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    Ashes fell from the sky. 
 
    Ruined walls fell apart brick by brick, crumbling onto the blood-stained soil. Houses and buildings of stone and wood fell apart into mounds of glimmering embers and cinders.  
 
    A few corpses arose from the whites and grays, hands and heads and eyes spewing outward into the waking world—skeletal mouths, wrung open in quiet screams. There were infants in there as well, but they were too small for their forms to be preserved in the grayness of it all. 
 
    The gray…  
 
    There was so much gray…  
 
    It gathered on the soil and drifted in the sky. It permeated in the pools around the ruins, amidst the trees, and over the petals of the meadows. It blotted out the greens in the rice fields, turning a verdant land into something… ugly. 
 
    Ashes… ashes and dust and embers for as far as the eye could see. 
 
    The sun was falling, and the whole landscape looked akin to mortal paintings of what Hell must have looked like as fiery beams of light cascaded over the glimmering embers and ashes. 
 
    Mordelo had never seen the realm of the dead, but it must have been as dreary and as dreadful as the sight before him—probably more. 
 
    “Was this… the right thing to do?” Mordelo mumbled as he looked on from the top of a hill.  
 
    Beside him was Lorraine. She sat lazily on the grass. Her eyes were narrowed, and she’d hardly spoken a word after the Order had come and razed the place to the ground. They had been thwarted in the end, of course, and had been forced to retreat as a child had popped up and started dropping singularities atop their heads. But it had been too late by then. 
 
    It had once been a thriving, bustling town. Now, it was nothing more than ruins, left behind by the passing of carnage and destruction. 
 
    Still, the mage-child had managed to kill one of their own, some nameless mage from the Great Khan’s Empire. And one of the weapons, supposedly designed by the vessel, had killed another after unleashing a deadly bolt the size of a spear. 
 
    Eight of the original ten lived on. 
 
    It hardly mattered. 
 
    Mordelo shuddered and sighed. His hands shook. “Was this necessary?” 
 
    Lorraine shrugged. “The Dark One left too much of a mark in this place. At the very least, we should’ve just driven away the townsfolk instead of blowing them up.” The Witch of the Crimson Woods shook her head. “No, it really wasn’t necessary to try and kill them all, but it was necessary to remove his taint. Ultimately, the deed is done, and we won’t be seeing another vessel for another hundred years if we’re lucky.”  
 
    Lorraine stood up and stretched her arms before turning away. Behind them was a veritable mountain of bodies—the homunculi whose use had run out after the destruction of the Dark One’s vessel. Maintaining them had been a hassle. The old man was probably happy to cut the strings off them. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right …” Mordelo turned away from the remains of Hirata and walked after Lorraine. “The deed is done, and it is time for us to return home.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a moment. The others were still in their tents in the distance, resting. The Banishment Ritual had taken quite a lot out of them. Mordelo could hardly keep from slumping, especially after having expended more of his magical stores in destroying Hirata.  
 
    A part of him still wondered if it had been at all necessary. After all, the vessel was already destroyed. Why did they have to destroy an innocent town alongside him? 
 
    There had been children in there—the aged and the sickly. 
 
    They had been innocent in their quest to prevent the end of the world, and yet Uemuji, the Elder, had ordered them destroyed anyway, as though their lives had held no meaning, no weight, and no purpose. 
 
    It was one thing to destroy a child for the sake of the world; Murasaki Jin had been a threat to all life simply because fate had decreed him to be the next vessel for the Dark One. For his own family—for his wife and his child, and even their dog—Mordelo had been left with no choice but to unleash his magical powers upon a young boy, who was probably the same age as his own. 
 
    But destroying a hapless village just because it might have been tainted left a bitter taste on his tongue. 
 
    Lorraine broke the silence. “You doubt the Eldest?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said. “The Eldest is not infallible. No one is. Believing every single word that comes out of his dried-up lips seems foolish to me.” 
 
    He turned to glance at her. Lorraine seemed deep in thought—quite a contrast to her usual impulsive self. She had no qualms about killing off entire cities; it was, after all, how she had received her title. But even Lorraine must have sensed something… odd about their supposed leader. 
 
    “Well,” she began, eyes narrowed. Her demeanor shifted. Lorraine’s tone was almost contemplative as she spoke. “His claim about having destroyed prior vessels doesn’t coincide with the Prophecy of Night. Why would there be other vessels before Murasaki Jin? The more I think about it, the more it doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Mordelo had noticed it as well, though his lack of knowledge in prophecies had stayed his tongue. The Prophecy of Night foretold the coming end of the world in the final battle between the Asura and the Kensei, ushering in an age of eternal night and darkness.  
 
    Uemuji claimed to have stalled the prophecy numerous times generations ago, fervently hunting down the Dark One’s vessels again and again. 
 
    And yet the Kensei had yet to appear. 
 
    The avatars of darkness and light were fated to appear at the same time—two souls whose destinies were locked. Unless Uemuji had also killed the vessels of the Kensei, then there were some major holes in his story. 
 
    What did it mean? 
 
    Mordelo wasn’t sure. It could mean absolutely nothing at all, or it could mean everything. 
 
    And so, he nodded. “Now that you mention it, Uemuji’s claim does seem rather farfetched. But there’s something else. His eyes… they’re the same as those of a madman. Were we even right to destroy Murasaki Jin the way we did?” 
 
    Lorraine chuckled. Mordelo raised a single eyebrow but otherwise stayed quiet. The witch was dangerous, one of the most powerful in their little gathering. Her destructive magic was without equal.  
 
    “I don’t care about the lives of children. I’ve used plenty of them in my rituals. The purity of their souls makes for excellent fuel. However …” Her eyes darkened, “something doesn’t seem right about all of this. I feel like a puppet, dancing under someone’s strings. The fact that this is a clandestine mission at all was enough to put me on edge. Why didn’t Uemuji inform the rest of the Order? Why are we out here in secret?” 
 
    “True. The rest of the Order should have been informed of this mission.”  
 
    Uemuji had refused to explain the need for such secrecy in an already secretive order. They already hid themselves from the outside world, remaining unseen and unheard, but they were not supposed to keep secrets from each other. Didn’t the Order share the same goal? Weren’t they all supposed to try and stave off the destruction of the world together? 
 
    If ten people could do it, then there would be no need for the whole organization to exist at all and yet…  
 
    “We should be careful around the old man,” Mordelo whispered. The camp was already up ahead. “He’s hiding something from the rest of us, and it can’t be anything good.” 
 
    “Agreed. I have some spells I can use to keep an eye on the old man,” Lorraine suggested.  
 
    Since she was a witch, her repertoire of spells was greater than the rest of them, though she was bogged down by the need for complicated rituals, which required sacrifices. Mordelo himself was a Druid, much closer to the animistic magic of the Varnu tribesmen of the far north who communed with the spirits of the land.  
 
    Uemuji was an Animalist, just like the rest of the mages who were unlucky enough to be born in Moyatani. Their magic was potentially powerful, but they were limited to what Magical Beasts they were capable of taming. The Eldest had something that allowed him to control and manipulate flesh, bone, and sinew. 
 
    “Do that, then.” Mordelo nodded. “We’ll need to gather information in the event that this turns out to be an unsanctioned mission.” 
 
    Their whispers ended as soon as they reached the camp. The others were there, mulling about their business. Some were cooking, others were eating, and more than a few were reading. Uemuji, as always, sat alone in his tent, poring through ancient scrolls and forbidden wisdom, as was his apparent hobby. Lorraine walked off into her tent and disappeared into it after closing the flaps. 
 
    At the center of the small camp was a roaring fire, kept alive through many nights by enchanted logs that never ceased burning, even in the rain. Around it was a circle of smooth, white rocks. Mordelo walked toward the open flame and sat near it, extending both his hands forward over the fire.  
 
    “Not used to the cold, eh?” 
 
    He didn’t recognize the voice. 
 
    Mordelo turned to the right. Standing there was a young man of Moyatani origin. He wore a simple white kimono and carried what appeared to be a tea set—two cups and a steaming pot. The scent, carried by the wind, was that of aromatic herbs and flowers. 
 
    The man’s name was Meguro or some such; Mordelo hadn’t really been paying attention when everyone had given their basic introductions. 
 
    His sleeves were folded back, revealing a tattoo of a winged lion on his right forearm and a six-headed snake on his left. Magic oozed out of him. 
 
    Mordelo huffed and nodded. “My homeland is much warmer than your country. Our winters barely last a month if they happen at all. Here, it is as though the whole nation is under some kind of icy spell.” 
 
    Meguro nodded and sat near him. He poured tea into the two cups and offered one to Mordelo. “It is a cold land. I always find hot tea helps greatly in matters of warmth.”  
 
    Gripping the hot teacup, Mordelo brought it close to his nose, taking a long whiff. The liquid inside had a color that was halfway between green and red. “What’s in it?” 
 
    If Meguro was trying to poison him, then the substance would have been laced around the edges of the cup. And yet Mordelo found nothing of the sort. 
 
    So why did he offer him tea? 
 
    Members of the Order hardly socialized unless they already knew each other from outside the Order’s immediate membership. 
 
    “Bloodflower and Jade-leaf. Combined, they create a very delicate sort of tea with a slight hint of sweetness from the Bloodflower petals,” Meguro said.  
 
    Mordelo smiled and took a small sip. He breathed in and out, with his eyes lazily half-closed. The wind blew over them. Mordelo felt chills running over his skin.  
 
    “You should take a sip of yours before it gets too cold. This combination does not taste nearly as good if it’s not hot.” 
 
    Mordelo nodded. His eyes drifted around the camp. Everyone seemed so relaxed somehow. It was as though they hadn’t just burned down an entire town full of innocent farmers and craftsmen. Sighing, he took a sip of the tea and frowned.  
 
    It was bitter—very much so. There was a tiny hint of sweetness from the Bloodflower petals, but it hardly compensated for the bitterness of Jade-leaf, which was a medicinal herb.  
 
    “That’s… something. I thought you said it was delicate. The bitterness of it is overpowering my tongue.” 
 
    It wasn’t bad as teas went. In fact, it was actually quite good. The people of Mordelo’s homeland hardly drank tea. The aged did, but everyone else drank mead and wine. 
 
    Meguro chuckled and smiled just as the wind picked up its pace. It was growing colder by the second. “Forgive me, friend, but I suppose it can be an acquired taste, especially for people from other lands.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been in this country for a few years now, but I still can’t recall the last time I had tea.” Mordelo allowed himself to relax, even for just a moment.  
 
    Meguro didn’t appear to be hostile or aggressive, and so antagonizing him seemed like a foolish idea. Besides, he could use a few more people to talk to other than the unstable witch with pyromania and who knows how many other hazardous predilections.  
 
    Mordelo had spent the last several years in this country tracking down the vessel. He hadn’t made a single new friend in that time, and Lorraine hardly counted as a friend. 
 
    Hell, if she hadn’t been a fellow member of the Order, Mordelo was certain they’d be enemies. 
 
    “I’m guessing the men of the Southern Realms would be more interested in our wine, yes?” Meguro chuckled heartily.  
 
    Mordelo chuckled alongside the man. “Aye, your people’s rice wine is amazing.”  
 
    Mordelo found himself looking back to simpler times, to when he had worked as a simple woodworker in Mizino and imbibed to his heart’s content after a hard day’s work. The wine of his home country was to die for.  
 
    Many foreign nobles and rich merchants imported thousands of barrels of liquor each month. The nation of Mizino produced such fine wine that the Great Khan himself proclaimed them under his protection in return for a constant supply of their finest.  
 
    “But it’s nowhere near as good as the stuff we have from back home,” Mordelo added. 
 
    Meguro’s eyes drifted westward, where the ruined remains of Hirata lay in ashes. “The village we just destroyed… it used to produce some of the finest rice wine I’ve ever tasted in Moyatani. It was definitely better than the stuff they made in the capital, but not quite as good as the ones made in Sado. It’s a shame we had to burn the place down.” 
 
    Mordelo stiffened. “Did we?” 
 
    The man beside him raised a single brow. “Did we what?” 
 
    “Did we really have to burn the place down?” 
 
    Meguro shrugged, taking another sip of his tea. “Does it matter? What is one more village? Didn’t you and that crazy witch blow up an entire castle filled with servants and innocents? Then again, if it was me in charge, I would’ve just left them alone. The Dark One’s corruption doesn’t spread like a disease. It’s more of an insidious parasite in the mind, bringing people closer to violence. But then we’re in Moyatani. Every single person here is predisposed for violence.” 
 
    “Huh …” Mordelo could not help but agree with Meguro’s last statement. Was there something in the water in this country that made everyone want to fight each other in honorable battles?  
 
    The children were also prone to violence, and adults were almost definitely violent in some way or another. Then again, Mordelo might just have gotten used to life in peaceful nations that weren’t in a constant civil war. 
 
    But Meguro had mentioned something he did not quite grasp.  
 
    “The Dark One’s corruption… how do you know so much about it?” 
 
    There was a glint in Meguro’s eyes he did not like. It was eerily similar to the madness in Lorraine’s eyes, but it was subdued. The man’s gaze darted around, likely searching for anyone who was close enough to listen in on their conversation. Mordelo raised an eyebrow, but kept himself quiet as Meguro leaned in.  
 
    “There’s far more going on than what Uemuji told you—far more. Almost everything you know about the Dark One is a fabrication, a lie told by the Order to ensure the world never truly finds out about the Avatars of Dark and Light.” 
 
    Mordelo froze. “What?” 
 
    “Follow the trail of the dark blood, and you will find the answers you seek, Mordelo.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Meguro abruptly stood up, having finished his tea. His voice was much louder when he spoke, “Ah, that was a good conversation, friend. We should talk again, but it is a shame that you will be leaving soon, yes?” 
 
    Mordelo forced himself up, but Meguro was already walking away, and the volume of his earlier declaration had drawn the attention of several of their number. Although most of them were looks of curiosity more than anything. Lorraine’s head briefly emerged from her tent flaps before their eyes met, and she slid back in.  
 
    What was he talking about? 
 
    The foremost expert on anything related to the Dark One was the Eldest, Uemuji, but both Mordelo and Lorraine had already tagged the man as dubious and untrustworthy. 
 
    Shaking his head, Mordelo walked toward his tent, confused. Hundreds of questions buzzed around his head, but there was no one here with answers to them, save for two very suspicious individuals.  
 
    It was probably a good idea to just return to the Order’s headquarters and pour through the tomes that detailed the Dark One’s blight thousands of years ago. There had to be something there that wasn’t fabricated, right? 
 
    Wait, should he even believe Meguro’s words? 
 
    Mordelo sighed. Why must everything be so confusing? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shinji followed the familiar scent. Whatever it was seemed to be lost on him, but he knew it to be something he’d encountered before, something important. It both intrigued and frustrated him, not knowing if this was the will of the Great Spirits or if he was just going off on some nameless trail, like a dog chasing after a butterfly.  
 
    Still, his gut was telling him that this was something important and his gut had never— well… had only sometimes failed him before. 
 
    It had been three days since a massive pulse of chaotic magical energy had passed through the woods and disturbed his nap. Of course, it had come from Hirata, because why wouldn’t it come from a place that was home to two monsters?  
 
    Since then, Shinji had been hard at work putting that town as far away from him as possible. He had run at first but decided on walking once he had reached a safe distance away from that blasted town. 
 
    However, this scent he was following now was taking him slightly backward. It wasn’t leading him back all the way to Hirata, but it was definitely close enough to make him worry a fraction. 
 
    Shinji arrived at the edge of a riverbank after two hours of following the mysteriously familiar scent. His eyes widened when he spotted the figure that was floating down the cold waters. How’d he get here? 
 
    A child floated downriver, eyes closed and skin deathly pale.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ocean’s depths rumbled. Mighty undersea mountains shook and turned to fluttering rubble. Great furrows opened into the blackest, coldest darkness. Leviathans and tiny fish alike swam away from the epicenter, their minds consumed by primal fear and panic.  
 
    There was something there beyond their comprehension—a looming entity so great and so terrible in magnitude that its mere presence altered the space around it. 
 
    Within the ocean of cold and darkness, something stirred—an ancient god of innumerable, uncountable years, and unfathomable power. It had slumbered for eons, waiting and watching as the world around it shifted and turned again and again.  
 
    It had been there before the first raindrop before the first plankton before the first flower before the first trees before mankind had crawled out of the mud and into the light before the skies had become blue… dreaming in a death-like sleep. 
 
    Ancient beyond reckoning, its power was without equal, without challenge. 
 
    Its black eyes opened for the briefest of moments. They shimmered with the light of a sea of stars and nebulous masses before its lids slammed shut and it slumbered once more. 
 
    The time was close. 
 
    It would wait as it had before. 
 
    It would wait for its victory to be assured. 
 
    And so, it slept. 
 
    Soon, however, it would awaken for the last time. 
 
    A great shadow stirred in the heart of the ocean, and a sleeping city slowly awakened. Dark pillars and eldritch towers emerged from the sandy reaches of the ocean floor, reaching out for the surface, like black tendrils grasping toward the light. 
 
    They reached out slowly but surely, and their servants on the earthly surface stirred, a wave of alien thoughts filling their hearts and minds as the towers slowly arose. And yet the changes were tiny and insignificant; no one would notice them before the end. Their claws and their roots were already dug deep into the heart of the world. 
 
    Time was on their side. 
 
    Time was on its side. 
 
    And so, it stirred in the depths of the ocean, but it did not awaken. 
 
    A sliver of its consciousness, however, fluttered into the surface world. It had a new puppet, a new plaything, a new avatar with which to gaze upon the world and its myriad of wondrous insects and gnats. Mankind was always interesting and entertaining no matter what world they happened to infest.  
 
    They were prone to random bouts of violence and carnage that was so utterly intriguing to witness. They were a primitive race, and yet they were industrious and innovative. It was a shame they would all be dead soon. 
 
    But that hardly mattered. There were many worlds out there—many more to devour. 
 
    Time was on its side. 
 
    So, it slumbered and watched. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ebisu’s eyes fluttered open. 
 
    A dizzying wave of phantom pains flared in his head. The boy snapped awake, pushing himself off the ground into a standing position. Trees filled his vision. They were everywhere—left and right. Something stirred in the bushes, sudden movements.  
 
    He didn’t know what it was. His teacher, however, had taught him to attack first and ask questions later when in perilous situations. 
 
    Ebisu had no idea where he was or how he had gotten here. This counted as a perilous situation, right? 
 
    Without another thought, Ebisu raised his right forearm and willed forth his most destructive attack. Faster than the human eye can blink, a black singularity appeared over the bushes and consumed everything and anything around it within a ten-yard radius.  
 
    The singularity expanded, draining all the colors from the world, but Ebisu snapped his fingers, and it disappeared instantly. 
 
    The colors returned, and all that remained was a ten-yard crater. That ought to do it. 
 
    Ebisu released a shaky breath before falling right back onto the ground. 
 
    Why am I so tired? 
 
    “Huh, you just killed our lunch.”  
 
    Ebisu’s head snapped to the side. He knew that voice. He’d heard it before—briefly. A wave of clarity flooded his mind, images and memories of a man floating in a shallow pond, pecked by fishes and insects, dreaming. 
 
    The foreigner looked as though he’d been through a battlefield. His once regal clothes were tattered and ragged, and it was painfully obvious he hadn’t bathed in days. 
 
    Ebisu sighed. “Oh, it’s just you. Where are we? What am I doing here?” 
 
    “We’re in the woods in the frontier territories, far from any lord. As for what you’re doing here …” Shinji ran a hand across his scalp, his fingers digging through the dirt and grime that had accumulated at the top of his head. “I found you floating down a river. When I pulled you out, you were still alive. It’d just be heartless of me to leave you alone when I had the means to help.” 
 
    “A river… ?” Ebisu’s eyes slammed shut as a cacophony of images flooded his mind. 
 
    A great battle raged on as ranks upon ranks of flesh-bound souls marched against them. It took three men to kill just a single one of those abominations, and they never stayed dead for long. Again and again, they pushed against the gates, but again and again, the walls held, and they were pushed back.  
 
    Ebisu stood at the top of the walls, creating spheres of whirling nothingness to decimate entire ranks of the abominations, gravity wells, and other such anomalies that seemed to line his thoughts in dire circumstances. He’d reserved his most powerful spell for last—the black singularity. 
 
    It wasn’t until a stray shot from a scorpion hit a target that didn’t rise again that Ebisu realized there was more than one mage among them. 
 
    The abominations were nothing more than meat puppets, given a semblance of life by magic. If the mage died so, too, should the magic that guided them. If there was only one mage at the head of this army, then it should have stopped immediately. And yet it hadn’t stopped. Their forces kept marching and marching under a constant rain of arrows and bolts and rocks and hot oils. 
 
    There was more than one mage. 
 
    Ebisu’s memories ended there. Try as he might, he couldn’t recall anymore, and trying to do so was giving him a headache. 
 
    A pebble hit his forehead hard enough to knock all his thoughts away at once.  
 
    “Ouch!” Ebisu yelped and narrowed his eyes at Shinji, who grinned back at him. “What was that for?” 
 
    “You’ve been staring into space for the last fifteen minutes,” the foreigner explained, a sheepish look on his face. There was another pebble between his fingers. “I was trying to wake you up, kid.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to throw a rock at me, you idiot!” Ebisu protested even as the annoying pain diminished. By the time he took his fourth breath, the minor injury would cease to be. Still, the foreigner had offended him and would have to pay. 
 
    Ebisu extended his right hand forward and— 
 
    Another pebble hit the center of his forehead, sending him back to the ground. “Ouch! You did it again!” 
 
    “Yeah, kid, listen. If we were fighting from afar and you had a chance to actually use your powers, then I wouldn’t stand a chance.”  
 
    Shinji bent low and glanced at Ebisu’s right forearm. A look of curiosity and confusion crossed his eyes before the foreigner shrugged and pinned down Ebisu’s hand with his own.  
 
    “Now, were you planning on throwing one of your weird space-bendy things at me? Because that would’ve ended badly for the both of us. You’re well aware that you’re not exempt from the destruction of your powers, yeah?” 
 
    Ebisu growled. The pain from his forehead was already gone. The only pain left was the one on his pride, of which he had plenty. He was a noble, after all, trained to rule and govern by his father, and trained to master his senses and his powers by his teacher, the strongest mage. 
 
    It was only right for him to have plenty of pride. 
 
    Fine, the foreigner was far too close for him to use spells. But he could always throw a punch or a kick at him. His master had him train for hours and hours on end to harness the power of his body without relying on his magical powers. Ebisu had punched through a tree trunk after a month of training. 
 
    So, he threw a punch, aimed right for the foreigner’s chin. Ebisu didn’t want to kill him, not really, but he didn’t want the man to get away with offending a noble child either. 
 
    His fist surged through the air.  
 
    Shinji, the foreigner, had a lazy look about him as he raised his right hand and easily deflected Ebisu’s fist away from his face. “Yeah, that’s also a bad idea. How about we don’t fight at all?” 
 
    “No!” Ebisu pulled his right fist back and threw a hook with his left, aimed for the foreigner’s right temple. 
 
    Shinji sighed and lazily hung his head back. Ebisu’s fist hit the air. “Stop it before I throw another pebble at you.” 
 
    “Shut up and take it!” Ebisu leapt high and threw a kick at the foreigner’s jaw.  
 
    The man was taller and likely far stronger than him. Sure, age gaps didn’t matter when his strength was compared to that of an ordinary mortal, but Shinji was a mage—mages were far beyond common folk. Here, the gap between their ages made all the difference. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to stop him from trying to hit the foreigner. He was insufferable and annoying! 
 
    Shinji merely grabbed him by the ankle and flipped him over.  
 
    Ebisu swung his hips midair and landed on his feet. “Damn you!” 
 
    “Children shouldn’t be using such foul language,” the foreigner said, shaking his head disappointedly. “Did Murasaki Jin teach you to talk like that?” 
 
    His master’s name brought the world to a pause. Why didn’t he come back? 
 
    “H-h-he… he didn’t come back …” Ebisu fell to his knees, facing the ground. His limbs were suddenly without strength, without power. Somehow, Ebisu didn’t want any of those things in that moment. “He said he would come back …” 
 
    Tears streamed from his eyes and spilled onto the soil. “But… I waited and waited, but he never came… and then …” 
 
    It was getting harder to talk; the simplest of words would not come. All Ebisu managed was a series of croaks and hiccup-like noises in place of actual words. To make things worse, the tears were clouding his vision. He could hardly see anything through the soft haze.  
 
    “Murasaki Jin disappeared?” The foreigner sounded a tiny bit shocked, but also a tiny bit relieved. But there was something else in his tone as well: confusion. “How… how did that happen?” 
 
    Ebisu wiped the tears from his face and forced down the sobs threatening to burst out of his chest. It hurt. There were very few things that could hurt him ever since he had discovered his powers and his master had honed them, but he was hurting. The pain came from deep within his chest, and he had no idea how to get rid of it. He wanted it gone. 
 
    He could heal deep gashes that exposed his bones to the wind, but why wasn’t he healing through this as he’d wanted? 
 
    Shinji sighed. “Forget I asked.” The foreigner knelt beside him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Just… let it out. Don’t try to fight it …” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Murasaki Jin was gone? 
 
    No, that was impossible. The spirits wouldn’t be so alarmed over someone that could be killed and removed from the board this early into the game. That little monster still had a purpose. though, what happened to him, Shinji did not know, and it seemed little Ebisu was not in the right state of mind to give him an actual answer.  
 
    The visions I’ve seen through Murasaki Jin, though I do not understand them yet, have at least pointed out his importance in the grand scheme of things. Death would not so easily claim him. 
 
    The boy seemed lost and confused. He was in pain, and he didn’t know how to deal with the pain, likely from having gotten used to regeneration—mages were not exactly known for dying through mortal means. But… emotional pain was one of the few things they still shared with humanity. Hell, mages seemed to suffer more as they’d gotten so used to not feeling anything other than excitement. 
 
    Shinji had gone through something similar once.  
 
    So, he did the only thing he could do. 
 
    He knelt and tried to comfort the crying boy. 
 
    And he did it in the manner his older brother had once done after a rather nasty fall from atop a tree branch. 
 
    “Just… let it out,” he said. Those had been his brother’s exact words. Huh, I can’t even recall what my brother looks like… “Don’t try to fight it …” 
 
    And then he found himself repeating variations of those same words for the next hour or so. Ebisu’s sobs gradually died down into quiet whimpers, his heart and mind no longer as burdened by the grief of loss. 
 
    Shinji found himself at a crossroads—should he tell the boy about the prophecies and the visions? No doubt the child wouldn’t understand them, but Ebisu was an intelligent young boy who would—at the very least—realize the gravity of his master’s presence and the role he was meant to play in the world’s grand stage. 
 
    But then… what would the point be? 
 
    The boy himself said Murasaki Jin hadn’t returned, which meant the little monster had probably gone off gallivanting into danger and gotten himself injured or worse—still, not dead. Oh, Shinji was no fool. Monsters were not so easily killed, especially ones that made the spirits weary and outright frightened. But telling the boy didn’t feel right. He’d simply run off back to that monster and the world would be worse for it. 
 
    Ebisu had potential. He had more potential in one pinky than most children in the academy had in their whole bodies—well, those of the same age, at least. No… I’m not about to lead him back to that monster. 
 
    Shinji leaned down and forced a smile. 
 
    Ebisu sniffled before turning his head upward. The boy’s eyes were red and puffy, but there was a certain fire in them, a rare glint only ever seen in people whose whole lives hinged on a single purpose. Shinji hardly needed to ask what Ebisu’s profound purpose happened to be. 
 
    Shinji leaned back and stood. “There, it feels better to just let it out, yeah?” He extended his hand toward the downed boy. “Come on, let’s get you up and about.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded and grabbed Shinji’s hand. The child remained quiet. His eyes stared into the heart of the woodlands. Those orbs seemed dead and dull, but there was a fire behind them still.  
 
    It would take a great deal of work to give the boy proper direction and guidance so that his own fire didn’t burn him before it was too late. Vengeance, after all, was a poisonous thing that drove even the best of men to their doom. 
 
    Pulling the boy to his feet, Shinji gently ruffled Ebisu’s hair before speaking. “We should probably get some food since you killed the rabbit I happened to snare.” 
 
    Ebisu blushed despite himself.  
 
    Shinji chuckled. “Don’t worry, there’re plenty of game in these woods, and it’s not under anyone’s territory so we technically wouldn’t be poaching.” 
 
    “Huh. Dad didn’t care too much about poachers …” Ebisu muttered, his eyes suddenly gaining a little color. “He’d give them a slap on the wrist at worst and ignore them at best. ‘There’s plenty of food for everyone in my lands,’ he’d always say. The poor folk loved him for it. Soon enough, poachers began offering him portions of any game animal they happened to catch—even hares and birds. And then, one day, poaching was no longer outlawed in his lands.” 
 
    Shinji raised an eyebrow. Poaching was usually severely punished by the lords of the land. But considering the vastness of lord Arima’s estate, as opposed to the population that actually lived there, he might have been in the position to simply ignore poaching altogether.  
 
    After all, with so few warriors and levies to call on, it would be impossible to police every bit of territory under his rule.  
 
    “That sounds… reasonable. Did Murasaki Jin not object to this? He seemed to me like the kind of man to object to such a policy.” 
 
    Ebisu shrugged. “I don’t know. Master didn’t care too much about the daily lives of the peasant folk.” 
 
    Shinji observed him for a moment, keeping watch over every minor facial movement. The mere mention of Murasaki Jin was enough to bring about a profound sadness to the boy. But there was nothing Shinji could do about it now. He wasn’t exactly an expert on dealing with the emotions of children—or people in general.  
 
    He merely reached out and laid a hand on Ebisu’s left shoulder. “Come on, let’s go catch something. We may be mages, but we’ll need to eat at some point.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded but stayed quiet as they walked farther into the woods.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The path of the dark blood?” Lorraine raised an eyebrow and shot an incredulous look at the dullest man she’d ever met in her entire life. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Mordelo’s face was as plain and boring as ever as he shrugged. Her companion wasn’t much to look at. Everything about him was normal, mundane, and his clothes were banal and uninspired. He’d taken to the local fashions but had chosen the ones reserved for the peasant folk instead of anything befitting of the nobility.  
 
    Mordelo was clean, at the very least. He didn’t stink like everyone else around her, which was nice. But a little bit of flare and style would’ve done him a world of good. Outside of Moyatani or any of the Eastern Kingdoms, the man could probably just walk into a crowd, and no one would’ve noticed his absence or his presence.  
 
    “I honestly have no idea what the man was talking about,” Mordelo said. 
 
    Lorraine nodded. Meguro didn’t seem like the type to actually know what he was talking about either. Unlike Mordelo, who was only dull, Meguro was both dull and stupid, which were two words she could use to describe just about everyone else in the Order, barring a few exciting faces.  
 
    “Yes, he told you the stories were false, yeah? He must have some kind of evidence to make a claim that bold. Or he might just be crazy, and I’d be doing him a favor if I incinerated him right now.” 
 
    “Uh, you shouldn’t do that,” Mordelo muttered in his usual dour tone. “Though, I will agree with you that he is rather… odd. He strikes me as someone who might make up stories for the fun of it—for chaos. I saw it in his eyes, a familiar… madness.” 
 
    The Witch of the Crimson Woods raised an eyebrow, daring Mordelo to make that one last connection.  
 
    The man coughed into his hand and cleared his throat. “Anyway, I think it’s best if we at least try to figure out what this path is—if it’s an actual path at all. It might be the name of a book or a religion or something else that’s not literal as it always is when it comes to magical things.” 
 
    Lorraine had to agree with that last bit. Her own title, the Witch of the Crimson Woods, wasn’t given to her because she was a literal witch in a forest of crimson trees; that would be stupid. No, she had earned that title after slaughtering an entire army and bathing the woodlands in so much blood the soil had turned red and slick with blood. 
 
    And because there were actual trees with red leaves, but that wasn’t the point! 
 
    She nodded. “So, one of us will have to scour the library. I’ll do it.” 
 
    Mordelo gave her a questioning look, and Lorraine shrugged. “What? You’re the one who loves trudging through muddy roads and mingling with the local folk,” she said. “I can’t spend an hour in any village without wanting to kill something, and that might turn problematic, yeah?” 
 
    Lorraine had never understood that particular urge. She had taken her first life as a child. She’d murdered her neighbor’s dog and had used its blood to draw arcane symbols on the ground, which had morphed the poor creature’s corpse into an abomination of flesh and bone.  
 
    It had then gone on to destroy her childhood village before it had finally been brought down by a force of knights and mages. By then, of course, it had already wreaked havoc upon the countryside, and her whole family was already dead. Lorraine couldn’t recall how old she had been when it had happened, but she was quite certain that she had been a child at least. 
 
    She wanted to kill, to feed her magic with blood and souls. She wanted to gather sacrifices and spread destruction wherever she went.  
 
    Though Lorraine never really understood why she wanted to do that. It hardly made sense to her, especially after her urges had led her to slaughtering her foster family and the dog before turning them all into flesh-bound ghouls and setting them loose upon her neighbors for the heck of it. 
 
    It was only as she grew older that Lorraine figured out how to rein in her urges, but it was difficult. Pulling herself from the brink time and time again was not nearly as easy as it seemed.  
 
    The one thing that kept her in check was the Order, as she couldn’t just slaughter her way through a veritable army of mages, many of whom were stronger than her. So, she’d holed herself up in the Order’s headquarters every time she could, hoping to avoid mortals and… animals. It wasn’t a perfect solution. heck, it couldn’t even be called a good solution, but it was the only thing she could think of doing. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t as though the Order actively cared about her body count—or village and city count—and so Lorraine would allow herself to indulge from time to time. It had taken her a very long time to realize the fact that she… did not really enjoy what she was doing, and what she’d done, to all those people. 
 
    But she just couldn’t stop. 
 
    “I agree,” Mordelo said, sighing. “If I let you wander the countryside, we’d have a string of butchered villages on our hands and thousands of dead villagers, and nobody wants that… especially not when this whole nation is about to descend into war. So, I agree. You should be the one scouring the libraries for information.” 
 
    “How are you planning on doing that, by the way?” Lorraine asked. 
 
    She ran a hand through her red mane and brushed off the thick strands that’d become thickened with constant exposure to dirt and grime. It’d been nearly a week since she’d last bathed. Luckily, when everyone smelled bad, no one smelled bad.  
 
    When she was met by Mordelo’s confused frown, she continued, “Where would you even start?” 
 
    Mordelo’s face at that moment reminded her of that one time she had walked up to a guard and asked him why his daughter screamed so much. 
 
    “I… don’t know,” Mordelo admitted. “I suppose I’ll have to do a little research on the local myths and legends from the locals and find out everything I can about this path of dark blood. Someone somewhere is bound to mention it at some point. I’ll just have to talk to a lot of people and follow a lot of trails and loose leads. Honestly, this could turn up something that will shake the core of the Order, or it could simply be a waste of time.” 
 
    Lorraine didn’t like it. This plan was shaky and uncertain at best and was probably a trap of some kind at worst. It was probably better to just beat the information out of Meguro, but it wasn’t as though she could easily kill a fellow member of the Order without consequences.  
 
    Well, it’s not like anyone’s going to miss him, but I don’t know his capabilities either. Meguro hasn’t shown anything worth noting yet, but he’s a part of the Order for a reason. I can’t wait to cut him open someday! 
 
    She shook her head. That last bit of thought hadn’t been her own. “It definitely sounds like it’s the latter, but I’ll be sure to search the libraries for anything of value, though, considering its importance, I doubt they’d leave anything there for everyone to see.” 
 
    They were talking about a secret the Order was keeping from its own members. The chances of it being in the library were slim at best. Still, it couldn’t hurt to look. After all, lies upon lies upon lies should eventually give way to inconsistencies in the established story. It was unavoidable.  
 
    If the truth was hidden somewhere, the tiniest bits of these seemingly unremarkable holes should lead her to it. 
 
    Lorraine sighed. This wasn’t her usual method of dealing with things. She much preferred to just start burning or mutating everything and everyone around her till enough people were dead and gone and she’d had her fill of carnage and regret. But this conspiracy of theirs needed a subtler approach than what she was used to.  
 
    Lorraine didn’t like moving in the shadows and acting in the dark; spies and assassins did both of those things, not her. She was a witch—a destroyer and a scholar. 
 
    But she’d have to do. 
 
    “Very well, I’ll do my best to find anything,” Lorraine said, sighing.  
 
    She looked ahead. The others were already breaking camp and gathering their things. Their little group would be moving ahead soon. Once they reached the port city of Ishida, it’d be goodbye for everyone.  
 
    Mordelo would remain in Moyatani, the others would scatter to wherever it is they wanted to go, and Lorraine would return to the Order’s headquarters. She also did not want to stay in any population centers for longer than thirty minutes, otherwise her lesser self might get a few funny ideas with the natives. 
 
    She glanced around. “We should start packing our things. Even the old man’s already breaking his tent.” 
 
    Mordelo nodded. “I hope this bears fruit.” 
 
    Lorraine nodded. For once, she agreed wholeheartedly. “I hope so as well. Good luck on your journey, Mordelo.” 
 
    “And good luck to you as well, Lorraine.” 
 
    Turning away, Lorraine walked over to her tent and paused. 
 
    Did she even need most of this stuff? 
 
    She only ever carried a few clothes and some water. She hardly needed either of those things at the moment since they were trekking across a fertile land filled with clear and cool rivers. She needed no food as wild game came aplenty.  
 
    And Lorraine hardly ever changed her clothes unless there were only strips hanging off her person and her assets were in full view of the world. 
 
    The tent itself was useless since she didn’t need to sleep. The growth of her magical powers had seen to it that she didn’t need most of the things mortals needed to survive. 
 
    And so, she went in and grabbed only the one bag she had, which contained her clothes and a few talismans. Everything else within the tent was unneeded, especially now that their escapade was over, and life would slowly ebb back into normalcy. 
 
    Lorraine extended her right hand forward. Well, she could’ve used any limb she wanted to. Her magic wasn’t nearly as limited as the strange magic of the children of Moyatani. Though, hers was far more difficult and far more complicated than simply waving a hand and incinerating an entire forest. 
 
    First, she willed her magic to gather into a central point, that being the tip of her index finger. From there, she caught two particles from the wind and, with her magic, forced them to collide against each other at speeds so fast she couldn’t possibly comprehend it, but her magic did for her.  
 
    The collision brought about a single instance of immense heat. Her energy reached for that heat and multiplied it again and again and again, defying the natural laws of the universe itself. 
 
    All of this happened faster than the blink of an eye. 
 
    A great jet of superheated gas shot out of her finger and immolated her tent and everything inside it in a matter of moments. A few of the other Order members turned to look, but most of them were long since hardened by Lorraine’s profound eccentricities, even Uemuji. they looked once before turning away. 
 
    A few hours later, the remaining eight mages found themselves trudging through miles and miles of forestry. They kept away from the roads, out of sight. It was much easier to hide now than it was before since the Eldest had gotten rid of their homunculi army after destroying Hirata.  
 
    Now, they didn’t need to fear entire legions bearing down on them, thinking they’d come to invade and raid, pillage, plunder. 
 
    Lorraine kept to herself as did Mordelo. 
 
    The group traveled in silence, trudging through frozen tracts of land, across vast acres. Unlike the northern woodlands, Lorraine noted, the forests of the southern reaches hardly contained any magic in them.  
 
    They encountered no Magical Beasts, only mundane creatures that hardly sparked her interest or her creativity. Sure, boars and elk and deer were good for eating but, other than that, they weren’t of much use to a mage. They headed southeast toward Ishida, the port city. 
 
    Five days passed uneventfully. Lorraine would’ve preferred to have simply sprinted the whole way through, but Uemuji insisted on subtlety. Again, it was obvious that the Eldest did not want to be found out by anyone, especially not other members of the Order who might be skulking around the place.  
 
    After all, Ishida was where they usually congregated outside the Headquarters; a few of their regional portals were located in the bowels of the city. 
 
    Finally, on the sixth day, their little party reached the outer gates of Ishida. There, they parted ways and dispersed into the never-ending crowd of people coming and going—merchants, farmers, scholars, and warriors. The port city had no shortage of people. 
 
    Already, Lorraine felt chills running across her body. Her urges were screaming, raging. They wanted her to kill and mutate and destroy and bring about great suffering and carnage. For a moment, the Witch of the Crimson Woods was nearly tempted to do just that, especially after a gruff-looking merchant smashed against her right shoulder and had the gall to scream at her for it. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going, you whore!” he screamed. 
 
    It would’ve been so easy. All she had to do was to raise her hand and rearrange all the molecules in his body until he was nothing more than a shambling monstrosity bent on causing havoc.  
 
    It would’ve been so utterly easy, and no one would’ve been the wiser—not even the other Order mages would’ve protested since it would not have alerted the local mages of the Imperial Academy of their existence. 
 
    And yet she didn’t. 
 
    She didn’t do what her urges screamed at her precisely because it was easy, because it was too easy to use her powers for something so petty, because it was too easy to fall into the deep end and become nothing more than a mindless dog that needed to be put down.  
 
    Lorraine did not want to kill despite her urge to do so. She wanted to punish and humiliate the merchant, but there was no way she’d be able to do any of that without turning him into a putrid mass of flesh, bone, and sinew. 
 
    So, she did one of the hardest things she’d ever done. 
 
    Lorraine ignored him and continued on her way, her hands shaking and her eyes wide with barely restrained fury and indignation. The man didn’t bother chasing after her as some nobles would’ve done, and he was lucky he didn’t. If he had, Lorraine wasn’t sure if she would be able to contain herself. 
 
    It’s not worth it. It’s not worth it. It’s not worth it. She repeated the words in her head again and again until the people around her became nothing more than a blur. Their once-human shapes became hazy enough so as to deter her urges from surfacing and taking over what little remained of her sanity.  
 
    The walls were crumbling, Lorraine knew. All she was doing was making sure to keep whatever was left. 
 
    The guards cared little for passports or stamped documents; Ishida was open to all and that meant people from all walks of life were allowed to enter freely, from the most decadent to the lowest of the low. 
 
    Lorraine walked through the open gates and ignored whatever attention was sent her way. Foreign women were a rare oddity in Moyatani. Foreigners in general were regarded with scattered degrees of contempt and suspicion, but foreign women in particular were looked at as though they were rare, luxurious goods. Her fiery red hair did little to deter the local folk. 
 
    She blurred everything out and walked onwards as fast as she possibly could. Around her were hundreds of stalls and buildings, filled with business establishments, both local and foreign—restaurants, dye shops, weavers, and all manner of artisans made their home in Ishida.  
 
    Aside from the capital, the port city was known to be the most advanced city in Moyatani. It had long since left the notion of surviving and was actively thriving. The massive town bustled with activity, filling her ears with sounds she wouldn’t have otherwise heard if she’d stayed in the woodlands. 
 
    That made controlling her urges even harder. 
 
    Still, Lorraine made do as she rushed toward the one place she knew she’d be alone. Her thoughts and senses blurred. Her body moved automatically, each muscle remembering each step, each movement that would lead her to her destination. Lorraine wasn’t thinking anymore; she’d stopped doing that the moment her urges started screaming. 
 
    Her right hand surged forward, pushing aside the wooden door. Lorraine nearly leapt inwards in her haste. The door closed on its own behind her. And, suddenly, all the noises of the world disappeared. Her mind and her senses returned, and Lorraine found herself in a familiar place.  
 
    It was an empty house she’d rented the day she had first set foot on Moyatani. It was once owned by a family of merchants who had lost all their fortune after the eldest son supposedly had gambled away all their money. She had bought it and placed numerous seals and talismans on the walls, the ceiling, and on the windows. They had only a single purpose: to isolate her from the outside world. 
 
    From within her bastion, Lorraine would see no mortals outside her windows, and neither would they see her in turn. She wouldn’t hear them; she wouldn’t even know they existed until she opened her door. 
 
    There was a single bed. It hadn’t been used in a while. 
 
    As much as she wanted to, however, Lorraine was not here to rest. She and Mordelo had a mission, and the sooner she started her research the better. It would also be a worthwhile distraction that was sure to take her mind off turning innocent people into mindless monsters. 
 
    Something shimmered in the empty air in the middle of her abode. Time and space crunched and cracked and swirled. Green energy spilled forth like mist.  
 
    A wave of cold passed over her form, but Lorraine was neither surprised nor ignorant of what was going on. The shapeless vortex cackled and twisted, and more of the same green energy poured out of the gaps that’d begun to appear on empty space. 
 
    Lorraine stood up and walked toward the shimmer, pausing in front of it. “Hurry up!” 
 
    After three seconds of waiting, a portal opened forth with a thundering boom that would’ve been loud enough to catch the attention of the mortals outside if not for the numerous talismans she’d placed all over.  
 
    The portal shimmered with emerald energy. A swirling pool of green energy undulated at its center. It would take her directly into the Order’s headquarters. 
 
    It wouldn’t hold for long. 
 
    “Finally …” With a scowl, Lorraine walked through and disappeared, leaving behind only smoking dust and green mist.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kuroma Miyuki grunted as she reached for a piece of cloth that’d fallen on the side of the riverbank. 
 
    The sun was high in the center of the sky, bearing down on her from behind a chorus of dark gray clouds. Her mother had instructed her to gather the clothes they’d hung outside their hut the day before, but her little brother’s haori had fallen into the river nearby, carried by the wind.  
 
    Miyuki had spent the last ten minutes chasing after it until the bright crimson cloth simply drifted onto the riverbanks. 
 
    The river was shallow and calm. Many children bathed and played in it, and so Miyuki had little qualms about wading into the cool and clear waters to grab her brother’s clothes. So, she did. 
 
    “Ah, I’m gonna have to hang this again—stupid wind.” She grumbled under her breath, frowning at the sight of her brother’s dripping haori.  
 
    They didn’t own a lot of clothes. Her family was poor, and everything they had they possessed only after a great deal of effort. Her mother made most of their clothes from leftover threads, pilfered from her workplace in the town where great looms discarded cloths and materials of lesser quality. 
 
    Ikoshu was a small town that bordered the northern front of the frontier lands. Once, it’d been under the protection of the Murasaki family, but everything had changed when the once powerful clan had been destroyed several years ago when they had attacked another clan’s dignitary and were attacked in turn, leading to their ultimate demise.  
 
    Now, the territory around Ikoshu was under the very loose governorship of the Muramasa family, whose only purpose seemed to be the collection of taxes and nothing more, leaving the town to fend for itself against bandit raids and disease. 
 
    Life was hard for the people. The only thing that kept them alive was the constant visitation of merchants who traveled from the far north and into the south or into frontier lands. Life was difficult, but there was life. The people of Ikoshu certainly weren’t thriving, but they weren’t crawling in the mud and dirt either. 
 
    Miyuki, alongside her mother and brother, lived in the outer edges of Ikoshu, near the river that flowed from the west and trailed southwards. Her mother, Aiko, worked as a seamstress in the local clothes shop.  
 
    Meanwhile, her brother, Haru, spent most of his time either playing or fishing. He wasn’t old enough to work yet, but the boy seemed to possess an almost unnatural skill with catching fish. Miyuki managed their house, cooking, cleaning, and whatever else needed doing. 
 
    Her father had died long ago, mauled to death by a bear that spat fire and lightning. 
 
    She still wasn’t sure if she should be happy or sad. 
 
    Any man who hurt his own wife probably deserved whatever punishment the cosmos deigned to give them. 
 
    Shaking her head, Miyuki reached down to twist the water out of the edges of her kimono when her eyes caught something floating downriver. Carrying her brother’s drenched clothes, the young girl followed the riverbank and kept her vision fixed upon whatever seemed to be bobbing up and down the water’s surface. 
 
    She took but another step before her eyes widened. She dropped Haru’s haori on a patch of dry grass and earth before running into the waters. Her strides were slow. She wasn’t used to moving swiftly.  
 
    “Hey! Are you all right?!” 
 
    It was a boy. He was probably only a few years younger than Haru. When Miyuki looked closer, she saw the hundreds of cuts and bleeding wounds all over his body, leaving a trail of crimson clouds underneath the water.  
 
    A school of carnivorous fish followed him, pecking and biting off tiny bits of his skin and flesh. Miyuki reached into the water, drenching her sleeves and immersing herself in the cold and driving off the fish. 
 
    She pulled him onto the riverbank. “Help! I found someone in the river!” 
 
    Ikoshu was small, its houses built close to each other. It didn’t take long for someone to hear her voice and come running to help. Farmer Ichiro, a kind old man who owned the farmlands around the town, arrived with a frantic look. His eyes turned panicky when he saw the boy’s pale, wound-ridden form. He rushed toward them with a grim look, kneeling on the ground and laying a hand on the boy’s neck.  
 
    “He’s still alive—barely. What happened?” 
 
    Miyuki released a quiet sigh at the news. “I don’t know what happened to him, sir. I just found him floating down the river, covered in wounds, chewed on by fishes.” 
 
    She took a moment to examine his features. The boy had long black hair that was scattered messily about his face. Miyuki brushed back his locks and beheld a pristine face. He was pale, like a ghost. His lips were cracked and dry, and the bags beneath his eyes were darker than her mother’s bags after a long day of work.  
 
    Beneath his skin were streaks of black veins. They pulsated softly as though they themselves were not a part of him. He was handsome—in a noble sort of way, not the kind of handsome she often saw in men who toiled in farms all day. His face was soft, and his eyes shook rapidly behind his eyelids. 
 
    He was having a nightmare. Who are you? Where did you come from? And what happened to you? 
 
    “If you’re done staring at him, I’d like your help to take him to the herbalist.” Farmer Ichiro cleared his throat.  
 
    Miyuki’s face flushed at the implication but could only nod as the older man stood.  
 
    “Grab him by his legs. He shouldn’t be too heavy to carry—” 
 
    The old man suddenly paused, his eyes drifting to the side as though caught by something. Miyuki turned over her shoulder to glance at whatever it was farmer Ichiro happened to be looking at. “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think there’s something else over there—caught by the reeds.” The old man gestured with his face.  
 
    Miyuki nodded and looked toward the bed of reeds. True to farmer Ichiro’s claim, there truly was something caught in them, a lengthy object of some kind. It glinted with a faint crimson light, but most of it was obscured by the water’s surface.  
 
    “It might belong to the child. Grab it and let’s go.” 
 
    Miyuki nodded, briefly glancing toward her brother’s clothes before wading back into the river once more, fully drenching herself as she did. Still, she’d done this many times before, and it wasn’t really much of a bother at this point. Sighing, Miyuki dipped beneath the water’s surface and reached out toward the thing entangled by the reeds. 
 
    The moment the tip of her finger made contact with the object, an unnatural sense of dread filled her. Dying screams and agonizing cries echoed in the back of her head, despite being underwater.  
 
    It was horrible, like listening to the death throes of thousands, each one dying a painful death. The young girl wanted to scream. She might’ve done so, but Miyuki could hardly hear anything beneath the river’s surface, calm as it was. 
 
    The cold dread brought her to a pause. Miyuki felt eyes watching her from the shadows—dark, hungering eyes. 
 
    A part of her wanted to run, to be as far away from the object as possible. It wasn’t right. Its presence was scary. Miyuki didn’t want to be anywhere near it. 
 
    Yet another part of her—one that held more power than fear—was curious beyond reckoning. Who was this mysterious boy? Where did he come from? What happened to him? What was this sword, and why did it feel so overwhelmingly evil? Could objects even be called evil? They were only tools, weren’t they?  
 
    Hundreds of questions flooded her mind, and a strange, fluttering heat made its way into her chest, filling it with a strange warmth she'd never felt before. 
 
    Life in Ikoshu was nothing if not monotonous. Everyday single day was the same: wake up, clean the house, cook breakfast, clean the bowls, cook lunch, prepare the beds, clean the house again, cook dinner, clean the bowls yet again, and finally sleep.  
 
    And Miyuki hated it. She hated how dreary her life was and how everyone seemed to be fine with it. She hated how the same set of things seemed to happen again and again and again without cease, without pause. She wanted a way out, something to break the endless gray that’d occluded her life. 
 
    Then this boy showed up with this strange object, breaking the monotony that ruled her life. 
 
    Miyuki wanted more—ripples and random things, events and happenings beyond the mundane and the normal. She wanted something, anything that wasn’t a part of her life already. 
 
    And so, with a gulp, Miyuki reached down and grabbed the object by its tip and pulled it out of the reeds. It was heavier than she’d expected, but yet, it was light. The weight came from somewhere beyond physical reasons—or her arms were just tired.  
 
    Wheezing, Miyuki practically leapt out of the water, cold winds bearing down on her made all the more potent by the drenching of her kimono. She’d spent more time underwater than she’d realized. Miyuki rushed toward the old man and presented the object to him. 
 
    It was covered in river mud and grass. Most of it was already falling off the thing, revealing something crimson underneath. Was it metal? It looked like shiny metal, but what kind of metal bore the color of crimson?  
 
    “Here… it… is. Any idea what it could be?” 
 
    Farmer Ichiro’s eyes narrowed for a moment. Miyuki caught a flicker of recognition in the old man’s features, but she couldn’t really be sure.  
 
    “I have… an idea of what it might be, but it’s best if that thing be kept from prying eyes. Wash it and cover it in cloth. I will carry the boy to the herbalist. Follow closely, girl.” 
 
    Miyuki rushed to fetch her brother’s wet haori before turning and following the old man. She wiped the object on the lower end of her kimono, and her eyes widened. 
 
    It was a sword! She was holding a sword in her hand! Miyuki had never held any weapon before, unless dull kitchen knives counted as weapons. It was beautiful. Its handle was caked in mud and moss and water grass, and only its blade could be seen. And what a beautiful sight it was.  
 
    Discounting the dreadful presence it exuded, the vibrant crimson color of the blade was simply mesmerizing. And that wasn’t all. There were… things on the surface, wavy, curvy lines that ran the full length of the blade, like paintings of water—only these were blood red.  
 
    Beautiful… It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen! 
 
    She felt dizzy all of a sudden. The world seemed to blur around her and the sounds and the lights all dimmed and quieted. It was just her and the blade and the cacophony of screaming souls at the back of her mind. Somehow, it didn’t feel wrong. Somehow, it felt just right. Miyuki found herself smiling. She hardly ever smiled these days, but this… this was something else, something magical. The whispers and the screams intensified, but it wasn’t nearly as dreadful or as scary as it had been a few moments ago. 
 
    Yes, death and decay were hers now—hers to command for as long as the darkness willed it. Her smile widened immensely, and a voice spoke into her mind. You long for change, for freedom, for something different. This little village is holding you back. 
 
    Ikoshu was holding her back. She had to take care of the house. She had to take care of her brother. She had to cook for them—for a mother, whose love was abrasive and harsh, for a brother, whose only concern was lazing about in the sun and chasing women around in town.  
 
    Why should she waste her life for them? Who were they that she should spend every waking moment of her life in their service? She was above them, was she not? She was beyond them!  
 
    Yes… reach out to the darkness, Miyuki. My gift will give you strength. Show them why they should not have treated you like a dog! Remind them of their place in the world! 
 
    Something wrung her out of her thoughts. And Miyuki suddenly found herself back in the waking world, face-to-face with farmer Ichiro, whose eyes were widened by fear. 
 
    “Don’t look at it!” he screamed. “Don’t listen to it!” 
 
    Miyuki shook her head, dropped the sword, and stumbled onto the ground. That voice… What was that voice? “What… what was that?” 
 
    Those weren’t her thoughts! That wasn’t her! That was something else, speaking to her from within her own mind! 
 
    Her modest chest began rapidly rising and falling in rapid rhythms, up and down, whilst her breaths became shorter and shorter. Several people emerged, drawn to them by her earlier scream for help and the other sounds that came after.  
 
    Ichiro took one look at the sword before grabbing Haru’s haori from Miyuki’s grasp and throwing it over the crimson blade, hiding it. 
 
    Its dreadful presence lessened greatly, but Miyuki could still feel it calling out to her. 
 
    More and more of the townsfolk appeared and gathered around the downed boy—pale and riddled with wounds.  
 
    A woman, whom Miyuki recognized to be Ikoshu’s herbalist, cried out in panic and concern, “What happened to him?!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” A young man’s voice. Miyuki didn’t recognize him immediately. He was probably one of the artisans who stuck to themselves. Concern filled his eyes as he looked over the wounded child. “The boy’s covered in damn open wounds. We need to get him inside!” 
 
    The herbalist, Madam Bashira, nodded and turned to the gathering crowd. “Help me with him! Bring him to my house. I’ll treat him there!” 
 
    Wasting no time, a group of able-bodied young men carried the boy and followed the herbalist home. She was their town’s healer and doctor, after all. Whenever someone was sick, they went to Madam Bashira. Rumors had it that the aged woman had once been a doctor at the Imperial Court before she had run away for one reason or another.  
 
    The herbalist did not confirm any of the rumors, much to the frustration of the townsfolk. But everyone of Ikoshu respected her. It was hard not to when she’d saved more than one child from a sickness that should’ve been the end of them or from an injury that would’ve resulted in their deaths if she hadn’t intervened. 
 
    Miyuki sat, near frozen on the ground, as the crowd approached her and farmer Ichiro, who’d grabbed the blade—now concealed by Haru’s haori—and was clutching it over his chest as though it was his own babe. There was something in his eyes—fear. It radiated off him. Miyuki was no fool. The old farmer knew something about the blade and was hiding it from her. 
 
    Her thoughts took a sudden pause, her mind scrambling to catch up. 
 
    Then it all came crashing down. 
 
    Miyuki almost leapt upward as she forced herself to her feet. She shivered despite already having acclimated to the cold climate of her homeland. Something wasn’t right; something definitely wasn’t natural! What happened?  
 
    Those thoughts certainly didn’t belong to her! What the heck was up with that sword?! Despite its absence, Miyuki could still hear the screams at the back of her head. Only, this time, she wasn’t nearly as cold toward it as she had been earlier. 
 
    So, the young woman screamed and burst into tears before turning and sprinting away from the gathering crowd. 
 
    “Hey!” a familiar voice cried out. The woman’s tone was somewhere between confusion, curiosity, and concern. “What’s the matter, Miyuki!” 
 
    With a town as small as Ikoshu, everyone knew everyone else. People, despite everything, cared about each other. And yet Miyuki did not stop. She wanted to be away—far away—where that thing couldn’t mess with her head the same way it’d done a few moments ago. She needed to be alone, with only her thoughts to keep her company. 
 
    Miyuki ran past her home, screaming as she did. Something had wormed its way into the depths of her mind in a matter of moments. Dark, hungering laughter echoed somewhere nearby—in the trees, in the skies, the earth itself.  
 
    It came from everywhere, hounding her senses before it faded away. She crossed the local bridge, running across it and startling a passerby. Miyuki strayed from the beaten path and ran into the trees, disappearing. 
 
    Something had awakened in her, something she never knew was even there, a darkness in the deepest pit of her soul. She knew not what it was, only that it was terrifying and dreadful and that she should be afraid of it.  
 
    It pulsated in her chest—warmth, radiating outward across her body, filling her with a strange, alien heat, and yet it felt just right. It felt as though it was supposed to be there all along. 
 
    Yet it was foreign all the same. 
 
    Miyuki paused in the heart of the woods. Her chest heaved up and down. She leaned against an old, dead tree that seemed to tower over every other tree around it. Green grasses and ferns grew near its roots. 
 
    She absently reached for the source of the warmth at the center of her chest. What was it? 
 
    Her eyes snapped shut. And as Miyuki breathed in the cold air of the woods, she felt free for the first time in her life. 
 
    Around her, every living thing died. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s something wrong with this child,” Bashira muttered under her breath as she examined the pale boy.  
 
    It was wrong. Everything about him was wrong. By all rights, the boy should’ve been very dead. It wasn’t just the fact that his blood was literally frozen or that he was lacking an actual freaking heart—no. Those things were the least outlandish about him.  
 
    He should’ve been dead because his brain was no longer functioning. Yet he was alive—somehow. Warmth flowed through his body and her magic—what allowed her to be the greatest medical mage in all Moyatani—informed her that, quite simply, he wasn’t dead. 
 
    But he should be dead, her rational mind reasoned, even against the judgment of her magic. 
 
    Bashira sighed. It was probably the case that there was an actual explanation behind the bizarre living-death the boy was in. There just had to be. He was both alive and dead, straddling the borders of the mortal realms and the afterlife.  
 
    The boy had a magical core. Inactive though it was, it helped her entertain the possibility that this was the work of some incredibly rare and incredibly complex form of magic that she’d never heard of. At the very least, Bashira couldn’t think of a single Magical Beast that might be responsible for the creation of such an effect. 
 
    She had seen plenty of strange things in her tenure in the Imperial court. More than once were her services needed to treat an injured Academy student or a mage under the Emperor’s service. Sometimes, she had to deal with a disease or an injury that was so far out of the norm that it was almost unthinkable. 
 
    There had been a patient whose organs had been rearranged inside him, leaving him in a sort of catatonic state as his body failed to function properly. That particular headache had taken a week of constant healing.  
 
    Another patient had been badly burned with a strange, acidic substance that slowly turned the exposed areas into water. There were hundreds more cases—each one just as strange or stranger than the last. 
 
    But this, oh, this one blew them all out of the water. At the very least, even the strangest medical cases Bashira had encountered in the Imperial Court had maintained a clear line as to which one was dead and which wasn’t. 
 
    And so, Bashira, the herbalist of Ikoshu, beloved and respected by the people, sat and placed both her hands under her chin. Her eyes scanned the cold body. Discounting the confusion, Bashira’s mind immediately went on to find possible means of fully reviving the youth before her.  
 
    Her magic told her he was alive, which meant he could be healed despite logical reasoning saying that was totally impossible.  
 
    His blood is frozen. It’ll need to be thawed and checked for possible diseases and illnesses. His heart is missing. Growing a new one will be difficult but not impossible. An easier method would be for me to simply take the heart of a Magical Beast, reshape it to fit him and shove it in there.  
 
    It’ll be difficult but substantially easier than growing a new one. His brain isn’t functional. I might need to zap it with a little bit of electricity—some Lightning Bug dust should do the trick. 
 
    Then again… Bashira’s eyes drifted over the two Magical tattoos on the boy’s forearms—one was a draconic-looking creature of some kind, clearly heavily mutated by absorptions, and the other was a Lightning Bug that was only mildly affected by mutations.  
 
    Since the tattoos are still attached to him, it means he’s definitely not dead. I could probably insert some of my magic into his Lightning Bug and force it to send electrical signals into his brain. That should reactivate his dormant organ—probably. 
 
    Still, it would greatly expedite the revival process if Bashira knew just how this had happened. This kind of magic was simply unheard of in Moyatani. Really, it seemed more akin to the ritual magic of the western countries, where it was said that their powers did not stem from the taming of Magical Beasts but of the elements themselves.  
 
    Bashira didn’t know much about them, but she knew enough to say this kind of magic could not possibly have been the work of a Moyatani Mage. It was simply too complex.  
 
    Well, there’s no point thinking too hard about it. 
 
    The first problem would be thawing the child’s blood, mainly because of his lack of a heart, but Bashira couldn’t just attach another heart in there if the blood remained frozen. And so, she was left with two choices: freeze the replacement heart and hope it didn’t shatter as she aligned it with the arteries and the veins, or she could attach the new heart while simultaneously thawing his blood.  
 
    The first one was problematic because the boy’s blood was frozen by unknown magical means, meaning Bashira would have to replicate that very specific type of freezing in order for the transplant to work. She could freeze it normally, but that would kill the new heart.  
 
    The problem with the second option was that it was simply too difficult. She would need the aid of another skilled healer to get it done—maybe, several. Thawing the blood while attaching a new heart was simply impossible for her to do alone, and yet there were no other healers or medical practitioners in Ikoshu.  
 
    It was why the people here valued her a little too much. She was the only one with the skill to heal. 
 
    Ah, this is way too complicated. Bashira didn’t even have most of the actual medical tools she’d need to perform the very complicated magical surgery. Still, she couldn’t just give up—not when she could do something. At the very least, Bashira could ensure the boy stayed in stasis until she could find a way to perform the surgery without killing him the process.  
 
    It’ll be difficult, but I’m relatively sure I can— 
 
    Screams echoed outside her shop. There was running. There was fear. There was panic. Were they under attack? Were there bandits attacking Ikoshu? Their little village wasn’t exactly well known, and neither was it particularly appealing for prospective thieves, but they did have a few resources worth stealing—quite a few.  
 
    Would she have to intervene? It’d been years since the last time she’d ever had to use her powers for anything other than healing the sickly. Bashira did not detest combat, but she was terrible at it.  
 
    The Magical Beasts she’d tamed—a Horned Troll, a Gold-Ringed Octopus, and a Blood Fiend—seamlessly worked together to allow her near-absolute control over living creatures. 
 
    Sure, she could rip someone’s blood right out of their orifice if ever she wanted to, but she’d never had to do so since she was a healer of the Imperial Court and not a combat mage like most others. Bashira could hardly recall the last instance where she’d needed to fight anything other than disease and injury. 
 
    Still, that didn’t mean she would leave this village defenseless. This was her new home, after all. She needed to defend it. 
 
    For a moment, the herbalist wondered if she should just leave the boy behind. Well, he’s survived for this long in that state. I hope he can survive a few more hours. 
 
    If not, well… she wasn’t a god. And even the most talented of healers couldn’t save everyone. 
 
    Bashira ran toward the door and opened it. Outside, the village folk were running around, screaming for help. A woman, the village baker, she realized, fell to the ground in front of her. Bashira bent and helped her up. There was a frantic look on her face. It was as though she’d seen a ghost or something equally terrifying.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    The baker’s face was pale. “It’s Miyuki! She’s gone crazy! The girl’s killing people! She’s using some kind of magic. I don’t know what it is, but everything around her just… dies! We have to get away from her!” 
 
    Bashira’s eyes narrowed. Miyuki, the seamstress’ daughter, had never showed any real aptitude for magic. She didn’t even have an actual core within her. Otherwise, Bashira would’ve noticed it.  
 
    In fact, the only person in Ikoshu with the barest hints of magical talent was farmer Ichiro and, even then, his core had long since shriveled up after many years of not being used. 
 
    So how could Miyuki, a girl with absolutely zero magical talent, be using magic? 
 
    Well, she was going to find out. “Where is she?” 
 
    The baker pulled herself away from Bashira’s grasp before turning her head to the south. “She was walking toward farmer Ichiro’s farm the last time I saw her. Be careful, lady Bashira, that girl’s snapped. She killed Noriko and Sora, and their damn dog!” 
 
    “I’ll… do something about this, okay?” Bashira tried reassuring the woman, but she herself wasn’t so sure if she could do anything. She was a healer, after all, not a fighter. Though, she knew Miyuki well enough that she just might be able to talk to the girl without ever coming to blows. 
 
    The baker ran off northwards, where the other villagers were also running toward. Bashira breathed in before walking south, hoping this wouldn’t end in more bloodshed. 
 
    Bashira found the girl right where she’d expected her. Standing several yards away from farmer Ichiro’s house was Miyuki. At least, she looked like Miyuki, but even a fool would see that she wasn’t the Miyuki from a few hours ago.  
 
    The thing standing there was a monstrous imitation of the sweet little girl who’d once visited her clinic alongside her brother several moons ago.  
 
    What was standing there was a human-shaped thing whose skin was white as alabaster, whose eyes were nothing more than featureless pools of the darkest black, whose hair flowed as though it was underwater, whose feet did not touch the ground, whose murderous grin revealed its true nature. Something, somehow, had taken over Miyuki’s body. 
 
    That kind of magic was extremely rare, but not unheard of. There were a few species of Magical Beasts with the power to do so, and all of them were deviants. 
 
    Mages were not supposed to engage deviants. They were supposed to run away and hope the Magical Beast didn’t decide to kill them on the spot. 
 
    “Miyuki!” Bashira called out, eyeing the space around the girl.  
 
    There was foul magic there, something dark and corrosive. It reached outward, seeking all life, but could only extend as far as ten yards at the most.  
 
    Miyuki stood still, and everything around her within a ten-yards radius was dead, while there was a very clear line of living things beyond it. Her power had a weakness. Bashira could use it to combat her should the need arise.  
 
    “You don’t have to do this!” Bashira said. 
 
    Miyuki’s head jerked toward her in a very mechanical fashion, as though she was nothing more than a black-eyed doll. The girl raised a single arm toward Bashira and released a black miasma that sped toward her. Bashira’s eyes widened as she leapt to the side, evading the wave of darkness that devoured all life it came into contact with.  
 
    The attack extended for five yards outside of Miyuki’s death aura before flickering out, which meant Bashira would only be safe if she stood back sixteen yards away. 
 
    So, she did just that. With magical energy coursing through her body, enhancing every fiber of her being beyond mortal means, Bashira leapt backward. Her right hand jerked forward on instinct, ready to launch a counterattack, but she stopped herself.  
 
    If Miyuki was truly possessed, then she didn’t deserve to die. Everything she did was the result of whatever had dominion over her mind.  
 
    I have to bring her back somehow. 
 
    The only problem with that was that she didn’t know any Mind Magic. She’d read about it once in the Imperial Archives, but knowledge about it was so scarce—the book hadn’t been even twenty pages. 
 
    All right, her real personality’s likely been suppressed and kept somewhere in the depths of her head… Ugh… nope, I have no idea how I’m supposed to deal with that. 
 
    Miyuki hovered a single step forward before launching another miasma. Bashira dodged by leaping to the side, toward farmer Ichiro’s house. Huh, I was right. Its maximum range is only fifteen yards. 
 
    She sent a brief pulse of magical energy toward the farmer’s home and found the old man was still inside, huddling close to something that emitted some kind of dark magic. Strange, where’d he get something like that? 
 
    It hardly mattered at the moment. “Miyuki, I know you’re still in there! You have to wake up!” 
 
    The thing sneered. When it spoke, its voice reverberated, “The Miyuki you once knew is gone. She was weak. She was scared. She was stuck, doomed to do the same thing again and again and again until death comes to claim her. I am stronger than she will ever be! You will never see her again!” 
 
    Miyuki launched another black miasma. As she’d done before, Bashira leapt to the side. This time, however, the miasma did not dissipate into the air. It slammed into the bakery and dissolved quite a bit of it in an instant, but the width of the damage was much less than it should’ve been.  
 
    Bashira’s eyes narrowed. The miasma itself is four yards wide and two yards tall. It can travel a maximum distance of fifteen yards. The damage done to the bakery is only three yards wide and a yard and a half tall, which means she can sacrifice size for range. 
 
    Bashira frowned as she rolled over and stood, keeping her eyes glued on the levitating thing that was controlling Miyuki’s body and had somehow convinced itself it was Miyuki. This could be bad. I might actually have to start fighting back. 
 
    But she didn’t want to do that. Miyuki was possessed and wasn’t doing any of this because she wanted to. 
 
    Or…  
 
    Did she? 
 
    “Who are you?” Bashira asked. 
 
    The thing tilted its head to the side, lowering its hands as it seemed to consider Bashira’s question. Despite its black, featureless eyes, the creature somehow had an incredulous look on its pale face.  
 
    “I am who I am. I am Miyuki as she wanted herself to be, the one with the power to destroy the source of her sadness, to break the monotony of her life. I am the power she craved. And I am that which she kept hidden all her life. Does that comfort you?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Bashira replied. “But… it is enough.” 
 
    Why was it after Ichiro? By all rights, it could’ve simply sent another corrosive miasma into the old man’s house, and it would be the end. It wasn’t as though the farmer’s home was made of sturdier stuff than what everyone else built their homes with.  
 
    So, why didn’t it kill the old man already? Why didn’t it destroy his house? Did the answer have something to do with the strange object Ichiro had close to his chest? 
 
    I’ll have to look into that after this is over. 
 
    Bashira was terrible at fighting, but only against the best of the best. Against the average mage, she was deadly. Forgive me, Miyuki, but I don’t think I can save you. 
 
    She surged forward, faster than the human eye could possibly follow and unleashed one of the very few methods of offense she had in her arsenal. A wave of paralytic poisons emerged from her fingers and converged around Miyuki’s form. The thing seemed confused, merely tilting its head to the side and raising its arm to launch another one of its corrosive miasmas. 
 
    Bashira appeared beside it before it could do so. The thing’s eyes widened for the briefest of moments before the village herbalist threw a punch that broke the air and crashed against its pale face, sending it flying toward farmer Ichiro’s rice field.  
 
    Its levitation apparently broken, the thing was sent rolling over the mud and dirt from the impact. Bashira looked at her fist. Her knuckles were smoking—literally. 
 
    The rest of her body was smoking too, actually, and her skin itched. This must be what happens if I’m exposed to her aura. I shouldn’t spend more than a second within ten yards of her. 
 
    She sighed. “What an annoying opponent.” 
 
    The creature stood. It didn’t push itself off the ground. Instead, it levitated. Its once pristine face now sported a large bruise that contrasted its alabaster skin. It was also very angry if the sneer was anything to go by. Huh, so it can be damaged. That’s good. It’d be a real headache if it has some kind of magical shield.  
 
    Judging from the bruise on its face, which wasn’t gradually disappearing as was the norm among mages, it was very likely that this creature was severely lacking in defensive capabilities. 
 
    Still, I can’t just pretend it can’t kill me in one hit. Bashira didn’t have any defensive abilities either. At most, she could avoid its miasmas before they got a chance to reduce her into nothing. I was never the best at hand-to-hand combat, but I was good enough. And this thing, for all its power, seems to lack any actual experience. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you!” the thing screamed, dark energy briefly exploding outward around it, sending dust and debris flying everywhere, but Bashira was far enough away that she didn’t need to be afraid of whatever this thing might throw at her. “Your head shall be a fine tribute to my master!” 
 
    Bashira raised a single eyebrow. There was something else out there under which this creature served? “Who is your master?” 
 
    “I serve the Dark One who sleeps in death, Bashira,” the thing replied. Its tone was filled with reverence. Gone was its earlier rage. The only thing left was a strange fanaticism. “I serve the King in Black, the Watcher in the Shadows, the Keeper of the Dead. My master is beyond you, Herbalist!” 
 
    “Huh.” Bashira scanned her head for anything or anyone who might carry any of the titles it mentioned. But nothing and no one came to mind. “Yeah, I have no idea who you’re talking about.” 
 
    The thing laughed. “I would not expect you to know my master, Bashira. You are young, and he is beyond ancient. He has many names, across many lifetimes. But you, little mage, would know him as the Asura.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “Now, you will die,” it said with finality, “for I have run out of patience.” 
 
    The front door of farmer Ichiro’s home burst open, and the edge of a wicked, crimson blade peeked through. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gruesome blade was alive—somehow. Its very presence was anathema to all the magical forces Bashira knew. The world itself seemed to shy away from it—time and space bending and twisting around its dreadful shape. Just looking at it made her eyes hurt. It was evil, and it wasn’t even trying to hide that fact. 
 
    Where did it even come from? The Imperial Academy hoarded such things and guarded them very greedily, ensuring that only their most trusted agents could ever use them. The only ones still out in the world were the ones too weak for the Academy to even bother finding. The crimson blade was anything but weak. The artifact was oozing power, saturating the air with its evil taint. 
 
    Bashira wanted to hurl. No other magical artifact had ever hosted such powerful emotions. Just being near it was making her head spin. 
 
    The old man didn’t seem too bothered as he held it aloft and raised it toward the creature that had overtaken the mind of poor little Miyuki. 
 
    “Release her, you fiend!” Farmer Ichiro roared but for the faint fear behind his voice.  
 
    Bashira groaned. Was he seriously trying to play hero when his own life was on the line? She was the only one here with any hope of surviving against this creature. Sure, he’d somehow come across a powerful dark magical artifact, but it took an actual mage to actually make use of its power. 
 
    “How dare you sully the master’s weapon with your dirty mortal hands!”  
 
    The creature blurred forward, faster than Bashira’s eyes could follow. It appeared in front of farmer Ichiro, stopping mere inches from the edge of the crimson blade. Its face was pure anger.  
 
    The creature ground its teeth together with such strength and intensity that Bashira grew afraid that they might crack and break altogether. They did not, however, and the thing released a sigh as its eyes narrowed.  
 
    “You will release the master’s blade, and you will accept your death with dignity, Ichiro. Do this, and I shall send you to the afterlife painlessly, alongside your little mage friend over there.” 
 
    “We’re not friends.” 
 
    “Shut up, Mage!” 
 
    Bashira shrugged. “Just saying …” 
 
    The creature that was pretending to be Miyuki growled before turning away, apparently deciding Bashira wasn’t worth its time. Oh, big mistake. 
 
    “You will surrender the master’s weapon, knave!” It screamed once more before attempting to lunge forward.  
 
    Bashira’s hazel eyes narrowed. Why wasn’t the old man corroding into dust? He’d been standing around two yards away from it for the last five seconds, and he seemed perfectly healthy, aside from the paleness brought about by his own fear. 
 
    Wait, the creature said that that sword belongs to its master. It might be emitting some kind of counter aura that’s nullifying its powers. Otherwise, it would’ve already turned the old man into dust with a flick of its wrist, and yet there he stands, alive and whole.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed further.  
 
    Then if I take that sword, I’ll be immune to that thing’s weird magic…  
 
    No doubts, no hesitations. Bashira’s training, all thirty years of it, kicked in as she surged forward, shoulder-checking the old man and wrenching the crimson blade from his grasp.  
 
    Ichiro’s left arm shattered, its joints popping out of their sockets. Five of his ribs on the left side of his torso suffered similar fractures. He was sent flying into the fields. As Bashira’s fingers wrapped around the crimson blade’s handle, however, something slithered its way into her mind, filling her thoughts with whispers. 
 
    The world ground to a halt, all the colors draining away until all her eyes beheld was an expanse of white and black shapes with shades of gray in between. Even the creature that’d overtaken Miyuki’s body had paused as well, its still form standing only two yards away with its right arm outstretched.  
 
    Its face was both fearful and shocked. It was reaching for the sword. Bashira could tell from how its muscles were tensed, like a predator about to pounce on its prey. 
 
    The old man was on the ground, his face buried underneath a furrow of mud and dirt. 
 
    The herbalist groaned, her magic flaring. The sword burned in her hands, but it wasn’t anything like fire. If anything, it was akin to grabbing hold of a solid block of ice. It burned, but it was not hot. Its power was pushing her away, almost as though it was actively testing her.  
 
    “What is going on now?” she said. 
 
    You are a strange one, Bashira No Yoruna, a voice spoke into her mind.  
 
    The mage was immediately on edge. Whatever it was that had communicated with her was something capable of messing with her brain—a deviant.  
 
    Come now, there is no need to be afraid, healer of Ikoshu, for that is the only title you wish to carry, is it not? 
 
    She couldn’t run. She had a village to save, and she would do so even if it cost her life. She didn’t have much to live for, anyway. And so, for now, the only thing Bashira could do was just… talk. “Who are you?” 
 
    Then her eyes widened. It couldn’t be, can it? The legend of the Old Night was a legend told between old grannies and priests, meant to personify the kind of people every bushi and, by extension, every child of Moyatani should strive to become.  
 
    The Asura was nothing more than a ghastly figure, meant to scare children into discipline, meant to instill in them the fear of evil and injustice. It wasn’t real. Something of that magnitude couldn’t possibly have walked the surface of the world at some point. No, it was impossible. 
 
    It couldn’t possibly be a real entity, could it? 
 
    It couldn’t possibly have existed, right? 
 
    A creature with the power to warp time and space, to rearrange mountains and sink entire continents under the sea, to defile the dead and dominate the minds of others was a creature that simply should not exist. 
 
    Is that so? The voice, which Bashira realized right then was actually her own, laughed. Its dark voice reverberated in her head, mocking. Why do you think so, healer of Ikoshu? Why should I not exist? 
 
    Bashira stayed quiet. Her eyes drifted around, searching for the source of the voice, but she knew it was futile. The voice was coming from everywhere and, somehow, her magical senses weren’t working right.  
 
    She couldn’t feel any magic—not in the air, nor the ground, nor the skies. Magic should’ve been everywhere, permeating the very bedrock of the world itself, and yet it was quiet. Bashira felt blind. 
 
    “What is going on?” she asked. 
 
    Time, it seems, had stopped. But no magic in the world was capable of controlling time itself, right? Sure, there were some spells that caused time to bend and fluctuate, but not outright control. Doing so would require unthinkable amounts of magical energy that, frankly, did not exist.  
 
    Bashira spat, eyes narrowing as she held the blood-red-bladed sword aloft, ready to strike down whatever being was foolish enough to try and trick her into thinking it was more powerful than it truly was. “Who are you?!” 
 
    Your thoughts are amusing and highly entertaining, it spoke in her head once more. I love it when mortals delude themselves into hiding from the hard truth. You can’t understand it, can you? You can’t understand the simplicity of the truth.  
 
    No matter, I don’t need you to. All you have to do is the one thing you want to: save your home, Bashira. Strike down this puppet and prevent further death! 
 
    Bashira’s eyes hovered over Miyuki’s pale face. The girl’s features were so much like her mother’s—strong and sharp. Though, she seemed more subdued than Akane, likely getting it from her father, who was a weak man.  
 
    But… it wasn’t Miyuki. This thing before her was just a puppet, an imitation of the sweet girl who was beloved by the village. This wasn’t her. This was just a monster, hiding under Miyuki’s skin, using her body as a parasite with its host. 
 
    May you find your way to your ancestors, Miyuki, and may you forgive me for what I am forced to do. 
 
    Bashira stared into its soulless black eyes. There was nothing there, nothing worth saving and nothing worth healing. Its eyes were dead and gone. 
 
    She raised the crimson-bladed sword high before taking a single step forward. The weapon was a lot shorter than what she would’ve preferred, but there was no denying its power. Unlike the spectral voice, who might’ve been just that—a voice—the cursed weapon was real; its power was real. It thrummed as she held it in her hands.  
 
    Strike her down, healer of Ikoshu. Strike her down if you value the lives of your people. 
 
    Bashira shrieked, her scream echoing across the village and the surrounding woods like the cry of an angry banshee. Then the sword came down, slicing through the wind, whistling through the air.  
 
    Her eyes slammed shut. Bashira couldn’t bring herself to open them even as the sword’s point met the ground and sliced through an unfortunate rock. Her hands shook like leaves in the wind. 
 
    When was the last time she had ever killed anyone? Bashira didn’t remember. It had been so long ago, and she had long since wished to forget that the memories simply no longer existed. 
 
    She left the Imperial Court precisely because she hated the cloak and dagger, the assassinations, and all the other senseless killings to resolve issues that could’ve been resolved through talking.  
 
    Bashira was a healer. There was little sense in it within the Imperial Court when the only people she ever healed were the same people, who were responsible for hundreds of deaths. Again and again, she would bring them back from the crux of death, only for them to go out and kill some more.  
 
    And she hated it. Bashira hated every moment she had spent within the Emperor’s court. She hated their abuse of her powers. 
 
    Bashira never wanted to kill people, but she’d long accepted that it was simply a fact of life in Moyatani. The land was a land of violence and death, and it was foolish of her to think she could escape that.  
 
    Both her parents had died in the skirmish of two rival lords who’d argued over some nameless plot of land at the edges of their territories. And yet she chose to heal despite her capacity to kill just as easily as any other mage.  
 
    The Magical Beasts she’d bonded with were more than capable of untold destruction, agony, and death, and yet she chose to heal. Many of her peers looked down on her for it, but Bashira persevered.  
 
    She toiled and toiled each day, healing the wounded and the sick again and again, until the Imperial Court had taken notice of her and hired her to be their healer. And from there, she looked down on all those who’d once looked down on her. 
 
    Up until she left and disappeared, never to be seen again, away from the corruption and the plots and the deaths. 
 
    And now, Bashira had just slain a child—an innocent child, whose only fault was her lack of magical training to ward off possession and domination. Miyuki was innocent. She did not have to die. The girl didn’t deserve this fate. Ikoshu did not deserve this fate. 
 
    How terribly dramatic of you, Bashira. Once more, the voice laughed in her head in its mocking tone. How noble, how philanthropic… is that how you delude yourself into believing you’re a good person, my dear healer? Is that how you’ve chosen to forget your crimes? After all, you weren’t always the kind and noble doctor, were you? 
 
    Its laughter bellowed in the depths of her mind.  
 
    “Shut up …” 
 
    You’re a hypocrite, Bashira, it whispered. You’ve lied to yourself so much you actually started believing in your lies. You’re nothing but a killer, just like the rest of your ilk. Or did you forget about the Akihira nobles? Did you forget about the Monami child? He was an innocent one, yes?  
 
    He shouldn’t have been involved in the political murders, but you were a good little servant, weren’t you? You couldn’t say no to the commands of the Imperial Council, little hypocrite. 
 
    A child’s face flashed in her head, a long-forgotten memory. She had been bleeding from her mouth, poisoned. Bashira had been tasked with healing her, but the child’s father was an enemy to the court, and she had been instructed to let her die.  
 
    She could’ve healed the little girl. Instead, Bashira had simply bowed her head and pretended to heal her. The girl died a most painful death as the poison ate away at her organs and blood poured out of her orifices. 
 
    The painful memory was followed by more images. This time, it was a whole family of nobles, the Akihira Clansmen, who’d beseeched her aid when they fell to some nameless disease.  
 
    Unfortunately for them, the Emperor desired their lands, and the death of the entire clan would allow his majesty to claim their territory. And so, as she had with so many others, Bashira allowed them to die. 
 
    The healer fell to her knees and screamed, still clutching the sword, “SHUT UP!” 
 
    She felt tears running down her cheeks, her eyes puffing and reddening. Was she crying? Why did her chest hurt so much? “I-I make no excuse for my sins.” 
 
    He was right, whoever owned the voice; he was right. She had lied to herself to hide her shame—her weakness, her sins. And, over time, Bashira had come to believe her own lies. Again and again, she would tell herself that she was nothing more than a healer, a perfect, blameless healer who helped people because it was the right thing to do.  
 
    In a way, Bashira had done just that in Ikoshu. She helped as much as she could for no payment, receiving only the love, respect, and adoration of the villagers in return. She had no need for money, really. She had enough coin from her days in the Imperial Court to last a lifetime. But, even then, she couldn’t just turn and run away from her sordid past, could she? 
 
    No matter how much she tried to run, the blood of her victims would forever stain her hands—her soul. She was as much a killer as the other mages she’d looked down on. She was just as tainted, just as dirty, just as guilty of death. 
 
    Something wet and warm fell on her clothes, drenching her. The smell of copper and iron filled the air and her ears perked up at the sound of something dropping onto the soil.  
 
    A soft voice croaked, “Thank you, lady Bashira… thank you… for freeing me. I’m… I’m sorry for hurting everyone… I …” 
 
    The healer’s eyes snapped up. “Miyuki!” She dropped the sword and rushed forward. “No, no, no, no, no!” 
 
    The crimson blade had sliced through the girl’s collarbone, her ribs, her heart, her lungs, and just about every organ before coming out the other side of her torso, leaving just enough of her for her last words. Bashira couldn’t heal her injuries. Tears streamed from the healer’s eyes as she clutched Miyuki close to her chest.  
 
    The girl was already dead. She’d already died as soon as she had finished speaking. Even if she’d survived for the next ten minutes, healing her would’ve been impossible. Miyuki had lost too much blood, and her organs were damaged beyond Bashira’s skill to heal. 
 
    “DAMN IT!” the healer screamed.  
 
    An unconscious pulse of pure magical energy launched from her body, like a wave of power that flattened the grasses and scattered the leaves around her form. Her tears fell like raindrops. And each passing moment was an eternity in torment and sorrow. Why did it have to be like this? Why did it end like this?  
 
    “Damn it …” Her eyes fell upon the glimmering crimson of the cursed blade. “Damn you …” 
 
    And yet… Bashira couldn’t find it in her to be angry at the weapon. 
 
    The woman sighed and stood up, brushing away the dirt that’d clung unto her clothes before bending down and picking up the two halves of Miyuki’s corpse. Bashira turned toward the blade and reached for it, her left hand outstretched. 
 
    “No!” Farmer Ichiro’s voice broke through the dreadful silence. The old man wheezed, his face twisted in agony. And yet he had enough strength to warn her. “Do not touch the blade!” 
 
    Bashira turned toward the old man and raised a single eyebrow. The tears had stopped streaming, but her eyes were still red and puffy, and the pain of it all was still fresh. Despite this, Bashira recognized the danger of leaving that thing out in the open.  
 
    She didn’t know where it came from or how it’d managed to remain hidden from the Imperial Academy’s Seekers, but there was no way she was letting anyone else touch it.  
 
    “What do you know of this weapon, Ichiro?” 
 
    The farmer pushed himself off the ground with his remaining arm. Bashira winced at the sight before she stepped forward, laid a hand on the old man’s left shoulder, and fixed all the broken bones in an instant.  
 
    Ichiro screamed and howled in pain, tears trickling from his eyes. Surprisingly, he held firm and breathed in a moment later, huffing and panting. The old man raised a hand to touch his left shoulder and winced. “Thank you, lady Bashira.” 
 
    The healer noted his non-reaction to Miyuki’s bisected corpse and the organs that’d spilled out of her. Was he a veteran soldier? Only the old warriors were capable of seeing such brutality and shrugging it off—and also doctors, but that was a given. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Bashira raised an eyebrow before shaking her head. “What do you know about the sword, Ichiro?” 
 
    The old man sighed. “Tell me, lady Bashira, what do you know about the Murasaki Clan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you even know where you’re going?” Ebisu’s eye twitched as he followed closely behind the most annoying thing he’d ever had the displeasure of spending time with.  
 
    Miura Shinji would be doing the world a favor if he slipped on a rock and died as he hit the ground, or ate a poisonous fruit and slipped and died, or just got eaten by wild beasts, slipped, and died. The gist of it was that the foreigner should die. 
 
    Ebisu groaned before leaping over the roots of an ancient and massive tree, whose branches and leaves made up most of the canopy above them. 
 
    “Hey, no more questions until we get there,” came the annoying goat’s casual response. Huh, goat… Yes, that would work. This foreign mage was a goat and— No, that didn’t make sense, either. 
 
    Shinji bent down and laid a hand on the gargantuan root they stood on before shaking his head. What was he looking for? The man had been doing this for the last three hours, knocking or touching random roots and hoping for something to happen.  
 
    The idea was absurd but, given how magic was likely involved in his nonsense, it probably wasn’t all that strange in the grand scheme of things. Still, the foreigner didn’t seem to be finding whatever it was he was looking for, and Ebisu’s brain was already viewing at least a hundred ways for the man to slip and fall and die. 
 
    One of them involved a beaver and a raccoon…  
 
    And a nice, soothing free fall from atop a cliff. 
 
    Ebisu sighed. “We have been walking in a random direction for the last ten hours. Do you or do you not know where you’re going? Otherwise, I’ll turn around and leave.” 
 
    “That’s a very bad idea, kid,” Shinji said, turning over his shoulder with a wide grin. “You won’t make it out of this place alive when night comes. You’re strong, but you’re not escaping a Werewolf pack, you hear? So, just be a good little boy and shut up, yeah?” 
 
    The man turned away and began knocking on the roots of the giant trees around them again, ignoring Ebisu completely. 
 
    Werewolves… His master had warned him of the savage intelligence of such creatures, telling him to exercise utmost caution when dealing with them. Ebisu wasn’t given nearly as many warnings against other Magical Beasts as opposed to the Werewolves, which—from a mage’s perspective—weren’t all that powerful.  
 
    After all, Dragons were capable of untold fury and destruction, and yet his master wasn’t really as cautious of them as he was with the wolf-men. 
 
    “Have you hunted Werewolves?” the boy asked. 
 
    Shinji paused, turning and raising an eyebrow. “No, I’m not an idiot, but I do know several people who tried. One of them is an arch-mage in the Academy—very powerful—and he nearly died in the attempt. No one in their right mind would even think about taking on those things. Sure, you could kill one if you’re lucky, but the rest would just shred you to hell before you could savor your victory. It’s just not worth it.” 
 
    “Why are they so strong?” Ebisu asked. “My master spoke of them as though he was afraid of them. Why? Master is powerful, more powerful than you or anyone in your academy. Why is he afraid of Werewolves?” 
 
    “Because—” Shinji knocked on another giant root and shook his head, groaning. “Because your master’s not an idiot, yeah? You’re probably talking about Murasaki Jin, yeah? Well, I’ve met him, and I don’t think he’s an idiot. ergo, he’s highly unlikely to go off on some idiotic Werewolf hunt that’s definitely going to get him killed. But that doesn’t really answer your question, does it?” 
 
    Ebisu shook his head. 
 
    “Well, the simplest answer is that those beasts have the absolute advantage of teamwork. The long answer is that their minds are linked—somehow. What one of them knows, everyone else knows. What one of them sees, everyone else sees as well,” Shinji answered.  
 
    “You’re not fighting a group of individual minds as you would other pack-based Magical Beasts. You’re fighting an individual mind, whose presence is spread out across multiple bodies. They’re scary and powerful because their teamwork is perfect. Everything they do as a group is done perfectly. There’s also the fact that they can rip mages apart as though we don’t have bones.”  
 
    Shinji shrugged at that last bit before leaping off and knocking on the surface of another root. He groaned. 
 
    Ebisu followed him. After all, if he was going to be stuck here, he might as well just learn something. “So, it’s just team coordination and brute strength? That doesn’t seem like much. I bet a well-prepared mage could ambush them.” 
 
    “I’m sure no one’s ever thought of that before, said the very dead mage.” Shinji chuckled.  
 
    Ebisu growled, causing the man to chuckle even more.  
 
    “Look, why are you so interested in those things, anyway? We hardly ever encounter the wolves unless we’re in deep woods—which we are in, by the way—so keep a sharp lookout. If you’re worried about them, don’t worry. Werewolf packs generally stay away from mages unless we knowingly encroach on their territory. otherwise, they’ll just stay at a distance and shadow us before moving on.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No, if there are Werewolves in this part of the forest, we’d both be dead.” Shinji laughed, crouching and knocking on the surface of another giant root. “The trick to dealing with them to stay atop the trees. They’re not good climbers for some reason. Or they just really hate climbing.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded. “So, how many people have you killed in duels?” 
 
    “Well,” Shinji began, leaping off toward another giant root. “The Academy has a giant arena, where every mage from across Moyatani may visit to participate in the fabled Blood Games. Despite its name, there are no actual games involved, and it’s really just one-on-one matches to the death or until someone’s too injured to fight back, where the victor gets to fight another victor and so one, until there’s only one person left.  
 
    “The Champion is given a choice of awards: a whole cartload of gold coins, a powerful magical artifact, or a place in the Academy’s institute. 
 
    “I fought in it just once,” Shinji finished. “I won five matches before forfeiting in the sixth match.” 
 
    “Why’d you forfeit?” 
 
    Shinji shrugged. “The only way to win my sixth match would’ve been to kill my enemy. He was young, probably around fifteen or seventeen years of age. And he was stubborn. The kid refused to stay on the ground, no matter how many times I beat him down. He’d just stand back up every single time, and I didn’t want to kill him. So, I forfeited the match.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Oh, he reached the final round and died after Miroku No Jitai ripped his head off.” The foreigner paused, releasing a long, drawn-out sigh. “I often wonder what would’ve happened if I’d just beaten the kid to near-death and won my match. For sure, he would’ve lived a little bit longer. Tis a shame, really. He would’ve made a great mage if given more time to cultivate his skills.” 
 
    “Could you have won the whole thing?” 
 
    Shinji’s laughter echoed through the woods. He laughed and laughed until he began gripping his stomach to hold himself back. A few tears escaped his eyes before he wiped them away.  
 
    Shinji straightened and cleared his throat. “Ah, ancestors, I needed that. And to answer your question: no. There’s no way I could’ve won that. I maybe could’ve reached the final match, but Miroku No Jitai is a monster. He would’ve killed me after cutting off all my limbs.” 
 
    “A monster?” Ebisu repeated. “That means he’s strong, right? Is he stronger than my master?” 
 
    “Hmm… that’s something to think about,” Shinji muttered, eyes staring into the distance. “As they are now, I believe Miroku would kill your master after a long fight. However, in a few more years, after Murasaki Jin has had time to actually start mastering his abilities? Miroku wouldn’t stand a chance. That guy’s got only one act going for him. He’s strong, but he’s placed all his eggs in one basket.” 
 
    “Huh …” Ebisu frowned. The foreigner was more skilled than him. No, Shinji was better at everything. 
 
    No matter how much he tried to deny it, Miura Shinji had greater experience in an actual fight. Sure, Ebisu could probably destroy him from afar with his plethora of spells provided that Shinji didn’t notice him first and punched him in the face again. But there was no denying the simple fact that the man’s shear experience was enough to put him far above Ebisu’s level of power. 
 
    Raw strength was one thing. Raw strength was the one thing Ebisu had plenty of and his master had never failed to remind him of that. 
 
    Still, Miura Shinji was nothing compared to his master. The foreigner’s martial arts and melee abilities were greater than Ebisu’s, truly, but all his skills were childish before his teacher’s great prowess.  
 
    His magic… well, Ebisu didn’t know what abilities Miura Shinji possessed, but the man seemed adamant about keeping them secret—a wise choice, the boy reasoned. Revealing his powers would allow his enemies to uncover his weaknesses.  
 
    Still, the man definitely had some kind of magical energy. Why hadn’t he used them before? Surely, whatever he had paled in comparison to the great abilities of Murasaki Jin, Ebisu’s indomitable master. 
 
    Why hadn’t his master just blasted this errant mage into oblivion when he had had the chance? 
 
    They had been hostile to each other at some point, father had said as much. Their first meeting would’ve ended in utter disaster if his old man hadn’t intervened at the last moment—the foreigner surely would’ve suffered a gruesome death. He might’ve been able to put up a good fight—maybe—but his master’s power was undeniable. 
 
    Right? 
 
    “So, what are you looking for?” 
 
    Shinji grumbled something inaudible before saying, “You’ll know it when I see it.” 
 
    Ebisu shook his head and groaned as Shinji leapt up another giant root. “Fine… can you at least tell me where we’re going? All I see around us are stinking, old trees and leaves and leaves! I might be able to help you if you tell me what you’re looking for.” 
 
    He wanted to return home to his people, to save and protect them as a lord was supposed to do for those under him. His people needed him now, and he was here in the middle of nowhere with a very annoying mage, whose presence seemed to be getting more annoying with each passing second.  
 
    Still, Ebisu could not help but hesitate at the thought of returning. He had been defeated by… something. He couldn’t quite recall. But all that entailed was that the enemy had been successful in charging into Hirata.  
 
    Ebisu alone had stemmed the tide, pushing back the flesh-bound monstrosities with his magic. Without him, the city’s defense would not have held out for long. 
 
    Ebisu wanted to go home, but he wasn’t sure if he still had a home. Would he return to a town that had, against all odds, managed to save itself from the flames? Or would he return to a charred wasteland, devoid of life, left to rot in the ashes of a dying world? 
 
    That was just it, wasn’t it? He had no home to go back to. After all, he’d been following the foreigner for the better half of the day instead of following the river and hoping it somehow took him back to Hirata. The truth was that he knew, deep down, that his home—his people—was gone. 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. The air around him grew cold. Particles, leaves, bits of soil, rocks, and crawling critters, levitated off the ground and began circulating around him. 
 
    One day—it wouldn’t be today or tomorrow or even the next five years—but one day, he would return, he would wreak havoc upon those who had destroyed his beloved home. He would kill them all slowly and painfully until all they knew was agony, and then he would make them watch as he did the same thing to everything they held dear—to everything they loved! 
 
    He would destroy them—every last one of them! There was only death for those people and only suffering for all they loved! They had taken everything from him, and he would take everything from them! 
 
    DEATH! 
 
    For the briefest of moments, Ebisu saw nothing but a deep and endless blue, stretching out forever endlessly. A loud, booming cry exploded in the depths, reverberating across the dark blue.  
 
    And then a city, hidden beneath the waves, shrouded in darkness, tall towers, looming in the shadows of the sea, slowly stretching out toward the surface, reaching… reaching. 
 
    There was only death. 
 
    “Kid!”  
 
    The boy blinked and shook his head. As he did, the random things that’d begun fluttering around him fell back onto the forest floor. He felt nauseous, akin to how he’d feel whenever his master would push him too hard when they trained.  
 
    The foreigner stood several yards away from him. Shinji’s face was somewhere between confused and afraid—and… concerned? 
 
    The foreign mage took a step forward. Ebisu suddenly found himself a thousand times lighter. And already the sky was high above him. Huh… when did I look up? 
 
    The foreigner loomed over him, sighing. “Your magical energy were fluctuating madly. There’s something wrong in you, kid.” 
 
    Ebisu groaned. Shinji held out his right hand and Ebisu begrudgingly accepted it. The foreigner pulled him up to his feet.  
 
    “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “I’m a little lightheaded, but …” But everything would be a lot better if you slipped and died. “Y-yeah, I think I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Shinji studied him for a moment before sighing and turning to point at one of the giant roots that seemed to have taken over the landscape around them. “These roots are called Worm-boroughs. With the proper application of magic, these things will take you from here, to wherever it is they happen to run under or over. I’m looking for one that’ll take us close to the capital.” 
 
    “What?’ Such things actually exist? How?” 
 
    The annoying foreigner raised an eyebrow as he knocked on the root below him. “Well, there’s just a lot more to magic than killing people and making things explode—far more. Of course, its simplest application is destruction—even I can’t deny that. But magic is so much more than how it appears on the surface.” 
 
    He stood up and pointed at the trunk of the massive tree. It was easily taller than any redwood trees Ebisu had ever seen, and those things grew to massive heights. This one was much larger, dwarfing everything around it as it seemed to consume the vastness of the woodlands into itself.  
 
    “Take this Worm-Willow tree, Ebisu. On the surface, it appears to just be another gigantic, mutated tree, just like every other tree that lives in magical woods. However …” 
 
    Shinji formed a sword-hand, fingers outstretched and aligned, before stabbing his hand into the root. Blue, shimmering lights spilled out. It flowed like a viscous liquid, oozing out of the wound, covering the foreigner’s hand.  
 
    Ebisu looked on as the starlit azure lights intensified, filling the forest, lifting the shadows and banishing the darkness. There was so much light that just looking into it was hurting him. And yet it was also strangely beautiful, dancing, flickering orbs at the edge of his vison. 
 
    “W-what’s going on?” Ebisu muttered, taking several steps away on instinct. The ground shook and his ears rang. Before he could get away, however, Shinji grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him into the blue light. 
 
    “Don’t run away!” Shinji shouted. “We have to stay in the light or—” 
 
    The world bent and shattered, and all the colors coalesced into a cascading vortex that pooled into an inky blackness. Ebisu felt something pulling him. It wasn’t a physical pull. No, it seemed as though time and space itself was moving, and he was pulled with it as it zoomed out into the vastness of the cosmos.  
 
    Blinding, blue lights swam in his vision, like tiny flickers in an endless sea of black. 
 
    Soon, however, the pulling sensation ceased, and Ebisu felt something yank him back into unmoving space. It wasn’t a hand. He didn’t know what it was. But it wasn’t a static force. It was… alive… alive in a way humans could never possibly understand or put into words. Whatever was guiding him through that swirling vortex was undeniably alive. 
 
    Colors exploded into his eyes, and Ebisu found himself abruptly shooting off the ground and into the air. The sky was blue. The leaves were green. And— Hey, is that a pond? 
 
    Splash! 
 
    Orange and gold koi fish turned to look at him with bored looks in their eyes. The pond wasn’t deep, just enough to submerge his whole body if he crouched low or knelt. But if he stood, it’d rise just up to his stomach. So, Ebisu burst out of the shallow pool of water. 
 
    He screamed, “WHAT WAS THAT?!” 
 
    Shinji was on the ground, panting and smoking. The foreigner turned over on his right shoulder and grinned. And then he wheezed. “Well… I did tell you about how Worm-boroughs worked, didn’t I? It took us right where I wanted us!” 
 
    Ebisu glanced around. Tall buildings surrounded them, most of which were built in the traditional Moyatani design with black-tiled roofs and hardwood frames—something his master seemed to throw aside when he had built the new structures in Hirata.  
 
    Massive walls loomed overhead, stretching out beyond his immediate field of vision and disappearing behind another tall structure.  
 
    His eyes drifted down, and he noted something odd. Though they were, in fact, in a grassy area, the surrounding grounds around them were of paved stone, placed intimately close to each other. 
 
    Several men in armor were approaching them. 
 
    “Welcome to the capital city of Moyatani, Toyotoda.” Shinji grinned. “Also, you may have just taken a swim in the Emperor’s personal pond.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How does it feel, Mage-Emperor, to have finally tasted the cold kiss of death?” 
 
    He hated that voice.  
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot—you’ve already died before, haven’t you? This is the second time you’ve died. The only difference is that you were not blessed by my powers the first time.” 
 
    He hated that voice, because it was his own—the voice of Valden, the Mage-Emperor. 
 
    “Self-loathing isn’t a good look on you, Mage-Emperor.” He could’ve sworn the voice was actively scowling at him. “You can do that later. For now, I need you to understand something very important for the both of us, yes?” 
 
    Jin groaned. Where the heck was he? Everything around him was dark and dank. The air carried no smells, no scents—nothing. He wasn’t even sure if there was a ground at his feet at all. It was like standing atop water, but not quite.  
 
    “What do you want, demon?” 
 
    “Oh, someone’s grumpy.” The demonic imitation of his voice laughed.  
 
    Jin whirled about, but soon resigned himself to the reality that he could see nothing but an endless blackness.  
 
    “Well, on to the subject matter, then! The simple truth is, oh wise and powerful Mage-Emperor, you died. Those Order brats ambushed you and reduced your body to atoms. I’ve had to be extremely creative just to bring you back.” 
 
    Jin nodded. “You brought me back to life?” 
 
    “Not quite,” the demon answered. “Bringing someone back to life is impossible for me.” 
 
    “Then what did you do?” Jin groaned.  
 
    In his previous world, resurrection was a costly ordeal that very often required some form of sacrifice. The most common form of which was of the human variety. Ancient warlords would often instruct their followers to sacrifice a maiden in order to bring themselves back into the mortal realm. However, resurrections were never perfect. What was dead might never truly come back to life, and those who did almost never returned as they were in life. 
 
    “You are neither dead nor living, Mage-Emperor, but something more,” the demon said. There was something akin to pride in its ghastly voice, like an artist who’d just unveiled their magnum opus. “You have been unmade and remade, Mage-Emperor, my greatest and most powerful creation!” 
 
    “Okay, just cut to the chase. What did you do to me, demon?”  
 
    Where was Ebisu? Did Hirata survive? What about Yojimbo and his merry band of bandits? Where was everyone? Did his creations and achievements still stand or were they all naught but smoldering ruins now? Death certainly put a hamper on his plans. 
 
    His only hope was that Ebisu had survived to live and fight another day. 
 
    “Between life and death, Mage-Emperor, is a lesser-known realm whose name is lost to time. Even I don’t remember it—for it is older than creation itself,” the demon answered. “When you died again, our bond allowed me to pull your soul from the realm of the dead. But I couldn’t simply create another body for you and shove your soul back into it—I’m not a god. Instead, I took your soul and bound it into the realm between life and death, allowing you to exist in both.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened. The demon’s method wasn’t something as banal as Necromancy, and neither was it as advanced as Resurrection. No, it had played with the very forces that laid the foundation of existence itself, creating something unseen, even in his previous world.  
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    “Quite an amazing feat, is it not? Doing so cost me quite a bit of magic.” The demon chuckled. “I do not know what I did, Mage-Emperor. I’ve never done it before, and I don’t think anyone else did, either. You will have to explore your new existence as soon as you awaken.” 
 
    Jin nodded. There wasn’t much point in arguing anyhow. Neither of them truly understood what had happened. Even in his previous world, Jin had only heard of the faintest of whispers about the realm that existed between life and death: the Gray as some mystics called it, an endless sea of raw creation. But those were mere speculations among mad men. No one really knew just what the Gray truly was. 
 
    “When will I awaken?” Jin asked, eagerness lacing his otherwise subdued voice.  
 
    There was no point in hiding it, anyway. The demon seemed aware of his most intimate thoughts. There were plenty of things that needed to be done—plenty of work that remained unfinished. With Hirata very likely destroyed, what was to be his last and final task now became the most important: seek vengeance for the destruction of his home and the death of his father. 
 
    Jin would’ve given the Muramasa Clan a few years of peace and relative prosperity, letting them bask in their victory for a time, before he’d swoop in and destroy them so utterly that not even their dogs would survive. He’d kill every last man-at-arms, even conscript, every bushi, and every lesser lord who served under that damn family’s banner. 
 
    If it could, the demon would’ve grinned. “Very soon, Mage-Emperor… your awakening shall begin soon. I have spent the majority of my powers in bringing you back, my greatest creation. You will not hear my voice for a time, and neither will you have access to my magic.” 
 
    Ghastly green energy burst through and exploded around the darkness, filling Jin’s vision with unnatural lights that almost resembled soul-energy.  
 
    “Learn …” 
 
    Jin whirled about and came face-to-face with his own reflection, but this version of him wore a bloodied, white kimono, and had ghostly pale skin, black pulsating veins running underneath it. Its eyes were alight with crimson energy, and twin horns jutted out of its temples like great and dreadful antlers.  
 
    “Learn to harness your new powers. Understand your weaknesses and limitations. You are no longer human, Mage-Emperor—you are something far more. Sow chaos and destruction in my name. Bring death to the world and everything in it. For the time will soon come when you will face your greatest enemy,” the demon said weakly.  
 
    Its force was slowly dissipating, flakes of powdery ashen skin dissolving into the growing mass of ghastly green energy.  
 
    “When that time comes, I shall return… and we will destroy the Kensei once and for all!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jin’s eyes snapped open, and he jolted awake. He was on a wooden table of some kind—that much was clear. Immediately next to and around him was an assortment of colorful herbs and chemicals, stored in glass jars and ceramic wares.  
 
    The place he’d found himself in wasn’t particularly large, but neither was it too small; the ceiling was low, and the floor was made of hardwood.  
 
    At the center, a few feet away from the table he’d awakened on, was a large iron cauldron. The cold, white embers beneath it had been placed earlier in the day but had been quickly forgotten and left to smolder itself to death. Whoever owned this place hadn’t been here for a few hours. 
 
    Hopping off the table, Jin quickly noted how… different everything felt. His movements were sluggish, and his senses were not nearly as sharp as they were before. His magic, however, was the biggest change.  
 
    What was once a great ocean of magical energy had been reduced to nothing more than a puddle. The worst part was that he had lost all control over it. Jin reached inwards and found his own powers to be unresponsive. 
 
    Jin scowled, shook his head, and promptly walked out the nearest door. 
 
    The sunlit glares nearly blinded him. Jin averted his gaze away and raised his left forearm to cover his eyes. It was then that he noted something peculiar. The Fire-Salamander—a Magical Beast that’d been by his side since the beginning, growing with him, evolving further and further into the heavily mutated creature it’d become—was now just a tiny, winged lizard thing, perched upon a human skull. 
 
    Jin whirled about, turning away from the sun and raising his right forearm. 
 
    The Lightning Bug, another Magical Beast that’d been with him for a long time, had transformed into… something that was more Scarab than beetle, with an oddly shaped body that looked almost akin to a human skull. The damn thing even had eye sockets.  
 
    What happened to them? 
 
    His death and… recreation must’ve altered them somehow. It was either that or his death had ultimately removed them from his being, just as the magical tattoos of that mage, who he’d killed at the doorway of his family’s treasury, had dissipated into the air upon his death.  
 
    Whatever the case, the powers he’d once wielded were simply no longer available to him. Fire and lightning were no longer his to master and control at his leisure.  
 
    I must adapt as I have done before. 
 
    The demon, whom the legends called the ‘Asura,’ had told him enough. His previous body had been destroyed, and his soul had been sent into the deep darkness of the afterlife. Something of that magnitude would’ve destroyed whatever magical bonds had latched onto his soul. He had become something new—something… terrible. 
 
    But, as much as he wanted to, Jin was in no position to practice and experiment. His magical reserves were practically non-existent, and his body and his senses were exceptionally sluggish. His magical reserves hadn’t recovered at all—not even by the tiniest bit. 
 
    And then he paused, eyes wide. “What… happened to me?” 
 
    His heart wasn’t beating. 
 
    His blood wasn’t flowing. 
 
    He hadn’t taken a single breath since he’d awakened. 
 
    His skin was cold… deathly cold. 
 
    And the rest of his organs simply weren’t there. 
 
    I am not dead, but neither am I alive, Jin repeated in his head, looking outward to the rows of hovels and decrepit buildings. I am not dead, but neither am I alive. I must accept this and move on. 
 
    Jin sighed, now finding the gesture to be a novel act if anything, before straightening himself. 
 
    First and foremost, where was he and where was everybody else? He was clearly in a village of some kind, located somewhere in the Northlands if the temperature of the air was any indication. There were mountains around him, but the village seemed closer to the peaks than it was to the roots, which meant this whole place was located somewhere only very few people would ever find it.  
 
    His father, Hamada, had mentioned something about a few of their vassal villages being located in the hearts of the mountains, far from prying eyes. The people who lived there farmed a particularly glutinous variety of rice that was perfect for making rice cake. Am I in Murasaki lands? 
 
    But where was everybody? 
 
    Villages were supposed to be filled with people, farmers and merchants and laborers, going about in their lives, but this one was just empty. 
 
    Jin’s eyes drifted down. The soil was filled with overlapping footprints. They were all new. Most of them were made less than an hour ago, and it was clear they were running from something. And they all ran in the same general direction. 
 
    Were the villagers attacked by bandits? 
 
    Jin turned over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow. Much of the village was still intact and a lot of the buildings had opened doors, revealing the valuables inside, which meant this place hadn’t been attacked by bandits.  
 
    The only other option was that the village had come under the shadow of a powerful Magical Beast, one with qualms about killing humans.  
 
    It’d have to be sapient. The dumb ones don’t really attack non-magical people. I’m not ready to deal with this.  
 
    What if it was a pack of Werewolves or an Earth-Shaker Boar, or a freaking Blood Fiend? There were too many unknown variables and most of which would probably end with his death—could he even still die? What is dead cannot die, but he wasn’t dead. What is alive will die, but he wasn’t alive, either. So, what happens if his body is destroyed?  
 
    Huh, something to think about for later. 
 
    Jin frowned. What could he possibly do? 
 
    The worst part was that he couldn’t access his magical senses. meaning, there was no feasible way for him to detect any magical threats, which meant he’d be an idiot to run out and try to fight a rampaging Magical Beast. But… another part of him couldn’t just let some dumb brute destroy the lives of innocent people, even if he didn’t know any of them. 
 
    Huh, where the heck did that trail of thought come from? 
 
    Jin shook his head and eyed the outlying structures. Though his Magical Senses were unavailable, his mundane ones were still there. 
 
    Jin walked toward the center of the village, following footprints in reverse. A lot of the people here aren’t aware of the threat until the others informed them. 
 
    A lot of the people would’ve simply begun running, following the panicked crowd without even knowing what was actually going on. No one had bothered turning back, it seemed— 
 
    Jin paused, blinking. A single set of footprints, very recent ones at that, seemed to be leading away from the direction of the masses. Someone had walked toward the direction of the possible threat, not away from it.  
 
    Jin eyed the prints. They began at the steps of the building he’d awoken in, which meant the owner of that place was either strong enough or stupid enough to go charging a Magical Beast. 
 
    Jin bent down and grabbed a discarded doll, partially buried underneath a thin layer of mud and dirt. A child must’ve dropped it in panic, unable to regain their lost toy as their parents dragged it away to safety.  
 
    Shaking his head, Jin stood up and tossed away the doll before moving on. Once he’d dealt with their problem, the child would surely come find it. The village wasn’t that large and there were probably only twenty brats here. 
 
    It was when Jin walked farther down when a wave of unseen energy passed through one of the houses. It didn’t destroy. It didn’t shatter. It didn’t burn or freeze. The energy simply made the house disappear as though it was never there, leaving only whatever material it hadn’t touched. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed. Was it some spatial magic of some kind? Ebisu had something similar in his arsenal, but it wasn’t nearly as effective or as focused as this. If the source of this power was anywhere near as powerful as his former protégé, then it’d be impossible to win—not without knowing his own powers. 
 
    Jin found himself rooted on the ground. If he confronted this Magical Beast, he’d die. If he left it alone and fled, then it would surely destroy this village, which meant that the villagers would die of starvation and exposure as they scattered to the four winds. What could he possibly do? 
 
    One village isn’t too important in the grand scheme of things… it’s just one village… It wasn’t important, right? What was one village to him? 
 
    The Mage-Emperor would’ve seen them as nothing more than numbers. A few hundred people weren’t worth risking his life over, especially if said people didn’t know who he was.  
 
    The Mage-Emperor would’ve simply turned around and walked away from all of this. It wasn’t even his problem, after all. This was for the local lord to deal with, not him. He had no business helping them. 
 
    But Murasaki Jin was trying to be different. He wasn’t the Mage-Emperor despite the Demon’s words. No, the Mage-Emperor had died long ago from his wounds, surrounded by the charred rocks of his legacy. Murasaki Jin was a savior, a guide, a leader, and a symbol… Yeah… I have to be all those things if I’m to become someone better than who I used to be. 
 
    He smiled melancholically before chuckling. “I did make a promise, after all.” 
 
    Jin took a single step forward before pausing and watching as the same wave of unseen energy surged through and half of a building disappeared, revealing rows and rows of noodles and flour inside. I should get to higher ground. 
 
    Jin eyed the roofs and nodded to himself. 
 
    He leapt up and…  
 
    … ascended only three feet into the air before falling back down. 
 
    Jin fell to his knees. “What… what is wrong with this body?” 
 
    He was weak—so unbearably weak. He should’ve easily made that jump, even without the use of magic. His body had been strengthened to insane levels, developed beyond human reckoning. He was stronger than everyone else at his age and even most adults. With his bare hands, he could bend metal and rip apart steel with ease. His strength was unparalleled, even among warriors. So, why am I so damn weak?! 
 
    Then his eyes widened. 
 
    Could it be? 
 
    Jin growled and pushed himself upward. There was no way he was throwing himself into the jaws of certain destruction. If he was stronger, he might’ve found a way to defeat his foe. But now, he wasn’t sure if he could even defeat a Ronin in hand-to-hand combat. Heck, a particularly large and angry cat would probably beat him bloody. 
 
    No, as much as he wanted to, Jin—as he was now—could not hope to save this village. 
 
    The simple truth of the matter was that he was now only as strong as any other human being. He was weak and vulnerable. “So, this is the price, huh?” 
 
    Jin chuckled. All things considered, this wasn’t all that bad. He was back to zero—a complete weakling by his own standards. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t build himself back up again. A much younger Jin had done so before. Why couldn’t he do the same? 
 
    Strength…  
 
    One’s place in the world relied on one’s strength. Without it, one was doomed to walk the path of mortals. 
 
    I’ll have to find that strength all over again. 
 
    With a heavy heart, Jin turned away and eyed the mass of footprints for a moment before sighing and walking in the same direction the villagers had fled toward. 
 
    As he somberly walked onwards, his ears perked up. Someone screamed in the distance. It was faint—too faint, in fact. But Jin had heard it, echoing in the mountainside.  
 
    “Bandits!” 
 
    Then came a chorus of screams, one after the other, women and children alike. 
 
    Jin found himself running toward the sounds before he could even think. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jin wasn’t sure if he’d never lost his previous stamina or if his new form simply didn’t know exhaustion, but whatever the case, he was certainly glad he hadn’t fallen on his face after the first two hours of running.  
 
    He just kept going after that. Jin’s only problem was that he was only as fast as his tiny preteen form allowed him. His legs weren’t even as strong as he’d like. Ebisu had more strength in one finger than Jin did in his whole body. 
 
    The very thought stung his pride a bit. He was proud of his student, of course. Ebisu was an awesome pupil, unlike the idiots he’d tried to teach in his previous world—the dull fools. And nothing could make a teacher prouder than seeing his student surpass him.  
 
    Indeed, Jin thought, it would bring him immense joy if Ebisu really did become stronger than him and better than him in every conceivable way. 
 
    But not like this. 
 
    Somewhere, deep inside him, Jin still abhorred the thought of weakness, especially in himself. He wasn’t weak. He was never weak. He could never ever be weak. If Ebisu was to truly surpass him, then the boy would have to surpass Murasaki Jin at his absolute peak. 
 
    Regaining his former strength would take time. 
 
    And yet the one thing he had an abundance of was time. Heck, Jin wasn’t even sure if he could still age for that matter. Huh, does this body still resemble myself as I died, or has it altered my form as well? 
 
    That was another thing for later, he figured. It wasn’t as though he had a mirror on hand or anywhere close. Then again, it hardly mattered at this point. His physical age had never been an obstacle. 
 
     Sure, it was a hindrance at times, but it was also incredibly useful for dealing with overconfident foes. Children were generally seen as harmless, so it often came as a complete surprise to most when a child was suddenly plunging a blade into their throats or ripping open their torsos. 
 
    Jin’s mind came to a screeching halt even as his body continued running. 
 
    Agito! Where was his lifelong companion? Where was the sword with the crimson blade that’d been by his side, since he’d escaped the attack on his homeland? The sword of his ancestors hadn’t been by his side when he had awakened.  
 
    Jin wasn’t even sure if it had been with him when he had died. The blade was cursed. No one else was capable of holding it without repercussions. Only a Murasaki may wield Agito, and even then, only a Murasaki who was worthy. 
 
    If anyone else picked it up… well, Jin wasn’t quite certain what the consequences would be. Ebisu had at one point expressed some interest in Jin’s companion sword but had quickly lost it as their training progressed.  
 
    The cursed blade emitted a dreadful aura that kept most people away from it. Those who were drawn to the blade were those who were drawn to bloodshed and violence. Whatever the case, Jin hoped some random brat hadn’t picked it up and caused trouble somewhere. 
 
    Because even he hadn’t yet unlocked the secrets of Agito, his companion was far more than met the eye. It was cursed with the blood of thousands, their final, agonizing screams forever locked within its dreaded crimson blade.  
 
    And yet there was far more to Agito than anyone in the clan might’ve realized. There was… something in it—something Jin himself did not quite understand yet, a strange connection to his own soul, unseen. It had slowly wormed its way into the very depths of his being, creating… something new. 
 
    The very thought was horrifying to think about. Not looking deeper into the matter was rather foolish in hindsight, but Agito was both his friend and companion, and it’d never failed him before—not once. Surely, whatever his blade was doing was for the better? Don’t be an idiot. 
 
    And now that very same blade was off somewhere in the world in the hands of someone who was foolish enough to actually wield it.  
 
    “We shall meet again, my old friend,” Jin whispered as he followed the trail of footprints on the soil. “I will find you.” 
 
    One way or another, Agito was bound to him. Regaining his former companion wouldn’t nearly be as hard as trying to find some other random sword. It wouldn’t be now, and it definitely wouldn’t be tomorrow, but someday, Jin would reunite with his old friend. 
 
    Jin eyed the soil. The footprints seemed to congregate over a clearing of some kind, with tall trees surrounding them from all sides. Hoofprints came in from said trees, converging around and surrounding the villagers, harrying them as predators did against prey creatures. Jin counted.  
 
    The bandits would’ve numbered around a hundred, but some hoofprints look identical to each other, so their numbers might be lesser. 
 
    Still, it’d be prudent to assume they had greater numbers than what he’d initially thought. 
 
    The villagers must’ve been ambushed by bandits and taken somewhere far away, likely a camp in the woods. The foot and hoof prints indicated that the people were taken into the forest. Jin followed their trail, using only his mundane senses.  
 
    All of this would’ve been a thousand times easier if he still had access to his magic but, as things stood, he was about as normal as the rest of the villagers. 
 
    How was he going to free them? Jin really hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. He didn’t even have a weapon on him. I’ll think of something when I actually know where they are. 
 
    Jin paused for a moment, before grinning. This was actually kind of exciting. Venturing out into the world, hunting down his enemies without the aid of magic, and somehow succeeding against the odds—it reminded him of his early days as Valden before he ever knew the power of magic before he’d tasted of the ultimate form of strength.  
 
    Valden had often found himself surrounded, beaten and wounded, and he had somehow survived each and every single time, emerging from his quests bloodied and often injured, but unbroken. 
 
    It was exhilarating! With magic at his beck and call, Valden had become invincible. Without it, he was mortal, just like everyone else. His battles were difficult and risky, and he faced death in the face every day without flinching. 
 
    Jin smiled. This might actually be fun! 
 
    He followed the trail but stayed a clear distance away from it, only moving in the same general direction as the bandits had likely taken the villagers. Scouts often moved behind the main force. If these brigands were even half-competent, then they would have some outriders at least, seeing as most of them were likely mounted and the forest wasn’t so close as to disallow the use of horses.  
 
    I’ll have to stay even farther back from the main trail. otherwise, the riders will spot me before I even get close. 
 
    The bandits were likely holding the villagers ransom since there were no slaves in Moyatani and people couldn’t really be sold here, and attempts to do so were met with extreme prejudice.  
 
    Hence, ransoming the farmers back to their respective lords was a good idea since it allowed the kidnappers a position of strength. Unless, of course, the farmers happened to be under a lord who didn’t give a damn about them, which really wasn’t uncommon, especially in the southern realms where farms were more plentiful, but the lords of the northlands valued their farmer folk.  
 
    Seeing as he was probably somewhere north, someone would probably be paying the ransom for these farmers unless he intervened. 
 
    Jin stalked onwards, keeping himself hidden behind the shade and the leaves and the shadows of the tall trees. The forest wasn’t especially close or dense, and maintaining a stealthy approach would become increasingly difficult as he got closer and closer to the bandits’ camp.  
 
    Because, unless they knew nothing of basic construction, their habitation would be constructed in a clearing of some sort, far from any trees. It’d be close enough to a source of fresh water so that they didn’t all die of thirst, but also far enough away from said water source so that their waste didn’t poison it. 
 
    Then again, Jin was making assumptions based on what he’d do if he were in their place, and most bandits hardly considered anything they did beyond how much money they might gain from it. 
 
    Jin continued onwards, slowly making his way through the woods. He was close. Most of the footprints weren’t even an hour old and there were plenty of signs of struggle. Some of the villagers had fought back, but none of them were killed.  
 
    There were no blood splatters on the forest floor, which meant the bandits weren’t looking to anger the local lord. 
 
    Jin bent down and plucked a single tooth from the grass. Middle-aged, fond of sweets…  
 
    Well, just because they wouldn’t kill didn’t mean they were opposed to violence. This… middle-aged farmer probably tried to fight back and lost one of his teeth for his defiance. Jin tossed away the tooth before moving onwards. 
 
    Fortunately, the woods that surrounded that tiny village didn’t appear to be the home of Magical Beasts. Then again, with Jin’s current inability to use his magical senses, his conclusion was more or less baseless from the perspective of a mage.  
 
    However, no sane individual would start a village in a place surrounded by deadly creatures, each one capable of untold destruction on a scale undreamed of. And so, it was highly probable that there were no Magical Beasts around. 
 
    Jin wasn’t quite sure what he’d do if he did encounter such a creature. Even the weakest ones were more than capable of killing him, unless the Magical Beast in question happened to be one of the very rare few that were harmless to humans, mortals and mages alike.  
 
    He scoffed. As if! With my enormous luck, I’ll probably run into a damn dragon. 
 
    It hardly mattered. The important thing was that he saved these random people, whom he cared very little about. Why am I doing this, again? 
 
    Jin shook his head. Because, by my power, I have the responsibility to help these people, even if it’s the hard thing to do… even if it’s the difficult choice. 
 
    Being able to scale and move atop the trees, as he’d once been capable of doing, would’ve made this a whole lot easier. Still, in his previous life, Valden had done many similar things, often without the aid of magic, often alone in hostile territory, surrounded by foes on all sides with only his skills and his wits to keep him alive. It would be dangerous, but more importantly, it would be fun. 
 
    Jin’s eyes snapped downward. There was a piece of cloth on the ground. He bent down to pick it up. The quality of the cotton was poor, but the craftsmanship with which it was sewn together was masterful. A villager wore this—someone of high enough standing to afford such clothing.  
 
    Perhaps it belonged to the village elder? Whatever the case, the cloth was here for no more than half an hour, which meant they weren’t far away. In fact, he might’ve been a little too close for comfort. The outriders, if there were any, must’ve been close. 
 
    Atop their horses, they wouldn’t be able to see his footprints. If they were on foot, they probably wouldn’t think too much about a child’s presence. In fact, it might lead them on a wild goose chase that panned out to nowhere. 
 
    Control. Jin thought back to Nobito’s lessons on stealth and deception. His magic was gone for now, but that didn’t mean he was without weapons.  
 
    Redirect the flow of energy from your feet into the ground. Your muscles must become utterly relaxed with each step, lest you leave your mark upon the soil. Your bones are feathers and your muscles are silk… move with grace and precision… you are weightless, at one with the wind. 
 
    Huh, Jin noted, it actually became so much easier now that he was much weaker. Perhaps it had been his overwhelming physical prowess that had made stealth so much harder than it should be.  
 
    Every little step was empowered beyond what it should be and so Jin would have to spend more effort into making his movements much weaker than what they could be. Then again, Nobito was right in saying that Jin wasn’t built for stealth. 
 
    Now, however, without his enhanced strength, the Art of Feather-Walking was suddenly so much easier. Jin’s footsteps left no prints on the soft soil. His movements became almost spectral as he glided over the forest floor with about as much ease as an actual feather, fluttering about in the wind. 
 
    And so, leaving no trace and making not a single sound with his steps, Jin moved onwards, following the trail of footprints from afar. 
 
    It was around ten minutes later that Jin’s ears suddenly perked up, and he paused. There was movement coming from somewhere close, about twenty feet away. Someone was walking—alone—on the forest floor, over dried leaves and twigs, uncaring about the noise they made.  
 
    The person was incredibly heavy, which meant they were either very fat or wore some form of heavy armor. Either of those things were equally possible. However, the lack of clanging, rickety noises that was common among heavily armored infantrymen leaned more toward the former possibility. 
 
    Killing a fat person was harder than it seemed. However, they were usually weak around their knees due to their heavier top frames. I’ll have to approach from the side. It might not be one of the bandits, but that possibility is slim at best. 
 
    Jin strafed around the moving target, utilizing only his mundane senses. He circled around and approached from behind, utilizing his Feather-Walking to the extremes—moving like the wind, utterly silent.  
 
    He walked through a leafy bush and found his target. It was a tall man. He was about as fat as Jin imagined him to be, with rolls of skin and blubber and sweat sort of oozing out of his midsection as though they were sacks of oil and water, ready to burst.  
 
    Intricate, draconic tattoos riddled his backside, but they must’ve been etched upon the man’s skin when he had been much… thinner, for the dragons looked stretched and bloated. It was only due to their general shape that Jin even recognized them as dragons. 
 
    Aside from his pants and his boots, the fat man wore nothing else of note. Though he carried a long knife of some kind, he had no other weapons on him. His bald head was exposed and so was the rest of him. He was vulnerable, especially against surprise attacks. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed. If he struck hard and true, he might be able to end this in a single instance. The only problem, however, was the lack of proper weapons. A stick wasn’t going to cut it, and neither could he just walk up and try to hit the man with his fists.  
 
    The former would simply break upon the man’s head, though it might work if Jin had his former physical strength as even the lightest object could become deadly if swung or thrown fast enough. The latter wouldn’t work because he was about as strong as a hollow twig at the moment. 
 
    Dropping a rock at the man wouldn’t work unless he could somehow predict where he would walk up to next as the fat blob seemed content to just lumber about in random directions. And yet the safest way to kill him would be from a safe distance. Jin needed a weapon, and this man just happened to have one. 
 
    Fading into the soft afternoon shadows, Jin began his plan. 
 
    Attacking from a distance was his safest bet. however, it had its own issues. First of all, Jin wasn’t nearly as strong as he was before—not by a long shot—and so throwing things with enough force was quite literally impossible for him to do.  
 
    Dropping rocks from the tops of trees was too risky. The trees here were thin and weak, very much unlike the trees in the deep, magical woods. Their branches were spindly and lanky, and climbing them seemed too much of a gamble.  
 
    Therefore, the only option left was to attack within melee range, which meant he would only have a single attack window before the fat man began responding. 
 
    However…  
 
    All that fat would make him slow—slow enough that turning and moving any part of his body would take great effort, which meant Jin could dance around the man, poking and attacking again and again until the bandit broke from a thousand, tiny cuts. The man could turn one way and Jin could simply leap another. 
 
    Now, what should I use to kill him? 
 
    Jin momentarily glanced around before grinning. There was an old hardwood log that’d fallen, likely due to the shifting of the soil underneath it. Its branches were long and hard and straight, ending in not-so sharp points that he could use to attack vital points in the body.  
 
    With that in mind, Jin began breaking off several branches, each one ending in jagged points that would definitely be useless against armored opponents but should be enough to pierce skin and flesh. 
 
    Satisfied, Jin turned away from the fallen tree and resumed stalking the fat bandit. 
 
    The man was humming a jubilant tune as he walked across the forest floor, occasionally bending over to grab a flower or two before throwing them away and moving on.  
 
    He was definitely one of the bandits, Jin decided. No innocent person would go around the woods with long knives in their belts, humming tunes, unless they felt safe. The only way this person could ever feel safe was if he was a part of the bandits that marked this place as their territory. 
 
    His mind set, Jin rushed forward, his feet gliding over the ground like feathers in the wind. He grabbed one sharpened branch, his muscles relaxing and coiling instantly before driving it straight into the back of the man’s right knee. The fat man released an agonizing scream as he fell and turned over his left shoulder. 
 
    Jin leapt to his right before taking another sharpened branch and— he paused. The man’s neck was exposed. This was the perfect moment to jam the jagged point of the hardwood branch into one of his arteries and have him bleed to death. 
 
    But… did this man even deserve to die? 
 
    The bandits hadn’t killed anyone. They had only kidnapped the villagers for ransom, which—while definitely not a good thing by any means—didn’t feel as though it warranted death as punishment. The Mage-Emperor surely would’ve slaughtered them all, down to the last man, even their dogs, but…  
 
    Murasaki Jin had to be different. He had to be better. 
 
    This man… he didn’t deserve to die. 
 
    Jin hesitated and received a fist to the face in return.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t hurt. 
 
    Sure, Jin knew immediately that his jaw shattered and several of his teeth got knocked right off his gums. He knew the punch was powerful enough to literally send him flying away, and Jin knew he hit his head against the base of a tree some twenty feet away. 
 
    And yet it didn’t hurt. 
 
    Jin knew he should’ve been concussed and confused after such a devastating attack. It had landed cleanly across his jaw, after all. That kind of punch would’ve killed anyone of the same age and build as him. The amount of force behind it would’ve been enough to crush through a child’s skull with ease. 
 
    And yet he was alive, and his skull was most definitely still intact—if only barely. 
 
    Jin shook his head and reached into his mouth with his left hand. Several teeth were definitely missing, but there was no blood. 
 
    There should’ve been blood. 
 
    He’d lost seven teeth after a single punch and yet there was neither pain nor blood. heck, Jin wasn’t sure if he’d even realized such a thing if he hadn’t reached into his mouth to try and examine the damage.  
 
    At the very least, there should’ve been some sort of numbness around his jaws and across his face. His right cheekbone might’ve gotten crushed as well. But there was no numbness. There was just… nothing. 
 
    And yet he could still feel. 
 
    He could feel the ground at his feet, the roughness of the tree’s bark at his back, the damp clothes over his skin, the softness of the wind, and hardness of the cold—Jin felt all of them. His senses were still in play. Everything else that should be there was still there with only a single thing missing. 
 
    Pain. 
 
    Resistance and experience or not, Jin should’ve been reeling and heaving in pain from that kind of unexpected attack, but there he sat—unshaken. 
 
    Could he not feel pain at all? 
 
    Fascinating! The inability to feel pain opened up a whole new realm of possibilities, several of which he hadn’t been interested in exploring before. Now, if only he still had his regeneration…  
 
    Then again, there was really only one way to find out if he still had it. 
 
    Jin blinked. 
 
    The fat man was rapidly approaching him, limping and screaming curses as he did. 
 
    “I’M GONNA KILL YOU!” the blob screamed, tears spewing out of his eyes and snot bubbling from his nostrils into his lips with each step. The wooden branch was still firmly embedded into the flesh and sinew behind his right knee. He wouldn’t be running anytime soon.  
 
    “I—GAH! BLOODY HELL, THAT HURTS!! I’LL RIP YER HEAD OFF, YOU STINKING BRAT!” 
 
    Jin quickly pushed himself onto his feet. Amazing, I’m really not even the slightest bit concussed or dizzy. Fascinating. It seems I’ve become immune to pain and head injuries—the effects of them at least. My skull’s probably cracked. 
 
    The fat man lumbered and extended his right hand to reach for Jin’s head. “COME HERE!” 
 
    He was slow—too slow. 
 
    Jin ducked under his flabby arm and threw a quick jab onto the man’s lowermost rib on the right side of his torso. Jin’s fist bounced off the rolls of fat and sweaty skin. The bandit hardly noticed his attack. 
 
    Tsk. Having dropped his sharpened sticks when the fat man had punched him in the face, Jin settled for simply causing pain. So, he kicked the stick that was still embedded in the flesh behind the fat bandit’s knee. 
 
    The man screamed and howled. At that point, Jin wouldn’t be surprised if every man in Moyatani and their dog knew where they were. It hardly mattered at this point. No plan ever survived contact with the enemy, and Jin admitted that his own developing conscience was making things much harder than they should be. What kind of assassin hesitated at the last moment? What kind of killer wondered about their victim’s guilt? To both of those questions: really bad ones. 
 
    Still, the battle had escalated enough that Jin may have no real choice but to kill the man before him, even if he technically did start the fight. Dog-eat-dog world and all that. 
 
    Scowling, Jin leapt farther back as the man slowly twisted toward him with a crazed look on his face.  
 
    “STAY STILL!” 
 
    “And you should move more!” Jin replied mockingly. Angry opponents were easy to deal with, and this one was very angry. “You weigh more than a damn cow, boy! Try eating a little less and moving a lot more! And maybe cut out rice from your diet, eh!” 
 
    His only response was an animalistic roar before… the man limped toward him—menacingly. 
 
    “Huh, that is not what I had in mind, but I guess I can’t blame him,” Jin muttered under his breath. Yeah, what exactly was I expecting, again? 
 
    Something stirred in his left forearm as the bandit approached—something new, something different. Jin noticed it, of course, but experimenting in the heat of battle was a good way to get both your opponent and you killed in an accidental explosion.  
 
    He kept it in his thoughts, however, as he knew almost nothing about his new existence and what new abilities he may have developed. From its own words, the Asura didn’t even know what it’d created by shoving Jin’s soul into the Gray, only that it had never been done before and something entirely different had been created as a result. 
 
    I’ll have to test that out later. 
 
    The fat bandit got closer and reached for him, flabby right arm outstretched. Jin, as he’d done before, merely ducked under the man’s shoddy attempt at grappling and kicked the sharpened stick once more before leaping away—the bandit’s pained scream echoing behind him. 
 
    Jin spun and scowled. His kick had dislodged the jagged piece of wood, and while the fat bandit definitely screamed in pain at that, it was ultimately to Jin’s disadvantage. I have to take him down before his screams attract his friends. 
 
    The stirring in his left forearm intensified, bordering on actual pain—the kind of pain one would get from a small insect bite or a scratch. Jin noted this immediately, because—not only was it annoying, but tolerable—the stirring had created a strange urge at the depths of his mind.  
 
    His body wanted him to unleash whatever strange new powers he’d developed. It wanted to be used. His instincts told him to reach for the man’s face and simply let go. 
 
    He didn’t even understand what that meant and what it might entail. 
 
    Jin scowled at the thought. 
 
    Given the situation, however, he figured he might as well take a leap of faith. After all, even he couldn’t deny his own growing curiosity. If his own senses, his own mind, his own instincts, told him to try and do something… well, who was he to say no to himself? 
 
    Breathing in, Jin rushed forward just as the fat man began turning over his shoulder to try his little grappling maneuver again, screaming all the while. Before the bandit could even blink, Jin’s left hand was on his face. This better work! 
 
    As his senses commanded, Jin let go. He let go of his restraints, of his doubts, of his fears, of everything that held him back—even his twisted little sense of morality.  
 
    Jin let everything go for a single moment, just for the briefest of instances. Doing so felt almost relaxing. It was akin to letting go of every single thing that burdened him. 
 
    And the effects were instant. 
 
    A sickly, ghastly, green glow exploded from his palms. The tattoo on his left forearm—a winged reptile perched atop a giant skull—began glowing with the same color.  
 
    The bandit froze as shadowy green energy seeped into his body, wrapping his form in black smoke as his body convulsed. Jin let go and leapt away. Green lights exploded from the man’s eyes, nose, and mouth, whilst his lips parted in a silent scream.  
 
    The grass around the bandit died and withered away, leaving a circle of blackened soil and ash. 
 
    And then something was ripped right out of the bandit, a spectral thing emerged from the man’s body. It moved so fast that Jin’s eyes hardly even saw it. The spectral thing flew right into Jin’s chest before disappearing. 
 
    Not a second later, Jin felt twice as strong as he’d once been. 
 
    He gasped. “What the hell …” 
 
    The fat man began making choking sounds as his convulsions intensified. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened, absently stepping away from the horrifying sight before him. This isn’t magic… what the hell is this? 
 
    And then the energy dissipated, and the tall, fat bandit fell on his knees. Sickly green smoke trailed out of his eyes, nose, and mouth for a short while before they faded as well, leaving only a sliver of green in the man’s eyes as he stood up and took a single step toward Jin.  
 
    “My lord, what are your orders?” 
 
    It’s not a trick, Jin noted. His entire demeanor has changed. There’s a reverent look in his eyes, and his limp is gone. 
 
    Jin glanced down at his left forearm, eyes narrowing. Mind Control? My transformation has replaced my Fire Salamander, which granted me almost unlimited control over fire, with Mind Control? 
 
    It… actually wasn’t a bad trade. The ability to dominate the minds of others offered far greater versatility than simply setting things on fire. 
 
    However… a horrifying realization crossed Jin’s mind. I get stronger each time I use this skill on someone. 
 
    Had he devoured their soul? Was that what he had become, a devourer of souls? The demon had turned him into something even worse than itself. 
 
    Jin shook his head, willing the dreadful thoughts away. It certainly wasn’t the time to be sinking in self-doubt—not when his new thrall was awaiting commands. “Do you have the memories of this body that you inhabit?” 
 
    It was a gamble. Jin wasn’t sure if it was true Mind Control or if his ability had ripped the man’s soul out of his body and shoved something else inside it. 
 
    The bandit nodded. “This one’s name is Shodai Ryozo. I have all his memories, my Lord.” 
 
    So, it’s the latter. My power somehow installed an artificial soul into the man’s body, rendering him completely loyal to me. It was as useful as it was horrifying but, as things stood, he had little time to ponder the moral aspects of his power. And it would’ve been hypocritical to do so. Had not he, as the Mage-Emperor, done far worse than simply dominating the minds of his enemies till they became naught but walking sacks of meat? 
 
    Besides, he still needed to save those villagers.  
 
    “You will take on his mannerisms and characteristics. You will then take me to your camp. If anyone asks, tell them I am one of the villagers and that I attempted to run away. Once we’re inside, take me to where they’ve rounded up the hostages. After that, start a ruckus and draw in the attention of all the other bandits. Is that clear?” 
 
    His thrall, the hollow remains of the man who was once Shodai Ryozo, simply bowed. “I live only to serve you, my Lord. I shall carry out your will.” 
 
    The thrall’s tone of voice was eerily reminiscent of the broken slaves the Mage-Emperor had once employed in war, sending them out to die first so that their enemies would waste precious resources on human beings who were viewed as even less than rats.  
 
    The broken men, people who were engineered through flesh-craft, had been borne of dark magic. Their lives were short and often without meaning. Most of them couldn’t talk. Most of them didn’t have names. The ones who were educated by their masters spoke in subdued tones. 
 
    Just like Jin’s new thrall. 
 
    “Then let us begin immediately.” The sooner he finished saving those villagers, the sooner he could be on his way to getting rid of the Muramasa family. Jin had never really understood why one of their allies had decided to betray them.  
 
    The Murasaki and the Muramasa clans had had a very long history of friendship. There had to be a very good reason why that friendship had been thrown aside. 
 
    One step at a time. 
 
    “I live to serve, my Lord.” The thrall bowed before turning and pointing eastwards. “The camp is over there. Several scouts have been sent out to look for escapees. We might encounter some of them, my Lord.” 
 
    Jin nodded. “Do you have something with which to bind my wrists?” 
 
    The thrall nodded and reached into his pocket before producing a line of badly made rope that looked as though it’d been a part of a fishing net at some point. It was old and dirty and was definitely something Jin did not want anywhere near him. 
 
    He sighed. But needs must come first. “It will do. Create a false bind. I want it easily removed when the time comes.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” The thrall merely spun the rope around Jin’s wrists several times before tucking it into itself once.  
 
    Jin eyed the bind. A child could probably escape it if they tried hard enough. Both his fingers and his wrists were lithe and flexible enough that merely wiggling out of the bind would be enough instead of undoing it. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jin commanded, and the thrall lowered its head before laying its hand on the cloth over Jin’s left shoulder and dragging him forward. 
 
    It was a good enough act that it might just fool the dullards who had kidnapped those villagers. 
 
    They walked eastwards. Jin pretended to struggle the whole way through, and his thrall’s acting was excellent enough that it was only the slight green glow in the man’s eyes that indicated his true allegiance. 
 
    Ten minutes of silence passed, until Jin’s ears perked up at the sound of horses—three of them, neighing as they approached. His thrall stopped moving and forced him onto the ground. Jin chuckled inwardly as he went on his knees. 
 
    Three outriders arrived, each of them was ragged, poorly dressed men who rode atop malnourished horses. They all wore simple tunics, likely cut from the sacks that’d once held grains and other foodstuffs.  
 
    What set them apart were their pants, or the lack of them. One wore a dirty loincloth, another wore a tattered skirt of some kind, and the man in the middle wore actual pants, sewn together from different cloths.  
 
    They were all barefoot. Their long, matted hairs were tied into lengthy, filthy ponytails that reached their backsides, while at least two of them sported rugged beards that might’ve been home to entire hives of insects if the slight movements underneath the curly hairs were any indication. 
 
    Jin groaned inwardly. It was often easy to forget how backward the peasant folk were in regard to their hygiene. The cold, often icy, waters of the rivers probably greatly hindered them from taking proper baths.  
 
    It was that, or these people simply didn’t care about how they smelled or how many colonies and varieties of lice lived in their bodies. 
 
    Hirata before his intervention, suddenly didn’t seem all that bad. 
 
    Their horses panted and neighed as their riders forced them to stop. The man in the middle, the one with the actual pants, rode further ahead and spoke, “Ryozo, what happened? We heard screams. Did you see anything?” 
 
    Jin’s thrall nodded and spat on the soil, dragging him forward by the shoulders. Jin followed along and allowed himself to tumble on the ground.  
 
    “This little monkey—” 
 
    The thrall’s foot landed on Jin’s chest. Was it supposed to hurt? Jin couldn’t tell. He really didn’t feel anything, but he gave off a short grunt just as the massive foot made contact.  
 
    “—this little monkey tried running off. I didn’t hear any bloody screams. Are you sure it came from here?” 
 
    “You must’ve heard something, you big oaf!” one of the riders at the back said. “The whole damn forest must’ve heard it! Try digging the dirt out of your ears for once!” 
 
    “Well, maybe some of us are too busy doing our jobs to hear random noises in the bloody woods!” Jin’s thrall shouted back. 
 
    “Enough!” their leader’s voice boomed. The man glanced down at Jin before shrugging. “Take this one back to the camp and put him in with the others. There was a noise earlier, but it must’ve been a mountain lion or something. I hear there’re plenty of those in the deep woods.” 
 
    These aren’t the deep woods, you dolt… Jin mumbled in his head. If they were truly in the deep woods, they’d all be dead. This place was about as dangerous as a garden. 
 
    “Let go of me!” Jin cringed inwardly as he yelled the words, but they helped sell his position as an unwilling captive.  
 
    One of the ragged men, the one with no pants at all, sneered as Ryozo hoisted Jin over his shoulders. “Maybe we should kill this one, just to make an example of?” He suggested half-mockingly, a wasted attempt at terrifying a child. 
 
    Their leader chuckled, his eyes narrowing slightly as he eyed Jin’s form. Did he notice something odd? 
 
    Wait. 
 
    His tattoos were on display for the whole world to see! 
 
    The leader bent down to examine Jin’s right forearm where the Lightning Bug had once been but was now the home of a scarab creature of some kind.  
 
    “Where did you get these tattoos, kid?” 
 
    Something stirred in Jin’s right forearm. 
 
    It was only when the folds of the man’s kimonos were blown aside by a passing wind did Jin see the tattoo of a Thunder Bear over his left breast. Ah, hell, he’s a mage. 
 
    Jin would’ve instantly known about the man’s magical nature if he’d retained his ability to detect magic. But, as things stood, he was blind.  
 
    “You’ve got the talent for magic, but it seems you’ve not really trained your core as of yet. It’s weak and shriveled. And yet you seem to be the host to not one but two magical tattoos. Just who are you, kid?” 
 
    “I’m no one important.”  
 
    Green flames exploded outward. 
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    The green flames did not burn. They did not scorch. They did not blacken the world around them with searing heat. Jin wasn’t sure if they were flames at all. 
 
    Fire was a force of heat and indiscriminate destruction. It burned everything it touched and left only ashes in its wake. 
 
    The ghost fires that exploded around him. 
 
    They weren’t burning. There was no heat. They lacked the familiar hotness that would brush and lick at Jin’s face whenever he unleashed the flames of his left forearm and engulfed vast swathes of land in crimson fires. 
 
    Instead, they were cold. 
 
    No, the ghastly emerald flames withered everything and anything it touched. Stones and pebbles turned to dust. Trees and leaves were reduced to shrunken, hollowed husks, devoid of all the shapes and colors that’d once graced their forms.  
 
    Grass and shrubs and bushes became naught but petrified sludge on the dried and crusted ground that’d once been moist, damp earth. Worse still were its effects on people. 
 
    Of the three bandits that approached them, the two who seemed to hold no rank, along with their horses, first became mummified shells of their former selves, parched skin, brown and leathery, stretched over shrunken flesh. Their teeth withered and blackened, and turned to dust, alongside their eyes.  
 
    All of this happened within the first second of exposure. When the next moment came, their remains seemed to dry up even further. By the third second, they and the horses they rode upon were simply blown into the wind, never to be seen or heard again. 
 
    Every living thing within a range of ten feet around Jin withered away into dust. 
 
    The ghastly green flames dissipated, leaving a circle of blackened, crusted soil around Jin. His thrall stood by his side. Ryozo’s flesh had been stripped away, leaving only a pale skeleton, whose frame burned with the same, life-eating green flames that Jin emitted.  
 
    Dropping all pretense, Jin’s thrall unleashed a ghastly cry before charging forward like a maddened lunatic, baleful jaws set open, green flames burning where its tongue would’ve been. 
 
    Standing fifteen feet across from Jin, slightly panting and huffing, was the leader. He’d drawn a rusty cleaver from somewhere, and his horse was nowhere to be found. The man’s eyes widened immensely as sweat rapidly soaked his clothes.  
 
    He raised his weapon just as Jin’s thrall slammed into him with its skeletal shoulder. The ragged man gasped, spittle and saliva bursting out of his mouth as he was sent hurling into a tree. 
 
    The skeleton roared once more before charging the downed bandit mage. 
 
    Jin couldn’t tell where its voice was coming from, though he noted how the flames that burned across its form seemed to intensify whenever it unleashed its ghastly scream. 
 
    The remaining bandit seemed to possess enough battle senses at least to push himself up to his feet and evade another tackle from the burning skeleton. The man rolled over to the side, panting as he forced himself onto his feet. Jin’s thrall, carried by its earlier momentum, slammed into a tree. 
 
    “GRAAAH!!” the bandit screamed, having transferred his Thunder Bear tattoo onto his right forearm. The man unleashed a shockwave of intense energy from his fingertips, letting loose a massive thunderclap as he did. The skeletal thrall was hurled into and through another tree, where it crashed into the roots of an ancient oak. 
 
    Unknown to the bandit, Jin had begun sneaking around him, disappearing from the man’s perception as the battle unfolded. 
 
    Jin’s skeletal thrall emerged from the now blackened and withered roots. Its ribs and, for that matter, most of its bones, were cracked and severely fractured, likely due to that thundering clap of unseen forces that’d sent it hurling through a few trees earlier. Undeterred by its apparent damage, the thrall simply charged forward once more, screaming as it did. 
 
    “CURSE YOU!” The bandit mage raised his rarm once more, ready to unleash another blast of invisible energy that would surely cause the burning skeleton to shatter like glass. Magic gathered at his fingertips, and the man would’ve truly been successful at ridding the world of the fiery undead if Jin hadn’t suddenly dropped on top of him and laid a burning hand on his face. 
 
    “Your will is mine!” Jin screamed as he let flow the dark and unnatural energy that coursed through his body into the man. Jin’s left forearm burned alight with green flames.  
 
    The bandit mage struggled briefly before emerald fires engulfed his face, and then his whole body. Lightning and thunder seeped out of his magical tattoo, surging into ground, where it dissipated within seconds. The man thrashed and screamed in agony, his tortured voice echoing across the woods. 
 
    And then he paused, eyes burning green. 
 
    He fell and, as he did, Jin leapt off him. 
 
    Jin looked on as a strange, milky white specter emerged from the man’s mouth and flew into him. As he’d felt before, Jin’s strength drastically increased. Power coursed through his muscles.  
 
    Turning away from the thrashing corpse, Jin walked toward the nearest tree, grabbed hold of its bark, and yanked. He ripped out a handful easily enough before crushing it in his hand. Jin glanced at his right forearm. Dangling underneath the skull-shaped carapace of the ghastly scarab was a single bear claw. Now, you definitely weren’t there before, were you? 
 
    Jin shook his head. Instead, he turned his attention toward the more obvious development. 
 
    “So, I get stronger the more I use my… Absolute Dominion.” The name sounded less pretentious in his head, but it was certainly an apt description. A portion of an individual’s power must be imprinted into their soul… somehow. By devouring their soul, I also get access to this power? 
 
    That hardly made sense, even to him, who had studied the arcane and the esoteric arts. The soul was just energy—nothing more. It was the energy of the individual’s consciousness. Hence the reason why sapient creatures held brighter, more intense souls as opposed to common beasts and insects, whose souls were so dim it was as though they held no soul at all. 
 
    Still…  
 
    It was as good a guess as any. Until he figured out the true nature of his newfound abilities, Jin would have to rely solely on guesswork. The demon doesn’t know anything, either. I’m alone in all of this. 
 
    He turned and tossed away the crushed bundle of bark and soft wood onto the grass. 
 
    The bandit mage had stopped thrashing and was slowly rising to his feet, an unearthly green glow to his eyes. The skeletal thrall walked forward and stood beside him. Both of them turned to Jin and bowed low. 
 
    “My lord,” they both said, though the skeletal thrall’s voice had lost all mortal pretenses and outright sounded like a chorus of banshees. “We await your command.” 
 
    Jin turned his attention toward the one with actual flesh. “You, do you still hold the Thunder Bear tattoo or is it gone?” 
 
    The former bandit mage lowered his head. “I hold echoes of it, my Lord, mere shadows of what it once was. I possess it still, but it is vastly weakened and will stay as such.” 
 
    Jin frowned. It would’ve been utterly amazing if his thralls possessed whatever magical abilities they had in life. Then again, a sliver of the real thing was still better than nothing at all, especially if they retained their enhanced physique.  
 
    Though, judging from his brief but intense battle against Jin’s skeletal thrall, the bandit outrider likely hadn’t trained his body to the absolute brink as Jin had done.  
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    For a moment, Jin wondered; did other mages, especially the brats at the Imperial Academy, train as he once did or were they content to just develop their magical prowess without ever considering their physical prowess? 
 
    Huh, something to ponder? 
 
    Jin nodded at his thralls. “We’ll have to change our plans a little. But the objective will remain the same: free the captives. Let’s not kill unless necessary.” 
 
    He never thought he’d ever catch himself saying that last bit. A month ago, he would’ve chosen to simply kill them all. 
 
    But now…  
 
    Jin turned his attention to his thrall, the bandit mage. “What do you know of the bandit leader? Is he a mage as well?” 
 
    “The leader calls himself Kai, my Lord,” the thrall replied, keeping his head low. “He is a powerful mage and possesses three tattoos. I know not two of them, but I know he possesses a Stone Rhino, which he keeps on his torso. It makes him impervious to most weapons without affecting his movements. I’ve seen him punch the ground hard enough to cause a minor earthquake, which leads me to believe he is in possession of a heavily mutated Earth-Shaker Boar, but that is only guesswork on my part, my Lord.” 
 
    Jin nodded. “What can you tell me of his personality? Is he brash? Is he calm?” 
 
    “He is cautious and generally friendly. To my knowledge, Kai has taken no lives—not once—in his tenure and has forbidden everyone else from doing so,” the thrall answered. “He was against the idea of holding the peasants hostage, but he holds a grudge against the Muramasa family that he did not care to elaborate and saw it as the only way to draw out the clan head.” 
 
    Jin paused. 
 
    Not a single day went by that his mind did not rage at the thought of those maggots still living, still feasting in the halls of their victory, while Jin’s adoptive father lay buried in the ground, forgotten and dishonored by the very people he’d once called allies.  
 
    Not a single night passed that his dreams did not wander into dreams of vengeance and death. They must all die. They must all suffer for what they’ve done. 
 
    They shall reap what they’d sown: death. 
 
    Jin didn’t think there was someone else out there who bore a grudge against the Muramasa Clan. Then again, a clan of traitors was sure to amass a grand following of foes. Only, not everyone had the strength or the inclination to truly manifest their vengeance. This Kai was definitely on the right track if he was doing something of this magnitude. 
 
    He was, however, a fool if he thought a bunch of peasants was going to garner the attention of the Muramasa lord, especially if said peasants once belonged to the lordship of the Murasaki clan. That said, Kai was eager and willful, and that meant he could be easily manipulated, easily controlled. I could use someone like that. 
 
    “Tsk …” Jin eyed the spots on the ground, where two bandits once sat atop their horses. Now, they were gone, along with their horses. Kai won’t be willing to parley with me if he knows I’ve killed two of his men. I should keep this a secret and pretend I don’t know about what happened to those two. 
 
    Jin eyed his newest thrall. Kai is their leader. He must know his own subordinates, which means he’d know this one rode with the outriders. I can’t bring him with me. At the very least, I can’t have him close to me. Then again…  
 
    “Do you possess enhanced strength and reflexes?” Jin asked the most recently diseased thrall. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” the thrall replied. “Though I lack the original magical prowess of Jinshin Oda, I still retain the superhuman enhancement he’d developed through his constant training. though, Oda’s strength is far below that of Kai, who far outclasses him in every category.” 
 
    “I see.” Jin nodded and gestured toward the much taller skeletal thrall. “Will you retain all of those things if I reduce you to a burning skeleton, like the former Ryozo here?” 
 
    “I do not know, my Lord,” the thrall replied. “My fellow servant, despite losing all his flesh, hasn’t appeared to have lost any of his former physical strength. I dare say he has become even stronger now. So, I believe I will retain whatever powers and enhancements I currently possess, my Lord, though I truly do not know for certain.” 
 
    Jin nodded and raised his right forearm toward his newest thrall. “Let’s hope this works.” 
 
    Ghastly green flames burst out of Jin’s right hand, engulfing both his thralls in the unnatural fires. His servants stood still, even as everything around and behind them withered away into dust and primordial sludge. When he finished, two burning skeletons stood before him, one much taller than the other.  
 
    The shorter undead, however, burned much brighter. Was it the result of possessing magical abilities? Jin wasn’t sure. 
 
    However, he noted that the damage sustained by the Ryozo thrall in his earlier bout against the man known as Oda had healed. The skeleton was now pristine when it had been severely cracked and fractured.  
 
    “Huh, my… flames can reconstitute your forms?” 
 
    His thralls nodded, though only the Ryozo thrall answered, “Yes, my Lord. Though our own flames gradually repair our bodies, your flames greatly hasten the process.” 
 
    “Fascinating …” Jin muttered. “In any case, I want the both of you to follow me, but stay out of sight. Stick to the trees or the shadows and ensure no one sees either of you. If they do, make sure they don’t link you to me. I will proceed into the bandit camp alone. You two will shadow my every move and support me if events should turn… violent. Is that understood?” 
 
    “We exist to serve you, my Lord.” The Oda thrall bowed even lower, the other followed. “We shall follow your every command, even if it means our destruction.” 
 
    Jin cringed. He did not want unthinking servants or slaves, and neither did he desire absolute control over others. However, the more tactical part of his mind could not deny the usefulness of having such subordinates. They needed no food, no water, no rest, and no shelter. They felt no fear, no disloyalty, and no doubts. They were expendable and easily replaced—the perfect soldiers.  
 
    The best part was that they retained some of their powers in life, provided they had any, and their memories and thought patterns. 
 
    Necromancy in Jin’s previous world, even at its absolute peak, could not hope to replicate the effects of his new power. 
 
    “Let’s move out,” he commanded. 
 
    His two thralls moved in separate directions away from him. Jin felt their presence, and he knew they were never far off. In fact, they seemed to maintain a constant distance of two hundred feet. He never gave such details to his command, which meant his thralls were capable of some creative thinking and weren’t simple-minded drones that followed orders in the most literal sense. 
 
    Jin pondered on the possible implications of his new powers. The Ryozo thrall seemed to display something akin to rage earlier. Does this mean they still possess some form of human emotion? Would this lead to them possibly gaining sympathy for their enemies? Are they capable of turning against me if their emotions lead them to do so? Hmmm… that’s something to consider. 
 
    A full twenty minutes passed before Jin finally emerged into a massive clearing. At the center of it was the bandit camp surrounded by wooden walls, which were little more than logs, haphazardly propped close to each other and bound with ropes.  
 
    A single watchtower stood at the center, looming over the walls. Atop the watchtower was a lone man—the lookout. The man spotted Jin immediately and lifted a frying pan. 
 
    Jin raised an eyebrow and whispered under his breath, “Oh no, he’s not seriously going to—” 
 
    The lookout began profusely beating the frying pan with a stick, creating just enough noise to rouse the camp. Several noises, most of them being human voices and numerous footsteps, ran rampant through the walls. The villagers were definitely brought here, likely bound and corralled to prevent escapees. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed when he noted the feeling of presences on the other side of the palisade. They were there. He knew they were there. He could almost smell them. But it wasn’t smell; it wasn’t taste. It wasn’t from any of his mundane senses, and it definitely wasn’t his magical senses at work. What he was detecting was something else entirely, something he’d never really felt before. 
 
    There were over two hundred people within the camp, more or less, judging from the presences he’d felt. 
 
    Jin approached and stopped near the gates. “I AM MURASAKI JIN, SON OF MURASAKI HAMADA! I HEARD YOUR LEADER HOLDS A GRUDGE AGAINST THE MURAMASA CLAN! I DEMAND AN AUDIENCE!” 
 
    The rudimentary gates, made of wood and bound in rusted iron, groaned as they opened. 
 
    On the other side was a teenager, who was probably nearing his twenties. His crimson hair flared in the air, like flames. His cold, blue eyes held a startling intensity that existed only in the eyes of those who lived their whole lives for a single purpose.  
 
    He wore a kimono, whose sleeves had been ripped off, and a simple hakama underneath. He wore no shoes. Upon his left forearm was a heavily mutated Lightning Bug, and on his right forearm was a Cloud Unicorn, bearing little mutations. Upon the man’s chest was a Stone Rhino. 
 
    This must be their leader, Kai, Jin mused. I wonder how strong he is. Having three Magical Beasts etched into his body must’ve made him a true powerhouse. He’s probably stronger than me… or the version of me before I died. Now, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Jin took a single step forward and immediately paused when Kai raised his hand.  
 
    “You will go no farther, outsider. How dare you dishonor the great Lord Hamada’s name by claiming to be his son? Murasaki Jin disappeared several years ago.” 
 
    Jin chuckled and smiled. “I am Murasaki Jin, and I seek vengeance against the Muramasa Clan, just like you.” 
 
    Kai raised his fist high into the air for all to see before ramming it into the ground, creating a fissure that briefly ran forward. The earth shook beneath Jin’s feet. Impressive. 
 
    “Murasaki Jin was a powerful practitioner of magic,” Kai began. “More than that, he was known to be a powerful warrior, even at his age. I longed to meet him, to challenge him just once… but those traitors attacked!” 
 
    The tall teen took a single step forward, shaking the ground once more. He was definitely passionate, Jin noted. Even stranger still was Kai’s resemblance to an old friend, the Hollowed Knight.  
 
    “Fight me! Bare your fists at me, and we shall see if your claims hold true!” Kai said. 
 
    Jin sighed. This was going to be a pain in the backside. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What makes you think you have any right to bring this child here?” 
 
    They stood at the center of a massive hallway, on a wide, circular platform that hovered over the floor, covered in glimmering runes that emitted powerful bursts of magic every few seconds. Ebisu wondered if said bursts of power were what kept the platform afloat, but then each burst didn’t exactly hold any sort of kinetic energy, which made his theory kind of worthless. Still, it was fun to wonder.  
 
    The ceiling of the hallway was a giant carving, etched upon smooth stone. It depicted some kind of ancient battle, thousands upon thousands of warriors gathering together to fight a single, monstrous foe, upon whose head was a pair of gruesome horns. Its eyes burned brightly, a pair of bloody rubies glimmering in the shadows. 
 
    On the black stone walls of the hallway were hundreds of artifacts placed atop obsidian pedestals. There were all sorts of weapons and armors, necklaces and bands, rings and armlets. They all exuded a deep and powerful magic.  
 
    One of them seemed to give off an aura that reminded him of his master’s accursed blade. It was a Yari, a long spear, ending in two blades—one to pierce, and the other to shear. The metal was a deep, bloody crimson, just like Agito. 
 
    Ebisu eyed the label on the weapon. It read: “Amatsu-Ryukami, one of nine accursed weapons from the evillest of demons. The other eight have never been found.” 
 
    What? 
 
    The weapon pulsed. And Ebisu shifted as something thrummed in his chest. 
 
    He turned away from the dreadful weapon. 
 
    Behind them lay hundreds of stone seats. All of them were empty. 
 
    Ebisu stood a few feet behind Shinji, eyeing the five figures who sat atop thrones of iron and glass, looming over them with shimmering eyes. They oozed power. Ebisu had felt his master’s nearly boundless magical potential numerous times before, and it had always been a humbling thing to know that someone else had power that far dwarfed his own. But these people… their power was far greater than even his master’s.  
 
    If Murasaki Jin’s magical potential was that of a bottomless lake, then these guys carried within them raging seas of magical energy—merely peering into them was enough to cause a headache that made him want to close his eyes and sleep for ten hours. 
 
    Still, Ebisu mused, his master’s potential was greater still. These old men and women in power had attained such level of magical proficiency only after many, many decades, and yet his master would’ve reached the same heights if he was given a mere decade to do the same—maybe even less. 
 
    “I will give this child my official backing,” Shinji retorted, keeping his chin high even as he looked upward to meet the gazes of the old people. “Let him undertake the Trial of the Kuromaho. If he succeeds, then he shall be accepted into the Academy, under my guardianship.” 
 
    “Your words mean nothing, Varnu brat,” a figure retorted. Shinji stiffened but said nothing. “You have no authority over the Trial Mystics. Only the council possesses such power! Know your place!” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Retsu,” an Elder spoke. Ebisu noted his voice seemed youthful—somehow. “Miura Shinji represents the interests of the Varnu Council of Shamans. Be courteous at the very least.” 
 
    The figure, whose name was revealed to be Retsu, huffed and leaned back. 
 
    Another figure leaned forward. It was an old woman, whose face was mostly just wrinkles, and yet the power that seeped off her was surreal. She was strong, Ebisu did not doubt that even for a moment, stronger than anyone else in the room, actually.  
 
    It was made all the more obvious when Shinji lowered his head at her gaze. She then turned to Ebisu, who stiffened, but did not falter. 
 
    “This one has potential,” she said. And no one argued with her or spoke out of turn. “His magic is strong… different.” 
 
    The Elder’s gaze over Ebisu intensified for a moment before she spoke, leaning back. “And yet only the greatest and most powerful of our initiates may undertake the Kuromaho Trial. Most of them end up dead before it is even finished. What makes this child any different from them?” 
 
    Shinji smirked and raised his head. The other Elders were clearly waiting for his reply. “He’s been through war, and he’s seen death—not just the deaths of beasts, mind you, but the deaths of human beings and the horrors that come with it.” 
 
    Flashes of the battle at Hirata surged through Ebisu’s mind—his loyal warriors, cut down and slaughtered before him, their blood and entrails splattered all over the ground. Everywhere, his people fled in panic, screaming and screaming as the enemy poured through the walls his master had built.  
 
    They gave no quarter, and they showed no mercy. Ebisu wasn’t sure just how many of his people survived the horrors that day, if any of them survived at all. For that matter, he wasn’t even sure how he came to live when so many of his loyal retainers and servants did not. 
 
    Faces…  
 
    Ebisu remembered seeing many faces on that day apart from the mangled features of the abominations that had attacked his village. And yet, no matter how much he tried to remember what they actually looked like, his mind simply refused—simply chose to forget. 
 
    How could he just forget?! 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes bulged in fury, his hands balling into fists. A wave of wild energy exploded from him, and the floor cracked beneath his feet. 
 
    Shinji turned, wide-eyed, and laid both of his hands on Ebisu’s shoulders, nudging him slightly. “Kid, what are you doing?” 
 
    Ebisu shook his head. His mind cleared somewhat, though much anger still simmered beneath it all. His eyes darkened. “I was… thinking about my home. Everyone’s dead.” 
 
    Before Shinji could speak, the sound of laughter and clapping echoed across the hallway. It was soon joined by several other bouts of chuckles and claps. 
 
    Both he and Shinji turned and saw the Elders were responsible for the noises. Chief among them was the old lady from earlier, who’d leaned down, smiling, revealing rows of pearly-white teeth that looked far too perfect to be natural.  
 
    “You’re an interesting one, boy,” she said. 
 
    She then turned an eye to Shinji, who’d lowered his head once more. “Very well, Miura Shinji, the boy shall be allowed to undertake the Kuromaho Trial. If he succeeds, the council will permit him to join the academy. If he impresses me, I shall allow him to skip the Initiate rank and immediately grant him the rank of Neophyte.” 
 
    The Elder woman leaned back and turned away before raising her right hand and making a shooing gesture. “Take him to the Trial Mystics. We’ll see if you’re word holds any meaning, Miura.” 
 
    Shinji bowed low. Ebisu did the same. These people, strangers though they were, deserved it at the very least. No, their power demanded respect and the gap between their respective powers made it very clear as to who was superior among them.  
 
    He had to acknowledge that, at the very least, he was their inferior. He was younger and far less experienced, and they were probably nearing their hundredth birthdays. 
 
    Both Shinji and his master held plenty of experience, far more than Ebisu had. But, these people, they simply had more. 
 
    Someday, maybe not today or tomorrow or even a decade, but someday, Ebisu swore to himself that he would make these people bow to him—that these supposed Elders would prostrate at his feet, begging for his attention.  
 
    His master would stand at his side then, but they would be equals, and they would stand atop everyone and everything else—side-by-side. 
 
    When Shinji had brought him here, into the Emperor’s pond, Ebisu had resigned himself to the life of a wanderer—a vagabond. He had lost everything—his home, his people, his honor, his pride, and whatever else was left. Ebisu had even lost his master, the one person whom he held above himself.  
 
    But then he saw the decadence with which the Emperor lived his life, uncaring of all those who suffered under his reign, living only to please himself and nothing more—nothing greater.  
 
    The most ancient of stories spoke of the Emperor as a descendant of one of the great gods, whose line could be traced all the way back to the first man, Emperor Tenmu, who was said to have created rice and given it to the people.  
 
    In the eyes of the common folk, in the eyes of many, the Emperor was living proof of divinity. But Ebisu saw only a fat sloth that gorged itself on wine and food, whose breath stank of alcohol, whose mouth reeked of unwashed stains. There was no divinity, only an animal that was lower than even the lowest peasant. 
 
    This whole system—this whole structure, the Emperor, the Shogun, and the Great Lords—Ebisu would destroy all of it and build something new from the ashes, something better, something far greater. 
 
    For now, however, he had to become stronger—far stronger than he could ever have dreamed himself to be, even stronger than his master. 
 
    They both turned away and hurriedly exited the hallway of the Elders, walking out the black gates, made entirely of metal. Briefly, Ebisu wondered how heavy these things must’ve been before they walked past it and the thought disappeared as Shinji guided him down another hallway.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll take you to the Trial Mystics. They’re… a bunch of weirdos who administer the myriad of trials for the students here.” 
 
    The hallways were wide, spacious, and strangely empty. His manor had more people walking around it than this place. They walked for five minutes before Ebisu spoke, “For a place that calls itself ‘the Imperial Academy,’ there sure is a complete lack of students. Where is everybody?” 
 
    Shinji shrugged. “I asked the exact same thing when I first came here. The truth is that most students tend to gather in the arenas, where they fight each other in grueling combat sports, instead of—you know—studying. You Moyatani folk are so fond of violence, aren’t you?” 
 
    It was Ebisu’s turn to shrug. “I can’t argue with you with that last bit, but it does seem strange for students to not be studying. My master made me read several of his notes, each one was about as thick as a full book. He’d have me studying for hours and hours before we ever began combat training and applied magic.” 
 
    They turned a corner and proceeded down a much narrower hallway. “I take it Murasaki Jin was a great teacher? You certainly speak of him as such.” 
 
    Ebisu laughed and shook his head. “I never said that. Master was many things. He was powerful, charismatic, and inventive, but he was a terrible teacher. I just happened to be an awesome student. Still …” Ebisu paused and smiled. “He had plenty of things to teach. He just didn’t know how. So, I had to learn to teach myself, which definitely wasn’t easy.”  
 
    Shinji chuckled, smiling, though his eyes seemed somewhat conflicted. “That kind of reminds me of my grandfather. He wasn’t a mage, mind you, but he was the one who taught me—very poorly, at that—how to hunt and forage, and to survive in the wilderness. Do you wanna take a guess at how he did it?” 
 
    Ebisu shook his head. “What did he do?” 
 
    Shinji sighed. “The old man tied me up, blindfolded me, and then shoved a gag into my mouth. He then took me into the heart of the woodlands and left me there. This was Varnu wilderness, mind you. The ice and the cold bit into my bones and nearly froze my blood. I didn’t know how to do anything. I didn’t even know where I was or how I got there.” 
 
    “How did you survive?”  
 
    At the end of the narrow hallway was a large, wooden door. Its surface was covered in small sheets of paper. Every single one of them emitted trace amounts of magic, which made their true nature immediately known. Ebisu struggled to figure out their purpose, however, and how they were made, or what they were. 
 
    Shinji shrugged, laying a single hand on the door. “I taught myself how to survive.” 
 
    The paper sheets all began emitting various colors of light, emanating from their edges and the symbols etched upon them. Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. The symbols weren’t of the Moyatani script, but they did seem… similar—somehow.  
 
    He pointed at them. “What are these things?” 
 
    Shinji raised an eyebrow. “They’re called Ofuda, magical spells etched on paper. Very few people know how to make these, and even fewer are aware of how they even work. I believe the Academy only has a single master, who still teaches the Art of Ofuda, and he has… No, I don’t think he has any students at all. A lot of kids here prefer to just throw ball of fire or a bolt of lightning. Very few are ever interested in the more subtle forms of magic.” 
 
    “Do you know how to make these?” 
 
    Shinji shook his head. “Varnu magic is… incompatible with Ofuda. We’re Shamans not mages. Our form of magic is… very different from yours. Though, I would’ve loved to learn the art, if I could.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded. 
 
    The door shuddered as the talismans gradually lost their light. Shinji took a single step back.  
 
    “When that door opens. You will go in by yourself. The test will begin immediately. No one will be waiting to talk to you on the other side. Keep your wits about you, kid. The Trial of the Kuromaho will kill you if you fail, so don’t.” 
 
    “Well.” Ebisu took a single step forward as the door slowly opened, revealing an endless stretch of darkness on the other side. The magic that seeped through the doorway seemed familiar somehow, as though he’d felt it before. It was dark and oppressive, like the bottom of the sea, where great towers lingered, where the Great Devourer slept, dreaming—an endless darkness, filled with unnatural power. 
 
    His mind paused, and the thoughts disappeared. 
 
    “Ebisu?”  
 
    The boy blinked and shook his head.  
 
    Shinji had a concerned look on his face. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Ebisu grinned. “The test sounds simple enough. I just have to not die, right? That sounds easy!” 
 
    Shinji raised an eyebrow. “No, it really isn’t easy. Most Initiates die, and the ones who get through it are usually scarred by the experience. This isn’t a battle you can just punch your way out of. The Trial of the Kuromaho is far more complicated than that. Just be sure to be alert for anything. Even I don’t know what the whole thing really entails.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly what I said.” Without another word, Ebisu leapt into the doorway and dove into the darkness. 
 
    The boy fell for what seemed to be twenty or thirty feet before he landed on his feet. The ground seemed dusty and rocky, like soil that had not felt the touch of rain for many years. Around him was a seemingly endless expanse of black… with what appeared to be stars, twinkling in the distance.  
 
    When Ebisu glanced down, he saw that he was standing atop a platform of earth, hovering in the field of starlight and shadows. He stood.  
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    Ebisu took a deep breath. The air was clean and cool, but it seemed hollow. It was too clean—no smells, nothing, not even the smell of rocks and earth entered his nose. 
 
    His guard was instantly up. 
 
    Ebisu took a step forward, finding nothing beyond the small platform he’d stood on. As he did, however, several more similar platforms appeared, layering themselves atop each other in such a way as to form a descent of stairs that would lead him toward a much wider platform several feet down. Ebisu raised a single eyebrow. What is going on? 
 
    With nothing to do, Ebisu walked down the stairway and soon found himself standing on the lowermost platform. When he turned, the other platforms had disappeared into the darkness. He walked toward its center. It was far wider than the one he’d landed on.  
 
    “Is anyone there?!” he screamed into the dark. “What am I supposed to do in this test?!” 
 
    Shinji made it seem as though he’d be thrown into a pit of death, filled with horrors and enemies. Then again, the foreigner made it clear that it wasn’t a battle he could just punch his way out of and that was kind of disappointing.  
 
    Ebisu hoped to punch a lot of things, maybe even throw a blackhole or two, but it seemed as though he wouldn’t be fighting anything. Is it a test of intelligence, then? 
 
    That… didn’t make any sense. How could a test of intelligence cause the deaths of several students? No, it had to be something else—perhaps, a combination of both? 
 
    Shrugging, Ebisu sat down on the cold ground and waited for something to happen. 
 
    An hour passed… and nothing happened. And then came the second hour… followed by the third hour… and it was only when the fourth hour came rolling by did Ebisu shoot upward, eyes wide.  
 
    “I’m supposed to try and find a way out of this place!” 
 
    Of course! It all made sense now! Those other students all died because they got themselves stuck in this void, where they likely died of hunger and thirst after several weeks. Mages were just as susceptible to such causes of death, just as the mundane people were. It just took a lot longer for it to affect mages. Huh, are there other students still here? 
 
    Shrugging, Ebisu walked to the edge of the platform and smiled to himself as his theory was proven right. Several more platforms of dried rock and soil materialized, creating another stairway, which then led to another platform.  
 
    It seems I’m gonna have to do this enough times before something actually starts happening. This can’t be the whole test, right? 
 
    As Ebisu took his first step down, a pair of hazel eyes snapped open in the shadows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right, this is actually getting a little harder,” Ebisu muttered under his breath as he leapt from the edge of a platform and onto another over thirty yards away.  
 
    He made it over rather easily after soaring over the endless blackness that was the void that seemed to permeate most of this place. It was easy. However, it wasn’t getting any easier. In fact, it was the opposite.  
 
    The platforms were getting farther and farther away from each other, and the worst part was that Ebisu wasn’t sure if he was supposed to be jumping from one to the next. 
 
    If only this test had come with a manual…  
 
    Still, the fact that anything is happening at all means I’m going the right direction, right? Ebisu peered down the edge of the platform. His eyes were met only by an abyss of darkness and dim starlight twinkling in the vast distance.  
 
    He sighed and absently scratched the back of his head, patches of his once-luxurious clothing falling away, like dried chips as he stood up. 
 
    The platform he’d landed on had around twenty or so feet of walkable mass. The rest of it was on the bottom. It was noticeably wider than the last ones, which meant that the platforms were getting larger and larger as were the gaps between each one.  
 
    Sooner or later, he’d come across a platform that was simply too far away, and attempting to leap over to it would result in him falling into the endless chasm underneath.  
 
    But the stairways stopped appearing at some point, a few platforms ago. 
 
    Scowling and still scratching the back of his head, Ebisu sat down, cross-legged. His left arm dangled, whilst he’d propped his right arm’s elbow on his right knee and rested his chin on his palm, groaning.  
 
    He closed his eyes and absently willed forth a black singularity in front of him—a training exercise once suggested by his master, meant to increase his control over the gravity fields of his creations.  
 
    The singularity exploded into creation, a tiny black dot in an otherwise already black place. It danced and wobbled for a bit, drawing in everything around it before Ebisu exerted control, keeping it from pulling anything to it.  
 
    “All right… leaping from one platform to another is clearly not the way out of this place.” 
 
    Ebisu pulled the singularity toward him and held out his left hand. It hovered over his left palm, mere inches above the skin. He felt no pull from it. If I’m not supposed to be leaping from one platform to another, why do they keep appearing? 
 
    Right as he thought that, a deep rumbling reverberated all throughout the void, shaking the platform he’d stood on. Ebisu was on his feet in an instant, eyes narrowed, the singularity kept firmly in his grip in the event he’d need to use it. Left, right, up, and down—Ebisu’s vision shifted and leapt, mundane and magical alike. 
 
    But there was nothing. 
 
    The rumbling continued, like the groan of a sleeping titan. 
 
    Ebisu’s stance neither wavered nor relaxed. Instead, he simply waited and waited. His master had taught him to never lower his guard—not even once, for his enemies were many, and cunning, and they were sure to find all sorts of ways to kill him if he let them.  
 
    Even if his foes were not immediately obvious, his defense must never be lowered. In fact, it was when his enemies were not clear to see that his defenses must be at their absolute highest.  
 
    And so, there Ebisu stood on high alert, waiting and watching, his breath steady and consistent, and his eyes sharper than a hawk’s. 
 
    The rumbling ceased. What followed was a shrill, almost howl-like sound that seemed to be getting louder. It’s moving toward me! 
 
    He dove forward just as a pale shadow crashed on the spot he’d been standing on. Ebisu spun on his heels, another singularity appearing over his right hand, ready to be unleashed, and yet he needed to be careful.  
 
    Master had taught him to think first and foremost before attacking. There were far too many factors to consider beforehand that simply rushing in blind was the most foolish course of action. After all, there were hundreds of Magical Beasts that looked harmless but were far from it. 
 
    Ebisu waited, on edge, as the pale shadow slowly coalesced into a vaguely humanoid form that kind of resembled a child in height and build. Its arrival had caused the dust on the platform to form a sort of veil around its form. Ebisu held out his arms to the sides, ready to unleash his singularities but also ready to send them away in the very unlikely event that this sudden arrival wasn’t hostile. Fat chance of that happening. 
 
    The cascading cloud of dust swirled and further obscured the figure of the pale shadow. Ebisu scowled, raised his right hand with the singularity upon it high into the air before unleashing a pulse of gravitational energy, sending the dust and debris flying off into the void, revealing a— 
 
    Ebisu froze, his eyes narrowing further. “What kind of stupid test is this?” 
 
    Standing some fifteen feet away from him was a darkened figure who bore the same features as he did. It was like looking into a dirty, murky mirror, where his reflection stared back at him with glowing red eyes.  
 
    It wore the same clothes, imitating even the patches of mud and grime that clung onto the cloth, the tears and the bands of fabric that hung limply. The one glaring difference between them, aside from the eyes, were their skins. Where Ebisu’s skin was a rich, creamy pale, the figure’s skin was as black as coal and gave off a feint, smoke-like aura. 
 
    “What kind of stupid test is this?” the figure repeated, hunching over into a sort of martial stance that Ebisu recognized his master used from time to time against opponents of a similar height and build as he. “Hello, Ebisu, my name is Usibe. I am you. Or, rather, I am the darkness that lives inside you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ebisu relaxed somewhat. “And what are you here to do?” 
 
    Usibe smiled, its crimson eyes gleaming. “I’m here to kill you and take your place in the surface—” 
 
    Ebisu unleashed both his singularities upon the creature. He then activated their full gravitational spheres of influence. Whatever was caught between them would be ripped to shreds as two incredibly powerful gravity fields would pull on it from opposing directions. However, he was fighting what was likely an imitation of himself, including his abilities and the full knowledge of how to use those abilities. Two singularities wouldn’t possibly be enough. 
 
    Ebisu surged, strafing around the gravity wells.  
 
    Usibe burst out of the blast zone, holding two singularities of his own, smiling. “I know everything you know and can do everything you can do. You cannot defeat me! You cannot defeat yourself! You cannot defeat the darkness within you!” 
 
    “Shut up and fight!” Ebisu willed forth ten singularities before hurling all of them toward his clone at once. 
 
    Usibe laughed. “Oh, I like this little trick. Master suggested it to us, no?” 
 
    Ebisu scowled. “Oh, I made this up just now!” 
 
    He snapped his fingers and all ten singularities immediately destabilized, releasing their constituent molecules all at once. Usibe’s crimson eyes widened for a brief moment before the surge of energy from so many free molecules getting released at once resulted in an explosion so impossibly powerful it would’ve melted an eighth of Moyatani in an instant.  
 
    His master would’ve warned him against it, saying: any ability that costs you your life to cast is a pointless one. 
 
    The explosion would’ve devoured him as well, just as it would’ve devoured everything else around him for miles and miles and miles as the free-floating particles caused a chain reaction that caused more and more explosions.  
 
    Only, they weren’t in Moyatani. In the void, there were very few other particles and molecules to crash against each other in a flurry of explosions. The explosion wasn’t nearly as large as it could’ve been. If he’d unleashed the attack in Moyatani, the destruction would’ve been unimaginable. 
 
    Ebisu defended himself by creating a sphere of bending space around him. The explosion, which should’ve shredded him into mere molecules and particles, simply went around him harmlessly.  
 
    When his master had deemed his black hole to be too dangerous to be used in close range as its immense pull would’ve killed him as well, Ebisu had created this little trick precisely for that function. By bending space itself to go around him, nothing could possibly reach his person, though it also meant he could not exactly exit the dome of bent space as well, which kept him from doing much of anything. 
 
    A blast of white-hot flames exploded across the void, lighting up the nothingness and filling the darkness with flares brighter than the brightest starlight. 
 
    It lasted only for a second. Ebisu’s sphere of bent space stuttered and began failing soon after. The ability was incredibly taxing on his magical reserves, and at most, Ebisu could maintain it for one second before his control wavered.  
 
    He dispersed the ability entirely and breathed a sigh of relief as his magical reserves slowly built up from almost nothing.  
 
    “That oughta kill him.” 
 
    He was falling, but somehow, his trajectory would lead him right onto another platform, drifting amidst the darkness. Ebisu’s eyes narrowed when he spotted a familiar figure standing in the middle of said platform, scowling, its arms crossed over its chest.  
 
    Ebisu landed with a roll, dispersing his impact across his body before springing back up and landing on his feet.  
 
    “So, you’re not dead. Just how tough are you to kill, exactly?” 
 
    Usibe chuckled and lowered its arms, revealed deep gouges on its chest where its clothes had once been. Ebisu noted how most of its torso was literally smoking, which meant it had only escaped most of the explosion—not all of it. Though, it definitely wasn’t enough to kill it, since the black version of himself was still alive.  
 
    “You can’t kill me. I am you, I am the darkness inside you, Ebisu. I cannot die, but… yeah, that was a really good attempt. I didn’t think we were even capable of something like that—nice job.” 
 
    Ebisu flushed, raising a hand over his head and waving away his clone’s compliment. “No, it wasn’t that hard. I didn’t even know it would result in something like that. I might come up with something else next time.” 
 
    Usibe smiled and crouched. “There won’t be a next time, Ebisu.” 
 
    “Yeah, for you,” Ebisu replied just as they both flung themselves at each other. The air exploded around them as they collided in the middle of the platform in a flurry of punches and kicks, each one powerful enough to cause rippling shock waves in the air. 
 
    Ebisu threw a haymaker aimed at Usibe’s face. His clone responded by ducking underneath the blow and countering with an uppercut toward Ebisu’s exposed chin.  
 
    Ebisu bobbed his head to the left, and the punch missed him by mere inches. He pulled his arm back and unleashed a knee, aiming for Usibe’s solar plexus.  
 
    The clone scowled and leapt away, dodging. However, Ebisu extended his knee and turned what was to be a knee attack into a full kick.  
 
    The clone swung his head back, narrowly avoiding a direct collision with Ebisu’s shin before attempting another uppercut toward Ebisu’s exposed torso. The punch missed. Usibe’s right fist hit nothing but air as Ebisu twisted midair. 
 
    Their momenta carried them away from each other.  
 
    Ebisu scowled as he met the crimson eyes of his clone. “Well, that was annoying.” 
 
    Usibe snorted and lowered into a basic fighting stance, one that favored aggressive attacks. His master had taught him the stance, but he never really favored it, saying it was a stance he’d only ever use when he’d be fighting an equal, which was impossible since everyone would either be stronger or weaker than him. Ebisu grinned and settled into the same stance.  
 
    His clone mumbled, “Tell me about it.” 
 
    They launched themselves at each other once more. Usibe moved first, launching a high kick that would’ve crashed against Ebisu’s left temple if he hadn’t weaved underneath it. Ebisu countered with a right cross, aimed at the clone’s exposed chin. Usibe bobbed his head to the right. and Ebisu’s punch hit nothing but air.  
 
    They both spun, and somehow, both threw right uppercuts, resulting in them hitting each other’s chins and sending each other flying backward, both grinning. 
 
    A single thought ran through each of them. THIS IS THE MOST FUN I’VE EVER HAD! 
 
    Their eyes locked immediately as they landed and skidded against the ground. Ebisu laid a hand on his chin and grinned even further. The pain was already fading, the damage already healing.  
 
    This could go on and on for a very long time and Ebisu would only be enjoying himself. His sparring bouts against his master never really lasted quite as long. But, against an… evil version of himself, it could last for as long as they both wanted. 
 
    And they both definitely wanted the fight to go on and on. 
 
    Discarding any notion of rest, they launched themselves at each other as they’d done before. 
 
    The flurry of kicks and punches continued for an hour, then two, then three, and then Ebisu simply lost count at some point and lost himself in the fervor of battle. With neither of them tiring or falling to exhaustion, their battle would’ve lasted for days, unless something happened and tipped the odds. But they were alone in the void. No one was coming. No one could come. 
 
    However, as they launched themselves at each other for what might’ve been the thousandth time, Ebisu paused. instead, he ducked underneath an obvious tackle before leaping away to the other side of the platform.  
 
    Usibe quickly turned, still smiling, but he paused as well. “Are you having second thoughts, Ebisu? It’s all right, you can just jump right off the edge of this platform, and it’ll all be over. Once that’s over and done with, I’ll just go ahead and take over this whole country for you!” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, but maybe you should go ahead and jump in, first?” 
 
    They both snorted at each other. Ah, if only we were actual twins, instead of this weird darkness thing. I would’ve loved having a brother. 
 
    He paused again. What does it even mean when it says it’s my darkness? 
 
    His master had often spoken about there being a dark thing living in every person. This dark thing was inherent in every living being. It whispered into the hearts and minds of every human, tempting them, twisting them. It turned good men into cruel monsters.  
 
    Ebisu didn’t think it was a literal thing, but rather an idea—a symbolism of every person’s inner conflict. 
 
    Ebisu absently raised a hand and laid it over his chest as his dark self launched itself toward him with a snarl. What is my conflict? 
 
    He stared into the crimson eyes of Usibe before ducking underneath his dark self’s fist. Ebisu leapt away again, causing his clone to scream in frustration before chasing after him.  
 
    “It seems silly to ask this now, but… what do you want?” 
 
    Usibe paused, raising a single eyebrow. “I want what you want. I want to destroy this whole damn country! I want to see this whole system crumbling down into nothing! I want the people, who destroyed our home and killed our master, on their knees, begging for mercy and a swift death that will never come! I will make everyone pay!” 
 
    Ebisu stared at the dark thing that was a mere reflection of himself before bursting with laughter.  
 
    Usibe paused, apparently perplexed. It stood there and growled. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Ebisu wiped a stray tear from the edges of his eyes before clearing his throat with a cough and sighing. “I really am pathetic. I had those very same thoughts, you know? I actually thought I was right to think those things back then. Huh, hearing them from someone else—since you’re not me, but simply a part of me—really puts things into perspective. I really am pathetic—we both are. I still want revenge, though.”  
 
    Ebisu closed his eyes and breathed in, feeling a sudden lightness over him, as though a great heft was suddenly removed from his shoulders. “But I don’t need this anger—not really. Thank you, Usibe, for reminding me that vengeance is best carried out with a blade of ice …” 
 
    He began to walk forward toward his dark self, his inner darkness. Ebisu smiled and held out his arms to the sides. “It’s funny—really. Holding on to my anger would’ve held me back in the long run. I wouldn’t have been as happy as I could be—I wouldn’t have enjoyed my life as much as I should have. Because, if I live like a miserable sack of hatred, my enemies will have already won.” 
 
    Ebisu’s smile never wavered, even as he reached his other self. He stopped in front of Usibe, arms still held out to the sides. “And we can never let those bastards win, right? So …” 
 
    Before his darker self could react, Ebisu burst forward and embraced himself in a tight hug. He closed his eyes and leaned in. “Let go of the anger—it’ll only slow down our revenge. Trust in me, Usibe, I will make those people pay, but we can’t let our hearts be muddled. Life is… well, there’s so much of it to enjoy, so much happiness for us to partake in. Let it go. We don’t need anger.” 
 
    Usibe huffed once before sighing and returning the embrace. Ebisu’s darkness went limp. “Make sure they suffer. Make sure they know who we are—who you are.” 
 
    When Ebisu opened his eyes, all that was within his arms was blackened ashes. “Don’t worry, I will.” 
 
    The void collapsed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I told you he’d pass the test.” Shinji grinned and held out his hand.  
 
    A woman groaned beside him and begrudgingly placed a small sack of gold coins on his open palm. Shinji’s fingers closed upon the tiny heap of wealth and quickly stashed it somewhere unseen.  
 
    His grin became a smile. “I’ve seen what the kid is capable of. The things he went through would’ve forced his mind to grow far beyond the age of his body.” 
 
    Children were generally not allowed to participate in the Kuromaho Trial unless they were of significant strength and skill. This was because they either did not possess darkness within them yet or they simply would not have the wisdom nor the awareness to understand the true meaning and objective of the Trial.  
 
    It had taken him quite a while, but Ebisu had ultimately understood that this battle could never have been resolved with violence. 
 
    Though, he had employed plenty of it. 
 
    The woman grunted, shrugging. “A lot of our initiates fail the test and never come back from the void. Most of them were far older than this little protégé of yours. Where’d you even find him? With his potential, someone should’ve already taken him under their wing.” 
 
    They stood on a raised platform from where they were able to view the dark magic visions that assailed Ebisu. The visions, it seemed, took on the form of something more esoteric than either of them was comfortable with—a dark and endless void, dimly lit by distant stars and nebulous bodies, where floating stone islands made up the only tangible matter. There, the Kuromaho had unleashed the boy’s inner darkness. 
 
    And the two had been at it for almost two days. It had been exciting for the first ten hours, wherein Ebisu displayed immense skill with hand-to-hand martial arts, something every mage was expected to excel in given their penchant for physical superiority.  
 
    The boy in question seemed to favor a highly aggressive form of martial arts that eschewed defense in favor of brutal offense. 
 
    Had Murasaki Jin taught him that form? 
 
    He couldn’t be entirely sure, but Shinji seemed to recall an old man, a master of some ancient and deadly style, demonstrating a very similar form of melee combat. Nobito… or something. 
 
    Shinji’s smile fell. “Someone did take him under their wing. Where do you think he learned to harness his powers? But that’s a story for another time. I found him in the woods, floating down the river. He’d been involved in a nasty siege. Have you heard the news about Hirata?” 
 
    “Just yesterday.” The woman nodded before leaning in and speaking in whispers, “I’ve heard rumors that the Order was apparently involved in its destruction. Do you know anything about that? I thought those fanatics were barred entry from Moyatani, but it seems they’ve held on with their little rat claws, instead of fleeing back to the westlands.” 
 
    “I don’t know why the Order of all people would want to burn down that village,” Shinji replied.  
 
    Hirata was many things. It was technologically and societally advanced, both of which could be attributed to one Murasaki Jin, whose mind seemed to brim with ideas and designs of non-Moyatani origin.  
 
    However, aside from Ebisu, the only other thing in Hirata that was worth anything was Jin himself, but that hardly made any sense. The Order supposedly existed to drive away the darkness that plagued humanity. No one knew what that meant, except for its members, most of whom would readily die to preserve the Order’s secrets.  
 
    “It just doesn’t make sense for them to attack a random village. If this was an act of revenge for what happened ten years ago, they should’ve just started throwing fireballs at the Capital. But… I don’t think they’re that stupid.” 
 
    The woman nodded, her green eyes narrowing. “Those vermin are up to something, but the Elders won’t recognize them as a threat, not really—not after we destroyed their little nest here. so, we can’t officially make a move against them, not unless they started throwing their weight around as they did before.” 
 
    Shinji shrugged, looking on as Ebisu finally awakened in the hall of Black Magic, looking for all the world to be lost and confused. 
 
    Shinji’s eyes narrowed, leaning onto a handrail. The woman, beside him, did the same. They both looked on as Ebisu seemed to gather his bearings.  
 
    “Whatever those fanatics are up to, it can’t be anything good. There …” He hesitated for a moment, watching his young protégé push himself up off the ebony floor. “There was someone else in Hirata who might’ve attracted the Order’s interest.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened for a moment. They had all felt that dreadfully powerful presence many weeks ago. They had all felt the pressure with which it had pressed down upon the world, cementing its existence as an entity out of myths and legends.  
 
    The Elders had been scared out of their seats, which was why they had sent Shinji out to investigate. In hindsight, the old coots really should’ve sent more people—a lone mage, even one as skilled as he, could not possibly have done much more than confirm the presence of an anomaly. 
 
    And what good did that do anyone? Sure, he came back and informed the Elders about the Wendigo and Murasaki Jin, but then what? What had he achieved? 
 
    Absolutely nothing—that’s what. 
 
    Shinji sighed, shaking his head. The Elders were so terribly inefficient with their decisions at times. “I can’t say for certain, but Ebisu was the lesser of three anomalies when I had arrived there. Heck, the kid’s not really that strange when you think about it.” 
 
    He breathed in, his mind’s eye looking back through his memories. “When I came to Hirata to investigate the presence of a Mythic-Class Magical Beast, I found a boy instead, who radiated unnatural power—far more than he should’ve had. The villagers believed he was responsible for driving back the Wendigo.” 
 
    The woman chuckled. “Surely the villagers exaggerate. No one, not even the Elders, can stand up to a deviant, let alone a deviant of the highest order.” 
 
    Shinji nodded in affirmation. “Oh yes, I agree. I spoke to the boy, and he confirmed the Wendigo just stood there and could’ve killed him at any time but simply didn’t. However, this does not take away the fact that he possessed something different—even more so than Ebisu here. There was something almost… evil about him. I could smell faint traces of it in the air around him. If the Order’s mission is to purge the dark things from the world, they might’ve attacked Hirata because of that boy, but… I can’t be sure.” 
 
    He had kept that strange vision to himself—not even the Elders knew of it. Shinji had left that part out of his report. The simple truth was that he failed to make sense of it. What was that place? Who was that woman? Why was everything burnt? What kind of vision was that, even?  
 
    None of it made sense to him, so why should he even disclose such a thing to people who still couldn’t make sense of how his visions and premonitions worked. 
 
    He sighed, groaning. Shinji’s eyes followed Ebisu as the boy paced around the trial room, eyeing the Trial Mystics who remained in their stone forms. The boy didn’t seem interested in walking out yet, not even when the door was perfectly open, and he could just walk out whenever he wanted to.  
 
    Then again, Ebisu was a child, and children were generally curious about everything.  
 
    “In fact, my theory hardly makes any sense if you think about it, but it’s really the only strange thing about that place unless the Order’s suddenly interested in non-Moyatani architecture and advanced weaponry.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The woman sighed. “That one’s quite a bit of a long shot unless we can find access to their documents or something. I’m sure it makes sense to them, at least.” 
 
    Shinji grunted in affirmation. Thinking about the Order’s motives was a good way to get a headache. They just refused to make sense, and when they did, it was usually because they started throwing fireballs around. It would’ve been far easier if the Elders got off their asses and ordered a purge. Killing them seemed marginally less difficult than figuring out their goals. 
 
    “Then, I guess— oh, hey, your student’s about to punch one of the Trial Mystics. yep, what a lad.” The woman chuckled.  
 
    And Shinji found himself chuckling with her. It didn’t matter what Ebisu did to the stone statues, anyway. The Trial Mystics could always just come up with new forms or replace whatever Ebisu broke with his fists.  
 
    The woman’s brief smile fell as she spoke, “Anyway, if they dare show their faces in public again, we can just muster another army and crush them as we did before. The Order doesn’t really have a lot of members, as far as I can recall. Not everyone is interested in their weird zealotry.” 
 
    Shinji nodded. The reason why the Imperial Academy had gone to war against the Order in the first place was because their leaders had attacked the Elders when the Elders had rebuffed their beliefs, calling them misguided fools, clinging on to ancient beliefs. Their leaders had attacked and were summarily reduced to ashes.  
 
    After that, the Academy had mustered an army of mages and started killing Order members wherever they could be found and burning their holds. The fools were convinced that the Asura would someday return to murder everyone, and some other nonsense about a great underwater city, where a dark god sleeps, waiting for the end of the world. 
 
    It’s always something about the end of the world, isn’t it? 
 
    Shinji shook his head. “You’re right. If they ever show their faces here again, we can just mop the floor with them as we did the last time. Besides, now we have even more initiates. We keep getting geniuses and prodigies, don’t we, Akira? I hear the Elders talk of even greater pupils arriving this year. Is this true?” 
 
    The woman, Akira, nodded, absently running a hand across the pale skin of her scalp, devoid of hair before shrugging. “At least twenty of the new initiates possess immense potential. The rest are good enough to be mediocre mages if they put their mind to it, and the others will probably drop out of the Academy within the next two years or so. I’ve taken on my own protégé. She’s… not nearly as talented as yours, but she makes up for it by working harder than anyone else in her class.” 
 
    Shinji raised an eyebrow. His colleague hardly ever complimented anyone, not even last year’s top student who was certainly very impressive in his eyes. That boy had a Kirin and a Silver Unicorn. He hummed and nodded. This new girl must be quite the little powerhouse.  
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Muramasa Kaede.” She beamed with obvious pride. “Her father, a Lord from the north, hired me to be her mentor. I would’ve declined his offer if I hadn’t seen the girl’s potential firsthand. She’s a natural, Shinji. She’s already tamed a Shadow Wolf and a Fire Salamander!” 
 
    “That’s… certainly impressive,” he said, turning to glance at Ebisu once more. What the heck was that kid doing? “I don’t even know what this boy’s got on his forearm. The powers he’s displayed certainly doesn’t belong to any Magical Beast that I know of.” 
 
    Not to mention that explosion he used against his darkness. What the heck was that? It would’ve been powerful enough to swallow the entirety of the capital and several miles of land around it. The kid was a monster, just like his former master.  
 
    It was a good thing only two people had seen that little stunt. Everyone, including the Elders, seemed to have lost interest when Ebisu had started sleeping on one of the platforms. Only the Elder Sayaka had stayed behind long enough to see it. She seemed impressed. Akira had walked in when Ebisu had started a slugfest with his darkness. 
 
    I wonder how she would’ve reacted if she saw what Ebisu could really do. Elder Sayaka didn’t react much at all, merely nodding her head and pursing her lips as if to say ‘not bad’ without actually saying it. Akira wasn’t a fan of area of effect spells. Her preference lay in more subtle modes of death, ones that had no collateral damage to speak of. 
 
    “Why blow up a mountain when I’m fighting only one man?” she’d always say. 
 
    Akira leaned forward. “Oh, your student’s about to walk out.” 
 
    Shinji chuckled as Ebisu seemed to waddle out of the Trial Hall, carrying the head of the one of Mystic Statues, its eyes still glowing. “I’ll meet up with him. You should probably go back to your classes, Akira. The Elders won’t be putting up with your tardiness forever, you know.” 
 
    The woman chuckled before walking off and waving a hand. “Nah, they love me too much to get rid of me for being late all the time. See you later, Shinji.” Her voice took on a very cold tone. The air around them seemed to drop in temperature. “A few of the others have found something very interesting in the Port City. We’re having a meeting about it. You should come and join us.” 
 
    Shinji’s eyes widened momentarily, but the sound of Ebisu’s footsteps shook him out of the brief stupor as he nodded. “I’ll be there.” He turned away. “For now, I’ll have to attend to my protégé.” 
 
    Stepping off the raised platform, Shinji pushed aside a sliding door and exited into an adjacent hallway where several students walked by. A few greeted him, but he was an outsider here, no matter how many years of service he’d rendered toward the Academy, no matter how many people he’d killed for them.  
 
    Still, it hardly mattered. Shinji didn’t care too much for attention anyhow. He brushed past the onrush of students and made his way down a descent of stairs that only teachers and other Academy staff were allowed to use. No one met him as he descended. 
 
    After a brief moment of walking, Shinji finally found himself just outside the Trial Hall, where Ebisu stood, waiting for him, with the stone head still firmly in his grip.  
 
    The boy grinned and huffed. “That was easier than I thought it would be. It’s a good thing you told me I couldn’t pass it by punching my way out. Otherwise, I would’ve just kept punching.” 
 
    Shinji smiled and walked toward him. “Welcome to the Imperial Academy, Toyotoda Ebisu. Your classes will begin next week.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded and raised the stone head. “By the way, what is this? I can detect faint traces of magic coming from it, but it’s just a piece of polished stone resembling a human face. Why does it have magic at all?” 
 
    “That”—Shinji pointed at the stone head, whose sapphire eyes glimmered with azure lights—“is one of the Trial Mystics—one of its forms, anyway. They like to channel their magic through mediums, which—as it is—is one of those stone statues you found when you woke up.” 
 
    Ebisu dropped the rock, a sheepish look on his face. “Oops. Was that important?” 
 
    Shinji waved a hand, chuckling. He bent down and picked up the head, its energy already dissipating into the air with every passing second. The Trial Mystics would have to get a new one at some point.  
 
    “It’s fine. It’s really just an ornament. The Mystics never show their faces to anyone, not even the Elders. Don’t worry about it.” He turned away and gestured for Ebisu to follow him. “Come on, I’ll take you to your room.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded and followed him. “Huh, at least I get my own room. I’ve heard stories that Academy students often share their rooms.” 
 
    They proceeded down the hallway and turned left, where an ascent of stairs awaited them. Shinji shrugged. “That is the case for ordinary students. However, you are far from ordinary. Besides, you are technically under my care, and I’d never allow you to do as the masses do. The best of the best is reserved for the best.” 
 
    Ebisu said nothing. He didn’t seem to appreciate Shinji’s reasoning. Hmm, did I say something that might’ve upset him?  
 
    The stairs ended at the foot of another hallway, bustling with activity—initiates and students walking about, carrying scrolls and papers, chatting amongst each other, reading and whatever else.  
 
    Shinji walked forward but stopped immediately when he noticed Ebisu wasn’t following him. He turned over his shoulder and found the boy had paused, head tilted to the side, a look of fascination and curiosity on his face.  
 
    Shinji approached him, a single eyebrow raised. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Ebisu frowned. “They’re so… weak. Not all of them are, but… most of them are so weak. I can feel the magic inside them, like tiny sprites of light. Why are they here? They’re too weak to be here.” 
 
    “Ah,” Shinji scratched the back of his head and winced at Ebisu’s blunt question.  
 
    It was true, however. Almost all their students were lucky to be mediocre mages if they graduated at all. The whole purpose of the Academy was to find and nurture those with immense potential, but it couldn’t do that unless it accepted the weaker mages, because—as Elder Sayaka said—some mages found their strengths as they grew into their power. Which meant that there was a very slim hope that some of these weaklings might become powerhouses in the future. That was the only reason they were here.  
 
    “Well, it’s a long story, but the gist of it is that some of them might become strong later. That’s why we’re trying to foster and nurture their talents.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded. “Then why did I have to go through that test?” 
 
    Shinji shrugged. “You’re too powerful to suffer through the banality of Initiate Phase for the next three years. The test was meant to prove your strength to the Elders. It was meant to show them your worth as a Mage and how much potential you truly possess. And I was right. Elder Sayaka was impressed by your display.” 
 
    “So, I won’t be going through this Initiate Phase that you mentioned?” 
 
    “No,” Shinji shook his head. “You won’t.” 
 
    “What happens now?” 
 
    “Now.” Shinji grinned. “You’ll take a long, good rest. After that, I’ll prepare you for the Arena.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded slowly, apparently satisfied with Shinji’s words. 
 
    As they walked forward, a foreign woman passed them—fiery red hair and emerald eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Let it never be said that the Order did its work half-heartedly. If it took hundreds of bodies from its own members, it would do so if it meant certain victory. If it had to sacrifice an entire country’s worth of people to further its goals, the Order would do so without hesitation.  
 
    If it meant humiliating itself to plant the seeds of corruption within the Imperial Academy, it would do so without fail. 
 
    And that is exactly how Lorraine found herself walking the hallways of the Imperial Academy. She wore a simple red kimono, courtesy of the Academy. It irked her, somewhat, but the students viewed her less as a foreigner if she wore local clothes.  
 
    The Witch of the Crimson Woods walked casually, smiling at her fellow mages and briefly wondering how each of them would look if she’d flayed them and salted their flesh. 
 
    She paused, breathing in deeply. You’re in a school, full of mages—untrained and otherwise. If you start going crazy here, you’re going to die very quickly, Lorraine! 
 
    Anyway, the reason she was even here was because the Order was very interested in studying the magic of the Western countries, which—by their own admission—was very different to the sort of magic they knew. For example, the Moyatani folk didn’t use any rituals in any of their spells.  
 
    They’d just hold out their hands and start blasting away, without having to channel and shape magic as Lorraine had to every time she wanted to cast a spell.  
 
    The Elders, the leaders of the Imperial Academy who acted as its kind of governing body, sent out an invite for any foreign mages to stay within the Academy, in exchange for gold and resources. They wanted to study her mode of magic, how it worked and how she did it, and all she’d really have to do in her spare time was wander the hallways and maybe drop a few pointers to the very few Moyatani mages who were able to somehow grasp the finer functions of her magic. 
 
    That was around three years ago, and Lorraine had found it surprisingly easy to act as that seed of corruption within the Academy itself. She couldn’t do anything too obvious. Otherwise, she’d blow her cover.  
 
    But she had plenty of freedom. After all, the Elders, at some point, had given her leave to just wander the countryside as she pleased, as long as her little journeys didn’t last more than six months. It was more than enough time to rendezvous with other Order mages, and certainly more than enough time to finish Uemuji’s stupid prophetic quest, culminating with the destruction of that weird village. 
 
    It still made her heart heavy just thinking about how pointless it was to burn down an innocent place when they were already finished with their quest. Then again, it was kind of hypocritical of her to think such thoughts when she would’ve very readily turned the denizens of Hirata into shambling monstrosities for the heck of it. 
 
    Lorraine groaned as she passed a group of students who were huddled around a single book. One of them glanced at her, a boy who clearly did not recognize her as his eyebrows arose ever so softly. Like many a child of Moyatani before him, he’d never really seen any foreign people before, least of all any foreign women. His eyes widened and his face flushed.  
 
    Lorraine found herself shaking her head as she passed him. The boy was probably ten years younger than her and the only thing she wanted to do to him was break apart his ribcage and turn the rest of his body into an undulating mass of murderous flesh. Lorraine shuddered and pulled her attention away from the student. 
 
    It was getting more difficult to control herself around the children. There were so many of them, so much flesh and bone to mold and craft, and so little distractions around! The Imperial Academy’s library was open to her and that was really the only place she ever frequented whenever the Elders weren’t interested in seeing her magic for themselves.  
 
    They’d call on her once every few months with new ideas and theories and ask her to perform some kind of ritual. 
 
    The Order’s main library yielded no results. She’d spent four days scouring every page of every book she could possibly find and found no inconsistencies in their stories—nothing to indicate Meguro’s words were even remotely true or carried any actual weight.  
 
    The Imperial Academy’s library might actually hold something, since she’d spotted a passage within the page of a random book that happened to mention something about the Asura and how it first came into the world.  
 
    There was an inconsistency there, an odd fact that did not align with the books in the Order. It mentioned a legendary first host, a farmer, who supposedly made a contract with a dark creature from another world to gain the power to save his people from the flames of war. The dark creature granted him power in exchange for his sanity and his freedom. And he saved his people, but then he slaughtered them all soon after. 
 
    It was a very quick passage that was not backed by any other scholar or historian, but the way it was written indicated a sort of casual truth that most people already knew. The book, On the Dark Forces, had been written over eight hundred years ago. Perhaps, it was one of the few that escaped some grand revision, its pages unaltered?  
 
    There had to be more. She had to find more. If there was even the tiniest chance that Meguro’s nonsense carried a grain of truth, then she had to treat that as near-absolute certainty. 
 
    It seemed stupid and it probably was. Really, part of why she smothered herself in her research was partly due to her own growing curiosity about the truth and partly because her urges were getting stronger for some reason.  
 
    Now, every time she glanced at a person, mage or otherwise, her mind would wander to the myriad of ways she could mutate them. 
 
    She brushed away the murderous thoughts and focused on that singular passage that’d shown her a glimmer of hope. I wonder if there’s more to it. 
 
    Was it a fabrication? Was it just the author’s imagination? Was it historical fact? 
 
    Lorraine didn’t know. However, the Imperial Academy’s library boasted tens of thousands of books, far more than the meager collection in the Order’s tiny library, which meant she had plenty of material to research, plenty of history to learn. There was bound to be more than one book that told of something else, other than what everyone already knew.  
 
    If there was a place to find answers, it was here. She just had to be a little more careful than usual. Moyatani folk were very cautious about foreigners for some reason, and she, with her fiery red hair, definitely stood out. 
 
    Miura Shinji… She recognized the familiar face of a fellow foreigner. The man was obviously of Eastern descent, being a child of the Varnu, but both his way of life and his culture were alien enough that he was just as shunned as Lorraine was when she had first come here three years ago.  
 
    She offered him a curt smile. Shinji’s face shuffled through a mix of shock, curiosity, and then realization. He finally smiled back as he usually did. It’d been several months since they’d last seen each other. Being the only two foreigners here, they had developed a sort of camaraderie. 
 
    It was also kind of strange how she did not want to rip him apart when she looked at him. It was weird, but of the good sort. The only other person she did not want to flay alive and mutate into a monster was Mordelo, and he was a very dull person to talk to. Shinji, when he had free time at least, was interesting enough to hold a decent conversation. The way his magic seemed to interact with nature spirits was intriguing and fascinating.  
 
    Lorraine wished she could’ve sat in a few more of his lectures, but the Order’s business had her running around the countryside more often than not. 
 
    Lorraine nodded and passed by him—he might’ve nodded back, but she wasn’t sure. There was a child, several steps at his back. She paid the little boy no heed as she continued her strides. He was probably incredibly talented to catch Shinji’s attention.  
 
    Lorraine would’ve loved to be able to detect the kid’s magic as Moyatani and Varnu folk were able to do but, at most, all she could feel was that the kid could cast magic and nothing more. It irked her, but her own form of magic had plenty of its own ups and downs. 
 
    She continued down the hallway before making a sharp right to another hallway. At the end of it was the office of the Forge Mages. There were only ten of them left in the whole country and only five of those people were a part of the Academy. The other five were scattered and no one knew where they were.  
 
    As she neared, Lorraine’s ears perked up at the sound of hammers beating down on metallic things, clicking and clanging again and again, magic flaring each time, like the sparks of a great forge. The only difference was that Forge Mages used magic instead of fire and used their hammers mostly as a means of channeling their thought into reality, molding metal into intricate forms and shapes otherwise impossible. 
 
    Before taking another step, Lorraine reached into the inner folds of her kimono and produced a page ripped right out of one of the Academy’s lesser-read books. It had been filled with dust and cobwebs, which meant none of the students or teachers ever paid it any attention. No one would miss it. Heck, she wasn’t sure if the librarian was aware it existed at all.  
 
    Upon the page was a single image that’d caught her attention when everything else within the book was about as dull as Mordelo talking about what he ate yesterday. It was the image of a crimson-bladed katana, impossibly dreadful to look at, but also possessed of an eerie beauty. What truly caught her attention, however, was the label: Cursed Blade of the Asura, lost to time. 
 
    Murasaki Jin was said to have possessed one of the blades. The Order officially had no information on these weapons. In fact, she only learned of them from Uemuji, and the old man didn’t know much. The only thing he knew for a fact was that wounds from these weapons would never heal—not even a mage who possessed immense regenerative abilities could contend with its unearthly power.  
 
    The books in the Imperial Academy’s library told her that the blades were forged by ancient Forge Mages who quenched otherwise mundane weapons in the accursed blood of the First demon and gave birth to twenty monstrosities. 
 
    And that was why Lorraine found herself walking toward the office of the Forge Mages. No one ever visited them anyway, and the mages here were probably starving for some social interaction that did not come from either a piece of metal or a hammer. 
 
    She stopped by the door and knocked three times. The constant looming of hammers upon anvils ceased and Lorraine’s ears perked at the sound of heavy metal boots clicking and clanging with each step, approaching the door.  
 
    Someone very tall and very muscular slid the door open. He was shirtless, wearing only a black hakama that was kept in place by a thick rope of some kind, tied behind his back. He was old, much older than her, but definitely not ancient like Uemuji. Most of his face was covered in soot and ash, and portions of his bushy beard seemed to have been burnt by something—quite recently, at that. 
 
    Lorraine frowned at the sudden pervasion of smoke and grime upon her nose. The Forge Mage was taller than her by several feet. When she leaned to the side and peeked, Lorraine saw that they all were as tall as the man in front of her. What the heck? 
 
    “Can I help you?” the man asked. His voice was gruff, and his tone bartered no nonsense. He glanced behind her, probably expecting someone else who was more important than her, likely one of the Elders. 
 
    Lorraine brushed back the red strands of her that’d settled over her face and smiled. “Yes, I need your help with something!” 
 
    She showed him the page she’d ripped out of the book, whose title she’d already forgotten. “Can you tell me anything about this?” 
 
    The man’s face hardened. Ah, right—she hadn’t even introduced herself yet! 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Lorraine stammered. “My name is Lorraine. I’m a resident mage from the West. It’s nice to meet you!” 
 
    “Ugh.” The man seemed confused, concerned, and intrigued all at once. “I’m Raizo, Forge Mage …” 
 
    He eyed the piece of paper with a keen eye. Raizo sighed before turning and walking back into the giant smithy sort of office. Lorraine followed him in.  
 
    The interior of the office was, for a lack of a better word, incredibly large. It was split into five separate rooms, each one likely belonging to the five Forge Mages for them to work by themselves on their masterpieces and other things.  
 
    Raizo led her into his own room, whereupon a large, iron cauldron bubbled with blackened fumes at the center, and numerous hammers, anvils, and other metal things lingered by the sides, most of them covered in soot and grime.  
 
    At the far end of the room were glimmering weapons, each one emitting powerful waves of magic. Etched upon them were symbols of power, the method with which Forge Mages primarily empowered their tools. 
 
    On the side was an office table with four chairs. Raizo sat on one and gestured for Lorraine to sit in another. She did so, still smiling despite the smell. Though, she kept her arms on her sides and away from the soot-ridden table. 
 
    The old Forge Mage hummed as he stared into the page, his sharp eyes narrowed. 
 
    “It’s one of the mythical cursed weapons, said to have been made from the blood of the Asura,” he said, but she already knew that. Lorraine needed to know more—more than what the books could tell her. “I know a few things about it. What would you like to know?” 
 
    Lorraine shrugged. “Is it real?” 
 
    Raizo nodded once. “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” That was good. At least this wasn’t some kind of secret or anything of the sort. “How many of them are there?” 
 
    He shrugged, glancing at the page. “In accordance with the myths? Twenty. But, really, only ten of them were found at some point in history and seven of those were lost. The other ten were never found and most scholars believe them to have never existed at all.” 
 
    He straightened. “However, there are rumors… whispers of a place deep within the heart of the woodlands of Moyatani, far from the reach of mortals and mages alike, where the accursed artifacts of the Asura are said to be kept. No one knows what or where it is. However, have you heard of Umoro Hachiman?” 
 
    Lorraine shook his head. 
 
    “He was explorer or some such,” Raizo said. “He mentions something he calls the Black Demon’s Treasure. It is the belief of many Forge Mages that the other accursed weapons of the Asura’s blood lay there, asleep.” 
 
    The Black Demon’s Treasure? That certainly sounds ominous. I should probably tell the Order about it. At least one of them would probably know of this Umoro Hachiman. Lorraine made a mental note before moving on to her next question. “Have you seen one of these weapons?” 
 
    Raizo shrugged. “Just the one in the Elder’s Hall. It’s put on display for everyone to see.” 
 
    “These weapons are very powerful, right?” Lorraine asked and was answered with a single, curt nod. Of course, she’d read about the fact that they were capable of bypassing a mage’s regeneration and that was actually quite terrifying. Nearly every mage she knew heavily relied on their natural regeneration. “Then why is one in such an obvious place? Aren’t you afraid that someone might steal it?” 
 
    “Well, the reason for that is actually quite simple,” Raizo said. “Whoever tries to grab the blade would soon find themselves lacking a hand or an entire arm. A few mages with telekinetic abilities tried going around this particular hurdle a few years ago, but then their heads exploded. No sane person would try to steal one of the accursed weapons.” 
 
    “Though …” He seemed thoughtful, “I’ve heard stories of a clan of mortals who are said to be capable of wielding them from time to time, but the stories were never confirmed—some noble clan from the north.” 
 
    Before Lorraine could ask another question, Raizo asked one of his own. “May I know why you’re so interested in these weapons? Very few mages nowadays are even remotely interested in the ancient myths and legends.” 
 
    Lorraine paused… and ultimately decided to tell the truth. “I’m conducting research on the Asura. These weapons might be the key to uncovering the secrets of the past, even if just a little bit.” 
 
    The old Forge Mage nodded, his lips curling upward into something that might’ve been a smile if she could see through the thick beard that covered most of his face. “I see. That is quite the research you’ve delved into. May I know why you’re so interested in the Asura? Historians tend to lean more toward the Kensei in these things, if only because the Kensei was the good figure, whilst the Asura was said to have been actively trying to kill the whole world.” 
 
    Lorraine shrugged. “I have a lot of spare time. In my homeland, there are no stories of the Asura or the Kensei. It’s only natural for me to want to learn more about the unknown instead of the known. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Raizo nodded. He then stood up abruptly, reaching for a tiny, leather-bound book from a small bookshelf on the other side of his office. He wiped away the dust from its surface before nodding to himself and walking right back to the table.  
 
    Lorraine raised an eyebrow, waiting for the eventual explanation. The old Forge Mage extended the book toward her.  
 
    “This is one of the oldest literatures that speak of the arrival of the ancestors and the eventual summoning of the First Demon. There are only three copies still in existence and the other two are unaccounted for. Take it. I’m sure it’ll be of more use to you than it is to me.” 
 
    Lorraine’s eyes widened as she took the book into her hands. It seemed so much smaller when Raizo was holding it. When she glanced at its cover, however, she froze. Upon it, etched in fading ink, were the words: On the Path of the Dark Blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kai surged forward, faster than Jin’s eyes could follow, a faint trail of dust where the bandit once stood. Jin’ eyes widened as he ducked. Kai’s kick missed his head by mere inches. Jin surmised it was probably strong enough to cleave through a full-grown oak tree. He spun on his left heel before pushing himself forward, fist cocked back for a straight right punch for Kai’s face. 
 
    It was a faint, of course, meant to break Kai’s momentum. But it was, as everything else was, a gambit on Jin’s part. The boy was stronger and faster than he was, even before Jin died and found himself greatly reduced.  
 
    So, the only thing Jin could do was to try and outmaneuver Kai with his superior martial arts as the bandit fought like a brawler, which was really the only advantage that Jin had over him. 
 
    The key to fighting opponents who were physically stronger was to use the exact opposite of strength—the ultimate lightness, Force Redirection, taught to him by his father. For now, all Jin needed to do was to wait for the right moment. 
 
    First, he’d need to expose the chinks in his opponent’s proverbial armor. 
 
    Jin’s fist surged through the air. Kai twisted against his own momentum and cocked his head back just in time to avoid a punch that would’ve crashed against his lower jaw. Jin’s fist missed by a millimeter at most. If Kai had been a millisecond late, the fist would’ve connected. However, Jin did not want his attack to land. 
 
    Kai coolly weaved underneath his forearm. 
 
    Jin smirked. Everything was proceeding as he’d predicted. And there we go! 
 
    He bent his outstretched right arm, his momentum carrying him forward regardless. Kai passed underneath his elbow. 
 
    Jin’s smirk widened. 
 
    Kai’s eyes could only widen briefly before Jin’s right elbow jerked down and crashed against his face. Jin winced upon contact. Kai’s face was a lot harder than it had any right being. It was like slamming his elbow against a flat rock surface. Still, the bandit was slammed onto the ground hard enough to cause the earth to shake slightly. 
 
    Jin leapt back, smiling. The circle of bandits around them inched further away. “Was that good enough for you?” 
 
    Kai laughed boisterously as he lifted himself off the ground almost immediately afterwards. Jin sighed. The only damage his perfectly executed attack had done was a slight redness on Kai’s forehead, right between his eyebrows. If I had my old strength, that would’ve been the end of the fight. 
 
    The bandit wiped away the bits of dust and mud that’d clung onto his skin before craning and cracking his neck from side to side. Jin scowled slightly. His attack, perfectly executed as it was, had hardly done anything to the fiery-haired teen before him.  
 
    The boy was probably a little dazed, but that was likely to be the extent of his injuries. Then again, if he really wanted to, Jin could’ve simply withered Kai away into dust with his green flames. 
 
    Then again, he wasn’t here to kill. No, he was here for something far more lucrative. 
 
    Why kill Kai when the boy could become an asset? Why kill him when he could be an ally? Better yet, why should he kill a potential underling? Kai seemed a simple enough person to manipulate into his service. His little bandit boys would surely follow. 
 
    First, Jin needed to prove himself. 
 
    “That was a good hit, but it lacked power. You’re definitely a martial artist. But I’m just getting warmed up!” Kai laughed heartily. He was soon joined by his men. 
 
    Jin laughed along with them, ignoring the sudden stirring in his chest. He didn’t need to play with another power when the situation hardly called for it. Besides, whatever he’d bring out now might just end up killing Kai, and he didn’t want that. He forced away the stirring. He’d bring it out later when he was alone. 
 
    “That’s good!” Jin replied, stretching his arms and shoulders in exaggerated motions. “If you start getting any more serious, I might have to start stretching a bit.” 
 
    “I do not recognize you to be Murasaki Jin!” Kai raised his right hand and pointed at Jin. The air blew hard and cold. Dust and dried leaves billowed around them. Jin’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Not yet! Show me the true power of your fists!” Kai said. 
 
    Kai’s laughter did not stop, even as he rushed forward. All three of his tattoos were glowing with magical energy. The stirring in Jin’s chest intensified, like a gnawing worm, writhing between his ribs.  
 
    It was almost physically painful this time despite the fact that his new body could hardly feel pain at all. He ignored it as he had before. It was negligible at worst. After all, he’d been through far worse agonies before. 
 
    The brunt of Kai’s magical energy gathered at his right fist, which he’d launched straight for Jin’s solar plexus as he surged through the air, faster than ever before. Lightning trailed behind him, and a faint light coated the entirety of his right forearm. 
 
    Jin stilled. Now! 
 
    Every muscle in his body relaxed, becoming more akin to water than muscles. His bones became weightless and soft, like springs and bands of rubber. He was a feather in the raging wind, a silk sheet in the storm. Jin smiled inwardly. How long had it been since he had been forced to use the Murasaki family’s secret technique? Jin had grown so used to his magic, utilizing little if any of his father’s gifts that using them now seemed a little off. How long ago? 
 
    Quite a while, it seemed, because he wasn’t limp enough. 
 
    Kai’s fist came crashing with the force of a falling star. It broke the air and emitted a dreadful thunderclap as it neared. And, when it finally met his torso, Jin felt several of his bones breaking on impact, his cold muscles shredding and tearing. He scowled. I really should’ve allotted more time to practicing Hamada’s techniques. 
 
    Imperfect though his form was, it was still good enough. 
 
    Though he failed to absorb quite a bit of Kai’s attack, Jin figured he still managed at least eighty percent of the boy’s punch, which really spoke a lot about how powerful this single attack really was. Eighty percent would have to be enough.  
 
    The force traveled from his solar plexus to every inch of his body, caught in the ebb and flow of Jin’s near-liquid musculature. And, just like every other force in the universe, it followed the path of least resistance. And Jin’s body, limp as it was, barely offered any. And now—redirection! 
 
    All the force that’d spread across his body was drawn back and given focus. As Jin’s muscles slowly began tensing, every fiber regaining their former hardness, all the force and energy soon found itself following only a single path—and that was Jin’s right arm as it swung forward, carrying nearly all the strength from Kai’s most recent blow, plus Jin’s own power. 
 
    Jin’s fist collided against Kai’s lower jaw with such strength and ferocity that the bandit was sent flying through the crowd of gathered bandits, sending the onlookers staggering or otherwise hurling back, and then through a section of their flimsy wooden wall. Dust and debris gathered in his wake.  
 
    Jin stared at his mangled right hand and raised a single eyebrow. Almost every bone in his right arm was broken or otherwise shattered. His right shoulder was popped loose of its joint and his collarbones were fractured. “Well, that kind of worked …” 
 
    He hadn’t really performed the Force Redirection as well as he should’ve, and his body had paid for it. His punch should’ve sent all of Kai’s power back into his body, but Jin’s earlier failure had disrupted the flow of energy enough that he wasn’t able to properly release it all in one go, resulting in his right arm absorbing quite a bit of impact damage. He scowled, disappointed in himself. 
 
    Hamada would’ve been disappointed too if he saw him now. The man never allowed anything less than absolute perfection and that Force Redirection was the farthest thing from perfect—quite the opposite, really. 
 
    He breathed in the cold air and sighed—breathing still felt a little pointless. The almost painful stirring in his chest disappeared. 
 
    Jin turned his attention to the gathered onlookers, bandits who looked just about ready to run away at the slightest movement. He sighed and closed his eyes. “You guys should check on your leader—see if he’s okay.” 
 
    When he opened his eyes, not three seconds later, the bandits still hadn’t moved. “Go see to your leader. NOW!” 
 
    Jin roared that last bit. 
 
    The bandits all recoiled in fear and terror before they shuffled amongst themselves and the whole band decided that all of them would be checking on their leader. They emptied from the whole camp in a matter of minutes as the bandits ran out the gates—only some were smart enough to run out through the hole in the wall. Jin shook his head and turned to where the bandits were keeping the villagers, many of them were visibly afraid—especially the children. 
 
    Jin eyed the ground. A few of the bandits, in their panic, had left behind several weapons—an assortment of clubs, cleavers, knives, and spears. He walked forth, bent down, and picked up a knife that did not look nearly as rusty as everything else on the ground.  
 
    Jin swung it in the air a few times. It was terribly unbalanced, but it shouldn’t be too noticeable, given the fact that it was just a knife. He held it in his left hand. 
 
    Jin walked toward the villagers and stopped a few feet from them. They huddled closer together and a few of the older men eagerly placed themselves between Jin and the women and children. 
 
    “I’m here to save you people!” Jin declared, much to the villager’s delight. “Now, we’re gonna have to do this quickly.” 
 
    Jin approached the nearest villager, and before the man could even utter a single word, cut off his binds. Jin then offered him the knife. “Go and free the others. Hurry!” 
 
    “T-thank y-you, brave lad …” The man turned and began freeing his fellows. 
 
    He felt their relief wash over him, like a tidal wave of emotions. They were happy, sad, fearful, angry, anxious, and apprehensive. Most of what Jin felt, he knew came from the villagers, but a few seemed to emanate from the bandits themselves, whose odd presences flickered in the back of Jin’s head.  
 
    He knew they were still there, and he knew they really were checking on their leader. He couldn’t see what they were doing, but he knew and felt them—somehow. 
 
    Jin paused and stilled. Since when was he capable of something like this? 
 
    This wasn’t simple telepathy—no. He was feeling raw emotion itself. 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened as the realization dawned on him. 
 
    He was feeling the presence of their souls…  
 
    … like a freaking Lich! 
 
    Or, really, any other creature that actively fed on the souls of its victims, which—in hindsight—should’ve rung a couple hundred bells in his head the first time he ever devoured someone’s soul. Jin almost felt like slapping himself on the face, but then again, did it really matter at that point? Being able to sense the presence of mortals, not just other mages, was definitely a boon, especially given his already sharpened senses. No Shinobi would ever be capable of sneaking up on him. 
 
    Not that they could sneak up on him before, but hey…  
 
    Jin stared at his mangled right arm and an idea suddenly occurred to him. He summoned his eldritch green flames upon his left hand and poured quite a bit of it over his right arm, keeping it contained as much as he could so that the villagers didn’t start panicking.  
 
    The effects were… not quite as he’d imagined. The flames slowly but surely healed his mangled right arm, popping the bones back in place and mending the cracks on them. However, the flames were also mutating his right arm.  
 
    Dark blue plates emerged from the green flames, and some became a part of his skin. They extended all the way to his fingers, ending in talon-like points. The skull-scarab tattoo appeared on the topmost plate that covered his shoulder. Greenish blue spikes emerged from the plates, glimmering with untapped powers. Mind control wasn’t enough? 
 
    The renewed arm felt a hundred times stronger too, though Jin could hardly discern what new abilities it had in store for him to discover. 
 
    Jin was brought out of his musings when a child approached and tugged on the cloth of his pants. Jin blinked once and glanced at the villagers. Most of them were already free and were in the process of arming themselves with the weapons on the ground.  
 
    He glanced at the child. “Hello.” 
 
    The child merely smiled at him, her dirty, unkempt face radiating warmth and mirth. Jin stood speechless.  
 
    “Ugh—” 
 
    Where the heck were her parents? 
 
    Two villagers approached him—a man and a woman, both of them just as dirty as the child before him. They looked as though they’d been dragged through mud, which—considering everything—they probably were.  
 
    Jin blinked and pointed at the child. “Is this your daughter?” 
 
    The woman nodded stiffly, radiating immense fear as she approached and grabbed the child’s hand. Jin huffed and turned away as the woman pulled her daughter. 
 
    The bandits outside were marching right back inside through the gate and through the vaguely Kai-sized hole in the wall. 
 
    The first one through was their leader himself. His lower jaw was bruised and definitely somewhat injured. Though, his Stone Rhino tattoo had definitely mitigated most of the damage. Kai marched back in, grinning wildly. His soul reverberated with just that—happiness and contentment, rage simmering behind both, but not at all directed at Jin. 
 
    Kai walked forward and stopped some ten feet from Jin. “I recognize you as Murasaki Jin. That technique you performed earlier… only a Murasaki could’ve done it. No other Clan in Moyatani could possibly have the necessary physique to perform the legendary Force Redirection.” 
 
    Jin’s eyes widened slightly. The villagers huddled behind him, though they remained at a somewhat respectable distance. “You know of my family?” 
 
    Kai nodded sheepishly. Already, Jin noted, the bandit’s jaw was beginning to heal. In a minute or so, there would be signs of injury left for anyone to see.  
 
    “My father was a retainer under Lord Hamada. He survived the siege of Castle Murasaki, but the bastards of the Muramasa Clan hunted him down and executed him in front of us—his family. And then they took my mother… and then my sister …” 
 
    Jin nodded, though he had never really realized just how barbaric the Muramasa Clansmen were. Then again, such things were prone to happen in war. Men were fickle, evil creatures by nature.  
 
    Even the Mage-Emperor, feared as he was, couldn’t fully control the baser acts of a few of his soldiers in times of great strife. Sure, he’d execute them later if they were found out, but the crime was already done. 
 
    Kai’s usual cheerful expression turned dreary, and his vibrant eyes narrowed and darkened. The rage that’d merely simmered boiled over and filled the essence of his soul. “I swore vengeance that day and vowed to use my gift to destroy the Muramasa Clan, no matter the cost.” 
 
    Jin nodded and glanced idly at the villagers behind him. They’d huddled together. The men, who bothered to pick up the rusty weapons on the ground, stayed in the fringes.  
 
    Jin sighed. “The Muramasa Clan destroyed my family and stole what is rightfully mine. I will have my vengeance upon them, just as you desire. But… kidnapping these villagers won’t attract the clan head. At best, they’ll send some retainer to deal with this and hope it all goes well, which it really won’t. You won’t gain anything from this.” 
 
    Kai nodded and glanced at the shivering villagers. The bandit sighed. “Yes… I think you’re right. I didn’t place much hope in this plan if I’m being honest. Heck, the Muramasa lord might not hear of this at all, but I dared to hope. If their clan head came, I would’ve challenged to a duel in front of his retainers. He wouldn’t have been able to decline then. I could’ve killed him.” 
 
    “Your plan is …” Jin paused.  
 
    Yeah, Kai’s plan wasn’t a plant at all, but more like a prayer with extra steps. It all hinged on what ifs and maybes and none of those things should be factored into concrete plans of any kind. And that was the biggest chink in the teen’s armor.  
 
    He did not have the experience from a hundred wars as Jin had. Then again, Kai had probably never seen war as it truly was. He’d tasted it and glimpsed it, but he still hadn’t seen its true horror. 
 
    He was a blank canvas, so to speak. Sure, there were specks and bits of dirt here and there, but Kai was blank. And Jin needed a powerful follower—not a student like Ebisu, or flaming skeletal thralls, but an ally, who could make their own decisions and act sensibly.  
 
    The teen before him had a long way to go before he could truly be powerful, but they had plenty of time. Besides, all they had to do was kill every single member of the Muramasa Clan. That shouldn’t be too hard, since they were both capable mages… ish. 
 
    Jin still wasn’t sure if he could call himself a mage. He wasn’t even certain if his abilities were magical in nature. 
 
    “Your plan would never have worked, Kai,” Jin explained, a dangerous glint in his eyes. “But, together, I’m sure we can reach for that vengeance we’ve both longed for. However, endangering innocent lives is not the way forward—” 
 
    Jin paused, catching himself saying something he’d never have said otherwise. The Mage-Emperor… didn’t really care for civilian casualties all that much, as long as most of the populace still lived when his campaigns were over. 
 
    Kai sighed. “You’re right.” He turned to his men. “Let them go. We have no further use for them!” 
 
    The bandits seemed apprehensive at first, but none of them were brave enough to protest the will of two very powerful mages. And so, within the next ten minutes, all the villagers were walking out of the bandit camp, confused, anxious, and thankful—most of them, anyway. A few of the men wanted to sate their need for revenge, which—really—was within reason, but a single glare from Kai was enough to remind them of their place in the world. 
 
    Jin wondered, for a moment, if the Magical Beast that’d wandered into their village was gone by now. It’d probably buggered off after destroying a few buildings. Was it safe for them to return? Probably not, but these people hardly had a choice. 
 
    And so, with that thought in mind, Jin’s plans broadened and deepened further. 
 
    He laid a hand on Kai’s shoulder. “My father taught me many things. Among them was the knowledge on how to wage war against superior foes. Will you join me, Kai? Will you help me wage war against the Muramasa Clan?” 
 
    Kai smiled, his boiling anger replaced by hope. He wanted vengeance. And he’d sworn to do anything to have it. “I will!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bashira sat motionless atop an old wooden chair. Her face was dark and dour, her once youthful features having aged decades after her very recent ordeal. And how could she not?  
 
    Mere ten minutes ago, the healer of Ikoshu, the one the people turned to when they were sick or wounded or injured, had just killed an innocent girl, spilling her blood upon the soil as though she was some nameless farm animal whose fate was slaughter. 
 
    Her hands shook and her mind raged. Miyuki should not have suffered such a fate! 
 
    That little girl had been innocent. She’d done nothing wrong to warrant such a brutal end to her life. She had deserved more. Miyuki should’ve lived, forever gracing Ikoshu with her smiles and laughter. 
 
    Bashira’s head fell. The smooth, hardwood floor greeted her with silence. Farmer Ichiro sat across her, staring deeply into the crimson bladed thing that Bashira had propped on the wall away from them.  
 
    His haunted eyes were still and dark. The healer could almost understand the depth of his despair, but the old man hadn’t there when Miyuki had been brought into the world, kicking and screaming. Her despair was far deeper. 
 
    They sat in the quiet of Ichiro’s house, the fire pit cackling and blazing to their right and a pot of tea slowly boiling next to it. The windows were either closed or covered in blinds, so only the tiniest rays of light could peak through. It didn’t matter.  
 
    Neither of them was in the mood to see the sunshine, their harrowed souls shivering after that ordeal. Bashira could still hear Miyuki’s last words—the strained, but grateful, ‘thank you’ that had fluttered out of her bloodied lips. 
 
    “The Murasaki Clan …” Ichiro began, speaking just above a whisper.  
 
    Bashira’s eyes snapped up, fiery energy blazing at the edges of her irises.  
 
    Ichiro gulped. “They’re not… wholly human—not really.” 
 
    That caught Bashira’s attention. What could they be other than humans? 
 
    Sure, she knew the late lord, Murasaki Hamada, who was said to have possessed the physical prowess to rival a full-fledged mage from the Imperial Academy. True enough, Bashira did recall some sort of exhibition match between a much younger lord Hamada and some nameless mage, many years ago.  
 
    The young Murasaki lord had triumphed, much to everyone’s surprise. The man did not have an ounce of magic in him. He should not have won a duel against a mage. Heck, he should not even be capable of defeating the weakest of mages, and yet he won in a true duel with many witnesses. 
 
    In hindsight, such a thing wouldn’t otherwise be possible for mortals. 
 
    And yet it didn’t make sense—not one bit at all. Lord Murasaki Hamada, may he rest in peace, had been just a human being. He had been certainly an incredibly powerful human being, but he was human—nothing more, a fluke among the mortals. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Bashira raised a single eyebrow. “They’re all humans. Most of the Murasaki Clan members were noted to be mortals, save for lord Hamada’s son, who was rumored to have possessed immense magical potential.” 
 
    Ichiro shook his head and scowled. “You mages and your self-righteous titles. You’re mortals all the same and we’re all humans. You people just happen to be capable of shooting fireballs out your asses.” 
 
    Bashira snorted. What was this mortal smoking? “We’ll end up arguing about this all day. Get on with the Murasaki Clan, old man.” 
 
    “They’re mostly human,” Ichiro said, referring to the Murasaki Clansmen. “And most of them did not inherit the Seed of the Ancient Darkness. Only the direct line, the direct descendants of the great Murasaki Ashoka, couldn’t truly be called human.” 
 
    Murasaki Ashoka… the name was vaguely familiar, but Bashira couldn’t quite place where she’d heard or read it before. 
 
    “And why is that?”  
 
    That little bit of backstory definitely didn’t exist in any history book she knew of. Then again, the Murasaki Clansmen were a secretive lot and hardly shared their family history in printed form.  
 
    The simple truth was that, unlike most other clans that desired fame and glory, the Murasaki were content with whatever reputation they happened to have. Still, what the heck was this ‘Seed of the Ancient Darkness’?  
 
    “Explain everything, old man”—Bashira leaned in, a murderous glint shimmering in her eyes for the first time in a very long time—“and don’t leave anything out.” 
 
    Ichiro sighed and nodded. He stood up and walked toward an old cabinet lined with dust. Cobwebs lingered over its corners, and Bashira would not have noticed its presence unless Ichiro had actively approached it.  
 
    The old man stopped in front of the cabinet before reaching for one its drawers and pulling. He reached in and fumbled with his right hand, searching for something.  
 
    He glanced at her with narrowed eyes. “Do you know who Murasaki Ashoka is?” 
 
    “No,” came her flat reply. The name lingered in the back of her head, but nothing more than that. Bashira’s curiosity burned.  
 
    Ichiro nodded and pulled out a very old book, bound in cracked leather that’d long since lost all life, like an ancient piece of dried, gnarled bark. 
 
    The old man laid it on the table between them and gently blew on its surface. Bashira leaned in. She didn’t recognize the symbols and characters on the cover. Though somehow, the language seemed familiar. Her eyes narrowed. A root dialect of some kind? 
 
    The symbols were shaped and written in such a way that, if she squinted hard enough, it might pass for a very badly written form of Moyatai, the writing system of the Moyatani.  
 
    “Should I know of him?” 
 
    Ichiro nodded. “Yes, but I do not fault you for your ignorance. The true history of our people has been lost to time, and then it was erased and altered. Whatever the case, Murasaki Ashoka was, according to the most ancient of stories and legends, the founder of the Murasaki Clan.” 
 
    He laid his hand on the surface of the book before sliding it over to Bashira. She glanced down, ignoring the urge to begin flipping through its pages. Ichiro wasn’t done talking, after all.  
 
    The old man continued, “The legends tell not of how or why, but the honored ancestor, in a time of great strife and chaos, called upon an ancient spirit from a realm beyond realms—the Asura, the first demon.” 
 
    That gave Bashira some pause. She could still hear its dark whispers in the back of her mind, taunting her. Its voice was dark and cold, and envenomed by a freezing hatred for all life. Was that truly the Asura? Was that the legendary first demon? Bashira couldn’t say for certain.  
 
    There were, after all, some Mythical Deviant Magical Beasts who were more than capable of speaking to her through her thoughts. And yet something in her heart spoke otherwise. That thing, whatever it was, did not seem like a Magical Beast. 
 
    But what else could it have been? 
 
    “Where was the Kensei in all of this?” Bashira asked.  
 
    Looking back, all the ancient myths and legends told of the epic battle between the Asura and the Kensei—a battle that split apart the earth. Islands arose from the deep, forming new countries, while entire nations were said to have been submerged into the depths, never to be seen again.  
 
    The swing of their swords caused new mountains ranges to form and turned high peaks into plateaus. They were destruction incarnate. Their duel ended with their mutual destruction—or something. 
 
    Bashira never quite found a consistent story. Every book seemed to have its own version of how it ended. Heck, no book was certain on how it even began. They all spoke of an age of calamity that brought forth monsters and demons and darkness. 
 
    “The Kensei …” Ichiro began, his face darkened. He frowned and pointed at the book. “That book was written in the earliest days of our ancestors, merely a generation after the Great Calamity ended. It was written by Murasaki Kishiro, grandson of Murasaki Ashoka. His accounts are far more… trustworthy, I should say, as opposed to all the other books in the country.” 
 
    The old man sighed. “As for an actual answer to your question, you will have to read the book for yourself.” 
 
    Bashira nodded and glanced at the book once more. She sighed too, closing her eyes briefly. “You were talking about Murasaki Ashoka, yes? What is it about him that made the clan inhuman?” 
 
    It still sounded ridiculous in her head. The only real distinction lay between humans and beasts. You were either human or you were not. Sure, the human race could, technically, be divided between the mortals and the mages, but they were all technically human in the end. Everything else was probably some kind of mutant, which—really—didn’t entail a change of race, only a change in form, or a Magical Beast.  
 
    The Murasaki Clansmen were neither of those things, as far as she was aware. Murasaki Hamada, despite his strength, looked human. 
 
    “Oh? Ah— Yes,” Ichiro shook his head, blinking. “It was Murasaki Ashoka who summoned the first demon in a time of great calamity and catastrophe. The Asura raged when it first came into this world. And, with its great power, cursed Ashoka’s line forever, binding him and his sons, and their sons after them, to the dark forces.” 
 
    Bashira nodded. A book in the Imperial Academy’s grand library mentioned something like this, once. Although, it lacked the presence of the Murasaki Clan, it did mention how the Asura had been summoned into this world, forcibly dragged away from its own realm of hellfire, desolation, and darkness.  
 
    “And what does that mean in actuality? ‘Dark Forces’ could be interpreted as a form of dark magic, but I’m quite certain there has only ever been three confirmed mages in the Murasaki Clan.” 
 
    “Yes, and all of them were from branch families.” Ichiro nodded in agreement.  
 
    The dark forces could mean anything. Though, as far as she was aware, the Murasaki Clan wasn’t especially known for brutality, cruelty, or overall acts of evil. They were famous for their excessive martial arts training and hoarding of ancient knowledge, but nothing more than that.  
 
    Huh, didn’t the Imperial Academy once send a petition to make copies of the books in the Murasaki Library but was turned down? 
 
    “In actuality,” Ichiro continued, “Ashoka and all of his direct descendants, and their descendants after them, would be born without souls, wholly cut off from the fount of power you wield, healer, cut off from the essence of life itself. Such was the Asura’s rage and cruelty that it cursed an entire bloodline to never enter the halls of the honored ancestors. This curse… it muffles their emotions. It makes them cold, nearly-heartless beings—without remorse, without mercy.” 
 
    Bashira found herself… stunned. If any of this was true, then…  
 
    Then what would it mean… that there was a whole bloodline of soulless people? 
 
    Bashira frowned. The soul was the essence of magic itself. Without it, mages would not exist. 
 
    Studies into the exact nature of the soul were often intertwined with research that delved deeply into the origins of magic. Though the studies themselves bore very little fruit, they still discovered many things that would’ve otherwise remained hidden.  
 
    For one, the researchers uncovered the fact that not all souls were the same—some were more powerful than others, while a few had souls ablaze. The last few were the people who developed magical cores, a metaphysical organ that allowed the physical body to draw energy from the soul, which seeped into the material realm in the form of magic. 
 
    Every living being possessed a soul, even plants and animals were not exempted from this rule as they too possessed tiny flickering flames at the center of their very being. Even then, a few among them possessed immensely powerful souls, which were the likely—though this was only a theory—cause for why Magical Beasts and Magical Woodlands existed. 
 
    “They’re born without souls?” To be without a soul was to be disconnected from the world itself. Bashira could hardly imagine what it must be like to be incapable of connecting with her fellows, mortal or otherwise. Humans, by nature, craved intimacy and interaction. To be soulless was to be devoid of these basest of needs. “That’s …” 
 
    “Horrible?” Ichiro snorted, shaking his head and glancing at the sword. “Horrible doesn’t even begin to describe the dread of their existence. In exchange for this emptiness, their physical shells, their bodies, are far greater than any other, save for mages.” 
 
    That… made some sense, Bashira figured. It kind of explained why lord Murasaki Hamada was as strong and powerful as he was without even a smidgen of magic in his body. 
 
    Still, she wasn’t about to mistake the old man’s words for the truth. Sure, this was probably his version of the truth, and he probably believed the things that came out of his mouth, but Bashira was a mage.  
 
    Theories and hypotheses were supposed to be tested and verified. Rumors, hearsay, and the stories of old folk were only vaguely paid any attention to. Especially with regards to history, the truth of things was often relative. 
 
    Bashira couldn’t deny her growing interest and curiosity in the matter, but…  
 
    She glanced at the accursed weapon that’d stood against the table in silence the whole time. Dark whispers crept into her mind, cacophonous voices, echoing again and again, like a chorus of maddened children reverberating in her head. It wanted her to destroy, to cause chaos and misery, to bring forth death everlasting.  
 
    Bashira frowned and looked away. “That’s all very interesting.” Bashira laid a hand on the ancient book and pulled it closer toward her. “But how is this story related to the accursed weapons? How is the Murasaki Clan related to these weapons? How do you know so much about them? And where did you even get this book?” 
 
    There was something in Ichiro’s eyes, a distant flame, a flicker of something that’d lain dormant for many years. For a moment, Bashira wasn’t looking at the old farmer who disliked children for playing in his fields.  
 
    There was someone else there, a man whose eyes were weary beyond reckoning, beyond her comprehension. For a moment, the old farmer looked a thousand years older than he really was. But that moment faded almost as quickly as it came. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “An old man’s thoughts often wander to the past and its glories. But, to answer your question about those accursed things—” 
 
    Ichiro pointed at the weapon propped against the wall. The fire pit cackled and roared, brighter and hotter than it should’ve been. Bashira noted the faint traces of dark magic in the air. It was coming from the sword, she realized. Its very presence was corrupting everything around it, even inanimate objects. Such power…  
 
    “Those weapons appeared shortly after the Asura and the Kensei’s duel,” Ichiro said. “Ashoka’s sons collected several of them. Their soulless nature made them resistant to the corruption inherent in the weapons. It was their belief that the Kensei somehow sealed the Asura’s essence inside the twenty weapons, which prevented the demon from ever rising again. I believe they tried to collect all of them but found only ten. 
 
     “Only a Murasaki, who is descended directly from lord Ashoka himself, may hold these weapons, without fear of corruption,” the old man said. “It’s either that or a sufficiently powerful mage who does not yearn for great things. The allure of power is nothing to those who do not desire it. 
 
    “As for how I came to be in possession of that book,” he continued, pointing toward the very ancient tome on the table. He paused… before shrugging a few moments later. “I found it in my travels. I was… an adventurer before I became a farmer.” 
 
    Bashira’s eyes narrowed. Ichiro was probably lying, but that hardly mattered to her. Something else, however, did catch her attention—an inconsistency in the story, rooted in a somewhat recent fact. “You said the Murasaki Clansmen, who are direct descendants of Murasaki Ashoka, are born without souls, yes?” 
 
    Ichiro nodded. 
 
    “If a person, theoretically, does not possess a soul, then they would be incapable of harnessing the magical forces,” she began. “The same is true for most other human beings, of course. Most people will never be capable of harnessing magic as mages do. But even the weakest of mortals will always retain the tiniest of embers within them—a trace of magic that, admittedly, would be extremely difficult to detect due to a lack of an actual core, but it’d still be there.” 
 
    She huffed, having lost track of herself. “The point is that a person without a soul would be incapable of magic. Every direct descendant of Murasaki Ashoka is born without a soul. Hence, they’re all incapable of using magic, yes?” 
 
    Ichiro nodded once. “Yes.” 
 
    “Murasaki Hamada is one such descendant, I believe,” Bashira continued. “His direct ancestry could probably be traced all the way back to the first Murasaki.” 
 
    Once more, the old man nodded. “To my knowledge, that is correct. Lord Hamada is a direct descendant of lord Ashoka, yes.” 
 
    Bashira nodded slowly. “Then how come Hamada’s only son, Murasaki Jin, was rumored to have been a powerful mage? If he could indeed channel magical energy, then it means the boy was in the possession of a soul.” 
 
    The old man remained quiet. Bashira sighed and waved a hand, the excitement of their earlier discussion fading away. Miyuki’s body still needed to be buried and the proper burial rites given. Bashira resolved right then and there that no one else would know of what she’d done—that she was a murderer who chose to kill an innocent girl who’d done nothing wrong in her life. Miyuki was the one who’d pulled that boy from the river. Her only mistake had been to touch an accursed weapon. 
 
    Bashira shook her head and stood up, briefly glancing at the cursed blade on the far side of the hovel before turning away. She wanted nothing to do with it. However, the old man was right about one thing: no one should ever touch that blade—no one should ever have to suffer through the same fate as Miyuki.  
 
    Her mind settled on a permanent solution. “I will find a way to destroy it.” 
 
    The old man sputtered something incomprehensible as his mouth hung open in shock.  
 
    Bashira spoke before he could clear his words. “I will find and destroy all these weapons so that no other child may suffer the same fate as Miyuki. This, I vow.” 
 
    Right as she swore those words, the presence of a powerful mage blared at the edges of her senses.  
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    “We’ll proclaim an open rebellion,” Jin said, his eyes gleaming with confidence.  
 
    He pointed at their location on the map. Ikoshu, and the lands surrounding it, was located high in the mountain ranges in the northernmost frontiers of the former Murasaki territory. The village itself was mostly cut off from the outside world, save for a small, narrow road that was flanked by thick forests and rolling hills.  
 
    Large armies wouldn’t be able to march here, especially armies that fielded plenty of horses, which the Muramasa were known for. In essence, Ikoshu was perfectly defensible if ever it was attacked.  
 
    “The Muramasa Clan won’t be able to ignore us if we do. It’ll tarnish his honor if one of the peasant villages under his care starts proclaiming their independence from his rule. He’ll have no choice but to ride out himself.” 
 
    Not to mention the fact that, with the Shogun’s death, the whole country was already slowly boiling over into the pit of total war. It was only a matter of time. A single match would be all it took to light up the whole thing. 
 
    Kai nodded, his eyebrows furrowing. “Will the village support us after we took its people hostage? You may be the son of lord Hamada, but most of them won’t know or care about that. These people are barely even aware the Shogun’s dead.” 
 
    “That is true,” Jin admitted. “Which is why we’ll just have to convince them through the use of force. However, you’ll have to keep your men in line if we want to maintain good relations with the villagers. In fact, you can even have them help around the village by foraging and hunting in the nearby woods.” 
 
    “Aye, there’re plenty of game animals in the nearby forests.” Kai nodded. “Most of my boys were poachers before they joined my merry band. They’ll know how to hunt. But joining with the village will double our numbers. That’s almost three hundred mouths to feed. A few deer and elk every so often won’t be enough. Food is going to be our main problem. After that is the issue of weapons. We don’t really have much of them. Most of my boys already had their own weapons when they joined up.” 
 
    Jin nodded. “The procurement of weapons will be problematic, but not terribly difficult or immediately concerning.” 
 
    Jin moved his pointer finger away from Ikoshu and settled it over the moderately-sized town of Ikkishen. “My father brought me here once. There used to be a barracks and an armory here. If the Muramasa are half as smart as I think they are, then they will have taken over both of those facilities. But, since Ikkishen is an important trading hub for the northern territories, it should maintain a suitably large garrison, which means the armory will still be in use. We can launch a night raid and steal the weapons and armor. It’ll be difficult, but with the right planning, we will succeed.” 
 
    Kai hummed before nodding. “I’ve been to Ikkishen a few times. I know the place well enough.” 
 
    Jin leaned back and cupped his chin. There were so many holes in his plan, but—really—that was one of the only options he had, short of launching an all-out assault on the Muramasa stronghold by himself.  
 
    Sure, he’d take out hundreds, maybe even thousands, of the clan’s warriors before he died. Jin might even end up killing the lord Muramasa and his entire family, but that would hardly accomplish anything. Death was too good for those worms. They needed to see their demise coming from afar. 
 
    They needed to see their end yet be unable to do anything about it. They needed to suffer. They needed to lose everything they held dear before they could even be allowed the peace of death.  
 
    They needed to know the sweet bitterness of pain and misery. And, more important than anything else, they needed to know that it was he, Murasaki Jin, who toppled their little castle in the sand and brought all their works to ruin. 
 
    And only in their final, most painful moments would he give them death. 
 
    Considering his new abilities, Jin might not even grant them that. No, their souls would be spending the rest of their miserable existence in his gullet to fuel his powers. Well, they deserved even worse than that, but Jin couldn’t think of anything worse at the moment. Simple torture really wasn’t his thing, anyway. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed. His next idea would be a very long shot, but it might just work. “How many of your boys used to be farmers and fishermen?” 
 
    Kai raised an eyebrow, shrugging. “About ten of them used to be fishermen from Urizo and around fifteen or sixteen used to be farmers in Choza.” 
 
    Jin nodded and frowned. There were too few with any actual experience, but then again, both of those things shouldn’t be too hard to teach. If they were to make Ikoshu the stronghold of their rebellion, then they were going to need a consistent means of acquiring food.  
 
    The farmers would be useful in tilling the crops and helping the native farmers of Ikoshu, while the fishermen could help the hunters in gathering food for the whole village. For a population of around three hundred peasants, it should probably be enough.  
 
    “Do you have any builders or woodworkers?” 
 
    Kai shook his head. “Not really—but the rest of them are smart enough to know how to work with wood and how to put together a mud hovel if I asked them to. But none of them have any real experience with building anything.” 
 
    “That’s disappointing, but not unexpected,” Jin muttered, his fingers absently tapping against the surface of the map in front of them. Kai merely stood in stoic silence, quite the contrast to the boisterous teenager who fought Jin much earlier in the day. “Well, whatever skills they need to learn can always be taught. But I suppose the most important question is this: are they loyal to you?” 
 
    “They’re loyal to the promise of a better future,” Kai answered coldly. “The lot of them—well, most of them—aren’t fit to be bandits. They’re good, honest folk who were forced out of their homes by the Muramasa to scratch a living off the woods. They’d live a different life if they could.” 
 
    Jin raised eyebrow, frowning. He had hardly ever received any new information about the northern lords and their territories during his stay in Hirata. Though, Jin figured it made a lot of sense that the Muramasa’s short war against the Murasaki would leave a lot of displaced peasants, opening the country to scores of bandits and brigands.  
 
    “Then why do they follow you?” 
 
    Kay shrugged. “Probably because I’m strong and they’re weak, and the weak will always flock to follow the strong. It’s either that or because I rescued them from another gang of bandits. Whatever the case, they follow me only because they believe I have the power to give them a better future. I promised them as much, but I’m not nearly as strong as they think I am.” 
 
    That made sense. At the very least, it was something Jin could work with. These people would be far less likely to fight in an open field against professional warriors. No, Jin couldn’t rely on them in such engagements, and frankly, he didn’t need to. Instead, he needed them to fight to the death to protect the new homes he would build for them. 
 
    “That will do,” Jin said before turning to the flap of the tent. He glanced at Kai and nodded. “I believe that will be all for today. We should move on to Ikoshu before the sun sets.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Kai chuckled. But there was an unspoken question in his eyes. “There are no Magical Beasts in this forest. I’ve already hunted them all down. We might stumble into a pack of wolves or a bear or two, but nothing more.” 
 
    Jin nodded. “It’ll still do us a lot of good to make for the village as soon as possible. At the very least, we should begin our conquest of Ikoshu. The sooner we take over that village, the sooner we can start working on everything else.” 
 
    Rebellions were not nearly as easy as people thought. Rousing the masses to anger was one thing. Fanning that anger and giving it direction was an entirely different matter altogether. Jin wanted a proper, functioning society to rise from this, not an angry mob of peasants.  
 
    He needed to transform, not destroy. The masses would be roused and shown the unfairness and the injustice that plagued them, but he would also be the one to show them a better way—one that did not involve burning down his father’s lands. After all, all the lands from Ikoshu to Castle Murasaki belonged to his family. It’d do him no good to destroy what was left of it. 
 
    Disassembling the bandit camp took only two hours with everyone working together. After that was the slow march to Ikoshu, following the beaten trails that slowly clambered up the mountainside. Jin kept his thralls in the woods the entire time. The glowing, fiery skeletons were surprisingly stealthy when they wanted to be. Kai led the way, riding atop a working horse, flanked by ten outriders, and Jin merely followed from the peripheries. 
 
    He did so for two reasons: one, because the bandits were still loyal to Kai and not him. Two, because he needed to practice. 
 
    Keeping a fair distance away from the hundred or so armed bandits, Jin spent his time honing his new abilities. Experimentation was the key to understanding them, Jin mused, and what better place to do so than in the thick of the woods? He discovered… quite a bit about his new self. 
 
    The first thing was that he could apparently heal himself with his flames at the cost of withering away his clothes if they ever got caught in the green fire. The wounds and broken bones he’d sustained in his brief battle against Kai were all healed, though Jin wasn’t quite sure if it was actual healing or if his body simply knitted itself back into shape.  
 
    Second, he could reshape his flames into whatever form he could think of. It was just bastardly difficult to do so. It was almost as though the green fires had a will of their own and would actively fight against Jin’s will, like putting a leash around a cat’s neck and hoping for the best. He’d bend it to his will soon enough.  
 
    Third, his skull-scarab thing was capable of more than just mind control, which, really, was already quite a lot. It gave him the ability to put markers on people, invisible marks that allowed him to feel where they were at any given moment.  
 
    It wasn’t anything like the locator spell from his previous world since it relied on feelings and intuition. It was a useful ability, but not by much. Jin tested his fourth discover on a random bandit, tracking the man’s ever movement from over two miles away. 
 
    It was fun for a while. 
 
    They reached the fringes of Ikoshu after several hours. The villagers were already waiting for them, standing guard outside the village gate, weapons drawn—cleavers, axes, knives, and pitchforks. Jin leapt ahead of the bandits, landing right next to Kai. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” the bandit leader muttered, smiling widely at the villagers who were more than a little frightened.  
 
    Huh, maybe bringing the whole bandit band with them for negotiations wasn’t the soundest idea. But they were already here now and there was nothing to be done about it. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jin chuckled. “I’m reasonably sure that it might be a good idea.” 
 
    “Right.” Kai grimaced and sighed. “That doesn’t really fill me with confidence, but good try. We should just force them to surrender. I don’t see why we should bother with talks.” 
 
    Jin was almost inclined to agree—almost. “Just follow my lead.” 
 
    Kai hummed and nodded, stepping away from the front and leaving Jin to deal with the angry villagers. The bandits shuffled on their feet and chuckled amongst themselves. The lot of them was clearly amused at the paltry defense of Ikoshu.  
 
    Really, if he really wanted to, both Kai, and he would’ve been more than enough to force the whole village to heel. Two very powerful… err… mages working together could even bring down a whole castle, maybe even a large city. Unfortunately, not a lot of people were fully aware of the scale of destruction even a single mage was capable of—peasants, least of all. 
 
    Jin approached cautiously, keeping his form as relaxed and as non-aggressive as possible. His attempt failed. A few of them definitely recognized him. He rescued them, after all. But more than a few stepped forward and raised their weapons toward him as though their hands weren’t shaking in fear and cold sweat wasn’t running down the sides of their faces.  
 
    Jin scanned them with a lazy eye—old men and women, most having passed their prime some years ago. It was impressive, in a way, to see such people taking up arms against clearly superior foes. They were a brave bunch for sure. 
 
    “Do you people not recognize me?” Jin said out loud. Huh, he must’ve been a rather grim sight, what with his torn robes and pale skin, like an angry ghost. “I am your savior!” 
 
    Murmurs fluttered amongst the villagers, heads turning and lips muttering. If he had his old senses, Jin might’ve heard what they were saying to each other, but that was neither here nor there. Their voices escalated, but Jin spoke before they could form any sort of mob agreement.  
 
    “More than that! I am Murasaki Jin, son of lord Murasaki Hamada, heir of the Murasaki Clan, and I have come to avenge the death of my father and to bring justice upon the Muramasa Clan!” 
 
    Silence reigned for a while. Only the howling of the mountain winds, the fluttering of the leaves and branches of the distant trees, and the cawing and chirping of the birds could be heard. Jin waited as the villagers stood in stunned silence.  
 
    Even the bandits behind him were equally shocked, though most of them were probably already aware after Jin’s little declaration in front of their camp.  
 
    It wasn’t until around twenty minutes later did an old villager step forward from their group, stopping in front of Jin. He was probably around fifty years old—white hair and pale, wrinkled skin. His calloused hands maintained a strong grip around the boar spear he’d kept pointed upward. 
 
    “I once fought for lord Hamada,” the old man declared. His black eyes were cold and steely. Jin wondered if he had fought in any wars. “He was just and honorable, a proper lord. For my service, he offered my family ten sacks of rice, alongside my payment. I mourned his death and the deaths of the other Murasaki clansmen, and I swore—to all my ancestors—that I would render vengeance upon the Muramasa.” 
 
    The old man fell to his knees, tears streaming from his eyes. His hands shuddered, but he kept his spear firmly in place, like a good soldier. A sense of solemn regret and shame permeated his soul, Jin noted, alongside a profound sorrow. Like Kai, anger simmered softly behind all of that.  
 
    “To my eternal shame. I have done nothing to avenge the death of lord Hamada.” 
 
    Jin smiled softly and knelt in front of the old man before pulling him up to his feet. “Your chance has not evaded you. I am here, the son of lord Hamada and, together, we shall bring justice and vengeance upon the Muramasa.” 
 
    The old man bowed his head. “I am unworthy.” 
 
    Jin rose to his feet. “What is your name, soldier?” 
 
    “Juzou, my Lord, Suzuma Juzou. I was an outrider for lord Hamada’s personal retinue before I retired,” the old man said quickly. 
 
    “Very well, Suzuma Juzou,” Jin’s voice boomed, suddenly gaining weight and presence.  
 
    The villagers recoiled in fear and even a few of the bandits were visibly alarmed. Kai stood still, grinning.  
 
    “Swear fealty to me, your new lord, and I shall wash away the stain of your failure. You say you are unworthy? You say you are dishonored? Well, I shall wash away both! Swear fealty to me and we shall bring honor back to the name of Murasaki. And you, Juzou, shall be remembered as the man who stood by his lord.” 
 
    The old man held his spear aloft with both hands and bowed his head lower. “I swear loyalty to you as my new lord, Murasaki Jin, now and forevermore, till death take me. I shall not falter, I shall not waver, and my loyalty shall never be cast in doubt!” 
 
    Juzou stood but kept his head low. The old man looked every bit a warrior, despite his age. His council would be useful in the war to come. Old soldiers were always welcome.  
 
    Jin turned to the rest of the assembled villagers, even turning slightly so that Kai’s bandits would see him. “The rest of you, swear allegiance to me as your new lord and I shall carve for you a brighter future—free from the corruption, the decadence, and the abuses of the Muramasa!” 
 
    Jin turned, extending his arms outward. Fear, unease, anxiety, longing, hope, and confidence swept across the souls of the villagers and bandits alike. “Swear allegiance to me and I shall usher in a new future! I, Murasaki Jin, your rightful lord and ruler, swear this! What say you?! Shall you bow your heads in fear or will you rise against your oppressors?! Will you continue to serve the usurpers, or will you stand with me?!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Then, one by one, the villagers dropped their weapons. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You wish to learn the ancient art of Ofuda?”  
 
    The master was an old man. His graying eyes seemed to look beyond everything, piercing stone and flesh alike. A hundred years old, Ebisu guessed his age to be, a thought that was aided by his heavily wrinkled skin and shriveled muscles.  
 
    His long, white beard swayed in the open air as he moved about, carrying stacks of parchment sheets from one table to another with as much grace as someone who should’ve been much younger. 
 
    The master chuckled as he sat back down in front of Ebisu, a brush in hand. “Pray tell, young one, why do you wish to learn such an archaic form of magic?” 
 
    Ebisu glanced down at the parchments. Inscribed upon them were a series of symbols and characters, all of which were vaguely familiar, but he understood none of it. He wanted to—and that irked him, because really that was the only reason he was even here. Curiosity.  
 
    “It’s… interesting and versatile. I don’t know how it works or why, but I believe it’ll be a useful addition to what I already have.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s as good a reason as any.” The master smiled as he wrote down several symbols on the parchment.  
 
    Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. The parchments themselves seemed normal enough. There were no magical energy emanating from them. The brush was just as ordinary as every other brush out there.  
 
    So, was it the ink? Did the magic come from the ink, mixed with the symbols themselves? It had to be something from the ink. otherwise, what could channel the magical energy themselves? 
 
    “There aren’t many students who are interested in Ofuda,” the master admitted, shaking his head as he extended a withered hand over a stack of parchments.  
 
    Ebisu leaned closer for a glance. The old mage was channeling magic from his hands and onto the parchments, filling them with energy. Ebisu’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    The master smiled as he pulled back his hand. “This form of magic was popular among the honored ancestors before Beast Taming was discovered much later on.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded and took one of the unpowered parchments into his hands. There was a symbol on it that looked almost the same as the word for ‘sun’ if one added a few more brushstrokes. What sort of spell was it? If he had only the vaguely familiar symbol to go by, then it was either a fire spell or something that resulted in bright lights.  
 
    “Why is that, Master?” 
 
    The old master merely shrugged. “Beast Taming offers a quicker path to power, one that does not involve hours and hours of study and meditation. All a mage has to do is steal the natural abilities of a Magical Beast and that’s that. Ofuda, meanwhile, requires immense knowledge in the inner workings and systems of one’s internal magic.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded.  
 
    The old master gestured at the parchments. “For instance, all of these talismans would not work for you in the same manner as it does for me because your magic is unique. The ink itself is made from my magic, distilled, purified, and blackened with charcoal. The effects I have carved into them would be profoundly different if your magic was used instead. It’s not nearly as simple as holding out one’s hand in a certain direction and shooting out a globule of fire. No, Ofuda takes skill and dedication—two things that, sadly, most Moyatani children lack.” 
 
    Ebisu placed the parchment back on the table. No, despite what everyone thought of it, Ofuda offered immense versatility that his own powers lacked. Sure, he could go out and tame more Magical Beasts, but that didn’t take away the fact that Ofuda offered far more than met the eye.  
 
    “I would like to learn this.” 
 
    The old master raised a single brow. “Very well, I would be doing my old mentor a disservice if I did not pick up an apprentice of my own before I died. Though, color me curious, wouldn’t you prefer to train yourself for the coming Championship in the arena? Ofuda brings many benefits, but almost none of those benefits are of the quick and instant kind. My art won’t be as useful in such a place.” 
 
    Ebisu shook his head. “My… err… benefactor is training me for the arena, but I’m… really not interested in such a thing. Though I certainly do not fail to see its entertainment value, I just fail to see how it’s supposed to improve the skills of the students. It’d be better to just study and practice instead of flailing at each other or against a Magical Beast within the arena.” 
 
    Ebisu sighed. “Still, my benefactor insisted that I join, so I have been doing my best to train and learn as much as I can. I believe Ofuda will only help in that regard.” 
 
    The old master hummed. “Yes, I believe it can help, but it will require great effort on both our parts. Very well, young one, I will teach you my art. Return tomorrow when the sun is at its zenith. For now, better prepare yourself for the arena.” 
 
    The Championship wouldn’t be happening for another three weeks, but that was probably enough time for him to train and learn. Shinji wasn’t really useful with regards to honing Ebisu’s ability to control and manipulate his own powers, but the man was certainly skilled in martial arts.  
 
    The Varnu was probably better than his master, Jin, in some regards, especially when it came to grappling. Still, if the two ever fought, Ebisu knew without a shadow of a doubt who would come out on top. It’d just be a lot harder than he first thought. 
 
    Ebisu nodded and stood before bowing low. “Thank you for accepting me as your student, Master. I promise you that I won’t disappoint.” 
 
    The old master chuckled warmly. “It’s fine, young one. I’ve honestly almost given up on the idea of ever passing on my knowledge. So, I must thank you as well.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, Master,” Ebisu said. 
 
    Before Ebisu could turn away, the master stood up. The old man grabbed a single talisman and extended it toward him. “Wait before you leave, take this.” 
 
    Ebisu took it in hand and raised an eyebrow. The symbols were, as was everything else, vaguely familiar. The word, if it could be called that, was reminiscent of the written form of ‘stone,’ but he wasn’t certain. It might’ve meant something else entirely.  
 
    “Thank you, Master, but what shall I do with this?” 
 
    “It’s a talisman of preservation and protection,” the old master said. “Your first task will be learning how that piece of parchment is able to channel magic the way it does. Take your time—I do not expect you to have learned this by tomorrow—but you must learn it before the week is over. Am I understood, pupil?” 
 
    Ebisu bowed. The task itself was simple enough, and he was grateful that he had a clear goal for now. Changing the system wouldn’t happen for another two decades at best. Learning a new magical system was certainly a far better use of his time, aside from training with Shinji, of course. But he wasn’t about to let the foreigner know that. 
 
    The boy stared into the symbol on the talisman long and hard. Now that he was holding it, Ebisu did feel a slight tinge of magic upon the parchment, centered on the ink itself, which—as his new teacher said—was made of magic and a bunch of other stuff. He’d have to learn to do that someday.  
 
    “I won’t disappoint you, Master.” 
 
    “Eh, my standards are exceptionally low and so are my expectations.” The old master chuckled before waving him away with a single hand. “Go now and do whatever you wish to do. We’ll begin our formal lessons tomorrow.” 
 
    Ebisu nodded and left the room without another word as the old master hummed and went right back to his work. The hallway immediately outside was sparsely populated with students and the only ones there weren’t here to study Ofuda.  
 
    No, they were literally just loitering around, lounging on the floor, reading or sleeping. Not that it mattered to him, but it was rather strange that no one here ever stopped to think about the versatility of Ofuda. 
 
    But that was none of his business. 
 
    Still, why was everyone here older than him? 
 
    As Ebisu proceeded down several hallways and passed several students, many of whom glanced at him with curious looks, he could not help but notice the fact that he might’ve been the youngest student around—and by quite a large margin.  
 
    Everyone else seemed to be of the same age as his master, Jin, which meant everyone practically towered over him. Where were all the other children? That’s something I’ll have to ask Shinji about. 
 
    Thankfully, none of the other students seemed to care about his presence if they noticed him at all. A few gave him odd looks, but that was just about the extent of his interaction with them. Ebisu walked immediately up to his room, ignoring just about everyone and everything he passed by, and quickly donned his training robes—black, with white trimmings as he had specifically requested. 
 
    Half an hour later, Ebisu found himself in the training courtyard in the Academy’s extremely spacious exterior. The courtyard itself was large enough for Hirata to fit in it, twice over with some room to spare. The ground was made of smooth stone tiles, each one cut into perfect squares and were placed so close to each other that non-mages would have thought it to be hewn from a single, massive slab of rock.  
 
    Hundreds of students lingered about the place, sparring or merely practicing whatever new spells they had developed. A few safety measures were probably put in place to avoid accidents, but with the number of magical bolts and spells flying about, there probably weren’t a lot of them. 
 
    None of them were truly going all out. More than a few of the students were capable of so much more, their magical cores blazing with energy—one or two seemed to rival his master’s shear volume. They’re all so much stronger than me…  
 
    He was probably stronger than most students here if raw power was the only variable, but as Shinji had demonstrated numerous times, it simply wasn’t. Skill and technique both played immense roles, as did experience.  
 
    His master, Jin, had plenty of the three, but he was a terrible teacher, and Ebisu had to scrape the bottom of the barrel just to understand some of what he rambled on about. Shinji was the opposite. 
 
    “Begin your stretches,” the Varnu instructed from across him.  
 
    The foreigner stood about ten feet away from Ebisu, wearing a simple, white, loose-fitting keikogi. Ebisu nodded and reached down for his toes. Looking back, Jin had never taught him to stretch or prepare his muscles the same way Shinji did.  
 
    Most of his master’s training consisted of running near-endlessly through the woods, without rest, food, or water, all the while preparing for an attack that could come from anywhere. 
 
    Compared to that, Shinji’s training was a vacation. 
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
    Ebisu was shaken out of his musing by Shinji’s voice. When he looked, the man was already in his grappling stance—Judo, as he called it. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he answered, posing in a similar but ultimately different stance—Aiki. 
 
    “You’re still going for that stance, huh, kid?” Shinji chuckled and smiled. “It works against stronger and larger opponents, but it’s useless against opponents who’re equal to you. Have you found a remedy to its weaknesses?” 
 
    He hadn’t. Most of Aiki’s weaknesses could be supplemented by a knife. Still, the style itself was rather new. He did come up with it, after all—a rough blending of Jin’s aggressive martial arts and Shinji’s defensive style. There were bound to be many things that needed improvement. But he was working on those. 
 
    Ebisu glanced around. The students outside were the same as the ones from the inside—all of them were much older and taller than him.  
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I don’t think I’ll have to find a remedy just yet. Everyone here is already stronger than me.” He paused and frowned. “Which reminds me, why is everyone here much older than me? Where are all the other children?” 
 
    Shinji merely shrugged. “Children of your age are usually inducted as Initiates and are given formal lessons in classrooms somewhere close, but I’ve never been to any of them. Once they become Neophytes, like yourself, then they’ll be allowed within the Academy.” 
 
    “So”—Ebisu glanced around once more, just to be sure—“I’m the odd one out? Isn’t there anyone else here the same age as me?” 
 
    Shinji hummed and seemed to ponder the question for a bit. “I think there is one other, but I don’t really know where he is. I forgot the child’s name, but his mentor travels around a lot. He might not even be in the Academy right now.” 
 
    Ebisu raised a single brow. There was another one like him? Well, it was good to know he wasn’t so strange. 
 
    “Remember, we’re only using martial arts.” Shinji grinned. “Shall we begin our training?” 
 
    Ebisu nodded and, without warning, surged forward. 
 
    Shinji was far taller than him, being a grown man and all, which left Ebisu with all the disadvantages and almost none of the advantages, save one. His small stature made him resistant to most attacks that would’ve otherwise damaged someone larger and heavier—the same way a feather was more likely to survive a punch than it was for wood.  
 
    Actually utilizing that advantage, however, was an entirely different matter, especially when his current opponent specialized in grappling maneuvers, which rendered said advantage pointless. 
 
    Still, he had to try. The whole point of this training was to gain fighting experience against much stronger foes. 
 
    Shinji leaned forward to try and grab him, but Ebisu ducked underneath the man’s arms and went through his legs, underneath the man’s groin. Ebisu spun and kicked Shinji behind his left knee, causing an annoyed yelp. Before his much larger opponent could properly react, Ebisu pivoted to the left, deftly avoiding a grab that would’ve caught him otherwise.  
 
    From there, Ebisu launched another kick, aimed at Shinji’s head. The older mage, however, was much quicker than he appeared as he ducked underneath the kick, spun, and sent back a kick of his own, which caught Ebisu squarely on his stomach and sent him hurling back several feet. 
 
    Ebisu wheezed, all the air in his stomach leaving at once. Pain shot through his torso. The world hazed for a moment as his eyes drooped. Shinji hadn’t been holding back with that kick, had he? Bile rose in his throat as he landed on his feet, vision blurred. His body swayed from side to side.  
 
    Shinji snorted. “You’re too obvious, Ebisu. Your thoughts are too loud. Your kick landed because I let it, because I was curious if you’d do as I expected you would or if you might surprise me. The former happened.” 
 
    Ebisu shook his head clear of the haze. His eyes narrowed. His enemy was better than him in anything and everything he could think of.  
 
    Shinji continued, “How would you fight a giant? Brute force will not help you win. Think: what would you do against a giant?” 
 
    What would Jin do? 
 
    Ebisu almost snorted at the thought. His master would’ve definitely used more brute force if his regular dose of brute force failed. No, Jin was a terrible example. 
 
    But what could he do? 
 
    Ebisu surged forward once more and kept his eyes on Shinji’s knees. Right at the last second, however, he stopped and caught his breath as the larger man’s hands shot forward and grasped at open air—right where he’d be if he hadn’t stopped in time. Ebisu huffed, cold sweat running down the side of his face as he leapt over Shinji’s outstretched hands and launched a sweeping right kick toward the man’s lower jaw. 
 
    Ebisu caught Shinji’s smirk as the man swung his head back, narrowly dodging Ebisu’s foot as it passed over his chin, hitting nothing. Ebisu spun midair, scowling before launching a vertical kick from up high, his body spinning with downward momentum. Right then and there, he wasn’t even sure what he was aiming for as long as he kept on attacking.  
 
    Shinji caught him by the shin, holding him helplessly aloft before throwing him back. “You’re not even trying, Ebisu!” 
 
    Ebisu gritted his teeth as he landed. 
 
    He had accomplished nothing. 
 
    Shinji stood there, grinning. “You actually almost had me there. Your execution could’ve been done a lot better. For example, you could’ve gone for a finger lock on my left wrist instead of an obvious kick.” 
 
    Ebisu breathed in slowly and deeply. A loose crowd was forming around them, a few curious students who clearly had nothing better to do with their time. He didn’t mind. Training with Jin sometimes drew the attention of a few curious villagers. Attacking head on won’t do me any good, but neither will attacking from the flanks. Shinji’s too good at predicting my movements and— 
 
    His eyes narrowed, a bold plan swirling in his mind. Of course, no wonder he fell for that trick. He’s too busy reacting instead of doing. His style is too defensive… Yes, I can take advantage of this. Maybe. 
 
    Shinji tilted his head to the side, waiting. Ebisu frowned before surging forward for the third time. Shinji sighed and shook his head. Ebisu reached back with his right hand, hoping to throw an obvious punch. 
 
    Ebisu closed his eyes and turned his focus inwards, even as his body moved forward. He focused on the movement of his muscles, their straining, flexing, and relaxing. He focused on his bones and his sinews, on every single movement within his body, even the rush of his blood from his heart. He felt everything inside him—the movement of every cell, every pulse. 
 
    And then he stopped. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, the world had come to a screeching halt. Ebisu saw a specter of himself, moving forward with a different motion, a specter that’d continued on as though he hadn’t braced and froze. 
 
    Time groaned back into motion and Shinji reached forward and grabbed hold of Ebisu’s shoulders for a simple tackle that would’ve been the end of the sparring match. The older man’s eyes widened as his fingers grasped at nothing but air, and Ebisu’s figure disappeared not a moment later—the specter. 
 
    He was never there at all. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ebisu launched a kick toward Shinji’s face, and this time, it landed squarely on the man’s temple. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A rebellion in the northern territories?”  
 
    Lorraine raised an eyebrow as she listened in on the conversation between the gathered teachers. Around ten of them had gathered, each one of Moyatani blood, around a large, circular table whereupon numerous dishes and drinks were served.  
 
    She sat away from them, of course, and so did the only other foreigner in the whole Academy, the Varnu, but he was on a side opposite to hers, and she was feeling rather lazy today. So, they couldn’t exactly share a drink, and really, Shinji was busy reading something about martial arts instead of taking another bite of the apple he’d asked for some twenty minutes ago. 
 
    Lorraine clicked her chopsticks together before taking another mouthful of fishcake, her ears tuned into the conversation not so far from her.  
 
    “Where’d you even hear that load of nonsense, Ori? The north’s the last place for a rebellion to happen. Those barbarians are too uptight about their honor and whatnot. They’d sooner kill themselves before starting a damn rebellion.” 
 
    “Aye, but didn’t that Muramasa fellow invade his ally some years ago? The northerners are not nearly as honorable as they claim to be. That bastard’s still running the place, last I heard of him.”  
 
    Lorraine’s ears perked up at that. She had been there, after all, in the battle to take the Castle Murasaki. Though her certainty had certainly waned, she was still mostly certain that it was by the Order’s will, and not just Uemuji’s, that they aid in the destruction of that northern family. 
 
    “You’re talking about the Murasaki family, you dolts. It was their lands that the Muramasa whelp stole. That insolent little pig is lucky that lord Hamada hadn’t sniffed out his invasion when he did.” 
 
    Thinking back, she had never really cared enough to read more about them, had she? The Witch of the Crimson Woods was just following orders. The thought tasted bitter on her tongue. Lorraine made a mental note to read about that family as soon as she could, just to pass the time, until after this whole arena nonsense was over and done with. She couldn’t exactly leave the Academy until then, which left her with very little to do. 
 
    “Ah right, whatever, but my point still stands. Who the heck in their right minds would raise their swords in open rebellion now of all times? The whole damn country’s about to drown in war. A rebellion will just paint a huge target over their backs.” 
 
    Lorraine stared ahead. Shinji appeared to have taken out another martial arts book. She wanted to go over there and talk to him, truly, but there was no rush on that. He seemed busy anyway, likely training that little whelp of his. So, she merely listened on. The conversation in itself was interesting enough to warrant her attention. 
 
    She plucked another fishcake from its place and chucked it into her mouth. 
 
    “I agree, but I heard this from the Elders themselves: apparently, a bunch of peasants have declared their independence—two very powerful mages are supposedly leading them, but that’s not been confirmed yet.” 
 
    “Huh, an actual peasant uprising in the northern lands? I didn’t think that would ever be possible in my lifetime. Which poor barbarian lord’s stuck with them?” 
 
    “The same barbarian lord who betrayed his own ally for power, that Muramasa fellow. The rebellion’s happening in his newly conquered territory. It hasn’t spread quite yet, but the Elders believe it soon will, especially when the peasant folk realize that one of the rebellion’s leaders is the son of their former liege, Murasaki Jin.” 
 
    Lorraine’s eyes widened and she nearly spat out the lump of food in her mouth. The witch composed herself and shuddered.  
 
    That boy’s still alive? No, that’s impossible. We killed him so dead that his soul must’ve been burnt alongside his body. No, it can’t be him! It— Ah, right, it must be an imposter of some kind, one that possesses enough strength in battle to actually pose as that little monster. Murasaki Jin was certainly known for his prowess in both magic and martial arts. It’d take a mage of incredible skill to pretend to be him. 
 
    “Hamada’s son, right? Huh, I thought he was dead. The rumors about him didn’t help at all, but I heard he was in some backwater village that was attacked by a bandit army of some kind.” 
 
    A bandit army, huh? Well, there were no witnesses to the massacre that happened since Uemuji had wanted everyone dead, but still. Anyone in their right minds would know that a simple army of brigands could not have climbed over Hirata’s high walls or defeat its rather impressive army.  
 
    Not to mention the weapons of war that Murasaki Jin had concocted—weapons that seemed eerily familiar to the few things that were once brought to bear against her in her homeland when she’d created one abomination too many. 
 
    “A bandit army? I heard it was a horde of monsters that attacked the village. On that note, has anyone seen the high walls of Hirata? I’ve heard rumors and stories from merchants who spoke of an actual city—not a village—that rivaled the capital in splendor and surpassed it in technological advancements.” 
 
    “Eh, there were no high walls when I visited the ruins a few weeks ago, though I did note a substantial number of ruined stones and an impressive sewage system underneath the stonework. It was… enlightening, to say the least. It was almost as though I was no longer in Moyatani. Regardless, we’ve fallen off track. What was this about a rebellion?” 
 
    “Ah yes, the Elders are thinking of sending someone to verify the rumors of its leaders being mages. Though, I’m not sure if they’ve already chosen someone for the job.” 
 
    Lorraine raised her eyebrows at that. Why go through all the trouble? Then again, the Elders were fearful of rogue mages ever since their little spat with the Order. They think we’re involved, huh? 
 
    Well, they weren’t wrong to think so, but the Order probably wasn’t involved in this one—maybe. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll send one of the foreigners again? The Championship’s nearing and those two aliens don’t really have much on their plate. That red-haired she-devil, in particular, doesn’t contribute anything to the Academy as far as I’m aware.” 
 
    She could just feel the eyes that turned to glance at her from across the dining hall, and really, she wanted to glance back at them with a grin, but there was no need for such things among fellow mages.  
 
    She didn’t need them to be wary of her any more than they already were. The less eyes on her, the better. A few of the instructors already looked toward her as though she was some disease-ridden piece of meat that should be avoided at all costs. These primitives and their xenophobia…  
 
    “I don’t think the Elders will send one of the foreigners for such a task. They’re unreliable at best and complete unknowns at worst. The Varnu, at least, isn’t too much of a freak as opposed to the other one.” 
 
    Ah, yes, her red hair, the source of both good and terrible attention. The Moyatani folk were either entranced by her luscious hair or revolted by it. By her reckoning, the opinions were split halfway.  
 
    The only people who didn’t seem to care about her hair were the Elders, who were old enough and experienced enough to have met several foreigners in their lifetime. Well, probably not, considering Moyatani’s extremely limited interactions with the world at large, but their age might’ve tempered their natural xenophobic inclinations. 
 
    I’ve grown tired of this nonsense. 
 
    Just as the thought passed her mind, an acolyte entered the dining hall, catching everyone’s attention. People of their rank were usually not allowed entry unless it was for something incredibly important, which—seeing the missive in the young man’s hand—it probably was.  
 
    Lorraine glanced at him, having already finished her plate of fishcakes. The acolyte turned toward her, his eyes briefly widening when he spotted her fiery mane. He walked forward, all eyes upon him.  
 
    “The Elders request your presence, Lady Lo-r-r-aaai— Lorraine. They wish to see you at once.” 
 
    Lorraine nodded and stood. If the Elders wanted to see her, then all for the better. She was getting bored, and Lorraine knew herself well enough to fear her own boredom. She straightened her kimono, dusting off the non-existent dust before walking out.  
 
    The acolyte followed her, but she neither turned at him nor acknowledged his presence. Lorraine walked immediately to the Chamber of the Elders, where the old coots awaited her. 
 
    She arrived just in time to see Shinji’s whelp peering into the chamber, his eyes seemingly transfixed upon the numerous artifacts and reliquaries in little glass domes atop stone pedestals. For a moment, Lorraine found herself curious, and so she followed the little boy’s eyes to a particular artifact—a tiny statue carved in some inky black stone of a strange creature that sat, hugging its own legs. Its face was a mass of tentacles and twin, leathery wings sprouted from its back.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. Something about it seemed vaguely familiar. 
 
    “You, there, acolyte. What do you think you’re doing here?!”  
 
    An old instructor appeared from the other end of the hallway, startling the whelp and causing him to run away. The boy passed her before disappearing.  
 
    The instructor gave no chase. Instead, the old man huffed and smiled, muttering, “Ah, children, so quick to fear.” 
 
    He passed her, nodding. She nodded back. 
 
    Lorraine chuckled and shook her head as she entered the chamber. The Elders, as usual, sat upon their high thrones. They were all waiting for her apparently. Strange, their days were usually spent bickering amongst themselves or entertaining some situation or another. Instead, their faces were akin to stone, steadfast and hard, their eyes narrowed.  
 
    She approached cautiously, slowing her steps and keeping her head low. The old coots may be foolish at times, but there was no denying the gap in power between them and her.  
 
    The weakest of the Elders, Miroku, was powerful enough to drown entire regions of Moyatani under tons and tons of water if he so wished. The strongest of them could probably challenge the Great Khan—maybe. 
 
    “Honored Elders,” she began, bowing.  
 
    Lorraine hated the gesture. She hated the idea of lowering herself to anyone, even if they were far above her in rank and power. She still hated it even now, but she’d been in Moyatani long enough to know the gesture did not hold the same meaning as it would have in her hometown.  
 
    It wasn’t an act of subservience here. No, it was an act of respect. The Elders bowed to her as well, lowering their heads ever so slightly.  
 
    “You summoned me. Do you require my assistance?” 
 
    They usually asked for her aid in the creation of monsters to be sent to the Academy’s menagerie for further study or to the Arena, where the students may prove their worth in killing it. Honestly, it was probably one of the very few things they’d ever call her in for. The other thing usually involved the creation of living artifacts, which were a chore to do.  
 
    Still, if she wanted to keep her position here, Lorraine would have to keep her head low and accept whatever mundane or tedious task they’d ask of her. 
 
    At the very least, creating new monsters bolstered her creativity, especially when she was given Magical Beast corpses to toy with. 
 
    “Yes, we have need of your services, witch.”  
 
    The owner of the voice was Elder Retsu, the second strongest mage among the Elders. He was hotheaded and aggressive. His ideas and opinions were usually traditionally Moyatani, which meant violence—plenty of it.  
 
    Fortunately, the strongest and most powerful of the Elders, Lady Shinobu, kept Retsu’s flaming personality in check. In fact, she kept everyone in the council in check. She was the voice of calm reason and cold logic. The one whose magical power seemed unimaginable. 
 
    Lorraine kept her head low and waited.  
 
    “Word has reached us of a brewing rebellion in the northern lands. That in itself is none of our concern as the whole nation is upon the brink of total war anyway. No, our concern is the report which states that this particular rebellion is led by two rogue mages. We want you to confirm the veracity of this report. Do not engage in combat unless absolutely necessary. Our goal for now is observation. The edict of Emperor Tenmu does not apply to rebellions that do not expressly threaten the Imperial Court.” 
 
    Lorraine nodded. The Edict of Tenmu IV was a command upon the Imperial Academy which forced them into action whenever some upstart mage got too full of themselves and started raising armies and threatening the Emperor and his court. The Academy would then unleash a team of mages to dispose of said upstart before they ever reached the Emperor’s domain. If this rebellion ever gained enough momentum… well, cut off the head of the snake and all that.  
 
    “When shall I leave, honored Elders?” 
 
    “Today,” Elder Miroku said flatly. “Leave as soon as you are physically able. We need eyes and ears on these rebel leaders. We need to know their plans and their inclinations. We need to know if they are a threat to the Emperor, or if they’re content with keeping their little rebellion in the northern territories. See it done.” 
 
    No more words needed to be said. She had been given a task, strange as it was, and that was that. Lorraine bowed before turning around and walking out the chamber.  
 
    There were a lot of things she needed to do and very little time to do them. First, this little excursion would be the perfect cover to investigate the Black Demon’s Treasure, if it existed at all, and by extension, the Path of the Dark Blood, whose meaning still eluded her, even after she had finished the whole damn book.  
 
    However, her window would be fairly limited in that regard. She had to reach this rebellion before it blew up, which meant she had little time for anything else.  
 
    At best, she could probably plant an artificial creature of some kind to keep watch over the rebel leaders and what they’re up to, but that option would give her extremely limited results. Her connection to her creations was faulty and sketchy, and the damn things were severely lacking in intelligence, which meant relying on them for anything other than murder and mayhem wasn’t the best idea.  
 
    That said, it might just work as a temporary measure, just until she was finished digging up the Black Demon’s Treasure and whatever secrets it held. 
 
    After all, this rebellion couldn’t possibly threaten the northern lords just yet—no. They needed momentum, true, but they also needed time to consolidate. 
 
    Again, her window was fairly small, but it was feasible. 
 
    Lorraine entered her personal chamber and closed the door behind her, sighing as she closed her eyes. “That went well enough.” 
 
    She glanced down at her kimono and ripped the whole thing right off. Doing so was made easier by the fact that Moyatani clothing, especially the ones for women, were obscenely easy to remove. She shuddered briefly as cold air ran across her bare, pale skin. Lorraine then walked toward one of her drawers and pulled out a set of clothing she hadn’t donned in a long time—her old adventuring gear… or what was left of them, anyway.  
 
    I hope these pants still fit me. All those fishcakes couldn’t have weighed me down by much, right? 
 
    Lorraine donned her adventuring gear, which consisted of simple pants that covered her legs down to her ankles, a pair of boots that went up right under her knees, a long-sleeved tunic that covered any bit of skin under her neck, and a fur coat that might just keep her warm in the Moyatani cold.  
 
    Of course, inlaid within all these items were talismans of protection, healing, and a bunch of other things that were designed to keep her alive for as long as possible. Adventuring, after all, was nasty business. 
 
    She stood up and paused at the tightness around her waist and her bottom. Yeah, the fishcakes did not help at all. 
 
    Lorraine made her way out of the Academy. Without much fuss. Although, she did note the students were rather busy studying and practicing. Their little Championship was nearing, after all. A shame—really.  
 
    Some distant part of her was rather curious about what all the commotion was about and if this Championship was more than just the students flailing at each other. But needs must— 
 
    She carried very little. In fact, she carried almost nothing at all, save for a few books, talismans, and a pack of dried meats, all of which were huddled within the tiny satchel at her back, alongside a pouch of coins. Food was not a concern as she could touch a tree and use her flesh-crafting to make food out of it.  
 
    Water would be a bit harder to find, but not impossible as there were hundreds of rivers converging in the northlands and hundreds more the1top1err she went. Shelter might be a problem, but nothing that couldn’t be solved with a few spells and creativity. 
 
    No, the only real hurdle was the fact that she was about to go out into the deep northern woods with nothing but a book filled with the rumors and hearsay of ancient men to guide her through it all. And yet Lorraine could not contain the grin that was spreading across her face.  
 
    At the very least, no matter what happened, no matter what she’d find about the supposed Path of the Dark Blood or the Black Demon’s Treasure, no matter how the rebellion turns out to be, there was one thing she was sure of. 
 
    “This is going to be fun.” 
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The corpse was old, withered and left to rot beneath a thin layer of soil. The person must not have been anyone of significance, probably a bandit or a passing guest who had died and the villagers found themselves burdened with the responsibility of having to bury the person.  
 
    A quick glance at the pelvic bones confirmed the corpse’s gender—that of a woman. What she died of, Jin could not tell, but it didn’t seem as though she had died particularly violently. Her skull was malformed, and one shoulder was higher than the other. Her right arm appeared to be shorter than her left and one side of her ribcage appeared concaved somehow. 
 
    The skeletal remains grimly jutted out of the blackened soil, like a blighted tumor upon the earth, surrounded by mushrooms and other forms of white fungal things that marked the grave site just outside Ikoshu. 
 
    Breathing in, Jin reached for the skull with his right hand, the appendage burning brightly with ghastly green flames. His breath hitched as something resonated from his right hand, like a slight tug that nudged him to continue, urging him onwards into performing something that, if his theory was correct, would forever darken whatever remained of his soul.  
 
    It was something even the Mage-Emperor, ruthless as he was, never thought to dabble in. But Murasaki Jin was different. He had fewer options, especially now given his strange condition. 
 
    His fingers and his palm made contact with the skull, resting above the muddy eye sockets. His green flames almost immediately devoured the entirety of the skeleton. The earth around it, beneath Jin’s feet, and alongside the hideous growths withered away into dust, revealing more of the bones that’d been hidden away in the cold earth.  
 
    His flames withered away the dirt, practically bleaching the whole skeleton, its once grimy, stained surface becoming almost pearly-white. A blast of unseen energy exploded outward, and Jin found himself leaping several feet away. 
 
    The skeleton twitched, an eerie sight given the ghastly glow of his green flames. The twitching intensified not a moment later, until the skeleton was all but thrashing on the ground, its malformed jaws stretched open in a silent scream, twin orbs blazing within its empty eye sockets.  
 
    It made no sound. Its touch withered everything away, its form slowly sinking deeper and deeper into the cold earth. 
 
    Oh, boy… Jin mused almost sheepishly as he approached his newest experiment. This isn’t turning out as well as I thought. 
 
    Jin wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. He knew what he wanted, at least—a quick reanimation that did not involve this torturous scene. Granted, he knew almost nothing about Necromancy, save for the fact that it was probably universally reviled. Still, this was definitely not what he’d been expecting. 
 
    He stopped just two feet away from the hole it was digging with every movement. Jin’s eyes narrowed as he peered down. Its thrashing had slowed down somewhat, but it was clear that this… skeleton was in a state of panic.  
 
    Fascinating. Has it retained more of its previous personality than the other two? I guess I’ll have to ask it when it’s done. Strange, its fire seems more intense. Does that mean it’s more powerful or is it simply unstable? 
 
    Finding himself with nothing to do, save for continuing his observations, Jin sat down on the edge of the rapidly deepening hole and kept his eyes trailed downward. A proverbial torch lit up in his head.  
 
    Huh, I never would’ve thought my new flames could be used in such a way. Now that I think about it, tunnels might be the best method for traversing vast distances while remaining unseen. Ikoshu’s built atop a mountain, building a network of tunnels that run through the mountain side right underneath it might be a good idea, especially if the villagers need to make a quick escape. Something to ponder…  
 
    It took almost half an hour for the skeleton to stop thrashing like a deranged fool. It looked up toward him, its ghastly burning orbs for eyes smoldering in the darkness it’d created around itself. It stood there, almost seemingly confused, until Jin stood up, glanced down, and uttered a single command.  
 
    “Rise!” 
 
    The burning skeleton stiffened as it glanced upward and, with an almost eerie series of movements, began climbing. It buried its bone fingers into the earth as it slowly pulled itself free from its prison of dirt, like a ghoul that’d awakened from its dreamless sleep.  
 
    Jin shuddered slightly. The presence of his newest monstrosity was utterly different from the other two. This one emitted a dreadfully powerful aura of death and decay. As he stood, Jin saw the withering of life around the burning creature, the death of the grasses, the insects, and all the other tiny lifeforms upon and under the ground as the skeleton moved. 
 
    Finally, after a tense minute, it clambered out and bowed, its head hanging low. Jin’s eyes narrowed. It’s far stronger than the others, for sure, but it also seems far less. 
 
    “Can you speak?” Jin asked.  
 
    The burning skeleton, however, gave no answer. It kept its head low, its body steady. It stood deathly still, like a statue—not even swaying as the wind crept over them like a rushing wave.  
 
    Jin shook his head. “That’s a shame. I would’ve wanted to know your name.” 
 
    Silence answered him back, but it wasn’t as though Jin was expecting this one to actually speak. At the very least, it possessed enough of a… mind to follow his orders. Sighing, Jin turned. “Follow me and keep away from the trees.” 
 
    He walked forward, deeper into the woods that surrounded Ikoshu. The burning skeleton followed him, its head kept low all the while walking around trees and moving in such a way as to ensure it didn’t brush against even a single, stray branch. Jin noted this, of course, as he eyed his creature.  
 
    The deformities it’d sported in death appeared to have mended themselves somewhat. Its mangled arm had grown several inches and was now almost at level with its counterpart, while its ribcage had expanded outward.  
 
    It was even uglier now, despite its developments and mutations, but Jin mused that its beauty was a non-issue. I’ll have to check if I’m able to alter its form and appearance with the green flames. 
 
    While disappointing, his newest creation was definitely nothing to scoff at. It was, at the very least, likely on-par or even more powerful than a bog-standard bushi. That wasn’t even taking into account the withering flames that constantly surrounded its form.  
 
    “Well, it can definitely follow orders—for sure. “ 
 
    Jin walked onwards, farther and farther away from Ikoshu. He thought back to the village. Kai was doing an okay job with keeping order—mostly through threats of violence that, while inadvisable in the long run, was enough to quell any quarrels between the villagers and the former bandits they’d integrated into the village.  
 
    Sure, all of them bent their knee and pledged their loyalty to him as their new lord, but that didn’t mean they would automatically be accepting of their new neighbors. At the very least, the bandits were quick to work on new housing, tilling the farms, and generally doing their best to be as helpful as they could. 
 
    There had been a powerful presence that had lingered in the village when they first had arrived. Kai hadn’t sensed it, but Jin had. Even then, Jin didn’t know what to make of it. The source of the presence was absent, but it had been there until very recently.  
 
    In fact, whoever it was whose soul was powerful enough to leave embers was there merely an hour before they had arrived. 
 
    It was something to think about and investigate at a later date. For now, Jin needed to learn more about his powers. He still had time, a few hours at least before he had to face the villagers again and inform them of his plans for the future.  
 
    Pledging their loyalty to him was only the beginning and they all knew that. They needed something concrete. 
 
    Arriving at an empty clearing, whose only inhabitants were either trees or insects, Jin stopped and waited for the two presences that were rapidly approaching. It was a longshot, he’d figured, but it then became another discovery. Apparently, he was capable of giving orders to his creations at a distance. His order was simple: they were to meet him at the nearest clearing, which just happened to be the place he’d arrived at. 
 
    From behind the darkening tree line came two ghastly green beings, whose ethereal figures were wreathed in eldritch flames. As they walked, every living thing they touched died and withered away into dust—trees, shrubs, grasses, anything and everything, even the rocks and pebbles at their feet were not shown leniency.  
 
    His first two creations, Oda and Ryozo, sauntered out of the trees, their eyes blazing with dreadful emerald fires that burned unnaturally. 
 
    Jin stood waiting as his thralls stopped and bowed, lowering their heads.  
 
    They spoke as one, their voices reverberating like a chorus of ghosts. “My lord—you have summoned us.” 
 
    Looking at them was honestly rather eerie, even as he knew their loyalty lay with him and him alone. For a moment, Jin wondered how other people might react if they saw these burning skeletons. A peasant might just piss their pants and faint, or run. A mage might run, but they’d probably try to engage his creatures in combat out of curiosity if nothing else.  
 
    Surely, if he hadn’t made them, and he had just found them in the woods, Jin’s first instinct would’ve been to attack first and then examine the remains afterwards. 
 
    In hindsight, that was probably a terrible way of doing things. 
 
    Jin nodded at his creations and gestured at their newest member. “What can you tell me of this one?” 
 
    As before, both the Oda and Ryozo thralls spoke as one. “It is not like us, my Lord. It is lesser, but also different. Its mind has retained nothing of the life it once lived.” 
 
    Jin nodded as his thralls confirmed his theory. “Well, there are uses for such a creature, and to be perfectly honest, making this one was a lot easier than making either of you. All I’d need is a corpse and I’d be able to make another one.” 
 
    Though, free labor through the use of these… things wouldn’t be happening any time soon as they’d wither away anything and everything they touched. No, his creations were useful for only one thing—destruction and death. Soon he’d be making use of them for such a purpose, but not yet. For now, he needed information and knowledge. 
 
    Jin whirled to face his newest creation. The burning skeleton stood so incredibly still it was almost as though it was frozen in time, whilst both Oda and Ryozo made slight movements that made them seem almost alive—almost. Two skeletons that happened to be on fire could never be alive. 
 
    He shrugged and raised both his hands at the creature. “Well, I might as well experiment with you. I’m terribly sorry for this, but I’m afraid you’re expendable.” 
 
    Jin tugged on his connection with the thrall and felt every fiber of its being become available to him. Really, there wasn’t much of its being left, but there was one aspect of it that immediately caught Jin’s attention. I can change its shape…  
 
    The moment the realization crossed his mind, Jin willed forth the changes he wanted. He envisioned in his mind the new face of his creation—a larger, bulkier thrall that could break through castle walls and gates with only a running start. In his thoughts was a glowering titan of bone and eldritch flames, its size blocking out the sun as it stomped on his enemies and turned battlefields and cities into ruined, desolate places. He saw a whirling, moving onslaught of death and carnage—the mere sight of it would send armies running. 
 
    When Jin opened his eyes and glanced at his newest thrall with excitement blazing in his eyes, but what met him was a mangled mass of bones. Ribs, femurs, and what seemed to be fingers, jutted out and about at random, as though a giant had taken his latest creation in its hand and then closed said hand.  
 
    Jin sighed. “Okay, this’ll take a lot of practice.” 
 
    He stepped forward, knelt, and poked the… pile of burning bones with his pointer finger. Looking closer, its skull, or the remnants of something that resembled a skull, had somehow found its way inside the remains of something else that might’ve been its ribcage at some point. Its flames withered away the soil beneath it. Slowly, it began sinking. 
 
    This was definitely going to take a lot of practice. 
 
    Jin raised an eyebrow and pointed at a spot on the ground not three feet to its left. “Move there.” 
 
    As expected, the mangled mess of bones tried to do as he commanded but was left unable to do anything but grind against itself in an attempt at motion. 
 
    Considering the sheer difficulty in controlling the eldritch green flames, it probably made some sense that actively changing the shape of his thralls, which were made of bones and said eldritch green flames, would be almost as difficult, if not even more so. 
 
    Jin sighed and stared at the… thing before him. What a shame. If he had time, he might’ve actually tried to fix this poor thing’s current state of… shape. “But, alas, I do not have the time to help you, little thing.” 
 
    He reached forward with his right hand, placing it over the flattest surface he could find. And then, with a slight tug at the connection he held with the creature, Jin pulled back the energy he had granted it, the energy which had reanimated the pile of bones and gave it power.  
 
    That energy flowed into him, returning to the source, becoming one with the whole, and Jin breathed a sigh of relief at the sudden feeling of completeness that filled him.  
 
    No longer empowered by his eldritch flames, the mangled mass of bones disintegrated into dust and disappeared into the wind. Jin raised an eyebrow before turning to the other two. Would the same thing happen to them if they were destroyed by their enemies? Huh, that’s something to ponder. 
 
    “You two,” Jin said, his voice booming hard across the clearing. “Scout around the village, search for any creature that may be of use to me as a corpse—something powerful, but not powerful enough to utterly destroy you both. A bear, perhaps, would be nice. I want to see if I can reanimate wild creatures as well.” 
 
    “We exist to follow your will, my Lord.” Oda and Ryozo both bowed before turning and walking back into the trees, their forms slowly disappearing if only for the slight emerald glow their flames exuded at all times.  
 
    Jin stood in place for a while, waiting for them to truly disappear from his vision. He really needed to do something about that green glow. His thralls were too obvious otherwise.  
 
    Anyone with a working pair of eyes would spot them coming from miles away. Well, it was something to worry about later. He probably could do something about it, but it’d likely require immense practice. 
 
    Ten minutes must’ve passed until they were well and gone. 
 
    Jin stretched his senses outward. He felt the souls of everything around him—insects and some hares fluttered in his mind’s eye, but nothing larger. Good, I’d prefer to keep this aspect of my powers a secret for now. 
 
    He stepped out of the clearing and back into the woods. Ikoshu wasn’t too far away, merely an hour’s worth of walking at a leisurely pace. The sun had set some time ago and darkness had already blanketed the earth.  
 
    Somehow, it didn’t matter. Even without his enhanced vision, seeing in the almost pitch-black environment wasn’t a problem, though every color was dulled and extremely muted. 
 
    His senses blared as something dropped down from atop the trees and landed somewhere near him. Jin whirled and screamed as actual pain shot through his left shoulder.  
 
    Something blurred at the edge of his vision, obscured by shadows and moving too fast for his eyes to follow—almost faster than Kai. Jin’s instincts screamed at him to evade. He tried to, but whatever was attacking him was moving faster than he could react. 
 
    A swift, almost whistling sound cut through the air before another jolt of searing pain filled Jin’s mind. His right hand, all the way to an inch above his wrist bone, fell onto the forest floor, hissing. 
 
    Rage filled his mind. “RAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” 
 
    Eldritch green flames exploded from his form. The nearest trees disappeared instantly, withered into dust in a matter of moments. Next, the ground underneath him became naught but a deep crater, disappearing entirely within a single moment.  
 
    There was no force or power behind the explosion. Everything caught in the ghastly emerald fires simply ceased to be, withered away into non-existence. 
 
    In a single moment, in half the time it took for a human to blink, a hundred feet of forestry, ground, and bedrock disappeared in a flash of green flames. 
 
    Within the next moment, Jin willed away his eldritch flames immediately. He fell downward, the ground that’d once been at his feet having withered away into nothingness, leaving only a deep crater of massive rocks with a pool of water at the very bottom.  
 
    Jin glanced at his right hand, expecting a stump. What he found, however, was a flaming, skeletal hand that was just as animated as his last one. He couldn’t even feel any difference. 
 
    Pain… Jin glanced at his left shoulder and grimaced. Something was capable of causing him pain—a weapon of some kind, likely magical in nature. The wound that should’ve been there was gone, save for the hole it left on his kimono. There’s something capable of causing me pain… fascinating. 
 
    His feet splashed down in the pool of water at the bottom of the crater. It was just deep enough to reach his knees. 
 
    Jin’s eyes narrowed as he glanced up. Standing at the edge of the crater, looking down at him, was a long-haired figure in black, carrying a painfully familiar wakizashi—its blood-red blade glinting softly under the moonlight. Green flames came to life around him, blazing over his form. 
 
    He cared not for his assailant. Jin’s eyes were kept firmly over his companion. “Agito …”  
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    The Sleeping Woods—she’d read about it in many books, a dreadful place that even mages feared to tread. It was the home of monsters and demons, Magical Beasts of great power. Very few people had ever braved the depths of the ancient woodlands.  
 
    Mages, armies, peasants, and merchants skirted around the place, walking miles and miles, just to avoid the horrors that were said to dwell within. Folks often spoke of dark spirits and specters amidst the trees, and strange whispering things that emerged in the dead of night.  
 
    Others spoke of a dense and gloomy fog that crept out of the woods. Shadowy, nameless things were said to dwell in the haze. 
 
    Most of it was a bunch of superstitious nonsense, of course, but the mages were right to avoid the Sleeping Woods simply due to the high number of deviant-class Magical Beast sightings in the area, particularly in the central portions of the forest, where brave travelers and explorers were said to venture and never return. 
 
    Funnily enough, the vast swathe of forest had gained its name from a species of flowering plants that, when disturbed, produced a noxious fume that would render anyone who breathed it in comatose for an indefinite amount of time.  
 
    Of course, the Sleeper’s Flower was the least of her concern in these parts, especially since avoiding them wouldn’t be hard given their bright coloration and the fact that nothing grew around them. 
 
    No, her greatest hurdle was time. 
 
    The Sleeping Woods was large—the second largest forest in the whole country, next to the vast, unexplored wilderness in the cold north. Its immensity meant that she’d have to search for days and days before she’d ever find the first clue in that damn book.  
 
    The Path of the Dark Blood was apparently an actual path through the Sleeping Woods that would allegedly lead her right to the Black Demon’s treasure, a series of clues and landmarks that she’d have to follow if she wanted to get anywhere. Umoro Hachiman, the explorer, had supposedly followed all of these and found out the treasure’s location but had not venture any farther. Now, she’d have to do the same. 
 
    This honestly seemed far easier in her head. 
 
    Lorraine sighed and sat on the overgrown root of an ancient tree, wiping the sweat from her brows with her sleeves. She’d found herself right on the southern tree line of the Sleeping Woods, where peasants feared to tread and mages typically avoided.  
 
    There was no one else here. She’d checked more than twice for a number of reasons, chief among them was her ever growing urge to just reach for the nearest living human being and turn them into an undulating mass of monstrous, abominable flesh. That urge… just wasn’t there when there were no people around. 
 
    It’d been three days since Lorraine had ventured out of the capital city. She’d avoided any and all villages on her journey, staying close to the woods and the rivers and as far away from population centers as possible. Since then, all was as well as she could’ve hoped. 
 
    But, after seeing the actual Sleeping Woods with her own eyes, Lorraine could not help but falter—even just a little. All those books really undersold just how vast this stretch of forest really was. What the heck was the first clue again? 
 
    With a frown, the Witch of the Crimson Woods reached into her satchel and pulled out the book that had started all of this. The book opened, and Lorraine started reading. Let’s see…  
 
    “—in the far eastern reaches of the forests, there is a tiny waterfall, where the waters are crystalline green and deadly with poisons and toxins. It flows and feeds into a seemingly bottomless pool that bears no connection to any river. At the center of this pool is a statue carved of inky black stone bearing the image of some ancient and nameless serpent deity of some kind. Though I know not of its origins or how it came to be here, this is the first clue. It is from here that you will find the—” 
 
    Lorraine closed the book and nodded softly to herself. A serpent god, huh? It must be from some primitive people that once lived on this island before the ancestors of the Moyatani came and killed them all. 
 
    Her thoughts drifted back to a strange idol in the Chamber of the Elders, an ancient artifact, hewn of black stone, a serpentine-looking thing, hugging its own knees, its face filled with writhing tendrils—twin leathery wings sprouting from its back…  
 
    Lorraine shook her head. It was probably just her mind making random, otherwise disconnected, connections. 
 
    The witch stood up to her feet, tucked the book back into her satchel, and without further ceremony, took her first step into the Sleeping Woods. The shadows closed in around her almost instantly, and the mage within felt an almost sapient animosity from the forest itself directed toward her, like a pair of great and terrible eyes looming in the shadows, unseen and imperceptible. 
 
    She couldn’t stand in one place for too long. The forest was old—very old, filled with fury and hatred. Lorraine felt it in the air she breathed and the ground she treaded—an ancient breadth of magic, filled with malice and suffering.  
 
    This, no doubt, would’ve given rise to hundreds upon hundreds of powerful Magical Beasts, each one stranger than the rest. She would find no rest here—not even to lean against one of the trees for comfort. 
 
    She had to keep moving forward. 
 
    Lorraine’s hands shook as she walked further inwards, the sun slowly dying in the horizon, setting behind the tall mountain range to the east. The tall trees, each one taller than the previous the deeper she went into the woods, did little to preserve what little light could seep into the forest. It was cold. And it was only getting colder with each step forward—colder and darker. 
 
    And it wasn’t just that. The trees were growing closer and thicker, and moving through each one of them was taking more effort than she would’ve liked. 
 
    Three hours passed in a blur, and she had not encountered a single Magical Beast—not even the weaker types. Lorraine briefly contemplated uttering a short prayer to the spirits of this place to thank them for her luck, because no one was ever this lucky unless something else was going on. The witch breathed in the cold air and shuddered.  
 
    She would’ve already frozen to death if it wasn’t for the numerous talismans she’d layered into her clothes, some of which were for heating and regulating body temperature. 
 
    The witch stopped after taking a single step forward and finding herself suddenly immersed in the blackest of nights—not even starlight peeked through the canopy. This darkness in unnatural…  
 
    Lorraine closed her eyes and reached outward. She scowled. Just as I thought. It’s a spell of some kind, likely brought about by the Sleeping Woods itself. 
 
    Huffing, puffs of warm air steaming out her lips and nose with each breath, Lorraine raised a single hand upward and brought it close to her face. Fire, heat, containment, eyes, and light—five sigils to create a single, multipurpose spell that staved off the cold, kept her body heat from dissipating, and allowed her sight in an otherwise endless darkness.  
 
    Lorraine’s body, bolstered as it was by magic and mutated beyond human capacity, was simply unsuited to traversing in pitch blackness in a forest filled with monsters.  
 
    The moment her spell sparked to life, the woods around her suddenly gained shape and pale colors. What immediately caught her attention, however, was the massive, sniveling, dog-like creature, whose emaciated bulk made it appear almost skeletal. Its ribs jutted outward, and its spine formed gory ridges at its back.  
 
    It had no ears, and in fact, as Lorraine peered closer, its face didn’t appear to have skin at all as its teeth remained uncovered, even as drool spilled from them. Its maddened eyes glinted with hunger and malicious intelligence. A low growl escaped its seemingly parched throat, like the groaning of rusted metal. 
 
    Lorraine’s breath hitched and her eyes widened. She did not recognize this creature from any bestiary compendium in the Imperial Academy and neither did any book mention any creature that might’ve resembled this… thing! She didn’t know how to fight it. She didn’t know what it could do. She knew nothing. 
 
    The creature took a single almost tentative step forward. Lorraine wasted no time as she raised her left hand and aimed it at the dog thing—boulder, kinesis, momentum, speed, weight. 
 
    The massive dog-beast creature unleashed a dreadful, seemingly pained bark before it lurched forward, its maw wide open. As it neared Lorraine, however, a massive boulder suddenly appeared in the space in front of the witch and slammed directly into the creature, having sped forward as though it was falling vertically.  
 
    A sickening crunch echoed as the creature—Lorraine still wasn’t sure if this thing was actually a Magical Beast—was seemingly splattered against the boulder and thrown backward as the massive rock rolled over the forest floor, knocking over a few trees. 
 
    Taking a moment to catch her breath, Lorraine pushed herself up on the tips of her toes, hoping to get a better view. Is it dead? 
 
    A loud, pained roar confirmed that it still wasn’t dead at all.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t think it’d be that easy, but come on …” 
 
    Lorraine leapt to the side, rolling over her shoulder as the boulder she’d summoned went flying right back toward her with an almost lethal accuracy. A loud, almost sickening, howl echoed as the witch came to. Lorraine smirked as the beast revealed itself, crawling between the tall trees, its eyes burning with maddened fury. Oh, I definitely made it angry. 
 
    The creature rushed at her with blistering speeds, nearly disappearing from her field of vision. Lorraine’s eyes widened briefly before she leapt upward and grabbed a distant branch that lay hanging, narrowly avoiding the grizzly maw as it snapped to a close right where her head used to be.  
 
    However, the creature, unable to resist its own immense momentum, crashed through the tree, upon whose branch Lorraine held onto, and then crashed through several others behind it before coming to a stop against the roots of a mighty redwood. 
 
    Lorraine hissed as she leaned against the steadily flowing tree, her feet flat against its trunk. She huffed, hoping and praying the branch she’d held onto didn’t break as she pulled on it and straightened herself. It still didn’t break.  
 
    Then, with a simple jerking motion, Lorraine launched herself backward toward another tree, whereupon the witch twisted midair and stopped herself just shy of crashing against its trunk. She held on briefly before pulling herself toward the canopy, where her feet touched down on a particularly solid branch. 
 
    Grimacing, Lorraine glanced down and almost growled. The ugly, misshapen creature was right below her, looking upward. Their eyes met, and thinking quickly, Lorraine held out her left hand over the beast—water, globe, containment, acid. 
 
    A globule of green liquid about the size of a melon appeared in the air, just below the palm of her outstretched left hand. 
 
    Let’s hope this works. Lorraine released her hold over the summoned concoction and let it fall onto the emaciated abomination. It was climbing upward, its reddened maw taking bits out of the air, its spittle flying everywhere. The globule crashed right into the creature’s face and quickly splashed over its neck, chest, and back, bringing it to a pause. 
 
    Not a moment later, the beast unleashed a scream of agonizing pain as the acid burned through its eyes, its nose, and most of its teeth, even spilling into its maw and dissolving much of its throat.  
 
    The same thing happened to its neck muscles, its back, and chest, skin and flesh sizzling and burning alike. White fumes billowed forth from its exposed bones as the acid tore through its emaciated torso. 
 
    The creature’s pained scream slowly died away, until its lack of throat prevented any sound from escaping the remains of its gruesome maw. 
 
    Its head swung backward and sagged over its spindly spine as its neck slowly dissolved from within and without, burning away muscle and sinew and leaving only its spine in place, supported by nothing more than thin trails of ragged, smoking flesh. 
 
    Most of its head had dissolved away. What remained was half-melted bone and a few teeth, and even then, it could hardly be called an actual head. Its jaw, blanched of flesh and missing a tongue, was barely holding onto the rest of its skull. A single, lidless eye survived the acid.  
 
    And yet it was still holding onto the tree’s trunk. 
 
    Lorraine groaned. Was this thing seriously still alive?! “Oh, for the love of— Just die, already, you annoying mutt!” 
 
    She held out her right hand and pointed her palm right at the beast—fire, jet, cone, power. 
 
    A jet of superheated flames shot out of her palm and blasted the smoking creature from its hold over the tree trunk and into the ground. Lorraine’s eyes widened when the creature, against all logic, thrashed and wailed in pain, dreadful whistling sounds emerging from the smoking remains of its throat as its body was bathed in red hot flames. Its flesh sizzled and burned, and its skin cracked and cackled. Still, it did not die. 
 
    “Why won’t you die?!” 
 
    When the spell fizzled out, the creature was still definitely not dead. Lorraine frowned. It was still alive, but it wasn’t moving either. So, was that its ability?  
 
    Considering what it had just lived through, there was no longer any doubt in her mind that this creature, ugly and misshapen as it was, was definitely a Magical Beast—a new one. 
 
    Lorraine sighed before leaping away from the tree and landing atop a stump. She half-expected the creature to bolt upright and rush her, but that didn’t seem to be the case.  
 
    As Lorraine cautiously approached its sizzling, smoking, emaciated form, the creature appeared to shudder and shake in pain. Whistling sounds billowed out from its ruined, dissolved esophagus. 
 
    She eyed the creature for a moment. It didn’t appear to have the strength to stand, and neither was it actively regenerating all the damage it’d sustained, but it was definitely alive somehow. For once, Lorraine felt pity. All the annoyance and anger that’d risen in her mind dissipated.  
 
    This creature… its ability—if she was correct—was a dreadful form of immortality. It would stay alive through hunger, through thirst, through the destruction of its form and its body. Lorraine was fairly certain this was a curse.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t have you stalking me through the woods.” 
 
    Lorraine raised both her hands—boulder, mass, power, condense. 
 
    This spell took longer than the others, mostly because it relied on her knowledge of physics and the interactions of the different sigils, which ultimately affected the final outcome. A massive boulder would be summoned. 
 
     Its mass would then be increased tenfold—an interaction between the mass and power sigils that, if done wrongly, could’ve been disastrous. After that, it would then be hyper-condensed back to its normal size, which allowed it to retain all the mass it’d previously attained. 
 
    It was a very difficult train of sigils, but likely necessary to keep the abomination contained for good. All the pity that’d arisen in her heart disappeared. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” Lorraine spat. “I’m not sorry at all.” 
 
    A boulder appeared over the downed creature, whose flesh sizzled and steamed. It hovered above the beast for a moment before Lorraine released her grasp over the summoned object and let it fall. The witch leapt backward as cloud of dust and debris fluttered into the air.  
 
    The ground shook and the trees wobbled for a moment as the massively dense rock flattened the Magical Beast and sent its emaciated form into the depths of the earth. 
 
    Even if it somehow lived through that, it’d be impossible for it to move. 
 
    Huffing, Lorraine fell to a knee and groaned. That took a lot more than I was willing to give…  
 
    Her spells cost far too much magic and often left her drained after only a few casts unless she was using her innate ability—flesh-crafting. But Lorraine doubted if that was useful against the beast seeing as a single swipe from its forelimbs or a single bite from its maw would’ve been more than enough to kill her instantly. She felt winded and sore, and maybe a little lightheaded. 
 
    But, no, it didn’t matter what she felt because the worst was yet to come. 
 
    Her battle had almost certainly attracted the attention of all the other predators that roamed this section of the Sleeping Woods. Her luck had definitely run out. Heh, good thing I didn’t offer a prayer to the spirits if this is what they had planned for me. 
 
    Lorraine shook her head and pushed herself onto her feet. The night was young, and her journey had only just begun. That creature, the immortal dog thing, was just the first of many monsters that awaited her.  
 
    Thinking back, how the heck did Umoro Hachiman survive this place when the man wasn’t even a mage? He was an explorer who was—most assuredly—confirmed by many sources to be a mortal. If so, how did he ever reach the Black Demon’s treasure? 
 
    She froze in her tracks and laughed. 
 
    Oh, how could she have missed it when the answer was actually quite obvious? 
 
    The most powerful of Magical Beasts, deviants not included, generally didn’t care for mortals at all. A normal man may walk up to a Thunderous Behemoth—a gigantic wolf-like creature that was capable of controlling the weather and summoning great bolts of lightning from the sky to destroy its foes—and not have to fear for his life, whilst a mage would surely find himself in a fight for survival almost immediately. 
 
    The most powerful Magical Beasts in the Sleeping Woods likely stayed near the center. All Hachiman had to do would be to find a way to get through the initial woods and he’d be safe, whereas a mage would have to brave through an increasingly hostile environment. 
 
    But that was just a theory—one that really wasn’t helpful. 
 
    Now, which way is east? Lorraine looked upward, hoping to glance at the stars for some direction, but was met only by the darkness of the canopy. Sighing, the witch leapt onto the nearest branch before leaping again and again until she reached the very top of the trees, where she burst out of the leaves to find a starless sky waiting for her.  
 
    Heavy thunderclouds loomed over the horizon, blotting out her only means of navigation.  
 
    “GAAAAAH!” Lorraine’s frustrated scream echoed throughout the Sleeping Woods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Round three of the Championship battle begins!” the announcer’s loud voice, likely amplified through magical means, boomed across the arena. “Toyotoda Ebisu against Mifune Arakawa!” 
 
    Who the heck was the other guy? 
 
    Ebisu shrugged and raised an eyebrow as Shinji guided him through the arena’s lower corridors. It was a series of winding, maze-like chambers and passageways that seemingly all led to absolute nowhere unless someone was actually guiding him, which was why Shinji was here.  
 
    The walls were mostly bare, save for the few glowing crystals and shimmering inscriptions that emitted soft hazes of light that did very little to illuminate the place.  
 
    Ebisu grimaced as they made another turn into a hallway that looked just like the one they’d passed through five minutes ago. “Are you lost?” 
 
    “No.” Shinji shook his head. “This place wasn’t built to resemble a maze, but something obviously went wrong somewhere. So, a few of the students have to be guided, lest they end up lost and wander off.” 
 
    “Is that why we’ve been wandering around for the last ten minutes?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Shinji scratched the back of his head almost sheepishly. “I’ve been here only one other time, and I really wasn’t paying attention the last— Aha! There’s the entrance!” 
 
    Ebisu closed his eyes and breathed in deep. Shinji could be very annoying when he wanted to be. Still, as he turned, Ebisu immediately spotted the light streaming from the entrance to the arena, where the gray floor transitioned into smooth golden sands. The crowds were cheering on the other side, chanting names and other things that his ears barely picked up. 
 
    There were probably thousands of people up above. Their reverberating cheers shook the ground and caused the walls and the ceiling to shudder. They both paused, the sands of the arena barely a foot away from them.  
 
    Shinji smiled. “Fatalities are not tolerated, Ebisu. Do your best to defeat your opponent without killing them. Otherwise, beat them to a pulp, all right?” 
 
    Ebisu nodded. Killing other children, even if most were older than him, didn’t feel right. Injuring them also didn’t feel right. The fact that most of his abilities were destructive enough to kill by the thousands did not help. He groaned. It seemed he’d be relying on his martial arts and Ofuda through the whole match—maybe.  
 
    “It’ll be severely limiting, but I’d rather fight with a handicap than kill children.” 
 
    “I agree,” Shinji sighed. “But the same is true for all your opponents. You’ll all be handicapped. So, you’ll have to be creative in how you use your powers, all right?” 
 
    Ebisu nodded once more. He looked forward and sighed. “Well, it’s time for me to go, Shinji.” 
 
    The older man nodded before turning. “Good luck, Ebisu. I’ve taught you all I can for the time being. Don’t be afraid to fight dirty—we’re not bushi. Honor doesn’t matter to mages.” 
 
    With that, Shinji walked back into the winding, maze-like chambers of the arena’s interior, leaving Ebisu alone. 
 
    He breathed in before stepping out into the light. When Ebisu did, his senses were immediately bombarded with thousands upon thousands of sensations, colors, smells, and sounds, all blended together from the mass of a thousand people that’d gathered together to watch the spectacles that was about to happen. 
 
    On the side, a bloodied student was dragged out of the arena, her left arm dangling by a thin sliver of sinew, a trail of blood on the sands. The winner was long gone. 
 
    Ebisu grimaced. Fatalities weren’t allowed, right? 
 
    The arena itself was immensely large and spacious, which didn’t make sense since this place should’ve stood out the moment he had entered the capital. Magical shenanigans were probably at play as usual, hiding something of this magnitude from plain sight.  
 
    Ebisu’s eyes drifted upward. Tall, glimmering spires stretched into the clouds, glinting with golden sunlight. They were magical, Ebisu noted, though their function eluded him.  
 
    Beneath the spires were the stands and the seats from which the crowd viewed the arena itself. Unlike the interior, everything appeared to be brightly colored, showing off reds, oranges, and golds—the colors of the Imperial Court.  
 
    Three platforms jutted outward, separating from the crowd, each one housing a distinct group of distinguished individuals. One belonged to the Elders of the Academy, another belonged to the members of the Imperial Court, alongside the Emperor himself, and the last one must’ve been for the Shogun and his own court, but it was empty. 
 
    Ah, right, the man was dead and the whole country was about to burst into flames because of that—or something. Jin had spoken of it numerous times, but Ebisu had never quite figured out how one man’s death could bring about such chaos. 
 
    Standing across from Ebisu, on an opposing entryway, was a fellow student who was not much older than he was—maybe five or six years older if he had to guess. The dark-haired boy wore a simple sky-blue kimono, a pair of dark brown pants, and wooden sandals. His eyes were a stark green and freckles marred his pale face. A northerner? 
 
    More importantly, his enemy apparently had three magical tattoos: one on his forehead, a red scorpion of some kind. Another on his right forearm, hidden beneath the sleeve of his kimono, though a green reptilian tail peeked out. And another on his chest, almost completely obscured, save for an equine hoof or something similar. 
 
    Ebisu only had a single magical tattoo which, looking back, he recalled how he had tried moving it when he first got it. Since then, it had lingered on his right forearm. Well, now is as good a time to experiment as any. 
 
    “Students and esteemed guests!” the announcer’s loud voice boomed throughout the arena, louder than the cheers of the masses.  
 
    The crowd roared, their screams reaching a cacophonous crescendo that was honestly getting annoying. It probably wasn’t as loud for normal people, he figured.  
 
    “Are you ready for the third round?!!” 
 
    Somehow, their cheers got even louder than before. 
 
    Ebisu eyed his opponent. Mifune Arakawa… what will you do? 
 
    “Very well!” the announcer said, much to the crowd’s delight. “ROUND THREE… BEGIN!” 
 
    Ebisu leapt to the side as a streak of green energy arced out of Arakawa’s outstretched hand. It impacted the wall instead. A dreadful hissing noise followed as a part of the wall melted away into a steaming pile of slag. Ebisu frowned as he righted himself up on his feet and maintained a steady jog. That surely would’ve killed me if it hit me…  
 
    “Fine,” Ebisu whispered, creating a singularity on his hand. It swirled and drew in the light around it. He stopped and aimed. “Let’s do it your way!” 
 
    The singularity rapidly expanded as Ebisu hurled it toward his opponent. The golden lights that had shone from the top of the arena seemed to disappear into darkness as the world shifted in the singularity’s wake, all the colors draining for a moment.  
 
    Arakawa leapt to the side, eyes wide, as a highly compressed pocket of space-time slowly drew him toward it. With what appeared to be a panicked look on his face, Arakawa held out his right hand forward and unleashed a sticky, green liquid that pooled on the ground. He stepped on it quickly and was rooted on the spot, though he struggled to stay in place. 
 
    Ebisu smiled, willing away the singularity with but a snap of his fingers. He reached into his pocket and pulled out three talismans: a talisman of ruination, a talisman of enfeeblement, and a talisman of absolution. Each of the three was a labor of love and frustration.  
 
    Ebisu had spent the last few days figuring out how to make these three specifically, and they still only barely worked as intended. They were shoddy pieces of work at best. But the most important thing was that they worked. 
 
    Arakawa fell on his face not a moment later as the immense pull suddenly disappeared. The older pupil quickly pushed himself up, groaning, eyes narrowed. Ebisu strafed around his field of vision before surging forward and attaching all three talismans on Arakawa’s back. 
 
    His enemy turned and unleashed a green cloud from his right hand. It quickly covered a quarter of the arena before stopping. 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes, nose, and mouth burned immediately. He grimaced and leapt upward. The cloud didn’t appear to be following him and maintained a constant height of four feet.  
 
    Ebisu wiped the tears from his eyes before creating a bubble of compressed time-space in front of him just as Arakawa unleashed another streak of acidic goo his way. It warped and disappeared before it ever reached him. 
 
    As he slowly fell back down, Ebisu frowned. The noxious miasma hadn’t dissipated yet, and holding his breath wasn’t an option and neither was closing his eyes. Arakawa was likely waiting for either of those things to happen. The older pupil still hadn’t used his other magical tattoos, after all. 
 
    Ebisu scowled and hurled his compressed space-time bubble downward before snapping his fingers and willing the bubble to rapidly expand. The sudden and immense spatial expansion caused the green miasma to fan outward…  
 
    … toward the crowd. 
 
    There was a panicked look in Arakawa’s eyes as his spell threatened to spill over and kill innocent people. Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. He can’t control the miasma? 
 
    His hypothesis was proven correct when the older pupil did absolutely nothing. 
 
    Luckily, just before the acidic cloud reached them, a dome of pure magical energy appeared over the arena, protecting the crowd. 
 
    Ebisu snapped his fingers and the expanding bubble of space-time disappeared. He landed on his feet and scowled. The damn talismans haven’t activated yet? 
 
    Arakawa rushed him, his right hand reared back for a powerful but choreographed punch. Ebisu veered to the side, just barely avoiding the fist that grazed his left ear and tore out a tiny chunk of it before twisting his waist and turning rapidly.  
 
    Ebisu went low and sent a full-power punch onto Arakawa’s exposed left knee. There was a brief pop and a wince right before Arakawa crashed into a wall. 
 
    And then his damned talismans activated. 
 
    The talisman of ruination—Ebisu’s incomplete version of it at least—brought ruin upon the foundations of anything it was attached to. When attached to humans, it made their bones weak and brittle.  
 
    The talisman of enfeeblement weakened the muscles and drastically slowed the flow of blood of his foes. The talisman of absolution affected the mind, making his enemies more reckless and lessened their logical deduction, though not by much in either case. Actually, Ebisu wasn’t even sure if they’d all work as intended. For all he knew, Arakawa might just explode or feel absolutely nothing—the latter was preferable. 
 
    The older pupil staggered out of the hole in the wall, his form covered in dust and debris. Arakawa seemed dazed and unfocused. His eyes darted to and fro, never settling on anything. His movements were sluggish and pained. His breath was ragged. 
 
    Ebisu surged forward and threw a powerful right straight toward the older pupil’s chin. 
 
    Arakawa bobbed his head back. Ebisu’s fist missed its mark, if only barely, and grazed his enemy’s chin, transferring only a quarter of the power his punch held. Ebisu leapt back immediately, half-expecting another streak or miasma of acid. Arakawa, however, fell back on his bottom, dazed.  
 
    My punch hardly did any real damage, but it must’ve rattled his brain enough for a concussion—that and my talismans must be doing something to him, right? 
 
    Ebisu wanted to rush in and finish the whole match before his opponent started using his brain a little more but doing so would be foolish—completely against the teachings of both Shinji and Jin. His enemies might just be pretending to be hurt, ready to spring their own offensive the moment he came unprepared. And so, Ebisu stood and waited. 
 
    After five seconds, Arakawa shook away his dazed state and forced himself up, his arms and legs shaking as he did.  
 
    Ebisu sighed as his opponent wobbled. “Can you still fight?” 
 
    The magic of his talismans would wear off eventually, but by the time they did, the match would probably be already over. 
 
    Arakawa only gave a quick nod in reply before rushing forward. 
 
    Ebisu saw it, then, in his opponent’s eyes—desperation and anger, but neither of those were directed at him. Curious…  
 
    He swayed to the side, swinging his head back and deftly avoiding the kick that would’ve torn his head off if it hit. Ebisu countered with a sweeping reverse kick. His opponent leapt upward and avoided the attack.  
 
    Ebisu spun on his heels before digging both feet into the ground and launching himself up for an uppercut.  
 
    Arakawa crossed his forearms in front of his face just before Ebisu’s fist met his chin and shattered his jaw. Instead, Ebisu’s fist tore through his right forearm and broke his left, sending him flying upward.  
 
    Arakawa crashed into the bubble of magical energy that’d arisen to protect the crowd. The magical wall shimmered upon contact but did nothing more as the older pupil plopped off it and fell back onto the ground. 
 
    His opponent groaned rather loudly but remained prone. Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. Arakawa was swapping his magical tattoos, exchanging his forearm tattoo with his chest tattoo even as he struggled to push himself up.  
 
    The talismans had certainly done a number on him, but that only made the older pupil more dangerous—an old tiger, sensing his end. Even physically weakened as he was, Arakawa would be pulling out new tricks out of his bag at any moment. 
 
    Ebisu frowned and settled into a simple fighting stance. 
 
    Before Ebisu could even react, Arakawa unleashed a bolt of lightning that struck Ebisu on the chest and sent him flying to the other side of the arena. He crashed against the wall, leaving an imprint and a spider web of cracks before sliding down. 
 
     His vision blurred and his body jerked and fidgeted at random for a brief moment. In the distance, Arakawa’s hazy form seemed to have pushed himself up on his feet but was having trouble staying upright. 
 
    Ebisu groaned and pushed himself up, shaking away the blur from his eyes. Note to self: never get hit with lightning again…  
 
    He had a single talisman left, a trump card, but Ebisu stayed his hand. He could win this without resorting to such means. Arakawa was fairly talented, but he was weaker than him—far weaker. all right, I have to stop playing around. Jin would’ve finished the fight instantly. 
 
    What would Jin do? 
 
    Arakawa unleashed another lancing arc of lightning from his fingertips. Ebisu erected a shimmer of swirling space-time to dissipate the electrical energy before running immediately toward his opponent with a battle cry.  
 
    Arakawa, though greatly weakened by a combination of Ebisu’s talismans and the damage he’d already sustained, responded in kind and rushed forward to meet him, head on like the bushi of old. 
 
    The crowd roared with them. 
 
    What would Jin do? 
 
    Ebisu smiled— 
 
    —and paused, just as Arakawa neared him. 
 
    What would Jin do? 
 
    He’d do this! Ebisu kicked the ground and sent a bundle of golden sand straight into Arakawa’s face. The teen coughed, closed his eyes on reflex, and quickly fell as Ebisu kicked his shins, sending him sprawling on the ground, screaming and scratching at his face. 
 
    For a moment, Ebisu felt a pang of pity in his heart. A part of him truly did wish for an honest, honorable battle like the great warriors of old, like the heroes in the legends.  
 
    But another part of him, the one that was tempered by the fires and horrors of his own experience, didn’t care about honor. The other part only wanted to win as quickly as possible, to dispose of his opponents without a care. 
 
    Ebisu walked toward his downed foe and sighed. “I’m sorry about this. I wish we could still be friends.” 
 
    Fat chance of that happening, but hey, having only Shinji to talk to was starting to fry his brain. 
 
    Rearing his fist, Ebisu brought it down hard on Arakawa’s exposed temple, knocking the older pupil out cold instantly. Sighing, Ebisu pushed himself up and stepped away from the downed teen, turning toward the Elders. The old woman, the one who’d given him the benefit of the doubt, nodded toward him, and he nodded back. 
 
    “And we have the winner of the third round!” the announcer announced, and the crowd absolutely exploded with ecstasy as their cheers and roars shook the arena. Ebisu had nearly forgotten about them if he was being honest. “Toyotoda Ebisuuuuu!!!!” 
 
    Ebisu turned and walked toward his downed opponent. Arakawa was still unconscious, a slight bump on the side of his head where Ebisu’s fist made contact. The older pupil’s face was still mostly covered by golden sand.  
 
    “I’m sorry about that, but you’d be annoying to fight if I let you pull out all your little tricks,” Ebisu said. 
 
    Several other students rushed out, bringing with them a rectangular wooden frame with bands of cloth running down the center. 
 
    Ebisu stepped away from Arakawa’s downed form and turned away just as the students hoisted him over onto the strange bed thing. Ebisu glanced at the excited crowd and raised his right arm, smiling. The cheering intensified. 
 
    He then turned away and walked right back toward the entrance—now an exit. There, Ebisu caught sight of an unfamiliar figure leaning against the wall. It was a girl.  
 
    She was probably around the same age as Jin if he had to guess. Her long, black hair fell far beyond her shoulders and neared her waist. Vivid crimson eyes stared. And Ebisu stared back. 
 
    He stopped right in front of her and forced a smile. Talking to strangers never came easy to him. 
 
    “Hello,” Ebisu said. “Are you fighting next?” 
 
    The girl tilted her head to the side, seemingly impassive about him before she smiled back and nodded. Though, her smile wasn’t nearly as forced as his own. “I’ll be fighting in the fourth round.” 
 
    “You fought impressively, Ebisu.” Her smile faded, replaced with a casual smirk. “My name’s Muramasa Nobuko. Remember me.” 
 
    Muramasa? Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. Her surname seemed vaguely significant, though he wasn’t sure why. 
 
    Frowning, Ebisu answered, “I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was getting a little annoying. 
 
    Jin frowned as his assailant flipped over the wave of green flames he’d sent, causing numerous trees to wither away and die as the emerald death passed them. The assailant landed right beside him before launching a blindingly fast kick that would’ve torn his head off if he hadn’t known Force Redirection.  
 
    Dispersing the damage worked to a certain degree, but the power behind the kick was such that Jin was sent hurling back, crashing into a thick tree before falling downward and rolling down its root. Groaning, Jin pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    His frown deepened, wiping away the dirt and debris on his shoulders. They could’ve used Agito to lop my head off right then and there, but why didn’t they? 
 
    Growling, Jin sighed and briefly closed his eyes, forcing away the rage, the shock, and the overwhelming urge to just wither away everything around him to get Agito back as soon as possible.  
 
    But… there was something about his old friend that felt almost repulsive to him, an aura of hatred and animosity that should not have been there. His sword, his closest ally, didn’t seem to recognize him anymore. 
 
    Were they not partners? 
 
    Hadn’t they fought side by side for many years? 
 
    Jin put the thoughts away with a scowl. He’d get his answers later, one way or another. 
 
    He surged forward, throwing a quick jab toward his opponent’s exposed head. It had been a feint, an attack he’d intended to follow through with an uppercut, but his assailant did not take the bait. Instead, the masked and robed warrior merely leapt back, throwing a spinning, overhead kick that forced Jin to dip his head low.  
 
    It soared right behind his head, slicing off ribbons of his long hair. Jin, following the momentum of his body, allowed himself to fall for a moment before righting himself and spinning at an angle that could barely be called a crouch. His left leg lashed out with a powerful, whip-like motion that hissed and broke the air as it traveled. 
 
    His assailant whipped their head back at an inhuman angle, narrowly avoiding Jin’s kick, which held enough power to simply shave off whatever body part was hit, bones and all. The power of his attack forced Jin into a spinning motion.  
 
    A pregnant pause followed, right before something blunt and powerful struck him from behind and set him hurling toward the trees—again. 
 
    Their martial arts are better than mine—far better. Jin frowned as he slammed face-first into a tree. Instead of allowing himself to fall, however, he held on and pulled himself up onto the branches, wobbling slightly as he landed. I’m better with a sword, but hand-to-hand has never really been my area of expertise. 
 
    Before he could muse for any longer, his assailant rushed toward him from the ground, launching themselves through the air with such force that Jin physically felt the wind break at their approach. Agito sliced through the air, leaving a soft haze of crimson in its wake.  
 
    Jin’s eyes widened briefly as he leapt toward another tree, just barely avoiding the sword that would’ve sliced both his legs off if he’d been a millisecond late. He spun midair and immediately unleashed a cone of green flames that engulfed the whole branch and then half the tree in a dreadful flash of ghastly emerald lights. 
 
    Did that hopefully kill his opponent? Unlikely, but it had probably bought him time. 
 
    As much as it loathed Jin to admit it, this enemy was far better than most others he’d faced before. Sure, if he had his old strength and his old abilities, the fight would’ve been over several minutes ago, but he had to give credit where it was due.  
 
    This person, whoever they were, was better than him—at least, in hand-to-hand fighting. The Mage-Emperor had never quite bothered with martial arts, and Murasaki Jin’s training leaned more toward the prodigious use of weapons. 
 
    Still, he had one technique that might just end the battle instantly—assuming it worked on bladed weapons. But his opponent was beyond skilled—almost as good as he was with the blade. Though, Jin hardly recognized their fighting style as it seemed to be something that was honed through experience across many battles and not from a school of martial arts. 
 
    Instead of hopping over to another branch, Jin simply went back onto the ground before dashing toward a place he’d earlier bathed in his green flames. There were no trees, no tall bushes, no undergrowth, just a large, open area that not even Nobito could hide in unless he did that funky thing with his field of vision. And there, Jin waited and waited. His last attack shouldn’t have killed his enemy. He wasn’t even trying to hit anything. That burst of flame was a screen, if anything. 
 
    Jin did not have to wait long as his assailant burst out of… somewhere and appeared right beside him, Agito raised high in the air for a cleaving attack right for his shoulder. The crimson blade of his former comrade sliced downward at a horizontal angle.  
 
    Scowling, Jin pivoted to the right, bending his body back just a tiny bit as the blade passed where he’d been standing. Agito cleaved through the air and the ground before Jin countered with a blindingly fast palm strike into his opponent’s gut. 
 
    There was a brief coughing sound right before his enemy was launched thirty feet back, stopping only once they slammed directly into a tree trunk. His attack hadn’t broken any bones, but it must have at the minimum triggered some internal bleeding, even if said bleeding would heal in a matter of moments seeing as his enemy was definitely a mage, and mages—just as he once was—shrugged off injuries that would’ve killed mortals twice over. 
 
    Jin leapt high into the air and willed forth his withering green flames, forming the willful fires into a massive ball. His arms strained and his face twisted into a frown. Maintaining its shape was hard, incredibly so.  
 
    It didn’t behave like any real conflagration. The ghastly, emerald flames had a will of its own that only mostly aligned with Jin’s. It wanted to destroy. It didn’t want to obey. Honestly, it was almost as hard as training a cat to follow orders—not quite as hard, but definitely frustrating. 
 
    As he hurled the massive ball of green flames forward, Jin hardly resisted the rapid formation of a scowl upon his face as its form shifted and dissipated, becoming nothing more than a shapeless mass of emerald fire that was moving in a single, general direction. 
 
    His enemy regained their senses just in time to avoid the green flames that quickly withered away the roots of the tree they’d crashed into. Jin scowled as he landed and settled into a fighting stance. This was getting annoying. 
 
    Not a moment later, his enemy was upon him once more, slashing and stabbing with clear intent to kill as Jin bobbed, weaved, ducked, and swayed through every attack, Agito’s blood-red blade hissing as it sliced through the cold night air. 
 
    Jin frowned and groaned as he ducked underneath a decapitating slice. His enemy was good—too good, in fact. There were no openings to exploit, no obvious and glaring weakness to take advantage of.  
 
    He barely even had time to counterattack as he dodged again and again, waiting for that one perfect strike. Jin’s frown deepened as he pivoted a slash that sliced open the skin of his right arm. It stung, but the damage was, quite literally, only skin-deep.  
 
    The annoyance came from the knowledge that it actually physically registered as pain. Agito’s cursed nature really was the perfect foil to a mage’s healing factor, including his own version of it. 
 
    Not that he could regenerate from even a minor wound without having to use his green flames, but wounds that actually kind of hurt were annoying to have to deal with. 
 
    As he swayed underneath another overhead slash, Jin spotted a slight opening in his enemy’s stance. Their arm was stretched just the tiniest bit more than it should have, giving him milliseconds’ worth of time to retaliate.  
 
    Huffing, Jin’s right arm surged forward, hand balled into a fist. His knuckles met his assailant’s ribcage, breaking and shattering several ribs immediately and sending his enemy launching. Before they could leave his range, however, Jin grabbed their ankle and pulled back, slamming them into the ground and leaving spider-web imprints from where their face crashed.  
 
    Jin raised his right leg up for an axe kick, intent on breaking his enemy’s hold over Agito. 
 
    Before Jin’s heel could smash through their wrist, however, his attacker pushed themselves up off the ground, whilst simultaneously launching a powerful kick that crashed onto Jin’s lower jaw and sent him spinning backward through the air.  
 
    The last thing he saw before his face was planted onto the ground was his attacker weakly holding onto their broken ribs. The grass neared. Oh, come on! 
 
    Jin landed on his face, scowling even as he pushed himself up immediately. His eyes widened just a tad before spinning away from a vertical slash that would’ve cleaved his skull in half from the center. 
 
    He leapt backward, whilst unleashing a huge cone of indiscriminate green flames that fanned outward, forcing his attacker back several paces as he landed, the fires quickly covering his vision. Something glinted out of the corner of his eye, a brief flash of crimson. It was all the warning Jin had before his instincts screamed, and he swung his head back just as Agito’s blade sliced through where his neck had been, a thunderous boom echoing as the speed of the swing broke both sound and air.  
 
    Jin barely had time to compose himself as the attacker followed up with an almost lazy side kick that crashed into his chest and sent him hurling back, breaking several of his ribs. 
 
    The better part of him was angry and annoyed at the fact that this battle was lasting way longer than he’d like. But another part of him, the one Jin barely listened to, was enjoying the challenge of fighting someone on equal footing, because that was the only way he could’ve described his enemy—an equal.  
 
    Sure, this assailant was not as physically powerful as Kai or Hamada or even his previous self before he had died, but they surely compensated for the lack of strength with immense skill. His opponent was probably skilled enough to even take on Jin’s old self and have a decent chance at winning—maybe. 
 
    Jin’s felt himself crash into a tree, breaking and cracking bark and branch before he fell and rolled over its roots with a thud. 
 
    Something stirred in his chest, a deep warmth that slowly radiated outward, like living flames threatening to burn him from the inside-out. Jin forced away the feeling. It wanted to be let out—much like the powers in his right and left forearms—but the urge to do so was yet weak. It wasn’t thrashing in his chest, screaming to be unleashed. It felt as though it’d just awakened. 
 
    Jin scowled as he pushed himself onto his feet and crouched back down, just in time to avoid a decapitating slash to his neck, Agito’s crimson edge scarring the air as it passed. Jin’s eyes narrowed briefly.  
 
    His opponent had overextended with that swing, bringing the full weight of their bodies into a killing strike. It would’ve been an effective tactic if Jin had tried blocking it with another weapon.  
 
    Unfortunately for his enemy, their attack left them wide open to a counter. Jin lunged forward, both arms lashing out for a double palm strike onto his opponent’s chest.  
 
    His hands crashed into something strangely soft first before he felt ribs cracking beneath his perfectly executed attack, which sent his opponent sliding back, their stance apparently unbroken, save for the light dip in stature likely caused by sheer pain. 
 
    As Jin took a lunged forward once more, however, his enemy stiffened and raised Agito high for a vertical chop. Time grinded down to a near-halt as the crimson blade dropped down toward his left shoulder, slicing through air and sound all at once. Perfect! 
 
    Jin closed his eyes as the blade neared his skin, merely an inch away. All the sounds of the world—the howling of the winds, the chirping of the birds, and the rustling of the leaves—disappeared. All his muscles turned to liquid, individual cells springing to life as Agito’s edge touched his skin.  
 
    The power it carried was immense, made all the more potent when all that power was focused into a single thin line of accursed metal. It cut through his skin and another half an inch of muscle before his technique diverted the force of the attack. 
 
    He’d never done this before. He’d never thought he’d ever do this. Jin gritted his teeth. 
 
    As he’d expected, the force he’d redirected to flow across his entire body was utterly immense, dwarfing even the power of his most powerful punch. It traveled from the tiny wound on his left shoulder all the way to the toes on both his feet, to the fingers of both his hands, to every crevice and every nook in his body.  
 
    Such was the immensity of the force that it tore apart his muscles and broke his bones as it moved and dispersed. Jin’s eyes narrowed as he willed forth all that power to be diverted into his right leg, combining the full force of his enemy’s attack and the force of his own kick, broken bones and all. His leg might not survive this. 
 
    His kick swept dust and air as it cleaved, surging so inhumanely fast that it bent time and space around, both skin and muscle burning away into cinders as it neared his enemy. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, a flicker of fear and panic ran across his opponent’s shrouded form before they did the unthinkable. In the last possible moment, his enemy brought Agito’s flat side right in front of their body, crimson metal glinting. Jin’s kick rocketed across the air and crashed into the form of his once-companion. 
 
    There was a crack in the air, alongside the sound of shattering metal as a bright, crimson light filled the world. It lingered for a brief moment before a powerful explosion sent Jin hurling back, hellish rays filling his eyes. A dreadful and unnatural cold suddenly settled upon the forest, like the onset of a terrible blizzard.  
 
    Jin averted his gaze as he soared through the air, his eyes briefly glimpsing the night sky and the twinkling stars. The burning and the stirring in his chest reached its climax, energy bursting to get out and Jin… simply cared little for any consequence as he let go of his restraints and allowed another part of his power to come forth. 
 
    Darkness and shadows burst forth around him, even as his form crashed into a tree. The blackness consumed Jin, becoming a shell atop his skin, a suit of armor—dreadful and horrendous, but bursting with power and malice. I’ve never felt so… powerful. 
 
    Jin forced himself up onto his feet, marveling at the ease with which he moved, the power in his limbs, and the sudden increase in height. Jin’s emerald eyes blazed with green flames like twin suns.  
 
    Curved horns sprouted from his forehead, reaching upward, almost as though it was a crown. The edges of his fingers became claws, and his toes became talons, each as black as night. Dark energy surged through his body, empowering every limb, every muscle, even fixing his broken bones.  
 
    What… happened to me? 
 
    His newfound powers had definitely changed him, though he knew not what. It mattered little as the crimson lights wrenched him out of his musings. Several feet away from him, at the center of a blazing shower of blood-red rays, stood a large, winged figure. Its presence illuminated the woods, bathing the forests in a dreadful luminosity.  
 
    Creatures, both insects and beasts, fled its terrible presence. The magical forces that surrounded the being seemed to swell far beyond anything and anyone, like a great ocean of energy. And yet it seemed fragmented, a part of something even greater, a piece of a whole. Its power was far above his own, empowered as he was. 
 
    Jin almost found himself averting his gaze but could not. His eyes blazed with an almost equal intensity. 
 
    The figure in the crimson lights hovered above the ground. Behind it, Jin’s eyes caught sight of his assailant, watching from atop the branch of a nearby tree. The lights receded and the being seemed to reveal its true form. 
 
    “What the… ?” Jin muttered, his eyes widening immensely as a nude, crimson angel appeared.  
 
    It seemed to be female, but that was where its humanity began and ended. The creature towered over him, nearly reaching the heights of the trees. Though it hovered off the ground, Jin estimated it must’ve been around fifteen feet at least.  
 
    Twelve pairs of wings sprouted from its back, each one bearing bloodied feathers, dripping a queer, red liquid that hissed and boiled as it made contact with the forest floor. Its eyes were a milky white and its lips seemed to be in a perpetual sneer. Its presence radiated with wrath and destruction. 
 
    You will not stop me again, demon!  
 
    When it spoke, the world shuddered—distant mountains cracking apart, great waves roaring atop the ocean. Crimson lightning streaked through the skies as thick, black clouds converged above it.  
 
    The being met Jin’s eyes. Its sneer intensified, the ground melting beneath it. I will finish what I started ten thousand years ago, demon! This world will burn! 
 
    It hovered higher and higher, but kept its eyes fixed upon Jin. The being raised a single, accusatory finger and pointed at him. And you will no longer stand against me as you once did, old friend! 
 
    Jin wanted to reply. 
 
    Something in him burned to say something—anything. But before he could speak, the crimson angel disappeared, soaring to the clouds at unthinkable speeds. The only traces left of it were the shards of Agito, scattered across the ground. Jin groaned and sighed, the dark and shadowy energy that’d converged upon his form receding into his chest and disappearing. 
 
    He stood there, eyes wide, even as his earlier assailant slowly wobbled toward him. 
 
    “What just happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This …” This is just bizarre. 
 
    Three days…  
 
    Three days she’d been in this stinking, festering forest and it’d only been after the third day that she had found the first clue—and it was familiar, a statue of an ancient serpent god. 
 
    She’d found the emerald waterfalls, whose waters bubbled and hissed, emitting an acrid stench that almost made her want to gag. It had no origins. Lorraine had tried following the water to its source, but found it came from no river or lake.  
 
    Instead, it originated from a strange orifice of inky black stone, shaped like a coiled serpent. The sickly, green waters poured out of its eyes, nose, and mouth, flowing out into the waterfall, which in turn fed into the bottomless pool—the first clue. 
 
    Oddly enough, Magical Beasts avoided this place. Animals, in general, avoided this place. The poisonous and highly acidic waters probably greatly aided in bolstering that fear. 
 
    Lorraine glanced down, scowling at the horrid stench that came from the bubbling and hissing, and saw the thing that brought out a sense of familiarity to her. She hadn’t known what she was expecting, really, but then, weren’t serpent gods supposed to resemble serpents?  
 
    This thing wasn’t a serpent by any stretch of the imagination. If anything, it looked closer to a giant mollusk—if only for the humanoid arms and legs, and the leathery wings that sprouted out of its back.  
 
    Its face, if it could even be called that, resembled a great squid of some kind, save for the sleeping eyes and the near-innumerable tendrils that dangled where its mouth should be. The whole statue appeared to be carved of inky black stone. 
 
    And the whole thing looked vaguely familiar—somehow. She’d seen it before. Lorraine was certain of it, but where? 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. In the chamber of the elders… there was something in there that looked almost identical to this thing, only a lot smaller. 
 
    Lorraine reached out with her right hand, holding it palm-side down right above the putrid, emerald water. There’s magic here. It’s ancient—very ancient. This thing’s probably been here since before the Moyatani ever set foot on this island. Strange… the magic seems to be dormant… No, it’s connected to something else, but what? 
 
    She followed the trail of magic, her head turning to the far-east of Moyatani—toward the great ocean, the Graveyard of Sailors. Lorraine’s eyes narrowed. The trail settled over the immense body of water before sputtering out and disappearing somewhere near its center. Curious… most curious…  
 
    She would’ve preferred a much closer look, but the bubbling, boiling, hissing green waters were a good deterrent. Then again, she wasn’t here for the strange rock. As much as it seemed to tug on her curiosity, the statue was not important. It was merely the first clue. 
 
    Sighing, the Witch of the Crimson Woods held up her guiding book, flipping over its pages before stopping.  
 
    “—here you will find the perilous Serpent’s Passage. Find the black serpent statue from where the emerald waters run. Behind it is a patch of land where nothing grows. Follow it until you reach the Serpent’s Passage. You will know it when you see it.” 
 
    Lorraine nearly scowled as she tucked the book back into her satchel. “Well, that last bit wasn’t too helpful.” 
 
    At the very least, she already knew where the black serpent statue was, which meant finding the patch of land where nothing grew shouldn’t be too hard. Though, looking back, she probably should’ve looked at what was behind the actual statue earlier. Lorraine shook her head as she followed the acrid stream up the waterfall. 
 
    The black serpent statue was hard to miss, given how its color made it stand out. 
 
    Lorraine walked toward it and leapt over, her feet crashing down on hard stone. She glanced down and raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t stone. The earth was so dry and hardened that it was almost akin to stone, except for the tiny grooves and furrows that marked it as once having moisture and life.  
 
    Up ahead was the same, a full pathway of dead land, flanked by a growth of mushrooms and shrubs and other growing things, where the earth wasn’t a dry wasteland.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed for a moment before she sighed and shrugged. “I guess I’ll just have to follow this.” 
 
    So, she did. 
 
    An hour of walking passed swiftly enough, her footsteps making cracking sounds as she moved. Behind the tall trees and overgrown bushes and groves, tall hairy beasts stalked her. They moved quietly and would’ve been invisible if she wasn’t a mage.  
 
    A proper master of the arcane would’ve instantly spotted them. A skillful and experienced mortal might’ve spotted them, but a mundane mortal definitely would not have seen anything.  
 
    They were intelligent creatures, Lorraine figured. Idiotic beasts would’ve just charged at her when they thought she wasn’t looking, but these things stayed their ground and continued with their little scouting effort. It was cute, but ultimately ineffective.  
 
    A part of her wanted to attack first, just to see what they were up to and what they wanted, but another part of her wanted to wait and see. 
 
    Oh well, it was entertaining enough that she almost hadn’t noticed the first hour as it passed. 
 
    Lorraine’s eyes narrowed when she spotted something in the distance. She paused. 
 
    At the very end of the dead road was a cave, its mouth shaped oddly—almost as though someone had come, bearing a hammer and chisel, and tried impressing upon it the shape of a skull and ended up failing. Whatever the case, it definitely was not natural. Lorraine huffed, half-smirking.  
 
    I’d know it when I see it, huh? Well, that thing definitely stands out. 
 
    She sprinted forward, ignoring the furry creatures that were chasing after her from the sides. Lorraine glanced upon the dead earth at her feet, eyes narrowing. Was it some kind of magic that was keeping them from jumping her?  
 
    The hairy creatures had been following her for a while and they hadn’t tried anything yet. However, if they were friendly, they would’ve approached, but they didn’t. This probably meant they were waiting for her to leave the dead lands, which meant something was keeping them from just swarming her outright.  
 
    “Fascinating …” 
 
    As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t stop to study and investigate every interesting magical phenomenon. Finding the Black Demon’s Treasure was infinitely more important—maybe. 
 
    Why was she doing this again? 
 
    Ah, right. The Order might be rotten from the inside, and Uemuji might be a crazy old man who had no idea what he was doing and what the consequences of his actions might be. 
 
    Ah, right, and also because she’d end up butchering a bunch of towns if the Order fell apart and couldn’t stop her. 
 
    Lorraine briefly paused and examined the skull-shaped cave entrance. It was ancient, but it seemed relatively recent when compared to the mollusk statue. It probably wasn’t carved until after the Moyatani settled the country and built their first cities.  
 
    She reached out and shrugged. It wasn’t magical, just smooth carved rock—fascinating, but nothing too out of the ordinary. The Mage-Architects of the Khan’s Empire were said to be capable of building entire cities from dust and rock and stone. 
 
    No, the one thing about the cave entrance that truly caught her attention was the serpent symbol upon the skull’s forehead—a green serpent with eyes of ruby, coiling into itself, its maws clamping down on its own tail. Lorraine smirked. I’d know it when I see it. This must definitely be the Serpent’s Passage. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder, almost daring the hairy ape-like creatures to leap out of the trees and attack her. Nothing happened. Shrugging, Lorraine entered the mouth of the cave. 
 
    The moment she stepped foot inside the cave, a wave of magical energy flooded over her. She knew nothing, smelled nothing, saw nothing, felt nothing, and heard nothing. The magic swept and overwhelmed her senses, filling her being with raw energy. In that moment, Lorraine knew only power. She was power itself. The very air she breathed was power.  
 
    All the magic in the world danced at her fingertips—all the power in the world at her command, the very heart of magic itself. She could destroy entire kingdoms, drown entire nations, and remake the world to whatever image she wanted.  
 
    Everything belonged to her and her alone. Time and space, the stars and the cosmos, wheeled overhead. She stood atop the heavens, looking down upon the world, like a god—unchallenged. 
 
    But, as quickly as it came, the rush of energy disappeared. Lorraine fell to her hands knees and heaved. 
 
    The foul taste of bile filled her mouth as she vomited this morning’s breakfast—an unfortunate hare that had happened to pass by as she was bathing.  
 
    Tears and snot and whatever else flooded out her eyes, nose, and mouth as her heaves turned to coughs. What the heck was that?! 
 
    That magic… those thoughts… what the heck was all of that?! 
 
    She tried to reach outward with her magical senses but found absolutely nothing. 
 
    None of it made sense. 
 
    All that power, all that magic. It had to come from somewhere and yet she felt no other magic, save for what she had within. 
 
    Great, another mystery, just what I needed…  
 
    With a groan, Lorraine forced herself up. But it was not meant to be. Her legs shook and her knees gave way. She fell back down almost instantly. This time, however, she fell over fully—face down on the dirt… or was it moss? She wasn’t sure. She didn’t care. Her mind was still having trouble with what the heck had just happened. 
 
    Whatever it was that had happened to her had weakened her body immensely. She was never a mage of Moyatani. Her physique wasn’t anything beyond what humans could accomplish with enough training, unlike the mages on this continent who could become inhumanely strong. 
 
    No, Lorraine knew her limits. And she knew she’d never been this weakened before. Her muscles felt wobbly and feeble. Her bones felt akin to jelly. Just thinking about moving made everything everywhere hurt. 
 
    Lorraine wanted to scream, but she quickly found that just moving her mouth also hurt. At least, she could still blink. And so, she could only groan and scream in her mind. Hurray for the little things in life. 
 
    She wanted to lay still and rest, really. Realistically, falling asleep in some random cave in the middle of the Sleeping Woods was one of many horrible methods of committing suicide. She had to keep moving, even if her body ached and screamed and begged for respite. 
 
    Lorraine’s eyes snapped shut. Her fingers could still move, at least. Magic was the cause for all this, and magic might just fix it. Right… I’ve never done a healing spell before, but it shouldn’t be too hard, right? 
 
    Rejuvenate, muscle, bone, body, contain, energy—that ought to do it. She snapped her fingers, using up nearly every ounce of strength she had left, and almost immediately regretted her decision as pain flooded every inch of her body.  
 
    Heat flooded through her—crimson steam rising out of her pores. Power came to her slowly. Lorraine pushed herself off the ground, slowly and shakily. She managed to do so after ten seconds. 
 
    She straightened her back and screamed, her shrill voice echoing as she dipped her head and sighed. Every movement—even the tiniest ones that should not have mattered—demanded payment through pain. Even twitching her ears sent jolts running through her body and that was just stupid.  
 
    “This really hurts …” 
 
    Still, looking back, she’d been through far worse pain—far worse. 
 
    Sighing and gritting her teeth, Lorraine took a single step forward, a grunt leaving her mouth as her legs moved. And then, she took another step, and then another and another, each one slightly less painful and mildly easier than the last, but the differences were blurry at best. It hardly mattered. She had to keep moving and that’s exactly what she did. 
 
    The cave itself was narrow and its ceiling was low. It wasn’t dark. Glowing crystals jutted out of the walls, emitting soft, blue lights that illuminated the interior. There wasn’t much of anything, really, save for a few rocks and some skittering insects—no monsters, no trap doors, no ambushes, nothing, though she kept her guard up and her senses on alert.  
 
    Regardless, it was simply a long and boring walk that gradually took her deeper and deeper into the earth. 
 
    Not that she wanted to fight anything at the moment. Sure, some of pain might’ve already faded—though, she wasn’t sure if she’d just acclimated—but that didn’t mean she was in any position to be fighting. She could, but she didn’t want to. Lorraine had not become the Witch of the Crimson Woods by picking fights she wasn’t sure she could win or had a decent chance of winning. 
 
    Sighing, Lorraine stopped walking and leaned against the cave wall to catch her breath. She chuckled and shook her head. Good thing that no one was here to see her. It would’ve been embarrassing. “Oh, man, is walking supposed to tire me out now?” 
 
    She pushed herself off the wall and paused. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and her ears perked up. 
 
    There were sounds of battle coming from somewhere, likely coming from the other side of the Serpent’s Passage. 
 
    Almost on instinct, Lorraine started running. Every step, every swing of her arms, every deep breath, all of it hurt, but the pain hardly mattered. No, what mattered was that there was someone here. It couldn’t possibly be just a lost mage or some peasant who wandered in and got lost.  
 
    No, someone else must’ve figured out the Path of the Dark Blood, and she had to know who. Is it someone from the Order? There’s no telling how many others are searching for this place…  
 
    The thought almost made her pause. Would she have to fight her way to the damn treasure? Sure, she could, but she didn’t want to. Fighting Magical Beasts was one thing, but fighting other mages was a completely different thing. She didn’t even have an army of abominations at her beck and call. No, the last thing she needed was a fight that she could not win—not without a few tricks and a whole load of luck. 
 
    She ran onwards anyway. She had to see what was going on. There was definitely a fight of some kind. Judging from the sounds, it wasn’t just two people. No, there were a lot of people involved, possibly a whole war band of hundreds, going up against another group. 
 
    Lorraine smirked as the path slowly drifted back upward. She was getting close to the exit. 
 
    Her smirk quickly faded when roars and bestial grunts reached her ears. Magical Beasts? 
 
    She dashed forward, wincing. Her strides broke the earth and shook the cave. Her eyes narrowed. A faint stream of light was coming from the far end of the passage, accompanied by the smells of nature and the stench of blood and gore. 
 
    When Lorraine leapt out of the cave and briefly soared through the air, she was greeted by the sight of a small group of heavily armed, but lightly armored mortals locked in battle against tall, hairy apes, whose fingers ended in gruesome claws. Her eyes briefly widened. What the heck is going on here? 
 
    She rolled upon landing. Almost immediately one of the ape-like creatures turned away from the battle and rushed toward her. It was tall—very tall. The beast was easily nine to ten feet tall at a guess.  
 
    Its face was vaguely humanoid, save for the wide and flat nose, the protruding eyebrow ridge, and the huge maws, from which its sharp, almost shark-like teeth jutted out and about. Its hands were also humanoid, except for the claws and the fact that its fingers were about as thick as her forearm. 
 
    “Can we talk this out?” 
 
    The beast lunged, its hands outstretched. It wanted to grapple and overpower her, Lorraine noted. She would’ve chuckled if doing so wasn’t painful. She extended her left hand toward it—force, explosion, cone, power. 
 
    The creature’s eyes widened as its outstretched hands and arms were suddenly crumpled and crushed by an unseen force, followed by its shoulders, and then its chest. It was then sent hurling back and crashing into its fellows—alive, but incapable of movement since most of its bones had shattered. 
 
    A brief moment of respite followed. Lorraine scanned the battlefield. The mortals aren’t losing, but they’re not winning either. They’re using lockstep tactics to hold off the beast—the spears definitely help in that regard, but they lack proper shields to be truly effective. Whoever’s leading them is well-versed in non-Moyatani battle tactics.  
 
    They’re well-armed and armored. Each of them carries a long spear as their main weapon and a wakizashi as their backup. Their armor is made of boiled leather and padded cloth… hmm… the beasts are relentless, but they’re not dumb. A good number of them are already dead, but they seem far too invested in this fight to consider a retreat. 
 
    The moment of respite was quickly broken by several roars. Five of the creatures had turned toward her and charged. Lorraine sighed and shook her head. These things, whatever they were, possessed no magic.  
 
    Sure, they were physically strong, which meant they were probably more than capable of ripping a grown man to shreds, but that was all there was to them.  
 
    Without magic, they might as well be children. The witch held out both of her hands—ice, spike, homing, eyes, power.  
 
    Ten icicles emerged from her fingertips, each one a foot in length and around two inches in diameter, ending in a gruesome point. The ice constructs lingered for a moment before flying off toward the beasts, piercing their eyes and out the other side, killing all five of them instantly.  
 
    Their momenta carried them onwards for a moment before they fell flat on the ground. She bent down and touched the nearest one, channeling her innate magical talent—the one that’d gotten her in and out of so much trouble. 
 
    The corpse shuddered and convulsed before extra limbs, eyes, jaws, and tendrils burst out of its body. It pushed itself onto its feet… and then gained another leg.  
 
    Its face, once vaguely humanoid, was now the farthest thing from it as several eyes, tentacles, and other weird and mutated fleshy bits burst out of its head. The abomination hardly needed another command as it charged its brethren. 
 
    Lorraine smirked as she reached for another corpse. I really should let loose every now and then. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That level of magic was—frankly—insane. 
 
    Bashira had been in the presence of the nation’s most powerful Mages, the Elders of the Imperial Academy, and their shear magical prowess had utterly dwarfed her. There was no comparison.  
 
    She had been an ant, standing beneath the shadow of great leviathans. There was, after all, a very good reason why the Elders were feared across Moyatani and why their word carried more weight than both the Shogun and the Emperor. They were powerful—frighteningly so. The weakest of them could wave a hand and drown entire cities. The strongest of them could probably sink the whole country if she wanted to. 
 
    Bashira knew power. She had felt it before. 
 
    But this… this was something else entirely. 
 
    That creature, whatever it was, contained more magical power than anything Bashira had ever felt in her entire life. Nay, it was even more than that. If all the Elders were to combine their energy, it still wouldn’t come close to whatever that thing was.  
 
    The worst part was that the creature felt incomplete. It was as though it was merely part of a much greater, much grander, and so much more powerful whole. 
 
    “Impossible …” the healer muttered, her eyes wide with fear and awe. 
 
    It looked… like nothing she’d ever seen before. It was humanoid, at least, and extremely tall—probably around fifteen feet tall at a glance. It might’ve been female, but she couldn’t be sure with all the wings that sprouted out of its back—twelve pairs, to be exact. It hovered over the ground, right above the shards of the accursed Murasaki weapon. 
 
    Then the creature raised its wings and unleashed a blistering corona of golden starlight. 
 
    Bashira screamed, turned away, and covered her eyes with her forearm, averting her gaze from the blinding lights surrounding the creature. A wave of energy exploded outward, pushing her to the ground and blasting away the trees and the undergrowth into debris. Its presence filled the woods. Its power shook the earth. 
 
    Bashira willed herself to stand. Her hands moved under her, slowly pushing herself up onto her feet despite the maelstrom of magical energy that flooded both her and everything else around her.  
 
    Her muscles strained and tore as she forced herself to stand. Pain flared across her body. Her bones cracked and broke, but Bashira stood regardless. She didn’t bow to the Emperor, she didn’t bow to the Elders, and she wasn’t about to bow to some overgrown chicken, no matter how powerful it was. 
 
    The golden lights glinted off the shards of the accursed sword on the ground, the tainted metal no longer marred by a deep crimson coat. Her eyes widened. 
 
    This creature… did it come from the blade? It can’t be… how… how is that even possible? No mortal weapon can hold this much magic! 
 
    Her eyes and mind lingered over the shattered sword. It was right there—the remnants of an accursed thing, broken by a mere kick. There was something inside it, something that gave power to the curse, a dark entity—full of malice and rage.  
 
    The cursed weapon exuded an aura of death and destruction, and behind it all was a rage that bubbled and simmered silently. There was a voice there, the will behind the curse—the very same voice that had whispered in her head, goading her into killing an innocent girl. 
 
    Rage. 
 
    Sheer, bloody rage rushed through her mind and heart. It didn’t matter how powerful this thing was and how tiny she was compared to it. It didn’t matter that it could squash her like a bug if it wanted to—nothing mattered. This thing… this creature, it brought only death and sorrow to her home—her village. It brought nothing but pain. 
 
    Miyuki had been an innocent girl who had had her whole life ahead of her. She hadn’t deserved her fate. She hadn’t deserved the cold touch of death. That beautiful girl would’ve blossomed into a beautiful woman.  
 
    She would’ve had children of her own. She would’ve been happy. She could’ve been happy. Miyuki had deserved to be happy. Her life had been messy and hard enough as it was. 
 
    “She deserved happiness …” she whispered into the wind, “Miyuki… I’m sorry.” 
 
    Bashira’s hands shook. Her eyes narrowed. The forces that’d assailed her seemed to disappear, leaving her standing still, unmoved, even as the world around her ruptured and bled. Her face twisted. Tears trickled into the black mask over her face. Her fists clenched and her palms bled. 
 
    Rage. 
 
    Only rage…  
 
    “HOW DARE YOU?!” 
 
    Bashira leapt forward, powers she’d long since abandoned and forgotten flaring within her—fire and fury, storm and blood. Lightning flashed in her right hand, streaks of blue and white blasting outward. Blue flames burst to life on her left hand, a wreath of cold fire, fueled by her own rage. 
 
    She had no weapon, no armor, not even a clear goal in mind. Bashira carried only her wrath and will to destroy this thing that had dared to harm her home—her people.  
 
    “RAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” 
 
    Her scream drowned out the thrumming energy. Bashira soared through the air, like a howling banshee, her arms raised high—fire and lightning, surging over her hands, ready to be unleashed.  
 
    “DIE!!!” 
 
    Her body froze and stopped in midair, her magical powers dissipating instantly as an invisible hand held her in place. The creature hovered a few feet above the ground, its silvery wings spread outward. It remained deathly still, uncaring for the raging woman behind it.  
 
    Bashira screamed and cursed but found herself impotent. She couldn’t do anything as the creature stared ahead, uncaring for her presence. She spat and struggled, but the invisible grip was far stronger.  
 
    “I HATE YOU!! I HATE YOU!!” 
 
    “Your struggle is amusing, human.” That voice, the same voice that had talked her into killing Miyuki spoke into her head once more. “Oh, don’t pretend you weren’t going to kill her regardless. Your soul is as black as your heart, Bashira. You can’t pretend otherwise.” 
 
    Bashira screamed. 
 
    The creature looked ahead, a rolling mass of green flames, shadows, and twisting darkness rising somewhere in front of it. Whatever it was, however, Bashira hardly saw anything through the wings and the light, but there was something else there.  
 
    She felt it in her bones, a creature that was just as disturbing and just as unnatural as the one before her. Their presences were anathema to each other, and both were incomplete—mere parts of a much greater whole. 
 
    She screamed again, her untapped powers briefly flaring and lashing out at random, blasting apart and scorching a huge swathe of land. 
 
    The air thrummed with magical energy, power beyond any power, illuminating the night with eldritch shimmers and twisting vortexes of nebulous lights. What is this? What is going on? 
 
    The rolling mass of shadows exuded great rage and malice. They both did. The one difference between them it seemed was that the shadowy presence wished to corrupt and control, whilst the other wished to destroy and ruin. 
 
    “Now do you understand our conflict, Bashira?” The taunting voice rumbled in her head. “Corruption and destruction, two sides of the same coin. Your world tried to stop us once, but it won’t succeed a second time. I won’t allow it. You, my dear, I shall grant a front row seat to watch as I burn your precious village to ground, and then I shall do the same to this wretched nation, and the world shall feel my wrath next.” 
 
    The invisible hand lifted her. There, Bashira saw the vaguely humanoid figure that crawled out of the rolling mass of darkness and green flames.  
 
    “He will not stop me again—nothing will ever stop me again.” 
 
    Before she could even blink, Bashira was hurled backward. She crashed into the still-standing trees, far from the tall, winged thing that exuded the ultimate power. She fell on the ground, heaving and coughing up blood.  
 
    With a tired groan, Bashira tore away the mask from her face and slowly forced herself up on her feet, the entity’s overwhelming magic bearing down on her like a boulder. She struggled to stand. Each breath of air came heavily, her lungs burning and screaming. Everything felt heavy. 
 
    A memory, long since filtered away buried underneath thousands more, came to the forefront of her mind’s eye. Miyuki, forcing a smile upon her pale face, even as tears trickled down her eyes. 
 
    Her hands shook, her rage still boiling within. Mark my words, creature. I will destroy you for what you did to Miyuki! I will bring my wrath upon you! Mark my words… your strength and your power will mean nothing in the end! 
 
    “I WILL DESTROY YOU!” she screamed. 
 
    The entity glanced back at her, an almost-annoyed look over its serene face. 
 
    Bashira’s eyes snapped wide open, pain flooding her form as she fell to her knees, panting and bleeding from her eyes, nose, and mouth.  
 
    An unseen force pushed her down, but the healer pushed back against it, propping herself up with both her hands, even as blood gushed out of her face and drenched the forest floor. The grass danced and swayed around her, the golden energy pushing and pulling again and again. 
 
    She took one last look at the entity before darkness took her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Wake up!” Something hard prodded at her cheeks. Was that a stick? 
 
    Her eyes snapped open. 
 
    The world seemed to be a blur of colors and odd shapes. The sky was a dark blue, which meant it was probably very early in the morning, though Bashira couldn’t entirely be sure. The faint smell of cinnamon and cloves lingered in the air, alongside something burnt. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    “Wake up!” 
 
    Groaning, Bashira pushed herself up, noting her own grogginess and the flutter of pain in her muscles as she exerted them. Strange, she mused. Her regeneration should’ve taken care of that in her sleep. Why was it still hurting? 
 
    Bashira shook her head, trying and failing to clear away the haze in her eyes and the slight grogginess upon her senses. Well, it should come back eventually. 
 
    Pushing herself up onto her feet, Bashira barely had a moment to take in her blurred surroundings as a punch to her lower jaw sent her right back onto the ground.  
 
    Before she could muster a proper response, someone grabbed her by the hair and hurled her. The world spun before she landed on hard ground. Puffs of some white, chalky clouds further dulled her vision.  
 
    She coughed, her throat parched and ragged. “Wha—?” 
 
    The haze of the world receded slightly. Bashira beheld the burnt remains of tall trees and—was that a knee? 
 
    A powerful blow slammed right into her face, sending her right back onto the ground, her head crashing down hard.  
 
    “Not in the mood to start attacking again, huh? I’d grade your little assassination attempt, but I’m not sure if I’d call it that.” 
 
    Who was talking to— Oh. 
 
    Things were starting to make sense now. 
 
    Bashira shook her head and raised both her hands in front of her. “Wait—” 
 
    She barely spoke the word before someone grabbed her hands and pulled, swinging her over the air and slamming her back down onto the ground. Bashira gasped as her back crashed into the earth hard enough to leave an imprint on the soil. The air left her lungs instantly, and whatever she wanted to say disappeared with it. 
 
    In hindsight, attacking first and maybe asking questions later might not have been the best way to approach an unknown practitioner of strange magic. 
 
    A necromancer—she’d heard stories, whispers, and legends from people who came from across the sea, from the foreign lands of odd magic. It was said that a few people, borne of curses and malice, held the power to raise and command the dead, forcing reanimated corpses to do their bidding. They were feared, mistrusted, and hated by anyone and everyone who spoke of them.  
 
    She had never seen their ilk in Moyatani, nor had the people, mage or mortal, even seen or heard of them. They were rare, even in the foreign lands from which they came. 
 
    Above all, they were evil—the violators of the dead, conjurers of foul dark magic. Even she, someone who knew very little about them, agreed on that one simple fact. 
 
    And so, how else had she been supposed to react when some unknown mage, a child at that, had reanimated a corpse and ordered it to fold into itself before destroying said corpse? How else was she supposed to react when that child, shrouded in an aura of darkness as he was, already commanded the dead—two flaming skeletons? 
 
    Was this not the same child who had come to her village bearing a cursed blade? Was this not the same child whom she had discovered was supposed to be dead? And he was dead. Her powers confirmed as much during their confrontation. He was dead and yet he was moving—imitating life. 
 
    How was she supposed to react, then? 
 
    In hindsight, attacking first before diplomacy was definitely not the smart thing to do. 
 
    “Wait!” she screamed, despite the pain in her throat. 
 
    Her assailant seemed to have stopped, if only momentarily. Bashira felt a foot on her chest, pushing with great force, just enough to pin her down while she was still weakened. She could’ve fought her way out of it, of course, but more violence now wouldn’t solve anything.  
 
    Right now, there was a far greater threat than any necromancer—great enough that she might just decide to march right back to the Academy and inform the Elders about what the heck had just occurred. There’s no way they didn’t sense that.  
 
    “Why did you attack me?”  
 
    Bashira shook her head, her vision finally clearing. Standing over her was a very pale child. Was he dead? He probably was, but he didn’t smell dead either. If he was a reanimated corpse of some kind, then there should’ve been some signs of decomposition, but there weren’t any. He was dead… but he also wasn’t, like a moving corpse, locked in time. 
 
    She sighed. Thinking about it too hard would definitely lead to a headache. “You’re a Necromancer, are you not? I saw you command those corpses. I assumed you were going to attack Ikoshu. I’ve heard plenty of stories about your ilk, and none of them are good.” 
 
    “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, but you do have a valid point.” The child sighed before leaning back and stepping away.  
 
    Was he not afraid that she might attack again? He seemed far too confident. She did try to kill him some time ago, right? Why did he seem so uncaring?  
 
    “I’m not a Necromancer… or at least, I don’t think I am. Whatever the case, you saw that thing, right? You witnessed its power and its malice. Finding out what it wants and what it’s going to do seems far more important than continuing our little spar.” 
 
    She pushed herself up.  
 
    The child continued, “Honestly? I don’t care that you attacked me. I care more that you used my weapon to do so. Then again, if you hadn’t done so, would Agito have shattered and revealed that thing to the two of us?” 
 
    Bashira shook her head. “No… I take it you’re the long-lost child of lord Hamada? I’ve heard stories about you, a boy, who’s stronger than a grown man—a mage of prodigious talent. For what it’s worth, I am sorry for attacking you. I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    Her vision cleared, and Bashira saw that the clearing around them was not natural. Stumps of trees marred the ash-covered ground. In the distance, half-burnt trees and outright burnt trees stood, looming. There was a giant crater where the boy had exploded with those strange, green flames of his. I still haven’t figured out how his flames work and from what Magical Beast he drew such power from. 
 
    She stood on shaky legs, but her strength was already returning, albeit at a slow pace. Lord Hamada’s son turned to face her, most of his clothes having burnt away in their confrontation, leaving him with only his hakama. His magical tattoos were definitely peculiar, for she recognized none of them. She wasn’t sure if any of those things actually existed.  
 
    On his right arm was a… scarab of some kind. Its black carapace was in the shape of a human skull. On his left arm was a tiny, winged lizard perched upon a human skull, green flames puffing out of its mouth. On his chest was… a black mountain goat with long, cruel horns that curved backward and outward, its eyes blazing with emerald fires. 
 
    “I forgive you,” the boy said, waving away her apology. His pale skin really gave him the appearance of a moving, talking corpse. “But we have bigger problems. As much as I want to return to Ikoshu to continue the rebellion—” 
 
    What? There was a rebellion? 
 
    “—we simply cannot ignore that thing,” he finished, his eyes drifting westwards. “You felt it as well, didn’t you? It wasn’t whole. That creature was merely a part of something much larger, much grander. My guess is that it’s trying to find the other cursed weapons to make itself whole again. We can’t allow that.” 
 
    He turned to face her, eyes blazing with emerald flames. Something about the boy’s presence reminded her of the Emperor. Almost on instinct, Bashira stood straighter.  
 
    “The Murasaki Treasury houses many such weapons. I took Agito from their number. It’s headed there—I’m sure of it. We mustn’t let it become whole. Otherwise …” 
 
    He didn’t have to finish speaking. Bashira understood perfectly. If that thing were to ever become whole… nothing would be able to stop it. It was already frighteningly powerful as it was. They had to stop it—nothing else mattered. 
 
    She nodded. “We must hurry to Castle Murasaki, then.” 
 
    The boy nodded back, a distant look in his eyes. “Agreed …”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ground shook. 
 
    The golden sands of the arena danced and shimmered as the crowd roared and magical energy and bolts flickered and blasted through the air. 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes were wide as he followed the movements of the current match’s combatants, Haruno Makashi and Tazuna Reiko—both higher students who’d already spent several years honing their magical skills. 
 
    Makashi was a tall, young man of average build who didn’t appear to be a martial artist. His movements were sloppy and amateurish at best. His right leg, for instance, never appeared to be in tune with his left.  
 
    Many times, he’d leave himself utterly exposed, allowing his opponent to take advantage, seeing as Reiko was definitely the much better martial artist between the two. What he lacked in melee prowess, however, Makashi made up for in sheer power and brutality.  
 
    Sure, his punches weren’t refined, but what did it matter when his fists ripped apart the air each time it surged forward? 
 
    His magical prowess was nothing to scoff at either. Though, the Earth-Shaker Boar and Stone Mountain-Goat tattoos were wholly unsuited for anything other than physical enhancement and brute force.  
 
    Then again, if Ebisu’s knowledge of Magical Beasts wasn’t skewered, then weren’t Stone Mountain-Goats capable of creating and manipulating giant boulders? Jin had said as much, anyway. Makashi had another creature on his right forearm that Ebisu vaguely recognized as a hornet of some kind. 
 
    Makashi didn’t look to be losing as the match wore on, shaking the very foundations of the arena. 
 
    Ebisu tilted his head to the side, eyeing his senior’s movements. 
 
    Makashi was strong, but he had obvious weaknesses that could be easily taken advantage of by a smart enemy. 
 
    And Tazuna Reiko was definitely a very smart and very technical enemy. She was the complete opposite of Makashi. Much shorter and much younger than her foe, Reiko was a highly trained martial artist through and through. It showed in her every movement.  
 
    Reiko was faster, more fluid, and far more agile than her enemy could ever hope to be. Her graceful, defensive form allowed her to divert the flow of her opponent’s powerful attacks. Makashi’s punches, as impressive as they were, could do little as Reiko steered them off-course every single time before counterattacking with one of her flickering jabs and leaping away just as her enemy seemed to retaliate. 
 
    Her magic, however, was what really caught Ebisu’s attention—specifically, her masterful use of it. 
 
    Reiko’s Magical Beasts weren’t exactly powerful in themselves. A Three-Eyed Crow—a creature that was capable of seeing the world with a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree angle—shimmered upon her forehead.  
 
    A Scythe-Toed Lion Lizard—a strange creature that lived in the southernmost jungles of the southernmost regions of Moyatani—had the ability to cut through almost anything with its fearsome Scythe-Toes.  
 
    And a Burning-Venom Frog, which was quite possibly the single most venomous creature in all of Moyatani. Its venom was supposedly magically enhanced to break down any living creature to mush, provided it came into contact with blood, which was the creature’s one weakness. 
 
    Though she definitely wasn’t using the Burning-Venom Frog, Reiko’s combined use of the Three-Eyed Crow and the Scythe-Toed Lion Lizard turned the mediocre creatures and their abilities into a thing of martial beauty. With the Three-Eyed Crow’s three hundred- and sixty-degrees vision, Reiko saw any attack coming her way from any angle. Blindsiding her was impossible since she didn’t have any blind spots.  
 
    With the Scythe-Toed Lion Lizard’s peculiar scything talons, her punches pierced through any natural defense, even damaging internal organs and muscles. Though, if she used her nails, the match would’ve been over before it had ever begun.  
 
    With the Burning-Venom Frog, she’d be nigh-unstoppable unless she was matched against a long-range specialist. 
 
    And that was Reiko’s weakness. She was overspecialized for melee combat and nothing else. None of her magical abilities would help her against distant foes. Against a long-range opponent, her only hope was to get in close enough for a killing blow. 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes shut as he nodded to himself. There was no doubt in his mind now. Reiko was the most likely winner in the match. She was far too skilled to lose to Makashi’s barbaric flailing. 
 
    The arena shook as the combatants clashed at the center, an explosion of bright colors and energy blasting outward as they fought with both their fists and their magic. One of them will have to do something vastly different to what they usually do to change the tide of the battle. Everything’s getting a little repetitive. 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes narrowed as the clash came to a stop with both Makashi and Reiko blasting away from each other and landing on opposites sides of the arena, far from each other. 
 
    Ebisu eyed Makashi. What will you do now? 
 
    Makashi, sporting more injuries than his enemy, roared and unleashed a cloud of venomous insects from a hole in his right palm. Ebisu smiled as Reiko’s eyes widened. Ah, so that’s what the hornet tattoo does. I wonder what that creature’s called…  
 
    Reiko, eyes wide with fear and surprise, ran to the side, narrowly avoiding the wave of insects. Unfortunately for her, however, the insects simply dispersed and moved to follow her, like a living black cloud.  
 
    On the other side, Makashi fell to his knees, wheezing as though he’d just run through one end of Moyatani and back. Ebisu raised an eyebrow. Curious, unleashing his insects takes a toll on his stamina. Is it perhaps determined by the number of insects he releases or is it the same each time? 
 
    Makashi had turned the tables at last, but at a great cost. In fact, Ebisu was inclined to believe it hadn’t been worth it. 
 
    Reiko moved faster than his little cloud of insects. 
 
    And therein lay the problem. Makashi had weakened himself for something that wasn’t working as well as it should’ve. If only his insect swarm moved just a little bit faster, then he would’ve had a chance. As things stood, however, it was only a matter of time before— 
 
    Reiko blurred, momentarily disappearing from Ebisu’s vision as she surged toward the downed Makashi. Her right knee crashed into the older student’s face at the last moment and Ebisu knew right then and there that the match was done. 
 
    Makashi fell to the ground, unconscious. His insect swarm fell with him.  
 
    “AND THE WINNER OF THE TENTH ROUND IS TAZUNA REIKO!!!” 
 
    Ebisu eyed the Elders on their booth as they stood and clapped mechanically. Clearly, none of them held any real interest in the Championship. Their smiles and waves were forced and practiced. However, they had to stay. They had to be here because the Emperor was here. 
 
    Only one more match before mine. Ebisu eyed the stands. All the teachers were there, except for his Ofuda Master, Cho. 
 
    His attention turned toward the exit, far from anyone’s gaze. Ebisu smirked. By now, most of the student-guards should’ve filtered out onto the main hallway or into the arena. The only place that’s still defended should be the Chamber of the Elders, but sneaking through them shouldn’t be too hard. I already snuck past them once. 
 
    With that in mind, Ebisu stood from his seat and blurred away, disappearing into the exit with no one the wiser. Then again, it wasn’t as though anyone was actually watching over him, right? 
 
    He walked out of the official exit, a low torii painted blue. No guards awaited him as he passed under it and into another torii, this one painted a vivid crimson.  
 
    Time and space shifted for a moment, colors and shapes blurring and bending before Ebisu suddenly found himself standing in the Academy’s portal room. It was a spacious hallway, filled with arches with slight, shimmering vortexes at their center—each one leading to different places. 
 
    He and Shinji had passed through the portal room on their way to the Arena, but where did the civilians pass through? Was there a public torii somewhere in the capital? Only mages and members of the Imperial Court, and the occasional special guests, were allowed into the academy. Now that he really thought about it, how did the civilians get there? 
 
    Eh, food for thought. 
 
    Inhaling sharply, Ebisu sprinted out of the portal room and into the second floor’s eastern wing. The Chamber of the Elders was located in the middle wing of the Academy’s fifth floor. He smirked, bolting through the emptied hallways without a care in the world.  
 
    As far as he was concerned, only the fifth floor had any student-guards, while all the other floors were empty. Still, Ebisu kept his magical aura subdued as he ran up the stairs. It wouldn’t do for anyone to discover him—it wouldn’t do at all. 
 
    The only downside was that he couldn’t detect any magical signatures either. Eh, a worthy trade off. Jin did teach me how to use my mundane senses to see when magic could not…  
 
    The Blade of the Feather-Moon, as his master had once called it. A pity Jin had never taught him anything more than the basics. 
 
    Ebisu grimaced when his ears perked up at a distant footstep. It was moving closer, slowly at that, around thirty feet away, rounding an adjacent hallway. Ebisu leapt upward just as a student-guard turned, missing the pupil by a mere half-second. Taking a moment to catch his breath, Ebisu ran up the stairway.  
 
    That was a little too close. Jin would’ve been sorely disappointed by his performance. It was only by chance that he hadn’t been caught. If that student-guard had been a little earlier, it would’ve been over. Well, not really, but he would’ve been caught. I have to be better. I must never rely on chance. Every single variable must be in my control—one way or another. 
 
    Easier said than done. 
 
    He made his way up to the fourth floor, stopping just before the last step on the stairway. Ebisu closed his eyes, his magic receding even further than before. It wouldn’t do him any good—for now. And so, he reached out with his mundane senses as Jin had taught him to do.  
 
    Ebisu reached out to the scents in the air, the drums and the beats that rang in his ears, and the tiniest vibrations on the ground—even the dancing and the falling of the tiniest dust.  
 
    He could perceive them all, just barely—barely enough to make out the fact that there were three student-guards on the fourth floor, though he’d only have to worry about one of them as the other two were too far away to get in his way. 
 
    If I step out now, I’ll be spotted. The student-guard didn’t appear to be taking his job seriously, but that hardly mattered as even an idiot—provided said idiot wasn’t blind—would spot him if he came out now. But he couldn’t wait, either. The longer he stayed in one place the easier it’d be for someone to detect him. He had to keep moving. That’s what Jin had taught him. 
 
    A soft whistling reached his ears, a tune Ebisu didn’t recognize. Not that he knew many, but still. He chanced a quick glance and saw the student-guard lazily strolling about the corridor, eyes nearly glued to the ceiling, his head leaned back and resting on his forearms.  
 
    He’s not paying much attention to his surroundings, huh? I might just be able to slip past his senses if I move fast enough…  
 
    Ebisu breathed in, closing his eyes for a moment.  
 
    The essence of the Blade of the Feather-Moon is in shrouding myself under my enemy’s perceptions… he’s looking up, which means I have a limited window of opportunity. He’ll be blind right below the nose. Then again, I could just wait for him to pass but—  
 
    Another pair of footsteps was steadily approaching, coming from the third floor. If he waited for this student-guard to pass, another one might just spot him. A delay of one second, or even half a second, could mean his capture. If that happened, Ebisu would lose his one chance to study that artifact. 
 
    The student-guard neared. 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. I’d have to be within three feet of him to remain unseen. Once the time is right, I can crawl around his feet and make my way up the stairs as he passes. 
 
    The student-guard neared the stairway. 
 
    Ebisu huffed, his heart beating violently in his chest as he crawled forward, praying to all his ancestors that his timing was perfect. Forward, and then to the left. The student-guard walked right past him. So far so go— 
 
    The student-guard stopped and hummed something. Ebisu felt his heart almost burst out of his chest before the teen walked forward again. 
 
    Ebisu’s breath hitched as the guard… didn’t see him. The teen was too busy whistling and staring at the ceiling to notice the crawling child behind him. As they passed the stairway, Ebisu practically bolted up to the fifth floor just as the ascending student-guard arrived on the fourth floor none the wiser. 
 
    He sighed once. Sneaking around was a lot harder than he had thought. Huh, I take back everything I said about stealth. This is even harder than hand-to-hand combat. Then again, if Jin were to trade places with me, he’d probably knock out all the student-guards and call it a day. I don’t think I have that option. 
 
    It’d be a lot easier if he did, though. 
 
    Still, Ebisu made his way onto the fifth floor and, as he did before, stopped right before the topmost step. He closed his eyes and listened. There were no echoing footsteps, but his ears caught the faint sound of breathing.  
 
    He could not, however, tell just how many people there were in the vicinity. The breaths were faint, but they came rapidly, which meant there was one person who breathed really fast for some reason, a dog, or there was more than one student-guard on stand-by. The last option made the most sense, but a dog didn’t seem too out of place, either. 
 
    Then again, if there was a dog, he probably would’ve been already found out. 
 
    And that meant there were two or more people there, standing guard outside the Chamber of the Elders. His eyes narrowed. There’s only one way into the place. The ceiling is covered in smooth, black stone. There’s no way for me to drop down from the top. There’s no back entrance, either.  
 
    Even the Elders themselves have to use the one entrance that’s available to all. So, my only choice is to walk through the front door… and it’s not even open—I think. There’s no way they’d leave it open, right? 
 
    Ebisu peeked out of the stairway and found no one in his immediate vicinity. There weren’t even footsteps moving to and fro. Then again, the only place of interest on the fifth floor was the Chamber of the Elders and the Office of the Imperial Liaison. The latter was usually empty, but even then, almost no one ever came here unless the Elders called for them. 
 
    His thoughts went back to the guards. First, I’m gonna have to figure out just how many of them there are. Second, I’m gonna need a distraction, something that’ll take their attention long enough for me to enter the Chamber of the Elders. I don’t recall a locking mechanism on the door, so it might just open with a simple push—maybe. I mean, that’s what happened the last time I tried opening it…  
 
    Yeah, he was relying on chance again, but that was his only choice at the moment. 
 
    Hmm, there are probably some things in the Imperial Liaison’s Office that can help me create a distraction—maybe. Jin would’ve already bonked him on the head for not making a real plan of action for this whole thing. In hindsight, I probably should’ve researched a bit more…  
 
    Well, there was no use in turning back now. 
 
    Ebisu proceeded into the Liaison’s Office. The place seemed bare. It was furnished, sure, but there was hardly anything there, save for a single desk and a cabinet, and an unlit lantern above said cabinet.  
 
    Ebisu walked over to the desk and began pulling open the drawers for anything he could use. Papers, more papers, aha even more papers, papers, papers, and— Oh, what’s this? 
 
    Ebisu pulled out something that looked suspiciously like a firecracker—a very small firecracker that was just about as big as one of his fingers. His eyes narrowed. It’d been right on top a document that spoke of something called the Order, probably a group of people or something, likely a part of the merchant’s guild. 
 
    Shrugging, Ebisu pushed the drawer close and studied the firecracker. By its size, the explosion it created would likely be tiny, but like all firecrackers, would be incredibly noisy, enough to attract the attention of the student-guards. This could work, but how am I supposed to light it? 
 
    He pulled open another drawer and found a hiuchigane tucked underneath several documents as though it was supposed to be hidden. Ebisu raised an eyebrow as he pulled out the fire starter. Weird… why would anyone try to hide these items? 
 
    He shrugged again. Eh, whatever… it’s not like anyone’s going to miss one firecracker. Right, I’ll have to detonate this somewhere away from the Chamber of the Elders… like this office!  
 
    With the fire starter, Ebisu set firecracker’s wicker alight before tossing it on top of the liaison’s desk. It shouldn’t do too much damage. Now, I need to hide! 
 
    Running out of the office, Ebisu leapt out the nearest window and held onto the ledge. His eyes narrowed, and then his face adopted a sheepish expression.  
 
    “Hey, wait a minute. I could’ve just climbed through the damn—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The whole Academy shook as the Office of the Imperial Liaison exploded—the whole office. Dust and debris blasted outward before raining down below. The sky and the air burned crimson for a moment as Ebisu’s grip weakened. He held firm, kicking off to the side and grabbing hold of another ledge before repeating the process, his eyes wide.  
 
    WHAT THE HECK WAS THAT?! 
 
    That firecracker had been so tiny. How did something like that— 
 
    Rushing footsteps brought him out of his musing. The student-guards had rushed to try and contain the rapidly spreading flames from spreading any further and maybe to try and stop the whole building from collapsing. 
 
    Sighing, Ebisu vaulted over the ledge and rushed into the Chamber of the Elders, pushing open the doors with no problem, cringing as one of the student-guards screamed for help. I… may have screwed everything up getting here, but I got here, and I might as well finish what I came for. 
 
    It didn’t sound any better in his head—not even a little bit. 
 
    He dashed toward his target and paused—the inky, black statuette of a strange creature seemed to stare back at him. Its eyes, trapped in a vaguely molluscoid body, seemed to glow to life at Ebisu’s approach.  
 
    Its leathery wings, extending from its back, almost appeared to be flapping, even as the creature hugged its knees tight, almost as though it was sleeping—dreaming. Magic leaked out of the artifact, bathing the chamber, but it was faint—almost untraceable. Ebisu recognized it. He’d felt it before—long ago. 
 
    But he couldn’t recall when, how, or where. 
 
    Why can’t I remember? 
 
    Ebisu’s eyes flashed purple, his magic flooding out. 
 
    … A death-like dream… a city underneath the waves… a great and terrible creature, sleeping, waiting, its tendrils stretching out of the ocean and into the world, corrupting dreams and minds, subverting wills and destinies… a great hand reached out… and there was only laughter in the darkness… its influence stretching far and wide, entire nations under its command… close to home, a council of five…  
 
    The Elders! 
 
    Ebisu gasped awake, shook his head, blinked, and ran out. He didn’t bother looking if any of the student-guards noticed him as he jumped out the nearest window. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So,” Kai began, a single eyebrow raised as they leapt from tree to tree, faster than humans could possibly move, faster than mortal eyes could possibly follow. The bandit leader raced ahead of them, his incredible physique granting him immense strength and power with every stride.  
 
    “Let me get this straight: you guys fought last night and that ended with an incredibly powerful entity breaking out of its sword prison and maybe-kind-of declaring it’s going to destroy the world. Is that about right?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Jin nodded, trailing after Bashira, who moved at their center. He was slower than both of them, and that irked him more than he’d like to admit. Before he had gotten himself blown up, however, he’d surely have been ahead of Kai.  
 
    The worst part was that he couldn’t just train as he once did. No, the only way for him to become stronger was to eat more souls—essentially stealing the essence of others, taking it into himself, like a damn scavenger.  
 
    His skeletal wraiths followed closely but maintained their distance.  
 
    Bashira had already seen them and somehow got it in her head that he was an evil Necromancer or some such. It’d be catastrophic if Kai saw them and thought the same, though that seemed highly unlikely. The teen was too dumb to even know what a Necromancer was. 
 
    Though, were there true Necromancers in this world? His previous world had had a few masters of death magic, but most of them never quite understood the idea that playing with the energy of the dead could not possibly be good for any living creature.  
 
    Then again, Liches and Vampires were the only known users of Necromancy and there were so few of them that most people in the world would go about their whole lives and never meet either of those creatures.  
 
    Jin shook his head. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but my sword—a cursed, Murasaki Blade—apparently housed some kind of entity. I’m not sure if it was sealed there or the sword was its house. I don’t know.”  
 
    And that was the simplest of truths. He had no idea what was going on or why. He didn’t know what that thing was or where it came from or why it wanted to do the things it wanted to do. He had nothing.  
 
    At best, Jin could extrapolate some information from his limited interaction with the creature: it was angry—outraged. There was hatred in its voice—the kind of hatred that was borne of cruelty and malice, the kind that festered and gave way to vengeance and animosity.  
 
    It was… strikingly familiar.  
 
    What are you? Jin mused. 
 
    That angelic being, if it was an angel at all, radiated immense power—more power than he’d ever felt in his whole life. It possessed more power than the Mage-Emperor and that was saying something, since Jin was reasonably sure that that thing was just a piece of a much larger whole.  
 
    “That was almost ten hours ago,” Kai said, groaning as they leapt atop a giant redwood tree, barely stopping before they leapt toward another. A pack of Werewolves had started chasing them an hour ago. The creatures must’ve already given up. “What makes you think it hasn’t already tried freeing itself?”  
 
    Jin could only nod. It was a fair point after all. They hadn’t followed it in time, and if his theory was even remotely half-correct, then it would’ve gone after the other cursed blades the moment it flew off. Castle Murasaki had four of those things locked away in the treasury, awaiting their freedom.  
 
    The only thing that stood between that creature and the rest of its fragments was the great, enchanted door that guarded the treasury. Even then, Jin was reasonably certain that it could probably just power through the door, without much effort, unless the Muramasa Clan somehow fought it off, which… was unlikely.  
 
    “I don’t think anything.” Jin shrugged, crouching under a low-hanging branch before leaping forward again. “I’m just hoping for the best and preparing for the worst. Though, I’m honestly not sure what I can do against that thing if it actually frees the rest of itself. That was just one piece, and there’s nineteen other pieces scattered around.”  
 
    He followed closely behind Bashira, who’d been strangely quiet ever since the three of them had left Ikoshu and begun their journey to Castle Murasaki. She was vocal for a bit at the start, mumbling off about how the accursed weapons needed to be destroyed and other such obvious things that didn’t need to be voiced out. Though, something in her eyes screamed of grief and despair.  
 
    Something had attacked the village. It wasn’t a Magical Beast as he’d thought, but something much worse. Something dark, evil, and twisted—a little girl, bewitched by the machinations of an ancient and powerful entity. Bashira mourned for her. Jin had seen the makeshift grave, and he had smelled the stench of death and decay—the malevolent divinity that lingered in the air. It was the work of that angelic thing. He knew that much, at least.  
 
    Jin sighed. Bashira’s eyes seemed to wander off into nowhere. Another familiar thing, he figured: loss.  
 
    Still, her silence was… unnerving. She was just as quiet when she was trying to take his head off, and he did not want to relive that night.  
 
    The strange house with the bubbling cauldron in the middle had apparently been her clinic. She was the village’s local healer. Which didn’t make any sense, since why would someone with her strength and power choose to linger in a place as poor as Ikoshu? Sure, the village seemed well-enough on its own, but a single bout of famine would be the end of its people. Why would she even want to stay there? 
 
    Jin shook his head—again.  
 
    Kai grunted in affirmation, obviously confused—they all were—but he seemed almost unconvinced. He hadn’t been there, after all. He had not seen what they had seen or felt what they had felt. He hadn’t been there. He couldn’t possibly understand the threat that creature represented.  
 
    At the very least, Kai had perceived a sliver of the entity’s power that night. Every mage within a hundred-mile radius had probably perceived it. And that was all it had taken to get his help.  
 
    That and the fact that Kai had sworn his fealty to him, becoming one of Jin’s retainers, a bushi. Though, bereft of his own family’s lands and armies, Jin really wasn’t much of a lord at the moment.  
 
    “We’ll know it when we get there.” Jin sighed. “I just hope it hasn’t already broken into the treasury.” 
 
    “Castle Murasaki,” Bashira whispered, speaking for the first time in several hours. Her eyes seemed distant. “How long has it been since you were last home, Lord Jin?”  
 
    Lord? Jin almost chuckled at the title. His father was dead, his clan destroyed and scattered to the four winds, and his home assaulted and taken over by traitors. What was he the lord of, exactly? It was almost laughable if the thought did not fill his mind with rage. The neutrality on Jin’s face wavered for the briefest of moments before he sighed. 
 
    He considered the question for a moment, but quickly found that he did not quite have an answer. “I… can’t recall exactly. Five… maybe six years? I’m not sure. It has been a long time since I’ve last seen the walls of my home.”  
 
    Did he miss it? Not quite. He was fond of the place and the people who lived there, but he wasn’t attached to it. No, Jin wasn’t even sure if that place was his home. The number of years he’s lived in this new world was still far less than the number of years his final military campaign had lasted in his previous world.  
 
    Not that anyone else was allowed to know that.  
 
    “Your clan is well known in the Academy,” Bashira said, shaking her head. “One of the most powerful houses in the north—I still cannot fathom how and why your allies turned against you in favor of the Muramasa.”  
 
    Jin shook his head, a slight smile upon his lips. “They didn’t turn on us. The northern regions are large and sparsely populated—nearly three times larger than the southern regions but having almost the same population.  
 
    By the time the other lords heard of my family’s downfall, it was too late to act. The Murasaki clan was gone by then. I do not blame them for their inaction.”  
 
    Kai glanced over his shoulder, eyes hard as steel. A raging fire burned behind them. Jin sighed. The teen reminded him too much of his former friend.  
 
    “I do. They should’ve mustered an army the moment they heard about the Muramasa Clan’s betrayal. They should’ve marched into Murasaki lands and purified it of traitor scum. But what did they do instead? They lounged in their castles, sitting out the massacres and the deaths that could’ve been prevented if they had any honor.”  
 
    The bandit leader spat, almost growling as they leapt forward. “I hate them. They are no better than the Muramasa. In fact, they’re worse. The Muramasa stabbed your clan in the back, but they merely looked on and let it happen. They must pay!”  
 
    Jin smiled. “Just because I am not angry with them, and that I understand their inaction, does not mean I intend to do nothing. When I retake what is rightfully mine, we shall conquer their lands in turn. And they shall watch as we take from them all they hold dear, just as they watched when the Muramasa took away everything from my clan.”  
 
    Bashira snorted, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “And the cycle continues.”  
 
    Silence reigned after that.  
 
    They continued further south, bypassing the main roads and journeying through the forests instead. Miles upon miles of woodlands, grassy hills and rocky cliffs, great spiraling crags and tall trees awaited them.  
 
    Magical Beasts and dark creatures lingered in the deep woods as they always did, feeding off the magic on the ground, in the air, and within each other’s blood and flesh.  
 
    Jin, Bashira, and Kai passed the creatures from atop the branches of the towering redwood trees, each of them beset by the need to harvest the cores of the Magical Beasts. Though, in Jin’s case, it was more of a reflexive thing than anything else.  
 
    Days turned to nights as the woodlands thickened and thickened, and the air grew colder with each passing hour. They stopped only to drink in the little creeks that flowed in from the White Mountains in the far north, but they made no stops to rest or sleep—not even to fight off the few Magical Beasts that often tried chasing after them. Time blurred forward, but they pressed on—regardless.  
 
    Four days passed. 
 
    Jin sighed as he bent down and picked up an eerie, white feather. It belonged to no living creature, for it held no semblance of life—not even a trace of it. The silvery thing seemed to shimmer under the sun light, reflecting an array of bright colors and twinkling, luminescent things that sparkled in the air. It radiated power.  
 
    Behind that power was the slow simmering of wrath and revenge. It turned to ash in his hands and disappeared into the wind. Jin briefly eyed the thin cloud of sparkling silvery ash before turning away. 
 
    He sighed and turned to his companions. “It seems the creature came this way.” 
 
    Kai raised an eyebrow, and Bashira merely nodded. They sat on the overgrown root of an ancient tree.  
 
    The crimson-haired teenager stood up and stretched his arms. “Shouldn’t we hurry, then? Castle Murasaki is barely a day away from here.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t we come up with a plan first?” Bashira said, standing up and stretching her arms upward, her pink kimono worn and ragged from their travel. “What if it’s waiting for us as we arrive? What should we even do with the cursed weapons if we do get them?”  
 
    The last question brought a stir through his whole body. Was it another hidden ability, perhaps? He wasn’t sure, but random stirrings often meant the awakening of another set of strange powers. Let’s see, that entity was a fragment of a whole, right? That means the rest of it must be sealed in the cursed weapons… Think, Jin, what could— wait… could it really be that simple? Could I just… I’ll have to try.  
 
    “When—if—we actually get a hold of the other cursed weapons, without getting blasted to bits in the process,” Jin started, his mind racing at the possibility, “I might be able to do something, but I’m not sure yet. As for what we’ll do to face it… .”  
 
    Jin stood still for a moment. There was no way for them to fight that thing. And, really, they shouldn’t be challenging something of that magnitude. Heck, Jin wouldn’t even dream of challenging a deviant-type Magical Beast, even if he theoretically couldn’t die anymore.  
 
    There were things that quite simply were far beyond the realms of mages and mortals, creatures with abilities that defied all reason and logic.  
 
    Something flashed in his mind’s eye, a tall, skeletal creature that commanded the forces of ice and snow, whose very presence brought madness and terror to all—the curse of cannibalism.  
 
    “I might have something of an idea,” Jin said, scratching his head.  
 
    Looking at Kai and Bashira almost reminded him of simpler days—adventuring across the continents of the world, pilfering ancient ruins and treasures, fighting off forgotten horrors and saving nameless villages. Simpler days… .  
 
    He shook his head. “But it’ll be pointless if that thing has already broken through the Murasaki Treasury. In the worst possible scenario, we can… retreat …”  
 
    His eyes found Bashira’s. She nodded at him.  
 
    “We can retreat and ask for help from the Academy—from anyone who can help. This isn’t something we can do by ourselves, not by a longshot. We, the three of us, are powerful, but that thing exists in an entirely different scale. We’ll need all the mages and all the bushi—every living soul that wants to go on living. We’ll need all their help should the worst come to pass.” 
 
    “The Elders of the Academy will listen to me, at least,” Bashira said. A fire lit up in her eyes. “And I have enough sway and enough favors within the Imperial Court for my words to reach the Emperor’s ears. Though, I can’t guarantee anything.”  
 
    “War is brewing on the horizon,” Jin sighed. “And now this thing suddenly appears, just when the whole nation’s about to tip over. I don’t know if this is a blessing or a curse.” 
 
    They all sighed, groaning.  
 
    “The mages will recognize the threat for what it is, but the mortals will be harder to sway. They won’t understand the danger until it is too late,” Jin said.  
 
    Kai nodded, deep in thought. When he spoke, all the confidence that was usually present in his voice simply wasn’t there. “Let’s hope it doesn’t reach that point.”  
 
    Jin could only agree. “Let’s hope… .”  
 
    This was bigger than him—bigger than all of them.  
 
    Kai stepped forward, a single brow raised. “What was that idea of yours again? You mentioned something earlier—a plan or something of an idea. Tell me.” The crimson-haired teen glanced at Bashira. “Tell us.”  
 
    Jin smiled.  
 
    Right, this was either a stroke of genius or a stroke of madness. Then again, the two usually came hand in hand. But what better way to unite two enemies than by introducing a common enemy? A house of bickering, warring siblings and parents would very often unite when one of them was beset by an outsider. It was the way of things. 
 
    “Tell me, Kai, have you ever heard of the Wendigo?”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They arrived at the outskirts of Murasaki territory a few hours later. Great fires burned in the distance, tendrils of black smoke reaching toward the sky from the distance. It didn’t come from one place. There were several of them, scattered, filling the air with the stench of fire and blood.  
 
    On the horizon, a former fishing village smoldered in the low light of the dying sun. Jin felt no souls from the burnt ruins. It was almost as though the place was deserted.  
 
    The corpses, however, told a different story. The bodies of men, women, children, even dogs and cats, lay bloodied and burnt upon the ground.  
 
    Most of them looked to have suffered greatly, desperately trying to put out the flames around them, rolling over on the grass or diving into the pigsty, and yet their efforts were for naught. The fires that burned the flesh off their bones were of mystical origin.  
 
    “It came here… .” Bashira whispered, her hands balling into fists, shaking as she took a step forward toward the village. “I can feel traces of its magic in the air. It killed them all.” 
 
    Kai walked beside her, his eyes wide with rage. “Why?” Kai muttered, staring blankly ahead. The ground rumbled at his feet, deep cracks and furrows forming as he trembled. “Why would anyone do this? These people were innocent!”  
 
    Jin stared into the flames. These were his people, were they not? As their lord, it was his duty to care for them, to nurture them, to give them safety and security.  
 
    Looking at their corpses, he didn’t feel like much of a lord. Funny, Kai and I would’ve recruited all these people to our cause, but now… . 
 
    Now, they were all dead. His eyes blazed with emerald flames as he glanced upward. I promise you—I will find a way to kill you 
 
    Jin shook his head. “We should keep moving. The sooner we get to Castle Murasaki, the sooner we can try to find a way to kill the creature that’s responsible for all this madness.” 
 
    Though begrudgingly, Kai and Bashira nodded. 
 
    They moved further onward, passing ruined villages and farmsteads. Death lingered everywhere, a path of ruin and destruction—not even the trees and the grasses were spared. As they neared Castle Murasaki, the corpses of Muramasa soldiers and conscripts began decorating the ground, each one burnt and bloodied, just like every other corpse they came across.  
 
    They had tried to fight, Jin mused, but they were nothing to their foe, just specks of dust to be snapped away.  
 
    His home burned in the distance, smoldering as it had on that fateful night many years ago. Screams echoed from the castle, men and women alike. Above it, the twelve-winged angel hovered. Jin wasn’t sure if he should be happy because the invaders were suffering, or angry because his home was literally on fire again.  
 
    Jin paused—they all did. “That thing’s still there… .”  
 
    Bashira’s eyes widened immensely. She marched forward, radiating an aura of vengeance and death. “I will kill you,” she whispered.  
 
    Before she could take her fourth step, however, Kai reached out and grabbed her shoulder, keeping her in place. Her head snapped toward him, her eyes blazing with fire and lightning, but Kai held his ground.  
 
    “Don’t be an idiot. If you go out there, right now, you’ll just end up like all the other corpses. I don’t care how angry or how powerful you think you are. Stay put!”  
 
    Bashira blinked, took a deep breath, and nodded.  
 
    Kai turned toward Jin. The bandit leader was paler than usual. “Well, it’s there. What are we supposed to do, now?” 
 
    Jin’s eyes snapped shut as he reached outward, tugging at the seemingly infinite energy of the distant, starlit creature masquerading as an angel. It was enjoying itself. Its cruelty, its rage, and its need for revenge danced with a sickening sense of satisfaction and happiness. Emerald flames flickered around Jin’s form.  
 
    “Its power remains the same. It hasn’t absorbed the other parts of itself yet. The treasury remains closed—for now.” Jin turned skywards. “I know you can hear me. You’ve always been there, haven’t you? You know where I am at all times. Well, I’m here, and I’m calling you! Come out, beast!”  
 
    The woods rumbled and dark clouds gathered overhead. Unnaturally cold winds blew in from the north, freezing puddles and carrying forth a dreadful snow. The world itself seemed to pause.  
 
    The smell of death and decay filled the air. And then there was laughter, emanating in his mind. Jin knew that voice. He hated it. But, for now, he welcomed it.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t think you’d ever notice my presence, Mage-Emperor!” the familiar, sickening voice of the spirit of hunger, desperation, and cannibalism spoke. “How delightful. The pieces have begun to fall. And you, in your time of great need, willingly call upon little old me. How very delightful, Mage-Emperor.”  
 
    In the distance, the angel stirred, its neutral, uncaring eyes widening.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ebisu frowned as he walked back into the arena. His clothes must’ve smelled faintly of smoke, but with the thousands of people in attendance, it didn’t seem like anyone would bother sniffing him out and connecting him to the explosion that may or may not have caused a whole quarter of the Academy to collapse and burn.  
 
    Still, one or two people might just notice the fact that the edges of his clothes sported singes and burns, and that his face had blotches of black and gray from the smoke and ashes. Well, getting kicked out of the school and banned from the capital doesn’t sound too bad. It’s not like anyone died in that happy little accident, right? 
 
    He stepped forward, cringing as the crowd roared his name again and again. “EBISU! EBISU! EBISU! EBISU!”  
 
    It went on and on as he walked out into the arena. Ebisu closed his eyes and breathed in deep, filtering out the noise of the crowds. They were a nuisance.  
 
    This whole tournament would’ve been better if the common folk hadn’t been allowed to see it. Their voices, their cheers, and their japes made his blood boil. These people weren’t like the disciplined citizens of Hirata. They were… barbaric, loud.  
 
    He opened his eyes and looked toward the Elders. They couldn’t be trusted, could they? That thing… the creature that dwelled beneath the waves, sleeping underneath the ocean, waiting endlessly for the breaking of the world… it was here.  
 
    He could almost feel its presence in the air, its psionic energy in the minds of the greatest and the strongest of all mages in all of Moyatani, the Elders. They couldn’t be trusted. They were too far gone, too far embroiled in the machinations of the sleeping horror.  
 
    Getting kicked out of the school might be for the better, Ebisu mused. At least, that way they wouldn’t be anywhere near him. But therein lay the crux of his dilemma. If he was far away from them, he would never be aware of what they were doing—what their plans were for the nation.  
 
    He couldn’t allow that. What sort of dishonorable scum would choose to turn his back on the plight of an entire country—what would his father think of him, then? What would Jin think of him?  
 
    Ebisu wasn’t a coward. He hated cowards.  
 
    A gong rang in the distance, wrenching him out of his musing. Ebisu looked ahead. The announcer, a fellow student, had taken a stance from atop his podium. The next match, his next match, would begin soon.  
 
    “ARE YOU ALL READY FOR SOMETHING EXCITING?!”  
 
    Ebisu winced as the crowd exploded, their cheers rocking the arena. He glanced around in annoyance. Shutting their noise out of his brain was proving to be ineffective. They were far too noisy for his mind to simply overlook. Was there a magical trick to get them to stop shouting?  
 
    “FOR THE NEXT BATTLE, IT’S THE CHILD PRODIGY, TOYOTODA EBISU, AGAINST THE RISING STAR, MURAMASA NOBUKO!! IT’S GENIUS VERSUS GENIUS, FOLKS! THE BRIGHTEST OF THE YOUNGEST!”  
 
    Ebisu raised an eyebrow. Muramasa Nobuko? Ah, she’s that girl from before. She fought in the fourth round—I think. I must’ve missed that one. This must be her second match. Huh, just how powerful is she? 
 
    On the opposite side of the arena, a familiar girl walked out. Her long, black hair swayed and fluttered in the air, her white kimono unblemished and utterly pristine. Not a single speck of dirt or a single drop of sweat marred her skin. She didn’t look as though she’d been in any kind of fight before this. The only thing that mattered, however, was the danger her aura emitted.  
 
    Ebisu’s eyes narrowed. The girl was strong—very strong. I’ll have to try and catch her off-guard. I can’t start the match the same way I did the last time. I’ll have to finish this quickly and decisively. Otherwise, she might do something to turn the tables on me, and I don’t know enough about her abilities to come up with a counter.  
 
    This opponent would be different.  
 
    They stood a hundred feet apart, blood and gore drenching the golden sands between them. Nobuko smiled, sending a wave of hello his way. Her eyes twinkled crimson, like twin orbs of burning rubies. She radiated power and death.  
 
    Ebisu hadn’t seen her previous match, but he did see the tattered remains of her half-dead enemy, guts and bits of flesh and bone scattered all over the sands of the arena, whilst Nobuko appeared almost serene amidst the gore, almost like a ghost. 
 
    She had been calm then, just as she was calm now—deathly so. 
 
    Ebisu raised an eyebrow and waved back. What are you playing at, Nobuko?  
 
    “LET THE MATCH BEGIN!” the announcer yelled, much to the crowd’s pleasure. Somehow, their roars and cheers were even louder than before, nearly drowning out all the other sounds in the world.  
 
    She’s a hundred feet away. Ebisu eyed his opponent. Nobuko stood still, eyeing him. Unlike him, however, she seemed far too relaxed, as though she was certain of her victory. Her neutral expression and her porcelain skin gave her the appearance of a doll—a very deadly doll. Looking closer, she seemed to only carry a single tattoo: a ghastly creature of some kind. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Fine, I’ll come to you.”  
 
    Ebisu surged forward, twin singularities gathering on the palm of both his hands, like orbs of the blackest darkness, devouring all the lights around it. Sand, dust, and gore followed him, like a twisting, undulating storm of night. Ebisu hurled one of the singularities toward Nobuko before leaping upward and throwing the other singularity behind her, the black storm turning and speeding toward the serene girl.  
 
    He landed on his feet, the momentum of his sudden movement forcing him to a knee. Ebisu heard a slight pop as he caught himself.  
 
    When he turned to look, however, Nobuko was gone. His eyes widened. His senses screamed. Ebisu dipped his head low just as a pale hand reached out to grab him. He leapt and rolled away, his heart beating profusely. He stood and wiped away the dust from his shoulders.  
 
    Nobuko stood there, grinning, her crimson eyes glowing murderously. He raised a hand and snapped his fingers, willing away the two singularities before they could devour the whole arena. The twisting, swirling sands and debris dissipated.  
 
    “Your reflexes are amazing for your age,” Nobuko said, taking a single step toward him.  
 
    Ebisu’s instincts screamed for him to run away. Instead, however, he swallowed the lump in his throat and took a step toward her.  
 
    Nobuko smiled. “You’re quite brave too.”  
 
    “Then let me show you a little more of my reflexes.” Ebisu blurred forward, appearing in midair right beside her. His right leg surged across the air in a sweeping motion, aimed at Nobuko’s head.  
 
    The girl’s smile never faded as she looked at him with a lazy eye and faded. Ebisu’s leg passed right through her as though she were immaterial—as though she was a ghost.  
 
    Ebisu’s eyes widened as he fell and rolled over his shoulder. A ghastly, dreadful cold spread rapidly over his leg. What was that?! 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk.” Nobuko shook her head. She seemed disappointed, but her neutral expression muddled that possibility. She raised a finger, like a teacher, lecturing a wayward student. “You’re too rash. Attacking head-on, without considering your opponent’s abilities is going to get you killed. And trust me—you would’ve died right then and there if I wanted you to die, Ebisu. Try to figure out my ability first before you rush in, yeah?”  
 
    Before Ebisu could even process her words, Nobuko surged forward, slamming her knee into Ebisu’s face and sending him hurling back to the center of the arena. The world turned black as Ebisu’s eyes squinted in pain. His head swung back as he spun circles in the air before he crashed on the ground. 
 
    Ebisu heaved. She’s fast—way faster than me. Her reflexes are even better. But… her ability… she can turn herself intangible?  
 
    When his eyes snapped open, Ebisu barely had time to react as Nobuko appeared above him, her right hand reared back for a powerful if predictable punch. He swung his head to the side just as her fist crashed down, breaking the ground, causing a crater to appear just behind his head.  
 
    Before he could retaliate, Nobuko leapt away and dusted herself free of dust. Ebisu pushed himself onto his feet, slowly breathing in and out.  
 
    He wiped the blood from his nose and mouth. It stung, but not nearly as much as the sting to his pride. She’s almost as fast as Jin—almost. 
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t possess the same weakness as his former master. Jin was far faster, his reflexes were better, and his attacks were stronger. For all of that, however, he was also linear in his approach—his master almost always attacked from the front. That fact allowed Ebisu an extremely limited window of opportunity for a counterattack.  
 
    Nobuko, however, was unpredictable. Her attacks were aggressive, but they were not linear. There was no pattern to them. To make things even worse, Ebisu had no idea how her intangibility functioned.  
 
    Maybe, attacking head-on without any information might’ve been the wrong thing to do—maybe.  
 
    His eyes narrowed. Nobuko stared back at him, without a care in the world. She was confident—too confident. The thought irked him a lot more than he’d care to admit. Very well… I will observe—for now.  
 
    Nobuko seemed to have read his thoughts as she burst forward, almost disappearing from view. Ebisu’s eyes narrowed as he swung his head to the side, just as Nobuko’s fist surged forth.  
 
    For such a fast punch, it didn’t seem to affect the air. It should’ve been fast enough to rip through sound, but no thunderous boom came. It was almost as though her movements were not influenced by time and space.  
 
    He couldn’t be sure yet.  
 
    Ebisu spun and dashed away, keeping his eyes trained on Nobuko’s every movement. She’s not following up on her attack, even when I’m wide open. Is it something to do with her ability or is she suspecting a trap? Huh, that might be it. She’s expecting a counterattack from me, isn’t she?  
 
    The broken and shattered bones of his face slowly pulled themselves back into position. It itched, but he’d been through far worse. Though, the feeling of his nose slowly cracking and breaking itself back into position was not a welcome sensation.  
 
    In hindsight, Nobuko could’ve done far more damage than what she had. If weapons were allowed, alongside fatalities, this match would’ve already been over. She was stronger than him—far stronger.  
 
    But that didn’t mean he was out of options.  
 
    Nobuko surged forward, blurring out of sight. Ebisu weaved a bubble of space-time around him, greatly expanding the actual distance between himself and everything outside the bubble.  
 
    Colors bent and fluctuated, shapes stretched and faded as space trickled outward, seemingly expanding infinitely as Ebisu’s power took hold.  
 
    Bile and blood rose in his throat, but Ebisu forced his mouth shut, the taste of acrid acid and copper at the very back of his tongue.  
 
    Nobuko’s blurry form seemed to expand as it entered the field of stretched space, slowing down to a near-crawl as the gap between her and Ebisu expanded endlessly.  
 
    The expanded outline of Nobuko’s lips seemed to curl into a grin as she faded and walked through the pocket of expanded space-time. Ebisu’s eyes widened.  
 
    Nobuko took a single step toward him, almost walking right through the actual bubble before her own eyes widened and she leapt back, right out of the zone of spatial dissonance, a trickle of blood streaming down her mouth as she fell to her knees and wheezed, further descending into coughing fits.  
 
    Ebisu dispelled the bubble and fell to his knees as well, though blood trickled out of his eyes, nose, and mouth. The bile he’d held back came back in force and burst out of his lips, like a flood of bitter acid over his tongue. He coughed, crimson and deep yellow liquids flying out of his mouth. Ebisu forced himself to look at his opponent. She wasn’t faring any better.  
 
    “What …” He wheezed, wiping away the snot and bile from his face. Ebisu forced himself up, his thighs and knees wobbling as he did. The world seemed to blur and twist, and a piercing, biting pang of pain gnawed at his head, like a parasite wanting to break out of his skull. “What happened?”  
 
    The only reply he received was laughter.  
 
    Nobuko was laughing—madly at that, as though she had just heard the world’s funniest joke. Watching her would’ve been entertaining if not for the spurts of blood oozing out of her mouth each time her laughter reached a peak.  
 
    The once-pristine mage fell back onto the ground with a thud. She remained conscious, however, as she forced herself into a somewhat kneeling stance, supported and propped up with both her hands.  
 
    Her laughter subsided a few moments later. Blood dripped down her lips as she spoke. “You… you don’t know what you just did, do you? I didn’t think your abilities would stretch that far, but… that was honestly amazing.”  
 
    “What,” Ebisu wheezed, wincing at the acrid, coppery taste on his tongue. Was that blood? It didn’t taste like blood. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “Your little bubble of time and space… .” Nobuko paused for a moment before heaving and regurgitating, a flood of yellow-green liquids rushing out of her mouth and onto the sands of the arena.  
 
    Ebisu found a moment of weakness—a moment of vulnerability. He could’ve attacked right then and there and ended this whole match instantly, but… he didn’t. Something held him back. Was it curiosity? He wasn’t sure.  
 
    Nobuko wiped her lips with the edges of her sleeves and sighed. “Your little bubble of time and space. I thought it was just that—a simple dilation of the most primal forces in the cosmos. I didn’t think you were actually speeding up and slowing down time at random intervals within the bend—” 
 
    She paused and puked again. Looking at her as she was in that moment, Ebisu found that Nobuko looked as though she’d been through hell and back. “Ah, I do not want to go through that again.” 
 
    Ebisu could only nod.  
 
    To be perfectly honest, he still hadn’t quite explored the truest depths of his powers—not really. Jin had told him he had the potential to be a force without equal, to hold power unrivaled as long as he mastered himself.  
 
    He didn’t even know he was capable of affecting time in such a manner. Heck, Ebisu wasn’t sure if he could affect time at all. Space was obvious and easy, bending and manipulating it came naturally, but time… he didn’t understand time.  
 
    He shook his head. “I… didn’t know I could do any of that.”  
 
    The arena shook, its walls ringing. The two opposing mages’ heads snapped to the right, where one of the massive entrance doors suddenly swung open. Ebisu’s magical senses screamed at the new presence. His eyes widened as he stood and walked toward his downed opponent. All the while, the ground shook.  
 
    “Do you feel that?”  
 
    Nobuko nodded, her eye bags growing darker with every passing second. She forced herself up, wobbling before Ebisu caught her and held her still. Her whole body shivered. “It’s a Magical Beast.”  
 
    She turned over her shoulder just as another set of doors swung open. Ebisu turned as well, his eyes widening. The crowd went absolutely wild.  
 
    “This is just ridiculous.”  
 
    From one end of the arena, a black dragon lumbered out. Its breath was dark smoke and ash. Its eyes burned crimson, like twin coals. With scales as dark as the darkest night and a barbed tail swishing about behind it like a living, coiling snake, it walked with its curved wings, growling and hissing at everything. Its Beast Core radiated power—terrifying amounts of power. The air grew several degrees hotter by its presence alone.  
 
    Its burning, crimson eyes snapped toward Ebisu, and they looked at each other. The dragon’s face was a horrid thing. Vaguely reptilian, Ebisu could only just barely make out the snout that jutted forward and the twin black horns that curved backwards.  
 
    Its eyes burned with rage and madness. Ebisu gulped. This thing was said to be the bane of cities. Its flame was said to burn hot enough to turn rock into lava in a matter of seconds. And it was right there.  
 
    The Black Dragon roared, shaking the arena and flooding the air with its bestial, elemental magic. One of the most feared Elemental Type Magical Beasts, the Midnight Flame, the Burning Shadow, lumbered toward them in its splendor.  
 
    Right, this is very ridiculous… . 
 
    On the other side of the arena, right behind them, in fact, came forth the hideous form of the Hell Brute. Its bright, crimson skin stood out in contrast to the arena’s golden sands as it moved, lumbering forward, like the absolute behemoth that it was.  
 
    The creature stood taller than the Black Dragon, its body rippling with muscles. Its forelimbs were much larger than its hind limbs, forcing it to walk in ape-like manner, shaking the ground with every step. Its Beast Core oozed with berserk madness and fury—a stark contrast to the Dragon’s focused rage.  
 
    Nevertheless, the Hell Brute projected its power quite well, the strongest and most physically powerful of all Mutant Type Magical Beasts. It was said that its rampages flattened cities and broke down castle walls.  
 
    Its face was a twisted amalgam of bone and flesh, vaguely humanoid in shape, if only for the gruesome horns, the obsidian-black eyes, the jagged and misshapen teeth and the elongated snout that gave it an eerie, dog-like appearance.  
 
    Well, if there was one Magical Beast that truly earned its name, then it was the Hell Brute.  
 
    The creature roared, its voice was like the grinding and cracking of volcanic rocks.  
 
    Ebisu sighed. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “AND NOW THE WILDCARD ROUND BEGINS!”  
 
    “Well, that explains things.” Nobuko chuckled, sighing and shaking her head as the two Magical Beasts slowly approached them. “You know, this isn’t how I pictured this fight would go.”  
 
    Ebisu glanced left and right. Of the two Magical Beasts, dealing with the Hell Brute would be far easier than the Black Dragon, which wasn’t saying much as the Hell Brute was literally one of the most powerful Magical Beasts, barring the deviants.  
 
    However, its power was severely limited to melee and hurling random things at whatever it happened to be fighting. It was strong, but it lacked versatility.  
 
    He could deal with it—maybe. “Right, we should postpone are own match if we want to make it out of here alive.”  
 
    Nobuko nodded. “I’ll take the Hell Brute.”  
 
    Ebisu winced, but kept quiet as Nobuko continued, “I’ve studied the creature extensively. I believe I can easily defeat it. Can you take care of the Black Dragon?”  
 
    Right, the one thing he did not want to fight.  
 
    “I can try,” Ebisu said, eyeing the Black Dragon’s colossal form. Looking at it now, even Jin would have had a hard time against it. “But I’ve never fought one before and neither have I studied it. At the very least, I don’t think I’ll die against it.”  
 
    Nobuko sighed and nodded. “Very well. We’ll deal with each other after we deal with these creatures. Don’t die, Ebisu. You’ve got a lot of potential.”  
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    With that said, Ebisu leapt upward and willed forth a fist-sized black hole before hurling it toward the Black Dragon. The Magical Beast roared before unleashing a massive plume of flames that would’ve engulfed the whole arena and all the viewers if it wasn’t for the shield dome.  
 
    Ebisu’s eyes widened as he willed forth a disc of expanding space in front of him, diverting the flow of the flames to go around him. His black hole destabilized and fizzled out. The world seemed to pause for a moment.  
 
    Ebisu’s eyes widened even further as the hand-sized mass of highly condensed matter collapsed and exploded. He reached out with an enclosed fist, willing and hoping to stabilize the black hole. 
 
    “No!”  
 
    It was too late. Horror dawned on his face, and even the Black Dragon seemed curious as it stared at the flickering mass.  
 
    “No… .”  
 
    A blindingly bright light filled the world, melting the golden sands into glass and shaking the very foundations of the arena. Superheated and super-condensed particles hurled outward at blinding speeds.  
 
    Ebisu felt his magical energy draining as he conjured a protective dome of curving, swirling space around himself, shielding him from the onslaught he’d created. The last time he’d done anything of this magnitude was during the Kuromaho Trial, and that had ended rather badly.  
 
    This was for real.  
 
    He just hoped their little shield dome held out.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the blinding lights died out.  
 
    Ebisu breathed out a quick sigh as he dispelled his space dome and allowed himself to fall onto the arena floor. His body was tired—too tired. He’d lost far too much magic and couldn’t hope to conjure another spell. The only thing he had left were the few talismans he’d kept for emergency use.  
 
    “Well… that could’ve ended rather poorly,” Ebisu whispered into the wind.  
 
    He lay flat on his back, staring up into the flickering form of the Shield Dome. It held on for another second before it disappeared in a rain of shimmering, blue particles. The world blurred around him as his senses slowly took leave of his body.  
 
    One of the Elders leapt into the Arena. Ebisu couldn’t tell which one of them it was.  
 
    His eyes followed the Elder’s form until he spotted a black, smoking mass at the center of the arena. Ebisu, despite himself, smiled. Well, that was easier than I thought. 
 
    The Elder bent down and… did something to the Black Dragon’s smoldering carcass before pulling out a glowing, crimson orb. The blurred figure turned and reappeared beside Ebisu. His eyes briefly widened. It was the old woman, the one elder who gave him the benefit of the doubt!  
 
    He smiled as the Elder dropped the crimson orb on his chest. Its blazing power resonated with his own core. Ebisu’s instincts screamed and groaned for him to devour the Beast Core, to take the Black Dragon’s power into himself as was the way of the mages.  
 
    “You earned it, young one,” the Elder said.  
 
    Ebisu’s smile faded. And he froze.  
 
    In that moment, all thoughts of the tournament, of Jin and Shinji, of Nobuko, of the Black Dragon, of his village and his father, of anything else, took leave of his mind. She was there. She was right there. He could feel its influence, its corrupting tendril, swirling in the depths of her being.  
 
    Despite the haze in his eyes, Ebisu saw what others could not. He saw the threat that no one knew even existed. It slept and waited, dreaming in the depths of the ocean.  
 
    He pitied the poor woman. 
 
    She was there, but she wasn’t really there, was she?  
 
    The Elder, Lady Shinobu, was a prisoner in her own mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Yojimbo dipped his head low as a hairy arm swung overhead, its claws outstretched. He smirked, leaning back before suddenly weaving forward, swinging his saber with his body’s momentum.  
 
    His blade’s silvery metal, forged from the fragment of a rock that had fallen from the stars, almost hummed and hissed as it sliced through the air and cleaved into the monster’s exposed flesh. It cut open the creature’s skin, its muscles, and then its bones with unnatural ease, and again as it came out the other side.  
 
    The monster let out a guttural screech as it fell forward and fell on its face, blood oozing from its mouth and its wound. Yojimbo glanced at the creature. It was still alive, but his sabra had cleaved right through its spine. It may as well have been dead.  
 
    In the distance, the northern witch—obviously another foreigner in these lands, just like him, if her hair was any indication—clashed against the hairy beasts with her own brand of monsters. A Flesh-Crafter. Tsk, I still think the Khan should’ve killed them all when he had the chance. They’re too dangerous to be left alive. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that most of them were not right in the head.  
 
    He turned to his men. They were faring slightly worse. He counted five dead—mostly the green boys with little experience in actual combat or combat in general. Yojimbo raised his saber high in the air. He wasn’t about to let some witch and her playthings take away his victory.  
 
    “Forward! Kill them all!”  
 
    His men rallied, and together, they pushed forward, systematically cutting down the hairy beasts each time they charged forward. Yojimbo grinned. They were winning.  
 
    “Maintain the ranks, you maggots! Don’t break the lines! If anyone breaks, I’ll kill them myself! Forward!”  
 
    It didn’t take long for the beasts to realize the futility of their attack. Some broke away and ran into the woods, where the witch’s abominations chased after them and ripped their bodies to shreds, their bestial screams echoing through the land.  
 
    The others stayed and fought, dying all the same as Yojimbo’s warriors, trained by masters of martial arts and warfare, cut them down to ribbons. Finally, after several more minutes of one-sided fighting, all the beasts died and, from their corpses, arose twisted abominations.  
 
    Yojimbo’s eyes narrowed as he signaled his men to halt. He eyed the crimson-haired witch, who stood behind her little army of abominations, the twisted remnants of the same beasts that’d attacked them earlier.  
 
    Yojimbo walked out onto the front of his army. His men seemed on-edge, likely preparing for another attack. Though, he wasn’t quite sure if they’d win against a mage.  
 
    If the witch was hostile, she would’ve attacked us much earlier, but she’s not attacking, which means she’s here for a reason, just like us. But what’s a northerner doing at the eastern edge of the world? She’s a long way from home.  
 
    The witch leapt over her battle lines and landed in front of him, blood marring her otherwise doll-like features. “This is the farthest you could possibly be from the Khan’s Empire. You are from the Empire, are you not? You look like one of the horse-tamers.”  
 
    Yojimbo raised an eyebrow at her words, but otherwise nodded. She wasn’t wrong, not really. “Yes, it is quite far from home. I’m an explorer on a sanctioned mission by the Khan himself, to seek out foreign lands and study the ways of its people. Why are you here, Flesh-Crafter?”  
 
    The witch grinned, revealing rows of pearly-white teeth. All of them were too perfect to be normal, too shapely to be natural. Yojimbo would’ve spat at her feet if she hadn’t just aided them. Though, whether she did it out of goodwill was up in the air.  
 
    All mages were the same, too caught up in their own worlds, in their own misguided sense of perfection to realize how utterly alien they were to the common folk. At the very least, the Moyatani variants cared little for such things.  
 
    His boss, Murasaki Jin, an elderly mage who was pretending to be a child for some reason, was the one anomaly. Yojimbo just couldn’t quite read the man as he could everyone else.  
 
    “If you must know, horse-tamer,” she said. Something about her seemed fidgety—as though she was going to lash out at any moment. Yojimbo tightened his grip over his sabra as she continued, “I’m looking for treasure. Since you’re here, I’m assuming you’re also after the same thing—the Black Demon’s Treasure, yes? You’ve read the books and found the first clues, just like I did. Or are you, perhaps, after something else entirely?”  
 
    Yojimbo nodded. “We’re after the same thing. I’m looking for the Black Demon’s Treasure, whatever it is.”  
 
    The witch smiled. “Well then, would you like to share resources?”  
 
    She raised a finger and pointed at his men. “Your soldiers there are not expendable, yes? My abominations are. If we encounter any more of those things, then my monsters can take the brunt of the damage. They feel no pain and exhaustion and will fight until their bodies are hacked apart.” 
 
    She smiled wickedly. Her eyes flickered with barely contained madness, just like every other Flesh-Crafter in the world.  
 
    Yojimbo sighed. “We might as well share since we’re looking for the same thing. My men and I welcome you, miss—?” 
 
    “Lorraine,” she said.  
 
    The name brought on unpleasant stories from his childhood, whispers and legends of impossibly powerful figures. Once, long ago, there was an infamous witch who brought down an entire kingdom almost overnight 
 
    . She was said to have been the most powerful Flesh-Crafter, creating monsters and abominations with her foul magic—Lorraine, the Witch of the Crimson Woods. Then again, the events of that story were said to have occurred more than a hundred years ago. This witch didn’t look to be older than nineteen.  
 
    “I’m a liaison in the Imperial Academy but, really, I’m more of a cultural exhibit there, unless I’m out and about.”  
 
    Yojimbo nodded. If there was one thing he really hated about Moyatani folk it was their xenophobia. They acted as though all foreigners carried hideous diseases and curses.  
 
    He sighed and extended his hand forward. “I am Yojimbo.”  
 
    Lorraine raised an eyebrow and tilted her head to the side. “Is that your real name?”  
 
    “No.” Yojimbo shook his head. There were times when he’d almost forgotten his real name. His Moyatani nickname just rolled off the tongue a lot better, even with his accent. More than that, names were powerful things that bound souls. Giving one’s true name to a witch was the height of folly. “But that name will have to make do for now.”  
 
    The witch chuckled. She seemed to understand his hidden reasoning. “Very well, Yojimbo. You’re definitely a lot smarter than most people. Rest assured, however, I’m not that kind of witch.” She laughed, blood dripping down her clothes and over her skin. “I don’t even know how to cast spirit curses.”  
 
    Yojimbo nodded and eyed her unmoving monstrosities. They were horrible to look at. Each of them seemed as though they were designed to be as ugly and as misshapen as physically possible.  
 
    There was no uniformity among them, aside from their general physical shape and their heights, though some grew taller than others, their skin and bones stretched to breaking and then stretched even more and finally reinforced by foul magic.  
 
    Horns, brains, guts, tendrils, and lances of bone jutted out of their bodies. Their muscles grew larger and thicker, but at the cost of symmetry. Some arms were larger and longer than others, while a few suffered similar defects in their legs. None of them seemed to complain about it, however. Some of them didn’t have mouths at all.  
 
    “Your creatures are fascinating,” he muttered absently.  
 
    He spoke the truth, however, as any military man worth their salt could see the benefits of having an army of these shambling monstrosities. They felt no pain, no fear, no exhaustion, needed no food and no water, and they fought until they physically were unable to do so—the perfect soldiers. Most battlefield tactics wouldn’t work on such things.  
 
    Huh, maybe that’s why the Khan didn’t exterminate the Flesh-Crafters. A whole army, composed entirely of these abominations, would be nearly unstoppable. 
 
    The witch smiled and turned over her shoulder, clearly admiring her own handiwork. “Oh, yes. While I am more than capable of designing better, more powerful creatures, these are easier to make and don’t hurt as much when they end up getting themselves killed.”  
 
    Yojimbo nodded and turned to his own men. “At ease!”  
 
    His soldiers seemed conflicted but obeyed, nonetheless. He turned to the witch and forced away the feeling of disgust in his throat. She was an ally—for now. And they were far from the Empire. He had no authority here—not really.  
 
    “Shall we begin our search for the next clue, Lady Lorraine? It shouldn’t be too far away from here if my source is to be believed.”  
 
    The witch nodded and brought up a leather-bound book to her face. “Yes, we’re looking for a grove, filled with… necrotic herbs? Well, that doesn’t make sense. It shouldn’t be too hard to spot in that case.”  
 
    “My guide mentioned a meadow of dead flowers that refuse to rot.” Yojimbo shrugged and grunted in response as he turned away from the bloody witch and addressed his men. “Form up! Marching formation. I don’t want to see any slackers! Get to it, you maggots!”  
 
    His soldiers obeyed without question, forming ranks and marching onwards, though some were slower to move than others. He’d have to remedy that in the future. Then again, he couldn’t quite blame them for being a bit slow. Their training had been a little rushed and more than a little lacking, especially with regards to tempering their discipline.  
 
    But it’d have to do for now.  
 
    They moved onwards for the next several hours—a contingent of soldiers and a host of abominations walking side by side. With the witch by their side, there was suddenly a lot less to fear as they simply barreled their way through any obstacles, most of which came in the form of savage creatures and Magical Beasts.  
 
    The third clue, as the witch had brazenly declared, was found quickly enough—a grove of ghastly, death-like flowers that seemed to devour the light around it.  
 
    From there, they moved northwards until they reached the fourth clue: an ancient, ruined statue of a pointy eared, humanoid creature. From then on, all they had to do was follow where it was pointing, and it pointed them eastwards.  
 
    The fifth clue was a boneyard of dragons, filled to the brim with massive skeletons, ancient beyond imagining, located at the heart of a ravine that was almost wide enough to be considered a tiny valley on its own. The sixth and last clue was a black, featureless monolith in the shape of a pillar that jutted upward into the sky.  
 
    A wall of inky, black stone towered before them. It stood almost a hundred feet high and two hundred feet wide, filled with inscriptions and carvings of ancient battles and monsters. The structure exuded a dark and eerie presence, almost as though it was actively watching them, almost as though it was actually alive.  
 
    Yojimbo whistled as he looked upward, his soldiers formed ranks behind him. At his side was the witch, behind her was her little army of abominations.  
 
    “How do you suppose we can go through this? My guide and your book don’t seem to explain that part—only that it’s some kind of puzzle that has to be solved or a truth that has to be realized.”  
 
    Lorraine shrugged. “Hey, I’m just as clueless as you.”  
 
    The witch extended her right hand forward, seemingly gliding it over the surface of the inky, black stone. Yojimbo did not fail to catch the slight narrowing of her eyes as she stared into the images and depictions on the wall.  
 
    “It’s strange, though. There’s something magical about this thing, woven into the material itself. I can’t quite explain it …”  
 
    Yojimbo nodded and pointed at the symbols and inscriptions. “Do you know what any of this means?”  
 
    Lorraine’s eyes narrowed as she moved to the rightmost portion of the wall. “It’s written in ancient Moyatani… Ugh, I knew I should’ve paid more attention to those books.” Her eyebrows furrowed. “I can decipher most of it, but a few will be left out, I guess. There are some symbols and characters I don’t recognize, and extrapolating doesn’t seem like a good idea at the moment.”  
 
    He shared her concern. While he could speak and write the most common Moyatani dialect quite well, its classical form was… out of his reach. Not that the opportunity ever presented itself, in his defense, but it would’ve been incredibly useful if he knew even a bunch of it.  
 
    Yojimbo gestured at the wall and sighed. “Read away. It might hold a clue as to how we can get this thing opened.”  
 
    The witch shrugged and began reading. “It speaks of a great war, long ago before Moyatani ever became a nation, and the country was ruled by warring tribes and rival kings… .”  
 
    Her eyes trailed down. “Hmm, let’s see… long ago, there was a powerful warlord, Murasaki Ashoka, the Black Tyrant, who set out to conquer the land. Many tribal leaders, kings, and warlords stood against him, but none prevailed. The blood of millions was spilled as Ashoka burned cities and toppled castles. He showed no mercy to his enemies, butchering peasant, warrior, and lord alike. Terrified of his power, Ashoka’s rivals plotted to kill him, but they were only mages and humans, and they could not hope to match the Black Tyrant’s power. In… .”  
 
    The witch paused. “I can’t understand the next two sentences. Anyway… the skies split open as the Kensei descended upon the land. In their foolishness, however, the first lords failed to bind the angel of vengeance and death. And so, they left without direction, the Kensei rampaged, cleaving apart mountain ranges, burning vast forests, and sinking entire islands into the sea. It did, however, fulfill their foolish wishes, if only by accident. The angel, with a single snap of its fingers, destroyed the Black Tyrant’s armies and castles, bringing them all to dust.” 
 
    “Murasaki Ashoka,” Yojimbo repeated. Was his boss a descendant of this apparently important historical figure? “Go on… .”  
 
    “Eh… ugh… what the— hmm… well, it seems that Murasaki Ashoka summoned something from another world—a demon of corruption and destruction—to destroy the Kensei.” Lorraine breathed in and paused.  
 
    There was shock and disbelief in her eyes. She seemed shaken to her very core. Yojimbo knew that look well. The witch shook her head and continued.  
 
    “It fought the Kensei in a cataclysmic battle that shook the world. It ended in their mutual destruction. Fearful and jealous of the demon’s power, Ashoka bound the remains of the creature into himself and all those that would follow in his blood. And yet the creature was alive, even in death, and cursed Ashoka’s family. Not a single one of them would ever know the truest form of power and all his sons and daughters would be born mortal, without even the slightest touch of magic. Only magic could break the curse… .”  
 
    Her eyes widened. “So that’s why Uemuji… .” The witch shook her head.  
 
    Yojimbo raised a single eyebrow but otherwise remained quiet as he waited for her to continue.  
 
    “The Kensei was shattered into twenty pieces. Ashoka’s rivals gathered these pieces and forged from them the twenty… Oh.”  
 
    “What?” Yojimbo asked. “Why did you stop?”  
 
    He took a single step forward and stopped.  
 
    Yojimbo froze in his steps, eyes widening as the world shook. A wave of unnaturally cold winds flooded the woods, almost instantly shifting the environment—freezing tiny puddles of blood and tiny dews atop grasses. His men shifted and stopped completely as the winds seemed to grow stronger and stronger with each passing second.  
 
    But that wasn’t the worst part.  
 
    A dreadful smell and an almost alien presence accompanied the surging winds—a foul voice in the air, laughing amidst the acrid stench of death and decay. One of his men screamed and broke ranks, leaping forward and suddenly biting down on the exposed neck of the man in front of him.  
 
    Yojimbo’s eyes widened. “Restrain him!”  
 
    His men panicked. He saw it on their faces, their wide and confused eyes. They had no idea what was happening. The older of them, however, stepped forward immediately pulled away the rabid man from biting away at the neck of his fellow soldier.  
 
    His victim hadn’t suffered any serious injuries, but a small wound could mean death in the middle of a lush forest.  
 
    Yojimbo frowned as the rabid man howled and snapped his jaws at anything and everything close to him. The man’s eyes had rolled to the back of his head. He was gone.  
 
    “Tie him up to that tree, but don’t kill him. Field medic! Get over here and see to that man’s wounds!”  
 
    He was no fool. This was the work of foul magic.  
 
    But this wasn’t any magic he’d ever seen before, and the damn guidebook had never mentioned anything like this.  
 
    Yojimbo turned over his shoulder and eyed the witch. She seemed just as confused as he was, but her face was twisting and twitching. Her abominations remained stoic, unmoving masses of flesh and bone. A few of them seemed to be on the crux of freezing entirely, but the cold didn’t bother them.  
 
    Though, a few tongues and tendrils fell off, alongside other fleshy appendages. Yojimbo couldn’t say the same about his men. Quite a number of them were close to falling over or breaking ranks.  
 
    That one boy, who was now stuck to a tree screaming and kicking, was not making things any easier.  
 
    He walked toward her, uncaring for the screams of his berserk soldier. “Lady Lorraine, what’s going on?”  
 
    The witch managed a raspy breath, her eyes wide as she turned to look at him with a face that Yojimbo could only describe as utterly horrified and… mad. “You… you don’t feel that, do you?”  
 
    She giggled, but her face didn’t match the apparent mirth coming out of her lips. Her eyes told a very different story. Yojimbo took a single step back as Lorraine’s eyes further widened and she shook her head almost profusely.  
 
    “It’s… magic. I can feel it. It’s incredibly powerful—more powerful than anything I’ve ever felt in my entire life! I sense darkness and cold, the freezing heart of winter and the maws of desperation and cannibalism. But there’s something else, too—a faint, but equally powerful force of light and divinity, and yet it’s tainted by rage and revenge. So… much… rage!”  
 
    Yojimbo frowned and harrumphed. “That doesn’t explain anything.”  
 
    It did—somewhat.  
 
    He knew enough about mages to know their powers sometimes were beyond their own understanding.  
 
    At the very least, he knew that something somewhere out there was powerful enough to cause such effects. Was it a Magical Beast or some such? Moyatani mages did enjoy talking about such creatures whenever they had the time. It was the source of their powers, after all.  
 
    That bit about cannibalism, however, was the one thing that truly caught his attention, because there was only one creature in the whole damn country whose mere name and presence was almost synonymous with the word.  
 
    Its passing carried with it an unnatural and dreadful winter, a berserk, cannibalistic rage filling the hearts and minds of all those caught within its cold grasp—the weak-willed, anyway. But… how was it here? Why was it here?  
 
    “This power… this magic.” Focus and clarity seemed to flicker in the witch’s otherwise maddened eyes as she straightened herself. Her eyebrows furrowed in deep thought. “I’ve felt it before… in the Academy… within the accursed weapon in the Chamber of the Elders.”  
 
    Yojimbo had absolutely no idea what she was talking about, but it did seem important, so he listened anyway. Even the tiniest bit of information could prove to be infinitely useful in the future, no matter how insignificant it may seem.  
 
    Blood trickled out of Lorraine’s eyes, nose, and mouth. She dropped to her knees and screamed, “It… can’t be. This doesn’t make any sense!”  
 
    What was this witch talking about? 
 
    And then she fell face-first, conscious but seemingly catatonic, bleeding profusely. She was muttering gibberish, too many words spoken too fast that it all seemed to be a single line.  
 
    Yojimbo shook his head and turned to his soldiers. He shivered slightly but, strangely, the near-freezing winds almost reminded him of home. The only difference was the smell of rot and decay. His men were falling apart in the cold.  
 
    “Make for the trees! Shield yourselves from the cold! I want a fire going as soon as possible!”  
 
    He spared the witch and the wall one last look before walking away. She could roll around on the forest floor and freeze to death for all he cared. She had her abominations to help her… somehow.  
 
    Just as he reached the edge of the tall trees, however, Yojimbo paused and glanced over his shoulder. The witch was still there, shivering, her lips cracked dry and her skin paler than it ever was. Even the blood on her clothes had frozen up. Magic or no magic, she was going to die if he just left her there.  
 
    Sighing, he turned from his path. Well, I still need her to finish reading everything on that damn wall.  
 
    End of Book 3 
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