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Chapter 1: Hell hath no fury like a woman
scorned

 


Several days had passed and there was still
no word from Haruka. Kusanagi tapped her foot impatiently on the
floor of the study where she had the phone on the table before her
as well as a bottle of sake. Kusanagi was not a very
patient person...

She poured herself another cup of sake
and drank it back in one gulp. “Ah! Stupid...useless Haruka...where
could he be? Doesn’t he have some news about Ranmaru yet?
Argh!” Kusanagi pulled at her messy hair. “I can’t take this
waiting!” She poured herself another cup of sake and downed
it. “Ah!” She slammed the cup down on the nearby table, a rosy hue
coming to her cheeks. “Unless...Haruka did find Ranmaru’s
whereabouts and isn’t telling me because of his own personal
vendetta against Ranmaru or because of his stupid crush on me?
Dammit! I’m going to kill that stupid ninja...I
should just go and find him myself...hey, that’s it! What am I
doing waiting around here for? Hmm? When you want something done
right - do it yourself!” Kusanagi declared standing up unsteadily.
“Hiccup. Hiccup.” She picked up the bottle of sake,
raised it to her lips, and began to chug it. She wiped her mouth
with the back of her hand when she had finished it off. “Now I’m
ready!” Kusanagi picked up her bokken and headed out the
door, walking slightly sideways and most definitely drunk.

Kusanagi left the mansion and went outside to
her menagerie intent on getting Sora and Kaze to help her. “Sora!
Kaze! Come!” Kusanagi called out and the unicorn and demon dog
obediently came over to her at her call. “Guys, I need your help.
Ranmaru’s been taken and we’re going to find him! Yosha!”
Kusanagi punched the air enthusiastically.

Sora and Kaze both exchanged worried looks at
the news, but also because Kusanagi was obviously drunk and swaying
on her feet, a slight flush across her cheeks.

Kusanagi held up a pair of Ranmaru’s boxers
in order for Kaze to get his scent...

Scratch that - she was very very
drunk. Sora realized worriedly.

“Here Kaze, get Ranmaru’s scent...then let’s
go and find him!” Kusanagi slurred.

Kaze reluctantly sniffed the dirty boxers and
once he had gotten Ranmaru’s scent he barked. Kusanagi nodded.
“Yosh. Good.” She then mounted Sora unsteadily – the unicorn
had to get down on all fours for the drunk Kusanagi to be able to
mount him. Kusanagi held the reigns in one hand and her wooden
sword in the other. “Yosha! Off…to battle!” She raised her
sword high into the air and charged forward.

Sora sweat-dropped, What battle? Sigh.
He shook his head at his Master.

Kaze barked encouragingly and took off into
the night with Kusanagi and Sora following close behind. Kusanagi
Kimamura, heir to the Kimamura estate, rode through the busy
streets of Tokyo while in plain sight and on a unicorn - probably
not the brightest of her ideas yet. She maneuvered Sora skillfully
with the reigns, swerving through traffic and cars while following
the excited Kaze. Yep, she was definitely drunk and would probably
regret this reckless move tomorrow morning once she had sobered
up.

But at the moment Kusanagi could care less
since Kaze had actually managed to catch Ranmaru’s scent! And
before she realized it Kusanagi had reached a tall and impressive
office building. She looked up, her vision somewhat blurry, to read
the large letters that were on the top of the building: SHIRO
TSUBAKI INC. Why did that name sound so familiar? Kusanagi shrugged
carelessly, she’d worry about that tomorrow.

She left Sora outside and Kaze continued to
lead the way bursting through the front door of the building.
Kusanagi made her way into the building following Kaze and was
immediately stopped by two security guards, who tried to detain
her-

“Whoa, hang on there little missy, where do
you think you’re going at this time of night?”

“Is that a bokken?” The other security
guard asked stupidly as Kusanagi pulled out her wooded sword and
rested it across her shoulders, tapping her shoulder
impatiently.

These bozos really had to get out of her way
- now. Didn’t they realize she was in a hurry? “Oh, but I have an
appointment.” Kusanagi declared with a cheery smile.

“You do? With who?” The first security guard
questioned, used to dealing with overbearing weirdos during his job
everyday. SHIRO TSUBAKI INC was just that kind of place.

“With Death.” Her innocent schoolgirl smile
turned evil and she charged forward at them and took both of the
guards out easily with her drunken swordplay in about 5 seconds
flat. A few shots had been fired at her, but because of her
unpredictable movements (since she was drunk) the guards had missed
her. Whew.

Kusanagi let Kaze take the stair route and
then Kaze finally stopped outside of one door in particular that
led to the 29th floor. Kusanagi kicked the door open and dog and
Master made their way down the hall. Up ahead she caught sight of
two more security guards standing outside of a door, keeping watch.
The only door on this entire floor, which meant that this apartment
must take up the entire floor.

“Keh, more Shiro Tsubaki morons...” Kusanagi
tsked as she made her way towards them, “Yo.” She casually waved at
them.

The two security guards that had been in deep
conversation turned to look her way in surprise.

“Holy shit. How did she get in here?” The
first guard swore.

“Hey, isn’t she...” The guard looked over her
outfit: trademark flying-saucer, military style hat upon her head,
her piercings, the black leather, combat boots, and her wooden
sword. “The Bitch? Uh oh...”

Kusanagi smirked. “Bingo. Uh oh is right.
Kaze!” Kusanagi charged forward and disarmed the first guard with
her sword and then with a harsh, slashing, upper cut blow of her
sword she knocked the guard out.

Kaze leapt at the other security guard,
growling, teeth bared and latched onto the man’s wrist and onto the
hand that was wielding the gun. He clamped his teeth down
painfully, forcing the guard to drop the gun he held as blood
gushed out from his wounds.

“Ow! Shit! Damned dog!” The security guard
complained as he held his injured wrist.

Kusanagi turned to face this guard next and
used her bokken to knock the security guard out with a quick
forward jab to his solar plexus. “Good work Kaze.”

“Woof!” Kaze was scratching at the door and
whimpering now.

Kusanagi nodded, “Ranmaru is behind this
door, boy? Yosh.” Kusanagi patted Kaze on his head, “Good
boy. Thanks to you...I’ve found him. Ranmaru...” Kusanagi took a
deep breath and steeled herself before she then used a roundhouse
kick to burst the door in. She made her way inside-

And found herself in a luxurious suite but
there was no sign of Ranmaru. However, she heard voices and made
her way towards the sound, going over to stand in front of a
bedroom door. Gulp. Kusanagi shook her head - now was not
the time to hesitate.

Kusanagi kicked the door in and strode inside
confidently, sword in hand-

And there illuminated by candlelight was
Ranmaru along with someone else...

Kusanagi’s face turned red in one second
flat. She couldn’t believe what she was actually seeing. The
bedroom had been decorated with candles everywhere and it was their
golden glow that illuminated the bed that was in the center of the
room. A bed with red silk sheets, and large, matching silk pillows
with tacky golden tassels. And was that a mirror on the
ceiling just above the bed? Kusanagi shook her head.

There lying on the bed was Ranmaru, who was
currently being straddled by some woman...in what Kusanagi could
only assume was a very sexual manner. Gulp.

The bed was positioned sideways so Kusanagi
was able to see most of Ranmaru and could see how he had been
stripped naked. His wrists had been handcuffed to the bedposts
directly above his head. And his legs had been tied to the bottom
bedposts with what appeared to be strips of black leather. There
was also a long chain attached to Ranmaru’s Control Collar and
which Kusanagi saw that the woman had held in her hand. Ranmaru
also had strange leather bindings and straps wrapped around his
body - strips of leather that seemed to be painfully constricting
around his body in odd places. Kusanagi didn’t even want to know
why Ranmaru’s face was flushed like that, with this strange pained
expression on his face.

Luckily or unluckily, Kusanagi was unable to
see Ranmaru’s - ahem, ‘thing’ because of the woman who was
straddling him-

The woman, Kusanagi decided, was obviously
some whore with a Dominatrix fetish. She was wearing a black
haori shirt that was slightly open in front revealing a lot
of the woman’s ample cleavage. She had on a daringly short, leather
skirt that was riding up her thighs as she wrapped her legs around
Ranmaru’s lower torso. She also had on a pair of black stiletto
heels and was wearing fishnet stockings. There was a leather choker
about her neck and as the candlelight hit the woman Kusanagi caught
a glimpse of the tiny silver skull pendant that dangled from her
choker, and which gleamed eerily in the candlelight. This woman was
obviously one of the Shiro Tsubaki yakuza. Dammit.
The woman had long, silky black hair that for the moment was
blocking most of her face and expression from Kusanagi’s view.
Kusanagi felt a thrill of envy run through her at the sight of the
woman’s long, smooth hair. But then the candlelight seemed to
illuminate something in the woman’s hands-

Blades.

Long, razor sharp flechettes, or
blades. At first Kusanagi almost cried out in a panic when the
candle light glanced off the blade, thinking that the woman had
been about to slit Ranmaru’s throat, but the woman merely brought
the blade down not on Ranmaru’s exposed neck but down slowly upon
Ranmaru’s chest.

Kusanagi’s voice left her and she found
herself frozen to the spot, and watching this woman’s actions
probably out of some kind of morbid fascination. Just what the hell
was that woman doing? The woman pressed the blade to Ranmaru’s
chest beginning to press down on the blade, applying more pressure,
and then she moved the blade downwards, cutting into Ranmaru’s
flesh very slightly, leaving a trail of red, of blood, in the wake
of her blade as she continue to move the blade down Ranmaru’s body
and towards....

Ranmaru gasped at the pain and panted, chest
heaving. Then when the woman leaned over him and began to lick up
along the trail of blood she had caused, Kusanagi heard Ranmaru let
out a strangled moan.

Of pleasure? That’s about when
Kusanagi snapped out of her stunned stupor. She gasped in shock at
this revelation, and her eyes went wide. Ranmaru…! Is enjoying
this torture?

Inner Kusanagi couldn’t help but pipe up-
Ranmaru looks sexy all tied up like that doesn’t he?
Harmless...less intimidating...vulnerable. Like something you could
handle. And he seemed to enjoy that just now didn’t he? I wonder if
he would enjoy it if you did something like that to him, Kusanagi?
He seems to be the kind of man who doesn’t mind lying below...and
will let his woman have control. Isn’t that something you’ve always
secretly wanted, Kusanagi? A man who would bend to your
will?

Kusanagi’s eyes widened to the size of
saucers and she shook her head vigorously, willing the voice to go
away, Shut up! You know nothing about what I really
want!

But Inner Kusanagi continued relentlessly.
It’s alright...there’s nothing wrong with feeling that way.
But...is it really okay for someone else to touch him like that?
So...intimately? He’s your slave isn’t he? He belongs to
you...

Kusanagi froze at the word ‘slave’. And for
some reason the phrase ‘sex slave’ popped up in her head as she
looked at Ranmaru’s bound form. And then came anger...and rage. How
dare that whore, whoever she was, use her Ranmaru for her own
pleasure like he was some sort of sex slave! That Bitch! He
wasn’t…he was…her Samurai Butler, God dammit!

Kusanagi had had just about enough.
“Ranmaru!”

Ranmaru turned his head slowly towards
Kusanagi with dull, dead golden eyes, which slowly began to change
as they focused on Kusanagi. Ranmaru had had this far away look in
his eyes, as if his mind had been far far away. But at the sound of
Kusanagi’s voice - she seemed to have managed to call him back
somehow from wherever he was. A spark, a sudden fire was lit within
those golden depths of Ranmaru’s eyes at the sight of his true
Mistress. “Oujo-sama!” Ranmaru began to struggle against his
bonds.

And then the woman turned her head to look at
Kusanagi, and it all seemed to happen to Kusanagi in creepy, slow
motion-

Kusanagi saw the woman’s face. She was
beautiful with pale skin like porcelain, peridot colored eyes, pink
pouty lips, and a beauty mark under her left eye. Her face held a
youthful innocence about it but the expression that was on
it...made Kusanagi shiver. But that wasn’t what made Kusanagi gasp
and take a sudden step back - the hatred that filled those peridot
eyes as they stared back at her was overwhelming. And
familiar. This woman...Kusanagi didn’t know why she felt
this way but...she felt as if she knew this woman somehow. Kusanagi
shook her head, she was going insane - this was definitely the
first time she’d seen someone who looked like her. Kusanagi pointed
her wooden sword at the woman, emerald green eyes flashing, “Get
off of Ranmaru, you whore. He’s my slave, err,
Samurai Butler!”

“Come to save your Spell-Collared yokai
sex slave, have you? And all by yourself, little girl?”
Kagura purred, amused. “That was quite the delayed reaction. Enjoy
the show?”

Kusanagi’s jaw dropped at the phrase ‘sex
slave’ but she stubbornly shook her head. “No...he’s not...” She
knew I was watching...and yet didn’t stop…how sick.

Kagura smiled evilly, “Oh yes he is. He’s
never told you? What he was before? In fact, he used to be
my sex slave. I got bored with him though and sold him off
on a whim, but I’ve regretted that ever since. You see, I’ve really
been so lonely without him and I also decided I missed his screams.
So I decided to take him back. Won’t you give him back to me
Kusanagi-chan? I’d be willing to pay any price you
name.”

Kusanagi clenched her fists at her sides,
“Hell no! Ranmaru is my slave. And I am his Master! Ranmaru belongs
to me!” I can’t believe I just said that out loud! What the hell
is wrong with me? Argh! Oh my god. Don’t pass out! “And I’m
going to take him back with me, bitch.” She growled.

Kagura frowned darkly, “Hmm, that’s too bad,
but I think not. Oh, Karas, darling-” She purred.

A cloaked and masked figure emerged from the
shadows as if before he had been one with them. The man was one of
the infamous H4 otherwise known as the ‘Heavenly Four’. They were a
group of four mysterious characters that were Kagura’s personal
bodyguards. She had named them after the Four Heavenly Kings. The
man had a hooded black cloak and a skull mask on his face that
resembled the skull of a large bird. As he approached Kusanagi she
raised her wooden sword before her in a two-handed grip prepared to
fight, however-

The H4 member slowly removed his mask with
one hand to reveal his face-

And all the blood drained from Kusanagi’s
face and she went pale as if she’d seen a ghost. “It’s YOU!” She
gasped in fright.

Ranmaru craned his neck to observe the man
better, and noted that he was a man with long, black hair, sharp,
dark blue, almost black eyes, an aquiline nose, and slightly
pointed ears. This man was a yokai...and Kusanagi seemed to
know him gauging by her reaction to him.

Karas smiled as he continued to approach her
and he summoned his yokai energy so that it began to crackle
around him in an electric aura.

Kusanagi backed away in horror, “No! Stay
away!” Her wooden sword fell to the ground from her limp
fingers.

Ranmaru could see that Kusanagi was trembling
in fear and his heart ached painfully in his chest. She had
completely stopped moving and she remained wide-eyed as she watched
Karas approach her. She had become frozen, paralyzed by her own
fear, now its prisoner. “Oujo-sama!” Ranmaru yelled and
struggled against his bonds more desperately than before, causing
the metal handcuffs to cut into his wrists so that they bled. And
the leather straps that were wrapped around his body were
tightening in places that made Ranmaru want to curl up on the floor
in the fetal position, but he grit his teeth against the pain and
continued to struggle to free himself. Damn, why am I feeling so
weak? What kind of drug has Kagura given me this time? “Stay
away from her, you bastard!”

Kaze suddenly moved into action. He jumped to
land in front of Kusanagi blocking Karas’ path to her. He growled
and barred his teeth at Karas, his claws digging into the floor
before him as Kaze let them extend menacingly. But Karas just
smirked and continued to approach Kusanagi unfazed, and so Kaze
attacked him, teeth bared, jaw open and snapping.

“Out of my way, pup.” Karas drawled as he
used the back of his hand to backhand Kaze as his jaws were almost
upon his neck. The back of Karas’s hand connected with the side of
Kaze’s face and jaw and with such force Kaze was sent flying back
and into one of the bedroom walls with a sickening crack and yelp.
When Kaze yelped in pain, it was that horrible sound a dog makes
when it’s hurt or kicked very badly, that sound that makes one’s
heart clench in one’s chest despite themselves. And this is what
happened to Kusanagi as she heard Kaze’s yelp of pain.

“Kaze!” Ranmaru yelled and looked over at
Kusanagi, who was still paralyzed, eyes wide and fearful. She
appeared to be on the verge of some kind of nervous breakdown.
Shit.

She was breaking to pieces right before his
eyes and Ranmaru couldn’t do anything to stop it. He was powerless.
Kusanagi!

“Kaze...” Kusanagi said weakly, tears
springing to her eyes, as she seemed to snap out of her stupor just
long enough to realize what had happened to her yokai
dog.

Tears. Ranmaru couldn’t take much more of
this kind of torture. The things Kagura did to him, he could
handle, but this...seeing his beautiful, strong Mistress being
reduced to tears before his very eyes he couldn’t take!

Karas turned his attention back towards
Kusanagi and strolled towards her while carelessly raising a hand
in a threatening gesture that was wrapped in a silver, sparkling
and electric aura. He was prepared to bring this hand down upon
Kusanagi-

When-

BOOM

A sudden smoke bomb exploded from within the
room and Ranmaru watched as a figure dressed all in black went to
Kusanagi’s side. Ranmaru knew that scent – Haruka!

Haruka gripped Kusanagi’s shoulders and shook
her roughly, “Kusanagi! Snap out of it!” He successfully managed to
snap her out of her daze when he slapped her across the face.

Kusanagi turned and blinked back at Haruka
dazedly, “Haruka...I don’t feel so good...” Kusanagi was beginning
to look a little green.

Haruka swiftly picked her up into his arms
and headed towards the bedroom window. “We’re escaping.”

Kusanagi seemed too stunned to speak until
she burst out- “No! What about Ranmaru? We can’t just leave him
here!”

Haruka threw a bomb at the window so that it
exploded, causing the window to shatter. He looked down at Kusanagi
with an almost repentant look on his face. “I’m sorry.” He said as
he leapt up onto the window frame. “Kaze! Time to go boy!” Haruka
called out to the demon dog that unsteadily struggled to his
feet.

“Dammit! They’re getting away! Don’t let them
escape! Karas! Hurry!” Kagura cried angrily, biting her
thumbnail.

Karas bowed, “Yes, Mistress.” He said turning
and raising his hand to unleash an electric attack towards Haruka
and Kusanagi.

Kusanagi screamed at the sight, and Haruka
jumped - right out the window. Kaze followed close behind them and
jumped out of the window as well.

“KUSANAGI!” Ranmaru yelled. “KAZE!”

***

Kusanagi and Haruka fell through the air and
then Haruka pulled out what looked like a large black gun but with
a four pronged, harpoon stuck to the end. Haruka aimed his
grappling hook gun up at the roof and fired. The grappling hook
shot out and went zooming up into the air, and then up and over the
roof.

Kusanagi and Haruka continued to fall (until
finally) Kusanagi frowned, “Haruka! You idiot! Are you sure this is
going to work?”

Haruka frowned back, “I think so...” He
didn’t sound very confident however.

Kusanagi’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You
think! You think? Arghhh!” She began to spaz out and wave her hands
frantically around, “I’m too young and beautiful to die, you idiot
fruit cake! Some rescue this is! Mou!”

When the grapping hook finally took-

And caused them to halt in midair in a
jarring manner.

Whew.

Kaze was also falling through the air but he
used his claws to dig into the side of the office building and
reduced his speed in this manner so that he was able to slowly
reach the ground, lastly pushing off of the building, and then
landing on the ground on all fours without injury.

Haruka then concentrated on slowly lowering
he and Kusanagi safely to the ground below. They touched ground in
the alleyway right next to the SHIRO TSUBAKI INC building. Kusanagi
immediately struggled to get out of Haruka’s arms, “Let me go, you
buffoon! I have to save him! I have to go back there!”

Haruka tried to restrain her,
“Kusanagi-chan! You’re talking crazy! That’s the SHIRO
TSUBAKI INC building, you know. Did you even have any idea of what
you were doing? The danger you were putting yourself in! It wasn’t
too long ago that the boss of SHIRO TSUBAKI INC used me to try and
kidnap you to bring you in either dead or alive remember!”

Kusanagi opened her mouth to retort, emerald
green eyes flashing. “I-” But then her face had turned a bit green
again. “I think I’m going to be sick...” Kusanagi moaned
pathetically, her voice practically a whine.

Haruka’s eyes widened and he tried to set her
down in time, “What? Wait! Hold on a second, will you, don’t-”

Too late.

“Blaarrghh!” Kusanagi ended up throwing up
all over the front of Haruka’s pristine ninja outfit. Ew.
Before Kusanagi suddenly passed right out.

“Why me?” Haruka moaned down at the
unconscious girl in his arms.

***

Karas was looking out the window and down
below, his sharp, hawk like eyes focusing on the figures in the
darkened alleyway, “They escaped.” He declared in a monotone,
drawling voice.

Kagura bit her lip, “Dammit...” She looked
down at Ranmaru, “So your Mistress came to rescue you. I bet that
makes you feel special?” Her voice was tinged with sarcasm.

Ranmaru wisely remained quiet. However, on
the inside he was an emotional roller coaster. Kusanagi had come to
rescue him and all on her own! She had to care about him at
least a little to do something like that, right? And here he
thought that she had abandoned him - that she didn’t care if he had
suddenly disappeared or been sold off. She...cared...enough
to come face to face with HIM again too, the mysterious HIM that
Kusanagi sometimes referred to when she spoke to Roze and didn’t
think Ranmaru was listening. The one responsible for her parents’
and for Mamoru’s deaths. The man now had a name and a face.

It had to have been Karas, one of the H4.

Kagura frowned, “Answer me, you pathetic
slave.” But when Ranmaru still failed to answer her, lost in his
own thoughts as he was, Kagura grew angry. “Embrace.” She
said in her silky voice. “That should teach you to ignore
me...”

Ranmaru gasped in pain as the collar
constricted around his neck and sent a nasty electric shock through
his body-

“I know what you’re thinking about. I know
once again your mind is filled with nothing but HER. Ooo~ I
hate it. But I won’t let you get away with it this time. I’ll do
whatever it takes until I am the only one you’re thinking
about.” Kagura turned to Karas, “Karas leave us.”

Karas bowed respectfully, “Yes Mistress.”
Karas silently left the room, slinking back into the shadows.

Once he had left them Kagura returned her
attention to Ranmaru. “I’m going to push Kusanagi out of your
mind...for good.” She leaned over and put both her hands on either
side of Ranmaru’s head and pressed. “I’m going to make your night a
living hell.” She leaned over him and kissed Ranmaru passionately,
and when she pulled back blood was dripping down from Ranmaru’s
broken lips.

***

Ranmaru was taken back to the underground
prison, bloody and broken. He was too weak to move so two guards
carried him into the cell he shared with Ryoga and they dumped him
onto the cell floor unceremoniously before leaving.

Ranmaru was looking pretty bad - more than
bad. “Holy-!” Ryoga swore as he caught sight of Ranmaru’s form and
went over to him. He knelt at his side. “What the hell did that
bitch do to you? You’re a mess. You look like hell, buddy.”

Ranmaru weakly opened his eyes and
half-smirked at Ryoga, “No shit.”

Ryoga saw how Ranmaru’s dirty white shirt was
plastered to his body and there seemed to be splotches of blood on
it. Those wounds need to be treated right away or the poor guy
could end up getting a nasty infection. Ryoga thought as he
moved next to Ranmaru and began to strip him roughly.

Ranmaru’s eyes widened in surprise. Did
Ryoga...? Was Ryoga going to...! Ranmaru batted Ryoga’s hand away
weakly. “No! Don’t touch me!” Ranmaru began to panic as he
scrambled backwards across the cell floor away from Ryoga, a
frantic, half-crazed, half -afraid expression in his eyes.

Ryoga looked at Ranmaru in shock. How could
someone so incredibly powerful be acting like this...? Just what
the hell did that bitch do to him to make him so...broken? Ryoga
felt sick as he thought about it. Perhaps, he really didn’t want to
know.

Ranmaru began muttering nonsensically to
himself. “Not you too...Ryoga...”

Ryoga strode forward and grabbed Ranmaru by
the front of his shirt. He then pulled him roughly up off the
ground and then punched him hard across the face. “Idiot! I would
never hurt you. Especially...” He lowered his voice. “Not like
that. I have a wife and a kid after all. I have a family. And I
just don’t swing that way - not that there’s anything wrong with
that.” Ryoga scratched his cheek in a awkward manner.

Ranmaru blinked at Ryoga in shock and
realized how stupid his behavior had truly been. God, why am I
acting this way? This is so embarrassing. He had just made a
complete fool out of himself. Ranmaru blushed and hung his head,
his hair shielding his tortured expression, “I’m sorry.”

Ryoga frowned at him, “You have nothing to be
sorry for.”

Ranmaru’s eyes widened as he suddenly
remembered something. “The man’s fiancé! And the mother and
child...what happened to them?” I’m nothing but a monster...a
killing machine...did I kill them too?

Ryoga sighed and then smiled weakly, “They’ve
been spared - for now. I really don’t know what Kagura plans to do
with them. But whatever it is - it can’t be good.”

“I see.” Ranmaru hung his head, his bangs
shadowing his chaotic golden eyes. They’re safe. I didn’t kill
them. He then looked up and pinned Ryoga with his golden stare.
“Ryoga...I really am sorry about how strangely I was acting
earlier. I know...you’re not that kind of person. I was simply out
of sorts because of what Kagura did to me. She-”

Ryoga put a hand on Ranmaru’s shoulder,
stopping him from continuing; he saw how much it hurt Ranmaru to
talk about it after all and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it,
buddy. Are you...alright?”

Ranmaru felt like breaking down right then
and there. There was just something about that question that made a
person want to break down and cry when something was deeply
troubling them and they had been trying their best to hide this
fact. “No.” Ranmaru told him quietly, holding back his tears, and
simply buried his emotions deep within himself.

Ryoga came and sat behind Ranmaru, and then
leaned back so that his back was pressed up against Ranmaru’s own
back to give Ranmaru that slight comfort. “God, now I’m
sorry. Of course, you’re not alright. But...you shouldn’t bury your
emotions like that, Ranmaru. It’s not healthy. You should just let
it all out. You’re not alone. We all understand what you’re going
through here. And if you, um, you know, need a shoulder to lean on
or something. I’m here for you buddy.”

Ranmaru thought about it and realized
something, “I don’t know how, anymore.” How to just let go of my
emotions…

Ryoga nodded sympathetically, “I see. Don’t
worry about it, Ranmaru. We’ll get out of here...and then maybe I
can help you. We have to keep up our hope though, if we manage to
keep anything.”

“Hope?” Ranmaru mused aloud. “How can you
have such a thing in a place like this? How do you keep your hope
alive, Ryoga? Perhaps, you’re a stronger man than me.”

Ryoga grinned slightly to himself. “My
family. I have someone to protect.”

“Someone to protect...” Ranmaru trailed off
wistfully.

“I asked you this before but...don’t you have
someone special? Someone to protect?”

Ranmaru’s eyes widened as he remembered how
Kusanagi had come and tried to rescue him all on her own and
despite HIM being there. “Yes, yes I do. My Lady Kusanagi.” Ranmaru
nodded, a serious look in his eyes.

Ryoga’s expression turned warm, “I see.
That’s good.”

Ranmaru suddenly remembered the robotic,
Samurai Butler Remington’s words-

If you have someone to protect you are no
longer just a killing machine, a tool. You are a Protector. A true
Samurai Butler.

Ranmaru smiled and Ryoga looked back at him
in surprise. “Ryoga, I’ve been a compete idiot. I let my past
memories and scars consume me and I forgot something very
important.”

Ryoga leaned in, curious, “Oh? And what’s
that?”

Ranmaru had a steely glint in his golden
eyes, “I’m a Samurai Butler.”

“A Samurai Butler huh?” Ryoga quirked
his head at his strange friend.

Ranmaru nodded, “Yes, I cannot allow myself
to break or to be broken because I am a Protector. I have someone I
need to Protect. And not just Kusanagi...I want to protect you and
your family and everyone here too. And…I will.” There was a fierce
look in Ranmaru’s golden eyes, a flame had been ignited there – the
flames of a one man war.

Ryoga’s voice was thick with emotion.
“Ranmaru buddy...”

Ranmaru smirked, “That bitch is going
down.”

Ryoga nodded, “Hell yea, let’s do it,
Ranmaru!”

A cheer went up through the prison cells
surprising Ryoga and Ranmaru both that everyone had been
eavesdropping on their conversation. The yokai and slaves
were all ready to follow Ranmaru in whatever course of action he
chose. A half-smirk formed on Ranmaru’s lips; if he was good at
anything it was war.

Watch out, Kagura. The thing a tyrant most
fears are the people he or she has in his or her grip of
tyranny.

***

The next day at the coliseum, Ranmaru, Ryoga,
Kei and Eiji were escorted by the guards to the battle arena where
all four were then pushed roughly out of the newly repaired gate,
which had been raised.

There in the stands Ranmaru could see Kagura
sitting and surrounded by her H4, who were standing. And there was
that mysterious man again – the one with the long white hair,
half-skull mask on his face, gray pinstriped, black suit, red shirt
and black tie. That man whose scent was oddly familiar to Ranmaru
and who made the hair stand up on the back of his neck in warning.
Ranmaru still couldn’t place his scent since it was oddly obscured
by the scent of blood and death. That man…he can’t be…?
Ranmaru once again mused.

But Ranmaru had no more time to dwell on the
man’s identity as Kagura stood up from her seat. “Ranmaru darling!”
She called down to him and her voice boomed across the arena
grounds, “Let’s make things more interesting for our guests. I
propose a deal. A series of three challenges. And if you manage to
pass all three challenges then the lives of all the hostages will
be spared and they will be freed. Do we have a deal?”

Ranmaru looked to the others who nodded in
agreement, “YES.” Ranmaru yelled back up at her.

Kagura clapped her hands together excitedly.
“Oh, this is going to be such fun!” Kagura made a hand signal.
“Release the first challenge!”

The metal gate at the other end of the arena
was raised and four figures stepped out and onto the arena. These
yakuza were yokai, who had been dressed in samurai
battle armor and were obviously skilled fighters and warriors.
Skilled fighters who were very good at what they did best -
killing.

One of the men was a large and hulking
yokai with skin that looked like dried mud and sand. Ranmaru
realized that he was an earth golem yokai. A yokai
that had compete control over the element of earth.

The yokai standing next to him was
obviously a snake type. He looked like a man but had green scales
covering his face and a long black tongue that darted out from his
mouth from time to time to lick his lips. Ranmaru knew snake
yokai were typically venomous so his strength was most
likely poison. The snake yokai was spinning two deadly
looking sai in his hands as well, which meant he was
obviously a close range fighter.

Ranmaru’s mind was working a mile per minute
as he summed up their opponents. The third yokai was a very
lanky man with large fangs that poked out of his lips; perhaps he
was another wolf yokai Ranmaru mused wondering what his
strengths and weaknesses were...

And the last yokai yakuza warrior
looked particularly out of place. He was dressed in a slick gray
suit, with a white shirt, and a black tie. He also had on a pair of
black sunglasses. And in his hands he held a machine gun.

Uh oh.

Ranmaru nodded to himself having finished
analyzing the opposition to the best of his ability and had already
come up with a plan of attack i.e. battle strategy. He had been a
War General once after all...

“Eiji I want you to take on the earth golem
yokai. Hold him off with your water attacks as long as you
can.” Ranmaru directed in a gruff voice.

Eiji nodded, a steely look in his beady black
eyes. “Right, General.” Eiji saluted Ranmaru. The normally cowardly
kappa was looking somewhat confident in that moment. His
faith in Ranmaru lending him strength.

Ranmaru blinked at that, ‘General’? Did they
know about his past...? But that was impossible. He must merely
have been joking. Ranmaru turned to Ryoga next, “I want you to face
the snake yokai. Your sword should be able to fend off his
sai attacks efficiently because your weapon has a longer
range than his. Be careful because the sai are most likely
poisoned by his own venom.”

Ryoga gave Ranmaru a half-salute and a
lopsided grin, “Gotcha, General.”

Ranmaru turned to the little blonde boy, Kei
next, “And as for you kid.” Ranmaru tapped his chin in thought.

Kei looked at Ranmaru with wide expectant
eyes, while his tail popped out and was wagging behind him
excitedly. “What! What do you want me to do? Huh? Huh?” He
questioned Ranmaru in a hyper manner.

Ranmaru had a very serious expression on his
face as he put a hand on Kei’s shoulder and looked him directly in
the eyes, “I want you…to stay behind me.”

Kei face-faulted, and his expression fell
comically off his face, “HUH? Aw man.” Kei whined, pouted, and
kicked the dirt with his shoe, but did as he was told, after all he
didn’t have ‘powers’ or ‘abilities’ like the others and so knew
that he would only be dead weight in battle.

Ranmaru unsheathed his sword and pointed it
towards the yokai with the machine gun and the guy with the
large fangs. “These two guys are mine. Now - attack!”

“Ossu! General!” The group declared as
they rushed off to face their respective opponents.

I just need them to hang on long enough for
me to finish with these guys before I can go and save them from
their own opponents. Ranmaru thought in his mind, already
planning on taking out the yokai with the machine gun as
quickly as possible so that he could then face the wolf yokai
on his own next, without Kei having to fight or endanger himself
in any way. Then he planned on going to Ryoga and Eiji’s
rescue.

The yakuza raised his Sten gun at
Ranmaru and began to pull down on the trigger - only to move the
gun’s aim at the last second so that it was directed at Kei
instead. “Shit! Kei!” Ranmaru swore as the yakuza pressed
all the way down on the trigger - there was little time to react
and all Ranmaru could do was grab Kei and shield him with his
back.

The Sten gun had pinpoint, lazer accuracy; a
favorite toy of the yakuza families in Japan and it could
fire five hundred rounds in one minute. Ranmaru could feel the
bullets sinking into his back but he did not cry out from it.

3 seconds later…

“General!” Kei cried.

Ranmaru flung Kei from him and onto the
ground. He turned to face the yakuza goon, sword raised
before him. He then charged forward. Ranmaru moved his sword
through the air back and forth, lightning fast, blocking as many
bullets as he could, but a few of the bullets still managed to get
past his defenses since there were just so many of them. Ranmaru
could feel the bullets painfully imbedding themselves deeply into
his arms and legs.

But the pain didn’t stop Ranmaru and he
simply kept on moving forward even though he was being shot full of
holes.

The yakuza thug began to back away
when he realized Ranmaru had no intention of backing down.
“Impossible! What are you? You monster!” The yakuza man
swore as Ranmaru appeared directly in front of him.

Kuroki Ryu chuckled in an amused manner.
The frickin idiot!

Ranmaru moved his sword through the air and
sliced through the Sten gun first. It fell out of the yakuza
thug’s hands in pieces. The thug then put up his hands before him
in a surrendering gesture as he began to tremble. “No, wait, please
don’t kill me!”

Ranmaru didn’t listen, however, and swiftly
beheaded him.

Now, if only my regeneration would kick in
nice and quick...Ranmaru thought to himself. But Kagura’s drugs
had done a number on his system and his natural healing abilities
seemed to be working slower than usual.

But before Ranmaru could continue his line of
thought he was suddenly being punched hard in the stomach and was
flung backwards across the arena. Ow. That punch had come out of
nowhere. In fact, Ranmaru hadn’t even seen it coming. Ranmaru
pushed himself up off the ground and shook himself off, like a dog.
What the-? But then ‘he’ was back. Ranmaru was suddenly
getting punched left and right by an invisible enemy. No - not
invisible, he was just super fast. Ranmaru realized. Was this the
wolf yokai? Shit. Ranmaru had lost a LOT of blood and
so his yokai senses were not at their peak. This asshole
is running circles around me! How the hell am I supposed to defeat
this guy? Things seemed helpless until-

“General!” Kei cried out in concern as
Ranmaru was getting mercilessly beaten up.

***

Meanwhile, Eiji was following Ranmaru’s
instructions to the letter and opened his mouth to release a spray
of water towards the earth golem yokai. The earth golem
yokai charged forward towards Eiji with loud, thundering
steps but as the spray of water hit him dead on – the
yokai’s body suddenly began to fall apart.

Eiji blinked and then smiled lopsidedly,
looking quite pleased with himself, “Yatta! Eat that! Ha! I
can’t believe this is actually working. Am I the man or what?” Eiji
declared excitedly as he continued his spray of water towards the
earth golem. The golem kept falling to pieces and kept having to
reform itself but with the constant stream of water attacking it
the yokai was finding this rather difficult.

However-

The golem suddenly shot out an elongated and
enlarged arm of mud and clay towards Eiji and wrapped its hand
around Eiji’s legs. The earth golem yokai pulled back hard,
tripping the kappa up with a startled cry as he brought his
arm back.

Eiji struggled in the golem’s grasp and cried
out in a panic as he was being dragged backwards across the arena
floor by the giant clay hand and towards the waiting earth golem
yokai.

The earth yokai raised his other
gigantic fist high into the air, enlarging it and prepared to bring
it down upon Eiji in order to flatten him like a pancake-

Eiji looked behind him and his eyes widened
like saucers. Uh oh.

***

At the same time, Ryoga was facing off
against the snake yokai and his deadly sai. The snake
yokai charged forward, sai raised and poised to
attack. Ryoga raised his own sword and managed to block the attack.
The snake yokai seemed surprised by this but then smiled as
he spun around and continued to attack Ryoga relentlessly, his
movements were extremely fast. As blow after blow rained down upon
him Ryoga had to use his sword to the best of his ability to block
each attack. But this was taking everything Ryoga had, all of his
animal instincts just to stay alive, and even then each deadly
swipe of the sai was almost hitting its mark. It was
a close call indeed.

Ryoga was walking on a thin line between life
and death. That place that Ranmaru loved to be in the very heat of
a battle and a place that Ryoga wished he could get out of as soon
as possible. Then the snake yokai back-flipped a few times
to put some distance between Ryoga and himself. He then flung one
of his sai at Ryoga in a deadly killing move. Ryoga raised
his sword and concentrated on blocking the attack, sweat beading on
his brow. Concentrate. Concentrate. You can do this. Ranmaru
wouldn’t have told you to fight this guy if he didn’t think you
could do it. Ryoga moved his sword through the air and managed
to block the attack. Whew. Ryoga let out a breath of
relief.

However-

Ryoga didn’t sense the second sai that
had been hidden right behind the first sai in its shadow.
Oh shit. Ryoga thought as the sai hit him dead center
in his chest, just barely missing his heart. Ryoga pulled the
sai out painfully, and tossed it aside before too much of
the poison Ranmaru had warned him about could enter his
bloodstream. Poisoned sai...double shit. Ryoga could already
feel the poison spreading, burning its way through his veins...

The snake demon laughed knowingly. “You won’t
last too long. This is the end for you!” The snake demon reached
into his sleeves and pulled out two more deadly sai and spun
them in his hands devilishly before he charged Ryoga once more.

Ryoga raised his sword, now on unsteady legs,
panting for breath, his vision beginning to go fuzzy,
Ranmaru...

***

Meanwhile, the wolf yokai was running
in a circle around Ranmaru and with such incredible yokai
speed that he was creating a kind of whirlwind, or vortex around
Ranmaru so that all of the oxygen that was around Ranmaru was being
sucked away. Without oxygen Ranmaru was also unable to summon his
fox-fire...

Ranmaru realized this yokai obviously
had elemental control over wind. This was going to be quite
problematic. Ranmaru sunk to his knees, gasping for breath,
beginning to feel dizzy since all of his oxygen had been cut off.
He was suffocating. He needed to think of a way to get out of this,
and fast. A plan, anything, what was wind’s weakness again?

“General!” Kei cried and reached into his
pocket and grabbed something. ‘Something’ that he threw at the legs
of the wolf yokai. It didn’t hit the yokai but
instead hit the arena floor and it burst open at the yokai’s
feet and then brightly colored marbles went flying everywhere,
scattering across the ground.

The wolf yokai was immediately tripped
up as one of his feet landed on one of the marbles and he went
flying forward to land smack on his face.

BAM

Kei cringed. “Ooo. That had to have
hurt.”

The wolf yokai got up and angrily
looked at all the marbles that now surrounded Ranmaru. Ranmaru
could thankfully breath again and so stood up quickly, sword in
hand. The wolf yokai seemed unfazed however by this turn of
events and attacked Ranmaru head on - using a series of quick kicks
and roundhouse kicks in Ranmaru’s directions. This yokai’s
fighting style was obviously a form of Jujitsu where one
uses their legs and hips to prevent their opponent from behind able
to get a strike in due to their long range of attack.

Ranmaru blocked these attacks with his sword
and was surprised and slightly impressed that the yokai was
able to fend off Kuroki Ryu with his legs alone! What was this
yokai’s skin made out of, steel? This yokai was
pretty tough, Ranmaru had to admit. He would not underestimate him.
The wolf yokai’s attacks had become much faster and Ranmaru
was hard put to block all of the deadly kicks, which had both great
defensive and offensive power-

And then Ranmaru was kicked in his jaw, right
underneath his chin as the yokai’s foot connected there, and
Ranmaru was sent flying up into the air. But the wolf yokai
didn’t stop there and continued to kick Ranmaru again and again so
that his body was propelled high and higher, upwards and into the
air.

And Ranmaru wasn’t fighting back anymore.

“General!” Kei called out in concern upon
noticing this. “Wake up! Snap out of it!”

The wolf yokai leered as he sent a
fierce and powerful kick to Ranmaru’s stomach in midair, causing
blood and bile to spew out of Ranmaru’s mouth as he doubled over
still in the air.

“It’s about time I finished this. Say goodbye
to your spine!” The wolf yokai declared as he leapt high up
into the air himself and prepared to bring down the heel of his
foot onto Ranmaru’s back in a sort of axe kick as he fell through
the air, using both gravity and his own yokai power to make
this kick that much more powerful and deadly-

If the attack actually hit Ranmaru’s spine -
he would be done for.

But Ranmaru’s eyes snapped open at the very
last second, and he turned in midair to smirk up at the wolf
yokai – now that he had him right where he wanted him.
“Gotcha.” Ranmaru declared as the wolf yokai flew towards
him in the air. Or rather fell. Gravity was now controlling the
wolf’s movements. If Ranmaru knew anything - it was how to take a
little pain to ultimately get what he wanted.

The wolf yokai’s eyes widened in
surprise and fear, “Impossible...” He breathed as Ranmaru grabbed
him and impaled him upon his sword in one swift and merciless
motion.

“You fell right into my trap. Up here in the
air you’re not so fast are you, buddy?” Ranmaru whispered
sarcastically into the yokai’s ear, feeling strangely
confident. “That was your fatal mistake.” This was a battle...and
Ranmaru was on a battlefield with a clear enemy to fight. This was
his element. Ranmaru suddenly felt right at home.

The wolf yokai’s eyes widened in
realization, “You...you let your ass get kicked on purpose...you
are one sick and twisted bastard.” Blood trickled down his chin as
he laughed.

Ranmaru nodded in assent and he watched as
the wolf’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. Instead of
letting the wolf yokai simply hit the ground, Ranmaru
carried him through the air and set him down on the ground as he
landed. It had been a good fight after all. The yokai had
been an exceptional warrior, and so Ranmaru respected him as a
warrior. He would respect him in death even if he had been the
enemy.

Kei ran up to Ranmaru. “That was freakin
awesome, dude! Unreal! Incredible! Fan-”

Ranmaru looked slightly amused, Dude?
What had happened to the respectful title of General?

Kei caught Ranmaru’s look and appeared
abashed, placing a hand behind his head. “Oh, right, sorry about
that, General, sir. I guess I got a little carried away. Won’t
happen again sir!” He saluted Ranmaru.

“At ease, little soldier.” Ranmaru ruffled
the boy’s hair wondering what had come over him as he did so, “I
couldn’t have won that fight without you. You were the one who
was...” Ranmaru tried to find the right word. He wasn’t very used
to giving people compliments. “Incredible back there.”

Kei beamed at Ranmaru’s unexpected praise.
The boy wondered why Ranmaru was acting so…human all of a
sudden.

“Now, let’s see how the others are faring
shall we?” Ranmaru turned his attention to Ryoga and Eiji and not a
moment too soon.

Eiji was about to get his skull smashed
in.

“Eiji!” Ranmaru yelled as he rushed forward,
using his yokai speed to get to him in time. He summoned his
yokai power to empower his sword and sliced through the
gigantic arm made of mud and clay. The arm fell to the ground where
it turned into a pile of crumbled dirt and sand. “Eiji, use your
water attack one more time!”

Eiji struggled to his wobbly legs and nodded,
looking fearful but determined, “Righto General.” He opened his
mouth and unleashed a water attack at the earth golem yokai
once more.

The golem had been charging towards Ranmaru
but sensed Ranmaru summoning his immense power and skidded to a
halt. Uh oh...the golem took a step back. Too late to run though.
Ranmaru gathered his fox-fire and swung his sword forward
unleashing a fiery blast towards the yokai, “FOX-FIRE
BLAST!” Ranmaru cried and watched in satisfaction as the attack hit
the golem and blew it to oblivion. The combination between Eiji’s
water and Ranmaru’s fire attack had been too much for the
yokai.

Now to see how Ryoga is doing. Ranmaru
turned to see that Ryoga was still managing to hold his own against
the snake yokai but looked a little worse for wear - he was
panting for breath, and there was a slight sheen of sweat covering
his pale face. Shit. Has he been poisoned? “Ryoga!” Ranmaru
called out as he rushed to his friend’s aid. Friend…?
Ranmaru was startled by his own thoughts.

The snake yokai became distracted as
he noticed Ranmaru’s approach and the murderous gleam in his golden
eyes. That moment of distraction was all Ryoga needed. Jack pot.
Today must be my lucky day. He saw an opening and took it,
slipping past the snake yokai’s defenses Ryoga stabbed the
snake yokai directly in the stomach. The snake yokai
turned to face Ryoga with a look of disbelief on his face.
“You?”

Ryoga smirked, “Yea, me. You forget
about me or something - your opponent? Well, sucks to be you then.
That was definitely stupid, my friend. Very stupid.” Ryoga shook
his head at the snake yokai as he removed his sword and let
out a sigh of relief glad that was over and that he was actually
still alive. Damn, it’s a miracle! I have the devil’s luck
today.

The snake yokai sunk to his knees.
“Uso...no way...a pathetic dog demon like you killed the
likes of me...” He said before falling over, green, acidic acid
gushing out of his stomach wound and causing the ground around him
to burn and smoke.

Ryoga dropped his sword and he too fell to
his knees in shock. “I did it. I really did it. I actually defeated
him...” Ryoga began to laugh, a tad hysterically.

“Ryoga!” Ranmaru ran over to him. “You
alright?”

Ryoga looked up and saw that Ranmaru had
reached his hand out to him to help him up; he smiled weakly,
tiredly, and took Ranmaru’s hand, letting the other yokai
assist him. “Yea, but I think I’ve been poisoned.”

“Kuso.” Ranmaru swore. “How long do
you think you have?”

“It’s not too serious...a few hours maybe.”
Ryoga informed him.

Ranmaru frowned. “Then we’ll just have to
finish the next challenges quickly.” Ranmaru turned to face the
others, “Right guys?”

Kei and Eiji nodded and saluted Ranmaru,
“Hell yea, General!”

“The first challenge has been cleared!” An
emcee shouted across the battle coliseum. And his announcement was
surprisingly greeted with a combination of cheers, boos, and
jeers.

***

Kagura bit down on her thumbnail irate,
“Keh...that wasn’t supposed to happen.”

One of the cloaked and hooded figures of the
H4 and who was wearing a dragon skull mask that had horns curving
out of it, spoke up from Kagura’s side. “What do you have in mind
for the next challenge, milady?”

Kagura frowned. There was no next challenge.
“I had thought they’d all be killed.”

“I see.” The yokai murmured, “Then
allow me to face them. I should be more than sufficient for your
challenge. I’ve watched your ex-slave and am curious about him. I
wish to face him.”

“Ooo~ Ryuugen, are you perhaps jealous
of Ranmaru?” The man in the gray pinstripe suit teased.

The yokai man seemed to be caught
off-guard by this, “No boss! I...I just know he’s strong.”

Kagura appeared both surprised and amused,
“You do? I doubt he’ll be a real match for you though, my dear
Ryuugen. And those losers he’s with don’t stand a chance in hell
against you; it’s a joke really. They’ll be dead weight for Ranmaru
- that’s certain. Hmm~ this could be interesting. Alright
then, I’ll okay it. You can go and fight him to your heart’s
content, Ryuugen. Just be careful.”

The H4 member nodded and removed his mask and
cloak to reveal that he was an incredibly handsome man with spiked
up, ice blue hair and pale green eyes. Ryuugen had on a long white
and blue kimono, which was open enough to reveal that he was
wearing a black, high-necked, sleeveless top underneath along with
a pair of black leather pants and combat boots. “However,” Ryuugen
turned to look at Kagura deeply in her peridot-colored eyes and
bowed low before her, “I have a request, milady.”

Kagura arched an eyebrow at him, “Oh? A
request? What is it?” She leaned forward, intrigued. He had never
before asked anything of her, only been completely loyal to
her.

“I want to face him - them - fairly. So do
not use the Control Collar against Ranmaru. I wish to fight him at
his true strength.”

One of the other male H4 members sneered,
“Good luck with that then because you’re going to need it, Ryuugen.
It would be better if you didn’t underestimate that guy.”

Ryuugen glanced over at the cloaked man and
gave him a narrow glance. “I don’t need luck.”

Kagura smiled visibly amused by all this,
“Very well then, and you may rise Ryuugen. I shall not interfere in
your fight. You have my word. However...do not fail me. Or else.”
Kagura narrowed her eyes at Ryuugen.

Ryuugen rose and gave Kagura a cocky grin. “I
shall not fail you, milady.”

Ryuugen hopped down from the stands and
landed in the dead center of the arena, a crater forming under his
feet from the force of his impact, and dust flying into the air in
a swirling cloud that had been caused by his release of
yokai energy.

The emcee’s eyes were wide but he quickly
pulled himself together and yelled - “Alright then! The second
challenge is sure to be something else folks since one of Kagura’s
Heavenly Four will be facing off with the slaves! Our very own top
fighter that I’m sure all of you know - Ryuugen!”

A gasp went through the crowd of spectators,
many if not all had heard of the powerful member of Kagura’s H4,
Ryuugen - one of her elite bodyguards. He had killed over a hundred
men to earn his place at Kagura’s side...

Ranmaru looked Ryuugen over, sizing up his
opponent with an outwardly bored look on his face. On the inside
however Ranmaru was surprised by the intense battle aura this man
emitted. This was going to be a tough fight. The guy was certainly
no pushover. He was in a whole different league altogether when
compared to a small fry like the wolf demon he had just faced.

Ranmaru had only ever come across one other
of the infamous H4 - and that was the lightning demon Karas. And
that man was also extremely powerful. That meant there were only
three more unknown enemies Ranmaru realized as he looked back up
into the stands. The two other members of the H4...and that strange
man in the pinstriped suit.

Ranmaru had already figured out he must be
the yakuza boss of the Shiro Tsubaki Clan, and he was also a
well-known business tycoon, president of SHIRO TSUBAKI INC, but
then why did he wear a mask? What was he hiding? And who was
he hiding his true identity from? Ranmaru suspected he
was...someone, but couldn’t be too sure. Only time would tell if
Ranmaru’s suspicions were correct.

Ranmaru eyed his opponent taking in his
spiked-up, icy blue hair, narrow and fierce pale green eyes, and
his Chinese-style outfit. The shirt he was wearing was black,
high-necked and sleeveless. It was also very tight fitting and
showed off the demon man’s muscles. The yokai had paired the
shirt with a matching pair of black hakama pants and a
white, green, and blue sash belt. There were white sleeves on his
forearms that had been tied with zigzagging blue and green laces.
And there was a pair of zori sandals on his feet. Ranmaru
noted that his opponent wore no sword and very little armor.

He’s probably a close range fighter,
skilled in some form of martial arts. Perhaps, he also has an
Elemental control. The bastard’s powerful. I’ll give him that.
Ranmaru could not only See but he could also sense the aura of
murderous intent as it was flaring all around Ryuugen - invisible
to those with low spirit energy signatures like Eiji, Kei or Ryoga.
He was thankful that the others couldn’t See Ryuugen’s true
strength in this way anyways since they would have probably run
away screaming for their mothers. His battle aura was just
that intense.

He was dangerous, very dangerous. He should
not be underestimated. This yokai could very well be as old
as Ranmaru himself - therefore hundreds of years old. And if that
was the case he too would have regeneration abilities...this would
be one hell of a long battle. But what could his possible
weakness be? Ranmaru wished he had more to go on.

That’s when Kuroki Ryu chose that opportunity
to speak up. Hmm~ Ryuugen huh? Long time no see...this is just
perfect! Perfect! Kuroki Ryu began to laugh in an insane
manner.

Ranmaru blinked. Perfect? What do you
mean?

I know that bastard. Follower of the Goddess
Izanami back in the day, five hundred years ago give or take a
century. He’s the very same asshole that took my head!

Ranmaru’s eyes widened. He’s the one who
killed you and caused you to bind your soul to a sword in hopes of
one day being able to exact your revenge...against him?

Yes, Kuroki Ryu purred, That’s
right. I’ve been waiting for this moment for a very, very long
time. Ranmaru it looks like we’ll have to go all out against this
guy - and that means working together on this one, Master. He
defeated me the last time we fought - this bastard is no pansy. But
he’s also an arrogant, overconfident, son of a bitch and we happen
to have a card up our sleeve. He’s an ice type yokai and you’re a
kitsune. Fire is his weakness and so we have the edge. It seems
like this time fate has dealt us the winning hand...

An ice type? You’re right, that is lucky.
But I wouldn’t go celebrating our victory just yet. He’s
strong. Ranmaru thought but nodded. Yes, this time I think
we will have to work together, servant sword.

If you really care about your little
friends you had better tell them to back off. He’s coming.
Kuroki Ryu warned helpfully with a sneer, not because he cared
about Ranmaru’s pathetic acquaintances but because he knew Ranmaru
might decide to do something stupid like jump in front of the blast
that was meant for one of those morons and take the hit instead of
them. Idiot.

This was all the warning Kuroki Ryu gave
Ranmaru. Shit. “Get behind me!” Ranmaru declared as he
stepped in front of Kei, Eiji, and Ryoga, unsheathing his sword and
pointing it at Ryuugen. The three immediately obeyed Ranmaru and
all stood behind him.

Ryuugen approached while at the same time he
summoned his yokai energy so that it flared to life in an
aura around him, a blue-tinged aura of icy flames. He held out his
hand and in seconds a sword made entirely of ice had been formed
and then he charged at Ranmaru, sword raised.

Ranmaru followed suit and summoned his own
yokai energy so that it too swirled around Ranmaru in deep
red flames. He empowered Kuroki Ryu and the sword was also
enveloped in flames. Ranmaru then ran forward to meet Ryuugen
and-

The two combatants clashed - their swords
striking each other and sending sparks and spirals of red and blue
energy into the air. Their auras clashed against each other in red
and blue waves. The effect of the two powerful, ancient demons
clashing with each other caused a shock wave of energy to shoot out
and engulf the entire battle arena. This energy almost blasted
Ryoga and the others right off their feet, but Ryoga acted quickly
and dug his sword into the arena ground telling the others to hold
onto him, which they quickly did.

“Whoa. Holy-” Kei was saying when Ryoga
covered his mouth with his hand.

“Kids your age shouldn’t swear.” Ryoga’s
attention then turned to the fight at hand.

“Shit.” Eiji finished for the kid and Ryoga
shot the kappa a glare. “What?” The kappa tried to
look innocent. “He’s right.”

Ranmaru raised and slashed his sword through
the air unleashing a fiery blast upon Ryuugen. Ryuugen slashed his
sword through the air and countered Ranmaru’s attack with an icy
attack of his own. The attacks clashed in midair, each canceling
each other out. They were so far evenly matched.

But then as Ranmaru swung his sword to attack
again Kuroki Ryu seized control of Ranmaru, “I’ll be needing this,
thank you.” Kuroki Ryu declared as he began to draw Ranmaru’s
yokai energy and fox-fire into himself so that the sword
flared brilliantly with red light. This time as the sword unleashed
another attack upon Ryuugen it was mostly fox-fire. Kuroki Ryu
drained Ranmaru of all possible yokai energy, and continued
to feed the attack as it flew through the air-

This attack headed towards Ryuugen, who
brought up his ice sword to block the fiery attack. Ryuugen caused
his aura to flare around him for added protection as well.

The attack hit and Ryuugen successfully
blocked, a confident smirk on his face. All too easy.
However, his feet were skidding across the arena floor as the force
of Ranmaru’s attack managed to push him back-

What the? And then Ryuugen’s sword
shattered and he was flung backwards - flying through the air, head
over heels, tumbling across the ground until he finally came to a
halt. Lying face down on the dirt of the arena floor, the powerful
warrior remained unmoving.

A surprised silence filled the arena -
everyone was in compete shock.

Ryuugen however began to push himself up off
the arena floor, and glared at Ranmaru. He wasn’t one to be going
down that easily after all. No, he still had his own tricks up his
sleeves. He wiped the blood that was trickling down the corner of
his mouth with the back of his hand. “Not bad...” Ryuugen stood
steadily once more. “Not bad at all.” His eyes narrowed at the
sword in Ranmaru’s hands and his eyes widened as he recognized that
spirit energy signature, that aura! “Kuroki Ryu. So we meet
again. But he won’t be able to save you from me, Ranmaru! How about
we take a little trip down memory lane, Kuroki Ryu, and I’ll jog
your memory on how I kicked your ass.”

Ryuugen’s aura began to flare madly around
him as he began to transform into his ‘true’ yokai form. His
face widened and horns shot out of his head. His fingers lengthened
into claws and a tail emerged from behind him. Then as his size
increased and his muscled bulged his kimono and shirt burst
from his chest in shreds of material, and in seconds a man who was
more like a dragon was standing before them. But Ryuugen’s
transformation did not stop there and instead of only having only
one head...several long hydra-like heads began to emerge from his
neck. Creepy. Ranmaru shivered. His body now appeared
translucent and made of ice. He also had diamond-like scales that
glimmered in the underground lights of the coliseum.

“Holy-” Kei was saying when Ryoga beat him to
it.

“Shit.” Ryoga exclaimed seeing Ryuugen’s
impressive yokai form.

Kei’s eyebrow twitched, “I was going to say
‘Holy mother of god’ but yea that works too.”

“We’re so dead.” Eiji nodded his head.

However, Ranmaru appeared to be unfazed and
bravely charged the ice-hydra, dragon man head on. He leapt up into
the air and brought his sword down hard upon the dragon’s scales.
But the scales were too hard - like diamonds - impenetrable.

Ryuugen laughed and batted Ranmaru aside,
like a fly. Ranmaru went flying backwards and skidded across the
arena floor.

“General!” Ryoga cried as he saw that Ranmaru
continued to lay where he had fallen, unmoving.

“General?” Ryuugen questioned aloud curiously
and his eyes widened as he suddenly remembered something. Of
course! Ranmaru! He had wondered where he had heard that name
before...War General Ranmaru...the Celestial Fox that had worked
under the Goddess Inari during the Holy Wars. But then who had
mysteriously disappeared for nearly five hundred years. Ranmaru is
dangerous...I had better kill him now that I have the chance!
Ryuugen quickly strode over to where the fallen Ranmaru lay, and
formed a sword of ice in one of his hands, prepared to bring it
down upon him.

“Dammit.” Ryoga swore, “I can’t just stand
here and do nothing! Not when Ranmaru’s in trouble and needs help!
Not when he’s been risking his life to protect us!” Ryoga raised
his sword and charged Ryuugen, “Hooryah! You stay away from
him! I won’t let you hurt him! He’s my friend!” Ryoga declared as
he leapt up into the air and brought his sword down upon Ryuugen’s
head. The sword hit dead on but Ryuugen seemed completely
unaffected and merely chuckled as he backhanded Ryoga and sent him
flying next.

Ryoga coughed blood as he was sent backwards
from the force of the blow.

“Ryoga!” Kei cried out in alarm and turned to
glare at Ryuugen, “You...you big bully! Why don’t you pick on
someone your own size! You jerk!” Kei cried as he charged Ryuugen
next.

Eiji watched this happen fearfully, “No! Kei
don’t! You little fool! Aw...dammit!” Eiji realized Kei wasn’t
listening to him and that he had no choice but to act. He rushed at
Kei and grabbed him in order to stop him just as he was almost upon
Ryuugen. Eiji gulped as he looked up into Ryuugen’s icy green eyes
that were now narrowed upon him. Uh oh...this is so not
good. Ryuugen raised his clawed hand and brought it down upon
Eiji who turned to shield Kei from the blow. Ryuugen’s claws sliced
deeply into Eiji’s back and he was also blasted forwards, with the
kid still in his arms.

Blood splattered through the air and Eiji
landed on top of Kei. “Eiji no!” Kei cried out.

“Kei…run…” Eiji said weakly before passing
out cold.

“Eiji…Eiji!” Kei tried to shake the man awake
as Ryuugen was approaching them.

Ryuugen then turned his sights on Kei, who
was frozen in his fear, “Looks like you’re next kid.” He gave the
kid a chilling smile.

Kei trembled in fear. He couldn’t do this -
there was just no way. He was going to die. He was no match for
Ryuugen. Kei’s legs gave out from under him and he sunk to his
knees in defeat as he awaited his death.

However-

One of Ryuugen’s heads was suddenly sliced
off and Ryuugen’s other heads howled in rage and pain. But then
another and another head was sliced off and fell to the ground of
the arena with a thud.

The orange and black blur that had executed
this feat landed in front of Kei and he saw that it was none other
than Ranmaru.

“General!” Kei cried out happily, “Yes!”

“Stay behind me, kid,” Ranmaru gruffly
commanded.

Kei hurriedly nodded as he ran to stand
behind Ranmaru.

Ranmaru was about to attack again, however -
Ryuugen’s heads had begun to grow back! Ryuugen cackled madly at
Ranmaru’s stunned expression. “You weren’t expecting that one were
you? Well, I’m just full of surprises, just like you
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