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It's time for a story. This is a story often told but rarely told well. It is the story of the Century Blade and his fight against the Dragons. But to tell the story first I need to set the scene.

Many generations ago, the dragons lived in peace with humanity. They wound through the skies as graceful as the tide, as beautiful as the most golden sunset. They numbered seven in total, great Kami of untold power and beauty. But, as with most stories, it did not last. Our story starts with Orochi, the Dragon King. And our story starts with a misunderstanding. 

A young noble by the name of Yamasachi sought out the Dragon King in his home, and they became friends. But who can know the minds of dragons, and one day Yamasachi made a terrible mistake. No apology could quell the Dragon's anger, and Yamasachi fled Orochi's rage. Orochi, robbed of his vengeance, rose into the sky, incandescent with fury. His eight heads screamed at the heavens, his five elemental breaths tore earth and sky asunder. He called his subjects, his brothers and sisters, and for the first time in a generation, the dragons tangled in the sky above the Ten Kingdoms of Hosa.

Orochi raged, and while some of his brethren counselled peace, he was not to be pacified. And when Orochi's order was given, the other dragons had no choice but to obey. In his all-consuming fury, Orochi decreed humanity's time was at its end. All would pay for Yamasachi's mistake. All would die in his place.

The dragons, their orders received, split from their tangle and struck out in every direction. What happened next was slaughter, a travesty on a scale never seen before. The dragons dove on every village, city, and farm they could find. Their tails whipped the earth to ruin, their teeth tore people in half and swallowed them whole; their elemental breaths scorched the ground black with fire, brought unfathomable storms down on the land, and caused tsunamis that drowned the desert. Nowhere was safe. Hosa, Nash, Ipia, and Cochtan. All four great nations suffered beneath the rage of dragons.

Yamasachi saw what he had done, the mistake he had made was being paid for by others. He knew he could not stop it himself, but also that there were others in the world who might. It was a golden age of heroes, after all. Yamasachi sought out the strongest hero he could find. A young Hosan man by the name of Su An, already a warrior without peer with an extraordinary technique. Yamasachi begged Su An to help, to put a stop to the terrible destruction being wrought by the dragons.

Yamasachi offered the young hero gold, lien enough to make him the wealthiest man alive. Su An refused. Yamasachi then offered him fame, his name told to the world for generations, the greatest hero to have ever lived. Su An refused. Yamasachi offered the hero his life, as sacrifice or slave. Su An refused. Eventually, Yamasachi crawled before the hero on hands and knees and begged him. Anything Su An wanted. Anything at all and Yamasachi would give it, if only he would save the world from the dragons. Su An refused. He wanted no gold, no power, no servants, or fame. Su An wanted only one thing. To be forgotten.

Yamasachi did not understand. But understanding is not always required for compliance. He agreed. If Su An would end the rampage of Orochi and the other dragons, he would make sure the name Su An would be forever lost.

And this is where the story truly starts. Su An set out, his sword in hand. The dragons were not hard to find, he need only follow the trail of destruction. The dead lined the roads, burnt beyond recognition. No bandits had ever been so brutal, no invading armies so mindless in their slaughter. Men, women, children. Soldiers, farmers, vagrants. The dragons made no distinction.

Su An came across the first of the dragons outside a mountain temple. The dragon was Sekiryu, a monstrous serpent of fire and red scales. Her face was reminiscent of a tiger with a blazing mane of flames. Her tail was an eagle's head, the beak idly chomping even as the serpent slept. She had reduced the temple to cinders, and was coiled around it, snoring as softly and easily as a babe. Su An approached with caution. Each breath of Sekiryu expelled fire, scorching the ground before her. Sekiryu's size was such that Su An would have had to stand on the shoulders of four tall men to reach her back, and he could have run as fast as he was able for a minute or more, and still not have reached her tail from her head. Here was a creature beyond mortal scale. But Su An was not without his own power. 

He woke Sekiryu with a well-placed stone thrown between the dragon's eyes. Sekiryu woke slowly, yawning so widely Su An could see the furnace burning inside the dragon's body. Some say a wiser man would have struck while the dragon slept; it was not wisdom Su An was lacking, but dishonour. He would no more strike at the dragon while it slept, than he would rob a peasant on the road. When finally the dragon woke, its twisting amber eyes fixed on Su An, and it roared. You see, while all the dragons followed Orochi's command, not all agreed with it. Sekiryu, on the other hand, was an elemental creature of fire, a kami of destruction. Sekiryu leapt to Orochi's will with a passion. Before her flames, all of humanity would burn. Starting with the impudent mortal who woke her.

They fought then. Teeth versus sword. Scale versus robe. Flames versus qi. Sekiryu was an unrelenting creature of passion and fury, and Su An struggled just to stay alive. He leapt from the way of gnashing teeth, his sword scoring hits along the dragon's scales, parting some and tearing loose others. Sekiryu screamed her hatred and unleashed a torrent of flames upon the land. Su An ran, barreling down the mountainside at reckless speed, slipping over rocks, and leaping skeletal branches. Sekiryu's flames followed. Su An stumbled, a terrified goat in his path, it bleated and Su An saw the fires reflected in its guileless eyes. He plucked the goat from the ground and ran on. Only when he reached the bottom of the mountain, did the fires stop. Sekiryu clawed her way into the sky, screeching her victory, believing her foe dead.

Su An placed the goat on the ground. It bleated again and began tearing at a clump of grass. His first encounter with a dragon was a loss. It was a blow to his confidence, of course. Su An was not accustomed to losing. But he was also not accustomed to giving up. He gathered his scorched robe about him and set off once again. If he was to defeat Sekiryu, and the other dragons, he needed help. And, though the goat followed him, he was certain it was not the ally he needed.




As I have said, it was a golden age of heroes in the four nations. Su An was already considered the greatest of all heroes in Hosa, but Hosa was not the only empire under threat. He set out north towards the lands of Cochtan where the people relied not upon qi or techniques, but upon their terrible engines.

Su An had heard of a man of unparalleled resolve and tenacity. A Cochtan man by the name of Tenzing. It was said, Tenzing had fought Yaurong, the dire bear, and the battle had been so ferocious that man and bear broke each other before either would admit defeat. Tenzing had severed Yaurong's paw, and with it so much of the dire bear's power had been lost. But in return, Yaurong had torn Tenzing in two.

For most, that would have been a fatal wound, but Tenzing was not most men. He was more than just a master of the sword. He was a genius enginseer. Tenzing had used his engines to save himself and had constructed new legs made of wood and iron. Su An was certain this was the type of ally he needed.

Su An found Tenzing in a workshop that smelled of fire and grease. The man was working on something, a behemoth of an engine with tubes filled with viscous, red fluid. It had a mouth filled with iron teeth, and a multitude of bubbling cauldrons upon its back. Su An could not fathom the purpose, but Tenzing called it his greatest creation. He called it the Blood Engine. But that's a tale for another time.

Su An talked to Tenzing for a day and a night, trying desperately to convince the Cochtan enginseer to help him, for he was certain he would need the man's prowess and ingenuity. They found in each other a kindred spirit of rivalry. Both were unwilling to yield, and it sparked within them an ember of challenge. Tenzing said Su An was a man of many words and more blades. Su An said Tenzing sounded like a clock when he walked, his legs always ticking. They laughed, they talked, and eventually they fought. Not to the death, but to a standstill. When it was clear neither one would emerge the victor, and just like Tenzing and Yaurong, they would only break each other if they continued, Tenzing submitted. He agreed to help Su An, on one condition. Blood. A single drop of Su An's blood fed to Tenzing's machine. Su An agreed; such a small price to pay. Again, that's a tale for another time.

Su An had recruited the first of his allies. The first of his Abenjazu. But he was not so foolish as to think it would be enough. He would need more heroes if he was to face Sekiryu again. Su An, Tenzing, and the goat set out south, crossing Hosa until they reached the Ipian border. They were greeted by an army.




Of course, Sekiryu was not the only dragon ravaging the four empires. The Ipian Empire had marshalled a grand army to combat the dragons. Led by Prince General Ise Junpei, an army of ten thousand soldiers threw themselves against Cormar, the onyx serpent. By the time Su An and Tenzing arrived, the army was dead. A battlefield littered with bodies, crushed by rocks, swallowed by mud, ripped asunder by a power beyond mortal men.

Su An mourned the loss of so many lives. Tenzing bristled at the waste of so many resources. The goat picked at grass stained with the blood of the dead. They found Prince General Ise Junpei on a small hill overlooking his army. His black lacquered ceramic armour had been set aside, his kimono parted around his chest. His sword was thrust through his gut. Su An knew what had happened then. Ise Junpei's army had failed, his warriors had died, and he had taken his own life in disgrace. Such terrible loss.

In those days, there was a university in Ipia. Built in the Valley of Grace, upon the very largest of the rocky pillars that litter the forest valley, stretching up into the sky, reaching for the heavens. Spirits of terrible power and monstrous purpose roam the valley floor in between the massive pillars of earth, and only the most brave or most foolish of people enter the valley. It was said, once every decade, a pilgrim made it through the dangers to the foot of the tallest pillar. There, they had only to ascend the one hundred thousand steps that wound around the pillar, to reach the top. And at the top, stood the Heavenly University where the Five Sages Under Heaven stood guard against the demons of hell. Once a decade, a pilgrim would make it through the valley, and up the steps, and the Sages would take them as a pupil.

Su An and Tenzing fought their way through the valley, beset on all sides by the spirits that infested the forest below. The goat almost died, but, as you may know, goats are the most tenacious of beasts. They ascended the steps and found nothing but a stony welcome awaiting them.

The Sages of the Heavenly University did not care for the peril facing humanity. It was not their role in the world to face down kami. The wrath of dragons would not dare defy the mandate of the gods. It was the Sages' role to defend the world against demons. Su An and Tenzing would find no help from the Sages. Su An pleaded his case for five days and five nights. Tenzing and the goat sat and watched, for both already knew it was a pointless endeavour. Tenzing knew all too well the foolishness of those who believed themselves learned, and the goat knew all about stubbornness. Because it was a goat.

On the sixth day, Su An rose to try his plea one last time. Still, his words fell on deaf ears. And then Sekiryu found them. The tiger-headed dragon wound its way across the valley, roaring flames billowing from her breath, blood streaming from her jaws. Su An stood to face Sekiryu, knowing he wasn't prepared, even with Tenzing at his back. The dragon saw him, her eyesight keener than any bird, and she recognised him. Fury lit behind her eyes and she dove towards the Heavenly University, a searing flame hotter than a thousand forges spewing from her mouth. An ethereal, pink lotus bloomed around the Heavenly University and the flames guttered out, turning to fluttering birds, to loop and caw into the valley below.

Sekiryu pulled up from her dive and coiled before the temple, staring hatred at Su An. When the dragon spoke, she promised death. Death to Su An, death to Tenzing. Death to the goat.

Finally, the Sages of the Heavenly University were moved to action. The First Sage Under Heaven, a woman of massive height and bulk, with flowing black hair, and a giant scroll of parchment as thick as a tree trunk strapped to her back, stepped out of the university to face the dragon. She towered over both Su An and Tenzing, and ignored them both. She ordered the dragon to retreat or face the combined might of the Five Sages Under Heaven; a power before which even the demons of hell crumpled like paper before a flame.

Sekiryu laughed and promised retribution. Orochi would hear of this, and not even the Heavenly University could hope to stand before the power of the dragon king. With that threat, Sekiryu, wreathed in flames, tore into the sky and vanished beyond the horizon. Su An turned to the First Sage Under Heaven, his entreaty on his lips once more. The door to the Heavenly University slammed shut. The message was obvious. Even with the threat of the dragons so clear, they would find no help from the Sages.

Su An, Tenzing, and the goat, made their way down the steps. As night fell, and the forest in the valley floor came alive with the sounds of spirits hungry for qi, they reached the bottom of the steps. There, they found a young man waiting for them. He was tall and gangly, wearing the brown robes of a Heavenly University acolyte, and he carried a scroll almost of a size as that the First Sage Under Heaven carried. The young man pushed his eyeglasses up his nose and introduced himself as Konihashi Ichirou. He fumbled into a respectful bow, dropping his scroll for a moment, then rushing about to gather it back up.

Tenzing was not impressed with this Konihashi. The Cochtan enginseer sighed and stalked away. Su An almost went with him, but for the goat. The goat approached the acolyte, then bit him on the hand. One of the goat's teeth shattered from the impact. Konihashi's eyes shone with righteous anger; only a flash, and then it was gone. He apologised both to Su An and the goat, then introduced himself all over again. Acolyte Konihashi was a student of the Heavenly University, and though he was far from the most promising student, he personally knew over one hundred techniques.

Su An paused. It was rare for a person to master one technique. Rarer still for them to learn two. He himself knew only four techniques and could only claim mastery of one. His own, the one no other could replicate. He asked for a demonstration then, and acolyte Konihashi grinned.

The acolyte strode out into the forest and let out a shout, a challenge to the spirits of the valley. Ever hungry for qi, the spirits swarmed towards him. Some were great beasts of claw and myriad colours, others might once have been men but long since changed into monsters. Su An looked up to see it was snowing. Winters in Ipia were known to be sudden and fierce, but then, it was the height of summer, and the Valley of Grace never got cold enough to snow. Acolyte Konihashi set his feet and drove his hands forward towards the swarming spirits. The forest froze before him, trees and spirits both, one moment alive, the next encased in glittering ice. But the acolyte was not done. With just a word, swords of ice formed in his hands, and he dashed forward, striking with thunderous power and shattering every single one of the spirits that had come to devour his qi. Before such a display, even Tenzing's doubts were quashed.

Su An grinned and dipped into a low bow, for power such as acolyte Konihashi possessed deserved respect. He begged for the acolyte to join them. They had arrived at the Valley of Graces looking for a Sage, and Su An was certain they were leaving with one. Even if he wasn't a true Sage just yet.




With their party now numbering four, for Su An insisted on including the goat, they set out east from Ipia into the vast grassy steppe of Nash. It is an open land, part grassland and part desert, with very little natural cover. At least, not from the sky. As such, it had been hit hard by the wrath of the dragons. Orochi himself had been to Nash, and everywhere Su An and Tenzing and Konihashi looked, they saw horror and death and grief. Mothers weeping over children burned within their homes. Men and women burying their dead in numbers unheard of. Horselords hanging themselves from trees rather than face the reality of their decimated herds. You see, the Nash are known for many things, but above all it is their love of their horses, and their prowess within the saddle.

For weeks, the four of them crossed the steppe. Su An was looking for the great herd. That is what the Nash call their largest, roaming settlement, where the vhargan rules over the Nash empire. That was where they would find the greatest warriors, and the last member of the Abenjazu. Su An was convinced they would need a hero from each of the four great empires in order to challenge the might of the dragons. And the goat, of course. You mustn't forget about the goat.

But the great herd was nowhere to be found. Eventually they came across an old stone farmer. Stone farmers knew how to listen, they kept their ears close to the ground. From him, Su An learned that the Nash vhargan had taken the great herd to Mount Ata. At the base of that expansive mountain was a cavern that stretched on for miles, vast enough for every horse in Nash to hide. And hiding was the vhargan's plan. As chief horselord of the Nash, it was his job to ensure the survival of his people and their horses, and what good were horses against dragons anyway. So the vhargan had taken his great herd to hide and wait out the dragons' devastation.

Tenzing scoffed at the idea. What good were warriors that hid from battle rather than sought it out? What good were cowards who hoped for others to die in their place? Konihashi counselled a different course. If the vhargan had taken his greatest warriors to hide, then perhaps they did not need a warrior. Su An considered both points. The stone farmer, who had been listening to the discussion, suggested they might travel north. There was word of a warrior who had spent their life protecting horses from the invasions of the Seafolk.

Su An knew little of the Seafolk. They came on boats in great numbers, usually landing at night, and stealing ashore. The Nash bore the brunt of their raids, being the only one of the four empires with a sea border that didn't involve mountains. The Seafolk burned villages, slaughtered anyone who stood in their way, and dragged away men and women and children to be slaves. Then they vanished back beyond the sea to no one knew where. No one had ever been taken by the Seafolk and returned. But Konihashi knew something else. For the Seafolk had weapons the Nash struggled to match. Their gods walked among them, ate among them, slept among, and fought among them. When the Seafolk raided, their gods raided with them. And their gods were immortal. The stone farmer nodded to all of this, and then pointed out that the warrior he spoke of had killed one of their gods.

Bolstered by the tale of such a powerful warrior, Su An and Tenzing and Konihashi--and the goat--set out with renewed purpose. They struck north, heading towards the Bridge of Blood that stretched over the river border between Nash and Hosa. Three days travel before the border, they came across a field of horses. All were dead. They littered the landscape as far as Su An could see. It was an awful sight. Crows pecked at the bodies; flies gathered in clouds that blotted out the sun. A small caravan had arrived before them, and the Nash people were picking through the dead, searching for any that might have survived. They carried a cage with them, a thick blanket draped over it, but Su An saw a leg dangling out from between the bars. The skin was pale, but the leg was massive, the muscle twice as thick as his own.

In the centre of the field of dead horses, they found a woman. She knelt amidst the dead, staring up into the sky, tears streaming down her face. Her arms were coated in blood, but it was not her own. It was too dark a red, gleaming with its own strange light. Su An had seen blood like that once before. When he battled Sekiryu. When his own blade had cut through the dragon's scales. It was clear what had happened. A dragon had been here, had killed all the horses. And this woman had fought the dragon, had wounded it. All the same, she had clearly failed to protect the herd, and her grief hung about her like an aura of roiling darkness.

The caravan master approached Su An. The Nash called this woman Nergui, for she had no name and would give none to any who asked. She was known as the defender of the great herd and had been bringing these horses south towards Mount Ata when the dragons attacked.

Konihashi approached the woman and knelt by her side. From what Su An could tell he said nothing to her, but when Nergui cried, Konihashi offered his tears as well. For a full day, they mourned the loss of the horses together. And when Nergui stood, Su An could see she would need no convincing. There was violence and vengeance in her golden eyes. There was the strength of warrior even he would fear to face. Nergui was tall and lithe, with skin like burnished copper, and hair as dark as coal. She strode towards the caravan with obvious purpose in her step, Konihashi struggling along behind her. Su An rushed to meet the Nash woman just as she plucked a single long stick from the ground. In her hand, the stick shone with a golden light like a gift from the heavens. She reached the caravan and sliced through the bars with the stick, then stepped back and waited, ready to strike.

Su An watched as the pale leg withdrew into the depths of the cage, then the whole caravan shook. Then, out of that caravan leapt a pale god.




The Seafolk god was a massive, pitiful man. He stood a good head and a half taller than Su An, with shoulders as broad as a buffalo, and arms and legs that bulged with muscle. Neither Su An, nor Tenzing, nor Konihashi had ever seen a man so big. The Seafolk god had hair the colour of straw, hanging languidly around his face, and a bushy beard caked in mud. His chest was bare and his trousers ripped. He eyed Nergui, fury resting behind his gaze, then raised his hands and dropped to his knees.

The language that sputtered from his lips was not one Su An had ever heard before, but then it did not surprise the hero that the Seafolk would have their own language.

Nergui pointed her golden glowing stick at the god, and he flinched. Su An was impressed, how could he not be? This Nash woman, the defender of the great herd, the woman with no name, had cowed a walking god with nothing but a stick. He approached slowly and asked the god whether it was true he was immortal. The Seafolk god only stared back with dull eyes. Nergui answered for him. She lashed out, her stick slicing a broad cut across the god's chest. The wound bled, but it was not deep, and as Su An watched, the wound healed.

Tenzing rushed forward, heedless of Nergui's cold fury, and brushed her golden stick aside. He fussed about the Seafolk god, prodding at the wound even as it closed. Then Tenzing turned and declared it a wondrous marvel. The goat bleated as if it agreed. Tenzing demanded the Seafolk god be spared and brought with them. For such a resource could not be discarded. The blood of mortals was powerful, but he grinned as he thought of all he might achieve with the blood of an immortal.

It was difficult to communicate their desires to the god, but Konihashi borrowed Nergui's stick, which stopped glowing golden the moment she let go of it, and drew pictures in the dirt. He drew Su An, himself, Tenzing, and Nergui--he missed out the goat--and he drew them battling against a dragon. And then, Konihashi added the Seafolk god into the picture he painted in dirt.

The Seafolk god watched the drawing take shape and nodded slowly. He gestured for the stick and then before him drew twin axes. A deal was struck then, between star crossed enemies, between mortals and gods. And Su An smiled upon his gathered heroes. His Abenjazu was complete. With a hero from each of the great empires, and an immortal god from across the sea--and a goat--they would finally face the dragons and slay them. It was time to save humanity from the wrath of Orochi.




Su An, Tenzing, Konihashi, Nergui, the Seafolk god, and the goat, travelled west once more towards Ipia. The dragons were a plague upon all four empires, but they were elemental kami of the sky and could fly where they would. But Su An knew where he would find one dragon. Sekiryu was a truly vengeful creature and would not willingly leave Ipia until she had seen the Heavenly University brought low for their offense against her.

At the Ipian border, they asked some weary travellers if the fiery dragon had been seen. Sekiryu had set the Ipian capital of Kodachi ablaze, then fled into the Southern mountains to rest. Su An pushed on, relentless. He had lost once to Sekiryu and would not lose again. He would see the dragon slain, and the people of Ipia rescued from their peril.

The dragon clung to the highest peak in the southern mountains, above a snow locked fortress where the warriors were trained strong, but not strong enough to challenge a dragon. Sekiryu had ordered the warriors of the fortress to bring her food, to aid in her rest and recovery. Su An had no doubt the dragon would repay the warriors with their deaths once she was fully rested.

Su An and his heroes snuck into the snowy fortress at night and consulted with the warriors away from the dozing eyes of the dragon. They were there to slay the spirit, but how? No one had ever killed a dragon before. There were seven of the great kami and had always been seven. But never before had there been a gathering of heroes quite like this.

Konihashi came up with the plan. A trap of Cochtan design, a mechanical engine strong enough to slay a dragon. Eager to test his mechanical skills, Tenzing quickly set about creating the engine. But he hid its true fuel from Su An, knowing the Hosan hero would never agree to it. For the Cochtan engine's most potent fuel source was blood, and it would take the lives of many to make the engine strong enough to hold a dragon. Without his knowledge or consent, Tenzing recruited four of the Ipian warriors who were willing to lay down their lives for the honour of slaying the dragon. When the time was right, they would thrust their own swords into their bodies, and give the engine the power it needed.

With the trap set, all that was left, was to goad Sekiryu into a fight, and lead the dragon into the trap. Su An climbed to the tallest peak alone, save for the goat who not leave his side. It bleated from time to time and dug its face into the snow to snatch at grass clinging to the rock, but Su An knew he would find no help from the beast.

Sekiryu watched Su An approach, and a smile crept across the dragon's scaled face. She laughed when Su An stopped before her. Three times they had faced each other now. The first was a victory for Sekiryu and no one would doubt it. The second, Sekiryu saw as Su An's victory, though Su An would be the first to point out it belonged to Sages of the Heavenly University. But this conflict would determine the true victor. And both combatants itched to test themselves a third and final time.

Still, Su An pleaded with Sekiryu. He begged the dragon to leave her quest of vengeance. To abandon Orochi. Sekiryu laughed. The dragon could no more disobey Orochi than the sun could choose not to rise. And besides, Sekiryu enjoyed the destruction.

Su An nodded. He had known it would be this way. He raised his sword and issued his challenge.

Sekiryu uncoiled from the mountaintop with a burst of speed like lightning tearing across the sky. Su An leapt to the side, rolling in the snow and lashing out with his sword. With a rare technique he had learned from sitting beneath a waterfall, he set his sword vibrating with a word. The blade cut through Sekiryu's scales, scoring the flesh beneath and splashing the snow red. The dragon roared and coiled her body, slamming her seemingly endless mass against Su An and throwing him from the mountainside.

Su An regained his feet even as he slid down the mountain with the speed of an eagle in flight. Ice and snow and wind whipped past him, and behind him the mountain crashed down in an avalanche of ice. The goat was lost, and Su An hoped it would be tenacious enough to survive. Sekiryu burst free from the avalanche in a plume of orange flames. The dragon tore into the sky and twisted about, looking for Su An. She found him and laughed, watching him slide down the mountain, the weight of its peak hot on his heels.

Behind Su An, a wall of ice rose from the mountain side, intercepting the avalanche. The barrelling mass of snow hit the wall, and veered off to the side, falling harmlessly down to the valley below. Konihashi stood on an outcropping of rock, pushed his eyeglasses up his nose, and stared at his good work. The largest ice wall he'd ever created. Sekiryu's eyes fell on the acolyte, and the dragon roared, breathing fire down towards him. Konihashi leapt from the outcropping and landed in a snow drift, disappearing into the powdery cold. The Seafolk god waded into the snow, reached down into the hole, and dragged Konihashi out by his foot.

Still barrelling down the mountain and unable to stop himself, Su An could only watch as Sekiryu coiled about herself in anger, then rushed groundward, aiming for the god and acolyte. A golden whip of rope lashed out toward Su An, and he grabbed hold. Nergui heaved on the rope and dragged Su An out of his descent. He flew through the air and landed behind her, rolling to a stop on the rocky ground before the snowy fortress.

They gathered there then, the five Abenjazu together to face down the might of a furious dragon.

Sekiryu crashed into the rocky plateau at speed, flames surrounding her in a halo, melting the snow and scorching the stony ground black. The Seafolk god met the dragon head on, the might of a kami versus the strength of an immortal god. Sekiryu surged on, teeth gnashing, but the Seafolk god gripped hold of her jaw and pushed back. They slid to a standstill amid the rocky plateau before the looming fortress, and the Seafolk god screamed as he slowly forced Sekiryu's fanged jaw shut.

Nergui leapt onto the dragon's back, a stone in each hand, glowing golden with edges made sharp as any steel by the power of her technique. She plunged her golden weapons into his scales again and again. Sekiryu trembled, roaring even with her mouth pinned shut, and her mane burst into searing flames. Nergui leapt from his back, her leathers aflame, and rolled in the snow. Sekiryu whipped her tail around, and the beak of her eagle head snapped shut on the Seafolk god's arm, severing it at the elbow. Sekiryu's roar turned victorious as she opened her mouth to devour the god.

Konihashi opened his great scroll and intoned the words he found there. Clouds gathered and thunder roared, and ice shards as long as long as his arm rained from the sky, plunging into Sekiryu's back. The dragon thrashed about, knocking the Seafolk god aside, then clawed her way back into the sky, trying to escape the raining ice. Konihashi drew an eight-pointed symbol in the air with his finger, and a spectral yellow lotus flower appeared above Sekiryu, the petals opening out around the dragon. Sekiryu crashed into the spectral lotus with a scream. The lotus broke apart, petals splitting off and floating away to disappear, and the dragon fell with them.

Sekiryu hit the mountainside heavily enough the whole plateau shook from the force, and a section of the fortress wall collapsed. Konihashi fell too, staggering to his knees, panting from the amount of qi he had expended. And yet, it wasn't enough. Sekiryu rose from the snow, floating into the sky, writhing against herself in a grinding tangle of scale. Her eyes fixed on Konihashi, and the dragon surged forward.

Nergui whipped her glowing rope out, the end wrapping around one of Sekiryu's loosened scales. She held on tight, and was tugged forward to land on the dragon's back once again. She ran along the dragon's length, a golden bough in hand, and slashed left and right, splitting dragon scales and gouging the flesh beneath. She reached the dragon's head and whipped her golden rope around one of its horns, then threw herself to the side just before Sekiryu reached Konihashi. Nergui dragged Sekiryu off course and she slammed into the ground beside the exhausted acolyte. Nergui rolled in the snow and struggled back to her feet, but she was too slow. Sekiryu whipped her tail about and slammed the beak into Nergui, sending her flying against the fortress wall.

Sekiryu twisted about and surged toward Konihashi once more. The Seafolk god roared out of a patch of snow and leapt into the dragon's path. One arm ended in a blood stump, and in the other hand the god wielded a massive axe. He slammed the axe down as he landed, the blade biting deep into Sekiryu's eye. The dragon screamed again and bit down hard, teeth sinking into the god's leg. The dragon savaged the god from side to side, worrying him like a fox with a mouse. Then she let the god fall, and swallowed the leg.

Again, Sekiryu locked her remaining eye on Konihashi and flew on. Now only Su An remained. Sekiryu was injured, true, but the dragon had already proven she was more than a match for the mystical techniques of the Sages, the golden light of the Nash, and the immortal strength of a Seafolk god. But Su An was not without his own power. He stepped in front of Konihashi and faced the oncoming dragon and her flames.

Su An drew his sword and drove it down into the rocky ground. You see, Su An had his own technique. Some techniques, like the art of bringing statues to life, can be learned with enough tutelage and practice. Others, like the legendary fires of Flaming Fist, can be passed down from father to daughter. But Su An had a technique that was his and his alone, unique and powerful. He drove his sword into the ground below, and the sky above opened up, and a hundred copies of his sword rained from the heavens like lightning bolts. 

Sekiryu's roar turned to a gurgle as a hundred swords pierced her body, slicing through dragon scales like they were paper. Sekiryu crashed to the ground, her gargantuan mass rolling amidst rock and snowdrift, her blood spraying over the plateau. Still, her fires raged. Still, her remaining eye swirled and focused on Su An, and the dragon slowly began to rise back into the air.

Tenzing, seeing his opportunity, gave the order, and the warriors who had volunteered to give their lives drove their swords into their bodies. Their blood flowed into the engine, and his machine unfurled into life.

Even I do not know the specifics of that engine Tenzing created, but I do know the end to the story. Sekiryu died up there on the mountain. A dragon of fire and fury brought low by humanity. But at such a cost.

The Abenjazu were exhausted. The Seafolk god, though his wounds were already healing, his limbs regrowing, could not move. Nergui woke hours later to find out they had won. Konihashi took three full days to recover his strength. The goat survived. Only the gods know how, but the next day, the goat wandered down from the mountain, bleated at Su An, and proceeded to tug at a patch of stubborn grass growing out of a crack.




Of course, this wasn't the end of Su An's tale. In fact, this was only the beginning. I will tell you this, he succeeded. He and his Abenjazu killed five of the seven dragons. In the end, they even fought against Orochi, though the attempt cost them more than you could imagine.

I will also tell you this. Su An was not his real name. No one knows his true name, and so I guess he got his wish. He was forgotten, after a fashion. These days, we know the man only by the name he earned, and not the name he was given. These days, we know him only by the legend of the Century Blade.
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