saw the curtain of his tent open and a big burly man of sorts walked through.  This man carried with him a pretty large sack.  Sukenyo knew this was going to be bad and he really did not want to find out what was in that sack.  Bruno opened the sack without saying a word.  Inside Sukenyo viewed several sharp instruments, a fire poker, a dagger, some strange powder, and the biggest hand drill he had ever seen.  Sukenyo did not know why he was here, but he could definitely ascertain the purpose of this man’s job.  He was a torturer, probably quite astute at his job.  Sukenyo then noticed something that came as a surprise to him.  The man left the room without his tools.  Immediately afterward Taikeno walked in and spoke, “If you join us you will be spared, and if you do not well…”  With a slight gesture he looked over at the box of tools Bruno had left.  He then set down a healing potion.  He looked again at Sukenyo who had not even looked up.  “Fine!  Have it your way.”  Taikeno muttered as he left.  Taikeno could not believe the audacity behind this guy to be so stubborn.  Upon Taikeno finally leaving the tent Sukenyo looked up not knowing what to expect.  Just then Bruno walked in with a huge smile on his face, and Sukenyo was now worried.  He did not know what kind of trouble he had gotten himself into, yet he knew it was not going to be good.  Bruno started by picking up Sukenyo by the neck and chaining him to the wall.  Sukenyo knew he had no chance against this seven foot tall goliath.  Bruno spent the first day of torture with a sort of shock therapy.  He would douse Sukenyo with buckets of water, and then use lightning orbs to blast him with painful electricity.  Sukenyo made it through the first day of torture, but just barely.  He might have died many times that day, however, that night had given Sukenyo the worst sleep he had ever known.  He did not look forward to the next day.  The next day’s torture was not much better than the last.  He spent most of that day receiving different kinds of pain.  Bruno seemed to find this day’s torture more enjoyable as he spent the entire session stabbing Sukenyo with various implements and cauterizing the wounds with fire almost immediately.  When it looked as though Sukenyo neared death he would be brought back with a healing potion, and then he would have to go through the procedure all over again.  The various forms of torture seemed to last all week and it did not seem that Bruno was running out of ideas.  Taikeno was beginning to grow impatient with the process.  Any normal man would have given in from the sheer amount of pain.  He knew the value a samurai would have of ensuring his stability and security in the region.  For one thing the information the young man could provide would prove to be most beneficial.  Everyone knew having a samurai among their ranks could allow for more training and strength in their battle tactics.  Of course, this all depends on whether the young man could be influenced or not.  Several weeks had passed and Sukenyo could not stand the pain any longer.  He was at long last ready to give in and Bruno knew it.  Bruno walked out of the tent that day and gestured to Taikeno in a rough voice.  “He is ready!”  Finally the moment Taikeno had been waiting for.  He walked in to see a broken man.  Sukenyo gave in to every single thing Taikeno wanted to know without the smallest effort on Taikeno’s part.  The wealth of information Sukenyo provided was extremely useful to Taikeno.  He gave them knowledge of tactics that the samurai would use in battle.  He also gave them the exact whereabouts of the samurai training facilities.  When it was all said and done Sukenyo did join the ranks of Taikeno’s ninja clan as his first lieutenant, and his corruption had begun.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Culminating Factors
 
    
 
   Makenshi and the guys spent the next few months after the rescue mourning the loss of Sukenyo and all the other brave samurai who had lost their lives.  For all they knew Sukenyo was dead.  They could not find his body, and the surrounding villages showed no information on a possible location to look for him.  It was almost as if he had vanished into thin air, and that meant that there would be no corpse in his casket.  Makenshi dearly missed his best friend, yet something did not sit quite right with him.  The idea of burning an empty casket just seemed wrong and somehow hollow.  Through the whole ceremony Makenshi could not help but think about the young woman he had rescued.  He really wanted to know if she was going to be alright.  He broke away from the group after the funeral was over.  Makenshi’s decision to leave the order of the samurai weighed heavily on his mind over the last few days.  He could not, however, withstand any more of this death.  While the ceremony was wrapping up, Makenshi had become lost in his thoughts.  Once it was finally over Genma approached Makenshi.  “So!  Are you sure about this?  You want to live the boring life with a wife and kids.”  Genma asked.  Makenshi just gave a solid nod.  “You will always be welcome at the grounds with us.”  Genma spoke as he turned away.  Makenshi took the words to heart and knew he was walking away from a life wrought with adventure and excitement.  He did not originally intend on locating the woman he rescued, but she had become the foremost focus in his mind.  He mounted his horse said his goodbyes and was gone.
 
   ***
 
                 Sukenyo spent the next few months training under the tutelage of Taikeno and his army of ninjas.  He did not learn much about honor or integrity.  He also did not spend much time focused on meditation.  His days were tough and fraught with much physical anguish.  He could not help but miss his days in the cage at times.  His nights were much more pleasant, however.  He spent the majority of them with the various women slaves that adorned the camp.  Most of the slave women had been taken from local traders.  The slaves that were not women were integrated into the clan.  Sukenyo had not regretted the turn of events that led him to this path.  He actually fit better in the clan than he ever did with the samurai.  He considered them weak in comparison.  Most of the ninjas that sparred against Sukenyo found themselves on the ground faster than they could attack.  Sukenyo mostly acquired knowledge of dirty tactics, but he taught Taikeno’s men a lot of the skills and lessons he had secured under his tutelage with the samurais.  Taikeno watched from a distance and was very excited at the very prospect of how this new acquisition was working out.  Taikeno decided it was time to show Sukenyo the ancient runes, and he went toward the hidden room.  He had originally meant to further Sukenyo’s corruption, before he was going to show him this marvel.  This was a very large decision, and Taikeno did not show these runes to everyone.  Just then as he was about to unlock the room that housed the tablets, Taikeno heard a crash.  Of course he had to go see what all the commotion was about.  When he got to the window he saw a crashed tower with about ten of his men lying on the ground whimpering in pain.  Sukenyo stood proud of his accomplishment.  It was at that moment he truly felt he was making the right decision, and he could truly understand the veracity of Sukenyo.  A few days after the incident, Sukenyo was summoned to Taikeno’s quarters.  He did not quite know what to make of this man.  When Sukenyo walked in he saw many luxurious possessions.  By the look of things he could guess he was a man of the world.  “We must not let ourselves totally fall into the very pits of obscurity.”  Taikeno said as he had startled his new pupil.  “After all not many people can have such creature comforts.”  He continued.  Still thinking he was in trouble for the downed watchtower Sukenyo responded.  “Indeed, it is truly eye opening.  I am sorry for the damage I caused, I meant no harm.”  Before Sukenyo could continue, Taikeno silenced him and brought him to a table.  On the table he viewed two stone tablets.  They were magnificently awe-inspiring.  Taikeno left Sukenyo with the runes not at all concerned with the information he might uncover.  Sukenyo spent the rest of that day and all of the next attempting to decipher the meaning of the stone tablets that lay before him.  The information he received seemed almost impossible to understand.  The idea that there existed nine stones of immense power was almost certifiably insane, and that you needed the blood of the originator to find the location of the stones.  The nine stones could then give immense power to whosoever wielded them.  The whole idea seemed fascinating to Sukenyo.  After he spent many hours researching the runes he left to search for Taikeno, and Sukenyo found him within a few minutes.  “So!  What do you think?”  Taikeno queried, and Sukenyo quickly responded.  “It is quite intriguing, but how do you know they exist?”  Before Sukenyo could finish, Taikeno quickly replied.  “Well you have seen the runes and we have discovered a map room, but to access the map we need the blood of a descendant of the creator of the stones.  Well not that she created the stones only that she had imbued them with magical properties or something like that.”  Sukenyo finally spoke out frustratingly.  “That should be fun!  It is going to be next to impossible to locate the correct person.”  Taikeno smirked.  “We had her and we lost her.”  Taikeno paused.  “It was your friend who took her away and hid her.  She has gone missing now.”  Sukenyo just smiled and spoke.  “He is no friend of mine and he is a dead man if he gets in my way.”  Taikeno was exuberant at the idea of his newest lieutenant.  It was then that he gave Taikeno the idea to go after his enemies.  Every kind of information and tactics they would need to destroy the samurai, he provided.  Taikeno’s dreams were coming to fruition, and Sukenyo knew that Taikeno had best watch his back.
 
   ***
 
   Life had been good for Makenshi.  His experience of the family life was going great.  Mai seemed very happy, and he had proposed to her just the week before.  Makenshi felt bad about her having to give up her calling as a shrine maiden.  She had spent most of her younger life dedicated to that aspect of helping people, and marrying her was the least Makenshi could offer her.  The marriage was set up rather quickly considering they had not had much time to do any planning.  Makenshi was a nervous wreck now, and none of his friends from the samurai encampment had shown themselves, not that he expected them to.  Mai was overjoyed to be marrying the man of her dreams.  She saw that her best friend Sarena was given the chance to be her maid of honor.  Preparations for the ceremony needed to be finalized.  Most everything had been taken care of, but she knew everything had to be perfect.  It was, however, too late for any of that.  The next day Makenshi found himself at the altar in his black ceremonial robe and sandals feeling more nervous now than he had since he met her.  It felt like he had been awaiting this day his entire life since the moment he was born.  Then the moment arrived and the procession moved ahead, and before Makenshi realized it the woman he was to marry was standing before him.  She was the most elegant and beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on.  She stood solemn in her ceremonial robe.  Makenshi felt proud and they were indeed wed that day.  The celebration lasted for three days and three nights.  On the fourth day Makenshi and Mai rode off to begin their life together.
 
   ***
 
                 A few months of studying the perimeter of the samurais’ encampment had passed, and Taikeno was more than ready for this raid.  Sukenyo and Taikeno had spent the last few days standing over a map setting up their strategy.  Sukenyo did not seem at all concerned about the loss of life that would occur due in no small part to his seething betrayal.  Sukenyo for some reason had always craved power, and finally it was within his grasp.  He thought for a moment about Genma and Makenshi, the only people who had cared enough to get to know him.  All that did not mean a thing to him, and now he was going to decimate the entire encampment.  He had trained the ninjas to every single tactic and every single maneuver that the samurai had conceived.  They had to wait until nightfall because that would be the only advantage they could gain.  They had increased their numbers through the years.  The samurai still outnumbered them, but the ninjas had the element of surprise this time.  The night sky fell and the signal to raid was given.  The ninja encampment disbanded and stormed off.  They were right in thinking they had the element of surprise, because the samurai never expected an attack.  The grounds were lit on fire that night, and it seemed as though every building in the area became a blazing inferno.  Any enemies of the ninjas that made it out of a building that night, met with a quick end.  The place was rife with carnage, and Sukenyo and Taikeno stood behind proud of the destruction that they had wrought.  A few samurai managed to survive the initial onslaught, yet they merged together with some surviving guards.  Desperately they needed to turn back the tide of the attack.  Sword after sword clashed in furious battle, but they knew the futility of their plight.  Still they clung to hope as though that was their only option in the face of certain defeat.  Taikeno saw the actions taking place on the field, and he started to head into the battle.  Before he could ride in Taikeno noticed his newest subordinate Sukenyo, engaged in battle.  The remaining samurai that still stood lost all their hope upon seeing Sukenyo’s face.  It was as if they had just seen a ghost.  What followed was a path of death and destruction.  Taikeno could not possibly fathom the impact his ally would have on the battlefield.  After all the buildings burned and all the samurai were decimated, Taikeno and Sukenyo viewed the scene of utter desolation.  The rubble of bodies was sifted through methodically looking for any traces of the whereabouts of Makenshi.  They found nothing, and they had no knowledge of the missing samurai or the girl who got away.
 
   ***
 
                 Several years past for Makenshi while being married to a beautiful raven haired woman, and it often felt like his warrior instincts had begun to stagnate.  The stress levels for Makenshi were high now that his wife was to deliver his first child.  He secretly hoped that the child would be a boy, one that he could mold in his own image.  Several days after the delivery was a success, Genma came to the door to inform Makenshi of the defeat and subsequent destruction of the samurai order.  “How can this be?  Everyone killed and all the buildings gone.  What could possibly have gone wrong?”  Makenshi remarked, and Genma responded “Somehow they discovered our whereabouts and knew our every tactic and maneuver we would use in battle.  The only reason I live is because I was hidden beneath the bodies of some of our best soldiers.  It was the last thing I ever expected to see, such carnage.”  Makenshi spoke.  “So the ninjas have won.”  Genma interrupted.  “Take care of yourself and your family, and above all else watch your back.”  After the conversation the man had left.  He seemed a shell of the man Makenshi had once known.  Makenshi spent the next several years lending aid to any he could, fighting ninjas, and spending time with his family.  It seemed though as much as he wished he could, he would never truly be able to walk away from the life of a samurai.  Mai, his wife, understood this and though it pained her to see him missing out on seeing his two children, Akane and Akira grow; she knew he would always do his best to do the noble thing for them.  Akane spent all her time thinking and dreaming about all of the stories he told her.  Those ten years were the greatest for the kids as well as for Makenshi and Mai.  Akira spent a lot of time training so that he could become just as great a warrior as his dad was.
 
   ***
 
   Ten years had passed as well for Taikeno and Sukenyo, yet it had been that same amount of time since the great massacre of the samurai and the subsequent village raids that ensued.  Sukenyo had gotten his first lead a few days ago on the possible location of Makenshi and his wife Mai.  They were not in hiding they lived in a small village about fifty miles south of the canyon town both men fought so desperately to save.  He left almost immediately to verify the information.  Along the way Sukenyo stopped at a village tavern due east of the canyon.  Upon entering the abode he noticed a huge commotion within the bar.  Huge men were being tossed around like rag dolls.  Most of the men being tossed were of an unsavory nature.  They were mostly ninjas, assassins, thieves, and murderers.  At the front of the brawl Sukenyo viewed a sight he had not seen in a lifetime, his old friend Makenshi.  He did well to stay to the shadows and he kept his face covered by a mask to avoid being spotted.  He would have to play the stealth game that he had learned from the ninjas, because he could not allow Makenshi to know of his existence.  He still needed to be led to the shrine girl that they had chased after together.  She was a direct descendant of Alura, the woman that created the stones that the ninjas sought.  After all the criminals had been dispatched Makenshi left the bar to come home.  Little did he know he had been followed, yet he arrived home checked in on his kids and lay down with his wife.  About four hours later Makenshi felt the house getting warmer than he could handle.  It seemed strange considering they were in the middle of the winter season.  Suddenly he awoke to find the house on fire and his wife missing.  Makenshi was now in desperation to get to his kids.  When he got to the room Akane was the only one there and Akira was missing as well.  Makenshi had to act fast so he grabbed his ten year old daughter and led her out the back door with instructions to go to the forest and hide.  He had to head back in to find Mai and Akira.  As he made his way back through the house he heard rustling.  He then turned around to see what all the commotion was about.  Then instantly felt a poke from behind and noticed a blade protruding from his chest.  With death beginning to settle in Makenshi looked up to see his murderer and spoke his final words.  “Sukenyo!  You trait…”  Those were the last words Makenshi would ever speak, and his last thoughts were that of his children and worrying of their fate.
 
   ***
 
   A week later Sukenyo arrived at the camp with the mother and a nine year old boy.  The boy was sold to slavers within a day, and the mother was led away to be chained to a wall in the same prison that held Sukenyo not too long ago.  Taikeno came out to congratulate Sukenyo on a fine job.  Without a second thought Sukenyo turned around and decapitated Taikeno with the sword he had already drawn.  The clan then had a huge ceremony to acknowledge their new leader, Sukenyo.  No one knew it, but a huge smile spread across his face.  It was not a smile of joy or happiness, but one of pure evil.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Chance Encounters
 
    
 
                 A tragedy, a complete and utter waste!  These were the feelings that Akane felt.  Her home had been burnt asunder, and her family had been murdered.  Only she lived because her father, Makenshi, gave his life to save hers.  With no one to take her in, she found herself living off the lay of the land.  At ten years old she was killing animals for food, sleeping on the forest ground, and bathing in the lakes instead of in a tub.  She got sleep when she could, because it became increasingly difficult at times when nightmares crept into her subconscious.  The death of her father had really affected her.  The last thing she needed to remember was that fire and the wicked smile coming from the evil face behind the fire.  Her belief that she was the only one left alive and her need to carry on her father’s retribution against the ninjas were the only things that kept her afloat and kept her sane.  One day she went after a hunt way too big for her.  The huge creature moved too slowly, but it spotted her quite easily.  It paid her no mind, because after all the girl was no danger to it.  Akane was not about to let the beast go, after all it could feed her for a week.  She was going to need a stronger weapon.  The bear, however, would not be as easy a kill as the warthogs she had faced previously.  She would need to fashion some kind of powerful spear to throw at the bear so that she could impale him.  She went looking around and found a large stick and a somewhat sharp stone.  Akane used the sharpened stone to whittle down the stick into a manageable size for her.  She then found a vine hanging on a tree that she then used to attach the stone to the end of the stick.  Upon completion of her rudimentary spear only one thing remained.  She needed to sharpen the stone at the tip that she was going to use against the giant bear.  After a good night’s sleep, Akane decided to track down the bear, because it was going to become enough food to sustain her for awhile.  The tracks in the ground were a lot easier to find in the daylight.  The last thing she grabbed before she headed off was her newly constructed spear.  After about an hour of hiking through the forest, Akane spotted the mammoth bear.  The tracks had led her right to her prey.  “There you are you beautiful creature.”  She waited for the right moment to strike, and the best Akane could hope for was a moment to move positions.  She had gotten real lucky, because the bear had not spotted her.  A thousand thoughts raced through her mind.  All Akane could think of in her mind was her family, her happy childhood, and the comfort of a warm bed, and all that was gone now.  The one thing that seemed to remain in her soul now was rage.  She continued to have nightmares about a man with glowing red eyes and an evil grin in front of a fire.  With all those thoughts in her mind Akane gripped her spear even tighter.  Her anger wound even tighter around her and finally she erupted.  Akane let out a heart wrenching scream.  With her spear pointing forward, Akane ran out charging at the bear that she thought was oblivious to her existence.  The creature, however, was completely aware of its surroundings and was ready for her.  Just as Akane was within view, the bear turned a glance at her.  She could have lost her composure, but she dove on through.  The spear stabbed straight in, and it didn’t hit any vital organs.  Quite angry about the sudden rush of pain, the beast slammed Akane against the wall hard.  Instantly she fell unconscious and bleeding.  The bear now felt completely secure.  He grimaced at the pain and walked away leaving Akane exactly as she was, unconscious against the rock wall.
 
   ***
 
   After the death of Taikeno, the young man Kumo had a lot of trouble accepting Sukenyo as the new leader of the clan.  After all he was the son of the late Taikeno.  His father led a fierce fighting force of ninjas bent on total rule over all they opposed.  He spent the months following his father’s death attempting to sway others to his view on the path the ninja clan should take.  Sukenyo had different plans.  His desires involved the search for the crystal of chaos that he sought and its use in world domination.  He desired it more so than Taikeno did.  He was, however, not going to be used as somebody’s pawn in a game of cat and mouse.  The one person that was supposed to aid in finding the location of the stone had thus far eluded Taikeno.  Sukenyo now had that woman and had destroyed anything that could have hindered his conquest in any way.  The morning had started out pretty well for Sukenyo.  His men were already up and practicing the daily maneuvers.  They had indeed become a well trained group.  They all had knowledge of both ninja and samurai tactics and skills.  Every so often Sukenyo would kill a member to instill some fear and respect among the members of his clan.  Today was the day though that they would pack up the camp, retrieve the hostage, and head west to their intended destination.  Only five men remained behind to guard the site and the treasures they had obtained.  These were men that Sukenyo knew he could trust, and if he could not and they tried to steal the items held within the camp, he would just make sure that death found its way to them.  He made absolutely sure they were aware of this fact.  Mai had spent her days in fear and depression.  Life was not quite the same as it had been when she was living free with her husband, Makenshi.  She knew he was dead and her son gone, but what of Akane.  No word and no knowledge of anything found its way to her.  As her mind started to wander, she found herself being dragged away.
 
   ***
 
   It was probably late afternoon the next day when Akane finally came to.  She definitely wheezed in pain, and she wondered how she could have screwed up such an opportune moment.  “Good afternoon, kid.”  A stranger announced.  Surprised to see such a burly looking man sitting in front of her, Akane dared to speak to him.  “Who are you?”  The man responded quickly.  “I am nobody just a friend.”  Akane looked the man up and down very thoroughly.  She surmised that he must be a samurai.  It was not the sword that gave him away or the scabbard that held it.  It was not the armor that he wore.  He was not wearing the armor of a samurai.  What gave him away was the solemn and majestic way he seemed to carry himself.  They carried a tremendous conversation about how dark the times had gotten and about how many villages seemed to burn under the flag of the ninja clan.  They had apparently been heading in a western direction.  The conversation then headed in a different direction.  Apparently this man sought out someone by the name of Makenshi.  “He died about a month ago.”  Akane remarked solemnly.  The man was taken aback.  “He is dead!  There is no way that could be possible.”  The stranger responded.  After another hour of the man finding everything he could about the young woman he decided it was time he left to find out all the facts.  Makenshi’s death surprised and shocked the veteran samurai, but all he could do was to aid in any way he could.  Before he left, he felt obligated to ask the young Akane if there was anything he could do for her.  “I would just like to know your name, sir, the name of the man who saved me from the vicious bear.”  Akane asked.  The man chuckled at the request.  “It is Genma, Akane.  Try not to hunt any more animals bigger than you are dear.”  Without any more to say Makenshi’s teacher, Genma left.  Akane could not believe her ears at who this was.  She was not about to let him leave without him helping her some more.
 
   ***
 
   She ran as fast as she could.  No one could quite understand just how Mai managed to escape.  Well no one except the ninja that lay down trying desperately to breathe because a wooden stick was stabbed into his neck.  Mai’s heart was racing.  A few hours ago or even a few days ago she never would have attempted an escape.  Her husband Makenshi was dead murdered by her captors and her son Akira sold to slavery by the same people.  What had happened to her beloved daughter?  Days ago her life had pretty much become decimated by one individual.  Her children needed her and she was no longer paralyzed under the ruthlessness of the ninjas.  She was now very intent on finding her daughter and rescuing her son.  Sukenyo was extremely angry when he awoke the next day.  He found his prisoner gone and one of his top men clinging to life.  Knowing that a crippled warrior would be of no use to him, Sukenyo expediently skewered the hurt man.  No one even flinched at the sight.  This had become almost expected behavior where Sukenyo was concerned.  That same behavior bothered Kumo every time.  He knew he could not say anything though.  He did not want the same thing to happen to him.  An almost instant death would almost surely follow.  The one thing Kumo desired above all else was leadership of what once was his father’s clan.  Sukenyo need not know who Kumo really was, not yet anyway.  Mai felt extremely exhausted.  It felt as if she had been running for hours.  In fact she had been running for that long.  She needed to find a place she could rest.  Just then she spotted an outcropping of bushes and trees entering what looked like a forest of sorts.  This would be just the hiding spot she needed.  Fate, she thought, had finally turned to her favor.  Upon burying the warrior Sukenyo and his men took off in search of his captive.  Sukenyo rather despised the idea of having to search for his prisoner, but he would play for now.  Sukenyo did have an unfair advantage in that his time with the samurai showed him the skill of tracking.  No one was better at it then Sukenyo not even Makenshi.  The chase was on.  About thirty men on horseback followed Sukenyo.  The view would have been awe inspiring.  Mai’s footprints were quite easy to locate and following them was not very difficult.  They did, however, head into an area Sukenyo was sure he did not want to venture through.  “The dark forest is said to be very dangerous.  They say that the forest will eat you alive and once you go in you will never be allowed out.”  One of Sukenyo’s men uttered.  Sukenyo was not scared of silly superstitions nor did he have time to waste on anything that might keep him from his prey.  He was determined to extract the woman from the dark forest.  Sukenyo instructed his men that if he did not return within two hours they were to start cutting down the trees to retrieve him.  He decided to take along two men, Kumo and a rival Taikachi.  As they entered the brush all the sound of the forest seemed to mute around them.  It seemed really spooky to Kumo, but he braved his way through it.  The tracks headed towards the center of the forest or so Sukenyo believed.  Mai would be back in their hands before too long.  Sukenyo was actually really shocked she had even attempted the escape.  She had been so full of fear a few days ago.  This detour seemed a nice little reprieve from the search for the crystal of chaos.  Sukenyo could feel it now.  She was really close.  Just then he sensed something out of the ordinary.  Sukenyo dodged to the side and ducked.  It was a good thing too Mai would have killed him with a giant log coming down a hill.  She was now within his reach or so Sukenyo thought.  Before he could free himself both of his men were writhing in pain.  “Get up you two!  We need her and she is making me angry.”  Sukenyo spitted out.  They were off again in pursuit of the woman.  Mai went deeper and deeper into the woods.  Sukenyo was getting a little concerned if he lost sight of her she might escape for good.  Her tracks were not being left behind.  It was most likely the work of the forest.  A little ahead, Mai saw a clearing and a hut made of moss.  It was her only chance.  She delved into the unknown house.  “Hello Mai!”  A familiar voice sounded.  Just then the hut disappeared from the view of any outsiders.
 
   ***
 
   Genma was really distraught by the news that his friends Makenshi and Mai were indeed dead.  He spent the morning after his visit with young Akane, asking many of the local villagers of their fate.  It was even more disturbing to learn they died in a simple fire.  The great Makenshi succumbed to an element.  Somehow Genma did not truly believe the story he was hearing.  The samurai was not aware that Akane was watching from a distance every movement he was making.  She was actually surprised at the fact the man named Genma was actually alive.  She could have sworn her father had said that all the samurai had been wiped out.  Makenshi, Akane’s father, was supposedly the last, and he was now dead.  Genma decided his next course of action would be to head to the family home to discover the truth of what had happened.  An hour passed before Genma arrived at the charred shell of a house.  The turmoil and devastation that had happened at this locale was almost insane.  The strange odor in the air gave off an unmistakable trace of evidence that the fire was not started naturally.  The eerie sensation of death instantly permeated Genma’s aura.  At that moment he sat down legs crossed and closed his eyes.  The strange odor enveloped his sense of smell and the strong wind overtook his ability to hear.  Genma wanted to find out what truly had occurred here at this once happy home.  A huge amount of the images came rushing at his head.  It was then that Genma stood and walked toward the house walking into where rooms had once been to get a better sense of the story.  Upon walking into the room that once belonged to Akane, he could see his old student saving the life of young Akane.  As he walked into the hallway another image rushed at him.  It was one of Makenshi running back to get his wife and son.  In the hallway he saw a sliver of metal lying on the floor.  As he picked it up he got slammed with yet another image this one of Makenshi being stabbed through the back with a blade and it protruding out the chest.  The final image was one Genma had hoped he would never see, and it came to him as he exited back out the front and leaned on what was left of the doorway.  It showed him all he needed to see, a pair of glowing red eyes and the most evil of smiles he had ever seen all belonging to a face he knew all too well.  Instinctually he pulled back because that image was so horrible.  When he finally came to he sensed he was being watched and he did not even care.  His next duty would be to see to a proper burial.  Finding any remains would probably be pretty difficult.  In fact after scouring the entire estate the only things he could find was Makenshi’s sword and armor and Mai’s ceremonial bracelets and necklace.  Genma went out toward the back of the land and found a good solid spot where the ground was nice and soft.  He spent the next two hours digging two holes in which he placed Makenshi’s armor and Mai’s jewelry.  He then spread some of the ash he found in the house over them.  Genma filled in the dirt and pounded two large stones into the ground.  He stopped to carve some writing into the stones.  “Here lies Makenshi and Mai Zukaya, may they find the peace in death they never found in life.”  Akane found herself in tears.  She had trouble accepting that the perfect life she had lived and enjoyed was indeed over.  She did not understand how a person’s life could end so abruptly.  After he was finished with the stones Genma seemed to drop to one knee and pray.  Genma had apparently not expected this when he came to visit his friend.  He could not help but wonder if the person responsible for this transgression was also guilty of the raid.  It did not matter anymore because at this point nothing could be done.  Genma’s samurais were gone and nothing could bring them back.  Genma was also too old for any kind of self heroics.  Akane did not have time for anymore moments of self pity because she felt responsible for what had transpired.  Genma knew something and Akane was going to find out what.  She did not care what it was going to take.  Upon moving out of the bushes Genma spoke.  “It was about time you came out to join me Akane.”  He then eyed the graves he had created.  “They were good people, your parents.”  “Do you know how they died?”  Akane dared to ask.  Genma was taken aback by the sheer audacity of the question posed to him.  “Of Course I do dear.  They were murdered!”  At that exact moment Akane fell flat on her butt.  She kind of already knew the answer to the question, but she really was not prepared for the impact it would have on her.  Her mind had denied her that information to spare her the emotional torment.  After Genma helped her up she looked at him with wells of tears rolling down her face.  He could tell she was deeply troubled by the news she had received.  “Look I shall be around for a few days.  If you need anything come and find me.”  With that said, he left.  Thoughts of vengeance on the murders of her parents and twin brother started to seep their way into Akane’s mind.  She was going to need some help and she had found the perfect person to assist her.  The only thing she needed now was to find a way to convince this Genma to do everything she needed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
   Vengeful Determination
 
    
 
   Mai turned around and saw a very familiar face.  It was her best friend from childhood, Sarena.  “What is the matter?  You look like you have seen a ghost.”  Sarena asked.  “Just was not expecting to see you here.”  They spent the next few hours reminiscing over old times.  Then without another thought Sarena took over the conversation and the discussion turned to a more serious note.  “So you are being chased and I can only tell you that they will catch you and there will be nothing I can do to stop this.”  Sarena said with an extremely disappointing look.  “How do you know?”  Mai dared to ask.  “I am a witch.  I always have been one and my daughter will be one too.”  The response was one that amazed and shocked Mai.  Mai asked if there was any way Sarena might help.  “I cannot help you escape, and I cannot stop your death from occurring, and I cannot change your fate.  I can tell you that if I were you, I would find a way to die before they get what they want.  It is the only way to save your daughter Akane.”  The news that Sarena gave Akane was disheartening to say the least.  Sarena got up a few moments later and handed something to Mai.  Mai now knew what she had to do, and she had the means with which to do it, but could she bring herself to that point.  “If I die, how do I know my daughter will be safe?”  Mai asked.  After which Sarena replied.  “I have given instructions to my daughter to find and protect her.  It is the least I can do for my oldest friend.”  A few more moments passed before the door swung open.  Mai turned around to see her friend Sarena’s back embedded with shurikens.  Mai was surrounded by the three men.  She had no chance for escape and no possibility for rescue.  Mai did have one sliver of hope now that she did not have before.  “Try to escape again and I will not hesitate to slit your throat.”  Sukenyo boasted.  Mai knew it was an idle threat.  Kumo felt great pity for this woman.  He knew she was being led to her slaughter, but there was nothing he could do to stop it.  Taikachi seemed quite pleased having caught the woman they needed.  Since only she could give them the information they sought.  Mai offered up no resistance this time.  Sukenyo wondered what the witch had told his prisoner.  It did not matter though.  She would die soon enough.  They made their way back through the forest to the rest of the clan.  Once back the clan seemed greatly pleased of their chase and recapture of their high profile prisoner.  One thing remained after their sleep, to hit the road again.  They still had a long way to go.  Mai’s back had been whipped severely that night.  It was so red it hurt to do anything but stand.  According to Sukenyo she had to be taught a lesson so that she would not be tempted to try another escape.  Mai knew that she was important to his plans, but now she had the means to defy those plans.  Mai would not be able to control her fate, but perhaps she could shape Akane’s destiny.
 
   ***
 
                 Akane spent the next day weeping for the loss of her parents.  She still had trouble sitting on the new information she had received concerning their murder.  She often felt these days that her goddess must really have had it in for her.  It was only recently that her heart had been filled with such hatred.  After Akane’s tears and feeling of self pity were done she gathered her thoughts and regained her composure.  No more was she going to wallow in self doubt and destruction.  Akane now had a goal and a means to carry out said goal.  She headed out in Genma’s direction later that day.  Genma had done his mourning for Makenshi like he had done for all his other samurai.  Until that day that he discovered his fate Genma had considered Makenshi one of his greatest accomplishments.  The entire samurai community was now pretty well defunct, and it seemed to Genma nothing could be done to fix it.  Just as he had started in on his deliberations, there was a knock at the door.  Genma wondered who could be outside his door in the cold damp pouring rain.  A little girl stood there.  In fact it was the very same little girl he had rescued from the clutches of a very angry bear.  After feeling bad for the girl Genma decided to let her inside.  Something was different about her now.  She seemed stronger.  It was as if she had developed more of a resolve, much like her father often had.  Genma felt responsible somehow for this little girl’s wellbeing as well as for her predicament.  “So Akane, can I help you in some way?”  Genma asked.  Akane looked straight into his eyes and spoke.  “I wish to be a samurai like my father.  I need your help to train.”  Genma was not in shock at all by the young girl’s request.  He realized she was hurting and that she might feel a need and a desire for justice.  Genma just shook his head.  He wanted to train her, but there were things stopping him.  Most prominent of those reasons was the code of the samurai.  Akane saw the nod and being very disappointed she lashed out.  “Why!  Why can I not train?”  At that moment she felt a hand strike her across the face.  “That is why I will not train you.  You are too weak.”  With that point Akane had been put in a state of shock.  Akane could not believe that this man would deny her the revenge she so desperately deserved.  He turned to let her know he would be there for another day or so, but just until the rain stopped.  The rain did indeed stop the next day and Genma seemed to vanish into thin air.  Her plan had been completely destroyed by Genma’s refusal to train.  She seemed quite upset by this surprising turn of events.  A sudden epiphany came to Akane.  She did not need Genma because she was going to train anyway in spite of his absence.  At least she did not think she needed any kind of assistance or so she kept telling herself.  Genma was not quite so sure of his decision to refuse to train the young girl.  On one hand he felt obligated to look out for her, but on the other he did not want to give her a life of destruction and mayhem.  It was too late now though he had made his decision.
 
   ***
 
   Kumo sat alone today.  His world still rang of discord, but he had finally made a decision regarding his life.  Overthrowing Sukenyo was the only path Kumo had felt open to him at this point.  His life was not always this bad, yet it was not actually the best either.  Sukenyo would indeed have to die if he were to accomplish anything.  Kumo had already recruited as many people from the clan to join him as he could.  It still only accounted for roughly half as many as Sukenyo had supporting him.  No matter how many people Kumo had supporting him it would still only come down to who was the stronger man of the two.  Sukenyo knew Kumo was up to something, but he knew that for a long while now.  He would have to be real ignorant to not be aware of what was going on in his encampment.  He did not spend all that time planning and scheming to let someone else take all that he had stolen.  In his twisted mind he had felt he earned all that he had.  He had thought many times of just walking right up to the upstart ninja and shoving his katana down his throat, yet he was too good of a ninja and a second in command to lose if he was wrong.  At this point Sukenyo hoped he was just being paranoid.  Sukenyo had felt very tired worrying about a mutiny or upheaval.  After all they still had a ways to go to get Mai to her destination.  Sukenyo decided to turn in for the night.  The last thing Sukenyo expected to discover was a fire surrounding his tent the next morning.  A lone man sat inside the ring of flames.  The young man, Kumo, had deemed the time was ripe for his challenge against Sukenyo to occur and afterwards to claim that which was rightfully his, leadership of the clan.  Sukenyo felt that he did not have time for this, and he was quite disappointed that he had been right all along.  He wasted no time in getting dressed and grabbing his blade.  Kumo was not about to hold back and neither was Sukenyo.  “So you finally show your true colors!”  Sukenyo yelled out and Kumo quickly responded.  “As if you ever will.  No longer will I sit idle while you send our clan down a path of destruction.”  Kumo wasted no time in drawing his katana.  Sukenyo seemed really disappointed that he would have to go through with this.  With nothing else to say to one another, each man ran directly toward his opponent.  Each strike they made seemed to sound like a musical symphony.  Sukenyo had personally trained Kumo, a tactic his father had employed in case of his demise.  Kumo and Sukenyo’s movements seemed to almost fall in sync with each other.  Sukenyo went down with a strike from Kumo’s blade.  Sukenyo struck from the ground.  Kumo just barely managed to parry in time.  It seemed for a long time that Kumo was in a defensive pattern.  Then the break he was looking for had arrived.  A board engulfed in flames fell down right on top of Sukenyo.  Kumo could not believe his luck.  He raised his sword above his head as if to jab the blade into Sukenyo’s chest.  Sukenyo was not about to let this upstart best him in actual combat.  He could not reach the katana he had, but he did find a branch nearby.  He threw that tree branch as hard as he could at Kumo’s head.  It knocked Kumo down for a few seconds, which was just long enough to give Sukenyo the chance he needed to free himself.  Once he was out he went directly for his katana, and as he turned around he saw Kumo getting to his feet.  “Give it up old man!  This clan is rightfully mine!”  Kumo yelled out.  Sukenyo just kind of shrugged the comment off.  This kid had some nerve, but no one was going to take what Sukenyo felt he had rightfully earned.  Originally Sukenyo thought of keeping this kid around based solely on the fact that he had some gumption.  Sukenyo was too angry for that now.  The fight turned from semi-neutral to extremely aggressive.  It was definitely in Sukenyo’s favor.  He would hammer down with the katana, and Kumo would barely manage to block.  Kumo knew he was in real trouble.  Sukenyo kicked Kumo square in the chest and knocked him down.  After which he went down for a strike.  Kumo rolled away.  He had to find a way to get into a better defensive position.  It seemed to Sukenyo like the fight had become his.  Every strike hit in perfect synchrony to the fluidic motion of his body.  Kumo looked up from the ground and saw his chance.  A flame wall stood where Sukenyo had once been.  If only he could reach it before Sukenyo turned him into a shish kabob.  Suddenly Sukenyo came down with another strike, but Kumo got lucky.  Instead of Kumo being struck, Sukenyo had hit a chunk of wood that was on fire and his katana became stuck.  This was just the opportunity Kumo needed.  He kicked up at Sukenyo’s stomach and darted straight for the flame wall.  It did not take Sukenyo long to recover from the blow.  Dislodging the katana from the wood was a little trickier.  By the time he managed to accomplish the task, Sukenyo had become fuming mad.  There was no question about it he was ready to kill this kid.  He started toward the flame wall and simply jumped over it.  Just then the rest of his tent suddenly collapsed from the sheer power of the fire.  It happened right in front of Sukenyo.  Kumo’s path was blocked, and he would not be able to make it back to the encampment.  He questioned if he would really want to.  Sukenyo was still alive and without his defeat Kumo would never reclaim leadership of the tribe.  Kumo knew he was going to need help if Sukenyo was ever going to be defeated.  He recalled the brief encounter with Mai, the prisoner that Sukenyo had captured and forbade most of his men from getting close to or getting within close proximity of.  She had told him of her daughter and how she would need protection.  He knew Mai was out of his reach, however maybe this girl whoever she was would be able to defeat Sukenyo.  He knew she would have a vested interest in seeing his enemy defeated.  First he would have to evade the ninjas Sukenyo would ultimately send after him.  After Sukenyo emerged from the flames that had engulfed his encampment, he sent out a search party for the traitor, Kumo.  He was not so upset that Kumo had betrayed him.  He was angrier that he had been gotten the better of.  Upon sending out the scouts that were given explicit instructions not to return without the head of the traitor Kumo, Sukenyo gathered his remaining men and their prisoner Mai and headed back on the road to the great cavern.
 
   ***
 
   The sun rose magnificently the day Akane decided to start her training routine.  It had taken almost a month or so to build her a place to sleep.  This day however she started with a morning run.  Akane pushed herself hard running that first five miles.  Later on she swam across Lake Bucandi.  Once on the other side she pulled a cart that was filled huge rocks a quarter of the way up a giant hill.  Akane carried that cart around the entire lake.  That was just the workout for the morning.  Later that same day she went fishing to allow her to attain the level of patience she would need to attain.  It also provided her with some nourishment for the body.  With lunch complete it was time to return to her training.  Akane climbed a nearby tree, the tallest one she could find.  When she reached the top, she tied a rope to the sturdiest branch she could find.  Akane then climbed down, and admired her handiwork.  Climbing the rope with just her arms proved a tad more difficult.  She made it about halfway up the rope before falling flat on her butt.  Akane looked around and found that no one saw her extremely embarrassing fall.  Her ego was wounded, yet Akane was not about to give up.  The rope was not going anywhere, but Akane kept falling.  Three hours past and the best she could hope for was to make it about three quarters of the way up.  The young woman also located a wooden man her father, Makenshi, had used to practice with.  Akane punched and kicked the thing until all four limbs were excreting blood.  She hardly noticed the pain.  Once it got dark she decided to catch dinner, eat, and go to bed.  Unfortunately her fishing skills were not as adept as her hunting skills.  The next day she would start her routine all over again.  This continued every day for about a month with each day increasing in difficulty.  The miles got longer and the swimming got harder.  At least she had reached a point where the rope did not give her any more difficulty.  Akane had not realized it, but she was being watched during these months.  Genma had changed his mind.  He was really impressed with how she had not given up and decided to train on her own.  Genma had felt that Akane’s strength had greatly improved, but she still needed to get to the point where she could handle the knowledge and cunning of the samurais.  It was a tough decision, but Genma decided to train his friend’s daughter in the ways of the samurai.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Training Grounds
 
    
 
   Kumo had spent the better part of the day wondering what had gone wrong.  He felt the biggest mistake he had made was in deciding not to slit the throat of Sukenyo while he lay asleep.  He had worked really hard at devising that plan, and for it to blow up in his face was not good.  Kumo now knew that he had become an exile to his own clan.  Not only that, but he was also on the run from a couple of ninja assassins.  Kumo did not know how but he would have to find a way to outrun them.  The last thing Kumo ever expected was to be ousted from his own clan.  He knew what he had to focus on was to get out of harm’s way.  The area Kumo was in right now was not exactly a great place for hiding.  Right out of nowhere an arrow flew past him.  Kumo just realized that he was a sitting duck out here in the open.  Just then he heard another arrow whistling in the wind.  He must not have moved fast enough because this arrow hit him square in his left shoulder.  The pain from the wound stung him down through his arm.  Kumo fell and dove down.  Twisting as he fell he noticed two assassins.  These two would have been the ones that Sukenyo would have sent after him.  Kumo forced himself up he knew he would have to head for cover.  The desert to the north seemed the only logical direction he could take.  He did not quite know if his survival instincts were up to the task.  He spent every last bit of energy going into the desert, and he hoped the desert would deter his pursuers.  His plan did not work.  The assassins would not find it difficult following the trail of blood Kumo had left behind.  The marksman of the two seemed quite proud of the shot he had taken of their quarry even though it seemed as though somehow he had slipped away from them.  It would appear to the not so keen observer that Kumo had stumbled into the desert.  They would have let him go allowing the desert to do the work assigned to them, but they had specific instructions that would not allow the desert to claim his life.  Taikachi, the assassin who had taken the cowardly shot at Kumo, hated the man who had become his prey and wanted nothing more than to see him dead.  Tokoyo on the other hand had once been able to call Kumo his friend felt ashamed of the actions he was being forced to take.  Kumo had his chance to claim leadership, but he had failed and now he had to die.  According to clan law Kumo’s right to exist had been stripped from him.  Kumo had been running as fast as any prey would and at the same time he was seeking out a place to lie low.  His search had not been turning up anything useful until he had gone deep into the desert.  He spotted a cave barely visible amongst the endless sands of the desert.  It seemed almost completely covered by the desert sands.  More than a few sandstorms had blown into the mouth of the cave.  Kumo could tell he had not been the first visitor to this location.  There was what appeared to be a once used fire pit.  The wood that was there had become petrified with age.  There was no way Kumo would be burning that wood and besides it might attract attention from his pursuers.  Kumo decided to waste no time he needed to head toward the back of the cavern to try to find something with which to use for defense.  The path was long however Kumo knew he would make it through.  He just worried if his would be pursuers knew of his location.  With his sword lost in the battle with Sukenyo, Kumo had no clue what he was going to do about the two men closing in around him.  As he got further into the passage he made a torch out of a piece of wood and lit it with the stone wall beside him, because the farther from the entrance he got the darker it seemed to be.  Finally after a while he reached the end of the passageway and found an empty opening.  All that seemed to appear in the room was a book, a huge skeleton that seemed to belong to the remains of a giant creature, and an old rusted sword.  Kumo knew automatically that the sword would come in handy.  What he did not know was that the book he was about to pick up was his father’s own journal.  It had to have been written some time before he was even born.  It was completely fascinating to Kumo.  Of particular interest was an excerpt about how his father Taikeno had been exiled from a different ninja clan than the one he had been born into.  Kumo seemed almost in shock about the whole thing.  He had always thought that his father’s clan had been the only one.  It seemed important somehow to Kumo.  Perhaps this information would become useful one day when he would least expect it.  Suddenly Kumo started hearing rustling noises coming from the mouth of the cave.  Could it be possible his assailants had arrived?  Kumo knew that it had to be them no one else would possibly have come.  At least he had enough time to pull the arrow through his arm as well as cauterize the wound with his torch.  He only hoped that the noise would not alert them.  One thing was certain he would not be using his right arm.  It was a good thing he was predominantly left handed.  Deciding that he had wasted enough time trying to flee the assassins that were hell-bent on his destruction, Kumo readied his new sword that had once been used by his father.  He was not quite sure if the blade would last in battle.  He knew deep down that the assassins would not be prepared for a target that would fight back.  A few minutes passed before Kumo saw the glint of a sword come down toward his neck.  He managed to dive downward just in the nick of time.  At that point Kumo knew the fight was on and there would be no escape from it.  He was just glad this was going to be a closed quarter’s fight.  It would prevent any more unexpected arrows from being fired.  Kumo seemed like he was in for the fight of his life.  Every strike rang out as if they were blocking each other’s movements.  The other assassin stayed toward the back as if waiting to see the outcome.  This fight appeared easier to Kumo.  He had not anticipated that his battle with Sukenyo would actually improve his technique.  The problem was not with this assassin it was with the one directly behind.  After this fight Kumo knew he would be exhausted.  He decided to wait to see the consequences of his actions.  Finally after about twenty more strikes, Kumo found his opening.  He kicked the man hard in the stomach.  The assassin’s sword went into the wall.  Kumo wasted no time in grabbing the second sword.  Before Taikachi, the first assailant, knew what was going on he had both swords across his throat.  Tokoyo’s eyes widened tremendously when he saw the skill level that Kumo had gained, and now he had Taikachi in a move that would not leave him alive.  Taikachi closed his eyelids knowing that his life was now over.  The swords left his neck and returned in a dual cut that severed the head of the ninja once known as Taikachi.  Kumo then turned toward Tokoyo with a menacing look upon his face.  “Hey Kumo, come on man we were both friends once.  Can we not come to some sort of arrangement?”  Tokoyo whimpered while trying to save his skin.  Kumo looked at him then looked at his blood stained sword.  He knew Tokoyo well enough because they had been best friends since they had trained together as ninjas.  He thought it strange that Tokoyo would volunteer to come hunt him down.  Kumo smiled as one of the most vicious plans had started to come together inside his head.  “I shall spare you old friend, but you must swear loyalty to me and do exactly as I say.”  Tokoyo nodded with approval, and he was glad his arrow did not kill Kumo.  Kumo seemed to trust Tokoyo because he knew that had Tokoyo wanted him dead, he surely would be.  Tokoyo was the best marksman in the entire clan.  At that point Kumo brought the torch he had lit earlier and lighted the severed head that had belonged to Taikachi on fire.  Tokoyo was then to report back to the clan that Kumo was dead and to use the severed head as proof.  Tokoyo knew his duty to Kumo was to act as a spy on Sukenyo’s actions.  Tokoyo and Kumo then made their way back to the horses at the edge of the desert.  After which they parted ways with one another.  Kumo finally passed out after a couple of hours of travel from the loss of blood.
 
   ***
 
   Akane spent the better part of the last few months just learning battle techniques and fighting styles.  She had not even worked up to weapons training yet.  In the first month Akane would spend the mornings working on strength training, and the afternoons were spent sparring with Master Genma, as she now called him.  The nights at rest she ached so badly she could barely move.  The training only got more intense as time went on.  Three months now and she still was unable to defeat Genma in a sparring match.  He had informed her she would not be working with weapons until she could best him in a match.  Another month probably passed before she could survive the match unharmed.  One day Akane noticed she was moving at a lot faster pace than Genma.  The next morning when she did her workout she moved so fast that her movements would have killed a normal man quite easily.  Then the moment came that Akane had been waiting for.  A sparring match that would make the ones Akane had fought in before pale in comparison.  She figured she did not have a chance this time.  Her master was not going to be holding back this time.  Genma, however, was starting to get concerned.  Akane’s progress was increasing almost exponentially and the strength training was making her tougher than he could handle.  Genma was absolutely concerned about this sparring match.  The match started and immediately he kicked in the direction of her face.  Akane leaned backward and dodged the blow.  A confused Genma reacted by going for a punch to the abdomen.  Akane blocked and hit away the hand.  This continued for about thirty minutes.  Then Akane started to get angry and Genma could tell.  She then hit Genma in the stomach with a blow that would have injured a rhino.  As if that was not enough she sent him flying courtesy of the roundhouse she had developed with ease.  When Genma finally woke up he realized that it was indeed time for weapons training.
 
   ***
 
                 Kumo woke up to what he thought was familiar surroundings.  It was not until he came to that he could not recognize any of the faces.  He was definitely being held hostage in a ninja encampment.  He did not understand how this could be.  He had always believed that the clan he had belonged to was the only one in existence.  Something else seemed odd about these ninjas.  Their fighting style was completely different from what Kumo was used to seeing.  As soon as they learned he was awake they fed him a bowl of slop.  No one ever spoke a single word to him.  It seemed to Kumo that they thought he was beneath them.  He tried a few times to make an attempt at communication.  His efforts were in vain.  Later that same day someone came to his cage with a torch, burned his arm, and stabbed him in the stomach not hitting any vital organs.  After which he was led out into an arena and given a dagger, the same one he had just been stabbed with, to defend himself with.  A large burly man emerged from the other side of the arena.  He was a huge man with massive muscles the size of boulders.  It was enough to put the fear of god into Kumo.  The problem was Kumo did not believe in any god.  This barbarian of a man dwarfed Kumo by several feet, and wielded a giant hammer.  It appeared as though the giant may have been at one point in his life a Viking.  Kumo knew what would be expected of him now.  He would have to be a fool not to.  No words were needed to explain the complexities of his dilemma.  Kumo would need to defeat this man in open combat, but how he would accomplish this task was anyone’s guess.  The arm in which he took an arrow was now writhing in agony, and his stomach injured with the very dagger he now was to use to combat his foe, felt even worse.  Kumo was really starting to regret his choice to confront Sukenyo.  He had been in two battles and now a third one dangled over his head.  As Kumo contemplated his decisions in life, the large man grew impatient with Kumo’s inactivity.  He decided to do something about it.  The Viking pulled the large hammer over his shoulder and swung it in a downward arc.  Kumo recognized the danger and dove away.  However it was not enough, Kumo’s hand had gotten in the way of the massive anvil.  He screamed out as if he was in even more pain.  It was not enough that his right shoulder was recently burnt because of the arrow and his abdomen had been stabbed, but now his right hand squashed by a giant stone hammer.  Kumo needed to end this fight hastily before he managed to bleed to death.  The moment to strike came when he saw the Viking fighter go back up for another strike.  Kumo returned to his feet extremely fast and went after his opponent at an almost sprinting pace.  When he got within range he launched into the air feet first, right for the man’s stomach.  The giant almost lost his lunch after such a kick occurred.  With the big man bent over clenching his stomach, Kumo jumped onto his back.  Adrenaline was pumping through Kumo like ale through a drunk.  This allowed Kumo to ignore the pain in his right arm.  He instantly began pummeling away on the barbarian’s head.  The Viking barbarian then reached over his back and threw Kumo several yards.  Kumo was not done because he got right back on his feet.  The big man became very angry and charged at Kumo.  He came through attempting a right cross which Kumo dodged to the side.  Kumo was done with this giant of a man now.  He grabbed the head of the giant with his left hand and proceeded to knee him in the face with his left leg.  He then picked up his dagger off the ground where he dropped it and plunged it directly into the heart of the Viking barbarian.  The crowd went silent for a moment and then Kumo felt something sting the side of his neck.  He got woozy for a moment, and then he dropped like a log.
 
   ***
 
                 Akane’s training was proceeding really well.  Everything appeared to be going efficiently, according to Genma’s plan.  Akane was now a very strong woman capable of felling any man or woman that crossed her path.  Her martial arts exceeded even Genma’s talent, and she even had mastery of two-handed sword techniques.  She still had yet to master the bow, but Genma had confidence in his newly trained young samurai.  He knew she would develop the skill, because this was Makenshi’s daughter after all.  Genma was dying and he knew it.  His life’s goal was now meant to correct the mistakes he had already made in his past.  When the ninja raid had occurred he had been struck with a poison arrow.  It had been slowly ebbing away at him.  The only thing that kept Genma alive, aside from sheer will power, was his daily meditation routine.  He still had not informed Akane of his impending demise.  She had already lost so much, and he feared that she might not finish her training.  Akane spent most of that day working on her archery which she finished up after hitting the bulls eye about six times from a thousand paces away.  She was starting to get more confident in her aim, but the velocity still was not quite right in her opinion.  Akane decided it was best to head back to camp.  She packed up her possessions and was gone in a few minutes.  Akane did not realize how far she had come in such a short period of time, but Genma realized it in fact he counted on it.  As Akane got closer to her destination, time seemed to slow down.  Finally as she made it back to the shed, she dropped her possessions and ran in.  She was rather shocked to find out that Genma was still in his bed.  After all he was usually up and around by now.  She immediately went to Genma demanding to know what was going on.  “Are you okay, sensei?”  Akane said with tears rolling down her eyes.  “I almost loathe telling you this Akane, but I am dying.”  Her mouth gaped open instantly.  She kind of knew already, yet she did not want to admit it.  Akane decided to be brave and help her sensei as best she could.  She wanted him to be as comfortable as he could be for his final moments.  Genma started to cough violently.  “There is a note for you in the cupboard.  You need to read it after I am gone.  Also I want you to know I am very proud to have had you as a student.”  Genma said as tears welled down his face.  A few short moments later the poison finally ebbed into Genma’s circulatory system.  A few moments after that, his heart stopped pumping and his brain stopped working.  The once great samurai Genma was now dead.  Akane was now the last of the samurai.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
   Lost and Found
 
    
 
   Sukenyo was happy this day.  They were about two days walk shy of making it to the mountain.  This alone should have made Sukenyo excited, he had received no further outbursts from the once upon a time shrine maiden, Mai.  The sleep he had hoped to get the night before had not been very forthcoming.  The moment was at hand and Natoshi was a living wreck.  His explanations as to the current whereabouts of Tokoyo and Taikachi were full of holes.  This did not matter much to Sukenyo because he was too excited about finding the location of the crystal of chaos.  Sukenyo however was a little worried about performing the ceremony correctly.  Mai was not worried, because she had been planning something for some time now.  She knew that Sukenyo would not get the chance to even start it.  When finally they arrived at the mountain, they took a huge amount of time locating the entrance.  Such an enormous length of time had passed, and vines had grown over the rockslide the samurai had left behind.  This was relatively personal for Sukenyo.  This was where his descent into darkness began.  It felt like a lifetime ago that Sukenyo was a good samurai out to save the world.  Now all that Sukenyo sought was ultimate power.  Nobody not even a samurai was going to stand in his way.  It took a few hours to clean the debris of rocks out of the entrance.  Sukenyo did not expect that Natoshi had his eye on his position.  He did not need to worry because he knew that his men were absolutely loyal to him, and if they were not they would die.  Natoshi just sat back plotting his takeover.  He did not know when or how he would get what he was after, but he would find a way to achieve his goal.  After all the rocks were cleared out of the way, Sukenyo retrieved his hostage and instructed two men, Natoshi, and another ninja, to follow closely behind him.  Mai was scared now.  She knew what awaited her at the end of this path.  Her sacrifice would allow Sukenyo to retrieve the crystal of chaos.  Of course he would have to get to the crystal after he found the location.  Mai passed several rooms she recognized, including the one that contained the two long dead panthers.  The very same panthers her husband had killed almost a lifetime ago.  Sukenyo seemed more and more excited the closer they got to their destination.  He never actually went inside the first time.  Now he almost wished he had.  They passed the room where Mai was tied to a pole and then on to the big room.  Sukenyo was rather impressed he could not believe the massive size of the room.  There was some sort of imprint on the floor of the room, but he could not make anything out.  Sukenyo wondered if perhaps some light from above might help him figure out what exactly this was.  Sukenyo lit the giant spike above the altar Mai had at one time thought the instrument of her sacrifice.  Once the light was shed on the floor it displayed a giant map of Kaidontis, the Asian continent.  Sukenyo looked around for a place to hold his captive, Mai, because he was too tired to start the ceremony at the moment.  He seemed quite pleased when he spotted a cage in the corner.  After all, he could not very well keep everything under control while being exhausted.  Mai knew tonight she would need to do exactly everything Serena had told her.  Sukenyo should not be allowed to find the stone.
 
   ***
 
   Genma's funeral was really simple, yet elegant in nature.  Akane had wanted to do something nice for the man who took her in and gave her a chance.  Nobody actually showed up to the ceremony, but then nobody really knew Genma at all.  She had not looked in the cupboard for the note that Genma had left behind, but Akane was more focused on dealing with the consequences of Genma's death.  Now was the time to see what his last words to her were.  Akane was actually quite nervous.  What would her mentor, Genma, have to say to her that he had not already?  Apparently it was a lot because the note to her was pretty lengthy.  Most of the note was simple thoughts of how proud Genma was of Akane, and how he had thought of her as his own daughter.  Those words started to bring tears to Akane's eyes.  Finally she got to a passage that was a little more interesting.  “I know Akane that this may come as a shock to you, but your parents did not die as a result of that fire.  They were murdered, and I was partially responsible.  For that I am sorry Akane.  Sukenyo who was the individual responsible for your dad’s and your mom's deaths was also once a samurai.  He was also once your dad’s best friend.  We thought he was killed by the very ninjas we fought.  Instead he became the very enemy we battled.  Again I am sorry.”  Akane was devastated and angry at the same time.  She did not know exactly what to think.  At that moment Akane vowed eternal vengeance on Sukenyo and his entire clan of ninjas.  The only other part of the note that seemed important was a lesson on meditation which Genma referred to as the final lesson.  It was the last lesson she would need to know to become a fully fledged samurai.  Akane took a few days to get the shock and anger out of her system.  She needed to regain control of her emotions.  That kind of control was not easily maintained within Akane's soul.  However, it was essential for her abilities as a samurai.  She remembered how Genma had spent many a time lecturing her on maintaining control, dissolving anger, and implementing calmness in her life.  After a few days of intense training, Akane felt the presence of mind that she required of herself.  Sukenyo would pay and Akane knew that she would be the one to deliver that justice.  Once Akane was ready she took off to an empty room inside the house.  She then proceeded to light four candles at each corner of the room.  These candles represented the North, South, East, and West compass points.  Upon setting down the candles and lighting them, Akane sat down in the center of the room and fell into a deep trance.  She had established a state of consciousness within an unconscious mind.  Akane knew she could glimpse into her immediate future from here.  She hoped she would be able to master this ability.  Suddenly Akane's mind started to wander.  She saw a vision of her father, Makenshi.  He looked on her with a stern disapproving look on his face.  "I had hoped it would be Akira here, following in my footsteps to become a samurai.  Not my daughter, Akane, what a set of tragic events that must have led to this!  Dear Akane I beg to not go after Sukenyo at least not without help of some kind.”  The apparition disappeared into the ether and Akane found that she was awake.  Akane could not help but remember back to a couple of weeks ago, back before, her mentor Genma's death.  The day was like any other.  That night she had noticed that something was odd about Genma, something was a little off.  Tears welled down Genma's face as he pulled a box down from the shelf of his room.  He had spent record weeks readying this gift to his newfound pupil.  He often thought of Akane as a surrogate daughter.  As Akane opened the box a look of amazement and joy spread across her face.  Genma was pleased.  When she looked into the box, she saw two very finely crafted and shiny katanas.  The first one was well constructed, and shown a silvery glint.  Engraved into the blade was the symbol of her essence, the dragon of water.  It represented her sense of calm in the face of chaos.  The hilt was shaped into an image of that very same water Dragon.  The second sword glistened with an almost gold glow about it.  Into the etching of the blade sat a red fire Dragon, and into the hilt of this sword sat a carving of the red fire Dragon. It represented the anger that welled up inside of her waiting to be unleashed.   "I had your sword made to resemble your father's sword, but it is quite unique in and of itself.  You are not a one-handed swordsman, and neither was your father.  You have become an extraordinary samurai in your own right.  I know your father would have been proud of you as I am.”  It was the last thing that Akane expected and she knew she would carry that memory for the remainder of her life.  Akane knew the time was right so she proceeded down the hall to her room and went straight to her closet.  She pulled out the armor Genma had made specifically for her.  The blacksmith had chuckled at Genma having had the armor made for a girl.  This was the first time Akane had ever worn the armor, but it surprised Akane because it fit her snuggly.  She seemed really proud of it, and surprisingly to her, she was able to move freely about.  Once her armor fit smoothly enough, Akane was ready to attach the swords.  The sheaths that were made appeared as though they went with the swords they carried.  Akane decided to practice with the katanas just for the weight and feel of the things.  The weapons Akane carried were smooth enough to split the wind, yet sharp enough that they could cut butter.  She grabbed the one token that she would always have to remember Genma, a coin with a picture of the Sphinx.  Akane knew that she was ready.  She had spent the last day placing rocks around the cottage.  Akane knew the fire she started had the potential of catching and damaging the surrounding area.  Akane must have watched that fire for hours.  She did not really have a choice, but she knew that she would need to face her fears.  Her greatest fear was fire.  Her entire family was torn apart by fire.  To make matters worse, Sukenyo was after the crystal of chaos.  He would spend his entire life seeking the crystal if he had to and Akane knew it.  Genma had told Akane that she would need allies if she hoped for any chance at defeating Sukenyo.  Akane passed out that night waiting for the fire to die down.  As she awoke the next morning she realized the fire had died away.  It was well past the time she left the town of her birth.  One last thing needed to be done, she needed her sustenance.  A horse Genma rode in on was now aged, and Akane would need a replacement.  There were no stables around this town, so she would need to get to the next town with Genma's horse.  As she entered town many people snubbed their noses up at Akane.  They did not see the beautiful and courageous young woman, yet all they saw was a woman wearing a man's uniform.  One old crippled warrior was extremely dismayed by what he saw.  He was so upset that he threw a bottle at Akane's head.  Akane did nothing to the old man.  The next bottle that flew toward her head, she caught, and did not think anything of throwing it back in the direction it came from.  Akane almost laughed herself hysterically as the drunk fell backwards.  After that no one decided to make any more attempts to trouble the woman, even though they were very particular in their feelings regarding female warriors.  Stocking up at the store seemed to be no problem for Akane.  She decided it might be a good idea to avoid towns for the foreseeable future lest anyone else get offended enough to do anything to a female samurai.  She did not really understand why people would be offended, just that they were.  The world was no longer as black-and-white as Akane had once thought.
 
   ***
 
   Kumo awoke in his cell again.  The sting on the back of his neck still hurt and became a reminder never to turn your back on a single person.  Kumo was not about to trust anyone not to shoot him in the back again.  He had kind of hoped that defeating the giant would give Kumo the clout he needed to escape his captors, some ninja clan who were completely unknown to him.  He was not going to fight in an arena again, that much was certain.  Kumo was not in as much pain as he had been the night before.  At least the giant Kumo had slain a day ago would no longer be a bother to anyone else.  Kumo was still confused by the fact that the giant had been this far south.  The sight of him had really surprised Kumo.  While Kumo was contemplating his next move, some guards had made the decision for him.  He was led outside and the first thing to come into view was a wall of fire.  All Kumo could think was not again.  He had ignited a wall of fire before to give him the advantage in the fight against Sukenyo.  It did not quite work for Kumo then and it was not going to work now.  When he got to the front of the wall of fire, Kumo realized it was two walls of flames parallel to one another.  Between the two walls laid a walkway of embers and ash.  Kumo was almost afraid to ask, but he knew what was expected of him.  They were going to want him to cross this blazing inferno.  While he was thinking about it he found himself pushed onto the walkway.  He had no choice he had to move fast now.  Kumo ran across the trail of embers at an almost lightning speed.  His adrenaline was pumping at an extremely expedited pace.  Once upon the other side a large man sat with a branding iron.  Kumo screamed out in pain as the symbol on the iron representing the clan hit his arm.  Kumo had not realized it, but he was now a member of the clan.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
   The Sacrificial Lamb
 
    
 
                 Mai spent the entire night preparing for the coming moments.  Unfortunately there was no preparation for this.  With no time left and not a minute to waste, Mai took the dagger she had hidden throughout most of the journey from her friend, Serena's house.  She then slit her wrists lengthwise up the inside of her arms and turned the instrument inward to plunge it into her stomach.  The last thoughts of Mai were of her daughter, Akane, and her son Akira.  The blood drained from her body throughout most of the morning and Sukenyo was unaware.  The next day Sukenyo woke up refreshed and ready for the information that would presumably enlighten his path.  As he neared his captive’s cage Sukenyo sensed something was amiss.  There was no movement from Mai.  There was not even the rising of the chest which one would assume came from deep breathing.  Suddenly Sukenyo noticed the trail of blood leading toward the cage.  Without another second to lose, Sukenyo ran to the spot where he had put Mai to be held.  The two guards he had placed to watch her overnight were sleeping at their posts.  This was behavior Sukenyo was not very happy with.  Sukenyo looked down to see the pool of blood emanating from Mai's arms and from her stomach.  He opened the cage and pulled the dagger from Mai's dead lifeless body.  Studying it closely Sukenyo noticed the incantations inscribed on to the blade of the dagger.  He also noted the symbols adorning the handle.  A witch had to have placed a cloaking spell on the dagger.  Sukenyo's eyes welled up and he was extremely upset at the situation.  He would now need that little girl he left alive.  The daughter of Makenshi and Mai was now his only option for retrieving the crystal of chaos.  Most of Sukenyo's men did not understand why it was of the utmost importance that they have a female of that particular bloodline.  Sukenyo knew as did Akane and Mai that he would need a descendent of the creator of the original crystal of chaos.  Knowing what was evident, Sukenyo plunged the inscribed dagger into the guard on the left’s chest.  Without another second he stabbed the other ones leg and removed the blade.  The guard fell down.  "I am sorry master.  This will not happen again.”  The guard spoke with confidence.  Sukenyo sliced his head off just for that remark alone.  "You are right!  It will not happen again.”  Sukenyo remarked back.  The guard's head fell to the side and rolled down the stairs from the cage that now held the dead woman.  Sukenyo was now worried, and he was concerned because he did not know if Mai's secrets had been passed down to her daughter.  His obsession with the stone was increasing.  He knew he had to find it, but he did not really know how to.  The other problem that Sukenyo thought of was what he was going to do with the clan.  He could not very well bring them along leaving a path of destruction in their wake.  The clan had their reservations about letting their leader leave on such a long journey to retrieve the girl they desperately needed, however they had no choice in the matter.  The power they sought could not be found without her knowledge.  The clan decided to set up camp outside the entrance to the mountain, and the next morning Sukenyo decided to set off with two others in tow.  He let it be known that Natoshi was to lead the clan in Sukenyo's absence.  Sukenyo hated this decision, but the choice for him had already been made.  At least the flight toward the girl would be fast this time.
 
   ***
 
                 The road had been long and tiring to Akane, who could not quite get used to the weather conditions.  To make matters worse, the horse she rode was old and tired. She needed to trade him in for a younger steed, but Akane just had trouble achieving the objective in previous towns.  A few days later, Akane arrived at the next town.  It was a very dark and uninspired place full of mischief and mayhem.  This was exactly the place a person could walk down the wrong alley and find themselves at the wrong end of the dagger.  Akane realized that she had better watch her back.  The last thing she needed was a back stabbing for her money.  The funny thing was that no one even took a second glance at her direction.  Akane walked into the first inn and pub she could find not really knowing what to expect.  After she paid up front for a room for the night, Akane sat at one of the pub stools and ordered a mug of ale.  She used to drink these with Genma all the time.  A few drinks later, a fight broke out behind Akane.  The few objects that came close to hitting Akane were quite easily dodged.  She found it hilarious how a few drinks could make a perfectly rational person lose all sense of reason.  A thug toward the back of the pub saw this as a golden opportunity to make some quick money.  He did not know it yet, but he had the unfortunate mistake of choosing the wrong victim.  He closed in quietly hoping to grab the money belt that was attached to the young woman.  He moved in for the grab, but instead there was nothing to grab.  She had disappeared completely from his site.  How could this possibly have happened?  He never heard of anyone having the power of invisibility.  Not even witches had a spell to attain that affect.  Then he realized what had happened.  The gold colored sword at his throat was evidently a warning not to attempt that which he had just tried to do.  "My mistake ma'am, I did not realize a warrior of such high esteem was at this lowly pub.”  The thief hoped to sweet talk his way out of this predicament if possible.  Akane decided that this brigand was not worth her trouble or her time.  She definitely did not desire any more attention than she had already received.  The thief left before the woman could be allowed to change her mind.  He knew he overstepped his boundaries, and he was out of the pub within a minute.  Deciding she did not want any more trouble than she already had dealt with, Akane went to her room.  She would have to get up early enough as it was.  The bed was a lot more comfortable than the hard ground she had been sleeping on.  She stuffed both of her swords, the ones designed for her use by her mentor, under her bed.  There was no way that she was going to allow herself a single moment of levity in this town.  She fell asleep a few moments later.  The only thing that woke her was a small wisp of a cold wind.  Akane opened her eyes to see a sword coming down at her head.  Akane reacted quickly by kicking the sword out of the murderer's hand.  She then noticed that her equipment was on the opposite side of the room.  She then pulled the sword from under her bed just in time to parry the assassin's sword.  Akane was dumbfounded about why someone would want her dead.  She also was extremely pissed off at this moment.  The assassin did not really expect much of a fight on his hands, but Akane was determined to give him one.  She knew she needed to try to keep this man alive somehow.  She just did not know how she would go about this task.  This man would have information that she could use.  The assassin had taken advantage of the situation and Akane fought with a two sword battle stance.  She was ill prepared for the inaccessibility of one of her weapons.  Suddenly the assassin swung down a second time for her head.  Akane blocked it with her sword, however now she was in a sword lock.  She kicked the assassin in the genitals, and he was on the ground in a matter of a few seconds.  Akane, having been on her back turned over with her sword in hand, placed the blade of the sword at the assassin's throat.  "Who sent you!!!?”  Akane yelled.  The man did not respond, instead he simply bit his tooth.  The poison hidden within the tooth took a few seconds to work into the assassins systems.  He died a minute later.  Akane was furious.  She got to her feet and kicked the body two or three times before going to bed.  Akane was starting to believe that someone wanted her death.  Of course it could have simply been payback for the incident downstairs.  Nevertheless she needed her rest, and the next morning promised a new day for Akane.  She went downstairs to pay her fee for the room, and gave a little extra silver to the keeper of the establishment to take care of the dead body in the closet upstairs.  She managed to make it to the other side of town by early afternoon.  The horse trader had no problem selling one of his horses to Akane.  He also offered to care for the old horse of the great samurai Genma.  The man seemed to be grateful to have to deal with someone who was willing to pay actual money.  Akane was ready to continue her journey.  She had no idea that the very person she sought would be seeking her.  Which direction should she go though?  She wondered emphatically to herself.  Akane made it about 2 miles outside of town before she was ambushed by brigands.  "Of all the rotten luck!”  Akane thought to herself.  She spent the next couple of minutes trying to convince the morons that they did not want to continue with the ambush they had started.  Of course it did not work.  They moved in for the attack and Akane leaped off of the horse she had bought.  She unsheathed the gold and silver plated swords from their respective scabbards.  Akane was a little worried though, because she had never faced three men before.  They started in with their single sword attacks.  Akane seemed to match them blow for blow.  Every strike that came in she parried.  The problem was that as long as she was fencing with both arms.  She had left her entire center body mass completely vulnerable to attack.  Lucky for her they had not figured that out.  She felt really anxious to get through this fight, so that she could get back to the mission at hand.  Every strike Akane made, the attackers parried.  Akane starting to realize that these men were more than mere bandits.  They had been trained by someone.  They did not just know the art of combat.  They excelled at it.  Suddenly the men realized the advantage they had, and the third person kicked Akane as hard as he could square in the stomach.  As she went down, she received a slash across the right arm.  Because of the impact Akane dropped her weapons.  The attackers took advantage of the situation by grabbing Akane and pinned her to the tree.  The third man punched Akane hard in the stomach.  She spat out blood from the impact.  The man went for another strike, but this time Akane kneed him in the face.  With a broken nose the man fell down hard.  The other two attackers looked at each other very concerned.  Their advantage had been taken from them by sheer stupidity.  No one really expected a female samurai to be this skilled in the art of combat.  Without a second to lose, Akane shoulder kicked the man holding her left arm.  He then went down quickly.  The last man left went from concerned to worry.  Akane hit him with a dropkick to get back to her swords.  By the time the swords were retrieved, the first man to fall was back on his feet.  Akane had not killed anyone before last night, and she did not want to make it a habit.  It seemed such a final solution to the problem.  She wished these supposed bandits would get the hint.  This one in particular was working her fencing skills something fierce.  Akane knew she was going to have to breakaway sooner or later.  It probably should have been sooner, because she was kicked heavily in the kneecaps.  Luckily for Akane all that strength training paid off.  She was strong enough to not go down.  She decided enough was enough.  These three were going to go down.  While battling the one guy Akane threw a dagger at the other man's leg.  While the dagger was embedded in one man's body, and Akane was fiercely attacking the other man, the third man ran to his comrade.  He pulled the dagger out and threw it toward Akane's direction.  It stuck into her opponent's back as he got in the way, and fell dead.  With two opponents remaining, Akane went fiercely toward the next one and matched swords strike for strike.  Akane's sword movements became a fluidic motion as she battled her opponent.  It was as if she was in a frenzy of sword play and she was channeling her father's spirit.  Suddenly Akane noticed the man make a mistake.  Not even thinking she took advantage of the situation.  One sword slashed down the man's chest as her father's sword cut deep across the man's stomach.  He died slowly and painfully.  With two of the men down and out of the way Akane turned toward were the third man was at.  He had disappeared.  Just then a slew of arrows flew at Akane.  They seemed to be coming from the trees.  Two of the arrows struck her in the arms and one caught her in the leg.  She went down fast.  Akane had wondered if the attack had come from the missing attacker.  A couple of seconds later the arrows stopped flying and a decapitated head flew from the bushes and landed to roll on the ground next to her.  Upon inspecting the face Akane discovered that it was not the same man who got away from her.  Akane then looked up and saw a man appear from the bushes.  The man appeared to be a ninja by all outward appearances.  Kumo looked down at Akane and spoke.  "Having problems?”  Akane then passed out unsure of what was happening.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Unexpected Results
 
    
 
   Sukenyo spent many a night in search of the sacred crystal of chaos.  He had always sought power and now he was on the verge of obtaining his said power.  Sukenyo never knew his mother only his father who always quoted a need to feel stronger.  His mother died shortly after his birth and his father felt extremely guilty not having been able to save her.  Sukenyo grew to loathe his father's inability to gain that which he longed to achieve.  The culminating moment in Sukenyo's life occurred in his ninth year of growth.  His life was forever changed because of some childhood bullies that had the audacity to hold him down tormenting him.  This went on for months before the head bully had discovered an even brighter idea.  The bully had thought how much fun it would be to make Sukenyo never forget who he was.  After beating the man senseless he shaved his head with a razor except for a single lock which he somehow colored dark blue.  While the blood had come off his head, his hair had never completely grown back.  Sukenyo looked at everything going on in his life and compared it to those days.  Never again would Sukenyo be so weak or so powerless to allow someone that kind of control over him.  Akane the daughter of Makenshi and Mai was now his only hope of finding his sought after information.  His horse trod on hopelessly in search of the young girl.  It had no idea that the trip would more than likely take weeks just to get there.  The destination Sukenyo figured on starting with would be to go back to the village he had found Makenshi nestled in.  Once a day he stopped to allow his horse the privilege of eating and at the same time he would indulge in his rations.  After several weeks Sukenyo had reached the town.  Many citizens had returned to their humdrum way of life.  Since the young woman Akane had left Sukenyo had a hard time figuring out the truth of what was going on in this town.  Nobody seemed to even acknowledge his existence.  Since he spent so much time instilling fear and hatred amongst people, it pained him to see not a single person in this town not living out of fear.  Every time he asked about Akane nobody seemed to acknowledge who she was.  Sukenyo found his anger levels rising to such degrees in this town.  Sukenyo decided that he had enough of this charade and would continue his search in the morning.  He knew that he could at least instill a little fear while he was here.  He had no qualms about doing so.  Sukenyo turned and sliced off a man's left arm as a reminder he was no one to be trifled with.  Everyone in the town that had been carrying on about their business suddenly stopped and gaped at the man who now had no left arm.  Sukenyo, not one for enjoying a crowd turned his sword toward them.  For an added incentive he withdrew his three bolt crossbow and pointed it in their direction as well.  Sukenyo was done here and found a certain enjoyment out of torturing these civilians.  He decided to retire to his room.  Upon awakening the next morning Sukenyo noticed that the inn he had been staying at was bare.  He found it quite odd that not even the innkeeper could be found.  Once Sukenyo made it outside to the town proper he noticed that the town itself had been abandoned.  Sukenyo let out a roar of a laugh that had anyone been around they could have heard it from miles away.  He found it humorous that these people would be so scared of him.  They could have taken him from numbers alone.  "I have had enough of this town.”  Sukenyo thought aloud.  It was then that he decided to seek out the house he burned down, the very one that he killed his old pal Makenshi in.  Sukenyo collected his possessions and headed towards the west end of town after he fixed himself a quick mug of ale.  When he got to the spot he noticed the basic stone infrastructure still stood and there were now only a couple of stone slabs, three to be precise, in the backyard.  No immediate clues as to the whereabouts of the young girl stood out to his eyes.  There were a few footprints that still remained, but they were fading because of the rain.  With all of his clues exhausted Sukenyo was not really sure which direction he should head towards.  Suddenly Sukenyo noticed that a path opened up right before his eyes.  At this point Sukenyo did not see any other alternative.  He would have to follow this path to see where it ended
 
   ***
 
   Kumo awakened in a nice comfy bed.  It was really a different feeling than the horrible caged floors he had been sleeping on.  His feet still hurt from the ambers he had to run across to avoid his death and now he had two branded tattoos, one on each arm instead of just the one he already had.  They were each from the two different ninja clans.  Apparently Kumo was now a member of this clan as well.  At this point Kumo was worried.  How was he supposed to get the leave from his new adoptive family to exact his revenge?  He knew the consequences of leaving a clan once membership had been attained.  Just then the leader of the clan entered and decided to welcome Kumo into the clan.  Kumo was more than prepared to meet the leader of this clan.  His father’s journal had informed him of Taikeno’s personal history as a ninja.  "So our new recruit has awakened.  Did you sleep well?  Oh I almost forgot.  My name is...”  Kumo quickly interrupted.  "Gestat!”  The leader looked surprised suddenly.  Somehow this man knew more about him and his clan than he should have.  He took a few seconds to respond knowing that he did not have any information on this new recruit.  Kumo saw that Gestat was confused and decided to help the man out with some information.  "Taikeno!”  Kumo spoke aloud.  Gestat did not know how this man knew to speak the traitor's name, but it sure did upset him.  He reached for his katana, yet however before he could unsheathe his blade Kumo spoke aloud again.  "My father.”  Gestat took a few steps back.  He could not believe it, but somehow Taikeno the traitor had survived at least long enough to have fathered a child.  "You can relax.  My father is dead and I do not seek power.  I do however need your help to exact the vengeance I require.”  Gestat thought for a moment whether to sever the son of the traitor's head, or to listen intently to what the man had to say.  He chose the latter since he seemed interested in what this boy's story was.  Kumo went into details of the forming of the ninja clan and the great loss against the samurai.  Gestat found that part extremely amusing.  Kumo then continued on about the kidnapping of the girl in the trail of the samurai by their own member Sukenyo.  Finally he went into detail regarding the death of his father and his attempt at vengeance.  After that entire story was told Gestat finally spoke.  "So explain to me why I should help you.”  Kumo thought for a moment before he replied.  Finally he answered.  "Vengeance.”  Gestat seemed confused, but then it dawned on him.  He quickly left and sent off some of his men to see if his story was true.  His brother Genma could surely be dead and if that was the case he would want revenge.  A few days later the contingent returned with dire news.  Apparently the samurai encampment was not only demolished, but it had been completely destroyed and burned to the ground.  Gestat burst into Kumo's room with a forlorn look in his eyes of devastation.  He looked right at Kumo and spoke.  "All right Kumo what is it you need?”  Kumo looked up before he replied.”  I need to be allowed to leave and I will need your help in the fight against Sukenyo.”  Over the next day they formulated their plans for the possible future and armed Kumo with weapons and provisions for the trek to find the daughter of the samurai Makenshi.  As far as Kumo was concerned, Sukenyo's days were numbered.
 
   ***
 
   The long path Sukenyo took led to a cottage in the woods his tracking skills had really been put to the test as of late.  This did not appear to be any ordinary cottage.  Sukenyo noticed several tracks that were not really going in any particular direction.  Training equipment was scattered about the area.  There was also a cottage that had been burned and demolished in the area.  Suddenly Sukenyo noticed something he wished he had not.  He saw a gravesite that had been laid out.  It belonged to an old teacher of his, Genma.  He spent that day trying to figure out which direction to head towards.  That decision became short-lived, however when Sukenyo noticed one particular set of tracks leading to the forest.  These tracks were of particular interest because they were the only ones that belonged to a horse.  Sukenyo decided it best to follow the tracks and see where they led to.  With a two days walk in, Sukenyo found what appeared to be the remains of a fight.  He could tell that the fight seemed unfair, because of the placement of the feet.  It seemed to indicate a three against one advantage.  Sukenyo thought possible bandits claiming the area.  Two of the three appeared dead as a result of the injuries they had obtained.  The bodies of the two lay out before him on the ground.  Upon examining the bodies Sukenyo noticed only one distinguishable mark.  A tattoo signifying a skull within the circle appeared on the bigger man's arm.  This could only mean one thing, somebody wished the death of this girl, and they were willing to pay out the nose to see it done.  Sukenyo quickened his pace, because he did not want to save this girl.  He did however need her alive.
 
   ***
 
   Kumo was more than prepared now than he was when he left his original clan.  He knew that he could have started over with this group of ninjas, but that would have allowed Sukenyo to get away with all the atrocities he had committed.  Now he seeks the Crystal of Chaos.  Kumo did not want to even begin to think what would happen if he got his hands on the crystal.  After saying goodbye to some newly acquired friends, Kumo was off in search of another ally in his quest to destroy Sukenyo.  The daughter of Mai would have even more reason to want to see Sukenyo dead than he did, and if what Mai said was true she would be a very powerful ally.  He decided on a very easterly direction to travel.  When he got close to the forest near were Mai's daughter was supposed to be located, he heard the sounds of fighting.  Kumo decided to go check out the disturbance.  Upon drawing his katana Kumo jumped off his horse and ran into the woods.  When he arrived he noticed a girl that looked suspiciously like a younger version of Mai.  She seemed to be fighting for her life, so Kumo decided that he wanted to see the fighting skills of this young lady in action.  He watched for a good while before the inevitable happened.  The young girl became pinned to a tree.  Kumo knew now was the time to act, hence he pulled out some shurikens and placed some well laid out tosses into the enemies.  A couple of minutes later one came running at Kumo.  It turned out to be a big mistake as his head was decapitated.  After a tense and very awkward moment, Kumo came out of the shadows of the woods to confront the young lady.  "Having trouble?”  Kumo mouthed off.  Akane looked up with blood-soaked eyes and noticed that the only hope that had come to her aid was a ninja.  This particular one may not have killed her family, but just the presence of one was enough to ignite a fire in her eyes.  She pulled a dagger out from behind and threw it directly at Kumo.  He barely dodged in time to speak out.  "What the hell!”  By the time he got the words out, Akane had both swords in hand, and was charging Kumo head on.  There was such anger in her eyes.  It did not matter that this ninja had just saved her life.  All she saw was the very enemy that could quite possibly have destroyed her life and her family.  She came in overhead with one sword, which Kumo was able to block.  He was not able to see the silver sword which slashed across his leg.  He did a triple back flip hoping to get enough of a distance for a chance at survival.  It was not enough to get away from Akane she had gotten in a backhanded slice that just barely missed his head.  Kumo figured the only way to get away at this point would be overhead.  Kumo knew she would have trouble pursuing him with all that weighted armor on her body.  Kumo had to act quickly if he had any chance at survival.  It had never donned on him that she would hate ninjas just as much as her father.  Kumo knew he had to get those swords out of her hands, but he did not have a clue as to how to go about accomplishing that task.  Losing himself in his thoughts was not the answer either.  That mistake just cost a few hairs on his head as well as a huge gash on his forehead.  Suddenly he dropped his katana and found himself both without weapons and defenseless.  Akane wasted no time in pulling out her bow and arrow.  Within a second she had it pointed at her prey.  Kumo did not know how he was going to get out of this one.  His only choice at this point was to get Akane to listen to reason.  He was going to have to find some common ground.  Akane at that point changed sword stances and positions.  She began twirling the blade where now it was facing a downward direction.  As she plunged the golden plated sword down, she heard something that made her stop in her tracks.  "Sukenyo!”  Kumo yelled as the only word he knew that would get her attention.  Instead of plunging it down, Akane brought the sword up to sharpen the blade down onto Kumo's throat.  Kumo knew this was not much better, but at least he was still alive.  "I want him dead just as much as you do, except I will do whatever it takes to make that happen.”  Kumo blurted out.  After a tense couple of moments Akane relaxed her grip on Kumo.  "Go ahead!  Convince me not to kill you ninja.”  Akane spoke with obvious disgust for any ninja.  "Look he is coming for you and you do not have the ability to take him on yet.”  Kumo responded at which point Akane interrupted.  "And who does?  You?”  Kumo looked down in disgust and spoke.  "No!  I have already tried and failed.”  Kumo added.  "Look, we need each other to accomplish the task and when Sukenyo is dead I will leave.  You will never see me again.”  Akane agreed to the partnership albeit a very fragile one because of her distrust of this man.  He is a ninja and she knew they were not to be trusted.  Upon gathering his things and Akane's possessions together, Kumo spoke to Akane.  "Come on we have not got much time.”  "What is the rush and where are we off to?”  Akane queried a response.  All Kumo could say was "to your destiny."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
   Way of the Witch
 
    
 
   Having discovered that the road from Chereth had led him nowhere, Sukenyo knew that his  that his hunt for Makenshi’s daughter had come to an abrupt halt.  He found tracks leading to this spot, but could not ascertain where they left the area.  She could not have disappeared completely.  Sukenyo decided one of two things could have happened.  Either she learned how to cover her tracks or someone was helping her.  Since there was not anything that could be done or learned about here, Sukenyo started to get his things together.  As he was packing his horse with his possessions, he noticed something peculiar sticking out of a tree.  Upon closer inspection he noticed it was actually a shuriken, a four point ninja throwing star.  This one had a symbol painted on it, that of a scorpion.  This relieved Sukenyo and worried him at the same time.  It definitely filled his mind with potential scenarios, and none of them were good.  What if this unknown ninja assailant had killed the girl he was searching for?  What would he do then?  Had Sukenyo still remained a samurai he would have simply meditated for his answers, but that was just not possible now.  Matters were worse and Sukenyo was at a loss as to what he would do.  What he really needed was a witch or a seer or something else altogether.  That was it.  The solution to his problem was a seer.  Another problem that Sukenyo did not know was where one was, but he did know where to find someone better.  First he would need to get back to camp.  He did not want to think what Natoshi had been doing in his absence.  It did not take long for him to pack his things.  Within maybe an hour of time he was ready.  Only one thing remained, the old woman would need a payment.  Quickly Sukenyo pulled the shuriken out of the tree it had been thrown into.  Then he went over to the corpse lying on the ground.  He unsheathed his katana and lifted the head of the corpse by the hair.  With one smooth swing, he removed the head from the body of the dead highwayman.  Sukenyo put away his sword, but he was not finished yet.  He pulled out a dagger from his boot and set the head down on a rock.  He turned to his steed and got a glass jar out.  He went to the nearby stream and half filled the container with water.  Next, he returned to the decapitated head, and with his dagger he carefully plucked the two eyeballs out and dropped them into the jar of water.  Finally he put a lid on the jar, and he returned it back to his traveling pack.  Sukenyo was now ready to hit the road.  It had been a long trip and had been an even longer stay.  Sukenyo mounted his black horse and trotted off.  Once he was out of the forest, he pushed his horse into a full gallop.  This pained Sukenyo to no end.  He would not be in this predicament if it was not for Mai’s suicide.  However it was a smart move, and it stopped Sukenyo's plan albeit temporarily.  It would not be long now and he would have the answers he sought.  The oracle would tell him everything he needed to know and more.
 
   ***
 
   It was a long trek that had taken Tokoyo many weeks to return from, with his ordeal with Kumo.  He was not quite sure about Kumo’s plan.  A lot of that hinged on Tokoyo's ability to fool Sukenyo and everyone else.  It had been a grueling walk across the desert of desolation.  Then upon finding the location they were camped at when he and Taikachi were sent on their assassination mission, Tokoyo discovered he would have an even longer route to travel.  This was because they kept moving.  He knew this would happen though and he had been prepared for this eventuality.  Along the road he had managed to steal a horse and had finally arrived.  Once he entered camp, Natoshi was waiting for him.  "It's about time you came back.  Do you not think you have taken a long enough time?”  Tokoyo turned and glanced at Natoshi, but did not say a word.  "Where is Taikachi?”  Natoshi dared to ask.  "I did not realize that I answered to you!”  Tokoyo then shoved Natoshi to the ground, and turned toward his tent.  Natoshi not willing to be easily embarrassed removed his katana from its scabbard and charged at Tokoyo.  Tokoyo turned and blocked the katana with his dagger, but because Tokoyo did not have the strength to maintain the blade against blade deadlock his neck suffered an injury.  Tokoyo went down instantly.  Upon hitting the ground Tokoyo kicked Natoshi's kneecaps as hard as he could.  Natoshi fell to the ground instantly.  Shortly thereafter Tokoyo stumbled his way up onto his feet.  Natoshi kicked him back down, because Tokoyo was already tired from the trek he had made.  This fight was not helping matters.  Tokoyo needed to finish the fight before it cost him his life.  Just then Natoshi jumped toward Tokoyo with his own knife.  He did not have time to do much more than grab Natoshi’s arm at the wrist to stop him from getting stabbed.  With his other hand Tokoyo grabbed Natoshi by the neck and proceeded to choke him.  He held on until he lost consciousness.  At that moment Natoshi was down.  Having won the fight, Tokoyo finally looked up.  He did not like what he saw.  Three katanas were pointed directly at him.  "I will answer only to Sukenyo.”  One of the ninjas spit on the ground right in front of Tokoyo.  "So do that, but you will not kill Natoshi without Sukenyo's desire for it to be done.”  Tokoyo turned around and grabbed his bag.  "I am exhausted.  Please inform me when our leader returns.  I have information for him that he might want to know of.”  The three ninjas all nodded to him.  The tensions seemed to dissolve as if into thin air.  Tokoyo picked up the knife that was sticking out of the ground in front of Natoshi’s feet.  Infighting such as this was very common in the clan.  The clan had always believed ruthlessly that only the strongest survive.  There was no room for weakness in a clan full of cutthroat ninjas.  It did not take long for him to go to sleep once he got to a tent.  Tokoyo was not really worried about retaliation from anyone even Natoshi.  Sukenyo was really the one everyone feared.  When he lost his temper, people lost their heads.  He knew that he had two days to worry about what Sukenyo would do.  After all, Sukenyo was not due to arrive until then.  Tokoyo pretty much rested that entire night.  When he awoke, he decided the first order of business was to eat something.  He later went to the armory and took into possession a new katana since the one he had was now in the possession of another person.  After several hours of practice Tokoyo started to feel like he was getting used to his new blade.  Having had two days to await Sukenyo's arrival, Tokoyo thought a lot about his dilemma.  He knew what Kumo wanted, but could he go through with it.  The truth was that he had no choice.  If Sukenyo found out about Kumo being alive, Tokoyo's life would be forfeit.  He could not allow that to happen.  Tokoyo enjoyed having his head attached to his body.  The day had arrived and their leader was spotted.  It was now do or die time for Tokoyo.  He almost wished Kumo had killed him at that desert cave.  Tokoyo decided it best to wait for Sukenyo in his tent.
 
   ***
 
   The wooded area often appeared lush and vibrant with shades of greens and browns.  These woods were almost magical at times to the point of almost being alive.  The time was almost one year before the events that brought about an end to the man known as Makenshi.  The young girl walked along the woods on the way home.  She was of medium height with long dark curly hair.  She had green eyes that had an enchanting effect on anyone that would look into them.  She did not think much of herself even though her mother often told her otherwise.  Luna led a very sheltered life, because she had been raised solely by her mother.  Her mother protected her even when she was not around.  Luna had always thought that it was strange that her mother often talked with the trees, but she also knew that her mom was a witch.  She always wondered who her father was but was never able to find out.  Sarena always told her daughter that he was a good for nothing bum.  This often times would upset Luna and Sarena wished that she never had to answer that question.  Luna loved her daily excursions to the forest for food so that they could look for dinner.  She was grateful for the life she had, but she always yearned for more.  Luna never had to do much work to find food or to catch it and somehow suspected that her mother had something to do with it.  Suddenly the trees in the forest started spinning around faster and faster.  This was not the first time this happened, and it certainly would not be the last.  It meant her mom was in need of her, and that she was calling to her.  It was a transportation spell.  According to her mother, it was a very difficult thing to do.  It was made easier by there being some kind of connection like the kind a mother and daughter might share.  Luna awoke on the floor of their hut.  The first thing she saw was her mother's warm face very happy to see her daughter.  "Sorry about that sweet ums.  We need to have a chat.”  Luna sat up and wiped the cobwebs out of her eyes.  "Okay mum.  If you say so.  What is going on?”  Sarena looked saddened.  "You are 16 years of age, almost 17.  I am afraid I cannot allow you to live here any longer.”  Luna could not believe what she was hearing.  How could her own mother do this to her?  Did she not love her anymore?  No!  Luna decided she would not allow this.  Her mom needed her just as much as she needed her mom.  What was she to do?  Where will she go?  "Mom you cannot mean this.”  Tears started rolling down her eyes.  Grief stricken, Sarena looked at her daughter and into her eyes.  She hated saying these things to her.  It seemed to almost kill her.  At that moment she wondered if perhaps she was the only one who had to deal with a hurt like this.  "You are to go to Magi.  Luna you are going to be a witch like me.”  Sarena smiled and then hoping that Luna would be okay with this.  "No mom!  I will not go.  You cannot ask me to leave you.  You need me.”  Sarena responded.  "Luna you are my daughter, but now you get to be my sister as well.”  Kumo looked up at her mother.  She had a face with red and swollen eyes and a soaked face.  Her life had been so happy and carefree until now.  She did not say a word she just grabbed a protection amulet and ran out the door.  This made things difficult because she would not be able to teleport her back and summoning her was out of the question.  She would actually have to go and find her.  Sarena looked for about two hours and already she was running out of ideas.  How could she be so stupid for leaving that amulet out in plain sight on the table?  Luna could not have gotten out of the forest.  Serena had put a charm on the forest one year after Luna was born.  Nothing got in and nothing got out.  It was the perfect way to protect her only daughter.  Soon she would be removing that enchantment.  She looked up and there she was.  She was levitating rocks up and throwing them into the pond with her mind.  "I do not think the fish like you disturbing their water.  I am sorry Luna.  I do not want you to hate me.”  Luna looked at her mom and noticed that she was sad too.  She had tears in her eyes as well.  "I could never hate you mom.”  Luna was scared to leave her mom, but she knew it was important to her.  Suddenly Sarena's eyes turned a glass white and she dropped to the ground.  Luna was scared more now than she had ever been.  She did not have a clue as to what had caused this to happen.  She did not hesitate, but simply picked her mom up and carried her to their hut.  When they got there, she laid in her mom's bed.  It was three whole days and nights of watching over her mom.  For those days, she kept her head nice and cool with the spring water that came down from the pond.  When finally she awoke, Luna felt a wave of relief wash over her body.  Luna was definitely glad that her mother was doing better.  "Luna can we talk?”  Sarena asked her daughter.  Luna nodded.  "You need to go to a school to learn our trade.  There is a very important girl that will need your help.  You will not be able to help her without this.  You need to finish school.  When you are done with your studies you need to seek her out.”  Luna looked perplexed.  "Her name is Akane Zukaya.  You will need to use this stone to locate her.”  Luna took the stone and examined it.  "Where did this come from mom?”  "It will track anyone of the Zukaya lineage.  Her mother, Mai, was my childhood friend before I became a witch.”  That had explained a lot, but it left a lot of questions unanswered.  The caravan to Magi arrived the next day.  It saddened Sarena that Luna was leaving, but it was the only way she could protect her.  After Luna left, Sarena realized that she now felt lonelier than she had in her entire life.  How could she tell Luna that they would never see one another again?  Luna had to help Akane.  Sukenyo could not be allowed to find the crystal of chaos.  Who knows what kind of damage he could accomplish with that stone.  Luna was for better or worse Akane's only hope.  Sarena knew that her daughter will play a significant role in shaping the future, but she did not know what.  She only hoped Luna would not have any chance of knowing her mother’s fate.  Sarena thought hard about her daughter.  While on the caravan Luna was excited and scared at the same time.  She had never been outside of the forest.  Her mother was the only person she had ever known.  Now she was going to learn about things that would seem extraordinary by comparison.  Already she missed her mother.  She had no idea of the scope of the events that she would be involved in.  It killed her more and more as the days wore on.  It was to be a three-week ride to Magi.
 
   ***
 
                 It was early the next day as Tokoyo awoke.  Someone had just burst into his quarters to inform him that he was being summoned.  It was not something he was looking forward to, but he knew that he was to go.  Tokoyo immediately got dressed and retrieved his possessions including the bag he brought with him.  He walked past the tents and down the long procession of ninjas on either side.  At the end sat Sukenyo slouched back in his chair, it was a chair that looked more like a throne.  Tokoyo was drawing more looks from the clan mates than he would have liked.  Sukenyo looked up.  “I hear you have caused a little trouble as of late.”  Tokoyo dropped to one knee.  He then lowered his head as if to accept death or punishment.  Bruno stepped forward eagerly ready to please.  Sukenyo stopped him suddenly.  “Have you accomplished your mission?  Where is the traitor, Kumo?”  Tokoyo looked up and threw the bag to the floor at Sukenyo’s feet.  As soon as the bag hit the ground something inside rolled out.  When the other ninjas saw what it was they became very quiet.  A smile spread across Sukenyo’s face.  “Let it be known, anyone that wishes to challenge for leadership may make the attempt, but this may become your fate.”  Sukenyo stood up and lifted the charred head by the hair.  Satisfied that everyone knew what it meant, he threw the head in the air in one swift move.  Sukenyo unsheathed his katana and sliced upward, splitting the head in two.  When the two halves landed, everyone could see the insides of the head.  Shortly after word everyone except Sukenyo, Bruno, and Tokoyo left to return to their routines.  Thinking everything was over Tokoyo turned around ready to leave.”  Where are you going?  I have not dismissed you.”  Tokoyo turned back around and returned to one knee.  “Yes master.”  Sukenyo sat down and placed his katana and between his legs.  “Where is Taikachi?”  Tokoyo looked up.  “Buried in the desert.  Kumo got to him before I could intervene.”  Sukenyo shook his head acknowledging that he understood.  “I guess that means you acquired his position.  Do not disappoint me!  You may go.”  As Tokoyo left, he thought about what had transpired.  It could not have gone better in his mind.  Not only does Sukenyo now think Kumo is dead, but Tokoyo had been promoted.  With Sukenyo appeased and not looking for Kumo that left Tokoyo with plenty of room to record and report on Sukenyo’s activities.  He was going to have to be careful if he valued his head, since Sukenyo like to chop them off.  Sukenyo thought deep about Kumo’s demise and an evil smile spread across his face.  On his way back to his tent Tokoyo ran across Natoshi.  He was not really in the mood to deal with Natoshi.  He thought the man no smarter than a grok, a large bug with little intelligence.  This time, however, he was not going to avoid this conversation.  “I see you have been promoted.  You know you still take orders for me.  It would not be wise to cross me.”  Before he uttered another word Tokoyo had drawn his katana, and he had the blade pointed lengthwise across Natoshi’s neck.  Just to emphasize his point, Tokoyo slid the blade barely enough to cut some skin across his neck.  “You just stay out of my way and we will not have any problems.”  Tokoyo then continued on his way.  Natoshi stopped and talked to another ninja.  “Something was different about him and I intend to find out what it is.”  Tokoyo entered his room to find his things scattered about.  The room itself had become completely disheveled.  Only one person stood up in his mind that would have dared to do such a thing.  Tokoyo had hoped he put a new fear into him.  Only time will tell.  One thing did appear to be missing.  It was an emblem of the snake that Kumo had given him.  At that exact moment Natoshi pulled out of his pocket the exact item Tokoyo was looking for.  Kumo would try to contact him through that emblem.  Tokoyo needed to find it, or the whole plan could be in jeopardy.
 
   ***
 
                 The road was long and nothing seemed very interesting to Luna except the beautiful landscape that she saw.  Life with her mother never prepared her for the spectacle that was the world.  Sleep seemed especially difficult on the road.  Every time Luna got to sleep, the caravan would come across some bumps in the road.  She was a woman now, and that meant she was going to have to live with a few hardships.  For the most part she could not complain.  She did often tend to space out though.  When she did that she often thought of her mother.  She worried often.  The trip to the Tower of Magi was long, but they were finally closing in on their destination.  One day some marauders had discovered the caravan.  They had decided it was ripe for the taking.  The caravan had no one protecting it, and therefore no one was able to put up much of a fight.  After all of her other traveling companions were dead, the marauders turned their sights on Luna.  She had not been trained as a witch or even knew how to defend herself.  Stupidly, she picked up a sword and pointed it at the men.  She had no idea what that meant.  She did not know that a sword was a quick way to die, especially without the knowledge of how to use one.  “What have we here?  Looks like we have a live one.”  Luna could not move.  The man pulled out a knife and swatted the sword from her arm.  He jumped on top of her and tore her shirt from the side with his knife.  The other two men saw what their leader was doing and wanted to help the sick man.  They held the poor girl down.  The leader then went about the process of raping poor Luna.  There was nothing she could do.  She had accepted that she was about to die.  Suddenly the man on top of her stopped enjoying himself.  He started to scream.  Then without warning he exploded.  His guts and entrails scattered in four different directions.  The other two men suddenly turned into dust.  “Are you okay dear?”  A beautiful woman asked Luna.  She could not respond.  She had of course been completely violated.  “We had best take her with us.”  Suddenly Luna was floating in the direction she had been heading when he was with the caravan.  Unable to hold on any longer she passed out.  The two witches walked while Luna floated.  They had known that she was due to arrive that day because of Sarena having informed the head of the coven.  Owing a lot to Sarena, she agreed to send a couple of sisters to locate and bring her in.  The sisters that found her knew this was not good.  Luna kept going in and out of consciousness.  They knew that would become problematic.  Had they not found her when they did she surely would have died.  Right before they arrived at their destination, Luna started to spike a fever.  They had to act or she would not survive.  One of the girls enacted a protection spell, while the other one chanted a healing spell.  They knew it was not a permanent fix.  Luna would need to go to the clinic due in part to their efforts.  Luna awoke with just enough energy to see the majestic beauty that was Magi.  There were buildings that stood like skyscrapers, beautiful yet over grown in size.  There also was a giant ball of light that lit the sky.  It was almost as bright as the sun, but could not be since the city was encased in a protective bubble.  The first place she was led to was a small hut toward the middle of town.  Once she entered, however, the room was enormous.  Luna passed out again from the pain.  Ezra asked what had happened to her and was saddened to find out the answer.  She went to work right away.  She was able to restore the body.  The mind, however, was a different matter altogether.  After three days of waiting Luna woke up.  She was refreshed, but traumatized.  Luna looked at Ezra.  “Where are the other students?”  Ezra put her hand on Luna’s shoulder.  “This is not a school in the classic sense.  You come here to study whatever interests you, but you really need to talk with Shellindra, the head witch.  She will guide you better than I can.  Unless you would like to practice medicine.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
   An Unstable Alliance
 
    
 
                 A few days had passed and all seemed to be going back to the same old routine.  The ninjas were back to training.  Sukenyo had gotten some rest.  Slaves were being traded again.  Even the whores were back to doing their jobs to please the men they served.  The search for the crystal needed to resume.  Sukenyo awoke that morning, several days after returning.  He felt wore out already, but the search needed to continue.  That little girl was not about to escape Sukenyo.  Once he tried to kick the two harlots out of his bed.  One of the girls got the hint and left, while the other thought trying to stay would be more fun.  Sukenyo stabbed her in the chest with his katana.  Obviously she thought wrong.  Sukenyo grabbed his satchel, the one with the eyeballs in them.  He then went to the food area and filled a bag full of food for the road.  He went to the stables to his horse, nightmare.  He called her that because, Sukenyo considered her a nightmare to ride.  Nightmare liked to ride recklessly, but fast.  It was probably the reason Sukenyo liked to ride her.  It did not take him very long to get ready.  Once Sukenyo was on her she was gone.  She was a good horse most of the time, but Sukenyo did not care.  He was just glad to be back on the trail.  Sukenyo was not quite sure where the oracle resided at, but he did know to head north.  He could have asked around, but it would not have done any good.  Sukenyo passed into the northern area of the desert of desolation.  He was lucky he did not have to be there for more than a couple of days.  He definitely was glad to be out of the desert, but not as glad as nightmare was.  As they were relaxing near a spring, a flock of giant birds, the size of pteranadons took notice of their existence.  They started a dive bomb towards Sukenyo.  He noted he was in trouble, although there was not much he could do about it.  His katana was with his horse.  Sukenyo dived toward some rocks hoping it would deter them.  There was no such luck.  These giant birds were known to take down several well-trained soldiers when there was only one of them.  Now there were five.  Sukenyo was not happy about his predicament.  Quickly he looked around and all he could find were some rocks.  He picked them up and threw them at the crays.  All it seemed to do was anger them.  Just when everything was not going well, it got worse.  Sukenyo noticed that two of the birds were dive bombing towards his horse, and when they lifted it up they took off with it.  As they lifted the horse, his weapons fell to the ground.  Sukenyo dove for his weapons and grabbed a couple of arrows as well as his bow.  He ran for the fire he had started, and lit the three arrows.  One by one he fired them at the birds trying to escape.  He missed with the first two.  With the third one he hesitated and got his eye line in sight.  Within a few seconds of releasing the arrow, the bird became consumed within a fireball.  With only two birds remaining, Sukenyo grabbed two more arrows and cocked them back into the string.  He turned the bow sideways and aimed up to the two remaining crays.  He then fired hitting one in the chest and the other in the head.  They both fell from the sky immediately.  The immediate threat was now over, but now he was stuck on foot.  He immediately gathered his possessions and started heading north again.  With some of his supplies dwindling because of the attack, Sukenyo decided he would need to pick up the pace.  He started to sleep only half the night.  He had never been to this witch before.  He only heard of her.  After a few days and nights Sukenyo was starting to feel as if he was not getting anywhere.  He was in the middle of nowhere.  He was tired and hungry and definitely started feeling frustrated.  Sukenyo was wondering if he should not just run her through when he met her.  While he was thinking, he just blindly walked on not paying any attention whatsoever to where he was going.  It was not until he was falling through the giant hole that he realized what had happened.  Sukenyo landed on his back which felt quite painful.  He stood up and dusted himself off.  Upon looking around, Sukenyo noticed a long tunnel straight ahead.  He was not quite sure he wanted to follow it, so he looked up and noticed that the hole he fell through was too far up.  Just then the torches along the tunnel started to light.  “Well it does not look like I have much of a choice.”  He picked up his weapons and his satchel which had dropped when he fell.  A cold wind was hitting him as he was traversing the long tunnel.  It made Sukenyo nervous not knowing where he was in relation to where he needed to go.  The tunnel seemed to drag on forever.  Just then Sukenyo heard what sounded like a high-pitched squeal.  The sound sent shivers up Sukenyo’s back.  The sound got louder.  Then the tunnel got darker, and Sukenyo dived to the ground.  Hundreds of bats flew over Sukenyo as he hunkered to the ground.  He decided he was not having any fun today.  “First birds now bats, what more do I have awaiting me?”  He got up and continued down the tunnel until he finally arrived at a dead end.  He looked up and saw a trap door above him.  Not wasting any time, he climbed up.  He discovered he was now in a room that looked very dreary and disturbing even for him.  He saw skulls of varying races and species everywhere, containers filled with liquid that boiled, and very ugly animals trapped in cages.  He heard a noise, so he went to investigate.  In a chair sat a very old woman who appeared to be blind.  “Welcome to my home, master ninja Sukenyo.”  He was in shock.  How could she know his name?
 
   ***
 
   
  
 

Akane awoke that morning not knowing what she was thinking.  She had allied herself with the very enemy her father had sworn to wipe out.  The thoughts she was having plagued her existence.  Was it really worth it to befriend her enemy, so that she could take out a greater threat?  Maybe she should forget about it and take out her katanas and cleave his head clean off his body.  It definitely would help her feel a whole lot better.  Instinctually she found that she already had the gold plated katana in her right hand.  It did not take her long before she had it at Kumo’s throat.  He opened his eyes and looked down to see the katana at his throat.  “Good morning Akane, I see I am to have some iron in my diet this morning.”  Akane just looked at him.  “Give me one good reason why I should not decapitate you now.”  “Because you need me to get to Sukenyo.”  She removed the katana and placed it back in its sheath.  “The enemy of my enemy!”  Akane gave Kumo a look that shook him up quickly.  “We are not friends!  I am using you.  That is the extent of our relationship.”  Kumo shook his head.  “Well we best be off then.  There is something we both must see.”  He started packing up their things.  Akane looked perplexed, but she was pleased.  She knew she was making a deal with the devil so to speak, but she did not care.  The only thing that mattered was Sukenyo’s death at her hands.  Akane would see to that.  It did not take Kumo long to get everything ready.  It was not more than an hour, and they were on their horses and heading north northeast.  Akane did not know where they were headed and did not care.  Kumo knew where they were going, and he had hoped that her training had been completed.  Kumo knew Genma would have taught her everything she needed to know about how to be a samurai.  She was very green in the ways of battle, but she was very skilled.  He had not seen someone that skilled short of Sukenyo.  Along the road, Akane kept trying to force the information about where their destination might be out of Kumo.  He would not budge.  Kumo knew there were some things best left to self-discovery.  Other than Akane’s occasional threats toward Kumo, things were pretty quiet along the way.  After several days of wondering about their destination Akane found out.  She jumped off her horse and extended both katanas in her hands.  When finally she got to the site she dropped both her weapons and fell to her knees.  Akane did not need to guess where she was at anymore.  She arrived at what should have been the place of her training.  She was now at the fallen samurai encampment.
 
   ***
 
   Luna had awoken for the seventh day not really saying much.  Her body had been healed from the ordeal she had undertaken, however, her mind had become fragmented.  Shellindra and Ezra were at a loss as to what they might do, but time was running out.  Shellindra decided to brave going into the teenage girl’s bedroom.  As she walked in, she noticed the room a complete disaster, but she could not blame the girl.  Nothing like this in the entire recorded history of the school had ever happened to any of their students.  As soon as she entered the room she found a bowl flying at her of its own volition.  She looked at it and it disintegrated.  “We need to have a chat.”  Luna looked at her and looked down.  “I am sorry about what happened, my child.  You need to be able to move past this.  You promised your mother.  This is how you show your honor and respect for her?”  Luna looked up with tears in her eyes.  “I am so sorry.”  Finally unable to hold on any longer she let go giving Shellindra a huge hug, and crying in her arms.  The very next day Shellindra awoke when not even the worms were moving.  She was awakened to a loud knock at her door.  She got herself dressed and answered the summons.  It was Luna.  It was the first time she had seen the young girl outside of the medical cave.  “I am ready to learn Miss Shellindra.  Would you consider helping me to learn what I need for my life ahead?”  Luna had bowed as she spoke the words.  “Wait here!”  Shellindra pointed to her waiting room.  She left Luna to herself.  Suddenly the room caught on fire.  Luna looked around and noticed the room touched by the fire, but having no evidence that a fire actually existed.  Confident that this was the case, Luna walked through the fire.  As she did that, the flames exited into nothingness.  A few minutes later, Shellindra came out completely dressed wearing a long dark green dress.  She looked even more radiant than she normally did.  “How did you know the fire was not real, Luna?”  Luna thought for a second.  “The fire had a distinct behavior.”  Shellindra raised an eyebrow looking perplexed.  “It did not behave like a fire should have.  It left no ash and no residue.  It stayed still in a more repeating pattern and did not change until I got closer.  Fire tends to have a mind of its own.  It likes to dance.”  Shellindra looked at Luna with sincere admiration.  “You have a sharp mind.  That is good.  I am going to afford you a great opportunity.  I am going to train you myself.  This is a rare chance.  I have done this with only one other.  That person was your mother.”  Luna curtsied respectfully.  “I shall not let you down Madame Shellindra.”  She looked Luna in the eye.  “You could not had you wanted to.”  For the next few months Luna worked extremely hard under the tutelage of Mistress Shellindra.  In the morning she would study and learn spells, trances, and invocations.  In the afternoons she would work towards sharpening her set skills.  Shellindra was amazed at how diligent young Luna was.  Not a second was wasted, not when she ate, and not when she slept.  To Luna her mom counted on her.  She spent every free moment planting her face in a book.  After three months had passed, Shellindra stopped her tutelage of Luna and set her free in the library to study at her leisure.  Luna focused all of her attention on attack spells and the like.  She would never be violated again.  One day Shellindra brought two ladies down to see Luna.  She was not paying anyone any attention.  Shellindra had to tap her on the shoulder to get noticed.  Surprised Luna ran to one of the ladies and gave her a huge hug.  Realizing she had lost her composure Luna immediately straightened herself.  “We were afraid you would not remember us.”  Luna looked at them and spoke.  “How could I forget the two sister witches that saved my life.”  They took Luna through some kind of ceremony making Luna a member of the grand coven of witches.  Luna was forever now a true witch.  Luna had found a new home with a new family.  For the remaining six months Luna broadened her scope of spells.  She delved into defense, mind control, transformative resources, and any other kind of spell she could come into contact with.  She now felt more connected to her mother in more ways than she ever had before.  In the mornings she would study and in the afternoons she would implement.  A lot of times she would have the desired result, but sometimes her spells meant disaster.  Toward the end of her time at Magi, Luna was working on very advanced spells.  Some of them were even ones that Shellindra herself would not even attempt.  Luna had hoped that her mother would be very proud of her, but she knew that soon she would be sent on her mission.  Finally, it came time for Luna to leave and everyone there was sadder for it.  Luna was given her provisions and made to leave.  It was not like she was pushed out of the city, but she needed to move on.  Shellindra specifically was sad to see her leave.  She had been like a daughter to her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
   The Oracle
 
    
 
                 “I know everything, seeker of power.  For instance I know that you betrayed your only friend to obtain the power you still seek.  I also know that you have come here seeking information.  That information is not cheap.”  Sukenyo was in shock, and could not believe the audacity of this old woman.  “You obviously cannot help me.  I shall look elsewhere.”  Sukenyo then turned his back and started to walk away.  The Oracle having become completely insulted screamed out.  “Nobody walks away from me, nobody!”  Sukenyo kept walking.  Having gone from insulted to completely infuriated, the Oracle raised her hands.  A bright blinding light shone out from her frail old fingertips.  Each shot of light managed to find their mark on Sukenyo’s back.  He was instantly thrown to the floor.  “Ah!  So the old tiger has fangs.”  Sukenyo spoke aloud as he wiped the blood from his mouth.  He started to draw his blade, however seeing the look on the old woman’s face, he quickly changed his mind.  “I would sit down if I were you.  If I had wanted you dead it would have been an easy enough thing to do.”  The oracle said.  “Now back to the business at hand.”  Sukenyo stood up and pulled a small bag out of his satchel and handed it to the old woman.  The woman removed the eyeballs from the sack, and placed them on her eye sockets.  Finally she spoke.  “They are not very fresh, I will be lucky if they last me a year.”  She waved her hands over her face, and suddenly it looked as if the eyes had always been hers.  “Payment accepted.  Now let us move onto your information.  You seek the daughter of your once best friend, Akane Zukaya.  Am I correct?”  The oracle asked as she walked to a pool with two sticks on either end of the pool.  The sticks suddenly burst into flames as she moved closer to the pool.  Sukenyo was cursing himself for being so stupid.  He had not realized the sheer amount of power at this witch’s disposal, yet he could not help but be in awe of it either.  He looked at her and nodded appropriately.  She waved her hand and the pool instantly fogged up.  She struck her walking stick on the floor and the image burned away.  It now showed the image of a young woman.  This was the first time Sukenyo had gotten a glimpse of his prey.  He previously was not at all sure of what she looked like.  Another look at her revealed an image of anger raging deep within her.  “Be careful of that one.  I sense a bit of destiny about her.”  The oracle spoke.  “Does this mean you will not help?”  Sukenyo quizzed her.  “Do not worry.  I care only for my payment.  Now is the time for yours.”  She waved her hand over the pool again.  A new image burned into the surface of the water.  It was a room very familiar to Sukenyo.  This room was the one he found Mai dead in.  He looked up to the oracle.  “She shall arrive there in five settings of the solar cycle.”  “Thank you, Oracle.  I must go now.”  Sukenyo nodded and then left the cave.  Sukenyo now knew that he must head towards K’thais Maw immediately.  He packed up his things at once to head out.  The Oracle was still viewing things in her pool.  “Good luck Sukenyo, I do not think she is going to be as easy a target as you believe her to be.”  She turned around to go rest.
 
   ***
 
                 Akane had been wandering around for days.  The sight of the travesty of what had happened here was really starting to affect her.  It really was not necessary for Kumo to have brought her here and he knew it.  Kumo knew what the repercussions were and he knew what was at stake.  Akane was not completely open to the bigger picture.  Sukenyo had to be stopped.  Kumo knew seeing this devastation would open Akane’s eyes and would renew her with purpose.  Kumo stood behind her.  “Are you ready for this?”  He asked.  She nodded.  She had thought to herself that these were her father’s clansmen.  They were his brothers.  She knew he could never completely walk away from them.  Kumo looked toward her and motioned for her to follow him.  She walked slowly down the hill.  The view of the demolished and burned buildings was simply horrifying.  Akane could not believe any one man could be responsible for this kind of destruction.  “Hard to believe, Sukenyo was responsible for all of this.”  Kumo blurted out.  Before he could say another word he had a gold plated katana at his throat.  “You had a hand in this as well.”  Akane reminded Kumo as she looked at him with distaste.  “I did not participate in this slaughter.  Still though, I could not have stopped it either.  And for that I am truly sorry.  Many people have paid the price for my inaction.”  Kumo dropped to his knees and lowered his head.  “I aim to help you in any way I can, and if that way shall require my death, I will gladly accept it.”  Kumo then closed his eyes.  Akane sheathed her katana.  “I accept, yet I do not trust you and I doubt I ever will.”  She then walked toward a giant hole in the center of the yard.  At the hole she looked down to see a giant pile of skeletons and bodies of rotting flesh.  Akane could not handle the sight of this and vomited immediately.  After several moments, she seemed to be okay again.  They stayed the night after having cleaned out the one building still standing.  Afterward Kumo went out to catch dinner.  Some small local bird was actually a nice change of pace compared to what they had grown accustomed to.  The next morning they were spry and alert and ready to head out.  Kumo stretched out a bit and found one of his own daggers flying directly at his head.  He barely managed to dodge it.  It seemed as if almost all of his weapons had left his person.  Dagger after dagger was being thrown at him almost as if they had a mind of their own.  Upon hearing all the scuttling about, Akane looked out to see the spectacle.  Part of Akane thought that she could help him out, but she really did not care about Kumo’s fate.  Kumo was starting to get really upset about what was going on.  Again somebody was trying to kill him, and Kumo was becoming annoyed with the list of people out for his blood.  Suddenly a katana rose up out of the hole where the pile of bodies was found.  The tip of the blade slowly turned to face Kumo.  Then suddenly the katana sped toward him violently.  He tried dodging to the left.  Kumo was not fast enough, however, because the blade managed to take a chunk out of his neck.  Kumo managed to survive the assault.  He stood back up.  This he managed to do only for a few seconds before he noticed the blood seeping from his neck.  Just before he passed out, he thought he saw a dark silhouetted figure of a woman holding a knife and walking towards him.
 
   ***
 
                 Screams of ecstasy filled a tent at the ninja settlement.  The young harlot had been trying to pleasure a man that had not been interested in her for the two hours she had been hard at it.  He was not really interested in anything she had been doing.  Tokoyo pushed the whore off of him onto the floor.  “I am done.  Go back to the harem tent with the others.”  She started to get dressed and Tokoyo said nothing.  Tokoyo had Natoshi on his mind.  He was always being watched.  He knew he was not to be trusted.  He also knew it was for a good reason.  Sukenyo had been fooled.  He was now gone.  Kumo’s betrayal had caused him to become a traitor as well.  He also knew that the clan had become relaxed.  A raid was going to become necessary now to restore order within the clan.  Sukenyo knew this, which is why he promoted Tokoyo over Natoshi.  Natoshi was not going to take this lying down either.  Tokoyo knew very well that he had to be on his toes if he needed to continue this charade alive.  He was planning the raid for tomorrow, so he would need to address everyone this night.  He had not noticed the lone figure stalking toward the rear of the tent.  It was quite possible Tokoyo would not have to worry about that speech tonight.  Tokoyo had been having troubles sleeping and he had hoped that the warm touch of a woman would relax him.  She must have had the opposite effect.  Tokoyo could hear the quiet sound of fabric being sliced.  A dark figure emerged into the room.  The lone figure walked stealthily to the bed.  His arms went up and came down very swiftly.  The blade that had been drawn was now in Tokoyo’s bed.  Soon after that the assassin had a knife to his throat.  “Who are you?”  Tokoyo demanded.  “You know who I am.”  A familiar voice spoke out.  “Sukenyo does not see it, but I know you are a traitor and I will prove it.”  Suddenly Natoshi fell to the floor.  A pool of blood started to seep out of his neck.  “No, you will not.”  Tokoyo announced.  Now Tokoyo had done it.  His enemy had been vanquished by his own hand.  Natoshi was too high profile.  His disappearance would be questioned.  Tokoyo thought Natoshi would send someone for him, but he did not think it would be Natoshi himself to come forth.  Tokoyo was very lucky to be alive at this point.  The only thing that alerted him was the noise of the tent being sliced into.  This event had presented quite a few dilemmas.  How was Tokoyo to get rid of the body?  There was also the question of whether Natoshi’s absence would be noticed.  How could he explain that?  Tokoyo looked at the body.  He was not going to be able to do this on his own.  If only Kasumi was still here.  Tokoyo stopped right where he was.  You could see the wheel spinning in his head.  A plan was coming together.  He motioned to the guard that he wished for his whore to return.  A few moments later, Kasumi walked in looking quite angrily towards Tokoyo.  “What could be so important that my beauty sleep…”  At that moment Kasumi could clearly see that something was not right.  She quite clearly remembered there not being a dead body on the ground when she left.  She then looked toward Tokoyo who shrugged his shoulders.  “What happened?”  The whore asked inquisitively.  “Someone tried to assassinate me!  That is what.”  Tokoyo continued.  “I need some help to rid myself of the body, and I would not betray me if I were you.  Kasumi looked at him again.  “They would kill you just for knowing about it.”  Kasumi and Tokoyo got dressed into some black cloaks and exited out the back of the tent.  They went through the same hole that Natoshi created.  They deposited the body into a wheelbarrow, and then took it deep into the forest.  Once there they looked for a clearing that would allow others to pass as if nothing was wrong.  This now opened a new problem for Tokoyo.  Normally at this juncture, killing the whore would mean very little to Tokoyo, but something was different now.  After burying Natoshi, Tokoyo spoke out to Kasumi.  “You are free to go.  I cannot keep you around here.  You have become too much of a liability.”  Kasumi was in shock.  She thought she was coming out here to die.  If it had been anyone else she would be having this conversation in the afterlife.  Not one to wait around she decided to seize this opportunity and start walking.
 
   ***
 
                 A lone woman dressed in a dark green cloak stood over the fallen figure of Kumo.  She reached her hand out from her side.  Akane could hear some sort of rattling sound.  A katana laying about the ground flung to her open hand.  Once in hand, the blade became gripped by her other hand as well.  “Anyone wearing the garb of the ninjas must be eliminated.”  Suddenly the blade started to come down.  Just before they could find its mark buried in flesh, another blade found its way to impede Kumo from his demise.  The blade stopping Kumo’s death belonged to Akane.  Kumo would have no idea how close to death he had become.  Akane looked at the crazed woman wondering who she just might be.  Gripped by curiosity Akane could not help but look at her.  She was white with dark blue hair and deep green eyes.  “Luna.”  This was the one and only word that seemed to be spoken by the young lady that appeared to be of the same age as Akane.  “Why are you here?”  Akane dared to ask as they were embraced in a deadly sword lock.  “I came here seeking you out at my mother’s request.”  Akane was perplexed.  She could not believe what she was hearing.  How could this many people know of her existence or purpose for that matter.  “Have you come seeking my death?”  Akane dared to ask.  Suddenly the young woman relinquished her grip on the sword in her hand and backed away.  She sat down were she had been standing and covered her eyes with her hands.  “I do not know what I am doing anymore.”  Akane sat down on a rock as well that happened to be across from hers.  “Do you think I do?  I just want the man that took my family from me to pay for his misdeeds.”  Akane replied.  “I do not like ninjas either.”  The young woman looked up at Akane perplexed by what she had just heard.  “Then why trust this one?”  She asked Akane.  “My reasons are twofold.  The first is that we both want to see Sukenyo dead, and the second is that I need a guide.  The enemy of my enemy can be a friend even though I do not trust him.”  Just then Akane looked up at the young woman.  Just who are you, and why are you trying to kill us?”  The young woman stood up.  “My name is Luna, and my mom was your mom’s best friend.  By the way I was never trying to kill you, only him.  He is a ninja first, and a man second.  Neither can ever be trusted.”  Akane looked at Kumo and then at Luna.  She then spoke.  “Well we need him and if anyone is going to kill him, I will do it.  That is if you still wish to help me on this journey of mine.”  They spent the next few hours cooking some local bird they found nearby.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
   Trust and Mistrust
 
    
 
   Tokoyo returned to camp the next morning through the very same hole that had been made in his tent.  There seemed to be some kind of commotion coming from outside.  Tokoyo for some reason was tired, but he needed to find out what was amiss.  As he stepped through the entryway of his tent, Tokoyo noticed a dead guard.  Quickly he went to a fellow ninja and asked about the dead body.  “He was found just outside your tent this morning.”  The man replied.  “Do they suspect me?”  Tokoyo asked.  “How could they?  You were in your tent all night were you not?”  Tokoyo nodded, however the man interjected one last thought.  “Natoshi is missing though.  I do not suppose you would know anything about that.  Would you?”  Tokoyo looked up and replied.  “As you said I was in my tent the whole night.”  These mysteries were going to hinder his plans for a few raids on the villages.  Tokoyo decided not to worry about anything now.  Besides he knew what would happen, and he could not afford to show any emotion or concern.  For one it would diminish his role as leader and any façade he was trying to maintain.  He started walking.  “Where are you going?”  The ninja dared to ask.  “I am hungry.”  I think some morning nattō is in order.  “With that in mind Tokoyo headed for the chow hall.  When Tokoyo arrived there he noticed there was still a line for breakfast as he had hoped there would not be.  He stood in line as he had preferred it.  Tokoyo did not want or desire any special favors.  Finally he made it to the front of the line.  “Nattō again?”  Tokoyo asked the chef sarcastically.  “You know of any other food?”  Tokoyo shook his head.  Looking at his plate he noticed the bean paste over the rice.  It was not as if he could smell it as he walked into the room.  His day went pretty well by the book.  Tokoyo hoped for things to quiet down.  They stayed that way for quite a while.  He enjoyed his meal, as tasty as it was.  Feeling quite pleased with the meal he had eaten, Tokoyo had decided to leave the chow hall.  He passed by the slave quarters trying to get a glimpse of anyone that might entice him for the evening’s entertainment.  The ninjas did not keep male slaves, for they were either brought into the clan or killed.  If they were too young they were sold and sent up to the northern country.  If they were too old they were killed instantly.  Once Tokoyo looked in he noticed three shadowy figures on the other side of the encampment.  These three ninjas were talking, but he could not hear what was being said.  Tokoyo would need to move closer.  A little stealth was in order.  The problem with that was that it was considered very difficult to sneak up on any ninja.  After all stealth was what any ninja was supposed to excel at.  Tokoyo needed to know what was going on though.  He started moving at a lightning pace.  He ran towards the nearest ladder and started his ascent.  Once at the top of the observation tower, Tokoyo elbowed the unknowing guard in the back of the head.  He had no clue as to what it was that had hit him.  Tokoyo covered his face with his mask.  He started looking around, trying to get a sense of his position in relation to theirs.  After a few minutes he spotted them again quite easily.  He removed the guard’s belt around a connection rope.  Tokoyo only hoped that it could hold his weight.  He took a quick breath and jumped.  It seemed to work though, because, he was on the other side of the encampment in a matter of seconds.  Tokoyo was amazed at how no one had managed to spot him even though, it was still daylight.  Tokoyo quickly ran to a bench upon touching down so that he might hear the conversation better.  “I do not know what happened.”  The one man said.  “He just disappeared.”  The second one added.  “Should we not attempt a search?”  The third ninja interjected.  “No!”  The second one replied and then continued.  “We will just label him a deserter.”  Tokoyo breathed a sigh of relief.  Maybe all this was going to be behind him.  The men turned to walk away, but then something unexpected happened.  A slave woman from a distance yelling to the three of them caught their attention as well as Tokoyo’s.  “Are you Tien?”  The woman asked while guessing wrong.  “No I am.”  The third man, shorter of the three, spoke up.  “Someone would like to meet you at the entrance sir.”  The girl turned around, but was halted by him grabbing her around the arm.  “I go to no one.”  He said.  “You will want to go sir and that is all I know.”  With that he let her go.  This incident piqued Tokoyo’s interest.  He wondered who this person could be.  Not only that, but Tokoyo knew he was going to have to beat these other people there.  Tokoyo waited for Tien to leave and then stood up.  He circled a corner and headed up an adjacent alleyway.  For the first few minutes Tokoyo kept a sharp eye on his prey.  Then the moment came.  Tokoyo started quickening his pace, until finally he broke out into a dead sprint.  Tokoyo managed to cross the whole encampment in a matter of a few minutes.  Just before he got to the entrance, Tokoyo cut a quick corner and scaled the wall.  He did not want this person to see him, no matter what.  He looked around and found a tall tree to scale.  He searched downward and viewed a very slender figure.  Tokoyo debated for a few moments as to whether he should go ahead and assassinate this individual.  Tokoyo decided to wait.  He felt compelled to discover not only the identity of the person, but also what their intent might be.  It seemed like he had waited for an eternity.  About a dozen opportunities to kill the informant had already passed by.  “I am here.  Now what?”  Tien dared to ask.  The person turned to him and responded.  “You are a follower of Natoshi.  Are you not?”  Tien turned away.  “I was, but no longer.”  The person surprised by the response stepped forward.  “But why?”  Tien quickly replied.  “He is a deserter, and does not deserve a follower.”  Tien continued walking away.  The person disguising her voice quickly yelled out.  “He was not a deserter!  He was murdered!”  Realizing she had lost her conspicuousness, she removed the hood of her cloak.  The mystery was now gone.  Tokoyo knew exactly who this person was.  “Are you not going to do something?”  Kasumi dared to ask.  “It still matters not.  What is done is done.”  Not believing what she was hearing, she ran towards Tien.  As she got to him, she stopped, jerked suddenly, and fell down.  Tien turned back around and left.  Tokoyo dropped down and ran to Kasumi.  He then impaled her with his katana.  “I told you not to return.  I did not want to see it end like this for you.”  He closed her eyes.  “Saraba Da (Farewell) Kasumi.”  Tokoyo stood and walked inside, but not before thinking about what if a new problem had unfolded.  It seemed like for every problem he solved, a new one would arise.
 
   ***
 
   A pair of eyes opened as a groan erupted from the accompanying mouth.  He could not believe the headache that he had received, but he knew it was massive.  He looked around trying to get his bearings, and then there it was.  A smell so tasty it watered his mouth.  It was then that he saw something he wished he had not.  Akane was eating with the very woman that had sought his death.  Quietly he reached for his katana and discovered it was missing.  Then he looked for his throwing knives and his shurikens.  They were missing as well.  Great he thought.  He had been disarmed in his sleep.  Kumo found a rock nearby.  “I would not if I were you.  I would hate for my two protectors to kill one another.  I would have to kill Sukenyo on my own.”  Kumo thought about it for a second and decided to drop the rock.  “Very well you win Akane.  I will leave her be, but I do not relish the idea that she wishes me dead.”  Kumo replied while Luna spoke.  “You should have thought of that before you became a ninja.”  Luna stood up, walked over to Kumo, and dropped his gear.  “I am starting to feel like people do not like me.”  Luna sighed and turned her head.  Akane spoke out.  “This is going to be an interesting trip.”
 
   ***
 
   The next morning was probably one of the worst any of the 3 of them had ever had.  It was highly doubtful any of them had gotten any sleep.  Obviously Akane and Luna did not think highly of Kumo because of his background as a ninja.  Akane was also very wary of Luna because of her being a witch.  Kumo did not relish the idea that both ladies would like to see him dead, but he was determined to see this through.  He was up packing everything long before the other two had crawled up.  Akane could see he was working hard and decided to go talk to Kumo.  “Why the hurry?”  Akane asked.  “I do not wish to face Sukenyo here.  He knows this area well, plus it is too open and too unpredictable.”  Kumo uttered back.  Akane instantly assisted in picking up their evidence, so that there would be no proof they were ever there.  Within an hour they were back on the road.  Kumo walked along with Akane while Luna walked behind.  Kumo suspected this was probably because of him.  Akane and Luna were especially concerned because they had no idea where they were going.  Kumo knew where he was trying to lead them, but even he was not familiar with these locations.  It had quickly gone from beautiful terrain to swampland in a matter of a few hours.  It was not exactly what he had in mind.  He could tell both of the girls were becoming irritated with him.
 
   ***
 
   He had spent half of his journey traveling inside of a cage and the other half being whipped because he was not fast enough.  Akira had discovered early though, that grabbing the whip from the slave master was not the smartest move either.  One time he managed to turn fast enough to grasp it.  The slaver took that as a personal challenge and Akira ended up with a dagger mark across his chest as a personal memento.  Akira did not know whether or not he was going to survive this trip.  It seemed to be getting colder as they continued to travel.  Akira did not know it, but they were traveling north to the warring lands.  After a while the slaver would get tired.  It was at these moments in the beginning of the journey that Akira used to seize opportunities to try and escape.  He would be caught instantly of course.  Each time he tried the punishment would get worse.  It finally got to the point where the slaver let him know that the very next time he tried Akira would be killed.  This decimated Akira’s hope.  After all, what was the point?  He did not have anyone to escape to anyways.  Sometimes they would stop in on certain towns or cities so that they could unload cargo and perhaps make some money in the slave trade.  However, Akira was never up for sale.  After about the third big city he could not stand not knowing why.  So he asked.  “Ever you mind, boy!  Just keep your head down and your mouth shut.”  That was the response he would always receive.  It was actually a miracle that Akira was surviving the trip.  As his body temperature kept dropping, his malnourishment increased.  Akira would sometimes go days without eating.  Often times the food he did eat would not be fit for the animals.  His life had become very disturbing for him since he had been taken from his home.  One day the slaver noticed how malnourished Akira had gotten, because he stopped making him walk and started feeding him the slop at least once a day.  Without realizing it they were in a new land filled with mountainous terrain and snow everywhere.  It was on this day that Akira woke up with a fur covering him.  “That will keep you warm and alive boy.  No need to die before you have earned me my money.”  Akira had started getting used to comments like that.  They used to bother him, but not anymore.  Not long after they arrived at the fabled city of Ikere had Akira finally discovered his lot in life.  He was to be the private slave of the slavers wife.  At least that would be his purpose until he arrived at 18 years of age.  The first few years were of a learning curve that had him cooking and cleaning.  The older he got the more tasks he would be assigned, and he did not dare refuse to do any of them.  The years passed by and Akira had regained some form.  Whenever he was not assigned some menial task, he was always to improve his body’s condition even though he was never quite sure as to why.
 
   ***
 
   Tokoyo had been planning this small raid all along.  Now he had a new problem, but this problem had a name.  It was Tien.  Tokoyo honestly had no clue as to how he was supposed to deal with it.  That was all it was though, a problem, and all problems had to have solutions.  Tokoyo had decided though that he was done waiting.  If this problem arose he would deal with it as it came up.  Tokoyo sent for his main strategic advisor.  This raid was to happen tonight.  The ninja clan was becoming restless and he intended to do something about it.  After a few minutes a man walked through his tent.  He was kind of a burly grotesque looking man, but he seemed quite knowledgeable in the ways of war.  They spent most of the morning going over maps and formulating plans.  By the time lunch arrived, the plan had pretty well been set in motion.  Once everything was set the strategist left the tent.  He would be on his way to prepare everyone for the mission ahead.  As he left another man walked in carrying Tokoyo’s breakfast.  Tokoyo paid it no mind, nor did he pay attention to the man carrying the food.  He should have.  The man placed a knife at Tokoyo’s throat.  “I know who you are, and what you have done.”  Tokoyo thought for a moment then head butted the man in the face.  He went down quickly.  Tokoyo turned around and realized who it was.  It was Tien.  How could he have been so stupid and naïve?  Tokoyo did not think something would come of this so quickly.  With this would be assassin on the ground Tokoyo spoke up.  “Now what should I do with you?  I tire of having to dispose of bodies.  I do not, however, wish to continue to look over my body for more assassins.”  Tien spoke up.  “I pledge my loyalty to you Tokoyo with the blood oath.”  Tien then took his dagger and sliced open his hand.  He allowed the blood to drop from his hand.  Tokoyo responded.  “I will need a general on this raid that I can trust.”  Tokoyo thought for a moment and then spoke.  “Very well I accept.  Gather the troops, we march tonight.”  As quickly as he showed up to eliminate Tokoyo, Tien was gone.  His desire to aid Tokoyo in his endeavors was greatly overshadowed by his hunger for war.  Tokoyo did not have much time to think let alone prepare.  Before he knew it, he was standing in front of almost every single ninja within the encampment.  The crowd of ninjas roared with excitement and anticipation at what was to come.  The group of ninjas seemed almost massive in scale, despite the temporary leadership of Sukenyo, who seemed more interested in other aspects of what he had acquired than he had in his role as clan leader.  Most of the clan celebrated Tokoyo as a leader.  Even if it was only until Sukenyo returned.  Only a few rejected him, and those men usually ended up dead by sheer ignorance or stupidity.  Tokoyo walked through the crowd fully dressed and ready to attack any who might oppose him.  A lot had happened and he owed all of it to Kumo.  He walked up the stairs to the very top of the guard tower.  Once atop the tower he raised his hands.  Everyone cheered wildly.  Tokoyo took a quick survey of the crowd.  He had no desire to do this, but the need had arisen.  Tokoyo was not really a people person, and he definitely did not have any kind of speaking abilities.  Finally after several minutes the crowd cheering had at long last died down.  It seemed as though they were waiting in anticipation to see what Tokoyo had to say.  He lowered his hands and started his speech.  “My brothers!”  It was not a bad start.  He continued on.  “We have sat idle for far too long.  I do not know of you, but my blade yearns for the blood of battle.  This shall not become the end of our conquest.  Our skills have not been tested in some time.  The town not but a few clicks south of here has been ripe for the picking.  It is high time we take advantage of that.”  The crowds suddenly boomed.  “Ready yourselves my brothers for we will march at sunset.  Victory shall be ours.”  Suddenly the field was empty.  The small village was not prepared for the onslaught that was coming their way.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Chaos Theory
 
    
 
   They had been traveling for some time now and Luna and Akane were very annoyed with Kumo.  They were starting to wonder if they would ever get to their destination.  They were not even sure if Kumo even knew where the hell he was going.  At this point they had traveled through deserts and marshes.  They had been cold at night and hot during the day.  There was not one landmark that they had passed in three weeks time that Kumo could recognize.  One particular night they set up camp and Kumo headed out to capture and cook dinner.  At this point it was better that way.  With both women hating everything he stood for, it was best that he did not give them any more reasons to want him dead.  The problem with this was that Kumo was not a good cook, but nobody ever complained to him though.  It had been a while since they had traveled through a forest.  In fact the last one had not been very enjoyable as they had to travel through swamps and marshes.  It was actually amazing, Akane had noted, that anybody could live in the terrain that was Kaidontis.  It seemed very inhospitable to her.  The wind was rough that night, and they did not need to bother putting out that fire as the wind was strong enough to take care of it for them.  It made sleep rather difficult for them.  As it rustled through the trees, the wind made some very strange howling sounds.  The woods here also looked very sick because the trees were dying.  In Kaidontis this almost never seemed to happen.  It was late at night before the three of them were able to get any shuteye.  Late into the night it seemed Luna woke up.  Something had bothered her about this particular forest.  She could not quite put her finger on it, but she knew it could not be her forest.  For one the scenery looked wrong.  She got dressed, being extremely quiet as to not wake Kumo or Akane.  It was as if the trees were beckoning her.  She walked cautiously by stepping over Kumo and Akane.  She was very careful not to disturb them.  Luna walked haphazardly into the center of the forest.  All muscle control had been taken from her.  The further into the forest she traversed, the more zombielike she became.  She felt it strange to be controlled so easily.  It was as if this place had a will and knew exactly who she was.  Once she was far enough inside the forest, Luna witnessed the edge of the forest enclose itself around her.  It would appear that Akane and Kumo would be trapped outside and Luna would be trapped within.  Once the forest had encapsulated itself, it released its hold on Luna.  “Whoever said that plants had no mind, never met these trees!”  Luna thought to herself.  With no choice, but to move forward, she did just that.  She followed the path the woods had laid out for her.  She walked for miles stopping only to drink from a stream or to eat some fruit grown from the plant life.  The area was starting to become familiar to her.  It was not until a cottage overgrown with vegetation came into view that Luna knew where she was.  She had returned home.
 
   ***
 
   Even gathering his possessions had taken him longer than he would have liked.  Sukenyo could not believe his luck.  His prey, Akane Zukaya, was heading exactly in the direction he needed her to.  She was going to give him everything he desired either willingly or forcibly.  She had been lucky in eluding him thus far, but her luck would soon change.  A problem remained as far as he saw.  He needed to get there quickly, but how would he managed this.  Sukenyo’s horse was dead, and he could not get there quickly on foot.  Sukenyo started ascending the cave by climbing.  He wondered how the Oracle left this place, or did she ever leave it?  Once outside the hole he heard a strange noise.  Sukenyo tried to listen again, but heard nothing.  Going against his better judgment, he journeyed in the direction of the noise.  Sukenyo traveled the better part of the day, and once he had gotten close enough to it the noises stopped.  Something peculiar was going on.  Sukenyo really did not have time for this, but he was curious enough to investigate what it was.  He noticed a deep crater with something glistening toward the center of it.  Upon closer examination, he realized what it was.  They were human remains.  Just then something whisked past his arm, and cut it as it passed.  Sukenyo was on the alert now.  He drew his sword and dagger both.  Immediately afterward he heard a booming screech come from behind.  Sukenyo slowly turned around.  There she was.  An enormous cray sat nestled behind him.  The creature had just landed, and with her were several of her babies.  Those crays he fought earlier must have been the runts of the litter, because this bird was a lot larger than they were.  If they had been the size of a pterodactyl, then this one had to of been 10 times that size.  One of the smaller babies must have been responsible for the slash on Sukenyo’s arm.  To think, if he could manage it this creature with its blue feathers and red beak would be a perfect ride to get him where he needed to be.  Sukenyo stepped forward, and the cray let out another massive screech.  She would not tolerate anyone getting near her babies.  She did not know that Sukenyo had almost no interest in her children.  He stepped back, and she quieted down immediately.  Instinctively Sukenyo reached for an arrow.  It seemed that he was in trouble.  He must have used all his arrows on the crays he had faced earlier.  He drew his katana from its sheath.  Sukenyo was not going to leave without passage from this bird, and she had decided that she was not going to be going anywhere.  Suddenly Sukenyo started sprinting towards the giant bird.  She saw what he was doing, and she started immediately flapping her right wing.  Sukenyo went flying backward due to the wind generated from her massive wing working contradictory to the wind’s direction.  Sukenyo stood up, and again started running toward her.  The same thing again happened to Sukenyo.  Anger was starting to seep its way into Sukenyo’s emotional state.  Suddenly the cray became bored with the events currently happening.  She decided to take off, because she started flapping her wings.  Sukenyo started to regain consciousness from being knocked aside.  It did not take him long before he realized what was going on.  Sukenyo decided the direct approach was not the correct answer.  He was too late now though to stop her ascent.  Just then he saw a sparkle amongst all the sand of the desert.  It was his katana.  He must have dropped it.  Sukenyo ran for it.  Sukenyo did not even stop as he grabbed his katana that had been sticking out of the sand.  He was still running at a lightning pace straight for the edge of the cliff.  As he got to the edge he jumped straight off of it without missing a single step.  While he plummeted downward, he locked his katana into its sheath.  He would not need it because he did not wish to kill this creature.  He merely wished to ride her.  Suddenly she was no longer diving downward.  She had started gliding outward.  Sukenyo would have to think fast.  Instinctively he somersaulted and then kicked the rock face hard with his feet.  He pulled out his rope.  It looked like he was going to miss her again, but then he threw part of the rope around the bird’s neck.  He was now hanging from her neck by the very same rope.  Unfortunately for Sukenyo, this bird was not stupid.  She flew down toward the trees.  Sukenyo hit a couple trees before he realized what was going on.  He knew he would not survive an onslaught of trees for very long, so he took a quick survey of his surroundings to try and determine his next move.  It was then that he noticed a big tree that the mother cray was heading straight for.  Sukenyo knew what the beast was thinking, but she had not realized he was prepared for it.  Sukenyo had already started a forward and backward swing with the rope.  As he got ready for the tree, he got his knees to his chest.  Then it happened.  Sukenyo hit the tree full on, but then he pushed off from the tree.  He flipped around onto the back of the bird, which he could barely hold onto.  He was not done yet, however he managed to climb up onto her spine.  He had done it, he now had transportation.  He only hoped to arrive at the mountain before Akane did.  Sukenyo tied the rope to her beak to allow him the ability to steer her correctly.  The mama cray was none too happy about being controlled.  A couple of times she would try and knock him off, and then instantly she would regret her actions.  Events had now apparently worked in Sukenyo’s favor.  He was now well on his way.
 
   ***
 
   When Akane and Kumo woke up the next morning they quickly realized Luna was missing.  They were instantly concerned.  It did not take Akane long before she had surmised that something was not right.  Akane went right to work putting to use the tracking skills she had learned under Genma’s tutelage.  Akane and Kumo grabbed her possessions, and started to follow the tracks Luna had left behind.  They walked for a bit into the edge of the forest.  Once they got inside, the tracks suddenly disappeared.  Unsure of what to do, Akane decided to continue on in the direction they were headed.  Kumo kept complaining about this being a waste of time, but one look from Akane shut him up really fast.  She did not realize it, but Kumo knew exactly where they were.  He had been here before.  It also seemed like the further into the forest they got, the denser the underbrush became.  Finally Akane walked right into a wall of pure energy.  Tokoyo noticed the wall shone of green and brilliance, but nonetheless it prevented further passage.  They had no choice but to turn around.  “Is that it?  What about Luna?”  Kumo asked.  “Wherever she is, she is on her own.  We have little choice left to us now.”  With that Akane turned around and headed back.  It did not take very long for them to find their way to where they had started and their horses were still right where they had left them.  They decided to leave Luna’s steed were it was in case she managed to find her way out.  Akane had no doubt she would see Luna again.  Akane and Kumo were back on the road and heading west again by midmorning.  By that same evening, they were in view of the abandoned ninja encampment.  “Why are we here?  Every minute our enemy gets further away.”  Akane asked.  “There are things here that we need to see.”  Kumo responded.  Akane decided that she did not want to wait so they headed in toward the encampment.  Sukenyo had left two guards there, and had never bothered to mention it to anyone.  Kumo was not prepared for them being spotted, because suddenly an alarm started to sound.  Just then Kumo started riding hard toward the encampment.  Not wanting to be left behind, Akane followed suit.  Without slowing down Kumo veered his horse sideways and jumped toward the gate.  He wasted no time in climbing it at a lightning pace.  Akane did not see the need to waste her time.  She looked quickly for weaknesses in the fence line.  Upon finding one, she pulled out her katana and sliced the fence in half.  She then simply just walked on through.  Kumo could not believe that Sukenyo left only two ninjas here to guard the old encampment.  Once he set foot on the other side, he regretted those thoughts.  Sukenyo had left two of his better guards here.  He instantly drew his katana and found it embraced in sword lock.  The masked ninja spoke suddenly.  “Sukenyo knew intruders would come, but I never thought it would be the traitor.”  The statement made Kumo very angry.  He pressed harder.  “I am no traitor.  I am the one who is going to set things right.”  Akane noticed Kumo having difficulty, but there was little she could do to help.  She was having difficulties all on her own.  She had not even had the opportunity to draw her other katana, as she had to run from the shurikens coming at her.  Meanwhile Kumo had broken away from the sword lock at the cost of a slash to his leg.  The pain was exquisite, but he would not stop as it would mean his life or more appropriately his death.  Kumo had to back up in his fight, and to make matters worse he thought he saw a shadow.  Akane tired of running so she decided to make a stand.  She turned at the last second, and used her drawn katana to knock the two shurikens coming at her head.  She knocked one aside but missed the lower one as it hit her arm.  Akane fell instantly.  The ninja realized his good fortune, because he drew his blade.  As he walked up to her, he smiled.  Akane opened her eyes and stabbed him with her sword.  He fell dead instantly, and she passed out.  Kumo was matching his attacker blow for blow.  They were taught by the same person.  Suddenly a loud boom echoed from the distance.  Both the ninja and Sukenyo were lifted in the air by some unknown force.  The ninja looked at Kumo perplexed just before his head twisted off his body.  Kumo could feel his arms and legs pulling out of their sockets.  Kumo did not need to guess at what happened.  Luna had returned.
 
   ***
 
   The roar of the ground was thunderous as nearly 100 horses rode out of the encampment at full charge.  At the front of the pack was Tokoyo leading the way to a victory.  It did not seem like it would be a victory to him now.  Many people would probably lose their lives, and many more would be enslaved to it.  It had been weeks since a carrier pigeon had sent word to him from Kumo.  All it had said was that a war was coming and that he needed to prepare himself and the ninjas for it.  Tokoyo detested the very idea of this raid, but he also knew of his necessity for it.  There would be no stopping it either.  The bloodthirsty eyes behind him told him that.  The village was only a couple hours away from them, so it did not take very long for them to get there.  After that couple hour ride, they could see the village up ahead.  The unsuspecting townsfolk had no clue what terror awaited them.  On a hill overlooking the town two boys were chasing one another for fun.  They heard a thunderous noise followed by a flock of birds coming out of some trees.  They were in a hurry to leave the area.  “Something is amiss.”  One boy said to the other.  “Let us go and check it out.”  The other one responded.  They followed the trail further up the hill where the birds had come from.  It took a little while for them to get there, but once they entered the wooded area, they started to wonder if it was such a good idea to come.  They heard some noises and decided to go further in.  It did not take long, however, for them to get to the source of the noise.  They saw many horses.  It did not seem natural for them to be there.  Then some rustling occurred.  “What was that?”  The younger boy asked frighteningly.  “I do not know.”  The older one responded.  They both looked upward to see a black shadowy figure in the trees.  Suddenly the older boy fell down.  There was an arrow protruding from the back of the neck.  The remaining boy started freaking out.  Not knowing what to do the boy started running back the way they came as fast as he could.  “Do we want them to know we are coming?”  One ninja asked.  The man next to him nodded.  “I thought so.”  He pulled an arrow from his quiver and notched it into his bow.  He fired the arrow.  It sailed ever so quietly as it flew through the air.  The boy barely made it to the open field before the arrow struck his chest.  Tokoyo gave the signal and the ninjas charge down the hill.  A farmer on the outskirts of the village had been planting seeds all day long.  By this point in the day he had grown very tired.  Something seemed to be spooking his flock of sheep, yet he cannot surmise what it was.  He turned around to get a view of the commotion, only to see a sword coming at his head.  It was soon parted from his body.  Because of this Tokoyo knew there would be little the village could do.  Just as Tokoyo had thought the remainder of the citizens of the village offered little to no resistance as the ranks of ninja warriors cut through the old men.  As had been done in the past, the citizens of the village that were still alive were herded together.  The women were separated from the men as well as the old were separated from the young.  If a person was deemed too old, they were cut down immediately.  The women would be sent to the encampment to be used as entertainment.  It would be nice to have some fresh blood.  The men would enter their ranks if they could survive.  The children were to be sold into slavery and sent to the Northern lands.  As horrifying as it was, the day seemed to have been very productive.  Tokoyo now needed to prepare for the raid toward the next village.  With their trophies in tow the ninjas headed towards their encampment were satisfied.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
   Answers and Questions
 
    
 
                 The animal Sukenyo had been riding on had carried him some distance.  It was well past the desert he had traversed.  The land, however, had not changed very much while he had been underground.  The magnificent animal had at last been tamed.  Gone were the times of trying to knock Sukenyo down.  As far as crays went, this one in particular was quite intelligent.  After crossing the desert of desolation through the air, Sukenyo could hear a faint scream.  Sukenyo decided he had neither the time nor the inclination to investigate.  The cray, sensing Sukenyo’s distaste for the situation, descended downward for a closer look.  While the animal was obedient, it still did not care for the man that was riding her.  She could sense a kind of darkness emanating from him.  At the risk of being choked, she defied him yet again.  A pack of large lizards, which looked very much like small carnivorous dinosaurs, were chomping their teeth in hunger and slowly stepping toward her.  One of the creatures stepped ahead of the other two.  They did not like it, so they snapped at him.  This did not aid the young ladies dismay.  She did not wish to become dinner for a pack of lizards.  Then the three creatures fell dead as a result of little darts sticking out of their necks.  She looked up to see a man riding a giant bird.  She did not know the face, but she would remember it.  Deciding everything was good to her, she continued her course toward the northern country.  “Happy now?”  Sukenyo asked his pet cray right before he pulled up on his rope to choke her.  He had felt the need to remind her who the boss truly was.  With the whole ordeal over with now, they resumed their journey toward K’thais Maw
 
   ***
 
   The joints surrounding his arms and legs had constricted so much that the limbs now felt numb.  Kumo was not worried he would not be walking out of here.  He could see the tears welling up in her eyes.  It was clear to him that there was no reason in her eyes.  “She was everything to me.”  Luna yelled at him.  Just then a katana pointed at her back.  Luna turned her attention from Kumo to Akane.  Both of her swords were ripped from her hands, turned, and pointed toward her eyes.  “I need him and you, Luna.  I need your help.”  Luna dropped her grasp of Akane’s swords.  She refused to let go of her prisoner, however.  No one was going to take Kumo from her.  He had to pay.  Akane sheathed her katanas, and reasserted herself toward Luna.  She was unwilling to relinquish her guide to the desperate girl.  Something was going to have to give.  Akane decided that a different approach had become necessary.  Genma had often told Akane that violence would not always be the right path.  He had often tried to teach her to temper anger with proper judgment.  “What wrong has Kumo enacted that would require this level of torture that you are committing?”  Akane dared to ask.  Finally realizing what she was doing, Luna dropped her hold on Kumo.  Luna then fell to her knees, and placed her hands on her sobbing face.  “What have I done?”  She spoke aloud.  Kumo lay still writhing in pain.  Akane felt for Luna, so she walked over and sat next to her.  All she could offer was their friendship.  “My parents were taken from me long ago Luna.  All I have is their memory.  That is something no one can ever take from me.  Yes I walk the path of vengeance, but that is not just for me.  I do it to honor my parents as well as anyone who wore the armor of the samurai.  Can you tell me what events transpired to lead yourself to such vengeance?”  Luna then looked up to Akane almost embarrassed she had allowed her emotions to cloud her thoughts.  She thought long and hard about the events that had transpired to cause such an outburst.  Upon collecting her thoughts, Luna started in.  “Last night I awoke around night’s end.  I found myself walking towards the woods unable to control my actions.”  Luna recounted towards Akane.  “As I got further inside the forest I started to regain some of my independence.  As I walked closer to my destination, I started to realize just where I was at.  It did not take long before I was running home.  Nothing had prepared me for what I had found as I ran inside.  My mother’s dead corpse was there rotting away.  I spent the remainder of the morning burying her.  I went back into the house and detected four distinct presences within the area.  One was friendly the others were not.  The friendly one was my mother’s.  Only one of the evil auras did I recognize.”  Akane then interrupted her.  “It was Kumo’s was it not?”  She looked to Luna as she looked down.  “Well I think it is time for some answers.  Keep in mind though, that a dead man cannot give you that.”  Luna nodded her approval.  Kumo had been recuperating up to that point.  He was finally at the level that he did not feel like his body was being torn apart.  He knew now that if he could muster enough strength he might be able to stand.  Before he could, however, he found a foot on his neck.  Akane now glared at him from above.  “The next words to leave your mouth had better be good if you value your life.”  Kumo nodded his understanding and looked directly at Luna.  “I did not kill your mother.  Not to say that I was not there when it happened.”  Akane and Luna looked at each other, and then looked to Kumo.  Before continuing Kumo sat up from where he was.  “There were three of us ninjas that had followed Mai, Akane’s mother, into the forest.  We had no clue anyone was even living there.”  Akane was stunned at the revelation.  She had always thought her mother had perished in the fire that consumed their home.  “Three of us were there, Sukenyo, Taikachi, and I.  Taikachi was the one who committed the deed, by order of Sukenyo.  Who he really was is unimportant, because he is now dead.  I killed him myself, and by now his body lay there rotting in the desert.”  Luna looked at Kumo in shame for her mistake.  Kumo spoke again.  “I may not have killed either of your families, but I have killed many others, and for that I am ashamed.  I do deserve to die for my transgressions, but not before I help in ridding the world of the man who killed my father.”  Kumo again looked down.  Akane had heard enough.  She stood up and drew both her katanas.  She then started walking toward the center of the complex.  She stabbed each fallen ninja in the head as she passed.  She wanted to ensure they did not get back up.  Kumo and Luna gathered their things and followed her in.
 
   ***
 
                 The roar of the ground was again thunderous.  Tokoyo was beginning to wonder if these warriors ever tired of all the murdering and pillaging.  Did they ever desire to return to the days of actual battle?  It had only been a week since the last raid, and already they were on their way toward another.  As the gates opened and the hundred plus horses and riders charged out, Tokoyo started to really regret the loss of life that was to occur.  They headed off to a new direction this time.  It was just a little further distance than the last town.  The rewards were supposed to be a lot more plentiful too.  They arrived at the town rather quickly.  This time, however they were not spotted by anyone.  No one, not miner or family member were prepared for the invasion.  The same that had always happened occurred even now.  Little boys and girls were sold to slavers.  Women were kept as love slaves.  Men again were either converted or killed.  Elders were instantly beheaded.  The carnage was instant and massive.  Through it all Tokoyo just sat there shaking his head in disgust.  Amidst the wreckage of a house, Tokoyo spotted a young girl.  She could not have been more than ten years of age.  Her face seemed to be completely covered in mud.  What seemed shocking to Tokoyo was that no one seemed to be paying any attention to her.  Tokoyo knew that saving this town or its inhabitants was going to be well beyond his abilities, but if he could save one person it would redeem him in some small way.  He dismounted from his steed and slowly walked in her general direction.  There was definitely no need to draw attention to what he was doing.  They seemed to be preoccupied with their bloodthirsty dealings anyway.  Once he arrived there he saw her cowering under a table.  He looked at her and spoke out.  “Do you want to survive this?”  He asked.  She looked and nodded.  “Then you need to lie down over there and wait until you do not hear a single sound.”  With that he threw a dead body over her to mask her presence.  It seemed to work though, because no one noticed her or what was going on in her direction.  It did not take long for the ninjas to finish up all the murdering and pillaging and slave gathering.  They were gone as quickly as they came.  As loud as the ground was before, it was nothing now.  Not even the wind dared to breathe a sound.  The little girl Yuki, she had been called, struggled to remove the body she had been thrown under.  After she was out from under it, she had wished she had stayed.  The sheer amount of bodies that had once inhabited the village was immense.  She gathered what food she could and left in search of shelter.  Meanwhile a lone figure stood overlooking the entire event, and as the girl left he did too.
 
   ***
 
                 The three of them, Akane, Kumo, and Luna, walked slowly into the center of the complex.  Neither Akane nor Luna knew the extent as to why they were here, just that Kumo said it was important that they were.  As they passed building after building, he seemed to be in some kind of nostalgic kind of trance.  Memories of better times before Sukenyo entered his life seemed to permeate into his subconscious.  Soon they came to a small building, which Kumo identified as his home given to him by his father.  They stopped to allow Kumo to retrieve some of his possessions.  There was a satchel full of shurikens which he grabbed.  Then he pulled out a katana and a muramasa blade.  He quickly sheathed his new katana.  Kumo then sat down on what used to be his bedroll and examined the muramasa blade.  He started thinking and that segued into curiosity.  He pulled out the remains of his father’s sword.  They seemed to match up perfectly.  Then he put away both blades.  Behind the bed he removed another bag.  This one was a quiver full of arrows and his old bow.  Kumo decided to leave the bow behind, because the one Gestat gave him was much more proficient.  After informing Akane and Luna that everything was alright, they headed even deeper into the compound.  He pointed out the barracks, slave quarters, and mess hall none of which seemed to interest Akane.  It was not until Kumo pointed out the armory to her that she became interested.  They walked in and instantly noticed the wall of katanas and spears.  Akane walked over to the bow area and saw a strange smaller looking one.  Kumo explained to her that it was called a crossbow.  He then instructed her in its use.  After which he provided her a satchel full of bolts.  Luna had no interest in any of the weapons that were there.  After all why would she.  Anyone would be foolish to go against someone who could turn their weapons against them.  They left again and headed toward the central building.  Kumo knew this was where all of his father’s darkest secrets would be kept, but the question was where they were and how to find them.  Kumo went into the building first swords drawn.  Not knowing what to expect, he hesitated.  It was a good decision because two wolves came rushing out from a different room.  They broke down the doorway as they charged.  One of the two wolves fell down instantly.  It had a bolt protruding from its neck.  The second one continued its charge toward Kumo.  Kumo sidestepped at once, and swung his katana in a downward slice.  The wolf found its head extracted from its body.  With the threat now gone they started exploring the house.  Mostly they found just empty rooms, except for three of them.  One of the rooms appeared to be some form of torture room.  The second one they came across appeared to be an office of sorts.  Many maps and parchments seemed to adorn themselves about the room.  The third and final room was the one that seemed to bother Akane the most.  This one must have been the trophy room.  The room was filled with trophy heads of various beasts of burden, samurai, ninja traitors, and in the center of it all laid 2 heads.  One of them was the head of Taikeno, Kumo’s father, and the other head was charred, burned beyond recognition.  None of that mattered because Akane knew exactly whose head that belonged to.  The anger at the sight of it seethed within Akane’s soul.  It was not as if she had needed any reminders of why she was on her mission.  It was enough for her.  They spent the remainder of the day going through the other two rooms.  They wanted desperately to avoid that trophy room for Akane’s sake as well as Kumo’s.  They searched the office and the torture room all day and all night.  To their avail, they did not find anything.  Kumo seemed to be very agitated over the whole deal.  That night as Akane and Luna slept Kumo left them to go next to the armory, and right up to the blacksmith’s forgery.  Starting the fire was easy, but Kumo had to wait until the flames had achieved enough heat to melt steel.  Once the fire was hot enough, Kumo removed both his father’s broken hilt and his favored muramasa blade.  Using the flames he had built, Kumo mended the metal back into shape.  He then properly folded the blade seven times, which was necessary to strengthen the metal.  While folding the blade Kumo had to be extremely careful.  One wrong fold and the metal would have to be melted again and refolded.  Kumo was taught the technique by a master sword smith.  The man had been procured by his father and served Kumo and his father for many years until the great Taikeno discovered the man sleeping around with his harem of women.  His father responded by taking the man’s life.  Finally after hours and hours of melting and folding steel, it was done.  Kumo’s new blade was finished.  The following morning Kumo woke up, grabbed his gear, and headed straight for the center building.  He stormed through the doors waking Akane and Luna in the process.  He headed straight for the trophy room.  This very room he had been trying desperately to avoid.  “What is wrong?”  Akane dared to ask Kumo as she entered the room.  “As I was reshaping my blade in the night, it came to me.”  Akane appeared puzzled.  “We have torn apart the other rooms, while completely avoiding this one.”  He walked to the center of the room and removed the two heads that were there.  Upon lifting his father’s head, Kumo saw what appeared to be an impression in the wood.  Kumo pushed his hand onto the impression and it moved downward.  As he did this a trap door seemed to open next to Akane’s feet.  The three of them descended past the trap door and followed it down a large stairway.  Luna seemed very apprehensive about what was going on, while Akane was anxiously curious.  At the bottom of the stairway it became almost pitch black.  Kumo and Akane started to fidget around blindly.  Luna seemed almost amused by the situation.  After her initial amusement wore off, Luna lifted up her hand, and opened her fist.  A ball of light hovered a few feet from there.  Akane and Kumo did not seem to appreciate what Luna had done.  It did not matter, however, as a door had suddenly appeared.  Once inside the doorway they found themselves in a room.  Akane noticed a table which a stone slab lay upon it.  On the stone were some strange markings.  The stone seemed to call to Akane, much like the forest had called to Luna.  Akane then laid her hands on the piece of stone.  She seemed frozen in a trance.  Images filled her mind.  She then fell down.  Once she was awake Akane knew what she must do and where she must go.  She explained to Kumo that the path Sukenyo was on would mean the end of the world.  Sukenyo must be stopped at all cost.  Later that day, they had left as abruptly as they had gotten there.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
   Food for the Desert
 
    
 
                 Yuke had spent the next several days wandering around aimlessly.  It seemed to the mysterious figure that she was on some sort of self destructive course.  He wondered if he would have to intervene at some point.  That moment would come sooner rather than later.  As she came to a ravine overlooking the desert of desolation, Yuke thought long and hard about the path her life suddenly had taken.  Looking down into the ravine was like peering into the abyss of her soul.  Yuke could not see beyond the tragedy that had recently consumed her.  She had decided, however that her fate would not lie at the bottom of that gorge.  Upon staring out into that vast desert as the eternal light from the daystar, the sun as she was taught to call it, faded.  Yuke did not have feelings of thoughts of vengeance.  All she thought of was survival.  As the evening light, or moon, crested overhead she found herself a nice soft spot with which to lie down.  Yuke knew she would need some rest.  It would be a long walk to civilization in the morning.  She did not sleep very soundly that night.  The sounds of swords and thunder, and the screams of women and babies and old men echoed through her mind over and over again.  She woke up several times in the night drenched in sweat, because every time she had to force herself to go back to sleep.  This continued on throughout the entirety of the night.  The daystar crested overhead again, and shone brightly into the young girl’s eyes.  She awoke shortly thereafter.  Once awake some very familiar sounds none too welcoming caught her attention.  She looked around quickly and saw three grey wolves that appeared to be quite hungry.  Yuke instantly started backing away from the animals and moved right toward the ledge.  “Nice doggies.”  She spoke aloud.  Suddenly two of the wolves yelped and then fell down.  The third wolf ran away scared.  Yuke opened her eyes and saw a tall man wearing a ninja outfit standing in front of her.  She instantly was scared.  Seeing her trepidation at the sight of him, he raised his katana and then lowered it placing it on the ground.  He slowly backed away so that she would know he meant no harm.  She ran to him embracing him in a hug all the while crying.  “There is nothing left for me.  I have no family now.”  The ninja got down on one knee and spoke.  “My name is Gestat and I shall be your family now.”  She nodded her approval.  “We need to hurry.  My clan has been without my leadership for far too long.”
 
   ***
 
                 They had already been traveling for two days and two nights without stopping for a break.  Kumo and Luna did not dare complain about the weariness.  The look on Akane’s face was very definite.  She would arrive at her destination regardless of the consequences.  “Does it not bother you at all?”  Kumo dared to ask.  Akane gave a puzzled look to Kumo in response.  “The fact that you all of a sudden just know the exact way to this special place bothers me.”  Kumo answered.  “I am not surprised whatsoever!”  Luna blurted out.  “In our studies of the arcane arts, we learned of many magical items.  It is obvious this rune is one of those particular items.”  “  Are you quite finished?”  Luna and Kumo looked at one another and nodded.  “Neither of those things bothers me.  It is simple enough that what awaits us when we get there is what disturbs me.”  The conversation had become a little too ominous and bleak for both Luna and Kumo, so they decided to keep the conversation down to a minimum until they arrived at their destination.  After a few days of travel they arrived at a small farm town.  Luna and Kumo had no idea where exactly they were, but Akane knew.  They were in the town of Kaiyen.  This was the birthplace of Mai, Akane’s mother.  Walking around this place was kind of a little spooky.  The town itself was still standing, but it was in some rough kind of shape.  Not a single soul remained in sight.  The three of them split up to see if they could find someone.  Akane started down a dark alleyway a little later.  Off to the side Kumo appeared out of nowhere.  Akane jumped approximately some five feet in the air from the surprise.  “Did you find someone?”  Akane asked.  “You could say that.”  Kumo replied.  She looked curiously at Kumo.  “Just come with me.”  She did not say anything, she just followed him.  As she walked across the town, she got an eerie vibe, like something was crawling up her spine.  They arrived at the other end of town where a giant hole was located.  Inside of the hole was something that Akane wished she had not seen.  “Looks like you found more than one villager.”  Akane blurted out.  “I'd say we found all of them.”  Luna retorted.  Akane thought a moment before asking her next question.  “What could have done all this?”  Kumo responded instantly.  “Sukenyo is the answer!  Those wounds have his name written all over them.”  The answer shocked Akane, but not Luna.  Luna blurted out afterward another question.  “Who dug that hole?  There was no way Sukenyo could have done this alone.”  Before anyone could think on it Luna found herself flying through the air.  She landed on someone’s roof.  She did not hold out for very long before passing out.  Akane and Kumo discovered themselves facing off against a new adversary.  They now had their answer as to Luna’s previous query.  “Let us kill it and be done with it!”  Akane yelled out.  “Easier said than done.”  Kumo responded.  Akane looked puzzled.  “A death worm is not an easy prey.  They call them that for a reason.”
 
   ***
 
                 The rest of the trip back to the clan had not been met with such peril.  Being a chosen child of a master ninja certainly came with its share of perks.  The greatest of those was the sense of safety Yuke now enjoyed.  Surprisingly enough the clan welcomed her in with open arms.  The clan itself seemed to be its own little closed in community.  They had their own cooks, their own armorers, and their own blacksmiths.  It really reminded Yuke of the home she grew up in.  When she asked the name of the town they told her it was called Sting.  She thought this was a very curious name considering she was well within the walls of the lair belonging to the clan of the scorpion.  She did not care though, because this was to be her home now.
 
   ***
 
                 “We have a problem.  That clan of the snake is on the move.”  Upon hearing the news Gav, who had normally leaned back in his chair, fell backwards.  This was not welcome information to say the least.  “Do we even know where they are going?”  Another council member dared to ask.  Gestat looked at him and looked to the door.  “You can thank my new daughter for that.”  Over the next few hours they discussed in detail plans as well as concerns over what was to come.  Gestat did worry about what was going on with Yuke.  He did not wish to abandon her so soon after arriving, but he knew that it was necessary.  Upon leaving the meeting, Gestat set out immediately intent on finding Yuke and getting her set up in her new home.  It took awhile, but he found her getting a bite to eat at the mess hall.  “Come child, let us go home, and get settled in.”  They got home in time to meet her new mother and enjoy her new place for as long as it would last.
 
   ***
 
                 Kumo wasted no time; he figured the same tactic he used on the titan would work here.  The worm tried smashing down onto Kumo.  Luckily he was barely able to dodge it in time.  That did not faze the worm at all.  It was used to tunneling underground.  Suddenly it came up behind him.  There was not much reaction time, however.  It went down again, now with an arrow sticking out of its head.  Looking to the side Kumo saw Akane standing there with a bow in her right hand.  He nodded his thanks to her.  The worm emerged again, and it was now heading straight for her.  It moved quite fast for a worm.  Kumo looked around and started running for the stables.  He leaped onto the rear of a nearby horse.  The horse immediately started to gallop at full speed.  It did not take long at that point to catch up to the creature.  At that point Kumo stood on the back of the steed and leaped onto the worm’s backside.  Akane was busy keeping it at bay by firing one volley after another of her arrows at the worm.  Keeping it busy helped a lot though, because it allowed Kumo the ability to run up the length of the worm’s backside.  Grasping firmly on the back of the worm’s neck with his feet, Kumo pulled out his muramasa blade he had named hellbringer.  He rotated the sword so that the blade faced downward.  Finally he plunged it deep into the neck of the beast.  He then jumped sword in hand cutting the head off in the process.  The death worm fell instantly with Kumo still atop its body.  Kumo sat down on it in exhaustion.  Akane put the arrow away that rested in her hand.  Then a slight rumbling like a tremor started to occur.  Without warning the body of the headless worm lifted up with Kumo still on top.  He immediately fell back.  As he was plummeting to the ground, he was smacked hard by the tail of the creature.  As if the hit by the worm was not enough he smashed headfirst into a house and fell unconscious.  A loud screeching sound now erupted from inside the giant worm.  It was enough to send chills down Akane’s spine.  Then a new head protruded from the wound Kumo previously inflicted on the monster.  Apparently the death worm had the ability to regenerate parts of its own anatomy.  Kumo was right when he said a death worm was something to be feared.  Akane was in a dire situation.
 
   ***
 
                 The latest raid had been planned before Tokoyo had a chance to even know about it.  One thing was for certain morale was certainly up.  Simple farmers presented no real threat for his warriors.  Tokoyo had woken up with a strange feeling at the pit of his stomach that morning.  He found it hard to eat breakfast while it was there, and now he wished he had.  Already they were well on their way for this raid.  The distance seemed to be longer than they normally traveled.  When they got there things seemed a little too quiet to Tokoyo, which he did not think was a very good sign.  Slowly they walked into this particular village.  The last guy in the line fell dead, but no one noticed as they kept moving.  Tokoyo turned around and saw that five bodies lay behind them.  Something was not right about this whole raid.  He quickly stopped his horse and yelled out.  “Everyone take cover!”  Everybody moved quickly.  They found crates and buildings to hide behind.  Anything they could find they used.  Everything went quiet for a moment.  Then a thunderous rumbling sound from in front and behind them came rushing in.  Tokoyo dared to look up at both sides realizing they were surrounded.  Tokoyo did not know how he was to get out of this alive.  
 
   ***
 
   Akane was now staring down at a beast that at the very least probably wanted her dead.  Kumo had proven to the creature that they were not only a threat, but also a force to be reckoned with.  To top all that off she was now all alone.  The creature did not waste any time in its assault.  It dove into the ground and came fast in her direction.  Thinking quickly she dug a sword into the ground.  That maneuver did not work very well for her though.  The worm swerved around and came up behind Akane, which sent her flying.  She barely managed to tuck and roll as she landed.  It was a good thing as her katana hit the ground exactly where she had landed.  Without thinking she reached over and grabbed her katana.  She then started sprinting in the direction of some rocky terrain she had spotted.  The worm had felt her vibrations and was racing to her position.  Akane found what she was looking for.  It was a rocky cliff face.  Once there she jumped and somersaulted toward the wall of the cliff face.  The creature had made this his home for some while now meaning it knew this area better than anyone both above ground and beneath it.  It turned a 90° angle and tunneled its way to the surface.  Once it reached ground level it erupted from the sand like a geyser.  Once Akane pushed off from the rock face, she realized she was stuck between two immovable walls.  There were only two directions she could go, up or down.  Akane opted for the more sensible choice, up.  She flipped back and forth between the canyon wall and the body of the beast until she was on the head of the monster, which now seemed to glide up the side of the canyon as easily as it glided along the ground.  Once the worm got close enough to the top, Akane leaped off its head and onto the floor overlooking the canyon below.  Wasting no time, Akane took her katana, which she was now holding by the way, and placed it within both hands.  She turned around and did a giant back flip over the head of the creature.  As soon as she could she embedded her blade into the center of the creature.  She then just held onto the hilt of her katana and rode the slit she was cutting all the way down.  As she got closer to the bottom, she broke free of the worm.  Akane started plummeting downward almost in a freefall.  With little time left she put away her katana and looked for something to grasp onto.  There it was.  A tree branch seemed to appear out of nowhere.  Akane pulled out her bow and fired a rope arrow while descending.  The arrow stuck into the branch and Akane grabbed at the rope before it left her sight.  She swung with the rope under the branch.  At the end of her swing she somersaulted away from the canyon wall.  As she landed on her feet, she pulled at the rope, breaking the arrow she had fired at the branch.  After putting away the rope Akane started walking toward the mountain tower she had seen in her vision.  As she walked away, two giant chunks of meat and flesh fell behind her.  She stopped for a second and then continued walking.  Akane considered checking on Kumo and Luna, but they would only get in her way.  She needed to continue on alone.
 
   ***
 
                 Tokoyo was at a loss for words.  His clan had never been in this situation before.  He had no idea any other ninjas other than them had even existed.  Besides how would you battle a group that knew every tactic and every thought you could make before you made it?  Suddenly someone yelled out.  “I am not going down like some coward!”  He then pulled a katana out and charged the ninjas on one side.  Before he could think the man had six arrows protruding out his front side and three out of his back.  Just then Tokoyo got a brilliant idea.  He looked over at his commander, who also had the same brilliant idea.  Tokoyo nodded his approval.  Then he raised his hand.  One finger went up and then another, then finally his third finger went up.  Everyone in the clan had already removed a little metal ball from their belt pouch.  Once they received the signal from Tokoyo they threw them down onto the ground where they were at.  Suddenly a giant cloud of smoke and dust emanated from the ground where they were located.  The cloud spread enveloping the whole area.  This allowed Tokoyo the tactical advantage he needed.  He quickly split his forces and sent everyone after the archers.  Without being able to see they went down without any problems.  That seemed to be the only move they could make before the cloud of smoke disappeared.  Suddenly both sets of ninjas were embroiled in combat.  The sound of metal against metal echoed throughout the whole area.  Tokoyo was fighting for his life.  The majority of his forces were being overwhelmed by the sheer size of their superior numbers.  Way in the back Tokoyo almost thought that he caught a glimpse of a familiar face.  It was not much longer after, that Tokoyo and the ones that remained became too overwhelmed.  Their only survival meant that they had to surrender.  With multiple swords at his throat Tokoyo dropped his weapons.  Everyone else did the same.  That was it.  The clan of the snake was no more.
 
   ***
 
                 Akane was now more determined than ever before to walk a path of solitude.  It was made abundantly clear to her that she would not receive much aid from her friends.  She was not certain, but maybe they were sent to her to show her that point.  She quietly retrieved her steed, being very careful not to disturb the others.  Within an hour she was back en route to her destination.  After awhile Akane started to realize she was very hungry, really thirsty, and completely exhausted.  Just then she pulled out her drinking flask and drank the very last bit of water she had remaining.  About half way there her horse gave way, fell down, and would not get back up.  It died a few minutes later.  It saddened Akane, but she would not give in to despair, so she continued on.  Another quarter of the way, she could view the mountain tower cresting over the horizon.  From where Akane was it was a sight to behold.  Finally, upon seeing the sight of the mountain tower, Akane fell down and passed out from heat exhaustion.  It was during that sleep that Akane started having horrific visions again.  She dreamed of the distant past, of a woman who looked eerily similar to herself, and of dragons long since gone from this world.  Then it switched to the not so distant past, of Sukenyo’s betrayal, of her own father’s demise, and of the death of her mother.  Lastly she got a glimpse of what must have been the future, of a crystal, a tree, and finally an image of nothing.  Then she awoke, in front of her a cave opening that resembled an evil face.  The way in was the mouth that sported an evil grin.  “So this is K’thais Maw!”  She spoke aloud to herself.  Without hesitation, she ventured into the devil’s mouth.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
   Fateful Meeting
 
    
 
   Kumo was the first to wake up from the death worm ordeal.  He felt like he was in a severe amount of pain.  He was not sure, but he thought he might have cracked a rib or two.  It was not until he tried to stand that he realized the extent of his injuries.  A broken leg would not get him very far.  He would have to risk it though.  He knew the approximate location of Luna, but he had no clue as to where the death worm and Akane had gone to.  First he would need to stabilize his leg.  He did not know much about healing, but that much he was certain of.  He quickly found two sticks that were long enough.  He attached one to his leg and used the other as a brace to stand with.  He slowly made his way to Luna.  He must have almost stumbled three to four times on the way there.  Upon arriving he noticed Luna to be in some kind of trance.  Kumo decided to wait around.  Besides what else was he to do?  Finally after having waited around for almost an hour, she came out of her trance.  Not only that, but she seemed as spry as a spring chicken.  She did not seem to be hurt at all.  After that she stretched, and then she realized Kumo was right there.  “Are you quite done?  We need to find Akane.  Luna noticed him struggling and felt awful.  She did not say a thing to Kumo.  She simply lifted her finger and a light shone.  Kumo started screaming in agony.  A minute later it was over.  During the pain Kumo must have dropped his walking stick, and once it was over he realized he had no need of it.  All of the broken bones in his body were instantly repaired.  He was amazed.  He looked at her.  “What?  You would have slowed us down.”  He again glanced at her and she again responded.  “Do not worry about it.  It was a simple spell.”  He quickly unfastened his splint and they were off following the path the death worm had left.  It ended at the canyon where they saw the two halves of the giant worm.  Luna was surprised.  “I did not realize Akane had such skill.”  Kumo responded.  “Neither did I.”  Knowing full well the direction she was headed.  They packed their things as well as the stuff Akane had left behind and followed in pursuit of her.
 
   ***
 
   Akane descended down the steps with lots of trepidation.  The rune had placed into her mind the location of where she needed to go, but none of what to expect once she got there.  About twenty to thirty steps down Akane realized she would have to backtrack up those same stairs to find a way to light her path.  It had gotten too dark to see where she was going.  It did not take her long to descend those stairs once she had fashioned herself a workable torch.  At the bottom of the stairs there was a door that creaked as she opened it.  As she entered she wished she had not.  Upon looking around Akane noticed several human skeletons in various forms of decay.  Amongst the rubble she also spotted what appeared to be two feline skeletons.  The smell that permeated the whole room was completely overwhelming.  It was the smell of death.  It took a little while for Akane to regain her composure.  After that she looked up to notice another door on the opposite side of the room.  She quickly made her way there all the while hoping the smell would not be so bad on the other side.  She would be wrong.  Stepping into the next room Akane found herself hanging onto a ledge for her life.  She was not prepared for the big hole that surrounded most of this room.  It appeared that time had decayed the floor out in this part of the room.  As important as this was, Akane was starting to question as to whether or not it was smart to leave Kumo and Luna behind, because now she found herself in a real predicament.  She managed to climb up out of the deep chasm.  Stumbling around she managed to find her torch that she had dropped.  She had gotten lucky that it had not gone out yet.  Slowly she scooted along the outside wall, being very careful not to step back into the hole.  Once she had gotten past the hole she steadied herself as she noticed a big long passageway.  It was littered with even more corpses and skeletons.  She still found it very hard to stay alert.  Akane realized that this passageway seemed to go on for quite a while.  About halfway down the tunnel Akane noticed something peculiar about her torch.  It was now starting to flicker.  It did not take much longer beyond that for it to completely go out.  This was not good as it left her in an even more vulnerable position than she had been in previously.  Akane did not have much of a choice, so she continued forward.  The darkness of the area made her as blind as a bat, but she dealt with it.  She finally ran into another door eventually.  The other side of the door was not dark.  In fact she spotted two of the ninjas that Sukenyo must have left behind to guard this giant chamber room.  Akane silently sneaked her way behind them as they were not expecting anyone.  Akane slid each of her katanas into their necks.  Just then she noticed something out of the corner of her eye.  She made her way even farther across the room to a chamber cell where a dead body lay positioned very awkwardly.  The only thing still recognizable was the rags that adorned its still lifeless body.  Akane knew who it was, though it did not make any sense to her.  It was her mother.
 
   ***
 
   After being forced to awaken by a big stick needlessly swung onto the back of his head, Tokoyo was none too happy.  Once he came to, he realized where he was and remembered what had transpired.  This did not do much to brighten his mood.  Apparently he had been cramped in a cage with five other guys.  This was not even suitable for a dog to live in.  Tokoyo then looked back.  There were ten more cages just like the one he was in trailing behind him.  That meant only about fifty out of three hundred ninjas survived the trap.  “Out you miserable piles of dung!”  The jailer yelled out.  They were all rushed out of their cages and lined up and chained to some horses.  No one was crazy enough to dare an escape, save one.  He did not last very long before an arrow found its home into his neck.  The trip through the desert was long and grueling.  These fifty ninjas had gone from being master assassins to petty slaves.  It was not a very welcome transformation as far as Tokoyo was concerned.  By day they were pulled along by horses, and by night they rested in the cages.  One time one of the prisoners decided to argue with the jailor about how they were being treated.  They did not kill him, but he sure wish they had.  They bound his feet to the back of a horse and rode him for miles.  When he returned he could not walk, he had to be carried.  This continued on for nearly a week with the grueling march, the agonizing torment, and the sleepless nights.  After the horse incident no one dared speak out again for fear of the same reprisal.  Finally they arrived at a town.  No one so much as even glanced in their direction, no one except one little girl, who actually spit in Tokoyo’s direction.  Tokoyo recognized the girl.  It was the very same one he had saved from the massacre.  “Oh!  What a tangled web we weave.”  Tokoyo spoke aloud.  “Did you say something, sir?”  The fellow slave from behind asked.  Tokoyo simply nodded at him to stay quiet.  He could not believe the turn of events.  Everything was starting to make perfect sense now.  Unfortunately it was too late now to do anything about it.  They continued on past the town and into the main encampment.  When they got there they were rushed to the guard tower, and straight to the dungeon below.  There they stayed for two days before someone came and delivered a bucket of slop.  It was gone rather quickly.  Another week passed with a new bucket arriving every other day.  At the end of that week someone arrived looking for their leader.  They wasted no time pointing him out in the hope for some real food.  Tokoyo left with them.  He really had no choice now.  He had walked straight out of the frying pan and into the fire so to speak.
 
   ***
 
   Digging a grave inside a cavern is not an easy task, especially when that person is wearing medium weight body armor.  Akane handled it just fine though.  Akane seemed particularly distracted by what she was doing, but considering who she was burying, it was understandable.  During the process of burying her mother, Akane nicked her finger on the wooden part of the shovel.  She quickly placed the remains in the hole and filled it in with a pile of dirt.  She then placed a marker there so that she should have no problem retrieving them to rebury her in the proper location, back home.  At this point Akane wished that her mother was still here.  She could have given her some worthwhile advice.  Akane knew that it was not good to dwell on such things.  Genma often reminded her of that in his teachings to her.  Her duty was to keep to the task at hand.  That meant finding Sukenyo and slashing his throat, an objective Akane was finding very difficult to achieve.  When she was finished with that, she decided to look around some.  Maybe she could get some bearing on where she would need to go next.  Upon doing just that she noticed some strange symbols etched into the walls of this room.  Closer inspection of these etchings revealed that they were an exact match with those found on the rune at the ninja encampment.  The pictograms etched onto the walls made absolutely no sense to Akane.  There was a picture of a dragon, an animal thought to be long extinct, and another picture showed six people holding six stones and pointing them toward the light.  The third and final picture Akane recognized was of a tree with a doorway hidden in the trunk.  There were other markings, but none that Akane could figure out.  A little further inside the room she spotted an antechamber.  Inside she saw a stone table with a rather large needle dangling above it.  Akane had to wonder if this was the same table her father had rescued her mother from being sacrificed on.  Now was not the time to be worried about that.  She needed to get back on Sukenyo’s track.  She started to walk toward the exit.  Suddenly she lost a drop of blood from the finger she cut earlier.  The droplet got sucked into a hole on the floor.  Then the walls, where the pictograms were, lit up a bright red.  They then instantly turned amber then became a bright white light.  The light then seemed to draw a line that led straight to where Akane was standing.  The light then drew a circle around her, which engulfed her entire body in an almost florescent brightness.  Suddenly Akane was lifted off the ground.  Her eyes turned completely white.  A massive amount of images flashed into her mind.  When it was done only one image remained in her mind.  As well as a dread feeling of what would happen if the wrong person obtained what she would have to seek.  Looking up toward the walls she noticed now that they were completely blank.  It was as if nothing had ever been there.  All that remained in the other room was the stone table.  The needle was also nowhere to be found.  Suddenly, Akane noticed movement in the shadows, and out stepped a bald-headed man with a goatee and a ponytail of blue hair protruding from his bald head.  “So we finally meet, Akane!”  The man spoke out.  She instantly pulled out both of her katanas and screamed.  “Sukenyo!!!”
 
   ***
 
   This was his third day of being tortured.  All of the pressure was starting to get to Tokoyo.  He could not stand in for Sukenyo any longer.  He was nowhere near as ruthless as Sukenyo was.  He had been deprived of food for those three days now, and the only water he could find dripped from the ceiling.  It must have been from when it last poured rain.  He was chained by his hands and his feet.  There was very little he could do except maybe manage one step.  Suddenly out of nowhere Tokoyo heard a door shut, and then footsteps.  He tried opening his eyes to see the same goliath of a man standing right in front of him.  “Enough!”  Tokoyo screamed.  “Let me talk to your boss.”  The man looked at Tokoyo perplexed.  “Why should I do that?”  He questioned.  “Just tell him I shall give him everything.”  The man left and did not return that day.  The following morning he returned, and this time there was another man with him.  That man began to speak.  “What possible reason should I trust anything the great Sukenyo has to say?”  Tokoyo opened his mouth.  “Because I am not Sukenyo!”  Gestat took a step back.  He was now in shock.  He should have known better.  There was no way he could have snared Sukenyo so easily.  “If it is Sukenyo you are after I am afraid you are going to have to wait in line.”  Gestat thought for a moment.  “Then what could you possibly have to offer me?”  Tokoyo paused just a moment and then responded.  “Nothing much short of an army.”  Tokoyo thought that now he had the upper hand.  “I already have your army and what would I do with a bunch of cutthroats?”  Tokoyo’s mood sunk.  “First of all, I can make it so that they are loyal to you.”  Gestat raised an eyebrow.  “They are loyal to me now, and I pledge myself to be loyal to you.”  Gestat replied back.  “Let me think on this.”  Then he left.  Tokoyo had no idea how he was to read the situation, but he knew that this was the only way out of his current dilemma.  Meanwhile Gestat sat in solitude in his private quarters contemplating the day’s events.  It was not until Yuke came home and voiced her opinion on the situation that Gestat finally could make his decision.  The following evening a door opened to the chamber holding Tokoyo.  Two hooded men came walking into his cell.  The first one pulled out some keys and unchained Tokoyo.  As solemn as the man was, Tokoyo had guessed he was probably marching toward his death.  That same man put away his keys and unsheathed his axe.  Tokoyo gulped.  The second man set down his axe and pulled out another hood that looked exactly like the ones they were wearing.  He then placed it onto Tokoyo’s head.  They walked out of the cells.  They seemed like they were walking quite a ways.  They then started walking up some stairs and right up to some doors.  The two men then opened the doors and pushed Tokoyo inside.  All he could see was a solitary light.  Tokoyo with nothing left to lose simply walked toward that light.  Suddenly the rest of the room lit up.  Looking around Tokoyo noticed twelve people lined up.  At the center of all of them was Gestat.  Tokoyo noticed one thing.  Without any kind of advocate there, this would not be a trial.  He gulped again.  This would either be a sentencing or an execution.
 
   ***
 
   She ran after him with a sort of fury and intensity that just moments before she did not have.  Akane swung at him overhead from the right side.  Sukenyo easily dodged the attack.  She spun and came back again from the left, this time with both blades.  Sukenyo was amazed at the speed at which that young girl moved.  She seemed to move even faster than he did.  Only one other person ever moved that fast.  Sukenyo was suddenly gashed across the chest.  Losing himself in thought during a sword fight had very real consequences for Sukenyo.  He fell back and rolled instantly.  He picked up the katana he dropped and barely blocked Akane’s swing.  She did not hesitate.  She came at him again by way of his legs.  Sukenyo had to do something soon.  His single sword strategy was not working very well against her two handed technique.  He grasped his sword with both hands.  He swung at the one in her left arm.  It did not break the katana, yet instead it sent it flying right out of her hand.  Sukenyo now saw his disadvantage turned around.  Akane did not let this dissuade her from pressing her attack.  She swung from the side again.  Sukenyo’s sword matched hers this time.  They started parrying one another blow for blow.  Her fighting style seemed very similar to her father’s.  Sukenyo did not think it was a possibility that she had been trained, but even that now was a certainty.  Sukenyo looked at her and noticed a fire in her eyes that seethed with hatred.  Sukenyo knew that she meant to kill him, but then so many people did.  Akane continued the onslaught striking at Sukenyo blow for blow.  None of this really had a serious effect on him.  Akane’s ordeal with the worm as well as the energy drain from that strange light had her severely weakened.  Akane again charged at Sukenyo diving toward him at the last second.  She had her sword pointed at him.  He easily dodged the attack.  This took the fight out of the mountain and into the open.  Sukenyo easily dodged the attack.  This took the fight out of the mountain and into the open.  Sukenyo was becoming frustrated, so he was the first to break the silence.  “Look girl.  I will let you go.  All I need is the information you now know.”  He was interrupted by another strike.  “Who are you kidding?  You destroy everything you touch.”  Akane then tried sweeping Sukenyo’s legs.  He jumped up to avoid it.  He barely missed the strike aimed at his waste.  Sukenyo had decided that this was enough.  He started slashing at Akane in an x pattern.  Each blow delivered more force than the last.  Akane could not keep up with the sheer strength behind those blows.  She was knocked down.  Sukenyo started walking towards her thinking he had won.  Without warning a giant wall of flame erupted, from the ground, separating Akane from Sukenyo.  Both of her blades, the one she was holding as well as the one she dropped suddenly flew through the air.  Akane was pulled away from the sight by some very angry friends.  Sukenyo yelled out.  “YOU CANNOT RUN!  I WILL FIND YOU!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
   Predators and Prey
 
    
 
   Akira got woken up early this day.  It was much earlier than he was used to.  Life as a slave had not been so bad once he got where he was going.  The couple to which he belonged to treated Akira more as a son than as a servant.  Part of that must have been because they had never been able to conceive a child before.  This particular morning he was woken up at the crack of dawn.  He was then rushed through his day’s work.  They had not said anything to him, which was odd, but it did not really matter to him anyway.  Doing what they required was the least Akira could do, since they took him in.  The day’s chores had been accomplished by early morning, and now he had little left to do for the day.  After his breakfast had been eaten, he was then rushed into his cage that had been made up for traveling.  They then left within the hour.  Akira was rather worn out from being woken up so early, and he passed out rather quickly.  It was later in the day when he regained consciousness.  “Where are we off to?”  Akira dared to ask.  “Never you mind boy.”  His adoptive father responded.  This man was the very same slaver who had acquired him long ago.  The rest of the trip was indeed long and quiet.  It was maybe a few hours later that he finally discovered their destination.  They had made it to the great city of Sezaria.  Looking around Akira saw many marvels.  Great pillars made of gold adorned every building.  Salesmen and women of everything from armor and weapons to food of some kind lined the streets.  Statues honoring what appeared to be great warriors were seen on every corner.  They had already stopped and had entered the main gates of the city where he had been removed from his cage and collared.  It was explained to him that it was the rules in this particular city by his own adoptive mother.  They had walked toward the center of town to a very large building.  Crowds were adorning the location in lines.  Akira watched as the slaver bought tickets to the main event.  The arena he now sat in was huge.  There were more people crammed into this one place than Akira had seen in his whole life.  Akira could not locate a single empty seat.  His very own idea of this event did not hinder the excitement he felt at the wonderment of it.  Just then someone from across the stadium stood up and spoke.  His voice echoed as if it was a loud boom.  “Friends, future participants, and lest I forget the greatest of them all, you the spectators, welcome to the arena!  Today’s event brings you two of the greatest warriors of our time.  Julio the magnificent, the destroyer of worlds, and champion ten times of this very arena is first and foremost.  Today he shall not fight off against one of his own, but he will fight alongside his colleague.  This companion to the arena, while not a champion per se, is a competitor nonetheless.   I give you the impaler of beasts, the slayer of dragons, and the defiler of demons, Ivanov the terrible.”  As quick as his speech was finished, the two men entered the arena swords in hand.  They had almost nothing else.  Then the giant lizard showed.  It looked as huge as a tyrannosaurus and as ferocious as one too.  The two men started immediately hacking and slashing.  They fought like they were giants waging a war.  The great beast had fallen by the end of it, but not before it had taken the life of Ivanov.  Julio was then escorted out.  Akira was excited by everything.  His owner was excited at what he had heard as well.  The wife seemed sad though and distant.  It was on the way out that Akira was taken from behind.  When he awoke, he noticed he had been stripped of everything short of his loincloth.  It was while he had been knocked out that his thoughts had gone to his sister Akane.  When he awoke again he noticed a new cage and a new owner.  The new owner came complete with a ferocious attitude and a whip for enforcing discipline.  “Where am I?”  He dared to ask.  He was then struck from behind.  “Gladiators do not speak unless instructed to."  Akira was in shock.  His path to becoming a warrior had taken a most interesting turn.  
 
   ***
 
   Chojiro had been a man of vision once, and that was about eighteen years ago.  It was even before the decimation of the great samurai order.  He had dreams and aspirations of becoming a samurai, the same as his father and his father’s father.  He had come to another village, and his time here would need to be brief.  Chaos and ruin seemed to follow the man everywhere he went.  Ever since he saved that young girl from drowning, his dreams had become very disturbing.   Fires had often broken out in the places that he slept.  Lastly a strange feeling had crept over him any time he had wanted to stop for good.  It was as if some strange force was pushing the man forward.  If he did not know better he would swear he was being hunted.  He walked in and went straight for the inn.  The barkeep looked up from where he was.  “Can I help you sir?”  Chojiro almost felt guilty about what it was he was doing, but he did not care.  “I need some food and a room.”  The food he was now eating was not exactly gourmet, but it would sustain him.  He then headed up to the room, and laid down on his bed.  Sometime by early morning he was awakened by fire.  “Not again.”  He cried out.  He ran out of the building to watch as it burned to the ground.  Time and time again this had happened to him.  After looking around to see that the owner and his wife were ok, he started to leave.  Then he heard the wife scream out about her baby.  He ran back into the fire and retrieved it for her.  He then left before something else occurred.  It seemed a horrible price to pay for seeking shelter.  He had heard rumors of another class of samurai being recruited and trained.  He knew of the location where the rejects would be found.  Maybe they would take him in.  He did not dare go to the actual samurai themselves.  They would simply cut his head off thinking he was cursed.  Again he was heading off in that direction.  It took a few more days and he finally made it to the town he knew of.  He noticed a bustling thriving town full of people.  This was something quite different from what he remembered.  Walking around, he was quite amazed at what he saw.  Chojiro’s first order of business would be to not deviate from his routine.  This meant finding some food and some lodging.  That did not take long since he had been here years before.  He noticed something peculiar when he arrived at this usual inn.  The name on the sign had changed.  It now read The Dragon’s Lair.  It used to read The Lonely Harlot, meaning this was where to go if one wanted to get himself into trouble.  Chojiro shrugged his shoulders and went inside.  It did not appear any different to him from the inside.  Even the food tasted the same to him.  Chojiro then got himself a room for the night.  That night he slept like a babe for the first time in a while.  At least until half the night was over.  He heard a door open.  Thinking it was nothing more than the maid service he simply turned over, until he heard more than one set of footsteps.  He then opened his eyes to see thirteen men dressed in black.  They wasted no time in gagging him and tying him up.  He then left the room, but he was not in the same condition he was when he arrived.  When he awoke the next day he noticed he was in a cage in a cavern.  Whoever was after him had finally caught up to him.
 
   ***
 
   Sukenyo was furious.  How dare someone come between him and his prey.  After his anger seethed away, Sukenyo managed to gain control of his emotions.  Someone was going to pay for this and he knew exactly who it was going to be.  He immediately hopped up onto his giant pet cray and headed in a northwest direction straight for home.  He needed to get back to his search for Akane, but he was not going to tolerate any more interference.  It took about an hour before he reached the little hamlet he used to call home.  He walked straight in toward the center of town, found the first person he could and stabbed him in the stomach.  The man fell dead instantly.  It would seem that everyone in this town was now paying full attention to this man.  This was exactly what Sukenyo wanted.  He then proceeded directly to the local inn and walked straight up to the owner.  “Where is she?”  Sukenyo demanded to know.  The innkeeper shrugged his shoulders, and because of that Sukenyo lifted the man up with one arm while cutting his head off with the other.  The room fell silent.  Even the local guards were no match for Sukenyo.  It was like fighting the devil himself.  They did not stand a chance while Sukenyo waded through body after body.  “Enough!”  A voice yelled out from behind him.  “I think you have proven your point.  I am here.”  The strange woman raised her hands and he went flying through the wall of the inn to the outside.  Sukenyo picked himself up and dusted himself off, but by the time he had accomplished that she was right in front of him again holding his throat with her bare hands.  “I should have cut you out while you were still in the womb.”  By this time Sukenyo’s face was starting to turn red as he was gasping for air.  He had to think quickly because Shellindra, the head witch of the order, was out for his blood.  He grasped for his dagger and used it to stab at her hand with it.  He barely managed to accomplish this task before he passed out from the lack of oxygen.  She instantly let go of him and withdrew immediately.  Sukenyo was not done with her though, because he reached in his pocket and removed from it a rock that held special symbols on it.  It started to radiate a white glowing light.  Shellindra held out her hand and flames engulfed her entire body.  She then pointed her finger directly at him.  The flames then left her body and focused in her one hand before shooting out towards Sukenyo.  They then withered away just as they reached him.  Because of this Shellindra became perplexed.  Sukenyo held out his hand as he walked towards her with a katana in his other hand.  “How did you get that?”  She asked.  He remained silent while stabbing her in the stomach.  As she fell down, he tossed the rock onto her body.  “Father gave it to me, and he sends his regards, Mother.”  Sukenyo walked away leaving her like a wounded animal, unable to heal itself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
   Forgotten Memories
 
    
 
                 Tokoyo felt all alone in the situation he had been placed in.  He had not asked for any of this to happen to him, and now people that he did not really know were sitting down to judge him.  The man on the left was the first to speak.  “We know you are not Sukenyo, but that you are in fact Tokoyo, a man that had been placed in that position by another ninja looking to keep an eye on Sukenyo.  Does that about sum up what you know?”  Tokoyo was in shock.  He could not believe what he was hearing.  How could this man know these details, when Tokoyo himself had not divulged this information?  Seeing that Tokoyo had been placed in this state of shock, Gestat spoke out.  “Kumo had passed through this way.  He was right where you are at.”  Tokoyo seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.  “Kumo seemed to place a great amount of faith in you.  My hope is that he was not misled.”  Tokoyo nodded his head.  Gestat again spoke out.  “It is the decision of this tribunal that we will abide by your words.  If Kumo trusts you, then we have little choice but to do the same.  If you can provide this army, perhaps we can take Sukenyo down.”  Tokoyo thought for a moment, and wondered what part of this would be bad for him.  Sukenyo would be taken care of and Tokoyo could perhaps have a normal life.  That same evening, after the event of the trial, Tokoyo was taken to a different room.  When he got there, he noticed all of the other ninjas that had arrived with him, all of them except one.  When Tokoyo asked about it, he was told that the man had tried to escape.  Then the topic turned toward Tokoyo and where he had been.  He informed them of everything that had happened as well as the events of the last couple of days.  He even got around to the deal he had struck with Gestat.  One of the ninjas questioned it.  “So will our clan still exist once this war is over?”  Tokoyo thought for a moment how best to answer.  “No.  Our clan and theirs are to integrate into one, and those that cannot exist peaceably must be eliminated.”  Everyone was in shock, but understandably.  No one really questioned the edict even though they all just knew what it was.  It was what it had to be.  Tokoyo interjected one more thought to everyone.  “The clan of the snake must die.”  They all nodded their heads in agreement.  That night’s rest was well received by Tokoyo.  He had not gotten much of it while he was in that dungeon.  The following morning Tokoyo and the rest of them were retrieved and taken to the fire pits.  Tokoyo ended up having to undergo the exact same trial Kumo had taken.  Luckily for him, though, he did not have to fight anyone.  Just like Kumo, by the end of it, he had two markings on him.  One was of a snake and the other was of a scorpion.  As soon as the ritual was complete, Gestat wasted no time.  He took Tokoyo and found two of his top lieutenants.  They headed out that exact same day into the desert toward the snake’s pit.  It was the home of Tokoyo’s ninja encampment.  
 
   ***
 
                 Akane was furious.  She had not spoken to either Kumo or Luna for about three days.  When one of them tried to speak with her, she would turn and glare at them.  Finally at the end of the third day she broke her silence.  “Do either of you even know where we are going?”  Luna shrugged her shoulders.  Kumo answered quickly.  “To the nearest town we can find.  That is if you still wish for us to take down Sukenyo.”  Akane shot him another glance.  “He would be dead now if you two had not interfered!”  Luna spoke up.  “Is that what you think?”  Akane looked perplexed.  Luna touched Akane, who then went into some kind of trance.  Instantly she was shown the complete overview of the fight.  She had not realized she had been fighting a losing battle the entire time.  When Akane came out of it, Kumo spoke up.  “We need some supplies to continue.”  Akane agreed.  While they had been walking for days, it would be another couple of days before they would find any place to go.  They finally found a small town to enter, but getting there gave all three of them an instant feeling of unease.  As they walked down the street they were stared at with an almost hated expression by everyone that noticed them.  Kumo had to curb an overwhelming desire to kick someone’s teeth in.  He could not stand the looks that were being made towards them.  Akane had the same sense of anger.  The only one of the three of them that seemed to be under control was Luna, but she appeared as if she were under some kind of trance.  Even so they continued on further into town, until they arrived at an inn of some sort.  It looked rather run down considering how many people resided here.  In fact, the whole town seemed that way.  They stopped where they were, and Luna opened her eyes.  “We need not linger here.  We should keep moving.”  Luna said.  Akane shot her an almost questioning glare.  “Never mind!”  Luna responded.  “Enough guys I think I need to go in alone.  We are here for rest and supplies.  I think we should get it and get out of here, before something else bad happens.”  Kumo became quiet, dismounted from his horse, and went inside.  A couple of minutes went by and Akane and Luna started speaking with one another.  Toward the end of their conversation something rather peculiar came up.  “Did you notice any women or children here?”  Luna asked Akane.  She thought for a second before responding.  “Now that you mention it, no I have not.”  Suddenly Akane noticed the air having become thin and a bit stale.  Also the noise level seemed to have disappeared.  Suddenly without notice the wall next to them exploded.  The source of the explosion was Kumo.  He lay on the ground not moving a single muscle.  Akane wasted no time.  She instantly drew her blades, and turned around.  She and Luna were surrounded by about thirty men, each of them welding a katana in one hand.
 
   ***
 
                 Sukenyo could not believe the audacity of these ‘kids’.  She was his prey, and again fire had removed him from that which he meant to take down.  Not only that, but he had lost their trail.  Somehow, something magical had to be masking it from him.  He had hoped killing his mother would aid in his predicament.  It had been a difficult enough task trekking back to the mountain tower to try to reignite his pursuit.  One thing was for certain though, this girl was resourceful.  Sukenyo knew for sure that he would need assistance, magical assistance.  Sukenyo grabbed his things, and started ascending the mountain tower.  It had not taken him very long to locate the rope he had used to climb down.  His climb was rather quickened, as he now had some renewed purpose.  A sense of urgency now overwhelmed him.  Now that Akane had that vision it would not take her long to find the crystal.  When he got to the top his pet cray was still sitting there feeding.  Sukenyo was in a hurry.  He wasted no time in knocking over the bowl and hopping atop the bird.  Immediately they took to flight.  Without a lead or any tracks to follow, Sukenyo seemed to be out of options.  They left and set their destination northeast, back into the belly of the desert.
 
   ***
 
                 The journey towards the snake’s pit had been long indeed.  Tokoyo had not relished this trip.  He was now starting to feel like a traitor, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized the truth of things.  Perhaps he was always meant to be a traitor, even before Kumo had tasked him with that inevitable responsibility.  Now he finds out that Kumo was in with this group as well.  It seemed as if he had his hands in everything.  The group seemed like they were in no hurry.  They would stop when they needed to, and at night they would camp.  Tokoyo thought the behavior seemed a bit strange.  Maybe he was just not used to it.  It took a little longer than it normally would have, but they made it just outside the encampment.  Towards the front entrance on either side lie the lookout towers, and inside each of these a sentry was posted.  Tokoyo knew that the movement inside these towers was not a good thing.  Unfortunately for them they had been discovered.  He did as much as he could to inform Gestat of their mistake.  His answer to that was to send Tokoyo in alone.  Hopefully they would recognize him as their leader.  By now, though, they would already have a new leader, and Kumo coming back alone would signify cowardice.  Gestat knew all of this and sent him anyway.  As he got to the gates, they did not open for him.  In the distance Gestat was watching everything as it unfolded.  Tokoyo did not ask for this, but he was not about to let something as simple as some closed doors destroy him.  He knew about another entrance.  He only hoped that he was the only one aware of it.  He went around to the side of the building, which really made Gestat curious.  Then he just disappeared from sight.  Going down the old tunnel he knew of meant remembering old memories of events long past.  He especially remembered one of a death he wished he could forget.  Once he was inside Tokoyo took instantly to looking for something to light his path.  On the ground next to his foot lay part of a femur, the leg bone of a skeleton, and a rag.  He immediately went to wrapping the bone with the rag he had located, and then he looked for a way to light it.  Now with a torch firmly in hand, Tokoyo walked down the long passageway.  The whole idea of this was real heart wrenching to Tokoyo.  He had absolutely no clue as to how he was going to be received.  About halfway through his light started to flicker.  Tokoyo could feel some air.  He looked up to notice twenty to thirty bats staring at him.  It was a terrifying image to say the least.  They made some loud pitch squeals as they buzzed him.  Tokoyo dove to the ground, losing his torch in the process.  Tokoyo did not know what to do, so he pulled out his dagger and started waving it erratically.  He must have gotten one or two as he noticed a couple of them lying dead on the ground.  To make matters worse his torch, now laying on the ground in front of him, had gone out.  Tokoyo fumbled for his torch until he got a hold of it again.  Even though it had been located right in front of him, it was pitch black without any light to guide him.  Tokoyo had thought it strange some bats had taken residence in the old passageway.  Nevertheless he crawled forward anyway.  He did this until he was sure he was clear of the bats.  Once there he sat down, relit his torch, and continued on his way.  When he rounded his last corner, he noticed that he had started an ascent.  This must have meant he was nearing an end.  He was right as he had found some doors that led to a brush.  Upon exiting the brush, Tokoyo found ten swords pointed right at his neck.
 
   ***
 
                 Akane exploded into a frenzy of sword movements.  First she had knocked a couple of blades out of her way by hitting them with the hilts of her swords while she drew them out.  Having caught a quick glance at her attackers, Akane noticed they seemed lost.  That did nothing, however, to dissuade her from defending herself.  The sheer numbers were overwhelming.  That did not matter to her, because her vengeance meant everything to her.  That meant she had to survive.  Losing herself in thought almost cost her, her head, as she looked up to see a katana coming straight for it.  She quickly batted it away with the katana in her right hand.  She then flipped the katana in her left hand so that it faced downward.  Using it, she now forced the attacker’s katana into the ground.  She then used the blade’s hilt to knock him down.  Next she started using her double direction technique to keep the hordes of men at bay.  It seemed to be working for now at least.  Luna also did not hesitate.  She was not quite used to the violence that seemed to follow them, however she was getting used to it.  She pulled out her staff, which she had received from Shellindra herself.  Being of a lightweight form of metal, Luna was able to swing it quite easily.  It also had the capability of channeling her magic.  This led to some fierce attacks.  Each blow from her staff knocked her foes down, but not out.  They continued to swarm her.  Frustrated, Luna raised her staff in the air.  Suddenly a great flash of light erupted from the head of her staff.  Then like a gust of wind, all the assailants flew back.  This did not stop them, but it did slow them down.  Then like a revelation from out of nowhere, she started to piece together the puzzle that had been eluding her.  Something was not right, and it had not been right for a long while.  A hole then had erupted from the ground they had been fighting on.  Fire burned around the outside edge of the hole.  It was in the shape of a pentagram.  Then some monster had started to rise up out of the hole.  While Akane was guessing at what it was, Luna did not need to guess.  She knew exactly what the creature was.  It was a demon of the lower plane.
 
   ***
 
                 Tokoyo had walked out of one situation, and had clearly gotten himself into another.  Except this time he was alone in this.  He had been captured and his weapon confiscated.  He was then led to a room with only one door.  “What the hell is the meaning of this?”  Tokoyo yelled out.  They did not respond, instead they simple ignored him and left.  Fuming with anger, Tokoyo thrashed about his room before wearing himself out to the point where he had to calm himself down.  Later that night the door to the room creaked open.  In walked a shadowy figure.  The man walked to the bed that stayed in that room, drew his sword, and stabbed it right into the center of the bed.  Suddenly out of nowhere something grabbed the man from behind.  Being choked the man had no choice but to drop his katana.  He fought as best he could, however it was not long before he succumbed to his own weakness and fell dead to the floor.  Tokoyo was the victor this time because of his own ingenuity.  He quickly reached for the katana and cut the man’s head clean off.  He then buried the head, so that no one could identify the body.  He walked to the open door and noticed a guard behind it.  He stabbed the guard in the head through the small opening in the door.  Tokoyo dragged him into the cell, locked the door, and broke the key.  This would not allow anyone to enter that room, or so he hoped.  He hurried along the corridor to the exit.  Tokoyo had a pretty good idea of where he was at.  He turned a couple of corners and heard some footsteps.  Quickly he flattened himself up against a wall.  As the person turned the corner he found himself impaled in the stomach with a katana.  He went down without a fight.  He grabbed the shuriken the man was holding and continued on.  As he neared the exit, he noticed a host of ninjas waiting for him.  This route would not be good for him.  He doubled back to the previous corridor.  He then opened a door that he had already passed seconds before.  Inside was a ladder that he quickly climbed to get to the main level.  Tokoyo was starting to feel like he was trapped in a maze he had helped to engineer.  He opened another door to another corridor.  Before exiting the room he scanned his surroundings to make sure he was in the clear.  This hall only went in one direction.  When he felt like it was safe to continue on, he headed out not knowing what to expect.  He was starting to wonder if Sukenyo was back, but he quickly dismissed that thought from his brain.  He opened the only other door in this hall and found an empty throne room.  It was the very same one Sukenyo had built to instill fear amongst the clan.  As he made his way to the center of the room, another person came out from behind the throne.  “So the fly returns to the web.  You know I am surprised you are still alive.  I went out of my way to send you into that little trap, but I can see you need me to finish this personally.”  He then removed his katana.  Tokoyo looked up and spoke.  “Ryu!  I should have known.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
   Shattered Illusions
 
    
 
                 Kumo woke up to some quiet surroundings and again some excruciating pain.  It took a couple of minutes to get his bearings, but he still was not sure of what had happened to him.  It was then that he realized that Luna and Akane were missing as well as the entire town.  This time, however there did not seem to be a single trace of evidence as to where they had gone.  Standing up seemed to work, though it did take some effort.  It seemed as if the very same spell Luna had enacted to protect them from Sukenyo’s pursuit may very well have doomed them all.  Now was not the time for all of that.  Kumo figured he had best search around the town.  Most of the places he looked into, he did not find anything useful.  After a couple of hours of nothing, Kumo was starting to get frustrated, until he decided that he should go to that inn and relax a little as well as collect his thoughts.  When he walked in he saw something totally unexpected to him.  It was an open door with some stairs and a light.  The stairs appeared to lead downward.  Where they led to, Kumo had no idea.  He was hearing a lot of strange sounds, like people that were in some pain of a sort.  As he pressed further in, he noticed cells that did not seem to hold any type of person per se, yet they obviously had some kind of use.  They did display some form of a barrier.  It almost seemed magical in nature.  As of right now, though, it was not anything he needed to concern himself with.  His focus needed to remain on the task at hand.  He even questioned whether he was on the right route.  It was a valid concern, because he was only following the one lead he had.  After passing the cells, Kumo found himself suddenly attacked by a giant ferocious three headed dog.  As if one head was not bad enough.  It was taking every bit of strength Kumo had to keep the animal from biting his head clean off.  He used his foot to kick the beast between the legs as hard as he could.  He then threw the dog to the side.  As he tried getting up, the dog was again at his throat.  One thing was for certain, the animal was clearly after some blood.  Kumo was not about to let that happen.  He started kneeing the dog in the ribs as many times as he could.  Anything he could use he would.  After some more intense moments of struggling with the dog, Kumo started to hear a very large pitch whistle.  The three headed dog stopped what it was doing, turned, and ran off.  Kumo was quite perplexed by what had just happened.  He did not know what it was, but he was just hoping that the whistle he heard was some kind of dinner bell for the beast.  As much as Kumo wished he could stay where he was at so that he might recuperate, he knew that it was a necessity that he keep moving.  When he passed the area he was in, he found another set of stairs yet leading even further down.  The further down he went the more Kumo realized he was no longer in a part of the building.  He was in some sort of cavern underneath the village.  As he got about halfway down, he started hearing strange noises.  At the very bottom of the stairs was a door with a light coming out from behind.  He opened it and followed the noise to a large room.  Some strange creature sat on a throne overlooking everything.  Next to him sat the three headed dog that had attacked him.  Around the creature was a circle of people hollering and screaming.  Inside the circle, Akane and Luna were poised to attack one another.  Luna seemed off to Kumo, but Akane on the other hand was in some kind of blood rage.
 
   ***
 
   One lone ninja stood there between his escape and his end.  Tokoyo double checked his surroundings.  He wanted to be sure he was not facing some kind of trap set up specifically for him.  “Do not worry.  There will be no interruptions.  If you wish to escape, it had better be through me.”  The ninja retorted.  “Ryu!  I should have known all these manipulations were perpetrated by you.”  Ryu started dragging his blade on the ground causing sparks to fly up from the ground.  You could definitely see flames swelling within Tokoyo’s eyes.  “I could not allow you to continue betraying this clan, so I took it over.”  Tokoyo was in shock.  How could this upstart know?  “Yes I know about Kumo.  I also know about the whore you tried to save as well.”  Tokoyo could not stand to hear another word.  He charged after him viciously.  The sword Tokoyo held was pointed at Ryu, point first.  Ryu quickly dodged to the left, came back, and hit Tokoyo hard in the back of the head with the hilt of his katana.  Tokoyo stumbled down and came back up almost immediately.  Ryu knew that his technique was nowhere as powerful as Tokoyo’s was, but maybe he could outsmart him.  Using his anger against him was a good start.  Upon coming back from the last assault Tokoyo realized what had happened and calmed down.  It was now Ryu’s turn to attack.  He started off by unleashing a flurry of well aimed strikes.  Each one was some form of a manipulation or a turnaround, and they were all parried instantly.  Tokoyo knew exactly where Ryu would strike even before he did.  It was his feet that gave him away, but he was not crazy enough to give up his advantage.  Ryu started to realize he was wearing himself out, so he figured he would need to change tactics.  He put his free hand behind him and waited for Tokoyo’s next strike.  He did not have to wait for very long.  Tokoyo came in with a full thrust.  Ryu blocked the move and then pinned the katana with a hidden blade he had pulled from his backside.  Tokoyo was stunned and left with very little options.  He simply let go of his weapon and kicked Ryu in the shin which sent him flying backward.  Unfortunately he had possession of his weapon.  Ryu now had the advantage.  He lifted his sword into the air as if to crash down onto Tokoyo’s head.  Tokoyo looked up to see what was happening.  He quickly dodged out of the way, and he grabbed a wooden board that had been close by.  He turned and blocked the next move Ryu had made with the same board, which splintered upon contact with the blade.  Tokoyo knew it would not last long in a fight, but it was enough to give him time to find his sword.  He was able to do just that only moments before another strike came towards him.  He dove for it and turned.  Ryu was gone.  Suddenly behind him a shadow appeared.  Tokoyo quickly turned his sword blade backwards and stabbed downward, embedding the tip of his blade into Ryu’s leg.  Ryu dropped his katana from the shock of it all.  Tokoyo turned around and pulled his katana from Ryu’s leg, only to seize a perfect opportunity.  He sliced downward cutting Ryu’s hand clear of the rest of the arm it had belonged to.  Ryu screamed in writhing agony at the loss of an appendage.  Ryu disappeared rather abruptly, leaving Tokoyo in a kind of conundrum.  How was he to escape and open the front doors?
 
   ***
 
                 The same desert he had traversed a thousand or more times seemed somehow different this time around.  It was just as hot, just as sandy.  Somehow he felt defeated.  It was as if someone had knocked the wind right out of him.  One thing was for sure.  He had become overconfident.  Sukenyo would not allow himself to get that way again.  He had lost his quarry and he would need assistance to find her again.  As he closed in on his destination, Sukenyo could see the very same canyon he had crazily leaped off of, and then finally the entrance to the cavern.  He landed and then dismounted from the bird.  Having scouted around while they were in the area for her babies, the mother cray was unsuccessful at locating them.  This seemed to depress the bird.  She had only hoped they were somehow alive, and somewhere safe.  As Sukenyo walked inside the abode, he expected to see an area of chaos and disarray, the same way he had left it.  Instead what he found was an area that looked exactly like it had been the first time he had walked in.  He quickly glanced about hoping to locate the oracle, though he did not see her.  He turned around and there she was standing not but a foot away.  “So you have returned, and you are empty handed no less!”  Puzzled, Sukenyo shot right back.  “Did you know this would happen, and that I would be back here again asking for your help?”  She remained silent for but a moment or two.  “I did indeed, although I did not know that it would transpire in the way that it had.”  Sukenyo looked back at her in anger.  “The images come in snapshots, not as life happens, and it is always subject to change.”  “But did you know?”  The oracle interrupted.  “That you would have to return here.”  She nodded her response.  Instantly Sukenyo reached for his katana.  Sensing the anger welling up inside of her visitor, the oracle quickly noticed where Sukenyo’s hand was reaching.  Sukenyo was flung up against an opposing wall.  He had been taken by surprise.  The oracle then used her mind to levitate the sword in the air pointing it directly at the man that owned it.  It then came flying directly for his head and stuck itself in the wall behind him.  “When are you going to learn?  I am not one to be trifled with.”  Sukenyo nodded.  “Now tell me what you want that I might be done with you.”  Sukenyo thought hard about what he might say hoping not to anger the woman any more than he already had.  “I lost track of my prey.  Something prevented me from locating her.”  Intrigued the oracle did not say anything.  She simply walked to a hole in her wall and glanced inside.  “I cannot see a thing.”  Frustrated, Sukenyo blurted out something.  “That is because you are looking in a hole.”  The oracle turned her gaze back on Sukenyo which shut him up quickly.  “I do not see anything because the image is being magically blocked from my view.  So the little witch is stepping up her game."  Everything was getting confusing to Sukenyo who just wanted to get back on track.  “What does this mean?”  He asked the oracle.  “It means I cannot help you, but you need help in other ways."  Sukenyo was again puzzled.  “You need an army or you will lose.”  Sukenyo responded quickly again.  “I have one already.”  The oracle shook her head.  “I need the head of your cray.”  Suddenly it was in her hand, which she then ripped the horn off its head.  “Use this in the dead lands.”  Sukenyo nodded and then reached for it in one hand while stabbing her in the stomach with a hidden knife with the other.  “I wonder if you saw that coming.”  Sukenyo turned and left.  He knew where he was headed.  He was to return to his clan.  The oracle lay there dying from the wound.  She knew he had that dagger.  She knew he would use it.  She had foreseen her death at his hands nearly one hundred years before.  That was how the web of time had been woven.
 
   ***
 
                 A fire burned in her eyes like never before.  It was a fire that permeated every single fiber of her soul.  Akane was fixated on her target.  A target that in Akane’s eyes now was nothing more than fuel for her swords.  It was said that a samurai’s sword was an extension of their very own soul.  This was truer of Akane than anyone else.  Luna looked at Akane and saw the blood rage within her.  Luna could not believe what had happened.  This was once her friend, and now she was to be her executioner.  Luna was left in her own state of mind.  This did not do her much good as she could not get close to the demon to end this madness.  She did not even have her staff, so that she could at least defend herself.  Not that it would do much good, because Shayfer the demon seemed to be blocking her from using her powers.  Way back behind the demon Luna noticed a shadowy figure, though she could not quite figure out what it was.  Suddenly something came whizzing by her cutting off a lock of her hair.  She moved quick startled by what had just happened.  She stumbled around blindly looking for anything that could help her.  There was not as much as a stick in sight.  Blow after blow came and Luna was luckily dodging each one until she was flat against the ground.  Akane’s left handed sword came up as if to strike downwards.  Luna thought of something just then.  She took a handful of dirt from the ground and threw it into Akane’s face temporarily blinding her.  She then kneed her in the stomach as hard as she could which did not seem to have an effect on the girl.  Quickly Luna surveyed an opening.  She found only one.  She ran for it as fast as her little feet could take her, but as she got there the gap in the crowd just disappeared.  Shayfer found he was quite pleased seeing the sheer terror on Luna’s facial expressions.  Being a demon he naturally had a hatred of all things human, and he had a particular distaste for witches.  This situation was a rather joyous occasion for him.  Akane was seeing clear again which meant she was on the hunt.  She looked up and saw her prey again.  Luna was truly worried now.  Akane came on stronger and fiercer now using both swords almost fluidly.  Luna, meanwhile, had been pushed to the ground.  Looking up Luna saw something in the ceiling, which fell down right next to her.  It was a shield with a lion crest attached to it.  Luna knew instantly that this shield was magical in nature, because it belonged to Shellindra’s family.  Luna quickly picked it up.  She was extremely grateful for the assistance.  Down came another strike.  This time Luna held up the shield to block the attack.  A barrier stopped Akane cold.  Shayfer was furious at the intrusion.  No magical shield should have been anywhere near there.  Shayfer stood up to protest, but instead of words coming from his mouth, blood spouted out.  Shayfer looked down to see a katana sticking through his chest.  His body fell over and immediately became engulfed in flames as well as his dog.  Then they were gone.  While elsewhere a recuperating Shellindra remained a constant vigil protecting her student.
 
   ***
 
                 Tokoyo spent what seemed like the better part of an hour searching for a way out.  Suddenly it donned on him to check the throne for some sort of a hidden lever or button.  He searched for awhile, but never found anything.  He did, however, notice that the floor behind the throne was quite hollow.  He started hacking away at it with the sword that Ryu had dropped when he lost his hand.  Tokoyo was hoping that when he opened up the hidden compartment he would find an exit of some kind.  What he did find was a hole with a crate inside.  What was inside blew Tokoyo’s mind.  Within the crate was his dead mother’s pendant and his old training stick that he had used to learn sword craft.  This must have unblocked some sort of repressed memories.  He remembered his parents and sister and how good they were to one another.  He then remembered one particular night when his father came home.  He had said nothing that night.  He simply sat in his chair for awhile.  It was not until his mother said something that the man stood up and put a knife in her chest.  He then stabbed Tokoyo’s sister in the head.  Tokoyo as a young boy had seen all of this and ran as fast as his little legs would take him.  It did not take long until he hit something or actually someone.  This person was not really human.  It had red skin and black eyes and yellow fur on its chest.  It looked like a brute and had the horns of a bull on its forehead.  After staring at the creature for a few minutes Tokoyo’s father had managed to catch up to him, but then he just stood there.  The creature then smiled at Tokoyo and spoke.  “Watch this kid!”  Then his father suddenly stabbed himself in the neck.  He fell dead instantly.  The creature started walking toward Tokoyo.  Tokoyo backed away as if in total fear for his life.  Then the creature stopped and fell to his knees.  Next he spontaneously burst into flames.  When Tokoyo looked up he saw a ninja, Taikeno it was, holding a torch.  It was probably the same one that was used to take down the creature.  Taikeno had done more than save his life.  He had given him a home, a place to belong to, and a purpose.  This was something many people look for, but never find.  It was then that he realized how much he really owed this clan, and he was going to do whatever it took to save the people in it.  Then he looked to Ryu’s hand, well most of them anyway.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
   Diverging Paths
 
    
 
                 Everywhere Kumo turned he could see people waking up as if they had been in some sort of long term hibernation.  Except that they had not actually been asleep.  Kumo was quite relieved that the ordeal was now over, but then the inevitable has happened.  The forgotten samurai had noticed Kumo, and were not at all happy to see him.  To make matters worse he had looked over to Akane and had seen her eyes still enflamed with rage.  The fallen samurai led by one man walked over to Kumo to size him up in case he should turn into a problem.  “Why are you here, ninja?”  He said with obvious disdain in his voice.  Kumo said nothing.  He just pulled his massive muramasa blade out and pressed it against the man’s neck.  “I do not answer to you.  I am here for one purpose.”  The man was curious.  “And what is that?”  He asked.  “To aid her in any way that I can.”  Then without notice every samurai that was in the room had pointed their blade directly at Kumo.  Luna had seen all this unfold and went directly for her staff.  She gave it one wave, and a giant gust of wind blew all the swords to one wall including Kumo’s massive blade.  “ENOUGH!”  Luna yelled.  At this point she had everyone’s attention.  The room stayed silent for some time until one of the samurai dared to speak up.  “I think we need to take this upstairs.”  For once everyone was in agreement.  Most everyone at that point scattered, picking up what was theirs and went back in the direction that Kumo had come from.  They made it to the top of the steps and back into the main room of the pub they had been at.  Chojiro and his main lieutenant Toshigi made a signal for everyone to leave.  Some went to their postings while others went home for some long deserved rest.  Chojiro then went and put a couple of tables together as well as getting some chairs for their guests.  At that point everyone sat down.  Chojiro and Toshigi sat on one side, and Kumo and Luna sat on the other.  Chojiro was the first to speak up.  “So what brings you to our doorstep, ninja?”  It was fairly obvious these samurai did not trust Kumo.  Samurai and ninja had never truly gotten along anyway.  Kumo waited a little before responding.  “We have a common enemy.  In fact, this entire land does.”  Chojiro was curious now.  “And just who might this person be?”  Luna interjected immediately.  “Sukenyo, the man’s name is Sukenyo.”  She then slammed her hands on the table.  Toshigi started to say something, but Chojiro raised his hand up quickly to silence him.  “This Sukenyo sounds familiar.”  He thought for a moment.  “I know that name.  He was a samurai.”  Kumo nodded his head.  “He was also a ninja.”  Chojiro and Toshigi both looked at each other in shock.  This was unheard of.  No one ever studied under both groups before.  Then to find out that they were the only kind of samurai left was also very disturbing to them.  Also of news now was that the grand emperor had been assassinated presumably by Sukenyo.  The news seemed to get worse and worse since they escaped the clutches of that demon.  Once the samurai were done with the full accounting of the events that had transpired they needed to know what had to be done.  “We need to rest and I need to leave in the morning as well as Luna.”  They had to know where they intended to go.  They found out quickly.  Kumo needed to leave to go meet up with the clan of the scorpion.  The ronin, as the samurai were now calling themselves, were not happy with the idea of working alongside their sworn enemy, but they would do it nonetheless.  Luna needed to go commune with the council of witches.  “So if you have this plan, what are we to do?”  Luna interjected again.  “We do not know what to do with Akane.”  “Who is she exactly?”  That was when Kumo piped in again.  “She is the samurai Makenshi’s daughter.  She was trained as a samurai by Genma himself.”  Toshigi, who had been silent this whole time, finally spoke.  “We shall watch over her until you send word.  She should be back to herself within two to three days.”  That was good enough for Luna and Kumo.  The following morning they left in two separate directions.
 
   ***
 
                 Tokoyo was not as eager now for the plan he had set in motion.  These people had become his family, and now he was going to betray them.  He knew there was no way out, except that in the room he had passed before he arrived at the grand hall.  Quickly he ran to that room.  A sense of urgency had apparently overwhelmed him.  He could hear some kind of commotion coming from outside, and he needed desperately to find out exactly what it was.  When he got to the window, Tokoyo was not exactly thrilled with his options.  Going down was not going to work because it did not lead anywhere.  “Well up it is I guess.”  Tokoyo said to himself.  He quickly flipped around to the outside and found a place to grab onto.  Unfortunately his foot slipped as soon as he got there.  Tokoyo stumbled around trying to find a foothold, which he did find.  Once he was secure, Tokoyo quickly scaled the wall until he reached the roof.  He then back flipped himself on top of it.  Tokoyo ran across to the other side of it to see what was going on.  He noticed what remained of the clan gathered at the front gate.  On the other side was the army Tokoyo had arrived with.  Tokoyo saw the sentry overlooking the area.  He needed to get to him somehow.  There were still two guards stationed outside the entrance.  Tokoyo knew he would have to take them out if he wanted to go any further.  Positioning himself directly above them, he simply jumped down.  As he dropped, he slammed their heads into the ground, which knocked them out instantly.  Tokoyo then took a second to regain his balance.  It was not long before he was scurrying along the ground toward the first guard post.  Once he got there he realized he had pretty much not been noticed.  He managed to knock him out without hurting him.  He then quickly hurried back down the ladder and over to the other tower.  Again he managed to do the same thing he had done before.  Tokoyo now took the bow that was sitting there waiting for him.  He then notched an arrow into position and pulled on the bowstring.  This sent an arrow flying directly at a rope, its intended target.  He repeated the process three more times.  Every time he would hit his mark.  Suddenly the front gate slammed to the floor, and all of the ninjas on the other side rushed in.  The clan of the snake’s ninja forces had already been split in half because of Ryu’s duplicity, and now the rest were fully engaged in combat with the clan of the scorpion.  Blow for blow they fought.  Some even held back the flow of battle, but the odds just were not in their favor.  The sheer numbers of the scorpion were just too much.  Eventually they gave up.  The ninjas were then rounded up and surrounded.  Two swords were pointed at each head.  A familiar face then came out from behind the crowd.  It was Tokoyo.  “I offer peace, something our clan has never had.”  Tokoyo said.  “It comes at a price, though.”  He then laid it all out, and to his amazement it worked.  Not a one refused the deal.  The camp was cleared out within the day.  They arrived back home a few days later.  Upon their arrival, one of the clansmen was waiting with a message for Gestat.  Tokoyo looked at him curiously.  “What is that?”  “It is a message.  A lost lamb has returned to us.”  Tokoyo was even more curious.  Then someone yelled out.  “Kumo has returned.”
 
   ***
 
                 The walls glowed red as if lit by some form of external power source.  A little green figure flew rapidly through the heated cavern.  It seemed quite like it was in some kind of hurry.  As it flew by the steam rising from little cracks amongst the cavern floor, the ground seemed to pull apart and resettle once the creature was gone.  It took a little bit, but it finally arrived at its destination.  It looked around, and it realized it was now in a giant open room.  Adorning the walls were giant demonic carvings etched in blood.  Realizing that it was time, the imp sat on a nearby rock and waited.  Suddenly surrounding the room a giant circle of blue flame erupted.  The blue became green, and then became red.  A piercing noise came out of nowhere.  From within the center of the circle, a skeleton formed.  It was not white, but actually black like ash.  It did not appear to be human either, as it had dismembered wings and giant horns.  Next the internal organs appeared.  Three hearts, four lungs, one kidney, and a giant abnormally shaped brain were among them.  The purple muscular tissue appeared shortly thereafter.  Finally the infamous red skin adorned by all seven demons grew over the muscles.  Shax the imp loved to watch when one of the master’s demons would return home.  Shayfer took a minute to breathe.  He then stretched his muscles as if he had been in a deep sleep for awhile.  As he opened his eyes, Shayfer came to realize where he was.  “I so hate transmigrating back here.”  Shax seized the moment to move toward the big guy.  It was a move that he instantly came to regret.  Shayfer had wasted no time in grasping Shax by the throat.  “Do not presume to think you have a prayer of a chance of taking me out, little one!”  Shayfer had yelled out, but was now calm with his next words.  “I need a few moments to recover, so leave me.”  With that Shayfer released his grasp, and Shax scurried away instantly, stopping just shy of the exit.  Shayfer looked up noticing the imp was still around.  He could not believe it.  “Was there something you need, or do you have a death wish?”  Shayfer dared to ask.  He knew full well the only way that one of this realm could die was to be killed by another of this realm.  Shax stepped out to speak.  He stammered at first, but then just blurted it out.  “The…  The boss is demanding to speak with you.”  Shayfer stepped back in shock.  What could he possibly want?  With the words spoken, Shax left immediately.
 
   ***
 
                 Sukenyo continued his long march across the ever expanding desert.  This time he had no horse and no giant cray to speed him along his destination.  He was extremely tired of this location he seemed to be constantly returning to.  Sukenyo was starting to wonder if that witch had planned this torment for him.  Why else would she have wanted the head of his cray?  That was his weakness, though.  Sukenyo could not see past his own ambitions.  He had been walking for two days now and was dangerously close to running out of water.  To top it off he had not ate anything since leaving the oracle’s hovel.  It had gotten so bad that Sukenyo had to sit down.  He saw a rock large enough that he could not resist.  He lay down to relax.  It was then that delirium must have started to set in.  Sukenyo began to feel a breeze that had not been there for two days.  His eyes had started to wander.  He saw what he thought was a white wisp float right by him.  A few minutes later another one flew by.  Sukenyo shook his head and wiped his eyes.  Nothing was there.  Again Sukenyo started dozing off.  And again he felt the wind across his face.  This time he saw three white wisps float right past him.  “Come on Sukenyo, get a hold of yourself.”  Sukenyo had spoken aloud to himself.  Sukenyo was beginning to question his own sanity.  For some reason though Sukenyo just could not keep his eyes open.  As he dozed off Sukenyo again felt the cool wind against his face.  The white wisps returned.  This time, however, they were floating right by him.  They were instead coming right at him.  It was not until this time though that he noticed they were not actual wisps, but were actually apparitions.  Sukenyo jumped up and wiped his eyes again.  This time they did not go away.  Sukenyo’s sanity was now definitely starting to slip from his grasp.  He had instantly drawn his katana, and was now hacking and slashing at what was basically nothing.  A lot of the figures he did not recognize, but some he did.  The one’s he did were of people he had killed.  It still meant nothing to Sukenyo.  He continued his barrage of slicing through air, but to no avail.  Nothing he did seemed to have any effect on the ghosts.  Suddenly all of the ghosts circled around Sukenyo and stopped moving.  They just stayed right where they were at.  They seemed to hover just above the sand.  One and only one of the ghosts came forward.  Sukenyo instantly recognized her.  “Even in death you haunt me, you lecherous old woman!”  He yelled as he charged at her.  Just as he was about to make contact with her, the oracle and all of the ghosts who were with her, simply burst into flames and exploded.  All that remained of them was smoke and ash.  Sukenyo looked up to notice the skeletal remains of the cray that he had once captured minus the head of course.  The bag that Sukenyo had taken from the oracle suddenly unlatched itself from his belt, opened up and flew towards the neck of the headless cray.  The gemstone the oracle gave Sukenyo now shone a bright green.  The creature suddenly came to life, and hoisted Sukenyo onto its back.  The bag that was still attached to its neck now fell off and revealed the cray’s skull.  It then rose up, roared, and flew off.  A darkened figure had been watching the events unfold with great interest.  An evil smile spread across its face just before it vanished in a puff of black smoke.  A couple of days later Sukenyo finally arrived at the ninja encampment.  It had seemed like ages had gone by since he left.  When they set down within the center of camp, Sukenyo was not at all happy with what laid before him.  The camp appeared to have been burnt asunder.  To make matters worse, not a soul seemed to remain.  Sukenyo dropped his katana and fell to his knees.  “What could possibly have happened to have caused all of this?”
 
   ***
 
                 It had been nearly five days and still the blood rage fever swelled within her.  Akane was well under the grasp of forces that she could not understand, yet at the very least there remained hints of her former self shining through.  This at least was hopeful to Chojiro.  Over the next few weeks Akane trained with the many ronin that frequented the village, and for the first time in a while she felt at ease.  It was like she was home.  Many felt satisfied in the task that just protecting her was the least they could do.  While others felt that the mere presence of a female samurai was insulting, could not be tolerated, and that she needed to die.  Luckily for Akane though Chojiro and Toshigi, who were the leaders, did not feel that way.  They too were angry at what Sukenyo had become.  Near the end of a month, Akane had once again achieved peace of mind.  She was fully back to her former self.  The desire to see Sukenyo dead, however, still remained.  Akane was not yet ready to leave, partly because she did not yet know where she should go to.  Instead of worrying about that though, she continued to train.  Although she could not believe it possible Akane actually managed to improve her sword skill as well as her speed.  She was quickly becoming invincible, at least in the eyes of the ronin.  Four days past the end of the month, whilst in the middle of a sparring match with Toshigi, she simply fainted and underwent some kind of trance.  He instantly ran her to Chojiro for assistance.  Akane dreamed while separating image from image and location from location.  Within the dream she saw a clear image of a red ruby gemstone catching on fire.  Just then she awoke and sat up.  “Are you ok Akane?”  Chojiro asked.  “I need to go.  I know where it is.”  Chojiro was puzzled.  “Where what is?”  Avoiding the question Akane spoke again.  “I need to get to the graveyard of the forgotten.”  Chojiro again was puzzled, but dared to ask.  “You do not mean the ancient great battle.  “Yes!”  It was the only response Akane could give.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
   The Way to War
 
    
 
                 Shax was speeding along even faster now than he ever had before.  He had never really worried before about being attacked, but now he feared what Shayfer was capable of.  Being under the protection of the boss had afforded him a certain measure of respect.  Shayfer followed close behind.  It had not taken much time to recover from the injuries he had received on Kaidontis.  The path he had traveled was not that bad.  Shayfer had traversed the path many times in his comings and goings between the surface and the underworld.  About halfway there Shax came to a crossroads, the very same crossroads that he almost always got lost at.  He had to take a second to think, but then he remembered what the boss had said.  “Follow the river, but never drink from it.”  Many a being died from that river and it had the power to kill even a demon.  It had taken another half a day or so, but eventually he reached it.  The great cavern was there in its entire splendor.  Upon entering the room Shax noticed that the river split in two directions, one going either way.  At the end of each waterway, the red water spilled into what looked like a red lake.  Shax knew these locations as the River of Blood and Death Lake, locations scary to any creatures.  At the center of the lake, a giant stone castle stood disturbingly quiet.  It appeared to be made from black onyx, as well as some elements of shale.  The castle had four spires that rose all the way to the cavern ceiling.  It was a tremendous building, something one would never see on the surface.  Shax flew straight across to the castle, while never once touching the water.  Once Shax made it to the other side of the lake, he simply flew through the first window he saw.  There was no point waiting at the door since he was small enough to fit through the window.  He made his way to the throne room as fast as his little wings would carry him.  When he entered he witnessed the boss carrying out some torture on some unknown girl.  He was holding her down and forcing her to swallow small amounts of the lake water.  The sheer agony of which must have been brutal.  The water acted as a sort of acid on the skin.  For a human to swallow it was insane.  Just then he looked up to notice Shax standing there.  He then released his grip on the girl.  “Go to your room.  We have business.”  The girl nodded, and started to put her robe on.  Without hesitation, the boss reached for some item that sat on the table next to him, and he swung it at the poor girl.  It was the boss’s famous fire whip.  Everyone that lived in the underworld feared that whip, as it became engulfed in flames upon its use.  The girl fell instantly to the floor.  “Did I tell you that you could get dressed?”  She dropped the robe and ran from the room.  “Humans!  How I hate them, and yet they can be quite entertaining.  Did you find him Shax?”  Just then Shax was grasped from around the neck.  He was then thrown to the floor right in front of the boss.  “He did.”  Shayfer spoke as he came out of the shadows.  The boss looked at Shayfer quite angrily.  “What is it you want Zane?”  Again the boss looked up at Shayfer even more upset.  He decided to let it go being that he was one of his top men.  The boss spoke again.  “I need you back on the surface.  You are going to help start a war.”
 
   ***
 
                 Several weeks had passed and now she was finally closing in on her destination.  Luna again was home, but this time she would not be staying long.  She pulled into the edge of the forest and disembarked from her horse.  Luna went straight into the forest through the hidden shield, and toward the house at the center of it all.  It was almost like some sense of nostalgia was trying to overcome her in this place.  Luna did not have the time to waste on those feelings.  Luna was feeling very drained from the trek back home, and what she needed to accomplish she needed to be well rested for.  Luna wasted no time in heading straight for the kitchen.  She set about cooking herself a really good meal.  She then went about consuming the meat she just cooked, as well as heading to the room in which she lived for so long.  It did not take very long for her to locate her bed and go to sleep in it.  The next morning she was quite well rejuvenated.  This afforded her some measure of peace.  Again, however, Luna did not have the time.  Akane and Kumo needed her help.  She proceeded to the one empty room in the house.  Her mother had spent many a day here.  At the time she had no clue as to why she did, but now she thought she understood.  Luna sat down in the center of the room and closed her eyes.  Within a few seconds the door slammed shut and a stiff wind blew across her face.  Being that she was inside, that should not have happened.  A few seconds after that the two candles that were in the room spontaneously ignited.  Luna was now firmly engaged within a meditative state.  It was then that she called out.  “Sarena!  Mother!  I need you!”  Just then a blue ball of light came out of the ground.  It raised about five meters and just hovered there.  Then suddenly it spoke, and it glowed brighter and bluer with every word it spoke.  “Why have I been pulled away from my deep slumber?”  Luna hesitated, which was normal considering everything.  It was no small task to commune with the dead.  “Mother I am in need of guidance.”  The spirit then asked another question.  “Where is Akane?  I can sense she is not with you.”  Luna spoke again.  “She is with other samurai, but I fear for her.  She still seeks vengeance against Sukenyo.”  The spirit ball remained quiet for but a moment longer, and then it spoke.  “You are right to worry.  A tragedy awaits that one.  There is a prophecy that is foretold of her.”  Luna sat back.  She had no idea.  “What is this prophecy?”  Luna dared to ask.  Again the ball of light paused before speaking.  “The princess of samurais shall save the world, yet she shall pay the ultimate cost.”  Luna was in shock now.  She finally understood why she was to be sent on the mission she was given.  “What can I do to help now?”  The ball spoke immediately at this time.  “The door under the redwood tree…”  The ball finally turned bright white, and then it exploded.  Luna was confused at first.  She did not understand what her mother had meant, however, as she reached outside, she remembered the tree she would climb to get away from her problems.  That had to be it.  It was the only redwood she knew of.  Instantly she started sprinting to the location.  When she got there she could not find a door.  She was not even sure if she was in the right spot, yet she used an unmasking spell anyway.  To Luna’s amazement, it was right under her feet.  She opened the doors and walked down some stairs.  The further down she went the darker it got.  She could not see any longer, so she cast a light spell.  It was simple, but effective.  At the bottom of the stairs was a long passageway.  Above her, Luna could see the roots of many trees.  It took her a little bit, but finally she managed to get to a room with a table in the middle and a bow that lit up with a light.  As Luna got to the table, a ball of light came down from where the roots were.  It spoke.  “My dearest Luna, this bow has the power to channel your magical energy.  All you need do is focus, and know I shall always be watching you.”  The ball of light simply vanished.  Luna took the bow and pointed it toward the back of the room.  She pulled the string and let go.  A magical arrow of light formed as it left the bow.  As it struck the rear of the cave, it exploded upon impact.  This caused a cascading effect.  The cave started collapsing.  Luna noticed this and ran as fast as she could to the entrance all while keeping just ahead of the cave-in.  Luna barely managed to escape in time.  The information about Akane’s prophecy deeply worried Luna.  She had to get back to her immediately.
 
   ***
 
                 “What do you mean Kumo is back?”  Gestat asked the courier.  “He arrived yesterday and with very little supplies.  Beyond that, he seemed to be in a hurry to talk to you, sir.”  Gestat thought for a moment.  “This is troubling news.”  He spoke aloud to himself.  Tokoyo looked at Gestat curiously.  Everyone started into a gallop instantly.  When they got to the town, neither Gestat nor Tokoyo were happy with what they saw.  Infighting had broken out whilst they were absent.  Gestat signaled for the group to stay back.  That is exactly what they did.  Meanwhile, Kumo had been asleep, and the noise of the commotion had been enough to wake him.  He quickly got dressed and grabbed his katana.  Once he looked outside the window, he freaked out.  Had his mere presence been enough to incite a riot?  He did not have the luxury of time on his side.  He quickly jumped out of the window and slid down the railing.  When he reached the end of the railing he again jumped.  This time he landed on the head of one of the rioters, which in turn knocked him out.  He then went methodically one by one knocking out each of the twenty rioters either by using his fist, foot, elbow, knee, or by using the butt end of his katana.  Tokoyo and Gestat witnessed this all in the span of a few minutes.  Once finished Kumo went before Gestat, knocked down, and placed his katana on the ground in front of him.  “My life is yours as you see fit, master.”  Kumo spoke.  Tokoyo was in shock.  Neither Sukenyo nor Kumo’s father Taikeno would never have garnished this much respect from the man that stood before him now.  Gestat then spoke.  “Stand up my son, and let us discuss in private all that need be known.”  Gestat and Kumo talked for a long while about all that had gone on.  Gestat told of the raids and of the merging of the clans.  While Kumo spoke of meeting Akane, and of Luna’s attempt on his life.  He also spoke of the confrontation with Sukenyo.  He finished up by informing him of their escape from the demon they ran into.  The talk was long and fruitful.  At the end of the discussion Gestat had to say something to Kumo.  “I am sorry, but I cannot offer you leadership of the clan of the snake as we originally discussed, since that clan no longer exists.”  Kumo nodded his head.  “I merely wish for an end to the terror that is Sukenyo, and to stay by Akane as her friend.”  Gestat agreed.  They both left the room happier then when they went in.  As Gestat left Tokoyo went in.  He greeted Kumo with a handshake.  They were happy to see each other as well.  Information was exchanged, as well as an apology from Tokoyo.  “I am sorry I was unable to keep the clan together, but their bloodlust was difficult to reign in.”  Kumo looked to Tokoyo.  “You have nothing to apologize for.  You did well.”  Tokoyo nodded.  “Come let us find Gestat.”  They found Gestat and Yuke overlooking the arena.  It was the very same arena Kumo had fought in all by himself.  He then spoke.  “We need to move on Sukenyo as soon as possible.”  Gestat agreed.  “As soon as we know where to go, we will move in on him.  I promise you.”  Just then all twenty rioters were brought to the center of the arena.  Each one of them was then whipped by a different person.  After about five minutes, Yuke stood up.  “Do you submit?”  No one budged.  She sat down and the punishment continued.  This went on for several hours, until finally they gave in.  Later that evening, a lone samurai rode into town, and fell from his horse.  After some rest, Kumo, Tokoyo, and Gestat went to see him.  He spoke.  “Akane is on the move.”  Kumo interrupted.  “Where is she going?”  He demanded to know, so he shook him in order to get an answer.  The man spoke again.  “She has left in the direction of the graveyard of the forgotten.”  Kumo fell back.
 
   ***
 
                 Sukenyo sat there surveying the destruction that was once his encampment.  He had gone from building to building looking for any sign he could to find out what had happened.  Sukenyo looked up just in time to notice the lone shadowy figure stumbling his way back into camp.  He was not quite sure who it was, but he ran to find out whom.  When he got there the man fell down, but Sukenyo recognized instantly who it was.  It was Ryu, and the first thing he wondered was how he had lost his hand.  Sukenyo got him some food and drink, and allowed him some rest, because like it or not he was going to get some answers.  The morning could not come fast enough as far as Sukenyo was concerned.  Ryu was now awake, and overlooking the devastation that had once been the encampment he had called home.  At that moment, Sukenyo stormed inside the room.  “I have questions, and you will answer them.”  Sukenyo then pulled his katana out and placed it at the young man’s throat.  “Where are my warriors, and who is responsible?”  Ryu thought for a moment before answering.  “We were betrayed.”  “Who betrayed us?”  Sukenyo asked more forcefully.  “TOKOYO!”  Ryu answered at the top of his lungs.  Sukenyo then punched Ryu in the face knocking him back.  Before he was hurt further he spoke again.  “I have proof sir.  He is also the person who took my hand.”  He then led Sukenyo to the gravesite of the woman that had once belonged to Tokoyo.  It was then that he realized he had to be telling the truth or at least some version of it.  Suddenly a giant fire broke out, and from the fire stepped out a red demon.  “Are you Sukenyo?”  It dared to ask.  “I have been looking for you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
   Road to Ruin
 
    
 
   Akane slept soundly as a lone shadowy figure crept around the area she was sleeping in.  A katana was silently withdrawn from the scabbard it came from.  The blade pointed down.  Before it reached her space, Akane’s own blade had parried the attack.  The other blade pointed at the man’s privates.  He quickly used his sword to push both blades out of his direction.  He stopped and removed his head cover.  “I almost had you.”  Akane smiled.  “You never had me.”  Another attacker came from behind.  Akane spun quickly focusing her attention on this new threat.  With every parry, her opponent found an opening in her defense.  Akane was very quick to plug them up.  The original attacker saw his chance.  He went after Akane while her attention was focused elsewhere.  As soon as he came in, she split her focus in half.  Both of her swords went striking in two different directions.  Akane was again smiling.  “Thought I forgot about you?”  The two figures looked at each other and nodded from a distance.  Suddenly twenty other men were there all attacking simultaneously.  Noticing this Akane broke away from a dual assault.  She then moved her focus to a multi-foe technique.  One by one they came at her.  She was able to dodge, parry, and strike each attack.  Her speed was incredible and increasing with each day.  “What do you think?”  Toshigi asked.  “I dare say her skill is quite impressive.”  Chojiro responded.  “Yes, and she improves with each day.”  Toshigi stated and then paused.  “She has surpassed her own father.”  Chojiro then raised his hand.  “Enough!”  Everyone stopped, and then they went back to bed.  This was a normal occurrence along the trip.  Every day sparring practice would happen, and every day there would be no idea what time day or night it would occur.  Akane’s skills improved with each session.  It was not just speed either, but sometimes they would use arrows.  Akane was never struck and almost never lost.  Sometimes Chojiro and Toshigi themselves would steer into the battle.  This was all in preparation for the inevitable.  None of these Ronin had never once gone to war, but now they had no choice.  They had to prepare for it.  All of their hopes were now resting on the daughter of Makenshi, the greatest swordsman the samurai ever had.  Rumor was starting to spread of where they were going and some of the men were in disagreement.  They did not mind the occasional sparring match.  News of this had been leaked to Akane’s ear, and it had made her unhappy.  She did not like the idea of anyone following her that did not want to.  She went and voiced this to Chojiro.  He stopped her and left the temporary tent they had erected.  He blew on the horn that called everyone to attention.  As soon as everyone had gathered, Chojiro had started to speak.  “Word has reached my ears of discontent and a desire to leave the group.  If anyone so desires this let him give voice to those desires.”  They waited a few moments, and finally someone stepped forward.  As he did Toshigi went right behind him with a tantō, a samurai dagger.  “I care not where we go, but I would question following a mere girl, even one trained as a samurai.  For that very reason she is an affront to the very order she represents and should be executed as such.”  Chojiro waited a moment.  Akane was upset.  She did not wish anyone dead.  The man was ordered to step forward.  Toshigi cut off the man’s weapon belt, and then carved an x on the man’s hand where a ronin symbol had previously been burned on.  Chojiro spoke again.  “You are either with us as a whole or you are not a part of us.  Akane was born into our group whether she wants to admit it or not.  The pain inflicted on her has been placed on us all.  Yoshi, for your dissent against the group, I place you in exile.  We hope you may find the peace you seek elsewhere.”  When the group again left, he stayed.  
 
   ***
 
                 He was now looking straight out at a demon.  It was red skinned and looked quite menacing.  To make matters worse it had called out Sukenyo by name.  He decided not to wait to see what this creature of the underworld wanted.  Without even thinking he had drawn his blade, and was now at full charge at Shayfer.  Without hesitation Shayfer called to his blade, soul forge.  It was an evil looking sword, with a giant pick at the end and spikes all down the blade.  Most important was that it remained lit ablaze the entire time.  He had no intent on hurting Sukenyo, but he was not about to be sent back to the underworld again so soon.  Sukenyo came charging in.  Shayfer easily dodged to the side.  The burn mark placed on Sukenyo’s back was nothing he longed for, but it was just what he needed to sweep low across the legs.  Shayfer then swung soul forge down to the ground.  As he did a wall of fire erupted from the direction he swung at.  The wall almost hit Sukenyo.  He was barely able to dodge it in time.  Then in an instant Shayfer was behind him.  Sukenyo turned and fell back at the same time, which shocked Shayfer.  Sukenyo seized the moment to stab Shayfer in the arm with his knife.  Shayfer reacted by swatting Sukenyo with the back of his hand.  This sent Sukenyo reeling backward.  He barely managed to pull himself up after that attack.  The immense power of this new foe was quite impressive.  By the time he looked up at the demon, he had already put up his blade.  Maybe he no longer felt like Sukenyo was a threat.  This whole time Ryu was cowering behind a boulder.  He had never seen a demon before.  Not many people had, and the ones that did were not around long enough to talk about it.  Shayfer looked directly at Sukenyo and spoke.  “Are you now ready to listen to reason?”  Sukenyo nodded.  “Why are you here?”  He dared to ask.  Shayfer waited a second before answering.  “Why?  I am here to help you.”  And you can come out of there.  Shayfer referred to Ryu as he continued cowering.  Shayfer looked back to Sukenyo and spoke.  “War is coming.  You had better prepare yourselves.”  Sukenyo looked angrily back at him.  “Do you see an army?  Look around.  I have no warriors.”  Shayfer responded quickly.  “Your ninjas may have disappeared, but you still have soldiers.  At least you have the means to raise them.”  He then turned his attention on Ryu.  “I have a gift for you.”  Ryu nodded.  At that moment, Ryu’s arm that had been severed raised up.  It was as if some external force was now controlling him.  His arm burned as if on fire.  Then like when his body rebuilt itself in the underworld, Ryu’s hand emerged when it was done attaching itself to him.  Ryu fell to the ground, clenching his new hand rather tightly.  Looking at it, he noticed it was not a human hand.  In fact it looked a lot like Shayfer’s hand.  It had two fingers and an opposable thumb.  Ryu was grateful, but what did Sukenyo and he just do?  Whatever the cost was, they had struck a deal with a demon.
 
   ***
 
                 After the events of the cave in, and meeting her mother again, Luna was quite concerned for Akane.  She knew she had to locate her immediately, but she needed to make a stop first.  She dusted herself off from the ground.  Then she ran to the house to gather her things.  After that she ran as fast as she could to the exit of the forest.  Luna could not get there fast enough.  It did not take but a few moments and she was there.  Of course her horse was grazing from the moment she had left and now continued to do so.  She instantly jumped on her horse and was off.  It was a three day ride to where she was going, but she did not rest at night.  Instead she rode on through.  After almost two days she had arrived.  The location appeared to be clearly invisible from sight, but it did not matter because she knew she was there.  When she walked up to it she was bounced back from the invisible barrier.  She felt rejected, but then she remembered about the demon they fought.  His blood must have gotten on her somehow.  She performed a spell of cleansing and walked right in.  She ran straight at Shellindra’s tower and straight to her bedside.  She noticed instantly that Shellindra did not look well.  Shellindra looked to Luna and asked the obvious question.  “What is wrong child?”  Luna hesitated to answer.  Shellindra spoke again.  “I am dying, child.  Do not be afraid.”  She lifted her shirt up to show the blade wound that now festered.  Shellindra had been unable to heal from the wound Sukenyo had inflicted on her.  “Now, how can I help?”  Luna blurted out her question.  “I communed with my mother and heard the prophecy about Akane.  Is it true?”  Shellindra looked to her.  “I am afraid so, but how and when she meets that fate are up to you and the ninja.”  Luna was confused.  “She will perish in order to save the world.  It is your job to guide her.”  Luna shook her head in understanding.  Shortly after that Shellindra took her last breath.  With her teacher now dead Luna knew what to do.
 
   ***
 
                 It had only taken half a day for the entire town to clear out.  Every ninja in the town was geared up and ready.  Women and children were again left behind.  This included Yuke, who did not approve of the situation.  Gestat had become a father to her and had been better to her than her own family.  The man had no child and he knew her place.  Earlier that night Kumo and Tokoyo had an argument over who would lead the charge when they got there.  Gestat had no problems putting a stop to that argument.  Kumo really did not care.  He just knew he needed to get back to Akane.  With this many ninjas as well as the samurai that would undoubtedly take care of Akane, taking down Sukenyo should not provide them with a difficult task.  By day they marched, and by night they rested.  All the while they constantly prepared themselves for war.  The scorpion clan members had openly welcomed the ex snake clan members with open arms.  Now the two trained as one.  The trek had taken nearly a week to get there.  When they arrived, they found the samurai were there already.  To maintain the peace, Kumo and Gestat had decided it best to keep the two armies separate.  It was probably a good move considering the blood feud that had already existed between them.  Upon visiting the samurai encampment Kumo discovered that Akane had asked to be alone and that no one was with her.  He was not even being allowed to check on her at all.  Whatever it was, he knew it had to be important.  He left later with the ninja to set up for the war Kumo almost thought was not going to happen.  How could it?  Sukenyo’s army had been taken from him.  It was after setting up that Kumo noticed a rumbling noise emanating from the ground.  The rumbling then became a giant earthquake.  When Kumo looked up he noticed a giant army.  He could not have been more wrong.
 
   ***
 
                 Shayfer emerged back in the underworld again.  This time it was against the wishes of the boss.  When he walked in to the throne room Zane was again torturing the same poor little girl.  Something was different about her this time.  She seemed to be enjoying it.  A smile spread across her lips with every lash of the whip, and she now enjoyed the taste of demon blood.  Zane looked up to see Shayfer kneeling.  “What do you want?”  It was like he was not even interested in Shayfer being there, only in the torture.  “Sir!”  Shayfer spoke aloud.  Zane looked up again.  “Very well take what you need and leave.”  Shayfer bowed out of respect, and turned to leave.  “Shayfer!”  This stopped the demon instantly.  “Yes sir.”  He said as he turned around.  “Take this wench.  I am done with her.  And Shayfer, bleed her.”  He nodded his understanding.  As he did Zane threw her to the ground.  She stood up and left the room with Shayfer.  After she was out of the room, she fell to the floor screaming in pain.  Then two horns burst out of her skull.  As they did a ton of blood came with it.  Next she screamed even louder as more blood spit out from her back.  Where that blood had gushed out before, there were now two giant bat-like wings.  She stopped screaming for a while, but only because she was too busy vomiting while her skin turned green.  As she opened her eyes, Shayfer noticed even they were now different.  They shone a bright gold as if they were two lights looking out.  The new demon stood up and looked at Shayfer.  They said nothing to one another.  They just went to another room.  Shayfer raised his hands and a giant crack appeared in the ceiling.  Then nearly a thousand demons flew through the newly formed crack followed by Shayfer and his new toy.
 
   ***
 
                 Ryu did not know what to think.  He was now flying on top of a bird that was not only dead, but was now completely decayed.  It should not even be animated, but it was.  One thing was for certain, flying definitely beat the hell out of riding.  It was really kind of strange how the beast knew exactly where Sukenyo wanted to go.  Overhead he had noticed groups of people heading in the exact direction he needed to go.  Upon touching down, Sukenyo was now in a very creepy location.  Thousands of warriors lost their lives here.  It was in some battle that had happened eons ago.  It did not make it any less eerie.  According to what that demon had told him, Sukenyo knew he was going to need an army.  Without his ninjas he had to trust that creature.  He dismounted from the cray and surveyed the area.  There it was the tallest hill in the graveyard.  As soon as he got there he pulled out the gem that the fool woman gave him.  He held it up high above his head.  Nothing happened.  Something must have been wrong.  He started to look at it.  There was nothing.  Then he got angry.  It shone suddenly a bright purple.  Then again there was nothing.  “What is wrong with this thing?”  Sukenyo spoke out with obvious frustration in his voice.  Then a huge rumbling occurred.  Next something terrifying happened.  Dead bodies started exhuming themselves from the ground.  They were animated as well, just like the cray had been.  Nearly a thousand of them and more continued to come forth.  Sukenyo overlooked his army and smiled.  He could not have asked for anything better.  Sukenyo now had his very own army of the dead.
 
   ***
 
                 They had finally arrived there.  They were now at the graveyard of the forgotten.  Akane had requested for them to set up camp just outside.  She did not wait around to see them to their business.  Something in the area was calling to her and she needed to find out what it was.  She traveled through the graveyard.  The closer to her objective she got, the more determined she became.  Right in the center of the graveyard she found a very peculiar grave.  All she could make out on the headstone was the name Alura.  She started digging with her bare hands immediately.  About three feet down she finally got a hold of it.  It was a brilliant ruby that sparkled.  As she gripped it a ball of fire surrounded her, but did not leave a single mark.  Out of the shadows emerged one figure.  “I believe that is mine.”  The man said.  Akane turned around and instantly drew her katanas.  There was only one person it could be.  “Sukenyo!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
   Descent into Madness
 
    
 
                 A giant army was upon them.  It seemed like every single warrior was in varying stages of decay.  They had been marching from their positions that they had arisen from straight through to the encampment of the ninjas.  No one, not Kumo or Tokoyo or even Gestat had been prepared for this.  “Men!  Steady yourselves, and prepare weapons.”  At that point every ninja available both snake and scorpion had either a katana or bow in their hand, everyone except for Kumo that was.  He had his elongated muramasa blade.  Then as commanded the archers opened fire.  The first volley landed their mark, but had very little effect on their enemy.  It was after all, hard to kill an enemy that was already dead.  A single arrow would have very little effect on one of the reanimated.  “Fire wave number two!”  Gestat screamed aloud.  This time a second volley of arrows was fired.  These arrows were lit on fire.  Still they had very little effect on these creatures.  “What is wrong with them?”  Tokoyo dared to ask.  Kumo wasted no time in his response.  “They are dead, but somehow they still move.”  “Put the bows away!”  Gestat yelled out.  He knew this was going to be won in closed quarters combat and in no other way.  This whole time that was being wasted, the enemy still maintained its approach.  Every warrior was now armed with a blade.  Knowing this battle would be decisive, Gestat, Kumo, and Tokoyo led an all out offensive charge against the legion of the undead.  The three men ran out first, and the rest of the ninjas followed almost immediately.
 
   ***
 
                 Akane charged immediately.  Her swords were lit ablaze with fire probably from the ruby that was now in her possession.  Something was different this time though.  She was calmer now.  It was as if the rage that had been welling up inside of her had somehow been tempered.  Akane had been matching Sukenyo strike for strike with very little difficulty.  “You seem to have improved.  I do not understand how, but it does not matter.”  One thing was for sure the fire did not seem to bother Sukenyo nowhere near as much as it did to Akane.  Sukenyo came in high just then.  As he did Akane struck the sword and sent it upward instead of holding it this time.  As she did that she spun out to the right.  Using the momentum she struck out with her right hand.  The sword in that hand found a way to slash at the lower part of Sukenyo’s back.  He did not scream out like one would expect.  He just turned around and smiled.  Akane came on strike for strike.  It was a flurry of sword swings unlike any she had wielded before.  Akane was at peace, and yet she was still troubled.  Sukenyo was at the source of that trouble.  He knew it, but he did not care.  Akane swung low and at the last second curved her blade to come up high.  Sukenyo barely dodged the strike, but not before it nicked his chin.  Akane did not speed up nor did she slow down the pace of her sword swings.  This child had somehow managed to strike at him twice, and he had yet to manage a blow on her.  He jumped back from her.  She jumped high and came down with both swords.  Sukenyo barely managed to dive out of the way.  He was barely keeping ahead of her.  At that point Akane was kneeling.  She stood up while removing both blades from the ground.  She then looked up to peer at him right in his eyes.  A fire now had shown where her eyes were.  It was then that Sukenyo became seriously disturbed.  He saw two images on either side of her.  The one on the left was of Genma and the one on the right was of Makenshi.  At that point Sukenyo knew he was in trouble, and that he was going to have to develop a new strategy.  
 
   ***
 
                 Chojiro and Toshigi had spent the better part of the day attempting to set up camp.  Being busy with that, they did not set aside much time for exploring their surroundings.  Toshigi had delegated that responsibility to their youngest member, who did not look fondly on that duty.  He had only walked a few miles south when he had noticed a giant dust cloud within the area.  Unfortunately it was nothing really out of the ordinary.  After all dust clouds were very common in the land of Kaidontis.  The young man simply sought cover from the storm until it had subsided.  It had only taken probably a half hour for the sandstorm to move past him.  It was far in the distance past where the storm seemed to have originated.  It was there that he noticed the problem.  The earth seemed to be falling away, and it was happening quickly.  Then he noticed that where the ground was falling seemed to form a giant hole.  As the size of the hole increased, he noticed something was coming out of it.  Then it was a whole lot of some things coming out of it.  One of the creatures caught his eye.  It was the demon that had enslaved them.  He knew that demon’s name it was Shayfer.  At that point there was only one thing he could do, run.  He ran as fast as his feet could take him.  In fact he ran back to the encampment screaming the whole way.  “Demons!  Demons!!”  He yelled.  Chojiro and Toshigi went straight away to retrieve their weapons.  Then they immediately went to see what the commotion was all about.  What they saw they wished they had not seen.  Nearly one thousand demons were on their way heading straight for them.  Chojiro knew that their escape from that creature could only be temporary.  It was too clean.  To make matters even worse the young man had already told Chojiro who was leading them.  He quickly motioned for the entire group to gather their weapons.  They were going to need them.  Chojiro got in front of everyone and spoke.  “The enemy is on our doorstep!  They may outnumber us!  They may overpower us!  We called ourselves Ronin!  Before that we were called Samurai, and Samurai we are again!  If we are to die this day!  Let us die as proud warriors of the samurai code!  Let us show these demons why the samurai’s sword is the only one to fear!”  The group roared, and then they charged.  Chojiro spoke again before following the group.  “I hope you are ok Akane, because there is no way I can help you now.”
 
   ***
 
                 The ceremony was beautiful.  The body had been lit on fire.  Four candles suddenly lit themselves.  Luna knew she was in a hurry, but her duties to the order required her to attend.  Everything in the room quieted down.  One could not even hear the flicker of the candles.  A great wind blew into the room, and it put out the fire surrounding the body.  A white light shone brightly where the fire once was.  A lone figure floated upward until it was out of sight.  The sight was quite extraordinary to Luna who had never seen the ceremony.  After it was over one of her fellow sister witches came up to her.  “Why did she pass so young?”  Luna dared to ask.  “You mean you do not know.”  The young witch seemed surprised.  “Being a witch may come as quite an honor, but the power you wield exacts a terrible price.”  Luna looked puzzled.  “It is the magic.  It places a huge strain on my body.  It is like a candle that burns too brightly.  It will fade a lot faster.”  At that moment the young witch held out her hand.  In it was Shellindra’s wand.  “She would want you to have this.  She never could stop talking about you.  She loved you like a daughter.”  Luna took the wand and left.  It took a little while to pick up her stuff, but not too long.  She headed out of the tower and straight south.  The horse she rode was pushed to its limits.  Speed was of the utmost importance.  Luna had this terrible feeling something was happening at this exact moment.  South seemed like the wrong direction.  She should have been heading east, but the dweomer she cast on Akane pointed south to the graveyard of the forgotten.  When she got there she saw thousands of undead warriors fighting a group of ninjas.  Luna knew she would have to do something.
 
   ***
 
                 They had been fighting for several hours.  The ranks of the ninjas that had previously been swelling now seemed to be dwindling.  There was no actual intelligence that was happening within the undead army, just a strong urge to snuff the ninjas out.  The ninjas were trying very hard to succeed, but to no avail.  For everything they tried knocking off an arm, a leg, even a head, yet nothing worked.  No matter what they did the legion of undead warriors just kept on plowing through.  Hours and hours of relentless attacks, and still nothing was going their way.  Gestat knew a losing battle when he saw one.  There was no tactical advantage to being slaughtered like sheep.  It was at that moment that Gestat saw the signal that sounded the alarm.  They were now in full retreat.  This seriously disappointed Kumo, but he understood.  They all turned from the field of battle.  Then an arrow shot from across the field pierced right through Gestat’s heart.  It was completely unexpected.  Kumo and Tokoyo ran instantly to him only to realize they were too late.  Gestat their leader was now dead.  Tokoyo started to writhe with anger.  He knew exactly whose arrow that was.  He grabbed his katana and flew through the battlefield in a fit of rage.  He had no trouble slicing through any undead warrior that had gotten in his path.  Ryu saw Tokoyo running directly for him and steadied himself.  They embraced in bitter combat.  Swords clashed and tensions rose.  Ryu’s new hand moved better and faster than even Tokoyo could handle and soon he succumbed to it.  Ryu took advantage and sliced the man’s head clean off.  It cost him though, as he was stabbed in the back by Kumo.  Suddenly a bright light came out of nowhere and all of the undead creatures fell where they were.  They were dead once again.  When Kumo turned back around Ryu’s body was gone.
 
   ***
 
                 A couple of hundred samurai faced off against nearly a thousand demons.  It was abundantly clear who held the advantage.  Those demons poured in and plowed through the ranks of the samurai like they were thinly sliced bread.  In the background Shayfer smiled at the chaos that surrounded him.  These were after all the ones that had gotten away from him.  Shayfer had noticed a lone samurai steering clear from the crowd of fighting.  Shayfer looked to his new demon.  He remembered Zane’s warning to bleed her early.  He gave her the signal to feast.  She looked to Shayfer and wet her lips.  Looking at her, Shayfer could tell her hunger seemed almost ravenous and insatiable.  She went down instantly attaching herself directly to the samurai warrior’s back.  She began instantly clawing and scraping at the young man.  Then within a few minutes, she lunged back and thrust her arm through the man’s chest cavity.  When she pulled her arm out, she had his heart in her hand.  It did not take very long before she ate it, which took what little of her soul remained and plunged her spirit into eternal darkness.  Shayfer soon eyed his prize.  It was Chojiro.  He popped in instantly behind the man.  He grabbed Chojiro’s head and slammed it to the floor.  The man stumbled back up.  He was not at all happy to see who was standing before him.  Seeing Chojiro pointing his sword at him, Shayfer wasted no time in calling forth Soul Forge.  Swords clashed in bitter embrace, until Shayfer who had killed a dozen samurai, claimed his thirteenth.  Shayfer had used Soul Forge to slice the man from head to toe clean in half.  Toshigi had witnessed Chojiro’s death, and then he had turned around to see the demon.  He started backing away out of fear instantly.  As the man fell backward Shayfer had his next prey, until something wrapped around his neck and dragged him from the field of battle back down into the earth.  When Toshigi opened his eyes, the demon was gone.  With only a handful of samurai remaining, Toshigi had no idea what they would do next.  Then a thunderous sound came from out of nowhere.  Toshigi had never been so glad to see ninjas in his life.
 
   ***
 
   Luna had seen the ninja battle, but did not stay long enough to aid any more than she already did.  She had to get to Akane before something terrible occurred.  When she got close, she found that the route to her had been blocked by a giant stone wall.  All she could do was to bear witness to the battle with Sukenyo.  Akane and Sukenyo were still embraced in combat.  Neither one had been able to gain the upper hand.  Sukenyo started to achieve momentum in the fight.  He thrust his katana toward her direction.  She crossed down both swords pinning Sukenyo’s weapon to the ground.  This left Sukenyo’s other hand which now held a tantō by this point, free.  He lunged forward now with that hand.  Akane knew what he had planned and had made preparations for it.  She kneed his arm sending the tantō flying away.  She then kneed him again in the face which sent him and his katana back.  Akane reached down for her katanas.  As she retrieved them, she found herself on the ground.  Sukenyo had just swept her legs out from under her.  She scooted back to the edge of the cliff behind her, and again found her footing.  Sukenyo was now tired of the fight and meant to end it sooner rather than later.  He walked slowly straight for Akane.  She swung high with her right hand.  He knocked the katana out of her hand and to the ground next to her.  Before she could swing with the other hand, Sukenyo had a firm grip on Akane’s neck.  Akane dropped her other sword, and it landed almost next to where the first one fell.  Now defenseless, Akane could do nothing when he took the ruby from her.  “I told you this was mine.”  Sukenyo spoke aloud.  Deciding she was too much trouble to keep alive, Sukenyo stabbed Akane in the stomach with his katana, and he threw her over the edge of the cliff.  He then kicked her swords over the cliff as well.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
                 Life and death, neither will truly define us.  It is the choices we make in life that decide the consequences we must adhere to.  My life just like anyone else’s life was fraught with peril, and just like anyone else I made bad choices.  We are all born with tremendous potential, but it is part of those consequences that take away from that potential.  I created a device of such horrific energy.  I made a terrible choice, and now I must live with the decision for the rest of my days.
 
    
 
   From the personal journals of Balthazor the Accursed
 
    
 
    
 
   Thus ends Paths of Vengeance, however, the tale continues in Land of Turmoil.
 
    
 
   May the winds of change last forever.
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