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Prologue
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Tony walked straight to the counter and sat on a stool. The bartender looked at him, looked at the sword attached to his waist and gave him a beer in a glass mug. 

"Shanks."

The guy next to him was also drinking a beer. He was slightly larger than him. He was wearing a long black coat, like the ones Spanish Admirals wore, draped over him. Under that he was wearing plain black pants and a long sleeved shirt, his right sleeve rolled up. His left sleeve was empty. 

"Tony," Shanks replied in a gravelly voice.

"How long are you in town for?" Tony was always self-conscious around Shanks. His voice was notably higher.

"I don't know. Until I'm finished, I guess."

Tony raised his eyebrows questioningly. "Finished with what?" Tony asked.

"Some stuff," Shanks replied, infuriating Tony.

"Ah," Tony replied. He drank his beer. Shanks never gave much details and he wasn't trying to be infuriating. He was just one of those "super-cool" bad boy types which got to him because Shanks was older than him by a good bit. 

Shanks finished his beer and placed some money on the counter. Then he walked out the door without looking back. Tony watched him go, wanting to stop him and find out what he was here for but he knew better than to mess with Shanks. He had one arm but he was still one of the strongest men in the world. Shanks didn't have any weapons on him but Tony knew that didn't matter in the slightest. Tony paid his tab and walked out.
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Chapter 1
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Jack the Ripper.

That name stuck after his last tournament. In that fight he had ended the fight with a chipped and mildly cracked sword that looked almost serrated with the damage that the blade had gotten. He left the fight severely wounding his opponent as the broken blade caused a lot more ripping and tearing leaving a much graver wound than he intended. 

He detested the name though because he didn't like mutilating people. Jack's philosophy was that a strong swordsman must be able to make a clean and controlled cut that did no more or less than intended. The wound he inflicted was one which went against his principles as every chip caused a tear that he couldn't control. 

That's why he was here, in the swords district of Japan where he could have a new sword made. Japanese swords were special as the metal used was the finest grade in the world and the swordsmiths were unrivaled. Their traditional forging techniques provided blades that even incompetent men could use. This was also one of the only places in the world where a person was freely allowed to roam with their weapon, albeit with a license. 

He always thought it was dumb that people could have a gun but not a sword. Maybe one day someone would forget to toggle the safety on their swords and accidentally shoot someone. 

Carrying the damaged sword brought these memories coming back to him as he walked down the road lines with Sakura trees. Each sword had its own soul. That is the first principle that each swordsman was taught. A sword can strongly affect a person's mood and feelings. Some say it brings confidence or foolhardiness. Others say that the feelings are brought about when the sword projects its own feelings and memories onto the swordsman. Swordsmen are taught that each sword should be treated like the carrier's spouse. This sword was asking to be divorced. He couldn't enjoy the beautiful day nor the scenery. And instead of happy victories, this sword projected only negativity.

Jack arrived at the swordsmith's shop he had been seeking. This particular swordsmith, Chimoto Tsumari, used tool steel in his work. Tool steel was frowned upon in the Japanese sword making community, however, the swords themselves were stronger and more resilient. It didn't dull as fast and was less prone to cracks. There were no rules against using tool steel swords in the fighting community either but it was also frowned upon as a tool steel sword broke traditional swords easily. It goes without saying that breaking a sword is considered a crime in the World of Swords with the whole "Your sword is your spouse" thing. 

Jack looked around the shop. Several swords were on display along the walls with quite pricey numbers underneath them. On the right were less expensive swords which Jack could see were lower quality. There were also loose blades, scabbards, that he assumed were collector's souvenirs, and guards that could be fitted to different swords. 

Jack looked closely at the individual blades. On the tang he saw inscriptions in Japanese characters. These inscriptions, he knew, were the author's signature and general information about the swords. Some swordsmiths only inlaid their initials or name on blades but other information that could be present on swords include the material, date of production, smithing techniques and the like. The more information on a blade the more easily the sword could be traced and value given. 

On closer inspection he realized the swords had no hamon. Hamons were the result of softer steels being inlaid on top of harder steels. The blade, once finished, was given an acid bath and the softer steel will become darker based on some obscure chemical reaction called etching. Of course, most Japanese swords had a hamon but it is not a requirement as the acid bath was purely aesthetic. However, he knew that tool steel swords had no hamons as there were no hard or soft steel, only a processed alloy made from specific metals in specific amounts. 

To the left of the display cabinet a sword tinged with a bluish hue caught his eye. 

A little Japanese woman emerged from a door behind the counter while he was inspecting the blade. He didn't notice her until she spoke. "How can I help you young man?"

This startled Jack. He wasn't supposed to be startled. He was supposed to be highly trained to be aware of his surroundings at all times, prepared for a fight at a moment's notice. He blamed the sword. He was sure that the sword was harboring ill feelings towards him for replacing it. He removed the sword and scabbard and placed it on the counter. 

"I need a replacement," he said. "My name is Jack Drake. I called 2 weeks ago and asked to meet Mr. Chimoto about making me three standard sized katanas."

"Yes. I am well aware of who you are, Mr. Jack the Ripper. And it is Ms. Chimoto. That would be me you talked to over the telephone," the woman- Ms Chimoto- replied.

Jack was surprised. He expected Chimoto to be a he; a large, muscular he. However, looking at the woman he realized, under the slightly loose clothes she was wearing, she was fairly muscular and not out of shape. Her hands were crossed behind her back but he knew, now, that those hands would be slightly pink or have minor burns on them from working the hot metal. "My apologies Ms. Chimoto. Your English is very good. But would you please not call me Jack the Ripper. Drake should do fine, or Jack if you prefer."

"Drake then."

"Yes," Chimoto made Jack nervous. She was not intimidated by him and she was entirely calm. "Well...yes. I've come to acquire two new swords, full length katanas, specially made."

"Right this way young man." Chimoto turned and walked back through the door, leading the way through another room and through another door for Jack. 

Jack walked into a workshop where he saw different tools like power hammers and belt sanders along with the traditional anvils and hammers. The differences in sound between the workshop and the store was astounding as he realized the workshop was isolated to not disturb the customers. Jack looked around in awe but followed closely behind Chimoto. She was not the type to wait for him but she was the type to scold him for falling behind.

Jack followed as Chimoto turned a corner and entered another room, this one featuring a table and couch, several chairs and a few tools he couldn't identify. Chimoto took out a tea set and poured hot green tea into a traditional tea bowl for Jack.

"Ok Drake. What type of swords are you looking for?" Chimoto asked, wasting no time. 

Jack looked up from observing his tea bowl. Japanese tea bowls always featured different and unique patterns and designs. This lady wasted no time though. It was all business for her.

"I want the highest grade tool steel-" Jack began.

"Yes yes," Chimoto interrupted him. "No one comes here looking for a low quality tamahagane sword." She was referring to the traditional and highly renowned Japanese jewel steel that was the basis for most Japanese swords.

"Right," Jack said, clearing his throat. "I want two full length katanas, steel fittings and a bronze mekugi pin."

"Ok," Chimoto said, taking a note on a pad Jack didn't notice earlier. "Why don't you want brass fittings?"

"Steal fittings are better," Jack replies. "Oh and I want all the fittings to be painted black."

Chimoto looked at him, but only made a note. "And the reason for the Mekugi pins?"

Jack knew traditional mekugi pins were made of bamboo. Some swordsmiths, lesser swordsmiths, used brass but he wanted bronze. "Call it preference. It's a tool steel blade. A wooden Mekugi pin will shatter."

"Ok," Chimoto said. "What else?"

"The handle must be relatively thin. Black ito wrap over a red samegawa."

Chimoto looked at him. "Ray skin does not come in red."

"I don't want Ray Skin. I want red silk wrapped with black leather."

Chimoto pursed her lips and made a note. "Will that be all?"

"No," Jack replied. "Sharpen and polish the blades by hand."

Chimoto raised her eyebrows at him. "Very well."

Jack looked at her. Chimoto looked back, in the eye.

"It will cost you around $300 000 USD each."

"Ok," Jack replied.

"It will take around 3 months," Chimoto continued.

"Can't I have it before?" Jack asked.

"No," Chimoto said. "You want each blade hand sharpened. Tool steel is not easy to sharpen."

"Very well," Jack said. 

"I need half now and half when you collect the swords," Chimoto said.

Jack withdrew $500 000 USD from his inside jacket pocket in 10 000 Yen notes. "Here is $500 000. I'll settle the account on completion."

"Very well," Chimoto replied. "I need you to sign a document stating that you waive this money from failure to collect the swords. You also waive the right to demand the swords after 6 months of being contacted about the completion of the swords and failure to collect unless you make other arrangements to collect."

"Very well," Jack replied. 

"Good. I'll get the documents ready. Please wait here and help yourself to some tea." 

Chimoto got up and took her notepad and the money back into the workshop and headed to, what he presumed, was her office. 

He disliked the old hag. Everyone knew sword makers were inferior, tools that made tools. They served no real purpose, had no real effect on the world. They served to obey the swordsmen. But the hag with her airs about her thinking she was superior to him. She thought she could intimidate him. She demanded money like he was some pauper and spoke to him like he was a child, calling him Jack the Ripper. If he knew any other swordsmith who used tool steel he would have left her right there, but no, he had no choice. 

He sat there fuming to himself, refusing to drink the tea.

*  *  *
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"I do not like this one," Chimoto said, entering her office. 

Shanks was sitting in there on a stool, this time shedding his coat and with a sword on the back of his belt, the handle facing to the right. This sword was Western style featuring a hand guard. It was made specifically for him by Chimoto to use with his one arm. The handguard ensured that the sword would not slip out. Everything else about the sword was Japanese style, with a long handle and a single beveled edge. This sword was special as it was one of few of Chimoto's swords made of Tamahagane. Furthermore, it was hand forged and hand sharpened, with over 2000 layers of the high grade metal. 

Shanks smiled and said nothing. 

"He's pompous and rude," Chimoto continued. "No respect for us swordsmiths. He's one of those swordsmen who think swordsmiths are nothing."

"Yes yes," Shanks said. "But remember, I was like that once too."

"No you weren't," Chimoto said. "You knew how to respect someone. He's a horrible little man."

Shanks smiled and said nothing.

Chimoto looked at him with disapproval. "I don't know if I'll take the commission."

Shanks chuckled. "Take it."

Chimoto looked at him. "Why? He's a brat. I don't want him."

Shanks looked at her with a straight face. "Take it."

"Why should I?"

"He has potential." 

"Three words don't constitute an explanation-," Chimoto started.

"He skips the theatrics," Shanks cuts her off.

Chimoto looked slightly offended, "I beg your pardon?"

Shanks smiled a little but kept with his serious tone, "He skips the theatrics. No screaming, no unnecessary movement, no nothing."

"Isn't that what swordsmen are supposed to be like?"

"No. Not these days. These days they try to impress everyone. They wave their arms and scream and talk and all sorts of stuff thinking it'll make them look good. It's pretty dumb, if I'm being very honest."

"But he's not like that."

"No. The kid finishes fights as fast as possible."

"Well maybe he just uses a fast fighting style or he has no stamina."

"No. He has held out on a fight already. And he uses the same fighting style as Yamato."

"I see. Very well then."

"You'll take it? Excellent," he got up from his seat and started heading for the door. "I'll be seeing you around Tsumari."

Chimoto let out a sigh. "Goodbye-" 

The closing door cut her off. Shanks had already left.
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