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      The following is a playlist of music that matches the vibe of the story. Songs are loosely in order. All rights to the listed songs belong to their respective artists and copyright holders.

      

      
        
        
        Reflection Eternal- Love Speakeasy

        Béatrice Dupont- Serenity Lake

        M83 - Amnesia

        Chris Malinchak - Crash

        Cinnamon Chasers - Higher Love

        No Suits - 3 Wishes

        Electric Youth- ARAWA

        Com Truise- I Dream (for You)

        Lucy In Disguise- 5 AM

        Phantoms- Do It Again

        Uffie- ADD SUV (feat. Pharrell Williams) - Armand Van Helden Vocal Remix

        DJ Shadow- Midnight In A Perfect World

        DJ Seinfeld- These Things Will Come To Be

        Benny Smiles- When We Touch Rework - Fakenamé Remix

        Ebenezer- Flaws and All

        Violent Idols- Unscripted Violence (Jon Moxley Theme)

        Jonas Brothers- I Believe

        Nitemoves- Mikuni

        Hybrid- If I Survive

        BLVK JVCK,H.E.R.- Mine Luv (feat. H.E.R.)

        Donna Lewis,Nora En Pure- I Love You Always Forever (Nora's Version)

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi reader!

      However you found me, I’m glad you’re here.

      I first started writing this novel in late 2011—but if we count the time bouncing around in my brain, the story truly began somewhere around 2002, or even earlier. A lot of love and time is in these pages, in more ways than one.

      I hope you love the wild ride you’re about to go on. The story has just begun….
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Content wise: This novel would have the equivalent of a USA PG-13 or R movie rating for language, some violence, and dash of existential dread as our MC figures out his lives.

      

        

      
        Enjoy your time…
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      They call me Hagaki.

      But I’ve gone by many names. A few you may have heard in passing at some point, but for the sake of avoiding confusion, I’ll just refer to myself as Hagaki starting now. I’ve led an interesting life throughout the years. Or a few different ones depending on how you look at it. I know enough to blow a conspiracy theorist’s mind a few times over. I can say this because it happened. He’s not doing too well these days, poor guy. In the end, it was too much for him to comprehend. In my defense, it was hard having no one to talk to about my experiences, and he was more than willing to listen. I still take the blame for it.

      I suppose the difference in writing my story instead is that you can digest it all piece by piece and have the option of putting the book down. Plus, it isn’t being thrust upon you in a face-to-face setting by a rambling madman. And, of course, I’ll label this as fiction so that you can easily pass it off as another fantastical sci-fi novel.

      To say I’ve experienced a lot is an understatement. Three platinum records, a Grammy and an Academy Award. Okay, I never received an Academy Award, but I was nominated. It was a courtesy since I was friends with a few members of the committee. The movie itself was horrible. A movie about a rapper’s life, starring the rapper himself. Who could take that seriously? It received decent reviews, but it was just a big advertisement for my latest and final album. And by final, I meant it. The pressure of being in the spotlight caught up to me fast. I was living the life I thought I always wanted, but I lost my friends and a part of myself. I’ve been alone before, but this was different. Being alone in the spotlight is a whole other monster. And I found a way out. That’s why you’ve never heard my name before, even with all my accolades. Don’t worry, I’ll get to that.

      Before I was a Polish-born rapper-actor, I was born in the town of Saitama, Japan. It’ll all make sense soon, I swear.
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      I woke to lukewarm rainwater dripping over my face. The light rain tapped on the wooden roof, the weakest points conveniently over where I slept. My bed was surprisingly comfortable, considering it was just a pile of hay atop loose wood planks. I wiped the water from my eyes and rose, still sitting on the bed. My eyes were still adjusting to the dawn light creeping in through the windows as I realized my surroundings.

      The room was small, but it had everything one would need to survive. On the opposite side of the room was a makeshift kitchen, complete with a large pot and crude utensils. Next to it was a small table with two chairs and a handcrafted lute resting in the corner. I felt at home, even though I wasn’t sure where I was at first.

      The confusion faded, turning into what I imagine it feels to have your head squeezed in a vice. The bigger details filled in first. I was around 20 or 30 years old, Japanese, a soldier of some kind. The dots in my head were being connected, the gaps beginning to fill in.

      I rose from the bed slowly, slightly off balance. Using the wall as support, I regained my footing and headed towards the kitchen area. The pot had a small fire burning underneath it. In the water, a broth of vegetables simmered. Upon further inspection, I noticed the table was set for two. I tried to remember the past few days, but nothing came to me. My mind was a fresh notebook, with the details slowly being scribbled in.

      I stopped for a moment and closed my eyes, trying to think as hard as I could about where I was. As I waited, the imaginary paper in my head filled with the details I was searching for. I was in a small village in eastern China. The memories sped up, flooding into my head making me dizzy again. I looked for something to brace myself against but only caught air. Almost landing on the table, I crashed down hard on the dirt floor next to it.

      “Are you alright?” the voice screamed.

      Dazed, I opened my eyes. Looking up from the floor, I saw a beautiful young woman drop her basket as she looked in from the doorway. Lijuan. The Governor’s daughter. She wore an elegant dark green silk robe that draped close to the floor. The gold trim highlighted her dark shoulder length hair, giving it a warm glow. I remembered her father was in charge of the surrounding provinces of the village I had been calling my home. And I had asked for her hand in marriage not long ago.

      I kneaded my fingers into my eyes, trying to get my focus back. “I - I don’t know what happened.” Through my blurred vision, I saw a haze of green and gold rush towards me.

      “I told you not to stay in this shack overnight! You might have caught something. Let me see your forehead.” She put her palm to my head, which generated a concerned look in her eyes.

      “You’re burning up. Here, sit down and have some soup. I left it cooking for you while you slept.”

      “I’m sorry. I must have eaten something bad last night.” The lie came instinctively, as if I was trying to protect my pride.

      “No, I’m sure you have a cold. This drafty cabin is no good in weather like this, Hagaki.”

      Hagaki. Of course, my name is Hagaki! Despite all the recent memories flooding back, I hadn’t even realized I didn’t know my name.

      Lijuan filled a bowl of soup and set it in front of me. “You really need to stop staying here. Just because some of the locals are giving you a hard time does not mean you have anything to prove. I love you and my father is quite fond of you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      I winced in pain as my vision blurred for a few seconds. Like a flash of lightning, yesterday came back to me. Last night I was visiting the local tavern for a late night drink. As soon as I walked through the door, I felt eyes on me. I’d been living in the village for a few months now, but ever since I announced my engagement to the Governor’s daughter, a select few of the locals were completely against the union. By now I figured most of the naysayers had opened up to me, but tonight I was walking right into the lion’s den.

      I sat down alone by the bar and ordered a drink. The bartender was pleasant, or at least acted so, which I appreciated. The air was humid and I could feel the atmosphere changing since I had sat down. Dim lantern light flickered in the already dark bar, making it hard to see some of the surrounding faces. Most of the patrons eventually went back to their business, except for the whispering in the back corner. Halfway through my drink, they grew louder with more anger in their voices. I heard my name a few times throughout the conversation, which should have been my cue to leave. Should have been.

      A firm hand gripped my shoulder. “You’re not wanted here,” the gruff voice rasped from behind me.

      I set my glass down and turned to face him, still seated which broke his hold on me. I looked up to see Chaoxiang, the closest thing the village had to a bully. He was harmless most of the time, but he enjoyed causing trouble, especially when he drank. He stood over me with a glassy look in his eyes, clearly intoxicated.

      I took a deep breath, searching for the most calming tone I could muster.  “I’m just enjoying a drink, friend.”

      “We don’t want you here. None of us do, outsider.” He motioned toward a table, faintly visible in the darkness.

      I focused in the direction and saw two other villagers eyeing me. One of them was cleaning his fingernails with a large knife. The other took a drink from his mug, keeping his eyes fixed on me the whole time. As he set the drink down, I noticed the table was littered with empty glasses. They were obviously drunk and were ready for a fight.

      “You call me an outsider?” I shot back. I’ve had my run ins over the years, but something about tonight hit me differently. “I’ve lived in this land for well over a decade and you still call me an outsider? I left Japan over twenty years ago. They murdered my mother and brother before my eyes. I escaped with my life. I ask you respectfully, reconsider your opinion of me, friend.”

      He stood there with his eyes fixed on me. I got the impression that he hadn’t expected that, considering when I first settled in the village, I had my own share of late night fights. After meeting Lijuan, I toned down my anger immensely and fought in a more diplomatic way. Oh, but I so wanted to kick his ass, believe me.

      “You - you may have lived here long, but that gives you no right to marry my Lijuan,” he barked back. “She deserves to be with a real man, not some scum born overseas!”

      I rose from my bar stool and met his gaze. We were evenly matched height-wise, but he had a good forty pounds on me.

      I stared at him with a neutral expression on my face. My lips curved into a faint smile. “I was just on my way out.” I dropped a coin on the bar and headed towards the door.

      The entire way out I overheard Chaoxiang calling at me, trying to goad me into coming back. I blocked his voice out of my head and walked out into the cool night air. The moon was almost full and illuminated the small lake surrounding the village.

      I took a deep breath—proud of myself for being the better man and rising above instead of lashing back at him. I turned around towards the tavern just in time to see a fist flying straight at my head. I leapt to the side and grabbed the arm, twisting it behind my attacker’s back in one smooth motion. Chaoxiang screamed in pain as I pushed even harder into his twisted arm. I felt something pop in his shoulder and immediately let go after realizing what I had done. It happened so fast that I didn't take into account that I had likely broken his arm.

      He screamed again as he fought to stay upright, thrown off balance from the pain. “You’ll pay for this, outsider!” Grasping his arm, he hobbled away muttering obscenities quietly to himself.

      I could hear the patrons’ chatter from the tavern—most likely trying to find out what had just happened. I picked up my pace and kept walking until I reached Lijuan's estate.

      Lijuan lived with her father in an elegant mansion on the edge of the village. It was easily one of the oldest buildings in the area and no expense was spared in its decoration. Large arches stood in front of the courtyard, welcoming me into the gated perimeter. There was a small pond in the middle of the brick covered grounds, surrounded by red and yellow flowers. Trees with blue bulbs were scattered throughout, adding to the serene feeling I had whenever walking by. In the past I had come here to read or nap under the trees, but as of late I started to keep my distance.

      Before the past few weeks, I had been staying in her father’s guest house on the adjoining courtyard. It didn't feel right staying there, considering I wasn't officially part of the family yet. I didn’t want to give villagers like Chaoxiang any more reason to spite me.

      I turned away from the courtyard and headed towards the small cabin I had rented when I first arrived in the village. It was in bad condition, but it was all I could afford at the time, and it kept me warmer than sleeping outside.

      The hike up to my cabin was always rough due to the incline of the hill and its distance from the village. To make matters worse, I was already tired from my sparring session with Yun, one of the royal guard. I finally reached the top of the hill and collapsed onto my bed.
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      “Hagaki, are you listening to me? My father hasn’t been feeling well and he wanted us to come visit him today.” Lijuan repeated, with a slight annoyance in her voice. I realized I had been deep in thought over yesterday and apologized.

      “Damn right you’re sorry! I heard you broke Chaoxiang’s arm last night too! No doubt he deserved it, but did you really have to be so aggressive?”

      “I tried to walk away, I truly did. I was just defending myself, I swear.” I wished she was there to see how hard I tried to avoid fighting, this time.

      “You’re lucky he’s one of the most hated men in the village, but it still doesn’t look good for my future husband to be breaking arms and getting involved. Just try to stay away from the bar for a while, please love?”

      I nodded apologetically. “I will.”

      “And you should really start staying at the guest house again. The hike up here is too much for me and it’s probably making you sick staying on this old bed!” A giggle escaped her lips.

      “I will, I will! For you Lijuan, anything.” I rolled my eyes and flashed a mocking smile.

      “Oh Hagaki, quiet you! Finish eating and get dressed so we can visit my father. He’s expecting us soon.”
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        * * *

      

      We walked in to find Governor Guo resting near a crackling fireplace. His room was adorned with elegant tapestries, from hand painted artwork to rich purple linens draped over the windows. He rose off his silk lined chair to greet us with a warm smile.

      “Ah, I was expecting you! Please sit down.” He motioned to the chair next to his near the fire. He embraced his daughter with a quick hug and whispered something in her ear. She nodded and exited towards the garden area of the courtyard. I sat down in the chair beside him and let my gaze drift to the fire.

      “You know, I’ve always been quite fond of you, Hagaki.” He paused and clasped his hands together, looking back with a solemn expression. “It was just over three seasons ago you saved my life from those barbarians, and for that, you have my eternal gratitude.” We both sat in silence, focused on the fire. My mind drifted again, memories unlocking to fill the gaps in my head.

      It was a cold night in the village. The first snowfall of the season had just begun. I was out looking for wood to keep the small fire in my room going when I heard a soft but curious thud. The noise came from the direction of the Governor’s mansion. My curiosity piqued, I headed towards the noise to see three shadows headed straight for the mansion’s front door.

      The rest of the village was quiet and still, most likely bundled up in their homes to keep warm for the night. I crept closer to the courtyard, the smell of iron stronger with each step. And then I saw him. Broken and lifeless, one of the Governor’s guards lay bloodied, thrown into the bushes.

      In the distance, one of the shadows appeared to be wrenching at the door while the other two stood back and watched, weapons drawn. I was outnumbered, possibly alone, and weaponless, but the urge to help far outweighed my fear. The fallen guard's dagger bounced lightly in my tunic pocket as I raced around the other side of the mansion, still managing to keep my distance from the attackers.

      Now on the opposite side of the intruders, I scaled the ivy covered lattice running up the side of the mansion wall. Nearly slipping from the cold sweat and ice on my hands, I made it to the second story and tumbled onto a balcony overlooking the courtyard. The window opened easily, allowing access directly to the Governor’s room.

      He lay peacefully, unaware of the oncoming threat. I crept closer, my hands pointed to the sky, hoping to rouse him without looking like an enemy. Soon realizing his shock either way, I shook him gently, whispering to get his attention.

      “Governor, you’re under attack. One of the guards is dead! You need to get up!”

      He stirred for a moment before shooting upwards in bed. Maybe it was his grogginess or he recognized me, he nodded then compiled and stood.

      “The barbarians must be back,” the Governor said in a raspy tone. “I have weapons in the cabinet over there.” He motioned behind me. “Make sure Lijuan is safe.”

      The pounding of loud footsteps echoed outside the room. I scanned the room and pointed to the large curtains covering the balcony. “Hide behind those, I’ll find her.”

      I grabbed the sharpest sword from the cabinet and started out the door. All three attackers were facing the other direction, looking into each room but gradually making their way closer down the hall. I hoped they hadn’t found Lijuan and hid behind a large statue until the third passed by. The rest was hazy. Flashes of blood stained walls, screams, and eerie silence followed.

      We both looked up from the fire at the same time. The knowing glance told me we were lost in the same memory.  “I didn’t call you here to talk about what happened last night. While I realize you come from a history of battle, your life is your own. However, as you soon wed my daughter, you must always strive for a more diplomatic resolution for the sake of my family name. Regardless, you know you have already received my blessing.” He paused and cleared his throat. “But getting to the reason I called you here. We have more pressing matters on the horizon, and I need to be completely honest with you. The rumors you may have heard are all true. Recently, the Emperor sent an emissary to converse with me on the state of our nation.”

      “But they are known to check in on the provinces every now and again?”

      “They are pushing their unification of our provinces harder than before. In the coming season, we will see more of a direct presence from the Emperor’s Army.” He took a deep breath. “They will station themselves inside the village and will start construction on a new statue in the Emperor’s honor.”

      I heard the rustle of his clothing as he turned to face me, his gaze heavy with emotion. I could tell by his tone and expression that he had already made peace with the fact that he was powerless.

      “This is all good news looking forward. Putting the people first is essential.” I got the impression he was trying to persuade himself.

      I hesitated to be direct, but I couldn’t ignore the inconsistency I noticed. “Your downcast expression says otherwise.”

      “I feel as if my role here is coming to an end. The Emperor has the power to appoint any of his council to the province at will. If reports from the other areas are true, my time in power is limited.”

      “And what if you say no to him? To keep things as they are?”

      “Ah young lad, the Emperor is wise, but ruthless. To do that would be spitting in his face. He would lay our village to ash at just the thought of going against his bidding.”

      “Is there nothing we can do?” I stood from my chair and slowly paced the room.

      “I invited you here because I wanted you to hear this from me directly. And to ask you to be my liaison to the Emperor’s men when they arrive.” He stood and began walking towards me.

      I bowed slightly towards him. “I am at your service, Governor.” As much as I hated this news, I respected Guo and his decision.

      “I’ve heard stories of these men extending their power further than what’s asked of them. I want you to keep an eye out on them, discreetly.”

      “You want me to police the Emperor’s men? What about Yun?” I could feel my heart racing as I raised my voice. “If anyone deserves the honor, it’s him!”

      “Yun will remain my personal guard. These are the times when I will need him most. The Emperor’s success was not due to benevolence.”

      I nodded to him in understanding. “As you wish.”

      The conversation helped piece my random memories together more clearly. As I walked out to the courtyard, yesterday’s sparring session with Yun flowed into my mind.
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        * * *

      

      I paced around the dojo, the sound of my steps dampened by the padding as I kept my eyes on Yun. Sweat dripped into his eyes and down his long, dark beard. His long braid caught the light as he pretended to rush at me, still full of vigor after several rounds of sparring.

      “Want to make this interesting?” He laughed while picking up a wooden training sword, throwing it to me with little time to react. I caught it as he picked up his own and charged at me. I jumped to my side and swung, almost striking his arm. He had thrown his body forward at just the right moment to avoid my wooden blade.

      He cracked a sly smirk. “Not as bad as last time.” We found each other on opposite sides of the dojo now, still pacing each other.

      “You know my blade work is sloppy!” I had been practicing, but I had a long way to go until I was on his level.

      “This is the only way you’ll get better. It might save your life someday!” His voice thundered through the room, far more vociferous than necessary.

      We both took a few seconds to catch our breath and slowly inched closer to each other. He swung first, striking my blade as I parried the attack perfectly, to my surprise.

      “Good!” His voice echoed loudly as he charged forward on the offensive. I blocked attack after attack, but with each block I felt my body weaken. He continued attacking relentlessly, with my entire body feeling the vibration of each clash. With each attack, I was pushed backwards, now leaving little room between my back and the wall.

      I gasped for breath as I desperately tried to speak between the assaults. “Enough!” Yun’s eyes radiated an intense look I had never seen before, which showed no signs of stopping the barrage.

      Our blades met upright and stood still as we met face to face. I could feel his pressure on my blade as I pushed back with my remaining strength. It became more than I could handle and my grip loosened.

      “You’re going to need to learn how to fight if you want to take on the Royal Guard!” He shook his head and laughed.

      I was filled with curiosity. “What are you talking about?” Just then, my arm wavered, giving him all he needed to thrust both swords towards my face. They fell towards me, surrounding my throat leaving me no room to move as they pinned me against the wall. He pushed his sword harder against my throat causing me to gasp for air.

      “I don’t know why he picked you, but you better learn fast. And if you ever even look at Lijuan the wrong way, pray I end you swiftly.”

      He held the blades tightly against me causing my airway to close. My head started pounding and I felt blood rush to my face. I tried to push the wooden blades away, but I was so weakened it was useless.

      Time felt like it was standing still until he finally released his hold and backed away. Since I had been pushing against him, my body fell forward and lay limp on the dojo floor. My hands shot up to my neck as I coughed and gasped for air at the same time. I could see him looking down at me in the corner of my eye with a look of disappointment. He walked towards me and extended a hand. I reached out and he pulled me up fast and gazed into my eyes.

      “You have to learn to fight for your life. Times are changing.” He walked away slowly, leaving me alone looking back with confusion, out of breath.
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      Lijuan was in the courtyard sitting by the pond, singing. Her beautiful song reminded me of the ones my mother would sing for me as a child in Japan, even with weeks of travel in between the two lands. I slowly walked closer, catching her attention after I stepped on a fallen tree branch making a loud crunch. She looked up and smiled but kept singing as if to me. She looked so perfect in the courtyard, surrounded by the colorful flowers and trees. The sun was setting fast, giving her eyes a twinkle that reminded me why I had fallen for her so long ago. I sat down next to her and she stopped singing, turning to face me with a beaming smile.

      “Did you accept my father’s request?” She innocently batted her eyes while smoothing out her gown.

      “How long have you known?”

      “Only a few days now. Father says they should be coming any day now. Are you worried?” She looked at me with a concerned look on her face.

      “I’m confused, but I will do whatever I must to keep us safe.”

      “He keeps saying the Emperor means well and only wants to protect us, but the look in his eyes when he says it, he’s worried about something.” Her smile was nowhere in sight now. She looked out into the gardens and sighed heavily.

      “He’s worried they’re replacing him soon. A regime change in the province.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” She turned to face me, expressing enough worry to break my heart.

      I gripped her hands and let out a faint smile. “Be vigilant, for now.”

      A faint boom reverberated through the air, echoing off in the distance. We both sprang to our feet and turned in the noise’s direction. In the distance, a small cloud of smoke billowed on the far end of the village.

      Another small explosion followed, with the sounds of screaming and pounding. Yun ran from his quarters near the guest house followed by another of the Governor’s guardsmen, both dressed in full leather battle armor.

      “I think the barbarians are back!” Yun ran towards the gate with the other guard struggling to keep up with his stride. “Grab a sword from my room. I hope you’ve been paying attention, Hagaki!”

      I told Lijuan to take her father to the mansion’s cellar and lock the door until we returned. She nodded and gave me a quick kiss before running out the room. I hurried towards Yun’s room, now in search of a weapon. The door to his room was wide open. A half-eaten bowl of noodles sat steaming on the table, which made me realize the danger looming. He took dinner almost as seriously as training. I glanced around the neatly organized room to find several weapons resting against his spare leather breastplate. The armor had seen better days, but I had no idea what I was getting into. I threw it over my tunic and grabbed the sharpest blade I could find.

      I darted out of the room after Lijuan and her father slammed the main door shut, hopefully locking themselves from danger. Off in the distance, I heard the clash of steel against steel. Dark grey smoke rose from the fires spreading throughout the area. I drew closer towards the madness, passing a small hut burning rapidly. The bodies of several villagers lay lifeless around it. I looked away after I recognized a bar patron from last night on the ground, bloodied. Turning my head back to the noises, I spotted Yun and the other guard fending off blows from a small group of attackers.

      Sweat and fear lingered in the air as six of the invaders circled around them. The attackers wore all black armor with hooded masks obscuring their identity. They had no defining markings, but I assumed they were the nearby barbarians who often attacked villagers traveling outside the safety of the province guard. One of the barbarians screamed a battle cry which seemed to signal a message to the other men. Not wanting to find out what that meant, I picked up my pace and rushed towards them.

      Using surprise to my advantage and putting my pride aside, I thrust my sword into the back of an attacker. My aim was off, but I registered a clean hit through the thigh of the man who instantly collapsed, screaming in horror. I pulled my blade out, sending blood leaking down his leggings. He wailed in pain and dropped his weapon, grabbing the wound.

      The scream distracted the other men, giving Yun a chance to launch a killing blow at the nearest barbarian. His attack connected, slicing across the man’s neck, instantly felling him. The other guard was not as lucky and was hit in the chest by an attacker’s mace. The force propelled him backwards until he slammed hard into the wall of a nearby hut, cracking its wall.

      I jumped over to the guards aid but I was too late. Before I made it, his attacker swung the mace again, this time smashing against his skull. The guard jerked to the side from the impact and went limp as soon as the mace passed. Again, using surprise to my advantage, I swung my sword at his attacker’s unarmored legs. The barbarian let out a howl as my blade passed through both ankles, spraying a red mist into the air.

      I turned to see Yun’s blade being removed from another of the invaders’ chest, leaving only two of them. They slowly backed off after taking stock of the bodies around them. In the distance, a horn sounded.

      I looked over to spot another hooded mask, this one in black atop an armored horse watching from a distance. The hood lowered his horn and picked up a bow from his side. With us in their sights, they set an arrow in the bow and aimed in our direction. The two barbarians sprinted away from us, towards the safety of the armored attacker. The arrow remained pointed at us—a silent warning not to follow.

      I stood my ground, feeling somewhat accomplished that we had forced them to retreat, somewhat scared out of my mind that I’d get an arrow in the forehead. Yun, clearly not satisfied with letting them free, started after them. The masked attacker let go of his grip on the string and sent the arrow whistling through the air. Yun twisted toward his left to dodge the bolt but caught it in the shoulder. He shrieked in pain on the fall toward the ground. Not missing a beat, Yun made a feeble attempt to stand, but only managed to get to his knees. I could see the look of helplessness and rage build in his eyes. With one hand still grabbing the arrow in his shoulder, he slammed the other fist into the soil. I looked up to see the barbarians fade into the distance. The cowardly feeling inside me faded after I realized I would have joined Yun on the ground—or had a fate even worse. Trying not to let the what-if scenarios play out in my head, I ran over to Yun and put my hand under his good arm to help him up. To my surprise, he did not refuse my help and stood strong with his head high.

      We walked together towards Master Shen’s house, whose knowledge of herbs had saved my life more than once. We left the battle scene, thankful that the fire in the hut behind us appeared to be dying down. A few other villagers ran out to check on the others involved in the battle, but it did not sound like the fallen had survived the attack.
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