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Prologue

 The night was calm, with just a few clouds floating across a dark, moonless sky. The wind rustled calmly through the trees surrounding the grounds of a huge estate, complete with a white bricked and red trimmed mansion sitting at the end of a mile-long driveway. A bronze fountain sat, silent, waiting to be turned on in the morning to greet visitors with its cheerful bubbling.

 Then the house stirred. A light came on and several figures burst out of a side entrance, rushing after four people that were running across the lawn for the cover of the landscaped trees. They were clad in black from head to toe, including black hoods over their heads that let only their eyes show.

  “Get down!” shouted one of the black clothed figures.

  The four intruders dove for cover as bullets rocketed past their heads. Ear-piercing sirens cut through the muggy night air like a blade. Spotlights focused on the four people cringing on the meticulously tended lawn.

  “Freeze! Stay where you are!” came the shouts from behind them.

   “Go! Go!” The tallest of the four black-clad figures yelled as there was a break in the gunfire, scrambling to get up off the grass as he shouted. Behind the fleeing group, men with guns were rushing out of the mansion. More guards on the roof were swinging spotlights around, trying to follow the intruders in the darkness.

“Stop! Stop or we’ll shoot!” Ten guards gave chase to the fleeing intruders, the spotlights picking out their every detail against the open expanse of lawn. The recently mowed grass crunched under their feet as they ran.

  “26! Cover us!”

   One of the figures dressed in black leaped into the air, unfurling large wings from her back. With a few flaps she had doubled back and was diving toward the group’s pursuers.

The guards panicked, taking a few wild shots that hit air. They dove to the lawn with a collective shout of surprise as the winged figure did a strafing run just a few inches above them, two sets of black claws extending from her reaching fingers. 26 doubled back again, dodging fire from the guards on top of the house and heading back to the group, which was now diving into a small cluster of trees less than 30 meters away.

The spotlights fell on the foliage, the tight cover of leaves too much for the powerful light to penetrate. The winged figure soared overhead, dropping gently to the ground on the opposite side of a tall fence just as the remaining three members came crashing in to view. The tallest quickly grabbed the smallest and hefted her up, tossing her over the top of the fence. Once the small girl was safely over, the remaining two clambered up and over the chain links. They hit the ground running and were across the road and securely into the cover of more trees before their pursuers had made it to the fence.

  It would be several hours before the guards gave up their search.

   
On the other side of the great city known as Shibasaki, on one end of a 140 acre park that had long been allowed to fall in to disrepair and overgrowth by the plant life, sat an ancient temple near a lake. The temple was made of rotting wood that had been damaged by the elements over the years, turning it silver. Red streaks ran down the outside walls from the nails rusting in the rain. The U-shaped temple once had a grand paved courtyard sitting in the center of it, surrounded on three sides by the building, but over the years the paving stones had been cracked and shifted by plants and trees growing up between them. Ivy crawled over the walls and the stones, obscuring the outlines of the building in green foliage. Behind the temple was a large manmade lake with a curved footbridge over the water. Sitting on the other side, half buried in the tree line, was a much smaller wooden building with ivy crawling over the walls and across the roof.

 The door to the ancient temple slid open and the four figures dressed in black entered the narrow hallway. The inside of the temple was only slightly better than the outside. The walls and floor were made of planks of wood, some of which were warped and coming away from others. Along the hall were a few threadbare tapestries that were faded from time and covered in dust. The corners had cobwebs in most of them with long dead insects hanging in the threads. Not far from the entrance there was another room that lead off to the right, a long dining hall with a kitchen off the end of it. At one time it had a sliding door with delicate designs on the rice paper panels, but the door was broken and hanging crooked, the panels ripped to shreds and water damaged from a leak in the ceiling. There was some electricity in the place still, and the tallest of the black-clad figures reached up to flick on a bare light bulb above their heads that threw weak light down in the entryway.

 The lead figure pulled off her hood, brilliant red hair falling down around her face as she tossed the hood aside. Her orange and yellow eyes flashed with anger. “Well, that was a complete waste of time!” She was a little over a meter and a half tall, with a thin, lithe build that complimented her hourglass figure well. Her face was heartshaped and framed by her long bangs and shoulder-length hair. 

The tallest pulled off his own cowl, revealing the face of a brown-haired man with green eyes. “Okay, so it could have been better, but I wouldn’t say it was a waste.” Kanjou countered, tossing the black hood to the floor. He pulled out a red strip of cloth from a pocket and tied it around his head, spiking his hair up over it as he adjusted the headband. He was the largest of the group at nearly 2 meters tall and easily 100 kilograms of pure muscle. His shoulders were broad, his chest tapering down slightly to a perfectly proportioned waist. His legs were long and lean, built like a comic book superhero. His face was kind, but well defined and sharply chiseled, with deep green eyes that sparkled in contrast to the brown bangs that hung down in to his face and over his thick eyebrows.

The other two members had removed their own dark head coverings. A girl with purple hair looked up at the man. “What did we do wrong?” Roni asked, her violet eyes wide. She was the shortest of them all, barely 1.3 meters tall. At 14 years old she still had some childhood softness to her body and hadn’t started developing yet, but the grace with which she held herself showed that she had some training in sports of one shape or another. Her lavender hair came down to the bottoms of her shoulder blades in soft waves as she brushed her bangs across her forehead in an attempt to fluff them back up after being crushed in the hood.

The one with wings put a hand on her hip, scowling from behind her teal colored bangs. “Besides not being organized?” 26 quipped. She was 1.7 meters tall, with the torso and arms of a normal, amply endowed woman. However, she was covered in short, light brown fur all over her body, and her legs were the digitigrade ones of a wolf. Swishing across the floor behind her was a long bushy tail that was ringed with two darker brown stripes near the end. She had two bat-like wings coming out of her back, each with a dark blue membrane stretched between black “fingers”. Her face had a wolfish muzzle with a dark nose at the end, and her eyes were yellow-green. She had two ears that drooped back on the sides of her head, and her teal hair spiked up wildly on the top of her head and fell down behind her ears to her shoulders. “And the fact that we were unarmed and they had guns?”

Kanjou turned, slicing his hand through the air horizontally to cut 26 off. “No! We’ve all talked about this, and we’re not using guns. We can’t afford to look like we’re on the same level as the police. We have to be stronger than they are, we have to be,” he thought for a moment, “Superhuman. If we can’t do this with Martial Arts, then we won’t do it at all. But we’re not stooping to their level, we’ll never gain any trust if we do.” He sighed. “Besides, the point tonight was to not get caught. If we hadn’t gotten caught, we would have been in and out with no problems, despite them having guns.”

“Well, we obviously weren’t good enough for that. We’ll just have to wait until the conference.” The red-headed girl pulled off the black long-sleeve shirt she was wearing and tossed it aside angrily, revealing a purple tank top underneath. On her right shoulder was a pink scar that was shaped like a phoenix. “I’m going to bed. God, we suck,” she said in disgust as she turned and walked off down the hallway, vanishing around a corner.

  The brunet sighed. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I knew we didn’t have a chance at handling that but… I just want to get this over with.”

   Roni finished pulling her purple tresses into two high pigtails, then threw her arms around the giant man’s waist. He seemed to melt as she said, “It’s okay, Kanjou! The important thing is that nobody got hurt!”

  “Thanks, Roni,” he said with a warm smile, looking down at the girl that was nearly half his size.

   

  “You think Fushicho will be okay?” 26 asked as she took a few steps forward.

   

  Kanjou gazed down the hall for a moment, then looked back at 26. “Yeah, she just needs time to cool down. I’ll go talk to her in a bit.”

   
“You let them get away!?” The poshly decorated sitting room nearly shook with the voice of the enraged owner of the mansion. The lights were low, making the polished wood surfaces of the small tables scattered between the two couches and several armchairs that formed a circle around a cold fireplace. One of the guards was kneeling far from the fireplace while his boss stalked back and forth in front of him.

“Th-the-they u-u-used the cover of the trees, s-s-s-si-sir!” the kneeling captain of the guards stammered from his place on an expensive carpet, sweat rolling down his face as his employer towered over him. He was shaking, seemingly on the verge of tears in the presence of the enraged figure looming above him.

Yasakuto Ran, a Daimyo in the government of Hinomoto, glowered down at the terrified man, his brown eyes burning with rage. He was clad in a dark red dressing robe, a small glass full of ice and a brown colored liquor clutched in one hand. He wasn’t very tall or muscular, just a little over 1.5 meters and still with a hint of teenager gangliness to him despite that he was 30 years old. His dark brown hair was cropped close to his scalp in the back and longer on the top of his head. “How did they get through the perimeter defenses!? How did they even get close to my home!?” Yasakuto snarled.

“We’re.... we’re unsure s-sir! My m-men tell me that... that one of them had wings!” It was a feeble answer at best, but he would say just about anything to try to divert Yasakuto’s anger elsewhere.

The enraged daimyo raised a hand, causing the captain to throw up his arms and fall back on the floor, cringing and whimpering like a beaten dog. Yasakuto glared at him for a moment, then lowered his hand. “Make sure it doesn’t happen again,” he said, the ice in his voice freezing the captain to the bone.

“Yes sir!” he blurted, clambering to his feet. He bowed quickly, despite that the Daimyo was already turning away from him, and then rushed out the door.

 As Yasakuto turned, a figure stepped out of the dark corner behind him. “Sir, do you really think they can find them?” The man looked to be in his early twenties. His left eye was a piercing green, but the right side of his face was covered by his jet black hair. He wore a denim jacket with a plain white t-shirt underneath it, tucked in to blue jeans. In regards to height, he was the same as Yasakuto, but his shoulders were broader and his face much more chiseled and angular. Under the denim of his jeans were the muscles of someone with athletic ability, and they showed with every step he took. He regarded Yasakuto with a serious expression.

Yasakuto turned to the dark-haired man and smiled. “Of course not. But he’ll be sure to never make a mistake again, won’t he? Besides, he’s still of use to me,” he smirked, “I’m sending you to find them. Simple thieves do not come across the front lawn, or have wings, for that matter. I want to know who they are and what they’re up to. Go after them, Ryoku.”

Ryoku bowed. “Yes sir,” he said before turning toward an open window. The Daimyo walked toward the exit to the room. From behind him there was a noise like the fluttering of two huge wings, and then Ryoku was gone.

It was just before dawn when Roni awoke. She waited a moment, allowing her violet eyes to adjust to the darkness in the room before sitting up on her futon. The room she was in was small, but it was hers. The window out to the forest didn’t have any glass in it, which made sleeping hard some nights because of the noise of crickets from outside. The roof didn’t leak here though, and the sliding door to the hallway had most of its paper panels intact. 

“I’m thirsty,” she whispered to herself as she slipped out from under her light cover. She padded down the hallway toward the dining hall, her bare feet silent except for the creaking of floorboards. The dim light of a world awaiting the dawn barely lighted her way, but she knew the simple halls of the temple well. 

Roni turned right, heading up the hallway that led to both the front entrance and the dining hall. At the opposite end of the hall, golden light was spilling out from the dining area, making a golden patch on the floor and opposite wall. Roni quickened her pace a, peeking around the corner before entering.

Kanjou, wearing only jeans and a headband, knelt at a low table that stretched the length of the long hall. At one time 50 monks could have eaten at the table comfortably, and the wood would have shone and glistened in the sun. Now the table, just like the rest of the temple, was broken and in need of repair. It sloped to one side and was wobbly, the top was marred with scratches and dust, except for where the small group had cleaned off one end to eat on. On the walls were more faded tapestries and plaques with the names of monks that had once lived here on them. The group had been saying since they’d arrived in Shibasaki a few days ago that they were going to do some maintenance around the temple, but hadn’t gotten around to it. The rickety table was first on the list of things to fix.

In front of Kanjou was a pile of paper and blueprints. His eyes were humorless as they traced slowly over the sheets of careful plans written in neat handwriting. His hands clutched the edge of the table as though he were barely keeping himself from ripping up the pages. Roni stepped into the room and cleared her throat, causing Kanjou to jump and turn.

  His face softened as he saw her standing there. “Hey,” he cooed, “What are you doing up?”

   

  Roni scuffed a toe across the smooth floorboards. “I was thirsty.” she said, “Are you okay?”

   

  “Huh? Oh, yeah,” he started to clear the papers from the table. “I was just reviewing a few things.”

   

  “You were trying to figure out what went wrong, weren’t you?” said Roni, a mischievous grin across her face.

  Kanjou sighed, admitting defeat. “Yeah, I was.” he muttered. “We were right there! A year of work that could have been over with, and we screwed it up!” With an angry shove, he pushed the papers away from him and slammed an elbow down on the table, resting his chin in his hand.

Roni walked forward and knelt next to him. “It’s not your fault, Kanjou. We just need,” she paused, thinking for a moment, “more members! We need someone who’s really strong and knows a lot about Martial arts! Maybe even someone that uses a lot of ki attacks! We haven’t had somebody new join us in a long time, Kanjou! Maybe we should go recruit!” she looked up at him expectantly.

Kanjou looked over at her and smiled. Her excitement was infectious sometimes, and whenever she spoke about their mission she glowed with exhilaration. He grinned. “Alright. We’ll start tonight, the two of us, okay?” 

Roni answered him with an enthusiastic nod. “Come on, let’s start getting the kitchen ready for 26 to cook!” Roni said, leaping to her feet. Kanjou followed suit, the botched mission forgotten for now.


Chapter One Change

“Daimyo Yasakuto was unavailable for comment, but the head of his security force tells us that they still have no leads on the intruders from two nights ago. It is suspected that a group of ochiudo led the attempted-”

  “Geeze, Tony, turn that crap off!”

  An American man with light brown hair that was turning gray and pale eyes poked his head around the corner of a cement wall, a look of impatience falling on the girl who had yelled at him. “Why?” he asked simply. His voice echoed slightly off the concrete walls, floor, and ceiling that made up the space where they lived. It wasn’t large, and there were no windows or decorations on the walls, but they had everything they needed in the three small rooms. The central room was the largest one, and was thinly illuminated with a few bare bulb in metal caging overhead. A few bits of martial arts training equipment were scattered around, everything from training mats to targets to boxing gloves that were all in various states of falling apart. There was also a small plastic table with two chairs at one end of the room. The other two rooms were where Tony and the woman he thought of as his daughter slept, though his room also doubled as a kitchen with the addition of a small refrigerator and a camping stove that ran on gas.

Cold blue eyes glared back at him from under long silver bangs. A lithe young woman– at least 25 years younger than him– was moving fluidly through some forms on a beat-up exercise mat that had stuffing poking out of its burst seams. “You know I hate it when they use that word!” she growled, throwing a punch at the air before turning and working her way through another form.

“I hate to tell you this, but that is what they regard you as. Sure, it may have referred to a samurai that became a criminal at one point, but that meaning has changed now to just mean the martial artists. Besides, the story’s about ‘everyone’s favorite Daimyo’– I thought you’d be interested,” Tony said, smirking before pulling his head back into the other room and turning down the radio, which had gone on to another news story. He grabbed a towel and used it as insulation around the hot handle of an iron skillet sitting on a small camping stove. Four eggs were sizzling inside the pan.

“That doesn’t mean I have to like that damn word! And I don’t care about that stupid guy!” the girl shouted back at him. Tony heard her foot come down hard on the mat. Even though he couldn’t see her, he could picture her clearly. No doubt with her hands up in a defensive stance, glaring at the doorway that she knew he’d be coming out of any second, her warm-ups forgotten. He smiled at the thought.

He scooped two eggs each onto two worn plates and put the pan down, grabbing the plates and taking them into the other room. Sure enough, there she was, scowling at him. He chuckled. “Alright, alright,” he said as he set the plates down on the small table. “Come have some breakfast.” he said, trying to soothe her.

The girl stepped off the mat, her bare feet visible from under the hems of her loose white pants. She straightened the blue obi tied around her waist and brushed a bit of dirt off her white and blue tank top before she came to the table. 

The two ate their eggs with minimal conversation. It was Tony who did the talking, chattering along warmly as the girl with the silver hair slowly ate. They had risen a little later than normal today, and had to hurry to get ready.

 “Who are you fighting tonight?” Tony asked after the girl had finished her eggs. He was beginning to clear the plates as she answered.

 “Who knows? Probably Foxfire.”
 Tony smiled. “Well, good to see he made it that far this week.”

  The girl smirked. “He won’t make it past me.” she declared confidently.

   

  “Pardon me, Daimyo Yasakuto? The Shogun is here to see you.”

   Daimyo Yasakuto’s dark, beady eyes flashed in the low light of the office as a smug grin crossed his face. He adjusted his navy blue tie and sat up, flashing a glance over to one of the many framed pieces of art that hung around the room and checking his reflection in it. Slowly, he reached across the massive desk and pushed the intercom button on the black plastic phone.

 “Oh?” His voice was dripping with cold confidence. “By all means, send him in.” He ran a hand through his dark brown, spiked hair as he spoke, adjusting some in the black leather high-backed chair. The window behind him had the curtains pulled back, letting golden sunlight spill in to the office and color everything warm colors in the late afternoon light.

A few moments later, the double kaya-wood doors to Yasakuto’s office slammed open, nearly toppling the two potted trees that sat on either side of the doors. A tall man with graying, short hair and silver-framed glasses stormed into the poshly decorated room and stalked directly across the bamboo tatami rug that was laid over the dark wood paneled floor. His hair was short at the back, but several inches long in the front and cut to frame his forehead except for a small piece that always flopped to the middle of his forehead and wouldn’t be tamed to one side or the other. He moved between the two leather upholstered chairs on the visitor’s side of the desk as he approached Yasakuto, his hands clenched at his sides. His black suit didn’t fit quite right on his tall frame, as though he had lost a lot of weight and hadn’t yet bought new clothes. His tired eyes flashed angrily as he pointed at Yasakuto, and the black tie around his neck wasn’t tightened all the way, giving him an ever more ragged look.

“Daimyo! This has to stop! I cannot continue on in this fashion any longer! You are robbing this government of its dignity and taking freedom from our citizens! I won’t stand for it any longer,” he said as he stopped in front of the desk, glaring at Yasakuto and trying to keep every inch of his slightly wrinkled face stern.

  A smirk crossed Yasakuto’s lips as he stared at the Shogun. “Whatever are you talking about?” he asked, feigning innocence.

  “I’m talking about the way this country is being run! This is not the turn of the millennium, Daimyo, it’s 2532! The people should be free, not given the illusion of freedom while the police kill innocent people on the street! This government was set up to give the people a hope for the future, not to persecute them and use them to line the pockets of you, your crooked politicians, and your dirty policemen!” Shogun Kunota bit his bottom lip, looking like he’d suddenly realized what he was doing.

Yasakuto straightened the collar of his jacket and stood, placing his hands on his desk and leaning forward. “Shogun, how are your wife and children?”

  Kunota backed up a half-step, surprised by the sudden question. “My family...? They’re fine. Why do you ask?”

  Yasakuto’s dark eyes narrowed, making Kunota’s stomach twist into a knot of dread. “If you want them to stay that way, I would suggest you relearn your place in life. You are not the one with power, Kunota. I am. Democracy and freedom are such tired, useless ideals. People don’t want to have a say in what gets done. They want to be ruled!” Yasakuto slammed his hand down on the desk. “And if you come in here like this again...” he paused for effect, “Well... I’d hate to see what becomes of your lovely family.”

Kunota took a step back, looking as though he had been hit in the face. His warm eyes widened some, then shut as he hung his head. Without a word, he turned and walked out of the office. 

 Yasakuto grinned as the Shogun left. He had figured it was only a few days until Kunota came to him once again. It happened every few months or so, whenever Kunota’s righteousness overruled his senses and he thought that he could intimidate Yasakuto into changing. He was early this time, which made the Daimyo make a mental note to work harder at keeping him in line.

Once he was alone again, Yasakuto sat back down in his highbacked chair and picked up the phone on his massive desk. As he raised the receiver to his ear, he hit one of the speed dial numbers.

“It’s me.” he said as he moved some pens around idly on his desk. “Remember that bar in the South Sector that we’ve been trying to bust for weeks now? Yes, that’s the one. One of my men tells me that their big tournament is tonight- go there and arrest everyone.” Yasakuto listened, then grinned. “I know they’ll resist. That’s why I give your men plenty of ammunition. Shoot them all if you have to, just shut it down.”

Yasakuto hung up and turned his chair around to look out the picture window behind him. The sky was turning bright orange, pink, and purple. Yasakuto grinned evilly. “Finally, Tony. Tonight is the night that I close your doors for good.”

The streets of Shibasaki were dark except for the dingy glow of street lamps that hummed and threw circles of light down every few yards. The neon signs of the open bars colored passers-by as they stumbled along the sidewalks that framed the narrow streets. Some were drunk, some homeless, and some were just crazy, but all were making the rounds of their favorite bars. The occasional car would wind it’s way down the street, but they were few and far between in this part of town, known everywhere as the part of the city you didn’t take anything you didn’t want stolen from you and that the police wouldn’t enter without good reason and lots of guns.

Liter blew past people standing on the street corners: hookers, drug dealers, beggars, and kids that either had no where else to go or worked for the criminals. All of them had one goal in mind, making enough money and enjoying a hot meal and a long sleep once the sun started to rise. The children, usually the orphans of the illegal fighters that had been killed or arrested, often banded together under an older child for protection, but many of them wandered alone, abandoned by society.

Kanjou, his brown hair spiked up inside his red headband, walked along the sidewalk with Roni next to him. They left the small comfort of the street lamps and headed into a narrow alleyway that was dark and cramped. A sign marked “Tony’s Place” hung over the short flight of stairs. A shower of paint chips fell to the concrete as Kanjou pushed open the worn door to the bar. 

Loud music, yelling, cheers, and clouds of rancid smoke met Roni and Kanjou from the opposite side of the door. Kanjou’s head disappeared in the cloud of smoke, and Roni coughed several times. Kanjou leaned down and yelled loud enough for her to hear, “Let’s go sit at the bar and watch!”

Roni nodded and let him lead her over to some empty stools at one end of the long counter. The inside of the bar was fairly small, just enough space for 100 people to stand comfortably if everything else in the building was removed. The bar itself was long and curved on both ends so that it came out of the wall in the shape of an elongated U. About twenty stools sat around the bar, most of which were wobbly and needed to be reupholstered. There were shelves behind the bar that showcased the various types of alcohol they sold there, and behind those was a dusty mirror that reflected the bar back in shades of murky brown. To the left of the young girl and the tall man were a dozen round tables, all with wooden chairs in them that were packed with people talking loudly over the music that was emanating from the speakers in the ceiling. More people stood around the walls in booths that were upholstered in cheap vinyl that had torn over the years and been grafittied on by hundreds of those that chose the Underground as their homes. In one corner, Kanjou saw a couple making out in the shadows while a lanky man next to them took money from a muscular ronin and handed him a bag full of white powder. He and Roni took stools among the “scum” of Shibasaki– the drinking, drunk, stoned, unconscious, and other dregs of society. And then there were the ronin.

In addition to being a bar, “Tony’s Place” was also a host for Martial arts tournaments. Although the fighting arts and tournaments had been outlawed by the government for a century, the draw of the illegal tournaments was powerful and there was no shortage of those who wanted to participate in them. Every bar knew that you could get lots of business by holding underground tournaments. Aside from the bets made on the fights themselves, there was also usually a cover charge to watch the fights, and if the tournament was good enough to draw a crowd then the bar sold drinks. Provided that they could keep a police raid from shutting them down, the business was extremely profitable for anyone with the guts to get involved in it.

At the far end of the room from Kanjou and Roni was a hastilyerected fighting ring. The tournament arena had to be easily collapsible in case it had to be hidden quickly from the police. At the moment, a man wearing black was wiping blood off the floor of the ring with a dirty, threadbare rag that looked like it had been used for this purpose for many years. The guy had barely exited the ring before the loud din of the music died. The graying American man behind the bar suddenly jumped up to stand on the top of it, throwing his arms up for silence.

“I hope you’ve all made your bets carefully for our next match! Now entering the ring, weighing in at one-hundred and forty-seven kilograms, and standing over two meters1,” the bartender paused for effect, “Foxfire!” he finished as the bar patrons cheered.

The door that led to the back storage areas of the bar opened, and in walked the biggest man that Kanjou and Roni had ever seen. The dark-skinned fighter appeared to be able to rip a tree out of the ground– roots and all– with his bare hands. He was bald except for a strip of hair that curved around the back of his head, and part that was pulled into a high ponytail that cascaded down to his shoulders. He wore no shirt, only jeans, black leather fingerless gloves, black boots, and a necklace made of big wooden beads and a large circular pendant. He walked toward the ring, waving to the crowd and smiling cheerfully.

Who could they possibly get to fight him?!
  thought Kanjou.

  The bartender’s voice carried over the bar again, and there was a hint of pride in it as he spoke. “And in the opposite corner, at one and three-quarters meters tall, and weighing eighty-eight and a half kilograms2, our current champion, The Tiger!” As he spoke the last two words, he jumped back down behind the bar and began taking last minute bets while filling glasses with the patrons’ vice of choice.

 The door to the back room opened again and a figure stepped out. Roni let out a squeak of shock. “They’ve got to be kidding!” she said in horror.

  Foxfire’s opponent was a woman, and although she was

  1 Equal to three-hundred twenty five pounds, and six feet, seven inches.
 2 Equal to five feet eight inches tall, one hundred ninety-five pounds.

muscular she looked like twig compared to the hulking brute that was waiting for her in the ring. She walked slowly and purposefully, not acknowledging the cheering crowd around her. It was hard to tell if she was looking down at the floor or not, because long bangs were casting dark shadows over her face. Her hair looked as though she had gone gray at a young age, and went down to the top of her belt. Her outfit consisted of a white tank top, trimmed in blue, a blue obi, white baggy pants, and blue and white tennis shoes. She entered the ring, the half of her face that could be seen was frozen into a scowl. 

  Roni pulled on Kanjou’s shirt, a look of panic in her eyes. “He’ll kill her! Kanjou, she’s only half his size!” she squeaked.

  “Don’t worry, Roni. I don’t think she could be the current champion if she didn’t have some skill. Let’s see how she does, alright?” Kanjou turned his full attention to “The Tiger”. Something about the way she held herself was telling him that she would give Roni and himself something to remember tonight.

The man who had been cleaning the mat earlier jumped up on the outside of the ring, holding on to the ropes without getting inside with the two fighters. “Alright you two, I know you both know the rules,” he paused, raising his hand before dropping it down, “Fight!”

 Foxfire immediately leaped forward, a battle cry escaping his lips as he pulled his fist back. Tiger stood motionless as he ran at her. Just as Foxfire began to uncoil his punch, the girl raised her head. For a split second, Kanjou saw a flash of the coldness and battle-lust in the girl’s ice blue eyes. Then, she was gone, and Foxfire’s fist was hitting nothing but air.

Where’d she go!?
  Roni and Kanjou both thought at the same time.

   

  Before they had time to finish their pondering, a silver, white, and blue blur dropped from the ceiling in front of Foxfire.

  “Otsunami Hadogyaku!”3 Roni and Kanjou nearly fell off their stools. A bright flash of blue, followed by an incredible blast of force that only made the other martial artists in the room wince came from the ring. When the light faded away, Tiger was standing back in her original spot, and Foxfire was on the floor, blood seeping from his nose. The crowd around the 

  3 “Great Tsunami Force Kick!”

  ring was on their feet in an instant, screaming and cheering, some glad that their fighter had won while others were outraged that they had lost their bets.

Time seemed to slow as Roni and Kanjou exchanged looks. They were both thinking the same thing and had felt the incredible explosion of ki she had used against her opponent. 

  Kanjou almost didn’t like the grin on Roni’s face. “She’s the one we need!” the young girl breathed.

  He raised an eyebrow. “Don’t jump to conclusions, Roni.” The brunet looked back at where the female ronin was standing over her fallen foe with confidence. He noted that her chest was heaving as though she had run a marathon and a frown crossed his face.

Tiger received a bag from the man in black and was heading toward the bar. The swarm of drunks gave her a wide berth, and no one attempted to congratulate her. She sat down at the far end of the bar, alone. The bartender was immediately with her, setting a glass in front of her. The two talked for a few minutes, but Roni and Kanjou couldn’t hear their conversation over the music that had begun again. She opened the bag she had received and handed half of the contents over to Tony, which was far more than could have been necessary to pay for her drink. The bartender walked away to help another customer, and The Tiger began to sip at her drink.

Roni jumped enthusiastically off her stool. “She’s got to be the one, Kanjou! We haven’t seen anyone with as much power as her, and we’ve been all over Hinomoto the past few days! If we can convince her to join the Aka Ryuu, then we can win for sure!” Roni headed off in the direction of The Tiger, and Kanjou had to leap off his stool and run to catch up to her.

  Roni went right up to Tiger. “Excuse me?”

   The silver-haired fighter didn’t acknowledge her, so Roni repeated herself. Still not a word out of the tournament winner. So, Roni jumped up onto the stool next to the fighter. “Hi!” she said cheerfully.

“Whatever you want, I don’t have it, can’t get it, and don’t need it, so go away.” Tiger’s voice was cold and devoid of almost any emotion. She sipped her drink, not even looking at the two rebels.

  “You haven’t even let me say anything!” exclaimed Roni, looking indignant.

  “You don’t have to. I’m not interested in whatever scheme you want me to participate in, I won’t train you, and I won’t come to your pre-school Show-and-Tell.” The blue-eyed ronin turned her head enough to shoot a cold look at Roni. The younger girl shied away a bit. Those ice blue pupils seemed to have the power to freeze someone’s insides.

Kanjou stepped forward and spoke up. “How about a chance to legalize Martial arts and save Hinomoto from a corrupted government?”

Tiger looked over at Kanjou as though she hadn’t seen him standing there before. After giving him a once-over with her eyes, she glanced around at the patrons of the bar, noting that none of them were paying attention to them. She turned back toward her glass, took another sip of her drink, then said, “Say what you have to say. No promises. And keep your damn voices down.”

Roni bounced on her stool. “Okay!” She quickly dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “We’re in charge of a group called the Aka Ryuu.”

“Red Dragon, huh? Interesting name for a group.” Tiger’s lips stretched into a mocking grin. Roni hesitated nervously for a moment, then continued.

“We’re a group of ronin who are fighting to free Hinomoto. The Shogun of Hinomoto is a kind and just man, but one of the Daimyo is using and blackmailing him. He has to ignore unfair laws and the way that the police brutalize the citizens! Kunota is a puppet, but we’re struggling to overthrow the Daimyo and restore the freedoms of Democracy to Hinomoto!

  “In order to do that though, we need someone who is powerful and knowledgeable in the martial arts. Will you help us, please?”

  Tiger glared at Roni from the corner of her eye. “You want me to give up my current life and not only become a rebel, but an assassin? I’m already involved in too much illegal activity, I don’t need to start killing off the government on top of it,” she hissed, trying to keep her voice down as much as possible. Tiger took another drink and slammed her mug down. “Absolutely not! I take no responsibility for the government and what it chooses to do to the ‘law-abiding citizens’ of Hinomoto. It’s not my place and it’s not my concern. Now go away, before somebody hears you talking about this crap and I get in trouble for it!” 

At the other end of the bar, Tony was watching Roni and Kanjou as they talked to the local champion. He couldn’t believe they’d gotten more than three words out of her without being thrown across the bar.

  “Tony! Another drink!” bellowed a hulking beast of a man to the bartender.

   Tony turned from watching the silver-haired fighter and glared at the man who was yelling at him. “You’ve had more than enough, Bear. I wont serve you any more tonight.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

Bear was a large man with a bushy beard hanging off the chin of his jaggedly angled face and long, dark, greasy hair that fell down his back nearly to his waist. His clothes were brown, shapeless things that looked like they hadn’t been washed in about a year. He was tall and built like brick wall with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. He narrowed his already small, dark eyes at Tony. “What do you mean, ‘more than enough’? I’ve barely had any!” Bear stood up from his stool, lumbering to his full height of nearly 2 meters and grabbing Tony by the front of his shirt, pulling the bartender halfway over the bar. The young black-haired man sitting next to Bear was nearly pushed over by the drunk man’s elbow. He glared at Bear from one visible green eye, adjusting his denim jacket before he got up and walked out of the bar.

Down at the other end, Tiger’s head snapped around as soon as Bear had touched Tony. She jumped up immediately, her fists slamming down on the bar. “Bear!” she barked over the loud music.

The entire place became quiet at the drop of a hat. The music ended and all conversation ceased, as though Tiger’s raised voice was enough to demand instant silence from every patron. Kanjou and Roni watched curiously.

  Bear looked over at her, still clutching Tony’s shirt. “What do you want, Tiger?” he slurred. He was obviously drunk.

   

  “Take your drunk, dead-beat ass out of here, Bear, before I take it out for you.” Her voice had all the warmth of a glacier.

  Bear released Tony, more interested in beating up on the bar’s current champion than its proprietor now. “Why don’t you mind you own business, Tiger?”

  “Shut up! You know the rule: no one messes with Tony.” Her eyes narrowed.

   

  “I can take you, Tiger. Right here, right now.”” Bear stood up, swaying from side to side.

  The woman chuckled. “You think you can take me? You’re drunker than an otter, Bear. Foxfire didn’t even touch me, and he was dead sober.” She started walking toward Bear, while people scrambled to get out of her way. 

“Now,” she commented as she stopped right in front of Bear, dwarfed even more than she had been when facing Foxfire, “Get out of here before I have to ruin Tony’s nice clean floor.”

The two faced each other for a long moment, then Bear lunged at her suddenly. It was a wide, off-balance swing but it didn’t distract Tiger from the gleam of metal in his hand.

She jumped straight up, tucking her legs under her and letting Bear’s swing go beneath her. Then her right leg shot out and she snapped it down as she came down from her jump. Her foot connected with the top of Bear’s head, which sent him straight to the floor.

The thud of Bear hitting the solid wooden planks was drowned out by the sound of the door slamming open and hitting the opposite wall. The Tiger landed with one foot on either side of Bear’s prostrate body and looked up.

  “Police! Nobody move!”

   

  Tiger rolled her eyes. “One interruption after another tonight.” she sighed in disgust.

   

  “You’re all under arrest!” the front cop yelled.

  That set nearly everyone in the bar start running in panic while others attacked the cops in an attempt to get away. The cops shouted a warning, bringing their guns up to their shoulders as the crowd rushed them.

  “Andrea! Run!” Tony yelled.

  Tiger looked over at him. “What about you?!” she cried. “Don’t worry about me! Go!” 

Andrea nodded quickly as she turned and ran toward the back of the bar just as the police opened fire on the crowd. A few of the bar patrons in the back booths were pulling out guns of their own as people began to drop to the floor under the bursts of bullets. The guns roared as return fire started, making some of the police either duck for cover or go down as they were hit.

Roni screamed as Kanjou swooped down and picked her up. He turned and followed a few yards behind Andrea, praying that they wouldn’t get hit by any stray bullets. Andrea disappeared into the back room, and Kanjou came running around the corner just in time to see her drop through a trap door cut into the floor. He ran over and jumped through as well, landing knee-deep in rancid, slimy sewage.

  “Oh, gross.” he muttered.

   

  “What’s that smell?” Roni inquired, choking back a gag of disgust.

   

  “You don’t want to know.”

  Every few feet a dim light illuminated a small bit of the sewer. Kanjou followed the sound of splashing and saw Andrea hurrying down the sewer pipe, foul water spraying from every step. He swallowed his disgust, tightened his grip on Roni, and followed.

They hadn’t gotten far when they heard splashing behind them. A shot came from behind, ricocheting off the walls nearby. Andrea started running even faster, swerving back and forth a little so they couldn’t target her. The tall, brown haired man following her decided to do the same. Another shot hit the slime at their feet.

Kanjou noticed that the lights ahead of them had been systematically taken out. The Tiger went into the darkness, just enough of her visible as she turned to the left before disappearing. Kanjou dove into the blackness and headed left as well and entered another tunnel. The lights had been taken out at the junction of two tunnels to allow Martial Artists to confuse the police when running. Rather clever, he thought.

A few yards in front of him, Kanjou saw a patch of light opening in the wall, highlighting Andrea just enough to let her be seen. She ducked into the wall, and Kanjou sped up. He dove through the hole right before it was closed back up.

Andrea leaned against a concrete wall, breathing heavily. Kanjou set Roni down and looked around. Three small rooms made up the little apartment-like section of sewer tunnels. The main entry held a few broken crates and one exercise mat that was starting to become unstuffed. The room to the left contained a small camping stove and a couple of cracked plastic containers that held a few dishes. To the right was a cramped room with two futons and more plastic containers filled with clothing.

  Muffled voices came from the other side of the concrete. “Where did they go?”

  “I don’t know. You three, go that way. Maybe they ran down the other tunnel. You two come with me.” The voices and splashing went off in two different directions. The three Martial Artists didn’t move until the sounds were gone, then Andrea turned and slammed her fist into the concrete wall.

  “Shit!” she yelled.

  Kanjou and Roni stood there, silent . The silver-haired Martial Artist was terrifying when angry. They both nearly jumped out of their skins when she turned, her blue pupils flashing with anger.

“You two are the biggest idiots I’ve ever met! If you knew how to run a rebellion, you’d know that talking about it in public makes you either a fool or a target- and the police don’t care about the difference!” Andrea stomped off toward the room to the right, muttering something about “troublesome idiots”.

The two members of the Aka Ryuu stood exactly where they were, listening to Andrea in the back tunnel, slamming things and ranting about being wanted by the police. “Probably won’t live until morning!” she screamed at one point, causing Roni and Kanjou to jump. They could now see why no one at the bar had wanted to be near her when she’d started yelling at Bear.

Roni and Kanjou both exchanged glances and raised their eyebrows when Andrea came back out. She had changed clothes, but her new outfit looked exactly like the old one. Even the shoes were the same.

Andrea noticed their looks. “What? Do you two have some sort of problem with me having more than one fighting outfit or something!?”

  They both gave nervous chuckles. “Absolutely not!” Roni chirped.

  Andrea strode past them and opened up the cement wall again. “I’m going back to find Tony. You two can be eaten by sewer rats for all I care.” She went back out into the tunnel, holding the legs of her pants up some while walking on a dry strip close to the tunnel wall.

  Roni huffed and followed the fighter. The tall man let out a sigh and turned to follow them.

  The sounds of dripping water accompanied them as they made their way back along the sewer pipes. Roni had somehow gotten Andrea to agree to let her speak about their mission, so long as they could keep up the pace at the same time.

“See, Shogun Kunota is the one rightfully in charge of the government. He’s who the people elected to lead, and if he actually got to do his job, then things would be much better for all of us. The police won’t be able to kill whoever they want to, and Martial arts will be legal again. Imagine, being able to show your face on the streets and admit that you practice Hinomoto’s oldest tradition, and not being arrested for it. This could be the return of Hinomoto’s greatest age, instead of continuing to live in these dark times.”

Andrea glanced back at the little girl. “And you actually believe you can pull this crazy idea off?” she said, disbelief in her voice.

  Kanjou chimed in. “Believing in yourself is the greatest power anyone can have.”

  They walked along in silence for a few minutes. Rats squeaked in surprise as they came by, scurrying to get out of the way of the humans. In the center of the tunnel the rancid water and refuse slowly went by, trickling along to wherever its final destination was.

  “Well... Why do you need me?” the Martial arts champion asked the two rebels finally.

  “Simple. We need someone strong to help us. Our current numbers aren’t enough, and none of us are as good as you are with ki attacks. So, we decided to go out and try to find someone that we can trust and that is powerful.”

  Andrea guffawed. “Powerful? You came to the right place for that since I’m the strongest fighter in Hinomoto,” she smiled.

  By then they had reached the entrance back up to Tony’s Place, and Andrea led the way up a small rickety ladder, back through the hole in the floor and up into the storage room. Kanjou and Roni followed her up, waiting while Andrea peeked her head around the door and looked for the police. Once she moved out into the main area of the bar, they followed.

 The floor of the establishment now had a new carpet of blood, splintered wood, and broken glass. Dead bodies lay strewn everywhere, their faces twisted in terror and pain. Andrea stood in the middle of the carnage, looking down at the prostrate body of Tony. Kanjou, holding Roni in his arms, watched the silver-haired woman. If she was feeling any emotions at all she was hiding it well.

“Tony, Tony, Tony.” she clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth in disapproval. “And we always thought I would go before you, huh? Guess we never took something like this into consideration.” She knelt down next to the body and stared into his lifeless eyes.

There was a moment of silence before Kanjou took a step toward her and spoke softly. “Maybe now you see why we need this rebellion? Do you really like hiding in the shadows all the time? Is being hunted and watching the people you care about get shot down so fun? This is no way for anyone to live.”

Andrea continued to stare at Tony with an emotionless expression. “He’s saved my life twice. Now he’s gone and the bar is ruined.” she looked around, “I don’t have any reason to stay here.”

  Kanjou nodded. “We can give you a safe place to hide. The Aka Ryuu Headquarters is secure, no one will find you there.”

  Andrea stood. “I’m not saying I’m going to join your suicide mission or anything, but I guess I can give you the chance to convince me.” She walked around Kanjou, heading toward a small swinging door that lead behind the bar.

  “That’s fair enough.” Kanjou had turned to continue looking at the young woman as she walked away from him.

  Andrea grabbed something from a shelf under the bar counter, then looked at Kanjou and made a motion with her head toward the door. Kanjou nodded in understanding, then stepped gingerly around the bodies and walked out the door. He looked up from the entrance slowly, noting that it was a little odd to have no cops lingering around to secure the scene. But the brunet also had heard stories that sometimes the police would get bored of one thing and go off to another raid without doing the official paperwork for the first one.

Andrea walked back over to Tony’s body, listening to the silence around her. In her many years of being here, she’d never experienced this stillness before. To Andrea it seemed like more than these unlucky people had been killed tonight. It was Tony’s Place itself that was now dead.

She stood over Tony and pulled a match from the box she had grabbed from behind the bar. “See ya, Tony.” she said as she snapped the head of the match across the ignition strip, making the match erupt into flame. She flipped it in to a puddle not too far away, then turned as the hungry fire started to consume the spilled alcohol on the floor. Andrea walked quickly over the prostrate bodies and out the door, closing it for the last time before heading up the steps.

Andrea came up into the alleyway and headed toward the street where Kanjou and Roni were waiting. She turned a small distance away from them and looked back at the stairway, which was becoming suffocated by smoke. The fire had spread quickly across the alcohol soaked floor and was already taking out the rotted door, throwing small bits of orange light into the dark alley. Andrea stood there and watched the smoke billow out and the flames leap higher, only turning when the distant sounds of a fire engine could be heard.

 She walked to Kanjou and Roni, her eyes fixed on the ground. “We should go. Someone’s obviously called in the fire.” Andrea said, her voice empty of expression.

  Kanjou put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss.” he said sincerely.

  Andrea pushed away the gesture of comfort. “Don’t be. Comes with the job.” she said, seeming to try to convince herself more than anyone else.

The three started walking away as the sirens grew closer, rounding the corner just as a fire engine and two police cars erupted onto the street they had come from. The outlaws walked on in silence for a bit, though Andrea kept turning at random intervals to look behind them. Kanjou wasn’t sure if it was make certain they weren’t being followed or to try to get one last look at the burning bar.

  Finally, Roni interrupted the solemn silence. “I’m Roni, Shigai Roni.” she said to Andrea, “And this is Tsukai Kanjou.”

   

  Andrea didn’t even bother to look at the girl with the purple pigtails. “Andrea The Tiger.” she muttered.

  Roni looked at Andrea with curiosity. “No family name?” “If I ever did have one, I don’t know it.”
 “What about your father’s last name?”

  Andrea shot Roni an enraged look. “Tony wasn’t my father.” she growled.

  Kanjou put his hand on Roni’s arm, a silent way of telling her to not ask any more questions. He could tell that Andrea’s emotions were in turmoil right now, despite the fact that she was attempting to hide it. They walked the rest of the way in silence.

After a while Kanjou, Roni, and Andrea came to a fenced in section of the city that had grown wild. Andrea looked up at a sign that had faded over many years, beaten down by the weather.

  “Shinjuku Gyoen National Gardens,” Andrea read aloud. “You have got to be kidding me.”

  Kanjou pulled open the gate and allowed Roni and Andrea to enter ahead of him. What had once been a neatly tended section of the city of Shibasaki had fallen into disrepair over the past two-hundred years, the plants taking over and growing wild and out of control. The children of Shibasaki, told stories that the Gardens were haunted or inhabited by the angry spirits of oni or tengu. Because of this only the most foolish of the local hoodlums and the occasional vandal ever tried to gain access to the forest that now sat in Shibasaki. Several abandoned buildings still remained in the Gardens, and the dilapidated temple that was now the Headquarters of the Aka Ryuu was one of them.

As they walked along the only trail still visible, Andrea could see why these gardens had been abandoned. The ivy growth on the walls of the Headquarters building was enough to start ruining its structural integrity. She thought the whole place would crumble if she walked too hard while inside. They went up to the temple and entered the wide double doors at the front of one of the wings of the building. 

  “Hmm. Charming.” Andrea said sarcastically, crossing her arms over her chest as she looked around the dusty entryway.

  “Roni! Kanjou! You’re back!” Fushicho came bouncing toward them. Andrea swiftly took a step back, as though she expected her to attack them at any moment. The red-head gave Kanjou a look. “I see we’ve got a newcomer?”

Kanjou grinned and blushed a bit. “Fushicho, meet Andrea. The police are after her, so we thought she’d be safe here. And she might even help us.”

  Fushi offered her best smile. “Well, pleased to meet you!” she extended her hand.

  Andrea scowled and glared. “A mythological bird, huh? Let me guess, you’re supposed to be the western Phoenix.” It was a statement, not a question. 

Realizing that Andrea wasn’t going to shake her hand, Fushicho withdrew it. “Well,” she coughed, “I hope you stay and help us with our mission. We could surely use you.” She turned to Kanjou, “Can we go train now?”

  Kanjou chuckled. “Alright, alright. Roni, I’ll leave you to show Andrea around.”

   

  The man left, the red-head hot on his heels. “Those two have feelings for each other.” Andrea said with a smirk.

   

  Roni raised her eyebrows. “How can you tell?”

   

  “Body language, the tones of their voices. It’s very easy.” Andrea smirked.

  “Oh... Wow, that’s so cool! You know all kinds of cool stuff, I bet I could learn so much from you!” Roni looked up at Andrea in adoration.

  The silver-haired

  ronin 
  glared at her. “Aren’t you supposed to be doing something? Other than annoying me, I mean.”

   

  “Oh, yeah, sorry. Follow me!” she chirped ecstatically and headed off to another room.

  With a sigh of exasperation Andrea followed the petite girl. She was led into the dining hall, where food was laid out on the table. As soon as Andrea spotted it, her stomach growled. She put her hand on her mid-section and frowned, realizing that she hadn’t eaten since the eggs this afternoon.

Roni waved her hand at the table. “Sit down and help yourself. We don’t have much, but you’re welcome to eat.” Roni sat down on the right side of the table, Andrea sat across from her on the floor and grabbed some bread. She somehow knew that the price of the food was going to be listening to this girl, but with how hungry she was it seemed like a fair trade off.

  “So... what brought this whole

  rebellion
  thing on? You guys don’t seem the rebel type.” remarked Andrea.

  “Well... it’s kind of a long story.” Roni paused and grabbed a chunk of bread, “See, Kanjou and I started this whole thing after someone from the government came to us. His name is Daimyo Shinrai and he told us the truth about what’s going on with the Shogun. He’s nice, like Kunota is. He’s really good friends with Kunota though and he can’t stand what’s been going on with him. Kanjou and I agreed to help, so we started trying to recruit. Now we’re running out of time, and we’ve only found a few people that we can trust. That’s why we need you.”

  “So, that was you guys who tried to attack Daimyo Yasakuto’s mansion the other night?” Andrea said.

   

  Roni nodded. “We decided afterwards that four of us just isn’t enough. The cause is too great; the risk is too big for a small group.” Andrea chewed before swallowing her food. “Well, why doesn’t the Shogun just tell the public and let them deal with it?”

  “Because he needs to protect his family, of course. If he reveals the truth without people like us to protect him, then he and his family will be murdered! But, if the truth is revealed, and the Aka Ryuu are there, we can defeat the manipulator! With him out of the way, Congress, the Courts, and the police can be cleaned up, and Hinomoto will be free again!” From the way she steadily grew more and more enthusiastic as she spoke, Andrea could tell that the prospect excited Roni. Her violet eyes were gleaming as she spoke.

Andrea thought again. “And... what’s in it for me? What possible reason can you give me that would make me want to participate in this suicide mission?”

“Well...” Roni thought for a moment. “Imagine what good could come from this. Hinomoto will be a nice place to live again. Martial arts will be legal, and you could be a celebrity! Tournaments would want to have you competing in them all the time! People would cheer for you as you defeated your opponent, and then you’d be given lots of money and could have whatever you wanted! You wouldn’t have to live in the sewers anymore!”

There was a moment of silence as Andrea blinked at the little girl in disbelief, then she burst into cruel, cold laughter. “Well, kid, you’ve got some weird ideas. Me, a celebrity? No way. But the money sounds tempting enough.” She paused and looked over at the small girl, who was staring at her with large, hopeful eyes and holding her breath in anticipation. She had her hands clenched under her chin as though she were praying. Andrea sighed after a few moments. “I guess I’ll join up, maybe. Smacking around fat-cat politicians shouldn’t even make me break a sweat.”

  Roni let out a whoop of joy that Andrea quickly interrupted.

  “ But,  let’s make sure we have something very clear here. I will come and go as I see fit, and I will not be getting all ‘buddy buddy’ with you people. Understood?”

  Roni nodded, grinning like a fool.

   

  Andrea stood. “Great. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get some sleep.”

  Roni led Andrea to a room with a futon in it, then ran off to tell Kanjou the good news. Andrea sat down on the bed, looking around at the sorry state of the room. The door was completely off the track and missing, there were piles of dirt, dust, and cobwebs in the corners along with random leaves and things that had blown in from the open hole in the wall. “I guess that’s supposed to be a window,” she muttered as she stared at it. “Or it was.”

 She flopped back on the futon, sighing as dust puffed up around her. “This really sucks.” She put her hand up to her forehead, pushing her bangs aside and running her fingers along the skin above her right eyebrow, her eyes closed. “How the hell could I let this happen to him?”

Before she could come up with an answer to satisfy the turmoil of emotions inside her, sleep crept up and claimed her exhausted mind and body.


Chapter Two Angel of Death

The next day came peacefully, the sun shining brightly as the occasional breeze rippled the trees. Birds were chirping as they flew around and searched for food. Outside of Shinjuku Gyoen National Gardens life was going on as usual for most people that made it by day-to-day. It was hot out,typical for an early July day, and the heat continued to climb as the sun did.

Roni and 26 were in the kitchen that was just off the dining room in the temple, getting ready to make some breakfast. It was a bit late in the day for breakfast normally, but since they had all been up rather late the night before they were just getting started on their routine. The kitchen was equipped with a small stove that was stained and dented, and that 26 had been ranting about since they’d arrived there. It was unreliable, at best, and unusable at worst. Most of the time it didn’t heat up evenly, or didn’t heat at all, and she had learned not to use the oven. On the other side of the short expanse of counters was a small refrigerator that they had gotten up and running. The sink that Roni was at was between the stove and the fridge, with cabinet above it. To the right of the door that led out in to the dining room was a pantry. The door was open right then, and there was a small smattering of boxes and canisters on the shelves.

“You should have seen it, 26!” Roni was drying dishes as 26 stood over the stove. “Andrea was so cool! She defeated this huge guy in one hit and it was the biggest blast of ki I’ve ever felt! She’s going to be great, I just know it! But she doesn’t seem to warm up to people very well, so she might act kind of weird when you meet her.”

The winged woman chuckled. “Some kemono like me actually do fight in the Underground, you know. Not usually the ones that are as,” she searched for the right word, “heavily altered as I am. But some of them do. She might not be shocked at all to see me.”

“I don’t know, she might. She knows all sorts of cool stuff, I’m going to learn so much from her, I know I will! We’re definitely going to win now that we have her!”

“Alright, fortune teller, go get ‘Wondergirl: The Savior Of Us All’ then and tell her that food is ready. Grab Kanjou and Fushi on the way.”

  Roni nodded and quickly ran off to get the others.

  Andrea was still sleeping in the small room she had been given as her own. It was a restless, nightmare-filled sleep that caused her to toss and turn violently. Beads of sweat rolled down her face, both from the dream she was having and from the heat in the temple. She didn’t even stir when Roni entered the room and approached her futon. 

  “Andrea! Andrea, wake up!”

  The silver-haired girl continued to struggle against an unseen foe so Roni tried harder to jar her from sleep, shaking her. “You’re having a bad dream! Wake up!”

Andrea suddenly bolted upright, grabbing Roni’s light yellow tank top and cocking back a clenched fist. “I won’t let you do it again!” she screamed, still half in her dream.

  “Uhm... let me do what again, Andrea?”

  “Huh?” Ice blue eyes focused on the innocent, round face of Roni. “Oh...” she said, “Just you.” She let go of the girl and dropped her hand. “What time is it?”

“Nearly one o’clock in the afternoon! You really sleep like the dead, huh?” Roni’s face changed to a look of concern that Andrea knew immediately was going to cause her trouble. “What were you dreaming about?”

 The fighter’s defenses shot up against the question. “None of your business.” she said as she wiped some sweat off her forehead and got to her feet. 

  Roni huffed. “You don’t have to be so mean about it.” she said, pouting.

  Andrea frowned, then began to walk away, brushing imaginary dust off her clothing. It’s not my fault that no one can understand what I’ve been through. Andrea thought. She almost said it aloud, but she stopped herself.

Roni stood and began to follow Andrea. “You know, you shouldn’t bottle stuff up inside. It’ll end up eating you alive– like acid!” Roni sped up her steps to match the silver-haired fighter and began to walk a little in front of her. “Kanjou says that you should talk about your problems with people that are willing to listen to you. He told me that you’ll always feel better when you talk about what’s bothering you.”

Andrea was increasing her speed, trying to get away from Roni. She gritted her teeth and walked faster and faster, but the short girl just kept up with her and kept talking. Finally, Andrea stopped walking and snapped at Roni. “Shut up! I don’t need to talk about my problems, you little brat! Leave me alone!”

Roni stopped in her tracks and Andrea kept walking as fast as she could. She was already at the dining hall when Roni caught back up to her. Kanjou and Fushicho were eating a meager breakfast, and they invited Andrea to sit down just as Roni came running into the room.

  “Tell me what’s bothering you, Andrea!” the pig-tailed girl demanded.

   

  Andrea scowled. “Look, I agreed to help you people with this suicide mission. I don’t need to tell you anything!”

   

  “Roni! Stop being rude!”

  The little girl snapped at Kanjou’s order and blushed. “Sorry, Kanjou.” she muttered as she sat down at the table. Andrea plopped on the floor as well, with a scowl on her face. 

“Can we discuss a strategy? I’d feel better if we were all on the same page.” Fushicho asked after Andrea had begun to eat. “What did you guys have in mind, exactly?” inquired Andrea.

  “You mean to tell me you haven’t even discussed our plan with her yet?” said a voice from behind Andrea.

  Andrea turned, about to say something sarcastic, but her eyes widened when she saw the winged woman standing behind her. She leaped three feet into the air and stumbled backwards. “Wha-! What the hell is that!?” she shrieked.

  There was an awkward silence, and then Fushicho piped up. “It’s just 26, Andrea. You don’t have to panic.”

  Andrea stared at the fur-covered woman that was shorter than her, her blue eyes wide and filled with shock. “I didn’t ask its’ name. I asked what the hell is it?!” Andrea screamed, turning to face Fushicho as she pointed a finger in 26’s face.

“Please calm down, Miss Andrea. Sit and I’ll answer any questions you may have.” 26 walked around the table and sat down next to Fushicho, facing Andrea. After she recovered from her initial shock Andrea sat down as well, looking a bit apprehensive.

  26 looked at Kanjou, who nodded to her. “We can wait to discuss the plan until you’ve told Andrea about yourself.” he said.

  “Thank you,” 26 said. Her voice was patient and almost musical in tone. She looked at Andrea and smiled. “I do apologize for my appearance, and I’m sorry for scaring you. When you were in the tournaments, did you ever meet anyone that had been tested on by the government?”

Andrea frowned. “Yeah... I knew some guys that claimed they’d had their strength enhanced and stuff. Didn’t really believe them that much... But I’ve never seen anyone like you at all.”

26 nodded. “Not many of us survive, much less get a chance to escape. The milder experiments are easy to deny. They can claim that there’s new drugs being shipped in with imports from around the world or whatever else. But for the last few decades the government has been trying to use science and genetics to create a super weapon of sorts. They want something that they can use to strike fear into people and that they can use in wars as super soldiers the likes of which no one’s ever seen before. The only thing they’ve gotten though is a bunch of failures. Most subjects don’t even survive all the initial testing, much less the genetic splicing.

“I spent most of my life that I remember in a government lab. I don’t even know if I had a life before then, actually. Eventually I managed to escape with some of the others. We got separated though, and I spent some time wandering, unable to show myself to anyone, until Kanjou and Roni found me one night. So now I help them out. Here, eat up!” 26 smiled as she pushed a bowl of food at Andrea. “It’s my special recipe!”

  Andrea took the bowl of food and pulled it toward her before starting to fill her plate. “So you’re the cook then?”

  The kemono nodded. “Yeah. It’s what I do best!”
 “I see,” Andrea looked at Kanjou. “So, about that plan?”

He jumped a little, not expecting her to be done with 26 so soon. When Fushi had met her she’d spent hours asking questions of her, he’d been anticipating the same thing from Andrea. “Oh! Yes. Well, in a few weeks is a press conference. On the Friday beforehand there’s going to be a state dinner at which the Shogun will announce a referendum to make Martial arts legal again. The following Tuesday, he will hold the press conference to announce the results, as well as an investigation of corruption in the government.” Kanjou pulled out a map and unrolled it on the table. “This is a map of the government building where the conference will be. After the press conference, we will have to get to the Shogun and protect him as well as his family.”

“Wait... did you say something about making martial arts legal again?” Andrea looked up, leaning forward as though she was finally interested in something that was going on. As she waited for Kanjou’s answer she shoveled food in her mouth, chewing as fast as she could.

“Yes. Our contact is setting it up as a precaution. It’s mainly so we can’t be arrested for using Martial arts when we go in to protect the Shogun.”

  “And because the law is dumb,” said Roni as she got her share of breakfast.

   

  “Okay. So, what’s the deal with the dinner?” asked Andrea between bites.

  “Intel mission that our contact set us up for. He’s afraid that Yasakuto may try something after Kunota announces the vote.” replied Kanjou.

“Yeah, sounds like a good assumption to me. I mean, he is a crooked politician and all.” Andrea stood as soon as her plate was cleared and headed for the door.

  The Aka Ryuu watched her for a moment. “Where are you going?” Fushicho asked.

  Andrea sighed, and without turning around said, “I told you I’d come and go as I please. I want to go out, so I’m going out.” She disappeared down the hall and the sound of the door opening and sliding shut was all that marked her exit.

 The other fighters exchanged glances, then Kanjou chuckled nervously. “Well, that went well, I thought... But I was a little surprised that she didn’t ask you more questions, 26.”

The winged woman nodded. “Yeah, me too. That’s okay though. I mean, she’s grown up around strange people in the underground. I’m probably not the strangest one she’s ever met, after all.”

“That’s true,” Fushi said as she reached for seconds. “At least she didn’t try to fight you off or something. Girl’s jumpier than one of those kangaroo things I’ve heard about.” She glanced toward the hallway that Andrea had left from, frowning.

Andrea wandered around Shibasaki, taking in the daily sights of the city. People walked all around her, all seeming to be in a hurry to go to their jobs or go home from them, pushing and swerving around her as she walked slowly among them. She passed by homeless people begging for money on the streets, people with sandwich boards shouting about how man must repent now or face another cataclysm like the one 500 years before, and gangs of hoodlums passing the time by planning where they’d go to sell drugs that night. She paused for a moment to watch a wall of televisions in the front of a store, hurrying away when they began to run the story of a fire in the South Sector the night before. 

The last thing I need right now is to be arrested,  she thought, then smirked, Might be preferable to having to listen to that little brat, Roni, though.

The sun had passed its zenith and was heading for the horizon. She noticed at one point that on a normal night she’d be at Tony’s Place right then, getting ready to start another tournament. Andrea sighed, her mind flashing back to the rising flames and smoke that had swallowed up her only home. It seemed wrong to not be there– she’d only been absent for one week in the fifteen years that she had been with Tony. If she wasn’t fighting in the ring, she was helping him behind the bar. Now that part of her life was over. 

 She sighed again and stopped to look up at the clouds, fighting back a torrent of emotions that threatened to explode from behind her cool demeanor. Finally, she pushed back the events of the previous night and continued to wander.

 Above Andrea, a figure stalked across the rooftops, following her stealthily. A dark green eye watched the silver-haired girl intently and studied her every move. Sable hair shone in the summer sun as the figure crept along like a shadow. He watched with interest as Andrea stopped at a fruit stand. She looked over the fruit for a few minutes and selected one, and then headed off into an alley after flipping the fruit vendor a coin from the pocket of her white pants. 

He followed along the rooftop as Andrea headed down the alley. Perfect, Ryoku thought before stepping off the top of the building. 

The back of Andrea’s neck tingled.  Danger! She hit the ground and rolled forward, the partially eaten fruit flying out of her hand. Something smashed into the ground behind her as she jumped up from her roll. She spun around and slipped into a battle stance easily. 

About three meters from her in the alleyway, a man stood up from a crouch. He had dark hair that fell over his right eye and was wearing a denim jacket, a white shirt, and blue jeans. In his hands was a large spear with a red strip of cloth tied around it. “Who the hell are you?” Andrea demanded. 

Ryoku raised his head to look at Andrea. His visible eye was a piercing green and seemed to be attempting to stare into Andrea’s soul. He was taller than Andrea. “Who I am is not important,” he snarled. 

Andrea sneered. “Well, aren’t we Mister Mysterious? Is this an act to try to pick up girls? Let me give you some advice: it doesn’t work, so stop it.”

  “You shouldn’t be so rude to the person who’s going to kill you.”

  “Look buddy, people have been trying to kill me my whole life. I seriously doubt you’ll succeed where they’ve failed. Now, tell me who you are.” 

  “If you must have a name to call me, then please, let it be Shinagami,” he smiled evilly.

   

  “Shinagami?” A silver eyebrow rose in question.

  God of Death?
He smirked and tensed his shoulder muscles. Right before Andrea’s eyes, a huge pair of black wings suddenly rose from his back. They unfolded slowly, unfurling feather by feather, inch by inch. They nearly filled the alleyway and were made of long feathers as dark as night. 

  “What the hell!?” exclaimed Andrea. “You another government experiment!?”

   

  “I have come to take you to the afterlife, Andrea the Tiger,” replied Ryoku.

  “Yeah well, I don’t die so easy!” Andrea suddenly rushed forward, her sneakers digging into the pavement. “Koroshiya Dan Ha!4” Her fist glowed blue with energy as she pulled it back. At the last moment Ryoku flapped his wings and jumped, clearing her ki attack effortlessly.

Andrea looked up, moving back quickly to narrowly avoid being impaled by a spear. Ryoku hit the ground with the weapon, and Andrea quickly regained her footing after nearly falling over from jumping backwards to avoid the blow

Without enough time for a thought Andrea found herself jumping backwards again. Ryoku finished his swing, cracking the cement with the end of the spear. As the sound of the weapon hitting the ground echoed through the alley Andrea leaped in to attack with a quick roundhouse kick to his head. He began to dodge but Andrea realized what he was doing and turned the roundhouse into an ax kick, bringing her leg down into his shoulder. He quickly moved backward, 

  4 “Sniper’s Bullet Punch!”

  clutching his shoulder in surprise. Andrea put some more distance between them so she’d have time to block or dodge, depending on what Ryoku did.

  “Well, you’re much better than I thought.” Ryoku rubbed his shoulder and gripped his spear.

  “Not bad yourself. It’s too bad you’re trying to kill me. I could use this kind of warm-up more often!” She leaped forward, her leg outstretched to plant her foot into his face.

Ryoku reacted, bringing the handle of the spear up and smacking Andrea’s leg away to knock her out of the air. She landed in a crouched position, wincing at the pain shooting up her shin. “Wow, you actually hit the Tiger! Five points for the freak with the wings!” She narrowed her eyes and stood, assuming a defensive stance. I have to distract him, he’s too fast for me to hit. She tensed all her muscles to hide her next move. “So, do those things work, or are they made of string and wire?” she motioned toward the wings.

A sarcastic laugh escaped Ryoku’s throat. “Oh, I assure you, they’re very real. Here, have a demonstration!” The wings began to beat, kicking up dust and paper from the ground. Andrea smiled and leaped forward in to the dust cloud. Before Ryoku could react Andrea’s knee was in his face. The spear fell to the ground with a clatter. Andrea brought her other leg up and used his chest to leap up and back-flip, landing on her feet. Ryoku steadied himself, a trickle of blood running down his face from his nose.

“That was a dirty trick, Tiger. I won’t be so easily fooled again.” He leaped up into the air higher this time, beating the wings so that he stayed aloft well out of Andrea’s range.

Great. I’m screwed. I can’t jump that high. Now my only option is to dodge whatever he does. She readied herself for action, the muscles in her powerful legs tensed to spring in either direction.

Ryoku put one hand out in front of him and right before Andrea’s eyes a bow and arrow materialized in a flash of light. He used the other hand to pull back the string and let the arrow fly. The first missile hit dirt, but as Andrea stood up from her roll, another arrow grazed her right shoulder. Her cold blue eyes focused on the blood that was beginning to seep out of her flesh and make its way down her arm. She snapped her head up, her icy eyes focused on her attacker, who hovered six meters above her. “Alright, that’s it! I’m done playing around with you!” she growled.

Andrea was about to launch another attack, though she wasn’t sure how she would high enough into the air to get to him. Just then a man jumped in front of her, facing Shinagami. “Hey!” Andrea screamed at the back of the person’s head.

  “Ryoku! Either leave now or face me, you coward!” the newcomer yelled.

  Andrea though about smacking the man with the shoulderlength green hair in the back of the head. “You can’t just come in here and take over my fight!”

  Ryoku rolled his eyes. “Not you again. My fight is not with you today, Densetsu. I’m here to kill the girl, that’s all.”

   

  “Your fight is

  always
  with me, Ryoku!” yelled Densetsu, unaware that Andrea was about to start a fight with him.

  “Tell you what, I’ll come back when the Tiger can play by herself.” Ryoku flapped his powerful wings and took to the air in a violent gust of wind that sent litter and dust whirling down the alley. He disappeared over the rooftops and was gone. 

 The green-haired figure turned, asking, “Are you all right?” He barely managed to dodge the fist that was headed for his head. “Whoa! What’s the big idea?” he exclaimed as he dodged the second punch Andrea threw at him. He was a little taller than Andrea, with broad shoulders and a round face with big, kind eyes. His right eye was golden in color, the left a deep blue. His dark green hair was shoulder length, with long bangs that framed his face from his forehead to his chin. One piece of his bangs was shorter than the rest, and was hanging between his eyes, brushing against his forehead. He wore a long white shirt with a high collar and a black leather belt around his waist that was adorned with a gold colored buckle. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to reveal a dark blue lining that matched his loose pants. The pants were cinched just at his ankles, right above a pair of black, soft soled slip-on shoes.

Andrea lifted her leg in a powerful kick that was aimed directly for the man’s face. “How dare you! I could have taken him easily, you jerk!”

“Hey!” The guy caught the kick and looked at Andrea. “You interrupted my fight!” she pulled her leg from his grasp and glared at him.

  The man straightened out his white and blue Chinese style shirt. “You do realize that he could’ve killed you, right?”

   

  “I would’ve beaten him if you hadn’t barged in where you weren’t needed!”

  Densetsu ignored her comment. “My name’s D, and you’re bleeding.” He then turned toward the entrance to the alleyway. “Nikko! Come here!”A large white dog that looked almost like a wolf came trotting around the corner and headed for him.

  Andrea’s response was to throw another punch, which he caught with little effort. “Are you even listening to me?!” she howled.

  He tossed her hand aside like it was a piece of trash to be disposed of. “You listen to me!” he demanded, getting right up in her face, “I don’t care about whatever you have to say, so don’t bother screaming at me. The only thing I do care about right now is that Ryoku is after you. If he’s hunting you I’m going to be staying by your side.”

Andrea clenched her teeth and narrowed her eyes, feeling like a vein was about to explode in her head from sheer frustration. “Oh really!?” she snarled. “And why, exactly, is that?!”

  “Because he’s half of my soul, and I need to rejoin with him. So, if he is after you, then with you is where I will be!”

  One silver eyebrow shot up in response for just a moment, then her eyebrows came down over her eyes in a flash of anger again. “What, are you trying to delay your death or something by telling me these dumb stories!?” she shouted.

  “My

  death?
  You could barely hit Ryoku, what makes you think you could kill me?”

   

  “I’m the toughest Martial Artist

  ever, 
  I could beat you with my eyes closed!”

  D and Andrea were practically nose-to-nose, giving each other looks that could kill. Sparks were nearly flying between the icy blue eyes and the mis-matched ones as the two growled low in their throats. Nikko started growling at Andrea and barked a few times, the hair on his back starting to raise.

“Hey!” came a voice from above, “Shut up down there!” A chunk of metal that may have been a table frame at one time fell down between Densetsu and Andrea, causing the two of them to jump backwards. They both turned and glared up, just catching a glimpse of a figure ducking into of one of the windows.

“Come down here and make me!” Andrea screamed before she turned back to Densetsu. “I don’t have time to stand here and argue with you. I’m leaving before the cops show up and arrest us both!” she turned on her heel and started walking away, trying desperately to ignore the fact that Densetsu and Nikko were trailing behind her.


  “He had

  what
  ?!”

  “Wings. Not that it makes any damn difference. I still could’ve taken him, if Wakame5 over there hadn’t jumped in” Andrea shot a cold look at D.

“Stop calling me that.” he ordered, looking agitated. “No. Your hair looks like seaweed, so that’s your name now.”

He fumed as Roni and 26 listened to Andrea’s tale about Ryoku. The silver-haired girl was talking and tending her arm, which she kept insisting didn’t hurt. Kanjou stood by the door not too far away, watching the conversation intently. Andrea kept throwing evil glares at the back of D’s head as she recounted the story.

What am I supposed to think about Ryoku and this other guy? He claims that they’re each one half of a soul but... well, there’s enough weird things in this world, I suppose.” She looked at 26. And there’s one right there, to boot. Seems like I’m surrounded by insanity. This is becoming hard to deal with. Andrea tied off the bandage and looked back over to D. “So, why don’t you tell us your story, Wakame.”

He shot a venomous look over his shoulder, but Roni interjected. “Please, Mr. Densetsu. We’d like to know about you and what brought you here.”

There was a moment when he seemed to be sizing up the 5 A type of seaweed, usually used in cooking soups. Andrea’s saying that D is “all wet.”

little girl with the pigtails. Then he turned his head and spoke more to the floor than anyone else. “You may call me D, if you wish.” he began.”The government took me from my family when I was very young, as they do to many, it would seem.” he glanced at 26. “I have no idea who I am, who my family are or if they’re even still alive. The government developed a machine to split souls into two pieces,” he nodded toward 26, “For the same reason they created people like you. The good traits, my yin if you will, are in my half, and the dark traits, the yang, are in Ryoku’s half. We escaped eventually, and I’ve been chasing after Ryoku ever since, waiting for him to slip up and merge the two of us back together.” 

He turned and glared at Andrea. “And if Ryoku’s coming after you I’m going to stay beside you and wait for him. I’ve chased him for too long to let a chance like this go to waste! He has to have a reason for attacking you.” 

“So, wait a second... He’s half of you? How does he have wings and weapons that appear out of nowhere? I assume you can do the same thing?”

 D sighed. “No, I can’t.” he said flatly. “Ryoku is more like a ghost or a poltergeist than anything. He can interact with the physical world, but also can bend some rules of it to suit his own needs. If he wanted to, he could conjure up an anvil to fall on your head and call it a day.” From the grin on his face he wanted to see an anvil fall on Andrea’s head at the moment. She rolled her eyes at him and scoffed.

“We have an obligation to help D! The government has hurt too many innocent people for us to turn him away!” Roni’s eyes were serious and her lips pursed in an expression of sheer determination. “This is just the kind of thing we need to stop them from doing!”

“In which case, if he’d like, he can help us with our mission,” said Kanjou, stepping forward. “We can always use another Martial Artist around here, if you’re interested.”

Andrea glared at them. “Are you guys serious? He just shows up, says some crazy stuff, and you offer to let him stay? Aren’t you the least bit concerned that he might be some sort of government spy?”

  Roni, 26, Kanjou, and Fushi all exchanged glances. The pigtailed girl was the first to look back at Andrea. “Should we be?”

  “Yes! Hello?! I get attacked by some guy with wings, wings that sprout up out of his back from nowhere and can make weapons from thin air, and you’re going to take this word at face value? You guys need to learn how to run a rebellion! I know bottles of alcohol that could do a better job than this!” She threw her hands up in the air in exasperation.

“Hey, Roni actually has a good sense about people,” said Fushi, glaring at Andrea. “If she says that someone’s okay, they usually are. Even if they’re a short-tempered, rude, ill-mannered-”

“Fushi, that’s enough,” interrupted Kanjou. He looked at Andrea. “She’s right about Roni, she really does have a kind of a sixth sense about people. If she wants D to stay, then he can stay. So long as he wants to.”

“I don’t know... I guess,” said D, “I’m staying around you,” he emphasized the word as he pointed at Andrea, “and I don’t care if you don’t like it. You can deal.” He turned back to Kanjou. “And I guess you can tell me what’s going on around her and let me decide if I want to help?”

  “We can fill you in.”

  “Yeah, great, we can throw him in a pot later and make some soup.” Andrea mumbled, just loud enough for everyone to hear. She pushed to her feet and headed out.

D scoffed, disgusted with Andrea’s behavior. “Wow. Is she always that cheerful?” He asked after the silver-haired fighter had disappeared around the corner.

Roni looked up from petting the big white wolf-dog that was sitting loyally next to D. “Oh, it’s okay, Mr. D! Andrea means well, I’m sure; she just doesn’t know how to express it. I’m convinced she’s a good person inside!” She grinned innocently, which made D’s expression soften a little. 

“Well, I hope you’re right. From what you’ve told me, she’s important to your mission. Plus I need to stay around her if Ryoku attacks her.” He thought for another second, then added. “And, as I said, you can just call me D. No need to be so formal about it.” 

Roni nodded. “Okay then! D it is!” 

Andrea looked around the falling apart room that had been converted into a crude but well-stocked training area. “It’ll have to do, I guess.” she mumbled. 

The equipment consisted of a few dirty, musty smelling mats, two sets of rather old and disgusting sparring gloves, some cracked and dented wooden swords, broom handles that appeared to be substitutes for staves, and a Wing Chun dummy. A few other odds and ends lay around the room as well, ranging from splintering shinai to make-shift nunchaku. “Something for everyone, I guess,” mused Andrea as she ambled toward the Wing Chun dummy. 

She lay her left hand on one of the poles protruding from the large center post. The center was about one foot in diameter, with the extra pieces being about two inches across near the center and tapering to about one inch. The wooden training dummy was used to improve speed and to condition arms to take and give hits without being hurt.

“It’s been a long, long time since I’ve used one of these,” She ran her hand down the smooth wood as her eyes got a distant look in them. 

“What’s this for?” a young Andrea asked, running her small hand down the protruding dowel of a training dummy. Her skin was splotched with yellow and green patches- bruises that hadn’t healed just yet. About half an inch from her hairline and across her forehead, a huge ugly gash marred her skin. She had no bangs, and patches of her hair were silver while the rest were dark brown. 

  “It’s for toughening yourself up. By using it you can make punching not hurt your hand.”

   

  Andrea looked up, a sparkle in her blue eyes. “Really?! Wow!” She suddenly looked apprehensive. “But, it’s going to hurt, won’t it?” “Yes, it will at first. But soon you’ll get used to it.” Tony looked over and pointed. “There’s your sensei now.”

  Andrea looked across the room, which was a rather small place lit by harsh fluorescent lights. Puzzle pieces shaped mats in differing colors were lined up along most of the floor, forming a practice mat for the students. A small and wrinkled, yet still tough and spry man came across the room toward them. Andrea bowed slightly, her hair moving to show rough, jagged cuts along the back of her neck. “Good morning, sensei. Thank you for teaching me!” 

The old man glared at Tony and coughed a little. Tony bit his lower lip, then bent down and gently put his hands on Andrea’s small shoulders. “I have to go now, but I’ll be back this evening to get you, okay? Be good and do what your sensei tells you to, alright?” 

  Andrea nodded, smiling eagerly. “Yup!”

   

  With that, Tony left, shoulders slumped and forehead furrowed in worry.

  Andrea’s eyes refocused on the wood beneath her hand. She’d half-expected the bruises to still be there, and was grateful when she noticed they weren’t. For a moment, she stared down at her fingers. Then her eyes narrowed and she raised her fist, breathing a soft exhalation as she focused. 

 A sound like rapid gunfire reverberated through the abandoned temple, causing the entire company of Aka Ryuu to nearly jump out of their skins. “What is that!?” exclaimed Fushicho, poking her head out from behind where she’d dived for safety. After the initial shock was over, they went running to see what could be causing the noise. 

They all piled through the doorway to the training room to see Andrea beating on the wooden dummy. Her face was contorted with a look of determination that bordered on madness, and she was moving with such blinding speed that the sound of each individual hit blended together to form an almost continuous sound of flesh hitting wood. Finally Andrea let out a loud cry, and in a blinding flurry reminiscent of a buzz saw, all of the protruding poles snapped off. One more swift motion from Andrea made the center pole snap clean in half down the height of it, causing it to fall over and clunk along the floor.

Andrea turned, looking crazed. She raced over and grabbed a bokuto and began to swing it, moving backwards and forward in haste. To an untrained eye, she seemed to be swinging randomly, but she was actually going through many complicated techniques with seething speed. She was drenched in sweat, her eyes narrowed to minuscule slits. She hit the wall with the wooden sword, sending splinters of wood flying across the room. Her anger still not satisfied, she spun and grabbed one of the broom handles. 

The Aka Ryuu stared in amazement. “I… I didn’t know anyone even studied naginata fighting anymore.” Kanjou said, his voice filled with awe.

 The art of spear fighting had been considered dead even among the underground for a long time-- it had been a dying art even when martial arts was still legal. To find anyone who knew it enough to teach another was rare if not impossible. And yet Andrea’s forms seemed nearly perfect to those watching.

  “That’s how Ryoku fights,” D said, almost to himself. He put a hand on Nikko’s back.

  Just then, Andrea let out a scream and smashed the broomstick into the wall. Splinters of dry-rotted wood flew everywhere. The silver-haired girl’s rampage stopped as suddenly as it had begun and she turned to face the crowd that was watching her.

  “What are you all staring at?” she said through ragged breaths. “Is everything.... okay?” Roni stepped forward tentatively.

   “Every thing’s fine. I need to be in top form to save your skins when the time comes. From what I can tell about all of you, you need to get to work. With winged freaks flying around pulling bows and arrows out of nowhere, this just got a lot harder.” She grinned and threw the pieces of broomstick she was still holding onto the floor in front of them. “Happy training.” she walked away, leaving the room through another door.

Silence followed for a few moments. D rolled his eyes and looked indignant as he muttered, “Uhm... right. Does anybody else get the distinct impression that she’s completely insane?”

  Fushicho growled. “Why, I have half a mind to go beat the snot out of that prissy, cocky, no-good grandma!”

   

  “Calm down, Fushi.”

   

  Fushicho looked Kanjou and blinked for a moment.“Sorry, Kanjou.” she blushed, her face softening.

   

  “I wouldn’t worry about her. She just realizes that things may get worse before they can get better.”

  26 laughed. “That’s Roni for you, always making excuses for people.” Her face changed to a serious expression. “Are you all sure we can really trust her? She’s so.... erratic. Seems like she could turn on us any moment.”

  “Just because we have shoddy equipment doesn’t mean that Andrea isn’t trustworthy.” said Kanjou, trying to be rational.

  “Yeah, but if she’s unpredictable enough to break three pieces of our training equipment in less than a minute, we either need to get her to calm down or we need more equipment! I mean... she broke the best piece we had.” Roni looked at the obliterated conditioning dummy.

Kanjou walked over and started picking up the pieces. “Then we either have to make do with what’s left, find more, or make sure she doesn’t do it again. I don’t know how to do the second two options, really, but we’ve always made do with what we can get, and I know we can continue that. It’ll be alright- we recruited her for a reason, and I know she’s going to be a big help so long as we can figure out a way to channel that rage of hers.”

  The group of fighters silently nodded in agreement with Kanjou.


Chapter Three Contact

Andrea lay in her room, her arms behind her head as she stared up at the ceiling. For about an hour she’d been watching a spider crawling overhead, making an elaborate web from the boards in the ceiling to a light fixture that was covered in dust and threatening to succumb to gravity’s pull any day now. The hard summer light that came in to the room highlighted the silken strands and the jet black body of the spider, making the arachnid look like a droplet of mobile black blood on filaments of silver hair.

Andrea was chilled to the bone by that thought and tore her eyes away from the busy insect. She looked out of the hole in the wall, noting that the sun was about to begin slipping below the horizon. Once more, she pushed thoughts of the bar out of her mind.

The past is done with, and there’s nothing you can do to change it, Andrea, she told herself, putting a hand under her bangs and running a finger across her forehead. Stop worrying about yesterday, set your sights on today and tomorrow.

She allowed herself a small smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Tony had told her that every day since she was seven years old. She’d never tried to listen to his advice, and now here she was finally trying to live up to what he wanted her to be.

  Somewhere, he was laughing at her. Andrea just knew he was.

  Just then she heard someone cough behind her. Andrea turned quickly, the smile disappearing from her face. 26 stood in the doorway, her slowly swishing tail kicking up clouds of dust from the rotting floorboards. “We were just about to sit down to dinner.” said the furred being.

  Andrea stood and brushed off the back of her pants. “Sounds good.” she said, walking toward 26 slowly.

  “Hey, Andrea?” began 26. Andrea stared at her, waiting for something to respond to. “If you need someone to talk to... about anything, I mean... I’m a great listener.”

  Andrea looked down at the floor. “There’s nothing to talk about,” she snarled.

   

  26 backed up half a step. “Alright well, if you need anything, just ask. Anytime.”

  “Whatever,” Andrea pushed past her and walked down the hall, her silver hair glinting in the fiery light of the coming sunset that was shining through the windows. 

26 sighed as she shook her head, and followed. She didn’t know what she had expected from her offer but she figured that trying to be friendly to the cold and distant woman was better then treating her like an outsider. 26 hadn’t lied about being a great listener. Despite the tests done on her by the government she hadn’t become hard and cynical like Andrea. 26 saw herself as she might have been had she not met Roni and Kanjou when she looked at Andrea.

As she walked a few paces behind the white and blue clad female warrior, 26 tried to think of something they could do to gain her trust. It was three weeks until the press conference, which would be a long time to live with someone who was as volatile as an active volcano. 26 unconsciously wondered what horrors Andrea must have seen in the Underground to make her so hard– so cold in her heart that she could not even smile or laugh.

Maybe one day, before this is all over she’ll understand what this rebellion means,
  thought 26 hopefully as the two entered the dining hall.

  On the other side of the city, outside of a small café, Kanjou sat at a table sipping a glass of ice water. It was a French style Bistro, with glass topped tables outside and black metalwork chairs with delicate scroll work designs on them. Each of the tables on the outside patio had an umbrella above it, deep burgundy in color with the name of the café printed in white on the panels of fabric. The smell of brewing coffee and baking scones and pastries wafted over the sunny patio as Kanjou sat and drank his water. He was wearing a pair of dark sunglasses and a button-down shirt over his usual t-shirt with the ripped off sleeves. As calmly as any man waiting for a friend, he nursed his drink and made pleasant conversation with the waitress- who was young and cute but not Kanjou’s type.

After Kanjou had been there about twenty minutes a short man with a slight build sat in the chair across from him. “Hello, Kanjou. Nice to see you again,” he said.

  Kanjou smiled. “Daimyo Shinrai.” he murmured, “Good to see you too.”

  The man who had just joined him also wore dark sunglasses. His black hair was pulled into a short ponytail at the nape of his neck and bound with a cord. He wore denim shorts and a Hawaiian print shirt, his feet clad in leather sandals. His face was lean and his eyes sparkled from behind his sunglasses. No one could have picked him out for a Daimyo, which was what Shinrai had in mind when he’d dressed for his meeting with Kanjou.

 Shinrai flirted with the waitress before ordering a drink of his own. He looked at Kanjou’s water, scowled, and then ordered a drink and a plate of food for the martial artist. Kanjou started to protest, but the Daimyo insisted, and Kanjou knew there was nothing he could say to change the politician’s mind. He gave a resigned sigh and let the issue go.

The waitress scampered away and Shinrai gave a grin at Kanjou. “So, I hear you guys had some trouble the other night.” he said, suppressing a laugh.

A frown crossed Kanjou’s face. “Yeah. Well it was stupid of me to even try it with only four of us anyway. We were disorganized and handled ourselves like a bunch of beginners.” he took another gulp of water and nearly slammed the glass down on the table, but calmed himself with a quick mantra and a deep breath.

  “I told you to wait for the conference. It’ll be easier than trying to get to him beforehand.”

  The two men stopped talking when the waitress came back and put a glass in front of each of them. They both smiled at her and continued talking once she had walked away again.

“Yeah well... I just want to get this over with. We’ve been working at it so hard for a year and... I thought that if we could get rid of him earlier than the conference, we won’t have so much to worry about.” Kanjou rested his head in his hand, setting his elbow on the white table. “The good news is that we got two new members in the past 24 hours. Finally found some ronin we can trust. At least, one I’m sure we can and one that’s powerful enough for me to take a chance on.”

  “Oh? Anybody I’d know?”

  Kanjou grinned. Shinrai was a secret fan of the underground fighting circuit, something that would land him in prison quickly if it was found out. “You might know the one. Girl by the name of Andrea the Tiger.”

Shinrai’s mouth fell open for a second. “I have heard of her,” he breathed, “How did you manage to get her? I hear that she’s a coldhearted killer! She’s supposed to be a very powerful fighter!”

Kanjou frowned again. “I wish we could say that she joined out of the goodness of her heart but... she had no place else to go. The bar she was living beneath was raided last night, then she set it on fire.”

Just then the waitress came back with the plate of food for the brunet. She placed it in front of him as she winked and then headed off again.

  “Will you all be ready by the time of the conference?” Shinrai took a sip of his drink.

   

  Kanjou sighed as he picked up his chopsticks. “We need more training but I think if we work at it every day and maybe get another member or two we can be ready by then. We’ll have to be, anyway.”

  Shinrai stood, reaching into the pocket of his shorts and pulling out a wallet. “I don’t need to tell you how important this is, Kanjou. It’s for the good of every single person in Hinomoto. Make sure you all are ready.” He smiled warmly and dropped a bill on the table that was more than enough to pay for the two drinks and the food, then he turned and walked away.

Kanjou graciously ate the meal that had been bought for him, then handed the waitress the money and left before she could bring change.

The tall brunet dawdled a bit on his way back to Headquarters, enjoying a nice walk alone as the citizens of Shibasaki began to batten down for the night, in some districts they surrendered the streets to the ochiudo.

Kanjou hated that word just as much as all martial artists did. Ochiudo. Though some of the fighters that lived in the underground had actually turned to lives of crime the government used the word to apply to all who practiced the fighting arts. To most martial artists, learning the traditions of their people wasn’t a crime, especially since the current government was founded because of the hard work of warriors with the same training. For a time the new government had been the ideal solution for Hinomoto, but then the leaders had outlawed martial arts out of fear of another rebellion.

Kanjou watched a police car cruise by. He tried not to look suspicious, but couldn’t help keeping track of it out of the corner of his eye until it had turned a corner. Police were especially hated by the underground fighters since they were especially hard on Martial artists. Kanjou himself had not witnessed brutality quite like what he had seen at the bar where they’d met Andrea. It almost made him wonder if the government had known he and Roni were there.

Kanjou shook the thought away as he turned back toward headquarters. Now you’re being paranoid, Kanjou, he told himself. There’s no way they could know that.


  “Andrea!” Roni called. “How did you get up there!?”

  The silver-haired girl smirked, her arms tucked behind her head as a slight breeze ruffled her clothes and hair. From the tone of Roni’s voice, Andrea could tell that she had thwarted some plan to have Andrea roped in to a conversation. She closed her blue eyes and breathed in the summer twilight air.

After dinner was over Andrea had returned to her room. She’d begun to lay back down on the futon, but remembered the spider on the ceiling and instantly shuddered. Instead she’d gone to the window and climbed out, hauling herself on to the rickety, uneven roof. She was surprised when the roof didn’t cave in under her weight, so she’d laid down on it and watched the last bit of the sun slip below the horizon. Now, the sky was beginning to grow dark while the last fires of pink, purple, orange and yellow died behind the buildings that encompassed Andrea’s view.

  “Andrea!”

   

  The silver-haired girl sat up. “Geeze! What!?” she screamed back, “I’m trying to enjoy myself up here!”

  Roni and D were standing on the cracked paving stones that made up the central courtyard of the temple. One corner of the stones had been up heaved by the roots of a great tree that towered over the roof of the temple. To her left, on the backside of the decrepit building, Andrea could see a small lake with a bridge running over it, along with more trees that stretched out all the way to the ends of what used to be the Gardens.

  Andrea glared down at Roni and D as they stared up at her. “How did you get up there?” Roni shouted again.

   

  “I flew! How do you

  think
  I got up here?” Andrea snapped back.

   

  “Why don’t you come join us in the recreation room?” called D, trying to smile cordially.

  Andrea blinked before declining with a scoff. “I’d rather be up here.” she said, then laid back down to watch night overtake the sky. She heard the door to the hall shut, and finally she was alone again. She stared up and watched as the heavens darkened and the moon rose. Here and there a few stars winked at her, and Andrea found herself wondering if one of those stars was Tony.

Stop thinking about him, Andrea. You’ll just drive yourself crazy.

 This was the first time in a very long while that she’d watched a sunset. She loved to watch the sun disappear in all its colorful glory, and then see darkness fold in around the city as though it were trying to hide it from view. Besides training and winning tournaments this was one of the few things she actually had interest in. Watching them didn’t make Andrea happy, but she did find some small comfort in them.

As darkness came the temperature dropped and a cool breeze swept across the city. Andrea closed her eyes and listened to the whispering of the trees. The wind found crevices and cracks in the buildings and made eerie howling and whistling noises as it passed through them. The smell of the trees and of the lake behind the temple was strong, and the breeze carried it over her and filled her senses with the heady scent of earth.

 The fighter with the silver hair dozed a little on the roof, more comfortable up here in the open air then she’d been in a long time ever though the roof was uneven and had some nails sticking out of it, but Andrea had slept on worse and the slight pricking didn’t bother her. Fireflies came out of the trees and added their twinkles to the stars in a summertime waltz of nature’s beauty.

Suddenly Andrea bolted upright. Her eyes were wide as a droplet of sweat dripped down her face. She stared straight ahead but wasn’t seeing the night around her. In her mind she saw the inside of Tony’s Place, covered in blood and broken bottles. She saw each lifeless body exhibited there in an orgy of death and pain, as though she were doing a sick inventory of each dead patron. Hungry flames licked up in her mind as her mouth suddenly turned as dry as the hottest desert.

Her eyes suddenly refocused and she shivered, crossing her arms over her chest. The darkness seemed very cold all of the sudden, as though some monster had sucked all the warmth out of it. “Foxfire...” murmured Andrea to herself, “and Bear...” The morbid inventory of faces flashed through her mind again before she shook it out of her head.

“Where the hell are you two?” she turned and looked at the stars. Why didn’t I realize it before? They weren’t at the bar when I went back... They weren’t in the fire. Andrea shut her eyes and shook as another breeze sucked a bit more warmth from her sweat-coated skin. I have to go to Asanagi and find out if Foxfire is there. Maybe he made it out, Andrea frowned and stood, heading toward the edge of the roof. Tomorrow... I’ll go tomorrow. He has to be there. He must have gotten away.

  “Hey there.”

  Andrea nearly jumped out of her skin. She snapped her head down to see who had spoken and realized that Kanjou was standing in the courtyard below her. Andrea stood on the very edge of the treacherous roof, contemplating jumping down on top of him and beating him to a pulp for startling her.

  “Enjoying the view?” he asked, oblivious to her displeasure.

  Andrea didn’t answer as she moved over a step and jumped down, landing in a crouch on the broken paving stones. She straightened up and brushed off her pants, glaring at Kanjou. Without a word, she turned and headed for the door that led inside.

  “Hey, Andrea?”

   

  She stopped and turned. Kanjou smiled at her. “Thank you. For agreeing to help us, I mean.”

   

  Andrea shrugged. “Aside from going and finding other tournaments to join, I have nothing better to do.”

   

  “Is that all life is to you? One tournament after another?”

  She glowered at him. “Is your life nothing but living in an abandoned temple with other ronin, botching your mission to ‘free the citizens of Hinomoto’ and ending up on the news?” she shot back. “I told you guys when I agreed to this... this.. comedic stupidity that I wouldn’t be getting all friendly with you! So leave me alone! If you want to talk fighting with me, fine! Everything else is off limits– that includes my feelings on any particular subject! I don’t need all of you clucking like mother hens over me! My thoughts are not any of your business, so call off the support squad, okay?” She spun on her heel and stormed in to the temple, slamming the door shut behind her.

Kanjou sighed and shook his head. One of the girls must have said something to her about being there if Andrea needed someone to talk to. He would ask them about it and tell them to not mention it again.

It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours and Kanjou already knew a lot about Andrea just from watching her. She tried so hard to act like there was nothing bothering her and that the world and her emotions meant nothing compared to winning tournaments and training. Kanjou knew better; he could read her like an open book. She misplaced her anger and often took it out on someone other than the one who had set her off. She also took any sort of friendly approach as a threat of betrayal. 

I wonder what made her like this in the first place, he thought with a wry smile before he headed out of the night air and in to the softly lit abandoned temple.

The government district of Shibasaki was beginning to warm up in the light of the rising sun. A light rain had fallen during the night and was now evaporating, adding some humidity to the uncomfortable heat.

Interns, secretaries, and personal assistants raced around the streets, some talking on pen-sized cellular phones, others talking into headsets that were automatically typing memos into their digital organizers. A few news crews blocked up the corners of the main streets, shooting various stories for the morning or evening news with the austere and clean buildings of the government district as their backdrop. Each structure looked as though it was competing with the next to be more grand and more showy, with columns, brickwork, statues, fountains, and towers of glass that rose to the sky in defiance of gravity. Along the roads, street vendors were peddling quick and easy food for the busy workers to grab on the run, making the smell of food waft through the air.

Inside one large white building, the air conditioning units worked overtime trying to keep the great rooms comfortable for the politicians and their visitors. On the third floor Daimyo Yasakuto’s secretary worked on a memo as her boss held a meeting with Ryoku behind the closed wooden doors. Every once in awhile she answered the phone and took a message for the Daimyo, then went back to the endless memo writing and filing that needed to be done, completely oblivious to what was being discussed in the next room.

“So, Densetsu and The Tiger have met up,” Daimyo Yasakuto absently put his left hand in his jacket pocket and rubbed a piece of paper inside of it. “She’s always been good at getting away from police.” he muttered.

“Will this have any effect on our plans, sir? They’re a rather competent group, from what I saw. I know Densetsu’s abilities so he will be easy to predict, but the others are wild cards,” said Ryoku.

  “Don’t worry about it, we already have someone on the inside to take care of it.”

   

  Ryoku gaped. “Who?”

  “That’s none of your concern.,” Yasakuto said in an amused yet firm voice. “Besides, we picked up two more associates after last night’s raid. They may need a little convincing to help us, but I believe they can be of some assistance. I think you’ve already met Bear.”

 The side door of Yasakuto’s office burst open and two men came in. Bear looked as indignant as ever, if not a little more sober than he had the night before in Tony’s Place. Foxfire, however, had a look of rage on his face as he stalked toward the Daimyo.

“I demand you release me now! My family will not let my disappearance go without an investigation! No charges have been presented, so you are holding me illegally!”

Yasakuto cut him off just as Ryoku stepped in front of the larger man and stopped him from getting any closer. “If you continue with your threats, I’ll make sure that there is no one left to miss you!”

 Foxfire gritted his teeth and took a step back. Yasakuto laughed. “Now that we’ve come to an understanding, you two are going to share every bit of information you know about Andrea the Tiger. You will not skip even one tiny detail about her. I want to know her strengths, her weaknesses, her favorite hangouts and her contacts. If she snores, I want to know about it. If she’s ticklish, I want to know about it. If she has any secrets whatsoever I want to know about them. Is this clear?”

  Bear coughed. “I’ll tell you whatever I know.”

   

  “Can’t you just order your filthy policemen to take care of anyone you want,” growled Foxfire.

  Yasakuto stared directly at him. “One more outburst out of you, and I will make sure you watch your family die in front of you before I kill you personally.” He smirked at the helpless and enraged expression on Foxfire’s face. “You know I would do it, too. Ryoku!”

  Ryoku snapped to attention. “Yes?”

   

  “Take these two into the other room. I will be there momentarily.”

   

  “As you wish.” He escorted the other two out. Yasakuto turned to look at the sunset outside his window.

  “Ah, Andrea.. I so look forward to seeing you again soon.” He sat down at his desk, putting his elbows on it and resting his chin on his folded hands. “I’m going to enjoy catching you, my little wild cat. And once I catch you, I will watch your eyes lose their fire.”


  “Shouldn’t someone go get Andrea?” Fushi asked as she settled down at the table.

   

  “I’ll do it!” Roni scrambled up and raced out of the dining hall, her little feet thundering down the hallway toward Andrea’s room.

  26 smiled as she put some bread and a covered serving plate down in the middle of the table. “She sure does like Andrea,” she commented.

  Kanjou knelt down at the table. “I think it’s good for Roni to have a role-model. Gives her something to aspire to.”

  “I think she could pick someone with a personality.” D mumbled under his breath. Kanjou shot him a look that communicated his disapproval, and Fushicho had to stifle a giggle.

They sat in silence for a minute until Roni came back, a blearyeyed Andrea trailing behind her. The two settled in their spots and then breakfast commenced in relative silence. Andrea yawned a few times and looked like she was about to fall back asleep at any second.

  “Not sleep well?” Kanjou asked her.

   

  Andrea didn’t even look up from her food. “Not used to getting up this early.”

  D watched her warily as she ate, observing her every move. He had spent nearly 24 hours trying to figure out why Ryoku was after this girl, only to come up with no answers other than her link to this rebellion. Was Ryoku working for the government now? No, thought D, tearing his eyes away from Andrea, He couldn’t be. He at least believes that the government took us away from our parents, despite his disbelief in the two of us being one soul. He wouldn’t go to work for them. There has to be another reason, something I’m not seeing.

After breakfast was over, Andrea spent some time in the training room doing stretches and some exercises. Though she tried to avoid it, she had an audience. Roni wouldn’t leave her alone and seemed intent on studying her every move. Andrea told her to either follow along or get lost, and so Roni stood a little ways off and did her best to imitate the silver-haired woman.

Outside, the sun rose along with the temperature until it was too hot to be inside the stagnant air of the temple. Kanjou and 26 opened all the sliding doors and tried to get as much airflow through the building as possible, but it only helped minimally. Finally, Andrea stopped practicing and mumbled something about having somewhere to be.

As the Tiger began to walk down the path that led away from the temple and toward the fence of the Gardens, D came outside and followed her for a few steps. She stopped and turned to face him. “Yes?” she asked, putting her hand on her hip.

  “I’m coming with you.” he replied, walking up next to her. “Oh you are, are you?” She put her hands on her hips. “Says who?”

  “I do.” D put his face close to hers. “I told you yesterday,” he snarled, “that if Ryoku is after you, I’m going to stay by your side. So, if you leave, I follow. I’m your shadow either until I rejoin with him or he stops attacking you. So deal with it.”

Andrea raised an eyebrow. D glared straight into the cold blue eyes, unwavering in his resolve. He knew backing down now would mean being left behind, possibly with injuries. He stared at her without blinking and remained serious, letting her know that this matter wasn’t up for debate.

  Finally she looked away. “Fine,” was all she said as she continued walking. “Just keep up, Wakame.”

  D rolled his eyes as he fell into stride with Andrea. They walked through the forest to the exit, made sure the way was clear, and then headed out in to the city.

They traveled through the concrete and asphalt labyrinth of the city, venturing into downtown and headed toward the bar where Kanjou and Roni had met Andrea. She led him past the alleyway that held the entrance to what had been Tony’s Place without even giving it a glance. D couldn’t help but take a long hard look at the blackened carcass of the building. The fire had been so great that even the buildings next to it had been charred. D wondered if Andrea had thought about the floors above the bar before she’d struck the match. At the end of the street she took a right and headed down a narrow, crowded neighborhood. They then turned left, and halfway down the block Andrea turned to a set of concrete stairs led down to a yellowed door with paint chips flaking off of it.

  Andrea turned to D. “Wait out here.” she ordered.

  D started to protest, but Andrea cut him off. “No. They know me, not you. So, you stay right here,” she pointed to the ground where he was standing, talking as though she were addressing a disobedient puppy, “and I’ll be out in a minute. Trust me, Ryoku isn’t waiting in there so there’s no reason to protect me from him.” She turned and headed down the short flight of steps, then took a deep breath before she knocked on the door.

After a minute or so, an older woman with dark skin and raven hair that was pulled back into a ponytail opened the door. She was wearing a simple, stained white shirt and old blue jeans with a green apron over them. The apron was covered in flour and various other cooking ingredients. She looked surprised to see Andrea standing there. “What are you doing here?” she asked, seeming to be half afraid. She was shorter than Andrea and definitely had the look of one who didn’t spend their life doing martial arts, though she wasn’t overweight she definitely wasn’t toned and muscular like the silver-haired ronin  was.

Andrea had no intentions of beating around the bush with the dark eyed woman. “I’ve got news, Asanagi,” she hesitated a moment, “It’s about Foxfire.”

Asanagi’s eyes widened. “Please, come in.” The woman moved away and let Andrea enter. As soon as the door shut behind her Andrea heard several pairs of feet run toward the back of the basement apartment. For some reason it caused her to smirk.

  “They don’t like me, do they?” said Andrea.

  “You’ve only been here once, and you weren’t exactly a pleasant ray of sunshine.” Asanagi replied flatly, wiping her hands on the apron.

  “I remember, trust me.” The smirk died on her face. “I’ll get to the point quickly.”

  “Well, hold on just a moment. Can I get you something? I just finished baking brownies, and we have some milk.” Before Andrea could keep Asanagi’s hostess instincts from kicking in she was running off to the kitchen.

Andrea sighed and walked into the living room. The room was small and crammed, with wallpaper that was peeling off the walls and cracks in the ceiling. The carpet was stained and mashed down from years of traffic and spills. The only furniture in the room was a couch, a chair, a small table in front of the couch, and a table holding a small television that had scratches in the plastic and a few on the screen, and one video gaming system that was several years out of date. 

Andrea gently sat in the chair facing the couch. Both pieces of furniture looked ready to crumble into pieces, seams split and stuffing sticking out of them in various places. Broken springs made them rather uncomfortable, but they were more cozy than the floor, so the family made do with them. “I really, really don’t want to do this.” Andrea said to herself, looking around at all the happy family photos hanging on the walls.

The other woman came back with a plate of fresh, warm brownies and a tall glass of cold milk. Andrea glared at them as she set them down in front of her. “You know.. I’m not six anymore, Asanagisan.”

The dark haired hostess sat down on the couch opposite Andrea. “I understand that. It doesn’t mean you don’t still enjoy some sweets though, right?”

Andrea gave in and took one of the brownies. It was delicious, as was to be expected from this house. Foxfire had a legendary sweet tooth, so Asanagi was always baking something for her husband. It was a wonder the entire family wasn’t grossly overweight. “So what brings you here, Andrea?”

The ronin suppressed a sigh as she reached for another brownie. “Foxfi- erm.. Nobegane,” she paused, both as a way to make sure she’d remembered his real name correctly and to let herself think about how to keep from putting her foot in her mouth, “he hasn’t been home at all, has he?”

Asanagi leaped up from the crumbling sofa. “Do you know where he is? I heard about the fire and... I just kept hoping that he’d come home on his own. I thought maybe he needed to hide out for a day or two until the excitement died down” she choked, her expression one of worry.

“No,” admitted Andrea. “Monday night Bear was giving Tony a hard time and I... I got us all in trouble. The cops tried to arrest everybody.” She took a gulp of the milk, trying to delay the next part, working through the words in her head. Asanagi stared at Andrea, not even breathing. The family of every martial artist knew that the worst could happen any day, but nothing could ever truly prepare you for bad news. Andrea began to wish she’d never come here. She swallowed, feeling as though the milk was actually glue. 

 “Everyone started running and... The cops opened fire. I got away but when I went back, I didn’t see Foxfire there so, I was hoping he’d come home.” She looked at the floor, wondering how she had become the prime candidate for having to tell Foxfire’s wife that he was never going to be seen again. That’s it. Next time, I get arrested, and Foxfire can break the news to...

  Almost as though she could read the girl’s thoughts, Asanagi asked, “What about Tony? Where is he?”

  “He’s dead.” the words nearly choked Andrea she spat them out so fast. Less than a second later she leaped up off the couch, pulling a small bag out of her pants pocket and dropping it on the coffee table. “I need someone to handle the arrangements since I’m still being looked for. It’s not a lot, but it should cover it. Tony had a plot over at Foreigner Cemetery in Yokohama. I really have to go.” she said, trying to leave before Asanagi asked any more questions.

  “Andrea?”

   

  She turned to glance at the dark-skinned woman who was giving her a look of hope. “Yes?”

  “If you see Nobegane...?”
 Andrea nodded. “I’ll send him home.”

She had to restrain herself to keep from slamming the door as she left. Had it not been ready to shatter, she might have done it just to alleviate some of the rage that was coursing through her right then, but she didn’t want to have to take Foxfire’s wife and children with her back to the temple. She took the steps two at a time and walked right past D.

Damn you, Tony! Damn you, your bar, your martial arts, and your stupid emotions! Andrea launched a large rock into the air with her foot. I wish you had left me to die! But no, you had to care! It’s your fault that I’m like this! Because of you, I’m being subjected to these bleeding-heart morons and their government conspiracy theories! And now I’m having to tell some woman she may never see her husband again! If you were here right now I’d-!

A hand seized Andrea’s arm, kicking in her instincts to seize it and flip whomever it was attached to. Luckily, D spoke up before she got past clutching his wrist.

  “Everything okay?” he asked, looking at her with concern in his blue and gold eyes.

  Andrea felt the urge to punch him rising in her. She was so angry right now that she wanted to take it out on anyone, and D was the closest available target. With her free arm she threw a punch at his face, which he quickly avoided while maintaining his grip.

  “Dammit! Would you talk to me for once instead of trying to smash my teeth in!?” he yelled at her.

  Andrea whipped her wrist out of his clutches, turning away from him with her bangs concealing her eyes. “There’s nothing to talk about.” she said.

  “That’s a lie and you know it.”

  Andrea turned and started walking back down the street. She wanted nothing more than to return to the temple and break some more training equipment to alleviate some of her rage. Tony was dead, the bar was a pile of ash, Foxfire was more than likely being tortured in a prison somewhere, and what had she done? Run away like a coward. Despite the guns, she knew that she should have rushed the police and defended her home. It was a well-known fact that police were trained to shoot first because if a martial artist got in close the cop would be down in no time. That was the problem with having almost no hand-tohand training. What I wouldn’t give for that Ryoku bastard to attack me right now, she thought. 

D caught up to Andrea and was now following half a step behind her, his hands in his pants pockets. He watched her as they walked back the way they had come, noting that she was trembling. She kept clenching her fists until her knuckles were bright white, her breath coming in heaving gasps as though she were trying desperately to keep control of her own muscles.

Though he had no idea what Andrea had said inside the house, he had heard what was said before they’d gone in. Kanjou had told D some of the details of their initial meeting with Andrea, and he thought he remembered that Foxfire was the name of the man that Andrea had defeated in the ring that night. Why should she be telling anyone about him though?

Then it clicked in D’s head. He must’ve been captured by the police, D realized. His mouth gaped and his eyes widened a bit. So that’s why she’d come here– to tell his wife that he was a prisoner now. 

She risked her own freedom and her life to come here, just to give them some answers and hope! I don’t know any other martial artists that would do that for someone, not with if they had the police looking for them specifically at least. So... she really does care about someone other than herself then. D was trying to think of something to say to her when they heard shouting from around the next corner.

  “Halt! Put down your weapon!”

   

  Andrea stopped walking and put her arm out, making D stop in his tracks.

   

  “I said, put down your weapon!”

   

  Andrea moved closer to the corner of the building, peeking her head around it. “What’s going on?” D whispered.

   

  “Six cops, armed with night sticks, surrounding a girl with a bo.” she replied.

  Five meters away from the corner, six men in police uniforms formed a circle around a 1.6 meter tall woman with shoulder-length black hair. A teal headband the same color as her sleeveless shirt kept her bangs off her face. Her eyes were narrowed at the officers standing around her, her hands making tight fists around the wood of the bo that she carried. Her rock-solid stance communicated clearly that she had no intentions of going peacefully.

 Once of the police officers closest to Andrea made a move to attack just as two more of the men also lunged forward. Before the Tiger’s mind knew what her body was doing, she had leaped around the corner and was barreling toward the fight. 


Chapter Four Fight of Pride

D’s arm whipped out, trying to grab Andrea before she went around the corner, but he came away empty handed. He heard her yell as she ran toward the police, and he sighed and shook his head. “She found something to take her anger out on,” he moaned, “This isn’t going to be good.”

Andrea’s feet pounded the pavement as she let out an earpiercing battle cry. The three cops closest to her all turned just as the girl with the bo knocked the legs out of one of the men that had been moving to attack her before Andrea had popped out from around the corner.

Poking his head around the corner, D watched the battle explode five meters away from him. Andrea dodged a night stick by ducking beneath it and swinging her leg out, breaking both of the police officer’s kneecaps with a single blow. She leaped back to her feet, slamming her fist into the underside of her second attacker’s jaw.

The black-haired girl used her bo to stop a night stick from colliding with her head, sliding her weapon down to the cop’s arm. She flicked the bo so fast that D didn’t even see where she hit the man before he tumbled over on to the ground. Four of the six policemen were lying on the concrete and both of the ones Andrea had dispatched were bleeding.

The last of the policemen attacking the black-haired girl swung wildly, his night stick no match for the length of her own weapon. In a few brief moments he too was lying on the ground, his right arm jutting at an odd angle to his body.

Andrea faced off with her last opponent, narrowly dodging some well-placed attacks. Finally she managed to seize the man’s wrist and squeeze, causing him to drop his weapon. The nightstick clattered to the pavement as Andrea stepped in and delivered one succinct blow to his ribs. She dropped his arm as he followed his weapon to the ground.

The black-haired girl grabbed Andrea’s arm. “Come on!” she yelled, turning and running down the street with Andrea in tow. D leaped around the corner and followed the two fleeing females, leaping over a few of the prostrate bodies they had left in their wake.

 The trio ran ten blocks before finally stopping in a small, dark alley. They threw themselves down in three heaps behind a dumpster, breathing heavily and wiping sweat out of their eyes. Not a word was spoken for a few minutes as they struggled to catch their breaths, each ragged inhalation bringing them closer to calming their racing hearts.

Finally, the girl with the bo looked at Andrea. “Thank you so much.” she said with a small smile. Her face was oval-shaped, with a cute button nose and large blue-green eyes framed by thick eyelashes. Her eyebrows were high and shaped well. She carried herself like a trained fighter, and her exposed arms were lean and toned. The band of fabric circling her head was long in the back, hanging with trailing ends to her waist. She wore black skin-tight pants and brown kneehigh leather boots that carried the signs of being well worn. The wooden staff also had the look of years of use. The handgrip had been rewrapped several times and the wood was uneven, dented and cracked from practice with the weapon.

  Andrea pointed to the bo. “You shouldn’t carry that thing unless you like to ask for trouble,” she replied.

   

  The girl simply smiled, then her face changed to an expression halfway between shock and recognition. “Hey... you’re Andrea the Tiger, aren’t you!?” she exclaimed.

  D and Andrea exchanged a glance, Andrea’s eyebrow raised a little. Then they both looked back at the girl with the headband. “Yeah,” Andrea answered. “Do I know you?”

“I’ve been looking for you for two days!”The girl jumped up and bowed, “Mezushi Aki,” she said, “I’ve come to help the ronin who are working to free Hinomoto.”

  Andrea jumped up, D not far behind her. “How the hell did you find out about that?” snapped D.

  Aki grinned at him. “Rumors travel quickly in the underground. A few people got away from Tony’s Place during the raid, one of them was talking about it at the Shark’s Den last night. Imagine my surprise when he said he’d overheard the Tiger talking to two rebels!” She stepped forward, her eyes pleading earnestly, “Please, allow me to help you! I can’t stand to watch this corruption any more! Ronin should have done something about this a long time ago!”

Once more, Andrea and D glanced at each other. Andrea’s muscles were tense, as though she were getting ready to attack Aki at any moment and leave her lying here in the alley. The three were silent for a few moments, and finally Andrea seemed to relax.

  “It’s not really my decision. Tell you what, come back with us and you can talk to the ones that are in charge.”

   

  D nudged Andrea gently with his elbow. “Are you sure that’s wise?” he muttered in her ear.

  She turned to him. “What other choice do I have? I don’t make the calls in this thing. If she’s telling the truth, it could make the difference between winning or losing,” she whispered back. “Besides, you saw yourself that she’s not a half-bad fighter.”

Aki shifted back and forth on her feet nervously as Andrea and the green-haired man conversed briefly. I hope this works... she thought, gripping her bo a little tighter.

  Andrea turned her blue eyes back to Aki finally. “Alright, let’s go, before they get worried.”

   

  “We should send you out more often, Andrea. Every time you leave, you come back with someone new!”

  Andrea crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall that separated the entrance hall from the dining area, a glare passing from her to Kanjou. He ignored the dirty look and smiled at her, then put a hand on Roni’s shoulder to keep her from running toward the newcomer and firing questions.

  Aki set her bo against the wall and bowed. “Mezushi Aki,” she said, “Please, I’d like to join you.”

  Kanjou looked at D and Andrea, one eyebrow raised. “She’s pretty good with that bo,” commented D. He went on to give an account of what had happened.

  “Why were the police after you?” Roni asked, staring at the bo with a look of curiosity.

  Aki snorted. “They didn’t need a reason. All they did was yell ‘ochiudo!’ and surround me. I wasn’t doing anything but walking down the street.”

“While carrying a weapon,” muttered Andrea under her breath. “But hey, no one pay me any mind or anything. Weird people are just showing up randomly around here, wanting to follow us around, and no one thinks that’s something to worry about.” She pushed off of the wall and walked away, slipping past Roni and Kanjou and disappearing around the corner.

  “Did Andrea or D tell you anything about us on the way over?” inquired Kanjou.

  Aki shook her head. “No. Well, I had heard a rumor that there was a group of rebels going around. When I heard The Tiger had joined I decided I’d try to find you and offer my services. Are you all really trying to take down the government? You realize that there’s a ton of other ronin who would be willing to help with that, right? It’s something that all of us dream about doing, I’m sure!”

The tall brunet looked down at Roni, who nodded eagerly up at him. He turned his head back to Aki and extended a hand. “Welcome to the Aka Ryuu.” he said.


  26 opened a cabinet in the small kitchen and peered inside, a frown across her furry snout. “Damn,” she muttered.

  It had been about an hour since Andrea and D had brought Aki back with them. The stove was finally hot enough to do some cooking on, and 26 was trying to prepare a late lunch. She opened a few more cupboards, sighed, and pulled out a few canisters.

“26?” said a voice from behind her. 26 turned and looked at Kanjou, who was standing in the doorway that separated the kitchen from the dining hall. He raised his eyebrows, a look of concern on his face. “Everything okay?”

  She opened one of the canisters and peered inside. “We’re running out of food, Kanjou.”

  He looked over his shoulder and watched Roni talking to Aki for a second, then he stepped into the kitchen and pulled the door shut behind him. “Really?”

26 nodded. “Yes, really. We only bought food enough for 4 people when we last went on a shopping trip. Even adding Andrea was a bit of a strain on our reserves, now with both D and Aki here as well, we’ll be lucky to make it another two days.”

  Kanjou sighed. “Great, we’re low on money too,” he mumbled, hanging his head a little.

   

  “We could ask Shinrai-“

   

  Kanjou quickly cut 26 off. “No. Shinrai has done too much for us already.”

   

  26 put down the canister she was holding and scowled at Kanjou. “Normally, I’d agree with you, Kanjou, but we

  need
  food.”

  “And we also need Shinrai’s help. He’s putting his own life on the line because he believes that we can save this country. I won’t be a further burden to him.”

  “What about our lives? We’re risking just as much as he is! If not more!”

  Kanjou put out his hands and silently pleaded for 26 to keep her voice down. “Please, not with Roni in the next room,” he said. “I’ll think of something, I promise.”

26 groaned and rolled her eyes, then smiled at Kanjou. “Alright, fine. But only because you’ve never steered us wrong before,” she though for moment, then frowned at him, “Just don’t go doing anything stupid, Kanjou. This group is held together by you. If you were gone, I don’t think Roni and Fushi would ever recover.”

  He nodded, a touch of sadness in his green eyes. “I know. Trust me, I know.”

   
When Fushicho wandered in to the training room, she wasn’t surprised to see Andrea there. The silver-haired girl stood in the center of a mat, her arms raised and legs poised, awaiting the movements of a foe that lay in her mind. Fushi stopped and watched from just inside the door as Andrea launched her body it action, grace mixed with fury as her fists and feet smashed through the air in a ballet of deadly force.

Andrea moved her way down the dusty, bedraggled mat, pretending to block, strike, and throw a string of enemies that existed only in battles past. She ended the set with a flying kick, landing in a crouch at the end of the mat directly in front of Fushi.

The red-head let out a round of clapping, causing Andrea to lift her head and look up at her. Fushicho smiled. “That’s was beautiful,” she said.

Andrea stood and looked Fushi directly in the eyes. She didn’t say a word and Fushi got a clear, long look into the depths of her blue pupils before Andrea turned away, heading back toward the other end of the mat.

  “Have you ever thought about teaching martial arts?”Fushi called after her, stepping on to the mat.

  Andrea paused. “No,” she replied after a moment, “I prefer to keep my skills as sharp as I can instead of wasting time baby-sitting other people.”

  “I think you’d be a great teacher. You have a lot of knowledge that would be useful to others.”

   

  Andrea offered no reply to that, so Fushi continued, “How long have you been studying?”

   

  “More than half my life.”

  Fushi could sense that something was bothering Andrea– something aside from the normal chip on her shoulder anyway. She wasn’t as good at reading people as Roni or Kanjou, but she knew a hawk from a handsaw. It wouldn’t take anyone who was paying attention long at all to see that Andrea battled with herself to hide something. 

“That long, huh?” Fushicho replied, continuing to walk onto the mat. “I’ve only really been training for three years myself. Kanjou’s a great teacher, but there’s only so much he knows.”

  Andrea turned, “Is there something you

  want
  ?” she snapped. “Is it a crime to try to have a conversation with someone you’re going to be fighting alongside?”

  The Tiger thought for a second. “You know,” she said, smirking, “my old sensei always told me that a martial artist does not know someone until they have been in the ring together.” She put her fists up and snapped her legs into an offensive stance. “How about it? Unless leader-boy hasn’t taught you how to spar yet?”

Fushi hesitated, knowing there was no way she could beat Andrea. Well, I doubt a friendly spar would hurt. Maybe it will help me understand her a bit more so I can help the others reach out to her. Seems to be the only type of talking she wants to do anyway. With a shrug the red-head put up her fists and widened her stance. “Alright, but just a friendly spar, right?” she said.

  “Of course,” Andrea smirked and held her head so that her hair threw dark shadows fell over her eyes.

  Fushicho took a deep breath and prepared to remember every move that Andrea made. Somewhere in the woman’s martial arts was the secret to figuring her out, the key to unlocking her coldness. Fushi had been fearing for the past two days that Kanjou and Roni had brought back a government spy or a mercenary that was setting them up. Maybe being on the wrong side of Andrea’s punches and kicks would allow her to quiet the fears which Roni assured her were crazy.

 They both waited for the other to make the first move, sizing each other up by examining their stances. Fushi observed that Andrea’s stood with her arms close to her body, leaving only one small opening that would be hard to hit and easy to defend. 

Suddenly Andrea lunged, bringing up her leg to execute a roundhouse kick. Fushicho adjusted herself into a defensive stance, moving to block the kick with her left arm. But, halfway through the kick, Andrea’s leg dropped to the ground, her other leg coming up and flying toward Fushicho’s head.

Caught off guard, Fushi had no choice but to duck under the kick. The move nearly sent her on to her backside as she started to lose her balance.

Andrea smirked and backed up a step as Fushi leaped to her feet and put up her fists. “See? I know more about you now than I ever could have learned from talking.”

Fushicho offered only one reply, which was a straight punch launched at Andrea’s head. Andrea seemed surprised by the directness of the attack and reacted a bit slower than normal. She dodged the punch just barely, moving her head only an inch out of the way as she took a step forward and brought the back of her fist into Fushicho’s stomach.

The red-head reeled back a few steps, coughing and clutching her belly. Andrea straightened up and stood with her back straight, looking smug. “I thought... we were having... a friendly spar!?” Fushi gasped between coughs.

  Andrea shrugged. “Too used to dealing with big tough guys, I guess” she replied flippantly.

   Fushi’s eyes narrowed and flashed behind her flaming red hair. She had almost recovered enough to continue the sparring when Andrea turned her back to her.

  “We’re done here,” the Tiger snorted as she walked away, heading out in to the hall and disappearing.

  Fushi stood in the training room for a few minutes, alone and in silence. The dull throbbing in her stomach subsided as she thought over what the skirmish had just taught her about their silverhaired scoundrel. She keeps herself closely guarded, her perceived weaknesses easy to defend and nearly impossible to discover. She makes you think she’s going to do one thing, but then she does another. She’ll take the blame for things even if they weren’t her fault, but still try to keep looking like she’s in charge.

When Kanjou walked in to the training room, he was shocked to see Fushicho standing in the center of it, one hand on her stomach, and a look of triumph on her face. “Fushi?” Kanjou said, walking toward her.

  She looked at him with excitement visible across her face. “I know why we can’t get Andrea to open up,” she said breathlessly.

  Kanjou raised an eyebrow and waited for her to let him in on her epiphany. Clearly she was thrilled about whatever had just happened to bring her sudden insight.

“It’s not that she doesn’t want to talk,” explained Fushi, her eyes gleaming with elation, “it’s that we’re not speaking her language!”

Later that night, clear across the city, a few warm lights glowed in the windows of a large mansion that sat nestled behind high walls and meticulous landscaping. The estate was quiet, most of the servants having called it a night. In the library on the west wing of the ground floor though, Shogun Kunota and Daimyo Shinrai were having a very serious discussion.

“I just wish I knew if I was doing the right thing.” Shogun Kunota turned from the window that looked out over the veranda to look at his associate, who was poised in a high-backed leather chair. They had the windows open, the light gauzy curtains fluttering in the warm breeze, and a video screen in the fireplace was playing video of a crackling fire that threw flickering yellow light across the room. Everything in the room was deep and rich, from the cherry wood tables to the plush, deep colored carpeting that was in pristine condition. There were half a dozen luxurious high-backed leather chairs in a half circle around one side of the fireplace, and on the other side was a leather couch and leather chaise lounge. All of the chairs and couches had brass tacks holding the deep brown hide on and adding sparkle and light to the chairs as they glistened in the simulated fire.

Near the opposite window from the one Kunota was standing at was a huge desk, also deep red wood to match the other table. It was clean and neat, as though it were there more for an accent to the room rather than for any useful function. Some brass desk accessories sat on the edge of the desk: a pencil cup with two rosewood pens in it, a letter opener, and a paper tray with a few sheets of blank paper in it. Flanking the window behind the desk were six bookshelves, all filled to the brim with tomes on every subject from war to politics to history to philosophy.

Next to the Shogun, to the left of the doors that led out to the veranda, was a small wet bar with several glass bottles of various liquors on the top. An ice bucket, half full with ice still, sat on top of it, along with several empty crystal glasses.

  “What do you mean?” Shinrai asked, swirling the glass he held in his hand as he looked at his long-time friend with concern.

  The Shogun sighed. “When I was younger, I would have stood up to him. But... he keeps threatening them and...” he averted his eyes to the floor.

“You would willingly endanger yourself, but you can’t condemn your family, right?” the Daimyo stood up and walked toward the window to stand next to Kunota. Kunota turned his head away but nodded slowly as he closed his eyes.

The black haired man chuckled a little and put a hand on the Shogun’s shoulder. “Look at us, old friend,” he said with a warm smile, “Two decades ago we were law students willing to do anything to get to the top and make a difference. Now we’re just fat-cat politicians too afraid to fight back against the injustices of the world.” He smiled and laughed. “I still remember when you walked up to that judge and started arguing the case we had just watched! Man, who would’ve thought we’d ever lose our courage to fight back, when all we wanted to do was fight to the top from law school.”

“Yasakuto also will do anything to get his own way to the top.” said Kunota quietly. “No, I take it back– he’s already on top, and will do anything to stay there.”

  “Yasakuto is a megalomaniac,” Shinrai said as he headed to the wet bar. “You aren’t,” he continued as he started to refill his glass. “That doesn’t make any difference!” Kunota turned, a look of anger on his face.

  A warm smile crossed the other politician’s face as he turned to face the Shogun. “Sure it does. You want power to help others. He wants power because he thinks the world owes it to him. That’s why you,” he pointed at his friend, “are doing the right thing.”

  Kunota stopped and thought about his words, then smiled wanly. “You really think so, Shinrai?”

   

  “You know I do.”

   
The next morning the people of Hinomoto went about their normal Friday morning routines, unaware of the rebellion brewing in their country. 

Inside the dilapidated temple, the air was stale and searing. Dust fluttered about in the rays that came through the windows, doors, and holes in the ancient walls. And yet, somehow, Andrea had not yet escaped the grip of sleep. Uncomfortable as the heat was, she was still deep in the clutches of what seemed to be a nightmare. Sweat rolled off her skin as she tossed about on the cot, muttering under her breath in protest. Occasionally she reached out, as though protecting herself from some unseen assailant.

“NO!” she bolted upright, her eyes wide. As quickly as the outburst had escaped her lips, she put her hand up to cover her mouth, embarrassed by the outcry. Her pupils darted about for a moment, making sure that the terrors from the dream had not followed her in waking.

After a moment she laid back down. “They’re never going to stop.” She said to herself, closing her eyes again. She planned to go back to sleep, and as soon as she rolled over to face the door, Roni peeked into the room.

  “Andrea? Are you awake?”

   

  Andrea responded with a groan and a grunt. “Good!” Roni exclaimed. “Come to the dining room, please!”

   

  Andrea opened one eye and glared at the young teenager. “What the hell for?” she muttered.

   

  “You’ll see!” nodded Roni. “Just come as soon as you can!” Roni ran off down the hallway, leaving Andrea alone.

  “ Oh great... what horrible task do they want me to do for them now?” She stood up and grabbed her belt, tucking in her tank top. “Maybe now I get to go slay a dragon and rescue a princess.” Andrea remarked, rolling her eyes. “Stupid goody-two-shoes Martial artist wanna-bes.”

When she arrived at the dining area, the Aka Ryuu were kneeling at the table, looking over their map. A plate of food was set up, a trap for Andrea to sit there. She sighed and took the bait, settling down and gobbling up the food. 

No one acknowledged her presence until the last bite of her breakfast was gone. Then Kanjou looked at her and said, “Andrea, we want you to teach us.”

Andrea raised an eyebrow in surprise. “I don’t like where this is going. I told Phoenix Girl over there,” she pointed to Fushicho, “that I don’t want to teach anyone anything.”

Kanjou ignored the remark, hoping that his next statement would pander enough to Andrea’s ego to make her reconsider. “As you are obviously the most skilled out of all of us, we would like to learn some of your techniques. You have an impressive knowledge of fighting styles and weapons, and so we’d like you to share some of your skills with us.”

Andrea laughed. “Okay, not only do I not really want to teach a class, but you do realize that we only have a few weeks until this press conference, right? That’s nowhere near enough time to train you all properly. I might be able to stuff something into those empty heads of yours, but not enough to make you as good as I am!” 

Kanjou continued while 26 grabbed Fushi’s shoulder to keep the red-head from going after Andrea. “We’re not asking you to make us all as strong as you. We’re just asking for some training. If we’re going to win, we all need to be at the very top of our forms, and you’re the only one who can get us there.” He gave a playful wink. “After all, you can take down men twice your size and destroy training equipment without hurting yourself. That has to count for something.”

  Andrea ignored the wink as she gave a sigh of agitation. “I don’t think there’s any way you guys are going to take no for an answer, is there?”

   

  Roni grinned. “Nope!”

   The silver-haired fighter groaned. “Great... it’s either teach you all or have an audience every time I do training anyway... Alright, fine. I’ll do it, if only to keep you all off my back.” An evil smirk crossed her face.

A little while later they were all in the training area. Andrea lined them up on the mat and had all of them bow. Then she turned to them, grinning. “Alright, I’m not going to allow any backtalk, okay? We’re going to do this the way I was taught, which means total and complete obedience to the instructor. Remember to control yourselves at all times and to not hurt each other!

  “We’ll start with the basics, then go from there! Be prepared, I won’t go easy on any of you.”

   
Five hours later, the Aka Ryuu were still going strong. After warm-ups and some basic forms, Andrea had split them off into groups to practice some simple stick-fighting techniques using the broom and mop handles. Aki and D had been paired up, much to Aki’s increasing dismay. D had no skill with a bo and kept fumbling the forms. It was getting on Aki’s nerves and she was getting to the point where she was having a hard time not screaming at him.

“ No, no, no! D!” Andrea came storming over. “Geeze, this isn’t that hard! Aki, start over from the beginning and go slow.” She stood behind D and put her hands over his, her arms around his shoulders. “Now, just move with me and concentrate. We’ll go slow this time,” she said in his ear, her mouth next to his ear and her breath tickling his skin.

D’s face turned bright red. He felt his body temperature rise and a shiver ran up his spine as Andrea’s hands tightened over his. He could feel her steady breath stirring the hair right next to his ear as she pressed against him. They started going over the technique, moving slowly. D glanced over quickly, seeing that Andrea’s eyes were narrowed, staring straight forward and concentrating on nothing but the form she was teaching. She really isn’t interested in anything but fighting... he thought, almost disappointed.

 The feeling of her firm, muscular body against his back was continuing to make D’s face red. They moved together through the form, Andrea physically moving D like a puppet so that he could get the motions right. They went through it once, then twice, very slowly. With Andrea’s body pressed against his he was afraid that he wasn’t paying much more attention to the form than he had been before and he hoped it wasn’t showing.

Unfortunately for D, Andrea was already well aware of his distraction. His body was betraying his mind, and it was making Andrea angrier by the moment. I can’t believe this jerk! I’m trying to teach these fools things that could save their lives, and he’s not paying attention! As soon as she could, she let go of D and backed away from him. “On your own from now on.” She said, turning and walking away to help the others.

On her way over to Kanjou and 26, Andrea almost let herself blush. She had never been that close to anyone she wasn’t in the process of pounding in to the ground, so the entire duration of her contact with D had been a struggle to keep from gripping his hands too tight and breaking them, or kicking his legs out from under him simply out of spite.

Andrea watched 26 and Kanjou for a moment, then stepped over to them and waved for them to halt. She scowled up at the brunet in disappointment. “Kanjou, you’re not doing any good by holding back. I know I said to not hurt each other, but at least try to make some effort to get through 26’s defenses.”

  Kanjou blinked at her, then nodded. “Yeah, sure.”

   

  Something in his tone set Andrea off. “Hey! You guys wanted me to do this, so you’re going to listen to me, like it or not!”

  “ Whoa, hey, calm down Andrea. I didn’t mean any disrespect,” he said, taking a small step back away from her. Kanjou knew that, at best, Andrea’s temper was as volatile as a flask of nitroglycerin, and he didn’t want to get into a confrontation with her.

“ Well then do as I say or I’ll have stop this whole training thing right now!” snarled Andrea. “Your biggest problem is that you can’t take the risks involved in being a fighter!”

That seemed to hit a nerve with Kanjou, because he looked at her and immediately retorted, “You know what your problem is? You’re so angry at everything that no one ever bothered to try to teach you to control your emotions. That’s why you have to beat everyone in one hit. You can’t take extended battles because your energy is so far off-center that one day you’re going to kill yourself by doing a ki attack.” He hadn’t raised his voice, and he didn’t appear to be getting anywhere near as angry as Andrea was at him, but his sudden burst of character analysis did nothing to quell Andrea’s anger.

“ What the hell do you even know about it, huh?” She jabbed him in the chest, standing on her tip-toes to get eye level with him. “I could take you on any day of the week, with or without my ki!”

  Kanjou suppressed a sigh. “Look, I didn’t mean anything by it, okay? Can we just get back to training?”

  Andrea shook her head. “No way, buddy boy. You think I’m going to let you tell me what I can and can’t do? I know my limits much better than you do.” Her eyes were narrowed.

“ I really don’t think you do, Andrea. If you did, you’d try to stop being so angry all the time. It does nothing for your balance or your stamina and it just makes you burn out faster.”

“ You shut up! You don’t know anything about ki attacks! How many ki attacks can you do, huh, Kanjou? I haven’t even seen any real evidence that you can fight at all, much less be qualified to lecture me!”

  “Hey! Don’t talk to Kanjou like that!” Fushi said, stepping forward even as Kanjou put an arm out to stop her.

  “ Look, if you want to fight me or something, fine. But if I win, you have to let me train you to control your anger.” he said, not sure if she was going to agree to it. At least if she didn’t, then there wouldn’t be a fight It was risky, but if he could start teaching her other outlets to quench her constant rage he thought he might be able to reach her on a few more levels. Kanjou saw too much of his younger self in Andrea- the raw, unharnessed emotion with no control valve, and too much deadly force and power behind it. Although if she did decide to fight him all he’d have to do was keep her from hitting him and she’d wear herself out. 

Well, this is a little unorthodox and dangerous, but at least it’s a help. he thought, waiting for Andrea to attack him right then and there. At the short distance she was from him, he’d have no chance of dodging one of her ki attacks.

Andrea laughed. “You think you have a chance of winning? Now this, I have to see. Fine, I accept! Just don’t get mad at me when you’re in a body cast.” Andrea turned and started walking, heading for the courtyard in the middle of the rundown temple. Kanjou followed her, dragging his feet a little. Behind him were the rest of the Aka Ryuu. They had all dropped what they were doing as soon as Andrea had started yelling at Kanjou. 

A soft wind blew across the courtyard as they entered it, rustling the blades of grass that had grown up between the paving stones over the years the temple had been left unattended. Andrea stopped at one end of the open yard and turned on her heel to face Kanjou. She glared at him angrily as he sighed.

  “I hope you know that I won’t get any pleasure from it,” he sighed.

  “ Well, isn’t that too bad? I’ll get plenty of pleasure out of kicking your ass.” Quickly, she snapped into a ready stance, her bangs falling over her face.

I know why I’m so angry with him, she thought, It’s because I’m mad at D! I should be taking it out on him, but I just can’t seem to help myself. This is wrong and childish but I’m in too deep to stop now. Plus, he claimed I’m weak! After all I’ve done for them already?! I just can’t allow it!

  Kanjou sighed again. “Fine. Don’t forget our bargain though.” he readied himself and waited, not wanting to make the first move.

  A few seconds later, Andrea rocketed forward with a battle cry, her fist pulled back in preparation to slam into Kanjou’s solar plexus. He stepped back calmly, unworried about the attack. The silver-haired girl’s punch missed its mark by a half an inch. She was not swayed, however, and immediately unleashed a front kick.

Kanjou hopped to the side and once again Andrea’s attack hit nothing but air. She tried a few more times to hit him and each blow he avoided with a mere inch or two. With each miss, Andrea’s anger rose visibly. She let out a scream, the air around her becoming electrified as her fist glowed blue.

“Koroshiya Dan Ha!”
Kanjou sidestepped twice, avoiding the encounter. “You ready to talk this over yet?” he asked after the ki energy stopped crackling between them.

Her ice cold eyes focused on him. Sweat was dripping down Andrea’s face and her breathing was ragged. “I’ll... kill you...!” she said between breaths. She quickly stepped forward, then twisted on the ball of her left foot with her right leg extended, trying to clip Kanjou with her she. The kick was slow though and he avoided her foot without effort.

The rest of the Aka Ryuu watched quietly from the sidelines as Andrea chased Kanjou around the courtyard. Roni clung to 26’s leg, obviously worried about the outcome of the fight. Every once in a while Fushi would mutter advice under her breath. Behind everyone Aki leaned against the ivy-covered wall, uninterested in the conflict that was tearing around the plaza. 

 Andrea’s fist just missed Kanjou’s face as he leaned back, eluding a blow that would have bloodied his nose. He had to admit, Andrea was very good. She’d had him worried until she’d tried to use that ki attack. But just as he suspected, she was slow to recover from the expense of energy. It was hard to notice, but her strikes were slower. He could also tell that soon she was going to try to use her ki again because he could feel it building in the air around her. 

Sure enough, Andrea attempted two kicks and a punch, then charged up her fist once more with blue energy and tried to strike him with it. Instead of dodging, Kanjou reached out and seized her wrist, halting her forward motion and bringing her to a stand-still, her eyes wide with shock.

  “Should have tried a different attack. I could feel you charge your ki.” he said, his expression serious.

  Andrea’s bangs were sticking to her face, sweat dripping off her chin and making her clothes cling to her muscular frame. She could barely breathe, her legs were trembling and her feet felt like lead weights. She had to admit to herself that she hadn’t fought this hard in a long time. The fools at the tournaments weren’t a challenge anymore for her- they hadn’t been in a long time. But this was an even better workout than she’d had with Ryoku.

Wait... I didn’t have nearly as much trouble with him as I am now.. Andrea thought. I didn’t try to use ki attacks on him... And I wasn’t nearly this angry. she realized as she ripped her arm from Kanjou’s grasp. I can’t admit defeat! Once her arm was freed she took two steps back, trying desperately to come up with a strategy and catch her breath at the same time. I was pissed off at D too when I tried to hit him after Ryoku left... and he dodged me easily. What he’s saying... it can’t possibly be true, can it?

Come on, Andrea. Just calm down and punch him in that smug face of his!
No matter how hard she tried, the more she stared at his calm face the angrier she became. I’m better than him, dammit! Why can’t I hit him!? she tightened her fists until her knuckles were white. Her jaw hurt from clenching it, and her leg muscles protested as she raced forward again, launching into a series of punches, kicks, and open palm strikes. 

With no more effort than he’d already been exerting, Kanjou dodged the onslaught, ducking under her arm and coming up behind her before she could even register what was going on. He whipped his left arm up to the point where Andrea’s neck and shoulder met and grabbed the flesh.

Andrea wasn’t quite sure how she ended up on her knees on the broken paving stones but she was acutely aware of the terrible pain being shot in to her skull from the nerve that Kanjou was gripping. It took every fiber of her being to keep from screaming. She remembered this particular nerve pinch. It was one her own sensei had used on her more than once. 

“ Give up?” there was no malice or mocking in Kanjou’s voice. It was a sincere question, which just made Andrea’s blood boil more. Unfortunately, his grip on her neck was keeping her from getting up, and her own fatigue was making it particularly hard to move. She wanted to lash out and fight back to prove that she was better than him. 

But,
  her own mind answered,

  maybe he has a point.
“ Well?” The rest of the Aka Ryuu were watching, except for Aki, who had gone back inside as soon as Kanjou had brought Andrea to her knees.

  Andrea tried one more time to get her body to move and lash out at him but her body still protested any action. She let out a snarl. “Let go,” she said.

  Kanjou did so and stepped back as Andrea collapsed backwards onto the stone, gasping for breath. Roni bolted over immediately. If Andrea had been able to move she would’ve no doubt punched the girl at once just to stop the onslaught of concerned questions from her. Fushicho and 26 stood by as D helped Andrea up and made sure she didn’t fall over.

  “You okay?” he asked her, pretending that Roni wasn’t circling around them.

  “ I’m fine.” She snatched her arm away from D and turned to walk away. She moved Roni out of her path and headed back inside, each determined step taken in an attempt to salvage her wounded pride. Once she was completely out of the courtyard, Roni, D, 26, and Fushi turned to Kanjou.

“ That wasn’t as easy as it looked.” he said, knowing the question they were about to ask. “She’s like a sprinter– great for short distances. The more I kept her fighting, and the angrier she got, the easier she was to read. Don’t worry; she’ll be fine once she gets her dignity back.”

  “I want to learn that grab thing!” Roni said, tugging on Kanjou’s jeans.

  Kanjou smiled and leaned down to show her how to do it. From just inside the doorway, Andrea slumped against the wall and listened to snatches of conversation as they came in on the wind. As the others laughed, Andrea grimaced, then turned and stumbled off to her room.


Chapter Five Self-reflection

Andrea lay in her room for quite some time, breathing heavily and gently stretching her screaming muscles. She kept her eyes closed, not wanting to look at the spider’s web above her that was gleaming in the sunlight like strands of polished silver thread. The fat black spider lay in the corner of its deadly home, waiting for unsuspecting prey to fall in to its trap. 

After a while Andrea felt well enough to struggle to her feet. She went over to the window and stared out of it, noticing that the sun was slipping below the trees. She looked at the windowsill on both sides of her, then hefted herself up and slipped through the small hole in the wall. She wandered across the grass and in to the trees, slipping in to the deepening shadows.

Birds sang in the branches of the towering trees, tending to their nests of babies and fluttering around in search of food. Two rabbits ran out on to the path in front of Andrea, causing her to jump back a step. She watched them disappear into the underbrush before allowing herself a thin smile.

Andrea wandered, making sure not to get herself too far away that she would get lost. She found a tree and climbed it, stopping on a thick branch with her back against the trunk. She looked down at the ground 30 feet below her and quickly looked back up. She’d climbed things in the dojo or at the bar and had even gotten herself on to the roof of the temple, but this was higher than she’d ever been before. The branches under her seemed less stable than even the rotting temple roof, and it made her bit nervous of falling. She set her jaw and decided to face the fear of falling, sitting back against the tree trunk and stubbornly staying right where she was.

She sat there for a long time, watching the shadows around her grow darker and darker as the sun continued its journey toward the horizon. She tried not to think but couldn’t seem to help berating herself for losing to Kanjou. 

I’ve worked so hard my entire life to be strong! How could I have been beaten so easily!? She reached over and ripped a clump of leaves off the tree. She began to shred them into tiny pieces as she scowled. Men! I hate them... Always having to prove that they’re better than a woman! Dammit, I worked so hard! Now I have to bend and scrape to his will! What makes him think he’s worthy of training me in anything?! I bet he cheated, there’s no other way he could have won!

 She threw the pieces of the leaves out and watched them flutter to the ground. For the past three days it seemed like she hadn’t done anything right. She’d abandoned the only person that had ever cared about her, then had burned down the place that had been her home. Then, to rub in the fact that she’d run like a coward, she had to go tell Foxfire’s family that he’d probably been captured by the government and was even now being tortured or murdered. And, as the final crescendo in her symphony of mistakes she’d allowed Kanjou to not only con her into training the other Aka Ryuu, but had also managed to get herself roped in to training under him.

When will you learn, Andrea!? She suppressed a scream of rage. The silver-haired woman sat in the tree and contemplated her fate, trying to make some sense out of what her dysfunctional life had become. Tony had been the only person who ever understood her and the only one that accepted her for what she was and didn’t try to change her. He knew me... he knew why I am the way I am and he accepted it. I guess it was only right though that he did. Andrea sighed and rested her head against the trunk of the tree, gazing up at the dying light of day as it filtered through the green canopy.

She stared for a moment before closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “I can’t believe I lost,” she said to herself, her voice cracking. Tears appeared at the corners of her eyes, making it only inches down her cheeks before she wiped them away with the backs of her hands. She frowned and opened her eyes, glaring up at the sky above her. “Oh no you don’t! I’m not a weak little cry baby, Tony! To Hell with you and your tears! I don’t care if you’re not here! You wanted to make me weak and emotional, just like you! Well I’m not! I’m not!” She was shouting at the clouds, her hands balled in to tight fists of anger as she screamed. More tears worked their way down her cheeks, unbidden and unwanted and wiped away in denial as Andrea sniffled. 

She looked down at the branch below her, her hair cascading down around her as her shoulders drooped. “I’m not weak... I don’t need any emotions but my own anger. Anger makes me strong, it keeps me safe... I can’t let anyone in...” She put her hands to her face and leaned forward as her shoulders shook, hiding herself from the slowly darkening sky.


  “She’s not in her room, and she’s not on the roof.” reported D as he came into the dining hall, stopping just inside the door. “Where could she have gone?” Roni said, worry creeping in to her voice.

  “ Alright, let’s calm down. Everyone sit and eat, I’ll go look for her.” Kanjou stood up from the table and left the hall, going out the front door of the temple.

Kanjou was secretly glad for Andrea’s disappearance since it gave him an excuse to get out of eating dinner tonight. He knew that if any of the others knew or suspected he wasn’t eating, they’d force him into it. 

He walked into the trees and slipped behind one, having no real intention of going to look for Andrea. He knew she’d return on her own so long as she was left to herself for awhile. Her honor as a Martial Artist would demand that she fulfill her oath. She was angry right now, and Kanjou could understand that. He had injured her pride, which hurt more than hurting her physically. Had he beaten her bloody she would have healed in time, but her wounded self-esteem would probably be harder to repair than anything. He hoped that the meditation and focusing exercises he would start teaching her in the morning would help her. 

Fushicho had been right about Andrea though. Now that he’d fought her he felt like he knew much more about her than he did before. Sure, he didn’t know the details of her past, but he had a good idea of her psyche and that was what mattered. If anything, he pitied her now that he knew she was allowing her emotions to destroy herself.

But he also reminded himself that each member of the Aka Ryuu had something in their past they wished hadn’t happened, whether or not they had any control over it. They all had their scars and their regrets, but somehow they continued on and lived with them. Their silver-haired friend allowed herself to be consumed by her regrets and even viewed them as a weakness. And yet the more we’re around her, the less she seems able to hide them. It’s like looking at a complicated puzzle and seeing the path to get to the solution, but not seeing the solution clearly yet. Her scars show through despite that she tries to cover them up.

Fushicho crept into Kanjou’s mind suddenly. He shuddered a little at the thought of the burn on her shoulder that marred her otherwise perfect skin. He’d asked her once why she didn’t wear something over it and had been surprised to hear her say with conviction that she wasn’t ashamed of the scar. 

“Yes, it reminds me of something terrible but it also reminds me of home, and my family. If I covered it, I might forget them,” she had looked up and smiled at him, her eyes sparkling as though she may have been on the verge of crying. “Besides,” she’d continued, “it’s a constant message that I need to be mindful of my actions and emotions.”

He understood what she’d meant by that statement because Fushicho was afraid of her own power, just like he was. They’d both done things that had caused a lot of pain to themselves and others. Fushi had lost control of her anger and gotten a price put on her head by a street gang. They had burned down her family’s home to try to kill her, and thankfully her family had escaped. They were sure that the red-head was dead, but she’d walked out of the flames with nothing but the Phoenix shaped burn on her shoulder. Fushi blamed herself for her family losing the house they’d lived in for generations, and had left that night so that the gang would stop hunting her and would leave the rest of her kin alone. She had told Kanjou many times that she wished she hadn’t lost control of her anger so that she could still be with them.

Kanjou put his head back against the rough bark of the tree and sighed at the night sky. His stomach growled a little and he put a hand on it. He’d barely eaten at breakfast or lunch and the others would be furious if they found out. Until he figured out how to get them more food though, he would rather not eat so the others would have enough.

  “I had a feeling I’d find you out here.”

  Kanjou turned, startled by the voice. Three meters away stood D and Nikko. Kanjou blinked, wondering how they had managed to sneak up on him before giving a small smile. “I didn’t want Roni worrying about Andrea,” he said sheepishly.

“ Yeah well, too late for that,” commented D as Nikko started to sniff at a nearby bush. The white dog looked up at D eagerly, and then took off into the trees when his master gave him a nod. “That girl is wound so tight right now I don’t think she’ll ever sit still again.” he continued, walking closer to Kanjou.

  The brunet sighed. “Oh well, it was worth a shot anyway.” The eyebrow above D’s blue eye raised a little bit. “You alright?”

  Kanjou nodded. “Yeah, I was just thinking,” he looked back up at the sky, which was only visible in patches through the leaves of the trees. “I’m wondering if what I did today was right. I’m wondering if Andrea really will come back, like I think she will. And I’m wondering if I should have actually looked for her when I came out here.”

  D and Kanjou stood there in silence for a little while. “You all met Andrea right before I came, right?” D said.

   

  Kanjou nodded in reply. “It seems like it was an eternity ago though, even though it’s been three days.”

  D looked up at the sky as well. “What is it about that violent little tom-boy that makes her a giant magnet?” he wondered aloud. “It seems like we’re all just trying to figure her out so she’ll open up, even though we’ve known her for such a short time.”

For a few minutes they were silent, watching the stars twinkling far above them. Then Kanjou said, “I think it’s because she tries to act like a black hole of emotion. We try to fill that void. We try to give her other emotions than the hostility she’s shown us so far. It’s like we’re trying to balance her out with us, I guess, or like seeing a hurt child. Most people are going to try to help, even if it’s not theirs. She’s like a kid that’s crying for help, but at the same time she’s pushing all the help away.”

D didn’t reply, but knew that Kanjou was right about the silver-haired woman. At first D thought he would just put up with her because she would lead him to Ryoku. Now though he couldn’t explain what he thought or felt about Andrea. She was volatile and deadly, quick to anger and swift with insults, but at the same time he had seen bravery and a hint of compassion in her as well. She had risked herself not only to deliver a message to Foxfire’s family, but also to save Aki from the policemen she’d been facing. Something about Andrea was special, he just couldn’t put his finger on it.

It was late by the time Andrea emerged from the trees and on to the path leading to the temple. Weak moonlight illuminated her way well enough for her to avoid tripping. She walked with her shoulders slumped, dragging her feet across the broken paving stones. She was exhausted, both mentally and physically, and admitted to herself that she couldn’t wait to fall on to her futon. She thought she might even be exhausted enough to not have nightmares tonight. 

She was halfway down the path to the door when she sensed a presence in front of her. She stopped and glared at the shadows in the doorway. A moment later Kanjou stepped out into the silver light of the moon. Andrea said nothing, but the look on her face was one of unveiled rage.

“ Roni was worried when you didn’t come back.” Kanjou said, shoving his hands into his pants pockets. “I told her I’d wait for you and make sure you got here alright.”

Andrea snorted. “Well, isn’t that touching,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I’m here, safe and sound, so I’ll be going to bed now.” She walked forward and pushed past him.

“ Andrea.”
 The martial artist stopped but didn’t turn to face him. “We do have an agreement, right?” Kanjou said.

Andrea scoffed. “I’m insulted. I thought for sure you’d realize that I’m not dishonorable. I’m a cold, heartless bitch, I’ve been told, but my word is good, as much as I may hate it.” she growled.

  For a long moment, the only sound was the wind. “See you in the morning,” Kanjou replied.

  Andrea smirked. “Yeah.” she turned to look at a tree in front of Kanjou. “Good night, Wakame.” she said, then disappeared into the temple.

  D stepped out from behind the tree Andrea had looked at. “How in the...?” he said aloud.

  Kanjou chuckled. “What did you expect? She’s good.” “Yeah well, she seems like she’d like to punch your teeth in.”

“ Give her a day or two. She’ll nurse that wounded pride back to health and probably forget all about our scuffle.” He turned to D. “Right now she’s probably thinking that I did this to spite her. Even though I told her that it was for her own good, she’ll never believe it. If she can’t calm down, she’ll kill herself.” He sighed. “And to be honest, I admire the girl. She’s tough. She just doesn’t take any crap from anyone.” He glanced over his shoulder at the doorway. “But somewhere, deep down inside, there’s pain. She’ll never admit it, but she’s been hurt real bad.”

“ You’re hoping that you can heal those scars, aren’t you?” said D. “That’s one of the reasons why you made her agree to your training.”

Kanjou looked at D, regarded him for a moment, then gave him a warm smile. “Yes. If I can make anyone’s life better, I try to. If Roni sees enough good to try with Andrea, then I’m going to go with her instincts. Roni’s never been wrong about anyone before.”

  There was a moment of silence, then D looked at Kanjou. “I hope you’re right.”

   
The next morning Andrea was pulled out of one of her rest by Kanjou. She got up and followed the tall brunette through the temple with a scowl across her face. The sun was barely beginning to peek over the horizon as they exited the front of the building, heading toward the trees that surrounded headquarters. A chill in the summer air made goose bumps sprout on Andrea’s exposed arms, but she didn’t shiver.I’ve trained in worse conditions, under much tougher Masters. This won’t be anything compared to that. But if he has me meditating under waterfalls, I swear I’m killing him and leaving his body in the woods.

After a few minutes they came to a clearing that Kanjou was satisfied with, and Andrea sat on the grass while he perched crosslegged on a rock.

“ Alright. I don’t know how you even learned to use your ki with your emotions being the wreck that they are, but we’re going to go over a few meditation exercises to get you centered.”

As the sun rose and began to warm the air, Kanjou and Andrea sat in the shade of the trees. For hours he instructed her to calm her mind and breathe calmly, to discard her feelings of anger and malice. It was easier said than done, especially since her mind continually raced with the thought of getting up and punching him in the face. Meditating always made her feel silly, even when her sensei had made her do it all she could get the hang of was breathing exercises and not true meditation. She’d never been able to get her mind to calmed. It was always racing, and this morning it was frustrating.

Despite trying for a long time, she couldn’t get herself to be calm. Kanjou sensed that she was starting to get frustrated with the meditating so he started leading her in chanting exercises and mantras.

Once they were done with that, Kanjou announced that they were done for the day and could go back to the temple for breakfast. Andrea stood quickly, glaring at him. “This was stupid and a waste of time. I can’t meditate, your chants and mantras don’t help me, and I hate getting up this early!” She turned and started walking back to the temple, trying to work her way back up in to a bad mood.

No way am I going to give in to this stupidity, she told herself as she headed back to the run-down building. She wouldn’t let the tall brunet know he’d been right about her emotions. She felt calmer now than she’d felt in a long time. She’d go through the meditations and whatever else he wanted her to do since she was a ronin and a woman of her word, but he didn’t have to know that sitting on the ground for hours trying not to think of anything had seemed to quiet some of her inner voices, at least for a little while anyway.

The remainder of the group was just sitting down to a meager breakfast when Andrea came in. She went to wash up, refusing to speak to anyone as she walked past the dining room. Kanjou came in right behind her and knelt at the table. The others threw a few questioning glances at him, but he simply smiled and shook his head.

Andrea headed back to the dining room, trying to work herself into a bad mood as she went. As she looked at the crumbling tapestries that lined the halls, she realized that her anger was like a shield that she picked up every day to protect her from harm. She’d lived with it for so long that it was terrifying to put it away, even for a moment. The thought caused her to stop in her tracks for a moment, blinking at a tapestry with a faded depiction of a tiger on it.

My god... she thought, What’s happening to me? Before I know it I’ll be acting like Roni. She shuddered at the thought. I’ll kill myself first.

The blue eyed fighter leaned against the wall for a moment, her hand clutched over her chest as she tried to regain her composure. It was as though something had found its way through her emotional armor and was working toward injuring her. Andrea beat back the intrusion, telling herself it was a weakness that she couldn’t afford if she was going to survive in this world. After a few minutes she had her emotions back under control, turning her thoughts to the condition of the temple in order to get her defenses back up before she continued along to the dining room. 

No one looked at Andrea as she took her place at the low table. D was to her right with Nikko between the two of them. To her left was Roni, who looked like she was about to explode if she didn’t start firing questions at Andrea. Even after she settled into her spot though, no one moved.

  “Hey, are we gonna eat, or what?” Andrea finally said. “I’m starving over here.”

  That was all it took to get the food moving around the table. It wasn’t much, cheap breakfast items that could be fixed easily. The meal was spent in relative silence, except for Andrea and D arguing over whether or not Nikko should be at the table. According to her, the dog was begging for food, but D insisted that he was just lying there. Aki also seemed like she was in a bad mood and didn’t say much, but Fushi, Roni, and 26 would ask training questions every now and then. Andrea vaguely noted that Kanjou picked at his food a little, ate a few bites, and then pushed his plate away as he made a comment that his stomach wasn’t feeling well.

By early afternoon they were all gathered in the training room again, with Andrea barking out orders and giving demonstrations. A short while in to training Andrea’s pride seemed healed, as she got her characteristic sharp tongue back and started yelling at anyone she could. The others seemed used to it by now, or they had decided to ignore her and see if she’d stop trying to get rises out of them.

As the sun began to set behind the trees around the Temple, Andrea called the class to an end and everyone went to clean up. 26 said something about starting dinner soon while Aki retreated to her room. Roni, Fushi, D, and Kanjou went to the dining hall to discuss things and keep 26 company.

The silver-haired ronin decided to spend some time looking around the grounds some more. Since she’d already seen the courtyard and the forest in the front, Andrea went out the back of the temple. As she slid open the double-doors in the hall that their bedrooms were in, she was greeted by beauty that even she could stop and appreciate, especially since no one else was around.

“ Wow..” she couldn’t help gasping as she stepped out onto the dirt path directly beyond the doors. To her right was a large lake with a slightly curved bridge stretching over it. A path led from the bridge back toward the temple, and Andrea guessed it ended in a side entrance to the dining hall. On the other side of the lake the path continued for about twenty feet before disappearing into the trees.

Andrea decided to follow the path and check out the building on the other side of the lake. Puffs of dust rose under her shoes as she walked, examining the stone lanterns that were on each side of the walkway every few meters. They were pitted and cracked, and some had been completely covered by soft green moss. 

She stepped carefully on to the bridge, walking slowly just in case the wood gave way underneath of her. She wasn’t sure how old the footbridge was, but it didn’t look nearly as bad as the temple did, so Andrea assumed that it and the building she was heading toward were both newer than the main temple. On the other side of the lake she jumped off on to the grass and strolled over to the small building, heading up the three short steps and across the narrow porch to the door.

The ronin seized the door and tugged, but it didn’t budge. As she looked down she noticed there was a rusty lock on the door. Andrea pulled her arm back, her fingers curling in to a fist as she narrowed her eyes at the door. She struck the lock as hard as she could, hearing a loud cracking noise from the wood that the weakened, rusty metal was holding on to. When she yanked on the door again there was a groaning noise and then some snapping as the last of the lock gave way and the door jerked open. She gave herself a minute to let her eyes adjust from the harsh sunlight of a summer day, then took a full step into the building.

Every wall was covered in shelves from top to bottom. Running down the center of the building were free-standing cases, about eight of them in total with shelves on both sides of them. Andrea gasped as she noticed that none of the shelves were empty: dusty, cobweb-covered books sat neatly on each shelf, their leather spines faded by age. The inside smelled stale and dusty, but also had the scent of old paper and leather hiding among the old air.

“ Holy shit,” Andrea breathed as she walked forward, stirring up dust as she moved across the creaky floor. She went down the aisle directly in front of her and stopped at the first shelf to look at the titles on the books’ spines. Some had no names on them, their gold lettering had been worn off by the passage of time. Some still had titles printed on the spines or embossed into the leather. Andrea reached out and gently picked one up, expecting it to fall apart in her hands. She blew the dust off of it and opened it to the first page.

Most people who grew up in the underground were illiterate but Tony had taught Andrea how to at least read and write. She’d never had any real schooling aside from fighting, though, and the only book she’d ever seen was the ratty Bible that Tony owned. Seeing so many at once was truly a rare treat.

She read aloud from the title page, sounding out each word carefully. “Japan in the Twentieth Century by Toshiaki Minako. Copyright Dokusho Publishing, 2175.”

Andrea stopped and did the math slowly in her head. It took her a minute, but she figured it was over 350 years old. She closed the book she was holding and grabbed the one next to it, flipping to its title page. 

  “This one’s nearly 400 years old! What the hell are these doing here?” she wondered aloud.

   

  “Looks to me like they’re gathering dust.”

   Andrea spun, nearly dropping the ancient book to the floor. Standing in the doorway was Aki, her form haloed by the garish light outside. The black-haired girl walked in to the library and strolled over to Andrea, grabbing a tome from the shelf directly opposite the one Andrea had been looking at. She flipped it open a little more harshly than Andrea had done with the two she’d looked at. “Hmm, 300 years old.” she said. “We could make some serious money off of these things.”

  “Or,” Andrea retorted, “we could read them.”

   

  Aki tossed the book back onto the shelf. “I’m surprised you even know how to read.”

   

  “Tony taught me,” she spat, offended at that remark.

  Aki smirked at her. “Wow, touchy, aren’t you? I just meant that you don’t seem like the type that would want to curl up with a book in front of the fire or something. As for selling these, I was just saying what I thought you’d be thinking. Need money to live, right? After all, you don’t care about the past, right? Can’t change it, so why bother worrying about it? Reading about the past won’t help anything anyway, so we’d be better off to sell the things and buy food, right?” Aki pulled another book and looked at the page, raising her eyebrows at the title page as though she was impressed. “We’d have to find someone who’d want all these though. Would take a lot of time to find a collector, too.” She turned and walked away from Andrea, pausing to toss her the book she held. Aki disappeared out into the bright light and headed back toward the temple.

Andrea watched the doorway for a long time after Aki left, frowning. Finally, she put the tome she was holding down and examined the rest of the shelves, reading whatever titles she could. Some of the books were too high to see, but there was no ladder available to reach them. The entire time she couldn’t help but think about Aki’s earlier comments. Something was nagging at the back of her mind. There was some importance to the words that she had failed to pick up on but she couldn’t figure out what it was.

Andrea realized that dinner would probably be soon, so she grabbed one of the smaller books about the history of Hinomoto and headed back to the main building, sliding the door to the library closed tightly behind her. She put the book in her room, washed the dust off her face and hands, and joined the rest of the group for the evening meal.

Shogun Kunota rested his forehead in his palm and sighed. He was hunched over with a pile of papers resting in front of him on his expansive office desk. He’d been trying since early afternoon to read the sizable stack of spiral-bound proposals, but every time he tried to concentrate the words he was reading would leave his head as soon as his eyes passed over them.

The Shogun sighed again and rubbed the bridge of his nose, pulling his glasses off his face and tossing them on top of the stack. It was going to be another late night of reading proposals on everything from government funded scientific research to raising or lowering taxes.

Better call Shinsetsu and let her know I won’t be home for dinner... again, he thought, muttering a curse. Just as he was reaching across the desk for his phone, the door to his office opened. He turned his chair, ready to strongly suggest to his secretary that she not disturb him right now, but stopped short.

  “Dad!”

  Kunota suddenly found two children in his lap, one a girl with a long dark braid hanging down her back and the other a boy wearing a visor. The Shogun couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Kids!”

Ayaka was his twelve year old daughter, who was just over a meter tall and had no traces of “baby fat” anywhere on her because of her athletic pursuits. She jumped from one interest to another regularly, and Kunota seemed to recall that right now she was doing dance lessons, swimming, gymnastics, and track and field. She kept her black hair back in a braid or long ponytail that reached her waist and kept it out of her light brown eyes, and her favorite color to wear was pink this year. 

His son’s name was Kohaku, and he was ten years old. He wasn’t much shorter than his older sister, and still had a little of his childlike curves. He wore a pair of loose shorts and a tank top with the name of his favorite sports team on it and a number on the back. His short hair was spiked out in the middle of the black visor he was wearing. He and Shindai started talking at the same time.

Kunota was barely hearing them as he looked up at his wife, who was walking into his office carrying their thirteen month old daughter. Shinsetsu was tall and lean, like a supermodel. In heels she was taller than Kunota, which had brought on more than one joke in the news and at parties. She had a dark complexion and dark eyes that he always felt were sucking him in to them and trying to drown him. Despite having three children she was still fit and trim, and always dressed tastefully and elegantly. She smiled at him, her warm eyes trying to hide her fatigue. Kunota smiled back at her almost sheepishly.

  “Dad! Dad, look!”

  Kunota looked down at Kohaku, who was waving a red plastic lizard in the air at him. “Ayaka says it’s creepy, but I think it’s cool!” Kohaku announced proudly.

“ It is creepy! Lizards are weird!” exclaimed Ayaka, her hands on her hips. She put her nose up in the air with a “Harumph!”, causing her long braid to flip over her shoulder.

Shogun Kunota reached out for the plastic lizard toy. “Let me see this thing...” he said, pretending to examine it. The toy reptile was comical, at best. Its eyes were too big and it seemed as though something had bent the teeth on it out at all angles somewhere between the factory and his son’s hands. A row of out of proportion spikes went down its back, ending in two larger spikes on its tail. Overall, it looked like a wide-eyed, buck-toothed reptilian hedgehog, and Kunota had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing at the toy. “Oh goodness..” he said, his eyes widening.

  Ayaka and Kohaku looked at their father in concern. “What?” they said.

   

  “This is... the dreaded crimson reptile! It eats the little children of Shogun!”

   

  “No way!” the two youths exclaimed.

  “ Yes way! See, it’s just... like... this!” at the last word he grabbed both of them and scooped them into the air, getting up from his chair and swinging them around while they shrieked and laughed in delight.

The Shogun’s wife smiled as her husband twirled their children around. She took over Kunota’s desk chair as Rekai cooed in her arms. Shinsetsu kissed the girl’s forehead. She watched for a few more minutes as Kunota spun haphazardly around his office, spinning his children and making them howl with laughter. Finally, the Shogun flopped the two breathless children down on the couch and turned to his wife.

  “Ah, there’s my little sweetheart,” he said. He reached out and took Rekai from his wife, then smiled, “And my baby girl too.”

   Shinsetsu grinned, her brown eyes lighting up. “I figured you wouldn’t be home for dinner,” she gave a glance at the mountain of papers on his desk, “so we decided to come visit you.”

Kunota put a free arm around Shinsetsu’s waist as their darkhaired baby squirmed in his arms. “You all stay here for dinner. I’ll order us something.”

  “Oh no, I didn’t want to distract you while you were working or anything...”

  Kunota cut her off. “It’s no problem. Actually, I can’t seem to keep the contents of those papers in my head for more then ten seconds, so I’d be grateful for the company for awhile. Besides, then we can talk about the upcoming banquet.”

“ Well...” Shinsetsu looked around the office. Then she glanced to her two eldest children who were looking back expectantly as they held their breaths, and finally to her grinning husband. She sighed. “Fine, we’ll stay here then.”

  Kohaku and Ayaka let out a whoop of joy as Kunota picked up the phone and dialed his secretary.

   
One hallway in the temple had been nothing but guest rooms and meditation rooms when the place had been in use by monks. Since these rooms were large, one of them had been adopted as a sort of recreation room for everyone to gather in the evening and be together. In the three days that Andrea had been there, she’d never bothered to join them after dinner. Roni often went to Andrea’s room to try to get her to come and spend time with the rest of the group, but the Tiger had brushed her off each time she’d extended the invitation. 

The silver-haired girl stood in the doorway for a minute, halfhidden by the weak light that illuminated the room but didn’t do much to beat back the shadows in the hallway. Roni and 26 were playing some sort of board game while Fushicho and Kanjou poured over a water-stained and dog-eared book that looked like it might be a Martial arts manual. D was brushing Nikko and humming to himself every now and then. Andrea assumed Aki had gone to her room, since she wasn’t there with the others. Finally, with a look of resolve, the silverhaired woman entered the room and walked over to one of the walls, sitting down with her back against it and opening the book she’d taken from the library earlier.

 Reading was hard to concentrate on when five people were staring at you, Andrea realized. “What?” she demanded, looking up at them after a moment.

  “Where did you get that?” Roni asked, sounding a little breathless as she pointed at the book.

  Andrea scowled. “Well, if you all had pulled your heads out of the clouds and looked around some, you would have noticed that there’s a building behind this falling apart piece of crap you call a temple. And if you had gone over and opened the door, you would have looked inside and found hundreds of these!” She held up the book and waved it around mockingly. She was beginning to wish she’d elected to read in her room, but the light was always better out here. 

Andrea went back to looking at the pages, and in a few minutes was suddenly aware that everyone else in the room was sitting around her. The silver-haired girl almost leaped to the ceiling. “What the hell!?” she screamed, dropping the book as she looked up into five eager faces. “Do you all mind!?”

  Roni grinned. “Can we read too?” she asked.

  Andrea cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t care.” she said. She grabbed the book out of her lap and handed it to Roni, an annoyed look on her face. 

For the next two hours, they all took turns reading aloud from the ancient text, except for Andrea, who sat with her back against the wall, listening to the history of Hinomoto as read by a small group of rebels.


Chapter Six Into the Den

Andrea stomped past the dining area the following morning, Kanjou close behind her. She was muttering something under her breath as she hurried down the hallway, her flowing silver hair swinging back and forth as she went.

Kanjou sighed and watched her disappear around the corner before he went into the dining hall. He knew she hated the meditation exercises. She made sure to tell him that every morning when he woke her up. She groused the entire way out into the forest about being up at the same time her body was used to going to bed, then she’d be silent for Kanjou’s teachings and would promptly pick up where she left off with her complaining. He got the feeling that she was actually trying to maintain her habitual bad mood for some reason.

Still, it had only been two days now. Kanjou hoped that she’d adjust to the new sleep schedule and that she’d see the benefits of meditating and centering herself. Until then though, he’d listen to her venting and keep dragging her out to the clearing each morning.

  Kanjou’s thoughts were interrupted when he saw 26 leaning against the door jamb that led to the kitchen. He raised an eyebrow but didn’t have time to ask a question before she started talking. “We’ve got nothing to eat for breakfast,” she growled. “In fact, we don’t have enough food

  combined
  to feed all of us.”

  Kanjou winced. He’d gotten almost used to the hollow pit in his stomach that hunger had settled in to. But he couldn’t force that upon the others, and the past days had provided no opportunities to get money or provisions. “Alright,” he sighed, “I’ll think of something.” He stepped in to the dining hall, averting his eyes from 26.

  “Kanjou! You were supposed to think of something days ago! We can’t let Roni starve!”

   

  “I know that, 26.”

   

  “Well then you’d better do something about it. I can’t prepare what we don’t have!”

  “ I can’t just pull money out of thin air! Give me a minute to think about it!” Kanjou rubbed his forehead and shut his eyes. He wouldn’t dare ask Shinrai to help them with this since the Daimyo had done more than enough for them already. Kanjou himself had no problem with going hungry and he was pretty sure that the others were used to it as well. It was Roni he was worried about.

 A sound came from the doorway and Kanjou turned to find Andrea and D standing there. “So, we’re having money problems, are we?” Andrea smirked as she leaned against the wall, a mischievous twinkle in her ice blue eyes. D looked uncomfortable behind her, as though he thought she might explode at any moment.

  Kanjou frowned at Andrea. “Maybe a few,” he admitted.

  Andrea pretended to examine her nails, continuing to grin. “You all have Hinomoto’s most powerful tournament fighter with you, and you’re having money problems?” She clucked her tongue. “Sounds like poor planning to me.”

  “What are you talking about?” 26 took a few steps forward, a look of distrust falling on Andrea.

  “ I grew up fighting for money. If someone had said something, we could have entered me in a tournament and all your problems would be solved!”

“ There aren’t any tournaments this time of day though. We’d have to wait until tonight,” D broke his silence behind her just as Aki appeared in the doorway as well. “Besides, aren’t the police after you?”

  She let out a haughty laugh.“I’d like to see them catch me,” replied Andrea, “And we don’t necessarily have to wait.”

  “ Alright, I give up!” Kanjou threw his hands in the air, “What do you want, Andrea? Let’s hear whatever plan is hatching in your head.”

Andrea entered the room, taking a few strides over to the table and kneeling down at it. D followed, but Aki stayed at the entryway, looking half-asleep. Both Kanjou and 26 knelt at the table opposite Andrea. 

“Even though the tournaments are over for the night, there’s a few bars in the underground that are still open. And they all usually have ronin hanging around at all hours. If we get to one of those bars soon, I can have them hold a little tournament. You know, one of those ‘Beat the Tiger and Win a Prize’ things. Except they won’t beat me, and I’ll get the prize.” Her grin grew larger as she spoke, as though the very thought of beating someone up today had made her entire outlook brighter.

One by one, Kanjou, D, Aki, and 26 exchanged glances. Then, they all looked back at Andrea. Aside from some dark circles under the girl’s eyes from her disrupted sleeping schedule, she seemed alert and ready to go ahead with what she’d planned. She knew in her mind already that she’d go do it anyway, but she’d prefer it if the Aka Ryuu knew what she was planning. This way, they can’t say I’ve never done anything to help them out, she told herself, grinning wider.

  “And what if you don’t win? Then what?”

  Andrea snorted. “Me? Not win against some half-drunk ronin? Yeah, sure,” she rolled her eyes, “I wasn’t aware I woke up in fantasy land. This is me we’re talking about here!”

“ Yeah, but no one’s going to just hold an impromptu tournament because you show up and tell them to. No one’s that dense,” argued Aki.

“ Yes they will,” the silver-haired ronin retorted. “Bartenders aren’t going to do anything to make a ronin mad. They make their livings on us. People don’t go to bars to drink, they go to watch a good fight. And if the bartenders start telling the ronin what they can and can’t do, they’ll find they don’t have any fighters left coming to their bar. Plain and simple.”

  Kanjou rubbed his chin a little and thought. “Okay,” he said finally, “Which bars are open still?”

  Aki opened her mouth as though she was going to say something, but D spoke before she could. “The Shark’s Den is still open. Actually, I think they don’t ever officially close, do they?”

  “Ugh, I hate the Shark’s Den.” protested Andrea.

   

  “So what? It’s close to here, it’s open, and there’s a grocery store not too far away from it,” D argued.

   

  “Yeah, and a bunch of club-toting caveman types hang out there. The place is a genuine trash can for the human race.” D raised an eyebrow at Andrea. “Great, so it’s the kind of place you’re probably used to.”

  Kanjou, Aki, and 26 couldn’t help but laugh at that. Andrea stared at D for a moment and blinked, her mouth opening and closing a few times worthlessly. Her expression changed suddenly to one made up of respect for the well-done jab at her. She settled for narrowing her eyes at him and huffing. “Fine, Shark’s Den it is.”

Fifteen minutes later, Andrea, Kanjou, D, and Aki pushed aside the gate that led out in to the city and made their way to the Shark’s Den. Roni and Fushi had been asleep, so Kanjou had told 26 to let them know what was going on when they got up. 

Cement stairs led up to The Shark’s Den bar from the street. The actual building was brick that had seen better days. It was faded and discolored from years of sun, rain, and inclimate weather, and streaks of rust ran down it from where the metal parts of the lighted sign As the Aka Ryuu entered, the pungent smell of rancid smoke and alcohol wafted into the boulevard before it was caught up in the wind and snatched away. 

 Three rows of old fluorescent lights flickered from the ceiling, casting a urine yellow glow down on the scratched and dull wood of the tables and floor. Tables sat around an open expanse in the middle of the floor leaving no doubt there would be a fighting ring there when a tournament was held. Dark stains and a few deep gouges marred the floor in places. A long mirror ran the length of the wall behind the bar, streaked with dirt and dust but still able to somewhat reflect the entirety of the Shark’s Den.

When the quartet entered the bar, seven men looked up. One was the bartender whom Andrea recognized as Hisao, the other six were big, bulky muscular men, all of which were at least as tall as Kanjou and definitely larger across. Andrea smirked and sauntered over to the bar, placing her right elbow and forearm down on it and leaning over. The bartender had been staring at her with a wide-eyed expression, as though he was shocked to see her. Now he looked down, avoiding her eyes.

  “Good morning, Hisao,” she purred.

  Hisao didn’t even look at her as he picked up a mug and wiped it down. “I don’t want any trouble today, Tiger.” He was short, only coming up to about Andrea’s forehead. He wore a long sleeved baby blue shirt with a collar and three buttons down the front of it, and a pair of khaki colored pants. He was well built, with strong looking arms, but his face had eyes that seemed too small and a nose that was too large. His ears stuck out a little further than they should have, and his hair was a mousy brownish gray color.

“ Well, it’s a good thing I’m not looking for trouble then, isn’t it? I’m just here to make a little deal with you and keep your six customers here sharp.” She waved her left hand to indicate the musclebound behemoths scattered throughout the place.

Hisao raised his eyebrow at her, then looked over at Kanjou, D, and Aki. His eyes seemed to linger a little longer on Aki than they did anyone else. D thought he saw her nod slightly to him, but couldn’t be entirely sure. Finally, Hisao looked back at Andrea. “What kind of deal?”

“ More like a wager really, I suppose,” she spoke a little louder than she had initially. “Six against one, simultaneously, and only one rule,” she paused for dramatic effect, “If you hit the floor, you’re out.”

  “And what’s the prize?” inquired Hisao as the six men started to get up, their interest piqued.

  “ What else? Cold, hard cash.” She emphasized the last three words as though she were describing a savory steak or trying to seduce a lover. D couldn’t take his eyes away from her face as he watched her get more and more excited about the possibility of a fight. “If I win, I get all the money that is in the register. If they win, I give them all the money that we have, and they get to brag that they beat the Tiger.”

Aki opened her mouth to say something, but Kanjou put up a hand to stop her. Andrea wasn’t precisely being dishonest, she just wasn’t being overly truthful. Hisao looked at them for a second, decided they were of no real interest, and turned his attention back to Andrea. The six other patrons of the bar had begun to get up from their seats, seemingly eager for the right to brag that they had taken out the silver-haired girl.

I knew this would work, mused Andrea as she grinned, Once again, my reputation gets me in to trouble- but at least this time I went looking for it. She looked at Hisao, who nodded at her, then she turned and marched out into the open area in the middle of the floor. The six men followed and surrounded her, some of them chuckling and cracking their knuckles. Her standing in the middle of them only seemed to emphasize just how large they really were, and made her look tiny in comparison. While she was lean and toned, they were ripped and buff, with muscles on top of muscles and heavy cores that made their heads look small.

Despite her show of confidence, Andrea was a little worried as she looked at the six men circling her. It had been awhile since she’d been in a group fight, especially one where it was everyone else on her. The tournaments were rarely group battles, so Andrea hadn’t had any practice with it lately.

Over by the bar, Kanjou, D, and Aki watched, their faces anxious. Hisao picked up another glass and wiped it with his rag as he eyed the competition that was about to start. He tried to seem disinterested, and if any of the Aka Ryuu had been paying attention, they would have noticed his hand linger a little underneath the bar. He gave a little smile as he watched Andrea stand calmly in the middle of his place of business with her eyes hidden in shadows.

  Andrea suddenly moved her legs into a fighting stance, putting her fists up in front of her. “Come on,” she muttered.

  The bald brute of a man facing Andrea’s back put his hand on a table behind him and snatched a long, heavy chain off of it. As he started to swing the weapon over his head, he raced toward her with a sharp yell.

Andrea’s right foot shot up as he charged her, slamming directly in to his throat. He gagged and choked as the chain he wielded fell to the floor, followed by the rest of him. He thudded hard on the floorboards as Andrea snapped her leg back and turned to her left just as another of her challengers was running at her. A small gleam in his hand made her step backwards as a switchblade slashed the air just inches from her nose. 

Pay attention, Tiger!
A second assailant came at Andrea from the side. She seized his wrist just in time before a set of brass knuckles could connect with the side of her face. The man with the blade was moving in for another attack, so Andrea tightened her grip on the arm she held and twisted her body. She came up off the floor, both of her legs snapping across her attacker’s face before she landed lightly back on her feet As he staggered backwards, she kept her momentum going and slipped behind the man whose arm she was holding on to. She bent his wrist behind him and he let out a yelp. In response, Andrea wrenched harder, pressing his wrist to his shoulder blade. His knees buckled and he crumpled to the floor, passed out.

The man with the knife recovered from the blow she had dealt him and was rushing at her again. Is this guy going to learn to not charge straight at me or what? Andrea thought as she launched herself into the air again, deflecting the weapon with a chop to his forearm and smashing her knee into his face. His nose and lip exploded in blood as he collapsed.

Three down, three to go, Andrea licked her bottom lip and tried to keep an eye on the remaining half of her assailants. She beat a memory back into the deep reaches of her mind. Not now, she scolded herself, Don’t think about that now! Just think about winning this!  A phantom pain shot through her neck and forehead, causing her to cringe a little. Blood was pounding in her ears as she broke into a cold sweat.

Both the man in front of Andrea and the one behind her rushed forward at the same time, their feet pounding on the floorboards. Andrea stared down the brute in front of her as he came toward her, paying attention to the vibrations in the floor to judge how close the other attacker was. At the very last second she twisted out of the way, performing a cartwheel without using her hands. The two men crashed in to one another headfirst, sending one of them to the floor with a bloody face. The other remained on his feet, but staggered and shook his head, trying to shake off the stun from the collision.

The silver-haired woman turned to face the other man just in time to narrowly dodge a punch. As his fist grazed her ear she grabbed his elbow with her left hand and brought her right arm up quickly. There was a sickening crunching noise as the force from Andrea’s blow bent his elbow in the wrong direction, and he fell to the ground screaming in pain.

Oops... playing too rough, Tiger, Andrea scolded herself. She hadn’t meant to do any permanent damage during this fight, just enough to knock them out. Don’t feel bad about it. You’re one goon away from eating.

As Andrea turned to face her remaining opponent, something struck her in the face. Andrea staggered backwards and felt herself starting to fall. No! She quickly struggled to regain her footing, backing away from where the blow had come from. Finally she was steady again, and as she glared at her final opponent blood trickled out of the corner of her mouth. She put a hand up and touched the crimson fluid, staring down at it. Then, she smirked and looked back at the man.

“ Alright. Very good,” she purred. The phantom pain shot through her neck and forehead again, practically blinding her. She tried to calm her racing heart and silence the blood pounding in her ears.

Andrea struggled to keep a hold of her blood lust, trying to suppress the urge to leap across the bar and pound the remaining man until his head was nothing but a bloody smear on the floorboards. Images of her fists covered in blood flashed through her mind, causing her forehead and neck to burn. She tried to clear the images before she acted on her urge to kill. She took a deep breath and suddenly remembered one of the mantras Kanjou had been teaching her. She muttered it under her breath and felt her rage calming almost instantly.

So, it does have some use after all, she mused as she stared down the last opponent. So far he’d attacked her unarmed, but Andrea knew that didn’t mean he wasn’t carrying a weapon on him somewhere. She had to be vigilant if she was going to win this. A drop of blood fell from her chin just as she rushed forward, stretching back her arm to strike the final blow.


  “Sir, we’re getting an alarm from The Shark’s Den.” Yasakuto raised an eyebrow and continued to straighten his tie. “And?” he said, unconcerned.

  “ Bear and Foxfire mentioned that the Tiger would most likely go to the Shark’s Den if she needed to obtain some fast money. Hisao wouldn’t have hit an alarm if it wasn’t her. We did warn them all this morning, after all,” reasoned Ryoku. 

  The Daimyo turned his chair around so he was facing the window. “Take some police with you and take care of it.” Ryoku bowed. “Sir!” He turned on his heel and walked swiftly out of the room.

   
 Andrea’s punch missed as her final opponent deftly dodged the blow. She twisted to avoid a palm strike to her ribs, attempting to bring her elbow down on to the neck of her assailant.

Kanjou had been glancing at Hisao, who was no longer cleaning anything, but instead was nervously wringing his dirty rag. The tall brunet decided to keep an eye on him. I don’t think he can be trusted...

D and Aki watched Andrea and her last opponent twisting about in the middle of the bar, each trying to land a blow on the other and end this match. The five other men lay on the floor or were pulling themselves away and staggering to their feet. The remaining man and Andrea were still duking it out in the center of the bar, evenly matched in skill.

 The Tiger swung a fist at the man’s face just as he ducked. Andrea let out a little gasp as his elbow struck her in the solar plexus, sending a flash of pain through her whole body. She felt her body falling and heard the three members of the Aka Ryuu standing on the sidelines let out shouts.

Andrea threw herself backwards as she fell, landing with her back on a table. She rolled, landing on her feet on the other side of the table. Her opponent blinked at her in shock, which gave Andrea just enough time to leap back up on the table top and fling herself at him, her leg outstretched in front of her.

Andrea’s foot connected squarely with the stunned man’s face, sending him to the floor in Andrea’s wake. She landed on the floor as he smashed down like a bag of rocks behind her. Andrea looked up at Hisao and grinned as she brushed off her pants. “Well, looks like I win,” she said as she strutted over to the bar like a peacock displaying its feathers. She leaned in with her elbow on the bar, her face close to Hisao’s.

“ Now, empty the register. We had a deal.” Her voice held all the warmth of a glacier, her tone saying I’ll kill you if you try to back out of this.

Hisao backed up a step and headed to the register, opening the drawer with a small key. Hm, he’s being really cooperative today. I was expecting to get at least a little bit of an argument out of him. Andrea watched him start putting money into a deposit bag, then she turned with a shrug and smirked at D, Aki, and Kanjou.

  “Told you I had this covered,” she purred.

   

  “You okay? That last punch looked nasty,” D said, taking a step toward her.

   

  Andrea guffawed. “Please,” she rolled her eyes, “That guy hit like a girl.”

  Finally the register was empty and Andrea snatched the bag from Hisao’s hands. “Pleasure doing business with you,” she cooed, turning and heading toward the door.

  “You think you’re so smart, but you won’t get away with this. Not this time, Tiger!”

  Andrea stopped dead in her tracks. Kanjou, D, and Aki looked back and forth between her and Hisao. Dammit, I knew it could be this easy, thought the silver-haired girl nervously. Andrea turned to look over her shoulder. 

Hisao took a deep breath and threw out his chest, trying to make himself look bigger. “We were all warned about you! You’ll never get away with what you did to Tony’s Place!”

Andrea’s eyes widened and she froze. Hisao continued, “They told us that you’d probably be coming around to steal our money and destroy our bars too! Well you won’t get away with it this time!”

 Andrea’s teeth ground together, her blue pupils fixed with a look of shock. It was just then that she noticed the reflection of the underside of the bar in the mirror on the wall behind it. Somewhere under the counter, a small red light was blinking faintly. Andrea’s mouth dropped open. “Hisao... what have you done..?” she breathed in horror.

 The bartender was still trying to look fierce. “The one who reports you gets left alone for a year by the police. Not a bad deal to put a mass murderer away,” Hisao tried to smirk but it did little to make him look more confident.

The Aka Ryuu turned slowly toward the door, which Andrea was standing a few feet in front of. “Go ahead, Tiger,” jeered Hisao, “Open it and see what’s waiting for you.”

Andrea swiftly reached up and grabbed the doorknob but hesitated to open it, her eyes wide and her jaw clenched. Sweat was dripping down her face as her heart pounded. 

“ No.. Andrea, don’t.” breathed Kanjou. The tension in the air was nearly palpable. D and Aki watched intently, neither one saying a word.

Andrea turned the knob slowly and opened the door a crack. She leaned forward and peered out, giving a gasp and slamming the door shut again as the sounds of readying guns came from outside. She turned and smashed her back against the door. “Hisao! You bastard!” she screamed.

  “This is the police,” shouted a voice from outside, “Come out with your hands up!”

   
Roni rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she entered the dining hall, her hair spilling down over her shoulders and sticking up at strange angles. She eyed 26 and Fushi, who were kneeling at opposite sides of the table and looking serious. “Where is everyone?” Roni asked through a yawn.

  26 sighed. “They went out to get food... I’m starting to get worried though, they should have been back by now.”

   

  “Maybe we should go look for them,” stated Fushi, moving to stand up.

  “ No,” 26 said, “They said that we were to stay here. If something happened to them, they’d want us to continue on with the mission. We have to stay.” 

  “They’ll be okay,” said Roni with a sleepy grin, “Andrea can protect them from anything! They’ll be back soon, I’m sure of it.”

  26 and Fushicho did not share her optimism, but one glance exchanged between them and they know that they would probably be better to go along with the hope that the others were alright. If it came down to it, they could go and look for them later if they hadn’t returned. In the meantime, all they could do was wait and hope.

 Andrea heard a muffled whine from outside the Shark’s Den. Her eyes widened, “TK!” she screamed as she dove for the floor. Kanjou let out a gasp and grabbed Aki and D, shoving them to the ground under him just as a bolt of blue light shot through the door.

A ray of late morning sunlight shone through the hole in the door right where Andrea’s head had been before she had dropped to the ground. The wood around the edges of the hole were singed and smoking.

  “Hisao!” Andrea roared, her voice dripping with rage.

  The bartender had disappeared behind the bar and made no indication that he would be standing up any time soon. Kanjou and D were staring at Andrea from their positions on the floor; Aki was whipping her head around to try to find an escape route.

  “A TK squad... They sent a damn TK squad!” Andrea followed her exclamation with a string of curses.

   

  “What’s a TK Squad?” asked D.

   The silver-haired fighter glared at him. “They use TK-52 Enforcer pistols, moron! LASERS! They’re much worse than bullets!” she snarled.

  “Andrea! What are we going to do!?”

  The silver-haired girl glared at Kanjou, then threw the bag of money at him. He caught it and looked down at it with confusion. “You have to go get the food,” she said. “There’s a hallway back there,” she pointed with a trembling finger to a doorway directly behind them on the far wall. “Run out that way and make a right into the alley. Keep running until you can’t run any more. Don’t look back and don’t stop for anything until you’re sure they’re not following you. Then find a store and get the food.”

  “Wait, aren’t you coming too?” D asked.

   

  Andrea shook her head. “I’m going out the front as a distraction.”

   

  “You have five seconds to surrender or we open fire! Come out with your hands up!” one of the policemen out front shouted. “I’m going with you,” stated D, making it clear that there was no room for argument about it. “Aki, you go with Kanjou.” The black-haired girl nodded. “Meet you all back at the temple?”

   D and Andrea nodded affirmatively.
 “One!”
 Kanjou stared straight at Andrea. “Don’t get yourselves killed.”

The Tiger smirked back at him. “I don’t know about Wakame, but I can dodge bullets,” she boasted. After she turned her head to look back at the door though she muttered, “It’s the TKs I’m worried about...”

D made his way over to the door where Andrea was while Aki moved closer to Kanjou, the four fighters getting ready to bolt in their respective directions. Outside, the police stood with guns at the ready, bodies behind their vehicles for protection. Ryoku stood next to the policeman in charge– the one that had been yelling at the bar and was now counting to five. Ryoku smirked, his one visible green eye sparkling with malicious glee. We have you now, Tiger, he thought as his smirk widened. There’s no escape for you.

 Andrea and D crouched on the floor, D’s hand poised on the doorknob. Forty feet behind them, Kanjou and Aki were making their way to the back hallway.

  “Alright, we go when they get to four. Ready?” asked Andrea. D nodded. “Ready,” he said, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

   

  “Two! We

  will
  fire! Surrender and make it easy on yourself,

  ochiudo
  !” the policeman outside screamed.

  Every muscle in Andrea’s body tensed, her eyes fixed on D’s hand. This is suicide, she thought, but I’m going to do it anyway. If someone is going to die today, it may as well be me.

  “Three!”

  Aki and Kanjou were halfway down the hall, Kanjou glancing over his shoulder every few feet at Andrea and D. He had never been one for prayer, but he found himself saying one right now in the hopes it would protect them from this hopeless situation.

  “Four!”

  D turned the knob and started to open the door. Just as Andrea started to leap forward, Hisao leaped up from behind the bar holding a shotgun. He leveled it at Andrea, aiming down the barrel at her. She turned her head, looking horrified but unable to do anything since all of her momentum was going forward to jump out through the opening door.

“ You’ll never get away, Tiger!” Hisao screamed. He pulled the trigger and the gun roared, splintering the wood on the wall behind Andrea as she threw herself through the space between the wall and the door, twisting through just barely.

The smell of ozone was momentarily preceded by the whine of five TK guns powering up. Wood and glass exploded all around the fleeing martial artists as the police opened fire with bullets and hot blasts of lasers.

Andrea leaped down the steps, time seeming to run much slower than normal to the ronin. She could hear each bullet whizzing through the air, each expulsion of the Enforcer guns, each piece of wood snapping, each bottle inside the Shark’s Den breaking as steel met with glass. She heard the bullets and scorching light that struck Hisao, and heard his cry as he thudded to the floor. The smell of scalding wood, metal, glass, and flesh seemed to fill Andrea’s head until her world was nothing but a fury of dissonant destruction. Somewhere behind her she heard D’s heart racing and his breath coming in short gasps. Her leap from the bottom stair to the sidewalk seemed to last half an hour, though she knew in her mind it was only a split second.

From behind Andrea, D saw Ryoku standing behind the lead police car, his hands over his ears as he shouted. He couldn’t make out the words over the cacophony going on all around them. D couldn’t even tell if Ryoku was shouting at himself and Andrea, or if he was trying to shout orders to the police.

As soon as Andrea’s shoes hit the concrete, she leaped to her right, determined to get down the street and around the corner before anyone could pursue them. It seemed like the world was crumbling down all around her. In agonizingly slow motion, they headed down the sidewalk with bullets flying through the air around them.

She felt a laser blast tear through her pants leg and another go through her tank top. Both blasts were so close that she could feel the skin burn at their passing. She leaned forward and attempted to put on more speed, knowing full well that they could get away if they just kept from getting injured.

The two ronin’s shoes pounded the pavement as the bullets fell like hail all around them, peppering the front wall of the Shark’s Den with shards of hot lead. Andrea thought she heard D let out a shout, but she couldn’t be sure. She didn’t dare look back and continued running down the sidewalk.

The next thing that Andrea knew, she was sitting with her back to a wall, gasping for air while sweat made her clothes stick to her flesh. She was vaguely aware of D sitting next to her on the hard asphalt, also trying to draw breath. She wasn’t sure how far from the Shark’s Den they were since the race to the alley was a complete blank in her mind. I wouldn’t have stopped unless I was sure we were safe...  Sirens far in the distance confirmed her thought, but they seemed to be getting closer- probably in a search pattern for them.

 After a few minutes, Andrea finally caught her breath enough to open her eyes and look over at D. He still had his eyes closed and his head back against the wall. Andrea noticed his right arm was across his chest, and she followed where it led to with her eyes.

  “Shit,” Andrea said with disdain. “You just had to get hit, didn’t you!?”

  D gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on his left biceps, which was smoking slightly from around his hand. Andrea noted a wound under the singed edges of his shirt. “Well, that’s just a graze. At least you got hit with the TK, instead of a bullet that would’ve made you bleed to death. The heat of a TK will seal the wound, but a solid hit would take your arm off,” she gibed.

  He didn’t say anything in response to Andrea’s remark, just sat there on the ground and kept his wound covered.

  Andrea got to her feet and looked around. Then she looked down at her clothes, which were riddled with bullet holes and black burns. “Come on, Wakame,” she said, reaching down and dragging him to his feet. “I need clothes, you need bandages. There’s only one place to go for both.”

She dragged D over to a manhole cover, shoved it open, and tossed him into the hole. Once he was down in the sewer, Andrea climbed down and slid the cover back into place.


Chapter Seven Good-bye

The sounds of dripping echoed through the filthy sewers of Shibasaki and mingled with the squeaking and scuttling of vermin. The accumulated refuse of countless years piled in corners where the slowly moving sludge in the middle of the tunnel could not reach. The yellow lights that jutted from the ceiling every few feet did little to beat back the darkest of the shadows.

  “Are you sure you know where we’re going?”

  Andrea rolled her eyes. “I grew up running through these tunnels, you think I wouldn’t know them like the back of my hand?” She growled, “Besides, you can get anywhere in the city down here if you just know what you’re looking for.”

D clenched his arm, which was hurting but had stopped smoking, and stared dumbly at the back of Andrea’s head. He glanced around, trying to figure out what he was supposed to be looking for, but could see nothing except concrete walls and sludge. “What do you mean?”

  Andrea stopped and glared over her shoulder, then pointed in front of them to one of the lights. “See those strips of plastic?” D looked and, indeed, a clump of three yellow plastic shreds were dangling from the light. “Yeah,” he said.

  “Those were put up by other ronin as markers. You’d be surprised at how often we have to go to the sewers to get away from police. Easy to get lost down here, unless you know what those mean, that is. Tony taught me how to recognize them and what they meant when he brought me here from America.” D could sense that Andrea was smiling, it carried through to her voice even though he couldn’t see her face.

  “He really cared about you, huh?” He asked.

  Andrea paused, thinking about that for a moment, then replied with a muffled grunt and continued walking. D heaved a sigh. For just a moment he’d thought that he’d actually gotten her to open up a bit to him. He’d never heard her talk with a soft tone to her voice but it had been there for just a second when she brought up Tony. For a brief second her voice had been filled with affection for this man. D didn’t know what her relationship was to him but he’d heard from Kanjou that Andrea insisted Tony wasn’t her father.

Who is she? Why is she living with a man that isn’t her father, but yet she speaks about him as though he was?  
Kanjou and Aki practically took the sliding front door of the temple off its tracks, despite the fact that their arms were laden with grocery bags. 26, Fushi, and Roni jumped up from the table and turned to look at the two out-of-breath fighters as they burst into the dining area.

  “Are they back yet!?” gasped Kanjou as Fushicho hurried to help him with the bags.

   

  “Who?” 26 asked, coming around the table to grab some bags from Aki.

  “ Andrea and D, who else would we be asking about?!” Kanjou blinked a few times at the stunned faces of Fushicho, Roni, and 26. “Please tell me they’re back already,” he said in a hushed whisper.

“ Tell us what happened, Kanjou,” 26 pulled the grocery bags from Aki’s arms and nodded in Roni’s direction. “Before you scare Roni out of her mind.”

 Aki and Kanjou flopped to the floor at the table, still panting for breath. “We went to the Shark’s Den, and Andrea made her bet with the bartender,” Aki interrupted Kanjou.

  “Although she lied about us having any money to get him to agree to it.”

  “ Well, she won, so that’s beside the point. Turned out that the government’s trying to get Andrea. They went around to all the bars and told them that if anyone see Andrea and turns her in, they won’t have trouble with the cops anymore... So guess what the idiot bartender there did?”

  “Oh no...” breathed Roni, looking horrified.

   

  “Yeah. They sent a TK Squad that was waiting for us when we went to leave too.”

  Fushicho let out a loud curse before Kanjou continued. “Andrea and D went out the front door as a distraction while we slipped out the back. We wouldn’t have wasted time at a store getting food, but we didn’t want to lead anyone that might be following us back here.”

  “So... they could have been captured then,” exclaimed Roni.

  “ Yeah,” Aki nodded, “And we have no way of knowing if they’re just taking their sweet time getting back or if they’re in trouble.”

“ Then what we need to do is give this a time limit. We let things cool down first, then if they’re not back by tonight we see what we can do to find them. But if they have been arrested we,” Kanjou sighed before continuing, “We may have to accept going on without them. We may not have a choice.”

  “So in the meantime we...? What? Wait around here and do nothing?” 26 said.

  “ Yes,” replied Kanjou with a nod. “We wait, and we pray.”

“ Here we go,” said Andrea, stopping by the cement wall of a tunnel. D looked at the solid wall in confusion, then opened his mouth to ask Andrea what she meant when she put a hand out and began to push a section of the wall. Much to D’s surprise, a yard wide section of cement began to swing back and open with little effort.

  “Amazing...” he whispered as Andrea moved the fifteen centimeter thick cement wall with a light touch.

  Andrea motioned for D to head in. They both went in and Andrea clicked on a bare light bulb that was overhead, illuminating the alcove of the sewer with dingy yellow light. She turned and started sliding the door shut while D examined the elaborate pulley system that allowed the huge cement slab to move so effortlessly.

“ This is very impressive,” he commented as the cement shut noiselessly. A hidden track and a counterweight system moved the door as smoothly and easily as though it was nothing more than a rice paper screen. 

“ Tony was an engineer, a long time ago back in America,” replied Andrea as she turned and pointed to a chair by a table. “Sit down. I’ll go get the first-aid kit,” she said. 

D sat gingerly since the chair looked rickety enough to crumble to dust underneath him. Andrea moved off into the other room and disappeared for a few minutes. When she returned, she was carrying a plastic box and wearing another fighting outfit that was identical to the one she’d had on, just without the stains, burns and bullet holes. Andrea pulled the other chair around next to D and sat on it, dumping the box onto the table. She snapped the two closures up and flipped the lid open.

She twisted the lid off a bottle of antiseptic and applied some to D’s arm with a cotton ball. The liquid stung and caused D to wince as it foamed on his skin. Andrea wrapped the wound with gauze, then added a few strips of tape to keep it in place. She then took a bottle of pills out of the box and handed one to D. “Here. Pain killers and antibiotics,” she said, using her other hand to put the medical supplies back in the box.

D put the pill in his mouth and let it dissolve on his tongue. Almost immediately he felt the pain in his arm lessening. Thank goodness for modern medicine, he thought.

The silver-haired girl stood and closed the lid of the box, snapping it shut. She turned and walked over to the doorway that led into the small kitchen, stopping at the threshold and staring down at the small camping stove that Tony had cooked on every day. She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the cold concrete wall that separated the small rooms. Her head drooped piteously—her long bangs throwing shadows over her face.

  D stood and took a step toward her. “Andrea?” He asked, a deep note of concern in her voice.

  She didn’t respond to her name. D took a few more steps toward her, raising a hand as though he was tempted to put it on her shoulder. Before he could though, Andrea spoke.

  “This whole thing has been a set-up,” she stated blankly. D tilted his head to his left and looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

  “ That attack on Tony’s Place... The attack today... It was all a set-up. They killed Tony, and everyone else, all because they knew they could pin it on me. They knew I’d come back and light the bar on fire. Even if I didn’t, they would have and just blamed me for it anyway. I thought it was strange that there weren’t any cops when we went back to the bar after we lost them in the sewers... Then they spread the rumor that I’m a murderer and an arsonist, so that the circuit would turn on me.”

D took a few more steps forward, so that now he was standing right behind her. “You don’t mean that,” he said, resisting the urge to reach out and stroke her hair.

“ You heard Hisao. He said they were warned I’d be coming around. The government set this up, no one else. No one else would have gone this far to ruin me.”

  “But... why would they target you? Why do all this just to get to you? It makes no sense, Andrea.”

  The silver-haired girl turned, glaring at D. “How should I know? Maybe they just felt like it!” She raged, throwing her arms up in desperation. “Maybe they got a hot tip from somebody who sold me out! Maybe they’re cracking down even harder on the ochiudo! I’m not a damn psychic! I don’t know how their little evil brains work! Maybe they just knew Roni and Kanjou were going to try to recruit me, so they tried to head them off at the pass! The point is, they’ve ruined me! They’ve destroyed the only home I ever had!” she turned away from him again.

D had his hand in the air, contemplating whether or not he should risk setting it on her shoulder. Had he seen tears in the corners of her cold blue eyes before she had turned from him? Was she going to open up to him? D didn’t realize that he was holding his breath, his left hand dangling in mid-air.

“ How could they do this?” said Andrea. “I’ve never done a thing to them. We’re just trying to live like anybody else, but we’re the scum? We’re the criminals? They can kill anyone they feel like killing, and we’re the ones that end up in jail!” Her right fist shot out and slammed into the concrete wall, sending D back a step. He stared at her fist, which she kept pressed against the cold cement for a few silent moments before pulling it away. A few spots of blood from her knuckles were left on the concrete wall.

“ Andrea,” D cooed, trying to soothe her, “They don’t need to have a reason. You yourself said that. Maybe... Maybe this wasn’t originally an attack on you. For all you know, they’re just trying to tie up a loose end from the raid on Tony’s Place. There’s no proof that they did all this just to hurt you.”

She was silent for a minute. D’s hand still hung in the air between them, unsure if it wanted to risk being broken if it came down on her drooping shoulder. Finally, Andrea let out a huff. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” she turned, causing D to drop his hand back down to his side before it brushed against her. “I’m just being paranoid. Come on, help me get some stuff together and then we’ll head back to the temple. The others will be going out of their minds if we don’t get back soon.”

Ryoku walked down the hallway, keeping his head up high. He nodded at Yasakuto’s secretary as he passed, and she smiled at him and said hello. The black-haired man went right in to the Daimyo’s office without stopping, pushing the kaya wood doors open.

Yasakuto looked up from the papers he was going through. “You’re back later than I expected, Ryoku. Where is she? Don’t tell me you left her in the care of those buffoons at the police station.”

Ryoku shook his head. “Of course not, sir. I remember your orders. She and the other Aka Ryuu got away. I don’t know how, but I still have men there searching everywhere they could have possibly gone. They’ll find them.”

The Daimyo regarded Ryoku, then sighed and turned his chair, looking toward a painting on one of his side walls. “Call off the search. No one will be able to find the Tiger when she’s decided to hide. She’s too smart for that, and too cautious. Don’t waste the manpower.”

  “But sir-”

   

  Yasakuto cut his minion off. “You heard me, Ryoku. Call off the search. Now.”

   Ryoku clenched his fists at his sides, biting his tongue and taking a deep breath to keep from saying something he’d regret later. “Yes, sir,” he bowed deeply to hide the anger on his face and turned, leaving the room quickly.

It was a long walk back to Shinjukyu Gyoen National Gardens, especially since Andrea insisted on sticking to the sewers as much as possible until they got within a block of the gate. The two ronin  looked around and then went inside the Gardens, heading in to the cover of the trees and walking toward the temple. When Andrea and D came through the front entrance of the temple the rest of the Aka Ryuu were just cleaning up from having a meal. 

  “Damn guys, you couldn’t even wait for us? Thanks a whole lot!” exclaimed Andrea angrily.

  The rest of the day passed relatively quietly, though the Aka Ryuu set up a regular patrol schedule of the grounds just in case they had been followed back. Between patrols, Andrea ran her training sessions, although everyone noticed she seemed distracted at times.

Andrea took the first patrol shift after the others went to sleep. She came out of the back of the temple and watched for a minute as moonlight glittered across the lake and turned the water into liquid silver. She walked toward the lake, and before she could really think about what she was doing she was up to her neck in the water. The ronin tilted her head back and let her silver hair float on the surface, staring up at a sky that looked like a black lampshade with holes poked in it to let tiny points of light through.

“Well Andrea,” she mumbled to herself, “You just survived the third worst day of your life. Good for you.” She brought a hand up out of the water and pushed her bangs aside, rubbing her fingers across her forehead. The silver moonlight reflected off a large, jagged scar above her right eyebrow. 

Somewhere in the surrounding forest, crickets were singing. A few night birds chirped as accompaniment to the insects’ song. The martial artist stayed in the lake, up to her face in the water for a few minutes before climbing back out again. Her clothes stuck to her skin as droplets poured onto the grass, but she didn’t care. The cloth was thick enough to allow for discretion, even when soaked. She headed off into the forest to patrol the grounds until her shift was over.

“In local news a bar downtown was on fire this morning, firefighters say from a faulty gas line. The Shark’s Den, a bar that’s been in business since 2510, burned to the ground today, though authorities said that no one was inside at the time of the blaze.”

Daimyo Shinrai glanced at the television that was playing the news on the far wall, catching a glimpse of the burned shell of a building before it changed to another story. He looked back to the wall safe that he was pawing through then. “Come on... where is it...?” he muttered to himself.

After moving a few more envelopes and boxes, he let out an exclamation and grabbed a thick manila envelope from the back of the safe. Once he had it he closed the safe and hung the painting that hid the door back over it. Shinrai took the envelope back to his desk and opened it, pulling the contents out and spreading them on his desk. 

There were a few folded up blueprints in the papers, as well as lots of typed papers with official seals on them and some photographs. Shinrai stopped on a newspaper clipping and picked it up, reading it over slowly.

  “

  Ochiudo 
  Crime Ring Uncovered at Government Warehouse,” the headline stated in large, bold type.

  “ Shibasaki, Hinomoto- Two guards at a government warehouse are recovering from a confrontation with a group of ochiudo early this morning. The guards said that they caught the group breaking and entering and were forced to discharge their weapons. All five of the alleged robbers were pronounced dead on the scene when police arrived.

“ The police, when asked if the guards would be charged in the deaths of the ochiudo, said that the guards were acting in self-defense and charges would likely be dropped if any were ever filed.”

The article went on, but Shinrai put it down and shoved it aside, then picked up another clipping from the same paper. The headline read, “Local Government Gives Security at Warehouse Update in Light of Recent Raid.”

The Daimyo frowned at the article, then gathered it and any other bits of newspaper up from the file and put them in his desk drawer. He shoved the other papers and blueprints back in the manila envelope and stashed it under a stack of other reports on his desk, then stood and left the room.

Andrea raced through a long, dark sewer tunnel as foul liquid splashed up across her legs with each step. Her breath was coming in ragged gasps as terror gripped her heart. She didn’t know what she was running from, but it was terrible enough to horrify even her. 

Suddenly, Andrea ran into a wooden wall. It sent her back a few steps as she stared at it in disbelief. Where did this come from? She turned around quickly to face whatever was chasing her, and was nearly sent reeling. She was in Tony’s Place, standing in the middle of the main floor. Before she could even think about what was going on a wall of flame shot up all around her.

  She threw her arms up at the sudden burst of heat. Yellow light sent strange shadows across the ceiling. “What the hell?” Andrea choked out, staring at the angry flames.

   

  “

  Andrea…” Her head snapped up as dark forms came through the flames toward her, surrounding her. She watched in horror as the shapes emerged from the fire, revealing themselves as the patrons of Tony’s Place that died in the police raid. Standing in front of Andrea was Tony himself.

  The shambling corpses were rotting and scorched, most still on fire as they came slowly toward her.

  “ Oh no…” she gasped, her eyes wide. She tried to back away from Tony, but realized that there were more walking dead behind her, separating her from the roaring flames. “No! Get away from me!”

Tony came toward her, his eyes lifeless, his shirt stained with blood and scorch marks. “Andrea… You killed us…” he groaned.
  “

  No! It wasn’t my fault! The police killed you!” The rotting, burning corpses lumbered closer and Andrea caught the stench of cooking flesh. Her stomach jumped into her throat and she nearly wretched at the stink. “No!” she managed to choke out, looking around wildly at the shambling zombies. “Stay away from me! No! It’s not my fault!” She felt acrid bile rising up in her throat as Tony’s dead hand reached toward her, brushing against her cheek.  

  “

  Andrea…” groaned Tony.
Andrea sat straight up, her hands flying to her mouth to stifle the scream that was coming up in her throat. Her hands clapped over her mouth as the short shout escaped into the night. 

The ronin’s blue eyes darted around the dark room. Sweat was dripping off her—rolling into her eyes and making her hair stick to her back. The air was so hot in her room that for a moment she thought the flames had followed her out of her nightmare. She almost thought Tony’s dead fingers were still touching her cheek, but then realized that it was her own hand on her face.

It took her a few minutes to calm her racing heart, but she managed to pull her hands away from her face. The night still seemed threatening, the summer heat still pushing against her. She had dealt with nightmares on a regular basis ever since she was seven years old, but this one had been different. It had been darker, but at the same time more vivid than her other nightmares. She could still smell the stink of burned flesh, even in the tranquility of the temple.

  “Andrea?”

  She turned, nearly leaping to her feet in shock. Standing at the door, half concealed in deep shadows from the hallway, was 26. She had a clawed hand resting on the door jamb and an expression of worry across her face. “You okay?” asked the fur covered woman, stepping into the room hesitantly.

  Andrea ran a hand across her forehead, under her bangs. “I’m... Fine,” she panted.

  26 raised an eyebrow and took a step into the room, folding her wings back to make them fit through the doorway. “Sounded like a bad nightmare,” she commented.

  “I’ve had worse,” lied Andrea, plopping back down on her back.

   26 walked over and dropped down onto the floor next to Andrea’s futon, sitting as well as she could cross-legged. Andrea glanced at 26 from the corners of her eyes, a displeased look on her face.

“You know,” began 26, “this whole solidarity act may work in the underground, but it’s pretty tiresome when there are people around who genuinely want to help you. You don’t have to be scared of us. We’re not going to hurt you or anything.”

  The silver-haired girl stared at the ceiling, not offering a response.

  “It just... It would be easier, that’s for sure. We can’t beat the government if we’re not united,” 26 tilted her head and looked down at Andrea. “You can’t live in a bubble, Andrea. Eventually, you’re going to need someone else to help you. When that day comes, I hope you’ll realize that we’re here for you. No matter how much you want to deny that there is good in this world, or in you for that matter, it does exist. You just need to open your eyes and see it.”

The teal-haired woman got to her feet, tucked her wings behind her, and turned to leave. Andrea turned her head to watch her exit the room. She opened her mouth at one point, as though to say something, but quickly shut it again. Once 26 was gone in the darkness of the hallway, Andrea sighed and rolled over, looking out the window at the night sky. The stars seemed to be winking at her, as though agreeing with 26’s words. Andrea scowled at them, then shut her eyes and went to sleep.

The next two days passed uneventfully. Andrea’s mood was subdued and she hardly spoke unless she was running classes. Even then, she seemed to be distracted by something. She would disappear at night and come back carrying books from the library, then she’d sit in a corner of the recreation room and read for hours, not speaking to anyone. This new behavior made everyone a little anxious, though they felt it too would pass like her other last mood swings.

  And they were right.

  By the time Kanjou had another meeting with Daimyo Shinrai, Andrea was nearly back to her old self. She had even tried to hit him when he woke her up for meditation training that morning, which he took as a good sign.

Kanjou chuckled to himself as he ran a hand through his spiked brown hair and looked around the park. He was sitting on a bench in the hot summer sun, a pair of sunglasses hiding his green eyes. 

The Aka Ryuu looked up as a man sat down next to him. Clad once again in a Hawaiian print shirt was Daimyo Shinrai, though he was looking a bit worse for wear. His raven hair was disheveled and his face pale. Behind his dark sunglasses, his eyes were wide. His breath came in ragged gasps.

  “Daimyo Shinrai? Are you alright?” Kanjou made a movement to get up, but Shinrai motioned for him to sit back down.

  “I’m okay. I think someone tried to follow me, so I had to make some… interesting… maneuvers in order to lose them.” He cleared his throat and looked at either side of the little asphalt path that passed in front of the bench. “I have something for you, but first tell me how things are progressing.”

  Kanjou smiled. “You mean, aside from the Shark’s Den fiasco the other day?”

   

  Shinrai raised an eyebrow. “You mean the bar that burned down? What did you all have to do with that?”

   

  This time, Kanjou did jump up off the bench. “They burned it down!?” he yelled.

   

  “The news said something about a faulty gas line that blew. What happened?” He raised his eyebrows in curiosity.

  Kanjou sat back down and relayed the tale of Andrea’s plan and the involvement of the police in it. With each new development in the story, Shinrai’s eyes got wider. His face went white when Kanjou told him of the deal that the police had made with local bar owners in exchange for turning in Andrea. “But after we got away, they must’ve lit the place on fire and left it to burn. Damn government pigs,” Kanjou glanced sideways at Shinrai, “No offense meant.”

“None taken,” replied Shinrai with a small nod. They were both silent for a few moments, each reflecting on the news the other had brought about the Shark’s Den.

  “So, what do you have for me?” asked the tall man.

  “Ah yes, I nearly forgot,” the Daimyo reached into his shirt and fished a manila envelope out of it. “I need you all to do something for me,” he said as he handed the packet to the ronin. Kanjou opened the envelope and pulled out the papers inside.

Several surveillance photos and a blueprint fell into the tall man’s lap. Kanjou raised an eyebrow and began to flip through them. “What’s all this?” he asked.

“That is a warehouse full of ‘contraband’ that the government is holding on to.” Shinrai reached over and grabbed one of the photos and handed it to Kanjou. It was of a row of crates, stacked about three high each, and some loose items lying around. “And by contraband, I mean Martial Arts equipment.”

  “Where did all this stuff come from?”

  Shinrai shrugged. “Who knows? Some of it could be hundreds of years old, for all we know. It might be nice though for you guys to have some extra supplies. Besides, even though it’s heavily guarded, there is no inventory system. Anything taken from there would never be missed, and since no one’s exactly using it...” he trailed off.

  Kanjou grinned. “Daimyo, are you condoning theft?” he chided jokingly.

  “In aid of a good cause, yes.” Shinrai reached into his pocket and pulled out some bills. “Take this as well,” he said, holding them out to Kanjou.

  “No, no, I couldn’t,” the

  ronin
  shook his head, his eyes wide.

  “Please, just take it. I feel like I’m not doing enough to help you all. It shames me that I can’t stand against this corruption and am putting your lives in danger. Every week you meet me and tell me about the risks you all are taking to free this country, and I just come up with new ways for all of you to potentially die. So please, take it. I can at least try to keep you all fed, so that Andrea doesn’t have to take you all bar-hopping again.” Shinrai smiled jokingly.

  Kanjou’s eyes softened and he held out his hand.. “Alright,” he conceded, “thank you.”

   

  “Monday nights are best. The guards play Mah-jong then because that’s the security manager’s night off.”

  Kanjou sat there for awhile after Shinrai left, the bills clutched in one hand and the photos in the other. When night began to close in over the city, he stood up from the bench and headed off back to the Gardens.

The Aka Ryuu looked up as Kanjou came into the recreation room. “Hey!” Roni leaped up from her spot on the floor across from 26. “We were starting to get worried about you.”

Kanjou smiled, “I took the long way home.” He looked around the room. “I have something to talk to everyone about,” he said before sitting down on the floor. 

D, Fushicho, and Aki all dropped what they were doing and moved closer immediately. Andrea was slower to come join the group– seemingly insistent on finishing the page she was reading. After she slipped a small bit of ripped paper in between the pages to mark her place, she joined the rest of the group.

Kanjou opened up the manila envelope and pulled out the photos and blueprint drawings. “This is a warehouse full of Martial Arts equipment that the government has confiscated over the years,” he began, “Daimyo Shinrai tells me that though the place is guarded, there’s no inventory system set up, so things can go missing without being noticed. Not only that, but apparently the guards play Mah-jong every Monday night, so if we can steer clear of the electronic systems, we should have a fairly easy time.” 

26, who was directly across from Andrea, noticed the silverhaired girl’s eyes go wide. She turned as white as her fighting outfit and looked down at the floor so her bangs would hide the expression on her face. Against her better judgment, the furred fighter bit back an inquiry and went back to listening to Kanjou.

The brunet put a section of blueprint in the middle of the group on the floor. “According to this, there’s a laser ‘trip wire’ every fifteen or twenty feet down the length of the warehouse. They stack the crates between the lasers with room between, and the guards have transmitters that allow them to walk around freely without tripping anything. Plus there are catwalks above as well, which we can use to move around easier as well.”

  “Anything specific we’re going after?” Andrea asked, her voice sounded hollow.

   

  “Not really. Just supplies to help us out later. Training equipment, weapons, whatever we can manage.”

   

  “Video cameras?” inquired Fushi, one eyebrow raised.

  “Four. One at the front entrance, one here at the loading dock,” Kanjou pointed to the back of the building, “and two in the corridor of this emergency exit.”

  “Where is this warehouse, anyway?” Aki asked.

  “Right on the edge of the old Industrial District, near that section of town with all the ancient remedy shops and the old restaurants.”

  “How many guards are we talking about here?” Fushi said to Kanjou.

   “Probably only one patrolling at any time. There’s four or five there at night, but they play games all night, so they rotate who’s out patrolling and who’s back in the break room playing.”

  “That’s a lot of guards for a warehouse full of old swords, especially at night.” Andrea commented, still staring at the floor.

  Kanjou shrugged. “It’s considered contraband, so the government wants to make sure it’s at least somewhat protected. Plus it’s a huge warehouse, so any less than five would be ineffective if something were to happen.”

Suddenly, Andrea stood. Everyone fell silent as she turned and walked out of the rec room. The Aka Ryuu all looked at each other questioningly. Then, D shot to his feet and raced after Andrea. “Hey! Andrea!”

By the time he reached the hall, Andrea was turning the corner into the passageway that led to the bedrooms. “Andrea!” he rushed after her, barely aware of the others getting up behind him.

The silver-haired ronin stalked down the corridor without a word or a glance behind her. She hurried to her room and ducked inside. By the time D got to the door, she had a bag and was stuffing her belongings into it with haste. “What the hell are you doing!?” D asked breathlessly.

“Leaving.”
 “What?” D was taken aback. “Leaving? Why!?”

By this time, the others were behind D in a crowd. “Why!? I’ll tell you why! I’ve put up with all this idealistic bull-shit for long enough. Before this it was just crazy talk, now you all want to walk into suicide! I may have nothing to live for, but I’m not ready to condemn my soul to Hell just yet! You all can go die and feel good about it, I can’t!” She shoved the last of her clothes into the bag and glared angrily at the group crowded in the doorway. Her ice blue eyes were full of rage and hatred, daring anyone in the hall to argue with her.

D’s blood boiled and he realized he was more than ready to clash with the silver-haired fighter. He took a step into the room, his gold and blue eyes flashing. “What the hell are you talking about!? This is going to be easy! You can’t possibly be afraid of a few sleepy, underpaid guards!”

“I’m not afraid of them! I’m afraid of automatic weapons! Getting shot down doesn’t sound like a good way for me to spend my night. I’m done with this. I’m done with all of you! Ever since I met you idiots my life has gone to shit! I will not willingly walk into bullets or lasers for you numskulls!”

D took another step into the room, attempting to stare down Andrea. The group in the hall was staring at them, waiting breathlessly as the two screamed at each other. “So that’s how it is, huh? You stick with something until it gets too hard and then you quit? Something comes up that you don’t like and you run away? Stand up and face your damn problems for once!”

Andrea lunged across the room and seized D by the front of his shirt. Her eyes were wild as she pulled him so his face was barely half an inch from her own. The muscles in her neck were tight, as though she was just barely keeping herself from crushing his skull. D stared into her icy blue pupils like a man staring defiantly at an avalanche racing toward him down a mountain.

“You don’t know a damn thing about my problems, Wakame! Don’t try to talk to me about something you don’t understand! And don’t you dare assume that you’ve had a harder life than I have! You think you’re so damn high-and-mighty just because the government took you and split you in two! At least you have a family to search for. At least you have something to strive for. I have nothing left! Nothing!” she screamed the last word so loud that it made Roni leap behind Kanjou and burst into tears. Andrea’s face suddenly lost its rage. “And even though there’s nothing left for me to live for, even though my life is ruined.... I can’t walk into bullets just yet,” she said quietly, almost sadly. “I’m not ready to die with all this blood on my hands.”

 Andrea let D’s shirt go and he collapsed to the floor on his knees. “I’m not sorry about this, and I’m not ashamed of it. I quit, and that’s final.” She said, grabbing her bag and slinging it over her shoulder. “You all can do whatever the hell you want,” she walked past D and shoved her way through the group of Aka Ryuu in the hall, heading down to the door that led to the courtyard.

  Roni suddenly dove out from behind Kanjou’s leg and raced after the Tiger. “No, Andrea! Wait!” she wailed.

  The silver-haired woman continued walking, opening the door and stepping out into the moonlit courtyard. The little girl followed her out onto the broken paving stones. “You can’t leave! We need you!”

  Andrea paused, causing Roni to stop where she was. “I refuse to commit suicide, Roni. I won’t be a part of this. I have to leave.” “You don’t have anywhere to go! You have to stay here!”

  Andrea didn’t answer. Instead, she adjusted her bag on her shoulder and resumed walking. Roni watched as she crossed the courtyard and headed into the trees, disappearing from sight. 

Tears welled up in Roni’s violet eyes and spilled out on to her cheeks, running in streams down her face. “Fine!” she screamed. “You quitter! I wish we’d never met you! We don’t need you anyway!”

The pig-tailed girl turned and raced back into the temple, running straight into 26’s leg. The winged woman reached down and scooped the sobbing girl in to her arms, trying her best to console her. Kanjou, Fushicho, and Aki stood silently in the hall outside Andrea’s room, staring at D’s back for a few minutes.

Finally, D stood and joined the others. He kept his eyes on the floor as Fushi put an arm around his shoulders in support. “What now?” Kanjou asked.

  26 came over, a softly sobbing Roni in her arms. No one offered any response for several long moments.

   

  “What can we do without Andrea? She knows more than any of us,” continued Kanjou.

  Roni suddenly pushed away from 26, getting her feet on the ground. She pulled herself up to her full height and stared up at everyone. “We can do anything without her that we could with her,” stated Roni as she wiped at her cheeks with the back of her hands, “For now, we should sleep. We have four days to train for this. Let’s try our best!”


Chapter Eight The Warehouse Raid

Andrea spent the night on a rooftop, laying between a stack of wood and chicken wire and a pile of cardboard boxes that smelled slightly like rotting fish. On any other occasion, if she found herself with nowhere to go she would have simply spend a night drinking in a bar and passed out on the floor. Her reputation would have been enough to protect her in that case. But now the rumors being spread about her were enough to condemn her if she stepped foot in any bar.

She had never cared about something so trivial as what others thought of her before. It seemed odd as she was curled on the hard concrete with nothing but a folded tank top between her head and the cement underneath her to start caring now. 

Tony, you can stop laughing at me. I’ll never admit you were right out loud. She thought as she closed her eyes and tried to get comfortable. The rotted wood of the dilapidated temple’s roof had been more comfortable than this, she realized.

Finally she managed to fall asleep. Below her in the streets, ronin fought their nightly battles, police patrolled the asphalt labyrinth, and the citizens of Hinomoto tried to make it through the insanity of their crumbling world. The silver-haired outcast on the roof dreamed of pain, of terror, of flames, and of violet eyes full of tears. When she bolted upright out of her sleep just before daybreak, she was covered in sweat and left trying to decode a haunting nightmare full of strange images and accusing screams.

D stared up at the ceiling as it gradually grew lighter outside. Hazy light came through the windows and lit up patches of the expanse of rotting wood above his head. His rest had come only in small doses and most of the nighttime hours had been spent staring at the shadows on the ceiling. 

  Now the sun was coming up outside, and he felt like he had been run over by a bus.

   He finally rose from the futon on the floor when he heard others stirring around the temple. The door out to the courtyard was open when he walked past. D stopped and backed up, doing a double-take.

Roni was out in the middle of the courtyard, holding one of the broomsticks from the training room and using one of the ancient trees as a target. D stepped outside, barefoot, and came up behind the little girl.

  “Morning,” he said.

  Roni spun around, nearly hitting D in the knees with the wooden stick. He leaped back a foot out of impulse and was spared a set of bruised knees; but only just barely. “Oh! I’m so sorry!” cried Roni.

  D chuckled. “It’s alright,” he paused, “Up training this early?” The pig-tailed girl smiled up at Densetsu. “Yup! I’m going to do my best so Daimyo Shinrai will be proud of us!”

  A grin broke across D’s face. He admired the girl’s courage in the face of Andrea’s abandonment. He had been up all night thinking about the mean-spirited, cold fighter with the eyes like ice, and here the little girl who practically worshiped the ground Andrea walked on was bouncing back from the rejection as though it were just some new training exercise.

Children are so incredibly resilient,
  D mused.

   

  “Hey! D! Roni! Breakfast is ready!” called 26 from inside the temple.

   

  Roni grinned devilishly at D. “Race ya!” she exclaimed. D returned the smile.. “Last one there is a rotten egg!” he replied, and the two took off running toward the door.

   

  D let Roni win by a meter.

   
Andrea grimaced at the store she was standing in front of, looking as though she were trying to decide between entering it and picking a fight with a wild animal. Her worldly possessions were slung over her shoulder, and she looked worse for wear. Her eyes were slightly sunken in from the especially bad nightmares she’d had the night before, and her clothes were stained and ripped from sleeping on the rooftop.

That rooftop might be preferable to this, though...
  she thought, her expression growing more grim than ever.

  Finally, Andrea tightened her grip on her bag and strode toward the entry of the store, crossing the sidewalk in two steps and ripping the door open so fast she nearly tore it from the hinges. A set of chimes announced her presence in the store, and Andrea glared up at the gleefully tinkling bells as though they were her mortal enemy.

  “Welcome,” called a voice from the back of the store.

  Andrea took another step inside and looked around. The place was still the same as she remembered it. The same layout, the same inventory, and the same god-awful smell that made her stomach do flip-flops. She fought back a gag of disgust at the stench.

A casual citizen on the street walking past this store would see only an Ancient Remedies shop full of strange herbs, animal parts, and mystic talismans. To Andrea and countless others though, the shop was a front for an underground training dojo. She had begun her training beneath this very place, though coming back to it made her feel ill. She’d always hated the smell here, and some of the hardest times of her life had been spent there. Some of her worst memories were of the dojo, along with some of her best memories of success as a fighter. She wasn’t sure why she was there since her old sensei had died a long while ago, and the dojo had been closed down by his wife. But she supposed she could at least ask for a place to stay considering there was nowhere else for her to go.

 Andrea walked past rows of jars filled with liquid and unidentifiable animal bits and bins full of dry leaves and herbs that smelled like sour sweat. Her shoes kicked some dust bunnies up off the floor, turning the hem of her white pants legs gray. She tried to keep from touching anything. When she was younger she’d always been afraid of knocking something over in the shop and being covered in it. The thought of one liquid-filled jar falling onto her and covering her in formaldehyde and dead animal made her shudder in disgust.

The ronin walked up to a particle board counter that was scratched, dented, and bowing in the center. A cash register coated in a layer of dust occupied part of the counter to Andrea’s right, and she eyed it almost suspiciously. A rustling noise came from the back room of the shop, behind the counter. Andrea turned her eyes toward the gloomy doorway and leaned forward some. “Hello?” she called.

 A stooped woman with white hair came shuffling out of the back room toward Andrea. The Tiger frowned as the wrinkled figure moved toward her. Momentarily, the ronin considered turning around and running out of the place, but she kept her feet rooted to where she was and waited for the old woman to come to the counter. 

The shopkeeper hefted herself onto a stool and inclined her head toward Andrea. The ronin’s ice blue eyes looked over the weathered face, spotted and creased with age. She had put on a few pounds since Andrea had last seen her, and her once-young skin looked like leather now. She was wearing a faded lilac dress with small peach flowers printed on it.

“What can I help you with?” the old woman asked. Her voice was thick, as though it were trying to work its way up past layers of phlegm. 

  “I need a place to stay, Tomo-san. I was a student of your husband’s, years ago.” Andrea shifted her bag anxiously.

   

  The old woman tilted her head, her rheumy, pale eyes staring past the martial artist. “You sound familiar, child. Who are you?”

  Rather than answer verbally, Andrea reached out and grabbed the old woman’s hand. She leaned over the counter and put her forehead to the woman’s fingers, allowing them to trace over the skin.

Tomo-san made a small noise of surprise and recognition, then moved her hand to the back of Andrea’s neck to feel the skin there. Her faded, blind eyes seemed almost to brighten some. “Ah, Tony’s little girl. What is it they’re calling you now? The Tiger, I think?”

“I don’t need much,” Andrea said, ignoring the question and pulling herself away from the old woman’s fingers. “I just didn’t know where else to go. You won’t even know I’m here.”

The elderly woman grinned, which seemed quite a feat to move the folds of skin on her face. “You are always welcome here. I trust you remember how to get downstairs. No one’s been down there for five years or so, but feel free to stay as long as you like.”

  Andrea turned and headed for the side wall of the shop without saying another word.

   

  “Andrea.”

   

  The silver-haired girl turned to look over her shoulder at the aged woman sitting on the stool.

   

  “Tony and my husband were always very proud of you.” stated Tomo-san.

  Andrea stood there for a moment, her expression unwavering. “I know,” she responded, then turned back to the side wall and finished walking toward it. 

She found the familiar latch hidden behind a shelf of twisted things that looked as though they may have been animal skin at one time. She had to fight with the lever since half a decade had not been kind to the metal. When Andrea finally got it to move, her hand was covered in black grime and bright red rust. She brushed her palm off on her pants, making a black and red streak across the fabric as the wall of the shop moved backwards from her.

A four foot section of the wooden shop wall slid away. It used to slide smoothly, back when the dojo was in full swing, but disrepair had rusted the tracks that the hidden mechanisms moved along. The secret entrance moved jerkily and made a few shrill grinding noises during its travel.

Andrea found herself almost smiling. Like the door to her former home, this had also been made by Tony many years ago. It was how he had known her old sensei, and the reason he’d taken her to train under him.

A short hallway had been uncovered when the wall had shifted aside. At the end of the hall was a hole with the top of a ladder sticking out of it. Andrea walked down the hall and threw her bag down the hole. She heard it hit with a soft “thud” about 6 meters down as she swung herself down onto a metal ladder inside the hole. On the fourth rung down, she moved the lever that shut the wall above her and continued down the ladder until her feet reached the bottom rung. A short meter drop put her feet back on cement. After all these years she could still find the switch that turned on the lights even though the underground dojo was as dark as pitch.

 Bare light bulbs flickered on over Andrea’s head. She noted with disgust that most of them were burned out, and that the rest were coated in dust that was blocking most of their output. She made a mental note to try and do something about that later, once she had a better look around.

The dojo was much larger than the store above it, dug underneath the foundations of surrounding stores. The entire thing was made of cement, which probably made it more suitable for a bomb shelter than a Martial Arts school. Still, it was cool in summer and relatively warm in the winter. Bare fluorescent tubes stretched back along the length of the dojo and were covered in spider webs, dust, and grime. At the front of the space, facing the ladder, was a counter and a glass case that had held weaponry once-upon-a-time. Andrea walked over to the case and ran her hand across the dust-coated glass, hoping that maybe something was still left there. She was surprisingly disappointed to see that the box was empty.

 Beyond the counter and glass case in the middle of the floor was an expanse of foam mats that attached together like puzzle pieces. They were also covered in dust and grime, and some had been experimentally chewed on by rodents. Around three sides of the foam mats were benches, one of which had completely fallen apart in the past five years. 

Andrea walked around the mats and into the back of the dojo, which had a changing room and a bathroom that was complete with several shower stalls. She had to turn back and find something to break through the cobwebs before she could go through the changing room, and once through the sticky, dust-covered webs she had to break the bathroom door off its hinges to get inside.

 The bathroom had a few toilets and five shower stalls. Andrea walked over to a sink and turned the handle. The pipes made a screeching noise, followed by a gurgling, but finally some muddy brown water spilled out of the faucet into the sink. Andrea sighed with relief. The water had always been a tricky thing since it was just spliced in through the shop above. Sometimes they’d had problems with it even when the place was a fully-operational school. She went around the bathroom and turned on all the sinks and showers, letting the sludge clear. 

Andrea wanted nothing more than to change clothes, but she realized that she was going to have to get the school back in order before she could do that. It just doesn’t seem right to leave the old dojo like this. She went to the storage closet, opening it to see if there were any cleaning supplies still there. She broke through the cobwebs that were clinging to the door and the frame, reaching in to turn the light on.

Andrea blinked as the closet was illuminated by a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. The storage cubby was lined on both sides with shelves, and a broom and mop were leaning against the wall at the far side.On the shelves to the right were bottles of cleaning supplies: bleach, all-purpose cleaner, scouring powder, and glass cleaner. To the left were small black balls of plaster that Andrea furrowed her brows at.

She reached out and picked one of the balls up carefully, turning it over in her hands. “Is this what I think it is?” she muttered to herself. She turned to the open area behind her and threw the ball down a few feet away, tossing it as hard as she could.

 The ball exploded as it hit, releasing a flash of bright light that made Andrea shield her eyes. After the flash died the bomb started belching out black smoke that made her cough and wave her arms, trying to get the smoke cleared. Once the air was clean again Andrea started emptying the closet of the cleaning supplies and the bombs. “These will be handy later, I’m sure,” she muttered.

It was Monday night and the sun was setting on Shibasaki, enveloping the city in folds of darkness. In the Shinjuku Gyoen National Gardens, the Aka Ryuu ate dinner in silence. It was four days since Andrea had left. They worked hard in her absence, harder than they’d ever worked under Andrea’s tutelage, and were determined to go through with the infiltration of the warehouse. The silver-haired ronin’s abandonment of them over this mission only made them more ready to go through with it, though no one would say that openly.

Out of all of them, Roni had shown the most improvement of all. She’d even been able to take down Kanjou in a few spars over the last four days. Her small size and slight build made her lightning quick and extremely difficult to hit. Fushicho had improved as well, even making the mention of perhaps learning how to use ki attacks in the near future.

D had been unusually reserved since Andrea had walked out. He spent a lot of time wandering around the surrounding forest with Nikko when he wasn’t training with the group. Aki seemed to be working extra hard, training with her bo almost constantly. She would work long into the night and then be up early the next morning. 

26 still spent a lot of time in the kitchen, making sure everyone was fed and healthy. Because of her unique background though, she needed the least training out of all of them. The government made her as a weapon, and so had taught her how to be one too before she escaped. She hated the things she had learned long ago at the research facility though, and so joined the rest of the Aka Ryuu as often as possible to broaden her skills. At some times, it seemed almost as if 26 was more of a scholar of fighting than a fighter, building a library of moves and techniques but rarely getting into conflict to test them.

 Time seemed to fly toward Monday night, and it had arrived almost unexpectedly. Tension hung around the dining hall table like a layer of smoke in a building set ablaze. After dinner the group of six ronin set off into the night. D left Nikko at headquarters, both to guard the temple and to make sure the white dog stayed safe.

Once outside of the Gardens, the main group of Aka Ryuu stuck to dark alleys and poorly lit streets while 26 traveled along the rooftops above them to avoid being seen. It was nearly midnight by the time they were within sight of their destination. 

The warehouse sat in the middle of a lot at the edge of a huge stretch of warehouses that made up the old Industrial District. Many of the buildings still in use should have been condemned a long time ago. A few rats scurried along the shadows, scavenging for food among the trash cans and litter in the streets. Street lamps lit up the streets and the lot every thirty of forty feet, and there were some exterior lights by the doors of the storehouse.

The ronin regrouped at the edge of the lot, near a few trees. There was no sign of life anywhere on the streets, and 26 kept to the thickest of the shadows just in case someone walked or drove by.

Kanjou reached into his back jeans pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He carefully opened it and revealed a section of the blueprints they had received from Shinrai. “Okay, according to this, there’s a fire door here on the roof. It should be far enough away from where the guards are, and the ladder that leads to it comes off one of the catwalks, so it’ll put us in a good position for making sure the coast is clear.”

  “I guess I’m playing shuttle service then?” 26 grumbled. Kanjou smiled. “If you could start with Roni, please,” he replied.

   
Several city blocks away, Andrea sat in the middle of the training mats in the dojo. She had spent days brushing cobwebs and dust out of the place and putting it back in order, now it was much better. She managed to find a few replacement bulbs for the light fixtures her first day there, and after cleaning off the other light bulbs the school was relatively well lit. A good bulk of the cleaning had to be done in the bathroom, but the open shower stalls made the job easy, despite that it was disgusting.

The silver-haired girl sighed and shut her eyes. Once she had finished straightening up there had been nothing for her to do but try to figure out where she could go from there. The thought of heading to another city was tempting, but Shibasaki had been her home since she was six years old and she couldn’t figure out how to abandon it. Going to another city would mean starting her Martial Arts tournament career over, working her way from the bottom to the top again. It had been hard enough to do once, much less starting over in a strange place. 

The fact that she had realized it was Monday night while she was sitting there only made her confusion deepen. She was trying to convince herself that the Aka Ryuu were no longer her concern and they could go get killed if they wished. But something was nagging deep at Andrea’s soul, making her restless and irritable. She was tempted to go walk by the government storehouse, but scolded herself aloud for the thought.

“Idiot! You know how dangerous that place is! You’re not going there! Let them commit suicide if they want to!” Her voice echoed off the concrete and seemed to flow back around her in a mocking way. Andrea scowled, then adjusted herself so she was sitting cross-legged on the exercise mats.

“Fine... If I can’t decide what to do about this on my own, I’ll do that meditation thing and see if that helps clear my mind.” she said to herself. She paused, then punctuated her sentence with a nod, closed her eyes, and began to empty her head of thoughts.

 The Aka Ryuu crept toward the fire door, trying to make as little noise as possible. They stayed low to the rooftop, though such caution seemed unnecessary in the deserted night. Aki picked the lock on the fire exit door and the group carefully entered. Kanjou and 26 led the way in, coming down onto the catwalk that the short flight of stairs emptied on to.

Once all the ronin were inside, they took a moment to look out at the warehouse. “Whoa...” breathed Roni as they stared at the interior of the government repository.

Catwalks criss-crossed the heights of the building, mirroring the alarm beams the Aka Ryuu knew were below them on the floor. Arranged in neat squares were wooden crates, each labeled with a date and in some spots stacked to the bottom of the catwalks. The place smelled of age and of pressed particle board wood and old metal, and dust laid on most of the boxes and in the far corners of the floor.

Kanjou motioned for the others to follow quietly, and then began to prowl down the catwalk, keeping an eye out for any guards. Below them some of the wooden crates were lying open, their contents visible. Swords, nunchaku, shuriken, bokuto, and many more pieces of useful equipment lay in boxes, ignored and forgotten.

Andrea let her mind wander to wherever her subconscious would take her. She tried not to think about anything and just allow her mind to wander. She didn’t want to go to the warehouse, that much she knew, but her mind kept showing her the dead bodies strewn over Tony’s Place. Tony’s dull, lifeless eyes started up at her accusingly in her mind. This is what happens when you run away.

Andrea fought the urge to open her eyes and stop meditating. She took a deep breath and kept riding the wave of thoughts, seeing where it would lead.

A dark alley in a strange place... A man standing over her, consoling her and tending to her... Pain shooting through her forehead... Painful and rigorous training... Blood covering her hands and face.... Flames hungrily eating the only home she’d ever had... The Aka Ryuu sitting in the recreation room, reading ancient texts long into the night.... Tear-filled violet eyes... Angry gold and blue eyes that seemed intent on drowning her in their depths...

Andrea’s brows furrowed unconsciously. She didn’t know where her mind was going with this, but she was determined to see it through to the end.

After making sure there were no guards in the main storehouse, the Aka Ryuu eased over the handrails of the catwalk and onto the tops of the crates, spreading out and avoiding the floors. Each of them had a bag to put whatever they could carry in. Roni was the first to fill hers, eagerly shoving anything that would fit into the sack. 

D and 26 went across to another stack of crates and began to rummage through them. A short distance away, Kanjou and Aki pried open a crate while Fushi tried to keep Roni quiet and entertained while she kept an eye out for guards. Luckily they had chosen a spot where they would be able to see someone approaching before the Aka Ryuu would be spotted, and a game of hide and seek would be easy in the rows of crates.

D shoved the top off a wooden box and peered inside, his eyes wide. “Wow,” he sighed. He reached in and pulled a kitana from the depths of the container. The tsuka was long and made of some sort of ivory, wrapped with black, gold and crimson cord. An ornate golden hand guard shone in even the dim light of the warehouse, seeming to bring extra light into the room. The sheath was a deep red and had once been lacquered to a brilliant sheen, though it had lost some of its shine while sitting in the box.

  “Look at this,” muttered D to 26, holding the sword up. “I bet this thing would be worth a fortune.”

  He gripped the tsuka in one hand and the sheath in the other, giving the sword a tug. It didn’t move from the sheath, which caused D’s brows to knit together. 

  “Stuck,” whispered 26, one of her eyebrows going up in curiosity.

  “I can get it.” D gripped the hilt harder and gave it another pull. When that wouldn’t budge the blade from its housing, he yanked even harder.

The sword came free of its covering easily, sending D offbalance. 26 lunged for him, but missed his arm by a few centimeters. She managed to let out a short cry as he tumbled backwards off the stacked crates, heading directly for the laser-trapped floor.

Andrea’s ice blue eyes shot open. Her breathing was ragged, coming in short gasps. She had seen blood, pain, and death. Something terrible was going to happen, she was sure of it. But in order to prevent it, she would have to throw herself into the danger. Maybe she couldn’t even prevent it, maybe the end would be the same.

Andrea had never had an experience that was even slightly prophetic, but she got the distinct impression that the terror her subconscious had shown her just may have been a glimpse of the future. 

Either that, or I’ve finally gone crazy.
She looked around at the dojo, at the place where she had spent most of her time as a child and learned to be a strong Martial Artist. She was surprised slightly by the realization that it no longer felt right to be there. She knew in her heart that no place would feel right anymore, not until she worked her life back into some semblance of sanity. 

There was only one way of doing that, and it involved taking out the government that was smearing her name and preventing her from living. It involved the Aka Ryuu.

“Shit,” muttered Andrea. She jumped up and took off, heading out of the dojo, out of the ancient remedies store, and into the summer night...

 D landed hard on the floor of the warehouse, the sword popping out of his hand and scuttling across the floor like some living insect. It disappeared down the pathway just as red emergency lights flashed on and a shrill siren pierced the air. Densetsu sat up, rubbing his head. 

  “Ow...” he groaned.

   

  Above him on either side, the faces of the Aka Ryuu appeared over the crates, looking down at him. “D! Are you alright!?” yelled 26. “I’m fine.” he muttered, getting to his feet.

   

  “We have to get out of here! The guards are coming!” shouted Fushi.

   Just then they heard muffled shouts and the sounds of running feet coming down the catwalk at the other end of the warehouse. D suddenly found the Aka Ryuu surrounding him, and before any of them really knew what was happening, they were moving as a group down the stacks of crates. They moved away from the catwalk, then turned in the direction that the shouts were coming from. Finally, they crouched behind some of the crates and waited, biding their time as the guards came closer and closer, their voices becoming more distinct with every passing second.

Andrea skidded to a halt at the edge of the warehouse parking lot, her chest heaving as she attempted to catch her breath. She could hear an alarm going off inside the warehouse, and she cursed inwardly at the Aka Ryuu. In her mind she reviewed the blueprints Kanjou had shown them. No doubt they had gone in the fire exit on the roof and that was exactly where Andrea couldn’t get to. And, of course, there were cameras at the other entrances.

Well, cameras are no match for the Tiger,
  smirked Andrea, looking around the parking lot for several large rocks.

   
“Spread out!” yelled a guard as they reached the middle of the catwalk. The Aka Ryuu crouched closer to the boxes. Roni let out a low whimper, which caused 26 to reach down and gather her up into her arms. Kanjou and Aki each peered around either side of the stack of crates. “One of them is still on the catwalk... coming in this direction.” whispered Aki urgently.

  “The others are wandering this way too.” said Kanjou.

  “Let’s get under the catwalk! Hurry!” urged D in a whisper. The group of Aka Ryuu moved as a unit, cautiously creeping back toward the catwalk in an attempt to be out of sight from above. 

They crouched there, waiting breathlessly as the guard above them came closer and closer. He was wearing some sort of body armor and carrying a large black gun. His heavy boots made a clunking sound on the mesh grating of the catwalk as he came forward. The guard paused directly above the huddled group of ronin, looking slowly from left to right. 

“Sir! I found the problem!” came a voice from further away. The guard above them acknowledged his companion and walked quickly down the catwalk, causing the Aka Ryuu to let out a sigh of relief.

  “This sword must’ve fallen out of its box or something, sir. I found it lying on the floor.” the voice of the unseen guard said.

  There were a few moments of silence as the Aka Ryuu held their breaths, waiting to see if they could get away with setting the alarm off. “Keep checking. There’s no way that fell on its own. I want this whole place searched!” was the gruff answer from the catwalk above.

The rebels clutched their bags of much-needed supplies tighter as they heard the sound of a bare sword being placed on top of a wooden box. Tension ran high as the footsteps began again.

Kanjou motioned for the others to follow him as he started creeping along through the rows of boxes, listening to the echoing footsteps of the guards as they came closer to the group. The brunet stopped at the end of the row of crates, motioning for the others to stop behind him. Fushi and Aki came over to the other side of the aisle, pressing against the boxes and crouching low to the floor. Aki poked her head out around the corner some, then pulled it back quickly and pointed behind her, mouthing “Guard,” to Kanjoi.

The tall brunet let a litany of curses go through his head. We’re going to have to fight... or run... Maybe running would be the better option. He looked from Fushicho to Roni, a frown creasing his face. I owe Andrea an apology if we ever make it out of here. 

The footsteps came closer and closer, echoing on the hard concrete floor. The Aka Ryuu tried to disappear in to the floor and get lost in the flashing red light, hoping that the guard wouldn’t see them. A man in a light blue shirt and dark pants walked in to view just then, looking ahead with a rifle ready at his shoulder. The ronin stiffened, watching as he walked by. 

Aki got up from her crouch and started stepping out in to the hall behind the guard, following him as quietly as she could. She closed in on him, lifting her fist to knock him out.

  And then her foot crunched on something on the warehouse floor.

  The guard turned suddenly, shocked by the sound. His eyes went wide at seeing the black-haired ronin behind him. He jumped back a step, too surprised to lift his gun before Aki could rush behind the crates. “Run!” she cried just before the guard started yelling for them to freeze. 

Aki and the others turned to the opposite direction and ran while Kanjou reached around and pulled the guard over the crates. The brunet smashed his fist in to the man’s face, immediately causing blood to spill from the guard’s nose on to his blue button-down shirt as he let out a shout. Kanjou shoved him back and did a side-kick to the guard’s chest, sending him back in to the crates before he turned and followed the rest of the Aka Ryuu as they fled.

Andrea experimentally tossed the rock she had picked up a few times, then decided it had a good enough balance and weight for what she needed. She headed around the building to the back door.

The large loading dock was empty this time of night, one orange bulb the only illumination in the area. A few moths fluttered around the light, making a soft “tink” noise whenever they collided with the glass. About 200 yards and several medians away the parking lot for the adjoining warehouse began. No one was in sight except for the lone ronin.

Andrea stood back about 20 yards and regarded the loading dock. There was a large open space between her and the short flight of stairs that led up to a regular sized steel door. To the right of the door was a wide concrete ledge with three doors that rolled up into the ceiling. Andrea noted that there was only a flimsy key-card lock on the small door, and directly above the door was her target: a tiny blinking light that betrayed the presence of the video camera.

“You’re mine,” Andrea growled with a smirk. She tested the rock one more time, then pulled her arm back as though she were a pitcher in the extinct game called baseball. She let her arm rocket forward, turning the stone in to a deadly projectile.

There was a crash and a small shower of sparks before the red light stopped blinking. Andrea gave a smug grin and headed for the door. As she mounted the short flight of stairs, she could hear the buzzing of the alarm more clearly from inside. Before she had gotten all the way to the door she heard several bursts of gunfire.

The Tiger’s blood froze in her veins as she ran the last few steps to the door. Above her head the remains of the camera sparked and flared. She gave the electronic lock a quick glance, then pulled back her fist and smashed the little plastic box into tiny bits. From one of the remaining wires, a red light changed to green. Andrea threw the door open and slipped in, allowing it to shut silently behind her.

She pushed herself against the wall next to the door and allowed her eyes to adjust to the flashing red light. Directly above her head was some sort of catwalk that went around the perimeter of the storage area as well as across the width of it in several places. In huge stacks all around were crates of every size, some spilled all the way to the bottoms of the catwalks. Directly to Andrea’s left she saw a large open space in front of the receiving doors that was surrounded on three sides by crates.

Voices were coming from that direction: voices of predators that had caught their prey. Andrea looked up at the catwalk, then started to climb the boxes to her left, heading for the catwalk.

The Aka Ryuu had run into a wall of crates with nowhere to go beyond them. They were trapped like fish in a net, each one looking around desperately for an escape as the strings drew tighter and the guards closed in.

“Well, look what we have here, boys. Some ochiudo scum!” taunted the head guard. The other members of the night watch gave chuckles as they continued closing in a half-circle around the wideeyed group of fighters. 

The six guards shouldered their weapons, aiming the barrels at the gaping ronin. The Aka Ryuu moved closer together, as though seeking to become a more powerful force by simply closing proximity with one another. Roni had been pushed into the middle of the group, where she stood petrified with fear. Kanjou was in the front of the huddle, his arms out protectively in front of his comrades. He kept his eyes fixed on the guards as D and Aki grimaced from behind his arms. Fushi was on the other side of Roni behind him, keeping the girl in the center of the protective ring.

“I’m going to rush them,” Kanjou muttered to Aki and D, “You guys try to get Roni and Fushi out of here. Don’t look back.” He glanced at D, “And when you see Andrea again, tell her I’m sorry.”

  The guns clicked into place as the guards grinned down at the intruders. “One!” shouted the commander.

   

  “No way, Kanjou, we can’t just leave you here!” Aki growled as she spoke.

  Above the group, Andrea walked to the edge of the tall stack of crates, peering down at the guards’ heads. She fished in to the pocket of her pants and pulled out one of the smoke bombs she’d found in the closet of the dojo. She raised her arm and prepared to hurl the small plaster ball down on the floor.

  “Two!” The guards fingers tightened over their triggers.

  Andrea hurled the smoke bomb between the guards and the Aka Ryuu. It exploded with a loud bang and a puff of smoke. As the armed men threw their arms up in surprise and the Aka Ryuu gasped, Andrea leaped down the tower of crates, heading behind the group of guards. She seized a sword from the top of one of the lower boxes, twirling it once in her hand to test the weight. Then, with a blue flash of light and a feral growl, she kicked the crate nearest her as hard as she could, sending it rocketing toward the guards.

 The six guards turned, their eyes wide as a wooden crate flew at them. The group attempted to scatter, but two of them were too slow to make it clear of the box. One was hit in the chest, the other in his head. Both went to the ground in the wake of the crate, which smashed to bits upon hitting the floor and scattered broken wood and its contents everywhere. Ancient weaponry and bits of wood flew out of the smoke and scattered at the feet of the confused Aka Ryuu.

The smoke began to clear, showing two of the guards down on the ground, both bleeding on to the warehouse floor. Beyond them the other four men were getting up from where they had dove to get out of the way of the heavy projectile, groaning as they got to their feet and picked up their guns. The smoke blew out to the sides and cleared the rest of the way, framing Andrea as she stood just behind the armed men, a sword clutched in her hand as she glared. The majestic katana glinted in the crimson flashing light. The ornate golden tsuba sparkled dully in the inadequate light of the warehouse.

D’s eyes widened as Andrea came out of the shadows. Oh my god... She came back! His heart began pounding even harder in his chest as she came toward their attackers with the brilliant sword gripped in her hand.

From around the legs of the Aka Ryuu, Roni called out Andrea’s name. The group of rebels stood spell-bound. Most of them had expected to never see the silver-haired fighter again.

The scrambling guards had regained their bearings and were now bringing their weapons to face Andrea. The Aka Ryuu had been forgotten momentarily in the face of the ronin that was attacking them. “Fire!” yelled the captain, bringing his gun up to his shoulder.

The ronin did not hesitate. She ran forward, raising the blade and giving a terrible shout. In the blink of an eye she was out of the confined space of the crates and into the open receiving area. She swerved left, clipping the head guard with her shoulder before turning on his companions. The sword flashed in a ballet of silver and crimson as she effortlessly cut down two of the guards.

Andrea turned, the blood of the two men she’d just dispatched spraying onto her side and back as they hit the floor. She stood facing the two remaining guards– the leader and one lackey. 

  “Shoot her, dammit!” yelled the head guard, raising his firearm once more to his shoulder.

  Andrea let out a terrible primal noise as she raised the sword and prepared to murder them. As she stepped forward, the second guard panicked and dropped to the floor.

 His rifle was jarred in the impact with the hard concrete flooring, causing it to fire. The automatic barked five times, causing the remaining guard, the Aka Ryuu, and Andrea to dive to the floor. 

Andrea found herself pulled out of her mindless rage. She crouched on the floor and gripped her arm to her chest. Her grip on the sword weakened, causing it to clatter out of her fingers and onto the floor. Her left arm and the side of her head were throbbing in pain. Horrified, she looked down at the arm she clenched to her chest.

 Blood was flowing from it freely, dying her white tank top red. She put her right hand to her head and felt blood from where one of the misfired bullets had grazed her scalp. She realized with horror that she’d done exactly what she had said she’d never do. I walked in to bullets for them...

The commanding guard stood and stepped toward Andrea, keeping his gun out in front of him. “Ochiudo bitch!” he cursed as he approached her.

Andrea looked up at him, her eyes focused on the black abyss of the barrel. She looked as though she had just woken from a dream and had no idea where she was or what she was doing. Blood trickled down the side of her face and seeped into the fabric of her tank top as the lead guard tightened his grip on the trigger.

Without warning, D suddenly rushed forward. He gave a battle cry as he leaped into the air and kicked the barrel of the gun, causing the guard to spin to the side. D raised his fist and smashed it into the back of the guard’s neck, sending him sprawling forward. The man hit an open crate and tumbled onward. Part of a bo had been sticking up from the box, and the forward momentum of the man shoved him onto it, impaling him through the neck. He let out a wet gurgle, twitched, and then was still.

By this time, the other guard had inched backwards across the floor and was nearly in the rows of crates. He was blubbering hysterically as he jumped to his feet and prepared to turn and run. Before he could make a retreat though, Aki leaped out from behind a crate and seized his head in her hands. With a quick jerk, the guard crumpled to the floor in a heap, his neck broken.

It took a few more seconds for any of the Aka Ryuu to move. The receiving area of the warehouse was covered with blood and bits of broken lumber. The red lights continued to flash, and the alarm still pierced through the air– seemingly louder than before. Andrea remained where she knelt on the floor, her arm clenched to her chest and her hair covering her face. D gazed at the body of the guard he had killed, his eyes wide and his mouth agape.

 Roni was the first to come out of her stupor, shoving her way through Kanjou, 26, and Fushi to run to Andrea’s side. “Andrea! Andrea!” the pigtailed girl called. She threw her arms around Andrea’s neck and burst into tears. “I knew you’d come back!”

Andrea didn’t move, not even to shove the girl away. Roni pulled back. “Andrea?” It was then that the little girl saw the blood pouring freely from Andrea’s arm. “Kanjou! Andrea’s hurt!”

Those words were all it took to unfreeze the Aka Ryuu. Kanjou began barking orders to grab the bags. D managed to pull himself out of his shock, moving from the spot where he stood and racing to help Andrea to her feet. Once they were regrouped, they fled out the door, vanishing into the night.

 The door to the dilapidated temple flew open and the Aka Ryuu tumbled inside. Nikko rushed up the hallway, his tail wagging at the sight of them. The dog raced over to D and started happily licking his master’s face, but D gently pushed him aside with his one free arm. As he did so, Andrea pulled out of the grasp of his other arm and headed toward the dining area, crawling slowly across the floor with her arm clutched to her chest.

  “Andrea...” D gasped.

   

  “Keep Roni out of here,” she said, “Someone... go get a first aid kit.”

  The Aka Ryuu were beginning to watch Andrea as she moved slowly toward the table. Roni stood to follow the silver-haired fighter, but Fushi grabbed her and picked her up. “Come on, Roni. Let’s go get the kit,” she said, heading down the hall before the pig-tailed girl could answer.

Andrea stopped inside the dining area and started to pull off her obi. “I need someone to hold me down,” she gasped as she began to wrap the blue fabric around her forearm, just above the weeping hole in her skin.

  “What are you going to do?” asked Kanjou.

  Andrea gasped as she spoke. “I have to get the bullet out... It won’t stop bleeding unless... I remove it. Kanjou, stand over me. Put your hands on my shoulders and ...don’t let me jump up,” She knotted the obi around her arm and looked out into the hall. Kanjou, 26, Aki, and D were staring at her as though she’d just sprouted another head or arm. “Help me!” the Tiger barked, her eyes filled with desperation.

Kanjou leaped to his feet and approached Andrea. D, 26, and Aki watched from the hallway as the tall brunette put his hands on Andrea’s shoulders. She put her injured arm down on the floor with her right knee on her wrist, shoved the obi between her teeth, and took a deep breath before she shoved her fingers into the wound.

26 nearly wretched as blood sprayed up from Andrea’s arm. The furred woman leaped to her feet and fled out the front door, a hand over her mouth. D and Aki watched, seemingly caught in a strange fascination with what was going on. Kanjou had to blink back tears as he held Andrea’s shoulders down. He wanted to let go and make her stop this, but he also knew that leaving the metal inside her would only cause complications. He steeled his resolve and continued to hold down her shoulders with all his might as she involuntarily bucked up from the floor.

Hot tears mingled with blood and sweat, causing Andrea’s icy blue eyes to burn. Her vision blurred as she dug into the wound. The edges of the world grew dark, but she forced the blackness back by sheer will. She clenched her jaw so tight around the end of her makeshift tourniquet that she was getting a headache. Her fingers were slippery, but she managed to seize the hard lump of metal inside her arm. She could feel the small puddle of blood pooling under her arm as she yanked on the bullet. When it didn’t budge, she let out a muffled scream around her obi. The cry of rage turned into one of pain as she jerked again on the malicious lump of metal, pulling it from her flesh so hard that it knocked Kanjou backwards onto the floor. 

Andrea fell to the side, clutching her arm to her. She let out a long, unintelligible string of curses that would have offended even the most hardened criminals before screaming, “I hate when they use bullets!”

Something about Andrea’s statement made D jump into action. He was abruptly on his feet in the entryway and racing to the silverhaired ronin’s side. D knelt next to Andrea. “Are you going to be alright?” he asked her, his voice filled with concern.

“Oh yeah, I’ll be just great,” Andrea snorted. With that remark, her vision blackened. Andrea struggled to hold on to consciousness, but it was like trying to capture a wraith in a net. Her eyes rolled back in her head as her skin went ashen. The last thing she heard before she tumbled into the darkness was D screaming her name. 


Chapter Nine Blood Spilled

D leaned his head back against the wall of Andrea’s room and let out a sigh. Andrea was laying on a futon in the middle of the room, her arm and head wrapped in gauze. The wound on her head had bled a lot, but wasn’t serious. It was the injury on her forearm that caused the most problems by bleeding profusely and almost not stopping while they bandaged it up.

 Fushi and 26 had dressed Andrea in an extra outfit that the red-head owned, and then the group carried her to bed. D insisted on watching over her, despite that Roni had begun to protest. Kanjou had quieted her and steered her off to bed as quickly as possible.

It was now nearly dawn. The rest of the team had gone to sleep, or at least they were supposed to be sleeping. D imagined that they were probably doing just what he was right now: sitting up, wide awake. 

I’ve never killed anyone before but... I killed that man to save her. I know it was unintentional but I still took his life. I can’t belive I did that. I killed someone, and I don’t feel as bad about it as I should. Should I even feel bad about it? I mean... He was about to kill Andrea, 

I couldn’t let that happen.  He glanced at Andrea briefly before looking back toward the ceiling again. I wonder what made her change her mind. I thought for sure that we’d never see her again but... She came back and saved us.

Andrea stirred a little, causing D to turn his attention back to her. A pained expression worked across her pale face as she arched her back slightly and then turned to face away from him. He watched her with concern until she stopped moving, then leaned his head back again to look up at the spot of pre-dawn light that was filtering through the window and on to the ceiling. 

It’s been a long night... 

  D smiled.

  She came back... I knew she would. I knew there had to be good in her somewhere,
  he thought, glancing back at Andrea.

  He stopped, a look of confusion crossing his face and seeping into his mis-matched eyes. He sat forward, then scooted closer to Andrea’s futon. “What in the..?” D wondered aloud. He reached out slowly and moved some of the ronin’s silver hair aside.

Across the back of Andrea’s neck, hidden beneath her long silver tresses were several long, coarse scars. The color of them told him that they were fairly old, though he wasn’t sure just how long ago the wounds that caused them had happened. “What happened to you, Andrea?” One of his fingers touched a scar gently.

As though in response to D’s question, she let out a small whimper, her eyebrows knitting together. D put a hand on her head and stroked her hair gently. “Sshh, it’s alright, Andrea. You’re not alone. I’m here,” he cooed in the manner that one would comfort a small child. He ran his hand through her hair again, suprised at how soft it was.

Andrea still shivered and mewled, apparently too weak to actively fight against whatever attacked her in her dreams. Without a thought about possible consequences, D stretched out on the futon next to her and put a comforting arm around her. She stilled, and in no time at all he was fast asleep next to her.

Ryoku stood rigid in front of Yasakuto, doing his best not to move. The Daimyo was as mad as a hornet over the news that the black-haired man had given him a moment ago, and Ryoku tried his best to not do anything else that would anger him. 

“That warehouse has some of the most state-of-the-art technology that money can buy in it! The guards are all hand selected and expertly trained! And yet you come here to tell me that all six of them are dead!?” Yasakuto was pacing angrily in front of his window, his face red with rage. “The Aka Ryuu should have fallen easily against superior weapons! The trap was flawless!” He sat down hard in his chair and spun to face Ryoku. “You’re sure it was the ochiudo that were there last night?”

Ryoku tried to stand even straighter. “Yes sir. Our mole was leading them directly into the trap. Without Andrea, they should have been easy pickings. But...” Ryoku hesitated.

  “What?”

  Ryoku reached inside his denim jacket and pulled out a manila envelope. “We planned this with the knowledge that she had abandoned them. Without her, the Aka Ryuu are weak.” He opened the envelope and pulled out a piece of paper. “We found this image on the loading dock’s security camera. It’s small and blurry, but I believe it’s the Tiger just seconds before she destroyed the camera.” Ryoku put the paper down on the Daimyo’s desk.

Yasakuto picked up the print-out and studied it for a minute before allowing a malicious grin to cross his face. “Ryoku, I believe it’s time to start planning a more direct attack on our Aka Ryuu friends,” he hissed the last word, his eyes sparkling malevolently. 

D was aware of light in the room, a bright, early-afternoon light that seemed to surround him in a blanket of warmth. With a groan he stirred and opened his gold and blue eyes. He was confused for a moment, unable to remember where he was. As he moved to sit up, a sharp pain coursed through his back from where he had hit the floor after falling and all the events of the evening came rushing back to him.

“Andrea?” he turned to his left, but the futon next to him was empty. His breath caught in his throat. She left! He thought while sudden panic made his heart pound.

D jumped to his feet and raced through the temple, checking the recreation room, the training room, and the dining hall for any sign of the silver-haired woman. With each empty room that he searched his spirits fell. Finally, out of desperation he threw open the back doors, prepared to run out to the library.

  He stopped short two steps out onto the path, his eyes wide as he looked out toward the lake.

  In the middle of the curved bridge, one leg to her chest and the other dangling barefoot over the water, was Andrea. The gentle summer breeze fluttered her waist-length hair out in front of her and sent ripples across the surface of the pond as she stared out at the water, her face blank.

D exhaled a breath he didn’t know he was holding. She stayed... he thought, walking toward the lake. He paused at the foot of the bridge and when she didn’t move, he stepped gingerly onto the wooden boards of the overpass and walked to her side. He stood next to her, watching her hair flap in the breeze.

  “I’m glad you came back,” stated D.

  Andrea made no move to answer him but continued to stare out at the water, her chin resting on the arm that was on the support of the bridge. D sat down next to her and dangled his own legs out over the water as well. He waited patiently for her to make the next move.

  After several minutes of silence, Andrea spoke. “I have no noble cause,” she said blankly.

   

  “What?”

  She made a soft sound that was almost like a sigh. “You all have some cause to fight for. I don’t. You use your skills at martial arts for good. I don’t fight for peace, or justice, or the good of masses. I fight for my next meal. I used to fight because it was the only way to keep things in line at Tony’s Place.” She sounded sorrowful. “How can you all still believe in me? How can you put your trust in someone who cares for no one but herself?”

D chuckled. “No offense meant, Andrea, but there was no meal involved in the warehouse raid, and you sure as to hell weren’t only caring about yourself when you raced in there. If you hadn’t shown up when you did we’d all have been killed. You saved our lives.”

“But I also turned my back on you all! Aren’t you even a little angry at me for that?” she finally turned to look at D, a mixture of anger, disbelief, and sadness in her eyes.

D paused for a moment to gather his thoughts, taking a deep breath. “I think that the moment you left, we forgave you. You must have had a good reason, and we understand that. At least, I do. The important thing is that you came when we needed you. We owe you our lives for that.”

Andrea stared at him for a moment, then turned back to look out at the water. D stared at the side of her face for a few minutes before asking, “Why did you come back?”

Her brows furrowed and she frowned. “I... After I left I went back to the dojo where I learned martial arts. After three days there I realized I didn’t belong. I straightened it up, cleaned it, slept in it, but I wasn’t a part of it anymore.” She paused, her expression becoming more serious. “I thought it would be a good idea to go there. I used to walk into that place and it felt like a... Like a home almost. It was someplace where I was understood and respected. Now, it’s empty. There’s no heart in it anymore.” She turned away for a moment, her voice dropping to a whisper. “It’s an empty shell now, just like Tony’s Place... and just like me.”

The Tiger turned back to D, her jaw set and her eyes steely. “I realized that I have only two ways to take back my life. I can leave Shibasaki and start over somewhere else, or I can try to show the government that they can’t just ruin the lives of whoever they want. Since I’m too damn stubborn to leave the city, I guess I’ve only got one option left.” She put her left hand up to her forehead, rubbing the bandage that was there. “I’ve been running away from my troubles ever since I was six years old. I ran from Tony’s Place. I ran from the Shark’s Den. I ran from all of you. Every time I run, it only makes things worse in the end. It’s time to stop running,” She sighed. “Time to stand up and face what’s wrong.”

D couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear as she spoke. “I’m glad to hear that,” he said. This was the side of her he’d been hoping to find: the side that cared about those around her. D was sure that this was the part of herself she hid underneath the insensitive and stony exterior she showed the world. “And Andrea?” he said, leaning closer to her.

  Her eyes widened some as he closed the gap between them. “Yes?” she said, her voice quavering as his face came close to hers.

  “It’s so much better to see you this way,” he whispered. The sun was gleaming off the silver hair that fluttered around Andrea’s face like a river of liquid metal. Her blue eyes filled D’s vision as he leaned in close to her. Andrea’s silver brows arched high, her eyes full of questions. Her arm twitched with the impulse to punch him directly in the nose, but she tried to maintain control of it. She leaned back, trying to convince herself that he wasn’t about to do what she thought he was going to do.

  “ANDREA!”

  D’s face pulled away as a shout came from the back door. The two ronin looked over and saw Roni running across the grass toward them. Fushicho and 26 were standing at the back door while Kanjou was walking a few paces behind the pig-tailed girl. Mentally thankful for the distraction, Andrea managed to get to her feet just before Roni tackled her and sent her sprawling on the boards of the bridge.

“I knew you’d come back! I knew it! I knew it! You’re so cool, Andrea!” Roni grinned at the silver-haired girl like a maniac as she hugged her.

  “I’m glad to hear that. Now,” Andrea growled, “

  could you get off my arm
  !?”

  Roni jumped up, shouting apologies as Andrea clutched her left arm to her chest and stood. By now Kanjou, 26, and Fushi had joined them and D had gotten up to lean against the railing of the footbridge. There was a moment of tense silence as the Aka Ryuu regarded the silver-haired member of their ranks.

  Finally, Andrea squared her jaw, looked Kanjou straight in the eyes, and said, “Thanks for your help last night. I know that was hard.”

  There, I said it,
  Andrea thought with relief.

  Kanjou laughed and clapped her on her right shoulder heartily. “I’m just glad you’re alright, Andrea,” he said. “But don’t you ever get shot again, okay?”

Everyone laughed at Kanjou’s comment. “Yeah, I’ll try not to,” she replied, her mouth twisting in to the approximation of a smile.

  26 cleared her throat. “I’m going to go fix something to eat for everyone,” she commented, turning to walk back toward the temple. D turned to Andrea. “Stay right here. I want to show you something.” he said, then he followed 26.

  Roni was beaming up at Andrea, which was making the ronin uncomfortable. She fidgeted some, waiting for the questions to start flying. It was actually Fushicho, not Roni, who posed the first inquiry. 

  “So do you want to explain now why you didn’t want to go there in the first place?”

  Andrea looked to the side “I.. uh.. I wasn’t... honest... with you all when I left.” She turned so they couldn’t see her face and continued. “I know that warehouse. We used to run raids on it all the time years ago. The place was easy pickings, great for getting new equipment. The last raid on the place was one I was supposed to go on. But that was also the night that Tony got sick. It was the only night I ever lost the tournament. I ended up not going on the raid because I needed to make money to get Tony medicine.”

Her voice caught in her throat before she continued. “We found out the next morning that the ronin who went had been killed. There was a huge media circus over it, and the government cracked down on security. They took it out on ronin for awhile too, more so than usual. We all thought there was going to be a hunt or something before they lost interest. Apparently they were just happy to use us as an excuse to dump more money into that warehouse.

“And of course, Tony couldn’t get over the fact that if he hadn’t been sick, I would’ve gone with that group and never come back,” she cleared her throat and put her hand underneath her bangs, rubbing her right eyebrow. “So I guess I got to thinking about what could happen to another group of ronin in that place, and I couldn’t let it go. But, the only way I can get back at the government for screwing up my life is by being with you guys. So, I guess I’ll be sticking around from now on, if that’s okay.” She looked at Kanjou, Roni, and Fushi.

Roni smiled and reached out for Andrea’s hand. “We’d love that, Andrea,” the pig-tailed girl said as she wrapped her fingers around Andrea’s. For once the silver-haired woman didn’t pull away. She looked down at Roni, her expression unchanged, and nodded.

Right then, D came out of the temple and headed for the bridge, a long, thin, cloth wrapped object in his hands. The Aka Ryuu looked up at him as he approached. Andrea pulled her hand out of Roni’s grasp. 

D walked up to Andrea and smiled at her. “Here,” he said as he pulled the covering off the object. He allowed the cloth to fall to the ground so he could use both hands to hold out a katana to Andrea. “A gift.”

Andrea gave D a look of confusion, then she looked at the sword and gasped. The sword had an ornate ivory tsuka wrapped in black, gold, and crimson cord, a golden tsuba, and a deep vermilion saya. It was the katana she had picked up before attacking the warehouse guards. Andrea’s mouth fell open and she found she could do nothing but stare.

“When I saw you with this, I knew that you were meant to be an Aka Ryuu, Andrea. I knew that this was where you belong. I picked it up so I could give it to you,” D motioned for her to take the katana from him. Silently, she reached out and took the sword, giving D a short bow as she did so.

 Once she had the blade in her hands, she wrapped her fingers around the tsuka and pulled the blade from its sheath, holding it up to let it gleam in the sunlight. The five ronin stared at the katana in wonder as the light shimmered off of the metal.

  “You’re right, D. This is where she belongs,” said Kanjou, his voice barely a whisper.

  Andrea said nothing as she stared at the weapon. Curling its way up the blade, etched into the metal on both sides and enameled in brilliant crimson, was a dragon. 

Daimyo Shinrai nudged the door open and boldly walked into Shogun Kunota’s office, holding up two brown paper bags. “Surprise! Fresh-made sushi!” he exclaimed as he crossed the threshold into the room. He stopped abruptly as he noticed that the Shogun wasn’t alone. “Whoops! Sorry,” Shinrai quickly backed out of the office and shut the door, shooting a glare at Kunota’s secretary.

  “Why didn’t you tell me that Daimyo Yasakuto was in there?” he said angrily.

   

  The secretary giggled and blushed, then went back to her work with a pointed, “You didn’t give me the chance to.”

  He pouted and was about to say something else when the door to Kunota’s office opened and Daimyo Yasakuto stepped out into the reception area. Shinrai stiffened immediately and gave a short bow to Yasakuto. “Daimyo,” he said, inclining his head.

 Yasakuto gave a much more shallow bow. “I’m finished with the Shogun now, Daimyo Shinrai,” he snapped before turning to walk away.

  Shinrai tightened his grip on the paper bags and frowned before he turned and barged back into Shogun Kunota’s office.

  The room was huge, with three seating areas scattered around it: one in front of the Shogun’s desk, one to the left, and one to the right. In the middle of the office was a large empty space that could have a table set in it if one was needed for briefings. There were several bamboo tatami mats over the dark wooden floor. The furniture was a mixture of supple leathers and bright, cheerful upholstery that made the room bright and inviting without being overbearing. There were three windows on the wall furthest from the desk, each with a ceiling-to-floor bookshelf between them that was full of books and little statues and baubles from all over the world. Underneath each window was a shelf with more statues and a few potted plants on each.

The Shogun’s desk sat in front of the windows. It was a massive piece of furniture, decorated on the front with elaborate carvings of cranes, bamboo, pine trees, and carp. The top was littered with stacks of paper, pens, and various other item, including pictures of the Shogun with his family and some more glass statues in abstract shapes. All around the remaining cream wallpapered walls were paintings and portraits of scenes from Hinomoto’s past and previous great leaders of the country that were lit with spotlights from the ceiling.

“Take two! Fresh-made sushi! The best in the land, for the greatest Shogun in Hinomoto’s history!” Shinrai did a spin and held the bags of sushi out over Kunota’s desk. He held the pose for a second, a huge grin on his face, but the Shogun didn’t look at him. Kunota was staring at the wall, a frown on his face. He looked as though he had not slept in weeks, his eyes had dark shadows on them and he appeared haggard.

Shinrai’s arms dropped to his sides as anger suddenly boiled up inside of him. “What threats did he make now?” he demanded, his eyes turning cold.

 Kunota looked up as though he was seeing Shinrai for the first time. He offered no reply, just stared at his old friend with wide brown eyes that were sunken in from lack of sleep. “Was it about tomorrow’s banquet? Was it about the vote? Tell me!”

 His final explosion seemed to rock Kunota from his stupor. The Shogun’s eyes finally focused on Shinrai. “Huh?” was all he managed to croak out.

“What did Yasakuto say to you?” Shinrai ordered, his voice cold. His worry for the Shogun and his family was threatening to claim him any minute and make him personally go to kill Yasakuto.

 Kunota finally gave an answer. “Shinrai..” he almost whispered, “It was... nothing.. Just the normal threats. He doesn’t want me to hold the vote, but he can’t make me change my mind. No, he was just making sure that I... don’t overstep my bounds tomorrow.”

The Daimyo plopped down in a chair across from Kunota’s desk, the two bags of sushi forgotten between them. Shinrai put a hand to his forehead and rubbed it. “I can’t stand to see you like this, my friend. The only thing that was ever worse for you was your first son being kidnapped 20 years ago,” he said, then he looked up at Kunota. “We won’t have to endure him much longer, though.”

  The Shogun raised an eyebrow at his friend. “Why do you say that?”

  Dammit Shinrai! Think before you speak! You can’t involve him in the Aka Ryuu plans any more than he has to be! The less he knows, the better! Shinrai cleared his throat and swallowed his anger. “I just.. Have this sense about it. You know what they say about karma. Besides, at the press conference you’ll start the ‘investigation’, right?” Shinrai smiled as a gesture of support, “We’re still doing that?”

  Kunota nodded hesitantly. “Yes, of course.”

   

  Shinrai’s smile widened. “Good. I’ll be right there with you. Daimyo Yasakuto will be exposed, eventually. And I know you have the power to stop him and his corruption, Kunota.”

  The Shogun smiled back. “Thank you, Shinrai. You’re my truest friend, I don’t know what I’d do without you.” He reached for the brown paper bags, “Now, how about that sushi?”

It had been two days since the Warehouse Raid. Since her return, Kanjou had roused Andrea for morning meditation practices without hearing any complaints from the silver-haired girl. She was still recovering from the bullet wound in her arm, though her kendo exercises every afternoon were helping her get her strength back. The others tried to insist that she go easy on the activity for awhile, but she would continue on with her forms and push through the pain.

There was practicing to be done, techniques to be taught, nightime patrols of the grounds, and spars to work through for everyone. They all spent a large amount of their free time pouring over the books from the building across the lake, sometimes reading them out loud, and sometimes just sitting around and reading them in each other’s company.

The overall mood of the group of rebels was light. During practices they would banter back and forth at each other, teasing and giving advice and support. Everyone was trying their hardest to be the best they could be by the time of the conference. 

It was a slightly cool Thursday morning for July, precisely five days before the press conference that would either change history for the better or the worst. Andrea and Kanjou were up early doing meditation exercises until breakfast, then the silver-haired ronin headed to the training room to work with Roni and Fushicho until lunch. D and Aki joined the group in the training room after awhile, and the five of them trained until 26 came to get them.

After lunch The Tiger was back in the training room, the katana lashed to her obi. She gripped the tsuka with her left hand and pulled the blade from its sheath in the blink of an eye. Her left arm still ached when she moved it, but the wound was healing. 

Andrea took a deep breath, adjusting her grip on the sword and getting a feel for the weight. Swords were hard to come by and expensive in the Underground so very few ronin owned one, and the ones that did normally had side jobs as body guards or bounty hunters for some of the large corporations. Even when they had been doing regular raids on the government storehouse, swords had been hard to find and were usually sold to a collector rather than given away. 

Standing in the training room, with the afternoon breeze hitting her back, she put the blade through its paces. She pirouetted like a ballet dancer, the katana with the red dragon inlay along the blade flashing in the air as she leaped through her forms. She twisted, turned, lunged, and curled her way down the mat, then across it and back up again. It was a deadly dance, and she made it look effortless. Her silver hair swirled around behind her as she moved.

Aki was watching Andrea from the doorway, her arms across her chest and her bo propped against the wall. She had an amused expression on her face as Andrea leaped back to her original position on the mat, crouched low, and gave a hard slash through the air. Andrea was breathing heavily, sweat dripping down her face and arms. She glared at Aki, who was still smiling at her. 

  “What?” asked Andrea.

   

  “Oh nothing. It just,” Aki grabbed her bo and starting walking away, “suits you.”

  Andrea stood and sheathed the katana, shaking her head. Everyone’s been acting so weird around here lately. D had been hanging around her too much for her own comfort, she was finding Roni to be less annoying, and she hadn’t found a reason to scream at Kanjou since she’d come back. Had the world lost its mind, or was she losing hers?

  “I don’t think I really want to know the answer to that,” she muttered.

  Just then, Kanjou walked past the door wearing sunglasses and a button-down shirt. Andrea cocked an eyebrow. “Must be going to meet Daimyo Shinrai,” she said to herself before she unsheathed the katana again and went back to practicing.

Daimyo Shinrai adjusted his sunglasses as he leaned back on the bench. He was wearing jean shorts, sandals, and a brightly colored tropical printed shirt. It was an outfit he felt much more comfortable in than his usual suit and tie. He always looked forward to his Thursday meetings with Kanjou. They presented the opportunity for him to go out somewhere and really be who he was.

By now Kanjou was late, which concerned Shinrai a little. The tall brown-haired ronin was normally the first to arrive for their meetings. He wasn’t late enough to make Shinrai leave yet, though, so he stretched his legs out and took time to enjoy the sunshine.

Soon, he told himself, Hinomoto will be free from Yasakuto’s reign. Kunota will be free to make his own choices. He grinned up at the sky as he pictured the look on Kunota’s face when he told him that he was rid of the threats and the blackmailing. Out of all the years Shinrai had known Kunota, he knew that there was no greater gift he could give him.

Shinrai continued staring up at the sky with a smile on his face for a few more minutes, enjoying the cool breeze and the rustling of the trees behind him.

“Shinrai,” a low, hoarse voice whispered behind him. The Daimyo turned. “You’re late, Kanjou,” he chided jokingly.

What felt like a ton of rocks hit Shinrai on the side of his head, sending him tumbling off the bench. The world spun, faded, then came back into focus as he realized that he was face-down on the path. Shinrai tried to fight back the pain that was exploding from behind his eyes, but he was having a hard time getting oriented. 

A silent prayer started running through Shinrai’s head over and over again like a mantra as he struggled to get up. All he managed though was to roll over and blink. Something warm and sticky was beginning to coat his head and ooze into his left eye. The edges of his vision were dark and fuzzy as he watched a pair of shoes cross the grass toward him. 

“So, you’re the contact for the little rebellion,” growled a voice. “For shame, Daimyo Shinrai. You threw your lot in with the ochiudo, and now you will die like one. My master will be pleased when I report your death to him.”

Shinrai tried to speak but he felt himself getting weaker, his vision failing. He managed to roll onto his back and look up, trying to see who was speaking. His attacker had the sun to their back and was nothing but a black mass without details. Shinrai realized suddenly that it wouldn’t have mattered if he had seen a face because he was going to die on his back, unable to do anything to protect himself.

The last thing that the Daimyo saw was his murderer raising what looked like a large spear, then hurtling it down at him. Pain engulfed him before it sent him down into a black abyss, and then he felt nothing.

Kanjou entered the park and walked down the dirt path toward the bench they had decided on last week. This was the last time they’d be meeting like this. In a few days either Hinomoto would be free, or they’d all be dead. Either way there would be no more skulking around, meeting in secret and talking of rebellions. After the press conference, there wouldn’t be another chance to get to Yasakuto.

Kanjou stuffed his hands in his pockets, trying not to think of what failure would mean. The government might ignore raids on warehouses and attempted break-ins of Daimyo’s residences, but it would not disregard a full-out assault. If they failed they would trigger the biggest and most catastrophic witch hunt in all of history, one that killed not only people, but culture, knowledge, and history.

I can’t let that happen. Failure isn’t an option. It doesn’t exist, not now.
Kanjou turned the corner and noticed that Shinrai wasn’t sitting on the bench. “Huh. That’s odd,” he said out loud. He walked closer, wondering what could have made Daimyo Shinrai arrive even later than he had.

Suddenly, Kanjou stopped. In the middle of the path was a pool of dark liquid. There were drag marks going from the puddle of blood to the grass next to the bench. Kanjou followed the trail with his eyes, his insides turning to ice as he did so. The dark smear stopped behind the bench, where a body lay.

  “Daimyo Shinrai!” Kanjou shouted. He ran forward and leaped over the bench like a track runner, landing next to the body. “Daimyo Shinrai!” Kanjou shook him, then felt for a pulse.

  The ronin’s green eyes widened. No pulse. No breath. Shinrai was dead. His face and shirt were covered in blood, his lifeless eyes staring up in fear and his mouth open in a silent scream.

“No... Shinrai...” Kanjou said. Then, the full truth hit Kanjou– it was their meeting that had killed Shinrai. The brunet jumped to his feet, ignoring the blood that was on his pants and shirt. His eyes were wide in fear as he tried to figure out what to do next. This can only mean one thing... someone is on to us.

  “HEY! You there! Freeze!”

   Kanjou turned his head just enough to see two police officers coming down the path toward him, drawing their guns. He looked down at Shinrai and whispered, “I am so sorry, my friend.” Then he turned and ran as fast as he could into the trees. 


Chapter Ten Loss

 Shogun Kunota sat at his desk in his home office, pouring over a large, comb bound report. Behind him, the television was on showing a crime show where the fictional detectives were investigating murders. Kunota took his glasses off and put them on the desk, rubbing the bridge of his nose. The report was making his head hurt. He went back to reading for a few minutes, squinting his brown eyes at the small type and the charts on the pages. 

Once it got to the point where he no longer knew what he was reading, he looked up toward the window beyond his desk. He stared for a moment, squinting, then grabbed his silver-rimmed glasses and put them back on. 

Why are there police outside of my house?
Suddenly afraid, Shogun Kunota got up and headed for the door, shoving the maid away as she went to open it. “I’ve got it,” he exclaimed as he twisted the knob and jerked the door open to stare straight into the faces of two police officers. “Can I help you?” 

  “Shogun, sir. I’m afraid we have some bad news.” As though on cue, that a storm that had been gathering let loose with torrential rain and a rumble of thunder.

   
The temple was silent aside from the rain on the roof and the occasional dripping where the shower was finding its way inside. The Aka Ryuu knelt around the dining hall table, looking at Kanjou. Roni had a hand on his right arm and was staring at him, tears in her eyes.

The tall, brown-haired ronin was still covered in Shinrai’s blood and was staring down at his hands. The room was filled with tension and was quiet. Their only support was gone, murdered and left to rot on the ground as though he was inconsequential. 

“So... I guess they know more than we think they do. Or at 

least Shinrai was acting suspicious enough to make someone suspect,” said Andrea, talking more to herself than anyone else.

There was silence for a few more moments. After a bit, Kanjou put his hand to his forehead and sobbed. “If I had gotten there earlier...”

Aki slammed her hands down on the table. “Don’t talk like that, Kanjou!” she barked. Everyone looked at her as though she had just smacked them all. “You can’t beat yourself up for this! For all you know, if you had been there you would’ve been killed too!” She took a deep breath, then continued.

“Daimyo Shinrai wouldn’t have wanted us to give up if something happened to him. This whole thing is bigger than just us and Shinrai! This is about all the people who live in this country. This is about all the masses of citizens who can’t stand up for themselves. This is about all the ronin out there who risk their lives every single day to keep Martial Arts alive!

“How would everyone that has died to protect that knowledge react if we fell apart now? We owe it to Shinrai’s memory to keep going on!”

Kanjou gave a small smile to Aki. “Yeah. You’re right.” He reached up and pulled off his red headband, dropping it on the table. He ran his fingers through his hair, causing it to fall out of its spikes and into a shoulder-length mop that needed a brush. “You’re absolutely right. He would be disappointed if we quit now.”

“But now two of us are wanted,” Andrea had her head tilted toward the floor, her arms crossed over her chest, “which will make it harder to move around.” She glanced over at the others before standing up from the table and heading out into the hallway, disappearing into the shadows.

 Kanjou ran his fingers through his hair, making an attempt to flatten it out. Eventually, Fushicho grabbed the red headband from the table, got on her knees behind him, and pulled his hair back into a short ponytail. “There, all better. Now, why don’t you go get changed?”

He gave a small smile to Fushicho then nodded and got up.

Shogun Kunota sat on the edge of his bed, his elbows on his knees and head in his hands.  I can’t believe that Shinrai is dead... My best friend since school, and now... he’s gone. Just... gone, like that.

Kunota felt Shinsetu sit down next to him on the bed. She put her arm around his shoulders and embraced him. They were silent for a few minutes, then she spoke. “Maybe you should cancel the banquet tomorrow. Give yourself some time to-”

Kunota shook his head. “No... No. This was important to Shinrai,” he lifted his head and looked into her eyes. “He would’ve wanted me to keep going forward. He was so adamant about this vote, and the press conference.” He reached up and grabbed his wife’s hands, bringing them in front of him so he could hold them together and press his lips to her fingers. “I’m going to try to keep you all safe. I swear to god, I will die before I let anything happen to you and the kids. But I can’t keep living like this. I can’t keep dealing with all the lies and the deceit... and.. And the blackmail.” He closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. “Maybe you and the kids should get out of here for awhile. Go see your mother or something.”

“Absolutely not. If you’re going to do this, then I’m going to be here with you. I’m not afraid of Daimyo Yasakuto.” She winked at Kunota. “Besides, you can’t go stag to a banquet. What will people say?”

Kunota smiled. “Alright. But... if something bad happens, please,” he puts his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Please promise me you will grab the kids and run as fast as you can. I can’t live without you, and if anything happened to our children... I can’t go through losing another one, Shinsetsu.” He covered his face with his hands, his shoulders slumped in despair. “I just... can’t go through it again...” he sobbed.

She wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck as tears rolled down his cheeks. There was no need for him to continue talking. They stayed there holding each other for a long time while the rain hit the windows.

Andrea was sitting outside in the rain when Roni came up and sat beside her. They both had their legs dangling over the side of the footbridge that crossed over the lake as the rain cascaded over them, sticking their hair and clothes to their skin.

“Hey,” said Roni after a moment.
 “You shouldn’t be out here, kid. You’ll catch a cold.”

  Roni glared at Andrea as water ran down her face and dripped off her chin. “I could say the same for you, you know?”

  Andrea looked over at Roni, her eyebrows raised. It was the first time she’d ever heard a sarcastic tone out of the pig-tailed girl. “Yeah, you’re right.”

  They were quiet for a few minutes more before Andrea spoke again. “It’s alright for you to cry, Roni. If you need to, go ahead.” Roni sniffled, then set her jaw in an expression of determination. “You didn’t cry over Tony.”

  Andrea paused to think about that statement. “I grieve for Tony in my own way. You should grieve for Shinrai in yours.” With a serious expression, she turned her head to look at the little girl. Roni had tears welling up in her violet eyes that she was trying to keep back. “It’s perfectly normal to grieve over a loss.” said Andrea, her expression unchanging.

At that, Roni burst into tears and let out a wail. Before Andrea could do anything the little girl’s arms were around her neck and her head was buried into her shoulder. Andrea’s eyes widened, her arms out at her sides as though she wasn’t quite sure what to do with them. Finally, with a look of uncertainty, Andrea put one arm around Roni. She said nothing as she sat there looking uncomfortable. Roni pulled away after awhile, wiping at her eyes.

  “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, trying to get control of herself.

  Andrea turned back to look at the lake, not offering a reply. They sat there in silence for another a quarter of an hour before getting up together and heading back inside to get some sleep.

Daimyo Yasakuto watched the rain drip down the blackened window of his home office, a smirk across his face. He heard Ryoku enter the room behind him and stand on the opposite side of his desk, waiting to be acknowledged.

  After a few moments of silence, Yasakuto spoke. “Report.” “Damiyo Shinrai is dead,” said Ryoku, his voice empty of emotion.

   

  The smirk on Yasakuto’s face turned into a mad grin. “Excellent work, Ryoku. I knew I could count on you.”

   

  “Sir, if it isn’t too brash to be saying so, I don’t think killing Daimyo Shinrai will make a difference.”

   

  Yasakuto spun his chair around slowly. “And why is that?”

  Ryoku took a deep breath and straightened his back. “Sir, the Aka Ryuu are the type that would only let this make them more determined. They will not give up so easily, especially not Andrea. I believe we’ve made a martyr out of Shinrai, rather than making an example of him.”

The Daimyo paused for a long moment. “I believe you’ve missed the point of this,” Yasakuto pretended to examine his fingernails as he spoke. “The point is not to deter the Aka Ryuu from their chosen task. No, actually, I look very much forward to crushing their spirits myself when they try their coup de grace. This, however, is merely to cut off their information flow. I am cutting the head off the snake and demoralizing them. Then if they still attempt an attack they’ll be angry and make a mistake. 

“You see, Ryoku, I want them to come. If they attack us, then I will use them as leverage to hunt down all the ochiudo. Think about it– Shogun Kunota and his lovable family, murdered by a pack of savage ochiudo scum. The public will be outraged, and I will be able to organize the manpower to crush these criminals once and for all. They’ll give me anything I want or need to avenge the Shogun. All I must do is keep bleeding-heart Kunota from naming me directly to the public, and everything will be going according to my plans.”

Yasakuto stood, smiling evilly. “The Aka Ryuu believe they’re going to save Hinomoto from the ‘corruption’ of the government. What they don’t realize is that they’re playing straight into my plan to destroy their kind forever. Just do as I tell you to, Ryoku, and I will give you the honor of killing Densetsu yourself, as you wished.” Ryoku straightened, a blank expression on his face. “Sir!”

Kanjou’s sleep was restless and permeated with dreams full of blood, harrowing chases and imprisonment. He tossed and turned, muttering under his breath as sweat dripped off his face. All through his dreams he could see Shinrai’s dull, lifeless eyes staring up at him. 

  Finally, a pair of hands grabbed Kanjou’s shirt and shook him hard. “Hey! Get up! Dammit! Get up!”

   

  Kanjou’s green eyes shot open and he found himself looking up at a silver-haired

  ronin
  . “A... Andrea?” he said, confused.

  “Duh, who else would it be? We have training, remember?” “Huh?” Kanjou was still half asleep.

  “Meditation.” Andrea replied impatiently, looking at him like she thought he was stupid.

   

  “Oh! Oh yeah... sorry.” He sat up, rubbing the sleep from his bleary eyes.

  Andrea leaned back on her heels and made a small noise that Kanjou thought might have been a strangled laugh. “No wonder you get up before everybody else. Your hair looks like you were just outside holding a lightning rod,” she chided.

 Kanjou hurriedly ran his fingers through his hair, trying to tame it back into a ponytail as Andrea stood. “Meet you out front,” she said as she left the room.

It took Kanjou a few minutes to get his hair to cooperate, but soon he got them formed into a ponytail and tied back with his headband. He finished getting dressed and headed out front to meet Andrea.

She leaned against the front of the temple, her arms crossed and one of her feet up against the wall. The two of them headed out past the old torii and for the clearing that had become their normal spot for meditation exercises. After a moment Andrea broke the silence of the summer morning.

  “So, two wanted criminals in the Aka Ryuu, huh? It’s kind of nice to not be the only one.”

   

  Kanjou glanced at Andrea out of the corner of his eye. “It’ll make tonight interesting.”

   

  Andrea raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

  ‘The banquet is tonight. Shogun Kunota will be announcing the vote to make Martial Arts legal again, so long as Yasakuto doesn’t scare him out of it anyway. With Daimyo Shinrai gone now, who knows what will happen. All of this may have been for nothing. There may not even be a press conference next week for us to go to.” He sighed, his shoulders slumping as he did so.

Andrea huffed. “I don’t know about you, Kanjou, but at this point I don’t care of there is any vote or press conference. Right now, it’s payback time. The government needs to answer for what it’s done, and ronin deserve a chance to be heard. We’ll find a way to finish this, even if we have to tear down the capitol with our bare hands. We can’t quit now.”

Kanjou smiled and stopped in the middle of the path. She halted a second later, staring at him over her shoulder. “What?” she asked.

“You just,” he searched for the words he wanted, “really sounded like a member of the team right then, Andrea. Thank you. You’re right, we can’t give up just because of this. Even if there is no vote, and no press conference, we’ll still take down Yasakuto. We have to. It wouldn’t be right to have come this far and then not go through with it.” He put a hand out and placed it on Andrea’s shoulder, his smile widening.

Dusk was closing in on Shibasaki like a predator stalking its prey. The bars and clubs of the city were beginning to come alive as the day surrendered to the night. The corporate types surrendered the streets to those who were considered to be the criminals. Neon and crime held sway in the bad parts of the city, cemented there by illegal martial arts and the weight of oppression.

In one of the larger ochiudo bars sat Ryoku, Bear, and Foxfire. They were spread out among the occupants, waiting as it came alive with tournament hopefuls for the evening. Foxfire nursed the drink that he had ordered, not interested in having it for anything more than appearances. He felt like he might puke at any moment, and he hadn’t even started doing what Yasakuto was forcing them into.

Ryoku and Yasakuto had come to the holding cell that Bear and Foxfire were being held in and informed them that they were going to help with the destruction of the rebellion and every ronin in Hinomoto. And despite his protests Foxfire had to go along with it because his family was a group of innocents, and Andrea could take care of herself.

The thought made him feel even more ill. I can either sacrifice my family or Andrea, a much needed rebellion, and every ronin in the country. This isn’t fair! And I’m awful for not doing the right thing here. I always thought I’d be better than this but, he sighed, I guess I’m not. I can’t sacrifice the few for the many... And I hate myself for it so much right now.

  “It can’t be... Foxfire! I haven’t seen you in forever!”

   Foxfire looked up to see three men sitting down at the table he was at. He smiled at them. “Cougar, Aakash, Iolani.” Foxfire said, nodding at each man as he said their name.

Cougar was a sleek, well-built man with tawny hair that had red undertones to it. His eyes were brilliant green and had the look of a hunter in them, even when he was being personable. The way he moved, with the grace of a cat stalking its prey, and his thick torso and lean legs had earned him the stage name Cougar years ago, back when he was still young. He wore tight red jeans and a dark gray sleeveless t-shirt, and nearly came up to Foxfire’s eyebrows in height.

 The second fighter, Aakash, was long and lean, with broad shoulders and a tiny waist. He was small, and always reminded the dark-skinned ronin of a stereotypical teenage boy that hadn’t filled out yet. He knew better than to underestimate Aakash, though, because like Andrea he was deceptively strong and fast.

 Iolani was one of the few olive skinned fighters that Foxfire had ever met, though he was sure there had to be more of them. He had a thick mop of wavy dark hair that hung over his forehead and obscured his black eyes. His outfit consisted of lots of black and red fishnet and pants with chains and straps hanging off of them. Foxfire had a thought that the pants probably weighed a good twenty pounds on their own.

 Cougar spoke first, his face sporting a large, friendly smile. “We were beginning to wonder of you had gotten caught in that fire over at Tony’s Place. Man, who would’ve thought that Tiger would snap like that, huh?”

 Foxfire gulped. This was the last opportunity he’d have to not contribute to Yasakuto’s twisted scheme. But then he thought of his family, and he knew he couldn’t lose them. “Well actually, I have some interesting information about the Tiger.” he said as he picked up his mug of beer. “She’s... joined a rebellion.” he said before he practically shoved his face into the mug, taking a large gulp of the liquid in an attempt to steady himself.

“What? You’re kidding! The cold, heartless bitch? She murdered everyone at Tony’s Place, burned it down, and then joined a rebellion?”

“The people at Tony’s Place were killed by police!” snapped Foxfire before he knew what he was saying. He immediately steadied himself. “She did burn it down though. But she didn’t kill anyone. In fact, she’s joined up with this group that’s going to... they’re going to overthrow the government. There’s going to be a vote announced tonight about making Martial Arts legal again, and the results are going to be revealed at some press conference on Tuesday. This group that she’s joined, they’re going to be their, and they’re going to attack some corrupt Daimyo as soon as the announcement is made.”

  Foxfire knew he was never going to stop hating himself for this.

  Iolani turned to the other two men. “This is awesome! We can’t vote in the law change, but we can go to the press conference and help the Tiger! They’ll need all the ronin they can get!”

 Foxfire’s eyes filled with sadness as the three men started talking excitedly about rounding up as many ronin as they could to crash the press conference. I’m going to have so many deaths on my hands if the Daimyo has his way.

“Wait... since when was I going to this banquet thing!? You can’t be serious!” protested Andrea, backing away from the group with her hands out in front of her.

  “We’re marching straight into enemy territory, of course we’re going to need you! You’re our strongest fighter!” Fushi retorted.

  “‘Marching into enemy territory’ is precisely the reason I shouldn’t go! Remember the Shark’s Den incident?! They are looking for me.”

  “Yeah, but I doubt they’ll recognize you in the outfit we have for you.” an almost sadistic grin stretched across the red-head’s face. Andrea’s eyes widened. “No! Absolutely not! I’m not going and that’s final

  .
  ”

  The forgotten temple in the overgrown Shinjuku Gyoen National Gardens was the scene of pandemonium as the Aka Ryuu prepared to leave for the banquet a short while later. Fushicho, Kanjou, and D stood in the dining hall dressed in evening wear. The two men both wore full tuxedos and black ties. Kanjou had even removed his red headband and attempted to comb his hair into order. Fushicho was wearing a green satin dress and full-length green gloves with an embroidered floral pattern on the back of each palm and around the wrists. She had her hair out of its usual half-ponytail so that it cascaded in a fire-red waterfall all around her face. Roni, Aki, and 26 knelt at the table, talking excitedly and giggling every once in awhile.

Finally, a voice in the hall broke through the light-hearted chatter. “This is never going to work. I’m not going... especially not in this stupid outfit.”

  The Aka Ryuu grinned to each other. “Come on, Andrea! Let’s see!” shouted Roni.

  There was a pause and then she stepped into the doorway, looking indignant. She was wearing a dark blue dress that reached all the way to the floor. It was strapless, except for four strips of fabric and two strings of beading that wrapped around her biceps. She was wearing white elbow-length gloves, mainly to cover the bullet hole wound in her forearm. A pair of rectangular glasses sat perched on her nose, and part of her hair was gathered up into a ponytail that hung down her back with two braids going back above her ears and a hair comb perched at the top of her head. Her bangs still hung in her face: the silver-haired ronin had threatened to kill Fushi if she moved her bangs or put her hair up any higher than her shoulders.

Looking like a body building, satin clad angry schoolteacher, Andrea put her gloved hands on her hips and glared evilly at the Aka Ryuu. “I hope you know that if we get into trouble and I have to fight, this stupid get-up will be the first thing I rip to shreds,” she said with an angry scowl.

The Aka Ryuu, sans D, all burst into uproarious laughter. Andrea’s face flushed with either anger or embarrassment and she crossed her arms over her chest as she shot a glare at D. The greenhaired ronin was still staring slack-jawed at Andrea, his face pink and his mis-matched eyes wide. After a moment he walked a few steps toward Andrea and offered her his hand.

  “You look fantastic,” he breathed.

  Andrea glared at him out of the corner of her eye. Then, with a scowl, she put her gloved hand in his. D grinned and gripped her hand just tight enough so that she couldn’t pull away.

  “Alright, let’s go!” exclaimed Fushicho.

  After a walk out of the Gardens and a ride in a large black car that Shinrai had arranged for them weeks in advance, the four Aka Ryuu arrived at the banquet. They went inside without incident despite the heavy Media presence outside since most of the photographers were concentrating on the Daimyo and other celebrities that were arriving.

Inside the hall, a huge brass and crystal chandelier rained soft light down on the ladies in gowns and the men tuxedos. The main entryway consisted of double doors that opened onto a top-level wrap around balcony overlooking the main hall. On the main floor below, dozens of tables were set with white table cloths and expensive looking flatware. The left side of the room contained two tables that were set up in an “L” shape. Caterers swarmed around the tables, setting up food. At the far side of the main area a small circular stage was built into an alcove in the wall. A table and a small podium had been set up on it. The two levels were connected by a set of gently curving stairs that were flanked by beautiful brass handrails.

The four Aka Ryuu found themselves standing on the balcony, staring in awe at the scene before them. None of them had ever been inside a room so extravagant before. Everything was placed so it would complement the other things in the room, all of the decor prim and perfectly matched, the surfaces polished to a high sheen without a speck of dust anywhere.

“Oh my god.. We’re going to break something..” Andrea muttered under her breath as she stared at the methodically set tables with their good china and silver.

  D leaned close to her. “Just don’t take anything,” he muttered, a grin across his face.

  Andrea shot him a look, but didn’t say anything else. “Come on, let’s go down there, grab a table, and schmooze We may never get a meal so good ever again,” Kanjou said, grabbing Fushi’s arm and heading for the stairs.

D bowed slightly and held out his arm to Andrea. She stared at him for a second, then rolled her eyes and took his arm, allowing him to lead her down to the main floor. They headed for a back corner and grabbed a table with four chairs. Andrea immediately picked the chair that faced out on the entire hall and sat in it. The other three looked at her with raised eyebrows.

Andrea gave them a look that said she wouldn’t be budged. “I’m a master at reading body language, not at conversation. So unless you want me to completely blow it tonight, I’ll just stay here and keep an eye on things.” She raised her left eyebrow a little more for added emphasis and crossed her gloved arms over her chest.

There was a brief discussion that Andrea won quickly, and then the other three ronin dispersed into the crowd. They milled around while Andrea watched them chat with politicians and the social elite as though the three outlaws belonged in this world of jewels and satin. Several men came over and asked Andrea to talk with them in the first twenty minutes she was there, all of whom she gave an icy stare to over the tops of her fake glasses. About a half an hour after they’d gotten there, there was a rather large commotion up at the top of the steps. Everyone in the hall turned to look up and saw a multitude of camera flashes going off outside. The reporters that were restricted to the outside walk until later in the evening were shouting questions as a group of people were pushing through to get inside.

Andrea’s eye narrowed as she watched the group enter the banquet hall. “Shogun Kunota... and Daimyo Yasakuto,” she said under her breath.

As though she could be heard from across the noisy room, Daimyo Yasakuto turned and glanced in her direction at that moment. Andrea’s eyes narrowed more as the Daimyo seemed to stare right at her and smile before turning away.

It was over an hour before dinner was served at the tables and the speeches began on the small stage at the front of the banquet hall. Andrea finished her food quickly. She’d thought at first that she wasn’t going to like it because it was “fancy food,” but then had to admit it was rather tasty, though she could’ve done with a bigger portion.

Andrea listened only with feigned interest as the politicians spoke. Her head was resting on her gloved palm as she stared at the stage, though her attention was on Shogun Kunota and Daimyo Yasakuto. The two were sitting on opposite sides of the table; the Daimyo was alone, while the Shogun had his wife with him; and yet Andrea perceived tension in the ten meter space that separated them. Yasakuto would glance toward Kunota now and then, a smug grin across his lips, and Kunota would sometimes glance in Yasakuto’s direction, a worried scowl making creases in his face. 

Right around the time where most everyone in the Hall had finished eating, the Shogun was announced by the last Daimyo to speak. “And now, without further ado ladies and gentlemen, Shogun Tetsuo Kunota.”

There was a round of applause from the tables as the Shogun stood and walked toward the podium. The Aka Ryuu sat up straight, knowing that if something was going to go wrong, now would be the perfect time. Kanjou found himself wishing they had gotten a closer seat, just in case Yasakuto tried something. Oh well, too late now, he thought, frowning.

Shogun Kunota shook hands with the Daimyo that had announced him before turning and placing one hand on either side of the podium. He smiled out at the gathered crowd, his eyes friendly behind his silver-rimmed glasses. He cleared his throat and waited for the applause to die down some before he spoke.

  “I know that everyone is getting antsy to get going, so I’ll try to make this as brief as possible,” he said with an impish grin. There was a low laugh from the crowd.

  “I have... some very important things to speak about tonight. There are very exciting developments going on in our country that are moving us forward with the times. Science and technology are no longer a thing that we are striving to conquer as our ancestors did. We have overcome the tragedies of the past and exceeded all hopes for ever having so-called modern conveniences again.

“Along the way, we have lost many things, and gained many more. Some of the things we have lost, however, should never have been thrown by the wayside in our struggle to recover. As a society– as a country– we should be interested in preserving where we have come from, because it defines who we are and who we will be.”

  The Shogun paused for a moment and stared out at the crowd.

  “We already preserve some things of our past: buildings, documents, and some traditions, but there are many things we have allowed to fall by the wayside. One of these things is the very tool that allowed our society to become the democracy that it is today. Our ancestors decided 500 years ago that they had to be free of the oppression of their government, and so they took the only weapon they had and they used it to put a government of their choice in place. One that would eventually do away with the tradition that it had been built on.

“That tradition is martial arts. It is one of Hinomoto’s oldest practices, and it teaches fitness, discipline, and control. It is a way to not only learn defense, but also to relieve stress and to walk a path of self-discovery. It is what gave us our democracy, and our leaders have subsequently taken it away from those who wish to make it a way of life, or a part of their life. And it is this tradition that I believe needs preservation the most.” He stopped and swallowed, looking nervous. The table full of ronin were holding their breaths without realizing it.

“Starting tomorrow, and going until Monday at midnight, there will be a referendum vote across this country. It will be running that long to ensure that anyone who wants to vote will have a chance to. You, the people of Hinomoto, will have a chance to cast your ballot for legalizing martial arts. I strongly encourage anyone who is able to vote to do so. Remember that one person can tip the scale either way.

“Thank you for your time, and good night.” Shogun Kunota bowed slightly, turned, and walked away from the podium as the crowd erupted into applause.

  The table of Aka Ryuu tried not to clap louder than everyone else.


Chapter Eleven Death of the Past

As the four Aka Ryuu returned to the temple, they were greeted with a barrage of questions from Roni. The pig-tailed girl ran excitedly around them as they came in the door, wanting to know every detail of the decor, the food, and the people that had attended the banquet.

“Hey, let them get inside, Roni!” 26 yelled from the entryway to the dining room. Roni immediately stopped firing questions and backed up, allowing all four ronin to get through the door. The group went and changed clothes, meeting back up in the dining hall.

“Ahhhhh... It feels so good to get out of that horrible dress!” Andrea sighed as she walked into the room wearing her normal tank top and pants. She plopped down on the floor at the table with everyone else. 

“So, was Shogun Kunota’s speech cool? What did he say!?” Roni looked like she was trying not to explode with all the questions she wanted to ask. Kanjou, Fushicho, and D related most of the evening to Roni, 26, and Aki– with Andrea adding details every now and then from her observations. Kanjou did a pretty good job of recreating Kunota’s speech for the girl, though he added some flourishes that hadn’t been in the original for dramatics.

“Well, sounds like it was a pretty uneventful night. How do you guys think the vote will turn out? Will they legalize martial arts again?” asked 26.

  “The response from the audience was pretty positive, I think it has a good chance.” commented Fushicho.

   

  “I don’t think it’ll be approved. Not until we go clean house.” Andrea stated.

   

  Everyone turned to look at her. “Why do you say that?” Aki demanded.

   “Let’s look at the facts.” Andrea began counting off fingers at every point she had to make, “The media makes all ronin out to be mean, viscous ochiudo scum that wreak terror, death, and destruction everywhere we go. Granted, some of them are like that, but the majority isn’t. It still breeds fear about us as a whole. Ronin can’t register to vote, so there won’t be any martial artists’ opinions in this whole thing. The lower classes pretty much all know someone who does martial arts, but they probably won’t go vote either. Because of the media hype for the past god-knows-how-long, the middle and upper classes all hate ronin, and they’re the ones who are probably going to be at the polls. Plus we have to also think about whether or not the whole thing could be rigged. We are, after all, dealing with a corrupt government that both hates and fears us.”

“You have good points... But who’s to say that it couldn’t go in our favor? Anything could happen, especially if society is ready to change.” said 26. 

  Andrea shrugged. “I have been wrong before. Doesn’t happen often though,” she grinned smugly.

  “Anyway, the important thing is that we made it in, and made it out, and there weren’t any incidents. Daimyo Yasakuto didn’t try to harm Shogun Kunota, which was the whole reason we were there.” Kanjou said, trying to distract from Andrea’s self-assured statement.

  “Unfortunately.” scoffed Andrea.

   

  D turned to Andrea. “Were you hoping that someone would try to kill the Shogun just so you could get into a fight?” he asked angrily.

  “Well it would’ve been better than sitting around bored all night! At least then it would’ve been exciting.” she retorted. “I don’t like for my whole life to be uninteresting, unlike you, Wakame.”

“Maybe I’d just rather be sure that we’re all safe.” “I was there, how could we not be safe?”

The tension in the room suddenly jumped as D narrowed his eyes, his pale face going red with rage. “Andrea, does this level of egotism come naturally, or do you have to work at it?” He got up from the table and stormed out of the room, heading toward the back exit of the temple.

The dining hall was quiet for a few moments as the Aka Ryuu stared at each other. Finally, Andrea let out a huff. “What the hell is his problem?” she said with a sneer.

“Andrea! I can’t believe you! How could you just insult him like that and then not go after him? You hurt his feelings!” exclaimed Roni.

  “I did?”

   

  “You called him boring, Andrea. That’s not exactly a compliment.” said Kanjou with a roll of his eyes.

   

  “Well he shouldn’t be so sensitive about it.” Andrea crossed her arms over her chest.

   

  Everybody stared at Andrea, their brows furrowed. “What!?” she exclaimed.

   

  “You’re terrible,” said Aki, getting up from the table and leaving the room.

  Roni, Fushi, Kanjou, and 26 continued to glare at Andrea, anger and disappointment on their faces. “What? Come on, you guys know that he’ll get over it. He needs to learn not to be such a baby about everything!”

  The silent glaring went on, no one else in the room saying a word.

  Andrea frowned, then sighed. “Fine, if everybody’s going to make some big deal out of it, I’ll go find him.” She rolled her eyes and got up, heading in the direction that D had gone. 

Aki was standing with her back to the doors, and she glared at Andrea as she came up. “You don’t have to give me a death glare. I’m going out there to talk to him.” the silver-haired ronin shoved past Aki and went out into the night, sliding the door shut behind her.

Andrea stormed across the grass and up to the wooden bridge. Her shoes sent dirt and debris showering into the water as she walked heavily on the boards, stopping in the middle of the bridge to glare at D.

He was staring out at the water, making a show of ignoring her. His head bobbed slightly up and down, apparently in time to whatever was pumping into his ears from the headphones he was wearing. Andrea crossed her arms and tapped her foot, glaring angrily at the side of his face.

“Are you going to ignore me now, Wakame?” she snarled. D didn’t answer, didn’t even blink as she spoke.
 “It’s rude to ignore people, you insufferable jack ass.”

D made no indication that he heard her. With a snarl, Andrea reached over and snatched the headphones off his head. In one smooth motion she grabbed the headphones and the tiny music player away from him and tossed it...

  Directly into the lake.

  Andrea crossed her arms over her chest as D stared out at the ripple in the water with horror. “That’s what you get for ignoring someone who came out here to...” She trailed off. What had she come out here to do?

D spun to face her. “To what, Andrea? Berate me some more? Maybe insult and patronize me too? I’m not a moron. I can see that you don’t care about me or what I think. You’re too busy feeling better than everyone else. Well, here’s a news flash for you, Ms. Tiger, you’re just as scared and defenseless as the rest of us. You try to hide it behind your anger and your arrogance, but I can see right through it.” His voice was surprisingly cold, as though winter had descended on the bridge in the middle of July. “You’re just a scared child inside...” D turned back to the water, sorrow in his eyes, “just like all the rest of us.”

Andrea was dumbstruck, her expression a mixture of worry and realization. She closed her eyes and tried to fight back the memories that were swelling up in her. Flashes of pain and terror nearly crippled her before she pushed them away. She put her hand beneath her bangs and rubbed the scar that was there.

“I came out here...” she was staring down at the wooden planks, her hands balled into fists, “To apologize for my behavior.” There, I said it... wasn’t so bad...

  D looked over at her, his eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “To apologize? You?”

  She looked up at him sternly. “Yes. I know all of you are only trying to help me, but I keep resisting.” she stepped forward and leaned her elbows on the bridge railing. “The less time I spend in the underground, the more I realize that I don’t need to be the way that I am but,” she paused and cocked her head to hide her eyes, “old habits don’t die very easily... or something like that. I grew up needing to be arrogant, D. The underground isn’t exactly the easiest place to survive when you’re a girl, you need to be that much meaner than everyone else or no one will take you seriously. I’ll understand if you hate me. I’ll even understand if you want to hit me. You wouldn’t be the first person to do either, and I very much doubt you’ll be the last.”

 “I would never hate you, Andrea.” D straightened, fighting the urge to put an arm around her and hold her tight. “I could certainly never hit you.”

She smiled, and it made D’s eyes widen in surprise. Her eyes were still hidden by her bangs, so he couldn’t see if it was a smile that reached her piercing blue eyes or not, but something about it was strange. He had seen her grin in a cruel manner before, and this didn’t seem like the same thing. He stared at that expression, trying to burn it into his memory in the instant it was there.

  “Are we friends, Wakame?”

   

  D’s brows furrowed. “Of course; all of us are. And I wish you’d stop calling me that.”

  “How do you know we’re friends? Have you had many friends?” Her expression was back to a blank look, the smile had faded quickly.

“None before now, except Nikko. But I can tell that we’re all friends. We all care for each other. We all do things for each other without a thought of getting something in return. We like to be in one another’s company. Those are all things that friends do.”
 “Does that include fighting what could be a hopeless battle? In less than four days, we could all be dead.” continued Andrea. Her mind was racing down a train of thought that she didn’t like. What am I doing? I came out here to say I was sorry, not to get in to a discussion about all of this. I must sound so stupid right now!

“It’s not hopeless, not if we really want to make a difference. Even if we die, our message will still be clear. Other ronin will rise up to fight against the Daimyo. It’s only a matter of time. History repeats itself, after all, and every unhappy society only needed one little push to overthrow their leaders eventually.”

Andrea stood up straight and turned to face D. She raised her head and let him see the sadness and worry in her eyes. “I’ll tell you a secret, Wakame: I don’t want any of you to die. I’d rather charge in there on my own and die myself than see any of you end up like Tony did.” She tilted her head again, casting shadows across her face and causing the moonlight to make her silver hair glimmer. “Does that make me your friend?”

D stared at her, his heart pounding in his chest at the sight of her like this. She looked small, all of the sudden. He’d commented that she was just a scared child like the rest of them, but right now she looked the part. She reached one arm across her chest, gripping the elbow of the other with her hand, just above the healing wound she had received at the warehouse. His head was spinning with the emotions inside of him. He could feel the walls Andrea had built crumbling around her, and the Aka Ryuu were the ones wielding the sledgehammers. He had to tread carefully to not bruise what they had chipped out from beneath the cold marble around her heart, but he wanted so much to reach out to her. He yearned to hold her, stroke her hair, and tell her everything would be okay, but he was afraid to reach for her.

“Yes, of course,” he managed to choke out around the lump in his throat. “But, as your friends, we wouldn’t let you throw your life away like that.”

“I have often wished for death. Tony used to swear I would die before him just because I was so reckless. I pick fights, I don’t think before I start insulting someone, and I can be heartless,” she stopped, looking unsure if she should continue speaking or not.

Unable to control himself, D reached out and put a hand to Andrea’s cheek. Her hair was silky, her skin warm. She visibly tensed at his touch, but did not move away. “We understand why you are the way you are,” he said.

“No, you don’t.” Now she did turn away from him, leaving his hand hanging in the air as though he were trying to grab on to her for dear life. “Not unless you spent a lifetime in pain, having nightmares every night unless you exhaust yourself by training until you drop, not knowing where your next meal came from. I don’t wish that ‘understanding’ on anyone.”

  “Andrea, I care for you. A lot. Please don’t turn away from me.”

   

  “Of course you care for me, you just assured me you were my friend,” she started to take a step away from him.

  “As more than that! Don’t you see the effect you have on me!? Don’t you see how crazy you make me!? I’ve never felt this way about anyone, but I can’t get close enough to you to figure out what to call these emotions because you’re too scared to let me!”

Andrea felt a shudder of panic leap through her. Her defense mechanisms immediately kicked in, and D knew he’d stepped too far with her.

“I am not afraid of you,” she growled through clenched teeth. “Claim that I am one more time and I swear I’ll punch you, friend or not.”

“Prove it! Prove to me right now that you’re not scared of me! Turn and face me instead of always making me watch you walk away! You made a good talk when you came back about not running away from your problems anymore, and that you were going to change! Prove that you meant it!”

That was all it took for Andrea to spin around on the ball of her foot, her arm outstretched with plans of connecting her clenched fist to D’s head. 

Her punch never landed. D grabbed her wrist suddenly and yanked her forward. Before she knew what was happening, D’s arm was around her waist, holding her tightly to his body. Her lips were covered with his in a kiss heated with need. Andrea’s eyes went wide as she stared at D’s closed eyes, studying the expression on his face as he buried her lips with his.

An emotion welled up in Andrea so quickly that she thought she might pass out from the force of it. Her head spun, and the rest of the world seemed to melt away. Every sensation seemed amplified, from the pressing of his soft mouth on hers, his arm around her waist holding her to his hard, warm body. Her fisted hand went limp in his grasp, and she realized that her free arm was gripping D’s biceps as though it were her one means of rescue in an angry ocean.

  After what seemed like an eternity, their lips parted. Andrea’s head was light and she felt like she was about to pass out. “I’m sorry, Andrea, I don’t know what came over me..” D said. His face was so close to hers that she could feel his breath on her skin.

  “No, D, I’m the one who’s sorry,” she replied.
 “What do you have to be sorry about?”

“I’m sorry that I apparently can’t be what you need me to be. I can’t keep my promise to stop running away right now.” Andrea turned and walked away quickly, having to keep herself from sprinting as fast as she could away from him.

Shibasaki awoke the next morning to a torrential downpour flooding the streets. The sky opened in the early morning and didn’t show any signs of quitting its cleansing of the city streets. The glass and concrete buildings seemed made of metal as the water made them sheen in the gray, muted light coming through the storm clouds. The streets were deserted as the rain beat down, driving all but the bravest souls inside.

Daimyo Yasakuto, Shogun Kunota, and the Aka Ryuu all had something in common that day since they were all trying to keep track of the news reports about the referendum votes. While the Daimyo and the Shogun could simply flip on the Shibasaki News, the Aka Ryuu had no access to the news networks. So, they found an old radio that someone had abandoned in the gardens and rigged it up to attempt to get a signal. The experiment worked, much to Roni’s delight since she had assembled it.

From listening to the news reports, all three parties gained the knowledge that the polls were slow. Every once in awhile, some soaked citizen would come in to cast their vote. So far though, the turn-out was much lower than had been anticipated, and the reports all predicted a higher turn-out once the rain abated. There was no telling which way the vote would turn in the next few days.

Things were relatively quiet in the old temple. The Aka Ryuu were trying to stay dry and warm, which wasn’t easy with a roof that had more holes than shingling, and get in some last-minute training before the big press conference. They also took some time to patch some of the holes in the roof between training sessions, mainly to have something to do than because of the rain getting in.

Things were awkward between D and Andrea and neither one would tell the others why they weren’t even looking at each other. Both seemed hell-bent on pretending that the previous night had never happened; Andrea by ignoring it, and D by letting her. It was obvious to the others though that something had gone on out on the bridge, because both D and Andrea were sneaking glances at each other when they thought no one was looking. 

 After a fiasco with the wood-burning stove, they ate a simple, cold dinner and settled in to reading and card games in the recreation room. Not long after they had sat down, a rumble of thunder shook the temple, and what little electricity they did have went dead. They shuffled around in the dark some until they came across some candles and matches that weren’t soaked. 

26, Kanjou, Fushicho and Aki all sat in a circle in one part of the room, reading aloud from a book about war history. D and Nikko were close to them, listening in but not participating in the reading. About two meters away Roni had managed to drag Andrea away from her own books and was teaching her how to play a card game that involved four face down cards that were switched out for other cards in an attempt to get the lowest possible total at the end of the hand. Despite it being a highly chance-oriented game, Andrea seemed to have some natural aptitude for it.

  “Okay, let’s see the cards!” Roni stated.

  Andrea turned hers over. Two black kings and two red kings were in front of the silver-haired fighter. “Hey, that means I win, doesn’t it? The King cards are zeros, right?”

Roni’s eyes were wide as she stared at Andrea’s hand. “Maybe I should teach you how to play something else. You’re too good at this.”

  “What are you talking about?” Andrea growled, “I was finally getting warmed up!”

  In the next four hours, Roni taught Andrea every card game she knew, from Go Fish to Solitaire, and for once the silver-haired ronin seemed to be enjoying herself. The others trickled to bed slowly until finally it was just D, Roni, and Andrea left in the recreation room. Finally, Roni went off to her room as well, leaving Andrea to gather up the playing cards.

D and Andrea were quiet for a few minutes, Andrea pretending he wasn’t there. Tension filled the air between them and left a tangible electric charge in the room. When Andrea didn’t speak to him, D got up and pulled a lighter out of his pocket. He began to relight the candles that had gone out from wind drafts and random leaks during the evening. 

 The Tiger finished shuffling the playing cards back together, grabbed her book, and stood up to leave. D looked up to watch her while in the middle of lighting one of the burned out candles. She stopped at the door for a minute and then looked over her shoulder. “Wakame?”

  D looked up at her expectantly.

   

  “Don’t burn the place down,” she said before turning and walking away.

   
 Shogun Kunota stared out the window of his office at the rain. It had lessened some as night had closed in, and now the city streets were shimmering with the glow of the colored neon signs. The TV that was in his office was on while the news caster was talking about the Shogun’s popularity polls. 

“Let’s go to our guest for this evening, who will talk about this daring move by Shogun Kunota and what it could mean for his next three years as Shogunate. Please welcome..”

Kunota stopped listening to the television as thoughts of Shinrai filled his head. He’d tried so hard to hold himself together at the banquet the night before and all today, but his composure was beginning to wear thin. He found himself dreading the press conference. Without Shinrai by his side, how would he stand against Yasakuto? The Shogun felt helpless but knew he would continue to be nothing more than a puppet if he didn’t find some courage.

“-think that this move makes great sense for the Shogun. He’s young, he’s honest, and I think he’s doing his best to try to guarantee his re-election in three years.”

“Thank you very much, Daimyo, it’s always great to have you on the show,” the reporter turned back to the camera. “In a related story, police still have no concrete leads on the murder of Daimyo Yuki Shinrai. Police have released this sketch and description to the press.” A picture of a man with spiked hair and a headband on came up on the screen. “According to the police that arrived on the scene to see this man fleeing from the park, he is a brunet, muscular man about two meters in height. If you have any information on the whereabouts of this suspect, please call the Shibasaki police department at-”

Kunota sighed and turned away from the screen again. “Television, off.” he said. The video screen went blank at his command. He continued to stare out the window and pray for courage. He narrowed his eyes at the city. Please, Shinrai, send me a sign that I’m doing the right thing. Give me the courage to do what is best, rather than doing what is easy.

Andrea found herself in Tony’s Place in the midst of angry flames. She stood in the middle of the bar as red and orange fire licked hungrily at the wood, roaring and crackling with enough noise to deafen her. From out of the inferno came six shadowy shapes that lumbered out into the circle of unburned wood that Andrea stood on. 

The ronin looked at the six men that had emerged from the flames and felt icy terror grip her stomach. Not this again... she thought, frozen to the spot where she stood, her eyes wide. She stared straight ahead at a figure holding a piece of lumber with jagged edges. “Get away from me!” Andrea screamed.

The six figures closed in on her, and Andrea wanted to back away but there was nowhere for her to go aside from in to the flames. Her forehead and neck exploded in pain even though the figures had not reached her, and she suddenly found that there was blood rolling into her right eye. Once her vision cleared from the sudden phantom pain, she realized that she was on her knees with one of the men looming over her. She looked up, helpless as the board was raised. The flames snapped and snarled as they blackened her former home and made the edges of the shadow figures flicker hypnotically. 

Andrea watched helplessly as the figure in front of her suddenly brought the lumber speeding down toward her face. She couldn’t move, even when the broken bit of wood burst into unnatural black flames as it came toward her. She screamed just as it hit her in the face, bringing with it a combination of heat and pain. As she fell to the floor, she felt her body ignite and her skin begin to crack and peel.

Andrea sat up, her eyes barely opening. Orange and yellow light filled her room, and something was choking her. Am I still dreaming? She coughed suddenly, her hands going up to her mouth as her lungs began to burn.

Reality suddenly crashed down on Andrea as her eyes went wide. She was awake, in the temple, sitting in the middle of a ring of real fire. Smoke filled the room and made the air black and acrid. Andrea doubled over, hacking and choking as she tried to stand. She fought the covers that threatened to snare her legs and managed to get up to her knees before the smoke stung her eyes too badly to continue onward. Out of habit, she grabbed the sword from next to her futon and swiftly lashed it to her obi.

  “Andrea!” a voice shouted from out in the hall. She could barely hear it over the howl of the inferno, but it was there.

  “Here!” Andrea screamed as loud as she could before she doubled over coughing again. A chunk of the ceiling fell next to Andrea and set her blanket and futon on fire, causing her to move to the left. Her eyes were watering and she suddenly realized that she might not make it out of the room. The red and yellow conflagration was all over the walls and up on the ceiling, causing ash and bits of burning wood to rain down on her 

  “Andrea!”

  The voice was closer now, and Andrea tried to yell again for help. She used sheer will to get up to her feet and attempt to stagger out of the room. Where the hell is the door?! she thought, staring around in confusion. She was overtaken by another coughing fit as she tried to decide which way to go. Every direction looked the same in the turmoil of the fire. 

  A hand seized Andrea’s wrist. “Andrea! Come on!”

  She looked up into D’s ash-smeared face. He yanked her wrist, pulling her in close just as part of the ceiling smashed down behind her, sending embers flying up into the air. D pulled her out into the hall, which was black with smoke. The walls and ceilings were being eaten away, fed to the hungry beast of fire that had invaded their headquarters. 

  “We have to get out of here!” Andrea yelled over the snapping of the flames.

  D began to say something but he stopped short when they heard a scream from further down the hall. Andrea and D both looked at each other. “Roni!” they said at the same time. The two headed in the direction of the scream, picking their way carefully and quickly down the smoky corridor, stepping over debris and trying to avoid flames that were leaping from the walls.

“RONI!” called Andrea, trying to elicit another cry from the girl. The two ronin were blinking back black smoke from their eyes and trying to crouch low to the floor where the air was easier to breathe. 

Just then, D and Andrea heard a sickening cracking noise from the ceiling directly above them. Without a thought, the two dove in opposite directions, barely making it out of the way of a blazing chunk of ceiling that crashed down right where they had been standing, sending out ribbons of flame that caught the floor on fire.

Both Andrea and D rolled into rooms on either side of the hallway. Andrea fell back across the floor of the room she’d jumped in to and landed on something soft. A moment later she dared to uncover her face with her arms and look down at the floor. 

 Yellow light flickered across the prone form of 26. Andrea quickly got to her knees on the floor and rolled the furry woman over. “26!? Hey! 26!?” she yelled. 26’s eyes were closed, her fur singed and blackened in places, and her tongue was lolling out of her mouth. “Oh no you don’t! You’re not checking out on me!” Andrea 

slung 26’s arm over her shoulder and stood up, adrenaline making her heart pound in her ears. She dragged the winged member of their team out through the flames and smoke, navigating debris and falling bits of ceiling with hot embers coming off of them. As she reached the hall, she was overcome with a coughing fit that nearly sent her to the floor. Her blue eyes were bloodshot from the smoke and ash that was swirling around in the hot air of the immolated temple. 

Andrea looked up from her coughing and realized that she was confused again. She had no idea which way she had come down the hall and the world was nothing more than smoke, flames, and splitting wood. She looked around, feeling panic spring up in the back of her mind. 26’s body seemed to be growing heavier and heavier on her shoulder. The silver-haired girl looked around frantically. “D!?” she called into the roaring of the flames.

There was no reply. She called his name again, and this time heard a noise from her right. Just as she turned to look, D crashed out of a room that had been blocked off by flames. In his arms he held Roni, who was clinging to his shirt and pressing her eyes closed. “Andrea! Let’s get out of here!” D yelled, heading down the hall. Andrea followed, dragging 26.

Finally, after what seemed an eternity, they found the sliding doors that led out to the back of the temple. Rather than trying to slide the doors apart, D gave a snarl and kicked them straight out of the framing. They raced out onto the trail and away from the building, only stopping when Andrea finally stumbled and hit the ground, coughing and trying to gasp in as much fresh air as possible. Ahead of her on the path, D set Roni down on the grass, where the little girl curled into the fetal position and burst into tears.

 Andrea got out from underneath 26’s arm and floundered to her feet. The sounds of barking and three voices yelling came from around the side of the temple, coming closer to them. Andrea looked up as she regained her footing and prepared to turn around but she stopped short, her eyes widening in horror.

  D looked up at Andrea. “Hey, what is it?” he inquired.

  She didn’t answer, but took off running down the path. “Andrea!” D yelled. He turned to follow her trajectory and saw what had caused her to start running.
 The library was engulfed in flames that towered higher than the ones on the main part of the temple. D leaped to his feet just as Nikko came around the corner, barking loudly. Close behind the white dog were Kanjou, Fushicho, and Aki, all covered in soot. D screamed for Andrea again, but she showed no signs of halting her frantic run toward the library. Kanjou and Aki stopped D from pursuing Andrea, but Fushi continued running down the path. 

The silver-haired ronin heard the others yelling at her, trying to stop her from going in to the burning library, but she didn’t listen. All she could think of was the books going up in flames and all that knowledge from the past being lost forever. She leaped up the short flight of stairs and threw open the sliding door, prepared to rush in and grab as many books as she could.

Just as the door banged open, part of the burning roof fell right in front of Andrea’s path. She recoiled briefly, covering her face against the heat. 

“Andrea! Get back here! It’s not worth it!” someone behind her screamed. She thought it may have been Aki, but she wasn’t sure. The martial artist dove headlong into the flames, disappearing behind a wall of yellow heat. 

Black smoke stung at Andrea’s eyes and made her cough. She was disoriented for a moment, unable to figure out which way she was facing in the smoke and flame filled building. She got her bearings quickly and headed forward, the intense heat inside the building scorching her clothes and making her skin red. More chunks of ceiling and hot sparks fell down around Andrea as she made her way forward toward one of the shelves. 

Andrea started pulling the books off of the shelves. Some of them crumbled to dust as she grabbed them, the heat from the flames and the dry-rot from the centuries finally claiming them. She ripped at the books frantically, trying to gather as many of them as she could before the building collapsed. She felt tears welling up in her irritated eyes as more and more books disintegrated in her grasp. Most of what she managed to hold on to was already half eaten by flames. She didn’t realize that she was screaming as she pulled at the tomes, not until she felt someone grab her shoulder.

Andrea turned, clutching three books to her chest, and found herself staring into Fushi’s soot covered face. “Andrea! Come on!” she said, grabbing the silver-haired girl’s arm and yanking her. Andrea screamed protests, but Fushicho ignored her, nearly throwing the ronin out of the library. The two tumbled down the stairs and across the cool grass just as the ceiling crumbled and crashed down, burying the ancient books underneath hungry flames that turned the pages to ash.

The next thing that Andrea knew, the group of Aka Ryuu were standing at the tree line, watching the two buildings that had been their headquarters burn. 26 was up and conscious now and leaning on Aki. Roni was in Kanjou’s arms, weeping into his shirt. They were covered in ash and had burn marks on their clothing, their eyes reflecting the angry yellow flames that were destroying the place they had called home. Andrea fell to her knees, clutching the three books she’d managed to salvage and her sword to her chest. D crouched down and put a hand on her shoulder comfortingly. 

He was surprised to see two tears fall from behind the ronin’s silver bangs and onto the grass. Her shoulders were trembling as she slumped forward, clinging to the books as though they were the most precious things in the world. Densetsu couldn’t figure out what to say to Andrea, so he just wrapped an arm around her shoulders comfortingly.

 They all stood there for a while longer until Aki finally broke the silence. “What now?” she asked, looking at the group just as the roof of the temple collapsed into a pile of burning lumber. 

  26 coughed a few times. “I know a place where we can go,” she replied. “No one should find us there.”

   Off in the distance, the sound of a fire engine cut through the night, forcing the Aka Ryuu to move out for fear of police swarming the fire. The walk away from the temple was quiet, aside from the fading sounds of snapping fire behind them.


Chapter Twelve The Experimental Army

For over an hour the Aka Ryuu walked through the dark alleys of Shibasaki, trying to stay out of the light. They didn’t speak, didn’t ask questions of one another, just followed 26 in silence for kilometers.

 The group finally seemed to be working its way out of its stupor once they got where 26 was taking them. She began crossing a parking lot that had uneven asphalt from where grass and small trees were pushing up through the pavement. Set far back across the wide lot was an old shopping mall that had long been abandoned. The paint on the outside was chipped and there were faded spots where the marks left by old signs were visible. 

“Here we are.” said 26, heading across the broken chunks of asphalt toward the glass doors. The remainder of the Aka Ryuu followed silently behind her. 

Finally, 26 came up to the doors and stopped. She looked back at the rest of the group. “Give me a second,” she said, then she put her hand out and touched a part of the door before going inside, leaving the rest of the group out in the dark.
 There was quiet for a moment, broken finally by Roni. “I guess someone forgot to blow out a candle before they went to bed,” she said softly.

D’s shoulders shook. “I... I swear they were all out when I went to bed. I’m sure I checked but.... I am so sorry, everyone.” he said, looking down at his feet.

“No, D, don’t blame yourself,” Kanjou reached out and put a hand on D’s shoulder. “It could’ve started anywhere, not necessarily from a candle. The place was falling apart.”

“The place was a death trap,” Andrea whispered, clutching the books closer to her chest. It was the first thing she’d said since Fushicho had ripped her out of the conflagration. 

Before they could continue the conversation, 26’s head peeked out of the door. “Okay guys, come on in,” she said, waving them inside. The Aka Ryuu exchanged glances and then headed through the glass doors into the mall. They followed 26 down a short hallway and out into what looked like it may have been a food court.

As the Aka Ryuu came out into the open area full of dilapidated tables and bent metal chairs, they realized they were being watched. Eyes shone from the darkest corners, and faces peered around walls at the newcomers.

  “What is this place, 26?” asked Kanjou.

  She gave him a small smile, sadness in her golden-green eyes. “I used to live here, back before I met you. It’s a haven for Kemono.” As she said this, a few figures moved out of the shadows. 

Even Andrea, who had been in a stupor for most of the night, reacted at the figures coming toward them. They were in all shapes and sizes, from adults to small children, and all had traits of different animals and humans, just like 26. Among the crowd that emerged, there were elements of lions, tigers, bats, kangaroos, rabbits, wolves, horses, birds, and countless other animals all pieced together into anthropomorphic figures. The Kemono paused, regarding the Aka Ryuu, and then several of the smaller children ran up, shouting 26’s name.

With a shout of laughter, 26 crouched down and held her arms out to the furry children that tackled her, all shouting questions about where she had been for so long. The other Aka Ryuu looked slightly uncomfortable since they were getting a lot of stares from the adults that all seemed to say the same thing. You’re not welcome here.

After a few moments of 26 answering the children’s questions, she stood up again and faced a male Kemono with the tawny fur of a lion covering his body. His head was covered by a huge, shaggy red mane with two rounded golden ears sticking up out of it. His face though was one of a bird, and covered in white feathers that were interrupted by small patches of green scales. The scales also showed on his shoulders, a stark contrast to the fur that covered him. Two brown eagle wings rose up from his back and flared out some as he stepped forward, and a long green tail with a tuft of long red fur at the end swished in agitation. He stared down his orange beak at 26, his brown eyes hard. The leader of the government experiments dwarfed everyone else in the room, standing at over two meters and packed with strong, lean muscle. “Why have you returned to us, wayward one? And with these... humans following you.” he said, his voice deep and rumbling.

26 looked down at her hands. “Deuce, the humans are my friends. We need a safe place to stay for a few nights, so I brought them here.” She looked up, determination set in her eyes, “These are the humans that are leading the rebellion against the government! I’m one of them and I couldn’t just leave them to the streets. We only need to stay here for a few days. Let us tell you about our cause, I know you’ll find these humans to be worthy of our protection!”

The Aka Ryuu raised their eyebrows. 26 was usually their level-headed caretaker, not the passionate revolutionary that they were seeing now. She was staring down the Kemono that was obviously the alpha male as though she was the one in charge. Deuce stared at 26 for a minute, then looked back at the crowd gathered behind him. Several heads behind him nodded up and down, and after a moment he turned back to 26. “Fine. You and your... humans... can stay here. Just make sure you tell them of our laws.” He turned quickly, his part-scale, partfur tail like a whip behind him. 

26 turned to the others and smiled. “Don’t mind him, he’s a big sour-puss. Let’s go find some beds and get to sleep, I’ll explain everything in the morning.”

Daimyo Yasakuto lay awake, listening to the early morning newscast. He hadn’t been able to sleep because his excitement for the coming days was something akin to a child on Christmas Eve. 

The reporter on the television was recapping the top stories for the hour, one of which was a horrible fire that had broken out in the middle of Shinjuku Gyoen National Gardens. Two ancient buildings had been razed to the ground by an inferno, said the reporter. It was suspected that vagrants living in the buildings had lit candles to fight off the dark of the previous night’s storm, and that the candles had tipped over and caught the rotted wood on fire. So far, no bodies had been found in the rubble, though the firefighters were still continuing with their investigations.

Yasakuto grinned as he listened to the story, knowing full well what “vagrants” lived in those buildings. His snare around the Aka Ryuu was closing in tighter now, and it was only a matter of time before he had them in his trap.

Of course, I want to keep one prize in particular, he thought, a sinister gleam in his eye. He rolled over and put his hand on his night stand, feeling for a familiar object. His fingers closed around it and he pulled it to him. It was a small instant photo that had seen much better days. The picture was dog-eared, creased, and faded and had splotches of white across it where the print had rubbed off. Yasakuto clutched the photo to his chest and sighed, then brought it up to look at the girl who was staring out at him from the photo, her smile never fading.

  “Soon, my darling,” he cooed to the picture, “Soon I’ll have you back by my side, where you belong.”

  The girl with the wide eyes and the bandage around her head smiled out at him as she always did, unchanging and perfect. The Daimyo lay there for awhile longer, an eerie smile across his face, before getting up and beginning to get ready for work.

Andrea groaned as she pulled herself out of her restless sleep. She was confused by the amount of light seeping through her closed eyelids, and she groaned again as she moved to cover her eyes with her arm. The act of moving caused a flash of pain across her skin, and she suddenly remembered the fire. She sat up and looked down at her arm. She hadn’t realized it last night, but her skin had become a strange shade of pink and almost felt like it was too small for her.

Oh great... I got an all-over burn from the heat... she thought with a sigh. It didn’t feel like it was bad enough to last more than the day, but it was uncomfortable to say the least. 

“You’re up early,” a voice whispered to Andrea’s left. The silver-haired woman turned to see 26 standing at what used to be the entrance to this store. Strewn between 26 and Andrea were the sleeping bodies of the other Aka Ryuu, all laying on cushioning scrounged up and donated by the rest of the mall’s inhabitants. 

  Andrea got to her feet. “Is there anything to eat?” she whispered to 26 as she attempted to step over D’s prone body. 26 smiled, her eyes lighting up. “Sure, come on.”

  It took a little while for Andrea to traverse the maze of sleeping rebels, especially since Kanjou, Roni, and Fushicho had all crammed together into a huge mass of bodies and covers that were blocking a narrow path to the door. The area the Aka Ryuu had been given to sleep in hadn’t been very big anyway, and the single bodies were giving Andrea a hard enough time. Still though she managed to get across the floor without stepping on anyone or killing herself, which she regarded as a small victory, and followed 26 down the walkway. 

  “You’ve probably got a lot of questions, huh?” 26 stated as they walked.

  Andrea stepped to the side slightly as Nikko came running between herself and 26, being chased by three children. Without missing a beat Andrea moved back to her original position after they had run past. “Yeah, there’s a few that I’ve thought about asking.” she admitted. “The first one being why you didn’t tell us about this place sooner. I assume that Kanjou, Fushi, and Roni had no idea it existed.”

“The number one, and most important rule of the Kemono is to never tell any humans of this place. I couldn’t bring it up, but at the same time, we had no place else to go last night.” 26 said.

 “And you figured that maybe we could make an army out of these people?” 

 The teal-haired woman looked down at the floor, a wave of sadness crossing over her face. She stopped in the middle of an open area and looked over at a group of figures that were sitting around underneath an artificial tree whose fabric leaves had been worn by the passage of time. The group consisted of five beings bartering for goods. AKemono that looked like a fox crossed with a rabbit had a large bag and kept reaching into it, pulling out more and more stuff to show the other four. Off in the distance, some children were playing in what used to be some sort of fountain, though the water was long gone. 

“Look at this place, Andrea. Sure, they’re happy and safe here. They’re protected from the prejudices of the outside world, and from a government that hurt them. But this is no way to live. It’s no way to raise a family. If anyone has the right to fight against Daimyo Yasakuto and his corruption, it’s them. They should be able to go outside when they want to, and shop for food, and do everything that ‘normal’ people do. Most citizens don’t even know we exist, Andrea. The government just takes people and does whatever they want with them, all to make some super weapon. It’s not right. It’s not FAIR!” Her last word echoed off the cavernous walls of the mall, making some of the nearby Kemono turn to look at what the commotion was. After a moment, they went back to what they were doing.

26 took a deep breath and looked back at Andrea. “I know I haven’t been very combat-oriented so far, but I’m going to change that. I was always afraid to hone my martial arts abilities. I don’t know what the government did to my brain, after all. They may have programmed me to be a killer, and that’s always scared me. But after everything I’ve seen now, I want to make them pay for what they’ve done to me... and what they’ve done to everyone else in this building. So, yes, I’m hoping they’ll join our cause. I know some of them would like nothing better than to make the government suffer for what they’ve done.” She looked down at her clawed hands and Andrea saw a tear roll down her furry cheeks. 

The two Aka Ryuu stood there for a minute in silence. Andrea heard Nikko barking playfully some distance away as children’s laughter filled the air. There was an illusion of peace in the place that had been driving Andrea crazy for a few minutes, and then she realized what was wrong with it. It wasn’t a feeling of peace, it was sadness mixed with fear. This place was not the haven that it seemed to be, it was a prison for the victims of the government. 

Andrea put her hand out and set it on 26’s shoulder as she stared at the children playing in the dried-up fountain. “I agree, 26. Let’s go see if we can start an army.” she said blankly. As though on cue, her stomach growled. 26 laughed as Andrea’s eyes widened.

  “Maybe after some breakfast, okay?” was 26’s welcome reply.

   
The rest of the Aka Ryuu woke up some time later. They extracted themselves from the various blankets and wandered as a group down the halls back toward the dining area.

As they approached the food court, they became aware of a noise that was growing in intensity. The group of ronin exchanged glances and then quickened their pace, fearing that Andrea or 26 had gotten into trouble. 

They turned the corner to see a large group of beings gathered around two tables that were in the center of the space. On top of one table stood 26, and on the table right next to her was Andrea. The silver-haired martial artist looked as though she was pretending to be 26’s bodyguard, while 26 spoke vehemently to a crowd that was muttering it’s disagreement.

“No, Deuce, you don’t understand what I’m saying!” 26 shouted. “The Shogun isn’t the one to blame for what’s happened to you! Daimyo Yasakuto and the others that he’s corrupted are the ones who took you from your families and tried to turn you into weapons for their own gains!”

  “The Shogun should be held responsible for anything the government does! He’s in charge of it!” yelled a voice from the crowd. “Want to go and try to help them?” Kanjou asked, looking around.

   

  Aki smiled. “Nah, let’s see how well they do first,” she said with a grin. Kanjou looked to the others, who nodded their agreement. “Shogun Kunota doesn’t know

  anything
  about you! He doesn’t know you exist! You can’t blame him for that!” snapped Andrea, balling up her fists.

  “And if you want him to do something about it, then you have to stop hiding! Look at this place!” 26 gestured toward the falling apart shopping mall. “Is this how you all want to live? Hiding from the world? Forced to go out at night and steal the things you need? Not having your children be able to go to school? You want to lock yourselves up in here forever and not face what’s going on out there!?” She pointed behind her, back toward the main entrance, “Look at me! You think I don’t know what you’ve gone through!? I’m the same as you are, except I realize that we could do greater good if we don’t cower like dogs at the government’s boots!

“You think that you’ve achieved your freedom just by getting out of the labs, but you’re wrong! You’re still just as much prisoners in here as you were back there. The only difference is that now you’re not being experimented on! Join us and we can save this country! If you don’t speak up, no one will ever listen to you!”

The crowd fell silent. They were looking at each other as though they were unsure of what to do. Finally, Andrea stepped closer to the edge of the table and spoke. “I’m not one of you, so I know that what I have to say may not mean anything. The same government that you all hate calls people like me ochiudo and smears us publicly. Both ronin and Kemono are forced to hide, but all of you don’t have to endure the mass hysteria that the government and media stirs up. And maybe that’s not enough to make this mean anything, but I can tell you that Daimyo Yasakuto’s corruption has taken away everything I ever had. I was unsure at first too! I was apprehensive at taking on what seems like an unstoppable force, but I personally believe that we can beat them! You have to learn, just like ronin are learning, that they will continue to keep us underground so long as we never say anything. Now is the time to fight for Hinomoto’s freedom! If you work sideby-side with ronin, there’s nothing we can’t do as a whole! Stop being cowards and let the world know that you’re not afraid!”

A ripple seemed to pass through the crowd, followed by a silence that made the Aka Ryuu hold their breaths. Then, a voice shouted “I will help you!”, and then another voice chimed in, and another, until the crowd was a pulsing, roaring force of cheers, applause, and most importantly, hope.


Chapter Thirteen Accusations


  “So, this is it, huh?”

  Kanjou pulled his eyes away from the binoculars that Deuce had given to the Aka Ryuu and looked over at Andrea. “Yeah, the Shogun will be right there at the top of those stairs.”

The Aka Ryuu had spent about two hours in the old mall after 26 and Andrea had recruited the Kemono to their cause. After some organizing of the makeshift army, Kanjou had gathered up the Aka Ryuu and outlined his plans for the rest of the day. The press conference was closing in on them fast, and he felt that they should go and investigate the area it would be held in. The group had agreed, especially since they weren’t sure if the schematics they had were entirely accurate and they didn’t show any guard positions or traffic choke points with surrounding buildings. 

“Here, take a look,” Kanjou said, handing Andrea the binoculars. She took them and raised her eyebrows, then looked toward the building across the street and lifted the field glasses to her eyes to peer through them.

Andrea jumped back a little as the front door of the Capitol building came into sharp focus. She had never looked through binoculars before, although she was familiar with the concept. She just wasn’t aware that they worked quite as well as she’d heard.

After the initial shock was over, she focused in on the front steps and slowly looked to either side of the doorway. “The railing and the columns could be a blessing and a curse,” she said, “Not much room between them, cuts off any quick escape by leaping off the front porch, but it’s also a very good hiding place if someone is small enough to get through those spaces.”

“Yeah well, I’m more worried about the door itself. If something happens and we have to go in the building, and that door gets shut, we’re going to have no choices but either breaking through or doubling back to get through a window or a side entrance.” Fushicho piped in.

“Yeah well, that’s why we have our furry-people friends. They’ll be dropping in on whatever trouble we encounter, and we can run straight for the Shogun and get his bony ass out of...” 

Andrea stopped talking, her voice trailing off. Kanjou and Fushi looked over at her. She was staring through the binoculars, her mouth gaping open. “What is it? What’s wrong?” Kanjou asked, putting a hand over his eyes and squinting to try to see what Andrea was staring at.

The Tiger turned and dropped the binoculars. They would have fallen over the edge of the roof had Fushi not grabbed the strap before they dropped. “I’ll be right back!” she yelled as she ran for the fire escape ladder and hurried down it. 

  Kanjou and Fushicho exchanged a glance. “What the hell is she doing?” they said in unison.

   Andrea nearly broke her neck going down the fire escape. She leaped off the fifth step from the bottom and took off running as she hit the ground, not caring who saw her as she dashed through the crowd of people leaving offices for the evening or heading out to pick up dinner before going back to work. She shoved people out of her path as she ran, unconcerned with consequences or the people who were shouting at her as she passed.

She disappeared into the coolness of an alley and stopped for a brief moment to let her eyes adjust to the darkness. Then she took off again, her shoes splashing rancid water as she plowed through a large puddle. She paused once more at a T-junction, looked both ways, then turned to her right.

  “

  FOXFIRE!
  ” she screamed as she closed distance with the hulking shape in front of her that had been plodding along slowly.

   The figure turned around suddenly, and Andrea skidded to a halt three meters in front of them, breathing heavily. “Foxfire... dammit... I hate... running... after you!” scolded Andrea as she gasped for breath.

  Foxfire stared wide-eyed at Andrea, his brown eyes full of confusion. “Andrea?”

   

  “Well, duh, dipshit! Who did you think it was?!” she snapped. “I haven’t changed in the past two weeks, you know?”

   Foxfire suddenly stepped forward, crossing the distance that separated them and grabbing Andrea’s shoulders in his huge hands. “I’m so glad you’re safe! I have to tell you something!”

  “Yeah? And I have to tell

  you
  something. I saw your wife, she wants you to come home.”

   

  Foxfire’s eyes softened and he no longer had the look of a cornered animal. “You saw them?”

  Andrea nodded, a small grin crossing her lips. “It was a few weeks ago, after the... after Tony’s Place. I promised her that if I found you, I’d tell you to come home. Your family needs you.”

 Foxfire looked down at the ground, hiding his expression from Andrea. He was silent for a moment. “I would love to go home, Andrea. But if I do I’ll be putting them in more danger than they’re already in.” He looked up at her, his eyes full of worry, “Now, listen to me, this is really important! There’s a traitor in your group!.”

The word hit Andrea like a speeding truck. Traitor. She stared at Foxfire, her mouth agape and her eyes wide. “Wh.. How do you know about..?” she finally managed to choke out.

  “That’s not important right now, Andrea! The important thing is that your rebellion is in danger!”

  “From who...?”
 “From Daimyo Yasakuto, first of all. But you also have a traitor, and I don’t know who they are. They report everything you do, all your plans, all your movements. They set you all up at the warehouse. I heard this morning that they burned down wherever you all were staying at. You’re in very real danger, Andrea!”

 “Alright, alright. Calm down, Foxfire,” Andrea said. As much as she wanted to start screaming at him for more information, but since he’d just told her he had none she knew it would do no good. She needed a level head.

He sighed. “And there’s something else I need to tell you, too.” Andrea raised an eyebrow at him before he continued. “Daimyo Yasakuto is setting up the ronin. He... He had us go out and start telling people what the Aka Ryuu are doing so that an army of martial artists will show up to help you. He’s going to use that to try to frame you for the death of the Shogun.”

Andrea was silent for a moment, her head tilting to hide her eyes in shadow behind her bangs. “So if we fail every ronin in Hinomoto is going to be hunted down like a dog and killed? That’s what you’re saying?” Andrea’s fists were clenched at her sides, her knuckles white and her fingernails threatening to break through the skin on her palms. 

  Foxfire’s eyes softened. “In essence, yes.”

   She hesitated again. “Alright then. I guess it’s official– we can’t fail. It’s not an option anymore. I’ll just have to take Yasakuto down a few pegs.”

“Please be careful, Andrea. You know how he–“
 Andrea cut Foxfire off with a cold glare. “I know,” she snarled.

 Foxfire looked like he was a small boy that had just been admonished by a teacher. The expression on his face made Andrea’s features soften up slightly. “Sorry. We should both get going,” she said with a small nod. “Take care of yourself, Foxfire.” She held out her hand to him.

  Foxfire took her hand in his and squeezed it. “You do the same, Tiger.”

   
It was awhile before the Aka Ryuu got back to the mall. They had agreed to split up into small groups and head back at different times so as not to arouse suspicion. Andrea had been more quiet than usual and seemed jumpy, as though she was expecting something bad to happen at any second. It wasn’t long before Kanjou pulled her aside in a short hallway to talk to her.

  “Is everything alright? You’re acting strange.”

  She bit her tongue, unsure how much she wanted to share with Kanjou. Ever since her talk with Foxfire, she’d been nervous. There was a spy among them, after all.

But honestly, Tiger.. 
  Kanjou

  ?? He can’t be a traitor, he’s too idealistic... 

  “Well?” He raised a dark brown eyebrow at her.

   

  “I talked to Foxfire,” she said, her voice low, “He told me something disturbing.”

   

  Now both of Kanjou’s eyebrows raised, but he waited for her to continue.

   “We have a traitor in the Aka Ryuu. Foxfire told me that this person set us up at the Warehouse, and has been feeding Daimyo Yasakuto information on our plans and whereabouts. And I think I may know who it is.”

Kanjou was too shocked to say anything. He stared at Andrea with his mouth agape, not sure if he was hearing her correctly. He tried to sputter out a question, but couldn’t seem to form any words.

  “I think it may be D,” stated the silver-haired girl with finality.

   Kanjou let out a laugh. “Are you kidding?” he finally managed to say. “You think D is a traitor? He hates the government, Andrea, and he’s crazy about you.”

“Which is exactly my point! Let’s look at the evidence, okay?” She started ticking off points on her fingers. “Some guy that he claims is half his soul shows up and attacks me, and D just happens to be right around the corner to save me. He’s the one who suggested we go to the Shark’s Den, even though I didn’t want to go there. He tripped the alarm at the Warehouse with his falling stunt. And most importantly, when the temple burned down, the last time I saw him he was holding a lighter. Let’s not even get in to the fact that he’s been trying to get all cozy with me lately– trying to find out my weaknesses, no doubt!” 

Kanjou couldn’t help but laugh, which made Andrea scowl. “Andrea, I think you’re taking D’s advances a little too seriously. And I think Foxfire’s being paranoid. We’ve got a good group here.”

“Yeah, but how much do we really know about D!? He showed up out of nowhere, he acts strangely, and he’s way too interested in me. Plus he’s got this crazy story about the government breaking his soul in half? Sounds a little too fantastic for me.”

  “More ‘fantastic’ than the

  Kemono?
  ”

   

  Andrea opened her mouth to respond, but abruptly closed it again and looked away. She couldn’t think of an answer for that.

  “Kanjou! Andrea! Come on! Dinner’s ready!” called Fushi from down the hall. Andrea scowled as she and Kanjou exchanged one final glance.

“Alright, Andrea, I’ll keep an eye on him. But I still think that if we do have a dissenter in our ranks, it’s not D,” he said before he turned to walk away. 

The next morning, the Aka Ryuu and Kemono woke up and launched themselves into a flurry of activity. In addition to feeding almost 300 mouths for breakfast, there were still a few techniques and strategies Andrea wanted to teach those that had agreed to help them. Plus there were plans and hand-drawn maps of the press conference area to go over and try to develop plans for every possible scenario. When it became obvious that they weren’t going to have time to stop what they were doing to eat lunch, lunches were brought out to the Aka Ryuu and their new friends to eat where they were so they could keep planning the rebellion. 

It wasn’t until after dinner that the make-shift army of rebels finally rested. Meal time with the Kemono was very much like a rowdy family gathering at a holiday. They didn’t seem to notice the six beings at their table who were very different from them, and now mostly treated the Aka Ryuu as part of their group. 

After dinner was over, Andrea asked 26 if there was a way to get up to the roof of the mall. When 26 raised an eyebrow at her, Andrea said “We could very well die tomorrow, I want to see the sun set one more time, in case we do.”

After that, it became something for all the Aka Ryuu to do. Andrea, Kanjou, Roni, Fushicho, Aki, D, 26, and Nikko headed up a set of service stairs and went out onto the roof of the old shopping center. The sun was just beginning to paint the sky with fiery colors as they took up seats and stared out at the horizon. Andrea boldly walked to the edge of the roof and sat with her legs dangling over the side. She was followed a minute later by Roni, who sat about a meter away from her.

The Aka Ryuu sat for a while in silence. Roni looked over at Andrea a few times before speaking to her, noting that the silver-haired ronin had a far away look in her eyes as she watched the sun set. “A yen for your thoughts, Andrea.”

  Andrea replied after a short pause. “I was just thinking of an old story I know,”

   

  “Oh... Will you tell it to us?”

  The other Aka Ryuu eyed Andrea and Roni suspiciously, waiting for Andrea to snap at the pig-tailed girl and tell her to mind her own business. To their surprise, Andrea gave what may have been a chuckle and said “I guess I can give it a shot. It’s a tragic tale, though, and I’m not much of a storyteller.”

D moved a little closer as Andrea paused before starting her story, her eyes never leaving the far-off horizon. “In California, a long time ago, there lived a little girl. She wasn’t your typical little girl, no, because her mother had always taught her to be self-sufficient. By the age of 5 she was independent enough to walk to the grocery store on her own and come back without getting lost or distracted. 

“It was on one of these trips down to the store that her life would change forever. Her mother had given her ten dollars to buy a few things they needed, and so the little girl went off down the road to the market. She decided to take a shortcut through a series of alleys.”

Andrea paused to reach up and rub the spot above her right eyebrow, beneath her bangs. She then continued, “It wasn’t long before disaster struck. The girl was grabbed from behind and picked up. She was dragged through some more alleys, away from where she’d been heading, struggling the entire time though she was overpowered. When she was thrown with her back against a wall, she found that she was facing six boys who were over twice her age. They demanded her money, but the girl was insolent. She told them no and called them names and spat at them, refusing to give up the bills in her pocket.

“She should have just given them what they wanted, but she didn’t know any better. She’d made the gang of older boys angry, and then they punished her. Their leader shoved her against the wall and started punching her, and then the rest of the boys joined in. They only had to hit her a few times before she gave them what they wanted, but by then she had made them so mad that they weren’t going to leave her alone.

“One of the gang found a piece of lumber somewhere, just a regular two-by-four or something. They took turns using it on her until she stopped moving and was silent. And then they left her there, bleeding and unconscious, to die.”

Andrea paused again to rub the back of her neck. Her eyes held a tinge of sadness to them that seemed to reflect the golden light from the sunset. Her hair seemed to be on fire if it was seen from a certain angle, and she had the undivided attention of all the Aka Ryuu. Even Nikko was staring at her, his blue eyes intense from under his white fur. 

  “What happened to the girl?” asked Kanjou quietly.

  Andrea swallowed and angled her head so her eyes were hidden. “She went in and out of consciousness, not sure where she was or who she was. She knew that she was in a strange place, but she also couldn’t remember where home was. From out of the darkness, a gentle voice spoke to her and calmed her. After a few weeks, she was well enough to sit up and finally meet the man who had saved her.

“He had been wandering through the alley she was in, simply by chance, and found her. Without money or any idea who the young child was, he had been afraid to take her to the hospital, so instead he’d taken her home and nursed her back to health. He’d hoped that when she was well enough he could return her to her family, but the girl couldn’t remember where she lived. She could barely remember how she had gotten into that alley, could barely remember her name. She stayed with the man for a few more weeks, hoping her memory would return, but nothing helped. 

“Every night she would dream of pain, and shadows standing over her menacingly. She’d wake up screaming, and the man who had saved her would gather her up in his arms and soothe her back to sleep, chasing away her night terrors for a short while. Eventually the man was ready to return to his home in Hinomoto. He gave the girl a choice: she could come with him, or he could drop her off at a police station and they could look for her real family.

“By this time, she had come to trust him and think of him as a father, so she decided to leave California and go to Shibasaki, throwing away her old life and her real family for the man that had cared enough about her to save her life.”

Andrea stopped there, her head hanging low and her shoulders slumped. The sky was turning from red and orange to purple as the sun lowered itself below the horizon, throwing long shadows across the city and the group of ronin rebels. 

  “And that little girl was you.” stated D.

  Andrea nodded. “I think Tony wanted me to be his daughter– he’d always wanted a child. Everything was alright for awhile, but then he let me start training. I guess he thought it would help me not be afraid of the night anymore, but all it did was turn my heart into ice and make me push everyone away for fear of being hurt again,” Andrea stood up as the sun disappeared below the skyline, then turned to face the Aka Ryuu. “So that’s it. You all know everything about me now,” she said as she walked back toward the doors that led inside.

 D was the first one to recover his wits, standing up and running after her. “Andrea! Wait up!” he called. She was already halfway down the stairs by the time he got to the top of them, so he sped up. “Wait for a damn second!” he shouted.

Andrea stopped on the landing between two sets of stairs and turned around, panic rising in her throat. She couldn’t believe she had told them what had happened to her. Only she, Tony, Foxfire, and one childhood friend had known the full story. Now that she had told them all her past, she felt like she was going to have a panic attack. The words had just tumbled out of her mouth before she had completely thought about them. Now she was terrified for some reason that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. 

D stopped in front of her, looking at her for a long moment before speaking. “You mean to tell me that you let the actions of children ruin your life every day!? These little punks are allowed to torment you for the rest of your life? You’ll let them control you for twenty years over ten dollars?” D’s face was turning red, and the more he spoke the angrier he seemed. 

  “It didn’t happen to you, D. You aren’t the one who has nightmares about it every night.”

  “No, but I do know what it’s like to have pain! And I know what it’s like to not remember who your family is! Don’t act like you’re the only one around here that’s lost something! Follow your own advice, Andrea! Let the past go because there’s nothing that can be done to change it. Isn’t that what you tell us all the time?”

  Andrea looked as though she’d been slapped in the face. She was staring at D with her mouth agape, stunned into silence.

  “I thought there had to be more to why you weren’t letting me close to you, to why you wouldn’t let me fall for you, but then I find out it’s some childish thing that you should have let yourself get over already if you’d followed your own advice and let it go.”

Now Andrea could feel anger bubbling up inside of her. Sparks of blue chi laced through her fingers as she made fists so tight that her fingernails split the skin on her palms. “Well, why don’t you let the charade go, Wakame? I know the real reason you’ve been trying to get so close to me! You’re taking information back to your other half, aren’t you!?” 

  Now it was D’s turn to look shocked. “What?” he managed to choke out before Andrea continued yelling at him.

   “Foxfire told me all about it yesterday! There’s a spy in the Aka Ryuu! A spy who sold us out at the Shark’s Den, set us up at the warehouse, and burned down the temple! Well, guess what? You suggested we go to the Shark’s Den, you set off the alarm at the warehouse, and you were the last one awake when the temple burned down!”

By now, the rest of the Aka Ryuu were beginning to appear at the top of the stairs. They had heard Andrea’s screaming and come to investigate, and were now staring down with wide eyes at the two. 

“Plus,” continued Andrea, her voice raising another notch, “your ‘other half of your soul’ happens to jump down from a building on top of me and attack me, and you’re conveniently around the corner to ‘save me’ and chase him off? How handy! You’re a damned spy and you’ve been playing us this whole time!” 

“You really believe that I’m a spy for the government?” D managed to sputter out from behind his confusion and disbelief. “You really think that I’d sell us out?”

  “All signs point to yes, Wakame. Everything is just a little too shady in your story.”

  “And the fact that I care about you means nothing? The fact that I would never do anything to hurt you doesn’t mean a thing to you? I have tried so hard to make you accept me! I’ve tried to help you! I care about you, Andrea, and I care about the Aka Ryuu. And that means so little to you that you can accuse me of being a rat for the government!? I’m in love with you, Andrea!”

Andrea’s blue eyes widened and she took a step back while the Aka Ryuu at the top of the stairs gasped. “That’s right. I said it. I’ve been falling in love with you ever since you went to Foxfire’s house, even though it meant you risking being caught by the police. You’ve done nothing but call me names and I’m still falling for you, Andrea. That’s... that’s why I kissed you after the banquet. I’ve been wanting to kiss you for weeks. I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about anybody,” D suddenly became calm, letting his hands drop to his sides. “You can either take that or leave it, but it’s true.”

 Andrea’s head tilted so her eyes were covered and her fists tightened some more as she bit her tongue. Her hands were weeping blood now from where she’d cracked the skin open. What was she going to do? 

My instincts tell me that it’s D. All the evidence is there! But what if I’m wrong? Maybe he’s telling the truth and he does have these feelings for me. What if Foxfire lied to me? I... I don’t know what to do!

Andrea turned to walk away, unable to think of anything else to do. D immediately whipped his arm out and caught her wrist. “Stop running away from me, dammit!”

Without thinking, Andrea lashed out with her free arm, smashing her fist into the side of D’s face. It was her less powerful arm, but it still hit him hard enough to send him sprawling on the steps with Andrea’s blood from her fingers smeared across his pale face. As he crashed to the floor, Andrea turned and took off running down the stairs, jumping down them two and three at a time. While she fled, the other Aka Ryuu raced down to help D to his feet.

  “I’m alright. Just seeing stars,” D said as they propped him up. “I’ll go get Andrea,” Fushi said with a scowl, turning to head down the stairs.

  “No, let her be. She needs some time to think about things,” said D, wiping his face off with the back of his hand. He turned to look at Kanjou. “Tell me you don’t believe her. I would never do anything to help the government.”

Kanjou put his hand on D’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, D. I trust you. And I think I speak for all of us?” he looked around as the other Aka Ryuu nodded their agreement. “She got angry, I’m sure she didn’t mean what she said.”

Meanwhile, Andrea had run all the way to the main doors of the mall and exited, sprinting across the cracked asphalt of the parking lot and heading out into the city.


Chapter Fourteen The Ronin and the Shogun

Daimyo Yasakuto was lounging in his study, wearing his house robe and drinking a glass of sake when his telephone rang. He let it ring three times before he answered it. “Yes?” he said into the receiver.

There was a crackling noise on the other end before someone began to speak in to the line. “Master, the Tiger has left the Kemono sanctuary. She knows there’s a traitor– apparently Foxfire talked to her at some point. What do you want me to do?”

  Yasakuto smirked. “Wait for her to return, then bring her to me. I want to have her here for tomorrow.”

   

  “Yes, Master. What do you want done with Foxfire?” “Don’t worry about him. I’ll make him pay for his treachery tomorrow.”

   

  “Yes Master, I’ll be there with Andrea as soon as she comes back.” And then the line died.

  Daimyo Yasakuto put the telephone back in the cradle, a grin coming over his face. He reached in the pocket of his robe and pulled the ratty photograph out. As he stared at it, he ran a finger lovingly across the face of the little girl in the picture. “We’ll be back together soon, my darling,” he cooed.

After she got away from the mall Andrea stopped running, realizing that if the Aka Ryuu hadn’t followed her by now they weren’t going to. She walked with her head down, not sure where she was going other than away from the Kemono hideout. A wind had picked up in the last few minutes, which was causing old leaves, trash, and paper to blow around Andrea’s feet. 

As she walked, her anger bubbled and burned inside of her. She thought she was angry at D, but eventually she saw that she was angry at herself. She kicked an aluminum can out of her path, ignoring the people that were giving her glances as she stormed past them. As she meandered along the streets of Shibasaki she found herself thinking of things that Tony had told her a long time ago. He’d told Andrea that he saw the potential for world-changing greatness in her. He’d also told her more than once that one day someone was going to fall in love with her. She’d laughed at him every time he’d said anything like that, thinking it was just the affection of a father to a daughter. She was like a child to him, so he had to say those kinds of sappy, meaningless things, right? But now, thinking back on what D had said, and how her attitude toward the Aka Ryuu rebellion had changed, she knew that somewhere Tony was the one laughing now. 

That made Andrea even more angry since she’d told herself for two decades that she didn’t want any friends or family. Something had changed the minute she’d rushed into that warehouse and saved the Aka Ryuu from a brutal death at the hands of guards. Maybe it had even changed before then and that was why she’d been willing to do it in the first place.

And I ran away from my problems, again, she thought with disgust. I reacted with violence and then ran away, just like always. I thought I was going to try and stop doing that!

Just then, a piece of newspaper was blown up and hit Andrea in the face. She ripped the paper away from her and was about to throw it to the side when the article on the front page caught her eye. She stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk and began to read, her blue eyes skimming quickly down the paper. She threw the sheet aside as she took off walking again, this time focusing her eyes on where she was going.

 The newspaper fluttered to the ground behind Andrea, the picture of Shogun Kunota and the headline “Shogun to Announce Voting Results at Press Conference Tomorrow” visible as it caught on a tree branch and flapped in the wind.


  “Is there anything else I can do for you before I go home, Shogun?”

   

  Kunota looked up at his secretary, his arms full of papers. “No, I’ll be fine. Go on home and get some sleep.”

   

  The young girl bowed slightly. “Good night, Shogun.”

  “Good night,” he replied, bowing as well before he headed over to his office and swung open the door while balancing the stack of papers. He closed the kaya wood doors behind him. The overhead lights in his office were dark. Two desk lamps and a lamp across the room on a table were providing soft, inviting illumination. He turned and headed for the desk, but movement by the window caught his eye.

 Kunota looked up and saw a dark figure coming toward him from the window. He dropped the papers he was holding and opened his mouth to let out a shout just as the figure came into the light.

 “Don’t scream! I’m not here to hurt you!” the figure said quickly. It was a young woman, no older than her early 20’s, with long silver hair. She was wearing a white and blue outfit and looked significantly out of place in the plush, well decorated office of the Shogun. Kunota took a few steps backwards, but didn’t scream. 

  “Who are you!? What do you want?” he said forcefully. “It’s alright, Shogun. I’m a...” Andrea paused for a moment. What was she to him? “A friend,” she decided finally.

  Kunota was gazing at Andrea suspiciously as they stared at each other. She could understand his trepidation. She did, after all, just come in through his window, but she figured that if she’d tried to go through formal channels to see him that she’d never get a chance to and she needed to talk to him now. 

“Listen, Shogun Kunota, my name is Andrea, and I have something very important I need to speak with you about.” Andrea took a few steps forward into the office, then paused and looked around as though she was seeing the room clearly for the first time. “Nice place,” she commented off-handedly as she turned toward the desk and picked up a small statue that was sitting on the corner.

Suddenly, Kunota narrowed his brown eyes and took a really good look at Andrea. “Wait a second. You were at the banquet!” he exclaimed. “At the back table, with the glasses on!”

Andrea smirked and put the little glass bauble back on the Shogun’s desk. “Yes, I was. I was there because Daimyo Shinrai asked us– myself and the rest of my group– to protect you. Which is what I would like to do, if you’re willing to listen.”

Shogun Kunota regarded Andrea for a moment. He then motioned to a plush guest chair as he sat down in one across from it, facing her. Andrea looked at the chair for a second before sitting down in it. It was leather and very comfortable, definitely more comfortable than Foxfire’s decrepit old couch. She wiggled a little bit, getting used to the feel of the chair. “Hmm.. Nice.” she said finally.

  Kunota chuckled. “Yeah, you get comfortable chairs when you’re Shogun, apparently.”

  Andrea raised an eyebrow, then allowed herself a small smile before she turned serious again. “Did Daimyo Shinrai tell you about anything that he was doing on the side? Did he tell you what he was planning for the vote, and the press conference?” The confused look on the Shogun’s face told Andrea all she needed to know. “I’ll take that as a no. Look, Shogun Kunota, your friend Shinrai started to put together a group of ronin some time ago to take down Daimyo Yasakuto, and to give you your job back.”

There was a moment of silence where Kunota stared at her blankly, blinking his eyes as he thought back over the past year or so. “It all makes sense now,” said Kunota, mainly to himself. “Shinrai was so adamant about holding the vote. He said that Yasakuto would be taken care of.”

Andrea nodded. “He’s been trying to protect you this whole time, and that’s what got him killed. And because of that, I need you to make me a promise, and I need you to keep it no matter what.” She looked at Shogun Kunota with an expression of solemn seriousness. 

  “Tell me what it is you need, and I’ll see what I can do.” the Shogun replied.

  “Tomorrow, at the press conference,” Andrea paused, thinking for a moment on the best way to word what she wanted from him, “No matter what Yasakuto does, no matter what he says, what threats he makes, or who he promises to kill, I need you to announce to the world that he is a lying, manipulative, murdering bastard. He will try to get you to announce the results of the martial arts vote and leave it at that, but I need you to expose him. The Aka Ryuu are going to be there to protect you, but we can’t do anything if you don’t tell Hinomoto what he truly is. He’s going to do whatever he can to get you to keep your mouth shut, and if you do, the cycle continues. So, I need you to promise me that, for the good of this country and your family, you’ll do this.”

  There were a few moments of silence in the office as the

  ronin
  and the Shogun stared at each other.

  “Shogun Kunota, please,” continued Andrea, “For the good of all of Hinomoto, please do this. I know you don’t know me or any of my team, but we need your help. If you let him intimidate you tomorrow, then the chance to help this country and set it right is gone.” Andrea was almost ashamed of herself. Was she begging? Normally she could get whatever she wanted from someone by bullying them, but knew that doing that would make her no better that Daimyo Yasakuto. And sinking to his level was the last thing she wanted.

Kunota cleared his throat. “I will... do my best.” he said with a smile. “Because it is for the good of the country. But you had better not be joking with me.”

She allowed herself a smile. “I don’t joke, Shogun.” She said before she took another look around the office. She’d had a hard time containing her curiosity up until now. She wanted to explore the room and see the little knick-knacks and pictures he had around. She looked over at his bookshelf, then looked back to Kunota. “May I?”

  Kunota nodded. “Please.”

  Andrea stood and wandered over to the bookshelf. It was 6 shelves high, and about a meter and a half across. Each shelf was laden with both old and new books, along with several small accessories that sat at the fronts of the shelves. She read some of the titles silently, attempting to control the urge to reach out and start pulling them off the shelves. The fire flashed back in her head, books crumbling to dust in her fingers as she tried to grab them and she shuddered.

Shogun Kunota stood up and walked over to stand next to the ronin. “I wasn’t aware that someone like you would be interested in books.” he said quietly.

Andrea shot him a sideways glance. “Not many are. Most don’t know how to read. My... father... taught me how. All he ever had though was a Bible. I’m finding other books to be much more interesting, though I never paid them any attention before.” She reached forward for a book, but stopped. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. Please, feel free,” he said, taking the book she’d been reaching for from the shelf and handing it to her. “I’ll even let you borrow it, if you want.” The Shogun grinned at Andrea as she took the novel from him.

She looked down at the cover and ran a hand down the spine. “I remember that Tony told me this was his favorite book when he was younger. He never had a copy of it though. I’m surprised you have it.”

Kunota shrugged. “It’s a good read. Novels based on the rebellion of 2033 are always fun, and that author is fantastic. Too bad he only ever published three books.” He pulled two more out and handed them to Andrea. “He’s worth reading. Just bring them back to me.”

The silver-haired ronin clutched the three books to her chest, a sudden feeling that she couldn’t describe washing over her as she looked at Shogun Kunota. He was exactly the opposite of what she’d expected a Shogun to be, and even though she’d only just now met him, there was something familiar about him. She felt like she’d been in his presence before. Something about the way he looked and stood and moved that seemed odd to her, but she couldn’t quite place her finger on what it was.

It was right then that something on a shelf on the next wall caught her eye. She wandered over and bent down to take a closer look. “What in the...?” she said as she stared down at it.

Sitting on the shelf, in a small pot made of painted clay, was a miniature tree. It was no more than twenty centimeters tall and had branches that arched out perfectly from the center. The leaves, however, were a brilliant shade of red. Andrea looked up from the tree and turned her head to gaze at Kunota, her eyes full of questions.

 He smiled. “I got that on my first diplomatic assignment. Two countries had been at war for over two-hundred years, and finally they wanted to set up talks for peace. I was sent to mediate the treaty. I was terrified at the time, since I’d never done it before. I didn’t want to botch the discussions and send these two countries back into war, but I did the best I could. When the talks were done, and both sides had terms that were agreeable, they presented me with that tree as a gift. Its leaves are naturally red like that, they have been bred that way for hundreds of years. It’s very rare for someone outside of those countries to even be allowed to see one of those trees, much less own one. I’ve had it with me ever since, to remind me that I can do anything, even if I’m afraid of it at first.”

Andrea let out a huff. “You should have taken your own advice a long time ago then,” she reached out and brushed one of her fingers down a crimson leaf. It was smooth and kind of leathery, but still soft.

  “It’s different when you have a family to worry about.”

  “Yeah, I suppose so,” and as Andrea said that, the leaf she had touched fell off the tree and landed in her palm. Andrea’s eyes widened and she looked at Shogun Kunota in panic. “I didn’t mean- It just.. It fell off!”

  “Oh no, don’t worry about it, that hap-”

  Kunota was interrupted by someone opening the door to his office. “Excuse me, sir?” said a voice as it was opening. Kunota spun, suddenly panicking. If someone came in and saw him with a ronin in his office, there would be hell to pay. 

  “Don’t come in!” he managed to shout, but it was too late, the bodyguard had the door all the way open.

   

  The other man looked at him in confusion. “What’s wrong, Shogun?” he asked.

  Kunota looked back toward the small red-leafed tree, but Andrea wasn’t there. “Where?” he turned all the way around, but aside from him and the guard at the door, no one else was in the office. A breeze stirred the curtain by the open window, and Kunota realized that his new ronin friend had left. He turned back to the guard. “It’s nothing. What can I do for you?”

Out on the ledge that went around the building from the Shogun’s window crouched Andrea. She clutched the three novels to her chest as she balanced on the small shelf, waiting for an opportunity to climb back down the way she’d come up. She looked down at the palm of her hand and watched the moonlight gleam off the surface of the red leaf for a moment before she tucked it under her obi and adjusted her grip on the books. It’s time to go home, Andrea.

 Foxfire paced back and forth in his small holding cell. He could hear Bear in the next area over from him, shifting on the small slab they had been given to sleep on.

  “You’re going to wear a hole in the floor, Foxfire. Stop it,” Bear said after listening to him pace for nearly half an hour. Foxfire turned to face the wall. “You would be doing this too if you were as worried as I am about tomorrow!”

   

  Bear grunted. “Why are you worried about it? It’s going to happen, there’s nothing you can do about it, get over it.”

  “I’m worried because I care about ronin! You’re a ronin, I thought you’d at least care about what happens to them. You’ve known Andrea for a long time and you know what Yasakuto is capable of! Can you honestly sit there and tell me you don’t care!?” 

There was a moment of silence on the other side of the wall. Foxfire continued. “Yasakuto was always a little off anyway, but now you’re going to help him destroy our way of life!? What is wrong with you!?” he yelled.

 “I know when I’ve been beaten, Foxfire. In the end, it will be better to go along with Yasakuto than to try to stand against him. Sometimes you just have to throw your lot in with the bad guy in order to stay alive.”

 Foxfire furrowed his brows at the wall. “Well, you can be apathetic if you want to be. I’m going to sit over here and wear a hole in the floor if you don’t mind.”
 From the other side of the wall, Bear let out a snore, and 

  Foxfire went back to pacing.

   
Andrea walked back through the darkness to the Kemono mall. She stuck to the back alleys and side streets, away from main roads and crowds of people. As she walked she ran her conversation with Shogun Kunota over in her head a few times. She sincerely hoped she’d gotten through to him just how important this was for the entire country of Hinomoto.

Fighting for a cause now, Andrea? It was kind of ironic. She’d fought for all kinds of things before: revenge, money, protection, survival, but never for something noble like this. She’d told D that after the warehouse raid and she’d meant it too.

But then again, she’d never actually believed in anything before. Life had been one constant struggle to be the best, to prove that she could be just as good as any man at fighting. And it was all because she had been beaten so helpless when she was a child. Andrea sighed as she walked, thinking back to telling the other rebels about her past. It’s hard to uncork something like that when you’ve let it fester for nearly 20 years. But I’m going back now, and tomorrow this will be over, for better or worse. Time for the final showdown. I just hope we’re ready. Yasakuto will bring his police and his guns, we’ll bring ronin and Kemono, and the world will finally know that something is going on here.

Andrea allowed herself a small smile as the mall came into view. She started across the blackness of the abandoned lot, and hadn’t gotten far when she stopped. The hair on the back of her neck raised, and she got the distinct feeling that she was being watched. Her eyes darted around, trying to figure out if someone really was out here. 

Suddenly, there was a noise behind her. Instinctively, Andrea leaped forward, hitting the asphalt with her shoulder and rolling forward as something crashed into the spot where she’d been standing. When she finished her roll, Andrea leaped to her feet and spun around to face her attacker, the books still clutched against her chest.

  “Aki! Don’t do that!” Andrea yelled.

  The black-haired, teal-eyed member of the Aka Ryuu stepped into a patch of moonlight, her bo by her side. She had a sadistic grin across her face that almost made Andrea flinch. “Welcome back, Andrea.”

Something suddenly clicked in Andrea’s head– something she’d overlooked in all the weeks that Aki had been with them. Her eyes widened. “No.. It can’t be...”

 Aki’s smirk grew wider. “Finally figured it out, eh, Tiger? I admit, I’m disappointed that you didn’t catch on sooner. I guess you wouldn’t remember the face of one more opponent after five years, would you?”

  Andrea’s anger flared up and she found herself seeing red.

  Stupid! Why didn’t you see it before!? 
  “You’re the spy!”

  Aki let out a laugh. “Of course I am, idiot. This was the best way to get my revenge on you, so I took it even though I had to sell my soul to Daimyo Yasakuto. It’s well worth it though to make you pay for sending me to jail.”

Jail? 
  “What the hell are you talking about? I never sent you to jail, I just challenged you to a fight!”

  A scowl crossed Aki’s face. “Let me refresh your memory, little Tiger. You attacked me because I beat you in the ring at Tony’s Place my first night competing. When you saw me on the street the next day, you assaulted me because I had beaten you! Some ‘law-abiding citizen’ saw the two of us fighting and called the police. Well guess what, Andrea? They caught me and threw me in a tiny, windowless cell! If it hadn’t been for you, I never would’ve been in there! You took away five years of my life! So when Daimyo Yasakuto approached me and offered me a chance to get revenge on you, I leaped at it.”

  Andrea bit her lower lip, then exploded into cold laughter. Aki snarled. “What are you laughing about!?”

  The Tiger quickly gained control of herself. “You left out a few facts from your little story, Aki. You’ve conveniently forgotten that Tony was deathly ill at the time, and after you beat me in the tournament, I spent the rest of the night working behind the bar to try to get enough money to buy him medicine. When I ‘attacked you’ the next day, it was because you ran around a corner into me while I was carrying the medicine I’d scraped together everything I had to buy! I only reacted like that because you made me drop everything! I had to win the tournament and work the bar that night just to go buy it again!”

“It’s still your fault!” yelled Aki as she raced forward, holding her bo high above her head. Andrea barely had time to leap out of the way before the staff came smashing down on the asphalt. As Aki turned to face Andrea, the silver-haired ronin slowly put down the three novels she’d been carrying.

 “Alright, fine. You want to fight, we’ll fight,” Andrea’s eyes flashed with anger. “But I hold no mercy for traitors!” Her sneakers dug into the asphalt as she leaped forward, pulling back a fist that was aimed for Aki’s face. 

Aki quickly spun her bo around and smacked Andrea’s arm aside as she stepped to the right, evading any possibility of being tackled by the silver-haired girl. Andrea’s momentum carried her forward as the black-haired girl swung around and attempted to connect her staff with the back of Andrea’s skull. She managed a grazing shot across the Tiger’s neck, but it didn’t do any damage. Andrea turned around quickly to see Aki’s bo rushing toward her stomach. 

Almost instinctively, the Tiger moved her hips backwards, trying to get enough out of the way to avoid being hurt, but staying close enough to grab the pole. The weapon was Aki’s advantage, Andrea knew. Unfortunately, she had miscalculated both how fast the traitor could swing the bo and how far her reach went with it. The blunt end of the staff rammed into Andrea’s gut, knocking the wind from her and sending her tumbling to the asphalt, coughing and gasping for air.

 Aki walked over confidently and kicked the silver-haired ronin in the ribs to roll her onto her back. She put her boot on Andrea’s throat and pressed down. “It’s kind of sad that I can’t kill you right now, Andrea. It would be a rather fitting end to your existence, since you and Shinrai would both have died on your backs, looking helplessly up at me.” Aki grinned as she watched Andrea’s eyes burn with anger at the mention of Shinrai. She clutched at Aki’s ankle and tried to break free before she passed out. Aki applied more pressure, watching as Andrea’s eyes rolled back in her head. The Tiger clawed desperately at her boot, trying to remove it from her windpipe.

Just as it seemed that Andrea was going to give up, she gritted her teeth and furrowed her brows. One of Aki’s eyebrows arched in confusion just as Andrea’s left hand sparked with blue energy. She pulled back her fist and smashed it into Aki’s supporting leg just as she was moving to step away.

Aki let out a shout as the ki arced around her leg, sending shock waves of pain up her entire body. The bo-wielding ronin joined the Tiger on the broken asphalt, both trying to regain their bearings. Andrea rolled over to her stomach and worked her way to her feet, still coughing and gasping as she did. At the same time, Aki grabbed her bo and got up, her skin ashen.

The two warriors faced one another. Blood dribbled from the corner of Andrea’s mouth down her chin. They glared at each other, their pupils burning with mutual hatred. “You burned down the temple! And killed Daimyo Shinrai! And set us up at the warehouse!” snarled Andrea, her anger rising to an all-time high. She was literally seeing red around the edges of her vision, and she didn’t think it was from any injuries or loss of oxygen.

  Aki smirked. “Yeah, I did,” she said, her voice holding no remorse.

  Andrea let out a roar and raced forward, letting her right leg fly out in a kick that would’ve likely broken Aki’s jaw if she had not gotten her bo up and knocked Andrea’s foot away. Before she could swing the deadly staff around, Andrea stepped in and punched Aki in the chest as hard as she could.

Aki let out a grunt and stumbled backwards from Andrea’s blow, allowing Andrea to move in again and slam her knee into the other woman’s gut. As she stumbled backwards, Aki managed to raise her foot enough to catch Andrea in the shoulder with it as she was moving in to strike another blow. Andrea reeled back, instinctively clutching her shoulder as pain shot down to her fingertips. With the Tiger distracted momentarily, Aki stepped in and roundhouse kicked her in the shoulder again, sending her spinning to the side, her back exposed.

Aki’s staff crashed down on Andrea’s lower back, sending her face-first to the rough asphalt. Stars were swimming in front of her blue eyes as tendrils of pain went from her back all the way through her body. Instinctively, she tried to get up to her fee, knowing that Aki and her deadly bo were still out there. 

The Tiger coughed and felt warm, thick liquid come out from between her lips. Great... internal bleeding... she thought, idly wondering when she’d last coughed up blood.

Just as Andrea had gotten to her knees and her blackened vision was starting to clear, she saw movement in front of her. She attempted to roll out of the way and moved enough to make the kick that had been aimed for her stomach glance off of her ribs. 

The silver-haired girl lay on her back on the asphalt, attempting to catch her breath. Something was poking her uncomfortably in the side, although it was a minor annoyance when compared to the splitting headache she had. She honestly couldn’t tell if the stars she was seeing were from the pounding she was taking or if they were actually there.

Aki loomed into sight above Andrea, glaring down at her as she used her bo for support. Andrea found that she didn’t really have much strength left to move, so instead she scowled up at her foe. “Go on. I’m getting tired of looking at you.”

  The traitor’s smirk widened. “I don’t know what he wants with you,” she said.

   

  “Take me to him and find out.”

  Aki lifted her bo and brought it crashing down on the side of Andrea’s face as she let out a yell of triumph. Andrea didn’t attempt to move. She let the blow come, and felt herself sink down in to the embrace of darkness.

Rays of sunlight crept into the Aka Ryuu’s room in the old mall. Roni was the first one to leap up off the cushions. “Come on, everyone! It’s press conference day!”

  It was only a few more minutes before the others were awake as well. “Hey, where’s Andrea?” 26 asked as she rubbed her eyes. “Aki’s not here either,” D said, getting up off the floor faster than he ever had in the morning.

   

  “They both probably got up early,” said Kanjou as he grabbed his headband. “Let’s go look for them.”

  After a half on hour search, the Kemono and the Aka Ryuu were satisfied that neither Andrea nor Aki were in the mall, so they went outside. It was another ten minutes before Fushi let out a yell. Kanjou, Roni, D, 26, and Deuce came running at the sound. The redhead was pointing down at the asphalt near the edge of the parking lot. 

  “Is that?” started 26.

  “Blood,” said Kanjou, crouching down for a closer look. It was dry, which meant it had been there a few hours. Right next to the spot sat three books they had never seen before. Kanjou reached out and picked them up. “Where the hell did these come from?”

On the other side of the blood stain, Deuce crouched down and grabbed something, pulling it up from the ground. “What is that?” 26 asked him.

  “Strands of silver hair.” replied the leader of the

  Kemono
  , “Which probably means that this is the Tiger’s blood here.” Kanjou opened up the top book and nearly fell over, his eyes widening. “Oh my god!” he exclaimed.

   

  “What is it? What’s wrong?” Fushi asked, crouching down beside him.

   

  Kanjou turned the book so that Fushicho could see the stamp on the inside cover, which read “From the library of Tetsuo Kunota.”

   The group grew quiet for a few moments until D finally spoke. “Blood, three books that belong to the Shogun of Hinomoto, and strands of silver hair... What the hell happened out here?”

Kunota had gone home after his visit by the silver-haired ronin, but had managed to sleep only a couple of hours. He kept replaying their conversation in his head– the truth about Shinrai, the revelation that there would be an army of ronin at the press conference tomorrow to protect him, and his promise to reveal to an entire world of viewers that one of the youngest and most prominent Shogun in the history of Hinomoto was a black-mailing and lying traitor.

  His stomach kept doing flip-flops whenever he thought about that. But he’d promised the martial artist he would do it, hadn’t he?

  Finally, Kunota sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Shinsetsu was sleeping, and she stirred as he moved but then rolled over and went back to her dreaming. Kunota watched her for a moment, contemplating whether or not he should wake her up and tell her to take the children and leave Shibasaki for the day. 

How could I explain that to her, though? ‘Dear, I had a ronin come in to my office last night and tell me that a huge band of martial artists is going to attack Yasakuto today at the press conference. She also made me promise to put us all in danger by announcing on live, national television that he’s a manipulative bastard that has been threatening us for the past year to satisfy his megalomania... I don’t think she’ll buy that.

He sighed deeply and got up from the mattress, sliding his feet into his slippers and grabbing his robe from the chair next to the bed. Besides, if what Andrea says is true, Shibasaki may be the safest place for us today, he thought as he picked up a pad of paper and scribbled a note to Shinsetsu, leaving it on top of his pillow.

  With a look back at his sleeping wife, Kunota headed out of the room to begin preparing for a long day.

   
“The fact of the matter is that we can’t just give up now! With or without Andrea and Aki, we have to move forward on this! It’s too important to give up!” said 26, her tail swishing angrily.

  “I agree! Andrea wouldn’t want us to stop now! We need to get downtown and keep going with the plan!” Roni chimed in.

  Kanjou rubbed the bridge of his nose. Fushicho, 26, D, Roni, Deuce, and several other Kemono were staring at him with eyes that held mixed expressions of expectation and anger. Shinrai’s words of encouragement and his many repetitions of how important the Aka Ryuu were to the future of Hinomoto echoed through his head, along with the memory of the beloved Daimyo’s lifeless eyes. Kanjou felt his temper rise and he quietly recited a mantra to calm himself. “Alright,” he said finally, “but we’d better get moving now. We’ve wasted too much time as it is. The conference starts in less than three hours.”

Roni let out a whoop of excitement as 26 and Deuce turned and began giving direction to other Kemono. D put his hand on Kanjou’s shoulder. “It’ll be alright. They’ll turn up.”

Kanjou looked up and gave a small smile. “I’m just worried what state they’ll be in when they do turn up.” He paused for a moment, “I know you have to be worried about Andrea, at least a little bit.”

D nodded. “I am. Although by all rights, I shouldn’t be. Andrea’s a tough one. And if Aki was a traitor and that’s why Andrea’s missing, then it’s Aki who should be worrying. When I get a hold of her I’ll make her regret she ever came here, and that’s a promise.”

Kanjou chuckled. “I think you’ve been hanging around Andrea too much, talking like that.” The brunet stood, reaching back to his ponytail and yanking the red headband from it. Without a word, he slipped the headband around his forehead and spiked his hair up over top of it. “Alright, Daimyo Yasakuto,” he said to no one in particular, “the Aka Ryuu are coming to get this country back on course.”

  From around the room, D, 26, Fushi, and Roni all looked at Kanjou with approval.

   
Andrea stirred, vaguely aware of the throbbing headache that was dancing around in her skull. She tried to move her arm so she could rub her aching head, but found that her arms weren’t moving. She forced her eyes open, feeling panic rise in her throat. She tried to speak but something was covering her mouth.

She waited for her vision to clear, then looked down. Her icy blue eyes widened as she saw the ropes that tied her to a chair. Her wrists were bound to the arms and her ankles to the legs. Something was over her mouth, though she couldn’t tell what it was. She tugged on the ropes, testing to see if she could break out of them.

How did I get here? What’s going on? She wondered. Then she remembered the night before and the fight she’d had with Aki. How had the little spy gotten to be so fast? She’d somehow managed to outpace and outmaneuver a martial artist that was regarded as being one of the best ever by her peers. Andrea seethed with anger as she thought of breaking out of the ropes and killing Aki with her bare hands. Not just for beating her, either, but for her betrayal of the Aka Ryuu. First though, Tiger, you have to get out of your bonds…

Andrea began to look around the room, though she couldn’t see much considering that it hurt to move her head too much to either side. Light gleamed off polished hardwood floors that had tatami rugs laid on them. Framed art hung on the white walls, lit with gentle, diffused light from a built-in track of spotlights in the ceiling. Something about the office seemed familiar to the ronin, especially the feel of the chair she was in. It must have been morning by the amount of light in the room. How long had she been out? Six hours? Eight hours? Two days? Maybe the conference was over already. Maybe she’d been kept knocked out until the time had passed. Maybe the Aka Ryuu and Shogun Kunota had been killed already. The possibilities and questions shot through Andrea’s mind so quickly they made her head pound harder.

Something moved behind her. Andrea sat up bolt upright and tried to crane her neck around to see what was behind her, but all she got a view of was the corner of a huge desk. Whoever or whatever was behind her chair was standing at just the right angle to be out of her view, so she snapped her head back around to face forward. She was trying not to panic since logical thinking would benefit her much more than emotions right now, but this situation made her feel helpless.

I hate feeling helpless… thought Andrea, hanging her head so her silver bangs covered her face. The ropes were too thick and too tight for her to even wiggle her arms or legs a little bit. Wait a second...  Andrea turned her head again and looked at the corner of the desk again. Her eyes widened in shock as she looked at the little statue perched on the corner of the table. Beyond the statue was a bookshelf that seemed to be missing a few items from its shelves. Just at the edge of what she could see was a shelf with a small tree with red leaves blooming from it.

The Shogun’s office! Andrea thought in horror. Did he betray me? No.. It can’t be. He wouldn’t be working with Yasakuto to destroy the ronin. That can’t be possible. I was wrong about Aki, I can’t be wrong about him too! I must be here because of Yasakuto, that has to be it!

Andrea looked forward, her eyes darting around in an attempt to come up with a plan. Once more, she tested her bonds but they were still too tight for her to get out of. There was nothing near her in the room, so she couldn’t knock the chair over and get to something she could cut the ropes with. Plus there was the fact that she was sure someone was behind her in the room, watching to make sure she didn’t get loose, and she didn’t want to try anything without knowing exactly who it was. 

Just as Andrea was about to look behind her again, she heard someone walk up behind her. Before she could turn around to see who it was, an arm came around in front of her holding a photograph so that she could see it.

Andrea’s eyes widened as she stared at the photograph. A small girl looked back at her with blue eyes. A smile was across her face, despite the large bruise across the side of her head and the bandage that was wrapped over her forehead. She had been laughing at something when the picture was taken. The girl’s hair was mostly dark brown, though in patches it was turning silver. The photograph itself was dog-eared and taped back together in spots, with white splotches on it that had been worn off the photo. 

“You remember how it was, don’t you?” a voice whispered in her ear, making her silver hair brush against her face. “Me and you, together. The best of friends, right?”

The ronin’s skin crawled. She was trying not to stare at the snapshot, but it was such a shock to see that it was still around after all this time. The arm that held the photo withdrew, and the person that was behind her finally walked around in front of her and crouched down to look her in the eyes.

 Andrea “The Tiger”, and Daimyo Ran Yasakuto were finally face-to-face. She glared at Yasakuto with all the hatred she could muster, fantasies of breaking the chair in pieces under her and smashing his face with her fists filled her mind and made her blood boil.

“If anyone should be looking at someone like that, Andrea, it’s me. You have no reason to hate me, my dear. Don’t you remember? We were best of friends, childhood sweethearts even. Which is why I’ve kept your picture for so long. You do remember the day that I took this, don’t you?” He held the picture up again, mocking the bound ronin with it.

  Andrea had to admit to herself that she did remember that day clearly.

   
“Tony said that I can start my martial arts training tomorrow.” A lanky, pale-faced boy looked at Andrea through the viewfinder of an instant camera. “Oh really? Are you sure that’s what you want?” He said, sounding uninterested as he waited for the perfect shot.

The young girl with the bandages around her forehead and the graying hair nodded enthusiastically. “Of course, Ran! I want to be strong enough so I can defeat anyone! I’m going to show everybody what I can do!”

The camera clicked and flashed just as she finished speaking, a slot on the back of it spitting out a piece of paper with a dark square in the middle. Ran Yasakuto pulled the undeveloped photo out of the camera and waved it back and forth, trying to speed the processing time along. 

They were an odd pair, a young girl that was about six or seven years old, and a boy nearly ten years her senior, yet the two had become fast friends when Andrea had started living with Tony. They were both outcasts from the rest of the underground society, Ran because he was rather sickly, and Andrea because up until then she had been terrified of nearly everyone that was bigger than she was.

  Everyone except the man who had saved her life, and the little sickly boy who was too small for his age, that is.

  Ran looked down at the photo. “Hey, it turned out really well!” he said, handing it over to the girl. Andrea scrutinized the picture in the waning light of the sunset.

“It’s not bad,” she said, handing it back to the older boy. “You keep it, Ran. So you have me near you even when I’m training and can’t be with you.” She smiled almost angelically as she held the photo back out to the boy, the yellow-orange light of sunset giving way to the purple cast of the coming night.

“That was the last day you ever talked to me, Andrea,” Yasakuto sneered as he put the photograph back in his inside jacket pocket. “At first, it hurt. You were so busy training that you had no more time for me. And then I realized something,” Yasakuto stood up and moved to the window on Andrea’s left. He stood there for a moment, taking in the view and allowing the anticipation to build before he continued. Andrea’s anger filled eyes followed his every movement.

“I realized that you were testing me, my clever little Tiger. After all, no weakling would be worthy of a strong woman like you. Your sudden disinterest in me was simply a hint for me to get stronger and become man enough for you.” He turned to look over his shoulder at Andrea. “Which is why I struggled to become a Daimyo, and to take over this country. I did all of this for you, Andrea.” 

Andrea felt a shiver go down her spine as she looked into Daimyo Yasakuto’s eyes. There was no insanity behind those pupils, which was what Andrea had expected. Instead there was only a cold seriousness that seemed more terrifying than any madness could be.

He honestly believes what he just said. He really did do this as some sick attempt to win me over. Everything that’s happened has been because he has some... infatuation with me! The mental image of Tony’s bloody corpse and her former homes in flames hit her so quickly that they nearly made her vomit. She choked down the bile that threatened to rise up behind her gag.

Yasakuto crossed the room again and knelt in front of Andrea. “I really don’t want to have you tied up like this, Andrea. I was hoping that eventually you would come to me of your own free will, once I had made myself enough for you. But I guess that you’re like any jungle cat; a hunter must snare it before they are truly worthy of having their prey.” He ran a hand down the side of Andrea’s face, which the ronin tried to turn away from. Her skin was crawling from his touch and she felt like she was going to wretch again.

“Are we still playing at this ‘rebellion’ game, Andrea?” Daimyo Yasakuto made a clicking noise with his tongue. “Well then, I suppose I’ll have to foil that for you as well. Maybe then you’ll see how much I care for you,” he moved his face in close to hers, so that his dark eyes filled Andrea’s field of vision, “I’ll keep you from going to jail by making sure that these rebels you’ve stirred up have no reason to attack. See how much I cherish you, my Tiger?”

Yasakuto was steadily leaning forward as Andrea tried to lean back and get away from him, but with her feet lashed to the chair she found that she couldn’t push off the floor and lean back to escape his approaching face. And there was only so far she could move her neck back though, even with stretching it to the point of incredible pain. 

The Daimyo put one hand on either of Andrea’s bare shoulders, caressing her skin lightly as he moved in and pressed his lips against the gag that was covering her mouth. Andrea felt like someone had dumped a vat of grease over her. Her skin crawled where he touched her and felt like he’d left some sort of slime behind. 

“Excuse me, sir, I hate to interrupt your moment with the Tiger but Shogun Kunota is on the way.” Andrea recognized the voice behind her as Ryoku. And as she listened harder, she realized that she could pick up the noises of at least three other people in the room.

Probably Aki, Bear... and Foxfire? Most likely. How did they stay so quiet? Andrea wondered to herself. I must still be groggy from the fight if I didn’t hear them...

  Yasakuto stood up straight and adjusted his jacket. “Excellent. Let’s get this over with then,” he said.

  Andrea looked up at the door as Daimyo Yasakuto stood next to her. The doorknob began to turn as tension filled the air. Andrea tested her bonds another time but there was no getting out of them on her own. She would have to count on the talk she’d had with the Shogun the night before to keep the plan on track.

You’d better not fail me, you stupid Shogun! 

  “You be careful, 26!”

  The teal-haired Kemono looked up at the manhole opening above her, which was framing Roni’s cheerful face. “Hey, don’t you worry! This furry army won’t let you down!” she shouted up, raising Andrea’s sword toward the cover. Streaming along the tunnel behind 26 was a huge line of Kemono. Most were carrying some sort of weapons with them to either use themselves or to hand off to other ronin when the time was right. D had wanted to take Andrea’s sword, but soon gave in to the fact that he’d have no place to hide the blade on him and agreed that 26 could hold it until the fighting began.

“Come on, Roni, we’ve got to get going,” said Kanjou as he hefted the manhole cover back into place. The girl moved back and let the brunet slide the metal lid into the grooves it was designed to fit into. 

  “Okay, so the

  Kemono
  are going to move into place using the sewers-“

   

  D interrupted Fushi, “And using the navigation system that Andrea showed me when we were down there-“

   

  ”While we take the upper streets and get to the press conference.”

  Kanjou stood and nodded at D and Fushi. “Yup. And then, when we move to strike, the Kemono will attack right behind us. If what Foxfire told Andrea was right, we’ll also have ronin help as well.”

The four Aka Ryuu stood for a minute in what used to be the parking garage underneath the old shopping mall. “So then... This is it.” said Fushi.

  “No turning back now,” D commented.

  There was another silence, one which Roni broke. “Come on guys! We’re not getting anything done standing around here!” she exclaimed as she began to skip away.

And with that, the four remaining members of the Aka Ryuu turned and headed out into a day that was ignorant of what was about to transpire.

Oh that’s right, she has off today. I remember now, Shogun Kunota thought as he walked past his secretary’s desk. He reached for the handle to his office door and turned it, his attention more on the newspaper that he was holding than anything else. He nudged the door open and went inside, pushing it closed again before he looked up.

He promptly dropped both his paper and the cup of green tea he was holding. The tea splashed all over the rug and onto the Shogun’s shoes, making a steaming puddle on his office floor.

In the middle of the room was Daimyo Yasakuto and the ronin girl he had met the night before. Andrea was tied to a chair, a gag over her mouth and a spot of dried blood on the side of her head. Behind the Shogun’s desk stood four people he’d never seen before, two of which looked like ronin hoodlums, one that looked like he hadn’t seen a bath or a barber in six months, and one dark-skinned man that seemed to want to melt into the floor and disappear. Kunota stared at the assembled company with his mouth agape, unable to think of any words to say. 

  “Good morning, Shogun!” Yasakuto said, his voice dripping with malice and obviously faked cheerfulness.

   

  “Wh... what?” Kunota stuttered, his eyes darting around the room at the invaders.

   Ryoku came across the office and locked the door as he pushed the Shogun further into the room. “Please, stay for a little while, Shogun Kunota” he said as he took up a position guarding the door.

“I decided that I needed to talk to you before the conference, Shogun Kunota. You have, of course, met Andrea ‘The Tiger,’” As he stalked around behind the captive ronin, the Daimyo ran a hand along her neck and brushed some of her silver hair off her shoulders. “I wanted her to be here for our discussion, since it involves her, after all.”

Andrea looked up and stared straight at Kunota, her brows furrowed. You promised. Don’t break your promise, no matter what he does. Please, don’t break your promise, she thought as she looked into the Shogun’s eyes, hoping that he was somehow getting her message. Considering he looked to be on the verge of panic she realized that it was stupid of her to even try sending mental messages, but that didn’t stop her from trying.

“I know that you plan to reveal me as a treacherous, murdering, lying, black-mailing bastard today, Shogun Kunota,” Yasakuto was running his fingers through Andrea’s silver hair as he spoke, “And I also know that if you do that, an entire army of pesky ronin are going to show up to defend you. I was the one who made sure there would be a large gathering of them here today. However, since I have my beloved Andrea back– and would very much not like it if I had to kill her to make an example of the ronin community– you are just going to announce the voting results and not say anything about me.”

During the time that Yasakuto had been speaking, Kunota had been throwing glances at Andrea. The silver-haired martial artist had been trying to communicate to the Shogun with her eyes. What I wouldn’t give to be able to speak right now, she thought, even though she knew that if she tried the only thing that would come out would be muffled garbage.

  “Am I being perfectly clear, Shogun?” the Daimyo purred.

  Kunota glanced up at Yasakuto, then looked around at each of the thugs behind the desk, and finally at Andrea. The Tiger’s blue eyes pleaded with him. Kunota suddenly puffed out his chest and set his jaw as he narrowed his eyes at the Daimyo. “And what if I refuse to do what you say?” he said, his voice full of bravado.

Yasakuto’s eyes narrowed, a frown crossing his face. Before he had a chance to answer, Kunota continued his bravado, “What are you going to do!? Threaten me and my family some more!? Maybe I would gladly sacrifice a few lives for the good of this country! Did you ever think about that, Daimyo? Your game of corruption and deception has come to an end! I love this country and I will do anything for it, even if you threaten to kill my family!”

  Andrea felt a swelling of pride.

  Good job, Shogun. Now, stick to your guns.
Yasakuto was silent for a moment. Even without being able to see him, Andrea could feel his anger rising– it rolled off of him like a black tide on a moonless night and crashed over her, threatening to take her down with it. “Actually, my dear Shogun,” the Daimyo snarled, “I had something much better in mind. If you don’t do what I say, I’m going to organize the complete extermination of every ronin in Hinomoto, under ‘your direct orders’, and I’m going to start with our mutual friend here.” He placed his hand on Andrea’s right shoulder.

Kunota looked Yasakuto dead in the eyes. “I don’t believe you,” he stated. Andrea noticed that some of the fire had gone out of his voice, and his shoulders were slumping ever so slightly. 

No! Don’t let him intimidate you! If you’d be willing to sacrifice yourself, be willing to sacrifice me too! Andrea wriggled against the bonds that held her and tried to speak, but her words came out as nonsense around the gag.

  “Fine then,” Yasakuto’s grip on Andrea’s shoulder tightened, “Foxfire, come here.”

  From behind Yasakuto, the black-haired girl and the big man with the beard turned to look at Foxfire. The dark-skinned man looked uncertain for a moment and hesitated before he stepped forward, coming around the desk to stand in front of the tied-up Andrea.

  Yasakuto grinned menacingly. “I want you to hit Andrea until Shogun Kunota comes to his senses,” he said.

   
Outside of the capitol building a large crowd was beginning to gather, despite that the conference was almost an hour away. Television reporters spoke into microphones as cameras recorded digital video that was automatically beamed out to stations all over the world. Journalists with digital voice recorders and electronic notepads crowded in two rows of seats that had been set up at the front of the building. On either side, police were blocking off the roads and keeping cars from entering the street as a large crowd of citizens had already gathered to hear the announcement. More were still coming down the nearby streets to get a glimpse of the Shogun and hear the results of the voting. Excitement and tension were building in the air as the sun rose higher into the sky.

  “There’s a lot more people here than I expected,” Kanjou said.

  Fushi was hanging on to the brunet’s arm as they tried to work their way slowly through the crowd and get as close to the front as possible. “How many of them do you think are ronin?” she asked as she looked around at the crowd.

“I’m not sure. I see a lot of people that could be, but that doesn’t mean they are. I guess we’ll find out soon enough though, if everything works out.”

Across the crowd, Roni was hanging on to D’s hand as they too worked through the throng of people. D’s eyes kept darting around at the crowd. Even though he didn’t think he’d find Andrea here, he couldn’t stop himself from looking for her. He wanted her to come out of the crowd and tell him that she’d just left early, but he knew that something more sinister had happened to her, and that only made him look for her with more fervor.

  “How much longer until it starts?” Roni yelled at D over the buzz of people.

   

  D looked down at her, then up at a large clock tower that loomed over the capitol. “Less than an hour,” he replied.

  “Are you scared, D?”
 He was silent for a minute. “Yes, I am.” he admitted.

  “Okay, so am I,” the little girl replied as she squeezed his hand tighter.

   
 Foxfire stared blankly at Yasakuto, unable to believe he’d just heard him say to hit Andrea. Yasakuto rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “Foxfire, I know you can understand me, so don’t act stupid. You betrayed me by talking to her anyway, so either you can prove yourself to me now, or I can kill your entire family.”

  Foxfire took a step back, his eyes widening. “You... you wouldn’t!” he stammered.

   

  “It’s your choice. Either Andrea, or your wife and children.”

   Foxfire looked down into Andrea’s eyes. She gave him a determined stare, not showing emotion one way or the other. They’re more important to you than I am.

 The silence in the room as Andrea and Foxfire stared at each other was maddening. Shogun Kunota was shaking as his mind raced between possibilities. Yasakuto had already showed that he would go to any lengths to get what he wanted, which included ordering the deaths of innocent people. The Shogun could feel the sincerity of Yasakuto’s words when he’d threatened to conduct a crusade against the underground ronin community. Could he honestly live with himself if he knew he could be responsible for the deaths of thousands of people if things didn’t go Yasakuto’s way?

If I do talk, Yasakuto must be planning on killing me and my family and blaming it on Andrea and her rebels so he can stir up the people. That would be the only way for him to pull this off. But, if he can’t kill me, then maybe there’s still hope. That’s a very large risk to take. What should I do? Kunota was holding his breath as he tried to think.

  “Foxfire! Stop trying my patience! Do it now!” screamed Yasakuto.

  The tall, dark-skinned man gave one more glance at Yasakuto before he looked down into the Tiger’s blue eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. Andrea narrowed her eyes and nodded. Then Foxfire pulled back his fist and smashed it into the side of Andrea’s head so hard that it sent the chair she was tied to crashing to the floor. 

“Alright, this is it. All these tunnels lead to buildings around the capitol, and this manhole cover comes up in the middle of the road in front of it,” 26 pointed up at the metal cover that was ten feet above her head. 

Deuce stepped forward. “I think we should send a few Kemono with wings out into the other tunnels so they can attempt to get to the rooftops. We can come from below and above that way.”

26 shook her head. “I think that’s too dangerous. Do you hear the noise up there? This place is packed with people. It would be nearly impossible to get up to a rooftop without being seen.”

A female Kemono with the features of a panther, a bat, and a kangaroo came forward. “I think you underestimate us. The humans are crowding into the street. There’ll be no one in the alleys behind the buildings. It should be easy to get to at least one rooftop,” she said, her voice silky and full of confidence.

26 thought for a moment. “Alright. Take a few with you, but if it doesn’t seem possible, come back immediately. We don’t need to be discovered.”

The female Kemono picked a few other winged members of their group and disappeared into one of the adjoining tunnels. “Now, all we can really do is spread out and wait for the conference to start,” said 26, more to herself than anyone else as she looked back up at the manhole cover.

  “Do you think this will work?” asked Deuce as the other

  Kemono
  fanned out to wait at surrounding exit points.

   

  26 shook her head. “No, I don’t think it will,” she turned her head and looked straight into Deuce’s golden eyes, her furred hands clutching the sword she held tightly, “I believe it will.”

   
Andrea felt pain explode across her face, then had the wind knocked out of her as the chair crashed to the floor, pinning her arm at an awkward angle underneath her body. The bonds that were confining her cut into her skin, causing angry red lines across her arms and nearly snapping her ankles when she came down on the floor. 

 In a split second, Foxfire was on top of her, dealing blow after punishing blow to Andrea’s upper body and face. Pain washed over her in a never-ending stream, and for the first time in a long time Andrea realized that she was in a position where she could do nothing but lay there and take the punishment. With each powerful blow that Foxfire dealt to her the unpleasant angle that the chair and the ropes that held her made Andrea’s body explode with pain. 

 Foxfire felt like his arms were going to fall off with each punch that he landed on his captive friend. Hot tears were pouring down his cheeks as he pounded his fists into Andrea’s bloody face, causing crimson liquid to spray up onto his arms and face. With every terrible blow he rained down on her, another vision of his family flashed through his mind. It was either Andrea or them, and Andrea knew who he would pick in the end.

  He only hoped that his silver-haired friend would forgive him for this.

  Shogun Kunota was wincing at every wet, dull thud that sounded as Foxfire pummeled Andrea mercilessly. Yasakuto was staring directly at Kunota, his face passive. “I am willing to sacrifice her to get what I want. Are you willing to do the same? Can you sentence her and thousands of others to die, all so that you can ‘rule the country the way it was intended to be ruled’? Can you honestly stand there and watch as he beats her to death? More importantly, will you make him live with killing her like this?”

 Kunota’s hands were balled in to tight fists and he was biting his lower lip so hard that he was shocked he wasn’t tasting blood yet. With each punch that rained down on Andrea from the much larger man, he could hear her choking behind the gag and see her trying to free herself from the ropes that held her. There was a puddle of blood beginning to gather on the carpet below her head and her right shoulder as it dripped down her hair and off of her cheek. 

It didn’t take long for the pain in Andrea’s head to get so bad that she actually attempted to scream. It came out as a low, muffled strangling noise that was barely audible over the sound of fists hitting flesh. 

Andrea’s cry of pain was more than Kunota could bear. “STOP! Stop it!” he screamed with a sob, putting his hands up to his face. Foxfire immediately turned to look over his shoulder, relief across his tear stained face, “I’ll do whatever you want, just please don’t hurt anyone anymore.. Please...”

Through the pain that was making her ears ring, Andrea heard Kunota’s words. Her eyes fluttered open, causing blood to run into the right one and make it burn. No... You have to stand up to him. You have to make it possible... Don’t give in. Have a spine, dammit!

“Very good,” purred Yasakuto, “I knew you would see things my way. Foxfire,” he looked down at the two ronin on the floor, “Get Andrea up.”

 With tears still pouring down his cheeks, Foxfire grabbed the side of the chair that Andrea was lashed to and pulled it back upright. Her head was hanging limply, her bangs in her face and her shoulders slumped as blood trickled down onto the floor. Dull pain coursed through her whole body. He broke his promise, she thought.

“Well then, with that out of the way, you really should get ready for the conference, my dear Shogun. Aki, stay with our guest, would you? The rest of us will go with Shogun Kunota.”

  And with that, Aki and Andrea were left together in the Shogun’s office.


Chapter Fifteen The War Begins

Below the streets and on the rooftops, Kemono waited for their opportunity to strike. In the throng of people waiting to see the press conference, four Aka Ryuu mingled with what could have been countless ronin or regular citizens of Hinomoto while reporters recorded every detail of the scene in anticipation of the Shogun’s big announcement. 

And inside the building that all of them were gathered around, a broken Andrea “The Tiger” was still tied to her chair, though her wounds had stopped bleeding. Aki was sitting on the Shogun’s desk behind her and would make a comment every once in awhile that Andrea ignored. She had managed to brush back most of the pain that she was in, though the ropes were still cutting into her skin and making her wrists and ankles raw. She was silently hoping that the Shogun had been lying when he’d conceded to Yasakuto’s threats. Maybe he was just saying that to save me. That has to be it. He’s still going to reveal Yasakuto, I know it. He has to... He has to, for Hinomoto.

On the steps of the Capitol, technicians had completed setting up and testing the microphone system for the conference. The podium was in place, the crowd of people behind the seats of reporters had grown to be so large that the street could no longer contain it. People were now standing in the spaces between buildings across the road. Concern among police security had grown so much that they’d actually put up guards and barricades between the reporters’ seats. They pushed the rest of the crowd back a few feet just so that the journalists wouldn’t get crushed by the push of people trying to see the Shogun and hear the voting results.

There was excitement in the air as the crowd milled and chatted behind the line of policemen. Children were hoisted onto their parent’s shoulders so they could see over the audience. And looming behind the capitol building the clock tower’s hands moved closer and closer to twelve o’clock as gray clouds gathered on the horizon. 

  “I hope this thing gets started before it decides to rain,” commented Fushi as she stared at the darkening sky.

   

  “Should be any minute now,” replied Kanjou.

  As though on cue, the clock tower in the distance chimed. The crowd of citizens fell silent and stared at the podium in anticipation. The journalists poised their styluses over the touch-sensitive screens of their digital notepads, ready to jot down every detail of the conference for their articles later. Several of them had digital voice recorders ready to capture every nuance of the Shogun’s speech as well as the reporter’s personal notes. The anticipation in the air was thick.

Inside the building Shogun Kunota stood behind a line of Daimyo who had come to see the conference as well. Standing directly next to him was Yasakuto, and behind the two of them were the three men that had been with Yasakuto in the Shogun’s office. Kunota found that he was extremely glad he’d left Shinsetsu the note that morning to tell her not to come to the press conference. He was relieved that his wife had listened to him for a change.

The doors in front of the gathering of Daimyo began to swing open, and Yasakuto squeezed the Shogun’s arm. “Just remember, do what you’re told,” he hissed, a malicious grin across his face. 

Kunota gulped nervously, his throat suddenly dry. His tongue felt like it was made out of leather as the doors opened and the congregation of Daimyo headed out into the daylight. After a moment’s hesitation, he started walking forward with Yasakuto keeping step beside him. Bear, Foxfire, and Ryoku held back, ready to be on call if they were needed. Foxfire was staring at the floor more than anything else, almost seeming to be in his own world.

Outside, cameras whirred and thousands of eyes eagerly watched as a grouping came out of the front doors and stood to either side on the porch. A few moments after they exited, Shogun Kunota came out of the doors with Daimyo Yasakuto walking beside him. While the rest of the crowd let out a cheer, the Aka Ryuu in the crowd gasped. Instantly, they all thought the worst for their plan. Any attack without the Shogun revealing Yasakuto’s corruption could be seen as a random terrorist attack by the ronin. They needed Shogun Kunota to come forward before they could do anything.

Okay, this could mean nothing. Maybe they just walked out together. That has to be it. We’ll still have our chance,Kanjou thought, his eyes narrowing.

Daimyo Yasakuto stopped just outside the door while Kunota walked toward the podium. He had his eyes down for a second or two before he looked up at the crowd and into the television cameras. Purely out of habit he put a smile across his face for the people. He paused for a moment, waiting for the crowd to quiet down. On top of the podium was a sealed envelope with the voting results inside of it. He popped the seal while waiting and pulled the paper far enough out of the envelope that he could see the results printed on it. His eyes quickly skimmed over the printed page, then he sighed as he pushed the paper back down into the envelope.

 “Good morning, everyone. I would first like to personally thank the Daimyo, the members of the press, and, of course, the citizens of Hinomoto for coming today,” Shogun Kunota forced a smile across his face as he spoke, “In just a moment I am going to announce the results of the referendum vote that happened this past weekend. But, before I do that, I would just like to say that, no matter what the results are, we must always remember where we have come from. This country has survived for thousands of years. We have come through wars, nuclear bombings, and even the cataclysm that destroyed technology and killed millions. Our past may not be malleable, but it is the best thing we have to study and make decisions for the future.”

Kunota paused for a moment, looking down at the envelope he was fidgeting with. His thoughts were racing a mile a minute and he felt like he was about to throw up. He choked back his feelings and forced another smile across his face. “And now, the moment I know everyone’s waiting for. The results of the voting are as follows.”

The huge crowd was utterly silent except for the gentle whirring of the television cameras that were digitally capturing every moment of the conference. The anticipation of the mass of citizens was almost as clear as a smell of cooking from a restaurant or the feel of an electric storm in the air before it starts. The clock tower in the distance only counted off a few seconds before the Shogun spoke again, but to most it felt like an eternity had passed. 

Just do what you’re told,  he thought before he continued speaking. Yasakuto and Shinrai’s words were battling in his head for supremacy. “And you, the people of Hinomoto, have decided...” He opened the envelope and looked down at the paper again. Across the top of the page were the words “Should the ban on the study and practice of martial arts be lifted?” Directly underneath it was “78% YES, 22% NO” Kunota blinked once and then continued. “That the ban on the study and use of Martial Arts...” he paused again, aware that the crowd was watching his every move. His tongue was sticking to the roof of his mouth and his throat felt like he’d just eaten half of a desert.

Just do what you’re told.
“The ban on martial arts will stay in effect, with seventy-eight percent against and twenty-two percent in favor,” Kunota let the lie spill out of his mouth, unable to keep the mental image of thousands of dead people littering the streets of every city in Hinomoto out of his head. Yasakuto’s cruelty had overcome Shinrai’s friendship and support. His shoulders slumped as there was a general gasp from the gathered crowd behind the journalists’ seats. “Thank you all for coming,” the Shogun said as he started to turn away from the podium. He paused though for a second, his thoughts racing again between Shinrai and Yasakuto. 

 Andrea entered into the battle between his conflicting thoughts, shoving Shinrai and Yasakuto aside. He remembered her wonder at seeing the little red-leafed tree in his office. 

“I got that on my first diplomatic assignment. Two countries had been at war for over two-hundred years, and finally they wanted to set up talks for peace. I was sent to mediate the treaty. I was terrified at the time, since I’d never done it before. I didn’t want to botch the discussions and send these two countries back into war, but I did the best I could. When the talks were done, and both sides had terms that were agreeable, they presented me with that tree as a gift. It’s leaves are naturally red like that. They have been bred that way for hundreds of years. It’s very rare for someone outside of those countries to even be allowed to see one of those trees, much less own one. I’ve had it with me ever since, to remind me that I can do anything, even if I’m afraid of it at first.”

  Andrea let out a huff. “You should have taken your own advice a long time ago then,”

  Kunota paused for another moment longer, then looked back at the crowd. I can do anything, even if I’m afraid of it at first. I made her a promise, and I made Shinrai a promise. My friend is more important than my enemy!

“I’m sorry, I did have one more announcement to make,” Kunota said, speaking before he could stop himself. “While no government is ever perfect, I do have one thing to say about the government of Hinomoto,” he took a deep breath, imagining that he could feel Yasakuto on the verge of exploding into rage behind him, “Daimyo Ran Yasakuto is corrupt and evil ! He has been black mailing me and threatening to kill my family for the past year! He purposely stirs up discord between the underground community of martial artists and the regular citizens of Hinomoto so he can continue his illegal rule of this country through fear!”

That’s it! There’s no turning back now!
  Kanjou grabbed Fushi’s arm and began to push through the crowd.

  Shogun Kunota suddenly turned and ran back toward the doors just as all Hell broke loose in front of the Capitol building. The Aka Ryuu were pushing toward the barrier between them and the seats of journalists as the police surrounding the area moved in toward the Capitol Building. The police that were standing behind the barrier between the journalists and the approaching ronin were reaching for their guns.

How are they seeing us through the crowd?  D thought as he watched the police grab their firearms. It was only then that he realized that he was doing less pushing through the crowd than he had been. Most of the crowd was coming forward with them, pulling knives, nunchaku, and other small weapons from hiding places. Ronin! Most of the crowd are ronin! 

“Come on, D!” Roni grabbed D’s hand and pulled him to the right, snapping him out of his thoughts. They had to make it to the manhole in the middle of the street three meters away and open it for 26 and the Kemono. 

Kunota raced for the door, ignoring the sounds of insanity breaking out behind him. The civilians in the gathered crowd were screaming and trying to get away from the violence that was about to unfold. Some of the police were screaming for the charging ronin to freeze, others were shouting for their fellow officers to open fire. The only thing that Kunota was concerned with was the enraged Daimyo that had stepped in his path.

Yasakuto had put himself between the Shogun and the open door as soon as Kunota had turned to run. Now he was pulling a pistol out of his inside jacket pocket as the Shogun charged at him. Too late, Daimyo Yasakuto realized he wasn’t going to be able to get the gun out in time– and just then Shogun Kunota rammed in to him with his shoulder, sending Yasakuto tumbling in Kunota’s wake. 

  Though he was stunned the Daimyo managed to scream “Bear! Foxfire! Ryoku! Get him!”

  Shogun Kunota continued running, hoping he could somehow slip past the three men. He was closing distance with them fast just as the sound of shooting sounded from outside. 

 As Foxfire heard the Daimyo give his orders, he made a splitsecond decision. As fast as he could, Foxfire turned and punched Bear straight in the face, sending the larger man reeling straight into Ryoku and knocking both of them out of the Shogun’s path. Kunota ran past, his eyes wild, and Foxfire moved so he was between him and Yasakuto. He took a stance and held it. This is for you and your Aka Ryuu, Andrea.

Below the streets 26 and the waiting Kemono heard screams and the sounds of gunfire. “Alright, let’s go!” shouted the Aka Ryuu, slinging Andrea’s katana over her shoulder as she grabbed the bottom rungs of the ladder up to the surface. She climbed quickly, aware that Deuce and the other Kemono were coming up right behind her. Just as she had almost reached the top of the ladder, the manhole cover was flung to the side and Roni and D looked down into the hole. 

D reached down into the hole and seized 26’s wrist, hefting her the rest of the way up. Without a word she handed D the sword and he quickly attached it to his back. Deuce and a stream of other Kemono flowed up from the ground as the sky was suddenly filled with flying Kemono that were dropping from the tops of the buildings. The street had turned into a battlefield full of martial artists, policemen, humanoid beasts, and screaming civilians and journalists trying to flee from the scene. 

Kanjou and Fushi charged at the line of policemen just as the officers opened fire on the approaching crowd of martial artists. Some of the more faint-hearted journalists behind the police were scattering in either direction, trying to get out of harm’s way, while the braver ones were either taking notes or continuing to roll their cameras as the ronin and Kemono army raced toward the line of police. Several fighters went down on the concrete as the wave of martial artists crashed over the line of officers.

  The battle for Hinomoto had begun.


Chapter Sixteen Break the Line

 The sound of gunfire was barely audible in the Shogun’s office, but it still made Andrea stir slightly. She had been sitting with her head hanging ever since her chair had been set back upright, allowing the blood from her face to drip into her lap. Gunfire... I wonder if that’s a good or a bad thing?

Andrea moved her head a little, trying to hear anything else from outside. Screams. Lots of screams. Maybe he didn’t break his promise after all.

Andrea felt something hard under her chin. She opened her eyes enough to see the tip of Aki’s bo before her head was pushed up enough that she was forced to look in to her teal eyes. “Damn. I was hoping you had died,” Aki said, “Even though that would have made Daimyo Yasakuto angry, at least my revenge would be complete.”Aki scowled as she let Andrea’s head drop back down.

Andrea remained motionless, trying to hear as much as she could from outside. There was more gunfire and screaming, but nothing to indicate whether there was a battle or a slaughter going on. After another few minutes of trying to strain her ears Andrea finally moved her head enough to look up at Aki, who had been pacing back and forth across the room. 

“Mm muff mm meh-meh,” said Andrea, her eyes cold. “What?” Aki asked, a cruel smirk on her face.
 “Mm muff mm meh-meh, mmmif!”

  Aki reached out and grabbed the gag that was in Andrea’s mouth, pulling it from her mouth. “Now, what was that?”

  Andrea coughed and moved her jaw, grimacing at the pain that it caused her. “I said, turn on the T.V., dammit!” she commanded, using her head to motion to the television that was at the edge of her field of vision on her right.

Aki looked taken aback slightly, then smiled, a sadistic gleam on her face. “Alright then,” she purred as she crossed the room to turn on the box.

 Kanjou smashed his fist into the face of a policeman as he raced through the line with Fushicho behind him. He’d seen the Shogun run into the building after pushing Yasakuto aside. Now the Daimyo had grabbed some policemen and was heading after Kunota, but Kanjou was determined to catch up to them. 

Fushi’s leg lashed out at the face of a cop that was taking aim at Kanjou’s back. Her foot smashed his nose in and caused him to tumble to the ground, his face bloody. She turned and attacked a policeman to her left as Kanjou stopped for a moment, watching as the Daimyo entered the building, then turned and headed for a side entrance, pushing reporters and police out of the way as he ran.

Fushicho heard a click behind her. She turned quickly, recognizing the sound of a readying pistol when she heard it. I’m not fast enough!She realized with horror that she couldn’t get turned all the way around to kick the gun aside. 

Just as the red-head got part of the way turned around, the uniformed policeman’s chest exploded in a shower of blood. Fushicho stopped in confusion as she watched the man slump to the ground. Standing behind him was a ronin holding an old katana, its blade stained and marked with years of wear. He pulled the blade out of the policeman and swiped to the side, flinging the blood from his sword. The ronin looked up at Fushicho as blood from a cut on his cheek trickled down his face. He nodded at Fushi and then turned his sword on another of the armed men.

Thanks, Fushi thought as she ran forward.
 “Fushi!”

  The red-head turned and saw D and Roni running toward her. “Where’s Kanjou?” Roni asked, gasping for breath.

   

  “He ran after the Daimyo and the Shogun!”

   

  “Let’s go then!” said D.

   
 Foxfire was prepared to take on anything to protect the Shogun’s retreat. He watched Daimyo Yasakuto get up off the floor and call for some of the police, then start heading toward him. I’ll take on all of them if I have to. I don’t care, he clenched his fists tightly and stood ready to attack the corrupt Daimyo and his police entourage. 

 As Foxfire prepared himself mentally for the coming attack, he didn’t realize that Bear was getting up off the floor behind him. Bear turned his small black eyes on Foxfire as blood trickled down the side of his face. Behind Bear, Ryoku stumbled to his feet and took off down the hall in the direction that Kunota had fled in. 

 Yasakuto stopped about 5 meters away from the defiant ronin. “You are standing in my way, Foxfire. Move.” he said, his voice emotionless.

  Foxfire gritted his teeth. “No way,” he snarled, “I should have stood up to you a long time ago!”

  A smirk worked its way across Yasakuto’s face. “Get out of my way, or I will personally see to it that your entire family is killed. Or did you forget about them?”

“I’m doing this for family! How can I face my children and my wife if I let evil scum like you win!? I know they would rather die than have me be your slave!”

Yasakuto glanced slightly at Bear. “Strong words... especially coming from useless ochiudo filth like you.” Daimyo Yasakuto nodded slightly, which made Foxfire arch a brow. 

What the hell is he looking at? thought the dark-skinned ronin. Before he could turn around Bear’s meaty hands came down with a crash on Foxfire’s neck. Caught completely off guard, he fell to the floor in a heap. 

Yasakuto walked forward, motioning for the small police force he’d gathered to follow him. They did as ordered, and the Daimyo stepped over Foxfire as he said “Take care of him, Bear.”

  Bear cracked his knuckles as Yasakuto and the police went past. “No problem.”

   
 In Shogun Kunota’s office, Andrea and Aki watched the television broadcast. On the screen, a reporter that had picked up the camera her assistant had dropped was catching all the grim and gory details of the battle for Hinomoto. The video feed was punctuated by a never-ending narrative from the journalist.

“-there’s some sort of.. Monsters! There are big animal monsters coming down from the sky and out of the sewers now... This is just complete chaos down here! If you’re just tuning in, we are outside of the Capitol building in Shibasaki, where an army of ochiudo just came out of nowhere and started attacking police and bystanders! But now there are people covered in fur and with wings coming down from the sky! I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’ve never seen anything like this!”

 More gunfire rang out on the television, which sent the reporter that was talking on the TV into a retreat. The camera jiggled wildly for a few moments before finally coming back to rest some distance away from the battle. “My god!” the reporter exclaimed, “The police are firing into the crowd! I don’t know what is going on here!”

  Andrea smirked painfully.

  It’s called ‘making things right.’ 
 Foxfire groaned and moved slowly, his head spinning from the blow he’d received on the back of his neck. Just as his vision was beginning to clear, a large hand grabbed his ponytail and yanked upwards. Foxfire let out a curse as he was yanked to his feet. The world had turned into far away gunfire and sharp pain in his skull that was now punctuated by a blow to his gut.

 “It pains me to do this to you, Foxfire, but you joined the wrong side,” Bear grunted into his ear. The bearded man let go of Foxfire, who swayed unsteadily on his feet before a blow to his face sent him back to the floor. He skidded across the tiles and hit an accent table that was against the wall, smashing the legs and causing the top to fall on him.

 Dazed, Foxfire pushed the broken wood off just in time to see Bear striding toward him, his fist pulled back. He forced himself to roll out of the way, barely missing the blow that sent Bear’s hand through the drywall. The dark-skinned ronin scrambled across the floor, knocking over a few Daimyo who had been running through the lobby at that moment. Foxfire didn’t give them a second glance though. He was only interested in putting enough space between him and Bear to make sure he could get his bearings before the next punch was thrown. 

 Foxfire made it to the other side of the room and turned to face Bear as he pulled his fist from the wall. The two eyed each other for a minute, then Foxfire dropped into a ready stance. “Come on!” he challenged.

Elsewhere in the Capitol building, Shogun Kunota had run out of room to retreat. He was at the end of a corridor with a window to his back. In front of him was Daimyo Yasakuto and a group of policemen. To his left, about 5 meters away was a door to a stairwell. It was too far away and swung inward though, so he wouldn’t be able to get to it without being blown away first. Kunota backed as far as he could against the wall without sending himself out the fourth story window. His knees shook as the policemen shouldered their guns.

  “That was a very... foolish... move, Kunota. Very foolish indeed. I told you what the consequences would be if you went against me!” shouted the Daimyo.

   

  Kunota managed to speak even though his teeth were chattering together. “Some consequences are worth the rewards!”

  “Idealism will get you nowhere, Shogun Kunota.” Yasakuto raised his hand casually, causing the policemen to each chamber a round in their guns. The Shogun stared down the barrels, his knees shaking.

I don’t regret it. I don’t regret it. I won’t regret it! Kunota squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, then opened them again. I’ll face death with honor!

The Shogun stared at the police, the police waited for their signal from the Daimyo, and the Daimyo’s hand paused before it started moving back down again. Kunota was sure that his time had come– his life was over.

Just as Yasakuto’s hand began its downward swing, the door to the Shogun’s left burst open. Every head in the hallway turned as a tall brunet wearing a red headband raced out into the hall. He dashed straight for the Daimyo and the policemen, barreling down at them like a bull charging on a matador.

Kanjou cleared the distance between them in the blink of an eye, letting a primal cry escape his throat as he pounded across the carpeting. The policemen fired a few wild shots as the ronin closed in on them, causing bits of drywall and an accent lamp to explode around Kanjou. With a flurry of punches and kicks the spiky-haired brunet worked his way down the line of policemen, knocking their guns from their hands as though he were playing a strange carnival game. As the guns went flying through the air the policemen scattered, attempting to retrieve them. 

Daimyo Yasakuto had backed up a few steps while the ronin  was disarming his assembled guards, but even those few wary feet weren’t enough to keep Kanjou from giving him an open-palmed strike to his chest. The Damiyo stumbled backwards as Kanjou spun on the ball of his foot, racing across the hall and grabbing Shogun Kunota by the arm. He nearly picked the politician off the floor as he steered him toward the door, throwing open the entry to the stairs and tossing the Shogun in ahead of himself. 

 As the metal door closed, gunfire rang out in the hall, causing dents in the door from bullets hitting it and ricocheting off. “Get them!” came the Daimyo’s voice from the hall.

Kanjou made a noise of exasperation as he grabbed the door handle just before one of the policemen could pull the door open. He yanked the handle back, the muscles in his arms tightening as he dug his sneakers into the concrete floor of the stairwell. There were more tugs on the door from the other side, each one getting harder for Kanjou to overcome.

Kunota stared at the tall martial artist for a few moments, completely dumbstruck until the man with the red headband on turned to him and growled. “Get me something to hold this door shut with!”

  The Shogun jumped, then looked around. “What!?” he exclaimed.

   

  “I don’t care! Anything!” Kanjou gritted his teeth as the pulling on the door became harder to resist.

   The Shogun looked around, trying to find anything that he could use to help the fighter out, but the staircase was empty. He spun around, his eyes still desperately searching. As he finished his turn, his tie flew up and smacked him in the face. Kunota stopped, looking down at the silk garment for a second before he reached up and loosened the knot, pulling it off. He ran over to Kanjou and tied one end of the fabric to the doorknob, jerking a tight knot in it. Then he grabbed the loose end and pulled it toward the metal railing in the middle of the landing. The black tie was just long enough for him to wrap it around the top rung of the railing and tie a knot in it.

  “How’s that?” the Shogun asked.

  Kanjou cautiously let go of the handle just as the policemen on the other side of the door pulled again. The tie held and the brownhaired ronin looked approvingly at Kunota. “Great thinking. Come on, they won’t wait long before they move to another floor.” The two men took off down the stairs.

 In Kunota’s office Andrea and Aki continued to watch the news. The reporter had long ago retreated back behind a building and far away from the fighting. They were proceeding to narrate the battle that was taking place outside of the capitol building, but the two martial artists had stopped listening to the banter from the journalist.

  “You know, Andrea? It doesn’t matter how this turns out,” said Aki.

   

  Andrea scowled. “How do you figure that?”

  The black-haired traitor paced in front of the captive, her bo held in her hand. “The only thing about this that matters is the spin that the government will put on it after it’s all over. Right and wrong, good and evil, loyalty and betrayal: they’re all only as good as the people that are left in front of the news cameras at the end. In your mind, I’m an evil lying traitor, and I’m in the wrong for what I’m doing. But in my mind, I’m doing what is right– because you’re the one that’s evil. Everything is subjective, Andrea.”

“Then I guess the only thing that matters in the end is keeping the Shogun alive to tell the people the truth.” Andrea glared up at Aki, hatred burning in her eyes. “Because that’s what the people of this country deserve. The truth.”

Aki suddenly reached out and slugged Andrea in her face, nearly knocking the Aka Ryuu back to the floor. “Even truth is subjective. It all depends on what parts of it are left out. If the Daimyo wins, then the truth is that ochiudo attacked the government, and that the Shogun died in the battle that they started. If the Shogun manages to stay alive, then the truth is that ronin attacked the government, and saved his life. The only thing that matters is the words that are used, and the facts that are omitted.

“The fact of the matter is, Andrea, that in the end we are still all criminals. Criminals don’t get parades and hero’s welcomes. They get thrown in jail.”

  Andrea growled. “We’ll see who the criminals are by the end of the day, Aki.”

   
 Bear and Foxfire circled each other for a moment, each waiting for the other to be bold enough to make the first attack. Foxfire held his fists close to his face, while Bear’s guard was more relaxed. Foxfire hopped back and forth on the balls of his feet, preparing to dodge out of the path of any of Bear’s punches. They made a few rounds of the lobby area, ignoring the chaos surrounding them as they stared each other down. 

Finally, Bear exploded forward, his brown boots clattering across the floor. Foxfire held his position, staring at the hulking beast of a man as he ran toward him. The ground trembled under his feet as Bear approached him, but still he stayed frozen to one spot. 

 Just before Bear could smash his fist into Foxfire’s face, the dark-skinned ronin moved his body to one side. With the speed of a cobra, Foxfire stuck out one of his booted legs directly into Bear’s path. He quickly snapped his hand from a fist into an open strike and chopped down onto the back of Bear’s neck as the larger man stumbled over Foxfire’s outstretched leg. 

 Bear let out a grunt as he smashed down to the marble floor, sliding across it and into the legs of a Daimyo who had stopped to watch the two combatants. The man in the business suit toppled over as Bear rolled through his legs, landing face-first on the marble floor. There was a sickening crack as the man hit. Bear stood up, rubbing the back of his neck while a pool of blood spread out from under the former spectator’s head.

“That was-” Bear’s statement died prematurely in his throat as he stepped back to avoid a blow from Foxfire’s fist. The ronin had leaped across the lobby, clearing the motionless body that had been created in Bear’s wake, and now launched an assault on the brownclad fighter. 

The two martial artists rounded the room, swinging viciously at one another as each tried to land a blow. Neither of them was extremely fast, but each knew that the other was powerful enough to end this fight in an instant. Anyone who had been watching out of morbid curiosity was now gone, leaving the two fighters alone in the lobby. 

 Foxfire threw punches as quickly as he could, trying to keep the bulkier man on the run. He purposely backed him toward the wall with his powerful strikes, hoping to corner him so he wouldn’t be able to throw a blow back. Bear, however, had other ideas. As soon as he felt the edge of the accent table he was backing toward, he stepped to the side, avoiding an ax kick that Foxfire had just attempted. Foxfire’s boot crashed down through a lamp and the ceramic bust of a previous Shogun before it decimated the table, turning the wood into splinters.

 Bear quickly moved around Foxfire as the dark-skinned man was thrown off balance. Realizing that straightening up would probably mean put his head straight into the path of a fist, the shirtless ronin instead allowed himself to fall on top of the rubble of the table. Bear’s clenched fist flew above his head as he fell, slamming into the wall and causing drywall dust to rain down on Foxfire before he tucked his shoulder and rolled to the side. He leaped to his feet, turning around to face his opponent, his guard up to protect his chest.

Bear pulled his hand from the drywall, brushing the dry dust off on his shirt as he turned to his black-haired opponent. “This is a good fight,” he grumbled.

The dark-skinned martial artist raised his guard higher. “Indeed,” he grunted back before he raced forward and threw a savage side kick at Bear. The two fighters began their dance of dodging and throwing blows once more, each trying to chase the other into a trap. As they were making their second circuit of the lobby, three figures burst through the lobby doors, coming to a skidding stop as they saw the two combatants.

  Fushicho and D looked down at Roni as she called out, “FOXFIRE!”

   The dark-skinned man looked over briefly before turning his attention back to the fight, narrowly avoiding Bear’s meaty fist. He quickly struck the side of Bear’s arm, sending him into a partial spin. As soon as his back was toward Foxfire, the dark-skinned ronin  brought both of his hands down on the back of the big man’s skull. There was a loud thump as Bear fell to his knees and crashed to the floor, his eyes rolled back in his head. 

  Roni ran over to Foxfire. “Where’s Andrea?” she demanded.

  He looked down at the small girl. “You are one of the rebels Andrea is with?” Roni nodded. “I’ll take you to the Tiger then,” continued Foxfire.

  “Then let’s go!” D said.

  The four ronin quickly turned and headed toward a nearby stairwell.

 Kanjou and Shogun Kunota rushed out of the third floor stairwell. The brown-haired ronin kept going down the hall, but Kunota stopped. “Wait! Wait!” he said, causing Kanjou to stop and turn around. “Who are you?” he asked through his labored panting.

Kanjou walked up and gave a quick bow. “Tsukai Kanjou, Shogun. I’m part of the Aka Ryuu. We’re the ronin that Daimyo Shinrai gathered to help you. I’m here to protect you from Daimyo Yasakuto.”

  The Shogun raised an eyebrow at the martial artist. “You knew Shinrai?”

  “Of course sir. I was his personal contact with the Aka Ryuu. He loved Hinomoto very much, which is why I’m here. Now, if you’ll excuse my rudeness,” he reached out and grabbed Kunota’s wrist, “we have to get you someplace safe.”

The brunet quickly turned and tore off down the hall, dragging the Shogun toward the point the Aka Ryuu had decided would be the safest one in the building.

 Foxfire, Roni, Fushicho and D ran up the stairs to the fourth floor. “This way,” said Foxfire, pulling the door open, “She’s being held in the Shogun’s office.”

As the four ronin stepped into the hallway there was the sound of guns readying from down the hall. As one unit, they turned to see a group of five police officers in the hall, all pointing pistols at them.

  “Stop right there and put your hands up,

  ochiudo
  !” yelled one of the police.

   D let out a yell and ran straight for them as they opened fire on him. Fushicho grabbed Roni and shoved her to the floor while Foxfire took off after D. The green-haired Aka Ryuu zig-zagged down the hallway, avoiding the frantic shots from the police as he closed the distance between them.
 With a roar of rage, D leaped across the final meter toward the police, his outstretched legs crashing in the chest of the man in the middle and knocking him to the floor. D used the officer like a springboard, leaping up and delivering a spin-kick that landed directly in the face of the policeman to his right. 

 Foxfire swerved to the left, clothes-lining the two men and sending them crashing to the floor, each clutching their necks and gagging. The brown-skinned ronin spun to his right, his fist out and heading toward the final gunman just as D hit the ground from his kick, his fist also coming around toward the last man’s face.

  There was a deafening crack as both Foxfire and D’s punches landed on the officer’s head, immediately sending him to the floor.

   
 Outside of Kunota’s office loud crashes were coming from down the hall. Andrea and Aki looked toward the door, both knowing the sounds of combat when they heard it. “Well now, I wonder if these are your rebels coming to save you. I think I’ll go greet them,” jeered Aki. 

Andrea scowled, “I hope they tear your ass apart!” Aki ignored the comment and headed toward the door, bo in hand. In a moment she was gone and Andrea was alone in Kunota’s office. “Dammit!” Andrea let a string of obscenities loose as she started to pull viciously at the ropes that held her to the chair. “I! WANT! OUT!” she screamed with frustration, trying to either snap the binding or break the chair. Both held fast, making Andrea roar with anger.

 Out in the hallway Roni, D, Fushi, and Foxfire came around the corner and stopped in their tracks. Standing about ten meters away from them was Aki. She stood facing them in the middle of the hall, leaning on her staff as though there was no battle going on.

  “A.. Aki! You’re okay!” Roni exclaimed, relief in her voice. Aki took her staff up in her hands. “Of course I am,” she purred.

  The hair on the back of Fushicho’s neck stood on end. She reached up and grabbed Roni’s shoulder, preventing her from moving forward to embrace the woman. Fushi’s eyes narrowed. “What’s the matter, Aki?”

  “Why, nothing’s the matter, Fushicho. I just can’t let you all pass.” Aki smirked, holding the bo out in front of her.

   D shot Foxfire a look, one green eyebrow raised. Foxfire looked away from him, his expression one of shame. “What do you mean?” said Roni as Fushi tried to push the girl behind her.

“Oh for the love of...” Aki sighed in exasperation, “How much more obvious do I have to be? I can’t let you pass because I was never on your side and I won’t let you get to Andrea. Is that simple enough for your small, idealistic brains to comprehend, or do you need it drawn out for you?”

 The three Aka Ryuu looked taken aback. Foxfire silently berated himself for forgetting to warn them. D, Fushi, and Roni were dumb struck. “B-but...” stammered Roni, “You were with us... You begged to join us...”

“I begged to join you because I was told to sabotage you! I did everything I could to make your lives hell and keep you from getting this far– I even kidnapped the star of your rebellion! And none of you were smart enough to see through to the truth. Stupid noble-minded rebels.”

At that, Roni broke Fushicho’s hold on her shoulder. With an ear-piercing scream, the small girl tore down the hall toward Aki, closing the distance to her at a flat out run. Roni leaped into the air, her arms raised above her head and her cry still sounding from her throat. The small Aka Ryuu brought her fists down on Aki’s face just as she landed knees-first on her chest, sending them both to the ground. In a normal fight, Roni wouldn’t have stood a chance against Aki, but the larger woman had been taken by surprise.

  “You two, go find Andrea!” barked Fushi, running forward to get Roni.

   

  “Right! Come on, D!” Foxfire grabbed Densetsu’s sleeve and pulled him down the hallway while Fushi headed for Roni.

   Roni sat on Aki’s chest and repeatedly brought her fists down on her face and neck while she screamed with rage. A few yards away stood Fushi, unsure if she should risk pulling the girl off of Aki. In her anger, the girl might not recognize her and then Fushi might find herself on the receiving end of a blow.

Fushi didn’t have to decide once Aki regained part of her senses, though. With a mighty shove, Aki hurled the girl off her chest and sent her flying into Fushicho’s legs. The red-head crashed to the floor with the small girl on top of her, the wind knocked out of both of them. 

The three girls laid in the hall for a moment. Aki began to rise to her feet, using her bo for support as she did so. Blood dripped from Aki’s nose as a black bruise began forming under her eye. “You little... bitch!” she panted, wiping the blood off her face with the back of her hand.

Fushi struggeld to sit up, glaring at Aki. “Roni, you okay?” she nudged the girl, who groaned and rolled over, sitting up. Fushicho got to her feet, keeping an eye on Aki even though the black-haired girl still seemed like she was trying to get herself oriented. The redhead reached down and helped Roni get up from the floor, then turned and assumed a stance. Roni looked up, then did the same.

“Awww, isn’t this cute,” scoffed Aki, “Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum are going to fight me. This should be entertaining,” she purred as she readied her bo. “Bring it on, girls.”

 Andrea heard the doorknob to Kunota’s office jiggle and someone yell “Locked!” on the other side of it. A few seconds later there was a loud thud on the other side of the door that made the kaya wood groan. More bangs and thuds continued until finally the wood gave way, letting Foxfire and D into the room. D’s blue and gold eyes widened as he took in the amount of blood that was soaking her clothes.

“Oh god! Andrea! What did they do to you!?” D raced to her side and began to work on the ropes that held her raw wrists and ankles. Foxfire approached the chair slowly, looking embarrassed. Andrea stared up at him.

“Andrea, I,” he rubbed the back of his neck, “I’m really sorry.” was all he could manage.
 “Foxfire, you hit like a girl anyway. Don’t worry about it.”

The tall dark-skinned man knew that was Andrea’s way of saying “Apology accepted, no hard feelings. We’re still friends.” He would have blushed if the situation wasn’t more urgent, but instead he bent down and worked on the ropes that remained around her limbs. 

 The two finally freed Andrea and D helped her to her feet, putting her arm around his shoulder. “We have to find the Shogun,” she said, “Yasakuto won’t stop until Kunota’s dead.”

  “Don’t worry, that’s where we’re going now,” said Foxfire.

   “No, Foxfire. D and I are going to stop Yasakuto. You’re going home to your family. I heard Yasakuto’s threats, and I’d feel better knowing you were there to protect Asanagi-san.” She gave him a small smile. “Besides, you’re probably going through a sugar withdrawal by now, and I know your wife’s been baking.”

 Foxfire stared down into Andrea’s blue eyes for a moment, and in that brief instant an understanding passed between the two that neither could really explain. He conceded with a nod. “Don’t die, okay? I’m going to have her bake a huge cake to celebrate the freedom of the ronin when this is over.” He turned and headed out of the room, turning toward the stairwell at the end of the hall.

  “You ready?” D asked, looking at Andrea from the corner of his eye.

  “Yeah,” Andrea grunted as she pulled her arm off D’s shoulder, standing unsteadily on her own legs. “But first... I owe you another apology, Wakame.”

“Apologize later, lives are at stake right now.” D grabbed Andrea’s wrist and ran from the room with her in tow, heading toward Yasakuto’s office. 


Chapter Seventeen Confrontation

Aki swung her bo at Fushi’s head, causing the red-head to dive to the floor as Roni ducked under the weapon. The pig-tailed youth let out a yell as she dove for Aki’s stomach, her fist pulled back. Aki jumped back as the fist came at her gut, already well aware of the deceptively powerful punches the girl could dish out.

 Fushicho popped up from the floor and headed to the left, hoping to flank Aki between herself and Roni and make it harder to concentrate on both of them. Unfortunately, the black-haired traitor had a serious advantage over both of them so long as she still had her weapon, and Fushi knew this.

As Aki landed from her backwards leap, she spun to face Fushicho, her staff coming around at a frightening speed. The redhead barely got her arm up to block the blow from hitting her in the face, and the speed at which it hit her was enough to cause an instant welt across her forearm. She winced and braced herself, reaching up and grabbing the staff with her free hand before Aki could spin back toward Roni.

Aki jerked on the staff for a moment before Fushicho stepped forward with a side kick that was aimed for Aki’s chest. Maintaining her grip on the bo, Aki leaned and let the kick go by just inches from her body. Before Fushicho could pull her leg back, Aki elbowed her in the back of the knee, causing her to wobble off balance and lose her grip on the staff. A quick pull on the bo made it smack into Fushicho’s supporting leg, sending her tumbling back to the floor as Aki turned to face Roni. 

“Eep!” exclaimed the pig-tailed girl as the staff came arcing toward her. Roni leaned back, letting the bo fly over merely inches from her face. As the staff passed over, she put her hands on the floor and back-flipped, springing up to her feet. Aki tightened her grip on the bo as she stepped forward, wielding the staff with intent to impale the pig-tailed girl on it.

Roni quickly leaped backwards, allowing the weapon to swing past her and smash into the floor. The small girl landed on an accent table in the hallway. “Whoa!”she exclaimed as the table wobbled under her feet. She quickly shifted her weight over so that the table wouldn’t tip, then looked up just in time to see Aki coming at her again. 

Her swing went across the top of the table as Roni leaped into the air again. The little girl let out a yell as she spun while in mid-air, smashing her shoe into Aki’s cheek and sending her spinning off to the side, blood flying from her mouth. Aki hit the ground on her side as Roni landed back on the table in a crouch, her arms out for balance.

The black-haired girl groaned and rolled onto her back, blood spreading across her face from the split lip she now had. Her eyes came into focus just in time to see the youngster leap off the table, her feet aimed at her chest. Aki let out a shout and raised her staff, getting a two-handed grip on it and putting it in the way of Roni’s fall.

The violet-eyed girl saw the staff coming up at her, but knew she couldn’t redirect her fall. The staff came up, and she had just enough time to move her feet so that her shoes landed on the bo. As Aki pushed up on her feet, Roni leaped up, rocketing herself away from her enemy. She landed in a crouch down the hall, facing away from Aki.

  Aki wiped her face on the back of her hand and looked down at the blood. “Well struck, little girl,” she said.

  “There’s plenty more where that came from!” shouted Roni with a growl as she turned. Behind Aki, she could see Fushicho still lying on the ground, facing away from her and very still. Hang on, Fushi! I’m doing my best!


  “Are we going where I think we’re going?” the Shogun asked as Kanjou dragged him through the halls.

   

  The brunet looked back. “If you were Daimyo Yasakuto, would you think to look in your own office?” he said with a smile.

  The two ran around a corner and almost directly into a contingent of police. Kanjou skidded to a stop, the Shogun behind him, as the officers suddenly raised their guns. “Wait! Don’t shoot!” Kunota yelled. 

It was too late. Kanjou was already half-way across the distance between himself and the officers, and they had their guns trained on him. 

Outside, the Kemono and ronin had managed to take over the steps of the Capitol building. , forming a rough semi-circle on it and knocking back anyone foolish enough to try to break through. 26 and Deuce held a steady command over the assembled warriors, barking out orders as they were needed and making sure that the line stayed together.

 26 flared her wings out and roared at a pair of policemen that had charged her, sending the two racing back down the stairs. She fell back into line with Deuce. “How long do you think it will take them to get a TK Squad down here?” she muttered to him.

  Deuce’s reptilian tail swished with agitation. “Shouldn’t be long now.” he grumbled.

   

  “Do you think we stand a chance against a bunch of lasers?” “Only if your friend Andrea taught you how to dodge them.”

  Andrea came skidding to a stop at a hallway junction, nearly making D crash into the back of her. She held her hand out and put her finger to her lips, telling him to be quiet. She stuck her head around the corner, then quickly shoved D, moving them both down the hall and into an alcove four meters back that was just big enough for them both to fit into.

  “Hey! What-!” protested D.

  “Shhhh!” Andrea hissed. She motioned with her head to the hallway they had almost gone in to. D looked over a little just in time to see Daimyo Yasakuto walk by with his police officers. He quickly pressed himself back into the alcove, where the two ronin were quiet for a few moments.

  “Where do you think they’re heading?” D whispered. “Probably to the exact place we don’t want them to go.” muttered Andrea sourly.

   

  “Aki knew what we planned to do, she probably told them.” “I’m sure she did,” Andrea grimaced, “Dammit, we’ll have to come up with a better plan now.”

   
The spiky-haired ronin shoved Kunota into Yasakuto’s office before stepping in himself and closing the door, putting his back against it as he breathed deeply. Blood was seeping from his left shoulder, staining his shirt as the bullet wound wept. 

  “Are you going to be okay?” the Shogun asked.

  Kanjou put his hand up and pressed it against the bloody hole, smiling painfully. “Yeah. They just got lucky is all.” He winced as pain shot down his arm. “We’re going to stay here until the other Aka Ryuu get here, then we’ll get you out of the building.”

  Shogun Kunota nodded. “I’m glad Andrea was right.” he said. “I wouldn’t have lasted ten seconds if it wasn’t for you

  ronin
  .” Kanjou raised an eyebrow, looking surprised. “You know her?” The Shogun nodded. “We met last night. She made me promise to reveal Yasakuto.”

   

  The Aka Ryuu blinked. “That explains the books then. Have you seen her today? Is she alright?”

   

  “She was in my office, alive but beaten up, when I saw her last.”

  Kanjou let out a sigh of relief. “Good. We were worried about her.” He tightened his grip on his shoulder, hoping that the others got there soon.


  “They haven’t sent anyone up here in awhile,” said 26. “Which means they probably have reinforcements on the way.”

   

  “Speaking of,” Deuce inclined his head down the street.

  After the army of Kemono and ronin had taken over the steps, what was left of the civilians had scattered, falling back behind the line of reporters that had stayed around to record the events. In front of the journalists was a sea of police that were trying to disperse the remaining bystanders. Between that line of police and the line of martial artists were several dozen dead or dying people from both sides. Officers in dark uniforms lay prostrate over the bodies of halfhuman and half-animal monsters, and both Kemono and government corpses intermingled with those of the underground martial artists. Some civilians even lay in the street or across the sidewalks- they’d been caught in the crossfire when the police opened fire.

Coming down the road and parting the throng of gathered spectators was a caravan of black armored cars. They were driving slowly, waiting for people to move out of the way before moving forward. A total of four of the armored trucks rounded the corner and started heading for the capitol.

  Deuce cursed. “Laser Heads,” he snarled.

   

  “We knew they’d come eventually. Now we just have to figure out how to deal with them.” grumbled 26.

   

  The black armored cars closed in on the fighters like an armada of death coming to claim them all.

   
“Wait here, guard the hall.” Yasakuto said as he approached his office. The policemen that were with him obediently stopped and formed a barrier across the hall on either side of the entrance. Yasakuto approached the door and grabbed the handle.

 Inside the office, the Shogun stood behind Kanjou, his back against the wall furthest from the door. The brunet was staring at the door and still clutching his wounded arm. Dammit! Where is everyone!? I can’t fight him with an injury! I can barely move my left arm! His green eyes narrowed as the doorknob continued turning and the door swung open. With his thoughts concentrated on Kunota’s safety, the Aka Ryuu gritted his teeth and leaped toward the opening door.


  “Dammit, he’s already in the office!” cursed Andrea. “What are we going to do now?”

  D peered around the corner to take a look at the cadre of police officers standing in the hall. Then he turned back to Andrea. “Alright, I’ll go down the hall first and draw off the cops. You head into the office after I’ve cleared the way, okay?”

  Andrea stared at him for a second, then nodded. “Simple enough to work, I suppose.” she muttered.

  Without a word, D turned the corner and took off down the hall, letting a war cry escape his throat. Andrea heard a few shots ring out in the hall before she turned and pursued, her katana thumping against her hip as she ran. In front of her, he had slammed through a line of police and was brawling with the second line while the officers he’d knocked down were getting up. Andrea unsheathed her sword as she ran, spinning and slashing through two of the cops’ chests and sending them reeling back to the floor as she passed.

 Inside the office, the sounds of the battle out in the hall were barely audible as Kanjou swung at Daimyo Yasakuto. The tall ronin had been unable to hit the Daimyo as of yet, and he was beginning to feel weak and light-headed from the blood loss.

As Kanjou pulled back his arm to attempt another punch, Yasakuto swung out with the butt of his gun and smacked Kanjou directly in the ribs. A loud cracking sounded through the room as the brunet staggered back with a howl. He clutched at his side as pain pounded in his head, knowing full well that the pistol had broken several of his ribs. It was all Kanjou could do to keep himself from passing out from the pain as he wobbled backwards away from the Daimyo.

Shogun Kunota was still pressed against the wall, watching in horror as what had already been an unfair fight turned bleaker. Kanjou’s arm was dripping blood more freely now from the physical activity, and he was barely able to stand due to the pain in his ribs.

Yasakuto smiled and raised his gun, pointing it directly at Kanjou. “Now, it’s time to put an end to this so I can get on with ruling my country,” he sneered.

Kanjou shoved the Shogun behind him and stood with his arms out, staring down the barrel of Yasakuto’s pistol. The black void at the end of the barrel seemed like it was trying to take up the ronin’s entire field of vision. The brunet was amazed that he felt no fear as he stared at the gun and saw the Daimyo’s finger tightening on the trigger. 

I tried... 
  Kanjou thought as his knees shook with the effort of keeping himself standing,

  I tried my best. I’m sorry, everyone.
Just when Kanjou thought it was all over for him and Kunota, there was a loud bang from the other side of the room. The Daimyo turned quickly, his gun still pointing out. Shogun Kunota grabbed Kanjou’s uninjured arm and pulled him across the room, putting some distance and a large, heavy desk between themselves and Yasakuto while the Daimyo was looking the other way.

 On the other side of the office, Andrea raced in, her katana in her hand. Blood dripped down the blade as two police crumpled to the carpet in the hall behind her before the door swung shut. She stared at Damiyo Yasakuto with a look that could have frozen mercury. 

  Yasakuto smiled, forgetting the Shogun and the other

  ronin
  in the room “Hello, my dear, I’m so glad you could join me.”

   “Cut the crap, Ran,” she snapped, using his first name, “I’m here to stop you from killing the Shogun.” She brandished her katana at the Daimyo, slipping into a stance with practiced ease.

  Yasakuto looked taken aback for a moment as he stared down the sword at Andrea. “Are we continuing this charade, Andrea?”

  “There is no charade! I’m not doing this for some sick, twisted game, Ran! I’m serious! I won’t let you harm Shogun Kunota,” Andrea narrowed her eyes, “And I’m going to make you pay for what you did in your little game to make me love you!”

Yasakuto blinked a few times, unable to think of something to say. Then he smiled, and the look in his eyes chilled Andrea’s stomach and turned her intestines into a knotted mess. There was the madness she’d expected to see earlier. “I see what’s going on here,” he cooed, “You want me to assert my dominance over you in a battle... Alright then, my dear, I’ll do whatever you want in order to have you as my own.”

“You don’t seem to understand something, Ran. We were friends. I’m not in love with you! This isn’t some game I made up to make you prove yourself to me! You’re a murdering coward and I don’t ever want to be with you!”

Daimyo Yasakuto stared at Andrea for a moment, his dark eyes wide. Had Andrea physically crossed the room and slapped him across his face he wouldn’t have looked more surprised. Then he grinned and laughed madly. “We’ll play it your way, Tiger.”

Andrea pulled the handle of the sword back to her hip, dropping into a defensive stance. Yasakuto raised the gun and pointed it at her, his finger on the trigger as they stared at each other for what seemed like forever.

Suddenly, Andrea was halfway across the distance between herself and Yasakuto, the sword coming down at his head. He quickly stepped in to Andrea’s swing, raising the gun so that it intercepted her blow. Sparks flew off the sword and the gun as they clanged together just before Yasakuto reached out and slammed his fist into Andrea’s gut, sending her stumbling back a few steps. She clutched at her stomach and coughed a few times, not realizing until then just how tender that area was from the fights she’d already been in.

 The Tiger looked up at Yasakuto after she had finished coughing. “I see I’m not the only one that’s been training,” she growled.

“Well, you know what they say,” Yasakuto assumed a martial arts stance, still holding the gun, “The environment a child grows up in will effect every facet of their life.” He smirked at her.

Andrea looked back, her eyes cold. “I just think it’s funny that a Daimyo who is so open about hatred of the ochiudo is not only in love with one, but is one.”

  “I would say something deep and philosophical about knowing your enemy, but I think we should cut the chit-chat and end this.”

  “Best idea I’ve heard all day!” Andrea screamed the last word as she leaped across the empty space between her and her foe, the katana pulled back.

 Andrea let the sword fly in a wide swing that would’ve decapitated the Daimyo had he not gotten his gun up just in time to block the slash. The sound of metal hitting metal rang through the room and was still reverberating when Andrea drew back and slashed again. Yasakuto jumped backwards, the tip of the sword slashing through his black jacket. 

She let the blow follow all the way through, spinning her threehundred and sixty-degrees with the sword still leveled at Yasakuto’s neck. The Daimyo quickly raised the gun to block her slice, sparks flying off of the katana as it hit the pistol. The force of the strike was nearly enough to take Andrea off her feet. 

As Andrea stumbled back half a step, Yasakuto moved in and punched Andrea in the stomach. She stumbled back further as Yasakuto leaped forward, the butt of the gun heading for the Tiger’s face. Thankfully for Andrea her reactions were still fast and she managed to get the blade up to block the blow. The flat side of the katana got slammed into by the barrel of the pistol, the Daimyo’s fingers protected only by the trigger guard. 

The politician and the ronin stared each other down, their weapons grating against each other as each tried to gain the upper hand in the fight. The two metallic objects groaned as the combatants shoved them together, each straining against the other. 

  Yasakuto grinned. “You realize this is useless, right?”

  “I fail to see how,” snarled Andrea, the muscles in her arms tight as she tried to break through Yasakuto’s defense and keep from being smacked with the hunk of metal.

“While you have the advantage in melee, I have several advantages, including this one,” Yasakuto’s grin widened and his fingers tightened on the trigger.

The ronin had been forced to retreat to the lobby of the capitol building, Many of their number lay dead or dying out on the steps, the laser burns still smoking as the scent of burned fur and flesh permeated the air. Inside, the scene was much the same as some of the fighters fell to their wounds on the marble floor while others hunkered down behind the doors and tried to keep low. Every once in awhile a laser blast would zap its way through the door, filling the air with smoke and the scent of burning wood and scorched brick.

 Deuce and 26 were lying on the floor with their backs to the double doors, wincing each time a blast went over their heads. They both glanced around at the Kemono and ronin that were huddling on either side, looking to them for guidance.

  “Well, Aka Ryuu, what now?” sneered Deuce as splinters of wood rained down into his red-brown mane.

  26’s mind raced. There’s no way we can take on a TK Squad without weapons. We’ll all be slaughtered, she looked around. There were possibly forty Kemono left, and maybe fifty or sixty ronin. The rest of their force was either dead out on the road and steps, dead or dying in the lobby, or too injured to be of any use. What can we do? Short of completely surprising them- An idea suddenly flashed into her head.

“I have an idea!” she declared. 26 quickly pointed to a side hallway. “Anyone with wings! Grab anything you can use as a weapon and head down that hall! At the end of it, go up the stairs and come out on the second floor. The rest of us will grab anything we can find that we can throw. Spread out to the front windows and these doors.”

  “What are you planning, 26?” Deuce asked.

  The teal-haired Kemono grinned. “We’re going to do exactly what we did before: attack from the air and the land. If we swarm them, we may stand a chance.”

 The end of the gun exploded in fire, sending a bullet whizzing directly past Andrea’s face. A concussive blast slammed into Andrea’s eardrum like a bomb. Her whole world turned white as the blast knocked her off her feet. She barely registered her body hitting the ground, but was painfully aware of the blood coming out of her right ear and the ringing in her head that threatened to drag her down into darkness.

When her world came back into focus, Yasakuto was crouching over her, smiling. The first thing Andrea noticed was that he wasn’t pointing the gun at her. Of course, idiot. He doesn’t want to kill you. A strategy flashed into Andrea’s mind as she watched Yasakuto’s lips move, but she heard no distinct sounds. The gunshot so close to her head had deafened her, only temporarily she hoped. 

Then she noticed that she had dropped her sword on the way to the floor. A quick glance out of the corner of her eye revealed that it was off to her right. The Tiger laid there a moment, watching the Daimyo’s lips move, and then she raised her legs and kicked him in the face as she rolled to the side. 

 As Yasakuto went down to the floor, Andrea dove for her katana. She grabbed the hilt and rolled back up to her feet, facing Yasakuto with the blade out, her stance wide and defensive.

The gun-toting Daimyo got up, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth as he stood. He wiped his face on the back of his sleeve and grinned at Andrea. He said something, but she couldn’t hear it clearly. Some sound was starting to come to her, but it was all muffled and distorted. Blood trickled onto her shirt from her ear, staining the collar of her tank top red.

Andrea sprinted back across the room at Yasakuto, raising the blade high above her head as she did so. She thought a war cry escaped her mouth, but the scream that she heard sounded so far away that she wasn’t sure. 

As Andrea slashed down, the Damiyo dodged to her right, letting her slash go straight past him. The desk that he had been standing in front of was cleaved in two as the katana, with all of Andrea’s power and momentum behind it, slashed through it. Shogun Kunota and Kanjou, who were still standing behind the desk, quickly moved to Andrea’s left. Andrea saw the Shogun’s mouth moving and saw Kanjou nod as they passed through her field of vision.

The ronin turned to follow her enemy, pulling the sword out of the desk just as it collapsed in the middle. Papers and other items sliding down it before they crashed onto the floor. She felt Kanjou and Kunota’s footfalls on the floor as they ran behind her. They had decided to use this opportunity to get out of the office.

Daimyo Yasakuto circled around barely a step in front of Andrea, his gun coming down to swing at her again. The back of the pistol caught her across the face as she turned. She stumbled back and landed on the desk, her face on fire from pain. 

The Tiger laid there for a moment on top of the two halves of desk, noting that the hearing in her ear was improving more rapidly. She could feel blood in her mouth from the strike to her cheek. She spat on the desk as she tried to get reoriented, her blood dark against the wood.

 “Just give... I’m... win this fight,” she heard. Yasakuto sounded like he was extremely far away. Hearing his voice, however, made Andrea struggle to get back to her feet. He was standing there with a smile on his face.

“I have the advantage here, Andrea. Your weapon is slow, and while it does have reach, mine has so much more range than yours if I need it to.”

The Aka Ryuu glared at him, her cold eyes burning. “I can... take your advantage away.” she gasped out, her breathing heavy and ragged. Before her former friend could respond, she shifted her katana, gripping the hilt so that it was reversed in her hand, the back of the blade running up her forearm. She smirked, then held her arm up defensively, the metal glistening in the brightly lit office. 

Daimyo Ran Yasakuto smiled back. “Nicely done. Your sensei trained you well,” he cooed. He rushed at her, his pistol pulled back to strike her. 

Roni quickly dove between Aki’s legs, avoiding taking a hit to the skull. She rolled across the floor a few times before leaping to her feet, turning to face Aki just in time to get her hand up and block a shot from the bo. She could already feel the welt raising on her palm from the block as she latched on to the bo with her fingers and yanked, bringing Aki forward into a solid kick to the stomach. 

The black-haired girl stumbled back a few steps, coughing as she did and unable to catch her breath. Roni gritted her teeth and retained her grip on the wooden staff as Aki moved backwards. The pig-tailed girl tightened the muscles in her arms, using them to flip herself up and over the bo as she kicked Aki twice in the face. As she landed the small ronin yanked hard on the wooden staff in an attempt to get it away from her adversary.

Aki felt the bo begin to slide away from her and she quickly tightened her grip, jerking on the bo and sending Roni sprawling to the floor. The girl landed hard on her bruised palm and her shoulder, causing her to see stars as she tumbled. Once her vision cleared, Aki was standing over her. Her boot came down hard on her chest, causing Roni to give a strangled cry. She clawed at the leather boot futilely.

Aki smiled. “You’ll never be able to beat me, you weak, pathetic little girl,” she chuckled. “Andrea couldn’t beat me, what makes you think you can?” She put more of her weight down on her foot as she pulled back the staff. “Now, time to say good-bye, little girl,” she snarled as she grinned menacingly.

Roni’s eyes widened as she scratched at the boot, trying desperately to wiggle out from underneath Aki, but the larger woman’s weight was too much on her chest. She couldn’t move an inch to get out of the way of the blow that was coming.

A blur of red and purple suddenly came between the two fighters. Roni felt Aki’s weight move off her as the black-haired girl was knocked backwards. She let out a yell as she stumbled, her bo coming out of her hand as Fushicho yanked on it. 

Fushi let out a yell and brought the staff down on her knee, snapping it in half. Aki gawked at the red-head in shock as she tossed the two halves of the bo away. The pieces of splintered wood clattered against the wall and fell to the floor as Fushi charged forward, ramming her shoulder into Aki and sending her rolling down the hall.

She turned to Roni, a small trickle of blood was congealing on the side of her face. “You okay?” she gasped, out of breath. Roni nodded, her eyes wide as she moved to get up.

  Fushi spun back around to see Aki getting to her feet. “Dammit, Aki! Stay down! You can’t win against two of us without your bo!”

  Aki glared at the two ronin for a brief moment before she quickly turned and ran down the hall, disappearing around a corner before Fushi and Roni could pursue her.

Shogun Kunota gritted his teeth and struggled to remain walking while Kanjou leaned against him for support. The large ronin had lost a lot of blood, and he was getting weaker with every hall they went down. A sporadic trail of blood marked their passage through the building as they stepped over downed policemen. 

  The Shogun adjusted his grip on Kanjou. “Are you going to be able to hold on?” he asked.

   

  Kanjou nodded weakly. “Yes. I just hope no one else attacks us... I might not be able to protect you, Shogun...”

   

  “Don’t worry about that. You’ve done more than enough for me today.”

   

  Kanjou’s head suddenly perked up. “Stop,” he commanded. “I hear running... coming toward us.”

   

  Kunota quickly looked around, but the hallway they were in had no doorways or alcoves. “There’s nowhere to go!” he exclaimed.

  Kanjou removed his arm from around the Shogun’s neck and widened his stance. “Stand to the side, Shogun Kunota.” he said, his breathing heavy, “Maybe it’s the rest of my team.” His knees were shaking and threatening to drop him to the floor. He remained standing by sheer will alone, locking his knees and refusing to let them give out on him. Kunota stood next to Kanjou, glaring at the corner where the sounds of running were getting closer and closer.

  “Shogun, please stand to the side,” began Kanjou. Kunota quickly cut him off.

  “Absolutely not. You’ve risked your life for mine too much already. This time, I face the danger with you.” He made a show of straightening his jacket and trying to copy Kanjou’s stance. The ronin decided he’d be wasting his energy by arguing and turned his attention back to the other hallway.

Roni and Fushicho were hot on Aki’s heels as they chased her through the building, leaping over objects that Aki was knocking over in her wake to slow them down. Tables bearing antique vases, statues, and even telephones had been hurled in front of them, but they had barely slowed. The Aka Ryuu knew that they had to catch Aki, but her desperate flight seemed to indicate she had misgivings about the idea.

Fushi stumbled over a table leg as Roni leaped over and gained ground on the black-haired ronin. Ahead of her, Aki spun and kicked a table with a porcelain vase in the pig-tailed girl’s way before continuing to race down the hall.

That’s it! I’m fed up with this! Roni skidded to a stop and snatched the vase off the floor. The lip had a chip in it already from it being man-handled, so Roni didn’t feel bad at all about pulling her arm back and pitching it at Aki’s head with all her might.

The vase hurtled through the air end over end, closing the distance between Aki and Roni. Just as Aki was about to turn left at a corner, the vase smashed into the back of her head, breaking into pieces as the fugitive grunted and tumbled to the floor, rolling limply across the carpet and colliding with the far wall.

Kanjou and Shogun Kunota watched, awestruck, as Aki began to round the corner toward them. Before the brunet ronin could leap into action, chips of porcelain suddenly exploded on the back of her head, causing her teal eyes to roll back and the girl to topple over and slide into the wall. They stood there for a moment before Kanjou called out.

“Fushi? Roni?”
 “Kanjou!” came an excited voice from around the corner.

A brief moment later, a small girl clad in yellow with purple pigtails came around the corner, followed not far behind by a woman with bright red hair. Both were bruised and bleeding in a few spots, their clothes torn. They both stopped for a moment and stared in disbelief at Kanjou’s bloody arm before running over to him.

  “Are you okay!?” exclaimed Roni.

   

  “What happened? Oh no, you need a doctor!” Fushi said, her eyes wide with fear.

  He smiled weakly. “I’ll be alright. I’m glad you two are safe,” he paused, glancing at the Shogun, “Listen, I have to get Shogun Kunota out of here. Will you two go and help Andrea and D? They’re at Yasakuto’s office.”

  The girls nodded. “Sure. Are you going to be okay? That wound looks terrible,” started Fushicho.

   

  Kanjou nodded. “I’ll be fine. You two go, I’ll make sure the Shogun gets out safely.”

  “Alright, but you’d better not be lying!” Roni pouted. Fushicho followed behind her and they both bowed slightly to the Shogun before continuing down the hall.

The ronin and the Shogun watched them for a moment, waiting until they turned the corner at the far end of the hall. As soon as the two girls were out of sight, Kanjou swayed slightly on his feet. Shogun Kunota quickly grabbed on to the tall martial artist, swinging his arm over his shoulder and steadying him.

  “Come on, my new friend. Let’s get you someplace where you can get patched up.”

   

  Kanjou smiled as they started walking down the hall. “You know, this always worked the other way in my head,” he remarked. The Shogun smiled. “It is a wise man who can accept help when he needs it.”

  A smile crossed the tall brunet’s face as he leaned on Kunota as they worked their way toward the stairs. “Well said, Shogun. Well said.”


Chapter Eighteen At What Cost?

Inside the Capitol building the remaining Kemono and ronin waited while the TK Squads outside shouted for them to surrender. 26 and Deuce crouched at the door with other fighters huddled beside them at the windows and doorways, each set of eyes filled with the same anticipation. 

Near the back of the crowd of rebels, a female Kemono with the head of a Komodo Dragon and the tail of a fox wondered aloud, “Why are they even bothering to tell us to surrender? Why not just start firing?”

The tall, lithe male martial artist crouching next to her smiled and muttered back a response. “Simple. Power packs cost a lot of money. Laser Heads usually won’t fire unless they absolutely have to. That’s either when they’re trying to intimidate or when a ronin is running straight for them.”

  The woman smiled. “Well then, maybe they won’t shoot at

  Kemono
  ,” she joked.

  26 nodded at the small, sheep-headed Kemono standing by the door to the stairs. The signal set off a chain reaction of orders up to the second floor and caused the tension on the first floor to get thicker as they waited.

There was a moment of silence outside as the man with the bull horn paused. After a brief second the second floor windows suddenly exploded outward. Before anyone could react, winged Kemono of all sizes and breeds were suddenly among the TK-wielding men, fighting them with table legs, broken bits of wood, statuary, and anything else they could get their hands on. 

 As the winged fighters were descending, 26 shouted the order for the rest of their force to attack. Some of the ronin and Kemono had found projectile weapons and threw them out of the blasted doors and windows on the building, but most chose to run out in the wake of the first assault and attack with hand, claw, foot, and tail. The street was a war zone once again as men in body armor went down, firing frantically at their attackers with their advanced weapons. The few seconds of surprise worked in the rebels’ favor though, and it wasn’t long before the ronin and Kemono had turned the tide in their favor.

From alleys and rooftops, from windows and helicopters in the sky, the bloody battle was being captured in photography and video and broadcast all over the world. Billions watched in horror as Hinomoto seemed to be falling to pieces– an oppressed minority, along with strange creatures that seemed from a nightmare, were finally telling the world that they’d had enough.

  The world could not turn away as Hinomoto’s Revolution was beamed into their homes and their lives.

   
D’s back hit the wall hard enough to crack the drywall behind him and send up a cloud of dust. A shock of stars appeared in front of his eyes as his head spun from the impact. He slid down the wall and hit the floor, his mind reeling as he tried to get his composure back. Something was dripping down the back of his neck and on to the high collar of his white shirt. 

He groaned and rolled his eyes open just as he heard something click in front of his face. His blue and gold eyes opened to stare in to the black void at the end of a pistol. The last of the policemen he’d been fighting was standing over him, blood oozing from the corner of his mouth and a bruise slowly spreading out from his eye. While the rest of the cops had gone down relatively easily, this one had been fighting with D through three hallways, pushing him further and further from where Andrea was fighting Daimyo Yasakuto.

  D glared up at the cop, his eyes full of hatred as the man chuckled at him. “

  Ochiudo
  scum,” he chortled.

  A smirk crossed D’s face. “No way you could’ve gotten me to the floor with that watered down Judo crap they teach you guys. Been doing a little studying in the underground, have we?”

 Rage crossed the policeman’s black eyes. “You filthy ochiudo rat!” His finger tightened slightly on the trigger of the 9mm pistol, but D continued to smile coldly up at him.

  “It’s the truth though, or else you wouldn’t be so mad that I noticed. Have to become the thing you hate in order to fight it, huh?” “Shut your-!”

  His voice suddenly died, the policeman’s eyes widening. An arrow was buried deep in his chest. The man in the black uniform gurgled and stumbled back a few steps, his gun clattering to the floor as he stared at the wooden shaft protruding from his heart. He looked wide-eyed at D and opened his mouth to say something, but all that came out was a cascade of blood. His back hit the wall, then he slowly slid down it to the floor opposite D, leaving a trail on the sheet rock as he slumped over, his eyes lifeless.

D stared for another moment, then turned to his left. Standing at the end of the hallway, still holding his bow out, was Ryoku. The black-haired half of D’s soul slowly lowered his bow and smirked, then turned and walked around the corner.

It took the Aka Ryuu a moment to process what had happened, and once his brain caught up with the situation he found the strength to stand. “Ryoku!” D called out as he took off down the hall after the other side of himself, heading further from the office in pursuit of his soul.

Fushi and Roni made their way through the halls toward Daimyo Yasakuto’s office. Some of the halls were still pristine, with expensive carpets and furnishings lining their wide expanses, while others fully showed that there was a war being waged. Broken furniture and drywall riddled with bullet holes in some places provided a perfect backdrop for the occasional bloody and broken body they came across. 

  “It makes me sad...” said Roni as they moved around the downed bodies of a few policemen.

  “What does?” Fushicho replied.
 “That so many had to die because of this.”

A small sigh escaped the red-head’s lips. “I know, Roni. But when tyranny and oppression are the norm, you sometimes have to go to extremes to make a change. Do you feel that we’re fighting for what’s right?”

  The smaller girl nodded. “I do.”

  “And you are the only person you have to answer to.” Fushicho tilted her head to one side. “I hear fighting up ahead... Sounds like metal on metal. Let’s go!”

The two continued along in silence, the sounds of battle growing louder as they moved more swiftly through the corridors toward it.

26 swung at a gunman with a broken curtain rod, nailing him in the chest and sending him back on to the power pack for his laser rifle. She whipped around to face another foe, ramming the end of her makeshift pole-arm into his throat and sending him reeling.

From behind her came the unmistakable sound of the TK’s big brother– the TS-82 Shitai Rifle– charging up to fire. 26 spun, swinging her weapon as she did so. Her wild blow clipped the power cord that attached the main unit of the gun to the power pack. Sparks flew from the damaged cable as 26’s eyes went wide. She shouted a curse as she turned and dove, trying to leap as far away from the damaged cord as she could.
 A split second after the Aka Ryuu landed face-first on the asphalt she heard a loud explosion above her head. 26 pulled her limbs in as much as she could and covered her head, bringing her wings in close to her body. Hot debris slammed into her back from the exploding rifle. 26 saw other beings around her get knocked off their feet and heard frantic screams as the smell of burning flesh and fur filled the air. 

As the blast of noise and heat died down, 26 realized that hot pricks of pain were peppered across her back and wings. She carefully rolled over and stood up at the edge of a five meter circle of carnage that was being stared at by several others. 

  “Oops,” muttered 26 under her breath.

   
 Andrea threw herself back to the floor as a wild, gun-wielding swing went over her. The silver-haired martial artist brought her knees up to her chest, then kicked herself back up to her feet. She brought her arm up, the katana blade still being held back along her forearm to make it a close quarters weapon.

Yasakuto quickly stepped back away from the blade, letting it slide up and miss his face. While Andrea’s arm was raised from the failed strike, the Daimyo extended his leg and landed a kick in the middle of her chest, sending her spinning back down. She rolled across the tatami mat on the floor and leaped to her feet as she tried to catch her breath. Her chest was aching as she gasped for breath and sweat dripped from her face. Her muscles cried in protest, begging her to lay down and stop moving. She glared at the Daimyo. Holding the katana reversed was making her arm and hand burn with the exertion of keeping the blade at an angle it was never meant to be used at. Her knees were shaking as she struggled to keep standing.

The two combatants stared at each other, cold malice in Andrea’s eyes and calm confidence in Yasakuto’s. The office surrounding them was a disaster– furniture broken, paintings and walls slashed through or perforated by bullets, and statuary smashed to bits underneath their feet. Both ronin and Daimyo were covered in cuts, bruises, and dust from their battle.

Andrea ran one of the mantras Kanjou had taught her through her head several times as she breathed raggedly, fighting the desire to drop to the floor and let the world slip away. She kept the image of fire in her head to help her retain her focus. Tony’s place on fire, the temple and the library on fire, and the fires that would burn Shibasaki should she fail.

Daimyo Yasakuto paced a few steps in either direction, staring confidently at Andrea as he adjusted his grip on his pistol. The ronin’s cold eyes watched him intently as he let out a low chuckle.

 “Andrea, my dear. Let’s end this. You can’t keep on fighting. I see that you’re straining to even stand. Give up and come to me. I’ll make sure you never want for anything ever again. No more fighting, no more struggling just to put food on the table. You will live in luxury with me.”

  A half-smirk crossed Andrea’s face. “Let me put it in short words for you, Ran. Fuck. Off.”

  Just then Andrea heard footsteps behind her in the hall. She turned just enough to see Fushicho and Roni come into view in the doorway. They hesitated as they stared at Yasakuto and Andrea, looking unsure of their next moves. The silver-haired martial artist quickly turned back around, leaping toward Yasakuto as she did so. The Daimyo was grinning and raising his pistol toward the two girls in the doorway, his finger tightening on the trigger as he did so.

  “NO!” The Tiger screamed as she sprang across the distance between herself and the armed man in two large strides.

  Andrea rammed into Yasakuto with her shoulder, sending him toppling to the floor, his gun flying from his hand and skittering across the tatami mat like an insect. The silver-haired ronin followed the Daimyo to the floor, landing upright on his chest and pinning his arms to the floor with her knees. There was a flash of light off the sword as she spun it around and brought it down toward Yasakuto’s neck.

  “Andrea! NO!” cried Roni.

  Yasakuto let out a yell as the sword came down at his throat, his eyes automatically squeezing shut as the blade approached. He waited for the sharp hot pain of the katana plunging through his flesh and ending his life, but it never came. After a moment, the Daimyo opened his eyes.

Andrea was still sitting on top of him, the blade of the katana only a hair’s breadth from the skin of his neck. Her bangs were covering her eyes as she breathed heavily, blood running down on to her already soaked tank top from the grazing bullet wound on her neck. Every breath that she exhaled was a low growl in her throat. She stayed like that for a few moments as Yasakuto stared up at her. From the sidelines of the battle, Fushicho and Roni held their breaths.

Finally, Andrea snarled and tightened her grip on the sword. The Daimyo winced. “Have mercy! Andrea... I did all of this prove that I could be with you!”

Fury swept over Andrea. “You killed Tony! You destroyed my family, my home! You’ve tried to kill me and my friends! How can you lay there and say you were doing that for me!?” Her knuckles were white on the grip of the katana, her face twisted with rage. “You’ve killed countless ronin in your... ‘quest’! All because you love a piece of ochiudo scum!? You grew up with us, Ran! How can you kill them and claim to care for me!?”

  “You were testing me. I know you were.”

  “ SHUT UP! I was never testing you! Don’t blame your blood thirsty killing on me! I won’t be responsible for it!” Andrea jerked the sword forward as punctuation to her shouting. Yasakuto let out a cry as a trickle of blood started from the scratch on his neck.

Fushi stepped toward Andrea, her hands outstretched. “Andrea, think about what you’re doing before you stab him. I know you’re mad at him right now, but you basically have two choices.

“You can kill him– you’d certainly be in your rights to,” continued Fushi, “And you would prove to the world that all the propaganda about ronin is absolutely true. You’d prove to them that we’re all blood-thirsty murderers who kill everyone in our sights. Or, you could put him under arrest and turn him over to the authorities, which would show Hinomoto that all ronin aren’t criminals and murderers with no respect for the law. It’s up to you, Andrea. Your call.”

Yasakuto swallowed hard, his eyes wide as he stared down the sword. Andrea didn’t move for a few long moments. With her face covered by her hair, it was almost impossible to tell what she was thinking. Finally, she looked up, her bangs falling back to frame her face. 

“Nothing would make me happier right now, Ran, than to shove this sword in to your neck and watch you die,” she said, her voice disturbingly calm as she focused her ice blue eyes on his black ones. “I’m not ashamed that I’d take great pleasure in getting revenge for Tony, and the bar, and the Aka Ryuu.”

She smirked, “However, I think that it will be more satisfying to watch you rot in jail for all the crimes you’ve committed, all the people you’ve killed, all the lives you’ve ruined in this supposed pursuit of me. I would hate to take the revenge away from the rest of this country. I want to see you behind bars for the rest of your life. And mark my words, I will testify to everything you’ve done and personally see to it that they toss out the key after they lock you up.”

Andrea removed the sword from his throat, grabbing on to his tie and jerking him to his feet as she sheathed the katana at her hip. She seized his wrists and jerked his arms behind his back painfully, causing him to cringe. “Roni,” Andrea motioned to one of the unconscious policemen lying in the hall with her head, “Get me some cuffs.”

“Sure!” Roni ran over to the cop and pulled the handcuffs from his belt, taking them to Andrea. Fushicho followed, a small smile on her face as she stood to the side. The Tiger slammed the cuffs onto the Daimyo’s wrists, tightening them just enough to make sure Yasakuto was uncomfortable.

  “Come on, Andrea! You can’t do this to me! We’re friends! You can’t do this to a friend!” he protested.

   

  Andrea yanked his arms harder. “We were friends once upon a time, Ran. Not anymore. Now shut up,” she snarled into his ear. There was a click from across the room. “How tragic. Unrequited love.”

  Both Yasakuto and Andrea looked up at the same time to see Ryoku standing across the room. What was once the Daimyo’s gun was in the winged villain’s hand, the weapon pointed at Andrea. Yasakuto turned his head toward Andrea. “You see? No one will ever put me in jail. I have this country in my grip!”

  “Shut up, idiot,” Ryoku snarled, “I’m not saving you. I’m taking care of myself.”

  The Daimyo looked like he had been slapped across his face. Andrea snarled. “Drop the gun, Ryoku. I don’t have time to play with you.”

  The black-haired man smiled, his visible eye lighting up. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Andrea. You see, I came here to kill you.”

   
Deuce and a group of Kemono quickly regrouped and ran toward a line of the SWAT members. Their laser guns whined as they warmed up, but the Kemono were on them before they could fire off a shot. Deuce snarled savagely as he leaped across the last meters between himself and the man he was approaching, his claws and teeth bared as his eagle wings flared out behind him. Before the large lion and eagle Kemono could even land, the policeman had turned and was running away, dropping his TK-52 hand-held unit as he did so. 

Deuce roared and gave chase for a few steps as the man quickly shrugged off the gun’s power unit while he ran screaming down the street. Following right behind him were the rest of the policeman’s line of officers, also shedding their guns as they ran. From the other end of the battle, Deuce heard an explosion ring out as another of the volatile laser guns was destroyed.

From behind Deuce and his small group a cheer began to rise up through the air. Deuce turned quickly to see what was going on, only to find that the ronin and the Kemono were the only ones still standing in the street and on the steps of the Capitol. What had started as a small cheer of hope turned into a roar of victory as the few remaining police and SWAT officers raced away from the rebels in panic. 


  Andrea’s eyes were wide. “What?” she choked as she stared down the barrel.

  “I was promised the opportunity to prove that I’m better than my goody-goody ‘better half’, and I’m taking it now. What could be more perfect to prove my superiority over Densetsu than by taking away something that he loves? Maybe I can even get him to fight me properly instead of being a cry-baby about it.” He brought the gun up higher, aiming at Andrea’s head.

  “I fail to see how killing me will do anything other than make you a murderer,” Andrea said, keeping a firm grip on Yasakuto’s cuffs.

  Ryoku chuckled. “Call me what you will. You’re what Densetsu cares about the most in this world. He values you even more than he cares about rejoining with me. He will do anything for you.” He cocked the pistol. “More importantly, he’ll do anything to get revenge for you.”

 Ryoku’s finger pulled back on the trigger, causing the end of the gun to explode with fire and noise. Andrea’s mouth was open in a silent shout. The Daimyo shouted, his arms twisted uncomfortably as he yanked against the handcuffs Andrea was holding.

 Blood sprayed onto the floor as Andrea fell, pulling Yasakuto down on top of her by the cuffs around his wrists. Roni and Fushicho screamed as the silver-haired ronin and the Daimyo collapsed. Their bodies lay motionless as a puddle of blood starting to seep out from under them. The other two Aka Ryuu moved to come toward Andrea, but Ryoku turned the gun on them. “You two stay there,” he snarled. They both stopped in their tracks, expressions of horror across their faces as they stared at Yasakuto and Andrea’s prone bodies. 

A groan came from the ronin woman and the Daimyo. There was movement, and then Andrea sat up, pushing Yasakuto off of her. “What...?” she said, looking down at herself in search of a bullet wound. “Oh my god. Ran!” 

She was quickly on her knees, pulling the Daimyo to lay on his back. The front of his shirt and jacket were quickly becoming saturated with blood from the gaping hole in his chest. He looked up at Andrea, his eyes dull and his smile weak. 

  “Idiot!” she yelled. “What did you do that for!?”

   

  He just continued to stare up at the

  ronin
  . “I couldn’t... let you die...” he wheezed. “I love you, Andrea.”

   

  She looked like she had been slapped across the face with a brick. “Ran... you moron,” the

  ronin
  whispered.

  Ryoku snarled, aiming at Andrea again. He quickly pulled the trigger back on the gun, but was only rewarded with the hollow click of an empty pistol. “Dammit!” he cursed, angrily throwing the weapon at the floor. It bounced and clattered away from Ryoku. 

  Daimyo Yasakuto’s eyes rolled back in his head as his skin became pale. “Andrea... forgive me...”

   

  She angrily shook her head. “How can I forgive you for all the death you’ve caused, Ran?”

   

  “By remembering... that I loved you... I wanted to give you... everything...”

   Andrea wrapped her fingers into his jacket and shook him. “You took everything from me! Now you’re taking away my closure! How dare you!” she screamed, her brows furrowed in fury.

“Look out...”
 “What?”
 “ Look out!”

Andrea turned to look over her shoulder just in time to see Ryoku rushing at her with his spear. She quickly dove to her right, rolling out of the way as the head of the spear disappeared into Daimyo Yasakuto’s chest. He gurgled, blood spilling out of his mouth as his eyes rolled back in his head. Ryoku pulled the spear out of Yasakuto’s chest and glared at Andrea. “Stop moving so I can kill you,” he snarled.

  The Tiger watched Yasakuto’s lips move as he breathed his last, his body going limp on the floor in a pool of his own blood.

  “You keep it, Ran. So you have me near you even when I’m training and can’t be with you.” The memory hit Andrea so hard it almost made her black out. Her vision went red as she jumped up from the floor, her hand racing to her hip and unsheathing the katana so quickly she nearly broke the ancient saya. She rushed at Ryoku, screaming in rage. 

He turned and ran from the room. “Follow me, Tiger!” he called over his shoulder, taunting the enraged ronin as she skidded out into the hallway.

“Find D!” Andrea shouted over her shoulder in the general direction of Roni and Fushicho as she pounded down the hall, her katana gripped firmly in her hand.

Outside of the Capitol building, medical personnel and a fresh team of police had been trying to sort out what had happened, and while most of the ronin and Kemono had slipped back off into the darkness after the battle was won, several still stayed, including 26 and Deuce. Both the Kemono were being checked by the paramedics while a young officer attempted to question them.

“Listen, I already told you...” 26’s words trailed off as two figures coming out of the building caught her eye. She watched as two men came hobbling out of the doorway. One was much larger than the other, although he was clearly being supported by the smaller man. 26’s green eyes widened as Deuce and the policeman both followed her gaze. “Kanjou!” she shouted, jumping to her feet and breaking into a run. The paramedic that had been bandaging her arm shouted a protest, but 26 didn’t listen. She nimbly leaped over fallen bodies and bits of rubble, the half-wrapped gauze on her arm fluttering after her.

Shogun Kunota’s eyes were wide in horror as the creature came running at him. He was trying to decide whether he should run back into the building or try to fight it off when Kanjou weakly raised his head. “It’s okay, Shogun,” he said, his voice hoarse, “She’s with me.”

 26 flapped her wings and flew up the last flight of steps, landing on the opposite side of Kanjou from the Shogun. “Kanjou! My god, what happened to you!?” She quickly grabbed his arm and slung it around her shoulder, putting her arm around his back and helping to support him.

“It’s a long story,” Kanjou chuckled softly. “Hey, 26? You mind getting me to that nice paramedic over there? I’ll introduce you to the Shogun of Hinomoto if you do.”

  26 laughed. “You’re such a goof sometimes. Come on, let’s go before you bleed to death and then Fushi blames me for it.”

  The Shogun and the Kemono helped Kanjou walk over to the ambulance, where they handed him over to the capable hands of the technician. As soon as Kanjou and 26 were clear, a few cops that had gathered wedged themselves between Kunota and 26. 

  “Alright, stand back! Don’t worry, Shogun Kunota, we’ll make sure you’re safe.” one of the cops said as he reached for his gun.

  26 didn’t have time for a retort before the Shogun had shoved his way through the cops and was standing beside her. “You’ll do no such thing, as I’ve given you no orders to do so.” he said, the sunlight glinting off his glasses.

  “But sir... these

  ochiudo
  are criminals...”

  “No, they’re not, actually,” he reached into the pocket of his tattered suit and pulled out the envelope containing the voting results from earlier. “Former Daimyo Ran Yasakuto blackmailed me into lying about the voting results. You can see here that the ban of Martial Arts has been lifted. As for any other charges these ronin may be facing, I’m pardoning them and anyone that worked with them right now. They all saved my life, and the lives of thousands.” He ignored the surprised stammering of the officers. “Now, if you will please get me a few reporters and the chief of police over here, I will explain what happened today– no, what has been happening for years.” The look in the Shogun’s eyes caused the police to scramble. He turned to 26. 

“Now,” he said as he tugged at the bottom of his coat, straightening it despite the fact that it was horribly ruined from the day’s events, “if you will excuse my unintended rudeness earlier and please explain to me who you are,” he eyed Deuce with thinly veiled shock, “Okay, who all of you are, so I can explain it to the bloodsucking reporters that are about to show up, I’d greatly appreciate it.”

Deuce and 26 exchanged glances, looked back to the Shogun, exchanged glances again, and then both let out a hearty laugh for a few moments before holding out their hands to the Shogun and introducing themselves.

D leaned heavily on an outstretched arm against the wall, gasping for air. He’d run through the halls in pursuit of Ryoku, but had lost him on the opposite side of the building from where he’d begun the chase. How his other half had managed to slip away D wasn’t sure, but now he was out of breath and tired. 

As he leaned against the wall for support he tried to think. There was something wrong, it seemed. Something a little out of place. But what?

Then it hit him. It was quiet. The entire time he’d been running through the building he’d heard the sounds of distant battle. He searched his memory and found that he’d heard sirens a few minutes ago, and then the silence. The fight must be over...

He leaned his back against the wall and wrangled his breath back under control. Guess I’d better get headed back to where Andrea was.

Just as D turned to head back the way he came, he saw a small shape running down the hall toward him. He squinted and recognized the figure as Roni. Panic suddenly gripped at his heart. He ran forward a few steps just as Roni called his name.

  He dropped to one knee to look her in the eye as she skidded to a stop in front of him. “Roni! What’s wrong? Where’s Andrea?”

   The pig-tailed girl gasped a few times. “She’s fighting Ryoku! D! You have to go help her! Ryoku tried to kill her so that you’d come fight him and he killed Daimyo Yasakuto instead and Andrea ran after him!” The girl was babbling as she tried to get the most information to D in the shortest amount of time possible.

  “Which way?” D said, his expression serious.

   

  Roni pointed. D stood and stared down at her. “Roni, go back to the others. I’ll go find Andrea and Ryoku.”

   

  “No! I want to come too!”

   “No, Roni. This is my fight. I’ve been waiting for this for years. Go find the others and stay with them!” He took off down the hall, leaving Roni behind.


Chapter Nineteen Fighting an Angel

Andrea pushed through a door marked “Roof Access” and pounded up the stairs. As she approached the top she could hear thunder from outside, and saw a flash of lightning through the open door. Just as she ran out onto the roof, the sky that had been steadily graying all day suddenly opened up with a shower of rain.

The ronin turned to her right just in time to see a fist coming toward her face. She quickly jerked her head back to try to avoid the blow, but all she accomplished was getting her jaw punched instead of her nose. She tumbled backwards across the soaked roof as colors exploded in her head and her jaw rang with pain.

Andrea found herself looking up into the gray sky with water dripping into her eyes and rolling down her face. Ryoku suddenly leaped into her line of sight, a spear brandished in front of him to stab her. Andrea quickly kicked her legs up, rolling her hips above her head and spinning out of Ryoku’s reach on her knees. She was up on her feet, her hands going to her sword as she leaped toward the blackhaired man with the dark wings. She yanked the katana from its sheath while she was at face-level with him, causing the end of the tsuba to smash into his forehead, sending him careening back as Andrea landed in a crouch and slashed the sword the rest of the way out, missing Ryoku’s legs by mere centimeters.

Blood trickled down the exposed half of Ryoku’s face, running into his piercing green eye as he steadied himself and pulled his spear up to hip level. Andrea narrowed her eyes at him as she stood, moving her free hand to sit behind its mate on her sword handle. They glared at each other for a moment, their muscles tightening in anticipation. Rain sluiced down over Shibasaki, making the two fighter’s clothes stick to their bodies as it washed away blood and dust, causing little pools of pink to form at their feet.

 Lightning flashed through the sky, catching Andrea’s gaze for a second. Ryoku saw her eyes twitch to the left for that instant, and he leaped forward. She looked back just in time to get her sword up and slash at the spear, embedding her blade into the wooden handle as she parried the shot. Ryoku yanked his spear back, causing a few wood splinters to separate from the handle as the katana was ripped from it. He quickly adjusted his grip and jabbed, aiming for Andrea’s belt knot. 

The silver-haired girl side-stepped, her wet sneakers squishing on the roof as she kicked up sprays of water. She knocked the spear to the side with the flat of her blade before slashing upwards, catching him in his left shoulder with the razor point of her sword. Ryoku let out a scream and stepped back, lashing out with the spear to make Andrea retreat. Crimson seeped out onto his jeans jacket as he glared at her with pure hatred in his eyes.

  “I’ll make you pay for that, bitch,” he snarled.

  Andrea reached up and moved some of her wet bangs out of her face, exposing the scar on her forehead as she tucked the soaked strands behind her ears. “Do you take checks?” she growled back.

With a roar that sounded inhuman, Ryoku leaped at Andrea, his black feathered wings unfurling from his back as he cleared the distance between them. He swung his spear over his head to bring it down on Andrea. The Aka Ryuu stood her ground, throwing her arms up to block the overhead strike. The wooden handle of the spear came down on the edge of her blade, causing a crack that rivaled the thunder. Ryoku’s swing followed through as the sharp end of his spear and a third of the handle flew across the roof, severed from the rest of the weapon. He used the momentum of his swing to spin himself around, shoving the staff in to Andrea’s collarbone before she could bring her arms down to defend herself.

Andrea let out a wet choking sound as the hard wood hit her with enough force to collapse her windpipe. The force and surprise of the blow caused her to lurch off-balance, sending her rolling across the roof as the katana clattered to the ground and scuttled away from her. The Tiger lay on her stomach, stunned and choking as she gasped desperately for air. She clawed at her collarbone and tried to breathe while telling herself to get up. To lay there choking with the rain on her back and without a weapon was a sure way to get herself killed. Through her daze she managed to push herself up to her knees before a swift kick landed in her belly. She found herself with her cheek once again pressed on to the hard roof as rain ran down her face and hair.

“I do hope that Densetsu gets here soon,” Ryoku purred behind her. Andrea felt a hand grab her hair at the base of her neck and jerk upwards, causing her to cry out just as another roar of thunder pierced the air. His lips were near her ear now as he whispered. “I’d hate for him to miss it when I kill you.”

Andrea swallowed back the sudden bitter taste of fear as she mustered her remaining strength to shove her ki into her hands, making them glow and arc energy before she reached out for Ryoku’s face.

The media that was trying to squeeze under the balcony outside of the Capitol had their microphones and cameras trained on the Shogun and the two Kemono standing next to him. The ambulance with Kanjou in it was already gone, with orders from Kunota to give him the best care possible. Now he was giving the reporters and people all over the world an impromptu speech and trying to answer as many questions as possible about the attack, about Daimyo Yasakuto, and about the appearance of the Kemono. 26 and Deuce stood on either side of the Shogun, acting as bodyguards to the politician.

 26 noticed a figure come out of the smashed and scorched doors of the building. She squinted her yellow-green eyes for a brief second before recognition crossed her face and she began to push through the sea of reporters.

Fushicho looked over and saw 26 coming toward her, shoving cameras and people in suits out of her path until she finally got to the red-head. She looked up at 26 as the Kemono fell out of the crowd, her wings folded close to her back. The two took a moment and embraced each other before Fushi stepped back, her hands holding on to 26’s upper arms.

  “I see Shogun Kunota. Where’s Kanjou?” Worry seeped into her flame colored eyes.

  “He’s already been sent to the hospital. He was pretty banged up, but the paramedics said he should be okay. Where’s the others? Did you find Andrea?”

Fushi frowned. “Roni and I split up to look for D. I couldn’t find him so I came back out here,” Her lower lip trembled a little before she continued, “Andrea tried to arrest Daimyo Yasakuto, but Ryoku killed him when he tried to get to her. She followed after him and I haven’t seen her since. She was already injured when we found her too so I honestly don’t know what her chances are against him.”

26 felt her fur bristle a little. She turned and caught Deuce’s eyes, then nodded toward the Shogun. The Kemono turned back to Fushi and headed into the building with Fushi following. “26? Where are we going?”

 “To find everyone else, and to help Andrea and D,” she glanced over her shoulder, “After all, it would be a hollow victory today if all of us weren’t around to share in it.”

  Fushi stared, then nodded. “You’re right! Let’s go!”

   
Roni waited just around the corner as D walked into Yasakuto’s office. There was a few moments of silence, and then he stepped back out into the hall, looking down at the floor. The pig-tailed girl peeked around the corner and saw D crouch down, examining the carpet. She saw him reach down and touch something, then pull his hand back with blood on it.

“Andrea,” he muttered to himself as he stood again. He waited for a moment, then turned. “You can come out, Roni. I know you’re there.”

The small girl started and gulped, taking a moment before stepping out into view. She smiled sweetly as D raised an eyebrow at her, then smiled himself. “I told you to go to the others,” he said.

  Roni rubbed her head innocently. “Yeah. but I’m worried about Andrea and I want to help!”

   

  D sighed. “Alright, come on then. I don’t have time to argue with you.”

   Roni ran up to his side with a smile. “Just, don’t try to fight Ryoku,” D looked down at her with concern. “Kanjou and Fushi will kill me if something happens to you.”

  Roni giggled. “Alright, I promise.”

  The two of them started back down the hallway, following a trail of blood spots as they went. After a few minutes, the random dark splatters led them to an open set of stairs that led upwards. D grabbed the door and moved it so he could see the front. “Roof Access,” he read off before swinging the door back all the way open.

  Roni stuck her head in the stairwell and pointed to a bloody hand print on the wall. “Looks like Andrea’s hand to me.”

  From above them, they heard the rain pounding on the roof. Roni jumped as thunder crackled through the air above them. As the roar died out, the sound of a sharp twang followed by a strangled shout reached their ears.

 “Shit! Andrea!” D leaped up the first three stairs, taking them three at a time as he raced toward the downpour at the other end of the narrow corridor. Roni dashed after him, forced to take the stairs two at a time because of her legs. Densetsu jumped out onto the roof and was drenched almost instantly, his hair sticking to his face as water ran into his eyes.

Halfway across the roof was Ryoku, holding his bow in one hand and Andrea’s throat in the other. She was clawing with one hand at him, her eyes shut tightly as her other arm hung at her side. Her dead arm had an arrow protruding from her shoulder and was weeping blood from around the shaft.

Ryoku smirked at D as Roni came up the stairs behind him. The two halves of one whole glared at each other, blue and gold eyes boring deeply into one green eye. Ryoku’s smirk widened as he dug his fingers deeper into Andrea’s throat, causing her blue eyes to pop open as she clawed more desperately at his wrist. D noticed there were some burn marks on the side of Ryoku’s neck and a slash across the pants of his jeans.

“Looking for something, Densetsu?” chided Ryoku. “Put her down,” D replied, his voice cold and commanding. “And what if I don’t?”

  “Your fight is with me, Ryoku! Put her down

  NOW!
  ”

  Ryoku rolled his eyes. “That’s one thing I never did like about you, Densetsu. No sense of humor at all.” He slowly unlatched his hand from around Andrea’s throat, causing her to fall back to the ground in a heap, hacking and coughing as she curled into the fetal position and clutched at the arrow that was buried in her flesh.

 As soon as Andrea was clear of Ryoku, D was flying across the roof at him. He covered ten meters in three steps, throwing himself feet-first into Ryoku’s chest and landing on top of him as he rolled. One of Ryoku’s wings smacked into D’s head, causing him to roll to the side as the two of them got caught in a grapple on the rainy rooftop. 

  The moment she safely could, Roni raced over to Andrea and knelt by her side. “Andrea! Are you okay!?”

   

  “Oh yeah,” Andrea sputtered, “I love being a pincushion. Makes my day.”

   

  Roni reached down and helped Andrea sit up halfway. “You need a doctor,” she said worriedly.

  Andrea guffawed and grabbed the arrow. “No, I need to go help D,” she said through clenched teeth. Roni watched in horror as Andrea’s grip on the arrow tightened, her knuckles turning white as she strained her free arm. Finally, there was a loud snap as the arrow shaft broke off at her skin. Andrea growled and threw the broken arrow away. “Help me up,” she said to Roni as she held out her good arm. 

The smaller girl grabbed Andrea’s hand and pulled her to her feet. The Tiger swayed for a moment and Roni reached out and grabbed on to her arm. “You can barely stand, Andrea! You can’t keep fighting!”

“Someone has to help D,” Andrea looked down at Roni, trying to keep her face expressionless to hide the pain, “You think you’re strong enough to take on Ryoku? Because if so, feel free.” She motioned toward where D and Ryoku had gotten up off the ground and were now trading blows as fast as they could. 

  “No... I’m not strong enough to help D,” she said, hanging her head in shame.

  Andrea knelt down and gripped Roni’s shoulders. The Tiger smiled, and Roni noticed that for the first time the smile seemed genuine. “It takes more courage to admit when you’re not strong than it does to rush in and get yourself hurt, Roni. Now, I’m going to go help D, okay?”

  Roni looked up at Andrea. “But.. You’re not strong enough either, Andrea. You’re hurt, and badly too!”

  The woman stood. “I’m not as courageous as you are,” she said before she turned. Roni stood there in the rain, watching as Andrea the Tiger went to join the fight.

 Ryoku grabbed D’s fist and clamped his hand down hard, causing his other half’s face to contort with pain. The black-winged half angled his hand and started bending D’s wrist backwards.

“Well, Densetsu, so far you’ve proved to be as boring as usual,” sneered Ryoku. “I should have killed that bitch. Maybe it would’ve put more fight in you.”

“Bitch this,” snarled a voice from directly behind Ryoku. Before he had a chance to turn around, a white and blue tennis shoe slammed into the back of his head, causing him to let go of D’s fist. D swung around and punched Ryoku in the side of his face, causing him to stumble off to the left. Andrea stood across from D, her hands curled into fists as she smirked at him. “Need a little help?”

  D stared, then nodded. “I’d appreciate it. Although I was coming to save

  you
  .”

   

  “You’ve saved me enough today, Wakame,” Andrea turned to face Ryoku. “Let’s get you whole again.”

  D turned as well just as Ryoku was standing to face them. “Well well, isn’t this sweet. I suppose you two are going to band together to defeat me?”

  Andrea narrowed her eyes at Ryoku, but muttered to D, “What do you need to do to rejoin with him?”

   

  “Mirror’s Gate. It’s a ki attack that rejoins us. I’ve been toying with a version of it that I think might work.”

  “You think?”
 “Well, I haven’t exactly had a chance to try it, now have I?” “Alright, alright. Let’s kick ass then.”

  “If it works though, you can’t get caught in it. It’ll steal your soul.”

  “Okay, Wakame, I get it,” She shot him a look.
 “Just telling you.”

  “Would you two shut up and stop acting like a married couple!?” shouted Ryoku from across the roof.

  Both D and Andrea leaped into action. Andrea ran to the left, D to the right, each heading for Ryoku in an attempt to flank him. Ryoku stood with his wings held poised behind him. The two Aka Ryuu closed in, Andrea pulling back a fist as she ran. D stopped short and threw a leg out, just missing Ryoku as he gave a mighty flap of his wings and rose into the air. Andrea had to throw herself to the ground in order to keep from either punching D or being hit by his kick.

As he hovered in the air, Ryoku charged up his own ki. Andrea and D both looked up as they heard energy crackle. With a yell of anger, Ryoku crossed his arms and shot a blast of red energy at each of the Aka Ryuu. 

Andrea rolled away from the attack on her injured shoulder. She swallowed back a cry of pain as the arrowhead cut more deeply inside of her. She heard D let out a shout and then heard the unmistakable sound of a body hitting the roof. Idiot... she thought as she leaped to her feet with a grimace of agony and looked up as lightning flashed behind Ryoku.

  “Why don’t you come down here and fight fair, Ryoku!? Stop flying away all the time like a damn chicken!”

   

  Ryoku laughed heartily. “Like you, I will use any advantage I have during battle. Find a way to work around it, little Tiger.”

  As she stared at the hovering Ryoku, Andrea felt energy to her right. She heard D yell “DRAGON’S RAGE!” and had just enough time to jump to the side as a beast made from water suddenly crashed into Ryoku. The water dragon smashed into Ryoku and took him to the ground, splashing back into nothingness as it hit and leaving Ryoku in a huge puddle.

  Andrea’s eyes widened. “Whoa...” she breathed just as D leaped through the rain toward Ryoku.

   
26 and Fushi ran through the halls, following Andrea’s blood trail from Yasakuto’s office.. After a few minutes they came to an open door leading to steps that went up to the roof. Rain was pouring down the steps by now, soaking the carpet.

Looking up, 26 could just see the back of Roni’s head. The girl was standing out in the rain just outside the doorway. Fushi pushed past 26 and clattered up the stairs. “Roni!”

The younger girl turned, her eyes lighting up as Fushi and 26 came out into the rain. She hugged them both, then they all looked toward the sounds of battle. Through the storm they saw three figures fighting each other, circling around in a ballet of kicks and punches that was deadlocked.

Ryoku turned and planted his foot straight into Andrea’s bleeding shoulder. She hit the ground with her butt and rolled, letting a scream past her lips as she did so. D quickly stepped around and grabbed Ryoku’s left arm, spinning him away from Andrea so he could throw a punch at his face. 

“We’ve got to help them,” 26 stated, taking a step forward. Roni quickly reached out and grabbed her wrist, causing her to look back.

  “No, 26,” the small girl said, shaking her head. “This is their fight. D and Andrea’s. It’s not ours to interfere with.”

   

  “But...” 26 looked to Fushi for support, but the red-head shook her head.

   

  “I agree with Roni. This one has been their fight from the beginning, let them handle it.”

   

  The winged

  Kemono
  glowered, but stepped back and continued to watch the fight through the rain storm.

  Andrea was back up, though her legs felt like they had no bones left in them and she could barely focus her gaze through her wet bangs and heavy eyelids. All she wanted to do right then was lay down and go to sleep. She mentally chanted one of the mantras that Kanjou had taught her before closing back in on the battling souls, walking slowly so she could be sure her legs would hold her.

Ryoku landed a hard uppercut into D’s stomach, causing him to hunch over. The black-winged angel brought his knee up and smashed it into D’s forehead. The Aka Ryuu slumped to the ground, coughing and clutching his stomach as Ryoku leaped on top of him, pinning him to the ground.

“Well, Densetsu. I must say, this has been amusing, but I’m getting bored now.” He put one of his hands near D’s forehead and pulled his other arm back, his bow and arrow shimmering into existence as he did so, the point of the arrow a centimeter from D’s flesh already. “Say good-bye, better half.”

D’s eyes widened as he stared down the shaft of the arrow. For a brief second, he thought this was going to be his end. Killed by your own soul. This isn’t a good way to die!

A set of arms suddenly wrapped around Ryoku from behind, coming up over his neck and maneuvering around the large black wings. One hand latched on to Ryoku’s head and twisted, while the other grabbed his aiming arm and yanked skywards. The shock forced him to release his bow string, which sent the arrow flying up into the gray clouds.

Andrea ripped Ryoku off of D, throwing herself to the ground as she moved her arm in an attempt to get a choke-hold on him. Her legs came around him and locked around his waist as she tried to keep her head down and away from flailing limbs as she held on to him.

D’s other half thrashed, clawing at Andrea’s arms and trying to roll over so he could attack her. She maintained her grip, burying her head between Ryoku’s shoulder blades so she wouldn’t get knocked unconscious by his muscular wings.

  “D! Dammit, do the attack!” She shouted as Ryoku thrashed against her.

  D was already on his feet. “But you’ll get caught in it!” Andrea saw stars as Ryoku raised his body and smashed her back into the roof. She could feel the arrowhead digging deeper into her bloody shoulder as she clung desperately to Ryoku’s torso.

  “Don’t argue with me! Do the Mirror’s Gate while I’ve got him!”

  Ryoku roared with rage. “I’ll kill you, Tiger!” he screamed as he smashed her into the roof again. Andrea gurgled something unintelligible from behind him.

D’s mind raced as he watched the two thrash on the ground. Andrea was right, he’d never got a better shot to try the rejoining. At the same time, if she got caught in it he knew what it would do to her. Ryoku’s version stole souls if used on anyone but D, and as much as he wanted to be whole again, he didn’t want to sacrifice Andrea in the process.

But if he didn’t do something soon, Andrea was going to die anyway. He’d noticed how weak she was, and each time Ryoku rose up and smashed her back down into the roof he could see the pool of blood her oozing shoulder was leaving on the concrete. If Ryoku didn’t get lucky and smash her skull open with either a wing or the roof, she’d bleed to death.

D muttered a curse and widened his stance, gathering his ki into his center as he focused on making himself whole. A ball of crackling white energy flickered to life in between his palms as he closed his eyes. Lightning sliced the sky in half, causing harsh shadows across the three combatants. 

  “I think we should get inside!” Fushi shouted, grabbing Roni’s arm as she backed up toward the stairs.

  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” 26 replied, stepping back as well. The ball of ki D was holding grew larger, arcing out in white hot streaks. She turned and followed the other two down the steps, clamoring toward the hallway below.

D pulled back his ki-encased hands as streaks of light curled up his arms and across his chest. His hair billowed up in a wind that wasn’t felt by anyone else. “MIRROR’S...”

As soon as Andrea heard D start the attack, she unlatched her legs from around Ryoku’s waist, doubling her grip on his neck as she contorted herself to put her feet underneath his shoulder blades. Ryoku thrashed his wings, nearly knocking Andrea away from him, but she gritted her teeth and held on.

  D thrust his hands forward, the ki sparking off of him as it flooded out.

  “GATE!”
Andrea unlatched her hands from Ryoku’s neck, slammed her palms back onto the concrete, and shoved with all the strength she had left in her, sending Ryoku to his feet directly in the path of the attack. As the ki enveloped Ryoku, Andrea flipped her legs over her head, hit the ground with her legs askew, and gave a few half-hearted rolls to attempt to get out of range.

The rooftop exploded with light that lit up the sky and made even the gray clouds turn pure white for a few moments. Two male screams erupted out through the city, causing anyone in the vicinity to turn and look. From down on the ground, a few of the reporters braved the rain to capture the tower of energy that rose from the roof and into the clouds, opening a patch of sky from the rainy cover.

Andrea felt herself get picked up and hurled across the rooftop. She blindly groped for anything to grab hold of before she was pitched over the edge. She felt her legs fall away into the air, but could see only white around her. Her injured arm was refusing to work, but just as her hips went out into open space, the fingers on her good arm clenched around something solid.

The Tiger heard D and Ryoku’s twin screams reverberating in her head, heard her own scream as the energy whipped around and over her, tearing at her skin and her clothes. She felt that she was in the hottest fire ever created. Finally, the two male screams converged into one, and then it was only Andrea’s voice that pierced the air.

After what seemed like an eternity, the white hot light subsided. As the blast of ki retracted in on itself, Andrea felt her skin no longer burning, and her vision slowly came back. She found herself gripping on to a pipe, her body halfway over the side of the building and her left arm hanging useless at her side. Above her, the sky was clear and blue, the only evidence that the rainclouds had ever been there was the wet buildings and trees. 

Andrea grunted as she gritted her teeth and pulled herself back up onto the roof using her good arm. She flopped to the concrete, face down in a puddle of water, and decided that she was too tired to attempt to move anymore. All she wanted to do now was sleep. Her eyelids felt heavier than they’d ever been. 

Her eyes focused on a shape that was coming toward her. As she squinted, the shape came closer and she suddenly realized it was D. Yet, it wasn’t him all at the same time. He was still wearing the same clothes, though they were ripped and stained in many places now and the sleeves were gone completely. It was his face that Andrea realized was the most different though. Aside from his hair now being a shade of dark violet, and his eyes being purple and silver, his face was different. His expression and the way he moved were all uncharacteristically D, and it made Andrea give a weak smile as he ran toward her.

So that’s what he’s supposed to look like...
  she thought as she closed her eyes.

  God, I’m tired.
She heard him calling her, even felt him slide an arm under her and lift her up so she was half sitting and half leaning against his chest. Her eyes fluttered open for a moment to look into his.

“Andrea. Hang on, okay? Just hang on, I’ll get you help. Please, just don’t die on me!” There were tears welling up in the corners of his eyes.

The Tiger reached up weakly with her uninjured arm and stroked D’s purple hair. “So... there you are,” her hand fell away as she closed her eyes again. “Purple looks better on you... Taro.”

“Oh god, Andrea! Please hang on! Don’t go to sleep on me, stay awake!” He tightened his grip on her and shook, trying to make her keep her eyes open.

D suddenly felt a hand on his shoulder. He jumped and turned, his eyes full of tears as he stared up at Shogun Kunota. The Shogun walked around in front of D and knelt on the other side of Andrea. The two of them stared for a moment, and there was a strange gleam in the Shogun’s eyes as the two men regarded each other. Kunota put his hand down to Andrea’s neck and felt for her pulse.

“Don’t worry, Densetsu,” the Shogun said with a calm smile, “She’s strong. She won’t die, not yet. I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.” 


Chapter Twenty A New Purpose

Every once in awhile Andrea felt that she was coming close to consciousness, but she continued to let herself drift off back to sleep before waking up completely. During the periods where she was partially awake she could hear noises and voices that sounded far away, but familiar. Roni, Fushicho, D, Kanjou, Deuce, Foxfire and his wife, Shogun Kunota, and more voices that she didn’t recognize came through to her, urging her awake though she continued to let herself fall back in to the peaceful abyss.

She drifted along in darkness, relishing the dreamless sleep while she could get it. She wasn’t sure how long it went on, but it seemed like a long time of falling in and out of half-consciousness before she was able to flutter her eyes open all the way. Her blue eyes tried to focus, but were blinded by sharp, cold light at first. She let out a low groan and squinted, allowing herself some time to adjust.

 The first thing that she noticed was that she was still very sore. Every part of her body felt like it had been beaten on by a hammer, and the only thing she could move somewhat was her neck. She turned it slowly to her right, noting that she was in a hospital room and was half-way sitting up in the mechanized bed. The walls were a soft eggshell color, and there was a window that had a tree and a white brick wall outside of it. Simple pale blue curtains hung on either side of the window. In the far corner near the ceiling was a television set that currently had the sound off, however, Andrea saw the footage that was playing and immediately recognized ronin and Kemono charging on the Capitol. She gave a small smile, then continued looking around the room once a reporter came on the screen and began talking.

To Andrea’s left was a door that had been left open a few inches. She could just see out into the hall, which was brightly lit, tiled in pale blue, and painted that same soft eggshell color as the room she was in. She could hear people talking further down the hall, but couldn’t make out any words.

She heard a soft sigh, and Andrea craned her neck further to the left, looking down. One of her eyebrows raised as she saw that one of the sidebars on the bed had been lowered, and sitting in a chair next to the bed, his head resting on the mattress and one of his hands on hers, was an eggplant-haired Densetsu. His skin had a bit more color in it now that he’d rejoined with Ryoku, and his hair was long enough that he’d pulled some of it back into a small ponytail– though the front part was still free and in front of his face.

 Andrea wiggled her fingers under D’s hand, which made him open his eyes. He seemed confused for a second, then looked up at Andrea with wide, surprise filled eyes. Andrea gave him a small smile. “Hey,” she said softly.

D jumped up, a look of elation across his face. “Andrea! Oh thank god!” Before she knew what was happening, D had practically yanked her up off the mattress in a tight hug. He buried his face into her neck and tried to cover up a soft sob. “I thought we were going to lose you! I’m so glad you’re alright!”

“Hey D?”
 “Yes?”
 “SHOULDER! OW!”

 D let go of her, allowing her to flop back on to the hospital bed. “Oops! I’m sorry, Andrea. I’m just glad you woke up. You’ve been out for three days! Oh, wait, the others! I’ll be right back!”

He turned and rushed out of the room, leaving Andrea to blink at the door and then shake her head. “Well, at least he’s in a good mood,” she muttered.

Andrea slowly sat up all the way, hunching forward and trying to stretch her back muscles. They complained, but she kept going, trying to work out some of the stiffness in them. She reached for her toes, then turned her neck to the right as far as she could. As she stretched it to the left, something else in the room caught her eye and made her sit up straight.

The table beside the head of her bed was covered with little trinkets and doo-dads. Several floral arrangements added bursts of color to the room, as well as a few huge helium balloons with messages written across them. A small stack of colorful envelopes rested on the corner of the table and had her name scrawled across them. Andrea raised one eyebrow and sat back against the mattress again, reaching for the stack of envelopes and bringing them over to her lap.

 The first envelope was pastel yellow and had “ANDREA” written across it in neat, meticulous handwriting. Hearts and flowers had been drawn in a border around the name. She flipped it over and broke the seal, pulling out a brightly colored card with “Get Well Soon!”on it. Inside the card had been signed by Roni under a message of well-wishes. Andrea smiled. Figures, she thought as she chuckled.

From down the hall came the sound of running feet. Andrea looked up just as the door flew open and Roni raced in, followed shortly by Fushi, 26, Kanjou, and D. Roni let out a cheerful “Andrea!” as she did a leap across the room.

“Whoa!” the Tiger yelled, throwing her arms up and catching Roni as she landed on her legs and threw her arms around her neck. Andrea slammed back into the mattress with the small girl clinging to her. 

  “You’re okay! You’re okay!”

  Andrea patted Roni’s back gently with her good arm. “Yeah, yeah. But if you keep jumping on me every time I’m okay, you’re going to kill me.”

  Roni pulled back, a small smile across her face. “Sorry, I...” “I know, I know. You’re just glad I’m alright.”

   

  Kanjou reached over and lifted Roni up off the bed. “Come on now, don’t undo what the doctors did.”

   

  Andrea looked up at Kanjou and smiled, noticing his own bandages. “You look like you ran in to some trouble,” she remarked. “Oh yeah, just a scratch,” he chuckled.

   

  Fushi bumped him with her hip. “Whatever, that ‘scratch’ nearly killed you too.”

   

  He glared at her for a second and then smiled. “Yeah, but it

  didn’t
  .”

   “Alright, someone fill me in on what all happened,” Andrea nodded toward the television screen, which was playing footage of Shogun Kunota giving a live speech. 

It took two hours, but the others managed to get Andrea updated on what had been going on while she was out. The “Day of the Dragon”– as the media was calling it– had been talked about almost incessantly around the world ever since it had begun. Shogun Kunota had done a lot of news appearances and damage control, the vast majority of which had been to explain about the Kemono experiments that had been kept from him and assure the people that they weren’t a threat. He’d also been explaining, at length, what Daimyo Yasakuto had been doing, his manipulations of the police, the other Daimyo, and himself, and why he’d finally come forward. 

“Aka Ryuu” had turned into a term for all the ronin and the Kemono that had been present that day, which was alright with the group of ronin that had coined the name. Any martial artist that had been there had been pardoned, and the dead had been buried as heroes. Shogun Kunota had made allusions to ripping apart the Hinomoto Police in an attempt to weed out any corrupt officers, but for the moment that was on the back burner until some of the turmoil had died down. 

Daimyo Yasakuto was dead, Aki and Bear were both in jail for their actions. Someone had thought to check on Foxfire and his family, all of who were fine and healthy. They had, in fact, brought some of the gifts that were by Andrea’s bed. Shogun Kunota had come through the day unscathed, and had finally taken control. There was talk in the streets about changes to come, and the incredible events that had transpired were said to be headed to the history books.
 Shogun Kunota had kept the five Aka Ryuu’s names out of the media, and the hospital staff had been keeping quiet about which of the rooms the Shogun and his family were visiting when they were there. Apparently a good number of occupants in the city’s hospitals were ronin or Kemono, so the media was having a hard time trying to figure out who had been at the head of the rebellion. There were theories, of course, and plenty of footage of the battle that had taken place, but it was all speculation.

Other countries from around the world had been in contact with the Shogun and were offering aid in any way they could. Ambassadors had flown in, talks were happening. The whole country was now on the verge of social and economic reform. 

“So, sounds like everything turned out pretty well then,” Andrea said after they’d finished filling her in. Roni was sitting on the mattress at the foot of the bed, snacking on a candy bar while the others sat in chairs they had pulled in and arranged around the sides of the bed. A nurse had been in a few times during the few hours they’d been updating Andrea to poke and prod at the silver-haired girl, and eventually one had brought in food that she was currently pushing around her plate in a disinterested manner.

“They did. Turned out better than I think any of us hoped for, actually.” Kanjou said, reaching out his hand and grabbing Fushi’s. Andrea watched as their fingers entwined and they exchanged a glance.

Andrea took a bite of her hospital lunch and grimaced. “Yuck,” she growled, “I think they’re trying to kill me with this stuff.” She pushed the tray away just as Roni held out an unwrapped candy bar to her. Andrea stared at it for a second and then grabbed it. The silverhaired ronin flopped back on the mattress and fumbled with the foil wrapping. “So, now what?”

The rest of the Aka Ryuu looked at each other for a few moments, then D spoke. “I don’t know... none of us really thought further than the press conference, did we?” Everyone shook their heads.

  “We all are lucky to be alive after that. No wonder no one thought past it.” muttered Andrea, her mood suddenly sour.

  “For right now, we should all just concentrate on recovering. Just like our country is doing. Who knows? Maybe destiny still has more in store for us all.” Kanjou smiled.

Kanjou was released from the hospital two days after Andrea woke up, but it was another week before she was allowed to leave. In that time, she kept insisting that she was better and had tried to sneak out of bed so many times that the staff threatened to strap her to the bed. Her retort was always that she wanted to see them try. Laying around idly wasn’t something she was used to. 

 Over the course of that week, the Aka Ryuu and Foxfire came and visited her. Every day she would gripe at them that she’d seen enough television to last her a lifetime and that she was sick and tired of resting. 

“When you all need me and my muscles have wasted away, you’ll be sorry!” she’d insist, and her visitors would laugh. Sometimes one of them would bring her a new book to read, but she had so much free time that she’d go through one or two in a day.

By the end of the week, Andrea was practically out of her mind. She was overjoyed to sign release papers and learn that she was going to be freed the next morning. That night D brought her a duffel bag to pack up her belongings in. It was late before her visitors left, promising to come back the next morning when she was released. After they left she put all the get well cards and gifts she had received in the bag, as well as her fighting outfit from the day of the press conference. The outfit was dirty, bloody, and full of holes but for some reason she wanted to hang on to it.

Andrea found it hard to get to sleep once the lights were out. Now that Martial Arts was legal, what would she do? She’d spent her whole life as a criminal, but now martial arts were legal. She was having a hard time imagining life now without D, Roni, Kanjou, Fushi, and 26. They’d only been part of her existence for a little over a month, and yet she found herself a bit angry at the thought of them not being there anymore.

I guess I could open a school maybe. We all survived, so I must be okay at teaching martial arts. Or join the tournament circuit. I’m sure that will be starting up soon, knowing my fellow ronin and their need for contests.

That thought didn’t comfort her. Tournaments didn’t seem to be important to her anymore, though the thought of possibly opening a martial arts school made her smile a little. The great Tiger, teaching people martial arts. The very thing I didn’t want to do for the Aka Ryuu and I might end up doing it anyway.

 The night passed slowly but when Andrea finally fell asleep it was a peaceful rest. She was woken up early and told to get her things together. As she put the last few things into her bag, Fushi and Roni came in and handed her a change of clothes. Andrea slipped them on in the small bathroom attached to her room. It was a pair of black pants and a blue tank top, as well as some black tennis shoes. She felt weird without her normal tank top, obi and pants on, but it was better than the hospital gown she’d been wearing. By the time she came back out from getting changed, Roni had taken her duffel bag and the other Aka Ryuu were there.

“You ready?” D held out a hand to Andrea. She didn’t grab his hand, but she did nod and make a non-commital grunt. He dropped his hand back to his side. “Alright well, let’s go then. Shogun Kunota sent a car for us.”

  Andrea’s eyebrows raised. “He did? What for?”

  Kanjou shrugged as they headed for the hall. “No idea. I guess he just wants to see us. He hasn’t had a chance to talk to us since the Day of the Dragon, really.”

  Andrea grumbled. “Maybe I’ll get that money I was promised if I joined up with this insanity.”

  A long black limo was waiting for the group as they came out of the hospital. The black-clad driver opened the back door for them and ushered the Aka Ryuu in. 

For half an hour the group rode in the limo as it drove through the streets of Shibasaki. Soon the city streets began to dwindle a bit and houses became larger and more spaced out. Large expanses of trees and grass separated the houses that seemed to be growing larger and larger the longer they drove.

Finally, the limousine pulled up to a set of gates. The driver inserted an access card into the pillar outside of his window and the large iron gates swung inward. The black car rolled slowly up a long driveway toward a three-story mansion with a sprawling lawn. Tall trees sprouted up at strategic spots to compliment the rolling landscape and meticulously cared for flower beds.

The house itself was a huge white brick structure with three stories. The top most one seemed to be some sort of studio with windows all around the outside and a balcony that wrapped around the entirety of the house. The front porch was huge, with ornately topped ancient Grecian style columns holding up a large flat roof over the entryway. Shrubs and flowers huddled close to the contours of the building, adding color and interest to the building and softening the lines of the structure. The limo slowly pulled around in the circular driveway and stopped at the bottom of the stairs that led up to the front door. In the center of the driveway a white fountain bubbled and sprayed water up toward the sky from carved dragons’ mouths.

  Andrea let out a snort. “I suppose he thinks we’re going to be impressed by all this,” she grumbled.

   

  “Well, it worked,” 26 said in awe.

  The driver came around and opened the door, letting the Aka Ryuu out of the car. “Shogun Kunota and his wife are waiting for you inside,” he said as they piled out.

The six martial artists wandered up the stone steps, looking around and taking in the grandness of the place. As they got to the front door it swung open and an older man motioned for them to come inside.

 The Aka Ryuu filed into the mansion, looking around the vaulted foyer. Warm wood stretched out along the floor except for in the living room to the right of the door. Framed paintings graced the light colored walls, depicting peaceful scenes of ancient Hinomoto. The foyer went back into a wide staircase that went off into two directions after some ways up. A large chandelier sent soft golden light down across everything in the foyer while two vertical windows on either side of the door let natural light trickle in through soft gauzy curtains.

“In here,” called a voice from the carpeted living room. The Aka Ryuu turned toward it, and all six of them hesitated for a moment. Kanjou and Andrea finally exchanged a glance and both walked into the adjoining room, followed by 26, Fushi, Roni, and D.

 Shogun Kunota and his wife looked at the assembled fighters and both smiled as though greeting old and loved friends. They each looked at the ronin, Shinsetsu reaching over to squeeze her husband’s arm as though he was her life raft. He put a hand on the small of her back, giving her silent support and steadying her.

After a brief moment of silence, Shogun Kunota came around the couch, his wife trailing a few steps behind him. “I’m so delighted you all are here,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper. He held out his hand and worked his way down the line, shaking each of their hands and smiling at them. At the end of the line he shook D’s hand and held on to it for a long time. D looked uncomfortable, glancing around nervously. When the Shogun finally let go, Andrea cleared her throat.

  “Hey look, I don’t mean to be rude but... what the hell are we doing here?” she groused, gesturing generally at the large house. The Shogun chuckled. “Right to the point, as usual, Andrea.”

  Shinsetsu stepped forward. “My husband and I wanted to extend our most heartfelt and personal thanks to the ronin– and Kemono,” she looked at 26, “who led the attack on Daimyo Yasakuto and his corruption..And who saved my husband’s life, of course.” She kept glancing at D with wide eyes.

  “It was really nothing,” started Kanjou, but the Shogun held up his hand.

  “Without the six of you and your incredible courage, my family and I would all be dead. And countless ronin would have been slaughtered to sate Yasakuto’s blood lust. This country would still be a hollow shell of what it was meant to be. For that, we all owe you a great debt that cannot be repaid in full. You risked your lives for ours and for Hinomoto. That is not ‘nothing’, in any way, shape, or form.” He walked back over to Andrea and gripped her hands. 

“You warned me of the coming danger, and made me face my fears, Andrea. You reminded me what courage is and that there are things still out there that are worth dying for,” the Shogun released Andrea and grabbed Kanjou’s hands now, his fingers small in the brunette’s large ones.

“And you, Kanjou, saved me when I thought I was about to die. You never let your injuries stop you from your mission of protecting me. And despite your pride, you let me help you in return when you needed me. You brought me the truth of Shinrai’s death and his life.”

Kunota moved aside again, grabbing one of Fushi’s hands and one of Roni’s. “Both of you fought against Aki, even though it was difficult because she had been your friend at one time. You risked your lives against a greater foe to help others save those who were needed to battle evil– perhaps the most noble acts of all those here.” Roni and Fushi both were blushing and stammering as the Shogun released their hands and grabbed 26’s next, smiling warmly at the Kemono member of the group even as she averted her eyes and looked embarrassed.

“I have now heard much about the strength of the Kemono, 26. I have heard about how you lead them, along with Deuce, against the guns of the policemen and the TK Squads. I’ve heard how you didn’t allow yourself to falter, and how you made quick decisions even while under fire. You also helped me understand the true depravity of this government, rather than hating me for being an unknowing participant in it.” If the Kemono could have blushed through her fur, she probably would have.

Kunota dropped her furred and clawed hands and reached for D’s.. There was a moment’s pause and everyone watched the two in anticipation. “Densetsu...” the Shogun finally breathed

  D raised an eyebrow. “That’s the second time you’ve called me that, Shogun. How do you know my name?”

  The older man’s smile widened. “I knew you the moment I saw you. Twenty-two years ago, our first child was born into this world. Before his first birthday he was stolen away from us, and despite searching for him for years, no trace of him was ever found. No ransom demands ever came from his kidnappers. We had lost all hope of ever finding our beloved baby boy with the purple and silver eyes, and the dark hair. We named him Densetsu...”

  Andrea stepped forward, her mouth agape. “My god... that’s what it was! I knew there was something familiar!”

  Everyone looked at the silver-haired girl in confusion. “The night that I first met the Shogun I thought several times that I had met him before. Something familiar about the way you moved, the way you spoke and your face, Shogun. That’s what it was. I was seeing D’s face! D’s movements and expressions!”

What little color D had gained since rejoining with Ryoku drained from his skin. He looked from Andrea to the Shogun, who was still gripping his hand and smiling at him. “You. You’re...” he looked over at Shinsetsu Kunota, who had put her hands up to cover her mouth as tears streamed from her eyes.

“I know this is a shock, Densetsu, but... after so long, we had given up all hope of ever finding you. I hope though that we can make up for the lost years now that you have returned to us.”

D looked up at the Shogun, then his knees gave out and he fell back onto a chair that was behind him. Shinsetsu ran over and crouched down next to D while the others stood frozen to their spots. The delicate woman put a hand on either of D’s pale cheeks and made him look up at her. There was a pause, a moment where something seemed to change between the two people that had only just met. Then D reached up and put a hand on hers. “Mother...?” he croaked out.

Shinsetsu let out a sob and threw her arms around D’s neck while the Aka Ryuu and the Shogun stood and watched. Kanjou slipped a hand around Fushi’s waist, then reached out and grabbed one of Roni’s hands. 26 was wiping tears from her own yellow-green eyes as she watched the scene. Andrea, however, looked uncomfortable. She quietly slipped back out into the foyer, taking a few tentative steps toward the wide, sweeping staircase. She looked up, curious about the rest of the house but knowing it would be impolite for her to go snooping around. She stretched out a hand and laid it gently on the warm wood of the banister, feeling its smoothness under her fingers.

  “Do you like the house?” said a voice from behind her. Andrea turned and saw that the Shogun had come up behind her. Andrea nodded and took her hand off the banister. “Yeah, it’s nice,” she replied.

  Kunota smiled. “Come with me, Andrea. I want to show you something.” He motioned with his hand and walked up the stairs. Andrea hesitated for a moment, then sighed and followed him. 

 The second floor was just as tastefully furnished as the first, with the same warm shade of wood paneling on the floors of the hallway. A U-shaped landing stretched around the second floor, leaving an open space in the middle that looked down into the foyer and let the landing bathe in the light from the chandelier. From up here, Andrea saw that above the flat roof covering the porch was a half-circle window with ornate scroll work holding the glass in place and offering a spectacular view of the grounds. 

The Shogun led Andrea across the hallway and to a large door that he swung open, stepping into the room beyond and motioning for Andrea to follow. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust after the brightness on the outside landing, but once they did the Tiger let out a short gasp.

The ceiling of the room wasn’t as high as the ceilings on the first floor, but large windows spaced along the walls let in light from around the drawn, heavy curtains. Between the windows and all around the perimeter of the room, as well as spaced evenly in the center, were shelves filled with thousands of books. Andrea looked around, her blue eyes wide at the sight. The Shogun flicked a light switch and the library immediately filled with illumination, throwing soft golden tones over the shelves. In the center of the library was a large desk. In front of the desk were several couches and small tables with reading lamps on them.

Andrea stepped forward, her new shoes squeaking softly on the wooden floor before it transitioned to a small area rug with fringe around the edges. She studied the names printed on some of the books’ spines, mouthing the words to herself and running a finger down a few before she turned to the Shogun with a confused look on her face.

He smiled at her and took a few steps forward, pulling a book out from the shelf above the one she’d been admiring and handing it to her. It was a copy of one of the books he had lent her from his office. She took it and stared at the cover for a moment before he spoke. “Have you thought about what you’ll do now?”

Andrea looked up at him for a brief second, then focused her eyes back on the book. “A little... To be honest though, I don’t know where I’ll go. I don’t really have anyplace to be. I thought about joining a tournament circuit, I’m sure those will be starting up soon. But I just don’t seem to have any passion left for that anymore. Not now, anyway.” She paused, running her hand along the smooth cover of th enovel. “I don’t have any family to go to. Kanjou, Roni and Fushicho have each other. 26 has the other Kemono. And apparently D has an entire family that’s been searching for him. I... I don’t have anyone.”

A small chuckle escaped Kunota’s lips. “I get the feeling that the people downstairs would disagree with that statement,” he said before pausing for a moment. “I’m glad that you like the house, however. It’s yours.”

  Andrea looked up, staring at him for a moment. “What did you just say?” She was sure that her ears were playing tricks on her.

  The Shogun motioned to the room. “All of this. The library, the house, the grounds, everything in them. Yours. For you and the Aka Ryuu, so long as you will do me one small favor.”

Now the Tiger understood how D had felt down in the living room. Her mind reeled as she tried to wrap her brain around what he was saying. She took a deep breath and calmed her shaking hands, loosening her grip on the book. “What favor?”

“Whenever a major revolution happens, some small bit of chaos tends to follow. With as much as you all did, there is still work to be done. I need public bodyguards I can trust. And I also need a special task force of sorts, to handle things I can’t send police I do not trust to. Hinomoto still needs the Aka Ryuu to protect it from those that would threaten her. If you and the Aka Ryuu will do this for me, you’ll never want for anything again. Regular paychecks, plus room and board for the rest of your lives if you want them. And I’m sure that the others would agree so long as you do, Andrea.” the Shogun beamed at her like a child who had just presented a gift to their parent and was waiting for approval.

Andrea looked around the library, caressing the book that she still clutched. She thought over the offer as she took in all the books spread out among the shelves. After a few moments she looked back at the Shogun, scrutinizing him with her blue eyes before holding out her hand. “You realize I intend to live a long time now that this is all over, right?” she remarked as Kunota took her hand.

  He smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Andrea.”

  “Good, because I have a lot of reading to do,” she actually smiled at him, a true and genuine smile, “And if those other fools down there want to stay and help me go through these books, they’re welcome to.”

From the doorway behind the ronin and the Shogun came a giggle. The two turned to see that at some point the Aka Ryuu and Kunota’s wife had come up and were now standing around the doorway. Kanjou crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door frame. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

  Fushi smiled. “Me either,” she agreed as she put a hand on Kanjou’s shoulder.

  26 walked over to the book shelves. “Man...” she breathed, “You’re definitely going to need my help to read all these, Andrea. Guess I’ll have to stay too.” The Kemono smiled over at the silverhaired girl.

Roni ran over and threw her arms around the Shogun’s waist in a tight hug. “Me too! Me too! I’m gonna stay!” Andrea nearly reached down and removed the small girl from Kunota, but he just shook his head at Andrea and put a hand on Roni’s head.

D withdrew his hand from Shinsetsu’s– his mother had been gripping on to him like she was afraid he was going to be lost again– and walked over to Andrea. There was a strange and awkward moment where he just stared into her blue eyes, then he nodded. “Far be it from me to separate the Aka Ryuu family,” he said softly before looking at Kunota, “If there is room for one more, I will stay as well.”

  26 giggled. “Aka Ryuu ‘till the end.” she said.

  A nod went around the room, and then all eyes went to Andrea, who took a moment before she spoke. “Yes... Aka Ryuu... and friends... ‘till the end.” she said.

  Kanjou and Fushi came over to the group, Fushi shaking her head as she walked. “No, not friends,” she said.

   

  Kanjou rested a hand on Andrea’s shoulder. “I agree with Fushi. Not friends.

  Family
  .”


Epilogue

A few weeks later...
Autumn was already starting to come to Hinomoto. There was a distinct chill in the wind that whipped through Shibasaki, but the city was buzzing with excitement. Citizens bustled through the streets, some wearing light coats as they went along. Small pockets of people were singing songs as they went down the sidewalks, children following along and singing as much of the lyrics as they knew.

From the top of a hill, Andrea “The Tiger” huddled in a light coat and smiled out at the city where most people were heading toward the first sanctioned Martial Arts Expo and Tournament. Andrea’s silver hair blew around her face as she looked out toward the stadium where huge banners were blowing in the breeze, straining against their ties. Andrea was excited to be going to the Expo, and she grinned with delight.

  There was just one thing she had to do first.

  She looked down at her feet, noting that the grass she was standing on was starting to turn crunchy and die as the weather gradually turned cooler. She let out a small smile.

“I...” she started, swallowing back a lump in her throat, “I just wanted to stop by and say that I’m sorry. I treated you badly, and it was wrong of me to do so. I never got to explain things to you, and I don’t know if there’s a way that you can hear me right now. Saying this will make me feel better, though.

“We both had a deep impact on each other. We changed each other’s lives. I didn’t realize just how much of an effect you had until recently. We were good for each other. And we were bad for each other as well. Our lives would have turned out so much differently had we never met.”

Andrea paused and hung her head, digging into her pocket and wrapping her fingers around the item that was inside. A gust of wind buffeted her and made her shiver a bit. “I wanted to let you know, though, that I’m going to move on. I’m going to try to forget about you, but I somehow don’t think I can. I’ll keep living, and eventually I’ll get over what all this did to me. The pain of the past will heal now, and I can stop thinking about it.”

She pulled her hand out of her coat pocket and looked down at the photograph that she had pulled out. The younger version of herself looked back at her from the ratty, taped together and splotchy picture. She was still a little shocked every time she looked at the image. She’d forgotten what her original hair color had looked like, had forgotten what her face looked like with a smile on it until Yasakuto had shown her the bedraggled old photo.

“I’m going to get over it. I should have gotten over what was done to me years ago, but instead I let it eat me alive and kill my heart. No more of that. You at least taught me enough to know that life is too short to keep harping on the past. I’m over my nightmares and my fears. And I’m over you,” Andrea crouched down and clawed at some fresh dirt, digging a small hole with her hand and placing the photograph into it. She gave it one last look before she covered it back up with the fresh soil. She patted the small mound down a little with her bare fingers, then stood and brushed her hands off on her jeans as she stared down at the grave.

“Well, I guess this is it then. Please forgive me... Ran.” The Tiger turned away from Yasakuto’s grave and wove her way back through the graves as grass crunched underfoot. D was waiting for her at the road that circled through the graveyard, leaning against his new sport motorcycle with a helmet tucked under his arm.

Andrea walked up to him and stopped, saying nothing as they looked at each other. After a moment, D handed her the helmet from the back of his bike. “Did you say everything you needed to say?” he asked.

  She nodded. “Yeah. Sounded like an idiot, but I feel better now.” She gave him a small smile.

  “So, can I ask what the future holds for us? I meant it when I said I loved you, Andrea. That hasn’t stopped at all, despite what changes have happened to me physically.” He reached out and took one of her hands, entwining her fingers with his. 

She was quiet for a moment, then let out a chuckle that had an edge of coldness in it. “I have to warn you, Taro, apparently those that love me go crazy and try to take over entire countries before dying. And those aren’t even the ones that have a relationship with me. Think you can promise that you won’t go psycho on me? Because if you can’t, then I’m sorry, but I can’t date you.” She smirked at him teasingly.

D smiled back, pulling her close to him and leaning his face in close to hers. “Yeah,” he whispered, his lips a hair’s breadth from hers, “I think I can handle that, Tiger.”

  “Then I guess we’ll just have to see what the future has in store for us,” she whispered back with a grin.

   

  “Guess so.”

   It was Andrea that finally leaned in and kissed Densetsu as a brisk wind whipped through the graveyard, blowing their hair and their coats around them as D snaked an arm around her waist. They stood there for a few moments before Andrea finally broke away, a grin on her face. “Come on, you. We’re going to be late. Your dad won’t like it if we’re late. He’ll accuse me of shenanigans again.”

  D laughed and put his helmet on, swinging his leg over the bike. “You

  are
  up to shenanigans, Tiger. Just like always.”

  Andrea didn’t answer as she put her helmet on and leaped on the back of the bike, wrapping her arms around D’s waist as he started up the rumbling engine and sped off down the lane. 

 From behind a tree, a small figure with blond hair watched as the two Aka Ryuu sped off. The girl gripped the sides of the tree trunk as she shivered under her short red dress that was paired with kneehigh boots. Tears welled up in her turquoise-colored eyes as the two ronin rode out of sight. 

The blond girl fell to her knees and put her back against the tree, sobbing as she covered her face with her hands. “Ryoku!” she cried as the wind howled through the cemetery.

The only answer to her plea was the far-off sound of cheering and music coming from the Martial Arts tournament halfway across Shibasaki.


  Daimyo

   

  Hinomoto

  Kemono

Appendix

In this case, the word is used as a title for the equivalent of a United States Senator or Congressman. The word daimyo literally means “big name.” In the Tokugawa period a daimyo was a samurai whose revenues were greater than 50,000 bushels of rice.

Name of the country once known as Japan. The name was changed after the revolution of 2033, when martial artist and citizens of what was then Japan overthrew a corrupted government by using martial arts. The new democracy renamed the country as well as several major cities.

Kemono  is a genre of Japanese art and character design that prominently features anthropomorphic animal characters. The word has been adopted by the group of genetic experiments funded by the government- mainly because most o the experiments involved merging animal DNA with Human DNA to create certain characteristics in the test subjects (e.g. fur, wings, claws, fangs, hooves, etc). However, some of these experiments are also as simple as boosting muscle mass or endurance and therefore are barely recognizable as Kemono. Some of these experiments have escaped or were let go after failing, and have formed their own communities in Hinomoto- the largest one being in Shibasaki. Most of the test subjects that retain their human features become ronin and compete in tournaments, while the ones with more animal traits scavenge what they need at night.

Ochiudo
  A masterless

  samurai
  that has become a criminal. In

  this case, it’s the term used for illegal martial artists by the government. It is considered a highly offensive word by the martial artists, who describe themselves as “ronin.” The government, police, and press use the term ochiudo to shame the martial artists and paint them as criminals among the public.

Ronin A ronin was a samurai with no lord or master during the feudal period (1185–1868) of Japan. The word literally means “wandering person.” In this case, it has evolved over the years in Hinomoto as the term used by illegal martial artists to describe themselves.

Shibasaki Name of the capitol of Hinomoto. Was once called Tokyo, and was renamed after the revolution of 2033. Shibasaki is an ancient name for the city.

Shogun In this instance, the word has come to mean the leader of the country- the equivalent of a United States President. Originally the term referred to the commander of the Imperial armies who led the campaigns against the Ainu in 794. 

Taro Taro roots are a Hawaiian food that is used to make poi- a mash of roots and water. A bowl of poi is considered to be a sacred part of daily Hawaiian life. 

Torii A traditional Japanese gate found at the entry to a Shinto or Buddhist shrine. A torii has two columns that are topped with two horizontal rails. The top rail is called the kasagi and the nuki. They are traditionally painted red. Sometimes they are made from stone, or more recently metal and stainless steel. Torii mark the transition from the world of the spiritual to the mundane world.

TK-52 Enforcer Laser TK-52 pistols require special certification to operate. It Pistol consists of a hand-held pistol unit, a power cord, and a backpack energy source. Each backpack contains six non-rechargeable power packs with five shots each. Some officers in a TK Squad will also carry belts with two additional power packs. The TK-52 is extremely inaccurate unless the user puts in many hours of practice and training time. The system is also extremely volatile, and a slight tear in the power cord shielding has been known to make the TK-52 malfunction or explode. Many ronin refer to a TK Squad as “Laserheads.”
 TS-82 Shitai Rifle TS-82s are the “big brother” of the TK-52 Enforcers. They require much more power to operate, and so the six power packs on the backpack only deliver two shots each. The gun consists of a rifle unit, power cord, and energy backpack. These units do not come with additional belt power packs. Just like the TK-52 pistols, these systems are volatile and may malfunction or explode if the system is damaged in any way- especially the power cord.

Wakame Wakame is a type of seaweed used in Japan for soups. Because it’s green and so is D’s hair, Andrea uses the word as a derogatory nickname for him, essentially meaning that she thinks he’s “all wet” or wishy-washy.
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After the test run of'a power source that would allow mankind to travel beyond
its solar system failed, all of Earth’s technology was rendered useless. Only a
‘year after this accident, in 2033, the citizens of Hinomoto rose up against an
unjust government. Their victory brought about a short-lived era of peace and
equality until the new democracy corrupted itself It then outlawed the very

thing that overthrew the previous leaders: Martial Arts.

Five-hundred years later, humanity has regained their mastery over technology
and science. Those who practice Martial arts are seen by law enforcement and
the government as the most dangerous of eriminals. Despite being arrested or

murdered in the streets by the police, these ronin still struggle to keep their
fighting traditions alive. While the Shogun tries to protect his family from a
power-hungry Daimyo, a rebellion begins to grow in the bars and underground
dojos that will test the limits of a group of Martial Artists as they attempt to
restore the balance of power.

The year is 2532.
The place is Hinomoto.

The Rebellion has begun..

Elizabeth Staley is a freclance writer and artist who
currently lives in Greencastle, PA with her husband.
She loves to read, draw, sew plush dolls, and play
Dance Dance Revolution. Her main influence is the
anime geare for both her art and stories.
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