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         The boat slid through the black water.  They were surrounded by silence.  It was as though all the sounds in the world had somehow disappeared.  None of them spoke for fear that their voices would be so loud they would shatter the silence like glass.  When they moved, even the slightest bit, the boat would creak, and it would sound like thunder. Even Daigoro, swimming by the boat, made no noise.

         At the sternpost of the boat stood Okami.  His gaze was on the horizon, which was pitch black.  Just behind Okami sat the armless Akama.  He had an arrow between his teeth, and his bow at his feet.  Across from him sat Yeo, gazing into the black, cold water, his spear at the ready.

         Just in front of Ronin sat Goseki, cleaning his claws.  Ronin couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “Goseki?” His whisper sounded as loud as a war-cry.  Everyone looked at him and then back at the still water.

         Goseki nodded.

         “I fought a man once, Shogun.  He said he was from the Goseki-ryû. Is that yours?”

         Goseki nodded again. “After I left the daimyo, I started my own school.  But I quickly closed it down when I found out my students were using their newfound knowledge for self-gain. Shogun was one of my pupils.”

         “But you taught your students to fight?” Ronin asked.

         Goseki looked at him, disappointed. “Is that what you think this is?  Fighting?  This is a way of life, boy.  All of us here have chosen a way, a path for our lives.  And these paths have led us back to where we started.  Now it’s time to finish what we started.”

         “Shhh.” It was Okami from the sternpost of the boat.

         “When you choose a way,” whispered Goseki, “it comes with responsibility. Responsibility to do what's right.  If you become a doctor, you learn about the human body, and you can use that knowledge to cure or to cause harm.  With all knowledge comes a responsibility.  Ours is to help those in need.  We have to become role models. If everybody helped each other, Nippon would be the greatest country in the world, and no one would suffer.”

         Daigoro neighed nervously from the water.  Ronin’s sword, Gôsuto Mêkâ, hummed at his side.

         “There's something in the water…” whispered Yeo.

         Ronin gazed at the dark water, which was as still as death.

         “Is it the dragon..?” he asked Okami. “Is it the dragon you told me about the first time we met?  The one from whose tooth my sword is carved.  Is it Maleficus?”

         Okami nodded.

         The other warriors looked at Ronin.

         “It's not our voices that attract Maleficus,” whispered Yeo.

         “Nor is it the horse,” Akama said out loud.

         “The dragon has come for its tooth!” yelled Okami.

         At that moment the river around them erupted.  A column of black water rose straight up into the air and instantly drenched everyone in the boat.  The water stank and stung their eyes.

         Daigoro neighed with fear and tried to escape.  The horse's panicked movements made the boat rock, so they all had to hold on tight to avoid being thrown overboard.

         Above them, towered a creature from the deepest pit in Meifumadô.  A creature so vile that most people would faint at the mere sight of it.  It stank of rotten flesh and death and it roared so loudly that their eardrums nearly burst and common sense fled.

         What reared out of the water was a long glistering neck with black shiny scales and spikes, towering at least ten meters above them, its enormous head was filled with the most terrifying eyes and a mouth with teeth as big as knives.  The dragon only had one fang, but that in itself was horrifying enough.  It was twice as long as a katana and surrounded by bubbling green venom that dripped and hit the black water with a sizzling sound.

         This was the mighty dragon Maleficus.

         “Give me the sword, boy!” yelled Okami.

         Ronin started to draw it but Goseki stopped him.

         “Do not draw your sword,” said the former samurai, “only you can control it when it is drawn.”

         With his claws he cut the string holding the sword to the belt.

         Ronin threw the sword to Okami. “Maleficus is only interested in his tooth. I will divert his attention while you attack.  Ronin, take care of your horse.”

         With his usual agility Okami jumped over the gunwale and landed on the water as if it were covered with ice. Then he started running.

         In the meantime Akama fired an arrow.  It hit one of the many hundreds of the dragon’s eyes.  Yeo readied his spear but didn’t throw it just yet. He waited.

         With a wolf-like cry Goseki jumped onto the monster's scaly neck.  He landed between the spikes and began slashing at the flesh with his claws.

         But Maleficus didn’t even notice him.  He only had eyes for Okami, who held the sword.  The dragon's gigantic head swayed high above them and then it rushed down, crashing through the surface of the water with a gigantic splash.

         Every man in the boat held his breath.  When the water was still once more, they could see Okami dashing across its surface.
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